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Preface
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Endless hours of training had honed Kana Morel, transforming a gangly young girl into one of the most successful casters in the entire Sanctum. Now armies fell before her. Demons blanched at the mere mention of her name. She had even started to hammer her unsure acolyte into someone useful. Everything was going according to plan.

It took four words for it all to fall apart.

"Kana, I love you."

She had discovered her acolyte Jamyn Siska harbored a secret desire for her. Shocked at first, she had warmed to the lusty thoughts he inspired within her. When she finally made her move, she was perplexed to be met with resistance. Admitting she wanted him had been a monumental task. Being denied her target was beyond intolerable.

After rescuing Jamyn from a demon horde, she decided to finally come to an understanding with her student. Instead, he revealed his true feelings.

He didn't merely want Kana. He loved her.

Everything Jamyn knew about Kana told him to expect a furious, perhaps even deadly, response. Now facing each other across the deserted battlefield, each wondered where their paths would lead.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter One: Sore Spot
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Two figures faced each other upon the recently cleared battlefield. Despite the earlier carnage, silence hung heavy in the air, broken only by the soft swish of a breeze filtering through the long grass of the valley.

Kana stared at her acolyte, shocked by his sudden revelation. "What did you say?"

Jamyn sighed in annoyance. "Exactly what you think I said. I love you."

"No," she replied almost instantly, holding up one hand to him. "That's impossible."

"Why?"

The effect of the simple question on her was anything but. While her body had been all in favor of pouncing upon her acolyte, her mind now held it firmly in check.

"No!" she cried, holding up both hands to him in denial. "We've only known each other for...what now? A few weeks?"

"You've known me for that long," he replied smoothly, as if he had played out this conversation numerous times already. "I've been studying you for years."

"Studying!" Her mind was now creeping toward a full panic, and she struggled to reel it back in. "All you know is what I've done. Just missions. You don't know anything about me."

"Then how did I know you'd have this reaction?" he asked, waving a hand at her. "Why did I know that as soon as I told you how I felt you would freak out like this?"

"Because you're being stupid! If you know anything about me, you know I can't stand stupidity."

He shook his head and sighed again. "I didn't just study the official records, you know. I talked to a lot of people."

She tossed her head back and laughed sarcastically. "Yeah, I heard you asked Donta about me. Bright move there, kid."

"I talked to Lash too."

The sinking feeling in her gut instantly plummeted to her feet at the mention of her friend and ex-lover. "You what?" she whispered in horror.

"I talked to Lash. He told me what happened. And what you did afterward."

"But, but he didn't—" she stammered, taking one nervous step backward.

"I know," Jamyn said quickly before she could launch into a full retreat. "He recovered and later realized he had made a mistake." He gave her a gentle smile. "But I haven't."

"Oh, yes, you have," she shouted, her anger rising again.

He clenched his jaw and took one step toward her. "Kana, I—"

She sent a frantic mental command to the darkweave clothing him. Instantly the bands of black fabric covering his arms and torso intertwined, pinning his arms to his sides. The fabric hardened and tightened around the rest of his body, forming a virtual cocoon and effectively paralyzing him where he stood.

"You're wrong!" She started to take a step forward but then spun on her heel. She bowed her head and held her arms close to her sides as the conflict raged within her. "You're wrong," she said, quieter this time. "There's no way."

"Yes, there is," he said softly, "and you know it. I love you, Kana."

"Enough!"

She sent another command and the darkweave wrapped itself tightly over his mouth. She stood there, trying not to follow her first instinct and run away from him as fast as she could. Her mind, heart, and body continued to shriek in outrage at one another, the inner tumult nearly masking the sound of multiple vehicles approaching.

"Off-worlders," a male voice said through a loudspeaker, "identify yourselves at once."

"Damn it all to hell," she muttered.

She turned and saw five multi-wheeled transports parked a stone's throw behind where Jamyn stood imprisoned. Ignoring the way his gaze continued to silently caress her, she raised her voice.

"Scion Letrona!"

The transports opened and three heavily armed and armored men leaped out of each. They hurried into a tight formation in front of the transports with their guns at the ready. One stepped forward from the rest.

"Who are you to know that term?" the apparent leader asked.

And now a diplomatic incident on top of everything else. Could the day possibly get any better?

"A First Seer of the Sanctum," she said with an authoritative snap.

The troops shared shocked glances with one another before all falling to one knee and bowing their heads. The one who had stepped forward did the same and held a clenched fist to the center of his forehead.

"Our eternal thanks to you."

Despite her earlier exchange with Jamyn, this display drew a brief chuckle from her. She walked to them, pausing briefly as she passed her acolyte.

"At least they know their place," she muttered to him out of the corner of her mouth.

The ache in her gut flared but she ignored it and stopped in front of the kneeling leader.

"You really need to work on that."

"What?" he said in confusion.

"You believed I was from the Sanctum just like that. Didn't ask for credentials or anything. If I was an enemy, you'd all be dead right now." Lowering her voice, she said, "Not too bright, Hajis-Corol."

