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I jerked around, alarmed, when I heard scrambling on the
other side of the roof. I relaxed only when a familiar head popped into view
and Bannen hopped onto the tiled surface. 


“Wifey,” he chastised in a thankfully low tone, “you found a
hiding place and didn’t share it with me?”


“You’re loud,” I informed him bluntly. “You’ll give us
away.”


“I can be quiet!” he insisted, voice rising a little as he
crawled toward me. 


“Chance is a fine thing,” I groused. Still, I didn’t stop my
husband of four days from joining me. I’d found this particular spot on the
roof yesterday. It had a nice footstep of sorts because of the woodpile, and if
I sat next to the chimney, practically no one could see me from the ground. In
this house filled with fifty plus relatives, hiding places were essential. 


Bannen snuggled in next to me with an arm around my
shoulders and a kiss, which I returned with a smile. Then he sighed, dropping
his head to his chest for a moment. His long black hair fell over his shoulders
with the motion.  


“What kind of madness is this, anyway? We’ve been married
four days and no one wants to let go of us. Have these people all been married
so long that they’ve forgotten what ‘honeymoon stage’ means?”


“Apparently,” I groaned. I angled my back so I could lean
against him a little more firmly. “I’ve been sitting here and thinking. We need
to come up with an excuse to leave.”


“Only an emergency would do it, I think. My parents are not
willing to let go of us right now. They’re still in celebration mode.”


Thinking hard, I ran through possible scenarios in my head.
Most of them were completely ludicrous. Then the obvious occurred and I stopped
to really consider it. Would that work? “Toh’sellor.”


Bannen lifted his head to look at me oddly. “Toh’sellor’s
been dealt with.”


“It’s strange, but people are of two different opinions
about that. They either believe Toh’sellor has been completely defeated
and will never rise again, or they believe I’ve only killed the visible part of
it and it’ll gather strength and return in the future. Your parents are in the
latter camp.”


He opened his mouth to respond, then visibly changed the
words before actually speaking. “I sensed something the other night, but I
thought that was old fears speaking. I didn’t realize they still thought that.”


“I think it was something I said that put the fear in their
heads,” I admitted, splaying a hand in an open shrug. “I told Eo’ma that she
didn’t have to worry about Toh’sellor escaping containment this time.”


“Oh,” Bannen said with a wealth of understanding. “That
would do it. My family believed you’d destroyed it completely. They didn’t
realize any trace of it was left.”


“I’m not sure how the rumors got twisted around so bad that
the truth of what happened didn’t make it out. I mean, we were directly
involved with that fight, and your family still hasn’t gotten an accurate
account.” Although I had tried. I’d gotten interrupted so many times with
wedding questions that eventually I’d given up. 


A calculating expression flitted over my husband’s face, his
almond-shaped eyes narrowing to mere slits, one slim eyebrow slightly quirked.
“Is it wrong of me that I want to use that fear as the leverage we need?”


“Bannen. Dearest. Between wedding prep, wedding, and after
party, we have literally been here three weeks. The wedding especially sucked
us low on funds. We have got to get back to work.” 


Nodding decisively, he let go and headed for the roof edge.
“Manipulation it is.”


Sensing that he had a plan, I readily followed him to the
edge even though it was nowhere near the handy woodpile. Bannen flipped neatly
off, the style reminiscent of an acrobat, and I couldn’t help but roll my eyes
a little. Show-off. He held outstretched hands to me, and without a second of
hesitation, I hopped off. I had no doubt he’d catch me. I’d have to be much
higher up than this to give him trouble. 


I had a weightless moment where nothing but air surrounded
me, sending an adrenaline spike up my spine. Arms that felt like iron bars
caught me firmly against an equally hard chest. I grinned down at Bannen, a
warmth rising in my cheeks. “It’s always so much fun when you do that.”


“It’s like a crazy trust exercise,” he agreed, grinning back
at me. “The fun kind. Alright, stop grinning, we have to do Serious Face.”


“Right.” I regained my footing and ran a hand over my cheeks
and mouth, rearranging them into Serious Face. I thought of it as a cross
between I-mean-business and This-is-important. We stopped and checked each
other, like two women would each other’s makeup. Satisfied, we went back into
the house. 


It felt overly warm in here—partially because of the fire in
the kitchen hearth, mostly because of the fifty people crammed inside. Even
though the weather possessed a strong hint of coming winter, I found the roof
far more comfortable because of the tight quarters inside. 


“There you two are,” Eo’ma scolded, a frown tugging at the
corners of her mouth. She didn’t shake her finger at us, but the gesture was
implied. “Renata, we must teach you more of the home recipes.”


More cooking?! Just how many home recipes did Z’gher have?
I’d done nothing but cook, eat, and participate in ceremonies since our arrival
here.


Bannen hastily cut in, “Eo’ma, we really, really can’t stay
any longer.”


“You always say that—” his mother complained. 


I cut her off before she could launch into her usual rant.
“Eo’ma, we’re worried about Toh’sellor.” 


Everyone within earshot stopped in their tracks. The word
spread and I could hear people saying something to the others throughout the
house. I ignored it and focused on her. 


Worrying at her bottom lip, Eo’ma frowned at me. “You said
something like this before. I thought you destroyed it.”


“I destroyed about 99% of it,” I responded. How did I
explain this to her? “Think of Toh’sellor like a nut with a shell surrounding
it. The shell of Toh’sellor is comprised of energy and materials it has
collected. Dirt, stone, sunlight, all of that. I destroyed the shell and exposed
the nut—or in this case its core—but I was incapable of destroying that core.” 


“It’s chaos, Eo’ma,” Bannen chipped in, as he always did
when I start floundering. “The core of Toh’sellor is pure chaos. There’s
no order to it, no rhyme or reason, no structure. It’s not something that can
be destroyed. The best she could do was destroy everything it had gathered,
take it down to a flicker.”


“Which I did, and now the core is under a containment
barrier, but it makes me nervous. I don’t know that a containment barrier will
hold Toh’sellor for a long time.” Maksohm said it would for about six
months, and I trusted his opinion. But she didn’t need to know that part. “I’d
like to check in on it, make sure the barrier is holding.”


She didn’t like this. No one liked what we were saying. I
felt a little bad about worrying them like this just to have an excuse to run
away. But at the same time, everything I said was truth. Their fears would ease
as time passed and they realized I had it all well in hand. 


“If this is still dangerous,” my father-in-law appeared in
the doorway, slipping sideways to move past people, “then surely the MISD
agents posted near it will alert you.”


“I’m sure they will when they see something dangerous,” I
agreed readily. “But remember, my eyes are much better than theirs. I can see
things they can’t.” 


“A’ba,” Bannen gave his father an exasperated look, as only
a child can to a parent, “which would you rather do? Patch the dam when it
cracks, or deal with the flood after the dam breaks?”


Our parents looked at each other, troubled and upset, and
finally relented with unhappy nods. Since they’re always unhappy when we’re
gearing up to leave, I ignored that too. 


“Of course, if you must go to keep us safe, then you must
go,” my father-in-law relented. “But we want you back here before the end of
the year.”


Bannen smiled at them and gave each a quick hug. “We’ll do
our best.”


I translated that promise without difficulty: ‘We’ll do our
best to avoid that.’ Truly, his family was wonderful, but this habit of trying
to keep us for months at a time made us want to avoid visits altogether. 


It took effort, but I kept Serious Face on, hugged everyone
goodbye, threw my belongings and all of the presents into my luggage, then
struggled to close the flaps. You could say this about Z’gher: they weren’t stingy
when it came to weddings. A lot of my presents were amazingly beautiful. I
already had half of what I needed in order to start a home. 


Bannen had four bags, I had six, and it took a cart and some
muscle to get us to the local train station. Then more hugs goodbye while
Bannen got our tickets, a food basket thrust in my hands, and another
round of hugs given until Bannen pulled them off of me so we could actually
board the train. 


I clambered onto the narrow confines of the passenger train,
relieved to the depths of my soul that the wedding was finally over with.
Whoever dreamed of having a large wedding was crazy. I plopped onto the
padded bench and stretched out, legs and arms flopping every direction,
reveling in the space. Which was saying something, because this passenger train
didn’t have large cabins like some of them did. My free arm actually hit the
opposite wall. 


My husband flopped onto the other bench, mirroring me, and
we didn’t say a word to each other for ten solid minutes. Peace was blissful.
Space was blissful. Being on a train that smelled of oil and smoke was
blissful. 


The train jerked a little as it got underway, the speed
slowly ramping up as the engines warmed. I let my eyes close as the sensations
rolled over me. 


“Wifey.”


I grunted, not budging an inch. 


“What are we going to do with all of that luggage? We can’t
keep hauling it around, the baggage fees will kill us.”


He made a very good point. “Ship it to someone for
safekeeping?”


“Where? Mary certainly doesn’t have the room. Tarkington
could likely put it in your old workroom, but then we’d have to go all the way
down to Corcoran to retrieve it.”


And it would likely take a pretty amount to send it that far
to begin with. Not to mention that Corcoran would love to get their hands on
us. They seemed to think they still had jurisdiction over me since I’d initially
trained there. Tarkington sometimes forwarded letters from the Corcoran Magic
Council with their demands. So far, I took great delight in soundly ignoring
them. But it would be hard to do that if we did go back to Corcoran. 


“Maybe MISD Headquarters?”


I heard the rustle of clothing as he sat up a little. “Does
that mean you want to sign up with them after all?”


“The more I think about it, the more I want to do it.”
Alright, maybe I should sit up for this conversation. It was rather important.
I levered myself up, swinging my legs off the bench so I could sit up properly.
“For one thing, it means steady income. No more hunting for jobs, no more lean
months, no more haggling or negotiating.”


“That alone is tempting,” he admitted. “Is that all there is
to it?”


“Vee alluded that if we wanted to form a permanent team with
her and Chi, we could probably do it. Because my magic is so strange, I can
make the argument that I need more than one person to protect me for the bigger
jobs.” I shared a sardonic look with him because I rarely ever got called for
the smaller jobs these days. My reputation only seemed to draw the impossible
projects to me. That was part of the problem, actually. No one seemed to think
I’d take the more reasonable projects, the ones that paid a moderate amount.
Others tried to get me to do the physically impossible. Sometimes I couldn’t
find a project for two or more weeks at a time because of it, which made
budgeting challenging in the extreme. 


Bannen caught my hand, a thumb stroking over my wedding ring
in idle circles. “I never thought that defeating Toh’sellor would cause
us trouble like this.”


“I’m not sure if I thought at all about the future. I was so
focused on how to defeat him, nothing else really occurred to me.” Although,
even if I had thought of it, I wasn’t sure what I could have done differently
to change the outcome. “Are you against the idea of joining?”


“No, not really. I like the MISD. I like the agents we’ve
met, I like their standards, and you know they have great fun with all the
trouble they get into.” Making a face, he admitted, “I just keep remembering
all of those after-action reports we had to write. I hate paperwork.”


“I hate your hatred for paperwork,” I snarked right back at
him.


The rat fink laughed. “Thank you for doing that, by the
way.”


“It was either write the report for you or miss the wedding.
I honestly don’t know if I made the right choice.”


Undeterred, he laughed harder. Some husband he was. 


When the chuckles subsided, he admitted, “I’m not against
signing up, but I have a few questions I want settled first. I want to know
what city we’ll be based out of. I know Chi and Vee bought a house, so it’s
possible to have a semi-permanent place of our own. I want to know if we really
can form a permanent team with them. That’ll make the job much more fun.”


“And much safer,” I agreed whole-heartedly. “Maybe we can
write it into the contract? Maksohm told me unofficially that I could basically
name my terms. The MISD higher ups are salivating to get their hands on us.”


“That perversely worries me.”


“Doesn’t it?” I studied his expression, but he actually
didn’t seem all that worried about the concerns he’d brought up. One of the
things I loved about Bannen was that he stated what he thought. I never had to
second guess what he felt. He’d tell me. I agreed with his concerns, and I
definitely wanted to see certain things in writing. Still, I felt like this was
a very good option for us, and the possibility of getting to work with Vee and
Chi excited me. “Let’s go do that quick spot check on Toh’sellor’s
remains and then head to MISD Headquarters.”


“With all of our stuff?”


“Might as well? Once we sign up, they’ll surely tell us what
city we’ll be based out of. I vote we just move it to the right place.” A
thought struck and I pondered it for a moment before asking slowly, “They give
signing bonuses, right?”


“Yes, and yes, I totally plan to get enough of a signing
bonus for us to put a deposit down on a place.”


Of course he’d already thought of this. Then again, he was
the one in this relationship that tended to think ahead. “You think we’ll have
time to get settled into a place before they throw us into the thick of
things?”


“Don’t borrow trouble, wifey. We don’t need any help in that
regard.” 













I looked at the remnant of Toh’sellor with mixed
feelings. I had no idea what Rena saw when she looked at it, but to me it
looked like a rather jumpy gas flame. It sparked all different colors, whisking
in and out of a flame shape, then spiraled up before reverting to some
different form. To think it started this small in the beginning, and because it
went unchecked, grew to a monster that swallowed a mountain range.
Unbelievable. 


Rena studied it hard for a full minute and then beamed at
the agent hovering nearby. “Agent Wilkes, you can relax. The barrier around it
is working perfectly.”


Wilkes looked a little new, barely a handful of years older
than myself, and he likely had pulled the short straw on this assignment of
babysitting Toh’sellor. I didn’t envy him the hike in to this desolate
spot every single day to make sure nothing untoward had happened. He pulled his
hat off and ran a hand through sandy blond hair, sending it in spikes every
direction. “I’m relieved to hear it, Magus. You didn’t have to do anything to
it?”


“A little cleanup, but nothing substantial. It had picked up
a few grains of sand.” Rena shrugged, casual and unconcerned. “The barrier
can’t block absolutely everything. Still, this means that I can safely ignore
it for about a year at a time. I’ll stop in and do a routine cleansing. We can
reset the barrier if it needs it and we’ll go back to ignoring it.”


I ran that math through my head. It had been roughly six
months since we defeated Toh’sellor. Between my recovery, going to Vee
and Chi’s wedding, preparing for our wedding, and actually getting
married, it hadn’t seemed that long, but six months was about right. So, in that
time, only a bit of sand had gotten through the barrier and been picked up by Toh’sellor?
“Maybe we should just make it routine to come by on the anniversary of Toh’sellor’s
defeat.”


“That’s poetic. I like that.” Rena flashed me a smile, then
turned to the mage on her right. “Trammel, how are your studies going?”


“Swimmingly, considering the desolate situation I’ve been
reduced to,” Trammel drawled, gesturing to the area in general. “I normally
come in only to do a reading, check on a few things, then retreat again. It
takes too long to come out here and ride back, and I don’t wish to stumble back
in the dark. Rena, have you had any word on when they’ll move this thing?”


“They’re designing a facility for it as we speak,” she
soothed him. “It’s just taking a little longer than planned, as they had to get
permission to build it first. No one’s really eager to host it, so it’s in
debate on where to build.”


I’d first met Magus Trammel, world famous mage, in Corcoran
two years ago. He’d heard about Rena calling a human familiar and came to study
us. It was he that figured out how her magic worked, the price of it, and that
I was the solution to keep Rena from literally falling apart. I’d been very
antagonistic with him in the beginning—defensive of Rena—but in the end, the
man turned out to be one of the staunchest allies we had. Certainly, he’s one
of those people who seemed to speak Rena’s language, and when those two got
going, I barely understood one word in ten. Trammel had volunteered to study Toh’sellor,
to somehow gain sense of how exactly it worked—the hope being he could give
that answer to Rena so she could destroy it utterly. So far he seemed more
frustrated than enlightened, and having to ride several hours out here to do
any kind of study had to be slowing him down. For all our sakes, I wanted
Trammel and Toh’sellor in the same building sooner rather than later.


The irritable mage gave our MISD agent a curt nod.  “Alright,
Wilkes, let’s go back.” 


Everyone mounted back up on horseback, Rena riding with me,
as she didn’t have a lot of experience riding. We went at a trot. No one wanted
to do a leisurely saunter, not in this desolate place. It hadn’t changed much
since we’d last been here. The land pitched and rolled, reminding everyone
silently that we stood on top of a mountain. There was no direct view of
anything, not even as we started toward the valley floor. The trees and
vegetation were all gone, of course, used to make minions, but plenty of rocky
outcroppings remained to obscure sightlines. I almost felt like we stood near a
desert, but the color wasn’t right. It didn’t have the light tan, earthy color
of dirt drained of water. This looked almost grey—an unhealthy, abnormal tone
that silently spoke of something unnaturally leaching everything of value from
it. 


At least the putrid smell was gone. That was a plus. Dirt
still drifted through the air, cloying as it stuck to everything: skin and
clothes. No one spoke, either, our mouths covered with handkerchiefs to avoid
breathing in the dust. In just four short months, nothing had grown here, and
the dirt still felt like powder. I wondered how long it would take for nature
to overtake this place again. 


We eventually arrived back in town. I’d held fears that with
Toh’sellor defeated, this place would become a ghost town, but it hadn’t
happened. At least, not yet. Time would tell on that score. I hoped for Wilkes’
sake that the town stayed, as otherwise this post would become a nightmare. 


Rena couldn’t just come check in and then saunter back out,
of course. The MISD would pitch a fit without some kind of report from her. So,
we went back to Wilkes’ office and she borrowed pen and paper to sit and write
a semi-formal report on Toh’sellor’s status. Trammel didn’t choose to
follow us in, instead he returned to his own office. 


Wilkes went behind the counter and rifled through some
packages and letters that had been dropped off. I knew that the MISD once had
an official presence here, but apparently those buildings had been either shut
down or sold off. This office of Wilkes reminded me of an old post office, with
all of the cubbyhole shelves along the back wall and this huge counter dividing
the room in half. Granted, it sat very close to the main road and the mountain,
so maybe he’d chosen it for ease of location. 


“Magus, Master Hach, there’s a telegram for you.” Wilkes
passed it over to me. 


Being a telegram, it didn’t say much. I read it aloud: “‘To
B. and R. Hach. Congratulations on marriage. Request you come to MISD
Headquarters soon. Wish to discuss contract.’ Signed H. Salvatore.” 


“Is that a good or bad thing?” Rena asked doubtfully. “I
mean, we already had plans to go down there, but….”


“Maybe something’s up and he wants us officially signed on
first?” I offered, although I had my own doubts. Why hurry us along like this? 


She stared at the report for a moment before nodding to
herself decisively, brown hair swinging. “I say we start that direction tomorrow.
Wilkes, can you get us discounted tickets with your MISD badge?”


“I’d be happy to, Magus. I can get an Around-the-World
ticket that will cover you all the way to Headquarters,” he offered, looking
inherently pleased to be helpful. 


“Bless you, that sounds perfect.” 


I knew that look on my wife’s face. When her jaw set like
that, and her eyes turned more slate grey than clear, it meant she’d donned her
thinking cap. She wasn’t going to be happy until she had this question settled.
If the trains ran more than nine hours a day during the winter months, we might
have been able to catch one tonight, but as it was, we’d get to the station
well after the last train departed. Best we could do was aim for a dawn
departure. “Tell you what, Wilkes. I’ll go with you and we can get the luggage
sorted and at the station. Rena, you want to leave sooner rather than later, I
take it? How long do you need to finish that report?”


“Twenty minutes.” 


Mentally I gave her ten. She was entirely too antsy to stay
still that long. “Meet us at the office, then.” 





The pleasant thing about traveling with Rena was that she kept
entertained easily. Give her a few books and a box of chocolates, and she
stayed happy as a clam. Now, I get antsy and bored, but I have no problem
meeting new people and chatting. When you’re on a train for nine hours at a
stretch, you can find a lot of equally bored people. I swapped stories,
generally shooting the breeze, and only returned when I felt like finding something
to eat. 


Wilkes did us a solid in buying us the MISD tickets, as
traveling expenses were about half the cost and they covered as much baggage as
we cared to bring. I harbored a suspicion we’d used tickets like these before,
when we were traveling all over the place at the MISD’s orders, but I’d never
handled the tickets during that time. Either Vee or Maksohm had. Funny, the
things you don’t think to question until later. 


It took us eight days to get over to Headquarters. Winter
hours sucked. During spring and summer months, the trains ran long, as they had
the sunlight to work with. But in winter months, the days were shorter, and
there was always the chance of snow on the line blocking the trains. What took
five days in summer took eight in winter, and Rena and I were not pleased about
that. I did send Salvatore a telegram saying we were on our way, but other than
that I had no other communication with him. We arrived in Foxboro mid-afternoon
without fanfare, ordered our bags to be sent to Headquarters, then caught a
rickshaw. I actually wouldn’t have minded the walk, but I wasn’t sure how to navigate
from the station to MISD Headquarters. 


“Why,” Rena asked me, a smile of delight on her face, “have
we not taken these things before? Rickshaws are lovely.”


“Because we’re generally moving about in a group and
rickshaws can only carry two people?” I responded logically. 


“From now on, I’m taking the rickshaw. I don’t care if
everyone else has to walk.”


Apparently, this was now a thing. I wasn’t surprised, though.
Who would want to walk up this hill? I actually felt sorry for our ‘driver,’ (Did
you call them a driver when they were actually the one pulling it?) as he had
to haul us up it. The entire city basically sat on a series of hills, so I
assumed he was used to this. 


No, I felt guilty; I needed to tip him after all.


MISD Headquarters was as large, sprawling, and pink as
usual. For an organization that used so much blue, it boggled my mind that they
stayed in a pink stucco building. I could see traces of snow on the ground,
mostly along the roof eaves and the corners of the building where direct
sunlight didn’t reach, so they must have had snow recently. It felt cold enough
for it, certainly, but that could be because of the sea breeze blowing in off
the ocean. The driver knew precisely where to go and pulled up in front of the
main door. I stepped out, paid him with a generous tip, then headed inside with
Rena. We were barely ten feet in when I plowed right into Nora, who had her
head buried in a report. I caught her shoulders in reflex, keeping us both
upright. “Well hello to you too, Nora.”


“Bannen, Rena!” She let the report drop to her side and gave
us both a one-armed hug, smiling from ear to ear. Superficially, she looked
like Maksohm—same dark hair, dark olive skin tone, the family resemblance clear
to see. But then she smiled, more expressive and freer in her expressions, and
it became a little harder to see the kinship. “I didn’t expect to see either of
you so soon. Didn’t you just get married last week?”


“Almost three weeks ago, now,” Rena corrected, returning the
smile. “Actually, we got a message from the director saying we needed to see
him. He didn’t give us any idea why, though.”


“It might have something to do with this,” Nora said, waving
the pages in her hands illustratively, “but I doubt it. He didn’t mention you
were coming in to me. I put better odds on field reassignments. They tend to
happen about this time of the year. It has been strongly suggested to him that
you might sign on if you have a regular team. If he’s to pull you in, now would
be the time to do it while he has the freedom to reassign people.”


Now that made more sense. “If that’s all it is, I’m
relieved. I didn’t want another disaster on our hands.”


“Don’t be fooled,” Nora responded with a glib smile.
“There’s always a disaster on hand.” Nora glanced at the report still in her
hands and made a face. “I would love to catch up, but I have to solve this
today before it explodes. Dinner tonight?”


“Count on it,” I promised. We waved her off and I led the
way toward the director’s office. It seemed a little busier than usual. Well,
I’d only been here a handful of times, perhaps this was normal traffic, but it
hadn’t been like this when we were meeting about Toh’sellor. Multiple agents
came in and out, brushing past each other, a near constant wave of them, which
suggested huge trouble in some corner of the world, but I gamely knocked on the
door and stepped inside anyway. “Director Salvatore.”


“Bannen and Rena. Excellent, come in.” Howard Salvatore
looked just as pirate-like as usual, even with his blue uniform buttoned up and
starched to within an inch of its life. His expression looked equal parts
relieved and honestly glad to see us. His corner office did not look like last
time. It still had a great deal of space without much furniture cluttering it
up. A large conference table with eight chairs, then a desk with a single
chair. But unlike the last few times I’d been here, the conference table seemed
buried in reports and maps, so much so that I expected the wood to groan in
protest under the weight. “I’m glad you made such good time. Sit, sit, I only
have a few minutes.”


Something was definitely wrong, then. I decided not to ask.
Asking got you volunteered for things.


“Before you left for Z’gher, you hinted that you would think
about joining the MISD. We’re in recruitment season now, I want an official
answer from you. Yes or no?”


Rena glanced at me, head canted, and apparently read the
question on my face perfectly. “Director, I have thought about it considerably,
and I’m inclined to sign on with the MISD.”


You’d think we’d just offered the man five years’ worth of
birthday presents all at once, the way he lit up. “I am delighted to hear it.
Do you have any questions or concerns to address first?”


“A few questions and a few conditions.” Rena sat back in her
chair, hands comfortably clasped in front of her stomach, at ease as if she
were in her own home. “First, where would you have us stationed?”


“We don’t have a precise location in mind for you. Somewhere
more central would be our preference, as it’s easier to ship you out that way
when we need you. Is there a place you have in mind?”


“Not Z’gher or Corcoran,” we said in perfect unison. 


Salvatore actually chuckled, eyes crinkling up. “Trying to
avoid too much interference with family?”


“That and the stupid Corcoran Magic Council,” I grumbled. My
thumb rubbed over my wedding ring and twisted it around on my finger. Even
married, I believed the Council would give us grief. 


“I understand. We can certainly put that stipulation in.
What else?”


“Due to the nature of my magic, it’s best if I actually have
a designated team to work with,” Rena explained, still all business. “I’d like
to request that we be permanently assigned to Vee and Chi.”


Salvatore hesitated. “I personally have no trouble with
that, but you realize that I’ll have to get permission to add that in and
verify with those two that they’re agreeable.” 


“Of course,” I assured him. Not that I expected trouble from
Vee or Chi, but Salvatore’s bosses were another matter. “You expect a no?”


“Not really. But protocol has to be followed.” He hesitated
before asking, “Just those two?”


“I’d dearly love to have Dah’lil Maksohm as well,” Rena
admitted frankly, “but he’s a senior enough agent that I really can’t demand
him.”


Salvatore regarded her with a glint of amusement in his dark
eyes. “I have been frankly informed by said agent that if he’s not assigned to
you, he’ll give me no end of grief about it. He’s taken a definite shine to you
two, and I personally feel you would benefit from having a barrier specialist
with you.”


This information elated me. We got to keep Maksohm? Really?!
“I’m delighted to hear it, sir.”


“I’m sure,” he drawled. “Just those three?”


“Yes, sir,” Rena confirmed, eyes lifting at the corners in a
happy manner.


“You’re certainly not demanding, not like some other
people,” he grumbled to no one in particular. “Alright, anything else?”


“We’d of course like to discuss the wage, signing bonus, etcetera.
But I have the sense you’re extremely busy today, sir. We can haggle about that
part another day.”


“Then I’ll get the contracts written up and leave that part
blank. We can fill it in.” I saw no flaw in this plan, and Rena obviously didn’t
either. 


“That’s what we’ll do, then. Also, Director, I stopped in
and gave Toh’sellor a quick once-over while I was in the neighborhood. I
will have to monitor it, but I think once a year will suffice. Even once a year
might be overkill, honestly.” 


“I prefer paranoia in this case.” A dark expression flashed
in Salvatore’s eyes, hand briefly clenching into a fist. “That thing cost us
far too much.”


No one would disagree there, certainly not me. 


Shaking the mood off, Salvatore instructed us, “Leave word
at the front desk where I can find you, but feel free to rest up today. We’ll
do the official paperwork in a day or two, after I’ve confirmed with Agents Franklocke
Inc. that they’re agreeable to a permanent team.” 


“Will do, Director.” Rena popped out of her seat and headed
for the door before pausing with one hand on the frame. “One more thing, sir.
We have a great deal of luggage that neither of us want to cart around. Can we
store some of it here until we return?”


“I don’t see an issue with that. Ask Hollensbrooke. He can
show you an empty storage room to use.” He meant to add something more, but
another agent slipped in past Rena with a slightly frantic look in her eye that
we all knew how to interpret. 


Putting a hand in the small of Rena’s back, I urged her out
of the room, even as I threw back, “We appreciate that, sir!”


“Move fast,” Rena breathed, already lengthening her stride.
“Whatever is going on, we don’t want to get caught up in it.”


“Absolutely,” I agreed under my breath. “Go, go, go.” 


Part of being an adult was knowing when to run for it. 













Bannen and I found the same bed and breakfast we stayed in
last time, taking only one essential suitcase each with us, and settled in
there. 


I did send Nora a message to meet us here, because as far as
I knew, this was the only decent place to eat within walking distance of Headquarters.
I had every intention of diving straight into that packet and taking a look at
it, but after days on a train with nothing but quick wash-ups here and there, I
longed for a good soak in a tub. My hostess accommodated me, and after two
hours of blissfully soaking in water hot enough to scald a lobster, I finally
pulled myself out. I’d told Nora to meet us for dinner about five o’clock,
after all, and it was already past four-thirty. 


Dressed and feeling refreshed, I wandered down to the dining
room and found Bannen at the table, some kind of market listing in his hands. A
frown lingered on his face, and every now and then he winced. 


I plopped down next to him, leaning against his shoulder so
I could read it as well, then blanched. “Ye little gods! Houses are that
expensive here?”


“Wifey, I vote we do not settle in this city.”


“Seconded,” I passed that motion without a second of
hesitation. “It’ll bankrupt us even on MISD pay.” 


“Trust me, no one buys in this city.” Turning, I found Nora
in the doorway, pulling off her uniform jacket as she moved. “Evening. Am I in
time for dinner?”


“It’s still cooking, so I say perfect timing,” Bannen
assured her. “Take a seat. So, what, everyone rents?”


“Basically. Or the employers supply housing for their
workers. The MISD certainly do here. But I feel like you’d do better in a
different place than here, honestly.”


“We’re actually considering other places, but it depends on
the answers we get from other people,” I explained somewhat cryptically. 


“In better news,” Bannen shuffled the papers off to the
side, signifying a change in subject, “Nora, we decided to sign on with the
MISD.”


Our friend lit up, slapping the table with both palms in her
excitement. “YES! I’m so, so happy to hear it. When?”


“In the next few days.” I eyed the paperwork sideways and
decided to read it later. No point in letting it spoil my evening now. “We had
a few stipulations to work into the contract, and the director needs time to
approve them and write them up.” 


I realized, belatedly, that I didn’t know where she lived
and asked, “Nora, where are you stationed?”


“Here, actually. Not my first choice, but it’s not a bad
place to live.” She shrugged, eloquently stating her feelings on the matter.
“Is that one of the things you’re negotiating? Where you want to live?”


“We don’t actually have a specific place in mind,” I
explained, sharing a look with Bannen, as we had spent many an hour listing out
places and debating the pros and cons. “The problem is there’s certain places
we want to avoid. Corcoran, for instance. Z’gher. But also those cities where I
had to destroy whole sections of it because of Toh’sellor. I don’t
imagine the natives would take well to us making a home there.”


“But we’re hoping to talk the higher ups into giving Rena a
permanent team,” Bannen tacked on. “And then, maybe, living in the same city as
everyone else.”


“Permanent team being Chi and Vee?” Nora stated knowingly.
“Well, I don’t blame you. Rena only gets called in for the impossible
situations and it’s hard for just you to protect her. I really, really don’t
want to see you on your death bed again, Bannen. That scared ten years off of
me.” 


“Believe me, I don’t want to climb back into it either.”
Bannen eyed her thoughtfully. “You know, we can always make the argument that
we need five people. Should we request you as well?”


Nora laughed, a blush high on her cheeks. “I appreciate the
thought, but do us all a favor and request Dah’lil first? He really hates where
he ended up and would seize on the offer whole-heartedly.” 


“We actually already did request him, but where did he end
up?” I asked, worried now for Maksohm, as I hadn’t heard anything since we
split ways. 


“Lalani.” 


I winced. “Oh dear. Doesn’t he hate the ocean?”


“With a passion, and there he is, surrounded by it on three
sides. You see the problem.” 


I did indeed. “We’re still not sure if the higher ups will
agree with our demands, but I hope for all our sakes they do.” 


Nora lifted a shoulder in a simple shrug, agreeing. “Maybe
not. But I give it good odds they will. Tell me about the wedding, though,
that’s what I’m curious about. How did it go?”


“Anyone who wants a big wedding is crazy,” I told her
firmly. 


Bannen rocked back in his chair, laughing. “Seconded!”


Her dark eyes darted between the two of us, mouth parting in
the beginnings of a smile, mostly at our reactions. “I know you two said it
would be a circus before you even went up there, but was it really that bad?”


My husband launched into an account of it, which I only
half-listened to. Honestly, the only thing bearable about the wedding was that
I got to see people I normally didn’t: Master Tarkington, Steph, Emily, and
Lori all made it up, Vee and Chi had come up the day before the wedding. My
family was there of course, and even then I felt like celebrating when the
festivities ended. Z’gher weddings lasted an ENTIRE WEEK, something my groom
had failed to inform me of beforehand. And I don’t like pomp and ceremony. It
was highly uncomfortable being the center of attention for that long. 


As Bannen regaled Nora with the full tale, I turned my
thoughts in another direction entirely. I gave it good odds I would have my way
and get that permanent team. Having a permanent team with Chi, Vee, and Maksohm
sounded delightful, but we really needed to decide on at least a top three pick
of places to live. Somewhere not near an ocean, for Maksohm’s sake. 


Now, what options did that leave us? 


The food arrived and we dug in heartily, as it all tasted
amazing. Nora ate about half before she warned, “It might be more than a few
days before the director can get that contract ready for you. We’ve had a very
strange emergency hit us.”


“We got that sense.” I let my fork rest against the plate,
my full attention on her. “What’s going on? Will they need me?”


“I don’t think this will fall in your expertise,” she
responded, mouth set in an unhappy way. “But it’s best to be forewarned. Some
undisclosed group of people have kidnapped a dozen familiars.”


Bannen jerked upright next to me, sharing my alarm. “What?
From where? When?”


“Four days ago, and they hit three different masters that
had multiple students.” Nora rubbed her forehead, body language screaming
fatigue and anger. “In all different areas, no less: Kapanka, Ridiger, and
Ginsberg. The students, of course, are beside themselves. They’re emotionally
not handling this well. I certainly don’t blame them. They still feel them, so
the familiars are alive, but we have no idea what this group’s purpose was. Or
where they’ve taken them. After that single attack, they completely
disappeared. What’s worse is that this was on top of another theft we’ve
experienced. A selection of sentient magical weapons also went missing about
three weeks ago. We suspect the same group, as they seem to have the same modus
operandi, but we’ve no proof to tie the two together.”


I slipped my hand through Bannen’s, suddenly glad he was so
deadly on his own. Even if kidnappers came for him, he’d make them regret it.
“That’s awful, Nora. No wonder Headquarters felt so off-balance. You’ve no
leads at all?”


“A few, not much to really follow up on,” she admitted
morosely, stabbing her dinner with more ferocity than it warranted. “We’re all
very alert now to any potential trouble. I almost wish they would strike again just
so we can catch them. Anyway, if it takes more than a few days to get your
contract to you, that’s why. It’s not because we don’t want you. We really,
truly do.”


“I fully understand,” I reassured her. 


Nora barely finished her plate when she got called back into
work, and we waved her off with the offer to help if she needed us. 


Neither of us felt all that inclined to go sleep, and
instead went for a walk along the coastline. The rising moon and lights of the
city shone a pretty picture on the dark blue of the water. I felt the winter
chill enough that I kept a coat on and a muffler wrapped around my throat. I
held hands with Bannen as we leisurely strolled along, the wedding ring still
new enough on my hand to catch my attention every time his grip shifted it the
slightest bit. How long would I need to wear it before it became second nature?


Bannen’s thoughts apparently went a different direction than
mine as he asked, “Want to talk about our favorite topic?”


I groaned, more resigned than anything. “Where to live.”


“My vote is Gargan.” 


I turned to look at him, puzzled. “Whenever we’ve talked
about this before, all you said were the places you don’t want to live. So, why
are you suddenly keen on living in giant country?”


“Well, I’ve been thinking about this. Vee and Chi already
live there, right?”


“Right.” I skipped over a dicey section of the walkway, as
that looked like black ice to me, then stuffed my free hand back in my pocket
before it froze off. The walking helped work out kinks from travelling, but we
probably should have done it before sunset. The air was quickly dropping in
temperature. 


“The best vacation we’ve ever had was when we spent the
winter holiday for their wedding in Gargan.” On his free hand, he started
ticking off points. “The giants are great fun, they know how to eat, how to be
good neighbors, and it’s probably the safest location in the entire world
because you’d have to be certifiably insane to take on the giants.”


All valid points and ones I agreed with. I thought about it,
staring at the lit stretch of road we were on. There was a train station in
Gargan—two, in fact. It might not be a central location, but it was close
enough in this world, and I felt like we would be welcomed there with open
arms. The giants for some reason loved me. Something about me being so
inherently destructive pleased them. Bannen, of course, liked them because
giants thought anything dangerous was fun. 


“I’m inclined to say yes, because I think it’s a good
option,” I said slowly, more thinking aloud than anything. “But do you think
Maksohm would be alright with it? If we can get him permanently assigned to our
team.”


“Sure, I think he would be.” Bannen smiled, pleased that I
agreed with him. “He mentioned once it’s one of his favorite places to visit.
Okay, so we have one place we agree on. I think we should have two more options
for when we negotiate with Salvatore. Where else in the world do you like?”


I sighed. This was going to take a while. 





We didn’t get very far into our walk before turning back.
Even Foxboro had sections of city with no street lights, and tempting fate by
wandering around in the dark seemed like a bad idea. I had no doubt that my
danger-loving husband would have done it for kicks, but he never took chances
with me. Besides, it’d become almost ridiculously cold. Even with the thick
jacket and muffler, I’d been shivering hard, so we beat a hasty retreat back
the way we’d come. When we made it back to the bed and breakfast, we found Nora
pacing back and forth in front of the door. She spied us still coming up the
hill and waved, openly relieved, before jogging toward us. “Rena, can I borrow
you?”


“Sure,” I responded before I could think twice. Bannen shot
me quite the look for cluelessly volunteering, but it was Nora. I couldn’t say
no to her. “What’s wrong?”


She snagged my arm in a firm grip, already towing me toward
the harbor. “The ferry is waiting on us, let me explain as we go. You remember
I mentioned that some familiars had been kidnapped from their young students?”


“Yes…?” I was already unhappy with where this led. 


“It happened again this morning in Alyadar. The report
finally caught up with me an hour ago. Your eyes, can they see things like
portal signatures?”


“If it’s fresh enough. Anything over twelve hours old gets
very dicey.” But I saw what she wanted from me and quickened my pace to an
almost jog. “I’m certainly willing to take a look and give you what info I see.
How many familiars were taken?”


“Three. And this, after we put the alert out to masters to
be careful. So, these thieves managed to get around the protective shields of
the house, and that’s saying something. The master in question is no slouch in
barrier magic, let me tell you.” 


I reached out and found Bannen’s hand already reaching for
mine, our hands tangling firmly together. If someone was stealing familiars,
Bannen would be one of two of the most unique familiars in the world. He was
also the most visible of them, as Gill was retired in the most remote village
(un)known to man. I shot him a look that urged him to stick close and got the
same silent warning from him in return. 


Nora caught our exchange and grimaced in sympathy. “I know
it’s frightening for the pair of you. It’s part of the reason I didn’t think
you’d mind helping. The sooner we get to the bottom of this, the better.”


“No kidding,” Bannen growled. 


The ferry waited, the captain of the boat very impatient and
obvious about it. Nora politely thanked him, ignored his huff, and we all set
off. It felt like a small eternity to reach Alyadar, instead of two hours.
We’re rarely in Alyadar, and I had no sense of bearing away from the docks or
train station. I just followed Nora through the unfamiliar streets and into a
residential area, passing parks and schools and two-story brick homes. It
seemed eerily quiet to me—everyone already in their homes, only the lights from
the street lamps and what little streamed through the windows illuminating our
path. 


We went down a dead-end road to a two-story brick house that
looked well-maintained, although I couldn’t get more than a general impression
in the poor lighting. The front door stood wide open, agents coming in and out,
every light in the house on. Nora went straight through and I continued to
follow her down a narrow hallway and into a backroom. Bannen stayed right at my
side, never more than a foot away. As I entered, my eyes flicked over the area.
A large glass tank dominated one corner, a perch stood near the window, several
chairs and settees were clustered together, and books stacked or left open were
strewn on every available flat surface. I recognized a study area when I saw
one. 


And there, lurking in front of the window, was the portal—or
what remained of it. I saw the traces clearly enough and growled, “Did they
seriously snatch the familiars right in front of their mages?”


“Unfortunately. The kids are more than shaken up about it,
not that I blame them. From the witness reports, all three familiars like to
nap in front of the window, hence this arrangement. No one had more than a
chance to look up before all three were nabbed and yanked back through. The
portal was open barely more than a few seconds, according to them.” 


“Truth,” I confirmed, coming in closer to examine it in more
detail. “Five men; one to hold open the portal, one to stand guard for attacks,
three to grab familiars. Or so the residual energy tells me. All five mages.” 


Nora let out a soundless whistle. “I hate to be impressed,
but that’s a lot of weight to yank through a portal. The mage must specialize
in portal magic to pull that off. Where did they go?”


“Part of it’s deteriorated,” I said apologetically, glancing
at her, “but the coordinates match the general location of Kapanka. On the
coast, maybe a bit north of the city.”


“So, not far.” Nora’s mouth curved in a not-smile that could
scare criminals and small children. “Excellent. Excuse me, I’m reporting that
in.” 


She stepped to the far side of the room, already placing a
call in to someone else, and Bannen came in closer to whisper, “How did they
get past the barrier around this house?”


“That is an excellent question. I’m not quite sure. That
part of the portal spell has deteriorated to the point that it’s just a jumble
of random syllables and numbers. At a guess? The barrier magic on this house
doesn’t cover windows and doors as firmly as the rest. It can’t, not without
trapping everyone inside. They used the weakness to anchor the spell to the
window and then forced their way in. Brutal, but clever, and it unfortunately
worked.” I hated evil, clever men. Why couldn’t all evil men be stupid? “I’m
afraid the poor master of this place did all she could. She just met her
superior in magical skill in this case.” 


“That’s not a comforting thought, love.”


“You’re telling me.” Frustrated, I ran a hand roughshod
through my hair. “It’s cold comfort, too. I hope that they’re able to find the
familiars for these kids, at least.” 





It took three days before Director Salvatore called us back
into his office with the request to come sign our contracts. Since we were
unofficially MISD agents, we’d spent the time getting outfitted with the
uniforms and ordering six sets each. I learned something interesting in the
process. Yes, they had a standard look for the uniforms, but they also had
designs that catered more toward the agent’s home country. Bannen ordered
uniforms that looked remarkably Z’gher-ish in style. Instead of a double-breasted
jacket, his had a v-shaped collar, the jacket wrapping in the front and
buckling on the side. His summer version had no sleeves at all, but the winter
one did, thankfully. I had to admit, the dark royal blue set off his exotic coloring
and almond eyes very well. He almost looked respectable, instead of the
rapscallion I knew him to be. 


We chose to wear our new spiffy uniforms to sign the
contracts, mostly to get used to wearing them. I didn’t quite foresee the
consequences of doing so. We’d come in and out of Headquarters so often that most
agents didn’t really think much of it, and while they’d call out a greeting,
they rarely did more than that. Entering in uniform, though, silently announced
our intentions to join them.


In short order, we became inundated with agents on all sides—happy,
excited agents—demanding when we’d signed up and where we’d be stationed. It
took three times longer than it should have getting to Salvatore’s office. 


I regretted wearing the uniform, just a little. 


Although I had to admit, this reaction was more than
heartwarming. They’d really wanted me and Bannen to join them that badly? I’d
rarely felt so welcomed in my life. A smile stayed on my face as we finally
gained the office doorway. I gave the door a rap with my knuckles before
entering. “Director?”


Salvatore looked up and gestured us brusquely in. “I
expected you earlier.”


“So did we,” Bannen drawled, coming around to take the chair
in front of Salvatore’s desk. 


“The other agents are very, very happy to see us in
uniform,” I explained, my smile widening without my conscious decision as I
took a seat next to my husband. 


“Ah,” Salvatore grunted in understanding. He gathered up both
contracts from his desk and handed them over. “Here, you can read them through.
Pay and signing bonus is what we discussed. Out of the two locations, I nixed
Njorage, as Agent Chi Franklocke said, and I quote, ‘No monkeys, no problem.’”


I stopped scanning the front page and looked up sharply. “We
get to have Chi and Vee? What about Maksohm?”


“All three,” he assured me with what might have been a
shiver of a wink. “You’ll be stationed in Gargan.”


I wanted to punch the air in victory and barely restrained
myself from doing so. Be professional, be professional. “Thank you, Director.”


“Top brass was actually glad you requested it,” Salvatore
admitted, his tone indicating that he himself was among that number. “Aside
from Vee and Chi, we don’t have any other agents living up that way aside from
a handful of retired ones. It helps if we have you two and Maksohm up that way
as well.”


We got to live with the giants with three of my favorite
people in the world. I couldn’t help but grin as I skimmed through the contract.
I knew it already, I’d read through it twice before, I just needed to double
check that all of the conditions I’d requested had made it in. 


They had. With no hesitation whatsoever, I put pen to paper
and signed. Well, I tried to. I got halfway through and nearly wrote my maiden
name. Swearing, I stopped dead mid-signature and stared at it, not sure how to
turn an ‘R’ into an ‘H.’


Bannen glanced over at me, saw the problem, and snickered.
“Problem, dearest?”


Growling in aggravation, I requested of the director, “Can
you remove the signature for me? I need to re-sign it.”


“If there’s magical tampering with the signature, the
contract is invalid,” he explained, a touch amused. “Go ahead and write out
your maiden name and just add Hach to the end. It’ll help our record keepers
anyway.”


A sensible solution. I could do that. I finished the
signature and promised myself that on the next train ride, I’d practice writing
my married name a few hundred times until it felt natural to sign. 


We actually signed two copies, one for each of us, and I
folded mine to stick it in the very handy interior pocket of my jacket. As I
did so, Salvatore informed us, “Agent Nora Maksohm reported that you helped
with the investigation for the kidnapped familiars.” 


I hadn’t heard anything in three days and I eagerly wanted
an update. “Yes, what’s happened with that?”


“Unfortunately, a dead end. The area seemed to be a drop
off, as there’s signs a boat waited nearby. The thieves boarded it very quickly
and took off well before we could follow.” Salvatore made a sour face, like the
words tasted rotten in his mouth. “It’s a cold trail at this point. Still, I
appreciate that you readily responded to her call for aid. If you can be
available for similar situations, I’d take it as a courtesy.”


“Of course, sir,” I hastily assured him. 


“We both want that solved quickly,” Bannen tacked on in a
hard voice. “It’s unnerving and morally sickening. We want them caught.” 


Salvatore gave us an understanding nod. “I thought you’d
react that way. I’ve already recalled Dah’lil Maksohm from Lalani. He’ll meet
us here in the next two days. Once he arrives, you’re free to head toward
Gargan and set up there. You have a month and a half to settle before I need to
put you on the job. The first few tasks shouldn’t be anything world-scale, as
we don’t have anything truly insane happening in the world at the moment.”


“Glad to hear it, sir,” Bannen assured him in abject relief.



As if summoned, a knock sounded on the door and Maksohm
stepped inside. His short dark hair was tousled, unusual for him, as he
normally had every hair in place, skin more dusky tan than normal. He had a
bright white smile on his face as he entered, dark eyes crinkling under the
force of it. Normally he wore his age. I could look at him and see that he had
a decade on my almost nineteen, but not in this moment. His happiness eclipsed
that, making him seem more Bannen’s twenty-two. “Dah’lil! We didn’t expect you
for another two days.” I rose from my chair instantly and went straight for a
hug. 


Maksohm hugged me immediately back, swathing me in a coat
that smelled strongly of salt and the sea. His arms were so tight that they
lifted me off my toes for a moment and I didn’t mind a bit. “I might have left
immediately.”


Bannen, voice suspicious and warm with amusement, drawled,
“Let me guess. You portaled yourself out of there as far as you could go, then
hopped a train.”


Letting me down again, Maksohm clasped hands with Bannen,
grin irrepressible. “Maybe.”


Chuckling, Bannen closed in for a quick hug himself. “Wow,
you really hate the ocean. I didn’t know it was that bad.”


“Worse,” Maksohm informed him deadpan. “Have you signed?”


“We have, just now,” I confirmed. I couldn’t mistake the joy
in his eyes. “Welcome to the team.”


 “I’m actually very flattered to be asked,” Maksohm
admitted. “I knew you liked me, but not that much.”


“More,” I informed him with a wink.


“Did anyone tell you that we’ll be living in Gargan?” Bannen
asked.


Maksohm nodded confirmation, a grin of relief on his face.
“They did when they called me here. Thank you for choosing something sensible
and away from the sea. I much prefer mountains.” 


“So do I,” I admitted to him. Bannen had grown up near the
sea and liked it fine, but he could also swim. I doggy paddled. I preferred not
to doggy paddle in a body of water that had waves. “We can leave immediately
for Gargan and get settled in.”


“You only have a month and a half to do so,” Salvatore
reminded all of us. “Agent Maksohm, you are officially designated as team
leader. I trust you to show them the ropes.”


Maksohm gave him a lazy salute. “Understood, sir. I didn’t
get this confirmed, precisely. Do we have Chi and Vee as well?”


“You do.”


This news made Maksohm very happy, although he tried to keep
a semi-professional bearing. “Excellent. We’ll report in when we arrive, sir.”


“Good. Go,” Salvatore dismissed in his usual brusque
fashion. 


I happily skipped out of the room, logistics already racing
through my mind of how to get all the luggage up to Gargan. Maksohm no doubt
knew how to get one of those Around-the-World tickets that made traveling
cheaper for us. 


“Let’s go find a place for an early lunch,” Maksohm
suggested, already leading the way out of Headquarters. “We can talk logistics
and maybe call Vee, see if she can set up temporary accommodations so we’ll
have a place to land while we house hunt up there. I understand that our
assignment in Gargan will be permanent, so we might as well buy if we can.”


