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PROLOGUE

TRADITION MUST BE ADHERED TO. Council meetings took place on the 46th floor of the tower, four floors beneath the top platform. Richard remembered how he felt the first day he arrived in the Amethyst Nation, with the eleven other apprentices. It had been a glorious day for the Pearl Nation, but the glory had since faded to shame as his former home failed to produce another sorcerer.

"The Onyx Nation is encroaching on the southern cities of the Emerald Nation," Councilor Fyodor said.

Decorum broke and councilors began to yell at one another about the validity of Fyodor's statements. 

"War mongers!"

Richard feared some of the council members were corrupted by the fortunes flowing through the Onyx Nation. 

"Free trade. . ."

He didn't know how they managed it, but they'd develop into an economic force without using the resources of the Amethyst Nation. 

"Open borders!"

"Closed borders!"

In fact, the Onyx Nation refused all attempts at formal diplomatic relations. Richard had sent a formal request yearly since he took over 83 years ago.

"Bloodshed. . ."

Richard's attention returned to the present issue—how to keep the younger council member's emotions out of the debate. It was hard to focus on such trivial matters, and with a third of the 387 council members missing it was apparent he wasn't the only one that felt this way. Even one of his own advisors hadn't thought it important to be present, instead choosing to sit this meeting out at home in the Pearl Nation.

"Passivists. . ."

The councilors in attendance insisted on long-winded speeches that lacked direction and a point, thus leading to shouting matches. He thought they were more interested in hearing themselves speak, than coming to a consensus to solve a problem. Even universally agreed upon decisions required multiple speeches before they could hold a vote. 

"Trade embargos lead to sta--"

"Military force. . ."

Being that a sorcerer couldn't land a council seat without being a grandmaster, the average member was 185 years old. Though some truly gifted achieved their seats far younger—Richard was only 85 when he became a grandmaster.

The 46th floor consisted of a single circular room for the council to meet in-person—telepathy grew confusing with large crowds. At the head of the room Richard, and three of his four advisors sat at an oak table facing the rest of the council. Rows of oak tables stretched from Richard to the far back, where a single set of double steel doors with sigils etched across every surface, remained closed. The doors led to the stairwell—not that the council members walked to the meetings—but sometimes pupils would be called in for trials. He desperately wished to walk out them and leave the fools to their debate. The solution was obvious in his mind, but alas being Archamethyst didn't bestow unlimited authority upon him. Only the recognition that he was the strongest sorcerer amongst them—sometimes an arbitrator, but still only one voice among peers. Not that it mattered, explaining all that he knew to a room of tradition ridden council members would only end in further uproar.

"Archamethyst," Mao said. "You should call for order, otherwise they will be at this for hours."

She was right, and it was one reason he selected her as an advisor. She helped make him look wiser than he was. Richard learned early on to surround himself with those smarter than him.

"If you let them argue now, they'll be inclined to discuss it civilly afterward," Treasa said.

Always one to argue the opposite. 

Between the two, he was guaranteed to come to a well-rounded decision. They both loved to debate, and by harnessing their nature Richard avoided the need to contemplate difficult matters alone. Leading was impossible without the support of others. He often listened to those he disagreed with for the sole purpose of learning.

"Silence!" Richard's voice—amplified by magic—bounced off the stone walls, creating a reverberation. Tradition permitted only the Archamethyst the right to magically amplify his voice, or else the room would become deafening.

They finished the last insults as sorcerers took their seats—some had ventured across the room to argue with particular council members.

"Councilor Fyodor has brought a serious issue before us," Richard leaned forward in a threatening manner when it looked as though other councilors would speak. "Now is not the time nor place to decide our actions. We must send a team to investigate these accusations, and if they are found true, bring back exact numbers of the Onyx Nation's strength. Far too long, have rumors of the Onyx Nation's desire for war persisted. I'll be damned if I let today be the day that rumor be allowed to replace facts."

Archamethyst! Marcel transmitted.

Yes? And I've told you hundreds of times, Richard is fine.

Apologies, Marcel transmitted. It happened again! Voidgate over the Ice Plains, on the outskirts of the city, near the shoreline.

Marcel and Richard had been friends since birth—becoming apprentices together. If not for his utter lack of ambition, Marcel might have been Archamethyst. Instead he was Richards closest friend and most trusted advisor, committed to any task asked of him.

