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Authors note: Please see the glossary of terms (Distil Arcanum) at the end of the story.
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Preface
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At first glance, it looks like any other simple village. A motley collection of shops, the more rustic composed of wood and stone while others are modern glass and steel, line narrow cobblestone streets, remarkable only due to their complete lack of vehicular traffic. Similar anachronisms abound: torches side-by-side with electricity, alchemy commingling with physics, yet all of it somehow works seamlessly. The dichotomy extends to the residents' garb of choice. Jeans and T-shirts are freely interspersed with ornate robes and polished metal armor.

Centered in the rough hub-and-spoke layout of the town, the largest structure looms like a throwback to a more medieval time. Solid walls of dull gray stone comprise the outer ring of the squat cylinder. Small windows dot the wall's surface at regular intervals and skylights pepper the featureless expanse of its flat roof, but none allow the faintest glimpse of what lurks within its confines. Eight sets of doors, one at each main point of the compass, allow easy access to the entire building.

Despite its ominous size and shroud of secrecy, there are no parapets, no cannons, no moat. The borders of the town are likewise open, no fences or gates to keep out intruders. All are welcome to this place.

That is, if they can find it.

Aircraft passing overhead see only an uneven field of broken earth and tangled vegetation. There are no roads or paths leading to it, the entire region practically impassable by either foot or vehicle. Even satellites only map an unremarkable patch of nothing for miles around the site.

Welcome to the Sanctum.

Originally conceived by First Seer Qa Shon, the Sanctum houses a selection of gifted individuals from across the worlds. Beings of terrestrial, cosmic, and ethereal origins have gathered here, united by a common goal. However, this is no normal organization.

The Sanctum is a realm of magic.

Its members monitor and control any and all mystical, magical, or otherwise paranormal incursions into this world and many others. Their goal, above all, is to maintain the Balance between the constantly warring factions that use magic to advance their causes.

They see the invisible, hear the silent, defeat the invincible. Amid the chaos that is life, the Sanctum brings harmony, its many disparate voices combining in a single song of hope.

Occasionally, they recruit a new member into their ranks.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter One: Penny's Worth
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"So, what are we after again?"

Kana bristled under her heavy, black robe and shot her younger companion a sharp look of disapproval. Her steps quickened for a brief moment before evening out again as they walked together down the stone-lined corridors of the Sanctum's main complex. "Didn't you pay attention during your briefing?"

"I did," he answered immediately, struggling to keep even with her longer strides. "I just wanted to be sure. I've never—"

She stopped dead in her tracks and grabbed his shoulder, abruptly halting his advance. "Hold it. What do you mean, 'never'? Please tell me this isn't your first field assignment."

"Not really," he replied, fighting off any hint of hesitation in his voice. "I've been on a few gathering missions for the Apothics. Once I retrieved several of the Lorians' lost tomes."

Kana's dark eyes narrowed, and she snarled under her breath. "Flowers and books? Pah!" She growled angrily. "You've gotta be kidding me!" She took two steps forward and slouched so she was almost nose-to-nose with the shorter man. In a flash, her right hand latched onto his crotch and gave it a wicked squeeze. "You ever been sent out to nab something that wanted to rip this off, jam it up your nose, and then tap-dance on your forehead?"

"N-no!" He stuttered, his composure quickly fading under her unwavering stare and iron grip.

"Then why the hell were you paired with me?"

"I volunteered!" he blurted.

Suddenly, he tagged the underside of her wrist with his index and middle fingers. Her grip released and he retreated a few steps. He gave his tunic a quick tug and smoothed it down over the front of his pants.

She lifted her arm and tapped her wrist twice, restoring control over her hand. "Chi diversion." She noted the move with a grudging respect. "Nicely done. Got any other skills that might prove useful?"

"I have been trained in all of the arts required by field members of the Spectral Corps," he replied, confidence returning to his voice.

"Trained by..."

"First Seer Qa Shon."

Her dark eyebrows twitched upward, but only for a moment. "Qa? Seriously? How long has he been working with you?"

"The last two years."

"Years?" She shook her head and frowned, amazed she'd been out of the loop for that long. "Guess he's gotta do something to keep himself busy while I'm out busting my butt." Her frown dissolved into a brief chuckle. "Still, old Qa's gone back to teaching, huh? I thought he gave it up for good after me."

Her young companion shrugged. "He recruited me and then took me as his acolyte upon my arrival."

Kana pursed her lips and thought for a moment. "Same as me," she muttered under her breath.

A bright blue aura of power enveloped her right hand. She lunged forward, her fingertips aimed to pierce his chest.

A similar burst of light intervened, deflecting her strike. He instantly snared her right hand in his left. In a lightning-quick move, he poked her chest in two different spots with his free hand before driving an open palm just below her breastbone. Her limp body pitched forward, and he wrapped an arm around her to keep her from falling to the floor. Her body molded to his, her head flopping backward so that she ended up looking up along his chest at him.

