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PROLOGUE

A WALL OF WHITE LIGHT blocked Goban's way.

Enter and Remember, Nicholi transmitted directly into Goban's mind.

Remember what? 

Goban wasn't sure what he was expected to do, but already, he worried he might have made a mistake. His father had warned him about the Amethyst Nation wanting to control all of Fencura. Goban was expected to hide the secrets of the Ruby Nation. Was that what he was to remember? His nation's secrets? 

Enter, Nicholi transmitted.

How? Goban transmitted.

Walk forward.

Respecting his father's wishes wasn't going to be as easy as he had thought. His magic was the strongest ever seen in his family. Goban could trace his lineage back over fifty generations—back to Brogan Ironfist. His father, and his father before him, and so on, going back over 1,300 years had been master smiths. Their steel was coveted by all of Fencura. No one else in the Ruby Nation could fold steel the way his father could. Because just as the Ruby Nation had its own magical secrets, Goban's family had their own—his inheritance.

Goban closed his eyes and walked into the wall. Where there should have been a solid form, was only light, and warmth. He crossed the veil and a cold chill ran over his body. The room he'd stepped into was devoid of any door or windows. A perfect cube, with all six faces made of solid black marble. Four Amethyst lamps hung in the center over a white marble table, just large enough to seat two. On one side sat an old man in black robes, his gray hair was pulled back and tucked into his robe's hood, and on the other side sat a matching marble chair, waiting for Goban.

Please sit, and remember, Nicholi Transmitted.

It was the chronicler sitting before him. The one who'd directed their actions since their arrival to the Amethyst Nation.

Goban didn't move.

The whole scene made him uncomfortable. Every aspect of his survival instinct yelled run, but instead he found himself frozen solid with hesitation. Nicholi waved his hand and in one smooth motion the free white marble chair slid back from the table offering Goban a place to sit.

Sit!

Goban's body moved of its own accord without conscious input from himself. For the briefest of moments, he tried to resist, but a hot sting—like touching the edge of the kiln—erupted inside him, and he ceased his resistance instantly. 

What now?

Remember.

Remember what?

Everything...

And so, it came to pass that Goban found himself sitting on a cold marble chair betraying his father, and the whole of the Ruby Nation. He fought the inquiries, and resisted the details, but it was beyond his strength, and soon he was recalling everything Nicholi requested.

How did you come to be master smiths?

The one question he feared the most.

A little over 1,300 years ago, the Ruby Nation was a small nation of mountain dwellers. The royal family kept them safe by banning outsiders, and ordering cities built into the heart of the mountains. They dug deeper and deeper, soon there were generations born inside the mountain core who'd never see the source-light.

Brogan Ironfist was one. As a young boy he'd sneak away from his studies at his father's kiln to go spelunking with his friends. It's said that Fencura's core called to him—forced him to fulfill his destiny.

From a boy to a young man Brogan grew broad and stout by working the kilns. He took pride in his craft each day but by night he'd slip away to seduce the young noble women. Which is how he managed to find himself in bed with the queen.

The next morning—upon being discovered by the queen's maid—the queen pleaded for Brogan's life. His family was well respected, and they had many allies, so it was decreed that Brogan Ironfist was banished, rather than outright execution. Everyone expected him to leave south, climb out of the mountain, and join the rest of Fencura who lived above ground. Instead Brogan left north, to the caves he'd explored as a child. 

It's said that for three days Brogan climbed deeper and deeper into the core of Fencura. 

On the morning of the fourth day, Brogan stepped through the mouth of a tunnel to find the most wondrous vision. A cavern—even larger than the one which held the city—it contained wild birds and trees, things he'd never seen. In the center hung a glowing red orb which bathed the whole of the cavern in warm light. Under the red orb sat a large lake where all the animals gathered to drink. 

But the greatest sight of all, was dragons!

Hundreds of them.

The cavern was so large they could fly to the top, dive into the water, while Brogan had time to scale the rock face of a larger bolder for a better view before the dragon pulled out of its dive. Sprinkled throughout the forest canopy were large stone spikes—like micro-mountains—where the dragons laid their nests, just as birds do on cliff faces.

Brogan Ironfist knew he'd found his destiny. For two weeks he hunted small game: rabbits, squirrels, etc. . . and ate wild berries to stay fit. The lake was so vast, it was never more than half a day's walk from him. It took two weeks to reach the opposite side of the lake from where he entered, though most of that time was spent scouting.

Eventually he found a way to sneak into a nest while the mother was away. Either she had died, or was off feeding in preparation—because inside were three massive eggs—twice the size of Brogan head. Acting quickly, he slipped two eggs into his pack—he would have taken the third, but feared it would have broken in his pack, as he only had enough clothes to wrap two—and climbed down the stone spire as fast as his feet would carry him.

For four days he carefully made his way back to the tunnel entrance he'd entered, avoiding the loud screeches from an enraged mother dragon. Brogan never saw her, but every time he slept, he'd wake to her screams. On the fifth day he was forced to take a long way around, for the forest directly between him and the tunnel was on fire. 

Using the smoke as aerial cover—which lingered behind as the last embers died down—Brogan slipped through the mouth of the tunnel and proceeded to climb back. The trip that had taken him three days of twists and turns, and dead ends—took him less than a day when returning home, thanks to his excellent memory.

Yet, Brogan was banished. Exiled from his home and people. Just beyond the borders of the cities gates he set up camp. Using the lava stone and bit a magic, Brogan Ironfist started a large fire and waited, and placed the dragon eggs near to keep them warm.

The next morning a sharp nip woke him. Two dragons sat before him, screeching for food. Brogan fed them what food he had left, and when they finished each belched a long stream of flames.

Brogan attempted to contact Flann, they'd been closer than brothers since birth. Flann and he had explored the tunnels together more times than either could remember. Brogan knew if he could get word to Flann he'd help.

It's said that Brogan Ironfist camped outside the city walls for a month and a day before the senate agreed to meet with him and see what he had to show them. The king forbid the men from going, but it was agreed the king had no authority outside the city walls.

Twenty men, representing nearly all the wealth of the city came to Brogan's tent. They'd taken so long to agree to a meeting, that Brogan's tiny camp had developed into a small home outside the walls of the city. A clear sign he intended to say, regardless of their decisions.

The king is said to have watched from atop the walls all day, until well into the night when the senate emerged from the tent followed close behind by Brogan.

The next day, three things changed forever. First, the king was deposed by the senate—turned out he was a cruel man and beat the queen in the privacy of their rooms. Second, the senate became the ruling body, and each year a new king and queen would be elected by them to serve a one-year term. Third, smelting and metal working would never be the same, now that they had dragons.

Brogan kept the male, a red dragon which he named Torin—for the way he carried himself like a king. The blue dragon Brogan Ironfist gifted to Flann Truesteel for his loyalty, which Flann named Meallan—for the white flames she erupted.

Well done, Nicholi transmitted. Every sorcerer from the Ruby Nation has recalled that tale as part of their initiation. You can rest easy knowing your secret is safe here.

Goban collapsed into his hands to hide the tears which poured from his eyes.

 

CHAPTER ONE

"WHAT DO YOU SUSPECT THEY will have us do next?" Ren asked.

"We'll have to wait and find out," Shaya said.

The four of them lingered in a spacious room, with a central fireplace—filling the chamber with the scent of an oak forest. It reminded Ren of home, with the cozy fire and plush leather chairs. The far stone wall curved in on itself ever so slightly, and in the center of the wall sat a massive window, wider than Ren was tall, higher than he could jump. Through which was a glorious view of clouds as they got the last remnants of the source-light.

The twins sequestered themselves to a corner of the room by the window, where they continued to whisper to each other. No doubt wondering if their secrets were safe after the chronicler was finished with them. Ren had nothing to fear, for his secrets weren't overly shameful. The worse the chronicler forced Ren to recall, was the debt he owed the Belfry's, but that wouldn't be due for many years.

A stone wall adjacent to the window slid aside, and the young boy from the Ruby Nation joined them: eyes red and puffy from crying. The next moment another hole appeared on the opposite side from the window, and a tall woman with fair skin glided into the room.

Where are the doors?

"I'm Master Nadia, and while you're here, you'll do as I say."

Her voice was scratchy, and each word sounded as if she were trying to cough up a bit of food stuck in the back of her throat.

"You've all passed the initial exam and are now fully recognized apprentices. Welcome to the Amethyst Nation. No doubt you have many questions, but I'll ask that you keep them to yourselves until tomorrow. For now, I'll show you to your rooms."

The section of wall she'd walked through slid aside again—stone disappearing into itself.

Ren followed the group into a narrow stone hallway which gradually curved and every twenty feet or so they'd come to another set of stairs. They were slowly climbing down what had to be the stone tower he'd seen upon their arrival.

Occasionally he'd hear a voice of another sorcerer, but for all practical purposes they were alone as Nadia led them down what was beginning to feel like a never-ending staircase.

When they reached the bottom floor, the walls stopped curving and turned into traditional squared off sections. The top of the tower was fifty floors up. Ren suspected it took them over a quarter hour to walk from the top to where they stood now.

"This way. Keep up."

Nadia kept her brisk pace and expected them to follow close at heel. Two massive wooden doors on the bottom floor opened, unassisted, to a large courtyard broken up by small stone walls into small sections. As Ren entered the courtyard, he was able to note that each section was about the size of the university's back home. 

Stone buildings of all sizes surrounded the courtyard, the sprawling grounds were more impressive than those of the Sapphire Nation's emperor. Some only three floors tall, and others were towers, stretching twenty floor high into the clouds. But none stood as tall as the tower they'd just left. 

Following Nadia's lead, they made their way across the courtyard of well-trimmed grass, making sure to stay on the white stone path. One of many which crisscrossed through the grass. In the center of the grass field stood a circular water fountain, wide enough that Ren could swim across, and tall enough that the water arch created a faint mist in the air overhead as the group wound its way around it.

On the opposite side of the courtyard from where they'd started, stretched a short but wide building. 

"This is the Apprentices' Wing," Nadia gestured to the building before them as she glided toward a set of doors. "You'll call this home, until such time as a master chooses to take you on as their personal pupil."

This was news to Ren. He knew nothing of the actual educational process of becoming a sorcerer. Brandon hadn't known much, other than the process was strenuous and made the university back home look simple by comparison. Rumors persisted that the Amethyst Nation had access to every bit of information one could ever want. Essentially the greatest university that ever was, or ever would be. And the only place in Fencura where you could learn real magic. The kind which could shape the fabric of reality, not just the ability to use magical artifacts like Captain Kaito had shown him.

"This is a private section of the city for the five of you during your apprenticeship."

The double doors swung out on their own accord—as if welcoming its new apprentices into a warm hug—and Nadia led the way inside the oversized building, for just the five of them.

Nadia pointed straight ahead through another set of double doors, "In there, is your dining hall. Three times a day you'll be able to order off the menus provided."

They made their way to the right where a large staircase—wide enough that all six of them could share a stair—filled the area. The second floor looked much the same as the first with a set of double doors halfway down a long hallway. 

"That's the library. You'll spend your days there unless I or another sorcerer escort you out."

The third floor offered a wide hallway with doors on either side spaced ten feet apart.

"These are the apprentice dorms," Nadia said. "Women on the right. Men on the left. You will find each room has two sets of bunk beds. You are free to share, or you can claim a private room. The class before you have all moved on; the whole floor, for only the five of you."

She was half way down the first set of stairs before Ren realized she was leaving, "Wait. What are we supposed to do? What about classes and learning?"

"Settle in. You can attend the dining hall for a meal," Nadia began to descend again. "The menus are on the tables."

"What about my wardrobe?" Abaze demanded.

Nadia was out of sight but she called back, "Your personal effects will be here in the morning. Relax."

They were alone. 

The halls, like everywhere in the Amethyst Nation, were lit by amethyst lanterns. Ren hadn't seen a single torch. It gave the whole floating city a twilight glow.

"Scrawny peasant," Abaze said.

Ren turned to find Abaze holding Goban back with his arm while he examined something he'd taken from the boy.

"Give it back!" Goban's voice cracked at the end. "I'm no peasant. My father is a noble blacksmith, and if you don't—"

"If I don't what?" 

Abaze pulled the boy by the shirt and brought back his fist which clinched the metal pendant he'd taken, threatening to punch the boy. Adaku stood by silently pleading with her brother to let it go and drop the boy. Shaya looked inside the room behind the first door, ignoring the struggle between the boys.

"Let the boy go," Ren said. 

Abaze turned his head back, "Or what?"