The confused man raised his head and studied her face. After a few seconds, his eyes widened.

"Morel-Kana?"

She smiled. "The very same."

He shot to his feet. "It has been a long time!"

"It has." She looked around him at the men still kneeling before her. "They've tasked you with your own squad?"

"Indeed," he said with a wide smile. "At ready!"

The troops stood in unison and snapped to attention.

Kana nodded her approval. "Wow. You have done well."

"As have you. A First Seer now?"

"Yeah," she said with a sigh. "It wasn't my idea."

"Still, it was a fine one." He looked past her at Jamyn's immobile form. "Is he an enemy?"

She choked back a few choice words and shook her head. "No. He's just terribly confused so I had to tie him up." She looked back over her shoulder at Jamyn and raised her voice. "Before he could do anything else he might regret."

"Shall we take him?" Hajis-Corol asked.

She turned forward again. "Tempting, but no. I have to take him back to the Sanctum with me." She swallowed once. "He's my acolyte."

"You have taken on a learner?"

"Yeah. Once again, not my idea."

"A very fortunate man indeed. His name?"

"Jam—" She stopped abruptly, recalling the Letronan custom of swapping first and last names. "Siska-Jamyn."

Hajis-Corol nodded. "I bid you greetings, Jamsiska-Jamyn," he said loudly in Jamyn's direction.

Kana stifled a groan. "It's just Siska-Jamyn."

Hajis-Corol's genial nature vanished in a heartbeat. "No, you said Jamsiska-Jamyn."

She fixed Hajis-Corol with a firm stare. "I did. My apologies."

He relaxed and smiled again. "What brings you back to the Sacred Fields?"

Her mind raced to come up with a plausible explanation. "There was an accident. My acolyte ended up here, so I came to fetch him."

"An accident, you say?"

"Yes. A spellcasting error."

Hajis-Corol made a face. "Evil ways."

Kana winced. The mercenaries who had attacked the planet years ago had employed a band of rogue wizards. Their twisted spells had wreaked havoc upon the Letronans until the Sanctum intervened.

"Not all magic is evil," she said.

"They took the mist giants from us."

Kana bit her lip. The Letronans referred to phase dragons as mist giants and had revered them. The loss of the huge lizards was a crushing blow to the Letronans' spirits. It was one of the reasons behind Donta's objection to Kana taking Lester's egg all those years ago.

"May they one day return to you," she said solemnly, repeating a phrase she knew would resonate with the soldier.

"You are truly noble, Morel-Kana," Hajis-Corol replied in a somber voice.

Suddenly, he noticed the trampled grasses in the area where they stood. "It almost looks like one has returned!"

Crap.

Kana spun up a story to explain the flattened grass. "That's my fault. I sent out a shockwave when I arrived to clear the area. I can fix it if you wish."

"No, no. That is not necessary," Hajis-Corol said with a smile. "It is a fitting tribute sent by the mist giants to the one who helped save their home."

More like the work of one named Lester that I just sent back to the wilds. She suppressed a chuckle.

"I did what I could," she said, adding a slight shrug. "I was only an acolyte myself back then, after all." Her words swung her attention back to Jamyn and she turned to him. "I suppose we should be getting back." With this, she started walking back to where he stood.

Hajis-Corol motioned to his troops to return to their vehicles before joining her.

"It is good to know the Sanctum still watches over us," he said.

"We keep our eyes on everybody." Kana stopped and faced Jamyn. The look in his eyes had changed from adoration to panic. The dramatic shift unnerved her.

Hajis-Corol frowned briefly. "He appears upset."

She silently commanded the darkweave to move away from his mouth. Jamyn drew in a shuddering gasp and quickly expelled it in a dire warning.

"Something's coming!"

Kana immediately extended her senses and her own eyes widened in shock. She lunged forward and tagged Jamyn roughly on the cheek before turning back to their host. She grabbed Hajis-Corol's upper arm and pulled him along as she broke into a full sprint back to the transports.

She shouted at Hajis-Corol. "Move it!"

"Wh-what is happening?" he asked as he stumbled into a run beside her.

Several of his troops saw the commotion and had started to exit their vehicles. Kana saw them emerge and yelled at them as well.

"Everyone down!"

They threw themselves face down in the tall grass. Kana and Hajis-Corol ducked down behind the lead transport. They turned and looked to where Jamyn stood alone in the field.

She shouted to Jamyn through the veiled converse spell she had hastily cast upon him before her flight. "Keep quiet!"

"What's going on?" he asked.

"Something's coming through the sore spot."

"The what?"

She sighed impatiently. "All the activity from earlier must have created a weak point in time-space," she said in a rush. "From what I can tell, you're about to be up to your nuts in aurophages."

"Aurophages?"

"Beings composed of sound."

He snapped back at her. "I know what they are! I'm just not cool about landing right in the middle of a nest of 'em!"

"It's your own fault for being stupid." She could nearly hear him grinding his teeth at the jab.

"I'm not being stupid. You're being stubborn!"

"And you're about to be dead if you don't stay quiet! Here they come. Don't make a sound."