He tried to say something but uttered only a flustered squeak. He swallowed hard and cleared his throat. "Why did you do that?" He finally forced the words out.

"Had to see if you were any good," she mumbled, her words slurring as her cheek pressed harder into his chest. She lifted her free hand and clawed weakly at the side of his tunic.

"I would find it most inconvenient if you blew up my student," declared a serene voice from further up the hallway.

Kana stood up straight, easily slipping from her companion's grasp. "No worries, Qa," she told the short gray-haired man standing several paces away from the pair. "I wasn't gonna blow him up. Maybe just singe him around the edges a bit."

"Master!" the younger man blurted in confusion. "I was—" Her words finally registered in his mind, and he turned back to Kana. "You what?"

"Examine your tunic, Mister Siska," Qa suggested. "I warned you that you must never let your guard down around Kana Morel."

The young man directed his attention to his side. A glowing glyph had been inscribed on his tunic.

His jaw dropped. "You were going to—"

"I do not believe she would have done you permanent harm, Jamyn," Qa said. "It was likely meant to be a demonstration of how she never falls for the same attack twice."

Jamyn gasped and his amber eyes widened. "That’s how you recovered so quickly from that last hit. You used a chi shield to absorb my strike!"

"Then played possum to draw you in close for the kill," she added with a sly grin, enjoying the look of sheer dismay on his face. "Lesson one—get the enemy's attention and then club him over the head with it." She casually rapped her knuckles on the top of his head before giving his light brown hair a quick tousle. "You figure out the glyph?"

"I did," he replied, looking back at his tunic. "Effects could range from a light electrical shock to full-scale immolation. Correct?"

"Yep."

He lifted his awestruck gaze back to her. "You had me marked for certain defeat in seconds."

She brought her face close to his. "It's what I do."

"Which brings us to your current assignment," Qa declared. "What are we after today, Kana?"

She eased away from Jamyn. "A twitch," she replied without thinking, then bit back a quiet groan.

"No, no," Qa said, shaking his head. "You still insist on calling things what you wish them to be."

"It helps unclutter my head," she muttered. "I know we're after a mind mite."

"Then call it a mind mite. Any trace of confusion—"

"Can lead to defeat," she finished for him, reciting the familiar lesson from her youth. "I know that, Qa. But we're not in the field right now, so what's the difference?"

"You forget that the field may come to you, not you to it. You must be in full control of yourself at all times in case of such an event."

She rolled her eyes. Oh, yeah. This is why I kept myself out of the loop.

"Let it come," she grumbled. "I can handle it."

Qa sighed. "Your faith in your abilities is commendable, but—"

"It's not faith!" She shouted at last, her restraint falling away completely. "Faith doesn't defeat the enemy. Strength does. You don't believe your way to victory. You fight your way there! Using faith as a shield is like a rock standing against the waves. You're gonna eventually crumble and fall unless you actually do something about it. The only useful faith is knowing you can weather the hit and then return it in kind!"

"Turn the enemy's attack against itself." Jamyn mused aloud.

Kana stopped her tirade and looked at him in surprise, as if she had forgotten he was still standing there. She tossed him a curt nod. "See? Even the kid here gets it."

"This is why I nearly gave up teaching." Qa noted sadly, though an amused glint still twinkled in his eyes. "And now she's corrupted my latest hope."

Kana relented and laughed. "Stow the drama, Qa. I haven't corrupted him yet."

"Well, at least allow me to demonstrate that sometimes the master is correct." With this, Qa raised his hands and shouted, "Vosh tu convi."

The space around the pair suddenly warped.

"Hey!" Her shout was distorted by the magical cloud forming around them.

Before she could cast a counterspell, they were gone.
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"Damn that old fart to the Seven Hells!" Kana grumbled.

Jamyn blinked several times and looked at their unfamiliar surroundings. "Where are we?"

She snorted. "I don't know, kid," she replied in a mockingly gentle voice. "You tell me."

He frowned at her condescending tone but forced himself to examine the spacious room. Between the staggered rows of folding seats and the enormous curtain covering one wall, it looked like a movie theater. Numerous depictions of a large, red bird adorned the walls.

"Ah. High school auditorium. Site of our assignment."

"Very good," she replied, clapping her hands twice.

"Master Qa gated us here?"

"Wow. Nothing gets by you, huh?" she snapped. "Damn it all. He knew I wasn't ready to go, and he sent me anyway!"

Jamyn watched her continue to seethe. "What else did you need?"

"Some normal clothes," she cried, flaring out the heavy fabric of her ceremonial robes. "At least you got to change first."

"I didn't." Her fierce glare made him take a nervous step backward. He glanced down at his brown tunic and blue jeans and swallowed hard. "I wore this to the briefing."

