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There’s a certain trick to being sneaky, a certain art to
it, but it boils down to this: don’t act like you’re sneaking. I learned this
from my sister in my formative years and haven’t forgotten it. (You tend to not
forget painful learning experiences.) 


I made a fuss last night about having a job to do today, and
not having time to do my regular chores, so that Fushu would switch with me.
She doesn’t like getting up at the break of dawn to feed the animals anyway, so
she was happy to switch. 


No one questioned or even stirred in their beds when I got
up before the sun, dressed, and went outside. To be fair to my sister, I really
did feed the animals, but my main goal in the feed shed was my pack. I’d
squirreled it away a week ago, knowing that leaving with a pack from the house
would surely get me caught. Slinging the pack over my shoulder and settling
both swords at my waist, I walked down the hill, just in case someone—no, let’s
face it—Eo’ma was watching. My mother has bat ears or something; she always knows
when her children are not where they are supposed to be. 


I stayed on the road leading down the hill, toward the town,
as long as I possibly could. I paused, looking about suspiciously, but there
was only the wind, a few obnoxious birds, and the smell of the sea. Cackling
evilly, I bounced in place, punched the air enthusiastically, then did an
about-face toward the docks. 


My uncle loves to say that when boys turn to men, they ache
for adventure. He’s likely to say the same thing to my parents when they discover
me missing. But really, that wasn’t why I was leaving. I love my family, I do,
they just drive me stark raving mad. I had the choice of sanity-with-distance
or insanity-while-home. I chose sanity. 


My hometown has a sizeable dock, and a lot of trade and
merchant ships stop here. I knew a few ships but none would be coming anywhere
near me in the next month. I found myself too impatient to wait for them. I’ve
worked on boats since turning eleven, so I knew I could make myself useful when
on board, but I didn’t want to sign up for a full season. I had a different
goal in mind. Because of that, my options in boarding a ship became severely
limited. The ships currently in harbor were not captained by men I knew, unfortunately,
and my impatience only left me with one option: stowaway. Passenger tickets
were a little obscene in price. I didn’t feel bad about this as honestly I
would just be onboard a day, long enough to reach the next port.


Reaching the docks, I found a stack of crates waiting to be
loaded and sank down on one knee behind them. They provided good cover and I
needed that at the moment. Alright, even at this hour, there were a few
dockhands coming out to work. I didn’t have a lot of time to board. According
to my research, the Windsprite’s destination was where I wanted to go.
If I snuck up the mooring line, could I reach below decks before anyone spotted
me? 


It seemed the best plan. I cinched the straps on the pack a
little tighter, made it secure enough to not fall off. Good. Well, here goes—


In a flash, for a brief moment, I felt like something
anchored itself in my gut and yanked, drawing me sharply forward. I
didn’t have time to blink, or gasp, or even properly register the sensation
before I left the docks and landed abruptly elsewhere.


Unsure if I was awake or dreaming, I noted I’d gone from a
semi-dark area on the docks to a bright, airy space. Blinking several times
didn’t help clarify the situation. I knelt in the middle of a large room I’d
never seen before, made of tall wooden rafters, with an open balcony wrapping
around the second floor. It had the size of a warehouse but not the feel of
one. In fact, it reminded me of one of the guildhalls I had been in before,
what with all of the banners, doorways, and stacks of paraphernalia in every
conceivable corner. People seemed to be everywhere—sitting at the tables all
around me, standing near the staircase, leaning against the balcony railing on
the second level. They were of every age and gender, all watching me with the
same stunned expressions, mouths hanging open. Their faces mirrored what I
felt. 


But their features were not from an ethnic group I
recognized. 


Where in the fracking world had I just been spirited away
to?! 


After that first stunned second I found my feet instantly,
rolling to the right and coming up, hand on a sword, ready to go into the
offensive if I needed to. I didn’t feel any danger here, but I hadn’t survived
this long by taking things at face value. I stayed there, automatically marking
every person’s position and angled myself so that I could race for the nearest
door. The windows outside indicated that the door to my right led to an open
street. I’d try my luck there if push came to shove.


Two people stood directly in front of me, and it was there I
chose to focus for answers. One of them was a slightly older man, somewhere in
his late forties would’ve been my guess. Blue eyes currently bulged out of his
head, his blond hair was swept back in a tight ponytail, and his black mage
robes looked almost new, except for that oil stain on the front lapel. The way
his mouth was working, without a sound emerging, told me I wasn’t likely to get
any immediate answers from him. 


Alright, then, what about the girl? She looked to be near my
age, a few years younger. Her brown hair hung straight past her shoulders, grey
eyes also wide with astonishment like everyone else. She was leaning over with
arms outstretched toward me, but slowly she withdrew them, shoulders hunching
in. 


“This is not,” I said around a dry mouth, “the adventure I
signed up for.” 


Tears welled up in her eyes and she choked out, “I—I’m so
sorry.”


When in doubt, blame magic. Or the magic user in this case. I
had to assume that my abrupt re-location from my hometown to here had to do
with magic somehow. And the mage that was standing right next to her was likely
the one behind the spell. I wasn’t quite sure how she played in—no wait, an
apprentice’s earring dangled from her right ear. Ah, so she was a mage apprentice?
Hence the screw up in transporting me here? At least, I assumed it was a
mistake. Everyone’s reactions inclined me to think so. 


The mage let out a long breath, eyes turning toward the
ceiling as if praying—either for patience or guidance, I wasn’t sure which. 


Almost in the same breath, everyone in the room either let
out growls of aggravation or laughter, their voices overlapping each other. The
accent here was just different enough that I missed a few words. I had the
impression I was very, very far from home. I suppose I should be glad they all
spoke Trader’s tongue to begin with. It could be worse. 


“I’m Jon Tarkington,” the mage introduced himself, offering
me a hand. “Mage of the Seventh Circle. My apologies about your abrupt
re-location here. It seems we’ve had a…er…magical accident of sorts.”


Seventh? I knew just enough about magic to realize he was a
middle-level magician, almost run of the mill. I took a second to study his
body language. There’s tell-tale signs when someone is lying and I’ve learned
to recognize most of them. Tarkington wasn’t exhibiting any of them. His
posture was open, he wasn’t trying to cover himself or his mouth, and he didn’t
have that unnatural stillness that indicated he was trying to hide something.
He shifted a little from foot to foot, not openly, but enough to say that this
situation unnerved him, as well it should. He wasn’t volunteering too much
information or being needlessly repetitive either. The hand he extended me was
open, and I saw nothing but concern and confusion in his expression. I relaxed
my guard a little at the apology and semi-explanation as it became apparent
that I had not been whisked away with nefarious purposes in mind.


Considering where I was, and the very western culture I
suddenly found myself in, I decided to give them my working name. “Bannen Hach,”
I said, accepting the grip and leveling up to my feet. His hand felt a trifle
soft to me. This was not a man that did any physical work.


“What sort of magical accident?”


“That…is going to take more than a moment to explain. This
is Renata Rocci,” Tarkington introduced with a wave of the hand to the now
crying girl. “I’m afraid she’s to blame for you being summoned here.”


“Like usual!” some voice called from the back, laughing. 


Tarkington cast a dark glare in that general direction but
didn’t break stride in his explanation. “We were trying to summon a familiar
for her as she’s passed her trials and is almost ready to assume mage rank. But
something went wrong and we got you instead.” 


Ah, hence why she’d apologized. First things first. “Can you
send me back?”


“Certainly.” He almost immediately qualified with a shrug,
“Just not today. It took a great deal of magic to bring you here. I’ll need to
trace the path you followed, figure out the route, do some calculations, and
regain my strength enough to send you back. It’ll likely take several days, but
have no fear, I can return you safely home.” 


While that option was nice, I wasn’t sure I was going to
take it. This might be the opportunity I had been looking for.


I regarded the girl silently crying in front of me, her face
hidden behind that curtain of hair. I’d been in her shoes before. Humiliating
doesn’t begin to cover it when making a serious blunder in front of a watching
crowd. So I had some sympathy for her, enough to want to take her away from
here before continuing the conversation. 


I cast a quick look around me, saw the pathway to the door
remained clear, and decided to take a chance on it. Renata is tall enough to
hit my chin, but slender. ‘Small-boned’ as my mother would put it. She wouldn’t
be a strain to carry and I wanted to get away from this group to a quieter
place as quickly as possible. So I snagged her up, putting my shoulder under
her stomach, which made her flail and gasp. 


“Up we go. Alright, hang tight.” With a long stride, I made
a beeline for the door, Tarkington bemusedly following after. Most of the room
exploded into chatter and a few made abortive movements to stop me. Tarkington
waved them down, which satisfied most, but I was aware that a few still
followed at a distance, ready to intervene. 


Guild loyalty? Or were they fond of the woman I had slung
over my shoulder? 


“Wait, what are you doing?” Renata demanded, hands braced on
my shoulder so that she wasn’t just draped like a sack of rice. 


“Too noisy in here,” I said, as if that explained
everything. “When I talk to a pretty woman, I don’t like an audience either, it
ruins the whole mood, so let’s go somewhere a little more private before we
have a chat, shall we?” I had to pause and blink once through the door, as it
was much brighter outside. It was high noon here, which was interesting,
because it had been pre-dawn in my hometown. There was a low stone wall to my
left, sheltering an herb garden, and I went for it as there was some shade to
be had and seating of sorts. I put her gently down so that she was sitting on
the wall, which put our eyes at exactly the same height. 


Tears still stood in her eyes. My father always said, when a
woman starts crying, deal with the tears first. Otherwise you won’t get a
sensible word out of her. I used my thumbs to wipe at wet cheeks, which had her
blushing and avoiding my eyes altogether. Still, she wasn’t crying anymore. I
counted it as a win. 


“Alright. Now I can hear you properly. Mistress Renata? I’ve
never heard of a human familiar before.” 


She shook her head roughly. “It’s a mistake. I don’t know
how this happened.”


Right, her master had said the same thing, but it didn’t
answer why I was here. “My knowledge of magic is very, very basic. I’ve worked
with mages a few times; I know enough to get myself into trouble and little
else, so walk me through this. What did you do to summon a familiar?”


Tarkington, hovering, shifted as he if wanted to explain. I
held up a hand to discourage him, as I wanted to hear it from her. I had a gut
instinct that it was important I heard her side of this instead of what her
master perceived to have happened. 


It took two deep breaths before she could meet my eyes. “You
are being very patient about this, Master Bannen. Thank you. I’m very sorry for
all of this trouble.” 


A kind soul, this one. I gave her a smile. “Don’t worry, I’m
not mad. This is not at all what I planned to do this morning, grant you, but
I’m not a planning maniac, I’m perfectly able to adjust on the fly. Truth is, you
might have done me a favor, as I was just sneaking onto a ship when you brought
me here. So you saved me from being a stowaway.” 


That made her properly look at me for the first time. Her
eyes roved over me, taking in the pack, the weapons, the way I was dressed for
travel. From what I could tell I looked very, very different than every other
person here. None of them had the black hair, slanted eyes, or olive skin tone
that I did. 


“You were going to stowaway?” she asked, interest piqued. 


“Sure was. Long story, I’ll tell you later. When you did the
spell, what did you say?”


She accepted this casual promise with a nod and sought to
put what was probably very complex magical mathematics into layman’s terms.
“There are requirements in the spell for summoning a familiar. There’s the
power of the summons itself, of course, but layered into that are the
attributes that I need my familiar to have. I tried to keep it simple. I asked
for a familiar that was in no way bound to another person and had the power,
experience, and means to protect me.” 


I went very still. I fit those requirements perfectly. I’m
not married yet (despite my mother’s best efforts), not bound by contract to
anyone, and I’m from a tribal people that basically teethe on swords. I’d spent
the past five years working as a guard or mercenary for various groups. If all
it took to be a familiar were those two requirements, then I actually could
fulfill the role. “So am I bound to you, then?”


“You shouldn’t be,” she hastily assured me. “I didn’t do the
last half of the spell, so we’re not bound. Don’t worry about that.” 


She said worry but in truth I didn’t know how to feel about
any of this. 


“This is extremely strange,” Tarkington muttered, more
rhetorical than anything. “Master Bannen, you’re taking all of this rather
well.”


“Not sure what to make of it,” I responded candidly,
shrugging. How should anyone feel about being transported from a different
continent to be a cute girl’s constant shadow? I was equal parts happy about
being so far from home, and dizzy with how I’d come to be here. I also didn’t
know enough about her, the situation, or this new city to know if I would like
it or not. My first impression suggested that she was a nice person, but I’d
never known first impressions to remain for long. I had enough experience
working alongside people I barely knew to realize that it would take time
before I determined if I wanted to stick around or not. If I could; their
reactions inclined me to think I wouldn’t have that option. I might just want
to enjoy the place for however long until the Powers That Be threw a hissy fit.


 Seeing that they wanted more of an answer, I expounded, “The
whole thing is probably the strangest event to happen in my life—and believe me
that’s saying something—but it’s also a little gratifying. While I realize that
I’m sexy and an amazing fighter, I’m flattered that her magic shares my opinion
enough to call me from another continent.”


Tarkington snorted, giving me a dry look, but Renata stared
at me for a full second before giggling. “You think highly of yourself,” she
said solemnly, or as solemnly as she could pull off with twitching lips.


“Someone has to,” I responded with an outrageous wiggle of
the eyebrows. I admit I hammed things up a little just to see if she had a
sense of humor. When she laughed, I smiled, gratified that she did. I despised
people with no personality, they were so completely boring. “I’ll level with
you—I’m honestly glad to be this far from home, as I had a goal of traveling
and seeing the world, so that’s a plus too. I’m just not quite sure what to
think of being someone’s familiar. I’ve wanted to be a lot of strange things
growing up, like a dog—I’m convinced dogs have the best lives—but familiar
never made the list.”


“No, of course it wouldn’t,” Renata said sympathetically.
She looked perfectly miserable again, gaze falling to the cobblestones under
our feet. “I wasn’t even thinking of a human being. I mean, familiars are always
some type of animal!”


I sighed as she went back to being depressed. Apparently
this situation was grave or disturbing enough that no amount of levity on my
part would keep her spirits up.


“It truly is puzzling,” Tarkington remarked to no one in
particular. His tone was that of a man thinking out loud. “I’ll have to review
everything we did very carefully to figure out what went wrong. In the
meantime, Master Bannen, if you’d follow me? I’ll introduce you to our guildmaster
and we’ll set up some accommodations for you here until we can arrange to send
you home again. I will of course set up a way for you to speak with your family
by tonight so they’re not worried about you.”


“I appreciate that, sir, thank you.” I gave Renata a hand so
she could hop off the wall and then followed them inside. As I moved, I
regarded their backs thoughtfully. Something nagged at me. These two were so
dead-set that this whole thing was a mistake, but…was it really? That didn’t
feel quite right to me. I wasn’t sure why, it just didn’t. 


Also, now that we were out of that bright sunlight, I
noticed something a little strange. From head to toe, Renata had the faintest
hint of a light glow, as if she exuded energy all on her own. Tarkington
didn’t. Was this some magical aftereffect? Because she was the one that had brought
me through, I was a little connected to her? I didn’t know enough about magic
to really guess why. 


I shrugged off the speculation. Tarkington had stopped in
front of an older man that had to be in his sixties, red hair peppered with
white, strong jaw, and a pure white handlebar mustache that hid his mouth
entirely. He sat on the table, a tankard in his left hand and pen in his right,
which he put down on my approach. 


“Well, that was quite the show, you two,” he greeted in a
voice that had an undertone of gravel. “Can’t say I’ve seen this before or
heard tale of it either.” 


Renata went back to hiding behind her hair again. I had a
bad feeling she did that often. 


Trying to circumvent an embarrassing situation, I held out a
hand. “Name’s Bannen, sir.” 


The guildmaster took it, his hand strong and calloused.
“Venn. Nice grip, Bannen.”


“Can say the same for you.” This man had ‘brawler’ written
all over him. Even if he was three times my age, I knew he’d give me a run for
my money if we sparred.  


“I expect you’ll need to stay here a while until things get
sorted out.” Venn gave a pointed look at the two mages. “You’re welcome to make
yourself at home.”


“I appreciate that, sir, thank you.” I consciously put in
the extra effort to be polite to this man, as I did not want to be on his bad
side. I was in a foreign country, without much money to my name, and I didn’t
even know if the money that I had would work here. “Ah, if you don’t mind my
asking, where am I?”


“Strickmaker Guild, Corcoran.” 


That answered the question and yet didn’t. That was not a
name I recognized. “On, ah, what continent?”


That made everyone nearby turn and really look at me. 


“Perrone,” Tarkington answered slowly. “Bannen, where are
you from?”


“Z’gher,” I answered, naming the country instead of my
hometown. I had the feeling they wouldn’t recognize it. 


Venn bit off an oath. “Z’gher! Boy, you’re two continents
away!”


“Had a feeling.” I wasn’t sure whether to be happy about
this or…actually I mostly felt overwhelmed. That was some powerful magic. Most
portation spells didn’t reach that far, hence why people used ships and trains
to transport goods. I gave Renata a considering look. The spell might have gone
awry, true, but just how powerful was she? 


“Well. Now I understand why you have that tribal look to
you, not to mention that accent.” Venn gave me another head to toe sweep of the
eyes. Whatever conclusions he drew, he kept to himself. “You any good with
those swords?”


I was always up for a good sparring match. I gave him a
challenging grin. “Want to try me?”


Venn gave me a grin that crinkled up his eyes. “Later, kid.
Right now, got more important things to sort out. Here, sit.” He kicked out the
chair next to him. 


I set my swords and pack down on the table, to make sitting
less awkward, before giving him my attention. Once he was satisfied that I was
settled, he put the tankard down completely, resting his forearm on his knee
and leaning comfortably forward. “Now. You got family?”


“Yes, sir. A large one.”


“I bet they’re missing you.” 


I gave a wry shrug. “Right about now, no. Still predawn
where they are.”


“Oh? Time difference that big? Alright, then, that gives us
a little time to figure out what to do with you.” His eyes lingered over my
gear on the table. “Although that begs the question, what are you doing
up this early and with traveling gear on you?”


I noticed from the corner of my eye that Renata crept
closer, wanting to hear the answer to this herself. I shifted so I faced both
of them, as I had promised to tell her. “Planning to stowaway on a merchant
vessel.” 


Venn’s expression turned purely reminiscent, making me think
he’d done something similar in his misbegotten youth. And I knew he had one—the
man fairly reeked of ‘reformed troublemaker.’ “Do tell.”


Splaying my hands, I tried to look innocent. “Not many lines
of work where I’m at. Basically boils down to three. I didn’t like any of my
options. But my parents wouldn’t hear of me going off and finding my own way in
the world. After going several rounds with them about this, I decided it was
easier to get forgiveness than permission and made my own chance.” 


“Mother’s a worrywart?” Tarkington asked in a knowing tone.


Shaking my head, I corrected, “Father. My mother’s ready for
all of her kids to leave the house, but my father’s a very careful man in some
ways. He wants to keep his kids close. A’ba doesn’t argue per se, but
he’s been doing everything in his power to prevent me from going. My only
choice was to make a run for it.” 


“I bet this,” Venn circled an illustrative finger in the
air, “was more than you expected.” 


Oh boy was it ever. “My uncle always said, when a man sets
off for an adventure, he can’t complain if it takes him strange directions.” I
gave Renata a quick smile as I said this, trying to assure her again that I
didn’t really mind being here. The way she perked up made me think she was glad
I had said that. “Grant you, this is not the adventure I signed up for—I think
I missed the boat for that one—but I’m thinking this place will be far more
interesting.” 


“He’s right in that. Glad you’re taking this well, Bannen. We’ll
sort things out, but first, I think you should call home, yeah?”


“Do I absolutely have to? I still have hangovers of
must-obey-parents. Even though I’m an adult, I’m a brand new adult and old
habits die hard. I left them a note before leaving, won’t that suffice for the
time being?”


Venn just looked at me.


Some things were universal, no matter what culture you were
in. I interpreted that expression well enough and sighed. If my parents started
yelling at me, well…. I mentally braced for the argument that I knew was
forthcoming. “Yes, Guildmaster.”


Perhaps Venn could see the reluctance all over my face as he
gave me a sympathetic pat on the shoulder. “They can’t reach you from here.”


“Thank all the deities for that,” I muttered. 


Poorly hiding a smile, Tarkington offered, “We can go up to
my workroom and call home for you there, although I’ll need about an hour to
prepare first. I still have to trace your path, although knowing where you’re
from will speed matters along.” 


“That’s fine.” I was perfectly willing to delay the
inevitable for as long as possible.


Renata surprised me by softly asking, “Perhaps while you’re
waiting, you’d like to have breakfast? You said it’s very early where you were.”



Indeed it was. It seemed to be near noon here, but as long
as I was fed, I didn’t care what meal it was. “Sure, sounds good.”


Happy, she gestured for me to follow her. “We’ll go across
the street. You can leave your gear there, it will be fine.”


I didn’t; I belted on both swords, as I do not under any
circumstances go about unarmed. Only then did I follow her out. 


Well, this situation was beyond strange, but at least I’d
get a good story out of it, if nothing else. 


 













Bannen followed me outside and I honestly had no idea what
to think. I felt…nervous. I couldn’t pinpoint why I felt that way, I just did.
Bannen hadn’t done anything to make me uncomfortable—in fact he had been a very
good sport about this entirely weird situation, and yet I felt like I had
butterflies duking it out in my stomach. 


Maybe it didn’t have anything to do with him. My magic has
always been strange, but it’s a largely predictable strangeness. I’d figured
out the rules of how it works, even though I still puzzle over why it works
that way, and seeing it do something this nonsensical had thrown me for a loop.
Why would it bring a man to me? Why not a sentient weapon, or an animal, as all
familiars are? I must be missing some part of the equation, but at the moment
the answer completely eluded me. 


I made mental notes to dig into this later, when Bannen was
preoccupied with something else. For now, I owed him at least the courtesy of
showing him around so that he didn’t feel trapped inside the guildhall. I’d
traveled some in my life and the one thing that unnerved me more than anything
else was being stuck in one place without knowing where anything else was. I
hated being uncertain or feeling lost. I couldn’t imagine that anyone was fine
feeling that way, actually, and I especially didn’t want Bannen to experience
it. Even if he was the adventuresome sort, I wanted him to be at least
semi-comfortable here until we had to time to find our answers and send him
back home. 


We walked silently across the street to one of my favorite
cafes. It was small, had a good atmosphere with its plain furniture and
brightly colored walls, and the food was not only good but cheap. Eight years
ago, when I’d first moved here, it had almost instantly become one of my
favorite haunts. Because of that, I greeted the owner/cook by name. “Rob! Can I
have a menu?”


Sticking his head out of the back kitchen, Rob gave me an
incredulous look. “Rena, you haven’t needed a menu in years!”


I pointed to my companion. “He does.” 


“Ahhh, brought a friend this time, eh?” He gave Bannen a
once over and curiosity filled his face. “Sure, sit, sit, I’ll bring you a
menu. Water for both of you?”


I glanced uncertainly at Bannen, not sure, and he was the
one that answered, “Water’s fine.” 


Picking a table at random, I gestured him into it and warned
in a low voice, “The drinks are the only thing I wouldn’t recommend here. They
tend to be very tart and sour. Rob apparently likes them that way.” 


“I like sour things,” Bannen responded, perking up a little.
“Maybe I’ll try one.” 


Awkward silence reigned for a moment as neither one of us
seemed to know what to say. I felt the urge to put him more at ease with me and
cleared my throat before offering, “Um, Master Bannen, one thing? It’s weird to
have you call me Mistress Renata. Just Rena is fine.”


It was the right thing to say. He gave me a quick grin, eyes
lighting up. “Rena it is, then. You can drop the ‘mister,’ too. I’m not sure on
the niceties in this culture; it’s alright to address people by their first
name without an honorific?”


“Perfectly fine unless they’re high ranking,” I assured him.
“Er, is this not the case where you’re from?”


“Nope, not at all. Z’gher has more levels of formality than
you can shake a stick at. The hierarchy is something you have to adhere to
pretty strictly. I’m actually very glad that you pulled me away from all of
that. It’s refreshing to not have all of those pesky rules.”


Reminded of my blunder, I tried not to grimace. How in the
world had my magic pulled a human being of all things? 


Either Bannen read people well or my terrible gaming face
gave me away. He leaned toward me a little. “Still sorry about all this?”


“Sorry and very confused on how it happened,” I responded
with resigned embarrassment. I was never, ever, going to live this down. I had
already mentally added it to the tally of other things I wasn’t going to live
down. “My magic’s very different than most mages, granted, but this is a pretty
basic spell. I usually don’t have this much trouble with the basic spells.” 


“Different? How is your magic different?” 


He wasn’t grilling me, just honestly curious. I hated this
question more than any other because I have to defend myself all of the time,
but I felt like I owed him an explanation. I’d drawn him into my mess and he
was being perfectly pleasant about the whole thing. At the very least I owed
him answers. 


Just as I opened my mouth to explain, Rob came with the
menus and waters, which he sat down. At this point, he apparently had drawn
several wrong conclusions and gave me a wink and an encouraging smile before
escaping back into the kitchen. Rob, seriously? I’m not on a date. 


“He thinks we’re on a date,” Bannen stated, amused. 


“It’s because we look close in age.” That and Bannen was
rather good looking in a foreign way. His face was comprised of sharp angles
and slanted eyes, so he wasn’t the soft playboy look so popular right now. His
hair was drawn back in a multitude of small braids hanging down past his
shoulders, and his skin had small silvery nicks where old scars showed sharply.
I saw a few scars on his bare upper arms as well. I let my eyes linger for a
second over him, as I liked the way he dressed. He wore a dark green vest that
was a wrap-around, held in place by a wide leather belt, and unlike fashion
here, the shirt was loose over dark pants. He didn’t wear boots, either, but
some sort of thick-soled sandal. It was all very exotic looking, the very
epitome of the tribal warrior he was. 


Bannen quirked a brow and looked me over in return with an
exaggerated sweep of the eyes. “I think we actually are. I’m nineteen.” 


Oh? “I’m sixteen.” 


“Then only three years apart? Huh.” Bannen picked up the
menu and then frowned. “Ahh…what language do you speak here?”


“Swallin,” I answered slowly and then felt like smacking
myself. Of course he wouldn’t be able to read that. It was a native tongue to
this country alone. “Sorry, Rob is a traditionalist, his whole menu is in
Swallin. Here.” I took the menu out of his hands and flipped it about. It was a
rather long sheet of possible food to be had and I didn’t want to read all of
it. So, instead I asked, “What are you in the mood for? Rob does sandwiches,
salads, pans, and desserts.”


“Pans?” Bannen parroted blankly. “What’s that?”


This wasn’t a dish they had in his country? “It’s a type of
bread. You can stuff anything in the middle of it—meats, cheeses,
vegetables—and then it’s baked. It’s what I generally order here.”


“Order me one of those,” he stated decisively. 


“I warn you, they’re only about this big,” I held my hands
in a square shape about four inches apart, “which is filling enough for me, but
maybe not for you?”


He eyed my hands doubtfully. “Get me two. I’m in no way,
shape, or form a light eater.” 


Bannen might technically be an adult but obviously he was
not fully grown yet. Most men weren’t until their early twenties. He probably
still ate like a starving teenager. I rather expected as much. Turning my head
I called to Rob, “Three pans, meat lovers!”


“Coming up!” Rob called back, not that I saw hide nor hair
of him.


He really did think this was a date, didn’t he? I thought
about disillusioning him but that would mean explaining things. And I’d rather
not. 


“You were going to explain how your magic is different,”
Bannen prompted. 


Resigned, I almost launched into a description I’d given
hundreds of times through the years. Then thought better of it. I had no idea
what his experience was with magic. “Do you know how magic works?”


“Not really,” he admitted with a frank shrug. “I’ve seen its
effect, as I’ve fought alongside mages often over the years, and I’m very
familiar with healing magic, but the breakdown of how it works? No clue.” 


Better start there, then. “Magic depends upon designs.
Schematics, if you will. Every spell you see has multiple layers of a design
involved, where it has designated what elements are involved, the level of
power it should have, and instructions on what this spell should do. Make
sense?”


“So for instance, if I wanted to make a book, then my spell
would say, ‘take this paper, this ink, this leather, this glue, this string,
put it together in this design, with these words.’ And then once the magic is
activated, you’d have a book?”


That was probably one of the best analogies I’d heard yet.
Bannen looked like a fighter to me, but was there an intelligent mind behind
those dark eyes? “Yes, precisely.”


“Huh. I think I understand. Go on.”


“My eyes are very good; I can see at a glance the whole
schematic for any object or spell,” I tapped a finger to the corner of my right
eye, “but my magic isn’t good with creation. It likes to deconstruct
things instead. So, for instance,” I picked up a paper napkin off my plate, “I
can look at this napkin and see how it was formed. I can also choose to remove
a single element out of it.” I slowly spoke the spell invocation for what I
wanted, removing the binding element of the paper, which promptly sent it into
a puff of powdered fiber.


Bannen swore in his native tongue and leaned forward for a
better look, eyes wide. 


“Or,” I continued patiently, “I can deconstruct it
completely.” I spoke the longer incantation, which took a full minute, and then
the fiber vanished without a trace. 


For a full five seconds, Bannen stared at that empty spot. I
steeled myself because I had an inkling of what was coming. Most people were
unnerved when I did this. Magic as a whole wasn’t leant to this kind of
destruction. If a mage wanted to get rid of something, he had to resort to
normal tactics—burning it or something along those lines. I could literally
erase its existence. Most people’s next thought would be that if I could do it
to paper, I could do it to them. 


Bannen let out a low whistle. “You’re dangerous. I do like
that in a woman.” 


That was not the reaction I’d expected. “I’m sorry?”


“No, seriously, dangerous women? Completely sexy. I have a
terrible weakness for them, ask anyone that knows me. Or not, actually, don’t
do that, they tell lies.” He weighed me with his eyes, switching over abruptly
to a more serious tone. 


“Your magic would be amazing in a disaster or war zone.”


I blinked. I hadn’t expected that reaction either.


Leaning back, Bannen stared straight ahead, thinking hard.
“Whether it was a flood zone, or an enemy’s fortress to get into, your magic
would be amazingly suited for it. But it would mean a lot of travel on your
part into dangerous places. Those spells you just said, are they always that
long?”


Why wasn’t this man afraid of me? He wasn’t even nervous.
Was there something wrong with his head? Or was he born without the necessary
survival instincts? “My spells can actually be a lot longer. It depends on what
I’m trying to do and how big the object is.” 


He gave an ‘ah’ of understanding. “That’s why you needed a
familiar who could protect you. That now makes more sense.” 


He made no sense to me at all. I realize he’s a fighter, and
apparently he’s used to danger, but was he immune to it? He was sitting down at
lunch with a woman that could kill him in a few sentences. I couldn’t leave it
alone. “Most people are nervous after I explain my magic to them…?” I trailed
off, not sure how to end. 


His eyes crinkled up into a half-moon shape. From seemingly
thin air, a dagger appeared, which he twirled with a quick twist of the wrist,
and then it disappeared again, too fast for my eye to track. “Pretty lady, you
are not the only one deadly at this table. In terms of speed, I can kill you
before you can kill me.” 


“Good point.” Nothing was fast about my magic. Actually,
that brought up another question. “What were you doing before this?”


“Mostly guard work. Escorts for caravans, ships, that kind
of thing. Did some rescue work too. In fact, I have a very good idea why your
magic picked me. I fit the two requirements. I’m not bound to anyone in any way
and I have the fighting skills you need.” 


Really? Now that was interesting. I reviewed the spell in my
head and frowned. “My magic took me a little too literally. Or liberally. I’m
not sure which. I never thought I’d have to qualify and say ‘not human’ in the
spell but apparently I do.” 


Rob showed up in that moment and delivered our lunch. I had
skipped breakfast in preparation for the summoning, so food was a very welcome
sight. Bannen bit in with a moan of bliss, which made me grin at him. “Good,
isn’t it?”


He nodded emphatically but didn’t even try to speak. 


Lunch itself was consumed in near silence. As he was
finishing up the last of his pan, I asked, “Since you’re here, do you want to
see the city?”


Swallowing, he responded, “Of course! Odds of me traveling
this far again are slim to none. I want to take advantage of it. How long can
we play around before your master comes looking for us?”


Shaking my head, I explained wryly, “Master has no sense of
time management. If he says an hour, it will be at least three. So we have time
to do some sightseeing if you want to.” 


“Then let’s go. Ah.” Pulling a wallet from his breast
pocket, he pulled out two different notes and displayed them for me. “Will
either of these currencies work here?”


I stared at them doubtfully. “I don’t recognize them.”


“Yeah, that’s a no.” Sighing, he put them away again. 


Realizing why he was asking the question, I quickly assured
him, “I’ll cover your expenses while you’re here. You don’t need to worry about
that.” 


“I do appreciate it,” he assured me although the frown on
his face was still there, “but it feels wrong to have a free ride like this.
I’d like to work if I can.”


It was such a refreshing response, hearing those words.
“Master Venn liked your skills, so he’ll probably find work for you to do while
we’re waiting on Master.”


“Speaking of, what does your guild do? I mean, what do they
specialize in?”


“We’re rather jack-of-all-trades, actually.” Knowing full
well what the tally was, I put the money plus a tip on the table before leading
him off. Now, where would be the best place to go? Maybe the main market? “It’s
odd for a guild, as usually they have a specialty, but our founders were three childhood
best friends. They had wildly different approaches to life but wanted to form a
guild together, and so they did. Ever since, the guild has been rather eclectic
in skills. My master is the only mage and I’m his only apprentice.” 


“You say ‘eclectic’ but I’m not sure what jobs you’d take
on.” Bannen looked all around him, even turning at one point to walk backwards
a few steps. “What’s the main commerce in this city?”


I glanced at him, somewhat bemused. His questions kept
surprising me. “Corcoran is known for its magic, fine arts, and trade. Because
of our location we’re a main trade hub.” I pointed to the left. “Just west of
us, about ten streets over, there’s a large port. That’s where most of our
trade comes in.”


“Ah, is that why I smell the sea?” He lifted his face and
inhaled deeply. 


I was so used to the smell that I honestly didn’t notice it
most days. After he said that, though, my nose paid more attention to it and I
inhaled as well, gathering a lungful of that tangy scent of salt and water.
“That’s why.” 


“Ships and trade, eh?” He nodded in supreme satisfaction. “I
can find work here.” 


Something about his tone made me think that he had no
intention of going back home. I wondered why? “You said you were sneaking on
board ship when I summoned you. Where were you going?”


“Estok,” he answered promptly. “You know of it? No? It’s not
as large as this place, but a sizeable enough city, and a lot of trade goes
through it at as well because it’s also on the sea. I’ve worked a few times for
a caravan boss that’s based there. I thought, hop on board ship, stay quiet for
the day it will take to get down there, then charm him into hiring me on for
the season.”


So he’d actually had a solid plan and wasn’t just going Adventure
time! Interesting. He might be a little reckless but he knew how to plan
ahead. 


Out of nowhere, Bannen moved forward, an arm around my waist
to keep me upright even as he lifted me abruptly off the street and into a
shop’s doorway. I was suddenly close enough to feel warm skin and have the
clean, sharp scent of soap and man in my head. Wha—?


“Reckless,” Bannen noted in disapproval. 


In the next instant, a magical trolley car barreled past us,
nearly knocking into a vendor’s stall and missing another pedestrian by inches.
I stared at it incredulously. When had he noticed that? I’d been looking
straight ahead and hadn’t even sensed it. “Where did it come from?”


“Rounded that corner on two wheels.” Bannen jerked a thumb
to indicate the next street up. “Isn’t that kind of speed illegal?”


“It certainly is. Hopefully the Enforcers catch him.” I let
out a low breath when he let go and stepped back again. That had surprised me,
and sent my pulse racing in more than one sense. “Thank you.” 


“Occupational habits,” he said with a grin and a wink. “So
where are we heading?”


“Main market?” I offered hesitantly. “And then you tell me
from there if something catches your eye. The main market has the best view of
the city as it’s at the highest point.”


“Sounds good to me. Which way?”


“Straight ahead.” 





We spent three hours in the city and had a remarkably good
time. Bannen was curious about everything, asked good questions, and was
generally pleasant the whole time. He physically moved me several times,
whenever he thought someone was getting too close for safety’s sake. Just how
engrained was it, to protect the person he was with? Half the time, he didn’t
even break stride in the conversation, it was that natural. 


I dreaded returning to the guildhall but there was no
choice. He had to talk to his family and I had to own up to the mistakes that
brought him here. We returned and I took him straight through to the back of
the room, where Master’s lab took up the left corner of the building. 


Somewhat to my surprise, Master was already setup. Usually
even after giving him three hours to work in he still wasn’t quite ready yet.
But the mirror was uncovered, a stool placed in front of it, and a faint,
blurry outline of several humanoid shapes on the other end. When they were
ready to actually talk, everything would become pristine and sharp, but this
unfocused state was easier to hold in stasis. 


Bannen glanced around in curiosity as he stepped into the
room. It was my turn to maneuver him around the dangers—Master had a
cluttered-organized method of working on projects—so that he didn’t bump into
something that wasn’t sitting properly on the work tables. He moved obediently
according to the pressure I put on his arms, like a doll. In spite of my
screw-ups, he still trusted me, eh? At least this much. 


Plopping into the stool, Bannen stared at the mirror with
open misgiving. He didn’t say anything, but his reluctance to argue with his
parents was clear enough. It made me feel a little worse. 


“Ready?” Master asked us both, his expression kind. There
was a hint of something else, possibly amusement, but then he wasn’t the one in
trouble, so of course he would find this situation entertaining. 


Taking in a deep breath, Bannen squared his shoulders. “Go.”


To my magical eyes, I could see Master touch the spell
engraved in the top center of the mirror, focusing the call. To Bannen, it
likely looked as if Master just waved three fingers in front of it. Three
people came into focus—an older man that had the same features as Bannen, with
crows feet around his eyes and three thick braids along his right temple
instead of the multitude that Bannen sported. I hadn’t thought to question it
until now, but did the braids mean something? 


The woman had Bannen’s eyes, although her face was rounder,
and she was dressed in the same warrior-like garb her husband and son were
sporting. There was a younger girl, looking about my age, standing behind the
parents who remarkably resembled her father, only she was shorter and had
slightly fairer skin. 


“Xian Liang!” his mother snapped, leaning forward with
energy as if she wanted to propel herself through the mirror. “Where are
you?”


Xian Liang? Come to think of it, the name ‘Bannen’ was very
western in origin. It didn’t fit his culture at all. Was it a nickname? I’d
have to ask later. 


“Corcoran,” Bannen answered factually. “I was summoned by a
magical spell. Which is a very strange experience, let me tell you.”


Come to think of it, he would be the first to explain how it
felt, to be summoned as a familiar. For the sake of magical records, we really
should have him describe it and record that down somewhere. 


As his words were my cue, I stepped forward and offered a
smile that fell quickly flat. “My name is Rena. I’m afraid I’m the one that
accidentally summoned him.” 


“Accidentally?” the father asked with a penetrating look at
me. “And how did that happen?”


“I’m not sure,” I admitted around what felt like a rotten
lemon in my throat. “My master and I are going to pick everything apart in
order to figure it out. Accept my humble apologies and be assured that I will
make sure your son is cared for until he can be returned to you.” 


His mother pounced on that. “Then you can return
him?”


“Yes, of course,” I assured her. “Not immediately, but
within a few—”


Bannen cut me off. “It’ll take a while for them to trace my
route and charge up enough magic to return me. That and they have to figure out
how I was summoned to begin with. So don’t expect me home anytime this week or next,
Eo’ma.”


Wait, what? I had to clamp down on my expression before I
gave the game away, but even then I was looking at him from the corner of my
eyes in confusion. What game was he playing? We could return him next week,
easily.


Both parents stared hard at their son and it was clear
enough they knew when he was bluffing. “You,” his mother stated crossly, “have
no intention of coming back here until forced to.”


Bannen beamed at her. “Duh.”


“Xian Liang,” his father growled, not entirely threatening,
but in mounting exasperation. “Son. You are being an imposition.” 


“They have work that I can do here, I can earn my keep,”
Bannen responded levelly, his smile still in place. “You said I couldn’t leave
home because I had no way to guarantee work or have a safe place in case
something went wrong. Well, guess what, A’ba? I have a safe place to stay and
guaranteed work where I’m at. Why shouldn’t I linger here, see if I like the
place?” 


“Because you’re on the other side of the world!” his parents
snapped in unison. 


Pointing up at me, Bannen riposted lightly, “I have a friend
who is a mage, she can pop me over when I do need to go. In the meantime, let’s
not rush things, shall we?”


At this point I felt like they really needed to talk in
private, without the audience. Master must have felt the same, as he caught my
eye and jerked his chin toward the door. Grimacing, I nodded. To the family, I
said one more time, “I’m very sorry for your worry. We will of course make sure
that he can call home often. Rest assured he’s safe where he is and we’ll see
to his every need.” 


Bannen’s father unbent enough to give me a brief nod and
smile. “Thank you, young magess. I appreciate it.”


Not knowing what else to say, I tried for another smile,
then quickly took myself out of the room before I could get embroiled in the
argument that was already brewing. Silently, I wished Bannen luck. He was going
to need it. 













I retreated into my workroom, giving Bannen privacy while
staying nearby enough to end the call. There was only a connecting door and
wall between the rooms, so I could hear his voice, if not make out the words.
He slipped into his own native language at some point and I found myself
creeping closer to the door, trying to hear it better. It had a sing-song
quality that seemed heavy on the vowels. I found it charming if totally
nonsensical; I couldn’t begin to decipher the sounds. 


My workroom wasn’t as large as Master’s, perhaps roughly half
the size of it, but it definitely had a better sense of organization. It didn’t
contain the same sort of projects, of creations-in-progress as Master’s
workshop held. The back wall boasted nothing but bookshelves crammed full; one
long table sat along the opposite wall with charts and graphs and squiggles
because my main work lay there. Analyzing magical spells and finding ways of
improving them, or removing the weak links, is my only way to really do
creation magic. Intellectually, my brain understands how normal magic works. 


It’s my magic that won’t cooperate. 


One long couch dominated the other wall, and it was there I
flopped, feeling the exhaustion start to set in. I hadn’t had a breathing
attack while walking around with Bannen—thunderation, but that would have been
mortifying, especially as I’d forgotten to take any medicine with me—but still,
my body didn’t like that I had spent three hours walking about. I shoved some
of my multi-hued pillows behind my back, threw my feet up, and sighed. Oh, much
better. Reaching for the glass sitting at the low table in front of the couch,
I realized in aggravation that it was empty. 


Too lazy to get something to drink, I gave up and took one
of the packets of medicine sitting on the table, unfolding it enough take the
powder dry. No pharmacist in the world makes tasty medicine but I cheat and put
powdered sugar in these things as soon as I get them. It’s the only way to keep
myself from upchucking it. Medicine was VILE. 


That out of the way, I pulled a pad of paper over to me and
set about reconstructing the summoning spell I’d done. For the life of me I
couldn’t think of what had gone wrong. We’d had to incorporate Master’s magic a
little, as summoning spells lay on that iffy border of creation magic, and my
own magic didn’t seem strong enough to pull it off. But all he’d done was the
activation of the spell, my own magic responsible for the rest of it. Even if
Master’s magic had somehow messed with this, how in the world had I pulled a
human being? 


From Z’gher?


I drew it all out then tapped the pencil against the pad
absently as I stared at every line, every notation, every element. All of it
looked correct. All of it looked perfect, actually, why by the seven bells….


Frustrated, I popped up and grabbed three reference books
before sitting down again. Flipping through them, I started looking for the
unusual notations in familiar history. There were some doozies. A few notable
mages had not summoned animals but objects, powerful magical objects that had a
sentience to them that allowed them to bond. I couldn’t imagine being magically
bound to a sentient quarter staff, or a sentient mirror, but at least that had
a precedent. A few mages had summoned a familiar from great distances, too,
that wasn’t unusual. I didn’t even set the record with Z’gher, despite it being
on a different continent completely. 


Even though I had stared at it for hours while preparing the
summoning, I once again referenced the summoning spell drawn out and hanging
above my worktable. It looked precisely like the one I had done. 


“Research,” I said to the air in general, “is supposed to
clear up your confusion, not leave you with mental knots.” 


Nothing and no one answered me, of course, because I haven’t
lost my grip on sanity far enough to hear the little voices. At least, not yet.
Although this situation might well drive me mad. 


Studying Bannen and the magical signature still hovering
around him was the only option left. I would have to wait until he finished
speaking to his parents. Sighing, I decided to work on one of the projects I
had set aside, a spell Emily had created and asked for my opinion on. I might
be terrible at creation magic, but at least my friends understood that with my
eyes, I could see the flaws in the spells and how to correct them. 


What can I say, I work for food. Emily’s scones are to die
for.


I levered myself up enough to snag a copy of her spell and
brought it back to the couch, flopping down on it again. Somehow in the process
of doing that I managed to break another nail badly enough that it went into
the quick. Hissing, I stared at my right hand and growled a curse. Seriously? I
can’t have a single nail that won’t break the second it gets any length to it? 


Unfortunately this situation is so normal for me that I have
bandages stowed away everywhere. I snagged one, carefully eased the torn nail
off, and then wrapped it. The bandage showed a spot of blood, but I hadn’t hurt
myself too badly this time. Sighing, I put the bandages away and focused back
on the spell. 


On the surface, the spell looked fine. It had a good ratio
balance between elements and command lines, and I couldn’t for the life of me
figure out why it consistently failed on her. Then I realized that what I had
assumed was an air element symbol was actually water—Emily’s handwriting could
give chicken scratch a run for its money, and the chicken scratch would lose—so
what I actually had in front of me was a spell with an overabundance of water
elements. Well no wonder why it didn’t work. 


Even on a good day, when I haven’t already magically taxed
myself, I can’t manage a long communication spell. Years ago, when I realized
that effort wouldn’t change that, I came up with a system to ping my friends so
they would know I needed to talk to them. That way they could call me. I used
that system now with a small hand mirror, setting off a magical ping to
Emily’s, then settled in to wait. 


Usually she took more than a few minutes to respond, but
this time her face flashed into the mirror in barely two seconds. “Rena!” she
greeted happily. “Have you figured out my spell?”


No one outside the guild knew that I’d summoned a familiar
that morning and I was suddenly grateful for that. I didn’t want to have to
explain this to my friends just yet. “I did, just now, and what were you
thinking trying to put three water elements as your base?”


She gave me a very blank look. “I did what?”


Well that answered part of my question. “Emily, my love, my
darling, my sweet friend, how punch drunk were you when you scribbled this
madness down?”


“Scribble!” she protested, feigning hurt. 


“Even with my eyes I could barely decipher it. It’s a wonder
your magic could understand it well enough to do anything at all, even the one
time you got it to work. Scribble, I believe, is a generous term.”


Emily looked a little uncertain. “Did I really put down
three water elements? Not air?”


“Three,” I confirmed in amusement. “I now understand why the
only time it worked for you was in Master Vonda’s backyard. With all of the
water fountains she has back there, of course it would work.” 


“You are totally worth the two hours it takes for me to make
scones,” Emily praised with all sincerity. 


“Of course I am, which is why you keep coming back to me.” Emily
laughed, a light sound. She looked prettier than usual, hair done up, a little
makeup on her eyes that made them look larger, and I could see the white lacy
shirt she loved to wear for special occasions. “Did you meet someone sexy or
are you celebrating something?”


“Celebrating,” she responded happily. “My written exam
results came back and I passed with flying colors.” 


I clapped, honestly glad for her. “Then all you have left is
the final stage, right?”


“Yup!” Perhaps because I’d mentioned how she looked, she
gave me a closer study and her mouth turned down into a frown. “You look wrung
out. Is the new medicine not working?”


“Not noticeably,” I sighed. “Actually, Emily, instead of
scones can I have some of that cream again?”


“Oh no, don’t tell me more sores are breaking out?”


“No, not open sores, just raw patches on my skin.” Mostly my
stomach, thankfully, as that was easier to hide. Any sign of a bandage made
Master get this very worried, unhappy expression on his face and I hated seeing
it. “I’m hoping the cream will prevent it from becoming open sores.” 


“You get scones and cream,” Emily stated firmly, a
no-negotiation tone to her voice. “We need to get you through the rest of the
Tests so you can travel to different doctors. The local ones obviously don’t
have a clue what’s wrong with you.”


I nodded, agreeing, because that had become increasingly
obvious over the last eight years. “Almost done, maybe by the end of the month
I can leave. Here, I’ll fix the spell for you as well, you can just pick it up
at some point.”


“Later today fine?”


“Sure.” Maybe by that point I’d have an answer on how to
tell them about Bannen. “Meet me at the café for dinner.”


“Eating out? Sounds good to me, as it’s Master’s turn to
cook.” Emily gave a delicate shudder of horror.


Laughing, I encouraged, “Then bring everyone. I need to tell
you something anyway.”


“Oh? Do elaborate,” she purred. 


“I will,” I promised mildly. “Over dinner.”


“Spoilsport.” Emily stuck her tongue out at me. “Fine, see
you later.”   


“See you then.” The mirror went dark, showing only my
reflection again. I listened, but Bannen apparently wasn’t done yet, so I
focused on Emily’s spell. I might as well fix that now, while I remembered to
do so. 


I had it mostly finished when Bannen popped the door open
and stuck his head inside. “Done.”


“Ah, alright.” I twisted on the couch and looked through the
wall, finding the elements of the spell, and dismissed them with a wave and a
few words. 


Bannen let out a low whistle. “Seriously? You can do that
through a wall?”


“I have very good eyes,” I smirked at him. In truth, that’s
the only part of my body NOT trying to fall apart. “Well, to be precise, I can
dismiss a minor spell like that through a wall. If it’s something more complex
then, no, I have to see it. Here, come sit. Did you talk your parents around?”


“Not noticeably, but they’re no longer threatening to come
fetch me themselves, so that’s something.” He sat easily, leg tucked up under
another as he settled on the couch next to me. I could see something in his
eyes that suggested he saw more than I wanted him to. If Bannen had proven
anything to me today, it was that he’s incredibly observant. How much of my
appearance told him that I battled an illness no one could name? How much had
he realized or guessed at? 


Clearing my throat, I pushed those questions aside and tried
for an easy smile. “I want to study the familiar bond between us. Can you sit
still for a moment?”


“Of course,” he assured me immediately. “I also had
questions about that. But first you have to explain all of those papers stuck
on the wall, because I have to tell you, it looks like some mad plot to take over
the world or something.”


 I glanced at them, seeing a little from his perspective,
and laughed. “It rather does, doesn’t it? Actually, I take in outside work
sometimes—little projects. Because my eyes are so good, I can see why spells
fail. I see their weaknesses and how to fix them. Half of the papers are just
mad scribbles from very frustrated mages or mages-in-training.” 


“And the other half?”


“My own research project into my magic,” I answered
steadily. “Because even though I live with it, I don’t really understand it.” 


“Makes two of us; your magic makes no sense to me.” He
grinned at me like he was sharing a secret, his eyes crinkling up in a very
charming way. 


In that moment, for some reason, I acutely felt the
differences between us. Bannen possessed the one thing that I envied more than
anything else: a strong, healthy body. He sat there practically radiating heat—I
could feel it all the way from here. I had several warming charms stuck to the
walls, but despite that I felt a little cold. I envied his ease with people as
well, as I tended to be tongue-tied around them more often than not, and I had
never once seen him at a loss for words. If only the bond between us could
transfer even a tenth of his talent and health over to me, I would consider it
a blessing and fight tooth and nail to keep him bound to me. Alas, it didn’t
work like that. 


Had I subconsciously somehow summoned the person I wanted to
be? I shook the thought away with a small jerk of the head and refocused. “Sit
perfectly still for a moment. Movement of any sort distracts me.”


“I’ll be a stone statue,” he promised and shifted into a
stiff, exaggerated position that made me smile. 


“Don’t hold your breath,” I teased, “because if you faint I
will not pick you up.” 


“Meanie.” 


Had he seriously just said meanie? “What are you, five?
Really, you’re going to stick your tongue out at me? Seriously?”


“I am not mature,” he retorted primly. 


No, he really was. I had seen that today. This was just a
sideshow to make me smile and I appreciated it beyond words because in some
ways, it had been a truly terrible day. “Still,” I commanded. 


This time his position was more relaxed, hands on his knees,
looking at me steadily. 


Having a man this good looking steadily staring at me would
normally make me flush to the roots of my hair and babble. Fortunately, I
didn’t need to meet his eyes or come up with something witty to say. I stared
hard, eyes tracing over the faint lines of magic that lingered around his
frame. 


“This is so very, very strange,” I murmured more to myself
than to him. 


“Can I talk?”


“What? Oh, yes.”


“What are you seeing?”


“I see the remnants of the summoning spell itself, of
course; that’s such strong magic that it will last another few days. But
underneath all of that is the familiar bond itself and that’s the strange part.
I didn’t complete the familiar bond with you—” I cut myself off, nearly biting
my tongue by accident. No, wait, I had, that was my magic tangled up around his
life force. Sards!


“You did complete it.”


My eyes flew up to his. How did he know that?!


“You did complete it, or at least your magic did,” he said,
completely confident in his own words. 


“How do you know?” I asked in a whisper, unable to make my
throat cooperate to speak any louder. 


“I can sense you. I can see your magic. It doesn’t make any
sense that I can do that unless I’m bound to you and you to me.” 


I found myself suddenly glad that I had taken my medicine
earlier, because if anything would set off a breathing attack, it would be
this. My magic was now actively binding me to other human beings?! 


Warm hands cupped my face, the back of my neck, and suddenly
Bannen was inches away from my face. “Breathe, Rena,” he said calmly, voice
dark and warm. “Match my breathing.” 


I sucked in a breath, only then realizing that the medicine
had not completely prevented a panic attack. 


“Good, another. Another. Like that. Breathe.”


I did my best to do as he asked but each breath felt like a
battle when my lungs literally screamed for air. His hand came around and
rubbed circles on my back and strangely that helped more than anything else. I
found my breath again and looked up into those dark eyes. I felt like I had
traded one set of questions for another. Why had my magic done this? Accidentally
calling a human being was strange but still theoretically possible. But
completing a familiar bonding without me even speaking a single word or drawing
a single rune?!


“This shouldn’t be possible, should it.” Bannen stated it as
fact. 


“No, it’s not possible, I have no idea how this happened.”
But I had an inkling as to why. Or maybe it was wishful thinking. 


“Is this bad enough to wig out about?” he asked. “Stupid
question, I guess, you did wig out. Right. Let me rephrase: How weird is this?”


“On a level of one to ten?” I asked, still feeling a little
hysterical. “Thirty. I don’t understand why you’re not wigging out, as you put
it.” 


His eyes crinkled up again in that silent grin. “I’m
strange.”


Yes, yes he was. I was starting to like his strangeness,
though, as really I could freak out enough for the both of us. Another thought
popped into my head and without thinking about it, my mouth ran off. “Is that
why you’re so, um….” I stuttered to a stop, blushing. 


“Touchy and physically demonstrative?” he filled in
helpfully. 


I nodded my head emphatically. Yes, that. 


“Well, I’m pretty touchy-feely on a normal basis, but I do
admit I’m more so with you. Maybe that’s the familiar bond in play, I don’t
know. Could be too that you’re cute and I’m overprotective of cute girls.” 


This time I did blush painfully. Even if he didn’t really
mean the words, I liked hearing them. 


Bannen eased back, a warm expression on his face that I
didn’t quite know how to decipher. “So what now, my master?”


I made a face at him calling me that. “I know you want to
stay longer, and honestly I need you to stay longer until I figure out what in
thunderation my magic is doing. Otherwise, when I release you from this bond I
might repeat this whole fiasco all over again. So, stay and help me with my
jobs until I can research this properly?”


He gave me an elaborate bow, or as much as he could manage
in a sitting position. “Your wish is my command.” 













My parents were Not Happy about any of this. Or maybe I
should say NOT HAPPY. It could even be NOT HAPPY. 


I, on the other hand, was perfectly thrilled. My parents have
always been a little on the over-protective side (my father more than my
mother) and having so thoroughly escaped them into a land that I never thought
I’d set foot on was beyond exciting. I wasn’t sure how long I could stretch
this out for, but I would definitely do my best to linger for as long as
possible. 


For that purpose, I went hunting for Venn. He proved not
difficult to find, as he sat smack in the middle of the main room where I had
been summoned before, ensconced comfortably at a table near the center. This
apparently was routine, as people came to him, ducked close to say something,
get a response or a piece of paper signed, and then went on their merry way again.
A mug of something and a half-consumed snack lingered at his elbow. For the
most part he seemed focused on the thick stack of paper in his hands. He was
ticking away at it, humming to himself. Whatever was written on those pages
must contain good news. “Guildmaster Venn?”


Looking up, he gave me a come hither wave. “Done speaking
with the parents? Good, good. Rena mentioned to me that you want to work while
you’re here.”


“That’s correct, sir. I’ll be frank, I’m not keen on going
immediately back. If I can find work here, and make myself a good living
situation, I’d be interested in staying.” 


Venn took this information with a proverbial nod. “I see.
What’s your experience? Training?”


“I’ve worked as a guard, mercenary, and guide for five
years.” I could see his eyes lingering over me again, this time taking in the
obvious muscle on my arms, the few scars visible on my skin. “I’ve some
experience in search and rescue as well, although mostly in mountains and
oceans. I’ve sailed up down the Z’gher coast every summer since I was seven, so
I know my way around schooners.”


I could see it on his face. Venn liked my skillset.
“Alright, then, we’ll try you out.” Turning to the room in general, he called
out, “Anyone up for sparring with our boy here?”


“I sure am,” a woman piped up from my right. She was sitting
on a neighboring table—did no one use chairs here?—but slung herself off with
cat-like grace as I looked at her. “Mazey’s the name,” she introduced herself,
extending a hand. 


Returning the grip felt like grasping a warm iron bar. Now
this was a woman that worked hard for a living and definitely knew how to use
the staff leaning against her side. “Pleasure, Mazey. Now?”


“Got anything better to do?” she asked, not exactly in challenge.


These people didn’t dawdle, did they? If I could prove that
I was capable to this guild, I might be invited to stay, which would solve at
least three of my problems. “I reckon we should take this outside, furniture
being breakable and all.” 


Mazey lit up in a grin that made her seem ten years younger.
Maybe it was her tanned skin adding age lines around her eyes and mouth, maybe
it was the short-cropped red hair, but I felt like she was in her early
forties. Up until that smile, at least, and then she seemed thirty at best.
“Our furniture is reinforced with tracing spells and such. Nigh unbreakable.” 


I stared at the nearest chair doubtfully. It still looked
plenty breakable to me. 


“But if you’re using swords…?” she trailed off, inviting a
response. 


“Probably shouldn’t,” I denied, “not on a first sparring
match. Hand-to-hand work for you?”


“Works fine.” The look in her eyes changed to a feline
satisfaction, as if I was an unwary mouse that had just stepped into a trap. 


If she thought I would take it easy on her just because she
was a woman, she was dead wrong. I’d learned all my dirty tricks at my mother’s
knee. 


People obligingly pushed tables back, forming a rough circle
of open space for us to fight in. We maneuvered into the middle of it. People climbed
up on top of the tables, sitting around, waiting for the entertainment to
start. I got a better look at them as I settled into place. They had an unusual
style of dress, every one of them, as if they were trying to advertise by their
clothes what their occupation and personalities were. It almost looked like a
costume party, or the getup for a play, the clothes were so obvious. Fighters
wore clothing dark and comfortable, ready to tumble in. Crafters had the mark
of their product all over their clothes in stains if they were actively working
on something, or dressed up nicely in order to go out into the market. It made
for a parade of colors and fashions. 