Three councilors stood waiting on the Archamethyst to call upon them. No doubt to argue against his position.

"I must leave," Richard rose from his seat. "I leave the matter of creating the exploration team to the council to decide."

"You can't—"

"I can't?" Richard's voice echoed again.

He walked toward the back doors, "My responsibilities exceed those of this council, and you would do well to remember that."

With his magic, he opened the double doors, and made sure they slammed closed upon his exit.

Where are you?

I arrived home only an hour ago, Marcel transmitted. I would have notified you sooner, but it took time to find the professor, and I didn't want to bother you with another false lead.

The travelers?

A boy and his mother. The mother died, but the boy-

Yes, Richard interrupted. We must have the boy.

That will prove problematic, Marcel transmitted. The professor intends to take him in, and then there's the matter of strained diplomatic relations.

Come back. I have a mission for you.

What?

You're to be our new Pearl Nation diplomat. 

Richard was glad for the reason to leave—drawing up the diplomatic documents would take at least an hour, and promised to be more engaging than their drivel.

 

CHAPTER ONE

TINY TOWERS OF BOOKS were stacked throughout the office—nearly every flat surface was taken up: from the desk in the middle of the room, to the coffee table in front of Ren, and each small corner table between the leather sofas—laid out in a u-shape. Ren received a summons to the Archamethyst's office—two floors below the top of the tower—there he sat waiting for ten minutes, admiring the beauty of the space, but resisting the urge to touch. 

This must be a test of my patience.

The office took up half the floor—half as large as the ballroom—large enough to accommodate six offices comfortably. With the extra space, the Archamethyst created reading nooks in the two corners next to the wall separating the office from the hallway. Bookshelves wrapped the curved wall of the tower, except for two windows which spanned floor to ceiling. More than books were stored upon the shelves. Several artifacts—unrecognizable to Ren—sat displayed in otherwise empty sections. What looked like pieces of technology, took up an entire column of shelves behind the desk.

A bright light startled Ren away from studying the room.

"Thank you for waiting."

Ren turned to his left to find the Archamethyst sitting upon the sofa next to the one he was on. 

"How—"

"Magic," the Archamethyst said. "One of many such techniques I intend to help you discover."

Ren sat up straighter, and the leather cushions squeaked. That was exactly the kind of magic he wished to learn.

As if reading his mind, the Archamethyst said, "First you'll need to learn the basics. A child must walk before they can run, so too must a pupil learn to glide before they can voidwalk."

"Voidwalk?"

"The process of leaving this space and appearing in another. What may appear instant to you on the outside, is actually an energy intense process. Though, it does save time by not having to climb stairs." The Archamethyst began to laugh at his own perceived joke.

The leather sofa squeaked as Ren fidgeted—unsure if the Archamethyst was mad or just eccentric. The man looked normal enough, though a bit older than the other sorcerers. But still, here sat the most powerful sorcerer in Fencura laughing at nothing.

The laughed died in an instance, "Down to business then. You may call me Richard, and I've been made aware you prefer Ren to Henry?"

"Yes, sir."

"No need for all of that," Richard said. "We're all equals here, even if our abilities differ."

Ren nodded, unsure what he meant.

"Before we start messing about with the deeper magics, why don't we get to know one another better."

The leather squeaked again as Ren shifted uncomfortably in his seat. What did the Archamethyst want to know about him that he didn't know already? The Archamethyst might be a crazy old man, but as long as he was willing to instruct him, Ren was eager to learn—he'd filter out the nonsense after the fact.

"Tell me about your childhood," Richard said. "Marcel informed me that you lived in an orphanage, but he didn't share how you came to be there."

So that's it. More pity for Ren the orphan.

"I was two when the orphanage took me in, and I have no knowledge of where I came from," Ren's voice was flat and icy. 

What he didn't share was how he could still remember the smell of his mother: lavender. How he cried himself to sleep until he was ten. "Ten was far too old for a man to be crying," Mr. Griffin said. How he wet the bed at night, only to wake to Mr. Griffin beating him for it, and rubbing his nose in the wet spot as if he were a bad dog. 

No. 

Ren refused to play the victim—the mistreated orphan who needed the help of those around him if he were to have any chance to succeed. It may have been with the help of others that he made it to the trials, but he'd passed on his own merits, and saved Shaya in the process. It was one thing to be part of a team, but another thing entirely to be dependent upon the pity of others!