"That obnoxious little shit," she muttered. "You got to wear your civvies, but I had to get done up in this stupid rig? I hate having to put these damned things on for briefings. He knows that I sure as hell would never wear 'em into the field!"

"You could always gate back, get changed, and then return."

With this, she eyed him with a look of intense scrutiny. "And how did you know I can gate?"

Jamyn dropped his gaze to the floor. "I-I did some research on you when I heard we were going to be working together," he stuttered. "I heard that you can successfully cast the gate spell by yourself."

"And?" she asked pointedly.

"And, that of everyone in the Sanctum, only you and Master Qa are able to do that." He maintained his effort to look anywhere except directly at her.

"And?" she demanded yet again, amused by his obvious discomfort.

His gaze lifted but not enough to look her in the eye. "And I'm really impressed?"

She nearly laughed but quickly sobered. "So that's why you volunteered for this mission. You wanted to check out the Sanctum's official raving psycho bitch for yourself to see if all the rumors were true."

His head snapped up and his eyes locked with hers. "No! It's not like that at all!"

The fire simmering in his eyes surprised her. "Then why?"

"Because of everything you've done and seen! You've been up against things most casters in the Sanctum have never even heard of, let alone experienced themselves. Someone with your experience should probably be a member of the Inner Cabal by now, but instead you're still out here in the field. When I heard they were sending someone along with you on a mission, I jumped at the chance. Hell, who wouldn't?" His brain finally caught up with his mouth and he grimaced.

She arched one eyebrow in a look of sheer amusement. "Most sane people," she replied, his enthusiasm finally drawing a brief smile from her. "So, I get to be your next research project, hmm?"

His words stumbled over one another as they tumbled out of his mouth. "N-no! I would never—"

"Good to hear"—she interrupted him—"because I don't want this to be common knowledge." She reached inside her robes and pulled out a small leather sack.

"What's that?"

"Something you never saw," she replied, her voice now deadly serious. "Got it?"

He nodded his assent.

She undid the lashings and reached inside the sack. She dug around for a few moments before reaching in even further. Suddenly her arm disappeared into the bag up to her elbow.

He gasped in wonder. "A bag of constant supply?"

"The very same," she answered, still rooting around. "I call mine the stash. This thing has helped me out almost more times than I can recall."

Jamyn stared at the simple bag, his eyes wide with astonishment. "I didn't think any of those still existed."

"Most of 'em don't." She moved her arm this way and that inside the bag as she continued her search. "A lot of them were destroyed through misuse. A couple were stolen and then never located. Got this one from a wandering specter during an astral suppression mission. Ah!" She latched on to something inside the bag and then withdrew her arm. In her hand she now held a tight bundle of black cloth. Looking at him, she cocked her head to the side. "Well?"

"Well what?"

"Well turn around, fan boy!" she replied in exasperation. "Keep your eyes open but aim 'em away from me."

"Oh! Of course! Sorry!" He spun on his heel. A blush crept up his cheeks and he abruptly changed the subject. "Why do you call mind mites twitches?"

Kana groaned and started stripping off her robes. "I've always done that. It's a mnemonic trick that helps me get things right in my head. I had some learning disabilities growing up. Made me kind of a difficult case. I finally got my act together when Qa showed up and set me down the path."

"I see." Jamyn shuffled his feet and studied the far wall. "But why twitch?"

"Mind mites feed on stray thoughts, right? Ambient mental energy."

"Right."

"Sometimes they take a bigger bite than they should. Sink their chops into an active thought. When that happens, the victim can lose their train of thought. Forget something in mid-sentence and all that. Most people call those brain farts. I thought of 'em as twitches. Thus, the twitch."

He nodded. "I get it. So that's what we're after here. A twitch that has been doing a bit more than nibbling around the edges like it should." A quick pat on his shoulder startled him and he turned his head to look back at her.

Kana looked him in the eye and nodded. "Now you're getting it. With any luck, we can nab the little devil before it goes psychoholic on us."

"Hmm?" He forced the words out, his gaze darting from his shoulder and back to her.

She slipped the stash into her back pocket and walked around in front of him. "If a twitch keeps feeding uncontrollably, it develops an addiction. It'll start noshing on every thought it comes near, active or not."

"So, like an alcoholic needs booze, a psychoholic craves thoughts."

She took a long look at him before flipping him a quick smile of approval. Her expression hardened again. "Boiled down the bullshit into something simple. Maybe old Qa was right. Maybe I have corrupted you."

Jamyn chuckled. "Nahh. Not just yet." He glanced down at her new outfit and was unable to contain himself. "Whoa!"

"Ah, crud." She sighed. "I'm used to working alone, so I don't usually have to worry about my wardrobe. This gonna be a problem?"

His eyes raced from the black cutoff T-shirt that barely dropped below her breasts to the tight black leggings that hugged every curve from the waist down.

"No!" He coughed once, trying to mask the sudden pitch change in his voice. "No, that's fine," he said, wrestling his voice back to normal. "It just kind of caught me off guard."

