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PROLOGUE

IT WAS LATE AT NIGHT—or early in the morning—but to Professor Henry Velden it was the perfect time to work. While his peers dreamed of the mathematical formulas the Amethyst Nation delivered earlier in the week, he toiled in his lab on new inventions. Most mathematicians spent their days finding proofs through formulas, but he preferred to prove through experimentation.

After checking his calculations for the fourth time, Prof. Velden plugged the variables into his computer simulation and executed the virtual experiment. A green bar moved across the screen as it counted up from 1%. A yawn overtook him, and he arched his back.

His fellow professors poked fun at his experiments. No one believed his inventions could change the world, but still, he persisted. His experiments would bring the Pearl Nation back into the spotlight. The right technology would force the world to treat them as equals once more. No longer would magic be the only measuring stick, now that technology was a reliable substitute.

The computer chimed, indicating the simulation had finished. 87% likelihood for success. Not the best odds in the world but Prof. Velden would take it. If his plan worked, he'd be a hero. As he prepared the hardware and wired up the power supply, he thought through his goals. Limit the energy flow into the machine until the rift opened between his universe and what he hoped would be a parallel universe, releasing a large surge of energy to kick-start a feedback loop which would stabilize the wormhole.

A quick triple check verified the proper circuit board connections. The last thing he could afford was another power surge to the grid. He bundled himself into a thermally insulated coat but skipped the proper face masks—he didn't plan to be out long. Opening the front door filled his house with an icy chill. He made sure the door sealed behind him, ensuring his house would heat itself back up quick enough. Fortunately, central heating was the first thing the Pearl Nation mastered after magic faded.

The ground was covered with snow two feet high, and the path he kept cleared had a thin white sheet of fresh snow. Prof. Velden walked the thirty yards to his shed where he kept spare parts and, most importantly, his own fusion reactor. The university hadn't approved the requisition orders for the materials, but they were common enough that the odds of Prof. Velden being caught were slim. The roof had grown new icicles since the last time he'd visited. He made a mental note to break them off. 

He slid the shed door open just wide enough to slip in and slide the door closed behind him. A furnace in the corner kept the room just above the freezing point of water, warm enough for most citizens. Using nature's cooling effects ensured his electronics wouldn't overheat. The shed was large enough to house his reactor in a back corner, offer a workstation to the left where he sometimes built prototypes, and tuck the furnace in the front right corner. The majority of the shed stored dismantled electronics piled on every available surface and hanging from nets in the ceiling. 

The reactor's display showed 70% fuel capacity—more than enough to run his experiment. He pulled the wall breaker behind the reactor which opened the connection to energy from the public power grid. Starting the reactor took enough electricity to run a neighborhood for a day. The reactor's display showed the capacitors at 30% and rising. Using capacitors meant Prof. Velden could charge his reactor rather than pulling the energy all at once and risk causing a neighborhood outage. Energy was free to use, but even so, using so much as to cause an outage would result in a severe fine, and possible loss of his position at the university. 

The readout reached 100%. Prof. Velden disconnected the grid and ignited the fusion reaction. An ultra-hot stream of plasma pulsated inside the reactor's core, held in place by a magnetic field strong enough to rip apart steel. 

A loud crack like thunder rumbled against the walls of the shed. 

Curious. 

Prof. Velden tapped on a diagnostic readout as fast as possible. All systems showed to be working within tolerable conditions. There was no way to look inside the reactor and see what was happening, but if the diagnostics claimed everything was fine, there was no reason for him not to believe them. 

What had caused a rumble loud enough to shake his shed walls?

He pulled his jacket tighter around himself and went back outside to investigate. Off in the distance where the ice met ocean was a blue energy pulse hanging in midair. He cocked his head to the side and blinked his eyes in an attempt to shake off what he saw before him. It didn't work.

He ran toward the light, ignoring the burning sensation in his calves as he repeatedly pulled his feet out of the snow banks. Before he could get to the water's edge, the blue glow vanished and total darkness engulfed him. Only the small spots of light from his shed and house were visible behind him as he turned about to regain his bearings. 

Prof. Velden used the built-in flashlight on his right coat sleeve, to see where the blue light had been a moment earlier. He sprinted forward, and as he neared the spot, noticed a dark pile of clothes on the ice less than ten feet from the ocean. A woman cradling a young child. Henry didn't know what to make of it. He worried she was dead—neither of them moved.

The desire to learn the unknown won out—he approached ignoring the tightening in his chest, knelt down to lift her, and she opened her eyes. Bright blue eyes, the color of the rift he'd just seen, stared back at him.

"Thank the gods," Henry whispered more to himself than anyone else. "Are you okay?"

She stared at him, a blank expression on her face, either unaware of where she was or unable to understand him. He reached out a hand to lift her up, and she scuttled back, tightening the child into her body.

He raised both hands to let her see he meant no harm. Reluctantly, she allowed him to lift her and the child. He could now see that it was a young boy—perhaps two years old.

Prof. Velden had never been a strong man, but somehow, he carried her and the child back to his home. When he laid her down on his sofa, he saw the blood which stained the side of her blouse and skirt. Blood covered his coat. She'd bled the whole way home. He reached out to check her skin, it was ice cold. He could see death coming into her eyes, and he knew she had only moments left to live. 

Henry had seen death up close when a plague ravaged his city as a young man. All the men of the university had been called upon to lead teams for quarantine and decontamination. So many died in front of him—so many more he'd been forced to barricade inside homes with the sick. What plagued him wasn't the scenes of death, but the visions of survivors eating the dead to survive. Those were the darkest days of the Pearl Nation, and ones they never spoke of.

The young boy cried while his mother tried everything to comfort him with the last of her strength. She reached her hand out and grabbed Henry's arm with surprising strength. He knelt closer to her.

"Help him."

Her eyes focused toward the far wall of the room.

"I promise."

She didn't respond, leaving Henry to decide the young boy's fate.

The child fell silent, apparently able to sense his mother passing. He had the same bright blue eyes as his mother and stared at Prof. Velden while he paced the room.

Henry made the decision to care for the boy. After all, he'd promised, and everyone knew there was no backing out of a death oath. He would call the clerk's office when the sun rose, explain what happened to the woman, and file the proper paperwork to adopt the child. Henry hadn't the slightest idea how to raise a child, but he knew how to research any subject and was confident that child-rearing would be no different.

He looked at the boy, deciding what to call him. The boy's blue eyes calmed his mind, allowing him to focus in on the present like a laser.

"What should I call you?

"Humm

"How about Henry? And for short, I'll call you Ren. That way no one confuses the two of us."

The boy giggled and gave Henry a huge smile.

"Ren it is." Prof. Velden collapsed to the floor beside the sofa.

Ren crawled out of his dead mother's arms and into Henry's lap. Fate had seen fit to throw the two of them together, and Henry wouldn't shirk his obligations. He moved his hand along the floor and felt a cool spot where blood had dripped onto the hardwood. 

That would be a pain in the ass to clean, but that was a problem for tomorrow.

 

CHAPTER ONE

FOURTEEN YEARS LATER

REN RAN FOR HIS LIFE. Johnathan Belfry III and his friends were chasing him, and he feared he wouldn't be able to hide from them this time. His internal monologue claimed it was the end of the line—running was pointless. People told him he was useless his whole life and it was pointless for him to try, but he hadn't let their doubts hold him back. 

Why let his own doubts?

As he turned into the alley, he saw a corner he could duck into and hide from the boys. Ren slipped into the darkened corner and purposely slowed his breathing, nearly slipping out of consciousness from lack of oxygen. He watched through blurred vision as three boys ran past, themselves panting. The instant they turned the far corner of the alley, Ren let out a long, controlled exhale and steadily breathed in the fresh air of freedom. Experience had taught him sucking in air too quickly led to unconsciousness, the last thing he needed at the moment.

The freezing air chilled his lungs, but oxygen flushed his blood sending a new rush of energy through his muscles as it mixed with the adrenaline. The sensation was invigorating. 

Ren never felt as alive as when he ran from his schoolmates. They tortured him because of his gifts. Ren was the only child in his generation to have magical abilities strong enough to gain him admittance to the Amethyst Nation. The other boys hated him for it, despite the fact they were all better than him at science and math, the only subjects the Pearl Nation publicly supported. 

Secretly, the other boys were envious of his talents, as were many adults who'd never given up their own dreams of becoming sorcerers. Magic was coveted by all Fencura. Everyone, from every nation, wanted to be a sorcerer—to wield magic with such skill as to bend the fabric of reality to their wills.

The world wanted to control their magic with levels of perfection required to join the Amethyst Nation. Since Ren's third year in school, the teachers said they might choose him, which made his classmates jealous. To be so young and already demonstrate natural gifts was rare, especially in the Pearl Nation. After setting the world record of twelve initiates in one year three hundred years ago—an unheard-of number; three being considered large—not one student from the Pearl Nation had passed the initiation since.

The Pearl Nation had kept hope alive for nearly a hundred years, as candidate after candidate failed, but eventually, pragmatism won out. They turned their backs on the entire process, choosing to focus on science and technology instead.

With the coast clear, Ren had as good an opening as any to head back to the orphanage. His classmates knew where he lived, but they would never follow him there because their parents would trounce them if they found out they bullied an orphan for sport.

Ren didn't mind the running so much, but hated the pointlessness of bullying. The boys rarely caught him, and when they did, they normally just threw him into the snow and laughed. He admired their talents with numbers, and he used to cry himself to sleep wishing they'd return the admiration. When Ren realized their bullying had more to do with their own envy than anything he did, it allowed him to pity them. Today had been different—he'd insulted Johnathan Belfry III. Johnathan's father was the head of the scientist committee, which made him the closest thing to royalty the Pearl Nation had. 

Mr. Belfry Jr. was a stern man who used his wealth and influence to monopolize the energy sector. Mr. Belfry Sr. had been an electrician, but Belfry Jr. was a clever engineer and an even savvier businessman. Johnathan developed into a spoiled brat who spent most of his time and efforts at school making Ren feel horrid for having no father or mother. Johnathan's mother had died in childbirth and his father never showed the slightest affection toward him. What got under Ren's skin the most was how easily Johnathan mastered their subjects—he was a genius by any definition.

Ren's own mother died when he was two, and everything he knew of her came from public records. Except her smell. Lavender in autumn. Not that the Pearl Nation had lavender or autumn just a relentless winter, with two months of summer. The layers of ice would melt just enough to see the ground underneath before winter started again burying everything in snow and ice piled as high as fifteen feet. Ancient legends call summer the Hot Death. 

Ren found his way to the boys' home orphanage where Mr. Griffin waited for him. A giant of a man with decaying teeth. Even the boys older than Ren cowered before him.

"You're late, again. School let out over an hour ago."

"It's not my fault." Ren stood on the doorstep waiting to enter. "They chased me again."

"That is not an acceptable excuse," Mr. Griffin said, "I have already told you that Mr. Belfry III is a respectable young man. If you upset him, you best apologize."

"I can't apologize for him being an asshole!"

"Watch your mouth young man, or I will wash it out with soap," Mr. Griffin said, pointing to the bathrooms, "You best learn your place in society. Now report to the kitchens. You are on dishwashing duty."

"That's three days in a row."

"Report there now."

Ren threw his bag against the wall under the coat hooks and stormed off. The only reason he received dish duty again was his issues with Johnathan. Ren didn't know how to make Johnathan quit picking on him, he'd been trying for years. It seemed like every time he tried to be nice or reason with Johnathan, he bullied him more.

While the other boys prepared the evening meal Ren washed all the dishes from breakfast and the few from lunch. The three littlest ones stayed at the orphanage all day and ate sandwiches for lunch. At least he had variety in his lunches at school. If he had to eat sandwiches every day and deal with Johnathan, he might snap and use his magic against him. Sometimes, Ren thought Johnathan wanted him to. For him to use his powers for violence or malicious intent and be permanently exiled from the Pearl Nation, losing any chance of joining the Amethyst Nation and leaving his dreadful life behind.

Ren knew his powers were a gift, and if he used them in such evil ways, providence would punish him more. Given his lot in life, he worried where providence would send him as punishment. He already lost his mother and father, and feared to discover what more he might lose.

It barely took him ten minutes to clean the dishes. Ren always used his magic in the kitchen to apply extra heat and elbow grease to the plates which made the grease and grime fall off. Mr. Griffin had yelled at him the first time, but after he saw how clean the plates were, he'd never said another word about using magic to clean. Using his magic elsewhere was a different story.

Mr. Griffin was a bitter man and lacked the basic understandings of science, making him an outcast. If he hadn't converted his home into the only orphanage in the Pearl Nation, he might have wound up homeless himself. Ren didn't know of any other income Mr. Griffin received besides the government payments for orphans.

With the dishes clean—and dinner an hour away from being done–Ren snuck out of the kitchen. He counted his blessings—no one was in the hallway. The children were in the back room playing and Mr. Griffin would be in his study, most likely reading the daily newspaper. Ren would read the paper tomorrow after Mr. Griffin threw it out.

He climbed the stairs—avoiding the spots where it creaked—and slipped into his room, careful not to bump his door.

Ren grasped he was luckier than most in the orphanage. The oldest boys got rooms to themselves—including Ren—while the younger ones slept two or three to a room. Mr. Griffin said it was the natural order of things, and the younger boys would understand when they got older.

Aside from Mr. Griffin—Ren assumed he'd never been married—Ms. Belmuth stopped by most evenings after dinner to check in on the little ones. Some weekends she would watch the children while Mr. Griffin went out.

Ren changed out of his school clothes and put on the only pair of jeans and non-school shirt he owned. Mr. Griffin disapproved of the children having personal belongings, but he never took them away once the children paid for them. 

Mr. Griffin had told Ren once, "If a person goes without for long enough, it will force them to either make something of themselves or they will wither away and die. Either way, that person will no longer be a burden on society." 

Ren worked odd jobs around the school on weekends and over summer break when they were available. He didn't earn much, but enough for his real passion, Magic Club.

Ren pressed his ear against his bedroom wall to make sure no one was nearby. With the coast clear, he opened the window. He'd snuck out his own window more times than he could remember, and he was always careful not to slip on the icy ledge. If he hurt himself, he worried Mr. Griffin would leave him in the snow to "learn a lesson".

As he shimmied down one of the heater vents, he saw Mr. Griffin at the front door talking to someone. He froze. If they caught him, it would be the end of his magic lessons.

Ren didn't recognize the other man Mr. Griffin spoke with. They appeared to be arguing. The other man raised his voice but not loud enough to understand the words from twenty feet in the air. The man pointed his finger at Mr. Griffin and jabbed it into his chest with enough force to push Mr. Griffin backward. 

Ren stared in shock. Mr. Griffin would never stand for someone to disrespect him like that, despite his lower standing in the society. Then it struck him. Ren recognized Mr. Belfry Jr. from the one time he'd come to pick his son up from school and knew just how much trouble he was in.

Mr. Griffin wasn't a dumb man. Ren assumed he was aware of Ren sneaking out at night for magic lessons, but Mr. Griffin had always ignored the issue. Likely because the other children didn't know it was happening, and it cost Mr. Griffin nothing. In fact, it saved him money since most of the time Ren missed dinner. This time would be different. Ren could either go back and face the consequences now or leave and risk a harsher punishment—if that were even possible.

Ren would have to use the front door as usual, but this time the other children would realize he'd snuck out, and Mr. Griffin would be forced to punish him in front of them to prove a point. If he waited until late at night when the doors were locked, Mr. Griffin would be livid for him not being in the kitchen.

After the door closed and Mr. Belfry Jr. got back in his hover-pod, Ren dropped to the ground rolling in the snow to soften his fall. He ran, hoping to make it to Magic Club as quickly as possible. Mr. Griffin wouldn't go inside the club and make a scene, but he would drag Ren back to the orphanage if he caught up before Ren got there. It was a race, and if there was one thing Ren was gifted at, it was running fast.

The streetlights were already on, casting shadows as Ren ran through the back streets, to reach Magic Club. The air was cool—only a few degrees above freezing—but Ren was acclimated to cold weather, and with the roads clear of any ice he had no issue keeping a great pace while he ran.

The arc of the overhead source-light gathered speed in the past few years shortening their days, ever so slightly. Now darkness was upon the Pearl Nation before dinner. Ren watched families in their dining rooms. The sights made Ren long for the parents he'd never known.

As Ren turned onto the back alley leading to Magic Club, he caught sight of Johnathan at the far end talking to a girl from their school. He was the tallest boy in their class, with bright gray eyes and walnut hair he kept pulled back in a knot. Besides being the richest boy in school, all the girls thought he was the handsomest. Fortune favored the Belfry's. Ren had never "officially" met the girl, but he recognized her button nose from lunch period. 

What was her name, Megan maybe?

To avoid being harassed further, Ren crawled behind a trash compactor and waited for them to leave the alley. The girl pointed in his direction. Fear struck Ren like a hammer to the head, he froze unable to think of a way out. He'd crawled into a trap.

"Yo..." Johnathan yelled. "Yo. Yo, I'm talking to you behind the compactor. Come out unless you want a beating."

Ren didn't move. His mind was empty and while he heard Johnathan, Ren couldn't comprehend what he was yelling. An orange light filled his vision, and he forgot everything around him. The light emanated from within himself, but he couldn't decide what it was. Ren hunkered down tighter into a ball and squeezed his arms around his knees. The cold bit at his face as a cold sweat ran down his forehead.

The hazy figure of Johnathan stood outside the orange glow waving his arms about, mouth moving—Ren didn't understand. His head jerked to the side, as Johnathan dragged him by his hair.

Ren's vision cleared as the orange light concentrated into an orb the size of Ren's hand behind Johnathan's head. Johnathan's fist came straight at him, busting his nose–blood ran down his chin. His vision blurred again as tears covered his eyes. 

Laughter filled his ears, and he blinked away tears. The orange orb corkscrewed around Johnathan's head and down his arm, and Ren realized he was the one laughing. The next punch bloodied Ren's lips against his teeth. The orb slipped between Ren's eyes, into his head.

Ren's trance broke, and he screamed in pain. Realization sunk in, he was being attacked.

"Stop!" he yelled.

Johnathan stutter-stepped and examined him. Blood flowed down Ren's face onto Johnathan's hands, which held a tight grip on Ren's shirt. 

The pain was enough to make Ren think that he'd broken something. His busted nose made his breathing labored and his face stung like mustard.

Johnathan raised his fist to strike again. Ren screamed, but rather than sound, a blue light erupted from within him throwing Johnathan across the alley into a wall. Johnathan crumpled with a wet thud and didn't move. The blue pulse rippled across the alley and struck the girl—she wobbled before falling into a snowbank. 

Ren took a knee and leaned against the compactor. His life was forfeit. Never had he been able to use magic powerful enough to attack. The most he mastered was the ability to move small objects across flat surfaces. 

Once he caught his breath, Ren pulled himself up and staggered away, ignoring the pain that coursed through him. Thoughts of if Johnathan and the girl would be okay, and the fear of legal repercussions—or worse, Mr. Belfry Jr.—plagued his mind. 

What was with the orb? Where had it come from?

Caught up in his own thoughts, Ren hurried to Magic Club and Brandon, who'd know what the orb meant if anyone did.

 

CHAPTER TWO

REN YANKED OPEN THE DOOR of the repository, where all the nation's information could be accessed by the public. He walked through a vast network of server-towers designed to maintain records of the Pearl Nation. Terminals lined the walls where any citizen could read public records from chamber meetings to power plant schematics. Information is a fundamental right.

In the back were a set of double doors where Magic Club was held. Ren stood before the doors and gathered his composure, slowing his breathing. The adrenaline coursing through his blood made his pain seem like a distant memory. It was of dire importance he explained to Brandon what happened with precise detail and calm delivery. 

Careful not to disturb his club mates, he slowly opened the door. Three steps led down into the main gathering hall, where Brandon, Julie, and Gareth—the core members of their club—sat at their usual table, one of four spaced through the room. The walls were much like those outside the room, lined with terminals, except two hooded figures stood in a corner talking amongst themselves. Their dark robes clearly marked them as outsiders to the Pearl Nation, but Ren couldn't place who they were.

Pushing his curiosity aside Ren sat down at his usual chair. Books were piled around them opened to pages or closed with slips of paper sticking out the top to mark places. Magic Club had a few other members who stopped by occasionally, but only the three of them took it serious enough to show up daily.

Julie looked up from her books and her beautiful face turned sour at the sight of Ren. She pushed her black hair out of her eyes, about to speak.

Ren held a hand up to silence her questions and leaned into Brandon's ear. "I need to talk to you in private. Something unbelievable has just happened!"

"What? You can tell me here, we're safe." Brandon looked at Ren more closely. "You look awful."

Brandon was an important man in the Pearl Nation, head researcher of the Ice Plains artifacts, and custodian of this repository location. Only in his early thirties, Brandon was a bit of a prodigy. His gray eyes peered at Ren, taking in his appearance. 

"What in the hell happened to you?" Julie asked, "You look like you've just been beaten by ten men."

"Not quite, just Johnathan. He caught me on my way here. Who are the new people before I explain what happened?"

Gareth looked up from his books but didn't say anything. He never said anything. He looked Ren over, his blue eyes glancing between his book and Ren's face. When they made eye contact Gareth combed his blond hair back out of his face and stuck his nose back in his book. Everyone was welcome in their club, but Gareth always rubbed Ren the wrong way. He'd never done anything wrong, he just didn't seem all there.

"They're diplomats from Amethyst Nation," Brandon said. "They've come to remind us the choosing will be in the Sapphire Nation this year─" 

"When?"

"In three weeks," Brandon finished.

"I think they're trying to rub it in our faces," Julie said, her gray eyes roaming over Ren's face. "We've not submitted a sorcerer in three hundred years. That's why we've not held the choosing ceremony in nearly two hundred."

"I doubt they're here to offend us," Brandon slammed a book to draw Gareth's gaze away from the diplomats in the corner.

"Regardless," Ren said. "I'm not comfortable talking in front of them. Can we speak alone somewhere?"

"Of course." Brandon rose and looked to the diplomats, "Excuse us for a moment while I help my student."

Brandon led Ren through a side door which opened into his private office, a room roughly half the size of Magic Club's. A crystal desk—the prize jewel of Brandon's office—sat at the far back in front of a tented window looking out upon a field of grass, a rare sight for sure. The piles of books shoved onto shelves in no discernible pattern left little doubt this room belonged to a scholar. Brandon's desk was covered with papers and two portable terminals which displayed charts.

As the most powerful magician the Pearl Nation had produced in over fifty years, Brandon passed as the High Sorcerer as far as anyone was concerned. Twice he tried, and failed, to pass the selection process of the Amethyst Nation for proper sorcerer's training, a dream nearly every child of Fencura held. Once—he may have been drunk—Brandon told Ren the only reason he became a guardian of the repository, was for the freedom to run Magic Club. A small fragment of his former dream. Brandon's desire was to produce a magician powerful enough to pass the test and break Pearl Nation's three-hundred-year embarrassment.

Brandon sat behind his desk and gestured for Ren to take the seat in an armchair across from him. "So. Tell me how you got so bloody, while I look up a remedy on my terminal."

As Brandon tapped away on his terminal's display, Ren explained—starting a few days before—how Johnathan's anger had been building up.  

"This is where it gets weird."

"How so?" Brandon asked.

"Well I don't know how to explain it exactly," Ren said. "One minute I was watching him from behind a dumpster, the next I was engulfed in orange light."

Brandon stopped looking at his terminal's display and stared at Ren. "What do you mean engulfed by orange light?"

Ren felt like Brandon's gray eyes were drilling holes into him, so he glanced between his feet and the bookshelves. "It's hard to explain. One minute I was behind the dumpster. The next, all I could see was light. As the light faded an orange orb flew straight into me. That's when I felt the pain of Johnathan beating me. It came at me all at once."

"I've never heard of this happening before." Brandon stroked his chin for several moments before continuing. "I think you're concussed from the beating. Most likely the pain caused you to see lights as you passed out. Your mind just mixed them up—"

"No."

Brandon's arm twitched, and he pinched his chin. "I'm sure you're confused, but I'll get you an ice pack and you'll feel better soon."

"No!" Ren said. "That's not what happened. I saw the light first because, after I came back from the light, Johnathan was about to hit me again. That's when this blue light, like the light of a hover-pod, erupted from within me and threw him across the alley. It also hit the girl he was with. I'd forgotten about her." 

Ren gasped in a deep breath, he'd managed to ramble all that off without taking a breath. 

Brandon leaned back in his chair and quietly stared at the wall behind Ren. Ren waited a few moments, expecting him to speak. Surely, he knew something more than he was sharing. Brandon was, after all, the most powerful sorcerer in Pearl Nation. People twice his age were clueless about magic. The only people who could know more than him were the Amethyst diplomats.

After what felt like ten minutes to Ren, Brandon stood and said, "Come with me."

Ren had no idea what Brandon was thinking, but he followed close behind. They passed through the club room and out into the main room where terminals lined the walls. Four people tapped away quietly on their terminals. 

Brandon led Ren through a side door he'd never noticed which opened into a hallway with several identical doors. They walked faster down the hall. Ren read signs on the doors, the right side read Alpha 1, Alpha 2, etc. . . . while the left side read Beta 1, Beta 2, etc. . . ., and toward the middle of the hall they entered room Alpha 9.

"This is our testing room," Brandon said. "Normally we use it for artifacts we've found buried in the Ice Plains, but the instruments can be used for other purposes."

"Like what?"

"I'm going to show you," Brandon said. "Please sit on the examining table and relax."

Brandon went around the room gathering silver objects Ren didn't recognize. He trusted Brandon completely, but relaxing on the table proved difficult—it hadn't been designed with human comfort in mind. A large device hung from the wall on a swivel with data cables running to a terminal. Upon closer inspection, Ren made out a small light and laser.

And a needle.

"I'm going to test you for a few minutes and then afterward I'll get you healed up," Brandon pulled the probe from the wall and positioned it above Ren. "This might be uncomfortable, but the results will be worth the discomfort. Remain as still as possible while the probe examines you. Normally we use the probe to examine inanimate objects. Do you have any questions?"

"Why do I need to be examined?"

"I'll be able to explain more after I have the results. I don't want to give you false expectations."

Brandon handed Ren a small silver orb that weighed more than he would have thought. He made as tight a fist around it as possible. Brandon strapped cords around his fist which ran wires to the probe.

"This will be the most painful part."

Sweat stung Ren's eyes as Brandon aligned the probe with his fist, less than an arm's length away. Ren could see a chart appear on the terminal's screen. Several lines moved up and down across the screen. The probe shown a pinpoint laser at his fist which switched between red, blue, and green. Ren's breathing grew erratic. The rate at which the probe switched colors increased and Ren felt a burning sensation from the orb held in his fist.

Ren screamed in pain as the heat  seared the flesh of his palm. The probe instantly stuck his hand with the needle and extracted a small blood sample. As quickly as the pain started, it stopped.

Brandon ripped the straps off Ren's wrist. The orb fell to the floor with a loud ding, cracking a floor-tile.

"Shit!" Ren said as he clenched his hand. "You said it would be uncomfortable not blood-curdling pain!"

"You will show me respect as your instructor," Brandon said. "I'm sorry for the pain but there is no cause for your language. I did what I had to. Look here." 

Brandon turned the screen toward Ren. There were hundreds of colored lines, but only four of them rose from the bottom of the screen: blue at the highest, then red, yellow, and black. 

"Each colored line represents a different element present in your blood at the point of expulsion."

"Expulsion?" Ren asked through gritted teeth. Now his hand was bleeding—it had not been his day.

"Expulsion," Brandon said. "is what I call the point where elemental forces leaves an object. This is what I think makes magic. None of the other nations have focused on the root cause of magic that I know of. Except perhaps the Amethyst Nation. It's why I think they've been able to maintain power and authority over all nations, while only producing sorcerers."

"Interesting," Ren said. "But can we get me fixed up? My hand is hurting worse than my face."

"Follow me."

Brandon took a portable copy of the chart, leading Ren back into the hallway, toward the door they'd come in. At room Beta 5 Brandon went inside but made Ren wait in the hall.

Brandon came out holding a beaker of green slime, bandages, and a small needle. "These will help you heal," he held up the supplies. "The needle has a slight pain suppressor to help with your hand and face." 

In less than a minute the pain in Ren's body subsided, while Brandon applied the slime and bandages to his hand.

"Does that feel better?" 

"Yes," Ren said. "I've never heard of expulsion before. We learn the elements but never anything about magic. It's always discussed as an extracurricular art form, and most of my peers don't even try. It's probably why they always get higher marks than me. I spend too much time here playing."

"Henry Balton," Brandon said. "You do not play at magic!"

Ren looked down at his feet. "You know what I mean. I spend more time trying to move objects and change their shape than I do mastering math. But what does this mean?"

Brandon pointed to the chart. "The blue line means you expelled high levels of element 1, red is element 13, yellow is element 37, and black. Well, black is what I was looking for, element 113. Had it been low there would have been no pain from the test."

"What does this mean though?" Ren asked, rubbing his hand, remembering the pain.

"Basically, you're able to utilize magic at a high level because of element 113. I've spent the last twelve years researching why magic is so powerful in some people but weak in others. I've concluded, when elements 113 through 127 are present, magic resides within the object or person." 

Brandon looked to the ceiling. "My hypothesis is people who expel large amounts of these elements can use magic in equal proportion to the amount they expel. However, there are always other elements that are expelled at the same time, and I'm not sure what to make of those."

"How much do you expel?" Ren asked. "Have you ever tested yourself?"

Brandon looked away from the ceiling and made direct eye contact with Ren, something he'd only done a handful of times before. Ren assumed it had always been an accident, but this time was no accident. 

"I have, and it's nowhere near your levels." He shifted his stance, looked away, and shook his shoulders. "Now it's time we speak with the diplomats. They'll know how to answer your questions better."

Since Ren expelled more of the higher elements why had Brandon always been a superior magic user? He'd always been the one teaching and pushing Ren to control his energy flow. Yet until today, Ren thought it a myth that magic could throw a person across the room.

 

CHAPTER THREE

"I'VE ALREADY TOLD YOU," Brandon said as he ran his hands through his hair. "Henry shows high levels of element 113. Earlier today he knocked a young man across an alley with an energy pulse. Now the question here is not a matter of if he is telling the truth, but what is to be done about it."

Ren sat on the sofa to the side of the office and gazed at the corner of Brandon's desk where a crack was forming in the clear crystal. Every time Brandon raised his voice the crack spread ever so slightly. The two diplomats sat before Brandon in armchairs, wearing their dark-wine robes that had seemed black at first. 

It's a shame for the crystal to crack, it is so pristine, Ren thought.

Why should it be any less pristine for having cracked? Crystals naturally crack. Does it make them less impressive? Ren heard.

Ren's eyes darted up to see who had spoken about his thought, but only Sarah—one of the Amethyst Nation's diplomats—was speaking, and the voice had been a man's. Odd. 

"The boy is older than we prefer for a first attempt," Sarah said. She spoke on behalf of the two of them. Her skin was a warm cinnamon, meaning she came from the Emerald Nation. "Besides Pearl Nation hasn't produced a sorcerer worthy of our tutelage for 338 selections."

The two diplomats crossed their arms in unison as if her argument proved it impossible for Ren to be qualified. Even Ren saw the flaw in her logic—one advantage to growing up in a mathematically focused society. He watched transfixed as she pouted her lips and narrowed her green eyes—dark eyeliner gave her a fearsome stare.

"Yes," Brandon said. "But with the last selection, we produced eleven of the greatest sorcerers to ever live. No other nation has come close." His ears were red.

Ignore them, Ren. Tell me why you want to be a sorcerer, Ren heard again but realized it was in his mind.

Who are you! Ren looked between the three of them trying to decide who it was.

Marcel pulled his hood back, revealing a face of an old man whose skin had turned to leather. He wore a short beard grayed from time. "This argument will stop."

Silence filled the room. As it lingered the crack in Brandon's desk receded.

"This matter is no longer of concern to you Brandon," Marcel continued. "You've done your duties well for this would-be sorcerer. It is high time we hear what Ren has to say. What do you remember?"

You can tell me with your mind, Marcel transmitted to Ren.

It caught Ren off guard that the diplomat would use his nickname. Regardless he tried to remember what happened during the fight. Light, orange-light. First, it engulfed him, bathing him in warmth. Then an orb appeared, and a blue pulse knocked Jonathan and the girl out.

Orange? Are you sure it was not white light? Marcel transmitted to Ren.

Quit reading my thoughts!

Close your mind.

Sarah raised her hand to between her beautiful eyes and pinched the bridge of her nose. Ren felt her gaze upon him—a tangible weight on his skull, like the time a snow-pile from the school's roof buried him.

"Well?" Marcel asked. "What do you remember?"

Sarah spoke in a low growl, "He has seen Orange then blue, but never white."

The old man stood, using the chair's arms to push himself up. 

"Brandon, it is time you left us. There are several other pupils in the next room who need your guidance and to be reminded it's unbecoming to spy on a private conversation."

There was a noise from behind the office door, either Julie or Gareth fell.

"You can't dismiss me from my office," Brandon said. "I've spent the last twenty years of my life earning this seat. I'm the most knowledgeable man in the Pearl Nation regarding magic."

"Today you are third, and unqualified to sit in on this council."

Brandon's eyes tightened, and his mouth turned to a flat line. Ren couldn't imagine the anger steaming below the surface. He wouldn't be surprised to see Brandon strike the old man. Instead, Brandon looped his satchel over his shoulder and left the room, slamming the door behind him. 

A small piece of crystal fell from the corner of his desk.

"Now Ren," Marcel relaxed his shoulders and shifted toward Ren. "Are you sure about the orange light? Sarah can see thoughts, but she has never been able to discern lies from truths."

"Marcel. There are more civilized ways of asking the young man about what he saw rather than implying he lied."

"I didn't lie!"

"Of course not," Marcel sat back down in his chair. "You only thought. Lies require voice, something Sarah forgets. Thoughts are always true. That's why magic exists and why your sciences are a limiting view. It's only once you speak to deceive that you've lied, but there's always the chance your memory is wrong."

"Enough," Sarah said. "The boy isn't here for a lecture in morality, logic, or physics. Tell us what you remember. And you, don't interrupt him with your thoughts."

* * *

REN SPENT THE NEXT HOUR recounting his day, trying to keep a linear story in his mind. From the vivid dream of himself as a child in his mother's arms to sitting in the meeting. But for every step he took forward, he would flash back to something that happened to him days, months, or even years ago. The whole time he could feel Sarah and Marcel inside his mind.

When he was seven, there had been a bird on the beach with a broken wing and while the other children poked it with a stick, he imagined it flying away. The bird suddenly spread its wings and took off with a flock of birds overhead. 

When recounting running to meet Brandon, he remembered the first time Johnathan had ever picked a fight with him at school, the class was showing their art projects. Ren changed everyone's shoes to a different color. Johnathan asked for silver, and when Ren changed them, they'd turned to pure silver. The class teased Johnathan for needing more silver than his father, and from then on, they'd been enemies. Ren had forgotten how their rivalry started, it had gone on for so long.

When he reached Brandon testing him, Sarah stopped him. "That will suffice."

Your thoughts are vivid for one so young. I'm sorry I could not see your mother to describe her to you, Marcel transmitted.

"Enlightening," Marcel said.

"Ren, will you wait in here while we talk with Brandon?" Sarah asked.

Ren realized the time. "I can't. I should have been back to the orphanage thirty minutes ago. Mr. Griffin is going to cane me in front of the other children for being so late."