Suddenly eight figures emerged from thin air all around Jamyn. They were four-footed with squat, toad-like bodies and dark gray leathery hides. Atop their heads were clusters of tubular antennae that writhed about in all directions. They stamped the grassy ground as they adjusted to their new surroundings.

Hajis-Corol shouted in protest. "The Sacred Fields!"

"Shh!"

Kana groaned as the aurophages spun to face their position.

"Aw, great!"

She quickly cast a barrier spell to protect them from the volley of sonic bullets the aurophages launched straight at them. The barrier held for a few seconds after absorbing the deafening blast and then winked out. Kana, stunned by her spell's abrupt failure, swiftly cast another to replace it. This one weathered the next volley before likewise shattering.

"What the hell?" she said aloud. She continued to reestablish the shield, only to have each one fail in less time than its predecessor.

Hajis-Corol motioned to his troops and shouted above the din of the attack. "Subdue the intruders!"

They aimed their weapons and fired.

Kana's enraged shout of protest went unspoken.

The barrage of pulse blasts struck the aurophages with pinpoint accuracy. The men ceased fire, thinking the battle had been won. Much to their surprise and Kana's dismay, the shots merely shattered their enemies into several smaller aurophages. Each miniature beast quickly grew to full-size. Instead of eight, there were now several dozen creatures, all of them turning their attention back to the troops. Kana put up a wall of splintered void spells that wavered but held under the multiplied onslaught.

Jamyn's voice sounded in her head. "Kana? When you have a minute—"

"Don't move!" She struggled to maintain her spells. "I'll get you out of there as soon as I can."

"Don't worry about that. I'm just thinking about what to hit these guys with. You took them out last time with a seismic strike, right?"

"Don't you dare! That only worked because we were on the astral plane. On the material—"

He quickly shouted her down. "I know! On this plane, their bodies convert to pure sound. I'm not an idiot!"

The anger in his voice stunned her but only for a second. "We have to weaken them and then chuck 'em back through the sore spot to where they originated."

"I think I've got the weakening part figured out. Can you create a rift to capture them?"

"I'm not sure. My spells are crapping out on me for some stupid reason."

"First things first, then. I just need to be able to move."

She peeked out past the spells shielding her and frowned.

"I'm too far away. The darkweave can't hear my thoughts from here."

One of the splintered void spells ruptured. She replaced it and tried to ignore the numbing fatigue quickly creeping through her mind.

"If they had another target, how long would it take 'em to focus their attention and blast it?" Jamyn asked.

"About two, maybe three seconds. What do you have in mind?"

Just then, two splintered void spells collapsed in unison. She struggled to replace them, and her eyesight dimmed from the strain.

Her mind called out weakly to his. "Jamyn!"

A rush of energy suddenly streamed through the veiled converse spell. In an instant, her mind cleared, and a renewing wave of strength flowed through her body. Without thinking, she raced out from behind the wall of spells and ran straight to Jamyn. The aurophages heard her rapid footfalls and spun to attack.

Jamyn bellowed as loudly as he could. "Here!"

A heartbeat later, the creatures had all turned on him. They prepared a point-blank attack.

Kana's mind and voice screamed at the darkweave in unison. "Release!"

The darkweave fell away from Jamyn's entire body, landing around his feet in a loose pile. He stretched his arms out to his sides and cast a spell. "Atmos nul!" A slight popping sound erupted around him and then all was silent.

Kana stopped her rapid advance and beheld the scene in wonder. "A vacuum sphere!" she said, recognizing the incantation.

"Are you okay?" she asked him through the veiled converse.

He turned his face to her.

"Been better." His lips were pressed together firmly, holding in the breath he had taken before casting his spell. "Get rid of these jerks!"

"I can't while you're in there with 'em!"

"If I move, they'll follow me out of the sphere." He looked around at the creatures surrounding him. They tried repeatedly to blast the helpless human, but their efforts failed in the surrounding vacuum. "They're gonna figure it out and start running soon. Just open the rift!"

Her mind raced. "I'm not going to sacrifice you!"

"I can fight 'em off on the other side."

"You idiot!" An idea popped into her head. "Hang on to yourself. I'll yank you out and open the rift."

"Wait!" He shifted his leg to the side and then nodded. "Do it!"

She thrust a hand at the ground before her. Several thick ebony tendrils sprouted up from the soil. They launched forward, snaring Jamyn's naked body, before tugging sharply. He flew straight at Kana. She deftly leaped to the side to avoid his body as it crashed into the ground. In the next instant, she hurled a rift spell right at the weakest point of the sore spot.

Space ruptured and the surrounding aurophages were instantly sucked in, flailing and shrieking as they were rudely returned to their home dimension. As the last one vanished, Kana cast again. A small sphere of light appeared in her hand and then fired straight into the void. She gestured and the rift slammed shut.

"What was that?" Jamyn asked between deep breaths.

She looked down at him and gasped. She had forgotten that he was naked beneath the darkweave and now beheld a thrilling view of his carved physique.

