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To the readers – past, present, and future.

Hope you enjoy the ride.
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To the incredible Richard Godspell,

whose awesome cover art likely lured you in this far.
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To Danielle, Nick, and Chris,

for musical inspirations, the chance to perform the occasional miracle,

and for generally keeping me on my toes over the last few decades.
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To Yv,

Three-for-three.
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To Monti, Kathy, and Brenna,

for giving an amateur hack the chance

to spread the weirdness around a bit.
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And to the multitude of characters, critters,

and other odd little concepts in my head.

Just shut up and wait your turns.

I'm editing as fast as I can.

Author's Note: Please see glossary of terms (Distil Arcanum III) and the recommended listening guide at the end of the story
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Preface
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All relationships had their occasional problems.

And then there were Kana and Jamyn.

Jamyn's secret passion for Kana soon turned into a declaration of his love for her. As Kana was struggling to accept this revelation, her acolyte disappeared. Jamyn had been possessed by a creature who sought to use his proficiency with the Voice to free itself from a demonic bond. During Kana's search for him, Jamyn nearly killed her. In the end, Jamyn was freed, the enemy was destroyed, and the battle for Kana's heart had been conceded when she finally accepted his feelings for her.

Bruised and battered, the pair was returning home to the Sanctum. Healing and rest aside, there were numerous other tasks facing them. There were explanations to be given, apologies to be made, and a budding relationship to be properly addressed.
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Chapter One: Lockdown
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A glowing gate opened beside the bar and Jamyn stepped through the lit doorway. His arms were immediately pinned to his sides and his entire body rendered immobile by a series of powerful holding spells.

Qa and Evrok stood before him, their outstretched hands aimed straight at his head.

Jamyn stared wide-eyed at his former master and the rail-thin barkeep.

"Explain yourself, Mister Siska," Qa said in a measured tone.

Kana stomped out of the gate and the spells holding Jamyn shattered.

"Some welcome," she said, shooting both of Jamyn's captors a withering glare. "Hold your fire, boys. Jamyn's back to being one of the good guys."

"Maintaining the Balance," Jamyn blurted before he could stop himself.

She turned back to him and frowned. "I think you can stop waving the company banner for a bit," she said in a low growl. "You're lucky not to be under the Sanctum with everything you've been up to lately."

He grimaced and bowed his head.

"Nevertheless, I believe some explanations are in order," Qa said without relaxing his stance.

"And you'll get 'em," Kana replied with an impatient wave of her hand. "How about giving us a second to get our bearings first?"

Neither of the men appeared to be moved by her words.

She sighed heavily. "Okay, fine. The kid didn't attack me. He had someone hitching a ride."

"A demon?"

"Nah. Ever hear of an Aqiri?"

Qa finally relaxed his stance. "I have. A very rare and unique creature."

"A real pain in the butt, you mean," Kana said. She grabbed Jamyn's hand. "Let's sit down. This is probably gonna take a while."

Without waiting for a response, she pulled him right between Qa and Evrok to one of the large booths along the far wall. She sat down, then scooted over to make room for Jamyn.

He sat beside her but kept his gaze downcast.

Qa sat opposite them. Evrok, still regarding Jamyn warily, pulled a chair over to the table and sat down.

"Much more comfy," Kana said, settling into the cushioned seat. She looked back at Qa and cocked her head. "What were we talking about again?"

Qa smiled weakly. "As you are so fond of telling me, get on with it."

She grinned back at him. "Sucks, don't it?"

Jamyn spoke up, though his voice was now a ragged whisper. "Tell him."

"Right. Jamyn was under the influence of an Aqiri. The little bugger was using him to get free of a demon."

"An Aqiri attached to a demon?" Qa asked. "I've never heard of such."

"Yep. It was plenty pissed when it found out that it was stuck in the demon's realm forever. Dunno how it found Jamyn. Once it did, it realized that Jamyn could neutralize the demon's spirit enough for it to free itself."

"Neutralize it?" Evrok asked, speaking up at last.

Kana nodded. "Jamyn was bouncing around all over the place while you were busy napping. During one of the jumps, he ran across a lesser demon and was able to siphon away most of its aura. Nearly turned him human." She gave Jamyn a nudge. "He was able to finish the transformation himself, by the way. You made him and a young lady really happy."

His only reply was a brief nod.

"I recently talked to Locan about him," Qa said to her. "They're doing quite well, all things considered. Eddie's still incredibly protective of her. He's also getting much better at reining in his temper." Qa shook his head and chuckled.

"What?" Kana asked.

"Eddie?"

Kana laughed. "At least someone got the joke. It fell flat on him."

"Then Jamyn was able to destroy this demon?" Evrok asked.

"Only part of him," Kana replied. "It's kind of like what he did to you when he siphoned off your aura."

Jamyn looked to Evrok. "I'm really sorry—"

"But a demon's aura is different," Evrok said, rudely cutting off Jamyn's apology. "You know of the duality, correct?"

Kana cast a concerned look at Jamyn before replying. "Yeah, I know all about it. Demons don't have auras like ours. Theirs are separate and distinct entities. If one could wipe out a demon's aura, its physical body would become mortal."

"And no longer part of the demonic chain," Evrok added. "The body would lose some of its powers but also the inherent restrictions."

"Which is exactly what that dopey Aqiri was after. When Jamyn nuked Eddie's aura, the Aqiri realized that it could do the same to itself and get free from the chain."

"But then why did it attack you?" Qa asked.

At this, Jamyn slumped even further where he sat. He stared down at his lap until Kana cupped his chin and turned his head to face her.

"Stop beating yourself up," she said quietly but with authority. "That's my job."

"But I—"

She slid one finger up to cover his lips. "Not another word about it," she said, all the while trying to keep her expression neutral despite his forlorn visage. She looked directly into his eyes. "We good?"

He nodded once and briefly puckered his lips against her fingertip.

She gave his chin a gentle shake. "Troublemaker."