Richard continued to ask probing questions, trying to tease out more information of his early days at the orphanage. Ren knew he was after something, but he was in no mood to be accommodating. After the better part of half an hour Richard changed tactics.

"You have no memories of before you arrived at the orphanage?"

"No," Ren answered for what felt like the hundredth time. "Do you remember much of being a baby?"

He'd not meant to be so rude, but the irritation of the questions got the better of him.

Richard only laughed. Throughout the whole ordeal the Archamethyst maintained the same calm jovial manner he'd always shown Ren. Perhaps being as old as the Archamethyst offered a perspective which made life more comical.

"How old are you?" Ren asked.

Something in the back of his mind made him think the number was important.

"Ah, well that cuts to the core of it, now doesn't it." Richard chuckled until he noticed the look on Ren's face. He waved his hand, "Oh no, I'm not offended. Just that I can't answer without raising more questions."

Ren didn't know what to say, but the feeling in the back of his mind grew stronger. Now he had to know.

"I tell you what," Richard said. "How about a trade? I'll show you my acceptance to the Amethyst Nation, and in turn you show me your arrival at the orphanage. Fair?"

"How can I show you something I don't remember?"

"Oh, you leave that to me. Do we have an accord?"

"Yeah, deal," Ren reached his hand out to shake.

Richard clasped firmly to Ren's wrist and pulled himself closer, so they were face to face—both on the edge of their sofa cushions. He locked eye contact with Ren and began to mumble under his breath. Ren found himself frozen stiff, unable to blink as the Archamethyst stared into his eyes—all the while mumbling.

Ren's vision blurred and when it cleared, he was no longer in the Archamethyst's office, but instead floating over the central park of the Pearl Nation's university. He recognized it from the few times Brandon had taken the club there.

This can't be today; the flowers are in full bloom.

"You're right," Richard said. "This is my memory. Our minds are entangled. I'm able to hear every thought you have, and can see all of our memories as if they were a shelf of books. Even though they are less organized."

Ren looked around for the Archamethyst, but couldn't see him. Instead, he watched as time seemed to whiz by, and the park filled with people. The source-light gliding across the sky, shrinking the shadows in the courtyard, until there were none. Hundreds of people stood in a crowd 80 feet beneath him, and he watched as sorcerers from the Amethyst Nation called forth prospects to face their trials.

The vision was so vibrant it took Ren a moment to realize what it meant. Time stopped whizzing by and returned to a normal progression with twenty apprentices standing upon a stage. Twelve of whom were clearly from the Pearl Nation—toward the center stood a young man waving up to Ren.

"I see you," Richard said. "Do you see me?"

"Yes . . ."

The Archamethyst was from the Pearl Nation, he was part of the final twelve and over 300 years old.

"337 years old, unless I missing a year somewhere in there," Richard laughed to himself. "Okay, now hold tight."

Again, Ren's vision blurred and when it cleared, he was floating over the doorstep of the orphanage, with Richard beside him. A middle-aged man walked through the front gate, holding a young child's hand. 

"Is that?"

"Yes."

Ren leaned forward and found he could float down closer to the stranger and younger version of himself. Mr. Griffin opened the front door and the noise of children burst forth from inside. A beautiful woman standing behind Mr. Griffin asked who was there.

"I'm Mr. Velden, and this is Henry, though I call him Ren," The man bowed his head to Mr. Griffin, and scratched at his forearm behind his back.

Mr. Griffin stepped aside to invite them in. Ren and Richard followed through the open door before it closed.

Can we pass through walls?

"Never tried," Richard laughed, and for once Ren joined in, seeing the humor in the situation.

In fact, the whole thing was deeply amusing to Ren, in a tragic twist of fate sort of manner. He obviously made it out okay, but it was funny to see his younger self being led into Mr. Griffin's study. A room he'd learn to loath.

"Please, sit," Mr. Griffin gestured to a plush sofa. 

The same one was still there, but here it looked new and vibrant. There was no dust in the corners of the bookshelves. Mr. Griffin looked to be cleanly shaven, and the dark circles under his eyes were missing. If anything, he looked genuinely happy. Laughter from young children could be heard in the other room, as the woman read a story Ren couldn't quite make out. 

Rather than yelling for silence, Mr. Griffin quickly walked to the doors of the study and slid them shut.