She swiftly returned her gaze to where the rift had been. "A little parting gift. Contained plasma charge. I set it to detonate as soon as they all hit the other side. That'll make sure their trip was one-way." She started to nod in satisfaction when another thought surfaced. "Damn it!"

"What now?"

"My darkweave!" She frantically scanned the field where Jamyn had stood. "It's gone!"

"You mean this?"

She looked down again, this time making sure to just look at his face. "Huh?"

"Right foot."

She shifted her gaze, being careful to not linger along the way, and her mouth opened in surprise. A pile of black fabric was lying just beyond his right foot. Several strands of it were trapped between his toes.

"How did you—"

"Grabbed it before you grabbed me." He carefully sat up and then shrugged. "Least I could do," he said with a grin.

She fell to her knees and hugged him fiercely.

"Thank you!" she murmured into his shoulder, struggling not to kiss the bare flesh.

He held her carefully, as if she might shatter at any moment.

"Does this mean you've changed your mind?" he whispered into her ear.

Her body stiffened at his words. "I—"

"Shh," he said, gently running his hand over her back. "I'm sorry. We'll talk about that particular sore spot some other time. Okay?"

She nodded silently, not sure if she should kiss him or punch him.

"Let's get outta here," she said quietly.

She started to cast a gate spell. Her fatigue reappeared without warning and her eyesight dimmed to black. With a strangled gasp, she passed out.

"Kana?" Jamyn asked when she slumped against him. Drawing back, he saw her eyes were closed and her breathing had become shallow. Immediately he cast a converse spell.

"Watchboard!"

"Watchboard here," came the instant reply.

"This is acolyte Siska. I need a gate directly to the infirmary!"
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Chapter Two: Recovery
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Jamyn woke lying on a bed. "Kana," he said weakly.

"She's fine," a sweet voice replied. "She's resting just down the hall."

Jamyn opened his eyes and tried to focus them. When they did, he saw a diminutive female face grinning down at him. By the look of his surroundings, he guessed he was now a patient in the gnome's medical ward.

"Mistress Tiris?"

"Just Tiris will do, thank you," she replied with a smile. "How do you feel?"

"How's Kana?"

Tiris frowned, though her eyes still twinkled madly. "Great. Now either your hearing or your memory has gone bad."

"Huh?"

She laughed in reply. "I just told you she's fine! A bit fatigued from your little adventure, but still in exemplary shape."

He slumped back into his pillow and sighed. "Good."

She eyed him carefully. "Don't you want to know how you're doing?"

"I feel okay."

"That you feel anything at all is nothing less than miraculous. You passed out right after you carried Kana in. From the number of scratches and bites on you, I'm more than bit surprised you're not dead. Imp venom is nasty stuff."

"They weren't normal imps," he said, his memory flashing back to their battle. "Or at least they didn't have their usual poisonous coating. They were changed somehow. They had some sort of black powder embedded in them that dispelled magic."

"Really?" she asked in surprise. "I've heard of demons altering imps before but not on such a large scale. And with a magic-nullifying powder? Weird." She thought for a moment. "How is it that your wounds were mostly healed by the time you got back?"

"Kana. She used her darkweave as a bandage. It was coated with some kind of healing salve."

"Ah," Tiris said with a knowing nod. "I remember whipping up that batch for her. She is a resourceful one, our Kana."

"Yeah," he whispered, closing his eyes.

Tiris bit back a full giggle. "So, I hear you two are getting close," she said casually.

His eyes popped open. "Who...where did you—"

Tiris laid a hand on his chest in a calming gesture. "Kana told me the last time she was here. If you don't want to talk about it, I understand."

"No!" He grimaced at the volume of his exclamation. "No, it's fine," he said in a calmer tone. The panic drained from him, and he looked away from her smiling face. "But I'm not sure if we're close or not anymore," he mumbled.

"Why not?"

He took a deep breath, held it for a moment, and then released it. "I screwed up."

"How so?"

He closed his eyes. "I told her that I love her."

A finger pressed firmly against his neck just below his jawline while a small hand clapped across his forehead. He opened his eyes just as Tiris roughly laid her head across his chest.

"What the—"

"Quiet!"

Undaunted, he asked, "What are you doing?"

She straightened up and turned an exasperated glare on him. "I'm trying to figure out what I missed before Leel finds out!"

"What you missed? But you said I was fine."

"Well, I was obviously wrong." She threw her arms in the air. "There's something definitely amiss here!"

Jamyn blinked and finally realized that her smile had been growing the entire time she was examining him. He decided to play along. "Why do you say that?"

"For one, you're obviously insane!" Despite her shout, he could tell she was trying her best not to laugh. "Telling Kana Morel you love her? I mean really!"

He chuckled at her clowning. "Yeah. I guess you're right about that."

She shook her head and patted his shoulder. "I'm sorry for teasing, but has it occurred to you there might be safer ways to pass the time?"

"Such as?"

"Oh, I don't know." She tried her best to look thoughtful. "Covering yourself with slitherweed and wrestling with Lester? Kicking a Grangarsh in the shin and then insulting its mother?" She looked down at him with a wild grin. "Teleporting into the sun?"