“We might have to build,” Bannen disagreed thoughtfully,
snagging my hand and linking our fingers so we could walk hand in hand. “Think
about it. No house in Gargan’s market will be built for a puny human’s size.”


Maksohm and I exchanged a resigned look. “He has a good
point.”


“A very good point,” Maksohm agreed sourly. “Well, we still
need temporary accommodations.  And Vee will likely know a good builder.” 


We’d need one. 













To say that Vee and Chi were excited would be akin to
claiming the sun might be warm. Not quite the understatement of the year, but
close. My wife shared their enthusiasm, and she didn’t mind sharing it. With
them speaking by TMC (telemagic communicator), Maksohm holding the line open
for Rena, it rather sounded like the clash of the titans—they talked over one
another with such exuberance people looked at them sideways. I felt happy too,
of course, that we got to keep such excellent friends as co-workers, but mostly
I felt relieved. Even if I went down again, I knew those three would do
everything in their power to protect Rena. 


We spent lunch working out logistics with Vee. She swore up
and down she had enough space for us in her house, and we could all stay with
her and Chi until we had our own houses built. And they would need to be built.
The human inhabitants in Gargan barely made up ten percent of the population. Human-sized
anything was a premium. I translated that as ‘anything human is expensive,
brace yourselves’ without trouble. Maybe getting all of those wedding presents
would pay off sooner than I expected. 


Vee’s uncle’s brother’s cousin’s friend’s
something-or-other—giants had the most complicated family relations on the
planet, bar none—was the best builder in Gargan, according to Vee. She swore
she’d get him on board before we came up so we could start building as soon as we
bought land. I liked this idea a lot, as building a house took at least six
months. I didn’t want to impose on Chi and Vee for long. 


Because we still had most of the day, Maksohm suggested we
get our bags from the bed and breakfast and make the ferry trip over into Alyadar.
I thought that a great idea. It took a few hours to hop over, which meant it
would give us a head start in the morning when we boarded a train northbound.
Rena agreed, so we went through the very fun chore of gathering all of our bags
together while Maksohm bought the ferry tickets. We met at the docks, me
sweating a little, as carrying two heavy bags up and down multiple hills had
definitely been a workout. There hadn’t been room in the cart for all ten, so
I’d sent what I could via cart down to the ferry ahead of time and carried the
rest. 


Maksohm had two suitcases of his own, both about the size of
Rena’s, and his eyes roved over our multiple bags with a slight eyebrow lift.
“You weren’t kidding.”


“Weddings in Z’gher are very lucrative for newlyweds,” Rena
drawled. “At least until the travel fees hit. Did we have to pay any overage
for extra bags?”


“No, MISD agents never do,” Maksohm answered, perhaps a
touch smug. “One of the perks of the job. Alright, shall we board?”


I kept a sharp eye on Rena as we shuffled on board the
ferry. The side railings were made of posts and ropes, tall enough that she
shouldn’t easily fall overboard, but she’d recently confessed to me that she
couldn’t really swim. She could float and doggy paddle, and that was about it. If
I had realized that this was a problem, I would have drown-proofed her before
now. No wife of mine would be uncomfortable around water. We had enough dangers
in our lives to not add the common variety into the mix. As soon as we hit
Gargan, I’d find a nice pond somewhere and teach her proper swimming and rescue
techniques. 


The idea of getting her all wet and slippery during those
lessons was just a perk. 


With all of the baggage and people loaded, the horn near the
front of the ferry boat let out a low signal blast and we got underway. Alyadar
was nothing more than a two-hour crossing, so I sat back and enjoyed the peace
for a while. During the winter runs, the ferry enclosed the balcony area in
glass and had portable barriers set out at intervals to heat it. It didn’t make
it warm, but it did make the area bearable. Rena snuggled into my left side,
pillowing her head on my shoulder as she relaxed and watched the waves. Maksohm
sat stiffly on my right, not appreciating the ocean view one iota. 


To distract him, I asked, “Did you hear that we stopped in
and checked on Toh’sellor before coming down?”


Maksohm’s dark eyes immediately went to mine, eyebrows
arched in surprise. “No, I hadn’t. What brought that on?”


“Part excuse for us to escape from my parents’ house,” I
admitted frankly, which Rena snorted at. “Part Rena wanting to check in, see
what had changed over the past few months.”


“Did anything change?” he asked in growing concern. 


“Not much,” I denied with a slight shake of the head. “A few
grains of sand had drifted in, that was about it. Rena cleared it out in a
blink. She thinks she can stop in, clear it up about once a year, and it won’t
be an issue.”


Maksohm let out a low breath of relief. “That sounds
sensible to me. I wish we knew if taking that thing through a portal would do
something to it. If it were safe enough, we’d take it to a much more secure
location now rather than later. I assume you spoke to Trammel while you were up
there? Did he say one way or another?”


Rena finally decided to participate in this conversation.
“He’s of the opinion that it’s theoretically possible, but he wouldn’t advise doing
so. However, he did say that if I babysat it, we could move Toh’sellor
through more conventional travel methods without any issue. He’s actually
hoping for that, as he’s tired of trekking out there just to study Toh’sellor.”


“I don’t blame the man. That’s not a pleasant ride,” Maksohm
allowed. “And few vehicles can get in there that aren’t MISD issued and driven,
which leaves him with the slower method of riding a horse in. If he’s confident
about his findings, perhaps we can drag it to some secure facility.”


“That’s what he hopes.” I didn’t know what city would agree
to have that thing anywhere nearby, though. Even with the MISD guarding it. 


Maksohm turned a little in his chair, completely invested in
the conversation now. “Did he figure out what it is?”


Rena sat up slightly to answer him. “No, it doesn’t match
with any element. Or if it does, it’s so warped we can’t recognize it as such.
He gave me a copy of his notes before I left. I thought we could review them on
the train ride. Maybe you’ll see something we’ve missed. I’ve looked at them so
long that I’m cross-eyed with it.” 


“Absolutely,” Maksohm assured her, interest perking. “I’d be
very interested to see—” he broke off as something vibrated in his pocket.
Lifting a telemagic communicator (TMC) out, he attached it to the top of his
ear so that it rested like a very elaborate and large earring. “Say again?”


The voice responding was small, somewhat tinny, but I could
just make it out over the ferry engine and the sound of the prow cutting
through the waves. “Agent Maksohm, are you with Agents Hach?”


“I am, Director,” Maksohm confirmed, his expression shifting
to one of cool professionalism. “Situation?”


“Toh’sellor has been stolen.” 


All the breath left my lungs in an icy rush. The world
turned surreal for a moment as I struggled to make sense of those four words. Toh’sellor.
Stolen. How in sards had they managed that? And why steal something so
volatile, so uncontrollable? 


Rena abruptly left my side to perch on Maksohm’s knee,
leaning in so that she could speak directly into the device as well. Maksohm
accommodated her by spreading his legs a foot apart, giving her room, and
keeping a hand at her back to support her. “Director, this is Rena. When was it
stolen?”


“We’re not sure on the timeline. Sometime between
yesterday afternoon and this morning, when Magus Trammel went to study it.
Agent Hach, I don’t need to tell you what this means or how fast I want you
there, do I?”


“No, sir,” she agreed with a hard expression. I detected
worry under her anger, but my Rena looked ready to flay the thieves alive when
she got her hands on them. “We’re on a ferry at the moment, but as soon as we
dock, we’ll portal over there. Can you request that someone come and fetch our
luggage for us?”


“I’ll make sure it’s all safely returned to Headquarters.
You are authorized to use any and all resources to track Toh’sellor
down, Agents. Lethal force is also authorized.” 


“Yes, sir,” Maksohm acknowledged grimly. “I’ll contact Vee
and Chi, have them meet us there. Sir, I suggest a secure facility be built or
found without delay. I think the time for leisurely discussions is well past.
When we get it back, I want somewhere safe to put it.” 


“Trust me, Agent, that is the next thing on my agenda.
Go.”


The connection abruptly ended and Maksohm wasted no time in
calling Vee. 


Our giantess friend answered with a cheerful, “Hello,
Maksohm. Have you left Foxboro yet?”


“Vee, no time for pleasantries,” he cut in, voice clipped. “Toh’sellor
has been stolen.”


She responded with a string of curses that even I, who grew
up around sailors, felt impressed by. “When? Who?”


“Sometime between yesterday afternoon and now. We have no
idea who. Rena, Bannen, and I are stuck on a ferry for another hour and a half
at least. We’ll portal over there as soon as we land. Can you and Chi go ahead
of us?”


“We’ll leave in ten minutes. Meet you there.” Vee
cut the connection. 


Rena left Maksohm’s knee but couldn’t seem to settle back
into her chair, choosing to stand instead with both arms crossed over her
chest. She rubbed her upper arms as if chilled, but her eyes remained grey
chips of flint. 


“Talk to me, Rena,” Maksohm ordered, words unhurried and
calm even though the man looked anything but. The concern shadowed his eyes and
I knew that on some level, this scared him half-to-death. “The barrier around Toh’sellor,
how well was it holding?”


“Perfectly,” she answered flatly. “But we both know they
would have broken the shield. It was a stationary ward, not meant to be mobile.
In the time it would take to break the barrier, put another around Toh’sellor,
perhaps thirty seconds would pass. I estimate it could pick up a solid cup of
matter in that time. Perhaps two.”


“Not something it could be lethal with,” Maksohm muttered,
mostly to himself. “Still, it would give Toh’sellor a foothold I’d
rather it didn’t have. The notes from Trammel, where are they?”


“Baggage hold at the moment,” I responded, grimacing. 


Maksohm held Rena’s eyes as he demanded, “Give me numbers.
We need to estimate how Toh’sellor might grow if it fed off portal
magic.” 


They fell to discussing magic at a minute level that went
straight over my head. I didn’t need to understand any of it to get the gist.
Portal magic plus shaky barrier around Toh’sellor equaled bad news. 


I swear a small eternity passed before we finally landed. I
got off instantly, arranging with the porter at the docks to have our bags
located and taken off first. The uniform sped the matter along expeditiously,
which I appreciated. While I got baggage sorted, Rena and Maksohm headed for a clear
spot on the beach, waiting on me. What with the weight restrictions pressing in
on us, I didn’t try to actually take any of our bags, just got them tagged to
return to Headquarters. I snagged Maksohm’s as well, and only when the last tag
got slapped on did I turn and rush for the other two impatiently waiting for
me. 


Maksohm spelled the portal into being, which threw me back
in time for a moment. Funny, I’d never stepped through a portal while knowing
my destination and with the confidence I’d get there. The first two portals had
summoned me to Rena. The third had landed us in Turransky. This might be the
first portal that I had faith in. 


I stepped through first, then Rena, with Maksohm close on
our heels. I barely got my bearings—somewhere north of Kapanka—when another
agent stepped up to greet us. In two minutes flat, we were portaled again, this
time to the main street of Ehl, near the mountain pass where the barrier used
to sit. It actually impressed me that the second agent had managed to send us
that distance, as that’s not a short way, and doing it with multiple people had
to strain her. She must be very good, or she’d exhausted herself for the day.
Likely both. I barely had time to ponder it as I heard Chi holler, “There you
are! About sarding time!”


Turning, I spotted him. Well, I spotted Vee first, standing
in the doorway of the MISD satellite office, Chi right at her side. Standing at
just over seven feet tall, Vee was always the first one I spied in the crowd. Seton,
her sentient staff-familiar, lay at an angle in her arms, propped up against
one shoulder. She had her dark brown hair in a workman like plait over the
other shoulder, golden brown eyes narrowed, jaw flexing in an angry way. Her
husband didn’t look any happier. Standing only to her collarbone, Chi had both
of his very muscular arms crossed over his chest, his blond hair sticking up at
odd angles like he’d been running his hands through it. Both of them were in uniform,
though, so they’d obviously taken a minute to dive into it. Making a beeline
for them, I demanded, “What did you discover?”


“Dastards have it alright,” Chi growled, anger flushed in
his cheeks, blue eyes snapping fire. “It’s long gone. Vee says they got it out
by portal, which our famous mage says is very bad.” 


From inside the office, I heard Trammel half-yell, “My
precise words, Agent Franklocke, were that I couldn’t predict precisely how it
would effect Toh’sellor to be portaled out, but it would very likely be
detrimental.” 


“Like I said, much bad,” Chi repeated, shaking his head.
“Rena, my lovely, we’ll take you out there with the hopes you can see more than
anyone else has managed. Magus Trammel could only get a vague direction.”


“Southeastish,” Vee confirmed with an unhappy shrug. “He got
a partial longitude line, and the south part is a guess judging from the other
number he saw.” 


“I’ll take a look,” Rena promised. “Do we have any of the
MISD vehicles still out here?”


“Only one, and it’s meant for a large group, so it’s not
going to have much speed to it,” Vee informed us, splaying her hands out to
either side. “It won’t be any faster than a horse, but it can carry all of us,
certainly.”


Maksohm made a snap decision. “We’ll take it. Magus Trammel,
if you can accompany us? I’d like to debrief you as we ride.” 


Trammel finally stepped out of the office, coming through
sideways to slip past Vee. “Of course.”


“Let’s go, let’s go,” Maksohm urged us. 


The vehicle actually sat just behind the office in a lean-to
garage. Vee slithered in, got it started up, and pulled out, idling while we
all climbed on. Then she put her foot down and got it going as fast as she
could, which wasn’t very fast. A galloping horse could have easily kept pace
with us. I appreciated the speed only because I knew that unlike a galloping
horse, the mechanical car would be able to sustain that pace all the way there
and back. 


Maksohm sat next to Trammel, Rena on the mage’s other side,
both of them pumping the man for more detailed information. Trouble was, he
didn’t have much more to offer that we didn’t already know. He’d spent three
hours studying Toh’sellor the previous day, leaving at mid-afternoon.
He’d returned mid-morning to run a small experiment, only to find it missing.
He’d immediately called Salvatore to report it, then returned to the office,
only to have Vee and Chi show up ten minutes later. 


When they started talking numbers again, I gave up and
leaned over the back to catch Chi’s attention. “Chinny, break this down for me.
What are we looking at?”


He twisted in his chair too, leaning both forearms on the
spine of the vehicle so we could comfortably talk to each other. “Portal magic,
at its strongest, can carry about eight people at a time. That’s with no
additional weight and going short distances. From what Trammel said, Toh’sellor
wouldn’t count as ‘weight’ per se because it’s all magic and chaos and
whatever. So we’re looking at a five-man team, max, that popped in next to our
baddy, cracked Maksohm’s toughest shield like a walnut, snagged baddy, and
portaled out with it.” 


“Five men that cracked one of Maksohm’s barriers?” I asked
doubtfully. I’m not a magician, but I’d seen mages try to get past Maksohm’s
barriers. They tended to go squish. And I wasn’t talking about the
barrier. 


“Might have taken them several hours,” Chi allowed, tugging
at his chin. He hadn’t shaved that morning—the light stubble on his chin made
that clear. “But there wasn’t anyone to notice all the way out yonder. They
literally had all night to work.”


I shuddered, an icy spear racing up and down my spine. The
idea of spending the night out in that wasteland right next to Toh’sellor
would give anyone the willies. “But either way, they did it.”


“They did it, although we don’t know yet what it cost them.
Something insane, anyway.” Chi’s tone and expression didn’t contain any trace
of doubt. Getting through Maksohm’s barrier alone would have cost them. Having Toh’sellor
loose and in their vicinity, even for a few seconds, would have been a hundred
times worse. “Trammel didn’t see any trace of a body, though.” 


I shook my head, grimly certain on this point. “They would
have taken any bodies with them. Bodies mean clues. If they’re smart enough,
trained enough, to be able to get to Toh’sellor, they’re not going to
make that sort of rank amateur mistake.”


Chi snorted in black humor. “I personally feel like stealing
something you can’t control is a rank amateur mistake.”


“Hey man, I’m right there with you. And what kind of
fopdoodle would want to steal it in the first place?”


“World domination?” Chi offered artlessly. 


“You’d end up destroying whatever you released it on,” I
pointed out dryly. 


“You wouldn’t need to,” he countered with a grimace. “Just
the threat of releasing it would make most countries accede to any demands.” 


I really hated that idea. Mostly because I could see it
happening. “But if they tried to threaten anyone with it, they’d be forced to
show it, right? And if they show it, Rena can deal with it.” 


Chi got that look in his eye that indicated I wouldn’t like
what he said next. “Let’s just say that I’m glad Rena’s joined the MISD and
we’re her permanent team.” 


It took a split second for his true meaning to register. I
saw red when it did, my hands curling into fists so tight that my nails bit
into my palms. “You think they’d assassinate her? Chi, I don’t like that idea.”


“Do you see me jumping up and down for joy?”


I swore viciously, thumping a palm at my chest, trying to
settle the familiar bond down. It cramped and twitched like a live eel pinned
to a fisherman’s market tray. “For the time being, she doesn’t move on her
own.” 


“You’re explaining that to her,” Chi informed me, lifting
both hands in a warding gesture. “You have ways of staying on her good side
that the rest of us don’t dare tap into.”


Fortunately. Being both husband and familiar did come in
very handy sometimes. “She’ll see the sense of it; it’ll just grate on her.
She’s gotten rather independent in some ways the past few months.” 


We fell silent for several minutes, digesting all of this. I
didn’t like any of it. I especially didn’t like the foreboding feeling churning
in my gut. I couldn’t think of a single good reason why someone would steal Toh’sellor.
Unfortunately, a lot of bad reasons sprang to mind, most involving lots of
property damage, blood, death, and general mayhem. I hated general mayhem on
sheer principal. If there was mayhem to be had, I wanted to be in the center of
it, and it had better be fun. 


Because Vee possessed a lead foot, we arrived far sooner
than expected at the spot Toh’sellor had dominated for centuries. There
was a light dusting of snow on the ground this time, turning everything white,
sound echoing louder because of it. I would have thought that the snow would
improve the look of the place, but it didn’t really make much of an impact. Or
that could have been my general attitude impressing itself on my surroundings.
In the monotone wasteland, Toh’sellor’s absence was glaringly obvious. I
stood there and looked pretty while my wife intently examined the area, quickly
located the spot where the portal once stood, then stared at it with narrowed
eyes for a long while. If not for her breathing, she could have been mistaken
as a statue. 


After fifteen minutes of this, I got worried she’d zoned out
on me and put an arm around her shoulder, gently drawing her out of her own
head. “Honey? Sweetcakes, you still with us?”


She blinked several times and took in a deep breath, letting
it out again slowly. “Still with you. Sorry, I kept staring at the location
hoping it would make more sense. Or that I could somehow force it to make
sense. I believe that the portal destination originated and ended at the same
location.”


That sounded good? “So you know where that is.” 


“No idea,” she denied grumpily, an unhappy downturn to her
mouth. 


I found that declaration as welcome as emergency field
surgery without morphine, and tourniquets made from wire clothes hangers. “No
idea at all?”


“Somewhere along the east side of Sira,” she stated
confidently, only to qualify with a grimace, “I think. Magus Trammel’s guess of
it being toward the south of the continent looks plausible, but it could be
southern Perrone as well. We basically have half a longitude line and the start
of a latitude line in the coordinates. It gives us a general field to work
from.”


“Right now, I’ll take it,” Maksohm declared. “Rena, is there
absolutely anything else that you can tell us?”


“The portal spell is very disintegrated; I’d say that it was
last used about midnight.” 


Trammel nodded jerkily, mouth in a flat line. “I concur. The
rate of its disintegration coincides with that. What I saw here several hours
ago matches with my observations now. At that time, I could see the afterimages
of five distinct magical signatures along with Toh’sellor’s energy.”


“I can’t see any of that at all,” Vee denied with a shake of
her head. 


Rena’s mouth curled in a humorless smile. “I can. Five
culprits, but only four returned alive.” 


My heart went still when her words registered. “One of them
died during all of this.”


Chi blew out a breath, misting in the cold air. “We figured
that was likely. Anything else, Rena?”


“I can’t say this with absolute certainty, but I think I’ve
seen this before. This pattern, this…” she waved a hand to indicate the portal
in general. “You heard about the kidnapped familiars?” When she got nods from
everyone, she continued, “Nora called me in to see if I could examine one of
the portals used by the kidnappers. It had a signature much like this one. What
I can make out of it, at least. I can’t positively say that it’s the same mage
behind it, but….”


“But it’s likely,” I finished unhappily. “Baby, you’re
telling me the same group stealing familiars took off with Toh’sellor?
What possible reason would you steal both things?”


“Nothing good,” Vee growled. “We can only speculate at this
point, though; we don’t have enough facts to work from. Rena, tell me that’s
all of the bad news.”


“I really wish I could. I can’t make anything else out from
the portal, but I can see it distinctly on the ground just there.” She turned
to point at the spot Toh’sellor once sat. “Toh’sellor gathered up
about a cup and a half of material and energy before they got it contained
again.” 


We all paled. We all knew what it meant. The only way Toh’sellor
stayed safely contained in a barrier was if nothing remained inside with it.
Absolutely nothing but the monster itself. If it gathered any material at all,
anything of real substance, then it started forming minions to batter at the
barrier. The only person who could destroy matter down to nothingness was the
woman standing at my side. A regular mage couldn’t do it. 


Those fools had caged Toh’sellor with the materials
it needed to fight back with. 


And they had no way of stopping it. 













 It took multiple portals for us all to meet at Foxboro. Maksohm,
Bannen, and I portaled directly to Headquarters. Vee and Chi went back to
Gargan briefly to pack first. Bannen volunteered to repack our luggage so that
we shared one big suitcase with the essentials while I reported our findings to
Director Salvatore. 


He stared at me over folded hands, elbows on his desk,
without making a single peep through the whole verbal report. Only after I
wound down did he finally lower his hands. “Agent Hach, give me worst case
scenario.”


Blowing out a breath, I glanced at Maksohm, who stood solid
and grim at my side. “Dah’lil thinks the barrier they put up around Toh’sellor
is strong enough to contain it for at least a week or so. At that point, they’ll
be in the same situation we were in six months ago, constantly pitting barrier
magic against Toh’sellor. Worst case scenario? They’ve restarted the
game in a city somewhere, and Toh’sellor will burst through their
warding like paper.”


“On the one hand,” Maksohm stated in dark humor, “it’ll
quickly tell us the location. I’d rather not find out that way, though.”


“None of us do,” Salvatore grunted. “I’d also rather not
just sit here and wait for disaster to strike. Agent Hach, is there any way to
track Toh’sellor?”


I shook my head regretfully. “Its energy is so chaotic, so
unpredictable, any locating spells would be thrown off. I can’t think of a
single seeking spell that would work, either, as they all are based on the same
principles. I’m afraid we’re down to beating the pavement.”


“For the entire eastern seaboard on three different
continents?” Salvatore developed a tic at his temple. “We don’t have enough
people for that. Would anyone with normal sight know what they’re looking at?”


Maksohm deadpanned, “When they’re right on top of it.”


Which made them minion fodder. “I’d really rather we not
send anyone outside of the MISD searching for this thing, sir.”


Growling, Salvatore didn’t say anything, but his expression
indicated he agreed. 


We stood in silence for a moment before Maksohm offered
slowly, “Perhaps we’re approaching this wrong. If we don’t know who, or why,
maybe how is the best question.” 


The man successfully lost me. “Come again?”


“This quick in and out method with a five man team,” he
continued, gaining momentum as his mind cottoned onto the idea. “That had to be
practiced. Wouldn’t you practice it against other targets before tackling Toh’sellor?”


He had a good point. “So you think that’s what they were
doing with the familiars? Stealing them for practice?”


“I really hope that’s the only reason, as bad as that
sounds. Otherwise they’ve got something even more nefarious in mind. In fact,
I’d practice even before tackling familiars, because they’re under even more
direct supervision than Toh’sellor itself. Nora suspected something
hinky was going on because someone stole several magical artifacts too. It
could well be the same group. I think this warrants some research. If we can
find other instances when they’ve struck, then we can figure out who, and at
least be one step further ahead than what we are now.” Maksohm looked to the
boss for his opinion. 


Salvatore’s eyes became narrow slits as he thought it
through. “I think you might run into reports of other groups doing similar
things, but it’s definitely worth investigating. And until someone shows their
hand, you’ll be sitting around anyway. Alright, take your team down to Archives
and see what you can turn up. But Maksohm?”


“Sir?”


“When Bannen and Chi start bouncing off the walls, find a
way to divert them. I don’t want a repeat of last time.” 


Last time? Did I dare ask? I mean, this was Chi we were
talking about. 


“Yes, sir,” Maksohm assured him with something like
anticipated resignation. With a salute, he dismissed us both and led the way
out of the office. 


When we’d safely gained the hallway, I quirked an eyebrow at
him. “Last time?”


Maksohm rolled his eyes expressively. “Paper balls. Shooting
contest. Don’t ask. Do you know where Archives is?”


“Yes. Do you want to start in on this tonight?”


“No, it’s already late. I vote we get dinner and tackle it
in the morning. Get the boys, please, let’s go find dinner.”


“Alright.” As he walked off in the direction of the west
corner of the massive building, he muttered something like, “Hopefully we get action
before they lose patience.”


I personally wouldn’t take that bet.





Archives did not reside in the dusty, musty, corner room
that most people associated with the word. It in fact sat central to most of
the offices, a large room that went up two stories with a row of open doors
along the bottom floor and a very modern library catalogue system. Most of the
reports were handwritten—only some typed—in a simple binder with the date,
location, and a brief description of the event as a title on the front page. 


I couldn’t fault the organization, or the surprisingly
comfortable padded chairs around the multiple tables, as someone had put effort
into making the Archives as welcoming and easy to use as possible. But we still
had reports from three continents to comb through. Finding that mythical needle
in a haystack would be easier. 


Maksohm dictated that we start with recent events and go
back, no more than six months, giving us a rough timeline to work in. Bannen
took Z’gher, I took Perrone, Maksohm: Turransky, Chi: Sira, and Vee: Gargan. We
figured we might as well take our native countries, as we’d be more aware of
what passed for strange in those parts. Well, Maksohm wasn’t technically from
Turransky, he was from Sira, but someone had to take it, and he’d volunteered. 


I went through the first two weeks of reports, not finding
anything worth remarking on. Well, except one. “Someone tried to load a shark
into a baby carriage and steal it in Corcoran.” 


A sea of blank faces stared back at me. 


“Whhhhy?” Bannen inquired in bafflement. “And how in
thunderation did he manage to wrestle a shark into a baby carriage to begin
with?”


“The agent who wrote the report had the same questions.
Apparently, the thief was ‘concerned for its welfare’ and the shark
cooperated,” I related dryly. The tone of the report indicated the agent hadn’t
bought either line. “It took a mage to get the shark out of said carriage and
safely back in the ocean, though.”


“This search is dangerous,” Vee muttered, half-rhetorically.
“It’s either mind numbingly boring or you run into interesting stories like
that one. You can’t help but get sidetracked reading it.” 


“Do try to stay focused,” Maksohm requested right before
snorting, angling his report so he could read it. “A bear apparently broke into
a distillery and started drinking the bottled stock. It took two agents a full
day to get him back out again, as he was so drunk they couldn’t get a good grip
on him and drag him free. That must have been a sight.”


Chi poked our team leader in the shoulder, leaning over the
table to do it. “Do as I say, not as I do, hmmm?”


Caught, Maksohm offered a shrug and wry smile. “What,
skimming is fine.”


Amused, I went back to reading the stack I’d pulled. The
catalogue system here could only give me so much information on the individual
cards, so I’d pulled anything that looked remotely strange and/or dangerous.
Most of the reports filed here seemed to fall in the ‘routine’ category,
thankfully, making it somewhat easier to parse through. 


A happy chortle brought my head up again. Chi did a chair
dance, arms up and butt wiggling, eyes alight as he requested of his wife, “Can
we go to Njorage?”


We all looked at him incredulously. Chi. Wanted to go to
Njorage. Did I accidentally slip into a dream-reality without realizing? 


Vee stared at him with concern, face screwed up in
confusion. “Why would you want to go to Njorage?”


“Someone stole the monkeys,” he explained happily. Double-checking
the report in his hands, he clarified, “At least a lot of them; they listed
which inns were hit, so I know which ones are safe to visit.”


That sounded as strange as someone stealing a shark. No,
worse; monkeys were difficult to catch and mean enough to bite. “Chi, when was
this?”


“About four months ago.” When Maksohm shot him an exasperated
look, Chi defended, “What? You said to search within the last six months, I’m
just working my way forward instead of backward.” 


“They must have done it right after we passed through,” Vee
mentioned idly. “Strange. How many monkeys are they estimating were taken?”


“About three hundred. It occurred over a three night span,
all in a row.” Chi’s eyes skimmed the report, offering other facts. “No one saw
the thieves, and there was apparently portal…” he trailed off, attention
sharpening. “Three distinct portal remains lingered in different locations,
next to the inns where the monkeys were taken. The agent investigating reports
that by the time he found the portal locations, only the longitude line was
left, and he guessed the thieves took the monkeys further south along the
Perrone or Siran seaboard.”


“Mark that one,” Maksohm commanded. “That sounds
suspiciously like our group.”


“But monkeys?” Bannen set his report down on the table, baffled.
“Why would they steal monkeys? That isn’t anything like taking Toh’sellor.
Is this just a professional thieves group that will take any job?”


“We can’t rule that possibility out,” Maksohm observed, but
his tone expressed doubt and his shoulders lifted in a shrug as he said it.
“Still, a full team of mage-thieves? Skilled enough to take Toh’sellor?
Most mages don’t need to resort to a criminal lifestyle to make a good living;
it’s not worth the danger. Not for ones skilled enough to pull this off. This
whole setup is strange.” 


I agreed with him. Half-trained mages, or the ones who
couldn’t manage to pass the Tests, those were the ones that turned to crime.
Very, very few good mages turned to thievery, and they went for the high-ticket
items. Monkeys did not make that list.


“But after this, we can go to Njorage?” Chi went back to his
original question with a pout half-formed. “I like the open-air baths.”


“We’ll go,” Vee promised him affectionately. 


Pleased, he beamed at her and blew her a kiss. “I knew I
married you for a reason.”


Shaking my head at them, I went back to reading. 


The hours dragged on. Even the comfortable padding of the
chair became less so after a while, the hard wood spindles of the back digging
into my spine. I shifted positions several times but couldn’t find a good
angle. Standing, I leaned against the side of the table and read that way for a
while, getting circulation back into my legs. 


Bannen migrated to the floor, lying flat with a report over
his head. Chi lay on his stomach next to him, propped up on elbows as he
flicked through the pages. Only Vee and Maksohm stayed at the table, Maksohm sitting
properly, Vee sprawled out along three chairs. 


Glancing at the front of the room, I spied the large clock
hanging against the wall and blinked in surprise. We were well past lunch time,
heading toward evening. “Dah’lil. It’s two.”


It took a moment for that to register, then his head came up
and around so he could look at the clock. “So it is. We’ve really been here six
hours?”


Bannen grunted on the floor, “Time flies when you’re having
fun. Or not-fun. Illustrious leader, can we go find lunch?”


“I’m all for that.” Maksohm put the report down, rubbing at
the inside corners of his eyes with a weary sigh. “My eyes can’t take much more
of this anyway. Let’s head for the wharf, I want something fried.” 


That sounded good to me. They did amazing fried fish in this
city. I turned and immediately started tidying things, placing the pulled
reports in the bins nearby for the archivists to return. I’d already been
lectured once about not putting anything back myself. That was apparently their
job. Chi’s report on the monkeys we checked out—the only report we kept with us—with
the hope we’d find something more tomorrow. The theft of the monkeys had no
clear culprit, not even any suspects, so aside from the incident report it
didn’t really give us any further information. More’s the pity. 


After a full day of reading, I felt stiff and stretched a
little as I waited on the others. We’d been quiet and focused researching
today, but I knew our two troublemakers well enough that seeing them repeat
this behavior tomorrow? Not happening. 


I had a feeling research would fall to me, Maksohm, and Vee.














I woke up out of a sound sleep to a half-strangled scream in
Rena’s throat. Swearing, I flipped over immediately and shook her awake. “Rena.
Rena. Wake up.” 


She startled awake, eyes flaring wide, still caught between
the waking world and the nightmare that plagued her. Her eyes were blind, hands
grasping at air as if fighting something off, head twitching in response to
something I couldn’t see. I knew the instant she’d oriented herself, as she
latched onto me like an octopus, arms and legs twining around my body. I held
her firmly in return, smoothing sweat soaked strands of soft brown hair away
from her face. I’d had a feeling Rena wouldn’t handle this well—Toh’sellor
being loose once again. Everyone hated the situation, that was a given. 


But Rena still woke up out of a sound sleep, terrified she’d
lost me in that last battle, even six months later. The nightmares had starred
less frequently over the last month, and I’d just started to hope that her mind
had worked itself through this particular fear when this happened. 


Sarding imbecilic thieves. I’d murder them when I got my
hands on them, assuming Toh’sellor didn’t do the job for me. 


Gradually her shaking eased, her breathing settled, and she
didn’t feel like she’d fly apart any second. The bond was unhappy that she was
unhappy, twitching and grumbling like an old man with kids on his lawn. Which
was entirely unhelpful, and I mentally told it so. I wished I knew some way to
reassure her that it would be alright, but the words felt like a lie even in my
head. I didn’t believe we’d face a fully powered Toh’sellor again—we’d
be able to find it before it got to that point—but battling it again wouldn’t
be easy. 


Going into battle was not the hardest thing to do. That
first time, one could only mentally anticipate the fear, the nerves, the
injuries that might be obtained during the battle. The bone-shaking terror that
came from having your life on the line, of having friends and loved ones
sharing that danger, of seeing them fall in front of your eyes. It took
experience to understand fully what battles were made of. It was going again for
the second time, knowing full well what you’d face; that was where men’s
hearts failed them. I’d seen more than one man’s nerve break when called to
fight again. Rena didn’t even have the option of ducking out. She was the only
one who could defeat Toh’sellor, as Mary literally did not have the strength
to tackle it. 


I said the only thing to my wife that I knew I could promise
her. “I will not leave you. You won’t have to face it alone.” 


She let out a gusty sigh against my chest. “I know.” 


The way she said that, as if I’d said something nonsensical,
made me smile. I suppose I am a very guaranteed thing. 


“Bannen,” she whispered, hand stroking up my side, her head
tilting up so that her mouth grazed mine. “Distract me?”


I rolled to put her under me, shifting so that I could take
her mouth in a deep kiss. She responded passionately, her hands coming up to
twine themselves in my braids as I did my level best to turn my beloved’s brain
off. 





The next morning I went down to breakfast a little
bleary-eyed. I’d stayed up half the night ‘distracting’ my wife, and while
neither of us had complaints about that, it did leave me a little short on
sleep. I found Maksohm already at the table, a newspaper in his hands and a cup
of coffee half-consumed at his elbow. Every hair was in place, but he wore only
the uniform’s pants and shirt, no jacket. He gave the impression of being a
trifle sleep deprived himself. 


Glancing up, Maksohm caught sight of me descending the
stairs and offered, “Good morning?”


“I’ve had better,” I sighed, coming around the table to sit
across from him. 


He lowered the paper and gave me a knowing, sympathetic
look. “Rena?”


“The nightmares are picking up again.” I propped both elbows
on the table so I could bury my head in my hands. “Sard it.”


“What nightmares?” Maksohm prodded in concern. “I knew she
sometimes had bad dreams about what happened, about almost losing you, but I
didn’t know they were a regular occurrence.”


“Three, four times a week she has them. Sometimes they’re
not as intense, but it’s always the same theme of me going down and her
powerless to help me.” There were days I seriously wished that Rena wasn’t a
Void Mage. If she had any healing ability whatsoever, I think the dreams wouldn’t
plague her as intensely. It was partially the reason I’d encouraged her to ask
for a dedicated team. Having at least one other mage on hand that could heal me
if or when I got injured would ease her fears. 


Maksohm gave a troubled hum. “I didn’t realize they were
that bad. What can we do?”


“I keep asking that question,” I admitted morosely, finally
lifting my head to look at him, feeling at least ten years older, and not in a
pleasant sense. “I’m not sure if there’s anything we can do. Facing that thing
again terrifies her, more than the first time, as this time she knows exactly
what she’s up against. She herself barely survived it.”


Wincing, Maksohm admitted, “I still have nightmares about
what she did. On a magical scale, it was akin to watching a supernova. I do not
want her doing that again.”


“Me and you both.” I’d been half out of it, not able to see
magically what she was doing and it had still scared the light right out of me.



Pondering the question for a moment, Maksohm took a sip of
his cooling coffee. “We’re truly reaching a dead end in our research. I’m not
sure if there’s much else we can gain from it. Some of the reports are so
poorly written that I’m not sure if our culprits were involved or not.”


“Yeah, I noticed.” I hadn’t wanted to point it out, though.
Mostly because no one else had any other ideas of possible leads. 


“Perhaps another tack is in order,” Maksohm decided, worried
expression easing into one of determination. “They’re still debating the
location for storing Toh’sellor, as well as designing the structure to
house it. I personally feel that Rena needs to be part of any architectural
decisions.” 


“That is the best suggestion I’ve heard all week,” I told
him honestly. “Why wasn’t she pulled in before?”


“She wasn’t MISD before. No one had the power to demand
anything of her. Shall I have a word with the director and recommend she go sit
with the committee?”


Rena might hate me for this later, she didn’t like speaking
in front of large groups, but I felt like this would be a good distraction for
her. Besides, it was just smart to have her design the building Toh’sellor
would be held in. We had to have a safe place to secure it. This whole fiasco
had hammered that point in very well. “Please.”


Nodding, Maksohm stood and wandered off, looking for a good
place to make the call. 


Breakfast started to arrive in the forms of platters with
breads, fruits, and one of sliced ham and cheese. I put together several small
sandwiches, filled the rest of my plate with fruit, and dug in. Food helped revive
me some and by the time Vee came down, I felt fairly certain I could manage
today.     


The part giantess seemed fatigued as well, judging by the
panda eyes she sported. She sank into the chair hard enough it creaked
alarmingly, grabbed the coffee pot, and poured herself a cup before drinking it
black. Then she refilled the cup. 


“One of those nights, huh,” I offered sympathetically. 


“You too,” she observed, rubbing at her eyes with the pads
of her fingers. “Rena?”


“Nightmares.” 


Vee breathed a tired curse. “I was afraid of that. I thought
I heard a scream last night, but wasn’t sure. I’m worried about her. Having to
face Toh’sellor again must be eating at her.” 


I nodded dark confirmation and reached for the coffee pot. Vee
waved me off and filled up my cup for me. As she poured, she said softly,
“Bannen. Chi and I have talked about this. We won’t let anything happen to you.
We can’t. Aside from the fact that you’re a dear friend to us, we know that if
we lose you, we’ll quickly lose Rena as well. The world cannot afford that.” 


“Vee,” I responded carefully, choosing my words, “Rena knows
that you two will do everything in your power to protect both of us. Just as
she knows that I will safeguard myself as stringently as I protect her. Her
conscious mind understands it fine. It’s her subconscious that preys on her.”


She stared into her dark coffee, expression suggesting her
mind had taken her to a place of unpleasant memories. Taking a sip, she said
nothing, obviously building up to something. I ate and waited her out, sensing
that what she said next would not be said lightly. Finally, she replaced the
cup and heaved out a heavy breath. “Chi almost died protecting me once.”


Of all the things I’d suspected she’d say, that hadn’t been
it. I put my breakfast down, absolutely sure I did not want anything in my
mouth while I heard this story. I’d likely choke on it. “What happened?”


“Something similar to what happened with Toh’sellor,
actually. We were surrounded on all sides, outnumbered, Seton had a crack in
him that ran his full length. I didn’t dare use him for fear he’d snap
completely. I was magically drained, we’d been fighting so long, and I’d
resorted to fists. Chi was out of arrows, using his sword. We were in a
desperate situation and I saw no way out of it. Our enemies knew it and they
rushed in. I fought off the first two that reached me, but couldn’t react to
the third. Chi ignored the ones rushing for him to tackle that third and got a
sword in his gut for it.”


I winced. Was that where that scar had come from? The few
times I’d seen Chi without a shirt on, he had a six-inch scar right along his
belly button. 


Her eyes blind to our surroundings, Vee continued in a near
toneless voice: “I went into a rage when he went down. I don’t normally use
giant’s magic, it doesn’t work as well for me, but I used it then. I called on
the earth to help me, and it threw our attackers off, half-buried some of them.
It spooked them enough that they gathered up their wounded and fled, afraid I’d
bring the mountain down on them. What little magic power I had left, I poured
it into Chi’s wound, closing it up before he could bleed out on me. Then I was
done. I had no energy left, no magic, my familiar wounded and at my side. We
were stranded on the top of a mountain with no help in sight and night falling.
I was up there for fourteen sodding hours with him. Chi was in a half-delirious
state as fever set in, before I recovered enough to carry him down.”


My imagination painted the scene of night on a mountain, no
help in sight as the cold air settled, the night sounds starting, and no visibility
in the pitch darkness. In that state, Vee would have been almost completely
helpless. Vee and I had been friends long enough to know that she handled the
feeling of ‘helpless’ about as well as Rena. In other words, not at all. “You
got him down in time.” 


“Barely.” Vee snorted bitterly, lifting her cup again,
although she didn’t drink from it. “He slipped in and out of consciousness for
days even with healing spells. I was in love with him even then, and the
possibility of losing him terrified me. He was the best partner and friend I’d
ever had. I understand very well how Rena feels. So much it hurts. The fear and
nightmares will fade eventually, my friend. Just give her time. Be the one
person she doesn’t have to explain anything to.”


That I could do. I pondered her story as I finished
breakfast, feeling like I’d missed a point she wanted to make aside from the obvious.
It eventually dawned on me as I finished off my coffee. “Vee, you do realize
that we’ll do everything in our power to protect you too?”


Some life came back into her face as her mouth quirked in
amusement. “Any reason you’re stating the obvious?”


“You’re not going to have to relive that nightmare is what
I’m saying. We won’t put ourselves in the same desperate situation as last
time.”


Her expression softened into a gentle smile. “Learned your
lesson from last time?”


“I didn’t say it was a good idea last time either,” I
reminded her dryly. “We just didn’t have any other options.” 


“Unfortunately true,” she allowed, finally reaching for the
platters of food. 


Maksohm ventured back into the dining room with a very
self-satisfied expression. “Director Salvatore praised me for the idea and has
issued orders.” 


“What idea?” Rena inquired as she made her way downstairs.
She didn’t look at all chipper, but I’d successfully worn her out enough that
she’d slept hard in the wee hours of the morning. At least she dressed properly
in the blue uniform, although she had a comb and a few hair ties in one hand, a
silent hint that I was to do her hair. 


“I want you in on the design committee for the building that
will house Toh’sellor,” Maksohm explained to her earnestly. 


Blinking, Rena cocked her head, brown hair swaying to one
side. “Well of course I should be on that committee. When does it start?”


Oh? Not quite the reaction I’d anticipated. Then again, Rena
likely thought of this under the category of All Things Toh’sellor Are
My Responsibility. If that really were the case, she wouldn’t be shy about
sharing her opinion, even if it was to a group of strangers. 


“It actually has been convening for about a month now,”
Maksohm informed her. “They’re meeting in Heaberlin all this week and next. Director
Salvatore wants you on a train this morning and to stay for as long as needed.”



Or until Toh’sellor popped up again. No one said that,
but the words lingered almost visibly in the air. 


Rena nodded, almost relieved to have something constructive
to do. Since I was finished, I waved her into my chair and took the comb and
hair ties from her. As she loaded up her plate, I combed through her hair,
which had a few tangles in it. Likely tangles I’d put there. Oops. 


“Why don’t we send Chi along with them?” Vee suggested to
Maksohm. “One more day of research will likely send him straight up the wall,
and they might need his input anyway. The committee is full of architects and
government officials, right? Do they have anyone as a security consultant?”


“I have no idea,” Maksohm admitted. “But Chi and Bannen
should be able to weigh in even if they do. They’ve fought Toh’sellor,
after all. When it comes to building security, I think they should be able to advise
everyone well enough.” 


I was actually 100% certain that we’d be a better choice
than whatever poor schmuck they had as security consultant. Conventional means
of protection for that building absolutely would not work. “I’m game. Vee,
Maksohm, you’re staying here?”


“We’ll do some more research, consult with everyone on the
lookout, see if anything unusual pops up,” Maksohm agreed. “That’s easier to do
from here. If something does happen, we’ll immediately portal to come and get
you.”


“Works for me,” Rena said. A soft timbre of relief laced
through the words. She hadn’t been looking forward to another day of possibly
fruitless research either. Actively participating in plans on how to quarantine
Toh’sellor suited her better. 


I went about plaiting my wife’s hair and hoped that this new
project would help keep the nightmares at bay. 













I pondered the problem of laundry as we got ready to pack
and move out to Heaberlin. With only two clean shirts and a pair of pants to my
name, laundry needed to be a thing that happened soon. People felt very
strongly about me running around naked, for some reason. There were times I
mourned Rena being a Void Mage, and laundry day’s one of them, because there’re
handy spells for that sort of thing. Ah well. 


The door abruptly burst open and Maksohm ducked in long
enough to snap, “Ravenswood, move.” 


The tone had me moving in a split second, snatching up
weapons and sprinting down the stairs of the bed and breakfast. I found I was
the last to arrive. An agent I didn’t know already had a portal up, right there
in the dining room, and that told me how urgent this was. Had they found Toh’sellor?
Could I take this urgency as a good sign or a bad one? 


Either way, I didn’t ask questions, as we clearly didn’t
have time for them. I just ducked through, slipping sideways, everyone else
promptly following me. Another agent stood waiting for us in a green, grassy
meadow that…I had no idea where we landed, actually. The middle of nowhere, it
looked like, but I assumed partway through Perrone, as that was the direction
we needed to go in. 


The new agent opened a portal spell the minute Maksohm
stepped through the first one, the last of our group to do so, and away we
went. No one waited at the other side, Vee stepping up to create a portal for
the last leg. 


We stepped out into an orchard—an apple orchard, to be
precise. I looked about, getting my bearings. At this time of the year, the
short trees were completely bare of leaves or fruit, sitting squat against the
snowy hillsides. In spring and summer, this was likely a picturesque place, but
at the moment it seemed very stark. I took in a deep breath, inhaling the clean
scent of freshly fallen snow, hearing the crunch as people stepped in the snow,
the wind kicking up slivers of ice and carrying the scent of…something rotting?
Seriously rotting. The wind shifted, bringing the scent closer to us, and I
nearly gagged. “What in sarding deities is that?”


“A report came in that two dozen corpses with a manic sort
of energy were dumped in an apple orchard,” Maksohm explained tersely, already
striding ahead of us. We automatically followed him, closing in a loose
formation, ready to defend as necessary. “The workers of the orchard reported it,
the owner sent word to the police, the police called for us. You’re now caught
up to speed.” 


“I do wish initial reports gave more information,” Vee
bemoaned. 


Wait, that was typical? Just that little scrap? That barely
gave us more than a location, come on. 


(Un)fortunately, because of the smell, the location of the
corpses was easy to find. We followed our noses until we basically stumbled
across it. With no foliage to block our view, they were easy to see from a
distance, each corpse stationed a little apart from the other, lying in at the
base of the trees, as if each tree acted as its tombstone. I took in the sight
of the corpses lined up all in a neat little row, like sardines drying in the
sun, all of them in various stages of rot. Thank you, random evil person, as if
I didn’t already have enough fodder for nightmares. Seeing people laid out like
this with no care or respect made me angry. But knowing someone had done this
without any care or thought for the families of these people? That just made me
livid. 


Rena put a hand to the small of my back, a brief contact,
and shot me a sympathetic look. She knew Z’gher’s culture held very specific
traditions about the deceased, that we highly respected our ancestors and
family. She knew I wouldn’t handle this situation well. I appreciated the
silent support and deliberately breathed deep, letting go of my anger. It
wouldn’t serve any purpose here. With me no longer on edge, Rena moved ahead,
her expression already turning preoccupied as she worked out the puzzle. 


“We might have a problem,” she announced after a moment,
tone distracted more than worried.


“I really hate it when she says things like that,” Chi
observed rhetorically. “Rena, please expound.”


“I know why we were sent for.” She turned, looked around,
mouth quirked up in a humorless smile. “They’re infected with Toh’sellor’s
energy.” 


We all went very still. The words reverberated inside my
skull unpleasantly, resounding like a jackhammer. I knew she wasn’t joking, but
I felt near consumed with the desire to demand if she was, because I didn’t
want to hear otherwise. 


“I assume that someone on the police force must have had a
mage come and take a look,” Rena continued, her eyes going back to the corpses.
“Fortunately for us, they knew who to call. There’s not a lot of energy here,
and obviously these aren’t minions, but…”


She zoned out at that point. I knew that look. “Give her a
minute,” I requested of the other three. “She’s gone into la-la land on us.” 


I gave our surroundings a suspicious look. The apple orchard
had sunny, clear weather without a cloud in the sky. It was a picturesque
winter day and, conversely, that made it all the creepier to be standing over
corpses infected with Toh’sellor’s energy. But it occurred to me: anyone
who had gone through this much trouble to steal corpses and infect them with Toh’sellor’s
energy wouldn’t just abandon them casually without keeping a watch. I had no
idea what they were really trying to do, but wouldn’t they at least want to
know how fast we’d respond to their dumping?


Chi apparently had the same thoughts as he announced, “I
think someone needs to take a look around.” 


“Go ahead,” Maksohm encouraged him and Vee. 


“Shoot to kill authorized?” Chi asked hopefully. 


“Negative,” Maksohm said, holding back a smile.
“Surveillance only. I doubt anyone’s actually still here, and you don’t want to
shoot innocent civilians.” 


“You take all the sarding fun out of being on a team, sir.”


“You have no idea the paperwork I have to fill out when one
of you gets a papercut. If anyone has the right to take a headshot, it’s me.” 


“Hard to argue with that,” Vee observed. Amused, she moved
off, Seton flashing colors in her hands. “I know, right?” she responded to the
staff. 


