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Bannen lay sprawled on his back across the bed, eyes closed, tired and strained. “I love my family.”
I watched him, amused and feeling his same exhaustion after two weeks of visiting his parents’ house. “Who are you trying to convince?”
“Me.”
Snorting, I hauled his bag up onto the bed and started unloading it. On top of him. Because I was NOT doing his laundry. He didn’t even flinch, much less budge. So it was going to be like that, eh? “I thought, after the first trip, that they would settle down some. Not be as….”
“Anxious? Energetic? Crazy? Have I ever mentioned how grateful I am that you summoned me and then refused to let me go?”
“You can stand to mention it more often,” I responded, laughing, although I fully understood why. His family could be, well, more than overwhelming. Their intentions were good, but the culture dictated that anyone older than Bannen had some say in how he should live his life, and considering he was one of the youngest in his family…it meant that a lot of people had advice, most of it conflicting, and he ended up being pulled in a dozen different directions at once. 
“Believe it or not,” he added, still firmly not moving, “being bound to you helps. It used to be worse.” 
I shuddered at the idea of ‘worse.’ Not that his family wasn’t loving, they were. Just smothering. So, so smothering. “No wonder you were desperate enough to stow away.”
“You understand now.” 
 “Rena!” Mary called from the other room. 
I knew that tone. It meant she had work for me to do. “She can’t possibly have a job lined up for us, we barely got back this morning!”
Bannen lurched upright enough to grab me, hauling me down on top of him and the dirty clothes, startling a squeal out of my mouth. “If we’re very still and quiet, maybe she’ll think we’re sleeping and leave us alone,” he stage-whispered. 
Like that would work. I wriggled a little, trying not to plant an elbow anywhere sensitive. “Bannen. You know that isn’t going to work.”
“If I wish really, really hard and ignore her, I bet it will.” 
“Do you listen to the things that come out of your mouth?” I asked, exasperated. 
“Not really, no, I have people like you for that.” 
“RENA!”
“See, told you it wouldn’t work.” I wriggled, squirmed, and managed to get free of him this time (mostly because he let me go). Of course, he let me go so he didn’t have to get up himself, because we both knew that if Mary couldn’t get me on the first two tries, her third attempt would be through Bannen. She was predictable that way. 
 Sighing, I pushed myself up and out the door, not feeling any motivation to work at all. I wanted nothing more than peace and quiet, but Mary’s summons likely meant neither for my immediate future. I stepped into the kitchen, already resigned. “Yes?”
Mary sat at the table, a letter in her hands and a frown deepening her brow. “I just received a message from an old colleague. Another shard has popped up north of Heaberlin, near the Rainbow River Line.”
I winced. Train lines crisscrossed throughout the inhabited world, but the Rainbow River Line saw more traffic than most because of the Rainbow River being a natural tourist attraction. Especially at this time of the year, the river would be in full color, and would attract people from around the world. I didn’t like it when shards appeared anywhere near large bodies of people—it was a disaster waiting to happen.
“Jonas says here that someone managed to contain it fairly quickly, but you know how those shards push the barriers to the breaking point. I think you need to get over there quickly and deal with it before we lose a lot of people.” 
While I didn’t dislike using my magic to destroy things, shards were not one of my favorite things to tackle. The last time Bannen and I did it, we’d been mostly on our own. The only reason why we managed to destroy it was that the shard hadn’t grown to any real size. Even then it had been tough. “A barrier is up around it? Does he mention by whom?”
“He doesn’t mention that. Jonas is not known for his verbosity.” Mary put the letter on the table, clearly worried. “Still, what he does say disturbs me. He reports that there’re multiple shards all over now, literally in every country, and no one’s found any way to combat it. They’re just containing it.”
“Like they do with Toh’sellor.” Now there was a disturbing thought. Toh’sellor had started out small as well. If the shards were left alone long enough, they’d take up mountains and valleys, eventually growing past the point of containment. They were like leprosy, slowly spreading and killing everything in their path. 
I had destroyed the shards as we’d heard of them—three in total over the past two years. Waiting for news seemed to me the wrong tactic, because really, could I afford to take my time with these things? Maybe I should be actively hunting them down. They seemed to be appearing more frequently if there was now one in every country. “Do we know where they all are?”
Mary shook her head grimly. “He didn’t give me specific locations aside from this one.” 
Bannen slipped into the kitchen, wrapping me up in a hug, arms around my waist and chin on my shoulder. I smiled as I leaned back against him, just for a moment, because hugs from Bannen are pretty much irresistible. “Did you hear?”
“I heard shards and trouble and came running,” he said, breath puffing against the side of my neck, making my skin shiver. “Where’s this one?”
“North of Heaberlin, along the Rainbow River Line,” Mary answered. 
Bannen whistled lowly. “Ouch. Not a good location. Not that any location is good for a shard, but this one is definitely worse than others. I take it we’re doing another field trip?”
Mary creaked up to her feet, coming to put a hand on both of our shoulders. “No. No field trip. I’ve kept you here longer than I needed to, as I love having the two of you in my house, but I don’t have anything left to teach Rena.”
I blinked at her, startled. “You mean I’m done?”
“There’s no grand ceremony here,” Mary informed me gently, stroking my hair for a moment, the gesture warm. “No fancy pins or the like. We Void Mages have our own patterns. We keep a record, passed down from one generation to the next, that details what we’ve learned, just in case any of us cannot teach the younglings. You’ve seen me write in one of them.”
So that’s what that leather-bound book had been. I’d wondered. “Yes, I have.”
“That book is yours now,” she informed me. “I’ll hand it over officially when you are done with the shards, and have found a house for the two of you to move into.” 
That assumed I knew where I wanted to move to. Corcoran…did not seem like a good option anymore. I tilted my head so that I could glance toward Bannen, biting the inside of my lip. No, not a good idea in many respects. After visiting Z’gher, I categorically refused to live anywhere near Bannen’s family. I wasn’t sure who would snap first—me or him—but either way it wouldn’t be pretty. “When we figure that out, I’ll let you know. Thank you, Master.” 
Mary had the gentlest, proudest smile on her face. “You’re your own woman now, Rena. A mage in every sense of the word. You choose if you wish to take this job or not.”
That didn’t even take consideration on my part. “Master Mary, I absolutely refuse to let Toh’sellor gain any foothold in this world. Of course we’re going.”
“Good thing I sharpened my swords yesterday,” Bannen said to no one in particular. “We leaving now?”
I turned in his arms, knowing very well the expression I’d find—one of wolfish anticipation. Catching his chin with my fingers, I waggled his face a little back and forth, teasing him. “You got anything better to do?”
“Not a blessed thing.” 




I rubbed my hands together, more for warmth than in anticipation. Still a mite chilly in Heaberlin even in late spring, enough so that I almost put my coat back on. But no, I’d need to be as flexible as possible soon and fighting always got the blood pumping. I’d be fine. Rena stood next to me, lips pursed as she panned her head. I’d braided her hair for her earlier, in that wrap-around crown she preferred, and while her coat kept her warm enough, the chill left the tips of her ears pink. I loved it when I could braid her hair. After two years, our bond wasn’t as jumpy or demanding as it used to be, but it still liked regular contact with her. 
“Can you tell who’s in charge of the barrier?” she asked.
“Nope,” I responded, popping the p, “but I see lots of nice people in blue uniforms. Maybe one of them would know?”
Rena rolled her eyes expressively. “Thank you for that brilliance, darling.” 
“Anytime, sweet-cheeks.” 
Muttering to herself about snarky familiars, she plowed ahead through the crowd, head up and searching. Sometimes she rose on tiptoe to get a better vantage point, grey eyes intent as she examined one person after another, searching for the person in charge. Nothing of the emblems or the uniforms seemed to indicate who had charge of the barrier itself and the uniformed men and women gathered in front of it. I saw many a report and clipboard, people conferring with each other or trying to maintain a safe line to keep civilians back. Perhaps because this shard of Toh’sellor was so new, it had a lot of gawkers gathered around the barrier. The minions—mostly made of trees, plants, and a few random farm animals—certainly made it a freak show. I supposed it only made sense for people to be curious. It did surprise me people still lingered, as it had taken a full day by train to get here, and I would have expected the novelty to wane by now. Then again, the shard had popped up outside of the city limits, within clear view of the train station, the line, and the city, but far enough out that it hadn’t caught more than farm animals and some trees. Perhaps these people were just passing through and chose to step outside the train for a moment to get a look. 
“Good thing it didn’t appear in the town itself.” 
“You have no idea how grateful I am for that,” Rena stated grimly. “It’s too close to the town for comfort as it is.” 
“I hear that.” 
As we got closer, I saw the patches on the arms of the uniforms and my eyebrows shot up. “They’re MISD.”
Rena paused for a moment, also truly paying attention for the first time. “What’s the Magical Intercontinental Specialist Division doing here?”
“Beats me.” I’d heard they were digging into these outcroppings of Toh’sellor but we hadn’t run into any of them until this point—not in person, at least, although they had put the barrier up around the first shard Rena had destroyed. The MISD were not a large organization, but they had the backing of every country, serving as the magical troubleshooters of the world. Well, not just magical problems; to be fair they handle any situation that crossed over one country’s borders. Sometimes they were called in if the country just didn’t have the experts to handle the situation. It took a very unique skillset to handle the responsibilities of an MISD agent and because of that, they only hired on the best of the best, so problems like this probably spread them pretty thin. The MISD had taken charge of Toh’sellor almost immediately after it had appeared, but that wasn’t the bulk of what they did, I knew that; however, seeing them here meant they had made the shards more of a priority than simple containment. I didn’t know if that was a bad sign or not, but I had an ominous feeling in my gut that said it was. 
My mage got that look in her eye that usually meant a lot of work in my immediate future. She locked onto a target and headed straight for him. He looked rather nondescript, neither handsome nor plain, dark hair neat and combed back, features even, skin tan after long hours of being in the sun. He did have a coat on, one that perfectly matched his uniform, and even then he looked a little cold with a ruddy hue to his cheeks. He took in Rena with surprise, head canted a little as if she had just presented him with some puzzle.
I knew what that look meant. Every mage that had never seen a Void Mage before looked like that. From what I had been told, Rena’s magic looks very, very weird. 
Rena presented a hand to him, a professional smile on her face. “Magus Renata Rocci. You are?”
At her name, his dark eyes went wide. “You’re Renata Rocci?”
Why did this man know my mage? “Well, she was this morning, when I last checked. Don’t think that’s changed in the past, oh, three hours.” 
He turned to give me a piercing look. “That makes you Bannen Hach.”
“Okay, see, when you say things like that, it makes me really, really curious on why you know us. Like, uncomfortable and curious, because to be honest it’s a little creepy.” 
Was that a smile playing at the corners of his mouth? “Magus Rocci, Master Bannen, a pleasure. I’m Specialist Woods of the MISD. We’ve heard reports about you. If I’m correct, then you’ve already taken out three other shards of Toh’sellor.” 
“Four,” Rena corrected with a cocky smile.  
The way his eyes narrowed, not in surprise but speculation, made me think he had suspected as much. “We’ve been looking for you ever since the first report rolled in. You’ve been amazingly hard to locate, Magus.” 
“My master’s fault,” Rena admitted easily. “She lives in an absurdly remote location.”
“Boonies, is what she means,” I translated dryly. 
“Master?” Woods repeated neutrally. 
“My magic is strange enough it took two masters to train me up.” Rena was already getting sidetracked, I could tell by the way her head kept turning toward the barrier. “Specialist…Woods? Is that right? Oh good. Specialist Woods, no offense, but can we talk about all of this later? I’d really like to get in there and actually take the shard out quickly. We discovered that the more time it has to grow, the more of a bear it is.” 
“Of course, Magus, I’m amiable to that. You’re not planning on going in alone, are you?”
I took in the size of the dome, the number of monsters that I could see just from here, and winced at that idea. “Sards, I sure hope not! It’s just little ’ole me protecting this cute bundle of destruction. Woods, can’t I borrow some of your people?”
That was the right response. Woods visibly relaxed. “I actually have a team forming up now, as we wanted to do reconnaissance. We’re waiting on two of our Specialists to arrive before we go in. I expect them any minute. If you can wait for them?”
Rena and I exchanged a glance and identical shrugs. “Sure,” we said in unison. 
“Excellent. Please, wait here, I’ll check to see how close to readiness we are.” He took off in a quick step that bordered a lope. 
Lowering my voice, I stepped into Rena’s personal space to murmur, “Now what’s all of this about?”
“Good question,” she responded in an equally low tone. “I’m not surprised the MISD has reports on us; actually I’d be more surprised if they didn’t, considering I’m the first threat Toh’sellor has ever seen. But the other four times, no MISD agents were around, and no one stopped us to talk, or really got information on how I did anything. I’d gathered the impression they were, well, not indifferent, but….”
I knew where she was going with this. “Not interested enough to ask questions? Just glad that your magic worked.”
“Something like that. And now we have intense interest. The sudden reversal is throwing me for a loop.” She stared hard in the direction where Woods had disappeared. “I wonder if their interest is going to mean we’ll be offered a short-term contract to take all of these shards of Toh’sellor out?”
It was the logical conclusion. “That sounds like a sure bet to me, and I don’t take those. My real question is, are they going to be content with you taking on just the shards?”
Her grey eyes went wide. “Surely they wouldn’t expect me to take on the real thing!”
“I’m paranoid enough to where I suspect they might, yeah. But let’s worry about that when we come to it. I mean, surely even the MISD isn’t completely insane, and you’d have to be insane to want to tackle the real thing. Likely it’s your help with the mini versions they’ll want.” 
“Bannen, kindly do not say things that will give me heart failure,” she scolded, a palm pressing to her chest. 
“I’d apologize, but this is good payback for you bouncing on my bed this morning screaming like a banshee, so I distinctly do not feel the need to apologize. At all.” 
Far from looking abashed, she grinned at me. “I, of course, have no idea what you’re talking about.” 
“Naturally you don’t,” I agreed in the same tone, rocking back and forth on my heels. “Just like I won’t have any idea when I get my revenge. Why do you take such evil pleasure in startling me out of a sound sleep, anyway?”
Rena pondered this with a deep frown, brows needled together. “I have no idea. Because you’re teaseable?”
“I’m pretty sure that isn’t a word. Absolutely positive of it, in fact.” Evil, sneaky little mage of mine. 
Woods returned, cutting our banter short. Behind him followed two people dressed in dark blue uniforms, the MISD silver and black patch on their chests, but they didn’t look like a ‘standard’ agent. One of them absolutely had to have a giant somewhere in her family lineage. I had to crane my neck to look up at her. If she was shorter than eight feet, I’d eat my boots. The definition of her muscles showed through her clothing, sharp but lean, and I had this thrill go through me at the idea of sparring with her. It’d be hugely fun until she, y’know, broke several of my bones. She had a staff lounging against one shoulder, one that had every earmark of being a magical artifact, so I assumed her to be a mage of some sort. Her dark brunette hair lay over one shoulder in a workman’s plank, and I liked the look in her eyes, golden brown and friendly, and I smiled up at her without really thinking about it. 
Her companion had to be human, as he stood only a little taller than me, with short sandy blond hair and a dark tan. He also had serious muscle definition, his arms especially, although it didn’t look like he dealt much with hand-to-hand combat like the giantess did. The only weapon I saw on him was a bow with a full quiver of interesting looking arrows. 
“Specialist Chinnadurai Franklocke, Mage-Specialist Violet Taberwood, this is Magus Renata Rocci and her companion, Bannen Hach.” 
“Familiar,” I corrected, offering a hand to Franklocke. “We meet as friends, Specialist.”
“Chi,” he offered with a smile. “Pleasure, Bannen, and do tell me that you’re pulling my leg. A human familiar, really?”
“Not pulling anything,” Rena assured him, also offering a hand, although it was stretched up to the giantess. “Hello, Specialist.” 
“Hello, little magus,” Taberwood said in a surprisingly light voice, carefully returning the grip. “This is Seton, my familiar.” 
Rena didn’t even blink, just looked at the staff and said, “Hello.”
The staff lit up along the center, an array of lights flashing in the dark, polished wood. His mage smiled and translated, “‘Very glad to work with you,’ he says. I understand you’re going in to fight the shard of Toh’sellor? Yes? Then after we deal with that, let’s sit and have a drink, the four of us, and we can hear the story of how you called a human familiar.” 
“Five,” Woods corrected with a sharp look at us. “I definitely want to hear this as well.” 
I saw an opportunity here and wasn’t above exploiting it. “You buy, I’ll talk.”
“Deal,” Chi agreed instantly. “Woods, who else is going in with us?”
For some reason Woods found this question funny. “You think you need more people?”
“Well, no, but sometimes you send junior agents in to get the experience. I can be nice and babysit for you.” 
“This time, I want you focused on how Magus Rocci is dispatching Toh’sellor,” Woods informed him, “so no babysitting duty for you.”
“Excellent.” Chi actually looked relieved, which made me wonder, how hard was it to keep track of junior agents? He must have caught my look as he explained sotto voice, “The paperwork you have to fill out when one of the babies gets a boo-boo is no joke, let me tell you.”
“Is that why? Then I’m relieved as well.” I looked between the two of them and didn’t want to step on any toes, honestly, but someone needed to clarify. I volunteered me. “In situations like this, it’s better if we have someone that goes first and pulls their attention.” 
“We call it pulling agro,” Taberwood informed me, “and that’s my job. Chi’s support.” 
“I like it.” I was relieved as well. That familiar-staff she had in her hands meant her reach was better than mine. “We waiting on anything?”
“Not a thing,” Chi denied, already shucking off his coat. “Woods, hold this for me, would you?”
Good idea, having someone else hold it. “Mine too? Thanks, Specialist Woods. Let’s go, then.”  
The onlookers seemed to realize something would happen soon, as the sound of conversation picked up behind us. The minions made all sorts of crashing, heavy breathing, crackling wood noises, heavy on the ears, so for the conversation to grow loud enough to override that surprised me. It had been buzzing for a while, not difficult to ignore, but this rise made me glance back. We had quite the crowd, at least fifty people, all watching our every move avidly. I felt strangely like a celebrity although I knew soon their full attention would be on Rena. 
Rena seemed to realize we’d garnered some interest, because she glanced around, eyebrows quirked in bemusement. As usual for her, she didn’t pay it any real mind and took point, at least up until the shield itself, where she nearly stood nose to barrier with it. Apparently realizing at the last second that while these two knew of her, but not everything, she turned her head and warned, “I can clear out an immediate path for us so they can lift the barrier enough for us to go through, but my incantations take a minute, so don’t expect me to react fast to anything.” 
Taberwood gave her the most confused look. “I can see that your magic is very…different, Magus, but why would you speak an incantation? And how do you plan to work any magic through a barrier this strong?”
Rena opened her mouth, closed it, and looked frustrated. She wasn’t the type that knew how to talk about her work. “Just watch,” she finally said, turning back to it. 
Staring hard at the minions, she started speaking in that low, sing-song way of hers. I loosed my weapons, unsheathing both swords, and settled to her left, ready to move when she did. She had three animal—cow?—minions, a half-dozen tree-types and at least one bird-type that looked diminutive and weird compared to the rest, so I figured she would need more than a minute to destroy all these in one go. Her incantations had to factor in all of the elements from each type, after all, making them hideously complex.  
To everyone’s surprise but mine, the minions poofed out of existence just as the last syllable left her lips. In fact, I think Chi invented new cusswords on the spot. I made note of a few of them. Grinning to myself, I cast a quick look over my shoulder. “That’s why. Questions?”
“More than a few,” Taberwood gasped, eyes wide as saucers. “And not enough alcohol for the conversation. I’ll save ’em for later.” 
“I can’t give us any personal shielding inside,” Rena said apologetically. “Agent Taberwood, if you don’t mind?”
“I’ll take care of it,” Taberwood assured her, still a little bug eyed. “Personal shields for each of us, so we can move freely, I think.” 
“Good choice,” I approved. “Well, Miss Agro, shall we?”
Someone—I think it was Woods—opened the barrier and the giantess strode through, her staff a blur in her hands. I took a second to appreciate the beauty of such speed and precision, then I went to work as well, keeping anything and everything away from my mage. Rena wasn’t idle as we went forward, focusing on points farther ahead, out of our immediate reach, and taking the minions down as we went. 
It took me more than a minute, as I honestly had my hands full, but eventually I turned so that I had a good line of sight on Chi. What I saw made my warrior heart flutter. 
Chi was amazing. 
Taberwood had mad skills as well, no mistake, but Chi’s form was flawless. He pulled arrow after arrow out of his quiver, usually four or five at a time, and they flew with perfect precision. He never missed. He hit exactly what he needed to. The arrows weren’t just broad, flat tips either, but some combination of magic if my eyes didn’t betray me, as quite a few of them blew up on impact. 
I rotated in and around Rena, stabbing forward, falling back, using my legs to fight with as much as the twin swords in my hands, keeping everything off of her as we searched for the shard, and because of that I saw how smooth the precision was between Chi and Taberwood.   Taberwood would dart forward, Seton a blur in her hands, knock two or three enemies down, then fall back for a breath. The moments she took that step back, Chi would shift forward, covering her with a brief flurry of arrows, all released one after another in a steady stream, letting his partner catch her breath, then he would step back, reaching for more arrows as Taberwood advanced forward again. They were like Rena and I—in perfect sync with each other, the partnership a seamless balance. How many years had they worked together to be able to fight like this? It felt almost intimate watching them. 
We went forward, fighting and working our way toward the center for about an hour. The barrier on the outside hadn’t seemed that large, not compared to the other shards we’d tackled, so where was this thing? 
“Ah-ha!” Rena made the victorious sound with a bounce on the toes. “Found it.” 
“Distance?” 
“I need to be a little closer,” she stated calmly. “Taberwood, Chi, another fifty feet, please.” 
“Your wish is my command, princess,” Chi called to her, still firing off arrows. 
No one said anything else as frankly, we didn’t have the breath for it. The minions always became as dense as moss on wet stone when we came this close to a shard. This one didn’t look like the others, but it did at the same time. It didn’t have the same size—barely a story tall—although the way colors and wind and light flickered in and around like a distorted flame left no doubt as to its true nature. 
There didn’t seem to be much variety of minion, mostly cows and trees, but what they lacked in variety they made up for in number. It might be a new shard, but it had been busy, creating enough minions that I had my hands full, as did the agents. Despite that, I could still intensely feel their concentration on what Rena would do next. The question hovered in the air, a doubt on their parts on whether she could do this or not. I smirked and let them wonder. They’d see soon enough. 
Rena stopped, but we didn’t stop with her, forming a barrier around her to keep the minions off. I didn’t have to tell the other two to stay out of her line of sight, they did that automatically. As Rena worked out the spell, speaking her incantation, I couldn’t help but compare this to the first time she’d done it. Then, she had been awkward and fumbling, half-successful. This time, she knew exactly what to do, no hesitation in her voice. 
It took precisely three minutes. 
The shard exploded into a multihued mist of colors, dissipating in the air. Every minion we faced instantly died with it, poofing dust into the air. “Good job,” I praised her, smiling at Rena’s smile, then turned to see Taberwood and Chi’s reactions. 
Taberwood’s eyes were crossed, mouth agape, but then as a mage she could see exactly what Rena had done. I recognized that reaction. Chi stared at the spot the shard had been with such astonishment he actually plopped down on the ground, stunned speechless. 
Startling people just never got old. “So. How about that drink?”




We retired to a café not far away that served excellent fried food and a mild ale that was more like hard cider than anything else. Bannen refused to drink anything alcoholic, which didn’t surprise me, as he never would in a foreign country and with people he’d barely met. I’ve never been sure if it was just Bannen’s natural caution or if the bond demanded such of him, or some mix of the two. Woods joined us, of course, and as the five of us settled around the table, he called out an order toward the front of the restaurant for fried fish and baskets of chips. He had the air of a regular, so I let him order. He knew what was best here. 
Besides, judging from the smell, nothing could possibly be considered ‘bad.’ The scent was heavenly—fried fish, layered with hot oil lingering heavily over everything. It was not an established, grand place, more like a hole in the wall café with eight tables crammed into a small space. From experience, I knew the best foods would be found in a place like this. 
Woods turned those dark eyes on me, penetrating and astonished. “Well, Magus. Please do tell us how you did that.”
“I’m a Void Mage,” I explained with a splay of hands. “Normally this magic is seen in Turranskan mages, but for some reason, I’m the exception to the rule. I come out of Corcoran.” 
“I saw what you did,” Taberwood offered with a deep frown, “but I couldn’t follow it.”
That didn’t surprise me. “Most can’t, so don’t feel bad. In essence,” I paused, stumbling, still not sure how to explain this, “a Void Mage chooses what she wants to erase.” 
Bannen shot me an amused look and jumped in. “Basically what’s she doing is she’s mapping out the schematic of something’s physical structure with her eyes, cataloguing all of the elements that forms the whole, then informing her magic exactly which elements she wants to disappear. She’s destroying its very foundation, hence why her incantations can’t be inscribed in a book, as they are tailor made for every job she does.” 
It wasn’t the first time Bannen had explained for me, but I appreciated it every time. “It’s official, you need to handle my explanations from now on.”
He just laughed. 
“You’re not good at describing your work, are you,” Chi guessed with a knowing smile. 
“Terrible at it,” I confessed easily. “Fortunately, my handsome familiar has hung about me long enough that he understands at least the basics and can explain things for me.” 
“Which I don’t think was originally part of my job description,” Bannen informed me. “I think all I was supposed to do was protect you and look pretty. Can I have a raise? I think I deserve a raise.” 
“How about a bonus?” I retorted. “I’ll buy you lunch.” 
“Free food? I’ll take it.” 
Chi snorted a laugh. “You’re that easy, Bannen?”
“Hey, I never turn down free food.” 
Woods cleared his throat, redirecting my attention. “But how is it that you called a human familiar? That, too, is something I’ve never heard of.” 
I did not, in any way, shape, or form, want to explain why I had a human familiar. Even after two years, the reason did not sit well with me. 
Bannen, again, came to my rescue, his tone light and easy. “Actually it’s standard for Void Mages to call human familiars. Because their incantations are so long, they’re more vulnerable than any other type of mage. It takes a human intelligence to be able to truly protect them.”
Taberwood’s expression suggested that she knew there had to be more to it, but thankfully she was polite enough to not press the matter. Instead, she said: “Corcoran has very strict laws when it comes to what is ‘acceptable’ for a familiar. Did they not object?”
I fought a brewing headache as I groaned, “Yes, you could say that.” 
“We don’t have enough alcohol or time for me to fully answer that,” Bannen groused. 
“That bad, huh,” Chi snickered. “A story for later, then.”
I felt it was time to turn the conversation. “Agent Woods, you automatically recognized me earlier, said that the MISD had been trying to track me down. To tackle all of these pieces of Toh’sellor that’s been popping up?”
“That’s the main reason,” he agreed, pausing to finish off the last of his chips. “We have other problems too that call for your expertise, however, so I’m not quite sure what my superiors will offer you. To be sure, Toh’sellor will be your priority as you’re the first person to have any impact on it. Our main goal was to find you and ask if you would accept a short-term contract to demolish the shards that are popping up all over.”
“I certainly can, and will be interested in seeing the terms of the contract,” I answered, trying to tamp down on my inner greed. I knew for a fact that MISD paid well. “How many instances do you know about?”
“Five at last count, four after what you just did.” Woods gave me a sharp look. “We are still investigating why Toh’sellor is able to spread his influence past the barrier.” 
Bannen paused with a fish halfway to his mouth. “That was my next question. No ideas?”
“Suspicions,” Taberwood offered, “but nothing concrete yet. Chi and I escorted an expert up there about a week ago and he’s been sitting there muttering to himself ever since. If anyone can figure it out, it’s him.”
“I’d like to talk to him and compare notes,” I offered, “as I’ve now dealt with five of these things, maybe I’ve observed something helpful?”
“We’ll put you in contact with him soon,” Woods promised and then paused, eyes darting to the storefront. 
I twisted about to see what had caught his attention and saw four men—somewhat inebriated from the looks of it—picking a fight with two other men in the MISD blue uniforms. 
Taberwood growled out something that could have been a curse before scraping back her chair and stalking for the front, each footstep heavy and ringing, like a war drum going off. Chi immediately followed, and I wasn’t sure if he even thought about why, his movements were so automatic. They cleared the door in near tandem despite the fact that Taberwood had to duck and twist a little to clear the entrance. 
“Vee has a soft spot for the junior agents,” Woods told us almost absently, craning his head to watch as the giantess approached. “And her tolerance for bullying and senseless fighting is so low as to be in the negative digits. Just be warned, as it’s likely that you’ll be pairing up with them for the foreseeable future. When it comes to traveling about, those two are usually the first we think of to send, you see.” 
I did and didn’t at the same time. “Vee? Not Violet?”
“She hates her name, says she’s not some delicate flower. She goes by Vee.” 
Ahhh. 
Bannen frowned, clearly seeing something that I didn’t, and put his palm flat on top of my head. I recognized the signal and promised, “Staying right here.”
“Thank you.” He was up in the next second and gone, halfway toward the fight. I watched him catch two men that tried to join the fray, grasping them by the arms and twisting them into a hold on the ground, forcing them into stillness. 
“Your familiar is an exceptional fighter,” Woods said in a tone that suggested he was digging for something. “Where is he fr—oh, sard take it, not again!”
What? I turned back to the fight and saw Taberwood grab a man by the belt and literally throw him upwards. Two seconds later, a thump sounded right above my head. Had she just…? “Did she just throw him onto the roof?” I asked incredulously. I knew the giants were strong, but Taberwood’s not a full giant! She couldn’t be, not at that height, so how could she have the natural strength to throw two hundred plus pounds around? 
“Yes,” Woods growled in vexation. 
Chi had not been idle during this, whacking anyone who tried to join the fight or ambush his partner. When he saw Taberwood throw someone, though, I could hear the pout even from here. “Vee, why are you throwing people? I thought that was our special thing.” 
“It’s not our thing, Chinny,” she responded in exasperation. 
“It’s totally our thing,” Chi insisted, clobbering some other sap on the back of the head with considerable force. “I’m wounded right now, Vee. You’re only supposed to throw me.” 
For some reason, Bannen found this hysterical. “I absolutely have to be friends with you two. Where do I sign up?”
Woods pushed back from the table and stalked forward, brows furrowed together. “Vee, do not throw people on the roof! Drunk people are beyond difficult to get back down, you know that.” 
Oh, that was the issue? I would’ve thought it would be throwing people in general, but what did I know? Since I’d promised to stay put, I did, turning in my chair to watch. Some part of me found this whole scene funny and I had this ridiculous urge to giggle. I’d been promised lunch, but I didn’t realize a show came along with it. 
After seeing the giantess throw a man, the rest of the crowd—that wasn’t six sheets to the wind—realized that fighting her might be a bad life decision. They quickly found other places to be. Someone had called the city guard, as men in black uniforms showed up and started handcuffing people, hauling them off. It took more than a few minutes to straighten the mess out before Bannen sauntered back to me, returning to his now cold lunch. 
“What started the fight?” I asked, beyond curious. 
“No idea,” he answered, grimacing at the cold chips. “These aren’t as much fun cold. Ah well. The guardsmen asked, but the idiots are so drunk they honestly couldn’t remember, so it was probably something really stupid.”
“Ah, one of those fights.” I’d encountered more than my share of those. Bannen could be blamed for at least half of them. While we had no one at the table, I dared to ask in a whisper, “What do you think?”
“I think we have steady employment for the next several months, maybe more if we play our cards right,” he responded without looking away from his food. “The MISD are mostly magical troubleshooters, right?”
“More like a magical disaster response team.” I frowned, not sure how best to explain it. “They tackle anything that occurs on a global scale, something that either isn’t confined to one country or surpasses that country’s experts. You have to be either very, very smart to be with them or amazingly talented.” 
“Or have an amazingly unique type of magic?” he asked with a look on his face that suggested he knew exactly what kind of daydreams I had entertained while growing up. “Tell me, darling, how often have you considered joining up with the MISD?”
More often than I cared to admit. “When I was younger, it was just a dream. Literally. You know how bad my health was back then, I wouldn’t have been able to do it. Now…” I trailed off a little wistfully. Their reputation was an amazing one, but I knew that sometimes reputations were so different from reality that they were literally nothing more than figments of someone’s imagination. It would behoove me to be cautious about trying to join them until I knew a little more about what they were really like. “Do you think they’ll live up to their reputation?”
“Only one way to find out.” He didn’t say anything more as the three agents rejoined us at the table. “Well, Taberwood, that’s an impressive skill you got there.” 
A happy flush rode the woman’s cheeks. “Call me Vee. And thank you, I do enjoy throwing idiots up high.”
“And me,” Chi reminded her, still pouting. 
“As I said, I do enjoy throwing idiots.” 
I snorted a laugh. 
“You stepped right into that one,” Woods informed Chi drolly.
Chi stuck his tongue out at him. 
“Very mature,” Woods drawled. “Now, before we can digress any further, I have a simple question for you, Magus Rocci: are you amiable to signing a short-term contract, at least, to deal with the shards of Toh’sellor?”
I tamped down on my inner child firmly and tried to sound professional. “I am, sir. Where do we need to go, what are the terms, who do I talk to?”
“The answer to that all lies with one man: Salvatore.” 




Stop that, hand. Just because we’re walking somewhere doesn’t mean you get to hang on to Rena. I curled my fingers into a fist, actively keeping myself still and not reaching out to her as we left the café. Being outside of Mary’s range of influence where our relationship had its comfortable boundaries, was harder than I expected. I kept a scowl off my face through sheer dint of will. 
The headquarters for MISD was not anywhere near us, of course, so Woods took us to a private room at an inn nearby and had Vee set up a communication via the mirror hanging on the wall. The place had been obviously set up for these kinds of meetings, as it had a narrow table, eight chairs, and plenty of space for people to get up and shuffle around. The ease with which Woods navigated the place, greeting the owner, made me suspect that he hadn’t just been stationed here. The man wouldn’t happen to be a native, would he? 
As I wasn’t the mage, I let Rena step up to the mirror and do the talking. I did listen, of course, I wasn’t an idiot; I needed to know what she agreed to. I expected her to talk to some retiring older gentleman with sharp eyes. 
The only part I got right was the sharp eyes. 
The man that appeared in the mirror looked rough, like he could stay up three nights, drink nothing but coffee, and still kick your arse. He had a bald head, a clean scar that ran over one eye, and a face that any guard dog would envy. He wore the blue uniform, or at least the shirt, and it was tight across a very muscled chest. He looked straight out and barked, “Woods, I don’t have time for nonsense, make this quick.” 
Woods didn’t even jump or look startled, so this must be the man’s typical greeting. “Sir, this is Magus Renata Rocci and her familiar Bannen Hach.” 
A flash of triumph crossed the man’s dark eyes. “Finally. And?”
“They can do everything rumored and probably more,” Woods reported with a wry smile at Rena. “I’ve only seen her in action once, sir, but it took her three minutes to take down the shard and that was after she killed eight minions through Maksohm’s shields.” 
Salvatore’s eyes narrowed. “Through his shield, you said?”
“Yes, sir.” 
I had no way of knowing if Salvatore possessed magic or not, but he clearly understood the logistics of it because he looked more than a little impressed. “Alright. Magus Rocci, I’m Howard Salvatore, Director of MISD. We’ve been looking for you for nearly two years, as after our initial sighting of you in Corcoran, you seemed to disappear off the map.” 
“I was training under a master in a very remote location,” she explained a little apologetically. “I understand that you need help with these Toh’sellor shards popping up?”
“We do indeed. Until we can figure out how Toh’sellor is managing to get past my best peoples’ barriers, I need immediate help with a situation. That would be you, Magus, as you’re the only one that has any kind of impact on these things. I can’t put a time limit on any contract offer as I frankly have no idea how long this insanity is going to continue. I’m offering travel expenses and additional bonuses if you stumble into a situation not directly connected to Toh’sellor and help my agents out.” 
It scared me a little, that last clause. I had a terrible premonition that these agents saw a lot of trouble.
Perhaps Rena felt the same as she asked suspiciously, “Does that extra bonus come with hazard pay, Director?”
The man had the audacity to grin at her, the expression sharp, dark eyes penetrating. “I doubt anything is as dangerous as you are, Magus, if the reports are to be believed.” 
I seriously doubted that. Rena’s skills were amazing but I’d also seen some pretty dangerous things in my time. That he just threw that tidbit out there, casually, conversely scared me more than it should. I didn’t want Rena stumbling into uncontrollable danger that would surely give me nightmares. “Rena…” I murmured low, unease in my voice. 
She turned to me, absolute faith in her eyes, her hand reaching out to tangle with mine in a reassuring grip. “It’ll be fine. You’re with me.” 
Shoulders slumping, I sighed. “I think I did too well in convincing you that I’m invincible. I regret it right now.” 
Laughing, she patted me consolingly on the shoulder—such a faker, seriously—and turned back to the director. “Alright, sir, I understand the terms. Pay?”
He named a figure that made me choke. Rena’s eyebrows rose into her hairline. We shared a look and were of the same mind: Take it, take it quick!
Rena tried to stay professional but I could read her well after two years. The way she kept rising her heels off the floor said she wanted to bounce on her toes right now. “Send me a contract,” she said simply. “I’ll take the job.” 
“Excellent.” Director Salvatore paused for the first time and looked a little uncertain. “I have never been in a position to say this before, so I’m not sure of the protocol here, but Master Hach—do I need to send you a separate contract with the same terms and pay?”
I was all ready to say, no, didn’t need another contract, until he said ‘pay.’ I abruptly flipped in the opposite direction. “I’d appreciate it, sir. You are, after all, getting both of us.” 
“Then your next stop is Kapanka. Agent Dah’lil Maksohm will meet you there with your contracts. I’ll have a map of the confirmed locations of the shards sent with it. That said, there is one shard that absolutely needs to be done next. Maksohm knows where. Woods, stay where you are and deal with clean up. Taberwood, Franklocke, you’re on escort duty with these two until I say otherwise.” 
“Yes, sir,” Chi and Vee said smartly. 
Oh, we got to keep these two? This job just kept getting better and better. I adored competent people, and having two agents who knew their way around a weapon just made my life easier all around. Not that Rena’s trouble, but she’s certainly a magnet for it some days. 
Salvatore hesitated before adding, “You’ll be using the Rainbow Line in order to travel to Kapanka.”
It wasn’t a question, but Vee answered it. “Yes, sir.” Then her eyes lit in understanding. “We’ll deal with that on the way.”
“Excellent.” Salvatore flicked a hand, and the mirror went blank again. 
Woods turned to us and stated calmly, “Even if it’s not official until the contract arrives, you’re basically on the job as of now. Have you booked a room anywhere? No? Then I’ll see to it. We have rooms in this inn already so I’ll get you, ah…” he paused, delicately.
“Two rooms,” Rena informed him. “Side by side if you can manage it.” 
“Two rooms,” he confirmed, and I knew that what he had really been asking was whether we were romantically involved or not. That gave him his answer and probably raised more questions, but he bit them all back, expression obviously curious considering we stood comfortably in each other’s space. To everyone else we must be throwing some very confusing signals. “Then excuse me while I see to things.” 
After two years of Rena politely informing people we weren’t together, it no longer stung. Much. Hardly at all. Just twinges, now and then, as my heart protested. I ignored it and focused on something else, anything else. “What’s this about a problem on the way?”
“Infestation of some sort that’s eating the Rainbow River,” Chi informed us with an expression of exaggerated distaste. “We heard something about it on the way in. Apparently it’s a…what did they call it, Vee?”
“Infestation of pink slugs.” 
I blinked, sure they were pulling one on me. “Pink slugs.”
“It’s apparently a real thing,” Vee assured me, a little bemused at even her own words. “Or if the reports are to believed, they are. The problem is…wait, do you know how the river got the name Rainbow River?”
“It’s from the different types of moss that grows in it,” Rena responded comfortably. “There’s five different types, all in vibrant colors, giving the illusion that the river has a rainbow running through it.”
Vee gave her a nod. “Right. Well, these slugs apparently live on moss and are eating the rainbow.” 
I thought I saw where this led. “So since we’re traveling that direction anyway, Rena can wipe out the infestation of slugs as we go, prevent them from destroying one of the wonders of the world?” When both agents smiled at me, I thought about it, then realized it didn’t hurt to take a half day and do this. “I’m fine with that, but why hasn’t someone else already tackled it?”
“Any poison we would use on the slugs also destroys the moss,” Vee explained patiently. 
Rena snorted. “Well that defeats the whole purpose.”
“Right?” Chi agreed. “So you’re fine stopping along the way to deal with this? Good. No hazard pay with your first official job with us, but it’s got bragging rights, which is almost better.” 
“Absolutely,” I agreed easily. “Chi, Vee, you both have the air of long-time partners.”
“Six years, give or take,” Vee replied easily. 
I didn’t know how to phrase this subtly, so I went with the first thing that popped into my mind. “Obviously, Rena and I know how to fight, and we meshed well enough at the shard, but I’m not really comfortable just diving into random situations with people I barely know. So how about we do some training this afternoon, get a feel for each other, before something serious hits?”
For some reason Vee got all slitty-eyed and suspicious on me. “Are you going to make me throw you too?”
Chi looked absolutely indignant, which made Rena and I both laugh. 
“No,” I promised, although it was a little wistful, as that honestly did sound fun, “I won’t ask for that. I can’t, I have to stay at Rena’s side.” I caught the look on her face, the one that said she felt bad about holding me back, so I tousled her hair, silently reassuring her it was fine. And it was. I could miss out on a little fun as long as she was safe. “But there’s things you need to know. If I go down, for whatever reason, you need to know the signals so you can protect her. Trust me, guarding Rena when she’s throwing magic around is not as easy as it sounds.” 
“Bannen,” Chi drawled with a twang in his accent that made him sound just a little country, “you forget that we watched you two in action. Nothing about her magic is simple, and—no offense, Rena, honestly—but you’re ridiculously hard to protect. I noticed it during the fight. When you stop moving and start casting those spells, we literally cannot move you or distract you at all, can we?”
“Not at all,” Rena affirmed. “If I’m distracted, well, bad things happen.” 
I remembered the last time that she’d been distracted and winced. “Things tend to blow up. Things that should never, ever blow up.” 
“I said I was sorry,” Rena said with a long-suffering sigh. 
“Still not forgiving you for that one.” Ever. Anyone that had a city-sized sewer literally explode on top of them would back me on this. 
Chi’s mouth stretched into an unholy grin. “I’m sensing a whale of a story here.” 
“Later,” I promised him. “Preferably when I’m drunk. Anyway, for now, how about a few rounds of training before dinner?”
“Sounds good,” Vee agreed. “I know an empty lot not far from here that should work. I can magic up a few opponents for us to go up against.” 
“Ladies first,” I invited.
For some reason this did not make her smile, as I intended. Instead she glowered at me. “Are you being sarcastic?”
“To a woman that could literally squash me like a bug? Wouldn’t dream of it.” 

This might not have been a good idea. I’d suggested it for good reasons, but training with the four of us meant that someone needed to act as an opponent. Vee took the first round, conjuring up magical shadows to attack, but because she didn’t have Chi’s back, he relied on Rena and I to fill the gaps. It worked, but was harder than it should have been. 
Then Chi took a turn, using magical arrows that Vee crafted for him, something that marked us with purple blobs to show if he were hit. And we got hit. I moved faster and faster, trying to anticipate and guard Rena against attack, encouraging her to drop and roll more than a few times, getting dirt all over her, and still Rena got hit more than once. Never anywhere vital, but if these had been real arrows? She would have been laid up for a good week healing. 
After the third round, we stopped, wiping sweat and catching our breath. Chi studied me openly, taking in the tension, the angry, stubborn tilt of my chin. “You’re taking this hard,” Chi observed, not a trace of amusement on his face. 
I didn’t even need to glance at Rena’s face to know how she had reacted to Chi’s words. The marksman seemed to enjoy testing boundaries. At least, that sharp assessment made me think he’d done it on purpose. “Chi,” Rena requested mildly, and gave him that look a mother would use to instantly shut all of her children up, “kindly do not bait him. Bannen’s protective even on the best of days, and if you send him into overprotective, I shall not be nice.”
Chi stopped dead in his tracks reaching for the water pitcher nearby. “It’s info I need to know. Bannen, on a scale of one to ten, how protective are you of her?”
I met his eyes unflinchingly. “Twenty.”
“So if something dangerous goes down—” Vee started. 
“If that happens, my first and only instinct will be to protect her,” I said with a soft finality. “If I can guard your backs at the same time, I will, but don’t count on me.”
I prayed silently that Chi would let this go but because the gods are fickle and uncaring, none of them listened. “What if she says she’s going ahead, into danger, what then?”
“Then we go,” Rena said simply, trying for the right tone that wouldn’t put my back up. I knew that tone well. “This isn’t a matter of him keeping me wrapped in silk in a golden cage, Chi. He understands that sometimes we have a job to get done. But understand this: I have seen this man break multiple bones protecting me. I do not, under any circumstances, want to push him that far again. So if there’s a safer, saner way to get the job done, I will always try that method first.” 
Vee gave me a smile that said I had just passed some sort of test. “We were worried about the two of you. Sorry if we sound like we’re testing you, we just don’t want you to be all bravado.” 
“After what we saw you do earlier at the other shard, just blaze in and fight, it didn’t seem like you had any sense,” Chi put more bluntly. “And yes, you work amazingly well together, but that kind of teamwork can’t overtake all odds.”
I held up a hand, stalling anything else they wanted to say. “That was our fifth shard to take down. We knew exactly what we were getting into and how to combat it. Trust me, I am not cavalier about her safety, and normally I wouldn’t just waltz in if I didn’t know the situation.” 
“All I need to know. Let’s work out a way to keep her out of the firing line, then, shall we?”
The training went better after that, the dinner that night light and enjoyable, and we all went to bed early. 
Woods had us on an early morning train headed for the problematic stretch of the Rainbow River near a city I’d never heard of, somewhere east of us. (Where in the world was Kapanka?) This particular train seemed new, as it smelled of fresh paint and carpet, all done up in shades of forest green and creams. I saw few freight cars, mostly passenger ones with a dining car every so often. We were put near the front of the train, in one of the more spacious passenger cars. I noticed with interest this one ran on steam instead of coal, meaning it couldn’t be more than a year old. I had to wonder if that meant it would also be faster. Vee took up a bench all on her own, legs crossed and up a little, the only way that she could fit without cramming her knees against the other bench. That left three of us on the opposite bench, but apparently Woods knew Vee wouldn’t fit on trains well, as he had bumped us up from the economy seats to the private cars, so we had enough room to work with. 
The view out the window captivated me for a while as I had never seen countryside so intensely green. It looked almost blue it was so green. I saw hints of very brightly colored birds in reds and golds flying by, but the noise of the train’s engine and the rattling along the track kept me from hearing any birdsong. I itched to lower the window and stick my head out, and would have, if I hadn’t been dead certain that I would have looked like an over exuberant five year old doing it. 
With a captive audience, Rena unleashed her curiosity, eyes shining with excitement. “I’ve always wondered this. What’s it like working in the MISD?”
“Too much excitement in between mounds of boring paperwork,” Chi informed her, expression suggesting he was half-kidding. But only half. “They recruited me because I can literally hit anything, then paired me up with Vee because even though she’s formidable, a sentient quarter staff isn’t good at protecting her back.” 
Seton-The-Staff flashed red in protest. 
“You’re not,” Chi responded as if he perfectly knew what the staff meant to say. “Sure you flash pretty colors that mean something between the two of you, although your color coding system for words is insanely complex and redundant, you realize that, right? But she has to be looking at you for your warnings to do any good.”
“He has a point,” Vee told her familiar-staff in amusement. 
I rubbed my forehead and stared at Seton. I still found this whole idea of an object familiar very, very strange. 
Chi flapped a hand. “Anyway, back to my point, they paired me up with Vee pretty quickly once they verified how good I am—”
“Ever get tired of tooting your own horn, Chinna?” Vee interrupted dryly. 
“—so I think I’ve seen more action than your typical Specialist,” Chi continued, unfazed by his partner. “But I do not exaggerate on the paperwork. There’s reports and forms for EVERYTHING. In triplicate. Even though you’re technically a consultant, you will not be spared.”
Rena eyed me sideways, already resigned. “You’re going to make me do all of the paperwork, aren’t you?”
“Why are you asking a question that you already know the answer to?” I responded pleasantly. 
She heaved a very put upon sigh. “It’s a good thing you’re pretty.”
“My only redeeming grace,” I agreed, not at all bothered by this. She knew I was terrible with paperwork and sitting still. Rena exceled at it. Life was all about playing to your strengths. 
“Are you considering joining us?” Vee asked her, the tone trying for casual and failing. 
“Always been a goal of mine, to try,” Rena confessed. “I thought, since I have this consulting job with you, why not see how it goes? If I like the MISD, perhaps try for a more permanent position. Do you think they’d take me?”
“You’re inherently destructive, cute, and know how to follow orders,” Chi responded, almost laughing. “Trust me, my superiors will shed tears of joy if you sign up.”
I heard what he didn’t say. “In other words, you have a wide variety of people that are very good at destroying things and terrible at following orders.” 
“And most of them are ugly as sin,” Chi agreed cheerfully. “So please, Rena, please do join us.”
“After this contract is done, I’ll think about it,” she promised. 
I had an inkling that we’d likely join them sooner rather than later. Rena had always wanted to, and if the few people I’d met from MISD were any indication, the organization liked competent people. I could work with that. 




The train chugged to a halt, whistle blowing, the metal wheels screeching a little on the tracks. I scooted around Bannen, trying to avoid leaning over him, as I popped the window down and stuck my head out. In Turransky, I wouldn’t have thought twice about plopping myself in his lap and leaning over, but at Mary’s we’d been comfortable being ‘engaged.’ People expected me to be hands-on with him, and I’d used that shamelessly to my advantage. In the outside world, though, no one would automatically assume that we were together. I couldn’t keep pushing my own agenda on him without putting him in an awkward position and I wasn’t about to do that to Bannen. I made his life difficult enough as it was. 
Shaking the thought away, I peered ahead, trying to see what had slowed the train down. “Uh-oh. We have some trees down on the tracks.” 
Chi maneuvered around so that he pressed up against my back, also sticking his head out for a look. It felt strange to be in such direct contact with him, although I found I didn’t particularly mind. From the corner of my eye, I saw Bannen’s hands twitch as if he had strangled the urge to snatch Chi away. Interesting.
Oblivious to this by-play, Chi spoke, “A large one. That’s not going to move itself anytime soon. Vee?”
“You think I can move it?” his partner asked, already shifting to put her feet on the floor. 
I drew back and gave them both a look askance. “Why are you thinking about moving it when I can just destroy it? It won’t take a minute.” 
Chi stopped to really look at me, sharp blue eyes examining me like he needed to examine my face to see how serious I was. “So when you destroy something, it all goes poof like that shard did? There’s literally nothing left but dust and air?”
“If that’s what I tell my magic to do, yes.” 
He stared at me for another moment before shaking his head. “You are terrifying. Cute, but terrifying.”
“You’re not the first to tell me that,” I informed him and strangely I felt like blushing. I wasn’t sure why. Perhaps because Bannen told me similar things all of the time and from him it meant flirting. I didn’t think Chi meant it that way, though. “Anyway, let’s go ask if I can help. The train engineer is probably the person to speak to, right?”
“Just follow me,” Vee suggested, moving for the door. “My uniform will get him to agree before we even open our mouths.” 
The MISD blue was a very powerful thing. I didn’t think it an exaggeration. I followed her out, not at all surprised that Bannen and Chi followed at our heels, and I personally felt grateful for it. Not that Bannen is a surprise, he’d never let me go by myself, but Chi was a nice addition. It could have just been weak roots or a recent lightning storm that felled that tree, but then again, maybe not. There were a lot of magical creatures destructive by nature, and I didn’t want to bumble into any of them unguarded. I felt better having people watching my back while I worked. 
We went down the narrow hallway of the train, Vee ducking and almost walking sideways in order to fit. It took three cars before we got to the engine, and she knocked loudly on the door before a man with thinning hair and ruddy cheeks swung it open and peered out. “Oh. Hello, Agents, wasn’t aware I had MISD onboard this trip.”
“Two of us,” Vee responded with a professional smile. “We thought we’d offer to clear out those trees on the rails.” 
The engineer gave her a look of abject relief. “I’d take it as a kindness if you would. I’ll make sure to report it to the station when we get in, too, so you’re paid for the trouble.”
I perked up at the sound of payment. Money was always good. 
“If you would.” Vee extended a hand, shaking on the deal. “Any dangers in this area you know of?”
“Baboons are mean this time of year, and we have more than a few snakes, but the thing I’d watch out for are the quetzalcoatls. Normally don’t have much trouble with them, but it’s nesting season right now, and they’re going to be very territorial. If you don’t wander deep into the woods, I don’t think you’ll have much trouble, though.”
I took the advice to heart and nodded to Vee when she looked back at me. I didn’t think I’d need to get off the tracks at all, so it shouldn’t be an issue. 
“We’ll keep an eye out,” Vee promised. “Give us a few minutes.” 
Vee led the way out the side, stepping down onto the gravel and turning to extend a hand, helping me down, not that I needed it. It was only a two foot jump. I took it anyway in the spirit in which it was meant. Vee struck me as a natural sweetheart.  
Of course, Chi didn’t leave this alone. He paused at the top of the steps with arms held out expectantly. 
His partner gave him a Look. “You can get down just fine.” 
The man’s eyebrows screwed upwards, mouth dragging down at the corners, arms crossed over his chest in exaggerated lines, which for someone at least thirty years old, should have looked absolutely ridiculous. Instead he was adorably ridiculous. “Vee, I don’t feel the love.”
“Nor should you,” she retorted. Turning, Vee headed off in an easy stride. 
Grumbling, Chi hopped down lithely and moved in a half-jog to catch up. I watched them go with a smile on my face, wondering if they were together or not. Sometimes their teasing bordered on flirting, and they seemed perfectly comfortable in each other’s spaces. Then again, they didn’t seem to act much different than Bannen and I, and look where our relationship stalled. 
The thought wiped the smile off my face. Shaking my head, I moved forward, forcing myself to focus on the task at hand. Three trees lay on the tracks, massive and ancient, the bases jagged from where they had been separated from the roots. This definitely looked like the workings of a monster of some sort, as it had all the markings of being roughly torn into. Hopefully whatever had done it was far away. 
I moved to the far right side, closer to the river, so that I could see all three trees at once. I might have taken a moment to look at the river itself too, because it truly was a beautiful sight. Bright violet, magenta, cyan, vibrant green, and a blushing pink mixed and swirled around each other just under the surface of the water, turning it sparkling and colorful. The moss in this area grew in those colors naturally—one of the only places in the world to do so, hence why everyone considered it a natural wonder. If I could ever afford a magical camera, one that could record color, I was coming back here to get a snapshot. 
Well, I could look at this as much as I liked later. I’d be working in the river, after all. For now, I’d best work on the trees. With a blink, I switched over to my magical sight. One of the first things Mary had taught me how to do was ignore my magical oversight that saw everything in schematics and elements. I blessed the ability on a daily basis. Now, let’s see, the trees…wait. What was that? I peered more intently at the river and saw a brightly colored slug roughly three inches long, moseying along, the moss disappearing in its wake. 
“Vee, Chi, I thought you said the moss-eating slugs are further north?”
They both snapped around. “They are,” Vee answered, worried, coming back toward me. “Why?”
I pointed to the rock not twenty feet from me, down the slope and near the river’s edge. “That bright pink slug is eating moss. That is what’s in the report, right?”
Vee had to strain her vision, follow the path of my finger intently for a moment, then she swore. “You have amazing eyes. I never would have seen that if you hadn’t pointed it out. Yes, that’s exactly what’s in the report. They’ve moved this far south already?”
I studied the river more carefully, eyes going to the other side of the bank as well. “That’s the only one I see. Could be it’s the vanguard. After I take care of the trees, we should probably start here and just walk up—let me make sure that there’s no other slugs in this area.”
“Good plan. The next station is where the infestation supposedly starts, but that’s a good six, seven hour walk.” Vee phrased this as if questioning how I felt about walking six or seven hours. 
I snorted, not at all worried about this. “You should really meet my master, Vee. The woman believes walking is good for the soul. Or at least my soul.” 
“I went through three pairs of boots in two years because of her,” Bannen added ruefully. 
“Ah, one of THOSE types,” Chi said in recognition. “Well, if we’re starting now, let me go back to the engineer and tell him about the change of plans. I’ll snag water and snacks to tide us over, but we’ll let him take our bags to the next station. No sense lugging it ourselves.” 
I thought that a sound plan and nodded. “Please.” 
Chi went back to the train in a lazy lope. 
Maple, oak, and birchwood trees might be different species, but it was all wood to me, and I didn’t need more than a minute to come up with the right spell to make it all disappear. They became nothing more than dust and air after I finished, and I could hear from the train a cheer go up. Apparently more than one passenger had been watching us through the window. I turned and gave them a friendly wave and smile, which got a few laughs and several waves back. I loved moments like these, when my magic did something good even as it destroyed, because it was such a rare thing. I basked while I could. 
Chi dropped back onto the tracks, a pack in his hands, quiver and bow slung over his shoulders, as the train slowly revved back up to speed. “Some nice lady gave me sandwiches and pineapple juice.” 
I blinked. He’d only been gone five minutes, how did he get a picnic lunch from a complete stranger in five minutes?
Vee shook her head, not even surprised. “Why do people like to feed you so much? I swear you get more free meals than an abandoned puppy.” 
“I do not question,” Chi informed her, brown eyes laughing, “only thankfully receive.” 
“You are so incorrigible, seriously.” Vee dismissed this with a wave of the hand. “Alright, Rena, we’ll follow your lead.” 
“About that.” I bit my lip uncertainly, not sure how involved two senior MISD agents were willing to get. “The report mentioned that the slugs normally are, ah, underground unless feeding.”
All three of them looked at me for a long moment. 
“You’re saying we’re going to have to poke around in the mud to drive them up, aren’t you.” Bannen didn’t sound put out about this, but then, his warped sense of humor likely thought this would be great fun. 
I gave him a game smile and shrug. The train let out a whistle, and we all turned to wave at the engineer, who beamed at us as he went by, before I focused on the other two. Chi already had his boots off, rolling up the cuffs, which told me I didn’t have to worry about him. Vee held Seton up, conversing with the staff. Then she shrugged, tossing him to me, which I caught with both hands. “He doesn’t want to play in the mud, it takes eons to get grit out of his grooves, so hold onto him for me while we’re doing this.”
It felt a little strange holding a magically sentient staff, but on the other hand, I’d looked forward to really studying him and asking questions, and this seemed a beautiful moment to do it. “Sure. Seton, red means no and white means yes, right?”
The staff flashed white at me. 
“That’s what I thought. I’ll try to phrase yes and no questions to you, alright?”
He gave me a sparkle of color, like northern lights, which I took to mean general happiness. I felt a little sorry for Seton, because even though he clearly had a good relationship with his mage, it had to be hard to not communicate with the rest of the world. Even with my extraordinary sight, I didn’t automatically understand him. I decided to try a little harder to befriend him. 
The three squished their way down into the riverbanks, using their toes and whatever sticks they snatched up to churn the mud. I killed the one slug I saw, then strode along the side, watching in amusement as three adults reverted into children right in front of my eyes. 
“Bet I can kill more slugs than you,” Chi challenged Bannen wickedly. 
“With your toes?” Vee objected, and she was not the only one grossed out by that suggestion.
Bannen, proving that men do not have a squick factor, met Chi’s look with one of his own. “You’re on.”
I looked between them with open mouthed disgust. “Isn’t the whole purpose of you two turning up the mud to unearth them for me to kill?”
They looked at each other, then at me, shrugging in unison. “Meh.”
I looked down at Seton. “I will never understand men.” 
The staff lit up in a quick flurry of lights that I thought meant laughter. 
Bannen pointed at the area in general. “All three of us shouldn’t stay on this side.” 
“Good point.” I frowned at the other bank, and while the water didn’t really run fast, it did have some depth to it in places. “Whoever crosses is going to have to be good with a swim. It doesn’t stay shallow in this area all the way across.” 
“Not a problem,” Vee assured us. “Bannen, right or left side?”
“Right, I guess?”
He barely had the words out of his mouth before Vee caught him by the belt and flung him like a discus to the other bank, barely any exertion on her part. My heart jumped at the sight, sure that Bannen would crash spectacularly. The bond twinged too, a mild flare of protest. He did flail at first but tucked and rolled smoothly on the other side, coming up to his feet with a bounce and an outrageous grin on his face. “Thanks!” he called back. 
I groaned. “I know that look. He just got an adrenaline high from it. Vee, you just created another Chi.” 
Vee stared at him and shrugged, not bothered. “Miscalculation.” 
“You say that, but you’re not the one that has to live with him.” Damage was already done, though. I growled out a half-hearted curse and started up the bank again. 
Chi moved ahead while Bannen got situated, crowing, “Got three!”
“Not fair, no one said start!” Bannen yelled back. 
“They are twelve,” I said flatly, although part of me found this amusing. “Seriously.” 
Vee patted me gently on the head. “It’s alright, Rena, I’ll dig up slugs for you.” 
“Thank you, Vee.” At least someone remembered their job. Although it felt like the giantess was just humoring me. I put the feeling aside. Eventually, when we got further upriver, we’d run into an infestation of slugs too large for the boys to squish out with their feet. I supposed I could wait. I turned my face up to the sun for a moment, enjoying the warmth against my skin, the smell of moving water, the sounds of wind rustling leaves and birdsong. It was a truly glorious day. There was no harm in letting the boys play in the mud. 
“Chi, you make a mud pie and fling it in this direction and I will end you,” Vee growled. 
I looked down at Seton. “We’re going to be filthy by the time we make it to the station, aren’t we?”
Seton flared up white.
“I was afraid you’d say that.” 

Just as the sun set over the horizon, we trudged up to Station Four. The station looked nothing more than what it was—a stopping place on a four-way line, a place for weary travelers to get off, get a hot meal into them, perhaps shower and find a cheap bed to sleep in before rolling onto the next train. The station itself had one story, a simple boxy building with a large overhang porch. A three-storied hotel stood nearby, lights on to keep the encroaching darkness at bay, and those lights guided us up the riverbank and into civilization. 
The station master stepped out, a ring of keys in his hands and a tired look around his eyes. He stopped in the process of locking up and looked us over, eyebrows climbing into his low-brimmed hat. “Can I help you folks?”
Feeling like the only sensible adult in the group (Vee’d betrayed me three hours ago by throwing me into the river), I stepped forward. “I’m Magus Rocci. We sent word ahead this morning that our bags were to stop here? We’ve been working on the slug infestation in the river all day.” 
“Ah, yes.” His eyes flickered over us, taking in our absolutely soaking and muddy states, and he nodded in complete understanding. “Your bags are just inside the hotel, I booked two rooms for you. That alright?”
I didn’t even know this man and I wanted to kiss him. “Thank you so much.”
“No trouble at all,” he said sincerely. “We appreciate all of your help with the river. It worried us, what would happen if those slugs ate it clean. You say you got the infestation under control?”
“I believe we got them all,” I assured him. “I’ll double check in the morning before we leave.”
That put him at ease and he smiled. “Good, good. Let me lock up here and I’ll escort you to the hotel. That must have been some dirty work, eh?”
I put a professional smile on my face. ‘Well, Chi and Bannen turned slug-stomping into a competition until that got boring, then decided to sneak slugs down the back of Vee’s shirt instead, which got her mad, so she started throwing people, and I was stupid enough to try and mediate, which means I got into a mud-slinging fight with all three of them, and Chi’s scary accurate even when throwing mud-pies’ was not the answer I’d give this man. Or anyone else for that matter. “Apparently so.” 