"We will see to that," they said in unison.

"Wait here," Sarah said. "We'll be quick. Then we'll take you home."

"It's not my home," Ren said under his breath as they left. 

It won't have to be for much longer, Marcel transmitted.

Ren stared at the corner of the crystal desk, transfixed. What would have caused the crystal to break? He picked up the small fragment. The fragment was pristine aside from the fact it wasn't part of the desk anymore. He wiggled the piece back into the corner it fell from. After rotating the piece a few times, it clicked in place, fusing into the larger crystal which made the desk's top. The corner was as flawless as the first time he saw it.

 

CHAPTER FOUR

"JULIE, GARETH, IT'S TIME FOR you both to leave," Brandon said, as he passed them. "I need to examine a few charts while the Amethyst Nation's diplomats speak with Henry. I'll contact you both when I have more answers."

"What do they want with him?" Julie asked. "I've been able to levitate small objects in any direction for years. Ren just learned how to lift objects. They should examine me."

"Go home." Brandon's tone made it clear she had crossed a line.

Brandon wasn't sure how much longer he could remain civil. Julie and Gareth protested further, but Brandon held his hand up for them to be silent. After several more comments about it not being fair, they both left, leaving Brandon alone.

Brandon pulled a portable terminal out of his satchel and examined Ren's charts. Ren's expulsion of element 113 was several times higher than he'd ever seen before. 

The closest he could recall was an old artifact he'd shown Ren that had high levels of expulsion. If his theory was correct, levels of expulsion directly correlated to magical strength. He suspected the artifact dated back to the formation of their planet, but that didn't make sense given the artifact looked like a pearl—the size of his fist—encircled by golden rope.

Brandon never forgave himself for allowing it to be broken. Afterward, it lay in a pile of fragments the size of small pebbles. Was it a coincidence, like he'd thought? A freak accident? Or did Ren's abilities somehow interact with the artifact? One second the artifact sat on the counter, the next it lay in a shattered pile.

Brandon went to room Alpha 9, determined to test himself again. He set up the probe and strapped the orb into the center of his fist. Sweat dripped into his eyes. If the test was positive there'd be pain, but Brandon feared the lack of pain more, proof his levels were too low.

Lasers flashed, and Brandon's palm ached, but it only reddened. The terminal showed it all. 

Element 9 high, element 7 heightened, element 23 slightly elevated, and element 116 less than 15% above normal. Ren's element 113 was 10 times higher than Brandon's element 116.

Brandon chucked the portable terminal into the probe. "AH!" 

A purple flash erupted from the probe.

* * *

THE DIPLOMATS FOUND BRANDON UNCONSCIOUS, sprawled out upon the tile floor. Foam bubbled out from his mouth. Sarah prevented Marcel from entering the room. The probe rotated between the spectrum of colors, while the terminal on the wall displayed several colored lines in the higher quadrant of the screen. 

"He needs medical attention."

"He'll be fine," Marcel said. "His energy was drained from the same test he used on Ren."

Sarah stepped cautiously. "The device looks similar to what I saw in his mind." 

She found sterilized cloth in a drawer which she used to clean Brandon's face. His pants were stained—he'd pissed himself. Confident he'd live, she left him on the floor but placed a glass of water beside him. He'd be dehydrated when he woke up. 

"Ren will be reluctant to leave Brandon in such a condition." 

"It can't be helped," Marcel said. "He must cast off the shadow of his previous mentor and learn to embrace a new one. It'll be hard at first, but with time he'll adapt to the Amethyst Nation. As we did."

"Orange is unknown to us," she said. "We don't know what temperaments will manifest within him."

"High Sorcerer Emmerich will know the best course of action," he said. "Provided the boy passes the tests to become a sorcerer." 

"Which isn't likely," she said.

 

CHAPTER FIVE

"WE'VE AGREED YOU SHOULD ATTEND the examination in three weeks," Sarah said.

Ren was still examining the crystal desk when the diplomats returned. Hastily, Ren stood to greet them.

"You must leave soon to make it there in time for the beginning ceremonies," Sarah took the seat across from Ren. "They'll start four days before the actual examination, and it's customary to demonstrate your abilities to the audiences gathered at the capital."

"I have no way of getting there."

"You'll find a way," Marcel took Brandon's seat behind the desk. "We'll compel Brandon to offer assistance in getting you there. However, he must not accompany you."

"We feel it would be best," Sarah said. 

"How will I buy passage to the Sapphire Nation?" Ren asked. "I have nowhere to stay when I get there, and how will I buy food? I'm an orphan with no prospect of an inheritance which means I can't borrow against my name. Brandon is my mentor, but I can't borrow credits from him. I'd never be able to pay him back."

 Marcel leaned forward onto his elbows, with his fingers interlocked and his chin resting atop his hands. "Global mandates prohibit us from interfering with three things: the internal politics of a nation, the trade between nations, and the pre-examined. However, this last one offers a gray area. We're able to assist Brandon in his assistance of you."

He's already been examined and failed, so he offers a loophole for you, Marcel transmitted to Ren.

"Aren't you interfering with me right now?" 

"This has been addressed many times," Sarah said. "The basic guideline is, as long as we don't directly help or hinder someone who intends to take the examination, it's not considered interfering."

"We can talk to you all day, so long as we don't tell you what to do or how to do it," Marcel said. "It's time we get Ren here home," Sarah pointed to the clock on the wall behind Ren. "It's late. The city will switch to conservation mode soon."

Ren had forgotten about the time. He knew Mr. Griffin would be angrier than ever before. Ren never stayed out so late, and to top it off, he'd missed his after-dinner chores.

Sarah stood and gestured it was time to leave. "Come, we'll walk you home."

"Where's Brandon?"

"He's not feeling well," Marcel said. "You'll see him tomorrow."

As they walked him home, one-third of the street lights shut off to start the conservation cycle. Glass orbs the size of Ren's head received wirelessly transmitted energy from the city's central power station. As the glow from the city's lights faded, Ren noticed just how black the night sky was, a complete void.

The large standalone house which functioned as the orphanage loomed over Ren from the far end of the street. His stomach tightened, and he slowed down. Was he about to puke? Dread over what Mr. Griffin would do overwhelmed him. Ren doubted that Mr. Griffin would understand even with the diplomats being with him. The fact Ren was being recommended for examination would likely push Mr. Griffin over the edge.

Ren looked through the front window. The lights were off inside. Sarah reached past Ren and pushed the doorbell before he could do anything to stop her.

"I'm going to be in serious trouble," Ren said, his voice quavering.

They spoke in unison, "We'll take care of it."

The door swung open—Mr. Belfry Jr. stood in the doorway.

Shit!

Indeed.

 

CHAPTER SIX

"THE DELINQUENT FINALLY RETURNS," Mr. Belfry Jr. said looking from Ren to his companions. "And who are you? Has he caused you trouble?"

"On the contrary," Marcel said. "We're here to see that Ren made it home safely."

Mr. Griffin stepped forward and opened the door wide enough for the two men to stand arm to arm in the doorway. With teeth bared he brandished his cane in warning. Ren knew he'd be on the receiving end of it again.

"We're diplomats of the Amethyst Nation," Sarah said. "Might we come in?"

"At this hour of night?" Mr. Griffin stepped onto the front stair, nose to nose with Sarah. "I think not. Ren should be in bed asleep. Anything you need to say can be said tomorrow."

"I'm afraid we have to insist." Marcel tugged Sarah back a step. The two stood guard in front of Ren.

Mr. Griffin's face drew tight. "How I choose to discipline the children here is none of your concern. Now good evening, sir." 

He reached to grab Ren through the two diplomats. Marcel swiftly grabbed Mr. Griffin's wrist. The cane flew from his grasp, arching through the air to be snatched up by Sarah. Mr. Griffin was laid out on the stairs looking up at Ren. Ren was watching closely, but he hadn't seen what Marcel had done—it happened too fast. 

Marcel leaned over Mr. Griffin. "I think we'll be having a chat now. Perhaps a hot cup of tea?"

"Unless," Sarah said, "you'd like to explain why you attacked two diplomats."

Mr. Belfry Jr. cleared his throat. "I don't think that'll be necessary. Right, Mark?"

Mr. Griffin grumbled under his breath and said, "Right. Ren can make your tea."

Marcel helped Mr. Griffin to his feet, and the five of them made their way to Mr. Griffin's study. 

Mr. Griffin and Mr. Belfry Jr. took the armchairs flanking the sofa, leaving Ren, Marcel, and Sarah to share the sofa. Quietly, the two diplomats took their seats.

Before Ren could sit, Mr. Griffin said, "Ren, go make the diplomats and us some tea."

"That would be nice," Sarah said, looking to Ren with a reassuring smile. "And allow us a moment to speak." 

As Ren closed the door behind him, he heard Mr. Belfry Jr. speak in an aggressive tone. He better understood where Johnathan got his attitude.

The children in the house were already asleep, leaving Ren alone in the kitchen. He placed the kettle on the stovetop and opened the pantry to evaluate the tins of tea. Considering the varieties, he settled on a Robust Red from the north tip of the Emerald Nation. One of the more expensive teas on hand, usually served for ceremonial purposes—hosting diplomats of the Amethyst Nation seemed like an appropriate ceremony.

Ren returned to the study carrying the tea on a tray. As he opened the door Mr. Belfry Jr. said, "—the point. You have no rights here." He looked up at Ren and stopped speaking.

"Don't stop on his behalf," Sarah said. "Continue."

"As diplomats, you have no legal standing in our nation." Mr. Belfry Jr. accepted the cup of tea. "You're here to share knowledge and pass along current events. Aside from telling Ren here when the next testing is, you have no reason to interfere with him."

"You're correct according to the letter of the law," Marcel said. "But have you ever considered the practicality of what you're saying. The Amethyst Nation oversees international affairs and facilitates trade. With one word," Marcel counted it off on his index finger. "We could cut off trade with Pearl Nation, and your city would come to its knees."

"Are you threatening me?"

"Not at all. Merely a reminder that you should extend every courtesy to us as diplomats of the Amethyst Nation."

Ren took the final cup of tea for himself and sat between the two diplomats on the sofa. The five of them raised their cups in unison and slowly sipped. A silence settled into the study while they enjoyed the sweet nectar of a Robust Red. Flavors of rose and cherry swarmed Ren's tongue and left a dry-tickle in the back of his throat after every swallow. With the tea finished they placed their cups back on the tray and took their respective slices of dried orange—a traditional after tea dessert.

The eternal spring of the Emerald Nation fled the room.

"Back to the matter at hand," Mr. Belfry Jr. said with the last sip of tea finished. "Ren attacked my son. There can be no debate about this, and I demand recompense. As we speak, my son lays in a hospital bed. I will not stand for it."

Silence seeped over the room, palpable to the point of twisting Ren's gut. 

"What did you have in mind?" Sarah asked, shifting in her seat in order to get a better look at Mr. Belfry Jr.

"The boy has to be held accountable. You insist that he needs to go for testing, but if I permit that, what assurance do I have that he would come back to face criminal prosecution?"

"I didn't do it on purpose. It was an accident," Ren said.

"Ren is young," Marcel said. "He doesn't know how to control his powers, which is why he needs to be tested and enter training at the University. However, you make a valid point. The boy should pay for his mistakes."

Mr. Belfry Jr. leaned further back in his chair, defeat washed over his face. "What are you proposing?"

"A contract. Where Ren acknowledges the financial debt he owes you, and agrees to recompense for the medical expenses at a later date, and further states that Ren owes your son a debt of honor."

"I don't─" Ren said.

"Silence," Marcel said.

"See," Mr. Belfry Jr. said. "The boy won't even honor a contract if I were to allow it."

Sarah cut off Marcel and Ren's objections. "We can ensure that he follows through with any contract that is signed here."

"The only stipulation I have," Marcel said, "is the contract be drawn up and signed tonight. Mr. Griffin, would you be so kind as to stand witness for Mr. Belfry Jr? I and Sarah will stand witness for Ren."

"Mr. Belfry?" Mr. Griffin asked.

"If I allow this, I demand there be a clause stipulating that the Amethyst Nation will back the contract if Henry doesn't follow through on his obligations." 

"Agreed," Marcel and Sarah said in unison.

Ren sat, speechless, they'd just sealed his fate and he had no say in the matter.

* * *

I HENRY BALTON, here do swear and attest to the financial debt owed to JOHNATHAN BELFRY JR. in the amount equal to medical bills associated with the injuries I accidentally inflicted upon JOHNATHAN BELFRY III. I swear to pay these debts in a timely manner upon my completion of study at the Amethyst Nation University. Failure to pay will be covered monetarily by the Amethyst Nation, backed by the word of SARAH GREEN, diplomat of the Amethyst Nation. 

Furthermore, I, HENRY BALTON, acknowledge a debt of honor to, JOHNATHAN BELFRY III, and leave it up to him to determine the appropriate recompense for the aforementioned debt. 

I swear to be of sound body and mind at the time of signing this contract. 

Henry Balton, Debtor

Sarah Green, Amethyst Nation Diplomat

Johnathan Belfry Jr., Debtee

Mark Griffin, Witness

Marcel Red, Witness

* * *

REN SANK INTO THE SOFA, he had just signed the most important document of his life and had zero input as to what the contract stated. Mr. Belfry Jr. had him at a disadvantage. If he wanted any hope of being able to test for entrance into the Amethyst Nation, he had to sign. His signature might as well have been blood rather than the ink it was.

"Well, Mark," Mr. Belfry Jr. said. "It's about time I head home. I have a board meeting in the morning, and I'll need to see my son."

"Give us a moment and we will leave with you," Marcel said while gesturing to Sarah.

She followed behind as Mr. Griffin and Mr. Belfry Jr. left the study.

Everything will be fine, Marcel transmitted. You need to speak with Brandon in the morning, and he will know what to do. 

"Are you─" Ren said.

Don't worry, Marcel transmitted. Brandon knows what to do and will make sure you make it to the testing in Sapphire Nation. Mr. Belfry Jr. won't be bothering you anymore. He has the contract, and that will keep him in line for now. After your training with us at the University, paying the debt will be trivial.

"It's not the money," Ren said. "It's the honor debt to Jonathan."

Yes, Marcel transmitted. But, by the time you have to pay the debt, you will be a member of the Amethyst Nation. At which point Jonathan won't demand anything outrageous, because he would bring down the wrath of the Amethyst Nation upon himself, and the Pearl Nation. Trust me. 

Marcel squeezed Ren's shoulder as he stood up. Ren looked up at the older diplomat and was comforted by the smile on his face. If he was so confident, Ren couldn't help but believe him.

With one final pat on Ren's shoulder, Marcel left. Ren settled back into the sofa to think upon what had occurred. He heard the front door close as Mr. Belfry Jr. and the diplomats left the house. 

Perhaps everything would be fine.

"Henry, get your ass to bed." Mr. Griffin yelled from the front hallway.

Ren didn't hesitate—he nearly tripped on the stairs as he sprinted up to his room.

 

CHAPTER SEVEN

"GET YOUR ASS UP."

Ren jolted upright in his bed and found Mr. Griffin standing in the doorway, cane in hand. He pulled his blanket off and tossed his legs out of bed—the wood floor was ice cold against his bare feet.

"I will teach," Mr. Griffin belched and coughed on what he swallowed, "A lesson about respecting your betters." 

Mr. Griffin staggered forward, cane outstretched toward Ren. Ren dropped his leg back, prepared to kick or run.

"You think you can insult me in front of Mr. Belfry and get away with it?" Mr. Griffin was yelling at this point. It was a wonder the other children weren't standing in the doorway behind Mr. Griffin as he lectured Ren.

The scent of whisky wafted across the room. Ren had never seen Mr. Griffin drunk before. A little tipsy on the nights that Ms. Belmuth watched the children for him, but staggering drunk was a first.

Mr. Griffin lunged toward Ren, cane outstretched. Before Ren could step out of the way, the cane struck him on the shoulder. Sharp pain erupted from his left shoulder down into his gut. 

Ren thrust himself toward Mr. Griffin. With his good shoulder, Ren struck the old man square in the chest and sent him crumpling to the floor. 

Too drunk to stand up, Mr. Griffin sat on the floor muttering to himself about honor. Ren stared in horror at what he'd done.

He had to flee.

With time not being on his side, Ren tossed off his sleeping clothes and dressed quickly, bundling himself in a jacket—though the night wasn't too cold, he'd not be returning.

He shoved a book, The History of the Five Nations and Birth of the Amethyst Nation, into a shoulder bag along with his dirty sleeping clothes.

Instead of searching for the key to the front door, Ren used his window as he had so many times before. Careful not to break anything, he dropped his bag into the bushes under his window and scooted across the brick ledge to a clearing before dropping into a small evening snowbank. 

His shoulder ached from where he'd been struck by the cane, but otherwise, he was fine. Ren retrieved his bag, slung it across his good shoulder, and holding his left arm close to his chest trudged toward Magic Club. The streets were covered in patches of icy water, which splashed onto Ren's boots. His feet quickly grew numb.

 

CHAPTER EIGHT

REN WALKED THROUGH THE FRONT doors of the repository. A faint blue glow from the terminals lined the walls, but the overhead lights were out, leaving Ren with the awkward sensation of being somewhere he shouldn't. A sprinkling of desk lamps throughout the room illuminated documents left behind for the next day's work. 

He didn't expect to find Brandon here but had to try. Sure enough, Ren pushed on the doors of Magic Club's room, and they wouldn't budge. Which left him the task of remembering where Brandon lived. He'd visited Brandon's house once, in celebration of when Ren first moved an object across the desk. He closed his eyes and envisioned the city, the path they'd taken from Magic Club to Brandon's house, and the street signs. 

It had been too long ago—his memory wasn't clear. Could he rest here until the morning? Or would he be arrested for trespassing on top of whatever Mr. Griffin charged him with? No. It was too dangerous, he would have to find Brandon's house tonight.

Ren pushed up his jacket collar as he walked back outside. A light snow started up again. Tiny snowflakes struck Ren's face, melting on his warm skin. It felt like walking past the misty waterfall on the Ice Plains where hot springs boiled up at the top of mountains before falling over the cliff face. The springs were the cold island nation's most reliable source of drinking water.

Ren walked west toward the harbor where sea captains would be checking their ships before the morning rush. He recognized a few landmarks as he walked, confirming he was headed toward Brandon's house or at least in the general direction. 

When he came upon Electric Street, he remembered following Brandon here. He took a right, and recognized the restaurant a few buildings down, Springhill, modeled on fine cuisine from the Emerald Nation. Ren could almost smell the scent of smoked meat wafting out of its chimneys.

Half a mile down the road Ren came across an adult club he'd passed the last time with Brandon. It wouldn't close for business until the first shift started at the electrical plant. One woman caught his eye. He froze in place and stared, steam billowing around his face as he panted from the exertion of the walk. 

She looked to be from the Ruby Nation, shorter than Ren, eyes as black as coals, and hair the color of blood. Draped in blue silks which clung to her body in a way which pushed Ren's worries to the back of his mind and kicked his pulse into overdrive, she was the perfect respite from one of the worst days of his life. Only the death of his mother ranked higher. The woman's eyes locked upon him and she mouthed something Ren couldn't make out. 

The security guard came out the front door, and the street was momentarily filled with the sound of primal music.

"Hey, kid!" The bouncer's neck was as round as Ren's legs, and his fists were the size of his skull. "Hey, you!"

Ren didn't wait for the man to reach him, he pulled his arm tighter to his chest and ran across the street, away from the nightclub. Shifting his pants as he ran to alleviate the pressure which had built up to an unbearable point.

"Hey boy, you lost?" an older man stepped out from the shadows of the alley and into the light of the street lamp. With eyes turned from gray to a dull-pink, and wisps of hair floating in the air, Ren's mind screamed danger.

"No." Ren took several steps back from the man, trying to put as much space between them.

But he was lost. 

He'd not paid attention to his surroundings while running. Now he was in a neighborhood which sent shivers through his bones, and not from the snow. Once the city entered energy conservation, the darkness was so complete in some areas criminals could get away with anything.

This was one of those areas.

"Looking for spirit dust?" The man sidled up to Ren, teeth as black as coal bared in a smile. "I've got the best in the city, only 20 credits."

Ren backed away from the man. "No thank you, maybe later."

Ren took off at a full sprint, not waiting to hear the man's response. Horror stories of what dust-heads would do for a fix where commonplace at school. The boys in Ren's class would try to scare one another by recounting news reports. Ren didn't plan on becoming another statistic.

Lights inside buildings started to come on. Ren stopped running to catch his breath and stretch his shoulder. Respectable citizens would head off to work before too long. Ren needed to find his way to Brandon's before law enforcement found him.

* * *

ALL THE STREETLIGHTS WERE ON, and the faint glow of daylight hung over the horizon while people headed off to work. Ren was ready to fall over and sleep in the street, but the cold might kill him if the city security didn't find him first. 

At the far end of the next corner stood a tall building built out of old-style stonework. It looked as if it hadn't been used in generations. Ren remembered seeing the building before with Brandon. He closed his eyes and followed the path from his memory, opening his eyes only to check he wouldn't be run over by the periodic hover-pod.

The source-light crowned the horizon, thawing Ren's nose. The next time he opened his eyes, he recognized exactly where he was and took off at a jog to close the final distance to Brandon's house. He took a left on a small side street where old-style houses lined the road, similar to the orphanage. Tall buildings built of white stone quarried from the Ice Plains before modern technology made metals cheaper to build with. Brandon's house was the fourth door down on the left. A deep forest-green door jogged Ren's memory because traditional doors were painted slate to hide grime from snow and dirt.

Ren reached the front door and stood for a moment with his arms clenched tight to his chest. When he could breathe normally again, Ren knocked. Would Brandon be home?

Ren knocked again and again . . . and again. Finally, Brandon opened the door. He looked terrible and Ren could smell the foul odor of a night spent drinking coming off of him. 

"I need your help," Ren said. "Diplomat Marcel said I should come speak with you about getting to the Sapphire Nation."

Brandon stepped aside, squinting as a stream of light came through his front door. The main room was a disaster, stacks of paper spread across the room and two empty bottles on the knee-high table. Ren stood in front of a sofa while Brandon secured the front door.

"Don't take this the wrong way, but you look awful."

"Wasn't expecting company," Brandon said. "And you're welcome to leave."

"Sorry. I've sort of run away. Mr. Griffin attacked me last night, and I fled. I've been wandering around all night looking for your house."

"Well," Brandon said. "It sounds like you're in serious trouble, but I'm in no condition to discuss it now, and I imagine you could use some sleep yourself."

Ren nodded enthusiastically.

"You can sleep in my room. I never use it. I always sleep in my chair in the study."

Ren followed Brandon to the bedroom. It was sparsely furnished with a wardrobe and a bed made of solid white wood. As Ren walked closer, he noticed engraved symbols across the wood. The sheets were made from the finest silks and felt like the surface of fresh ice. Brandon wished him a pleasant sleep before heading off to his study to go back to sleep. When Ren's head hit the pillow he instantly slipped into a deep sleep.

Ren's dreams came in flashes of vivid scenes. He saw a science lab on fire and could smell burning chemicals. His mother was running into a blue light. He couldn't see her face, but he could smell her lavender scent. He was at school and Johnathan was punching him for turning his shoes to silver. There was a large black door with iron chains hanging on either side, the door was opening . . .

Ren sat up with a jolt. He could hear noise down the hall and smell fresh salt meat being fried. Ren knew he'd been dreaming, but all he could remember was the smell of lavender.

"Ren," Brandon called. "Are you up? There's food in here if you're hungry."

Ren and Brandon ate breakfast in relative silence, only commenting on the quality of the food. Ren hadn't eaten in almost a day and his hunger took hold of him as he ate three helpings. When they finished eating Ren cleared the table and began the dishes. The pain in his shoulder had vanished in the night. Once the water began to steam—with a little magical aid—he used the soap to melt away the food.

"Why don't you sleep in your bed? I've never slept so well." Ren used a towel to dry off the dishes as he stacked them carefully on the counter next to the sink.

"The bed is enchanted. A master craftsman in the Emerald Nation worked spells into the wood. It's designed to put you into a deep enough sleep that your stress will disappear. I only sleep in it after completing a major project."

"Thank you," Ren said. "And for breakfast. I was beyond hungry."

"You're welcome," Brandon said. "Thank you for doing the dishes. You didn't have to do that. I would have done them."

"I'm used to it. I get plenty of practice at the orphanage." Ren sat down at the table. "About the examination in the Sapphire Nation. Do you have any ideas of how I'm going to get there? I have no credits and all of my belongings fit in the bag I brought."

"The how is simple," Brandon said. "You'll take a ship. The real trick will be to find a captain that won't turn you into the law. I ran away when I was a little older than you, so I have some experience with traveling around the world via ships."

"Why did you run away?"

"That's a long story. You'll need clothes and supplies for your voyage. As for the credits, I'll take care of that too. It will be a gift to celebrate you being chosen by the Amethyst Nation."

Ren blushed and looked at his shoes. "I haven't been chosen yet. You can't pay for my whole trip, it'll cost too much."

Brandon waited for Ren to look up again. "I'm paid far too much for running my small lab. Don't worry about the cost. One day you'll be a great sorcerer and in repayment, you can show me a few tricks."

 

CHAPTER NINE

REN CHECKED HIS LUGGAGE ONE last time. He and Brandon were leaving to the docks, and he needed to ensure he left nothing behind. Brandon was kind enough to buy Ren a new trunk, clothes, and a portable terminal with several texts pre-loaded on it. Sparing Ren the need to carry the extra weight of books, allowing him to leave behind his copy of The History of the Five Nations and Birth of the Amethyst Nation. Neither knew how far from shore Ren could still access the city's central mainframe, but the books would remain on his device regardless of connection.

It was happening, Ren was leaving the Pearl Nation. His stomach felt like he would puke. 

For three days Ren stayed out of sight, managed not to be caught by law enforcement, and avoided his likely punishment, personality reconstruction. The fear of a rehabilitation center—where they'd force him to watch a barrage of images on a screen for days at a time—paled in comparison to facing the Examiners of the Amethyst Nation. 

What if he failed to impress the examiners? Would he end up stranded in the Sapphire Nation? Brandon only gave him enough credits to buy passage to the Sapphire Nation and food for a couple weeks once he got there, in case the examination took longer than expected.

Brandon booked passage for Ren on a transport ship. No one would look for him on a cargo ship since they didn't normally take on passengers. Once the ship was at sea Ren would be safe, but the captain charged extra for the risk while docked. If the authorities caught wind of Ren being upon his ship, Brandon had told him, the captain wouldn't think twice before throwing him overboard. He'd prepared his men to hide Ren and load their cargo as usual, but the captain made it crystal clear he'd not risk his ship and trader's license to save Ren.

Ren was entering dangerous waters.

He'd never been the center of attention. For the first time in his life, he felt important. Having grown up an orphan with zero inheritance, Ren had resigned himself to being at best an electrician at the city's power plant. An honorable position, but with little prestige and even less pay. Now he had the chance to become the first Pearl Nation sorcerer in over 300 years. The fame alone would be enough to clear his name when he returned.

"Ren," Brandon called from downstairs and pulled him out of his daydreams. "Are you about ready?"

"Almost. I need to finish packing a few things."

A small lie—everything Ren owned was already packed in his new luggage trunk. He looked around Brandon's room which he'd graciously allowed Ren to use during his stay. He was leaving it cleaner than he'd found it. The smallest of repayments.

"Take your time." Brandon stood in the doorway. "I was just making sure you were close. I have a few last-minute things to attend to, and then I'll take you to the docks."

"Thank you again," Ren's voice trailed off. "I'll . . . I'll never be able to repay you for all your help. I only hope I pass the examination, so this won't have been for nothing." He spat the last, holding tears back, daring the gods to defy him.

"You will do fine." Brandon walked over to place a hand on Ren's shoulder. "Try not to worry about the examination. You will have a few days journey to the Sapphire Nation, there will be plenty of time to prepare while you're at sea. I don't want you to be nervous and draw attention to yourself before you've left the port."

"I'll do my best. This seems like a dream." He whispered almost to himself, "Or a nightmare."

"It'll work out for the best. When you're done come downstairs, I've made us a light breakfast, and packed you a hearty lunch for your voyage."

Brandon left Ren to his thoughts. Ren listened to his footsteps on the stairs and wiped away the tears from the corners of his eyes.

With his luggage checked for the third time—nothing had changed from the first time—Ren took a deep breath to calm himself.

He carried his luggage downstairs, doing his best not to let the trunk bounce of the steps. Brandon was reading the morning market reports on his portable terminal while eating a bowl of sweetened grains imported from the Emerald Nation. 

Ren took a seat across from him where a bowl waited for him. He took a bite and his stomach growled in satisfaction. His morning stress had worked up more of an appetite than he'd realized. He scarfed down his bowl. Brandon watched over the top of his portable terminal and lightly chuckled.

"You'll want to go slow there," Brandon said. "You may regret eating so much once you're at sea. Best wait to see if you're prone to seasickness."

"I think I'll be fine. I've been up on tower cables, and the swaying never bothered me. I don't think the sea will be too much." 

"Don't say I didn't warn you."

Brandon returned to reading the morning reports. Over the last few days, Ren had learned that, aside from running Magic Club and being the Pearl Nation's lead researcher for historical artifacts found out on the Ice Plains, Brandon also held investments in large companies. When he was a younger man, he'd put all his inheritance into a few companies as they started out, and they'd grown into highly profitable corporations. Turned out Brandon was one of the wealthiest men in the Pearl Nation. Ren hadn't the slightest clue.

"Belfry Jr. will be angry," Brandon said. "His company just dropped five percent in value overnight. Their experimental energy source failed. The government's science board is pulling their research grants. His investors will sell off shares by the end of the day. I suspect the company will lose an additional fifteen percent by then."

"Well at least there is a bright side to all of this," Ren said. "It couldn't have happened to a nicer guy." 

They chuckled together. 

"True," Brandon said. "What's more is I'll use my profits from the day to buy shares of his company over the next week for a discount. I should end up owning ten percent or more of the company. I stand to make a small fortune."

"How?"

"All the current investors will try to minimize their losses and sell off their stocks at any price. His company lost a major revenue source when the board pulled their funding, and for the past five years, they've been investing most of their research budget into that experimental power source. 

"Short-term investors will view the company's value as inflated and fear it will go under. They'll beg to sell out of fear of losing everything. Fear is profitable in business. I'll sell off my positions in other companies and buy up the shares of Pearl Power as the price continues to drop. When a company starts to go down, the shares tend to drop very low. By the end of the week, I could end up buying shares for ten or even five percent of what they're selling for today."

"Then why buy it?" Ren asked. "If the company is about to fail, why start buying?"

"Just because the stock drops in price, doesn't mean the company is worthless," Brandon said. "Pearl Power use to be Belfry and Sons Electrical. Belfry Jr.'s father was an electrician, and today he runs the largest power plant in the world. Do you think the kind of man who built that will allow his company to die?"

"I guess not."

"Exactly," Brandon said. "The man's ruthless, which makes him a great CEO. Also, I only need to own five percent of the company to get a place on the board, and I'll be able to vote on key decisions and help guide the company as it goes into the future."

Brandon stared off for a moment with a huge smile. At last, he stood and flipped his coat on. 

"It's rather cold this morning, I suggest you wear your hooded coat. It'll keep you warm and hide your face."

Ren slipped on the hooded coat waiting at the front door—another gift. 

They left the warmth of the house, making their way to the port. It was still early. The ship wouldn't leave for hours, but neither wanted to risk Ren missing his voyage. Better to take their time in the cold to avoid customs inspectors than rush and be discovered.

 

CHAPTER TEN

DESPITE THE COLD AND EARLY HOUR, the docks were bustling with activity. Ren had never seen the docks in the early hours before dawn. Aside from an occasional drunken sailor, the docks were usually vacant at night. There were men from every nation gathered around the docks. Sailors and merchants gathered together talking, trading stories and cargo. 

Bits of conversation tickled Ren's interest as they walked through the crowds: new exotic foods from the Emerald Nation's latest harvest, Ruby Nation's smiths produced new metals—stronger and lighter than any made before.

One conversation, in particular, gripped his attention as they passed three men huddled together speaking in low voices. Onyx Nation . . . attacks . . . missing people. While Ren knew there was an Onyx Nation—newly formed less than 100 years ago—he'd never heard anyone discuss them outside of a classroom setting.

Brandon put his arm out to stop Ren. "That's your ship."

The ship was one of the largest docked, with three masts and twenty sails, more than Ren imagined possible from his experience with Pearl Nation ships. Twenty men on deck moved crates from the dockside down into the hold with a practiced efficiency only years of experience brought. 

Ren watched one sailor move a large crate via a rope pulley system, and asked, "What are they loading into the ship?"

"The goods they'll sell back in the Sapphire Nation," Brandon said. "They'll transport goods to other nations too. Their captain has sailed around the planet more than once."

A short man with hair as black as the night sky and eyes the color of seaweed called down to Brandon from the ship. As the man walked down the ramp connecting the dock to the deck, Ren noted his arms were covered in markings he'd never seen before. A large turtle on his right forearm caught his eye as it seemed to swim across the man's flexing muscles. Despite his short stature, the man was clearly strong—his arms were twice the size of any normal man.

"Brandon!" The man grasped Brandon's forearm and shook in greeting. "It's good to see you again. I take it this is the young man you spoke of. Ready to learn how to sail?"

"Captain Kaito, this is Ren." Brandon passed an envelope from his coat's inner pocket to the captain. "He'll be accompanying you to the Sapphire Nation. He's excited to learn."

"Yes, captain," Ren added without missing a beat.

"Good," Capt. Kaito glanced into the envelope. "First rule for new sailors, you help stow away crates in the hold before we depart."

Brandon pulled Ren in close by the shoulder and spoke in his ear. "Captain Kaito will see you safely to the Sapphire Nation, he's a man of honor, but remember what I said about staying out of sight. He knows nothing about your troubles and doesn't care too. However, if the authorities discover you are onboard, he'll throw you over before he risks the freedom of his men."

Brandon let go and wished him luck. Ren realized for the first time how much he would miss Brandon, the only person who treated him as if he mattered and wasn't a worthless orphan. They said their goodbyes and wished each other luck a final time. 

Quickly, Capt. Kaito led Ren up the ramp and down into the hold of the ship. The other sailors in the hold were of short stature like their captain, but none of their eyes were the same green—instead, Ren saw blues and violets typical for the islanders of the Sapphire Nation. The back of the hold was dark enough that the sailors used hanging lanterns for light, but they weren't gas powered which intrigued Ren. He was leaving, but in his heart, he'd always be a Pearl Nation citizen.

The captain led Ren through the maze of stacked cargo crates and into a hall which stretched toward the stern. A small window at the end of the hall helped orient Ren as he could see the light of the city dance across the black waters of the ocean at night. They stopped before the second to last port side door. Capt. Kaito opened the door to reveal a tiny room—he'd seen larger closets. 

"These will be your quarters. No one will enter them, so you can store your belongings here without fear. My men don't steal. If I ever order all hands on deck, you're to come here and stay 'til I call for you. Do you understand?"

"Yes, captain," Ren said. "Should I store my things and help load the cargo?"

Capt. Kaito laughed. "You're not here to learn how to sail. You'll be a passenger and a quiet one at that. Stay out of the way of my men and everything will be fine."

"Okay, captain."

"And stop calling me captain." Capt. Kaito laughed again. "We're not in the Emperor's Navy and besides you're not one of my men."