Maksohm and I stood around like decorative statues for a
while, looking pretty and  breathing air through our mouths because of the
smell. Rena kept kneeling, peering close, then wrinkling her nose as the smell
got to her, forcing her back to her feet. She’d back off a few paces, eyes shifting
to a different corpse, then inch in closer, eyes narrowed as she concentrated,
only to repeat the cycle. Occasionally she shifted the bodies up a little with
her boot, taking a look at what the soil underneath was doing, then would wince
and let it drop again. 


“Are you okay?” Maksohm asked me. 


“Haven’t been for years,” I responded lightly, then realized
he meant the question seriously. He gave me a look, knowing and patient, and I
didn’t know why that look got me every time, but it did. It was more effective
for some reason than when my parents got that look. I think because with him, I
had no real reason to dodge a question. It was easier to be completely honest.
“I’m…not okay. I can’t say I am because this situation gives me nightmares, but
there’s not a sarding thing I can do about it except protect my wife until we
find Toh’sellor. I’m focused on her. Focusing on her, it, um, helps.”


He nodded in complete understanding. “I find myself doing
that with all of you. If I’m focused on you, I don’t have the headspace to focus
on me. Easy to ignore the voice jabbering in panic that way.”


Chi might be my brother from another mother, but Maksohm’s
the older brother I would have liked to have, only fate denied me. The only
reason why I didn’t petition adopting him was that I got to have him anyway as
a teammate. That, and he wouldn’t thank me for adopting him into my crazy
family. 


“Tell me when you get to the point of not-okay,” Maksohm
requested, expression a mix of affection and sympathy. “I don’t want anyone on
this team losing what’s left of their sanity.” 


“We have sanity left?” I responded in mock-outrage. “And you
didn’t tell me? Maksohm, I thought we were brothers, friends, pals!
What’s wrong with you?”


“I can’t share too much of it,” he deadpanned back. “We have
to keep Chi from climbing the walls.”


“Oh sure,” a voice called from out of sight. “Blame it all
on me.”


“Isn’t that why we keep you around?” Vee riposted, voice
rich with laughter. 


“Wifey, aren’t you supposed to be on my side?”


“That was not in the vows.” 


“Sards. I knew I should have read the fine print.”


Some days I swore Rena only agreed to have Chi and Vee for
the entertainment. They kept the situation bearable even in times like this.
Humor’s the only way to keep worry at bay, or so the saying went. 


Rena blinked back to herself, stepping away completely and
turning to face us. “You’re not going to find anyone dangerous in the area. There’s
a portal nearby but it’s so faded I could barely tell it was there.” 


“Now she tells us,” Chi grumbled, still out of sight. 


Ignoring him, she continued, “And this is very strange. I
thought I saw my share of strange, but this takes it to a new level. They
possess Toh’sellor energy, but the corpses weren’t randomly exposed to its
energy. Instead, it seems as if someone has created a type of barrier that
harvested its energy, then placed the barrier inside the corpses. Some of the
ground is scorched by the energy under the bodies, so the shields are leaking a
little, but the energy isn’t…active? I’m not sure how else to explain it. It’s
leaking, but it’s like acid—only doing damage.”


We both stared at her, men waiting for the punch line of a
truly terrible joke. She stared back, eyebrows arching a little, mouth puffing
out in a comical looking way. 


Maksohm shifted from one foot to another, growing impatient.
“And?”


“And…I have no idea why,” Rena admitted. “That’s why I kept
studying it, hoping for a clue. But every corpse is not quite…identical. Each
has a slight variation on the barrier. It almost seems as if they were trying
to create a vehicle for spreading Toh’sellor’s energy.”


I tried to follow this but mostly failed. I did that a lot
when she talked about her work. “Like a minion? But why choose a corpse to do
that? There’s no life there to use.” 


She shook her head, correcting me. “No, not like a minion.
Like a seedling.” 


Terror washed through me in a cold wave, sending a shiver
over my skin. What in sarding deities did she mean by that? Seedlings?!
The idea horrified me—that someone could do this. That someone would WANT to do
this. 


Rena caught my hand, squeezed it, her expression reassuring
and earnest. “It didn’t work. It won’t work. Just trapping some of Toh’sellor’s
energy into something like this won’t do what people think it will. It’s
like…it’s like harvesting the trail edges of wind from a hurricane into a
bottle. No matter how you release it later, that trapped air won’t turn into a
hurricane. As soon as the barrier disintegrates—and it’s already starting
to—then the energy will just vaporize like smoke in the wind.” 


That all sounded good, and certainly hearing her
reassurances put my heart properly back in my chest, but the familiar bond leapt
about like a scalded cat at the idea. I thumped my chest with the flat of my
free hand and ordered it to simmer down. Wifey had this one covered. “I don’t
suppose, for the interest of humanity and my general wellbeing, that you could
speed that process along?”


“I will,” she promised faithfully, hand still firm in mine. 


She kept hold of me as she worked, her eyes on the corpses
and the seedlings of Toh’sellor they carried about. I firmly ordered my
subconscious to not latch onto this, because we didn’t need more nightmare
fuel, and I refused to think about this any more than necessary. 


“I’ll call this in,” Maksohm stated. “We might as well
notify that someone has to reclaim the bodies and put them back in the proper
graves.”


I suddenly felt glad that wasn’t my job and simultaneously
felt sorry for the poor sod who would have to do it. 


Maksohm strolled away a few feet, talking to someone on his
TMC—likely the boss—about what we’d found. I kept my eyes on our surroundings,
not at all interested in looking at the corpses any more than I had to. 


A somewhat portly man walked up to us, dressed in winter
gear, face ruddy from the cold. He had in his hands a tray full of steaming
mugs that smelled of coffee, and I for one hoped that was for us. “Agents? My
wife sent some coffee out for you.”


“Bless you both,” I said sincerely, taking one and passing
it to Rena before grabbing one for me. The warmth was very welcome and I sipped
it, finding it pleasantly sweetened with a dash of cream, but not heavily so.
Near perfect, in my opinion, although I knew Chi liked his as black as his
soul. “Thank you.”


“What have you found?” the man asked anxiously as Vee strode
over, taking a mug for herself. 


“Someone’s been experimenting on them,” Rena said with a
grimace. “Different types of magical barriers. Still not sure why, though.”


The orchard owner looked alarmed by this. “But why dump them
here?”


“Misdirection,” Vee supplied with a sympathetic smile for
the distraught man. “They don’t want to leave any evidence that back to their
hideout, wherever that is. They might very well have just randomly stabbed a
finger at a map when they decided to put them here. When did you discover
them?”


“This morning,” he answered, staring at the corpses with
obvious distaste. “About nine, actually; I came out to check on the trees.
Bitter frost will sometimes crack the trunks, and I wanted to make sure after
last night that nothing had happened to the orchard. It was the smell that
caught my attention.”


Chi wandered up to collect his own mug and sipped it with a
sigh of pleasure. “Tell me about it. Gagging smell, that is.”


Anxiously, he inquired of all of us, “This experiment of
theirs, has it infected my soil?”


“A little,” Rena admitted to him, then upon seeing his
alarm, she threw up a hand and hastily assured him, “I’ll clear it out before
we leave, don’t worry. I wouldn’t leave it here to spoil your land.”


“In fact, we’ll cart all of the corpses away and locate
their graves,” Maksohm announced, coming back to the group. “You’re the owner
here? Sorry this happened to you, sir. I’m Special Agent Dah’lil Maksohm. I’m
in charge of clearing all of this out and putting things to rights. If you
could give me a detailed report of exactly what you saw this morning, or if
there was any hint of someone here that you didn’t recognize in the past few
days?”


A cart rumbled toward us with a policeman driving it. It
looked like a coroner’s vehicle, and I assumed that was how we’d get all of the
corpses out of here. Which meant I had to handle these things. “Rena, my love,
if you could clear out all of that nasty energy for us before we pick them up,
I’d appreciate it.”


“Three minutes,” she requested, then drained her coffee
before setting the mug aside under one of the trees, safely out of the way. 


Chi came up to stand next to me and mentioned, quite
conversationally, “I’m going to hate the next thirty minutes.”


Yeah, hauling half-rotten corpses sounded like such a party.
“It’s okay. I’ll hate it with you.”


“I don’t know how that makes anything better.”


“It makes everything better. Everything I’m involved in is
by default better. I would think that’s obvious by now, what’s wrong with you,
haven’t you already picked up on that? My general awesomeness makes life better
just by my standing here and breathing. Your laughter is very hurtful right
now, Chi, I’m hurt, truly hurt; you’re not my friend anymore. I renounce our
friendship. You’re hauling bodies by yourself.”


Chi threw an arm around my neck and hauled me forcibly
forward. “No sarding way,” he denied cheerfully. “Misery likes company and you
are hereby designated as ‘company.’ All in favor?”


“Seconded!” Maksohm called, just as Vee put in, “Thirded!”


“Some friends you are,” I groused at them.













It took most of the morning to get everything cleaned up,
squared away, and the poor orchard owner reassured that this wouldn’t affect
the dozen trees near the corpses. I didn’t envy the coroner the task of sorting
out which corpse was who, and was just as glad that wasn’t my job. Bannen and
Chi actually borrowed a washroom and cleaned off first because they couldn’t
stand being in their own skins otherwise. 


Maksohm portaled us up to the next city, an agent meeting us
there and portaling us up again, but we couldn’t keep doing that without good
reason—despite how convenient it was. Without an actual emergency, there wasn’t
a good excuse for draining other mages. They had jobs to do too, things that
didn’t revolve around Toh’sellor. They needed the energy and magical
power to tackle those problems. 


Halfway back to Foxboro we hit a nowhere-town that I’d never
heard of and bought enough clothes and toiletries to tide us over. Then, we
hopped on board the next train and resigned ourselves to four days on board. 


The boys quickly found other things to do, people to chat
with, and hopefully weren’t out there creating trouble. I was so tired that I
didn’t have the energy to go out and join them. I didn’t have a book to occupy
me this trip, but still, I found myself as effectively mired into my chair as
if I’d been glued to it. The compartment was a spacious one—first class. It had
to be in order to accommodate Vee’s long legs. She normally didn’t stay in the
compartment either, but the on second morning of our trip she made herself
comfortable with her back on the floor and her legs propped up on the bench,
hands casually on top of her stomach. I found myself mirroring her on the other
bench, and it was nice, in a way. Relaxing. Part of me wanted to sleep, as I
hadn’t been getting good sleep for a while, but the idea of waking up to
another nightmare—no. Just, no. 


“Rena.” 


“Hmmm?”


“Did I ever tell you that I had to go through therapy?”


Alarmed, my head jerked toward her, even though I could
barely see half of her face from this angle. “No. What happened?”


“Part of it is just MISD policy,” she admitted frankly,
“because if we survive anything traumatic, they require it. They don’t want us
broken. Makes sense, right? But the first time I went through it, it was
because I nearly lost Chi.” 


I listened to the story, eyes growing round as she related
the terrible circumstances, her fear, how desperate she was to get Chi down off
that terrible mountain and to help. I felt my heart ache in sympathy for her,
because I’d been under scarily similar circumstances and knew very well how she
must have felt. “I’d no idea that you and Chi had lived through something like
that. Do you still dream of it?”


“Not often, not anymore. Only sometimes, and it’s generally
triggered by being in the mountains, or something about the situation being
similar. I bring this up because I’m seeing similar symptoms in you that I
lived with.”


Urk. I bit my bottom lip, not sure what to say to that. 


Propping herself up on one elbow, Vee gave me an encouraging
smile. “Normally, you’d be in therapy right now too. Rena, what you lived
through—and I don’t count just your first battle with Toh’sellor, I’m
counting the past three years of insanity—is more than the human mind should
bear. You’ve come through it, remarkably, with only insomnia and nightmares.
Most people would have broken under the strain. I think, with some coping
techniques and time, you’ll pull through this just fine. But right now, we
literally don’t have the time to get you proper help. Can I offer you some tips
until you can see a therapist?”


Perhaps some people would have been offended by the offer. I’m
fine would be their response. I was just independent enough that I almost
said it, but this was Vee. She saw me struggling, knew how to help, and was
talking to me one-on-one. She put the choice in my hands, and strictly mine, on
how I wanted to handle this. Taking in a breath, I forced my pride down.
“Please.”


She lifted up, snagged her new bag, and dug a small bottle
out of it. “First thing that will help is scent, believe it or not. I put a dab
on both temples every morning. Lavender is fundamentally soothing and calming
anyway, but the scent of it grounds me. I think it’s because every time that
I’ve done something insanely dangerous, my surroundings didn’t smell so good.”


“They normally smell awful.” I didn’t realize how true that
was until the words left my mouth, but literally the only time I’d been in an
okay environment when doing something I desperately didn’t wish to was when I’d
broken the familiar bond with Bannen. And we were in my workroom for that. I
put a dab on my finger, smelled it, and it was earthy and pleasant. Nothing in
my previous experience really mixed with lavender, and I couldn’t see how it
would hurt; so, I applied it to my temples as she’d suggested before handing
the bottle back. 


“This is more a preemptive measure on my part,” Vee
admitted, repacking the bottle. “But if that helps, tell me, I always keep a
bottle on me. What really helped me were the steps I was taught for when I do
have any kind of anxiety attack. First, focus on your breathing: take a deep
breath through your nose and then sigh really loud, a ‘hah’ sort of sound.” 


I tried it, felt a little silly, but kept going as she
walked me through breathing, holding my breath for three seconds, doing it ten
times. It seemed so simple, but my body relaxed with each repetition, and after
doing it ten times, I didn’t feel as clenched as I was before. 


“Good, now relax your muscles,” she coached. “Get perfectly
comfortable. It’s best to sit in some place clear of distractions. Close your
eyes and have your body relax. Good. Focus on your left hand, how it feels.
Inhale slowly, clenching your fist into a ball, and squeeze hard until you feel
the tension. Hold five, four, three, two, one. Exhale and let all the tension
out, feel your muscles relax. Relax. Okay, now focus on your right hand, do it
again.” 


I did both hands, then my neck, shoulders, eyes, and as
strange as it felt to focus on individual muscle groups, I could sense that it
helped. My body focused on something physical instead of the fears whirling and
trapped in my brain. 


We spent the next two hours talking about what to do when I
woke up from a nightmare. How to ground myself to my immediate surroundings,
how to slowly and lightly press my thumbs against each finger, how the
repetition of that forced the body to focus on the physical. Vee suggested
having something familiar that I could hold onto, an object that I could rub
with my fingers to help draw me firmly back into the waking world. I had no
idea at first what to use, then realized I already had one on my hand—my
wedding ring. The ridges and filigree that made up the band were something I
loved to trace with my thumb anyway. It would work well for this. 


Part of the glamour of the MISD was that the agents dealt
with danger. Anything troubling, anything that the average person couldn’t
handle, that was what the MISD were for. I knew better, of course, than to
assume them to be superhuman. I’d seen these people lose limbs, sometimes their
lives, battling the problems the world spewed at them. But somehow, some part
of me still didn’t think they’d have consequences. Or I should say, that the
horrors they lived through didn’t seem to affect them like it did with me. To
hear otherwise, to have Vee teach and share her own experiences, opened my
eyes. 


They were people. People like me, people with amazing
talent, but still human enough to be fallible. Their strength was collective,
each person applying what they could to support the other, all doing their best
so that no one fell. I felt more reassured by that than the coping techniques. 


Still, I promised to use what she taught me, and I had every
intention to start meditating that night in the hopes that I wouldn’t be waking
up nightly with nightmares. 





We got back to Foxboro mid-day, so we decided to take it
easy. Well, by that I mean I wrote a formal report on everything I’d found and
submitted it. Maksohm did as well. Everyone else went back to Archives to
search some more, as we wanted to see if we could divine a location of the
corpses’ graves and see if anything else strange had been stolen by the
crazy mages. No one found anything remarkable, at least nothing that could be obviously
tied to the group. 


Maksohm decided it was better use of our time to make sure
we had some place secure to put Toh’sellor once we got our hands on it
again. With that thought in mind, he bought tickets for us to travel to
Heaberlin. The boys groaned at the idea, as doing that was not a short trip.
Not in winter. It would take a week, assuming more with delays because of the
snow, which was a safe thing to assume at this time of the year. 


I ran out and bought my own lavender oil that morning before
coming back to the bed and breakfast. Bannen had our bags down in the main room
already, and I snuck the bottle into the front of my suitcase for easy access
as I asked him, “Where’s everyone else?”


“Maksohm had to run up to HQ for something,” he rattled off,
“and the other two are not quite down yet. Got your lavender?” I could see the
relief on his face as he saw the label. 


“Yup, I found a pure bottle of it at the pharmacy.”


Bannen hadn’t said a great deal when I related what Vee had
told me. He just hugged me hard, action expressing that he was glad someone
could help me. So far, the techniques were working, as I hadn’t had a
nightmare, not an intense nightmare, in two days. Last night I’d had a
mini-one, but I was able to quickly orient myself when Bannen woke me up, and
after that I’d gone peacefully back to sleep. 


Seeing me rested today eased his panic in regards to me. I
knew it did because I didn’t see him thump against the familiar bond, didn’t
feel it protest from my end. Hopefully, by helping myself, I helped him too. In
fact, I had plans that tonight when we stopped at the hotel I could convince
him to start meditating with me every night before bed. Bannen’s culture was
fond of meditation as a rule, especially as part of their martial arts
practice, so odds were good on me succeeding. 


The front door abruptly flung open and Maksohm strode back in
with that angry, intense expression on his face. “Good, you two are ready. CHI!
VEE! WE HAVE TO MOVE!”


“Now what?” I growled, worried and feeling a little sick to
my stomach. Please no more seedling attempts, please oh please. 


“Njorage,” Maksohm answered shortly. He turned, saw the
other two running down the stairs, bags in hand, and related, “Put all the bags
back into this corner, we’ll have to send for them later. We’re going by
portal.” 


Chi took in Maksohm’s general expression and demanded,
“What?”


“Njorage,” Maksohm said darkly. He spared Chi a sympathetic
look. “Monkeys.” 


Chi’s wail of protest covered the range of the human voice,
loud enough to reach the heavens. For once, I didn’t blame him. 


Don’t tell me. Please don’t tell me that the idiot group
that stole Toh’sellor also stole the monkeys? Because that, those two
things added up together? That was not nice math. 





It took another three agents to take us away from Perrone
and into Sira. I kept a hand on Rena’s shoulder as we went from one portal to
the next, anxious for a reason I couldn’t quite put a finger on. The last agent
dumped us in some place just outside of one of the larger hotels that offered
outdoor onsen baths. 


Njorage strangely reminded me of Z’gher—in architecture at
least. Most of the roofs sported overlapping tile, each building connected
tightly to the next by walls, the front yards enclosed behind stone and gates.
The city gave a cramped impression, all of the buildings nearly on top of each
other and gated off from the street. The scent of sulfur wafted in the breeze
because of all the hot springs—not unpleasantly—mixed in with citrus and
fruits. After a beat, I realized I recognized where we were. In fact, I
remembered the place. We’d stopped here last time. I’d barely gotten my
bearings, standing at the corner of the building surrounded by low-lying
bushes, when my eye caught the first hint of trouble. 


Njorage’s citizens were quite accustomed to monkeys. I mean,
there were hundreds of them everywhere, and they’d lived here before people
moved in, so of course everyone was used to them. To see those same people
frantically running from monkeys down the main street alarmed all of us. It
seemed like a tidal wave crashed down along the street—one of frantically
moving bodies, both animal and human. They crashed into vendors’ carts,
toppling things over and sending a mess into the street that people leapt over,
but didn’t stop to pick up. The noise was raucous, almost ear-splitting at
moments, in-between people yelling at each other and the monkeys screeching. Then
I took a closer look and realized these were not run-of-the-mill monkeys.
They’d definitely been touched by Toh’sellor. They were three times the
normal size, their bodies misshaped to resemble a gorilla’s inverted triangular
form. Savageness raged in their eyes, snarls pouring out as they quickly moved
on all fours in a gait that jittered instead of working smoothly. 


Poor Chi took one look and ducked behind Vee, whimpering,
“Wifey, save me!”


Vee patted him sympathetically on the head even as she
demanded, “Maksohm, talk to me.” 


“We got a report of Toh’sellor-like minions running
rampant,” he answered dryly with a wave to indicate said monkeys, “but no
sighting of Toh’sellor itself. Rena?”


“They’re definitely Toh’sellor touched,” she answered
promptly, but she kept staring through narrowed eyes like something didn’t
quite add up. “But there’s something else. Some shield around their core,
acting like a…protective coating? It looks similar to the corpses from the
orchard but there’s enough differences that I’m not sure. I need to get closer
to get a fix on what I’m really seeing.” 


We were more than fifty feet away, so I understood why.
“Then let’s get closer and start nixing these things.” 


“YES,” Chi agreed savagely, popping out from around Vee to
glower at the monkeys running rampant. “DEATH TO THE MONKEYS.”


I more or less expected that response. We all did. 


With no direction of where to go, no idea if Toh’sellor
was actually here or not, we just started with the area right in front of us.
It got brutal very quickly as soon as we hit the streets, as people recognized
the blue uniforms of the MISD and scrambled toward us for help. Maksohm kept
pulling people into an ever-growing barrier, putting them safely out of the
way, while the rest of us worked on the problem. 


It became a madhouse in minutes, with monkeys swarming in
every direction, trying to chase people, and me trying to keep them off Rena’s
back so she had time to figure this out. She kept frowning instead of speaking,
and that was never a good sign. “Honey-bunny, you want to poof the monkeys out
of existence? Before, you know, they start chomping on all of these nice people
and possibly making Toh’sellor zombie minions?”


“That protective shielding I mentioned earlier is tricky. It’s
different from the ones at the orchard, and none of them are exactly alike,”
she answered in an abstracted way. I knew that tone, I had maybe a third of her
attention, the rest of her focused on the problem. 


“Kill first, ask questions later,” Chi encouraged her
darkly. 


“We’ll need to keep one alive, then,” she agreed, frown
deepening. “Two minutes to clear this street.” 


I fell in along her back, trusting Vee and Chi with the
other sides, using throwing daggers and swords alike to take down any monkeys
within radius of me. It wasn’t a particularly warm day, in fact it was
downright chilly, considering we were just past the first month of the year,
but the exertion got my blood pumping, adrenaline surging through me. The bond
jumped unhappily at having Rena down here on street level. I shared its opinion
on the matter, but short of finding some high vantage point...my eyes caught a
set of stairs out of my peripheral vision. Yeah, like that. That offered a good
perch to work from. 


Seton, not liking monkeys, fussed in a blur of colors along
Vee’s back, but refused to come out and fight with the rest of us. Vee used one
of my spare swords, and Chi’s hands blurred as he loosed one arrow after the
next with deadly accuracy. I kept glancing towards Maksohm, double-checking his
status, and found him safely inside the barrier each time. 


“This street clear,” Rena announced, a little superfluously,
as every monkey on the street disappeared into dust at the same moment. “Let’s
get to higher land. I can do more from up top now that I know what to do.”


“There’s a staircase over there leading to a hill park.” I
pointed down a narrow alley to the opposite street. 


She nodded, already turning that direction. “Perfect. Dah’lil!
We’re moving!”


“Go!” he encouraged, but stayed planted. Well, he couldn’t
move, not with all of those people to protect, and he hadn’t anchored the
barrier. I recognized the type of barrier well enough to know this was one of
his transient ones.


We ran one at a time down the alley, the width of it
constraining us to do so, then shot out the other end with Vee in front. She
barely got two feet out when something hit her hard, the sword getting knocked
loose from her hand. I had an instant to worry, for my heart to jolt in my
chest, because there was only so much anyone could do against a minion of Toh’sellor
barehanded. Even a giantess had limits. 


Then Vee reached out for the nearest thing to her, which
just so happened to be Chi, and snagged him roughly by the thighs. He squawked
and flopped like a worm being tossed into a koi pond, too surprised to get even
a word out. Vee didn’t even seem to register it, just whirled him about like he
was a bat, knocking every monkey within range of him about like bowling pins.
Then she threw him straight up into the air, and even at that impossible angle,
he righted himself and started firing, landing in a crouch. 


It was a stunning maneuver, really, but I didn’t for one
minute think it a practiced one. Chi would never agree to be a club, for one
thing, and the way he’d reacted when Vee grabbed him was nothing but sheer
panic. I couldn’t believe she’d just done that to her own husband, but as
previously established, Vee didn’t tend to think straight when monkeys were
involved. 


Whether or not Chi was okay, he still managed to get enough
breathing room for us to get out of the alley, Vee retrieving her sword. I kept
a close eye on them as we hightailed it for the hillside park, but Chi had
taken down the monkeys closest to us. That didn’t mean we were in the clear, we
had many others gaining ground on us. Toh’sellor’s minions tended to
have some sort of hunting instinct in them. They’d go for anything moving. 


We scrambled up the stairs. I saw to my dismay they were not
in good condition—some of them cracked, the worst ones sliding a little
sideways as the ground under them shifted with water erosion. I kept one eye
over my shoulder, anxious to reach the top before we got hit, as fighting on
stairs was rather a pain. 


So of course we got hit on the stairs. 


Monkeys hit from either side, swinging down from the trees
nearby, and I nearly didn’t see them in time to stop them from hitting Rena. I
went sideways, meeting them head on, hitting hard. Despite their size, they
were bloody fast, and it took more than one attempt to cut down some of them. I
whirled, double-checking that nothing snuck up on my right side, feeling my
braids smack me in the ear at the abrupt maneuver. In the process, my heel
didn’t quite catch the step as I’d planned, and I skittered sideways, leaving
the stairs altogether and landing tail-first in the dirt next to it. 


Owww. Well, that was graceful. 


A hand caught my jacket collar before I could scramble up
and physically lifted me back to my feet. “Thanks, Vee.”


“Get off the stairs,” she ordered everyone crisply. 


Only too glad to comply, we hurried up them, Chi taking out
anything still trying to ambush us from above. Rena didn’t leave our sides,
already speaking the beginning of her spell by the time we gained the top. In
ordinary circumstances, I would have enjoyed the serene and very cultivated
garden, perhaps sat on one of the stone benches and watched the koi dance in
the pond for a while. Now I only looked to the trees, afraid other monkeys hid
there to take advantage of the unwary. 


The vantage point did serve us well, as Rena got the spell
off in record time and took down every monkey within line of sight in the
process. She paused, staring, waiting for any sort of movement to catch her
eye. Nothing. “I think we have all the ones in this area.”


“Any hint of Toh’sellor?” I asked, praying she said
yes. I wanted an end to this madness. 


“Unfortunately not. I don’t think it’s here.” Rena almost
said something else, but visibly bit it back, shaking her head. “We can talk
about it later. For now, let’s clear the streets.” 













It took six bloody, frantic, exhausting hours to clear the
streets of Njorage. I didn’t like one second of it. We corralled one monkey for
Rena to study and believe me, that was not fun, that was anti-fun. I thought
herding baby cats difficult until I tried monkeys. All we had to do was corner
it long enough for Maksohm to throw a shield down around it, caging it in
place. Sounded simple in theory, so why that took nearly twenty minutes was
beyond me. Rena promised to deal with it after she finished studying it. Eventually,
we fetched to a stop at the northern corner of the city and Maksohm called
about, asking for any trouble we’d missed, only to find we’d finally gotten
them all. Thank sarding deities for that. 


A nice woman took one look at us and dragged us into her
little diner, sat us down, and served us whatever she had on hand. We consumed
all of it like a band of locusts. She could have been the world’s worst cook
and I wouldn’t have noticed, that’s how starved I felt. 


Vee got up for thirds, Rena and Maksohm moved to the front
of the restaurant to make a quick report to Salvatore, and I lay with my head
on the table, wanting a hot bath. We were in Njorage, after all; I demanded a
hot bath. “Onsen,” I whined to Chi. 


“I hear ya, brother. As soon as those two get done
chattering at the boss-man, let’s go find one.” Chi abruptly snickered, lifting
a hand to cover most of his mouth. 


As nothing funny had happened, I demanded in a tired groan,
“What?”


“I can’t believe you fell on the stairs,” he explained,
snickering even louder.  


“Vee used you like a bat to hit a bunch of monkeys, and
you’re mocking me for missing a step?”


Chi’s head tipped to the side. “There’s a difference between
a teammate and spouse betraying you in a horrible, unforgiveable way and just
being such a klutz that you can’t manage a set of stairs.” 


I had no chance to respond to that as Rena abruptly came
back to the table and dropped into the chair next to me. “Well, that wasn’t a
fun report to give.”


“Screaming, spitting, monstrous monkeys loose in the
street?” Chi made a face, like he’d bitten into something rotten. “I imagine
so. What did you tell him?”


“Bare bones, because that’s basically all I have at this
point. That, and a lot of conjecture.” Rena leaned sideways, letting me support
her head for a moment. I knew then she was exhausted and stressed because she
wasn’t generally this cuddly in public. “The monkeys we saw were very, very
odd. Toh’sellor’s nowhere to be found in the city, so technically they
shouldn’t be able to run about like this. It’s too far away to influence them.”



“Yeah, we noticed,” I groaned. “Not that it seemed to kill
their bloodlust any.” 


“It wouldn’t have made a difference with the bloodthirsty
little blighters,” Chi grumbled darkly. “So how did they manage to get here?”


“Maksohm went looking and he thinks they were portaled here.
I need to take a second look at the site myself, although he tells me it was so
badly disintegrated, he found nothing more than a hint of a portal being there.
But it looks like someone portaled them here. Worse,” her mouth worked for a
moment, as if searching for a way to explain, “it looks like they’ve been
modified.” 


I waited a beat for her to expound. Vee and Maksohm rejoined
us at the table and for their benefit, I tried to catch them up. “Rena thinks
the monkeys were modified. I assume by something other than Toh’sellor?”


She gave me a thankful nod. “Yes, sorry, I meant that. There
was this protective coating over their core, a strange sort of barrier anchored
to it that I’ve never seen before. It was…I’m not sure how to explain. It
seemed to function rather like an embryonic sac.”


“Different from the corpses, then?”


“Yes,” she grimaced. “Not quite sure how, I need to study
that, and I will in a minute. But different from the corpses. These weren’t
seedlings, they weren’t built for just harnessing energy, that much I’m sure
of. They were too functional for that.”


Vee held up both hands. “Wait, wait. You’re telling me that
someone deliberately took minions of Toh’sellor and gave them each
protective barriers to preserve them in that state, then portaled them here?
That doesn’t make any sense.” 


“I think,” Maksohm said quietly, “that it makes all the
wrong sorts of sense. We wondered why someone would steal Toh’sellor,
what they could possibly use it for. We assumed as a weapon. But it only carries
the potential to be either a threat or to turn it loose once against a single
target. But perhaps we overlooked another obvious means to exploit it. Perhaps
these people are churning out Toh’sellor minions, a version of berserker
troops, to use instead. They would have to develop a means to preserve the
minions out of Toh’sellor’s immediate range….” 


I winced as he trailed off suggestively. “Like here, with
the monkeys. Why here, though? Njorage’s not much of a tactical target.” 


“Testing ground,” Chi suggested unhappily. “They wanted to
test how far they could send them before it failed, maybe.”


“I don’t know what they were testing.” Rena sat back up with
a sigh, worry pinching around her eyes and mouth. She took my hand in hers,
gripping it in a way that looked for comfort more than relayed affection. “They
could have also been testing our response time to such minions. Who knows? I
don’t know what their conclusions are, either, but I do know mine. This is
dangerous, what they’re doing. If they’ve taken monkeys to test with, then we
can safely assume they’ll test on other things too. The familiars that were
kidnapped? The magical artifacts? Other things we didn’t see in the reports? I
think all of that is fair game at the moment. Either way, we’re in for an
insane amount of traveling and fighting if they start popping things through
portals.” 


Familiars. They’d taken familiars. Until that moment, my
mind hadn’t really considered the ramifications of that. But if they were
taking familiars, unique magical artifacts, all to run experiments on, then
didn’t that mean I was a target too? I was one of the most unique familiars in
the world. If they were looking for good lab rats, I was unfortunately at the
top of a very short list. My hand spasmed in hers at the idea. Rena shot me a
quick look, her hold on me tightening. 


“Director Salvatore’s putting together a notice to all MISD
agents,” Maksohm informed us all, sounding exhausted. “We’re to use portals as
much as possible when responding to these issues. We can’t afford civilian
causalities by taking conventional means of travel. Any agent within our
vicinity capable of portal magic is to immediately help transport us.” 


That did take a worry off my mind. Portal magic was draining.
I didn’t want to see either Vee or Maksohm trying to fight like they did today
while drained. My other worry I shelved, as I had enough to on my plate and I
didn’t want to shoulder that one too. 


“That’s a problem for another day.” Maksohm stood, waving us
all to follow him. “For now, we have been generously offered rooms at the very
prestigious Thousand Blossom Hotel, and I for one intend to soak in the onsen
until they kick me out.”


Standing, I agreed whole-heartedly, “I second this motion.” 


“Carried,” Rena sing-songed, brightening perceptibly. “Lead
on, fearless leader.” 





Bannen sent me off to soak with the warning that I had to
come out in four hours otherwise he’d come in after me. I soaked in the onsen
for as long as possible, but the water in there was ‘hot’ to put it mildly. The
human body could withstand that for only so long before it started to overheat,
so I had to leave eventually. Three hours was my limit. 


The women’s locker room was directly next door to the men’s,
so I could clearly hear every word from the other side. Well, I say that
because Bannen could be loud without really meaning to. 


“You’re already out?” he demanded incredulously of someone.
“I don’t understand how people can shower in five minutes. Even when I go as
fast as I can, I still have to shampoo my hair, and condition, and scrub myself,
and shave, and cut myself shaving, and use the blood in my summoning of the
dark lord, and then travel to another dimension to ward off my enemies, and
then come back and dry off—how do you do that in five minutes?”


“Two in one shampoo/conditioner,” Chi deadpanned back. 


I laughed under my breath as they squabbled. I was so glad
for Bannen’s sake that we got to keep Chi. He was really another brother to
Bannen, and I think Bannen missed having siblings to horse around with. I wasn’t
really good for that sort of thing. Chi clearly enjoyed having someone around
with a similar sense of humor, too. 


Vee toweled her hair dry, the wet strands messy around her
shoulders, a grin quirking her mouth up. “What are we going to do with those
two?”


“We’re rather forced to keep them at this point. I have a
piece of paper that says so.” I did bring my hair tie in here, right? Ah, there
it was, bottom corner of the basket. Catching my hair up in a sloppy bun, I
tied it up there, not caring how it looked. I felt pangs of vague hunger but it
was always hard for me to feel any real appetite while hot. Perhaps I should go
find some tea and a place to sit and cool down. Dinner was likely ready, after
all. I only had an hour or two before the dining room closed.  


We both went up to our rooms briefly to put our dirty
clothes inside, but Vee apparently had the same notion as she followed me down
the stairs and through the main lobby, finding a small tea station set up near
the veranda doors. They were closed because of the winter cold, but we could
still see through the glass doors clearly. It looked out over a very carefully
cultivated garden, beautiful and serene, everything crisp and clean under the
blanket of snow. Fixing a cup of green tea, I headed over to a small grouping
of chairs and found Maksohm already settled there. It always took me a moment
to adjust when I saw him out of uniform. In the soft grey yukata, hair still
damp from the baths and curling a little over his forehead, he looked strangely
younger and more vulnerable. 


Glancing up, he spied my approach and waved me into a nearby
chair. “Come join me. It’s quite a lovely garden.”


“It is,” I agreed, taking the chair closer to him. It gave
Vee the wider section to sit in and hopefully enough room to accommodate her
legs. Settling in, I sipped at my tea and beamed at the flavor. Now that was
good tea. 


We drank our tea and stared at the icy pond, the snow softly
coming down over the garden, snowflakes forming up around the edges of the glass
doors. Very peaceful. Completely different from how the rest of the day had
gone.


“Rena,” Maksohm started, his face drawing into a troubled
frown, “I know you studied that monkey for a good hour before you headed for
the baths, but I didn’t get a chance to hear your conclusions.”


Vee snorted. “Trouble.” 


I inclined my head toward her. “More or less. It was a very
strange concoction of shielding and energy barriers.”


“Energy barriers?” he responded in clear astonishment. 


His reaction made it clear he knew what I referred to, which
relieved me, as I wasn’t even sure how to begin to explain them. I’d only stumbled
across them about two years ago. They weren’t popular, more working theory than
anything truly marketable. On paper, they were to be an alternative power
source to coal or gas, something clean and more powerful. A barrier set up
around an engine would harvest energy from sun (or wind, or water, depending on
its designated source) and then convert and store that energy until the engine
demanded it. It worked, but not for long. The power to maintain the energy
barrier, magically speaking, was exorbitant. It took a mage’s full
concentration to keep it going for any amount of time, and the longest stretch
on record was twelve hours. If someone ever got it working, they’d make a minor
fortune, but it hadn’t happened yet. 


Or so I’d thought, until today. “They clearly were. Or at
least, that’s how they were functioning. I’ve never seen that particular design
before, but…” I spread my hands in an open shrug. “Despite what my husband
thinks, I am not the fount of all knowledge.” 


Maksohm snorted. “Nor do I expect you to be. Describe to me
exactly what you saw.” 


I was really afraid he’d ask that. “The shielding was in
layers. The outer layer was something very similar to your shields for
containing Toh’sellor’s energy.”


Vee and Maksohm nodded, showing they were following. 


“The energy barrier tied into it. No…‘tied into’ isn’t the
right wording.” I paused, frustrated, trying to find the right words and feeling
like I failed. I hated describing work, I really did. “More like the energy
barrier was integrated into the shielding to function with it. The energy
barrier’s design designated that it source Toh’sellor’s energy in part
to power the barrier, in part to keep the one inside the barrier functioning.
And then, in the core of it, was pure Toh’sellor core, like what I’ve
seen from minions before. But the effects were limited; I would say none of
them had full exposure to Toh’sellor. Or maybe full exposure, but for a
very brief amount of time.” 


Vee’s eyebrows climbed right into her hairline and stayed
there. “I’m not following. The energy barrier fed off Toh’sellor’s
energy inside the monkey?”


“No.” I grimaced and had a feeling I was making a hash of
explaining this. “No, the energy barrier had been filled with Toh’sellor’s
energy before it came here. There wouldn’t have been enough in the monkey to
power it more than a minute.” 


“So the monkeys were held wherever Toh’sellor was,”
Maksohm said in a slow, thoughtful manner. “And the energy barrier was created
from Toh’sellor’s energy to craft a means to keep the monkeys active
even after being separated. Rena, how long would that energy barrier have
lasted on its own?”


“Before just running down? Best guestimate puts it at about
a week.” 


“You’re absolutely positive that the monkeys were
independent of Toh’sellor? Nothing connecting them?” Vee pressed. 


“That’s what I spent an hour on,” I admitted to her,
grimacing. I really wished I had a different answer. Our lives would be so much
easier that way. “No. The energy was only in the barrier, only in the monkey
itself; there was no tether back to Toh’sellor. I kept hoping for the
opposite, that I could find something to trace back….” I trailed off with a
sigh. Sometimes my eyes were particularly useless. I could see the obvious but
not what I needed to see. 


Maksohm patted my arm consolingly. “You can’t see what isn’t
there.”


“Yeah, not your fault someone’s crazy enough to figure out a
way to create Toh’sellor minions and then turn them loose on the world.”
Vee slouched further into the couch, glaring at the garden as if it had
personally offended her mother. “Poor Chi’s now so alarmed that there’s Minion
Monkeys that he refuses to be in the baths without either Bannen or Maksohm.
Not that I blame him.” 


“Any connection to the corpses from earlier? Aside from them
each having been around Toh’sellor recently, I mean.”


“Yes and no. The signature of the barrier’s construct was
similar, I think it had the same designer. But the function of it was totally
different. I don’t think they were intended to do the same thing.” 


Our team leader flopped back into the chair. The relaxed air
he had about him was gone now, leaving a tired and worried man in its wake. “What
exactly are they hoping to gain from this, anyway? Are they just experimenting
right now, testing their limits?”


“If they’re capable of creating an energy barrier that works
without a mage holding it, you’d think they could put those brains to some
other project,” Vee groused.


While part of me was inclined to agree with her.... “I think
it actually takes Toh’sellor’s energy to make it work. The energy
barrier, I mean. Traditional magic has proven it isn’t up to the task. Chaos
energy is unstable, I grant you, but extremely powerful in small doses.”  


“The change of energy source made the working theory
viable.” Maksohm rubbed at his forehead wearily. “You’re just full of cheerful
thoughts today, aren’t you?”


A little apologetically, I shrugged and gave him a game
smile. “Sorry. You did ask.”


“I regret asking you things sometimes. Don’t think I don’t.”
Sighing, he let it go with a flick of the fingers. “That’s theory. We now have
it established this was the same group that stole the familiars, which means
they’ll likely try this again with those familiars, turn them loose with Toh’sellor’s
madness in them, and that…I hate that thought. Those poor familiars and kids.”


I hated it too. I hated it with a passion. If there was a
way to prevent it from happening, I’d have done it in a heartbeat, but I
couldn’t think of a way. “Please help me keep an eye on Bannen. He won’t say
it, but the idea of being kidnapped like the other familiars scares him. He’d
fight them off, we all know he would, but if he’s exposed to Toh’sellor’s
energy—” I stopped abruptly, as I couldn’t complete the sentence out loud. 


“Sarding son of a Bauchi,” Vee swore, tone guttural and
vicious. “They’d better not try it with him.” 


“I do understand why you’re worried.” Maksohm turned in his
chair, hand catching mine in a reassuring grip of warm skin. His dark eyes met
mine levelly. “He’s a very unique familiar, one of two in the world—of course
he’s famous enough to be known. But unlike those other familiars, he’s
constantly on the move. He’d be very hard to target.” 


That did reassure me. I hadn’t thought of it that way, but
even we had little forewarning to our next destination. It would be hard for
someone else to track him. 


“And of course I’ll help safeguard him,” Maksohm swore. “For
your sake as well as his. In fact, let’s put our heads together and think of a
way to create a barrier spell for him, something he can activate if he needs
to.”


“Something on a necklace?” Vee offered, wheels already
spinning in her mind. 


I slowly straightened, captivated by this thought. It
wouldn’t last more than a few minutes, of course, not without another mage
powering it. But those few minutes might be all Bannen needed to fight his way
free and get enough distance from Toh’sellor that he couldn’t be
corrupted into a minion. “I’ll fetch some paper and a pencil.” 


Setting my cool tea down quickly, I left my chair in a
flash, bounding for the gift shop in the lobby. 


“If you’re headed for the gift shop, see if they have any
necklaces we can use!” Vee called after me. “You know what to get!”


I did indeed. 





We were barely in the private dining room two seconds when
the three mages sprung their surprise. I don’t know who was more astonished by
the gift, me or Chi. I stared at the necklace in my wife’s hands, an
inconspicuous thing that looked like a cherry blossom. “Wait. Wait a minute,
this is a portable barrier spell?”


Vee gave Chi no time to question, just put his on, her hands
reaching around his neck to fasten the clasp. “It won’t give you more than five
minutes, unfortunately; that’s as far as we could push it. We had the thought
earlier that if this crazy group of rogue mages are kidnapping familiars and
experimenting on them, they might go after you.”


“We’ll do everything in our power to make sure it won’t
happen,” Maksohm promised me, voice firm as a mountain. “And I give it low odds
of succeeding in the first place, with how much we move around. You’re hard to
get a lock on. But still, just in case, if it does, and you’re near Toh’sellor,
this will automatically activate. It should give you five minutes to fight your
way free and make tracks. Anything more than thirty feet from Toh’sellor,
you should have a fighting chance of staying yourself.” 


“And me?” Chi asked quietly. He looked flummoxed by the
necklace, staring at it hard. 


“You’re always with him,” Vee answered softly. “And I know
that you won’t let someone kidnap him without a fight. So just in case.” 


Chi grabbed her by the head and drew her abruptly down into
a very thorough kiss. 


I figured he had the right idea and
hauled both Rena and Maksohm in for a hug, squeezing the stuffing out of
them. Both of them hugged me back just as fiercely and I felt tears prick my
eyes. 


Fighting off kidnappers was a piece of cake. Fighting off Toh’sellor’s
energy was beyond my power. If I was taken, if I was exposed, I’d be forever
corrupted and doomed because there’s nothing that can be done at that point.
They’d be forced to kill me, to put me down like a raving beast. The
possibility was terrifying. For my own sake, of course, but also for Rena’s. If
I died, she was doomed to shortly follow after me, and that thought was
heart-wrenching. My thoughts had gone that way a few times only to have them
scream and shy away at the last minute like a cat about to be eviscerated. 


One of these three had realized it. They’d put their heads
together to give me a way to overcome my mortal weakness, and this was their
solution. Not absolute protection—I wouldn’t have been able to handle being
stuck in some glass cage—but instead, the ability to protect myself. To rescue
myself. I loved them so fiercely in that moment my heart hurt with it. 


“Wow,” Rena said quietly against my shoulder, “I think he’s
speechless. Good job, us.” 


There’s my snarky wife. “You knew I was worried about this.”



“I did,” she admitted, not even trying to draw back. “Can’t
take credit for the idea, though, that’s Dah’lil’s.” 


“You’re all geniuses.” I could’ve stayed there a few more hours
hugging the stuffing out of them, but I needed to hug Vee too. I drew back and
saw her and Chi still going at it, but it didn’t bother me any. I shifted to
her back instead and gave her a back hug. 


Vee broke the kiss, laughing. “What are you, a koala bear?”


“Thank you, sister of my heart,” I told her gravely. “I
didn’t actually want any more sisters, but for you, I’ll make an exception.” 


“Love you too,” she drawled back, reaching around to pat the
one section of me she could, which happened to be my right hip. “Now maybe
you’ll stop worrying so much?”


“You gave me the means to fight back,” I answered with a
shark-like smile. “Trust me, I can handle the rest.” 





We split up the next morning, Vee and Chi going one
direction, Rena, Maksohm, and I the other, taking a closer look at the portals
but also trying to locate any eyewitnesses. Portals that brought through that
many monkeys were the same in-and-out constructs as the others we’d seen. And
Rena was convinced that no one would go through this much effort to change the
monkeys without staying nearby and studying the effects when their experiments
were loosed again. I agreed with her, but finding evidence of that, that would
be the trick. 


We trudged along the city streets, trying to stay warm. With
the monkeys gone, people were putting the damage back to rights. Things that
had been knocked over the day before were either thrown out if too damaged to
be repaired, or taken up if they could be salvaged. 


Maksohm gave a ‘huh’ and went for one of the vendor carts
that still lay on its side. An older man, somewhere in his late sixties, had a
bar under it and was trying to use the leverage of a bucket and the pole to get
the cart back upright. I didn’t see it happening and stepped up as well,
Maksohm taking one side, me the other. To the man, I said respectfully, “Wait,
Elder, we can get this up for you.” 


“Bless you both,” he responded, voice creaking with age. He
pushed himself up, hands on knees, then stayed a little stooped over, his back
no longer straight in his older years. “My grandson said he’d come by after he
got his cart up, help me with it, but the city was pushing us to get the
streets cleared by noon. I thought I should at least try.” 


The cart was not light, being solidly constructed of oak
wood, but Maksohm and I managed it alright. I noticed as I moved it that one of
the wheels was cracked, and frowned down at it; that could grow worse very
quickly in this cold. “Maksohm, how are your woodworking skills?”


“Decent carpenter level, why?” He came around to see where I
pointed and went, “Ah. Yes, that I can fix.”


“Oh, no, sirs,” the elder vendor protested, hands raising in
a staying motion. “You’ve helped me a gracious plenty. I can’t ask that from
you.”


“Perhaps you can repay us in information,” Rena suggested
with a charming smile and that look in her eye that she gets when she’s about to
go into a market place. “We’re trying to figure out what exactly happened
yesterday. The monkeys were portaled in not far from here. Did you see any of
that?”


“I sure did,” the man grumbled to her, his thick brows
slamming together in outrage, his gnarled hand rising to point unerringly to
the portal sight. “Wish I hadn’t, it nearly gave me heart failure. A wide
portal, about four feet across, it opened up right there near the corner.
Monkeys came barreling out, screeching like demons, and they flooded me
quickly. The cart went down in minutes, me ducking behind it, as I didn’t know
what else to do. They leapt over me that way. I suppose the cart going down was
a blessing in disguise.” 


Finally, an eyewitness. Very interested in what else he had
to say, I encouraged, “Anything other than monkeys that came through?”


“No, can’t say there was.” He pondered a moment, then shook
his head. “Didn’t see any mages, just monkeys.” 


“What about the portal?” Rena pressed, eyes alight. “Did you
see through the portal itself and where the monkeys were coming from?”


The elder shrugged, hands splaying to the side. “Can’t say
that’s all that helpful. I did see it, but it was nothing but stone beyond
them. It looked like a cave to me. Not sure what you’d make of that.” 


A cave? He was right, that wasn’t particularly helpful, but
it was the first clue that we’d gotten about a location in days. I shared a
glance with Maksohm and he looked just as intrigued by the information. 


We thanked him, the wheel repaired, and kept walking. We
stumbled across a few other people on the same street who had also seen the
portal opening, mostly shop owners. They all repeated the same information,
that a portal had just suddenly opened, monkeys pouring through. Some of them
had noticed the cave in the background, some of them had been too busy running
from the monkeys to see anything. One lady castigated us for not getting there
sooner, as she’d lost half of her wares, and Maksohm had to talk her down
before she went and filed a report against us. Not that we expected that to do
anything, really, but apparently we were encouraged to leave people on good
terms when possible. 


Somewhere around lunch, we met up again at the inn. After
five hours of tramping about outside, I was more than ready to be inside.
Warmth. Warmth was a thing lacking with all of this investigative work. We went
into the dining room with its low tables and open buffet, thinking it easiest
to just eat there, not to mention cheaper. All three meals came with our rooms;
we might as well take advantage of that. 