I put my pack, swords, and my heavily loaded belt down on
one of the chairs before turning back to my opponent. I didn’t want anything on
me while dealing with her—she was going to give me a run for my money, I could
just sense it. 


“Rules in the guild are, don’t kill or maim, try not to
break anything,” Mazey offered. 


Good rules. I had been wondering. “Then, first one to pin
the other wins?”


“That’s the aim.”


Doing so would mean I would have to hold back a little and
restrict how much force I could use, but such was the nature of sparring. 


No one shouted ‘Begin!’ or anything like that. Mazey came at
me hard and fast, her hands up in a guard position and her foot aiming for my
kneecap. What happened to ‘not break anything?’ She sure had a lot of faith in
my dodging abilities on first acquaintance. 


I hopped over the leg, rolled to the side and was up again
in a blink. I’m not one to be on the defensive if I can help it and went for
her, aiming for her sternum. She blocked, twisted, tried to capture my hand to
pull me in, but I flowed with the movement and foiled the attempt. 


She was good. I grant her that. But I’d fought better. I
unleashed a flurry of punches that kept her busy blocking and used it as a
distraction to get my foot in behind her knee and jerk her to the ground. Mazey
went down with a grunt, trying to catch her balance, but I wasn’t about to let
her do that. I planted a knee next to her side to keep her from rolling, threw
my free arm straight, my fist an inch from her throat. 


There was a beat of stunned silence as she lay gasping,
staring up at me with wide green eyes. Everyone else seemed just as stunned.
Ahhh…by any chance did she have a reputation here that I didn’t know about? 


Mazey started laughing in true delight. It broke the tension
and other people clapped or yelled out some sort of critique, all in good
humor, from the sounds of it. I leaned back, regained my feet, and offered her
a hand up. She took it, a wicked gleam in her eye as she regained her feet. “I
now understand why you didn’t want to try it with weapons.”


“Always better to get a grip on someone’s fighting style
first,” I responded with a shrug. “Less chance for injury that way.”


“Wise of you.” Turning her head, Mazey said, “Hey, Rena. I
think I know why your magic liked him. Strong fighter, this one.” 


Rena had shown up at some point while I wasn’t paying attention
and had joined the watching crowd. She gave Mazey a wobbly smile. “It would
explain a few things.”


Tarkington stroked his chin thoughtfully, head cocked as he
stared at me. “If that’s the case…Bannen. While you’re waiting here, want to
earn some coin?”


“I never say no to jobs.” Because I’m constantly broke. Ah,
the woes of being young and poor. “You got something in mind?”


“I certainly do. I got contacted by a fellow guild about a
situation that’s brewing down south. There’s an area that seems to be tainted
by a dark magic of some sort. The local fauna and animals are becoming
ferocious and unreasonably large. They’re recruiting help from any guild that
is interested, and we’re slated to go, but it won’t be for another few days. If
you’re intent on staying for a while, we could use another fighter.” 


“Large and ferocious beasts, eh? Sounds fun.”


Venn belted out a laugh. “Fun, he says! Kid after my own
heart, here.” 


I didn’t take any umbrage at the ‘kid’ part. The man had
four decades on me at least; I probably was still a kid in his eyes. And would
be until I hit thirty. 


“While we’re waiting for everyone to assemble,” Rena asked
uncertainly, “I do have other, more minor jobs lined up here in town?”


It had escaped my immediate attention, but because I had
been summoned, she was without the familiar she needed. Granted, that didn’t
mean I was duty-bound to fill the role, but at the same time, it seemed cruel
to leave her hanging high and dry. She had done all of that magic because she
needed help. I didn’t have anything better to do, she’d been kind to me, so I
made a snap decision. “Rena, I am, after all, your familiar. I’ll guard you.” 


Her eyes lit up. “Really?”


“No problem,” I assured her. “Just tell me what you need me
to do.”


“All she needs is for you to accompany her on jobs and to
protect her,” Tarkington informed me. “It’s as simple as that.”


I’d guarded enough people to know there wasn’t anything
‘simple’ about it. “Alright. That I can do. Then, Rena, what’s this other job?”


“You know how you said my magic would be perfect for
cleaning up a disaster zone?” She gave me a wry smile. 


“Yes?” I asked, word drawing out uncertainly. 


“Well, you’re not the only one to realize that.” Glancing
out the window, she nodded to herself. 


“We don’t have enough daylight left to do it today, it’s
practically dinner time, but we can go tomorrow. For now, I want to introduce
you to some people.”


Tarkington seemed to know exactly who Rena referred to, as
he had an indulgent look on his face. “The trio?”


“You guessed it,” Rena admitted easily. “We’ll be at the
café for dinner.” 


Tarkington shooed us out, so I picked up my weapons and
followed Rena amiably. When she said that she ate at the café a lot, she hadn’t
been kidding. It was decent food, so I didn’t think about complaining. 


We didn’t actually make it past the door before three
teenage girls ambushed us. They were all more or less the same age as Rena,
cute in their own ways, although they all sported different styles. They took
me in with immediate interest, eyes doing a quick survey from head to foot,
which is always flattering to a man’s ego. I might have preened a little under
their open regard. 


“Hey,” Rena greeted happily enough, although she kept
chewing on her bottom lip. “So, um, I summoned a familiar yesterday—”


“That worked?” the blonde asked in noticeable excitement. 


“—Uh, yes, yes it worked,” Rena answered with a glance at
me. “And this is him. Bannen.” At that point her mouth faltered and she visibly
floundered on how to explain. 


The three girls stared at me like I had just sprouted
another head. I grinned and shrugged because what else could you do in these
situations. “Bannen Hach, familiar extraordinaire, pleasure to meet you.”


The brunette raised a hand and smacked it on the side of her
head like someone trying to shake water out of her ear. “I’m sorry, say that
again?”


“Human familiar,” I pointed at myself, “summoned by the
lovely mage standing at my side. From Z’gher. Anyone need to sit down yet?”


“I do,” the other brunette said faintly, eyes bulging out of
her head. “Seriously, Rena?!”


Rena shrugged and looked sheepish. “Seriously. Bannen, this
is Lori,” blondie, “Steph,” the brunette, “and Emily,” the cutie. “They’re all
Master Vonda’s apprentices, and Vonda and my Master are long-time friends, so
we all sort of grew up and trained together.” 


Right, so these were more like sisters than friends. Got it.
This relaxed me, as sisters I knew what to do with. 


“Seriously, truly need to sit down and absorb this,” Lori
pleaded. “Not that it isn’t nice to meet you, Bannen, it is, but this is beyond
strange. This is…I’m speechless.” 


“Café,” Steph said firmly. “For dinner, I need dessert.” 


In mutual agreement, we stepped out the door and headed for
the little café. It did not escape my notice that Steph swooped into Rena’s
side and dragged her back three steps so that she could whisper, “Your familiar
is smoking.’”


That made me smile and I bit the inside of my cheek to keep
from laughing. I’m not oblivious, I know others find me attractive, but there’s
not a man in the world that doesn’t appreciate having two cuties discuss how
attractive he is. Also, I would never, ever, let on that I could hear these
conversations. I was not above eavesdropping. 


Rena enthusiastically and quietly agreed, “He is.” 


“I find it completely unfair that when I summoned my
familiar, he was not human.” Steph sighed a mournful sigh, the put upon damsel
in distress. 


“Where is Pilot, anyway?”


“Down with a cold. Bad cold, poor guy. I left him at home to
recuperate as he was sneezing all over the place. Do not distract me, I have to
ask, do you get to keep him?”


“Likely not,” Rena said in a defeated tone that put my
hackles up. I hated hearing her sound like that and my own emotions were
uncomfortable for me. Why did I care about a girl I’d known only a day? Or was
this the familiar bond at work? I shook the thought off and focused on what she
was saying. “And really, even though he was summoned, we all know he can’t be
my familiar. He’s just being really nice and acting as my familiar until we can
send him home again.” 


“Pity.” 


Yes, indeed it was. I nearly stumbled at that thought.
Really, why did I care? How much of the familiar bond was to blame for my
attachment to her? Rena was nice, I liked her, but to be this…protective of her
in such a short amount of time? I wondered if it had anything to do with why I
could seemingly sense her? I’d noticed it when she’d left me alone in
Tarkington’s workroom. I knew exactly where she was even through a wall and
that was decidedly not normal. 


There was a momentary pause. “You’re looking better.”


“You can tell? I’ve strangely been energetic most of today
although I have no idea why.”


“Not that, but your skin tone. You actually have color in
your cheeks for once.” Steph waggled her eyebrows in a lecherous fashion. “His
doing, perhaps?”


The blush was fast and instantaneous. “Ha, no. He treats me
like a kid sister. Or a buddy.”


I blinked. Had I really? No…I didn’t think I had been at
all. Weird, why would she think that? Or was this a case of her not having
enough contact with a man her own age (three years older, close enough) that
she didn’t realize I had been doing a low grade flirt with her off and on since
my arrival? 


“All things considered, that might be for the best.” Steph
shook her head mournfully. “The Council will probably freak about this as it
is.”


She let the matter drop as we reached the café. 


Rena had to read the menu to me, of course, but I basically
ordered the same thing as earlier, only a different variety. What can I say, I
can be incredibly repetitive with food. Especially tasty food. 


With our meals ordered, Lori leaned in over the table,
staring at me intently. “You’re the first familiar that can answer this
question. What’s it like?”


“Narrow that down for me,” I requested, a little amused to
have the undivided attention of four women at once. Normally only my brother
could manage to hold court like this. “The summoning? Being a familiar? Both?”


“Both,” she requested with an expression that suggested she
would take mental notes on whatever I said. 


I thought about it for a moment, trying to figure out how to
phrase it. “The summoning is incredibly abrupt. One moment you’re in one place,
you blink, you’re in another. There’s no transition, nothing to suggest you
have magic wrapping around you, you’re just there.”


“Interesting,” Rena said in a way that suggested she hadn’t
expected that answer at all. “It takes a considerable amount of time to get a
summoning spell together so I would think you’d have plenty of forewarning.” 


“None at all. It’s why I was still kneeling when I came
through.” The second question would be harder to answer and my mouth opened and
closed several times before I decided to just talk, as I couldn’t think of the
right words. “It’s really strange, actually. I have this sudden awareness of
another person and it’s constant; not emotions—although that would be handy—but
more like an aura. I sense her magic, I know exactly where she is at all times,
like I can see her even with my eyes closed.” 


The other girls fell silent and moved in a little closer.
Emily pointed a finger at Rena. “She glows?”


“Yup. Not overwhelming, just a soft glow. Kind of like an
aura if you had your back to a setting sun, that kind of lighting.” 


They seemed to understand what I meant and yet not at the
same time. “How accurately can you tell where she is?” Steph pressed,
apparently fascinated by this point. “I mean, my familiar always seems able to
find me in a second, but I figured that’s because he’s a dog and his nose tells
him.” 


“It’s weird, but it’s…” I frowned, frustrated. “I don’t know
how to explain this. Let’s do a practical demonstration. I’m going to close my
eyes, you and the others move at random around the room. I’ll point a finger
and follow Rena with it as she moves.”


The girls got out of their chairs and I sat stock still,
eyes closed, head up. She appeared like an after image on the back of my
eyelids. Rena slowly took two steps to the right, and my finger came up,
pointing directly at her chest. Trying to move silently, she moved even
further, Steph and Emily joining in, crossing paths and weaving in and around
her. It didn’t matter. I knew exactly where she went. Rena went around tables,
ducked under and around Steph, even came around to stand behind me, and my
finger followed with unerring precision. 


Emily swore reverently. “He’s bound to you, alright. That is
absolutely amazing. Especially with a new bond.” 


“How is that even possible?” Lori asked the question almost
rhetorically. “I thought magic couldn’t bind a human like this, not without
some very evil spells being used. Which I doubt you did.”


Rena seemed to take a breath before quietly admitting, “I
didn’t consciously complete the bond.”


All three girls turned slowly to stare at her, slowly enough
I actually heard neck muscles creaking. 


“I know,” she admitted and Rena still looked shaken by that.



Not being a magician, I couldn’t completely understand why
they were so unnerved by this, but I could imagine it well enough. It would be
like having your right hand suddenly decide to do things without your
permission and messing with life. I would be unnerved by that. (I would draw a
parallel between my mouth going off without permission, but that happens all of
the time, so the metaphor would fall a little flat.) Not wanting them to wig
out—they were on the verge—I deadpanned, “It’s because I’m sexy and
irresistible.” 


Rena blinked at me, literally jarred out of whatever dark
thoughts she had, then burst out laughing. “Is that why?”


“Of course, why else?” I waggled my eyebrows at her, just to
get her to laugh harder, then smirked when it worked. “Seriously, though, I
don’t feel like me being here is an accident. Your magic has a reason for it,
we just haven’t figured it out yet.” 


“I call ditto on this,” Emily agreed just as seriously.
“Your magic has always been strange, Rena, but I feel like this time there’s a
reason why it’s done something so completely abnormal. Maybe have him stay,
figure out why before letting the Council force you into sending him back?”


“That’s the plan,” Rena assured her. 


At that point our food arrived, so we switched to lighter
topics, mainly me answering questions about Z’gher as no one at the table,
understandably, had ever been. We lingered a little, chatting, but the girls
apparently had something they needed to get done before the light failed them
completely and moved off. I noticed that Rena and Emily paused, whispering to
each other, and two bags exchanged hands before Emily left. 


“Bribes or presents?” I asked Rena as we walked back to the
guildhall. 


“Huh? Oh, these.” Her eyes darted away from me, elusive, and
her tone was deliberately casual. “Payment for services rendered. Emily makes
some of the best scones and creams ever, and in return I fix some of her spells
if they’re not working as she wants them to.”


“Ahh. Can I try a scone?”


“Sure.” She wrestled one free of the paper bag and handed it
over to me. 


I honestly had no real interest in eating anything but I
did, making appreciative noises—they actually were good, light and fluffy and
with an orange zest to them—so that she would feel like she’d gotten by with
that. I had a feeling that the cream had something to do with her obviously bad
health but couldn’t put my finger on what exactly, not yet. I didn’t have
enough information. 


Rena had gone out of her way to not look ill in front of me,
and even that breathing attack she’d had earlier was quickly and firmly put
aside before I could ask any questions about it. Being ridiculously healthy my
entire life, I wasn’t sure why she had this attitude. A sore point, perhaps? Or
maybe she thought of it as a weakness. If so, I could understand, as no one
wants to admit to those. 


If I really was to stay any length of time and act as a
guardian for her, then I needed to know, but challenging her on it was not the
way, and I sensed this wasn’t the time either. So I let it lie. 


One way or another, I’d get the information I needed to
know. 


 













Even when I’m in a wildly foreign country, I try to stick to
the same routine. I had been given a guest bedroom last night that, while
comfortable, didn’t have a lot of space in between the single bed and a chest
of drawers, so I wandered outside to the back of the building. The Strickmaker
Guild shared a training yard with another guildhall, or so I had been told, and
people tried to share space. This early in the morning only a few were outside
actively training, and the yard of packed dirt had plenty of space for me. 


I went through my routine of stretches first, limbering up,
then through the first and second movements of the Xhii. The form, when done
correctly, is slow and steady, and in truth it’s one of the deadliest forms of
hand to hand combat ever invented. I’d grown up with it and have used it my
entire life, so it felt a little strange when everyone in the yard abruptly
stopped to watch me. 


I did a half crescent turn and knew the exact moment when
Rena drifted through the doorway. “Morning,” I greeted her, extending my right
leg out, arms coming up around in Floating Clouds, before shifting back and
around. 


“Morning. That almost looks like a dance, but….”


I flashed her a smile. “Martial arts form. Second kata,
actually. Are we working that job today?”


“Yes. I thought we could have Emily’s scones for breakfast,
and, um,” she trailed off uncertainly, chewing on the bottom of her lip,
shyness getting the better of her. 


I patiently waited her out. “Um?”


“A few of the masters want to examine our bond and the
summoning spell I used,” she said in a quick rush, not looking up from the
ground. “We’ll need to talk to them first.”


I considered that for about two seconds. “That sounds
invasive and unpleasant.”


Rena groaned loudly, eyes closed in a pained manner.
“Basically. Sorry.”


In a charitable mood, I offered, “I can grab you and run for
it, do nothing but shop and eat good food for the next three days until they
get tired of chasing us.” 


Her eyes popped back open and she stared at me aghast for a
moment before she burst into giggles. “You would be so screwed if I took you up
on that.”


“I have faith in your good judgment. In that you know it’s a
terrible idea.” There, she was smiling again. I seriously said the most
ridiculous things just to get her to smile. I wondered if she knew that I
didn’t mean half of what poured out of my mouth? 


“Well, it shouldn’t take more than an hour, and after that
we should be free to head out.”


“Give me another few moments, I’m almost done,” I requested.
It had been drilled into me from an early age that unless there was an
emergency, you didn’t stop mid-form. 


“Sure. Want some tea? I have mint.”


“Sounds good.” I finished the form without speeding up,
collected my weapons from near the wall, and sauntered back into the main room.
As I moved I could hear people slowly pick up their own weapons practice.
Hopefully when I did this tomorrow I wouldn’t be as much of a side attraction.
The novelty would surely wear off at some point. 


Rena had scones and tea laid out, which I dug into with
gusto. “How does she make these scones of hers so light?”


“I have no idea and she won’t share the recipe,” Rena
admitted glumly. “It’s too easy of a payment system for her.”


I cast a surreptitious glance at her as I ate a second
scone. She really did look better than she had yesterday. She had more color to
her skin, without that grey undertone, and she wasn’t sitting hunched in on
herself. Maybe that medicine of hers had finally kicked in? 


Venn and Tarkington wandered by as we finished breakfast. “We’re
expecting three masters this morning,” Tarkington informed me with what might
have been a suppressed grimace. “Vonda wants to take a closer look, of course,
but also Whit and Bly.” For my benefit he explained, “All of us graduated at
more or less the same time, and we often pair our apprentices up with each
other on projects. They feel almost as invested in Rena’s summoning of you as I
am. I think they want to understand just what went awry.” 


He said awry but I heard ‘wrong’ and automatically bristled.
It took effort to keep outrage off my face. 


“Just answer their questions,” Venn encouraged with a brief
pat on both our shoulders before he moved on. 


I sighed as I spotted the first mage enter through the front
door. “And this morning started out so well.”


Rena grumbled something incoherent and unflattering before
pinning a smile to her face. “Master Bly.”


Bly was middle-aged and average with brown hair cropped
close, regular features and possibly the thinnest lips I’d ever seen on a
person. His mage robes were barely on, open in front and revealed that he had
been in the middle of some project that involved paint before dropping
everything and racing here. He gave Rena a commiserating look and brief smile,
little better than an upwards twitch of the lips. “Rena. I’m glad you haven’t gotten
rid of him already, we need to study this in depth.”


I entertained a brief fantasy of breaking his jaw so he
couldn’t say more stupid things. “A pleasure to meet you as well, Master Bly.” 


To the man’s credit he flushed and shifted uncomfortably.
“My apologies. Howard Bly, Mage of the 8th Circle.”


I accepted the hand he extended in a firm grip and might
have squeezed a little too hard. (I’d never claimed to be mature.) “Bannen
Hach.”


Rubbing surreptitiously at his hand after I let go, he asked
Tarkington, “Vonda and Whit are also coming this morning, you said?”


“They indicated to me they would.” 


“How is the Council taking this?”


Tarkington gave a shrug. “I haven’t received any word from
them other than they had my report and to stand-by.” 


“So, they’re being their usual, less-than-helpful selves.”


“That’s about the size of it,” Tarkington agreed dryly. 


A female mage and another man I didn’t recognize came in,
making a beeline for us. I assumed from the different mentions of her that this
was Vonda, Tarkington’s close friend and the three girls’ master. She looked
like a well-kept forty, blonde hair pulled back into a tight bun, brown eyes in
a heart shaped face. An attractive woman that gave the impression of being even
keeled. 


By default, that meant the man with her must be Whit, the
last master expected. Whit was willow thin, as if a strong wind would blow him
over, had platinum white hair, and pale skin. There was literally nothing of
substance to the man except dark eyes that gave the impression of seeing
through everything. I found him a little unnerving, to be honest. 


“Whit,” Tarkington greeted. “This is Bannen, the, ah, man
that Rena brought through.”


“Her human familiar,” Whit responded in a very soft voice,
staring at me with avid curiosity. “A pleasure, Bannen.”


“Likewise, sir,” I responded, offering a hand and nearly dropping
it in shock when he returned it strongly. Alright, maybe he has some deceptive
strength lurking in there after all, despite looking like a ghost. 


The masters all pulled up chairs comfortably, as if they had
done this a thousand times before, and they likely had if they were good
friends of Tarkington. I stayed planted next to Rena. I had a feeling that at
some point I would have to intervene and drag her away for a break. It might be
well intentioned grilling, but this was a grilling session nonetheless. 


“When you called your familiar, what preparations did you
lay in place?” Bly asked Rena, a notebook on the table and a pencil poised over
the pages. 


I tried to follow her explanation, I truly did, but all I
got were a few the’s, an’s and an occasional noun. I could swear they weren’t
even talking in a known language, more like some magical dialect that only
mages had a prayer of unraveling. Since the words didn’t make a lot of sense, I
studied their faces instead, their body language, and that told me enough. They
didn’t like the answers Rena gave them. They didn’t like them because she
hadn’t done anything out of the ordinary, hadn’t done anything remarkable, had
in fact done exactly what thousands of mage apprentices before her had done. 


Call me petty, but I felt a fission of satisfaction that
they couldn’t find fault with her. 


And I didn’t know what to make of that emotion so I
carefully set it aside. 


Rena answered calmly enough but I could see the strain
getting to her. She found it harder and harder to meet anyone’s eyes and she
sat rigid with tension. What I wanted to do was to just pick her up and carry
her out of this because really, the good intentions of this interrogation
didn’t make it less of an interrogation and a fault-finding exercise. I didn’t
know if it was wise to do that, though. 


Fuming, I went with a second option, trying to show her some
nonverbal support. I sidled in a little closer, shifting so that my leg rested
firmly against hers, my hand finding the small of her back. She paused for a
moment, flashing me a grateful look, and the tension eased a notch. 


“Wait,” Bly flung up a hand. “Why did you just do that,
Bannen?”


I tried diverting the question. “Do what? Sorry, I’m not
following this magical lingo very well—”


He cut me off with an impatient sound. “You shifted closer
to her, grounded her with a touch, why did you do that?”


My easy smile fell away and I stared at him hard. I knew
what he was suggesting, or trying to suggest, that because I’m male and she’s
female, I was trying something. Or that I only reacted like this because of a
familiar bond, take your pick. I didn’t care what he was trying to insinuate,
it got me mad either way. 


“This might come as a complete surprise, Master Bly, but for
some reason Rena’s not comfortable being interrogated by four mages who are
only interested in finding fault with her.”


“We’re not—” Vonda tried to assure me gently. 


“You completely are,” I responded flatly, not taking my eyes
from Bly because he was by far the worst of the lot. “You’re so terrified that
your own apprentices are going to make a similar mistake and somehow summon a
human as well that you’re nearly wetting yourselves. You’re taking that fear
and frustration out on her. We’ve now had at least three mages pour over every
line, every word of the spell she used to summon me and it clearly isn’t the
summoning that’s the reason for my appearance here. Going over this ground again,
for the fifth time, isn’t going to yield any more answers for you. But Master Bly,
mark me on this, whatever you feel about me being her familiar, remember that I
am her familiar, that the bond is in place and aside from that I hold
quite a bit of respect for her, because she’s been kind and considerate of me
ever since I came through that portal. I like her. You attack her again, even
if it is with just words, and I will respond, are we clear?”


Bly’s head jerked back, eyes wide, mouth visibly fishing for
words. “Are you threatening me?”


I bared my teeth in a not-smile. “If it feels like a threat,
then maybe there’s a reason for that.”


Whit actually choked on a laugh, hand over the lower part of
his face in a poor disguise. “Forgive us if we sound like we’re fault-finding,
Bannen, Rena. There’s some truth to what you’ve said. Let’s be clear, we are
very worried, but I do not think you are at fault at all. I think some outside
source has to be in play here.” 


I simmered down a little—but only a little. Enough to no
longer pin Bly in place with my eyes because I really did feel like launching
myself over the table and sinking a fist into the man. 


Vonda cleared her throat, trying to draw my attention away
from Bly. “I must ask, why did you complete the familiar spell?”


“I didn’t,” Rena responded softly, unconsciously scooting in
a little closer to me. 


That brought absolute silence to the table. Tarkington let
out weary sigh. “She’s correct, at no point did she actually say the rest of
the incantation to lock the familiar bond into place.” 


Vonda’s eyes went between the two of us, seeing something
that I couldn’t, but certainly knew was there. “But it’s clearly in place.”


“I know.” Tarkington left it at that. 


“Her own magic finished the incantation with no conscious
direction?” Whit sounded like he was speaking more rhetorically than expecting
an answer. 


I personally didn’t feel that this was much of a surprise.
Rena was constantly in minor danger, her health failed her at the most
inconvenient times; obviously she needed a dedicated guard and aide. Of course
her magic would latch onto me. 


Bly cleared his throat and made an obvious effort to not
sound antagonizing. “How strong is the bond between the two of you?”


“I don’t have a way to gauge that,” Rena answered
hesitantly, with a glance up at me, “but I would say it has a very strong base.
He knows exactly where I am at all times.”


“Yes, my apprentices told me about that practical
demonstration you did the other day,” Vonda stated, expounding for the others,
“Apparently he closed his eyes, had the girls move around the room, his finger
pointing to Rena the entire time. No matter where she moved, he knew precisely
where she was.” 


For some reason that made them give each other some pretty
grim looks. 


“I do hate things happening that have no logical reasoning
or basis,” Whit observed to no one in particular. “Regardless, we know that
this bond is not something we can allow for any real length of time. I’d like
to see your notes, Tarkington, Rena, and study this some more. For now, I suppose
we are waiting on the Council’s response? I thought as much. Then let’s take
the opportunity to study the situation as much as we can. If nothing else, it
gives us the chance to understand the familiar-mage bond better.” 


I swear if one more person at this table suggested that my
bond with Rena was ‘wrong’ in any sense, I really would punch something. I took
a deep breath, then realized what I had just thought, and frowned, stilling.
Where was all this coming from? Was the familiar bond supposed to play on the
emotions like this? 


 With a weather eye on me, Bly requested, “Rena, can you
physically walk us through exactly what you did? Perhaps something about the
environment put a wrench in things.”


Why did I have the feeling that this was going to take all
day? 













The benign interrogation did last most of the day yesterday
and I could tell by the end of it that Rena just needed time to herself. I made
noises about being antsy and wanting to spar in the training yard and the
grateful look she gave me told me without words that she knew what I was doing
and appreciated it. Rena holed up in her workroom the rest of the day, taking a
well-deserved break from people, and didn’t come out again until dinner. 


Because of four demanding mages, our plans of yesterday were
bumped over to today. I polished off my breakfast while waiting on Rena to
finish hers, anticipating getting outside today. I’m really, really not good at
staying in one place for long. 


Venn walked past our table with papers in hand but paused to
ask, “Going out soon, I take it?”


“To my regular job,” Rena joked with a quick smile. “Bannen,
you ready? Good, then let’s tackle it. If we get it all done today we’ll make
some good coin.” 


That sounded promising. “So where are we going and what are
we doing?”


“I’ll explain on the way.” To Venn, she said, “We’ll be back
tonight.” 


“Wait, Rena,” Tarkington popped out of his workroom and held
up a staying hand. “You have your medication?”


She blinked, then snapped her fingers. “I forgot. Thanks,
Master. Give me a second, Bannen.” So saying, she darted up the stairs, presumably
to her room. 


I watched her leave for a moment before turning my gaze to
Tarkington inquiringly. 


Tarkington lowered his voice. “Rena’s lungs are bad. They
don’t always let her breathe properly. If she starts to get short of breath, she
has medicine packets in her pockets.”


Like I’d seen the other day with that breathing attack?  “She
was walking about normally with me earlier.” 


“Day to day, it doesn’t present her much challenge. It’s stress
or too much activity that sets it off. There’s other things, too, but they’re
minor.”


“Tarkington, there is no ‘minor’ if she’s injured or sick;
tell me.”


“Really minor,” Tarkington tried to assure me but his smile
went askew. “She’s developing a skin condition that is almost open sores. She’s
becoming increasingly fragile, bruising easily, nails breaking, hair thinning,
but we can’t for the life of us figure out the cause. She has ointments and
medicines for all of it, just—” Tarkington looked ready to say more but Rena
reappeared in that moment. 


“Alright, ready.” She gave Tarkington and Venn a smile.
“We’ll be back for dinner.” 


They nodded understanding and gave me a significant look
behind her back. Nodding, I slipped weapons back on before following her out. 


As I moved, my mind whirled. A body didn’t just fall apart
like that without it being a serious illness. They were obviously aware of
that, as she had at least seen one doctor, but…even magic couldn’t cure her?
Most healing spells took care of problems like this, didn’t they? I forcefully
put the thought aside, as trying to think about this right in front of her
would give the game away, and I had a feeling that Rena wouldn’t appreciate it.



Rena didn’t exactly look enthusiastic, but there was a
confidence in her stride and a tilt to her chin that told me she was looking
forward to this job. I had to wonder at this because a good majority of the day
yesterday she’d looked anything but confident. It was quite the change of
attitude. “Does the job really pay that well?”


“It does,” she informed me with a bright smile. “It’s a
little far out of town, do you want to take a trolley car?”


I’d never ridden one, obviously, as they weren’t a thing in
my hometown. We weren’t big enough to support a trolley line. I eyed the
magical machines that looked something like a brightly colored salt box on
wheels and scratched at the back of my head. Did I? “Sure?”


She was already heading for the nearest trolley station.
“It’ll be faster that way. And I don’t know how much time I’ll need out there.”



Wait, I thought she knew what all this job entailed. “So
what are you doing, exactly?”


“There’s a—no,” she stopped herself, frowning, “I should
back up further than that. You like to know how things work.” 


So I do. Glad she realized that. 


Settling on the waiting bench under a roofed building, she
kept an eye out for the next trolley car. “I told you earlier that this city is
known for its fine arts, crafting, and magic, right?”


Did she realize that she was literally sitting right next to
me? You couldn’t slip a piece of paper between our thighs. I studied her face
but the casual way she looked at me, right in the eye, said that she hadn’t
done anything to be embarrassed by. She’s shy, I know she’s shy, she’s not
touchy feely with anyone else, I’d seen that, so why…oh, uh, she was waiting on
a response from me. “Right.”


“Well, one of the side effects of all that fine crafting is
some very interesting refuse. We create alloys and metals here that aren’t seen
through most of the known world.” Absently, she reached and pulled a stray
strand of hair out of my eyes, before her hands moved to illustrate the city
around us. “It’s our number one trade commodity. That said, some of it is a bit
challenging to dispose of. There’re mages or mage apprentices that are hired on
to deal with most of it. However, there’s a few things that are difficult to
manage with just regular magic. Aluminum is one of them. Have you heard of it?”


“I have. It’s a softer, silvery kind of metal.” And now she
was actively leaning against my side, using me as a prop so she could turn,
taking a quick look for the trolley car. The contact was so naturally done that
if I wasn’t a hot blooded male I wouldn’t think a thing of it. Well, that and
the fact that I’d barely known her a few days and contact like this between new
friends was strange. I firmly informed my heart that it couldn’t get excited
about this and to settle down. It didn’t give two figs about what I said and
insisted on jumping all over the place. 


“Exactly right.” She settled back and gave me a smile,
tucking her hair behind an ear, thigh and shoulder still solidly against mine,
making my heart zing again. “Well, the only thing you can really do with
aluminum is to burn it down into what they call a salt cake. That condenses it,
which helps, but the problem is you absolutely cannot let salt cake get wet. At
all. If it does, there’s a chemical reaction that makes it become insanely hot.
Even standing a mile away, you can feel the heat, it’s that intense.” 


I tried to imagine that kind of heat and felt a chill race
up my spine. “Wouldn’t that mean that if you touched it….”


“You wouldn’t be able to even touch it,” she denied
factually. “It would kill you before you could reach it.” 


“I admit it. You’ve now got me a little worried.” In more
than one sense. I felt the need to ask someone the protocol here, as I really
didn’t have a clue. Not one. Should I mention the fact that she basically sat
in my lap? Not mention it? I absolutely wanted to avoid awkwardness in every
sense, and if I said something, I just knew it was going to become awkward. All
the awkwardness. ALL. Not that I felt awkward right now, more like I had
trouble keeping my breathing even…okay, fine, so I felt a little awkward.
Normally when a woman’s this close to me I have tacit permission to touch her
and cuddle back, but clearly I couldn’t do anything normal in this situation. 


Part of me really didn’t want to say a word, but right now
it was just the two of us, it didn’t matter, but what if she started doing this
later? In front of witnesses? Witnesses that knew her? “Tell me that this is
the dry version we’re dealing with.”


She laughed, swinging her legs back and forth, and then hooked
one of her ankles around mine. “It is. They don’t burn aluminum down most of
the time, these days. Only sometimes, when they’re seriously out of room and I
can’t immediately come. But most of the time, I come in once a week and clean
all of the aluminum out for them. Takes me several hours.” 


Okay, seriously, I had to do something about this. If Rena
started playing footsie with me in front of people then there was going to be
quite the reaction. I just had to be careful about it because I’d seen her sad
face and it was pretty much the worst thing this side of a box of kittens
abandoned in a thunderstorm. I did not want the sad face. 


On second thought, I think I’d ignore this for now and try
to find a way to talk to her about it later. I’m a coward, I won’t lie.


“But this is what you meant earlier, by people realizing
that your magic is suited for this sort of thing?”


“That’s what I meant,” she agreed amiably, going back to
swinging her leg back and forth, but her ankle was still hooked around mine, so
that meant my leg swung along with hers. She was making this whole ‘ignore it
for now’ thing very, very hard. I had to clench my hand into a fist to keep
myself from reacting. This firm contact with her made the bond hum with
pleasure, and while that felt marvelous, it also encouraged me to get closer
still and I did NOT need that sort of encouragement, thankyouverymuch. Stupid
bond. “No one else can do it, not like I can, so I can set my price. The city
pays whatever I want, as long as it’s not outrageous, because the alternative
is too dangerous in the long run. You have to pack the salt cakes in clay for a
loooong time until it deteriorates on its own. And salt cakes also give off a
little heat, so if you have a lot in the same area, it gets too hot for
comfort.” 


“You’ve got the perfect job set up for you, in other words.”



“A-yup. It’s helped pay for most of my schooling, and a few
other things.” Her smile became wry and I had a sense that she meant covering
unexpected expenses when she screwed up. Like me. “So, it’s not a dangerous
job, and I probably won’t need you to really protect me today, but it’ll be
good for you to see how I work. Might get boring for you eventually, though.”


I shrugged this off. “Such is the nature of guard duty. It’s
either deadly dull or a little too exciting. There’s usually no middle ground.”


She nodded, agreeing with me. 


If I continued to not do anything I might just crawl out of
my skin. So I stretched out an arm behind her to rest on the back of the bench,
curled around her shoulders without quite touching. No surprise to me, she
leaned in, making the contact firm. It eased the tension and ratcheted it up at
the same time. 


I wondered, suddenly: what effect did the bond have on the
mage? This touchy-feeliness had to be part of it because she truly didn’t look
at all aware that she had been basically plastered to my side for the past ten
minutes. Not a bit of a blush to be found on her skin, no hesitation in her
movements, nothing. I knew the bond liked us close, so touching made it happy
by default and that made us more comfortable in return, but…just how much of
the bond was at play here? Already? 


I was going to have to seriously dig into this later.


The trolley car arrived and Rena blithely hopped on. I
grabbed one of the brass poles and swung up and into a wooden bench next to
her. It felt rather strange to be this high off the ground. A few more
passengers got on, the driver checked to see if we were all settled, and then
the car started speeding along the street. Rena settled in next to me but this
time not quite as close, and I was glad because I really didn’t know how to
react to her just yet on that level. Our knees not quite brushing was an
acceptable distance, I could work with that. I watched the buildings and people
whizz by with mounting unease. Was it really wise to go quite this fast
through crowded streets?


If Rena noticed my nervousness, she was kind enough to not
say anything about it. We got off at the last possible stop, right at the edge
of the city limits. I hopped off the car with mixed feelings. Now that I had
arrived with no damage done, I felt a little more settled with the idea, but I
had a feeling I’d have to ride another dozen times before I got truly
comfortable. “From here, we have to walk a little further,” she informed me.
“They tried to put the dump out as far as possible, ’cause of the smell.” 


“Makes sense,” I agreed. I could already smell it. 


We walked along, me keeping pace with her, as she didn’t
walk as fast as I naturally did. It struck me that I would likely be working with
her for at least a few weeks and yet didn’t really know much about her. “Rena,
tell me a little about yourself. You have family?”


She seemed a little taken off guard that I had asked a
personal question. “I do—my parents, three brothers, and more aunts and uncles
and cousins than I can shake a stick at. Grandfather is the only one still with
us. We lost Grandmother last year.” 


Having experienced that loss, I was immediately sympathetic.
“My heart aches for your loss.” 


Softening into a smile, Rena gave me a quiet, “Thank you. It
was she that introduced me to this job, actually, as she’s originally from this
city.” 


That last sentence didn’t quite make sense to me. “This
isn’t your hometown?”


“Eh? Oh, no, no, it sure isn’t. I moved here several years
ago, when my magic started up. Tarkington is an acquaintance of my
grandmother’s and even though he wasn’t sure how to train me with my weird
magic, he agreed to take me on. I’m originally from Elwood.” 


I, of course, had no idea where that was, but nodded. “You
just know the place so well, I assumed you a native.”


“Not at all, I came here when I was eight. I’ve just been
here half my life.” She shrugged, silently stating that this knowledge was
natural.


Now that we were on the topic, I felt like I could ask,
“Isn’t it unusual for a mage to only have one apprentice? Every mage I ever met
had two or three.”


“I’m too complicated,” she said with a self-deprecating
smile. “It takes all of his energy to keep track of me. But after I graduate,
he likely will find two or three apprentices.”


Considering her very strange magic and failing health? I
suppose it made sense that Tarkington didn’t choose to have more than one. 


“Tell me a little about you,” Rena prompted. “Your parents
called you by a different name.”


“One you can’t pronounce,” I said knowingly. She made a
face, which had me grinning. “Hach Xian Liang is my birth name. When I first
started working, my sister Ai had advised taking on a name that others could
easily pronounce. She’d learned the hard way that people outside of our country
struggle with our names. I chose one that I liked and have gone by it ever
since.”


“Bannen,” she said knowingly. “Why that one?”


“I liked what it meant and it sounded strong.” Of course, it
was a warrior’s name, that could be why. “I never understood why my parents
named me Xian Liang anyway. It means ‘bright hope’ which doesn’t suit me at
all.” 


“Tell me about it,” Rena sighed in perfect agreement. “Mine
doesn’t either suit me either. Siblings?”


“Five sisters and a brother. I’m the youngest out of all of
them.”


“Six siblings?” Rena said, a little poleaxed. “Wow and I
thought my family was large. I’m one of five. With that many children, wouldn’t
your parents be more than willing for someone to leave home, leave them one
less person to keep track of?”


“You’d think, right?” I agreed. 


Rena waved a hand. “Well, we have arrived.” 


I looked at the two stone pillars flanking the road, a metal
gate standing open to let people in. There actually was a guard there, a
clipboard in hand, taking names as people went in and out. My eyes lingered
over the sturdy stone walls surrounding the place and scratched at the back of
my head in confusion. Was this a fortress or a garbage dump? “Why the
security?”


“Mostly for safety reasons, as there’s some dangerous
chemicals they dispose of here,” she answered before turning to the guard.
“Hello, Roger.” 


“Hello, Miss Renata. Here for the usual today?” Roger was a
plump fellow with shocking red hair and dark freckles along his cheeks and
nose. He radiated good humor. “And who’s this?”


“I am, and this is Bannen,” she introduced. “He’s my friend,
just coming along for the show.” 


I suppose I was, in a sense. 


Roger the Guard noted us both down and waved us through. “Go
on.” 


 













I kept sneaking peeks at Bannen, not sure how to take this
whole thing. He’d surprised me by offering to be my ‘familiar’ until I could
actually summon one properly. I knew that he wasn’t really interested in going
home, but who attached themselves to a mage that isn’t registered? I wasn’t
done with my schooling yet and I still had the Tests to pass. Who took being
summoned into a different continent with this blasé attitude? 


He hadn’t asked me any questions about my medicine packets
or the cream Emily had given me either, but I had a feeling he more or less
knew something was wrong with me. Master had probably told him a little. I
tried very hard not to resent that because I didn’t like being the poor little
ill girl with weird magic. I didn’t want Bannen to see me that way too. He
didn’t treat me like an invalid though, which was the only reason why I didn’t
press him or feel resentful. He treated me like his peer and a capable mage. It
was the careful way his eyes followed me that gave him away. 


Even here, as I worked, he didn’t really appear bored. He looked
around in every direction, mild interest on his face, or sometimes peered at me
intently as I worked my magic. He also seemed to realize when it was safe to
ask questions and when I needed to focus, as he wasn’t intent on chattering. 


I stood on a small block wall that segregated the aluminum
from the other ores being melted down. Shields barricaded each section to keep
heat and any dangerous gases contained in it, but as they weren’t designed to
keep people out, we could pass through easily. Bannen apparently found this
entertaining, as he wove in and out of the shield, sometimes moving just his
torso, like a doll with a broken spine. I made sure to stay on this side
of it to avoid the heat. 


Proving that he actually was paying attention to his
surroundings and not just messing around, Bannen asked, “I thought you said
that they normally don’t burn the aluminum?”


“Unless they’re running out of space,” I reminded him. “I
haven’t been here in over a week because I was preparing for…er…”


“Familiar summoning spell?” he guessed. 


I gave him points for not laughing or rubbing that in.
“Right. That. So they obviously had to condense a little. It’s fine, it doesn’t
make the job harder. I just have to do it before any storms hit, so I’ll likely
be at it for a few hours.” 


“How much can you do at a time?”


“What I can see,” I answered, indicating the front row
several feet from me. “I have to be able to see it to unravel the base…er…” I
fumbled, not sure how to put this in layman’s terms. Even with other mages I
struggled to explain what I could do. 


He held up a hand to stop me. “As far as you can see is all
I need.” 


Huffing out a breath, I gave him a nod of thanks. “I
estimate six hours?”


“Go ahead,” he encouraged me. “Don’t worry about me, I’m
fine. My usual workday is twenty-four hours.” 


He might have been exaggerating a little—surely he rested
while on the job at some point—but I took his meaning and tried to focus more
on the job at hand. 


I’m sure when other people look at a block of ore, all they
see is a shiny surface of solid metal. I no longer see ‘just’ anything. To me,
the world is overlaid with a schematic of how it is formed. I see its physical
structure, its chemical bases, the temperatures and magical energy inherent in
its form. I see it all, layered in a neat diagram that fills every inch of
every cell. When I was a child, it had been terribly confusing, seeing all of
these patterns overlaying on top of things, and I had often just shut my eyes
to give my mind some relief from them. Tarkington had been very patient with
me, understanding what it was that I saw, even though he couldn’t see the same
without the aid of spells. As I grew, I became accustomed to them, and now I
filtered them out unless I felt the need to focus on something. 


Now was such a time that I needed to see those schematics. I
focused solely on the salt cakes, unraveling the base so that they
disintegrated into a fine dust. After all of the blocks here had been turned
into dust, another mage-in-training would come through and wash the area clear,
readying it for the next disposal of aluminum. But that wasn’t my job. My job
was just to turn it all into a fine dust that wouldn’t react to anything. 


Such was my concentration that I didn’t hear anyone
approach, just felt a bump from behind as someone brushed hard against me. My
balance tipped forward, sending me head first into the aluminum area. I didn’t
go more than five inches when Bannen’s arm shot out and caught me around the
shoulders. Instinctively, my hands wrapped around his arm, trying to regain my
balance. 


“Hey,” Bannen snapped, bristling. “You could have knocked
her over. Apologize.” 


I glanced up and groaned. Of course it was Derek. As a
promising young mage-in-training, Derek had praise coming toward him from every
direction. Derek had been blessed with good looks as well, the tall, well-built
frame and even features girls adored. The combination had swelled his head to
such epic proportions that it was a miracle he could fit through doorways. But
that meant he thought he was ‘above’ certain tasks—like working at the dump. It
was routine for every mage-in-training to be here at least once a month as part
of their training (and keeping the city’s costs down). He hated every second of
it and took it out on anyone that he could. 


So it wasn’t like he hated me personally.  He just took it
out on me. 


“So what if I had?” Derek sneered, head tilting back, making
his dark hair fall in a rakish way over his forehead that he likely thought
looked charming. 


A strange expression crossed Bannen’s face. “I don’t think
you appreciate how dangerous this is. Let me explain.” 


Honestly, I didn’t really see him move. One second he was
standing beside me, the next, he had spun about so that he was nearly nose to
nose with Derek. He grabbed both of Derek’s wrists, put a foot behind one of
his legs, and pushed him out so that Derek was leaning backwards over the wall,
through the shield, literally the only thing keeping him from falling Bannen’s
grip on his wrists. 


Derek screamed like a little girl. Or perhaps it was more
like a dying mouse. I was impressed his voice could go that high. He tried
flailing a little, then quickly stopped, realizing that doing so would likely
send him straight into the burning aluminum. The air was so hot that it
instantly made sweat dew on his skin. 


“How is it?” Bannen asked him kindly, the very picture of
patience. “Do you understand my explanation?”


“Don’t let go of me,” Derek pleaded. “Bring me back up.” 


“I would love to, but you have to assure me you understand
the danger. It won’t be safe to bring you back up oth—”


“I understand, I understand! Just bring me up!”


Smoothly, Bannen brought him in so that he was nose to nose
again with Derek. He still had hold of his wrists, and I could tell the grip
was tight enough to leave bruises. “This won’t happen again, right? Because you
now understand. Of course you won’t let a girl face such danger.” 


Derek wanted to snarl and rage right there. He didn’t dare.
Bannen was still in the perfect position to send him right back in. “Let go of
me.” 


Bannen released him with flair, throwing his hands out,
fingers splayed, to either side. Derek glared at him a full second before
quickly side stepping him and stomping off. It was only after he was gone that
I remembered to breathe. “Thanks, Bannen.” 


He flashed me a quick smile before staring at Derek’s
retreating back. “No problem. Hopefully that keeps him in line for a little
while. I swear, young punks like that…wow. Wet socks and itchy sweaters are
more pleasant than that sarding bag of—I probably shouldn’t swear in front of
you, should I?”


I giggled at the question. “You swear like a sailor most of
the time, don’t you?”


He looked slightly abashed. “I grew up around sailors,
ninjas and mercenaries, so yes?”


“That doesn’t surprise me.” I sobered as a thought occurred.
“You’re lucky that he didn’t reach for his spellbook.” 


Shaking his head, Bannen denied, “Luck had nothing to do
with it. I knew better than to leave him a hand free. Ah, good, he’s long gone
now.” Relaxing, Bannen faced me again. “It’s the one thing I know about mages.
That little book you keep on you has all of your spells so that you don’t have
to draw out diagrams or chant anything. Just touch and fling. If I can stop you
from reaching that, then the fight’s won.” 


He was exactly right. All mages (me being the exception) had
a book or grimoire that was on them at all times. It usually wasn’t big, about
the size of a man’s palm, but it had the inscriptions and spells for every
spell in their arsenal. They could touch the page and imbue it with magic,
using the spell in seconds instead of taking a half hour to draw it all out. It
was what mages used in battle situations, as it was the easiest and most
practical way to fight. “How do you know all of this?”


“We had rogue mages up in my country,” he explained. “Mostly
mages-in-training that failed the Tests and went bad. Some of them turned to
banditry or something equally stupid, so I ran across them from time to time
while guarding caravans.” 


I felt my eyes pop out of my head. “You fought. With rogue
mages.”


Canting his head a little, he gave me a roguish smile. “I
told you, your magic chose me for a very good reason.” 


“I’ll say.” Anyone that could fight a rogue mage and walk
away breathing had to have incredible fighting ability. The speed alone that he
would have to move at to avoid being hit by spells would be breathtaking. No
wonder Derek hadn’t been able to fend him off! I started regretting sorely that
I couldn’t keep Bannen. With him at my side, I’d always be safe. Even from the
bullies. 


Feeling more than a little regret, I turned back to the job
at hand. 


I went through another two stacks of salt cake without any
trouble. It was a little tedious, to be honest, but the money was good enough
for me to put up with six hours of moderate boredom. With this sort of task, I
absolutely had to focus, though. Some mages might be able to fling spells off
and be distracted, but with the way I worked magic, I HAD to pay attention.
There was no way around it. If I lost focus, the whole effort unraveled and
usually with disastrous results. 


So I focused on just the salt cakes in front of me and
trusted Bannen to keep an eye on our surroundings. If storm clouds rolled in,
or—heaven forbid—some idiot did something stupid, it would be him that would
have to alert me. 


Another layer of salt cakes gone. Hmm, it might not take the
full six hours I’d estimated earlier. With someone guarding my back like this,
I could relax enough to focus solely on the job at hand. This was nice. No
wonder all mages liked having a familiar. 


Between one breath and the next, I went from standing to
flat on my back, Bannen smack on top of me. Blinking, I shook my head a little,
trying to process what had just happened. Even though I’d been jerked to the
ground so quickly, his hand was behind my head, cushioning my fall to where I
felt the impact but it was more jarring than hurtful. “Wha—”


Then I felt the heat. 


It was scorching hot, even through the shields. A heat so
intense, so penetrating that every nerve in my body screamed to get away.
Bannen was swearing, already up, pulling me to my feet. “Move. Move, Rena!”


I stumbled to my feet and ran as he directed, heading away
from that intense heat. “What happened?” I demanded of him as we ran along the
block pathway, heading for the exterior office. 


“Some fool threw a bunch of water on the bricks towards the
back,” he answered. “I didn’t see who, but I think we know who.” 


Derek. Yes, likely so. “This way, we have to report it.” I
hopped down the wall instead of taking the short stairs, sprinting the rest of
the way toward the office. 


Supervisor Lon was already outside, staring at the flames
with wide eyes. He’s been here for eight years and ran a tight ship so I knew
he’d have the answer even as I asked the question: “Anyone at the fourth
quadrant washing today?”


“No one,” he answered immediately, deep voice a little
strained. “Spirits, this is bad. You say someone washing, did you see water?”


I shook my head no. “Bannen did.”


“Big spray of it hit the back rows,” Bannen supplied without
prompting. “No way was it accidental, not with that volume of water.” 


“You see who? No? We’ll look into it,” the supervisor promised,
“but for now, I’ll call in help. Rena, can you do something about those blocks
still?”


Nodding, I put on an air of confidence I didn’t entirely
feel. “I can. But the shield we have up isn’t going to be able to withstand the
pressure or heat for much longer. I need stronger shields put up before I can
do anything.” 


Lon was not a magician but he’d worked with enough of us,
and understood enough of the basic principles, that he could follow my
reasoning. “I’ll take care of that. You go back and be ready to work as soon as
help arrives. Young man—Bannen, was it?—you watch her. Be sure to take her out
of there the second it gets too hot to handle.” 


Bannen assured him, “She’s my priority, sir. Rena, let’s go
back, work as much as we can before we have to leave.” 


It would be far, far safer if I could somehow get most of
those bricks out before they also caught aflame. I ran back to the site and got
as close as I could, but still, it was not as close as before. The shields did
their best, but I was sweating buckets just standing here, and I stood a full
two sections away from the one burning. I halted and shook my head. “Bannen,
the shield is going to fail soon. I can see it doing so.” 


“Alright. We won’t get closer than this, then. There’s,
what, two shields in between us and the flames if we’re standing here?”


A reasonable guess, and a correct one. “Yes.”


“Will that be enough to shield us if that one fails?”


“Should be, at least long enough for us to leave the area.”


“Then can you work from here?”


There was enough piled up in the other sections that I could
barely see the rows. I spread my hands helplessly. “I can barely see it from
here. I’m not tall enough to see over all of this junk.” 


Bannen considered that for a second before he abruptly
knelt, grabbed my thighs, and hauled me over so that I sat on his shoulders. I
gasped, flailed, and grabbed desperately at his head for balance. He must have
assumed I was seated well enough as he stood again, me sitting on his shoulders
like a five year old stealing a ride from a favorite uncle. “How about now?”


We were going to have a long, long talk later about how he
manhandled me. What am I, a doll? Shaking the thought off, I looked over. “I
can see the top bricks from here.” 


“Then do your thing. I’ve got you.” 


He did feel rock steady under me. And now that I was sitting
on top of him like this, I appreciated the fact that I felt nothing but muscle.
He could probably carry two of me without much trouble. I closed my eyes, found
my center, and opened them again. Let’s do what we can. 


I normally take things in stages, as it’s easier and it
doesn’t sap my mental stamina. But now, I widened my scope, taking in as much
as I could in one shot. The fire unfortunately was spreading, and the chemicals
were reacting strongly with each other. It made my job harder, but I focused,
and I stayed persistent, until I was able to get the top bricks done. 


“Whew, better!” Bannen praised. “It’s feeling cooler
already.”


Barely. Still, I smiled at his praise and focused on the
next layer. The fire was changing the chemical base, so I had to shift and
alter my incantation on the fly to compensate for it. Still, I was making
progress. 


“Bannen, Rena!” Master came running up, robes flapping. “We
got word there’s trouble.”


I turned my head to find that it wasn’t just Master but
Vonda as well. Oh good, she was amazing with shields. “Master, Master Vonda,
some idiot threw water on the salt cakes.”


“A good portion, I would say,” Master Vonda observed calmly.
She was her usual unflappable self, already pulling her grimoire out and
flipping through the pages for the shield she wanted. “Jon, let’s do a
dual-layer shield. Earth base.”


“They’re difficult to hold for long,” Master complained as
much to himself as anyone else. “Rena, how are you doing?”


Master’s overprotective of me even at the best of times but
I understood why he was asking now. I had been out here for a good hour already
after all, and this situation demanded stamina. “I feel really good today for
some reason. I don’t think I’ll have an attack.” 


He took that with a provisional nod. “Then the moment we’ve
got it up, move closer and work as quickly and carefully as you can.” 


“Should I put her down, then?” Bannen asked. 


“No,” Master Vonda answered immediately, her hand hovering
over the barrier spell without initiating it. “Dual shields are difficult to
hold for any length of time. If we lose concentration or something else
happens, we need you to get her out of there quickly. How long can you carry
her like that?”


Bannen snorted. I couldn’t see his expression from here, but
I could hear it in his tone. “Please. I’ve had dogs that are bigger than she
is. She’s fine up there.” 


I admit I felt a little flattered by this. It was an
extremely backhanded compliment to be sure, but he did have a way of making me
feel dainty. 


“Then get ready to move.” Master Vonda gave Tarkington a
look. “On three. One, two, three!”


The dual shield snapped up with an audible hum of magic.
Bannen moved immediately, taking me closer to the section and angling it so
that I had a full view of the bricks. The chemical composition was changing so
quickly due to the heat that while I could guess what was going on, I didn’t
dare say a single word until I could confirm it with my own eyes. I started speaking
the spell as soon as I could see the entire top layer. By the time he stopped
again, the first layer was dust. 


I spoke as quickly as I could, took as much down as I could
without pause. My throat turned raspy, my eyes itched from the intense heat, my
skin felt tight and almost like I had a sunburn. Maybe I did. 


There was a tap on my leg. “Drink something.”


If I didn’t, I would lose my voice altogether. I accepted
the flask Bannen passed up to me and drained it all in one long pull before
passing it back. Ah, that felt so much better. Feeling a little revived, I went
back to the incantations. 


Hours, months, years passed. The day felt a decade long but
the sun insisted it was only late afternoon when the last of the burning bricks
disappeared, leaving only the normal salt cakes behind. I stopped, panting a
little. “Bannen.”


“Down?”


“Yeah.” He went down on one knee and I thankfully clambered
off of him, my legs feeling of pins and needles after being in that position
for so long. 


Master and Master Vonda came up, a little anxiously. “We
couldn’t see well from back there,” Master said, tentatively creeping close
enough peer past the walls. “Ah, good, the flames are all out. There still
seems to be some work left, though. Maybe another few hours?”


Another two at least would be my estimate. 


Master Vonda took a good look at me, lips pursed. “I think
for another day. You look wiped out, Renata.” 


I felt it, too. “Not used to using magic for this long.”


“And she did major spell work recently, too,” Master added.
I was grateful for the way he had phrased it. 


“Yes, I heard about that.” Master Vonda’s look at Bannen was
very thoughtful, perhaps a touch wry. “Mister Familiar, you did your job
admirably today.” 


Bannen gave her a charming smile. “Why thank you.”


“If I were ten years younger, I’d make a pass at you. Not
many men can carry a woman on their shoulders for three hours.” Master Vonda
patted him on the shoulder. 


Had it really been three hours? 


Seeming to realize that she was mostly kidding, Bannen shrugged.
“As I said earlier, I’ve carried heavier things for long periods of time. Rena,
is this good enough for now?”


“I think so.” I hoped so. I felt more than a little
tenderized. “Let’s check with Supervisor Lon. If he says this is secure enough
for today, then we’ll call it quits and come finish the job tomorrow.” 













Halfway to the main gate of the dump, I felt a sharp tug at
my arm. Snapping my head around, I saw Rena slowly slump forward, breathing
strained and gasping for air. I recognized the signs quickly enough from her
earlier attack and swore. “Rena, where’s your medicine?” 


Her hand fumbled for a pocket in the light jacket she wore.
I moved her hand aside impatiently and dipped into it, pulling out one of the
paper triangles. Then I paused as I honestly didn’t know what to do with it.
“Do you inhale this, eat it, what? Wait, you can’t answer. TARKINGTON!”


The man spun in place, saw the situation, and doubled back
to us in a quick jog. “She has to swallow that!”


Right. I quickly unfolded it and held it up to her mouth,
one of her hands coming up to cup mine as she tipped her head back and
swallowed the white powder dry. 


Tarkington urged her to sit, stroking her hair back from her
face, a pinched look around his eyes. “I was afraid of this, you were pushing
yourself too hard today, Rena.” 


I sank down with her, and since we were literally in the
middle of the path, arranged one knee behind her so that she could brace
herself against me. That seemed to help, as she could recline against my leg
and open her lungs, the better for breathing. It took several minutes and a lot
of gasping, but eventually her breath steadied out to where she didn’t sound
like a leaking billows. 


This was hardly the first time I had seen a sign that told
me she didn’t have the best health, but something about the way she looked
brought it home to me just how poorly her body functioned. Even in this strong
afternoon light she looked nearly white, lines of pain around her mouth and
eyes. She looked a good decade older and I didn’t like it. Her eyes turned up
to mine with a clear apology in them. “Sorry,” she whispered, voice hoarse.
“I’m a lot of trouble.”


“Don’t say that, Rena,” Tarkington scolded. “Here, are you
ready to move again? Can you make it by trolley home or should we find some
other way?”


“I can make it,” she assured him. 


Maybe she believed that but I felt like the words were a
lie. I didn’t know exactly what had set her attack off but I had a feeling it
might be exhaustion. The way she moved and held herself, leaning heavily
against me, said she had no energy left. I made a snap decision and snaked two
arms around her. “I’ve got her.” 