Ren stepped through the doorway and Capt. Kaito walked back down the hall the way he'd come, chuckling to himself. His conversation with Brandon must have been an act. To fool the customs officers or Brandon?

The room was barely large enough for his cot, but at least he had a window. Ren slid his trunk under the cot and sat down to look out the window. The sky turned gray, dawn would be upon them soon. A yawn overtook him, he'd not slept long and what little sleep he'd caught was restless. Even the magic of Brandon's bed wasn't able to keep his mind from racing—he'd paced the room. He laid back on his cot—a more comfortable bed than his back in the orphanage—and listened to the sounds of crates being loaded into the hold by the sailors. 

Almost instantly he drifted into a deep sleep, aided by the subtle rocking of the boat as the tide came in. 

* * *

REN STOOD IN A ROOM, lit by a single lamp, with his mother and a man he didn't recognize. The two of them were fighting over something. Ren tried to get a better look, but a sudden flash of bright light blinded him, and when he regained his vision he and his mother were falling through the sky and landed on the soft sands of a beach. 

* * *

THE DREAM CHANGED, AND REN was standing in the center a cave, lit by hanging lamps around an elevated chair made of solid green stone. He spun around looking for anyone else, but the circle of light snuffed out and plummeted him into total darkness. Looking up for any source of light, Ren couldn't see the top of the cave. 

It was as if he were in a void, except for the solid ground he stood upon. In the distance three figures cloaked in black seemed to glide toward him, bathed in light from an unseen source.

"Hello?" Ren called out, but the figures ignored him. 

Could they not see him? 

As they approached the chair Ren tried to see their faces, but they too were concealed behind a black veil. One figure climbed upon the elevated stand to take his seat in the stone chair. The immense size of the chair made the man seem child-sized, Ren hadn't noticed how large the chair had been. The optical illusion had made it seem proportional to any other chair.

The other two figures climbed the stairs, bowed, then knelt before the one in the chair, presenting two small boxes—one glittered gold, the other silver in the circle of light. 

Ren moved closer to get a better look at the strange ceremony being carried out before him. As he crossed the light-line the figure upon the stone chair shift his gaze away from the bowed figures before him to Ren. Icy pain spread from his spine to his fingertips, and Ren couldn't move.

* * *

REN AWOKE TO FIND A MAN standing outside his door in the hallway.

"I'm Tomoko. Captain Kaito sent me to hide you."

"What?" Ren rubbed the sleep from his eyes. Not sure he'd understood the man.

"Come with me," Tomoko said. "The captain ordered me to hide you. Customs officers have blocked our ramp and tied off our anchor. They mean to board us."

They'd found him and now Capt. Kaito would throw him overboard, just as Brandon warned. Ren glanced around, but there was no escape, the room had nowhere to hide, and the window was too small for him to climb through.

Ren couldn't bring himself to speak. He nodded before following Tomoko out of the room. As they approached the hold, Ren could hear Capt. Kaito shouting orders to his men to stand to and come on deck for inspection. 

Instead of turning toward the stairs which led to the quarterdeck, Tomoko led Ren deeper into the hold amongst the stacks of crates.

"Hide in here." He pointed to a crate on the bottom of a stack. "Captain's stalling. Demanding to see papers, but he'll not be able to hold them off for long."

Ren hesitated. The crate was only twice the size of his own trunk, stored under his cot. He wouldn't be able to stretch his legs in it. His heart raced, and the surrounding sounds faded into the background as the sound of his heartbeat echoed in his ears. 

"Get in!" Tomoko slapped Ren on the back in encouragement.

Ren spun round in an instant, light emanating from his core. In the span of his next breath, Ren saw a blur in the corner of his eye before he felt Tomoko's foot as it struck his head.

 

CHAPTER ELEVEN

BRANDON SAT AT A TABLE on the second floor of the dockside café sipping a cup of coffee, he watched as constables approached the ship Ren was on. Capt. Kaito stopped them at the ramp, and all crates stopped moving between the boat and dock.

Capt. Kaito stood with his arms held wide, preventing the men from boarding his ship. From his position, Brandon could make out the head constable as he showed the captain his badge. He stood a head taller than the captain—his gut was large enough to keep half an arm's length between their faces. Kaito stepped forward, pushing the man off his ship and back onto the ramp while pointing toward the docks. The head constable didn't back down but pointed one of his men in the same direction as Kaito indicated.

The younger constable-a practiced runner with a slimmer build than his superior-took off at a full sprint. As he ran under the window Brandon got a good look at the boy—he looked about the same age as Ren, sixteen, eighteen-years-old at the most. 

"Check, please." Brandon raised his hand in the air and signaled with two fingers to indicate it was time to pay.

The café had emptied since Brandon first arrived. Every table had been occupied, and he'd been forced to share with a stranger. But as morning light bathed the docks, the men and women inside left in a steady stream. Many headed to their ships for first sail. Now, aside from Brandon, there were only two men sitting in a corner speaking. 

"Here you go sir," the waiter said. "Will there be anything else?"

Brandon placed his thumb on the check to pay his bill electronically rather than use hard currency. "No, that will do."

The waiter took back the check, leaving Brandon to finish. He slurped the last drop as the assistant constable returned up the ramp to where his boss waited.

The head constable presented the physical papers to Capt. Kaito. The white wax of the city's seal stamped to the bottom confirmed its authenticity. A warrant to search the ship, by the way Capt. Kaito stepped aside and allowed the two men to board his ship. Brandon could feel Capt. Kaito's pain from where he now stood—non-crewmen boarding the captain's ship was akin to a man bedding another man's wife.

Brandon made his way down the wooden stairs that led from the second-floor café to the docks. Using his portable tablet as cover, he leaned his back against the wall and pretended to read the morning news, while he kept an eye on the ship. 

The captain and his men stood at attention on deck while the constables searched the ship. However, they weren't below deck for long. When they came back up, they handed Capt. Kaito the search papers to keep as proof for the delay. From Brandon's perspective, the constables held nothing. Unless they threw Ren overboard, they hadn't found him.

The constables walked past Brandon on their way off the docks. Brandon followed, keeping as little distance between them as he could to overhear their discussion.

"Damn fools' errand." The head constable complained as he rubbed his hands together for warmth.

"What did the judge say we were looking for?"

"Some reactor from Pearl Power." The head constable said, "She wasn't in the sharing mood. She says jump and we jump, but damn waste of a morning."

Pearl Power lost a reactor? That helped explain the drop in price for Pearl Power shares. But how do you steal an entire reactor? Moving one required equipment the size of buildings, making it near impossible to steal, even if you discounted the security Belfry Jr. would be sure to have had in place. Something didn't make sense. 

Brandon had been so caught up in his own thoughts he hadn't noticed the constables stop in front of him. They were eyeing him with suspicion. Without missing a beat, he walked past, nodding in acknowledgment of their authority. He took a right on the first available street, and walked faster to make up time, after another two right turns he had looped back to the docks.

He made it back in time to watch Capt. Kaito ordered his men to pull up anchor and untie from the dock. The sailors lowered the mainsail, a sapphire blue canvas the color of the deep ocean, a traditional sail for all Sapphire Nation captains. They viewed themselves as the best sailors on Fencura and made sure everyone knew who they were.

"Outward bound," Capt. Kaito yelled loud enough to echo off the red bricks of the dockside buildings.

Brandon watched for several minutes as the ship slowly left the port and built up speed as it sailed  into deeper waters. 

Ren's fate was no longer in Brandon's hands, but he'd learned another weakness of Belfry Jr. He intended to take full advantage, for his own personal gains, and to help Ren with his contract predicament. Having an Amethyst Nation sorcerer owing him a few favors would come in handy.
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PROLOGUE

A COOL OCEAN BREEZE WAFTED through the spacious living room of the fifth-floor apartment. The source-light crowned the horizon, but the streets below were silent. The usual bustle of merchant's activities—setting up stalls and early morning trades—was not to be heard.

Shaya sat with perfect posture—her legs to the side—on a bench recessed into the floor, beside her mother. Tea cooled before them on a low table, but neither drank. Her brother Isamu hadn't returned home last night.

The last time she'd kept watch with her mother, Isamu was with them. It had been the night a rival clan's gang slew their father. Barely a year had passed, but such a bloody year it had been.

Her brother, Isamu, was now clan Kaito's ruling Thief Lord, or Tanken, but as they were the smallest clan, Isamu was forced to carry out much of the dangerous work himself. Any time Shaya voiced concern, he ruffled her hair and told her not to worry. She'd often clamp onto his leg to hold him back. Yesterday, he scolded her for doing so in front of his men. 

"Weakness must never be shown," her mother had said. "Our enemies will use it against us."

Her mother was right. Life in the Bloody Square was tough, and twice so for a seven-year-old daughter of a dead Thief Lord.

Sitting with her mother, Shaya felt a shiver roll down her spine as she fought back tears. Somehow, she knew.

A knock on the front door brought her mother out of a deep trance. She rose with the grace expected of a noble widow. With no servants to attend them, she crossed the public room, slid the bolt out to unbar the door, and opened it wide to greet their guests. 

Two men Shaya recognized from when they served her father stood outside in blood-stained clothes.

"Honorable Widow." They bowed to her mother. "Kaito-Tanken Isamu has died in honorable combat. We've prepared his body in the center square. Dress and attend your son."

The time of daggers—a yearlong clan battle—took Shaya's father on the first night, and brother on the last. 

They bowed again and left. Her mother wavered for a slight moment, using the door frame to steady herself. The yearlong time of daggers officially ended with the first light of day. The other clans managed to kill both her father and now Isamu. Their clan had 14 years to rebuild before the next time of daggers.

"Shaya," her mother spoke to the sky. "Dress for a funeral pyre. Honorable Isamu has joined your father in the palace of Sueun."

When her mother faced her, Shaya saw a face of stone. The same one worn at her father's burning. Shaya fought back her tears, but a few slipped down her cheek.

Her mother slapped her. 

"You are now Kaito-Tanken Shaya. That is the last time you shed a tear."

Shaya retreated to their shared private room to hide her face from her mother, sliding the inner door behind her with such force it popped off its track.

* * *

NO SHOP WAS OPEN. No stalls were manned. The entire east third of the city on Shinzo attended the funeral inside the stone walls of the Bloody Square. Shaya watched as volunteers placed Isamu atop the pyre, wrapped in white linen, dyed red from his own blood from his chest down. The clean linen covering his face created the appearance of a white crown.

At least they spared his face, for honor's sake. Her father hadn't been shown the same respect.

The six other Thief Lords stood at the head of the crowd cloaked in sapphire robes, symbolizing that all men rejoin the sea to take their place amongst Sueun in his eternal palace. Even Goruden-Tanken Hiroshi was present, held standing by two strong bodyguards, who strained under Hiroshi's weight. It took the death of a fellow Lord to bring him up to the surface, due to his excessive weight. The crowd formed a crescent moon around the north side the of pyre. Funeral pyres were a rare sight, only seen inside the Bloody Square as a sign of the wealth and independence from Imperial rule enjoyed by all clan members.

Shaya felt the Thief Lords' gazes upon her as she stood across the pyre from them. Her mother stood behind her garbed in her own unique sapphire robe, with ivory trim to show her personal connection. Shaya had worn the same when her father died, but today she wore the black robe—signifying Kaito-Tanken hadn't died, but transcended vassals. 

From the moment of her brother's death until her own, Shaya would be Kaito-Tanken. 

A young boy—maybe eight or nine—slipped the grip of his mother and threw himself before Shaya, knees on the ground, waist hunched over, head pressed to the ground before her feet. "I Akio swear fealty and beg the honor of being your first sworn."

Her mother hadn't prepared her for this. No one would have expected a noble's son to swear fealty to her. Not so soon with her clan so weak. What chance did a seven-year-old and a widow have of rebuilding a clan from the brink of ruin?

Her mother tapped the back of Shaya's foot with her own. Everyone watched with bated breath. 

"Rise Akio." Shaya raised her voice so all could hear. "Let it be known that on this day Kaito-Tanken Shaya accepts fealty from Akio, noble son of the Bloody Square, whose name is revered by all clan's men." 

If she were to have only one subordinate, best it be Akio. The other clans regarded the Kaito Clan as finished, but Akio's fealty raised doubts. His name would remind every noble of the Bloody Square's history and their game of clans. She was Thief Lord Kaito-Tanken Shaya, and vengeance for her brother's death would be hers. Shaya would plan with Akio and her mother, to reclaim their clan's honor. It was her obligation, and she'd need skilled swordsman to defend her clan from annihilation.

A knock upon the gates redirected everyone's attention. Four men rushed forward to crack them open, allowing two priests of Sueun to enter—one man, one woman. Both priests wore translucent golden silk robes. It was as if the light of Sueun shown upon their naked forms, as the golden silk danced in the cool ocean breeze. The female priest climbed upon the pyre and laid on Isamu's body. While the male priest stood next to it and chanted in the ancient tongue that none remembered outside the priesthood. 

As the chanting progressed the female priest writhed upon Isamu's corpse, moaning. Her moans rose to screams, and a battle commenced between the two voices. The traditional death rite for all those who still held on to clan memberships, even if their clan heads weren't one of the seven Thief Lords. The Bloody Square held to the old ways.

Just as Shaya thought she was about to lose control of her face of stone—tears itched at the edge of her eyes—both priests fell silent in unison. 

As one, everyone chanted, "Hail Sueun, Hail Sueun─"

The priest climbed down from the pyre, her translucent robes now tinted crimsons, and took a torch from the second priest. Together they walked to opposite ends of the pyre. One to the east, the other to the west and lowered the torches into the wood.

"Hail Sueun, Hail Sueun." 

The pyre crackled at first, then erupted into an inferno of flames. Silence filled the square.

As head of the family it fell upon Shaya to recite the death rite.

"Hallowed Lord Sueun, your humble servant Kaito-Tanken Shaya pays the debt for Honorable Son Isamu to pass into your mighty palace." She tossed a gold square-coin, engraved with Isamu's name and a list of his deeds, into the fire. "May his name live on, and deeds be not forgotten. Sueun, accept Isamu into your eternal palace, and if he be found wanting, allow your humble servant Kaito-Tanken Shaya to pay the difference."

With the words proclaimed she threw herself face first into the ground, ignoring the pain in her palms as they scraped the ground and began to bleed. 

The two priests flanked Shaya and lifted her to her feet by her shoulders. They spoke in unison. "Sueun has accepted Honorable Son Isamu, all debts have been settled."

Everyone chanted, "Hail Sueun, Hail Sueun . . . Hail Sueun."

With the rites carried out, they flung the gates open for all the city to see. Clan business would resume, but they would leave Kaito-Tanken Shaya to grieve for ten days barricaded in their home. The grief exile's rules were inviolable. Not even her new vassal, Akio, would attend her until the time of grief passed.

Shaya stood before the fire tears dried upon her cheeks and gone forever, watching her brother burn. As Kaito-Tanken she'd never cry again. As if able to read her mind, her mother placed an arm around on her back. Not overt enough to make Shaya seem weak, but enough to comfort a young girl as she died and was reborn Kaito-Tanken.

 

CHAPTER ONE

THE SOUND OF WOOD SPLINTERING, as the crate wall was pried open, brought Ren out of his deep thoughts and back into the present. Tomoko stood at the entrance to the crate, his silhouette blocked the blinding light. 

Several moments passed before Ren could see again, as his eyes adjusted from total darkness. The swaying of the ship let him know they were at sea. Ren didn't know what Tomoko wanted, but hoped if he meant to hurt him, he would have done so already. As Ren stood up, he realized his cheek was sore.

"Captain says to bring you on deck." Tomoko gestured for Ren to follow him.

The first few steps Ren took were shaky, whether from being knocked out or the sway of the ship was debatable. But by the time they made their way through the maze of crates and to the stairs leading out of the hold, Ren walked as steady as any natural-born sailor in Kaito's crew. The two of them climbed the stairs to the deck and looked up to find Capt. Kaito standing on the quarterdeck peering down upon them.

"How's the boy?" The captain asked.

"He'll be fine, sir," Tomoko said.

Ren took in the bustling around him, all the sailors running about with ropes, each doing a small task assigned to them. Tomoko led Ren to more stairs which took them atop the quarterdeck.

Capt. Kaito shook Ren's arm. "Damn constables came aboard my ship. Apologies for any rough treatment, but we had no time. Barely kept them off my ship long enough for you to be hid."

"Thank you," Ren said, uncertain if he believed the captain.

Capt. Kaito bellowed with laughter. "Look at the boy. He's scared witless."

"Yes, sir," Tomoko said.

Ren's cheeks flushed with anger. "I'm not scared, just angry. He threw me into a crate with no explanation. Expect me to be happy? For all I knew, you were taking me prisoner to sell as a slave in the Onyx Nation."

The captain's eyes narrowed, and he jabbed a finger into Ren's chest, which forced him to stagger backward. "Question my honor or that of my men's again, and it'll be the last thing you ever do." 

The captain turned his attention to Tomoko. "Take the boy back to his cabin and bring him some food. He'll be allowed full reign of the ship's decks, once I'm confident no one from the Pearl Nation will see us."

The captain walked off to speak to more of his men, and Tomoko grabbed Ren by his shoulder to lead him back down. 

Ren watched the crates in the hold, surprised that none of them moved with the swaying of the ship. As far as he could tell, nothing held the crates in place—no straps or tie-downs. He didn't understand why they didn't slide about the deck.

Tomoko stopped at the doorway of Ren's room. "I'll have the cook send up food."

Bored and alone, Ren pulled out his portable terminal to read—the best option he'd found to pass the long voyage.

* * *

REN'S DAY SLOWLY PASSED AS he read the History of the Five Nations. It surprised him the book omitted the rise of the Onyx Nation. Mostly, he read within the Sapphire Nation section, desperate to learn about where he was headed. While the book went in-depth into the history of the royal family, it left much to be said on the culture. He did learn of their main island Shinzo.

In the past—before there were proper historians—the Sapphire Nation didn't exist but was instead a series of islands connected together by clan ties. Until Osamu Shima-Biruda summoned the earth beneath the waves to rise. Where there was once ocean, then existed land. The exact year has been lost to historians, but it is said that Osamu Shima-Biruda built the island Shinzo with his own hands which formed the heart of the Sapphire Nation. The clans swore allegiance to his house, and thus the line of emperors was formed. With Shinzo belonging to the royal family, and the smaller islands throughout the empire belonging to the clan leaders.

Ren wasn't sure he understood the people of the Sapphire Nation any better than before he started reading. He didn't understand why the textbook had included myths about Shinzo, and the formation of the Sapphire Nation islands. Shortly after the source-light sunk behind the ocean horizon, Tomoko came to retrieve Ren. They were to have dinner with the captain, a tradition for all new sailors.

The captain's personal quarters were atop the quarterdeck, tucked below the poop deck. They functioned as his living space, office, and personal dining room. 

A long table sat in the middle of the room with the captain's papers pushed to the far end and three chairs circled the end of the table, closest to the door. Plates and cutlery were laid out before the chairs.

"Please join me for dinner." Capt. Kaito commanded in his stern tone reserved for on deck.

Tomoko pointed to a chair for Ren to sit in and took the chair across from him. Capt. Kaito sat at the head of the table, with his back to the door. He rang a bell and four men each brought in a dish and placed them on the table. The men left without a word and closed the door behind them.

"It's customary for new sailors to dine with their captain on the first night of the voyage. While you're no sailor, you are a guest upon my ship."

"I appreciate your hospitality," Ren said in the most formal voice he could muster.

With the basic pleasantries out of the way, the three men divvied up the dishes amongst themselves. The main course was a salted bird, a treat for Ren. Pearl Nation didn't have edible birds, only seagulls and weird flightless birds that made their homes on the Ice Plains. The second dish was steamed spinach, with sliced almonds, chunks of garlic, and tiny slivers of blood red pepper sprinkled throughout. The third dish was a pile of purple mash Ren didn't recognize until he tried a bite and found it to be quite similar to potatoes in flavor and texture, if not in color. The final dish was a dessert, a fruit tart made from several brightly colored fruits, arranged in progressing circles of a rainbow. Growing up in the orphanage didn't provide him with many opportunities to try exotic foods. Aside from the dried fruits they ate with tea, Ren never ate fruit.

Individually the dishes were great, but when combined into a meal they developed into a fantastic melody of flavor. The ships cook clearly knew what he was doing. The first bite of spinach brought tears to Ren's eyes as his mouth felt like it was on fire. Quick to act, Tomoko recommended the potatoes, which instantly counteracted the spice and allowed for a richness of flavor to fill his senses. 

Once the three of them finished eating, they placed their cutlery upon their plates and leaned back in their chairs. Ren hadn't experienced many culinary delicacies, but Mr. Griffin had drilled proper etiquette into them, with the help of Ms. Belmuth. 

"My compliments to the cook," Ren said. "I've never eaten so well in my life."

"Gerald will be thrilled by your praise," Capt. Kaito said. "He left the Emerald Nation as a young lad seeking treasures and adventure and ended up on a ship with me. He'd been a galley hand, and I a sailor. Once I got my own ship, he came with me to become our cook. Good food is one of the best ways to bribe men to join your crew." Capt. Kaito finished his explanation with a smirk.

"It bought my loyalty," Tomoko said.

Capt. Kaito laughed. "Don't listen to him. He's my sister's son. He's been sailing with me for nearly ten years now."

"Soon I'll have my own ship."

The captain waved his comment away. "I understand you're going to my country to see the Amethyst Examiners. And take the test to become a sorcerer?"

"That's the plan," Ren said. "Obviously I have no idea if I'll pass. However, everyone I've spoken to thinks I have a good chance. I met the two Amethyst Diplomats who announced the testing, and they encouraged me."

"You'd be the first in─"

Capt. Kaito cut Tomoko off, "─300 years. Most of the world thinks the Pearl Nation has lost its magic. Until I met you, I didn't know you still submitted apprentice sorcerers."

"I'm the first in 20 years. My mentor Brandon, was the last to be submitted, though he failed."

"My parents use to warn me to behave, or Sueun would curse me too, and take away what little connection to magic I have." Tomoko waved a hand towards Ren. "No offense, but everyone thinks the Pearl Nation is cursed."

Superstitious nonsense. Ren adjusted in his chair to hide his agitation.

"It's strange is all," Tomoko added. "Nearly every person I've met outside of your nation can use basic magical items."

"You've got salt in your veins, that's for sure." The captain chuckled and slapped Ren on the shoulder. "I hope you pass boy. Break that damn curse."

 

CHAPTER TWO

BRANDON SAT WITH HIS BACK to the window in his office, splitting his focus between two terminals. For three days with nearly zero sleep, he'd combed through all the public records to find out the severity of Ren's predicament. Turned out there had never been a warrant for his capture. 

Belfry Jr. must have pushed to keep things quiet. Couldn't afford to have another scandal.

A knock on his door brought his attention away from his search. "Come in."

Julie walked into the room and stood before Brandon's desk with her hands on her hips. "I want to know what happened to Ren."

She'd been relentless in her pursuit for the truth—an honorable trait, albeit annoying at times. Busy with research, Brandon hadn't answered her questions, choosing not to acknowledge they were asked in most cases. Leaving her and Gareth to run Magic Club by themselves.

Brandon sighed and pinched the bridge of his nose. "If you insist on knowing, he's gone to the Sapphire Nation for the examination."

"Oh really? When did he leave?"

"You'll watch your tone young lady."

She looked at her feet, her cheeks turning a slight pink.

Brandon relaxed into his chair. "He left three days ago. He should arrive on Shinzo soon. Now, I have to get back to work. Is there anything else?"

"No, thank you for telling me." Her voice betrayed the slightest hint of what caused her face to flush, but she left with her typical bounce, closing the door behind her.

Brandon changed the inquiry on the first terminal from Ren to the missing prototype from Pearl Power and shifted his attention to the second terminal. Pearl Power's shares continued to drop. Apparently, he'd bought too soon and underestimated the public's fear. Or, they were allowing their personal hatred of Belfry Jr. to cloud their judgment. Either way it didn't matter. The decision had already been made—he placed another order for 10,000 shares and watched with glee as his position in the company grew to 12%. 

An encrypted message notification chimed on his second terminal screen. 

Headline read: I've got the power you seek.

When the central network went online for the first time—leaving the confines of university labs—the engineers responsible led a vote to regulate the network as a public service. They'd argued that knowledge belonged to every citizen, and as such, access to that knowledge via their new network should be a right of every citizen. Repositories like the one Brandon oversaw popped up throughout the city, and within a generation everyone had free access to the central network. 

This led to a second vote where it was decided that every citizen had the right to encrypt their communications, drawing a line between public knowledge and privacy, and created the first caveat to the freedom of information.  Headlines were visible on the network, but unless someone knew the access key-phrase, it was impossible for them read the actual message.

 

I've got the power you seek.

Brandon, 

It's good to see your name again. I doubt you remember me, but we were friends of sorts back in school. Before you became Mr. Everly and gained your high standings.

It has come to my attention you're looking for a power source. A particular model which hasn't been used on the main grid yet.

If you're interested in buying the device, respond to this message with a time and place, we can meet. If I like the way it looks, you'll see me. If not, you won't.

-George

 

Brandon racked his brain trying to remember before it came to him. George had been in his class until they were fourteen. He'd been a real trouble maker and got himself expelled after his petty crimes caught up to him. Last Brandon heard, George was sent to a labor camp on the Ice Plains. 

He must have done his time.

 

Power Sounds Great

George,

I remember well, and you're correct that I'd like to acquire a fusion reactor prototype. 

Tomorrow night, at the old docks, fourth pier, four hours after source-light.

I look forward to discussing this further.

-Brandon

 

CHAPTER THREE

THE WATERS WERE CALM AS they sailed north. Three days passed and Ren thawed out his bones as the air grew warmer. Realization that the rest of the world wasn't nearly as cold as the Pearl Nation sunk in. Tomoko kept a close eye on Ren, but he was allowed full run of the ship, and used that freedom to watch the sailors. The way they moved in unison to hoist the sails and tie off knots intrigued him. Before the trip, he'd never given much thought to sailing or how dependent the Pearl Nation was on the goods brought in from the docks. With the magic gone they were an isolated nation, and if not for Capt. Kaito and other captains like him, they'd starve.

The captain always gave Ren a warm smile when they crossed paths on deck, but aside from pleasantries they didn't speak. None of the sailors spoke to Ren, only Tomoko when he could. The isolation wore on him, and he grew eager to reach the Sapphire Nation. Pass or fail, he was ready to take the test and move forward.

In the early morning of the fourth day Ren awoke to bells from the lookouts. They had spotted the first island of the Sapphire Nation. Through his window Ren saw the source-light hanging over the ocean, the water mirroring the light created the illusion of there being two source-lights.

By the time Ren climbed atop the deck, all the sailors were standing in two neat lines, straight as rods. He'd never seen them stand at attention, they'd always been bustling about accomplishing their tasks.

Ren climbed to the quarterdeck to stand with Tomoko. "What's happening?"

"Wind's died."

"What?"

Tomoko pointed straight up, and Ren looked to the sails. They hung slack against the mast, instead of their normal pillow like posture from capturing the wind.

"What do we do?" Ren was so close, it would devastate him to miss the examination. 

"Captain's gone to get an artifact." Tomoko pointed to where Capt. Kaito emerged from his quarters.

The captain carried a blue gem the size of Ren's head, which rested in the center of a dark wooden bowl. 

"Is that really a sapphire?" Ren asked.

"No," Tomoko said. "It's a special stone the Amethyst Nation trades with sea captains to create wind. Watch closely!"

Ren forced his eyes wide open, fighting against the strain from the sun. He was going to see magic. Real magic. The kind he'd only read about in history books.

Ren couldn't make out what the captain said, but he watched as Capt. Kaito raised the stone above his head, and a gust of wind brushed against Ren's cheeks. The sails filled with air and puffed back out to their normal size. The ship kicked forward, skipping over the first couple waves until it settled back into a normal speed.

Behind Ren the first island of the Sapphire Nation—a tiny spit of land that looked more like a pile of sand than a real island—passed by the ship's hull and Tomoko said, "It's good to be home."

Ren looked about for another island with signs of life rather than the small pile of dirt they'd just passed. "Where?"

"Our nation is as large as the Emerald Fields, but spread out over the ocean in a myriad of islands." Tomoko clapped Ren on the shoulder. "Don't they teach you of the other nations in your schools?"

"I've seen maps of the world, but I never realized how spread out the Sapphire Nation was. The Pearl Nation is small. We only have the one city, with a few research posts across the Ice Plains."

Capt. Kaito yelled out orders, "Back to work! Get your asses top sail. Move, Move, Move!"

"We'll speak later." Tomoko left Ren standing alone on the quarterdeck as he and his fellow sailors went to work. 

The captain saw Ren and waved him over.

"What do you think of the Sapphire Nation?" Capt. Kaito asked.

"I'm not sure, sir. I've only seen the one island."

"Damn land lovers." He chuckled, his deep laugh shaking Ren. "Look to the water, it changes colors once we pass the first islands. It's how we know we're home. If you were to dive underneath the ocean's waves, you'd find long reef chains of every color imaginable. More fish than you could count in a lifetime live below us amongst those sunken islands. My father was a great fisherman and taught me to sail, from the moment I could walk."

Ren listened to the captain. Something changed in him as the ship sped towards the capital. His stern demeanor gave way to a merry smile, and his voice softened. His orders to his crew were kind rather than demanding.

When the source-light reached mid arc, the captain offered the stone to Ren. "We're making great time, care to try?"

"I don't know how." Ren protested. The last thing he wanted was to wreck the ship.

The captain laughed. "You'll do fine. Worst that'll happen is the wind will die and I'll have to start it up again."

Ren put his hands out hesitantly.

"Truth is, holding this stone all day gets tiring. I could use a break." Capt. Kaito dropped the bowl into Ren's hands.

The bowl was heavier than expected, and Ren nearly dropped it, but saved it at the last moment before lifting it above his head to balance it.

Capt. Kaito spoke between laughter. "You don't have to hold it so high."

Ren brought the bowl down and cradled it against his chest with both arms. "Now what?"

"Think north." Capt. Kaito said.

Ren thought of north and felt the wind pick up against his back.

"Woah!" Tomoko said from overhead. "Did he do that?"

"Let's find out." Capt. Kaito said. He pointed to the horizon in front of Ren. "That's north east, where the capital island is. I want you to focus your wind on that spot on the horizon and think north east."

Ren focused on the horizon, ignoring the burning sensation in the back of his eyes from the sun. "North east, north east, north east . . ." he muttered under his breath. Nothing.

But as the captain reached for the bowl, the wind picked up and the ship's nose tilted down into the waves as they swung starboard and settled into a north by north east direction. 

"Well, well," Capt. Kaito said. "I think we might have a real sorcerer on deck."

Tomoko dropped from fifteen feet in the air and landed in a crouch next to Ren. The sudden shock caused him to lose focus, and the wind died.

Capt. Kaito took the bowl back from Ren. "That's enough for now." A hearty laugh erupted from him, which put Ren at ease.

The wind picked back up before the sails had time to deflate.

"Have you ever used a wind stone before?" Tomoko asked.

"No." Ren wiped the sweat from his eyes.

"I'm impressed." Tomoko said. "It took me nearly six months to learn how."

"Nine for me," Capt. Kaito offered. "You're special boy. Those diplomats may have known what they were saying when they sent you on this trip."	

"Aye." Tomoko added.

 

CHAPTER FOUR

COLD WINDS OFF THE ICE PLAINS blew in from the south, turning the humid air of the port city into ice and snow. Brandon bundled himself tighter into his coat and pulled up his heavy hood over his wool knit hat which already protected his ears. It was nights like this that killed men in the streets.

Brandon doubted George would turn up. It had already been fifteen minutes. He was just about to leave when a short man limped out of the shadows of an alley.

"Had to make sure we weren't being watched," George offered in lieu of a greeting.

"I understand, but it's damn cold. Let's talk quickly."

George's coat-hood barely reached Brandon's chin, and as he stepped closer, Brandon smelled the pungent odor of a man who didn't bathe.

"How much are you offering for the reactor?"

In the lamplight, Brandon could see that George's teeth had turned black from decay, and his breath reeked worse than his body. Brandon looked up to the complete blackness of the night sky and breathed what fresh air he could to clear his nose of the stench.

"Three-hundred thousand credits. Provided the reactor hasn't been damaged."

George twitched at the price and his hood slipped back enough to give Brandon a clear view of his eyes—powder pink. There was no doubt—George was a dust head. Brandon knew all too well about the harms of "spirit dust", as addicts called it. In truth, it was a slurry of cleaning chemicals and electronic sludge. A powerful cocktail which offered the user a euphoric experience and, in higher doses, complete hallucinations.

While illegal to sell, there were no regulations about consuming spirit dust. Every citizen was free to ruin their lives as they saw fit—the average spirit dust user was dead within five years.

George seemed to regain control of himself and pulled his hood up. "Three-hundred isn't enough. We were offered seven-hundred from the man who set up the heist."

An inside job?

"Who set up the heist?"

"Don't know." George never stopped fidgeting. "We never met him. He sent us coded messages and a small upfront payment. He provided all the details, we were the bodies."

"How many of you were involved?"

"I'm no rat!"

Brandon raised his hands in apology. "Just curious. Like I said, if the reactor is intact, I'll pay. I can go as high as Five-hundred thousand."

George's eyes bounced left to right repetitively, as he weighed Brandon's offer. One of the worst side effects of spirit dust—or lack thereof—was addicts never lost the use of their intellect. If anything, dust heightened it. A common duster story claimed spirit dust was developed by a mathematician attempting to make a clean stimulant he could use to focus for days at a time. Technically, spirit dust would allow the user to focus for days, but addiction quickly set in, and they lost nearly all impulse control.

"I think we can accept that." George whispered.

Brandon couldn't tell if the statement was meant for him. "Do we have a deal?" He reached his gloved hand out to shake.

"I have to run it by my crew, but I think we have a deal." He shook Brandon's hand, and for a moment George looked like any other upstanding citizen. "Damn fucker left us with no option. Hasn't responded to our messages since the heist. We ran out of credits today. Any chance we can get an advance? A sign of good faith?"

Brandon weighed his options. There was a good chance this was a scam and George didn't have the reactor, but on the off chance he had stolen it, Brandon needed to keep him happy. He unzipped his coat and pulled out a wallet from his inner pocket. Inside were three translucent, plastic sheets, worth 500 credits each. He handed all three to George and made sure to let him see the wallet was empty, before putting it away and zipping his coat back up. He breathed hot air into the top of his coat, to push out the cold which slipped in during the exchange.

Pull this off and I'll be the most powerful man in the city. 

"When can I pick up the reactor?"

George's pink eyes locked on Brandon's and for a moment it looked like he'd attack. "I'll message you in a day or two if the others agree to sell."

"You'll not get a better offer."

George stepped closer, and his odor accosted Brandon again. "Are you threatening me?" 

"Of course not." Brandon stepped back, hands held up. "I'm just telling you that I can't go any higher. Five-hundred thousand is everything I have. I'll probably have to take a loan out to come up with that." A lie, but a necessary one. The meeting needed to end.

"Two, three days max you'll hear from me."

George didn't wait for him to respond—twitching his head left to right, he slipped back into the shadows of the alley he'd come from.

500,000 was negligible compared to what Brandon invested in shares of Pearl Power, though it was enough to buy two or three more houses. He took a deep breath, savoring the clean salt air. Billows of steam engulfed his head as he exhaled, and the wind died, leaving behind an icy-sauna.

 

 

CHAPTER FIVE

REN SPENT THE REST OF the day resting in his quarters while the crew prepared crates in the hold. They'd unload several tons of cargo crates once docked.