At this point of the day, many hotel guests still relaxed
and took it easy after yesterday’s craziness, so half of the guests were still robed
in the slate grey yukatas the inn offered as they knelt at the low tables and
ate. It was easy to spot Vee and Chi seated at the table, Vee’s height alone
standing out even while sitting, but they were the only uniformed people in the
whole room. Their skin looked bright red from the cold, and they still had on
their uniform jackets, although the gloves and mufflers were discarded from the
side, so they hadn’t been here that long. 


I went to the table long enough to discard muffler, hat, and
gloves, dropping Rena’s there too. As I did so, Vee informed me, “I have a pot
of hot tea coming.”


“Good. We need it.” Then I went directly for the buffet and
loaded up on soup, rice, and dumplings. Something about being cold just made me
feel like a starving pregnant bear straight out of hibernation. 


Coming back to the table, I saw that Chi had worked his way
through three bowls of soup, and that didn’t surprise me in the least, as his
appetite was legendary. I dipped into my noodles as well, appreciating the rich
taste of the broth and slurped them up. 


Maksohm and Rena joined us shortly, Vee pausing long enough
to pour us all tea, and we didn’t try to talk much until we were about halfway
through our plates. Only then did Maksohm ask, “What did you find? Anything?”


“Not much,” Vee admitted, lifting one shoulder up in a
shrug. “We started with the second portal site and the shop owners reported
seeing it open, or at least some of them did. A few people mentioned they
thought there was a cave in the background.”


“We heard the same thing,” Rena offered before taking a bite
out of her dumplings. Scratch that, my dumplings. She wasn’t even apologetic
about snitching, the rat. “Portal with no mage in sight, lots of monkeys, a
cave in the background. I wish we had more clues to a location than just ‘cave,’
as there’s too many of those in the world.”


“Tell me about it,” Chi sighed, then groaned as he patted
his stomach. “Good food here.”


“Are you finally full?” his wife drawled to him, a brow
arched knowingly. 


“No, but I can pretend to be full, and that’s practically
the same thing.” He shot her a wink, pleased when she chuckled. Turning more
serious for a moment, he added, “There was one thing that bothered us, though. Two
different people reported a man in a black robe with his hood up who stood at
the top of one of the staircases and watched. Just watched. They said it seemed
odd at the time, as everyone was either running, screaming, or both. But he
seemed very removed from the problem.”


“They lost track of him during all of the confusion,” Vee
tacked on, her hashi idly swirling to lift up another mouthful. “And we didn’t
find anyone else that had seen him. Still, that did seem strange.” 


“No description other than that?” Maksohm asked as if he
already knew the answer. When they just shrugged, he sighed and lifted his eyes
to the ceiling as if in a prayer. “That figures. Still, I can see why they
thought it odd. That might well have been one of the rogue mages behind all of
this, watching to see how the monkeys fared.”


I wouldn’t be surprised by that. We’d figured that the rogue
mages would stick around and observe, even if from a distance, to see how their
experiments went. This was just the first time that someone had spotted them.
“I suppose after lunch we should focus to see if anyone else has spied this
man?”


“If we can,” Maksohm agreed, his voice full of doubt on
whether that was possible or not. “I did report in this morning, and I’ll
report in again before we leave, as our bosses are very interested to hear
anything we discover. I don’t think we’ll spend more than another day up here.
We don’t have the luggage for it, to start with, but also people are still very
anxious to have Rena at that meeting in Heaberlin. If push comes to shove, they
might portal our luggage up to us so we can leave for the meeting from here.” 


Resigned to being outside in the cold again for the rest of
the day, I focused on putting as much warm food in my stomach as possible. 













We did end up staying in Njorage another day, half expecting
the other shoe to drop, but nothing else happened. I would have been happy to
stay in the onsens for another three days, no matter what my husband thought of
me turning into a giant prune, but we didn’t have that luxury of time. Eventually,
we made the decision to return south so I could attend the meeting in
Heaberlin. 


Technically, the easiest way to travel to Heaberlin from
here was to take the ferry down to Estok, then a ship down to Heaberlin.
Maksohm called down to the bed and breakfast in Foxboro and arranged for our
luggage to be shipped to Heaberlin. It meant buying a few necessities up here
to tide us over, but we could manage the two days or so it would take to travel
over there. 


It took only a few hours to get on the ferry, then the rest
of the day before we reached Estok. The winter weather made the water choppy,
the skies staying a turbulent, cloudy grey, but no storms hit us so it was a
pleasant enough trip going down. I stood behind the glass dome to stay warm,
watching the horizon. Estok came into view, looking peaceful as usual, although
I spied a few new docks under construction along the shore. Expanding, were
they? 


The following day was much of the same dreariness. We got in
late enough that evening that none of us felt any desire to do anything but
find a hot meal and a comfortable hotel. I slept somewhat fitfully that night,
but fortunately had no nightmares. Bannen worried terribly when they struck,
and I knew he felt helpless, but there was nothing that either of us could do
about it. The only thing that made the dreams fade was him, being able to latch
onto him, hear his heartbeat, feel him breathe. As long as he was with me, I could
bear with losing some sleep now and again. 


The dining room in the hotel offered a complimentary
breakfast, so I went down ahead of Bannen to take advantage of it. Ordering a
waffle, I sat at the bar, sipping at hot green tea with considerable relish. I
hadn’t known about green tea until Bannen, and after his introduction, I’d
quickly become addicted to it. Heaberlin sat close enough to Z’gher that they
offered it on their buffet menu. 


“Morning,” Chi greeted, sitting next to me. He had his own
cup in hand, one of black coffee, and ordered from the waiter nearby: “Maple
flapjacks with blueberries.”


“Right away, Agent.” 


“Morning,” I greeted in return. A hint of shadow lay under
Chi’s eyes, suggesting he found sleep elusive these days as well. None of us
spoke much about it, but we were all terrified of what Toh’sellor would
do, how much damage it would wreak before we found it again. Sympathetic, I
asked, “Long night?”


“Bed was too short for Vee, so she ended up on the floor. It’s
amazing how quickly you grow used to sleeping next to someone else,” he
grumbled good naturedly. “Especially Vee. She’s like a personal space heater. I
felt cold most of the night, even with three blankets on top of me.” 


Oh. So it hadn’t been nightmares. Relieved, I went with the
flow, nodding agreement. “I know what you mean. The first week of sleeping next
to Bannen was a little strange, almost distracting, then I got used to it. Now
I can’t fall asleep unless he’s next to me. Human bodies are so adaptable it’s
almost scary.” 


“Aren’t they just. It doesn’t seem to me that you slept all
that well, past few days,” he observed in a careful tone, worried more than
accusatory. 


I shrugged and looked away from him toward the open bar and
all the people sitting along it. This early in the morning, most of the room
was unoccupied, the chatter from the few people here low and muted. “I haven’t
been. But it’s getting better, due to Vee’s advice. At least I do sleep some
every night.” 


“Ah. Yay for improvement, then.” Chi, who’s made of kittens
and rainbows and everything beautiful in the world, didn’t ask any more
questions. Instead, he changed the topic. “So I thought I’d go in with you two
today, see if they need my opinion or not. If not, I’ll find something else to
do.”


I gave him a silent thank you with my smile. “That’s fine.
Dah’lil wants to check up on the corpses, I know, make sure that everything is
sorted there. Vee?”


“She said she’d write the reports for both of us, as we
can’t put that off any longer, and then join the meeting later if they need her
to.”


“Gotcha. Dah’lil gave me a list of who all is on the
committee. It’s basically seven people: most of the architects, three
government officials who are in charge of budget, and one of the big wigs from
the MISD. I didn’t recognize most of the names aside from Fairfax—”


“Wait, President Fairfax herself is here?” Chi cut in
incredulously, then let out a low whistle. “Wow. Actually, that makes sense, to
have her represent the MISD in these talks.” 


Toh’sellor was definitely the biggest task the MISD
ever assumed responsibility for. I couldn’t imagine that President Fairfax
would allow anyone else to be part of these talks, all things considered. “I
thought so. I’ve never met her, but Director Salvatore sent word ahead that I’m
coming, and assured me President Fairfax is delighted I’ll be present for the
meeting today.”


“I’m sure she is. I’ve only met her once before. She’s a
sensible, no-nonsense sort but approachable enough. She prefers bluntness,” Chi
counselled as our breakfast arrived, the waiter setting the hot plates in front
of us. “Speak your mind with her.” 


Reaching for the glass container of maple syrup, I stated
confidently, “That I can do.”


Hopefully. Hopefully I could do that. 





The meeting place was not in a grand building as I’d
half-suspected. Instead, they’d taken a conference room in the top floor of one
of the major hotels in Heaberlin, a three-story brick structure almost as old
as the city itself. An agent waited at the front of the hotel, near the doors,
and directed us on where to go. Following his directions, we walked up the curving
main staircase to a smaller staircase at the end of the hallway, and the straight
up to the top floor. A series of conference rooms were available, denoted by
small placards near the doors, and we found the Magnolia Conference Room
without any trouble. 


I didn’t know the protocol here. Should I knock? Just walk
in? 


As I hesitated, Chi took the decision out of my hands and opened
the door, waltzing through like he owned the place. Following his lead, I
followed him inside, taking in the area as I moved. A square table took up half
of the room, comfortably padded chairs surrounding it. Two blackboards stood
side-by-side on the far end, filled with drawings of a pentagram’s structure,
math I knew very well on the far left board, and a few pages held to the board
with round magnets. A sideboard near the door offered a variety of beverages,
cookies, and sliced fruit, which I was sure I’d need at some point. 


The committee members were already more or less present. I
counted five heads, so two had yet to arrive. I could only discern one person
on sight, as the blue uniform was a dead giveaway. She sat at the head, her
platinum white hair cut to shoulder length and draping elegantly off to one
side, eyebrows and eyes dark. She reminded me strangely of Master Mary, but
whether it was because of the similarity in general build, I wasn’t sure.
Perhaps it was the impression of personality more than any superficial
resemblance. 


Standing, she offered a hand to Chi with a genuine smile.
“Agent Franlocke, isn’t it?”


“Yes, President,” Chi responded, taking her hand in a firm
grip. “You have a good memory. I don’t believe you’ve met our two newest
agents? This is Renata and Bannen Hach.” 


“I know them only through reputation,” President Fairfax
agreed and moved to grip my hand, her eyes locked with mine. “Agent Hach, I’m
very glad you’ve come. When I was alerted that you’d signed on with us, I admit
I threw a minor party, as our organization can only benefit from having you.”


“Thank you,” I responded with a smile up at her. I liked the
first impression I received from her. 


“Agent Hach,” she greeted Bannen, again with a firm
handshake. “I’m afraid that’s going to get confusing quickly. Can I use first
names with you?”


“Please do,” Bannen invited with that smile he uses to charm
people. “Rena’s still getting used to her married name anyway; she doesn’t
always remember she’s a Hach.”


“Understandable,” Fairfax assured me with a warm smile.
“You’ve only been married a month, after all. Let me introduce you to the rest
of the committee.” 


The other men and women in the room looked confused by our
entrance, but politely responded as Fairfax introduced us. I put names to faces
as we went around the table. Garner was the one with the salt and pepper hair
and beard, a world-famous architect who’d designed everything from capital
buildings to a treasury vault. The trim man with the very close-cropped blond
hair and highbrow was another architect, Doubleday. The woman sitting next to
him that looked old enough to be my mother with a heart-shaped face and kind
smile was the third architect, Lofland. 


The sole Llasian in the room was the government official
from Sira, Ainsworth, looking very official and doubtful about our abrupt
entrance. She kept pushing her wiry black curls out of her eyes with a casual
brush of her fingers. 


As Fairfax finished the introductions, the last two men
entered—a government official from Z’gher and another from Turransky. Aside
from the almond-shaped eyes and skin tone, the Z’gheran official didn’t look at
all like the rest of his countrymen. He didn’t even wear the braids—he’d pulled
his long hair up into a sleek bun at the top of his head instead—although he
did wear the traditional style of clothes. So this was Ohashi, eh? The official
from Turransky had light, nearly silvery-white hair, olive skin, and a pleasant-looking
face. He didn’t say a word to us, just bowed, but I assumed him to be Capek. 


Out of everyone, Ohashi seemed the most welcoming, as he
greeted us properly with a bow and invited us to take a seat. I did so, taking
a chair next to Fairfax, as that seemed the proper thing to do. The boys sat
next to me, Ohashi on Fairfax’s right so that he was directly across from me. 


“Well, now that we’re all here, let’s begin,” Fairfax
suggested brightly. 


Garner lifted a hand in a staying motion. “I’m sorry,
President Fairfax, I’m still confused on why these three are here?”


“Ah, you might be confused, as her name has recently
changed,” Fairfax responded with a diplomatic smile. “This is the Void Mage,
Renata Rocci.”


Garner’s brown eyes widened and snapped to me. I gave him a
little wave of the fingers, not sure what else to do, and feeling lame about
just sitting there. 


“Bannen Hach is not only her husband, but her familiar,”
Fairfax continued in that neutral tone, smile firmly in place. “And Agent
Franklocke was instrumental in the fight to get Agents Hach close enough to Toh’sellor
to finish it off. So you see, these three are experts on Toh’sellor.”


“Then I’m very glad to have you here,” Ainsworth declared.
“Agent Hach—ah, that is, Agent Renata Hach—”


“Rena’s fine,” I assured her. That really would get
confusing quickly. 


She gave me a nod in thanks.


Capek lifted a staying hand and in a soft voice asked,
“Forgive me, but I do not understand why our Void Mage has only now been
invited to this meeting. Surely we would have benefited from her presence
before now.” 


‘Our’ Void Mage? Since when did Turransky claim me? Fairfax
lifted a brow at me, asking one of us to take it, and I cleared my throat and
gave him a smile. “We were both badly wounded after the battle with Toh’sellor,
and then after we recovered, completely crazy with our wedding. In fact, we
only recently joined the MISD. Before this point, it wasn’t really possible to
call me in.”


His forehead wrinkled up in a frown. He clearly didn’t like
this answer. “Would you not have come before joining the MISD?”


“Yes,” I admitted frankly, “but no one else seemed to
realize that, because no one asked me to until recently.” 


Fairfax waited a beat to see if there were any other
questions or statements to be had, but when no one else spoke, she continued her
question. “We’ve already established several parameters for the building, and
narrowed the choice in possible locations. Before we proceed to catch you up, I’d
like to have a few facts verified before we pick up our discussion from
yesterday. You’re intimately acquainted with Toh’sellor’s force and
physical structure?”


“Yes, but allow me to clarify something. Toh’sellor
doesn’t have a physical structure.” 


Lifting a finger to draw attention to herself, Lofland
inquired, “Explain that. The reports that we have said that its physical structure
was huge before you battled him.”


Shaking my head, I tried to figure out how to put this in
layman’s terms. “Toh’sellor itself is energy. Very chaotic energy that
doesn’t subscribe to the same rules of the world as we know them. It isn’t gas,
light, matter, or anything like it. What it does is take the matter around itself
to form defenses. What I destroyed were its defenses. I literally whittled it
down to its original form.” 


Ohashi’s eyes narrowed to mere slits. “I understand from the
reports that no magician has been able to destroy it outright. Is that because
you haven’t been able to understand its true nature?”


“That’s why,” I agreed, the twinge of that failure still
putting a bitter taste into my mouth. “Magus Trammel and I have been studying Toh’sellor,
trying to find some means of destroying it outright, but unless we can figure
out some structure to its chaos, I’m afraid it won’t happen.” 


“We have the very best minds working that problem,” Fairfax
declared with a reassuring dip of the head toward me. “My agents have made Toh’sellor
more manageable, at least, but we need a safe place to contain it until we
finally find a method of destroying it outright. Renata, you say that this
thing is energy. The numbers on the board that we have on it, are they
accurate?”


“Can I study those for a moment?” I asked. I dearly didn’t
wish to just give a blasé answer and then turn out to be wrong later. 


Fairfax waved me on and I went directly to the board, my
eyes roving over them as I moved. They did seem accurate, at least they matched
what I’d initially reported, but I had more to offer. Taking up the chalk lying
at the base of the board, I added several lines of notes to the end and one
correction, explaining as I wrote: “These are actually Trammel’s findings. I
don’t think the report has quite caught up with you yet. I discovered at my
last examination of Toh’sellor that it can still draw some matter to it
even through our shields, but only the tiniest particles. It had collected a
few grains of sand in the past six months.” 


“Then whatever structure we make should be made of what
material?” Doubleday inquired, pen poised to take notes. 


“As manmade as possible,” I instructed, finishing off the
last of the equation before replacing the chalk. “Toh’sellor works best
with natural energy. We saw this several times, as it would always use living
creatures first, then plants, and only buildings as a very last resort.”


All of the architects made notes on that as I moved back to
my chair. Fairfax looked entirely too pleased, like the cat with a new dish of
cream, and I had the feeling that she’d wanted me here on the committee from
the beginning. I certainly felt better now that I was here. I’d half-feared
that they wouldn’t hear me, wouldn’t allow me to give my opinion, but that
wasn’t the case at all. Fortunately. 


“From a security standpoint,” Bannen added to them, “please
make the ceilings as short as possible.” 


“Sarding gods, yes,” Chi seconded this fervently. “And with
high vantage points.” 


Fairfax’s eyes sharpened on them. “Why?”


“One of the things we noticed was that the more room Toh’sellor
had to work with, the taller and larger the minions grew,” Bannen explained.
“The old minions that Toh’sellor had in Z’gher were three stories tall,
at least.” 


“And we had to approach them on the ground, as there was
literally nothing to use for cover or as higher ground,” Chi added with a scowl
of remembered frustration. “The easiest way to tackle Toh’sellor’s
minions is to send a sniper up high. Getting in close with hand-to-hand combat
is the worst way imaginable in dealing with them. Plus, if we’d had a high
enough vantage, we could have easily taken Rena up that route and avoided half
of the conflict on the ground. If she’s got clear line of sight, at a close
enough range, then she can destroy anything.”


“How close?” Lofland inquired, almost demanded, of me. “How
close do you need to be?”


“No further than fifty feet,” I responded factually. “As you
can see, Toh’sellor’s natural form is roughly six feet tall. We don’t
approach closer than ten feet from it unless we’re under heavy shielding. I
suggest fifteen feet on all sides of it for clearance.”


“So a thirty-foot diameter,” Garner noted, leaving his seat
to scribble things on the board next to the pentagram’s blueprint already drawn
there. “With a route along the top so that you can approach without becoming
entangled with its energy or minions. To approach from the inside of the room
or the outside?”


“Yes,” Bannen answered with a crooked smile. “Just in case.”



Garner made more notes. “We’ll need to do some interior
redesign, then. Agents, I’m glad you came to speak with us. You’re offering
better insight than those dry-as-dust reports.” 


I was heartily glad of that as well. “Mr. Garner, would you
mind terribly showing us what you’ve designed so far and walking us through
them? I have no idea what type of building you’ve drawn up except the single
drawing on the board.” 


Lofland reached for a rolled-up set of plans from nearby and
put them squarely in the center of the table. “Help me hold the ends down? And
by all means, let’s walk you through it. I want to hear about possible problems
now and not later. Much cheaper to erase lines than walls.” 


I couldn’t agree more, but that wasn’t why I’d suggested it.
If there were going to be security issues with this building, I wanted the boys
to point it out now, instead of us dealing with it when it was too late and the
building be literally set in mortar and stone. 


We stood and bent over the table, listening avidly as the architects
walked us through their plans. It turned out to be a very long, thankfully
productive, day. 













We ended the meeting on a high note, better than I hoped, as
committees did not always agree. On anything. President Fairfax pulled all
three of us aside as people filed out, speaking more to Rena than Chi and me. 


“Renata,” Fairfax seemed incapable of using nicknames, “you
stated earlier that you’re not a barrier expert, which was why you wouldn’t
express much of an opinion on that. Who do you recommend we consult with?”


“Agent Dah’lil Maksohm,” Rena responded promptly. “Agent
Maksohm is the man who shielded us at every shard we tackled and when we faced Toh’sellor
itself. His shields and barriers are the strongest I’ve ever seen, and he is
undoubtedly a qualified expert.” 


Fairfax nodded, pleased at this immediate answer. “I’ll
request that he join the meeting.”


I translated ‘request’ as ‘order’ without difficulty.
“President Fairfax, as it happens, Maksohm’s actually our team leader. He’s
currently here, just caching up on matters remotely with Foxboro’s HQ. He has
every intention of joining us as soon as he’s done.” 


She blinked at me in slight surprise. “I’d almost forgotten.
You’re one of my dedicated teams. He’s on your team?”


“We actually requested him,” Rena admitted with a shrug and
smile. “He’s such a joy to work with, and I need a barrier specialist with the
jobs I tend to take on, so we asked for him.” 


“And got him.” Fairfax’s expression became knowing and
somewhat enigmatic. “I see. I’ll still put in the request for him to join us
through official channels, but I’ll leave catching him up to speed to you.” 


That sounded like a fair division of labor to me. Rena
agreed as she said, “Of course. Thank you, President Fairfax.” 


Leaning in to speak in a more confidential tone, she
inquired, “What word do we have on locating Toh’sellor?”


Chi thankfully took this one and shook his head grimly.
“Nothing at this point. Rena was able to see part of the portal spell they used
to steal it, so we know it’s somewhere along the east coast, but whether it’s
Sira or Perrone is anyone’s guess. It’s like looking for a needle in a haystack
without knowing if it’s a wooden or metal needle.” 


“There’s been a few isolated incidents of Toh’sellor’s
minions popping up,” Rena added, fundamentally incapable of not telling a
superior everything. She ran the president through the facts of the Njorage
Incident, as I called it, and Fairfax’s expression went darker with every word.



Fairfax did not like this report but was professional enough
to see that yelling at us wouldn’t magically fix the problem. “Then we are waiting,
Agents?”


“For the other shoe to fall,” Rena agreed with a wince. “We
know for a fact that Toh’sellor managed to take some dirt and trace
minerals with it when they portaled it out. We know that they don’t have the
same barrier containment practices that the Maksohm family does, or anyone else
in the MISD. What barriers they are using apparently siphon power off of Toh’sellor
instead of caging it, and that’s playing with fire. Their barriers are going
to fail, sooner rather than later, and when they do, they’ll have given Toh’sellor
the means to fight back. It’s going to go wrong very quickly.”


“Which is when its location will be obvious,” Fairfax
concluded with an unhappy sigh. 


 “None of us like the answer,” I confessed to her, spreading
my hands out in an open shrug. “But we don’t know what else to do. The thieves
were unfortunately clever about covering their tracks.” 


She acknowledged that with a grim nod. “For now, we must
trust that it will be reported quickly when Toh’sellor does spiral out
of control. Since that’s the case, Renata, I request that you keep your team
close to you at all times. You probably realize this already, but you are my
response team to this disaster. I want you ready to deploy at a moment’s
notice.”


“Yes, ma’am.” Rena gave her a professional smile that only
harbored a twinge of worry. “I feel better when they’re with me anyway.” 


“I imagine so.” Fairfax dismissed us with a wave. “Go rest,
I’ll send in the request.” 


Frankly relieved to not be shut up in the room anymore, I
led the way out and down the stairs, Rena and Chi on my heels. When we arrived
at our hotel lobby, Rena paused and gave both of us a considering look. 


I didn’t do anything to deserve that look, did I? “What?”


“Why don’t you and Chi find some place to spar?” she
suggested with this look on her face that said she knew very well that I felt
antsy inside my own skin. “All I’ll be doing is talking to Maksohm, anyway.” 


That was a good point. I looked to Chi, found him nodding
like a puppet with its strings cut, and felt the immediate future brighten a
little. It’d been a while since I could really cut loose. “Sure. There’s an
open field out near the train tracks, we’ll be there.” 


My wife waved us both off, already heading for the dining
room. I had no doubt she’d find some sugary concoction sweet enough to make her
teeth ache and devour it as she updated Maksohm. Chi and I went up to our rooms
long enough to fetch weapons and then were back down again in a thrice, heading
for the street. The field I’d mentioned was relatively close by, only a few
minutes’ walk, and I enjoyed the hub and bustle of the city as we dodged in and
out of evening traffic. Heaberlin, even at this time of the evening, had quite
a bit of energy to it. Nothing was quiet about this city, especially not with
the very noisy snow underfoot. There wasn’t a lot of it, but enough coated the
ground that it crunched as people crossed it. 


Chi waited until we’d reached the field before stating,
“When Vee gets done with the reports, I want to try something with her.” 


“Hey, you’re the ones married, why are you asking for my
opinion?” I waggled my eyebrows at him, getting a snicker. 


“Not that, you troll,” he responded, still
snickering. “I meant, I want to try an idea I got at the committee meeting. You
know how giants have their own earth magic?”


“Sure.” Not that I’d ever seen it in action, but the legends
were something else. Supposedly, the giants had certain songs, certain
movements, that engaged the energy of the earth. They were able to flatten
hills, raise mountains, and do all sorts of really cool things with their earth
magic. “But Vee said she’s not that good at it.”


“She’s not,” Chi agreed frankly, scratching at the back of
one ear. “But she’s able to do the basics. It occurred to me that if we give
her enough time, enough practice, maybe she’ll be able to create a higher
vantage point for me and Rena to work from. If we can get her up high,
somewhere a little more protected, wouldn’t it be easier for Rena to face Toh’sellor?”


I thought this through and couldn’t see anything wrong with
the idea. Rena had always struggled because we literally had to fight to get
her a direct line of sight. If we could get her up high, that would axe half
the problem. “But if this is really an option, why hasn’t Vee tried it before?”


“She’s really insecure with it,” Chi admitted, lifting both
shoulders in a shrug. “In fact, I thought she could only use it in desperate
situations, that she didn’t have much control. Turned out she can use it just
fine, just doesn’t like to, according to Vee’s mother. But the giants, they’re
always competing, trying to do really complex stuff. I figure, if Vee
understands we don’t need complex, just up, maybe she’d be more game to
try.” 


Even if it didn’t work as Chi expected, it would give us
something else to focus on, something to strive towards. We needed that kind of
energy right now more than anything. Worry would erode our patience otherwise. “I’m
certainly game to try. Alright, how would you like to spar?”


“Let’s warm up first.” Chi laid down quiver and arrows,
dropping down to the ground to stretch.


I followed suit, and it felt good to get the blood moving
again, as sitting still for so long put a cramp in my legs. We spent several
minutes stretching, and when I felt like I could bend over and touch the ground
without straining anything, I popped back up. “Hand-to-hand?”


“Well, we caaaan…” Chi trailed off suggestively. His grin
promised danger and fun in equal measure. I loved that grin. “Or we could play
the archery version of dodgeball.”


“I have no idea what that is but am totally on board. What
are the rules?”


“You start off about thirty feet away,” Chi waved a hand to
indicate the far end of the field, “and I try to shoot you. If you can tag me
without getting an arrow in you, you win.” 


“That sounds super fun,” I promised him, adrenaline already
kicking in, “but I think our respective wives would shoot us ourselves if they
caught us playing it.” 


“If,” Chi repeated, eyebrows waggling in invitation. 


I immediately saw his point. “If. I can work with if. One
game?”


“Naw, we can at least get two in before Rena’s done talking
to Maksohm.”


He was likely right. 





I might, possibly, have failed to think this through. 


At least, the look on my wife’s face indicated a lack of
thought on my part. She had her arms crossed, a finger tapping, eyebrow quirked
at that particular angle that indicated I’d done something stupid. I only get
that look at times like these. Chi knelt next to me, and how we ended up
kneeling and cowing in front of Rena, I didn’t know, but it did seem like the
safer decision at the moment. Survival instincts were good for something. It
had sent us both to our knees when she’d evaporated an arrow in mid-flight,
announcing her presence on the field, and screeched at us to stop. 


Of course, we’d frantically explained that Chi hadn’t been really
shooting at me, just doing speed drills while putting arrows into flight in my
general direction. The explanation had not gone over that well. As in, it
didn’t even get off the ground. 


“Archery dodgeball,” she repeated, a wealth of innuendo in
those syllables. “In failing light. With only that one spastic street light to
see by.” 


I keenly felt every hint of icy breeze that wafted through
the rips in my shirt. Not that Chi had managed to hit skin—please, my reflexes were
better than that—but the shirt had definitely seen better days. The jacket was
a completely lost cause. Some of the rips were near my chest area, and whenever
they fluttered the slightest bit, they caught Rena’s eyes. It did not help my
situation one little bit.


Chi did his best to look innocent. He was not good at it. “I
wasn’t seriously aiming at him.”


He totally had been. Maybe not at the start of the first
game, but he’d been frustrated enough by the fourth that he’d really, truly
tried to shoot me. Hence the rips. I possessed enough intelligence to not call
him on that white lie. 


“Thank you, Chi, that makes this all better,” Rena
responded with saccharine sweetness. 


Every man with a wife recognized that tone. Chi wisely
clamped his mouth shut, realizing he’d already hit rock bottom, no point in
digging further. 


Those cool grey eyes switched to me. “Bannen. Explain this to
me.”


“Okay,” I agreed, frantically wondering how I could phrase
this to get us out of trouble.


“Explain it to me the way you’d explain it to Chi,” she
continued with a pointed look. “A drunk Chi.”


Now that took all the fairness out of the equation. “Well,
see, we were already restless, I mean you knew that, that’s why you sent us out
here to spar, right? Right, so we get out here, and we really did stretch
first, I feel that’s a key point to make, we were very stretched and limber
before we started, but it’s an empty field, as you can see, there’s no training
dummies or equipment to use, and we’re not mages, so magicking up opponents is obviously
a no-go, and it’s a little hard for an archer and a swordsman to spar, that
seems fundamentally obvious, so we had to get creative on how to really work
out with each other, and there’s only so much you can do except work on speed
drills.” I spread my hands in the best pantomime of ‘what am I supposed to do’
I’d ever managed. Judging by the way her eyes narrowed, she remained unimpressed
by this effort. 


“Speed drills. Really. That’s what you’re going with?”


I gave her my best smile. “Really effective speed drills.”


For some reason she heaved a gusty sigh, for all the world
as if she’d been handed two problems that she couldn’t murder. “Chi.”


He braced to attention, still kneeling. “Here.”


“I’m calling Vee so you can explain this to her.” 


Chi’s face immediately fell. “Rena, I thought we were
friends!”


Ignoring this, she continued, “I’m going to give you both a
guideline. Before you do any drills, speed or otherwise, you have to ask
yourself two questions: First, would I let my wife do this? Second, do I want
to tell my wife I did this? If the answer is no to either question, don’t do
it.”


That seemed perfectly reasonable but also less fun. Looking
at my wife’s very unhappy face, I decided silence was the better part of valor
and bit my tongue. I felt vaguely bad about worrying her, as she was obviously
rattled still about arriving at the field to see Chi shooting at me. Also felt kind
of guilty, but, y’know. Them’s the breaks.


“You’re done for the night,” she informed us. “Up.”


We obediently got up and trailed after her, heading back
toward the hotel like scolded puppies who had tracked mud into the house. 


Chi leaned in to whisper, “I’m suddenly afraid of my wife.”


So his sanity decided to kick in now, huh? I was probably
going to be on the couch tonight with the mood Rena was in. I glared at him.
“This is the last time I listen to you.”


“You had fun,” he pointed out, his irrepressible humor
bouncing back to the fore. 


“Not that suggestion,” I corrected disparagingly. “The
suggestion we go a fourth time. If we’d stopped at three, we wouldn’t have been
caught.” 


Grimacing, Chi allowed, “We should have stopped at three.” 


“What are you going to tell Vee, anyway?” I asked, morbidly
curious. 


“As little as possible.” 


I wished him luck with that. 













I had never in my life been so glad to see Maksohm. When I’d
volunteered to go to the meeting with Chi and Bannen, I’d failed to properly
realize that I was going with Chi and Bannen. Those two can find trouble
faster than gold can disappear into a beggar’s purse. Seriously, what had I
been thinking, volunteering to take these two? It was like volunteering to
babysit two twelve-year-olds. Armed twelve-year-olds. 


Maksohm and Vee met us outside of the hotel, clearly on
their way to meet us. Vee spotted us first, of course, and made a beeline with Seton
in one hand. As soon as she reached Chi, she bopped him on the head. 


Chi rubbed at his abused head and glared up at his wife. “You
don’t even know what I did!”


“Rena looks ready to murder you, you’re as guilty as a dog
that dragged a dead, muddy cat into the house, and Bannen has rips all in his
clothes,” Vee retorted, beyond exasperated. “I can do the math well enough.
Rena, what did they do?”


“Archery dodgeball,” I answered succinctly. 


Rolling her eyes, Vee smacked the back of Chi’s head again,
which he mostly dodged. 


Hands held up defensively, Chi wailed, “I said I was sorry!”


“You didn’t mean it,” Vee retorted. “If you’re going to do
speed drills like that, put something on the tips.” 


He stared up at her as if she’d just spouted wisdom of the
ages. “Sards, why didn’t I think of that?”


“Because you’re both idiots,” Maksohm informed him, coming
up to stand with us. “Rena, sorry I left you with these two. I wasn’t
thinking.”


“I wasn’t either,” I sighed, waving away his apology. “It’s
as much my fault as yours.”


Maksohm gave the two men a measuring look, making them
squirm, even as he assured me, “We’re nearly done with the reports. When is our
meeting time with the committee tomorrow?”


“They normally start about nine. President Fairfax indicated
that we could come in a little earlier, as she has some questions for you,” I
related. “The corpses?”


“Dealt with, thankfully,” Maksohm responded, a tired and sad
smile quirking his lips up. “I did ask someone to stop by Archives and check on
a few things for me, mostly to see if there were any follow-up reports on the
kidnapped familiars. I also wanted to know just where the corpses came from.” 


Bannen asked the obvious. “Did you find anything?”


“For the familiars, unfortunately not,” Vee answered,
shortening her stride for the rest of us as we headed back toward the hotel. “But
the corpses were all from Alyadar.” 


“The corpses are generally explainable if it’s near a
medical college,” Maksohm threw in over his shoulder. “But Alyadar doesn’t have
one.” 


I nodded slowly, thinking hard. “That is strange. I suppose
it wasn’t a report that really grabbed our attention, considering, although in
hindsight it should have. We weren’t all that worried when the monkeys were
reported stolen, and look what they did with them.” 


“I’m perfectly a-okay with the monkeys being stolen,” Chi
informed us seriously. “I want them to steal more. By ‘more’ I mean all. But I
don’t want them to give them back.” 


We all took that statement as due, because, Chi. And
monkeys. Not a lot of love lost there. 


“I did stop in at the front desk and ask them to change
accommodations for us.” I fell into step with him, leading the group,
explaining as we dodged the other pedestrians on the sidewalk. “We changed our
hotel rooms to one with a suite. It gives us four rooms with a central living
space. It’s a little too much room for us, but it was actually cheaper than
three separate rooms. Vee, I requested they put a king-sized bed into one of
the rooms, they promised they’d do it before tonight.” 


“Bless you,” she responded fervently. “It’s the one thing
that annoys me about travel, having my feet hang off the end of the bed.” 


“And I sleep better if she’s not tossing, so double thanks,”
Chi pitched in. 


I knew that to be the case, hence my request. “Well, it
looks like we’ll be here another week or two the way these meetings are going.
I figured you might as well sleep on a properly sized bed. A lot of thought
goes into planning a building like this one. And we’re still apparently in
discussions about where to build the thing. Not many countries want to
host it.” 


“Color me surprised,” Chi drawled. “Z’gher already flatly
refused.” 


“We’ve already had it for two hundred years,” Bannen pointed
out, tone bland. “I think it’s someone else’s turn.”


“I understand the Z’gher Emperor basically said the same
thing.” Maksohm shrugged, lips curled in a hint of amusement. “Not quite that
politely, though. Alright, if we’ve got the rest of the evening to ourselves, I
want to take advantage of it.”


We were all perfectly on board with this plan.  


It took a few minutes for us to gather all of our belongings
up and then to change over to our new suite, and after we did so, the team more
or less scattered. As hotel suites went, it was the nicest I’d ever stayed in.
There was a large living area in the middle, two bedrooms flanking either side,
and a very sizeable bathroom on the back wall. A tub almost large enough even
for Vee’s height, which said something, dominated one wall. The rooms didn’t
have much in the way of personality. The walls were all painted in calm hues of
green, the furniture a light beige, but still, nice enough. If we had to be
stuck somewhere waiting for the world to fall apart, again, I could think of
worse places to be. 


Vee, once she discovered the tub, immediately filled it and
locked the door. She wouldn’t even let Chi in. Maksohm went for the dining room
downstairs, Bannen and Chi heading out again for a late night snack. They
promised me faithfully they weren’t going to spar, and since they didn’t take
most of their weapons with them, I decided to believe them. 


Not that I believed for a moment they’d stay out of trouble
completely. Please. I’m not that naïve. I just trusted that they wouldn’t be
endangering each other.


But with everyone gone, it meant I had the suite more or
less to myself for once. Unwilling to pass up the opportunity, I fetched one of
my books, stretched out along the couch, and read in the blissful quiet. 


The novel was good, but not quite enough to hold my entire
attention. My eyes kept coming to a stop on the page as my thoughts drifted
back to the trouble looming over our heads like a dark cloud. My nightmares
were intense, startlingly real, but didn’t always make sense in the light of
day. I knew exactly how worried I was about all of this. I could handle my own
fears and uncertainties. My concern lay in how Bannen was coping. 


In a word? Badly. 


To him, Toh’sellor had always been the ultimate
boogieman. I think seeing it as a young child started it. It was terrifying
enough as an adult, but to see that thing at seven years old? To know that it
was slowly eating up the land around it, that in time it would even reach his
homeland? That had to be beyond terrifying. It’s always amazed me that he
willingly went in to battle that thing at my side. That he never flinched from
doing so. I wasn’t sure if I would’ve been able to do the same in his shoes. 


And now he was forced to do it again, all because some power
happy idiots with no common sense thought it a good idea to play with chaos.
Worse, he also struggled with the fear that he might be a target. That he might
be dragged to Toh’sellor as nothing more than an experiment. I knew the
necklace we’d given him allayed that fear some, but it couldn’t dismiss it
completely. Some part of him felt like he had to always be on guard. 


If all of that weren’t enough, Bannen tried to handle my
fears on top of his. I wanted him to relax a little, to not stress about me at
least, but there was no way I could get him to do that. Unless I magically stopped
having nightmares. For my own sake, I’d really, really like to stop having nightmares,
that would be lovely, but short of drugging myself every night I didn’t know
how to manage that. For Bannen’s sake, I’d certainly try the drugs, but they were
somewhat addictive and I couldn’t afford any kind of addiction. My body
struggled enough to handle my magic as it was; I couldn’t put any additional
pressure on it. It was very much a predicament. 


Relationships could be challenging some days. 


I had no idea how much time had passed, but I’d read about
six chapters when Maksohm came back up, a content expression on his face. He
didn’t take one of the armchairs, or the other couch, instead he lay on the
floor next to me, stretching out with a groan. 


“Lower back and thighs cramping?” I asked, full well knowing
they were. A straight day hunched in a chair will do that. 


“I’m getting too old for this,” he complained to me. “What
are you looking at me like that for? I’ve got ten years on you. In ten years
you’ll understand.”


I seriously doubted that. He acted all ancient and decrepit,
but he could give even Bannen a run for his money. “Uh-huh.”


Snorting, he let it go, and we lay there in peaceful silence
for a moment. I didn’t pick my book back up, as the silence carried weight. I
could tell he wanted to ask something, but Maksohm never said a word until he
carefully considered how to phrase it first. I gave him the time he needed to
formulate the question. 


“How bad are they?” he finally asked. “They’re normally
antsy, I know, but if they’re playing archery dodgeball, then it’s worse than
antsy.”


“I thought they were actually taking the waiting very well,”
I admitted morosely. “Or as well as could be expected. They actively participated
in the meeting.”


“So it took you by surprise too. They’re just such active
men, I knew that waiting like this would wear at them quickly. It’s why I sent
them with you. I thought having something to occupy their time and attention
would keep them from…” He grimaced, expression warring between resigned and
frustrated. “Well, things like archery dodgeball. Are they sleeping alright?”


“Bannen seems to be,” I answered slowly. “Well, I guess I
can’t say that. He’s waking up whenever I do, and I know that he’s not coping
well with the fear of being kidnapped. I don’t think Bannen’s ever been a
target like this before, never faced something he couldn’t combat. It alarms
him.”


“I imagine it does. His people are ferocious fighters, they
don’t fear anything except Toh’sellor. The idea of having to face that
on his own would of course be terrifying. Sards, but I’m terrified for him. I’d
hoped the necklace would help, though.”


“I think it did. At least, better now than he was, but he’s
still not managing a full night. Chi…I’m not sure. Whenever I wake up, he’s
always up as well.” 


Maksohm chewed on that for a moment. “That’s not a good
sign.” 


“I don’t think it is either.” Vee had warned me that Chi
stressed in different ways than most people. He was the type to stay up, to
stay alert, to use food and adrenaline to keep himself awake instead of being
sensible and trying to catch sleep. His record was five days straight with only
two catnaps, which seemed insane to me. How did he even function? 


I knew we all handled stress differently. I knew that having
Toh’sellor loose again touched dark areas of our minds, visiting the
place of nightmares, and we all loathed having to relive that battle. But as
much as that terrified me, I think in some ways it was worse for Chi, Vee, and
Maksohm. I just didn’t quite understand why. 


And none of them were really willing to talk about it. 


“We’re not even sure how many days he’s been like this, but
at least one night. It’s likely been more than that, if he’s slipped enough
that you’ve noticed,” Maksohm said ruminatively. “Yeah, I can see how he
thought archery dodgeball a good idea. Whatever common sense he has tends to go
out the nearest window after a while. My question is, why didn’t Bannen realize
it was a bad idea?”


“Excuse me, do you not know him? Bannen finds anything
dangerous fun.” 


Maksohm rolled his eyes. “Yes, so he does. He told me once that
was why he’s attracted to you—because you’re the most dangerous woman he’s ever
met.” 


I laughed because it was true. 


“Still, he’s an experienced fighter, I would have thought he
at least had survival instincts,” Maksohm bemoaned. “It’s not like he played
this game with some random archer. He was playing against Chi.”


Who was the most skilled marksman in the MISD and most of
the known world. I understood precisely what he meant by that. “Why do you
think my heart nearly stopped? But that wouldn’t be a deterrent for Bannen,
he’d find it even more fun with Chi as his opponent.” 


Maksohm heaved a decade’s worth of sighs. “Vee’s right.
They’re perpetually twelve. We’ll need to find some way to distract them in the
evenings or they’ll come up with something equally dangerous and ‘fun.’ We’ll
need to discuss this with Vee, see what she thinks.”


“I agree.” Yet again, I heard nothing but stress and
frustration from one of my teammates. When we’d first come up with the terms of
my contract, and Maksohm’s name came up, I hadn’t hesitated in grabbing him. If
we’d been faced with the situation now, of Toh’sellor missing, would I
have done the same? Who was I kidding, of course I would have, but I certainly
would have talked to the man about it first. He’d lost enough to Toh’sellor
already, and it felt a bit much to keep demanding things of him. A sick feeling
of guilt pitched and squeezed in my gut. I rolled onto my side, tucking an arm
under my head so I could see him easily. “Dah’lil, I feel like I should
apologize.”


He tilted his head to give me a strange look, eyes slightly
narrowed in confusion. “What on earth for?”


“Because I basically volunteered you to be team captain
without asking if you were alright with that. I mean, I know you were in that
position for us before, but that was a temporary thing; we all knew that.
You’re kinda stuck with us now.” 


He waved this off before letting his hand rest on his chest
again. “I would have been in that position regardless, I’m more senior than the
rest of you.”


“I know, but you didn’t realize we’d be facing Toh’sellor
again either—”


“Rena.” He lifted up on an elbow, giving me a reassuring
smile. “I don’t mind. In fact, I’m glad; you facing that thing without me would
give me a head full of grey hairs. I’m not the type to sit on the sidelines.
Okay?”


“Okay.” I did feel better hearing that. I personally believed
the role of team captain fit Maksohm the best. Vee was a bit too quick-tempered
to handle multiple people well, Chi too irresponsible, and Bannen too focused
on me to think about other people. I lost track of things quickly when focused
on a task, which was a very bad trait for a leader to have. Still, I did feel
like I’d dumped a lot of responsibility on his shoulders without even a
by-your-leave. Seeing his expression, hearing him dismiss the concern, only
eased my conscience by half. 


The other half of me wondered, if Maksohm took care of us,
who was supposed to take care of him? “How are you? Are you coping alright?”


He gave me a gentle smile, dark eyes crinkling up into the
beginnings of crow’s feet. “I’m alright. Well, no. If I’m being honest, I have
to say that I absolutely hate the situation we’re in, but I’ve been in equally
sticky situations with little information to plan by.”


“Really? Something as crazy as this?”


“Well, no, most evil villains have more sense than this. In
that they don’t steal things that will turn them into mindless zombies. I have
to admit this is a first. That said, I’ve still seen situations almost as crazy
as this and I keep consoling myself that I have you. And as long as I have you,
this thing is beatable.” 


That, hearing those words from him, threw things into a
totally different perspective for me. Maksohm had always been this rock, the
one person I knew wouldn’t be shaken, no matter what happened. He’d still be
logical, on point. He’d know what we would need to do next. To hear that this
man had placed his sanity on me, and depended on me to get him through all of
this—I didn’t know how I felt about that. Happy? Scared? Relieved? Rattled?
Perhaps a mix of all of that. 


Realizing he expected a response, I gave him a lopsided
grin. “Happy to help?”


His eyes closed for a second, huffing out a breath that
could have been a laugh. “You’ve no idea. I’m sorry it’s putting so much
pressure on you, though. I wish there was some way to take some of that weight
off of you.” 


Me too. But that didn’t seem possible. “I’m just glad I
don’t have to face it again alone.”


“I understand that completely. Bannen said that Toh’sellor
was the worst childhood monster ever. I had to face that monster, we all did,
without any hope that it would disappear when we turned on the lights. At least
until you showed up and soundly thrashed it. I can handle that there’s still a
monster lurking under the bed, Rena.” He gave me a wink. “Because you’re the
stick I can beat it off with.” 


That made me laugh. “I’ve been called many things, but not
that.” 


He let me chortle, smiling at my amusement, perhaps pleased
he’d gotten that response from me. “Remember, too, that Toh’sellor isn’t
going to be insanely large and near undefeatable like last time. It’ll be large
and powerful, but I think by the time we spot it, it’ll be more along the lines
of a shard. We can handle that.”


“You really think so?” I hadn’t thought of it in those terms,
but that sounded so much better than the image in my head. 


“We have the three continents worth of agents and policemen
and coast guard on the lookout for it,” Maksohm pointed out. “Someone will spot
the signs before it grows to epic proportions.” 


I clung onto that optimism. “I really hope you’re right.”


He sank back onto the carpet with a sigh. “So am I.”













We got all the way out to the street before Chi asked me the
inevitable question: “What do you want to do?”


“Something active would be nice,” I admitted, as I frankly
felt stir crazy with all of the waiting around we’d been doing. 


Chi’s look at me was packed with sardonic humor. “The last
time I picked what to do, we got the wives mad at us, so let’s have someone
aside from me make that decision.” 


I saw in his face, in his body language, something I didn’t
really want to see. He had bruises under his eyes, his shoulders and stance
screamed with tension and fatigue. Chi was literally pushing himself past his
physical limits, and not in the good and happy sense. I suspected that if I
could wear him out physically, then maybe he’d collapse on his own and actually
sleep. My mouth came up with a plan before my brain did. “What if we take that
empty building, the old factory near the field, and use that as an obstacle
course? There’s some abandoned poles there, right? Set them up as targets, run
up the building, leap, aim, see who can actually hit the target while in the
air.” 


A grin lit up Chi’s face in slow degrees. “You with daggers,
me with arrows? Me likey. Let’s go, not a lot of time left.”


Winter days are too short to do much in, and we only had so
much time before the meeting ended and Rena and Maksohm came out to fetch us.
Or Vee got done running errands and came looking for us. We likely had about
two hours of daylight left to us. Fortunately, the field was close, so it took
minutes to get there and I surveyed the area with a critical eye. The building
in question stood only two stories, we couldn’t really get hurt leaping off of
that. There were three logs leaning up against the side of the building—no
wait, a fourth one lurked under the tall grass. Perfect. 


Without a word, we went to work, finding large bricks to
hold the logs upright. They didn’t need to be perfectly straight, or hold weight,
just vertical enough for us to have a target. We set them a variety of
distances away from the building, the closest a mere ten feet away, the
furthest at fifty. Hitting something with a dagger at fifty feet, while
airborne, would be quite the challenge. Chi would have better luck hitting that
than me. But whatever, I could give Chi the handicap. 


The building had definitely seen better days. Half of its
siding had come off at some point, leaving it exposed like a gap-toothed crone.
My eyes tracked over the broken masonry, the exposed metal support beams, the empty
windowsills, and I could see the path upwards. 


“Stairs are basically dust,” Chi observed laconically. 


I snorted. “Stairs are for whimps.”


“You really are my brother from another mother.” Grinning at
me, Chi gave me a regal bow and a flutter of the wrist. “Do go first.”


“Shouldn’t we mark targets on the poles?”


He gave me a pitying look. “I highly doubt you’ll be able to
hit all the poles. Just do your best, okay?”


“Oh it’s on now, you pillock,” I mock-growled at him,
relieved when he gave me his usual snarky grin. 


“I’m sensing a certain lack of respect, here—a note, just a
faint note of disdain that I’m not certain I approve of,” Chi informed me with
the most patently false frown ever to be worn on a man’s face. 


“I’ll try harder. Any disdain in my voice should be obvious.”
I loosened the daggers in their sheaths along my thigh, mostly out of habit,
then took off running, Chi cackling behind me. Masonry scraped lightly at my
palms and fingertips as I started scaling the side of the building. Really,
there was an amazing amount of footholds; I hardly needed to worry. Sure, a few
things sagged or creaked under my weight, but it all held. 