“Wait—whoa!” Rena threw her arms around my shoulders,
scrambling a little for purchase as I lifted her in a bridal carry. “Bannen, I
can—”


I met her eyes levelly and at this angle, she had no escape
from me. “You’re so exhausted you’re trembling, Rena,” I stated softly, firmly,
leaving no room for argument. “I can carry you to the trolley. There’s no
reason to push yourself past the breaking point.”


She sighed, the argument draining her. “You’ve already
carried me for three hours.”


“Beast of burden, that’s me,” I said cheerfully, already
striding for the front gates with a bemused set of masters trailing after us.
When I didn’t get a response, I found her eyes closed, and while I doubted she
was sleeping, I let it lay. 


Tarkington took lead outside the gates and led us toward the
trolley station, where fortunately we didn’t have to wait long for the next car
to come. This time I felt more confident boarding it, and I relinquished Rena
enough to sit next to me, although I kept a supportive arm around her back. She
leaned heavily into me, eyes closed, and this time I knew the instant that she
fell asleep. 


I waited a few minutes, long enough for her to fully sink
into dreamland, then I looked at Tarkington over her head, pinning him with my
eyes. “I want a proper answer,” I said softly and even to my own ears the words
were harsh. “What’s wrong with her?”


Tarkington winced and exchanged a troubled look with Vonda,
who sat opposite us. He deflated and admitted to the trolley car’s floor, “We
don’t know.”


“You don’t know,” I parroted flatly. 


“I’ve taken her to every doctor in this city, her parents
have tried every doctor and physician in their area, no one knows. We just know
that she’s been progressively getting worse. Her body is literally falling
apart, piece by piece, and there’s no medical or magical solution that we can
find.”


I stared at him hard but his eyes never came back up to
mine. If staring at the floor made it easier to answer me, I wouldn’t call him
on it. “I don’t like that answer.” 


“None of us do,” Vonda responded with a grimace. “Our hope
is to get her through the rest of the Tests quickly so that we can then take
her out of this area, to more prominent doctors, someone that can diagnose her.
Someone that can help her.”


I didn’t see how that was a bad plan since they had
obviously exhausted their resources here. It still felt like a shot in the dark
to me, though. “And what sets her off?”


“Exhaustion,” Tarkington responded immediately and this time
he did meet my eyes. “Long and extensive spellwork normally does, because that
ties into the exhaustion, but not always. Physically she can’t exert herself.
Other than that, there’s no real pattern that we can find.” 


My eyes drifted down to the sleeping woman curled into my
side and a bevy of conflicting emotions rolled through me. “So you’re saying
that she knew if she stayed there, dealing with flaming aluminum, that she
would have an attack.”


“After the events of the past two days? It was dead certain
she would.” 


And yet she had stayed. I closed my eyes for a moment, not
sure how to react to any of this. Rena had stayed, knowing that she would have
an attack, knowing that it would wipe her out. I was sure she didn’t like to
have these attacks in front of witnesses because who would? But she hadn’t
shuffled the responsibility to someone else. That took a certain amount of
gumption and courage that I could respect. 


None of us said another word the rest of the way back. I
didn’t really think any more trouble would head our direction today but I kept
a look out anyway. More out of habit than anything else. I got twitchy if I didn’t
know who and what was around me. 


It was just as well that I did. 


Why heeeeello there. Who are you? The man in the dark shirt
and low-brimmed cap might have been mistaken as a dock worker, or some other
day laborer, but he was entirely in the wrong part of town for that and stayed
on our tail even though we switched trolley lines. I kept an eye on him, and he
stayed a discreet distance, head down, never looking in our direction. It was
that conscious not looking at us, ever, that gave him away. It was so unnatural
to never look up and around even once. 


So who would want to have us followed? I could only think of
one suspect—Corcoran Magic Council. Had to be. No one else would be curious
enough or have the capital to hire an informer. 


Well. That just made things more interesting. 


Our shadow never closed the distance and while I kept an eye
on him, I also let him be. I’d deal with him later, if needed. We reached the
guildhall without anyone else even suspecting that we were being followed and I
didn’t try to point it out. They had enough on their plates. 


I carried Rena into the guildhall, and while I noticed the
reactions we garnered walking through the main room, I didn’t acknowledge any
of it. People made abortive movements toward us, worried at seeing her so
lifeless in my arms, shooting questioning looks at Tarkington. He was the one
that waved them down, silently saying it wasn’t anything major and we had it
under control. 


Rena’s room sat three doors down from mine and I made a
beeline straight for it. Even though I knew which one was hers, I’d never
broached the doorway before this moment. Vonda actually opened the door for me
and I took a quick glance around to get my bearings as I stepped inside. Single
bed in one corner, armoire in another that had so many clothes they were
bursting out of it, a multicolored rug on the floor, and more art and scraps of
paper than I could take in tacked to every available surface. Her workroom
looked remarkably similar, the only difference the armoire and bed. It even had
the same bookish smell of leather and paper. 


She woke up a little when I sat her on the bed, enough that
I could wrestle her jacket off of her, but Rena didn’t have the energy to wake
up properly. She settled into her mattress with a sigh. Tarkington drew her
boots off, settled a quilt over her, then we both exited the room as quietly as
we’d gone in. 


I waited until the door was shut before looking him in the
eye again. “Tell this to me straight, Tarkington. Have you heard anything from
your Magic Council?”


He blew out a breath and looked suddenly tired, decades
older. “I haven’t gotten a response yet, but they don’t do anything quickly.”


“What do you expect that answer to be?”


“Not positive, that much I know. I’m no expert on the law
but I believe that you break at least three of them.” He gave me a sad smile.
“I wish you didn’t. My own familiar helps me with Rena, acts as a familiar to
her when needed, and I’ve now seen the difference between her having an animal
versus human familiar. I have to say that the human familiar is more of what
she needs.” 


I didn’t know how to respond to that. “But I can’t stay.”


“The Council will not likely allow you to, no. And it’s not
something you’ll want for yourself, long-term, anyway.” 


Something inside me automatically bristled at his
assumption. Another part of me looked sideways at that reaction. Really, what
was going on with me? My emotions were all over the place. I found his words
offensive, as I didn’t know how I felt about this, so who was he to judge?
Making an abrupt decision, I informed him, “I’m going out for a while.”


The sudden change in topic threw him and he blinked a few
times before responding, “Oh, certainly, feel free. Dinner is always available
here around six if you want to come back by then. Wait, do you have any of our
currency on you?”


“No,” I admitted. 


“Then,” he took out a wad of bills from a pocket and handed
three over, “take this for today so you have a way to get back here easily.
We’ll look into exchanging your money later if you end up staying any length of
time.” 


“Thank you.” I didn’t have any qualms in taking the money,
as I felt I had definitely earned my pay today. With a nod and smile I went
back down to the main level and steadfastly ignored everyone as I left the
building. 


I needed to get out and think. I needed to get my bearings
on this place, as I had frankly just followed Rena around and not really
explored it properly. It didn’t sit well with me, staying in an area that I
barely knew. I went up one street and down another, noting what each of them
held in terms of shops, cataloguing potential dangers, and finding places of
retreat if something bad did happen. I’d been doing guard work for nearly six
years; I knew what to look for. I knew that alley was a fatal funnel waiting to
happen and I could never let Rena even near the mouth of it. I knew this market
street had more than its fair share of crime by the bars and locks that people
put on their merchandise. I could tell that this eastern part of town had more
crime because of the quick, hunched way that people moved from one doorway to
another, never staying out on an open street for long. Somehow, every time I
turned a corner, my evaluations of the area wound back to Rena’s safety. It
left me unsettled and spurred my feet further. 


For hours I walked, sometimes with one hand resting openly
on a hilt, sometimes not as the situation called for it. I kept my bearings
easily. My internal compass has never steered me wrong once. Even in crowded,
convoluted streets like this, I don’t ever get lost. 


At a street vendor run by a Llasian, I bought two of the
best apple fritters I’d ever had the pleasure of putting in my mouth. He had
one of the raised cart beds, tall enough so that he could both see his
customers and reach over the front counter. They’re a short, compact people
with an almost elvish cast to their faces but with the stockiness of a woodland
brownie. He was not the first I’d seen in this city, which didn’t surprise me,
as there seemed to be quite a mix of races here. Brownies, elves, giants, even
a few dwarves, and I didn’t think dwarves left their mountains at all unless
business demanded it of them. Since the vendor seemed a friendly sort, I tried
asking, “You been doing business here long?”


“Nigh on ten years,” he informed with a satisfied smile that
showed a crooked set of pointy teeth, voice soft and deep, like sand rolling
downhill. “It’s not a bad place. I traveled a bit before settling here, you
know, trying other areas, but Corcoran has the lowest rate of crime for a city
of its size in this whole southern seaboard. I’ve never seen anyone that looks
like you, boy. Where you from?”


“Z’gher,” I responded before biting into the fritter again.
I might need to buy two more, these were ridiculously addictive. 


“Z’gher!” he repeated in astonishment. “Now that’s quite the
trip. How long did that journey take?”


“About two seconds,” I responded ruefully. “Came by portal.”


“Ah,” he intoned understandingly. “That makes more sense.
I’d certainly do it that way. What do you think of Corcoran, then? Has to be
different from Z’gher.” 


“Understatement,” I laughed. “It’s night and day different.
Hotter, more humid, and I’ve never seen such a mix of races before in one
place. Even the smell of the place is different, like spices and salt.” 


“Lot of refined foods made and sold through here,” he
explained with a knowing nod. “That’s what you’re smelling, especially in this
district, as you’re near the warehouses. You said you came through by portal,
does that mean you’re working with a mage?”


“In a sense.” I abruptly didn’t want to talk about it.
Sometimes speaking with a complete stranger is easier, as they don’t have any judgments
or preconceptions about you that tangle up with what you’re trying to say, but
in this case my thoughts were so snarled I didn’t even begin to know how to
voice them. “Master, can I have two more of those fritters?”


“Sure, sure.” 


I paid for them, gave him my thanks, and strolled away. I
had more thinking to do, and since I’m an active thinker, I kept walking. A
city of this size couldn’t be covered in an afternoon but I felt like I’d made
a good dent in it at least. 


The problem boiled down to this: I didn’t know what to think
of this situation at all. The people around me said that I shouldn’t have been
called. Rena made a mistake. They brushed it off and didn’t ask any questions,
didn’t delve any deeper than the surface. I was a mistake. That was all. Only I
didn’t feel that it could be so easily dismissed. 


I was honest enough with myself to know that my protective
instincts ran a little high. I could also admit that Rena’s frailty drew
powerfully on those instincts. I acknowledged that. I could also concede that
the familiar bond between us was likely the reason why I felt connected to her
even after just two days and why my protective instincts were being wound up
like a tightly coiled spring.


All of that could be rationalized. What I couldn’t
understand was why I felt perfectly content to stay with her. Until Tarkington
had said something I hadn’t even questioned why I followed Rena about. It
seemed perfectly natural for me to do that. Surely even a familiar bond
couldn’t tame my wanderlust instincts in just three days. 


Worse, I could feel my skin becoming prickly and
uncomfortable the longer I stayed away from her. Distance didn’t seem to matter
at all to me either; I could close my eyes and point directly to her. No one
thought that a human could be bound as a familiar, even with the bond obviously
there right in front of their eyes, but I couldn’t deny these feelings and
instincts. They thrummed through me like a living heartbeat. 


Would I feel differently about her if the familiar bond
didn’t exist between us? Probably. Possibly. Maybe. Who knew? I had the sense
that I’d have liked her regardless, as she has many of the qualities that I
admire in people. She’s kind, intelligent, soft-spoken, and with an amazing
work ethic. She gives herself no excuses and doesn’t duck out of things that
are unpleasant. The way she had handled everything in the past three days
illustrated that louder than words. Even without the bond encouraging me, I
would no doubt have been friends with her. 


I stopped on a street corner, head tilted back as I watched
the sun sink slowly toward the horizon. I had perhaps a half hour of daylight
left which meant I should likely get back soon. I couldn’t stand this prickly
feeling under my skin for much longer anyway. I doubted all familiars felt this
way, as I knew they could take long trips at their masters’ behests; it was
likely more because Rena was ill and the bond so new that I felt uncomfortable
leaving her alone for long. 


The widely independent streak I have balked at being so
tightly bound to another, but I knew, rationally, that it wouldn’t matter for
much longer. That Corcoran Magic Council would likely split us up soon. 


An uncomfortable sensation welled up in my chest, like heart
burn, and I smacked my palm against it, grimacing. Seriously? “This familiar
bond is no joke,” I said to the air in general. I began to understand why they
had laws against using it with humans. It wasn’t slavery, but it certainly
manipulated a man’s emotions enough that he went willingly into bondage. 


At least, I thought it was the bond making me feel this way.
It had to be. Why else would I be worried about leaving her on her own after
just three days? 


The walk hadn’t really clarified anything for me, although I
did feel more settled now that I knew the area better. I made my way back
toward the guildhall, still thinking, still trying to settle my emotions. It
didn’t really help and I couldn’t shake this instinctive feeling that I was, in
fact, exactly where I was supposed to be. 


And I had no idea what to make of that.













Rena slept the entire day away. I didn’t try to wake her up,
no one did, as the consensus was that if she needed rest that badly, she could
have it. I checked in on her a few times, found her peacefully snoozing every
time, and so spent most of the day exploring the parts of the city I hadn’t
gotten to on my first round. 


In the interest of saving money, I did return to the
guildhall for dinner, which was an experience in and of itself. The word
‘rambunctious’ didn’t begin to describe this group. I couldn’t decide which was
stranger—the atmosphere or the food. It didn’t truly hit me until I joined them
for dinner that I was very, very far from home. Every meal was something I
didn’t recognize and while most of the time it tasted quite good, I had a
feeling I was going to have to make some native recipes. Just so my body didn’t
rebel on me. 


I stayed rather quiet throughout dinner, trying things out
and observing. These people acted more like family than friends. They really
spoke and listened to each other. There was some teasing, but also a quiet
support that could be felt in every word and gesture. By the time the meal was
done, I became convinced that if an attack happened right then, the whole guild
would react in a single body. They had that unity about them. 


The rule was that whoever cooked didn’t have to clean, and
whoever didn’t cook, had to clean. I took part in the cleanup process by
clearing all of the tables. We had enough hands to make this an easy and quick
process. It being late, most people headed for the baths or bed. I chose to go
for a bath, which led to another culture shock.


Who had heard of not showering before getting into a tub?
Didn’t that leave the bath water incredibly dirty for the next person? Seeing
that the men were either showering or heading for the tubs, not both, I chose
to do only a shower. 


These people were strange. 


Retreating to my room, I toweled my hair carelessly dry,
pulling on loose drawstring pants and a sleeveless shirt. The room they’d lent
me was actually quite nice. It had a full bed—a plus considering I was an
active sleeper—armoire, table and two chairs, and a small pot belly stove to
provide warmth during the winters. Corcoran was still in summer, so I
definitely didn’t need it, and actually opened the window to cool the room a
little, but I was too restless to really think about bed yet.


Instead, I wandered back down to the kitchen. It was clean
and unoccupied. Perfect. The kitchen was galley style, counters on both sides
with a large double sink and a cold box magically spelled for the purpose of
keeping food cold. A wide pantry sat on either end of the room, and I raided
both until I found what I needed. 


Humming a little to myself, I put a kettle of water on to
boil before pulling out a bowl and started mixing the dry ingredients together.
I’d made this so many times that I didn’t have to think about it, and it
brought the nostalgic feeling of home. Strange, with all my planning and
schemes, never once did I imagine that I might actually miss my country. I knew
I’d miss my family at some point—my long guarding jobs had taught me that—but
right now it was being home that I missed. Just a little. 


“Here you are.” 


I turned, finding Rena in the doorway. “Here I am,” I agreed
easily. “How are you feeling?”


“Much better, thanks,” she said with a smile, coming all the
way in. Casually, as if she had done this a thousand times before, Rena put a
hand briefly on my shoulder before she hopped up to sit on the counter near
where I was working. “By any chance, did Master tell you about my lungs?”


“He did,” I responded calmly, gauging her reaction from the
corner of my eye. She looked irritated but not really upset. “He wanted to make
sure I knew how to respond if you had an attack.”


Rena blew out a breath, eyes trained straight ahead. “I
suppose that was wise.”


I made a noncommittal sound. You grow up with sisters, you
have instincts with these conversations. I knew better than to say anything. 


“I can feel you too, now,” she stated with no segue
whatsoever.


My hands paused in the dough. “You can sense where I am?
Like I do with you?”


“It took a little while for me to realize it,” she said with
a quirked smile, “as I’m used to seeing things on a completely different level.
It wasn’t until tonight, when I couldn’t visibly see you through all the walls,
that I realized I still knew exactly where you were. It’s a very strange
sensation, isn’t it?”


“It really is. Not alarming, but…odd. As if you suddenly
grew an extra limb that isn’t actually attached to you.” 


“Exactly.” Rena paused, carefully sorting through the words
before stating them out loud. “I know that we can’t feel emotions or share
thoughts through the bond, it’s not how it works, but have you noticed that our
bond has certain behavioral tics?”


I scooped the dough into a ball and let it rest for a moment
so I could really focus on her. “I can only feel the thing, not see it. What
have you noticed?”


“It hums when we’re in close proximity like this,” she
explained. “And it feels stretched and a little uncomfortable if we’re any real
distance from each other for an extended time.”


Ah, those? “I’ve noticed the same thing. Is that all you’re
seeing?”


“So far. Bonds like this develop in different ways as time
goes on.” 


Interesting. “I have to ask, now that you realize the
connection is there on your end, do you have insanely overprotective urges
where I’m concerned?”


“Nope, that’s just you,” she replied with a grin.


“Great,” I sighed. Someday, someone will explain to me why I
felt so protective of people. It was very strange. I wasn’t always thankful for
the instinct. 


She let out a soft noise that could have been a laugh and
then watched me for several moments as I went back to working the dough. “You
know, now that I think about it, there’s a lot I haven’t explained to you. I’ve
really just been dragging you around, expecting you to follow my routine. But I
shouldn’t have taken it for granted that you should do that, and do it blind.” 


“Things like…” I trailed off invitingly. “Because really,
there’s a great deal about this culture and situation that confuses me.” 


“I have no doubt,” she agreed ruefully. “But let’s start
with the most important first: how the Corcoran Magic Council is going to react
to us. I know we’ve mentioned it, but has anyone actually given you a full
explanation?”


“Not in the least. Expound, young magess.” 


She scooted around a little, settling more comfortably. I
took the opportunity to study her covertly while I worked on the dough. She did
look better, no grey undertone that made her look like a zombie, a little color
in her cheeks. 


“I suppose I need to start at the beginning,” she finally
stated, canting toward me, watching more of what I was doing than anything. 


“Always a good place,” I agreed equably. 


“Right as the country was formed, hundreds of years ago,
there were some…very bad experiments. Magic used in the most unethical ways
possible. I’ll spare you the details, but the justification of it was that they
needed to enslave people in order to win the war, it was a necessary evil.
Needless to say it blew up in their faces.” 


I snorted. “It always does. Necessary evil never leads to
anything good.” 


“You can say that again. Anyway, because of the fallout of
those very bad decisions, the Council of Corcoran Magic was formed, the
precursor to our own Magic Council today. They laid down some very strict laws
when it came to magical experimentation and the enslaving of another’s will. I
looked it up briefly before coming into the kitchen, and there’s three laws
precisely that deal with a situation like ours.” 


I paused with my fingers in the dough. “Like ours? In other
words, our precise situation hasn’t happened before?”


“There has never been another human familiar called in
Corcoran,” she denied immediately. “You’re the first. I researched that the
first day you were here. If it happened, it’s not recorded anywhere in
history.”


Now that was interesting. “So when you say that three laws
apply to us…?”


“I mean our situation in general. The first is that a mage
cannot bind another being to them through a magical spell, potion, or bond.” 


“That’s clear-cut enough. Wait, how does that work when you
summon and bind animals as familiars?”


“There’s an exception to that rule, of course, to allow
familiar summoning. The second law that applies is that human beings are not to
be bound in any shape, form, or fashion without their express consent made
without duress,” she sounded as if she were reciting it from memory. For all I
knew, she was. 


I stared at her, non-plussed. “So because I was summoned as
a familiar, and you didn’t get my permission first, this law applies.”


“Yes. Third law is that any human being that is bound to a
mage in any form, shape or fashion must be reported to the Magic Council. We
did that, of course, or I should say Master did that almost immediately. That’s
why he asked for an hour before setting up the call with your parents. He had
to report you first.”


All of this made more sense now. I had wondered. “That’s why
everyone is so dead certain that I won’t be allowed to stay like this with you.
Because the laws state very specifically that I can’t.” 


“That’s why,” she admitted a little glumly, a year’s worth
of sighs escaping her. “Which really is a pity because you’re very good at
being a familiar.” 


I gave her a quick smile. “Why thank you, Master. How long
do you think we have, then?”


“That’s really anyone’s guess,” Rena responded with a splay
of her hands in an open shrug. “It depends how hot under the collar they get
because of this. Could be days. Could be weeks. The Council is not known for
its quick and expedient rulings.” 


“Ah,” I intoned, and I did understand because if you left
any decision making to a body of people, it would take forever to get them all
to agree on a course of action. 


Silence fell for a moment before she ventured, “What were
you doing today while I slept?”


“Exploring the city, mostly. You have such a hodge-podge of
races and cultures here that it’s been very interesting just walking around and
talking to people. The strangest thing, believe it or not, has been the food.”
The first few meals here had all been finger-food, nothing that required
utensils. Funny how it took a few days for the cultural shock to really set in.
Reaching for the boiling water, I slowly added it in to my bowl, carefully
forming the dough. “These fork things of yours are strange.” 


Rena stared at me as if I just sprouted florescent green
eyebrows. “Forks. Are strange. What else, pray tell, do you eat with?”


“Hashi.” When she kept staring at me blankly I tried
explaining. “Slender wooden sticks that you use to grab food with? Held in one
hand? Wow, really, you’ve never heard of hashi before?”


“I haven’t, but that sounds really challenging to eat like
that.” 


“Easier than trying to balance everything on three tines,” I
countered, shaking my head in amusement. 


Her face got that interesting expression that said she was
thinking about things at lightning speed. “Are our cultures really so
different? Down to the very utensils we use to eat with? That’s going to make
things very difficult for you.”


“I admit, I didn’t realize we have such simple differences
between our countries until I sat down at the table for dinner. But Rena, aside
from us telling each other every single event of our lives, every detail about
our countries, I don’t know how you can cushion this for me. Right now, you
don’t know enough about my people to even know where our differences start.” 


She opened her mouth, thought about it, and closed it again.
“I can’t disagree. I suppose I’ll just have to explain as we go along.” 


“No other way, really,” I agreed easily. Although this
conversation did bring up a point. “There is something that might help. In more
than one sense.” 


Cocking her head, Rena asked, “What’s that?”


“I have trouble guarding you, a little.” I frowned, not sure
how to explain without ruffling her feathers. Rena was not helpless, and I
didn’t want it to make it appear that I thought of her as such. “There are
times when I don’t know if you need help. Your magic is so foreign to me, I
don’t know how to tell if you’re struggling. There’s a struggle outside of your
magic, too. The people you speak with, some of them you have a history with,
and I don’t always know when it’s wise for me to step in. Like with that
zounderkite earlier; if I’d known about him, I wouldn’t have let him anywhere
in our vicinity. You see?”


“I do.” Rena had the most curious expression on her face. It
was almost indecipherable. “If it’s any consolation, I don’t know when you are
at a loss either.”


“I’m incredibly straight faced,” I told her mock-seriously. 


That made her laugh. “Yes, you’re amazingly stoic and
reserved,” she griped, giving an overly exaggerated sigh.


I thought about that. “I was traumatized by broccoli as a
child, that’s what did it.”


Gratifyingly, she doubled over laughing. I do enjoy seeing
her laugh. I had a bad feeling she didn’t do it often; at least, not that
bright, unreserved laughter I witnessed now. 


“Part of the reason why I love talking to you,” she gasped,
panting, “is that I never know what’s going to come out of your mouth.”


“It’s a gift,” I agreed. “But seriously, I think we would
both do better if we had some signal so the other would know we need help.
Sometimes the situation prohibits you from saying, hey, this idiot’s as bright
as an expired coupon, keep an eye on him.”


“So, you’re suggesting we need a code word.”


I considered that. For about two seconds. The adult part of
me suggested, “The word help is—”


“Too boring,” Rena denied with a stern headshake. “No, no.
Code word would be cooler.” 


Snorting, I went back to my mixing. She was having far too
much fun with me. Granted, the more juvenile part of my brain—and let’s face
it, it was a rather large part—totally agreed with her. In fact, it agreed
enough to sabotage my mouth long enough to say, “It would be cooler, but what
do we use? I mean, it has to be super-secret after all. Very, very secret so
the pesky adults can’t understand us, because really, responsible people hijack
fun things all of the time. They’re pests that way.” 


Rena squinted at me. “Are you laughing at me, Hach Xian
Liang?”


“Perish the thought, my master.” 


Beaming, she patted me on the head like a loyal dog. “Good
familiar. I agree, the code word has to be super secret. It has to be innocent
looking on the surface.” 


“Not a food word?”


“How do I know you’re not just hungry?” she countered.
“You’re always hungry.”


“Still growing,” I explained, not at all bothered. “Alright,
not food. Number?”


Shaking her head, she offered, “Color?”


“Color might be easier to work into a sentence, grant you.
Alright, color, then. Pink?”


For some reason, this earned me quite the look. “Why do men
always think that women like pink?”


Ever have that feeling you’re taking a test you didn’t study
for? “Ahh…you don’t, I take it.”


“Least favorite color. What’s your favorite?”


“Blue.”


“Oh? Mine’s red.” She pursed her lips, thinking hard. “I was
hoping we had the same favorite color and we could just go with that.”


“Merge them,” I suggested. A part of me still thought of
this whole thing as juvenile but seeing her so enthusiastic about it was
entertaining. I would ride this idea until I was bucked off. “Red and blue make
purple.”


Rena canted her head to one side, then the other, making a
humming noise. “Purple. Purple? I think I can work with purple. Alright,
purple. Purple means, ‘I might need help, pay attention.’”


“Add a little more to it,” I requested. “Purple also means I
can break bones if needed.” 


For some reason this request delighted her. She actually
giggled and let her legs swing back and forth a little like a giddy child.
“Alright.”


Having a very good idea of what was going through her head,
I stopped kneading to give her a firm glare. “And actually mean it when you say
‘purple.’ Don’t make me beat up some moron because he irritates you.”


Rena wrinkled her nose at me. “Spoilsport.”


Uh-huh, I’d thought so. She was having far too much fun
having me as a familiar. Shaking my head, I went back to the dough. 


“What are you making, anyway?”


“Rice cakes.” When I got a blank expression, I expounded,
“They’re a little sweet ball with coconut, sugar, or a glaze on top. Usually it
has red bean paste inside, but I’m not a fan of red beans, so I make them
plain.” 


“Are they going to take much longer?”


“No. Want to help?”


“Sure!” Rena immediately hopped off the counter, rolling up
her sleeves. “What do I do?”


“We have to steam the dough first, make sure it’s done. I’ll
do that. Right now, I need little bowls to put the sugar and shaved coconut
into.”


“Roger.” Rena went to the right cupboard for bowls, fishing
them out. 


I watched her help me prepare a late night snack and had to
wonder, once again, how was I supposed to feel about this? Any of this? I’d
been told numerous times that I wouldn’t be allowed to stay, but a part of me, one
growing stronger by the day, didn’t like that answer. Could I stay?


Did I really want to stay or was it just the bond
talking? 













Sparring with someone that didn’t rely on spells to fight
with was extremely different. I didn’t realize just how different until we put
Bannen in the mix of our typical training sessions. Ever since we apprentices
were twelve and had learned some of the defensive and offensive spells, we met
up once a week to do mock skirmishes. The group changed a little from week to
week, but Emily, Steph, and Lori always came, sometimes Russ and Paul, Master
Whit’s apprentices. Any senior apprentice always had a standing invitation to
join in; the junior ones could come and watch but not spar. We only made that
mistake once—anyone below senior level just didn’t know the shielding and
offensive spells they needed to. 


We used the training yard behind Master Whit’s guild, as it
was the only one that had enough shields to contain magical backlash. It also
had more space than the yard behind Strickmaker’s, giving us room to really
maneuver around each other. Or at least everyone else. I couldn’t really move
and fling spells, too distracting. 


This particular sparring match had more purpose than usual,
as we had received word that morning that the situation in Brightwood had developments.
Whatever had set off there was growing in strength, consuming more and more
land, so much so that the barrier surrounding it had been pushed back.
Individual mages had not been able to infiltrate more than a few feet before
having to retreat again, so no one knew exactly what the cause was. Opinions
were divided on what to make of it, but the Council apparently liked the idea
of the apprentices—only the most senior of them—getting some battle experience
in. It was, more or less, a contained area and such circumstances were hard to
duplicate. Rumor had it the Council was debating the exact number that should
go, and who should be sent if the apprentices failed, hence the delay in
marching orders.  


Knowing how fast—and by fast I mean glacially slow—the
Council was about making any decision, I wasn’t sure if I would actually be going
into Brightwood anytime in the next week. I also didn’t know if Bannen would
still be with me. But I saw no harm in bringing him along and learning how to
fight alongside a familiar. If nothing else, he could teach me how to maneuver
with a dedicated partner when fighting against multiple opponents. 


The first round, Bannen hadn’t veered far from my side, as
if unsure how far he could go without leaving me vulnerable. We nearly lost
against Steph, Lori, and Russ because of it. The second round, he did move more
and because of that it was an easier win. The third round, we switched it up so
that we partnered with Steph and Russ instead of Emily, which made things harder
as Russ was seriously fast at spell release. 


After losing that round, I lifted a hand in the air, still
panting from my last mad attempt at incantations. “Break!”


“I’m all for it,” Emily groaned, flopping immediately to the
floor, weight braced against her hands, head thrown back. “Thunderation, this
is harder than usual! Bannen, why are you so bloody fast?”


“Mad skill,” he answered dryly, dropping comfortably into a
cross-legged position near me, not at all fazed or winded by three hours of
sparring. “And if we’re talking about speed, Russ is the one giving me a run
for my money.” 


I’d always suspected that Russ has a little Llasian blood in
him somewhere, mostly because of his compact build and the cat-like shape of
his pupils, and I saw a stronger hint of it now as his eyes took on an
expression of feline smugness. “Speed’s my game. Not that I’ve been able to
land a single hit on you.” 


Bannen grinned at him, almost tauntingly. “I said you’re
fast, not that you’re fast enough.”


“You will pay for that comment next go around,” Russ
responded with a mock growl. 


“Promises, promises,” Bannen waved in dismissal and I could
tell he had antagonized Russ on purpose. 


“No, seriously,” I asked him, poking an elbow into his side,
“why are you so fast? I’ve seen soldiers fight before, none of them had that
kind of speed.” 


He eyed me for a moment, as if weighing what to tell me,
before he finally responded. “Have you ever tried to race a dog before?”


No, not with my lungs. I wasn’t even allowed to run—got
yelled at if I even try. 


“I have,” Steph volunteered, scooting around to face all of
us more easily. “Or at least I try to keep up with Pilot,” she nodded to the
large, white, impossibly fluffy dog lying nearby, “when he runs. It’s not possible.
Dogs are ridiculously fast.” 


“Had a dog growing up that was a bit of a brat,” Bannen
relayed to the group in general. “He’d grab one of my sandals and take off with
it. If he could make it past the fence and to the end of the hill, then he
thought he had permission to chew it up, as obviously I wasn’t interested
enough to catch him. Not that I had a prayer of catching him at six years old.”



I could just picture it in my mind’s eye, a very young and
frustrated Bannen chasing after a wily dog that knew good and well those short
little legs wouldn’t be able to catch him. And then inevitably losing the
sandal and getting fussed on for leaving it where the dog could get to it. 


“I always chased him, he always got away with it anyway, but
eventually I grew enough that I could keep up. At least, if I wasn’t three
paces behind him when he took off, I could keep up. I was eleven the first time
I actually caught him,” Bannen said with a nostalgic and sad look to his face.
“I was all jubilant at first until I realized that old age had slowed him down
a little. He gave the sandal to me with good grace and made sure he had a head
start on me the next time, but I caught him more often than not after that.”
Seeming to realize the story was going maudlin, he clapped his hands to dispel
it. “Anyway! That’s why I’m fast. I spent most of my formative years chasing
after a wily dog that thought it was funny getting me in trouble.”


“That would be excellent speed training,” Lori admitted with
a thoughtful look at Pilot. “I wonder if it’s too late to start that kind of
training at sixteen?”


“I don’t think it is,” Bannen encouraged her. “You might
never get the speed necessary to win against him, but you’d certainly get a lot
faster, and that’s the goal, isn’t it?”


“True enough.” Lori kept staring at Pilot thoughtfully and
the dog turned to regard her look for look. I had a feeling speed drills would
happen tomorrow, if that exchange was anything to go by. 


“Maybe you should try the same thing,” Russ teased me. “I
might hit you less often.” 


Everything in Bannen went taut and he stared at Russ like a
predator would a mouse. “You don’t say.”


Russ stared back at him, gulping nervously. “Ah, I don’t
mean actually hit, hit, I meant my spells wouldn’t touch her and I
should probably stop talking now, shouldn’t I?”


I put a hand on Bannen’s shoulder, a little tentatively, as
I had no idea why he was reacting so strongly to Russ. “Bannen?”


He drew in a somewhat shaky breath and closed his eyes,
leaning into my touch. “Give me a minute.”


I exchanged glances with everyone else but no one seemed to
realize what was going on. “Bannen?” I prompted, really not understanding this
reaction. Frankly, I felt a little unnerved by it. 


“Feelings are a little confused. I’m confused. All the
confusion, Rena, just give me a second.”


Emily seemed to understand what was going on first.
“Familiar bond pitching a fit at the thought of her in danger?” she asked
softly. 


“Like you would not believe.” Hand coming up to cover mine,
he took in a deep breath. Then another. 


Some instinct had me sidling up closer to him, resting a
hand at the base of his neck, massaging gently at the nape. He let out a longer
breath, slumping a little. When his eyes opened again he had the oddest
expression on his face that I’d ever seen. “Well. That was disturbing and
enlightening. It’s alright, Russ, I’m less inclined to detach your hands from
the rest of you now.”


Russ blanched. “What did I say?!”


“Sorry, no, it’s not you, it’s me,” Bannen responded
tightly, the traces of whatever emotion roiled through him clearly not having
left yet. “I realize that sounds like a bad breakup line, but totally true in
this case. It really is me. Rena, could you shift over a little so I can see
you? Yes, perfect, thank you. I swear, this familiar bond is ridiculous some
days.”


Lori, always intent on understanding things better, avidly
asked, “So the familiar bond encourages you to be protective?”


He opened his mouth, closed it, frowned, and tried again.
“Yes and no. Not the way you mean it, or at least, I don’t think so. It’s more
that it’s a cause and effect? If that makes sense?”


“Not at all,” Steph denied patiently. 


“Right. Um.” He scratched at his nose, staring hard at me in
an almost uncomfortable way. “Because I am bound to her, I feel a very strong
connection, more intense than you would feel with your own family. It’s not
connected to emotions, per se, it’s more a matter of stability. I like being
connected to her. It grounds me. Because I like that stability, I
subconsciously want her best interests at heart, and want to stay next to her.
Because I stay with her so much, I grow very attached to her very quickly.
Because I’m so invested in her, my protective instincts are very strong. You
see?”


Now that he had laid it out so concisely, it seemed
perfectly obvious. “Yes, I do see,” I responded, one hand still holding his.
“But is it really that strong? So strong that you will react like that just
because of a comment of Russ’s?”


“Keep in mind that I’m naturally overprotective to begin
with,” he reminded me. “That’s part of the reason why your magic likes me, I’m
sure. So if you put another layer of protective instinct on top of
what’s already there? I’m going to overreact sometimes. Besides, this shouldn’t
surprise you.”


The way he said this made me feel like it should be obvious
what he meant but I had no clue. With a slight shake of the head, I queried,
“Wait, what? Why?”


“The bond is strong enough that you’re acting out of the
norm as well, hadn’t you realized? You’re naturally shy,” Bannen explained in
an overly patient tone, “and yet you have no problem cuddling in public with
this fine specimen of manhood that is me. Ever think of that?”


I was pretty sure that I flushed to my root hairs when he
said that but I couldn’t deny it either. I was much more hands on with him than
I was with anyone else, including people that I’d known for years.  


“You really hadn’t,” he said in open delight. “I’m not sure
if that should be funny or insulting. I’ll go with funny. You really touch me
this much without thinking about it?”


I found it impossible to look at him as my blush went
physically painful. 


“She’s so adorable,” Bannen observed to everyone in general,
stroking a hand over my head. 


Steph snorted. “You mean she’s fun to tease.”


“Of course, that’s why she’s adorable.” Chuckling, he eased
down, giving me enough space that I felt I might be able to stop blushing.
Maybe next year. “So that’s that. Is everyone tired? No? We can go another
round, I think, before Rena and I have to be back. Russ, for safety’s sake, you
better pair up with us for the rest of the afternoon.”


I wondered at the idea of continuing the practice with
Bannen’s emotions in a snarl but then I realized that was precisely why Bannen
wanted to continue. He didn’t like that his instincts fought with his rational
mind like this, and he wanted to make sure that he had control over himself in
a fight, and what better way than to train now? Get used to it? I understood
his reasoning but I also well understood Russ’s panic. 


Russ stared at him, eyes a trifle too wide. “I thought you
were over the urge to dismember me.” 


“I am,” Bannen confirmed cheerfully but the smile never
quite reached his eyes. “At the moment. Let’s not tempt fate, shall we? I have
unfortunate reflexes that slice people up first and send flowers later.” 


“Right,” Russ agreed faintly. “Maybe we should call it quits
today?”


“Don’t be ridiculous,” Bannen scolded, already up on his
feet, a hand extended to me. “I haven’t accidentally killed anyone in, well,
years. You’ll be fine.” 


Russ turned to me, a little frantic, looking for
reassurance. 


He’s joking, I mouthed to him. Or at least, I hoped
he was joking. 













Tarkington and Vonda had somehow magically proved Derek was indeed
the culprit. That did not mean he was forced to apologize or even, as far as I
could tell, be severely punished for nearly burning us all to death. Rena
shrugged it off, as if this was normal and nothing to be done about it, which
made me frown. Derek might have the mindset of a bully, but with magic
literally at his fingertips, that made him far more dangerous. I didn’t like
that Rena had to deal with him and that no one seemed concerned about her
safety. She became so focused on doing an incantation that she literally shut
out most of the world around her. She was blind to her surroundings. What if I
hadn’t been there? What would have happened? 


I awoke the next morning a little antsy from having not
slept well. As I came down the stairs, I spotted Rena bent over the table,
studying a large piece of paper with a very complicated looking spell drawn out
on top of it. She absently nibbled on the edge of a pen while her fingers
tapped an uneven rhythm against her thigh. Literally on top of her feet lay a
very large wolf hybrid of some sort. She looked a little like a dog, because of
the black and tan coloring, but the head, body size, and keen golden eyes that
were staring at me all shouted wolf. 


The first year I started working independently, I’d come across
a pack of wild wolves. They were huge, literally belly high on me, and some of
the fiercest fighters I’d ever come across. I assumed that this one was someone’s
familiar, as wolves didn’t voluntarily live inside of a city like this. Still,
I was a little cautious as I approached. And wishing I had meat. Wolves and
dogs both liked people that fed them. 


The wolf regarded me steadily, head raised but not shifting
her position off Rena. I sank down onto my haunches, careful to keep my
shoulders back, and very careful to not stare her directly in the eyes. I did
not want to challenge her. 


“Shunith,” Rena introduced with a half-smile, “This is
Bannen. He’s the one I summoned.” 


Shunith cocked an ear back, indicating she was listening,
but she wasn’t budging. 


“She’s Master’s familiar,” Rena explained. “She’s been
running an errand for him, hence why you didn’t meet her earlier. She’s a
little overprotective of me, as you can see.” 


A little? Try a lot. “Shunith. I am Bannen Hach. We meet as
friends.” I hoped.


Finally, she stood, although she didn’t move from her
position at Rena’s feet. Her neck stretched out and I could see her nose twitching.
Growing up with dogs, I had a notion of what she was doing, so I exhaled with
my mouth open. 


Shunith sniffed hard at that exhaled air and only then
relaxed. 


Rena watched this play out with great interest. “Why did you
do that? I mean, it obviously worked, as she’s relaxed now, but what made you
do that?”


“Grew up with dogs,” I explained, daring to sit at the table
next to Rena. “They base a lot of what they know about people on scent. Their
noses can tell if a person’s sick, healthy, what they’re emotionally thinking,
and probably a few other things we humans can’t begin to understand. I learned
early on, you let them smell your breath, they have a world of information to
work with and they feel more secure with you afterwards. They know you better.”



“I’d think you were pulling my leg, but I’ve seen Shunith
decide at first sniff if someone is trustworthy or not. Funny thing is, she’s
always right.” Rena gave her a good scratch around the ear and under the chin,
which the wolf loved, judging by that thumping tail. “She’s been my temporary
familiar a few times, when I was out alone and Master felt I needed the help.
She’s a good helper.”


“I bet she is.” And I bet Derek didn’t mess with Rena when
the wolf was with her either. Tapping a finger to the diagram on the table, I
asked, “Studying the summoning spell?”


“No, I did that until my eyes crossed.” Rena made a face in
remembrance. “I’ve given up on that. This is something else entirely.
Technically there’s two parts to becoming a mage, but in reality, it’s three
parts with some pre-qualifications. This is one of the parts.” 


I’d known there were Tests, formalized and overseen by the Magic
Council, but nothing more than that. “Like what?”


“Summoning a familiar is one the first tests,” she answered,
more than a little rueful. “Which technically I completed, but, well…I’ll
probably have to do that again.”


She said it with a sad resignation and I wanted to object—really,
strongly object—and the bond writhed as if pitching a fit, but we both knew
that was the likely outcome. So I bit that emotional response back. “Likely.
What else?”


“There’s a certain amount of…” her hands rose, searching for
a word, “experience? Accumulated experience that we have to have. A resume of
work, if you will, that we have to show. Group projects, regular work, and
things like this,” she tapped the diagram with a fingertip, “where we mentor
the younger apprentices and help them. I mentioned before I can do spell
design? You saw me work with one of Emily’s spells. Well, I do it for more than
friends. A lot of apprentices will draw up a spell they’ve created and hand it
to me for feedback.” 


“What else?”


“The other test is a two-parter. I have a written exam that
tests my knowledge of spellwork in general, then a practical test. The
practical test can take different forms, but generally you build something,
solve a problem, or fight another mage.” 


I knew which one I’d prefer. “Becoming a mage is more
complex than I thought.” 


“Tell me about it.” Sighing, Rena turned back to the diagram
and started making notations along the edges. “I’m almost done with this. I
have another job lined up for tomorrow, not today, but it’s my turn to buy groceries
for the guild.” 


“I’ll help with the shopping.”


She paused mid-word and gave me a look that I couldn’t quite
decipher. “You’re going to regret saying that.” 





In front of my eyes, Rena turned into a shrewish, coin-pinching
house wife. 


“These are on the verge of spoiling, look how soft they are;
you have to sell them today or toss them out, and you’re trying to charge me
full price?” Rena shook a piece under the merchant’s nose. “You know good and
well I’ll take a full bag from you, why are we even arguing about this?”


The merchant had a gleam in his eye and I knew that he enjoyed
this debate with Rena. “Now, Miss Renata, they aren’t on the verge of spoiling,
they’re just ripe. I can keep them another two days before worrying about
spoiling.” 


“I count three bad spots on the peaches just from this top
row, you want to try that line on me again?”


I looked down at Shunith and asked softly, “Is she always
like this?”


Shunith just sighed. 


Apparently so. When Venn had given Rena the money for
tonight’s groceries, he’d told her teasingly that he only had fifteen noks to
work with but people wanted fruit and shrimp. Rena apparently took that as some
sort of challenge, as she had already bargained two merchants down to the point
they almost begged her to go away. Granted, she had a crate of chilled shrimp
(that I carried), a bag of mangos, and a large sack of coconuts for four noks,
which I would have sworn earlier was impossible. If I was doing the conversion
right in my head, a nok was about the same as a ceban in my country, so she was
literally getting the price down to almost half the market value. 


It might take her twice as long to shop for dinner as
everyone else in the world, but she only spent half of what they did, so it
worked out. 


Her shopping like this surprised me. I couldn’t imagine that
she normally went by herself, not considering the stamina that shopping for
fifty plus people required. Granted, she was very good at it, but surely someone
went with her to do the physical carrying.


Especially since she seemed to wear some sort of target on
her back. Out of the corner of my eye I saw once again a flicker of light that
screamed magic, aimed directly at the back of her head. I had been on the
receiving end of magical attacks often enough to know that the truly dangerous
spells are noisy and obvious. These were tightly controlled, small—so it likely
meant mischief more than actual harm. I deflected it with a sheathed sword
anyway, pulling it free swiftly from my belt, and glared at the young
mage—likely still a junior apprentice mage—that had tried it. He looked
shamefaced and nervous, darting between two carts and disappearing in the crowd
before I could follow. 


I’d had a bad feeling about the first attack, but after the
second, I realized that Rena had somehow been pulled into a malicious prank
war. What was wrong with these sarding fopdoodles? Rena didn’t already
have enough strain in her life, they needed to pile on more for her to worry
about? 


Part of me itched to track them down and give them a good
beating for attacking a girl from behind, but I didn’t dare take off in pursuit
right this minute. This could be a ploy to draw me away from her and leave her
unprotected. I’d seen someone pull these tactics before. So instead I stayed, vigilant
and fuming, at her side. 


The merchant gave up the fight after another twenty minutes
and gave her two bags of peaches for a nok. He didn’t seem put out about it,
which made me wonder about the markup in the city. How much of a profit margin
were they getting? As we walked to our next store, I mentioned, “I’m surprised
to see so many foreign fruits and vegetables here. They even have bamboo
shoots.” 


“Some of the lower circle mages make their living traveling
on merchant trains and ships,” Rena explained as she ducked in and around
people. “They keep the cargo holds cold so that the produce is preserved. I
understand it pays well enough but they tend to like it because that way they
see a lot of the world for free.” 


That would be a perk. “And because Corcoran is so
magic-based, most of that fresh produce ends up here?”


“I’m not sure about ‘most’ but certainly a good portion of
it does.” Pausing, she stared at me hard. “How many attacks did you deflect?”


“Three,” I responded levelly, not surprised she’d noticed
something. “Is shopping normally this dangerous?”


“Rarely.” Mouth scrunching up, a tired slump set to her
shoulders. “Normally it’s a certain culprit that is behind it all.” 


We both knew who she meant. “He just got reprimanded for
messing with you and he’s already back at it?”


“What can I say? There’s no cure for idiocy.” 


“Apparently not.” I didn’t know what else to say. I wanted
to reassure her that she wasn’t alone and she didn’t need to worry about Derek
or his thrice-begotten friends, but I was only here temporarily. She couldn’t
depend on me long term. 


Shaking her head, Rena turned her smile back on and nearly
bounced to a stop in front of store that sported vegetables of various types.
Rena certainly enjoyed bargaining. This time, though, the store owner seemed to
be a friend so it was less haggling and more an exchange of pleasantries. 


I let the crate of shrimp rest on the edge of a table to give
my hands a break from the cold for a moment. Out of the corner of my eye I
caught another person hovering just out of sight, head peering around the edge
of a cart, poorly acting as if he were just munching on a snack and minding his
own business. This was a shorter and younger version of the other shadow that
had been tailing us the past several days. I don’t know what happened to our
first watcher but his replacement was remarkably even worse at this. 


It had to be the Council that kept sending these goons out.
Unlike the other attackers, he had kept a respectable distance and just
watched. Most of the time this would peeve me, but right now I felt a little
grateful for it. I’d at least have a witness when it came time to punish the
idiots plaguing us today. 


Dismissing him for now, I turned back to my mage. She didn’t
seem to realize that we had any trouble hovering around us and I was glad for
that. Rena acted livelier here than I’d ever seen her. When she worked her
magic, she was so focused that it looked strange from the outside, as if she
were in some other place than inside her own head. It disturbed me, the few
times I’d seen it, as I wasn’t sure how to tell if something went wrong. 


Here, seeing her animated and talking a mile a minute, I
felt I was seeing her true personality. 


The only thing that bothered me was that her hair was
constantly down, just hanging straight. Didn’t she ever do anything with it? In
my country, only little girls let their hair do whatever. When a girl got any
size to her, she started putting it up, usually in very elaborate hairstyles. I
couldn’t figure out if Corcoran was just different about this or if this was an
expression of how Rena thought about herself. Her clothes were always plain,
she never even tried to wear makeup. Did she not find herself attractive? I
certainly did. 


Shunith poked me in the ribs with her nose and gave me a
long look. 


I eyed her sideways. What was that look for? Wolves couldn’t
smell thoughts, could they?


What was I being paranoid for? Of course they couldn’t.


Shunith kept staring at me and I swear on some internal
level she was laughing.


Okay, maybe she could. 


I was jarred out of a staring contest with a wolf when Rena
dropped a sack of cabbage heads and apples into my hands. “That’s the last of
it. Only spent 12 noks. Ha! That should show Venn not to challenge me.” 


Seriously, bargaining skills like this were a fine art. “If
I ever have to buy anything, I’m taking you with me.” 


“Naturally,” she said with a certain snarky confidence. “I
am, after all, the…” 


When she trailed off, I stopped and looked askance at her.
Rena stood smack in the middle of the road, her eyes caught on something and
the most intense look of concentration on her face. I didn’t know what had
caught her attention but it must be something. “Rena. Renaaaa. Reeeeeeena~
Hello? Seriously? Shunith, does she do this often?”


The wolf let out a huff that sounded like a yes to me.


I put the groceries down at the wolf’s feet to watch and
reached for Rena, as apparently words would not get through. Several things
happened all at once. I could see them unfold slowly, my mind sharp and clear,
even as my body struggled to react in time. A teenage male barreled through on
a three-wheeled cart, far too fast for this crowded area, either not caring or
not seeing Rena still in the road. A Llasian on the other side shouted a warning,
also moving, but I knew he wouldn’t be able to cross the street in time—he was
directly in the path as well. 


Every muscle in my body strained as I tried to beat the car,
tried to draw her out of its path. My hands closed on her shoulders and I
yanked, pulling her sharply into my chest, turning us both. I could feel her
gasp against the skin of my neck but fortunately she didn’t try to fight me and
instead grabbed onto my waist. 


I couldn’t see it, but I felt something sharp and hard
impact like a whip against my left shoulder, leaving a mark that burned and
sent my nerves singing in pain. A high keen of pain escaped my throat but I
didn’t stop moving until we were safely in between two vendors. 


“Bannen,” Rena gasped, still holding onto me but more as if
trying to keep me balanced. “Bannen, are you hurt?”


“Shoulder,” I gritted out and felt like swearing. “Shopping shouldn’t
be this dangerous! Seriously, what is with today?”


“Derek and his goonies aren’t normally this stupid. I’m so
sorry, I didn’t think it would get this dangerous!” Rena looked ready to cry
she was so mad.  


The Llasian showed up in that moment. 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 wore nondescript clothing
that could fit a dozen or more occupations but he had the sort of muscles I
associated with dockhands and fighters. “You two alright?” he asked in a
mechanized voice. 


“No, he’s hurt,” Rena responded, chewing on
her bottom lip in open distress. “Are you alright? That cart almost ran smack
over you.”


“I avoided it,” he assured her. “Come, step
through here, I have a few healing spells and potions on me.”


I opened my mouth to protest, but he herded us
so efficiently into the dimmer interior of a shop that I couldn’t get a word in
edgewise. Rena was too worried about me to even think of protesting. The way
that my arm jolted in pain at even the slightest movement told me it was either
broken or dislocated and I really, really didn’t want to walk back with a lot
of groceries all the way to the guildhall with a broken arm. 


The shop sold teas and pastries and other
baked goods, which meant it smelled heavenly. At this hour of the day not many
customers sat at the little round tables and the owner—dressed completely in
white from head to toe—looked up sharply at our entrance. He dusted flour off
his hands and hurried around the front counter. “What’s this? Young man, are
you hurt?”


“A reckless driver nearly ran the three of us
over,” Rena explained quickly. “Can you call the Enforcers for us? I recognized
who it was.” 


“Of course, sit, sit.” Even as he flapped
hands us toward a chair, he hustled for the front door. 


I sank into a chair and then very gingerly
eased out of my vest. The Llasian put a pouch on the table, introducing himself
in that soft, mechanized voice of his. “Call me Quillin. Don’t worry, I’m an
old hand at field medicine. We’ll patch you up until you can get to a proper
healer.”


Field medicine, eh? I reassessed him. He had
the look of a soldier aside from some sort of magic-machine item that he wore
directly over his mouth, the arm of it extending along his jawline and wrapping
around to sit on his left ear. The jagged scar along his windpipe suggested
he’d had use of his voice at some point until it was taken from him by that injury.



I think well of people that help in situations
like this. So even as he poked and prodded at me I managed a smile. “Pleasure,
Master Quillin. I’m Bannen, this is Rena.” 


“I’m sorry for staring earlier,” Rena said, ducking her head at him. “Your device caught my eye. That is the most amazing blend of machine and magic that I’ve ever seen. It’s almost an art form, it’s so efficient. I never would have thought of integrating a base spell to—”

“Oww!” I yelped as he rotated my arm. “Master Quillin, mercy, I cry mercy!”

“Arm’s dislocated,” Quillin stated calmly. “Let’s pop it back in, strap you down, alright? And thank you, young lady, I do like my device as well. A clever woman made it for me.”

“I’d love to meet her at some point,” Rena replied with a shy smile. “What can I do to help?”

“Find me a long stretch of cloth, something to use as a sling,” he instructed. 

I did not, under any stretch of the imagination, want her going about by herself. “Shunith, take Shunith.”

“I’ll be right back,” she assured me. 

Quillin waited until she left before asking me in a low voice, “You ever dislocated a limb before?”

“More than once. I’m braced, do it.” I didn’t want Rena to see this. 

I’d say this for Quillin, he knew what he was doing. He popped my arm back into socket with a sharp pull, not even hesitating. My vision went white for a second at the pain and I had to sit there and breathe, just breathe, until the pain had passed.

“You’re a good friend, to take the punishment for her.” 

I snorted and gave Quillin a dry look, or as much of one as I could manage while my arm was on fire. “Don’t be daft, man, I can’t let any woman be hurt in front of my eyes. Thank you for this, you’re better than some bonesetters I know.” 

He looked ready to say something else before Rena hustled back in, a guardsman behind her and a stretch of cotton fabric in her hands. Quillin took the fabric and made me a quick-and-dirty sling, which I appreciated. 

The guardsman looked seasoned, somewhere in his mid-thirties, and steady as he took down our report of what happened. I repeated myself twice, answered a few questions, and then he kindly called a private car to take us back to the guildhall. Quillin said a quiet goodbye and left, turning down the car, claiming he didn’t need it. 

I smiled at his back as he left the bakery. Sometimes I lose all faith in people until I meet someone like Quillin, who just helps because it’s the right thing to do.    


As we waited for the car to arrive, a thought occurred. “I
have to ask, what was your plan for lugging all of this back?”


“You.”


“Ah,” I intoned dryly, “so I’m BOB.”


Rena cast me an odd look over her shoulder. “Bob?”


“Beast of burden,” I translated. 


Rena turned that over in her head for a moment. “I like
that. I’ll have to use it.”


It didn’t answer my question, so I tried again. “What do you
normally do when you go shopping? Who carries it all then?”


“I either bribe someone into coming with me or hire a street
runner to help.”


This time, apparently, I was the substitute for that guildie
or street runner. “Wait, then where’s my bribe?”


Laughing, she didn’t really answer. “Come along, Bob, let’s
make someone else cook us dinner.”


After spending four hours shopping, deflecting spells, and
earning a dislocated arm with this woman, I had more than earned the meal. 













Some people wear their occupation so well that you can tell
in a glance who they are. I paused with one foot outside the kitchen, a snack
for Bannen in my hands, and watched the man speaking with Venn warily. He
didn’t look all that impressive, just a man with dark hair, average height, a
pleasant enough face, but his bearing all shouted ‘Council Stooge’ to me. He
made me distinctly uneasy and I didn’t care for the feeling. 


I’d known intellectually that the Council wouldn’t just take
Master’s report at face value. They weren’t the type to take anything on faith,
preferring to do their own investigations and leap to their own assumptions.
Some part of me had been braced from day one that a Council stooge would eventually
come to investigate. It was just that his timing couldn’t be worse. Bannen was
protective even on the best of days but now? With his arm still injured and in
a sling? His protective instincts were over the top and he was antsy on
top of it all as he couldn’t really do much to burn off energy without aggravating
his shoulder. (No one was surprised that Bannen is a perfectly terrible
patient.)


Being poked and prodded by the stooge right now might send
Bannen straight over the edge. I groaned, resigned myself to a very
uncomfortable situation for the foreseeable future, and put the snack back on
the kitchen counter. That would have to wait. 


Fixing a smile to my face, I went straight for him, figuring
I might as well get this over. “Guildmaster, we have a guest?”


Venn knew me well enough to realize I knew exactly who this
man was, but he played along. “So we do. He’s here to see you and Bannen,
actually. Investigator Auman, this is Renata Rocci.” 


Auman the Stooge extended a hand with a professional smile.
“Miss Rocci. I’m here on the Council’s behest to investigate the report made
that you summoned and bound a human familiar. I request to speak with both you
and Master Bannen.” 


I intended to continue smiling until the polite façade
completely cracked, as I wanted to avoid the yelling for as long as possible.
“Of course. Let me fetch him. Just a moment.”


Auman took a seat as I scurried back into my workroom, where
Bannen lounged on my couch and pretended to read one of my books. Mostly he sat
there so he could pester me, and I knew it, but I didn’t actually mind the
company. I had spent far too many hours in this room alone to mind. “Bannen. A
st—” whoops can’t call him a stooge “—investigator from the Council is here. He
wants to ask both of us questions.”


Bannen immediately closed the book and set it aside. “Really?
They had to send someone now?”


I shrugged ruefully. “My thoughts exactly. Anyway, come on.
Better to just get this over with.” 


He didn’t look sold on that idea—I think he mentally hatched
a plan on the spot to run for it—but he followed me out. Either because of a
momentary obedience (hah! Fat chance) or a desire to make sure this man didn’t
run roughshod over me. Latter’s more likely. We’d been together barely a week
and I’d realized in that time that Bannen had a rebellious streak a mile wide.
If he liked you, he’d move heaven and earth for you and wouldn’t question if
you needed a body buried. If he didn’t like you, he’d move heaven and earth
against you and would plant a body in your front sitting room. It’s just
how he is. 


I counted myself lucky he seemed to like me. Enough, at least,
to deal with troublesome investigators. 


Auman stood as we approached, initial greeting sliding away
as he took in Bannen’s arm. Still, he introduced himself properly. “I’m
Investigator Auman, sent here on behalf of the Council. Bannen Hach?”


“That’s me,” Bannen responded politely, in his usual casual
tone. “Sorry, I can’t shake hands,” he added with a smile that hinted he was
just as glad he had an excuse not to. 


Auman either didn’t catch the subtext or didn’t care as he
responded, “I quite understand. How did you get injured?”


“Another mage apprentice driving recklessly through the
market yesterday,” I explained, gesturing both men into seats and carefully
taking the one between Bannen and Auman. Just in case. “It would have hit me,
but Bannen jerked me out of the way in time. Unfortunately, he still got
clipped in the process.” 