She released him and turned back to Qa. "Evidently Jamyn was somehow still giving the Aqiri grief once it took over. It figured that allowing Jamyn to see it attack me would crush his spirit once and for all."

"And did it?" Evrok asked Jamyn directly.

Jamyn drew his arms in closer as if he was trying to disappear within himself.

Kana glared at Evrok. "Back off, Squeaky. He's been through a ton of shit already and—"

Jamyn interrupted her. "No. I'll answer him." He raised his head and looked straight into Evrok's sunken eyes. He clenched his teeth, and his lip quivered in rage. "Yes, seeing myself tear Kana apart like that and not being able to stop it nearly killed me. When I got free and saw that she was still alive, I was able to repay it properly."

The sheer hatred in his soft voice sent a shiver through Kana.

"And the manner of its repayment?" Evrok asked, apparently unfazed by the young man's anger.

"I stripped every bit of magical energy from its body and then destroyed what was left."

"That girl I sent here," Kana said to Qa. "Shamara. She has an ability—"

"That she calls the push," Qa said for her. "Yes, Lob has told me all about it. He's thoroughly fascinated by it."

Kana smiled briefly. "Figured. Jamyn learned how to do it too and stomped the Aqiri with it. Actually merged its body with the ground while it was still alive."

Evrok sniffed. "Sounds like something Donta would do."

At the sound of the name, Jamyn's body stiffened.

Kana noticed his discomfort and resisted the urge to embrace him. "Hey, don't rag on Donta. He actually helped Tiris put me back together."

"It was him?" Qa asked in surprise.

Kana nodded.

Qa's gaze went thoughtful. "That would make sense. Tiris reported seeing a large black entity strip away a smaller one from your body. She said the small one actively prevented her from healing you."

"A favorite tactic of some demons," Evrok said. "Leave a shred of essence behind to ensure the victim will die before anyone can help them."

Kana frowned. "Nice. That would explain where Donta got the essence he used to track down where the Aqiri went."

"Which was..." Qa asked.

"Didn't get the exact address. One of the lesser infernal realms would be my guess."

Qa and Evrok shared a quick glance, then Qa turned back to face Kana. "He didn't enter with you, did he?"

"Nope. Got the info we needed near the entrance and then he sent me in after Jamyn. I'm guessing he came back here after that."

Qa released his held breath in a soft sigh. "Then he didn't enter."

"We would know if he had," Evrok said.

Kana looked at them both. "Okay, what's the problem?" she asked, her senses now on high alert.

"Nothing you need concern yourself with," Qa replied, his tone lightening. "I trust your abilities are fully intact again," he said, deftly changing the subject.

Before Jamyn could slump even lower, Kana wrapped an arm behind him and hauled him upright. "You duck down any further and you'll be on the floor," she said. "I told Qa what you did."

"What he did?" Evrok asked.

After another firm squeeze from Kana, Jamyn nodded. "When I retrieved her soul back on Letron 12-B, I unintentionally added part of mine to it. Whenever she tried to use magic, it reacted and cut her off."

"A soul-based variant of the anchor spell?" Evrok turned his gaze to Kana. "You of all people should know how dangerous something like that could be."

Kana snapped at him. "Piss off. I didn't teach him that. He figured it out himself."

"Ah. It's the Voice, then."

Jamyn looked back at him in alarm.

Qa chuckled softly. "How long have you known?"

"Long enough, no doubt," Kana said before Evrok could reply. "He's evidently had me pegged from the moment I walked through his door. I'm guessing it didn't take too much longer with Jamyn."

"Between the succubine and nearly obliterating Second Heirophant Keller, he wasn't really doing much to hide it," Evrok said. "Has he gained any control of it yet?"

"Hard to say," Kana replied. "Most of the times he's used it so far have been accidental."

Evrok frowned at Qa. "So, this is your latest."

Qa arched an eyebrow in question.

"Another of your pet projects that could destroy us all."

"Another?" Qa asked innocently.

"Indeed. Sitting right beside your first."

Kana scowled at him while Qa smiled. "You are incorrect, old friend. Kana was far from my first. If memory serves, I believe you yourself hold that honor."

Evrok nearly cracked a thin smile. "I stand corrected." Turning his attention back to Jamyn, he asked, "How do we ensure you will stop having accidents?"

"Look," Jamyn said in a rush. "I'm sorry, all right? I freaked out after the anchoring because of the Aqiri trying to possess me."

"Which led you to absorb my aura to fashion a crude gate through which you could escape," Evrok said, as if it was common knowledge. "I am not worried about the past. I am concerned about your potential for future episodes."

"That concerns all of us," Qa said. "I still believe that with the proper training and discipline, Jamyn will be just fine, and the Sanctum will be all the stronger for it." He gestured to Kana. "You have no better proof than Kana here."

"Not exactly a shining example, but I must agree."

Kana frowned. "So glad you approve."

"I did not say I approved. Merely that I agreed." Before Kana could fire back a scathing reply, Evrok stood up. "Qa, I require your assistance."

"With?"

"A matter of some importance that I have neglected until now."

Qa shrugged at Kana's inquiring glance and stood up. Together he and Evrok walked over to the bar and then slipped into the back room.

Kana watched them go and then turned her attention back to Jamyn. His expression was still clouded in gloom, and she shook her head. "Will you just snap out of it already? What the hell has got your ass dragging now?"

"I should just go home," Jamyn muttered, staring at the table.

"Why?"

"They're right," he said, waving a hand to where Qa and Evrok had been sitting. "I'm a disaster waiting to happen."

"That's why we're not waiting," she replied firmly. "You heard Qa. We're gonna train you and get your mind on straight so that you'll never have to have another accident again." She gave him a firm shove. "What? You think I'm not up to it?"

"Kana, I—"

"Am being a royal pain in the ass and feeling way too sorry for yourself," she said for him. "You fucked up. Big deal. You said you read about every mission I've ever been on. How many times have I screwed up? If I got my shit under control, I'm pretty sure we can whip your ass into shape. Right?"

He forced a shrug. "I guess."