Ren stepped closer, "Or I'll make you regret it."

He didn't feel as brave as he acted. Abaze had already beaten him once, but he couldn't stand by and watch as he bullied Goban. Sometimes, people like Abaze needed to be taught a lesson. Shaya stuck her head out of the room, and Ren nodded toward Abaze. Shaya silently slid behind Abaze to back up Ren if he really chose to follow through with his crazy idea.

"Abaze. Please." Adaku pleaded.

He turned to face her and found Shaya standing within striking distance. "Fine. I'll leave the little peasant alone. Besides, I have new rooms to explore. No doubt they'll be of inferior quality to what I'm owed."

The last was said more to Adaku than the rest of them.

"I'm sorry," Adaku said. "He's not always like this. Most of the time he's a nice person. I think all the traveling has made him irritable."

She left them to follow her brother and find her own room.

Ren didn't care why Abaze was an asshole, only that he was bullying Goban. After surviving his own hell under the constant bullying of Johnathan, there was no way he'd stand by and watch someone else bullied.

"Thank you," Goban reached his arm out to Ren.

"You're welcome," Ren said. "I might not be there next time, but I don't think he'll be in any hurry to pick on you again. I'm Ren by the way, and that's Shaya."

"Goban."

Shaya nodded and left them. No doubt in search of a room to call her own.

"Are you going to get a room to yourself?" Goban asked.

"Yes," Ren said, "But you can get the room next to me."

Goban nearly jumped with excitement, and the two of them walked down the hall to find rooms that fit their mood. Ren wanted a view of the main tower, and found that each room had a large window—which took up most of the wall—with just such a view.

 

CHAPTER TWO

THE NEXT MORNING REN AWOKE HUNGRY. With the excitement of the exam and discovering what the Amethyst Nation looked like, he hadn't taken time to eat and found himself falling into a dead sleep moments after lying down.

A grumbling sound in his stomach forced him out of bed, and he quickly dug through his trunk which arrived while he slept. The tablet Brandon gave him wouldn't turn on—most likely it needed to be charged, but Ren hadn't the slightest idea if the Amethyst Nation used electricity. The lamps which permeated the city weren't powered by an electrical grid, like the ones back home. 

To Ren's surprise a wardrobe was provided: a full-length black robe, black three-quarter cloak, three tunics, pants, socks, boots, and two longer strips of cloth he didn't recognize, but were clearly not scarfs. With a fresh set of clothes on, Ren was eager to eat. The idea of ordering from an enchanted menu had caught his attention from the moment Nadia mentioned it. When he opened the door, Ren found Goban waiting in the hallway.

"Are you going to breakfast?"

"Um, yes," Ren said.

"Sharp. I thought we might eat together."

Shaya had just walked out of her own room and was giving Ren a lecturing stare. As if to say, this is why you don't interfere with things that don't concern you.

"Yes, we can all eat together," Ren gestured to Shaya, and returned a look which he hoped expressed damn your smugness.

Goban was bouncing on the balls of his feet as they walked down the hallway toward the stairs. The third floor offered forty rooms to choose from—Ren and Shaya had chosen rooms across from one another about halfway down. His view of the tower was excellent, but he figured it was good from every room on his side of the building. He hadn't yet been in Shaya's room to see her view. Goban of course, took a room next to Ren, which he was fine with. He'd been a lonely twelve-year-old boy before, and he refused to hold it against Goban. The Twins had examined every room and Abaze complained loudly about them not being good enough for their station. Part of Ren wished Abaze would become so offended he'd leave, but knew that was a preposterous wish.

". . . my father is a renowned blacksmith," Goban explained.

He'd been rambling for a few minutes, but Ren had been lost in thought about Abaze and fantasizing how he'd get rid of him if he could.

"What kind of blacksmith?" Shaya asked.

"Well," Goban paused. "All kinds. He's a master blacksmith." 

They didn't respond.

"Every master has their own secrets which allows them to make unique items, or work metals in new ways, but any master can make nearly anything."

"Swords?"

"Oh yes!" Goban's voice cracked, and his red hair bounced as he coughed to clear his throat. "He's working on a new . . ."

"Yes?" Shaya urged.

"I can't," Goban looked down. "Sorry. I'm not supposed to speak about that. It smells good, let's eat."

Sure enough, the scent of fresh bread and spiced meat filled the corridors outside the dining hall. Inside the twins shared a table with over ten plates of food between them. Ren was disgusted by the waste, there was no way they'd be able to finish it all.

"They know how to cook," Abaze said in a way of a morning greeting.

Ren was always amazed at how nonchalant bullies could be. Especially the next day after picking on their victim. He'd witnessed it all too often with Johnathan. Clenching his teeth, Ren counted off his prime number chart—something every Pearl Nation child memorized. 

At 43, Ren relaxed his jaw and followed Shaya's lead to a table which put two other tables between them and the twins.

"I'm starving," Goban said.

"Does your family not feed you?" Shaya asked.

"No, it's an expression," Goban said. "I'm just very hungry."

"I regret not eating last night," Ren said.

They each picked up a menu and read,

 

MEATS

Spiced Pork

Smoked Tuna

Bear Sausage

SIDES

Boiled Eggs

Dark Bread with Butter

Gouda with Strawberries

Steamed Greens

Fried Potatoes

DRINKS

Summer Ale

Fresh Juice

Spring Water

Coffee

Tea

 

Ren was shocked at how many options were available—expecting the Amethyst Nation to feed them in the same manner as Mr. Griffin had: plenty of inexpensive food.

"What are you getting?" Goban asked Ren, leaning over to see the exact same menu he held in his own hands.

"I'm not sure yet."

"Smoked salmon, steamed greens, and tea please," Shaya spoke clearly and her voice carried throughout the room. With a slight glow of green light, her food appeared before her.

"Sharp!" Goban said.

"Yeah. That's impressive," Ren said. "I wonder how they do it?"

"Spiced pork, dark bread with butter, summer ale, and gouda with strawberries," Goban ordered.

His food appeared with a faint green glow.

Ren had never eaten bear before, "Bear sausage, steamed greens, dark bread with butter, and coffee."

A green glow later, Ren was eagerly trying the food. The bear sausage wasn't quite what he expected. Not nearly as gamy as the elk he had previously, and it paired well with the dark bread. The greens were lacking flavor, or rather didn't have any spices to cover the taste of greens, but Ren forced himself to finish every last bite. He refused to waste food. The coffee was by far the best quality possible, not that Ren had much experience. 

Did either of you see the book list left for us?" Goban said, between mouthfuls of food. 

Ren and Shaya both shook their head no. 

"I brought mine down, never heard of any of these books before." Goban passed the list across the table for Ren and Shaya to read. 

 

Mind of Water: An Apprentice's Guide to Clear Thoughts.

The Path to Mindfulness

A Guide to Discovering Mental Clarity

 

Ren wasn't happy to see how long the reading list was. He and Shaya sat sipping their drinks while Goban described the interior of the mountains back home in the Ruby Nation. For such a young boy, he drank quite a bit of ale, and when he finished his third pint, he ordered a glass of spring water.

The twins kept to themselves, continuing their private feast.

The front doors of the Apprentices' Wing opened with a loud enough sound that it echoed off the back walls.

Nadia stood in the doorway, "Are you ready for your first day?"

Ren had the distinct impression the question was rhetorical.

"Yes," Goban called out.

Nadia smiled in their direction, and Ren realized she must have been chosen for her skills with children. Something Ren knew quite well, growing up in an orphanage.

Curious what he was supposed to do with his dishes, Ren looked around the dining room, but realized there was no sink, nor counters.

As if reading his mind, Nadia said, "Leave your plates and follow me outside where we will begin."

Shivers ran down Ren's arms, and his hair stood on end—it was official—he'd become an apprentice sorcerer. Silently he swore to himself that he'd do whatever it took to be the best, knowing this was his one opportunity to separate himself from the shame of being an orphan, and allow him to cut his destiny into the stone of fate.

* * *

REN SHOULD HAVE WORN WARMER CLOTHES. For nearly an hour they'd listened to a presentation from Nadia on the dangers of sorcery, and how it was their responsibility to watch out for one another and make sure no one attempted to cast spells beyond their skill. All Ren heard though, was don't trust Abaze's judgement.

The wind picked up and Ren's skin began to burn—the air this high up could be nearly as cold as those out on the ice plains. Nadia called Ren forward. Wishing he'd grabbed his new cloak, he stepped before her—his back to the class.

"Please show the class how you were able to summon your orbs of light."

Ren closed his eyes to focus on the small core inside him where he felt all his magic emanated, and willed forth an orange ball of light. But nothing happened.

Again, he cleared his mind of the surrounding distractions, and tried to will forth a magic orb but it didn't work.

Defeated he was forced to say, "I can't."

Nadia looked at him for a moment. Perhaps judging if he were lying, then said, "At his examination, Henry Balton was able to produce two magic orbs and impress the examiners. Today he has failed. Without diligent study, you too may fail to call upon your magic in a crucial moment when your life depends on it. Let this be a warning to you all. Even the best of us can't always rely on our magic, and so you would be wise to avoid todesgrund. That moment where you either succeed or die."

The sounds of bells rung across the courtyard from the tower, though the tower didn't have a belfry.

"Your lessons are done for the day. Return to your wing and become acquainted with the library. A book list was provided on your trunk."

Nadia didn't wait for their acknowledgement and left at a brisk pace toward the tower, otherwise she would have seen Abaze openly sigh at the prospect of reading. Shaya led the way and Ren took long strides to catch up, with Goban close by. The twins walked at a slower pace keeping to themselves, which was fine with Ren.

The massive double doors opened to welcome them home, and Ren felt the odd sensation of being watched. As if the building were alive. But that's absurd, he told himself.

Before he could consider the idea further, Abaze was shoving Goban, "Out of my way, rock eater."

Ren had never heard the insult before, the Pearl Nation wasn't known for having many outsiders. Most of Fencura would rather go anywhere else than a place where ice buried the city for months during the winter.

"I'm no rock eater!" Goban pushed back, but Abaze was more than double his size, and his shove had no effect.

The five of them stood in the hallway, with Ren and Shaya taking Goban's side while Adaku stood by her twin. Ren didn't understand why she continued to defend her brother when she knew full well how corrupt of a person he was.

Abaze threw a punch which missed. Goban was agile and easily moved out of the way as Abaze continued to throw punches. 

Ren moved to interfere, but Shaya stopped him. "It's his battle."

"But—"

"Watch," she nodded to the fight.

Abaze's face grew red from exertion and frustration, while Goban's demeanor remained calm. It almost looked like he was enjoying himself. Ren noticed Goban kept his left hand at his hip, the entire time he moved side to side avoiding Abaze. 

A sudden misstep meant Goban didn't dodge a punch, and when it grazed his shoulder he punched Abaze with an open palm of his left hand. A red tinted light struck Abaze dead center in his chest—he fell limp to the floor like a sack of potatoes.

Goban gave a curt bow, "Another time, perhaps." And without looking to the other four, made his way up the staircase.

Ren realized Goban never needed his help, and wondered what chance he had in progressing through the ranks of sorcerers if a twelve-year-old boy could do that.

"We should leave her," Shaya whispered in his ear.

Adaku attended to her brother, who slowly regained his wits.

Ren walked to his room, silent as the stone walls.

 

CHAPTER THREE

THEY DESIGNED THE LIBRARY LIKE A LABYRINTH, with tables and chairs tucked in alcoves for the apprentices to study. The bookshelves stretched from floor to ceiling, and faced in to one another, creating long corridors of books, until abruptly taking a sharp turn.

Ren sat at a table in the center of one such square of shelves—a small alcove just large enough for two. His portable terminal lay beside him, a glorified paperweight. Despite their advanced state, the Amethyst Nation didn't use electricity but magic, for the wonders around them. This left Ren in an awful position of having to read the books rather than accessing the information on his terminal screen, making the process a grueling experience. Afraid Shaya would think less of him, he had slipped away when she picked out a book, using a weak excuse of finding another copy.

Slowly, Ren managed to decipher the words on the page, and read the first chapter of Mind of Water: an apprentice's guide to clear thoughts. The premise was that by letting go of the desire to control his thoughts, Ren would gain control of his magic. He wasn't sure that made sense, but it's what the author had intended. 

Ren's stomach grumbled. Tucked away inside the maze of books, it was impossible for Ren to know what time it was. There were no windows, only lanterns casting a constant glow throughout the library, and each table had its own lamp to ensure the best possible reading light. His brain hurt from struggling with the text and he didn't feel like letting go of his thoughts of hunger.