He shook his head and laughed. "Okay, I get it. It wasn't one of my best ideas."

"What did she do when you told her?"

"Commanded the darkweave I was wearing to immobilize and silence me."

She looked him over. "I didn't find any serious fractures or uncontrolled bleeding. I'm guessing that something else caught her attention before she could really get fired up."

He nodded. "The Letronans showed up. After that, the aurophages attacked." Seeing her look of alarm, he grinned. "Yeah. It's been one hell of a day."

"What in the world possessed you to tell her right in the middle of all of that?"

"I had to," he replied with a slight shrug, his voice faltering for a moment.

"Why?"

He stared at the ceiling. "It was right after Qa and the others left. Kana and I were in kinda rough shape after the imps and the demon. I saw what happened to the glyph on my hand and—"

"I saw that too." He looked to her, and she grimaced. "I'm sorry. You were saying?"

"Right after I saw that the glyph had changed, it just hit me how close we both had been to dying. I started thinking about when the next time might be and decided that I had to tell her." He sighed deeply. "I didn't think she'd take it so badly."

Tiris corrected him. "You mean you hoped she wouldn't. If you know anything about her, I mean."

"Yeah. I was just—"

"Hoping Kana wouldn't be Kana."

He summoned a weak smile. "Right."

"Have you heard what happened the last time someone—"

"Yeah, I talked to Lash," he said, cutting off her question. "I guess I got off easy compared to that."

"That you did. I remember working on him after they brought him in."

"Why?"

She looked back at him in confusion. "Why? Because he was—"

"Not him. Her. Why would she do something like that?"

"Ah." Tiris sighed. "I'm guessing you've looked into her history."

He nodded.

"Notice that a lot of it is pretty vague?"

"Yeah. It was like someone just filled in a rushed summary of her life up until she got here."

"I'm pretty sure that's Qa Shon's doing. That man loves mysteries, which might help to explain his fascination with his favorite student. As far as they are concerned, Kana's life story starts with a single phrase: she arrived at the Sanctum. No one else here knows much about her before that point, aside from what's in her file."

Jamyn mulled over her words. His mind replayed the memory flashes he had seen during their mission to Kana's hometown. He pieced that together with the information he had overheard during Kana's last visit to the infirmary and his jaw clenched. A familiar emptiness surged within his heart, and he sang under his breath.

"Less than nothing without you here."

The sound of Tiris clearing her throat broke his concentration.

He looked back at her smiling face. "What?"

"What was that just now?"

He realized what he had just said and winced. "Nothing. Just—well, it's a bit of a song, I guess."

"Something you wrote?"

"Yeah."

She shook her head and laughed to herself. "She's that far under your skin, hmm?"

He forced a shrug. "I guess so."

She gave him a playful shove. "Don't lie to your doctor, kid. Every time you think about her, your eyes light up and you're instantly a million miles away."

He swallowed hard. "It's that noticeable?"

"Oh, yeah. You've got the same look that I had when I finally fell for Leel." She lowered her voice to a conspiratorial whisper. "Can't say that I blame you, though. Kana is a beautiful girl."

He started to nod but then chuckled softly. "Funny thing is that wasn't even part of it."

Tiris's thin eyebrows rose. "It wasn't?"

"Nope. I fell in love with her long before I ever actually saw her."

"How'd you manage that?"

"Study, mostly. When Qa first recruited me, he told me a little about his previous acolyte. Said she was a loner with a lot of problems but that she had become one of the greatest casters he had ever known. That kinda stuck with me. When I got here, I started looking into this Kana Morel person."

His gaze wandered to the ceiling again. "The more I found out about her, the more incredible she seemed. All the things she's done and seen just blew me away. Before too long, I was completely gone. When I heard she needed a partner to go out on a mission, I jumped at the chance."

"And when you finally met the object of your desire?" Tiris asked softly.

Jamyn's eyes met hers. "Wow," he whispered in sheer adoration.

She unsuccessfully held back a quick squeak of contained laughter. "Wow?"

"I just—" He started before gathering his senses. "I didn't expect her to look like that."

"Like what? That young? That serious?"

Jamyn cast a quick glance to either side, worried about somehow being overheard. "That hot!"

She burst into laughter. "You expected her to be some old frump with a beehive hairdo, three teeth, and a limp, hmm? Instead, you got a smoking-hot, butt-kicking fireball with an ass to die for. You poor kid."

He broke down and laughed along with her. "Yeah. Life's tough sometimes."

"But don't forget." She wagged a stubby finger at him. "You just told that powder keg that you love her. She's still likely to try to damage you before too long. You had best be on guard."

He smiled at her advice. "Yes, ma'am."

Tiris grabbed at his covered chest and gave his pecs a quick squeeze.

"Ooh, you are adorable. If only I was a few decades younger and two feet taller." Suddenly she gasped loudly and reached a hand to her backside.

He looked to her in concern. "Are you okay?"