"You guess?" she asked incredulously. She jabbed a thumb into his side and then grinned fiercely when he turned to face her. "Who the hell do you think you're dealing with here? I'm not some little sissy like Donta. I am Kana-friggin'-Morel, the scourge of the Sanctum. If I say I can train you, you will be trained!"

He couldn't help smiling at her theatrics. "C'mon, Kana. Cut it out. You know what I mean."

"No, I'm pretty sure I don't. You think your fragile little mind is gonna snap and you'll be off terrorizing the villagers again. You forget that you stopped yourself this last time?"

"Huh?"

She fixed him with a wild-eyed glare. "How the hell do you think you got free of the Aqiri?"

Confusion overran his face. "I...I don't remember," he stammered. "I was just suddenly free of him. I figured that you did it."

"You did it, dumbass," she said, poking him in the chest. "Path somehow came out and knocked you away from the Aqiri with a wicked right hook to the chest."

He gasped. "Path? But how did she—"

"Ask her yourself, genius," Kana replied, gesturing to the seat across from Jamyn.

He turned and saw Path, his aspect of the Voice, sitting there and grinning back at him.

"Path! Why are you here?"

Path nodded to Kana and her grin turned into a genuine smile.

Jamyn faced Kana. "You called her out?"

In reply, Path kicked his shin under the table.

"Ow!"

Kana laughed. "No, I didn't call her out. You're the only one who can do that. But I guess she did have a little help."

"Why do you mean?"

"She can somehow interact with my aspect. She's sitting right next to her."

He looked at the empty space. "She is?"

Path seemed to giggle to herself before reaching a hand under the table. Suddenly a short, dark-haired woman appeared beside her. Path gestured to her with her free hand and then to Jamyn, silently introducing them to one another.

"Who are you?" Jamyn asked.

The newcomer seemed surprised. "He can see me now too?" she asked Kana.

Kana shrugged. "Evidently. Jamyn, this is Eva. She's my aspect of the Voice."

Jamyn stared at her in shock. "Um, hi."

Eva laughed. "Hi back. I'm Eva, like Kana said. It's short for Evasion."

"Is that—"

"Yeah, another one of her silly nicknames." She faced Kana. "How did we set up this little conference call?"

"Beats me," Kana replied with a shrug. "I just called you up when Path appeared. I can see her without you around now, which suits me just fine."

"Little brat." Despite her grumble, Eva's smile didn't fade. "Maybe it's because she's holding my hand." She disappeared and then reappeared a moment later. "Did I just blink out?"

"Nope," Kana replied.

"Not for you, you twit. You can see me regardless. I meant for him." She jerked a thumb at Jamyn.

"You did," Jamyn said.

"There we have it." Eva turned to Jamyn. "So, you're in love with Kana, huh? What the hell is wrong in your head?"

Path laughed silently and squeezed Eva's hand under the table.

"Lots of stuff, I guess," Jamyn replied, still off-balance from this strange conversation.

"Shut up, Eva," Kana said. "Do something useful for a change, like telling me how I can see Path."

"It's not my doing," Eva said simply. "Ask the boy toy." Looking Jamyn up and down, she gave him an appreciative leer.

Path looked shocked and leaned over, bumping into Eva's side.

Eva looked at her and laughed. "Oh, come on! He's all kinds of yummy!"

Path released Eva's hand. Eva disappeared to Jamyn's eyes, but Kana glared at her.

"Will you shut up?" Kana said, trying to keep her voice low.

"Doesn't matter now," Eva replied with a sulk. She raised the hand Path had been holding and waved it at Kana. "He can't see or hear me anymore."

Kana's angry retort was swiftly muted as Jamyn wrapped an arm around her and hugged her tightly. He rested his head on her shoulder. "We're sorry."

Kana was stunned. "We?"

"Path and me. She said she's sorry for allowing me to hear what Eva said. I'm sorry for us invading your privacy like that."

Path's head was now bowed as low as Jamyn's had been throughout most of their talk with the others.

"It's not your fault, Path," Kana said quietly. "Eva's suddenly got a big mouth on her. That's my problem, not yours." Turning back to Jamyn, she grabbed his shoulders and forced him to sit up straight.

He released his hold on her and his hands fell into his lap.

"As for you..." Her voice failed her. She swallowed hard and looked into his teary eyes. "Dammit to hell, you are gorgeous." She forced the words out from between her clenched teeth. His perplexed gaze made her chuckle at last. "I've thought you were hot since our first mission together."

"But you—"

"Regardless of all the other stuff that I got outta your head. Truth is, I've been beating the crap out of myself ever since then trying to figure out what to do about it. I knew you wanted me too, but you never acted on—"

Jamyn twisted out of her grasp and snared her lips in a passionate kiss.

She fell into it willingly and wrapped her arms around him in a firm hug.

Eva vanished as she was pulled back into Kana's mind.

Path disappeared as well, though not before releasing a childlike titter.

Jamyn smiled at last against Kana's voracious mouth and started to reach for her waist.

Before he could touch her, she grasped his hands in her own and held them together against the center of her chest. Reluctantly drawing away from their kiss, she rested her forehead against his and whispered, "Not here."

"I should hope not." Evrok's voice sounded directly behind Jamyn.

The pair jumped at his words. They looked up to see Evrok and Qa standing there, each of them holding a pair of mugs.

"Evrok realized he was being a dreadful host," Qa said with a bright smile.

"I am merely fulfilling a request Kana made before the sanction hearing," Evrok replied, placing a tall mug in front of each of them. Kana's drink was topped with a white foamy head while Jamyn's fizzed angrily at him. "Two of the usual upon your return, as requested," Evrok said, gesturing at the drinks. He and Qa returned to their earlier seats, and each took one of the mugs Qa had brought.

Qa raised his mug in a toast. "To the return of the wayward."

"Finally," Kana said, raising her drink.

Jamyn swallowed and lifted his mug. "To all of you for getting me back."

"To new beginnings." Evrok advanced his mug through the gap between all of theirs, clinking each of them. He took a sip of his drink, ignoring the glare Kana was now throwing his way.

