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## ELARA
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The wards on their house had failed.

Elara noticed it before Theron even pulled the travel-worn horses to a stop—the faint shimmer that should have greeted them at the property line was gone, dissolved into nothing during the four months they'd been away. The protective boundary she'd woven before they left, carefully layered with intent and her own blood, had unravelled into mere memory.

She should fix it. Should dismount right now and spend what remained of her depleted magic reinforcing the wards before they even crossed the threshold.

Instead, she sat motionless in the saddle, every muscle in her body screaming its exhaustion, and stared at the dark windows of the house that no longer felt like home.

"Elara?" Theron's voice was gentle. Patient. The same tone he'd been using for weeks now, ever since the Northern Provinces mission had finally, mercifully, ended. "We're here."

*Here.* As if that word meant something. As if the building before them—two stories of weathered stone and sagging shutters—was anything more than the place they returned to between deployments.

"I know." She forced herself to swing down from the saddle, her legs nearly buckling when her boots hit the ground. Forty years old and feeling sixty. The binding ritual she'd performed to seal the treaty between the Northern clans had taken more from her than she'd admitted to anyone. Even now, three weeks later, her magic felt like a guttering candle instead of the steady flame it should be.

Theron was already moving, muscle memory carrying him through the familiar routine. Unsaddling the horses. Hauling their packs toward the house. His movements were efficient, economical, but Elara could see the tension in his shoulders, the careful way he moved that spoke of his own exhaustion.

She should help. Should at least grab her satchel.

The front door opened with a creak that made her wince—another thing that had deteriorated in their absence. The hinges needed oiling. The floorboards in the entryway groaned under her weight, and the air inside smelled stale, layered with dust and the particular emptiness of a house left too long alone.

Theron had already lit a lamp, the warm glow doing little to dispel the shadows. Elara watched him move through the space, setting down their bags, opening windows to let in the night air. They'd done this dance a hundred times. Return home. Unpack. Pretend they were people who actually lived here instead of transient ghosts passing through between crises.

On the small table by the door sat a stack of correspondence. Official-looking envelopes with wax seals. Summons. Requests. *Urgent matters requiring the expertise of Elara and Theron .*

Of course. There were always urgent matters.

"I'll deal with those in the morning," Theron said, following her gaze. His voice was carefully neutral, which meant he was just as tired of this as she was.

––––––––
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Elara walked past the pile without touching it. Through the kitchen—bare cupboards, another sign of their absence—and up the stairs to their bedroom. The bed was neatly made, exactly as they'd left it four months ago. Sister Maren must have come by to air out the house at some point, bless her.

She should wash. Should change out of her travel-stained clothes. Should do any number of normal, domestic things that normal people did when they returned home.

Instead, she sat on the edge of the bed and stared at her hands.

The silvery scars across her palms and fingers caught the lamplight—proof of fourteen years of binding magic, of rituals that had saved lives and ended wars and cost her pieces of herself she'd never get back. She flexed her fingers, watching the scars stretch and pull. The skin was still tender from the Northern Provinces working. It would be weeks before she'd fully recovered. Months, maybe, before her magic felt like her own again.

*If* it felt like her own again.

The thought settled in her chest like a stone.

"Elara."

She looked up. Theron stood in the doorway, still wearing his travel cloak, his face drawn with exhaustion. In the lamplight, she could see the silver threading through his hair at the temples—when had that happened? His green-hazel eyes, usually so warm, looked almost grey with fatigue.

He was still beautiful. That much, at least, hadn't changed.

"Come to bed," he said quietly.

She should tell him about the wards. Should mention that their home's defence’s were compromised and she was too depleted to fix them tonight. Should have a conversation, like partners, like the team they were supposed to be.

But she was so, so tired.

Elara stood, shucked off her travel cloak and boots, and climbed into bed still wearing her day clothes. Theron did the same, extinguishing the lamp before settling beside her. For a moment, she thought he might reach for her. Thought she might reach for him.

Instead, they lay in the darkness, not quite touching, listening to each other breathe.

She'd been sleeping without him for weeks during the mission—separate rooms in the diplomatic housing, separate beds when they'd travelled to the various clan holdings. She'd thought she'd grown used to it.

But now, with him right there beside her, close enough to touch but feeling miles away, the loneliness was somehow worse.

Elara closed her eyes and willed sleep to come.

It didn't. Her mind spun through the same tired circles it had been spinning for months. The binding ritual. The endless negotiations. The clan chief who'd nearly started a war over a perceived slight. Theron's careful diplomacy that had salvaged the situation when her magic had reached its limit. The bone-deep exhaustion that never quite went away anymore.

The knowledge that somewhere, in the capitol, Magistra Verin was already planning their next deployment.

Beside her, Theron shifted. His breathing had evened out—asleep already, probably. That was good. He needed the rest. They both did.

Elara reached out in the darkness, her hand finding his. Their fingers tangled together automatically, a reflex older than fourteen years of service. Older than the conscription, the missions, the endless cycle of crisis and recovery.

His hand was warm. Familiar. Real.

She held on and finally, eventually, let sleep take her.

—-
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## THERON
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Theron woke to sunlight streaming through the bedroom window and the certain knowledge that something was wrong.

Not crisis-wrong. Not the urgent, adrenaline-spiked awareness that had saved their lives more than once during missions. This was the slower, quieter wrongness of a house that had forgotten how to be lived in.

Elara's side of the bed was empty.

He sat up, his body protesting with a catalog of aches that seemed to expand with every passing year. Forty-two wasn't old. He knew that intellectually. But fourteen years of diplomatic missions—of sleeping in unfamiliar beds, riding for days on end, and spending hours hunched over ancient treaty documents in bad light—had a way of aging a man beyond his years.