"Yes. Very." She panted while a rush of color painted her cheeks. "Whew. Forgot about that."

"About what?"

She straightened up and tried to compose herself. "A certain charm placed by a rogue we both know." Her breathing was now a bit ragged. "A little something to remember him by. It kicks in whenever I compliment another man."

She reached a hand forward and patted Jamyn's chest. "You get some rest. I've gotta go find Leel."

With this, she turned and sprinted for the door of his room as fast as her unsteady legs would carry her.

Jamyn chuckled at this latest demonstration of the torrid love affair between the gnomish healers. He lay back on his pillow and pondered placing the same kind of spell on Kana's shapely ass. A sudden click in the back of his mind interrupted the fantasy. He puzzled over its source until fatigue finally caught up with him and he fell asleep.
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"In your dreams, kid," Kana mumbled after cancelling the veiled converse spell that linked her mind to her student's.

Leel tore his attention away from the enchantments he had cast over Kana's body as she lay upon her hospital bed. "What's that now?"

"Nothing," she said quickly.

"Then be quiet while I finish this," he said tersely. He gestured at a series of glowing points that hovered over her legs and their light started to pulse with an even rhythm. "I thought I told you to take it easy for a while."

"I was going to. Then Jamyn and Lester somehow ended up on Letron 12-B and I had to go get 'em."

"How did they get there, of all places?" he asked as he adjusted a silvery rune floating in the air above Kana's chest.

"I'm not sure."

"Fanghor said you thought it had something to do with the Voice."

Her body stiffened for a second, but she forced herself to relax again. "That was just one theory," she said dismissively while silently berating herself.

You're supposed to be keeping his abilities quiet!

"Mm." He waved a small hand and the glowing patterns hovering above her disappeared. "Well, I've got some good news and some not-so-good news. The good news is your body is still exquisite."

She smiled at the assessment. "And the not-so-good?"

He cast a spell and a small sphere of light appeared three feet above her face. "When I release the ball, you cast pulse bursts to keep it in the air at a constant height. Ready?"

She frowned at the simplistic exercise that she remembered from her neophyte training. "Ready."

Leel released the ball and it started to fall. She instantly sent a blast of force at it. The ball stopped in midair for a second before resuming its descent. She cast again and the cycle repeated, though the ball had descended a full inch during the delay.

"No problem," she mumbled to herself.

She conjured an extra burst to help the ball regain altitude, but the second spell abruptly failed. The ball fell six inches before the next strike hit it. Her jaw clenched and she concentrated, sending a rapid burst of spells up to the target. Each of them fell apart. The glowing ball hit her in the face and detonated with a comical whistling.

Leel sighed. "Something is interfering with your magic."

Kana lay there in stunned silence. Not since her earliest training had she failed so miserably, and her heart sank remembering that time. She finally found her voice. "What's wrong with me?"

"I wish I knew. Your chi centers are aligned almost perfectly, as per usual. Your body is completely intact. Your mind appears to be functioning." He frowned and gestured over her. "You should be able to cast without problems!" He fumed at his inability to find the answer. "Did anything out of the ordinary happen during your mission?"

She opened her mouth to reply but then clamped it shut again when Jamyn's confession raced forward in her mind. "I don't think so."

"Damn!" Leel grumbled. His concerned gaze turned to an accusing stare. "Wait a second. Did you do that soul thing again?"

"Well, yes."

He rolled his eyes. "Why didn't you say so earlier? All this time I've been looking for some physical or magical cause. I never even considered the possibility of it being a disassociation problem!"

"Sorry, Master Leel."

He relented and patted her covered midsection. "No, no," he said in a reassuring voice. "I'm just upset with myself for not figuring it out yet. I should've looked for that too." He sighed and shook his head. "I must be getting old."

She laughed at the notion. "I think Tiris would debate you on that."

He chuckled and his gaze went thoughtful. "No, she knows I'm getting up there too."

A joyous squeal sounded from the doorway. "Just what I had in mind!"

Before he could turn, Tiris grabbed him from the side and hugged him fiercely before pressing a firm kiss to his cheek.

"You said something about you getting up there," she whispered in his ear. "I like that idea."

"As do I, but I'm a little busy right now," Leel replied in a serious undertone. Turning to face her, he looked into her eyes. "May I?"

She kissed the tip of his nose. "You may."

She let him go and then turned to his patient. "And hello, Kana!"

"Mistress Tiris," Kana replied with a hesitant nod. "How's Jamyn doing?"

"He's in perfect health, absolutely gorgeous—"

Tiris bit her lower lip and groaned softly. She took a quick breath, let it filter back out through her clenched teeth, and finished her assessment. "And in no way deserving of a serious beating."

"Huh?"

"Oh, nothing!" She giggled and turned back to her husband.

"That charm is working brilliantly, you little devil," she said in a sultry rumble.

"Exactly why I put it there, minx," he replied.

She raised her voice back to a normal level. "Can we release her into his custody yet?"

"No, we may not," Leel said firmly, trying his best to remain serious despite his wife's clowning. "Kana is currently experiencing a disassociation problem that is blocking her magic."