"Lower sails," Capt. Kaito called out over the sounds of creaking wood. 

Ren stored his portable terminal in his trunk and locked its clasps for security. After a quick double check to ensure he packed all of his belongings—what little they were—Ren hoisted the trunk from under his cot and made his way to the deck. During his four days at sea, he'd earned his sea legs through and through, so he had no problem to carrying his trunk through the hold and up the stairs, in spite of the ship rocking against the waves.

Ren stopped at the top of the stairs, struck by the beauty of the Sapphire Nation's capital city. He'd always been impressed by the Pearl Nation's docks back home, but they were tiny by comparison. Over thirty large cargo ships like the one he was on floated comfortably in the bay, and an uncountable number of smaller fishing boats easily slipped between the ships as they came and went. 

The island had beautiful beaches with sand as white as the permafrost on the Ice Plains. A stone wall set back from the beach showed weathering from centuries of the tide coming in, with an occasional repaired stone amongst the older ones. Atop the stone wall were long stretches wooden stalls connected to one another, where merchants offered goods to sailors. 

"Salt and Gold," a voice cried out from the ocean below the deck rails.

"Fish and Rain," Capt. Kaito called back from atop the quarterdeck.

Ren rushed forward to the rails to see who greeted them. A small boat with four men, cloaked in royal blue robes, floated near the port side of the ship. 

Tomoko stepped beside Ren and called, "Heads up." 

A rope ladder dropped from its curled-up, stored position alongside the hull and two of the men climbed aboard the ship with an air of owning it.

"Imperial Customs," Tomoko whispered. "Watch your tongue."

Ren gave him a curt nod. He had zero intention of speaking.

One man made his way to the hold while the other climbed the stairs on the starboard side to the quarterdeck to meet with Capt. Kaito. Tomoko gestured for Ren to follow. Ren kept back a few paces.

"Where are you sailing from?" The customs officer asked.

"Pearl Nation," Capt. Kaito said. "Short trip there and back."

"Papers?"

The captain pulled a set of papers from a pocket inside his linen vest and offered them up for inspection.

"Says here you took on a passenger?"

"Aye," Capt. Kaito pointed to Ren. "There he is."

Ren felt like a fool standing behind Tomoko with his trunk in tow. 

"What brings you to the Sapphire Nation?" The Customs Officer asked.

"I'm here for the examination."

The man's eyes widened at Ren's response. He walked to Ren and looked him over closely. Unlike Capt. Kaito this man was foot taller than Ren and paper thin. If not for the robes, Ren thought a strong breeze might blow him away.

"Peral Nation hasn't attended an examination in several years. You must be a national hero."

"No, sir," Ren said before he could think better of it.

"Oh?" The man's eyes narrowed as if he knew of Ren's troubles. "Why not?"

Seeing no way out of it, Ren continued. "Everyone back home has turned away from magic. They're all concerned with science and technology. My mentor saw to it that I come for the test because no one else cares. If I pass, I'll be the first in over 300 years."

"If . . ." The man agreed and turned back to Capt. Kaito. "Your papers are in order. You're cleared to dock at East Dock 15."

"Thank you, sir." The captain bowed his head as he reclaimed his ship's papers.

"Sueun guide your course."

"And yours," Capt. Kaito said and both he and Tomoko bowed to the customs officer as he left.

The second customs officer waited on deck as the first climbed back down the stairs. "All clear."

"Excellent, they're clear to dock."

With the paperwork covered, both men climbed back down the rope ladder and four sailors used the attached rope lines to pull it back up against the bow. While the other men hurried about to get the ship prepared to dock. Down in the hold, a team of men rowed through the gun ports, where cannons could be rolled out if they encountered pirates. They moved at a gruelingly slow pace as they made their way to the east side of the island for docking.

* * *

ONCE DOCKED, REN RUSHED TO DISEMBARK, but Tomoko pulled him aside before he could.

"I wish you all the luck and hope you pass the examination," Tomoko said.

"Thank you," Ren said. "I hope you get your ship soon."

Tomoko smiled, "When the time is right. Captain Kaito would be lost without me."

"Would I now?" The captain leaned over the rail on the quarterdeck to look down on them.

Tomoko straightened his stance and drew his shoulders back, "Aye, sir."

Capt. Kaito unleashed one of his deep laughs, and the tension melted away. "Perhaps. Is the boy ready?"

"Yes, sir," Ren called up to him.

"Did you warn him?"

"Not yet," Tomoko said. "You've never been to the Sapphire Nation?"

It took Ren a moment to realize it was a question. "No. I've never left home."

"Our people are not like your people," Tomoko spoke in a voice used to explain obvious things to children. "We're a nation of caste and honor. As I understand it, the Pearl Nation ignores birth rank. But everyone here is subordinate to someone else from the day they're born. Keep this in mind when dealing with the merchants and traders."

"What's the difference?" Ren thought the terms meant the same thing.

"Merchants own shops and rank higher than traders, much like us. We trade between islands and merchants. But, the most important thing to know is our cities are full of thieves and beggars. They make up the fourth and fifth castes. Don't trade with them and avoid the areas of the city they own."

"Okay." Ren agreed but didn't understand what Tomoko meant. Obviously, he'd avoid thieves, but beggars? Either way, he intended to mind his own business, pass the examination, and join the Amethyst Nation.

"Perhaps our paths will cross again." 

"I hope so." Ren offered his hand and Tomoko clasped his forearm and gave it a strong squeeze.

"Sueun guide your course."

Ren didn't know how to respond so he tilted his head in acknowledgment, which seemed to be correct because Tomoko smiled to him one last time before letting go of his arm and returning to his work unloading the ship.

Ren was halfway down the ramp when Capt. Kaito grabbed his shoulder and spun him around. "Where do you think you're going?"

"To find out where the examination is happening?"

"Without saying goodbye?" Capt. Kaito chuckled his usual laugh, obviously finding his own jokes funny. "I like you, boy. You've got focus and salt. If half my men had your daring, I'd own the ocean."

Ren smiled and offered his hand. "Thank you, Captain Kaito, for getting me to the Sapphire Nation in one piece."

The captain shook Ren's arm in the same manner Tomoko had. "If you need passage back home, ask for me at any dock and they'll be able to tell you when I'm expected back. I make the run down to Pearl Nation every other trip. I'd be glad to have you aboard. I hope it's not needed though. You'll pass that examination."

"Me too," Ren said more to himself than to the captain.

"Take care," Capt. Kaito said. "And if you need a room for the night, don't stay in a dockside inn. Try for the center of the city, near the nobles' quarter."

"Thank you," Ren said. Then thinking of it added, "And may the winds be true."

Capt. Kaito let out a loud laugh and waved him off as he walked back on deck to watch over his men hoisting crates out of his hold.

Ren found a city watchman at the end of the docks and asked, "Where is the Amethyst Nation examination being held?"

"At the Royal Palace of course." The watchman looked Ren over like he was a simpleton and added, "But it's not for nine days."

Ren tried to ask where the palace was, but the man shooed him off.

Heeding Capt. Kaito's advice, Ren passed up the dockside inns in search of a place to wait out nine long days.

 

CHAPTER SIX

AS REN MADE HIS WAY north away from the docks and into the heart of Shinzo, the streets sloped up towards the single hilltop which lay at the center of the island. The further he got from the shoreline the shorter the buildings became, and soon they were all single or two-story buildings. In the distance—as far as the eye could see—stood a wall that towered over the other buildings and stretched from the northwest of the island down to the center and back up to northeast, casting a long shadow.

Ren tried to ask for directions to the Noble's Quarter, but none of the men passing him would stop to answer. A few of the girls his own age kept their eyes glued to him as they passed and giggled to each other. Ren would have cared any other time, but his anxiety over finding a room kept his mind distracted.

Desperate, he broke Tomoko's advice and approached a merchant, confident he'd know and help. His stall was setup on a corner outside the entryway of a private home. The man wore a light-weight green tunic and stared at Ren before he crossed the street.

The colorful stones laid out in woven baskets momentarily distracted Ren. The merchant had arranged his wares in accordance to the light spectrum, giving an impression of a splintered rainbow upon his stall.

"Excuse me," Ren stammered before finding his courage. "Sorry to bother you, but can you tell me the way to the Noble's Quarter?"  

The merchant gave Ren a slanted smile which bared bright white teeth. They shone like new-snow at dawn as the source-light crests the horizon to shine a new day's light. 

"You're nearly there." The merchant pointed west. "Go about a quarter mile that way and turn north. When you pass through a wooden wall, you'll know you've arrived in the Noble's Quarter."

"Thank you." Ren gave a curt nod of his head and went to leave, but the merchant stopped him.

"Ne!" The merchant called out, and the crowd turned their gaze upon Ren. 

Ren turned back to the merchant, "Sorry?"

"You owe me a silver quarter for my time assisting you."

Ren chuckled, realizing why Tomoko had tried to warn him off dealing with their merchants. He reached into his pants pocket and pulled out the wallet Brandon had provided him. Not trusting that a merchant demanding payment for common knowledge would be honest about the conversion rate, Ren handed over a five-credit note and said, "This should more than cover it. I'm sorry, but I've not had time to convert my money yet."

The merchant eyed the plastic then held it to the source-light. The light changed to a deep blue as it passed through the credit. With a whistle the merchant pocketed the credit and said, "Sueun's blessing."

"Thank you." Ren bowed deeper this time before leaving. The crowd watched him leave, but no one's gaze lingered on him for too long.

* * *

PULLING HIS TRUNK BEHIND HIM, Ren made his way to the wooden gate the merchant spoke of. As he strolled closer, the buildings grew taller again. Towering over the cobblestone walkway, they provided shade from the source-light as it sunk lower in the sky. A cool breeze whirled down the street, drying the sweat on Ren's brow. The wooden gate was nearly large enough to fit Capt. Kaito's ship through, and Ren wondered if that was its purpose. He'd seen craftsmen throughout the city, but he'd yet to see a new ship being built.

Two city watchmen stood on either side of the gates but did nothing to interfere with the movement of people. They seemed to be mere decoration. As Ren crossed the barrier into the Noble's Quarter, the colorful houses astounded him. Unlike the simple stone and wood buildings he'd seen throughout the island, these used multi colored bricks—arranged during their construction to create murals of oceanic views. Pink dolphins leaping from deep ocean waters covered the walls of the first building he stopped to admire. The sight filled him with disappointment for not glimpsing a dolphin on his voyage. The building next door matched the deep ocean landscape—as they shared a wall—with islands of white sand topping the blue waters with palm trees sprinkled across.

All the buildings showed the same level of care and dedication in their murals. The detail was so fine that from a distance the images look lifelike, reminding Ren of being back at sea.

The men and women inside the Noble's Quarter wore vibrantly colored fine garments, loosely hung against their bodies, allowing the breeze of the day to flutter the silks, creating a flurry of colors dancing in the street.

To avoid paying for information again, Ren kept to himself and didn't speak to strangers. They eyed him suspiciously, and gave his trunk a second look, but no one stopped him while he searched for an inn. 

After nearly an hour, he located an inn—a tall corner building with four floors, and a discrete sign above its entryway. The sounds of drums, flutes, and men rowdy from drinks drifted through the open door. 

Inside the establishment, Ren found two men standing behind a bar which stretched the length of the left wall. At the end of the bar sat a stairwell. To Ren's right was an open floor large enough to dance on, with dining tables against the walls. Elevated above the floor, against the far-right wall, stood a stage for musicians. 

A small band of three men switched from a lively tune to a quiet song, more background noise than an actual performance. The sounds of drunken men was just a small group near the foot of the stage, harassing their waitress. Ren approached the bar and slid his trunk under his feet as he hopped on a barstool. 

After settling up with one of the waitresses, the taller of the two men came over to Ren, "Sueun's blessing."

"Sueun's blessing." Ren replied.

The bartender's grimaced, but only for a flash of a moment. "How may help you?"

Don't repeat the blessing!

"I could use a dinner, and I'm looking for a room until the examination."

"I have a fresh fish stew, and rolls in the oven now." The man paused for several moments while he took in Ren's appearance. Being at sea for four days, Ren hadn't had a proper bath aside from a saltwater scrub. With only three shirts, one coat, two pairs of jeans, and three pairs of socks, Ren had found it hard to stay pristine. In short, Ren looked scruffy.

"As for the rooms, they're reserved for men and women of stature. With the examination upon us, many will come to watch their children, or to see the spectacle. You would be an insult to my honored guests. However, you're welcome to eat for five silver quarters."

Ren didn't know if the man was making a joke, or if it was a form of negotiation, but either way he wouldn't pass on a chance to eat. He could always negotiate a price of the room later. Still unsure of where to exchange his money, or the proper conversion rate, he pulled out a five credit note and handed it over. The bartender examined it and a blue shimmer fell upon the man's face.

"I've seen your currency before, you're from the Pearl Nation?"

"Yes, sir."

"Go from here." He pointed to the door. "Two blocks down, take a right, at the end of that corner is Mr. Sato's shop. He'll exchange your currency for our local coinage. When you're done, come back and have a meal, but like I said, the room is unavailable."

The bartender handed back Ren's credit, and he slipped it into his wallet. Ren grabbed his trunk and rolled himself out of the bar with what dignity he could muster. A business owner had never treated him so rudely. Even though he was an orphan, businesses of the Pearl Nation gave him the same basic respect as any other guest.

* * *

MR. SATO'S SHOP WAS EASY to find, with a window twice as tall as Ren displaying elegant jewelry made from precious gems mined throughout Fencura. The wooden front door was reinforced with iron. The extra weight made it difficult for Ren to push it open.

Mr. Sato looked up from his desk behind a counter which displayed more finely crafted jewelry. "Currency exchange?"

"Yes, sir." 

He gestured for Ren to come closer and they met at the far end of the shop where a solid metal table stood upon the bedrock foundation of the building. A series of three scales sat on the desk from one large enough for Ren to sit in, to one so small his wallet wouldn't fit on top.

"How much would you like to exchange?" 

Mr. Sato gestured for Ren to place his currency on the metal table, but all the precious gems spread throughout the shop distracted him.

This must be the safest part of the city. A thief could retire with one heist.

Mr. Sato snapped his fingers and recalled Ren's attention to the conversation at hand. From his wallet Ren laid out every credit Brandon gave him, 1,820.

"Pearl Credits. And will you be wanting that in Sapphire Coinage?"

"Yes, sir."

With two quick turns Mr. Sato produced a small trunk upon the desk. Inside the box, metal walls stretched from the lip to the bottom, dividing the trunk into a checkerboard pattern. Four sections held various sized gold coins, two held silver coins, and the other six contained weights Ren recognized as true-steel—they reflected the light as a white sheen. Mr. Sato gave Ren's stack of credits a quick swipe to fan them out and, with his right hand, stacked weights on the middle scale. Using an array of gold and silver coins he balanced the exchange rate.

Mr. Sato took two of the larger silver coins from the pile and displayed it in his palm, "My fee," before placing them back in the trunk. He pulled a sheet of hemp from the lid of the trunk and with a charcoal pencil tallied up a receipt for Ren.

 

BILL OF EXCHANGE

1,820 Peal Nation Credits

Transmuted into
1 Half Mark
1 Quarter
4 Half-Quarters
5 Silver Marks
20 Silver Quarters

Total
11oz hard coinage

X_________________________

 

"Sign on the 'X' and I'll bag these up for you."

Ren read the receipt. "I'm sorry sir. I don't understand your currency."

Mr. Sato gave a small bow, "Apologies." He held up the larger of the two square silver coins. "This is a Silver Mark, and it is worth one eightieth of a Mark." He pulled a large square gold coin from the trunk as an example, before placing it back. 

"Now, I've given you one Half Mark," he held up a rectangular gold coin, "Which would be worth forty Silver Marks. Your Quarter," he held up a smaller square gold coin, "not to be confused with a Silver Quarter, is worth twenty Silver Marks." He laid the Quarter next to a Silver Quarter.

"I've given you four Half-Quarters, each worth ten Silver Marks." He pointed to the smallest rectangular gold coin. "Silver Marks I've explained, and finally you have your Silver Quarter. I've given you twenty, since they're the most common coinage used amongst the local merchants."

Ren could tell Mr. Sato thought him simple. After hearing the explanation, it was clear why, the coinage was easy to understand. "But wait. What is one of my credits worth compared to your coinage?"

"Last I checked the true rate was about fifteen and a half credits to one Silver Mark, and I charged an extra credit per Silver Mark."

It seemed reasonable, but Ren was blind to the ways of money and the market. One downside to growing up an orphan, no one taught him the intricacies of commerce like so many other young men of the Pearl Nation. He signed his name without complaint, and Mr. Sato placed the bill onto another blank sheet face down. Using a large roller—the kind bakers prefer for rolling sweets—Mr. Sato pressed the two sheets together six times. When he finished, the they were mirror reflections of each other. 

Ren took the original while Mr. Sato kept the copy and rolled it up to prevent smudging. "Sueun's blessing."

Ren bowed in gratitude.

"If you're looking for a place to stay, you'll best be served on the east side of the city. None of the establishments around here will rent to you." 

"I just found that out, before a bartender sent me to you."

Mr. Sato offered a half-smile. "You're welcome in my shop any time." He handed Ren two leather pouches. One containing the Silver Quarters and the other the remaining coinage.

With his business concluded—and a walk ahead of him—Ren ignored his urge to look around the shop and said goodbye after thanking him.

Following the road north he soon found himself butted up against the outer palace walls. Standing sixty feet high they cast a dark shadow upon the street below where Ren stood. The road ran east and west along the stone wall leading to both ends of the island, with the northern three quarters of the island blocked off as the private estate of the emperor and his family. 

Ren's legs burned from walking all day, but he kept putting one foot in front of the other, as he pulled his trunk east in search of a place to sleep and a hot meal.

 

CHAPTER SEVEN

BRANDON HOVERED HIGH ENOUGH OVER the city to see the double spiral pattern formed by the street layout. One spiral emanated from the port, and the other from the new heart of the city where the top companies established themselves.

In the new city core, five buildings stood above the rest, towering over their competitors to show off their wealth and prestige. The largest of these buildings belonged to Pearl Power where Brandon had a morning meeting. Brandon reduced the RPMs of his hoverpod's motor, slowing its six rotating propellers and bringing the craft into a controlled descent. The hoverpod jerked slightly as he leveled off atop Pearl Power. Once landed, he parked in the designated area next to several others. 

An egg-shaped vehicle powered by a liquid mercury core, hoverpods were the most efficient means of travel, but financially prohibitive to most citizens. Since they were a means of travel for only the wealthiest of the Pearl Nation's citizenry, Brandon preferred to keep his hidden on his roof underneath a tarp.

Brandon took the stairs down to the executive floor. He was taken aback by the sheer grandeur of the building. Solid panes of glass wrapped around all four walls, giving the impression of floating in midair. To the right of the stairs was an elevator that didn't obstruct his view of the city, spiraling out to the point where it met the Ice Plains. He could even make out the research outpost he visited to hunt for new artifacts.

A receptionist wearing a skintight red dress greeted him, "Welcome, Mr. Everly. If you'll follow me, the other board members are awaiting you."

Brandon followed her and rolled his eyes at the sway of her hips. Knowing Belfry, Brandon suspected it was the reason for hiring her. On the far side of the floor sat a table made of a solid piece of polished cedar, long enough to accommodate twenty people. Today it only sat four. 

A middle-aged man, with a thin frame and balding gray hair stood to greet him, "Welcome Mr. Everly, please join us." He wore a well-tailored three-piece suit. Brandon assumed him to be Henry Velden, the man he sent the message indicating he knew how to recover the lost prototype to.

Brandon took a seat on the side closest to where he stood. A woman he didn't recognize—younger than himself—sat on his side of the table, while the other board members sat across.

"Mr. Belfry won't be joining us today," Henry continued. "We felt it would be best to discuss your proposal without him."

"You and Mrs. Monty are our first new board members in nearly five years." Henry and the two other board members bowed their heads in a way of acknowledgment.

The scantily dressed receptionist returned carrying a tray of glasses and drink options. Brandon pondered what the appeal of having such a receptionist might be as she took a seat five down from Mrs. Monty, produced a portable terminal and began to take notes. She was more than a receptionist.

Records of our meeting?

Henry nodded toward his left. "This is Jennifer and Jeremy Kolstad. They've been with us since their father passed. Combined they control 25% of Pearl Power."

"27%" Jennifer interjected. "I acquired the shares yesterday when I heard we'd have new board members." She gave Brandon and Mrs. Monty an evaluating look that reminded him of a frost-wolf sizing up an invader to its den. Mrs. Monty fidgeted under the pressure of her stare.

"With the pleasantries handled," Henry continued as if Jennifer hadn't spoken. "Perhaps you'll be so kind as to explain why you think you're in a position to return an allegedly missing prototype."

"I'd like to know why you've taken a 10% stake in our company?" Jeremy asked.

Brandon returned his stare. There was nothing they could do to intimidate him, and he was perfectly happy to let them know it. "You're mistaken. I control 14% of Pearl Power outright and suspect I'll be able to sway an additional 2% for voting purposes if needed."

He took a glass of water from the tray, taking a slow sip to draw out the tension. Jeremy and Jennifer sat uncomfortably in their seats, each playing with their hands. Henry didn't move or give any hint of his emotional state. Either he was fully aware of how powerful Brandon was, or indifferent to the outcome. 

"As for your lost prototype," Brandon began. "It's not 'allegedly' lost. It was stolen by a small team. I'm in a position to return the prototype because I've met with the head thief. Turns out Pearl Power has enemies willing to pay for the theft of your technology but unwilling to buy it after the fact. Meaning it was likely a ploy to ruin public trust in Pearl Power. 

"I bought into Pearl Power, because I see the value in the company and thought the market would try to over correct itself at the news of your loss. I was right. I acquired my position for a fraction of the actual value. I suspect I stand to make a 200% return on my investment by the end of the year."

Brandon took another drink of water, and the four other board members drank from their own glasses. All five of them were likely thinking the same thing. If Brandon expected to see a ten-fold return on his shares, they too were poised to make a fortune—or rather grow their already considerable fortunes. There were no poor citizens on the boards of the top five companies.

Henry broke the silence, "What assurance can you make that you weren't the person behind the heist in the first place?"

"So, we're in agreement, the heist did take place?"

"Yes." Henry winced, showing real emotion for the first time.

"Excellent, then I don't feel like such a fool." Brandon tugged at his chin. "I've given a small upfront payment for the device and promised half a million credits for its safe delivery."

"Why?" Jennifer nearly yelled her question in surprise.

"Obviously, I believe the device to be the key to our fortune."

"You were in no position to negotiate with thieves on behalf of Pearl Power—" Henry said.

"Quite right!" Mr. Belfry stormed across the floor. The glow of the source-light rising to its early morning position cast a long shadow behind him. Actors in plays didn't make such dramatic entrances. "As CEO I alone am able to negotiate on behalf of Pearl Power."

Mr. Belfry took his seat at the head of the table and slammed his fist an inch shy of Henry's resting hand. "What is the meaning of this? You thought you'd be able to keep this meeting from me?"

Henry recomposed himself after the shock of his hand nearly being smashed. "It was at the request of our newest board member Mr. Everly, that this meeting take place without you. He claims to have access to our lost prototype."

If that's how he wants to proceed.

"Is that so?" Mr. Belfry turned his glare upon Brandon.

Brandon raised his head to look down upon Mr. Belfry. The man was beaten but didn't know it. "To answer the previous question, I didn't negotiate on behalf of Pearl Power. I bought the prototype myself. I'm here to sell it back to Pearl Power."

Henry pulled out a portable terminal from underneath the table. Brandon reached under his section of the table and felt where there was a portable terminal for his use. 

"We'd be willing to offer 562,500 credits for the return of the device." Henry said. "A nice profit if I say so myself for passing along information."

"Now wait a minute." Mr. Belfry said. "I'm not agreeing to pay for my stolen property."

"As CFO I'm able to override your vanity in this matter." Henry said. "I call a vote. All in favor of paying Mr. Everly?"

Henry, Brandon, Jennifer, and Jeremy all voted in the affirmative.

"Against?" Henry asked. 

Only Mr. Belfry raised his hand. Mrs. Monty abstained from the vote, but her shares weren't needed on either side.

"I'll accept," Brandon said. "On one condition. Upon the return of the prototype, or failing that, the thieves responsible, Mr. Belfry is stripped of his position as CEO and a new head is promoted."

"And I presume you mean yourself?" Jeremy asked in a condescending tone. 

The company needs a man who will place the fiduciary responsibilities first, and Mr. Velden has been CFO for most of its existence. "Not at all." Brandon cleared his throat, "I have no interest in overseeing any company. I suggest we elect Mr. Velden. He seems an honorable man and clearly hasn't lost his head during these troubled times. I think he might be just the man to lead Pearl Power into the future."

 "Wait, a damn minute!" Mr. Belfry slammed his fist on the table again. "I built this company from the ground up. This is my company."

"Correction," Henry grinned from ear to ear. "You control 21% and vote in proxy of your son for an additional 3%. Unless I've miscalculated that's a total ownership of 24%."

Jennifer snickered under her breath, and Mrs. Monty gasped.

"I call a second vote, for the approval of Mr. Everly's conditions regarding the return of our lost prototype. All in favor?"

Again Henry, Brandon, Jennifer, and Jeremy voted in the affirmative, Mrs. Monty added her name to their cause—clearly smart enough to see the winds had changed in her newly acquired company.

"Against?"

"Damn you! Damn you all!" Mr. Belfry threw his chair to the floor and stormed away from the table. 

"None, against." Henry added as a final jab. "Motion carried."

"I'll need our deal in writing."

"Done," Henry said.

"Excellent," Brandon said. "Well, ladies, gentlemen. I have business to attend to. I'll contact you as soon as the time for the trade has been set."

 

CHAPTER EIGHT

A MORNING BREEZE RATTLED THE WINDOW shudders of the third-floor room, waking Ren from a deep sleep. The source-light was in its early morning position casting a faint glow, as the taller buildings around him blocked the direct light. 

Two days passed while Ren stayed in a rundown inn on the east side of the island. Finding a place to stay had been easy, once he crossed the imaginary line which divided the east third from the rest of the city. During the day there wasn't much difference between the two parts of the sprawling city, but come nightfall the area around the inn came to life. The residents were just as obsessed with making money as their counterparts, but when darkness covered the island, music began, and a nightly celebration would last until the pale gray light of early morning spread across the ocean's surface.

Downstairs, Ren found breakfast waiting for him, courtesy of the inn's owner. One thing Ren quickly learned about the people of the Sapphire Nation, is they took time to enjoy their food. Every morning a large pot of porridge was made for all the guests along with a chunk of pork. The food was nothing fancy, but it was well seasoned. 

When he finished his porridge and was halfway through his chunk of pork, he asked for a morning wine. The innkeeper added the wine to his tab as it cost less than a silver quarter. Nearly as clear as water, the wine had only the slightest hint of alcohol, and tasted like a spring dew.

Ren spent his first two days exploring the city and discovered a temple to Sueun. Inside a shrine depicted a figure cloaked in gold cloth, holding a scale in the right hand and a coin-bag in the other. Every citizen of the Sapphire Nation worshiped at an altar to Sueun, but the men around the east side temple claimed theirs was the greatest in the nation.

With his food finished, Ren stretched to help digestion. "What's another must-see for a traveler?" he asked the innkeeper. They'd discussed the temple the previous day.

The innkeeper gathered Ren's dishes. "There's a market in the Bloody Square across the street. Everyone should see it at least once."

"Bloody Square?"

"Yes, it's an old name from long ago. You'll find exotic goods that you can't get anywhere else on the island. But keep your wits about you. It's a no-nonsense place, full of serious people." The innkeeper walked through a curtain, at the back of the inn, into the kitchen.

Ren knew of the square, but he hadn't seen a market. Curiosity tickled his spine, and he walked out of the dimly lit inn onto the bright street. His eyes took a moment to adjust to blinding light. The source-light had moved high enough in the sky that it was no longer blocked by the fifty-foot-tall buildings which collectively made up the squared off section of the city, known simply as the Bloody Square. Aside from the two thirty feet tall, wooden gates—wide enough for six men to walk through, shoulder to shoulder—the square was sealed off from the rest of the city. In effect it was a city within a city.

Ren passed through the gates, held wide open by hemp-ropes, the same kind used on Capt. Kaito's ship. From inside the Bloody Square he realized the sheer size of it—nearly a quarter mile squared. The building facade stood in contrast to its outside. Where the outside walls were made of thirty feet of solid stone before tiny windows began–barely large enough for Ren to stick his hand through–the inside walls were more window-holes than stone, most had their shuttered opened to allow the fresh air in. Running from the tops of the buildings were rope lines, with multiple layers of clothes hung out to dry in the morning light. 

Ren hadn't walked twenty steps before a group of rough-looking men approached him. Pressed against the stone walls, he had nowhere to go, unless he was willing to walk into a stranger's house.

"Where you from, boy?" The shortest of the men said. The top of his head barely reached Ren's nose, but the two men on either side were built like freight ships, tall and broad shouldered.

"Pearl Nation." Ren offered up in his most convincing, I-have-nothing-to-hide, voice. "Got here three days ago and thought I'd take in some of the sights. The owner of the Pink Dolphin recommended I visit the market and see the Bloody Square."

"You're in luck then." The short man flashed a smile which showed more golden teeth than not. His front tooth caught the light and a tiny sapphire set in gold, glistened blue.

Ren tried to step back but bumped into the railing of the porch behind him. The tall man to Ren's right placed a heavy hand on his shoulder. 

He'd crush my head with one grasp. 

The man's forearm was tanned the dark brown of boat-wood and tattooed with ink as black as coal—a broken anchor with a sword cutting it in half.

"Come," the short man said. "We'll show you the way."

Fearing the worst, Ren allowed the men to lead him through the crowds of people, looking for any opportunity to slip away. 

What the fuck had the innkeeper been thinking? 

"I'm called Dai," the short man puffed up his chest as if it would make him grow as tall as the twins he kept close by. He wore a brown leather waistcoat over his bare skin, which had darkened to an almost identical fawn hue. "That's Hisoka," Dai thumbed towards the man guiding Ren along. "And that's Jun."

Upon a closer look, the two men were in fact twins. Even down to the tattoos of black spirals and knots on their arms. 

"What do you need from our market?"

"I'm not sure." Ren answered honestly. "I was told everyone should see the market at least once."

They stopped walking. Dai faced Ren and lowered his voice. "The market is not a tourist spot. It's a place where the best people of Shinzo conduct serious business." 

Dai and Ren didn't break eye contact for a long enough moment that Ren's eyes began to water, and he blinked. At which point Dai punched him lightly in the arm. "Gambling. That's why you'll visit." He let out a hearty laugh that reminded Ren of Capt. Kaito. "Nothing like a friendly wager to display reverence to Sueun."

They continued walking, but this time Hisoka and Jun directed Ren with hands on his shoulders.

 

CHAPTER NINE

SWEAT STUNG SHAYA'S EYES. The morning light reflected off the black-tar rooftops turning them into stove tops. A pack of seagulls flew overhead, a lucky sign from Sueun. They blessed her day. 

About fucking time!

Her clan had been cursed for so long a good sign was welcome. Maybe her twelve years as Kaito-Tanken were finally starting to pay off. She crouched lower allowing her knees to scrape against the rough gravel protecting the roof. From her vantage point the people in the square below were hard to make out, they were blurs of color.

For three days she'd sensed a sorcerer around their square, but that was absurd. No imperial caster would venture into the east side of the island, much less the Bloody Square. The Emperor knew the consequences, it would mean another war. But just in case, she had to verify. With the examination days away, foreigners would start arriving on the island, but they'd not be staying eastside. If she were lucky enough to find an unsworn sorcerer, she could use them to help her clan.

Akio, her first sworn, mingled in the crowd below awaiting her signal. The bright orange hood he wore—the color of the rising source-light—allowed Shaya to single him out from fifty feet up.

There was a commotion at the west gate. Dai and his damn gang were frisking someone. She'd recognize Hisoka and Jun from any distance, they literally stood out from the crowd. Towering over other men, crowds parted as they led their "guest" away. 

No doubt headed to Hiroshi.

It was none of her business, but something drew her to the person they led. A tiny silver whistle hung from a chain around Shaya's neck, and she pulled it out from under her sea-green silk tunic, three quick bursts, and the sound of a school of dolphins filled the square. Akio would watch for her descent.

Careful not to cut her hands on the roof, Shaya used the ledge to lower herself onto her fifth-floor balcony. The sturdy clothesline supported her weight as she walked with perfect balance to just above Dai's group. 

She slipped off the line, catching it with both hands to slow her fall, then dropped to the next, and the next, leaving her hanging fifteen feet in the air. The moment Dai's group was clear, she dropped behind them and bounced off the balls of her feet into a shoulder roll. 

Shaya popped up into a crouched fighting stance at the exact moment Hisoka and Jun turned to face her with dual street-blades drawn. Each blade was the length of four-hands and made of wicked steel—produced by hammering the blade's steel upon itself until it curved into a grin. The finest type of steel one could buy from the Ruby Nation's smiths.

Her fist clenched the handle of her sword but left it inside her bone sheath. A crimson sash kept it secured during her acrobatic entrance.

"Dai!" Her voice cut through the marketplace and echoed off the square's stone. "Tell your men to sheath their weapons, or you die first."

Right on cue, Akio slapped his fencing daggers together causing Dai to jerk his head behind him. Akio was no longer the little boy who prostrated himself before Shaya at her brother's funeral. He was the fastest blade in Shinzo. Not even drunk on wine and madly in love, would any man dare duel him in a heat of passion. Yet, honor had forced many men to face their deaths at the end of those daggers. Always better to die than face dishonor.

Nearly five hundred people stood silent inside the Bloody Square, wearing faces of stone. Even the children knew to be silent, though they showed their emotions. The silence lingered.

"Dai!" 

He turned to meet her eyes. 

"Don't do this," she said.

"Goruden-Tanken Hiroshi—" Dai started

"Hiroshi, nothing!" She cut his words off and her voice threatened to do the same to his head. "You are not of the Goruden. Honor does not protect you!"

Akio took one extended step with slow deliberate action—putting Dai inside Akio's death circle—for all to see. If Shaya ordered it, Dai would be dead before he blinked.

"Dai," she shook her head. 

The outcome of the fight was decided before it began. There was no need to spill blood, and Dai was partially right. Hiroshi would take it as an insult if she killed Dai's gang, but the clan laws were clear. Dai was a familiar, not a clan member. 

"Do as she says," Dai said, and his men sheathed their street-blades. "What do you want?"

Akio pointed his dagger toward Dai.

"Kaito-Tanken Shaya," Dai bowed more deeply than customs demanded.

Akio turned to the crowd and signaled with his blades. Suddenly the market was back in action, though shifted at least twenty feet away from them in all directions, creating a circle of privacy.

Shaya took several steps closer to Dai's gang, but kept more than a lunge distance between her and Jun, just in case. The stranger was a boy, young by the looks of him, but she couldn't place where he was from. Blond hair and blue eyes, he looked like the mythical men of the sea, spoken of by Sueun priests. His hair looked almost like the people of the Pearl Nation, but not quite. Regardless, he was the sorcerer she felt, there was no doubt. 

"I want the boy."

"Why?" Dai asked. "He's not from here, just arrived, or so he was telling us. I was on my way to introduce him to Hiroshi and teach him a few of our local games."

"Really?" She raised a single eyebrow.