Qa chuckled and took a healthy swig.

Kana and Jamyn looked at one another. Jamyn's faint smile helped chase away Kana's outrage at Evrok's words and she smiled as well. They brought their mugs together in an additional though quieter clink and each took a deep draught.

Kana lowered her mug and wiped the foam from her upper lip with the back of her free hand. "Now that hits the spot," she said with a pleased sigh. She muffled a small belch.

"Yeah," Jamyn said quietly before sipping more of his heavily caffeinated drink.

"So glad you approve," Evrok said, mirroring the comment Kana had made to him earlier.

Kana smirked. "You're a total jerk most of the time, but you serve one mean root beer."

Jamyn polished off his drink, put down his mug, and turned to the barkeep. "Evrok, I need you to do something for me."

"Given our recent dealings, a favor would likely be out of the question," Evrok replied while he continued to peer into the dark recesses of his own mug.

"This isn't a favor," Jamyn said, ignoring the verbal jab. "I need you to lock down my magic again."

Evrok raised his eyes to the acolyte. "Why?"

"Because until I sort out everything I've just been through, I don't want to run the risk of doing something stupid again."

Evrok considered his words. "A sound decision. But what guarantee can you give me that you won't attack me again? I must warn you that doing so would now be a grave mistake."

"I'm in control now," Jamyn replied. "That and I won't have an Aqiri trying to possess me this time."

Qa smiled. "We do have two First Seers on hand to subdue him should things go amiss."

Kana spun Jamyn around to face her. "Why are you doing this?"

"To be safe," he replied. "There are a lot of things I have to make right around here after this whole mess. I think it would be better for everyone if I can't cast until I know for sure that I can handle it."

Kana thought over his words and finally nodded in agreement. "Good plan."

Jamyn turned back to Evrok. "Please shut it off."

Evrok looked to both Qa and Kana before locking his sunken eyes upon Jamyn.

"Deny."

Kana watched closely as Jamyn's aura was clamped down. He sighed once and then his eyes rolled back. He pitched forward and landed on the table face-first with a dull thud.

"Jamyn!"

She hauled him upright and looked at his unconscious face. Immediately she hurled a furious glare at Evrok and shouted at the barkeep. "What did you do?"

"I locked down his magic, as he requested." Evrok spoke calmly, despite Kana's obvious rage. "Nothing more."

Qa was already casting a suite of spells over the lifeless acolyte. "Calm down, both of you. Jamyn's fine. He's just sleeping."

"Sleeping?" Kana asked. She fought to rein in her sudden anger.

"He appears to be suffering from extreme fatigue and dehydration." Qa continued to scan Jamyn's body. "I would guess that he hasn't slept or eaten since he left the Sanctum. His magic must have been the only thing that was keeping him awake and mobile."

Kana looked over Jamyn's blank face in concern. "You mean he's been going at it nonstop?"

"I believe so, judging by my scan." He paused for a moment. "Please check the back of his head. Something's not right there."

Kana turned Jamyn's head and ran her fingers through his hair. A large patch of clotted blood caught her eye, and she carefully found the bruised gash centered beneath it. "Ouch. Something clobbered him good." Her memory flew back to the police covering the site of the mugging. "That's right. The Aqiri said something about Jamyn getting hit in the head right before it could fully take him over. I'll bet this was from that." Another memory surfaced of her repeatedly banging Jamyn's head against the ground during their fight against the Aqiri. She grimaced and lightly ran her fingers across the wound.

"He'll be fine," Qa said, nullifying his scans. "He has a concussion but it's not bad. Other than that, he's got an impressive collection of scrapes and bruises." He pointed to a darkened spot beneath Jamyn's left ear. "What's that on his neck?"

Kana's eyes widened as she recalled the mark she had left there. "Probably another abrasion he got during the fight," she said as dismissively as she could. "It was pretty intense."

Qa nodded. "Then I will leave him to you. Take him back to his quarters. I believe a restorative potion and a few days of bed rest should do the trick. You should get some rest as well."

Kana held on to Jamyn and faced Qa. "But what about—"

"The Sanctum's concerns can wait a while longer. Go fix your acolyte, Kana."

Kana nodded in gratitude. "Thanks, Qa. Thank you too, Evrok." She cast a spell and the couple vanished.

––––––––
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Evrok huffed in disbelief. "Abrasion."

"Come now, Evrok," Qa said with a chuckle. "It was a good lie." He finished his drink and sighed. "I suspect we'll have to put together a few of our own before this mess blows over."

"True. Another drink before then?"

"Of course, my old friend."
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Chapter Two: Restoration
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Kana and Jamyn reappeared seated on the couch in Jamyn's living room. His limp body flopped backwards, and she tightened her arms around him in a protective embrace. She carefully laid him back and then gazed at his peaceful face. She gave him a firm shake but he didn't respond.

"You are one sound sleeper, kid," she said, despite knowing that he was actually unconscious. "I could probably stuff your ears with lit firecrackers right now and it wouldn't even faze you." She released her grip on him, then brought her face close to his and lightly caressed his cheek. "But you've been a busy boy," she whispered, her lips nearly brushing his. "I'll let you rest for now." A familiar ache bloomed deep within her, and she leaned over to his ear. "But not for too long."

She gave him a quick peck on the cheek and then sat back to look him over. His clothes bore a multitude of stains and rips, and she was suddenly aware of a pungent odor emanating from him. She waved her hand in front of her face and wrinkled her nose.

"Whew," she said before muffling a cough with her hand. "The last of that magic you surrounded yourself with must be wearing off. You are ripe!"

She stood up and gestured and his body rose from the couch. His back and legs straightened, and his arms extended along his sides until he resembled a standing statue lying on its back. She beckoned and his rigid form glided smoothly behind her as she led him to the bedroom. He drifted past her until he hovered over the bed. She was about to lower him onto it when she stopped.

"No, let's get you cleaned up first. No sense spreading your funk all over the place."