His reading glasses sat on the nightstand where he'd left them months ago. He put them on, bringing the familiar bedroom into focus. Everything was exactly as they'd left it. Neat. Orderly. Lifeless.

Downstairs, he could hear the faint sounds of movement. Elara, then. She'd beaten him to consciousness, though the shadows under her eyes last night had suggested she needed sleep even more than he did.

Theron dressed quickly, opting for a clean linen shirt and comfortable trousers from the wardrobe that smelled faintly of lavender from the sachets someone—Sister Maren, probably—had tucked among their clothes. His fingers were still ink-stained from his final session transcribing treaty terms in the Northern Provinces. He'd scrubbed at them for days, but the stains never quite came out. A permanent reminder of his trade, like Elara's scars were a reminder of hers.

He found her in the kitchen, staring into their empty cupboards with an expression that was equal parts frustration and resignation.

"We have no food," she announced without preamble. "Not even tea."

"I'll go to the market," Theron offered automatically. "Give me a list and I'll—"

A loud, cheerful knock at the front door interrupted him.

They both froze. Theron's hand went automatically to the place where he'd carry a weapon if they were on mission. Elara's eyes had already gone distant, her magic instinctively rising despite her exhaustion.

The knock came again, accompanied by a booming voice. "Little brother! I know you're home. I saw your decrepit horses in the stable!"

The tension drained out of both of them.

"Daveth," Theron said, somewhere between relief and exasperation.

"Of course it's Daveth," Elara muttered, but there was the ghost of a smile on her face as she moved to answer the door.

Theron's younger brother swept into their house like a force of nature, his arms laden with canvas bags that smelled gloriously of fresh bread and coffee. Daveth's warm brown eyes—so different from Theron's own green-hazel—were bright with good humour, and his gold earring caught the morning light as he grinned at them both.

"You both look terrible," Daveth announced cheerfully, depositing his burden on their kitchen table. "Absolutely terrible. When was the last time either of you ate a proper meal?"

"Daveth—" Theron started.

"Don't 'Daveth' me. I've been checking on this place while you were gone, and I knew the moment you got back you'd have nothing to eat because neither of you ever thinks ahead about basic necessities." He was already unpacking the bags—bread, cheese, fruit, coffee beans, butter, jam, what looked like cold roast chicken. "So I brought breakfast. Well, brunch. It's nearly midday."

Elara blinked. "Is it?"

"See?" Daveth pointed at her triumphantly. "You've lost track of time already. Sit. Both of you. I'm making coffee."

There was no arguing with Daveth when he got like this. Theron had learned that lesson thirty years ago. He pulled out a chair at their small kitchen table and sat, watching his brother bustle around their kitchen with the easy confidence of someone who'd clearly been doing this in their absence.

"How long have you been back?" Daveth asked, measuring coffee into their pot with the ease of long practice.

"We arrived last night," Theron said. "Late."

"And you came straight here instead of reporting to the capitol first. Bold choice." Daveth's tone was light, but Theron heard the question underneath. *Are you in trouble?*

"We sent word ahead," Elara said. She'd claimed the chair across from Theron, her hands wrapped around a piece of bread she was shredding more than eating. "Official report to follow in three days. Standard protocol for completion of extended missions."

"Ah. The joys of bureaucracy." Daveth set the coffee to brew and turned to face them properly, leaning back against the counter with his arms crossed. His expression had shifted from cheerful to concerned. "You both look like death warmed over. That bad?"

"It was successful," Theron said carefully. "The Northern clans have signed a mutual defence pact. Trade routes will be reopened. The border disputes have been resolved through arbitrated agreements that all parties found acceptable."

"That's the diplomatic summary," Daveth said flatly. "Now tell me what it actually cost."

Theron glanced at Elara. She was staring at her shredded bread, her jaw tight.

"The usual," she said after a moment. "Politics. Posturing. Men with more pride than sense, and me spending my magic to force them to keep their word."

"Elara nearly burned herself out with the final binding," Theron said quietly. "She's still recovering."

"I'm fine."

"You collapsed after the ceremony."

"I'm *fine*."

The sharpness in her voice was so familiar it hurt. This, too, was part of their pattern. The way she pushed herself too hard, then bristled when he worried. The way he worried anyway, helpless to do anything else.

Daveth's eyes moved between them, assessing. The coffee pot began to burble, filling the kitchen with its rich aroma.

"How long before they send you out again?" he asked.

Theron's hand automatically moved to straighten the stack of correspondence on the edge of the table. Official seals. Urgent summons. *The realm requires your expertise.*

"There's a pile of requests already waiting," he admitted. "We haven't read through them yet."

"Of course you haven't." Daveth poured coffee into three mugs, adding cream and sugar to Elara's without asking—he knew how she took it. "And you'll read them this afternoon, and by tomorrow you'll be planning your next deployment, and in a week you'll be gone again." He set the mugs on the table with a little more force than necessary. "Right?"

The question hung in the air.

Theron picked up his coffee, grateful for something to do with his hands. The warmth seeped through the ceramic, grounding. Real. He took a sip—bitter and strong, exactly what he needed—and tried to formulate an answer that wouldn't sound as hollow as he felt.

"We're good at what we do," he said finally. "The Northern Provinces situation was delicate. It required both diplomatic finesse and magical enforcement. There aren't many teams with our particular combination of skills."

"There aren't any teams with your particular combination of skills," Daveth corrected. "Which is exactly the problem. You're too valuable to let go, so they'll keep finding crises that absolutely require your immediate attention until one of you drops dead from exhaustion or gets killed on some gods-forsaken diplomatic mission."

"Daveth—" Theron started.

"No." His brother cut him off, his voice still light but with an edge of steel underneath. "I've watched you two do this for fourteen years, and I've kept my mouth shut because you're adults and you make your own choices. But Theron—" He turned to face his older brother fully. "You look ten years older than you did when you left. And Elara—" He shifted his gaze to her. "When was the last time you looked at yourself in a mirror? Really looked?"