Jun and his twin drummed their fingers on the hilts of their street-blades in rhythmic unison. They weren't the type of men to settle disputes with words. Their exposed right calves bore the black tally marks of the men they'd killed. 

Akio on the other hand watched the surrounding crowds and stared off at the clouds in the sky. He watched anywhere but the conversation at hand, without the slightest sign of worry. 

Dai's skin grew shiny, although they stood in the shade of the towering buildings. "Yes. The boy wanted to see the Bloody Square, and I thought it best he sees the real square."

"Very well." She straightened herself, then stretched her back in an arch with both hands in the air. "We'll go meet Hiroshi on this blessed day."

"Blessed Sueun." The five of them said in unison—only the stranger stayed silent.

"Do you agree?" Shaya asked the strange boy. 

"Yes." He nodded his head vigorously. Her voice had made it clear the question was rhetorical.

"Dai, you and Akio lead the way. I'd like to speak with the boy alone."

Dai opened his mouth but seemed to think better of whatever he'd been about to say and signaled for the twins to follow. 

Akio led the way, twirling his daggers, and juggling them as they passed children. One boy, no older than six, held up an apple in both hands. Akio flung his dagger with perfect precision, driving the blade into the core of the apple, but ensuring it didn't puncture the opposite side. Retrieving his dagger, Akio cut the apple and handed it back to him. The boy's mother watched silently with a stone face, but her eyes shone with fear. Shaya watched the mother scold her son after they passed.

The boy beside her didn't speak. And while he didn't wear a stone face, he showed no outward signs of fear. Caution, yes. But fear, no.

This will be fun.

She slipped an arm around his shoulder and pulled him close to speak in private as they walked.

 

CHAPTER TEN

REN DIDN'T KNOW WHERE THEY were headed, but he felt comfortable around with Kaito-Tanken Shaya, unlike Dai who'd made him feel like a rabbit cornered by an ice wolf. Her long, black hair—kept tightly weaved into one long strand—made his heart race and reminded him of someone he couldn't quite put his finger on.

"You're here for the examination, right?" Shaya asked, keeping her voice low so they could speak in private. Akio stood between the two of them and Dai with his men.

"Um, yes. How could you tell?"

"Why else would a boy from the Pearl Nation be out wandering the markets of our fine city alone? What's your name?"

"Ren." He rung his hands, avoiding eye contact with Shaya. Her sea-green silk tunic clung to her skin, and his face grew warm every time he looked at her.

"What do you think of our city so far?" Shaya asked. "Have you ever seen so many people? I've heard the Pearl Nation is a tiny city with hardly anyone left."

Ren felt his face flush fully, but not from lust. "We're the smallest nation, but at least we're progressing. As far as I can tell, Shinzo is a backwards city. Stuck in the past, with customs and rules not fit for a civilized people. Back home I'd have never been—"

"But you're not home." Shaya crossed her arms across her stomach, drawing further attention to her feminine form.

Ren went to speak, but upon looking at her lost his nerve and looked away.

Shaya laughed at his modesty, and placed an arm on his shoulder, "You'll learn to respect, and even enjoy, your time here. All members of the Amethyst Nation must cast aside their old allegiances and serve Fencura. You'll have to respect all customs."

"I've not joined yet," Ren muttered under his breath.

Dai led the group through a side door, on the northeast side of the Bloody Square. The cool air instantly caused Ren's linen shirt to stick to him, and it took his eyes a moment to adjust to a darkened stone stairwell.


 

CHAPTER ELEVEN

BRANDON SAT IN THE BACK of the Ice Wolf, a pub in the far south of the city where the street dead ends into the Ice Plains. Dressed down to avoid attention, he kept his back to the brick wall while he sipped his beer. A cheap cask, likely spoiled from the sea passage, it tasted like brackish water. In a place like this, it could be cheap whiskey mixed with ocean water, and a splash of coffee for the color. 

Keeping in character—to blend in with the lower classes of this part of the city-Brandon took a large swallow while his neighbors two tables over eyed him. Brandon let out an echoing burp, and they cheered before returning to their conversation. Leaving him alone to fantasize about killing George for being late.

Thirty minutes late—George sat down carrying a double-pint glass of the same blackened concoction being called beer. Cultural norms forced Brandon to order a second pint to keep up appearances, and his stomach was protesting the abuse. The stomach pains saved George's few remaining, blackened, teeth from being knocked out of their sockets by Brandon. Though he smirked at the thought of doing it.

George raised his double-pint with two hands, "Cheers." When he placed the steel mug down, half its contents were gone.

Using a method, he'd learned in the university, Brandon projected his voice onto the tabletop, meaning only George could hear him. "Where the fuck have you been! It's half past."

"Had to top off and complete the crate." George's voice echoed off the wall behind Brandon. 

"Lower your voice, you fool."

Their neighbors glanced over in their direction before continuing their own chatter. Loud drunks were expected there, but George wasn't drunk, he was wired on dust. His beady eyes and the tiny droplets of sweat were a dead giveaway, given the freezing temperatures outside.

George did as he was told but puffed up his chest in defiance. "Where's the money?"

"Safe, but ready for you. Where's the prototype?"

"Safe."

The two men stared each other down, waiting to see who'd offer first. The dust George was on gave him the advantage and Brandon blinked.

"I can bring the money to the pickup. However, I'll need proof first."

"What proof?"

Brandon took another sip of the sour slurry in his mug. "Pictures. Not just any though."

"What's that mean?" George's hand aimlessly scratched at a spot on his neck—he'd been at it for days with the way the wound scabbed over.

"You and your crew have to stand in front of the crate."

"Fuck that!"

"Hear me out." Brandon put his palms up, in good faith. "You need the money. I only care about the prototype. I can't risk bringing in others to this deal, for obvious reasons. You have a whole crew."

Brandon took another sip despite a sensation of crabs trying to claw their way out of his gut. "You've got me at a disadvantage. I need visual confirmation of the prototype, with you and your crew touching it. I have it on good authority what the prototype looks like, so I should be able to tell if it's genuine from the photos."

George scooted his chair back from the table. "You're just trying to play me and get us arrested. There's no money. Fuck this!"

"Wait!" This time Brandon's voice echoed, but no one seemed to notice or care. He lowered his voice again. "I can also offer proof. I'll give you a photo of me with the money. Besides you know who I am, and I know you. If I'd wanted to bring the authorities in on this, I wouldn't be sitting here. Just as I trust you would have already robbed or killed me if you meant me harm. Make this deal!"

He offered his right-hand palm up, with his left-hand palm up resting on top of his right elbow. The traditional sign of a blood oath. Five-hundred-years ago, George would have grasped Brandon's left hand and cut the right hand being offered. Instead, George grasped both hands and shook.

Their neighbors looked on at the gesture. A formal blood oath was rare and meant serious retribution from the gods if broken. Brandon caught one man's eyes, and the group of them made themselves preoccupied with their own drinks. 

"You send first." George broke off the hand shake. 

"Deal. Tonight, via encrypted message."

George took a pencil and a small sheet of paper from his front coat pocket. Scribbled a note and slid it across the table. It was the public access key to his bank account. Brandon nodded.

George stood up and drained the remainder of his mug. "Tonight?"

"Yes. Tonight."

"Fine, I'll get it ready for tomorrow." George let out a loud burp and slammed the mug on the hardwood table.

Without so much as a goodbye, he staggered out the pub into the frozen night. No doubt in search of more dust.

He better live long enough.

Brandon faked sipping his beer. He couldn't force down any more of the horrible slurry. The men—two tables over—did their best not to look his direction. Their eyes wandered around the pub but darted away from his table.

After waiting a quarter-hour, Brandon placed a small tip under his three-quarters-full mug and left for home. Stopping along his walk to puke up the vile liquid and purge himself. Anything to avoid the painful hangover such a beer would cause.

* * *

WHEN BRANDON AWOKE, his head felt tight, and his stomach groaned as if he'd skipped food for a week, but he had one new encrypted message.

 

Wooden Antique

Brandon,

Take it or leave it. You'll not get my men. 

[embedded image]

Death before dishonor!

-George

 

The image showed a large metal ball, resting atop stone feet, on a wooden floor and surrounded by wooden squares, which made-up the crates walls when assembled. Atop the metal ball sat George gesturing his hands in the same blood oath Brandon had offered, and below him stood four men wearing white woolen masks. The same kind Brandon wore when he explored the Ice Plains for new artifacts.

The message was clear. Brandon could make the trade, but George would never betray his team.

Perhaps there is honor amongst thieves?

 

CHAPTER TWELVE

UNDERNEATH THE BLOODY SQUARE, and the public market, lay the true market. The Thieves' Market. Carved into the rock beneath the island's surface, the market sprawled out in all directions, with pillars stretching thirty feet to separate the floor and ceiling. Illuminated entirely by torches and Amethyst Lanterns, the market felt more like a crypt than a tropical island. 

"Welcome, to the Thieves' Market!" Dai's voice echoed off the stone.

"Ignore his false bravado," Shaya whispered to Ren.

As the gang led Ren down a long staircase cut squarely from the stone, the temperature dropped and he felt more at home. The tropical weather had been nice at first to thaw his bones, but he learned it was possible to have too much a good thing. Unlike the impermanent stall structures above, the merchants in this market used stone tables which appeared to grow from the ground. The ornate carvings of dolphins and other such sea creatures upon the stone surface astonished him. Construction back home was half as grand. To carve such works would have taken a master mason months. 

How old is this market?

With the disappearance of magic in the Pearl Nation, it had forced them to rebuild. Without the ability to maintain structures with magic, they chose to turn their backs on magical building techniques and instead use their own technology. Only a handful of buildings remained from before the fall. The plague—which ravaged the city before Ren was born—forced them to burn down many structures, rather than risk further contamination. The Pearl Nation didn't have structures more than a few hundred years old.

"Watch yourself." Shaya whispered to Ren, which snapped his attention away from the architectural marvels.

As they walked north, towards a red structure in the distance, Akio whispered into Shaya's ear. Giving Ren a look as sharp as his daggers, he split off towards the stalls and merchants to the east.

"How old is this place?" Ren asked.

"No one knows exactly," she said, "but it's thought to have been built with the creation of the island."

"What? Who created the island?"

"Later—" She gripped his left elbow with a firm hand.

Maybe the story in the history book wasn't a myth after all? 

Before them stood a collection of red linen tents. Each tent stood fifteen-feet tall at their center poles—though their widths varied, connected with shared walls or small walkways. Inside the vast grotto of the Thieves' Market, the tents looked out of place, as if a nomadic tribe from the Emerald Nation's eastern deserts had set up camp underneath the city above.

Dai and his men bowed to the front entrance guards. The two men who carried curved swords, similar to the one Shaya kept fastened to her waist with a red sash. To keep the pommel of their sword in hand, they fastened ropes through two rings attached to the sword sheaths and wore the ropes around their shoulders. In effect, their swords became honorary sashes showing to the world who and what these men were.

After a quick exchange with the guards, Dai waved for Shaya and Ren to approach.

"This is Ren, he's visiting from the Pearl Nation." Dai bent his hand in midair. 

When Ren didn't bow, Shaya gave him a firm tap on his back with her palm. He followed the cue and bowed with his hands at his waist like he'd seen Dai.

Dai cleared his throat. "And honorable Kaito-Tanken Shaya, wishes to pay her respects to wise Goruden-Tanken Hiroshi."

The two guards clicked their heels at the last bit, and this time they bowed to Shaya. Dai's face betrayed his disgust, though the twins to his side seemed unphased by the pomp and ceremony. 

Wrapping her arm around Ren, Shaya walked him inside the tent, and he allowed himself to be led, eager to see more. The guard to his right gave him a curt nod upon making eye contact. The inside of the tents switched from red to gold. Every carpet, linen wall, and piece of furniture was elaborately decorated with gold. Ren tried to estimate the wealth contained within, but lost count after the first 100,000 credits. 

Not even the Belfrys could afford this. 

Ren attempted to rotate his neck beyond 180 degrees and tripped over his own feet. Shaya's instant reflexes stopped his fall and saved his pride. If asked, he'd blame the blinding light which reflected off of every surface, creating the illusion they were drifting through a sunny day, rather than walking through a den of thieves.

"This way," Dai said. 

They walked through a maze of rooms. Each more elegant than the last, but as they made their way north, each room grew less crowded. Where the early rooms offered table betting games and cards. The later rooms became drug dens, where men and women lay upon cushions the size of Hisoka and Jun combined, smoking the vapors of spirit dust. They entered a room larger than all the rest. Partners lay mid-coitus on plush cushions. Men with women, men with men, women with women, the last couple made Ren's cheeks run hot, and Shaya chuckled with a soft voice like a spring flower. 

While sex wasn't something to be ashamed of in the Pearl Nation, it was a private matter, and not to display for the enjoyment of others. Even the adult clubs provided private rooms for this exact purpose.

Ren quickened his pace to separate himself from her. None of the couples seemed to notice them.

They passed through a tunnel of golden silk curtains and met a small army. Ren quit counting after twenty. 

"Ah, Dai!" A fat man yelled out. Not the fat that comes from too much beer, but the kind a man must earn by eating thirds at every meal, and only stopping at signs of indigestion. He leaned upon a specially built lounge chair, large enough for four normal men. Even Jun and Hisoka could share with room to spare. "What have you... brought me?" His breaths were labored and forced mid-sentence.

"A guest for your tables," Dai pointed to Shaya. "But she interfered. Threatened me even."

Putting it together, there was no doubt left. The man was Goruden-Tanken Hiroshi, the complete opposite in every way from Shaya. The man's wheezing grew loud enough to hear as every side conversation died, and the men in the room turned to stare at Shaya. Most had their hands upon weapons. Two men closest to them held swords—unsheathed—at their sides.

"Shaya..." His voice cracked, and he coughed.

"Kaito-Tanken Shaya." She said.

"Yes, yes... Honorable Kaito-Tanken... Where is Akio?" Every man in the room flinched at the sounds of his name. Individually, unnoticeable, but twenty plus swords shifting created a tiny thunder. 

"Wise Goruden-Tanken," she bowed fast and straight, as if an invisible hand had snapped her in half. "Why do you ask? Do you mean me or mine harm?"

Hiroshi laughed, a hearty laugh which made his body wave like an ocean storm. The room echoed a half-hearted laugh. "No, no... Honor protects us for two more years... Then, we shall see if your man... deserves his reputation, come the time of daggers." He laughed again at his own joke, but this time none of his men joined.

"Wise Goruden-Tanken Hiroshi," Dai bowed slightly again. "What of the insult to me and my men?" The twins straightened their shoulders at mention of them.

Hiroshi snapped his fingers above his head. The gesture was unbelievably fast for a man of such girth. A tall man, wearing heavy black robes entered from behind the hanging golden walls, of Hiroshi's court. The man towered over everyone else, he hunched over to avoid rubbing his head on the lower slope of the tent roof. His pale skin, and complete lack of hair, gave him the appearance of a walking skeleton.

After a whispered conversation the giant walked forward until he was far enough from the wall to stand straight, and not bump his head against the ceiling. "Wise Goruden-Tanken Hiroshi, invites honorable Kaito-Tanken Shaya to his court. You're free to use any room, and he declares you'll receive every hospitality. Speak to any servant in blue, and they'll fulfill your every desire. For this is Sueun's Temporal Palace."

"Sueun's blessing." Everyone said in unison—including Shaya.

Shaya bowed her head, "I accept, and thank you for your hospitality. But what of Ren?" 

"Alas," the giant spread his hands out as wide they'd stretch, forcing three armed men to scoot back to avoid him. "Ren is a foreigner, and not protected by honor."

"What of Ren?"

The black irises of the giant's eyes expanded until his eyes became two black mirrors. His voice echoed itself both high and low. "Not your business, Shaya, last of the damned Kaito. In two years' time, your blood will stain the stones of the square and end your wretched line."

Shaya gave a curt nod, "What, of, Ren?"

 "Answer Kaito-Tanken, vile worm!" Akio's voice was light as air. Almost like a mother singing a child to sleep.

The men in the room took a step back. Dai and the twins raised their hands away from their weapons, knowing they were inside Akio's death circle. 

Still, Ren staggered, surprised by Akio's silent entrance. 

Hiroshi snapped his fingers again.

The frail giant clicked his tongue. "Ren is the guest of Dai. He shall choose the boys fate. Harm Dai, in any way, and honor will demand your death, he is formally recognized as Goruden."

Dai threw himself to the ground in complete bow to Hiroshi, "Thank you, wise Goruden-Tanken. My blood is your blood."

Another snap of Hiroshi's fingers stopped the groveling. Akio drew his daggers, and every man took another step away. Some bumping into each other or the tent walls. 

"No." Shaya's voice didn't leave their circle.

Akio didn't sheath his fencing daggers, but he straightened his posture and allow them to hang limp, supported by his index fingers. Twirling the right, then left. Clear as glass the man feared nothing. 

Could he really take on over twenty men? What kind of fucking place is this?

Ren's bladder raged against the tension. "Excuse me, wise, um..." 

"Goruden-Tanken Hiroshi," Shaya whispered, annunciating each syllable with care.

"Wise, Goruden-Tanken Hiroshi. Could your hospitality extend far enough to allow me to piss?" The last word sang out high and crisp. The room erupted in laughter, and even the giant tightened his lips in what could have been a grin.

 

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

SHAYA AND HIROSHI WERE ABLE to speak plainly with Ren led out of Hiroshi's main tent by a servant girl to find a bathroom. None of Hiroshi's men would dare speak of what was said inside their Lord's tent.

"The boy is of special interest to clan Kaito," Shaya said. "I'd consider it an extension of the hospitality of Sueun's Temporal Palace, if you'd agree to mark him as untouchable."

"Are we to understand that this foreigner is under the protection of clan Kaito?" The giant asked on behalf of his Lord.

"No," Shaya said, "Only that I would consider it a personal favor if Goruden-Tanken Hiroshi would call off his over-zealous servant."

Dai puffed up his chest at the insult, but stopped himself from doing anything foolish when he saw Akio point the tip of his dagger at him.

The giant leaned over to converse in hushed whispers with Hiroshi. "Clan Goruden will gladly extend this personal favor to clan Kaito and request that all present take note of the debt owed to Goruden-Tanken Hiroshi by Kaito-Tanken Shaya."

Shaya tapped her left index finger on the tip of Akio's dagger and presented the blood to the room, "Consider the debt marked."

"The debt is acknowledged by all present," the giant said.

Ren returned, again red in the face. The boy was too shy to know what to do with a woman, and the servant girl hung on his shoulder, clearly trying to press him. He was barely older than a child—Shaya wasn't much older, but she'd been forced to grow up the day she accepted the title of Kaito-Taken. Still, his powers were clear as day, and Shaya wanted to learn more. He'd prove a valuable ally, capable of helping her control her own magic, and save her the wrath of the other thief lords discovering her abilities. Perhaps in return, she could teach him the ways of Shinzo. If he realized how much the girl next to him wanted the same thing he wanted, perhaps he wouldn't look like he was just punched in the stomach.

"What did I miss?" Ren asked Shaya.

"Nothing important," she said. "We're going to play cards with Dai now."

Dai and his men led the way out of the tent.

"Follow Akio," Shaya pointed Ren in the direction of the men leaving. "You're safe inside these tents."

Once Ren left with the others, and she couldn't hear their footsteps she bowed to Hiroshi. "Clan Kaito agrees to repay our debt owed, at Goruden-Tanken Hiroshi's chosen time and place." 

Hiroshi gave a slight nod of his head, and Shaya left without a second look back. Either she'd gambled correctly, or the whole damn thing would blow up in her face.

 

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

TWO QUEENS, A GREAT START. Ren left his jaw slack and pushed his tongue to the roof of his mouth. He led the hand—not wanting to signal too early—he pushed two Silver Marks towards the growing pot. The dealer declared his bet for all the table: Shaya, Dai, Akio, and Sarah, another traveler from the Emerald Nation who enjoyed the higher stakes of the Thieves' Market. No one raised Ren's bet, they all settled for calling.

"Option, sir?" The dealer asked Ren. A man built like a bull, with a visible hatchet on either side of his waist. He acted as both host to the game and enforcer. 

"One, please." Ren tapped the table, indicating he'd keep his cards and take a new one.

Draw Poker is a game of skill and guts. Each round began with a bet, the first set the ante. Followed by a round of drawing. Every player received one new card per round, but they could choose to discard one unfavorable card, thus drawing two cards on rounds two through five. With every round of betting progressively growing more aggressive it was rare a hand made it to the showdown. Most final rounds were settled with a large bet and fold.

Shaya and the rest of the table took two cards. A great sign.

"Wager, sir?" The dealer asked Ren, after every other player looked at their new cards.

Two Queens, and an Eight. Best to thin the field. "Half-Quarter." The smallest of the gold coins joined the pile of growing coins. A Half-Quarter represented more than half the pot available. As expected, Dai and Akio folded, leaving Shaya and Sarah.

"Option, Sir?"

Ren took two cards, an Ace and another Queen. 

Thank the gods!

The only difference between cards in the Sapphire Nation and back in the Pearl Nation, was that they played the Ace as both high and low instead of always low. Back home, Ren may have been considered an idiot when it came to his math lessons, but here his inferior skills were more than sufficient to trounce these players. Ren was up nearly a full Mark. If he kept it up he'd walk away with enough gold to repay Brandon and pay for his whole stay.

The two ladies drew two cards each. 

"Wager, sir?"

Make them pay now, or allow them to see a final card and think I drew poorly?

Ren picked up two Half-Marks and played with them in his right hand, while he puzzled over the cards in his left. Out of the corner of his eye, he watched the two ladies, as they watched him like sharks. He tapped the gold against the stone table. 

"One Mark, is the wager." The dealer announced.

Two strangers peered at the table from behind the roped off line. Each player sat in specially made high-backed chairs, which blocked their hands from outside observers. Provided the players didn't go flashing their cards about. 

Shaya cursed under her breath and slammed her cards down. Sarah on the other hand raised.

"Raise, one Mark."

Ren pushed the coins forward to make up a full Mark. He was down to less than a Half-Mark left.

"Option, Sir?"

Ren spanned his index and middle finger into a V formation while pushing one card face down toward the dealer. The dealer tossed back two new cards. Two Kings, though most locals would say two Emperors out of respect. Ren waited as Sarah drew one card.

"Wager, sir?"

Ren pushed all his coinage left. Not enough to cover Sarah, but plenty enough to draw in a small crowd of observers. 

The dealer tallied the pile with the proficiency of a man who spent his life counting coins. "Half-Mark and two Silver Quarters."

More than I thought.

In the distance men spoke over their own games, but no one in eyesight moved, much less spoke. The air was electric as Sarah counted her coins, a small sum compared to the pot. Either she or Ren would look foolish at a showdown. She dropped a full Mark to cover Ren's wager, a way to signal to the crowd she expected to win.

"Show, sir?"

Ren rolled over his left wrist, willing his hand not to twitch with excitement. 

"Boat. Ladies, over Lords." The dealer gestured to Ren's hand with his right and then to Sarah with his left. "Show or fold, miss?"

"I think that's enough for one night. Thank you for a wonderful evening." Sarah tossed her cards into the pile of coins.

The dealer quickly broke her Mark into smaller coinage and offered her the difference. She swiped up her remaining coins into a side purse and left the table. He stacked Ren's winnings into neat piles and pushed them over to him. Ren took a Silver Mark from the top and tossed it back to him. 

"Thank you, sir." The dealer bowed his head. "Antes please."

After the tip Ren had: 5 Marks, 3 Quarters, and 9 Silver Quarters. He crunched the figures in his head. 

7,164 credits. Shitsickle! That's enough to repay Brandon and live here for months.

"I need a few hands to settle myself." Ren announced to the table. It was rude to leave after winning a large hand, but since Sarah had been the loser, it saved Ren from impropriety.

"You'll post an ante every hand, sir."

"I understand. Thank you." Ren knocked the stone table with his knuckles.

I'll be as rich as Johnathan.

* * *

TIME LOST ALL MEANING INSIDE the Thieves' Market. With no source-light or lack there off to tell the passing of the day, time quickly became an illusion beyond what was at hand. A man in the crowd told Ren it was night fall, but had that been two hours ago, or three? Ren's winnings continued to climb as new players came and went. Only Ren, Shaya, and Dai remained from the original five. Akio left to deal with their affairs, and Dai sent the twins to deal with his responsibilities. Dai was doing everything he could to rattle Shaya and take her gold, but after a long day he was still down.

Ren, on the other hand, kept growing his horde of coins. House rules prevented any player from removing coinage from the table until they left the game. Leaving the game meant a three-day ban from the tables. In practice this meant as Ren's stacks grew, Shaya, Dai, and new players kept buying in for larger and larger amounts. In effect the stakes kept rising, despite the ante staying the same. 

For the past forty or fifty hands, Ren turned cautious, folding earlier than he'd like. The cards had turned on him, and there was no telling when he'd be able to win another hand. Best to protect his winnings and wait. 

If he didn't pass the examination to become a sorcerer, he'd found a career. Poker was the easiest way to make money.

"Option, sir?"

Ren took two cards and found his hand improved. Two Aces. The best he could hold at the moment.

Shaya, and Dai each took two. The newest player, a man whose name Ren couldn't recall—he was an easily forgettable person—took one card.

"When are you going to give me your money?" Ragi asked Ren.

During Ren's last bathroom break, A man in the crowd who'd watched him play for hours, let him know Ragi was a professional poker player. 

"When you beat me at showdown."

"Wager, sir?" The dealer asked Ragi, who led this hand.

"Half-Mark." Ragi slammed the coin down on the table.

An absurd amount compared to the pot, but Ren knew he was ahead. Not wanting to draw attention to his strength and acted flustered he called. Everyone else folded, and Shaya shook her head at Ren, but he didn't pay attention.

The tent was silent. Many of the tables were empty as their players gathered around Ren's game. The evening's entertainment promised blood.

Ragi took one card again, and Ren followed suit.

"Wager, sir?"

"Two and a Half-Marks" Ragi pushed the gold away from his massive pile. He had enough to cover Ren twice.

The fuck is he doing?

Ren looked at his hand. Two aces and a three. Still extremely strong. 

"Call."

Again, Ragi took one card. Ren pushed away his three and claimed two cards.

Before the dealer finished tossing Ren his cards, Ragi called out, "Six Marks."

The crowd sucked in between their teeth. Shaya had explained table etiquette beforehand. For Ragi to call out without being asked, was a sign of disrespect. To call out a massive over bet three hands in a row signaled he was either insane or held a perfect hand.

Ren peaked at the new cards. Ace, queen. 

Fuck you Ragi!

"Raise, six Marks."

Ragi's face betrayed him, and Ren saw it had all been a bluff. The man didn't have quads, and Ren doubted he even had a set. 

"Well?" A man from the crowd called out. Taunting Ragi for making himself look like an ass.

Ren fought down a laugh, hoping Ragi would read his raise as a bluff and call.

His wish was granted, and Ragi push forward the coins, silent for the first time all night.

Ragi drew one card, and Ren matched him. 

"Wager, sir?"

Ragi tapped the table three times, signaling to Ren and the whole room, he wasn't strong enough to bet.

"Wager, sir?" The dealer asked Ren.

He looked to his hand. Quads. Four glorious aces, and a queen.

How to get paid?

"Twelve Marks." Ren settled on repeating the bet, signaling to the crowd Ragi had made an ass of himself. If he called Ren made money—if Ragi folded he would be disgraced for making an ass of himself, and Ren would earn a permanent reputation.

"Wager, twelve marks." The dealer told Ragi since he'd not moved in over a minute. 

He's shitting himself.

"Raise to fifty Marks!" Ragi pushed gold toward the dealer to allow him to count it out.

"What?" Ren asked.

"Wager, fifty Marks." The dealer answered.

Ren looked to his piles. At best he had thirty marks left.

"I don't have that much." Ran said.

"I agree to a debt." Ragi said.

"What?" Ren's mind wasn't working. All he could think was, what the fuck, on a repetitive loop.

"No." Shaya said. "Ren." 

He looked to her forcing himself back into the moment.

"If you want to make this wager, I'll loan you the marks." Shaya offered.

"I don't want to bet that much." Ren protested.

"Then fold, boy." Ragi said.

"The wager is set at fifty marks," the dealer said. "You can call thirty-eight Marks, or fold. The wager has been offered in the form of a debt, so it stands."

Back in the Pearl Nation there was never the option to bet more than your opponents had on the table.

"Trust me." Shaya said. "You'd rather owe me, than him. But you can always fold."

Fuck that, I have quads.

"Agreed." Ren and Shaya shook hands.

Ren pushed the rest of his coins forward, and Shaya used her pile to cover the remainder.

Ragi rolled his hand over without being asked, revealing a spade flush. 

Ren flipped over his hand before realizing Ragi held a straight flush, not just a flush. Six through Ten of spades. He'd drawn a straight flush. Ragi had intentionally scrambled up his cards.

"Oh," Ragi faked surprise. "I thought my flush was good. I didn't realize it was a straight flush."

Ren leaned over to his right and puked up everything he had in his stomach on Ragi's black velvet shoes.

* * *

BACK ABOVE GROUND, Ren realized how beautiful the Bloody Square was at night. He'd gladly accept any distraction from the mess he'd made of things. Somehow, he'd lost that hand of poker, but more important all his money. Providence had cursed him.

"Don't worry," Shaya gave Ren a pat on the back. "We'll pick you up in the morning, recover some missing jewels, and pay off your debts by dinner with enough left over to cover your expenses for the examination."

"Thank you."

Ren had no choice, there was no one else he could ask for money. Even if he could bare the shame of asking Brandon, there was no way to get the message to him in time. His fate was sealed. Tomoko had tried to warn him, but he'd been too curious about the island and foreign culture.

"What do I have to do?" Ren asked.

"Not much," Shaya said. "You'll play a minor role in the recovery of the jewels. Akio and I will be close at hand to keep you safe."

"What about the law?"

"What law?" she asked.

"The laws against stealing?" Ren asked. "Why not have the authorities collect the jewels?"

"This is not the Pearl Nation." Shaya said. "Here in Shinzo, theft is legal. Did you think we were a gang of criminals?"

Akio laughed, but kept his eyes focused on the square at large, as they kept walking towards the west gate.

"I'm not sure." Ren admitted. "I guess I thought it was a don't ask, don't tell policy."

Shaya laughed this time. "I like that. No, the clans are more of a balancing force; a tax on the rich. Sueun blesses all commerce, especially that of theft."

"What of the poor?" Ren asked.

"I don't steal from the poor." She stopped walking and her voice grew stern, "Nor would any other clan member. We're a people of honor. Your very question questions my honor and that of my people. Look around you!"

Ren did, and saw a square full of men, woman, and children as they enjoyed a cool evening, talking amongst themselves. The scent of cooked seafood filled the square as families enjoyed fresh hot food after a long day—these people were happy.

"Do they seem worried?" Shaya asked. "Do they watch their purses as we pass?"

"No?"

"Exactly." She pushed on his shoulder and they began to walk again. "Only those with too much wealth in the first place have anything to worry about. Sueun doesn't look kindly on the poor, but he looks even less kindly on the rich. We're the scales that balance the two, keeping the rich humble and the poor employed."

They stopped before the inn Ren was staying at. Inside were the sounds of men drinking and eating. Outside the streets were desolate, leaving the three of them standing alone.

"Get a good night sleep," Akio said. "I'll retrieve you before first light."

"Don't keep him waiting," Shaya added as a final farewell.

 

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

DEBTS WERE DUE, otherwise Ren would never have been following the man—a merchant fresh from the docks. The merchant carried a small suitcase, but the real prize was the discrete side bag he wore over his shoulder, tucked underneath his silk robes. The few pieces of jewelry he wore were common. They were enough to show he was a man of business, but disguised his true wealth, and status. 

The man was a jewelry merchant, returned from his travels to the Ruby and Emerald Nations. At least, according to Shaya.

"Fresh eels," a stall keeper called out as Ren walked past, following the merchant.

"He'll notice you," Shaya had warned Ren back at her house. "Just pretend to be lost when he looks at you, and he'll not think twice. When you get the signal charge him."

The merchant turned around, and Ren began looking up and around at the buildings. He was looking for the signal but hoped to the merchant it would look like he was lost in a foreign city. Just as Shaya had promised, the man ignored Ren—viewing him as not a threat—and continued on his route. 

The merchant turned off the main road, onto a smaller side street. The buildings drew close together, leaving enough room for one man to walk comfortably between the stone walls. Ren waited at the corner to see if the merchant would stop at a door.

A flash a light blinded Ren for a second. He blinked away the sting and looked at the roof to his left. Akio was signaling with his knives. 

Ren turned the corner and took double-strides to close the distance. His foot caught on a rock, and the merchant turned around. They were the only men passing through. Young children sat on their door steps, avoiding the heat of mid-day. 

The merchant dropped his suitcase and ran.

Damn!

Leaning forward to put his weight on the balls of his feet, Ren ran after the man. It had been days since he'd last run, and he was stiff from the lack of stretching. But the merchant was a middle-aged man—Ren was young and fast.

Before they reached the next turn of the street Ren caught hold of the merchant's robes. The man spun on one foot slashing out with a concealed dagger, drawn in mid-turn.

The blade grazed the top of Ren's eyebrow and a thin trail of blood dripped into his right eye. 

Left-handed bastard!

Ren had never learned to fight well, and lefties always got the better of him. A lunge of the dagger made Ren jump back with a yelp.

"Die, land scum." The merchant's voice had a feminine high-pitched tone.

He kept thrusting the dagger, aiming to kill. Ren did his best to slide back, keeping the dagger inches away from his—stab—heart—stab—kidney—stab—throat.

Fuck. I'm going to die in a gutter.

Ren began to laugh involuntarily as he backed away from the merchant stalking him down the alley.

A large object tripped Ren up, and he fell on his back. 

Damn suitcase.

The merchant stood over Ren's helpless form, with the dark steel dagger pointed down at him. "Die, you son of a whore."

 

 

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

THE BOY WAS FOOLISH.

"Don't charge unless you're close enough to reach him in five steps," she said back in her public room. But no. The idiot had to run off and get himself knocked out.

The merchant laid on the ground unconscious along with Ren, from the fumes of the bombs. Smoke hung in the alley. Shaya approached them with weapons drawn, while Akio followed behind. Putting the bodies between her and Akio, Shaya focused on them, while Akio kept his eyes up—looking for men on the roofs or coming down the alley. 

They'd been betrayed. 

A fake mustache had fallen off the merchant in the explosion. A good thing she'd packed them, planning for failure is what kept her in power these long years. Puffs of smoke lingered above the cobblestone street.

"He's a she?" Shaya said to Akio.

"I saw."

"How?"

"When she attacked." Akio kept his eyes up, looking everywhere else but the ground. "The binding of her breasts shown through the top slit of her robes."

This was why Shaya was feared. Akio was the best fighter on Shinzo, and likely the whole of Fencura.

"Ahh." The woman beside Ren let out of moan of pain but didn't move.

"She's waking." Akio warned. "I've got the bag. Leave the boy, and let's get out of here."

Shaya was trying to lift Ren. "I owe him a debt. He wouldn't be here if I hadn't sought him out in the market in first place." Akio didn't move. "He's under our protection. Let's get him back to his room at the inn."

Akio didn't say a word. Keeping his eyes peeled, he flung Ren over his shoulder as if he were a sack of rice. Children stuck their heads out of their front doors. The smoke had cleared for the most part, and they all wanted a good look at Akio.