The hotel kindly gave us baths, a full course meal, and clean beds that night at no charge. We woke up leisurely the next morning, ate a full breakfast, and wandered back down to the riverbed to make sure the infestation was cleared out. I made Chi stay at the station. 
He pouted at me and promised to behave.
I was not moved. 
It took a few hours of walking up and down the banks, but we didn’t see any signs of slugs, and the moss hadn’t been disturbed overnight, so I counted the deed done. I spoke with the station master—Frank—and told him to notify me at even the hint of slugs, which he promised faithfully to do; then he sent us off on the next train.
Apparently mudslinging was an excellent way to bond with people, as this time we fell comfortably into the private car and laughed and poked at each other like friends. It had taken washing my hair three times last night to get the mud and other questionable substances out. It might have been worth it, if getting these two as friends was the payoff. 
I stepped off the train, automatically taking my bag, and automatically having it taken from me by Bannen. I gave that one up without a fight because after two years with him, I knew how to pick my battles. 
The train station was larger than some towns I’d been in, and the word ‘crowded’ didn’t do it justice. It seemed to branch out in every possible direction, signs indicating different platforms for destinations, one sign pointing the opposite way for all arrivals. I counted three main streets just from where I stood and didn’t hold any illusions that constituted all of them. The place had enough space that it even contained its own shops, restaurants and cafes, even a small hotel with a vacancy sign in the front window. Bannen stepped a little ahead of me, acting as trail blazer, until we could force our way out of the throng and into a city street via a side gate. I felt relieved to leave the noisy train behind us, as talking over the sound of it had gotten old after the first hour. Of course, I basically traded one set of noises for another, as we left the churning of the engine for the overlapping conversations of the crowd.
“Welcome to Kapanka,” Chi said cheerfully, in the sort of voice a tour guide would use. “Home of several delicious drinks of the alcoholic persuasion, snake fights, and other interesting entertainment.” 
“In the seedier parts of town, fortunately; the rest of the city is relatively crime free,” Vee assured Bannen. 
I appreciated her saying so as I didn’t want Bannen to think the place lawless and act accordingly. “Do you know where to go from here?”
“Absolutely!” Chi assured us, already turning back around. “MISD protocol states that we report in first, and see if they have assigned lodging—they normally do—and hopefully find out which shard they want taken out first. I assume it will be one of the older ones, which makes the situation a little tougher.”
“They all have to be taken down sometime,” I responded with a shrug. “The order doesn’t really matter in the long run.” I tried not to eye Bannen sideways as I spoke, but I wanted to make sure he hadn’t slipped over into overprotective mode due to the crowd. He looked calm, fortunately, and of course he caught me looking at him. He lifted a hand, smoothing over my hair and cupping the back of my head for a moment. I felt something in me ease and I turned back to the city at hand.
This place seemed to be a complete mismatch. There were older buildings, crumbling and in states of decay, mixed in with much new structures made of brick or stone. I saw buildings with clean, straight lines, others with a softer curve to the rooflines, and still others that had thatched roofs sitting short and stubby in between two or three storied offices. The place had a weight to it, a history, that suggested it had been here a very long time. 
We had an uneventful journey through the streets to the MISD branch office. It was not in a new building, as there were signs of wear and tear, but it looked perfectly kept up and highly functional. It smacked of being a converted mercantile store, as it had that general shape to it, and a lingering scent of dry goods. I stepped in behind Vee, which effectively blocked most of my view, thereby missing who she spotted. 
“Maksohm!” she greeted, happy and relieved all at once. 
“Vee, Chinny, how are you?” a deep voice greeted in return, smooth as polished stone and sounding just as pleased. 
Tired of not seeing the speaker, I stepped around Vee and Bannen, angling my torso to get a glimpse at least. The man named Maksohm was roughly Bannen’s height, dark hair cropped short, dark eyes, a compact build not at all disguised by his MISD uniform. The slight hint of crow’s feet at his eyes hinted at his age. Forties? Late thirties? He looked solid, trustworthy, and I could tell by Chi and Vee’s reactions that this was a person they liked and respected, which spoke volumes to me. 
He clasped both of their hands and then turned those dark eyes on me. I felt like he saw right through me, right to the back of my skull, which unnerved me. But he had a pleased smile on his face that didn’t make the feeling judgmental. 
“Maksohm, this is Magus Renata Rocci,” Vee introduced, her hand lingering on the man’s shoulder, “and her familiar, Bannen Hach.” 
“Magus, Mister Hach,” Maksohm greeted with a firm handshake for both of us. I felt his magic as he touched me and it felt so balanced and warm that my impression of him raised another notch. “I received a report this morning that you were coming our direction. Your contract arrived bare minutes ago, so you have good timing.”
Oh good, I’d wondered when the contract would catch up with us. “I’m glad to hear it, sir. Should we sign that before getting to work?”
“If you don’t mind. Makes the paperwork easier on me later.”
“Maksohm, we’re not just reporting to you?” Chi asked hopefully. “We’d do better with one more mage. Can you go in with us?”  
Now that was interesting. I could tell from Maksohm’s general aura he was a mage, and a powerful one, but nothing about him suggested a specialty. Was he a warrior-mage, like Vee?
“I came down here to do so,” Maksohm assured him. 
I didn’t miss the relief on either Vee or Chi’s faces. Now I really wondered what his specialty was. And for that matter, where was his familiar?
“Maksohm’s barriers are nigh impenetrable,” Chi happily explained to us, nearly bouncing on his feet like an energetic puppy. “He’s one of the best barrier mages we have.”
The mage in question flapped a hand at Chi, gesturing for him to quit it, but I noticed that he didn’t deny it or act modest. He was really that good, eh? Thinking it prudent, I warned him, “No matter what your barrier is like, I can cast spells through it. So when I start doing that, don’t panic or think your barrier is failing. It’s just me and my weird magic.” 
He gave me that penetrating look again. “I had heard a report mentioning that. After you sign the contract, I would like a demonstration, so I know what to expect. Then we can tackle the problem at hand.” 
“That’s fine,” I assured him and gave him points for his prudence. Surprises in the middle of a fight should be kept to a minimum. Bannen had taught me that. 
“Then sit here,” he indicated an empty desk right behind him that had two chairs parked in front of it, “and I’ll fetch the contracts.” 
One of the things Master had made sure to teach me before I left was how to decode legalese and be able to actually understand any contract handed to me. I accepted the three pages that Maksohm gave me, settled in, and seriously tried to understand exactly what the contract said. My concentration was such that it took a second to realize Bannen’s shoulders shook with mirth and he had a hand clamped over his mouth. I looked between him and contract but really, what could possibly be funny about legal jargon? “What?”
Maksohm looked quizzically at him and my demand brought Chi and Vee’s heads around as well. 
“I appreciate the sentiment, truly,” Bannen managed, trying to keep his face straight and failing spectacularly, “but whoever translated this has no idea what they’re doing.”
I leaned over enough to get a look at the contract. “Oh, it’s in Zagh,” I said in partial understanding. After being in the country for two weeks, I could at least recognize the language even though I barely knew more than the insults. 
Chi’s eyes took shone with an unholy gleam. “How bad is the translation?”
Bannen snapped the paper straight and read somberly, “So get banned the parsley explodes muscle with turtle power. The civilized and tidy circumstance is kind with Company now protect the right by under arrest downgrading the bowels—”
I rubbed at my forehead, as I honestly felt a headache brewing. “Wait, what?”
Chi hung off Vee’s shoulder doubled over, wheezing with laughter. Maksohm got a good chuckle in as well, although Vee didn’t seem that surprised, just stared at the ceiling with a ‘why me’ expression.
Leaning sideways, Bannen read from my contract, “I take it that it’s supposed to say something like ‘This contract is a binding agreement between Bannen Hach (Party A) and the Magical Intercontinental Specialist Division (Party B). The contract is binding as of the date mentioned above?’”
“Something like that, yes,” Vee growled, still exasperated although I could see she found it a little funny as well. “Translation spells leave much to be desired sometimes.”
“You don’t say,” Bannen drawled in that dry tone of his that said he was laughing hysterically on the inside. “Specialist Maksohm, sorry, I really can’t sign this the way it’s written.”
“I certainly wouldn’t,” Chi said, still trying to gain control. 
Maksohm, more practical, offered, “I’ll get some paper, we’ll copy what Magus Rocci’s contract says and just substitute out what we need to.”
“That should work. But can I keep this? I’ll laugh about it for weeks.”
“Feel free.” Maksohm said over his shoulder as he went to the opposite side of the room, presumably hunting down paper and a pen. 
I propped my shoulder against Bannen’s and requested soto voice, “You’ll read that to me later.”
“Of course,” he assured me gleefully. “Best entertainment we’ll have all day.”
“Good.” I leant half an ear to Bannen and Maksohm as they drew up a new contract, leaving mine on the table so we could both read it, but both men were an old hand at business contracts so it didn’t take much time or discussion to get a new one written up. I found no fault with mine, signed it with a large, loopy signature, and passed it to Maksohm, who then got a copy of it for me. 
Paperwork settled, we left the building and went around to the side, where a small training yard resided. It was little better than a square of packed dirt and some training beams stuck in the ground, one bench lurking off to the side. I gathered that most of the time no one used it. It possessed that air of neglect. Maksohm walked right up to the first pole, a notched, beaten thing that had definitely been abused, and threw up a shield around it with nothing more than a wave of the hand and three spoken words. 
I let out a wordless whistle. This man was good. I’d never seen such an amazingly efficient, airtight shield like this one. I could tell it could be mobile, too, tied to anything he chose and it wouldn’t lose an ounce of function. 
“That good?” Bannen asked me, casually propping an elbow on my shoulder. 
“That good,” I responded, still letting my eyes rove over the design. “Specialist Maksohm, I am thoroughly impressed. A spell design that efficient is basically an art form.” 
For some reason Maksohm stared at me with that penetrating look again. “You can see the full spell design?”
“My eyes are very good,” I responded with a slight smile. I turned back to the pillar and it took a moment to adjust my usual spell to disintegrate wood, as I had to work through that airtight barrier, but my magic didn’t really care if there was a barrier there or not. What needed to be destroyed would poof. I spoke an incantation, blinked back into normal sight, and the wood became dust within a second. 
Maksohm swore viciously and jumped about a foot in the air. 
“Good thing we’re doing this now, as generally jumping like a spooked cat in the middle of a fight gets people stabbed,” Bannen said to no one in particular, observing Maksohm’s reaction. “You didn’t really think she could get through your barrier, did you.”
It wasn’t a question but Maksohm answered it anyway. “No one has in the past ten years. Magus Rocci, I’m told you are a Void Mage but I’ve never heard the term and I need a full explanation of what that means.” 
“It means I can destroy anything.” I paused and thought about that, but it basically summed up my abilities. “I do mean anything. Everything. It doesn’t matter what kind of protections there are, or if it’s a solid or gas; if I want it gone, my magic can do it. The only constraints I have are distance. I have to see every aspect of a spell or object in order to destroy it.” 
“On the flip side, she’s terrible with anything that smacks of creation magic,” Bannen supplied, helpfully stepping in when my mouth stumbled to a stop. “She can barely do communication spells, or portal spells, so please don’t ask it of her unless it’s an emergency. Anything else is a no-go. Her eyes are excellent, though, she can pinpoint a weakness in either a spell or object in a flash.  Just don’t expect her to be able to do anything over extreme distances. She has to see it with her natural eyes. Magnifying spells, or telescopes, or binoculars don’t work with her.” 
“I think I see why you’re called the Void Mage,” Maksohm stated slowly, turning all of this information over and over in his mind. I could see the wheels turning from here. “You literally void anything you wish to.”
“That’s the sum of it,” I agreed calmly. 
“Even Toh’sellor,” he said and it strangely sounded like a question, an unvoiced one that I didn’t know how to interpret or answer. 
“That one’s a little more challenging,” I admitted with brutal honesty. “Toh’sellor is a strange concoction of air, gases, magic and some other element I’ve never been able to define. Each shard I’ve encountered is a slight variation as well, no two being exactly alike. I have kept notes on each one, if anyone cares to see them.” 
“Oh, we will, Magus, we will.”
“Speaking of shards,” Chi gave Maksohm a more serious study, “the last time we went in, Vee held the shield for us, but it was a…which one did you use, Vee?”
“Locked Variation,” she answered promptly with a grimace. “Which meant I had to hold a shield over each person so we could individually move. Maksohm, by any chance can you hold a Moving Variation over a group of six?”
Maksohm took our question with his eyebrow raised an nth degree, his look adequately conveying that we were all idiots forever questioning his talent and genius and he would find some creative way to punish us for it later. “Of course I can.” 
Smiling a little too brightly, Chi assured him, “Never doubted you, just wanted to make sure.” 
That quirked eyebrow went up another degree, calling Chi out for that line of bull. The man had very expressive eyebrows, what could I say?
I didn’t doubt Maksohm could, as his magical signature screamed stability and strength. The man practically was a walking barrier. “Do you know where we need to go next? Do you need another demonstration before we leave?”
“No to the demonstration, although I thank you for that, it was very…enlightening.” I took enlightening to mean disturbing. “The shard that we’re assigned to is in Sira, so we have quite the trip ahead of us to get there. I also have another Specialist coming that will meet us up there before we charge the castle gates, so to speak.”
I nodded approvingly. “Sounds good. Do we leave tomorrow?”
“That’s the plan.” Maksohm for some reason looked cautiously at Vee and Chi before adding, “Let’s talk about our destination over a late lunch, shall we?




Rena and I stowed the copies of our contracts in our bags as we headed out for lunch. Maksohm managed to avoid all questions about our destination until he had us seated in a nice little sandwich shop across the street from the MISD headquarters. At this hour, not many patrons were there, just a few regulars lingering over crumbs. It smelled nice and fresh with baking bread and slow roast mingling enticingly. Nothing about the décor struck me as remarkable—just white walls, landscape paintings, wooden tables and chairs. Vee chose a table with a bench at it; that way it would more easily support her weight and she didn’t have to balance half her backside on a narrow chair. 
We put in our orders—me ordering twice as much as Rena because the breakfast on the train this morning had been abysmal—and then I sat back, ready for a show. Something about Maksohm’s evasive tactics with Chi and Vee suggested there would be fireworks. 
The other two agents had picked up on it as well, as Vee asked suspiciously, “We’re not going to like this, are we?”
 “We’re going to Njorage next,” Maksohm said bluntly, although his eyes looked vaguely apologetic. 
“No!” Vee and Chi protested in perfect, tandem panic. They gave him a look so aghast, Maksohm might as well have suggested the ritualistic butchering of a basket of baby bunnies. 
“The shard there is dangerously on the verge of splintering past the barrier,” Maksohm began, logical, impassive. 
I didn’t know the man all that well but it seemed to me like he had a banked gleam in his eye. Some part of him enjoyed this. Clearing my throat, I ventured, “Is there something about this city we need to know about…” I trailed off invitingly. 
Neither agent would look at me, still glaring daggers at Maksohm. 
My attention bounced between the three of them, avidly curious and expecting a good story. Rena’s did as well. 
Unbending enough to explain, Maksohm focused on me. “They have tremendously bad luck at Njorage. They’ve only been there twice and the first time was mildly embarrassing, but the second time was worse. Vee shot Chi—”
Vee interrupted vehemently. “He asked me to shoot him!”
An escaped, muffled laugh nearly erupted from Rena. “Really?” she demanded. 
Turning a hurt, betrayed look on his partner, Chi slammed a palm down on the table and denied just as vehemently, “I did not ask you to shoot me, that is not what I said!”
“You did too!”
“I so did not, Vee!”
Sensing that they would digress into five year olds in a minute, I struggled to bring them back on track. “Wait, start at the beginning. What happened?”
“I hate monkeys,” Chi told me flatly, burning with a sort of righteous indignation. “There’s monkeys in Njorage. Hordes of them. They’re grey and white, they like the cold and the mountains, and they have no sense of shyness when it comes to people. They walk right up to them, perch on their fences, completely shameless. While I was up there, I accidentally bumped into one, trapping his tail against my shoulder, and he screeched fit to kill, calling all of his buddies, and then they swarmed me like some sort of furry locusts, and I’m not armed because I’d just come out of the sarding bath—”
Rena looked nearly purple from the strain of not laughing. She put a hand on my thigh, using it to prop herself up, fingers nearly biting into my flesh. The touch of her sent my brain on a brief loop but I yanked it firmly back to the conversation, not willing to be completely sidetracked by her. Aside from being dangerous, I would miss what Chi would say next, and the mental picture Chi painted was too good to lose any part of it.
“—and I’m in nothing more than one of those ridiculous towels, and they’re biting and clawing at me, so I start screaming for help because I can’t get them off of me, and then Vee shows up and I think I’m saved,” here, Chi paused to give her a wounded, betrayed look all over again, “but no, I’m not saved because my own partner shoots me with my own bow.” 
“Seton likes monkeys, he wouldn’t let me use him,” Vee defended herself, shoulders thrown back, chin up, indignant. 
“Vee. You SHOT ME.”
“I’m a bad shot, you know that!”
“You could have beaten them off with your hands!”
“I didn’t want them to bite me!”
“Like they were biting me?!” Chi demanded. “And you broke my bow!”
My voice sounded a little choked as I declared, “I love how that’s as important as you being shot.” 
Feeling (wrongly) that he had found a sympathetic ear, Chi turned to me, lip quivering. “She doesn’t know her own strength, she pulled that thing past the breaking point, and still the arrow launched, I have no idea how she managed that, she just did, and it didn’t hit a single monkey, but it hit me square in the shoulder with such force that it actually pinned me to the wall!”
I winced. That had to have been painful. “Did it break your shoulder blade?”
“Fortunately missed,” Maksohm inserted quietly. 
Vee glared at Chi, also looking a little hurt but mostly embarrassed. “I had to pull him out of the wall first, while still leaving the arrow in, so I didn’t cause more damage. And then find pants for him, because he refused to go to a doctor or Mage Healer without being at least semi-dressed first.” 
“My dignity had already been shot full of holes, literally, so I wasn’t going to parade around basically naked on top of it all,” Chi declared to everyone and no one at once. 
I did see his point. I personally would have demanded clothes of some sort too, in that sort of situation. 
“But you understand,” Vee appealed to us, the two listeners to the tale, “that I never intended to shoot him.” 
Chi growled, “It doesn’t change the fact you did shoot me. And broke my bow.” 
Turning on him, Vee growled back, “I swear you’re more upset that I broke the bow than being shot.”
“Maybe I am!” Chi declared, slamming a hand down. 
They fell into squabbling just like five year olds and I shook my head in wonder. These were supposed to be professional agents, correct? 
Maksohm leaned in to whisper to me, “You can now see why they have a rule to not talk about it. They argue like this every single time. The funny thing is, the argument is so well-worn it’s nearly verbatim at this point.” 
A detail from the argument poked its head up and I frowned a little. “Wait, if Vee was able to enter the bath…Chi, were you in a public bath?”
“Ah, yes. Njorage is famous for its hot springs, there’s a public bath on every corner up there.” Chi added bitterly, “Not that you can enjoy it because of the monkeys.” 
I had to bite the inside of my lip, hard, to keep myself from smiling. Smiling would not win me any friends right now. “If I promise to guard you from the monkeys, will you rest a little easier?”
Chi gave me a look that border-lined adoration. “You promise?”
“Promise.” Don’t smile, don’t laugh, DON’T SMILE, so hard to keep a straight face, sards. 
Maksohm let out a cough that sounded suspiciously like a laugh. “With that settled, can we get back to the problem at hand? Yes? We have an agent already on site that will give us the details when we get up there, but for now we need to get on a train to Njorage. I didn’t know precisely when you would arrive, what with your task regarding the Rainbow River, so I didn’t buy train tickets. Are we all able to leave in the morning?”
Everyone nodded, agreeing. 
“Good, I’ll get tickets for us after lunch. Now, I do have a few questions for you, Rena.”
We paused naturally as the food arrived, smelling deliciously spicy, the waft of perfectly cooked chicken making me salivate. With the food settled, Rena waved Maksohm to ask, even as she took a healthy bite into her sandwich. 
“How close do we need to be to the target?” Maksohm asked bluntly. 
“Fifty feet,” I answered for her, since her mouth was still full. 
“Wait, wait, wait,” Chi threw up a hand in disbelief. “You can see the exact magical/energy/whatever makeup of a shard of Toh’sellor from fifty feet away? I know that’s the distance you got us to at the last shard, but….”
Rena just looked at him, a cocky tilt to her head. “My eyes are very good.” 
“Like you would not believe,” I grumbled to them good-naturedly. “When she gets bored, she bets with people how far something is. She can tell you down to a straw’s width the distance and she’s never wrong. And it’s not limited to that, either. We were once stranded inside the center of a mountain, literally no light anywhere around us, and she navigated our way out and then tunneled toward the top without once tripping.”
Vee’s eyebrows shot up. “Now that is impressive.”
Of course Chi asked the inevitable, “What in thunderation were you idiots doing in the middle of a mountain?”
I thought about answering that and then shook my head. “Long story, I’ll tell you if we’re ever drunk. Anyway, do not question her if she says that she sees something. She’s always right.” 
The shield specialist took that information in, chewed on it for a moment, then turned to Rena. “You’re telling me that you can analyze the energy and component structure of something enough to dismantle it from fifty feet away?”
I felt a little surprised, as normally Rena had to explain how her magic worked first, but then I realized that as a shield specialist, Maksohm might very well be Rena’s natural opposite. He had to analyze something in order to build a shield around it. If you reversed the effects, he in essence had to go through a similar initial process that she did. 
Rena gave him a slight smile that only looked a trifle smug.
He didn’t say it out loud but Maksohm clearly had a hard time believing her. 
“I think a demonstration is in order,” Chi popped up and headed for the opposite side of the room. “Now, Rena, I am going to go write something on the far wall, that’s about fifty feet, isn’t it?”
“Fifty-three feet and four inches, close enough,” she agreed, amused at this case of show and tell. 
Chi blinked. “Bannen wasn’t kidding about how accurately you can judge distances, was he?”
“Not in the slightest.” Rena shooed him on. “Go on, write something.”
With almost a skip in his step, Chi snagged a pencil from the front counter and a napkin and went to the opposite wall, writing something that looked a little small for normal handwriting, but who was I to judge? He wrote only a sentence and then whirled away, like a stage performer revealing some trick. 
Rena read it off without a second of hesitation: “Bannen owes me lunch, make him pay up.”
I laughed outright. “I’ll pay you next time, Chinny-chin-chin.” 
Chi grinned at me. “Promises, promises. Rena is the responsible one, I trust her to remind you. That satisfy you, Maksohm?”
Maksohm rubbed at his forehead as if he had a brooding headache just waiting to pounce. “This is becoming stranger by the second. Rena, if you don’t mind, I’d like to have a proper discussion about your magic and abilities while we’re on the train. I seem to have more questions than I do answers.”
Rena’s smile went taut, a little false around the edges for a moment, and I knew why. No one, aside from the mage that figured it out, her two masters, and Gill, knew the truth about Rena’s magic. They didn’t really know how it worked, or that it slowly killed her on a daily basis with only her bond to me mitigating the damage. We both were of the opinion that some things were better left unspoken, so she didn’t tell people any of that information voluntarily. No doubt the specialists of the MISD were trustworthy people, but a secret was best kept when not noised abroad. 
“I’ll answer what I can,” she responded truthfully.

We boarded the train the next morning just after the sun inched its way over the horizon. I wasn’t really a morning person, although I could function just fine, so I managed to navigate through the narrow hallway in the train without bumping into every wall. The same could not be said for everyone else. Vee apparently didn’t do mornings (or at least, pre-dawn awakenings) as she had her arms around Chi’s shoulders and her cheek resting on the top of his head, slumped over him like a dying cat. Chi had both of their bags in hand, guiding her without a word, a small sleepy smile of affection and amusement on his face. 
Maksohm looked rather awake, and Rena hadn’t completely managed to enter the land of the living, but at least she moved under her own power. 
In deference to Vee’s size, we had one of the larger train cabins, which meant we had more than six inches between the two benches and a padded row of seats on either side. We threw our bags up in the overhead racks, settling immediately to avoid being tossed back and forth when the train got underway. Somehow, without discussion, Rena, Maksohm and I ended up on one bench, Vee and Chi on the other. Chi sat in the corner, slightly angled so his spine pressed toward the window, Vee sprawling out so that her head lay cushioned on his lap. Even then her legs draped along the floor, crossed at the ankle, butting up against the door. With a sigh, she settled and went right back to sleep. 
Tangling his hand in her dark chocolate hair, Chi looked out the window, expression peaceful. In the short time I’d known him, I’d never seen him so content or still. 
If he wasn’t in love with Vee, I’d eat my boots. 
The train started chugging, a slightly jerky motion that we could feel but didn’t disrupt our balance. We’d barely pulled out of the station when Rena tugged at a lock of hair, peering at it doubtfully, then giving me a hopeful look. 
I knew that look. Mouth quirked, I asked, “Bands? Pins? Comb?”
“Front pocket,” she answered promptly, smiling. 
Standing, I made sure to balance myself against the rocking of the train as I reached into her bag, pulling out a comb and a bundle of hairpins. “How elaborate?”
“Knock yourself out,” she told me generously. 
We had nothing but time as it would take two days by train to Foxboro, where we would take the ferry across the channel before we managed to get on the right continent. Njorage sat at the very top of Sira, so it would take a good six days of train travel to get up there from Alyadar. Traveling with people always either made you really good friends or accomplices in murder. It depended on how well the group functioned in a small space for long periods of time. Hopefully we came out of this as friends. 
For now, though, no one seemed awake enough for a conversation, so I settled back on the bench, laying the tools aside as Rena plopped onto the floor in between my legs. Doing her hair had developed a certain ritual by this point. Ever since that first day I’d braided it, my routine with her had lengthened as I sought ways to prolong the experience. It was one of the few times that I could touch her, and continue to touch her, without anyone questioning my motives. 
It might be a little more awkward with an audience, but I didn’t let it stop me. I started at the crown of her head and pressed my thumbs in small circles, massaging her scalp and carefully working my way down and around. Rena gave a pleased hum, propped her back against the seat, hooked an elbow behind my ankle to anchor herself, and just relaxed into my hands. Smiling, I lingered over her head, down her neck, along her shoulders, reaching what skin I could under her collar without encroaching into what I considered to be ‘lover’s territory.’ 
Eventually, I had to stop indulging myself and actually do the task at hand, partially because I had a feeling I’d given too much away to the two very sharp men watching me. I didn’t dare look at either of them as I picked up the comb sitting on the bench next to my thigh. Carding the length of Rena’s smooth hair, I took a comb to it first, not finding any tangles, just getting a feeling for what I wanted to do this morning. Perhaps a six-strand plait around her head, like a crown? I liked doing that style on her, made her look regal, but we rarely had the time to spend on it. 
Decided, I portioned out her hair and got to work. 
Both men watched me in silence at first, curious and interested. Then I got part way around Rena’s head, fingers caught up in different strands, and I could feel their interest sharpening into something like disbelief. 
Rena must have caught at least Chi’s expression as she laughed. “I know, you wouldn’t think it to look at him, but he’s really amazing with hair. Almost everyone in Z’gher is, because they all wear their hair in multiple braids. The entire time I was there, it was like one huge hair party, as they all wanted to teach me what to do with my own.” 
Not that she had taken well to those lessons. I harbored the suspicion that Rena preferred it when I did her hair. She never seemed interested to try anything on her own. I was just as pleased that was the case. 
“I hadn’t thought of this until you mentioned it,” Maksohm’s voice held a timbre of something, I couldn’t quite put a finger on what, “but Bannen, how did your family take your summoning?”
“At first? They were livid. They don’t like having their children out of reach.” I didn’t take my eyes off my hands, because if I lost the pattern now, I would be doomed to start over. “Now they’re so proud of it that I feel like strangling them. They bragged the entire time we were there on our last visit.” 
Rena let out a soft laugh. “It actually cut our trip short as we could only stand it for two weeks.” 
“I understand that Z’gher’s culture does not easily accept foreigners into a family,” Maksohm offered, a question hovering in that statement. 
Shrugging, Rena answered without turning her head, “I’m one of two Void Mages in the entire world. I bring honor into the family.” 
I didn’t say the obvious, that my parents hoped that I would marry her sooner rather than later, as it would start a new conversation that I had no desire to participate in. There were days that I could pretend I didn’t want Rena. 
Today was not one of those days. 
Of course Chi asked the question I didn’t want him to. “They consider you family, then?”
“Daughter,” Rena answered easily. “Which is rather fun, really, to be a daughter to them. It means I have five sisters and another brother, and life’s always more interesting with more siblings. I don’t think we really knew what to do with each other at first—the culture gaps were many and varied, let me tell you—but living with Bannen had clued me in some, and we were all very invested in forming a good relationship, which helped. By the time we left, I honestly felt like I had just spent time visiting with family.”
“Then, when you’re done with everything, where will you live?” Maksohm did not sound as if he asked that question casually, although on the surface it appeared to be just making conversation. 
Rena picked up on it but she strove to match that casual tone. “No idea. Not Z’gher.” 
“We love my family,” I informed them, mouth quirked in a smile. “Preferably, we love them from a distance.”
“Ah, one of those families,” Chi said in complete understanding. “My family’s like that as well. So’s Vee’s. We love them, they love us, but we’re too independent and they’re a little too smothering, so it’s best we love each other elsewhere for most of the year.” 
It occurred to me I knew nothing about anyone’s family situation. “You have a large family, Chi?”
“No, not really. Older brother, younger sister. I have a lot of extended family, though, as both of my parents have five siblings each. Holiday get-togethers are a complete crush. Not as bad as Vee’s, I grant you. Giants have unusually large families, no pun intended. Vee only has eight siblings and that’s considered to be a little on the small size.” 
My eyes crossed at the mental image of even ten people in one family, all Vee’s size or larger. “How can they possibly afford to feed families of that size?”
“There’s a reason why giants tend to be the most productive work force ever,” Chi answered forthrightly. “They can’t afford to be anything else, and not keep everyone fed and with a roof over their heads. I’ve gone to Vee’s hometown several times, visiting, and it’s intense. Fun, too. Giants are good hosts, they certainly know how to throw a party, and the kids are hysterical. The first time I went, they kept wondering if I was sick as a kid, or if I’d been injured somehow, because I was their height. They assumed something had to be wrong with me.”
I could somehow picture this even though Chi wasn’t really a short man. Not tall either, more average height, but he was a foot shorter than Vee and she’d mentioned in passing that she wasn’t anywhere near as tall as a full-fledged giant. Chi must have seemed like a dwarf to the kids. I laughed at the image. “Did you convince them the rest of humanity is just short on average?”
“Sards no, that would be boring. I gave them a different sob story every time someone got up the courage to ask about why I was so short. The adults eventually cottoned on, but the kids never compared notes, not ’til the end. Some of them were smart enough to double check my story with Vee and she just played along with a straight face.” 
Vee, still with her eyes closed, murmured, “You have no idea how hard it was to keep my face straight. Some of your stories were patently ridiculous.” 
Blinking down at her, Chi asked, “Are you awake?”
“No.”
“Alright,” he agreed equably, smiling down at her, still idly stroking her hair. “Anyway, if you get a chance to go into giant country, take it. I always have a great time when I’m there.” 
“We’ll keep that in mind,” Rena agreed, sounding perfectly sincere. “What about you, Maksohm?”
“I have more family than I know what to do with. In my immediate family, though, I only have one brother. His wife and I were actually work partners for several years before they got married, so if I do have to go home, I choose to stay with them. My parent’s house tends to be the focal point for the extended family, so my brother’s house is more sane.” A wistful note entered his voice. “I haven’t been able to go see them for a while. Not since the shards starting popping up. It pulled us in all different directions.” 
Sensing he’d lost us, Chi volunteered, “The Maksohm family are all barrier specialists. If trouble like the shards occur, they’re our first line of defense.” 
Ah, now that made sense. I focused on the tail end of the braid, tucking it into the beginning and putting pins in to keep it in place. 
Rena, now free, patted her hair in exploration and gave me a delighted smile. “Oh, you did the crown again.”
“It’s your favorite,” I responded with a shrug and tried very, very hard not to look besotted. 
“It is,” she agreed happily, then turned to Maksohm with a gentle smile. “I promise to vanquish the evil shards as quickly as possible. Maybe you can manage to see your family for the winter holidays.” 
Maksohm’s expression softened, a not atypical reaction to Rena, as she often sought to comfort people if she felt they needed it. “Thank you.” Inclining his head toward the window, he added, “It seems we’re about to arrive at the station. Let’s get ready to change lines, shall we?”




The ferry ride over took two hours, a quick jaunt in comparison to the rest of the journey. I found that being on the water made me slightly nauseous, while of course Bannen thought it invigorating to have a hint of sea air ruffling over us. Then again, he had practically grown up on boats. While I had lived near a sea port, I’d been on a ship only twice before in my life, and neither trip had been calm or pleasant. Both times storms had rocked it back and forth. Maybe my lack of sea legs had to do with the previous traumatic experiences. 
The ferry landing in Alyadar was almost the size of Corcoran’s sea port, a bustling place that saw thousands of travelers a day, hosted multiple docks, and witnessed people going every possible direction as they either loaded on or came off; it only missed the warehouses to make it a carbon copy. Fortunately a string of hotels sat on the opposite side of the street and we didn’t have to exert any energy to find a room that night. As hotels went, it was nice enough, and I spent a leisurely eight hours sleeping like the dead before rising early the next morning. 
Everyone met more or less at the breakfast table, bags already packed, and after a quick meal we struck out again, heading westerly along the street toward the train station. I stuck close to Bannen and Maksohm, afraid to be lost in the crowd, and felt relieved to spy the sign to the train station pointing off to the left. Apparently we didn’t have long to walk. Good. 
Normally, I would have grabbed Bannen’s hand, and if we were back home I might have indulged a little and done so. But that seemed the wrong tack here. People already looked at us sideways, wondering, and I didn’t want to pressure Bannen into responding to me like that. Not until I found some sign that he wanted to be romantically closer. Feeling a little cowardly, I grabbed the back of his shirt instead. 
Turning, he caught my wrist, pulling me around and in front of him. “Walk where I can see you,” he instructed, keeping a hand on my shoulder. 
Feeling a little better about this position, I did so, faithfully following Maksohm. The MISD Agent knew how to cut through a crowd without losing people, I granted him that. He didn’t need an imposing height or figure to make a marvelous trail blazer. 
It took no time at all to stop by the ticket booth and board the train, again in a luxury car that would give Vee the most available space. I held onto my bag long enough to pull out a book, as this part of the journey would not be over quickly. We had a good six days in this train car before we made it to Njorage. I was selfishly looking forward to getting some good reading in. 
Maksohm paused just inside the door, going sideways so Chi and Vee could squeeze past. His hand cupped his ear and a perturbed look crossed his face. “I’m sorry, sir, say that again?”
My eyes flicked up, taking in the communication spell wrapped around the MISD crest pressed to his ear. Magic active, with a strong connection and steady pulse saying this spell connected over a long distance. Whatever had put that look on Maksohm’s face didn’t bode well. I sensed we had another diversion for our trip coming up. 
“Understood, sir. Tell her to hold on, we can be there in a little over ten hours. Thank you, sir.” Disconnecting, he put the badge back into his pocket and addressed us in a clipped, strained voice. “We have a new objective. Agent Nora Maksohm with three junior agents is currently pinned down in a location near here, with a hostile bandit force nearby.”
I sucked in a breath, hearing it echoed. 
“How bad?” Vee demanded. 
“She’s pinned, has a shield up and holding, but the three junior agents are injured and down. She’s requested immediate aid. We’re the nearest ones to her.” 
“How defensible is her position?” Bannen asked calmly. My eyes cut to him, reading that expression, almond shaped eyes narrowed in a mixture of professional calm and assessment, and I was reminded that he had been in situations like this before. Both as rescuer and rescuee. 
“Nora claims she can hold out until tonight but can’t promise good results after that.” Maksohm’s face twisted as if some part of him wanted to kick and rage but had ruthlessly shoved down the urge. “The junior agents are not in a position to fight or move under their own power.”
No wonder she needed help. “Of course we’ll go to her. Maksohm, I assume she’s a relative?”
“Cousin,” Maksohm responded and the way his eyes went bleak and worried told me that she was a favorite cousin, not someone he barely knew. 
I gave him my best smile, the one that spoke of confidence and dependability. “Good thing we’re so close, then, that we can help her quickly. Do we know what she’s up against?”
Maksohm gave me a look so patently thankful that I almost blushed under the force of it. 
The train vibrated, a whistle blowing, signaling that we would be underway within the next few seconds. The conversation paused as we quickly threw bags up in the overhead bins. Maksohm held up a hand toward us, already edging out the door. “I need to speak to the engineer, inform him of where to drop us off, and then I’ll brief you.” 
As I sat, Chi caught my eye and asked curiously, “Is there anything that really fazes you?”
“Of course,” I answered honestly, thinking back to those days when my body had been falling apart, and the one thing keeping me alive had been ripped from me, and what I would ever do if I lost Bannen, “but danger is not it.” 

We arrived at the midway station with two hours of daylight left. We knew her to be in this general area but not her exact location, which meant hiking in. It made me a little nervous, even though we had two mages capable of creating mage lights with us, because even those artificially bright orbs of light couldn’t replace sunlight. Would we be able to find her before darkness fell? I didn’t like striking off into the woods with no knowledge of the terrain, even with this group of highly capable fighters. I could tell from the look on Bannen’s face he didn’t either. 
I had no intention of staying behind, though. Not with people injured and the possibility of things going very, very wrong if—when—Nora’s shield failed. 
We left our bags behind, taking only weapons and medical supplies, and headed away from civilization into gently rolling hills and mountains, populated with thick undergrowth surrounding massive trees. I felt like a dwarf striding through here, as some of these trees could house a small cottage inside their trunks. I’d never been in a primitive forest so virgin before. When they’d laid down the railway, had they literally carved a path through and left the rest of the area untouched? 
Taking a deep breath, I took in as much information as I could, the way Bannen had taught me to. Pine, cedar, running water—spring, probably—smoke? “Campfire,” I said softly. 
Bannen, striding at my side, gave me a nod and smile of approval. “Yes. A little ahead. See anything?”
I strained my eyes, looking forward, although it took several strides before I got around several trees and finally had a line of sight. “Yes. Dead ahead, a little to the right. Two men and a fire.” 
Maksohm threw up a closed fist, bringing us all to a halt. “How far ahead, Rena?”
“Five hundred feet, more or less.” I drifted up a little further, standing directly next to him, head leaning forward as I strained to see even more. “Maksohm, do you have any details of where exactly your cousin holed up?”
“No, why?” Maksohm’s dark eyes intently focused on me. 
“I see a shield. No, barrier. It’s flickering, not quite stable, planted in the side of that hill.” 
Chi drifted up to stand directly behind me, his head lowered to rest his chin on my shoulder so he could share my line of sight. “I see it. Just a bare line inside the cracks. Smart, to take advantage of a natural defensive position.”
“Yes, it is,” Maksohm agreed thoughtfully. “Rena, you said you see only two men?”
I nodded, frustrated that the trees blocked my view. “At the moment.” 
“If we’ve got injured people, I want them out sooner rather than later. Perhaps we can divide and conquer.”
“Let Rena tunnel them out the side,” Bannen suggested. 
Now there was a good thought. Why hadn’t I thought of that? Maksohm’s head canted, slightly thoughtful, and I piped up encouragingly, “I can do that easily. It won’t be a drain on me, or loud, and we might be able to get them out safely and back toward help before the bandits even notice we’re here.” 
“I’ll climb up one of the trees, keeping an eye on them, start shooting if they do notice,” Chi offered. 
Maksohm liked this plan. He grinned, a fierce and tight expression that belied his nondescript looks and made me suddenly realize he had gained the rank of senior agent for more than one reason. The man was as much soldier as mage. “Good. Do it. Vee, be ready to move to his aid if he needs it, but I want you to help carry the injured out first.” 
As the strongest in the party, Vee expected this, and she nodded without argument. 
“Good.” Maksohm turned to Chi. “You’ve got five minutes, go.” 
Chi moved off and despite the fallen leaves, bushes, twigs and everything else littering the forest floor, he didn’t make a sound. Shadows made more noise than he did. My eyebrows rose into my hairline. I was more than a little impressed. How was he doing that? Maybe he’d teach me later.
We waited in taut stillness, echoes of forest life drifting past us without any real attention on our parts. After a while, several distinct knocks could be heard, like a woodpecker beating on a particularly stubborn piece of wood. Knock. Knock. Knock. Knock. Knock.
“Five of them,” Maksohm said with a frown. “Just five? And they gave Nora and three agents trouble?”
“Something doesn’t seem right about that,” Vee agreed, shifting uneasily from one foot to the other. “Even if she did have baby agents with her. What was her mission, again?”
“Just a scouting mission, investigating a rumor about…” Maksohm’s eyes closed in fatalistic realization. “Stolen magical artifacts. Of course. The bandits must be using the artifacts against them.” 
I felt like swearing. “Thunderation. How many do you think they have?”
Maksohm looked like he bit into something rotten as he admitted sourly, “I don’t know. It wasn’t in the report.”
“I love operating blind,” Bannen said cheerfully. “Stick with the plan?”
“Yes,” Maksohm said decisively. “Go. Rena, where’s the thinnest wall to the hill?”
I studied the ground for a moment, evaluating. “There. Follow me…” I paused before I even put a single foot in front of me. “Um, how do I move quietly to avoid getting their attention?”
Bannen moved ahead and said over his shoulder, “Step where I step, guide me.” 
We’d done this before, where I used my hands on his shoulders to steer him, even as he put his body in between me and danger. I nodded understanding, put my hands against his shoulder blades, and carefully only stepped where he did. It took only a few strides for me to realize what he was doing—he found the moist places, the damp leaves, the patches of moss, things that wouldn’t crackle or snap under pressure. 
Clever. I must remember this trick. 
With gentle touches, I steered Bannen the way we needed to go, further away from the opening, but still uncomfortably close to the bandits’ campfire. With the bulk of the hill between us and them, it blocked their view of our approach, even though we stayed close to enough to hear them clearly. It never got too steep, easy enough to walk up, but hopefully the slope of the hill proved enough of a deterrent that none of the bandits wanted to come up this direction unless necessary. 
As soon as I could, I focused on the area, crafting out a doorway that stood tall and wide enough for two men to comfortably walk through. If we were going to be carrying people out of here, I wanted to make sure no one had to squeeze through. Then I realized, belatedly, that Vee would be carrying people through, and made the opening even taller still. First layer, two feet deep, gone. Next layer, more rock than top soil, gone. Next layer, rock with a few tree roots dangling in, gone. I could sense more than see that I only had a few more feet to go until we hit the narrow cave inside the hill. 
Which, of course, meant the bandits realized we had discovered them in that moment. Or at least Chi had. 
A shout went up, rough voices and coarse language, then the whistle of an arrow piercing the air and a scream before a body hit the ground with a heavy thud. Vee swore and dove for the front of the hill, going to Chi’s aid. Bannen spun, putting his back to my shoulder, ready to face anything that came near us. 
The entrance to the cave would be a battlefield, not the best place to try a rescue from. I focused intently on my own work, as we desperately needed a new way in now. I could feel the sweat bead on my forehead as I focused, but previous experiences of working magic in chaotic, dangerous situations helped me to remain on task. Next layer gone. One more? 
I pushed a little deeper this time, working my way into the last of the rock, and it dissipated with a puff of somewhat stale air. Cave air always had a damp, earthy flavor to it, not unpleasant, but strange. 
Maksohm dove through, calling as he went, “Nora!”
I couldn’t help with the injured, my magic was useless in that regard. I could slap bandages on people and that was about it. I entered the cave for entirely different reasons, as I needed to work some magic, Bannen needed to be in a defensible position if the bandits discovered our new doorway, and working magic through a shield had never been an impediment. 
The inside of the cave felt just as damp and cool as I expected it to, although thankfully Maksohm had thrown up enough mage lights that it wasn’t oppressively dim. I strode right through to the front entrance, ignoring the three junior agents on the ground. I did spare a glance for the woman Maksohm had beelined for. The dark blue MISD uniform, looking a little worse for wear, did nothing to disguise her very nice figure. She had the same skin tone, dark hair and eyes that Maksohm did, and the family resemblance could be seen in a glance. She didn’t seem hurt, just mad, judging by that thunderous expression on her face. 
Yells of alarm in deep, guttural voices; frantic footsteps; cloth rasping on stone; all sounds indicating that people were frantically diving for cover. Leaves rustled once, sharply, and I had a feeling that Chi had found a branch somewhere to sit on. There were several magical signatures, their patterns overlapping, giving off sparks of reflections that I could just see through the narrow opening of the cave. I could hear the sounds of fighting from outside and it didn’t take a genius to realize that the bandits were idiots, but clever idiots, and some of them had magical artifacts in their hands that made fighting them challenging. If Vee weren’t a mage herself, Chi might well have been blasted out of the tree by now. 
I stopped just in front of the shield and took a good look at the situation. I only had two feet of visibility due to the narrow confines of the cave opening, but that proved to be enough. Three bandits, all rough and scraggly looking, formed a defensive line behind a massive log, popping up to wave the magic artifacts in their hands like a whip. I did not for a second believe that any magical device should be used in such a way but magic likes intent, and the intent to attack was obvious, so the devices responded accordingly. They left huge magical gouges in the ground, thick and wide, and only Vee’s shields and Seton’s own magic kept her and Chi from being cleaved in half. Chi didn’t have the vantage necessary to get around the trunk and, in this situation, couldn’t move out of the tree either, leaving him pinned. 
Well, this was a fine pickle. 
Growling, I focused on the men. I didn’t want to kill anyone, that left a bad taste in my mouth, but surely Chi and Vee could subdue them if the devices weren’t in their hands. I focused there, then blinked and backed out to stare at just one. Magical devices were never simple, but these had a more complex design than I’d anticipated. Tackling three magic devices at once might be a bit much. 
“Who is this?” a female voice demanded behind me. “Her magic is strange and—you, young lady, you can’t just work magic through a barrier, do you realize the consequences? It’ll backlash and—Maksohm, let go of me.” 
“It’s fine, she can work through a barrier,” Maksohm soothed. “Let’s focus on getting them ready for transport.” 
“What do you mean ‘it’s fine,’” she responded incredulously. “Of course it’s not fine!”
“That is Rena Rocci, Void Mage,” Bannen interrupted before the argument could really get underway. “And her magic works very differently than yours does…”
I let him explain as I worked. Sometimes, I think half the reason why I needed a human familiar was so he could distract people and explain, so that I could focus on the job itself. The thought made me smile even as the first magical device turned into dust motes and air. 
The bandit holding it yelped in panic, diving down and looking about frantically, as if the device had been spirited away instead of destroyed. I laughed to myself, amused, especially since the female agent behind me echoed the same yelp of surprise. Surprising people never got old. Grinning to myself, I focused on the second one. 
It took less than five minutes to destroy both of the remaining devices, leaving the bandits unprotected. With no magic to aid them, Vee quickly pressed her advantage and Chi flipped neatly to the ground, arrows firing quickly. In a heartbeat the fight ended, the bandits no longer a threat to anyone. 
Only then did I realize I had some very impressive silence behind me. Turning, I glanced about. The three junior agents looked at me as if I had mushrooms sprouting out of my ears—their expressions were actually so convincing that I reached up with both hands to check—and the senior agent, who I assumed to be Nora, gave me the most intense scrutiny I had ever been subjected to in my life. 
“Void Mage, you say,” she breathed and those words put a chill up my spine. Something about her tone suggested she thought things I didn’t want to know about. “Your magic excels in destruction, doesn’t it?”
“It does,” I admitted and then forcefully turned the conversation in another direction. “I’ll get Vee in here, let’s get the wounded out and to the station. There’s a clinic attached to the station, isn’t there?”
Bannen seemed to understand my intent and played along. “There is. Here, let’s make sure the area is clear, that there were only those bandits to contend with.” 
We stepped out of the cave together and I whispered under my breath, “Do you get the feeling that she’s scheming something?”
“Oh yeah,” Bannen agreed with feeling. “I have no idea what and I don’t want to know.” 
At least we agreed on that point. “Let’s put her on board a train and then go the opposite way as quickly as possible, before she suggests some other job I’m not going to like.” 
“That sounds like a great plan.”   




Vee carried two of the junior agents without strain, Chi piggy-backing the other one. Nora handed a sack of magical artifacts to Rena with the very limited instruction of “Catalogue these.” I normally would have pitched in, but being out here in the open put familiar instincts on overdrive and I found myself grateful no one asked me to do anything more taxing than watching our backs. 
Nora Maksohm whispered frantically to her cousin most of the hike back to the train station, her voice low, occasionally rising as she vehemently made some point, so that I only caught snatches. I didn’t like what I did overhear. She kept mentioning Toh’sellor, and Rena, and those two things in conjunction did not spell good things to my mind. Thankfully, Maksohm seemed to oppose whatever she kept proposing, so it didn’t look like we’d be tossed into more danger than we’d signed up for.
At least, not right this minute. 
Rena didn’t say anything as we put the injured agents into the clinic, turned over the surviving magical artifacts, and wrote up a formal report for Nora to turn in later. She didn’t need to. Her eyes, when they caught mine, spoke volumes. She’d caught parts of that too, then. 
Part of me wanted to demand of Maksohm what Nora was on about, but I felt that by doing so, I’d be drawn into a discussion on whether or not it would be possible, and I didn’t want Rena associated with destroying Toh’sellor any more than she already was. The shards were bad enough, thank you very much. 
Thankfully, we managed to leave Nora rather quickly behind us, as she would take the injured agents by train back down to Foxboro for recuperation while we continued north on our original mission of the Njorage shard. The next northbound train arrived thirty minutes after we finished our reports and dinner, and I hopped on board in abject relief. Not that it carried us far, simply to the next station, three hours further down the line. We had to disembark again and stay the night at a hotel before continuing on.
Because we had to stop every night, lodging at a hotel, the trip north took another four and a half days by train to reach Njorage. During that time, Rena and Vee often put their heads together, talking about things that only women seemed to really enjoy. I caught them sharing confidences, a little, mostly preconceptions they’d had to battle as female mages who owned peculiar familiars. I didn’t think I imagined it that they bonded a little and I felt relieved to see it, as Rena sorely missed the camaraderie she’d had with her girlfriends in Corcoran. 
When not swapping stories and such with Vee, Rena kept her own company happily enough. Rena as a rule loved to travel because she liked to read and traveling gave her the perfect excuse to lounge about and devour one book after another. She went through a book a day, happy as a clam. 
The other three weathered the trip well, though I didn’t expect otherwise—after all, they traveled a lot in their profession. I just found it interesting how they did it. Maksohm, like Rena, chose to read the majority of the time, although half of his reading material seemed to be mission reports. Vee, likely because she felt crammed into the train car, often took long walks up and down the hallway, but when she did choose to sit in the car I got the best stories from her. 
Chi proved the most difficult to settle. He just had too much spare energy. We took to burning it off with card games and wrestling matches, sometimes hand stand competitions in the corner of the car. (His bloody nose when he got knocked over was not my fault.) 
To my absolute relief, we arrived at the city with no hard feelings. We all still liked each other and no one seemed inclined toward murdering anyone in their beds. Trips made or broke a group and this one had encouraged our bonds to each other, praise the deities. 
I let the window down as we pulled toward the station, getting a good look at the city as we came in. Njorage strangely reminded me of Z’gher—in architecture at least. Most of the roofs were overlapping tile, each building connected tightly to the next by walls, the front yards enclosed behind stone and gates. The city gave a cramped impression, at least here, and I wondered at that because Njorage had a reputation for being a vacation destination. The hot springs up here carried rumors of being good for health and relaxation, so shouldn’t the city give off the same vibe? 
We gathered up bags and stepped off the train, the crowd around us thickening as the other passengers got off. It felt humid here, more so than I’m used to, and a slight smell of sulfur drifted through the air, likely because of the hot springs. I’d expected cold weather, and it did have a nip to the air, but the heat of the hot springs offset this enough that it never became truly uncomfortable. I kept Rena in front of me, a hand at her waist, not only to keep from losing her in the crowd, but because my instincts stirred uneasily. There was some sort of atmosphere too that set me on edge, although I couldn’t pinpoint why. The place seemed clean enough, and there wasn’t anything toxic or smelly in the air aside from the whiff of sulfur. Come to think of it, Maksohm hadn’t mentioned where exactly the shard stood in Njorage. Could that be the reason for this tension? Was it in a bad location? 
“I forgot to ask, but where is the shard, anyway?”
“It appeared near the center of the town square,” Vee said grimly. 
I blanched. “How many people were caught up in it?”
“We don’t have a firm number on that.” 
That many? So many they couldn’t confirm it? Or was this more a matter of Vee didn’t have all the facts handily stored in her head? I prayed it was the second option as the first disturbed me badly. 
Rena made a distressed sound. “That’s…extremely not good.” 
Glancing back, Maksohm asked, “Didn’t I tell you?”
“No,” Rena denied faintly, so faintly that I wasn’t sure he heard her over the din of noise. I barely did. She looked grey, and for a moment I felt myself cast back into the past, when I’d first met her, when even walking stole her stamina. Alarmed, I made an aborted movement toward her, but she reached out first, tangling her fingers in with mine. The firmness of the grip told me physically she felt fine. It was just her heart breaking at the grimness of the situation. 
I held her firmly back, glaring at Maksohm, even if it wasn’t his fault. 
His glance relayed a sense of apology, but we couldn’t hold a proper conversation in this crush, and we dropped the topic, making it a priority to get free and clear of the station. 
I expected us to head toward a hotel first and put our luggage away, but instead we were led to the MISD headquarters here. Maksohm introduced us to the Man-in-Charge, a humorless fellow by the name of Cartwright. Me being me, I didn’t like him because I had a fundamental distrust of people with no sense of humor. I was convinced they were magical constructs gone wrong. He seemed competent, though, I’d give him that. He gave Rena and me a very thorough briefing of the situation and didn’t spare us the details. Including details I wasn’t sure I wanted. 
An estimated fifteen hundred people waited inside that barrier. Or at least, they were once people. Not any longer. 
A part of me wished he had held back, because while I might be battle hardened, Rena was not. Having the magical equivalent of zombies wandering around under the barrier with no chance of turning them back to themselves, well…she didn’t take that well. Maksohm’s barrier would come extremely handy in helping us to lower the casualties, true, as we wouldn’t have to fight all of them to get in there. Assuming his barrier didn’t become completely overwhelmed, we had a fighting chance of making it to the shard and giving Rena time to do her magic. 
But the odds of that happening were about fifty-fifty and I didn’t need to do the math for Rena on this one. I could tell from the look on her face that she knew deaths were likely to happen.
We retreated to the inn that had been paid for us, and when Rena turned and gave me that sad, edgy smile, I knew what she would say before she could get the words out. “I think I’m going to just stretch out for a minute.”
“Go ahead,” I encouraged softly. The bond tugged at me, sensing something unwell, and I stoutly ignored it. This was not a moment where a hug could make everything better, no matter what it urged me to do. “Yell if you need me.”
“Always.” Thankful, her smile turned more genuine for a moment before she trudged up the stairs. 
Vee and Chi made an abortive movement to follow her, abortive because I flung up a hand to stop them. “Give her some time,” I requested quietly. “Stay out of your rooms for a while, give her some space.” 
The partners exchanged looks that spoke volumes. I didn’t exactly have the cheat sheet or know the language, but I could infer a few things. Sighing, I shuffled a little to the side to keep the doorway clear and lowered my voice. “She’s never killed anyone. That’s my department. Rena’s paranoid about it because people wouldn’t just become dead when she unleashed her magic, they’d vanish like they had never been there at all. A little too spooky, even for her.”
Chi winced at this mental imagery, tugging the hair back from his face as if to pull it out of his head before he could dwell on it. “I have to agree with that.”
“So give her some space. She processes better if you leave her be for a little while.” As much as it sometimes hurt for me to give her that time, I knew better than to push. When she felt ready to talk about things and face them, then she’d come find me. Until then, I had to wait. 
They nodded agreement before Chi offered, “Hit the baths with me?”
That actually sounded like a marvelous idea. Corcoran didn’t have public baths, not that I could find, and I missed being able to sink into an open aired bath and just soak. “Sure. Let me grab some clothes.”
Chi waved this away. “They provide robes here.” 
As he said this, I saw two men wander by, dressed in dark blue yutas belted in place and sandals on their feet. Not robes, then, but post bath clothes, not that Chi recognized them for what they were. I smiled and shrugged. “Lead the way.” 
He did easily, which meant that even though he hadn’t been here in years, he still remembered the layout. People with good directional sense impressed me. There were so few of them out there. 
A locker room led into the actual pool, so we stripped everything off, locking things securely before heading out. The pool was a good size, easily large enough to hold twenty or thirty people without strain. It had been decorated along one edge of the wall with yuzu growing in the corners and decorative rocks where the water poured out. Soft lighting lined the wooden privacy fence, giving the area an ambient feel that I appreciated. 
I sank into the hot water with a sigh of pure pleasure, feeling the knots and strains of the journey easing out. Being stuck sitting for a basically a week solid did nothing good for the back. I stretched out a little, enjoying the freedom and feel of water sliding over skin. Chi slunk in, making the water ripple gently, as he found a good spot to recline in. 
“Ahhh,” he sighed happily. “I did miss the hot springs here.”
“No monkeys,” I pointed out lazily. 
“Shh, don’t jinx it.” 
Silence fell and we both let it, too wrapped up in the serenity of the area to worry about filling the air with words. I had to remind myself, several times, that falling asleep in a bath would lead to some random stranger having to resuscitate me. Mouth-to-mouth. Let’s avoid that future, shall we? 
“I’m a little surprised,” Chi said some indeterminate time later. 
Slitting my eyes open, I gave him a casual glance before sliding further in, right up to my chin. “About what?”
“You leaving Rena to her own devices on the other end of the hotel. You’re normally within arm’s reach of her.” 
“We’ve been either in dangerous situations or insecure areas ever since you met us,” I observed, not bothered by this comment. “Of course I was. But Rena’s dangerous, you’ve seen that with your own eyes; she doesn’t need me to babysit her.” 
“Hmm.” 
I felt like he questioned me on some level, and I had a good suspicion about what. I could hide a lot behind a joke and a smile, but I didn’t underestimate the intelligence of the three agents with me. They’d had days, literally, to observe with and nothing to divert their attention. Chi didn’t seem interested in pushing, more natural curiosity and perhaps a need to understand the dynamics between Rena and me. I understood that.
That didn’t mean I would know how to respond to the inevitable questions. 
Time to turn the tables. 
“How did you and Vee meet?” I prompted, sitting up enough that I wasn’t in danger of water spilling into my open mouth. “I know you said you had a temporary partnership, but what happened?”
Remembering, Chi let out a laugh. He twisted to put his back against a conveniently placed boulder, getting comfortable. “Now that is quite the story. Looking back on it, I’m honestly surprised that she agreed to partner with me at all.” 
“That sounds foreboding.” 
“Sounds worse than it was. For once, it was Vee being an idiot instead of me.” Chi sounded rather smug about that, too. “So this happened years ago, just after we both became senior agents, barely out of our probationary years. By then, Vee had a reputation as being some sort of unstoppable force and people had the bad habit of sending her out alone to do things.”
My eyes crossed at this idea. “I grant you she’s insanely strong, and Seton’s not something I’d cross, but….”
“She’s still just one person with a very unusual familiar to watch her back,” Chi finished knowingly. “I agree. I thought so then, too. No one can predict the future, or what might go wrong—why would you send anyone alone without backup? I thought it stupid then and my opinion hasn’t changed six years later. A mission came up where a group of mage-wanna-bes went rogue. No, they weren’t full mages, but they had most of the training; just not enough discipline to pass the Tests. Group of three and they were running around causing havoc. They sent Vee to deal with them.” 
I stared at Chi like he had just announced the sun would go dark the next morning. I could imagine three Dereks running around loose, with nothing to check them, and the imagery made bile rise in my throat. “And no one thought that was a bad idea?”
“I certainly did. So I followed her.” Chi laughed again, eyes lost in memory. “My intentions were good, but it didn’t work out right. Vee had never had a partner, never had someone to watch her back. She didn’t understand why I was even worried. She kept forging ahead, and you know how fast she can move with those long legs of hers. Even sprinting, I had a hard time keeping up. She didn’t take it well, that I stuck with her. Thought it condescending that I thought she needed help.”
Knowing what I do of Vee’s personality, I could see that. 
“So there we were on the trail of three stupid and dangerously half-trained mages, who were constantly trying to ambush us, with Vee stubbornly lurching ahead of me, in the dark woods of southern Sira. Did I mention it was fall, almost winter, and we had snow threatening? I couldn’t have planned a worse mission or a more terrible set of circumstances if I had tried. I was so cold my teeth constantly chattered, and if it wasn’t for the fact I was sprinting after that madwoman, I would have frozen solid. Seton, though, if I came within range of him, he’d heat up so I could warm my fingers up against him. Good thing, too, otherwise I might have lost them.”
Now that explained why those two got along so well. So their friendship started then, eh?
“We played cat and mouse with those three idiots for a full day. It was coming on dark, I had no intention of spending the night out there—we didn’t have the supplies for it anyway—and Vee came to the same conclusion that I did. But she didn’t react the way I thought. Instead of trying to lure them in, she jumped right into one of their ambushes, Seton swinging as she went. Meanwhile, I’m five yards behind her and swearing, trying to at least get a line of sight on her, and failing because there’s too many sarding trees in the way. When I finally do manage it, Vee’s been hit in the shoulder and along her back, she’s got one of them down on the ground, but the other is giving her serious trouble and I could tell from the state of her personal shield that she hadn’t gotten it up right. It was flickering, on the verge of failing. I slid right, grabbed two arrows, and fired. Got both of them.” 
I had a sense where this story was going and smirked. “She wasn’t happy.”
“Furious,” Chi admitted, chuckling. “Wouldn’t speak a word to me as we hauled our prey back to the first train station. She locked them up under mage chains, gave them to the constable on guard, and we finally got her some medical attention for that shoulder. Still wouldn’t speak to me. Then the next morning, she barges into my room while I’m still in bed, quiet and intense and asks me why I followed her. It never occurred to me that she thought I was being patronizing, not then, so I told her the truth: I don’t trust evil men, and I don’t think anyone should go into a fight alone. I added that it wasn’t fair of our superiors to send her out alone just because she’s stronger; it was an abuse of her good nature, and I didn’t like it.
“Well, that shut her up for a good minute. Long enough to shove her out of my room and for me to get dressed. By the time I got downstairs, she had breakfast waiting for me, and a list of rules about what it meant to be her partner.” 
I held up a hand. “Wait, wait, wait, she never asked? Just assumed you were now her partner?”
“I was just as confused, trust me, but apparently this is a giant thing. In their culture, if you go to that kind of length to safeguard someone, it means you like them, that you want to be something to them. And she’s not wrong, I do like her, she’s one of the best friends I’ve ever had. So by following her, protecting her, I made myself into her partner.” Chi shook his head, a fond smile on his face. “Also, I think, she was lonely. There’s not many fighters that can keep up with her. She wanted a partner, she just didn’t expect to get one, not until I came along.” 
It made all sorts of sense. “And your superiors agreed?”
“You think anyone dared to argue with Vee? With that stubborn look on her face? Most senior agents have work partners anyway, they weren’t going to fight us on it if we decided we liked working with each other. Anyway, that’s our story.” Curious, he leaned a little forward. “Tell me yours. How exactly does it feel to be summoned?”
I’d told him parts of this, or at least the gist of it, but I didn’t mind telling him the full tale. Obligingly, I let the story spin out, filling it in with details. 
By the time I was done, we were both steaming and red from the heat of the water and unanimously decided to get out. Chi kept an eagle eye out for any monkeys, but they were blessedly absent tonight. Toweling off, I found a yuta, belt, and sandals in one of the open baskets that were my size and put them on. I had to help Chi with the belt, as tying it took a certain amount of practice. 
I threw my clothes into my room and stepped out again, just catching Rena as she entered her room. She too had apparently been in the baths, wrapped up in a yuta, hair wet and trailing over one shoulder. Something about her in that moment tugged hard at my heartstrings. She looked infinitely soft and touchable, so much so that my fingers twitched with the urge. 
“I like the baths,” she told me with a small smile, nothing more than a curve of the lips. 
Steady, heart. Breathe. Talk normally. It took a second longer to respond because I needed that second to control my voice. “They’re relaxing, aren’t they?”
“Very much so,” she agreed. “I think I’ll eat up here in my room.” 
I nodded, understanding. Rena’s naturally shyer, she needs alone time every once in a while, just a space for her to breathe in. “I’ll have someone send up a tray.” 
“Thanks.” Smiling, she ducked into her room and closed the door quietly behind her. 
It felt like the strings were cut when she went in and I gasped in a breath, leaning against the wall for a moment. Renata Rocci was a woman that warranted warning labels. Many warning labels. Also, apparently I was susceptible to her with wet hair and in a yuta, which was news to me. I’d have to somehow guard myself from that in the future. 
Deep breaths. There, better. I looked up and found Chi on the stairs looking at me, obviously on his way up to put something in his room. I could tell from the look on his face that he knew something was off. I managed a smile, somehow, and asked, “You want to grab some dinner?”
“Sure. Let me throw this into my room.”