Elara's hand went automatically to her face, then dropped. She said nothing.

Daveth sighed, his shoulders dropping. When he spoke again, his voice was gentler.

"I'm not trying to pick a fight. I'm just—" He ran a hand through his curly hair, making it stick up in wild directions. "You know, there's a difference between serving because you're the only ones who can, and serving because you forgot how to say no." He looked between them, his warm brown eyes serious. "You two look like you've forgotten."

The words landed like stones in still water, rippling outward into silence.

Theron's fingers tightened on his coffee mug. He wanted to argue. Wanted to explain that it wasn't that simple, that the work they did mattered, that people's lives were at stake, that they couldn't just walk away from their responsibilities.

But the words wouldn't come.

Because Daveth was right.

Somewhere along the way, between the first mission and the hundredth, between proving their worth and becoming indispensable, they'd stopped choosing this. It had simply become what they did. Who they were. The conscription that had seemed temporary fourteen years ago had calcified into their entire identity.

Across the table, Elara had gone very still. Her fingers were wrapped around her coffee mug, but she wasn't drinking. She was staring at the worn wood of the table like it held answers she desperately needed.

"We're nearly done," Theron said, and even to his own ears it sounded unconvincing. "Just a few more years and—"

"You've been saying that for half a decade." Daveth's voice was soft now. Sad. "I love you both. You know I do. But I can't watch you disappear into this anymore."

He pushed away from the counter, fishing in his pocket for something. A moment later, he set a small velvet pouch on the table between them.

"I'm leaving for the eastern trade routes tomorrow. Won't be back for two months at least." He squeezed Theron's shoulder as he passed. "That's salt from the Crimson Coast. Elara mentioned collecting unusual varieties, so I picked it up last trip. Thought she might like it."

Of course he had. Daveth always remembered small things like that.

At the door, he paused, looking back at them. Two exhausted people sitting in their dusty kitchen, holding coffee mugs like lifelines, surrounded by the accumulated weight of fourteen years of service they couldn't quite name.

"Take care of each other," Daveth said quietly. "Really take care of each other. Not just survive the next mission. Actually take care."

Then he was gone, the front door closing with a soft click that sounded unbearably loud in the silence he left behind.

Theron and Elara sat without moving. Without speaking.

The coffee grew cold in their hands.

Outside, birds sang. The morning sun climbed higher. Life continued in its ordinary way, indifferent to the cracks forming in the foundation of everything they'd built.

Finally, Elara reached for the velvet pouch. She opened it slowly, pouring a small amount of the salt into her palm. It was a deep red color, glittering faintly in the light.

"Crimson Coast," she murmured. "I don't have this one yet."

Theron watched her close her fingers around the salt, watched the way her shoulders curved inward like she was trying to make herself smaller.

"Elara—"

"Don't." Her voice was barely above a whisper. "Please don't."

So he didn't.

They sat in silence, the space between them filled with everything they couldn't quite bring themselves to say.

*We're tired. We're breaking. We don't know how to stop.*

*We don't know who we are without this.*

The stack of correspondence sat on the table edge, waiting. Patient. Inevitable.

And Theron knew—as clearly as he'd ever known anything—that they would open those letters. Would read the urgent requests. Would pack their bags and leave this house that didn't feel like home, riding off toward another crisis that absolutely required their particular expertise.

Because they didn't know how to say no.

Because they'd forgotten that they ever could.

Elara stood abruptly, the salt still clutched in her hand. "I need to fix the wards."

"You're too depleted—"

"I'll manage." She was already moving toward the door, her spine straight with determination that was starting to look more like stubbornness. Or desperation. "The house needs protection. It won't take long."

Theron watched her go, knowing better than to argue. Knowing that she needed to do *something*, anything, to feel like she had control over even the smallest piece of her life.

Through the window, he could see her in the garden, her hands already moving through the familiar gestures of ward-building. Even from here, he could see how much effort it cost her. The slight tremor in her fingers. The way she had to stop and catch her breath between the complex patterns.

She was going to hurt herself. Again. For a house they barely lived in.

And he was going to let her, because he didn't know how to help. Didn't know how to reach across the distance that had grown between them, mile by mile, mission by mission, year by year.

Theron looked down at his ink-stained fingers, at the coffee growing cold in his hand, at the pile of official correspondence that would dictate the next chapter of their lives.

*You forgot how to say no.*

Daveth's words echoed in the empty kitchen.

Maybe he was right.

Maybe they'd forgotten a lot of things.

Theron sat alone at the kitchen table, surrounded by the shell of a life they'd abandoned in favour of service, and wondered when, exactly, they'd stopped living and started just surviving.

And whether they even remembered how to tell the difference anymore.

—-
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*End of Chapter 1*
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## ELARA

[image: ]


The summons arrived three days after their return.

Elara had known it was coming—the official correspondence never waited long—but some foolish part of her had hoped for more time. A week, maybe. Long enough to sleep in her own bed for more than a handful of nights. Long enough to rebuild the wards properly instead of the patchwork reinforcement she'd managed in her depleted state. Long enough to remember what it felt like to wake up without an itinerary.

But Magistra Verin's seal glinted on the envelope like a reproach, and the message inside was politely worded but unmistakably a command, not a request.

*Your presence is required at the capitol. Three days hence. Formal audience. Come prepared to discuss your next assignment.*

"Next assignment," Elara muttered, setting the letter on the kitchen table where Theron could read it. "Not even 'if you're interested' or 'at your earliest convenience.'"

Theron picked up the letter, his reading glasses already perched on his nose. She watched his eyes track across the elegant script, watched the small line appear between his brows that meant he was thinking something he didn't want to say.

"Well?" she prompted.