She waved him on, and his body floated into the adjoining bathroom. She followed him in and then grabbed one ankle before his head hit the far wall. She pivoted his body in midair until he was upright and floating a few inches off the ground in front of her. She looked at his closed eyes, which were now level with hers, and she shook her head with a smile.

"Nah, I kinda like you looking up at me." His body floated lower until his booted feet just skimmed the tile floor. She nodded in approval and pressed a kiss to his forehead. Standing back, she looked him up and down.

"Now how should we do this?"

She considered just undressing him normally but discarded the notion. Instead, she lifted her hand, and his body floated up again until he was a full foot above the floor. One by one, articles of his clothing became ethereal and slipped down through his body. As they hit the open air, they became solid again and landed in a pile beneath him. Kana concentrated on her casting, carefully controlling the transformation of each piece to avoid watching his body slowly being revealed to her ardent gaze.

As his tattered pants joined the rest of his clothing, she enclosed the pile in a vacuum sphere surrounded by a barrier. She nudged the mystical ball with her foot to get it out of the way and it rolled into the corner. Her head still bowed, she took a deep breath to steady her nerves. She blew it out in a rush and grumbled. "What the hell's with you, Morel? He's naked. Big deal!" With this, she took a step back and her head snapped upright.

Despite the dirt and bruises and lingering aroma, her breath caught in her throat as she found herself faced with the most perfect male physique she had ever seen. Snapshots of her few glimpses of his body until now passed by her mind's eye. None of them compared with the carved perfection suspended in the air before her. He was a bit thinner around the waist and legs than she had envisioned, but the sharply defined muscles of his thighs and lower torso more than made up for it. His smooth upper body was exquisitely molded, and she licked her lips while she watched his chest expand and contract with every deep breath. She focused on his dark nipples and giggled when she saw that his left sat slightly higher on his chest than his right. This one minor oddity in the middle of such a flawless specimen suddenly struck her as impossibly hilarious and she clapped a hand over her mouth to keep from crying out. Momentarily snapped out of her awestruck gaze, she removed her hand from her mouth and slapped her cheek several times.

"Good God. What's with you, girl?" She laughed and shook her head. "It's only Jamyn! Young, foolish"—her eyes took another lap up and down his body and her voice dropped to a throaty chuckle—"totally fucking gorgeous Jamyn."

She purposely focused on his flaccid cock and grinned at the thoroughly unimposing lump of flesh. "So, you're a grower not a shower, huh?" she said, by now knowing well his fully aroused dimensions. She reached forward and hefted his wrinkled scrotum. "We'll have to work on that when you wake up," she whispered, coming close to his ear. She leaned in to kiss him when she got another good whiff of him. She coughed hard right in his face and then stepped back again. She released her intimate hold on him and fanned the air around her. "But first I have got to fumigate your ass!"

Waving him back, she maneuvered his body into the shower. She started to pull up her shirt but then stopped. She sighed deeply and pulled her shirt down again.

If he suddenly decides to wake up and I'm naked too, we're gonna get into it. He couldn't handle that in his condition.

She shook her head and smiled at him wistfully. "Always something, huh, kid?" She cast an elemental screen over herself, ensuring that water could not touch any part of her clothing or body except for her hands.

She stepped into the shower and turned the water on, keeping Jamyn out of the spray while she adjusted the temperature. Once it was to her liking, she pulled him into it and watched as the water sluiced down and around his entire body.

Focus on the task.

She repeated the thought over and over as she skimmed her hands over him. Slicking back his hair, she looked at his closed eyes to check for any signs of him waking. His eyes remained firmly closed so she shrugged and reached for the soap. Lathering up her hands, she started to scrub him clean. Her movements were quick at first but started to slow as she got the feel of him. She eased her hands over his chest, soaping him up while she traced her fingertips along the curves of his muscles. Before she knew it, she was toying with his nipples and leaning her body closer to his. She caught herself before she could kiss him and took a quick step back, growling at herself the whole time.

Dammit to hell! Keep it together, girl!

Her outrage at her lack of self-control sparked her into action. She launched into her task, efficiently scrubbing Jamyn clean from head to toe while not allowing herself another chance to linger. In moments, her acolyte was thoroughly cleansed of any trace of his recent adventures. She gave his body a final rinse and turned the water off. Stepping out of the shower, she pulled him along at her side. Grabbing a thick towel, she patted him dry, allowing only the briefest of pauses to admire his cock. It had responded to her vigorous handling and was now dangling semi-soft between his legs. She hung up the towel and then grasped his thickening shaft. "You had better wake up soon, dammit," she said, her voice a lusty rasp. She carefully tugged his cock to guide his weightless body back into the bedroom.

A quick series of manipulations later, Jamyn was lying peacefully in bed and covered with a blanket. "That fixes the smell and the sleep," Kana said with a pleased smile. "Now to get you that restorative." She leaned over him and pressed a kiss to his lips. Despite his lack of response, a burst of desire shot through her body. She flicked the tip of her tongue between his lips and slipped a hand under the blanket to stroke his chest. She was lightly dragging her fingernails over his abdomen when her mind shouted a heated reproach. In a rush, she forced herself to pull away from her lusty kiss before it became more than she could handle.

"Medical," she said through her clenched teeth. As much as she wanted to stay with him, he had to get that potion in him before his condition worsened. "I'll be right back," she whispered before planting one last tender kiss on his cheek. She stood up and hurried out of his quarters, locking the door behind her with a spell.

Kana hurried down the stone-lined corridors. Since leaving his quarters, her concern for Jamyn had steadily mounted until she was nearly jogging to her destination. The halls were curiously empty, and she glanced at a clock on the wall as she passed.

Middle of the night. Her steps quickened into a loping run. Hope someone's still awake in there.

Finally reaching the medical wing, she slipped through the door to find that most of the lights in the ward were switched off. Only the few emergency lights provided a dim illumination. She walked between the rows of empty beds.

What the hell?

Keeping her voice low, she called out. "Tiris? Leel? Anybody?" She turned the corner and entered the main office.