Tiris's face sobered in an instant and she looked back at Kana. "You've been willcasting again, haven't you?" she asked in a dire voice.

Kana sighed. "Yes, Mistress Tiris. I did a full soul scatter to rid us of our little imp problem. Hey, it's not like I had a lot of options at the time."

Tiris turned her concerned gaze to Leel. "How bad is it?"

He frowned. "It's pretty bad this time. I'm not sure when or even if it'll work itself out."

"No!" Tiris gasped in horror.

Leel laid a hand upon her shoulder and looked to Kana. "You know what I have to do now."

Kana's brow knotted before lurching straight up her forehead.

"No," she said firmly. "No way."

"Kana, I have to call her."

"No!" Kana said, louder this time. "I don't want her here!"

A mist solidified in the doorway.

"Too late," a fluttering voice called out from the spectre. "I'm already here."
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Chapter Three: Taint
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The cloud of mist quickly coalesced into the form of an elderly yet regal woman wearing a resplendent ball gown. She took three steps forward and one to her right, revealing the open doorway behind her. Her empty eyes fixed upon the pair of gnomes.

"You will leave."

The words were neither a command nor a request. They were more like a simple inevitability.

Tiris patted Kana's hand and whispered, "Good luck."

Leel quickly ushered his wife out of the room past the spirit. The door closed, leaving Kana and the ghostly woman alone.

"Kana."

Kana clenched her teeth and muttered, "Dusty."

"My name was Lady Dymphnelle," the spirit said, once again without a trace of emotion in her hollow voice. "You persist in calling me that name to annoy me."

"Is it working?"

"No."

Kana smirked and let her head fall back into her pillow. "Great."

"Your magic is not functioning properly."

"Yeah, we already figured that out." Kana closed her eyes. "Thanks for stopping by. Door's behind you."

The hollow voice sounded again, this time directly in front of Kana's face. "Perhaps your soul has come undone."

Kana opened her eyes and flinched. She was gazing right through the ethereal head of the Sanctum's resident ghost, which was now less than an inch from her face.

"Hey! Personal space issue!"

Dymphnelle's body rose into the air until she hovered two feet above Kana's reclining form. "I do not understand. Your soul is in its proper place, and it is whole."

"Yep. All in one piece," Kana said impatiently. "You can leave now."

"But wait." Dymphnelle came closer, her empty eyes fixed upon something deep inside Kana. Her intense inspection stopped over the center of Kana's chest. "This is unexpected."

"What now?"

Dymphnelle's eyes met Kana's. "What technique did you use?"

Kana swallowed hard. "Soul scatter," she replied quietly. "Full release."

"And you retrieved it using an anchor shard?"

"I tried to, but it didn't work for some reason. Jamyn helped me out."

"Jamyn is..."

The simple query threatened to shatter Kana's composure. "He's my acolyte," she replied in a rush.

"That is impossible."

Kana frowned. "Jamyn Siska is my acolyte."

"I know that. I meant he could not have helped you recover your soul."

"Well, he did."

The spectre rose another three feet, dropped her hands down toward Kana and uttered a single word.

"Come."
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Kana stiffened as her soul was pulled from her body. It took the form of a glittering golden woman and floated up over her now unconscious physical body. Dymphnelle started to caress the glowing figure almost lovingly. Her wraithlike hands stroked over Kana's face and then down her neck and shoulders, causing tiny sparks to dance upon the golden skin. She shifted her hands to skim over Kana's breasts. The two women suddenly gasped as one, one out of passion but the other from the unfamiliar feeling of surprise that coursed through her ancient frame. Fine cracks formed in Kana's soul, radiating from the center of her being and expanding across the glowing skin until she was a patchwork of glimmering bits of light.

"Unexpected," Dymphnelle whispered before sending Kana's soul back down to merge with her body.
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Kana's body came alive with a shudder, and she immediately clasped her hands over her chest.

"Dammit to hell, Dusty!" she said in an enraged shout. "What did I tell you about doing that?"

"Doing what?"

Kana fought to slow her rapid breathing. "Forcibly extracting my soul!"

"You advised me not to."

"Advised? I told you if you ever tried it again, I'd exorcise you from the Sanctum once and for all."

"You do not currently have that ability," Dymphnelle said bluntly. "In your present state, casting any spells will likely result in failure."

Anger was quickly replaced by confusion in Kana's mind. "My present state? And that is..."

Dymphnelle's body floated away a space before descending to the floor. She stood beside Kana's bed and looked down at her. "You may be carrying a taint within you."

"Taint?"

"Correct. Though your soul is complete, there appears to be something else in there as well."

Kana sat up and looked down at herself. "What's the nature of this taint?"

"I do not know. It appears to be benign, but it is deeply rooted within your being."

"Oh, crap," Kana whispered as her memory twitched. "Could I have carried something back from those stinkin' imps?"

Dymphnelle appeared to ponder this for a moment before waving one thin hand through the air beside her. "Let us find out."