Careful not to damage the spine, Ren returned the book to its spot on the shelf, and made note of its location in case he needed to read it again—though there were multiple copies of each book throughout the library. Discovering them proved difficult in the labyrinth of shelves.

Ren traced his steps back to where he'd left Shaya, only to find she'd gone. 

Probably went to lunch.

Lunch was exactly what he needed to feel better. 

It took him five minutes to make it to the dining hall, after making a wrong turn in the shelves and having to backtrack.

The twins were missing, but Shaya and Goban sat together, their meals half gone.

"Hello," Goban said.

"Where did you go off to?" Shaya said.

"I got lost," Ren lied, "and decided to sit down and read rather than find my way back."

Shaya gestured for him to sit next to her.

"Goban was just telling me that he's already familiar with the process of clearing the mind. It's apparently part of his smithing training."

"Shh," Goban's eyes widened. "I'm not supposed to share Ruby Nation secrets. Promise me, you two won't talk about this."

"Promise," they said in unison.

Ren couldn't care less at that moment about Ruby Nation secrets, his stomach was threatening to claw its way out of his belly and eat without him if he didn't order food.

He glanced at the menu and ordered, "Duck, steamed asparagus, buttered potatoes, and red wine."

A glow of green light faded, and Ren's lunch sat before him. He didn't bother to be polite and immediately began eating his duck leg. The three of them ate in silence, and despite their head start, he finished his plate at the same time. With his stomach satiated, his mind was able to focus again.

"How far did you get in the book?" Ren asked. 

"I stopped after chapter three," Shaya said.

"Chapter three as well." Goban said.

Wanting to avoid admitting he'd only finished the first chapter he asked, "Do you think we'll be tested on it later?"

"Maybe," Shaya said. "Don't know when the next class is. Maybe later today. An hour seems a little short for an instructional period."

Ren hoped she was right, because he was doomed to fail, if they expected apprentices to learn solely from reading.

"Back to the library?" Goban asked.

"That's fine with me," Shaya said.

"Let me return this to my room," Ren pointed to his portable terminal.

"What's that?" Goban asked.

"It's a portable terminal, we use them in the Pearl Nation to read."

"What does it do?"

"Nothing here, but back home it replaced the need for paper."

They both looked impressed, but said nothing.

"I'll meet you there," Ren gathered his terminal and left.

Back in his room Ren sat on his bunk cursing himself for being an idiot. There was nothing else to be done about it, he'd have to sneak into the library at night and study while the others slept. If pressed, he could survive on four hours of sleep, but if he failed to keep up, he'd never forgive himself.

 

CHAPTER FOUR

THE COURTYARD WAS EMPTY aside from Nadia and the apprentices. Adaku wrapped the cloak around herself more tightly, thankful she received a full set of clothing. She leaned closer to her brother, who also wore a full cloak, while the other apprentices dressed less warmly. The three of them stood away from the twins. Ren must not notice the cold, because he wore a tunic and pants, as if it was a mild spring day. Both of the twins missed the warm weather of their homeland, beyond that Adaku missed her father's court.

The loneliness of being an apprentice, wasn't something she had prepared for. She had Abaze, but he was little more than an obligation—making her life more difficult with those around them—as usual.

"Each day, I will gather you from the apprentices' wing for our lesson." Nadia said. "You will demonstrate your progress, and I will assign reading material to fill in the gaps you demonstrate. You should have already found the books on the first list I gave you, and are well on your way to finishing the first."

Abaze scoffed under his breath.

"Line up and prepare to present."

The apprentices moved to a straight line in front of Nadia. 

How much progress could she expect us to have made? Adaku transmitted.

Who cares, Abaze transmitted. I'm not here to impress some apprentice trainer. Father expects us to return prepared to run our city.

* * *

WE HAVE TO STUDY, ADAKU TRANSMITTED.

Just summarize it for me, Abaze transmitted from his relaxed position on his bed.

Nadia seemed unimpressed with their performance, especially that of Ren's. She'd insisted they double their reading efforts, and Adaku discovered her brother hadn't been spending his study time reading. Instead occupying himself with frivolous activities.

Adaku bit down her anger, and did as her brother wished. Their father would expect her to support Abaze, regardless of how little effort he put in himself, and to make it worse, her brother thrived off this. Instead of working as a team, he expected her to do the hard work and he would share in the rewards.

 

CHAPTER FIVE

DARK CLOUDS HUNG OVER THE HORIZON while swirls of mist danced across the grassy field, shimmering rainbows in all directions. Shaya thought it almost as beautiful as the time she chased the giant sea turtle for weeks to find their nests. Each of them was outfitted with a wardrobe of apprentice clothes for all the variant weather conditions the Amethyst Nation encountered; the weather changed often enough to drive any person mad. In the morning it would be hot and dry, and by evening the courtyard could be flooded, while ice formed on the dorm roof. 

Shaya wouldn't have imagined herself growing to hate water, but she'd never realized just how awful ice could be. She wondered how Ren had dealt with it growing up in the Pearl Nation, where it was said to be covered in snow for months at a time. Until arriving in the Amethyst Nation, she'd never seen frozen water fall from the sky, but Ren made it clear that it wasn't snow. Snow was as white as a pearl.

"Open your eyes," Nadia said.

The five of them sat on the grass field, legs crossed before them, hands resting palm up on their knees. They were expected to clear their mind of all thought, and only hear their own breathing, something Shaya had mastered as a young girl. As Kaito Tanken, she trained to learn self-mastery so that she might impose her will on others. Her mother and Master Takumi prepared her well.

"Who was able to clear their mind? Show of hands."

Only Shaya and Goban raised their hand.

"Who remembered to bring their focus back to their breath when their minds wondered?"

The twins raised their hands.

"Ren? What happened?"

"Well..." he shifted his legs and leaned back, bracing himself with his left arm. "I wasn't thinking, so much as I was envisioning."

"You mean your mind wandered?"

"Yes."

"This will not do," Nadia shook her head. "For three weeks, you've been here practicing mental control every day. Do you think this is a child's game, to be taken lightly?"

"No!" Ren sat up straight, "Of course not. I—"

"I am not interested in your excuses. Let me try to say this in a way you can understand." Nadia stood over Ren staring down on him. "Fail to control your mind while casting a spell and you will die. Worse. You can end up killing those around you!" Nadia swung her arm in a circle pointing to Shaya and the others. 

She walked back to the front. "Try again. Fifteen minutes starts," she closed her eyes; clapped her hands, "now!"

* * *

RAIN PELTED SHAYA'S FACE, and it felt like dots of fire, as the water was nearly frozen. 

"Stop," Nadia stood before them snapping her fingers. "I cannot expect you to keep a clear mind with this rain. Return to the library and continue your studies, and know that there will be a team test soon. Each of you will be judged individually."

She didn't wait for them to stand up before leaving in the opposite direction toward the tower. Shaya desperately wanted access to it, to discover what they were hiding from her. Every day she spent in the Amethyst Nation rather than back with Akio, was a lost opportunity to prepare for the time of daggers.

"Want to study together?" Goban asked, as he bundled himself inside a slate colored hooded cloak. 

"Sure," Shaya's thoughts were occupied with Nadia and the tower, and not focused on the young boy who'd become a tag along with her and Ren.

They passed through the doors of the apprentices' wing and Shaya sped up toward the stairs, "I have to go to my room first. I'll meet you in the library."

She could tell from Ren's face he wasn't happy to be left alone with Goban. The young boy could be annoying at times, but he meant well and probably missed his home even more so than she did. A little compassion in a place like this wouldn't get her killed. 

Her room was quiet, with the other apprentices downstairs studying—the quiet lifted a weight from her shoulders. A trunk at the foot of her bed closest to the window, stored her writing supplies: parchment, fountain pens, bottles of black and red ink, and a leather satchel to protect finished pages. Underneath the window, running the full length of the wall, was a wooden table. Long enough that if need be, four students could all sit together working.

Shaya stared out of her window, contemplating what to write, watching as black clouds moved closer to the floating island. A small stream of water wound its way through a trail of stones before falling off the edge of the city, creating a waterfall which in turn rained down on Fencura below. With a few pumps of the metal lever in her pen, she filled it with black ink, and began to write.

 

First Sworn Akio,

I trust this finds you well, and clan Kaito's affairs are being looked after with care. The Amethyst Nation is even more impressive than we imagined. Though they guard their secrets well, I'm confident I'll learn what I need in short order. There is nothing I wouldn't do to advance through their ranks and earn my freedom once more. While this is a far cry from the emperor's dungeons, it's a prison all the same. Ren's support has been invaluable, and I trust the two of you will hold to each other like brothers, not just clansmen.

We're left alone most of the time, and only have contact with one of their members, so I'm not sure when this will reach you. It would be of great comfort to me to know all is well with our holdings, and that the investigation progresses well. However, I've consigned myself to living in the dark, but with the knowledge that I left the only person in the world I trust—as much as myself—to look after my affairs.

Fight Well,

— Shaya

 

CHAPTER SIX

THE PROCESS TO BECOME A SORCERER wasn't living up to Ren's expectations. He'd always envisioned the halls of the Amethyst Nation to be bustling with young students and wise old wizards. Instead, he found himself sequestered into a tiny wing with access to three places: the apprentices' dining hall, the apprentices' courtyard, and the apprentices' library. 

Damn print books made it hard for Ren to read fast enough to keep up with the others. The one bright side to the whole thing, was he spent hours in close proximity to Shaya. Though Abaze kept trying to butt in anytime they were alone.

Today they'd been rained out, and instead of Shaya for company he was alone with Goban. A nice enough kid, but not someone he wanted to share his failures with. His search for Mental Clarity in Battle came up short, and his temper grew hot from failure.

Ren crossed through a study alcove to search the other halls of shelves, only to find that Goban had already found a copy and was rapidly reading the book—each page taking him no more than a minute as his finger steadily slid down the bound sheet. What had been frustration at his own failure, grew to envy of Goban's abilities. At that moment, Ren would have killed to make his portable tablet work again.

Goban looked up from the book as he turned the page, "Couldn't find a copy?"

"No," Ren said through clenched teeth.

The damn library made no sense, and compared to the central database back home, the organization was nonexistent. 

"Want to share? We can read the pages together."

"No thanks." 

The last thing Ren needed was for this kid to know just how much he was struggling to keep up with their book lists. The second list that arrived last night made it hard for him to sleep, knowing he was now 5 books behind everyone else.

 

Mental Clarity in Battle

Becoming One with your Mind

Mindful Techniques for Beginners

 

"Well I'm nearly done with the mandatory sections. If you don't find a copy, I'll give you this one."

"Thank you," Ren said over his shoulder as he continued his search, as much for the book as a reason to get away from Goban.

It was nearly time for dinner when Ren returned to find Goban packing up to leave. 

"Did you ever find a copy?"

"No, but I found other books to read," another lie. 

Ren had spent his afternoon hiding to avoid his peers discovering his handicap.

"Well, you can have this one. I finished it."

"Thanks."

"Are you coming to dinner?"

"Not yet," Ren picked up the copy of Mental Clarity in Battle, "I need to get started on this. I'll see you there though."

"Okay," Goban handed Ren a sheet of paper. "Those are my basic notes. It lists out the pages I think are most important. Maybe it can help you read faster?"

Does he know?

The last thing Ren needed was for Shaya to find out he wasn't able to read the required material fast enough to keep up with the group. She'd regret allowing him to join her clan, and he'd truly be alone again. It was nice having a surrogate family. Shaya and Akio had become the closest thing he'd ever had to actual kin. 

"I'll let you know."

"See you soon," Goban slipped his final pen back in place inside his bag, and flung the strap over his shoulder. He waved a final goodbye to Ren as he turned a corner in the hall of shelves on his way to the dining hall.

Food sounded amazing to Ren, but there was no time to waste. If he didn't absorb the material he'd fall further behind. Nadia was already losing her patience with him—if she had any to begin with. It was curious that the Amethyst Nation would place her in charge of instructing the new apprentices. She seemed to have zero patience, and used any opportunity to get away from them. How wrong he'd been about her.

The first thirty pages of the book was a dull preface written by the chronicler, who'd updated the text with notes and references in the back. Ren skimmed the first three pages before skipping to the main text, where the author had written a long introduction on why mental clarity was paramount to magical performance. Ren looked to Goban's notes and saw the first page he marked was 113. 

113 pages of fluff?

Ren skipped ahead to the second chapter, 

"Duels are a battle of wits, not might. A young child could defeat the Archamethyst, if the child were focused, and the Archamethyst distracted. Thus, mental clarity is the root of great power, not age and wisdom."