“And did you see who it was driving?” Auman inquired with a
frown. 


“I did, yes, and we’ve already reported the situation to his
master.” 


“I see.” Auman’s tone suggested he might pry into that again
later, but apparently that satisfied him for now. “I’m given to understand,
Miss Rocci, you are Jon Tarkington’s only apprentice, is that correct?”


I really didn’t see how that had any bearing on the matter
but answered, “That’s correct.”


“You’ll forgive my surprise, as that’s highly unusual, for a
mage to take on only one student.”


“My magic is very strange and complicated.” I felt defensive
as I answered, not quite sure why. “Master spends an inordinate amount of time
trying to unravel why my magic works the way it does. I don’t think he has the
spare time to take on another apprentice until after I’ve passed the Tests.” 


“I see.” Auman made a note and I had to wonder, really, why
did that matter? Most mages took two or three apprentices, granted, but not
always. I was an unusual case, true, but not rare. Glancing up, Auman
continued, “Master Bannen, I need to verify some information before I can really
start my inquiry. If you don’t mind?”


“Go ahead,” Bannen encouraged, still with that eerie smile
on his face. 


Taking a notebook out of his pocket, Auman flipped a few
pages, readied a pen, and read off a series of questions. Mostly he verified
Bannen’s legal name, his origins, parents’ names, and what day he came here.
With that out of the way, he asked, “When did you meet Miss Rocci?”


Bannen gave him a look like he had lost his mind. “The day
she summoned me.”


“You never had any prior experience with her before this?”
Auman pressed. 


“No,” Bannen answered, slower this time, as if he couldn’t
quite put a finger on where the man was going with this question. Then he did
and I swear he rolled his eyes on some level. “The part of us being half a
world apart and on different continents might have something to do with
that,” he added a touch acerbically. 


Waesucks. We were barely six questions in and already Bannen
was fraying. This really would go poorly. I reached over and put a hand on his
knee, cautioning him with my eyes. Calm down. 


He took in a breath, eyes lowering before flicking up, and
when he did I could feel him forcefully settling his temper. 


Again, Auman acted as if he didn’t hear the subtext or
notice our interaction. I didn’t think him that stupid, more like he was
deliberately ignoring what he wanted to. “When Miss Rocci summoned you, did she
ask for your consent before completing the bond?”


Bannen picked through the words carefully. “She never spoke
the words to complete the bond.”


That, finally, made Auman pause and truly look up from his
notebook. “I’m sorry?”


“I never spoke the rest of the familiar incantation,” I
clarified with a small shrug. “We’re all surprised, actually, that the bond is
fully formed between Bannen and I. I never did anything to complete it. The
moment that I realized a human being had come through the summoning portal, I
immediately disengaged.” 


Auman’s brows furrowed into a deep frown as he stared
directly at the bond. “That’s not possible.”


“We’re just as confused,” I admitted openly. “But I have
fifty something witnesses to the summoning, as most of my guild were in the
room when I did it, and they can vouch for me. I never completed the familiar
incantation, never even tried.”


His frown didn’t lessen but he made a little note in his
book and moved on. “Master Bannen, at any point did Miss Rocci ask your consent
about the bond?”


“She did,” Bannen answered and while not technically true,
it wasn’t a lie either, and he apparently decided to go with the spirit of the truth.
“She asked if I would stay at least long enough for her to figure out what had
gone wrong. I told her I would act as her familiar until we were ready to break
the bond.”


“You are aware that you are breaking three different laws by
being bound to her?”


“I’m aware that your laws are against magically enslaving
humans and coercing bonds without consent of both parties,” he riposted so
neatly that I wanted to clap. Well said! “I have been informed that your laws
find the binding of two people on a magical level to be unethical.”


“So you are aware you are in violation of those laws?”


Bannen gave him what might charitably have been called a
smile. “I’m aware that something screwy has happened and we’re magically bond
together, but since we’re both consenting adults and in full knowledge of
what’s happened and how to break the bond, I’m not feeling at all coerced or
enslaved.” 


That didn’t answer the question either. Auman tapped an
agitated rhythm against his notebook with the end of his pencil. “Answer my
question with a simple yes or no.” 


“Your laws don’t apply to accidental familiar summonings of
another person, so it isn’t possible to give you a simple yes or no.” 


Auman really, really didn’t like that answer. His mouth went
into a pissy line and then he ticked something off before going to the next
question. “Miss Rocci, why did you not immediately break the bond when you
realized it had formed?”


It apparently was my turn to blink at him stupidly. Did he
seriously just ask that question? “Sir, when we reported the situation to the
Council, they sent a message back to not do anything until they could give us a
verdict on the matter.”


He met my eyes and I couldn’t read him, not at all, as if he
were some golem or puppet that didn’t have an opinion of his own. “You are in
violation of three laws by being bound to him and yet you choose not to break
it?”


“I was specifically ordered by the Council to not do
anything,” I repeated slowly, trying to enunciate so that he couldn’t possibly
misunderstand me. “I’m obeying those orders. When they have a verdict, then we
will discuss what to do.”


“I’m sorry, what is this?” Bannen broke in, voice rising in
volume. “This isn’t an investigation, it’s an interrogation. You’ve already
made up your mind what the facts are, haven’t you?”


Auman didn’t even try to pretend otherwise. “Master Bannen,
you are out of line—”


“I’m her familiar,” Bannen snarled at him, rising sharply to
his feet. “Protecting her from you? Totally within my job responsibilities.”


“You are not her familiar—” Auman denied, still in that
ruthlessly emotionless way. 


“Anyone with eyes that have even a hint of magic in them can
see our bond, so you can sard off, because we all know I am. You wouldn’t be
sitting here with your questions and accusations otherwise. Speaking of which, you’re
done now, as we’re not answering anything more from you.” 


And we’d now hit the level of ‘overprotective.’ Marvelous.
I’d wondered what it would take to push Bannen over the edge. Apparently the
combination of being injured and facing a snotty stooge from the Council did it.



“Investigator Auman,” I cut in before the man could get a
word in edgewise, “I suggest you either stop here and make your report or try
again on a later day.”


“You cannot dodge or delay an investigation from the
Council,” Auman finally snapped at me, losing that insufferable cool. 


“My familiar is already agitated, as I’ve been in danger
twice in the past five days,” I responded, trying not to lose my temper as
well, as three people yelling doesn’t accomplish anything. “No matter how you
feel about a human being a familiar, the bond between us is very real and it’s
pushing Bannen into a highly defensive standpoint. If you want a more sensible,
calmer conversation out of us, then come back when he’s no longer injured and
ready to rip people’s heads off.” 


“I think that a splendid idea,” Venn announced suddenly
behind me. His hands landed on my shoulders in a show of solidarity.
“Investigator Auman, know that I will be making my own report on your very interesting
investigative techniques.” 


Auman did not look comfortable hearing that, nor should he.
Venn had a network of people throughout the city and no one sane messed with
this man. “I am here on orders from the Council.”


“They are also obeying orders from the Council,” Venn
responded with that look on his face that made me think of pirates and skulls
on black flags. “Orders are not like banquet food, you know. You can’t pick and
choose which ones to put on your plate.” 


I loved my guildmaster. 


“You’re especially toeing a line if you’re messing with a
newly bonded pair,” Venn added in a tone that sent a shiver along my skin.
“Laws aside, deliberately antagonizing a familiar that is hurt and already
defensive of his mage is not normally wise. Tends to shorten people’s
lifespans, or so I’ve seen.” 


Auman snapped to his feet, indignant. “Are you threatening
me?”


“I’m not her familiar,” Venn responded with saccharine
sweetness. 


Bannen gave Auman a small smile, nothing more than a lift at
the corners of his mouth, but somehow, despite having his arm still in a sling,
he radiated danger so profoundly that even I felt scared of him for a moment.
He didn’t do anything, didn’t say anything, just stood there while the menace
poured off of him in waves. 


“I believe you have enough information for your report,”
Venn informed Auman in a clear dismissal. 


Jaw clenched, Auman snapped up his notebook and stormed out.



I watched him go, the bottom dropping out of my stomach. “We
could have handled that better.” 


Bannen snorted. “That man already had his opinion before he
ever walked through the doors. Nothing we said was going to make a difference.”


“True enough,” Venn agreed. “Although antagonizing him
probably won’t help, but don’t worry about that. I’ll handle it.” 


I trusted that he would do so. Right now, I had a very
bristly familiar to somehow settle. I tried with something that I knew would
work. “Rice balls?”


It took him several seconds before he blew out a breath.
“Rice balls sound great, but you’ll have to do most of the work.”


I smiled up at him. “That’s fine.”













We spent the next day nervously waiting for the other shoe
to drop because no one expected that there wouldn’t be any retaliation
whatsoever. But Venn really had taken care of it, using his network of
connections, or the Council’s response was as slow as always. When nothing
earthshattering happened, Rena informed me she had another job lined up. Something
about ferret monkeys, not that I had any idea of what a ferret monkey was, but
they sounded troublesome. For my sake, we waited two more days until my arm
healed, and thank all magic for healing spells. Otherwise it would have taken
much longer than just three days. But after the third day, I felt right as
rain, and declared myself fit for duty again. 


The next morning, she notified her employer she’d come out
and deal with it. I sat at the main table in the guildhall, near the door,
waiting on her. She’d forgotten something and darted back to her room to fetch
it. 


Tarkington passed by, only to backtrack a little. “Bannen,
you remember that job that I mentioned to you? The one that all of you trained
for in that sparring session?”


It took me a second, as that was almost a week ago now.
“Yes?”


“Turns out the situation is growing more urgent. We thought
we had it contained enough to pull together two parties of mages to deal with
it, but we might have to strike earlier than expected. Are you and Rena set to
go out today?”


“Nest of ferret monkeys to clear out,” I confirmed. 


Grimacing, Tarkington gave a warding gesture with his
fingers, middle fingers touching his palm, hand pushing out from his chest. “I
hate those things. Alright, that won’t take more than a few hours. When you’re
done, meet me back here. I’ll explain the plan, introduce you to our party, and
all of that. We’re likely going to leave this afternoon and stay near the job
site tonight, set to work tomorrow.” 


“It’s that far out?”


“Hmm, yes and no. Because we’re bringing so many people it
would strain a portal, so we’re going by train most of the distance. It’ll take
roughly four hours to get there, but none of us want to tackle this in the
dark, so we’ll wait for morning to start.” 


It wasn’t a bad plan. I couldn’t imagine that working magic
in the dark was easy to do. “So what time do we absolutely have to be back
here?”


“Noon, I would say. Grab something for lunch on the way in;
you won’t have time to go back out again, I don’t think.”


“Roger.” 


He braced his hands on the table and leaned in, dropping his
voice a notch. “How is she doing?”


“Well, I think. She hasn’t once had to use her medication
since her collapse.” At least not that I’d seen.


Tarkington’s eyebrows flew up to his hairline. “That’s
unusual. I’ve never seen her last a week without needing it. How’s her
stamina?”


“First three days, she had to pause and rest sometimes.” I
thought about it for a moment. “Last few days, though, she hasn’t needed to.”


“Rena has been showing signs of improvement.” Tarkington
stared at me hard. “In fact, she mentioned to me last night that her hair is no
longer falling out in clumps.”


“I’m not one to question when things go well, but I do have
to wonder why. Isn’t this the first time you’ve seen any sign of improvement? Why
do you think it’s happening now? Medicine finally working?”


“The medicine only relaxes her lungs enough so that she can
breathe. The doctors have no idea what’s wrong with her. She’s been growing
progressively weaker with every year, right up till your appearance. Well. We
shouldn’t look a gift horse in the mouth. As long as she’s feeling better, I
won’t question the why.” Satisfied, he continued back to his lab/work
area/whatever he called that space. Rena passed him on the way and he stopped
and said something briefly to her before continuing on. 


“Master said you’d fill me in?” she asked, catching up with
me. 


I repeated what I had been told about the job as we walked
through the streets, heading for the trolley cart station that wasn’t too far
from here. Rena had told me vaguely where our next job was, outside the city
limits, so I knew that with the time constraint we were under, we’d need to use
the transport system. I ended with, “What’s this situation he’s talking about?
I never got told the full details.”


“Ah?” she cocked her head. “I suppose we never did get
around to that. Alright, so, about four years ago we started experiencing
strange pockets of chaotic magic.”


I went abruptly still. “Chaotic magic. How chaotic?”


“Not something we’ve seen before,” she stated, expression
pensive. “And believe me, there’s been a lot of research on it since it first
occurred. It seems to have the most dangerous effect on fauna and animals. It
makes them grow to an almost monstrous size, and they lose all reasoning. It
can take farmland and make it a carnivorous jungle.” 


Mentally, I started swearing. “Like the Toh’sellor?”


She smiled as if I had just referenced some kind of fairy
tale. “On a much, much smaller scale. Toh’sellor destroyed half a
continent, if the story is to be believed. We’re dealing with about twenty
acres.” 


I looked at her expression and felt astounded. “You don’t
believe in Toh’sellor?”


It was her turn to give me an odd look. “Isn’t that just a
fairy tale? A legend? I heard it as a kid growing up, but—”


Shaking my head, I cut her off. “It’s real.”


Rena stopped and stared at me hard. “I don’t know you well
enough to tell when you’re pulling my leg or not.” 


“Not pulling your leg,” I promised, putting a hand over my
heart. “Maybe because you’re so removed from it down here, you don’t realize
that it’s real. They’ve kept Toh’sellor contained in the northern
continent for three generations now. But I don’t mean completely contained,
just mostly. His influence is still strong enough that we see echoes of it.”


“Echoes?” she parroted blankly. 


I had a sour, burning taste in the back of my mouth. “Like
twenty acres of fauna and animals that become monsters overnight.” 


Jaw dropping, she honestly looked like she was waiting of
the punch line of a joke. When I didn’t give it to her, she croaked, “Are you
serious?”


“Perfectly serious. Wish I was joking, trust me, ’cause the
thought of us seeing echoes of Toh’sellor down here? Way down here, a
continent and a half away? Not happy about that at all, Rena. It means Toh’sellor
is not as confined up there as I’d been told and it’s found some way to spread its
influence outside of the barrier.” The devil’s advocate raised its head and
pointed a few variables out, which I slowly said aloud. “Of course, I’m
assuming a lot off a brief description that you’ve given me. It could be this
is something totally different, some madman’s spell gone awry or something.”


Rena relaxed and I could almost see her dismiss the idea
outright. “That’s far more likely. Toh’sellor reaching all the way down
here is highly against the odds. Still, I find this interesting. It’s real? The
whole tale?”


“I’m not sure what story you have floating around down here,
but the monster itself is real, yeah.” Scratching at the back of my head, I
offered, “Let’s swap stories on the train ride this evening, see how your
country’s version compares with mine.” 


Since we’d be stuck on a train for hours with nothing else
to do, Rena agreed readily, “Let’s. For now, I have to fill you in on what this
job entails.” 


“Alright.” I tried very hard to focus on what she told me, I
truly did, but a part of my mind lingered on this possibility of Toh’sellor
escaping this far south, onto a different continent entirely. Truly, that was
fodder for nightmares, right there, and I didn’t really need any help in that
department. A most uneasy feeling churned in my gut and I prayed it was just
that, an uneasy feeling. I did not need my overactive imagination being right
in this case. I in no way, shape, or form wanted to be right about Toh’sellor
being down here. 


The trolley car came, we loaded on, and while we rode Rena
launched into this explanation of what ferret monkeys were. Despite the name,
they apparently weren’t either a ferret or a monkey, but some kind of rat-like
pest that resembled both in a way. Most of what she told me wasn’t helpful, mostly
scientific, and parts of it went straight over my head. What I did get out of
it was this: they normally carried plague and diseases, the only effective way
to make sure they didn’t infect a city was utter destruction (like fire), and
they were beastly quick. “So, in other words, I’m there to protect you from
getting bitten while you work your magic?”


“Literally, that’s the case,” she answered forthrightly. The
wind was such that it threw some of her hair into her face. Rena raked it back,
holding it to her shoulder to keep it from flying into her mouth again. “The
reason why they’re ‘monkeys’ is because their nests are always high up. They
like to stay high, too, but they’ll come down and attack if there’s something
in their territory. We have three warehouses of grain that they’ve infested
that we need to clear out. I’m choosing to do this in daylight because they’re
nocturnal and hopefully I can get most of the nests before they sense the
danger.” 


Not exactly sporting, but I never felt like playing fair
where rodents were involved. “How long do you expect this to take?”


She waggled a hand back and forth in the air like a see-saw.
“Last time it took about an hour. That was four warehouses. So a little less
than that, I would assume. This job won’t be like the last; you’ll be moving in
and around me, as they will no doubt attack at some point. I’m not easily
distracted, as you know, you can do anything you want around me and it will be
fine. Just obey our two rules.”


Well, yeah, of course. “No worries, I remember: don’t move
you and don’t get in your line of sight. Now that we’re talking about it,
though, I have to ask: what happens if I absolutely need to move you but you’re
mid-incantation?”


“If I’m disrupted, things go awry, mostly because leaving a
half-fulfilled incantation dangling encourages the worst possible thing to
happen.” Rena’s mouth twisted, the expression extremely ironic. “And by that I
mean buildings blow up. Things catch on fire. Holes appear in bedrock. Avoid
distracting me, please.”


My eyes went a little wide at this tally. “Ah, Rena, I don’t
know you well enough to figure out when you’re teasing, either…?” I trailed
off, hoping that she exaggerated. 


She just stared me down. 


“Wow, not joking, yeah, um, I think I’ll avoid distracting
you.” Remembering the whole incident at the dump and our sparring session
several days ago, I felt my eyes cross with a mental image of just how bad that
could have gone. “You really, really should have mentioned that earlier. Why
didn’t you mention that earlier? You know, before I jerked you off your feet
and interrupted you back at the dump. Or before we played with your friends,
for that matter.” 


“Ah.” She snapped her fingers in realization. “You’re right,
that could have been bad. I should have.” 


Seriously? I felt flabbergasted and bemused, and if there had
been a hard surface handy somewhere, I would’ve banged my head against it. I now
completely, totally understand why mages needed a familiar. They were so
wrapped up in their magical theories and workflows that they didn’t connect to
the bigger picture. 


But this also made me wonder, would an animal familiar
understand enough to be able to do this job? To be the true partner she needed?
Would something without human intelligence understand when they could and could
not interrupt her? When she was incanting a spell, and they had to let her
finish? I’ve had many a smart dog or horse in my life, I know they can
understand plenty, but to THAT degree? 


I looked at Rena out of the corner of my eye. Everyone was
still so certain that her summoning a human being was a mistake but I was
growing increasingly certain that wasn’t the case. I think her magic knew
exactly what its wielder needed. It was the traditions of this society that
didn’t. 


 Deciding to probe a little, I asked, “So…I know that you
said your magic is different from most people’s, but there’s a name or
classification for it, right? What kind of magician are you?”


“There isn’t a magic type like mine,” she denied. I would
have thought her exaggerating but her eyes were sad. “Many people believe that
my magic is…deficient.” 


At moments, I lose all faith in humanity. Hearing that
sentence out of her mouth made me question that faith all over again. “You can
summon a person from thousands of miles away, destroy things into a
non-existent state, and your magic is deficient? Which bunch of fopdoodles came
up with that idea?”


Rena gave me the sweetest smile, her whole being lighting
up. “I like you.”


Snorting, I let that one pass. “Seriously, though, because
you have a type of magic they don’t recognize, they treat you like an
aberration?” 


“It’s more like, because my magic doesn’t lend itself to any
of the normal patterns of spells and incantations.” Frustrated with her hair
still trying to escape into her face, she hauled it all back with one hand. “I
should have tied it back. Anyway, it’s like this: my magic does very well with
unraveling things. But most incantations are creating things. I can’t
build well. Some of the very, very basic spells I can do somewhat. But if it’s
complex in any way, forget it.” 


I began to see the problem. “So, basically, they don’t know
what to do with you. And rather than own up to their ignorance, they dump it on
you.”


“Most of the time. Yeah. They have no idea. Tarkington was
the only mage that would take me on as a student. My magic has actually given
him a few migraines. But at least he stuck with me and helped me figure it
out.” She shrugged and there was a lot of history and dark memories reflected
in that simple movement. “As for what they call me…well, my nickname is the Destructive
Mage. Which is more accurate some days than not.” 


It was true that I’d never heard of magic that does what
hers does. I wasn’t by any means an expert, either, but I’d worked with or
fought against my fair share of mages. I had to wonder where magic like hers
came from. 


“Oh, we’re here.” Rena seemed glad for an excuse to drop the
topic as she hopped off the trolley onto the cobblestone street. 


I let it lay as well, looking about at our destination. It smelled
like we were in a brewing district. It reeked strongly of alcohol, mostly mead
and ale, with that under tang of rotting grains. All of the warehouses were
huge, there was more than one wooden silo standing nearby, and the complex
could house a small army. It now made sense why they had hired a mage
exterminator. Places like this attract pests of all sorts like flies to honey.
“So which building?”


“It’s the Mon and Sons Brewery Company that hired me. I’ve
worked for them several times before, and they told me which buildings are
infected, so we’ll just go straight there and do the work before dropping by
the office for payment.” 


That sounded fine to me, so I nodded and followed along
behind her. 


We went three warehouses back, to a set of older buildings
that had definitely been here thirty years or more. Everything was kept in good
shape, and I could see it had recently gotten a fresh coat of paint, but there
was no disguising the age of the place. When I saw floorboards with narrow
planks like this, I knew it was something from forty years ago at least. They
always use wider planks nowadays. Well, actually, maybe they still made
buildings here that way? In Z’gher, at least, they’d moved onto wider planks as
it was faster to lay floor down that way. 


Rena motioned for me to walk softly, a finger to her lips. I
can move like the wind when I wish to, and softened my footsteps to nothing
more than a whisper. Rena moved noisier than I did and I watched her with a
frown on my face. She was honestly trying to be quiet but had no idea how to do
it. I’d have to teach this girl a few tricks. 


Looking up, I realized that someone had been kind enough to
leave some lamps going so that we could see in the darker recesses of the
roofline. All along the edges were these thick nests, mostly made of twigs and
mud. It looked like ant hills and a bird’s nest mixed weirdly together. And the
stench. Thunderation, the smell was overpowering. I silently gagged, a
hand over my mouth and nose to act as a filter. 


Pausing, Rena cast me a sympathetic glance. Pulling a stopper
from her pocket, she offered it to me. 


It turned out to be a vial of orange scented oil. I promptly
put it on under my nose, which helped. A little. To some minor degree. It
smelled like oranges overlaying old man smell, rotting fish, and a decaying latrine.
Lovely. 


If she had that vial of oil on her, then she knew it stank
to high heavens like this, and still didn’t warn me. I gave her a dirty look.
She suddenly found the nests perfectly fascinating to stare at. Uh-huh. We’d be
talking about this later, see if we didn’t. 


Proving that she had been here many times before, Rena moved
to a position along the far wall that let her see an entire row of nests. She
spoke the incantation in a soft roll of sounds, heavily peppered with vowels.
It took several long minutes to recite but only an instant for her magic to
reach out. In a flash, all of the nests were gone, nothing more than dust motes
hanging in the air. 


Satisfied, she carefully crept over to the other wall, where
the rest of the nests were sticking to the ceiling. This time, however, the
nests were not still. The ferret monkeys had sensed the destruction of the
other side and I saw more than a dozen narrow heads with beady little eyes
poking out to look at us. 


“They’re awake,” I stated, already palming my sword hilts. 


“Remember, don’t let them bite,” she cautioned, already
readying herself. “You’ll be laid up for days if you do, as their saliva is
acidic and a little poisonous.” 


“I remember,” I assured her. “Go.”


Perhaps they had some sense of what was happening. Or
perhaps it was just because we were lingering in their territory. Whatever the
case, Rena spoke about four words before the ferret monkeys reacted. Several of
them clambered out of the nests, racing down walls as if it wasn’t smooth boards
but a ladder. I pulled out both swords and crouched low in a horse stance. 


Well. I hadn’t done speed drills in a while. This should be
interesting. 













Bannen was perfectly amazing. 


I felt more than a little awe for his speed, agility, and
fighting prowess. Even though I’d told him that he absolutely could not let the
ferret monkeys bite us, I didn’t expect to actually get through the whole job
without being injured. I’d never managed it before and always had to spend at
least part of my paycheck on an antidote and beg for a healing spell. But
Bannen really had kept them off of us. The speed with which he moved was so
quick that I literally could not track it. 


If I could keep him as my familiar…I went off into a
daydream. Oh, the things I could do. The jobs that I had could take on, because
suddenly, I would be safe doing them. Why did reality have to be such a harsh
taskmaster? Sighing, I shook the dream off and focused on packing. I didn’t
have much time, as the job had been escalated to a minor state of emergency and
we were being called out tonight. Fortunately, I’m a fast packer, and I knew
more or less what to bring. 


I did take a minute to study my face in the mirror, or more
particularly, my hair. I could see baby hair growing back at the temples, which
made me ridiculously happy. My hair has been thinning for years now. I had to
figure out what I’d done different recently. It was obviously working. Not just
my hair, but my nails, too. I hadn’t broken one or torn a cuticle in almost a
week, which was a record for me. 


It was the little things that made me happy. Snatching up my
bag, I headed out. 


By the time I made it back downstairs, a few familiar faces
had arrived. I smiled and waved a hand in greeting. “Lori, Emily, Steph! I thought
we were meeting at the train?”


“Master Vonda is running late,” Emily answered with an
expressive roll of the eyes. “As usual. She said to meet you here and go without
her, she’ll catch up.” 


This was so typical of Master Vonda that I just went with
it. I took a quick study of all three, and with growing alarm noted how
battle-ready they seemed. Emily’s dark hair was tightly braided back, her
petite frame encased in leather armor and shin guards. She even had a dagger
strapped to one thigh, and I rarely saw her wear that. Lori’s blond hair was
also caught up in a tight braid (likely Emily’s handiwork), also wearing a
leather breastplate, although she had conceded to traveling comfort by donning
baggy black pants tucked into half-boots. Steph was the only one not wearing
armor, but her brown hair was atypically up in a bun instead of down and loose,
and she was not wearing the lacy shirt with ruffled sleeves she adored but
instead a plain jumper with worn-in boots. 


“Are we fighting as soon as we arrive?”


“Don’t know,” Steph answered, her mouth in a grim line.
“We’re getting some pretty bad information from the shield holders down there.
Apparently things are going from bad to worse without stopping for breath in
between.”


Well that didn’t sound promising at all. 


Bannen popped out of seemingly nowhere, picking up a
conversation he’d apparently paused before my arrival: “Tarkington said he does
have all of our train tickets. No worries.”


The girls gave a general sigh of relief and I guessed dryly,
“Master Vonda couldn’t remember if she had them or if Master did?”


“We love her,” Lori complained to no one in particular, “we really
do, but half the reason she has apprentices is just to keep her life straight.”



I believed that. One hundred percent. 


“You packed?” Bannen asked.


“And ready.” 


“You got something packed for dinner?” he asked. 


Ah? “We’re not eating on the train?”


“Remember the last time we tried that, we all got sick from
the train fare,” Lori reminded me. 


Oh yeah. We did. Bad, too. “Err. Bannen, let’s pop across
the street and grab sandwiches to go.” 


“I think we should,” he agreed and turned to ask the other
three, “You need something to go as well?”


“Sure do,” Emily answered, already turning for the door.
“Let’s all go. Rena, should we get something for Tarkington too?”


I could basically guarantee that he hadn’t thought of this.
“Let’s do that. Maybe one or two extra, just in case.” 


In mutual agreement, we stepped out the door and headed for
my favorite little café. Steph swooped into my side and dragged me back three
steps so that she could whisper in my ear, “What has the Council said?’”


I bit my bottom lip and groaned. “That they received
Master’s report and to standby while they discuss it. Worded very harshly, I
might add, as it’s clear they’re not happy about it.” 


“Of course they’re not.” Steph sighed a mournful sigh. 


“Also as per sarding usual, they’re taking their own sweet
time making a decision,” Emily added over her shoulder.


Steph flapped a hand at her. “Do not distract me, I have to
ask, is there any chance that you get to keep him?”


“Likely not. We break at least three rules that I know of.
You think the Council will let that sort of thing slide? They’re just trying to
figure out if I did this deliberately and, if so, how severely to punish me
before handing down the verdict.” 


Lori snorted. “That sounds about right.”  


Emily gave me a commiserating look. “Pity he can’t stay.” 


Yes, indeed it was. 


Steph gave me a close scrutiny for a moment. “The stress of
all of this aside, you’re looking better.”


I brightened. “You can tell? My hair isn’t falling out.”


“Not the hair I’m noticing, but your skin tone. I don’t see
any new sore spots and your skin is actually clear, with a glow to it, which I
have literally never seen before on you.” Steph waggled her eyebrows in a
lecherous fashion. “His doing, perhaps?”


The blush was fast and instantaneous. “Ha, no.” I wish. “Although
how you jump to the conclusion that my health is improving because I have a
familiar is beyond me.”


“Handsome men cure all ills,” Steph informed me seriously. 


“It’s very true,” Emily agreed just as seriously, pausing in
the café doorway. “For that reason, Bannen, I need a hug.” 


Bannen grinned at her, fighting down a laugh. “Is that
right?”


“Me too, me too!” Lori bounced forward and wrapped her arms
around his waist. 


I got an inkling what Bannen must normally be like in that
moment. He didn’t hesitate to put an arm around both of my friends and give
them a three-way hug. The ease with which he did it, without a trace of a blush
on his cheeks, told me that he was no stranger to getting hugs from pretty
girls. I should have realized this, because he is charming and confident, so of
course a man like him would be comfortable around women. But I honestly hadn’t
really thought of him in that light until my girlfriends stole hugs from him. 


Huh. 


The feeling that rose up in me was not a pleasant one, but
it wasn’t outright jealousy. Just a sort of possessiveness that they were
touching something that didn’t belong to them. Which was patently ridiculous, since
Bannen didn’t belong to me either. Well, technically he does but not…I
was going to stop that thought right there. I’d think about it later. As in,
never. Never sounded good. 


Steph let the matter drop as we reached the café. I had to
read part of the menu for Bannen so he could pick out what he wanted, then
ordered a few favorites for Tarkington and anyone else that might forget how
bad train food was. As we waited for the sandwiches to be made, Bannen tapped
me on the shoulder with a finger. “Yes?”


“When we go to Brightwood, can we form our own teams?”


A good question. I turned to Emily for the answer, as she’s
been on more of these missions than I have. “Em?”


“Normally, yes,” she answered forthrightly, lounging back in
a chair with one leg crossed over another. “But I got the impression from my
master that this time they wouldn’t be splitting us up at all. It’s too big of
a danger. I mean, normally, we wouldn’t have four dedicated mages going in with
us, either. We’re all senior apprentices, literally two fingers away from
graduating, so we should be able to tackle almost any problem. But this is
something they’ve never seen before and I think the only reason why we’re going
is because the Council is a bunch of cheapskates and they don’t want to pay for
fifteen mages to go in. They figure they can get fifteen apprentices—which they
don’t have to pay—to do the work for them.” 


Bannen’s face became oddly unreadable, almost
expressionless. “They’re sending uninitiated people into an area with an
unknown danger because it’s cheaper to send you than to pay for professionals?”


“That’s my guess.” Emily grimaced, hand splayed in an open
shrug. “I hope I’m wrong, but with the Council’s history? Not likely.”


Shaking his head, Bannen asked almost rhetorically, “Why are
these fopdoodles in power, again?”


“Because without them it’s complete chaos and magical
anarchy,” Lori responded simply, a little sadly. “We’ve experienced that. As
annoying and overbearing as they can be, they’re still better than the
alternative.” 


No one seemed to know how to respond to that. I cleared my
throat and sought to change the subject before the silence grew too awkward.
“Why did you ask, Bannen? About the teams.” 


“I wondered if we could use the formations we practiced in
our sparring match,” he admitted easily. “Since we’ve all got practice fighting
with and against each other, we’d be the best combination for a situation like
this. But if we’ve got fifteen or more people going in, then that changes
things.”


“True enough.” Steph gave him a warm smile. “I’m very glad
that the Council is made of a bunch of slow pokes. I was afraid you would be
sent home before you could go with us. After our sparring, I really, really
want you to go with us.” 


“Because I’m dangerous?” Bannen gave her a wink. 


“And sexy,” she purred, winking back. 


He laughed in delight. “I’m glad I get to go as well. I
heartily dislike leaving all of you to the fun parts of the job without me.” 


“You mean dangerous,” I corrected him dryly.


“Yes, like I said, fun,” he riposted cheerfully. 


Rob showed up with the sandwiches all wrapped and ready to
go, which interrupted the conversation. Accepting the bag, Bannen led the way
back toward the guildhall, and I kept in step with him. My mind went unerringly
to a picture that I had been steadfastly ignoring. What if the Council had
already handed down the decision? What if I were forced to send him home on the
eve of this assignment? I hated the idea with a passion, I really did, and for
several reasons. Facing danger without the best fighter I’d ever seen was
horrible enough. But having to do it with the ache of a familiar separation on
top of it all? I was under no illusions of what would happen when I was forced
to sever the familiar bond. I’d seen what happens to mages that lose a
familiar. They walk around like an amputee for weeks, sometimes months, before
they start to heal from that pain. Granted, those bonds were fostered for
decades before the mage lost them, so that might be part of the reason why the
pain was so intense. 


I harbored a hope that it wouldn’t be as bad for me or
Bannen as we had known each other ten days instead of decades. I glanced up at
the man walking steadily at my side, his eyes roving over the street, anyone
and everything, automatically on alert even though there was nothing dangerous
in the area. Perhaps the familiar bond was the reason why he was always alert
and attentive, but did it matter why? I would lose this. In the near future I
would lose this and there wasn’t a single thing that I could do about it. 


My eyes prickled and I hastily blinked, forcing my mind to
other paths before I started crying right here in the middle of the street. I
should not borrow sorrow prematurely. It would be waiting for me soon enough.  


A thought occurred and I blurted out, “Don’t tell anyone
else that we haven’t received an answer from the Council yet.” 


Lori looked like she understood why instantly but it took
the other two a moment. “Because,” Steph ventured, “they’ll pull you both from
the job and demand that Bannen stay here.”


I nodded, feeling a whorl of emotions, none of them
pleasant. “I don’t want to lose him yet. And this job is important.” I glanced
up at Bannen, not sure how he felt about this. 


Bannen gave a grunt of agreement. “I’d rather go with all of
you. I’ve been spoiling for a fight.” 


“Even though that means Rena’s going straight into the maws
of danger?” Emily asked. 


He grinned at her cockily. “You really think I’ll let
anything—”


“Everyone here?” Master interrupted, coming up to us. “Oh,
you bought dinner. Good idea. Did you get me something?”


“Turkey and balsamic sandwich,” I answered with a slight
smile. 


He smiled back and patted me on the head. “What a good
apprentice you are. Alright, I received a note from Vonda that she is able to
go with us after all and to meet her at the train station. So let’s go.” 













If I had realized that Derek the Menace would be on this
same train, I would not have been so nonchalant about getting on it. 


There were quite a few mages and mage apprentices on this
train. It was my understanding from Rena that we had fifteen senior apprentices
going on this job. No one had thought it a good idea to take anyone younger
than sixteen, as apparently they wouldn’t have enough defensive and offensive
spells in their arsenal for a problem like this one. All fifteen apprentices
were either ready to take the Tests or in the middle of doing so. Aside from
them, we had four Masters. And me, of course. 


Some part of me should have realized that Derek would be one
of them, as of course he was still in training as well, but I hadn’t considered
it. Until now, when our eyes met over the high back of the train benches. He
glared at me, and I glared right back. I had no idea why this gleeking son of a
whore was so set on messing with Rena, and I didn’t frankly care. He’d proven
to me what kind of man he was and I was not giving him any more openings.


So help me, if he even looked at Rena cross-eyed, I would
break his arms.  


I kept an eye on him as we settled into a bench one down and
on the opposite side. It was almost the perfect angle to see him at all times.
Emily noticed this glaring contest and leaned across to ask in a whisper:
“What?”


“Derek.”


“Ahhh,” she intoned with a wealth of understanding. “You’ve
already run into him once, but he does leave an impression, doesn’t he?”


“Twice, actually,” Rena explained with a grimace. She leaned
against my shoulder enough to glance around the bench. “He was hassling us in
the market too. I didn’t realize he was going to be in on this. Isn’t he ready
for the Tests by now?”


Tarkington swung himself in so that he sat opposite of me.
“Apparently he’s been set back a notch. Even his connection with the Council
isn’t enough to cover what he did at the dump and at the market.”


I threw up a hand. “Wait, what connection?”


“They’re trying to keep it hushed, but Derek is the grandson
or grand-nephew to someone on the Council,” Tarkington conveyed in a low voice.



Well that explained why he thought he could get by with
murder.


“Word has been trickling up through the senior mages that
Derek is not known for working well with others,” Tarkington continued. “Too
much praise has been heaped upon him and it’s all gone to his head. So he now
has to complete three group work events, to show he can cooperate, before he’s
allowed to take the Tests.” 


Oh? Maybe it had been more than a slap on the wrist. And
really, if that was how they were going to judge him as being ‘qualified’
enough to be a true mage, then likely the boy would never succeed. He was far
too arrogant to manage three events before upsetting someone. 


The train started moving with a slight lurch, steam puffing,
the metal wheels grinding slightly as it gained purchase on the tracks. I admit
I had never been on a train before so I stared about me with curiosity. It felt
narrower than I imagined it would be, and the benches were such that two faced
each other, every bench back-to-back with another. So that people could sit and
converse with each other, make the time go by faster? There wasn’t much leg
room in the benches, barely enough that I had three inches clearance with
Emily’s knees. Thankfully she was a little short, otherwise this would have
gotten uncomfortable and cramped in short order. 


In our benches, we had Rena, Steph, Lori, Emily, and
Tarkington. Travel teaches a lot about the people that you’re with, and I was
curious how we’d fare after four hours together. I would either gain confidence
in where I stood with them, and find it that much easier to work with them in
the fighting to come, or the exact opposite. Trips do that. 


Rena turned to me with an expectant look. What? What did
that look mean? 


“Toh’sellor,” she prompted me. 


What? Oh! Right, I’d promised her we’d talk more about it on
the train. 


“What about Toh’sellor?” Tarkington asked in
bemusement, eyes darting between the two of us.


“The description you gave me of the situation we’re walking
into sounds like the effects Toh’sellor has on an environment,” I explained.



The other three girls all gave me the same blank look, as if
I had seriously just suggested that the tale of the Gnome and Seven Brownies
was a perfectly legitimate tale. Tarkington was only slightly better. “Yes,” I
drawled, trying to stay patient, “Toh’sellor is real. Frighteningly
real.”


“We’ve only heard about him—it?—in stories.” Steph frowned,
head pulling back as she fought to accept what I was telling her. “Are you
sure? I mean, it’s rather the stuff of legends.” 


“I’ve seen it with my own eyes.” Ha, that got their full
attention. “Granted, I was on the top of a mountain, with a valley in between
us, but even from there you can see it and the effects Toh’sellor has on
a region quite clearly. They have so many retaining barriers up to cage it in
that it’s like a light show up there. It’s constantly slamming up against the
barriers, too, making sparks fly. I understand they have to rotate new mages in
every three months to maintain the barrier, as it would burn them out if they
tried to stay longer than that.” 


“It would,” Tarkington allowed slowly. You could see the
calculations flying across the man’s face. “Holding any kind of barrier in
place for a lengthy amount of time is draining. Doing it while it’s constantly
under barrage would be even more so. But truly, you’ve seen it?”


“I have. My father took all of us that direction once, when
I was about seven, as he wanted us to understand just how dangerous it is. It’s
tradition in my hometown for everyone to see it once in their lifetimes,
although most see it twice, as they’ve taken their children to see it too.”
Being seven, it had given me nightmares for weeks afterwards. “But you
understand now when I say that your description sounds like something I’ve
seen.” 


Tarkington’s eyes never left my face. What he was searching
for, I didn’t know. Maybe he was hoping that I was just pulling his leg. “Yes,
perhaps I do. Bannen, perhaps you’d tell us the true story of Toh’sellor?
Seeing as how we only know the fairytale version.” 


We had four hours to kill, I didn’t see why not. 


“Many generations past—no one knows precisely when—an
abnormality grew in nature. At first it was just an aberration, but it was
strange, as in most magic didn’t faze it. It had no form, no true substance—it
was chaos. It was void. It was everything and nothing, in this odd concoction
of energy and power. Several mages tried their hand at killing it, but it only
absorbed their power, grew from it, and became that much larger of a threat.
Two mages had the sense to not attack it and observed it instead, finding that
it acted not out of evil or any malicious intent, but that it followed its own
instincts. It was like a plant, or animal, only understanding the need to eat
and propagate. The way it warped everything it touched, turning it into some
semblance of itself, was proof enough. Of course, everything it changed became
monstrous, and no matter what they tried, no one was able to take the tainted
and turn it back to normal. 


“For years, the Magic Council tried everything. They sent some
of their best mages to attack the thing, to no avail. They tried alternative
methods, scientific ones, such as gunpowder, and that had a very limited effect
as well. Toh’sellor continued to grow during the course of all of this. It
went from a small area to an entire mountain range, forcing the evacuation of
several dozen villages and a small town. Finally, they came to the conclusion
that the best they could do was to contain it. Even this method had its faults,
as it meant they could never regain the territory they lost, but they didn’t
know what else to do. They arranged a shift of several dozen mages to come up,
twelve always working in harmony, to maintain a barrier around Toh’sellor
at all times. 


“For over two hundred years, that’s what they’ve done. Just
maintain the barrier. A’ba told me that once in a while, someone will come up
with some new method, and they’ll sneak them in to try it on Toh’sellor.
So far, nothing has worked, though.” 


The end of my story heralded brief silence. I didn’t think
anyone knew what to say. I had just turned one of their preconceptions on its
head, and that always takes a lot of mental adjustment. 


Tarkington broke the silence by asking, “The story we know
says that Toh’sellor deliberately changes animals, trees, and other
plant life into its minions. That’s not so.”


I shook my head. “Not deliberately. Toh’sellor
doesn’t have an agenda, it doesn’t think like a human. Its effects on the land
are because of its very nature. The crazy animals, the fighting plant life,
that’s a side-effect, not part of some elaborate design.” 


“This is very strange,” Emily stated, perturbed. “I feel
like the boogeyman that hides under the bed just became real.” 


Steph jabbed a finger at her. “Exactly. That’s it exactly.” 


Lori asked, unease written all over her face, “But Toh’sellor
is safely contained behind the barrier, right? So why do you think that he’s
all the way down south like this?”


“I really hope it isn’t. I hope it’s some crazy magical
spell gone awry that’s mimicking some of Toh’sellor’s traits.” Because
the alternative was frankly terrifying. “I’m going off a description, a second
hand one at that, as Tarkington knows only what was reported. It could be
something else entirely.”


“Surely it is,” Lori said to us all equally. “It must be. Toh’sellor
is on another continent entirely. If it can reach this far, then it would have
to break that containment barrier it’s in, and that would have been reported.” 


All very true. It was something I’d realized before, but I
knew for a fact that Toh’sellor by nature was pure chaos, hence the
name. Just because we thought it purely contained, didn’t mean it was always
going to stay that way. They didn’t put it behind a containment barrier because
that had been the best way to deal with it, but because they hadn’t been able
to come up with any alternative. 


The topic shifted to other, lighter things. We ate our
sandwiches, some of us took naps—actually most took naps—including Rena. At
some point she ended up cuddled against my side, using my shoulder as a pillow.
I looked down at her, smiling a little. Funny how quickly she’d grown attached
to me. The familiar bond at play in her, I wonder? 


“You’re truly her familiar.” It wasn’t a question. 


My eyes moved up to meet Tarkington’s, the only other person
in our vicinity still awake.  “We knew that. What are you trying to say?”


The man blew out a breath, looking resigned and tired. “I
had so many doubts when you first arrived. Familiars are always subservient to
their mages, and they need to be that way, as a mage requires their constant
attention. I didn’t think a human could do that, have that kind of loyalty and
devotion, without being burned out by the demands. I kept waiting for your
patience with her to break. But I haven’t seen that. Quite the opposite, the
two of you are getting closer by the day.”


“It’s because of my charming and dynamic personality,” I
informed him seriously. 


Tarkington’s lips twitched. “Not to mention your humility.”
The humor faded and Tarkington passed a weary hand over his face. “You’re now
close enough, the bond strong enough, that it’s going to hurt when it comes
time to break the bond. This is going to complicate matters so, so much. I can
foresee it going badly.”


Rena had explained a little of this to me, but I wanted to
hear his take on things as well. “Is there really no way around this?”


“No, there is no wiggle room or loop hole here. The problem
lies in that you’ll be up against the laws of Corcoran as well as the Magical
Code of Ethics. Binding a human as a familiar smacks of slavery and there’s
going to be many that will want to break your bond with Rena on those grounds
alone. There’s also the matter that they’ll be afraid this will set some sort
of precedent, and if she gets by with it, then others will try to do the same
thing.” 


I thought I understood where all of these concerns were
coming from. In fact, in a sense, I also agreed with it. At least, the
intellectual part of me agreed with it. The rest of me was perfectly willing to
tell any fopdoodle who wanted me to break my bond that they could sard off. I had
to take a deep breath to rein in my volatile emotions and remind myself,
firmly, that Tarkington was on my side. “Because if we can, then the next
person that tries this might not have the best intentions or even have the
other person’s permission to bind them as a familiar.” 


“Exactly. Precedents always make things difficult because
you never know how people are going to use it later as pretext or
rationalization for their bad choices.” Tarkington stared at Rena’s sleeping
face for a long moment. His expression was so much like a father’s that it made
me realize the obvious: he’d basically raised her since she was eight years old.
Rena was more than a magical apprentice to him, she was a daughter. “For her
sake, I want you to stay. I feel much more reassured with you here, as you’ve
proven you really can protect her long enough for those insanely long spells of
hers. But I fear you won’t be able to.” 


While I did understand the danger of the precedent that Rena
and I would start, I wasn’t about to let that fear rule my decision. People
made bad decisions all the time. They created chaos and evil and used any
pretext as their excuse. I saw no need to sacrifice anything on a ‘maybe’
because of those bad eggs. 


Tarkington was a very law-abiding man. He wasn’t one to buck
the system or fight the lawmakers unless pushed to do so. It would be useless
to argue with him about this now, so I didn’t say anything more, just let the
matter sit. There would be the right time to stand my ground. Now was not it.
It could well be that his anticipation of the fallout would be worse than
reality. 


I dozed myself at some point and woke when the train came to
a grinding, slightly lurching, stop. We had apparently arrived. Glancing out
the window, I didn’t see much difference from the city we had left. Granted,
all I could see was the wooden buildings of the train station, and those seemed
to be built off some universal blueprint.


Getting up, we gathered our bags and gear. Mages picked up
their familiars from the back cargo area, where they had been riding, and we
all shuffled through the narrow aisle toward the doors. As we moved, I gingerly
rotated my right arm back and forth, trying to get the pins and needles
sensation to go away. 


Rena caught the movement and giggled. “Arm asleep?”


I shot her a look and drawled, “Strangely enough, yes.” 


With no mercy whatsoever, she poked me with both fingers. 


“Ow! Rena!” I whined in protest. I would have moved away
from her if there had been any room to maneuver. 


Giggling, she went to do it again. 


“No you don’t,” I growled at her, catching her in a headlock
and dragging her along under the crook of my elbow. Strangely, this made her
laugh harder, squirming and trying to tickle me at the same time. I’d have to
remember that naps made her frisky.


Derek used an elbow against my shoulder, trying to shove
past me. He sneered as he moved, “Stupid lovebirds.” 


In the next instant, he tripped and fell straight forward,
slamming his head against the top of the bench with a sharp crack of sound. 


Okay, I admit, I might have tripped him. 


Rena bit down on a laugh, eyes dancing. She gave me an
enthusiastic thumb’s up. I, of course, not knowing to what she referred, gave
her an innocent, befuddled expression in return. 


Derek knew good and well what had happened. He turned, a
large red mark on his head, and glared at me with eyes that promised thumb
screws and lye. I gave him a slight smile and made sure I was between him and
Rena as we pushed past, exiting the train. 


Proving that he didn’t miss a thing, Tarkington met us at
the bottom of the stairs and gave me quite the look. “Was that necessary?”


“I, of course, have no idea what you’re talking about.” 


“Of course you don’t,” Tarkington agreed dryly. He glanced
up at Derek, who exited and stomped off toward the train station’s main gate.
“The sad thing is, not one person was interested in whether he was hurt or
not.” 


After the way he’d been lording his talents over people and
sneering at them? Couldn’t say I was surprised. “I actually was trying to do
him a favor.” 


I got twin looks of ‘Oh, do tell.’ 


“He needs an attitude adjustment, right?” I spread my hands,
trying very hard to keep a straight face. “A cranial correction is the best
method for that. Or at least, that’s what A’ba always says.” 


Tarkington rolled his eyes to the heavens, but I think he
secretly was laughing. Rena certainly was. “And, ah, how often did you get that
cranial correction?” she asked, eyes sparkling. 


“More often than I care to recount,” I admitted shamelessly.
“I was a precocious child.” 


“Do tell.” Rena grabbed my hand, towing me toward the gate.
“Come on, as we’re heading for the hotel, you can tell me some stories.” 


All of us grabbed different trolley cars, heading toward the
hotel reserved for us. I relayed a few stories—only somewhat exaggerated—and
got a good look at the place. It neared six in the evening, and the light was
starting to fade. It was still early summer, so the days were getting longer,
but we weren’t into the long summer days quite yet. This place had street lamps
already lit, the roads were smooth and well maintained, and the buildings were
all in good repair. It didn’t have that sense of grandeur or size that Corcoran
did, but Brightwood seemed to be a nice place. The only complaint I had was
that they lacked originality in their architecture. It was all straight lines,
either red, white, or grey brick, simple doors and windows. No real variation
except that some buildings were one story, others had two or even three. 


The hotel was one of the three story buildings, very
symmetrical with its red bricks and white trim. It seemed nice enough, just
without any character to it. Passing through the door, the impression remained
the same. The floorboards were polished to a gleam, a white counter with a
granite stone top to it also polished to a shine, and a very clean-cut man in a
red and white uniform stood behind it. As people went to him and gave their
names, he consulted a large bound book open in front of him, then retrieved a
brass key before handing it to the person with instructions. 


I’d never been in a hotel this nice before. I usually stayed
in inns. The service was definitely a notch above what I was used to. 


When we reached the counter, the man turned a professional
smile on us. “Welcome to Brightwood Hotel.”


“Thank you,” Tarkington stepped up, taking lead. “I’m Jon
Tarkington. This is Renata Rocci and Bannen Hach.” 


“A pleasure to have you.” The man marked out our names and
then reached for keys. “Magus Tarkington, you’ll have room 101. Ms. Rocci, you
have room 102, and Mr. Hach, you have 103. You’ll find your rooms to the far
right, through that door, on the right side.”


“Thank you.” Tarkington took his key and turned, ready to
go. 


“Ah, sir?” The clerk stopped him with a staying motion of
the hand. “Just a moment, I believe there was a message for you.” He snagged a
white envelope from under the counter somewhere and presented it. 


“Thank you.” Tarkington took it and opened it while walking.
He seemed intent on reading while walking, which I didn’t think a wise thing to
do in this crowd of people, but he stopped after five steps and frowned. “Rena.
Bannen. This is from the Magic Council.”


I came around his shoulder to read it myself, only to be
frustrated, as it wasn’t in a language I knew. “What does it say?”


Tarkington’s features turned bleak and unhappy as he
translated, “It says that you are to be sent back home immediately. The
familiar bond is to be broken.” 













On the train, when this was still an academic question, I
could talk about the possibility of breaking the bond. In that moment, I could
be rational, even if I hated the idea, but I could debate about it and do some
speculating. Now, staring at that message, I felt my emotions burst out of
control. I wanted to take that note and rip it to tiny shreds. 


Rena looked ready to cry. I knew exactly why and I wasn’t
sure what to do, if there was anything I could do. We needed to talk about this
the very first moment I could get her alone. 


Tarkington stared at the message for a long moment before
crumpling it into his pocket. “We didn’t see this.” 


What did he just say?


“We didn’t see this,” he said, more forcefully. “I was
tired, I didn’t check what the message said, I shoved it into a pocket and
forgot about it. I’ll continue to forget about it until after all of this is
over. Rena, I refuse to let you go into a dangerous situation like this without
Bannen. Of course Shunith will do everything in her power to protect you,” he
let a hand linger over the wolf’s head and gave a good scratch behind one ear,
“but she can’t protect us both during a chaotic situation like the one we’ll be
heading into. We’ll deal with the Magic Council after this is over.” 


Most of the time Tarkington came across as a little
wishy-washy to me, a man that tried to be a good one, but didn’t always have
the right approach to a problem. I hadn’t been sure how to react to him half of
the time. But in this moment, I could have hugged him. He did, in fact, know
how to take a stand on matters when he truly needed to. 


Rena gave her master and me a wobbly smile. “Alright. Let’s
put it off until later, then.” Hefting the strap of her bag more firmly onto
her shoulder, she went looking for her room. 


I watched her go with a frown. I didn’t like this, not one
bit. 


For a moment, I let the matter lay. I threw my bag into my
room—which was nice and roomy—and stripped off most of my weapons and coat. I
did keep a dagger on me, because I was not in the habit of wandering around
naked in territory I didn’t know, but the place was packed with magicians and
overprotective familiars. I didn’t imagine much trouble could happen. 


Not wanting Rena to have enough time to start changing
clothes, I immediately went back out and tapped softly on her door. “Rena.”


Maybe she expected me. She opened the door and grabbed my
arm, pulling me inside. I briefly registered that her room was identical to
mine—full size bed, small table with two chairs, and a full length mirror in
the corner with a small bathroom in the back. Then I focused on her. 


‘Upset’ didn’t begin to cover describing her face. She was
mad, on the verge of tears, and about a hair’s breadth from latching onto me.
Her emotions were so conflicted that I think she didn’t know which one to go
with. 


“If you want to scream and get it out of your system, I
won’t judge,” I told her with a faint smile. 


“If screaming would solve anything, I’d have done it.” Still
looking ready to punch something, she flopped into one of the chairs, only to
sit on the edge of it, ready to explode into motion. “I spent months
prepping for that summoning spell. Months! Far longer than apprentices have to,
because I’m not good with regular spells, and creating any sort of portal is
basically torture for me. And then they wait, give us more than enough time for
the bond to actually cement, and now that we’re like this, now they want
us to break it?!”


All very true. “Are you sure that bunch of idiots actually
understand magic? Familiar bonds? Because they’re certainly acting like poorly
trained monkeys about this whole thing.” 


She paused, lips pursed. “You make a good case for that. I’d
laugh but it’s too painfully accurate a description.”


I shrugged. “Tell me about it.”


For the first time, uncertainty flashed across her face. She
ducked her chin in, hair coming forward to hide her expression. “I never
asked…if you wanted to stay. You said you’d act as my familiar, and certainly
we are technically bonded, and that’s a different matter—”


I couldn’t take seeing it. She had too many insecurities,
brought on because of the idiots that didn’t understand her, and having her act
like this toward me was too much to take. I went down on a knee and smoothed
her hair away from her face with both hands. It brought her eyes up to mine,
which I held steadily. 


“Listen to me. I have no interest in returning home. Is
being your familiar challenging? Obviously. But I prefer challenging over
boring any day.” 


Rena bit her bottom lip. “Your familiar bond is influencing
you to say that.”


“Likely,” I agreed, not bothered. “Maybe thirty percent?”


She blinked, not expecting that answer. Then amusement
flickered over her face. “Just thirty?”


“Maaaaybe thirty-five. I’d give you thirty-five.” 


Snorting, she leaned her face more into my right hand, eyes
falling to half-mast. “What’s the other sixty-five, then? Your streak of
independence?”


“That sounds about right.” 


“You’d be bound to another person; isn’t that counterproductive
to independence?”


I shook my head before she could even complete the question.
“Being bound by rules you don’t agree with, or have outgrown, that’s different
than being connected to a person. We all have bosses in life, and spouses, and
having them doesn’t make us less independent. It’s more like, here I have room
to grow. I can realize my own potential and do good work in the process. Back
home? There is no room for me. My parents want me there because it’s the safer
option, not because it’s the right one for me.”


She studied me intently. “So you feel that being with me
won’t make you feel constricted.”


“Not really. We’ve been basically joined at the hip for almost
two weeks. I haven’t felt the need to murder you yet.” 


Pretending to consider this, she offered, “I only felt it
once.” 


That didn’t actually surprise me. I have that effect on
women most of the time. “See? If you only felt it once, we get along
swimmingly.” 


Brows furrowed a little, she asked slowly, “So me wanting to
kill you is…normal?”


“I’m overprotective,” I admitted without a qualm. “You know
this, it’s not a surprise, likely the familiar bond at play, can’t do much
about it, so if you only felt like offing me once? Then you’re patient enough
to put up with me long term.” 


“You know, that sounds strangely logical.”


“Doesn’t it?”


Rena took in a deep breath, then another. I could see her
fighting down the panic, the anxiety, with every breath she took. I monitored
her anxiously, as I really didn’t want her to have another breathing attack,
not when she had been doing so well. She closed her eyes for several long
seconds before she let out a sigh and opened them again. 


Watching her, I thought I understood why she was so upset.
Mages weren’t accepted as a mage at all unless they had a familiar. That was
part of it, the logical part of it, and being denied the recognition that she
had summoned me had to hurt her pride. But I would bet the main reason was that
she felt attached to me. We honestly cared about each other now, and maybe that
was the bond’s influence, maybe it wasn’t, but did it really matter where the
emotions came from? They were there, that was what mattered. 


Neither of us wanted to let go. That was all we needed to
know. 


“One battle at a time,” I counseled. “Let’s fight one battle
at a time. Right now, we have some very strange creatures that might or might
not be a magical experiment gone awry. Let’s focus on them first. Then we’ll go
back to Corcoran and knock some heads together.” 


She gripped one of my hands tight enough to cut off
circulation. “Okay.”


I’d reassured her as much as I could. Whether she would be
able to fall asleep or not was a different question, but I couldn’t help her
there. So I smoothed the hair from her face one more time and asked instead,
“Do you ever wear your hair up?”


She blinked at me. “I do. I’m just bad at doing hair myself,
so if it’s up, it’s because someone else did it.” 


That sounded a little strange to me. Weren’t girls good with
doing elaborate things with their hair? “Really?”


“I’m the youngest sister in my family, I never had to do my
hair growing up, and then when I went to Tarkington as an apprentice, he had no
idea what to do with a little girl’s hair, so I just combed it and called it
good.”


Ah. So it was lack of experience. “I have a feeling that it’s
going to get in the way tomorrow if you leave it hanging straight. So in the
morning, come to my room, I’ll braid it for you.”


She perked up. “Can I do multiple braids like yours?”


So she liked my hairstyle, eh? “Sure.”


“I’ve been meaning to ask, actually, as I noticed that your
family’s hair was similar in style: do the braids mean something?”


Amusement ran through me. “Of course they mean something.
They mean I’m cool.”


My coolness took a hit when she laughed. 


Ruefully, I explained, “No, there’s no significance behind
them, it’s just how we all deal with our hair in my country. See how my hair’s
a little stiff and coarse? If you don’t tame it in braids, it poofs out, makes
us all look like black lions. Braids are the only way to go.” 