Vee had already commandeered a table, so I sat with her, idly wondering where Maksohm had gotten off to. I ordered whatever tonight’s special was, including a tray to be sent up to Rena’s room. I found myself pleased to have company. These two were rather fun. “So tell me, is this the worst or strangest case you’ve ever worked?”
“Not even close. That would be what happened here—” 
“Rule six, Chinna,” Vee growled at him. 
“—which I cannot discuss,” Chi finished smoothly, a too bright smile pinned to his face. 
 It occurred to me that I had not, obviously, gotten the full story of their disastrous mission here in Njorage. They’d only talked about after the mission, come to think of it, not the mission itself. I’d have to weasel it out of Chi later. “Your pacts have numbers to them?”
“Eh,” Chi shrugged, tossing a hand in the air. “Some of them are pacts, some of them are just general rules we live by. Like Rule 4: Never, ever say that a situation could get worse.” 
“It inevitably does,” Vee muttered in aggravation. 
I found myself nodding in agreement. “More often than not. I find myself strangely fascinated; what other rules do you two have, and how many, for that matter?”
“There’s quite a few.” Chi paused as our food arrived. He beamed at the serving girl. “Why, thank you, gorgeous, that smells delightful.” He dug in a spoonful and sighed in bliss. “I do love hearty stew.”
“You get absolutely nothing useful out of him the minute food arrives,” Vee mock-complained to me. “The rules started out practical, actually. The first one is ‘always bring food’ and I made that one mostly because Chi’s metabolism is insane. He can eat his weight in groceries. He can eat my weight in groceries. You’ve heard of those people that have a hollow leg? He has a hollow body. I will swear to this in a court of law.” 
I had noticed that Chi ate more than the average amount, but I’d assumed they’d come off a rough mission where food was scarce and he was trying to make up for it. It never occurred to me that was normal. I studied the man and couldn’t help my brows from climbing up into my hairline. Chi’s not small, but he has a taut, well-built body with little fat on him. Anywhere. How did he eat like that and not gain anything to show for it? 
“You and Rena have rules of your own,” Vee observed. It was clearly not a question. 
Opening my mouth, I started with a denial before I thought better of it. “Not really rules, per se, more like signals? Understandings hammered through painful experiences? Mostly my pain. For instance, there are times when I need her to stay exactly where she is, there are times that I need her to move. I don’t always want to make it obvious what she’s going to do or have time to explain the situation. So if I want her to stay, I put a hand on top of her head. If I want her to get out of the area, immediately, I tap her once between the shoulder blades.” I shrugged, as it wasn’t mad science or anything. “Easy signals, keeps us from getting mixed up or confusing each other.” 
“Are these signals we can use with her too?” Chi asked around a mouthful of bread. 
“Sure. I mean, warn her first, otherwise it will confuse her, but you can use them too. Rena doesn’t have a lot of experience working with other fighters, but she’s adaptable. I don’t think it’s going to cause problems if you do.” 
“So what else?” Vee prompted. 
I explained things to her, listed them all out, which somehow segued into telling them about the first two shards Rena and I had ever dealt with, as they were the most recent experiences we had in working with other groups of people prior to joining up with Vee and Chi. Most of the time Rena’s magic made it better for her to work solo. 
Eventually we all got full and Vee and Chi wandered off to get ready for bed. I didn’t feel like bed yet, so I stayed planted where I was. 
Of course, without a distraction, my treacherous brain went off on the tangent I didn’t want it to. Namely Rena fresh out of a bath. And how I couldn’t touch her. 
I hate my brain. 
Growling out a curse to myself, I planted my forehead into my palm and just stared blindly down at the tabletop. The situation couldn’t continue much longer. I recognized that. We were fast reaching a breaking point after two years of living in each other’s spaces. I had to wonder if those ancient Void Mages had decided to marry their human familiars because of the inevitability of it all. When you lived so close as to be basically in each other’s skin, with such irrevocable trust, of course you learned how to love that person. 
Not that I had needed much time to fall for Rena, but still. 
I ordered another glass of the admittedly excellent mulled cider and brooded. Turransky had ruined me, and I hadn’t realized how badly until the trip here. While at Mary’s, it was understood that Rena was mine. As much mine as I was hers. It was never questioned, although Rena never took it seriously, but it gave me leeway. Too much leeway, perhaps, because part of me had grown accustomed to acting like she was my fiancée and my heart couldn’t draw firm lines anymore. While in Turransky, I felt like I had a chance with her, that I had made some sort of progress. 
But the moment we’d left, it’d become very clear that it had all been in my head. Rena went right back into the role of mage/familiar without so much as a flick of the eyelid. She used to sit on me as readily as a chair. She used to have me do her hair every morning like clockwork. She never thought anything of it before reaching for me, but now I saw her hesitate. Sometimes she couldn’t seem to decide if she should reach for me at all, settling for something else entirely. I hated her hesitation more than anything. It didn’t completely surprise me, but it hurt. Not crippling pain, but more than owie. Worse, I couldn’t let on, as Rena would feel terrible about it, and that would make the situation awwwwwkward which I really, truly didn’t want. 
I had to pull myself together. I just couldn’t seem to find the heart or the strength to do it right this minute. 
Morose, I called for another glass. 
Somewhere around the bottom of the third glass, Chi meandered back to the table. He’d changed out of the yuta, which didn’t surprise me, as he hadn’t really looked all that comfortable in it before. Now he wore a loose shirt and pants that had seen better days. Sleepwear, likely, although modest enough for this public setting. It took more focus than it should’ve to stare directly at Chi. “You need to stop swaying,” I said finally. 
“Riiiight,” he drawled, amused for some reason. “Bannen? How much of that lovely apple-flavored drink have you had?”
I stared at the glass, a charming shade of pale yellow, and although I sensed there was a reason he’d asked the question, I couldn’t quite connect why. “Three?”
“You realize that it’s this town’s specialty, and the alcohol content is enough to fell an elephant?”
I took another sip, trying to analyze it this time. “Does have a kick to it,” I decided eventually. Some part of my brain, small though it was, piped up. “I’m not supposed to drink.” 
“In a foreign country while on a mission, yeah, probably not. Oops.” Chi didn’t look at all worried. “Well, only one thing to do now. You worried about Rena?”
I nodded because of course, that was obvious, she was the main reason I didn’t drink. Even while drunk I remembered that. Not that I was drunk yet. It would take at least another two, three glasses for that to happen. 
He hopped over the bench, toward the stairs, and I could hear him call up, “Vee! You girls watch each other’s backs!”
Twin laughter answered him, which meant both women found even his worry about their safety to be amusing. Maybe cute. You never knew with women. Then Chi called for a glass, collected it, and wandered back over to sit with me. He loosened his belt, unbuttoned the top two buttons on his shirt, generally getting comfortable before he took a large swallow and smacked his lips. “Ahh, good stuff.” 
I stared at the glass, then at him. “You getting drunk with me?”
“Only thing to do in this circumstance is to keep a friend company,” he responded brightly. 
“I thought you were going to be good today?” 
“I’m taking a break.”
I nodded seriously. “Being good is exhausting.” 
“Truly.” He held his glass up, wiggling it enticingly. 
I knocked mine against his and we both drained them in one long pull. I’d long since passed mellow, and now the floor had an interesting slant to it. I kept an elbow planted on the table, a subtle way to make sure I didn’t fall off the bench. I still wasn’t drunk, mind you, just a little impaired when it came to balance. 
Even with a full glass in him, Chi wasn’t even buzzed, I could tell from that calculating way he looked at me. “I think you’re drunk enough for me to ask. You and Rena…you’re really not?”
I knew what he meant and laughed. Or tried to. It came out a little broken. “No.” That single word broke the floodgates. “No, we’re not, we’re exactly what we appear.” Without meaning to, my mouth kept going. “Did you know that in Turransky, we’re engaged?”
Chi’s eyebrows shot into his hairline. “You’re kidding.” 
“’s an automatic thing,” I tried to explain, although my tongue felt a little thick and my head had the stuffiness of wool. “When a Void Mage calls her human familiar, bam! Engaged. Sometimes they take a year or two, get to know each other, but they always marry. Always.” Irrational anger flooded me and I slammed a fist at the table, cracking the wood. “Sards, she should have been trained in Turransky from the beginning!”
Chi eyed the cracked tabletop, lips pursed in a soundless whistle. “I’m sensing a little anger over this issue. Why do you say that? You feel like you’d have her if she wasn’t originally trained in Corcoran?”
“I would have,” I maintained, stubborn and hurt. “Corcoran, you know, they brainwash their mages. They can’t touch their familiars, they can’t have a relationship with their familiars, their familiars are little better than smart, trainable pets but I’m not an animal. Sard them all!”
At that point, Chi had the sense to gesture for a refill. I decided at that point I loved this man and would send him flowers and maybe give him a kitten. I downed half of my glass, waiting for the alcohol to dull the pain of this. Then I realized there wasn’t an enough alcohol in the world to do that and pushed the glass aside. 
“I’d wondered,” Chi said into the strained silence. “I had a sense something was a little off. You gravitate around her like she’s your entire world. Rena clearly adores you, will do anything for you, but it’s not the same. I can tell by the way you look at each other, it’s not the same.” 
Two could play this game. “Like the way you and Vee look at each other?”
“Ouch. You’re one of those drunks that says anything and everything, aren’t you?” Chi smiled to show he hadn’t taken offense and shrugged. “Yes, rather like me and Vee. I think I have you beat, though. I’ve wanted Vee for four years. Can’t get her to take me seriously. Not willing to push it because I’ll lose her entirely. It’s a very strange tightrope that I’ve found myself walking.”
“I understand,” and I did, I understood that tightrope all too well. I slapped a comradely hand on his arm. “Sorry, man, it’s terrible. Don’t wish it on anyone but my worst enemies. Wait, do you want to win that competition? ’Cause I have to tell you it sucks.”
“No, no, who would want to?” Chi denied, drinking some more. “All I’m saying is that I’m your senior in this absolutely terrible situation and if you ever need to get drunk again, I’ll drink with you.” 
I reached over and grabbed him in a hug. “You’re a true friend and I love you.”
Chi laughed. “So you’re a talkative and affectionate drunk. Noted. Okay, put me back on the bench now, Bannen, that’s a nice fellow.”
Oops, had I picked him up? I had. I gently put him back down, because I didn’t want to break him, that would be bad. 
“Why are you so freakishly strong?” Chi asked, almost rhetorically. “You’re not that large of a man, you barely hit my nose, and yet you toss people around like it’s nothing.” 
“Worked shrimp boats as a kid,” I informed him, contemplating my glass. Should I finish that or not? “Takes a lot of strength.”
“Now this makes more sense. Every man I ever met that worked on shrimp boats could lift a horse.” Chi nodded to himself, satisfied with the answer. 
If we were asking each other random questions, then… “Why do you have Vee throw you?”
“Because I like a high vantage point, helps me see the full situation, gives me good lines of sight on targets.” 
I flapped a hand at him. “No, no, I know that, I’m asking why do you have Vee throw you? Can’t you climb?”
He looked affronted. “Of course I can, but that takes time, you know. It’s faster for her to throw me.”
Scoffing, I shook my head. “Don’t believe you. I bet you have no climbing skills.” Chi downed another glass and slammed it onto the table. I frowned down at the surface. “You shouldn’t do that, there’s a big crack in the table.”
“I know, you put it there.”
“Did I?” I asked fuzzily. “Oh. Maybe I did. I vaguely remember that. I feel like the room is spinning. Why did you make the room spin?”
Chi stared at me hard, thinking. “Am I making the room spin? I thought it was you.”
“Totally not me,” I protested indignantly. I felt like I’d had an original train of thought, but it took me longer than it should’ve to remember it. Until I didn’t remember it. “What was I saying?”
“You were saying I can’t climb and you’re wrong, I do climb things, often. Often often. And I can climb anything.” 
“Anything?” I challenged, because I was a truly terrible person that way and I goad people into doing stupid things. “I bet you can’t climb the wall.”
“Are you kidding? It’s wood, that’s one of the easiest things ever to climb. And there’s rafters up there, that’s the perfect thing to grab.” 
I could admit to myself that I felt a little drunk, just a little, enough to throw my balance off. But even still I could tell that Chi swayed in his seat. I had a feeling my tolerance was better than his. “Even though you made the room spin like this? I bet you lunch tomorrow you can’t.” 
“Sucker. I’d have done it for a donut.” Chi stumbled to his feet, eyes narrowed in determination, and headed for the nearest wall. 
I sat there and watched, a smile of anticipation on my face, because this? This would be gold. 




Vee knocked on the door before poking her head in. “You alright up here?”
I appreciated that she wanted to check in with me. Bannen had likely told her to give me some space. He knew my moods well enough after two years to sense when I needed to just sit by myself for a while. But after a few hours on my own, a good soak in some blissfully hot water, and a marvelously delicious dinner, I felt better. I wouldn’t mind the company now. “I’m fine, thanks. Where’s Bannen?”
“Downstairs, finishing dinner.” Vee worried at her bottom lip before admitting, “I do have one question, if you don’t mind?”
We’d been asking each other questions nonstop for days now. If she felt the need to ask permission, then it could only be THAT question. Feeling a certain sense of inevitability, I waved her inside. She did so, ducking through the doorway, and duck she did, as the doorway was about six inches too short to accommodate her. “Out of curiosity, how many times have you brained yourself going through a door?”
“Too many times to count,” she grumbled, but with a smile on her face, and settled comfortably next to me on the bed. “Your explanation of why you have a human as a familiar makes sense, but,” Vee gauged my reaction as she spoke the words, her fingers fidgeting against each other, “I feel like there’s something you haven’t said.” 
Blowing out a breath, I stared blankly at the far wall. I knew this question would come eventually. As a fellow mage, of course Vee would realize that something was missing. At this point, I felt like I could trust her enough with the truth, but I still prefaced it with a warning. “What I’m about to tell you, I don’t want it spread abroad. It’s…a sensitive topic.” 
Vee drew an x over her heart with a fingertip. “Cross my heart.”
Accepting this with a nod, I paused, struggling on how to explain, what to say. Catching her worried look, I splayed my hands helplessly. “I’m not good at explaining things and honestly, it’s complicated. I’m not sure where to start. Maybe the very beginning would be best.” 
“Then start there,” she encouraged. 
The beginning. Right. “My magic is constantly working. Even without my conscious direction, it’s always working. Its very nature is destructive, inherently so, and so strongly that just by hosting it, it slowly destroys me.”
Her brown eyes flared wide, mouth dropping, although she couldn’t manage to push any words out. 
“Yeah.” I grimaced a smile. “We didn’t know what was going on at first, not until after Bannen bonded to me. Then a magical expert by the name of Trammel came by to study me and he figured it out. Basically, my magic is slowly killing me every day. But of course it doesn’t want to, it’s in our mutual best interests if I’m alive, so it pours every creative ability it has in reshaping what it accidentally destroyed. I’m in a constant flux of destruction and creation at every moment of the day.”
“Hence why you can’t use creative spells,” Vee breathed, voice choked. “That makes so much sense.” 
“The reason why I have to have a human familiar, why every Void Mage does, is because our magic needs one. Eventually our body breaks down so badly that it loses the pattern, it doesn’t remember exactly how a human body is shaped anymore, and it needs something to compare us with. My bond with Bannen is for that reason. My magic is using him as a template to remember how to fix me.” 
Vee held up a hand, stopping me. “Wait. Wait. You’re saying that if you hadn’t bonded with Bannen, you’d be, what? An invalid by now?”
“Invalid or dead,” I confirmed bleakly. “You should have seen me when he first arrived. I was literally falling apart. Medicine and magic had no effect. My lungs were going first, so that having three breathing attacks a day wasn’t uncommon. Eventually they would have stopped functioning altogether.” 
For a moment, Vee just stared at me, incredulous but also sharply, as if her mind already had leaped ahead, forming its own conclusions. “If Bannen is hurt, what happens to you?”
“Fortunately nothing.”
“And if you lose him? If the bond is ever broken, or if he dies?”
“Then I’m in a world of trouble.” Seeing her alarm, I hastened to assure her, “I won’t die immediately. But my body will start breaking down steadily. I would literally have a few years before I’d be in a grave.” Maybe less as my magic was stronger now than it had been as a young teen. I tried very hard not to think about that. 
“I now understand why you didn’t want to talk about this.” Vee reached over and gave me a one-armed hug. It felt ridiculously nice. “You poor girl, and to think those fools in Corcoran actually forced you to break your bond with Bannen at one point. It must have been horribly painful.”
“Felt like I was dying by inches,” I admitted softly and leaned further into her. She smelled nice—citrusy, probably from the soaps in the baths. “I was ever so relieved when Bannen came back to me the second time.” 
A brief silence fell before Vee whispered, “Thanks for telling me. I’ll keep it under my hat.” 
“Thanks, Vee.”

After two years of being with Bannen, I’d developed a sixth sense for when he’d done something I was either going to regret or have to pay for. No matter how many times he’d charmed someone into thinking he was the responsible one, I was not fooled. The man found trouble at the drop of a hat, and the only thing that saved him was that he felt very duty bound to protect me. If not for that, he’d go around stirring up trouble 24/7. 
When it went on an hour and I hadn’t seen him, I felt a little twinge. When it went on two hours it became full out panic because Bannen didn’t do quiet—it was a genetic impossibility. If he wasn’t with me chattering, then he’d found trouble outside of my hearing. 
Vee had already left my room, intending to turn in. It was late enough that I wanted to do the same, but Bannen normally checked in with me before sleeping, so I should have seen him before now.
Worried, I rushed into the hallway, only just catching myself before plowing right into Vee. “Have you seen Bannen?”
She asked me almost in the same breath, “Have you seen Chi—oh. Oh no, they’re together? Unsupervised?”
That couldn’t be good. I rushed down the stairs as fast as I could manage, but they weren’t in the main room. Odd. Could they possibly have gotten back upstairs and into their own beds without me hearing either of them? I retraced my steps back upstairs and gave a perfunctory knock on Bannen’s door. When I didn’t get an answer, I stuck my head in. Bannen laid passed out on the bed, a quilt thrown haphazardly on top of him, still in clothes although his boots were off. His hair was loose, one of those rare moments I saw it completely unbraided, still damp and strewn over his pillow in a black wave. I had the strongest urge to touch it, just sit on the bed and cuddle with him for a moment. Bad Rena, stop that. He was dead to the world, I should not be thinking of how to take advantage of that. Firmly pulling my mind out of that train of thought, I shook my head in fond amusement and leaned back out of the doorway. 
“Bannen’s in his bed at least.” 
Vee stuck her head inside Chi’s bedroom, only one down from hers, and reported, “So is Chinny. He reeks of alcohol. Did these two get drunk?”
Even from the doorway, Bannen smelled the same way and I found that very strange. He had never drunk more than a glass of alcohol in one sitting as long as I’d known him. “They got drunk and still managed to get into their own beds?”
“That doesn’t sound like our two troublemakers,” Vee said doubtfully, but the proof snored right in front of her eyes. Shrugging, she said, “I shouldn’t look a gift horse in the mouth. Well, if they’re set, let’s go to bed.” 
I went back into my room, crawled into more comfortable sleepwear clothes, and snuggled in. It felt odd to me that Bannen hadn’t said anything before going to bed, as he always checked in before we sleep, but maybe he didn’t want me to know he’d been drinking? Shrugging the thought off, I closed my eyes and tried to settle. 
Sleep came easily and the next thing I knew, morning light filtered hazily through the window, waking me up slowly. I could hear steady cursing from next door. Ah, Bannen apparently had the hangover to end all hangovers. I felt no pity for him. I performed a quick wash up, dressed, and then knocked cheerfully on his door. “Morning, sunshine!”
“Rena, have mercy,” he whispered hoarsely. “Don’t be so loud.” 
“That bad, huh? Why did you drink anyway?” I lowered my voice to more hung-over appropriate levels as I opened the door and stuck my head inside, finding him slumped over into his hands and avoiding the window like it would kill him. 
“Didn’t mean to,” he answered pitifully. “I didn’t know it was alcoholic until I’d already had three glasses.”
And by that point it was too late. Well, in that case, I might dredge up some pity. “And Chi?”
“Apparently good friends don’t let you get wasted by yourself,” he responded, sounding amused. Or as amused as he could with his head still in his hands. 
Right. That sounded like Chi logic. “How about I get you a hangover cure?”
“I love you,” he whimpered. 
Laughing, I retreated back outside into the hallway. 
Fortunately for me there was a pharmacy across the street and I was able to snag two bottles of hangover cure that had a little mix of magic in with the medicine. It took me bare minutes to go out and come back, where I delivered a bottle each to the pitifully grateful men. Chi actually garbled out a proposal. 
“You’re spoiling them, Rena,” Vee chided from the open door to her room. 
“Bannen didn’t actually know it was alcoholic until too late,” I defended myself with a shrug. “Chi apparently decided to keep him company. Normally I wouldn’t approve of them getting drunk like this right before a job, but if it’s an accident….”
Vee’s arched eyebrows spoke volumes but she didn’t say what she really thought. “This inn doesn’t provide breakfast, so we’ll have to go out. Let’s give the boys a minute to gather themselves, shall we?”
I found a few things to do until everyone announced they wanted breakfast. Maksohm came out briefly, told me he had paperwork to file, and went ahead to the MISD Headquarters. I hoped being the senior agent in charge came with nice benefits, because something needed to offset how much more work it entailed. 
We trooped outside into the sunlight and the hangover cure must have worked, as Bannen barely flinched at the light. Chi did flinch, threw a hand over his eyes, and peeked out between his fingers. Then again, the man’s normally clear blue eyes looked bloodshot this morning and his sandy hair stuck up every direction, making him look just as hung-over as he probably felt. 
Bannen didn’t give much of a better showing. He’d pulled his hair into a messy ponytail, which looked very strange, as I had rarely seen him without the braids, clothes not neatly put together but thrown on. He didn’t quite shuffle as he walked, but I’d definitely seen him more graceful. 
“How did you manage to get to bed last night?” I couldn’t help but ask. 
He blinked at me. “You didn’t do it?”
Uh-oh. “Um, Bannen, I didn’t know where you were until I found you in your room. What do you remember about last night?”
Opening and closing his mouth several times, he tried to respond, only to frown. “Not much, it’s a little hazy. Chi, what do you remember?”
Chi turned around carefully at the waist with an air of caution, as if any sudden movement would send his head straight off his shoulders. “I remember you daring me to do something stupid.”
Vee rolled her eyes. “Did you?”
“Of course I did, you know I can’t ignore a dare.” Chi glared fuzzily ahead at nothing. “I’m not sure what the dare was, though.”
That alcohol must be some potent stuff. I made a vow to not have the same drink Bannen’d had last night. I could never get drunk. My magic was destructive even when I retained full control. “Let’s get breakfast, maybe it will come back to you,” I suggested. 
Vee, being the only one that actually knew a place for breakfast and could think, took charge. “Breakfast rolls and hot tea, everyone? Yes? Good. There’s a place down here around the corner.”
We trooped obediently after her. Bannen, I noticed, had narrowed his eyes to slits to avoid as much of the light as possible. Hopefully food, hot tea, and a few more minutes for the medicine to kick in would cure the worst of his symptoms before we actually briefed about the shard’s condition. 
Near the corner of the intersection of an admittedly busy street, I glanced behind me to make sure that nothing headed our way and I was clear to cross, and it was then that I saw him. Mary had taught me the trick to turn off my eyes’ tendency to magically analyze everything. Now I walked around using normal sight most of the time, thankfully; otherwise I’d be constantly tripping over my own feet, trying to see and decipher everything all at once. But sometimes, something truly unique came into my field of vision, and at that point I couldn’t help but stare. 
Wow. I vaguely noted that the artifact that’d caught my attention belonged to a very short man—Llasian, maybe?—and he wore it directly over his mouth, the arm of it extending along his jawline and wrapping around to sit on his left ear. But that wasn’t what kept my attention. I had seen this amazing blend of magic and machine before, on a market street in Corcoran. I would bet my left boot that it was exactly the same device, as everything matched. From its Alyadarian alloy components to the other gears that were made strangely enough of pure spellwork; a specific spell for each gear, including what looked like a sound conduit and megaphone that broadcasted at the tip. 
A strong arm banded around my shoulders and pulled me in, an arm I knew well, so I didn’t fight it, just leaned in, eyes still hooked to the device. 
“Rena, my love, you’re staring,” Bannen drawled patiently. 
“I am,” I admitted shamelessly. “I’ve seen this before! This amazing blend of machine and magic. It’s almost an art form, it’s so efficient, and—”
“Rena,” Bannen repeated patiently, “you’re staring while in the middle of the street. Pull out, honey.” 
I blinked three times, pulling my attention away from the device and finally settling on the man that wore it. He was a Llasian, alright, and a familiar one at that. Four foot tall, swarthy skin, dark hair that curled rambunctiously over his forehead, a compact and strong body, eyes golden and catlike in shape, ears pointed, although his right one missed the tip. He stared at me with those eyes in blatant amusement and I smiled a little sheepishly back at him. “Hello. I believe we’ve met before?” 
“We have,” he responded, his device relaying his words with a mechanized air. I felt certain some of the nuance got lost in translation, but enough came through to make it clear he didn’t mind. “Although I introduced myself by a different name last time.” 
I stared at him, nonplussed. I remembered him well—the man that had helped us in the market when Bannen’s arm got broken. I did not for a second believe that him being there, and helping us, was a coincidence. Not if he had gone through the trouble of giving me a false name. So the MISD really had sent an agent to investigate, or at least, shadow me and Bannen two years before? I’d always wondered why I hadn’t been interviewed by them, as they’re all about investigating magical incidents, and Bannen definitely counted. Now I realized I actually had been, and hadn’t even realized it at the time. 
Chi leapt like a scalded cat behind me. “Yez! When in thunderation did you get here?!”
“A while ago,” the man named Yez responded dryly. “Who do you think carted your drunk arses to bed last night?”
I cocked my head at him. “Wait, you’re the reason why they were properly in their beds?”
Yez laughed, nothing more than a low rumble of sound, like a predator cat chuckling. “You think they could manage that on their own? Chin was so out of it he got stuck on the ceiling.” 
“My belt got snagged by the light fixture,” Chi defended himself. 
“And your boy,” Yez inclined his head toward Bannen, “was lying smack on top of the table, laughing like a loon, so I knew someone else had to step in.” 
I glanced at Bannen and found him frowning thoughtfully. “How much of that do you remember?”
“Not much,” he admitted slowly. “I remember accidentally breaking the table—”
I choked. “What?!”
“—and daring Chi to climb the walls, which apparently he did, and I do remember laughing when he got stuck. Chi, did I accidentally strip you?”
Chi stared at him, nonplussed. “I have a ripped shirt. That’s the extent of my knowledge.” 
“You ripped it clean off of him,” Yez volunteered cheerfully. “Accidentally, in your defense; you were trying to help me pull him down. Chi didn’t mind, he said something about true friends being allowed to strip him in public. It was all very brotherly and heartwarming.” 
Vee groaned loudly, hands over her face. “I am torn between being grateful I missed all of that and aggravated that I didn’t think to check on you two earlier. Yez, did you settle the matter of the table?”
“I did, don’t worry about it. The innkeeper was so impressed Bannen did it barehanded that he actually didn’t charge much for the replacement.” Yez gave Bannen a weighing, pregnant stare. “You’re deceptively strong. Even working shrimp boats as a kid doesn’t explain that kind of strength.”
Bannen froze, expression stuck in this half-perturbed state, as startled as a newborn deer. “Wait, you heard that?”
Chi sighed, putting a commiserating hand on Bannen’s shoulder. “Let me introduce you to Yez, Specialist of the MISD, officially known as a scout and information gatherer. Unofficially, he’s the best sneak and assassin I’ve ever seen. Do not be surprised if he knows everything about you and constantly ambushes you from behind. My shadow makes more noise than he does.” 
“You say that, but you yelped when he showed up,” Vee said to no one in particular. 
I regarded Yez with open fascination. Truly? I didn’t doubt Chi’s words, he wasn’t the type to exaggerate about things like this, but the man standing in front of me didn’t look dangerous. He looked so incredibly nondescript that I literally hadn’t noticed him until my eyes caught on his device. But maybe that was why he was so skilled? Because no one thought to take a second look. 
Cautious, as I didn’t really know how to react to this man, I offered a hand. “Proper introductions this time? Rena Rocci, pleasure, Agent Yez.”
He gave me a small smile and clasped my hand in a strong grip, the feeling of calluses obvious against my skin. “Just Yez, Magus. We’ll be working with each other for a while.”
“Then Rena, please?” I responded and felt strangely like I had just passed some sort of test. “You already know Bannen, my familiar.” 
“I do, and he owes me flowers and a kitten,” Yez deadpanned. 
Bannen choked, then threw his head back and laughed. “Did I promise you flowers and a kitten for helping me into bed last night?”
“You did,” Yez confirmed easily. 
Chi openly pouted although the gleam in his eyes said mischief. “You promised me a kitten too, Bannen.”
“Don’t look at me like that, Chi,” Bannen responded sweetly. “I’m sure before this is over, we’ll all have kittens.”
I laughed and held up a hand. “I see what you did there.”
Bannen gave me a high-five. “Knew you’d like that. Well, Yez—do you mind if I call you that? Thanks—I appreciate the hand last night. Glad you could join us. We were on our way out for breakfast and to get some information about the shard. By chance, do you have the intel we need?”
“I do,” Yez stated with an easy shrug of the shoulders. “But let’s talk over breakfast.” 




The breakfast place that Vee knew of emanated the air of a local specialty. It didn’t look like much, barely more than a front counter and four walls, picnic tables out front in a casual array. I liked the look of it, and especially the smell of it, as I could detect bacon and bread and a wonderful amount of cheese. The smile on Rena’s face said that she liked it too. 
Vee waved us to seats and called out a simple order of breakfast for five people. Ah, one of those places, eh? I loved restaurants that were so good that they didn’t have established menus. I straddled a stool at the head of the table as everyone settled around me and noted that we were only the beginning of the breakfast crowd. The other tables would be full before I could blink and turn around.  
Yez occupied the other end of the table, directly across from me, and I didn’t trust that look on his face. “So, would you prefer to have an empty stomach when I give you the gristly details, or not?”
The only person that flinched was, predictably, Rena. “How gristly is gristly?” she asked hesitantly. 
“More horrific than gristly,” Yez said with perhaps a touch of gentleness in his tone. It was hard to tell through his mouthpiece. His expression gave it away—he had a soft spot for Rena and was trying to ease her into this, either because he didn’t want to scare her or because she was the youngest at the table. “I don’t think it will upset your stomach?”
For both our sakes I hoped not. Rena was a bear when hungry. If we missed breakfast because she got nauseated now, lunch would not be pleasant. “I’ll stop you if it gets too much for her. Brief us, Yez.” 
He gave me a nod, still focusing on Rena from at least one corner of his eye, gauging her reaction as he spoke. “You know that this shard of Toh’sellor appeared in the town’s center—or close enough to the center—ensnaring hundreds of people. This happened three weeks ago and we now have a pretty accurate number of how many are in there: 1,286.”
I couldn’t help a grimace. There wasn’t a word to describe how sick I felt hearing that over a thousand people were trapped in that place. Of course, the sick feeling was compounded by the remains of my hangover. Getting drunk last night had not been one of my better life decisions. “How badly are they warped?”
“Badly. I’ve done reconnaissance with Agent Maksohm—not this Maksohm, Pietr Maksohm—as his shields can withstand Toh’sellor’s presence for more than an hour. The people in there are no longer people. They’re some sort of grotesque figure of them—people have gotten to calling them zombies. I’m not sure how accurate that is, as technically they’re alive, but they certainly don’t look like it.” 
Rena shook her head sadly, eyes not leaving the table’s surface. “They’re basically walking dead. When I take out the shard, they’ll evaporate.” 
I could see the three Specialists exchanging a weighted look. Uh-huh, that look spoke volumes. “You knew that.”
“We suspected it,” Yez corrected. “I have no eyewitness accounts from any MISD agent—I didn’t get a chance to ask these two—so I’m going off hearsay and secondary accounts, but everyone agreed that after Rena had gone through and destroyed the shard, nothing living was left. I gave it even odds of it being a mercy killing on your part.” 
“It was not,” Rena corrected somberly, and I could see the weight of this slowly settling on her shoulders as she slumped in on herself, arms folding over her waist. I hated the burden but I could do nothing to take it from her. Still, I couldn’t help but reach out, a hand at the small of her back, unobtrusive but supportive. She flashed me a thankful look and leaned into it, straightening a little. “Although I see how you might think that. After Toh’sellor is done with anything living, it’s so warped and twisted, it can never survive in the world again. But no, we don’t need to actively kill anything after the shard is destroyed. The effects of Toh’sellor warps something far past its physical limitations, and in truth, should destroy everything it touches because of that. However, exactly because it’s warping the living past physical boundaries, it also had to use a certain amount of…energy? Life force? I can’t say magic as it isn’t magic, but—”
Chi held up a staying hand. “We understand, go on.”
She accepted this with a nod and continued, “Toh’sellor has to extend its energy into everything it remakes, otherwise it can’t exist. The object will literally tear apart before it can function. When I destroy the shard, those poor people will cease to exist.” 
“Dust in the wind,” I whispered and felt the same weight that Rena carried transfer in part to my shoulders. I’d never been able to tell her this—wasn’t sure it’d ever be safe to even breathe a hint of it—but using her magic to destroy animals or people seemed inherently wrong to me. No matter what kind of crime or horrendous evil they might have committed, erasing them down to mere dust motes seemed too much, as if she was denying their very existence altogether. To not even have a body to bury, a tombstone to mourn at, seemed cruel. But I couldn’t chastise her for it, as I knew that she had no control over any of this. As she’d said, the very effects of the shard made it impossible for anything to live, to even exist, beyond its destruction. 
Chi gave an exaggerated shudder, rubbing the tops of his arms as if warding off a chill. “Can we not tell ghost stories before I’ve even had coffee?”
With effort, Rena managed to pull her mouth up into a simulacra of a smile. “Sorry. But if you’re asking, Yez, there will be nothing even remotely living after I go in there. My very sincere condolences to the family and friends of our poor zombies, but I literally have no control over this.” 
Yez nodded, and I gathered from the slight arch of his eyebrows that the answer didn’t displease him. “In truth, it might be for the best,” Yez admitted with a cautious look around him, making sure that no one overheard what he would say next. “Because there’s no way to revert something back to normal after Toh’sellor has touched it and we didn’t know how to tell people that we’d have to kill their loved ones after you defeated the shard. They would have been chaotic monsters, after all, wreaking havoc.” 
So even if Rena hadn’t been the one committing mercy killings, the MISD would have done it. Hearing that made me feel slightly better about the situation. But that was like saying instead of stepping in the sewer, I knew I’d be trudging in the gutter instead. There was no real improvement over the situation. “So you have the answer to that question. Any others?”
“How close do you need to be?” Yez seemed to mentally tick off a checklist as he unloaded his questions on Rena. “What preparation do you have to do first? How much time will it take to destroy it? What aid do you need?”
Rena might be new as a professional in this world, but she didn’t do more than bat an eye at the barrage. “In order? I need to be close enough to see the exact design of the shard, no more than fifty feet would be my guess. I need no preparation. My spells for defeating a shard usually take three minutes. I need enough professionals to safely guard me through the center of that madness and then hold a defensive line for three minutes.” 
 ”Concisely put, thank you. I think we can manage to protect you adequately with the six man team Maksohm has assembled.” 
Six? There were five of us including Maksohm, who I knew was part of the team. “Yez, you coming too?”
“Of course, why do you think I’m debriefing you? Maksohm and I are the only ones that know the full situation inside.”
That did make sense. 
“Yez, you said you did reconnaissance with Maksohm? How far is the shard?”
“We weren’t able to penetrate all that deeply before being completely overwhelmed,” Yez said apologetically. “We have an estimate of where it is but no clear sighting.”
That was a little disheartening. I was hoping that for once we could enter a barrier and actually know where the shard was. 
“If it’s just us,” Rena asked thoughtfully, her face eyeing the morning sun, “do we go in today?”
“We can,” Yez confirmed. “I wasn’t certain if you needed a day of preparations first before going in, so we were playing things by ear. But if you don’t need any prep, we can just go in. We have a full day ahead, might as well put this thing to bed before things get any uglier.”
Amen to that. “There’s nothing else to stop us?”
“Only the growing crowd outside of the barrier. Maksohm went to check if there’s a barricade up to keep the crowd back. We need to confer with him to make sure that’s the case before we go anywhere near the shard barrier. Rena, we know you have cat eyes, so I’m not concerned about losing the light a little. As long as we can get you there, you can handle the shard?”
“Absolutely,” she assured him. “Although for your sakes, I don’t want to be fighting in failing light. Being surrounded in the dark by zombies sounds like a nightmare.”
“That will give me nightmares,” Chi said with a shudder that didn’t look as exaggerated this time. “You’re giving me the shivers, quit it, both of you. Our goal is to fight in the strongest daylight possible and get this over with well before sunset.” 
I could not agree more. “Then after breakfast, let’s grab Maksohm.” 

Maksohm regarded us with puzzlement, as if he couldn’t imagine why we would ask such an obvious question. “Of course the area is barricaded so that we can enter. Is that the only thing in question?”
“That was it,” Yez answered, rocking back and forth on the balls of his feet. “Maksohm, if you’re willing, we’re all ready to go now.” 
Maksohm hesitated a moment and in that moment I could see a hint of pain and resignation as if he knew what the answer would be before he even opened his mouth. “The people—the people inside, what will happen when the shard is destroyed?”
“They become dust,” Rena answered simply, softly, a finality that rang with the echo of a grave closing. 
His eyes shuttered closed and he took a deep breath before exhaling it in a single, “Oh.” After a moment he rallied and become brisk and professional once again. “No, there’s nothing else I need to know. We need to deal with this situation swiftly. Even with the agents we have working on keeping this situation contained, the barrier is becoming harder to hold. We need to do this now, if we can, before it swallows up more of the city.”
That sounded good to me. And maybe he didn’t have questions but I certainly did. Raising a hand a little in the air, I asked, “Usually in a group like this, someone takes lead. Who will be calling the play?”
“I will,” Maksohm informed me.  It occurred to me then that while I had fought multiple shards with this group, Yez didn’t know all of our quirks, and he needed a little more warning than anyone had likely given him. Whatever report they had on me had not proven to be useful so far. It didn’t seem to have much in the way of details about my past before Rena. I took a breath and said as non-aggressively as I knew how: “Yez, understand that Rena is my first and foremost priority. If she’s in danger, I will countermand whatever order Maksohm gives me to see to her first.” 
Yez didn’t even blink at this. “Of course you will, Bannen, and I expect no other behavior from her familiar. Don’t worry, I won’t ask it of you.”
Phew. “Glad to hear it,” I said with a grin. “You won’t believe how many arguments I’ve had because of that.”
“Seriously?” Vee asked me, jaw dropping wide. “You’re her familiar, why would they expect you to do anything but guard her?”
“I’m not sure I have a good answer for that. Because they’re self-serving idiots? Because no one really believes that I’m her familiar unless they’re a mage and can see the bond for themselves? I dunno, I honestly have no clue, as people are never upfront with me about it, they just give me some sort of lame reason and then expect me to obey them.” Which was as frustrating as it was hilarious because some people weren’t the type to give up easily and would literally argue until they were nearly blue in the face. “One man actually got into a physical fight with me about it.” 
“Which you won,” Chi stated knowingly. 
“Of course I did, he was an idiot, I don’t lose to idiots. How did we get on this topic anyway? Maksohm, we’re burning daylight.”
“We are indeed,” he agreed immediately. “If we’re all ready, then let’s go.”
Following Maksohm didn’t take any real effort until we got on the main street leading toward the shard. From a block out, it became dense with people, so much so that I often had to slip sideways, weaving in and out of groups to make any headway. Rena and I didn’t attract much attention, but people took note of the MISD uniforms of the others, and a murmur went up as we passed by. Something about their tone didn’t sound pleased. Because the MISD should have already resolved the problem, to their minds? Because their approach now meant that something would happen soon and, not knowing what that something might be, people felt uneasy? 
I couldn’t guess, not with what little I overheard. I stuck close to Rena, just in case, but I didn’t like the atmosphere of this street. Its businesses were all closed, not from abandonment, but with doors shut and closed signs hanging in the windows. People of all genders, occupations and ages stayed packed in close to each other, and aside from the whispering as we passed, were deathly silent. If this was a protest, it was the quietest version of it I had ever seen. 
But it felt like a mob that hadn’t decided to move yet. 
Because of the dense wall of bodies blocking our view, I didn’t see anything of the shard barrier except the shining dome top of it, not until we were practically on top of the barricade keeping people back. A half dozen agents stood guard, making sure people respected that barricade, and one of them drew back the wooden sawhorse so that we could slip through with a nod of acknowledgement and respect to his fellow agents as they passed through. 
Only then did the crowd really start to speak, as they realized that two people not part of the MISD had been allowed through, and I could hear them wondering who we are. A few of course guessed mages, and it amused me they thought I was a mage too. Do I look magey? 
The amusement didn’t last long as I detected an angry rumble through the crowd. It would only get worse when Rena did her initial break so that we could enter the barrier. 
This was not going to be good.




Bannen either sensed my distress, or my expression gave it away, as he abruptly folded me up in his arms and hugged me tightly from behind. 
The situation was worse than I’d feared and that was saying something. I stared in horror, taking in the grotesque forms of something that used to be human. Brothers, wives, friends, lovers, all of them twisted past any kind of recognition, becoming inhuman monsters. We’d called them zombies over breakfast, but I hadn’t realized how accurate the term was in describing them until this moment. Their bodies still had a basic bipedal form but no real other similarity existed. Their backs and shoulders were humongously enlarged, causing their necks to hunch, sometimes resting at an angle. Arms had been distorted to nearly impossible lengths—like they were monkeys—or sometimes legs. There didn’t seem to be any real uniformity to it, each one distorted in a unique way. I felt my heart breaking, tears burning at the back of my eyes as I looked at them. I couldn’t save them. No matter what I did, I would not be able to save a single soul. 
The thought felt like agony choking my throat.
 Bannen turned me in his arms with a gentle hand on the back of my head, tucking me under his chin to block the view. He didn’t say a word. He didn’t need to. I felt his unwavering love and support for me and after a moment that was enough to pull myself back together. “I’m okay.”
He pulled back, gave me another look and then nodded. 
I took a breath and looked around again. The one silver lining to this was that the buildings didn’t seem to be affected. I had seen rocks used to create minions with, so technically the brick buildings had the same sort of potential, but the shard here hadn’t attempted that, for whatever reason. Perhaps because it didn’t have enough energy to? Because it hadn’t felt the need? Either way, I felt grateful, as fighting zombies and buildings would have been ridiculously challenging and not something our little group of six could manage.
Some sort of word had gotten out that we were the team to dismantle the shard as we had quite a gallery of onlookers nearby. Several agents had cordoned off the area, preventing anyone from getting too close. The braver ones called out questions, asking what we intended to do, how many people we could save. The others just watched in silence, anxious and pleading with their eyes. 
Unable to look at any of them, I faced forward, looking directly into the barrier. Zombies lined the inside at least three feet deep, forming clusters that would pounce on us the moment we were through. While that behavior was normal for Toh’sellor’s minions, it did cause complications in this case. I sidled closer to Maksohm and tugged on a sleeve to get his attention. “Maksohm?”
“What is it, Rena?” he asked me quietly. 
I cleared my throat, not sure how to say this. “Normally when I get ready to breach a barrier, I’ll take a moment and clear a path so we’re not attacked the moment we step through.”
He heard the question in my statement and glanced between the zombies and our watchers with a grimace. “That will not go over well.” 
“I know.” I didn’t know what else to say. 
Running a hand roughshod over his face, he glanced between the two again, clearly thinking hard. “On the other hand, I don’t want to be overwhelmed the very moment we try to go in. Yez and I had that problem earlier when we did a quick reconnaissance and we barely got back out again. We did that the first week the barrier was up; I hate to think how much worse the situation will be now.” 
Two weeks for Toh’sellor to create more minions with. I winced. It would be so much worse. “Your call, Maksohm. I frankly don’t know which is the better option right now.” 
He didn’t answer me immediately, instead studying the barrier for a silent moment. “I give it two, three days max before this barrier starts crumbling.” 
His tone invited a response so I studied the barrier as well. “That sounds about right.” 
Vee, standing behind us, cleared her throat. “Maksohm, I know the political backlash of people watching us eliminate the zombies is going to be…messy…but we really don’t have time to do this any other way. If this barrier fails, we don’t have the manpower to build another one from scratch, and we’ll lose most of the city when it goes. We can’t afford to try this once and then assume we can try it again.”
All very true and everyone knew it. 
Maksohm gave us both a slight nod. “Then, Rena, I’ll ask that you clear a path for us, as much as you can. Just let me give the other agents on guard here a head’s up so they can brace themselves.” 
“Of course,” I assured him. I felt a little torn about his decision, as on one hand, it really was the safer option. On the other, it meant that I would have to kill something that used to be human. I wasn’t sure how that thought set with me. 
Bannen took my head in both hands and looked me dead in the eye. “They’re targets.” 
I blinked. What?
“They’re targets,” he repeated firmly, with an intensity that I rarely saw. “They’re not human, don’t think of what they used to be. They’re targets, they need to be eliminated, and that’s all they are.” 
My human familiar had killed people before, in the defense of himself or others, so he knew exactly how emotionally hard this would be on me, someone that had never been forced into this position before. I could feel his concern and I wanted to hug him for it. A part of me felt squeamish, low in the pit of my stomach, but my rational mind couldn’t be more clear. “They’re not human anymore, Bannen,” I assured him. “I know that. I won’t hesitate.” 
“Good. Just…good.” He huffed out a breath, searching for words but not finding them. Finally he let go and took a half step back, jaw tense. 
I knew he hated this situation but I felt a strange sort of calm steal over me. I knew what I had to do. I knew we didn’t have any other options and strangely, that made all of this bearable, even though it was such a nightmarish situation. My dreams would be haunted by today’s events, but I couldn’t turn away from this. I couldn’t ignore it. 
Maksohm came back to us with Yez at his side and neither man looked at all happy. Their expressions could have been carved from stone, but Maksohm spared me a nod as he stopped next to me. “We’re ready when you are, Rena.” 
I blew out a steady breath. “Then here we go. You can raise your shield around us whenever you wish.” I took in another breath, let it out, my eyes focusing on the zombies literally pounding against the barrier in front of me. The minions of Toh’sellor were always different, a mishmash of whatever elements were at hand for the chaotic thing to work with, but they always had one similarity as well: each minion carried the little knotted stone that anchored it to Toh’sellor. Without that stone, it wouldn’t have the energy it needed to survive. It was there that I focused, taking in every stone from every minion, as far as my eyes could see. I’d done this enough times that I knew at least some of the elements, but I had to adjust my incantation on the fly because of course not every stone was exactly alike. There were enough differences to throw me for a momentary loop. 
Not enough to stop me.
I took out twenty in one go, giving us enough room to shoulder through the shield without any chance of zombies escaping out. I heard people screaming and crying behind me and sympathy flooded my system, but no guilt, as I knew I hadn’t killed anyone. They might have still been mobile but in every other sense they were already dead. 
Maksohm dropped a barrier around us instantly, as soon as the path was clear—I had to wonder at his timing, did he still not believe that I could work through his barriers?—and we were off in a steady lope. Of course the zombies I hadn’t erased were on top of us as soon as we were more than a dozen feet inside, but we’d all expected that. Our pace slowed to more of a walk, out of necessity, as my team fought. I focused a little ahead of their reach, taking out zombies as I moved, trying to help them clear a path. 
Maksohm held the shield steady, always in a fixed circle as we pressed forward, and that took a considerable amount of skill considering how many disruptions the others caused. After all, they couldn’t stay properly inside the shield, not and be able to attack the enemy. They actively tried to keep their heads and most of their bodies inside, to fend off the effects of the shard’s malevolent energy, but their arms and shoulders often dipped in and out of the shield as they fought. To have four people dart in and out of the shield like that had to be jarring, even if Maksohm’s shield was designed to allow such movements. 
They killed everything around us, for they had to; we would be hemmed in on all sides if they didn’t. Especially in these narrow confines of the paved street, they could quickly overwhelm us. Maksohm could hardly use the shield as a battering ram to force our way through. He’d have to be as strong as a giant, maybe three, to muscle his way forward. Even a shield had its limits. 
The bodies of the fallen didn’t automatically disappear under their attacks, not unless they somehow managed to hit the core with a well-aimed blow. It meant we sometimes had to watch our step, hopping over the fallen, so that the smooth pavement became more like an obstacle course.
I’d grown accustomed to the sounds of battle, the thunks of weapons striking home, the screams of the wounded and dying, the last gasps of the dead. After so many fights, I had learned how to tune all of that out. But my nose hadn’t been toughened up in a similar way. The smell in here was atrocious, a volatile cocktail mix of rot, gases, and decay that threatened to strip the hairs out of my nose. I breathed through my mouth as much as possible, fighting the urge to gag. If I didn’t focus I would be heaving my breakfast on someone’s shoes, so I concentrated all of my attention on either taking down zombies or locating the shard. It had to be in here somewhere. 
Every other time that I’d done this, the shard had appeared either in an open field or in some other isolated patch of real estate. This was the first time to my knowledge it had cropped up in a cityscape and that made things harder in several senses. In the most immediate sense, I had very limited sight lines and lighting, because of course the incoming storm clouds blocked the sun, and no lights came from the abandoned buildings. It made for an eerie sort of twilight even though we technically still had a half day left. Perhaps because this was an older section of town, the streets felt narrow and cramped, without a lot of elbow room. It worked in our favor a little, as the zombies couldn’t approach us freely from all sides, but I heard Chi bemoan, “Nooo, I hate fatal funnels!” more than once, so maybe not completely in our favor. 
With all of these houses and abandoned businesses in the way, I couldn’t tell where the shard rested. Yez had said earlier that he and Maksohm hadn’t been able to find the shard either before being forced into a retreat. Would we be able to search this place quickly enough before we lost all light? I absolutely did not want to be here after dark. Even in broad daylight, being surrounded by zombies felt more than creepy. 
“Um, I have a problem,” Chi said nervously behind me. 
Bannen gave a grunt as he slammed two zombies aside with both swords, felling them in one go. “Does it start with a P and end with an ahahahaha I told you so?”
I dared a look over my shoulder and found Chi glaring at Bannen. “You are so not funny. Why did we bring this guy again?”
“They’re sort of a matched pair,” Maksohm intoned sarcastically. “What’s your problem, Chinny?”
“I’m running out of arrows.” 
Well that sucked the humor right out of the air. “Do you have a backup weapon?” I asked nervously because frankly I had never seen Chi with anything else aside from a bow in his hand.
“A long knife and for some reason I feel very reluctant to do any hand-to-hand with zombies. I think it’s the squishiness that’s getting me.” 
“Don’t be a baby about it,” Bannen retorted, spinning and twisting like a dancer, blades flying. “Give me the knife, I’ll trade you a sword. On three; one, two, three.” 
If I hadn’t known better, I would say these two had also fought alongside each other for years. On three, Bannen tossed the sword hilt first toward Chi and the knife sailed also hilt first directly for his open palm. The transition went perfectly smoothly, and neither man missed more than a beat before they had a new weapon in their hand and went right back to fighting. From the way that Chi handled that sword, he knew how to use it, but it wasn’t with the same sort of confidence as with the bow that now rested over his back. 
I glanced up at the sky. We’d been here at least two hours. No wonder he had run out of arrows. A new sense of urgency took hold of me and I looked even harder, trying to see through the buildings, even though I knew that was useless. My sight was good, but even it has limits.
“This is as far as we got last time,” Yez announced. “At this point, any direction we go is uncharted, as far as I’m concerned. Rena, have you seen anything?”
“Too many buildings,” I growled in frustration, looking in every direction. We stood on a four-way street with three open directions to us and I didn’t know which one to take. “Usually, the minions heavily guard the shard.” 
“So we should take the path of strongest resistance?” Maksohm asked almost rhetorically. “It’s a valid point. I’ll take it as I don’t see any better indicators of where the shard will be. I think the street dead ahead has more minions than any other.”  
“I agree,” Vee stated, and since she stood at least a foot and a half taller than everyone else, we believed her. She had the best view after all. “Let’s move. Rena, should I try lifting you up?”
“I won’t be able to see anything with the buildings blocking my way,” I responded, although I felt grateful she offered. 
“Ah. True.” Shrugging, Vee waded back into the fray.  
While I felt that I was right about the great resistance being a sign, it made our lives so much harder. I tried to help as much as I could, to keep us all from being overwhelmed, but twice Maksohm called a temporary halt and found us a moment to just stop and catch our breath. Then I would clear out everything I could see, opening the street again, and we’d forge forward. No one’s speed dropped, their reactions as quick and strong as in the beginning, but I could see the signs well enough. Sweat poured off of them, their breath a little too harsh and quick in their lungs, and Bannen kept ducking in closer to me so that our shoulders almost brushed before he would take a half-step outside the shield again. He only did that when his energy started to flag and he felt insecure about the situation. That told me more than words that we needed to find the shard sooner rather than later. 
With no other choice, we forged ahead. 
I lost track of time, then abruptly realized I’d done so and frantically looked toward the sun, estimating how much light we had left. Five hours left. Then four. Then three, perhaps two, the sun being obscured by clouds rolling in. 
“Kind of glad to see the clouds,” Bannen panted out. It was the first thing anyone had said in two hours at least. “Maybe it will cool down a little.”
“Unless they’re rain clouds,” Chi grumbled but I noticed he didn’t look at the sky. He didn’t dare with two zombies trying to tear him apart. 
“Situation can’t get worse—” Bannen retorted only to be cut off. 
Vee and Chi yelled at him in unison: “Rule four!” 
“Wait, what?” I demanded. “What’s rule four?”
“Never say that things can get worse,” they explained, again in perfect unison. 
Maksohm let out a sharp huff, what could have been a laugh if the situation wasn’t so strained. “These two have rules they’ve concocted over the years. Pay them no mind. I do agree, though, that I’d rather not to do this fight in the rain, so don’t call bad luck on us, Bannen.”
“Not trying to,” Bannen riposted and I could tell that on some level he was rolling his eyes. 
I hoped for his sake that it really didn’t start raining because if it did, they’d never let him hear the end of—wait, what’s that? I lengthened my stride, although my aching calves didn’t appreciate that, ow, and strained my eyes to see farther ahead. Was that? A surge of victory and relief raced up my spine. “Yes!”
Bannen turned to me automatically, ducking back into the shield, hand at the small of my back. It was a defensive measure he’d learned to do when I say something in that tone because he knew I stopped paying all attention to my surroundings when I saw something. “How far?” 
“Hundred and fifty-three feet,” give or take a few inches, “straight ahead.”
I could hear the silent relief pour out from the other four. “Almost there, team, hold steady for a little longer,” Maksohm encouraged. 
Yez spun around to my other side, protecting my right while Bannen served as a guide, and I was glad they did, because honestly, the energy from the zombies mixed in with the energy from the shard and the overlap played havoc with my eyes. Normally I would blink out of that magic oversight and back into normal vision but I couldn’t right now; I needed every second to analyze the shard as quickly as I could. These people were exhausted and they not only had to guard me on the way to the shard but hold even after I’ve arrived for several more minutes. When people were this tired, even minutes could feel like a small eternity, and I didn’t want anyone injured because I wasn’t fast enough. 
Eighty feet. 
Seventy.
Sixty. 
Fifty. Close enough for me to see but the zombies were so thick, so incredibly ferocious in their attack that I didn’t have the height to see over them, and their energy patterns were messing with my eyes. I closed them, shook my head tightly, tried opening and focusing again but I literally could not see through them and be sure that I had the right schematic. “Bannen, up.” 
“Roger.” He immediately went down on a knee and I straddled his shoulders before he stood, his hands gripping my shins to keep me balanced, my hands automatically on the top of his head. 
There, now I could see. “Alright, team,” I said with a fierce smile of anticipation on my face, “give me three minutes.” 




It seemed almost anti-climatic. It normally did when Rena dealt with a shard. The hardest part, always, was just getting her within range of it. Then she spoke her spell, and three minutes later, poof! No more shard, no more minions, just a strange and eerily quiet landscape. 
No one felt comfortable staying there, despite the danger being well and truly gone, so we trudged slowly back toward the boundary shield. I kept pace with Rena, feeling my shirt stick to me in sweaty patches, my body thrumming with exhaustion. It had literally been an all-day fight. While exciting, it did sort of take it out of a man. From the corner of my eye, I studied her. My Rena’s much tougher and hardier than the first time I met her. She didn’t get those breathing attacks anymore, thankfully, but I’ve never forgotten that her magic does an insane amount of damage to her on a daily basis. Days like this, when her magic had been used extensively, it meant that she didn’t have as much magical energy to repair herself with. I kept an eye on her because if she was going to relapse, it would be under these circumstances. 
On a different level, I worried about her mental health too. She said these zombies weren’t people anymore, and she was right, but they had been people and we all knew that. On some level, this was going to bother her. Right now, she didn’t look that disturbed by it. I hoped it held true, for her sake—I just had a feeling it wouldn’t. Sometime in the dead of night her subconscious would prey on her. 
“So what do you think, Yez?” Chi prompted, strolling through the street as casually as a man would on market day. “You’ve now seen her in action with your own eyes.”
“I think her magic is the strangest thing I’ve ever seen,” Yez responded readily before shooting Rena an apologetic look. “No offense meant.” 
“None taken,” Rena replied with a smile that said she found the conversation more amusing than anything. “It is strange compared to conventional magic. Void Mages are only born once in every generation so there’s not a lot known about us. Of course you find my methods odd.”
“Have you encountered anything that you can’t destroy?” Vee asked curiously. 
“Not yet,” Rena denied. “I don’t think I will, either. Everything has form, structure to it. As long as I can see the way it’s designed, I can destroy it.” 
Some sort of look passed between Yez and Maksohm that reminded me of a certain whispered conversation Nora and Maksohm had back at the cave. Apparently Yez also thought along similar lines, at least if that exchange was anything to judge by. 
I didn’t have time to dig into it, certainly not now. As hard as it had been fighting our way inside, we had an easy walk back, Chi gathering up arrows as he went, and we reached the edge of the barrier in short order. Yez stretched quickly ahead of us in a lope, speaking to the agent that waited for us on the other side. I looked at the waiting crowd and winced at their expressions. 
Not to mention their voices.
More than one swore openly, vicious curses, and most faces were wet with tears. They didn’t understand why we hadn’t saved anyone, why we didn’t even try. No matter what story the MISD fed the public, it would look like a cover-up to them. Or an outright lie. I didn’t envy whoever had to face them. 
Rena hesitated, looking over that growing sea of outraged people and asked Maksohm quietly, “Should I try and say something?”
“Not to them,” he denied immediately. “In fact, please don’t, it will make the situation needlessly complicated. We’ll handle that part, we have people dedicated to public relations.” 
I think part of her felt guilty, as Rena didn’t immediately agree, staring at the people for another long second before dipping her chin a fraction. 
For all of our sakes, I prayed that the next shard we had to deal with wasn’t anywhere near a populated place. I wasn’t sure my nerves could take doing this again. 
Yez said something that made the agent call to the other barrier specialists and in a moment the shield dropped entirely. I half-expected this to relieve tensions, as it meant the city had been reclaimed, but it seemed to make people angrier. No pleasing this crowd, eh? 
The bond didn’t like the tension, or at least, it didn’t like the perceived threat that these angry people brought near my mage. I tapped a palm to my heart absently, telling it silently to settle down. If we did need to move, having a bond demanding blood wouldn’t be helpful. 
We all stopped with Maksohm, eyeing them, and I realized belatedly that we basically had no way out of here. They were pressing in from every available street and alley. I didn’t want Rena anywhere near that mob. We’d be lynched. 
“Time to split up, I think,” Chi announced casually, as if speaking of the weather. “Maksohm, I have these two.” 
Maksohm gave him a slight nod. “Go.” 
“Come along, ducklings,” Chi encouraged with a wave of the hand, heading straight for the right side of the street. 
Frowning, I followed, even though I thought him crazy because the right didn’t look all that safer to me. We stood at a T of the road, with plenty of people pressing in from all three branches. This direction had just as many upset watchers as the other two. But Chi didn’t go for any of the streets, instead heading for a flower shop’s door, where he called out a cheery hello to the plump woman manning the bar. She waved him on with a look of resignation, and he didn’t hesitate, going up a flight of stairs before heading straight back. The building looked old, the type that had been renovated at least eight times and no one really knew what the original structure was. Chi popped a door open and stepped out onto a balcony ledge that connected directly to the roof next door, and I suddenly knew his game plan. “Are we playing cat burglar?”
“Favorite game of mine,” Chi grinned, giving Rena a wink when she giggled. “Harder to pull off against Yez. By the way, do not believe that innocent face he gives you. The man’s part cat himself. Don’t play with him unless he’s dead drunk—you need the handicap.” 
I circled a finger in the air as we followed him over the roof. “I sense a story, here.” 
“Next time we get dead drunk, I’ll tell you,” he promised. “Or, you know, when we’re not running from a group of very angry people.” 
“Grant you, it’s not the time for involved tales of daring-do,” I allowed. 
Chi led us through several different interconnecting roof ways, sometimes climbing over iron-wrought railings, sometimes just walking across, until we went down another set of stairs that connected through a butcher’s shop and out into the open street. He stopped just outside the doorway and fixed us with a firm, stern look. “When Vee asks you, we did not take Djagon Road.” 
I looked up at the street corner, where the words Djagon Road were stenciled in fancy gold letters on a black sign. “I have no idea what you’re talking about, Chi, we followed you along the rooftops. Like cat burglars.” 
“I knew you were my favorite for a reason.” Beaming, he turned and resumed walking, although at a faster pace than usual. “Rena, honey, you stick close to us. Not that you look like a working girl, but the drunks on this street aren’t known for being observant. Or amiable to rejections.”
I could tell in a glance that this place was the red light district of the town—the way the women were dressed (or lack thereof) enough of a hint, but the place reeked of beer and stale ale and other, more revolting, scents. Rena’s life had been sheltered enough that it took her a second to connect the dots, and then her cheeks flamed red. “Oh. We’re, ah….”
“Ah, indeed.” Chi chided her along, an arm not quite touching along her back. “Quick, now, we need to get down this street and two over before we can make it to our hotel.” 
I put my mean face on, staring down anyone that tried to get too close, and that worked for most people. A few drunks wanted to take it as a challenge until they noted the uniform that Chi wore and then they seemed to think better of the idea. The MISD apparently had quite the reputation in this town. 
The bond twanged, throwing its weight more noticeably, unhappy with our location and the general threat it posed. I thumped it back down, not willing to be distracted from our surroundings because it chose now to throw a fit. It took several long minutes before we could leave the street and I frankly didn’t breathe easy until we left it well behind us, changing the two streets we needed to in order to be on the main thoroughfare. Once there, the bond finally settled into a more contented hum. One peek at Rena’s face showed her bright red. “You okay?”
“That was…educational,” she managed. “In more than one sense.” 
I snorted on a laugh and Chi cackled like a mad crone. 
“Stick with me, kid,” he said with an outrageous waggle of the eyebrows. “I’ll corrupt you yet.”
“No, you really won’t,” I denied, still laughing. I knew his offer wasn’t serious, but if he really tried to pull her through a red light’s district again, we’d have to have words. Sharp, pointy words. 
The look Chi gave me said volumes but he held his tongue and we entered the hotel without another word. No one had to discuss it, we just fetched clean clothes and headed immediately back downstairs, towards the bathing room. Even if we hadn’t been soaked in sweat and gore and other things I really preferred not to think about, I think we would have headed for the baths. Psychologically we needed that scrub down before we felt clean again. 
I washed up, soaked for a few minutes then reluctantly got out again. I might have stayed longer if my stomach hadn’t started in on my backbone. I hadn’t eaten anything since breakfast and I’d burned a lot of energy in that fight. Dinner was definitely in order. 
When I made the main room, I saw that Vee had joined us at some point, as well as Maksohm and Yez. She loomed over Chi and said something pointed, her partner’s hands held up in a placating manner. Uh-oh, what did he do now? I darted upstairs long enough to throw my dirty laundry into my room before coming back down two stairs at a time. 
I was curious, sue me.
“—you did, didn’t you?” Vee said with a growl. 
“I didn’t say I took them through Djagon Road!”
“Then how did you get them here so fast that they’ve had time to clean up and you order a drink?” Vee riposted with saccharine sweetness. 
Chi looked well and truly caught, like a bug-eyed fish on the line. “I don’t think I want to tell you. You’ll be mad and there’s knives on the table.” 
“So you really did use Djagon!”
“Now, Vee, darling, why would I take a sweet, innocent girl like Rena through—”
“Exactly my point, why would you take Rena through the red light district? I know for a fact there’s another route you could have taken them down, and yes, it would have meant doubling back, but it would have been a better way to take!”
“Well, in my defense—” Chi started only to stop. 
Vee crossed her arms over her chest. “Yes? Go on.”
“I got nothing,” Chi admitted. 
“I thought as much.” 
Spotting me, Chi pleaded, “Tell her we didn’t take Djagon.”
“We didn’t take Djagon,” I said dutifully. 
Steam blew out of Vee’s ears. “Chinnadurai Franklocke!”
“Can’t you be more convincing?!” Chi hissed at me. 
I wasn’t a good actor but I could tell Vee really did want to grab one of the steak knives and stab Chi with it. So for my friend’s sake, I tried. “We went over the rooftops, cat-burglar style,” I added more truthfully. “I can’t tell you what roads we used after we came back down, as I don’t know the city.” 
Vee didn’t buy it, not for one second. She glared at me instead and the look in her eyes made me squirm a little guiltily. “Really,” she said flatly. “You. Not knowing where you are.”
How could the woman know me so well already? Of course I didn’t get lost even if I was in an unfamiliar city. I blew out a breath and changed tactics. “Vee. You really think I’m going to put Rena in even more danger after what she’s had to deal with today?”
That stopped her short and her mouth went flat. “I suppose not. Even if you did go through Djagon I feel sorry for any drunk that tried to hassle her. Fine, I’ll drop this, but Chi, so help me, you take better care of that girl from now on. I know you likely took her through there just to see her go beet red, and it was likely funny, but it was a stupid move on your part. What if something had happened? Bannen’s also been through a lot today and he’s not got his usual control. If any sort of danger had approached Rena, he might have overreacted before realizing. Familiar bonds can’t be dismissed lightly and you need to remember that aside from being her friend, he’s her familiar. Don’t put him in a difficult position just for laughs.” 
I blinked and regarded her for a moment. Even I hadn’t thought of that and I felt humbled and very touched that Vee obviously had. 
Chi studied me, serious for a moment in a way that frankly disturbed me. “I…forgot. No, more like I didn’t remember when I brought them here. Sorry, Bannen, I’ll try to keep it in mind next time.” 
I spread an open palm. “No harm done. But thank you, it does help.” 
“If that’s settled,” Yez stated, pushing up to his feet, “I’m going for a bath.”
Chi looked ready for an excuse to escape. “I think I will too. Bannen, are the tubs empty?”
“Enough for the two of you, at least.” 
Both Chi and Yez picked up a bundle of clean clothes and made their way toward the back. 
I expected Maksohm to go as well, considering he likely wanted a chance to wipe the sweat off. He still had the coat on, every button in place, although his hair was a little mussed. He looked tired to my eyes and I felt strangely bad about abandoning him to that crowd earlier. “How did it go, after we left?”
“Badly, but I expected that.” He managed a tired, reassuring smile. “I was able to explain the situation to our public relations personnel and they in turn started working sense in the crowd. Most of them had disbursed by the time I left. I don’t expect us to have a mob head toward us tonight, if that’s what you’re asking. I think they knew deep down that no one trapped in there would be able to make it back out.”
Nothing Toh’sellor touched survived, after all. “I’m sorry for them, truly. I’m glad to know they aren’t going to lynch us, though.”
“It was a bit touch and go for a while,” Maksohm said ruefully. “I’ll need to step out again in a moment, make sure that things stayed handled, but I wanted to check in with all of you first.” 
“I appreciate that, thanks.” I called out an order for a drink, and after glancing at him, and getting a nod, called out for two. The man had to be starving and just as dehydrated as I felt, after all. Even if his duties weren’t quite completed yet, he’d more than earned a break. 
“I hadn’t truly thought about your position as a familiar until Vee said something,” Maksohm mentioned in a deliberately casual way that made my ears perk. “But I really should have considered it. Familiars are highly protective of their mages. Entering a situation like that, only to come out and be faced with a snarling crowd, must have set you on edge.” 
“It wasn’t comfortable,” I admitted honestly. “But you are all good people, which made it easier.” 
“Do your protective instincts overwhelm you sometimes?”
“Not often, but on occasion. I’ve learned how to control them over the years. It helps, I think, that there’s very little that can really present a danger to Rena. Give her the time and line of sight, she can destroy anything. It’s keeping her safe long enough to work her magic that’s the trick.” I ruminated on that for a moment, not sure what else I should say, what would be safe to say, to this man. I still had this sense that he might have a very difficult job in mind for us, and I really didn’t want to encourage that line of thinking. “Not to say that I enjoy her taking on things even remotely dangerous, of course.”
“Of course.” His smile crinkled the crow’s feet around his eyes for a moment. Then he seemed to wait, expectantly, as if I obviously had a question to ask him.
I couldn’t for the life of me imagine what he wanted me to ask. Anything I could say would be prying into his personal business, and I didn’t know the man well enough for that. We’d known each other barely two weeks, and even if we had spent the whole of today fighting alongside each other, I didn’t want to overstep boundaries. You forged a bond when you fought like we did, and I knew better than to take advantage of that. If he felt close enough to share something, he would. I’d be privileged to hear it, as I respected this man enormously, but I wasn’t about to ask. 
Something on my face must have said words to that effect as he softened perceptibly. 
Our drinks arrived and I drank half of mine down, noting that he did the same. Then he seemed to gather some sort of courage before he met my eyes again. Maksohm looked at me steadily, not judging, not suspicious. “You and Rena have never once asked where my familiar is, why I don’t have one.” 
“I sense a question lurking under that statement.” I puffed my cheeks and blew out a breath. Yeah, okay, I didn’t see how he would actually need this information, but understanding your colleagues better couldn’t hurt. “Did the reports ever mention that Rena actually summoned me twice?”
He blinked, head recoiling as if he hadn’t heard me properly. “Wait, what?”
“She summoned me twice,” I repeated with a half-smile that held little amusement. Because it was funny but it really, really wasn’t at the same time. “See, the Corcoran Magical Council has all sorts of rules, most of them completely stupid, and one of them stated that a mage could not have any romantic or, well, sexual interaction with their familiar. Which really meant, as 99% of the world’s familiars are animals, that bestiality was a no-go, right?”
“Seems like a good rule to me.”
“Hey, I’m all for it, I wasn’t about to argue; only they wanted to apply that rule to me and Rena too. Never mind that we aren’t romantically involved—despite the fact we’re technically engaged—but they really weren’t having it. They pitched a royal fit, actually, and forced us to break the bond.” 
That hit home with him. Those dark eyes flew wide with complete understanding. 
“Yeah,” I grimaced, “it was bad. Really…bad. I’ve never found the words to describe what that’s like, being bonded to someone and then in the next minute, not. I felt like I was missing a limb. I hated every second of it. Worse, I couldn’t just curl up in a ball somewhere and wait for it to pass. Rena was not,” here I winced in memory, “well, let’s just say she wasn’t coping all that well. And we had to act fast to put the Council in place before they tried to send me home, so there was that hearing to go through, and me having to function well enough to win that argument. I couldn’t ask it of Rena, she was literally going through withdrawals, and her master is not good at arguing. Or public speaking.” 
“I can’t imagine you losing an argument,” Maksohm stated with a knowing little smirk. 
“You have no idea. I lose all the time.” Mostly to Rena. But different story. “Anyway, after we won the argument with the Council, Rena was forced to summon another familiar, because of course she hadn’t passed all of the Tests yet. So she did the summoning spell again, and got me again, at which point the Council gave up and let me stay. Mostly.”
“Mostly?”
“We had a few minor problems with assassins, but we dealt with it, it was fine. Anyway, not the point. The point, Maksohm, is this.” I looked at him with the same steady regard he’d given me. “It was twenty-six hours between the bond being broken and my second summoning. Twenty-six very long, very painful hours where I walked around with a hole in my chest and this indescribable sense of loss. I’ve walked in your shoes for twenty-six hours—Rena and I both have—and that is why we don’t need to ask about your familiar.”
His gaze softened into an expression containing loss and something I couldn’t quite define. “I now understand,” he said softly, “why she adores you.” 
I had no idea how to respond to that. 
“Thank you, Bannen.” Clapping me on the shoulder, he got up and went to return to his duties. 
I watched him go and wanted to just kick people. How many times had he been asked that very personal, invasive, painful question that he would just expect everyone to do it? Didn’t people understand that if you prodded at a scar, old wounds would bleed as brightly as new ones? I knew humans were curious by nature, but sards people, put a lid on it. 
Shaking my head, I called out an order for dinner.  