I had to use both hands to get me over the top of the roof,
and I noted a few dark spots that looked half-rotted, but my goal wasn’t to
stay up here. I hopped lightly off, hands already reaching for the daggers. Of
course I hit the nearest targets to me first as it would take considerable heft
to get that last pole. The daggers flew into the wood with satisfying thunks,
all of them at the top, thank you very much. 


Gravity started truly sucking me down, pulling hard, and I
only had half of the distance left. I focused and threw hard, the dagger
sailing toward the last pole, but I had no time to watch it. The ground approached
alarmingly fast. I braced and rolled, coming in for a landing, and the dirt
slapped me hard against the shoulder and face. 


Oww.


Okay, I maybe should have paid more attention to the landing
part. That...that might have been more important than the last dagger making it
in. I felt that. A lot. 


“Bannen?” Chi called. “You dead?”


“I’m breathing, aren’t I?” I called back, forcing air into
my lungs, because landing wrong will force the air out of your lungs. 


“You’re also not moving,” he responded in worry. 


“I’m leading you into a false sense of security.” I forced
my body up and that hurt, more than it should have, my shoulder giving an
unhappy twinge. It was fine, I could walk that off.  “So, Chi, I’m just
throwing it out there, but you know the part where you have to land?”


“Yeah?” He started to grin, the sarding dastard. 


“That’s important,” I informed him with a straight face.
“Maybe think about that before you leap.”


“You didn’t think about it until the ground reached up and
slapped you.” He meant to sound accusing, I’m sure, but was too busy laughing
at my stupidity to get the right nuance in there. 


“Nooo, I just was focusing on other things first, and will
you shut up and go already?”


Still laughing like the loon he was, Chi took off running
for the building, scaling it like the nimble monkey I would never accuse him of
being. Because he would shoot me. He scaled it with the same speed as I had,
using one hand for the last part because he was a show-off, the other reaching
for his bow hanging at his back. As soon as his feet touched the roof, he
snagged four arrows from his quiver, then leapt free. 


All four arrows landed with perfect precision, of course,
because this was Chi, after all. Still, I could tell from his face the precise
moment he realized he was descending a mite faster than he planned for. Unlike
me, he had a quiver at his back, which interfered with the natural roll. He
grunted hard as he hit the ground, the quiver at the small of his back making
him jerk. 


When he came to a stop, flat on his face, I grinned from ear
to ear. Ah, revenge. Who cared if it was cold, I liked mine served hot as well.
“How you doing there, champ?”


He grunted at me, spat out blades of dead grass, and levered
himself up on his elbows enough to glare at the ground. “I don’t think it likes
me.”


“Told you to plan better for the landing,” I sing-songed
cheerfully. 


“Yeah, yeah, rub it in.”


I lifted a hand in a rubbing motion. “Squeak, squeak.” 


Chi picked up a clod of dirt near his head and chucked it at
me. Because he’s a master marksman, it nearly hit, but I dodged, still
grinning. “Want to go again?”


“Obviously we need to,” he responded, more thoughtful than
frustrated. Getting to his feet, he stared upwards at the poles, absently
shaking off grass as he moved. “I didn’t quite hit what I was aiming for.
Harder to do that when you don’t have a stable force to brace with.”


“Don’t I know it.” I was frankly amazed we both hit all the
targets, honestly. Doing this sort of thing airborne was no joke. “But it is
pretty good practice. I mean, we might have to do something like this in the
future.” 


Grunting, he agreed seriously, “Absolutely. Let’s retrieve
arrows and daggers and go again.” 


We did so, hopping up to grab them, as it was just tall
enough to be out of comfortable reach. Then we ran it again. I landed better
the second time than I had the first, mostly because I understood that the
ground really wasn’t in a friendly state of mind, and it would smack me for
being an idiot. My shoulder still gave faint twinges when I rolled to a stop,
but it was fine. Mostly fine. I’d ice it later. 


Chi’s second landing went better too—as in he didn’t end up
on his face. I think he might have twisted an ankle, though, he favored one
side a little. Not that it stopped him from running it again a third time. Or a
fourth. 


By the fifth, we’d gained some attention. People walking
home stopped to watch, clapping when we hit the targets. I felt like a roadside
attraction. Should I be charging fees? Where was a hat when I need one? 


Playing to the crowd, Chi waved before running it a sixth
time, and this time he added a fancy flip off the edge of the roof before
firing the arrows. He still got them into the poles but I could tell that flip
cost him, as he landed jerkily again. Either that or he was tiring, his body
not able to keep up with the acrobatics. 


I shook myself, feeling the multiple landings, but not ready
to give in yet. I’d trained for so many years that ‘pain equals gain’ was more
a lifestyle than a mantra. A few aches and bruises wouldn’t stop me. Before I
could get a foot in that direction, however, a hail came from behind me. 


“Hey! Can I try?”


Turning, I spotted a man in the crowd I didn’t know. He had
a sleek build, like a runner or a gymnast, bow in hand, a quiver belted along
his back like Chi’s. I cocked a brow at him, taking in his stance and
expression, judging him to be a native of the area from the tawny coloring of
hair and skin. Perhaps an off-duty policeman? He gave off that vibe. “Sure.”


Coming up, he offered a hand. “Wesley,” he introduced
himself. 


“Bannen, pleasure. Be warned, there’s bad spots on the
roof,” I pointed to illustrate, “so don’t go more than about five feet in.” 


“Right.” With a pleased smile, he eyed the side of the
building, planning his route, then took off running. 


Chi came to stand next to me, tired but smug. “You know the
entertainment is good when the spectators want to join in.”


I cackled. “True. He looks like he knows what he’s doing?”


Eyeing the man’s scramble up the side of the building, Chi
lifted a hand, tilting it back and forth in a so-so motion. “Maybe? He’s not
very fast.” 


“Well, we can’t all be nimble,” I allowed graciously. When
he finally reached the roof, a thought occurred. “I didn’t warn him about the
landing. Do you think I should have?”


“Normal people think about that sort of stuff,” Chi assured
me absently, watching as Wesley fired. “Whoops, not fast enough.” 


Wesley did not make it. He got three arrows airborne, but
only two came near the poles, neither of them landing at the top. The third
went wide by several inches. Then he had to focus on landing right, and he
tucked himself in, rolling credibly enough that he ended up on his knees and a
chagrined expression on his face. Really, he did rather well. Chi’s just
exceptional, no man should be held to that standard. 


A little hangdog and frustrated, Wesley came back to us.
“How many times have you done this?”


“Ah,” I had to think about that for a second. “Six times? Well,
I mean here specifically. I’ve done somewhat similar things before.”


For some reason that made him more determined. “Can I run it
again?”


“Break a leg,” I invited. 


In retrospect, I disappointed myself. I should’ve known
better than to call upon the goddess of bad luck like that.  





For the second time in two days, I found myself kneeling in
front of my wife, seriously in trouble. Chi kneeled right there with me, all
sorts of resigned. Unlike last time, Vee had joined my wife, as well as
Maksohm, and between the three of them, they presented the best job at
Disappointed Face I’d ever seen. Bar none. 


This was going to go so poorly. 


“In my defense—” Chi started hopefully “—he ran it the first
time just fine, didn’t he, Bannen?”


“He really did, like a pro,” I answered, bobbing my head up
and down in enthusiastic support of this. “And he asked, it wasn’t like we were
just inviting random people, right Chi?”


“Right, he totally asked.” 


Vee gave a laborious sigh, and no one could sigh like a
giant, even a part giant. Whole lakes and tides could be affected by that sigh.
“Chi. Let me get this straight. I told you not to shoot at Bannen—”


“I didn’t do that,” Chi assured her proudly. 


“—so your next thought was that it would be safer to fire at
poles while jumping off a decaying, two-story building?”


He lost his smile and stared up at her uncertainly. “Is this
a trick question? I feel like this is a trick question. I would appreciate this
not being a trick question. How about true/false, I do better with true/false.”


“No.”


“Well, mother hugger.” Because Chi was my brother from
another mother, he promptly threw me under the train. “It was Bannen’s idea.”


All eyes switched immediately to me. Thanks a lot, Chi.
“Well, you said no firing at each other, and we both know how to jump from tall
places and land correctly…” 


Rena tapped a finger against her upper arm, giving me a
basilisk stare. Seriously, she could strip paint from metal with that stare. “I
know good and well that you can safely jump from those sorts of heights and
land without serious injury. But didn’t it occur to you that perhaps, just
perhaps, other people, NORMAL people, don’t have that same skillset? That
perhaps you should warn them that you’re specially trained, and an MISD agent,
and maybe they shouldn’t follow in your completely crazy footsteps?”


Okay, admitting to this might have been a mistake.
“Noooooo,” I said at last, drawing the word out in the hopes that by the time I
finished it, Rena would have forgotten what the question was. I didn’t expect
to be that lucky, but hey, I had to try. 


“Even after you wrenched your shoulder?” she inquired with
saccharine sweetness. 


Sards. Of course she could see that. It was very
inconvenient, having a wife that could literally see through everything.



Maksohm’s head dropped back so he could stare at the sky. Not
that I blamed him, skies were nice, they didn’t demand problematic answers from
you. “Of course he did. And judging by the way Chi’s moving, he’s wrenched his
ankle.” 


“Mild twinge,” Chi denied instantly. “I can walk it off.” 


“You’ll do no such thing,” Vee retorted threateningly. “And
get up, both of you, you look ridiculous.”


Since we were still outside, at the field, in broad view of
the street, I was just as happy to stand and not give the spectators any more
of a show. Our new friend had already been healed by Vee and sent off home. They
were just watching for the fallout. 


I found it very unreasonable that Wesley’s broken legs were
somehow my fault. If he couldn’t stick the landing, he had no business jumping
in the first place. 


“If you felt that way about it, you should have stopped
him,” Rena informed me archly. 


“So, did I just, did I just say that aloud?” I asked her,
appalled at my mouth. I mean, come on mouth, we’re on the same side, work with
me here. “Out of curiosity? Because I was not intending to say that aloud, and
yet, I’m pretty sure I did, and that was not—”


Because Rena loved me, she put a hand over my mouth to stop
it from running away from me again. She’s really the best wife ever. “Stop,
honey. Just stop. How about we let Vee heal your shoulder, and you come back to
the hotel with me and soak in a hot tub for a while, yeah? And let’s stop
terrorizing the citizens here by convincing them they can leap off buildings in
a single bound.” 


That sounded like I wasn’t really in trouble. Which I could
work with. “Okay.” 


“And after I heal you,” Vee informed her husband, her look
leaning more towards affection than exasperation, “you’re coming to bed.”


He desperately needed the sleep, but Chi shrugged this off.
“I’m not really tired.” 


She leaned in and with a very practiced move, kissed him
thoroughly. It was almost embarrassing to watch, although fortunately brief. Brief
enough for public viewing, anyway. “Bed,” she repeated sternly, a twinkle in
her brown eyes. 


“Are you trying to get me to associate you getting your way
with me getting steamy kisses?” Chi asked suspiciously. 


Vee paused. “Does that work?”


“It sure might. You’re dangerous.” Chi promptly held up his
ankle toward her. “Heal me, love of my life, then I will happily crawl into bed
with you.” 


Chuckling, she bent her magic to the task. I had no doubt
that when they did get to a bed, they wouldn’t initially be sleeping, but
hopefully if she got him horizontal long enough, he’d fall asleep. 


Maksohm put a hand on my shoulder and leaned in, exasperated
and stern all in one. “And perhaps I should tell you two how you’re going to
train for the remainder of our stay here. Just to keep you two out of trouble.”


“Okay,” I agreed meekly. 













“They what?” Maksohm demanded from somewhere behind
me. 


I turned sharply, as I knew that tone intimately well.
Something very bad had just gone down. Rena went equally taut and watchful next
to me, our eyes glued on our team leader. 


Maksohm stared blindly ahead over the street, then turned,
facing south, expression as dark as a mother storm. “How many? We can’t portal
just yet, we’re two blocks from our hotel and we need to grab our gear. We’ll
portal immediately from there. Yes, sir. Trust me, sir, we’ll do everything we
can. Yes.”


None of that sounded good. As soon as he ended the call, I
demanded, “What?”


“Three familiars returned to their masters in Alyadar,”
Maksohm answered in a voice leaden with doom. “They’re, and I quote, ‘Acting
sarding strange and look like Toh’sellor minions,’ according to the
agent on scene. They’ve been safely corralled and are under a barrier, but
we’re being urged to get there with all speed. Rena, this goes without saying,
but they’re somehow hoping that you can strip Toh’sellor’s influence
from the familiars and save them.” 


A tight, pinched look came over my wife’s face. “If they’re
anything like true Toh’sellor minions, or even like the monkeys we just
saw in Njorage, that won’t be possible.”


“I know. I think our bosses know that too, but we urge you
to try and find another method. If one doesn’t exist, everyone will
understand.” 


Everyone but the young mages who’d be forced to lose their
familiars permanently. I put an arm around Rena’s shoulders and hugged her to
me, silently trying to show my support, because I knew very well how much she
hated this situation. We both knew intimately well what it felt like to lose a
familiar. She held me just as firmly, her grip possessive and protective. I
appreciated it. Hearing what happened to the familiars was bad enough, but knowing
I’d see it soon, that I’d face what could potentially happen to me—the idea
brought bile to the back of my throat.  I felt the distinct urge to stay in my
wife’s shadow.  


We started running for the hotel, Vee quickly outpacing us.
Even as we stomped up the stairs, I could hear Maksohm use the TMC, calling
other people. Over the sound of our pounding feet, I couldn’t hear him, but I
could guess well enough. No doubt setting up another portal train like the last
one to get us quickly down to Alyadar. 


“This better not continue,” Rena said to me to me, puffing
for breath a little, generally unhappy and growing more vexed by the moment.
“For one, we can’t keep jaunting about the world like this without any real
results. It’ll be too hard on us.” 


Emotionally and physically. I understood exactly what she
meant. “And we’ll exhaust all of the agents capable of portal magic, too.
That’s the other thing you’re afraid of.” 


“It’s just so draining to portal people any real distance,”
she agreed, pausing as we went through the front lobby doors, heading for the
stairs. “If we keep doing it in these continent-long jaunts, we’ll drain
everyone badly, and when we finally do manage to find Toh’sellor, we
might not have the strength we need to fight it properly. It’s worse than when
it was caged in Z’gher, in that way. At least there we had a dedicated force
keeping it caged, a routine. This haphazard knocking about puts people in the
wrong place at the wrong time, then drains people of energy and magic.” 


“And there’s nothing we can do about it.” I gave her
shoulder another squeeze, because I understood and shared the frustration. 


Fortunately, it took a bare two minutes to reach our room,
grab our gear, and head back down again. An agent stood waiting for us in a
private room off the lobby, and she lifted the portal into place the minute
Maksohm gave her the go-ahead. 


We strode through the portal, landing back in Sira, although
I didn’t recognize which town. We were technically outside of it, along one of
the major roads. The agent there—and this one had to be on the verge of
retirement, judging by that white hair of his—already had the portal up and
waved us impatiently through. 


We went again, and this time I knew the place before I even
got my foot fully on the paved road: Alyadar. The city didn’t give off the vibe
of distress or anxiety, so our agent on site must have contained the problem
very well. Maksohm turned, counted heads, making sure he had all of his ducklings.
Satisfied, he gave a nod and strode off, leading the way. 


The only time I was ever in Alyadar was to catch a train, so
I knew the road from the ferry to the train station very well. The rest of the
city was a big mystery to me. Fortunately, Maksohm seemed much more familiar
with it, as he never stopped to ask for directions, just confidently took one
turn after the next, leading away from the business district and into a more
residential area. It took me a minute, as it looked different at sunset than at
night, but I remembered the place. This was the same master as before, or at
least a master in the same area. We’d been here with Nora when the familiars
were first kidnapped. I held my breath, not sure how to feel about going back
to the same place, but it turned out it really was the same. I recognized the three-story
brick house with a gable roof that sat squarely at the end of the road. Maksohm
went up the driveway without pause, calling out as he did so, “I’m Special
Agent Dah’lil Maksohm with the MISD.” 


No one appeared, but from the backyard, another female voice
responded, “Dah’lil, back here!”


We rounded the corner of the house, our feet crunching on
the snow-covered gravel, half-dreading what we’d see. 


Yeah, that looked bad. 


Nora—bless all deities she was the one on scene—stood
nearby, actively holding a dome-shaped barrier that nearly touched the back
patio and the fence on all sides. Under it were three familiars that definitely
had been altered by Toh’sellor. My best guess was they’d started out as
a jackal, an owl, and an octopus. Not any longer. The jackal had six tails and
a massive head that looked far too heavy for its own shoulders. The owl stood
as tall as a person, wings flapping in annoyance, although instead of making
normal owl hoots, it squeaked and strained, as if its throat no longer worked
correctly. The octopus was…


“Are octopuses supposed to be blue?” Chi blurted out,
gawking. 


“I was just about to ask that.” I looked to Rena, and she
shrugged. “Apparently not. Right. Why is it blue?”


“The ink it contained has been strained and morphed by Toh’sellor,
diluted to this shade,” she answered succinctly. “Hi, Nora.”


“Hi,” Nora responded with a long, tired sigh. “Sorry you had
to jump like mad rabbits through so many holes to get here. So, here’s what
I’ve got. The master of the house is keeping all three apprentices well away
from the back windows, but you know how crafty kids are. I expect they’ve
wiggled their way to a window by now. If they haven’t, they will shortly. Tell
me you can do something about this and I won’t be forced to kill these three in
front of their young mages?”


The glum look on my wife’s face was not promising. She
gamely stepped forward anyway, carefully skirting the outside of the barrier,
staring at all three familiars hard. We stood silently for nearly fifteen
minutes—an eternity with her eyes—as she studied them from every angle. I think
we all knew her answer well before she shook her head, angry and resigned in
equal measure. 


Well this day just went from bad to worse. 


“There’s the same type of barriers around their cores,” Rena
explained in a resigned voice. “Well, similar in a way. They’re different from
the previous versions we’ve seen. Actually, they’re slightly different from
each other, too.”


Maksohm asked the obvious question. “Why? Does it function
differently?”


“Yes, although I can’t divine to what purpose. One of them
is more efficient than the others. I think it could maintain form a good day
longer, but other than that? These are too experimental to really guess. Either
way, they’ve been exposed to Toh’sellor’s energy too long and the core
is deeply embedded in them physically. There’s no way to remove this.” 


I heard the whine of a bow being cocked and looked sharply
back at Chi. “Chi, what are you doing?”


“I never ask a mage to kill a familiar,” he explained
without looking at me, his eyes on Rena. “It’s too hard for them emotionally.
Nora, drop the barrier.” 


“Nooooo!”


Jerking around, I saw a fourteen-year-old boy drop to the
ground from the roof, tucking and rolling before springing up and racing for
us. Vee, closest to him, quickly moved to intercept, her arms gathering him up
so his feet didn’t touch the ground. He wiggled and squirmed hard, face
twisting, blond hair whipping into his eyes under the force of his struggles. 


Rena, soft-hearted person that she was, went to him. “Is one
of them your familiar?”


He stopped abruptly, his brown eyes wide and terrified.
“Yes. Yes, the owl, you can’t shoot him, you can’t—”


“If we don’t,” Rena cut through, tone sympathetic, “he’ll
kill you.” 


The kid stopped dead, aghast and disbelieving. “He’s my familiar.”


“I’m afraid he’s not, not anymore. He’s been corrupted by Toh’sellor.
He’s now more a minion of that thing than your familiar.” Rena pointed behind her,
and I could see the cost of every word that came out of her mouth. Lines of
pain formed around her mouth and eyes and a fine tremor rasped under each word.
“Look at him. Your owl, your familiar, does he ever make expressions like that?
You’re right in front of him, but does he recognize you?”


We all knew the answer. The kid latched onto his familiar
with his eyes, silently begging for the owl to turn, to react to him. But the
owl stayed focused on Maksohm, snarling and clawing at the barrier, more intent
on getting out and wreaking havoc. Even then, the kid didn’t give up, fighting
hard to get free of Vee. I saw her wince more than once as his heels hit hard
enough to bruise. 


Nothing good would come of dragging this out. I caught her
eye, jerked my head toward the house, and she nodded agreement. Turning, she
hauled him physically inside just as a harried looking mage came rushing out
the back door, clearly looking for her missing student. 


After that interruption, none of us wanted to go through
with this. But better now than to wait, to draw out the inevitable. The last
thing we wanted was for one of the kids to watch their familiar die in front of
them. 


“Nora,” Chi prompted quietly. 


Nora looked depressed enough to wish for a drink as she
dropped the barrier. With his usual speed and accuracy, Chi took all three down
in ten seconds flat. Screams emanated from the house then cut off abruptly. I
suspected the kids inside had fainted, their minds and bodies unable to handle
the abrupt severance of the familiar bonds. My own familiar bond ached in
sympathy, a resounding pain that hammered through my chest, and I rubbed
against it in soothing circles; not that it did much good. Part of me was
grateful Chi had taken on the burden, that he’d stepped forward, knowing that
none of us could stomach the job. I stared at their bodies, blood steadily
seeping onto the ground around the arrows that protruded out of their chests,
and wished we could have saved them. 


Those poor kids. 


“We’ll need to write reports on this,” Maksohm said softly.
In the absolute stillness of the backyard, the words sounded unnaturally loud.
“And I’ll have to go through a review committee.” 


My heard jerked up. That sounded alarming and unpleasant.
“What? Why?”


“Standard procedure for the death of a familiar,” Nora
explained, hands gesturing for me to calm down. “Any agent that witnesses or
participates in a familiar’s death has to go through a committee’s review to
explain why and what happened. In this case, Dah’lil will report for all of you.
Um, cousin, not to tell you your business, but you might need to go in with
more than one person. Rena, maybe?”


“We’re supposed to be on our way to Heaberlin so that Rena
can help design the facility to house Toh’sellor,” Maksohm explained to
her, then grimaced. “Once we find it again, at least. I can’t delay her any
further. Can you serve as witness for me?”


“No, I’m supposed to be on my way north, to Sira’s border,”
Nora denied, lifting her thumb to her mouth and nibbling at the nail
thoughtfully. 


“Why don’t we go with our original, original plan?” Vee
offered. “I’ll stay, and Chi and Bannen can go with Rena, offer their own
opinions to the architects. We’ll go through the committee and catch up with
them.” 


Maksohm shot Vee a thankful look. “Let’s do that. Chi, can
you scout out the area with Vee tonight and see if we had a watcher here?
Someone that matched the description of the man in black in Njorage.”


“On it,” Chi assured him briskly.


“We’ll meet you back in Foxboro. I still need you to write a
report on all of this, as I have to submit it. But tomorrow morning, you’ll
need to be on your way to Heaberlin.” 


“Barring more situations like these, you mean,” Vee
muttered, glaring at the dead familiars. 


“Yes,” Maksohm groaned, head sinking for a moment between
his shoulders. “Barring that.” 





Chi didn’t find anyone suspicious looking. Rena hadn’t
either, and her eyes were better than his. We gave up after a certain point and
portaled back to Heaberlin, having no luggage with us, and still more meetings
to attend. It meant that we got in very late, and we all just tumbled into bed.
I found sleep to be impossible that night. Everything that happened was far too
disturbing and I hated all of it. Bad enough Toh’sellor was in the hands
of evil maniacs, but evil maniacs experimenting with it just took things to a
whole new level that I didn’t really want to explore, thank you very much. I
felt like writing them a letter: ‘Dear evil group of mad scientist-mages, can
you tone down the crazy? What you’re doing will not solve any problems, just
destroy the world in pieces. You know, the world you live in? Maybe think about
that and stop with the shenanigans.’


Would that work? Probably not. 


Watching how the kidnapped familiars had played out did not
alleviate my fears. Knowing that they were taken from a protected place, with
multiple mages in the building, that was scary enough. But seeing them returned
to the same place, past all of those protective wards, warped beyond all
recognition? There had been nothing sane in their eyes, nothing familiar, just
madness and bloodlust. 


I felt a certain kinship with other familiars, even though I
was human and they were not. We all served the same purpose, after all. We all
focused on the happiness and well-being of a mage. I felt that in some ways,
the other familiars understood me better than any other human being could.


I know I’m human. I know it. But still, sometimes I felt
closer to the familiars than the humans, and this was one of those times. I
could be warped like them, changed so that I would look at my Rena and see
nothing but a target. Did the familiar bond still exist in them even after Toh’sellor
warped them? Did it scream in panic and desperation, frantic to stop them,
to keep them from harming the very person they were bound to protect? Or was it
warped too, into something that no one could recognize? 


I shuddered at the thought. Did it even matter, in the end?
The result was still pain. 


I hated seeing the familiars killed today, even though I’d
understood it. But a part of me, dark and insidious, whispered they’d do the
same to me if I was corrupted. That feeling of fear and paranoia eroded my
control, whispering to me when I tried to drop my guard enough to sleep. 


Turning onto my side, I tried to get my mind to shut off: relax
every major muscle group, slow the breathing, set aside the worry and heartache
for tomorrow. Calm, calm, relax. 


Somewhere outside, a dog barked. 


My eyes sprang open. 


Okay, clearly I was not getting any sleep tonight. Rena had
taken ages to settle down, her mind constantly going over the problem on a
loop, trying to find some solution. Eventually, she’d given up, sleep claiming
her. I both envied her ability to sleep and felt grateful for it. A
sleep-deprived Void Mage was one of the scariest things in existence, bar none.
I’d much rather have me sleep-deprived than her. 


Finding it impossible to lay still in the bed, I decided I’d
better get out before I woke Rena. I slid free of the sheets, threw a shirt on,
then wandered downstairs. If I couldn’t sleep, I’d snack. Had to keep my energy
up somehow. 


The bed and breakfast lay still and dark, everyone else
seemingly sound asleep in bed, the dastards. I wasn’t truly angry with them for
being asleep, it was just frustration on my end. As I approached the kitchen,
though, I saw mellow light spilling out through the doorway. Huh. Someone else
was up after all. Getting closer still, I heard voices, male and female. Nora
and Maksohm? 


Oh. Duh. Today’s events would’ve hit those two hard. They’d both
lost familiars, after all. It might even be more than that, in a sense. Vee had
never lost a familiar, as Seton was more or less immortal, I’d live nearly the
same lifespan as Rena, barring outside forces; so in a way we couldn’t
understand their pain. I’d had a twenty-four-hour experience of not being bound
to Rena, and just the memory of that made the familiar bond twist and shudder
unhappily in my chest. But that seemed such a minimal thing to compare to their
sorrow. Maksohm hadn’t had a familiar in two decades. Nora nearly as long. I’d
never asked them if they still felt the pain of that truncated bond. I didn’t
want to know if the answer was ‘yes.’  


Even if it was only a memory, they knew exactly the pain
we’d been forced to dish out today. 


I stopped just outside the kitchen door, hovering, not sure
if it was wise to step in just then. Would I help or hurt the situation? 


“I shouldn’ have let Chi kill ’em,” Maksohm’s voice slurred.
“That’s my job.”


“Screw your job,” Nora rebutted, sounding just as drunk.
“Wait, I think you said tha’ before. Did you say tha’ before?”


Okay, if they’d gotten to the point of drunken ramblings on
repeat, definitely time to interrupt them. Shaking my head, I walked in and
found both of them sitting side-by-side and half-collapsed over the wooden
kitchen table, an open bottle of wine—scratch that, two bottles of wine in
front of them. No glasses. Yeah, that’s, that’s all sorts of not good, right
there. When a person skipped the glass and went straight for the bottle, they’d
hit their limit. I came in close, wrapped my arms around both of them, a subtle
way of getting my hands on the bottles and behind their backs before they
realized what I was doing. “Hey, you two. Shouldn’t you be in bed?”


Maksohm blearily blinked up at me, trying really hard to
focus. He didn’t quite manage it, gave up, closed one eye, and then beamed when
he managed to focus on the left side of my face. “Bannen.”


“That’s me,” I agreed amiably. Why was that expression so
funny? I felt the strangest urge to pat his head. 


“I’m sorry you watched Chi kill ’em,” he apologized with a
hangdog expression. “I shoulda sent you off. It must be hard to watch us kill
’em.”


I flinched. Sards, this man was sharp. 


He waited on my response. Somehow, I found my tongue and
managed, “I can’t say it was easy, no. But I wouldn’t have been able to leave
Rena’s side during all of that anyway.” 


He nodded forlornly. 


“We shoulda been explorers,” Nora announced, her voice too
loud for this quiet, solemn mood. 


“Born too late to explore the world,” Maksohm disagreed,
leaning companionably into my side, letting me support him. “Born too soon to
explore the galaxy.”


“Explore the ocean,” she retorted. 


Maksohm jerked upright in alarm, nearly falling off his
chair. I had to catch him before he hit the floor. He pointed an outraged
finger at Nora. “Sards no! I’m not going into tha’ giant bathtub, there’s big
scary fish things in there.”


I doubled over laughing, still with a hand on his back to
keep Maksohm upright. My emotions settled a little, enough I thought I could
sleep. Clearly, I needed to get Maksohm drunk more often. Who knew he’d be
entertaining? “Is that why you hate being near the ocean? The big scary fish
things?”


“Yes,” he admitted petulantly, bottom lip sticking out in a
pout. 


He looked five. Seriously. “Alright, when you get to the
stage of being adorable, it’s clearly time to pour you into a bed. Come on,
both of you, up you come. Let’s go beddy-bye.” 


Nora threw both arms around my neck, plastering herself
against my side. I kept an arm around her waist, just in case. Maksohm hauled
himself up, then stared at me beseechingly. “Bannen?”


“Yes, my brother?” I answered, still amused. 


“What if Tohsie’s near the ocean?” He looked very worried
about this. 


“I’ll protect you from the big, bad fishie things,” I
promised solemnly. It took willpower to keep my lips from twitching. Tohsie? Did
he really think of that chaotic monster as Tohsie? “Promise.” 


He finally relaxed against me, amiably following where I
led. And believe me, hauling these two drunkards through a narrow doorway was
not unlike managing a three-legged race while experiencing vertigo problems. I
had to duck to keep a shoulder under Nora’s arm, but Maksohm was tall enough
that he leaned over my side, literally tilting me into the woman on my other
side. It led to a banged elbow and even more upset balances as Maksohm listed
dangerously to one side. 


“Bannen,” Nora said into my chest, “you’re the best brother
ever. I’m going to keep you.”


“You do that.” I really hoped they remembered all of this
tomorrow. Just so I could tease them with it. 













I woke with a gasp in my throat, my body locking up, the
dream still caught in the vestiges of my mind. It took several deep breaths
before I felt my senses fully returning, the strange taste of dust fading from
my mouth, the darkness of the bedroom overcoming the weird color of sky. I used
Vee’s trick and started with the bed—the texture of it, the color of the
bedspread, the way it felt cushioning me. The dream faded in increments as I
cemented myself to the here and now. When the dream finally dissipated, I lay
there staring at the blank ceiling, tired and frustrated. I’d greatly
appreciate it if my brain would decide to stop replaying that particular
nightmare over and over. As much as it scared me in my sleep, it only—okay, I couldn’t
lie, it scared me in my waking hours too. 


That was the problem. 


Carefully, I turned my head to look at Bannen, but he was
still out for the count. I was glad to see it, as he’d been struggling to fall
asleep before I went to dreamland.  I think he’d hit his limit. I thought about
snuggling in against his side and trying for sleep again, but I suspected I’d
fall right back into the nightmare if I did. 


Instead, I rolled right out of bed, not trying to sneak. I’d
learned this the hard way. The fastest way to get a warrior’s attention was to
be stealthy. Anything that smacked of skulking alarmed them, said there was
possible danger, and I had seen Bannen flail awake mid-snore because of my
tiptoeing. On the other hand, they were used to lots of activity around them,
of sleeping in every possible place, so noise didn’t bother them. I could stomp
around the room and Bannen would sleep right through it. 


Not that I stomped. A glance at the clock told me it was
just after three. The others were hopefully sleeping. I just walked naturally out
of the room, closed the door behind me, and tried to remember where I’d set my
book down. The main coffee table, I think?


I went three whole steps into the living room before I
realized that Chi lay stretched out along the sofa, arms resting comfortably on
his stomach, wearing loose fitting clothes appropriate for sleeping in. Was he
sleeping? Please let him be sleeping. I took two more cautious steps to the
side, watching him, then realized his eyes were open and watching me in turn. I
could see the moonlight glint off of them. Sards. Of course he wasn’t sleeping.



“Nightmare?” he greeted huskily, the word barely stirring
the night air. 


“Unfortunately.” I approached, but didn’t feel like taking
one of the chairs. Instead, I sat on the table, staying close to him so we
could talk softly. “I thought you’d sleep tonight.”


“Why?” he asked humorlessly. “Because Bannen was doing his
best to wear me out and Vee was being snuggly?”


“Something like that.” It struck me as very strange to see
Chi like this. He was such a prankster, always with a grin on his face, as if
he knew a joke the rest of us didn’t. I’d rarely seen him serious. Having to
kill those three familiars today had to weigh heavily on him. My heart ached at
the loss of his smile. He’d done so much for me. What could I do to bring this
amazing man some peace? 


He reached out and patted my hand, his face turning away to
hide his expression. “I’ll be alright, Rena.”


The words popped out of my mouth before I could think to stop
them. “Those words are the biggest lie in the world. ‘I’ll be alright.’ Do you
know how many times I said that growing up?”


Chi turned his face towards me, just slightly, enough to
study my face. “But you were.”


“Chi, I was dying.” The words choked me and I had to
suck in a breath, remind myself that it wasn’t like that anymore. Still, a part
of me was desperate for him to understand. “Before Bannen came to me, I was
dying. My lungs were failing. My skin would literally crack and fall off of me
like a leper. My heart could barely sustain my body. We all knew it. Everyone
knew it, but when they asked how I was doing, I always smiled and said the same
words: I’ll be alright. I wasn’t alright. I wasn’t ever going to be alright. I
was dying and there wasn’t a single sarding thing that anyone could do to help
me.” 


He turned fully onto his side, hand grasping mine firmly and
warm, eyes searching for something in my own. “Until Bannen.”


“Until Bannen, and no one expected Bannen—least of all me.
And even when he came, they tried to rip him away from me.” I was losing my
original point. Shaking my head, I went back to it. “That’s not what I’m trying
to say. What I’m trying to tell you is that when you tell me ‘I’ll be alright,’
I hear ‘Help me.’ Chi, please. I see the strain your body is undergoing. It
desperately needs rest. What can I do to help you sleep?”


His mouth worked for a moment and then he slumped onto his
back, eyes falling to half-mast. “Rena, it’s not that I won’t sleep. I can’t.”



Now I was getting somewhere. “Tell me. Please.”


“When…” he paused, his hand tightening on mine, as if
anchoring himself. He sucked in a breath and started again. “When I was a kid,
money and food were scarce. My parents were sharecroppers, they had eight kids,
it was…tough. We all helped out as we could but it was barely enough to make
ends meet. My grandfather taught me how to hunt, mostly snares and traps, and
then when I hit about seven he started teaching me archery. I took to it like a
duck to water. I liked it better than the snares, it was more active, and I
could choose what to hunt. Snares, you take what they give you. With archery, I
had options. 


“It took a few months, but I got good enough at it that I
never lost an arrow. Everything I aimed at, I hit. I had to; losing arrows
meant that I potentially lost the future meals I could have gotten with them. I
brought in rabbits, ducks, squirrels, grouse. On one memorable occasion I
brought in a deer, and believe me, with the bow I was packing, that took some
doing. It was enough to put dinner on the table, enough that we weren’t on the
brink of starvation anymore. By the time I hit double digits, I stayed in the
woods or out on the open fields all day. I brought in extra most days, enough
that I could trade with other people. The skins I sold for cash, the extra meat
I traded for honey, sugar, flour. 


“Then, when I was twelve, something happened with the
contract. I don’t know the details, my parents never said, but we had to move
at the end of the season. I hunted more than I normally did, bringing in
whatever cash I could to help pay for the move. I got four or five hours of
sleep a night, this on top of a growth spurt. I was exhausted by the time we
packed up and headed for the train station. 


“My parents, they went and got our tickets, told us kids to
wait. The train wasn’t going to be in for another hour, so I told my brother I
was taking a nap, asked him to wake me.”


My eyes closed with the inevitability of the story. “He
didn’t.”


“He didn’t,” Chi confirmed hollowly. “No one did. I woke up
four hours later and they were gone. I couldn’t find them anywhere. I was only
twelve. I had no cash on me, as I’d given everything to my parents. I had some
jerky, the packed lunch my mom had prepared, my bag and bow, but that was it. I
didn’t know what to do, so I stayed put. I just waited. For three days, I
waited. I was paranoid about them coming and missing them again, somehow, so I
stayed awake. I rationed out the food, and I moved up and down the platform,
and I refused to sleep.” 


My heart broke. I wanted to wrap both arms around him and
hug him, but he was so brittle I wasn’t sure if he’d let me. 


“Eventually someone in the station reported me for
loitering. I got kicked out.” He laughed humorlessly, eyes blindly staring
upwards. I was unsure if he realized his hand clung to mine in a bruising grip.
“I went for the nearest stretch of woods, as I could survive out there, and I
was starving. I hunted and created a lean-to with some of the larger logs, and
lived out there for about three months. I’d come into town, to the station,
check to see if anyone was looking for me once a day. No one did. I realize
now, my parents likely didn’t have the money to afford another train ticket to
come back for me. At least, I hope that’s all it was.” 


I hoped so, too. I hoped that they hadn’t just abandoned Chi
because it was easier to feed seven mouths instead of eight. I prayed that was
the case. “Then what?”


“Well, winter was setting in by that point. It actually
already had. It got so cold at night I couldn’t sleep, I had to keep the fire
going to avoid freezing to death. And the first snow hadn’t even come yet. I
realized eventually I couldn’t stay out there. I didn’t have the right gear for
it. I headed back into town, taking the pelts I’d collected over the past three
months, sold them for a nice chunk. As I was in the market, I came across a
flyer announcing that the MISD were looking for anyone with good fighting
skills. I’d always thought of the MISD as this magic-only group, so it
surprised me that they’d be interested in mere common folk. I thought it
wouldn’t hurt to try. I was good at archery, after all.”


Snorting at this understatement, I drawled, “Good. Right.” 


He came out of himself long enough to give me a fleeting
grin. “I didn’t know I was exceptionally good at that point. I had no one to
compare myself to. So I showed up at the training yard two days later, lied
about my age—that was actually easy. I was always big for my age, I looked
sixteen—and ran through their tryouts. Passed with flying colors. That’s when
things got a little sticky. I didn’t have any identification on me, I was still
young enough at my supposed-sixteen that someone should be signing for me, and
I had to tell them. That I was abandoned.”


I couldn’t take it any longer. I just couldn’t sit there and
listen without doing something to offer comfort. Without letting go of his
hand, I climbed over him to wedge myself between the back of the couch and his
supine body, and used our joined hands to haul him into a hug. He turned into
me with a sigh, of relief or pleasure, I couldn’t tell which. Both of those
massive arms closed around me, his head in the crook of my neck, as I held him
like a child. He felt so cold to me that I had to wonder, how many hours had he
been out here? Had he been stewing in these dark memories all this while? 


After a long moment, he stirred, his breath whispering
across my collar bones. “The story does have a happy ending, I promise.” 


“I’d love to hear it,” I answered truthfully, stroking his
hair. “I mean, obviously you did make it into the MISD.”


“Yeah. One of the agents handling the tryouts, he heard me
say that, and he took me aside and asked me for the full story. I told
him—well, everything but my actual age—and he was livid. I’d never seen someone
get that mad before. He told me that if I needed an adult to sign for me, he’d
do it. He marched me straight to the city office, filled out the paperwork for
identification cards, and gave me his name. Ensign Franklocke is his name. I
actually lived with him and his family for six months while I went through the
orientation training. In fact, I basically lived with them for about five
years, off and on, in between missions. When I told you about my family, it was
them I meant, as they became my adoptive family.”


I found that a little surprising. I remembered him telling
me that he had an older brother and sister, that he had parents and extended
family, but that was who he’d meant? “Wait, he just hauled you home without
talking to his wife about it first? She was alright with that?”


“You have to understand, Ensign is the oddest man I’ve ever
known. He’s like the crazy uncle in the family—the one you love, but you’re
pretty sure they’ll accidentally burn the house down or run away with the
gypsies at some point. I think Emma—my new mother—was more or less resigned to
the crazy by the time he brought me home. I mean, they’d been married twenty
years by that point. She was good to me from day one. I’ve never felt like anything
but a son to her.”


That relieved me in many ways. It was hard being in this
world without a family, and if he was lucky enough to gain a second one, all
the better. “Did you ever tell them your actual age?” I couldn’t help but
wonder. 


“Yeah, when I turned seventeen. I felt guilty for keeping it
secret any longer, and Ensign wanted to throw me this grand party for my
twenty-first and get me drunk. I had to say something then.” Chi paused, then
chuckled, his chest jerking with it. “I seriously thought he’d kill me. He
chased me all over town for hours, outraged that I hadn’t told him the truth,
that I’d been working as an agent since I was twelve. Took him a long time to
calm down. He gradually changed all the paperwork to reflect my real age,
sneakily, so that neither of us got into trouble.”


I wanted to ask if he’d ever gone looking for his original family,
but I had a feeling he hadn’t. As an MISD agent, he’d certainly have the
resources to find them, but perhaps it was better he left it alone. I didn’t
care if I had to walk—if I’d lost one of my children, I’d go back for them or
die trying. 


Now, at least, I understood why he couldn’t sleep. The
stress of the situation reminded him of then, and as irrational as it might
seem, he was paranoid about being left behind again. Just telling him that I wouldn’t
leave without him likely wouldn’t make a dent. Vee surely knew all of this, had
given him that very promise, and he believed her. But fears were fears because
they were not rational.  


Thinking about it from every angle, I tried to come up with
a solution. There had to be some way to work around this fear—something that
someone else hadn’t already tried. A niggling thought occurred to me, but I
wasn’t sure if it would work. Still, I had to try something. “Chi.”


“Hmm?”


“You’re a light sleeper, right? Like Bannen?”


“I’m worse than a cat,” he informed me. “Anything unusual,
I’ll instantly awake.”


“That’s what I thought.” More thinking aloud than anything,
I tried to walk him through my logic. “Say that something happens. That we get
word in the next ten minutes they found Toh’sellor. The one person they
absolutely need in order to defeat it is me, right? They literally can’t do the
job without me.”


A little suspicious, he pulled back to eye me and agreed
slowly, “Right. I mean, that’s obvious.”


“Well, you’re half on top of me at this point. They’d have
to reach past you to wake me up, right? Wouldn’t you come instantly awake?”


“Aww, Rena. Are you offering to be my security blanket?”


“If it’ll work, sure. I don’t care if you just cat nap. Will
your mind accept that you can’t be left behind as long as I’m next to you like
this?”


“No idea,” he answered with a yawn. “But a cat nap sounds
lovely. You’re really fine in this position?”


I strangely was. With the couch pillow supporting my head,
and the way we were stretched out, I wasn’t at all cramped. “Yup.”


“Because I don’t want you to feel…” his words slowed and
slurred, dropping in volume, his head dropping back to rest on my collarbone,
“…un…com…fort…”


I blinked as he started snoring. Seriously? That worked?
People didn’t snore during catnaps. He was out. I kept my breathing even
with effort, not moving even a single finger for fear of yanking him back
awake. As the minutes ticked by, however, it became obvious that he was deeply
asleep. My insecurities faded and I relaxed as he slept on. 


If I had possessed any idea that this would work, I would
have offered it days ago. Not that I preferred sleeping out on the couch with a
man who wasn’t my husband, but I loved Chi like a brother, and I was perfectly
willing to do it for his sake. How we’d manage to get him to sleep again in the
future, I didn’t know, but for tonight, I would not question it. 


Relieved, I let my eyes fall shut as well. Not that I
imagined I could sleep out here like this, but it felt nice to stare at the
back of my eyelids for a while. 





The next thing I knew, I heard a whispered conversation
going on above my head. 


“—I don’t know,” Bannen whispered to someone, thoughtfully.
“I didn’t hear her get up.”


“I really want to know how she got Chi to sleep,” Vee
responded, and she didn’t sound the least bit upset, just relieved. “He only
snores like that when he’s dead to the world.”


“You have to sleep next to snores like that?”


“Trust me, it took some getting used to. He’s worse than a
hippo with a sinus infection some days. Aw, she’s awake.” 


Blinking my eyes open, I looked up to find Bannen and Vee
staring down at us. Light streamed in through the windows, making it obvious that
I’d fallen asleep as well at some point. That pleased me, because it meant Chi
and I both got the sleep we’d desperately needed. With a smile, I greeted, “I
am victorious.”


“We see that,” Bannen whispered back, grinning from ear to
ear. “What did you do?”


“Talked him through it? Then offered myself as a security
blanket.” 


They exchanged looks that spoke of confusion. 


“I’ll explain later,” I promised with a stifled yawn. I
still felt tired. “Just throw a blanket over us, let us sleep?”


“We’ll make your excuses at the meeting,” Vee promised,
already turning for the bedroom to fetch a blanket. 


I wasn’t really needed for today’s meeting anyway. It was
more important that I let Chi sleep for as long as possible. They needed
Maksohm’s input more than mine at this stage. 


Vee returned with the blanket and threw it over us, very
carefully, just in case the movement woke up Chi. He almost did, snorting, head
lifting a bare inch. But when I didn’t move, he settled right back down, snores
starting up like a badly tuned engine. 


I vaguely noticed Maksohm and Nora joining us in the living
room at some point, that people quietly got ready and left, the door clicking
closed behind them softly. But mostly I lay there dozing, enjoying the
snuggling. 













The curiosity nearly ate me up alive. Just how had Rena
gotten Chi to sleep? I barely kept myself from fidgeting all throughout the
meeting. Honestly, I couldn’t have said what they discussed. I didn’t hear much
of it. I was impressed that neither Maksohm nor Nora gave on to the fact that they
nursed serious hangovers. Of course, I’d seen them down three hangover cures in
quick succession before the committee called us in, so maybe they’d worked
enough to where the two senior agents felt like human beings instead of
something the cat dragged in. 


When we broke for lunch, Maksohm pulled me in close and
murmured in my native tongue, “Just go check on them, will you?
You’re driving me crazy.”


I grinned at him. Yup, that hangover cure of his had
apparently worked. He was back to his usual self. Maksohm was barely
conversational in my language, but I did appreciate it when he used it. “Yes,
boss.”


Rolling his eyes, he pushed me towards the door. 


I wasted no time returning to our hotel suite, although I
took care to not just barge in, but try and stay somewhat quiet. Not too quiet,
stealth woke Chi up faster than anything else, but subdued enough that it
wouldn’t jar him awake. As I entered, I found the two still on the couch,
although they’d changed positions. Rena sat up with a book in her hand, a cup
of tea and a half-eaten pastry on the side table. Chi still slept, his head in
her lap, and she absently carded her fingers through his hair as he snored on. 


Her head came up as I entered, and she put a finger to her
lips, shushing me. Nodding, I assured her silently I wouldn’t wake him, but we
could talk over his head quietly without disturbing Chi. This was a proven
fact. I sat on the coffee table, leaning towards her, speaking at something
just above a whisper. “You both okay?”


“Better rested than I’ve been in a while,” she admitted
frankly. “Not sure why on my end, but I’m very glad I finally got him to
sleep.”


“We all are, trust me, but how?”


She pursed her lips, eyes flicking down to Chi’s slumbering
form, clearly weighing how much to tell me. I felt a little surprised by this,
as Rena didn’t really keep secrets. Just what sort of confidences had these two
shared last night? Did I need to be jealous? 


“I think most of what he said was in confidence,” she
finally stated. “You’ll have to ask him for the story. Gist of it is, Chi’s
been abandoned before, when he was younger. He fell asleep, someone didn’t wake
him as they should have, and he was forever separated from them.” 


I winced. “Yeah, that would do it.”


“I think most of the time he’s able to work past the fear,
because he knows where the next assignment is; he’s an adult who can get there
under his own power if need be. But in this situation…” she trailed off
significantly. 


In this situation, no one knew where we’d end up, or when. Anyone
left behind would eventually be able to figure out where to go, but it would be
a significant delay, and they might come too late. I could completely
understand why his fears were triggered in this situation. “So how did you
convince him to sleep?”


“I laid it out like an equation.” She lifted her shoulders
in a brief shrug. “No matter what happens, the job can’t be completed without
me. He’s a light enough sleeper that if I move, he’ll feel it and wake up. As
long as he’s sleeping next to me, there’s no way he can be left behind,
accidentally or otherwise.”


And that had obviously worked. “When did he fall asleep?”


“Hmm, about three thirty? Shortly after, I think.” 


So he’d been sleeping for eight and a half hours or so. Of
course, who knew how many days without sleep had likely drained his reserves.
It made sense he’d still be out. 


I didn’t need to ask why Rena had slept better out here than
she had in our bed. I liked to think that after more than two years together, I
knew her at least this well. My Rena did better if she had someone else to
support. Part of the reason why the nightmares were so bad right now was
because she felt helpless. She didn’t know what to do, how to face the
situation, and her fears preyed on her mind. Of course, with Chi to focus on,
her fears wouldn’t be able to get a word in edgewise. It gave her the chance to
rest. 


Knowing all of this, I didn’t feel the slightest twinge of
jealousy—just relief that they’d been able to give each other what they needed.
I didn’t want this to be a one-off thing, either, as going back to sleepless
nights and nightmares seemed a poor life decision to me. When we found Toh’sellor,
I wanted these two well rested and energetic, not badly animated zombies. 


“You’re thinking,” Rena accused me, eyes narrowed in
suspicion. 


“You say that like you’re accusing me of murder,” I
retorted, entertained by this. “I do have good ideas from time to time, you
know.” 


Rena gave me a look that I was fairly certain she’d
developed just for my sole benefit. It was a particular quirk of her eyebrow, a
tilt of her head, with her mouth compressed just the tiniest bit. It told me: I
trust you as much as a drunk Chi with monkeys. 


Putting a wounded hand to my chest, I gave her my best puppy
eyes. “Dearest. I do come up with non-dangerous ideas.”