Reaching out, she ran her hands through the bottom section
of my hair, the part that wasn’t braided. “I do see.” Her fingers rose, coming
toward the temple, lightly tracing the braids with the very tips of her
fingers. “Some of these braids are more prominent than the others. Some lie
flat instead of raised. How do you—”


There was a thump against the wall, from Tarkington’s side.
“Sleep!” he called through the wood.


Daddy apparently had been listening. The walls were not as
thick as they would appear. Giving it a dry look, I promised her, “We’ll talk
hairstyles in the morning. Good night, Rena.”


She nodded agreement. “Good night, Bannen.” 





Seeing Bannen braid my hair the next morning before
breakfast set off some sort of braiding craze. Master for some reason hadn’t
liked the idea of me being in Bannen’s room, so instead we went to the dining
area and Bannen braided my hair at the table. He did some sort of elaborate
style where it became three braids that were then braided and looped around
each other. Master did a quick mirror spell so I could see it. It looked
pretty, but even more importantly, it felt very secure. So secure that I might
need Bannen’s help unraveling it again. 


But because we did it in the dining hall, everyone else in
our party saw his skills, and the next thing I knew, there was a line six girls
deep wanting him to do theirs. 


Bannen, good natured about it, picked up a hairbrush and
hair ties, and went to work. Since we had limited time to eat before going, I
ordered him breakfast along with mine. He was three girls in when he said in an
off-hand manner, “Apparently braiding a woman’s hair in public pulls a hidden
switch. There’s a life lesson to be learned here, I just can’t put my finger on
it.” 


I laughed and offered him a forkful of eggs. “Shall I feed
you?”


“Don’t you dare,” Emily threatened without turning her head.
She apparently didn’t want a crooked braid. “He’ll get egg in my hair.” 


Bannen paused and leaned forward to snatch the bite anyway. 


“Hey!” Emily protested even as I laughed. Somehow, I just
knew he’d do that. 


I snuck him periodic bites. Call me petty, but I felt a
little pleased that everyone else’s hairstyles weren’t as elaborate as mine.
They looked good, but he clearly wasn’t going to spend the same amount of time
on theirs. Little things that he did like this made me feel special. 


Although, now those little things were also making me sad. I
had no idea what I was going to do when he left. I just knew it was going to be
ugly. 


Derek passed by with a plate of food in his hands, sneering
at us as he went. Bannen paused, alert and ready to move if necessary. Perhaps
Derek realized that it was better to not try something, as he kept walking.
Bannen stared after him another moment before commenting, “Is it just me that
wants to put a boot up his arse every time I see him?”


“No,” Emily assured him, “That’s universal.”


Master Vonda came to sit at the table, her plate mounded with
bacon, as per usual. I swore she ate it three times a day. “We have expressed
our concerns with the Council about Derek on more than one occasion. The
run-ins he has with all of our apprentices is more than worrying. He’s caused
several accidents that could have been very harmful.”


“In the more long-term sense,” Tarkington added, a tea cup poised
in front of his mouth, “the very people he is antagonizing now are soon to be
peers. As you have seen, half of the jobs we work are because of our fellow
mages pulling us into a project. We depend upon that network of friends and
acquaintances to earn a living. As it stands, he’ll have no support group to
draw upon.”


It was admittedly stupid in many respects, but then, bullies
weren’t known for their brains. Derek might be book smart, but he was
street-stupid, as my father would put it. He didn’t have any survival
instincts. The way he deliberately antagonized Bannen was proof enough of that.
No one in their right mind would do that. Bannen was all rippling muscle and bristling
pointy edges. He practically radiated danger. No matter how fast Derek cast his
spells—and he admittedly was very quick—it didn’t guarantee that he could fight
equally with Bannen. 


I shelved the problem of Derek, as he frankly wasn’t my
concern, and went back to eating breakfast and trying to feed my familiar.
Bannen thankfully finished the last braid and sat down to feed himself before
we had to leave. 


Magical carts and trolleys could be found in a city, even
one the size of Brightwood, but get outside of that and they became very
scarce. We loaded up on wagons and headed out. It took another two hour trip
toward the affected area, and perhaps because of that reason, the hotel packed
us a sack lunch. 


Bannen spent the entire two hours asking Clark, Steve,
Hunter, Mandy, and Paul questions about their fighting styles and how their
familiars fight. These were the people that we had never sparred with, although
I had a time or two. Bannen went into detail about how they moved, what spells
they liked, what their familiars would do in combat. I imagine that with as
many guard stints as he’s been on, it was crucial to know how the other men
fought and moved. Because of the nature of my magic, this was only the second
group project I joined in on, so I listened with rapt attention. Bannen’s
right, my magic lends itself best to destruction and fighting. Odds were I’d be
in a situation like this again. Learning how to coordinate with people like
this is important. 


“So, in summary,” Bannen concluded, pointing to each person
as he spoke, “Trudy is more a hand-to-hand fighter, the raven familiar is a
scout, Clark specializes in long range attacks, with the panther—”


Sabrina the panther gave him a disdainful look. 


“My sincere apologies,” Bannen corrected himself without
batting an eye, “I meant our supremely lovely panther familiar. Is that better?
Excellent. Our supremely lovely panther familiar guarding against attacks so Clark
can fire off spells. Hunter can act as a support spellcaster for the others,
enhancing their attacks, and Mandy and Steve will use phasing spells. Wait, Steph,
Emily, Lori, where are your familiars?”


“Mine didn’t come,” Steph explained. “Pilot still hasn’t
completely kicked that nasty cold that literally has him sneezing every ten
seconds. I left him at home to recuperate.” 


“Ours,” Emily said with a long-suffering sigh, “got into a
batch of divinity fudge last night and are now sicker than dogs. I’ve never
actually seen a marmoset look green before.” 


Lori made a face. “Her marmoset and my owl get along
famously for some reason. Unfortunately, that means they usually are getting
into trouble together. Right now they’re at the hotel puking their little guts
out.” 


Neither of them looked very sympathetic. Knowing how often
those two familiars got into food they weren’t supposed to, and were appropriately
sick afterwards, I didn’t blame them. 


“And on that lovely note,” Master Vonda announced from the
front bench, “we have arrived.” 













I could not believe my eyes. Rather, I could, but I didn’t
want to. 


In my relatively short sixteen years I had seen some crazy
magical accidents, natural disasters, and the like. This one surpassed them
all. Even combined, they couldn’t compete with this. In front of me was a
horror, a nightmare out of a child’s bad dream, all breathed into life and
given form. Trees of all types with feet and arms, hands, and a crushing force
to kill with. Dogs the size of small ponies that looked like deranged beasts.
Cows, horses, donkeys, even the chickens were possessed and attacking
everything! 


Containing it from the outside was one of the strongest
barriers I’d ever seen. The pattern was so intricate and stunning that I almost
got lost for a moment, studying the design of it. The architecture of the spell
so breathtakingly crafted it almost transcended into art. Even as I watched,
one of the creatures slammed up against it, impacting the shield and sending fissures
cracking through the barrier. The integrity of the spell’s design crumbled a
little more under each impact. It had a renewing clause in the construction, so
the barrier wasn’t going to fall immediately, but it certainly couldn’t last
forever like this. 


Master came up and leaned his head closer to mine,
whispering, “How is the barrier holding up?”


“Well, considering,” I answered just as quietly, “but it
won’t last another week like this.” 


He got a grim set to his mouth. “I was afraid you’d say
that. Even with what I can see, it’s not good.” 


A mage I didn’t recognize came forward, hand outstretched.
“Magus Jon Tarkington?”


“I am, sir. Magus Holden?”


“That’s me. Thank you for coming so quickly.” The mage
looked tired, almost to the point of exhaustion. Dark circles haunted under his
brown eyes, his hair, lank and oily, draped over his forehead. He was likely
thirty and looked fifty, what with the state of his clothes and the lack of
sleep. “I know we originally gave you two more weeks to pull a party together,
but honestly, we’re not going to be able to keep the barrier up for much
longer. We’re doing constant renewing spells on it as it is.”


“We of course want this dealt with it before the containment
barrier breaks.” Master Vonda came up to join the conversation and I could feel
Bannen move to stand at my shoulder, also listening in. “Tell us what you’ve
observed.” 


“These creatures are all over the area inside.” Holden
gestured to the ones beating at the barrier shield. “We put a mouse inside,
wanting to test what was causing this, and it remained normal for some three
days before it too turned. Because of that, we feel it’s safe for humans to
enter for a few hours, but I do not recommend staying in there overnight. Aside
from you likely turning, night gets far worse for some reason.” 


I leaned sideways and asked Bannen softly, “Can you tell? Is
it Toh’sellor?”


There was a dark cast on Bannen’s face. “It’s certainly
looking that way.” 


My throat went dry. Truly?! How had Toh’sellor’s
influence gotten all the way down south? We were a continent away from it! No,
maybe it could still be attributed to something else. I shouldn’t jump to
conclusions just yet. Even Bannen wasn’t entirely sure. 


Our by-play had not escaped my master’s notice. He exchanged
a speaking look with Bannen but spoke to Holden, “Any signs of what caused
this?”


“Not a one. We don’t even have mages in this area, unless
they’re traveling through. This is very quiet farmland and nothing more.”
Holden scrubbed at his face, exhaustion radiating from every gesture. “Believe
me, we’ve tried to find the cause. We’ve done nothing but that for the past two
weeks. The one thing that we’ve been able to determine is that the cause for
it, whatever it is, is in the very center of this area. My familiar,” he petted
a merlin perched on his shoulder, “scouted it out for us by air and was able to
tell me that much.” 


So we have to fight to the center? I looked up at the sky
and estimated that we had perhaps eight hours of daylight left. That didn’t
leave us a lot of time. 


“We might not make it into the center today,” Master Vonda
determined, staring thoughtfully at the monsters, “but I think we should at
least try.”


Holden didn’t seem surprised, which made me think he’d come
to the same conclusion. “The problem is that there’re very few places where I
can let you in. Most of the barrier has monsters trying to break out. Getting a
clear path is going to be tricky.”


Almost in unison, Bannen and Master said, “Rena can get us through.”



In the next instant, all eyes were on me. Thanks. Thanks a
lot, I did not want to be the center of attention. 


Perhaps Bannen sensed something, as he put a hand at the
small of my back. Not forcing me forward, but more a silent statement that I had
his full support. I drew in a breath and looked directly at Holden, as it was
easier to focus on him than everyone at once. “You don’t need to drop the
barrier. I can work through it and clear enough of an area for us to at least
safely enter.” 


Holden gave me a kind smile, a little patronizing. “This
barrier is set to deflect all spells.”


“She doesn’t use spells.” Bannen gave me a nudge. “Go ahead,
Rena. I don’t think he’ll get it unless you demonstrate.”


Bannen was right. I had the same feeling. As this needed to
be a quick demonstration, I focused on just a tree monster, a little sapling at
the forefront. I broke down his schematic, found the root base of his physical
makeup, and ignored the strange power thrumming through him. The magic didn’t
matter. If I could destroy its base, then it became kindling and nothing more.
I spoke a dissembling spell, instructing my magic exactly what to extract and
void, down to the last detail. The words were strange and familiar at the same
time, as I’d never tried to destroy wood before. 


To the people standing nearby, the tree sapling was raging
one second and then poof, gone the next. 


Holden swore aloud and jumped like a startled deer. “How did
she do that? I’ve never heard of magic like that!”


“No one has. But that’s how my magic works. I dismantle
things.” 


Like most of the world, Holden looked very unnerved as the
full implications hit of what I could do. He didn’t quite know how to look at
me. I sighed, used to it, and forged ahead. “As soon as everyone is ready to
breach, I’ll start the spell and clear us out an area.” 


“Sounds like a fine plan,” Master Bly agreed. “Alright,
people, form up.”


Apprentices and mages all went into the prearranged square.
The masters were set to be our support, leaving us to do the real work, so they
were in the back. The rest of us were in the front and sides, the familiars set
outside with the apprentices directly next to them, forming a double square. The
strongest fighters made up the front line, standing within spitting distance of
the shield. 


As people moved, Bannen asked, “Why did he look at you like
that? Like you suddenly grew a second head.”


I gave him an arch look. “Most people, when they realize I
can reduce them to dust, are unnerved.”


“I wasn’t,” he protested. 


“You’re strange,” I retorted sweetly.


That made him laugh. Not going to deny it, eh? 


Master was trying to catch my eye without being obvious
about it but I deliberately acted like I didn’t see it. I knew what he was
worried about, what he was going to ask—this situation was more intense than we
had been given to believe. If he had known, he would not have brought me here.
He didn’t think I had the strength for it. I understood my limitations, but at
the same time I didn’t want to be left behind again. 


The person who would be able to stop me was Bannen, because
it was his life that I was really putting on the line. I had no doubt that if
it came down it, he’d protect me with his life, and I didn’t want to force him
into that position. So I asked him with my eyes whether I should go or not. 


Those dark almond-shaped eyes looked at mine, unflinching,
without a shadow of doubt in them. I looked at him and knew that he wasn’t
going to hold me back. If I wanted to go, he’d be right behind me. My chest
swelled with confidence as I held his eyes. 


Steph tentatively approached, a hand raised. “Um, Rena?
Bannen? I know we said earlier I’d be right beside you on the line, but…this is
worse than I thought. I’m not sure I can protect myself out there without a
familiar’s help.”


I knew what she was asking. Steph’s one of my oldest
friends, I didn’t want to leave her in the lurch, but demanding that Bannen
protect two people wasn’t fair of me. I turned to him, as it was his call to
make. 


Bannen looked between the two of us and stated, in an overly
patient tone, “Ladies. You shouldn’t even be questioning this. Steph, you stick
with us. I can only protect you if you’re within reach.” 


She looked utterly relieved. “Thank you so much.”


I was seriously beginning to adore Bannen. Satisfied Steph
would be well protected, I glanced around, found that everyone was more or less
in position. “Everyone ready?” I called out. When I got grunts of assent, I
focused on the monsters. I needed to take down every single one in this
immediate vicinity if we were to have a prayer of stepping in without getting
our heads bashed. “Alright, then. Here we go.” 


Bannen pivoted on one foot and went into a fighting stance a
little ahead of me, enough to offer protection without interfering with my
sight lines. Seeing him positioned so made me absurdly happy. Not many people
ever chose to get in front of me when they knew I’d be working magic. 


Usually when I’m ready to do a spell, I focus entirely on
the task directly in front of me. This time worked a little differently, in
that I had to keep my scope wide enough to create a clearing for us to step
into. That in mind, I broadened my range as far as I could stretch it, taking
in everything that I could see and spoke to it in a combined form. Because I
had animals and plants in front of me, I had to lengthen the spell to include
both characteristics. The chaotic energy from the piece or fragment or whatever
it was of Toh’sellor didn’t help, either. It warped things outside of
their natural boundaries, pushing the body into a grotesque image of itself
that messed with the schematics in a very strange way. I couldn’t define it, I
couldn’t even trace them, I just had to go with what elements I knew they had
to be made up of. At least in part. There did seem to be one element that each
minion shared, a small piece of stone that hovered somewhere within the center,
but I couldn’t see past the first four, so I wasn’t sure if all of them had it.
I went with elements instead, promising myself I’d study the minions and figure
it out later. 


Water, calcium, nitrogen, and potassium are elements that
both animal and plants share, so I focused on eliminating those. A few times, I
wasn’t sure if I was using the right modifier for the adjective, as phrasing
all of this on the fly was more than a little tricky. 


I spoke the last word and held my breath, but I didn’t need
to be worried. The spell worked completely as I intended it to and everything
in my immediate reach became nothing more than fine dust. 


“Move!” Master Bly commanded. 


The barrier melted away just enough to open a doorway for us
to enter through. We ran through, but not far, as this place seemed chock full
of creatures. I wasn’t even sure if we all made it inside before Bannen hit the
first batch of tree monsters. 


The sound of that first impact was horrendous. I
instinctively flinched from it, because it sounded like he had broken several
bones in one go, the sword in his hand ringing from the impact. This was so
very different from the sparring sessions we had, so much more brutal and
efficient. I felt ice slide down my spine even as my heart raced, beating a
staccato inside my ears. 


He flew through them, sword in one hand, a small arm shield
on the other, slamming into them and then spinning so that he was on their
backsides, drawing their attention around to him. And they did try to surround
him, hulking objects that could have been a maple or oak tree at a time,
something else that looked like a cow because of the dirty brown color of the
hide, but they no longer looked like anything. They were warped, looming,
misshapen things that gave out soundless screams, their schematics a tangled
mess that made me want to vomit.  


Bannen held four of them, dodging their blows and slashing
at them all equally, keeping them from turning around to face me and Steph. Like
I had a dozen times before in our sparring sessions, I forced my fears down and
focused, dismantling them down to their very cells. I could hear and feel Steph
fighting at my side, keeping anything from flanking us. I trusted her and didn’t
even glance once her direction. I couldn’t afford to. 


Even speaking quickly, it always took a full minute at least
to get a full spell out. Still, when the monsters went down into piles of ash,
Bannen didn’t look hurt or even winded despite the fact he had been fighting
four of them at once. I turned to Steph, anxious to help her, but Bannen was
moving before I could even get my head fully turned. Steph had one engaged,
another one wounded but still struggling up, trying to come after her. Bannen
stepped on it, cutting it cleanly in half, then stabbed the one attacking
Steph. 


I almost wish he hadn’t cut them, as that made things so
much worse on a different level. The smell. So vile, so rotten, like
meat and broccoli that had been abandoned in a dark, moldy shed for months on
end. I had to fight to keep from gagging, breathing through my mouth as much as
possible. 


With the immediate threats down, Bannen paused for a second
and praised, “Doing good, exactly as we practiced. Steph, that too much for you
to handle?”


“Any more than two, I’ll be overwhelmed,” she confessed. 


“Okay, noted. Scream when you need help,” Bannen half-joked.
Turning, he checked the other direction, where Emily and Lori were, but they
were actively engaged. I didn’t see any signs of injury and apparently neither
did he as he said, “Ladies, let’s continue.” 


I lost myself in spells and magical analysis, doing nothing
more than focusing on one set of monsters after another. The only time I came
out of that strange other-sight where magic encompassed my entire world was to
check on Bannen and Steph. I made sure they were with me, that no one was
injured, and then I would dive in again. 


Someone—likely one of the masters—kept us all more or less
in a group as we moved forward. We had started out as a square but had more or less
lost the shape at some point and now we were more in a flying V formation. Bannen,
Steph, and I comprised the forefront group that acted as a spearpoint. The rest
angled off to either side, making sure that nothing came in to attack us from
behind. I could hear them fighting, feel the magical attacks like fireworks
being set off behind me, sometimes ricocheting off of each other. The noise was
deafening—screamed spells, howls of pain, metal clashing against flesh or wood,
all of it a cacophony of sounds that threatened my eardrums. I had the hardest
time sorting it out, pushing it to the background, and remembering to listen
for Bannen. I couldn’t afford to ignore him. 


Everyone else’s spells weren’t like mine—they didn’t wink
the monsters out of existence, and because of that I smelled burning wood,
heard the thumps of the dead impacting the ground. I’d grown largely immune to
the smell but every time something else died, the smell renewed for a moment
and I felt like throwing up all over again. How were the familiars handling
this? The smell was bad enough but they had to bite and claw in order to fight,
which meant that they had to get their mouths on these disgusting creatures. I
might have to get Shunith a steak later to help wash the taste out. 


Time and distance passed in a blur. I had no idea how far in
we were when we abruptly stopped on a risen knoll that gave us a good view of
the area ahead. 


And that, more than anything, made me nearly lose the contents
of my stomach. 


“What is that?” I breathed, profoundly shaken. It didn’t
resemble anything I’d ever seen before. It didn’t resemble anything at all, for
that matter. It stood tall, taller than a two-story building, made of chaos,
and energy, and a swirling collection of power all mixed in a melting pot with
no order to it. It lived but didn’t, had form without substance. It shone with
color, light, darkness, and the absence of it all. It defied all explanation
and trying to analyze it magically from this distance gave me vertigo. 


Bannen abruptly stood just in front of me, the bond
thrumming like a live thing between us, although he looked over my shoulder and
toward the masters behind us. “That’s Toh’sellor.”


Master Bly, having not been part of the conversation on the
train, or the one over breakfast this morning, scoffed. “Don’t be silly, that’s
just a child’s st—”


“It’s real,” Master Vonda corrected, slicing through his
objection. “And this boy is the only one among us who’s seen it with his own
eyes. I believe him. Bannen, that isn’t Toh’sellor itself, I assume?”


“No ma’am, it’s not. A piece of it only. Toh’sellor
takes over an entire mountain range after all.” Frowning, he looked over the
entire group and I could see what he was going to say before the words left his
mouth. “Your magic isn’t going to have an effect on it.” 


Master Bly’s face expressed some serious doubts. “Forgive
me, but I’d like to at least try before we jump to conclusions. Whit, what do
you think?”


Master Whit had been so quiet during all of this that I had
honestly forgotten he was here. The man didn’t even make noise when he walked. 


“I think we should attempt a two-prong, long-range attack
before we make any decisions.”


“Splendid idea,” Master Bly agreed. But then, he was a
fighter, not a thinker. I’d expected that answer from him. “Russ, Derek, Trudy,
Clark,” Master Bly called, “come stand here, we’ll do an initial attack and
then a simultaneous one. Fire based attack first, for the second, anything
goes. Derek, start us off.”


Bannen shifted to stand beside me so that he could watch. He
whispered to me, “This isn’t going to work.”


“I know.” I couldn’t see everything from here, but I could
tell even at this distance that what Master Bly was intending wouldn’t have the
effect he wanted. 


“How can they not see it?” Bannen asked the question more
rhetorically than anything. “I know you said your eyes are good, better than
most mages, but are they really that much better?”


I shrugged. “Yes. They are.”


Bannen gave me an odd look. “They know that, right?”


“Of course they do. I’ve worked with everyone here at least
once.”


“And yet they’re not asking what you’re seeing?” Bannen
shook his head, expression filled with disbelief. “Are they idiots?”


I charitably refrained from agreeing. Out loud. 


Derek, with much posturing, lit off a flame spell in the
shape of a phoenix. It was the best long-ranged attack available for a mage to
use over this kind of distance. It went straight for the chaotic power dancing
like a flame in the clearing ahead with admirable accuracy. 


Where it then splattered and fizzled out to nothing. 


I snorted on a laugh as Derek went red in the face from such
a spectacular failure. Bannen actually chuckled. 


“Not to worry,” Master Bly shot Bannen a dirty look, “I had
a hunch one single attack wouldn’t do much. If it had, then we wouldn’t have
been called in to begin with. Alright, everyone, let’s attack on three. One,
two, three!”


Every mage has their own pet spells, the favorites they use,
and so each of them cast something different. I watched them fire it off with a
certain sense of inevitability. Part of the reason why my eyes are so good is
not only that I see the physical and magical makeup of things, but I can see
the strength of them. I could tell, looking at those spells, that they would
not have the necessary power to confront the piece of Toh’sellor
standing in the clearing. 


“We’re too far away,” was Master Bly’s intelligent response.
“We need to get closer.” 


“We need to move,” Bannen cut in, coming to stand to face
three of the masters. “I don’t know what your experience is in battle
situations like this, but we’re surrounded on all sides. We stand still, we
lose.” 


Master Bly didn’t like to be told what to do, especially by
someone younger, so he bristled automatically. Master Vonda smoothly stepped in
before he could snap something out. “You’re quite correct, Bannen. Bly, the
crux of it all is near that thing. Unless we have a truly viable plan, I do not
advise getting in too close. Closer, perhaps, but not truly close. We need an
avenue of retreat if it comes down to it.” 


“I agree,” Master said mildly. “Bly, let us all go in a
little closer, say to that rock wall over there, and try from there. If it
doesn’t work, we’ll have to retreat.” 


Master Bly wasn’t keen on this idea, but he nodded
reluctantly. “Fine. But I feel that with a more concentrated effort, we’ll see
better results. Let’s go in closer.” 


As we moved, he called out to different apprentices,
ordering them where to stand, what combination of spells to attack with, and so
forth. Of course he didn’t once mention my name. Part of Derek’s attitude
toward me was because of his master’s inherent distrust of my magic. 


Bannen noticed this too and he asked in a low voice, “Master
Bly doesn’t like you, does he?”


“Not at all.” I grimaced, resigned and a little sad. “He
doesn’t trust my magic.”


Giving the man’s back a hard stare, Bannen shook his head.
“And I don’t trust a commander who can’t utilize the strength of his fighters.
We won’t win against Toh’sellor like this, not even as small of a piece as
this one.” 


“I know.” And I truly did. I hadn’t quite believed Bannen
before, as the idea of Toh’sellor seemed so far-fetched to me, but after
being here and experiencing it all for myself, the reality wasn’t something I
could deny. “Bannen. Are we going to lose this area to Toh’sellor?”


He didn’t answer me, but he didn’t need to. The look on his
face said it all. 













I didn’t just watch while Bly led the apprentices in an
attempt at defeating the shard of Toh’sellor. We didn’t have that kind
of luxury. We had no defensive position, and we stood close enough to the
epicenter of creation that monsters formed right in front of us out of
everything except air. Even the grass itself rose up into strange looking
creatures bent on attacking us. I didn’t know if Toh’sellor sensed us
somehow and responded by making more minions, or if its power was just running
amok. The sounds and noise of the place overwhelmed my senses. It smelled like
the worst refuse pile in history mixed with this odd feel in the air of static
energy that raised the hairs on my skin.  


Everything about the place revolted me. 


Rena fought alongside me, zapping anything that her eyes
could see. I felt her more than saw her, my familiar senses keeping track of
her automatically even as I fought. The danger we faced made the bond very unhappy,
so I couldn’t get more than four feet from her without it buzzing and pulling
in protest. Steph had my other side, making sure we weren’t outflanked, and I
was extremely glad for both of them. In a spirit of comradery, I battled amongst
the other familiars, trying to keep all of the mages safe even as they threw
one useless spell after another at the shard. I kept waiting for them to
realize that they weren’t having any impact on it but Bly was a stubborn one.
It took far longer than it should have before Tarkington gave up and yanked
them all back several feet. 


“Bly, this is useless,” he said, gesturing toward the
epicenter, radiating frustration. “Our magic isn’t having any effect.” 


I could see the fear in Bly’s eyes. He didn’t want to admit
to that. I lost his response and Tarkington’s reply, as we had another batch of
grass monsters come at us. I judged we had been fighting for at least four
hours in here. I was starting to feel the strain in my shoulders, arms, and
thighs. My back was soaked with sweat, shirt sticking uncomfortably to my skin.
If it took us four hours to get in, it meant it would take another four hours
to get back out, and we’d said before even coming in here that we only had
eight hours of daylight. We really did not have the time for an argument
between the masters right now. 


Unfortunately, it had degenerated into one. Growling, I said
to Steph, “Guard my back, I’m going to bash their heads together.”


“Please,” she requested, already zinging off a spell. 


I caught Shunith’s eye as I moved and she gave me a
reassuring look before turning and snapping at a minion that got too close. I
do love that wolf. I left the girls to watch my back as I marched right into
the center of the four masters and put my hand on Vonda’s and Bly’s chests,
pushing them back so they were no longer arguing nose to nose. “We,” I stated
firmly, looking between all four of them, “are losing daylight. We do not have
time for you to argue this out. You’ve got two choices. We either try one more
attack, and it better work within five minutes, or we leave. Now.” 


Bly bristled like an upset porcupine. “Who are you to give
us orders?”


“An experienced fighter who speaks sense,” Whit said in that
soft voice of his. “That’s who he is, Bly. Do not glare at me so. This young
man is the only one among us that even recognized that thing as Toh’sellor.
I think that we should respect his words.” 


The man’s quiet, but apparently when he speaks, it’s for a
good reason. I gave Whit a thankful nod. “Master Whit. I’m no magician but it’s
obvious to me that what you’ve tried isn’t working. Is there another magical
attack that you want to try?” I didn’t ask if there was another attack they
thought would work because I already knew the answer to that. 


Whit gave Bly a challenging look. “I believe we have
exhausted all of our possibilities.”


Bly glared at the ground and didn’t respond. 


Yeah, that’s what I thought. 


Clearing his throat, Tarkington stated, “Rena’s magic can
defeat it.” 


Oh, that got a response. Bly whirled on him. “You seriously
want to suggest that after nine people attacked that thing, four of them
ranked mages, and failed, that your little pet apprentice can do it!
Tarkington, really, you go too far—”


“I’m inclined to agree,” Vonda cut in, voice mild but eyes
hot enough to cut through steel. 


“As am I,” Whit agreed. “After that impressive display at
the barrier, I believe that her magic might well be exactly what we need. Bly.
You’ve had your turn. I believe we should give her at least a chance. If she
fails, we will have lost nothing but time.”


Bly threw his hands wide. “We’re slowly getting surrounded,
we’re going to be hard pressed to get out of here even if we leave now!”


Oh, now he realized? 


Tarkington took in a breath and said the words that everyone
had been avoiding. “If we leave now, without defeating that thing, then we will
admit that this area is lost. Likely forever.”


The words blanketed us all in silence for several seconds. 


“I want Rena to at least try,” Tarkington maintained. “She’s
likely our only hope.”


Rena turned and joined the conversation, staring down Bly
like a hunter would a wolf. “I want to try as well. We just have to get
closer.” 


“Closer?” Bly scoffed. “This isn’t close enough for you?”


While I didn’t like the man’s tone, I had to admit I had the
same question. “Uh, Rena, how close do you need to be?”


“I can’t see the base elements or design from here,” she
explained earnestly. Mostly to me, as Bly was too hostile to speak comfortably
with. “You see where that second stone retaining wall is? I think at least that
close.” 


That was much, much closer than what I was comfortable with.
In fact, that was way too close in my opinion. I stared in that direction
uneasily, fighting the urge to say screw it, grab her, and run. She’d already
been running and fighting for four hours, which was really remarkable, considering
her condition. I knew she’d been feeling better these days, but still. Wasn’t
trying to forge ahead in this situation dangerous? What if her strength
faltered? “Rena….”


“Purple.”


My eyes cut to hers. What did she just say?


“Purple,” Rena repeated with a lopsided smile. “Please?”


That was extremely unfair of her. Really, she used the
secret code word now? 


“Purple?” Tarkington repeated, completely confused. 


We both ignored him, staring at each other. A volatile mix
of instincts swirled in my chest. People always say to listen to your
instincts, but what they never warn you about is that one instinct will
outweigh another, selfishly ignoring the consequences. You couldn’t just listen
to one. I wanted to ignore the problem and get her out of here. My familiar
bond clamored for me to do that. I wanted to give her the chance to show Bly
and his pet apprentice up. I wanted to honor our agreement and give her the
help she needed. I wanted to ignore ‘purple’ entirely. I’d promised her in the
kitchen all those nights ago that if she said that word, I’d do whatever it was
she asked of me, give her the help she needed. I’d said that. 


There are times I could just kick myself. 


“I want to say this now, I do this under protest.” My heart beat
loudly in my ears, a thunder of sound, and I could feel adrenaline kicking in
like a tingle through my spine. “This is a perfectly terrible idea. It will go
so badly.” 


“We’ve literally tried every other magical attack we can
think of and we’re not even making a dent in that thing.” Tarkington’s voice shook
a little. It scared him, I knew, that he couldn’t even protect himself in this
situation. “Rena’s magic is our only hope.” 


“I know.” And I did. “It’s putting a stationary target near
it that I don’t like. Once she gets started, she’s not going to be able to move
until the spell is done.” 


Rena looked up at me with complete confidence. “You’ll
protect me.” 


Where did this utter faith come from? Seriously. We’ve known
each other two weeks, and all of a sudden, she thought I could move mountains.
I wanted to tell her not to look at me like that, that such confidence was a
little misplaced against dogs the size of horses, and trees that snacked on
people, but I found I couldn’t. I couldn’t get the words out. Instead I slumped
my shoulders and sighed a year’s worth of sighs. 


“This is going to go so badly.” I turned my attention to
everyone. “Alright, listen to me; until you absolutely have to stop, I need you
to run. No matter what, just run. Stay in the square formation, keep an eye on
each other, make sure that your defensive shields overlap so that they can’t
get a single finger in between. Speed is our friend right now, we don’t have
the time to stop and fight every single monster in this place.” 


“Are we seriously letting these two make the calls?” Bly
demanded. 


“We are not in charge of this expedition,” Whit reminded him
in that soft, mild tone of his. “We are here to give support to them as they
gain experience for their Tests.”


Bly snarled out something under his breath that was likely a
string of swear words. He was not the only one that looked unhappy about this
but the other apprentices, at least, seemed more or less on board with this
plan. I looked in all directions and only two seemed against the idea. But
then, Derek would naturally be against anything Rena wanted to do, so of course
his opinion didn’t count.


“We’ve got your back,” Emily assured Rena and me both. 


And that was reassuring, really, because I had seen what
Emily could do to these things. She was definitely a person I wanted at my
back. Did that mean I suddenly felt better about bulling my way forward and
straight into the center of the enemy? Nope. “Alright, let’s move.”


We ran. 


Nineteen people ran forward, all intent on protecting Rena
as we dodged, weaved, and sprinted past the worst of the monsters. I had to
breathe through my mouth as the smell threatened to make me throw up. My eyes
watered and I blinked them, over and over, trying to keep my sight clear.
Several people kept lobbing fire spells and that made it better and worse, as
it kept the minions off of us, but the scent of smoke mixing in with the toxic
aroma didn’t help matters on the nose front. It also made things hotter and I had
already sweated enough to make my body odor a living thing. The ride back to the
hotel would not be pleasant.


People tried to keep a square formation but they weren’t
trained soldiers and it collapsed eventually back into the V that they seemed
to default to. I didn’t correct them, it wouldn’t do any good, and for our
purposes, it worked. I kept an eye on people, making sure that no one got left
behind, as we had some slow runners in this group. The apprentices’ energy
flagged, as to be expected after four hours of combat, and more than one person
tripped. I called out their names as they did, urging them up, which sometimes
worked, but most of the time alerted the person in front of them that they
needed a hand. I’d say this—this was mostly a tight knit group. They were good
at helping each other. 


With our collective exhaustion, bad formation, and
less-than-effective spells, we should not have even tried getting closer. Our
only saving grace was that the monsters occasionally turned on each other. Someone
would lob an attack, crippling a monster, distracting the others in its
immediate vicinity into turning that direction instead. Did that mean we were
practically free and clear while we ran? Hardly. 


Rena was not the fastest runner in the world. Not turtle
slow, either, just not able to keep up with me at full speed. She ran as hard
as she could and even then I had the time to go a little ahead of her, cutting
down monsters and kicking them aside, clearing a path for her. For some reason
there were less of the animal beasts and more of the fauna ones the closer we
got to the center. There must be some rational explanation for it, but I wasn’t
about to stop in the middle of a battlefield and analyze it to figure it out. 


“Here,” Rena panted out. She skidded to a stop at the second
stone wall, hands on her knees as she fought to catch her breath. 


I’d been afraid of that. I kept an ear tracking her breath,
anxious that she would suddenly need her medicine. I couldn’t focus on helping
her, though, as we had monsters converging on us quickly. I slashed at two,
cutting them back, keeping the area immediately around her clear. The others fought
just as much; I could hear their grunts, curses, and the sound of spells being
fired off rapidly. “Back in square formation!” I bellowed and repeated it twice
until they obeyed me. There, now that defensive line should hold. 


Turning my head, I saw that Rena stood upright again. It
didn’t seem like she’d needed her medicine after all. She cast me a grin,
triumphant that her stamina was still holding, and I grinned back. Well, maybe
she’d make it through this after all without me having to carry her out. 


The apprentices and masters threw up an impromptu shield
barrier, each of their personal shields overlapping so that we had a magical stronghold,
even if only temporarily. Taking two seconds, I stopped to get an impression of
the area. Rena had chosen to stop perhaps fifty feet away from the core of this
madness. My stomach roiled in rebellion at this proximity. From here, the
shifting and overlapping appeared much more intense. It was as if light,
darkness, every spectrum of color, every particle of air, every fiber of being,
all writhed together into some elaborate Gordian knot, and then parts of it
flickered out as if it never existed. Every cell in my body revolted and my
survival instincts threatened mutiny, desperate to get away from this thing. 


My nose had just shut down completely, refusing to be part
of this party anymore. 


This was definitely a shard of Toh’sellor. A very
small fragment, granted, but it was unquestionably a part of that crazy chaos
demon. 


This was so bad. On so many levels. 


Something else approached, monsters made up of various
grasses all twined in and around each other in a complicated weave. They didn’t
have heads, just long bodies with even longer arms, hunching over to reach us.
They made rustling, squelching noises with each step, like a swamp bog moving,
which, ewww. Because they likely smelled like a swamp too, I felt grateful all
over again my nose had already gone on vacation. 


Switching out my shield for a secondary sword, I went for
it, blades whistling around my head, chopping it into confetti. One barely went
down before another one just like it popped up, and I went for that one.
Always, before I got more than ten feet away, bond be hanged, I retreated back
half that distance, making sure that I always stayed within range of Rena. 


Several monsters down, I dared a quick glance to see what
she was doing, how ready she was to attack. 


Her eyes were narrowed, the tip of a tongue sticking out the
side of her mouth. I recognized a thinking pose when I saw it. 


“Rena, don’t think, destroy!” I commanded. 


“There’s no specs on this thing,” she growled back,
aggravated, not once looking in my direction. “No pattern, no structure. I
can’t figure out what spells to use to destroy it!”


Alright, while I saw the problem, still— “You won’t be able
to find one! Toh’sellor is pure chaos!” 


She darted a look at me, eyes wide. “Seriously?”


“Just destroy it like you would air or a gas!” That last part
was a complete guess on my part. 


“Even air has structure, you know?” she bit off, not at all
appeased by this idea. Still, she went back to studying it, this time the
furrow in her brow not as deep as before. I had to assume that she’d thought of
something. 


Whirling, I went back to hacking at things. The one nice
thing about the plant monsters was that they didn’t have blood, which meant I
didn’t have blood splatter on my clothes. Instead it was some sort of green
substance that was a little sticky. I had a bad feeling it would not wash out.


“Wait. I see…now that’s interesting.”


Slash, roll, and I had my back to her again, brushing
against her shoulder. The bond gave a happy hum at the physical contact. “Your
definition of interesting or my definition?”


“There’s a core element, a stabilizing rock, I suppose you
could say. It’s similar to what I’ve seen in all of the minions.”


“That sounds promising,” I said hopefully, turning it into
an almost question.


“I’m going to hit that first. It’s worked on all of the
minions, maybe it will work here too.” There was a strange string of words, a
spell long and sonorous, and I grinned even as I cut down two more. Good girl,
she’d finally figured it out, eh? 


When she stopped speaking, I whirled, expecting the Toh’sellor
body to just wink out into a pile of nothing. 


It writhed, as if impacted by a strong flame, flickered in
and out, and then regained itself at about half of its size. 


“Oops.” Rena sounded more than a little apologetic. 


Seriously? I gave her a squinty-eyed glare. 


“Let me try that again.” With a contrite smile, she went
back to staring at it hard. “I didn’t quite get it all.”


Alright, obviously this is going to take her a little while
to figure out. At least she’d had an effect on the thing. That was a good sign.



Bly yelled out some irate words that sounded half like
swearing, only to be cut off abruptly. I paid him no attention. Rena’s magic
obviously had an effect; she just needed another go at it. 


She’d gotten it down to half strength, but that meant the
shard now actively retaliated against us. Survival instincts were kicking in. Its
minions came so hard and fast that I literally couldn’t spare a breath.
Protecting both Rena and Steph had been mildly challenging before—it now became
horrendously difficult. Rena especially, as she didn’t have the extra attention
to spare either to dodge or even try to fight back. 


Whirl, slash, dodge, retreat two steps only to bull forward,
both swords swinging. I tracked Steph’s location by ear, as she shot off
spells. I tried my hardest to deal with three at once but somehow a fourth got
past me, heading for Steph. 


Swearing, I pivoted on a foot, throwing the sword in my right
hand and taking it down before it could reach her unprotected side. I knew the
instant that I did so I had left myself open and would pay the price of it. 


Sharp pain seared through my left arm, making me gasp. I
ducked into a roll, escaping whatever had just hit me, coming up and switching
the sword to my right hand. I knew for a fact my left arm was broken. That pain
was all too familiar to me. This really pissed me off as my left arm just
healed. Did I have some sort of magnet for bad luck in that arm?


“Bannen!” Steph screamed, worry and fear sending her tone
high. 


“Fight!” I commanded without looking at her. I couldn’t tell
her I was alright, it would have been a lie, but I can fight just as well with
my right hand as I do my left. My mother had made absolutely sure of that
during my training. 


The monsters sensed a weakness and came at me hard and fast.
I kicked, slashed, stabbed, and tried to keep my wounded side away from them.
The last thing I needed was for them to take advantage of it. 


Rena’s voice rose behind me, almost to the point that I
could hear the words, not that I understood a single word she said. The last
syllable left her mouth with a sharp click of the tongue and everything, for a
moment, went perfectly still. 


The monsters in front of me went from a fighting frenzy to
frozen, then dissolved slowly, spreading in the wind like a fine dust.
Whirling, almost wheezing for breath, I turned, frantically looking for that
shard of Toh’sellor. 


It wasn’t there. 


Where it had been was an empty space, devoid of anything
remotely living, only a bare patch of dirt remaining. I could not believe my
eyes for the longest moment. No one, in living history, had managed to destroy Toh’sellor,
and they’ve been trying for over two hundred years. “Rena. Did you…did you just
destroy it?”


She grinned at me wildly, flushed and triumphant. “I did.” 


It was impulse. I reached her in three long strides, caught
her around the waist with my good arm and hugged the stuffing out of her. She
laughed, hugging me back just as hard, nearly vibrating. 


“I can’t believe she just did that,” Bly said, over and over
again. “I can’t believe she just did that.”


Emily, Steph and Lori pounced from different directions,
joining in on the hug, which somehow turned into us almost bouncing in place.
Up until they jostled my broken arm. Hissing between clenched teeth, I backed
away a little. 


“Bannen,” Rena’s voice went up an octave, “are you hurt?!”


“Just a broken arm—” I tried to assure her. 


“You broke your arm?!” Rena’s face twisted into an
expression of horror. “How did you do that?”


“Covering for me,” Steph responded. “I’m so sorry, Bannen, I
knew it hit you, I just didn’t know how bad it was. Master Vonda, can you heal
him?”


I put up a staying hand. “Let’s make absolutely sure that
all of the monsters are gone, and leave this area, before we worry about my
arm. Yes? Strangely enough, I’m not keen on staying in an area where even the
grass wants to attack me, so let’s leave first, worry about arm later.”


“Wise,” Whit agreed, already herding people back in the
direction we had come. “I have sent my Tricksy out to scout for us, but we
should not take it for granted that just because that thing is gone, everything
else is.” 


Everyone must have realized this was good advice because
they were quick to take it. None of us had the energy to run or even jog, but
we were speed walking back. The only concession to injuries—because there were
more than just my arm—was a quick bandage wrapped around it before we set off. 


What took us four hours to fight through took thirty minutes
to walk. We strode free and clear of the area and I breathed deeply as soon as
we were out of the barrier. 


“What happened?” Mage Holden demanded, looking torn between
hope and anxiety.


Rena, with a victorious smile on her face, announced: “We
won.” 













I tried not to hover over Bannen as Vonda reset his bone and
applied two healing spells, but I hovered. The odds of us waltzing in and out
of that madness completely unscathed were minimal, I knew, but that didn’t mean
I was alright with Bannen being hurt. Far from it. My bond kept flaring up,
unhappy, and I felt like wincing every time it did. Bannen, I knew, didn’t like
it when I was in danger, but I liked him being hurt equally as well. Which was
to say not at all. 


Bannen grabbed me with his right hand, smile a little tight
around the edges although I’m sure he meant for it to be reassuring. “Relax, Rena.”


“I really don’t like it when you’re hurt,” I told him
anxiously, peering at every move that Master Vonda made. Unlike him, I could
see exactly the nature of the spells involved. Fortunately, her specialty was
healing, and each spell she applied was flawless. 


“Well,” he said casually, “I don’t like to be hurt either.
But this isn’t the first time I broke a bone.” 


“Really?” Actually I could believe that; Bannen was a bit of
a dare-devil. I absently pulled his hair back off his shoulders so that Master
Vonda had clearer access to his arm and shoulder. “How many bones have you
broken?”


He let go of me, ticking them off on his left hand. I could
see him casting his mind back, remembering, and then he stopped with an
uncertain frown. 


“Bannen.” I wasn’t sure whether to laugh or groan as I knew
what that look meant. “Did you just lose count?”


He gave me a particularly charming smile. “Can I list off
the bones I haven’t broken? That’s easier.” 


In other words, yes, he had. “Just how many bones have you not
broken?” I demanded incredulously. “Did you spend your entire childhood in
splints?”


“No, fortunately we had a pair of really good healers in my
hometown. I was never laid up for more than a week at a time. And I haven’t
broken my pelvic bones, my jaw, my back or my shoulders.”


Master Vonda and I exchanged a speaking look. Basically,
he’d broken every major bone in his body at least once? 


“Bannen,” Master Vonda said mildly, like a mother would to a
rambunctious child, “I think we would prefer it if you didn’t break anything.” 


“I don’t actively go looking for trouble, you know,” he
defended himself. 


Somehow I didn’t believe him. I don’t think Master Vonda did
either. 


“Well.” She put the sling back on, this time tied more
securely to keep the arm better protected. I helped settle it under his hair,
pulling it back and adjusting the sling so that it didn’t pinch his skin.
“Don’t try to do anything with it for the next seven days. Fortunately, it
wasn’t a true break, more like a fracture, so it shouldn’t take as long to
heal. Unfortunately, your shoulder is still a little weak from the dislocation.”


“Of course it is,” Bannen sighed. 


From somewhere behind me, Master called out, “We’re
returning to the hotel!”


Already? Granted, we didn’t have anything left to do here
now that the injured were tended to. Master had given a full report to Magus
Holden, so technically, we were done. All that was left was to collect our
reward from the Council Exchange once we returned to Corcoran. In a way, I was
relieved, as I wanted nothing more than a hot bath, a good meal, and about
twelve hours of sleep. Fighting that long, that intensely, was exhausting. 


But in a way, I wished that the job wasn’t over. I had a bad
feeling that when we returned to Corcoran, they would force Bannen to return
home. Just the thought made me want to cry. 


Perhaps Bannen sensed where my thoughts had gone. He patted
me on the head. “Come on, smile. We won. Let’s enjoy that.” 


I tried for a smile. It more or less failed. What good was
the victory today if I didn’t win the overall war? Was there no way to fight
this? 


I followed everyone else to the wagon, standing behind
Bannen, ready to support him from behind if he lost his balance climbing on. I
kept a hand resting just below his shoulder blades, not because he looked
unbalanced, but mostly to keep our bond from pitching a livid fit. Contact with
him seemed the only way to keep from feeling like I would vibrate right out of
my skin. His dominant arm was the one hurt, of course, I’d have to help him
until it healed. He climbed up the left side. 


Derek came up the right. 


Because of my history with Derek, I became hyper paranoid
whenever he was anywhere near me. This was no exception, as I didn’t trust him
around Bannen either. I kept an eagle eye on him and because of that, I saw it
when he deliberately stepped sideways, body checking into Bannen’s side. 


My familiar stumbled, hitting his injured arm squarely into
the wooden side of the wagon. He gasped in pain, barely catching himself with
his good hand. I leapt up to his side, helping him sit. He had gone pale with agony,
eyes unfocused, but even as he breathed heavily, he tried to assure me, “I’m
good, give me a second.”


He wasn’t. He was already hurt, and that sad excuse of a
human being had hurt him again on purpose. For the first time ever in my life,
I saw red. With no regards to the consequences, I whirled, grabbed Derek by the
shirt, and punched him dead in the face. 


Derek’s head snapped back and he lost his balance, falling
off the wagon entirely. He landed on his back, the air knocked out of him,
gasping for breath around a bloody nose. My hand ached in response to that.
Punching someone hurt more than I thought it would. 


Everyone sat stunned silent except Shunith, who growled at
Derek, planting herself in between the fallen apprentice and Bannen. I was
still fuming, that punch not nearly enough to satisfy me. What I really wanted
to do was get down there, kick him in the ribs a few times, and maybe break
both arms. Derek stared up at me aghast, literally shocked that I had finally
retaliated. 


“You listen to me,” I snarled at him. “You touch Bannen
again, I will remove every single bone in your body! You hear me? I can make
you human jelly and I will if you cross us again.” 


“You can’t—” Derek protested, wallowing up to his feet like
a floundering sea otter, hand cupping his bleeding nose. 


“Derek Lawson.” Master Whit grabbed him by the shirt and
hauled him up. “I am not your master, but I speak for all of us when I say
this: we are done with your bullying. I, for one, will put it to the Council
that you should not be allowed to take the Tests.”


Master Bly came up spluttering. “Now wait just a minute.
Derek is a gifted mage—”


“He’ll be a permanently gifted apprentice at the rate he’s
going,” Master Vonda snapped, coming up to stand solidly at Master Whit’s side,
showing where her opinion lay. “We are all sick of your little pet, Bly. You
complain about Tarkington and Rena, but Rena does not actively go stirring up
trouble. Derek has already been disciplined by the Council once, did that not
open your eyes? And here he’s taking his frustrations out on Bannen, who went
above and beyond the call of duty today. Bannen protected two people when he was
only required to protect one! And his thanks for that is for your apprentice to
deliberately reinjure him?”


Everyone nodded agreement. Master Bly saw it and for the
first time he looked at Derek a little differently. I think he realized in that
moment just how much damage Derek’s attitude had done. 


Master faced Derek and Bly both, looking far more serious
than I had ever seen him. “I demand recompense for Bannen’s sake. Derek will
forfeit the money he earned today and will give it to Bannen instead.”


Derek squawked a protest but a cuff to the back of his head
by his master swiftly shut him up. Master Bly whispered angrily to him, “It’s
either that or you get reported to the Council for this. Shut up.”


Not at all happy, Derek clamped his mouth shut, a hand to
his nose. 


I still didn’t feel it enough, not for all that Derek had
done, but I recognized it was the best that could be done without me becoming
the bully. I glared, huffed, and turned to Bannen. Carefully, I examined his
arm, but fortunately the healing spells that Master Vonda had put on it had kept
it from being injured any further. Given another few minutes, it would be not
alright, but healing as it should be. “Does it hurt?”


“Not a bit,” Bannen denied. A half-truth—no way it was
painless. He grabbed me by the neck and hauled me closer to plant a firm kiss
on my forehead. 


I blinked, spluttered, and felt a blush rise in my cheeks.
“What was that for?”


“Coming to my defense.” He winked at me. “That was a lovely
right hook, Ren-ren.”


Ren-ren?! “Why thank you, Ban-ban.”


Bannen’s expression was comical. “Er…on second thought, I
don’t think I’ll call you that.” 


“I certainly wouldn’t,” Master laughed. “Bannen, how is the
arm?”


“I’ll live, sir,” Bannen assured him. 


Master Vonda climbed up to examine his arm anyway, putting
on another healing spell for good measure, and this one did something about the
pain as well. I could see it when it took effect, as a line of tension in
Bannen’s shoulders eased. I sat on his good side, our thighs and shoulders
pressed together, and vowed not to move an inch from him until we were far away
from Derek. Then she picked up my hand and examined it before putting a healing
spell on my knuckles. 


I watched her do it and only then wondered, “How is it that
you can fight people without injuring your hands?”


“I use bladed weapons for the most part,” Bannen reminded
me. “And if I know I’m heading into a fistfight, I wrap my hands first. A
fighter’s skin gets tougher, but it doesn’t make him immune to injury.”


Interesting. I supposed, since I didn’t really grow up with
my brothers, that there was a lot about scuffling that I didn’t really know. “Thank
you, Master Vonda.” 


“Anytime, child.” Master Vonda leaned in a little and
whispered to me, “Glad to see you finally fighting back.” 


I blinked at her. Huh. This was the first time I’d done so. I
hadn’t thought of myself as a ‘protector’ before, but something about this
situation had hit right in the bond. Literally. Our bond had screamed at me so
loudly I didn’t even remember the moment I moved. I got a whole new insight on
how Bannen must feel when I enter danger. How did he even function and think
when the bond demanded blood like this? 


Derek was let back on the wagon, grudgingly, and no one
offered to heal his nose. Steph and Emily sat on Bannen’s left side, acting as
a physical shield between the two. I kept a weather eye on him as well. Our
start back to the hotel was quiet, the air taut with tension. Perhaps because
Master was afraid something might happen again, he sat next to me instead of
joining Master Vonda in front. 


“He’s jealous,” Master whispered to me. 


It took a second for me to realize what he meant. “Derek?”


Nodding, Master gave a significant look to the area we had
just left. “He’s supposed to be the prodigy but it was you that defeated it.
He’s also jealous, now, of how close you are to Bannen. I’m not sure if you’ve
noticed, but his familiar doesn’t choose to stay with him most of the time.”


Now that he said that, I realized I’d never seen Derek’s
familiar. “I don’t blame the poor creature, I wouldn’t stick around a master
like that either.” 


Master gave a hum of agreement. “Regardless, a jealous
person will go to ridiculous lengths to get their petty revenge. Both of you
stay on your toes.” 


“We will,” Bannen responded, staring at Derek out of the
corner of his eye. 


I caught Shunith’s eye and the wolf silently promised to
back me if it came down to fight. I gave her a scratch behind the ear, grinning
to myself. Derek might be able to get the drop on me, but he wouldn’t be able
to outmaneuver a wolf. 


Was it petty of me to hope the moron did try something? 





Nothing eventful happened on the way back to Corcoran. We
slept that night at the hotel, caught the morning train, and were back at the
guildhall by noon. Derek appeared strangely well behaved, but that was likely
because his master sat on him to prevent any more mischief from occurring. Shunith
and I were both highly disappointed. 


As soon as we entered the front door of the guildhall, Venn
waved and greeted us with, “The wandering heroes return! So? Did we win?”


“We did,” Master responded, a bounce in his stride. “In
fact, Rena defeated it.”


“Hoo?” Venn gave me that grin that made me feel as if I’d
just won a lottery. “That’s our girl.”


Mazey, sitting nearby, snorted. “Of course she defeated it,
she’s our little Destructive Mage. My question is, how did Bannen get hurt?”


“Grass rose and up slapped me,” Bannen answered deadpan. 


“Do tell,” Mazey drawled. 


Shaking my head, I let him tell the story, as I really
didn’t want to do anything more than rest. Yesterday had taken a toll on me, in
more ways than one. I was a little hungry, though. Maybe I could fix myself a
quick snack before lounging around in my room? Assuming there were any
snackables to be found. In this place, that wasn’t always possible. 


Venn said something to Master. I didn’t catch most of it, until
he said the words ‘Magic Council.’ I abruptly stopped, listening hard. 


“—a letter here, all official and embossed,” Venn said
solemnly. “They’re quite put out with you for not sending that boy back. They’re
insisting on it being done today.”


“Well that’s not going to happen. After the fight we had, I
don’t have the power to do it today,” Master denied bluntly. “It will take at
least three days to build up the strength I need. I’d have to pull in another
mage to help me.”


“Then pull someone else in. But I don’t want trouble with
the Council, Jon, so settle it somehow. Do it before they starting banging on
my door.” 


My desire to eat fled. In fact, I felt rooted to the spot.
Would they send him home today? Without even giving me any time with him? Maybe
to them, it was just a person I had known for two weeks, but to me, I was
losing my best friend. 


Master came to me and put his hands ever so gently on my
shoulders, bending so that he could look me in the eyes. “I’m sorry, Rena.” 


I stared back at him, feeling lost. I couldn’t say that it
was okay, or that I understood, as emotionally I wasn’t feeling that
cooperative. 


Not knowing what else to say, Master backed away and went
for his workroom. “I’ll call Vonda to help me. Bannen, be ready to leave within
a half hour.” 


“Understood, sir.” Bannen came over, sliding his good arm
around my shoulders and pulling me into a hug. “Rena.” Then he stopped, words
deserting him. 


“I know.” I did know. I didn’t want him to leave either, but
what choice did any of us have? I’d been focusing on this problem for two weeks
and still didn’t have a plan to get around the Council. I hated it. I didn’t
think it was just the bond talking this time, the idea of him being separated
from me. He had slotted himself so neatly into my life, by my side, that I
couldn’t imagine what tomorrow would be like without him. I knew that I’d lived
sixteen years without Bannen but I couldn’t remember it. I didn’t want to
remember how to do that. 


I wanted him here, with me. 


And I didn’t think I could ask him to stay. 


He pulled back, looking at me, searching my face for
something. I didn’t know what. I just knew that whatever he wanted from me, he
didn’t find it. With a small smile that looked brittle and false, he let go and
went upstairs to pack. 


I felt tears build in my eyes but I didn’t have the right to
cry, just like I didn’t have the right to beg him to stay. He’d only been with
me two weeks and he’d been hurt twice protecting me. Guarding me was hard,
beyond difficult, I knew that. If I asked him, if he stayed, odds were he’d be
hurt on a regular basis. A man can only beat those odds for so long before
Death comes knocking and doesn’t take no for an answer. 


Knowing that, how could I ask him to stay? When I could give
him no security even if he did?


I sat there on the bench, staring sightlessly forward,
feeling the bond writhe like a live eel. It almost felt like a breathing attack
would hit but it never did, and it took me a moment to realize it wasn’t my
lungs protesting, but my heart. It writhed and contorted and squeezed until it
felt like I couldn’t breathe at all. 


Master Vonda arrived ten minutes later, gave me a sad smile,
and then went into Master’s workshop. I knew that it wouldn’t take them long to
put the portation spell into place. Perhaps this was akin to pulling out a
thorn. It would be more painless to do it quickly than to let the wound fester.



Even with one hand, Bannen was packed and downstairs within
minutes. As he moved, I shuffled into the workroom, seeing that the open corner
on the left side already had the spell in place. I had to actively fight to
keep from reaching out to him. If I even brushed his arm right now, I’d end up
clinging like a limpet.


My eyes burned. Watching him standing there, ready to go,
turned the bond from a squirming eel to a firebreathing dragon. I didn’t want
him to go. He’d been amazing, the best guard and friend I could ask for, and I hated
to lose him. There was no way that anyone would come along that could replace
him. My nails dug into my palms to force myself to stay still. I couldn’t latch
on to him. 


Bannen turned and stared at me hard for a moment, his face
unreadable. 


Don’t cry. Don’t you dare cry. Hold it back. I had no right
to make decisions for him. I bit my tongue hard enough that it almost bled. 


Bannen dropped his pack and gathered me up in a gentle hug.
It unleashed my tears and I tried to hide them against his shoulder. Putting
his head side by side with mine, he whispered against my ear, “You don’t want
me to go.”


Of course I don’t!  I wanted to scream at him. I
choked it back, finding words, stupid inadequate words that didn’t mirror at
all what I felt. “I ca—” my voice caught and I tried again. “I can’t be that
selfish.” 


Bannen’s breath stuttered against my ear. “Selfish? You
think asking me to stay with you is selfish?”


“You’re injured almost all the time because of me,” I
whispered into his shoulder and that, admitting that out loud, that was beyond
painful. More painful than the bond screaming like a banshee. “And even if you
stay, you can’t stay as my familiar, and that doesn’t give you any security.
It’s not fair to you.” Every word was true but I hated myself for saying it. 


For a long moment he just stood there, arm around me—sards,
but I’d miss the safety and comfort of this, being in his embrace—and didn’t
say anything. Then his arm around me tightened. “Purple.” 


What? I went still, tears suspended. 


“Rena. I need you to be selfish. Please,” he requested,
voice soft but urgent. “I don’t want to go. So be selfish. For me. For both of
us.” 