"And we'll have no more of that." She wagged a finger at him. "Shields up and eyes open!" With this, she cast a suite of charms upon them so rapidly that he was barely able to keep up with the incantations.

"What was that last one?"

"Special one I whipped up just for twitches." They started down the main aisle of the auditorium toward the curtain. "It releases a stream of what appears to be stray thought energy from each of us."

He nodded as he followed behind her. "Bait for the trap."

"You got it, babe."

The unexpected endearment made his breath stick in his throat. "Wh-what?"

"I said that's right," she repeated impatiently. "Something up with you?"

"No, I'm okay," he replied, though his voice was suddenly unsteady. "What happens if a twitch goes psychoholic?"

"It becomes a menace to anyone around it." Her cautious gaze swept the entire area. "Clear thought becomes almost impossible. Last one I took out was at 1600 Pennsylvania, of all places. Little prick was sunk in there balls-deep."

"It was?" A flood of lusty thoughts bombarded his mind.

He caught a whiff of her scent and the room started to spin.

"Must've been there for decades. Finally came to a head a few years ago. You think those guys all got that stupid on their own?" She chuckled and shook her head. "There's also a chance of the twitch mutating, but that's pretty rare, lover."

Jamyn’s voice failed him as he stared at her shapely ass. He lunged forward but his body suddenly seized up. The leap became an awkward stumble that sent him crashing face-first to the floor.
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His fall went unnoticed. Kana frowned as the temperature around her seemed to skyrocket. A trickle of sweat meandered down between her breasts.

"Keep close." She took a slow breath. "Something's going down."

In response to her words, a pair of strong hands gripped her waist and pulled her backward.

Soft lips nibbled her neck right below her ear before whispering, "Going down on you would be my pleasure."

An involuntary shiver rippled up her spine. Pulling away from the grasp, she spun around.

Her eyes locked with Jamyn's and she blurted, "What?"

He lifted a hand to her face. His fingertips skimmed along her cheek and down to her lips. Tracing their outline, he smiled and murmured, "Or perhaps you could go down on me. These lips look divine."

Her first instinct was to punch him hard enough to make his ancestors bleed. It was quickly muted by a raging desire that tore through her like wildfire. She reached up under his tunic, sliding her hands around him to stroke his back.

"They are." Her voice was suddenly a seductive whisper.

"I'm sure." He skimmed his fingers down her chin. Cupping it in his hand, he stared into her eyes. "I have wanted you for so long."

"You have?" She whimpered, pressing her body closer to his until his hardening cock nudged her thigh. She pulled at the small of his back and ground herself against his bulge.

"I have." He raised his free hand to her breasts and brushed his fingertips over the thin fabric encasing them. "Would you have me, sweet Kana?" he asked, his voice a pleading rumble.

Her consciousness bobbed to the surface for a second, filling her mind with a wave of alarms and counterspells. Then his fingertips casually teased over her nipples and the torrent of lust overtook her again. She reached down and grasped his cock, stroking it firmly from root to tip.

"I am yours, darling Jamyn." She lowered her lips to his.

They came together, their lips a hair's breadth from a kiss. He started to lightly pinch and tug her nipples while her palm slid up and down his cock. Their passion rose to almost unbearable heights before his eyes closed. She closed hers as well and fell into a kiss that completely shattered her senses. His lips caressed hers, in turns skimming over them almost imperceptibly and then landing with crushing insistence. Their mouths opened and his tongue flicked against hers, teasing and tempting, demanding and pleading. All the while their hands wove their own spells over each other, his lavishing attention upon her breasts and ass while hers tormented his raging erection.

A flash of light bathed their bodies. Their clothes fell to the floor and landed in a pile of cloth pieces, their seams magically disintegrated.
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He reluctantly broke their all-consuming kiss and took a step back so he could look at her. A shock of close-cropped black hair topped her nearly six-foot frame. A thin sheen of sweat made her bronzed skin glisten, even in the dim light. He let his eyes drink her in all at once, lingering over her generous breasts before moving down across her belly and neatly trimmed thatch to her long muscular legs. In response to his appreciative gaze, she ran her hands down over her body. She teased her nipples to full hardness and then stroked down to the tops of her thighs. He bared his teeth and loosed a low growl of sheer want.
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She started to smile at his reaction but then her breath caught in her throat when she took in the sight of his naked form. Though several inches shorter than her, his compact body radiated pure power. Every muscle was taut and straining, ready to pounce forward to claim her. His broad chest heaved like a bellows. She marveled at the way his entire being seemed to radiate his desire for her. Her own lust surged as she realized every part of him appeared to be built per her innermost wishes. His hairless chest and dark nipples, the sculpted majesty of his limbs, the thunderous cock aimed at her in blatant need—all of it made her body tremble with uncontrolled passion.