Snorting, she rolled her eyes. “This will be good. I can see
it now. Alright, what’s your non-dangerous idea?”


“Let’s all sleep in the big king bed.” I grinned at her,
triumphant. 


Not often did I completely stun my wife into speechlessness.
I knew Corcoran’s culture had this huge taboo about people all sleeping in the
same room, unless they were married or family, but we in Z’gher didn’t have the
same prejudices. Our houses weren’t built with the same spacious designs. If
there were too many guests to fit individually to a room, then it was common to
bring out multiple futons and blankets and pile people in. 


Rena knew this, she’d been to my parents’ house often enough
to see that play out, but I think she’d compartmentalized it. She’d only
experienced it in Z’gher, ergo, it could only happen in Z’gher. Women did that
sort of thing. I didn’t understand it, but I did respect it. 


I could see the moment when she seriously started to
consider it. Her expression switched from stunned to thoughtful, and her eyes
dropped to rest on Chi’s slumbering face. Then those grey eyes, so beautiful
and penetrating, flicked back up to my face, giving me the same thorough
scrutiny. I patiently bore through it, as I knew better than to nag Rena into
something. She reacted far better if she thought it through herself. 


“Let’s talk to Vee and Chi about this properly before making
a decision,” she finally stated, “but I’m fine with it.” 


“I figured you would be.” Rena wasn’t a stickler for
propriety, not if it meant a friend suffered for it. “Not sure if this helps or
not, but I think we won’t be here for more than another two days anyway.
President Fairfax started the meeting asking me a slew of questions about your
magic. She specifically thinks that you can help clear the building site faster
and cheaper, so she’s keen on the idea of us going ahead and doing that.” 


Her attention sharpened, the book in her hand set fully
aside. “We’ve got a building location?”


“Outside of Westhaven.” That much, at least, I’d caught in
the meeting. 


Rena’s jaw dropped a little in surprise, but at the same,
time a shrewd light came on in her eyes. “In Turransky. Because Master Mary is
in Turransky?”


“Everyone carefully avoided saying it, but that’s my guess,”
I admitted. “That and someone—not sure who—told President Fairfax that most of
the Void Mages are born in Turransky. That you’re the outlier. I think she
wants this thing as close to the Void Mages as possible.”


Ruefully, Rena allowed, “She’s not wrong to think that way.
Do we have formal permissions and all that?”


That part I hadn’t paid attention to. “I think that’s still
in process, but we’ve got a verbal agreement in place.” 


“Hmmm. I see now why you’re unsure if we’re leaving
immediately or not.” 


In a sleep-thick voice, Chi pitched in, “I’d prefer we go
instead of more meetings.”


Blinking down at him, Rena inquired, “Are you awake?”


“More like my arm is asleep, so I’m awake,” he grumbled.
With a sigh, he sat up, stretching both arms over his head and yawning.
“Bannen, your wife is the best pillow.”


“Isn’t she?” I agreed, amused by this. 


Rena, equally amused, pulled herself off the couch. I could
tell by the wince that her legs had likely fallen asleep, but she had a smile
back on her face before Chi could turn around and catch it. “How about lunch?”
she asked both of us. 


“Since it’s lunch time, I think that’s a splendid notion,” I
responded. “I’ll even wait for you to put on real clothes first.”


Since they were both still in pajamas, they could hardly
argue with me. Rena instantly made a beeline for our room, intending to change.



Chi lingered. With his epic bed head, the scruff on his
cheeks, and the sloppy wrinkles in his clothes, he looked a little ridiculous—like
he’d been sleeping somewhere he wasn’t supposed to. And by that, I mean he
shifted from foot-to-foot and stared guiltily at the potted fern in the corner.
Seriously oozing guilt. Not that I knew what he’d done to the fern—insulted its
mother, maybe?—but it must have been a doozy. “Sorry.”


“For what?” I prompted, because while I could guess, I
really didn’t see what he apologized for. 


His frown deepened, shoulders hunching in until he looked
like a kicked dog. “For hijacking your wife.” 


Yeah, I had a feeling he’d say that. “Chinny. My brother.
Let’s clear up two points right now. First? If my wife decides that she wants
to do something, I will let her do it. Why? Because I want to live. Because she
will cut me down in the prime of my youth if I dare to suggest that I have
control over her, and I’m not that stupid. I mean, I have stupid moments, but
that? Ordering her to not do something? Grade A stupid.”


His frown quirked upwards, almost a grin, and his eyes
flicked up to mine for a second. “I can actually see that.”


“Also, you suggesting that she’s not in control of her own
decisions, that somehow being married to me puts me in charge? That puts you
equally on the Endangered Species List. Don’t do that, I want you to live too.”



Sighing, he wilted again. “But still…”


If he’d been more in control of himself, I knew he’d never
think to snuggle in with Rena and sleep curled up in her arms. But the man pushed
the brink of insanity after days straight of no sleep except for cat naps. He
wasn’t in his right mind and I wasn’t judging him for it. “Nope. No more
apologizing. This is a no apologizing zone. Don’t make me post a sign, because
I totally will. I will post a sign and get Rena to enforce the fine, and the
only people who won’t owe me by the end of the day will be Rena herself.” 


Something that might have been a huff of laughter escaped
him. “Truth. Why is she such a penny pincher?”


“I have no idea.” I could tell he was a little worried about
it still, so I stood and clasped both of his shoulders, ducking to catch his
eye. “Chi. We’re good. I’m not jealous, not upset. I’m the opposite. I’m
relieved. I was seriously worried about you. If snuggling my Rena is what it
takes for you to sleep, snuggle away. We’ll figure out a way for that to be
alright with everyone, okay?”


Blowing out a breath, he agreed softly. “Okay. Thanks.” 


I let him go, watching as he retreated to his and Vee’s room
to change. As I waited, I schemed. 


How to convince Vee that she needed to share her bed with
three people instead of one? 





“You want all four of us to sleep together tonight,” Vee
repeated a little dubiously. 


The walk back to the hotel was the best time to convince her
of my cunning plan, as I could speak freely with her. Maksohm walked at her
other side, listening with keen interest. Simply asking apparently would not do
the trick. I upped my charm. “Rena wouldn’t tell me the details, but apparently
when Chi was younger, he fell asleep once. And he lost important people because
of it, people he’s never found again.”


Vee winced. She clearly understood exactly what I referred
to. “I know the story. He told Rena that?”


“He did. And Rena offered him this logic in its place: No
matter what happens, we can’t do the job without her. The one person completely
irreplaceable is Rena. So, if he sleeps next to her, he’ll be alerted when we
move.”


“Apparently it worked, if he slept eight straight hours,”
Maksohm murmured thoughtfully. “You think he’ll sleep again tonight as long as
he’s got her within arm’s reach?”


“Positive of it. Even Chi’s sure.” I shrugged, as it all
seemed rather obvious now. 


Tapping a thoughtful finger to her lips, Vee considered me
with a head-to-toe sweep, brown eyes a little suspicious—which I’d done nothing
to warrant, so why she was looking at me like that, I didn’t know. “I have no
problem with Rena cuddling in with us,” she finally stated. “But why are you
joining in?”


I staggered, putting a mock-wounded hand to my chest. “Vee!
That’s…that’s just cold. I thought we were friends.” 


“Are you a rabbit?” she responded, lips curling in
amusement. “Are you going to die of loneliness if you sleep by yourself for a
few nights?”


Puffing my chest out, I declared proudly, “Yes. Yes, I
will.” 


Snorting, she rolled her eyes. “Fine, fine, join us. The
bed’s certainly big enough.” 


“Wait, doesn’t that mean I’m the only one left out?” Maksohm
asked. I stared at his expression, not quite believing it, but was that a pout?
He was pouting. Maksohm could pout while he was sober? I mean, his facial
muscles actually moved that way without alcohol being involved? 


“Aren’t you supposed to be always stoic and in control?” I
asked him, because, pouting. Pouting does not compute. “You’re team leader,
right? Vee, check him for a doppelganger, I don’t think our Maksohm knows how
to pout.” 


“He does,” Vee assured me, and I swear on some level, she laughed
at Maksohm’s teasing. “He’s also not serious.”


“You don’t know that,” Maksohm argued, his pout slipping,
almost revealing a smile. “I could be serious. Maybe I don’t want to sleep by
myself either.” 


Vee gave him a level look. “Chi snores.”


“He can’t be that bad…” Maksohm trailed off as both of us
nodded our heads, confirming that yes, it was that bad. “Really? But I’ve never
heard him snore.” 


“In the field, he doesn’t really sleep,” Vee explained
patiently. “He has to be in a very secure location to hit an actual sleep cycle
before he snores.” 


“Ah.” Maksohm thought about that for a tenth of a second
before doing a 180. “In that case, I rescind my offer. I’ll sleep by myself
tonight.”


Vee applauded with a soft clap of the hands. “Wise decision.
Bannen, you sure about joining us?”


“Yes,” I maintained firmly, because I was so not sleeping
without Rena next to me. I did that for two years and paid my dues, thank you
very much. I got to sleep next to my wife, I didn’t care what the circumstances
were. “I can sleep through a house fire, you know me. It’ll be fine.” 


I think we all knew the real reason why I insisted on
sleeping with them too. It wasn’t really for Chi’s sake, it was for Rena’s. Of
course, I didn’t mind if Rena cuddled in with Chi, he was my brother from
another mother; if he needed my wife in order to sleep, I had no problem with
that. But Rena didn’t sleep well in unfamiliar places unless I was with her,
and if she had a nightmare? And I wasn’t next to her? She’d likely panic before
she fully woke up. Better if I was nearby, for her sake. 


Granted, even with a king-sized bed, cramming four adults in
there was going to be a little challenging. It was so obvious that no one said
it. But I’d rather face the kitten pile and possibly stiff necks in the morning
rather than Chi lapse into that scary punch-drunk state he’d been operating in recently.



Vee apparently agreed with me, as she said, “It’s fine, it’s
temporary anyway. Hopefully we won’t ever have this problem again once Toh’sellor’s
dealt with.”


I figured she was right. Once this debacle was over, Chi
would go back to the fun-loving crazy man we all knew. We just had to keep him
sane enough to reach that point. 













Perhaps because of Bannen and Vee’s presence in the bed, Chi
didn’t try to cuddle me like a teddy bear that night. He grasped my hand, grip
warm and firm, and went out like a light. I lay there a good hour, trying to
attune myself to these semi-strange surroundings, before I finally fell asleep
as well. 


When I woke up, it was morning, and only Bannen lay in bed
with me. He was wide-awake, just watching me sleep. Which should have been
creepy, but he had such an affectionate expression, I found it sweet instead.
“Morning?”


“It’s a good morning,” he assured me. “Chi slept like a snoring
log, Vee and I slept reasonably well, and Maksohm only came in to check on us
twice.” 


I counted that as a win. “And what are we doing today?”


“Another meeting, I assume, unless President Fairfax decides
to send us ahead to Westhaven after all.” 


Sitting up, I stretched my arms above my head, getting the
blood flowing again. “I’d prefer to move, actually. I almost feel like we’re
talking things to death now.”


“Hey, no arguments here.” He rolled off the bed, also
stretching, then extended a hand to pull me off the mattress. 


I took it, levering up to my feet. We went about morning
routines, getting ready for the day. Fully dressed, I ventured back out to the living
room and found Maksohm staring at an official order in his hand. I couldn’t
mistake those for anything else—they always had a blue border around the edges
of the page, and the top part of the page was tilted just enough for me to read
the letterhead. “Orders?”


“President Fairfax came by and delivered it herself not a
moment ago,” Maksohm informed me, glancing up. “She wants us to leave for
Westhaven today, double check the site. If we all agree it’s a good location,
you can work on clearing it.” 


“I would think that she’s already had this location vetted?”
I responded a little quizzically. 


With a shrug, Maksohm offered, “I think she wants the Toh’sellor
experts to put their stamp of approval on it.”


That did make sense. “No argument here. I think we’d all
prefer to move.” 


“Second that!” Chi called from behind the bathroom door. 


“Third!” Bannen pitched in from our bedroom. 


Smiling a little, I asked, “Want me to run down to the train
station, get a schedule?”


“Vee’s already doing that. And buying us tickets. Go ahead
and pack, I don’t know how much time we have.” 


Sensible advice. I took it, heading back into the room and to
find Bannen already repacking us. He was efficient enough that between the two
of us, we had everything back in the suitcase within a few minutes. I let
Bannen haul the thing outside, as I was convinced it weighed as much as I did.
Vee had shown up with schedule and tickets by that point, as well as a paper
sack that emitted lovely smells, promising bacon and bread. 


“Train leaves in twenty minutes,” she announced. “I snagged
us breakfast rolls on the way back in. Chi! Time’s up!”


“Perfection like this takes time and effort!” he called
back, not bothered. 


Rolling her eyes, Vee muttered at me, “I know for a fact he
can get in and out of a bathroom in five minutes, so why he sometimes takes a
full half hour makes no sense to me. What is he even doing, anyway? He’s not
shaving his legs, or putting on makeup, so what is it?”


I shrugged, as I had no explanation either. At least with
Bannen, I knew. All of those braids of his took a while to do. 


We ate, the rest of the group packed, and we somehow made it
to the train station with five minutes to spare. Vee had gotten us one of the
private compartments, mostly for her legs, and we all piled in. From here to
Westhaven was almost a two-day trip by sleeper train, so I kept one of my books
out with me, as I’d need it at some point. 


By the time the train pulled away from the station, we’d all
found a spot and settled. Chi looked more energetic than I’d seen in days, and
he proved that by getting up, already off to find a complete stranger to chat
up. Bannen lasted another minute before also getting up and joining him. With
the noisy ones gone, the rest of us got comfortable and quietly read. 


I couldn’t say how much time had passed when Maksohm
straightened on the bench, hand touching the telemagic communication device he
wore over his right ear. “Yes, sir?”


Vee and I both looked up sharply, as we knew that tone. He
spoke with a superior, yes, but likely Director Salvatore. Maksohm only sounded
that formal in front of the director. 


“We’re on our way to Westhaven, yes. Is there a problem—oh.
Are you sure? I see. No, we can get off, portal back, and have another agent
portal us from there. I’d really rather go check this out. Will you report the
change in plans to President Fairfax? Thank you, sir, yes, I’ll make sure of
it.” 


As he ended the call, I scooted to the edge of my seat,
laying the book aside. “What’s happened?”


“We have a possible sighting off the Siran coast,” Maksohm
reported. “Vee, find our troublemakers. I’m going to request an emergency stop.
We need to get off before we go any further in the wrong direction.”


I likely wouldn’t get a proper report from him until we were
on a different train heading the right direction. As much as I would appreciate
having an answer now, I knew better than to push, as he was right. We didn’t
want to go much further. It would be too much of a strain otherwise to portal
this many people and this much luggage. 


They both left the compartment, leaving me sitting with the
luggage, and I took the time to put everyone’s belongings back in the
suitcases. By the time I finished that, I could feel the train stopping. People
quickly arrived, claimed their baggage, and I followed as we hopped off and
gathered away from the tracks. Out here, there was little more than fields of
snow and rails. 


Vee’s eyes flickered over us, fingers tapping out as she did
rough calculations. “Maksohm, I’ll portal Bannen and Rena over first, then the
suitcases. You can get the rest of us.”


He nodded, agreeable to this division of labor. 


Portals were just so limited in power. We didn’t want to
exhaust these two by demanding that they portal us long distances. We never
knew what situation we were walking into, and how much magical power they
needed to bring to the table. It was better for them to do short hops and have
other agents portal us the longer distances. 


Vee created a portal for us first, ending at the field where
the boys had found so much trouble, as that was the clearest spot to portal
into. I stepped through as quickly as possible to avoid taxing her, Bannen on
my heels. Then we moved a foot away, waiting for the luggage, Bannen helping to
lug it through and set it aside. Maksohm carried the last leg. 


It took more than an hour to arrange for an agent to meet
us. We sat outside of the train station to wait, as it had seating for all of
us and the best location to rendezvous. Because of the noise level of the train
station, not to mention the confidentiality of the situation, Maksohm wouldn’t
even try to brief us. 


As we waited, I leaned into Maksohm’s side and asked in a
quiet tone, “How did the report go over? About what happened in Alyadar. I
haven’t had a chance to ask.”


“They’re not happy,” Maksohm admitted, face falling into
grim lines. “But it was more the situation they’re not pleased with. They trust
our general judgement, and they didn’t want infected familiars on the loose. Our
approach was the lesser of two evils. I can’t say that I blame them for the
reaction. I feel the same way.” 


Yes, I felt the same. I could tell that those deaths weighed
on him, and I put an arm around his waist, hugging him to me. In moments like
these, I wasn’t sure what to say, what could magically make it all better. Did
those words exist? How did people learn them? 


Before I could attempt something, he lifted a hand to the TMC
fitted over his ear and listened attentively. I could just hear the buzz of
words from this proximity, making out one word in five. I might have been able
to hear better if the train station wasn’t so noisy. 


Whatever he was told made him happy, as he responded, “Yes,
sir. Yes, absolutely, I think this shouldn’t be rushed. We’ll collect them in
Kapanka and then go down. Yes, sir.” Ending the call, he looked up and hailed,
“Vee! Change of plans. We’ll portal down to Kapanka. Nora and a young friend of
Bannen and Rena’s will rendezvous with us there.”


A young friend of mine? I cocked my head, completely drawing
a blank of who he could possibly mean. “My friend?”


“A mage named Emily Garner.” Maksohm paused a beat, a
mischievous glint in his eye. “I believe you know each other.”


Delight zinged up my spine. I couldn’t have been more
pleased if he’d handed me a year’s supply of chocolate. Bouncing to my feet, I
caught Bannen’s eye and cupped a hand around my mouth to yell, “Emily’s coming
to help us!”


Bannen’s face lit up in a relieved smile. “Thank all saints,
deities, spirits, and pink hippos.” He stopped lingering around the vendor
selling coffee and bounded toward me, demanding as he came, “When?”


“She’ll rendezvous with us in Kapanka,” Maksohm repeated
patiently. “She’s apparently just signed on with the MISD as a healer. It was
suggested to me that this is something of a trial basis. The higher-ups want us
to have a healer in the team. If we feel that she fits in with us, then we can
request her.” 


I knew very well that Emily worked great with me and Bannen.
I suspected she’d fit in just fine with the rest of the group as well, but I
didn’t want to irresponsibly say things like that. 


“You’ll love her,” Bannen assured the other three, rocking
back and forth on his feet in a happy bop. “She’s great to work with.”


Fortunately, I had Bannen for the irresponsible things.
“Let’s get down there quickly, I don’t want to keep them waiting.” 


“They actually won’t come in until later this evening, and
Nora will be the one to portal us to Foxboro.” Maksohm shrugged in resignation.
“We’re wearing people out by hopping back and forth like this. We’ll have to
take the trip down to Sira in stages and gather people as we go.”


The agent found us a minute later, introduced herself, and
urged us toward a quieter place to portal from. We all gathered up bags and
trooped off the station platform to an out-of-the-way area to the side of the
tracks. It took an hour to portal down to Kapanka, find the right hotel, and
check in. The MISD fortunately had a string of hotels they had an agreement
with, so it took little time to get a set of rooms. As hotels went, this one
wasn’t as fancy as the one in Heaberlin; the rooms were designed for just a
single stay. A single bed, en-suite bathroom, and a complimentary bar filled
with snacks and a pitcher of water were the only things in the room.


After throwing our bags into our room, we went across the
hall and into Maksohm’s, taking various seats on the bed and in the two chairs
in the room. We left the best spot for Vee so that she could sit without having
to fold herself uncomfortably into a chair. Once we were all settled, we looked
to Maksohm for an update, as he still hadn’t told us anything about Toh’sellor. 



An edge of excitement warred with grim resolve on Maksohm’s
face. We were all happy to have some sign of where to go, but at the same time,
none of us looked forward to actually facing Toh’sellor again. 


With a deep breath, Maksohm began, his voice carefully
controlled and neutral. “We’ve had a report that something strange has happened
on the very southern tip of Sira. A passing Coast Guard ship saw a perimeter
barrier set up near a series of sea caves.” 


Perimeter barrier? In-ter-es-ting. 


Bannen lifted a hand. “Can you explain for the dummy in the
class?”


I got a strange look from Maksohm and shrugged. “He only
knows what magic he’s seen us do. And we’ve never placed a perimeter barrier
before; there’s been either no need for it, or it wasn’t sufficient to the
task.”


Tilting his head, Maksohm grunted acknowledgement before
explaining, “A perimeter barrier is like a magical sentry. Its sole task is to
alert anyone who crosses it.”


“Wait,” Bannen held up his hand again, this time in a
staying motion, his brows screwing up in confusion. “It’s just an alarm? It
doesn’t prevent someone from entering, or giving a warning to the intruders, or
anything like that?”


“Just a warning,” Maksohm confirmed. “A loud warning, I
grant you, but just a warning. And it’s not terribly effective at even that, as
it has to be renewed once every twenty-four hours and can only be set a certain
distance out. Too far, it loses its magical integrity and fails.”


Bannen’s face spoke volumes about his opinion. “Yup, I can
see why we never bothered to use it before this. Alright, so, there’s a
perimeter barrier. Is that all?”


“No, it’s more than that. The Coast Guard tried to approach,
as they’re duty-bound to investigate any strange activity, only to have a
flurry of people in black clothes come out and rebuff them. It nearly capsized
their ship. They retreated and called for us.” He paused, dark eyes glancing at
each of us, gauging how we’d take his next words. “The reason why this case is
being given to us, and not an MISD agent nearby, is because the report
mentioned that when they approached, they heard a variety of animal sounds.
Specifically, the sound of a wolf howling, a monkey chittering, a large
predator cat snarling, and something else that they couldn’t quite identify.
Some sort of exotic bird, or so one man claims, as it wasn’t anything native to
the area.”


“Yeah,” Chi crossed his legs to sit tailor style, his casual
posture at odds with the serious contemplation on his face. “That has to be the
cave that everyone got a glimpse of in Njorage.”


“Our bosses agree, hence our orders to go straight there. Toh’sellor
of course is our number one priority but remember, they want us to recover
at least the stolen familiars, if that’s at all possible.” 


It seemed something of a stretch to me, but I had to admit, we’d
save the familiars if we could. “And the nasty people that stole Tohsie in the
first place?”


“We pummel, I hope?” Bannen asked. When Maksohm gave him a
nod, he grinned ferally. “Oh good.”


“Just pummel?” I didn’t believe that for a moment. 


“Well, we’ll try asking questions first,” Maksohm assured me
deadpan. “But pummeling is going to happen either way. No one’s going to smack
our hands for it.”


Right. That sounded more realistic.


Vee settled Seton to rest against one shoulder, her hand
idly stroking the staff up and down. “I’m all for pummeling. I’d love to return
those familiars to their kids. Even if Toh’sellor isn’t there, I’d be
very happy to do that.” 


Everyone agreed completely with that sentiment and nodded. 


“We don’t have any more intel than that?” Chi asked, getting
a shake of the head from Maksohm, and frowning. “Makes it hard to work out a
battle plan. And fighting in caves is one of my least favorite things to do,
right above monkeys.”


Bannen gave a heartfelt groan. “Every time I’ve gone
underground, it’s not worked out well for me, so I feel you. Let’s try to work
out some sort of plan, though, something that we can adapt so we’re not flying
by the seat of our pants.” 


“A more formal copy of the report is supposed to meet us on
the way there,” Maksohm promised, “but for now, that’s an excellent suggestion.
And no, Chi, you may not start by saying, ‘Shoot it until it stops twitching,
then shoot it again.’”


“You take all the joy out,” Chi accused him, wagging a
finger. “All of it. You just suck it right out of life.” 


“It’s my one mission,” Maksohm drawled. “Now. Bannen, since
you have such strong opinions about fighting underground, why don’t you start?”













 I had to bide my time and wait for when Chi naturally got
up and left the room, supposedly to stretch his legs, before I could catch him
alone. I didn’t want to put Vee on the spot, and I wasn’t sure if Chi had even
mentioned it to her. Before our rough and ready planning sessions went much
further, I had to know. 


He went to the dining room ahead of me, and I lost him
briefly, but spotted him again just as he was exiting. Catching his arm, I
towed him into the first open door I saw that was unoccupied. Which happened to
be a linen closet. Oh well, it was fine, we both fit well enough for a short
conversation. 


Chi glanced around the linen closet. “Look, Bannen, it’s not
that you’re not an attractive man, really, you are, but we’re just too similar
for this relationship to amount to anything, and I’m sarding sick of one-night
stands and fumbling trysts in closets,” Chi said with a straight face. “Also, I
do not want to be known as the guy who made the Void Mage cry in public. Or
have her out for my blood. I’m absolutely positive she can turn me into a
living mummy.”


It took me a second before I got it and I rolled my eyes.
“Really? Be serious.”


“That sounds like a lot of work, so I’m going to go with a
‘no’ on this one.”


Chi was in one of those moods where he’d play off his nerves
or die trying. “Look, before we go back to the others, I just wanted to check
if Vee’s willing to use some of her giant’s magic to maybe boost you and Rena
up, give you better vantage points.”


He gave me a perfectly blank stare. “Who told you that Vee
has giant’s magic?”


Uh-oh. I had a bad feeling about this. “Uh…you did?”


“And who suggested she use it to boost me and Rena onto
higher ground?”


“Uh, that would also be you.” 


Blinking, Chi looked unaccountably pleased. “Wow. I’m
impressive. That’s a grand idea.”


“You know what would have been even more impressive? If
you’d retained it.” I rolled my eyes again as he pouted at me. “Now, will you
please ask your wife if she’d be willing to at least attempt this in practice
before we get down there to face who-knows-what?”


Rubbing a hand at the back of his neck, he admitted, “I’m
not sure—”


The door abruptly opened. I had an apology all ready for the
staff member who likely wondered what two strange men were doing in the linen
closet, but it wasn’t a hotel employee. Maksohm stared at us, eyebrow cocked in
that minute degree that said, I don’t like it when you’re plotting things,
and I especially don’t like it when you’re plotting things in a linen closet.
He had a very expressive eyebrow. “What are you two doing?”


“Bannen asked for a date,” Chi lied blithely, all suave
charm. “I’m just going to ask Vee’s permission, okay?”


And then the dastard left me in a vacuum of air and
disappeared in a flat second up the stairs. 


Maksohm’s other eyebrow joined the first one, and I didn’t
even want to decipher what it meant. “I don’t want to date Chi,” I said morosely
as Maksohm grabbed me by the arm and hauled me out of the closet. “He’s mean
and he steals my stuff and sometimes he jumps off of buildings without telling
me he’s going to do it, and then I have a heart attack, and you yell at me and
Rena yells at me and Vee yells at me, and I can just imagine that dating Chi
will only result in more people yelling at me.” I paused. “I don’t want to date
Chi.” 


“Bannen,” Maksohm said, voice low and gentle, blatantly
amused but too good to laugh about it in front of me. “You’re not dating Chi.
You’re married to Rena, remember?”


“Thank all deities,” I responded fervently, meaning every
word of it. 


“What was that really about?” he asked, still patient, still
amused. This was why Maksohm was everyone’s favorite. He didn’t believe the
nonsense and was patient about unraveling us to get to the bottom of things. 


“Between you, me, and that very ugly light fixture? Vee has
a touch of giant’s magic,” I confided. 


Maksohm blinked, more startled by that than finding me and Chi
in a closet together, and what that said about my life I didn’t want to think
too deeply about. “She does?”


“She’s apparently not all that confident in it, but she can
do the basics. I want her to try sending Chi and Rena up high, give them a
better vantage point to fight from. Chi’s going to ask her to at least attempt
a practice round with us.” 


Accepting this with a nod, Maksohm asked, “And why the
secrecy?”


“Well, I didn’t want to put her on the spot if she’s not
comfortable doing it, and I’m not sure if Chi was really supposed to tell me in
the first place.” I splayed my hands in an open shrug. 


“I see.” Maksohm hauled me by the shoulder forward, already
on his way back to the others. 


That seemed a good option. I went along with it amiably
before a really terrible thought occurred. “Hey, Maksohm? The verbal report you
got said that whoever was down there making trouble was near the sea caves
along the coast, right? And that the men in black just appeared. Does that mean
they’re holed up in the sea caves?”


“I’ve entertained the same suspicion,” he admitted with an
unhappy set to his mouth. “It would make the most sense. They need cover—it’s
already naturally camouflaged from outside eyes, it saves on the expense of
building something there. It would also match the eyewitness reports we got in
Njorage that the monkeys came out of a cave.” 


“I don’t like this thought. I, in fact, hate this thought.
That means we’ve got enemies holed up in caves that we don’t have a map to,
they’ve had deities-know-how-long to prep it with booby traps, and no good
sightlines for our two long-distance fighters to fight with. Plus, it’s
basically a very long fatal funnel and they’re called fatal funnels for a
reason. Because they’re fatal.” 


“I know, I know,” he sighed. “Does it look like I’m jumping
up and down with joy? But I have a thought on how to get around it. Possibly.” 


Maksohm more often than not had good ideas. “I’m all ears.”


“You’re not going to have the answer.” Opening his bedroom
door, he ignored me and focused on Rena, who had taken my absence and used it
as a chance to stretch out over the entire bed. Vee and Chi were absent, no
doubt so that Chi could ask her a certain question. “Rena.”


Looking up from her book, she met his eyes. “Hmm?”


He took a seat across from her as he explained, and since
Rena didn’t show any interest in moving, I sat next to him. “We suspect the men
in black have holed up in the nearby sea caves for cover.” 


“That would certainly be my guess,” she agreed calmly. 


“It means fighting through a very long fatal funnel with
possible booby traps,” I translated for her, as my wife didn’t think along
strategic lines. “Which we would really rather avoid.”


Grimacing, she puffed out a breath. “Didn’t think of that.
Okay, I understand the problem.”


“Can you tunnel through the side of the caves like you did
when we went to rescue Nora?” Maksohm asked earnestly. 


She blinked at him, somewhat surprised by the question,
although I wasn’t. I’d seen her do this twice now, and it was certainly a good
option under the right circumstances. 


“Well, er, that depends?”


“On what?” he pressed, manner still patient. 


“How deep the cave walls are, for one. If the cave cavities
are somewhere deep underground, it’s not going to do us much good for me to dig
a different entrance. You’ll still have a tunnel going in regardless.”


He leaned his head back, staring thoughtfully at the
ceiling. “Makes sense. In Nora’s case, the walls were only a few feet thick.
I’ve never been in this exact area of Sira before. I’m not sure what the
landscape down there is really like except rolling hills of empty grassland and
not much else. Alright, I see your point. Assuming that we choose to avoid the
existing entrances, how long would it take to tunnel through something that’s,
say, a hundred feet thick?”


“About an hour, possibly two,” she answered readily. Rena
had this look on her face that suggested she found this line of questioning
strange. “Dah’lil, you do remember that I have to be within fifty feet in order
to work? Isn’t the perimeter barrier set out farther than that?”


He opened his mouth, paused, and looked sheepish. “I’d
momentarily forgotten that. You’re correct. So this idea isn’t really
feasible.”


“Not really.” Her clear grey eyes bounced between the two of
us—weighing, evaluating. “I take it you’re worried because of the possibility
of booby traps?”


We both nodded, because really, that was obvious. 


“You do remember that I can see things like booby traps and
make them go bye-bye without triggering them?”


Now I felt sheepish. Duh. Of course she could. 


Rena didn’t smile per se, but her eyes twinkled with
suppressed laughter. “Rather than me spending possibly several hours tunneling
and magically draining myself in the process, why don’t we just charge in and
keep the element of surprise?” 


“Charging in is more fun. That has my vote.” I lifted my
hand in support of this idea.


Maksohm shrugged agreement. “Charging in it is. Although if
we’re really dealing with tunnels, then your idea isn’t going to work, Bannen.”


I grunted, a little peeved about that. True, it likely
wouldn’t, as most cave entrances didn’t stand very tall unless it was going
through a mountain, and that wasn’t the case here. “I’d say that my good ideas
never pan out in real life, and rail about the injustice of it, but this was
actually Chi’s idea. It’s his bad karma coming back to bite us.” 


“I just heard my name taken in vain.” Chi slid open the door
and glared at me. “What did I do this time?”


I summarized the situation down to the necessary bit. “We’ll
probably have to go in via tunnel to reach bad guys.” 


Vee groaned deep in her chest. “I hate tunnels. They’re short.”


“We all hate them, my darling,” Chi promised her darkly. He
sidled through, avoiding our legs, and took up the only clear chair. Vee
resumed her seat on the other side of the bed with her boots hanging off the
edge. “Well, in that case, my brilliant idea from earlier won’t work.” 


Since Rena was the only one out of the loop, Vee turned her
head and explained, “They asked earlier if I can use some giant’s magic.” 


“Ahh, that,” Rena responded.


Chi cocked his head in question. “How did you know about
that?”


“Well, Vee told me a story where she used it, but I knew she
had it before that,” Rena answered, amused. “I can see it well enough.” 


Blinking in surprise, Vee’s voice rose up a half octave.
“You can see that?”


“Sure. It’s part of your magic.” Rena stated that in a way
that suggested there was a great deal more that she saw. Of course, Rena was a
naturally private person, not one to spill out other people’s secrets. She wouldn’t
ever be the one to say something first. If she ever decided to write down all
of the things she saw, but never disclosed, she could fill a library. 


Nonplussed, Vee stared at her for another moment. “Right.
Well. Anyway. Chi thought I could use it enough to boost both of you onto
higher ground. If you can see over the crowd, you can work that much more
effectively.”


“Sounds good in theory,” Rena agreed. “Why didn’t we try
this before?”


“I’m not all that confident in it,” Vee admitted, her gaze
falling to the floor. “I’m not even sure how high I can send you two. I haven’t
experimented or really used it since I was a teenager. But giant’s magic is
faster than traditional spellwork, especially something as basic as this. It
would be the better option for a battle situation.”


“So let’s try it,” Maksohm suggested. “We’re here for the
night anyway. Let’s find an empty field somewhere and see if we can actually
pull this off. If it’s not viable, we’ll know. If it is, we can practice it.”


Ever the team leader. He stated it so manner-of-factly that
it eased the pressure on Vee. I could see the tension physically leave her
shoulders, and she cast him a quick smile. “Alright, let’s do that. But if they’re
really in a cave, I don’t think we’ll be able to use this. What’s our strategy
for caves, anyway? We’ve never fought in one together before.” 


“Charge,” I informed her seriously. 


Vee rolled her eyes. She did that a lot with me. “No,
seriously.”


“Er,” Maksohm gave her an apologetic shrug. “That’s
basically it.” 


“No, seriously.” Nuance turned the repetition into one of
incredulity. “We’ve got five seasoned agents in here, all of us specialists,
and that’s the best we can come up with? Charge?”


“Rena has to be within fifty feet to work, and the perimeter
barrier is further out than that,” Maksohm reminded her, still not happy about
it. 


Vee’s expression went from disbelief to aggravation. “Sards.
I forget that sometimes. Hers is the most long-range magic, too. The only one
with further reach is Chi, and shooting an arrow into the hillside won’t do
anything.” 


“Everything I said about perimeter barriers being largely
useless? I take it back.” It had seemed ridiculous when they’d first explained
it to me, but it certainly restricted us sneaking up on them effectively
enough. And without the ability to come in from behind, we were very limited on
what tactics we could use. 


Chi rubbed at his forehead as if he could feel a headache
coming on. “Why must evil men be so clever? I want all bad guys to be dumb. It
will make my job easier.” 


“Why don’t you wish for monkeys to go extinct tomorrow while
you’re at it?” Vee asked him, amused. 


Going still, his head snapped around and he leaned forward
so he could look at Maksohm without me in the way. “Didn’t you say that one of
the coast guardsman reported monkey sounds?”


“Well, yes.” We all cottoned on quickly, although it was
Maksohm that said it, expression sympathetic. “There’s likely to be at least
one, possibly more, monkeys in the tunnel with us. Sorry, Chi.”


Chi just whimpered. 





Nora and Emily came in like a whirlwind. I did a double take
in seeing Emily in MISD uniform, especially as we hadn’t heard anything from
her since the wedding, and she hadn’t been considering joining then. Or at
least, if she had been, she certainly hadn’t mentioned it. She spied me in the
hallway and bounced right over, throwing both arms around me in an enthusiastic
hug. “Bannen!”


“Hello, my pretty,” I greeted, hugging her hard enough to
lift her off her feet, which made her squeal. “Fancy seeing you in blue.”


“They approached me, actually,” she admitted, sinking back
down to the ground. “Anyone near Rena got a background check, and they’re
apparently always short on healers, so I got a very nice offer. Then they asked
if I’d help you out here, with all of this madness about you-know-what and I
said absolutely. I’m not letting you two go in there without me.”


“Very glad to have you,” I responded sincerely. “Hi, Dax.”


The marmoset on her shoulder chittered a greeting, holding
out a paw for me to high-five.  


The door to our room abruptly opened, Rena popping out. “Is
that—Emily!”


Both women crashed together like two titans colliding,
bouncing and hugging and acting half their ages. Dax wisely leapt to my
shoulder and I retreated three steps for my own safety and his before I greeted
Nora. “Hey.”


“Hello yourself.” She sidled up next to me to watch the
show. “I know those two grew up together, I got some wicked stories on the way up
here, but I wasn’t expecting this.”


“Yeah? I totally expected this. Have you had dinner yet?”


“Not yet, and I’m famished; we missed lunch altogether
hoofing it over here. Speaking of, thanks for stopping tonight. I know the
bosses wanted me to portal you immediately to Foxboro tonight, but I really
could use a good night’s sleep first.” She sounded exhausted, her shoulders
drooping a little. 


“I think we all could,” I admitted. “And we’ve got something
to try.”


“Yeah?”


Maksohm poked his head out of his room, found us all in the
hallway, and greeted people. Then of course Chi and Vee came up the stairs from
wherever they’d been, and we had a round of introductions to make. Emily had
met them at the wedding, but she’d met a lot of people at the wedding, and vice
versa, so introductions again couldn’t hurt. 


“Dah’lil, why don’t I take these two down for a later dinner
and catch them up to speed,” Rena offered. 


“And while they’re doing that, come out to the field with
me,” Vee encouraged me. “I just tried using earth magic with Chi and I think
this is doable, but I want to make sure I can lift two people.”


I much preferred some action over sitting and talking. I’d
already had a lot of sitting and talking today, too much to be frank about it.
“Sure. Rena, that good with you?”


She gave me a look, then responded to Vee, “I trust you to
rein them in.”


Chuckling, Vee gave her a casual salute. “I’ll bring them
both back in one piece, no rips or tears, promise.”













I asked Chi that night before bed if he needed me, but he thought
he’d be alright since he knew where we were going next. Bannen assured him that
we’d switch beds if that didn’t prove to be true, but I knew better than to
insist and bruise a man’s pride; so I went to bed like normal, snuggled into my
husband’s side. I woke up in the dark, flailing, as a pair of strong arms
wrapped around my shoulders and under my knees, lifting me out of my nice, warm
covers. “Whaaa?”


“Chi’s not sleeping,” Vee answered, lifting me up and out of
the bed, supporting me against her chest. “Come on.”


Oh. Vee came and got me. I glanced sleepily toward the bed,
found Bannen already moving, kicking off blankets in order to follow. Assured
he was coming, I didn’t fight it, as Vee was warm. She carried me easily next
door and Chi lifted the covers so that his wife could roll me in next to him. I
felt like a favorite teddy bear as he wrapped an arm around my waist and
snuggled me in. Yawning, I went with it, felt Bannen settle in at my back, then
the bed dip again as Vee climbed in behind Chi. The bed was not really large
enough for four adults so we all stayed on our sides. Yawning again, I went
peacefully back to sleep, perfectly warm and comfortable. 


If anyone snored, fidgeted, or the like, I didn’t feel it. I
slept the rest of the night through and woke up to only Vee still in the bed.
The giantess gave a heavy sigh, still sound asleep, and I let her. We didn’t
have to catch the boat too insanely early, and I knew she’d missed sleep
because of Chi. Let her catch up on that as much as she can. Rolling out of
bed, I stretched with both arms over my head, then casually opened the door and
stepped out. 


And nearly ran right into Emily. 


Emily’s eyes went from my face, to the open door, then back
again with growing confusion. “Ah. Isn’t that…I thought your room was….”


Rats. I’d not had time to explain this to her last night. Taking
her arm, I towed her into my room and made sure Bannen was gone—he was—before
sitting her on the bed. “Em. There’s a lot of confidences and stuff wrapped up
in this, so I can’t give you the full details, but I had a good reason for
being in Chi and Vee’s bed last night.” 


“I should certainly hope so,” she spluttered, eyes still too
wide in her face. “You’re both married, to start with!”


“It has nothing to do with me being married, or them, or
anything sexual. It’s about comfort. It’s about sanity, really. This stays
inside the team, alright?” I waited for her nod—somewhat dubiously given—before
I explained. “Chi had…a traumatic experience in the past that makes him very,
very sensitive about being left behind. The only way he can sleep is if he has
a grip on me, because he knows that the person they literally can’t afford to
leave behind is me.” 


“So you’re…?” she trailed off, not sure how to phrase it. 


“We jokingly refer to it as his security blanket.” 


She put up a hand, staying me, her expression still wildly
conflicted. “But his wife? I mean, Vee surely isn’t okay with this.”


“Vee and I talked about this at length, trust me. Chi knows
that Vee would never leave him behind; he trusts her right down to the ground. But
fears aren’t always rational. And something like this? It’s carved into his
soul. Em. Just because you’re married to someone, it doesn’t mean all other
problems disappear. Love is not a bandage to heal all wounds, no matter what
the romance novels say. Sometimes help from an outside source is needed.” 


Emily did not look sold. 


Sighing, I gamely tried to explain it further, not sure if I
had the right words. I didn’t want her to misunderstand all of us. “Em,
remember when you first apprenticed, and you were convinced there was a monster
under the bed?”


“That’s not the same,” she denied, tone filled to the brim
with exasperation. 


I kept going anyway. She’d catch on to my point eventually.
“No matter what we said or did, you were absolutely certain it was there. Now,
I know your parents love you to pieces. We love you dearly too. You love all of
us. If love and fear can’t exist at the same time, why would you still believe
in the monster, even though you had us? Why would you have that fear of the
monster, if we loved you?”


She opened her mouth on a retort that never came. Slowly
closing it, she looked pensive and thoughtful instead. 


“You trusted us, knew that we wouldn’t lie to you, but that
irrational fear of the monster still lurked. We couldn’t rid you of it.” I
gentled my tone, coaxing, “Eventually you came to terms with it on your own and
grew out of it. A child’s fears and an adult’s aren’t any different. They take
different forms, but the root of fear is the same no matter your age. And when
that fear stems from psychological trauma, it takes more than one source of
help and love to heal.”


Emily mulled on that for the longest moment, and I could
tell that this situation still didn’t set comfortably with her. A moue of a
frown lingered on her face, but she gave a grudging nod. “So he has his own
monster to contend with?”


“Unfortunately. He was in bad shape before we figured it out—that
I could get him to sleep. He was doing scarily stupid things because he was so
sleep deprived. I realize most people would look at me sideways for doing this,
but my husband knows very well what I’m doing and why. Heck, Bannen sleeps with
us. Vee’s downright grateful I’m keeping Chi sane. Chi’s become another brother
to me because of the ordeal.”


Her tension relaxed as I spoke, her forehead unwrinkling.
“Okay. I read you loud and clear. As long as everyone’s aware of what’s going
on and it’s for good reasons, I’m certainly not going to pitch a fit about it.
Just, uh, answer me one question? You guys are seriously that tight-knit? That
you can just cram yourselves all in the same bed and not find it weird?”


Amused by that question, I riposted dryly, “Why? Did you
find it weird all of us girls piled into the same room for our sleepovers?”


“Well…no,” she admitted slowly, smile turning sheepish.
“It’s the same thing to you, huh. I’m surprised you’re all that close. I mean,
you haven’t known each other that long, comparatively speaking.”


Patting her shoulder, I promised her in dark humor, “Fight Toh’sellor
with us and see what happens after that.”


Emily grimaced. “Right. That would do it. Okay, well, now
that’s straightened out, want to go get breakfast with me?”


“Yeah. Breakfast sounds good.” 





We portaled to Foxboro, mostly for logistics and resupplying.
It was there that we read the written report, but it didn’t give much more
information than the verbal report had. If we really did find Toh’sellor
down there—and odds looked favorable to that—then we’d need one more shielding
expert with us, which made me very glad we had Nora with us. Maksohm couldn’t
be expected to fight a heavy battle and then put up another shield around Toh’sellor
directly afterwards. It would send him directly into a Mind Down. No, thank
you. 


I adored the fact that we had Emily with us, and it was a
relief to me. All of this time, we’d gone off the basic healing spells that Vee
and Maksohm could do, but neither of them were really healers. They could patch
up things, but anything too serious and the odds weren’t in our favor. Emily,
on the other hand, was excellent with healing, even if short on experience. I
trusted her skills and loved having another friend watching my back. 


We hopped onto a ship in Foxboro for Lalani, as we didn’t
want to exhaust any more agents with portals. Especially for something that
would require every ounce of magical power that we could bring to bear on the
matter. 


Ten hours later, we arrived at our temporary headquarters. As
we checked in at the hotel front desk, the woman behind the counter scanned our
badges perfunctorily (after all, we were in uniform), then informed Maksohm, “I
have two messages waiting for you, Agent Maksohm.” 


“Thank you,” he responded as he took both from her. One of
them looked official with the MISD seal on the white envelope, the other bore
the mark of the Siran Coast Guard. 


We exchanged glances but knew better than to ask. We needed
to be somewhere more private for this conversation. Without a word between us,
we all went up to the second story and into Maksohm’s room, Chi closing the
door behind us as Maksohm dropped his bag on the single bed. With only a
bedroom chair, the bed, and a dresser in the room, we hardly had a way to sit
so chose to stand. 


Maksohm ripped into the MISD letter first, his dark eyes
scanning through it, expression lightening in relief as he did so. “Westhaven
has agreed to officially host Toh’sellor. That’s the good news. However,
since we have the issue of Toh’sellor being stolen, they’ve requested
that the MISD come up with at least two other alternate sites. They want to
change Toh’sellor’s location on a random basis throughout the year to
keep this from happening again.”


“They want to play a shell game,” Vee said dubiously,
eyebrows screwing upwards in bemusement. “With Toh’sellor.” 


“Hard to steal it if you don’t know where it is,” Chi
pointed out, rocking a little on his feet as he thought. “I can’t say it’s a
bad idea. But that means Rena’s going to have to oversee the transfer every
time. It’ll get tedious.” 


Dryly, I assured him, “I will take tedious over our current
situation, thank you very much. Dah’lil, is that all it says?”


“Well, no. President Fairfax wants us to rejoin the
committee talks after we’ve investigated the situation here. She claims we’ve
given her valuable input, and if we’re really to create two more facilities for
Toh’sellor, there’s a lot more planning in store.” Maksohm said this
matter-of-factly enough, but there was something in his body language that
suggested he did not look forward to all of those meetings.


I didn’t think any of us looked forward to those future
meetings. I couldn’t claim to, as they could be very boring. But I’d take
boredom over the terror of a stolen Toh’sellor in the wrong hands. 


Laying that letter down on the white bedding, he opened the
second envelope and scanned through it. This one did not contain good news.
Maksohm’s entire body shouted dismay. 


“The suspense is killing me,” Bannen burst out. “What?”


“It’s definitely Toh’sellor.” Maksohm took a breath
then lifted his gaze to mine, locking on. “Coast Guard reports sightings of
strange creatures that resemble wolves, but they’re the wrong size, different
colors, and some of them seem to be covered in lichen moss.” 


I didn’t know whether to be happy about this confirmation or
not. Having an end goal in sight, yes, we all wanted that. I especially wanted
to wake up from this nightmare. But… 


Emily bit her lip and offered, “If they’re seeing creatures
like that, then doesn’t that mean Toh’sellor has escaped confinement?”


“At least once,” Vee rumbled in a dangerously dark tone. “Sards.”


“I wish I could think of a swear word strong enough for this
situation.” Bannen scrubbed at his face with both hands, hiding his expression
from view for a few seconds, and when he lowered them, he looked only
determined. “Maksohm. We should not be the only team going in there.” 


Maksohm nodded once in sharp agreement. “We won’t be. I’ll
call this in and have reinforcements meet us there. It means delaying a day or
two while we wait for the others to catch up, but I hope to use that time
getting better intel.”


My mind raced ahead, thinking of logistics, of power, of
people. “Dah’lil, can we get Yez?”


Blinking at me, Maksohm cocked his head, questioning. “I
don’t follow.” 


“These morons that stole Toh’sellor, we don’t know
who they are or their agenda. I think someone who’s good at interrogation
should be called in for when we finally get our hands on them.” 


Bannen finished my thought process smoothly, as if we shared
the same brain. “And who better to do that than a master spy.” 


He considered it for a full second before shrugging. “I
can’t fault your logic. I’ll request him. We might not be able to have him,
understand; I have no idea if Yez is currently involved in a mission or not.” 


“That’s fine,” I assured him. “I just know Yez, he’s
familiar with Toh’sellor; I feel like he’d be the right person for the
job.”


“I’ll ask,” he promised. 


“Uh, not to be a downer or anything,” Chi looked around at
all of us uncertainly—which, can I say? Not a good look on him, “but assuming
we win the day and get Toh’sellor back to its natural self, what are we
going to do with it? We don’t have a place to put it right now.”


We all stared at him in growing dismay. I hadn’t even
thought that far, but he was right, we literally had no place to put Toh’sellor.
Taking it back to that mountain range in Z’gher was right out. It was a bad
idea in many respects, but Z’gher wouldn’t allow it anyway. Westhaven’s
building hadn’t even had the ground-breaking ceremony yet. I could hardly haul
it there and then expect them to build around it. 


I turned to Bannen and found him already looking at me, and
I could see on his face that he had the same thought I did. In near unison, we
said, “Master Mary.”


“Your Void Mage master?” Vee checked, intrigued. “I thought
you said she couldn’t be called upon to deal with Toh’sellor.” 