“—ena! Rena!”
I awoke with a scream lodged in my throat, eyes flying wide. The panic and terror of the dream was dew on my skin, a twisted knot in my chest, and I gulped for breath. Some part of me registered strong hands on my shoulders and a voice I knew better than my own in my ears. It took two tries before I could say something. “Bannen.”
“Come back to the land of the living, sweetheart,” my familiar answered calmly, as if I wasn’t shaking like a leaf. “Leave that nightmare behind.” 
The vestiges of the dream didn’t die completely, but I could get my eyes to focus now. Bannen leaned slightly over me, eyes concerned, but he didn’t look surprised that I’d had a nightmare. I couldn’t claim to be surprised either. Unfortunately, we both had expected today to haunt my dreams. I levered myself up and cuddled into him, head pressed into the curve of his neck. “I hate panic dreams.”
“They’re the worst. And the chase dreams. I especially hate those.  I wake up exhausted and usually with my head on the floor.” Bannen wrapped both arms around me, one hand stroking up and down my spine in a comforting way. 
I stayed like that for a small eternity and found myself glad that he didn’t ask what the dream had been about. I didn’t want to relive it or talk about it. Instead I said, “In the thirteenth century, there was a theory that all bad dreams were created by demons called the Nachtmahr. Eventually, of course, that was disproved, but I wish it were true. That way I could go demon hunting and get revenge on it.” 
He chuckled, low and soft, like the soft rumble of a predator cat. “I’d be okay with that. Pity it really isn’t caused by demons.”
“I know, right?” I stayed right in place and didn’t feel any desire to move. He smelled so good, clean and masculine. Why did he always smell good? “You didn’t have any dreams about it, did you?”
“Wasn’t asleep yet,” he denied. “I’ve been talking with Chi.”
A glance at the window showed me that it wasn’t that late. I’d gone to bed early, directly after dinner, so I must have been only asleep an hour or so. “You really like him.”
“As my mother would put it, we’re two peas in a pod. I’m very glad that we bumped into him and Vee. I think all of this would have been harder without them.” 
“I think so too.” And for a variety of reasons. Part of it was Chi’s sense of humor—irrepressible, usually irresponsible, but giving us all the levity that we needed. Part it was their amazing competence. I could tell that Bannen felt more secure with those two at his back. He didn’t have that same manic energy to him when they were around, trusting that they too would guard my back if I needed it. It made me want to keep them, although I frankly didn’t know if that would ever be an option. “Can you believe we actually met Yez already?”
“Under a totally different name,” Bannen chuckled. “It makes sense, really, that the MISD would investigate us. I suppose I’m glad it was Yez they’d sent.”
“I certainly am.” The casual back and forth calmed me as much as the very nice cuddles. Some part of me felt reassured by the conversation because Bannen only spoke to me like this when no danger lurked. “I want to take apart his mouthpiece and see how it works, but I probably shouldn’t ask.”
“You really shouldn’t,” Bannen responded dryly. “Contain yourself, darling.”
“Spoilsport.” I smiled without opening my eyes as I wasn’t serious and he knew it. 
“Actually…” he hesitated for a moment before continuing. “Speaking of things you really shouldn’t do, although I don’t think you would to begin with, don’t ask about Maksohm’s familiar. Or lack thereof.” 
Now I did open my eyes, pulling back just enough to see his face. His expression looked taut, as if remembering something distasteful. “You’re right, I wouldn’t, but why do you say so? Do you know something I don’t?”
“Not really. He didn’t exactly corner me about it while you were still in the bath, but he basically gave me an opening to ask about his familiar. When I didn’t take it, he pressed me about why. That poor man has so many people asking questions about why he doesn’t have a familiar that he finds it strange we didn’t ask.”
My heart clenched. “What? Don’t they realize how painful that is, living with a broken bond?”
“You’d think, considering they’ll all go through it at some point. I told him flat out I wasn’t going to ask questions and he looked so relieved, it was sad.”
I had this feeling there was more to that conversation than he was telling me. But if Bannen felt the need to keep part of it in confidence, I wouldn’t press him. “I won’t ask him, promise. No one deserves old wounds being dug into.” 
“That’s my girl.” He eased me back so I sat upright again, studying my face. “Want to try going back to sleep?”
Even though the nightmare had jolted me into awareness I felt so physically exhausted that my body thrummed with it. “I think so. You need sleep too.” 
“Believe me, I know it.” 
He hesitated again and this time it caught my attention. Bannen never hesitated around me. He said exactly what was on his mind as soon as he thought of it. In fact, some days I swore he thought out loud. This hesitation did not spell good things to my mind. “Out with it.” 
Blowing out a breath, his head bowed for a second before his eyes came back up to meet mine. “Rena. Did today feel like a test to you?”
“It strangely did,” I responded, turning over everything in my mind. “One that I think we passed. I thought I was just being paranoid though.”
“No, I don’t think you are. The problem is, the only thing I know of that’s impossible for most magic to destroy and is raging wildly out of control is Toh’sellor.” 
I stared at him and could see the concern in his eyes. “I’m not sure what to think about that. Even if it isn’t Toh’sellor they’re thinking of, that means it’s something equally as dangerous.” 
“Either way I don’t like it,” he told me frankly. “But at the same time, I like the idea of you not going even less. Because if the MISD can’t destroy or contain whatever problem this is? Then that means we might have another Toh’sellor situation and we really, really can’t afford that.” 
No, we really couldn’t. One chaotic monster devouring a mountain range was enough. We didn’t need two. “So if it’s something that I think we can do, we should go?”
“I don’t know. I really don’t, not until they’re willing to give us more information to go off of. I just know that I’m rather divided over the idea at the moment.” 
“Fair enough.” No one seemed willing to speak with us openly about it now, which told me that they needed to make a formal report to their bosses first and then get a response. Large organizations like this had delays in decision making. “There’s no sense worrying about it tonight. Go sleep, Bannen.”
“You too. And if you have another nightmare, wake me up, alright?”
I gave him an enigmatic smile. “Are you going to wake me up if you have a nightmare?”
He got that funny look on his face that he always does when I call him out for being slightly overprotective. “If I say yes, would you believe me?”
“No.” 
Laughing, he shrugged. “Fair enough. But seriously, if you can’t sleep, come get me. Odds are I won’t be sleeping either. Even for me today was…rough.”
And that said volumes. Bannen’d seen far more hardship and fighting than most soldiers ever did. I had a feeling that I would have nightmares for the next several weeks, so neither of us would be getting a lot of sleep. Maybe, at some point, I could comfort him the same way that he comforted me. That thought made it easy for me to smile and agree, “I’ll come to you when I need you.” 

I woke up the next morning bleary eyed and drained of energy. It had not been a pleasant night. Bannen woke me up twice, I woke up myself once (by rolling out of the bed, natch) and if I’d gotten more than three hours of real sleep in the past nine I’d be very surprised. It looked like dawn light, really, not proper morning yet, but I had no desire to roll over and try for more sleep. Groaning, I rolled out, tossing the covers back and heading for my bag. Clean clothes, a mountain of tea, some breakfast, and maybe I could make it through today. 
A knock sounded on my door. “Rena? You up?”
“Come in, Vee!” I paused in lacing up my boot, craning my neck around as the giantess ducked through the doorway. 
“Your hair looks like a rat’s nest. Rough night?”
“Bad dreams,” I said simply. I didn’t know what else to say as surely Vee, and the rest of the MISD, were made of hardier stuff than I. They’d been at this for years, after all. 
“You’re not the only one,” Vee sighed. “I think we all woke up at least once last night. I heard Bannen get up twice.” 
Really? Everyone had had bad dreams? I strangely felt a little better hearing that. Misery liked company and all of that. As Vee roomed next door to him, I wasn’t surprised she’d heard him. “He kept getting up to wake me out of a dream.”
“Ahh. I think he had a few of his own, though.” Grimacing, Vee dismissed it all with a wave. “We’ll sort through it and come out just fine, we always do. Just give it time. How about I do something with your hair? Cause I have to tell you, I don’t think you’re going to untangle that without help.”
In retrospect, sleeping on it wet without even attempting to comb it first, then tossing around all night, might not have been the best decision. “Please?”
Vee snagged my hairbrush and sat on the edge of the bed, one leg tucked up under another, and carefully started from the bottom and worked her way gently up. “Chi was worried about you. Said you might want to quit after yesterday.” 
I snorted without meaning to. “I grant you it wasn’t pleasant but I know for a fact that I’m your only viable option when dealing with Toh’sellor. I mean, my master could technically deal with these things as well, but Mary’s so old she’s barely able to walk around her village. Long distance travel puts too much strain on her. If the MISD wants to take these shards out, then I have to do it.” 
Vee paused, comb resting in my hair. “Is that why you do it?”
“The main reason, yes. I mean, dealing with a shard is never pleasant, and yesterday was certainly the least pleasant experience out of all five, and I can’t say I enjoyed it. But there’s a certain thrill in destroying something that no one else can.” Even though she couldn’t see it I smiled smugly. “And the pay is amazing.” 
With a soft huff that might have been a laugh, she continued untangling my hair. “So it’s really a combination of all three. I’m a little surprised Bannen doesn’t kick up more of a fuss about it. He really doesn’t like you in anything dangerous.”
“Oh believe me, I know it. He’s quite vocal about it.” I meant it as a complaint but it came out sounding fond. “I think it’s a conflict of interest in a way. He takes pride in me being able to do this, when no one else can. I got a lot of grief when younger about my magic being useless and strange. Showing them up now gives him a petty pleasure. He also recognizes, like I do, that we have to deal with the shards. They don’t go away, they don’t stay contained, and he’s seen Toh’sellor with his own eyes.” 
“Has he, now,” Vee said contemplatively, as if I had just handed her some piece of a puzzle. 
“When he was young, yes. He knows exactly what happens if Toh’sellor gains control over an area. He doesn’t want any other part of the world to suffer the same way. So while he doesn’t like me in danger, he knows I need to go. At least now we have reliable people watching our backs. That makes it worlds easier on him.” 
“Then, say, if a larger job comes along…?” Vee trailed off. 
I twisted enough to look at her. “Bannen and I had an idea yesterday that the shard here was a test for something else, something you haven’t been able to handle. We were right, weren’t we.”
“You are,” Vee confirmed with a tight expression around her eyes. “I’m not allowed to say much about it. But you’re right in that your magic is the only thing that can do the job. So if you don’t take it, I don’t know what will happen, but it won’t be good.” 
I might be a little new to this professional world but even still I wasn’t a fool. I wasn’t about to say that I’d do whatever needed to be done, not without hearing the details first. Especially when I felt 90% certain that it meant dealing with Toh’sellor. If she couldn’t talk about it now, I respected that, and kept my response neutral in kind. “I need more information before deciding anything, Vee.” 
“I know,” she assured me, turning my head back around so she could continue working through my hair. “I just wanted to give you a head’s up. If you’re at least willing to hear us out, we’ll likely escort you to our boss tomorrow.” 
“That very intense man I spoke to through the mirror?”
“That’s him. He’s back in Foxboro.”
I thought about that, thought about the very tense situation here in town, and made a snap decision. “Can we leave after breakfast? I don’t really want to stay in this city.”
“Of course,” Vee assured me with a wealth of understanding in those two words. “I’ll talk to Maksohm.” 
I hadn’t quite expected that. “Maksohm is coming with us?”
“He is. He’s team leader over our group still and won’t be released from that position until he makes a formal report to the boss.”
“Really? I’m glad, I’ve grown to like him. And I wanted to really talk to him one on one about his shields because those are so beautifully efficient. I want a chance to really examine them.” 
“He’ll be happy to speak geek with you,” Vee laughed. “He’s tried it with me a time or two but I don’t understand the nuances of magic as well as you two do. I use my magic to enhance my fighting ability. That’s about as far as it goes.” 
That seemed like a good opening to ask, “How did you come to join the MISD?”
“It’s very expensive to feed me,” Vee laughed like this was some sort of inside joke, “and there’s not many occupations where I could earn enough to eat regularly. The MISD liked my fighting abilities, I liked being able to travel and see more of the world; it seemed like a natural fit. I only questioned it once, the first time Chi stuck himself to my side like a limpet. I was convinced he never shuts up.” 
“That sounds like him.”
“He actually doesn’t talk as much around you and Bannen, I suppose because Bannen has enough of a mouth to keep up with him. I nearly strangled him myself the first week we partnered up, but he was good people, and a good man to have at my back. I respected his skills. After that, I learned how to filter out the nonsense.” Vee gave three smooth strokes from roots to tips. “There, I think the tangles are out. I can’t do any fancy braids like Bannen, but do you want it up?”
“Sure, thanks. The two of you are very close.”
“We are, and it’s a little strange when I think about it, as we’re such opposites. The idea of going on a mission now without him gives me honest to heaven hives. If someone had told me that six years ago, I’d have checked them for a head injury. Funny how time changes your perspective on things.” 
I had a feeling part of that lay in Chi being head-over-heels for Vee, but I couldn’t tell if Vee felt the same. Or was even aware of his feelings for her. Bannen had apparently picked up on it, as he’d said something to me in passing that made me think so, but I didn’t feel it right to betray Chi if he hadn’t already said something.
Not to mention it might make things extremely awkward. 
So instead I said, “It truly is strange how that works. I was so set on living in Corcoran the rest of my life, it wasn’t until I was forced to live in Turransky that I realized it’s not actually that great of a place to be. The rest of the world is kinder in some ways.”
“To hear Bannen tell it, Corcoran’s one of the worst places for you two to be.”
I thought of all the prejudice and hardship we had faced in that city and made a face. “In some ways, it wasn’t good to us. Even though I have amazing friends there.” I felt a tug at the end of my hair as Vee tied the braid off. “All done?”
“All done,” Vee confirmed. “Let’s go talk to Maksohm.” 




Perhaps because no one got any real sleep the night before, we all cat-napped on the train to Alyadar. Rena had asked Maksohm if we could just leave the city, head for Foxboro, and Maksohm had instantly agreed with open relief. No one thought it wise to stay in the city, not after yesterday. 
For two days, that’s basically all we did, sleep. The fight in Njorage hadn’t been particularly onerous or draining in the physical sense. It was the nightmares, the emotional backlash that sapped our energy. I found myself leaning against Chi’s shoulders, legs sometimes draped across Vee’s lap or shoulder to shoulder with Maksohm, looking for silent comfort. Only Yez didn’t seem entirely comfortable with this touchy feely-ness, although I noticed he stuck close by. Rena also sought out comfort, which was telling in and of itself, as she wasn’t normally this physically demonstrative. She’d also reverted a little more toward the behavior I had come to expect from her in Turransky. She cozied right up to me now, even sleeping with her head pillowed on my shoulder several times. If I didn’t know the reason, her actions would have made me happy. 
Day three started out calm and I debated the merits of an early lunch, not that I felt particularly hungry, but more for something to do, when the train abruptly slowed to a near crawl before stopping altogether. 
In the middle of nowhere.
We all exchanged puzzled glances before Vee opened the window and stuck her head outside. “We’re nowhere near the next station and I don’t see anything blocking the tracks this time. Why did we stop?”
“Maintenance issue?” Maksohm theorized, already getting out of his seat. “Let’s see if we can offer some assis—”
The door slid abruptly open, a panting teenager some years younger than me in a porter’s uniform fetching up on the doorframe. “Agents! We’ve received word that there’s a magical accident near the line, east side, and it’s messing things up something awful. Siran Militia flagged us down for help, asking if there’s any mages on board.”
“We’ll go,” Maksohm assured him. 
We more or less qualified. I snapped up, already snatching weapons and slipping them on. We all did, moving as a unit. Our car sat three back from the main engine, so we were able to find a door and get off quickly enough, and as soon as my boots hit gravel, I recognized the scent in the air, the feeling of magic and reality warped. “Sarding son of a Bauchi,” I snarled, head snapping around frantically, trying to pinpoint the source. “That’s a shard!”
“Uncontained,” Maksohm gritted out between clenched teeth. “Rena, can you see it?”
“Too many trees,” she denied, looking a little green around the gills. 
Maksohm didn’t swear out loud but I bet a storm of some very creative words whirled in his head as he started forward. A small knot of men in mismatched uniforms stood near the engine, talking loudly over the sound of the exhaust, trying to converse with the engineer. We headed straight for them, Maksohm catching one of them by the arm to demand his attention. “Agent Maksohm of the MISD,” he introduced himself brusquely. “Where is it?”
The man, pepper-haired and a veteran if I ever saw one, gave him a look of abject relief even as he rattled off the information in a no-nonsense tone. “Dead ahead a quarter mile, sir, is where it starts getting weird. We’re trying to evacuate the area, but it’s madness, and I can’t tell you where the epicenter is, we don’t have line of sight that far in.” 
“Understood. You in charge?”
“No, sir, that’s Captain Gregory, tall chap with greying hair in a black Siran uniform. You can’t miss him. He’s at the line.” 
“Thank you.” Maksohm turned sharply, heading where he had been pointed. 
I took in the area a little better as we ran, realizing that a logging town spread out just around the bend of a river. The tracks split here, one section going east, presumably toward Lalani, and the presence of forest, water, and train tracks had given birth to a rough work town. I got the impression of a few dozen buildings, some saw mills, but I couldn’t get more than an overall idea because of the press of people. People of all genders, ages, and occupations streamed out of the buildings, running with all of their might toward the train, the one option they had of quickly getting out of the area. I didn’t blame them. I’d be running too, but it slowed our advance to a jostled crawl. 
People knocked into me, so frantic they didn’t even try to apologize, just re-centered themselves and kept running. I didn’t take it personally but it still affected me. Every hit knocked me a few inches back, pulling me from Rena’s side, the people jostling their way in between us and the rest of the group. My hackles rose, the familiar bond clamoring unhappily, and I felt my control slip a little. Gritting my teeth, I fought back into control, fighting my way forward. 
Rena, turned around with all of the jostling, threw a hand back, searching for me. I grabbed it immediately, lacing our fingers together, pulling her into my chest, and felt better for the contact. 
With the crowd and confusion, I couldn’t keep track of anyone but Vee, who stood head and shoulders above everyone else. We stuck close to her, Rena actually reaching out with her free hand and snagging Vee’s beltloop, which the giantess didn’t seem to mind. 
“Captain Gregory!” Maksohm called out in a surprisingly loud voice. I didn’t know the quiet man could yell like that. “Captain Gregory! Oh sard this, we don’t need to worry about crowd control anyway. Vee, can you see where we need to go?”
“I see minions forming up there,” Vee pointed to the right, near a bridge that arched over the river, “at a quick rate, so I’m assuming somewhere over there.”
“That works for now.” Maksohm struck off, acting as trail blazer. 
I didn’t like this and I could tell by the tension radiating off Rena that she didn’t either. Another shard near a town, one in a remote location, an area that not many MISD personnel came into contact with. These people were insanely lucky that we just happened to be passing through on this day. Otherwise they might have lost most of the area before someone could report it and a barrier specialist could come up to contain it. 
We barely got across the bridge when we ran into the first group of minions, thankfully still half-formed and not capable of putting up much of a fight. Maksohm snapped a shield up and around us, protecting us from the destructive energy of the shard before we could be warped in the same way. I found myself falling automatically into the same defensive formation as up in Njorage—myself guarding Rena’s right, Chi in the back, Vee guarding the left, Maksohm in the middle and Yez up front. For a moment it felt so perfectly natural that I didn’t even think to question why. 
Then we hit the next wave of minions, these properly formed, and I didn’t have the mental space to question anything. 
These minions had more size to them, made of massive and elderly trees, and brute force didn’t work on them. I sliced at joints, taking them down, fighting smarter instead of harder, the crack of wood and gust of rotting scents wafting over me with every blow. These things didn’t bleed, which was strange enough in and of itself, but the stench that they gave out was gagging. That bothered me the most. I felt nauseous five minutes in, breathing through my mouth as much as possible to keep from hurling. 
Sound didn’t carry well in a fight like this, too many other noise stealing away words, but even then I could hear Rena almost chanting next to me: “Can’t see it, can’t see it, why are there so many trees, I hate trees.” 
“Rena, relax, we’ll find it,” Maksohm soothed (at least, I think that’s what he said, I only caught three words). 
“I HATE TREES,” she snarled back, loud enough that people at the train probably heard her. “And if we don’t stop this in time, the minions will reach the people fleeing, or even the train!”
A worry I had carefully tried to ignore for now, as there was precious little I could do to prevent that from happening. 
No one said anything. Likely because no one knew what to say. Rena was right, we all knew it, but the only option we had was to forge ahead. So we did, grimly, with as much speed as we could move at. 
We crossed the river again, a shallow section with slippery rocks that got all of our boots wet, and the uncertain footing put my already unhappy instincts into overdrive. If Rena slipped here, I was hauling her back to the train and cutting our losses. This situation was out of control already, I was not losing her in this madness. 
Rena crossed just fine, only stumbling a little while gaining the opposite bank because of course she focused on locating the shard rather than looking where she was going. Maksohm caught her elbow, bless the man, because I had my hands full with a fox minion trying to tackle us. 
“There!” my mage said happily. “I can just see the tip. Can we get closer?”
Not knowing the terrain, no one could answer her, but we kept pressing forward, and we had to be getting closer, as the amount of minions doubled, at least. I could feel sweat beading my skin as the combination of exertion and the day’s heat hit. 
A groan came up but it took a second for me to find enough space to even glance ahead, demanding, “What?”
“Cliff,” Yez announced in frustrated disgust. “Not a large one, but only Vee can jump that without breaking a leg. It seems to run this whole section. How do we get around this?”
“I can try to work a bridge spell to take us down,” Maksohm offered although even he sounded doubtful. 
“You’re already working two spells, don’t you dare,” Vee snapped. “Rena, can you see the shard from here?”
“Sort of? I think I’m close enough but there’s too many trees blocking my view, I’m only catching snatches of the pattern.” She hummed, thinking, then ventured, “Let me try felling some of the trees, see if that helps.” 
We all paused, her voice rising and falling in the incantations to fell several trees at once. I didn’t dare look at her, too focused on keeping us protected, but I knew those words well enough after listening to the like for two years. I could also tell the result without needing to look. 
“Of course there’s more than a dozen trees blocking my view. I’d be here for the next hour if I tried to clear my own line of sight,” Rena’s voice growled in disgust. “Plan B, anyone?”
“What if you were higher? Could see over the tree line?”
Rena ruminated on this for a moment. “Yes, I think so. But it would mean getting on your shoulders, Vee. No one else can give me the height I need.” 
“Let’s try it, then.” I could hear her kneel, the bend of leather and movement of fabric, then Rena left my side, more fabric rustling sounds as she got her legs around Vee’s shoulders. 
With barely a huff of effort, Vee stood, carrying Rena like a young child. I gave them a quick glance but the size disparity made Rena look ten years younger than she actually was. In any other situation it would have made an amusing sight. 
“Still not quite enough,” Rena denied almost immediately. “Vee, put me back down, I need to stand on your shoulders.” 
Sards! I didn’t like that idea. I wanted to protest, because Rena’s not exactly the most balanced person in the world—a carryover from being sick for most of her life—but I couldn’t protest in this situation. 
“Vee,” I grunted out, carefully not taking my eyes off my opponents, “do not drop her.” 
A pregnant pause went through the group and I could feel their evaluation of me in that moment. I didn’t even bother to pretend to be alright. I was far from alright, I didn’t like this situation at all, and my bond snarled in unhappiness. Waesucks, but this whole thing was a crapshoot, no one could even try to pretend otherwise. 
Vee knelt again, I heard her, then Rena climbed carefully onto her shoulders once more, balancing oh so carefully. Vee’d better have a death grip on her ankles, I would not be responsible for my actions if Rena fell off that perch. 
“There, now I can see,” Rena stated in supreme satisfaction. “Vee, can you hold me for three minutes like this?”
“Yes,” Vee responded in exasperation, “go.” 
Rena spoke the spell so quickly the words nearly ran into each other. I appreciated that as we had become quickly swarmed on all sides and with Vee tied up holding Rena, we were down a fighter. I took the brunt of the right side as Chi shifted to the left, protecting his partner. 
Three minutes had never felt so much like an eternity. 
The last syllable had the background of a heavenly choir as both shard and minions disappeared like so much smoke. I let my arms immediately drop, tired beyond recognition. Turning, I sheathed both swords and extended my hands up, toward Rena. She gratefully bent, reaching down, and between my efforts and Vee’s, we managed to get her smoothly to the ground. 
Rena stayed in my arms for a moment, hugging me and just breathing. I held her just as fiercely. Alright, bond, she’s safely on the ground again with no monsters in sight, you can shut up now. 
Thankfully, it did just that, subsiding like a grumpy cat in a sunny spot. 
“Let’s never do that again,” Chi stated wearily. “Seriously. That was all sorts of messed up and I didn’t like it. We didn’t even have backup if something went wrong.” 
“If we didn’t have Rena with us, I never would have led us in,” Maksohm promised although even he sounded a little rattled. “This is a bad sign, though. This shard obviously started forming either this morning or late last night. Do new shards pop up as soon as one of the older ones is defeated? Is this a direct correlation between our efforts in Njorage and here?”
“Thunderation, I hope not,” I breathed, alarmed at this idea. I could tell from their expressions that no one else liked the idea either. Maksohm’s question couldn’t be dismissed outright, though, as much as I wanted to. 
“It could be that’s not the case,” Yez said thoughtfully, but in a grim manner. “It could be that Toh’sellor is sending out seeds of himself willy-nilly without restriction.” 
“Oh, this just gets better and better,” Chi snarked. 
Rena and I exchanged a look and I could see in her eyes how much she didn’t like that possibility either. 
Maksohm shook his head and herded us back toward the train with both arms, like he would a gaggle of geese. We went silently although I could practically hear what everyone thought. 
Even if Toh’sellor had restrictions of how much it could spread itself out at a time, that didn’t mean it had any restrictions to area. It could literally pop up anywhere at any given time, with nothing to use to predict it. Worse still if it didn’t have any real restrictions. That meant we were in the middle of a losing battle, and even if we destroyed the shards, we’d lose the overall war. 
The only way to stop this slow destruction, to safeguard the lives of this world, would be to destroy Toh’sellor entirely. 
I wondered how long it would take before someone said that out loud. 




I’d passed through Foxboro with Rena and everyone else, of course, on the way up to Njorage, but I hadn’t seen much of  it since we’d traveled the ferry in near darkness. This time, I got a proper look of the city as we came into it. 
Foxboro sat nestled in between three mountains, on the edge of a channel, and on a different continent entirely. I stepped off the ferry, the smell of salt and water strong, looking about me to gain my bearings. Seemed like a nice place. I didn’t know why, but every roof in sight was red—a tiled red—and all of the buildings were pure white. Well, no, I take that back, I did see a few buildings painted pink, of all things, and up on the top of the mountain slope a few buildings had a white domed top instead of red tile. So, some variation in the architecture, but not much. Talk about a building fad that caught on, though. I didn’t see any real variation except that. Navigating this place with no real unique landmarks to work off of would be real fun. 
We’d landed with the sun slowly setting behind us, and I knew that most people would be getting off work at this point, heading for dinner or home. I looked to Chi with a cant of my head. “Inn or boss?”
“This time of the day, he likely won’t be at the office, and I do not want to disturb the boss. His wife has definite opinions about him being home on time and she’s scary.” Chi gave an exaggerated shudder that told me he might be joking. Or not. “I vote inn.”
“I’m starving,” Rena announced, clutching a hand to her belly, “so the inn better have decent food.”
“Normally we stay at the barracks at MISD Headquarters but…” Maksohm trailed off with a grimace. 
“The food they serve there is legendary,” Chi informed us in a tone that suggested he didn’t mean that in a good way. “We’ve had songs written about the food. Odes. Epic tales. Mostly in how sick you are after you’ve eaten it. Maksohm? True friend? Brother-of-my-heart? Don’t kill us with food poisoning.”
Maksohm caved quite quickly. “I have a friend-of-a-friend that has a place. More of a Bed and Breakfast, but she’ll feed us dinner, I think. It’s on the corner of 5th and Maple.”
Vee apparently knew where that was, as she immediately snagged up her bag and started walking. I followed her off the docks, automatically reaching out to touch a hand to Rena’s elbow, assuring myself that she kept up. I stayed a half foot behind so that I could keep an eye on her and our surroundings simultaneously. 
The place seemed nice enough, no obvious signs of crime, most of the windows and doors standing wide open to encourage the sea breeze to go through the house. People called out to each other as they passed, mostly in a language that sounded foreign and musical to my ears. I liked the vibe of the place and a half-smile played on my mouth as we walked. The streets went gradually up from the shoreline, which I found interesting, as from a distance it had seemed semi-flat here before the city crawled its way up the mountain slopes. Appearances could be deceiving. 
Vee did an abrupt left turn and walked into a building with a modest sign above it that said something like a business name, I presumed, but I couldn’t read it. As she entered, she called out a greeting. “Master of the house! You have guests!”
A portly woman in her late fifties bustled out from a back room. I could hear her as I walked in, taking the building in with a quick sweep of the eyes. Dark orange tile on the floor, white walls, brightly colored murals painted here and there, colorful pots with even more colorful flowers under every windowsill. For all of their monotone color scheme for their buildings, they certainly liked color everywhere else. 
The master of the house wore a wide gypsy skirt of vibrant blue, white shirt, hair done up in a loose bun. Her skin looked impossibly dark after years of exposure to the sun, which set off her blindingly white smile. “Welcome! Always happy to host someone from the MISD. Dah’lil, I see you have the sense to come see me when you’re in town.”
Maksohm gave her a warm smile. “Of course, Sanosa. How can I not?”
“If you want to eat decently, you do,” Sanosa said with a pleased nod. “Five guests? And I assume you want dinner?”
“Six,” Yez corrected as he stepped out from behind me, giving a little wave of the hand. 
“Oh, I do beg your pardon,” the matron said with a soft chuckle. “Didn’t see you. Six, then. But you do want dinner?”
“Of course,” Maksohm assured her. “I wouldn’t miss your cooking for the world. Just make a lot, please. We have two bottomless pits.”
“I resemble that remark,” I laughed. 
Vee jerked a thumb at me. “The amount you make for me? Make for him.”
There seemed to be surprise as well as condemnation from people and I defended myself, “Hey, I’m still growing.”
“Vertically or horizontally?” Chi asked sweetly.
I could not let that stand and snagged him around the neck, bending him over and rubbing a hand roughly over the top of his head. Or that was the plan, at least. His reflexes being as good as mine, he managed to wiggle out and away before I could get a proper headlock on him. 
“You’d think, the way they carry on, that Chi isn’t a decade older,” Vee mourned to no one in particular. 
“He’s not,” Yez disagreed. “He is perpetually twelve.”
“That’s why they get along, then,” Rena agreed mock seriously. “So’s Bannen.”
Two could play this game. I looked at Chi with a deliberate frown on my face. “I feel like I should disagree, but—”
Proving that he really is my brother from another mother, he cottoned on and immediately joined in “—they’re right, though, so—”
We shrugged in unison. 
Maksohm for some reason looked pained. “Note to me: never, ever let you two pair up on anything. You’re uncannily alike. It will not end well.” 
“Likely not,” I agreed cheerfully.
“Oh, but the fun we’d have,” Chi grinned at me like a co-conspirator.
“Dinner,” Vee said firmly, mostly toward our hostess. “Before they get sidetracked and actually do get into something.” 
I think Sanosa believed her. Well, actually, it was a real possibility. Chi and I really do think alike and have similar trouble magnets in us. Our hostess promptly showed us up the stairs and into rooms, although she looked askance at me when I quietly informed her that I needed the room adjacent to Rena’s. Sanosa, being a good hostess, complied, and didn’t ask questions. Grateful, I threw my bag into my room and took off most of my weapons, just leaving on two long daggers. I shed my boots as well and smiled at the feeling of cool tile against my feet. After being in shoes all day, my toes liked the break. 
Sanosa proved an amazing cook so I ate more than my fill, enjoying food and company equally. We lingered at the dinner table, trading stories and quips until our eyes drooped and we unanimously went to bed. 
I slid onto clean sheets with a happy sigh and settled, one ear cocked in Rena’s direction, just in case she called out for me. Or had a nightmare. I hoped she didn’t, as last night had been painful enough. As I waited for her to settle, my mind churned, wondering if I was wrong. Maybe it wasn’t Toh’sellor. No one had come and outright said it was. Maybe I was projecting. 
But I had a feeling I wasn’t.

The pink building that I’d spotted on the way in turned out to be the MISD headquarters. I didn’t know what to think of that, honestly. If they’d painted it pink to make some sort of statement, it was lost on me. The MISD banners of dark blue and silver hung near the doorways, two bracketing the front gates, and people moved about professionally enough. I didn’t think Maksohm would bring me to the wrong building as a prank. Chi would, no doubt, but Maksohm didn’t have the same warped sense of humor. 
Aside from the pinkness, the building looked like every other one in this valley, just larger, spanning a full city block. It didn’t have the brightly painted murals on the walls, either, which made sense considering it was a super serious office building. I would say it didn’t have much in the way of personality except, you know, the pinkness. 
Seriously, why pink?
No one else seemed fazed by this, but of course they wouldn’t be, they were used to it. I kept my mouth shut as we followed them inside, signed in on a clipboard at the front counter, getting temporary badges that I hung over my neck stating ‘visitor.’ Rena caught my eye at one point and gestured toward the walls with a ‘seriously, pink?’ mouthed at me. At least I wasn’t the only confused one. 
Maksohm confidently led us up two flights of stairs and down a wide hallway paved with functional grey tiles to a corner office. The door stood half open and he gave it a rap as he stepped inside. “Director.”
“Enter!” a masculine voice barked. 
We all slid inside. The place had a great deal of space without much furniture cluttering it up. Large conference table with eight chairs, then a desk with a single chair. I expected to see some sign of work, of coordination between other offices, but this place barely had a few files. It was show, for decision making, not anything else. 
Salvatore stood, coming around the desk with a ground eating stride that said former military to me. He wore the full uniform this time, long coat flaring at the ends as he moved. One of those men that likes to cut a dramatic figure, eh? 
“Magus Rocci, Master Bannen, welcome to MISD.” A shark’s smile would look more friendly. 
Rena smiled back, extending a hand. “Director Salvatore, nice to meet you in the flesh.”
He accepted the hand and the smile became slightly more genuine. I didn’t blame him, Rena became outright adorable when she smiled. No one could really resist her like this. “Likewise, Magus. Here, sit, all of you. I’ve received a report on what happened at the shard. I’m quite happy with the results.”
Since we all had mixed feelings on what happened, I just smiled and took a seat. Sometimes my version of being diplomatic parsed down to keeping my trap shut. The director took the head of the table, maneuvering so that Rena took the chair directly next to him with the rest of us finding our own seats. He directed every single word to her, which made me feel a little uneasy, as I sensed he had an agenda to push. “Magus, as of last night, the count of shards popping up all over the world hit seven. Even with the ones that you took out, we are not getting ahead.” 
Rena and I shared a frown. 
“Any idea why Toh’sellor is able to extend himself past his containment barrier, Director?” she prompted. 
“None.” Salvatore nodded to Maksohm, and the agent smoothly took over. 
“When the first shard appeared in Brightwood, we immediately investigated why, but we can’t find any specific reason. The containment barrier seems to be working, but it obviously isn’t if we’re getting multiple shards appearing outside of it.” Maksohm’s mouth thinned to an unhappy line. “I’m afraid that the barrier, while functioning, is no longer sufficient. We just don’t have the power to contain it anymore. After two centuries, Toh’sellor has grown to the point that its power is overwhelming ours.”
That dreaded suspicion had become reality. I found it hard to swallow as I realized what he was really saying. “You want us to skip the shards and take Toh’sellor directly on.”
Salvatore met my eyes unflinchingly. “Yes.”
I sat there and stared at him like he was a crazy person. Pretty sure he was. How could he just say that?! I looked to Rena, sure she would protest, but she looked thoughtful. Calculating. I knew that look, she wore it when she’s redesigning a spell in her head, mathematics and probabilities and elements all coming together to form the picture she wants it to. Things usually shattered when she had that face on. 
“Rena. Get that look of your face. Right now. That’s your exploding face, I don’t want to see your exploding face.”
She looked up at me and I knew, I just sarding knew, what she was going to say before she could say it. It abruptly became too much to sit there calmly and I threw the chair back, coming to my feet, feeling flight/fight instincts kick in. Only I didn’t know if running or fighting would solve this. I saw it in Rena’s eyes, those ever expressive eyes, as they looked up at me and I objected vehemently before she could get a word out. “No. Don’t look at me like that, those puppy eyes of yours are not going to work this time, I mean it. No. Do you hear me? NO.”
“Bannen—” Vee started and I flung up a hand to stop her. 
“Don’t tell me that she’s our only chance of really taking Toh’sellor down,” I snarled at her, at all of them. “I’ve seen that thing with my own eyes, what it does, what kind of monsters it creates. I don’t want her anywhere near that thing, do you hear me? I want her as far from it as I can manage.” The idea of Rena even on the opposite mountain range terrified me down to the black cockles of my soul and silently admitting that to myself made bile rise in my throat. 
Despite the fact that I was carefully not looking at Rena, it didn’t matter. She slid her arms around my waist, chin on my chest, forcing me to look down at her. I did and hated that weakness, that inability to stay firm with her. I stared hard into her eyes, making my voice as flat as possible. “No.” 
She gave me a sad smile. “Purple.” 
I snarled back at her like a wounded wolf. There were days, not many, but there were days that I seriously regretted that late night conversation where we’d come up with a code word. Mostly I regretted it because Rena tended to use it whenever it went against my better judgment. “Renata Rachel Rocci, so help me—”
Rena squeezed me a little harder, putting her head against my chest. “Bannen, I’ve always wondered, you know, why I have magic like this. It’s incredibly difficult to be a mage with magic like mine, and honestly the only upside I ever had because of it was you. I wouldn’t trade you for anything. But I still wondered, why me? Why this?”
I closed my eyes, feeling a certain fatalistic inevitability. “You think Toh’sellor is the answer?”
“I’m not sure if it’s THE answer but I think it is AN answer, certainly. Don’t you? Otherwise it’s too much of a coincidence that after seven generations of Void Mages, I just happened to stumble across a shard of Toh’sellor when no one else has, proving that we at least have the power to destroy it. Besides, do we really have any choice? I can’t run around the world destroying the shards for the rest of my life. We have to cut this off at the source. We’ll lose the world by inches otherwise.” 
I hated it. I hated her logic, her sense, the way that the pieces fit together too neatly for me to argue against them. I hated all of it. “I hate you very much right now.” 
“I know,” she said and I could hear the smile in her voice. “I love you too.” 
My arms hugged her back even while I wrestled with this, but the truth of the matter was, there wasn’t a thing in the world I wouldn’t do for her if she asked it of me. Rena knew this. She knew it, and she used it to her advantage when she felt like she needed to, and gods help us both because even though I knew this was an extremely bad idea, I could already feel myself caving. Anger ran through me in a hot surge for putting us both through this, and I swallowed it back, tasting bile. “You owe me for this.” 
“Majorly,” she agreed without a qualm. 
“And if you die on me, I’ll find a way to resurrect you. Just so I can strangle you. See if I don’t.” 
She actually giggled. “Like you’ll let anything kill me.” 
I wanted to shake her. Had to stop myself from doing so. “This faith of yours is alarming and I’m not sure I appreciate it. I’m not infallible, Rena, you know this, I get hurt all the time.”
“Yes, but I never get hurt,” she argued, reasonable and still without a trace of worry anywhere on her face. Blinking up at me with all the innocence of a newborn babe, she asked, “So we’re going?”
“You said purple, of course we’re going.” Clenching and unclenching my fists, I swallowed my anger down again, praying I wouldn’t choke on it. I would inevitably have lots of nightmares for the near future. I seriously did not want to go, I didn’t want her to go, but was enough of a realist to acknowledge that even if I flat refused she’d go without me. My Rena’s stubborn that way. “You are impossible, seriously, why did I agree to be with you the second time? All you do is try to give me heart failure, which I don’t deserve, I’ve been very good to you, and how do you repay that devotion? You use our code word to overturn all my objections, reasonable objections, I might add.”
She saw through my babbling as the rant it was, just to blow off steam and air how displeased I was with the situation in general. “I’m very sorry. I promise not to do it again.” 
I snorted. “Excuse me while I don’t hold my breath.” 
Chi took us in and was the only one that dared to ask, “Purple?”
“Long story,” Rena and I said in unison. 
I let my head tip back, as I needed to focus. I could rant and scream and beat up things later, but her life depended on me thinking things through now so we didn’t go into a horrible situation half-cocked. Even though I was still very against this idea I knew exactly what needed to be done. I’d been on crazy missions like this before, I knew the logistics of what should happen. 
“The only way that I’ll agree to going is if we have the right people for the job. We need another fighter at the very least, a mage that specializes in barriers, another mage that specializes in healing magic. I’d feel better with two more fighters.” 
Vee and Chi exchanged glances. “Just a party of six or so?”
“For the spearhead team, yes. Any more than that, we won’t be able to move fast, and speed is your only friend when it comes to fighting Toh’sellor. That we know from experience. In order to get past all of the minions, we’ll definitely need more than that single team, of course. But each team needs to be a unit of six, to give them the mobility; otherwise they’re going to grind to a halt.” 
Salvatore gave me an intense stare. “You’ve done this before.” 
“Not this precisely, but yeah, I’ve got a history of fighting crazy things and being in places I probably shouldn’t be.” His surprise amused me for some reason and my mouth kicked up into an ironic smile. “What, you thought I was summoned by her because of my pretty face? You have no idea. I’m literally her only protection until she can get those complicated spells off. It’s real work keeping her safe.” 
“I can see that,” Chi allowed and grinned at Rena, who still hugged me and gave no sign she was going to let go soon. “How about we try to combine talents for this group, Salvatore? People with fighting ability and magic.” 
Not at all fooled, Salvatore eyeballed him. “You volunteering, Specialist?”
“Yup, ’cause we’re bosom buddies.” Chi gave us a wink but otherwise kept his face straight. 
Vee sighed, the sound like a mountain shuddering. “I suppose that means I’m going as well.” 
“Vee, darling,” Chi crooned, “you know that I’d be lost without you.” 
Salvatore shook his head. “Why do you put up with this idiot, Vee?”
“He owes me too many favors,” Vee explained and I could tell that at some inner level she was laughing. I wasn’t in the least fooled—Vee was spoiling for a good fight. 
I was frankly relieved that they had volunteered. After all, I’d seen what they could do and if there was a fight to be had, I definitely wanted them guarding our backs. “So that’s four. Director, any thoughts on the other two? Or can I request people?”
He gave me a long look. “You’ve only met a few agents, I believe.”
“And they’re some of the best people I’ve ever worked with,” I returned levelly. “If I have a choice on who to put at her back? I would like to keep Agent Yez and Agent Maksohm.” 
 Yez outright grinned at me, pleased. Maksohm might have been blushing a little on some level but that was a guess on my part. He had his professional agent face on which made it hard to decipher what he thought. “Director, in truth, I’d prefer to stay as their teammate as well.” 
Salvatore’s eyebrows rose. “So the admiration is mutual, then? Interesting. Alright, consider yourself a permanent team until this situation is solved. I’ll start the logistics of pulling together other teams. It will take a good fortnight, I think, so I suggest you start training together and working out how you’re going to do this. Magus, I want a report of what exactly you’re doing to destroy the shards. We need that information to work off of. I can’t imagine that a shard is any different in composition from the main body.”
“You might be surprised, sir,” Rena returned, finally letting go of me. “But I’ll write you that report and get it to you tomorrow.”
“Good. For now, dismissed.” 




The director had told me to write a report, but in truth I had no idea what he wanted. Or at what level to write it at. Because I was me, I thought better in schematics, so that was what I started with. I settled into an empty office that had a window overlooking the training yard, borrowed some paper and a pencil from Yez, and settled at the table. I drew up seven schematics, as every shard had been a little different, and I wanted to illustrate the differences. I found it easier to work on this problem than the other one currently in the training yard, steadily destroying the equipment. Bannen Was Not Happy. I’d never seen him this enraged, actually, and while I was aware that it was not me specifically his anger was directed at, it wasn’t comfortable being around him right now. My best bet was to give him time to cool down. In the meantime, I might as well do the task given. 
Pausing, I looked at the blank walls, frowning. Seriously, how do I write this? 
A rap at the door alerted me and Maksohm stepped through. “Rena.”
“Hi, Maksohm, good timing. How should I write this?” I gestured toward the paper. “Director Salvatore isn’t a mage, so I’m not sure how much magical theory I can put into the report.”
“Write the technical version, then write a layman’s summary that’s about a page long just for the director,” Maksohm advised. “That’s what we all do.”
So more or less what I’d had to do in my student days for the Council? “Alright. I can do that.”
Maksohm took the only other available chair in the room, moving it so that he could sit sideways behind the desk, facing me. He took a second, clearly framing how he wanted to phrase the words, before he spoke. “You’re aware that Bannen is currently destroying our training yard?”
A sharp crack of wood breaking echoed from the window. I winced. “Yes. I am.”
“He’s not at a level where he’s a danger to himself or others but he is definitely toeing that line. Rena, I have to ask, is your familiar bond out of control right now?”
I put a hand over my heart, where the bond thrummed and twisted and generally made unhappy noises. It felt rather like someone had taken one of those electric eels and shoved it into my chest, where it then proceeded to throw a hissy fit. The word ‘uncomfortable’ didn’t begin to do the sensation justice. “Borderline.” I tried for a smile, failed, and decided I might as well be honest with him. “Even in the infant stages of our bond, Bannen has never lost control. He takes out his rage and frustration on poor, helpless training equipment.”
“I’m not actually worried about the damages,” Maksohm assured me dryly. “There’s nothing in that training yard that is more than a week old. Our agents are just as destructive. It’s just that I know Bannen as a relatively calm, polite young man with extraordinary control over himself.”
“And it scares you seeing him like this,” I finished that unsaid conclusion out loud. “It’s my fault, really. He’s angry with my decision but knows that logically, we can’t make any other choice. The stress of it is getting to him. Right now, he’s trying to work all of that anger out before he says or does something unforgiveable.”
Maksohm couldn’t quite suppress a flinch when another resounding crack echoed in the room. “How long is that going to take?”
“I have no idea, I’ve never seen him this angry before.” For good reason. I’d never pushed him this far before. “But don’t intervene. Don’t even try until he’s stopped.”
“Are the two of you alright?” he asked gently. 
I blinked at him and realized that this, this was what he really worried about. That my insistence to go and Bannen’s rage at the decision meant our relationship was damaged. Dah’lil Maksohm was a kind soul. I smiled at him and nodded. “We’re alright. Well, actually, I’ll be paying for this for years to come, and he’ll likely bring it up every time I want to do something remotely dangerous. I’ll also owe him major favors for dragging him into this fight. But don’t worry, Maksohm, this won’t break us. As strange as it sounds, we’ve been through worse.”
He gave me this disbelieving look as if doubting that anything could be worse than this. 
“Bannen mentioned to me that he told you about our first bond separation?” I made it a question even though I knew the answer. “Did he tell you that he’d broken his arm twice before we were forced to break the bond, protecting me? Even though we’d barely had three weeks together?” 
“No,” Maksohm responded incredulously, “No, he didn’t tell me that.” 
“I honestly wasn’t sure what to do when the bond broke,” I recalled, remembering that dark day with unease. Even the memory gave me nightmares sometimes. “He’d been so sweet to me, so supportive from the first day, even though I was so much trouble to him. And being injured so often to protect me was not a good sign. As incredible as his fighting skills are, I’m still hard to protect, and the cost to him sometimes is high. I’d half-resigned myself to the idea that I needed to let him go. It was Bannen that turned to me, demanded that I be selfish, that I hold onto him. He upended his entire world for me. I’ve never forgotten that sacrifice. I won’t ever think lightly of it. I’ll walk into danger if I need to, Maksohm, but I won’t do it casually. His life is forfeit if I do. He knows that, he knows how I feel about him being hurt, how precious he is to me. He’s not angry with me, not really. He’s angry that there’s no other choice to be had.” 
“As long as it’s the situation that he’s mad about and not you.” Maksohm sat back a little, angling his head to see out the window. “Chi’s joined him.” 
I turned my head to look as well. “And Yez. Oh good. Maybe they can temper him a little before he strains something.”
Maksohm made a noncommittal noise. “Assuming he doesn’t break them first. He’s really not holding back.” 
“They’re tough MISD agents, they can take him.” Despite my confident words, I did feel a little worried. Chi’s decent at hand-to-hand combat but it’s not his specialty. I didn’t want anyone hurt accidentally even if this building is half-full of Healers. 
“Huh.” Maksohm sounded impressed and he leaned forward, getting a better look out the window. “I didn’t think anyone could really take Yez on toe-to-toe like that. Was Bannen holding back at the shard?”
“He has to,” I responded a little sadly. “He can’t really go all out and protect me at the same time.”
Maksohm gave me an unreadable look. Perhaps surprised at my answer, although I couldn’t imagine why. Bannen was from a warrior culture, was strong enough that my magic summoned him twice to be my familiar; why would anyone think his skills were remotely subpar? I turned to watch the fight in the yard for a moment. It did look bloodthirsty and ferocious, like three wolves going for each other’s throats. Bannen showed no signs of slowing down. I imagined they’d be out there for a few more hours yet. 
Turning, I went back to the report I should be writing, keeping an ear trained behind me. If something went truly wrong, I’d hear it. 
The sounds of fighting acted as a counterpoint to the sounds of my pen scratching along the paper. Maksohm stayed for a while to watch before leaving. I focused on my report, writing out the technical part of it first, figuring it would be easier to summarize from it than the reverse. 
When my stomach started growling, I pushed away from the desk and looked out. The three were still in the training yard but no longer actively beating each other up. Bannen lay flat on his back on a bench, forearm covering his eyes, still breathing a little hard. Yez and Chi sat propped up on either side of the bench, also breathing a little too hard. They must have just stopped. No one looked injured and I felt glad. I could breathe easy now. For a while, I honestly didn’t know if they’d accidentally hurt each other or not. 
I dared to think Bannen might be calm enough to eat so I went down the stairs and out into the training yard, walking to them in a deliberately non-hurried way. “You three done?”
“‘Stick a fork in me’ done,” Chi agreed tiredly. “Rena, did you know he could fight like this?”
“Yes, of course I did,” I answered in amusement. 
“And you didn’t warn me?” he demanded, mock-outraged. “Some friend you are.”
Bannen snorted a laugh but didn’t move. The fact he could laugh at all indicated a good sign. I didn’t for one second believe that he was magically over his anger, but he’d worked through the bulk of it. “Maksohm was afraid you’d accidentally kill each other earlier.” 
“We know,” Yez responded dryly. “He came down and shouted out threats if we injured each other.”
He had? Huh, I hadn’t heard that. But then, my powers of concentration make me deaf and blind to my surroundings sometimes. “Well, since you were all so obedient, should I treat you to lunch?”
“I never turn down free food,” Chi declared. “But you want us to wash up first.”
“I really do,” I agreed, trying not to laugh. “I can smell you from here. I’ll hunt up Vee and Maksohm, see if they want to join us. Meet you at the front gates.” 
That got them moving, rolling up smoothly to their feet as if their muscles weren’t trembling from the very intense sparring session. As Bannen walked past me, he grabbed me by the neck and pressed a brief kiss to my forehead. He was there and gone in a second, but I felt every ounce of tension and uncertainty in me melt away at that chaste kiss. Despite what I had said earlier to Maksohm, I harbored the insecurity that Bannen was truly angry when I made a call to go into a dangerous situation. After all, it was not just my safety that I risked, it was his as well. It couldn’t be easy to stay rational, to not let emotions get the better of him, when I made decisions like this. I was insanely lucky that he never holds a grudge. Deities knew that I’d given him enough ammunition over the years. 
Feeling better, I turned and went hunting for Vee, found her in the Magic Armory, and passed along the invitation for lunch. She took a rain check, as she would be in there for hours yet, but told me where to find Maksohm. I caught him exiting the library and he immediately took me up on the invitation, matching his pace with mine as we headed for the front gate. 
“Did they kill each other?” he asked me bluntly.
“They didn’t even maim each other a little,” I assured him, relief making me smile. “And Bannen’s worked through the worst of the anger, so it’s a win-win all around. They’re cleaning up before meeting us.”
“I’m relieved to hear it, on all accounts.” Maksohm studied me from the corner of his eye. “You’re sure he’s alright.”
I knew what he really wanted to know. “Bannen is a very tactile creature. He has his own nonverbal ways of letting me know how he feels. Believe me, we’re fine.” Kisses on the forehead always meant we were good. I found his worry about this a little strange, and decided it was time to say so. “Why are you…anxious? About this.”
Maksohm walked in silence for a moment before he finally stated, “I don’t know how to react to Bannen.”
I blinked. “In what way?”
“As a familiar. Speaking as someone who had a familiar, I find his interactions with you a little puzzling and strange. I’m sure part of it is because he’s human—he doesn’t have the inherent submissiveness to him that an animal would. He’s far more vocal than a sentient magical artifact would be, like Vee’s staff. He has all of the independence, emotions, and history that a man should and yet he’s still your familiar. He acts like your familiar, has the instincts of one, but still has the ability to argue and disagree with you. It’s a contradiction, and I never quite know how he’s going to react to a situation.”
I tried to see things from his perspective and found that I could, a little. “So when he blew up this morning, you were afraid…of what? That I had finally pushed him too far and he’d leave me?”
“It doesn’t sound quite right when you put it like that, but yes, I think that’s exactly what I was afraid of. You two act more like friends and partners most of the time. There’s moments that I honestly forget he is your familiar. Up until something happens, like this morning, and then his reaction is all familiar.” 
What an interesting take on the situation. He was even half-right. “I’ve found the easiest thing to do is to treat him like he’s my friend and partner—which he certainly is—with the protective instincts of a familiar.”
We left the building, the sun shining a little too warmly on my face, and I had to pause and wait for my eyes to adjust. Definitely needed to wait in the shade until the others caught up with us. There was a shady part near the front of the front gate’s guardhouse. I made a beeline for it. 
“Really.” Maksohm contemplated me openly for a moment. “You honestly don’t think of him as your fiancée?”
I blinked up at him. “Now where did you hear about that?”
“Chi mentioned it. Bannen jokes about it, a little.” 
“Ah.” I didn’t know how to handle this and I felt it was a little invasive but Maksohm didn’t seem to want anything. He was just curious. “It’s tradition in Turransky. When a Void Mage summons a familiar, he’s always human. They’re automatically engaged as soon as he arrives. Of course, being initially raised in Corcoran, I didn’t know that until we arrived in Turransky.” “Master Mary despaired of me, as she’s the one that informed us we were engaged, but he’s my familiar. According to the laws of Corcoran, I can’t have a relationship with him.”
Maksohm’s expression went carefully blank. “So if you obey the laws of one country, you violate them in another.”
“Between a rock and a hard place, that’s me,” I sighed. 
He didn’t ask me how I felt about any of this. He didn’t ask if I wanted to say ‘sard it’ and ignore Corcoran’s laws, if I felt something more than friendship for my very attractive familiar. He didn’t ask and I gratefully didn’t offer an answer. In the end, asking if I wanted to be something more than mage and familiar was a stupid question.
 The answer was obvious enough.