The text went on for some time repeating hypothetical scenarios in which mental clarity would prove sufficient to win a battle. Ren found his eyes crossing and he was forced to read the same paragraph four times in a row without remembering what he'd just read. Pushing through wasn't going to help. He needed food.

Leaving the book on the table with a spare strip of paper inside to mark his spot, Ren gathered up his bag and Goban's notes. For himself, Ren had only written one sheet of notes, all of which were direct quotes from the text.

The dining hall was empty, he'd been in the library far longer than he'd realized. There was still a single menu, no doubt left for him. By the other apprentices or the staff Ren didn't know. Ren quickly glanced at the menu before ordering roast beef, extra roasted veggies, and coffee, even though coffee wasn't listed. Sure enough, the food arrived with a mug of coffee and a spare pot. Whomever was in charge of the food, must understand that if an apprentice ordered coffee with dinner, it could only mean one thing. A long night of studying.

Ren practically inhaled the first cup, ignoring the heat by using the technique he'd learned from Shaya and Akio when eating fresh fish stew. He barely chewed his food between each swallow, aided by the fact the meat was fork tender, and the veggies were crispy on the outside, but smooth as butter inside. If Ren hadn't been in such a rush, he would have noted the seasoning was excellent, each vegetable had its own unique spice to bring out the natural flavors hidden inside each plant. 

With his stomach filled just under the point of painful, Ren hung his bag crossed over his chest, and carried half a mug of coffee in his right hand, while he held the pot in his left. No one had told them the rules about taking food or drinks out of the dining hall, and Ren was desperate to catch up. He needed the coffee if he was going to have any hope of pulling an all-nighter to read Mental Clarity in Battle, which had to be the dullest thing Ren had ever had the misfortune to read. Late nights were nothing new, he'd been doing them all month, but tonight called for foregoing sleep entirely.

Ren carefully crossed the threshold from the stairwell into the library, almost expecting the coffee to vanish.

It didn't.

Ren was in the clear, and picked up the pace as he walked to the table, a small spring in his step. The book was waiting for him, with the small piece of paper sticking out. The table was large enough for four students, so Ren had no issue finding space for the pot of coffee well out of reach. No reason to risk spilling it on the books, though he kept the cup close to his right hand. He spent the entire night skimming through the book, referencing Goban's notes of the key pages to read to speed up the grueling process. If reading hadn't been so painful, and required Ren's undivided attention, he would have noticed the coffee pot maintained itself at half full. No matter how many times he filled his cup.

* * *

REN POURED HIMSELF ANOTHER CUP of coffee, only to discover the pot was empty.

Shit!

Checking Goban's notes revealed he only had three more pages left. He'd done it! Or nearly. With a final burst of energy which had nothing to do with coffee, Ren managed to speed read the last three pages which were mostly filled with sketches of the correct poses a caster should take. Each designed to channel the mind, and clear the sorcerer's thoughts by focusing their body into a form which caused pain in an isolated part. By creating pain in one part of the body, the mind was able to focus on less of its container, and the sorcerer then only had one distraction to avoid, rather than the sea of distractions the body usually produced.

One pose stood out in particular to Ren. It was nearly identical to the one Akio had taken when he threatened to kill Goruden-Tanken Hiroshi's men. He made a quick mental note to ask Shaya about it, and closed the book. Ren didn't know where Goban had found the copy, and realizing his stomach was hungry again, decided to leave it on the table. He gathered up the sheets of paper filled with notes from the long night of reading, but when he looked back up for his mug and pot, found they'd disappeared. Magic was far more interesting than he'd given it credit for.

 He was just about to head downstairs when a thought occurred to him.

"Done reading," Ren said to the library.

A purple glow surrounded the book, and then it was gone. His hunch had proven correct.

Feeling rather proud of himself, Ren made his way down to the dining hall. The others were already there, minus Abaze. Adaku sat by herself waiting for his arrival.

Goban waved to him as he walked toward their table, "Good Morning. Late night in the library?" he asked as Ren sat.

"Yes." 

"Wait," Shaya looked intensely at his face. "Did you spend the whole night in the library?"

"Well..." Ren didn't know what to say. He didn't want to admit his issues reading, but he couldn't bring himself to lie either.

"Eat," she said. "You look like you need it."

Relief pulsed through his body, and he forgot his intent to ask her about the form he'd discovered. Sleep deprivation had corrupted his mind. He ordered an egg platter, and extra coffee. But no amount of coffee would counter the slow deterioration of his mental capacities. At best it would mask them until he collapsed from exhaustion. Ren yawned, but didn't realize it as his mind took a micro-nap. When he awoke, two seconds later, his food was before him, and a fresh cup of coffee with an accompanying pot.

* * *

THE MORNING TRAINING BECAME A BLUR as Ren fought off the need to sleep, but he distinctly remembered the look of disappointment on Nadia and Shaya's face, as he failed to control two magic orbs, yet again. Instead of lunch, Ren decided to sleep and found a new list of mandatory reading waiting for him on top of his trunk. Pushing aside his guilt, Ren crawled into bed and fell into a deep sleep. The kind usually reserved for small children.

 

CHAPTER SEVEN

ADAKU WATCHED WITH LONGING as the other apprentices joked with one another. 

"Let me have your attention," Nadia said. "We have decided that the five of you shall take a test. We wish to see if you can work as a team, but I will also judge you individually based on your merits."

"What kind of test?" Goban asked.

"It will be an obstacle course of sorts, and I will expect each of you to contribute to the team. To help you prepare, I recommend you read Team Dynamics: Multiparticipant Channeling."

Great, another book to summarize for you, Adaku transmitted.

Don't be such a priss. You know what's expected of us.

"When is the test?" Goban asked.

"The exact day has yet to be determined. I need to observe each of you individually to get a baseline. That way we can measure your performance against your team effort," Nadia waved his next question away. "There will be no tests today. You should read and prepare yourself for the team efforts." 

Nadia looked straight to Ren, "And some of you should practice your individual channeling."

Adaku didn't understand Ren's problem. Back on Shinzo he'd rescued Shaya by himself—she'd seen it right before her eyes—but ever since they'd arrived in the Amethyst Nation, he failed each assignment. Not once had he managed to summon his orb of light. The basic test required to pass the original examination and earn a place as an Amethyst Apprentice. Had he cheated his way in? That didn't seem possible, but what other explanation could there be.

Lost down the rabbit hole of her own thoughts, Adaku hadn't noticed Abaze's growing anger. The thought of being reliant on the other apprentices didn't sit right with him. After all, he was the prince of Zaria, the greatest city in all of the Emerald Nation, and those worthless peasants should give the proper respect. Abaze knew he had to use this opportunity to teach them a lesson. It's what their father would expect!

"You're dismissed, and there will be no lesson tomorrow. Be prepared for the day after, when I will evaluate each of you individually."

Blessed Maduenu.

Adaku was filled with gratitude for being able to get out of the cold winds. Two years back, they'd gone on a hunting trip with their father which took them high into the mountains of the north, on the border between the Emerald and Ruby Nations. Being out in the courtyard reminded her of those nights, when they'd camp outside under the night sky, with only the light of their fire between them and total darkness of the void. It got so cold during the night, that their father's men who were left to keep watch developed ice in their beards while standing guard. She feared that kind of cold, knowing it could easily kill.

The warmth of the Apprentices' Wing was a welcomed relief. She didn't want to think about the hunting trip any longer.

"Library?" Goban asked.

"Are you two coming?" Ren asked. The three of them were already halfway down the hall toward the stairs.

"Yes—"

"No," Abaze cut her off.

"We have to work as a team," Adaku said.

I'll not lower myself to their level.

You're a fool brother. Here in the Amethyst Nation you're no better than they are. We're all sorcerers and our titles are meaningless. Have you not figured that out?

A cold murderous rage filled Abaze. Adaku could see it in his eyes, and when she reached out to his mind, she felt the heat rolling off of him like that of the giant stove in the palace kitchen.

Adaku walked away from her brother, leaving him standing alone for the first time in his life. Loneliness wasn't a feeling he knew, and it took him by such surprise that he didn't move until they'd climbed the stairs to the library.

Being left alone in the great hall forced him to confront a hard truth—his sister was the stronger leader, and he was only a follower. He feared that without her support he was nothing, but as that fear sunk deeper into his gut another voice sounded in his mind. His father's voice reminded him to hold his head with pride, for he was the prince of Zaria, and his was the blood of nobles, going back hundreds of years. The opinions of peasants mattered not to princes. 

Determined to live up to his father's expectations of him, Abaze climbed the stairs, passing the library floor, and making his way to his room. Alone with his thoughts, he placed mental blocks the way their court sorcerer had taught, to ensure Adaku couldn't interfere, and he began to plot his vengeance.

Abaze was a prince, and princes were never wrong!

 

CHAPTER EIGHT

THE FOUR OF THEM SAT at the largest table they'd found in the library, which could comfortably seat ten. None of them could be sure they'd explored the entire library, though Ren had likely spent the most time in it. He was grateful they'd each begun to master the library's secrets, it made finding multiple copies of a book easier.

"I'm telling you, they enchant this place," Goban said hastily. "I've tried to map it out. Something I learned back home. It doesn't make sense."

"Meaning?" Adaku asked.

"When you count your steps from the door to the far back wall, it's nearly twice as deep as the dining hall."

None of them said anything.

"That means it has to be enchanted," Goban said. "We're directly above the dining hall, and the hallway outside is the same width as the one downstairs. There's no way this room should be larger."

"Except for magic," Adaku said.

"Exactly," Goban said.

"Maybe you counted wrong?" Shaya suggested.

Ren had to agree with her sentiment, it seemed highly improbable that an entire floor could be enchanted to allow a larger space than was physically possible. If it were true, the ramifications would be extraordinary. He could instantly see a way to turn that into a profitable venture in the Pearl Nation, and pay off his debts to the Belfry family. 

Freedom. 

That's what Ren could buy himself if they proved it possible to expand a physical space with magic.

"No," Goban shook his head, "I counted right. I counted it twice to be sure."

"This is easy enough to test," Adaku said. "We each can count our steps downstairs and then count them in here."

Goban stood as if to leave at that very moment.

"We should do our reading first," Shaya said.

Goban sat back down, and the four of them opened their copies of Team Dynamics: Multiparticipant Channeling. Ren's eyes began to glaze over the moment he read the first page. He wouldn't have thought it possible, but this book proved even less interesting than the one before it.

"Chapter three is informative," Goban said. "I think it's explaining how the chronicler could talk to us."

They all flipped ahead. 

"Oh, yes," Adaku said. "Our court sorcerer taught my brother and I how to use these very principles."

"You mean you're telepathic?" Shaya asked.

"Yes."

"I think all the sorcerers here are," Goban said.

"When I was in the Pearl Nation the Amethyst diplomats spoke to me through thought," Ren said.

Goban pointed to the book, "It says here that a team of sorcerers can express thoughts with one another so quickly, that they can plan out a defense together, after the magical attack against them has already been cast."

They all looked at Adaku waiting to see if she would confirm this.

"We've never been attacked by magic, but yes we were able to share thoughts faster than those around us could speak." Adaku laughed to herself, "It proved helpful any time we were in trouble with our father."

She let out a heavy sigh and looked down at the book.

"This must be the lesson then," Goban said. "They want us to learn telepathy so we can work together as one unit."

"I won't allow you all in my mind," Shaya said.

"It's not like that," Adaku said, not looking up from her book. "You have to really know someone to get into their mind, but you can sort of send your thoughts to them. They can hear what you're thinking if you push it toward them, but you can't listen in to their thoughts."

"How?" Ren asked.

"Yeah, how?" Goban was skimming through the book, no doubt looking for that exact answer.

"It's about intent, and clarity of mind," Adaku said in a deeper voice than usual. "We should get out of here. We can go to the courtyard and I'll teach you how I was taught."

They all agreed, but Ren was the most eager, thankful for any reason not to read. 

"What about your brother?" Shaya asked.

"He's on his own," Adaku said. "Just the way he wants it."

The island had floated toward the source-light, which now hung directly overhead above the courtyard. The heat would have been unbearable if not for the constant icy breeze coming from the north. Ren thought of standing next to a bonfire in the middle of the ice plains, and how it would feel much the same. One moment Ren was sweating, the next he was shivering as the cold wind dried the sweat upon his face.

"Maybe we should go back inside?" Goban suggested. "No one else is outside."

"It'll be easier for you to clear your mind outside than cooped up in the library," Adaku said.