"We knew this was coming." His voice was carefully neutral. Too neutral.

"That doesn't make it less irritating."

"No," he agreed quietly. "It doesn't."

Three days. They'd had three days of semi-normal life. Enough time for Elara to restore some of her magical reserves, for Theron to organize his archive of treaty documents, for both of them to pretend they were people who actually lived in this house.

And now the capitol was calling them back.

Elara looked down at her hands. The silvery scars were still tender, still pink around the edges. Sister Maren had warned her it would be weeks before she was fully recovered from the Northern Provinces binding. Months, maybe, before her magic felt completely stable again.

But when had that ever mattered?

"We should leave tomorrow morning," Theron said, already mentally planning their route. She could see it in the way his fingers tapped against the table, calculating travel time. "If we push the horses, we can make it in two days instead of three. Arrive early, have time to rest before the audience."

Of course he was already thinking ahead. Already preparing. That was what they did. What they'd always done.

"Fine." Elara stood abruptly, the chair scraping against the floor. "I'll pack."

She made it halfway to the stairs before Theron's voice stopped her.

"Elara."

She didn't turn around. "What?"

A long pause. Then, so quietly she almost didn't hear it: "We could say no."

The words hung in the air between them like a held breath.

Elara turned slowly. Theron was still sitting at the table, the summons in his hand, his expression carefully composed. But his eyes—his green-hazel eyes that shifted color with his moods—were dark. Troubled.

"Say no," she repeated. "To Magistra Verin. To the capitol. To whatever crisis absolutely requires our immediate attention this time."

"Yes."

"And then what?" The question came out sharper than she'd intended. "We just... stop? After fourteen years, we just walk away?"

"We could." But even as he said it, she could hear the doubt underneath. The same doubt that lived in her own chest, the voice that whispered they were too deep in this to simply step back now.

Elara crossed back to the table, bracing her hands on the back of the chair. "You heard what Daveth said. We're too valuable. They won't just let us go because we ask nicely."

"We don't know that—"

"Yes, we do." She met his gaze, saw him flinch slightly at whatever he saw in her eyes. "We're the only binding mage and archivist team in the realm. The only ones who can negotiate treaties and magically enforce them. They've spent fourteen years building us into exactly what they need. They're not going to release us just because we're tired."

Theron was quiet for a long moment. Then he carefully folded the summons and set it aside.

"Then we go to the capitol," he said. "We hear what Magistra Verin has to say. And we make our decision from there."

It wasn't agreement, exactly. But it wasn't refusal either.

Elara nodded, something tight in her chest loosening just slightly. "We go to the capitol."

At least they were going together.

—-
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The capitol was exactly as Theron remembered it: beautiful, imposing, and utterly exhausting.

They'd made good time on the journey, arriving at the outer gates just as the sun reached its zenith on the second day. The guards recognized them immediately—of course they did—and waved them through with deferential nods and murmured greetings of "Master Verlin" and "Mistress Verlin" that made Theron's skin crawl with discomfort.

They weren't masters of anything. They were just people doing a job.

A job they apparently couldn't stop doing.

The streets were crowded with the usual chaos of capitol life: merchants hawking wares, nobles in fine carriages, students from the magical academy rushing between classes with their arms full of books. Theron guided their horses through the press of bodies with practiced ease, acutely aware of Elara riding beside him in silence.

She'd barely spoken during the journey. Had answered his attempts at conversation with monosyllables and distracted hums. He knew that look—the inward focus, the way her eyes went slightly distant. She was preparing. Marshalling her depleted resources for whatever meeting awaited them.

Protecting herself the only way she knew how.

They stabled the horses at the diplomatic quarter—a cluster of elegant buildings reserved for visiting dignitaries and, apparently, conscripted negotiators who'd become too useful to dismiss. Their usual suite of rooms was waiting, already prepared by staff who seemed to materialize out of nowhere with offers of refreshment and assistance.

Theron declined politely. What he wanted was a bath, a quiet meal, and about twelve hours of sleep before they had to face Magistra Verin.

What he got was two hours to wash off the road dust before a messenger arrived with an apologetic bow and a revised summons.

*The Magistra requests your presence this evening rather than tomorrow morning. She apologizes for the change in schedule but the matter is quite urgent.*

Of course it was.

"We just got here," Elara said flatly when Theron relayed the message. She was standing by the window of their suite, still wearing her travel-stained clothes, her hair escaping its braid in wild coils around her face. "We've been in the capitol for less than three hours."

"I know."

"And she wants us there *this evening*."

"I know."

Elara's hands clenched at her sides. For a moment, Theron thought she might actually refuse. Might tell the messenger to inform Magistra Verin that they would attend the audience at the originally scheduled time and not a moment sooner.

But then her shoulders dropped, the fight draining out of her as quickly as it had risen.

"Fine," she said to her reflection in the window. "Let's get this over with."

—-
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They were shown into Magistra Verin's private receiving room rather than the formal audience chamber, which told Theron this meeting was meant to be personal. Intimate. A conversation between colleagues rather than a formal briefing.

He didn't find that reassuring.

The room was exactly as he remembered: elegant without being ostentatious, lined with bookshelves that held a mixture of official histories and what Theron suspected were Verin's personal favourites. A fire crackled in the hearth despite the mild evening, and the Magistra herself rose from her seat by the window as they entered.

"Elara. Theron." Her voice was warm, genuinely pleased. "Come in, please. Sit."

Magistra Verin Solace was a striking woman, tall and slender with silver hair woven into intricate braids threaded with gold. Her warm umber skin was lined with age but in a way that suggested wisdom rather than weariness, and her sharp grey-blue eyes missed nothing as they swept over both of them.

Theron saw her gaze linger on Elara's hands—on the still-healing scars—before moving to assess him with the same concerned attention.