“Dah’lil, you are a terrible person and I’m disavowing the drop of blood that makes us family,” Nora Maksohm announced as she strode into the room, one hand on a hip, and an expression on her face that said she was only half joking. She wore the MISD uniform but casually, no jacket, the top few buttons of the shirt undone. 
I sat up a little, pulling away from Rena’s side, ready to move if this woman really did intend on whaling on Maksohm. Her words could be mistaken for teasing but the hard light in her eyes suggested she really was mad. 
Maksohm turned in his chair, hands splayed in a blocking gesture. “Nora. Calm down.” 
“You know how I feel about Toh’sellor and you didn’t say anything to me?” Her hand twitched to the grimoire hanging off her belt. 
Instinct had me at her side in a blink and I snagged her free hand, holding it gently but firmly in mine. She startled, retreating back a half step, head snapping around to stare up at me. “Hi, beautiful,” I gave her my best smile, “can we just take a breath here? Ask how each other’s doing, be friends, not throw curses?”
Nora met me look for look, still angry, but amusement edged in to her smile. “Normally a man has to at least buy me dinner before I’ll let him hold hands.”
“I can totally buy you dinner,” I leaned in a little, smile flirty, tone warm. I didn’t normally flirt women into calming down, but if it worked, why question? “Maybe even a decadent dessert?”
Nora outright grinned, relaxing a smidge. “I like you. You’re cute.”
“Nora,” Rena drawled in greeting, coming up behind me, and rested a hand at the small of my back. 
I could tell in that single word that she wanted me to drop Nora’s hand and back off, but the bond still felt twitchy about an upset mage in our vicinity and it didn’t want to release her until I knew she was calm.
“Rena,” Nora responded, not antagonistic, but still seething on some level. She looked down at our hands and I could see the proverbial light click on. “I wasn’t going to throw any curses.”
“Protective instincts are running a little high these days,” I explained, letting go and retreating a half step now that I felt sure she really wouldn’t throw any magic around. “Better all around to be safe rather than sorry.”
Maksohm fortunately stepped in at that point. “Nora, I’m not going to ask why you’re here, that’s obvious, but how did you learn about this so quickly? I barely put together a message and sent it off this morning!”
The look she gave him was akin to a sibling staring at a mentally challenged younger brother. “The MISD makes the decision to attack Toh’sellor and you think I wouldn’t hear about it?”
He opened his mouth, paused, made an aborted sound and closed it again. 
“Exactly,” she purred dangerously. “The very minute that decision was made you SHOULD HAVE TOLD ME.”
“You were supposed to be unreachable until today,” Maksohm responded and for a moment he sounded twelve. Seriously. Maybe ten. 
Nora gave him a flat look, unimpressed. 
“I sense a story here?” Not that I was sure it was wise to question it, not with them in this mood. 
“I’ll fill you in later,” Maksohm promised, gesturing us all back into chairs. We’d been going over numbers and logistics, mostly of the technical and magical variety, hence why only Rena, Maksohm and I were here. The rest of the team had chosen to train, and I might have as well if not for the bond still pitching a fit over being away from Rena for long. Besides, I needed to know what they discussed anyway; it seemed the best plan to just join them. 
Nora sat, angled so she could see all three of us without turning her head, one leg drawn up to her chest. Now that I had the chance to properly look at her, she had the rumpled air of someone that had traveled hard and fast. One look at her face said she wouldn’t hear about resting, not yet, not until she had answers. “Magus Rocci, can you confirm the report that you destroyed the shard single-handedly?”
“Yes.” 
I glanced at Rena sideways and wondered at her tone. Normally she invited people to use her first name as well. Interesting. What caused her to react like this? 
“Can you defeat Toh’sellor?” Nora pressed, nearly vibrating under the force of that question. 
“Probably.” Rena bared her teeth in a not-smile. “Theoretically, yes, but Toh’sellor’s power and strength is undocumented at this time and I don’t know if I have the power, by myself, to take him down. I believe I can, but it likely won’t be something that I can manage in the first attempt.” 
Nora stared at her with the blankest expression I’ve ever seen on a human being’s face. “You think you can, though. Destroy him.”
“His shards are supposedly a smaller version of him. I’ve destroyed seven of those. What makes you think the bigger version of him is any different?”
Eyes suspiciously bright, Nora swallowed hard. “I never thought I’d hear those words out of someone’s mouth.” She smacked Maksohm hard on the shoulder. “You should have told me,” she hissed at him. 
Maksohm rubbed at the abused arm, pouting at her. “I did. It’s not my fault you moved faster than the message could reach you.”
“Semantics,” she dismissed. 
Perhaps because I remained a child on some level, I found it highly amusing to see my team leader reacting like a twelve year old, defensive against an older sister. If I didn’t know she was his cousin, I would swear siblings. 
Clearing his throat, Maksohm straightened and tried to look professional again. It didn’t quite work. “I’m not sure if you’re aware, but every member of my family specializes in barriers.”
“I thought it a funny coincidence,” Rena stated, then explained to me, “His last name literally means ‘contain.’”
No way. “It’s not a coincidence.”
“Not at all,” Nora informed us, lips quirked. “Our family was the first responders when Toh’sellor first showed up two hundred years ago. We became the first line of defense, keeping the barrier going, adding and changing it as necessary, and eventually people started calling us that. The Maksohm family. It got to the point that no one actually knew our name, and we gave in and changed it. That was about six generations ago.” 
I took this information in and couldn’t help but ask, “Is it just your family in charge of the barrier up there?”
“No, we do have other mages that help, but we comprise the bulk of it,” Maksohm answered. “We have a very large family. There’s currently eighty-six operatives in the field, the rest being either too young or retired.” 
I thought about my family, and all of the aunts, cousins, uncles, and whatnot, and if I added them all up, I’d probably get roughly the same amount of people. “I’m amazed you have that many people that can specialize in barriers. Talents don’t usually breed true like that.”
“Some of us are better than others,” Nora admitted. “Dah’lil and I are considered the best in this generation. Now, you know what I can do. I know what you can do. What’s our grand plan?”
“We don’t have enough up to date data for that,” Maksohm informed her, his splayed hand indicating the many, many stacks of reports and the map of the Toh’sellor region on top of the table. “You know how badly that place fluctuates. I haven’t seen it myself in six months at least.”
“A month for me,” Nora said absently, leaning in closer to read one of the reports sideways. “Which makes at least this report sadly out of date.” 
“A month? You might be the most accurate source, then.” Maksohm gestured for her to go on, snagging a blank pad of paper and a pencil to take notes on. 
Nora leaned forward, pointing to different points of the map as she did. “We’ve had breaches here, here, and here with a possible weakness on this east section. The main wall’s giving off a steady 92.4 but the weak points are nearly 112 and climbing.”
I followed this and yet didn’t. What did the numbers mean? I quirked an eyebrow at Rena and she explained in a low voice, “Toh’sellor has its own unique energy readings, and for the sake of sanity, the MISD created a scale so they could quantify it and know how much magical power it would take to contain it. Anything over 100 is extremely difficult to contain and requires an extra barrier at the very least. Usually two.” 
“You’re up to speed,” Nora approved of her with a nod. “Good. We did see something near one of the weak points, this one here,” she tapped the map with a finger, “that suggested why we might be having trouble. Those little shards that have been popping up around the world? He’s not just using them outside the barrier, but inside as well. There’s one that’s close enough to the wall that we can just see the tip of it through all of his minions. I’ll bet you my left hand that it’s true of the other weak points as well, we just can’t get a visual confirmation on it.” 
“I really don’t like the sound of that.” My stomach did a queasy roll at the thought. “That means we’ll potentially have to destroy some of the smaller shards just to get inside the containment barrier. We’ll need additional teams to handle the minions; otherwise we’ll be completely overrun.” 
“We’ll also need an additional mage in every team specializing in barriers because if we’re fighting both the main body and the shard’s energies at the same time, then one person can’t do the job,” Maksohm concluded aloud, a very unhappy tic in his jaw. “We’re not talking six man teams, but seven man teams, and it’s going to be difficult to pull that additional manpower.” 
The MISD had more than just this problem to handle. We were already speaking of perhaps fifty people to tackle Toh’sellor with and that number just got bumped to closer to sixty. “Can we?”
“I can’t say for sure but I know that the director has put this as a top priority. We might be borrowing specialists from other countries to cover the bases, but I don’t think anyone would begrudge us the additional support. Not if it meant finally destroying that thing and reclaiming a mountain region.”
True that. “While you’re sorting people out, we need Nora on our team.”
Everyone looked at me in surprise and I stared back at them. “Oh come on, this is obvious.”
“Not really?” Nora responded slowly, head shaking in confusion. 
“You just told me that you and Maksohm are the best barrier specialists of this generation. Rena is the one that has to get close and personal to Toh’sellor, of course she’s going to need the very best protection while she works. That means the two of you. With us.”
Nora blinked. “When you say up close and personal, how up close and personal?”
“Fifty feet,” Rena responded matter of factly. 
Swearing, Nora actually jumped in her chair. “Please tell me you’re kidding!”
“She’s not,” Maksohm answered and he sounded very resigned. “Rena has to see the schematic in order to dismantle it. Fifty feet is her limit, she can’t see the finer details from farther away than that.” 
“Dismantle?” Nora’s eyes darted between the two of them. “Wait, back up, I don’t know how she works her magic against the shards. Is this similar to what I saw her do before? Explain this to me.” 
Rena once again launched into an explanation of how her magic worked, but nothing in her tone indicated that she had already done this more times than she could count. I’d certainly lost count. I tried tuning back in when they went back to discussing power levels and containment spell designs, but they spoke in such convoluted mathematical and magical terms that I basically understood a few verbs and pronouns. I was so out of my depth here.
The bond settled, going back into its usual contented hum, which meant I lost all intent to focus and my mind wandered completely. I tried to think logistics and numbers but I couldn’t really make it do so, and instead I started daydreaming about lunch. Not that I was hungry, yet, but one could never think too far in advance about food. 
“Bannen.”
I jerked back to the present. “Right here.”
Rena smirked, trying not to laugh. “We’re boring you to tears, aren’t we? Look, we’ll be talking magical theory, power, numbers and such for at least the next few hours. Why don’t you go train?”
“This is why you’re my favorite,” I informed her, because if I can get out of a boring meeting, sard yes, I’ll take any excuse and run with it. “I’ll be in the yard beating up on things. Or people if I’m lucky. I’d say don’t have any fun without me, but…”
That did make her laugh. “This actually is fun for me, remember?”
I put a hand on her shoulder, consoling. “You’re strange. I love you, but you’re strange. Scream if you need me.” 
I skedaddled before anyone could make me change my mind, heading for the training yard. I stepped out and found Yez there, going through a series of rather complicated looking stretches, which could mean one of two things. “Are you warming up or cooling down?”
“Warming up.” He paused with his feet above his head in a handstand, perfectly at ease having this conversation upside down. “Want to spar?”
“Please. I’ve been stuck in a meeting for two hours with three mages that I swear were making up a whole new language in front of my eyes.” 
“They do that,” Yez agreed easily. “I saw Nora come in, is she part of our force?”
“From the way she reacted to being slightly out of the loop? I’d lay good odds. I tried to convince them she needs to be part of our team but I’m not sure if I succeeded.”
“She’d be a good addition.” Yez lowered himself slowly out of the handstand and bent back over, stretching hamstrings. 
I put my weapons aside and joined him in the stretches because Yez pushed me to the limit and I really, really couldn’t afford to pull anything. “I don’t suppose you know why she’s so adamant about destroying Toh’sellor? Her reaction makes me think this is personal.”
Yez gave me a slightly surprised look. “Do you not know how Maksohm lost his familiar?”
“No,” I answered slowly, and I had a really bad feeling about the way he asked me that. “I promised him I wouldn’t ask. Don’t tell me Toh’sellor?”
“The short version of the story is he and Nora were up there about two years ago, and someone had misjudged the barrier’s strength, so they came in just as one of the barrier sections failed. Of course they contained it again, but in the process one of the stronger minions broke through, and it killed both of their familiars before they could get the barrier up again.”
I closed my eyes, sympathizing so much my heart twinged. “No wonder.” 
“Dah’lil has never been able to heal enough to summon another familiar. Nora flat refuses to, saying that her first familiar was her animal soulmate and she wasn’t going to try and recreate a bond that could never be the same again. I think at one point someone higher up tried to press them into it, because to a mage, a familiar is as much of a status symbol as the insignia they wear. It nearly drove both of them to resigning from the MISD and the director had to step in. Since then, people have learned not to talk about it.”
I’d lay odds the idiot that tried to press them wasn’t a mage himself. People who didn’t have the same experience often misjudged and pushed things they had no business sticking their noses into. “Maksohm doesn’t seem as consumed by the idea of revenge. Or is it something else?”
“Not sure what they feel about it,” Yez admitted, “but Dah’lil’s just as obsessed. He’s quieter about it, but why do you think he latched onto Rena so quickly? He’s been looking for her for two years.” 
A few comments that Maksohm had made lined up to form a very different picture in my head. “I can see that.” 
“He’s not going to be reckless with Rena,” Yez assured me. “Neither of them will. They’re not the sort to lose control and they will not, under any circumstance, put a mage in the position where they could lose their familiar. They don’t wish that pain on anyone.”
“I feel better hearing that,” I admitted to him frankly. “Not everyone can keep in control with that kind of history.” 
Yez gave a hum of agreement. “I’m stretched enough. You?”
“Not as much as you, but I’ll be fine. That move yesterday where you nearly took my head off with your thighs. Show that to me, would you? Slowly.” 
“You’ll have to kneel, I can’t reach you when you’re standing,” Yez responded, a wide, innocent look to his eyes. 
“Oh ha ha like I believe that for a second. And seriously try to leave my head on my shoulders. I’m strangely attached to it.” 
Yez laughed, which let me tell you, was a rather alarming sound coming through the device, as it sounded like a train trying to go off the rails. I felt a tingle of anticipation race through me, as Yez was one of the finest hand-to-hand specialists I’d ever had the pleasure of meeting. Having him to myself for a few hours would be immense fun. 
Leave Rena to the numbers and magic. I had bruises to collect. 




“Are you a complete and utter moron?!”
I paused outside the meeting room door, completely taken aback. I had never, in all the years of knowing her, heard that tone out of Rena. She sounded completely disgusted, livid—like she wanted to flay the person alive for their crass stupidity. Even at her worst the only thing I’d seen her do was punch someone dead in the face. What by the deities was going on?
Alarmed, I double-timed it through the door, taking in the situation as I did so. Salvatore stood near the table, Nora and Maksohm slumped in chairs, and—well hello, when did Magus Trammel arrive? I hadn’t seen him since he did that study on us two years ago. The man looked rough, like he had spent the past two weeks traveling and camping out, and the expression on his face made me think of torture chambers and mother storms. 
I put his arrival aside for a moment, immediately going to Rena before she could bring the building down around us. With the mood she was in, she might. The bond quivered but not out of a reaction to danger. I stopped just shy of touching her, for once not sure if I should, or if I would have a hand left if I tried it. 
Rena stood ramrod straight, shaking with anger, face flushed, and her whole body sparking as if with static. But I knew her magic by feel. Whatever had set her off made her usually excellent control over her magic fray paper thin. I glanced across from her and found Salvatore and Maksohm staring back at her, both alarmed; Maksohm more than the director as with his magical sight he could see how close Rena was to losing it. 
My bond with her felt red hot to the touch and I could sense her in a way that I never had before and never wanted to again. I felt like a bonfire had been poured directly into my chest, and believe me, the only thing I wanted to do was turn tail and run. If I thought it might help, I would have. 
The director unwisely opened his mouth. “Magus, we had no choice—”
“No choice?” she spat out and the word sounded like the filthiest curse a person could utter. “Your stupidity has cost thousands of lives, hundreds of thousands of acres and more property damage than I care to think of and you didn’t have a choice?”
Not wanting to interrupt but really needing context, I mouthed to Maksohm, What’s going on?
Maksohm winced. 
The reaction caught Rena’s attention and she speared him with a glare. “Tell me you knew better than this. Tell me you said something, that you at least argued with him.”
“Everyone in the Maksohm family said something to me,” the director answered, as if she’d addressed him, and wow, he had no survival instincts, did he? “The barrier is always stronger when shaped as a ball, I know that, but we couldn’t afford to keep the barrier in that shape around an entire mountain range. We didn’t have that kind of manpower. It’s a matter of resources and logistics, Magus Rocci.”
Her anger became cold, chillingly so, and I honestly wanted to duck under the table for cover. It was never good when a woman’s expression does that. “So you prefer to spread out that manpower over seven different locations instead? Or is it eight now? Do your resources and logistics cover thousands of lives because Toh’sellor wasn’t properly contained?”
“What?” I demanded of her. 
“Trammel just gave us his report after spending three months studying Toh’sellor,” Rena didn’t take her eyes off the director as she rapidly filled me in. “Trammel said the reason why Toh’sellor is branching out is because—” she abruptly cut off, took in a breath and rephrased, “—short and simple version, the barrier around Toh’sellor goes from sky to ground, and no further. Because of that, there’s no protection underground and Toh’sellor has been acting like a tree, sending roots of itself deep underground and following the path of least resistance until it could branch up again. That’s why it’s able to create shards all over the world.”
For a moment her words didn’t make any sense. None at all. I felt a little dizzy, distant, and the words were just sound buzzing around my ears. Then they did make sense and I felt my own rage punch me in the chest. “You mean to tell me this all could have been avoided if they had just properly put a barrier underneath as well?”
“Yes,” she answered, the word clipped and short. 
“You know, I was going to talk you down before you brought the whole building around our heads, but now I’m not so sure.” 
The grin she shot me was feral, not a smile at all, wicked and gleaming like a shark after new prey. 
Trammel cleared his throat. “Unfortunately, Renata, this blunder might very well be our salvation.”
Her eyes cut to him and I was honestly surprised he didn’t disappear into a fine dust. “I still have horrific nightmares over the last two shards I was forced to deal with,” she said in a mild tone that sounded like the silence of a graveyard. “Be very careful what you say next.”
“No one likes to think of how much this has cost us, least of all me,” Trammel responded with a very disturbed frown. “But unfortunately, the truth stands as this: the shards gave me, gave us all, two different answers that we desperately needed.”
I knew this man. I knew him to be a genius, a thinker that saw things in ways no else could, someone that was true to data and information but not to people. If he thought that, then he had very good reason to. Trouble was, I didn’t know if Rena had the right mindset to really take in what he tried to say. I held up a hand. “Pause, Trammel. Give us a minute.” 
Rena snapped around, an argument ready, and I met her look for look. Carefully, I put both hands on her shoulders, stroking gently up and down. “Rena. I need you to hear him.” 
“I’m listening,” she snarled, bristling like a wet cat. 
“You’re really not, you’re listening only to respond, not to understand. You know this man. We know he researches and studies until he has answers. He has information we need.” I dared to come in a little closer as frankly she scared me right down to my toes right now, and it took a certain amount of courage to stay this close when her magic threatened to fly out of control. I put our foreheads together. “Breathe,” I murmured. “Find your center. Then listen.”
She took in a shaky breath, then another. “If I don’t like the answers, I’m flaying them alive.”
“Of course,” I responded as if there was no doubt of that. “I’ll help, even.”
Rena took in another breath, syncing with me, then stepped just far enough away that she could turn and face Trammel. As a precaution, I pulled her back against my chest, as she needed that contact to stay calm and in control. “Alright, Trammel, I’m listening.”
Trammel eyed her warily for a moment but he apparently saw what I felt—she’d regained control of her magic. For the moment, at least. “Because the shards exist, I was able to approach them and study the energy of Toh’sellor in a way that I could never have managed at the original source. It gave me data, and when you went in and destroyed them, it gave me another insight into how your magic works. You’ve become much more efficient, by the way, how did that happen?”
“There’s a mage like me in Turransky, she trained me,” Rena answered concisely. 
Sensing this was not the moment to get more answers, Trammel let that suffice for now. “I discovered two things at the shard. The first is how it came out from the mountain range, how Toh’sellor navigated around all of those barriers. Tracing them back to the source confirmed it. The other is equally disturbing but enlightening—Toh’sellor’s energy is partial chaos, undefinable by any measuring system, but the rest of him emits an almost magical signature. And that magic-like energy is equivalent to your magic power.” 
She stared at him for a taut moment that had everyone in the room holding their breath. “My magic is similar to that thing?”
“Not similar, well perhaps you are, but not in the way you mean it. His energy deconstructs, like yours does, although he re-creates it as well. The base line of energy resonates like yours does, not completely, but after a fashion. I’ve got extensive notes on the signature readings I got up there so you can see for yourself. What I’m trying to say is this: I believe that you have the power and destructive force to handle him, but I also believe that you are almost immune to him.” 
No one seemed to know how to respond to that. I certainly didn’t. I stared at him and for the first time honestly thought the man insane. How could she possibly be immune to him? Half the reasons we went near a shard with shields was so that the energy of Toh’sellor couldn’t turn us inside out! 
Nora dared to break the silence with a hoarse voice. “You think she can waltz in there without a shield and be unaffected?”
“I would bet my left eye she could do so,” Trammel answered steadily. “It’s not something that we want to try, of course; this still remains in the realm of theory and no one wants to gamble with her life. But the point is, her energy, her magic, is uniquely designed for this problem. I’ve often held the belief that all magic, all life force in this world is crafted as a balancing act against everything else. After two hundred years of chaos and destruction, Toh’sellor’s arch nemesis has been created. Rena’s unique magic is inherently suited to destroy it.
“And we would never have learned that,” Trammel looked Rena dead in the eye, “if the shards didn’t exist. Because you never would have gone near Toh’sellor itself, not of your own initiative.” 
He was right. I stared at him, flummoxed, and hated him for being right. I never would have let Rena anywhere near Toh’sellor on our own accord, and she wouldn’t have fought me on it, because we had no idea that her magic would be able to bring it down. We would have gone on with our lives, taking on smaller and more manageable jobs. Like Mary and Gill. Like their predecessors. It literally took the shards appearing near a Void Mage before we even made the connection. 
Rena vibrated under my hands and I honestly didn’t know if she was going to laugh or cry. Disregarding our audience, I wrapped my arms tighter around her. She’d said once that she felt Toh’sellor might be one of the reasons why she had such strange magic, but wondering that and having it confirmed? Two very different things.
“Trammel.” Rena had to clear her voice and start again. “For once, I want to see you and you not turn my world upside down.”
“Sorry,” he apologized with a sad excuse of a smile. “After we met two years ago, I kept wondering why your magic appeared, kept searching for that answer in between other projects. I didn’t quite expect this to be the answer.” 
Letting out a shuddering sigh, Rena lifted her hands up to my arms, holding onto me tightly enough to leave bruises. “Director.”
“Yes, Magus.” 
Her eyes burned like hellfire when she turned to look at him. “I’ve not forgiven you for this. While this did work in our favor, you had no way of knowing that it would, and you should have listened to your people.”
Salvatore didn’t respond. Wise, as anything he said at this point would have sounded like an excuse and started up the argument all over again. 
“I want your full cooperation on this,” Rena stated (threatened?), “and if the shards don’t disappear when I defeat Toh’sellor, I will continue to have your full cooperation until every trace of this monster is gone.”
He stared at her for a long moment, eyes weighing, calculating, but for whatever reason, he dipped his chin in agreement. “Understood. You have it.” 
Did she just threaten the Director of the MISD? And get away with it? I stared down at the top of her head, and though some part of me should be alarmed I felt mostly awed. She seriously became more amazing and terrifying every year. Right now I was between pissing my pants or proposing. 
Rena turned up to me, still vibrating with anger, eyes snapping, beautiful and lethal all at once. “What?”
“You are sexy as sin,” I informed her seriously, mouth dry. “Marry me.”
Okay, so apparently I’d landed on proposing. Thanks for that, mouth. 
Her ire faded enough that she grinned at me. “You have the strangest taste in women.”
“I know it.” I also knew that she wouldn’t take me seriously, but that was fine. That was alright. I could handle that. “Now that we’ve got that settled,” I regarded Trammel with a smile that I hoped didn’t reflect the twinge of pain in my chest, “Trammel. How are you?”
“I’m well,” he returned, still a little wide around the eyes. “All those years ago I never would have suspected that…well. Glad to see you, Bannen.” 
I think he meant that whole-heartedly. “You too, Trammel. I feel like I’m entering the second act of a play, here. What have I missed?”
“Quite a bit,” Trammel admitted. 
“Have a seat,” Maksohm invited. “Let me start from the beginning.”
Feeling like I’d entered a briar patch, I pulled up a thorny chair and sat. The tension in the room could be cut up with a knife and served on bread, but the fate of the world might just rest on me sitting here, keeping my mage from flipping her lid even more than she already had. So I sat, looked calm, and kept an arm around Rena’s shoulders so that she didn’t give into impulse and de-bone the director.
“Trammel has already said most of what you need to know, on the magical front,” Maksohm stated, leaning a little in his chair away from the director. It might not have been conscious, but he seemed aware that Rena wanted to flay Salvatore and didn’t want to be caught in the backlash. “There’s two things he’s reported I hadn’t been aware of or hadn’t had confirmed until now. The first is that Nora was right, Toh’sellor seems to be creating shards near the barrier. He’s tried it once outside the barrier already, right next to it, and we managed to contain that one, but he’s also apparently doing it just inside as well. How much, we don’t know. We only have two confirmed sightings and they’re on opposite ends of the ridge.” 
I didn’t like the sound of this. “He likely has more than just the two.” 
“We believe so,” Maksohm agreed heavily. 
“Because we’re not sure, we’re not sure what to plan for,” Salvatore piped up and did I imagine it or did he look sideways at Rena for a moment? “I only have fifty agents that I can send on this, our manpower is stretched very thin at the moment, which means you’ll have to get up there and get creative on how to infiltrate the barrier.” 
I did not like the sound of that. “Maksohm, is fifty going to be enough?”
“I honestly don’t know but we’ll have to make do.” He carefully didn’t look at his superior. “The situation gets more complicated because I do not believe that we can make it to Toh’sellor in a single day, not like we did with the shards. He’s too far inside the barrier. Judging from how long it’s taken us the previous times, we’ll have to make a base camp at a halfway point, rest, and then try again the second day.” 
My eyes crossed at the insanity. “Are you seriously suggesting that we set up camp and sleep inside the barrier?”
“No other option,” Maksohm responded with a helpless splay of hands. 
Nora gave a sour grunt of agreement. “It’s not possible to clear a path and have it remain clear for more than an hour, you know that. We’d be fighting our way inside, covering the same ground again and again, if we tried retreating.”
Well, I know, but—
“It will take nine shield barriers, working three at a time in shifts, to keep a sufficient barrier up around us to house twenty-four people,” Rena stated factually, eyes narrowed in that look that spoke of calculating at high speeds. “And even then they won’t last more than three days, four on the outside, before they need to be rotated out completely or face burnout. Three days for that half-way point base to remain stable enough for us to use.”
“Which means, Magus Rocci,” the director locked eyes with her, “that you have three days once you’re inside to defeat Toh’sellor.”




I sat on the patio wall, leg drawn up to my chest, and stared sightlessly over the city, watching the golds and purples and reds of sunset turn the buildings into a hue of colors. Today had been too much—too much information, too much emotion, too many revelations that turned a lot of my preconceptions upside down. I felt shaken and unable to deal with it, so I didn’t. I sat there and just breathed. 
No matter what Trammel said, I couldn’t agree with what Director Salvatore had done. I didn’t want to. Agreeing meant that all of those lives lost were an acceptable sacrifice and the moment I agreed to that, I became something else, something I wasn’t sure I could face in a mirror. The shards might have given us answers to questions we’d had for centuries, and it might lead to Toh’sellor’s complete downfall, yes. Toh’sellor grew stronger every year, became that much harder to manage, so I knew intellectually that just keeping him behind a barrier for the rest of time wasn’t a valid strategy either. Rationally, I knew the director had made the best call he could. 
Emotionally I couldn’t agree. My heart kept breaking, over and over again, remembering what had happened in Njorage. 
My mind bounced back and forth between the two thoughts, rationalizing and rejecting, over and over. I felt myself spiral down into a dark pit of negativity but felt helpless in pulling myself out of it. 
The door to the balcony opened and a moment later a strong pair of arms went around my shoulders, a chin propped on top of my head. The knot of anxiety in my chest unraveled a little and I turned into Bannen, resting my forehead against the side of his neck, and breathed. He always smelled so good, like musk and sunshine. I was never quite sure how he knew I needed him at moments like these, whether the bond prompted him or if he just understood me that well, but I felt grateful for it either way. 
We stayed like that for a long time, not speaking, and I sensed that he felt just as disturbed by this turn of events. I maneuvered an arm free so I could sling it around his waist, pulling him in a little closer, and felt better for it. I would say that physical contact always made the bond happier and that’s why I did it, but I’d stopped telling myself that lie long ago. I knew very well what made me turn toward this man in my arms and the bond had little to do with it. 
“Still want to join the MISD?” he asked me softly. 
I snorted. “If we continue to work with them after this, it will be in a consulting only position. I retain the right to look that man in the eye when he tells me to do something stupid and say: You’re a sarding idiot.”
I could feel him smile as he pressed a quick kiss against the crown of my head. “If you ever do tell him that, I reserve the right to be in the room when you do it.” 
“Of course.” Somehow I had the idea I really would be put in that position. Sooner rather than later. My mind turned to the other things we had talked about and I didn’t really want to ask, but the words left my mouth regardless. “The plan we hashed out, will it really work?”
“I doubt this particular plan is going to survive first contact,” Bannen stated bluntly. “We’re working on guesswork as much as intel, but Maksohm seems to realize that and is being as flexible as possible. I do think we’re going to be taxed to the max trying to do this with just fifty people but he’s right—if this is all we have to work with, we’ll have to make do. The situation is going to get worse, not better, and giving ourselves more time isn’t going to better the odds.” 
Unfortunately true on all accounts. “If I had any temptation at all of staying with the MISD it would be because of Maksohm. And Yez.”
“And Vee and Chi,” he agreed with a pleased sound that bordered on a chuckle. “I like them too.” 
Once again words left my mouth without my conscious decision. “This is going to be insanely dangerous.”
“I know it. I’m actually glad we’re doing this now, because if we’d tried right after we bonded, I likely wouldn’t have been able to let you go in. Even after two years of practice of keeping the bond in line, I’m not sure how well I’m going to respond to that much danger.” 
I felt exactly the same, if for different reasons. “I wish Master Mary could go with us.”
“Me too. Just one more Void Mage would make an amazing difference. But she’s really in no shape to be up there.”
I nodded in unhappy agreement. Mary could barely get around outside her cottage these days. At nearly eighty years old, it was understandable, if sad. I really wished we’d discovered all of this even two years ago, as Mary’s health had been better then, and we might have been able to borrow her help. “I’m going to have to be sufficient for this.”
He turned his head toward me, saying the words against my skin. “That isn’t all that’s worrying you.”
“No,” I admitted heavily. “I went through Trammel’s notes while you were getting Yez, Vee, and Chi up to speed. What he found isn’t…well, it isn’t promising. Downright disturbing, actually. He’s right in that Toh’sellor’s energy isn’t something we’ve seen before. Part of it is disturbingly close to my own magic, if different,” and I still didn’t know what to think of that and I didn’t want to think about it, either, “but there’s part of it that is completely unquantifiable. I literally have never seen the like before. The shards are different from the main body, more a makeup of energy and elements that he can push through to the outside. Even those gave me a little trouble at first, at least until I figured out where the core was, and destroyed it. The problem is, I don’t think the main body of Toh’sellor is going to be the same as the shards.”
“You think it’s going to be just different enough that you won’t be able to destroy it?”
“I don’t know,” I admitted with a wince. I hated those words, it felt like sour lemons leaving my mouth. “I honestly don’t know. I’m afraid we’ll get up there, I’ll look straight into that thing, and not have a clue how to defeat it. It will be devastating if that happens.”
“Don’t borrow trouble before you need to,” Bannen counseled, hugging me tighter for a moment. “It could be like the first shard you ran across. You didn’t know what to do with that one either, at first.”
True. “I’m just saying, I might not be able to figure this out quickly, so whatever plan you and Maksohm have made? Be sure that we have enough support for me to just sit and study that thing for an hour because I might need that much time.”
“Okay.” He fell silent again, for a long moment, and when he spoke again the words were barely loud enough to stir the air. “When we’re done with this, what do you want to do? Go back to Corcoran?”
Strangely enough, that question was harder to answer than any other I’d been presented with today. “To visit, yes.” That much I was sure of. My mouth worked to frame the words as I struggled to put what I felt into the open. “I’m not sure if I can live there again for any length of time, honestly. Growing up there, with all of the rules and restrictions, I just got used to it. I didn’t question it, it’s just how things were. But now, after living in Turransky, and visiting Z’gher, and traveling between continents like this, I realize just how close-minded Corcoran is. I think I’d chaff living there now.” 
“I wondered if that would happen. Living in other countries always broadens a person’s mind.”
I heard it in his voice and I pulled back a little, just enough to look at his face. “You’re relieved.”
“Corcoran is not my favorite place,” he admitted frankly. “So if you want to live somewhere else, I’m all for that idea. Just not Z’gher, please.” 
That made me laugh. “Maybe we should consider Turransky? I worry about Master Mary and Gill. They don’t have any children to look after them.”
“Sure they do. Us.” 
I beamed up at him. “How come you always have the perfect answer?”
He waggled his eyebrows outrageously. “Because I’m perfect. Next question.”
Laughing, I mock punched him in the chest. “You’re ridiculous, is what you are. Turransky, then? Although we’ll have to find a way to get better communications going because finding a job while living in that village is not going to be easy.” 
“Maybe we should live the next town over,” Bannen suggested. “It’s larger, better access to information, and only a half hour ride from Mary and Gill. Close enough to help.”
 “It doesn’t sound like a bad idea. We’ll have to do more research and planning when we get back.” It’s not like either of us had a lot to our name, as we’d been too busy studying the past two years to accumulate many possessions. Moving anywhere would be easy at this juncture. “I’m not sure how my family is going to take the idea of me living in Turransky, though.”
“They weren’t happy about you even studying there.” Bannen made a face. “But I’m with you, I really don’t want to live in Corcoran.” 
“We’re grown adults,” I stated more confidently than I felt. “Our families can disagree all they want but that doesn’t mean we have to do things their way.”
“Who are you trying to convince?” he asked, eyes crinkling up at the corners. 
“Me,” I admitted and watched him laugh. “Do you still have hang-ups of ‘must obey parents’ or is it just me?”
“I do too, from time to time. I ignore it. It’s better for my mental health.”
Having met his father, I believed it. Every overprotective instinct Bannen has he got honestly through genetics. A stray thought came into focus and I ducked my head down, leaning against him before he could read it on my face. If we weren’t going to live in Corcoran…if we weren’t going to really go back there, then that meant I didn’t have to be beholden to their rules. If we lived in Turransky instead, would I be able to follow their traditions? 
Could I actually have Bannen the way I wanted?
Two years ago, when Mary had so factually informed me that Bannen and I were engaged, I hadn’t known what to make of it. Corcoran had drilled it into my head that he was my familiar, nothing more or less. Bannen had taken the news and ran with it, one joke after the next, never for a moment taking it seriously. Even now he joked about it, and while the laughter was a little strained sometimes, I knew he found the idea of us being more strange. 
But if we lived in Turransky…my mind took hold of this idea, spinning out possibilities, images of what could be, and I felt my breath catch in my throat. If we lived there, would the influence of traditions give me a chance? Would I be able to break through that barrier of jokes and dry humor to show Bannen that I didn’t want to obey Corcoran’s stupid rules? That being engaged to him was my fondest dream? 
I didn’t know. But for this, I was willing to take the chance. 
“After we defeat Toh’sellor,” I said as honestly as I could, “we’ll have a lot of planning to do. Let’s go straight back to Turransky when we’re done.” 
“No visiting family first?”
“We’ll be exhausted when all of this is over. You really want to visit your family afterwards?”
“Ah, no, that’s a good point, those visits are never restful. Rest first, family later.” 
Pleased he agreed, I let out a happy sigh and hum. 
“You’re tired,” he murmured into my hair. “Come on, up you go. Your beddy-bye is calling to you.” 
“Bed actually does sound good.” Amazing how exhausting yelling at people was. I stifled a yawn as I let go of him, making my way into my room. With the promise of a future that I dearly wanted hovering in the wings, I felt like I could sleep tonight and get through the terrible days ahead. I could have everything I wanted. 
I just had to survive this nightmare first. 




The fifty agents we needed were not all stationed in one place. With an organization spread out like this, I hadn’t expected that to be the case. Director Salvatore sent out marching orders to people and left the timing for our departure up to Maksohm. Our team leader grabbed the equipment and half the supplies we needed, spending a day getting ready, and then shooed us all onto a train heading northwest, toward Z’gher. 
Even though we traveled toward my home country, I had no intention of calling my family or trying to swing by for a visit. If they had any idea what I was up to they’d have conniptions. Besides, we didn’t have the time to stay and visit as they would demand. Better to get this done, then speak to them. 
We left early in the morning, barely after sunrise, and since no one was awake at that hour, it remained quiet for a while. One would think, because we were going on an insanely dangerous mission, that the mood in the train car would be somber and taut. Since Chi was with us, that didn’t happen. He had never met a silence he couldn’t cheerfully break. 
After his third cup of coffee, he abruptly snapped up, like a fox popping out of its den. “I’m awake!” he announced cheerfully. 
Nora groaned from behind her report. “Heaven spare us.” 
“Now, now,” he chided, “it’s better to talk on long journeys like this. Besides, there’s certain ground rules when on death-defying missions, and our newcomers need to know them,” Chi explained with the most solemn expression I had ever seen from him, so of course I knew not to take a word he said next seriously. “The first is: do not get into Vee’s chocolate stash. She’ll murder you. With a sock.”
“Chinna,” Vee growled in exasperation, trying to stretch her legs out into the aisle, and only ending up a little more squashed into the corner in the process, “I don’t care if someone steals a little chocolate, that’s fine, it’s when they don’t ask permission first and then proceed to eat all of it.” 
Chi acted as if she hadn’t interrupted. “Seriously. With a sock. I had to buy her three times the amount I ate to get her to stop chasing me, and believe me, this woman can RUN. Her legs are not that long for show.” 
Nora stopped pretending to read a mission report, and Rena blinked her eyes open, no longer feigning a nap. Since his distraction was working, I egged him on. “I promise to keep my grubby mitts off the chocolate. Rule two?”
“If there are any flying monkeys in the area, they are to be eliminated with extreme prejudice. I mean it. Extreme. Prejudice.” 
I snorted a laugh. “Njorage?”
Chi growled, huffed, and refused to answer. 
Stifling a smile, Vee offered, “Not just Njorage, although that was definitely the worst situation. You know how mosquitoes like certain people over others? How some people attract flies and others can walk through a swamp with only one bite to show for it? Chi’s like that with monkeys. If he gets anywhere within a mile of a nest of monkeys, they converge on him, and they’re ruthless about it. The last time, he got swarmed by about twenty of them and by the time we got them off, he was covered in bites. He looked like a bleeding leper.” 
“I hate,” Chi gritted out between clenched teeth, “monkeys.” 
Rena laid a consoling hand on his shoulder. “If any monkeys show up I promise that I won’t desert you, Chi. I’ll fight them off to the death.” 
Chi beamed at her. “I knew you were my favorite for a reason. Anyway, rule three: if we camp out at night, the only person allowed to use Vee as a body pillow is me. I know that she’s warm, and she’s marvelously comfortable, but I have called dibs on her. I will not share.”
I expected a riposte of some sort from Vee but she only rolled her eyes. No one else within earshot even looked remotely surprised. Rena laughed as if she thought Chi was joking but I knew he wasn’t. I remembered most of our drunken conversation. This was some part of Vee that Chi had managed to carve out for himself and he had no intentions of begrudging anyone else the same privilege. For whatever reason, Vee allowed it. I smiled to keep the lighthearted feeling up even though I knew this rule, at least, Chi wholeheartedly meant. “Noted. Rule four?”
“If we’re in any sort of fatal funnel, go right foot first.” 
“Now I know you’re making stuff up,” Rena drawled. 
“No, no,” Vee assured her, lips twitching suspiciously. “Bad things have happened when we went left foot first. Always lead with the right.” 
Maksohm cleared his throat. “If you two are quite done? I’d like to talk about things they actually need to know.”
“Our rules are more fun,” Chi informed him, pouting. 
“You can play with your new toys later,” Maksohm promised dryly. “Bannen, Rena, we’ll actually be passing through Turransky on our way to Z’gher and staying in Heaberlin.”
I nodded, as that made perfect sense. There’s a port in Heaberlin that offered ferries to cross over into Z’gher. I’d used them quite a few times myself. 
“We have to register with the Heaberlin Office and get tickets there before crossing, so I need to clarify something. You mentioned before that in Turransky tradition, you’re engaged. Is that legally the case? Because if so, I have to register you as an engaged couple.” 
I felt completely blindsided by the question although I shouldn’t have been, as I knew that Turransky had interesting culture quirks like that. They didn’t want men and women staying together in the same berth unless they were family or engaged somehow. Of course he would have to report that if we were to stay within a close proximity to each other. I turned to Rena, as I honestly had no clue how she wanted to handle this. 
“Wait, that’s not a joke?” Yez asked in surprise. 
Rena leaned around me to meet Maksohm’s eyes calmly. “We’re engaged.”
A part of my heart unclenched at those words and even if she meant only legally, only in Turransky, I loved hearing her say that. For a moment, just a moment, I basked in the feeling that she was mine. It was a bittersweet feeling because even though my mind replayed her words on an endless loop, I knew that part of her didn’t mean it.  
Nora spluttered. “Maksohm, I’m going to court-marital you!”
I found this a little extreme but Maksohm just rolled his eyes. “What am I being charged with this time? Leaving you out of the gossip?”
“Non-disclosure of vital information pertaining to strategic interactions between members of an elite and highly-classified team,” she riposted promptly. 
In other words, she hated being out of the gossip. I laughed and she growled at me, “I hate surprises and he should have told me the two of are engaged!”
“Technically it’s only in Turransky,” I admitted. “In Corcoran it’s illegal for me to be anything more than her familiar.” 
“That doesn’t matter!” Nora kept glaring at her cousin as if she blamed him for all of this. 
“I suppose pointing out that you’ve only been with us for three days and I had no opportunity to mention this to you is pointless?” Maksohm said the words as if he already knew the answer. 
Nora’s glare became more lethal. 
“Right. Well, you can court-martial me when we get home.” He patted her on the shoulder in a condescending way. “Moving on: we’ll reach the base camp for Toh’sellor in four and a half days, but our only real opportunity to pick up all the food and supplies we’ll need will be in Ehl. Bannen, how familiar are you with the place?”
“Intimately. Most of my jobs were going to or coming out of Ehl.” 
“Good. About half of this team has never been in Ehl before so I’m counting on you to play guide when they start shopping. People, this is not like our usual missions—if you feel that it could be useful or if you just want to have it, get it. Don’t second guess yourselves. Money, for once, is no object here—”
Chi perked up with an unholy grin on his face. 
Without missing a beat, Maksohm added pointedly, “—although remember that you have to justify everything you buy with Accounting later, so make sure that it is mission appropriate.” 
Chi’s face fell. 
I had to wonder, just what did he want to buy that was obviously not mission appropriate? With Chi it could be anything. Then the man’s expression turned cunning and thoughtful and I suddenly didn’t want to know. I had a feeling I’d be roped into it anyhow. 
“I anticipate that we’ll be scouting the area and spending at least two days of prep, maybe three, before we actually go in,” Maksohm continued as if reining Chi in was an everyday occurrence. It likely was. “So plan accordingly. Rena, I’m assuming that you would have spoken up before now, but I have to ask. Your Master? Can she help?”
Rena shook her head sadly. “Magically speaking, yes, as Master Mary’s skills are nothing to sneeze at. Physically speaking, there’s no way she has the stamina for it. She’s barely able to move around the village.” 
That caught everyone’s attention and I realized that we had never spoken much of Mary or Gill before this. “Mary turns eighty this year,” I explained. “Gill, her husband-familiar is eighty-two. So you can see why they’re not really up to something like this.” 
“I’m amazed that a woman that old is still using magic at all,” Nora said with arched eyebrows. She looked more than a little impressed. “Normally when a mage hits that age they, well, leak magic too much to really have anything to work with. Their control is shot.” 
Rena gave her a sad smile. “A Void Mage can never afford to lose control of their magic. The moment she does, it destroys her.” 
Literally. Even with a human familiar to pattern off of, the moment that a Void Mage could no longer control the magic at all, it would eat her from the inside out. Mary had seen it happen with her old master and had told me in grim confidence. She said the only thing merciful about it was that it had been quick, over in a flash, although it left no body to bury. A Void Mage’s grave was the air itself. 
Everyone looked more than perturbed about this and I couldn’t blame them. I felt the same.  “Anyway, we already considered asking Mary, but she’s really in no shape to help, although she’d like to. She’s the one sending us after shards as she’s heard about them.”
“I had wondered about that.” Vee considered us thoughtfully. “That’s why you would pop up out of nowhere, destroy a shard, and disappear again?”
“That’s why.” I shrugged, cheerful about it. “And before you think to ask, Mary’s the only other Void Mage. For whatever reason, they’re only born once in every generation. There’s enough of an overlap for the previous Void Mage to train the new one, but never more than two in existence in the same time. They’re also always female. Strange, but there you have it.” 
“Always female.” Nora stared at me thoughtfully. “And their familiar?”
“Historically male.” I had a feeling why she asked and gave her a knowing look. “Hence why Turransky thinks they’re automatically engaged, yes, the obvious answer is the right one. The familiars are never consistently called from any particular country or culture, though. Rena doesn’t even hold the record for summoning me. There was another mage about three generations back that called her familiar from literally the opposite end of the globe.”
“Bannen is the second farthest out, though,” Rena offered with a smile at me. “I’m thankful he’s fluent in three languages, otherwise I would have been in trouble, trying to communicate with him.”
Chi’s finger drifted in the air between the two of us. “But Rena, you are the first Void Mage born outside of Turransky?”
“Yes, and no one’s sure why. Mary’s still puzzling over it.” Rena seemed to realize what Maksohm was truly getting at and leaned across me again to speak to him directly. It did occur to me to just switch seats so she could speak with him easily, but I liked her half in my lap like this. “The extra power of another Void Mage would be wonderfully beneficial but I think I’ll be enough for this. I’m not saying I can do this in one go, but I do think I can manage, as long as I can determine the structure of Toh’sellor. That’s going to be the real trick.” 
“We’ll try to plan so you have enough protection to study it thoroughly,” Maksohm promised. 
I knew as well as he that we probably wouldn’t be able to give her much time at all. 
We traveled the rest of the day making small talk about nothing of importance or passing around a list of supplies to add onto. I didn’t think to question why Maksohm had to register us. I didn’t know we needed to be registered. MISD regulations of some sort? Perhaps because of the heavy conversation and the distractions on the train ride, I failed to consider the full weight of Maksohm’s original question. I failed to realize it all the way up until we reached our MISD approved hotel that night. 
Should he register Rena and I as engaged? 
Well, yes, of course we should because in Turransky we are. 
I stared at the desk clerk who had a professional smile on his face and only a single key in his hand, and found the strangest urge to swallow my tongue. He seemed a perfectly nice man, he likely didn’t understand that by doing his job and handing me a key, he just set off a minor panic attack. And by minor I meant major.
I…I was supposed to share…no, don’t think about it.  
Rena leaned around me and plucked the key out of the man’s hand. “Thank you, sir. Second door on the left, you said?”
“That’s correct, miss.” 
A hand tugged at my elbow, spinning me around. “Good, let’s throw our bags inside and then find dinner, alright?”
I stared down at Rena’s head as she towed me along, still panicking. I didn’t know if I should be protesting this or not, because really, according to Turransky’s rules we were perfectly within out rights to share a bedroom and they would look at us strangely if we didn’t, but at the same time I was NOT ALRIGHT with this and if I thought it wouldn’t make the situation worse I would be digging in my heels. Right now. 
“Ah, Rena?” That came out more high pitched and squeaky than I intended. I tried again. “Rena.” 
She shot me a smile over her shoulder, at ease and not at all worried, because of course, what did she have to be worried about. “It’s fine, I won’t molest you in your sleep.”
So, so not the issue. I cannot begin to describe how that was not the issue. 
You know what, I was going to sneak into Chi’s room tonight after she’d settled and sleep there. That’s what I’d do. Because even if it meant sleeping on the floor—which, really, wasn’t the worst place I’d ever slept—I’d get more shut-eye there than I would in a room with Rena. And Chi knew enough about the situation to not call me on it or tease me or ask potentially embarrassing and awkward questions. 
No, it was Chi, he’d ask me embarrassing and awkward questions. Who was I kidding? But still better to face him than the alternative. 
Because Rena knew me well, she opened our bedroom door (no, her bedroom, I categorically refused to spend more than two minutes in here) and gave me a funny look over her shoulder as she walked in. “Something wrong?”
I got five feet inside the door and realized that I really could not stay in here. Just the idea of it sent my pulse racing and a flush to my cheeks. Two years ago, I could be in her room with her and not think anything of it because I wasn’t in love with her. I’d cared for her, deeply, but it hadn’t been tangled up with lust and hormones. 
That was not the case now. I felt every breath she took like it was my own. I did not trust myself inside this room. “I’m going to bunk with Chi, okay?” 
She opened her mouth, to say what, I didn’t know, as I didn’t give her a chance to respond. I did an about face and lit out of the room like my tail was on fire. I had no idea which room Chi had been assigned to, but most people’s doors were open and I followed a quick system of elimination until I found him five doors down. He had the door partially open, likely because he intended to do what everyone else did, just throw the bag inside and find dinner. I stepped inside and closed the door sharply behind me. 
Chi sat on one of the two double beds, digging through his bag for something, but at my entrance his head came up. “Ah, hello?”
“I’m sleeping in here,” I blurted out, rooted to the spot and not sure what to do. 
He blinked, processed this, and then gave me a sympathetic and knowing look. “They gave you the same room as Rena’s, didn’t they?”
I nodded emphatically. 
Chi, bless him, didn’t ask a single question. He gestured to the other bed. “It’s free, take it.” 
“Thank you,” I said fervently and dropped my bag beside it. 
He weighed me for a moment before offering quietly, “You realize by doing this you’re saying how much you actually want to share a bed with her.” 
I felt like snarling at him because yes, I knew that very well. I bit the urge back. “So you’re saying that if you had the chance to share a proper bed with Vee, with the privacy of four walls and a roof, that you would be nonchalant about it?”
He had the decency to look pained. “I’d be flipping my lid. I’m just saying, Rena’s going to wonder what got into you. You’d better think of what to say to her.” 
“Any suggestions?”
Chi’s look adequately conveyed I was on my own.
Waesucks. 




I couldn’t quite put my finger on it, but Bannen was not…right. Not acting normal. His absolute refusal to be in my room for more than a minute at a time was strange because we’d always wandered in and out of each other’s rooms. On one memorable occasion we even shared a bed. I didn’t understand why suddenly he avoided doing either. 
All the way to the Toh’sellor site, I puzzled over this. During the day, Bannen was his usual, snarky self. After dinner, he would disappear completely, normally sharing a room with Chi. Which was fine, I had no problem with that, but the sneaky way he did it made alarm bells go off. 
I’d missed something.
Agents trickled in, in groups and pairs, joining us at different stations and introducing themselves all around. Some obviously knew each other from previous jobs, others looked relatively new to the MISD with shiny tags and sharp uniforms. I introduced myself to as many as I could, but had a feeling I’d missed at least a few people. Meeting the other agents proved an adequate distraction most of the time from my growing apprehension. The closer we got to Toh’sellor the more I wondered: could I actually do this? Could we really pull this off without losing everyone in the process? 
I’d run the numbers countless times. I’d talked logistics, executions, theories until parched. In my head, at least, this was doable. But would we really be able to pull it off? I didn’t know. I didn’t doubt people would do their absolute best to get me there, to the foot of Toh’sellor, but even when I reached the right spot, would I be able to deliver on the promises I’d made? There was an unknown quantity in that mad, chaotic monster that no one had been able to define. What if not even a Void Mage’s eyes were up to the task? What then?
Needless to say, I didn’t get a lot of sleep on the journey there. 
Late afternoon after four and a half days of travel, we arrived and all thoughts of Bannen’s weird behavior fled my mind. I stepped off the train, nerves jangling, looking up the slope of the mountain, and I could literally feel the chaos and power radiating from the mountain range. To my eyes, it seemed a terrible clash of chaos and structure, Toh’sellor’s power beating against the multiple layers of the barrier like a pulse. It made my mouth run dry and my stomach convulsed into a Gordian knot. 
People talked to each other and coordinated getting luggage off the train, but I couldn’t focus on a word they said. I gathered up my bag automatically, gravitating up the street, straight toward the barrier like a magnet toward steel. I felt Bannen move with me, say something to Maksohm, and both men fell into step with me as if it were the most natural thing in the world to do. 
The place had started out as a boomtown, something to give the agents on duty shelter and a means of surviving, and it still had traces of that in the crooked streets and hodgepodge of architecture. I saw every possible style of roofline, from curved tips to straight lines, cottages, brick buildings, logged houses, and everything in between. No one had planned this place, and the way that we had to cut around sudden buildings in the street, or take U-shaped turns, seemed a reflection of the monster that consumed the near horizon. 
Still, it had been here two hundred years. The streets were paved, someone had installed street lights at some point, people grew herbs in box gardens, and I could smell a market from somewhere nearby with all of its variations of food. Death might be hovering nearby but these people had learned how to live even in its shadow.
My eyes took in the area quickly, cataloguing, defining, but I didn’t see anything that Trammel’s reports hadn’t already told me. Nothing surprised me or jumped out, and I didn’t know whether to be glad of that or not. 
When I reached the top of the slope, my feet stumbled to a stop. I stared through the layers upon layers of shields and barriers, ignoring them, looking through and past them, staring down into the valley for a glimpse of what I had really come for. The trees outside the barrier were thick, but those inside had long since been completely corrupted into Toh’sellor’s minions, and they shuffled back and forth, distracting me. It took effort to ignore them, too, and look beyond to the thing that had haunted this world for over two hundred years. 
It stood like a mountain, the size massive even from this distance, flickering and whirling like a hurricane that didn’t move. I couldn’t see detail from this distance and that was a mercy, because if I had, I would have lost the contents of my stomach quite promptly. To normal sight, this thing would be bad enough, but to magical sight, it was gut-wrenching. It perverted life itself—structure and magic and order non-existent on the surface level, and I wanted to scream with the revulsion clawing its way up my spine. It had all of the malignant force of a hurricane, whirling like a dark dervish of destruction, only it didn’t look dark grey. It contained black and white, every color in between, arcing in and out of the clouds of dust whipping around it, making it nauseating to look at. I had to swallow down my bile several times, making the back of my throat burn. 
Better get used to it now, I told myself grimly. I’d have to study that thing up close soon and I couldn’t afford to lose my stomach. 
Bannen had a hand at my back, grounding me, and I attributed my control to him because the sight really did make me nauseous in a vertigo-inducing way. Maksohm came up and grabbed my head, forcefully turning my head around so I could no longer look forward. “Take it in stages,” he ordered firmly. “You have three days to get used to this before we try going in. Look at it for a few minutes at a time, then take a break. I’ve lost agents that didn’t try to acclimatize to it and we can’t afford to do that with you.”
The order made sense and I gave a minute nod in his hands, closing my eyes. Bannen’s reaction a week ago, when I told him I was coming here, now made perfect sense to me. His judgment and memories might be skewed because he’d been seven when he saw this thing, but he clearly had a better understanding of what I’d volunteered us for than I had. I’d thought that because I could handle the shards, this would be challenging, but not much different. 
I was an idiot. 
A part of me screamed to get away from this thing. Probably my survival instincts. I dearly wished I could but we couldn’t afford to ignore it anymore. We’d lose the world by inches if I walked away from it now. 
Maksohm’s grip around my head released and his hands landed on my shoulders instead, voice gentle and steady. “Don’t think you have to succeed on the first try. No one expects you to. This will likely take multiple runs, and that’s fine, that’s what we’ve planned for. This is too much for a single magician to be responsible for destroying. We’ll take this in stages.”
Something about his tone eased the panic gibbering in the back of my mind. The calm, no-nonsense of it, the assurance that this plan would work, because he’d done something like this before. I looked up into those dark eyes and to my surprise, smiled. “Maksohm, is there anything that scares you?”
“Losing my people,” he answered with such transparent honesty my heart ached. “So don’t be rash and impulsive, alright?”
“I won’t,” I promised, and meant it.
My sincerity relieved him and he relaxed. “Good. I’ve got rooms for us, so follow me.”
I moved to follow him and felt Bannen’s hand slip into mine, grip firm. I held it tightly in return, needing that contact. Being this close to that monstrosity did more than just unsettle me. 
The town unsettled me, too. And it was a proper town. Streets, lamplights, the works, even if the architecture was extremely diverse and a little hodgepodge. After two hundred years of mages and agents coming through here, working, the demand for support had built up houses and businesses. Yez had told me on the way in that over three thousand people lived here now and I had to wonder, would they stay after Toh’sellor vanished? Aside from the MISD’s agents, and the work they did, there was nothing worth staying in this region for. There were no products or trade they could do. That fact would be compounded when I was done, as the mountain valley would be a desolate wasteland when Toh’sellor vanished. I had a feeling that when all of this was over, this place would become a ghost town. 
Our hotel did not face the mountain and sat nestled between two larger buildings—a restaurant on one side, a pharmacy on the other. I breathed a sigh of relief because if I had a window looking out over Toh’sellor I would not have been able to get any sleep. 
Now that I had seen the situation with my own eyes, I understood better why Maksohm had never planned for me to do this in one shot. The scale of the job was too much; it would take several tries for me to get in there, to destroy enough of Toh’sellor to get at its core. 
If it had a core. 
We had no backup plan if it didn’t. 
Dinner that night was subdued and even Chi didn’t seem in the mood to joke. We went to bed early, although I doubted anyone actually slept. I certainly didn’t, not more than a half hour at a time, and I wondered at one point why I bothered trying to go back to sleep. All it did was exhaust me further. I rolled out of bed feeling groggy and irritable. Yanking on clothes, I threw my hair into a messy bun before locking my door and weaving toward the front of the inn, where a small breakfast bar was supposed to be. 
The buffet table didn’t have anything on it yet except a carafe of coffee and several mugs, ready for use. I disliked coffee so snarled wordlessly at it and plonked down in an empty chair. If I waited, breakfast would arrive. I just had to keep myself from biting off heads in the meantime. 
I don’t know long how I sat there, foggy and out of it, before Bannen approached the table. He sat with a chair in between us, cautiously, like a man settling in front of an angry predator. In his hands he had two mugs, one of which he put on the table and slid to me with one finger. 
Glaring at him, I leaned over just enough to peer into the cup. Oh! Hot chocolate. The morning looked up already. Taking it in both hands, I sipped at it and found it to be hot, but not hot enough to scald my mouth. Perfect. Humming, I sank into my chair and nursed the cup, not letting it get more than an inch away from my lips. 
Chi sauntered in, aiming for the chair on my right, but Bannen waved him off and gestured toward the opposite side, away from me. Picking up on the cue, Chi shuffled instead so he could sit on Bannen’s side. “What?” he asked in a stage whisper. 
“When her hair is thrown up like that, it’s a bad sign,” Bannen whispered back. “It means she hasn’t gotten any sleep. A sleep-deprived Rena is like a dragon woken out of hibernation.”
Giving a serious nod, Chi asked, “When is it safe to approach?”
I glared at both of them. “I can hear you.”
“Don’t try talking to her until she’s drained that mug,” Bannen counseled, ignoring me. 
“Got it. Although I’m confused; normally she’s a morning person?”
“She is, actually, it’s just when she’s had a bad night. If she doesn’t get at least six hours, she becomes amazingly grumpy.”
“Still right here,” I grumped, and no, I wasn’t pouting. I took another sip of my chocolate and purred. He’d made it extra dark, just the way I liked it. 
Chi looked me over with a twinkle in his eyes. “The feeding and care of Void Mages is apparently a delicate operation.”
“You have no idea,” Bannen stated dryly. Turning to me, he evaluated my face for a long moment before offering, “Braid?”
I could already feel the bun slipping because, let’s face it, I wasn’t good with hair. I didn’t want it loose around my face today as I tried to work, not with how windy this place was. “Braid,” I agreed and took another long sip. “And another one of these.” 
 “That I can do.” He smoothly left the table, heading for his room, no doubt to fetch a comb and something to tie my hair off with. 
That left me with a beautiful opportunity that rarely happened. I sat with Chi, no one else to overhear us, in a quiet place. I pinned the agent with a look, an enigmatic smile on my face. “Chi. I want to ask you something.”
Despite being at least ten years my senior, he looked unnerved. “Ah, and, um, what’s that?”
“Bannen’s confided in you. I know he has. He’s hiding something from me and you know what it is, don’t you?”
“I can neither confirm nor deny.”
“I’ll take that as a yes.” My eyes studied his expression and body language with intense interest. I didn’t think he’d answer me straight on, but body language alone could tell you volumes, if you paid attention. “Does it have something to do with why he suddenly refuses to share a room with me?”
That was a stab in the dark but the minute flinch on Chi’s face answered a resounding yes. My eyebrows shot into my hairline. “You don’t say.”
“Rena,” he complained, pained. “Please. I’m violating the man code, here. And it’s very sneaky of you, making me answer questions when I’m not actually saying anything. Who taught you that?”
“Yez,” I answered simply. Four days of traveling and it’s amazing what bored spies will teach you. Not that I’d expected the lessons to pay off this quickly. “Does he have any intention of speaking to me properly about this?”
Chi’s mouth clamped mulishly shut. 
“No?” I felt a wave of disappointment because that wasn’t the answer I’d anticipated. Bannen had always talked to me, often about things I didn’t really want to know, and we had no barriers between us. But apparently we did. I just hadn’t sensed this one until now. “Is it something that I need to speak to him about?”
For the first time, Chi openly hesitated and the look he gave me said yes. Yes, I did. 
What on earth was Bannen keeping from me? “How serious is this?”
Blowing out a breath, Chi rubbed at his face with both hands. “How are the two of you so close to each other and so oblivious at the same time?”
That bad? I opened my mouth to ask another question but I could hear Bannen’s footsteps in the hall and I snapped it closed again. Now was not the time to press. Bannen had the hearing of a bat. 
Putting the comb down on the table, Bannen tugged my bun free, working from bottom to top. It had gotten a little tangled with all of the tossing and turning I’d done last night. “Simple braid or complicated?”
“Up to you,” I answered, still thrown from what Chi had carefully not said. I found myself very glad that Bannen stood behind me, unable to see my face, because it would be a sure giveaway of my feelings. 
He gave a thoughtful hum. “Apparently we have a little time to kill before breakfast is served. I’ll do complicated.” 
I focused on my hot chocolate as I really didn’t know what else to do in this moment. This was not the time to sit on Bannen and ring answers out of his cryptic little throat. I’d have to do that later. 
Chi blinked up at Bannen ingeniously. “Can you do my hair next?”
“Sure, Chi,” Bannen agreed and I could hear the laughter in his voice even if he wasn’t actually chuckling. “I have some pink and purple ribbons stashed somewhere, I’m sure they’ll do great things with your eyes.”
“They would, wouldn’t they? Let’s do that.”
“Because everyone,” Vee’s tone had a healthy dose of sarcasm in it when she entered the room, “should go into danger with pink and purple braids. That makes it allll better.”
Chi beamed up at her. “I’m glad you think so too. Morning, my darling.”
“Good morning, my lunatic.” Vee settled into the chair next to mine, ignoring the way the wood groaned under her weight. Peering into my mug, she gave a sniff. “Is that hot chocolate? Where in the world did you find that?”
“I didn’t,” I admitted easily. “Bannen did.” 
“Pharmacy next door,” Bannen answered before she could ask. “They sell the supplies for it and the kitchen here let me borrow a kettle of hot water.”
“Really? I’m surprised. What else do they sell?”
I listened with half an ear as they swapped information back and forth about what goodies a determined shopper could find on the edge of the frontier like this. My mind jumped between the revelations I had from Chi and the sure knowledge that after breakfast I would be forced to get up, head to Toh’sellor, and at least breach the barrier enough to give everyone a better idea of what lay behind the layers of barriers. Right now, no one could venture in without being completely overwhelmed. It would take multiple teams to protect me long enough to do any sort of real reconnaissance. 
My stomach tried to tie itself into knots and I carefully breathed in and out, forcing the nerves down. The hot chocolate helped. I’d taken dangerous jobs before but never on this scale, with this many people depending on me, and I could feel the tension ramping up. I couldn’t afford to lose my focus. I had to keep thinking. 
I had to. 
Bannen’s hands deftly tied the braid up and he ducked long enough to press a kiss against my temple. A little of my tension eased, his silent way of saying that he had my back. 
I trusted the team, more than I likely should considering our short acquaintance, but it’s Bannen that gave me the strength to move forward. I wasn’t sure if I could do this without his support. 
People from the kitchens came out with steaming platters, setting out waffles, muffins, eggs, sausage, the scents tangling in an appetizing waft in the air. My stomach didn’t know if it could handle food but my mouth watered, so I took it as a good sign that I could eat breakfast. 
The arrival of food seemed to signal to the rest of the agents that they needed to be up and moving, as people drifted in quickly over the next few minutes. I counted heads as I went but we didn’t have a full fifty yet. Still waiting for people to arrive, eh? I got a plate and ate enough that I wouldn’t be hungry later, although not enough to put myself into a food coma. Everyone else did the same. 
My eyes flicked around the room, taking in the strange atmosphere. I’d expected tension, and it was there, but not in a heavy dose. I saw it only in the stiff way people sat, the way a few of them couldn’t put their back to a door. But for the most part I heard only laughter, the rise and cadence of well told stories, a few outstretched hands as they greeted people they hadn’t seen in a while. It felt more like a reunion, held under unpleasant circumstances, but a good chance to catch up nonetheless. These people had faced Toh’sellor or other similar dangers so many times they didn’t show any panic. Maybe it was confidence, maybe it something else, but they moved like this was any other workday. 
Puzzled, I turned in my seat, taking in each table in turns. A few people noticed my attention, and I smiled at them shyly, ducking my head in a greeting. The bolder ones took this as an invitation and came up, introducing themselves, professional and delighted to realize who I was. Their smiles lit up at the words Void Mage and they obviously recognized it, understood on some level what that meant. Our conversations never lasted for more than a few minutes, but each time they walked back to their own group with a bounce in their stride that hadn’t been there before.
My team watched this play out, some of them standing and crossing around the table to do the introductions when an agent they knew approached. I sensed something from these agents, something flitting through their expressions, only it took me a while to put a finger on it. 
Hope.
After years, sometimes decades, of work they finally had an answer: Me. 
I didn’t know if this revelation made it easier or harder to face today. But I did know that I would do anything, literally anything, to keep them all alive as we fought this monster back under the bed. I took in a deep breath and found myself startled and relieved when I let it out again, as I had a sense of resolve in me that hadn’t quite been there before. 
Is this what courage felt like? Bemused, I pushed my plate away, took a moment to sit on this feeling, and found that I liked it. That might make me certifiable, actually, but meh. Sanity’s overrated. Bannen had taught me that. Looking around the table, I gave them a smile. “Everyone ready? Then let’s go.”