"And it's always best to practice where you'll be tested," Shaya said.

Adaku smiled from the support. "Okay. Form a circle. It's easiest if you can see everyone."

They all circled up, leaving a full arms span between one another. The grass was wet, and Goban slid as he sprinted to his spot—a little too eager to start. Ren suppressed a laugh, not wanting to make Goban feel any worse—his cheeks were flush.

"To start, I want you each to try to send a thought towards me," Adaku said.

"What sort of thought?" Goban asked, "Like a number?"

"While a simple thought, like a number, will make it easier to focus, it's best if you think of something important. Something you really want to tell me. The emotional desire will help guide your intent."

Ren didn't have anything important to tell Adaku, but he did have something important to tell Shaya. That desire to tell Shaya something important through thought, would be his fuel to guide his intent. 

I want to master this, so I can speak to Shaya.

"Try looking directly at me," Adaku said. "It's easier to send thoughts to someone if you can see them."

Ren opened his eyes and stared directly at Adaku, with such intensity that his temples began to pulsate.

I want to master this, so I can speak to Shaya.

That's an excellent goal, Adaku transmitted back.

"Wow," Ren said. 

When Ren spoke with the diplomats, they read his mind, but maybe part of that was because of his magical powers.

Can anyone with magic do this?

If trained to clear their mind, Adaku transmitted.

"Well done Ren," Adaku said. "Goban, I think you need to focus on clearing your mind. Try to hold only one thought at a time, and then will that thought toward me."

Goban brought his hands together, where each fingertip of the right hand lined up with its corresponding fingertip on the left hand, turning his hands into a hollow ball before him. Instead of looking at Adaku, he stared down into the empty space between his fingers. 

Suddenly he looked up, locking eyes with Adaku.

"Great job!" Adaku said. "You'll want to practice transmitting your thoughts more, but I think you have the basics down. You each managed to ignore the cold, but when we're being tested, there will be far more distractions around us. You'll need to develop razor sharp focus, to cut through the noise and guide your intent."

They nodded along with her as she spoke. The outsider had become their instructor, and Ren wondered why Abaze was such an arrogant bully, when his sister was so nice. Regardless, he was relieved to be done with the lesson for the day, and avoiding the necessary reading. 

"We should head back," Shaya said. "It's getting colder."

The wind blew in tiny snowflakes, that began to build up upon the grass. If it kept up, they'd become snowed in. Ren was use to snow banks taller than people, but he knew the other apprentices weren't prepared for the constant cold and damp, or how the snow managed to wiggle its way into your clothes, and cling to your skin. The cold numbing effect sinking all the way down to your bones. Then spending an hour before a fire, just to thaw out enough to move your joints without pain.

As they walked back to the apprentices' wing, Goban slipped next to Ren behind everyone else. "Would you be willing to practice with me? I don't think I have a real handle on this."

"Of course," Ren said.

"When we get back?"

"Let's eat first, but sure, after that."

Goban smiled so wide, it looked like his lips would tear, and Ren could see his front teeth had a gap between them. Something he hadn't noticed previously. It gave Goban a childish charm, and Ren had to remind himself that he was a child—several years younger than the rest of them. Ren had felt young when he was with Shaya and Akio, and he realized that Goban must feel the same way.

 

CHAPTER NINE

THE REST OF THE WEEK wasn't quite as cold, but Adaku made sure to bundle herself up all the same. She wouldn't have her brother to help keep her warm. He'd made it clear he was on his own, and she was a traitor as far as he was concerned. Going as far as to block her out of his mind, something he hadn't done since they were young children. He always did throw the largest fits when he didn't get his way, and it would appear he intended to continue that tradition even as an adult.

The four of them ate together. When they saw she wasn't eating with her brother, Shaya invited her over. Ren gulped down his fifth mug of coffee—not that it looked to be helping—his eyes were sunken and glazed over. More coffee wasn't the answer, he needed sleep, but with them expected in the courtyard any minute there was no way for him to catch some. Obviously, he'd stayed up late, and Adaku guessed correctly that it was to study, but that only made her more curious since he'd shown so little progress since they arrived.

Abaze glared at them as they walked out of the dining hall—he continued to hold on to his perceived grudge, which was really his own making. It was hard for her to turn her back on him—it went against everything their mother taught—family was supposed to stick together at all costs, but when her brother refused to cooperate and insisted on making her choose between him and her chance to become an Amethyst Sorcerer, there was no choice. 

Magic came first.

As a sorcerer, she'd be able to keep her father's kingdom intact and ensure Zaria remained the most influential city state within the Emerald Nation. The threat to the south—the Onyx Nation—and their secret alliance with the cities to the far east, meant her father's trading alliances were in question. Without the wealth which came from trading between the Sapphire Nation and the continent, her father wouldn't be able to keep the plebs appeased. Abaze was too thick to consider such ramifications and possibilities, so the pressure of ruling justly fell upon her alone. 

Adaku feared that one day Abaze would force her into a position to choose between the fate of their kingdom and him—because she'd choose their kingdom without hesitation. Did that make her a bad sister?

The double doors to the outside opened to reveal Nadia, who waited at the bottom of the stone steps.

Shaya's hand rest upon her shoulder, "We have to go."

Adaku looked up, "Oh, yes." She'd been lost in the thought. 

From the time they could walk, their mother drilled into them the importance of family. Whenever their father would be cruel or negligent, their mother would always be there to remind them of their obligations to family. Their father taught them their only obligation was to the kingdom. Who was right? Would her father actually approve of her actions, if she explained it was for the future of the kingdom?

The four of them walked together toward Nadia, and out of the corner of her eye, she saw her brother approaching. For a moment her heart lightened. Abaze kicked his leg out, just as Goban passed, and the little boy went sprawling along the floor. 

Ren stepped forward to confront Abaze, but Adaku stepped between the two before they came to blows again. 

"Shameful," she said. "Father would call you a coward for what you did. Picking on a little boy, just because you're angry. You chose to be an ass and not work together as a team. So go, and be an ass by yourself!"

Abaze's fists were raised in fighting stance, anger burning in his eyes, and for a moment she thought he'd hit her, but then anger gave way to embarrassment. Tears began to build up in his eyes as he pushed his way past her and marched out to meet Nadia.

"Thank you," Goban said, as Shaya lifted him off the ground.

"Thank you," he said again, to Adaku.

"Don't," she held her hand up. "I should have said that to him a long time ago. I'm sorry I defended his actions. I don't know why—"

"It's okay," Shaya said.

"Yeah," Ren said. "You're not responsible for your brother's actions."

Their forgiveness and understanding broke apart the guilt and pain she felt inside her gut. There had been a knot she hadn't realized, but now she felt limber, and for the first time unafraid.

* * *

ABAZE KEPT TO HIMSELF, and Nadia didn't say a word about what happened. As they practiced, the source-light began to sink, but the field warmed. Adaku wasn't sure she would ever get use to the erratic weather of the Amethyst Nation. As far as she could tell there was no pattern, but Nadia always seemed to be prepared, dressed appropriately with the right number of layers to add or remove. Meaning the sorcerers could predict the weather patterns, even if there appeared to be none.

Nadia wanted them to construct a wall of light, which required them all to work together. By each combining their magic, they would create a solid pillar of light. Or at least, that's how Nadia explained it.

The four of them worked together, telepathically sharing their focus and intent, but it didn't work. Ren didn't contribute enough focused magic to summon the wall, and Abaze refused to aid them—instead, keeping to himself, practiced blending combat forms with magic. The result was a dance of green light—which burst forth from his feet and hands—as he struck an imaginary enemy.

Part of her was impressed by her brother's progress, their father would be proud that he found a practical use for magic. He considered magic a tool, best used through a court sorcerer, not an invaluable power best wielded by a ruler. 

"Focus!" Adaku snapped.

Ren dropped his hands and stared at her. 

"I'm sorry," she said.

Please focus, she transmitted to the whole group, something the others hadn't learned to do yet. It's important that we get this right, and you're holding us back Ren.

I know, Ren transmitted. I'm doing my best, but there's something about this place which holds me back. I was able to use my magic back in Shinzo.

"Maybe we should take a break," Goban said.

What about Nadia? Adaku transmitted to the group. She hasn't said we can leave.

"Nadia," Shaya called. "We're done for right now. We're going to take a break and come back out to practice later."

"Make it sooner than later," Nadia said. "The temperature will drop soon."

"Thank you," Shaya said.

That was easy enough, Shaya transmitted to her.

As they walked back, she overheard Goban and Ren.

"I can help you find the right book," Goban said.

"Thank you, but I can find the book myself."

Ren passed Adaku on his way to their wing, taking long strides to put as much distance between himself and Goban. Goban locked in step next to her and didn't say anything, but she could see the hurt on his face. 

The boy had only been trying to help.

 

CHAPTER TEN

THEY WERE DISAPPOINTED IN HIM. Ren knew it, but he didn't know how to make it right. For three weeks he'd held them back, and managed to annoy Nadia when he barely passed his individual test while everyone else passed with top marks. 

His struggle to read wasn't helping, and despite staying up late into the night, he kept falling further and further behind the rest of the group. The third book list arrived that morning as a rude wake up call.

 

Undistracted

Mindfulness through the Ages

The Mind of a Sorcerer

 

They'd been apprentices for almost six weeks and the team was counting on him to pull his weight. Beyond their expectations for him he needed to succeed if he wanted any chance of returning to the Pearl Nation. 

Thankfully, Brandon wasn't here to see him wasting this opportunity. 

Ren knocked on the door to Shaya's room.

"Yes," she called out.

"It's me," Ren said. "Can I come in?"

After an uncomfortable moment, Shaya opened the door, welcoming him in.

Her room was across the hall from his, but with the view of the sky out her window, it felt like it was in another city. 

Tower be damned, this is a view!

It helps to remind me of home, Shaya transmitted.

Without realizing it, he'd shared his thoughts. Perhaps the magical abilities of Shaya made it easier for her to pick up on them in the first place? Like how sharp hearing can single out whispers in a crowded bar.

"Please, sit," Shaya gestured to the chairs by the window, and Ren followed her lead.

They sat quietly together and admired the clouds outside. The source-light was on the opposite side of the city behind the tower, which cast a warm glow upon the clouds, giving them a welcoming appearance.

One day I want to fly through those clouds like a bird, Shaya transmitted.

Ren looked away from the clouds to her—brought out of his dark thoughts. Yes, it would be nice to feel a cloud.

We've already done that. When the fog rolled in heavy upon the field, and we couldn't see more than three steps ahead of us. I'm confident that was a cloud engulfing the island.

A smile filled Ren's face and with it came a rush of relief. Somehow, she'd known how to pull him out of his thoughts.

If I could fly, I think I would stay out of the clouds. Too cold and wet. I got enough of that back home. I don't need any more of it.

Shaya reached out and grabbed Ren's hand, "Don't worry about the test. I know you're doing your best, and that in a life or death situation you can do it. But you need to learn how to control your powers without the pressure of life and death on you."

Ren's cheeks flushed. He knew she was right, but at the same time couldn't help but admire her beauty. With all the stress of studying and long nights in the library, he hadn't given his attraction much thought. He remembered the promise he made himself. There was no way he would risk Akio's wrath—no matter how beautiful she was. Besides, there was no way Shaya found him attractive. She'd called him a child more than once.

Adaku on the other hand.

Where are you? Shaya transmitted.

"Sorry," Ren pulled his hand away. "Lost in thought. Thank you for understanding. I know you're right, I'm just not sure why I can't focus during practice."

"Have you tried reading up on it?" Shaya asked. "The books Nadia has recommended have proven enlightening, though I didn't have any practice before arriving here."

"Oh, Brandon didn't know squat compared to what they teach here. It's not that the books aren't helpful..."

He couldn't bring himself to tell her the truth, and let an uncomfortable silence spread between them.

"Yes?" She urged.

"... I just need to practice more." Ren stood to leave and gave Shaya a curt bow. Here in the Amethyst Nation she wasn't Kaito-Tanken Shaya, rather plain Apprentice Shaya, but Ren needed to remind himself of his oath. A little pressure on his honor might be just the kind of motivation he needed to perform his magic again.

Before he reached the door, Shaya said, "I'm sorry we haven't spent more time together outside of studying."

Ren turned back, "Don't be. We're all being pushed to learn and perform at the highest level. I'm sure you're just as stressed as I am; you just hide it better."

Shaya laughed. "Years of training by my mother."