A small form leaped out of the shadows and collided with her. She stood her ground and cast a spell. Instantly the room was flooded with light, revealing a naked Leel sprawled out on the floor at her feet.

"Leel! What the—"

"Kana!" He sputtered, blinking at the sudden brightness. By his expression, she could see he was easily as surprised as she was.

Right on cue, a naked Tiris bounded into the room and tackled Leel. "Gotcha!"

Leel cried out before clutching her with a joyous shout. Without pause, he started to wrestle with his naked wife, the pair hooting and shrieking with wild abandon.

"Knock it off, you two!" Kana bellowed in outrage.

The naked gnomes stopped their amorous play and looked up at her.

"Kana," Leel said in a stern tone, "I would remind you that this is a place of healing. Kindly keep your voice at a civil level."

"Me?" she shouted in reply. "You two are making all the damned noise!"

Leel jumped to his feet and his body was suddenly surrounded by a churning blast of magic. "I would advise you once more to adjust your tone, Miss Morel." He was snarling at her now and holding his clenched fists tightly to his sides.

Tiris clambered to her feet and shot Kana a worried glance. "Stand down, Kana. You're obviously upset, but this doesn't have to get out of hand. Just calm down and tell us what you need."

Kana quickly realized her concern for Jamyn had caused her to lose her temper with the diminutive healers.

Shifting her gaze back to Leel's furious scowl, she composed herself and bowed low. "I am sorry for my outburst, Master Leel. I shall abide by your wishes."

Apparently unmoved, he continued to glare at her.

Tiris came close to him and grasped one of his tiny fists. She pried it open and held his hand tightly. "She said she was sorry, dear," she whispered into his ear.

"Take off your clothes," Leel said, his voice no less harsh.

"Um, I'm already naked," Tiris replied.

"Not you. Her."

Kana's head popped up and she looked back at him in shock. She and Tiris shared a confused look.

"Why?" Tiris asked.

His features softened and he turned to face his wife. "She said she would abide by my wishes." He looked back at Kana and shrugged as his aura faded away. "It was worth a shot."

Tiris gave him a quick swat on his bare butt.

"Apology accepted, Kana," he said, his normal gentle voice returning. "What do you need?"

Kana stood up straight. "A restorative potion, Master Leel. Jamyn's been in a bit of trouble. He hasn't slept or eaten for days. Qa said he might have a concussion too."

His brow creased in concern. "And you didn't bring him here because..." Kana started to respond but he held up one small hand. "This is somehow connected to your recent injuries?"

Kana tried not to grimace. "Yes."

"I am thinking there is much more to your story, but it will have to wait. The patient comes first." Turning to his wife, he said, "Please bring me a coated flask from the shelf marked Industrial. A dual application, if you would."

He pulled her close and kissed her soundly, palming her ass as he did. She moaned into his mouth and stroked a hand over his stiffening cock. He pulled back from her and looked into her starry eyes.

"Go, my love," he whispered.

"On my way," she replied with a nod and a quick smile. In a flash, the naked gnome was streaking out of the office and into the darkened wing.

Leel turned to find Kana trying hard to look like she hadn't been paying any attention to them. "We're making you uncomfortable."

"No," she replied instantly. "Not at all."

"Please," he said, holding up a hand to her. He gestured and covered himself in an illusion spell to disguise his naked body. "It happens. We are quite aware of our reputation in the Sanctum."

"You love each other," Kana said. "Nothing wrong with that."

"Nothing at all," Leel replied with a courteous bow. "We are also the most skilled healers in the Sanctum, which is usually good enough to earn us a pass. However, I know that many disapprove of our, shall we say, constant and rather public displays of affection."

"It's not—" She cut off her thought.

Leel arched an eyebrow at her.

"It's just—"

He held up a hand again. "Kana, I know. Your concern for Jamyn caused you to lash out at us. But he has also frustrated you beyond reason, so seeing us together like that really sent you over the edge." He stepped forward, took her hand, and gave her arm a gentle tug. "Get down here."

"Why?"

"Because you're tall and all this talking is killing my neck," he replied with a gentle smile.

She smiled in reply and dropped to one knee beside him. "What?"

"Tiris and I both know of your, shall we say, situation with Jamyn," he said. "In some ways, we are nearly as perceptive when it comes to affairs of the heart and body as Mistress Daystar. There are reasons for that." He examined her face. "Qa has never told you about us, has he?"

"Told me what about you?"

"See?" he said, squeezing her hand. "I didn't feel your pulse waver, so I know you're telling me the truth. He’s never told you why Tiris and I are so skilled in our field."

Kana shook her head.

"Since you're a First Seer now, I'll let you in on our secret. My darling wife and I are masters of chi creation."

Kana's eyes widened. "Chi creation? That's impossible!"

"If that were the case, you would be dead right now. We are able to generate and distill the basic energies found in all living beings. And we do this through..."

She realized he had left the question hanging so that she could answer. She started to speak but then held her tongue.

Leel nodded. "Go on."

"Sex," she whispered.

"Correct. The power generated through our lovemaking enables us to create the spells and potions and such so vital to our position. All the fondling and groping we're constantly doing is done in the pursuit of the craft."

"Well, not entirely," she said with a sly chuckle.

He laughed along. "No, not entirely. It does help that she's the most gorgeous creature I could ever hope to see. Being perpetually and passionately in love with her helps as well."

"Likewise, you short stack of studly," Tiris called out in a sultry voice from the doorway. They looked to the door and saw her standing there in a short satin robe of deepest blue. In her hand was a small flask that contained a tiny ball of pulsing white light. "And just what is the nature of your little heart-to-heart, my dear?" she asked innocently, gesturing at the pair.

"I've just revealed our great secret," he replied, letting his gaze wander up and down her form with a look of undisguised lust.

Tiris chuckled as she came forward. "Pssh. Secret. Anyone with eyes can see what we're doing."

"Anyone with eyes usually can't get very far past the sight of our constant pawing at one another."

She grabbed his ass through the illusion and pulled him to her. "Then I feel sorry for them," she said in a low purr. Turning to Kana, she asked, "Might I have my husband back?"