 

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

THE IRON BARS WERE ENCHANTED to sting flesh when touched—Ren sat in jail waiting, while his hands burned. He pressed them against the stone floor to alleviate the pain. The cold stone only took the edge off, but it was enough pain relief to allow him to focus his thoughts. If he were back home, Brandon would fix him right up, but stuck in the Sapphire Nation alone, hope was dead.

None of the guards or city watch had been able or willing to tell him why he was being detained. In the Pearl Nation there would have been legal proceedings. A titan of industry would have been called upon to act as judge, while Ren and his council—likely Brandon, but any educated man would be permitted—made their case as to Ren's innocence. Or, failing innocence, pleaded for leniency. Debts must be paid after all.

Instead, Ren was dragged out of the tavern room of the inn he stayed at. The innkeeper promised to keep his trunk safe. At least one person in the Sapphire Nation showed him some courtesy.

Ren cried softly into his elbow. There was no one else in the cell with him, and the three other visible cells were empty, but he didn't want to risk someone seeing him cry. 

He was four floors down under the guard tower. He counted as they led him down shackled. The cells were large enough to house twenty men, but some reason they'd placed Ren alone. The floors above had held men, women, and children. Perhaps it was because he was an outsider. The loneliness was nearly as painful as the iron bars.

Ren was still crying dry tears, when a guard banged on the bars with a wooden club. "Visitor."

It was Shaya, dressed in an ornate silk dress, the soft green of spring grass. She looked like a real woman, and beautiful one at that. If he weren't trapped behind bars, and woefully incompetent with women, he would try to gain her affections.

"Five minutes," the guard said. "Maybe ten, but don't let my captain catch you here."

"Clan Kaito owes you a debt of honor." Shaya bowed to the guard, and he bore a massive grin—clearly pleased with himself.

Once the guard turned the corner of the hallway leaving them alone, Shaya spoke, "I'm sorry. You were never supposed to be caught up in this."

"How could you betrayed me to the city watch? You bitch!"

"Never." Shaya made a knife gesture with her right hand across her own throat. "Nori, formally Gin-Tanken, betrayed us all. Akio is dealing with him presently. Once we have proof that the Gin clan betrayed us to the Emperor's men, Nori's life is forfeit. We'll get you out of here. If asked for a defense, claim protection under clan Kaito." 

Shaya stepped close enough to Ren that her warm breath bounced off his cheek. "The next time you insult me, will be the last time you have a tongue."

"Sorry," he whispered, and his eyes went out of focus. 

After a long minute, Ren wiped away the last of his tears and cleared his throat. "What's going to happen to me?"

"Honestly, I'm not sure yet. If pressed, you must claim protection under my clan. My honor will protect you for a time. Once I can prove Nori's betrayal of our customs, the other thief-lords will demand your release."

"What about a trial? If I'm guilty—"

"This is not your Pearl Nation. You're not here for committing a crime." Shaya spoke as if Ren were a child. "Guilt is not part of this. Our courts serve at the pleasure of the emperor." She spat on the ground and whispered, "Sueun's blight."

From the small of her back, Shaya produced a small box wrapped in silk. "This will help pass the time and keep you healthy."

Ren accepted the box as she slipped it through the bars, careful not to touch the iron.

"Stay strong. Sueun's Blessing."

"Wait—"

"I have to leave." Shaya left the way she'd entered, but at the end of the hall called back. "I promise."

Ren collapsed on the stone floor, and his ass regretted it. He felt twenty pounds lighter. Shaya and Akio weren't going to leave him to rot in this cold dungeon. They'd been betrayed.

The present was lighter than it appeared, and when he shook it no sound came from inside. Careful not to damage the silk, he unwrapped his gift. The box was made from a kind of sea shell, each polished down into flawless flat surfaces, giving the appearance of a solid piece with no lid. Even in the dimly lit cell, the box glimmered like oil floating on water. Ren pushed against each face until one slid back. 

Inside was a tiny vial of green liquid, and two decks of cards—one with blue backs, the other red. Ren laughed despite himself, damn cards had gotten him in this mess in the first place. He kept laughing until the guards came to shut him up.

 

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

"GIN-TANKEN WILL SEE YOU NOW." The servant bowed, allowing Shaya to enter.

Double steel doors were pushed opened just wide enough for Shaya to walk into the room unobstructed. An ocean blue carpet spanned the ground beneath her feet, it changed in intensities of blues as it caught the light, giving the impression she walked on water. At the far end of the room sat a husband and wife on an elevated platform, placing them at eye level with Shaya as she stopped before them. She could see their walnut eyes, but the rest of their faces were obscured by plain silver masks, generally reserved for ceremonies in honor of Sueun. Identical long, black hair cupped their silver masks.

"Greetings, Kaito-Tanken," one of them said with an androgynous voice. "Please sit."

A servant rushed from behind the plump colored curtains which lined the walls of the hall and placed a chair behind Shaya's knees. She lowered herself with all the grace her mother taught her, then shifted her face to stone. These two possessed weak faces, otherwise they'd never hide behind masks generally reserved for children. It was dishonorable, but clan Gin had never been revered for the honor. 

"Why do you grace us with your presence?" This voice was slightly higher than the first, making her Nori's wife, Eriko. The first had been Gin-Tanken Nori himself. Their appearances were too similar to tell apart via sight alone. 

"Our business did not go as planned."

"Explain!" Nori's voice betrayed his emotions. Only children and the weak-willed raised their voices in formal settings.

He's no better than a street urchin.

"The merchant knew we were coming."

"We warned he'd be on guard and paranoid." Eriko said.

Were they playing at subterfuge, or were they as naive as they appeared? Either way, they were no longer to be trusted. Akio was off preparing their backup plans as Shaya sat there.

"He was in fact a she." Shaya switched eye contact between Nori and his wife, lingering long beyond what was considered polite. Looking for betrayal in their eyes. Any sign of proof to drop the charade. 

"Excuse me?" Eriko asked.

"The merchant was a woman."

"Absurd." Nori spat.

His voice bounced off the stone pillars supporting the roof and curtains. From Shaya's position it sounded as if he were speaking to her from all around her.

"Unexpected." Shaya spoke with a deliberately calm voice. "But true. You gave me the information to act upon."

"Are you making a threat?" Eriko asked. "I don't see Akio here to back up your bark."

Pleasantries were finished. Time for brute force, and coercion.

"We have the jewelry she carried. But I suspect you were only interested in the necklace she had tucked away in a secret compartment." Shaya balanced her hands like that of a scale. "Hidden jewels inside a hidden bag. Must be very important."

"Guards." Nori cried out.

Six men rushed the room halberds pointed at Shaya. Tradition kept them from advancing on her completely. That or fear of Akio. Even these lowly guards knew who she was, and the penalties for touching her. Better to slice their own throats than face the wrath of Akio. Nori was enraged, but there was no way he'd be crazy enough violate her person. 

"Take h—"

His wife cut him off mid-sentence with a whisper, pulling the mask away to allow her better access to his ear. A flash of her face was visible from where Shaya sat. The woman was a soul-walker. The black tattoos around her chin betrayed her true nature.

That's the real reason for the masks. Is Nori a soul-walker too?

Even if he weren't, it would explain so much. Clan Gin were always first to take advantage of a disaster and were notorious for retrieving lost heirlooms. Able to transmute in their sleep into a spirit form, soul-walkers could visit anywhere on Fencura, making them ideal spies and interlopers. Some claim they could even cross over to Sueun's palace and speak with the dead. Who knew what information such a journey could net.

Rumor had it, Nori's father served the Emperor's father in a delicate matter. Obviously, it had never been proven, otherwise Clan Gin would have become salt of the sea. Had they been involved with soul-walkers this whole time?

"No." Nori's voice bounced off the far walls behind Shaya, and his face flushed. 

Eriko continued whispering in his ear, ignoring the fact he'd just yelled. She reminded Shaya of the way she'd be scolded quietly in public by her own mother.

One of the guards dropped his halberd but managed to recover it before the steel of its spear-tip clinked against the stone floor. The guard next to him elbowed him in the gut. The first guard crumpled into a ball, placing one knee on the floor for balance—tears visible in his eyes as he heaved for breath.

"Leave us." Nori said with the wave of a hand.

Two guards dragged their comrade away by his shoulder, and the six of them were gone nearly as fast as they'd arrived. The curtains must hide several doors leading off into Nori's complex. With the Amethyst Lanterns casting their soft glow on the room, it was impossible to notice the passage of time.

"You will—"

"I will nothing." Shaya cut him off. "You forget yourself Gin-Tanken Nori. I am Kaito-Tanken Shaya, and you will remember your manners, or I shall have Akio instruct you in the ways of etiquette."

"Please," his wife waved her hand. "We are all of nobility. For honor's sake, allow civilized behavior to win out."

Shaya hadn't lost her temper, she meant what she'd promised. Clan Kaito was on the brink of destruction, she couldn't afford any level of disrespect to pass unchecked. The time of daggers was close at hand.

"I ask that you return the necklace to us." Nori said with a slight bow of his head.

"It can be arranged. But first, you'll tell me why you set me up to be caught."

"Impudence." Nori stood up. "You besmirch my honor, with your false accusations."

Shaya didn't rise to the bait. She kept her calm demeanor. "I demand answers, or there shall be no deal. Failure to answer will be taken as a declaration of hostile intent."

Her threat was clear. Akio would make quick work of Clan Gin if she ordered it, but she'd never risk his life over such a little matter. However, the threat had to be implied, Akio was what kept the other lords at bay. 

"This meeting is over." Nori sat back down and slammed his fist on side table. A small bell rang out, which shook atop the table.

The servant who let Shaya in, opened the doors behind her.

"A name, Nori?" Shaya stood from her chair. "You've cost me one of my men, and I will have recompense."

The servant placed a single finger upon her shoulder, the most he was willing to risk in way of insistence on behalf of his master. Even the lowest of the low had something to lose.

She locked eyes with his wife. "This is your final chance. Cooperate, or face the consequences. This offer dies once I leave this room." 

They found their faces of stone.

 

CHAPTER NINETEEN

OUTSIDE WAS A SHEET OF DARKNESS. The city's conservation mode was enabled—street lamps were but a sprinkle compared to the sea they'd been but an hour earlier. Brandon sat in the same chair as last time he visited Pearl Power's board room. The view from the tower was even more impressive at night. It gave him the impression of floating in a sea of nothingness. According to Emerald Nation's philosophers, nothingness was the state of being from which all things emanate. Pointless drivel as far as Brandon was concerned, but on a clear night, with the vast blackness of the void above him—maybe?

Henry Velden called out from behind Brandon, "Pardon the tardiness."

Brandon turned his head just far enough to watch out the corner of his eyes, as the board members arrived. There were two new faces. Along with Henry, entered Jeremy and Jennifer Kolstad, Rebeca Monty, Johnathan Belfry Jr., a younger boy wearing a smug facial expression that only a life of privilege could buy, and a middle-aged man with a round belly—an unusual sight in the Pearl Nation. 

"This is Max Poulton," Henry introduced the pot-bellied man as the six of them took their seats. "He controls 8% via proxies and represents the employees interests here at Pearl Power."

Max's voice had a rough growl, as if his words were fighting to escape the back of his throat, "Pleasure, Mr. Everly. I trust we'll be allies in most matters."

Brandon flipped both palms up and gave a curt nod, as sign he held no ill will towards Max or the employees he represented. In truth, Brandon held no feelings whatsoever towards the employees of Pearl Power. Provided they carried out their positions with skill and dedication, he could care less about the inner workings of employee management. Profits. That's the only thing Pearl Power offered to Brandon.

"And Johnathan Belfry the Third," Henry said. "As an active shareholder, he's entitled to attend votes if he chooses, though his father usually holds his proxy."

The same receptionist from last time walked off the elevator pushing a cart of refreshments with her. She wore a skin tight dark blue dress. He noticed Belfry III's eyes were glued to the woman. By the time she'd placed the platters of finger foods, trays of drinks, and taken her rightful seat to take notes of the meeting, it marked twenty minutes Brandon had been seated at the table. 

How do they get things done, if they waste so much time with meeting comforts?

"We left our last meeting with Mr. Everly on the matter of the lost prototype," Belfry Jr. said. "Mr. Everly, have you been able to retrieve the prototype?"

"Yes."

"For how much?" Henry asked.

"500,000 as agreed. 562,500 for the company. I expect transference to my account presently." Brandon pulled out his personal portable terminal and slid the device—about the size of a small book—across the solid cedar table to Henry. "My public access key."

"A vote." Henry called. "All in favor of paying Mr. Everly his 562,500 credits as promised?"

It was unanimous. 

Henry used his own portable terminal to transfer Brandon's funds. "You should find the funds delivered to the specified account." He slid Brandon's terminal back to him.

Brandon shielded his right hand from view as he typed in his account password. Sure enough. 562,500 credits had been transferred. Bringing that particular account up to 3,562,500 credits. A reasonable operating budget. The 62,500 credit profit, represented nearly 0.6% of his investment in Pearl Power. Not a bad return for two weeks work.

"Now to the serious matter at hand," Belfry Jr. said. "When can we expect delivery of the prototype that you've conveniently acquired?"

"You can't," Brandon said, and he pressed send on an encrypted message to Henry. "However, I've sent you the address of where you can find your prototype. Along with photos of the wooden crate it's stored in."

Henry held up his portable terminal for the rest of the board members to see.

"Now to the actual serious matter at hand." Brandon drew the attention of the board back to himself. "I call a vote for the immediate removal of Johnathan Belfry Jr. as CEO, and the elevation of Henry Velden to the position."

"Does the board wish to hear a vote?" The receptionist asked. 

"I'm afraid you don't have the authority to call a vote." Belfry Jr. said, with a grin that made it clear nothing made him happier in that moment.

"I'll second the motion." Jennifer said.

"Motion seconded." The receptionist said. "All in favor of the removal of Belfry Jr. from his position as CEO?"

Brandon, Jennifer Kolstad, and Henry voted yes. Giving them a combined total of 44%.

"Against?" The receptionist asked.

Belfry Jr., his son, Jeremy Kolstad, and Rebeca Monty all voted no. Giving them a combined total of 45%.

"44% for, 45% against." The receptionist read off from her terminal. "No majority. Max Poulton, you are required to cast your vote."

"You can't fire my dad." Belfry III said, and his father gripped his shoulder to calm him down.

Abstaining from a board vote was only possible when the vote had already been decided. Had Max not been present, they'd have postponed the decision until another meeting where Max could vote. With 3% held by non-voting citizens, a vote could never account for a full 100% of the shares.

"Think of the men and women who work for you." Henry said. "They count on you to represent them in this matter."

Collectively the employees of Pearl Power only held 8% of the company. Usually nothing more than a gesture when it came to voting, but today it was the employees of Pearl Power who'd decide.

"Can you honestly say that you're better off with Johnathan in charge?" Henry asked.

"We're well paid, and even with the massive drop in value only two men were laid off." Max said. "Hell, those men deserved it." He looked between Henry, Belfry Jr., and Brandon. 

"Why?" Max asked Brandon. "Why do you care? Why do you want him gone?"

Brandon cracked his neck, "Johnathan lacks honor."

"He—" Belfry III began.

"Yes," Brandon cut him off. "Your dad keeps his contracts. He pays his men well. He built Pearl Power, and the whole city prospers because of it." He looked directly into Belfry Jr.'s eyes. "But, you lack honor. You think of yourself king over this company, and by proxy of our city. You are one man, and a vile man at that. Your petty behavior is felt throughout the city, down to an orphan boy you took your anger out on recently. From what I hear your son enjoys beating orphan boys too. Have you been tutoring him?"

Belfry Jr.'s face dropped as he realized why this was actually happening. It wasn't for profits, though those encouraged Brandon, it was vengeance for Ren and justice for their city. No one man should be powerful enough to control the destiny of a city. Brandon would risk his entire fortune to ensure his city didn't become another monarchy.

"His corrupted mind, has begun to corrupt this company, and our city can't afford for Pearl Power to go dark." Brandon finished with special infliction which encouraged an audience to applaud.

None of the board members clapped, but several said, "Here, here," in agreeance with him.

Max hung his head. "I vote yes."

The receptionist's voice was shaky as she read out, "52% for, the motion carries. Johnathan Belfry Jr. is removed as CEO of Pearl Power."

"No!" His son screamed.

Belfry Jr. grabbed him by his shirt as he stood, "Mark my words," He gestured to Brandon, right hand extended palm up, with his left hand resting in the crook of his elbow palm up. The damn blood oath. "I'll recover everything you've taken from me today, twice over. You think I'm vile now, you haven't seen how vile I can be."

Belfry Jr. led his son away from the table and called over his shoulder. "You'll pay in blood."

If he means to kill me, so be it.
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PROLOGUE

A COOL BREEZE DANCED THROUGH the tall grass of the great plains, encouraging the young children to play. The only game of note in their minds was tag. A game simple enough the three-year-olds could learn, while complex enough to keep the oldest engaged for hours. The source-light overhead baked the field like an oven bakes warm bread while the winds from the northern mountains sent a chill down the children's spines.

Adaku and Abaze sat apart from the other children, upon a blood red carpet with a geometric fractal pattern spreading from the core, to the corners. A symbol of their wealth and power. In six months, they'd choose public names to mark their transition into adulthood. Carefree days spent frolicking in the fields wouldn't be tolerated. Their father had already scolded them for such adolescent behavior, but his love for their mother kept his anger in check. They were the heirs of a mighty kingdom, and expectations were set.

"Abaze!" Mitaire called out for him to join their game.

"Let's go play," he begged his sister.

"Father said—" Adaku began.

"He won't know. Besides mother said—"

"Fine," exasperation clear in her voice.

Abaze popped up and held out a hand for his sister, and after a quick jerk of his shoulder, Adaku was on her feet. Without a second thought, he turned to run after Mitaire. He was still too young to understand the attraction they felt toward each other, or the ramifications of their relationship as he ran through the waist high grass. Though they were the same age, their mother had seen to it that Adaku matured. "You'll have to protect your brother from himself," their mother had warned. 

Mitaire was stunning in the bright glow of the source-light, as her rich chestnut skin shimmered. She'd pulled her oiled hair into a bun atop her head, bound together with a crimson ribbon which brought out the amber in her eyes. Abaze had found his first love. Without the wisdom to understand it, he discounted his racing heart as a result of playing tag.

Adaku walked with a grace befitting her position toward the other children—her hands held out to glide through the grass—and watched her brother make a fool of himself. The son of a prince shouldn't run about playing tag with children, but her brother was stubborn and uninhibited. It's what she admired about him. As the eldest, their father expected her to carry herself with grace and dignity befitting a noble's daughter. The fact they were only 10 minutes apart in age, didn't sway his expectations.

Mitaire hugged Abaze, "You're it!" 

With the speed of the wind she ran off.

Abaze gave chase, but slow enough to keep her at arm reach. At any moment he could have caught any of the children if he wanted, but instead he preferred to chase Mitaire.

Soon, the other children began a second game of tag, while Abaze and Mitaire chased each other. They drifted away from the crowd, toward the ancient oak their father called Maduenu, a secret name only the priests and nobles spoke of. Adaku continued to follow at her slow pace, allowing them space, but obeying father and keeping an eye on him. The sounds of the other children grew distant and the source-light began its descent. It was time to return home, but Abaze and Mitaire were enjoying themselves—perhaps too much. She shivered as a gust of air caught inside her dress. Once the source-light sat for the night, the fields would become too cold to play in. Often in the morning they'd find ice upon the grass.

Their father galloped across the field and caught Abaze in the act before he could pull himself away from Mitaire.

"Mitaire," Mobo, prince of Zaria, commanded from atop his warhorse. "Return to your mother's house. Tell her what you've done. My vizier will speak to your father tomorrow."

She stood there stunned, trying to brush away Abaze's kiss which lingered on her lips. Abaze stood between her and his father's men. Mobo clapped his hands above his head—a signal for his guards to draw their yatagans, ceremonial swords sharp enough to cut off an insolent head.

NO! Abaze screamed inside his mind, as he fought back tears.

Adaku heard her brother's plea. Don't resist. She transmitted. Father means it.

Sister? Abaze glanced away from Mitaire to his sister.

Yes. Abaze, step aside!

Abaze turned his back on his father, "You have to go."

Tears poured down Mitaire's face. Her beautiful amber eyes appeared dulled, and she reached for his hand.

She'll die! Adaku transmitted.

Abaze pushed her hand away with enough conviction to show he meant it. Mitaire ran off towards the northeast gate of the city. Her wails of pain echoed across the grass plains.

Tears began to build at the corners of his eyes, but Abaze summoned the courage to turn and face their father, and caught a boot heal to the head.

"How dare you!" Mobo climbed down from his war horse. The beast stood with the stirrup eye level to Mobo on the ground. "You are my son, not some street urchin free to fornicate with any common mare who will have you." He slapped his son across the face with the crop held in his left hand. 

"Father, please." Adaku dropped to her knees and used both hands to pull her skirt tight against her legs as she bowed.

"You bear the guilt too." Their father didn't look at her. "Your mother will deal with you, just as Mitaire's mother will deal with her." 

"My prince," their father's eastern adviser said. "You'll be late to your meeting with the priests."

"We will speak at home!" Mobo grabbed hold of the leather strap attached to the saddle horn and used it to aid his jump.  He slipped his right foot into the stirrup. Then, in a quick motion jumped again, swinging his right leg over the top of the warhorse and landing his left foot into the stirrup. Most princes kept a servant close at hand to help with such activities, but their father rejected the tradition—he felt relying on servants made a prince weak, which was why they didn't have their own servants.

"Let's go." Mobo spun his gelding back toward the city gate. "Kelechi will take an extra hour if we're late."

Clumps of mud and grass were flung into the air as their father and his two advisors rode off towards the south gate of the city. 

"Are you okay?" Adaku reached out a hand to help her brother up, but he slapped it away.

I wish another prince would challenge him.

Don't think that. Adaku transmitted.

What is this? Why can we hear each other?

"I don't know, but Kelechi will," Adaku said. "We can ask tomorrow. We have to get home before mother hears about this."

 

CHAPTER ONE

TIME BECAME AN ILLUSION. Cold slowly crept into Ren's bones and a dull throbbing began in his lower back from constantly leaning on the stone floor. Food was sparse and his hunger grew into a fear that he may starve to death inside the cell. It was a mistake to think he could come to Shinzo and become a sorcerer. The cards Shaya gifted to him were indeed a life saver, she'd known the hollowing pain the jail brought on. Ren created rituals around playing solitaire to keep his mind intact and not fall victim to the echoing silence.

Guard boots echoed off the stone stairs, growing louder as they descended toward him. He quickly hid the cards back in the shell box, before hiding the box itself.

"Wake up!" The guard banged his club against the bars of the cell.

"I'm awake." Ren said. "What day is it?"

"Palms against the wall."

Ren stood at the back of the cell, palms pressed flat against the rough stone wall. He clinched the box between his legs, doing his best to look natural.

The sound of a metal tray sliding across the stone signaled the arrival of his rations.

"When is the Amethyst Nation examination?" Ren kept his face toward the stone. It was only the two of them on this floor of the jail, there was no chance the guard wouldn't hear him.

The guard chuckled to himself. Ren asked every guard the same question. They found his obsession with the examination amusing, and would respond in jest, hoping he would react. 

"Surly a sorcerer worthy of joining the Amethyst Nation could get himself out of a simple jail cell."

"Please!" It was the first time Ren allowed himself to beg. 

"They're already at the palace preparing with the emperor." The guard clicked his heels. "May his reign last a thousand years. The examinations will begin any day now. Damn land lovers have taken over the city." The last sentence was meant more for himself than Ren.

The guard began to walk away. Ren turned to find his food was twice as large as normal, with a full bowl of rice, instead of half. "Thank you!" Ren called after the guard.

"Thank the priests." The guard called over his shoulder. "Sueun's Blessing. They bring charity on accounting day, left by the good citizens of Shinzo."

The sound of his metal boots shifted from a high-pitched clink to a dull clatter, before finally vanishing beyond Ren's keen hearing. Forced solitude in a stone dungeon, made his ears sensitive to the sounds around him. The smell of salt lingered in the air while he ate—no doubt carried in on the leathers of the guard's uniform.

After eating, Ren curled up on the stone floor with the meager blanket provided to him. More hole than wool, it was just enough material to create a pillow and leave a slip of cloth to cover his arms. 

When he fell asleep, Ren left the prison and traveled to distant lands. There he witnessed the faces of men, women, and children—all of whom suffered under the rule of a corrupt king. He brought war and famine upon the land, and the people suffered for it. Those who chose to follow him willingly, received wealth and bountiful feasts, while children starved in their homes, but still his followers suffered. For with one word, his subjects were slaughtered for his personal amusement. It pleased him to see those who swore loyalty die for no reason. The chaos fueled his ambitions.

A woman's voice continued to haunt Ren's dream, "Better to die than face dishonor. . ."

 

 

CHAPTER TWO

CARVED INTO THE STONE STAIRS of the grotto was a door, well-crafted and near invisible. And unless told where to push on the stone wall, no one could ever find it. Only fourteen people in the world knew the secret—the seven Thief Lords, and their seven First Sworn. 

Shaya sat in the Thief Lord's council room, behind the secret door guarded by six of the First Sworn. A silent battle took place amongst the First Sworn to see who would win the honor of standing closest to the door, before they fanned out into a half circle.

Despite clan Kaito's lowly status, Akio took the lead amongst his peers, while the others spread out enough to give each person room to swing their swords if the occasion called for it. There was nothing special about the inside of the council room, a perfect cube cut from the stone under the stairs. By eliminating all creature comforts the Thief Lords who oversaw the construction insured they and their descendants would use this room to settle only the direst of arguments, or hide the themselves in the case of an all-out siege by the emperor. This room was the true purpose for the grotto's construction whereas the Thieves' Market was a clever misdirect—though be it a highly profitable one. 

Amethyst lanterns hung in the corners, and a set of three dangled from the center casting a warm yellow glow on the seven stone chairs which created a perfect circle minus one spot where an eighth may have stood. 

Shaya raised her hands and stepped into the center of the circle. Every side conversation died, including the whispered insults of the First Sworn amongst themselves. 

"Thank you for answering my summons. Someone has betrayed us." Shaya let the last sentence hang in the room. The only sound was that of breathing.

Tradition called for her to acknowledge each Lord and their title and offer each the floor before she spoke. No time for traditions, this must be handled now! 

"By, whom?" Gourden-Tanken Hiroshi wheezed. An ornate cushioned stool placed next to his stone chair—doubling his seating surface—helped accommodated his large girth, but his ass still hung off the sides.

She didn't look at him. They well knew he and Nori worked together and never attacked each other during the time of daggers.

"I thought it obvious," she let the mystery linger for a moment, making eye contact with each Thief Lord. "Nori," she spat at the ground.

The room erupted in bickering and accusations. A sudden commotion at the door caught Shaya's attention, as the First Sworn wrestled with their honor. Guard the door as ordered, or protect their lords as sworn? All but Akio jostled between the door and the circle, not willing to be the first to break rank. Akio kept his back toward the circle, utterly focused on the door. Nori was one of the seven Thief Lords, and with his honor destroyed would he keep the room a secret? Yet another reason for Shaya to summon the council.

In the midst of the bickering, Sora-Tanken Miku used her cane to stand. Shaya bowed her head as she took her seat, forfeiting the floor—and right to speak—to Miku. She capped the bottom of the cane with a thin sheet of tin. When tapped against the stone floor—even by a woman as old as Miku—it chirped like a songbird and brought the bickering to an end.

"Clan Sora would hear what clan Kaito has to say." Miku's voice was strong and firm, as if she were scolding her own numerous grandchildren back home. "We all know the rumors which have hung around clan Gin for generations."

As she made her way back to her chair, Mokusei-Tanken Kyo stood to help her back into her seat before taking his own. It spoke volumes of the respect owed to clan Sora due to the actions of Miku over the years. No other Thief Lord would have dared admit weakness by accepting aid from an outside clan, but Miku's personal frailty from age could never be mistaken as an actual weakness of her clan.

"I don't have the proof required to convict clan Gin," Shaya held up her hand to stop the protests. "But I can say this. Eriko is a soul-walker." Again, she waited for quiet. "I saw the black marks upon her chin myself. I suspect Nori of becoming a soul-walker himself."

This information was too much for the council. For more than twenty minutes they debated amongst themselves if Shaya was trustworthy, and after it was settled—she was—what it meant for their ways of life to have a traitor. The more conservative lords preferred to question her honor than admit the second most powerful clan could have achieved their success through an alliance with the emperor. Amongst themselves, one thing has always trumped their game of clans, their utter contempt for the emperor. Anything short of the desire to see the emperor and his family returned to salt was a betrayal of what it meant to be a Thief Lord, and the title of Tanken.

Akio broke tradition and marched to the center of the circle and stood stiff as a statue, which silenced the room. After locking eyes with each Thief Lord, Akio returned to his post, and the other First Sworn didn't resist as he claimed his lead post. Debate resumed, but clan Kaito's honor was not vocally brought into question again. 

While the other lords debated, Hiroshi kept silent. Shaya watched as he reacted to the accusations around the room. The investigation would uncover whether he was duplicitous along with Nori.

"Can we agree there is enough doubt to warrant an investigation?" Shaya asked.

All hands went up, even Hiroshi's.

Shio-Tanken Jun—a woman blessed by Sueun with perfect beauty—stood but didn't take the center. "We've agreed to investigate, but we still don't know how you came by this information. What's at stake for you?"

She and Akio expected this to come up but had been unable to plan a response. Instead she trusted to luck, gifted by Sueun. "He betrayed clan Kaito and one of my protected to the emperor's men. My man sits in a cell as we speak. When clan Gin is turned back to salt, then I shall demand recompense from the emperor himself." She spat at her feet.

Jun bowed and took her seat. Clan Kaito's weakened state had been publicly admitted and it satisfied Jun to leave it alone. A small humiliation to Shaya, and a solidification of Clan Kaito's bottom position. However, each Thief Lord knew if Shaya and Akio could bring Nori to justice, clan Kaito would gain prestige and possibly protection for the time of daggers. Shaya's holdings both on Shinzo and off island were at risk. Without wealth and prestige, a clan was nothing more than a name, and clan Kaito was already near death.

Kasai-Tanken Shirou—a young man of twenty who inherited the title less than a month ago after the death of his brother—took the circle and placed his arm around Shaya's shoulder, but without touching her. "Kaito-Tanken Shaya is brave and honorable for bringing this matter before the council. We should acknowledge her honor and assist in the recovery of her protected man. Clan Kaito's honor is at stake, but if we stand by while the emperor," he spat toward the ground, but a small part of his spit fell on his chin before he wiped it away. 

Shirou cleared his throat, "The honor of this council, and all Thief Lords is called into question. Yes, proof must be found before we can conduct the fire cleansing ritual, but we can act now about clan Kaito's man."

Shirou gave Shaya a small smile, and bowed far too low for proper etiquette before taking his seat again.

Does he see me as a future wife?

Nothing prevented the marriage of two clans—other than tradition—but it had never been done. How would the titles and holdings be split? What if they both died during the time of daggers? Regardless, Shaya appreciated his words of assistance regarding Ren's freedom. As for marriage, she'd worry about it only if he made a proper proposal.

Miku tapped her cane to gain the attention of the other Thief Lords. "Will we aid Kaito-Tanken Shaya for the honor of all Tanken?"

As one the lords cried out, "Fire, Salt, and Blood!"

 

 

CHAPTER THREE

PURPLE BANNERS DANCED AGAINST THE STONE WALL. Shaya walked west along the wall of the emperor's private estate. Leaving the security of the eastside always made her reflect on the fate of her father and brother. But with Akio at her side, not even an imperial guard would risk attacking her.

"Will you take the examination this year?" Akio asked. He didn't look at her, instead keeping his eyes on the strangers who moved aside to create a bubble around them.

"We'll keep a close eye on Ren after we get him out."

"Yes, Kaito-Tanken." He bowed his head without dropping his gaze. 

"Are you nervous?" She stopped walking to get a better look at her First Sworn. Shaya allowed him free rein to question her on any subject. A necessary compromise when her First Sworn was her only sworn. She relied on his council.

"No, Kai—"

"Akio!"

"No, Shaya." He unsheathed a fencing dagger and twirled it around his index finger. A special metal guard allowed the dagger spin smoothly.

Why is he lying?

"Then why do you ask?"

He twirled two daggers in counter circles allowing the blades to pass through each other's arcs without touching. "Your abilities have manifested, and your father—"

"No." 

Akio dropped to one knee, head facing the ground, daggers held up in surrender to Shaya.

The surrounding crowds moved to the far side of the street, creating two single-file lines pressed against the shops. Every Shinzo citizen knew better than to get entangled with a Thief Lord and their First Sworn. They expected blood to flow in the street. Mothers pulled children down side streets and shop owners closed doors.

Shaya tapped his shoulder and whispered, "Stop being over dramatic."

Akio flashed a thin smile to her as he stood. The bastard had used etiquette to punctuate his point.

"Fine," she said. "You win. You're faster and smarter than the rest of us."

Akio twirled his daggers again. "I live to serve, Kaito-Tanken."

"Shaya damn it!" Her blood ran hot, and she stomped the heel of her thin leather boots against the cobblestone street, sending a sharp spike of pain up to her knee.

"Shaya?"

"It's nothing," but she took his offered arm for a moment, while the sharpness of the pain dulled. "You know how to break my face of stone."

"Only so I can protect you better."

They continued their walk, Shaya lost in thought and Akio playing with his daggers while he kept watch. He made a point of stooping to greet the children they passed. Despite being the deadliest blade on Shinzo, he remained the same kind child who'd seen Shaya's pain at her brother's funeral and rushed to help. 

If not for those circumstances, they could have easily married.

"I think Shirou means to offer a marriage proposal," Shaya broke the silence.

It was a slight stumble, but Shaya noticed his blades nearly slipped from his fingers. "Are you sure?"

"No," her voice trailed off. "But why else would such a new Thief Lord use his honor to defend ours?"

"Would you want to marry him?"

Shaya noticed the glance he threw her way. "No." 

They turned south toward the ocean, and the guards' tower where Ren was being held.

"But I must accept, it will be expected of me to choose soon. I must produce an heir before the time of daggers, or I risk clan Kaito entirely."

Akio sheathed his daggers. "Don't choose him or any of the Thief Lords." 

"Then who?"

Akio popped his thumbs. "Miku has many sons. Choose one who won't inherit. Don't weaken your title by marrying another Thief Lord."

If only he didn't have to be so selfless.

"There's still time to think," she waved the conversation away. "This leads us back to your initial question. I can't take the examination and leave clan Kaito unrepresented. We'd lose everything we've fought to hold on to."

"But you'd live," Akio muttered under his breath.

As they took the first step of the tower's entrance three guards greeted them in unison, "Halt."

The guard tower stood fifty feet tall, made entirely of the slate colored stone abundant on the island. A symbol of law and order, the Emperor's authority manifested in physical form to intimidate the commoners into obedience. Underneath the entrance stretched level upon level of jail cells and dark dungeons some prisoners never emerged from.

Shaya pushed her shoulders back, "Step aside. We're here to retrieve a prisoner."

Two of the guards whispered franticly to each other before the third—their leader—convinced them to allow Shaya and Akio to pass.

"Apologies, Kaito-Tanken Shaya," the youngest guard bowed as they passed. "Only following orders."

The inside was lit with Amethyst Lanterns—the Emperor spared no expense to display his strength. The youngest guard followed them inside. 

"Apologies again. Which prisoner are you here for?"

Had Shirou lied? 