In a heartbeat, she flew into his arms and impaled herself upon his throbbing erection. He quickly palmed the globes of her ass to help guide her body's frantic pumping. She entwined her fingers in his sandy-brown hair and rained hot, wet kisses over his face and neck. She brought her legs up to encircle his waist and locked her ankles together behind him.

He slid her down his shaft to its base and strained, flaring himself deep inside her, and she moaned loudly into his shoulder. In one smooth movement, he dropped to his knees and laid her down upon the worn carpeting. Without pause, he started to long-stroke his cock in and out of her yearning body, withdrawing until his engorged head was just nestled between her lips and then thrusting forward until he was fully encased within her heat. Over and over, he drove into her, loving her moans and whimpers of delight.

He looked down into her dark eyes and murmured, "Kana?"

"Yesss?" she replied in a long seductive hiss as his length slid into her yet again.

"Keep your eyes open." The order was forced through his gritted teeth as she clenched her pussy around his shaft.

She stared into the glowing pools of amber that were his eyes. The fires within him were obviously peaking and she climbed ever closer to her own release. At the same time, a whisper started up in the back of her mind. A memory of her telling him the exact same thing surfaced and the shroud of lust clouding her mind receded slightly. Suddenly she caught sight of something hovering just beyond Jamyn's shoulder, like a vapor hanging in the air. She puzzled over it until an urgent thrust drove his cock even deeper and she cried out in ecstasy.

"You see now?" He panted, driving himself forward and back with a renewed urgency.

Despite the bursts of delight radiating throughout her body, she looked into his eyes and nodded with a weak whimper. Incantations raced through her mind as her orgasm loomed dangerously close.

He reached down and started stroking her clit in time with his frantic pumping. His body stiffened and he drove himself deep within her. "Now!"

She came in a rush of power that flooded her entire being. In the same second, she directed a hardened stare beyond his shoulder and screamed out a trio of charms. The mysterious vapor shrieked in terror before dissipating with a loud bang. Jamyn's body vanished, leaving Kana holding nothing but air. Her arms and legs fell to the floor and her breath came out in one long sigh.

Several minutes later, she opened her eyes and sat up. She was dressed as before, but now her clothes were soaked in sweat. Jamyn lay face down on the floor halfway up the aisle. Quickly attuning her senses, she scanned all around her but could not detect anything else amiss. Slicking back her hair, which was also dripping wet, she took a deep breath and frowned.

That damned twitch must have mutated.

She quickly went over the short list of things that could have attacked them in such a manner. As she pondered, her mind drifted back to everything she and Jamyn had done, if only within the confines of her own mind. Her nipples stiffened and she slowly ran a thumb over one, remembering how he had so masterfully pleasured her. A sharp pinch of the bud helped to restore her concentration, though it also sent a jolt straight to her pussy.

An unsteady voice from up the aisle roused her. "Kana?"

She rushed to Jamyn's side and dropped to one knee. "I'm here."

Despite his weakness, he lurched up to a sitting position. "Are you okay? Are you hurt?"

His obvious concern for her caught her off guard. "I'm fine. How you doing?"

He looked her over from head to toe before relenting and slumping back against the side of the nearest seat. "I've been better," he admitted. "What the hell happened?"

Her scattered mind raced to concoct an explanation. "Looks like that twitch took a nice big bite out of your head. What do you remember?"

"Not much," he said with a weak frown. "We were talking, and I thought I heard you say some...strange things." He fought off the start of a blush. "Next thing I knew, the room was spinning. It was like every random thought and daydream I've ever had in my life was being sucked out of my ears."

Her hunch was now a dead certainty. She swallowed hard, trying to subdue the memories of their fucking that surged forward in her mind.

"Not uncommon." She did her best to sound unconcerned. "Psionic critters can be pretty ravenous once they start in on you. Kind of like an id frenzy. Ever hear of those?" she asked in the most casual tone she could muster.

His body stiffened. "You don't think it was a frenzy, do you?"

She waved a dismissive hand at his worried tone. "Nah. It wasn't nearly that bad. If something like that had latched onto your mind, I would've had a lot harder time getting rid of it."

Relief filled his sigh. "That's good. What did you have to do?" He took another long look at her, his gaze straying to her erect nipples poking at the drenched fabric of her shirt. "Looks like it gave you quite a fight."

"Bit of a workout," she replied, trying not to notice his attention to her aroused state. "Ended up hitting it with a triple-shot of spells."

"Capture, bind, and greater dispel," he mumbled to himself.

"That's right," she replied in surprise. "How did you know? Did you hear me cast them?" Waves of alarms went off in her head when she recalled not so much speaking the incantations as shrieking them at the height of her climax.

"I don't know," he said quietly. "I remember thinking that we were in danger. I wanted you to cast those spells in that order, but I don't remember telling you or then hearing you do it." He frowned. "Can you even do a greater dispel?"