"Of course," Kana replied with a quick nod. She let go of Leel's hand and stood up again, looking down at the gnomes with a new sense of respect.

Tiris held up her parcel. "One flask, as you requested."

Leel took it from her and examined its glowing contents. "With a double dose?"

"Of course."

He peered at the light a moment longer then looked to Tiris. "Really?"

"Well, the first one was a little more intense than usual."

"Because it was really two." He held up the flask for her to see. "Note the slight flutter of the light."

She winced. "I see. I'm sorry." Thinking a moment, she smirked and hugged him tighter. "It's all your fault for winding me up so much beforehand."

"Then I apologize as well, but you should always check." Looking up at Kana, he smiled. "We want to cure our young Jamyn, not blow him up. Correct?"

Kana nodded. "I'm trying to avoid doing that right now."

"Then we'll go for non-exploding," he said, fixing his eyes on the captured light. He mumbled a few arcane words, and the light started to pulsate in time with his heartbeat.

Slowly it spread out in the bottom of the flask as if it had turned to a liquid. The glowing mass churned wildly, its color changing from white to dark green and finally to a murky brown. He yanked Tiris close and planted a crushing kiss upon her lips which she gladly returned. The potion flashed bright red for a second before revealing a turquoise brew that bubbled angrily. Pulling away from the torrid kiss, Leel gasped loudly.

When he finally caught his breath, he held up the now full flask for Kana to see. "One heavy-duty restorative potion. However, it's far too potent to be used all at once." Letting go of Tiris, he tapped the neck of the flask with his finger. A glowing ring of light encircled the neck and then faded. "There. Now it will only dispense the proper dose. Save the rest for whenever you need it next." He handed the flask to Kana.

She could feel the potion buzzing through the glass as if it was alive. "Thank you both," she said, cradling the elixir in her hands.

"Oh! One other thing," he said before she could leave. "It's gonna taste like garbage."

Kana laughed. "I know. I remember the last time I took one."

"No, this one is really bad. It's probably one of the most potent we've ever completed. It'll cure him in record time, but only if the first swallow doesn't kill him."

Kana stared back at him in shock. "It won't really—"

Tiris swatted him. "Of course, it won't!" She gave Leel's body a shake. "Stop worrying the poor girl!"

He laughed. "All right! I'm sorry! Just pinch his nose and pour it down. He'll be fine."

Kana smiled in relief. "Again, thank you both. For this and for saving my life." She bowed low before them.

"Thank you for the flowers," Tiris replied. "We enjoyed them very much." Leel gave her an affectionate squeeze and she giggled. "One of them a little more than the other!"

"You should thank Master Donta as well," Leel said.

"Donta?"

"I talked with Qa after the procedure."

Kana nodded. "Ah."

"She has something else to attend to first," Tiris said in a rush. "Go fix Jamyn!"

Kana nodded again and hurried off.

––––––––
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Leel held his wife in his arms. "You knew that was a triple dose, you little trickster."

"Did I?" she replied innocently, though her hands were stroking down toward his cock.

"Let me guess. You wanted to help get Jamyn back on his feet so he can sweep Kana off hers."

Tiris pouted. "Guessing right the first time takes all the fun out of it."

"Oh, I don't know." He swept her legs up in one swift motion and held her close while she shrieked in delight. He nuzzled her small breasts through her robe. "I got it right the first time when I found you, didn't I?"

"The first time and every single one after that." She gasped through her rising passion. "You gonna keep doing me right, Leely?"

"Repeatedly and without mercy," he said as he peeled away her robe.
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Chapter Three: Renewal
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Kana's feet were a soundless blur over the stone floor, propelling her forward so quickly that she nearly bowled over an unfortunate couple out for a midnight stroll through the hallways. The pair had rounded a corner in front of her. Only a quick leap to the opposite side of the corridor saved her from a hard collision. She planted one foot on the wall and kicked hard, vaulting herself into the air above them. A quick midair somersault later, she landed back on the floor and resumed her blistering pace forward as if nothing had happened. The stunned couple could do nothing but stare at her in shock while she streaked off into the distance.

"First Seer tramples innocent casters," she murmured under her breath. "Film at eleven."

She lengthened her stride even further and a sudden cramp seized her right thigh. The burst of pain forced her to slow down at last and she frantically rubbed her leg with the heel of her hand. She clenched her teeth into a hard grimace and bit back a curse. Fatigue finally caught up with her as well and she yawned so deeply she thought her head would snap in half at her mouth.

"Whoa," she said, her steps faltering and her gait slowing to a shuffle. Looking to the flask in her hand, she smirked. "I could probably use a hit of this too." She came to a stop and leaned back against the wall, keeping up her massaging until the pain subsided. She lifted her leg and shook it tentatively before pressing on. "And a long bath and about ten hours of sleep," she said with a tired sigh.

Finally reaching Jamyn's quarters, she was surprised to find a note on the door. The slight aura around the paper told her that it was magically hidden from all eyes but hers. Pulling it off the door, she silently read it.

Once Jamyn recovers, a meeting with all relevant parties at your earliest opportunity would be wise.

Below the message was a small handwritten Q. She quickly pocketed the note and grumbled. "Thanks for pointing out the obvious, Qa. This mess is gonna take one hell of an effort to sort out." A deep breath was followed by an even deeper sigh. "And ain't that gonna be all kinds of fun?"

She released the lock enchantment on the door without dispelling it and went in. Closing the door behind her, she listened intently for any signs of life. Silence still reigned and she made her way into his bedroom. As she entered, a voice barely more than a weak mumble stopped her in her tracks.

"Hey."

She stared in surprise at the figure on the bed. Jamyn was still covered by the blanket, but he had scooted up the pillow to a semi-reclined position. His eyebrows rose as he fought to keep his eyes open more than slits.

"Hey back, you dope," she said, coming forward in a rush. "What the hell are you doing up?"

"Up?" He tried to push himself further up the bed but failed. "This as up I can do."