Really?! My head jerked up and I turned just enough that I
could see his eyes. “Even with everything that’s happened? Are you insisting on
staying?”


He let out an amused huff. “I spend half my time being
injured. Trust me, I’m almost immune to it. You think I grew out of the habit
of breaking bones after I turned thirteen? That’s not a deterrent and I don’t
need a familiar bond to be connected to you. You mages complicate things. I demand
the right to stay. So please, be demanding. Now would be good.” 


Considering Master and Vonda had the portal up and almost
ready to go? I understood his urgency and felt a flash of it flood me.
Spinning, I stayed half in his arms as I demanded, “Close it. Release the
spell.” 


Master had this look on his face as if he wasn’t really that
surprised but at the same time was stubbornly going to go ahead. “Rena. You can’t
keep this young man. He needs to go—”


“I’m not going.” Bannen’s tone brooked no room for
disagreement. “You can hold that portal up indefinitely but I’m not leaving
her.” 


The spell faltered, I could see part of the design break
down as Master’s attention wavered. He stared at Bannen with the oddest
expression that I could decipher. “You want to stay? But your family—”


“I’ll visit them. Talk on a regular basis. But I’m not going
back.” Bannen stared him down with an open challenge in his eyes. 


“But, but, but—” Master stuttered out, head jerking in
between the two of us. Beside him, the portal failed entirely, the schematic
actually splintering. Master Vonda let go of her spell without a fight, a half
smile on her face that said she approved. 


“Staying,” we maintained in unison. Then we caught each
other’s eyes, surprised at how in harmony we were, and amused by it. 


“I’m all for this,” Vonda announced, “but we have to come up
with a plan on how to maneuver around the Council. They’re not going to let this
be just on your say-so.”


“As to that,” Bannen had this look on his face like a cat
that knew how to get into the cream, “I have an idea.” 













Bannen seemed to have some sort of plan about what to do,
but I carefully didn’t ask him any details. Right now his instincts were high,
partially because he was hurt, partially at the threat the Council represented
to the bond. I know he wanted to stay, he’d said so, but I wasn’t sure if he
would feel the same after the bond was broken. After being with me for over two
weeks, he couldn’t be under any illusions of what this job entailed. But at the
same time, the bond encouraged him to think well of me, to want to be with me. Holding
him to any decision he made now would be the height of unfairness. 


I needed to ask him again after the bond was broken. 


We delayed a day but couldn’t put it off any longer; it had
finally come down to the point that I absolutely had to break the familiar
bond. I’d seen mages that had lost their familiars—for days they were like dead
men walking. If we were to deal with the Magic Council, we needed to give
ourselves time to recuperate. 


I had a margin of hope that I wouldn’t be as bad because I
would still have Bannen with me. I wouldn’t be losing him, per se, I
just wouldn’t be magically bound to him anymore. Still, I harbored no
illusions. This was going to hurt. 


Badly. 


We retreated to my workroom to do it, as I didn’t want an
audience, and no one really ventured in here. Master came in quietly to act as
a witness and I think to offer moral support. He didn’t say a word and I could
see him fidget with his sleeves, worrying at them until they lost all shape. 


Bannen stood in front of me, braced as if expecting an
attack, but with a game expression that said if the attack came from me, he’d
take it. I looked at that expression and felt my stomach bottom out. 


I did not want to do this. 


In fact, I’d rather drive a stake through my hand than do
this. I felt perfectly confident that it would hurt less and wouldn’t cause as
much damage. 


Perhaps Bannen could see on my face how I felt, or maybe he
didn’t need to, but either way he gave me a small smile. “You can do this,” he
assured me in the gentlest tone that I had ever heard from him. “Just speak a
word and wave your hand, simple as that.”


There was nothing simple about this and he knew it. We both
knew it. I couldn’t force a smile onto my face or give him any reassurance. I
felt…terrified. The one thing that every mage dreaded the very moment they
started a summoning spell was the day they’d lose their familiar. To axe that
connection with my own magic—I couldn’t begin to categorize how horrifying that
felt. 


Bile rose in my throat, and I swallowed hard, forcing down
the nausea. I had no doubt that when this was over I’d have to throw up
somewhere. 


Perhaps it would be like a bandage. It would be better to
yank it off quickly than prolong it. I closed my eyes, took in a deep breath
for courage, then another. Nothing felt different so I abandoned that tactic
and snapped my eyes open, found the familiar bond in a second, and spoke the
four terribly short words it took to dissolve the bond between us. 


The bond unraveled in front of my eyes, disintegrating into
thin air in magical splinters, like sparks flying upwards from a dying fire. I
felt the bond crumbling in slow motion, mouth open to take it back, desperate
to do so, please let me take it back. 


Worlds too late, of course. There was nothing that I could do
now. 


Master stood off to the side watching us with a pained look
in his eyes as he knew how much this hurt, having lost his first familiar to
old age. He offered me no cold words of comfort but his eyes spoke volumes. 


I put a hand to my chest, sure that dissolving the bond had
put a hole in it, sure that I must be bleeding out, because the pain racked me
from head to toe, indescribable. I had to be bleeding. When the pain was this
intense, there has to be a physical injury linked to it. My hand came away dry
and I stared at it, uncomprehending. 


Bannen sank slowly to one knee, bowling over, breathing
erratic and all over the place. His pain drew me out of it for a moment and I
reached for him. “Bannen,” I gasped, feeling that urge to throw up rise again. 


Ignoring his broken arm, his hands reached out to me,
gathered me in so that he could wrap himself around me, head burrowing into my
neck. “Sards, I didn’t think it would hurt this bad,” he gasped against my
skin, almost sobbing. “Rena, tell me this isn’t hurting you as badly.” 


I shook my head in short bursts, tears streaming out of my
eyes. 


He collapsed more onto the ground, dragging me into his lap,
rocking us gently back and forth. “I’m still here,” he whispered into my hair,
pressing a kiss against the crown. “Shh, shh, sweetheart, I’m still here. I
haven’t left you.” 


“I know,” I gasped and I did know, this pain was irrational,
there was no reason for it. Bannen hadn’t died, he hadn’t left for the other
side of the world. I had no reason to mourn him or miss him or anything like
that. But even with his arms tight around me, his voice against my skin, I felt
a dreadful loss that threatened to crack my heart apart. I held him desperately
and cursed every councilman’s name I knew silently in my head. “This will get
better,” I promised him, promised us both. “The separation is too sudden,
that’s why it’s hitting us so hard. But we’ll be fine, we’ll weather this, the
pain won’t be so bad after my magic settles.” 


“Of course,” he agreed but his tone said otherwise, that he
knew that it would be weeks or maybe months before it didn’t feel like we
carted around an abyss in our chests. 


Master came over and laid gentle hands on our heads. “Stay
right where you are for as long as you need to,” he counseled quietly. “Don’t
feel like you have to separate and force yourselves to get up until you’re
ready to do it. It’s hard enough as it is, you don’t have to make it even
harder. I’ll keep everyone away from you until you’re ready to come out.” 


“Thank you,” I gasped, because just the thought of letting
Bannen go filled me with renewed panic and despair. 


I heard Master leave even as Bannen ran his hand over my
head, stroking my hair and the nape of my neck, trying to ease my muscles into
something aside from iron rigidity. I desperately needed the contact but
couldn’t do more than just grip him in return. I might have been leaving
bruises I held him so hard but I couldn’t make myself relax at all. 


Bannen didn’t complain. 


We sat there curled up together until I felt my legs try to
go numb. It didn’t make me any more inclined to get up. I could feel time
creeping by as the light outside the window grew gradually darker but not even
that swayed me. My mind whirled with chaotic thoughts, nothing really
connecting or making a lasting impression. In truth I didn’t really want to
think of anything. I just focused on the heartbeat and warmth of my
once-familiar and breathed. 


“This Council of yours is a bunch of sarding morons,” Bannen
said abruptly, tone scathing. “They seriously thought that it was a good idea
for me to just break the familiar bond with you and then step into a portal? To
the other side of the world?”


I hadn’t thought of that, but if we really had gone through
with the orders they’d listed out…he would be in Z’gher right now. I shuddered
violently at the thought. “That would have been horrific.” 


“You would have collapsed,” he said bluntly and then
flinched. “Forget that, I would have collapsed. I’m not handling this
any better than you are. Only it would have been worse for me, a little,
because I would be in a country that doesn’t have as much magic and there
literally would have been no help for me. Those sarding fops didn’t think of
that at all, did they? I bet they didn’t.”


Call me petty, but I liked every insult he said about that
stuck-up group of meddling fools. “I bet you’re right. I’m so glad you said
purple.” 


“Me too,” he said and for the first time I heard a smile in
his voice. “I’m glad you were selfish. I can’t imagine what would have happened
to both of us if we hadn’t held firm.” 


I didn’t want to even imagine it. I felt a little better,
just marginally, enough to relax my hold on him enough that he could breathe. I
lifted my head enough to meet his eyes. I could tell he had been crying at some
point too—his eyes were red—but he met my gaze levelly. This seemed a very good
opening for me to ask, “How do you feel about staying?”


He pulled back an inch, just enough to meet my eyes levelly.
“You mean how do I feel about staying with you now that the bond is gone and
isn’t manipulating my emotions?”


Not how I intended to ask but… “Well, yes.”


Bannen stared at me hard for a moment. “Nope. Still like
you.”


I snorted out a laugh and wasn’t that a miracle in and of
itself, that I could still feel some sense of humor in this situation? “I’m
glad to hear it but that didn’t really answer the question. You can like
someone and not want to live in their pocket.”


“I’m used to orbiting around someone and protecting them,
that part’s normal in my line of work,” he pointed out patiently. “You know
that, too, I think. What are you really worried about?”


How could he read me so well in just two weeks? Even without
the bond in place he seemed to understand where my insecurities liked to poke
their heads up. I blew out a breath and found that I couldn’t look at him,
staring sightlessly over his shoulder instead. “I just want to make sure you’ve
got a clear head while making this decision.”


“In other words,” he sounded like a foreign translator, “you
think that because you’re difficult, and your magic is strange, and I get hurt
on a regular basis protecting you, that I should feel as if I’m getting the raw
end of the deal, and I should be hesitant about staying with you.”


I tried to repress a flinch and more or less failed. 


For a long moment he didn’t say anything, the silence
between us oppressive. The suspense nearly made my heart jump out of my chest.
I still couldn’t bring myself to look at him, though. 


“I wondered, from that first moment I saw you, why I felt
connected. Then I learned about the familiar bond, the effects it has, and
understood that my desire to protect you, to stay close to you, to keep you
happy, all of that is because of the bond. I always wondered how much of an
influence it really was over my emotions.” Bannen’s voice dropped in register,
becoming warmer and more affectionate. “And now the filter is off, I can see
you exactly as you are. Rena.”


I found the courage from somewhere to lift my eyes back up
to his. 


His hand rose, brushing my hair back from my face, eyes
gentle on mine. “Ask me to stay.” 


Could I really do that? Could it be as much my choice to
keep him as it was for him to be kept? I didn’t know, I just knew that if I
didn’t ask, if I didn’t somehow seize this moment, I’d regret it for the rest
of my life. I didn’t care how amazing my next familiar would be, he couldn’t
possibly compare to the man in my arms. “Please stay.” 


“Okay,” he said simply, a smile breaking out over his face. 


I stared at him a little dumbly. Surely it couldn’t be that
easy, that simple. “Okay?”


“What do you want me to say?” he asked, eyes crinkling up at
the corners. 


My mouth worked without a sound. “No, it’s just, you said
before that thirty-five percent of you wanting to stay with me was because of
the bond…” I trailed off, not sure what else to say.


“Sure. That meant the other sixty-five percent of me just
likes you, wants to protect you, and has no interest in going back home. It
can’t be that strange, can it? Can’t I just want to stay with you?”


“You really are a glutton for punishment,” I blurted out,
then slapped a hand over my mouth, appalled at what I had just said.


Bannen laughed outright, his mirth vibrating through me. “I
resemble that remark,” he agreed, not in the least offended. “Trust me, Rena. I
have a perfectly clear head, even though my heart is smarting, and I know
exactly what I’m getting into at this point. I’d still prefer to be with you
than anywhere else.” 


Relieved, I beamed at him and snuggled back in. As tense as
having this conversation had been, I felt better for it. I now knew exactly how
he felt and had no illusions to contend with. The hole the bond left behind
still ached and I hated it, but I no longer felt like digging a grave and
climbing in. A thought occurred and I asked, “Are you going to be up to arguing
our case before the Council?”


“Trust me, I’m in the perfect mood to tear their figurative
heads off. Just try to stay within reach of me for the next few days, alright?
Otherwise I’m pretty sure I’ll have a panic attack, and I tend to break things
when I panic. Like arms.” 


I would have smiled and dismissed it as teasing except I was
pretty sure that Bannen did get violent when he panics. Warrior based societies
do that, or so I’m told. “I’ll try,” I promised. I didn’t think it would be
much of a challenge because losing sight of Bannen would likely make me panic
as well. “Do you think you can get up?”


“Yes. Just…don’t go far, okay?”


“I won’t,” I promised softly. 


It took us hours to get off the floor and then another hour
to leave my workroom. We weren’t stable, not yet, but we didn’t feel like we
could just wallow in our mutual pity party either. We didn’t know when the
Council would demand a hearing and we needed to have our preparations in place
before they called us. 


Bannen did indeed have an idea, and the way he outlined it
so readily to the masters and I indicated that he had been thinking about this
for a while. His plan was simple: draw up a formal work contract binding the
two of us as employer and employee with a clause in it stating that he would be
sent home whenever he wished to go. It would satisfy the demands of the Council
in legal writing, undeniable proof that we’d adhered to their stupid demands,
but still allowed him to stay. 


The way he rattled it all out without pause made me realize
that he had literally been uncertain what I would feel about this. If I hadn’t
reacted, if I had not shown how miserable I felt about him going, I would have
lost him. He would have felt as if he should go. I’d always prided myself on
being in control of my emotions, but in this case I’d almost sabotaged myself
by trying to act like I was alright. Fortunately for us both he can read me
well enough to know when it’s an act. 


I hated to think of what we would be like now if he had
really stepped through that portal.


Master sent formal word to the Council that Bannen would not
be returning to Z’gher and requested an audience with them. They must’ve been
hot under the collar about the matter as they sent back a reply within hours
demanding a hearing the next day. It pushed our timetable up. Between the four
of us—bless Master Vonda for helping—we managed to write up the contract by
dinner, signed two copies, and then registered one with the City Court. That
out of the way, we really only had one thing left to do: argue with the
Council. 


 













“Is this going to work?” Tarkington asked for what had to be
the hundredth time. 


Considering that we were in the front foyer of the Magic
Council’s offices, waiting for a hearing, I felt the question a moot one. It
either would, or wouldn’t, but we didn’t have time to come up with an
alternative plan. Despite that, I still felt the urge to try and reassure the
man. “I’ve used this exact contract for years. It’ll work. If not, we’ll go
with my grandmother’s tactic. If I can’t convince them, I’ll confuse them.”


Rena radiated nothing more than a bundle of nerves, and her
grip on my hand constantly squeezed. “Does that actually work?”


“A surprising amount, actually. It makes me worry about the
human race somedays.” I eyed her sideways. Funny, I’d thought it the bond
making her touchy-feely with me but breaking the bond seemed to make it worse.
Or better. Was it better to have a beautiful woman constantly clinging to you
when you couldn’t really take that relationship to the next level? 


The door to the conference room opened and we all looked up.
A very pious looking man with a hooked nose rolled out in a sonorous tone,
“Magus Tarkington, Master Hach, Miss Rocci. Your case will be heard now.” 


I think, given the choice, Rena would have bolted. Tarkington
looked ready to join her but he was being more Adult About Things and so stayed
his ground. Me? I’m more rebellious than both of them combined so I didn’t care
if the Powers That Be agreed with my decision or not. My only goal was to make
this less of a problem for Rena. 


Rena let go of me but hovered not an inch away as we stepped
into a room that had a row of empty benches, a podium for the accused to stand
behind, and a long table at the end of the room that sat on top of a slightly
raised dais. Three men and two women were seated in plush chairs that made me
think that was all they did every day, sit and pronounce judgments on people.
Why make the chairs comfortable otherwise?  They were all older, the youngest
being in her late forties, the oldest in his late seventies at least. I had to
wonder at the age disparity. Weren’t crotchety old men always the judges? 


The woman sitting in the middle, who could’ve been my
mother’s age, shuffled a stack of pages together and read the first one over
moonshaped glasses perched at the end of her nose. “Master Hach, Miss Rocci,
and Magus Tarkington? Yes? Good, come in, sit down. You have been called today
to answer our questions regarding the alleged Human Familiar Summoning of
Bannen Hach. I want to hear from Magus Tarkington.”


Holy Mother of Nope. We were so not doing that. Tarkington
would fold like a flat sheet in seconds under this woman’s questioning. She had
that type of personality. I shoved Tarkington into a chair and took the podium.
“Sorry, let me do the talking first, as frankly you’re not going to get much
from Tarkington anyway.”


She looked astonished and sat the papers down, giving me the
exact look that my aunt always gives me when I’m being too ‘mouthy’ for her.
“That is not for you to decide, Master Hach.”


“Actually, it really is. See, Tarkington was a good little
boy and obeyed the order you gave him. He put up the portal to send me home, I
was the one that refused to go through it, so you calling him over here to rip
a strip off him? Pointless.”


None of the judges liked this. I frankly didn’t care if they
liked it. I didn’t like them, so it was a mutual thing. 


The judge at the far left, who looked bloated under those
black robes, cleared his throat. “Very well, Master Hach. Do you realize the
penalty for disobeying this Council? There are several laws that you have disobeyed—”


He kept blathering on, slipping into legalese that went
straight over my head. In my (mostly misguided) youth, I had learned how to
fake paying attention. All I really heard was “blah blah blah Bannen, blah blah
blah trouble.” 


His voice droned on and on, rising a little in pitch with
each word, like a very annoying bee buzzing in my ear. Then abruptly it stopped
and I snapped back to awareness. Oh, was he done? 


“Doesn’t apply,” I retorted with a wide smile on my face. 


“I beg your pardon?” he spluttered. 


Seriously, did no one argue with these morons? “I can tell
already, you haven’t really looked at me or Rena since we walked in, have you?
Yeah, I can see you haven’t. Take a good look now, see something missing?”


They rustled like crows that expected a feast only to find
it all eaten, turning and whispering to each other. I kept a smile pinned to my
face although it physically hurt to do it. The absence of the bond had settled
into this dull ache, not unlike a hot poker that had been stabbed into my chest
and allowed to stay there, cooling. I felt it whenever I turned, whenever I
lost sight of Rena, and it flared up again. Right now, I could feel her foot
resting against mine, a gesture that they wouldn’t be able to see. I didn’t
know what it said about us that even with the bond broken, we felt better being
in physical contact with each other.


I hated the sensation of the missing bond, but I hated these
people who caused it more. It was very hard to not launch myself at their
throats right now, but nothing would be solved if I did that. 


“The bond is gone. Rena followed your directions and
dissolved it last night.” It took so much control to say that evenly, without
screaming, or crying, or raging. I wanted to do all three. “I want it on the
record that they both followed the orders that you gave them. The bond was
broken, they had a portal open to send me home. Your laws have not been
broken.” 


The judge in the center took control of the situation again,
laying her glasses aside. “Young man, I don’t know what you hope to gain by
this.”


“What I hope to gain is nothing. Exactly nothing. No more
messages from you, no more demands, no penalties because you think people
aren’t obeying you. I am not magically bound to a mage, hence I am not under
the jurisdiction of the Magic Council, and I can do what I wish.”


One of the judges gave me a look of pity. “Because Miss
Rocci brought you here without your consent, she is responsible to send you
home—”


“She is, if I wished to go home, but that is not the case.”
From my breast pocket I pulled out a copy of our contract with a flourish,
which I then unfolded. It required stepping around the podium, but I put a copy
squarely on the table and looked the—mages? Judges? –dead in the eye. “We have
a contract, mutually agreeable to both of us, that has me now in her employ.” 


They were quick to snatch up the contract, leaning sideways
in their chairs to all get a good look at it. One of them actually stood and
peered over their shoulders to read it. It had taken a large portion of the
afternoon to translate it into Swallin. I wrote it out in Trader’s tongue
first, then both Tarkington and Vonda had re-written it. I hoped it was in
enough legalese to satisfy this group but I admit I was holding my breath. 


What I was becoming to think of as Judge 3 asked, “When was
this contract drawn up?”


I had a feeling she’d ask that. “After the bond was broken I
wrote up the contract.” 


A different judge, one of the oldest in the room, cleared
his throat and asked in a hoarse voice little better than a whisper, “Is there
any way to verify that?”


The way he asked suggested to me that he wasn’t trying to be
difficult, but had a desire to keep all of the legal ducks lined up in a row.
Fortunately, Vonda had anticipated this. “There is a time and date stated under
the signature line. I have a separate eyewitness report from Magus Vonda that
states when the bond was broken. If you wish to see it?” At his nod, I drew it
out of my breast pocket, unfolded it, and passed it over.” 


He took it with a hand that held a fine tremor, reading it
through carefully, then gestured for the contract to be handed to him so he
could compare times. “The contract was written and signed some eight hours
after the bond was broken.”


That wasn’t a question but I answered anyway. “Correct, sir.
I believe you already have an eyewitness account at hand.” 


More than one person gave me a bug-eyed look, startled and
unnerved that I had spotted their watchers. I met them look for look. Yes, I
saw your terrible shadows and they needed lessons on being sneaky because quite
frankly, they sucked at it. 


After that startled hesitation, a rustle went through the
judges, some bending to whisper to each other. No one was going to comment on
how I knew they knew, eh? Didn’t expect anything different. I waited it out,
eyes darting between them, absolutely certain that some other objection would
be raised. A few murmured something about eight hours being too short of a
time, I’d still be influenced by the bond, or something along those lines. No
one said it louder than a whisper which made me think that there was some
internal debate going on about that. 


If they didn’t want to air it openly, I’d let it lay, as I
honestly didn’t have a good argument against that. Eight hours likely was too
soon before making any lasting decisions. But then, I’d known mages that took
eight years before they felt healed enough to summon another familiar after
losing one, so time might be very relative in this case. 


Judge 3 cleared her throat again, casting looks to settle
people before addressing me directly. “Very well, the contract is technically
valid as you were not under the influence of the bond when you signed it. I’m
confused to what purpose it serves. Just because you are employed, you think
that you can stay with her?”


“Is there a legal reason why I can’t?” I countered. “Every
country, including this one, has nothing against one person being in another’s
employ. In fact, they rather prefer people employed, something about it being
good for the economy—”


Judge 1 interrupted impatiently, “That is not the point,
young man, and you know it.” 


“The point is I was summoned by a young mage across half the
continent, and for some reason you’re stuck on the idea that she has to send me
back. I have no intention of going back, I quite like it here, I’m growing rather
fond of the place, actually, even though I find your addiction to mash potatoes
quite strange. It’s so mushy, why do you people eat so much of it? Anyway, the
point is, I like it here. I like Rena. We have a perfectly legitimate contract
between us naming me as a bodyguard and assistant. I’m not her familiar, we’re
not bound magically, so what are you unhappy about?”


Judge 5—the one that had been a scarecrow in a previous
life, I was sure of that—spoke in a patronizing, slow manner. “The point of
summoning a familiar is so that a mage has the protection and help they need
while working.”


“You ever seen Rena work magic?” I countered, not backing
down an inch. “Because if you haven’t, let me tell you, a snail going uphill in
a blizzard can get a spell off faster than she can. Her magic is very thorough,
very amazing, kinda scary if I’m to be honest, but fast? Never. So if you think
that an animal can understand enough to protect her, you’re very wrong, there’s
no way; and if you think that just one familiar can keep up with her? Yeah, I
doubt that too.” 


Judge 1 was back in my face. “Are you making a case that she
should keep you as a familiar?”


Well, yes, I could. “Not my point. My point is that if she
feels she’ll need a bodyguard and a familiar, then she has good reason. Even if
you don’t agree, what’s it matter to you? She is now free to summon another
familiar whenever she wants to. She can do the Tests or Trials or whatever you
call those things. I can stay for however long she wants me here whether she
has a familiar or not, it’s no skin off my nose. If I stay, why do you care? You’re
not responsible for paying me.” 


“Now that,” Judge 4, the only one that hadn’t spoken yet,
pronounced gravely, “is the first sensible thing you’ve said, young man. He is quite
correct. If he is no longer bound to Miss Rocci, and they have duly offered to
return him home, then there is nothing for the Council to take into
consideration. They have obeyed the laws and orders we set forth. If this young
man chooses to stay, and is legally bound to Miss Rocci, that is entirely their
business.” 


Judge 1 didn’t like this. “Walter, really—”


“I see a clause right here,” he tapped the bottom of the
page with a blunt fingertip, “that states if at any point this young man wishes
to terminate their contract and return home, then she is obligated to send him
back. They have covered everything, I think, with this contract.” 


I sure hoped so. We’d certainly tried to. 


“Miss Rocci also has the freedom to summon a familiar,”
Judge 4 continued in that same weighty tone that seemed to pronounce the tilt
and axis of the world spinning. “She will be able to continue with the Tests. I
see nothing to object to.” 


The judges stirred again, whispering to each other. I
retreated to the podium and Rena popped up to stand behind me, whispering, “I
think it’s working.” 


I was inclined to agree. 


Judge 1 and 2 really wanted to punish someone, just because
they were perturbed and out of sorts and in the mood to. I could see it on
their faces. Judge 4 had an eagle eye on them and I had a feeling, because of
his age, that he was the most senior judge there. No one was quite willing to
get into an argument with him about this. 


In fact, he cleared his throat, settling them into silence,
and pronounced the verdict. “Master Hach, your argument is well made. I see no
reason to penalize either you or Miss Rocci for the past events. It was, after
all, a very extraordinary situation. Miss Rocci, we do require that you summon
a familiar before you are allowed to take part in the Tests.” 


“I understand, sir,” she agreed hastily. 


“A more specific summoning spell this time,” he added with
what might have been the faintest of smiles. “To avoid problems.”


“We’ve already made adjustments,” Tarkington assured him. 


“Good. In that case, I pronounce this case dismissed with
prejudice.”


I had no idea what that meant but it sounded good, so I took
it. “Thank you, sir.” Gathering up Rena with one arm, Tarkington with another,
I hustled them out the door. 


Rena let out an explosive breath as soon as we were outside
again. “I can’t believe that worked. I was sure they were going to penalize me
somehow.” 


Tarkington didn’t stop walking but he kept casting me
bemused glances. “Where did you learn to do that, Bannen? That trick of
continuing to talk without getting upset. You literally verbally browbeat them
into agreeing with you.”


“I have five older sisters,” I responded dryly. “Does that
answer your question?”


He laughed and there were some memories mixed up in that
reaction, I could see it on his face. “Yes, it does, actually. Well. We somehow
got out of that mess because of you and your gilded tongue. Let’s take the
win.” 


“I’m all for that.” I hesitated to ask this, but I needed to
know, and there wasn’t going to be a good time to broach the subject, so I just
threw it out there. “Rena. How much left do you have to do before you take the
Tests? Do you need to summon a familiar right away?”


Her mouth puckered like she’d just bitten into a rotten
lemon. “Basically. I’ve accumulated enough work experience and I’ve already
passed the written exam. It’s down to summoning a familiar and taking the final
Test, whatever that is.” 


She was that close? “And how much time do you have to do
that?”


“It’s generally frowned upon to wait more than a month to
finish all of the Tests,” Tarkington explained, ushering us toward a trolley
station. “And she took the written test two and a half weeks ago. Rena summoned
you literally a few days after she took the exam and got the results back.” 


“So, in other words, we have no time.” 


“That’s the size of it,” Rena stated, resigned and upset.  


I eyed her sideways. I had a feeling that she was a mix of
emotions right now just like me. I still felt raw although the pain no longer
crippled me. Rena had to be feeling the same. At the very least, she had to be
upset about breaking our bond, and here she was being forced to summon another
familiar when emotionally she really wasn’t ready to face that again. I
certainly didn’t like the idea of her bonding to something else right in front
of me. It made me twitchy and irritable although I did my best to tamp down on
it. Rena kept biting down on her bottom lip, which made me think she liked the
idea about as well as I did.


Still, we both knew she had to do it. Rena was likely
nervous too, as the first time she hadn’t exactly gotten the pristine result
people were looking for. What if something strange happened again? 


Tarkington realized she was nervous and assured her as we
took the bench, “We’ve made enough adjustments that a mistake won’t happen
again. I’ll have Vonda stand by and observe, just in case. If you do summon
something they can’t accept, we’ll just send it back, quietly, and try again.”


True, if there was no audience, then no one could report
that things had gone pear shaped again. 


Rena nodded slowly, agreeing to all of this, but I could
tell she still didn’t like it. Very reluctantly, she asked, “Should we try this
today?”


“I think we’ve all been through enough today,” Tarkington
disagreed. “Let’s do this in the morning.” 













I felt incredibly, soul-shaking nervous. Literally, my soul
trembled, that’s how anxious I was about this whole thing. The remnants of the
old bond still sat within me, a hot loadstone that I couldn’t shift or make
subside. I felt like I betrayed Bannen by even considering summoning another
familiar, and that thought did not sit well. My stomach twisted itself into
knots and my lungs threatened to have an attack at any moment. I’d already
downed two medicine packets this morning to keep that from happening and had
two more stashed in my pocket, just in case. 


Forming a new bond when the wound of the old one was still
fresh hurt badly enough, but I also had a terrible case of nerves mixing into
this volatile emotional cocktail. Summoning a familiar once is a trial by fire
in a sense, a make or break moment that showed someone either had the talent to
be a mage or didn’t. I didn’t know what that said about me, who had to do it
over again even though I technically succeeded the first time. 


My palms were sweaty, hands shaking, and I kept rubbing them
against my thighs. Bannen put a hand against my back, the touch supportive and
strangely calming. “Calm down,” he urged, “it’s not like you’ll fail this. Your
magic summons just fine.” 


Why did his touch still settle me? Not that I wanted to
question it, I was glad. “I know Master said it would be fine, but what if I
summon something strange again?” I fretted openly, staring at the summoning
circle on the floor. 


“Oh, so I’m strange? Thanks a lot, Rena, love you too.” 


I glared at him over my shoulder. “You know what I mean.”
And if I somehow summoned another person, I was sending them straight back. 


Master Vonda gave a soft sound that might have been a laugh
even as she examined the summoning spell I had inscribed in chalk on the floor.
She had been kind enough to come directly after breakfast. Not that I had eaten
breakfast. I couldn’t stomach the idea of food. Master Whit sat next to the
door, relaxed and interested in the proceedings. He had volunteered to come and
witness the event today as well, just in case we needed more than one witness.
Not that anyone wanted to say that. Still, I was glad he had come because the
Council was clearly aware that Master Vonda and Master were best friends and
having one more neutral witness couldn’t hurt. 


Good to his word, Master had cleared out a corner of his
workroom so that I could do the summoning this time in relative privacy. Only
the five of us were in the room and Venn the only person in the guild that knew
what we were attempting this morning. 


Master cleared his throat, cutting in before we could start
bickering. “I’d suggest starting the incantation sooner rather than later.”


Considering how much of a strain summoning magic was on me?
I took in a deep breath, settled my nerves as much as I could—which was frankly
not at all—and held out both arms toward the circle. Carefully, oh so very
carefully, I said the spell to summon a familiar. It was such an ancient one
that it had a sing-song quality to it. 


The circle on the ground took on a distinctive glow,
sparkling in a rainbow hue, lighting up. I felt torn between satisfaction that
it was working and worry. The old bond throbbed but strangely not with pain, as
it had been doing. I hadn’t thought about it before, but when my new familiar arrived,
would the old bond fade completely, replaced by the new? It was a question I
hadn’t thought to ask before now. 


I dared a peek at Bannen but I couldn’t read his expression
as he stared straight ahead at the summoning circle. Heart in my throat, I
peered anxiously through the swirling magic particles as they grew thicker and
brighter, trying to decipher what this new familiar would look like. 


Wait. That…surely it wasn’t…


The light faded, and standing there in the center of the
circle was a very bemused Bannen. 


We stared at each other for several long seconds before
Bannen threw back his head and laughed. I slowly joined in, although my
laughter had a hysterical note to it. Seriously?! “Did I just summon you twice?”


“You did,” he choked out, “and I don’t know why that strikes
me as funny but it is hilarious. Truly hilarious.”


Once again the bond snapped into place without me actually
finishing the incantation. I poked at it, stunned, but mostly relieved. The
pain of separation had fled, nothing more than a bad memory, and in its place a
new bond spread out, filling every void I’d been carrying. I finally felt like
I could breathe. Delighted, I did a pirouette before launching myself at him, hugging
him around the neck. “Mine! Mine, mine, mine!”


“Why do I feel like a teddy bear being squashed by a three
year old?” Bannen asked, although he gripped me just as tightly. The contact
made our bond hum happily. 


I had absolutely no intention of letting go of him for at
least the rest of the day. Maybe the next week. I snuggled into him and sighed,
blissful and secure. 


“You look like one too,” Vonda assured him, voice rich with
humor. 


Bannen’s arms were tight around me, locked in place, and I
think he was completely on board with the not-letting-go-today plan. “Well,
Tarkington, your mystery is solved—me being called to her is not an accident.
Her magic knows exactly what it’s doing.”


“Magic is not an intelligent entity,” Master complained
rhetorically, obviously confused by this whole thing. “Magic is logical, it reacts
to specifications that we set, limitations and guidelines and why by all that
is holy does it insist that Rena have you? This is insane. Mages summon more
than one familiar in their lifetime, why would it pick you again?!”


“Don’t know.” Bannen’s devilish grin said he didn’t care
either. “But if she summoned me twice, then surely your Council can’t complain
or say it’s a mistake.” 


Wait, what had Bannen just said? I’d been so wrapped up in
the technical aspect of how I could possibly summon the same thing twice that
it had escaped me that I now had a solid reason to keep Bannen. He was right.
The first time might be dismissed as a mistake, but there was no way they could
claim that the second time. 


If I got any happier than this, I might just combust. 


“Well.” Tarkington looked more than a little lost. “I have
no idea how to report this but I’m suddenly very glad that we have witnesses. I
have a feeling that we’re going to need it. Vonda, Whit you were watching
closely?”


“Watching and listening. She clearly stipulated ‘non-human’
and her magic overrode that and still summoned Bannen. There’s no way to refute
this.” Tapping a finger to his lower lip, Master Whit’s eyes narrowed
thoughtfully. “Actually, because he now has a contract already in place with
her, I think we have a legal loophole. They cannot make the case that Bannen is
being forced to work with her. He’s already contracted to do so.” 


I perked up. That was right, they couldn’t say that it was
magical slavery or whatnot because of the contract. 


Bannen heaved an exaggerated sigh, whole body moving with
the mannerism. “If you’re asking me to tackle that lot of stuffy vultures
again, I will, of course I will, but can’t someone feed me first?”


Not relinquishing my hold on his neck, I grinned up at him.
“Rice balls and tea?”


“You read minds now?” he asked, mouth kicked up on one side.



“Nah, you’re just predictable.” 





Having the familiar bond back in place was such a relief
that I nearly felt overwhelmed with it. I could tell Rena felt the same as she
would just tackle me with a hug at random, giggle, and then bounce away again.
It was hard to describe the feeling. It was sort of like waking up from a panic
dream where in the dream, you’ve lost an arm, but when you wake up, you realize
all of your limbs are still attached. The past thirty-six hours, I’d been in a
bad dream where my arm was missing and finally, now, I was awake again. The
pain of the separation was long gone, nothing more than a memory, but it still
felt strange. This new bond wasn’t our old one. The nuance felt different to
me. The old one had had a certain weight to it, like flaxen cord that tied me
to her. 


This bond felt lighter, stronger, a more direct connection to
her. I had to wonder why. Maybe because she’d had more practice in summoning,
Rena had done better at it the second go round? Or was it something else? Maybe
because the magic knew that this time I was willing to stay with her. It wasn’t
trying to connect two random strangers but two people that knew and liked each
other. 


I did still feel raw enough that I wanted Rena within arm’s
distance as much as possible. She felt the same and we moved as a unit, never
far from each other, and often with our hands linked. I felt a little like we
were starting over, rebuilding the bond from the ground up, but that was
alright. Anything was better than walking around feeling like my heart had been
yanked from my chest. 


As none of us wanted to put off talking to the vultures, we
left for the Magic Council Building directly after breakfast. It was
impressive, in size at least, with the usual towers and ornate trim as one
would expect from a magical building. I personally hated it and hoped we didn’t
have to come again in the future. 


Braving the front doors, we trooped to the front reception
desk. The woman standing behind it looked perhaps five years older than I did,
dressed sensibly and with her hair up. When I stopped in front of her, she
looked up with a professional smile on her face. “Yes, can I help you?”


Tarkington stepped in and asked, “We need to speak with one
of the Magic Councilmembers, rather urgently.” 


“I see, and you are?”


As she got information from him, I saw from the corner of my
eye a face that I knew. Wasn’t that Judge 4, the one that was sensible? He was
speaking quietly with someone else several feet down the hallway. 


On a hunch, I went directly for him, ignoring the distraught
receptionist that called after me to stop. She was likely going to schedule us
in for some appointment later in the year, I could tell by the tone in her
voice. Not knowing the man’s name, I instead went with, “Councilman.” 


Both men looked up, one vaguely curious, the other avidly
so. Judge 4 turned to face me more directly and I could tell the very moment
that he saw it. His eyes were glued to my chest, wide and bulging, threatening
to pop out of his head altogether. “Y-you—you didn’t—” he spluttered.


It was not the moment to smile, but my mouth did it without
permission. “She summoned me again.” 


Judge 4’s face crimped, a headache arriving full force in a
split second. “My office. Now.” 


See? Skipping the receptionist was faster. 


His office turned out to be right behind him, and he jerked
it open before shoving all four of us inside. I don’t know what I expected from
a Magic Councilman’s office, but this wasn’t quite it. There was no desk, no
chairs, no ordinary office clutter. Instead, the whole room looked like an
expansive forest with wildlife and babbling brook included. Sitting on a branch
with her head tucked under a wing was a rather elaborate phoenix that I
realized, after a startled beat, was not an illusion. She peeked at us
sleepily, yawned, and went right back to her nap. 


The councilman took a boulder—I bet it was actually a soft
cushion, but looked like a mossy boulder—and waved me impatiently closer. “My
knees can’t take me standing anymore, you come here and don’t make me move.” 


My grandmother had the same complaint all the time so I
moved without really thinking about it. 


A gnarled finger rose and traced the path of the spell as it
wound in and around me. Or at least, I assumed that was what he did, as I
couldn’t see an ounce of magic until something was set on fire. He frowned,
muttered to himself, narrowed his eyes several times, then gestured impatiently
for Rena. She joined us, standing very still at my side as he repeated the
process with her. Huffing out an astonished breath, he finally sat back, hand
slapping his thigh. “Astonishing. Simply astonishing.” 


Tarkington cleared his throat and dared, “Councilman, this
is Magus Vonda MaCrae and Master Whit Avis, and they witnessed Rena’s second
familiar summoning—”


The councilman grumbled out, “Enough, man, I can see for myself.
It’s clearly in the spell, what she attempted, as the traces of it haven’t
faded yet. She specifically said ‘non-human’ and still got him.
Astonishing!” His eyes bounced between the two of us, shaking his head in a
bemused manner. “I would say inconceivable if I wasn’t looking at it myself.” 


While that sounded good, I wasn’t sure what conclusion he’d
drawn. “So…?”


“So,” he agreed. “This is a fine pickle you’ve landed me in,
young magus.” 


Rena tried very, very hard to look apologetic. She didn’t
quite pull it off. “Sorry?”


“No, you’re not, not in the least,” he responded like an
indulgent grandfather. “I now understand why. Your magic, apparently, has
better sense than a bunch of old fogies combined and knew exactly what it was
doing. No wonder you and your familiar here fought so hard to stay together,
even without the magical bond. Instinct definitely played here. But it does
leave us in the middle of a sticky widget.” He thumped a fist against his
boulder and I heard the soft impact of cushion and fabric. Definitely a padded
bench. “We have two laws that are clashing right now. The first, of course, is
that a human cannot be bound magically to a mage by use of the familiar spell.
That one you’ve already run up against. The second, however, is what we’re now
confronting as well: it is illegal to charge the same person with the same
crime twice. In legalese, it’s called double jeopardy. That is exactly the case
we have here.” 


I was not really good with rules and laws and all that, but
this sounded promising. “So even though I’m bound again, you can’t legally
hassle Rena about it?”


“Not without breaking our own rules.” The councilman peered
at us thoughtfully. “And honestly I’m not sure how I’d apply the law of the
familiar against you to start with. If memory serves, you’ve got a work
contract between you two, don’t you?”


This man saw likely dozens of cases a day and he remembered
that? 


“We do,” Rena answered hopefully. 


“Then you’ve got proof of consent between the two of you.”
Rubbing his hand against the ‘boulder’ he thought for a long while. “No matter
how I think about it, the Council cannot charge you with anything. I’m
certainly not inclined to. I have a feeling that if you tried that summoning
spell again, you’d just end up with this young man for a third time. Your magic
is insisting on him, for whatever reason. I learned the hard way as a youngster
to not argue. Magic has more sense than men do.”


Tarkington, of course, asked the question I didn’t want him
to. “Will the rest of the Council agree?”


“Agree or not, their hands are legally tied. Don’t worry
about them, I’ll handle it.” When no one moved, he shooed us with both hands.
“Well, what are you waiting for? Go, go, I have nothing more to say to either
of you. Young woman, have you finished your Tests yet?”


“No, sir.” Rena was struggling to keep a smile off her face.



“Then finish them before someone else gets wind of this and
throws another hammer into the soup. Go!”


We went.













Belonging to a guild was fun. For one thing, I had multiple sparring
partners which meant that no matter the time of day, someone was usually
available. Now that my arm had fully healed, I could take advantage of that. This
morning, I had Lance out in the training yard with me. He was a bear of a man,
literally could make two of me, and contrary to his name, he hated weapons of
all sorts. His preferred method was hand to hand combat. 


The training yard was crowded at the best of times, and it
could get hairy if more than ten people decided to go at each other. At this
particular moment we had eight sparring partners, so I wasn’t just dodging
Lance, but everyone else. 


Made for great training. 


Eventually we stopped, shuffled off to the overhang to find
some shade and down a glass or three of water. I wiped sweat off my forehead
before it could seep into my eyes and enjoyed the feeling of being warmed up
and limber. Nothing beat training early in the morning. 


“Right glad you’re with us, Bannen.” 


I grinned up at Lance. “Yeah? Why’s that? No one else around
to challenge you?”


“Mazey hears ya say that, she’ll wipe the floor with ya.”


“You mean she’ll try to wipe the floor with me, and why do
you think I said it? I’m trusting you to pass along this conversation. When the
woman’s mad she’s great fun.” 


Lance bellowed out a laugh. “Ya’re crazy, boy.” 


Considering Lance was twice my age, I let the ‘boy’ part
slide. “I have never once claimed sanity; in fact I enjoy the craziness, it’s
much more entertaining.” 


Laughter danced in Lance’s dark eyes but some seriousness crept
in too. “I say this because ya’re good for our Rena. We were downright worried
about her, ya know, considering her health isn’t the best. Not that ya can
convince her to slow down.”


I’d seen that for myself. 


“We’re glad she’s got a protector,” Lance continued, staring
out across the training yard, “but more, we’re glad that she has the freedom to
go. To work, to explore, to get into anything that suits her fancy. I can tell
by watching the two of ya that she trusts ya completely. It gives her a freedom
to live that she’s never experienced before.” 


I thought I saw what he meant by that too. Because I had her
back, Rena could be adventurous and try things, knowing that I would support
her if she truly needed it.


“Maybe that’s why she’s feeling better these days,” Lance
pondered. “Never seen her this energetic before.” 


He wasn’t the first to say that. In fact, compared to when I
first met Rena, she was much livelier. Of course that could be because we were
properly bonded again and no longer felt like death warmed over. “I’m glad her
health is improving. Whatever the reason.”


“Heh, ya and the rest of u—” Lance’s eye caught something
and he looked up with a strange look on his face. “Is that a—”


I caught it in the same moment he did, a strange figure perched
on the roof. He was barely visible, nothing more than an eye and a hand raised
in that strange position mages adopted when they were ready to fling a spell.
Call me paranoid, but it looked like he was aiming directly for us. 


Instinct had me shoving Lance out of the way, both of us
ducking into a doorway. The spell caster was fast enough that I felt fire singe
the back of my head. Swearing roundly in my native tongue, I started yelling,
“TARKINGTON, SHIELD!”


There came a clatter, a sound of broken glass, and
Tarkington frantically shouting back, “What?!”


“I got him,” Lance volunteered, already turning for
Tarkington’s workroom. 


Good. I wanted a magic shield around the guildhall first,
before someone got caught in the crossfire. I had a bad feeling that rogue mage
was an assassin and I was on his hit list. Rena was no good with shields, I had
to get her under one before she got hit. I could feel the bond twinge at the
idea of her anywhere near this rogue and it took effort to not snarl.


Great. New bond freak outs. That was apparently a thing. 


Everyone in the training yard either scattered for safety or
climbed up on the roof, aiming for the man. I hefted myself up as well, not
willing to be a sitting duck in the yard, and kept low as I ran over the rather
slippery roof tiles. The rogue mage was already running, flinging spells left,
right, and center to throw people off his trail. I ducked, rolled, flung two or
three spells off with a flick of the blade, and kept hot on his heels. If he thought
he could aim at me and then escape, he was about as bright as a wet sock. 


The assassin ran out of roof rather quickly and jumped to
the next with commendable agility. I kept after him but wasn’t surprised that
we’d lost half the pursuit. It was rather a long jump. The next roof,
thankfully, was a flat top and easier to run on, as he used it to gain speed
for the next jump. We changed roofs several times doing this, until finally I
had enough. I’d trained already this morning, I hadn’t had breakfast, and if he
thought I’d chase him all over this city on an empty stomach, well…he was
wrong. Quite wrong. I had a mage to cuddle. I had higher priorities. 


Pulling out two throwing knives, I aimed for his butt. Not
dignified, but it was the biggest target I could use to reliably slow him down.
Letting fly, I grinned when both struck home. 


The would-be assassin squealed like a stuck pig—he rather
looked like one too—and dropped to his knees. Before I could completely catch
up, he opened that thrice-cursed grimoire on his belt, opened a portal, and
rolled through. 


I knew better than to try and snag him and pull him back.
When a portal closes, it takes everything with it. Everything. I did not want
my hand sliced off trying to catch that assassin. I skidded to a stop,
frustrated, worked up and with nothing to pound. Lamenting to the world at
large, I growled, “And it started off as such a nice morning.” 





I had never been so relieved in my life as I was when Bannen
came into view. Master hadn’t let me run after him, despite anything I’d had to
say, and it wasn’t until he was sure that Bannen came alone that he finally let
go of my arm. I ran up, caught my familiar by the shoulders, and then did a
quick pat down. “Injuries?”


Bannen looked at me with amusement, like I’d just asked the
silliest question, but he somehow found it adorable. “Please. He wasn’t even a
good assassin.” 


My head shot up. “Assassin?!” I squeaked, voice going up an
octave. My hands latched onto him like a vise. 


“Can’t imagine what else he is.” An arm around my shoulders,
he ushered me back inside the guildhall. 


I did not like the sound of this. Not at all. I could feel
the bond pulsing as if it had its own heartbeat. From fear? From anger? Both,
most likely. Bannen held me as if he had no intention of letting go anytime
soon and I felt the same, as pressing into the solid warmth of him was the only
thing that kept me from flipping my lid completely. The thought of him chasing
an assassin BY HIMSELF just about gave me a heart attack. 


Clearly we’d have to talk about this later. 


Lance and Venn hovered just inside, waiting but not wanting
to brave past Master’s protective barrier just yet. Considering random
assassins were popping out of the woodwork, I didn’t blame them. 


“Didn’t catch him,” Lance said knowingly. 


Bannen let out a growl. “Nearly. Wounded him, though. Now, I
have to ask, is it common for people to send assassins out in this country? No?
I didn’t think so. I don’t remember pissing anyone off today so that leaves the
question: Lance? What did you do?”


“Don’t look at me,” Lance denied, not at all bothered by
this accusation. “It wasn’t me he aimed for.” 


I bit my lower lip, glancing uncertainly between Bannen and
Master. “Is…is this the work of someone on the Council? We know how upset they
were by all of this.” 


Master looked like he dearly wanted to deny this but
couldn’t. It was Venn, blunt as usual, that said, “Wouldn’t doubt it.
Power-hungry people don’t like it when they’re defied. You’ve thwarted them
twice now, Bannen. They aren’t going to take that well.”


“So I’m going to have assassins after me on a regular
basis?” Bannen asked almost rhetorically. The bond pulled hard enough that I
winced. Yikes, Bannen was livid on some level for me to be able to feel it like
this. His voice didn’t give him away, but he couldn’t hide it from me. “At
least until they get bored and stop? I’m not sure how to feel about that. In
fact, that will severely crimp my style. I mean, if it was just me, I wouldn’t
really care, but they’re going to be attacking me willy-nilly, right? That’ll
put Rena in danger too. Sards, I do not care for this idea.”


“None of us do.” Master rubbed at his forehead, severely
pained. 


Venn stared at him, thinking dark thoughts. “Any chance we
can figure out who’s behind this?”


“Oooh, ooh,” Bannen nearly bounced in place. “Yes. Do that.
Find me a target.” 


“Don’t do anything dangerous,” I pleaded with him,
tightening my grip. 


Bannen gave me a blank look. “But that’s everything fun.” 


“Accurate,” Venn observed. 


I flung both hands out and smacked both my guildmaster and
Bannen on the chest. 


Venn chuckled and rubbed the abused area. “Feisty. Ever
since she started hanging around you, Bannen, the girl’s gotten violent.”


“I rub people that way,” he agreed easily. 


I blinked, puzzled. “I think you mean ‘rub off on people.’”


Bannen’s head canted to the side a little. “What’s the
difference?”


He got me there. 


Master appeared less interested in language semantics than
actual danger. “For now, don’t go anywhere alone. We’ll see if we can figure
out who’s behind this.”


“Sure,” Bannen agreed easily. 


I didn’t trust that expression. I’d seen him look exactly
like that while he stole sweets off my plate. I swore right then and there I’d
keep an eye on him. No, better, I’d just sit on him. He couldn’t sneak off that
way. 


“What a morning this is,” Master groaned, rubbed at both
eyes with the pads of his fingers. “First I get the official notice, then an
assassin, then that crazy letter.” 


“Notice?” I asked cautiously, not sure if he was referring
to the notice I had been worried about for three days now. 


“Your exam notice,” Master answered with a slight smile.
“You got your wish. Combat.”


I punched the air with my fist. “Yes!”


Bannen was right there with me. “That, I know we can pass.” 


Leaning into his side, I beamed up at him. Yes, we certainly
could. I couldn’t imagine that tackling a shard of Toh’sellor would
present less of a challenge than the Test. “Alright, so when is it?”


“Tomorrow. Early in the morning.”


Venn chuckled like a troll with new gold. “You’ll smash ’em.
I’m not even worried. So what’s this other thing that’s got you in knots, Jon?”


“The letter is from Magus Mark Trammel.”


I froze and felt more than a little nervous. “Um. Why?”


Master looked just as nervous and confused by this as I
felt. “That is the question. The letter only said he was coming here, to expect
him at the end of the week, and that he’s specifically coming to study the two
of you.” 


Bannen’s attention bounced between the two of us. “Anyone
else confused by this? Or is it just me?”


“Magus Trammel is rather famous, even outside of the mage
circles,” Lance filled him in charitably. “He’s a ‘research’ mage, or so I’ve
heard. Only studies what interests him. But what he studies always seems to
line the pockets of the Council somehow, so they fund him to run around the
country and investigate things.” 


“And we’re next on his list of things to study?” Bannen made
a face. “That sounds….”


“Any chance you can lose that letter long enough for us to
make a run for it?” I pleaded with Master. 


He gave me a horrified look. “And leave me alone with the
man? Not a chance.” 


“Well, it’s not like this will kill you,” Venn soothed.
“Nobody yet has actually stared a hole through someone.”


I somehow failed to be comforted. 













Early in the morning, we climbed onto a trolley car and made
our way back to what was becoming a very familiar building. The final Test, of
course, had to happen in the Magic Council Building. This time, at least, we
didn’t go through the main doors but through a secondary door that led into a
half-dome building. 


With all that had happened, I felt a little nervous about
this Test, but at the same time I wasn’t quite sure how we’d fail it. They had
given us the Combat Specialist Test, meaning we’d be fighting something or
someone this morning. I wasn’t confident in a lot of things, but winning a
fight? That I could do. My only real concern was that our bond was new again,
meaning I didn’t have the same control over it as I did the original, and if
Rena was attacked I might respond a little over-exuberantly. And by a little I
meant a lot. 


The door opened into a narrow hallway that divided the area
with something that looked like glass but probably wasn’t. A single door waited
in front of us with a sign hanging on it that said something I couldn’t read. I
really needed to get around to learning Swallin. “What does that say?”


“It says wait here until the Examiner enters the ring.” 


I glanced at Rena. Still no attack of nerves, and I’d
half-expected some at this point. For a mage that wasn’t confident in the
majority of spells, she looked strangely at ease this morning. Weren’t people
normally nervous before a final exam? Granted, after that bit of Toh’sellor
she put down, she had the rights to be confident. Maybe that was it. Still, I
couldn’t help but ask, “Aren’t you nervous?”


“A little,” she confessed, a bright smile on her face. She
kept rocking back and forth from heel to toe, almost bouncing in place. “But
not really. We basically specialize in combat, after all, so we’ll pass.” 


I looked at that expression and couldn’t help but feel a
little more confident myself. Well, when she put it that way….


Turning my attention back to the Testing Center, I realized
that this form of Testing must be common. Tarkington had mentioned in passing
that they did have two other methods, but apparently they skewed it a little,
by Testing the young mage apprentices in their strongest area. I had a feeling
they wanted people to pass, not fail. This attitude was especially fortunate
for Rena’s sake. 


I could see through the window and I took a moment to really
study the place. The room had definitely seen some fierce battles. In fact, it
looked like a pair of dragons had been fighting in here. There were scorch
marks on the walls, floor, and ceiling, gouges deep enough to trip over, and
more than one tile of the floor was just gone. I couldn’t see most magic but this
room had a visible shield up around it. It was shaped like a huge dome and
there were two pairs of benches that flanked the area. For spectators? Or for
judges? 


From the opposite side of where we stood, a door opened and
a man stepped through. He looked like he’d been in that dragon fight. He was
missing his left ear lobe, there was a scar through his right eye, he was two
fingers short on his right hand, and he looked weather beaten enough to leave
the impression he’d been left out in the sun to dry. I had never seen a more
grizzled fighter outside of my hometown. I felt an immediate kinship with the
man. I had the feeling we were cut from the same cloth. At his side was this
armadillo looking creature that stood slightly taller than a normal armadillo
and was pure black. Strange looking thing. But then, most familiars were. 


Rena took his appearance as our cue, opened the door and
stepped inside. I closed the door behind us, taking up a flanking position just
behind her right elbow. 


“Renata Rocci and Bannen Hach?” he asked in a tone that
already knew the answer. “I’m Taggart. I’ll be your Examiner and fighting
partner today. Here are the rules: do not maim or kill either me or my
familiar. Try not to destroy the testing ring, it’s had too much help in that
regard.”


I snorted a laugh. That was true enough. 


He gave me a brief grin. Had a dry sense of humor tucked in
there somewhere, eh? “You have three chances to take me down. Either
incapacitating me or preventing me from attacking you is considered your win.
Do you understand the rules?”


“I do,” Rena and I both said in unison.


“Good. We will begin in a moment. I need to make sure your
judges are ready.” He inclined his head toward three wizened old men that sat
on the benches. 


As he walked away, I leaned my head in close to Rena’s. “So,
what’s the plan?”


“I hadn’t been sure before, but now I have an idea.” She
tapped a finger thoughtfully against her lips. “He’s got a grimoire hanging off
his belt.”


Yes, so he did. I cottoned onto the plan. “You think
destroying that will be your win?”


“Yup.” She jerked her head to indicate both mage and
familiar. “You think you can keep them occupied long enough for me to do it?”


I didn’t know most of her spells, and depending on what she
was trying to do, some of them took longer than others. “How long do you need?”


“Two minutes?” she hazarded. 


I could probably do two minutes. “Let’s try it.” 


For the first time she looked a little uncertain. “How’s
your control doing?”


“I won’t know until he actually starts flinging spells,” I
answered honestly, a grim certainty crawling up my spine. “I don’t think I’m
going to react too badly, because he obviously has no intention to really hurt
you, but if I start going off the rails…”


“I’ll stop you,” she promised softly, taking a moment to
lace our fingers together. I needed the contact. I still had moments of panic
when I couldn’t reach out to touch her. Perhaps she did too. Rena dropped her
eyes to the grimoire and stared at it hard for a moment. “Yeah. Two minutes,
max.”


I could handle overprotective instincts for two minutes. While
she stared at the grimoire, I stared at the familiar. That thing waddled
something terrible but I had a feeling that it behaved like a roly-poly. It
would tuck itself into a ball and roll all over the place. If it went for me or
Rena in that form, it was going to be a terrible distraction. And dangerous, of
course, as it would knock us off our feet. I would have to deal with both at
the same time. I grazed light fingertips over the throwing daggers strapped to
my belt and thought strategy. 


Taggart came back and stood in the center, not ten feet from
us. “We are ready. Begin.” 


The word barely left his mouth before he snapped the
grimoire open and started shooting off spells. I could feel the bond flare, the
white-hot urge of mineprotectmine swamp me, and I fought it back. Of all
times, I absolutely could not lose my control here. It felt like swallowing a
hot poker, but I focused, slamming the urge to kill this man aside. Instead, I
stepped into the line of fire and deflected both flames, throwing them off to
the side. I threw a dagger at his head, forcing him to dodge and buying myself
three seconds. 


The familiar was indeed rolling itself into a ball and
heading for me. If that thing hit my feet, I was going to be in a world of
trouble. Snapping out three daggers into my hand, I threw them with such
excellent precision that I impressed myself. It caught the rolly familiar
short, each dagger caging it on a different side so that it couldn’t move. I
heard a high pitched whine from it but couldn’t pay it any more attention. 


 His master demanded mine. 


Seeing that his familiar was trapped, he went harder at me,
trying to break through my guard to get at Rena. Each spell thrown was a notch
higher in level than the previous one. The bond writhed, demanded I get my mage
away from him, and I found it harder and harder to ignore that impulse.
Seriously, new bonds were so sarding demanding, it was ridiculous. Even our two
week old bond had behaved better about dangerous situations than this!


Determined to not accidentally kill either mage instructor
or his familiar, I kept my breathing evenly paced, focused on the spells, and
keeping Rena at my back. I dodged, weaved, drew his attention away from Rena by
running in short sprints toward him and then away, not actively engaging him
while still keeping the grimoire within line of sight and his spells away from
my mage. 


He knew what I was doing. There was a smile of knowing
appreciation on his face. But still, short of killing me or throwing out some
serious firepower, he couldn’t break the pace I set. I weaved in and around
him, feeling the heat of the fire spells he threw, the ache in my shoulders
from some of the harder spells that jarred the swords in my hands. 


Rena had been saying her incantation in a steady hum of
noise behind me until the last two words, when her voice rose in determination:
“—ven vici!”