"Sorry about that. The children are always full of energy after their naps."

"Not at all," Mr. Velden said using the opportunity to scratch at his arm, sliding back his coat sleeve to reveal tracks of scabs from scratch marks.

"I presume you're here about the boy?" Mr. Griffin asked.

"Time to go," Richard said.

Ren's vision blurred again before he could protest, and by the time he was able to say no, they were back in the Archamethyst's office.

"Thank you for sharing," Richard said.

He stood up with a slight grown, and placed a hand on Ren's shoulder, "But you can't remember this."

* * *

RICHARD PATTED REN'S SHOULDER, "Well done. I think we'll work well together. You show real promise."

"Um?"

"Don't worry," Richard took his seat on the sofa opposite Ren. "We all suffer memory loss the first few times. Your brain doesn't quite understand how to shift from this time and place to another, but your magic does. You did well. You'll be gliding in no time."

Ren nodded his head, but his eyes said he was still baffled.

"We should call it a day for now. Go back to your dorm and be sure to eat a large dinner. It takes a lot of energy to glide."

"Thank you, sir," Ren stood to leave.

"Remember, it's Richard," he broke into a laugh.

Ren laughed too, but only half-heartedly. His legs were a bit unsteady as he walked out of Richard's office, but wore off after descending the first flight of stairs.

* * *

SECRECY WAS PARAMOUNT, but it didn't make it any easier to do what he must.

Ren is the child, Richard transmitted to his advisors.

Agreed, Emil transmitted. 

A unison of agreement came in from Treasa and Mao.

Is it right to keep the boy in the dark? Marcel transmitted. He could be trained to become our strongest ally.

Or he could end up our worst enemy like last time, Richard transmitted.

Agreed, the other advisors transmitted in unison. 

The matter was settled. 

For the moment . . .

 

CHAPTER TWO

TWO DAYS PASSED WITH NO COMMUNICATION from the Archamethyst—or Richard as he wished to be addressed—and Ren still couldn't remember their training together. It was like a block had been placed in his mind. He could remember climbing the staircase, waiting in his office, but then nothing until he left. Losing more than an hour of his day was hard to push aside, any time he found himself alone, his mind would wander back to the block. Akin to how a tongue rubs against a wound on its own accord. 

The other apprentices stayed busy with their mentors, meaning most of the time their wing was empty. Without Goban to help, the library lost all appeal, and Ren wasn't able to research voidwalking the way he'd wanted to. 

Sitting alone in the dining hall, Ren was forced to confront his darkest fears—that his acceptance to the Amethyst Nation had been a fluke, and the Archamethyst would discover him as a fraud any moment. What would he do if they sent him back to the Pearl Nation? Maybe Shaya would let him return to Shinzo and serve under Akio. At least being a member of a thief clan held honor.

The doors to the hall opened and Nadia looked around to find that Ren was alone—disappointment clear upon her face.

"Where are the others?"

"I assume with their mentors."

"Ah," Nadia nodded. "And you?"

"The Archamethyst hasn't called me back to his office."

"Oh," She slipped off her shoulder bag onto the table and took a seat across from Ren. "Did he not explain your position here?"

"No." 

Is she going to send me away? He won't even do it himself.

"As a pupil you are entitled to access the Sorcerer's Tower. Typically, a pupil is allowed to shadow their mentor during the day. It's the only way they can learn enough." 

"I guess I need to go find him then?"

"Well, as your mentor is the Archamethyst, that may mean the council intends to limit your access to him. In all my time here, there has never been a pupil to the Archamethyst, or any of the highly ranked council members. You should be honored."

"I am," Ren felt his face flush. "I just wish..."

"All pupils feel overwhelmed and as if they do not belong. I think you should go find him. If they send you away, try again later. Show him that you are determined, and it will go a long way toward ingratiating yourself to him."

"Thank you," Ren stood to leave. 

If Nadia thought it was a good idea to find him, then he wasn't going to waste another minute.

"Wait," Nadia reached into her shoulder bag and produced an envelope. "You have a letter from the Pearl Nation." 

Ren took it, eager to see who wrote to him. There was no name on the outside.

"If you see the other pupils, let them know I left their mail in their rooms." 

Nadia gave Ren a short pat on the back as she left the dining hall.