"You both look exhausted," Verin said without preamble. "Sit, please. I've had tea brought."

It wasn't a suggestion.

Theron and Elara sat in the chairs she indicated—comfortable wingbacks arranged near the fire—while Verin poured tea from an elegant service. The ritual of it was soothing despite Theron's wariness. This was Verin's gift: the ability to make even the most fraught conversations feel like friendly chats over tea.

He didn't trust it for a second.

"I received your preliminary report from the Northern Provinces," Verin said, handing Elara a cup prepared exactly how she liked it—one sugar, no cream. She passed Theron his own cup—cream and two sugars—without asking. She remembered. Of course she remembered. "Exemplary work, as always. The mutual defence pact you negotiated will stabilize the entire region for decades."

"Thank you, Magistra," Elara said, her voice carefully polite.

"The binding ritual, in particular, was masterful. To create a magical enforcement that encompasses seven separate clan territories..." Verin shook her head in admiration. "I don't know of another binding mage in the realm who could have accomplished such a feat."

Theron saw Elara's fingers tighten on her teacup. Saw the muscles in her jaw flex.

"It was challenging," she said simply.

"I imagine it was." Verin's gaze was piercing. "How is your recovery progressing?"

"Well enough."

"Elara pushed herself to dangerous limits," Theron interjected quietly. "She collapsed immediately after the ceremony. The local healers said if the ritual had required even a fraction more power, she could have burned out her magical core completely."

Verin's expression shifted to concern. "Is this true?"

Elara shot him a look that promised retribution later. "I knew my limits. I didn't exceed them."

"You came within a hair's breadth of exceeding them," Theron corrected, keeping his voice gentle but firm. "Sister Maren confirmed it when we returned home."

"Sister Maren worries too much."

"Sister Maren is an experienced healer who has been documenting the physical toll of your work for fourteen years. I trust her judgment."

They were veering dangerously close to an argument, and from the slight raise of Verin's eyebrows, she was aware of it. Theron forced himself to take a breath, to retreat from the edge of confrontation.

This was why he avoided direct conflict. He was terrible at it.

"I appreciate your concern for each other," Verin said smoothly, intervening before the tension could escalate further. "It's one of the things that makes you such an effective team. You watch out for one another."

Theron didn't miss the implication: *You need each other. You work best together. Separating you would be counterproductive.*

It was true, of course. But that didn't make it feel less like manipulation.

"We take care of each other," Elara said, her voice cooling. "We always have."

"I know." Verin set down her teacup, her expression sobering. "Which is why I've been very careful about the assignments I've given you over the years. I've never sent you into situations I didn't believe you could handle. Never asked you to take risks that weren't absolutely necessary."

"We appreciate that, Magistra," Theron said, though the words felt hollow. Necessary was such a flexible word. Everything became necessary when you were the only ones who could do it.

"I know you're tired," Verin continued. "I know the Northern Provinces took a toll on you both. And I know—" She paused, choosing her words carefully. "I know that fourteen years is a long time to be in service."

The room went very quiet. Even the fire seemed to still.

"Which is why," Verin said, "I'm offering you something I've never offered before. One final assignment. One last mission. And then, retirement. Full honours, pension, a country estate if you want it. Freedom to build whatever life you choose."

Theron's heart stuttered in his chest.

Beside him, he felt Elara go completely still.

"One final assignment," she repeated, her voice carefully neutral. "To be followed by actual retirement."

"Yes."

"You've said that before."

Verin's expression flickered—just for a moment—with what might have been guilt. Or regret. Or simply acknowledgment of an uncomfortable truth.

"I have," she admitted. "And I apologize for that. There have been times when I believed a mission would be your last, only to have circumstances change. Crises that required your specific expertise. Situations where you were the only solution." She leaned forward, her gaze intent. "But this time, I can promise you. One more mission, and your service is complete."

"What's the mission?" Elara asked.

Theron wanted to tell her to wait. To ask for time to think, to discuss it privately before they committed to anything. But he knew that look on her face. She needed to know. Needed the full picture before she could make a decision.

Verin stood, moving to her desk to retrieve a leather-bound folder. She returned and set it on the low table between them.

"Valdris and Korenth," she said. "Two ancient kingdoms with a history of mutual hatred going back five hundred years. They've maintained an uneasy peace for the past decade, but recent events have brought them to the brink of open war."

Theron opened the folder, scanning the documents inside. Intelligence reports. Historical summaries. Diplomatic assessments. His trained eye caught the key details immediately, and none of them were good.

"These kingdoms have fought seven wars in the past five centuries," he said, his mind already cataloguing the historical precedents. "The last one devastated both nations and nearly collapsed the entire regional economy."

"Precisely," Verin said. "Which is why we cannot allow another conflict. The realm cannot afford the destabilization."

"What's changed?" Elara asked, leaning forward to study the documents. "What's pushed them toward war now?"

"A combination of factors. Resource disputes. Succession crises in both royal families. And—" Verin's expression hardened. "Evidence suggests that third parties have been deliberately escalating tensions. War profiteers who stand to gain from the conflict."

Theron's head snapped up. "You're saying this is manufactured."

"I'm saying it's being manipulated. The underlying tensions are real, but they're being inflamed by parties who have no interest in peace."

"Then root out the profiteers," Elara said flatly. "Expose them. Remove their influence."

"We're trying. But even if we succeed, the damage is done. Valdris and Korenth are already mobilizing for war. The only way to stop them now is through direct intervention. Negotiated peace terms backed by binding magic that both sides will have to honour."

There it was. The hook. The reason they were sitting here instead of someone else.

"You need someone who can negotiate an acceptable treaty and magically enforce it," Theron said.

"I need the best diplomatic team in the realm," Verin corrected. "I need people both kingdoms will trust. People with a proven track record of bringing hostile parties to peaceful resolution. People who can create binding rituals strong enough to ensure the treaty is honoured."