She nodded. "It turned out to be the right spell for the occasion." She forced a smile. "Maybe that twitch was on the verge of becoming a frenzy. It might have fed your thoughts into my head by mistake."

At this, Jamyn looked like he was about to be ill. "But an id frenzy doesn't just stop there, does it? It dives into your emotions and subconscious desires and all that, right? That would be horrible."

Her thighs clenched as everything became crystal clear.

The frenzy did dive into all that and it fed it right to me! The entire episode was an illusion inside my mind but the lust behind it was all Jamyn's. Everything that happened, everything we did, was his deepest and most fervent desire!

She looked back at her companion and a rush of warmth overtook her.

He doesn't know that I know.

A throb of pure need started to pulse throughout her. Her body started to sway, and he latched onto her arm to steady her.

"Kana!" he cried. "Are you okay?"

She covered his hand with hers and smiled. "Yeah, I'm good," she replied, noting the strength of the hand holding her. "I think we'll just chalk this one up to a twitch getting its penny's worth out of you and call it a day."

"'Penny's worth'?"

She laughed. "Sure. Penny for your thoughts and all that."

"Oh! Yeah!" He laughed along.

He stood up and helped her to her feet.

Her eyes went distant, and a question came to mind. "Jamyn," she asked slowly, "when an id frenzy attacks, does it augment the thoughts that it steals?"

"What do you mean?"

She struggled to phrase her query. "Like if it stole thoughts about a person or a situation, would it change details like appearance or abilities?"

He thought for a moment. "No, it doesn't do that. The situation that it pulls out would be the only fictional part. Everything else would be the same as in real life. Like if your fantasy was to be able to fly, it would still be your body doing the flying. You would also do it the way that you wanted." He looked at her in confusion. "Why do you ask?"

Her mouth went dry. She envisioned the chiseled perfection hiding beneath his tunic, as well as the firestorm of desire dwelling within his calm demeanor. She patted his chest, hiding the secret thrill that shot through her when it felt as hard as stone.

"Just been a while since I read up on them," she replied. With this, she raised her arms to her sides. "Stand close. I'm gating us back." Before she started the spell, however, she cast a quick charm and then held out her closed hand to him. He reached over and accepted her parcel.

Opening his hand, he looked at the small silver disc on his palm. "A dime?"

"Down payment," she replied with a smile. In a flash, she cast a spell to send them both back to the Sanctum.
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Chapter Two: Whispers of the Mentor
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Kana stepped out of the gate and into a large circular room.

"What the—"

It was the east exit chamber, one of the four official areas used to gate in and out of the Sanctum, and not Jamyn's quarters where she had intended to go. Glancing to her side, she saw that Jamyn was no longer with her. She clenched her hands into tight fists, her sharp mind quickly analyzing what had happened. Only one person could have not only intercepted her gate but also diverted Jamyn to another destination. Rage ripped through her in a heartbeat.

"Qa!"

His calm voice sounded directly behind her. "Yes?"

She spun on her heel, aiming a vicious strike at the side of Qa's head. He flicked a hand up almost carelessly, deflecting her attack with childlike ease, before snatching her wrist. A cluster of electric arcs radiated from his fingertips and raced up her arm. She hissed angrily and pulled away to break the contact. She glared at the small man but decided to hold her tongue. Instead, she grudgingly put her arms at her sides and offered him a stiff bow that he politely returned.

"Why am I here?" She forced the words out through her clenched teeth.

"I am sorry for the lack of notice, but your skills are needed once again. There has been a physical incursion."

"And I'm the only one around here who can quell it?" She continued to seethe.

Qa smiled. "There are others, of course. You, however, are the best at solving these types of problems."

"Uh-huh. Right. I'm just the first available sucker you found."

At this, his face sobered and his gaze locked on her. "You are quick, and you are final," he said in a surprisingly serious tone that caught her off guard. "The situation requires both."

Her expression softened and her posture straightened as her training surfaced on its own. "Understood."

A mischievous twinkle lit her former mentor's eyes. "There is one other thing."

Her sense of duty shattered, and she threw her arms in the air. "Of course there is!" she said in disgust. "There always is with you."

His next words were spoken so softly that she almost didn't hear them. "It's about Jamyn."

At this, she silenced. Memories of their mission raced unbidden through her mind, and she swallowed hard. "What about him?"

"Have you discovered why I agreed to send him with you today?"

She recalled her phantom encounter with Jamyn, the entire scene fueled by his hidden desire for her.

Forcing back the tempting images of his toned, naked flesh, she said, "He needs guidance."

"Precisely. He possesses an astonishing amount of power for one so young, but he is unfocused. Distracted, one might say. You possess the power as well, but you are a supreme tactician and strategist."

Kana fought off a blush at the compliment.

"Once you are done ranting and stomping your feet like a spoiled child, that is."

Kana started to frown but then laughed at his obvious baiting. "So, I'm to show him the way, huh?"