Nora leaned a little into my shoulder as we walked up the main street, heading for the barrier, whispering, “I expected Rena to be nervous.” 
We had to sidestep around a bakery that jutted halfway into the street, because even the main roadway wasn’t a straight shot up, with all sorts of cricks and crooks in it. Between the natural obstacles of the street and the morning pedestrians dodging around each other, I found it a miracle we managed to move as a unit at all. Dropping back to Nora’s side, I shook my head minutely and whispered back, “She’s not the type to get pre-battle jitters. She’s fully confident in her combat skills, and mine; so as long as it involves fighting, she’s fine.” Tackling Toh’sellor itself made Rena nervous but I wasn’t about to say that out loud. 
Accepting this with a nod, Nora backed up a step and walked along at my side. 
Fortunately (unfortunately?) our hotel lay not far from the top of the rise, where the barrier began. The traffic thinned out sharply here and it became readily evident to me that the only people that cared to sleep this close to the barrier were the mages in charge of it. Homes and businesses lay boarded up and abandoned for the most part as people sought to put a healthy distance between them and it. Not that I blamed them. I wouldn’t be able to sleep this close to Toh’sellor either. 
I’d bet anything the rent on this side of town was insanely cheap. 
Looking ahead, I studied the barrier and even to my non-magical eyes, I didn’t think it looked quite right. Most of the time barriers contained this density, like solid sea water, but this version in front of me looked more like stained glass. It seemed imminently breakable and I didn’t like that impression at all. “Nora, is the barrier alright?”
Her mouth compressed into a flat line. “Not really. It’s part of why we hustled Rena up here so quickly. If we don’t do something about Toh’sellor soon, we’ll have to use every active mage we can to shore up the shield, which won’t leave us any to attack with.”
All defense, no offense. Yes, that would be a problem. “How much time do we have?”
“I don’t know,” the woman admitted unhappily. “Not a lot.”
I had a feeling it depended on how many of those shards lined up along the inside of the barrier, out of sight. 
We reached what I deemed to be the watchtower, a two story structure of wood, which allowed mages an unfettered view of the barrier in either direction as well as shelter from the elements. Maksohm gestured for us to stay put, so we did, watching as he went ahead and spoke to three other agents for several minutes before coming back. I didn’t like the unhappy look on his face as he informed us, “There’s power fluctuations along this section and no one’s quite able to pinpoint the cause. I don’t feel that we should just charge in without knowing the situation inside. I want to do reconnaissance this morning, with a smaller team, a quick in-and-out so we at least know the lay of the land.”
It sounded sensible but I couldn’t help but ask, “We won’t get overwhelmed with a smaller team?”
“We don’t believe the minions gather in any particular place,” Maksohm explained. “They mostly guard the outside barrier or roam around inside doing deities know what. We’re not expecting a large concentration of them in this spot. I think if we take three teams, and try to be in and out in two hours, we’ll be fine. I just want a peek inside, is all.” 
As long as it was not just us going in. I checked with the rest, to see how they felt about this, Rena especially. She had her calculating look on again. 
“Two hours will be enough for that?” Rena asked frankly. 
“Maybe not,” Maksohm acknowledged ruefully. “But that’s what I’ve promised the senior agent here, because otherwise we’ll go in too deep, and extraction will be a nightmare. What I really want to verify is whether or not we have multiple shards near the barrier.” 
Now that made more sense. “I’m all for a brief fight before lunch. Gets the appetite going.” 
Not getting any refusals, Maksohm stated, “Let me coordinate with two teams, then, get us all ready to go. Rena, please do your initial attack through the barrier to give us enough breathing room to go through. We really can’t afford to drop a hole in the barrier for more than a minute.”
“I understand. Don’t worry, I’ll give us as much space as I can.”
“Thank you. Then wait a moment.” He turned and jogged back, speaking to a woman and man that I assumed to be the team leaders. 
I could feel eyes staring thoughtfully at me and I had a feeling it was Rena. My ‘act normal’ attempt had obviously failed because she sensed something off about me. Whether or not she had already figured it out, I didn’t know. I’d make a terrible spy, as I couldn’t help but wear my heart on my sleeve, so the fact I’d made it almost two years without her catching on was really nothing short of a miracle. But the timing could be better. 
Slender fingers caught mine, tugging insistently. “Stay close,” she murmured to me. 
I sensed a talk looming in our future, which no one would look forward to. But if she wasn’t willing to push the issue now, I wouldn’t either. I managed a smile for her. “Always.”
It took more than a few minutes for the three teams to form up. Organizing twenty-one people to move at once takes some coordination. I stood right behind Rena, Maksohm right in front, ready to throw up a shield as soon as possible. An agent stood next to the barrier, two others on the opposite side of him, forming a doorway of sorts so we knew how narrow the opening would be. They waited on Rena’s nod. 
I honestly didn’t know how she did it. Rena had a few butterflies in her stomach but she’d never been truly nervous about combat. Because destruction came naturally to her? Even she didn’t understand why. Of all times, I would think it would be now, as we had more minions, twisted and grotesque, than I had ever seen. It made the Njorage shard look like a walk in the park by comparison. I couldn’t even get a good count on them because they kept moving, so I had no idea how Rena intended to deal with them. I counted every possible woodland animal, trees, even some squat, leafy things that might have been bushes in a previous life. These things had been twisted almost past all recognition, little more than a vaguely bipedal form, hunched and deformed. The only thing that gave me a hint on what they had originally been was the traces of fur or the glimmer of half-faces. Stuff of nightmares, all of it.
My Rena faced them without a glimmer of unease. She stood now in the forefront of the group, serene and determined, eyes flicking back and forth, taking in every detail, and I knew that expression well. 
Things would explode very soon. 
She spoke the words that I knew well, demolishing a wide expanse through the barrier in a crescent shape, clearing the area of all minions in one fell swoop. I could tell who the disbelievers were because they let out startled oaths seeing her work this kind of destructive magic through what had to be at least four barriers. I felt a spark of pride ride in my chest as the ‘door’ inside opened and we quickly stepped through. Whatever people thought of Rena’s magic, they wouldn’t doubt her now. 
All three teams sprinted through, the other two coming up into flanking positions as soon as we had the space to do it in. I fell into line with Rena, on her right, and the rest of the team formed a square formation around us like we had done this a thousand times before. Maksohm and Nora’s shield stayed flexible and strong, keeping us safe from Toh’sellor’s energy, and the other teams mirrored ours, familiars outside in a first line of defense, the mages and agents inside. 
The shield protected us but I could still feel the energy. I’d stood on top of a cliff, once, watching a typhoon come in, tidal waves arcing high enough to wash out a town. Even protected as I had been, I’d felt the sheer destructive power in the storm. The air had a smothering intensity to it, a denseness that made it hard to breathe, like an anvil sat on my lungs. Being buffeted by Toh’sellor’s energy, even through two protective shields, made that summer typhoon look like a light breeze. Most of my survival instincts and the bond clamored for me to run in the opposite direction. The rest of them either offered bribes or begged for mercy, depending. 
Not unlike being punched in the chest, over and over by a very angry five hundred pound gorilla. I sought to ignore it, just putting one foot in front of another. My nose kept pitching a hissy fit, proving non-ignorable, as the scent of the place had a cloying decay to it that made me choke. It smelled like old man, wet moss, and ash all mixed in. I’d never smelled anything like it and prayed never to do so again. 
Rena’s efforts notwithstanding, we barely had the teams into formation and our shields up before we got slammed with minions. I hated minions. They fought stupidly, with brute force, and they just rammed into you without any sort of finesse or skill. The only reason why I struggled with them was because of their sheer numbers. 
“Sard it!” Rena burst out, more angry and alarmed than I’ve ever heard her. “What mangled, ruttish, sinful glob of a whore’s mouth is this?!”
Chi let out a low whistle. “Wow, Rena, I didn’t know you had it in you. Bannen’s clearly a good influence.” 
I’d never heard her swear like that so my head snapped around, daring a two second peek at whatever had caused that outburst. 
Oh. 
Yeah. 
That would do it. 
“Sarding son of a Bauchi,” I snarled, my heart beating hard enough to go right through my ribs. “Maksohm, you said there was possibly one shard near the barrier!”
“I stand corrected,” he responded tightly. “I count four. Nora, confirm.”
“Four, possibly five,” Nora confirmed, voice cracking. “I think there’s one just past this one on the far right—”
Rena sounded ready to start a massacre on the spot. “There is. Maksohm, get me close to these. If we’re going to have any prayer of getting through here and keeping the barrier up, I need to destroy at least three shards. Or do you want me to do four?”
I could hear the strain in Maksohm’s breathing, hear it in his voice—he didn’t like this situation and he really didn’t want to linger in here more than another minute. But we all knew that leaving the shards up would reduce our chances of getting through later. It would put an additional strain on the agents maintaining the barrier outside and they had too much to deal with already. “Do it.” 
“Go right fifty-six paces and stop. I can reach two shards from there.” 
 And didn’t that scare me right down to my marrow, that she had two shards within fifty feet of each other that she could reach simultaneously. 
Another wave of minions hit with an audible crash and I didn’t have any room to breathe, much less think. It took concentrated effort on the whole team’s part to keep them from hemming us in, cutting off all routes, and I wished, fleetingly, that Maksohm had asked for four teams to go in, not three, because I was not sure if we had the firepower to deal with this. 
Rena took a moment to clear out some of the minions, likely because she had to in order to get a clear view of the shards, then she started that longer incantation that meant she absolutely could not be disturbed or distracted for the next three minutes. 
Strange, how three minutes could seem like an eternity under certain circumstances. 
Of course Rena managed, somehow, to down both shards in one go. All of the minions created by them evaporated like so much dust in the wind, and while normally that would mean the end of the fight, it only meant we went from Imminent Death to Hovering Death or something along those lines. 
“Left three hundred and two feet, then stop,” Rena directed, not even sounding out of breath. 
I found it easier to move, to keep up with her, to fight off minions as I no longer faced a swarm of them. Not to say I could just walk forward, I still had plenty to fight, but I no longer felt like I faced a tidal wave or a tsunami of nightmares. 
Just, you know, half a tsunami. Did tsunamis come in halves?
Remembering what happened last time, I grunted out, “Chi? How many arrows you have left?”
“Brought two quivers this time.”
“I love a man that knows how to plan ahead,” Nora stated with a laugh that sounded too strained. “So that means you’re fine?”
“Should have brought three.”
In other words, no. “Need a sword?”
“Now that I did bring.”
He needed it, too, when we stopped and Rena went to work on the third shard. I hated being a stationary target more than being trapped in a fatal funnel, but it happened on a fairly regular basis. You would think that with enough exposure I’d get used to it, but conversely I hated it more now, probably because Rena was vulnerable. I had very strong opinions about my girl being vulnerable to danger. 
The shard shredded into magical vapor and all of its minions with it. Rena immediately turned on a heel and moved the opposite direction, and I could see the sheen on her skin as she moved, that flat look in her eyes that said she hated every second of this but wasn’t about to let the enemy win. She stalked toward the fourth shard, and we moved with her, gravitating and re-orienting ourselves like planets around the sun. “Four hundred, eighty-six paces and stop,” she called out strongly, already gearing up to destroy minions before they could overwhelm us. 
She was seriously sexy as sin when she became like this, calm and in control, dishing out destruction with nothing more than a flick or her eyes and a few choice words. If it were possible to fall for her any harder than I already had, I would have done it in this moment. I felt thankful that we all had more than enough on our plates because I was sure my face gave my feelings away in that moment. 
Almost five hundred paces took far too long to move across and I felt a clock ticking in the back of my mind. How long had we been in here? The sun didn’t shine directly overhead, it still climbed its way up steadily from the east, so I knew we hadn’t been in here four hours. But I had a bad feeling we’d passed that two hour mark some time back. Maksohm would get an earful for this but really, did we have any other choice? 
At least we had gotten the basic reconnaissance done: situation a sarding, foul mess. We’d need at least seven teams just to get inside, make it halfway, and create that base camp. Any less than that, we’d lose good people on the way in, and not have the manpower necessary to protect Rena when we finally got to the heart of Toh’sellor. 
Fifty feet away from the fourth shard, we stopped, Rena speaking so quickly it was a wonder that her words didn’t trip over each other. More minions seemed to be crawling up from the valley floor, like ants swarming towards an intruder, and I braced myself, breathing a little too hard as they approached. As soon as Rena got this fourth shard down, we need to make a run for it. We weren’t properly equipped to fight here for the rest of the day, and that’s what would happen if the next wave of minions hit us. 
I could feel the change when the fourth shard went down, the minion—what had likely been a very old oak tree at some point—facing me immediately puffing out into thin air. I didn’t need to hear Maksohm’s order of, “Move out! Back to the barrier, move!”
We turned as a unit, literally spinning in place and going at a quick jog for the barrier. I kept Rena to my right, flicking my eyes over her in a quick scan, but she didn’t show any signs of strain. She looked tired, like we all were, but the days of worrying about her collapsing and not being able to breathe were well past. 
Not all of the minions had left, of course, but the majority for this area had been demolished by the teams. The few stragglers still present were quickly dispatched. As usual, we made the return trip to the barrier line in a fraction of the time it took to fight our way in. 
The barrier promptly opened large enough for us to pile through, and we kept moving, giving everyone behind us enough space to make it as well without crowding. 
“Agent Maksohm!” a harried voice boomed out over the crowd. “You’re an hour and half overdue!”
Maksohm groaned, resigned, and made his way toward the senior agent in charge. I did not envy him the debriefing for this. Or the paperwork. From what I had seen, the MISD seemed to run on coffee and paperwork. 
Rena gave everyone a tired, somewhat strained smile. “Good work, everyone. Thanks for backing me up.” 
A woman I didn’t know, in the blue MISD uniform, gave her a jaunty salute. “After seeing you in action, we’re glad to do so, Magus. I think I ask this for everyone: will defeating Toh’sellor itself be as easy?”
Smile growing crooked, Rena responded honestly, “Deities willing.” 




They’d only been in there for three hours, and I knew that everyone could have fought all day if they needed to, but they flopped around the room as if they had been at it all day. Vee, never comfortable at sitting in a chair, had commandeered a corner to prop herself up in. Chi took advantage by laying his head in her lap, stretched out, eyes closed. Vee apparently didn’t mind, as she ran her hands through his hair. I felt sure that if Chi could, he would be purring. 
The rest of our team sat around the table, Nora with her head pillowed on her hands, Maksohm next to her with his chin resting on his palm, both of them disgruntled. Bannen sat next to me with his chair tipped back, eyes closed, head angled toward the ceiling in a relaxed pose that didn’t fool me one bit. My familiar wanted to scream on some level, if he hadn’t already. 
The only person taking this situation in stride seemed to be Yez, as he sat up properly, looking around the room with interest. 
Me? I could feel hysterical laughter building in my throat and had to swallow, often, choking it back. I wanted to protest that I didn’t sign up for this, but I think I had. “Do we have enough manpower to do this?”
“Yes,” Maksohm answered.
At the same time Nora growled, “No.”
The cousins lifted their heads long enough to glare at each other. 
“Well that cleared matters right up, thanks for that,” Bannen drawled without changing his position one iota.
“Technically, we do,” Maksohm argued, more to Nora than the rest of the room. “But it means we don’t have any reserves. We don’t have any real means of retreat. We’ll have to be all in or not attempt this at all.”
I understood what he meant. Bannen made an inquisitive noise so for his benefit, I explained, “The barrier can’t take multiple breaches. By opening it, even for a brief minute at a time, we’re weakening its durability, making it harder to maintain. If we do multiple forays through it, it strains the mages holding the spell, and will break it. The next time we go through, we need to be committed to staying in there until the job is done. We can’t back out again, not without sacrificing at least four mages to rebuild the barriers we’ve compromised. They’re too thin as it is. Toh’sellor is shredding them every second of every day.”
“I had a feeling,” he sighed, sounding grim and resigned. “The barriers here are too transparent.” 
Sometimes I forget that Bannen, while not knowing much about magic constructs, still has good instincts regarding them. “Yes, they are. Maksohm, I estimate we have three or four days before we absolutely have to move. Otherwise we’ll have to delegate some of our mages to help keep the barrier stable.” 
Nora flopped her head back down. “Correct.” 
The way that the barrier’s spell construct strained, with fissures in the magical coding, also told me that if we didn’t move soon, this would no longer be the last line of defense. They would have to abandon this area, and the town, and retreat outwards a good mile before setting up their defenses all over again. We’d lose people in the process. We’d have to assign even more mages to the barrier, as it would cover a wider area, and it might take years before we had an opportunity to go in again. If we ever managed to recover enough to do it at all. 
My mind ran the numbers even without my conscious decision and I hated that part of me a little—the way it calculated odds, probabilities, magic, power and spat out the answer. It was a depressing answer and I didn’t want to know it right now. “We have enough for seven teams of seven and a dedicated Healer, right?”
“Right. My plan was to send four teams in, create a base camp, then switch out with a fresh team to actually attack Toh’sellor with.” Maksohm rubbed a tired hand over his eyes. “But doing that means breaching the barrier at least four more times and that’s not feasible right now.” 
“If we all go in at once,” Bannen finally lifted his head to participate in the conversation, “do we have the means to create a large enough camp to house everyone?”
“Yes and no. Yes, we certainly would, but it would mean losing some of our shield bearers when we actually go to attack. The way to offset it is to create as small of a camp as possible, where we’re basically sleeping on top of each other, which we can certainly manage—”
Chi snorted from his comfortable lap pillow. “We’ve certainly done it before. Remember that time in Hampton?”
Yez gave him a glare. “We don’t speak of Hampton. Ever.” 
“Rule eight, Chi,” Vee complained to him. 
Maksohm kept speaking as if he never got an interruption. “—but it wouldn’t be a situation that we could tolerate for more than two days. Which means that Rena would only have the afternoon to work in on the first day, do whatever observations she needs to, and then actually work her magic on the second. Rena, can you promise me that?”
I hesitated strongly before I answered. This wasn’t a situation where I could blithely promise a client that I could do something and then figure it out later. I had to know the answer. Chewing on my bottom lip, I finally gave him the most honest answer I could. “If I can’t figure it out in the space of an afternoon, there will be little point in us staying in there at all. I either see the structure and figure out how to destroy it, or I don’t.” 
That got everyone’s attention and they turned as one to look at me. 
Squirming a little in my seat, I felt myself go defensive and struggled to keep it out of my voice. “Normally that’s not the case, the few times I’ve gotten stuck, I could research it. Or draw someone else in for a second opinion. But there is no other source of information about Toh’sellor. The only person that could give me a second opinion is Master Mary, who absolutely would not last trying to go in there with me. I either figure this out in whatever time you give me or I don’t.” 
No one seemed pleased by this answer. I didn’t like it either but I couldn’t lie or exaggerate to them. Not with this much on the line. 
“The one upside we have to this,” Bannen spoke into the uneasy silence, “is that Toh’sellor has already used up all of his resources. It’s not like he can keep throwing minions at us or spawning new ones to replace the ones we destroy. We’ve already made the situation a little better for ourselves today by taking down the four shards.”
True. I hadn’t thought of that but he had a good point. Of course it would take years for us to destroy every shard and minion in there, but everything we did now helped the barrier maintain its integrity for a little longer. 
Maksohm let out a decade’s worth of sighs. “I honestly don’t know which would be better, to try taking everyone in at once, or to reconfigure the teams a little to make a slightly smaller group. I have to work out the optimum amount of firepower versus the need to shield said firepower.”
Now this, this I could help with. “Let’s talk numbers.” 
“Let’s eat lunch,” Vee corrected firmly. “We need to fuel our brains before we can make any decisions. I, for one, have cooled down enough that I feel like I can eat.” 
I had too. Eating while the body still felt hot and buzzed with adrenaline was challenging in the extreme for me. Apparently Vee felt the same way. “Lunch, then.” 

Lunch didn’t satisfy me, the foods too bland to make much of an impression. I toyed with getting a hot chocolate or at least visiting the pharmacy next door to see what sweets they had available. A woman needed her sugar in order to function, after all. 
Bannen caught me by the elbow before I could duck out of the hotel completely, pulling me gently to the side, away from everyone else, so even though we stood in the open on the side porch, we had the illusion of privacy. My jokester familiar had a tight set to his eyes that I didn’t like. “Rena,” he started, only to stop. 
“I’m not going to like what you’re going to say next, am I?” I knew that expression. We’d had spectacular fights every time I saw it. 
His tone had caution to it as he said, “I don’t want to start a fight, I’m honestly trying not to, but the discussion earlier made me think you’re going to be…”
“Sexy? Brilliant? Amazing?” I tried joking. 
“Rash,” he ended with a slight grimace. “You’ve got that look in your eyes that means you’re going to push yourself to your absolute limits. I know the situation might call for that—”
“There is no ‘might,’ Bannen,” I interrupted, a flash of annoyance racing through me, although I ruthlessly shoved it aside. “This situation is almost as desperate as it can get. We’ve literally got one shot at this.” 
“I know, I know, which is why I’m saying I don’t want to argue with you about it. Just, when you’re planning all of this out with Maksohm, try planning some leeway in there.”
I gave him a look that I had patented just for him, when he said something obvious and I had to call him on his stupidity. I knew what he meant. He wanted me to explain to them what happened when I ran myself down too much, the toll it took on me physically. I’d told Vee about this because I felt comfortable doing so, but Maksohm was another matter. He was a by-the-book agent, and he’d report what he learned about me, sooner or later. I didn’t want that knowledge spreading any further than it already had. Bannen knew this. He knew this, so I didn’t know why he was pushing for a full disclosure now, but I wasn’t going to cooperate. “You think there’s any leeway to be found here?”
“Then create some!” A flash of temper sparked in his eyes. “Rena, every time I’ve ever gone in without some sort of cushion, some way of retreat, it made an already bad situation critically worse. We cannot afford to go in there desperate. We curse ourselves with the worst luck if we do!”
Sharp pain bit at my palms and I belatedly realized I’d clenched my fists. I had to force them open again before I went through skin. “What, so you can’t trust me to know my limits—”
“The last time we were in a desperate situation like this you pushed yourself straight into a mind down without a single word of warning to me so yes, I think I can question your judgment in situations like these!” he snapped, arms flailing out as if he wanted to punch something, only to be reeled tightly back in before he made contact. 
“Oh, so now we’re holding things I did two years ago over my head? In a situation that wasn’t at all of my making?” I loved my familiar, I loved my familiar, I loved my familiar. I had to keep repeating that, otherwise I’d strangle him. He kept flaring up, broad shoulders taking more space than usual, kicking my fight or flight instincts into overdrive and I caught myself rocking back a little on my heels, instinctively shying away from it. Growling, I forced myself to lean forward instead, meeting him toe to toe.
He growled out something in his native tongue, too low and quick for me to catch it, hands clenching like he wanted to shake me. Or strangle me. Maybe both. “All I’m asking,” he gritted out between clenched teeth, “is that you tell Maksohm your limits when you’re planning. You tell me when you’re reaching a limit. You don’t have the best record of being honest with me on that.” 
I went abruptly still and cold. He did not just…he did. “Says the man that keeps important secrets from me.” 
His eyes went comically wide for a second before he schooled his expression to a painful neutrality. He went very still, prey before a hunter, mouth barely moving when he demanded, “Since when.” 
“There’s a lot you’re not telling me right now,” I said in a voice that sounded like the frozen arctic. Even to my own ears it was disturbing. “Something that explains why you’re no longer comfortable being in a room with me privately, why you confide in Chi instead of me, why you openly flinch if someone asks if we’re really engaged or not.” I watched his expression but he had it locked down, body as well, tense and rigid. I couldn’t read him like I normally did. I hissed out a breath in frustration and jabbed a finger into his chest. “Let’s exchange tit for tat, Bannen. You tell me what secret it is you’re harboring, what you’re willing to tell Chi but not me, and I’ll return the favor. I’ll honestly tell the team what my limits are, what will send me over the edge into a mind down. Well?”
His mouth opened and snapped shut, miserable in his silence. 
I’d had a sense that something was off between us for several weeks but it had just been that—a feeling that came and went. I never put much effort in figuring out what as Bannen always seemed fine the next morning. He would be back to his usual self, snarky and confident, and I would dismiss it all as him feeling a little under the weather or being tired or a half a dozen other excuses. To have it abruptly confirmed that he really did have something to hide from me, me of all people, made me abruptly angry and hurt all at once. 
I couldn’t stand there a moment longer. Spinning about, I headed blindly for the hotel’s main door. “When you’re ready for that honesty, let me know.”
The silence of a graveyard followed me inside. 
I ended up in my room with little memory of how I got there. Pouring water into the sink, I splashed my face and reminded my temper firmly that I couldn’t lose control. Bad things happened when I lost control. Like buildings going poof. And the furniture never survived the experience.
A knock on the door and Vee stepped inside to say, “Maksohm wants us back in the meeting…room…oh that is not a good look on your face, my friend. What did Bannen do this time?”
I glared at her. “Why are males such idiots?”
“I’ve been asking myself that for as long as I’ve known Chi. I don’t have an answer for it yet although I keep asking.” Vee’s head cocked. “Seriously, what did he do?”
“We had an argument.” Toweling my face dry, I went to slouch down on the bed, making the springs bounce a little. “How much time do we have?”
“Ten minutes.” Vee sank down next to me, a little amused. “So give me the short version.”
“Short version. Right.” I blew out a breath and honestly didn’t know where to start. “Bannen wants me to explain about my, er, limits.”
Vee stared at me hard for a moment, head slightly canted, her expression just this side of neutral. “I know you don’t want that aired about, but don’t you think Maksohm at least should know?”
“If I tell Maksohm he’ll report it to his superiors and it’s not really information I want them to know,” I justified, the words sour and bitter in my mouth.
Vee didn’t take my eyes off mine before she challenged, “You really think he’ll do so? If you ask him to keep it in confidence?”
The way she asked me that question, the tone of her voice, suggested I had made assumptions I shouldn’t have. “He won’t?”
“No. Speaking from very personal experience, he won’t.”
Oh. “Uh, Maksohm strikes me as the bread and butter type, you know, the agent that will always be loyal to the agency.”
Snorting, Vee agreed, “He plays the part of loyal-to-a-T agent well.”
And I thought myself a good judge of character. “So you too think I should tell him.”
“I do. Rena, whether or not we win against Toh’sellor, we can’t afford to lose you. You are far too valuable. Maksohm needs to truly understand all of your limitations if we’re to avoid the worst possible outcome.”
I let my head thump against the mattress, feeling outmaneuvered on all sides. If two of my dearest friends both held the same opinion, obviously it had some merit to it. I blew out my pent up breath in a taut stream until I didn’t have a trace of air left in my lungs, thinking it through. If this decision was wrong, I’d deal with the consequences later, but Vee and Bannen both had a point. I had to make sure I survived this first.
“Okay?” she asked me softly, patting me on the shin with gentle fingers.
“No, but I’ll tell him,” I groaned.
“Was that all you and Bannen fought about?”
“I wish,” I snorted. “He’s been keeping something from me, and I sensed that, but we all need a little privacy so I didn’t push it. Until today, when he accused me of not always being honest with him, and that’s rich, coming from him.” 
Vee gave a noncommittal hum. “And you said as much.”
“Of course I did, and he shut up like a clam. And now I have a bad feeling he’s not going to talk to me about this at all, and instead try to bury it, and why do men use that tactic? It never works.” 
“Another thing I’ve asked myself for years. I assume he had a good reason to start this argument?”
I wanted to say of course he didn’t, but Bannen was not the type to start petty disagreements. Of course he had a good reason, it was how he’d approached it that I hadn’t liked. I could also honestly admit that if he had approached me about this a week ago, before our tensions started running so high, this might not have started an argument at all. 
Growling, I kicked at the air. I hated the rational side of my brain. 
Vee chuckled. “I take that as a yes.”
I would never tell Bannen this, or at least I wouldn’t until he fessed up on what he was hiding from me, but I understood what he really feared and what he wanted from me. Snarling mentally, I gave up and bounced off the bed. “Let’s go talk to the team.” 




An upset woman possessed a certain presence, like a mother storm sweeping in from the sea, intent on ravaging everything in sight. I couldn’t decide if it was worse or not when Rena looked like this, compared to other women, because she really did hold that kind of destructive power within her. Either way, the dark expression, the clipped stride, the rigidity of her shoulders, all shouted a warning to not carelessly approach her. 
Chi watched her stalk into the meeting room and stopped long enough to lean over my shoulder, whispering, “What did you do?”
What I wouldn’t give to protest that this wasn’t my fault. I’d hated bringing it up to begin with, regretted that I couldn’t honor her opinion and sweep it all under a rug, but fear drove me to push her anyway. I could stand her being angry with me. Losing her I couldn’t accept. “I maybe said something stupid.”
“Oh, so she has a target to take her rage out on? Relieved to hear it.” He bounced back to his chair without another care in the world. “Been nice knowing you, man.” 
I glared at him. “With friends like you, Chi, who needs enemies?”
He blew me a kiss and waggled his fingers in a fond farewell at me. 
Maksohm shot me a worried look, as did Nora, but Vee obviously knew at least some of what had happened as she didn’t look confused like everyone else. I loved how everyone in the room understood that if Rena was ready to murder someone, I’d be the corpse. 
Not that they were wrong. 
Rena stopped at the head of the table and glared down at it as if it had personally insulted her mouth. “I have something I need to explain to everyone before we continue.” 
“We’re listening,” Yez assured her. 
“I’m sure some of you wondered how my magic worked, why it leans so heavily towards destruction, and why I have a—” she bit back several choice words “—human familiar.”
I didn’t know quite how to feel about this. Even though she was ready to string me up by the heels, she still saw that I had a good point, and was willing to follow through on it? My throat felt tight and for a moment I couldn’t bear to look at her. If I did, I’d just grab her and hold onto her until she forgave me. 
Maksohm had that cautious look of a man who had stumbled across an explosive element and didn’t want to touch it with a ten foot pole, but didn’t see any way of escape. “We did wonder. Is there a reason why you wish to tell us?”
“Because you need to know.” She took in a deep breath and finally raised her head although she couldn’t quite seem to meet anyone’s eyes. Her voice stayed clipped, as if she had to force each word individually out. “My magic doesn’t work like yours. More than you realize. Its very nature is destructive; it destroys even with no conscious decision on my part, and if I don’t utilize it for a specific task then it falls back to the only thing it can destroy: its host.”
No one expected that answer, not even Yez, who had investigated us all those years ago. Even after two years, Rena still felt highly uncomfortable about all of this and I knew that she didn’t want the knowledge of how screwy her magic was to be common knowledge. If I didn’t feel like dozens of lives might be impacted by this, I’d never have pushed her into saying something. 
“Your magic is killing you,” Nora repeated with a horrified look on her face. 
“Yes,” Rena answered baldly with a twisted smile. “But it doesn’t want to. Of course it doesn’t, it survives because it lives in me. It can’t help its very nature, so it does the second best thing it can to insure both of us survive: it tries to replenish what it destroys. The reason why I have no creative magic to speak of is because my magic is using every ounce of its skill to literally rebuild me every second of every day.” 
Maksohm pressed the heels of his hands against his temples, eyes blind as he thought this through. Chi and Vee stared at each other for a moment, something wordless passing between them, although I couldn’t decipher what. 
Only Yez dared to ask the obvious. “You said that you have Bannen for a reason?”
“My magic lost the pattern for a human after a while. It forgot part of the schematic that makes up my physical body. By the time I was sixteen I was dying by inches. So, it reached out for the help that we needed: In order for it to have a constant reminder at hand, to have the ability to rebuild me, it magically linked to another human.” 
Yez let out an explosive breath and when he turned his head toward me, he looked awed and satisfied all at once, like a man that had finally been given the last piece of a puzzle that haunted him for years. “You’re literally her guardian. In every sense of the word.” 
“I am,” I answered softly. “The reason she’s telling you all of this is so you understand what happens if she’s pushed past her normal limits. If Rena doesn’t have the magic to rebuild herself, she’ll lapse health-wise. That means, for her, breath attacks, a drain of all energy, and sometimes blackouts. She has the worst symptoms of a mind down that you can imagine. She’s only been driven that far once, and I hope to the deities that I never see it again, as it took her several days to recover.” 
Maksohm, as expected, caught the full implications of this first and stared hard at Rena. “We can’t afford to push you to your absolute limit. It will take you too long to recover. Whatever plan we make has to give you time to rest so you can take this in multiple forays, if that’s what you need.” 
“Yes,” I said gratefully. 
Our team leader met every single person’s eyes, one by one. “I don’t need to tell you that this information stays here. We do not talk about this again, we don’t include it in any reports, we don’t even give hints. If this information gets out, it will destroy Rena and paint an insane target on Bannen’s back. The wrong people could manipulate her badly by forcing a bond with someone else and I do not want my teammates sacrificed because we can’t keep our mouths shut.” 
“Wouldn’t dream of it,” Chi promised and he spoke for everyone as he said it. 
Rena let out a breath that might have been a sob, eyes too bright. “Thank you. If you have questions, now is the only time I’m willing to talk about it.”
“I have just one,” Yez ventured, cautious and judging how much he should say by Rena’s reactions. “Who else knows?”
“My master in Corcoran, Master Mary, Gill, Trammel.” 
The first two he’d expected, but not the third. “Trammel knows?”
“Trammel is the one that figured it out and told us,” I explained. “That’s how we know him; he studied us about two years ago, before we ended up at Mary’s.” 
“Ah. I had wondered about that.” 
Maksohm cleared his throat. “I do have one. Rena, what happens to you if Bannen is hurt? Seriously or otherwise?”
“Not a thing,” she denied, voice husky. “As long as he’s alive, I’m technically fine. My magic renewal isn’t impacted.” 
No one asked what happened if I died. The answer was obvious enough. 
Maksohm blew out a low breath. “This doesn’t change my thoughts much, obviously, as I don’t push people past their limits, but I do appreciate this information. It’s always better to know what the consequences are going to be if something goes wrong. Rena, we need—”
I could hear someone sprinting up the hallway and turned that direction, frowning. It was never good when someone ran frantically like that. Everyone else turned that way as the door burst open and a frenzied agent tumbled through, panting, red and sweating from his mad dash here. “Agent Maksohm—” he gasped out, straining for breath and words at the same time “—a shard has appeared on the outside of the barrier, close to the town, northwest side. Off Anderson Street.” 
“Move!” Maksohm barked. 
We didn’t even need his order, everyone in motion as soon as the report penetrated. I fell into Rena’s side automatically, a half step behind so I could keep her within my sights at all times. 
After being in town three days, I didn’t know exactly where Anderson street was, but I didn’t need to. Maksohm sprinted all out up the slope, leading the way, and we all kept up with him. The agent that reported initially struggled to keep up, answering the questions that Maksohm snapped out. 
“When?”
“We noticed the formation fifteen minutes ago, sir.” 
“How far along is it?”
“Not quite shard shape, just the first phase when I last saw it, sir.” 
“Containment barrier?”
“Someone tried to put one up but I don’t know how effective that was, sir.” 
“Rena!” Maksohm turned his head just enough to speak to her. “Can you deal with this?”
“If the shard has formed its core, yes, it will be quick and easy to destroy it.” 
“As soon as you can, do it, don’t wait on direction from me.”
“Understood.” 
Three streets up, and I could see the news had spread already, people panicking and quickly moving away from the area, shouting at each other to go, get down the slope, retreat to the far side of the city. Quite a number of them streamed past us, willy-nilly, bumping shoulders with us, yelling at each other, sometimes cursing, the words loud enough to beat against my eardrums. I went ahead of Rena, protecting her from the worst of it, as I was afraid in this rush someone would knock her down. They nearly sent me to the rough cobblestone streets several times. Some part of me felt relief they had the sense to get out quick, to not try and carry anything with them, because we’d already seen enough death due to a shard. 
Maksohm led us over two streets, up one more and then I had the vantage to see over the roofs and spot the shard still forming up. It stood near the barrier but not, perhaps three buildings away, inside the city limits. It didn’t have the strength yet to create minions, did it? I didn’t think so but we’ve never seen a shard in its infant stages before either. We’d always come in after the thing had formed. 
It looked strange, more like a dust devil than anything, no form or real substance to it. The dust had an eerie shade to it, bright green mixed with dirt brown, shades of silver and black—a whirling mass of light and darkness, color and nothingness, and it twisted my stomach to see it. 
Several agents appeared in and around the shard, some standing on the rooftops, and they tried to put up a barrier. I could see the forms of it start from the ground up, and then something would get thrown at them, and the barrier would falter and splinter like falling glass. 
Maksohm swore. “Vee, you’re loudest, tell them to retreat three streets back.” 
“ALL AGENTS PULL BACK THREE STREETS,” Vee obediently bellowed. “I REPEAT ALL AGENTS PULL BACK THREE STREETS IMMEDIATELY.”
I shook my head a little, feeling deaf. Thunderation, but this woman had a pair of lungs on her. “Repeat it again, Vee, I think the people on the moon didn’t quite catch you the first time.” 
She gave me a quick grin. 
“Apparently they didn’t,” Maksohm growled in aggravation, “as only some of them responded to that order. Chi, get up top and get those idiots down.”
“Sure thing, sir. Vee, my darling?”
Vee snagged him around the waist and in a move far too smooth, tossed him in the general direction of the nearest roof. Chi caught hold like a cat and scaled up it, running along the tops and yelling for people to get off, orders, back away. 
I hoped they listened as this close, with no personal shields up, they were likely to be the shard’s first minions. 
I didn’t have the same sense as Rena did about distance, but I could still guesstimate rather well, and it seemed to me that from here she could do her magic well enough. If even my eyes could see it whip around, gaining shape, then certainly hers could. I looked askance at her. Why hadn’t she already moved? 
Maksohm half-turned, expression demanding the same answer. “Rena?”
“I can’t,” she growled in frustration, eyes narrowed in concentration. “The core isn’t formed, it’s all just energy and chaos and random strands of elements that it picks up. There’s no schematic, no pattern, nothing I can use yet. As counterproductive as this sounds, we need to let it develop a little more before I can destroy it.” 
Our team leader did not like that answer one little bit. He had the sense to not shoot the messenger but he cursed long and loud before he jabbed fingers toward the others. “Get me a perimeter set up and if there’s anyone still left here, get them evacuated. Nora, with me, we need to set up some sort of containment barrier until this thing is formed enough Rena can work with it.” 
They sprinted ahead and I felt like I should help with some of those orders, but only in part, because if the shard formed, it would create minions too, and if that happened the only place I needed to be was at Rena’s side. 
She stared at it, eyes tracking every flicker, every change, and I didn’t dare speak and risk breaking that concentration. I didn’t even breathe loudly. I stayed as silent and as still as her shadow. And waited. 
Rena’s focus had to be on the shard but I watched everything else. I saw Chi get the agents off the roof, and then stay planted there, calling down to the rest of the team if he spotted movement. Sometimes I forgot that Chi’s eyes were good, because in comparison to Rena’s eyes, nothing can quite match up, but he saw far better than the rest of us. Part of being such a good marksman. 
Maksohm and Nora between them got a barrier up, and then it failed almost instantly, and I flinched as it did. If even they are having trouble with it—what was going on here?
“At this stage, the shard is drawing on all energy around it,” Rena stated as if I had asked the question aloud. “Even, or perhaps especially, magical energy. They won’t be able to get a barrier up until it reaches the next stage, I would think, and by that point I should be able to destroy it. It’s almost there now. I can see the core half-formed.” 
While that sounded good, I had to wonder: “Does that mean that everyone nearby is in danger?”
“Yes. And no. They should be fine if they don’t venture any closer and I can take this thing down fast enough.”
Of course the words were barely out of her mouth before two agents appeared from a side street, spells flying hard and fast, and the forming shard reacted. It flared high and hot, obscuring the area and making it feel oppressive, like a storm system had swept through, pressure rising. I could almost smell the dense humidity of it. 
Rena swore under her breath, low enough I didn’t catch the words, just the tone. “It just drained them. They’re both in a mind down.” 
I felt like swearing myself and my eyes flicked shut for a moment, fatalistically. “You mean to tell me that two of our mage specialists are down for the count? Are they breathing?”
“Life signs are still there. Uh-oh, three more are coming up from a different direction and I don’t think they’re listening to Maksohm.” 
They should have, as I could hear him yelling all the way from here. I had this feeling that after all of this was over, heads would be rolling. Maksohm was not going to take insubordination well, especially when it ended with multiple agents recovering from magical drain. 
“And now we have five idiots who are going to be bedridden for the foreseeable future,” Rena growled, vexed. “If Maksohm doesn’t murder them, I will.” 
“I think there’s a long line of people who get first crack at them, Rena. The shard?”
“Almost there. Two more minutes, I can evaporate the thing.”
“Hopefully no one else does anything categorically stupid in the next two minutes.” 
“If the deities are willing,” and her tone alone said she wouldn’t bet on it. 
Vee turned up at the end of the street, in view and cupped her mouth with one hand. “STATUS?”
“TWO MINUTES!” Rena yelled back. “Was that loud enough?”
“Must have been, she just nodded.” Rena was always insecure about people hearing her, for good reason. She wasn’t a loud person. “You’re good at this distance, right? You don’t need to be any closer?”
“I’m good.” Her eyes flicked to me for a moment. “After all of this is over, we’re going to talk.” 
So she’d caught my fidgeting, eh? And I’d tried so hard to not let on how uncomfortable I felt around her right now. “Okay.” 
Two minutes ticked by, and it felt like torture, every breath slow in my lungs, the trickle of sweat down my back itchy and uncomfortable. I felt like I would explode if I didn’t move soon, but I couldn’t. I didn’t dare. My impatience was never worth Rena’s safety. 
A snarl of triumph passed Rena’s lips before she started speaking the magical incantation that I’d half-memorized at this point. The shard must have finally reached a stage of semi-completion. 
Relieved, I waved both arms over my head, getting Chi’s attention. The archer waved back, and I couldn’t see his expression from this distance, but his body language told me enough. I pointed at Rena in an overly exaggerated movement, then gave a bright thumb’s up. 
He caught on quickly enough and turned to yell down at the street. I only caught a few words but I didn’t need to hear him to guess what he said. 
The ground around the forming shard cracked and splintered, the buildings coming undone, and I knew that we had a race against time. How much damage could the shard do before Rena destroyed it? 
With a hiss, the last word left Rena’s mouth and the shard dissipated like smoke, whirling up with the air and blowing away as if it had never been. She panted a little from speaking so quickly, an infectious grin on her face. “Well, hopefully that didn’t do too much damage, aside from our idiots.” 
“May they rest in peace. At least, they’ll be wishing they’re dead after Maksohm gets through with them.” I spoke lightly but I had a feeling I’d be looking for a grave as well when Rena dragged me away for our little ‘talk.’ 
“We’ll report in,” Rena patted me on the shoulder, smile bright and unnerving, “and do some cleanup, and then we’ll have that chat.” 
I gave in with all of the grace of a freshly showered cat. “Fine.” 




Bannen kept spooking like a freshly plucked goose headed for the family dinner table. He didn’t make any obvious jumping motions but his eyes and the tic of his jaw gave him away. I’d spent two years with this man, basically attached at the hip, and I knew when he was ready to leap out of his skin. Just what was he hiding from me that made him so unnerved he didn’t want to say anything to me? 
I swallowed down a wave of hurt—because really that’s a ridiculous feeling, I had no reason for it at all, I didn’t even know what he kept from me—and ignored it for now. We were still on the job. Feelings and yelling came later. We moved at a jog toward where the shard had been and I took in the area as we moved. The shard hadn’t warped anything yet, too busy forming itself up.  
Agents poured in, gathering around the ones collapsed on the street, calling for stretchers and giving emergency aid. I watched them work, bringing the men and women out of danger of a complete magical drain, and a detached part of me wondered how badly this would affect our strategy. I didn’t want to ask, even though a part of me knew the answer.
We caught up with Maksohm, who gave me an aggravated smile. “Thank you, Rena. Expertly done.”
“Sorry I couldn’t do it faster,” I apologized, feeling a smidge guilty. “It’s ridiculously hard to destroy something when it’s in flux like that.”
“I know, don’t apologize, this is not at all your doing, and we would have lost the area if you weren’t so quick. I’m aggrieved at the agents that,” here his voice darkened to a growl, “ignored a standing order and engaged anyway.”
Vee strolled up with a sardonic twist to her mouth. “They were under the impression that because we hadn’t made a move, something had to be wrong, so they stepped in. Young agents. It’s just as well they’re cute, otherwise I’d bash their heads together.” 
From the building behind us, Chi neatly flipped himself off the roof and landed with the grace of an alley cat. “We lost five of them because of their rash gung-ho-ness. Do I want to know what that’s going to do to our plan?”
“No,” Maksohm and Nora grumbled at the same time. 
I winced. “We’re not going to be able to come anywhere close to our original plan.” 
“I asked if I wanted to know, not for the answer,” Chi complained. 
No one said the obvious, that this made an already hard situation more desperate, and I found myself glad for that. Words held power; magic taught you that, and words spoken were given power. I didn’t want to tempt fate by saying something. “What now?”
“Now, we write reports on this, clean up, take care of our baby agents that really should know better, and certainly will know better later,” the dark gleam in Maksohm’s eye would scare any soul and I fleetingly felt nervous on behalf of his victims’ sakes, “but the two of you are going straight back to the hotel.”
I blinked at him. “We are?”
“You are,” he agreed benignly, and somehow his expression became more nerve-wracking, “because I absolutely do not like this awkward atmosphere that’s hanging over your heads like a black cloud. You are ordered to talk to each other, and by that I actually mean communicate, not yell, and then kiss and make up. If I make it back to the hotel tonight and find that you haven’t made up, there will be consequences.” 
It scared me that he didn’t tell me what consequences. Chi, behind Maksohm, mouthed ‘Don’t ask.’
I managed a tight smile. “Don’t worry. I have every intention of getting to the bottom of this.” I turned that expression on Bannen and he looked back, alarmed. If we didn’t share a very tight magical bond between us, I think he would have bolted. 
Actually, he still might try bolting. I grabbed his hand and clamped my fingers around his. They spasmed in my grip, like he wanted to fight me off, but he’d have to break my fingers to get free of me right now. He seemed to realize this and held his hand rigidly still. Most of the time he wouldn’t react like this, he’d twine his fingers with mine, like it was the most natural thing to do. I hated the stiffness, it felt like a personal affront to me. Gritting my teeth against yelling at him on the spot, I turned and marched straight back the way we had come. He followed like a disobedient dog, not fighting me, but dragging his heels the whole way. 
Really, what was going on here?!
People passed us as we went, but we weren’t in uniform, so no one thought to stop us, ask for help or information. I could hear them chatter to each other, either asking if it was safe to return or sharing the information they knew. I ignored them all. Not my problem right now.
We went directly into my room at the hotel, where of course Bannen actually dug in his heels, right at the threshold. Turning, I fixed him with a look that promised thumb screws and lye if he didn’t move it. Whatever hesitation he had tried to hold firm, faltered, then died as he shuffled inside and closed the door.
Mostly closed the door, that was, and left it open a crack. 
What. The. Sarding. Deity.
I had literally fallen asleep in this man’s arms. Multiple times. We were engaged, technically, even though we didn’t act like it. Did someone say something to him? This awkwardness really ramped up when we hit Turransky’s border, so odds were it happened then, but we weren’t even out of each other’s sight for more than five minutes at a time, so when? No, not important. I stared at him incredulously, waffling between the urge to shake him or put a boot up his arse. Maybe both, both sounded good. 
He shuffled in place, actively not looking me in the eyes, staring at the floor. You’d think a circus show lit up the carpet, the way he stared down at it, seemingly mesmerized. 
Ever been in silence so oppressive that it made your heartbeat sound obnoxiously loud? Normally people cracked under that kind of silence; they’d say anything that came to mind just to break it up, to get some relief from it. Bannen especially was a poor friend with silence, being a natural chatterbox, so to see him willingly silent for any stretch of time was strange. In fact, if I saw him silent for more than three minutes, I normally checked for a fever. 
I let it play out for a moment, willing him to talk to me. 
After a solid five minutes of me staring at him and him actively studying the carpet—which might be blushing at this point, poor carpet wasn’t used to this kind of fascination—the urge to put that boot where the sun didn’t shine grew infinitely stronger. 
“I’d ask,” I finally said, then watched him jump and felt the world get a little stranger because when was Bannen ever afraid of me? “but I don’t actually know what’s got your spine in a knot. Or why you’re suddenly weird around me. So you’re going to have to find your words and spit it out.” 
I could almost see the idea of feeding me a lie cross his face and I crossed my arms while I gave him an unimpressed look. Try it, punk.
Grimacing, he snapped his mouth shut and blew hard through his nose, aggravated and pained all at once. 
“I realize,” his voice sounded a little hoarse, “that you’re pushing this because you don’t want us to be awkward around each other, but actually if I fully explain what’s going through my head right now it’s going to be more awkward, which defeats the whole purpose, so can we just pretend that we had the talk? Or I don’t know, let’s just hug this out, I promise to stop acting strange, and we can all just focus on the big baddie over yonder?”
“You clearly don’t understand women at all if you think you can toss that out and I’ll be satisfied,” I opined. Beating it out of him became an increasingly tantalizing idea. How badly could I hurt him and still have him functional tomorrow?
“No,” he sighed and finally lifted his chin to meet my eyes. “You especially. Alright. I don’t really know how you’re going to react or what you’re going to do with this, but if you really, truly want the answer?” He read my expression well enough and drew in a deep breath, eyes flicking shut for a moment, digging deep for courage. His hands flexed at his sides, just once, a quick fist sending the tension in the room ratcheting up several degrees. I knew that gesture, it meant he wanted to grab a weapon, just to have something to hold, like a security blanket. I’d only seen him do that a handful of times, when he felt truly, completely insecure, and there was very little in this world Bannen felt insecure about. 
That gesture worried me more than anything that he had said. Just what was so bad that—
“I want it to be real.” He met my eyes, words calmly spoken but strained around the edges. 
My head jerked a little in a shake because I wasn’t following. “Want what to be real?”
“Our engagement. I want it to be real.” 
My mouth opened, closed, no sound escaping. Words. Words would be good. I had words, I knew it. I just couldn’t find them. I had to lock my knees to keep upright. Did he actually just say…? Thunderation, he had. I’d fantasized about hearing words like that from him, but I never thought I’d actually hear them. I’d thought, given half a chance, I might be able to convince him to at least give us a go, as we’re stuck with each other anyway. 
I just never expected for him to feel that way without me somehow pushing the issue. 
“Rena?” he took two steps forward, worry tugging at his mouth. “You look like you’re going to have a breath attack. Are you breathing?”
Breathing. Right. I sucked in a breath, only now realizing why I felt light headed. “I-I think I forgot to,” I stammered out. 
Humor lit up his eyes for the first time today and finally, finally he touched me. Just a light grip on my arm, but it felt so much better than the casual dance around me he’d been doing. “Breathing is important, let’s not forget to do it, and this is not quite the reaction I predicted. You’re not mad, which I’m very glad to see, but are you happy? Flummoxed? Horrified? Give me a clue, here.” 
He’d shocked me into stillness and I realized belatedly that he had no way of knowing how I felt about his confession. I launched myself at him, arms tight around his neck, sending him rocking back a step, hands landing at my waist and lightly hovering there, as if he didn’t know how to read this either. 
I felt relieved. And ecstatic. Happy, confused, flabbergasted, nervous, and a few other hundred emotions all tangled together. Where did I begin to explain?
“Yes. Yes, I am, very happy, you have no idea.” I felt the imbalance between us because he had gone out on an emotional limb first and I felt that I needed to say something too. “The reason why I said no to living in Corcoran, really, is that I can’t see you as just a familiar or just as a friend. I can’t be bound to those boxes anymore. I—” despite the fact I hadn’t had an attack in two years I felt almost like I would have one now, heart pounding so hard it’s a wonder he didn’t hear it, “I love you.” 
I could feel his smile against my cheek and his arms went around my waist, finally returning the hug, as he responded, “I know, sweets, you’ve told me before. But really, is that why you said we should go back to Turransky?”
Ever have this feeling you’re talking to someone and they missed the boat? I tried again, “Bannen. I’m in love with you.”
That froze him, stock still, then he grabbed me by the shoulders and jerked back a foot so he could see my face. Ha, about time I shocked him. His eyes were impossibly large in his face, cheeks flushing. “You are?” he whispered in growing delight. 
That reaction told me all I needed to know. “Just how long have we been in love with each other and unwilling to admit it?”
“Since we arrived at Mary’s,” he volunteered with a sheepish smile. 
My eyes nearly crossed. “You kept this from me for almost TWO YEARS?!”
“Eh, more like I realized at that point I was falling? I can’t tell you exactly when I hit bottom, it was a work in progress for a while there.” 
That feeling, at least, I understood. “Same. I can’t tell you when, just that I realized it at one point, and didn’t know what to do about it. You didn’t act nervous around me at all and you never flirted seriously, I wasn’t sure if I had any kind of chance. But really?” I grinned, pulled him back in so we pressed against each other, and wasn’t that an amazing feeling? That I could pull him right against me and know he felt the same way I did. I hooked my chin over his shoulder, snuggling in. “You love me too.” 
“Of course I do.”
Considering his behavior over the past week, I felt I had to ask, “Why didn’t you want to tell me?”
“You’ve always been quick to tell people the engagement wasn’t real,” he pointed out, tone wry. “I didn’t think I stood much of a chance.”
I could hear a layer of hurt under the words and winced. Ah. Oops. “That’s a good point. It’s hard to be normal around someone that you know loves you and you can’t love them back.” Hence why I had hesitated to say anything. “Sorry. I didn’t really mean it that way, I just didn’t want to pressure you. It also made me nervous every time someone said it, like they saw through me and realized my feelings for you.” 
He huffed out a laugh, rocking us a little back and forth, strong enough he nearly pulled me off my feet a few times. “I now understand Corcoran’s phrase ‘can’t see the forest for the trees.’”
Bannen again drew back, just enough to cradle my head in both of his hands and lean in, giving me no time to process what he meant to do, or feel nervous about it. Warm lips touched mine, softly, sweetly, and I instinctively pressed up into the contact. Oh. That was amazingly nice. 
Then he changed the angle, pressing more firmly, and it went beyond nice. I did my best to kiss back, carding one hand around the braids of his hair, eyes fluttering shut. 
He pulled back a little, rubbing his nose against mine. “What do you think?” he whispered, voice deeper and rougher than usual. 
“I now understand why people are fixated on kissing,” I answered without thinking. 
Bannen barked out a laugh, shoulders shaking a little. “I meant, it isn’t strange for us to kiss like this? We’ve spent two years, more or less, claiming nothing more than friendship.” 
Oh. “I spent multiple nights dreaming about kissing you senseless,” I informed him and grinned in unholy delight when his ears went pink. Holy deities, Bannen could blush? “So no, I don’t find this strange at all.” 
The look in his eyes changed, an expression I had never seen before on his face, and certainly never aimed at me. It was the look of a man that wanted the woman in his arms, a heated, hungry look that turned his already dark eyes darker. “You know I like doing whatever I can to make your dreams a reality.” 
I used the hand on his head to draw him back in, whispering, “Please do.” 
 
Much later, (after Bannen had kissed me senseless and we decided to come up for air) we gave up on waiting for our team—apparently writing reports and cleaning up an area took more time than we’d thought—and went for an early dinner. Bannen’s feet kept seeking mine out under the table, playing footsie, and I laughed in between bites. 
I had absolutely no interest in stopping him. 
The dining room at this hour lay practically empty, only the side table with a buffet of food out and one tired man sitting in a far chair, waiting on patrons to serve. This might be the most private moment I had with Bannen for the next week, so I decided to take advantage of it. “I was right? You did confide all of this to Chi?”
“You were right,” he confirmed, reaching for another roll and the butter dish. I slid it closer to him so he didn’t have to reach halfway across the table. “That night we got drunk? He learned the basics then. I’m a very talkative drunk.” 
“Color me surprised,” I drawled. I stood convinced Bannen would be a talkative ghost. He and silence were mortal enemies. “I’m surprised he didn’t tease you about it. He’s been strangely supportive of you.” 
Bannen hesitated, hands stilling, and gave me an uncertain look. 
My women’s intuition flashed. “He’s in a similar situation, isn’t he?”
Groaning, he let his head slump. “I swear you can read my mind sometimes.” 
“No, I just know you. Most of the time I can read you like an open book.” I sat back for a moment, not to be distracted by this. “Chi’s in a one-sided love with someone? Really?”
“You’re surprised by this?”
“Yes and no. He’s the type of man that a woman would want to be with. I mean, his job would make things harder, as he’s constantly traveling, but I understand from Nora that the married agents are given more assignments near their home area. It’s one of those professional courtesies the MISD give their people.” Which was a very smart policy because that meant anyone married would either a) lose their spouse due to the distance or b) quit the MISD to find more stable employment. Meeting their agents halfway made everyone happy and kept the MISD from losing valuable people. 
Bannen had that weighing look he sometimes wears when I say something unexpected. “Really. You think Chi’s a good potential partner.”
“Of course. He’s funny, you’d never be bored around him, he’s very loyal, and he makes a good income. Most women settle for far less.” I narrowed my eyes, thinking hard. “Should I ask if I know the woman he’s fallen for?”
“He did more or less tell me in drunken confidence,” Bannen apologized.
“I see. Then I won’t ask.” I didn’t need to. From our first meeting, I’d wondered if Chi were dating his partner because of how close they were. Vee. Of course, he was in love with Vee. 
Bannen puffed out a groan/sigh. “You just put it together.” 
Grinning, I went back to my dinner. “I won’t say anything.” 
“Please don’t. He’s…anxious with her. He’s carved out this place in her life and is constantly worried that one wrong word on his part will destroy it.”
I had a feeling that it was that very fear that drained his chances now. Perhaps Vee only saw him as a friend, a good partner, but people were highly susceptible to that level of adoration. If she knew, if Vee had the chance to turn their relationship into something more, wouldn’t she take it? I certainly would, in her shoes. 
With my own revelation of just how oblivious a woman could be, I had a strange insight into what might be going through Vee’s head. If I could snag her tonight for a little girl’s talk, maybe bring Nora into the mix, I might be able to figure out if Chi stood a chance at all. 
“You’re going to meddle, aren’t you.” Bannen sounded resigned. 
“Just a little.” I smiled at him, unapologetic. “This is a beautiful opening for me to ask without it seeming strange. Vee and Nora are both going to want details, you know how women are, so if I can tell them and ask questions at the same time? It will be the most natural thing in the world and who knows? Maybe we can give them a nudge.” 
“Nudge, huh. Intervention is more like it. This isn’t one of those ‘I’m happy so I want everyone to be happy’ things, is it? Because I’ve seen my sisters go through that stage when they first got together with their husbands.” 
Honesty compelled me to admit, “Maybe a little?”
He gave me quite the look for that and went back to eating his roll. 
“Really, it’s more practical than that. I don’t think any of us should go into that mountain range with any regrets. We have no idea what’s going to happen to us in there.”
Bannen gave me an understanding nod, but didn’t say anything, and I felt grateful for that. We both knew it was going to be bad, that there would likely be casualties, but tonight we had a bubble of peace and calm. Tonight, at least, we wanted to stay in it for as long as we could before the world intruded again. 
Instead of that, he changed the subject. “So I know I said that I wanted our engagement to be real, but we’ve basically been engaged for two years already. After this is all over, can we consult a shaman, get an auspicious date for a wedding?”
I blinked. “You need to ask a shaman for an auspicious day for a wedding in Z’gher?”
“Of course. You don’t want to marry on a day that has bad luck, that’s a terrible way to start married life.”
Bannen was so level-headed that sometimes I forgot he was born in a very superstitious culture. I considered that for a moment, idly cutting up the last of my meat and swirling it in the gravy. “As long as he doesn’t intend for us to push the wedding out another year, that’s fine. I suppose, all things considered, the safest place to marry is Z’gher. Or Turransky.”
“Z’gher,” Bannen stated firmly. “So my family doesn’t come after me with sharp, pointy objects in their hands. Please. We’ll find a way to portal your family up.” 
I loved that he already wanted to put the engagement to an end, because he was right, we’d already been with each other for two years. If we hadn’t killed each other yet, and come through it more attached to the other, then there was no reason to wait any longer. “Z’gher it is, then.” 




Our team straggled through the door as Rena and I lingered over dessert. Because I had no impulse control, and no reason to resist the urge, I called out, “Maksohm.” 
I could see from his face that Maksohm had dragged himself here fantasizing about falling face first into bed. But he was a dutiful man and turned at my hail, and the rest of the team trailed behind him like obedient ducklings. (I think Nora at least had forgotten she didn’t need to follow him everywhere. Exhaustion did that to a person, narrowed their focus down to one task, even when the need to do it was gone.) 
Before he could get any words out, I snagged Rena by the nape of the neck and planted a quick kiss against her mouth. “I was good. We kissed and made up.” 
Rena smacked me lightly, laughing. 
Maksohm’s eyes, I swear to the heavens, nearly fell out of his head. Chi cheered, the fatigue rolling off his shoulders, and both women gaped with identical expressions of ‘oh that’s so sweeeet.’ The only person not surprised was Yez, but he had his assassins-know-all look on his face that made me wonder, just how much did he know? That neither Rena nor I had ever said? 
“I didn’t quite mean that literally,” Maksohm finally managed, lighting up in stages into a relieved and happy smile. “But I’m glad. Truly. So. Rena, Bannen, are you engaged?”
“It’s sad we’ve made you ask us that question three times,” Rena told our team leader ruefully. “Yes, Maksohm, we’re engaged. After all of this is over, the whole team is invited to come down to Z’gher for the wedding.”
Had he really asked us that three times? I mentally counted it out on my fingers. First time he met us, second time on the train ride here, and just now…yup, three times. That really was sad. 
Chi slumped into the chair next to mine, and I think he would be bouncing if he’d had the energy to do it. “I have a personal bet riding on this, so I have to ask, who made the first move?”
“Me,” I admitted easily. 
“How much alcohol was involved?”
“Not a drop.” 
“Did she have to threaten you first?”
“Duh, you were there for that part.” And the man was tired because he had to stop and actually think about that, and Chi’s quicker on the uptake than this. “How about everyone sits, I’ll get you plates of food, and you can ask us questions as you eat?”
“I love you, you’re my favorite being in the whole universe,” Chi told me earnestly. 
“You are so easily bought,” Vee laughed, coming to sit next to him. She angled her legs the other way instead of trying to squeeze them under the table, so that her body lined up with Chi’s torso. He encouraged this with an arm around her shoulders and she leaned back with a sigh, head nestled against his for a long moment. 
I watched the easy way they fell into each other’s space, both smiling in that content and peaceful way people do when they are completely comfortable where they are, and shot Rena a warning look. 
She just winked at me, an enigmatic smile on her lips. So help me, if she tipped the scales, and this went badly for Chi…. Standing, she went for the sideboard. “Who wants what?”
We fed our team, all of whom ate more than usual, an action that people do when they’ve been pushed past their limits and their body craves rest but can’t have it yet. I answered questions as they ate, none of them serious, some of them teasing, and when people started openly dropping, I caught them before they could fall asleep with their faces in their plates. 
One by one, I dragged them to bed, doing nothing more than dragging off coats and boots before tumbling them under the blankets and closing the door. Surely the cleanup hadn’t been so intense that it drained five veteran agents this badly? This shard had been stopped in its tracks, after all. Of course, if not the cleanup, then it left only one possible explanation. 
Maybe it was just as well Rena didn’t want to be a MISD agent. The paperwork seemed deadly. 
I made it back to the dining room to find that Rena had disappeared to her room at some point. All of my stuff still sat in Chi’s room, and I didn’t want to wake Rena if she was already asleep, so I retraced my steps down the hallway. 
Alright, so I didn’t trust myself in a dark room with the woman I love, sue me.
Chi snored, faced down in his pillow, out for the count. I slipped out of my clothes and into something more comfortable for sleep purposes, then rolled into my own bed. So much had happened today that I found my mind raced, not wanting to settle, and it took a long time to fall asleep. When I finally managed it, a smile lingered on my face. 
 Today had been a good day. 

I woke up to some foul creature bouncing me up and down on the bed. “Whazzit,” I muttered, mouth and eyes glued shut. 
“Wake up, up, up!” a familiar voice demanded. 
That sounded serious. I tried to wake up a little harder. “My get swords.”
Chi stifled a laugh—oh, Chi bounced on my bed, that figured—and two hands pried my eyelids open. “It’s not that early, what’s wrong with you? You normally wake up easier than this.” 
Words. I think I have words now. I tried them. “Yesterday was exhausting,” I carefully enunciated and felt proud of myself when I made sense. Why didn’t it feel like yesterday? My eyes drifted to the window. “I don’t see the sun.”
“It’s up.” Chi flapped toward the east unhelpfully. “Over there somewhere. I have a very important question to ask: did you kiss her?”
I gave him an unimpressed look. Why was this idiot my friend, again? “You’re a little too emotionally involved in my romance, Chi.” 
“Oooh, was it a good kiss? Did you see rainbows and fireworks and kittens?”
Smirking up at him, I rolled to my back, scooting up a little so I could half-recline against the headboard. “You think I stopped at one?”
He giggled, actually giggled. 
“You are such a girl,” I informed him. 
“Every girl around us could take you apart with their bare hands,” he pointed out, still giggling and far too happy. 
“You’ll notice I didn’t say it within their hearing.” Seriously, what was wrong with him? Chi was never this silly, especially not before the first cup of coffee. “Chi. How much sleep did you get?”
“I dunno, couple of hours?”
I shoved him back to the bed and forced him under the covers. “Sleep. You’re punch drunk from not enough sleep.” I glanced at the window and found that the sky didn’t have the slightest hint of brightness to it. ‘Sun up in the east somewhere’ my eyeball. 
“You think if Rena fell for you, I have a chance with Vee?” he asked wistfully as he settled dutifully under the covers. 
Ah. That was the real reason why he’d woken up, right there. Or at least the real reason why he’d woken me up instead of being a reasonable adult and rolling back over. “I think you need to ask yourself, which would you regret more? Taking the chance or having her slip away from you? You can’t walk this tightrope forever.” 
“I know,” he whispered. His eyes slid shut but I didn’t believe for one moment he had fallen back asleep. 
I couldn’t let him linger in that uncertainty so I sighed and offered, “Rena figured it out, who you’re in love with. She’s going to try sounding Vee out about the idea in the morning, subtly.” 
Chi’s eyes snapped back open and he jerked into a sitting position. “Really?! I owe her.” 
“You do.” I punched him playfully in the arm. “So go to sleep, stop waking me up at bird hours.” 
“Okay.” Happy, he snuggled back in. Then he froze again. “Wait, what if she says she’s not interested?”
I had patience. Somewhere. It was hard to find it at dark o’clock, was all. “Chi. You seriously mean to tell me you don’t know how to seduce a woman?”
“Err…not successfully? You know, so she actually stays? How did you do it?”
I grumbled and sighed. “How about we have this conversation when we actually know you need it?”
“Right, that’s fair.” He flopped back down, curling up again, and it took more than a few minutes for his breathing to grow heavy.
For several taut minutes, I waited for him to jerk back up again, asking some other crazy question, but apparently he didn’t have any more for tonight. His breathing settled and he uncurled slowly, relaxing over the bed. I relaxed as he did, eyes already sliding shut. 
My friends were such incredibly high maintenance.  

I had one leg into my pants when I heard Nora’s voice clearly through multiple walls: “Waking someone up, according to the Conventions and Accords, Paragraph 3, is subject to corporal punishment! Especially for a repeat offender!”
I snorted a laugh and asked Chi, “Nora isn’t a morning person, is she?”
He snickered as he dragged a comb through his hair. “Only Maksohm dares to wake her up, and he does it by throwing things at her from the doorway. Does that answer your question?”
“I’LL HAVE YOU COURT-MARTIALLED, DAH’LIL, IF YOU DON’T QUIT!”
“No, but that did.” I’d never heard Nora be that vocal but on the other hand, I’d never seen her that exhausted either. I couldn’t hear what Maksohm said, but something hard and heavy hit the wall. I’d bet anything he just had a shoe lobbed at his head. Maksohm hopefully understood that sometimes retreat was the better part of valor. Otherwise Nora might wake up and get out of bed just so she could kill him.
Sniggering under my breath, I finished pulling my pants on, and none too soon, either. Our door jerked open and Rena took a half step inside. I jumped a little, startled, still without a shirt on. “Rena! Not that I mind, you’ve seen me shirtless before, but….”
“What?” she asked, deliberately obtuse. 
“Ahh, did you want to ogle your honey-bear?” Chi cooed, needling. 
I expected Rena to blush, but instead she waggled her eyebrows in a lecherous manner I did NOT teach her, I had no idea where she picked that up from. I blamed Chi. “It is a nice view,” she leered, eyes flickering over me. 
“You have the next fifty years to ogle me,” I informed her, crossing over to plant a quick morning kiss on her. And wasn’t that nice, that I now could do that? After two years of restraint, the idea that I could freely kiss her whenever was a heady one. “What is it?”
“Can you grab some more of that hot chocolate from the pharmacy and perhaps a—” her eyes darted to Chi before she lowered her voice to a murmur “—pack of Moon Drops?”
If living with my sisters hadn’t taught me about that once a month ailment a woman suffers through, being attached to Rena finished the job. I wasn’t even embarrassed by it anymore. “Ah. Sure.”
“Two packs, actually,” she requested with a grimace. “Vee’s suffering too.”
“While I’m perfectly fine knowing what’s going on with you, can you not tell me things about my other female teammates?” I grimaced, more than a little pained. “There is such a thing as too much information.”
She gave me that expressive roll of the eyes that said she thought I was being silly but she didn’t see the need to call me on it. “Yes, yes. Just drop them off in my room. I’ll get breakfast for you. Maksohm wants us in the meeting room, so we’re eating in there.” 
“Roger.” I turned back, pulling on shirt and boots, weapons, and did a quick tie around my hair to keep it from falling in my face. They’d fuzzed out enough that strands escaped and tickled the back of my neck. I hadn’t had a chance to redo my braids in a while and didn’t see the opportunity in my near future, so tying it up seemed my best option at the moment.
I went as requested, grabbing the boxes of medicine and the makings of three hot chocolates, because my mother raised no idiot. The surest way to lose a hand was to give two women chocolate while the third watched. Especially with the way that Nora (doesn’t) wake up.
By the time I made it to the meeting room, three mugs in my hands, they had already started. Everyone sat around the table with plates in front of them, a chart of the area in the clear space in the middle, with stacks of reports and papers being passed around as people consulted them. I leaned over each woman’s shoulder, dispensing the mugs, getting a smile of delight each time. 
Chi watched me do this and raised a challenging eyebrow at me. “You were ordered to get two hot chocolates.”
“I was,” I agreed easily, taking my seat next to Rena. Oh good, she had loaded my plate with bacon and got me green tea. I knew I liked her for a reason. 
“But you got three.”
“You’re very observant this morning.”
“Bannen,” he said with overly exaggerated patience, “do we need to talk about your pathological need to stay on women’s good sides?”
“I think we just did.” 
Nora snorted, and for the first time that morning, didn’t look ready to behead someone with her bare hands. “He’s thoughtful, Chinna, which is how you endear yourself to women. We like it. Thank you, Bannen, I feel less inclined to kill everyone in the room now.” 
There was no safe response to that except, “You’re welcome. Let me know if you want another.” 
“See?” Chi asked the table at large. “Pathological need to make women happy. Bannen, my friend, what trauma did you experience to make you like this?”
I gave him a flat look. “I’m the youngest sibling of five sisters.” 
Yez chuckled. “That would do it. Chi, do I need to get you a hot chocolate so you don’t feel left out?”
Lip sticking out in an obvious pout, Chi mumbled, “No.” 
“You are twelve,” I informed him, trying not to laugh and probably failing. “I’ll get you one later, after the meeting.” 
“I’m glad someone remembers this is supposed to be a meeting,” Maksohm drawled from the head of the table. “Now, can I begin?”