It was a relief to see her so relaxed. Being a lowly apprentice meant she could follow her passions for once and not be forced to consider the larger political ramifications. Not that Ren had the first clue about politics. But he did know it weighed on her, from their talks back in Shinzo. She considered herself indebted to him for saving her, but Ren still considered himself indebted to her, for getting him into the Amethyst Nation in the first place. Without her help, he would have spent the rest of his life rotting in a damn dungeon.

* * *

DINNER WAS AN EXTRAVAGANT FEAST of wild buffalo from the grass plains of the Emerald Nation—which covered the center mass of the continent; sautéed medley of root vegetables from the Emerald Nation's southern cities: carrots, beets, onions, and potatoes—smothered in goat butter from the Ruby Nation; a dark blackberry wine was served chilled—another Ruby Nation contribution; for dessert a cherry pie from the Sapphire Nation. The staff must have noticed their progress this week to provide such food.

Ren's stomach threatened to burst, while the wine made his head feel tight. Not that he regretted the feast. If he could have fit more in his stomach, he would still be eating. The four of them dined together, but after she finished Adaku tried to join her brother. Ren couldn't blame her for trying to smooth things over with Abaze. He may be an ass, but he was also her brother, and family came first. Or so he imagined. Not having a family of his own, he couldn't know how it worked in practice.

"I can't eat another bite," Goban laid his cutlery on the plate, and took a long drink from his wine cup. "My brothers would be envious if they could see me eating like this. Only the king and queen eat this well."

"I didn't know you had brothers," Ren said.

"Oh, yes," Goban said. "I'm the youngest of my four brothers, and I have two younger sisters too."

"There are seven of you?" Shaya asked.

"Yes," Goban said. 

"Is that normal in the Ruby Nation?"

"Well..." Goban thought about it. "I think so. All of my uncles have five or more children, and my friends all have several brothers and sisters, so yes."

Ren was just as shocked as Shaya appeared to be.

"In the Sapphire Nation, no one has more than four children."

"Why not?" Goban asked.

"It's against the teachings of Sueun," Shaya said. "It would disrupt the balance of the castes. If everyone had as many children as they wanted, the islands would be overflowing with people in only a few generations."

That must be why no one has large families in the Pearl Nation either.

"That seems sad to me," Goban said. "I love having a large family. There's always someone to play with." 

Goban let out a high-pitched laugh which caused his voice to crack, and he ended up coughing. Another large gulp of wine finished off his glass and stopped the coughing fit. Ren was shocked by how much Goban could drink—he couldn't have more than a glass without feeling it, and even then, sometimes a single glass was too much.

"I'm going to get to bed early," Shaya stood and stretched. "Maybe catch up on some reading."

The doors to the dining hall opened, and Nadia walked in. "I have excellent news. Due to your hard work, and the significant progress from most of you," her eyes shot to Ren. "It has been decided you have earned mail privileges. If you write letters tonight, I can show you tomorrow where you can send them from.

"As for your studies, tomorrow will be an off day. The morning will be warm, and the afternoon hot. Feel free to spend the day in the courtyard, many of the sorcerers will, but none of them will cross into the apprentice's section.

"I expect you all to be on your best behavior, and not cause a scene," she looked to Abaze this time. "Prove yourselves responsible apprentices, and you can earn more privileges and freedoms. Perhaps even access to the city at large. Act like immature children, and I will see to it you spend your days locked away in this building.

"Clear?"

"Yes," the five of them said in unison.

"Enjoy your evening," Nadia didn't wait around for them to ask questions—the doors closed behind her of their own accord.

"Well," Shaya said. "New plans. I've been waiting to send mail. Good night."

"Night," Ren said.

Goban burped as he tried to speak, and Shaya cracked the faintest of smiles. This place was helping her to relax and enjoy herself. The fact that she didn't feel the need to wear her face of stone all the time spoke volumes.

"What are you going to do?" Goban asked. "Who will you write to first?"

Ren thought about it. If anyone, he would write to Brandon, but he wasn't sure what he would say. A general update on his lack of progress? That didn't seem like a fun way to spend his evening. No. Ren would do what he'd been doing for the past few weeks—study in the library.

"No," Ren said. "I'm going to use the extra time to study."

"Want some help?"

This wasn't the first time Goban had offered to help him with apparently no strings attached. Pride and fear made him reject Goban in the past, but with the prospect of letting everyone down, Ren didn't really have a choice.

"Yes," Ren said. "That would be great."

* * *

"I CAN'T READ THESE BOOKS," REN SAID.

Goban stared at him, mouth half open.

"I don't mean I can't read," Ren continued. "I mean that when I read it's hard for me to focus on the words. It takes me four or five times as long to read a book as someone else. 

"Back home it was never an issue. We don't use paper books. We have the technology that allows us to store thousands of books in the size of one."

Goban's mouth hung fully open. "But I thought the Pearl Nation lost its magic."

"It's not magic. It's technology."

"Wait, What?"

Ren realized this conversation was heading down an impossible tangent. There was no way for Goban to understand what he was talking about without visiting the Pearl Nation and seeing it for himself first hand.

"It's not important," Ren said. "The books I read back home were all on a glowing screen. Like a mirror, but the pages of a book show instead of your face."

Goban's eyes lit up with understanding.

"My point is that back home I had no problem reading, but I'd never needed to read books in paper form until I arrived here, and now that I need to, it turns out I can't. Or at least not efficiently."

A cold fear gripped Ren's stomach as his secret lingered between them. He worried Goban would laugh at him now, and tell the others what a loser he was, and Shaya would regret ever taking him into her clan. Nadia would kick him out of the Amethyst Nation, and Brandon would be disappointed in him for wasting his time and money. The Belfrys would see to it that he spent his life as a servant paying off the debt he owed them.

"I can help you," Goban said with a smile. "I'm a fast reader. I can read the books first and then point out the key passages you need to read. The books before now, I can just summarize for you. How far behind are you?"

"Usually I'm able to read one book from the list and maybe skim the intro of the others."

"Oh," Goban's brow furrowed. "No wonder...

"Easy enough. We'll go through the list of books, and I'll summarize them for you. The parts you don't understand, we'll find the book, and you can read the portion you need."

"Really?" Ren asked.

"Of course," Goban said. "We're a team, right?"

Ren held his hand out, and Goban clapped hold of his wrist. They shook and solidified their team bond.

They spent well into the night pouring through books, but Goban managed to help Ren catch up on much of their past reading. He still needed to practice the mindfulness the texts spoke of, and find a way to silence his doubts, but at least he understood the principles. The first step toward becoming the greatest sorcerer the Pearl Nation had ever produced—check! Making a friend for life, check! 

For once in his life, Ren's prospects were looking optimistic, rather than dreary.

 

CHAPTER ELEVEN

KAITO-TANKEN AKIO,

You should be receiving this in conjunction with another letter I wrote beforehand. They cut us off from outside contact until this point. 

I trust you've been upholding the clan's honor, and doing as you see fit with our holdings. Being away from Shinzo is proving harder than I imagined. The lack of your council has been most troubling.

Ren isn't adapting well, and seems to have developed a block from being able to use his powers. The constant demand for learning and practice means we don't have much time to socialize. He is under such stress that I wouldn't want to burden him further with my own issues. 

Have you found an advisor of your own? Don't try to hold in your concerns and run the clan by yourself. I know I left you ill prepared to take over, but you must find your own First Sworn. I'll return as soon as possible. Stronger than ever. But until that day, it's up to you Akio.

Stay Strong,

— Shaya

 

She folded the letter into a tiny square, and used the wax provided to seal it, but without a mark. The clan seal she would normally use was back in Shinzo, and now the property of Akio. 

A hard truth to accept.

* * *

NADIA HADN'T EXAGGERATED. The source-light bathed the courtyard in a hot golden light, and it appeared that nearly every sorcerer was outside enjoying the fine weather. Over one hundred sorcerers walked about on the other side of the courtyard past the fountain—only a few wore their robes, most choosing to wear far more revealing outfits. Not unlike those worn on the smaller islands of the Sapphire Nation—highly practical, but too undignified to be seen on Shinzo.

After nearly an hour of tanning in the light, Shaya saw Nadia crossing the boundary line from the main courtyard to the apprentice's side. Dressed in a tight-fitting top, which revealed her pale stomach and shorts, Nadia looked like a woman on vacation, not the sorcerer in charge of the new batch of apprentices.

"Hello," Nadia said cheerfully, "Are you enjoying the warmth?"

"Yes," Shaya said. 

It had been so long since she felt the warmth of the source-light and her body had missed it dearly. Aside from the rainy season, Shinzo was always warm during the day, and cool at night. Perfect weather by all accounts. Even from those few tourists they received.

Shaya got to her feet as Nadia was passing, who turned back. "Are you waiting on me?"

"I have two letters," Shaya produced them from inside her pants.

A semi-translucent blouse was as far as she was willing to push etiquette. As a former Thief Lord, the other Thief Lords would expect her to carry herself with dignity befitting the station, and dressing as a commoner on the beach wouldn't do. Failure to live up to their expectations would make Akio's position even more precarious, and she refused to do anything else that would make his life harder.

Nadia took the letters and flipped them over to read whom they were addressed too. "I will see to it that Kaito-Tanken Akio receives these."

"Thank you," Shaya bowed.

"It must be hard on you."

"Excuse me?"

Nadia continued walking away and called over her back, "Giving up your position as Kaito-Tanken."

Shaya opened her mouth to speak, but no words came forth. There was nothing to say to that. She hadn't realized Nadia knew of her past.

Do all the sorcerers know? 

Shaya watched as Nadia walked to the twins.

Are they fighting?

 

CHAPTER TWELVE

IF ONLY THE GRASS WERE TALLER.

Adaku missed the fields outside her father's city—the long expanse of golden grass swaying in the breeze from the coast. Grass, as far as the eye could see.

Here in the Amethyst Nation, their grass was short and well groomed, rather than tall and wild. The grass of her homeland symbolized her people, whose bodies had fertilized the land for thousands of years. In some regards she and her people were that grass. They lived off their livestock, and the livestock lived off the grass.

What's the plan? Abaze transmitted.

Adaku looked up from the grass under her toes, to find her brother standing before her. Anger boiling underneath the surface of his eyes. 

Why is he always filled with rage?

Ever since their naming days, Abaze had been an angry man. More than once their father's court advisors covered up Abaze's indiscretions—in essence condoning his actions. At least two young men about the same age as him, were living off of stipends paid by the treasury because Abaze had lost his temper and permanently crippled them. 

All life has value, but not in his eyes.

"What is the plan for the test?" Abaze asked.

"None of your concern." 

Adaku immediately took a step away from her brother. She'd not intended to rile him up with a quip. It had slipped out on its own. They were in public before all the cities sorcerers, she didn't think he would hurt her here. But he might. Would he hurt her later? 

"This is no game," Abaze darkened his voice. "Father expects us to become sorcerers and to do that it would appear I have to pass a team test with the likes of them."

"They're nice people."

"Shaya's nice looking perhaps," he said off handedly. "But they're not nobility like you and I. They can't be trusted."

He stepped forward, and she took a step backward to keep the same distance between them. Anger still burned behind his eyes, and she couldn't be sure that anger wasn't directed toward her. 

"We're learning telepathy so we can work together," she said. "I'm going to teach them how to send their thoughts to multiple people all at once."

"That's an advance technique and—"

"I know," she said, "But they're sorcerers like us. They're allowed to know."

"Are you sure we're supposed to know?" he asked.

Nadia was walking toward them, "Maybe we ask her if it's okay?" Abaze teased.

Don't be an ass, Adaku transmitted. If you would've read the required reading for this test, you'd be aware that it is what we are supposed to learn to pass but I guess you need me to do that for you still huh? 

"Is there a problem?" Nadia asked, as she stopped before them.

"No," Adaku lied before her brother could make things worse. She reached inside a small leather purse she wore around her shorts and produced three letters. "Could you deliver these for me?"

Nadia took them from her, "Of course. And you? Do you have letters to send?"

Abaze reached into the front pocket of his leather pants and pulled out a crumpled parchment. "This goes to my father, but I didn't address it. The court will know if this seal has been broken."

"No one here would read your letter Abaze Okonkwo." She took the letter adding it to the stack she had gathered.

Abaze met her glare and didn't flinch. 

Don't do it, Adaku transmitted.

"Apologies," Abaze bowed his head. "Back home, court intrigue requires us to always be on guard. There are many spies inside court life. I forget we're no longer in such company."

Adaku picked up on the implied insult, but she didn't think Nadia did. Or she didn't care.

"None needed," Nadia said. "Enjoy the warm weather. I must attend to the other apprentices."