Ren used two fingers to tear the corner of the envelope—making sure the letter was on the opposite side, he tore off the right wall of the envelope, revealing the letter inside. The scent of burned firewood wafted out as Ren jostled the letter free. 

 

Dear Ren,

You'll be pleased to know that I've taken a significant position in Pearl Power and managed to win the confidence of the board enough so that they voted out Belfry Jr. as CEO. He still owns a substantial stake in Pearl Power, but he is no longer involved in the day-to-day operations of the company. Rumors have it that he and his son left the country to travel for inspiration. If you're permitted to visit home, now would be the best opportunity. You're always welcome to stay with me while you're visiting.

In other news, magic club has stopped meeting. XXX didn't take your acceptance into the Amethyst Nation well, and when she stopped attending, XXX lost his motivation. I trust you are taking full advantage of your opportunity and keeping yourself focused. 

Have you learned any new spells? I'd give anything to be where you are and I'm truly happy for you.

If you need anything, please write.

Sincerely,

Brandon Everly

 

Hearing from Brandon lifted Ren's spirits even higher than Nadia's advice. There was no way he would take no for an answer. Brandon was right, he wasn't going to sit around wasting this opportunity. He came to the Amethyst Nation to learn magic, and who better to learn from than the Archamethyst?

With his mind set, Ren slipped the letter into an inner pocket of his robes, and marched off to the Sorcerer's Tower. Either he'd find the Archamethyst, or he'd wait until he stumbled upon him. 

But what he wouldn't do was sit in the dining hall a moment longer, feeling sorry for himself.

 

CHAPTER THREE

WHAT HAD SEEMED AN EXCELLENT IDEA a moment earlier, now felt like a disaster. Ren knew the tower was tall, but he hadn't realized just how many rooms he would have to search through. Surprisingly most of the rooms he explored were devoid of people. On the rare occasion he did come across another sorcerer, they ignored his presence. He had stuck his head in the ballroom just to make sure, being thorough was something he learned in school. By the sixth floor he was short of breath.

What was I thinking?

No doubt the Archamethyst was busy, and rather than follow a systematic search Ren decided to check his office. It was a long climb, but maybe a sorcerer along the way could help him find Richard.

Panting from lack of breath, Ren reached the 48th floor to find the Archamethyst's office locked. He knocked but there was no response.

What now?

The entire way up he didn't find a single sorcerer to ask for help. Where did they spend their days? In fact, the island almost always maintained an eerie vacant feel about it. For being the nation of sorcerers, it had a distinct lack of them present—making the floating island more a monument to their power, than a home state.

For the second time that day Ren felt like a complete idiot. There was no reason for him to search for the Archamethyst by hand when he could reach out to him with his mind.

Richard?

Of course, there was no guarantee he would answer. Adaku had shown how she could block off her mind from her brother—preventing his transmission from reaching her. Regardless, it was worth one more shot before giving up. 

Richard, it's Ren, your pupil.

I was just telling the council about the promise you've shown. The Archamethyst transmitted. They're suspicious of you, and why I've chosen to take you on as a pupil. Some went as far as to imply you may have corrupted my mind. But alas, they are the jealous sorcerers who seek my downfall at every meeting. Did you need something?

Ren took a moment to gather himself after the over explanation he'd received. When are we meeting again? The other apprentices are all with their mentors, and Nadia was saying—

Oh yes, Richard transmitted. Leave it to Nadia to stir up trouble. What felt like a hearty laugh came through and Ren felt his body quiver. No doubt you feel left out.

Well . . . I mean . . . I just want to learn all I can.

And you will! Richard transmitted. Like I said, you show great potential. But I understand. I still remember what it was like to be young. You're impatient, and want the satisfaction of success now, not in the future.

Ren mulled it over in his head for a moment, and realize the Archamethyst was right. He was being impatient, and it was possibly because of his age, but still, he couldn't help that. The Archamethyst chose him of all the apprentices. Richard owed him the same education any other pupil would receive from their mentor.

I just want to learn in the same way as the other pupils.

And you shall, but I am not like all the other mentors. My time is not solely my own. I have obligations to run and maintain our nation.

I want to learn every day. Nadia said the other pupils are allowed to shadow their mentor. I want to do the same.

And you should, Richard transmitted. The council and I are discussing that exact point now. I tell you what. Where are you?

Outside your office.