"You need us," Elara said.

"Yes."

The word hung in the air like a verdict.

Theron looked at Elara. She was staring at the documents, her jaw set, her fingers absently tracing the scarred lines on her palm. He could see her mind working, calculating the risks, assessing whether she had enough magical reserves for this kind of undertaking.

She was going to say yes. He could see it in the set of her shoulders, the way she was already committing to the task in her mind.

And if she said yes, he would say yes too. Because they were a team. Because leaving her to face this alone was unthinkable.

Because he didn't know how to say no.

"How long?" Elara asked quietly.

"Four to six months," Verin said. "Perhaps longer, depending on how negotiations progress. It's a complex situation with deep historical grievances. It won't be resolved quickly."

"And after? You're certain this time? No more 'one more mission' when we return?"

Verin met her gaze steadily. "I give you my word. Complete this successfully, and your service is finished. You'll have earned your freedom ten times over."

Theron watched Elara's face, saw the war happening behind her eyes. The exhaustion versus the duty. The desire for rest versus the knowledge that people's lives hung in the balance. The desperate hope that maybe, finally, this could be the end versus the learned scepticism of fourteen years of broken promises.

"I need to think about it," Elara said finally.

Verin nodded, as if she'd expected nothing less. "Of course. Take the night. We can discuss details in the morning." She paused, her expression softening into something that looked almost like genuine affection. "I know I'm asking a lot. I know you're tired. But Elara, Theron—you're the best chance these kingdoms have for peace. You're the best chance thousands of innocent people have to avoid a devastating war."

It was beautifully done. The appeal to their better natures. The reminder of what was at stake. The gentle pressure wrapped in maternal concern.

Theron wanted to resent it. Wanted to be angry at the manipulation.

But Verin wasn't wrong. People would die if Valdris and Korenth went to war. Children. Families. Entire communities caught in the crossfire of ancient grudges and manufactured conflicts.

And they had the skills to prevent it.

"We'll give you our answer in the morning," Theron said, standing. Elara rose beside him, her movements stiff with exhaustion.

"Thank you," Verin said, standing as well. "Both of you. I know this isn't easy."

She walked them to the door, and just before they left, she touched Elara's shoulder gently.

"Take care of yourself," she said quietly. "The realm needs you. But more than that, you deserve to be whole and healthy and happy. Don't sacrifice yourself for this work. Promise me."

Elara's expression was unreadable. "I'll try."

It wasn't a promise. Not really.

But Verin seemed to accept it, squeezing her shoulder once before letting them go.

—-
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They walked back to their suite in silence.

The diplomatic quarter was quiet at this hour, most of the visiting dignitaries already retired for the evening. Their footsteps echoed on the stone floors, a lonely sound that seemed to emphasize the emptiness Elara felt settling in her chest.

One more mission.

Freedom.

Retirement.

*I've heard this before.*

Beside her, Theron was equally quiet, his hands clasped behind his back in the way he did when he was thinking too hard about something he didn't want to say aloud.

They made it all the way back to their suite before he finally spoke.

"We don't have to do this."

Elara closed the door behind them, leaning against it. "Yes, we do."

"No." He turned to face her, and there was something fierce in his expression that she rarely saw. "We don't. We could say no. We could tell Verin to find someone else. We could—"

"Could what?" Elara pushed away from the door, frustration rising. "Walk away while two kingdoms tear each other apart? Let thousands of people die because we're tired?"

"Yes!" The word burst out of him with unexpected vehemence. "Yes, Elara. We could do exactly that. We could prioritize ourselves for once instead of constantly sacrificing everything for the realm."

"That's not who we are."

"Maybe it should be."

The words hit her like a slap. She stared at him, seeing the anger and fear and exhaustion warring in his eyes, and felt her own defence’s rising to meet them.

"So we just stop," she said coldly. "After fourteen years, we just walk away. Abandon everyone who's counting on us. Prove Verin right that we're too selfish to see this through."

"That's not what I'm saying—"

"Then what *are* you saying, Theron?"

He ran both hands through his hair, making it stand up in wild directions. "I'm saying that I'm terrified. I'm terrified that you're going to push yourself too far one of these days and you won't come back from it. I'm terrified that we're going to keep doing this until there's nothing left of us. I'm terrified that we've forgotten how to be anything other than the realm's tools."

His voice cracked on the last word, and Elara felt something in her chest crack with it.

"I know," she whispered. "I know, and I'm scared too. But Theron—what else do we do? This is what we're good at. This is what we're *for*."

"No." He crossed to her, taking her scarred hands in his ink-stained ones. "This is what we *do*. It's not what we're for. We're for each other. We're for the life we're supposed to be building together. We're for more than just the next crisis and the next mission and the next impossible task that only we can solve."

Elara looked down at their joined hands. His fingers were trembling slightly.

Or maybe hers were.

"One more mission," she said quietly. "And then we're free. She promised."

"She's promised before."

"I know. But—" Elara met his gaze. "What if she's telling the truth this time? What if we walk away now and we never get another chance at this? At real retirement, at freedom, at all the things we've been working toward for fourteen years?"

Theron's expression was agonized. "And what if we say yes and it destroys us?"

"Then at least we'll have tried." She squeezed his hands. "Together. Like we always do."

He closed his eyes, and she watched him wrestle with it. Watched him try to find an argument strong enough to overcome fourteen years of ingrained duty and her desperate, fragile hope that maybe this time would be different.

When he opened his eyes again, she saw the defeat there. The resignation.

The love that made him follow her even when every instinct screamed at him to run.

"Together," he echoed quietly. "Like we always do."

Elara pulled him into her arms, holding him tight. His head bent to rest against her shoulder, and she felt the shudder that ran through him.