"If you would be so kind," Qa replied smoothly. "He is receiving his briefing for the mission now."

"When's mine?"

The twinkle in his eyes flared. "He'll relay the relevant information to you once you are both on-site. Consider it part of his training. He will tell you exactly what you need to know—"

"Or I'll rip him a new one if it turns out he missed anything. Sneaky, Qa. Drop him right into the meat grinder but first slip an unmarked Off switch into his pocket."

"He just has to learn how to find it and then use it."

Kana shook her head. "Cruel and unusual, as always. You are a sick little man."

Qa sighed. "I prefer talking to Jamyn. At the very least, he still has the sense of decorum to address me as Master."

"Hey, I graduated," she said, patting the top of his head. "Besides, if I started calling you that now, you'd probably have a heart attack. Or think I had been possessed by demons."

"That could only improve your attitude. On your way, then. I believe Jamyn's briefing just ended and he is waiting for you at the west exit point."

"Right." She looked down at her clothes. Her half-shirt and leggings were still damp with a combination of sweat and her own sexual musk. "West exit. Farthest one from here, of course. Do I have time to change?"

"No, you do not," Qa replied sternly. "On your way."

"Damn." She raced from the chamber.

Qa smiled as he watched his former student streak out the door. "I believe he would prefer you in that outfit anyway." He chuckled softly to himself.

––––––––
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Jamyn paced the west exit chamber while he pored over the details of the new mission. His restlessness vanished when Kana arrived. The subtle changes in his posture and expression did not go unnoticed and she held back a smile.

"What have we got?"

"Unknown assailant causing physical harm," he replied instantly. He glanced at her outfit. "You didn't change?"

"Qa said there wasn't time." She looked around the center of the chamber. "Where's the gate?"

"They haven't opened one yet." He nodded to the four robed mages on the far side of the chamber. They instantly took their positions around the room and then started casting in unison. "They were waiting for you."

"Waiting for me?" A frown darkened her face. "That sneaky little—"

"What's wrong?"

"Qa said there was no time for me to change. He had me run across the entire damned Sanctum to get here as quickly as I could."

Jamyn was clearly puzzled by her words. "That's odd. There wasn't anything in the briefing about it being that dire an emergency."

"Of course, there wasn't. That little jerk just loves messing with me!"

"Kana," Jamyn asked, his voice low, "is it a good idea to treat the master with such disrespect?"

At this, she gritted her teeth and brought her face close to his. "Yes, it is," she whispered. "The little goofball has it coming most of the time. Besides, he expects it!" Her hand flashed out to her side, snatching a tiny particle from the air. Casting a charm upon the speck, it revealed itself to be a watcher mote. She glared at the magical spy on her palm. "See? He's got these damned things all over the Sanctum. Almost nothing goes on around here without his knowledge."

A tiny voice issued from the mote. "Almost?" Qa asked. "Now that is rather troubling. Perhaps you could fill me in on what I've missed upon your return."

Outraged, she crushed the speck between her fingers. It responded by flaring into a ball of blue sparks that painfully shocked her hand. Several vehement curses later, she shouted to the ceiling, "The next demon I catch, I swear I'm gonna ram you down its throat sideways just to watch it choke on your sneaky little ass!"

"Kana?" Jamyn asked carefully. He stood his ground when she whipped around and glared at him.

"What?"

"The gate's ready." He jerked a thumb over his shoulder at the lazily swirling vortex of light in the center of the chamber.

Uttering a final grunt of resignation, she gave her hand a few quick shakes to stop it from twitching. "Is my outfit gonna be a problem where we're headed?"

"No," he replied quickly. "It's hot." She arched one eyebrow at his words, and he blushed a deep crimson. "Where we're going, I mean. Desert terrain. Hot and sunny." He turned on his heel and headed straight for the gate. She could almost hear him mentally kicking himself the entire way there and grinned as she followed him in.
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Sunlight blinded her as she walked out of the gate and into what she swore could have been an oven. Jamyn muttered a few words, and the heat and glare quickly became bearable.

"Sorry!" He blurted out the apology, as if he had just remembered something. "I figured an environment screen would help us out here. I should have asked first before just casting one on you."

Her usual rant about not liking others casting spells on her went unspoken.

I guess he really did do his homework on me.

She took a quick glance at her right palm and saw the return glyph that had been automatically placed there by the mages' gate spell. "You've got the itinerary," she said, scanning the hilly terrain around them. "Let's have it."

"We're along a major military supply route. Earlier today, a convoy came under attack by an unknown entity. Heavy injuries but they were able to bug out in their remaining vehicles before anyone got killed."

"Insurgents?"

Jamyn shook his head. "The injured soldiers all suffered slashes to their bodies, but their wounds were not caused by gunfire."

"How did they determine that?"