“I said we couldn’t ask her to fight Toh’sellor,” I
corrected. “Master Mary’s pushing eighty, and she’s in good shape for her age,
but asking her to fight is a bit much.”


“However, babysitting Toh’sellor? That I think
she’ll do.” Bannen snorted, amused at some thought in his head. “Although I
have this feeling she’ll do something like stick it in her gardening shed and
threaten it into behaving or else.”


I could just see her doing that. Amused, I inclined my head
toward my husband. “He’s not wrong. Even at her age, Master Mary’s formidable.
I think if we gave her a stripped-down version of Toh’sellor, and if
someone put it under a barrier for her, she’d be able to manage it fine. I
don’t see another good option, honestly. I don’t want to try carting it around
with me.” 


“Sards no,” Nora agreed while making a face. She looked like
I’d just suggested eating rotten lemons with a side dish of moldy pickles. 


“Ask,” Maksohm ordered me. “If she agrees, I’ll pass it
along. Frankly, I think the higher ups would be very grateful for her aid in
this, as you’re right, we don’t have a good option right now unless it involves
you sitting on it. And we’d prefer to not have you tied down by this thing any
more than necessary.” 


I normally would have ducked into a room and called her, but
at this range it would be very difficult and strenuous on me to hold a
connection for more than a minute. TMCs only connected to other TMCs, so that
was out, too. “Um, can you make the call for me?”


Understanding lit his eyes and Maksohm agreed instantly. “Of
course. The mirror above the dresser, will that do?”


“I think so.” 


No one else had ever met Master Mary, and I could hear Chi
ask Bannen some quiet questions as we gathered in front of the mirror. Bannen
explained in an undertone that yes, Master Mary was as formidable as I was—I didn’t
know about that, but I liked the stroke to my ego—and that her
husband-familiar, Gill, still lived. He pitched in a few details of exactly
where they lived, too.


Then the call connected and I stopped paying attention to
the conversation behind me as Master Mary’s face came into view. She looked a
tad more pink than usual, meaning she’d either run to the mirror to answer, or
had been cooking. She looked healthy, though, and that relieved me. At her age,
it was a blessing. “Master Mary.” 


“Rena,” she returned, voice cracking with age, even
as she lit up in a smile. “Where are you, child?”


“Lalani. Master, there’s… a situation. I hate to call with
bad news, but—”


She tsked me. “I figured it would be, unless your
handsome husband has done something stupid.”


“Hey!” Bannen protested behind me, affronted. “I’d never.”


“Men never intend to,” Mary retorted with an evil
grin, “but that doesn’t seem to stop them. And who’s this other handsome man
with you?”


“Ah, this is Agent Dah’lil Maksohm with the MISD,” I
introduced belatedly. Maksohm did a double take at being called ‘handsome’ for
some reason. “The other agents behind me are Vee and Chinnadurai Franklocke,
Emily Garner, and Nora Maksohm. The MISD did agree to our terms and assigned me
a permanent team.” I didn’t say that these were the same agents who’d helped me
defeat Toh’sellor the first time, as I’d told her enough stories that
she’d recognize their names. 


“Agents,” she greeted, and there might have been a
flicker of relief that darted over her face. “Our Rena and Bannen are in
your care.”


“More like we’re in theirs,” Vee answered with a polite
half-bow to the other woman. “A pleasure, Magus.” 


“Likewise. Alright, Rena, what trouble have you found
this time?”


Shaking my head wearily, I corrected. “Old trouble
unfortunately. Some idiot stole Toh’sellor.”


Mary stared at me, a woman waiting for the punchline of a
bad joke. Then she rolled her eyes to the heavens, clearly praying for
patience. “If it was anyone but you telling me that, I’d turn them bald for
having such poor taste in humor. When?”


“About two and a half weeks ago,” I admitted a trifle
sheepishly. I didn’t know why I felt that way, I just did. “We’ve been tearing
up three continents looking for it, and we think we’ve found the location on
the southern tip of Sira’s coast. I think I can tear it down to its original
form well enough, but the problem is, where do we put it after I’ve retrieved
it again?”


Her eyes narrowed either with suspicion or concentration, I
couldn’t tell which. “You want to give it to me.” 


“Temporarily,” Maksohm promised her hastily. “We have one
building site in Westhaven confirmed, and they’ve started breaking ground, but
we need time to get it built. We’re unable to take it back to Z’gher; they flat
refuse to host it any longer, and it’s dangerous to put it back in a known area
anyway.” 


“Yes, deities, let’s not give idiot thieves another chance
at it.” Mary looked at him appraisingly, that expression on her face
not wavering. “How long are we talking?”


“Roughly six months,” he answered steadily. “I will of
course put it under a strong barrier, or have another barrier specialist that I
trust do so, in order to help you manage it. You’ll have our full cooperation
and help during the entire operation.” 


“I’ll need it, young man. I’m not as young and spry as I
used to be. Still, I understand why you don’t want Rena babysitting it. A Void
Mage’s power is often handy for other things, is it not?” Mary gave
a firm nod, decisive. “Rena, you tell your bosses I’ll take it for now. Warn
them I’m old, though, they shouldn’t push it past that six month deadline.”


I wished I could hug the stuffing out of her. “You’re the
best, Master. And trust me, we all want this under proper lock and guard as
quickly as we can manage it.”


“Go make the arrangements, then. And Bannen?”


“Yes, Mary?”


“If you get hurt again battling Toh’sellor,
understand that Gill will retrain you. From the ground up.” 


“You know, I’m sure that you meant that as a threat,” Bannen
leaned over my shoulder, his hand at my waist to brace us both, even as he
teased, “but that sounds like enticement to me.” 


Mary rolled her eyes expressively. “Child. Be good.”


“Good?” he repeated as if she’d suddenly used a word in a
foreign language he’d never heard of. Which was rich, coming from the man who
now spoke three languages. 


“You can be good. You just have to work at it.” 


“You lost me at work. It’s one of those dirty four
letter words. And not the fun kind.”


Knowing my duty, I reached behind me and pinched his thigh.
He yelped and jumped, fussing at me while he did so. “You’re always on her
side!”


Mary chuckled in a slightly raspy manner. “Thank you,
Rena. I can always count on you. Go, go. I’ll make the necessary arrangements
here.” 


“Thank you,” Maksohm and I both chorused before he ended the
call. 


I heaved out a breath of relief. I really didn’t know what
we would have done if Master Mary hadn’t agreed. “At least we have good news to
share with our bosses when you call.”


“Always a plus,” Maksohm agreed. “Alright, everyone, go find
your rooms. I vote we find dinner after I report in and get some rest instead
of training. We’re going to need it.” 


None of us could fault that logic and we all filed out. I
snagged Chi’s arm as we reached the hallway, our respective spouses going ahead
with luggage and room keys. I needed to make sure he was alright before we
retired for the evening, and he likely wouldn’t own up to it easily if he still
had problems sleeping. Intently watching him for any cues, I asked in a low
voice, “You think you’ll be able to sleep well tonight?”


“I’ll be fine,” he promised me faithfully. He even meant it,
not a hint of humor or sarcasm in his voice, just sincerity. “I now know
exactly where we’re going, so even if something happens and we’re separated, I
can still meet up with you there. That’s all I needed.” 


A destination. A promise that we’d wait for him. My heart
eased and I gave him a firm hug. “I’m glad.” 


He hugged me back just as tightly. “Why are you so
adorable?”


Giggling, I retorted, “Mad skill.” 


“I believe it.” Releasing me, he shooed me on with a soft
expression. 


I went, believing what he’d told me, trusting that Vee would
come get me if that proved not to be true. As I gained our room for the night,
I found Bannen standing next to the bed, the luggage still properly latched,
just waiting. Without his prompting, I informed him, “Chi thinks he’ll be fine
now that he’s got a firm destination.” 


Bannen let out a sigh of relief. “Good. I never want to see
him like that again. It seriously worried me. He does understand that if he
needs you, we’ll switch beds?”


Part of the reason why I loved this man so much was because
he said things like this. He never doubted me, never let base emotions take
priority when a friend needed help. “He does. And I love you.” 


He blinked, pleased. “Not sure how that connected, but love
you too?”


“It’s alright, you don’t have to understand,” I assured him.
“It made sense to me. You think the hotel food is decent?”


Bannen accepted this with barely a blink, no surprise, as
often I made no sense to him, and accepted the change of subject easily. Which,
oddly enough, was another reason why I loved him. It was rare to find someone who
accepted you exactly as you were. 


Despite the insanity that was my life, I was truly a lucky
woman. 













Maksohm informed our bosses of everything and Director
Salvatore quickly sent two more teams to help us. Rena worried that perhaps the
agents that faced Toh’sellor before wouldn’t be willing to do it again.
Instead, quite the opposite happened. We had a surplus of people volunteering
to go. In retrospect, it made sense. I think it pissed them off royally that
someone had undone all of their hard work. They wanted a chance to beat up on
the dastards. 


I was really of the same mindset. 


I went for breakfast in the hotel lobby and found Maksohm
already there, a plate half-eaten and a cup of coffee in his hands. “Morning.”


“A good morning, I hope,” he returned with a salute of the
cup. 


I went to the sideboard and all of the food out on display,
filling a plate generously, not entirely sure lunch would happen. Agents were
on schedule to arrive today and that likely meant a lot of meetings and things
of that ilk. I wandered back to the table and sat next to him, tucking in.
Everything was lukewarm but edible enough that I felt no need to go outside in
search of something different. 


“How’s Chi?” Maksohm asked me in that intent and serious way
of his. 


Knowing full what he meant by that, I answered the question
bluntly. “He didn’t need us last night. When I passed their room, I could hear
him snoring.”


Relieved, he gave me a grateful nod. “Glad to hear it.
Sards, but he scared me. Chi makes questionable decisions when completely sober
and rested. Sleep deprived, he acts like a drunken sailor on leave with a death
wish. Vee was half-temped to knock him unconscious.” 


I could totally see her doing that. “I’m glad it didn’t get
to that point. Vee doesn’t always know her own strength.” 


“Don’t I know it. How’s Rena?”


“Still had a few bad dreams, but I think knowing where Toh’sellor
is and having dedicated help in tackling it calmed most of her fears. She
especially loves having Emily with us. Those two were up late talking.” I
paused to shovel more food in my mouth and my mind jumped to a different topic.
“Maksohm, have you considered what we’ll do once we actually have Toh’sellor
in hand? Even under a barrier, I don’t relish the idea of taking that thing by
train.” 


“I’ve actually been sitting here contemplating that exact
problem.” Sitting back, he toyed absently with the coffee cup, his eyes fixed
on some distant point I couldn’t see. “Safely portaling any real distance with
that thing is going to be tricky. I think what we need to do is set up a relay
system of mages to portal us to Master Mary’s. If we can set it up now, that
would be best.”


“Don’t include yourself in it,” I warned him. “After all,
you have to set a barrier over it when we arrive.” 


He waved this off. “Not so. The director already dispatched
two of my cousins to Master Mary’s. They’ll take turns keeping a barrier up
around Toh’sellor for the next six months.” 


Two Maksohms? Granted, the whole family specialized in
barrier magic, so that seemed a logical choice. “Are they staying with Mary and
Gill? Ah, okay, but did someone warn them she only has one guest room?”


“Rena did,” Maksohm assured me, amused. “And to be more
precise, it’s my cousin and his wife going.”


So, sharing a room and bed wouldn’t be a problem. Got it. It
seemed that other, smarter people had already thought ahead and worked out the logistical
kinks. For a moment, I was so focused on eating breakfast that I didn’t realize
the silence stretched out in a very worrying manner. I looked up in trepidation
because that silence had weight to it. “What?”


Maksohm continued to stare and I could see the cogs grinding
away in his head. “Bannen. Your worry about Rena aside, are you alright?
I know it’s a personal nightmare of yours, battling Toh’sellor.”


Caught flat-footed, I didn’t know how to answer him. Was I
alright? I didn’t know. I’d been so focused on Rena, on Chi, on finding Toh’sellor
so that we could actually do something about it, that I didn’t stop to ask
myself that question. I wasn’t sure if I had any room for it. 


“The hardest thing to do is not the first battle against a
foe, but the second,” he continued, voice gentle. “I know you’re a seasoned
fighter, I don’t think you’re getting pre-battle jitters, but Toh’sellor
is the worst boogeyman in Z’gher’s history. I don’t want to just assume you’re
fine.” 


Now his concern made more sense. “I admit you’re right, but
I’m not afraid. One, this version of Toh’sellor isn’t nearly as
ferocious as what we faced before. I think our trouble is going to come from
the defenses around him, not from Toh’sellor itself.” 


Maksohm’s flat palm conceded that point. “And two?”


“Two,” I continued, voice hardening, “I’m not afraid because
I’m completely pissed off. We finally defeat one of the worst enemies in
humanity’s history, and these imbeciles don’t learn from that, but experiment
with it? I want to flatten their faces in.” 


“I’m absolutely certain you’ll have help doing that. But if
you’re truly alright with it, then why have you been so…” He visibly searched
for the word before settling on, “agitated?”


“I’m just really bad at sitting still,” I answered honestly.
“And the familiar bond has been throwing minor tantrums off and on, which
hasn’t helped. But I’m managing.” 


Maksohm gave a soft sigh of relief. “Alright. I’m glad
you’re taking this so well. Vee more or less told me the same thing although
she had more colorful words and wide arm gestures.” 


I had no doubt. Vee was not quiet about things that
displeased her. “Aww, is our team leader checking in on all of his ducklings?”


Maksohm took the teasing in stride, lifting a shoulder in a
shrug. “You all get yourselves into scrapes on a regular basis. Who can blame
me?”


Laughing, I grinned. “I feel like I should protest that, but
I really don’t have a leg to stand on.”


“You especially,” he agreed bluntly, picking up his cooling
coffee. 


“Ouch. I do know how to be good, you know.” 


“Do feel free to prove that at any time,” he drawled. 


“I will,” I assured him brightly. “I’ll protect you from the
big bad fishie things.”


He choked on his coffee. 





After that, we spent far too much time picking up agents. I
was very sorry we couldn’t have Yez. He was apparently on some deep cover
mission that he couldn’t be pulled out from. I did trust that if he had a
choice, he would have joined us, though. I wondered at some point if we’d have
another pre-battle party this time like the one we had prior to battling Toh’sellor,
but I didn’t get that vibe from anyone. They acted like it was a mission, one they
needed to get through as soon as possible. Granted, I didn’t think they were in
a partying mood either. They were a little too angry for that. 


I recognized all the faces but could only put a few names to
them. Lauren, a very fit forty, blond woman and her ferret-familiar, Rikki, I
knew sort of. The darkly exotic Sherri and her jaguar, Jimbo, I knew better
than most, as she was one of the healers responsible for me being alive and
moving today. I saw Tristan the unicorn, so Magus Jordan was around here somewhere
as well, although I didn’t spot him in the crowded hotel lobby. Actually, I
rarely saw Jordan but almost always saw Tristan. Wasn’t it unicorns that were
supposed to be elusive? 


Before I could go upstairs and fetch Rena and Emily for the
meeting, I spotted Agent Blanks with his manticore familiar and nearly did a
double take. He’d been one of the agents infected by Toh’sellor the
first time, losing two fingers because of it. Of all the people I’d expected to
refuse this mission, I would have put him at the top of the list. “Agent
Blanks?”


He turned to see who hailed him, spotted me, and lit up in a
smile. “Bannen! I heard you were in uniform now like the rest of us.” 


I took the hand he offered me in a firm handshake, pleased
to see him, if confused. “You’ve surprised me, I didn’t think to see you here.”


“I owe your wife,” he informed me seriously. Lifting his
left hand in demonstration, I saw that he had two artificial fingers made of
gleaming pewter attached, functioning like flesh and blood limbs. He opened and
closed the hand without issue in front of my eyes. I’d heard of things like
this, artificial limbs magically attached, but I’d never seen one before. They
were hideously expensive. Then again, as an agent of the MISD…. “Without her, I
would be in a grave, not just missing two fingers. I want to see this through.”



“We’re very glad to have you,” I responded in all sincerity.
Blanks possessed good fighting skills in his pocket and experience. I’d have
him at my back any day. “Hey, Chuckles.”


The manticore rubbed his nose into my open palm and gave me
a huff of greeting. 


Maksohm boomed out from somewhere in the back of the lobby,
“ALL MISD AGENTS TO THE ROSE DINING ROOM.”


Looked like our meeting was about to start. I headed that
direction along with everyone else, counting heads as we moved—two full teams
aside from my own, totaling fifteen people, plus two extra healers, which I
appreciated. It always seemed like someone got drastically hurt during these
operations. Okay, fine, it seemed like I always got hurt. I’d blame it
on bad luck or karma or something along those lines but it was actually more a
mix-up of priorities. Rena’s safety came before mine, ergo, I got hurt instead
of her. 


Good thing I loved her. 


The Rose Dining Room held four round tables with snowy table
cloths on top, set up with dishes in a formal setting, although no food yet. I
assumed meeting first before we ate. My team already claimed the front table,
including Rena, and she nudged a chair away from the table in clear invitation.
I sat down with her and leaned in to whisper, “Agent Blanks is here.” 


“Is he really?” she asked in stunned surprise, mouth falling
open. “He’s cleared for active duty?”


“He got new fingers put on,” I explained. “They look
silvery? Like pewter. He said he owes you for saving his life.”


“That’s silly,” she protested, but she still lit up in a
smile to hear it. “But I’m glad he’s here.” 


I had no chance to impart any further news as the door
closed firmly, the last of the agents quickly finding seats. Maksohm cleared
his throat pointedly to get the room’s attention. “First, a word of thanks.
Aside from my team, you’re all here because you volunteered, even knowing what
you’re up against. I feel much better having veterans with experience in
fighting Toh’sellor with us on this. Thank you.


“Now, I’m not sure how well all of you have been briefed, so
I’ll go over the basics. We do not at this time have a visual confirmation on Toh’sellor
itself. However, we have multiple sightings by the Siran Coast Guard that there
are strange creatures guarding a particular set of caves along the coast—creatures
that look like wolves, but magically altered in odd ways. The descriptions
match what we’ve seen Toh’sellor do to other animals. We also have a
confirmed sighting of a perimeter barrier around these caves. I believe we can
all agree that the odds are very good Toh’sellor is in there.” 


Everyone nodded, some unhappily, some tautly, angry about
the situation. 


“Unfortunately, it looks like we’ll have to use the existing
cave entrance in order to breach the inside. Magus Hach and I have spoken about
this at length, but tunneling through the side doesn’t give us any advantages.”



An agent raised a hand in question and asked, “What if the
main entrance has ambushes or booby traps laid down?”


Rena signaled to Maksohm that she’d take the question and
stood to answer. “Agent Marrett, isn’t it? I thought so. To answer, you don’t
need to worry about traps of any sort. I can spot them well in advance and turn
them to dust.”


He looked a little sheepish for asking. “Ah, of course, I
wasn’t thinking.” 


She grinned at him and sat back down. 


Maksohm continued calmly, “The Siran Coast Guard has kept a
boat patrolling the area around the clock to keep people well away from the
area. The location has no towns nearby so we won’t have to worry about civilian
casualties this round. Unfortunately, we know that this group has stolen
several hundred monkeys from Njorage and about two dozen magical artifacts to
experiment on. We need to be prepared to face them. The recent kidnapping of
familiars is also tied in with this group. Several animals that match their
descriptions have been seen near the caves. We’ll try to save them if we can,
of course, but be advised that these familiars are likely already warped by Toh’sellor’s
energy. If they look odd to you, or are aggressive, don’t hesitate.” 


Hearing those words made me flinch on an instinctive level.
I think everyone in the room, mage and familiar alike, didn’t like that order.
But we understood it. We accepted the logic behind it. But deities, it sat sour
and unpalatable on my tongue. I didn’t have to like it. 


“We don’t have the time or liberty for subtle tactics on
this one,” Maksohm announced. “When Toh’sellor was taken, it brought
matter along with it, and it’s obviously gained more liberty since relocating,
as there are minions again. We’ll leave tomorrow morning by ship. The Coast
Guard has offered to escort us down, which I’ve accepted. Everyone be at the
docks by eight sharp, ready to deploy. The MISD ship will act as our base of
operations so bring your luggage. As soon as we land, we’re heading directly
in. If we’re rebuffed, we’ll retreat back to the ship. But Agents, don’t plan
on a retreat. These thieves have already portaled Toh’sellor once
already at cost to one of their own. They might choose to portal it out again,
no matter how dangerous that is. We absolutely cannot afford for it to be moved
a second time. Short of a disaster, we’re succeeding.” 


Maksohm didn’t say ‘or die trying’ but everyone seemed to
hear those words regardless. I knew they had, as they all darted glances at
Rena as if to reassure themselves that with her, they could win. They could
survive. Perhaps Rena sensed it too, as she stared back at them with a determined
expression. That seemed to reassure them. I wonder, when did she learn how to
do that?—reassure people without saying a word? I felt distinctly proud of her,
especially considering how she battled with her own fears. None of that showed
on her face. 


“Any questions?” Maksohm seemed to think he’d covered what
he needed to. 


Lifting a hand, Blanks called attention to himself. “Will we
be susceptible to Toh’sellor’s energy like last time?”


“Unknown,” Maksohm answered with a brief glance to his
artificial fingers. “It is Magus Hach’s expert opinion that the odds of that
are low unless we get very close to Toh’sellor itself. Our advice is to
stay at least twenty feet away from Toh’sellor at all times unless
strongly shielded. However, if they have failed to properly contain Toh’sellor
and there is malignant energy there, then please use common sense. If you feel
anything off, go to a healer immediately. Healers, you know what to look for. If
you need Magus Hach’s intervention, do so. Any other questions?”


Lauren raised her hand. “Agent Maksohm, I understand we
can’t return Toh’sellor to Z’gher. What’s the plan for after we’ve taken
him back?”


“Magus Hach’s former master is a Void Mage in Turransky. She
has generously agreed to manage Toh’sellor until we can put it in a
proper facility.” A rumble went through the room as people whispered to each
other. I caught a few words here and there, but mostly heard the sound of
relief and some curiosity, as people hadn’t known there was another Void Mage
aside from Rena. Maksohm waited, panning the room. “No other questions? Good.
Let’s eat. Everyone get a good night’s sleep tonight. I want you well rested
for tomorrow.” 













Fortunately, we had two mages in the group with flying familiars.
We stopped out of range of the perimeter barrier, carefully acting like any
other Coast Guard patrol ship, and sent the familiars in for an aerial sweep.
As they did, I stood on the decking with Bannen at my side and peered over the
choppy water toward the shore. I huddled in next to him, using him as a
windshield against the cold winter weather and the distinct chill of the wind
whipping over the waves. Up until that point, it had been a slightly academic
question if Toh’sellor was actually here or not. We had all of the
earmarks of it but no concrete proof. 


One glance at the creatures patrolling the area, we had all
the proof we needed. 


Maksohm stood at my elbow, intently watching my face, and my
expression must have given it away as he grunted in satisfaction. “It’s here.”


“It’s here,” I confirmed darkly. An unpleasant crawling
sensation started up under my skin, like ants, and I shivered, trying to shake
the feeling off. Intellectually, I welcomed pinpointing Toh’sellor down.
I disliked Toh’sellor being out in the world causing havoc with no idea
of its location. But the rest of me really dreaded this. It’d put me into a
Mind Down the last time I’d faced him, nearly killed Bannen, and hurt a lot of
other people. I didn’t want a repetition of that. 


 Sarding deities, but I really didn’t want a
repetition of that. 


That in mind, I offered to Maksohm, “I can clear out the
beach before we actually land on it.”


“Trust me, I’m counting on that. Landing will be madness
otherwise. Let’s see what our scouts say. I want to make sure there’s not any
other openings to that cave.” 


We stayed still, waiting, and eventually our two scouts came
back and landed on their mages’ shoulders. Maksohm strode off to confer with
them, and I nearly followed, but something caught my eye as I moved. What was
that? It looked like a mirage, or some sort of air distortion right above the
knoll in the center of the perimeter barrier. There was no color to it, just a
wave as air moved against the blue of the sky and the white of the sand and
snow. It almost gave the impression that the top of the knoll was shifting, but
I knew that not to be the case. Blinking, I narrowed my eyes, leaning over the
wooden railing to try and see better. 


“Whatcha looking at, honey?” Bannen inquired, leaning in to
put his head on the same level as mine. 


“There’s some sort of strange…” I trailed off, pointing
instead. “Do you see it? Right there.” 


Following my finger, he stared hard for a long moment. “I
think I do? It looks rather like a mirage. What is that?”


“I’m not entirely sure. But it’s giving me a jeepers
creepers feeling.” 


It did not look good. There was no way to have a heat wave
in the dead of winter, so something else had to be giving off that kind of
distortion, to warp the surroundings in that peculiar way. In fact, that energy
looked remarkably like—all of a sudden it hit me. I’d rarely seen Toh’sellor’s
energy in its pure form, it had always been wrapped up with something else—dust
or plant material or gas, something that distorted it.  The only time I’d seen
it in pure form, I’d taken it down to its core. I hadn’t seen it while it
expanded and grew. But the base of it, ever changing, morphing from one form to
another like quicksilver, that I knew intimately well. 


Swearing viciously, I turned and frantically looked for my team
leader. Spotting him, I screamed, “DAH’LIL!”


He twisted about so sharply, he nearly fell. With quick
strides, he came back to my side, demanding, “What? What’s wrong?”


“They’ve lost control of it,” I reported frantically, words
nearly tripping over each other to get out of my mouth. “You see that
mirage-like wave of air over there? Like a heat wave above the knoll? That’s Toh’sellor’s
energy. They’ve lost control of it—it’s literally eating at the ground above it
right now.” 


Maksohm’s expression went as black as a thundercloud of a
mother storm. “Sarding son of a Bauchi. How much time do we have?”


“We don’t,” I informed him bluntly. “Every second it’s
loose, with all of that material to work with, it becomes that much harder for
me to defeat. Especially closed in like that, it’s going to be an outright bear
to safely approach without us all risking being infected with his energy.” 


I could see his mind calculating at lightning speeds. I
loved watching his expression in times like these because Maksohm had one of
the best intellects of anyone I’d ever met, and seeing his mind in action was a
glorious thing to behold. He nodded sharply at some conclusion he’d reached and
then turned, booming out orders with precision. “Team Two! I need you on shore
now. You’ll be stationed at the top of the knoll, I want a strong barrier up
around that area as of yesterday. Keep Toh’sellor contained so it
doesn’t spread out any further, we can’t afford it. Team Three, you’re with us,
we’re landing in the next ten minutes. Move, people, move!”


We moved. 


Even as I maneuvered for the small runabout boats that would
take us to shore, I could hear Vee demanding of Maksohm, “Was there only one
entrance, then?”


“Fortunately—or unfortunately, depends on how you look at
it—there’s only the one,” he answered, standing to the side and ushering people
onto different boats. They could only fit about ten to a boat, so by necessity
we had to take three: one for each team and all of their familiars. There was a
little confusion on who needed to go where, which Maksohm sorted as quickly as
possible, then the guardsmen lowered us into the water so quickly we got
splashed with freezing sea water. 


None of us complained, as we needed that sort of speed over
precision right now. The motor of the boat rumbled to life and I kept my eyes
on the knoll as we were turned toward the beach, the prow of the small boat
cutting through the waves as we bounced a little along the top of the water. That
energy mirage above the knoll definitely got worse as I watched it; I could
actually see part of the knoll cave inwards by inches. 


Maksohm put a hand on my shoulder, prodding me around. With
the waves and the loud motor, he couldn’t say anything and have a prayer of
being heard, so instead he directed my eyes toward the beach and pointed to the
minions now watching our approach. Right. That should be my priority at the
moment. 


I focused on them but couldn’t get a lock just yet—we were
too far out. The minions waded into the water, pushing the limits of the proximity
barrier, and I couldn’t hear them, but their mouths opened in clear snarls.
Almost close enough, the details looked fuzzy, but every second the boat
brought me that much closer within range. 


A stray strand of hair worked itself loose of my braid, whipping
into my eyes, and I clawed it back out again. Blinking, I focused and found in
that second of inattention, I’d closed the remaining distance. A feral grin
tightened my face and I got cautiously up to my knees, getting a better vantage
point. Two sets of hands locked around both of my arms, and I knew by feel who
they belonged to: Bannen on my right, Chi on my left. They would make sure I
didn’t fall out of the boat. I trusted them to hold onto me as my attention
fully went to the minions ahead. 


These weren’t the shielded minions I’d seen over the past
few weeks, but true minions, ones completely warped by Toh’sellor. It
had been months since I’d had to think along these lines, but I still knew what
to look for. The core of Toh’sellor always embedded itself in the
minions, the first sign of change from their true nature into something other—the
twisted version of Toh’sellor’s reality. Once I found that first core, I
looked for a second, then a third, finding the common elements between them. It
seemed in the long months since we’d last fought, Toh’sellor’s modus
operandi hadn’t changed any. It still built its minions in the same way. Good,
that made things significantly easier on my end. 


I spoke the spell I’d utilized dozens of times before,
listing out to my magic what I wanted to disappear. I could feel my magic hum
happily, rising to the task, as eager as a bloodhound to please. Destruction
suited its nature very well, and having a job like this made it happy. No one
else likely saw it the way I did, as my magic shot out, impacting every minion
on the shoreline within reach of me at the same instant. To them, all they saw
was two dozen wolves, predator cats, and some strange moss-like creature
disappear into dust. 


“Brace yourselves!” our pilot called out in warning, seconds
before the boat’s prow rammed into the sand. 


I might have toppled straight into the water if not for the
hands firmly gripping my arms. As it was, I barely rocked forward before Bannen
and Chi pulled me back. Only when the boat stopped moving did they let go of me,
the motor falling to a hum as it idled. Agents leaped out on either side, the
salty water spraying upwards as their boots impacted with the sea, then they
raced onto shore, falling into defensive formations.


Following after as closely as I could, I kept my eyes
further up along the beach, as I knew there were other minions out there—ones I
hadn’t been able to destroy in that first sweep. Ah good, they were coming for
me. That made life easier. 


A hand landed on my shoulder and Maksohm said against my
ear, “I need you to take out as many minions as you can. I don’t want Team Two
up here without protection or reinforcements. If they get swarmed, it’ll come
to a bad end.” 


I nodded, agreeing, but I’d already intended to sweep the
beach clear before heading in. I didn’t want my colleagues out here alone with
these things. They could defeat them, I knew they could, but they’d also have
their hands full with trying to contain Toh’sellor from up top and
dealing with any new minions it might create. We had no real idea how long it
would take for me to get in there from the main entrance. Ten minutes? Twenty?
An hour? Either way, too much time for Toh’sellor to work with, and the
danger to the team was not inconsiderable. I’d give them the best odds I could
to get through this alive. 


The minions this time looked like a cross between dogs and
fish, a strange combination that instinctively put my hackles up. They were
fundamentally wrong in appearance and just the sight made my stomach
turn. I quickly spoke the spell to put them out of their misery, as I couldn’t
imagine such an existence. 


I heard Maksohm bark out orders behind me, could hear Team
Two moving off toward the knoll. My own team formed up around me, as a living
barrier between any threat I hadn’t spotted yet. “Bannen, did I miss anything?”


“Coming in from behind and to your right,” he calmly
reported. 


Turning, I saw what he meant: another pack of wolf-moss
minions. What a truly strange look for a minion. I’d never seen the like of it
before and hoped not to again. Only six this time, so I dared hope that after I
defeated this group, the beach would be clear. 


Because of my preoccupation with the other group, these were
closer, and I couldn’t get the spell out quickly enough. Chi shot three before
I could get the full spell launched, and Bannen nearly had to go ahead and deal
with one himself, it got that close. My heart thudded in my chest, adrenaline
racing. I remembered this sensation of going into battle all too well. 


So did my husband-familiar, going off that wicked smile on
his face. Bannen always loved a good fight. At least one of us was happy?


Maksohm turned both directions, looking, then grunted in
satisfaction. “Looks like we’re clear. Team Two, stay in contact. Teams One and
Three, let’s move in. Remember, Team Three, stay behind us so Rena can deal
with whatever traps are in the cave.”


“Yes, sir!” several voices assured him in unison. 


I kept my eyes peeled as we jogged along the beach, heading
southwest toward the cave entrance. I wish we’d been able to land directly in
front of it, but the area over here had more rocks than sand, and getting the
boats any closer would have punctured the hulls. Or so I had been informed.
Part of the reason why I wished we’d gotten closer was to give our enemy less
time to prepare for our arrival, of course, but the other reason was sand. 


White sandy beaches sounded romantic, or at least in novels
and poetry they did. But the reality was quite different when having to run
across it. Sand shifted very easily under the slightest bit of pressure, and
trying to keep up a good pace was challenging to say the least. I felt like I’d
turn an ankle at any second if I moved faster than a slow jog. People ran
across beaches for exercise? Really? Were they trying to get injured? 


Maybe it was just me, though, because no one else seemed to
struggle with it. Granted, I was not the most athletic person in the world, as
for most of my life just breathing was nearly beyond me. Since acquiring
Bannen, though, I’d been more or less forced to exercise more regularly, as my
husband liked to be active. I thought I’d improved, at least well enough to
keep up with my very physically fit colleagues. 


Clearly I still had some distance to go with that, if this moment
illustrated anything. 


Sand abruptly gave way to rocky ground, to my relief, giving
us a firmer footing. We slowed to a fast walk, everyone panning their
surroundings for threats. I stayed near the front of the group, Bannen on one
side, Chi on the other, carefully looking for anything that smacked of ambushes
or traps. 


“Rena?” Maksohm inquired behind me. 


“I don’t see anything,” I answered, still looking. The snow
on the ground gave clear evidence of several footprints overlapping, that even
to my eyes signified activity. People came and went from this area regularly.
We rounded a sloped patch of earth and the cave entrance abruptly came into
view. I’d expected something tall enough for people to walk through, of course—the
reports had told us that much. But it was significantly taller than that. Even
Vee could walk through comfortably without anything threatening to make its
acquaintance with her head.


Actually, it gave off a vibe of being a little manmade to
me, as if a cave entrance naturally existed here and then someone had widened
it. The edges were too clean, too precise, and the floor looked smooth. I
didn’t even see a pebble out of place. It made sense, of course. If people were
hauling large quantities of equipment and supplies back and forth through here,
they’d naturally make it easier by leveling the floor. Would that make it
easier for me to spot any traps? I hoped so. 


Turning my head a little, I reported to Maksohm, “Still no
signs of traps.” 


“I find that conversely worrying,” Chi muttered to no one in
particular. 


“You’re not the only one,” Bannen grunted. He shifted, hands
tightening around his swords, and I knew that fidget. He did not like this
situation one bit. 


Then again, we were basically walking into a fatal funnel
with unknown numbers of enemies in front of us, and an out-of-control Toh’sellor
waiting like a jackpot prize at the end. 


Sarding deities, now I was distinctly unhappy about going in
there. Were we absolutely sure I couldn’t just burrow through from the top?
Well, no, if I did that, it exposed everyone to chaos energy and increased the
odds of them being infected to a hundred percent. As much as I loathed to admit
it, going in this way remained the safer option. Probably not saner, but safer.



Alright. Into the breach. 













Rena seemed confident we didn’t have any traps to worry
about, so we entered at a steady pace. No one rushed or bulled ahead. Rena
needed time to fully sweep the area with her eyes, after all, and it was hard
to do that at a run. Besides, if she did see something, she’d stop immediately,
and no one wanted to risk bowling her over. So a quick walk it was, thirteen
agents and eight familiars forming up in a defensive square pattern to either
side of her and at her back. 


I wished we could put her in the middle, but in this case,
we needed her eyes to see every detail of the area ahead. I stayed planted at
her right, Chi at her left, and we clung to her sides like shadows. Emily I
kept a sharp eye on as well. She had experience against Toh’sellor’s shards
but she’d never been on an operation of this scale before, and I could tell she
was a little nervous. Or perhaps jumpy with battle nerves and adrenaline. At
any rate, it was always good to keep the healers in the center of a defensive
formation because they were the very last people you wanted injured. 


Both teams cleared the tunnel entrance without issue. The
dampness of the cave mixed into the air, speaking of mold, wet rocks, and
something else that stank. I do mean reeked. I couldn’t pinpoint the smell but
my nose kept twitching under the force of it. I nearly asked if anyone else
identified the smell, but the mood felt too oppressive for pointless chatter.
Everyone radiated tension, literally ready to leap on anything remotely
dangerous. Several mage lights went up, mostly the healers carrying them, and they
cast eerie shadows along the uneven walls. It didn’t help the atmosphere
whatsoever. In fact, it got downright creepy after that. 


I heard them before I saw them. High-pitched chittering,
squawks, snarls that sounded like gasps of air, mixed in with the light thump
of many small feet all rushing our direction. 


“Vee,” Chi turned to his wife plaintively, like a small
child asking for confirmation that the monster under the bed really wasn’t
real. “Monkeys?”


I almost felt sorry for him in that moment. Bad enough we were
in a fatal funnel, bad enough we were in a cave that spanned deities-knew-how-deep
with who-knew-what faced us, but we got murderous monkeys on top of it all.
This was really shaping up to be a bad day. 


Vee put an arm around his shoulders, giving him a brief hug.
“Sorry, love. But if it makes things better, you can shoot these monkeys.” 


He brightened for a moment. “That does sound good.”


Then the first wave of the monkeys came around the bend and
into sight and we all visibly flinched. “That’s…a lot of monkeys. What do you
call that many monkeys?”


“Troop,” Maksohm answered succinctly. “Or tribe. Sometimes
people use barrel.” 


“Horde,” Chi snarled, whipping out five arrows at once. “I’m
going with horde of monkeys because hordes are evil and monkeys are the epitome
of evil.” 


No one contradicted Chi. It had to be one of his worst
nightmares, facing this many monkeys underground, and we had to defeat all of
them just to get through. There was no other way around it, really. He might
need therapy after this. Actually, we might all need therapy after this. I was
just going to assume that, for sanity’s sake. 


For now though, the general consensus seemed to be that
shooting things made Chi feel better, so we’d let him shoot all the monkeys he
wished.


He took out the first five of the wave with deadly accuracy,
and it was hard to hear over the general din the monkeys made, but I could see
the results readily enough. They looked odd, like zombie monkeys—their gaits
off, their tails sometimes missing, or sometimes triple like a mythical fox. Toh’sellor’s
influence, no doubt. They didn’t have that half-changed look we’d seen in
Njorage; these looked fully malformed to me. Rena didn’t say one way or another,
though. 


With the tunnel being only so wide, we were limited to three
of us fighting at once, leaving the agents behind us unable to do much at all.
Some of the mages threw fire spells over our heads, Vee for one, but that was
limited to a handful of people as well, leaving the rest to watch and fume. I
could hear their frustration but didn’t dare give ground or encourage them to
work past me. We flat didn’t have the room for it.


Maksohm realized this and pulled Chi back, pushing two other
mages forward so they could sweep ahead with several fire spells. Chi wasn’t
exactly happy, but the few monkeys that dodged around the fire balls and got
through our defenses quickly found an arrow lodged in their bodies. 


Rena spoke quickly, unleashing her spell as fast as her
mouth could go, but, still, that took a minute. The rest of us fought them off
as well if they got to us. The monkeys didn’t give much opposition, light and
small as they were, in terms of brute force. But sards were they quick.
It sometimes took two swings before I could connect properly, instead of a
glancing blow, and that was patently ridiculous, as nothing should be that
quick. 


Five minutes into this, I could feel my body warming up,
sweat dewing between my shoulder blades. I was not out of shape. I just
possibly had been slacking a little on my speed drills the past few months,
shenanigans aside. “Chi.” 


“Yo.”


“Need to do more speed drills,” I huffed out. 


“Tell me about it,” he snarled, reaching for another handful
of arrows and unleashing them like lightning. 


The last syllable fell from Rena’s lips and every monkey
within line of sight dispersed into dust particles instantly. Usually I
celebrated that, but it meant monkey ash went everywhere. Including
places that I reserved for food and my wife. 


“It’s in my mouth,” Vee complained, spitting, or at least I
think that’s what she said. A little hard to understand with her tongue hanging
out of her mouth. 


We all gagged, spitting and taking a second to regroup.
Maksohm, bless him, called upon a sea wind to come in from behind us and flush
the air and cave floor clean. 


“Do that sooner,” Vee demanded plaintively. 


Rena gave us all an apologetic wince. “Sorry. There’s just
such poor air circulation in here.” 


“How about I start a wind spell when you start yours,” Emily
offered, trying to be stoic about things, but still looking a little green
around the gills. “That way we can avoid a repeat.” 


“Do it,” three voices ordered her at once. 


“Let’s switch,” Vee offered. “Every other time, avoid tiring
you out. I’ll take next wave.”


“Maybe there won’t be a next wave?” Rena waved an
illustrative hand toward the cave. “That was a lot of monkeys. Njorage didn’t
report all that many were stolen, right? Just two hundred or so, and we already
killed some up in Njorage—”


That same terrible sound of chittering, snarls, and many
small bodies rushing toward us echoed from beyond the next bend. 


“You’re an optimist,” Chi accused her as if she were really
a murderer. 


“Apparently so.” Rena winced again, giving him an apologetic
smile. “Sorry, Chi.”


“There’s no point dwelling on the past, what’s done is done,
insert other random platitudes here.” He gave her a look as he bent to retrieve
arrows before we got swarmed again. “How about you make it up to me by killing
all of them?”


“That I can do.”


Even bracing myself, the second wave was just as bad as the
first, or maybe worse because of the gagging taste lingering on my tongue. I
tried very hard not to focus on that as I waded into the fray once more. A sea
wind blew up behind us as Emily worked her magic, Rena already speaking in that
lightning quick way of hers. It still felt like a small eternity before that
wave went down in the same puff of ash. 


This time, the wind kept it from invading our personal
space, although it still came closer to my face than I cared for. The demands
of fighting something that small and quick lingered in my arms and shoulders. I
could fight all day, given the right circumstances, but that meant pacing
myself to some degree. I was loath to do it, because it meant leaving Rena’s
immediate side, but I couldn’t exhaust myself this early on either. I tagged
out with Blanks, falling to Rena’s back, letting him move up. He, on the other
hand, looked happy to have a chance to flatten a few dozen minions on the next
go-round.


I bent to help Chi retrieve some of his arrows, we all did,
but we moved at a quick walk at the same time. We needed to cover as much
ground in between the fighting as possible, otherwise this nightmare would
never end. No one said it, but I think we all cautiously hoped that we’d
cleared the monkeys out, at least. I hadn’t exactly gotten a headcount on the
bloodthirsty little suckers but that had been at least a hundred. Hadn’t the
report of the stolen monkeys offered about three hundred as an estimate? We’d
fought a hundred and fifty or so in Njorage, so shouldn’t that account for all
of them? 


A blood-curdling roar echoed down the tunnel and we all
froze abruptly in our tracks. “Is that…? That can’t be a bear, can it?”


“Of course they have a bear,” Maksohm sighed. I think he
resigned himself to this whole mission being a complete disaster at that point.



“Maksohm.”


“Yes, Chinny.”


“I’m taking a vacation after this.”


“Chi, we’re all taking a vacation after this. In a place
where there is absolutely no possibility of there being monkeys.”


“This is why you’re my favorite,” Chi informed him. 


The silver lining of the situation was that we were
apparently through the monkey portion of the day. What came after us next was
such a mix of wildlife that it boggled the mind. Deer, wolves, mountain lions,
bears, more wolves, a moose, even an alligator. They looked warped and strange
under Toh’sellor’s influence, these more obvious than the other changes
we’d seen recently, but not quite full on minions. I had a feeling these were
more the shielded type that gave my wife trouble.  


The ground shook a little as the grizzly bear lumbered
forward, and the stench of the minions became nigh overpowering. Naturally, bears
didn’t smell bad, but something about Toh’sellor’s influence and having
this many minions in such a narrow opening with already stale air…not a good
combination. Chi’s arrows flew, taking out anything getting too close, and I
hefted a few daggers that direction as well, mostly for misdirection. Rena
needed every second we could buy her. 


I recognized the words, having heard them often enough the
past three years, and knew her to be almost done. The minions were almost on us
now, but I worried most about the bear. He’d made better time than expected,
and even now, those long arms reached out to hit us. 


Vee stepped forward, Seton in one hand, sword in another,
and went toe-to-toe with the bear. Part of me thought her insane, even if she
basically stood at the same height, but if anyone could take on a bear and win,
it was Vee. The bear opened his mouth and roared a challenge. 


The giantess laughed. 


Laughter on a battlefield was a little disturbing. I was
used to Chi’s sarcasm, the jokes we exchanged between us, but laughter? Not so
much. I glanced at her sideways, questioning, and then she leapt forward,
clearing the first line of the deer, Seton swinging out. The bear threw an arm
out as if to catch it. For the second time in my acquaintance with Seton, I saw
why he was called a magical weapon. His lights flashed strongly, a shield
erecting around himself and Vee’s side, and he leant strength to her attack.
The bear didn’t stand a chance. He blew backwards, impacting strongly against
the side of the cave wall like a dirty dish rag. 


Vee stepped forward to finish him off, Seton whirling in her
right hand. She made it two steps when every minion in sight vanished into ash
again. I held my breath, but fortunately Emily’s wind spell swept it all away
from us before we could get another mouthful. 


Turning, Vee pouted at Rena. “That’s not nice.” 


“Vee, you can play later,” Rena responded with an eyeroll. 


Leaning in to Chi’s side, I muttered, “I thought she was
supposed to be the sane one in your relationship.”


“Looks can be deceiving,” Chi muttered back. “It’s not that
she’s the saner one, it’s just that most mere mortals offer no real challenge
for her. They’re boring. She has little berserker moments when things like bears
show up. Now you see why we get along so well.”


“Yes, because you’re both crazy.” It also explained why
we’re all friends, too. I was not exactly sane. 


We all listened hard at that point, almost paranoid about
facing even more minions. We stayed still, but nothing came down the tunnel
except vague sounds of something…I couldn’t put my finger on it. I hadn’t heard
anything like it before. With the way the tunnel veered ahead, turning, we had
no clear line of sight either. Let me just say, the idea of walking into the
unknown with strange noises and no indication of what it might be? Trifle
nerve-wracking. I looked forward to it with the same anticipation of having a
little arsenic in my morning coffee. 


Everyone paused, looking at each other, murmuring questions,
hoping that someone else might know what was up ahead. Facing the known or
suspected was one thing, but facing something unknown? No thanks. 


Proving to have nerves of steel, my wife marched straight
forward without faltering, bypassing Vee without even a glance in her
direction. She was truly, incredibly sexy when she did stuff like that. I fell
in love with her all over again. Because my mouth had no filter, I said to her,
“You’re sexy, honey.”


Rena laughed, giving me a quick glance over her shoulder.
“Thanks, hubby.”


Everyone fell immediately in behind her, stalking forward
with weapons at the ready. The other agents thought it funny I’d said something
like that, but that just proved they didn’t know me very well. We crossed over
the distance in a steady stride, pacing ourselves, but making time, as no one
wanted to stay in these cramped quarters longer than necessary. 


Then we reached the bend and Rena stopped dead in her tracks
right at the mouth of the cave. I stepped immediately up past her shoulder,
ready to be her immediate shield and defense. It didn’t matter. 


I couldn’t fight this. 


Ahead of us the tunnel branched out into a large opening,
nearly circular, tall and wide enough to put a capital building into. Any hint
of stalagmites or stalactites had been broken away, the area round and
unnaturally smooth. Mage lights hung from the ceiling at random intervals,
throwing the area into stark white lighting, which didn’t help the atmosphere
any. The noise was ferocious, beating at my ears, pounding at my temples like a
wave of sound.


My eyes quickly took in the situation, marking targets and
threats, analyzing what would be able to hit us first: perhaps two dozen men
along the back wall, all in black, frantically running back and forth and
yelling things at each other. Cages along the right and left side with various
creatures, some of them Toh’sellor touched, some not. Crates along the
left side with a few magical-looking artifacts poking out of the tops. 


Toh’sellor dead in the center. 


I stared at the monster with rising bile. It was not the
small flame that I’d seen before in Z’gher, nor was it the huge monstrosity
we’d battled at such great cost seven months ago. It was something in between—larger
than the shards we’d battled, certainly, with greater menace than any shard
could hope to duplicate. My eyes traveled over it, gauging it, even as I
swallowed down bile over and over again. It had grown as tall as a one-story
house, wide at the base, flickering and moving in that chaotic mess of every
possible spectrum of color, light, and darkness. Even as I watched, it grew
again, straight up, the ceiling of the cave disappearing entirely, opening up
to show clear, blue skies above it. 


“Team Two, tell me you have a shield over it,” Maksohm
snapped into his TMC. 


“Team One, we confirm the shield. We had to push it out
over the knoll itself instead of just the top. Location?”


“We’re inside.” Maksohm left it at that.


Not that he had time to say anything else. The men in black
noticed our entrance and rushed around the sides, carefully skirting Toh’sellor,
already pulling out weapons and grimoires. Maksohm shifted ahead of us, his own
grimoire in hand, throwing up defensive barriers that sealed the tunnel
opening, preventing them from rushing us. 


I fell back behind them as the first attack spells hit, not
splashing off like I expected, but hitting with enough force that it knocked
Maksohm back a step. Alarmed, I stared at him but he didn’t look at me, his
teeth gritted in a fierce expression of determination. I’d never seen him once
get thrown back, and we’d fought some pretty interesting monsters. Just how
powerful were these rogue mages? Nora immediately came to stand at his side,
her own grimoire out as she threw up another layer of barriers. It was
patchwork, even I could see that, but it kept them from breaking through on the
next try. 


“Rena?” our team leader asked. 


Rena hadn’t looked away from her analysis in spite of the
attacks. This didn’t surprise me, she likely hadn’t even registered them. She
grew incredibly focused when getting ready to destroy something. “Five minutes.”



Maksohm didn’t expect that answer. I didn’t either. “Uh,
honey, why five? It normally takes you like three.”