“To recap what we already know, we lost five agents to a mind down yesterday.” Maksohm didn’t grimace but the very dry way he reported this illustrated his feelings on the matter. “It will take them a week to become functional again. I examined the barrier around the mountain yesterday and what I saw is not encouraging. The multiple shards inside the barrier are weakening the shields at an exponential rate and we either need to dedicate new agents to applying more layers or we have to destroy Toh’sellor before they fail.”
“I’m not sold on the idea of shifting agents from our strike force to cover the barrier,” Yez stated firmly. “We’d be robbing the right hand to give to the left if we did that.”
Maksohm inclined his head. “I agree. But that means we’re down five shield specialists and we’ll have to reconfigure our teams to go in. It also means we can’t bring as many fighters in, as we don’t have the ability to shield everyone. It became very obvious to me yesterday that we’ll need to double the shields.”
I followed this but didn’t, looking to Rena with a cocked eyebrow. “I thought the shields we used the first time worked fine?”
“For a short jaunt.” Rena’s mouth set in a grim line. “The energy inside has escalated higher than was reported. The shields took an unbelievable amount of damage and I saw signs of a few agents showing symptoms.”
Symptoms? “What symptoms?”
“Frankly, at the tail end, a few suffered side effects from Toh’sellor’s energy.”
My mind flashed to the three agents that had been sick as dogs afterwards, scratching at their skin as if they’d been infested with fleas and itching powder at the same time, convulsing up whatever had been in their stomachs. “Oh. That’s…not good.” 
“A simple shield, no matter how reinforced, is not going to be enough to protect anyone.” Maksohm said those words between clenched teeth, hating every syllable. “We’ll need to do individual shields around each person as well as a main shield. I need two decisions today: how many people do we take, and when do we go?”
 I didn’t know enough about shields to offer an opinion so instead I watched the mages carefully, waiting on them to decide. My job, after all, was only to execute whatever decision they made. 
“My first question,” Vee tapped the report at her elbow with a finger, “is can we actually create a base camp with just three mages? Can a shield they craft withstand Toh’sellor for any real length of time?”
“They can manage to shield an area for six hours at a time, if the area is small enough.” 
“So in order for them to manage a shield that lasts sixteen hours, we’d have to assign nine agents to dedicated shield duty.” Nora tore a biscuit in half, frowning down at it as if the crumbles held all of the answers. “Three of them won’t be of much use in the fight later, they’ll still be recovering, and we’ll have to abandon the camp, as holding it will be useless.”
Maksohm grimaced but didn’t deny it. “How much of an area can we cover, that’s my real question. That limits how many teams we can bring in with us.” 
Rena swallowed before asking, “The shield design that you want to use for this is a Base Spell, correct?”
“That’s usually what we use, yes. It’s proven to be the most effective for long-term use against Toh’sellor.” 
“Are you using the Condensed or Striated Variation?”
“Condensed, its properties make it impervious to energy manipulation—” Nora explained earnestly. 
What followed became a very intense discussion that used words I thought I understood, just not in this context. I basically heard ‘Math, math, magic, math, magic maybe, math.’ Yez seemed to follow along, at least, as he nodded here and there and made humming noises. Chi never glanced up from his plate, intent on clearing it of every crumb. 
Leaning sideways, I asked him a low voice, “Are you getting any of this?”
“Some of the ‘an’s’ and ‘buts,’” he said cheerfully. “Don’t worry about it, they’ll break it down for us after they reach a decision. Our job is to kill things. Not understand them.”
“Thank magic for that,” I grumbled as I really had no clue what they were talking about. I tried tuning in again for a moment. 
“—redesign of the second song might enable us to carry the shield until we can anchor it in the fourth quarter,” Rena said thoughtfully. 
“The drain of it would be significant if we allowed the Hexian clause to stay in effect.” Maksohm didn’t sound like he disagreed, more like he could be persuaded. 
I shook my head. They still didn’t make any sense. I think I’d wait for the summary later. Instead, I pushed my plate away so I could grab a sheet of paper and a pencil, working up some basic figures. The average person needed a hundred square feet in order to sleep, have room to put luggage down, and all of that. Well, they could normally make do with eighty, but we’d also be forced to cook out there and map out some way to have a latrine in one corner, so I decided to err on being generous and say one hundred. 
If we did a skeleton crew, taking in the bare minimum, I estimated it would take four teams of seven, so twenty-eight people. That meant twenty-eight hundred square feet. Easy, basic math. We’d be sleeping basically on top of each other, but we’d manage for the few days it took to get this done. I personally hoped Rena could manage it in two, but from the geek-speak going on at the other end of the table, it seemed like we could manage more than two days. 
Chi glanced at my numbers, nodded approvingly, and called out, “Twenty-eight hundred square feet for four teams!”
That paused an argument in its tracks. Maksohm snapped his fingers, calling for my page. I passed it down, where his eyes rapidly scanned through my figures, and he gave a grunt of approval. “In that case—” and he went off once again into terms I couldn’t understand. 
Turning, I gave Chi a confused look. “I thought you didn’t understand what they were arguing about.”
“No clue,” he admitted easily, eyes crinkling up at the corners, “but after ten years of sitting through meetings like this, I have finely honed instincts. I know when to yell out information. With that, my job is done. They’ll be at this a while yet, let’s go get some hot chocolate.”
We might as well. 

Taking our time, because neither of us would be of much use in there, I actually loaded up a tray full of mugs with people’s addiction of preference before moseying back to the meeting room. The breakfast plates had been cleared at some point, replaced with multiple diagrams and notes, hastily written down. I dispensed drinks, getting a good look at each person’s notes as I did so, and the only person’s that made the remotest sense to me was Yez. But that figured. 
Chi plonked down in his seat, crossing his legs at the ankles, hands over his stomach as if he didn’t have a care in the world. “What’d we miss?”
“Magic and math,” Vee answered with a knowing look in his direction. “The short version is this: we agree with Bannen’s assessment that we can only cover about twenty-eight hundred square feet with a barrier. That means we’re limited to four teams of seven. 
“Any larger size than that doesn’t pay out well; it would require ten agents for each eight hour shift to hold up a barrier, sacrificing thirty people,” Maksohm explained. “Not worth it. What we’ll do instead is have a satellite group, made of two teams, that will handle any emergency situations. I’m not naïve enough to hope that we’ll just be able to blaze through like usual without something serious cropping up. They’ll be able to huddle together under a much smaller shield, nearby if we need them, but with the freedom to retreat if someone’s seriously injured.” 
I let out a small breath, trying to not be obvious about how relieved I felt. Rena’s all-or-nothing attitude about this mission frankly unnerved me because that attitude just begged for trouble. To see Maksohm craft a backup plan, and people dedicated to help the injured or fight the unusual, comforted me to no end. “Odds are people are going to be injured fighting our way inside. It’s going to be too intense, for too long of a stretch; not expecting at least a few injuries isn’t realistic. So I’m glad we’ll have dedicated medics. By my math, that leaves fourteen agents free.”
He heard the unspoken question and nodded, “Those fourteen are going to help with the main barrier, try to strengthen it. The last thing we need is another shard popping up in town while we’re inside dealing with the main threat. I want them on hand out here just in case.” 
The strategy had a soundness, a practical element, that soothed me. Moments like these, I saw the weight and experience in Maksohm and knew precisely why when something went wrong, every agent turned to Maksohm first for guidance. 
I glanced at Rena, curious what she thought about this. She had that satisfied look on her face of an answer found that she liked. Well, if she thought this the best plan, it likely was. My Rena’s smart about this kind of thing. 
“So how long are we planning to stay in there for?” Chi asked. 
“Two days,” Nora’s mouth pursed unhappily, like the words tasted bad as she spat them out, “but we’ll plan for three, just to be on the safe side. Rena seems to think she’ll either figure this out in a few hours or not at all, but we want to do as much damage inside as possible, weaken the area, before it can overwhelm the barrier anyway.”
With that many agents inside, we might as well. In fact, we likely wouldn’t even get a choice on this, as the minions were hardly going to sit around idle while we were in there. I shrugged, as this didn’t bother me. If I had a choice between standing around looking pretty or fighting, I choose fighting. “So, pack three days’ worth of supplies.” 
“Pack one spare outfit and weapons,” Maksohm corrected. “We have something we use in situations like this that will carry all of our supplies with us.” 
Chi blinked at him. “We’ll use the Mules?”
The what, now?
“Think of them as magically powered carts,” Yez explained to a confused Rena and me. “They’re tethered to obey anyone in a group but to specifically follow one person. They don’t need to have anyone direct it, just someone to tell it to go or stop. They’re usually good for five days before someone has to do a renewing spell on them.”
“In other words,” Rena said thoughtfully, “the perfect means of transport for us. Who will you tether it to?”
“We usually do it with the main shield bearer, as he doesn’t have anything else to do but focus on keeping his team shielded. They follow whoever they’re ordered to like a very large, obedient dog.” A flash of mischief crossed Yez’s face. “As long as Maksohm doesn’t forget that it’s following him like last time.” 
Maksohm gave him a pained look. 
Chi leaned in to whisper loudly, “We were going through a mountain pass, he went to answer a call of nature, forgot about the Mule, and it ended up stuck between two trees. Took almost four hours to get it free again.”
“Absolutely nothing about that mission went right,” Maksohm grumbled to no one in particular. Clearing his throat pointedly, he smoothed his face back out. “Yez, if you and Vee will get the Mule packed? Commandeer whatever help you need.”
Both of them nodded easily. 
“Nora, Chi, help me spread the word to the teams to assemble. Rena, Bannen, I want you to go take a look at the barrier. Find the weakest spots for me and analyze if putting an agent there will help stabilize it or if it’s a lost cause. Also, if there’s any shard within sight of you, feel free to destroy it. I think that last part goes without saying,” he said with a quick grin. 
Rena snorted, amused. “It does. But yes, we’ll go take a look.” 
We dispersed, each going about our assigned tasks, with Rena only ducking into her room long enough to pass Vee her box of medicine. I waited until we were out on the street, well away from any potential eavesdroppers, before cluing Rena in. “Chi woke me up at some bird’s hour this morning, all excited about us getting together and badgering me for seduction tips.” 
Rena laughed outright. “Like he needs them.”
“Well, he’s going on four years in an unrequited love—”
She choked on air and stared at me with bug eyes. “Has it seriously been four years?!”
“—it really has, and I managed to win you, so he thinks I know something he doesn’t. I might have mentioned that you intended to sound Vee out a little regarding him.”
Nodding, she assured me, “That’s fine. I haven’t had a chance to do that yet, obviously, but when I do, I’ll pass it along. But seriously, four years? Haven’t they been partners for that long?”
“Thereabouts? I think it’s more like six.”
Blinking, she ducked in closer to me, mostly to avoid pedestrians coming toward us, then stayed, letting her hand find its way into mine. I liked the naturalness of it, the easy way she reached out to me, without needing to ask first. “Don’t tell me it’s one of those cases where he fell in love with her at first sight?”
“Maybe he just has a type. A tall-as-a-mountain type?”
She gave me that look that said she knew I wasn’t being serious. “Vee’s observant. I’m surprised that she hasn’t picked up on it by this point.”
“So am I, actually.” Neither of us mentioned that maybe she had, and out of kindness didn’t say anything. We both wanted it to work out between them, after all, so we didn’t want to consider that possibility. 
Rena went right up to the top of the mountain slope, staring at the barrier with narrowed eyes, analyzing and calculating. My eyes weren’t as good as hers, never would be, but I could still boast decent eyesight. I stared around too, trying to see if any shards had popped up close enough to the barrier that Rena could neutralize them from here. She liked eliminating with extreme prejudice. Made her day. 
We walked up one side, following a narrow path that had been carved in by many, many feet walking this exact area. I couldn’t see what she did, but even to my eyes, the barrier looked thinner than it had. The first day of our arrival, it’d had this blue-green tone to it, like a part of it had been carved from the ocean floor, and now it appeared more sky blue. Also—and color me paranoid, I was fine with that—it almost seemed like I could smell that strange decayed scent that I associated with Toh’sellor’s
minions. It couldn’t be mistaken for anything else, as nothing remotely smelled like that. The scent tickled my nose and made the breakfast in my stomach roil in a queasy turn. That didn’t bode well. “How bad is it?”
“Parts of it are in more danger than others,” she finally answered, eyes moving to a point farther along the path. “This area especially needs help. It won’t last past tonight. Maksohm didn’t mention which agents he was putting on barrier duty.”
It wasn’t a question but I answered it anyway. “No, he didn’t. Should we find him?”
“Let me walk the other way, make sure that I can give him a full report. I can’t imagine that one side is stronger than the other by a wide margin. Well, maybe, this area is ridiculously close to that shard that popped up in town.” She tapped a thoughtful fingertip to her lips. “Maybe that was it? But let’s walk the other way, I want to take a look while we’re up here. No sense making the trip twice when we don’t have to.”
Considering it was a rather steep climb, I was in favor of that.
We went the other direction and Rena studied it even longer, letting out thoughtful hums that could mean anything between ‘this displeases me’ or ‘good job, nameless agent in charge of this section.’ It was a fine distinction. 
Nodding decisively, she turned to me and waved a hand, gesturing toward the general direction of the hotel. “There’s two spots that need help, but not as bad as that first one. I think we’ll be alright for at least a few days.” 
I didn’t ask her if she was sure about defeating Toh’sellor, as she’d gotten that question too many times already. I knew what her answer was. Instead I slung an arm around her shoulders, companionable and comforting. “It’s not like we’ll be in there more than two days anyway. You’re a genius, it won’t take you long to figure out how to poof him.” 
“Poof? Really?” Rena settled under my arm, wrapping her own around my waist, looking more than a little thankful at this vote of confidence. “This is one of the worst evils we’ve experienced and the word you use to defeat it is poof?”
I gave her wide eyes and an innocent blink. “Despoil?” 
“Eww.” Rena smacked me on the shoulder. “Eww, no, that sounds like some illicit relationship.”
“Clobber?”
“What am I, a cave woman?”
“Skunk?” It grew ridiculously hard to keep a straight face. 
Rena wrinkled her nose, aggravated, but I could see the laughter in her eyes. “Yes, skunk is so much better than clobber. What are you, twelve?”
“Drub?”
She snorted a laugh. “That sounds like a school yard fight!”
We cheerfully bickered all the way down the hill. 




I stepped into the room and looked about with more than a little confusion. This was the eve of battle, correct? I stood in the same room with the agents I’d be fighting alongside tomorrow? If I didn’t recognize so many faces I would have sworn I’d entered some illicit party instead. 
A party in full swing. 
I didn’t see a lot of alcohol, or any drunks, but food seemed to be everywhere. Mostly of the finger variety. A band played rather well in one corner and more than a few danced, sometimes in couples, but I saw at least one train of men that had hooked arms and merrily danced their way in beelines round and round in the room. 
The heat struck me as I took a few tentative steps inside; not surprising, as this many people crammed into the same place would generate heat very quickly. I glanced at Bannen, unsure how to take this, to find him smiling at everyone in general. “This reminds me of that phrase.”
“Eat, drink, and be merry, for tomorrow we die?” Bannen responded, bouncing a little onto his toes. 
“That’s the one.” I studied the partying crowd dubiously. “That’s not what they’re doing, is it?”
“From what Yez told me, partying the eve before a hard mission is a MISD tradition. Keeps people from falling prey to an attack of nerves and wears them out enough they all sleep soundly.” 
I thought about that for a moment. “You know, as strategy goes, it’s a sound one.” 
“Right? And I know that the last of the new agents came in this morning, so this way we can meet everyone we’re going to fight alongside. There’s worse ways to handle it.” He took a deliberate step to the side, so he could eye the buffet table stretched along the far wall. “I’m just glad to see no one has snuck any alcohol in. Hangovers tomorrow morning would be an astoundingly bad idea.” 
“No kidding.” The band finished its song and changed to something familiar, a popular tune that crossed into different countries freely, one with a three-beat base pattern that leant itself very well to dancing. I beamed up at Bannen, already edging for the part of the room seemingly designated as the dance floor. “Dance?”
“Dance first, eat later?” he responded, amused, already taking my hand. 
Pouting, I shook my head playfully. “Noooo. Dance, eat, dance, eat. Repeat as necessary.”
“You got into the swing of things quickly,” he approved, eyes crinkling up in that half-moon smile I loved. 
We reached the dance floor and I felt a thrill go through me. We so rarely got to dance with each other, which was a retched shame. I’d missed the opportunity to dance most of my teenage years as I didn’t have the lung capacity or the balance for it. Bannen had taught me, and at first I’d only gone along with the lessons because it was a way to hold him, and be held, and no one would question my intentions. Then I’d gotten good enough to learn some of the more complicated moves, and I found a joy in it that I hadn’t expected. 
Now, of course, I didn’t have to pretend anything. 
Bannen swung me into position, hand at my waist, the other in a loose hold in my free hand. I put my free hand at his shoulder and we moved in perfect synchronization, the basic steps first. Then the music hit its first swell and he snapped me out in a quick twirl before pulling me tightly back in, dipping so that my back arched and my hair splayed freely beneath me. 
I had pants on, unfortunately, the skirt of my shirt not long enough to flare out and really take advantage of all the spins he did with me, but I enjoyed it all regardless. Chi caught sight of us at some point and wolf whistled, making us laugh hard enough I almost missed a step. 
That song ended with a flare and we clapped before the band started up again, this time with a slightly slower beat for couples that needed a breather. We danced to that one too, then another, and another, until my stomach rumbled petulantly. 
“Food?” he asked me knowingly. 
Surely he couldn’t hear the rumbling over the band and all of the conversations going on in here. I could barely hear myself think in this din. In fact, I was more reading his lips than actually hearing what he said. “Yes.” 
We grabbed plates, went down the line of the buffet table, gathering up anything that struck our fancy. Before I even left the table, Yez caught Bannen’s attention and waved him over, and Vee snuck one arm out and snagged me by the shoulders, dragging me in the exact opposite direction. Neither of us minded. 
I loved Bannen more than air but sometimes we really did need a break from each other. This wasn’t exactly one of those times, but he’d be glued to my side for the next two or three days, so better we give each other space now than get on each other’s nerves later. 
Following Vee’s silent pressure around my shoulders, I only paused long enough to snag some of the punch, eyeballing it doubtfully as I walked. No one had spiked it, right? A quick analysis showed it only contained a mix of different fruit juices and soda to give it a little kick. Relieved, I stepped out onto the porch and found that three other women already sat outside a small table, their own plates half-devoured. 
With a blink, I realized I had the perfect setup for a little girls’ talk. My eyes cut over to Vee for a moment. Could I somehow get her to confess what she really thought of Chi? Hopeful, I took the last vacant chair and smiled at everyone. “Nora.”
“Rena,” she greeted, waving a hand to the two women next to her. “This is Lauren,” blond, forty, and fit under that MISD uniform, “and her familiar, Rikki.”
Rikki looked to be a ferret, happily chewing through a plate of fruit of some sort I didn’t recognize. He looked up, chittered at me, then went back to his dinner. 
I gave them both a polite nod and smile. “Hello.”
“And this is Sherri,” another MISD agent although she had the patch of a Healer on her left shoulder, a darkly exotic woman with black skin and tight, wiry hair, “and her familiar, Jimbo.”
Jimbo the jaguar lay sprawled under the table, lifting one eyelid long enough to get my measure before going right back to his nap, tail flicking in a small, contented way. 
“Hello,” I repeated. “You’re both going in with us tomorrow?”
“We are,” Lauren answered, pushing the last bit of cake around on her plate. “I’m not sure whether I’m glad to be in the force or not. I understand that fourteen of us had to go into support, to keep Toh’sellor firmly in. He’s that close to breaking the barrier? I haven’t had a chance to get up and really look at the situation.”
“He’s ridiculously close,” Vee growled. “But let’s not talk about it tonight. We have much more fun things to talk about. Did either of you know that Rena’s familiar is human?”
And here we go. 
I half-expected some dangerous and uncomfortable questions to come from the two mages, but Vee’s explanation carefully gave them the truth without divulging details I didn’t want known. I ate through my plate, lingering over a few favorites, and listened as she explained everything for me. 
“Wait, wait,” Sherri interrupted, fingers twitching in the air as if wishing for something to take notes with. “I have to ask this, from a Healer’s perspective—what can you see? Can you see illness, for example?”
“Some,” I hedged. “Theoretically poisons, for instance, I could do something about. Um, injuries, if something is lodged inside? I can destroy those. In terms of healing, I can’t do much more than that.” 
“That alone is amazing.” Sherri pursed her lips thoughtfully. “After all of this, I’d dearly love to talk to you, see if we can somehow apply your principles to modern healing as we understand it.” 
That sounded like a terribly interesting research project and I had this unholy urge to grin. I tamped it down, not wanting to scare her, as it would likely turn out demented. “Of course. We’ll do so. I’m very interested as well. There could be applications I’m missing because I’m not familiar enough with medicine to think of it.”
Sherri pointed a finger at me, wagging it in warning. “Don’t think I won’t drag you off. I mean it.” 
“Magus,” Lauren gave me an odd look, brows furrowed slightly in bemusement, “I find it interesting that Vee is explaining this and not you.”
“Terrible with explanations,” I answered frankly, not at all bothered by this. “Vee knows this and is friend enough to do it for me.” 
Vee grinned down at me, suspiciously close to patting me on the head. “You do alright when you force yourself to. But the real reason I dragged you out here is to demand answers. You and Bannen.”
“Ahh, now the ulterior motive shines through.” I lifted my glass, taking a sip of the punch to buy me a second to think. How to answer this so that I can segue into asking my own questions? “It’s the funniest thing, actually. After I finally dragged him into a confession—”
“Wait, wait, confession?” Nora cut in. “You have to start before that!”
Right. Short method would not work. Biting back my impatience, I went to the beginning, when I first summoned Bannen, winding the tale up and through to present day, although only the highlights. Doing so felt strangely nostalgic, as if I were talking with my girlfriends in Corcoran, which in turn made me miss all of them. Maybe when this was over, I’d visit. 
Sherri let out an approving, low whistle when I finished. “You need to write this story down. Publish it. You’d make a mint.” 
“Wouldn’t she?” Nora agreed. “A sweet, magical romance. Literally.”
I was not as sure about that, but accepted the praise in the spirit it was meant. “The funniest thing is, we were mutually in love with each other, and didn’t even realize it. If I hadn’t pushed, if one of us hadn’t the courage to take that final step forward, we would have been forever stuck as just friends. How sad is that?”
“It happens more often than one would think.” Nora gave Vee a pointed look. “Isn’t that right, Vee?”
I mentally jumped up and down and cheered. Thank you, Nora! That was a beautiful opening.
Unfortunately, Vee didn’t seem inclined to take it. She just gave the woman a weary look, one filled with threadbare amusement, as if this was a very old argument. “As you’ve said.” 
“He’s in love with you,” Nora insisted. 
“He’s really, really not.”
“He’s really, truly, head over heels, stupid in love with you. Unfortunately, the stupid part is winning.” 
“Nooorrraaa,” Vee complained. 
“Wait, wait,” Lauren held up both hands in a staying motion. “I feel like I’m coming in on Act Three. Who’s in love with who?”
“Vee has a partner, a man named Chinnadurai Franklocke,” Nora explained, rapid-fire.
Sherri blinked. “I know him. Or at least, I’ve heard of him. Marksman? Supposedly one of the best in the world.” 
“That’s him,” Nora confirmed with an easy bob of the head. “He and Vee have been partners for the better part of five years—”
“Nearly six,” Vee interrupted thoughtfully. 
Nora ignored her and kept going. “—and I keep telling her that Chi’s in love with her, but she doesn’t believe me. Of course, if she saw the way he looks at her when he thinks no one is looking, I wouldn’t be having this argument.” 
Vee looked more than ready to change the subject so I hastily interjected, “But Vee doesn’t think you’re right. Why, Vee?”
Grateful to have a third party with an open mind, Vee focused on me to respond. “Because he hasn’t made a move. In the beginning, the first few months of our partnership, I honestly thought Nora might have a point. But I realized quickly that I’m not really his type—I mean, really, does any man want a woman over a foot and a half taller than him?—and yes, he’s flirting, but flirting is how Chi communicates. He doesn’t mean anything by it. I mean, seriously, he flirts with you, too.”
“He does,” I had to admit. “But mostly he does that to rib Bannen.”
“I think he flirts just to tease me. Or maybe it’s habit by now, I don’t know. But see, Chi’s one of the most straightforward people that I know, so if he really felt that strongly about me, then wouldn’t he have done something by now?”
“Umm.” I made the noncommittal sound because I honestly didn’t want to agree with her (Nora was right after all) but I didn’t want to start an argument. Mentally, I aimed a kick in Chi’s direction. Idiot. He’d missed his timing and now Vee had closed that possibility off as she didn’t trust in it anymore. 
Someone needed to light a fire under that man. I volunteered myself to do it. 
Lauren, apparently the kind of soul that hated tension, thoughtfully changed the subject. “So Rena, now that you two are officially on the same page, are you planning on a long engagement?”
Jerked back to the center of attention, I had to blink to switch mental tracks and respond. “Oh, no, hopefully not. Z’gher apparently has superstitions about auspicious days and which one would be appropriate for weddings, so we have to check with a priest first to choose a good luck day. But we’re hoping for something in the near future.”
With nothing but women at the table, the discussion quickly fell into wedding traditions and such, which carried us through until Bannen came looking for me, wanting to dance some more. I abandoned the plate and went with him, frustrated that I couldn’t possibly tell him anything in the middle of the party as I couldn’t communicate without yelling. 
Tomorrow. I’d find a moment tomorrow to tell him. For now, I had a handsome man to dance with. I shouldn’t waste the opportunity to enjoy it. 




To say that I was anxious this morning would be a vast understatement. Anxious wasn’t even the right word. Scared, nervous, determined, spiked with adrenaline—all mixed up in a complex knot. I hadn’t even tried to eat breakfast, just downed two hot chocolates that my handsome familiar fetched for me. I think he squirreled away some into the Mule as well, specifically for me and Vee, because he was a sweetheart that way. 
We all stood and gathered more or less in formation on the road leading into the barrier. I tangled my fingers together in a knot to keep myself from fidgeting, my weight shifting uneasily from foot to foot. Because Maksohm was merciful, he hadn’t gotten us up at the crack of dawn, as we all needed as much rest as we could get before facing today. Considering the party last night, it was something of a miracle that everyone was up and awake at this hour. I knew more than a few kept dancing till midnight. 
None of that festivity had carried over into the morning light. The mood lingering around us lay heavy and tense, people openly checking their weapons, their grimoires, petting their familiars in an absent fashion that reassured both man and beast. I’d been introduced to everyone at some point last night, of course, but now I could properly match up familiars with their mages. We had quite a variety of familiars in this group—owl, monkey, mini-dragon, a komodo dragon (my mind still boggled over the size, I didn’t know they got that big), tiger, and even a unicorn. And those were rare. 
The unicorn turned and met my eyes for a moment, crystal blue in that white face, and deliberately gave me a wink. 
I smiled and winked back. Awww. Tristan was a nice unicorn. Hopefully he was in my camp so I could swap some stories with him. He’d been very fun to dance with, although of course you had to watch for the horn. 
We’d be fighting all day until we reached a location that would work as a base camp. At least, we hoped it would. No one had seen the inside of that barrier in two hundred years, after all, so our plans were based around some very old topographical maps. Supposedly, an outcropping of rock, like a miniature cliff face, sat some distance in, close enough to count as a ‘mid-point’ to Toh’sellor. Having a natural buffer to guard our backs would make it easier on the shield bearers, so we all hoped it was still there, and not destroyed by the ravages of time and stupid minions. If not, well, we’d just have to find some other spot and make do. 
Maksohm clapped his hands loudly. “The barrier is going to drop in a moment to let us through. Remember, double time it, we don’t want this down any longer than needed. If you’re injured, immediately throw up the red handkerchief you have, don’t try to ignore it. We estimate it will take eight hours to reach the spot for base camp. Are we ready?”
A wave of sound came from the teams like a war cry, which startled me. I didn’t realize people were this pumped up about it. Even the familiars cried or roared out their readiness. 
“Good!” Maksohm’s smile had a feral glint to it. “Rena?” 
Bannen leaned in, a solid length of warmth against my back and shoulder as he murmured near my temple. “Ready?” 
The nerves hadn’t left, but knowing that I could move soon helped. “As I’ll ever be.” I moved ahead a little, just enough that I didn’t have people blocking my line of sight, and I took in the minions in the area. They had thinned a little after our first foray inside, but of course more had congregated here in the last few days. I took them all in with my magical sight, so that their physical structures were overlaid with the glowing schematics that made up their substance. I had quite the mix this time of former trees, bushes, birds, raccoons, and I think that used to be a mongoose. A really large, strange mongoose. 
I spoke a spell that had become far too familiar and they vanished in a trace of dust and wind, as if they had never been, like a sigh of regret. 
Maksohm lost no time in snapping out the order, “Now, Agent Silas, let us through.”
The barrier dropped and we all jogged through, mages, familiars, and one Mule going inside an area known for nothing but death and destruction. It felt even more eerie to me this time than it had the first and that said something. Strangely, though, my nerves settled because at least in here, I knew what to expect, having done it before. 
Before the last person even cleared the doorway, our mobile shields snapped up. Each team had their own shield, of course, with a second mage casting individual shields over their non-magical teammates. Nora and Maksohm did it so smoothly, so efficiently, that it looked seamless even to my eyes. It was a testament of how much they’d worked together that they could do that without even a word spoken between them. I had vague hopes of the shields cutting down on the rotten, putrid smell of decay but no luck. Ah, well. With the shield up, my focus narrowed to clearing out every minion I could see and keeping track of Bannen. 
I realized that he thought it his job to keep track of me, and it was, but I felt better knowing his position. 
Ours was the only group with only two familiars, and one a staff, so Bannen didn’t really have any familiar to coordinate with. Instead, Yez seemed to fill that role, defending me on the left while Bannen took the right, Vee and Chi bringing up the rear. I had to yank my eyes away from each of them more than once, caught up in the elegant way they moved, swift and deadly like armed dancers. 
At least the shards I’d cleared out hadn’t reformed. That felt like a small victory. I’d half-feared they’d just regenerate, like some bad horror story. The situation remained bad enough as it was. One would think, after being around the shard and fighting through every variation of minion possible, that I would get used to the sounds of fighting. The splintering of wood, loud and raucous enough to sound like a ship’s hull splintering, the dull thunk of weapons hitting flesh, the piercing, agonized screams of the dying, but some part of me still flinched from it. I didn’t let it slow me down, didn’t let it dull my reactions, because I couldn’t afford that kind of cowardice. I had dozens of people relying on me. 
But today would haunt me for the next few months in my dreams. I knew it. 
We moved at a steady pace, relentless, ruthless, and eventually I stopped noticing the amazingly prevalent smell of decay and dust. I think my nose shut down out of some sense of preservation, as I stopped smelling anything after a while. How long had we been in here? It felt like decades but a glance toward the sun showed it couldn’t have been more than a few hours.  
Bannen fell back a moment, fingers brushing over my wrist—his own way of checking in with me and assuring me that he was fine—before he stepped back out and into the fray. I appreciated the gesture as being in here seriously unnerved me. Seriously, did anyone actually expect to sleep tonight? Because I did not see that happening. 
The land here pitched and rolled, coming up and down, reminding everyone silently that we stood on top of a mountain. There was no direct view of anything, not even as we started toward the valley floor. The trees and vegetation were all gone, of course, used to make minions, but plenty of rocky outcroppings remained to obscure sightlines. I almost felt like we stood near a desert, but the color wasn’t right. It didn’t have the light tan, earthy color of dirt drained of water. This looked almost grey, an unhealthy, abnormal tone that silently spoke of something unnaturally leaching everything of value from it. Right now we had nothing but rocks on both sides, which kept the minions off of us, but I could hear Bannen mutter darkly about ‘fatal funnels’ and that made me even more uneasy. 
“Chi, I can’t see ahead more than ten feet.”
“I can’t either,” Chi responded tightly. “I hate it; being stuck on the ground without a good sight line is a gross and icky feeling, I don’t know how you people stand it. Vee, my love, give me a quick boost?”
She turned, caught him just under his waist, and launched him up to a nearby pile of boulders. Chi landed with catlike grace, kneeling, one hand flat on the boulder in front of him to keep him balanced. “Uh-oh.”
We all stopped dead because if Chi sounded worried? Then the world might be ending. 
“Chi, report,” Maksohm demanded, staring in vain in the direction Chi faced. 
“That’s the biggest sarding monster I’ve ever laid eyes on.” Chi swallowed hard, leaning forward as if straining to get a better look. “Vee, you remember that idiot in Hamblin who took that cocktail mix of potions?”
“The one that grew to be almost a story tall, built like a weight-lifting hunchback? Hard to forget him,” Vee answered casually enough but she looked disturbed. “Why?”
“This thing looks like his long lost daddy. As big as that guy was, this one’s about ten feet taller, more muscle and he looks like someone killed his dog, shacked up with his wife, and pissed on his shoe for good measure. Rena, can you come up for a second?”
It was probably inappropriate for me to get excited by this invitation. I beamed up at Vee. “Can you toss me up?”
The whole group snorted on a laugh, some more obvious than others. I flushed but didn’t back down. Alright, so perhaps I also thought being tossed around be Vee would be fun. 
“I’ll catch her,” Chi promised, putting his bow carefully aside. “One, two, three, up!”
Vee caught me with one arm, and with considerably more caution than she used with Chi, threw me up. I had a brief few seconds of feeling weightlessness, air rushing around me, and my stomach dropping out, then Chi’s arms caught me tightly, drawing me in. 
“Fun, right?” he asked with a knowing smirk.
“It really is,” I agreed happily. “I’m finding more opportunities for Vee to throw me. This just became a thing.”
He threw his head back and laughed. 
As fun as that was, I didn’t forget why I’d come up to begin with. Turning, I carefully shifted my knees so that I could twist about without losing my perch or upsetting Chi’s balance. I didn’t need his pointing finger to spot the problem. 
Deities. That was a behemoth of a monster. “Wow,” I managed around a dry mouth. “I really don’t like the look of that.”
“Can you see how to destroy it? Is it close enough?”
I shook my head instantly. “Three thousand, four hundred and eighty-two feet away. I’m nowhere near close enough. The distance is deceiving here. If it’s constructed the same way the minions are, then we shouldn’t have too much of a problem, I can destroy it easily enough. But my concern is…see how long the arms are? They’re disproportionally longer, almost like a monkey’s arms.” 
Chi nodded, still sitting close enough that his chin brushed my hair, so that I felt the motion more than saw it. “I see it. I have a bad feeling those arms can cover about fifty feet.”
“I’m afraid you’re right. He might very well be able to strike us at the very distance I need to stand in to destroy him.” I sent up a prayer that wasn’t the case. While I prayed, I also hoped that this was the only giant minion we’d have to face, because even this one would likely mean casualties we couldn’t afford.
“Any chance we can avoid him?” Maksohm called up. 
“No,” Chi stated with a grimace, “because he’s literally in our way. Unless he decides to meander some other direction before we get there, we’ll have to deal with him.”
“We have to deal with him anyway,” Yez declared sourly. “I, for one, will not be able to sleep tonight knowing that thing might wander by while we’re all snug in our bedrolls.”
An excellent point. I whole-heartedly agreed. 
Bannen cleared his throat and gave our team leader a winning smile. “Maksohm, I’m for taking it down and breathing easier, please and thank you.” 
Maksohm let out an irritated breath. “I second that motion, unfortunately. Alright, Yez, pass the message back of what we’re seeing.” 
I could hear Yez giving the details of everything in his patient, neutral tones. Some of the teams at least were close enough to us to be able to see what we did, but not the others, not with the way the trail had twisted in on itself. They’d no doubt be anxious to get their own eyes on the situation once they came through to this vantage point. Chi leaned in and asked in a low murmur, “How close do you have to be to actually use your magic, Rena? I know you said you have to be fifty feet away to see what you need to do, but once you’ve seen it, do you have to stay that close in order to actually work your magic?”
I turned that over in my head for a moment. Sometimes I forget, because Chi was such a joker, that he was a senior MISD agent for good reason. “No. Once I know what to do, I can be farther away than that. Not by a lot, I still have to see enough to aim my magic. Technically, though, I could work my magic from here and destroy that thing, if I knew how.” 
He blinked at me, jaw dropping a little. “You seriously don’t have a range?”
“If I can see it, if I know how to hit it, I can destroy it.” I maybe preened a little under his open regard because it was fun impressing him. Chi’d seen a lot in his lifetime; blowing his mind was difficult to do, and I liked managing it. “With as many disadvantages that I have with my magic, range is not one of them.” 
“Maksohm is so going to trick you into signing up later once he hears that,” Chi informed me with a dazzling smile. 
He could try. I loved the agents we’d worked with; the director, not so much. But this didn’t seem the time or place to have that particular argument. Besides, I had a feeling that he was right. If Maksohm had his way, we’d be signed on before I even got a honeymoon. “I’m assuming you asked this for a reason?”
“Yup. But I’ll explain on the ground. Let’s get back down.”
Vee either heard him or knew what he would suggest to do next, as she stepped forward, offering me a hand down. I took it, a little gingerly, as no one just dives headfirst off a ten foot drop. 
Chi flipped head over heels with a whoop, landing gracefully on the trail below, little eddies of dry dust swirling around his boots.
Scratch that, no one sane just dives off head first. Not that I expected sanity from Chi. Vee caught me easily enough and sat me on my feet and I gave her a quick grin. “Thanks.” 
“I have a thought,” Chi intoned in grand, rolling tones. “Rena says she doesn’t need to stay within fifty feet of something in order to destroy it. She just needs enough time to give it a good once-over before she can back up.” 
Maksohm’s head snapped around. “Truly?” he demanded of me. 
“Yes.” I shrugged when I got looks of disbelief, silent demands of why I only mentioned this now and not before. “Every other time, we would have had to fight our way back out, and there wasn’t any point. I still need an uninterrupted line of sight to the target.”
“Ah.” Maksohm grimaced agreement. “I do see your point. Alright, continue, Chi, I’m sure you had a point to make or some grand scheme that will give me heart failure.” 
“Only a little heart failure,” Chi promised soothingly. “The beast ahead of us has these ridiculously long monkey arms, we’re thinking he can smack us with them even if we try to stay fifty feet away. So I say, we dart in, let Rena get a good look, then dart back out, to a safe enough distance that she can work her magic and we don’t go squish.” 
Bannen nodded along. “Not a bad thought. I think it’s doable, definitely preferable to trying to keep him off of us while Rena does her thing.”
Our illustrious team leader gave a hum, fingers flicking in the air, gesturing for us to move. “Let’s walk and discuss this. We’ve got a little more time before we exit this narrow path, and once we’re through, we can test the strategy on smaller targets before we get to that monstrosity ahead. Rena, walk with me. Let’s get the finer details of how much distance and time you need to pull this off.” 




Going through that narrow pass made me want to crawl out of my skin, because no fighter worth their salt goes through such a narrow pass on purpose, not without very good reason, but I did admit that it kept the minions off long enough for me to get my wind back. And it didn’t smell so much like decaying old man’s socks and death in here, which my nose appreciated. Even Rena needed the chance to catch her breath, as she’d been using more magic than advisable to keep the minions from swarming us. 
Yez tapped something on his mouthpiece that let him communicate with the other teams, relaying the plan we’d hatched, and I hoped it worked. It would mean quite a bit of coordination, a series of bait and retreat that took timing and skill to pull off. Too fast or too slow, it would fall apart and we would be in the wrong spot at the wrong time, and nothing good ever came out of that. 
While we exited that twisty mountain pass, we had no line of sight, which made my already stretched nerves even more jumpy. I kept a hand on Rena’s back, the contact meant to steady us both and to keep my familiar bond with her from trying to strangle me. I’d gotten better control over it in the past two years but situations like this made it writhe like a cat tossed into a waterfall. 
I barely had two feet of clearance before I realized that while we had come down the mountain, the monster we dreaded had moved toward us as well. I swallowed around a dry throat as I got my first look at it. “Deities, what a sarding brute,” I choked out, and I could just feel the fine hairs on my skin raise. “There’s no way that’s only two stories tall, Chi, you liar.” 
“Durable,” Vee looked more than a little put out, “we need to get your eyes checked.”
“Hey, I was estimating size from almost four thousand feet away, I think I did pretty well, all things considered!” Chi protested. “Rena, back me up, here.” 
“The distance did make things deceiving,” she offered. 
Chi nodded, vindicated. “Exactly!”
Still, that didn’t mean I liked what I saw. The monster had the size of an ancient tree—likely had been originally, some four hundred year old oak tree or the like—and every footstep made the ground tremble in aftershock. Like the other minions, this one had a bipedal form, two long arms at the top, stubby legs on the bottom, with branches sticking out that might or might not be truncated limbs. His arms were thinner than the trunk, forming long whips, dragging in the ground behind him, heavy enough to leave ruts behind. I understood at a glance why Chi and Rena came up with the idea they had, to step in long enough for Rena to get a good look, then back out of the area immediately. Those whip-like arms would not be something we could stop, only dodge, and the reach on them would be tremendous. 
Maksohm took one look and a pinched expression came to his face. “We need to range this thing as much as possible. Yez, pass the word, long range attacks, nothing close range.” 
I stared at my illustrious leader for a moment, puzzled. “Isn’t that obvious? Who would be crazy enough to try close-range combat with that thing?”
Chi sidled up and explained slowly, “MISD agents are not well known for their survival instincts.”
I met him look for look. “I thought that was just you.”
“No, I’m sadly par for the course.”
“That’s disturbing.” It also explained a lot. 
Maksohm lost no time in getting us away from the mouth of that twisty pass, and I appreciated that, as it now gave me the willies with a monster like that bearing down on us. We went right, as quickly as we could, dust puffing out and lingering in the air as our feet kicked it up, and fortunately not many minor minions seemed to populate this area, so we didn’t have any real impediments. I had to wonder was Big Bad over there the reason for this? I couldn’t imagine any other reason, as until now we’d had plenty of opponents. 
I kept an eye on the other teams, saw them scattering either left or right, trying to gain enough distance to get into position before we were all forced to engage. Rena kept staring hard at Big Bad, only to make a face, over and over again. Trying to get a reading on him now, save us the effort? And failing, by the looks of it. We were still over a thousand feet away; I didn’t expect her to see anything useful at this range, but Rena had always been the type to try even if she knew she’d fail. 
The ground here felt even less stable than the area around the barrier, although it took me a second to realize why. This place had been under Toh’sellor’s influence a lot longer, and the influence of his energy had cracked and distorted even the dirt itself. It felt like walking through fine powder, stirred up in the air, although it made no real sound as it shifted. I felt like I walked through the grey ashes of someone’s grave, and wasn’t that a creepy thought? 
Everyone knew the instant Big Bad sensed our presence. He let out this roar, like a soundless blast of high pressed air, more felt than heard. Maksohm didn’t even swear, just jerked his head at Yez, who understood the signal. 
“Team Four, move!” Yez barked out. 
The first team darted in, close enough to use their long range spells, and even from here I could hear them, the zing of spells singing through the air, lighting up Big Bad on impact in a haze of colors. No damage, but we hadn’t expected any, and the spells did the job: Big Bad turned, his attention going toward them. 
I swore softly. “He’s more limber than I gave him credit for. He did that turn in two seconds.” 
“He’s using his arms to do it, did you see that?” Nora’s eyes narrowed as she peered. “He doesn’t just use them as weapons, but for maneuverability.” 
Vee said what we all thought. “In that case, we have a chance.” 
Yez lifted his hand to his mouthpiece again. “Team Three, move in, Team Four, fall back.” 
Rena bounced from foot to foot, radiating impatience. “When can I get closer?”
“We need to get around to his blind side first, or maneuver him to face the other direction,” Maksohm reminded her, putting a hand on her shoulder to keep her still. “It’s faster if we can move him, so give it a moment. Let’s see if we can.” 
I held my breath as we waited, watched Teams Two, Three, and Four dance in and out of range, hitting Big Bad with a volley of spells before pulling out, taunting him to move one way or another. Dust swirled up around them as they moved, like a mini-sandstorm, and I could distantly hear them calling out to each other, the sounds muted and distorted from here. As large as the monster was, he was slow on the uptake, not quick enough to hit any one opponent before the hassling distracted him from the first enemy to the second, so that he only swung those massive arms twice, not hitting anyone. If they could just keep this up, we’d be alright, although I didn’t know if they could. The pacing was brutal. 
“Good,” Maksohm declared with a feral smile. “Move!”
We moved, going as quickly as we dared, almost a run, although for Vee it was more like a power walk. I could hear Rena muttering to herself as we went and I ducked in closer, trying to catch the words. “—nine hundred eighty feet, nine hundred seventy, nine hundred sixty—”
Of course she did a count down. I couldn’t help but smile and shake my head. She was nothing if not focused. 
There were moments in my life when I realized I had lost all the survival instincts I’d been born with, if I’d possessed any at all, and getting close to something that loomed over me to the point it blocked all light and could squash me like a bug was one of those moments. It rang like an epiphany, and even while I had sweat streaming down my back, from my temples, even as my feet demanded I run the other way, I couldn’t help but feel the thrill of being this close to something earth-shatteringly powerful. 
Maybe it wasn’t my survival instincts that’d failed, but my sanity? 
I had no time to ponder the life-altering question as we ran forward. This close, the spells sounded more like crashes than thuds, giving off bursts of heat and light, and the smell, deities, the stench nearly overpowered me. Rotting broccoli, molding socks, and decayed fish would smell good in comparison to this. 
Finally, finally, Rena hit that magical fifty feet away, and stopped dead. “Two minutes,” she begged softly, eyes already flying all over, tagging what she needed to know. 
It was not our job to engage Big Bad, we were here in case he noticed, and we really didn’t want him to notice, so we all stayed as still and quiet as possible. Please don’t notice, please don’t notice, because our cracks at close-combat being suicidal aside, I didn’t have any long range weapons on me, which I now realized was an extreme oversight, and I really needed to do something about that when this was all over. 
Rena let out a sharp, “Ha!” of victory. Then she abruptly turned, gesturing for us all to move, running back the way she had come. 
Relieved, I ran with her, easily keeping pace, one eye over my shoulder so that Big Bad couldn’t take us by surprise if he finally realized he had an enemy literally in his shadow. 
For a moment, just a moment, I thought our plan would work. That we’d get by with it. Then his two arms slammed into the ground, upsetting my balance so that I almost tripped, and he turned sharply, facing our direction. No eyes resided in the upper part of his form, nothing that indicated pupils, and yet he clearly stared right at us. 
Sarding son of a Bauchi, that was not good. 
Vee spun on her heel, Seton lighting up in her hands. “Rena!” she commanded. 
Rena stopped abruptly, whipping around, the words already forming on my lips even as she moved to put Big Bad within her line of sight. 
Really? We were doing this? I couldn’t just grab Rena and run faster? Even as I thought it, I knew it wasn’t plausible, we stood too close, those arms would get us for sure. But I didn’t see how standing our ground here was any more feasible. 
“Nora, some help,” Vee requested, cool as ice. “Armbrace Variation. Seton, sync with it, on three. One, two, three!”
Nora snapped open her grimoire, flung it to the right page with a practiced flip of her wrist, and then tossed the spell toward Vee with a sharply spoken word. Vee lit up briefly in a sharp white flair, a barrier forming in front of her, but mostly to the side, and she lifted her staff familiar in a stance I knew well. 
No. Surely not. Even a quarter-giantess couldn’t hold her ground against that thing!
Chi instantly went to her, back braced against hers, as if to help her. I shifted to Rena’s back, ready to tackle her to the ground the instant it looked as if those arms would hit us. 
Big Bad’s right arm lifted, rocking back to gain momentum and speed, then he let fly like a horse whip, air whistling as he cut through it. The sound almost deafened me and I had to fight the instinct to flinch from it. 
The impossible happened, right in front of my eyes. That massive arm hit in a crack of sound, like a whip snapping, and Vee stepped just outside of Maksohm’s shield to take it without even flinching. Her heels dug in, sliding back a foot, Chi moving with her, but stoically not shifting, still bracing her as best he could. The arm stopped dead, blocked completely, although part of it kept moving, wrapping around us. Maksohm, Yez and I all moved, weapons up to block it, but it didn’t go completely around. Did Big Bad not have any fine motor skills? Likely not. Either way, not questioning a miracle. 
Roaring in frustration, Big Bad retrieved his arm, lumbering back, the stench of him wafting over us strongly as he moved, and if a monster could feel panic and confusion, the look on his barky face suggested he did. Of course, being stupid and with a one-track mind, that meant he lifted the other arm, intending to try again. 
I could see the magical spells being flung at his back as the other teams tried to regain his attention but the agro was lost; they didn’t have a prayer of getting him to turn again, not with us so close. I glanced at the shield hovering over our heads but despite the impact, Maksohm had managed to keep it up, thanks to Vee’s interference. If it went down, leaving us vulnerable to Toh’sellor’s energies…I didn’t want to think about it. 
Rena’s spell this time had some familiarity to it, but not one I knew, so I couldn’t guess how much more time she needed. I didn’t dare interrupt her, not now, not when she needed to focus. 
Vee shifted abruptly to the right side, bracing again to take the impact, and I watched her as she moved, trying to see any sign of weakness or injury, but she showed none. I knew giants were tougher than humans, but this tough? I had a whole new respect for their race right now. Or did Seton’s protection and the two mage’s shield spells have something to do with it? 
With another roar, Big Bad let the other arm fly, this one moving faster and harder. I could hear it, could feel the pressure of the wind as it flew toward us, and this time I didn’t know which action would be better: did I help brace Vee? Did I try to flatten Rena to the ground before that thing hit us? 
In a split second I threw my faith in with Vee’s muscles and helped Chi, putting my back to her, our shoulders overlapping. I felt the heat pouring off of her along my spine, his bare shoulder through my shirt, could smell the faintest hint of sweat from both of them. Chi beamed at me, briefly, then his faced closed down as he focused. 
This time I felt the impact through Vee’s shoulders, and even braced, it rocked me a little forward. I heard Vee grunt, not in pain, or at least it didn’t sound like pain, more like an oomph of determination, and Chi growled out a curse, shoulders overlapping mine as we pushed back. The arm wrapped around us again, coming a little closer, and I eyed it in growing dread. It might actually curve enough to touch this time, and if it did, I would need to leap out of this position immediately to help cut that thing down—
In the next instant, the arm vaporized, becoming nothing but dust. The hard push against me disappeared in the same moment, and the shock of it suddenly being gone threw my balance enough that I nearly face planted. Which, eww, I do not want to put my skin anywhere near this disturbing dust, much less my face, thank you very much. 
Pivoting, I turned to look, even as I realized what must have happened. Where Big Bad stood, nothing remained, not even a trace of the monster. That’s my girl. Grabbing Rena by the shoulders, I gave her a loud, smacking kiss. “I love you.”
“You’re easy to please,” she responded, laughing. “I’m always my sexiest when I’ve destroyed something.”
She thought she joked. “You really are.” 
“It’s just as well that you have strange taste in women.” Rena took in a deep breath and looked at Vee. “You alright?”
“I’m good.” Vee looked down at her familiar staff. “You?”
Seton lit up in quick series of colors that meant absolutely nothing to me, but Vee gave him a satisfied smile. “Good, glad to hear it. Well, that’s out of the way. Good job, everyone.” 
Maksohm echoed this, heartfelt. “Very good job. Yez, check in with the teams, do we have any injured?”
Yez spent several minutes talking back and forth with different people before shaking his head, looking more than a little relieved. “No injuries.” 
I counted that as a miracle straight from the heavens. Even if we had been ranging this monster, things still went wrong in crazy fights like these. 
“Then let’s continue. We lost a good hour to this fight at least, and I for one to do not want to miss our goal or try to set up camp in darkness.” 
“That does sound like a supremely bad idea,” I agreed, heartfelt. I might or might not have poor survival instincts—I really needed to debate that with myself later—but making a fortified camp in the dark while in the middle of enemy territory? That sounded suicidal. Let’s not do that. 
Maksohm gave that wave of the hand that meant move out, and we moved out, walking steadily. The Big Bad had apparently some kind of territorial rights over this area as we saw no minor minions for quite some time, and I felt grateful for that, as my heart still pounded. Cooling down a little sounded great to me. As we walked, I couldn’t help but ask Vee and Chi, “How did you know that you could take him?”
“Wasn’t quite sure,” Vee admitted candidly, still flushed from her success. “But I’ve braced comparable things before.”
Chi offered, “Like that collapsing building in Alyadar.” 
“Huh. I actually had forgotten about that one, but that’s a good example. I was thinking of that train outside of Ravenswood. Remember that? It jumped the track and was trying to go over.”
“Do I remember that?” Chi laughed and for a moment his expression slipped and his adoration of her was all over his face. “I had a broken leg, trapped on that thing, and you were outside the car, holding it up so that it couldn’t slip over into a ravine, chewing me out for not sitting next to you.”
“Well, if you’d been next to me, I would have been able to grab you and get you out before that thing went sideways.” 
“I was trying to let you sleep, remember?” he responded as if they’d had this argument at least a thousand times.
Vee flapped this response away, clearly not willing to get back into it. “Anyway, that’s the first thing I thought of. I figured the limb itself probably weighs three hundred pounds? Even with the amount of force he could put behind it, it can’t be too much more than the weight of a train car. I figured with Nora augmenting my own shield spell, I’d be able to more or less manage. I do appreciate you two backing me up, though. I might have lost my balance without the support.” 
I shared a speaking glance with Rena, who had listened with wide eyes. Vee could hold up a train car. By herself. Didn’t those things weigh like three hundred thousand pounds? Even if part of it was on the ground, that was an insane amount of weight. I didn’t see how anything that I did for her was remotely helpful but I responded, “You’re welcome. Anytime.” 
Rena sidled up next to me to murmur in my ear, “I’m reminded all over again why I’m glad she’s on our side.”
“You and me both,” I whispered back fervently. 