Suddenly the space she had just gestured to exploded in a fiery burst. Out of this eruption stomped the cloaked form of Donta.

He roared in anger. "Dymphnelle! What is the meaning of this?"

"Something has possibly infiltrated Kana Morel's soul," she said calmly. "Is it demonic in nature?"

Realizing he was in the infirmary, Donta swung around and glared down at Kana through his mask.

"Morel," he muttered before casting a penetrating gaze over her entire body. He stared at her for another handful of seconds before giving a negative grunt.

"She has no trace of demonic energy within her," he said in a surprisingly civil tone.

"I thank you," Dymphnelle said.

The statement sounded to Kana like a dismissal. Donta apparently took it the same way and teleported out of the room with the usual burst of flame.

Looking back to Kana, the ghost said, "There may be another explanation."

"Such as?"

"Cast a simple spell but use the complete incantation. Include all words and gestures."

Kana thought for a moment. "How about flash balls?"

"That will suffice."

Kana cleared her mind and started the spell. "Lux motiv multam," she said while precisely moving her hands in a pattern she knew by heart. The magic started to gather around the points her hand movements had specified, but then it started to unravel. Kana tried to counter the collapse. "Distil arcanim." She growled at the uncooperative magic as it continued to shred itself.

"Focus your casting," Dymphnelle said.

Abandoning form, Kana grabbed at the wayward spell with her body and mind but to no avail. The spell dissipated into tiny wisps of energy. Kana fell back upon her pillow, panting heavily from exertion.

"What happened?" she asked between gasping breaths.

"It is possible your triumvir is unsettled."

"My what?"

"Your body, mind, and soul are linked into the triumvir that rules your being. If one or more parts of this trinity are at odds with the others, the conflict may have prevented your soul from properly reforming."

"Everything should be balanced," Kana said. She ignored the warning flags waving in every corner of her mind, each one of them emblazoned with her acolyte's name. "Master Leel said my chi centers are all perfectly aligned."

"That is only your body," Dymphnelle replied. "And your mind?"

Kana shrugged. "Nothing new to report. Other than nearly being killed a few times today, I'm fine."

"Did anything especially unsettling occur during your battles?"

Kana bit her lower lip. "There was a horde of imps."

"This upset you?"

"Nah, not really. I got over my fear of those things a while back."

"But it took time."

"Couple years. What are you getting at?"

"Fears are not so easily forgotten."

Kana waved a hand at her dismissively. "Pah. Imps aren't my favorite things in the world, but I can deal with 'em easily enough now. Seeing them today pissed me off more than anything."

"What about Jamyn?"

A tightness settled in upon Kana's chest. "What about him?"

"Perhaps the thought of your acolyte facing your conquered fear affected you."

"Yeah," she said absently, silently rejoicing that Dymphnelle's mind hadn't found another avenue to follow. "Maybe that's it. Before today, we've never been on a really dangerous mission." She took a quick breath of relief. "Now that we've figured out how it broke, how do I fix it?"

"Perhaps talking to your acolyte will help to put your mind at ease," Dymphnelle replied. "Once your triumvir settles, your soul should mend with time and rest. When that happens, your magic should return."

"No problem, then," Kana said with a smile. "Talk to the kid, make sure he's not dead, and catch up on my sleep. Simple." She looked back at the ghost's impassive face. "And then I can have a proper word with certain troublesome spirits."

"Attempting to exorcise me from the Sanctum would not be advisable," Dymphnelle said, her words at last carrying a hint of annoyance.

"I'm sure," Kana replied smoothly. "Thank you, Lady Dymphnelle."

Receiving her second surprise of the day, Dymphnelle's body dissolved into a wispy cloud that swiftly vanished.

Kana chuckled to herself. She fell silent as her task suddenly complicated itself in her mind.

"Talk to the kid," she said with a half-hearted smirk. "Gee, I wonder what he'll want to talk about." She covered her face with her hands and groaned. "Something stupid, no doubt," she muttered. "Like being in love with me."

The statement hammered against her heart, and she grumbled. "What the hell is wrong with him? What would make him say that? Or even think it?" A vision of his naked body popped up in her mind and she groaned again. "Just like a guy to go and screw up a perfectly good fantasy! He wants me and I want him. Why couldn't he just be happy with that? Why complicate it with something so flat-out stupid?"

A residual tingle from Dymphnelle's inspection of her soul rippled across her chest and she roughly rubbed her breasts to quell it. "Damned Dusty! I'm going out of my mind here and she's gotta go and crank it up a notch!" Her frantic rubbing caught one nipple. She bit back a moan of delight before letting it turn into a disgusted growl.

She shouted at the ceiling. "Dammit! I do not need this shit right now!"

Her anger receded as her innate tactician kicked in. "All right, Morel. Let's take it from the top." She took a deep breath, held it for several seconds, and then let it filter out slowly through her nose. "First we have a chat with Jamyn. Then we send him off to polish up on some of the basics while I try to get my act together. No problem."

She raised her hands to cast a converse spell before remembering she couldn't. "No magic, genius," she grumbled to herself before another idea popped
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