Footsteps echoed off the stone stairs overhead. 

Don't move.

A young sorcerer descended the stairs and froze upon the landing, evidently surprised to find Ren standing in front of the Archamethyst doors. 

"Are you lost?" she asked.

"I'm the Archamethyst's pupil."

Ren felt insulted that she didn't know who he was. He'd been under the impression the whole city knew who he was by this point. Nadia had made it sound like it was such an unprecedented event.

"Are you supposed to be skulking outside his office?"

"I'm not skulking."

Richard?

"You could have fooled me."

"And why are you skulking up here?"

"I'm the chronicler's assistant," she flipped back her long black hair. "I'm tasked with passing along the most important events we discover."

Ren didn't know what to say, but the look she gave him as he stood there made him feel guilty, as if he didn't belong. Not a new feeling for him by any means. His entire life in the Pearl Nation had been punctuated by people making it clear he didn't belong.

Richard? I've got a problem here.

Why isn't he answering? Ren thought to himself.

"Step aside."

"Huh?" Ren hadn't been paying attention.

"I need to get into his office," she spoke slowly, as if Ren were a simpleton who didn't understand the purpose of doors.

"Are you supposed to go in there?" Ren asked. "It's locked."

As a way of an answer, she reached her hand out to the door and he heard a loud click as the locks magically retracted. She pushed open the door, and he saw over her shoulder it looked nearly identical to his last visit. On cue, Ren's mind wandered back to the blank. Would he ever regain his memories?

The chronicler's assistant removed a stack of papers from inside her robes, and placed them neatly upon the desk. Ren considered waiting for the Archamethyst inside his office, but reconsidered. Richard had told him not to move.

She closed the door, and locked it, all while giving him a quizzical look. 

"Are you sure you're not lost? Only, you don't look well."

"I'm fine," Ren spat. 

This girl was beginning to irritate him.

Richard, I'm still at your office!

A bright white light filled the stairwell and when Ren's eyes adjusted, he found the Archamethyst standing before him. 

"Kokoro, are you bothering my pupil?" the Archamethyst asked.

She bowed before him, "No, sir."

"Run along then. Nicholi will no doubt be wondering where you've gone off to, again. Far too often he's unable to locate you."

"Yes, sir," She bowed again before heading off, but not before giving Ren a venomous look.

You called? Richard transmitted.

Sorry. I didn't know what to do and she was asking so many questions.

Kokoro has a habit of involving herself in other people's affairs. It's one of the reasons she makes an excellent assistant to the Chronicler.

With a wave of Richard's hand, the office door unlocked and swung open. Ren looked to him, only for Richard to gesture for him to enter. Reluctantly Ren walked in first.

Hopefully this time I don't blank out. Ren thought to himself.

Please sit.

Ren did as he was asked, taking a seat on a sofa facing the Archamethyst's desk. He admired the books on the shelves and wondered about the strange objects, especially the one which resembled an artifact Brandon had once shown him. Richard looked through the stacks of papers upon his desk, and then began to reorganize them while adding to the stacks—from concealed documents inside his robes.

Do all sorcerers keep documents in their robes?

I'm not sure, Richard transmitted. I suppose they would. Where else would one keep important documents? Why do you ask?

I saw the girl place a stack of documents on your desk, and she'd been storing them inside her robes.

After another minute of shuffling papers, Richard joined Ren by sitting on the sofa next to his, which shared an end table. They quickly fell into conversation about Nadia and Ren's position as Richard's pupil. He agreed that Naida had been right, and Ren should be entitled to shadow Richard, though some on the council no doubt would object.

So, we'll meet tomorrow after breakfast? Ren transmitted.

Wait an hour after breakfast. I like to sleep in. Richard laughed, though Ren didn't understand what was funny about sleeping in.

Richard stood, "Until tomorrow," he reached out a hand.

Ren hopped to his feet to shake his hand. "Goodbye."

Ren closed the office door behind him, and dread instantly washed over him. He'd have to walk back to his room.

I can't wait to voidwalk, Ren thought to himself.

 

CHAPTER FOUR

"FROM HERE ON OUT it's about your strength of will, and ability to shape your mind around reality," Richard said. "We'll use speech rather than thoughts while you're practicing. I don't want you distracted; this can be hard enough without added pressure."