“They’ve done something to Toh’sellor,” she gritted
out, tone black and flat with anger. “I think I know what, but I’ll have to do
something about it first before I can even begin to tackle Toh’sellor.” 


That seriously did not sound good. “You sure about that five
minutes?”


She glanced at me, grey eyes cold, and I shivered. I’d only
seen that expression a handful of times, but a wise husband remembered that
look. He survived longer that way. My wife was completely and utterly pissed
off. I didn’t know what those idiots in black did, but apparently it was even
worse than stealing Toh’sellor, and that…that was not a good thought,
right there. That scared me right down to my little toe. 


“No,” she finally stated. “I’m not. But all things
considered, I’d best be right.” 


Blanks stepped in and ordered, “I need two ranks, either
side of Rena, one standing, one kneeling. Fire at will.” 


Mages moved at his command, agents scrambling around each
other with admirable efficiency, their grimoires rustling as they flipped to
the right pages. I couldn’t help with this, so stayed directly behind Rena, as
that seemed the safest place to stand. For the next few minutes, it became
nothing more than a light show of magic being thrown back and forth, the snap
and crackle as they impacted against multiple barriers, the hiss of pain if
something got through a shield. That didn’t happen often, but even once was
enough to worry me. 


The rogue magicians didn’t seem to be fazed much by these
ferocious attacks. They kept throwing one spell at us after another, their own
personal barriers up and strong. I couldn’t say the same for our barriers. Both
Maksohms struggled hard to keep ours up and one of the other mages actually
stopped attacking to back them up, layering yet a third barrier for protection.



I wanted to ask, but couldn’t, as everyone stayed very
focused. Stepping up to my other shoulder, Blanks filled in the missing piece
for me in between flinging two attack spells of his own. “Maksohms’ shields
won’t last another five minutes under this assault. Neither will the shield
that’s containing Toh’sellor above, not at the rate it’s growing. The
rogue mages are somehow tapping into Toh’sellor’s energy and it’s
literally eating away at our shields. We’re outgunned here.” 


Were we really? Was it that bad? Ten veteran agents, a Void
Mage, and me against two dozen men in black, and we won’t come out on the
winning end? Even as the questions whirled through my brain, I analyzed the
fight in progress around me. Chi’s arrows couldn’t land a target, even though
he tried, but there were some serious deflecting spells going on. None of us
could get out past the shield enough to attack with swords or even staff, as
the magical attacks were so furious that even sticking a hand out would get it
sheared off. We were pinned, Maksohm’s shield already showing spiderlike cracks
in it…sarding deities, but I now saw what they meant. 


We literally wouldn’t survive more than five minutes in
here. The first time we’d ever combated with another mage, my wife had
destroyed the other mage’s grimoire. Surely that would even the playing field
quickly. “Rena, grimoires?”


“I’d love to,” she answered tightly, the words hissing out
between clenched teeth. “Can’t.” 


“What are those?” another mage behind me asked in
climbing frustration. 


“Barriers are up around each mage,” Rena informed me, “kind
of like the barriers up around the monkeys and corpses we saw bef—oh sarding
deities, really?!”


My head snapped around and I saw what she meant. The rest of
the kidnapped familiars, altered as they were by magic and Toh’sellor’s
energy, charged our direction with mania in their eyes. No, wait, we had more
familiars than the ones reported kidnapped. A good number more, at least
another twenty. That sat ill with me, and I had a bad feeling about where those
extra familiars had come from, but the mystery could wait for now. My more
immediate concern was how quickly we could defeat them. I didn’t need to ask
the obvious question, if they were under those special barriers as well,
because the look on Rena’s face gave an adequate enough explanation. 


Yeah. We might be in trouble.


 













The phrase ‘between a rock and a spear point’ adequately
reflected the situation right now. I could feel Bannen practically vibrating
with the urge to fight, but he couldn’t manage to get past the shields without
losing an arm. There was so much magic in front of me, both from the barriers
and the spell attacks, that it all snarled and tangled together. I couldn’t
quite differentiate it all because of the overlap, which made a bad situation
worse. 


Each mage sported a different barrier, a reflection of the
person who crafted them. I couldn’t latch onto any part as a common thread to
unravel. I’d have to battle them one by one, and frankly, the mages with me, my
teammates, had more brutal and faster ways to defeat them than I did. I gave
that part of the fight over to them and focused on the familiars, the other
barrier stopping us in the cave’s entrance. Too many familiars to be accounted
for, but I shoved that aside for now, because numbers didn’t matter as much as
the barriers surrounding them.


I turned sideways, knelt, stood, changing my angle of
perception every few seconds, trying to see around the mages to the familiars.
Eventually I found a good angle and finally got a good look at them and winced.
“Saaaards.” 


“Barriers?” Vee guessed above my head. 


“Each of them is unique, too,” I complained to her, having
to raise my voice to be heard over the din. 


Chi drawled the understatement of the year: “Well that’s not
ideal.” 


A fine fracture shot through the Maksohms’ barrier like a
lightning strike.  It likely wasn’t visible to anyone else but I could see it.
I called to Blanks behind us, “Reinforce barrier!”


He shuffled forward, people shifting to give him room in the
cramped quarters, his grimoire flicking to the right page before he put a
reinforcement spell over the Maksohms’ handiwork. It helped, but it was like
patching an already leaking boat. We’d be in the water sooner enough. 


I gamely tried to dust the familiars anyway, choosing a universal
component—attacking them at a fundamentally mammal level. Even the flying or
mythical races of familiars still had a mammal’s body. I could see the common
threads of blood, bone, muscle, and all of the minerals and tissues that made
up a body. I chose the three common elements—water, iron, and carbon—and used
those to build the spell with. It took two precious minutes to get the full
spell invocation out. The words barely left my lips when I watched in growing
horror as the energy barriers around each of them flared. The damage I did
worked, to a degree, but the energy barriers absorbed part of the attack, and
because of their proximity to Toh’sellor, they regenerated quickly. Much
more quickly than I could manage to destroy them in a batch lot. They must have
felt it, as they screamed in unison, but it was more in alarm than in pain. I
winced at the cacophony against my eardrums. I’d go half deaf at this rate. 


Grinding my teeth, I searched for another way, but I’d have
to tackle each familiar individually and there was no way we had time for that.
“Can’t do anything about the familiars in the next five minutes,” I said in a
low voice to Maksohm. “They’re all under different types of barriers. Same with
the mages.” 


He didn’t swear. Out loud. I bet my team leader had a few
choice words going through his head, though. “Alright. We focus on them, you
focus on Toh’sellor.” 


That was really the only realistic option. I focused my eyes
on Toh’sellor once again, mostly the barrier that surrounded it, and
chewed absently on my bottom lip. The sound of people screaming out spells
overlapped, the tones guttural and harsh. I heard them, it was impossible to
tune them out completely, but I didn’t respond to them. I didn’t lose focus.
We’d die if I lost my concentration now. I trusted my team to protect my hide,
and I saved all of my attention for the problem in front of me.


It was quite the problem.


I’d told Bannen that the mages had done something to Toh’sellor,
and while accurate, that was also the understatement of the century. I hadn’t
known how to explain it, simply because it was incredibly complicated. I’d
theorized in Njorage that they’d directly harnessed the chaotic energy Toh’sellor
threw off. What I saw here only confirmed it, as I could see the design of it
clearly enough. Whenever Toh’sellor fed energy into the nearest living
organism to create a minion, this construct of theirs took part of that
energy—roughly half—and diverted it into a different source. The harness shield
plus the energy barrier directly connected and fed into each other in mutual
support. In a way, it was ingenious. I’d never suspected Toh’sellor had
any use whatsoever. I would applaud them for their design if it wasn’t so
incredibly stupid. In order for their design to work, they had to turn Toh’sellor
loose, they couldn’t put any sort of constraints on it. Waesucks, the utter
fools were more imbecilic than I’d suspected, and I’d given them an IQ matching
their shoe size. 


I hated people some days. 


The structure of the harness looked very odd to my eyes. There
were several panels in different shapes, from octagons to hexagons, rigid and
overlapping. It looked cobbled, as if a dozen people had crafted different
parts of the spell and then smooshed it together. It had about as much elegance
as a train wreck. Unfortunately, it was fully functional. Dismantling this
thing would normally take me a few minutes, but Toh’sellor’s energy
weaved in and around it—not only feeding into it, but supporting it. The energy
acted like magical glue, which just made this situation all the more fun. And
by fun, I meant painful and tedious.


Alright, no hope for it, the best I could do was tackle the
individual segments of the spell and try to work quickly. Disappearing Toh’sellor’s
energy wouldn’t work, it’d be immediately replenished. That section, the one
off to the right-hand side, looked the least complicated out of the bunch. I
might as well start there, hope that by taking out one part, the rest would
collapse. 


Fire base in the elements, core locked with two wind
components in a frankly appalling mathematical bungle. I didn’t have to
compensate for mass in this, just power and elements, and I could feel my magic
sing to a happy state now that it could come out and really play. The
first segment fell in seconds, splintering and shattering like fairy glitter. 


In a purely cannibalistic move, Toh’sellor absorbed
the energy of the spell and noticeably grew another foot. 


Bannen yelped at my side, and he wasn’t the only one.
“Honey, you might want to work faster!”


“Side effect,” I gritted back, already focusing on the next
segment, analyzing the best way to destroy it quickly. “Any spell I destroy in
its vicinity, Toh’sellor will absorb the dregs of.” 


“Rena, love of my life, that’s not what we wanted to hear.”


“Do you see me jumping up and down with joy?” I snapped. He
might have said something else, but I tuned him out at that point, focusing
hard on the next segment. It went down a little harder than the next, but with
the same side effect. Toh’sellor grew another foot, its base spreading
out that much wider. It now pressed completely up against the protective barrier,
and I could see fissures cracking it upon that contact.  


An internal clock ticked away, and I knew I was taking
longer than that promised five minutes. I could see, as I looked through the Maksohms’
shield, that the attacks they protected us from hammered away at them. The
cousins wouldn’t be able to hold it for much longer. I’d get the harness down,
but not Toh’sellor itself. Not before the Maksohms’ shield failed. 


Worse, the mages around us redoubled their efforts, shouting
at each other to stop us. Me, specifically. The familiar-minions were also
close to getting through our barrier and that…would not be good. I was
completely out of time and surrounded on all sides. 


Three segments down now, and I really wished I could ignore
the last four, but I didn’t dare. Magical energy sparked weirdly, almost arcing
in between the missing pieces, trying to join the gaps. 


Someone in the very back noticed and raised the alarm in a
language I didn’t speak. But tone told me clearly enough what it meant, and the
attacks on us redoubled. Our shield went from being able to maintain another
two minutes to maybe a minute, if we were very lucky. Swearing, I whirled to
Bannen, catching Chi’s eye as well. “Cover me. I need to get past our shield.”


“That bad?” Bannen stared at the path ahead of us and
grimaced because there was no path ahead of us, just a lot of very trigger-happy
mages flinging every spell in their arsenal. 


“Um.” Vee stared uncertainly at us, glancing toward Toh’sellor,
chewing at her bottom lip. 


Bannen nodded slowly. “I fully endorse any plan that starts
with ‘um.’”


I smacked his arm. “What, Vee?”


“I think I can shake up the earth, scatter them; sort of
like bowling pins?” she offered. “And it will buy you a window to get through.”


“I’ll take it.” Because I frankly didn’t see any other
option. 


“Vee, pull aggro,” Bannen requested, words quick and smart.
“Chi, left, I’ll have right. Maksohm!”


“I heard,” he responded between clenched teeth. “I’ll
release on three. Form up. One, two, three!”


The shields dropped and within a split second, Vee lifted up
her foot and slammed it against the earth, one hand pointing down in a flat
palm, then drawing sharply up. The gesture and half-song tumbling from her
mouth invoked the giant’s earth magic, and the ground roiled away from her
foot, pitching everyone in front of her to the ground. Then she slammed her
foot again, her hand coming up sharply at the wrist, fingertips down, and they
did more than fall—the ground came up sharply in a tee-pee line, scattering
people to either side in a rough yank. It opened up a five-foot gap of clear
space, the ground settling again immediately. 


Vee charged forward, acting like a battering ram for anyone who
found their feet quickly. I immediately ran at her heels—or tried to. When Vee
got excited, she sometimes forgot that the rest of us couldn’t keep up with a
giant at full speed. 


I did my level best to keep up. 





I charged forward on Vee’s heels, keeping Rena immediately
to my left, but my attention focused largely on the minion-familiars already
back on their feet. Nine of them went straight for us, ignoring the rest of the
agents stuck battling with the rogue mages behind us. Divide and conquer, same
tactics as us. I pivoted on one heel, attacking a wolf as it lunged for my throat,
unable to dodge or risk it hitting Rena. Taking its strength full on was not
easy, and I slid backwards a good foot before an arrow took it out. 


Bless Chi for having my back. 


Spinning, I checked on Rena, found her still at my side and
untouched, but that split second was all I could spare. A jaguar ran at me, its
jaws unnaturally wide as it roared a challenge, loud enough to set my ears to
ringing. I saw a rogue mage approaching behind the jaguar, his teeth bared in a
snarl, which alarmed me. We had no barrier up to protect us at the moment. “Vee,
need a barrier!”


I could hear her stop abruptly, boots slamming against the
earth, and felt more than saw a barrier thrown hastily up to protect us. The
rogue mage still managed to get a spell off that nicked my right leg, the
barrier coming down a second too late. Hissing in pain, I blinked away the dark
spots that threatened my vision, because if I didn’t focus on that jaguar soon,
I’d be in trouble. 


The jaguar leapt and I moved to intercept, sword aiming for
its neck. It tucked in its head, thwarting me, and lifted a paw with razor
sharp claws that nearly caught my arm. Dodging that attack, I moved, bringing
the sword back up and around, this time in a side graze along its side.
Howling, the big cat jumped to the side, and got a face full of Seton for its
efforts. The cat died before it hit the ground. 


Several arrows sang in the air in short flights, hitting
multiple targets, and I knew Chi fired away. Did we get all the familiars, at
least? With the barrier up, I dared to look around, because not even a rogue
mage could get through Vee’s barriers that easily—


“DOWN!” Vee barked at us. 


Not questioning, I went down to my knees, yanking Rena in
sharply so that I could shield her with my body. She squeaked a little at the
abrupt maneuver but didn’t resist me, which I appreciated, folding up onto her
knees, her back pressed to my chest. I frantically turned my head this way and
that, panning the area. Just what had scared Vee?


An explosion rocked over my head and I ducked even tighter,
swearing. “What in thunderation?!”


“Those complete morons,” Rena hissed. Even with her
directly under me, I could barely hear her. The explosion had made everything
dim in my ears, and they kept popping for some reason. “They’re deliberately
throwing the magical artifacts at the shields.”


“Why does that result in explosions?” Chi demanded, then
yelped and flinched when another one got chucked at us and lit up like a bomb
over our heads. I could see a visible crack develop in Vee’s shield from the
impact, which alarmed me right down to my marrow. 


“Because it’s already got magic of its own, it’s been
infected with Toh’sellor’s energy, and the mix of yet a third magic is
overloading its design.” Rena bit off the explanation curtly, and she lifted
her head enough to take in the barrier overhead. The flickering, failing
barrier overhead. “We’re not going to survive another hit. Get up, move!”


I saw sense in that order and did as told, helping my wife
up and running with her. I could feel the necklace barrier around my neck
activate, the world shimmering slightly, which told me how close I’d gotten. We
only had another twenty feet before we hit Toh’sellor, so where did Rena
think she was going? 





Because she wasn’t an idiot, Vee veered off when we got to
that mythical fifteen-foot mark, not getting any closer to Toh’sellor.
Even this close threatened to do permanent injury to her. She went right,
skirting along the edges, and Bannen and Chi moved to follow her. 


I didn’t.


I couldn’t. We had two dozen rogue mages still attacking
everyone, over twenty minion-familiars still up and fighting, and now magical
artifacts being thrown at us like hand grenades. None of the barriers would
last another hit. I had to stop this now, I was flat out of time, and there was
only one method I knew of to manage it. 


Bannen would really strangle me for this. 


It took only a second, a moment to let go of the iron
control I maintained on myself. I’d only done this once before, seven months
ago, but my magic remembered how liberating it felt to be fully turned loose.
My body remembered too, the cost of that liberty—something I still hadn’t fully
recovered from—but its protest echoed distantly in comparison to the joy. I let all of it go, my magic soaring out past my skin,
radiating from me like I carried around my own bonfire. 


“Rena, NO!” Bannen howled behind me. 


He couldn’t stop me. He couldn’t even approach. It would
kill him instantly. The shields he and Chi wore around their necks were
designed to shield against Toh’sellor’s residual energy, not the chaotic
thing itself. It wouldn’t hold up to both his energy and mine. Bannen knew
this, didn’t try to fling himself at me, and I couldn’t even give him an
apologetic glance. I had Toh’sellor right in front of me, and that took
precedence over everything else. 


I ran straight into the lion’s mouth, knowing what would
happen. The battle still raged behind me, I could hear it; I could feel the
heat of spells bursting off of each other; but I couldn’t focus on that. Wind
and chaotic energy swirled ahead of me like a tornado, gaining speed and
magical ferocity with every revolution. That took my entire concentration, as
it battered against me, the chaotic nature of its energy repulsive and making
my skin crawl. 


The harness shield around Toh’sellor disintegrated at
the first brush of my magic, leaving it as no obstacle. I was wide open, my
magic pouring out like a raging bonfire, and it took me a second to realize
that more than just my magic flared up. 


Oh. Sards. I didn’t think this through. The energy barrier
around Toh’sellor splintered as I hit it, and when it did, it released
all of that stored energy. Stored, concentrated energy of Toh’sellor.
It hit me with a backlash powerful enough to overload my already sensitive
nerves. I seized as if I’d been hit with an electrical charge or a lightning
bolt, my nerves flaring white hot in pain, my very bones protesting it. It
lasted a second, an eternity. I nearly went unconscious, the pain so intense it
was a visceral thing. 


I couldn’t even keep going. Something went very wrong in my
legs and I fell abruptly forward, barely catching myself on my forearms to
avoid slamming nose-first into the stone under me. Sards, waesucks, this
wasn’t good. I couldn’t move. I lay two feet from Toh’sellor’s core and
I couldn’t move. Even trying to roll over was a no-go—that caused an
intense amount of pain as the area around my hips screamed. 


Bannen yelled at me, his voice going high with alarm. I
wanted to respond, to say something, and couldn’t. Just keeping my magic open
cost me dearly. I had to, though; I couldn’t stop now. Stopping now would both
leave me open to Toh’sellor without a defense and unleash its power
against everyone else in the cavern. If I was to survive this, I had to defeat it,
even if I stayed flat on my face doing it.


My magic blazed upwards, happily bulling through Toh’sellor’s
defenses and shredding it as if it had all the substance of cotton candy. Toh’sellor
wasn’t a thinking being, it didn’t have that kind of higher form of thought,
but on an instinctive level, it recognized me. I knew it did, because it openly
flinched, drawing all of that growing power back into itself, trying to shore
up some sort of defense against me. Not that it mattered. 


An unholy grin spread over my face as I battled against it,
watching as the towering giant once again whittled down to size. The analytical
part of my mind knew that I couldn’t keep this up for much longer, doing this
was insanely dangerous, and I didn’t want to experience a Mind Down for the
third time, thank you very much. I lay there with my head craned upwards,
watching Toh’sellor’s core visibly shrink, letting my magic do as it
wished. 


It destroyed Toh’sellor down to its barely flickering
core and purred in satisfaction at a job well done. Even before I could try to
rein it in, my magic curled back into my chest, like a contented cat in a patch
of sunlight. I blinked in astonishment, not expecting that. Well, granted,
there was nothing left to do, Toh’sellor back to its original state now.



I sent an internal thank you to my magic, felt it glow
briefly in response. Then the euphoria died and I felt every single cell in my
body scream at once. Owwwww.  Before I could get a word out, my husband skidded
to a halt near my side. “You lunatic, what was that?!”


“Shield,” I gasped out. Owww, legs. Owww, lungs. Owww, hair.
It was bad when even my hair hurt. 


“Got it,” Vee assured me, stepping up to my other side, and
indeed she had her grimoire out and a barrier around what remained of Toh’sellor
with record speed. “Team Two, work with me, cap from the top!”


“Cast now!” someone from up top commanded and the dual
barriers snapped together with an audible hum, cutting off Toh’sellor’s
energy so that it no longer grated along my nerves. I relaxed, then
flinched as I did, as just breathing hurt.  


“Honey,” Bannen’s hands hovered without quite touching, his
eyes going over me from head to toe. “Tell me what hurts. You went down hard.”


“I think my legs are broken,” I admitted, breath hissing
from between clenched teeth. Oh sards did that hurt. 


“EMILY!” Bannen called, voice loud enough to be a
thunderclap. “Right, she’s coming. What else?”


“Might be on the verge of a breathing attack. Could just be
me lying on top of my lungs, though. Hard to tell right now.” 


“When Emily gets here, we’ll roll you over,” he promised. 


I dared to tilt my head enough to see him properly. One look
at the dark thundercloud of an expression on his face, and I winced. Yeah…I was
in trouble. “Sorry?”


“You’re not,” he snarled at me. Yup, I knew that look. He was
utterly pissed, the familiar bond likely demanding blood and retribution about
now. “Rena, what by the sarding deities—”


“Sorry, sorry,” I apologized again, trying to sound more
contrite this time. I did honestly feel sorry about scaring him, so I could put
sincerity into that at least. “We were just completely out of time and I had to
take it down before we got bombarded completely. Wait, I still hear fighting.” 


“It’s not over yet,” Vee informed me. She assumed a
defensive posture on my other side, I could hear it as she sent Seton whistling
in front of her. “Come on, you gutless coward, you’re not getting at her.” 


“She has to be stopped!” a woman’s voice snapped, horror
choking her words. “She’s wasted weeks of research, utterly destroyed
all of it!”


Research. Toh’sellor was being referred to as research?
Was the woman crazy as a bed bug? 


“You either stand down, or I put an arrow in you,” Chi
informed the rogue mage flatly. At least, I assumed she was a rogue mage. My
head faced the wrong direction to see. There was more than one, though, as
Bannen abruptly stood, sword held at the ready. 


Chi’s bow abruptly released with a thwack and someone
gasped in pain. Then it snapped out again and I could hear someone else swear,
further away. “Anyone who touches those crates gets an arrow through the
shoulder! I am not sarding kidding! Try me!”


From the top of the knoll, Team Two’s agents started firing
off spells as well, and I could hear multiple rogue mages and minion-familiars
go down. The battle turned quick and brutal with the rouge mages not having Toh’sellor’s
energy to bolster their barriers. I tried not to feel completely pinned and
helpless while lying there, listening to them fight, but failed miserably. It hearkened
back to my pre-teen years and I loathed the feeling with every fiber of my
being. 


“All rogue mages secure!” a voice barked out. Maksohm,
sounded like. 


“All rogue mages secure, confirmed!” another man repeated
from the right side, somewhere beyond my view. “Minion-familiars are either
dead or in cages.”


“Leave those, we might be able to get Rena’s help in saving
them. Emily, with me, let’s get you to her.” 













It turned out that my legs were not broken but dislocated. Emily
and Vee matter-of-factly put them back in their respective sockets (not a
painless process), then made me comfortable on the floor, half propped up
against the cave wall some distance from Toh’sellor. I wouldn’t be able
to move for at least two hours, not until the magic had a chance to do its job,
and even then I’d be carried back onto the ship. In fact, I had orders to not
try and walk until tomorrow morning. 


As I lounged there like a decorative piece of furniture, the
mopping up began. Every black-clad mage lay flat on the floor, magically cuffed
and looking miserable. The magical artifacts were being carefully repackaged
under heavy shielding so I could strip off the Toh’sellor enriched
barriers later. If necessary, I should say. By the time my magic was up to it,
the energy barriers would likely be dissipated. I rested near the familiar
cages. Those were more problematic. I could see even from my sickbed that two
of them could be saved, as they were both under strong shielding. They contained
only trace amounts of Toh’sellor, barely more than specks. I’d have to
do it today, though; any longer and they risked losing more than a limb. The
others, less than twenty remaining, had been corralled into an off-shoot cavern
and blocked by a barrier. They snarled and snapped at it, mindless with their
bloodlust. Them, I couldn’t save.


“Renata.” 


I winced at hearing my full name growled out of my husband’s
mouth. Right. I still had him to face. I peeked up at him under my lashes,
trying to look innocent. I had a feeling I was very bad at it. “Yes, darling?”


He stared back at me, eyes borderline a glare, mouth
perfectly flat. “Why don’t you explain why, after promising me faithfully you
wouldn’t, you let your magic loose?”


“I, ah, had a very good reason for that,” I offered and
resisted the urge to sigh, because if I started, I’d likely be at it for the
next four years. 


Now he glared, a flush of anger in his cheeks, his hands
tightly holding my upper arms to the point of bruising. “I’m all ears.” 


Ever had that feeling you needed backup but there was no one
to call? 


I was screwed. 


Fortunately, there was enough going on around us that
Bannen’s rant about safety and recklessness—which was rich coming from him—got
interrupted ten minutes in. Maksohm had a very tight jaw and a look that promised
death and dismembering in the near future as he guided a particular man to me. The
rogue mage had three different binding spells on him, one for magic, two for
physical restraints, and at this point, the only thing he could freely move was
his head and legs. He looked resigned, his round face falling into lines like a
bulldog denied the freedom to run around and chase things. I judged him to be
mid-fifties, but the lines on his face made him look older. Just how much
stress had he put on himself with this insanity? 


Maksohm parked him squarely in front of us, jaw set in a
manner I knew well. My team leader was furious enough to blow a gasket right
now. “Repeat what you told me.”


The man looked up, eyes staring at me in that perplexed
manner I’d seen far too often in my life. “What are you?”


“Renata Hach, Void Mage,” I answered crisply. “Who are you?”


“Graham Cabot,” he responded, exhaustion straining at every
word. His eyes traveled to my right, where Bannen stood, and his confusion
doubled. “You bound a man to you like a familiar, and you think you can judge me
for doing all of this?”


“Okay, first?” Bannen stepped up, coming nose-to-nose with
the man, fists clenching angrily at his sides. “Void Mages have to call
human familiars, nothing else but human intelligence can protect them. Second,
I am also her husband. Third, you can stow that attitude, because what you did
here, this isn’t even on the same scale as whatever stupid rule you think we’ve
violated. You set Toh’sellor loose. That is quite possibility the
most moronic thing I’ve ever seen a human being do. Lizards have better sense.”


“We didn’t set it loose,” Cabot shot back, growing irate at
this accusation. A flush of color hit his cheeks, unnatural looking in the
pallor of his skin. “We saw the situation for what it was and took steps to
avoid repeating the past!”


Was that supposed to make sense? “I’m sorry, what?”


Feeling (wrongly) that he had a sympathetic audience, Cabot
snapped his head around, his tone half-pleading as he explained, “Toh’sellor
is an unknown quantity. Even the mage that took it down seven months ago
couldn’t destroy it completely. We knew, given time, it’d escape confinement
again. The thing would grow into a monstrous entity that would consume whole
mountain ranges unless someone did something. We set out to discover its true
nature, truly study it, figure out a way to destroy it completely. We didn’t—we
didn’t just set it loose, deities, you think we’re that irresponsible?
That wasn’t our goal at all. We wanted to understand it. We had to, in order to
destroy it completely. 


“This,” he inclined his head to the chamber at large, “was
set up at great personal expense by all of us, so that we’d have the time and
privacy to run a thorough study. We brought Toh’sellor out here, so that
it couldn’t harm any other people. We took many precautions; you can see that,
can’t you? And then we ran tests continuously, we barely rested properly, as we
didn’t want to give it any more time to grow outside of our control.” 


“And the minions you unleashed on the rest of the world?!”
Bannen demanded incredulously. “The warped familiars in particular? Because
there’s no forgiving that.”  


“They weren’t full-blown minions, just animals touched with
its power. There’s a significant difference. And we had to see how they’d
respond in real life situations, didn’t we? We were practicing containment, to
see the limits of containing infection and still have the animals be alright.
The familiars were especially vital to the study because of their magical links.
We needed to see if they were any different or hardier than the average beast.
We had to know how to contain and destroy something Toh’sellor had
touched,” the man snapped back. “Besides, they couldn’t really do any harm,
they were set on limits. Within twenty-four hours, they would have collapsed on
their own without any interference.” 


I couldn’t have responded if my life depended on it. These…I
honestly couldn’t think of a word strong enough. These witless, asinine fools
honestly thought that they were doing the world a favor. That by bringing Toh’sellor
out here, away from the protections the MISD had it under, they were looking
out for the interests of the world. Worse, they assumed that minions of Toh’sellor—no
matter what he said, they looked and responded like minions—couldn’t do ‘much
damage’ in twenty-four hours. I now understood why Maksohm wanted me to hear
this from the horse’s mouth. “Of all the foolish, crazy, harebrained…Cabot. I
am the mage that took Toh’sellor down seven months ago.” 


Cabot stared at me as if I’d announced I’d go hang myself up
in the sky and be the next moon. “You are?”


“Yes, she is,” Bannen growled at him. “And it nearly killed
her the first time, and she had to do something insane again to take it down
quickly this time, and if I have heart failure because of all this I will blame
you. You. I will blame you. Do you really think that after she took that
monstrosity down, that we just ignored it? We have Magus Trammel studying it—”


Eyes widening, Cabot mouthed the name ‘Trammel’ and looked
ashen. 


“—and the MISD have plans to build a facility to house Toh’sellor
with round the clock security and instructions to call Rena if Toh’sellor
even hiccups,” Bannen continued, getting louder with every word. “And she still
drops in on that thing regularly because we all have nightmares about it
getting loose again. None of which is made easier by you stealing it and
running to the opposite end of the world. Thanks for that. You destroyed every
protection we had in place, caused monstrosities, and then turned them loose on
the world in the name of your precious experiments, in the name of your
so-called science, and hurt a lot of innocents in the process. You stole and
destroyed familiars, which I never thought a mage would do to another
mage, and I hope you are taken to the devil’s bedroom and hung like a tapestry
for that alone, because that’s unforgiveable. And I’m not even speaking on a
personal level, because that’s entirely different. Because of you, I now need
therapy, because I just saw my wife do something that nearly killed us both the
first time and I will have continuing nightmares that someone else will think
to steal Toh’sellor in the future, which will no doubt mean she’ll be
forced to do something stupid again—”


When Bannen got going like this, he could rant for hours. I
grabbed him by the arm and drew him down, hugging him to me and murmuring near
his ear, “Shh. Shh, I’m still with you. Breathe.” 


“Familiar bond’s really not happy, love,” he whispered,
hugging me back. “Just stay next to me for a few days, okay? I promise not to
kill anyone if you do that.” 


That bad, huh? “Yeah, I can do that.” 


“I don’t know what to say about your intentions,” Maksohm
growled at the very abashed Cabot, “but your methods are beyond reprehensible. Tell
them what el—”


“WHY ARE THERE MORE MONKEYS?” Chi howled in a wounded way
from one of the branch tunnels. 


I turned around sharply, looking for him, but it took a few
seconds before he came into view. From the left side branch of the cave’s tunnels,
he appeared, expression a thundercloud. Stomping toward us, he got right up
into Cabot’s face, radiating anger in a nearly visible blaze. Reaching up, he
smacked Cabot sharply on the top of the head. “What.” Smack. “Were.” Smack.
“You.” Smack. “Thinking.” Smack. “With.” Smack. “The.” Smack. “Monkeys!”


Maksohm caught Chi’s shoulders and pulled him physically
backwards, which took some serious wrestling, as Chi didn’t want to move and
put most of his strength into staying put. “Chi. Chinnadurai. Calm down, it’s
fine.”


“It’s not fine,” Chi snarled with all of the outrage of a
stepped on cat. “There’s more monkeys. MORE. MONKEYS. And because they’re
alive, we’ll have to return them, and I don’t want to return them.”


Poor Chi. I backed Maksohm up, as he clearly needed it.
“Maybe they’re infected? They’ve been around Toh’sellor without any
protective shielding. I’ll take a look, alright?”


He shot me the most hopeful look. “Really? You’ll do that?”


“Even if they aren’t, we won’t haul them back to Njorage,”
Maksohm promised. “Not worth the effort and the city doesn’t really want them
back anyway. We’ll just turn them loose here.” 


Even with these assurances, Chi stabbed a finger at the
shaken Cabot. “I’m not done with you about this.”


Cabot mumbled something under his breath that only Maksohm
caught, and our normally even-keeled leader grabbed Cabot by the back of the
neck and shook him like a rat with rabies. “You deserve everything and more.
Tell them what else you did,” he snarled.


A dark premonition swept through me, pausing my breath.


The mage gave me a mulish look and then turned his face
away.


“They started testing on their own familiars first,” Maksohm
informed me, giving Cabot another shake. 


A dull roaring filled my years, anger so intense that it
rattled my bones and made my nerves sing.


What these people had done was so evil, so cruel, that I
literally couldn’t fathom it. To take a being that was sworn to protect and
love you, and use them for your own ends…I didn’t want to understand that kind
of mentality. I stared blindly ahead, trying to rein in my magic and temper,
not really willing to do either. I’d destroy them for this. I turned my head
just so, caught my husband’s eyes, and saw the same unforgiving rage reflected
back at me. Bannen would kill them outright if I didn’t do it. This sort of
evil didn’t deserve forgiveness. 


“Dah’lil. I want to make an executive decision.”


He sank onto his haunches, head canted to the side in
question. “What?”


“I want to strip all of the rogue mages of their magic,” I
said firmly, without apology, and didn’t glance in Cabot’s direction.


Cabot made a strangled, squeaking sound. “You can’t!”


I ignored that too, holding Maksohm’s eyes. Those dark eyes
looked right back at me, evaluating me—no doubt thinking along the same lines
as I. The logistics alone of taking over a dozen rogue mages back to Foxboro
for trial would be strenuous, and we didn’t really have the manpower to easily
pull it off. It would likely end up with someone escaping, or serious injury.
It would be far safer for us to strip them of magic now, to take away the one
weapon they could use against us. 


But he knew that wasn’t the main reason why I’d made the
request. 


Killing one’s own familiar came with a very hefty penalty.
Either lifetime imprisonment or execution. By using their familiars as test
subjects for Toh’sellor, the rogue mages had given their familiars death
sentences. Torturing them in the process just added to the cruelty. No jury
would grant them any sort of leniency. 


A cold smile curved the edges of Maksohm’s mouth. “Do it.” 


“No, no, nonononono,” Cabot babbled, pleaded, straining out
of his bonds. 


I had no mercy in me left to give him. Looking straight into
his eyes, I opened up my own magic, which purred in happiness to be used again,
especially for this. Loudly enough that the entire cavern could hear me, I
pinpointed every rogue mage in the cavern, spoke the spell and watched them
scream and writhe, trying to escape me. 


The spell released and cut through them in an almost visible
wave, taking their magic with it, destroying their magical cores in one fell
swoop. People screamed, or went white, all blood draining out of their skin.
Some fainted dead on the spot, collapsing to the ground. 


Worse, their familiars screamed in pain as well, even though
they’d been twisted almost beyond all recognition. The familiar bonds must’ve
still lain intact, and they felt it when the bond severed. I winced at that,
regretting that I hadn’t dealt with the familiars first, as the last thing they
deserved was more pain. 


“Familiars next,” Maksohm encouraged me quietly, his anger
still seething. “I’ll deal with the rogue mages.” 


Bannen braced me as I sat up a little straighter. “Thank
you, Dah’lil. Alright, husband, let’s put these poor creatures out of their
misery.”





It took far too many hours inside that cave to straighten
things out. Most of the rogue mages seemed in shock after I’d destroyed their
magic, some of them catatonic. A few moved like animated dolls, only shifting
when prodded. Others seemed barely able to maintain basic bodily functions like
breathing. I had no sympathy for any of them—none of the agents did—and they
were carted directly to the ship and dumped into a holding cell.


Of the remaining familiars, I saved two. The others were past
hope. I hated to do it, but there was no way to save them. Between Toh’sellor’s
influence and the severance of their familiar bonds, all cognitive abilities
had ceased. All of the monkeys Chi found were already half-corrupted, and he
was perfectly happy the lot of them had to be killed. Agent Blanks was a hero
and stepped forward to do that for me, sparing my magical ability from even
more of a drain. Chi hugged him and almost adopted the amused agent on the
spot.  


At least someone was happy about this mess. 


The magical artifacts weren’t at all tainted, fortunately,
so we could salvage at least something from this mess. I babysat Toh’sellor
until Maksohm’s relay team was fully in place, which took a good hour to
orchestrate. Not that I had the energy to watch this thing, but needs must. 


Vee hunkered down next to me, holding her TMC out so I could
speak with Master Mary. My master asked again, for at least the fourth time, “And
you’re all alright?”


“No one’s seriously injured, fortunately,” I assured her again,
patiently. “Or I should say, all the injuries are well within our abilities to
heal, and no one was infected by Toh’sellor. My legs were dislocated but
Emily saw to me and I’m recovering now. It was close, though. If Dah’lil’s
shield had failed, we would have been in serious trouble. But I got Toh’sellor
down in time, and Vee scattered the attacking rogue mages long enough for us to
get the upper hand.”


“Sounds like you had the right people with you for the
job. I’m relieved to hear it. Now, when is that troublesome creature coming my
direction?”


“Literally any minute. Everyone’s poised and ready to start
transferring. I’m just checking in with you first. Got a place set up for it?”


“I do. That nice young MISD couple came in yesterday and
built the most complex set of shielding I’ve ever seen, to show me how large it
was, and we figured out the best place to put it. Gill cleaned out the garden
shed—”


I couldn’t help but snort, because Bannen had certainly
called that one. 


“—and we’re all ready to go. Send it on, child.”


“Then here it comes. I’ll come check in with you about two
weeks from now. We’ll be in the neighborhood anyway, they’re building at least
one of the facilities outside of Westhaven.”


“Good, I can get the full story from you then. Hug Bannen
for me and stay off your legs until you’re fully healed.”


I didn’t care what anyone said, Bannen was clearly her
favorite. “I will.” 


Vee ended the call, already panning the area to spy Maksohm.
“I’ll tell him she’s ready to go.” 


“Thanks.” 


Bannen and Vee passed each other as my familiar-husband
strode toward me with a mug of hot cocoa in his hand, and because he’s made of
awesome and win and the blood of his enemies, he handed me the cocoa. I downed
half of it in one go, as I still felt shaky after going berserker earlier. Ah,
the taste of chocolate on my tongue. Bliss. “I love you.”


“Not in front of the others, darling,” he chided teasingly. 


Fortunately for me, my familiar-husband didn’t carry
grudges. If he did, I wouldn’t be getting cocoa out of him hours after scaring
ten years off his life. He sank down onto his haunches, putting our heads on
more or less the same level, his eyes darting between Maksohm making his calls
and Toh’sellor. “He almost ready to send this thing on?”


“Almost, I think.” I hoped. I didn’t have a lot of energy
left. “I thought I should go with it, maybe portal along, but I called Master
Mary earlier and she assured me I’m not necessary. So when it gets sent off, I
vote we go back to the boat and find somewhere to sleep.”


“I’m totally a-okay with this plan,” he responded fervently.
“You shouldn’t be trying to move anyway.” 


Maksohm came toward us and I could see the drain of his
magical core. The man walked so heavily I was surprised he didn’t leave
mini-craters behind him. If he didn’t get something to eat soon, it wouldn’t be
pretty. Concerned, I handed him my mug, and he took it without question and
drained the rest of it. With a sigh, he handed it back to me with a thankful
nod. “I needed that. Vee says Mary’s ready?”


“Yes, they’re waiting on us.” 


“Then let’s send this on.” Maksohm turned and lifted a hand,
signaling Agent Rowe and Agent Isak. “We’re ready, send it.”


Agent Rowe would have the toughest part of this job, as he
had to maintain the shield around Toh’sellor the entire trip, which
meant hopping through four different portals. He looked grimly determined to do
it—in fact, had volunteered to do it—and he gave me a game nod as his partner
opened up the first portal. I called to him, “Mary’s a good cook, make sure you
eat something when you get there!”


He waved a hand in acknowledgement, but didn’t speak. He wasn’t
a man of many words anyway. Toh’sellor followed him through the portal
like a disobedient puppy and just like that, it was gone. 


I watched the space it had occupied for a long moment,
almost unable to process that after weeks of stress, the worst of it was over.
We’d put Toh’sellor back into its stasis and were once again in control
of it. 


“Let’s not ever do this again,” Bannen proposed. “All in
favor?”


Everyone within hearing lifted a hand and chanted,
“Seconded!”


“Motion passed,” I said with a tired smile. “Dah’lil, what
else needs to be done?”


“Reports, mostly,” he answered with an illustrative sweep of
the hand to cover the cavern. “Anything of value has already been taken to the
ship. The Coast Guard has promised to post a sentry here until we can
completely clean the area. For now, we’re clear to retreat back to Lalani.” 


“Sounds good,” I answered because ‘oh thank deities’ would
have sounded a little pathetic. Feeling twenty years older, I urged, “Let’s
go.” 


 













“I still can’t believe they’re using a dart board to
determine which building Toh’sellor goes into next,” I groused to no one
in particular. 


Bannen shrugged, mouth quirked up in amusement. “Hey, it
ensures it stays totally random, right?”


“Well, yes, but…” They’d even let Bannen be the one to throw
the dart. Of course, we’d had to cover his eyes because he was far too accurate
with his aim. Even then I wasn’t entirely sure he hadn’t picked Sira on
purpose. We hadn’t even considered letting Chi do it for that reason. 


I sat down on the edge of the bed to pull my boots on, the
last step before heading out the door. Which meant I was that much closer to
putting Toh’sellor in a safer, more secure place than Mary’s garden
shed. 


It might have taken three months, but the MISD and the
leaders of the world were good to their word. They made sure three different
facilities were built that could properly contain Toh’sellor. Each
facility had its own dormitories attached in an adjacent building, and every
part of that building had enough alarms on it so that if Toh’sellor grew
even an inch larger, I would be immediately called and stronger barriers would
fall into place until I got there. I couldn’t fault the care that had gone into
these buildings. I just found it questionable how Toh’sellor’s
destination was selected, that’s all.


The trials for the rogue mages had all finished by this
point. I understood from Nora that normally the law worked slower than that,
that it should have taken a good two years to try that many people. But no one
wanted to linger over this case. The judge and juries presiding over the cases
were Not Happy with mages stupid enough to steal and run experiments on Toh’sellor.
I’d been half-worried about repercussions of me stripping them of their magic
on-site like I had, but Maksohm had put it down as ‘safety concerns’ in his
report to the bosses, and no one had chosen to argue. We all shared the opinion
that the bosses were more inclined toward punishment than leniency in this
case. 


We’d learned quite a bit during the trials, as some of the
rogue mages were very chatty. Or desperate to explain themselves, really. We’d
learned of their fears of Toh’sellor and how enraged they were when they
thought the world was content to just leave it up in Z’gher under barrier and
guard. We learned that they’d literally sacrificed everything in order to steal
it, take it down to Sira to experiment with it. I’d expected most of them to be
unlicensed, but while some of them had been, others had failed to pass the
Tests due to mental instability. 


What enraged me all over again was that their familiars had tried
to stop them. They’d balked and rebelled when Toh’sellor was first
brought into the cavern. The mages, frustrated, had done the unthinkable:
they’d put a block about their familiar bond so they could no longer feel their
familiars and then turned them into the first test subjects. Most of them were
considered to be ‘failed experiments,’ barely better than cannon fodder. The
mage who had admitted that in court had been immediately sentenced to
execution. I hadn’t been present for the trials themselves, only hearing of it
second hand, and remained very grateful for it. If I’d been in court while
hearing all of that, I might have lost what was left of my temper and done the
execution for them.


The rogue mages, every one, were sentenced with life
imprisonment in the most secure facility the world could make. I hoped they
lived a very, very long time to reflect on what they’d done. However, I wasn’t
likely to get my wish. Between losing their familiars and their magic in one
day, most of the mages had suffered physical trauma and their health failed
them. One of them had already committed suicide. Odds were, none of them would
live out the next decade. 


None of that bothered me, as I felt they’d crafted their own
end. I’d marked the trials as they happened, keeping track of it all, but other
things demanded more of my attention. Namely all of the facilities being built
and getting Toh’sellor into one of them. We were here not only to make
sure that everything went smoothly, but because I think we all wanted to see
for ourselves Toh’sellor land in a secure place. 


We were, in fact, at the dormitories in the Siran facility
at the moment. The dormitories were made with the idea of long-term housing in
mind, so they were constructed like townhouses with three bedrooms to each unit.
That meant we had a unit to ourselves, giving us the run of the house. Much to
Maksohm’s dismay. Apparently, when Chi and Vee were not in mission mode, they
were very…affectionate. And not always aware of their surroundings. 


From the hallway, I could hear Maksohm call down the stairs
in warning, “I’m coming down, there better not be any hanky panky!”


Two sets of laughter mixed before Vee responded, “Well, if
you throw the gauntlet down….”


“Challenge accepted!” Chi crowed. 


“Maksohm’s going to need another vacation after this,”
Bannen observed in amusement. 


“Probably,” I agreed ruefully. Since Bannen was more or less
dressed, I opened the door and stepped out, heading down the stairs on
Maksohm’s heels. To our mutual relief, Chi and Vee were cuddling on the couch
but all clothes were on. 


Chi was ever so much better now that Toh’sellor was
under constant surveillance. We all were, of course, but him especially. We’d
all caught up on sleep after Mary took Toh’sellor in hand, and in
between writing up reports, I’d gone from one meeting to the next, helping to
design and oversee the construction for each facility. It had meant a lot of
traveling the past three months, but for this, I didn’t mind. None of us even
considered arguing. Emily wasn’t quite with us as a formal team member yet; she
still had some orientation training to get through, but I’d put in a formal
request for her to join, and it had been granted. We’d have her with us in
another month or so.


Maksohm’s eyes swept over us, counting his ducklings, only
satisfied when Bannen thumped down to the main level. Pleased, he waved us out
the door, and we went. 


It took exactly a minute to cross the distance under the
covered walkway and through the side door into the main building. I’d seen this
place on blueprints, of course, I knew how the building had been designed. But
seeing it in actual brick and mortar was a different thing altogether. Shaped
like a pentagon, each section of the walls were joined by walkways that wrapped
around the top, with five different staircases leading up to it from the ground
floor. On paper it had looked large, but actually standing in it, I felt
dwarfed. It might have been large enough to house even Toh’sellor at its
largest height. Well, alright, that was an exaggeration. Perhaps half of its
original height. I knew intellectually they’d had to do that, to give the upper
walkways at least fifteen-foot clearance from Toh’sellor at all times,
but it still looked impressive. 


I inhaled deeply, smelling paint and sawdust. The place had
barely been finished three days ago. We’d literally waited for them to ship in
the necessary support personnel before telling Mary we were ready to transfer Toh’sellor.
I was only on hand in case something got botched during the transport process
and to give Toh’sellor a good going over once it landed. 


Agent Isak flagged me down as I entered, and I went to him
immediately. “Problem?”


“No,” he assured me. “I just heard from Master Mary, she’s
already sent Toh’sellor our direction. We expect it here within the next
few minutes. If you could stand here next to me and make sure that Toh’sellor
stays shielded?”


I didn’t blame his nerves, I shared them. “Of course.”


My team fell into line next to me, all of us with our backs
to the walls, staring toward the center of the room. The three agents on duty
stood nearby, watching with equal interest. The shielding on the building
wasn’t in place yet—it couldn’t be, as it would prevent a portal from opening
inside of here. Now was the most dangerous part of the transfer, because if
anyone had figured out the destination of Toh’sellor, they could slip in
through our open defenses. I certainly wasn’t the only one holding my breath. 


A portal opened, and every agent in the room put a hand to
their grimoires or weapons, ready to fire. They didn’t stand down when it was
our own agents that stepped through. Agents Maksohm came out with Toh’sellor
being towed between them, and they looked distinctly ill at ease to be that
close to it. Not that I blamed them. 


I stepped forward, moving briskly, as I wanted this all over
with. “Tow it there, to where the round tile is in the center.” 


“Yes, Agent,” they chorused, barely glancing up at me. 


To their credit, they didn’t rush, moving steadily toward
the spot I indicated and then staying put as I gave it a good study. I went
over it twice, top to bottom, before I relaxed. “Master Mary’s done an
impeccable job, as usual. There’s not a single grain of anything in there.
Excellent work, Agents.”


They grinned back at me and lost no time in getting some
distance between them and Toh’sellor. I turned sharply and went straight
back to Isak. “Raise shields.”


He looked all too relieved to do so, and the shields snapped
up around the building with an audible hum. Another set was raised by Agent
Rowe, who’d pulled the duty of the Siran branch, and he put his directly around
Toh’sellor so that the other Agents Maksohm could release the one they
maintained. It was all so smoothly done I could tell they’d worked together
before. 


My team leader called Mary to inform her that we had Toh’sellor
and nothing bad had happened, and I could hear her laugh in relief. She wasn’t
the only one. Chi rocked back and forth on his heels, grinning like a demented
jack-o-napes, and…giggling? 


Vee looked down at him with a quirked eyebrow. “Are you
giggling?”


“I did not giggle,” he denied, affronted.


“If it makes you feel any better, it was a very manly
giggle. I’m as disturbed as I am intrigued about how it came out of your
mouth.” 


Not that I blamed him, I felt like giggling too. Euphoria did
that to a person. “Dah’lil, tell me we can go celebrate now?”


“On that,” he declared, linking his arm with mine, “I
insist. You too, Mr. Giggles, come on.”


“I didn’t giggle,” Chi maintained. 


“Twittered?” Bannen offered ingeniously.


“Chuckled,” Chi countered instantly. 


“Too high pitched for that,” Bannen disagreed with that
mischievous grin on his face I knew well. “Sniggered.”


“Chortled,” Chi argued. 


“Cackled,” Bannen retorted. 


Ignoring the debate behind me, I asked Vee and Maksohm,
“Where should we go for breakfast?”
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