They all bowed their heads slightly to one another.

You should be teaming up with me, not these losers, Abaze transmitted.

They're not losers. It is a team test, And you had a chance to join us. You chose to place yourself apart from us. Now face the consequences.

Adaku saw Shaya sitting alone on the grass and walked toward her, hoping her brother wouldn't follow.

 

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

"DID YOU SEE THAT?"

Ren looked to where Goban was pointing—Adaku marched away from her brother, who stood like a statue watching, and Nadia headed straight in their direction.

Not a good sign.

Moments earlier they'd been discussing Ren's progress while both agreeing he still had a ways to go before the team test. Ren didn't mind, working with Goban was better than expected. Despite being overly excitable and downright distracted at times, when it came to studies Goban became a different person. 

Goban's focus was as strong as steel, to the point that more than once Ren had been forced to tap him on the shoulder while he read, to gain his attention. The mystery of how Goban managed to read their assigned books and more, had been solved. With an unbreakable focus, Goban could devour a book in one sitting. What's more, when questioned about it he could recall the vast majority of what he read. Even days later.

"Do you have letters?" Nadia held out the stack of letters in her right hand.

Ren hadn't bothered to write. Brandon knew they admitted him as an apprentice, and until he had more good news, there was no reason to bother him. Telling him of his struggles wouldn't help either of them.

"Just two," Goban produced them from his inner vest pocket. "Do we pay postage?"

"No, Nadia said. "That has already been taken care of."

She looked to Ren who said, "I don't have any."

If she found this odd, she didn't show it, "Very well. Come with me."

They walked toward Shaya and Adaku who were tanning in the light. The light made Adaku's skin glisten and Ren noted she was as lovely as Shaya. Before he could get carried away by his thoughts, Nadia called their attention. Abaze walked closer, but kept a significant distance between himself and the other apprentices.

"Your test date has been set," Nadia announced. "The Archamethyst has decided we will hold it three days from now at first light." 

None of the apprentices spoke, but they quickly glanced to one another. Were they ready to test?

"I have high expectations for you, and will be disappointed if you fail."

Great, no pressure then.

"Enjoy the next two days, and use your time wisely."

As usual, Nadia didn't hang around to see if they would have obvious questions. Instead she quickly crossed the line between the Apprentice's courtyard, and that of the rest of the city. A small group of sorcerers surrounded her upon her crossing, and they engulfed her in conversation as she strolled toward the main tower.

"We should go to the library," Goban said.

You're right, Ren transmitted. It would be best if we practiced our telepathy from now until the test.

Agreed.

Two days, Ren thought to himself. I'm so fucked!

 

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

THEY'D STUDIED LATE INTO THE NIGHT, but Goban needed to make sure Ren was up at the first sign of light. Requiring less sleep than his brothers was one of Goban's unique qualities. While the rest of his family would be in a deep slumber, he snuck out their house to explore the city. By time he was ten, he knew it like the layout of their forge, and began to explore outside the city walls.

He liked to imagine himself as Brogan Ironfist as he explored the tunnels.

There were no tunnels here, but the library was a close substitute. Despite weeks of exploring, Goban wasn't convinced he'd uncovered all the secrets the room had to offer. Part of him knew. . .

With no windows he couldn't be sure—his internal clock was rarely wrong—if it was time to wake Ren. The windows in the hallways outside the library showed a faint red glow on the gray horizon. The source-light would be fully visible within the hour. There was no more time to waste.

They were down to just two days! 

Two days in which they expected them to become a flawless team, working together as one unit. Goban feared they'd never be able to pull it off. Not because of Ren, but all of them. He knew he lacked the telepathic skills needed to pull off the attack spells they read about. Nadia hadn't given them any hints as to what they'd be expected to do, other than the books she had them read, and the constant reminder that they would be judged individually and as a whole.

Goban knocked on Ren's door, but there was no answer. He knocked again, and again silence. Goban turned the metal ring which released the latch inside, and tried to push the door open, but it didn't budge.

Dragon fire!

Ren had locked his door. Goban banged harder, but there was still no sound on the other side.

Clearing his mind as Adaku taught them, Goban found his mental image of Ren. 

Get up, Goban transmitted. Get up, Get up, GET UP!

A loud crashing sound came from behind the door. Goban calmly knocked again, and this time the sound of footsteps quickly followed by the latch being pulled back, and Ren opened the door. 

"Yes?" Ren rubbed sleep from his eyes.

"Morning," Goban said. "It's time for us to start the day."

Ren looked over his shoulder toward the window. "The source-light is still below the horizon."

"Yes, but first light is here."

Ren pushed to close the door, but Goban was too quick for him, slipping his foot at the base. The door didn't budge a hair.

"I need more sleep," Ren complained.

"You can sleep after the team test."

"We won't pass the team test, if I don't get sleep!"

"No," Goban emphasized the word. "We won't pass if you don't get in the library and study. There are still several spells we need to practice, and I'm not convinced you've really mastered the clearing of your mind technique."

"Nor will I if I, don't, get, some, SLEEP!"

Goban sprung out his right palm and cupped Ren's ear. 

"Fuck!"

His father did it to him and his brothers any time they weren't paying attention. It didn't leave any lasting damage, but it caused a sharp pain in the ear for a split second. 

"Library. Now."

For a second it looked like Ren would attack him, but instead he walked back to his trunk and pulled out a fresh shirt, dark blue like the ocean. 

* * *

GOBAN POINTED TO THE PAGE Ren should have been reading. "Focus! We're supposed to be studying for the test."

"Maybe if you'd allowed us to eat before we began, I'd be able to focus."

"Food is a reward."

Ren knocked his head against the book page.

"Unless you're planning to press the knowledge into your head, I don't think that's the best strategy."

Ren began to laugh—Goban joined—Ren's laughter was contagious.

"Where are you two?" Shaya called out—her voice muffled by the sea of books.

Use your thoughts, Adaku transmitted. We need to get used to finding one another with thoughts only.

Good point, Ren transmitted. We're at the large table near the back wall, two rights and a left from the front doors.

Goban found it hard to concentrate with so many speaking inside his mind, and put up a barrier to block the noise. A technique Adaku had taught them the day before.

* * *

REN STOOD UP TO MEET THE GIRLS—thankful for a reason to leave the boring books behind.

I was reading that it's possible to send images to one another, Shaya transmitted.

That would be great, Ren transmitted. I'm coming to you.

"Where are you going?" Goban asked.

To meet the girls, Ren Transmitted.

Goban stared at him blankly.

"To meet the girls. Did you not hear me?"

"I had to block it out," Goban said. "It was giving me a headache."

"Oh. Let's talk to Adaku about that."

"No," Goban said. "It's fine. I don't want to be a burden."

"Nonsense."

Thought you were meeting us? Shaya stepped from around the corner.

Talking to Goban. He's having a hard time with the team thought. 

Adaku joined them, and Ren urged Goban to share with the girls. Goban gave in and shared how he kept having headaches when they were all in his head at once, and how he couldn't mass send his thoughts. He was compensating by sending his thought multiple times to each of them in turn.

"That's not going to work in the test," Adaku said. "We might need to react quickly, and even with the increased speed of thought, repeating yourself four times is too slow."

Goban hung his head.

"I'm not trying to be mean," Adaku touched his shoulder. "It's important that we all work together."

"Speaking of which," Ren said.

Ren forced Goban to share, it only seemed right that he did the same.

"Goban has been helping me study because I can't read fast enough to keep up with the material." 

Ren waited to see if they would laugh, but Adaku and Shaya both sat silent.

After an awkward silence, Shaya asked, "Do you need any more help? Or did he get you up to speed?"

"I think we've got it under control," Goban said, and pointed to the book laid out before Ren. "This is the last book, and then he should know everything we know."

"He has been a life saver," Ren patted Goban on the shoulder. "With how fast he can read, he's able to get through a book first and point to the sections I need to read and summarize the other parts."

"Can you use your magic at will now?" Adaku asked.

Ren closed his eyes and began to chant his own personal mantra under his breath. A technique designed to clear his mind of outside distractions and cue his mind to focus on magical intent.

"I am the snow that covers the plains."

"I am the snow that covers the plains."

"I am the snow—"

Three spirals: orange, yellow, and white, emanated from Ren's palms and spun around his body. He opened his eyes, looked to Adaku and smiled as the magic swirled. 

They were impressed!

With a clap the lights vanished, and the room was suddenly dim. It took a minute for Ren's eyes to adjust back to the glow of the amethyst lanterns overhead.

"Took you long enough," Shaya teased.

Ren couldn't stop the smile which strained his cheek muscles. It may have taken him two months, but he finally felt like a real sorcerer. 

Or at least an apprentice sorcerer.

* * *

FOCUS ON THE TWO OF US and will your thoughts in our direction at the same time, Adaku transmitted. Don't focus on the distance, only that you wish us both to hear your thoughts.

She and Shaya had spent the past two hours doing their best to push through Goban's mental blocks. There was nothing stopping him from being able to team think, other than himself, and his false beliefs that he can't. Ren was two alcoves over at the large table, reading. He hadn't exaggerated about it taking him a long time to read.

I don't want to keep trying, Goban transmitted.

Well done, Shaya transmitted. 

Goban collapsed into the chair closest to him, panting for breath as if he'd just run for his life. "I need water."

"Should we break for lunch?" Shaya asked.

Adaku didn't want to leave when they had just begun to make progress.

Look at him, Shaya transmitted. He's wiped. I don't think he can go any longer without a break.

Shaya was right. Goban looked awful, and she wouldn't be able to live with herself if she pushed him too far. 

"Let's go to lunch," Adaku agreed.

The three of them walked through the labyrinth of books, backtracking to Ren. In the two hours, he'd only gotten half way through his assigned reading.

"What?" Ren asked half distracted.

"Time for lunch," Goban said.

Ren slammed the book closed, "About time! I'm starving."

They were a team, and that meant helping one another, but Adaku couldn't help but think of her missing brother and what he'd said about them not being equal. Goban couldn't use his telepathy. Ren couldn't read. And Shaya, well, Adaku wasn't sure what her short fall was. Yet. Regardless, there was no justification for her brother's actions and she refused to enable his behavior any longer.

 

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

TOMORROW MORNING WAS THEIR TEST, and they were all anxious. Adaku could see it on their faces and felt it in her own gut, a tight cramp of knots. While they sat together in the dining hall sharing in their suffering, Abaze continued to sit alone, eyeing them. 

Why couldn't he apologize?

His pride would be his own downfall because it was too late for him to join their team, and if Nadia asked Adaku intended to tell her exactly how Abaze had been acting. The team had forgiven her, and for once she wasn't being judged for the actions of her brother, but for her own merits. Stepping out of his darkened shadow, allowed her to discover how kind people could be.

Dinner was stew, but even that proved to be too heavy. She and Goban chose the beef stew, while Shaya and Ren ate fish stew. The four of them light sipped at their broth, but their appetites weren't there.

What if they failed?

Nadia said they'd each be judged individually alongside their team score. Would some of them pass and some fail? None of them were the weak link anymore. Each had their own strength. Adaku spent the past two days training Goban's telepathy skills, until he could send his thoughts to the three of them at once, but only if they were silent. If the test required Goban to share information, they agreed to stop their own thoughts while he shared. The constant chatter still bothered him, but he'd proven more resilient than at first.

The stew had gone cold. 

They weren't hungry.

Only anxious.

As they stood to leave Abaze transmitted, Stay a minute.

Hesitation froze her, and the others looked back. "I'm going to stay for a moment."

"Okay," Shaya said. "Be sure and get to bed early."

The team left her alone with her brother.

"What do you want?" 

Adaku closed her mind off to him. She doubted they'd ever return to who they were before. Rather than place family first, he'd chosen to value his pride and turn his back on her. It hurt, but she knew she was better off without him. Even if their father would disapprove of her.

"The test is tomorrow."

"Obviously."

"I need your help," Abaze looked helpless for a moment, like the time their father caught him playing with a city girl.

"How?"

"Tomorrow," Abaze said. "When they call us for the team test, I need you to stand with me and be my team. Together—"

"No!" Adaku turned to leave.

"Adaku, please!"

"Have you learned nothing since coming here? It is a team test, that doesn't mean breakup into teams, it means we all work together." Her brother had never begged her for anything before. Tears burned her cheeks as she left the dining hall.

"Adaku, please!" 

His plea echoed off the stone floor as she ran up the staircase. 

Shaya stood in the hall, as she reached the third floor—tears poured down her face. For a moment it looked as if Shaya would reach out, but then she closed her eyes. Adaku rushed past to her room Grateful for the privacy Shaya had given.