Somehow being told there was no added pressure, was actually causing Ren to feel pressured. As if he were expected to get this right in the first day. Was it really supposed to be that simple?

"Ready?" Richard asked.

They stood shoulder to shoulder in the dining hall of the apprentices' wing. The plan was to voidwalk from there to Richard's office. All Ren needed to do was hold his arm and follow. Significantly easier than voidwalking on his own, but it still required him to focus his magic. Unlike after passing the sorcerer's trial, where they'd been able to step upon a seal—a physical anchor for two points, creating a bridge of sorts between the emperor's palace and the Sorcerer's Tower—today Ren would have to follow the Archamethyst as he created the bridge himself.

Not exactly a walk in the park.

"I guess," Ren lied.

What he really wanted was to spend more time discussing the theory behind the process, but the Archamethyst was adamant about real world practice being the only method of learning—an utterly different teaching style than he was used to from school in the Pearl Nation. Even Brandon had taught Magic Club mostly by discussing the basic theories. It's how they were able to develop telekinesis.

"Grab hold of my robes," Richard waved his arm.

Fearing he'd fall behind and fail, Ren reached out for Richard's robes. A bright light blinded Ren, and when it faded, he found himself standing alone in the dining hall. 

A burst of light appeared behind him.

"You failed to follow," Richard said, and took his place next to Ren again. "Did you see the tunnel?"

"No. I couldn't see past the bright light."

"That means your mind wasn't focused." Richard shook out his robes and gestured for Ren to take his sleeve again. "You mustn't think of anything other than following my path. The tunnel is there for you. I promise. Ready?"

The worst had already happened—he'd failed to cross through with the Archamethyst, but he'd come back and wasn't dismissing Ren as his pupil. If the Archamethyst believed him capable, Ren would try again.

Ren clenched the black cotton of Richard's sleeve with all his might. "Ready!"

Again, a bright light appeared, but this time Ren managed to see the faint outline of an egg-shaped opening. Richard was gone, despite Ren clenching to his robe with all his might. Ren stepped forward and the egg shape opening grew darker, until he reached the entrance and became engulfed in darkness. He felt his fist being pulled forward, and the faintest sensation of fabric slipping from his grasp.

Richard? Ren transmitted, after trying to speak only to find he had no voice. 

In fact, he felt formless, as if he weren't actually there in the void. A disorienting experience to find himself inside a space, but yet not be there. The practice from his trial didn't make this occurrence any less jarring.

Another tug on his fist, and Ren was being pulled through the void toward a pinpoint dot of light in the far distance. Less than a heartbeat later, Ren zipped through the void and emerged in the Archamethyst's office. 

Ren's legs protested against the reintroduction of gravity, and he flung himself toward the sofa. Resulting in Ren curled over the armrest—face first in the cushion—with no feeling left in his legs. A split second later, his legs were on fire with a tingling sensation.

"The first time is always the most disconcerting," Richard said. "I'd like to tell you the tingling goes away after a few attempts, but the truth is we all learn to endure it. Some report enjoying the tingles, though I think they're lying to themselves. A way of coping with the unpleasantness."

Ren could hear him digging through the desk drawers, and then he was being turned over with Richard offering him a small vile to drink. 

"It will help with the vertigo."

Anything to make this go away, Ren thought to himself.

It tasted like raw kale and anchovies, but sure enough he began to feel normal again, and the burning in his legs started to subside. Five deep breaths later, Ren sat on the sofa and the pain was gone entirely. In fact, he found it hard to recall what the pain felt like in the first place.

"You did well," Richard said from behind his desk where he sat. "Most pupils aren't able to follow a voidwalk on their own for many months. The rumors of your innate powers weren't exaggerated."

What powers? Ren thought. 

"Thank you?" Ren didn't know how else to respond.

What do you say to the most powerful sorcerer in the world when he compliments your powers? True he accomplished more than the other pupils, but not consistently and only with the help from the others. It was only after the help of Goban and Adaku he was able to contribute in their test. If not for them, he'd still be an apprentice and not here in the Archamethyst's office. 

"That's enough for today," Richard said. "Experience is the only teacher when it comes to voidwalking. Try not to be hard on yourself for failing. Look at it as a learning opportunity.

"Unless you want to practice again on the way back to your dorms?"

That was the last thing in the world he wanted to experience at that moment.

"I'd rather not."

