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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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