Between one breath and the next, the grimoire went from an
intact book in the mage’s hands to dust. Startled, he let out an oath and
stopped short, staring at it in amazement. Rena and I both stopped dead at the
same moment, staring at him anxiously, not sure what he was going to do. The
bond shivered in reaction, pulling me in conflicting ways, hard enough that I
felt a fine tremor dance along my skin. 


Taggart threw back his head and laughed. 


I blinked. He wasn’t mad? I imagined grimoires took quite a
while to make. Then I blinked again, feeling the rage of the bond stutter,
relaxing as he stopped flinging spells at my mage. It didn’t stop, just fell to
more of a simmer. “Sir?”


“Yield!” he called, as much to us as to the judges. “Ha!
Never had someone succeed at this before.” Taggart regarded Rena with acute
interest. “Many a young mage thinks to attack the grimoire first, as it’s the
easiest and most reliable way of stopping a fight with another mage. Your
thought was not wrong. Most don’t succeed, however.” 


Rena stepped up so that our arms touched although she didn’t
reach for my hand like normal. Perhaps because of all of the hearings we’d been
through the past few days, she kept our contact casual, avoiding any look of
intimacy in front of the sharp eyes of the judges. Seeing that I wasn’t quite
following, Rena explained to me, “Most grimoires have an intense protective
shield around it. Because they’re valuable, but just paper and ink after all,
mages do their best to protect them.”


“Precisely so,” Taggart agreed. “So most young mages aren’t
able to destroy a grimoire on the fly, in the heat of battle, without doing
some elaborate preparations. You, I believe, are the first to try the tactic
and succeed.”


Rena gave him a small smile, a trifle smug. “Barriers don’t
mean much to me.”


“Apparently not.” Taggart evaluated both of us with an
enigmatic expression on his face that I had no idea how to read. “I understand
now why you maintain that this young man must be your familiar. With the length
of your incantations, and the lack of a grimoire, it would take a human
familiar to keep up with you.”


“Yes, sir,” Rena agreed, brightening visibly. 


Oh? He was the first mage outside of Tarkington that grasped
why we maintained this bond. I knew I liked this man for a reason. Hearing his
praise, I relaxed even further, enough to put my own weapons back in their
sheaths. When I did so, the bond relaxed back into something approaching its
usual background hum of contentment. Not quite there, but close enough. I
breathed a careful sigh of relief as thinking and moving while under that kind
of magical pressure was Not Fun. 


“You,” Taggart jabbed a finger at me. “Kindly release my
familiar.”


Ah. He probably would like to be free. I went and retrieved
my daggers, asking him as I removed them, “I didn’t scratch you, did I?”


I got glared at through beady eyes before he stalked off
back to his mage. Yeah, he was fine. 


Taggart rubbed at his missing earlobe, a tic that I judged
to be an old habit. “It could not have been easy facing me with your bond only
a few days old. Are you both alright?”


Rena took that as permission to link arms with me, leaning
blatantly into my side. “Bond is a little unhappy but we’re fine,” she assured
him. 


Taggart gave me a look that said he didn’t quite believe
her. I gave him my best smile. “My urge to gut you and string you up by your
toes has more or less passed,” I assured him brightly. 


He let out one of those snorts that sounded more like a
chuckle. “That’s an honest answer. Bannen, you are an exceptional fighter. From
where do you hail?”


“Z’gher.” 


“Hooo.” Taggart gave a nod of complete understanding. “I
thought I recognized that style. I fought alongside your countrymen once, two
decades ago. Fierce fighters. This bout with you made me feel like I was in my
twenties again. Renata Rocci.” 


Rena straightened only slightly, still not letting go of me,
looking up at him with fixed interest. “Yes, Magus?”


“Your magic is very, very different than anything I’ve ever
seen or heard tale of.” Leaning in, he lowered his voice and confided, “There’s
at least one person on the Council that wants me to fail you because of that.
However, you are the only apprentice this year that has beaten me in the first
round. No one can contest your ability. I, for one, am convinced that Bannen is
indeed your familiar and should be so.” 


One of the judges cleared his throat loudly. “That is not
for you to decide, Taggart.” 


Taggart gave the elderly mage a very unimpressed look. “I am
entitled to a personal opinion and I’ll share it if I want to, Mohr.
Regardless, I declare them the victors of this fight. Judges, how do you rule?”


I could tell Mohr really, really didn’t want to agree in our
favor. He had the most sour, puckered look to his face, as if he were chewing
on a rotten lime. As grudgingly as a goat giving up a new boot to chew, he
stated, “Ms. Rocci has passed the Test.” He stopped, apparently unable to force
himself to say anything more. 


These people were so stuck on traditions that I literally
wanted to put a boot up their backside. So what if Rena’s magic wasn’t
‘standard’? It was because it wasn’t standard that a whole region wasn’t
succumbing to Toh’sellor’s influence right now! 


After a very awkward, uncomfortable pause, the judge sitting
to Mohr’s left gave him an exasperated look and stood. With a clearing of the throat,
he continued, “Renata Rocci, we declare you a Mage of the First Circle, with
all of the rights, privileges, and responsibilities that entails. We recognize
Bannen Hach as your familiar—”


Mohr slammed up to his feet and growled, “Now wait just one
minute! That’s a separate issue entirely, Harris!”


Harris glared right back at him. “Mohr, I can literally see
their familiar bond from here. What grounds are you using to contest this?”


Mohr’s mouth moved soundlessly for a few minutes before he
blurted out, “You’re suggesting that we leave a young woman and a young man magically
bonded to each other. It will be a violation of her mage oaths!”


…come again? I scratched my head, feeling like I was missing
something. The bond hissed, unhappy at being questioned. Rena felt it too as
her hands tightened around me, hard enough to threaten bruises. 


The judges were all looking steadfastly away from each
other, or anyone in the room for that matter, the walls and floors becoming
suddenly fascinating. There might have been a few red cheeks over there too.
Taggart just gave a put upon sigh, as if he couldn’t believe he had to deal
with such nonsense. 


I admit it took me a second longer than it should have to
put the pieces together. Oh. Oh, they think we’ll…I darted a look at Rena. 


She gave me a look in return. “I blame you for this,
Bannen.”


I pointed a finger at myself. “Me? Why me?”


“You’re too handsome. If you were as ugly as a mud
fencepost, this wouldn’t be in question.” 


Absurdly, I liked this backhanded compliment. I might have
preened a little. 


Laughing, Rena asked, “That totally went to your head,
didn’t it?”


“It did,” I admitted without an ounce of shame. “Maguses,
let me ask something. As I understand it, all familiars are animals, correct?
Except for me.”


“That is correct,” Mohr confirmed, sounding like he was
chewing on boulders. “What is your point, young man?”


“In other words,” Rena picked up the argument smoothly, “the
rule is: no bestiality. Correct?”


Mohr glared at her, eyes hot enough to melt steel. 


Taggart snorted, shaking his head. “I think we can ignore
the rule in their case, yes? As they are the exceptions. Unless you want to
make the ludicrous argument that because he’s bound as a familiar he must have
the intellect of a beast? Of course that invalidates your other argument of a
human being bound as a familiar. Which argument would you prefer to pursue?” 


Succinctly put. I did like this man. 


I think the other judge, Harris, was incredibly embarrassed
by this turn in the conversation. He cleared his throat again, gave his
companion a look that promised something dire later, and continued as if he
hadn’t been interrupted: “We recognize Bannen Hach as your familiar, also
granting him all of the rights, privileges, and responsibilities that his position
incurs. If you will follow Taggart out of the ring, he will give you the robes
and emblems of your new ranking.” Dropping the formality a notch, he said more
candidly, “If the two of you have a minute after that, I’d like to talk to you
about the summoning process. This is a very unique situation and I want it
recorded properly.” 


Yes! Finally I was official. I shared a grin with Rena and
fought the urge to grab her up and squeeze the stuffing out of her. 


Because Rena had better manners, she responded politely, “Of
course, sir. I actually recorded everything down immediately after it happened.
I brought it with me, hoping that I could speak to someone about it. The whole
thing was somewhat odd.” 


Harris looked even more interested. “I would very much like
to look at it.”


“Robes and emblems first,” Taggart interjected, extended an
arm toward the door. “Then the three of you can talk to your hearts’ content.” 













Two days later, the research magus arrived with such little
fanfare that no one even noticed him walking through the main doors. He came
straight up to me, as if guided by a seeking spell. I didn’t even take notice
of him until I felt Bannen swiftly move, blocking his path. 


“Who might you be?” Bannen challenged, feet planted, tone
not challenging but body posture saying he was ready to fight given reason to. I
could feel the bond surge with a heightened sense of protectiveness. 


The mage flipped open a coat flap, pulled out a grimoire
that had the Council’s embossed seal on it, and pushed the floppy hat on his
head up with a finger to reveal more of his face. It was quite the face. His
nose was prominent, chin narrow, hair shaggy as if he hadn’t cut it in at least
six months, and he was dressed like a well-to-do farmer. “You’re the familiar.”


It was not a question, but Bannen responded like it was. “I
am. Who are you?”


Ignoring Bannen, the mage tried to side-step him. “What
strange magic you have, girl—” he stopped abruptly, checked by Bannen’s hand on
his chest. First a look of annoyance passed over his face, then he rocked back
on his heels with a huff. “There a reason why you’re so overprotective of your
mage, boy?”


“Assassins make me twitchy,” Bannen responded mock-sweetly. “Now,
who are you again?”


“Assassins? I just showed you a Council seal, didn’t I?”


“Pretty sure the Council sent the last one, so not real
convinced you’re harmless.” Bannen stayed loose and limber, ready to take the
man down in a moment. I had seen that body position before. He did not trust
this man. I wasn’t sure I did either. 


Giving a put upon sigh, the man finally introduced himself.
“Magus Trammel.” 


I went stock still. This was the famous mage that only
researched things? He did not fit the rumors at all. I would have passed this
man on the street without a second glance, he was that nondescript looking.
Standing, I maneuvered to stand on Bannen’s left side. “Magus Trammel. I’m
Renata Rocci.”


“I thought as much.” Impatiently, he put a finger to Bannen’s
chest and tried to move him. It failed. Bannen’s fairly immovable when he gets
stubborn. The bond kept vibrating, insistently, which likely wasn’t helping
matters. “Girl, talk to your familiar. I can’t examine you like this.” 


Mark Trammel was not someone to be casually invited over to
visit. Or even to be offered a cup of tea. The man was odd and I felt
sure that having to face him was due to some sort of cosmic desire to punish
me. Not that I knew what I’d done to deserve it, but it had to be a punishment.
I knew this, as my only instinct when near him was to run for the hills. I had
no desire to order Bannen to back down. 


“Forgive me, sir, but I don’t understand why you want to
study me to begin with? Unless it’s because I summoned a human familiar?”


“That’s interesting enough in its own right,” Trammel
answered, impatience growing, “but I largely came because of the report I heard
of what you’d done to that shard of Toh’sellor.”


My attention on him sharpened. “You know what that was?”


“Of course I do, girl, don’t be stupid. You think I earned
my reputation by listening to tavern gossip and kowtowing to those idiots on
the Council? I saw for myself what the shard was like when it was first
contained. And I told those fools that sending a bunch of apprentices in to
deal with it as an ‘assignment’ was foolhardy in the extreme. I was right, too,
except for you.” He leaned in slightly despite Bannen’s hand, eyes examining me
in an uncomfortable scrutiny. “You I did not account for. I’m going to spend
the next few days studying you until I have answers. How did you disappear Toh’sellor?”


Would it hurt anything to give this man answers? He, at
least, wasn’t trying to deny what I was. If he knew about Toh’sellor
despite everyone down here treating it like legend, then he might know more
that would prove helpful to me. Besides, I had the feeling that the fastest way
to get him to go away was to feed him the answers he was seeking. “It’s how my
magic works, sir. I deconstruct things.” 


“Explain.”


I looked to Bannen who still resonated along our bond and
took a moment to reassure him. I captured his wrist, sliding down until my
fingers wove in with his. He relaxed as I did so, studying my expression and
finding an answer there. The bond settled again, humming to itself. 


With him settled, I waved Trammel into a chair, as I had
been on my feet all morning on a job, and wasn’t in the mood to stand for the
next several hours that I’d likely be at this conversation. Bannen silently
moved to sit next to me and I could tell from the tension in him that he didn’t
like this man but didn’t have a reason to boot him out. Not yet. 


As Trammel settled into a chair opposite of me, I gave him a
general breakdown of how my magic worked, similar to the one that I had given
Bannen nearly a month ago. 


Trammel listened, pulled out a book from a different pocket,
made a few notations and then demanded, “In more depth, girl, I’m not a novice.
What are you doing exactly with those incantations?”


Right, this man was an expert. I blew out a breath and tried
again. “Specifically, I can see the design of everything. I call it a
schematic. I can see exactly how it’s physically structured, including the
elements involved, the weight and measurement and inherent energy of each piece,
and how it ties together to form the whole. What I am doing is instructing my
magic which parts of that structure I want to disappear. If I want to
disintegrate more than one piece, then of course I have to list every element I
want gone. I have to list as well the weight of the element, the order in which
it’s to go in, and then finish the spell with an execution phrase.” 


Bannen, proving that he was paying attention, asked, “Is
that why the incantations are sometimes longer?”


“That’s why,” I confirmed absently, eyes still on Trammel.
Was that going to satisfy him? 


Trammel wrote notes out at wicked speed, paused, then
pondered it with a low hum. “What about constructive, normal magic?”


“Difficult for me. Insanely so. My eyes can see what to do,
I understand the concepts intellectually, but my magic isn’t inclined to do it.
If it’s simple, like a summoning spell or a communication spell, I can manage
it, but it takes a great deal of preparation on my part.” 


“Strange,” Trammel proclaimed although he sounded more
intrigued than anything. “Show me the differences.”


Was I a dog and pony show? Seriously. Tired, not willing to
fight about it, I gestured him to follow me into Master’s workroom. It was the closest
safe place to work my magic without accidentally being knocked into by one of
the guildmembers. They understood that my magic was dangerous but they had
never quite gotten that they couldn’t distract me. 


Perhaps he understood the change in location, as Trammel
followed me readily enough toward the back room. Master was, thankfully,
inside. I hadn’t been sure if he was in or not. Shunith took note of the new
man and gave him a sniff and then her nose wrinkled a little. She didn’t growl,
though, so I had to assume he wasn’t a bad man or a threat. She would have told
us if he was. 


Master took one look at the man and then to me, silently
asking who this was. 


“Magus Mark Trammel,” I introduced. “My master, Jon
Tarkington.”


Nearly falling over his own feet, Master hustled around the
table with an arm outstretched. “Magus Trammel, I wasn’t expecting you quite
this early—”


Trammel took the hand and clasped it but was quick to let
go. “I wasn’t sure how soon I’d arrive. I want to study your apprentice.”


“She’s actually a mage in her own right, now,” Tarkington
informed him with a proud smile at me. “She and Bannen passed the last Test two
days ago.” 


Briefly sidetracked by this, Trammel turned to stare at us.
“What was your practical exam?”


“Combat,” Bannen supplied briefly. 


“Ahhh. How’d you win? Who was your Tester?”


“Magus Taggart,” I answered steadily, “and I won by
destroying his grimoire.” 


He stared at me with such a blank expression that I couldn’t
read him at all. Did he not believe me? Turning, he grabbed a wooden block that
was lying on the table, threw a very strong protective shield over it, then
slapped it down in front of me. “Destroy this.” 


What was he after? Did he want to prove that I could work
through barriers? Sighing, I focused on the block and was rather grateful it
was something simple, only comprised of two elements, as that made the
incantation simpler and faster. It poofed out into nothing, as I intended, and
without the anchor of the wood in place, his barrier spell collapsed as well. 


Trammel jumped, squeaking on a wordless exclamation.
Finally! A normal reaction from the man. “Do that again,” he demanded hoarsely,
only to fling up two hands in a staying motion. “No, no, wait, let me get
recording spells up first, I have to record this and examine exactly what
you’re doing.”


As he worked, Bannen leaned into my side and whispered
against my ear, “He seems excited?”


He did, strangely so. “I’m something he hasn’t seen before,
I guess he would be.” 


I wanted to burrow into Bannen’s side because something
about Trammel threw me off my stride and I didn’t care for the feeling. Contact
with Bannen always made me feel better, but I just didn’t feel comfortable
enough initiating the type of contact that I wanted in front of Trammel. Hand
holding was one thing, demanding a bear hug another. 


Trammel ruthlessly shoved Master’s half-completed projects
aside, giving himself enough room to set up two journals for recording and
another glass mirror to do a live recording of events. With those in place, he
grabbed for another random object on the table, which Master quickly rescued
before it could be destroyed as well. He offered another block of wood as a
replacement, which Trammel snatched and threw a different, stronger barrier
spell on before setting it once again in front of me. “Again.”


I patiently did it again, with the same results. Trammel
slammed a hand against the table, eyes wide in his face. “I don’t believe what
I’m seeing. There’s a rumor, almost a legend, about a woman from Turransky that
could work magic like this. I stumbled across it in my travels, and when I
heard the description of what you did, that was the first thing that came to
mind. I didn’t actually believe it, though. I thought it too farfetched.”


“This is the first I heard of someone else that had magic
like Rena’s,” Master ventured uncertainly. 


“The story was recorded in a history book that’s nearly a
hundred years old,” Trammel said absently, bending over his journals. “You know
how spotty our interaction with Turransky is, I wasn’t sure how accurate the
history was.” 


Indeed, Turransky and Corcoran hadn’t been on good terms in
generations. Being a lazy student in history, I remember being told why, but I
hadn’t retained it. This was interesting, however, that he had actually heard
of someone else with magic like mine. I wasn’t the first? I didn’t quite know
how to feel about that. 


“Now,” Trammel instructed, “do a creation spell.”


Since a communicating spell is the easiest for me—all it took
was listing the person you wished to speak to and the approximate location—I
went with that and connected with Master. “Will this do?”


“Maintain it for one minute,” Trammel instructed, eyes
rapidly scanning the data that recorded on the blank pages. “Yes, yes, I do
see, it puts quite the strain on your core. You’re nearly shaking trying to
maintain this. How interesting, it’s so completely different from every other
mage’s ability, a polar opposite of it in fact. Girl, how do you even function?”


“Quite well, thank you,” Bannen snapped back tartly, bond
prickling.


Far from taking offense, Trammel laughed. “Touchy, aren’t
you? But a good familiar would be insulted by that. Wasn’t trying to start a
fight, young man, smooth your feathers back down.”


Bannen was of a mind to take the man by the collar and throw
him back outside. Even without the bond reacting, I would know, as I could see
it written all over his face. I liked the mental picture of him doing so and had
to be careful to hide a smile because with the mood these men were in, it would
surely be taken the wrong way. “Is that enough, sir?”


“Yes, yes, you can release it.” He stayed staring at his
journals another moment. “This isn’t going to take a day like I assumed.
Tarkington, are there rooms available here?”


“Ah, yes, we do have a few guest—”


“Find me one, I’m staying until I have this figured out.” Trammel
jabbed a finger at both of us. “Don’t go on any jobs without me for the next
few days. I’m not going anywhere until I have this mystery solved.” 





I settled in front of a mirror linked to my parents’ house,
preparing for my once a month call with family. As it strained me to
communicate this way for more than five minutes, my mother always called me
instead, at a set time on the last day of the month. I sat comfortably, a tall
glass of water nearby, as I knew this was going to take a while. A lot had
happened in a month. 


The mirror lit up like it always did, both of my parents on
the other side smiling at me. “Hi, honey,” Mom greeted. “You look so much
better than you did last month. Are you feeling alright?”


“I’m doing amazingly better,” I informed her happily. “I
have no idea what’s going on, honestly, but my hair has stopped falling out and
it’s starting to grow back at the temples. I have energy again, it’s amazing,
and I’ve only had to use my medication once in almost three weeks.” 


“That is amazing,” Papa said with a broad smile. “Maybe your
body has finally figured out how to kick this illness of yours to the curb.”


“Maybe,” I allowed, as I certainly didn’t have any other
explanation for it. “You won’t believe all that’s happened in the past month,
though. Good news first—” I pulled my official mage seal from my pocket and
displayed it proudly. 


My mother actually squealed with delight and Papa clapped,
laughing. “Good for you!” he congratulated. 


“Honey, that’s amazing, and you did it on the first try?
That’s my girl! Your grandmother was right, Tarkington was indeed a good choice
for a master. I’m so relieved, honestly.” She peered around me anxiously,
excited. “But where’s your familiar? I want to see him. Her?”


“Him.” I put the seal down and grinned, as this, this was
going to be good. Gold, in fact. “About that. I summoned something very
remarkable.” 


Papa drawled, a knowing look on his face, “Should I be
holding onto my chair?”


“Yes.” Perhaps I should have had Master put a recording
spell up first. Ah well. “I summoned a boy.” 


They gave me a blank look. “Boy what?” Mama asked, puzzled. 


“Human. A human boy.” 


I think for a moment they didn’t understand me, the concept
too radical for their minds to accept. Then they thought I was pulling their
leg and waited for the punchline. Then Papa realized I wasn’t doing either and
demanded, “You summoned another human?!”


“Yup,” I confirmed gleefully. 


Mama’s head shook back and forth, not in denial, but in
confusion. “No, wait, how can the spell actually summon a person?”


Since she was a mage herself, I could talk mechanics with
her. “You know it can’t, and we actually modified it at one point to include a
non-human clause in the third song, but it didn’t do a lick of good.” Seeing
that they weren’t truly following me, I backed up and told the story from the
very beginning, ending with, “And now the Council has a headache because of the
two of us, but they can’t deny that he’s truly my familiar, so they’re more or
less leaving us be.” 


Papa stared right at me, an expression of growing
consternation on his face. “You’re telling me that my barely adult daughter has
a man that is living in her pocket?”


I probably shouldn’t, but I couldn’t help tweaking his nose.
“He’s handsome, too.” 


“Is he?” Mama asked, interested despite her headache over
the whole situation. “Can we meet him?”


“Of course. He’s probably downstairs in the kitchen, let me
fetch him.” 


“Wait,” Mama demanded enviously, “he cooks?”


“He’s good at it, too,” I responded with a grin. “Hold on.”
Popping up to my feet, I opened the door and called out, “Bannen!”


From downstairs, his head popped around the kitchen doorway.
“Now?”


“Yup.”


“Give me a second.” 


Satisfied, I returned to my seat. “He’s coming.”


My parents really didn’t know what to make of this, I could
tell. Mama was the only one that seemed to be mentally flexible to take this
more or less in stride and ask questions. “You said he was from Z’gher, but his
name is Bannen?”


“Well, actually, his name is Hach Xian Liang but he knows
that his name is difficult for most people to pronounce,” I explained, for some
reason feeling like I was bragging about him. I might’ve been, as the bond rang
happier right now than usual. “So years ago he picked up another name, more
friendly for the western tongue, and that’s what he likes to go by.”


“How do his parents feel about this?” Papa asked, not sure
whether to be worried about this or not. “Does he have family?”


“He does, larger than ours, actually. His parents are a
little unhappy about this as they wanted him to basically stay at home. Bannen,
on the other hand, is ecstatic as all he wanted to do was see more of the
world. So we’ve set it up that he’ll talk to his parents on a regular basis,
like I do with you, and we’ll portal up there once a year for a long vacation.
It was the best compromise that we could reach.” 


“I do feel for them,” Mama commented, mouth tight. “It’s
hard enough being this far from you, and I can actually visit you without too
much trouble. They’d be hard pressed to manage it without a portal, and a
portal over that kind of distance would be quite costly.” 


Indeed it would be. 


Bannen came in, settling a plate of something he called
dango near my elbow. I’d tried it once, loved it, and was quite happy to see
he’d made extra for me. Hands braced on the back of my chair, he draped himself
semi-over my shoulder, hand curling over the top of my arm, so that he would
fit in the mirror’s frame. The bond hummed happily. “Hello,” he greeted my parents
pleasantly. 


“Hello,” Mama returned, lighting up. I knew why—Mama had a
weakness for handsome men. “I’m so pleased to meet you. I’m Alice Rocci. This
is my husband, Ricardo.” 


“Bannen Hach,” he returned, ducking his head into a
semi-bow. “I am in your care.” 


“Pull up a chair,” Papa invited, that strange look still on
his face. “I think we have a great deal to talk about.”


 













For three days, Trammel shadowed us like a creepy, talkative
stalker. I turned beyond twitchy and the bond, if it could talk, wanted to
eliminate Trammel with extreme prejudice. But then, the bond didn’t like
unknowns around Rena and tended to gravitate toward overprotective. It meant I
oscillated between idle daydreams of dumping him into the sea and being a
little too clingy with Rena. 


Trammel, thankfully, didn’t do anything remotely
threatening. Because of that, I put up with him for Rena’s sake. She looked
just as uncomfortable about the situation as I felt, but the difference was she
had no choice because of his position with the Council. As a brand new mage she
could hardly look at the man and say shoo. 


He took readings, poked and prodded at us, and muttered to
himself in magical lingo that went straight over my head. It got to the point
by the second day that I found my hands idly creating garrotes and daydreaming
about jumping him from behind.  


As we were on dish duty, Rena and I scrubbed away at the
dishes and tried to ignore the strange little man that had been breathing down
our necks. He thankfully abstained from the kitchen, likely bending over his
numbers and charts and muttering to himself. I hoped that the bond would settle
some with him out of the room, but strangely the anticipation of him showing up
again at any second made the bond even more twisty. 


“Rena. I tell you, if I have to put up with that man one
more day—”


“I know, I know,” she soothed. “I feel the same way. We’ll
run for it in the dead of night if he’s still here tomorrow.” 


“That sounds positively charming. Is there a reason why
we’re putting that off for tomorrow instead of going, I don’t know, tonight?
Tonight sounds good.”


Grinning, she passed me a wet plate to dry. “I think he’s
almost done and we have a job lined up for tomorrow. I’d rather not miss that
nice paycheck.” 


Alright, fair enough. “There is something bothering me,
though. We haven’t seen a peep out of any assassins since he arrived.”


“The man has an amazing reputation,” Rena mused. “Maybe they
were too scared to cross him?”


Possibly. “But then that means if he leaves, we’ll be back
to dealing with them.”


“Err…I don’t like that thought.”


“It doesn’t exactly fill me with sunshine and joy either.”
Not that I wouldn’t mind the workout—assassins got the blood pumping—but I
didn’t like the idea of them ambushing Rena. 


Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Trammel enter the kitchen
and for once he didn’t have anything in his hands. What was this? I turned to
face him, letting the towel rest against the counter top. There was an
expression on his face that spoke of smug satisfaction and triumph. 


“I have the answer,” he announced, practically bouncing in
place.


Answer? Were we expecting an answer from him about
something? I’d just been waiting for him to go away. 


“An answer, Magus Trammel?” Rena asked politely because she
was nicer than I was and didn’t say ‘good, then go away,’ like she was really
thinking. 


“Yes, yes, an answer,” he snapped, apparently not liking our
response to his announcement. “An answer as to why you called a human
familiar.” 


My wandering attention snapped to him. What had he just said?!


“Wait,” Rena pleaded breathlessly. Sprinting past him, she
leaned against the doorjamb to stick her head out of the kitchen and yell,
“MASTER! KITCHEN!”


I could hear Tarkington trip over something, or drop
something, as there was a clatter from his workshop. Really, the man was
terrible at dealing with surprises and a bit of a klutz, he always dropped
something when startled. Then I heard his footsteps as he ran to join us. 


Looking a little mussed and red in the face Tarkington
demanded, “What? What’s wrong?”


“I have the answer to why Renata called a human familiar,”
Trammel announced again, expectantly. 


Tarkington did not disappoint. “You do?!” he demanded
incredulously. 


Finally getting the reaction he was aiming for, Trammel went
back to smiling. “I do indeed. The answer was in her the entire time.” Pointing
a finger at Rena, he focused on her as he explained, “Your magic is extremely
difficult, young magess. More than you imagined. Its very nature is
destructive, so much so that when you don’t put it actively to use, your magic
naturally carries over to its nearest gestalt of elements. And since you’re
controlling it so that it doesn’t just randomly lash out, your magic focuses on
the only thing that it can: its host.” 


I had a horrible, gut-wrenching feeling wash over me. The
bond reacted too, but because I didn’t have an active target, it just buzzed
and stuttered unhappily. I put a hand to my chest, trying in vain to hold it
still, to keep it from distracting me. “Wait. You mean her own magic is killing
her?”


“That is an oversimplification,” Trammel informed me calmly,
as if he were explaining weather patterns. That tone made me want to break his
nose. “Her magic is, in fact, breaking down the ‘schematic,’ if you will, of
its host’s form. It is doing this very slowly because of her constant use of
it. The drain on its power stymied the destruction.” 


Rena looked physically ill. I’d seen corpses with better
color. I crossed to her in two steps, catching her around the shoulders before
she could sink to the floor. The physical contact helped to steady us both, a
little, but in truth, I felt like joining her there. “Can we stop it?” I
demanded of him. 


“There’s no need.” The man looked so pleased that I came
close to punching him. Again. I was sure I’d like him better with a broken jaw.
That way he couldn’t keep talking. “As I said, there’s a reason why she called
for a human familiar. Renata, your magic, of course, does not actually wish to
destroy you. It would be suicidal; it relies on its host to exist, so naturally
it wants you to live as long as possible.”


“Wait,” Tarkington interrupted, a hand to his head as if he
were trying to keep his brains from leaking out his ears, a feeling I shared. “You’re
acting as if her magic is an entity of its own. Magic doesn’t have any will.”


“Is that what those fools of the Council told you?” Trammel
snorted dismissively. “You poor man, you believed that? Of course magic has an
awareness. You think that you can do a summoning spell that vague and somehow
wind up with exactly what you need every time, and that magic has no part in
divining your true thoughts? Your magic is your partner, a silent one, that
exists not only to please you but also to sustain its own life force by using
you as a host. It is a symbiotic relationship at its very finest.” 


Rena sucked in a shocked breath and a fine tremor danced
along her skin. I tightened my grip on her, worried that she’d either have a
breathing attack or pass out. Her breathing went high, in and out, expression
petrified. I tried to imagine what it must be like, living in a body that held
magic, magic that destroyed you with every heartbeat, and felt like my own
heart would fail at just the thought. “While all of this is very fascinating,”
I gritted out between clenched teeth, “can we please get back to why Rena
shouldn’t be worried about dying?”


Trammel had the sort of ego that loved being able to explain
things to the plebeians. He took great delight in answering me, a superior tone
in his words as he did. “You, Bannen Hach, are what’s keeping her alive. As I
said, her magic doesn’t actually want its host to die—but by its very nature it
destroys, and now it has degraded her structure so much that it can’t maintain
it. However, the magic knew how to fix the problem—it magically linked her to
another human being. It is literally using its connection to you to ‘remember’
how a human is supposed to be formed. You are its blueprint to restructure her
physical being.” 


I was what, now? 


Rena had a death grip on my shirt, her eyes glued to
Trammel. “The reason why I suddenly started to feel better, my hair growing
back, my lungs not fighting for breath, all of that—all of that was because my
magic was using Bannen to rebuild me?”


“Precisely. Also the reason why you can’t use anything but
the most basic of normal spells. Your magic, twenty-four hours a day, three
hundred sixty-five days of the year, is struggling to do the most complicated
creative spell in existence. It is trying to rebuild a human so as to not
destroy its host. It literally does not have the capacity to do any more
creative work than that.”


I wasn’t a magician, I couldn’t pretend to follow magical
theory or any of that, but the way he explained things—it made sense. It made
perfect sense. “The reason why it hurt so bad for us when we broke the bond,” I
said hoarsely to the woman clinging to me, “was because it was literally killing
you to be separated from me.”


Rena looked up at me and I think she had been hit with so
many surprises that this new one couldn’t really register with her. Not yet. I
kept expecting tears but didn’t see any, just shock, and I had a feeling she
couldn’t quite wrap her mind around everything. 


“That as well,” Trammel confirmed easily. “I have not yet
figured out why your magic is inclined to deconstruct so strongly—it’s very off-balance
in that sense. However, I’m pleased to know that I have resolved at least one
of the questions that I had come here with. The other, I believe, will take
more time and research. At any rate, I have all the information from you that I
need. At least for now. I’ll return home in the morning.” With a nod to us,
casual and relaxed as if he hadn’t just dropped a building on us, he turned and
sauntered out of the kitchen. 


Rena staggered as she put her weight properly back on her
own feet, pushing past me and heading for the stairs. I watched her retreat to
her room and didn’t try to follow. This was too much. She needed a minute to
herself, I sensed that, and could respect it. I certainly needed a minute. 


Tarkington sank to the floor, back braced against the
cabinets and just sat there with a glazed look in his eyes. As I felt about the
same, I joined him on the floor and stared blankly at the opposite wall. I’d
known since the first day that there was nothing simple about Rena. She was the
very definition of complicated, in more ways than one. This, though. How was I
supposed to feel about this? 


I was literally keeping her alive. 


Being a bodyguard was one thing, but knowing that another
person’s every breath depended on you was different. A weight of responsibility
descended that I had never felt before and honestly wasn’t sure I was mature
enough to handle. It terrified me. My very soul shook under the force of this
because this should never happen, this kind of dependency. I liked Rena, enough
to turn my life upside and stay with her, despite all the odds that we had
faced. But this? I could not leave her. For the rest of our lives I could
not leave her. 


I could not say that we’d never fight. It would be ludicrous
to even think such a thing, as we were very different people, and I knew that I
got on her nerves sometimes, and sometimes she drove me straight up the wall,
so we were going to fight. We were going to get into each other’s faces. But
even if we got to the point where we couldn’t stand each other, I wouldn’t be
able to leave her. 


I signed her death warrant the moment I tried. 


Another thought occurred, just as alarming, and I felt my
chest constrict on it. I couldn’t die. I literally could not allow myself to
die. I couldn’t keep just thinking ‘as long as Rena is safe’ and be
reckless, because if I went down, she’d be a dead woman walking. 


Both thoughts were too much. I didn’t know how to accept
either truth, or what to do about any of this. Fortunately, even when
completely overwhelmed, my mouth had a mind of its own. “At least we’ll be
saving on doctor’s bills.”


Tarkington snorted, then laughed, more than a little
hysterically. “That’s true. I won’t need to buy her medicine anymore!”


“Right? And I won’t have to worry about her being suddenly
short on breath, or collapsing on me.”


“But how in the world do I explain this to her parents?”
Tarkington bemoaned, clutching at his head. “Or to anyone else, for that
matter.”


“Don’t try to explain it to anyone else,” I refuted,
sounding calm and feeling anything but. My world had just tilted on its axis
and did a shake for good measure. My mouth felt strangely detached from the
rest of me. “Her family deserves to be told, but I don’t see how it’s anyone
else’s business.”


“That’s a point. That’s a good point.” He blew out a long
stream of air and looked marginally more in control. “Bannen. How are you
taking this?”


I didn’t know how to answer that. I wasn’t sure if I did
have an answer for it. Instinct said that I needed to follow Rena at that
point, so I clapped Tarkington on the shoulder and stood, sightlessly heading
for her room. I tried to work out as I walked what to say to her, but my brain whirled
chaotically and everything I came up with sounded lame even in my own head. I
gave a tentative knock on the door with absolutely no plan on what to do next.
When I didn’t get an answer, I frowned slightly and slowly pushed it open,
peeking inside. 


Rena was in turtle position on the floor, with head, arms,
and legs all tucked up under her chest. 


I’d gone turtle a few times myself. Going turtle right now
seemed like a pretty good idea, actually. It was usually a sign that you were
completely overwhelmed and you just needed to stay there until you could
process it. Words didn’t normally help at this stage, so I didn’t even try. I
crossed to her and draped myself over her back, keeping most of my weight on my
knees and elbows so I wasn’t crushing her, but giving her good, solid contact. I
felt better instantly, the traitorous bond liking the contact no matter how
emotionally upheaved we felt about this insanity. “You okay?”


“No,” she responded in a small voice. 


Right. Me either, so I understood. “Should I stay like
this?”


“Yeah.”


“Okay.”













Don’t ask me how long Bannen stayed like that, curled over
my back, just breathing. I couldn’t tell you. His weight never pressed down
against me, never made me feel trapped; he was just there. Warm, solid,
comforting. The silence and physical contact exactly what I needed to ground me
until I could somehow wrap my head around the idea that my own magic had been
slowly killing me. 


That was so messed up in so many ways. 


The bond kept pulling us tighter together, unhappy at our
alarm, but unable to do anything constructive about it. I swear familiar bonds were
ridiculously unhelpful sometimes. It wasn’t doing a single constructive thing
but kicking up a fuss.


Except, apparently, helping my magic to keep me alive.


My irritation ebbed and I went back to that state of
non-thinking because I really couldn’t get a handle on this. Any of this. How was
I supposed to feel? Right now my brain felt very detached from the situation
and only Bannen kept me grounded at all. 


When my legs couldn’t take the position anymore, and pins
and needles started shooting through my thighs, I finally gave up and uncurled
myself. Bannen drew me down into the kitchen, sat me on the kitchen counter and
set about making rice cakes like nothing was out of the ordinary. I appreciated
that, too. Right now I couldn’t handle questions. I didn’t have any answers. 


Usually I helped make the rice cakes, as Bannen made them at
least every few days, but I couldn’t find the energy to do it now. I just
watched his hands as he moved, the efficiency and confidence of them, letting
them soothe me into an in-between state of aware and daydreaming. 


I stayed in that state until he popped a piece of cake into
my mouth. Automatically chewing, I found that the food strangely helped pull me
out of the weird spiral my mind funneled down. 


“Bodies are oddly distractible,” Bannen commented, words
leading to nothing. “It’s the weirdest thing. I’ve been so badly injured my
body was shaking, mind blanking, and then someone would force a bite into my
mouth and my brain suddenly latched onto it. Crazy, right? Now I know that when
the brain has too much to handle, food is the first go-to in order to give it
something easy to do, something it can focus on without being overwhelmed.” 


That seemed to be true. My brain had turned to thinking:
food? Food. Fooooood. “Are humans really that simple?” I mused. 


“On the base level, yeah, seems like it.” 


I chewed, swallowed, stole a rice cake, and set to gnawing
on that. I studied Bannen as I chewed, taking in more than his expression. I
didn’t know him extremely well after a month, of course, but I’d learned how to
read him a little. The tense way he held his shoulders, the way his fingers
kept gliding up to touch his sword hilts, the way he stood with feet shoulder
length apart, all of that said to me that he was angry and wanted something to
pound. But there was no target here for him to reach. Maybe because he wasn’t
pushing me to say anything, I felt obligated to say something. 


“I feel unnerved.” That had to be the understatement of the
century. “You?”


“Unnerved?” he returned, trying the word out and not liking
it. “That is way too mild. In fact, I can’t think of a way to describe this
except guel jweo han.” 


Having my mouth full, I gave him a cock of the brow and an
inquisitive noise. 


“There’s no direct way to translate it for you,” he
answered, finishing off the last of the rice cakes and placing them on a plate.
“It’s a little hard to explain. It means extremely frustrating, terrifying, and
being at a loss as to how to respond, all at once. It’s what we say when
something so dangerous and extreme happens that we don’t know how to face it.” 


“That’s exactly how I feel,” I decided. “And yet not at the
same time. Part of me, strange as this sounds, is relieved.” 


Bannen braced his hands against the counter and leaned
there, looking at me with an enigmatic expression. “Relieved because you
finally know what’s wrong with you?”


“Yes.” I didn’t realize until I said it how true that was. I
felt relieved but at the same time I felt like I shouldn’t be, because who
would be relieved to know that their own magic was destroying them? But it rang
true nonetheless. “I saw so many doctors growing up, and I was constantly sick,
so it’s nice to finally have an answer. ‘This is what’s wrong.’ Even better,”
here I strangely felt like smiling, “is that not only do I have the diagnosis,
but the cure is already in place.”


Snorting, he turned and leaned against the counter so that
our shoulders brushed each other. “There’s that. I admit that eases my mind
too. The only thing that really makes me happy about this, though, is that we
now have a very strong reason for people if they try to send me away again.”


“That is what I’m happiest about,” I admitted frankly.
Truthfully, that was the only part of this I felt secure about. The rest of it
I could have lived without knowing. 


“Rena—” he started. Then stopped. Then tried to start again.
“You realize that we won’t ever be able to separate.” 


Some part of me had realized that. I found it interesting
that he brought it up first. “Yes, I know.”


“No,” he cut a hand through the air, growing frustrated. “I
won’t be able to ever leave you. I’ll kill you the moment I do. I know that
familiars are with their mage until their death, but in our case that means
another sixty years. And what if I don’t survive you? What if I go down—”


Without thinking my hand raised and smacked him solidly on
the back of the head. It stopped him dead and he stared at me, nonplussed. 


“You are literally my lifeline,” I insisted, growing more
irritated with every word. “My familiar, my best friend, we basically live in
each other’s pockets, and I don’t want to hear about the possibility of you
dying before me! Why are you thinking about the worst case scenario?”


He chewed on that for a minute before offering, “Habit?”


“It’s a bad habit. Kick it to the curb.”


Lifting a hand in surrender, he grinned. “Alright, Rena. I
do have a concern, though. What if we fight? What if we get to the point that
we can’t stand each other?”


“Then we make it right.” He worried about the strangest
things. “Bannen, you realize the familiar bond is there to connect us, to make
us want to get along, even when we’re at each other’s throats?”


“Well, yes, but—”


“We will fight,” I informed him and even as I said the
words, I knew them to be true, “because we’re two very different people and we’re
not always going to see eye-to-eye. But what will save us is that we’re good at
talking to each other. We’re good at communicating, at compromising, and we want
this to work. As long as we keep that attitude, we’ll be fine.” 


He rubbed at the bridge of his nose, looking as if he had an
encroaching headache. “I think I’m freaking out about this a little.” 


“It certainly looks that way to me.” Although what he chose
to freak out about was interesting. “You’re not worried about my health?”


“Trammel is certain that as long as I’m alive, you’ll be
fine. I can keep us both alive.”


The absolute certainty of that basically radiated from him
and I smiled. Physically, he knew he couldn’t protect me, but it was my heart
he worried about? “What did I do to deserve you?”


“Serial kitten killer in a previous life?” he offered.


I threw back my head and laughed because that shouldn’t be
funny but strangely was. He smiled at me, pulling me in long enough to plant a
chaste kiss against my forehead. The bond buzzed and hummed happily and I
grinned back at him. Deities, but this man was good for me, in every sense. How
had I managed sixteen years without him?


He kept his hand at the nape of my neck, stroking idly with
his fingers, and I wanted to stretch into the contact like a cat and purr.  “What
are you going to tell your family?”


If he knew my parents better, he wouldn’t ask that question.
“The truth. The whole truth as we know it. They won’t react well at first, but
my family is surprisingly adaptable and they do better with more information
instead of less.” 


“Your call.” His mouth worked, choosing and discarding words
before settling on, “How much do you want me to tell my family?”


“The whole truth,” I repeated steadily. “Because I think it
will do them good to know why you’re here with me instead of safely coddled up
there with them.” 


I could tell that was the answer he wanted. “Good. I—good.
It will make this easier if they have a clear-cut reason.” 


“That’s settled, then.” I studied him and found that for
once, I couldn’t really tell what he thought. “How are you doing with this?”


“I honestly don’t know. Ask me again tomorrow, after I’ve
had a chance to sleep on it.”


I felt the same way and nodded, understanding. Strangely,
talking about it put some of the knots in my stomach to rest, and I felt like I
could breathe again. So much so that I picked up another rice cake and this
time actually enjoyed it. “I’m going to sleep on this and then, if I have
questions, I’ll ask them of Trammel before he leaves in the morning.” 


“Might as well catch the man while you can,” Bannen agreed.
“I certainly would. I still have some reservations about all of this, I won’t
lie, and there’s parts that make me really uncomfortable. But honestly, before
Trammel hit us with this, we worked well together and handled life just fine. I
feel like knowing all of this won’t really change much in the long run. We know
your health is improving now that your magic has me to use. As long as it’s not
going to accidentally destroy you, that’s all I need to know.” 


I really hoped that it was as simple as that. 





After sleeping on it, I only woke up with two questions. I
would probably think of others, but I felt like the two I had really answered
everything that I truly needed to know. So I dressed quickly, suddenly paranoid
about missing Trammel. He had given no indication of when he planned on
leaving, just sometime in the morning. 


I raced downstairs, only to stop abruptly with a hand still
on the handrail. Trammel sat ensconced at one of the center tables, a spread of
food in front of him. I recognized Bannen’s hand when I saw it. There was a
display of little bowls and plates, all with a different dish in them, and
Trammel happily picked from one or another, stuffing his mouth full. 


Recognizing Bannen’s strategy, I caught his eye and mouthed Thank
you.


He winked at me and retreated back into the kitchen. 


Seriously, what did I do to deserve him? Smiling to myself,
I joined Trammel at the table. “Good morning, sir.” 


“Good morning.” He paused with a fork hovering over what
looked to be a salad. “You are taking this in better than I thought you would.”



“Answers are normally better than uncertainties,” was the
only explanation I could give him without sounding insane. “I did have two
questions for you.” 


Popping another bite into his mouth, he gestured for me to
go ahead. 


“First, are you going to report all of this to the Council?”


“Naturally. Our arrangement states that I give them a full,
detailed report on everything I discover. This should be a relief to you, as it
means that you are magically within your rights to keep that young man and will
yank their proverbial leg to stand on.” A knowing look glimmered in his eyes. I
think he liked yanking on the Council’s chain. “What is your other question?”


“You said that my magic is naturally destructive. That even
when it doesn’t intend to have a direct impact on me, it does, because that is
its nature. You said also that it helps if I use my magic on a daily basis. I’m
not quite sure I follow why?”


“To put it simply, when you use your magic, you fulfill its
purpose and at the same time, drain its power. With its instincts satisfied and
low energy to draw upon, of course it won’t have as strong of an influence on
you. It’s a mixed blessing, as it also doesn’t have as much power to rebuild
your physical form, but it’s also not doing as much damage.” 


I believed I understood what he meant. “So my body will always
be in a constant state of renewal and decay.” 


“My dear child, every human on earth is in that constant
state of flux. The only difference between you and them is that you have magic
actively trying to put you back together. In the long run, you’ll probably live
a very long life span because your magic is struggling to keep you alive.” 


That statement eased a fear that I hadn’t dared to think,
much less say. I’d harbored a suspicion that my lifespan would be shortened by
my magic. “You think so?”


“I would lay very good odds. Assuming you don’t do something
and kill yourself off first. I don’t mean to say that your magic will be able
to revive you no matter what injuries you sustain. Remember, it’s doing all it
can just to offset the damage it’s doing to you. Anything more to that will
increase the debt.” 


Strangely, I wasn’t worried about that. “That’s what Bannen
is here for, to keep me safe.” 


“I’m strangely jealous that you get a human familiar,”
Trammel said to himself as much as to me, looking at the spread of food around
him. “He’s a good cook, mine can’t even pick up a—ow! Owowowowow, quit, you
blood-thirsty little spitfire!”


From the folds of his collar appeared a small wind sprite,
by the look of it, and she had vicious hold of his ear, pulling with all her
might, a petulant scowl etched into what should have been an ethereally
beautiful face. She was all light blue in skin tone, long white hair, a
delicate pair of wings bigger than she was. She must be incredibly shy, as
Trammel had been with us for nearly four days and this was the first time I’d
seen her. 


After he was appropriately punished, the familiar darted up
to the rafters, scolding him in a high voice with words I couldn’t understand.
The tone said enough, though. 


“Her familiar is supportive, you’re naggy,” Trammel
informed her crossly, rubbing at his abused ear. “I swear I did something
villainous in a previous life to deserve you.” 


That got another round of verbal abuse, which Trammel
ignored with the ease of long practice. “At any rate, I’ve left a copy of my
research notes and conclusions with your master. He’s pouring over it this
morning, but I’m sure you can make your own copy to study. I might stop by from
time to time, study your strange magic again, but for now I have enough to make
a report with.” 


That was good enough for me. “Thank you for the
consideration, sir. I wasn’t quite sure what to think when I first learned you
were coming, but now I’m heartily glad that you did.” 


“Nobody likes to see me come, and everyone is glad to see me
go,” he joked, not at all offended by this. “If you do have further questions,
or if something else interesting happens, send a message to me through the
Council. I’m very curious how your magic will develop.” 


Perhaps to the surprise of both of us, I meant it when I
promised, “I will.” 













The next several days passed strangely to say the least.
Rena oscillated between truly studying her magic to ignoring it completely. I
wasn’t sure if she was trying to accept what was happening or repress it. I did
know that the oscillation between those two attitudes proved extreme enough to
give me mental whiplash. 


This wasn’t a struggle that I could help her with. I could
listen, I could be supportive, but she had to come to terms with this herself.
I basically puttered around the guildhall, trained, cooked, and kept a sharp
lookout for assassins. None showed, which was good, as Rena remained so
mentally scrambled she did not have the mindset for a fight. 


It helped, a little, when she sat down and talked to her
family about all of this. It strangely helped even more when she explained it
to my family. My parents’ attitude changed with this knowledge. They went from
prickly to accepting (although grudgingly so) that I was, indeed, exactly where
I was supposed to be. I think what settled it for them was that I was a mage’s
partner. That brought honor to the family name, and while they didn’t like the
fact that I lived so far away, they were pleased about my new vocation. I had a
feeling they were bragging. A lot. 


Nothing was ‘fine,’ not by a long stretch, but the mind
could only focus on a problem with no actual solution before it let go of it
and focused on other things. It was perhaps because of this that I felt I could
sleep in this morning. 


Up until Rena landed on my bed and started jostling me.
“Bannen.”


“Jpespohjwserk,” I grumbled. 


“That’s either a word in your native language—which I don’t
speak, by the way—or you’re not awake yet, and I need you to be awake.” 


I cracked open one eye and tried to focus enough to glare at
her. “Go ’way, Rena.”


“Look, I know you stayed up late last night playing that
game with Mazey and Lance and them, but I really need you up. Like, now.”


Actually, I’d stayed up until this morning, technically;
we’d seen the light of pre-dawn before finally calling it quits and going to
bed. I blamed the evil inventor of the card game. It proved ridiculously
addictive. “Not moving,” I managed as articulately as possible. 


“You look like a sad dog right now, by the way, you know that,
right? You look like you are either going to cry or bite someone.” 


I leaned toward biting someone. The someone sitting on my
bed and bouncing me up and down was a handy target, I could go for that one. 


If she was spending this much energy trying to get me up, I
had a feeling that a) it was important enough to roust me forcibly out of bed,
and b) the fastest way to get back to bed was to give her whatever it was she
wanted. I groaned, growled, huffed, and rolled over enough to put my feet
against the floor.


Since I showed progress, she left with a satisfied smile and
an order, “We leave in ten minutes!” as she skipped out the door. 


Ten minutes? I would barely be able to wake up enough to
find clothes and actually put them on in ten minutes. Blearily rubbing at my
eyes, I stumbled around the room, getting ready. Mostly through willpower (and
this feeling that Rena would be ruthless about getting me to move), I managed
to get down to the kitchen with two minutes to spare. I fumbled my way through
finding a cup, pouring tea from the kettle, and dumping half the sugar
container in. It was gagging sweet, just the way I liked it, but more
importantly I needed sugar if I were to function right now. At all. 


Rena danced impatiently near the front door, anxious for me
to go. Feeling like a badly handled puppet, I tried to jog. It came out more of
a high paced shuffle, but I called it progress. “Rena, if this isn’t an
emergency—”


“Master Vonda called,” she explained, already moving,
pulling me along with her when she felt I was slacking. “Something happened
this morning, I didn’t get details, but now Lori, Emily, Steph, Pilot, and Dax
are all stuck together.” 


My sleep deprived brain turned that over. “That does sound
troublesome.”


“For whatever reason, the general consensus is that my magic
would be best suited to undo…whatever it was that was done.”


“I’m all for you going to a friend’s rescue, but Rena, you
remember that we potentially have assassins after us? I’m not exactly awake
enough to be fighting fit at the moment, shouldn’t we bring someone along with
us?”


“It’s been almost two weeks and no one’s tried anything,”
she pointed out reasonably, not at all worried. “I think that we’d have been
attacked by now if someone was still after you. Us.”


Well, maybe she had a point. Maybe Trammel’s report to the
Council put it all to rest and we wouldn’t have to worry about people popping
out of the shadows. I still tried to jab my brain into motion enough that I was
aware of our surroundings and potential trouble, as we traveled to Vonda’s
place. 


Vonda was one of the rare mages that didn’t belong to some
guild or grand company. She had her own little house, a two-story that sat
sandwiched between a mercantile store and an accounting office. Rena went straight
up the stairs, crossed the porch, and pushed through the front door without
even knocking. “Master Vonda!”


“Back room!” Vonda called back. 


We went down the narrow hallway to the last room on the left
and the sight inside surprised me so much that I stumbled to a halt right in
the doorway. 


Somehow—I died to know how—Steph, Lori, Emily, Dax, and
Pilot all had gotten stuck together with this dense, greenish grey goop. Also
mixed in, strangely enough, was a very alarmed pigeon, a mailbox, a shoe, and
what looked to be a door in the back. Steph was completely out, her chin
resting on her chest, eyes closed. 


“Is Steph hurt?” Rena demanded, heading straight for them. 


“Not really, we hit her head as we were trying to get
through the door,” Emily answered. “She’s just unconscious.” 


“Don’t touch us!” Lori warned in the same breath. 


I caught Rena by the waist, halting her forward momentum.
Their situation was so hilarious that I bit my bottom lip to keep from
laughing. “Please, please tell me there’s a good story on this one.” 


“I’m not sure how good of a story it is,” Lori answered,
making a face, “but we were on our way to get breakfast from that little bakery
on 5th Street, and Steph was working a spell to get all of the dog
hair off of her, and just as we rounded the corner, there was another
apprentice that had a sticky spell he was working on, and the spells
blended somehow.”


“And then everything got stuck to us,” Emily grumped. 


I looked at Rena, wondering what she saw, only to find that
her eyes were crossed. “That bad, huh.”


“This is going to take me a minute,” she admitted. “How—I
mean, the spell elements shouldn’t even try to combine like that, why by
the deities…”


At that moment Steph woke up and looked down at herself,
around, taking it all in. “This,” she announced, “might be the weirdest place
I’ve ever woken up.” 


“What, stuck in a sticky spell with me, Lori, and a panicked
pigeon?” Emily cracked. “Nothing weird about that.”


“At least, not compared to some of the places we’ve woken
up,” Lori allowed, a manic grin on her face. “Have you forgotten Ravenswood?”


“I’d repressed Ravenswood,” Steph shuddered. 


“Of course you can,” Emily bemoaned, “you got to keep your
pants.” 


Before I could beg for the story on that line, Vonda
stepped in. “Now, ladies, let’s remember we’re in mixed company.”


No, let’s forget that, I really wanted to hear what
happened. I caught Steph’s eye and mouthed, Tell me later, to which she
gave me a wink. 


“Rena?” Vonda prompted. “Can you undo this?”


“I think,” Rena said uncertainly, “that I’ll have to undo
one spell, then another. At least, the elements that haven’t blended together.
Trying to tackle them both is too complicated; the incantation will be very
confusing.”


“Whatever you need, girl,” Emily encouraged, “just get us
free.” 


Rena set to work, falling into that intense focus where she
blocked out the rest of the world. It was just as well, as the three girls got
bored and Emily started singing one of those songs that doesn’t have an end but
just loops back into itself. Steph and Lori, equally bored, happily joined in
with Steph, sometimes trying to kick one of them and accusing them of ‘skipping
a verse.’ 


Not sure if I felt awake enough for this early morning show,
I gratefully took the cup of hot tea Vonda offered me and guzzled it. I would
admit that it was worth it, though. This would be quite the story to laugh
about later. 


It took Rena some time, but she managed to untangle
everyone. I caught the pigeon, setting it free out the back door. The poor
thing immediately flew off with the strongest flap of wings it could. I didn’t
blame it one iota. Pilot the dog shook himself free and then promptly went
outside to roll around in the grass. I doubted he was actually sticky, but I
wasn’t going to begrudge him the urge. Dax the marmoset had more sense and went
for the bird bath in the backyard, splashing around in it. 


The girls certainly felt the need for a bath, as they did
nothing more than hug Rena thanks before rushing for the back bathing room.
Vonda was the one that actually paid us for the rescue, plus a tip for
breakfast, which I appreciated. 


We left the building, Rena smiling, me yawning. I watched
her and for once didn’t see any sign of the emotional upheaval she’d been
wrestling with for the past four days. She finally seemed at some sort of peace
with herself and her magic. I was glad for it, as when she was on edge, so was
I. I still didn’t really know how I felt about her magic, as my emotions seemed
to zing all over the board, but I knew if I just gave it more time, I’d settle
as well.  At least Rena hadn’t fallen into a depression about this whole thing.
That had been my main worry. 


If Rena realized my thoughts, she didn’t give it away. “Breakfast?”
she asked me, a bounce in her step. 


“I like food,” I agreed seriously, trying to judge from her
expression what today was going to be like. “Ah, I take it you have a job in
mind for today?”


“I do, but it’ll be quick, no more than an hour or so. Then
you can go back and nap.”


I felt reasonably sure I could stay awake another hour. “I’m
holding you to that. What do you want for breakfast?”


Rena seriously pondered this for a full minute.
“Watermelon,” she decided. “Or maybe an apple crust pie. Or both.”


This was the joy of asking a woman what she wanted to eat. Amused
despite myself, I said, “Well, why don’t you get the apple crust pie from the
bakery, we’ll pick up a watermelon or three to share with the guild.”


“It’ll get sticky if we try to get more than a half,” she
responded, frowning. 


I did not follow this statement at all. “Why would it get
sticky? Watermelons are solid until you bust them open.”


She paused and gave me a funny look. “But you have to split
them open to know which one’s good.” 


“You poor kid, has no one taught you how to thump a
watermelon? Seriously?”


“Wait, thump? Why would you hit it?”


“To hear it, of course.” I could tell from her expression
she didn’t understand what I meant at all. “Wait, is this a cultural thing? No
one knocks on watermelon to hear if they’re good or not? Really? My mind’s
blown over here, you mean to tell me that every time you go to pick a
watermelon, you have the merchant split it open for you?”


“It’s either that or take my chances it’s a good one,” she
defended herself. “And how in heaven are you supposed to know if a watermelon
is good or not by the sound of it?”


“It has a certain tone to it, deep but hollow,” I tried to
explain only to realize that trying to describe a sound was like trying to
describe a color. “You know what? I’ll show you. Let’s get the watermelon
first—”


It wasn’t anything overt, but it didn’t take flashy moves in
order to get my attention. I’d been fighting since I was knee high, on guard
duty since the age of thirteen, and over the last two weeks my nerves had been
stretched so thin that anything would set them off. As Rena discovered. 


So I took notice of a number of men all around the same age,
in similar clothes, plain and somber, the cut not fine but better than workmen,
all of them carefully not looking at me but also keeping their profiles toward
me. They tried not to make it obvious they were watching but they failed.
Miserably. 


“Rena, we have a slight problem.” I tucked her in a little
closer to my side, arm at her back, making it look like I was being
affectionate when in fact I was preparing to throw her into the first corner
possible so they couldn’t attack her from behind. The bond flared unhappily as
I felt the threat start to close in around us. 


She turned to me, not seeing what I saw, but then she still
remained sweet and innocent in these matters. I preferred to keep it that way.
“What’s the problem?” she asked, putting a hand to her chest, trying to keep
the bond from acting unruly. 