"I'm sorry," she whispered against his hair. "I'm so sorry."

"Don't apologize." His arms tightened around her. "Just—promise me you'll be careful. Promise me you won't push yourself the way you did in the Northern Provinces."

"I promise."

She meant it. In that moment, holding him, feeling his heart beat against hers, she absolutely meant it.

But they both knew that promises made in moments of fear and exhaustion were fragile things. Easy to break when duty called and lives hung in the balance and the only thing standing between peace and war was her magic and his words.

They stood there in the quiet suite, holding each other, and Elara tried not to think about Daveth's words.

*You've forgotten how to say no.*

Maybe they had.

Or maybe they'd never really learned how in the first place.

"We'll tell Verin yes in the morning," she said.

Theron didn't answer. He just held her tighter, like he was afraid if he let go, she might disappear.

Outside, the capitol settled into its nighttime rhythms. Somewhere, in Valdris and Korenth, people prepared for a war they didn't know could still be stopped.

And in a quiet suite in the diplomatic quarter, two exhausted people made the only choice they knew how to make.

They would say yes.

They would go on one more mission.

They would save the world one more time.

And they would hope—desperately, futilely—that this time, the promise of freedom waiting on the other side was real.

—-
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They had four days to prepare.

Four days to research five centuries of animosity between Valdris and Korenth. Four days to pack for a mission that could last six months or longer. Four days to transform themselves from exhausted people who could barely function in their own home into the realm's premier diplomatic team.

Theron had done this enough times to know the rhythm. The way preparation became its own kind of armour, each task checked off the list a small shield against the uncertainty ahead.

He started, as he always did, in the archives.

The capitol's historical library was a cathedral of knowledge—three stories of books and scrolls and documents, with tall windows that let in streams of morning light. Theron had spent countless hours here over the years, and the head librarian, Master Cornelius, greeted him with a familiar nod as he entered.

"Master Verlin. I heard you were back in the capitol." The elderly man's eyes crinkled with something between sympathy and amusement. "Let me guess. You need everything we have on Valdris and Korenth."

"Everything," Theron confirmed. "Treaties, historical accounts, trade agreements, diplomatic correspondence. Anything from the past five hundred years."

"That's a lot of material."

"I have four days."

Cornelius sighed the sigh of a man who'd heard similar requests too many times. "I'll have everything brought to your usual table."

His "usual table" was tucked in an alcove on the second floor, positioned to catch the morning light while remaining out of the main flow of foot traffic. Theron settled into the familiar chair and within twenty minutes found himself surrounded by towers of books, scrolls tied with ribbon, and folders of carefully preserved documents.

He pulled out his notebook—one of dozens he'd filled over the years—and began to read.

The history of Valdris and Korenth was a history of cycles. Periods of uneasy peace punctuated by wars that devastated both kingdoms. Each conflict followed a similar pattern: a border dispute or trade disagreement would escalate into military action, battles would rage for years, both sides would exhaust their resources, and eventually a treaty would be brokered that left everyone bitter but too depleted to continue fighting.

The pattern held with such consistency that Theron could almost predict the next war just by tracking the intervals between conflicts. Except this time, something was different. The underlying tensions were being deliberately inflamed. War profiteers manipulating events to ensure conflict broke out.

He made notes in the margins, cross-referencing treaties from previous wars, looking for precedents that might provide a framework for peace. Historical patterns that could be leveraged. Compromises that had worked before—or failed, which was equally instructive.

The work absorbed him completely. This was what he was good at: finding connections, seeing patterns, building arguments from historical evidence that could shift the course of negotiations. His magic might be non-existent, but this—this accumulation of knowledge, this careful construction of diplomatic pathways—this was his power.

He didn't notice the time passing until a familiar voice spoke from behind him.

"You've been here for five hours."

Theron looked up, startled, to find Elara standing beside his table. She held two cups of coffee, steam rising from both.

"Has it been five hours?" He glanced at the windows. The morning light had shifted to afternoon gold. "I didn't realize—"

"I know." She set one cup beside his notebook, positioning it carefully away from the documents. "You never do."

The coffee was exactly how he liked it: cream and two sugars, strong enough to cut through the fog of sustained concentration. He wrapped his hands around the warm ceramic and took a grateful sip.

"Thank you."

Elara settled into the chair across from him, her own coffee cradled in her scarred hands. She'd changed since morning—no longer in travel-worn clothes but a simple dress in deep blue that brought out the warm tones in her brown skin. Her hair was freshly braided, the black coils woven with small charms that probably had protective properties.

She looked better. Rested, maybe. Or at least less like she was about to collapse from exhaustion.

"Found anything useful?" she asked, nodding at his towers of books.

"Maybe." Theron turned his notebook so she could see his notes. "There have been seven wars between Valdris and Korenth in the past five centuries. Each one followed a similar pattern of escalation. But there's a treaty from two hundred years ago—the Concord of Ashmark—that came closest to lasting peace. It held for nearly forty years."

"What made it different?"

"It focused on shared interests instead of punishing grievances." He pulled out one of the older documents, handling the fragile paper with practiced care. "Instead of just drawing borders and demanding reparations, it created joint infrastructure projects. Shared trade routes. Cultural exchanges. It gave both kingdoms a reason to maintain peace beyond just avoiding war."

Elara leaned forward, studying the faded text. "That's clever. Make them economically interdependent."

"Exactly. Unfortunately, it fell apart when both royal families had succession crises at the same time and new rulers decided old hatreds were more important than economic prosperity." He set the document aside carefully. "But the framework is sound. We could use it as a template."

"If we can get them to agree to anything beyond 'stay on your side of the border.'" Elara's tone was dry. "Verin said they're already mobilizing for war. That doesn't suggest a population eager for economic cooperation."

"No," Theron admitted. "But it's a starting point. Better than trying to negotiate from nothing."