"No entry or exit wounds, for one. Every shot appeared to only graze the target. Still, whatever did hit them was able to pierce everything from cloth to composite to solid armor plating. No one in the military knows of a gun that can do that with such precision and regularity. It also did all of it silently."

"What hit 'em, then?"

"That's what we're here to find out." He pointed up the road to where it disappeared between two rock formations. "Remains of the disabled vehicles are around that bend."

"Then let's get going. Eyes open and shields up." She recalled saying the same thing on their last mission and smirked at him. "And no surprises this time."

"Sounds good to me," he agreed with a nervous smile.

Together they broke into a slow jog, both of them keeping a close eye on their surroundings while sneaking glances at one another. Kana watched his effortless stride and shivered despite the heat. They entered the rocky passage and moved forward until the road curved sharply to the right. Exchanging quick nods, they stopped and peeked around the corner. Not fifty feet from the turn was the wreckage of three large trucks. All of them had flat tires and the middle truck had burned into a mangled heap of charred metal.

"Somebody had a bad day," Kana said quietly.

Jamyn nodded. "Amazing that those troops didn't get killed."

"Let me guess. They hightailed it back here to take cover."

"How did you know?"

She pointed at the ground in front of them. Shallow slashes scored the packed soil there. Looking around, they found several similar marks. A few of them had cleanly split the stones they hit. Picking up one of them, Kana studied its smooth face.

"This isn't right."

"What do you mean?"

She pointed at the rock. "These rocks are porous. If something hit 'em, they should have shattered. Only a cut would leave a smooth surface like this."

Jamyn considered the observation. "A blade?"

Before she could answer, the stone in her hand split in two with an odd hissing sound. She leaped backward and pulled Jamyn back to take cover behind the rocks. "Dammit!"

He looked at the now quartered rock lying on the ground. "It's somewhere directly in front of the ruined column."

"How do you figure?"

He pointed at the rock fragments. "From where you were standing and the direction of the cut that was made. Assuming a straight-line attack, our guy is right up the road."

She analyzed his theory and determined it was sound. "Nice work. Snag one of those pieces."

Extending a hand, he mumbled a few arcane words. One of the stones lifted off the ground and started to drift toward him. Suddenly it snapped in half. He lunged forward a step and one of the halves rocketed right into his palm. He growled in pain and the remaining piece on the ground exploded into a burst of tiny fragments that pelted them.

"Hey!" Kana said in an annoyed shout. "Knock it off!"

"Sorry!"

She reached down and rubbed her leg where the shards had struck it. "Ease back a bit. You're trying too hard."

"I know, I know," he said quickly. "Master Qa says that too."

"Sometimes the old fart is right."

"Are you okay?"

She straightened up and placed a hand against the center of his chest. "I'm fine. Just relax. Take your time and clear your mind."

He drew in a deep breath, held it for a moment, and then slowly released it. "Right. What's next?"

"Think," she replied without removing her hand. "What entities match the profile so far? Desolate region. Foreign intruders. Possible territorial issues. Ideas?"

He thought for a moment. "A few. Could be a detached soul. Maybe a reaper, but then it would keep attacking."

She offered him a coy smile. "C'mon. You can do better than that."

She could almost see his confidence returning after the simple gesture.

"Wandering spirit of vengeance." Pushing it a bit farther, he grinned. "Which you call a..."

She laughed. "Dubsov." Reading the question in his eyes, she spelled it out: "W-S-O-V."

He chuckled along with her. "Shortened the W down to just 'dub'. Nice."

She patted his chest and finally pulled her hand away. "Thanks. And I think you're right. Middle of nowhere. Lots of freshly departed terrorists. Contained region of attack. Now we just have to figure out what's giving it the sharp edge. Let me see that rock."
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He handed her the piece, being careful not to let her see the red marks on his palm that would have revealed how tightly he had been gripping it throughout their conversation.

She closely examined the cut and wove a few magicks around it. "Hmm," she said while considering what she saw and sensed. She sniffed the rock a few times for good measure and then showed him its cleaved face. "Witch whisper."

"A what?"

She smirked at his confused expression. "There's a big, complicated name for it in some crumbling tome somewhere. It's basically a lash that strikes so precisely that it mimics a blade hit. Think a whip that can split things on a molecular level. Very nasty stuff."

"Where'd our dubsov find one of those?"

"Dunno. Got lucky, I guess. You'd be surprised by some of the stuff you can find squirreled away out here. Big center of activity back in the day. Ask Qa about it whenever you'd like to be bored right outta your skull."

"Okay. We've got a dubsov armed with a witch whisper. What do we do about it?"

She shrugged. "Could do a bunch of things. One thing we shouldn't do, though"—she flipped the stone out beyond the rock outcropping, and it was swiftly split into a multitude of shards in midair—"is go out there without a really good plan." The rock pieces fell to the ground, landing with soft thuds. "It's getting a lot more proficient with that thing as time goes on."

"It
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