Our lull in minions didn’t last long. We had perhaps an hour, less than that, before they appeared again. Chi at least was happy, as he pumped a fist in the air and crowed, “Target rich environment!”
Bannen looked just as pleased. I swear, neither of them were good at being still. 
We went back to fighting off the minor minions and I thinned them out as much as I dared. Of all people, I had to conserve my magic carefully because I had no idea how much I would need tomorrow, when we actually did face off Toh’sellor. 
Reports came in via Yez about injuries on the other teams. We had three ‘walking injuries’ that consisted of a broken arm, bruised ribs, and a mild concussion. All three people were shuffled into different teams that could protect them while we continued forward. I knew, intellectually, that such injuries were mild and, considering the intensity of the fighting, we should have had much worse. I still didn’t like it. I barely knew every person’s name and face on these teams, but fighting out here, I felt a kinship to them. These were brothers in arms. I didn’t want any injuries at all. 
Another wave of minions swept through, and I grimaced, bracing myself to deal with them if needed. I could feel people getting tired, see their uniforms soaked with sweat, and the quiet way they fought unnerved me. No one yelled or jested anymore, not like they had the first few hours; they just buckled in and fought with a grim determination to get through the day. 
No, wait, I did hear someone yelling. Several someones. My head snapped around and I realized that one of the teams screamed in distress and anger, lurching forward. 
“What’s happening?” Yez barked out. His jaw clenched as he got the report, eyes blazing. “Maksohm, one of our agents got yanked out of the shield. He’s surrounded by minions.” 
I felt all of my blood drain south. No. Oh, no. 
“Go!” Maksohm ordered, already turning that direction.
We wheeled with him, like a flock of birds, following his lead as he ran flat out. Every other team converged on the same point, battling the minions back, forcing them to give up their captive. My line of sight kept getting interrupted as various agents and familiars dove into the fray, fighting, snarling, pushing them back. 
“Got him!” a harsh voice called out with vicious satisfaction. 
Oh good. My heartbeat kept thudding and I put a hand against it, feeling like I could put my heart back in its rightful place again. 
“HEALER NOW!” another person cried out. 
Clearly, I spoke too soon. 
From the corner of my eye, I saw a streak of black fur, and I recognized Jimbo and Sherri diving out of their own team’s protective shield and into the other’s, answering that call of distress. Not wanting her to be distracted, I turned and targeted as many minions as possible, clearing them out. 
“Status,” Yez demanded, voice clipped, one hand cupping his mouthpiece. Whatever answer he got didn’t surprise him and he turned to Maksohm. “We need to make camp.”
“Our target area is right over this rise,” Maksohm responded, pointing dead ahead. “Can we relocate there? It will give us a better defensive station.”
Yez relayed this, listened to the response, then grunted an affirmative. “If we’re going, let’s be quick.”
We lost no time moving forward, and while tired, the teams moved with enraged efficiency in cutting down the minions so that we had no more disasters before the camp site came into sight. I let out a breath I hadn’t realized I had been holding. The area looked like it had been a lake at some point, but the water had since retreated, leaving only a smooth basin and a rocky area around it. It looked like the perfect place to make camp. I half-wished the water had remained but then thought about that. “Would water be safe after exposure to Toh’sellor?”
Nora turned and gave me a strange look. “It’s not something we’ve tested. But would you really want to drink something that Toh’sellor has touched?”
My face screwed up. “Um, that’s not at all what I was wondering. Eww.”
Chi giggled, actually giggled, like a naughty school boy. “Oooh, can you imagine what effects it would have if you did? I wonder if you’d glow. Or turn green. Or—”
Our team leader turned with an exasperated look. “Chi, focus. Nora, can you carry the shield?  I want to oversee the barrier being installed.” 
“Of course,” Nora agreed. 
Maksohm moved off, leaving us standing idly by. I watched with fascination as the first three mages stepped out of their team formations and set the cornerstones of the barrier, setting each point and connecting them smoothly. They did an expert job—not that I had expected any less—crafting the barrier around our heads in a round ball that extended down below the surface. I had suspected they would use the Globe Variation, considering what we now knew of Toh’sellor’s methods in maneuvering around barriers, but I still felt better seeing it. If we were protected from all sides, even below, I might actually manage some sleep tonight after all. 
They had it up within minutes and I didn’t need Maksohm’s signal to know we were safe to step out of the shield and start making camp. 
Almost immediately the Healers charged in, laying the wounded down and immediately tending to them, calling out orders for different things to be unpacked from the Mules first. 
Setting up camp in enemy territory wasn’t much different from doing it out in a nice patch of woods, with a few exceptions. No gathering up of firewood (none to be had), locating a good water source (again, none to be had), and no wandering about camp investigating the site. But we had dedicated people in charge of cooking dinner over magically powered, portable stoves, and another group setting up a corner latrine with all of the appropriate privacy spells, so the rest of us set out our bedrolls and got comfortable. Really, all I saw people do was take off their jackets. We kept weapons and boots on, and I expected that to change only when people were ready to turn in and not a moment before. 
“RENA!”
I hurried, as much as I could, following the frantic waves and calls of two agents with the Healer’s mark embroidered on their upper sleeves. As soon as I felt I could be heard, I yelled, “How bad?”
“Bad!” Sherri yelled back, not quite wringing her hands together, but only because Healers never showed just how lost they were. “Surface lesions of Toh’sellor’s energy, quickly going past the muscle layer and infecting the bloodstream. He’d already lost two fingers before I could get a stabilizing barrier around his hand; any more than this, he’s going to lose his arm. Ready to try that theoretical?” 
Nothing like trial by fire to see if I could. Grimly, I reached the patient’s side, nudging his manticore familiar aside. The manticore did not seem impressed at all but shifted with only a slight grumble of protest. 
I blinked into that magical oversight then went deeper than I normally indulged, tracing every single blood cell, every facet of the energy that penetrated this man’s dusky skin. Yes, there, pockets of malignant energy already feasting and burrowing in like a parasite. How interesting that the energy would react different to a living mammal than it would an inert object. Trammel and I would likely have a very interesting discussion about this later, disturbing and macabre though it would be. 
A presence at my side, warm and solid, reminded me not to venture too far in exploration, just enough to get an idea of what to do. I blinked back and gave my familiar a quick glance. “You said to me once that I could likely destroy poisons in someone’s bloodstream.”
Bannen appeared nonplussed for a moment before the light clicked on. “You’re right, I did, that first conversation we had. I remember that. Can you?”
“Apparently.” Turning, I regarded the patient and smiled. “I believe we met once before. Agent Blanks?”
“That’s me,” Blanks answered with a taut smile. His dirty blond hair looked almost grey thanks to all of the dust kicked up, smudging along his skin in streaks, but nothing could dim the fear blazing in those light brown eyes. “Magus, you think you can do something about this?”
“I won’t be able to save your fingers,” I apologized because even without magical oversight, that was obvious. “But I think I can manage to root out the rest. I just don’t know how painful this is going to be.” 
“Really don’t care if it’s painful,” he assured me through clenched teeth. “It’s already painful. Just do it.” 
Nodding, I focused again, taking in every trace of Toh’sellor’s energy at once and forming the incantation. I decided to be more thorough than usual, falling a little bit back on old habits, as no way did I dare leave any trace of that malignant energy behind. It almost pulsed under my regard, beating hot and steady, fighting to break free of the stasis it had been put under.
Spell together in my head, I spoke the words, hands tightening on his arm as Blanks thrashed a little, a scream caught in his throat. I couldn’t stop and apologize. Better to just get it over with, quickly, like ripping off a bandage. 
Like anything else Toh’sellor related, it took three very long minutes for my spell to do its work and then every trace of the energy evaporated like it had never been. Unfortunately that meant taking the poor man’s pinky and ring finger as well, literally turning them to dust. I hadn’t quite thought through the full consequences of my spell or I would have warned Sherri hovering at his side. 
She hissed a curse as she leapt in, slamming a spell over the wound before Blanks could lose any more blood and fixed me with an exasperated look. 
I gave her a chagrined smile. “Sorry.”
“I’m glad we were right, that you’d be helpful in healing, but we really should have carried that conversation a little further,” Sherri griped at me good-naturedly. “Mentioning that you can disappear pieces of people’s bodies would have been helpful.”
“Sorry,” I repeated, wincing.
“Don’t apologize,” Blanks wheezed, grasping my hand with his good one, squeezing it hard enough to block blood flow. Pain drew white lines around his mouth and eyes but still he managed a smile. “Thank you, Magus. Thank you ever so much.” 
I never knew how to respond when someone thanked me like this. Opening my mouth to say, well, something, Bannen saved me from the moment by jostling my shoulder with his. “Rena, they’re trying to get your attention.”
Looking up, I realized another Healer beckoned, no less frantically. “Did that work?!” he demanded of me, yelling to be heard over the short distance. “You cleared the infection?”
“Yes!” I called back and true alarm shot through me. “How many people are affected?”
 Bannen pulled me up by an elbow, already focused on guarding me to the next patient. I ran there, seeing not one victim this time, but two. An agent and her familiar, a bumble bee bat, rather a unique familiar to say the least. I groaned when I realized the black spots on the yellow stripes of the bat were not in fact natural. 
“Magus,” his mage agent demanded frantically, her blue eyes wide, “please heal him first. He’s so little, he won’t have the strength—”
I tuned her out, already delving into the problem. My first fear proved false, that the energy would warp the familiars in a different way than the humans, but fortunately Toh’sellor didn’t seem to differentiate between one type of living thing or another. “I can do you both at once. Bannen, hold the familiar down. Healer, hold your patient. On three: one, two, three.” 
Down, down I went, once again lost in a world of black, swirling, chaotic energy and the red pulse of blood fighting to force out this terrible invader. I used the same spell as I had previously, pleased to see my magic didn’t have to stretch at all to accommodate two at once. Perhaps I could do three? Although three would definitely be my limit. Screams juddered my ear drums, one of them purely animal, but I didn’t dare let up. When the last word tumbled from my lips, I yanked my eyes back into normal sight and frantically checked them. 
Bannen let go of the familiar and the poor little bat immediately flew into his master’s embrace, tucking himself into the crook of her neck and steadfastly ignoring everyone else. I totally didn’t blame him. The other agent gave me a weary nod. “Thank you.” 
“Sorry it hurt,” I apologized, although really, she had no way of getting around that. Looking up, I saw Bannen had gained his feet, already looking around. “How many others?”
“Four that I’m seeing.” Raising his voice he thundered, “Who’s in danger of losing life or limb?!”
One Healer jumped up like a jack in the box. “HERE!”
Well that answered where to go next. 
I dove into one problem, then another, trying to take two at a time if possible, but one of the men proved to be so complicated that I didn’t dare. At the end, they had five agents and three familiars down, two of them having lost fingers and half a foot in the process. The agent that had been captured by the minions and dragged out lost most of his arm. I had no doubt that being MISD agents, they would be fitted with the best magical prosthetics available, but still….
With so many outbreaks, everyone felt petrified of what would happen to put even a toe outside of the barrier. I went by and checked every single person, giving them a visual sweep and assuring them that no, Toh’sellor hadn’t infected them, they were quite safe at the moment. Part of it was professional courtesy (people had enough to worry about) but I did not want a minion forming in the middle of the night only to run around loose inside the barrier with us. It would be like the plot to a bad zombie novel. 
Maksohm drifted over to my side after I had checked the last person, handing me a cup of water, which I gratefully took and drained. “I must apologize, Rena. I knew that the energy near Toh’sellor was on a different level than the shards we’ve engaged, but I swear to you it wasn’t this bad the last time Nora and I ventured this close.” 
“I believe you.” I handed the cup back, trying to smile, feeling like I failed in the attempt utterly. Magically I felt fine, but dealing with so many people’s pain and fears had drained me badly. All I wanted to do was curl up in a corner with Bannen and cuddle for a while. Like, a few decades. “We know it gets stronger every year. Of course the energy it exudes would ramp up the closer we get.” 
“We’re going to have to cut down on our exposure outside the shields. Even with double layer shields up, it’s not enough protection.” Maksohm slumped a little, just an inch, enough for me to see his exhaustion. “Thank all deities you can deal with it, though. Otherwise we’d lose this entire expedition party before we even reached our target.” 
“I don’t like that thought, Maksohm.”
“Neither do I. I’m passing the order around. At the first tingle of a symptom, I want them reporting to you. I cannot afford to lose anyone else.” 
I nodded immediately. “Of course.” 
Maksohm moved off, grim and determined. Bannen watched him go before saying with false cheer, “Well, this just goes from bad to worse.” 
“You’re telling me.” I could feel the tension building, the need to get Toh’sellor defeated as fast as possible. I did not like the idea of the people around me dying by inches because of their exposure to this thing.
Blowing out a breath, I tried to ease the tension in my neck by cracking my head from side to side. That didn’t seem to help, the headache brewing only getting worse. Maybe I was dehydrated. More water would help. Bannen moved off to help with some camp chore and I went to one of the Mules and the barrels of water lining the side. We didn’t have enough spare water for me to wash my hands, although I really wanted to, as I felt grimy. The dust here kicked up so readily I felt like it coated my skin. Looked like it, too. I pulled out a handkerchief from my pocket and wiped my visible skin as much as possible, but had a feeling all I’d done was smear it in even further. When we finished this, I planned on wallowing in a bath tub for three days straight. Oooh, bubble bath. I sighed dreamily, lost in the fantasy for a moment. 
Chi came to lean against the Mule, a cup of water in his hands. “You have a pervy look on your face, my friend.” 
I started a little to hear that bass voice in my ear but didn’t shove him away. “Bubble bath,” I answered seriously. 
“Mmm,” he hummed in instant agreement. “That sounds delightful. I want one too.” 
In a flash I realized that while we had a lot of people milling around us, we had perhaps fifteen feet of spare space, and if I kept my voice low enough, no one should be able to overhear. It was the most private moment I’d had with Chi in days. “Chi.”
“Yes?”
“I had a little girls’ chat with Vee,” I kept it concise as I didn’t know how much time I would have before we were interrupted, “and you need to make a move.”
He went unnaturally still. Voice low, so low I could barely hear him even with him an inch away, he asked, “You sure?”
“Yes. You missed your timing, that’s the problem. She’s always been interested, but you’ve been joking with her so long, she doesn’t think you’re serious. She thinks flirting is how you communicate. You need to make a move.” 
“She said that?”
I suddenly wished I had been able to record our conversation for him and play it, as apparently he needed the reassurance. “She did. She also said she understood why, as having a woman be over a foot taller would make any man feel awkward, which is why she let things ride.” 
Chi let out a startled huff. “Is she serious? Those long legs of her are sexy, one of the things I like about her.” 
I felt pretty sure Chi liked everything about Vee, so I let that mostly slide. “All I’m saying is, she has just as many insecurities as you do, and she’s half-convinced herself you were never serious to begin with. Man up, Chi.” 
I could feel the smile in his voice as he pressed a quick kiss against my temple. “I owe you.”
“You really do,” I told him, grinning. It didn’t surprise me when he let go and bounced off, heading in Vee’s direction. Hopefully he had the sense to not ambush her now, to wait until he had a chance to set the mood. I stopped that thought in its tracks and shook my head ruefully. No, this was Chi, of course he was going to act immediately. 
Well, after six years of being with him, Vee should know him well enough to take things in stride. Hopefully. If nothing else, his sincerity would come across. Right? 
I watched him walk straight to her, take her by the hand, and draw her away from everyone else, shoulders almost brushing the barrier. Vee leaned in, putting their heads closer together, like she normally did when Chi had something serious to say. I could tell when he got his message across, as she rocked back in surprise, a smile lighting up her face. 
Chi said something else, I couldn’t catch it from this distance, hand reaching up to gently cradle her face in one hand. Vee dropped to her knees, putting them on the same level, her head for once a little shorter than his. Then she reached for him, and they came together in one of the sweetest kisses I’d ever witnessed. 
“Why can’t I have a little creation magic?” I bemoaned rhetorically even as a cheesy grin took over my face. “That’s an image I want to capture.” 
“I know, right?” Bannen appeared next to me, eyes nearly disappearing under the force of his smile. “Let me guess. You told Chi to stop being an idiot.” 
“I phrased it nicer than that.”
“Of course you did. But you told him to stop being an idiot, and without thinking, he went straight to Vee.”
I gestured toward the new couple with an ‘as you see’ turn of the hand. 
Bannen looked around and sighed, shaking his head. “He couldn’t have waited for a better setting than this? I mean, seriously, the man’s a skilled sniper. Supposedly he has a well of patience to do his job right.”
“I think he uses it all up on the job,” I opined. “I’ve never seen him particularly patient while off-duty. And if you think about it, he’s waited six years already, that’s plenty patient.” 
“He waited six years because he’s an idiot, I’m not giving him that.” The words sounded harsh but Bannen had a fond smile on his face as he watched our two friends openly canoodle. Well, not canoodle, but they certainly looked cozy over there. They didn’t even care about the whistles and hoots they were getting from their fellow agents. “Although I’m a little torn if I want this relationship to work or not. Giants supposedly have lots of kids as a rule.” 
My mind hiccupped on the mental picture of Chi and Vee’s children. “Hyperactive giants.”
“Right? It’s a terrifying thought.” 
I shook it away and prayed that if those two did have children, they would inherit Vee’s calm. Somehow I had a feeling this relationship would last. Those two knew each other too well, were already tied to each other in so many ways, I didn’t see how they could have a falling out. If they were going to hate each other, it would have happened long before this. 
Shoving aside the worrisome details, I decided to bask in the moment and smile at them a moment longer. We’d had so many close calls, so much death and destruction today, that seeing them like this eased the constriction around my heart. I felt, for a moment, like I could breathe. 
Someone called out that dinner was ready, we queued up in line for some hopefully appetizing (or at least edible) stew, and I felt a pair of strong arms grab me from behind and lift me into a hug that took my toes off the ground. 
“Thank you,” Vee said against the top of my head, tone so heartfelt it melted. 
I grinned, even though she couldn’t see it. “You’re welcome.”
She put me down again so I could breathe but didn’t release me, arms casually hanging over my shoulders in a loose clasp. “I think for this, Chi and I should pay for part of your wedding. Maybe your dress.”
“Bannen tells me that the brides in his country actually wear two outfits on the day of, so you can buy one of them? I warn you, though, they’re custom made and not cheap.” At least to hear him tell it, and he should know, with five sisters married. 
“For this, we owe you,” Chi informed me, stepping out of line enough that he could see my face. “Seriously. We’ll pay for one of the dresses.” 
Considering how expensive weddings were, and how these two really did owe me a favor, I didn’t feel any need to dissuade them. “Matchmaker fee accepted.” 
Vee laughed, hugged me again to her, and finally let go so I could accept a bowl of stew. 
The stew turned out to be mostly edible (bland, very bland, I know Z’gher believes in spice, so what happened here?), the company around the camp more appetizing than the food. The mood stayed somber except a few brave souls that teased Chi or Vee. More than one sat next to the wounded, helping them to eat, trying to distract them from the pain of injuries. I finished dinner quickly, then gave each patient a last check, more for their sakes than mine, so they wouldn’t dream of being warped in their sleep. 
No one saw the need to stay up late, and with the watches set, we all went to bed early. I kept an eye on Chi and Vee and felt happy when they laid out their bedrolls next to each other. I had a feeling they’d be holding hands at the least throughout the night and that thought made me smile. 
This wasn’t the first time I’d slept on the ground, and in a way, it was better than previous times as it was flat and there weren’t pebbles or twigs trying to dig into my back and hips. But that was all I could say for it. With no distractions, I found it hard to ignore what tomorrow would be like. Especially after the events of today, wouldn’t it be worse tomorrow? We’d already spent a full day exposed to Toh’sellor’s
energies, and…
I cut that thought off sharply. That was not going to help me relax and sleep. Determined, I shut my eyes, trying to catch that elusive sensation of deep slumber. To no avail, of course. Things that I had been able to shunt aside during the day made themselves more obvious now, like the strange decayed scent of the ground, and the listless way the air moved, so that the place felt stagnant. I felt like I had made my bed in a graveyard, and who would be comfortable doing that? 
I tossed onto my right side, frowned when that didn’t feel the slightest bit comfortable, flopped onto my back, but that put my neck at a strange angle, then tried the left side. Nope, don’t like that position either, I couldn’t see Bannen that way. Even if he lay right next to me, I didn’t like not seeing him. Twelve inches seemed like a lot of space, alright? It was unacceptable. 
Bannen had his eyes closed, face peaceful, and of course he already slept because being in enemy territory like this didn’t faze him. 
I hated him just a little for that. 
“Rena,” he said without opening his eyes, “settle. You’re worse than a hungry mosquito.”
My glare intensified. I didn’t say anything. I didn’t need to. 
Still without opening his eyes, he lifted a corner of his blanket, rearranging his arm so that it was stretched out in a clear invitation. 
Well, if he offered cuddles, that was different. I carefully rolled in next to him, keeping my body from touching the weird ground, and slipped an arm around his waist, head settling into the crook of his neck. Ahhh, much better. The heat of him pressed against me steadied my nerves like a soothing balm. “Why did I bother laying out a bedroll for me?”
“I have no idea. I figured some female logic was behind it and didn’t want to ask.” 
Pondering that for a moment, I offered, “I think it’s because everyone else was doing it, so I just went along? Which is silly, you’re a much better pillow.” 
“Thank you, beloved. I think.” 
A voice that sounded suspiciously like Nora’s called out, “If the two love birds could settle down? The rest of us would like to sleep.”
“Which ones?” Chi called back, unbearably smug. Vee openly giggled. 
Bannen and I both snickered. 




We broke down camp in an efficient, orderly way after breakfast. Rena looked more nervous today than she had in every day previous, so getting her to eat breakfast posed a bit of a challenge, but I managed it by making sure to offer hot chocolate with the biscuits. Vee got in on this too, and the company helped Rena to eat. She’d always had a bit of a nervous stomach, one to skip food entirely when upset, but today of all days she was going to need every ounce of energy.
Cleaned, packed, we set off again, and no one needed to consult a map to know where Toh’sellor sat. In the daylight, standing in this open valley, it stuck out like a sore thumb. We stood on the valley floor, looking up, up, up at it and for the first time I truly questioned my sanity. Or maybe my survival instincts had failed me. How by the sarding deities was Rena supposed to defeat that?
Toh’sellor thrummed in the distance, a vortex of energy and elements, as forceful and destructive as a hurricane. It even had the size of one, although not the same shape. It didn’t have a cone shape to it, instead being wider at the base and swirling up, arcs of energy mixed in with dust and every possible element. Even at this distance I could hear it, a dull roar in my ears, and I knew without asking that if we got too close to that thing, we’d be torn apart by the sheer speed of the wind alone.  I couldn’t begin to estimate the distance but I knew from the planning we still had a good five or six hours of walking/fighting before we could reach it. 
For Rena to get close enough to deal with that thing, she’d have to destroy the wind around it first. 
The mood was somber in camp as we loaded the injured onto the Mules. I knew more than one Healer wanted to take a Mule back, to take the wounded into a proper hospital and get them seen to, but it was suicidal to even try. We couldn’t give them enough agents to make the return trip with. We just had to keep plowing forward and trust that Rena could defeat it quickly. 
Everyone fell back into formation, although the teams had been rearranged first because of the wounded. We now had a medic-party with the five injured, three medics, and two mages to shield them. That left two of the teams lopsided, reduced by two, so that we had two fighting teams of five and one made of seven. One of the teams had strict orders to fall back and guard the medic team if things got bad.
With the shuffling done, people gathered in their teams, and the main barrier came down. The individual team shields snapped up at the same time, and we moved forward. Minions had gathered in the night, and while Rena quickly cleared a path for us, I knew that would be the last magic she used today unless the situation direly called for it. We wanted her as magically charged as possible, as she frankly had bigger fish to fry. 
Today seemed a repeat of yesterday although thankfully without another Big Bad to deal with. We didn’t move at nearly the same speed as the close range fighters had strict orders: weapons only outside of the shield. No more dancing in and out, even if we did have personal shields on. Yesterday had proven to us that Toh’sellor’s energy could penetrate those shields and no one argued. Familiars stayed inside the shield at all times. That left the long-range combatants and the mages to do most of the work. They didn’t complain, but it effectively cut our fighting force in half. I did see two huge minions off in the distance, seemingly about the same size, but they didn’t venture any closer and we didn’t go looking for them. I, for one, would be glad to steer well clear. They’d disappear on their own when Toh’sellor was gone anyway, no sense looking for additional trouble. 
Toh’sellor grew gradually larger as we moved. It became more and more of a wall of wind and debris, this enormous and destructive force directly in our path. My ears popped several times as the pressure changed, the fine hairs along my skin going straight up. The pressure of him, even at this distance, robbed the air, so it grew gradually harder to breathe. 
Doggedly, we kept going, fighting through the minions, the teams rotating around so that we took turns being the trail blazer, giving each team a chance to rest a little. Toh’sellor’s presence consumed the horizon, so much so I kept my eyes averted from it, to preserve what vestiges of sanity I had left. I didn’t need to look up to know when we had gotten truly close, as the resistance became fierce. I went from having one opponent at a time to three or four, the minions so stacked up against each other that they got in each other’s way more often than not, limbs almost tangling with each other’s. If we were still employing the tactics of yesterday, we would have run the same risks of being dragged outside of the shield, they were that grabby.  
“What,” Nora demanded with a disgusted tone, “is that smell? Does anyone else smell that?”
“Like rotting piss?” Chi asked, gagging. “Yes, Nora, we all smell that. Wow, and I thought this place smelled bad already.” 
“I’m going to have to burn my clothes after this,” Vee said to no one in particular. “There will be no way to get the stench out.”
She was likely right. 
I lashed out, killing two minions with one stroke, but it didn’t seem to matter, as three more took their place. Sweat dripped down my temples, along my back, and I could feel it creating tracks through the dust and grime on my skin. Not a comfortable sensation. “Is its guard usually this tight or do you think he noticed our intrusion and called some of the troops back in?”
“That takes a certain amount of cerebral ability we’re not sure Toh’sellor has,” Maksohm denied over the clangs of weapons and the zing of spells going off. He had to almost yell to be heard. “This might be instinctual more than anything.”
Well, maybe. Either way, we had a lot of enemies to deal with. 
“Team Four has three critically injured and are falling back,”
Yez reported grimly. “They request to join the Medigroup.”
“Granted,” Maksohm agreed instantly. 
We were down to our group of seven and one group of five still capable of fighting. Ours odds were rapidly dwindling.  “Rena, how goes it?”
“I need to be a little closer,” she admitted. “I’m not seeing enough detail at this range. Maksohm, let’s assume that I’m not going to attack Toh’sellor today. Let me clear out as many of these minions as possible. I don’t think we’ll be able to get in close enough otherwise.” 
Maksohm took a good look around, a grim set to his mouth, then nodded. “Go.”
I guarded her right side fiercely, shifting to adjust our formation so the members of Team Two could protect my front and rear and I protected their flank, keeping an ear on Rena. She spoke the one she normally used on minions, quick and familiar, and half the opposition around us disappeared in the next instant. Without pause, she started the spell again, and I realized that this wouldn’t be her usual tactic of taking out what minions she had to, but instead she intended to get rid of however much she could. 
She’d better not push herself. I’d kill her myself if she went into a mind down out here. 
We pressed closer. The air turned static and vibrant in a strange way, like a tornado brewing all around us. The wind fell and rose in eddies, sending hair flying and loose clothing flapping. The atmosphere looked neon green at certain angles, brown in others, and the fine hairs along my skin stood rigid. I felt as prickly as a spooked cat.
Toh’sellor no longer loomed in the distance; instead it seemed to take up the entirety of our sightlines, and didn’t that just fill my heart with joy. My familiar bond started screaming at me to grab Rena and run and for once, I whole-heartedly agreed with it. Only neither of us were going to get our way today. I slammed a hand against it, beating it physically back down, even if that did leave a bruise on my own sternum. 
My reaction did not go unnoticed by my teammates but they kindly didn’t say anything to me, which I appreciated. It was already a bad enough day, it didn’t need help. 
“Maksohm,” Rena pointed to an area dead ahead, “see that rise dead ahead? The one with the stones.”
“Yes, what about it?”
“I think we should stop there and put up a semi-permanent barrier, something like what we did for camp last night. From there, I can tackle the wind. I have to destroy the wind barrier around it first before I can see what I’m doing.” 
I felt a profound relief at those words. Sitting still under an iron barrier would be taxing for the mages carrying the barrier but safer for everyone else, as we wouldn’t risk any more exposure to that sarding energy. Also, the area that Rena wanted had a slight hill to it, so even if minions tried to get at us, we still had enough vantage that Rena could see over their heads. 
“Yez, pass the word,” Maksohm requested. “We’ll stop there.” 
“Roger.” Yez’s voice fell to a more subdued tone as he spoke directly into his mouth piece to the other teams. 
It took a small eternity to move the hundred feet toward that spot, but we finally made it. The mages in charge of our barrier lost no time in putting it up and we all more or less collapsed on the ground where we stood. Of course doing so sent dust puffing up in every direction, but I kept my mouth firmly closed, a hand over my nose to filter out the worst of it until it settled again. I did shift over to put my back to Rena’s, glad she chose to sit on a flat rock instead of keeping her feet, as I could almost feel her fatigue. I might be used to fighting multiple days in a row, but she wasn’t, and this insane trek took its toll on her. It could also have been the pressure of Toh’sellor, both psychologically and the way the wind battered us, even through the shield. I felt like we stood in some wind tunnel against a mother storm. 
I pressed up against her, letting Rena lean some of her weight back on me, felt her steady breathing as she took her first proper look at Toh’sellor.

She sat still and silent for long moments. I was used to her taking the time to study something before she made any moves, so this didn’t alarm me. I sat still, tuned into every breath she made, her back flexing against mine. Then she spoke, firm, uncompromising, unhurried. 
The destructive whirl of energy and wind dropped sharply. 
I didn’t dare turn around and upset her balance, but I did turn my head to look over her shoulder, watching as the wind went from a hurricane level to something smaller, dying down steadily. The pressure on my ears eased as it retreated, as Rena forced it down with every word, and the malignant energy I could feel crawling along my skin faltered. Not gone, but stunted, no longer pressing with a thousand prickly needles. 
Taking a breath, she watched it again, a long stretch of silence, then launched into a new spell. Toh’sellor actually flinched, the wind dying sharply down into something more comparable to a dust devil, although still tall. I saw traces of the core of it now, a flame of gas and energy standing as tall as a mountain. Without the wind shielding it, I could see every facet, every flicker, a mix of light, dark, and colors, all in a messy hash that turned my stomach. Part of me, some fundamental instinct, rejected that anything like this could exist. 
If Rena felt the same, she didn’t let it affect her, and she spoke without faltering until the wind shielding Toh’sellor disappeared completely.
The absence of sound almost sounded loud, shocking in its stillness. My ears popped again as it readjusted to the lack of pressure. 
All around us, agents watched her steadily, barely breathing, not speaking, anxious to hear the results of her scrutiny. 
“I can’t see the details of it, not from here, but I can detect there is a core.” Almost apologetically Rena said, “I need to get closer.” 
This didn’t surprise our illustrious leader. “I expected that. Our main team will take us in as well as three extra mages. That brings up a question.” Maksohm did his speaking eyebrow thing, where he lifted it one millimeter and it said a thousand things. “Rena, I know you’ve answered this question before, but it’s never needed clarifying like it does now. Toh’sellor is huge. The core of it, I assume, is buried well within its center. Do you need to get fifty feet from the core or fifty feet from Toh’sellor itself?”
I blinked at him and realized that I hadn’t even thought of that. Everything else that Rena had destroyed was always a more convenient size, smaller than a mountain range, at least.
“The core is integrated with the rest of it,” she answered, “so I only need to be fifty feet from the edge.” Perhaps sensing that this didn’t really reassure him, she tried to explain. “Think of Toh’sellor’s core as the heart inside of a human body. Of course it is an individual organ, a component of the body, but it’s also part of the overall function. When I look at a human, I see the overall schematic of a human being, first and foremost. I have to focus to be able to see which part of that schematic is for the heart alone. Same thing with Toh’sellor. As long as I’m fifty feet from the surface of it, I can read his full schematic.”
“I find that vastly reassuring.” Turning his head, Maksohm called out, “Isak! Sean! Rowe!”
Three mages shifted people aside, coming promptly up. Maksohm looked them each over in turn, expression giving nothing away as he stated, “We need to bring Rena in closer to Toh’sellor. Not for long, just to give her the time to study it properly. Rena, five minutes enough?”
“Should be.”
“Gentlemen, I need additional support for shields. Do you have enough magical energy to support us?”
I expect that Maksohm phrased it that way to give them an out, if they needed it. But Chi had been right earlier: MISD agents didn’t exactly have good survival instincts. The three men promptly agreed. 
Maksohm lost no time in forming us up again, leaving orders for the rest to stay in a defensive position, just in case. Nora cast personal shields on us right as we walked out of the main shield, then three layers of other shields popped up, strong enough that the air basically sang with magic. I felt it, actually, vibrating pleasantly along my exposed skin. Surely with this much protection, we’d be alright? 
Then I looked up at Toh’sellor,
the sheer mass of it, malignant and flickering, and my mouth went dry. Rather, I prayed that with four different protective shields around us, we’d be alright. 
Technically, Toh’sellor couldn’t fight. The reason it created other shards and minions was to make up for its own lack in that quarter. Even knowing that, I couldn’t help the shiver of apprehension that skittered down my spine. We moved at a steady jog by unspoken agreement, wanting nothing more than to get in and out as quickly as possible. 
I had to follow Rena’s lead on when we got fifty feet away. Toh’sellor dominated everything I could see, so much so that it felt impossible to me that we weren’t within touching distance of it already. I found it strangely tasteless here, as if no smell, no flavor, not even sound could exist this close to something that destroyed everything. Even hearing the others breathe, harsh breaths in and out, didn’t shatter that illusion. 
Rena flung up a hand, stopping us at the outskirts. “Here.” 
We obediently stopped, our footsteps cushioned by the strange grey dust, silenced. We stood there uneasily, looking in every possible direction, none of us wanting something to sneak up from behind, even if we did have very capable agents guarding our backs. 
Seconds ticked by, slowly, an eon for every moment. The tension could be cut up like sliced bread and served as toast but we didn’t dare speak or try to joke around it. Rena needed to concentrate. 
When she spoke, the words sounded loud enough to come out of a cannon: “The core isn’t like the other cores I’ve seen; similar certainly, but not quite right. There’s an element to it I can’t immediately decipher, and until I do that, I don’t think I’ll be able to destroy it completely. I don’t think this is going to be as simple as a single incantation.” 
“We never expected it to be, though,” Nora observed hopefully. “So that’s fine, we’ve planned for that.” 
“We need to move soon,” Maksohm informed her, brows drawn a little together in a not-frown that spoke of unease. “Do you need more time?”
“About six months of it,” she answered tiredly. “That unknown element? I can’t make heads or tails of it. It’s not gas, or solid, or magic, or anything else I have seen. It’s chaotic in the extreme, constantly flickering in and out of different shapes, and the schematic base for it is practically nonexistent. If this element has a structure to it, it’s rewriting itself from the base level up every few seconds, faster than I can pinpoint.” 
That didn’t sound good. “So what can you do about it?”
“I’m not sure if there’s anything I can do at all. The rest of the core seems to be more or less stable, I can definitely destroy that part of it, but I’m not sure what effect that will have on the whole. It will definitely diminish Toh’sellor, that much I’m sure of. How much? I need to run some calculations based off what I’m seeing now, but my gut instinct says that destroying the core will whittle it down to half strength at the very least. Unfortunately, doing that will just about tap me out for the day. I will definitely have to go in once tomorrow, then again the next day, before I can completely destroy the core and the tendrils that connect it to the other shards. It’s drawing a lot of strength from them too.” 
“Perhaps cut off the connection to the shards first?” Maksohm suggested. 
“Let me run the numbers,” she hedged. “I know that I’m making this sound easy, but those tendrils would be as difficult as destroying a shard and there’s at least thirty-six that I can trace. I don’t want to tackle those at full strength. If I can destroy the core first, it might weaken the tendrils enough that I have a better chance of tackling more than two at a time.” 
I could see the sense in that, certainly. I just had one question. “But if you leave the tendrils in place to deal with the next day, won’t Toh’sellor rebuild the core overnight?”
“That’s the other thing I need to calculate. I know its strength now, the elements, and how much power is racing through the core at a given moment. How much power will it take to rebuild the core? How fast can it pump that power up from the tendrils? I think damaging the core enough will destroy its ability to regenerate quickly, but I want to work out cold hard numbers before I leap to any conclusions.” Rena slapped her hands on her thighs, glancing up Toh’sellor for a long moment. “We can leave for today. Staring at it for another few hours isn’t going to answer the questions I have.” 
Maksohm looked relieved to hear this and nodded. “But you’re sure that doing this in two stages will destroy Toh’sellor?”
“No.” Rena gave him a shrug and a grim smile. “But I am sure that it will give us a fighting chance. The chaotic element embedded in the core, that’s my outstanding question. If we don’t come up with a way to deal with it, then we’ll never be completely rid of Toh’sellor.”
We exchanged grim looks. That didn’t sound good. 
“For now, let’s go back,” Rena urged, tone tired and trembling with tension. “I have the answers I need for now. We can come back tomorrow.”
She didn’t say anything along the lines of, I’ll know what to do then. 
I could only pray she had an epiphany before we returned. It sounded like she needed it.  




The initial plan had been to retreat back to our base camp, where we’d stayed last night, but no one seemed inclined to hike all the way there only to turn around the next day and do it all over again, it was too taxing. We turned, intent on retreating back the way we’d come, Bannen my silent shadow. 
I didn’t have to look to know where Toh’sellor sat. Even with my eyes closed, I could tell you how close I was to it at any given point. The feel of it, live energy and chaos, screeched along my nerves and I hated its very existence. Something in me instinctually rebelled at this thing existing and I wouldn’t be happy until I’d squashed it flat. I wanted it gone. GONE. 
“That’s not good,” Yez breathed behind me, sounding scared, and nothing scares this man. 
I snapped around, the words poised on my tongue, to demand what he meant, then my eyes caught the sight and I didn’t have to ask. Two of the largest minions we’ve seen, comparable to what Bannen had nicknamed Big Bad, lashed out, attacking the agents we had left on guard. 
Even in the face of this, Maksohm didn’t crack, just turned to me calmly, dark eyes level with mine. “You don’t get two days to whittle Toh’sellor down with. We’ll buy you as much time as we can.” 
I knew they wouldn’t be able to defeat both of those things, and I would have to get in ridiculously close to them in order to figure out if they were similar enough to that first one that I could use the same spell, which would put me in danger twice over and that was very poor tactics, even I realized that. We were literally between a rock and a hard place. Toh’sellor was fifty feet behind me, the enormous minions barely three hundred and fifty feet ahead. Taking Toh’sellor promptly down would be the safest, fastest way to defeat all the enemies, I knew that, we all knew that. Could I do it? Did I have the magical energy to do it? The time? 
Swallowing hard, I gave him a nod. All I could do was try. Try, and trust these people to keep themselves and me alive long enough to do the job. 
Yez barked out orders through his mouth piece to the other teams, splitting up the forces so that they could tackle both Big Bads at once. My team, of course, stayed with me as their first priority is always keeping the enemy at bay long enough for me to work. I tuned all of it out, focused on the task at hand. I couldn’t even try to clear some of the minor minions out of the way, as I needed every ounce of magic at my disposal to do this. 
Core first. 
On some level I realized my hands were shaking, from terror or nerves, I didn’t know. Everything seemed sharper to me, the sounds of fighting, yelled orders, the flash and feel of magic spells singing through the air, even the smell and feel of that weird chaotic energy on my skin felt too-sharp. I’d been under pressure before on a job, but never this extreme, this terrifying. I closed my eyes, took in three deep breaths, and that didn’t steady me, but I felt Bannen’s bond to me beating strong, and that did help me find my focus. 
Core. 
I snapped my eyes open and started speaking, using the spell I had tentatively begun to map out. The core was comprised of the elements of this area, as well as that strange energy, so I focused on the elements I knew first: gold, silver, copper, coal, shoal, granite, a trace of magma. The weird chaos energy acted as a glue, holding all of those ores and stones together, but I reasoned that if all of that was taken away, then the core itself would collapse. It took a while to get the full incantation out, what with the size of the elements and the way they were contorted together, but I got it out and watched carefully at the reaction. 
The core crumbled in on itself, flashing out of existence in a twinkling, and Toh’sellor’s energy flickered like someone blowing hard against a flame. But the flame didn’t die out, just diminished, some of the threads tying it to the other shards withering out, but not all, not even half. I groaned in dismay as I watched because that had not been the reaction I’d aimed for! It should have done more than that. And that chaotic energy in the center seemed to be holding up just fine, sard it all, which made me think it was the true core after all. 
Moments like these, I wished I could swear as creatively as Bannen. 
Toh’sellor started recovering right in front of my eyes. Outside of the core, drilling deep in the ground, writhed deep tentacles of power that I assumed drew power in for Toh’sellor. Actually, I had a sneaking suspicion this was the source of the shards, the way Toh’sellor spread his influence to the rest of the world, circumventing the barrier around it altogether. Time would prove that suspicion right or wrong. At the moment, I knew that it was curtailing my attempts at destroying this thing, as Toh’sellor drew deep through those tentacle things, not just for power, but for elements. My eyes flew every direction, taking it all in and calculating at high speeds. Yes, that was problematic, although not terribly so. At the rate it went, it would take at least a week to rebuild its outer core, but still it actively created faster than I would like. I needed to tear those tentacles free before it could really start channeling power. I did not want it regenerating faster than this. Or at all, really. 
I tore into three, destroying them with the same spell I used on the shards, and grinned in vicious satisfaction as that dropped the power levels. But only a little. Where did it get all of this energy from anyway? 
Frowning, I destroyed another four, but that didn’t have much more of an effect. Something more was going on, something happening underground; I’d bet my left eye on it. I couldn’t see under all of this bedrock, and that chaos energy still threw me for a loop. I’d had a brief plan when seeing the tentacles to just destroy Toh’sellor’s
connection to them and then focus on the shard, with the hopeful thought that everything would die naturally if I could destroy the shard, but that didn’t seem adequate to the task and I didn’t know what else to try. 
Scratch that, I didn’t know anything sane to try. Or at least, anything that Bannen would allow me to try. 
I’d sensed it yesterday, even more today, and I didn’t know how to say it aloud without sounding certifiable. Trammel had been right—my magic was eerily in sync with Toh’sellor’s but not in the sense that we were similar. Far from it. More like we were two halves of a whole. I was this thing’s perfect opposite. I knew, looking at it, that I could leave the shield right now and walk through that churning, powerful force, and it wouldn’t have any effect on me. 
The thought scared me right down to my marrow. 
I’d said before to Bannen that I thought Toh’sellor was one of the reasons why Void Mages existed. Why would we have a magical type that excelled in destruction, only in destruction and order, otherwise? But that had been conjecture up until I saw this thing. Then I knew. Knew with absolute certainty. The reason for my magic was to destroy this thing before it devoured the world, to keep it in check, so that it couldn’t reign free. 
Even though I knew that, I didn’t have the experience, the knowledge, of how to dismantle this thing, just this instinctive throb in my chest suggesting something that made me want to wig out. 
The thoughts in my head tangled, then went for a second round, and I didn’t have time to sit and stew on this. I turned, reaching for Bannen, because he was good at helping me sort the mess out in my head before I get stuck in a rut. “Bannen—”
Several things happened so closely as to be almost simultaneous. I heard several shouts behind me, perhaps a scream from the unicorn, felt wind whip in a vortex I knew well from the first Big Bad we faced, and from my peripheral vision saw one giant whip-like arm head straight for us. My mouth opened in a scream, too late, as this wasn’t a full on hit, but the tip, and no one anticipated that, or stood in the right place to stop it. 
Vee noticed too, already moving, staff up, but I knew she wouldn’t make it. She wouldn’t make it, and Bannen had broken the rule to take a half-step out of the shields, his attention in the other direction, engaged with the other Big Bad. I watched it like a train wreck unfolding as the tip of that arm hit Bannen squarely in the chest, throwing him back, hard, hard enough to make him bounce twice before he slid to a stop. The sound he made, bones breaking and gasping in wretched pain, tortured my ears. 
I moved to his side before I even made the decision to leave my post, skidding to a stop on my knees, wrenching his shirt open to see what injuries he had. The skin had already turned into that darkened hue that meant broken blood vessels, perhaps more serious injuries, and I knew from the concave way his chest looked that he had multiple broken ribs. The scent of iron and blood filled the air, mingling with the dust, catching at the back of my throat. Swearing, I tilted his head back, but his eyes were closed, a gurgling sound coming from his mouth, as if he had a punctured lung. He likely did. 
Turning, I demanded of Yez, “I need a Healer yesterday.” 
Nora dropped to Bannen’s other side, her grimoire already out, hands flicking through the pages toward the back of the book. “I can stabilize him, but we can’t afford for you to sit here and hover.” 
I knew what she meant, what she was saying, but I couldn’t tear my eyes from Bannen’s face. He looked so still, so beaten, barely breathing, and my heart hurt as much as the bond screamed at me. How am I supposed to focus if the center of my world is literally fighting for breath?
“Rena. RENA.” 
Jerking my head up, I met Nora’s eyes, and she looked a little misty around the edges. Likely because of my tears. 
“Rena, you need to move,” Nora demanded harshly. “Move, or he really will die, because we can’t treat him properly with those two things hovering over us. Do your job if you want him to live.” 
The words felt like a slap in the face. I didn’t blame her for them. I knew she was right. I jerked my head into a nod and forced myself up to my feet, tears leaving wet trails over my cheeks, feeling ungainly and uncoordinated. The stupid tears burned at my eyes and I rubbed them roughly away with the palms of my hands. 
The insane, crazy notion I’d had not five minutes ago just became viable because Bannen had minutes, maybe an hour, before his life faded out of him. None of my logical, orderly spells would work quickly enough to save him. 
My entire life had been about control—control of my strange magic, control of my failing body, so that no one else got hurt, not even me. There was a very good reason for that control. I felt, strongly, that day to day I needed that control. Right now, this situation was not even remotely similar to my daily life. I couldn’t afford to pull my punches here, as Bannen would put it. I needed to unleash every ounce of magic I had to combat Toh’sellor. 
I had enough sense left to turn my head, ordering Maksohm, “Don’t follow me.” 
He jerked around, mouth opening in protest, but I didn’t hear him. 
In a single step, I left the shield, and as soon as I did so, I let my magic go, for the first time ever, giving it control. It ripped free like a chained beast that had broken out of its bonds, disintegrating the Big Bads, destroying even the ground I stood on, so that a crater formed around my shoes. It felt like fire and ice, all at once, as if I had unleashed a maelstrom, energy charging through me. I’d harnessed a lightning storm inside me and had battened it down to a candle this entire time. I turned my head in a slow circle, reveling in the feeling. It was so liberating. Why haven’t I done this before? 
I didn’t have to tell my magic to leave the people alone, to protect them from the fallout, because my magic was part of me. Of course it would protect them. But everything else was more than fair game, we both understood that, and a feral smile curled at the edges of my mouth. For the first time, I told my magic, “Let’s destroy everything, shall we?”
My magic hummed happily, electrified and racing. I felt it so strongly I nearly quaked with it. It felt like quicksilver in my veins, like a cool fire raging, and I thrilled at the feeling. Must, must let it free more often. 
Laughing in exhilaration, I continued my walk, steadily going, not at all bothered when anything tried to approach me, as nothing lived. Even the strange energy that made up Toh’sellor, whipping around me like a tornado, couldn’t affect me, although I noted its attempts with amusement. It couldn’t get close, couldn’t touch me. I was its natural enemy. Just standing there and breathing, my magic loose around me, destroyed it all in an instant. Trammel had been right. It really couldn’t touch me, not like it could with everything else. 
As liberating, energetic, and alive as I felt, I could sense, too, that this would be short-lived. I expended too much energy letting go like this, my magic draining much faster than I’d ever felt. I wouldn’t be able to keep this up for long. 
I stopped walking, started jogging, heading straight for the core. The air around me vaporized, my magic cutting straight through it like a sharp burst of wind tearing into a cloud. The tentacles shriveled and died near my feet, and I could see Toh’sellor losing form and energy, disintegrating everywhere I touched, everywhere my magic could reach. 
The core flickered, writhing and thrashing like a live animal caught, pulsating with energy only a few feet from me now and I could feel the oppression of this monstrous creation trying to press down on me, trying to expel me, but the pressure of it didn’t faze me. Nothing could, not in this moment. 
The power of the moment made me a little cocky. I pointed dead ahead. “There.” 
My magic leapt to obey, attacking viciously, cutting through what remained of the core and then whipping up and forward, tackling every trace of energy forming the body of Toh’sellor. I stood within a tornado of energy, light, sound, darkness, chaos, and saw it slowly unravel and lose speed, stuttering in places before loosening altogether in others, dissipating into nothing more than air. Even the smell changed, turning into something more earthy, metallic, then clear of both and into something I’d never experienced before. It almost felt like my breath was stolen from my lungs before I could properly draw in the air. 
Sweat poured off me in exertion, my heart beating fast enough to go straight through my chest, but I kept it up. I let my magic continue, not willing to do this half-way, because that way led madness. Toh’sellor shrank steadily, no longer the mountain creature that loomed, but now as tall as a steep ravine, still shrinking, the tentacles evaporating as if they had never been. 
Sounds came from behind me, like people shouting, but I could barely hear over the sound of the heartbeat thudding like a war drum in my ears. I hoped they were sounds of victory, sounds of delight, as Toh’sellor lost the energy to fuel all of his minions. I couldn’t look, couldn’t take a moment to even glance, as I didn’t have the energy to spare. My legs started shaking from the exertion of keeping me upright. I kept on my feet through willpower, not even trying to rein my magic in. 
I was not going down before Toh’sellor did. 




Pain and darkness, every breath a torture to my lungs; the bond twisting like a mad cat in my chest, demanding; a hard ground underneath me that smelled strange, not that I could smell all that well with something sticky coating my nose; and the tingling sensation of magic focused on my chest and head. 
Something was wrong. Something was very wrong but I found it hard to focus, to get my eyes open. I didn’t dare try to sit up, not yet; I had a bad feeling that I’d done something worse than crack a rib this time, as every breath in burned agony and fire. I couldn’t draw a proper one, either, and that told me ample about my state right now. 
More important than all of that, though, was, “Rena.” The word ripped out of my mouth, dry and tortured. Speaking hurt.
“She’s focusing on Toh’sellor, in…ah, no danger,” a male voice said reassuringly. Chi. Chi said that. Although part of it didn’t sound right. “Bannen, buddy, you with us?”
Since both eyes wouldn’t cooperate, I forced just one open, and didn’t feel at all better for it. All I could see above me was Maksohm and Nora’s shield, and a weirdly colored sky of blue and green above it. I looked down, uncomfortably at this angle, eye nearly level with my cheek. Ah, there was Chi. And Nora. And…I knew the face, recognized the uniform, but the name escaped me just then. The blow to the head that I could feel reverberating in my skull likely could be blamed for my lapse in memory. Both Nora and the other agent had their hands on me, magic coursing fast and steady, which I appreciated. Pretty sure I’d be dead right now if they weren’t actively working on me. “Wh—” I managed before coughing, hard, feeling like a lung would come up. 
“Whoa, whoa, don’t try to really talk,” Chi said frantically, face drawn in with worry, voice rough at the edges. “Let me see if I can guess what you want to know. What happened? Yeah? Okay, one of those big uglies got a swing in at one of the teams—they managed to duck—but the tip of it hit you square in the chest and sent you flying. You’ve got three broken ribs, one of which punctured your lung, a concussion, broken shoulder blade, and I think your nose is bleeding, but that could be the head wound, it’s gushing a lot.” He gave me a feeble smile as he leaned over, putting pressure on my head wound, which didn’t make it feel any better. I didn’t protest, as I didn’t want to lose too much blood, either. 
I grimaced. My nose didn’t feel broken, fortunately. Must be the head wound, then. Still, that was quite the tally and I absently realized that this was literally the worst I’d ever gotten hurt. Not that I ever want to top my personal record with myself on this, but at least it makes for a good story later. 
“Rena’s seriously fine, going to town on Toh’sellor,” Chi continued helpfully. “The way she’s tackling that thing, I don’t give it more than a few more minutes before it’s dead. If you can consider something not truly ‘alive’ as ‘dead’ but anyway, you get my drift. She’s shrunk it down to about the size of MISD’s headquarters. It’s awe inspiring to watch, really.” 
All good to hear. I sank back a little and regretted that, as it jostled everything, which all hurt, and you know you’re injured when every single twitch sends pain racing through you. I’d be on bed rest for a good week at least from this. 
Something popped in my chest, coming back into alignment, and I let out a wordless exclamation of relief and pain. 
“Shh, shh,” Nora soothed, still working. “We got the rib out of your lung, let Agent Sherri close that up so you can breathe. We’ve got your ribs all in place now, just putting a cast spell on you so that you can’t do anything stupid and knock them out of alignment again. We have to draw the blood out of your lungs first, before we close it out, so don’t move. This is not going to feel comfortable.”
“But if we don’t get the blood out, you’ll drown in your own lungs, so it’s very necessary,” Sherri added firmly.  
I loved how people assumed I was going to do something acrobatic and energetic with a hole in my lung. What did they take me for, a complete idiot? I mean, if it were just some bruised ribs, that was one thing, but I did draw a line on punctured body parts. 
The spells did their magic (no pun intended, okay, maybe slightly intended) and I could breathe again without blood bubbling, which I appreciated. It no longer felt like I was half-drowning, either, so the situation was definitely on the up and up. I still didn’t try to draw a full breath as that would be painful. Especially with the bond screeching like a stepped on tiger. The fact that I registered the bond more strongly in my chest normally didn’t bother me much but, strangely, I disliked having it pull and contort on top of multiple broken ribs. 
They closed up the gash on my head as well, bandaged that, and Chi cleaned the blood off my face. I got rolled carefully onto my side so they could put another immobilizing spell on my shoulder, arm now pinned to my chest so that I couldn’t jostle the broken bone. Doing all of that hurt and dark spots danced in front of my eyes through most of it. I had to fight to not pass out. 
Yikes, but the next few weeks would not be fun.
Then, very carefully, they sat me up a little, which I really appreciated for multiple reasons. Trying to breathe with broken ribs while lying down was simply not a fun thing to try, but I also wanted to see Rena with my own eyes. Something was not quite right with her, and Chi’s assurances aside, I could feel it through the bond. Maybe my own injuries skewed things around so I didn’t see it properly, maybe not. I couldn’t tell until I saw her. 
Chi propped me up himself, carefully, keeping his hands on my arms and not anywhere near my ribs. I leaned against him heavily, head coming up, looking for my Rena. There she was. She wasn’t far, fortunately, nothing more than a stone’s throw away. It looked like—my breath stopped in my throat. Oh no. No, no, nonononono. “Stop her.” 
I could feel Chi jerk around. “What?”
“Stop her,” I demanded, desperate and angry that my body wouldn’t move. “She’s about to go into a mind down, someone stop her!”
Swearing, Vee started past me, only for Nora to grab her around the waist and dig her heels in. “No, Vee! Not without a shield!”
“Then shield me,” Vee snarled, still moving, because very little in this world could stop a giant when they want to go somewhere. 
“I will,” Maksohm stated calmly, waving his cousin off, falling into Vee’s pace. “Go, Vee.” 
The shield snapped up around the both of them and I should have felt better about them going for Rena, but I didn’t. Panic thrummed through me like a heartbeat. They weren’t moving fast enough, and I could see Rena’s magic going into that terrible nonexistent phase that meant she had no energy left. 
Toh’sellor still had presence to him, about the size of a two story building, and still Rena’s magic whirled wildly around both of them, although she too faded fast. Some part of her realized she had people coming toward her and she turned, said something, what I don’t know. I couldn’t hear her at this distance, not with the wind still whipping around her, especially not with how soft spoken she is.
“Chi, could you hear her?”
“No,” he responded, agitated. 
Yez dropped down at my side. “She said that what’s left is chaotic energy that she can’t figure out how to destroy.” When we both gave him a look askance, he explained, “Read her lips.”
Figured a spy can do that. “What did Maksohm say?”
“His back is to me, can’t tell, but Vee said that it should work, whatever he suggested.” 
“So they’re going to stop her?” The words came out as a plea because Rena still hadn’t stopped that destructive swirl of magic, which alarmed me on several levels. I had never seen her magic so out of control. My Rena was usually the epitome of control, so I didn’t want to imagine what had pushed her this far. Although I had a bad feeling it was me going down. 
Yez stared hard at the trio and the look on his face did not bode well. “I can’t catch most of what they’re saying, they’re facing the wrong direction. But it doesn’t look like she’s stopping.”
She wasn’t, and that terrified me. I couldn’t even yell at her, not with my state. I tried tugging at the bond, forcing her to look at me, and I know she felt it, but she didn’t turn. 
If she survived this, I’d kill her. 
Minutes dragged by, the three of them still not moving, not doing anything, and if I didn’t have three different immobilization spells on me and Chi’s hands solidly holding me down, I would have lunged toward Rena. The concussion made it harder for me to focus, too, sard it all. “Yez?”
“Vee just asked if that was enough. They’re waiting on something, I’m not quite sure—wait, I think Maksohm just pulled out his grimoire. He did.”
We all saw it when our team leader threw a thick barrier around what remained of Toh’sellor. It had been reduced down to a good sized house, flickering erratically, literally fighting to stay in existence under Rena’s onslaught. Nora ran to join them without prompting, also throwing a barrier around it, then stepped back, clapping and cheering loudly. 
That looked promising. 
Nora turned to yell something, and we caught the tone, but not the words. Yez duly translated, “It’s perfectly caged now, no chance of it getting free. Rena’s fine—”
“Rena is NOT fine,” I snarled. Forget this, I’d sent three people over there to stop her, and apparently they all couldn’t manage it, so I’d sarding do it myself. 
Even as I wallowed, trying to win free of Chi’s grip, Rena staggered in place and I could see her magic return to her, or what was left of her magic return to her. Vee lunged, catching her before my fiancée hit the ground, and I pounded my good fist against the ground, growling in frustration. The movement jarred every broken bone I had, a fresh wave of pain grating along my nerves, but I didn’t care. It just ramped up my anger to another level. “This is why I said to stop her!”
Vee hefted Rena up in her arms and ran back to me, and I didn’t understand why at first, then I realized of course, that was smart of her. Never mind that trying to do magical first aid on Rena right next to Toh’sellor was a Bad Decision, but my familiar bond would literally tear me apart trying to get to Rena when in a mind down like this. Rena wouldn’t recover right either unless she was within arm’s reach of me. 
Bless Vee for realizing this. I owed her chocolates, flowers, and maybe a kitten. 
The giantess nearly skid in on her knees, dust puffing up and swirling around at the motion, then she dropped Rena next to me quickly, cradling her head to avoid injuries, but setting her down swiftly. I grabbed Rena’s hand with mine, eyes darting over her anxiously as I took in her condition. She looked just as bad as the first time she’d done this, perhaps worse, skin beyond pale and almost grey, body so lax that she reacted like a puppet with its strings cut. I could barely see her magic at all, nothing more than a wisp of it. My heart trembled in reaction, my own breath stuttering to a near halt. “Is she breathing? I can’t see her breathing. Vee, make her breathe!” 
Vee immediately put both hands on Rena’s chest and pumped magic into her. 
I looked around wildly for the other agent, the one that had helped me, but she’d left at some point, probably to help the other injured. I knew there were other injured, but right now, Rena needed help. I opened my mouth to yell for Sherri, realized I couldn’t—sarding hole in my lung—and pleaded with Chi, “Get Sherri back over here.”
Chi promptly turned and bellowed, “SHERRI! RENA’S DOWN!”
A woman swore colorfully and I could hear someone sprint to our side. She arrived on skidded knees, took one glance at the situation, and slammed her hands against Rena’s breastbone, forcing magic into her. 
Nora and Maksohm, not able to keep up with a giantess at full speed, finally caught up, also crowding around us and lending their magic in as well, so that four different mages worked to revive Rena’s core. I watched in silence, feeling helpless and angry at my helplessness. I hated my familiar bond in situations like this as it demanded that I do something, but there was nothing I could do, literally nothing, and that lack of ability nearly killed me. 
Chi leaned his head next to mine, words stern. “Breathe, Bannen. You have to breathe. She’s drawing strength from you, too, through the bond. Don’t forget that. Breathe.” 
I dragged in a breath, not a full one, as I couldn’t manage that quite yet. But I dragged one in, then another, forcing myself to breathe. Her skin felt cold and clammy under my hand, like a dolphin’s skin, and I kept my fingers planted against the pulse in her wrist, anxious for any proof that her heart still beat. 
Sherri swore, flipped her grimoire open and snapped, “Hands off!” When everyone jerked their hands away, she threw a spell out, and it tingled over Rena for a moment like the wash of a sunset, reds and golds, and Rena finally drew in a proper breath. 
Nora and Vee leapt back in, pouring magic into her again, but this time it didn’t have quite the same edge of desperation and I could see it in their faces—they’d gotten Rena through the roughest patch. 
“When she said she was fine and only needed another minute, I apparently should have asked more questions,” Maksohm managed between clenched teeth. 
I glared at him hard enough to melt steel. 
Maksohm had trouble meeting my eyes as he apologized, “Sorry. We had a hard time estimating her magical core because her magic was in such a free spin around us. She honestly thought she could get the rest of Toh’sellor’s energy contained before she hit a critical level.”
“I can almost forgive you for this blunder because you haven’t been around Rena long enough to know that she pushes herself past her limits without warning you first,” I informed him, still hopping mad. “So the next time that I tell you to stop her, you stop her immediately.”
Vee gave me a quick smile, grimmer than she likely intended with all of the sweat and dust leaving lines on her face. “Promise.”
I deliberately tried to let go of the anger as it wasn’t helping anyone. I found it hard, harder than it should be. “Tell me she’s recovering.” 
“She is,” Sherri assured me, not looking up, “we’re just giving her a little extra so she’s not down for the next three days.” 
That sounded good. I found it a little easier to settle my temper. And by that I meant I no longer felt the need to dismember my teammates. 
Maksohm sat back, the first to do so, lines around his eyes and mouth aging him a good decade. “Bannen, what’s your status?”
“Not moving anytime soon,” I grimaced at him. 
Chi, ever helpful, rattled off my injuries. “Concussion, cracked shoulder blade, bruised lung, three broken ribs. We won’t talk about bruises, I’m pretty sure he’s covered in them. We’ll have to carry him out on a stretcher. Or put him up on the Mule.” 
My mind briefly wondered about what it would be like to ride that wheeled contraption. Better or worse than a carriage? Train? I guess I’d get to see shortly.
“Yez,” Maksohm turned to face the man, “Get me a headcount for our walking wounded and carry wounded.”
“On it.” Yez popped up to his feet with as much energy as he had this morning. Fatigue? What’s that? 
I hated him just a little. 
“Nora, contact people outside and tell them they can let one of the barriers down. We need to keep one up for residual energy, just in case. Toh’sellor is defeated and we need help in here. Maybe if they meet us halfway with enough Mules we can get out of here and our people in proper beds tonight.”
Nora lit up at this idea and instantly drew out her communication spells, contacting the other agents outside. 
I watched Maksohm coordinate getting us out of here, mind fuzzy and not completely tracking. Mostly I watched Rena breathing easily, a little color returning to her skin, so that she no longer looked like a warm corpse. Her pulse grew steadily stronger under my fingers, skin warming so she felt human instead of waxed clay. Chi stayed behind me, keeping me upright, so that I could breathe. He was a good brother that way. 
It took an embarrassingly long time for my mind to realize it. “Chi. She defeated Toh’sellor, didn’t she? We won.” 
“Yes, Bannen,” he answered, a smile in his voice, “we won. Well, won enough for now, as what’s contained in that box is still a puzzle for us to solve. But I think we’ve won the right to ride off into the sunset.”
That made me grin, tension bleeding out of me, making me feel lethargic and sleepy even though my body throbbed in pain. “Good. Let’s do that.” 




I barely had my eyes open before I gasped out, “Bannen.”
“The two of you are so sarding predictable. I haven’t decided if it’s annoying or cute yet.” Chi leaned over me, coming into view. “You properly with me, Rena?”
A few things registered all at once. I was in a proper bed, with a ceiling over me, one that looked vaguely familiar. My room at the hotel? I think. It smelled similar, so I rolled with that guess. But I didn’t see Bannen, and that sent me wallowing upright, narrowly avoiding smacking my head against Chi’s jaw. “Bannen.”
“Next room,” he assured me, hands coming up to steady my shoulders. His skin felt unnaturally hot even with my shirt acting as a barrier, which told me a lot about my own state. The room had felt cold as I awoke but it likely wasn’t; my core temperature resided just that low right now. “You were tossing and turning a lot in your sleep, we didn’t want you aggravating his injuries. He’s alright, healing, and I slipped him some good stuff so he’s not in any pain.” 
I got my feet on the floor, not sure why Chi chose to block me. “That sounds promising, but why are you stopping me?”
“Rena, I need you to listen for a second, as you’re in the sort of desperate mood that will make you leap on him, and he really can’t handle that right now. Not in his condition.” 
Everything in me stilled. “What condition?”
“He’s been seen to, remember,” Chi looked at me cautiously, hands still lightly on my shoulders, ready to sit me forcefully back down. “When that whip-arm hit him in the chest, it broke three ribs, punctured a lung, broke his right shoulder blade, and gave him a concussion.”
If Chi hadn’t been holding onto me, I would have tipped sideways. It felt like my world spun, nothing quite coming into focus or making sense for a moment. Fisting my hands into Chi’s shirt, I demanded, “You think that’s alright?!” 
“He’ll pull through fine, make a full recovery; we just can’t move him or jostle him for the next two weeks. We nearly reinjured him just getting him here and into a bed. He’s a little fragile at the moment.” Chi managed a sorry smile. “Hard to imagine, I know. Normally he’s tougher than nails.” 
I hated the words but managed to force them down, as unpalatable as they tasted. Nodding, I drew in a shaky breath, forced myself to be reasonable. “I want to see him.”
“Of course.” Chi immediately shifted to let me through and I got all the way to my door before I realized I didn’t know which room Bannen had been put in. Chi took the lead, taking me across the hall, to his and Bannen’s room, and I felt relieved that Chi had stayed nearby to watch over both of us. 
My magical core still felt drained, leaving me shaky and light headed, hair a knotted and tangled mess itching at the nape of my neck, but I ignored all of that long enough to fetch up in a chair next to Bannen’s bed. I dropped into it, reaching instinctively for Bannen’s hand, the only part of him I knew would be safe to touch. 
Those dark eyes turned to me, crinkling up in a smile. “Hey,” Bannen greeted in a rough, quiet voice. “You’re up.”
“Just now.” I tried to give him a smile in return but he looked awful. His entire torso had bandages on it, and in between the white linen I could see mottled bruises across his skin, yellows and purples and greens. A bandage wrapped around his head as well and in a rare moment, his hair wasn’t in a multitude of braids. Someone had brushed them all out, likely to get easier access to his head injury. He looked smaller, younger, more vulnerable than I had ever seen him and it made my heart ache. “How are you feeling?”
“Unbelievably tired. Better, now that I’ve seen you.” His eyes dipped closed for a moment, as if he wanted to sleep, then he forced them up again. “I think whatever Chi slipped me makes me want to sleep.”
“Only a little,” Chi answered brightly. 
“And by a little you mean all the time,” Bannen grumbled, accusingly, but good natured. 
“Well of course.” Chi leaned against the foot board of the bed, giving us both an understanding look. “Better for him to sleep as much as he can now. His body needs the rest.”
I couldn’t agree more. 
Bannen, as usual, ignored advice about his own well-being and focused on me. “You need to eat. You were asleep for a day and a half.” 
Was I really? I hadn’t even glanced out of a window since waking, but I did that now, and realized it must be late afternoon. I really had slept a good thirty hours. “How about we both eat, you take a nap, and I ask Maksohm how much paperwork is involved in getting my partner hurt on a mission?”
“Lots,” Chi informed me cheerfully. 
I stared at him for a moment. “It disturbs me that you know the answer to that. How often has Vee gotten hurt?”
“Not too much, actually.” Vee stuck her head inside, smiling to see us all up. “He’s the one that gets injured and I’m the unlucky one stuck with all of the paperwork. Rena, glad to see you finally up. Maksohm asked that we notify him as soon as you had your eyes open, which of course Chi ignored, as per usual.”
“They needed a minute,” Chi defended himself mildly. 
His new lover (girlfriend? partner?) gave him a speaking look that said she didn’t believe him but wouldn’t call him on it. Yet. “Rena, Bannen, you both need to eat. Something mild. I’ll fetch you some soup or rice porridge, they do amazing things with porridge in this country. Then we need you to make at least a verbal report of what went down, so we can tell Salvatore. All we’ve told him so far is that Toh’sellor has been reduced to a box of sputtering energy we can’t identify. The man understandably wants details.”
“I certainly would, in his shoes,” I agreed. All at once, it hit me, and I blew out a shocked breath. “Toh’sellor really is down, isn’t he? Not completely destroyed, but enough?”
“Enough in my book.” Chi bounced on his toes, energetic and radiating happiness. “Minions gone, barrier only partially up, and we received word that all of the shards are gone too. If that’s not a win, I don’t know what is.”
A wave of absolute relief washed over me, so profound I sank under it, my forehead fetching up against the back of Bannen’s hand. I expected to feel more in this moment, victorious, or vindicated, or something, but I didn’t. Maybe later, when I had more energy to spare and half my waking thought process didn’t focus on my injured fiancée. Right now, I just felt a profound relief that this whole insane ordeal was over and no one expected me to get back up and do the impossible. 
Bannen tugged his hand free so he could brush it over my head, tangle into the hair at the nape of my neck, the pressure steady and soothing. I might have curled up a little more, happy with the contact, not at all inclined to move for the next week. Or next year, next year sounded good. 
Chi leaned over to put an arm around my shoulders, hugging me to him. “You did good, Rena. Every person in this town from the tottering old men to their grandkids wants to kiss you for what you did out there. We’ve been getting a barrage of people dropping off medicines and food, new clothes, the works. They’re just so relieved and happy that thing is gone, it’s like an impromptu festival out there.” 
The thought made me smile. “Really? I’m sorry we’re missing it.” 
“I expect the party to still be going by the time you get out of bed,” Chi informed me, half-teasing. 
Maksohm cleared his throat. “Rena.”
Very reluctantly, I lifted my head, although all I wanted to do was stay in that comfortable embrace with my Bannen and Chi bracketing me. If I didn’t like Maksohm as much as I did, I wouldn’t have found the energy to greet him. “Maksohm. I’m sorry I just collapsed on you.”
“You nearly gave me heart failure,” he informed me, still upset and on edge although his eyes were warm. “Kindly don’t do that. I already have Chi testing my heart’s strength, I don’t need you doing it as well.” 
“I promise to be more careful next time.” 
Bannen gave me a glare that promised a slow death if I even tried to do something this dangerous again. 
Snorting, Maksohm side-stepped that neatly. “About that. Are you interested in properly joining the MISD? You’ve now seen for yourself what it’s like.” 
I didn’t need to look at my familiar to know how he felt about all of this. “I’m honestly quite torn. I think I want to recuperate, get through a wedding and honeymoon, and then make a decision.”
“Thank you,” Bannen huffed gratefully. “Those are going to be stressful enough without throwing something else into the mix. You can charm us later, Maksohm. For now, let us give you the reports so that we can rest after we eat.” 
“That sounds like a fine plan. And before you two can ask, the remains of Toh’sellor are tightly contained and show no signs of regaining strength. I have two agents monitoring it at all times, but it seems inert, so I’m not inclined to think it’s going to start any trouble soon.”
I let out a breath, tension bleeding out of me. My fingers reached out of their own accord to tangle once again with Bannen’s, the warmth and callused skin a boon against my own. “I’d wondered if our fix would hold. That’s very good to hear.”  
“It has. Thankfully. I’ve already called Trammel to come in and study it, just in case, because I for one would rest better if no trace of this thing existed.”
“You and me both.” I smiled at him, pleased at the efficient way he’d handled things while I was dead to the world. “Trammel is definitely the man to figure it out. I of course want to know what that strange energy is, so he’d best keep me updated. It aggravates me that I couldn’t destroy that list bit of Toh’sellor.”
“I have no doubt he’ll call you in to help him. He likes you.” Maksohm hesitated before saying, “I want to say something before we start with the reports. Rena, you did something that no one else has been able to manage in centuries. You did it with a professional attitude and a smile on your face even though I know that these past few weeks have been grueling. Thank you for that, and I wanted to say a very heartfelt congratulations. We really, truly, could not have done it without you.” 
In that moment I felt like every slight I’d heard throughout my childhood, every illness and ailment I’d battled, every dismissal by the Corcoran Magical Council was in turn ridiculed and turned on its head. All of that hurt faded as a man I admired and respected looked me in the eye and gave me those heartfelt words. I beamed at him without intending to, warm and weightless with a happiness I had never experienced. “Thank you, Maksohm. Thank you.” 
I turned, looking at every person in the room, thinking of the rest of my team that was out in this moment, my eyes coming to rest on Bannen’s, and my smile impossibly widened. “I would have been lost without all of you. Thank you.” 
Chi leaned in and pressed a kiss against my temple even as Bannen squeezed my hand. “We’d really like to keep you,” Chi told me earnestly, for once not a trace of humor in his expression. “There’s all sorts of interesting problems that I know you two can solve—not as big and scary as Toh’sellor, but still troublesome. I promise you won’t be bored and your amazing talents will not be wasted. So really consider joining up, alright?”
That all sounded intriguing. I had to admit staying with these people tipped the scales in that direction, but I wasn’t in the right mindset right now to make any promises and I knew it. Still, I couldn’t help but ask, “Interesting problems? What kind of interesting problems?”
Bannen gave a low groan. “Now he’s done it.”
Maksohm bit back a smile and if I didn’t know better, I’d say he and Chi had coordinated this out beforehand, just to get my curiosity up. “Let me get a quick verbal report from both of you, and while you eat a late lunch, we can fill you in. Chi’s right, we have some long-standing problems that your magic is likely uniquely suited for. If, of course, you’re up for it.” 
Was I ever. I gave Bannen a hopeful look and he just rolled his eyes, as if wondering why I even bothered to ask. Oh good, he was on board with this idea too. I should have figured, Bannen was always up for a good adventure. I quirked my eyebrows up in a hopeful look. “Not even a hint first?”
“Well,” Chi drawled with a sly wink at me, “I don’t think it’ll hurt to tell you about just one. There’s this interesting situation we have in Lalani….”




Honor Raconteur grew up all over the United States and to this day is confused about where she’s actually from. She wrote her first book at five years old and hasn’t looked back since. Her interests vary from rescuing dogs, to studying languages, to arguing with her characters. On good days, she wins the argument. 
Since her debut in September 2011, Honor has released over a dozen books, mostly of the fantasy genre. She writes full time from the comfort of her home office, in her pajamas, while munching on chocolate. She has no intention of stopping anytime soon and will probably continue until something comes along to stop her. 
Her website can be found here: http://www.honorraconteur.com, or if you wish to speak directly with the author, visit her on Facebook.
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