I kept my voice low, casual, so that even if they overheard
me they’d only catch the tone. “We’re about to get jumped.” 


Her eyes went wide and she squeaked, “That’s a slight
problem?!”


“Well, no, that’s not really the problem,” I denied and
despite the situation I could feel the adrenaline kicking in, an old friend
that sent my nerves singing. “The problem is that we’re in an enclosed space
that restricts me to hand-to-hand combat and that limits how many people I can
take on at once.” 


Rena looked frantically around her, although she limited it
to just her eyes moving; she was smart enough to not move her head around and
telegraph that we knew. “So what’s your max in this situation?”


“Five.” 


“How many do you think will attack us?”


“Six.” I gave her a gamine smile. “That’s the problem.”


“I don’t think I like being outnumbered,” Rena managed,
mouth still going, but I could tell this situation scared her badly. 


“Don’t worry, you get used to it.” There, that corner would
do. I couldn’t get us out of this narrow street, it went on for some time, and
I wasn’t about to try a building. I didn’t know which one would be safe and the
narrow conditions wouldn’t improve any. But that recess between two buildings,
that looked like it could act as a funnel and barrier long enough. “There, go!”


Rena sprinted for where I pointed; I kept up until she was
safely in place.


The blow came from behind, hard and fast, but I’d been in
more fights than I could remember. I was more than a little pissed, too. “You
know what?” I asked as I caught the hand and rolled my weight forward, throwing
my attacker into a wall with a bone-shattering thud. The bond now snarled like
a predator, demanding that I protect Rena, and my protective instincts kicked
into overdrive. I slipped around into a block and twist, one ear on Rena,
hearing her chant her spells. “I’m seriously annoyed at you fopdoodles.” 


There, there, and there—it wasn’t just the six. They had
three mages with them, I could see them flinging up a multitude of spells. I
could only guess the purpose, but I knew what I would want my mage partner to
do in a situation like this. Spells to block her from calling for help, spells
to cage us in, other spells to do damage to us. I had to blink, to focus,
before the bond could turn my vision into a field of red. I couldn’t afford
tunnel vision, not now.


I blocked a punch, body rocking with the force of it as
these men weren’t wimps—definitely pros—and retaliated with a brutal swing of
my elbow. It connected with the man’s nose and I felt and heard something
break. Grinning with feral intent, I pivoted on a foot, snapping a leg out to
connect with a knee, tossing another attacker into his buddies. “You really
don’t have to traumatize my mage. You want a piece of me, fine, you wait until
I’m alone. There’s a cardinal rule here, you cretins, some things are just
common sense, and one of them is that you never—” I lashed out with a right
fist, took one in an uppercut, coupling it with a foot sweep that sent him
straight down, “ever, terrify cute girls!”


I swung around, looking for a way out, because winning in
this situation wasn’t possible. I wasn’t fast enough or strong enough to deal
with six pros plus three mages, even with Rena as my backup. The numbers and
odds and probabilities rolled through my head and I knew, just knew, that we
had to either find a way to take those mages down all at once or we would go
down. We would go down and wouldn’t get back up again. 


I ducked under a blow, dodging a kick, then a hit glanced
off my shoulder and I rolled with it, falling back so that I didn’t absorb the
blow. I had three throwing daggers within reach, and I used them, cutting two
of them down. Even as one of them grabbed me, I connected with his groin,
throwing a knee upwards hard and fast, breaking completely free of his hold. 


Four, four men, I could deal with four men, and if Rena
could deal with the three mages—I spared a glance and found her sweating, face
white and taut with strain, and that expression told me everything I needed to
know. 


We weren’t winning. 


A sharp whistle pierced the air and my attackers suddenly
backed off. That was a terrible sign, one that made me want to run, but of
course they had cut off every escape route, burn their hides. 


Rena grabbed me from behind, fingers in a vice like grip
around my arm. “Whatever happens, do not leave my side,” she commanded, voice
strained and hoarse. 


“Now why would I do that?” I answered, being smart more out
of habit than anything else. “You know I’m more faithful than your shadow.” 


“I know,” she responded with a ghost of a smile. “Stick
close.” 


One of the mages threw up a portal, and yelled something in
Swallin. I didn’t have to speak the language to know what he said. He wanted
the muscle to grab us and throw us in through the portal.


No way could I let that happen. If we were portaled now, it
would be to a place I absolutely did not want to be. 


“Buy me twenty seconds,” she pleaded and then started
speaking rapidly. 


I had no idea what Rena planned, but she had obviously
thought of something, so I was more than willing to buy her the time she asked
for. I spun, threw kicks, punched one man in the sternum, knocking the breath
out of him, and garnered us a little breathing room. Rena spoke faster than I
had ever heard her, the incantation nearly tripping over itself to escape her
mouth. Seriously, what was she planning to do? 


She latched onto me again, but this time, she shoved me
ahead. Straight for the portal. 


“Wait, what?” I demanded, not at all inclined to go toward
that thing. 


“Go!” she shouted at me, still pushing. 


I started running, trusting her, but still confused. Why the
portal? Then I saw the three mages panic, they started shouting at the muscle
to stop us, and that’s when it clicked. Rena had done something to the portal. 


It was a cardinal rule of mine that if the enemy didn’t want
you to do something, that was precisely what you needed to do. With glee in my
heart, I sped up to a sprint, or as fast of a sprint as I dared with Rena in
tow. 


The assassins were not about to let us pass by them without
a fight. They dove for me, and I was hard pressed to keep them off Rena’s back.
They were more determined this time, the attacks coming harder and faster than
before, and it took every ounce of skill I had to stay on my feet and just
defend the both of us. Unfortunately I took more than one hit during this. I
couldn’t stop, couldn’t just dive through the portal and think us safe, I had
to buy us enough room for her to close the portal behind us. 


That in mind, I ignored the way that my ribs screamed, the
burning gash in my thigh, and I kicked one of them back, sending him flying
into his compatriot. Two down, and then—I dropped low, leg sweeping out,
knocking the other one off his feet completely. Without getting up, I lowered
my torso, leg chambering in and then snapping out, hitting the last of them
squarely in the balls. He folded over with a gasp, tears springing up from the
pain. 


Good. “Rena, go!”


She huffed for breath at my side, but didn’t even pause as
we reached the portal’s edge. A hand on my arm, she drew me up and dove
through, pulling me with her. 


I could hear her speaking as we went, and I had a feeling
she was destroying the portal so that no one could follow us through. My last
thought as I left the street behind was that I hoped my mage knew what she was
doing. I absolutely did not want to be stranded in the middle of nowhere. 













Darkness. 


That was all I could see and for a moment I was afraid there
was something wrong with my eyes, that I couldn’t open them. But that wasn’t
it, it was just so completely black that there wasn’t any light to see. The
bond tremored like a bottled earthquake, shaken by what had happened and the
possibility of more danger. I wanted to throttle it. The only reason I felt
grateful for it at the moment was that I knew precisely where Rena stood, and
that kept me from sarding losing it on the spot. 


“Rena.” I had my heart in my throat but I tried to keep my
building panic out of my voice. “Where are we?”


“I really hate to say this, but I have no idea.” 


“Sards. That’s not in the least bit comforting. What did you
do to that portal?”


“Well, there’s…it’s complicated.” She huffed out a breath, a
sound I knew well for when she struggled to make something simple enough for me
to understand. “Basically, portal spells have more than simple directions. It
doesn’t give you a name for a destination, but something like coordinates; make
sense?”


I almost nodded then realized she couldn’t see it in the
dark. “Sure, I follow. And?”


“I erased one of the coordinates. By doing that, I changed
the location, but that means we can literally be anywhere on this horizontal
line. Anywhere.” 


The question popped out of my mouth before I could stop it.
“Isn’t that incredibly dangerous?”


“What part of me erasing any part of a portal spell sounds
safe to you?” she snarked back. 


“Okay, you got me there. And that was snarky, incredibly
snarky, I think you’ve been around me for too long. I’m a bad influence.”


“Can’t disagree there.” She might have been laughing, her
voice wavering, or she was like me and fighting the urge to panic and using
banter to cover it up. 


I couldn’t detect a trace of light anywhere. I could feel
the ground below me, and it wasn’t level, and the air had this smell of
dampness and earth and moving water. I knew these scents well, thanks to an
interesting upbringing. Mostly cousins taking me places that as a kid I had no
business being in. “We’re in a cave.”


“That would be my guess,” she agreed. “Deep.”


Very deep. The way that our voices echoed back toward us
told me that much. That and the complete lack of air movement. There was
literally no trace of wind and the air felt stuffy, stifling so. “Rena, I have
the feeling that this is a stupid question, but because I’m me, I’m going to
throw it out there anyway—how close to creation magic is a flame? Light of any
sort?”


“It’s not ‘close to’ it IS creation magic.”


“I was really afraid you were going to say that. So you’re
saying that we’re stuck deep in a cave and you can’t create any kind of light
for us to navigate by.”


“That’s the size of it. And not knowing where we are, I
can’t portal us back, either. Worse, no one can track where we went. I made
sure of that so the assassins couldn’t come after us, but….”


But it meant that allies couldn’t come after us either.
Right. “This is seriously turning out to be a bad day.”


“You’re telling me.” There was a digestive silence. “Bannen.
As I see it, we have one of two options. First is, we try to walk and find a
way out.”


“I have to tell you, the idea of stumbling around in a pitch
black cave, with no light or supplies, strangely holds no appeal to me.” 


“Me neither, which leaves us with our second option: I
tunnel our way out.” 


I could feel the ache and stabbing pain in my ribs. I had a
feeling they were cracked—if I was lucky only bruised. I felt pretty sure there
was a long gash in my thigh that bled, too, although sluggishly. That wasn’t
going to get better anytime soon and saying something to Rena would only worry
her. She’d worked some magic this morning, but not a lot, and I hoped that if
she was offering to do this it meant that she had enough magic for the job. “Do
you have a sense of where to start digging? Cause honestly, that sounds like
our best bet.” 


“Not offhand, but if you give me a few minutes, I think I
can figure it out.” 


“Be my guest. I’ll just stand here and breathe.” 


“You do that.” 


I grinned even though she couldn’t see it. Snarky, snarky
little mouth of hers. I was definitely ‘rubbing off’ on her, as she put it. I
was very glad that Rena was not the type to panic during a crisis. She’d proven
that earlier when tackling Toh’sellor, and here especially I couldn’t
help her. She had to be the one that found a way out. 


The silence dragged. As we waited, I dug a handkerchief out
of my pocket and tied it around the gash, going by feel on where to tie it. It
wasn’t ideal but there was little more that I could do about it in this
situation. I tried to ignore my ribs, and the way my arm ached, and the sharp
pain of my pinky toe. Pretty sure I stubbed it on something when tumbling
through the portal. I hated breaking toes, they take for sarding ever to heal.
Even with magic. 


“I think,” she did not sound completely confident about
this, “that we need to go through there. It seems to be the thinnest section of
mountain.” 


“Saying the ‘thinnest’ section of a mountain does not
exactly bode well. As in, I feel a foreboding. How much are you going to need
to literally dig our way out of here?”


“A lot.” She sounded grim but determined. Something small
and warm, fingers I knew well, grabbed my hand. “Stay close, follow my lead.” 


I held on because frankly I felt a little better with the
contact. Not that the bond could be pacified just with physical contact right
now, but it helped. I kept blinking even though I knew it wouldn’t help, but my
mind didn’t want to admit that I couldn’t see. In this absolute darkness it was
strangely like having an out of body experience except without the excuse of
being dead drunk. “I know your eyes are good, but how well can you see right
now?”


“Magically? Just fine. I can see the layout of the area so I
can keep us from falling into any holes or off any ledges like that one, that
one right there, let’s go a little left, perfect.” 


“Rena, I’m suddenly glad that you’re strange and your magic
works so differently. Not falling off cliffs in a random cave has given me a
whole new appreciation for just how good your skills are.” 


“Why thank you, Bannen. I think.” She stopped abruptly.
“Alright, here’s the part that will drive you antsy. I’m going to start. I’ll
basically carve out large, blocky stairs so that we can steadily walk up and
out. We’re pretty far down, so that’s going to take a while. Try not to openly
fidget.”


“Right,” I agreed easily.


“I mean it,” she warned. 


“Hey, I can behave.” 


“Chance is a fine thing,” she groused. With a huff of
breath, she started in on the rock in front of us. At least, I assumed it was
in front of us. 


I wasn’t about to tell her that it took all of my energy to
stay standing and not curl into a ball and cry. I was tired from pulling an
all-nighter, a senseless fight in an alleyway, and I hurt. Bad. The longer I
stood there, the more convinced I became that my ribs were likely not bruised but
cracked, and nothing irritated me more than cracked ribs. They also took forever
to heal and even breathing strained them. I tried to keep my breaths quick and
light. 


She started speaking, the incantations mercifully short, and
then stepped forward and up. Because I couldn’t see anything like she did, I
felt my way forward with my good foot, found the step up, and took it. Even as
I stepped up onto the flat ledge she had made, Rena worked on the next one. 


We inched our way up, slowly up, for what seemed like a
decade. I could hear the strain in her voice as Rena worked, growing progressively
hoarser, but I knew she wouldn’t stop and take a break. We had no water, no
food, and aside from resting her voice, there was no point in stopping. Rena remained
single-mindedly focused on getting us out of here as quickly as possible. Even
if she wanted to pause and rest, I wasn’t sure if she could. The bond kept
throwing out antsy jibes at us, not happy that we were technically still in
danger. For that matter, neither was I. 


Even if Rena could ignore the bond, we didn’t have any room
to maneuver. As she’d said she would, she made the tunnel straight and narrow,
barely wide enough for us to stand in. The air hung cold, too, cold in the way
that only mountain stone could be. I ran warm most of the time, but without
more than a thin shirt and a vest on, I didn’t have any barrier between me and
this icy chill. That and the blood loss made me even colder. I had a feeling my
teeth would start chattering soon. 


Rena didn’t seem to feel the chill, but then, working magic
constantly like this likely kept her warm. I worried about her pushing past her
magical limits. I’d seen it before, a few years ago while on a caravan job,
when I’d been cornered by a band of rogue mages. The two good mages fighting
with us had pulled out every stop imaginable to fight them and had magically
exhausted themselves in the process. ‘Mind down’ was what they called it. It
had scared ten years off me because they frankly looked dead. Aside from them
breathing, their eyes were closed, bodies completely still the way only a
corpse can pull off. 


Out here in the middle of deities-knew-where, I did not want
Rena to push herself into a mind down. That would be bad on so many levels. 


Two or three small eternities later, something coarse brushed
my arms. Cautiously, I felt them and realized I was touching roots. Tree roots?
Rena’s incantations grew longer, too, indicating that she needed to vanish more
than just mountain stone. Hope leapt in my throat. Maybe we were nearly free of
this dank, cold place. 


It took two more levels, and then with the next incantation,
we abruptly had a blue sky. I punched a fist into the air. “YES!” Owwww. Okay,
no more lifting my arms above shoulder level, that had sarding hurt. 


Rena dragged herself up one more step, and in the light, I
could see her shaking. Oh no. Ohnoohnoohno, “Rena—” I started, only to cut
myself off when she pitched forward sharply. 


Swearing, I caught her before she could do a face plant on
the grass, then swore again when my ribs screamed in protest. Gently, I let her
down, then stood there and tried to breathe around the pain. 


Darkness swam around the edges of my vision and I fought it
back, fought to stay conscious. I could not, absolutely not, afford to faint
right now. I drew on my experience of fighting through injuries, informed my
body sternly it couldn’t rest yet, and then carefully climbed my way out over
Rena. I beat a palm against my chest. “Settle down, bond, she’s fine. Deities,
but you pitch a fit over everything. If she’s not in perfect condition all I
get from you is nag, nag, nag. You’re not helping, shut up.” 


Once completely free of the mountain, I sat for a moment and
really looked around. All I saw were trees, pitches and rolls of the land, and
a lot of green. Wet green, indicating that it had rained very recently. The
ground felt more than damp under me. It was colder here, too, indicating that
we were not anywhere near Corcoran, but other than that, the place didn’t look
even remotely familiar. 


We were in a bad situation. I had no idea where exactly we
were, although I had a gut churning feeling we were in Turransky. Mostly
because with my luck, we would land in a country that didn’t particularly like
us. Rena was completely in a mind down, so utterly drained that she was little
better than a breathing doll. In this cold weather, her body temperature cooled
fast and it honestly scared me. I didn’t have any good way of warming her up.
Every single piece of wood I could find was either too green or wet. I couldn’t
get a fire started. 


I’d like to say that I’d been in a worse fix than this and
survived it, but honestly nothing compared to this. Not even that time when I
was fourteen and tried cliff diving at night with Stu. 


The one thing I was absolutely sure of was that just sitting
here would get us both killed eventually. We were near an open road, I could
see a glimpse of it through the trees. Even if we were in unfriendly territory,
I had to get Rena to a magician. She needed expert help that I couldn’t give
her. 


I tore the bottom of my shirt off and wrapped my ribs as
best I could. Then I cut a strong stick from a sapling nearby to use as a
walking stick. We basically had no supplies on us, unfortunately, but I bundled
up Rena as best I could and used my belt and sword belt to strap her onto my
back. Sword in one hand, walking stick in another, I hobbled my way forward. 


Let me tell you, carrying dead weight on a bad leg with two
(possibly) broken ribs was not something to dream about. Especially not with a
familiar bond jabbering unhappily to you. If the thing could talk, it would be
swearing viciously at me right now. I felt it pull and poke at me like a hot
rod in an open wound. Either that or my cracked ribs made it feel that way. 


“Rena,” I gritted through my teeth as I moved, “if it wasn’t
for the fact that you got this way saving my hide, I’d be very mad at you right
now. As it is, we’re still going to have a loooong talk about you pushing
yourself past your limits. Communication, remember?” Hefting her a little, I
groaned to myself, “This is not according to the plan. Seriously. So far
outside the plan we might as well be on a different planet.” 


Reaching the road, I had one of two choices: east or west.
Since I had no idea where the roads led, I went with the most logical course. I
chose the side that went downhill instead of uphill. Downhill was so, so much
better when carrying a person. 


I had my ears trained for trouble, as the visibility on the
road wasn’t all that great. The road itself was wide enough, so much so that
two wagons could pass each other comfortably, but there were a lot of trees. I
was dead certain we were in the middle of a forest because I didn’t see
anything else but trees. Drops of water fell randomly on me from said trees as
I trudged along. It didn’t feel like it actively rained anymore and that at
least was a blessing. 


There came the rattle of wheels, harnesses jangling, hooves
on packed dirt. I looked up sharply, anticipating company, but it took more
than a few minutes for them to come in sight. When they did, they took one look
at me and reined to an abrupt halt, chattering to each other. 


The language alone confirmed it. I spoke perhaps a dozen
words of Turranskan (mostly the swear words) and I recognized the sounds of it.
We were definitely in Turransky. I swore silently. This just went from bad to
worse, didn’t it?


I could feel my heart speeding up, my breath coming too
short and too loud in my lungs, and some distant part of my mind realized I
might be hyperventilating. I hated this, hated having Rena this vulnerable and
with no help for either of us, and cursed my injuries in the vilest language I
knew. The bond demanded that I hide her, that I get help for her, that I kill
anyone and everything that came anywhere near her. 


In that moment, I realized why Rena’s magic had demanded me,
a human. An animal familiar would have obeyed those instincts. A sentient
magical artifact would have been no help at all. Either of those two options
would have led to her death. 


But a human, a human had the ability to look at those
instincts, realize he was hyperventilating and on the edge of a panic attack,
and smack himself in the back of the head. “I cannot panic,” I informed myself
harshly. “I panic, she dies. We both die.”


I deliberately pulled my hands away from my weapons—they
ached with my restraint, and I ignored the sensation—and held onto her instead.
I clasped her behind the knees, feeling her skin growing colder, and used that
to keep my mind steady. I felt like I clawed for control, madness and clashing
instincts hovering just behind my eyes. 


These two seemed to be woodsmen, as they had a cart piled
over with logs. One of them hopped down and came toward me, eyes taking us in
from head to toe and back again. He looked worried, strangely enough. I was
hardly in any fighting condition, I wasn’t a threat by any stretch of the
imagination, so why…? Or perhaps they sensed the madness lurking in me. At
least, I felt half-mad, wanting to do three opposing things at once and the
bond snarling when I didn’t do as it wanted. 


I did not believe for a second that blindly trusting
strangers was a smart thing to do. On the other hand, I had to get help. I had
to. Putting my misgivings aside, I struggled to remember the words ‘help us.’ I
came up blank on ‘us’ so settled for what I could remember. “Jisaeo.”


The man’s dark eyes widened a little, surprised I knew any
of his language. He pushed back his cap a little, revealing a balding head and
tanned skin. Turning to his companion, he chattered something. 


Calm down, me. Just because you didn’t understand him didn’t
mean he was telling his companion to grab a weapon. 


A middle aged woman hopped off the cart, coming toward us.
She seemed of a similar age to the man, dark hair plaited and hanging over a
shoulder, wearing stocky breeches and an overcoat that had seen better days. 


I repeated the word, hopefully, forcing my expression to
stay at least neutral and not snarl. “Jisaeo.” 


“We will help,” the woman phrased carefully in Trader’s
tongue. “You understand?”


“I do,” I responded, breathing a sigh of relief. So he’d
called his wife as she spoke Trader’s tongue? See, bond? Not assassins. Shut
up. “My companion is a mage. She’s magically drained. I need help for her.”


The couple shared a look of surprise. The wife ordered
something, and the husband ran back to the cart with alacrity. I really, really
wished she would stop talking in a language I couldn’t speak. It made my
already stretched nerves sing. 


“Our village has retired magician,” she explained to me. “We
take you there. Not far.” 


I sent a prayer to any deity listening, thanking them for
sending these two to me. If they really were going to be helpful and nice, then
I considered this a bona fide miracle. If they turned out not to be so nice,
I’d clonk them over the head and steal their cart. Either way, win-win. “Thank
you.”


“We get help for you too,” she assured me kindly. “I’m Eva.”


“Bannen,” I responded with a duck of the head. “Thank you,
Mistress Eva.”













The husband had the wagon turned around in record time, even
in this slightly narrow place, and we carefully loaded up. Eva ensconced Rena
and I on the front bench while the husband straddled a log behind us. I felt extremely
glad she had, as frankly the only thing that kept me from doing something
stupid and drastic was my grip on Rena. As long as she breathed, I felt
reasonably sure that I wouldn’t lash out.


Eva set us going again with a cluck of the tongue. I didn’t
ask her to speed up as I knew very well that the draft horses were doing good
to haul the weight they were, and it would do us no good to try and hurry them
along. 


“What happened?” Eva prodded me as we traveled along. 


Now that I was sitting down, exhaustion crept up on me. I
struggled past it and focused on her, trying to keep my energy up a little
longer. The bond, strangely, kicked up more of a fuss because I flagged, which
in turn also helped me stay awake. I was really of two minds on this: was the bond
helpful or not? Wait, she’d asked me a question. I gave my head a sharp shake,
struggling to focus. “We were in a bad fight. It went very, very wrong. Ended
up in a cave and in order to get us out, my mage had to use a lot of magic.”


Eva clucked her tongue, expression sympathetic. “We take you
to Miss Mary, yes? Miss Mary retired Void Mage. She lives with us, helps
sometimes with troubles. Very old but very wise. Will be glad to help a young
mage.” 


Void Mage? What in the wide world was that? Granted, I knew
very little about magic but after being around Rena for the past month, I would
think that I would at least recognize every type of magician. 


The conversation more or less died there as I was in too
much pain to really try and keep it going. It took considerable effort to keep
Rena upright, as well, as she leaned heavily against me. I kept checking her
forehead, her neck, anxious that she stay warm, but I felt she grew steadily
colder and it worried me. The same way that going off a waterfall while riding
a log would worry me. I was not the crying sort, but I felt like tears pricked
my eyes. Rena being hurt was bad enough, but my own helplessness made a chaotic
mix of emotions that unsettled me down to my bones. 


Sards, I was hyperventilating again. I took a deep breath,
made myself bring in air and let it out again steadily. If I had the focus, I’d
meditate, but there was no way that was happening at this moment. Breathing and
Rena, that needed to be my focus. 


The wagon was definitely a work wagon, one with springs that
badly needed replacing, as I felt every single pebble on the road. Jostling
injured ribs was not fun, let me tell you. I kept thwacking a palm against my
chest, trying to get the bond to settle, but that was a useless endeavor.
Stupid thing kept twinging, unhappy about Rena’s condition. Couldn’t someone be
smarter about crafting how familiar bonds worked? All it did was make demands
and kick up a fuss. It’s about as helpful as a soggy sweater, I swear. 


Fortunately the village proved to be a very short trip. We
came in sight of it within twenty minutes and pulled through the main road.
People glanced at us, curious, but didn’t try to press forward or demand
answers to who I was. I found this easy acceptance a little odd. Weren’t these
people supposed to be on the outs with us? Never mind Rena, I’m obviously
foreign, so why wasn’t someone protesting? 


Not that I wasn’t glad, I didn’t need a confrontation, not
with the shape I was in. The first person that challenged me would likely get a
sword in their throat while I apologized for my reflexes. The bond would have
already pushed me into an overprotective rage if I’d had the energy to manage
it. Maybe it was a mixed blessing I was this hurt. 


Pulling around the washing well, Eva reined to a stop and
her husband hopped off and went straight to a tidy cottage with a tiled roof
and bright blue door. He knocked on it with a sense of urgency, which I
appreciated. 


Almost immediately the door opened and a man stepped into
view. He was very old, at least eighty would be my guess. His hair was still
thick on top but sheer white, skin wrinkled and sagging, a little bit of a
hunch in his back. Still, I could see through the years and see what he once
was—a very striking and imposing figure. In his day, this man would have been a
powerhouse of a man, tall and strapping. The bond, strangely, liked him. For
the first time in hours it stopped snarling at me and settled into an unhappy
hum. I blinked at him, confused at this reaction, although grateful for it. He
looked up, blue eyes meeting mine and they flew wide. Turning his head, he
called, “MARY!”


“What is it now?” an irate voice demanded, creaking a little
in age. “It better not be some fool trouble, I had enough of that yesterday.” A
woman stepped into view, every bit as ancient as the man, her white hair
cropped to a man’s shortness, at least three shawls draped over her shoulders.
She also took one look at the wagon and stopped short, expression incredulous.
I stared at her just as incredulously as the bond almost purred seeing her.
Seriously, who were these people?! “Deities! Gill, get them off that wagon.”


Perhaps it was because I was in pain. Perhaps because I had
stayed up all night and was past exhaustion. But it slowly hit me that these
two were like me and Rena—a mage and a human familiar. I’d always been able to
recognize another familiar on sight and Gill definitely fit that mold. Waesucks,
what was going on here?! I thought we were the only two!


Gill came directly to me and offered a hand. “Come down
slow, son. I can see you’re hurt bad.”


I shook my head. “Rena first. Rena’s situation is worse.” The
bond might be happier seeing these two but that didn’t mean it had magically
settled down. I still felt jittery and unsettled and I wanted Rena inside and
cared for NOW. Putting an arm around her shoulders, I shifted her so that I
could hand her down to him. Or tried to. My ribs screamed in pain at that
maneuver. Gill had to step up on the baseboard in order to reach her, bypassing
me. 


Perhaps he realized it would be faster to not argue with me.
He took Rena without a word in a strong grip that surprised me. Even at this
age, he could handle carrying a person? Granted, Rena’s not big, but still. 


It was the wood cutter that helped me down, half-supporting
my weight as I did a controlled fall to the ground. With the bond no longer
demanding blood, I found it easier to accept his help this time. I appreciated
his steady hand when I stubbed my pinky toe. AGAIN. White hot pain flared
through my foot and up my calf. I gritted my teeth and sought to ignore it. He
kept his supporting arm around me all the way into the house. I needed it.
Black swam through my vision a few times which hardly portended a good sign. Of
course the bond didn’t appreciate the reminder of how many injuries I had and
went back to kicking up a fuss. 


I’d made my decision. The bond was useless and I would find
a way to strangle it if it was the last thing I did. 


The inside of the house made a hazy impression of warm,
inviting, and well lived-in. I recognized several sewing projects started and
not finished, piling up on various chairs, and a warm fire blazing at the
hearth. My human crutch stopped inside the main room, shifting a little from
foot-to-foot as if he wasn’t sure he was allowed to be in here. 


Gill carried Rena straight through into another room, and I
followed with dogged determination. I saw him carefully lay her down on a wide
bed and then he stepped back completely. “Need a fire?” he asked Mary. 


“Big one,” she confirmed, already stepping forward, rolling
up her sleeve cuffs a little. “Young man, what’s your name?”


“Bannen, ma’am.” I found a wooden chair near the door and
collapsed into it, afraid I’d topple over soon if I didn’t sit. I slapped a
hand against my chest, silently telling the bond to shut up or else. “She’s
Rena. She had a Mind Down about two, three hours ago. Been cooling ever since.”



The woman’s hands glowed as she started at Rena’s head,
hovering but not touching, panning them slowly up and down her body. “Magical
depletion is severe. Haven’t ever seen a case this bad. Bannen, what foolery
where you two up to?”


“We got caught in a bad fight,” I explained, fighting to
keep upright. Deities, I was so sarding tired. “We ended up being portaled far
from home, deep in a mountain cave near here. She had to tunnel us out.” 


“Tunneling out of a mountain, you say?” Mary got this look
in her eye that said she knew exactly what I was talking about. “Well, that
would explain it. At least in part.” Her hands didn’t pause but she did glance
up at me knowingly. “Your bond is likely unhappy right now.”


“Unhappy is an understatement. It is writing death threats
in my own blood,” I answered sarcastically. 


She laughed, not in the least surprised. “It’ll settle when
we get you two seen to. Bear with it and try not to attack us in the meantime,
alright?”


That was seriously harder to manage than she imagined. Or
perhaps not. If she was anything like Rena and I, I’d lay odds that she’d survived
the same sort of crazy situations. She might very well understand the feelings
rocking through me right now. 


Gill came back in with firewood, and started a good blaze
going in the little corner hearth fire. I had no idea if this was the couple’s
bedroom, but it didn’t look like it. More like a guest bedroom. Aside from the
bed and the chair, there wasn’t anything else in here. 


“Bannen,” Mary ordered, eyes and hands still trained on
Rena, “I have your friend well in hand. You let Gill properly bandage you up.” 


I really wanted to stay and see Rena seen to. I also
recognized that if I didn’t get help for me soon, I wouldn’t be of any use at
all later. Reluctantly, I pushed my way up to my feet. Then I paused, as of
course the bond kicked up a fuss about leaving Rena here, out of sight. I
snarled at it silently to shut up. Seriously. NOT HELPFUL.


Gill gave me a look of his own. “Bond going berserk?”


I grunted sourly in the affirmative. 


“Give us time to see to you both and warn me if you start
feeling stabby,” he requested, not at all amused or condescending, but with the
voice of a man that had been in my shoes. Many times. 


Strangely, that settled me some, enough to allow him to get
a supportive arm around me and usher me back into the main room. The wood
cutter and his wife were still there, hovering, more than a little anxious. I
managed a smile for them. “Thank you very much. She’s helping my friend now.”


Eva, who understood me, beamed. “Good.” She did a quick
translation for her husband before asking Gill, “Do you need any help?”


“You gave us all the help we needed by bringing them here,”
Gill assured her. “Thank you, Eva. I’ll send word later tonight how they’re
doing, if you like.” 


Perhaps Eva got a little attached to us during our short
ride, or maybe she just wanted a good ending for her efforts. Either way, she
brightened at this offer and said quickly, “Please.”


“I’ll do so, then.” 


Sensing she was now a little in the way, Eva gave me a
reassuring smile and ducked out of the cottage, dragging her husband with her. 


Gill more or less dropped me on a stool near the hearth. “Mary,
how is she?”


“Past the crucial stage,” Mary called back. 


She didn’t need to tell me that, as I could feel Rena’s
magic flicker back to life. Nowhere near her normal strength, but enough that I
could feel her without even turning my head. When that registered, the bond
finally eased enough that I could breathe. Unhappy bond? Yes. Ready to leap to
killing people? No. I’d take it. 


I knew from Gill’s face that he had asked the question on
purpose, to settle me, and he moved on. “Alright, son, how bad is it?”


For some reason, I gave him a cocky grin even though I felt
more like crying and curling into a corner somewhere. “Not bad. Broken pinky
toe on the right foot, four inch gash in my left leg, maybe two cracked ribs on
the right side?”


Snorting, Gill shook his head. “Ah, youth. Let me guess,
you’ve done worse to yourself?”


I pretended to consider this for a moment. “Actually, I
think this might be a new record.”


“That right? Well, it’ll make for a good story later.” 


“Won’t it?” I agreed amiably. I had a bad feeling I was
becoming punch drunk from sleep deprivation. Or perhaps it was relief that we
were finally in a safe place and getting the help we needed. Maybe even a combination
of both. 


“Get out of those clothes as much as you can. I’ll fetch
what we need.”


My clothes were wrecked anyway. I carefully stripped down to
just under breeches, as it was the only way he would be able to tend to all my
injuries. As I took each piece off, I had to do some interesting contortions
and careful, shallow breaths as putting my arms above my head hurt. Badly. 


He came back with a basket filled with medicine bottles,
rolls of bandages, a jug of hot water and a wash cloth. Without a word, he saw
to the gash in my leg first. Being used to injuries, I didn’t do more than
wince as he cleaned the cut out. The ointment he put on top was cool and
soothing, which I appreciated. He didn’t immediately bandage it, letting the
ointment dry for a while as he bound up my broken toe. 


“Definitely broke it,” he agreed as he bound it to the
neighboring toe. “It’s got a nice coloring of purple, green, and yellow.” 


“Lovely,” I agreed sarcastically. “I hate broken pinky
toes.”


“Always stubbing them on something,” he agreed in perfect
understanding. “Especially after they’re half-healed. Alright, son, let’s see
to those ribs.” 


I’d been sitting perfectly straight as hunching was a
definite no-no. Lifting my arm as high as it would go, I tried to hold still as
he carefully prodded at it with his fingertips. “Ow. Owww. Owowowowowowow.”


“Likely not broken, just tenderized,” he concluded. “But
they’ll take a month to heal, that I can promise you.”


“Not the first time I’ve injured my ribs,” I sighed,
resigned. A month was right on the money. A little longer if I did something
stupid in the meantime. 


“We’ll wrap ’em just in case,” he said, reaching for a roll
of bandages. “Could be they’re a little fractured, it’s hard to tell
sometimes.” 


As he reached around me, confidently wrapping, I felt well
enough to say a few words. “Thank you, both of you, for so readily taking us
in. I’m not sure what would have become of us if you hadn’t.” 


“Always willing to help out the youngsters. We got in quite
a few scrapes ourselves through the years, after all, and feel we should pass
the kindness forward.” He knotted the bandage, reached for another one, and set
about wrapping the leg. “Your Rena will be just fine. My wife has tended to many
a young mage that pushed themselves too far. I’ll teach you a few tricks in
case she ever does it again.” 


I liked the sound of that. “Thank you, sir.” 


“Just Gill is fine, son.” He had to push his way back up to
his feet. “I’ll fetch you a shirt and pants to sleep in, alright? Your clothes
are no better than rags after all that fighting you did.” 


“Can’t argue there,” I agreed.





I woke up next to her. 


It was strange, but I registered Rena lying next to me
before anything else. Her body heat, presence, steady breathing. The bond lay
between us, finally peaceful, not entirely happy because we were both injured,
but content enough to not pitch any fits. My eyes partially opened before I
realized I was in the guest bedroom, on the same bed as Rena. Turning my head
slowly on the pillow, I took a look at her. She wasn’t that void of light
anymore, which was good. She didn’t glow strongly like normal either, nor did I
expect her to after a single day, but she had a faint light about her that said
her magic was recovering. 


With gentle fingers, I reached out and felt her forehead.
She was no longer cold. Actually, she might be sweating a little which didn’t
surprise me; the room was on the hot side. With a fire going strongly in the
hearth and the door shut, it felt akin to an oven in here. 


Letting out a breath of relief, I took a better look at how
we were situated. I lay literally shoulder to shoulder with her, and even
though we weren’t touching in any way, it felt very intimate to be under the
same covers. I’d feel guilty about where I was, if I could remember actually
climbing into the bed to begin with. Try though I might, I honestly couldn’t
remember getting into bed with her. Then again, considering my state yesterday,
that didn’t surprise me much. 


Even if I couldn’t remember, it didn’t mean I felt it was
right to stay where I was. 


I stiffly lifted my torso up and failed almost an inch off
the mattress. I had the impression that I had laid here a long time, much
longer than the normal eight hours I normally slept. 


Right. Try again. Carefully, I lifted myself out of the bed,
trying not to jostle or wake her in the process. It was a mite touchy with
protesting ribs and a bad leg, but I made it. Rena didn’t even flinch during
all of this which told me she was out. Completely out. 


I let her be and shuffled toward the door. I struggled a
little as the hem of the pants I’d borrowed dragged. Gill stood a good four
inches taller than me, after all. The shirt was a mite tight around the
shoulders, but considering our differences in size, it fit better than it
should have. He must have given me the baggiest clothing he had. 


Opening the door quietly, I slipped through and closed it
just as carefully, leaving it open a crack. I wanted to hear her when she woke
up. I paused there, waiting for the bond to throw a fit, but it kept strangely
quiet. Interesting. Magic supposedly had a sentient awareness to it. Did that
mean the bond recognized this as a safe place? 


Not sure what to think of that idea, I decided not to
question any gift horses in the mouth and moved away, looking for the kitchen.
Considering the cottage was likely only four rooms, this wasn’t difficult. I
traipsed through the main room, took a left, and there it was: kitchen. 


Gill was nowhere to be seen but Mary sat at the kitchen
table, expertly peeling potatoes over a bowl. She looked up at my entrance with
a calculating eye. “Finally awake, sleeping beauty?”


I grinned at her. “Yes, ma’am. How long did I sleep?”


“Eighteen hours.” 


My eyes nearly popped out of my head. I knew I was tired,
but…that much? 


“You apparently needed it.” She waved me into the chair
opposite her with a sharp come hither gesture. “I’ve got soup on the stove
that’s still warm. I’ll get you a bowl.” 


While I was hurt, this woman was old enough that she should
not be fetching and carrying for me. “Ma’am, I’ll—”


She glared at me. “Sit.” 


I sat. 


A large bowl of soup, two biscuits and a large glass of cool
water was set in front of me. I dug in with gusto as my stomach felt like a
yawning pit of despair. Thankfully she was a good cook. Even if she hadn’t
been, I’d likely have eaten it all, but I was glad it tasted good. “How long do
you expect Rena to sleep?”


“We’ll need to wake her tonight if she’s not up on her own,”
Mary responded, resuming peeling potatoes. “Magic recovery depends on the
health of the body, and if she doesn’t have the nutrients she needs to
function, it impedes her progress.”


Made sense to me. “I’ll feed her tonight, one way or
another, then.” The curiosity was eating me alive. I paused long enough in
stuffing my face to ask carefully, “Gill is not just your husband, correct?”


“Correct.” She also stopped peeling potatoes, returning my
look with one of her own. “He is my familiar. As you are Rena’s familiar.”


I let out an explosive breath. Even though I had expected
that answer, it still astonished me to hear it. “We were told we were the only
ones like this.” 


“Perhaps you are, in your country. In Turransky, however,
there’s a Void Mage like me with a human familiar every generation or so. Rare,
but not unheard of.” She glanced in the direction where Rena was still
sleeping. “The question that I have is, why was a Void Mage born outside of
Turransky? To my knowledge, that has never happened.”


“I’d really like an answer to that as well.” And I was sure
my curiosity would be nothing compared to Rena’s when she learned of this.
“Ma’am, while we’re staying with you, can you teach Rena? She’s figured some
stuff out on her own, but—”


Mary held up a hand to stop me. “Don’t fret about that, young
man. It is the duty of a Void Mage to teach the next generation. There’s
usually no one else to act as a teacher, after all. The moment I realized what
she is, I knew that I would be her mentor.” 


“I’m glad.” Even those words were an understatement. Happy,
I went back to eating. Hmm, perhaps seconds were in order. 


“Don’t get too full on soup, I’m cooking dinner,” she warned
me. “It’ll be done in an hour or so.” 


Oh. Well, in that case…. “Can I help?”


She blinked at me. “Do you know how to cook, young man?”


“Yes ma’am. Matter of survival. My mother can burn water.” 


She grinned. “In that case, peel the potatoes while I work
on the rest.” 


Pushing my plate out of the way, I accepted the bowl and
went to work on it. “All of these?”


“With the way you eat? All of them.” She winked at me,
amused at her own words. “It’s good you have skills in the kitchen. My Gill can
only make three things, so when I’m sick or injured, it gets interesting.
Rena’s lucky to have a husband that knows his way around a kitchen.” 


Husb—what, now? Freezing in mid-motion, I frowned at her.
“I’m not her husband.” 


Mary waved an impatient hand at me. “Husband-to-be, then.” 


My confusion grew. “We’re not engaged.” 


That stopped her in her tracks. Mary turned to give me an
incredulous look. “Of course you are.” 


Ever have that feeling you’re taking a test you didn’t study
for? “Why by the deities would we be engaged?”


“Because you’re her familiar. It’s tradition, young man.
Whoever a Void Mage calls to them is automatically their spouse. Now, they may
choose to just be engaged to each other for a year or two until they get to
know each other better, but it’s a given they’ll get married.” 


My thoughts spun so chaotically that I couldn’t get a single
word out. Me and Rena? Married? I was a little flabbergasted by this as she was
only sixteen, I’m barely nineteen, and wasn’t that a little too young to be
married? And why would you marry someone that you’re magically bound to? It
doesn’t mean that you’ll fall in love with each other. Magic can’t force
emotions. I love Rena dearly, I truly do, but the idea of…


…the idea of marriage…


…well, that was just…my mind started conjuring up possible
images of what it would be like, having her as my wife. I had to admit, it
seemed pretty good. 


The bond gave a happy shiver at the idea. Shut up, bond, you
get no say in this. 


Mary had a knowing look that I literally couldn’t face.
Instead, I buried my blushing cheeks in both hands and tried not to groan. I
did not need that revelation of my feelings right now, thankyouverymuch.
“I take it that’s why you put me in the bed with her? Because you thought we
were married?”


“You went willingly enough,” Mary chortled. 


“I don’t remember anything after Gill bandaged me up, that’s
the state I was in,” I shot back, glaring at her over my fingertips. 


She seemed to realize exactly where my insecurities were and
put a finger squarely on them. “It’ll be fine, young man. You’re handsome and
have a good nature to you. Don’t worry, she’ll fall for you in record time.” 


Meddlesome old woman. 













Halfway through my second helping, I heard shuffling noises.
I turned, carefully, and watched in amusement as Rena ambled in like a badly
animated puppet. The bond gave a happy hum at seeing her up and moving. Her
eyes were mostly glued shut so I had no idea how she navigated at all. In fact,
I wouldn’t lay odds on her being awake. Sleepwalking? Deciding to test the
theory, I greeted, “Good evening, Ren-ren.” 


“Ban-ban,” she returned readily, prying an eye open, “did we
not learn from the last time you called me that?”


“No, I did, but it’s still funny and I wanted to see if you
were actually awake because trust me, right now, you do not look awake.” 


“I am totally aw—” she stopped short, both eyes popping open
before crossing. 


“See, if you really were awake, you’d be freaking out at
meeting Mary,” I concluded smugly. “I imagine it’s a lot like looking at an
older mirror of yourself.” 


Mary gave me a withering look. “You calling me old, boy?”


“Wise and benevolent version of yourself,” I corrected
myself promptly, a half-smile pasted on my face. 


Gill sat there at the table, chuckling, idly pushing his
spoon around in his bowl, as obviously the entertainment was more important
than actually filling his stomach. 


I took Rena in, not sure if I needed to be ready to spring
up and catch her as she looked like a feather could knock her over, she was
that surprised. Her mouth opened, closed, and then she really did stagger back
a step, fetching against the doorframe and letting it support her. I rose and
put a hand under her elbow, guiding her carefully forward. “Rena, this is Mary,
the Void Mage, and her husband/familiar, Gill.” 


For the first time, Rena really took notice of Gill, and
when she did she let out a breathless squeak as if she wasn’t sure how to react.
She went senseless for a moment, eyes tracing and following something that only
magicians could likely see. I maneuvered her into a chair as if she were a
doll, and she let me, dropping into it without a single acknowledgement. 


Both Mary and Gill watched her with the same sort of intense
fascination and it occurred to me belatedly that this might be the first time
they had seen another Void Mage/human familiar partnering since they themselves
had left Mary’s master. Which could likely have been fifty years ago, what with
how ancient these two were. 


Putting a hand to her back, I leaned in and murmured against
Rena’s ear, “Breathe. I do not need you fainting on me.” 


She sucked in a breath, stuttering on it a little, then
another. “Am I dreaming?” she demanded, shaking her head as if to clear it. 


“Nope,” I said, popping the word at the end. 


“You sure?”


“Want me to pinch you?”


“Do and die.” The back and forth was automatic, she didn’t
even glance my direction. “Magus Mary? Did I hear Bannen right, you are called
a Void Mage?”


Mary’s eyes filled with pity. “You poor child, do you not
even know what you are?”


“We heard a rumor that there were mages like me in
Turransky,” Rena answered slowly, carefully, as if picking her way around the
words, “but that was all. Corcoran has no record of magic like mine—ours.”


Mary gave me a speaking glance and I dipped my chin a
fraction, acknowledging it. 


“Yes, child,” Mary confirmed gently, “we are called Void
Mages. We are rare but not unheard of. There is always at least one in every
generation in Turransky. It is always the duty of the more senior of the Void
Mages to take on anyone of the rising generation that has the same power, the
same type of magic.”


I could tell Rena hadn’t fully pulled herself together yet,
as she had to look to me for a translation. “Is she saying what I think she’s
saying?”


“She is. She’s saying that you are automatically her student
and she your master because you are a Void Mage.” I felt like I had to mention
it, so I informed Mary and Gill, “She actually passed all the Tests in Corcoran
and is a mage herself in rank.”


Rena slapped a hand over my mouth. “Magus Mary, I would love
to learn from you. Am I allowed to, even though I’m a different nationality?”


“Of course, child, it makes no difference to us. Magic is
magic and the relationship between a master and her apprentice is universal.”
Mary’s attention bounced between us. “You’re willing to be my apprentice, even
though you have earned the rank of mage?”


Since there was still a hand over my mouth, I did the only
thing that a man should do in my position. I licked it. 


Rena squeaked, gave me a dirty look, and wiped her hand on
my pants as she answered, “My master did his best with me but no one understands
my magic, not fully, and I would be a fool to pass up the opportunity to learn
from you.”


“Speaking of, shouldn’t we somehow contact him?” Not that I
was against staying and letting Rena learn, but she was so wrapped up in this
discovery that she could not be the sensible one at the moment. “We basically
disappeared without a trace two days ago, people are going to start forming up
a search party if they haven’t already.” 


“Sards!” she swore. “Master Mary—can I call you that? Oh
good, thank you—how far out is your reach? Can you connect me to my master in
Corcoran?”


“Of course I can, child.” Mary seemed both amused and
bemused by this question. “Bannen, do we not need to notify your parents as
well?”


“Likely so,” I admitted easily, “but that’s not as high of a
priority. They don’t even know that I’m missing, after all.” 


Gill and Mary exchanged a glance but it was Gill that asked,
“Where are you from, son?”


“Z’gher.” My smile went crooked as they let out sounds of
understanding. “My family and kin are all still there, so while I do talk to
them on a semi-regular basis, Rena’s call home takes priority.” 


“Then that’s what we’ll do,” Mary declared with a firm nod.
“But I warn you, Rena. The life of a Void Mage is not an easy one. We are
always handed the most difficult tasks, the ones that regular magic cannot
combat.” 


Rena met her eyes steadily, not even remotely shocked by
this. “Like defeating a shard of Toh’sellor?”


Gill and Mary proved they had been together too long as they
bit off the same oath at the same time. “You did what?!” Gill demanded. “When?”


Glad to finally surprise them, I answered, “It’s a rather
interesting story. Short version is Toh’sellor somehow managed to get
part of his essence out of the barrier and down into a town called Brightwood.
Rena was the one that destroyed it.” 


It took three tries for Mary to find her voice again and
even then she squeaked more than spoke. “I want the finer details of that! It’s
the first I heard that our magic might be able to do something about that
monstrosity.”


“I’ll be happy to discuss the finer details,” Rena assured
her before asking mock-innocently, “But I assume you meant insane feats like
that?”


A twinkle in her eye, Mary agreed, “Yes, child, like that.
Are you sure you’re up to such a life?”


“I don’t see how I have much choice in the matter. When
things happen on that scale, if I don’t combat it, it’ll come find me
eventually.”


A sad look came over Gill’s face and I felt it mirrored
mine, as neither of us liked that Rena had already learned that lesson at
sixteen.


Giving a solemn nod, Mary agreed but only said, “Eat first,
Rena. You’ll need the strength.” 


I loaded Rena’s bowl with soup, made sure she was eating,
and then went back to my own. I had a feeling I’d be answering just as many
questions as Rena would, after all. 


“Z’gher,” Gill ruminated for a moment, eyes on the ceiling.
“Mary, what’s the record for summoning? You remember?”


“I don’t but I have a feeling it isn’t Z’gher to Corcoran,
if that’s what you’re getting at. It might be close to the record, though.”
Mary had this look on her face that I couldn’t quite decipher. “Gill wasn’t all
that far from me, about four hours away. Usually our magic goes with a good
candidate that’s close to us, not one that’s so outflung.”


“It’s definitely supposed to be me,” I assured her, laughing
in memory. “She’s summoned me twice.” 


“Twice?!” the old couple parroted incredulously. 


As Rena ate, I told the story of how we had been forced to
break the bond and then she ended up summoning me again anyway. Gill looked sad
and disturbed by this but Mary was outraged. Spots of color were high on her
cheeks, eyes snapping with anger. “Those zounderkites. Did they leave you alone
after that?”


I hesitated, glancing at Rena, not sure how she wanted me to
answer this question. 


Rena put her spoon down and faced Mary square on, taking a
deep breath before answering, “No. Someone on the council has now sent assassins
after us twice.” 


Gill at least was quick on the uptake. “That have anything
to do why you found yourself trapped in a cave and had to tunnel yourself out
in a foreign country? You poor kids. How many were you facing?”


“Six fighters, three mages.” 


Biting off an oath, Gill stared at me incredulously. “Sards,
son, and you came out of that with only cracked ribs, a hit to the thigh and a
broken toe?!”


I gave him a cocky smile. “I’m very, very good.” 


“He probably could have given you a run for your money in
your younger days,” Mary said to her husband, a somewhat nostalgic smile on her
face. “I see now why Rena’s magic was so insistent on you. It sensed that it
would need a fighter as strong as you are to safeguard her. Those fools, truly,
it’s because of those fopdoodles on the Council that Turransky doesn’t want to
have anything to do with Corcoran. They make up the stupidest laws. By rights,
Rena, you should have been brought directly to me when you were a child. You
suffered at their hands needlessly.” 


I could see that was the case by watching these two. 


Rena gave her a sweet smile. “It’s alright. Despite
everything, I have a good master and amazing friends. I can’t regret them.” 


“You’re a sweet child,” Mary said, leaning over to pat her
gently on the cheek. “I’m glad, as you’ll be staying here for a while.” 


The way she said this made me think it was a good while.
“Ah…how long?”


“That is a question. I need to test you,” Mary said to Rena
frankly, “to see how much you’ve figured out, where you stand. The general rule
of thumb is that it takes five years—”


I choked and had to pound a fist against my chest. What did
she just say?!


“—but that’s from the very start of an apprenticeship,” Mary
continued with a knowing look at me, “and there’s pacing involved in that, to
let the apprentice’s magic mature. I don’t think you need to stay with me
nearly that long. If you’re already a recognized mage in your own right, I’m
thinking more along the lines of two years to teach you all of my tricks.” 


Two years. Two years? I knew magic was complicated, Mary and
Rena’s type of magic especially, but she was already a mage, right? Why would
it take another two years of learning? And could we really afford to be away
from home that long? 


I turned to Rena, ready to object, but the words froze
before they could leave my mouth. I knew that pleading look on her face all too
well. And I knew what she was going to say before she could verbalize it. 


“Can we?” she asked hopefully, eyes large and liquid. 


“Stop looking at me like that,” I objected automatically.
“It doesn’t work on me, that look, that look right there? It doesn’t work on
me, I invented that look, it has no power over me. Stop it. Your eyes
are too large, it’s very disarming.” 


Rena tilted her head to that exact angle so that she looked
up through her lashes. She had no idea why that look worked on me, only that it
did, and I hadn’t found a way to explain that whenever she looked at me like
that my heart seized up and I found it difficult to breathe. “Purple?”


I had to look away before I forgot how to breathe. Then I
pounded a palm to my chest, forcefully restarting my lungs, as they obviously
had forgotten. “That is foul play, Rena. That is cheating, and it’s wrong, and
you know it’s wrong and…sards.” I heaved out a breath, slumping in so that my
head was resting in my hands. It was far safer not to look at her right now. 


With a giggle—’cause she knew she’d gotten her way, she
always did—she leaned into my shoulder and hugged me around the neck. “Thank
you, Bannen. You’re the best familiar a girl can have.” 


“Purple?” Gill asked and I could just tell he was laughing
on some inner level. 


“Long story,” I sighed. “Tell you later. Alright, Rena,
we’ll stay. It might be safer to stay anyway; maybe the assassins will have
given up by the time we make it back to Corcoran. Happy?”


“Mmm,” she agreed, nodding against my shoulder. 


I lifted a hand to her wrist, holding her back, looking down
at the crown of her head. Apparently there was nothing in the world that I wouldn’t
do for this girl if she asked it of me. This was amazingly bad; it meant she’d
be spoilt rotten before she even hit twenty. I was creating a monster, here, I
knew that, but I couldn’t seem to stop myself. I blamed the bond, it had to be
the bond’s fault. “You get to explain this to Tarkington, though, I’m not
helping you with that.” 


“That’s fine, he’ll agree. It’s better all-around if I
really know how to use my magic. He’s wanted a proper teacher for me from the
get-go. It’s better if I stay and properly learn how to be a Void Mage, isn’t
it?”


“Yes,” I agreed softly, “I suppose it is.” 





It took three days before Rena’s magic was up to doing
anything. We spent those three days basically recuperating and speaking with
family. I found it interesting that Rena could barely sustain a call for more
than five minutes but Mary could do it for an hour or so at a time. Difference
in technique? Difference in power? Difference in training? Or maybe a
combination of all three. 


Tarkington did not like the idea of us being in Turransky
whatsoever, but agreed that we were better off here than in Corcoran. After
Mary had a one-on-one chat with him, he looked less perturbed by the idea and
gave his blessings. Rena’s parents were far harder to convince. My parents
didn’t care, were actually a little happy about it as I was now closer to home.
From here, a simple boat ride across the channel would get me home within six
hours. 


On the fourth morning, I stumbled outside and into the cold
morning air, heading for the outhouse. As I moved, I saw Rena and Mary with
their heads bent together. Oh? Magic lessons starting already? Granted, Mary
had said last night Rena’s magic level had more or less recovered. Shrugging, I
went and attended to nature, washed up a little in the water basin outside—shards
the water could be chipped from an iceberg—and headed back for the warmth of
the cottage. Rena might be recovered, but I wasn’t, and I didn’t intend to stay
out here if she didn’t need me. 


Rena did something complicated and magical, the words
sing-song and familiar. I knew this one, sort of, a spell that Rena used for
splitting logs.  


“Thunderation, child, what are you doing!” Mary burst out,
tone squeaky and high with incredulity. 


Spluttering to a stop, Rena asked, “What?”


I stopped too, foot in the doorway, turning back to watch. 


“That, that,” Mary waved a hand toward the half-decomposed
log, “that is so cumbersome. Sweet mercy, why would you do it that way?
Magic is sentient, you know, you don’t have to be such an exacting taskmaster!”


Rena and I exchanged a glance. This was the second time that
we’d been told that, that magic was sentient, an intelligence of its own. 


Mary caught the exchange and her mouth dropped open. “Wait.
Don’t tell me that’s not common knowledge in Corcoran.” 


“Um, actually we’re taught the exact opposite,” Rena
admitted, hand on the back of her neck, expression more than a little sheepish.
“The mage that told me how my magic functions, Trammel, he was the first to
tell me that magic was sentient. I’d never heard it before him.” 


Dropping her head in both hands, Mary groaned long and
loudly. 


“I take it that’s a basic teaching in Turransky.” I
strangely found this situation funny, although I couldn’t begin to explain why.



“The basics of the basics,” Mary groaned into her hands. 


Color me not surprised. “So, Mary, what is Rena doing that
she shouldn’t be doing?”


“Her incantations are tediously cumbersome,” Mary finally
lowered her hands, facing her apprentice. “Rena, you don’t have to list the
elements with their weight, and their power, and their exact location like
that. There’s no need.”


Rena’s mouth opened in an automatic objection, “But I tried
just listing the elements, it doesn’t work—”


“Don’t get me wrong, child, you have to give it a little
more information than just the basics, but it’s not much more. What you’re
doing is literally detailing everything like a magical blueprint, and it’s not
at all necessary. You’re literally tripling your incantations. No wonder your
magic insisted on Bannen,” she added with a roll of the eyes toward me. “It
probably despaired of you doing anything with any kind of speed. It called for
the strongest protector it could.” 


I found myself preening. “You say the sweetest things,
Mary.” 


“Off with you, before your head no longer fits through the
doorway,” she shooed, laughing. “My point, child, is that we can streamline
this process so that your incantations are much more efficient. Now, let’s
start this again from the beginning—”


I tuned her out at that point, stepping inside and quickly
closing the door behind me. I smiled as I headed for the kitchen. Strangely, I
felt like sending our would-be assassins a thank you card. They had done us a
favor, sending us here. 


Gill had his hands in a bowl of dough, flipping and turning
it, but stopped when I breached the doorway. “How are they doing out there?”


“Apparently Rena’s incantations are cumbersome,” I answered
cheerfully. “Mary’s in despair.” 


The old man chuckled. “Mary’s in high spirits, then. She
loves teaching. Sit, Bannen, keep that leg up. I want you healed sooner rather
than later.” 


Something about the way he said that had my ears perking.
“Why’s that?” I asked as I took the chair across from him. 


“You think Mary’s the only one with tricks up her sleeves?
I’ve been guarding a Void Mage for nearly six decades, son, you think I don’t
know a few things that should be passed along to you?”


“Ooh, ooh, I get training too?” I had to stop myself from
bouncing in my seat. “Awww, Gill, and it’s not even my birthday.” 


That made him laugh outright. “You’re amiable to the idea, I
take it.” 


“I’d be a fool to pass it up. I try not to be a fool, it
always bites me later.”


He shook a dough covered finger at me. “When we do get to
training, don’t underestimate me just because of my age, now.” 


“Wouldn’t dream of it,” I responded honestly. “I’ll be
faster, no doubt, but I don’t underestimate old people. They’re treacherous and
conniving.” 


That put a wolfish smile on his face. “We are indeed.” 


I took one look at that expression and had a sense of what
this man must have been like in his prime. He must have been more than
formidable. I’d never had a dedicated master other than my mother; basically I
learned most of what I know from anyone willing to teach me and some very rough
experiences that engraved lessons into my skin the hard way. I looked at this
man, his experience and wisdom carved into the lines of his face and the
calluses on his hands, and a thrill of anticipation shot through me. 


Definitely had to send those assassins a thank you card. 
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