"His name is Ren," Shaya said. "He's young, from the Pearl Nation."

"Ah, yes, of course," the guard stepped closer to Shaya and Akio slipped the flat of his blade eye level between them. The guard showed his hands, "No offense meant. I only want to point to the door."

"Lead on," Akio threatened.

The guard didn't need to be told twice and kept several paces between them. A new guard could earn as much as two-and-a-half marks tax free—a tidy sum for any commoner—but dead men spent no coin. Thus, why guards toasted a drink to the dead over their first pints after hours.

On the fourth floor down, Ren lay alone in his cell. He didn't move as they stepped off the stairs. 

"Stop," Shaya said, as the guard was about to bang his club against an iron bar. "Leave us. We'll find our own way out."

The guard walked away, but Akio stopped him with a dagger, "The keys?"

The guard handed over his key ring, with the correct key held up. Akio took the set of keys and gestured for the guard to run along.

Shaya crouched at the bars of Ren's cell, "Ren."

He didn't wake, but he began to thrash about. An orange glow flickered around him.

"Akio!" Shaya slammed the sheath of her sword against the bars.

Ren jolted upright, into a sitting position, and the orange glow vanished, darkening the cell.

"Shaya?" Ren rubbed the sleep from his eyes. It'd been four days since her last visit. "Is that really you?"

She gave him a warm smile, "Ready to get out of here?"

"Fuck, yeah." Ren grabbed the box she'd given him from within the scrap cloth he'd been using as a pillow, hopped to his feet, and threw the cloth aside. "Did you bring food?"

"No, but we can stop at a restaurant first thing."

"Has the examination happened? Damn guards wouldn't tell me."

"Tomorrow."

Akio turned the key in the cell door, and the magical properties faded, allowing him to open it. "Shall we?" he asked Shaya.

"He's right," Shaya said. "We shouldn't linger. Just in case the guards decide to take offense, or orders change."

The brightness of the midday source-light blinded Ren, and Akio was forced to guide him down the steps of the guard tower. By the time they reached the first available restaurant, his eyes recovered, and he could walk unassisted again. 

They spent the better part of two hours letting Ren of clan Kaito recover his strength.

 

 

CHAPTER FOUR

DINNER CAME EARLY FOR REN. Despite a large lunch, he found himself hungry again by the time they reached the Bloody Square. Shaya invited him to join her for a private meal at home. A relief for Ren, because he didn't know what to tell the innkeeper yet. He hoped the man hadn't lied about holding onto his trunk while they imprisoned him. 

A hard lesson sank in for Ren—it's harder to trust people than he'd first thought. Back home honor meant speaking and protecting truth, but here honor was weighed with a different scale.

"Shark Ramen," Shaya said as she placed three large bowls on the table. "My mother's recipe. She would make this when I was sick and needed color back in my cheeks. I think today would qualify."

"Sueun's blessing," Akio tilted his head in a curt nod before using a large, flat-bottomed spoon, to slurp the fish broth.

Shaya followed suit and Ren did his best to do the same, but the soup scolded the roof of his mouth. He dropped his spoon into the soup, embarrassed by the mess it created.

"You have to slurp the soup," Shaya took a long, exaggerated slurp as an example.

Ren tried again and found the soup was just cool enough to not burn his throat if he slurped correctly. As he ate, Ren allowed his eyes to wander the room and lingered on the two swords hanging on the north wall—shared with her neighbors. They looked like Shaya's, though their hilts were both ornately decorated with runes he didn't recognize. Unlike the lavish decor he'd grown to expect in Shinzo Shaya's home was modest—bare even—by comparison. 

"This is delicious," Ren took another slurp, and chewed on a piece of shark meat. 

Shaya bowed low over the table, before continuing her own slurping.

Together, they sat on benches recessed into the floor, surrounding a low wooden table in the center of the room.  Two wooden chairs straddled a small window against the western stone wall. The kitchen took up the opposite left corner along the western wall. While the eastern wall—facing the interior of the courtyard—comprised the front door and large wooden shutters. Had they been open, the room could spill onto the fourth-floor balcony. Just past the kitchen's edge was a small hall with three doors—Ren assumed one was Shaya's room, and the other, perhaps Akio's?

When their bowls dropped below a third left, Shaya and Akio placed their spoons inside their bowl—holding it against the lip of the bowl with one finger—and tilted the remaining soup to their lips. Finishing it in three large gulps. Ren rushed to catch up, and when he gulped the soup down a tight burning sensation scraped the back of his throat. The warmth he felt spread through his body afterward was worth a level of discomfort.

Akio stretched his arms in a large arc, across the back of the bench to crack his back. A loud sound echoed throughout the room which made Ren's eye twitch.

"Are you okay?" Ren asked.

"He's fine," Shaya said. "After so many battles, Akio finds it hard to sit still for any length of time without growing stiff."

"How many men have you fought?"

"Seven-hundred and forty-five," Akio swelled with pride. "At least since I've learned to fight with these." He produced his daggers and laid them upon the table on either side of his empty bowl.

"Wow," Ren said. "How do you keep track of so many?"

Akio rolled back the sleeve of his shirt to reveal numerous black tally marks on his skin, "For every victory."

"What about your losses?"

"What losses?" Akio shot him a grin. "I've never lost. That's why men from all over Fencura come to Shinzo to challenge me." 

"Akio, is the greatest swordsman," Shaya cut in. Akio covered his arm and bowed his head in reverence. "His fame is justified, but it brings unwanted attention on us, and unnecessary risks."

"Yes, Kaito-Taken Shaya," Akio bowed his head even lower.

Shaya waved away his chastised posture, "We have more important matters to discuss." She turned her attention to Ren, "Are you prepared for the examination tomorrow?"

"I'm not sure, but I don't have a choice."

"True," She said. "But now it's a matter of clan honor. To protect you from the emperor and get you out of jail, I was forced to formally recognize you as clan Kaito. You're now a part of my family, and a member of the right people."

Ren sat dumbfounded, opening his mouth to speak, but finding no words would come.

"You should be honored," Akio said. "You're the first foreigner to be inducted in over twenty years."

"Thank you," Ren muttered after a pause.

"You're welcome," Shaya said. "But there's no need to thank me. Honor demanded I protect you after what happened. Clan Gin betrayed us. The other Thief Lords and I will deal with Nori, and his fucking shadow walker wife. We'll turn them back into salt and insure they act as an example to all of Shinzo. Especially the damn emperor." 

"What's a shadow walker?"

"They're not exactly sorcerers because they don't channel magic, but they're able to use their minds to travel anywhere in the world. There are rumors they can even visit people's dreams."

She spat dry spit on the seat next to her, and Akio did the same. They looked to Ren, and he realized after an awkward moment, he was expected to spit to. His was less than dry, but they said nothing about it.

"I'm confused," Ren said. "What does this mean for me and the examination?"

"You'll represent clan Kaito at the examination," Shaya said. "And by proxy all the Bloody Square. Your actions will affect our reputations with all of Shinzo."

"I won't let you down."

"I know." Shaya had felt his magical strength from the first day they met. He may need training, but his potential was evident. "Akio will go with you to collect your belongings from the inn. It will be best if you sleep here tonight, and tomorrow we'll attend the examination together."

 

 

CHAPTER FIVE

A LARGE GLASS PITCHER of sweet rice wine rested between Shaya and Ren on a short mahogany table. They relaxed in two oak chairs, built from the same Emerald Nation's forest as the ships anchored in Shinzo's bay. Through the narrow window above the table, Shaya watched the last citizens stumble home. The only light to be seen came from a few lanterns in windows across the cobblestone street. Darkness of the night engulfed the sky and would remain until the source-light rose in the morning ushering in the start of a new day.

Akio left them to return home—an apartment of his own on the second floor of the west wing. Two floors under Shaya and only six doors north. He'd given her a look which spoke volumes of his concerns, but he would never question her in front of others—even Ren, though he was now named clan member.

"This is quite good." Ren poured himself another glass and offered to top hers off.

Shaya covered her glass—she needed to keep her wits about her. Tomorrow was important and the last thing she needed was a hangover to dull her mind and slow her reflexes. 

A strong breeze blew through her front shutters, and the Amethyst Lantern overhead rocked slightly, casting a dance of light and shadows between the two of them. Ren admired her in the way so many men before him had done. She could see his cheeks were flushed red from the wine. 

He can't handle his liquor.

"Thank you," he said.

"For what?"

"For everything."

"Nonsense," she took a sip from her glass. "It's I who should thank you. You could have betrayed me to the guards and forsaken your bond to my clan. I'm sure the emperor would have paid dearly to place an enemy in my midst."

"I mean I wou—"

"I know," she cut him off. He stumbled over his words, either from drinking or being caught off guard. "Still, thank you. Akio and I have been alone for so long, I'd forgotten what it meant to lead a clan." She took another sip from her glass, before she embraced herself.

"I know what you mean," he sat his glass down on the table. "My whole life I've been the orphan boy. Kids at school looked down on me because I'm not inheriting anything and have little chance of success within the Pearl Nation. My only hope is magic, and the slim chance that I could be the one to break the curse . . ."

Ren looked at his hands, avoiding her gaze. Shaya didn't move—she knew all too well the pain of losing family and being the only one left.

"Tomorrow . . ." he found his train of thought, "is the most important day of my life. If I fail, I'll be ruined. I can't go back, and even if I did, there isn't anything there for me. Either I become a sorcerer, or I'm nothing."

"You're Ren of clan Kaito," her tone was stern. "You will always have a place here."

"I know you just did that to help me out of a tight spot."

"Nonsense." She brushed his comment away. "When we first met, I knew you were special. I sensed your magic for days and had been searching for you. I'm confident you'll pass the examination and become a great sorcerer, but even if you don't, you'll stay here and be one of us. Akio and I could use someone with your talents."

Ren's face was nearly as red as a crab. He tried to hide his embarrassment with a large drink and emptied his glass of wine.

"I need some fresh air." He stood up clumsily and staggered to the front door.

He must not drink much.

Shaya followed him onto the walkway outside her front door. It was late, and most of the Bloody Square was in bed deep asleep. Down in the courtyard below, a sparse crowd mingled. Mostly teenagers like themselves. No doubt celebrating early for the examination tomorrow.

Eight men, two teams of four, played Sankakkei while a group of ten girls watched and cheered. Between throws of the ball one of the teenage boys would run into the crowd of girls and try to steal a kiss. A sort of prize for scoring. The girls would run away, but inevitably one would "fall behind" and offer up a kiss.

"What are they doing?" Ren asked.

"Playing Sankakkei," Shaya didn't look at the game. Instead she focused on the stairwell to the Thieves' Market, where two older men staggered out the door leading two girls half their age by the hand.

"No, I mean the girls. Why do they keep running away and then go back?"

He's so naive.

"They're letting the boys chase them. It's a form of courtship. Surely you had similar customs in the Pearl Nation."

"Sort of," he let his voice trail off. "We don't chase one another. It wouldn't be dignified. If a boy liked a girl, he'd ask her to join him for an outing, and the girl's parents would have to approve of him and his family before she would be allowed to go."

"Did you date often?"

"Oh," Ren looked away from the crowd below. "No. As an orphan with no prospects, no parent would approve of me as a choice for their daughter."

"But it's not as if you were asking to marry their daughters."

"Well, in a way I would have been." Ren looked toward the black void of the night sky. "Ever since the plague, we've had to be careful with bloodlines. We can't risk inbreeding, and this means every mother is in charge of tracing bloodlines. They ensure that any partnership will strengthen the family line. Either through strong genes, great wealth, or ideally both."

"What of passion and sex?"

Ren's face flushed again. "Passion and sex are meant for those who are married."

"Strange," Shaya said. "We don't share your inhibitions. Sex is a natural act, and passion is what makes life worth living. One day I'll choose a husband for political reasons. I'll have children to strengthen and continue clan Kaito, but I'll always be free to follow my passion."

Ren stood mute—his face as red as when they first walked out.

"Your mother would approve of that behavior?" Ren asked.

"My mother died five years ago from an illness." Shaya summoned her face of stone.

"I'm sorry." Ren said. "My mom died when I was two." 

"And your father?" Shaya asked.

"I don't know." Ren shrugged his shoulders, and he continued in a soft voice, almost as if he were speaking to himself. "I can't remember what she looks like, but I remember she smelled of lavender." 

"I think she would have liked it here," Ren looked up from courtyard to her. "Any time I think of her I think of spring. What about your father?"

"He was killed when I was very young. He always smelled of leather."

Ren placed his hand on hers, as she held onto the guard rail. Tears began to form at the corners of her eyes. She remembered her mother's scolding and forced herself back into the face of stone, though she didn't pull her hand away.

"I bet they'd be proud of who you've become, Kaito-Tanken Shaya. You've led your clan with dignity and kept the loyalty of Akio. You carry yourself with honor and the people of Shinzo notice and respect you for it."

His smile was warm and sincere, an odd expression to find on the island.

He's not as young as he looks.

 

CHAPTER SIX

ADAKU AND ABAZE PUSHED THEIR WAY through the crowd blocking the emperor's courtyard, a rectangular stone garden walled in on four sides. They felt out-of-place because of the lack of greenery. The stone garden was large enough to accommodate five-thousand people and still leave room for the examination platform in the middle. Guards mingled in groups of two sprinkled throughout the crowd, while four lines of guards created a squared off barrier between the spectators and the five Amethyst Examiners atop the wooden platform raised four feet off the stone courtyard.

Adaku was pushed from behind by the crowd of people and stumbled into a man.

"Bony bitch!" The drunken man spat—the stench of ale lingered on his breath.

Abaze's jambiya—an ornate curved dagger—was against the drunk's throat before he could utter another word. "Apologize and kiss her feet, or I'll bathe the stones with your blood."

The man's eyes lost their glossy appearance and his pupils drew into pinpoints, "Apologies mistress," he lowered himself to his knees and kissed her feet. "I beg your forgiveness." 

Adaku pushed the man away with her foot and transmitted to her brother, put that away before a guard sees you. We're not back in father's city anymore. You're not a noble prince here.

Abaze heeded her wisdom, "Be gone with you before I change my mind." 

The drunk didn't bother to stand up fully before darting away from them into the crowd. The few people who'd taken notice of the encounter turned away from the twins and returned their attention to their own affairs. An examination was a time for celebration, and that meant a few spectators would lose control, drink too much, and likely die. Shinzo was accustomed to blood spilled in the streets to protect honor, though rarely before high noon.

"Damn peasants shouldn't be allowed to attend," Abaze kicked pebbles in the direction the drunk had scampered off.

"Focus on the task at hand," Adaku said, and not for the first time. 

She was always keeping her brother's temper in check. Abaze had grown arrogant over the past six years, since their father scolded him for chasing that peasant girl. He found it easier to accept their father's twisted view of the world than stand up to him and claim his rightful place as prince of Zaria. 

"We're here to pass our exams and take our rightful place as Amethyst Sorcerers," she added.

Abaze spat at the ground and secured his dagger in a sheath decorated with gold and emeralds found in his father's mines. A forest green sash tied around his waist kept the dagger close at hand and visible for all the world to see. Men weren't considered proper men in the Emerald Nation unless they carried a blade, and honor prevented them from ever disarming. Which led to more than one misunderstanding outside their own nation. It was a major reason they didn't leave the central continent unless required.

"Father says we shouldn't debase ourselves by mixing with commoners," Abaze said. "Even if the Amethyst Examination is open to all of Fencura." 

Adaku kept her mind closed off, she knew it was pointless to argue with him about their father's views of the world. Regardless, they were a team. Separate they might pass the examination, but together they were guaranteed to pass. Their instructor from the Amethyst Nation told them so and provided a writ asserting as much. If anything, this examination was a formality.

Abaze wiped sweat from his brow with the tail of his head wrap. The source-light was more intense than normal, but not unheard of for examination days.

"Attention. Attention," a younger woman said from atop the platform. A fellow Emerald Nation descendant.

They'd been warned, to join the Amethyst Nation they'd have to swear allegiance to the nation and put it before their ties back home. But everyone knew it was a formality, not an actual oath backed by blood. The Amethyst Nation had never been known to kill. Besides, no oath they took could override the oaths they'd taken to their kingdom. At best, they could learn to balance their allegiances and only do what was best for both nations. 

"Attention!" The examiner's voice dropped to low a rumble, instead of her high tenner. The last echo of the crowd off the stone walls died, and she continued. "Welcome to the examination for future Amethyst pupils. The rules are simple, all are eligible for examination, and to pass, all five Amethyst Examiners must promote you. If you believe yourself ready to pass the trials, step forward and present yourself to one of the three sorcerers at the stairs.

Abaze pushed aside the men in front. "Make way for your betters. We're here to become sorcerers not just loaf about."

The men looked like they would fight him over the insult, but after a good look at Abaze's demeanor and the calm ease at which he kept his hand upon his dagger, they thought better of it and allowed them to pass.

You don't have to be such an ass to them. Adaku transmitted.

They're commoners. Little better than horse shit, you worry too much for them.

Adaku dropped her argument, it wasn't the time nor place to discuss the finer points of ethics with her brother.

"Watch yourself!" A pale skinned man said, as Abaze tried to push past.

"Father, he hit me." A young man said, about the same age as Abaze, and the spitting image of his father.

"Step aside old man," Abaze said.

The man pulled his shoulders back and pushed his nose in the air. "I demand satisfaction for the insult; apologize to my son."

Abaze unsheathed his dagger, and the flicker of light off the bright steel caused the crowd to step back, creating a circle ten feet across. Duels were common enough on Shinzo that every citizen knew the proper etiquette for such instances.

The man swallowed several times, as if his mouth has suddenly been filled with sand, and he were desperate for a drink of water. 

"Teach him respect, father."

"Yes, son," The man whispered, cleared his throat, and spoke with more force. "If you'll apologize to my son and myself, I'll forgive the matter and we can continue watching the exams."

"Honor demands blood," Abaze responded. "Draw your blade and settle this."

"The smallest of apologies—"

"Coward! Draw steel and stand to fight." 

There were no options left. Such an insult demanded the man defend his honor, and that of his family's. He dropped the side bag he'd been wearing and from within its pockets produced two thin stilettos. Abaze's janbiya was nearly twice as long, but as the man had two blades, he had a slight advantage.

"Your name sir?" the father asked.

"Abaze of the house Okonkwo from Zaria. And whom shall I have the privilege of killing today?"

The man cleared his throat again, "Shino Ajakan."

Abaze bowed low, creating a perfect 90-degree angle between his torso and legs.

Adaku didn't know how to save the man. Her brother was the most skilled fighter in their father's city, and his tutors said he was easily within the top five fighters of all the Emerald Nation's principalities.

A short man with a barrel chest, and darkened skin from too much sun, stepped from within the crowd. "Can there be no satisfaction beyond blood?"

"No," both men said together.

"To first blood?"

"No," Abaze said. "His low birth next to mine demands ultimate satisfaction."

Shino nodded his head. 

"Very well," the short man said. "To the death. All bare witness this is a fight of honor and shall not be satisfied until one of these men are dead. Keep your distance. If one man falls the other will step back and allow him to stand. If one stumbles into the crowd, the crowd will step back and make room for the duel to continue."

The short man stepped between the two men, "Take your positions."

Abaze and Shino touched the tips of their steel together. 

The short man touched the tips of each dagger, took one large step back and yelled, "Begin."

Abaze struck more suddenly than a sandstorm. He parried both of Shino's stilettos in one quick twist of wrist, and with another flick sliced Shino's cheek. An inch off from hitting his jugular and ending the duel.

Blood flew off the tip of Abaze's janbiya and into the crowd who let out a gasp. Drawing blood in the first second of a duel was uncommon.

Abaze slid back from Shino, and allowed the man time to register the pain, and just how much trouble he was in. Abaze would end Shino's life at the time of his choosing, but first he'd make the man know he was going to die and force his son to watch on in horror at what he'd brought upon his father. There was always a chance the boy would challenge Abaze after the duel with his father, and he'd enjoy the death of two base-born Sapphirians before mid-morning.

Another flurry of steel rung out across the courtyard and echoed off stone walls. Six guards had come to watch the duel and make sure it didn't devolve into a full-blown riot. 

Abaze made contact one, two, three, four times in quick succession working his blade up Shino's arms. Shino dropped the stiletto in his left hand, as the arm hung limp at his side.

"Father!" the boy cried, tears of fear in the corner of his eyes. A stranger in the crowd placed an arm on the boy's shoulder, and he straightened up drawing his face into straight firm lines. What sign of fear had been present a moment before was gone. Even the tears in the corner of his eyes seemed to dry up.

"Die, coward." Abaze lunged forward to pierce Shino's heart, but his blade stopped as it touched Shino's shirt, and let out a loud clink as if it had struck a stone wall.

"Enough!" The same Amethyst examiner stood at the corner of the stage, looking down over the crowd into dueling circle. "Sheath your dagger this instance. You," she pointed to the short man who'd acted as the referee, "take this man to a healer."

"But mistress," the man protested. "This is a duel of honor to the death. I can't stop it, and neither can—"

"Oh!" she screeched, and the crowd covered their ears. "You dare to tell an Amethyst Sorcerer what she can or can't do?"

"No mistress," the man dropped to his knees, head bowed low in reverence.

"This madness is over," she proclaimed loud enough for the whole court yard to hear. "There will be no more duels today. Your honor is second to that of the Amethyst Nation's and we are offended by this needless spilling of blood. Are you here to be examined?"

"Yes," Abaze finished adjusting his sheath inside his sash.

"Come forth and face your trial then."

Abaze did as he was bid, and Adaku followed close behind. Shino was being led away with his son—two men were helping to bare his weight as he walked. Shino's blood loss would cause him to pass out soon.

"Name?" a young sorcerer, no older than Adaku asked. Her voice was pleasant compared that of the sorcerer yelling upon the stage.

"Abaze Okonkwo."

"Name?"

"Adaku Okonkwo."

"Abaze and Adaku Okonkwo, step up and be tested!" The woman upon stage called out for the crowd's benefit.

Abaze limped forward. Shino hadn't been completely helpless. He'd managed to nick Abaze's right calf, which was stained red from blood. Adaku offered her brother an arm to help him step up on the stage, which he accepted on the second stair.

 

CHAPTER SEVEN

"WHAT THE FUCK JUST HAPPENED?" Ren asked.

"The first examination." Akio spoke in a flat tone.

Shaya suppressed a laugh, "It's always this way at an examination. Blood runs hot when people drink, and ale runs freely in celebration. Duels of honor are bound to happen."

"Yes, I get that." Ren said. "I mean how did his dagger stop."

"Magic, obviously." 

The sorcerer called for the twins, Abaze and Adaku, to join her on the stage.

They stood side by side, close enough to touch but without holding hands. The young sorcerer had retaken her seat, and the panel of five examiners all stared without blinking at the twins. 

The crowd murmured.  Nothing appeared to be happening.

Suddenly, a burst of green light erupted from their chests and danced between the twins. First encircling the sister then the brother. The stream of light's tail grew longer and longer, until there was a complete spiral of green light circling the siblings. The intensity of the light pulsated, and the color shifted from the bright green of text on a terminal screen to the dark green of pine needles. 

The light died as quickly as it had appeared.

Abaze took two large steps away from his sister, toward the examiners. Overhead, a seagull squawked. He spread his arms out to his sides, palms up, and two dark green orbs levitated above his palms. The center-seated sorcerer, an old man with a long white beard and bald scalp which reflected the light like marble, waved his hand and Abaze clenched his fists. The orbs vanished, and he took two steps back while Adaku took two steps forward.

She too stretched her arms out to her sides, but where her brother had summoned two orbs, she produced two flickers of light above her palms. She produced a vibrant green light—like the first spring grass—but she couldn't manifest the light into orbs.

The old man waved his hand again, and Adaku stepped back to join her brother. The sorcerer who'd spoken to the crowd previously rose from her seat and walked to the edge of the platform.

"Adaku and Abaze Okonkwo, are hereby accepted as pupils to be trained to join the ranks of sorcerers."

Thundering applause filled the courtyard and Ren's eye twitched at the deafening sound. The twins were called over to where the four remaining sorcerers sat. A young man on the far left stood from his seat and led the twins down the back stairs. Guards moved ahead of them, and the crowd behind the stage cleared a path for the sorcerer and twins to make their way through. The three of them walked through a set of iron doors at the far back of the courtyard.

After a minute, the applause died down, and the young woman spoke on behalf of the exam, "Who else shall be examined? Step forward and claim your rightful place."

"I have to go," Ren said.

"Step aside," Akio spoke with a true tone of authority. The crowd quickly jumped aside, first from the sound, and then doubly so when they saw who was ordering them.

Shaya accompanied him to the front steps, where guards stood shoulder to shoulder to keep the crowd far enough back. A young sorcerer stood behind the guards, awaiting those who wished to try. He rejected several young boys and girls and a few adults who all tried to be approved before Ren. So many had stepped forward only to be rejected, but Ren was given a nod of approval. 

It was Ren's turn finally, but the sorcerer in front who'd allowed the twins to pass and given him the nod didn't look at Ren. He looked at Shaya. 

"Are you ready to join the Amethyst Nation?" he asked Shaya. "To train your mind and become the sorcerer you were meant to be?"

"No!" Shaya snapped. "We're here for Ren," she pointed in his direction. "I'm not—"

"But you are—"

"Silence," Akio commanded, as he pulled his dagger an inch out of their sheaths. "This is Kaito-Tanken Shaya, and you'll show her the respect she deserves."

The sorcerer raised his hands. "As you wish," he turned to Ren and touched his shoulder. "Are you ready to join us and begin you training?"

"Yes!" Ren bellowed with pride.

"Climb up and take your place."

Ren's feet felt weighed down like when they became stuck in snow drifts, but he climbed each stair. One, two, three, four, five, and six. He was atop the platform and the young woman came to greet him, and with a gentle push, guided him to where he'd stand to be examined.

Welcome, Henry Balton. Ren heard in his mind. You've begun your Sorcerer's Trial.

 

CHAPTER EIGHT

REN STAGGERED, AND TOOK A SMALL STEP to catch his balance. How do you know my name?

We are the examiners. A chorus of voices filled Ren's mind, and despite looking right at the examiners upon stage, he saw nothing. His vision shifted from the present moment to that of the eternal presence of mind.

Out of the black void came an island of light, overflowing with a lush garden which climbed the stone walls, floating above a vast ocean. 

Floating. 

Ren was floating above Fencura, or rather his consciousness was. He could see, but he lacked a corporal body. Instead he existed as pure thought. 

What's happening? The experience had silenced his mind.

Your trial. The chorus of voices answered.

Ren felt himself being pulled out of the sky toward a stone tower—in the center of a city he didn't recognize—which stood fifty feet above all other structures. The top of the tower was a pristine lawn of rainbow grass. Ren couldn't see his own body but felt himself firmly standing in the center of the grass which danced in the wind currents. 

Yet, Ren felt no wind. 

The grass reflected the source-light, splintering it into a constantly shifting spectrum of colors. As the grass swayed in the wind, the colors shifted from violet to indigo—another shift and blue became green—shift again and yellow turned orange—one last shift into a blood red. 

It's so beautiful.

Would you like to see more?

Ren's vision went black, then returned with him standing inside a perfect sphere. A set of amethyst lanterns floated in the center of the sphere, and around the lanterns floated the five examiners. Each wore a colored robe with their hoods pulled back—white, green, red, blue, and purple.

Where's black?

The young woman from the stage wore the green robe. "The Onyx Nation doesn't submit pupils, and there will be no further discussion of them here." 

"Where am I?" Ren asked.

"You're standing upon the platform in the center of the stone courtyard on Shinzo," The man in red robes said. He looked to be in his early thirties. The right side of his hair was shaved down to the scalp and his ear was pierced with several different metal rings along the cartilage. A golden coin sat in the center of his earlobe which had been stretched to accommodate it. "But I think you meant to ask what you were seeing."

Ren nodded his head eager for the answer, but too shocked to answer. The examiners were floating above in the center of the sphere, and no matter how many steps he took, he remained on the outside edge, walking in a circle around them.

"This is your trial room," An ancient man said, wearing the purple robes, clearly the leader. "Every candidate produces their own vision of the perfect room. This is yours. Your idealized room."

Ren swallowed. At the same time he realized the room wasn't real, meaning his body wasn't real. The vision was no different than when he'd been floating above Fencura or standing in the rainbow grass with no body. This was all in his mind. 

"It's easier to start with a physical representation before moving beyond." The woman's face showed no lines of age, but her voice reverberated in a manner that only an older person can. The white of her robes was nearly blinding with how pristinely it reflected the light of the lanterns. 

"What am I supposed to do?"

"That's for you to decide," an older man in blue said. "This is your trial."

"I don't know if I can summon orbs of magic like the twins." 

"Magic may have caused the orbs," the young woman in green said. "But the orbs themselves weren't magic. They were energy. As you're from the Pearl Nation, I'm sure you understand this."

"I guess."

Ren understood energy and remembered what Brandon had told him about the different elements present inside all magically gifted people and objects. Was he onto the truth? Did he know something the Amethyst Nation was hiding from the rest of Fencura?

"You'll keep the secrets too," the ancient man in purple spoke with a tone of finality. "Brandon was rejected for that precise reason. We saw potential in him, but your nation has lost its way. You care more for progress than proper existence."

"We view knowledge as the highest virtue, and the pursuit of truth as the most honorable occupation."

"Truth, is not found via knowledge, but through wisdom," the woman in white countered. 

Ren realized the implications of her wearing white. Overwhelmed by his visions and the experience of existing without physical substance had slowed his mind. The woman wore white for the Pearl Nation, meaning she was one of the twelve, and over 300 years old.

"Three-hundred and twenty-three, to be precise, but it's neither here nor there." She gave Ren a warm smile, and his anxiety faded as he realized he was safe.

"How, though?"

"Not for you to know," the older man in blue floated directly overhead, and Ren saw his left arm was tattooed, the robe slid up as he shifted his seated position.

"Fine!" Ren took a deep breath. It didn't make sense, but his anger had flared up suddenly. "Sorry. How do I move forward?"

"That's for you to decide," the man in Red said.

Ren's neck hurt from looking up at them, but when he focused on the pain it went away. A phantom pain? Regardless he found it annoying to stare up at the center of the sphere. He laid down on the ground and the curve was just enough to cause his head and feet to be elevated slightly higher than his torso.

The ancient looking man laughed. "Good. See, he's learning already."

"Wisdom is accepting that which you cannot change," the woman in white chimed in.

"I just didn't want to stare up anymore." 

From Ren's perspective the examiners floated in midair in front of him. He didn't feel like he was laying on the ground, more like he was leaning against a wall. The new perspective allowed him to relax and notice the examiners were slowly shifting their fingers into different geometric shapes. Each in unison with the group, but each appeared to have a different shape after each shift—though he couldn't see the back two examiners because of the lanterns.

Square, circle, square, triangle, diamond, circle, triangle, square.

Ren tried to match the symbol of the examiner directly in front of him with his own hands. Nothing. The examiner to the right. The examiner to the left. Nothing. 

Ren held the form of a circle, and when they rotated, he remade the circle rather than shift.

The examiners were all sent to the outside of the sphere in an instant, and Ren took their place in the center. He held the circle shape with the fingers of his hands, keeping it thumbs up, half a foot in front of his chest. 

"Very good!" The young woman in green applauded him.

"Did I pass?"

"Pass what?" the ancient man asked.

"The exam, obviously."

"You've been told," the man in red said. "This is a trial. The exam is happening on the stage as we speak."

 

CHAPTER NINE

SHAYA AND AKIO WATCHED REN'S EXAMINATION from the front of the crowd and, thanks to Akio's reputation, everyone kept an arm's length away. Throughout the square, people shoved into one another in an attempt to get closer to the stage. The guards struggled to keep the crowd docile enough to enjoy the spectacle of the exam without turning into a mob. 

The sorcerers garbed in black robes behind the square of guards continued to appraise those looking to join the ranks of the Amethyst Sorcerers, but all were rejected. Shaya suspected they knew they stood no chance before stepping forward to be pre-screened.

"Step forward," an old man commanded on stage, and Ren took two steps forward toward the examiners. 

Ren held his hands out in front of himself at waist level, palms up.

"Channel your magic," the young woman who'd spoke to the crowd said.

Ren's palms clenched into fists, then opened to reveal two orange orbs the size of her head, spinning in rapid succession, like a whirlpool. The crowd fell silent. Never before had they seen orange magic. 

Murmurs spread throughout the crowd as the orbs above Ren's palms grew larger. Soon they were the size of kantoo melons, and still the orbs continued to grow.

The examiners turned to one another to discuss what was happening on stage.

"You miss," a young sorcerer pointed to Shaya. "You'll be examined next."

"Oh, no," Shaya waved him away. "I'm not here to test."

"Yes, you are," the sorcerer stepped passed the guard's outstretched hand to grab Shaya's arm.

Akio's dagger touched the bottom of the sorcerer's chin. "She said no."

The guards nearest Akio drew their swords, but upon realizing who they were standing off against took three steps away. None of the guards were paid enough to face off with Akio and his infamous death circle. 

"Stop!" cried the young woman on stage. She stood at the edge of the stage, blocking Shaya's view of Ren, though his orange orbs where bright enough to cast an aura around the woman. 

Akio stood with his dagger against the man's throat, pressing the steel with just enough pressure to show he meant business. A tiny red droplet of blood beaded on the tip of his dagger.

"I command you to stop this at once!" The woman's voice echoed off the stone walls. 

The entire crowd stopped watching Ren and moved to get a better look at Akio and the young woman on stage. Ren's orbs continued to grow larger and reached the size of a small child.

"Tell your man to step back," Akio said.

"This one is ready to be examined," the sorcerer leaned back to avoid his Adam's apple being cut on Akio's dagger and pointed to Shaya.

"What's the meaning of this then?" the young woman asked.

"I don't want to be examined," Shaya said. "I am Kaito-Tanken Shaya, and this is my first-sworn, Akio. You are going to call your men off, and we are going to leave this place."

Akio twirled his second dagger in his left hand to show he wasn't worried, but ready to attack with Shaya's command.

"That's not going to happen." The young woman stepped off the platform and approached Akio, "Lower your dagger, fool."

Instead, Akio raised his spare dagger to her throat.

"No!" Shaya called out. 

It was death and worse to attack an Amethyst Sorcerer, Shaya had been willing to allow Akio to bluff but, apparently, he wasn't. Either he forgot himself in a fit of rage or, worse, choose to ignore the fact that sorcerers were untouchable. 

"I don't want to be examined. I have no desire to join the Amethyst Nation."

"That's not up to you to decide," the woman pushed Akio's dagger away from her own throat. Then pushed away his other dagger from the young man's throat. "As decreed by Fencura law, we have the right to examine anyone we choose, and take on any pupil we see fit."

"I'll never swear fealty to you." 

"We didn't ask you to, Kaito-Tanken Shaya," the woman held her hand out for Shaya to take. 

Akio looked to Shaya, desperate for the command to attack, but she couldn't give it. She was all that was left of clan Kaito and she couldn't afford to throw it away here. If that meant she would submit to an examination, then that's what she would do. 

"Sheath your daggers."

It was the first time Shaya had ever commanded him to stand down in the face of a threat.

Akio hesitated, twirled his daggers twice, then sheathed them in unison. He stood at attention with his shoulders straight waiting for his Thief Lord's next command.

Shaya took the young woman's hand and allowed herself to be led up on stage for all of Shinzo to see. No doubt men were already on their way to tell the other thief lords what was happening. 

Kaito-Tanken Shaya was to become a sorcerer.