They sat in comfortable silence for a moment, sipping their coffee. Around them, the library hummed with quiet activity—students researching, scholars debating in hushed tones, the rustle of turning pages.

This was good. This felt right. The two of them, working together, building the foundation for what would come next.

"I've been planning the binding ritual," Elara said after a while. "If we use the Concord of Ashmark as a framework, I'll need to create something more complex than a standard treaty enforcement. Not just magical consequences for breaking terms, but positive reinforcement for maintaining cooperation."

Theron looked up from his notes. "Is that possible?"

"Theoretically." She was already slipping into that distant focus she got when thinking through magical problems. "Traditional binding magic is punitive—you make a promise, you break it, you suffer consequences. But I've been researching ways to structure rituals that reward adherence instead of just punishing violation."

"That would be powerful."

"It would also be exhausting." She met his gaze, and he saw the shadow of worry there. "I don't know if I have enough reserves for something that ambitious. Not yet."

"Then we'll give you time to recover before attempting it." His voice was firm. "We can negotiate the basic framework first. Let you rebuild your strength while we handle the preliminary talks."

"Theron—"

"No." He set down his coffee, reaching across the table to take her hand. "No more pushing yourself past your limits. Not this time. We agreed."

She looked down at their joined hands—his ink-stained, hers scarred. After a moment, she squeezed his fingers.

"We agreed," she echoed quietly.

It felt like a small victory. A boundary drawn, however tentatively.

They'd see if it held when the pressure started mounting.

"Come on," Elara said, standing and tugging him to his feet. "You need to eat something that isn't coffee. And I need your opinion on which grimoires to pack."

Theron gathered his notes, thanked Master Cornelius, and followed Elara out of the library into the afternoon sun.

For this moment, at least, they were partners. A team. Two people who knew each other well enough to bring coffee at exactly the right time and who could build diplomatic frameworks over shared cups and comfortable silences.

It was easy to forget, in moments like these, just how much distance had grown between them in other ways.

—-
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Packing for a six-month mission was an art form Elara had perfected over fourteen years.

Practical clothing that could withstand travel and formal occasions. Comfortable boots. Her tools for ritual magic—salt from a dozen different regions, vials of preserved herbs, silver ceremonial knife, copper bowls, rolls of parchment inscribed with foundational glyphs. Her personal grimoires, filled with years of refinements to standard binding techniques.

And Theron's travel cloak.

She'd been putting off re-warding it, telling herself she needed to conserve her strength for more important things. But looking at it now, spread across their bed in the guest suite, she couldn't leave it unprotected.

The old wards had faded completely—not surprising after four months of constant use in the Northern Provinces. She'd need to start fresh.

Elara gathered her supplies, settling into the familiar ritual of preparation. The copper bowl filled with salt. The ceremonial knife to prick her finger—just a drop of blood, enough to tie the spell to her intent. The careful arrangement of herbs around the cloak's collar.

She closed her eyes, letting her magic rise. It came slowly, reluctantly, like drawing water from a nearly-dry well. But it came.

The working was simple—protective wards to deflect hostile magic, durability enhancement for the fabric, a subtle tracking charm that would let her sense Theron's location even at a distance. Nothing flashy. Just practical protections woven with care.

And maybe a little extra shielding around the heart and vital organs.

Just in case.

The magic settled into the fabric with a faint shimmer, invisible to non-magical eyes but clear as day to her. Elara ran her fingers over the cloak, checking each ward for stability, making sure her depleted state hadn't left any weak points.

It was good work. It would hold.

"You didn't have to do that."

She looked up to find Theron standing in the doorway, watching her with that soft expression that made her chest ache.

"Yes, I did." She carefully cleaned her knife, wrapping it back in its silk cloth. "You'll need protection in Valdris. The situation is volatile."

"So will you."

"I can shield myself."

"Elara—"

"I know." She stood, brushing salt from her hands. "I know what you're going to say. That I need to save my strength. That I shouldn't use magic for non-essential tasks." She crossed to him, placing her hands on his chest. "But keeping you safe is essential. It's always essential."

His hands came up to cover hers, and for a moment they just stood there, close enough that she could count the flecks of green in his hazel eyes.

"I could say the same about keeping you safe," he murmured.

"You do. Every day. Just in different ways."

It was true. The way he anticipated her needs. The way he negotiated escape routes when her magic had reached its limits. The way he stood between her and hostile crowds, his words defusing situations before they could escalate to violence.

They protected each other. Always had.

It was perhaps the one thing that had remained constant through fourteen years of missions and exhaustion and slow, creeping distance.

Theron leaned down, pressing his forehead to hers. "I'm afraid," he whispered. "I'm afraid of Valdris and Korenth. Of what this mission will cost us."

"I know."

"But I'm more afraid of facing it without you."

Elara's throat tightened. "You won't have to. We're together. Like always."

"Like always," he echoed.

They stood there for a long moment, breathing each other's air, before Elara pulled back.

"Help me pack," she said, needing to move, to do something practical before the emotion overwhelmed her. "Tell me what you learned in the archives."

So he did. They worked side by side, Theron explaining the history of Valdris and Korenth while they organized supplies and made lists of what else they'd need. It was companionable. Easy. The kind of partnership they'd built through years of working together.

Surface-level connection. Comfortable routines.

Not deep intimacy, but not nothing either.

It would have to be enough.

—-
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The next three days passed in a blur of preparation.

Meetings with Magistra Verin to discuss strategy. Sessions with Sister Maren, who examined Elara's magical reserves and prescribed a regimen of restorative teas and careful meditation. Hours in the archives for Theron, building his arsenal of historical precedents. Hours in her quarters for Elara, preparing the complex ritual components she'd need.

They crossed paths with other diplomatic personnel—a rotating cast of ambassadors and negotiators who
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