She stood beside the bed and frowned down at him. "All the more reason to still be asleep. You can't even get out a complete sentence."

"Sorr—" He quashed his apology with an annoyed grunt. "'Mokay," he mumbled quietly.

She shook her head and sat beside him. "Yeah. Sure, you are. Here." She reached under the blanket and grabbed him under his armpits. He protested weakly but she hauled him up closer to a sitting position. "Time for your medicine," she said, showing him the small flask.

His unsteady eyes regarded the turquoise liquid. "What's?"

"Restorative potion. Basically, jet fuel on the rocks." She tipped the flask against his lips. "Drink it slowly."

As the first drops hit his tongue, he jerked his head back, likely a prelude to spitting the concoction as far across the room as he could. Before he did, Kana placed an open hand against his bare chest.

"Don't. I know it tastes like shit, but you need it." Before he could argue, she leaned in and pressed a soft kiss to the top of his head.

He nodded slightly and started to sip the nauseating brew. Though the complete dose was little more than a mouthful, his facial gyrations made her feel like she was making him swallow a gallon of the stuff. The liquid agony ended, and she pulled the flask away. He swallowed repeatedly in what she guessed was a fruitless attempt to dilute the horrific flavor in his mouth.

"Yeesh," she said. "Must taste even worse than Leel said."

Jamyn forced a weak nod. His body started to slide back down the pillow.

Kana helped guide him until he was lying down again. "There. Now go back to sleep or I'll knock you out. Got it?"

His eyes were already closed but the corner of his mouth twitched upward.

She smiled at him and lightly tweaked his nose. "I mean it."

"Kana?"

She glanced up at the sound of Qa's voice. "Gimme a second, Qa." She leaned down over Jamyn's peaceful face and whispered, "Get better. That's an order."

Standing up, she hurried into the bathroom and closed the door. "What's on your mind?" she asked. "I just got your note."

"Good. I had hoped we would not have to act on this matter immediately, but it appears we may not have a choice."

"Let me guess. Donta's getting antsy again."

"To put it mildly. He accosted me as soon as I left Evrok's and demanded to know your whereabouts."

Kana sighed and leaned back against the vanity. "What did you tell him?"

"I informed him that, as far as I knew, you and Jamyn were safely within the Sanctum's confines. Oddly enough, this seemed to satisfy him. He stormed off without another word."

"Oh, crap. He's not on his way here, is he?"

"I've already considered that. My troupe informs me that he went straight back to his quarters and has remained there ever since."

"Good. If he would've shown up here..." Her voice trailed off and she reined in her feelings with another tired sigh. "Well, let's just say there would be one hell of a cleanup involved."

"Are you all right, Kana? You sound exhausted."

"Do I?" She stretched out and groaned at the aches in her back and arms. "Dunno why. Only had a near-death episode and a lovely little spat with my idiot acolyte and his Aqiri stowaway. That should be a walk in the park for me."

"Kana," Qa said in a serious voice, "please stop calling Jamyn that. He's going to end up with the same complex you strapped yourself with before joining the Sanctum."

"Just joking, Qa," she replied. "Get off my back. It hurts enough as it is."

"You should get some sleep too."

"I would but I'm busy yapping with you," she snapped back through a yawn. "I'll ring you once we're both conscious again." With this, she canceled the converse spell. Looking back at the closed door, she considered crawling into bed beside Jamyn. A tingle shot through her despite her fatigue, and she smiled at his probable reaction once he woke. She ran a hand over her face and shook her head with another yawn. "We'd probably fall asleep in the middle of it," she said with a brief chuckle. Turning her attention to the shower, she nodded in approval and started to pull up her shirt. "Best idea you've had all day, Morel."

––––––––
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Jamyn's entire body felt as if it had caught fire. Shortly after Kana's hasty retreat to the bathroom, his body spasmed and every muscle clenched on its own, causing him to writhe in agony under the blanket. At the same time, an explosion of white light bathed his mind. The overload of sensations quickly battered him into submission, and he fell into a deep rejuvenating sleep.

Dreams started to coalesce in his mind's eye. He found himself standing in the center of an endless field of lush green grass. He was wearing his usual workout garb—a light blue sleeveless shirt, gray sweatpants, and running shoes. The sun was high overhead in a cloudless sky, and he smiled as its warmth poured down over him. For the first time in ages, his mind was untroubled, and he felt really good.

A young female voice called out behind him. "Hey, you."

He turned around and gasped. Path was standing before him, wearing an outfit similar to his along with a warm smile.

"Did...did you just talk?" he stammered.

"I think so," she said with a grin. She straightened up, cleared her throat a few times, and repeated her words. "Hey, you." She nodded happily. "Yep, that was me!"

"How can you talk now?"

"Simple. We're in your head. Here I can say whatever I want."

"Why can't you talk outside?"

At this, she frowned at him. "You haven't figured that out yet? C'mon, it's not that hard." She sighed at his ensuing silence. "A hint, then." Her expression became fearful, and she whispered, "They're coming!"

Jamyn's eyes widened at the sound of the familiar warning. "Them? Then you're—"

Path curtsied. "One imaginary friend, at your service."

He looked her up and down. "I didn't think you were a girl."

"You never thought I was anything other than the extra voice in your head," she said with a shrug. "And I didn't really have a gender or identity until I first appeared to you. I was hoping by now you would have connected the dots as to why I'm like this."

"I'm sorry, but no. With everything that's been going on—"

"You mean everything with Kana," she said with a teasing smile.

"Uh, yeah," he replied sheepishly. "That too."

"But we've got time now. Tell me why I'm in this form."

He looked her over again. "I'm guessing you're about ten."

"Because..."

"That's when I was introduced to magic."

"Very good. What else?" She made a show of batting her eyelashes at him.

He laughed. "Your eyes are obviously mine."

"I'm a product of your mind, so at least part of me has to come straight from you." She did a little pirouette and curtsied again. "Next?"

"And you're a girl because of her."

Path squealed in delight and clapped her hands. "He got it! I thought I'd have to drag that out
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