 

CHAPTER TEN

WHAT FELT LIKE HOURS TO REN passed with him floating in the center of the sphere. 

"What do you want from me?"

"Nothing," they said in unison.

"How do I pass then?" Ren rubbed his face with both hands. The stress of the trial was wearing him down. "Is that it? Am I supposed to admit defeat? Is this a test of my endurance?"

"This is your trial," they answered.

For what felt like hours, they answered each of his questions in unison with cryptic replies that left Ren less informed than before asking the question. He remembered a phrase he'd learned since coming to Shinzo, Death before dishonor. 

So many were counting on him. All of Pearl Nation, even those who didn't know it or care to admit it like Johnathan. Removing the stigma of the Pearl Nation would ensure Ren's place in the history books forever. He'd always be the orphan who redeemed them, rather than the orphan with no prospects. Then there was Shaya, and her need to rebuild clan Kaito. For some reason she placed her trust in him, and he in her. She and Akio were the first true friends he'd ever had, and he realized just what death before dishonor meant.

"I'm ready," Ren declared and shift his hands from circle to square.

The sorcerers were floating above Ren, rotating in around the Amethyst lanterns, while he laid against the hard metal of the sphere.

"Ready for what?"

"Ready to begin."

"Welcome, Henry Balton!"

Blackness filled Ren's vision, and then he opened his eyes to find himself in a brightly lit room. Slowly, his eyes adjusted, and he realized the room was in fact inside the emperor's palace because guards stood watch at around the room, and the tapestries along the walls were more ornate than any others he'd seen on Shinzo. Like the stone murals in the Noble's Quarter, these tapestries showed wonderful oceanic scenes: whales, dolphins, octopi, and many other forms of sea life. Hanging from the far north wall was a giant sea turtle which stretched twenty feet from floor to ceiling. Undoubtedly enchanted, because the ocean moved around the turtle as it swam above the colorful stones Capt. Kaito pointed out on their way to Shinzo.

"That's Ao," a woman placed a hand on Ren's shoulder, and nearly made him jump. "Apologies. I didn't mean to startle you."

"Who are you?"

"I'm Hekima the emperor's advisor. He asked that I look after you and the other pupils who pass."

Realizing Ren was present the twins stopped staring at the artwork and joined him and Hekima. 

"Amazing, no?" Adaku asked.

"Yes," Ren said. "Or did you mean the trial?"

Abaze laughed, "Both."

Two guards clicked their heels as they allowed three servants to enter carrying platters. The first held three pitchers and two stacks of silver cups. Wine, water, and dark ale for them to choose from. The second platter was nearly overflowing with broiled fish, fresh oysters, and buttered prawns. The third platter carried their plates and utensils, along with dessert—a pudding of red, white, and black. 

"Please enjoy," Hekima said. "I'll return shortly to discuss the next steps."

The servants left with her, leaving Ren alone with the twins—them and ten guards, that is.

For several minutes the three of them ate in silence, stopping only long enough to offer each other giant grins of joy. Ren was ravaged, and it appeared the twins were too. None of them remembered their manners, instead tearing into the food as fast as possible. Ren couldn't remember feeling this hungry before, not even on the mornings after missing dinner, back at the orphanage. 

"Must be a side effect of the trial," Abaze said between mouthfuls.

"Yeah," Ren swallowed his second helping of pudding. A wonder blend of cheery, vanilla, and chocolate. "Where do you think the sphere was?"

"What sphere?" Adaku asked.

"From your trial," Ren said, but realized they both didn't understand what he was talking about. "When you were on stage, did you not go somewhere else?"

"Oh yes," Abaze said. "I was back on the grass plains outside my father's city, but it was odd because I didn't see the city. Only a sea of grass."

"I was floating in the clouds," Adaku said, "But it didn't make sense, because I saw the source-light disappear beyond the horizon, and then return. I don't understand. How could I have been gone for a whole day?"

"When I was in the sphere, I couldn't tell exactly how much time passed, but it felt like hours."

"What are you two talking about?" Abaze asked. "I was only on the plains long enough for the sorcerers to question me. No more than five minutes."

"That's the craziest part," Ren said. "I watched you two on stage, and you were only there for less than five minutes. You took your places, stepped forward summoned spheres of magic. They danced around you, and then sorcerers led you off stage."

"We have no memory of the stage," Adaku said.

"We remember being called forward," Abaze said. "And then we were in here. You were brought in less than ten minutes after us."

The metal of a guard's boots clicked against the stone hallway, and two men led a sorcerer Ren hadn't seen before, along with...

"Shaya!" Ren hopped to his feet, sending his empty plate sliding across the stone floor with a loud wobbly sound like a drum roll. 

"She can't hear you," the sorcerer said. 

Ren recognized her voice as the ancient woman in white from his trial. She lowered Shaya onto a cushion next to Ren.

He dropped back to his knees to check on her, and before he could look up to ask another question, the sorcerer was gone.

"It took you at least ten minutes to come out of it," Adaku placed a hand on Ren's shoulder.

"It looks worse than it is," Abaze said. "You looked worse than she does, and you came out of it okay."

Ren knew they spoke the truth, but it didn't make it any easier to watch her suffering. He held her hand in his and waited while she made her way back—wrapping up her own trial.

* * *

"GET A SORCERER NOW!" Ren yelled at one of the guards, who pointed his sword at Ren's chest. "Look at her, you bastard!"

Thirty minutes had passed with Shaya's skin slowly turning blue. Ren had pointed it out ten minutes in, but the twins had brushed it off as him being overly protective as they continued eating everything in sight. after twenty minutes, her skin had a faint hue of the sky, and they joined him in asking the guards for help. They hadn't moved or acknowledged them. The three of them had been forced to yell for Hekima to return, but their throats had grown horse from yelling. 

Now Shaya's skin was closer that of ocean waters in Shinzo's bays. 

Ren took a step back from the guard, and he sheathed his sword. 

Where's Akio?

From the courtyard he heard a loud thundering applause. "Is it over?" Ren asked.

"I think so," the twins answered together.

"It's done," Ren pointed to the hall behind the guard. "Now go get one of the sorcerers."

The guards face remained unchanged, showing no sign of recognition that Ren had even spoken—as it had the whole time, a true face of stone.

"He's not going to respond," Hekima said. 

Ren turned on the spot, to find she had entered from the hallway behind him. 

"These are palace guards, they have no emotion, no feelings, no desires, no thoughts, other than those I or the Emperor command. 

"Draw swords."

Every guard drew their swords in unison. 

"Step forward." 

They each took one step forward.

"Retake your positions."

They stepped back and sheathed their swords, in one motion.

"See," Hekima said. "These are the finest guards in all of Fencura. Now, what is your problem?"

"Look at her!" Ren yelled. 

Shaya's skin had darkened more and began to look like that of the deep oceans.

"Ah, yes," Hekima said. "Kaito-Tanken Shaya. Looks like she's going to die."

"What?" Abaze asked. "Why?"

"Not every pupil survives the examination," Hekima said. "It's no major loss. The Emperor will be pleased to hear there is one less Thief Lord." 

She spat next to Shaya, and Ren saw the reflection of wet saliva on the stone floor.

Hekima looked to the platters and said, "I'll have more food sent."

With that she left them to watch Shaya die before their eyes.

"Send a sorcerer!" Ren called after her.

"There's nothing to be done," Hekima called back without turning around, and then disappeared down the hall behind a hanging curtain.

 

CHAPTER ELEVEN

REN'S STOMACH TURNED SOUR as he watched Shaya's skin darken into a deeper shade of blue, while his own flushed. 

If she dies, I'll see to it they pay. 

A weak promise. What could he mange on his own? Regardless he meant every word and knew he'd find a way—any way—to avenge her death. Shaya was his first true friend, and he realized he'd rather die than lose her.

"It's a known risk we all took," Abaze said from over Ren's shoulder.

Ren spun round on the stone floor to face him, "Fuck you!" He rose to his feet, and found Abaze stood a head taller than him, and his shoulders were nearly twice as wide. Abaze reached at his waist, but found his dagger was gone. The guards had insured they were all unarmed, not that Ren had been carrying any weapons.

"Goat fucker!" Abaze cried out as he threw a wide hook at Ren's head.

Ren leaned back just far enough for the blow to graze his eyebrow and avoid major injury. Abaze may have been young, but his body was that of a full-grown man and a skilled warrior used to fighting. Ren was outmatched, and he knew it. His only hope was magic—regardless of the consequences. Either it was magic or a broken bone—or worse.

Instinct took over the last time Ren faced danger, and his magic protected him without conscious control, but he needed to channel his energy and focus. Knowing himself capable of magic gave him confidence, but it did nothing toward instructing him on how to channel it.

Another blow whizzed past his head, and a third caught his shoulder knocking Ren to the stone floor. A sudden tingle of numbness shot out of his right elbow up to his shoulder. It had been foolish to stop his fall with his arm, but instincts weren't easily overcome.

Ren tried to use his right arm to push himself up, but it gave out, and he caught a boot to the ribs from Abaze.

"Stop. Please, stop!" Adaku pleaded with her brother, but Abaze wasn't listening. 

Instead he kept kicking Ren's ribs.

On the fourth kick, Ren used the momentum and his left arm to push himself up into a crouched position. The next kick caught his cheek, but it was better than having the same ribs kicked again. Ren couldn't be sure, but it felt like one was already cracked. Abaze's sixty extra pounds of pure muscle meant his kicks felt like a battering ram.

The next blow was a front kick. Starting from Abaze's hip straight into Ren's face where heel caught forehead. Ren was knocked to the ground. Ren felt his head bounce off the stone floor, a bright orange light flashed before his eyes, and then blackness. 

* * *

REN WAS BACK INSIDE THE VOID, and the familiar state of nothingness—being conscious without sensory sensations. Weightless wasn't exactly correct since he didn't have a body in which to feel. Nor was he cold. Instead, Ren was his pure form. What he suspected the priests and monks referred to, when they spoke of a soul. He'd become his soul.

"Shaya!"

He needed to find her—nothing was more important. She was suffering and probably dying. He needed to save her, but where to look? How to locate her? There wasn't a direction he could go—he wasn't sure he could go anywhere.

"Shaya!

"Kaito-Tanken Shaya, your humble servant Ren Balton calls to you!"

Still nothing. He could hear his voice, but he didn't feel it emerged from his gut, or through his throat. In fact, he wasn't breathing at all, which gave him the sensation of his skin itching, though he had no skin.

 A sudden flash of a vision struck Ren. He was lying on a stone floor being kicked by a broad man who could have snapped him in half if so inclined. His twin sister—only apparent because of their shared face—stood behind him pulling his arm to keep him away. He attempted to shake her off his arm in the way you shake off a child who's trying to stay connected to your foot. In the end, you allow the child to have their way, just as the massive man allowed his sister—half his size—to pull him away from Ren.

The void returned.

"Shaya!"

This time his call was answered with a whisper of "swear" though he couldn't know who spoke. The faintest pinpoint of light shown in the void, and it expanded into a sea of light.

Then Ren found himself in a stone square. After a few moments he recognized the Bloody Square.

"Shaya?"

He found her in the center of five sorcerer's—each wearing a different colored robe. 

"Death before dishonor," Shaya spoke with a calm finality of a person who knows they'll die and is ready. "That is my choice."

"If you will but swear to—" The old woman in white was cut off.

"Never. I am Kaito-Tanken Shaya, and I can take no other oaths. An honorable death is the only option."

The sorcerers switched positions with Shaya, and she stood a foot in front of Ren while they discussed amongst themselves.

"Shaya," Ren whispered.

She turned, fists up ready to fight, but lowered them the moment she saw Ren and embraced him in a hug.

"You're in danger—"

"I know," she gave him a comforting pat on the back. "It's as it should be." 

"Kaito-Tanken Shaya," the sorcerers spoke in unison, with one voice. "You're granted admittance to the Amethyst Nation, provided you swear not to speak of what you learn with anyone outside our Nation."

She stood frozen like a statue for several breaths. 

"I swear upon my honor to never reveal what I learn."

A sudden force, like the wind of an ice storm, pushed Ren back. His being slipped through the stone walls of the Bloody Square, and he found himself back in the void.

"Shaya!"

 

CHAPTER TWELVE

SHAYA TURNED BACK TO REN, but he was gone. She heard him calling for her, yet there was no sound—it felt like a thin fishing line pulling on her ear, egging her outside the Bloody Square.

She turned back to the sorcerer's circle, "Where did he go?"

"Unsure," the sorcerers answered as one. "There're many places, even unplaces."

"We're done here?" She asked. "I've passed my trial, and won't face death?"

"Agreed."

Not wasting another moment, she took the west gate, but instead of stepping onto the street, she found a wall of white light blocking her path. 

"Ren?"

The faintest whisper, "Shaya."

She took a deep breath—though her lungs didn't fill—and stepped into the light only to find herself in the void again. Her eyes were burning in the light, but in the void they turned cold like an ocean wave during the rainy season.

"Ren!"

"Shaya!" Ren answered, and this time the voice was strong and clear. 

Shaya spun in all directions but couldn't spot him. After a minute of calling to one another and spinning in every direction imaginable, she stopped. 

Searching is pointless.

Resolved, she centered her mind and allowed the sea of calm to wash over her. If she'd had a face, it would have shown a chiseled, unwavering expression of indifference. A moment later her consciousness became a blue orb which swelled to twice her normal size. She'd become a beacon of light in the utter darkness of the void.

"Is that you?" Ren asked.

"Yes. Come toward my light."

Moments passed.

Waiting hurt Shaya's gut like food poisoning: first knots, then wrenches, eventually she puked more light—her orb expanded further, and she began to feel thin. 

It was worth it, because her orb touched the outer shell of Ren's consciousness, and he too erupted into a ball of light, an orange sphere-Small by comparison, but bright enough to overpower the blue hue around him-and flood the space with his own orange glow.

"Together now," she said. "Focus on Shinzo."

"Right, we're inside the emperor's court." 

Ren envisioned the space and willed the image to Shaya. She could see the guards and tapestries on the wall. Her own body lay on the ground in Ren's arms, an odd experience to see herself from an outside perspective. In that moment Shaya realized why it was so easy to scare others into following her commands. Not many women wore the fine lines of battle on their forearms with pride, nor pulled off a blood red sash with poise. But even lying there unconscious, she looked every bit the role of Kaito-Tanken. Her father would be proud.

"Now!" they cried in unison.

 

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

THE WEIGHT OF REN'S BODY pressed into the stone floor as he held Shaya in his arms. It felt unnatural after being in the void for so long, and it dawned on Ren why sorcerers were usually so thin. He had never considered himself fat by any means, but the thought of losing weight didn't seem like a bad idea now.

Shaya shifted in his arms to give him a strong hug, and Ren was pulled out of his drifting thoughts to the growing fact she was laying in his lap hugging him. She'd been his only friend in need of help as she lay dying, but now she was a woman and his body knew it. Goosebumps lingered on Ren's skin from the chill of the void, but as she lay in lap, his skin began to feel like it was on fire—and all while his pants tightened.

Ren pushed himself away from Shaya, "I'm glad," he swallowed hard, "you're back. I was so worried. Your skin was a dark blue." 

Her skin quickly regained its natural wheat complexion, though a faint blue hue was still visible. "Look at yourself." She glanced down at his lap as she pushed herself up.

Ren did and found his own arms were the faint blue of sea ice, just under the water's surface. He kept staring at his arms longer than needed to avoid looking back up at Shaya. His chest was on fire, and he could hear his own heartbeat pumping vigorously.

Shaya placed her hand on his arm where he was looking, "Thank you. You've shown courage and brought honor to clan Kaito. I'm proud to count you amongst us."

"Thank you." Ren knew nothing else to say, he was preoccupied with keeping his mind cleared of thoughts of Shaya in sexually provocative situations. A real chore for a sixteen-year-old boy. He reminded himself of Akio and envisioned daggers being plunged into his eye sockets. It worked wonders on his self-control.

Shaya held out her hands for Ren to take, and when he did, she pushed her feet to his and used the leverage to pull both of them to a standing position. Ren found himself face to face with Shaya, so close he felt her breath against his skin. 

"Congratulations," Abaze clapped Ren on the back. 

Ren forced himself to turn and face Abaze, though it meant leaving the most intimate moment he'd ever have with Shaya. "What?" Ren's mind was still foggy from desire.

Shaya left the two of them alone to talk, while she introduced herself to Adaku.

"For saving her. She must mean a lot to you; or else you wouldn't risk your life."

"She's Kaito-Tanken Shaya. I'd die for her if needed," Ren realized he meant it as the words came out—not just honorable words to be said in polite company.

"Good," Abaze kept his eyes on Shaya. "She's your clan leader?"

"Yes."

Abaze extended his arm, "I'm sorry about before. Adaku is gifted with the healing touch. I hope you're not too badly hurt." There was no sincerity in his voice.

Ren shook his arm in forgiveness, "I'm fine." 

In the moment's excitement, he'd forgotten about his injuries. He didn't feel any pain at all. Adaku was a gifted healer and must have loads of experience healing Abaze's victims. He was an arrogant man, quick to temper, but Ren didn't sense a cruel intent.

"She's a beautiful woman. I'm glad to hear you're not involved."

Wrong. He was cruel.

"Do you know if there's anyone else?" Abaze asked.

Ren considered lying. Shaya and Adaku were a few feet away laughing with one another. Shaya's laugh was infectious, lacking any self-consciousness about it.

"Not that I know of."

"Excellent," Abaze slapped Ren on the shoulder. "Excuse me." He walked over to the girls, leaving Ren alone.

After another round of laughter amongst the three of them, Adaku excused herself and came to Ren. 

"How are you feeling?" she asked.

"Better. Thank you for healing me."

She bowed her head slightly, "You're welcome, but I'm sorry for my brother's actions. He's going to be king one day, and it makes him impulsive."

Ren didn't know how best to respond, so he smiled like an idiot.

"She's beautiful," Adaku continued. "I can see why you would risk your life for hers." 

"Oh, no," Ren waved his hands. "She's my clan leader."

Am I that obvious?

Adaku flashed a flirtatious smile and stepped closer to Ren. Close enough he could smell her—spring and new grass.

Is that lavender?

Before Ren could make an ass of himself, the guards clicked their heels, and Ren looked over to see a young boy, no doubt from the Ruby Nation. The two gold disks in his ears, shaved sides of his head with a long braid left on top, and his copper skin where all telltale signs. Ren saw the tattoos on his hands as he walked closer to them, the customary tribal design between in the web of thumb and index finger, a Ruby Nation custom.

Glad for the interruption, Ren excused himself from Adaku to greet their newest member. He wanted to believe she found him as attractive as he found her, but her brother had been obvious in his aim to conquest, and feared that was their way, not a reliable sign of attraction. Back home it was easy, women only touched men they were interested in. Often subtle, or "accidental" touches to save face if rejected—which rarely happened—but women made their interest known first. Everyone knew men were hot blooded.

"My name's Ren," he extended his hand, but before they could shake a loud ruckus in the hall interrupted them. 

A clattering of steel echoed off the stone in the hallway. Though he couldn't see past the curtains, Ren recognized Akio's voice. 

"Step aside in the name of clan Kaito, or die where you stand!"

 

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

"I KAITO-TANKEN SHAYA COMMAND you to step aside for my first sworn," she stood before the hidden hallway prepared to fight. Her sword had been taken, but she was still deadly in hand to hand combat.

"You heard her," Akio said from behind the curtains in the hall.

Shaya pressed forward, but two guards stopped her with their own swords, creating a steel wall between her and the hall. She struck the left guard with an open palm against his visor and dodged the sword from the right.

Sliding back to regain her stance, she saw the left guard crumpled on the floor, while the right circled with his sword pointed at her chest.

"Shaya?" Akio called from the hall, and the sound of steel against steel echoed off the stone walls of the hall.

"Enough!" The guards sheathed their swords creating a thunder of muffled steel and Shaya turned to find Hekima had strolled into the room. "Let Akio pass!"

Akio ran past the curtains to Shaya and kneeled before her to beg forgiveness. 

"There's nothing to forgive," Shaya gestured for him to stand. "I'm fine. In fact, I was in good hands," she gestured to Ren. "He kept me safe after the examination."

"The emperor doesn't desire a conflict with the clans," Hekima said. "I apologize for the misunderstanding, but I couldn't allow the crowd to pass unchecked, or we'd have chaos."

Of course not. We wouldn't want a riot now, when we've been waiting for the right time to spill the emperor's blood and rid Shinzo of his house forever.

No one spoke. Shaya and Akio looked at her with open disgust, while the others stood silent. No doubt still in shock from how close they came to a bloody battle.

"The examination is over," Hekima acted as if nothing was amiss. "You'll join the examiners back on stage, after the crowd has calmed down."

Why is the crowd unruly?

"Please rest for a few more minutes," Hekima continued. "A sorcerer will gather you when they're ready." She left the way she'd entered, while the guards took their original positions with no sign of nearly coming to blows a moment earlier.

"Thank you," Akio formally bowed to Ren, legs straight and torso bent with a straight back.

"Um," Ren fidgeted, "You're welcome? It was nothing really. Of course, I'd help Shaya. I owe her everything."

Akio straightened and gave Ren a quick smile. Ren didn't realize it, but he'd just won the eternal loyalty of Akio, and solidified his position within clan Kaito.

"Akio," Shaya said. "We need to talk."

She led him away from the others to a corner where the guards weren't standing too close. The room wasn't large enough to avoid being overheard, so she lowered her voice to a whisper. "I've passed the examination." 

"You can't—"

"I didn't take the vow. Nor will I. They've agreed to train me without betraying my loyalty. I can't share the secrets of my training, but I'll be free to leave when I choose."

They stared at each other—Shaya desperate to know what Akio was thinking, but he'd locked his thoughts away behind the face of stone.

"Don't you see?" She asked. "I'll be the only thief lord in history to be a sorcerer. When I return, I'll have powers beyond any other rival and can rebuild my clan. Our clan!"

"As you command, Kaito-Tanken Shaya," Akio lowered his head.

"Damn you! Don't be like that."

"I am your first sworn. My blood is your blood. My salt is your salt. My steel is your steel. Command me and it shall be done."

The cold indifference in which he recited the words were too much to bear—Shaya shoved him with open palms. Akio stumbled two steps back but kept his face down and his hands at his side. 

He'd rather I beat him, than speak his mind.

"Akio, First Sworn of clan Kaito. You're hereby made acting leader of clan Kaito until my return from the Amethyst Nation. Go now. Arrange the proper documents and witnesses." Shaya's voice echoed faintly off the back walls of the room. 

Everyone looked at them. If Ren's face was any indication for the feelings of the rest of the room, they were all afraid.

"As you command, Kaito-Tanken Shaya," Akio gave a formal bow, turned and left without looking Shaya in the eyes.

Damn you, Akio.

 

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

THE FIVE OF THEM STOOD upon the stage, while the crowd below cheered. Eight sorcerers stood behind them lined up shoulder to shoulder in the same way Ren and the others were. The young woman continued to represent the Amethyst Nation to the crowd at large.

"These five have passed their examinations, and have been found worthy to join our ranks, concluding the 1,154th examination. Food and drink are provided in celebration. Please enjoy yourself."

A cacophony of sound filled the courtyard, and Ren clenched his jaw in pain. 

"What?" Ren asked, he hadn't heard Shaya over the sounds of the crowd.

She spoke directly into his ear, "I need you to come with me to sign documents."

"What about the celebration?" Ren yelled, "Are we free to leave?"

"It'll be fine. It's not as if they will leave without us."

Ren laughed—she was right.

Ren allowed her to lead the way, and they walked off the stage to join Akio, who handed Shaya her sword. She fastened it securely inside her blood sash and pulled the sword halfway out of its sheath.

"Move aside," Akio commanded, using his daggers to point the men and women out of his way. "Make way," He was careful not to point at any of the children.

The crowd was slow to move. More people had shown up for the final celebration, and the courtyard was so packed that it became stifling hot. Ren breathed heavily through his mouth and nose as they pushed their way toward the gates. Even the threat of being cut didn't persuade the people to part quickly.

After what felt like an eternity to Ren, they were free and back on the cobblestone streets outside the walls of the emperor's estate.

Ren stretched his arms wide, as did Akio and Shaya, and let the cool ocean breeze carry away the stench of the crowd.

"Where are we going?" Ren would follow Shaya anywhere, but not knowing made his scalp itch.

"My home," She led the way with Akio taking the rear position.

* * *

"AKIO WILL BE AN EXCELLENT CLAN LEADER, and as my first sworn, is the only choice." Shaya reiterated this point for what had to have been the tenth time.

Kasai-Tanken Shirou and Sora-Tanken Miku had both come to Shaya's home along with their first sworn. Policies were in place to assure clan affairs were handled on the rare occasions that a Thief Lord was forced to leave Shinzo. However, there wasn't a precedent for placing a non-blood kin in charge. Clan Kaito was the first to be so close to extermination since the ancient clan wars. 

"Akio is not your blood," Shirou said. "I'm not sure you can place a non-blood relative in charge while you're gone. What's more, you make it clear that you don't know how long you'll be away. It seems to me that you have two choices. Don't leave, or dissolve the rights and standings of clan Kaito."

Akio stood mute. 

Is he on their side? Ren thought. Does he want her to stay?

Shaya clenched her fist, but her face of stone didn't falter, "Clan Kaito will never surrender its claims, nor its territories. You mistake my purpose if you think this is truly a debate."

"You mean to dictate terms to us?" Miku said. "We respect the time of daggers, but no such protection is guaranteed to your first sworn. Only tradition. Place him in charge, and we can kill him. Thus, eliminating your clan's claims."

Still Akio didn't move, and Ren did his best to match Akio's stoic stance. With no practice, Ren found keeping a face of stone near impossible, but biting his lip kept his expressions muted.

"I'll remind you, clan Kaito pointed out the betrayal of the clan Gin. It is Akio who leads the investigation into their betrayal. Surely, the death of a traitor is preferable to my own modest clan."

Miku scoffed, "You'd feign modesty in an attempt to lull our guard. Akio is the finest killer alive, but even he can't win against twenty well-armed men. I think we'd all risk four men to split your islands."

"What makes you think Goruden-Tanken Hiroshi would split anything?" Shaya asked. "He'd buy a hundred mercenaries to kill Akio, claim the prize for himself, and kill any of your men who got in the way." 

Shaya stepped forward, "However, if you're willing to back my choice of a successor, and vote it lawful, there'd be nothing he can do without risking his own destruction. Honor would demand his clan be returned to salt and dust."

"A moment please," Miku said, and the two of them conferred with one another.

After nearly an hour of debate, it appeared Shaya had won, or at least convinced them of a draw. They didn't have to agree with her stance, that Akio had every right to run the clan, but they would have to protect themselves. If Goruden-Tanken Hiroshi managed to claim all of Shaya's holdings, he'd be more than double the size of any other clan. With clan Gin one piece of evidence away from utter destruction, no clan would risk allowing Hiroshi to gain any more holdings. The time of daggers was too close at hand, and with such an advantage, he'd be able to take on all the clans. They needed Shaya, and through her Akio, on their side.

At least, that had been Shaya's explanation. She hesitated to bring it up at first, because it admitted her clan was the weakest. But conservative tactics and general pragmatism was how the clans beat the emperor and managed to hold on to their position for all these years.

"We agree," Shirou said. "On one condition."

"What condition?"

"That you marry me upon your return."

Akio pulled his dagger, but Shaya cut the air with her hand. He sheathed the dagger and retook his stoic position. Ren swallowed hard and felt his own face burn. 

I'll never look at her again.

"You insult me," Shaya said. "With your right hand you'd allow my position, while with your left you'd steal my holding for yourself."

"You would still be Kaito-Tanken Shaya, and—"

"And nothing. Once we had children, you'd have me killed and claim everything in the name of our child. Even if you're a patient man, your child would inherit everything."

"Our children, would claim a position of strength." Kasai-Tanken Shirou stepped closer, "Let's not play coy, we both know where we rank within the clans. Together our children would gain a position to bargain with."

"Miku speak up," Shaya said. "Tell him it can't be done."

"Nonsense," Miku aid. "It's never been done, but it can be done if you choose."

"Never," Shaya said.

"Fine," Shirou said. "You're right. This is no way to win your affections and join our clans." He showed his palms, "Concede to this. Swear to give honest consideration to my proposal, to think about the truth in my assessment of the tactics and the advantages to both our clans. Do this, and I'll back Akio's position."

Sora-Tanken Miku nodded she'd vote with him.

For a long moment Shaya stood silent, "Allow me a moment alone."

They agreed and Shaya retired to her room to think, leaving Ren and Akio alone with two Thief Lords. The four of them stood silent, each with a face of stone. He couldn't see his own face, but Ren knew it was the weakest.

After ten minutes, and a sound Ren thought was pottery breaking, Shaya returned from her room. "I swear to give honest consideration to your proposal of marriage Kasai-Tanken Shirou. From now until the time I return. Until which point, I place Akio as leader of clan Kaito."

"I swear to back Akio and recognize his leadership as lawful," Shirou said.

"Agreed."

* * *

AN HOUR LATER, after an awkward meal, two scribes entered Shaya's home with the formal documents needed.

 

I Kaito-Tanken Shaya recognize Akio of clan Kaito, as acting Kaito-Tanken from now until my return from the Amethyst Nation. Upon my death, Akio shall become formally Kaito-Tanken Akio, with all the rights and properties thereof. 

I am of sound mind and body upon signing this contract, and acknowledge Henry of clan Kaito, Kasai-Tanken Shirou, and Sora-Tanken Miku as the formal witnesses to this contract.

-Kaito-Tanken Shaya

I Kasai-Tanken Shirou formally recognize acting Kaito-Tanken Akio.

-Shirou

I Sora-Tanken Miku formally recognize acting Kaito-Tanken Akio.

- Miku

I Henry of clan Kaito formally bear witness to this contract and the signing of those herein mentioned.

-Ren

I Akio of clan Kaito formally accept the position of acting Kaito-Tanken Akio.

-Kaito-Tanken Akio

 

With the final swish of Akio's pen mark, the scribes took the contract and pressed it against a blank parchment. Using a stone rolling pin, they rolled the completed contract against the blank parchment. After several passes with the stone, they pulled the document back, to reveal a mirrored copy on the formally blank parchment.

"Kaito-Tanken Shaya," the scribe said, offering the documents.

She waved them away and gave Akio the duplicated document, "Congratulations, acting Kaito-Tanken Akio."

Carefully she rolled the original document and slipped it into one of two polished oak cylinders for safe keeping.

"We're finished here," Shaya announced, and the other Thief Lords left.

Unsure what best to do, Ren said, "Congratulations, Akio."

Akio clapped Ren on the shoulder, "Guard her with your life. If anything happens to her, I'll kill you."

"Akio," Shaya scolded him like a child.

"Please," Akio said. "Look after her."

"I promise," Ren shook Akio's arm, and the pact was sealed. "I've got a letter of my own to write. I'll meet you back at the courtyard."

Shaya didn't say anything, but Ren knew he'd see her there. She and Akio had much to discuss alone, and he waved goodbye to them as they left together. From the chair next to the window, he watched them walk toward the emperor's wall, sharing each other's confidence.

* * *

Brandon,

I can't thank you enough for all your help, and I promise to repay you one day. You'll be pleased to hear I passed. The Pearl Nation officially has a new sorcerer. 

Well, at least an apprentice. I don't know how long my training will last, but I'll be sure to see you first thing. . . .

 

Ren's letter continued with promises to come back and teach. After which he shared the highlights of his adventure but kept out the part about joining clan Kaito. Some things were private after all.

 

. . . there is nothing standing in my way now. I'd love to see Johnathan's face when he reads of my acceptance. 

If I could ask one more favor. Please get a photo for me.

 

- Ren

 

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

THEY'RE GOING TO MISS OUR DEPARTURE, Adaku transmitted.

Who cares, Abaze transmitted back. We're going and that's all that matters. They're swine anyway.

Ren's nice, and Shaya is Kaito-Tanken. She transmitted. Clan leader?

So, He shrugged his broad shoulders. Who cares if she's leader of some backwards island clan? She's little better than a city whore. Though I'll admit she's better looking than most.

You're an ass sometimes! She turned her back on her twin and joined the other sorcerers who gathered around a wine cask at the end of the table, laid out in the room they'd waited in before.

What did she know? Their father made it clear what kind of people they were allowed to be with, and whom to associate with. None of these people matched their father's criteria. Not by a long shot.

"Shaya, Ren," Adaku said. 

They'd made it after all, which meant Abaze would still have a chance to get what he wanted from Shaya.

"We were held up," Shaya said.

Abaze meant what he said, but he'd love to get Shaya alone with him for thirty minutes with no guards around. It would be a night neither of them would forget.

"Now that we're all present, it's time to depart," Ginger said. She was the young sorcerer who'd represented the interest of the Amethyst Nation to the crowd.

Two of the Sorcerers who must have been checking the crowd, because Abaze didn't recognize them, began to draw a large circle upon the stone floor, using a white stone as chalk. When they finished, the intricate knots of the circle reminded him of a stone floor inside the temple back home. 

"Please step inside the circle," Ginger requested.

The group did as instructed, and Abaze took an extra step to be closer to Shaya. He could make out her figure despite the loose clothes she wore. 

The five sorcerers who'd examined them clapped their hands in unison, and the party was no longer standing inside the stone room of the emperor's palace. They'd gone from a place in late evening to one in mid-day. The source-light hung directly overhead, casting a harsh glare upon the top of the tower Abaze found himself on. 

He was staring at clouds which stretched off into the distance. 

They were in the sky!

The entire roof of the tower was covered with lush grass, which danced in the currents of the strong winds, shifting through the rainbow from blues to reds, and back again. 

Where are we? Abaze transmitted.

You're in the Amethyst Nation, a voice answered, and not his sister's. This voice carried the mellow tone of a scribe.

Please follow the ramp off the platform. The same voice continued.

Together, they all walked forward off the platform in the same direction. The grass had been an optical illusion. Instead of short grass, like a well-kept garden. The grass was taller than a man and spaced far enough apart to walk between each individual stalk. Above had been only the tips of the blades of grass. The bottom layers were all a vivid violet color, which cast a haze of light.

"How did you make them neon?" Ren asked.

They're not neon, the voice continued. Please continue to the bottom of the ramp. 

They reached solid ground, and Abaze felt the familiar crunch of dirt underneath his feet. When he looked to his right toward Shaya, he found the other sorcerers were gone. 

Don't worry, the voice said. My name is Nicholi, I'm the official chronicler of the Amethyst Nation. You'll each join me for a chat. After which you'll rejoin the other sorcerers and begin your formal education.

"Is this another test?" The young brat from the Ruby Nation asked with an obnoxious inflection at the end. It was the annoying dialect of a Ruby Nation commoner.

Not at all. I'm here to preserve your tales for posterity. To ensure your names lives on throughout history.

Sweat trickled down Abaze's face—it was much warmer down at the base of the grass than it had been upon the platform, and the air was far more humid. It reminded him of what his father had warned about the Onyx Nation. Their whole nation was a jungle marsh land. "More water than they know what to do with," his father had joked. 

Abaze hopped on one leg and looked down at his feet. He thought he'd felt a snake slither by, but perhaps it had been from reminiscing about the Onyx Nation. They were known for their snakes and spiders.

Now you should all see the door at the center. 

Abaze turned around again to find a door in the center underneath the platform, where before there had been a solid stone wall. Not wanting to waste any more time, he stepped forward first and opened the door. But instead of a room or stairs, he found a solid wall of white light.

Enter and remember.
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