Throwing herself onto her bunk, she cried into her pillow until sleep overtook her.

 

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

THE DAY OF THE TEST ARRIVED, and the team gathered in the great hall, with Ren leading the way. Goban stayed close at hand, while the girls hung back speaking to one another. Something they'd done all morning. Ren thought it had something to do with Abaze, who left for the courtyard ahead of them. The twins had appeared to argue before Abaze stormed off.

Arriving separate was for the best—they were two teams: Abaze on one, and the four of them on the other. Maybe Nadia would have them compete against each other, since Abaze refused to cooperate. 

We've got this, Ren transmitted, more to reassure himself, but he noticed Goban looked a bit pale in the face.

Together he and Goban pulled the doors open to reveal the courtyard bathed in light—not a cloud in sight. The scene felt unreal, for the source-light was directly overhead causing there to be no shadows. The whole island looked like an oil painting. 

Nadia stood waiting for them, along with four other sorcerers, but thankfully the courtyard was empty otherwise. No doubt they had directed the others to stay inside. Ren didn't know if it made him feel better or worse, having only five sorcerers in attendance.

He looked back as they walked across the field and realized the girls looked just as unreal as the buildings. Their skin vibrant like paint.

Focus! Ren chastised himself.

"With the rest of the team here, we shall begin," Nadia said.

The team looked to Adaku. It was her place to correct Nadia.

"Excuse me," Adaku stepped before Ren. "Abaze is not a part of our team."

"Ah," Nadia looked between the twins. 

After some consideration Nadia said, "Wait a moment." 

She conferred with the other sorcerers, not with words, but it was obvious with the way they flashed eye contact between one another. Ren had practiced enough with the team to know what a telepathic debate looked like.

"Very well," Nadia said. "Abaze you will be your own team. The rest of you step to the right." 

Ren and the others separated themselves from where Abaze stood.

"Your test is to summon the wall of light," Nadia looked between the two teams. "Begin!"

Easy, Ren transmitted.

Don't become over confident, Adaku warned.

I have the base, Goban transmitted. 

And sure enough, his magical essence spread into a circle between them. There was no color or substance to his magic, but Ren could feel it like a low hum at his feet. Their plan to call it out step by step and keep the chatter to a minimal—letting Goban go first—was working out. His face showed no sign of discomfort—a major improvement.

I'll create the box, Shaya transmitted.

The hum at Ren's feet changed to a high pitch squeal, and the first signs of color began to form. A faint blue, like that of the sky, filled the space between them, and slowly formed into a solid rectangle about twice the size of a person.

You go, Adaku transmitted. I'll finish.

Ren didn't hesitate. They'd all agreed that if need be, Adaku would call the shots. She had the most experience.

He closed his eyes to block out the light, and silenced his mind except for, I am the snow that covers the plains. When he opened his eyes, two yellow balls of magic the size of his head, left his palm and entered the rectangular wall Shaya's magic outlined. Ren's own magic swirled inside like the heart of a snow storm, and the wall appeared nearly complete.

You've got this, Ren transmitted only to Adaku.

She clapped her hands together, and hundreds of leaves—the vibrant green of terminal text—floated across the circle and attached to the wall of light. The final product was a wall of nearly translucent light—like that of the source-light overhead.

If only he'd helped, Adaku transmitted.

The team looked to where he stood, with his wall which was outlined in green, but lacked substance.

"Well done," Nadia said. 

She walked to the wall and passed her arm through it, and one by one the other sorcerers did the same. Their black robes each turning a slightly different color at the sleeves, where it touched their wall of light.

The team beamed with pride.

Another thirty minutes passed as Abaze struggled against all odds to make his wall become corporeal, like theirs had been. It forced Ren to admire his determination. Walk, cast, walk, cast, stand before the wall and stare with an intensity strong enough to crack stone—Abaze refused to relent. 

He refused to accept defeat!

Death before dishonor, Ren transmitted to the team, knowing Shaya at least would agree.

I can't watch, Adaku transmitted.

Ren looked over to see her eyes were wet from tears.

We don't have to let this continue, Goban transmitted.

Taking charge, the youngest amongst them walked across the field of grass to stand across the wall from Abaze, and began to cast. At first Abaze looked confused, but when Goban spread his arms apart the wall between them formed into a slightly more substantial wall of light.

Is it okay that I help? Adaku transmitted.

Of course, he's family, Shaya transmitted.

Together the three of them followed Goban's example, and each contributed. The wall was perfect, just as the wall they'd encountered upon their arrival to the Amethyst Nation.

"Step inside," Nadia called out.

The five did as they were told, and the courtyard melted away in a swirl of color, as if the oil painting were wiped away. When Ren's vision returned, he found himself in a cozy office, a warm fire burned in a stone fireplace. The team was with him, and Abaze. Though perhaps he was officially part of the team now?

Where are we? Ren transmitted.

I think we're in the tower, Shaya transmitted.

Nadia appeared, passing through sudden hole in the stone next to the fire, followed by the four sorcerers who'd observed their test.

"Congratulations!"

 

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

AFTER A BRIEF CONGRATULATION the apprentices were escorted to a banquet hall on the third floor of the tower. That's where the other sorcerers had been- preparing for the celebrations.

What if we hadn't passed? Ren transmitted. 

I guess we'd be eating a consolatory dinner, Shaya transmitted.

The room was a perfect circle—not a single straight wall in sight—large enough to seat five hundred or more sorcerers, but this evening, enough tables were placed to serve two hundred max. The tables had been arranged in three circles, leaving a large opening in the center where a platform had been erected and a three-piece orchestra played without musicians. The instruments were displayed in stands, and beautiful harmonies sung forth. 

I'll never get tired of magic, Goban transmitted. 

Ren had to agree. How? How was it possible that music could play itself?

Nadia led them to a table that was slightly offset from the rest. Six place settings were arranged in a half circle around the table, so their backs would be to the tables behind them, and they could watch the festivities on the open floor.

"Dancing will be optional," Nadia said in response to the look of discomfort on Abaze's face.

Shaya's face glowed, and Ren promised himself he'd ask for a dance—though he hadn't a clue how.

"The others will arrive soon," Nadia said. "You can wait in your seats or wander around, but please do not leave this room."

She left before they could respond—always quick to be about her tasks. Ren wondered if she ever stayed put in one place for long. He imagined her walking the grounds at night unable to sleep.

The apprentices quickly took their seats with Ren and Abaze taking the far ends. Shaya switched places with Goban so he could sit next to Ren, and offer Adaku someone to speak with. They may have just worked together to summon a wall of light, but the twins weren't reconciled. Adaku kept her back turned to Abaze, though she sat next to him.

Over the course of the next hour, sorcerers made their way into the banquet hall and took their places at the tables. There appeared to be a pre-arranged seating order, for some groups of sorcerers who'd arrived together didn't sit together. 

The music stopped.

The sorcerers all stood, and the apprentices followed their lead. 

What's this? Ren transmitted.

A man dressed in vibrant purple robes, with a beard as long as his torso, walked into the room flanked on either side by two sorcerers. On the old man's right, the sorcerers wore red and blue, on his left they wore green and white. 

Nadia slipped into the open chair beside Abaze. "The Archamethyst."

Ren had heard of him before, but he didn't expect the man to be so old. He was a bit surprised the old man could walk, and then remembered magic, and realized it must be the answer.

The five stopped before the center platform, directly in front of their table. 

"Welcome," the Archamethyst's voice amplified throughout the room, as if he were speaking right next to Ren. "We're gathered to celebrate a wonderful occurrence; a new batch of apprentices have proven themselves ready for mentorship. It is a tradition that tonight each apprentice be chosen by their first mentor."

As if sensing Ren's anxiety, the Archamethyst looked right at them. "Don't worry about finding your mentor, they'll find you, and besides, most pupils go through multiple mentors before being deemed ready to join our ranks."

A woman in red tugged on the Archamethyst's sleeve. 

"Enough babblings of an old man. Let the banquet commence!"

A loud roar of applause filled the room, amplified by the stone walls. The Archamethyst and the four who accompanied him, sat at a private table, and menus appeared before them.

The menu was four pages long, with six meat courses to choose from, and a whole page of drinks. Any other day, and he would have been thrilled to try new fare, but after the stress of their test, he didn't care about food. He skimmed quickly and ordered fried pork, roasted root veggies, a piece of dark bread, and blackberry wine.

When the food appeared, Ren took a large drink of his wine glass, and was instantly filled with a warm sensation that started in the back of his throat and wound its way down into his gut—where it melted away the knot of anxiety.

"This is an impressive feast," Ren said to Nadia.

The music softly started back up.

"We find a reason to celebrate as often as possible."

"Back home—" Abaze began, but the look his sister gave him shut him up instantly.

No one else spoke, instead focused on the goings on around them, and eating the delicious food, which proved to be even better than the meals they'd enjoyed in their own dining hall. 

Perhaps they used different chefs.

As people finished their meals, the music shifted to a livelier tune, and young men asked Shaya and Adaku to dance. Abaze bit down his urge to speak, and Ren too found himself silent as he watched the girls dance with young men in their early twenties. 

Periodically older sorcerers would make their way to the table to speak with one or all of them. More than once Ren was forced to recount his life as an orphan and realized he despised having to market himself in hopes of gaining a mentor.

The night marched on, and still Ren couldn't find his opportunity with Shaya, who stayed occupied speaking to prospective mentors, or dancing. On more than one occasion Shaya and Adaku danced with one another. They both ended up shaking hands with different sorcerers during the festivities, Ren could only assume that meant they found their mentors. It was great to see Adaku happy. Abaze on the other hand looked sullen, and Nadia kept finding reasons to excuse herself away from the table. 

And the wine continued to pour. 

Over the course of the evening it seemed that both Abaze and Goban had productive conversations that also ended in handshakes.

* * *

SO WHAT IF NONE OF THEM wanted him as a pupil! 

Ren consoled himself knowing he'd done his best and come so far. First sorcerer from the Pearl Nation in three hundred years! That was worth more than being a prince of some Emerald Nation city.  

The courtyard was as silent as the dungeon he'd been in on Shinzo. Ren looked around and realized it was as empty too! Alone with his thoughts, he made his way toward the fountain, and his private room in the apprentices' wing. 

Might as well turn in early.

A sound plan, someone transmitted to Ren.

He did a quick double check, but he was still alone. With a bright flash of white light, the Archamethyst stood before Ren.

Pardon the theatrical entrance, the Archamethyst transmitted. It's impossible for me to walk around here without at least one sorcerer needing to pick my brain.

Ren nodded along in agreement, shock had frozen him, as solid as if he'd been caught outside in a snowstorm with no clothes. Standing before the Archamethyst Ren felt just as naked. 

Nonsense, the Archamethyst transmitted and took a step toward Ren, so that they were only an arm span apart. I understand none of the other sorcerers took you as their pupil.

Obviously! Ren thought before he could stop himself.

The Archamethyst broke out into laughter, as warm as fresh bread. The honesty of youth.

Sorry. I didn't mean to be rude.

No, the Archamethyst transmitted. It's I who am being rude, to come upon you with no warning. I'll have to make it up to you.

Just then two sorcerers began to cross the courtyard toward where they stood. No doubt to "pick" the Archamethyst's mind. 

"Can't stay," the Archamethyst said loud enough for the approaching sorcerers to hear. "Very busy, I'm sure you understand."

The Archamethyst took three quick steps back from Ren, "I'll see you tomorrow to start your pupilship." And with a flick of his wrist—and a smirk on his face—the Archamethyst disappeared into a ball of white light.

"Did he say pupilship?" A sorcerer Ren didn't know asked. 

Indeed. That's precisely what Ren had heard too. Dumbfounded he stood there as the two sorcerers asked him a stream of questions Ren didn't bother to pay attention to.

I'm the Archamethyst's pupil!

WHAT'S NEXT?

Book 5, Archamethyst's Secret, is available on Amazon now!

Salt & Steel

Have you received your free copy of Salt & Steel yet?

Before Akio was the greatest swordsman alive, he was an anxious boy. . .

Desperate to escape his destiny of becoming a fisherman like his father, nine-year-old Akio swears fealty to a Thief Lord. 

With his father proud of him, but his mother pissed at him, Akio's only hope for peace of mind is to please his new Thief Lord.

But there's a small problem with being First Sworn. Akio's new Thief Lord, is a seven-year-old girl, and what's more is she can kick his ass!

How will Akio change his destiny and become the greatest swordsman alive? 

Read Salt & Steel today and find out!
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