"I understand," Richard walked over to where Ren sat. "Were I in your position, I'd hold off on practicing too."

Richard grabbed hold of Ren's arm, and with the flash of a white light, they were standing back in the dining hall where they'd started their morning. But just as Ren's eyes adjusted the Archamethyst left with another flash.

Do you ever get used to the blinding light?

With practice you learn to close your eyes at just the right moment, Richard transmitted. We'll pick up where we left off tomorrow.

And with that nugget of wisdom, Ren was left to his own amusement. Hopeful, he ran out of the dining hall and up the stairs of his wing to the apprentice's dorms. Only to find that he was still alone. He checked Shaya's, Goban's, and Adaku's rooms just to be sure, but there was no sign of them. He skipped checking Abaze's—better to be alone than stuck with him.

With nothing else to occupy his time, Ren dragged himself to the library. It wouldn't be easy, but reading was better than sitting in his room alone.

 

CHAPTER FIVE

REN SAT IN THE DINING HALL eating eggs and sausage by himself, his second glass of ale half empty. 

Reading in the library was as hard as Ren imagined, and it didn't help take his mind off the fact he was lonely. Instead, his thoughts kept drifting away from the text and focusing on the fact he'd lost all his friends overnight, and the only thing he had to show for it was lessons with a half-insane sorcerer. 

It may be a prestigious accomplishment, but Ren would happily give it up to be back with his friends in the library struggling together to prepare for a test. Anything to get rid of the void he felt in his stomach.

"Ale," Ren said, and a new mug appeared beside the two empty ones.

None of the other pupils had returned last night—not even Abaze. Ren waited in the hall all night, and woke up to find himself utterly alone. When he checked their rooms again their trunks were gone, and there was no sign anyone had ever been there.

Shaya didn't even say goodbye.

The ale had a bitter aftertaste Ren found comforting. Something about his drink mirroring his thoughts made him feel balanced. Despite the fact he could no longer sit straight in his chair, and slowly leaning to one side then the next. All while continuing to take large sips from his pint.

Come to the courtyard, Richard transmitted. It's time to practice.

Shit! Ren scolded himself.

He nearly tipped over his chair as he tried to push it back to stand, and after falling back into it, he slowly pushed himself away from the table before attempting to stand again. The whole process took several seconds, not that he noticed.

Instead of pushing the front doors open, Ren rested his body weight against them, and they slowly swung open of their own accord. The crisp air of morning helped clear the fog from his mind as Ren walked toward the Archamethyst, who stood in the middle of a grass patch. Beyond him, marked out with red rope, was a circle large enough to hold six men.

"Today you'll practice voidwalking on your own," Richard said as a way of greeting. "Distance doesn't actually matter, but experience has shown that it's easier for first timers to voidwalk to a place they can see."

Ren listened, but didn't follow what the Archamethyst was saying. Instead his mind had fogged up again, and he was breathing deeply to push down the sensation building in his stomach. The bitter ale had turned sour in his gut as it mixed with the fried eggs.

"First time through, we'll do the same as yesterday," Richard said. "You hold on to my sleeve and I'll guide you through. That way you see the path once."

"Okay," Ren said, only because he knew it was his turn to speak.

"Right," Richard held out his arm.

Ren's heart froze as he realized what Richard intended for them to do, and in his gut, he knew it was a bad idea. But how could he tell the Archamethyst no?

Cold sweat dripping down the back of his neck, Ren grabbed hold of Richard's sleeves. 

There was a sudden flash of light.

Vomit gushed out of Ren's mouth like a faucet. He heaved for breath as he hunched over. His stomach screamed in pain and convulsed as vomit poured out again, small bits of egg getting stuck in his nose.

By time the vomiting finished, Ren felt as if he'd lost twenty pounds, and found the Archamethyst hovering over him, but far enough away as to avoid the splatter. Ren's own shoes were covered with little white and yellow specks of egg, while the grass before him had turned into a toxic mud puddle.

"Are you drunk?" Richard demanded.

The stench of ale was unavoidable.

For the briefest of moments Ren thought to lie, but then his stomach threatened to expel his kidney and he collapsed into a sitting position as far away from the toxic mud puddle as he could muster.

"I didn't mean to—" Ren began.

"Then why drink so much?" Richard asked. "Did you think drinking would calm your nerves and make voidwalking easier? You need a clear mind, more so than calm nerves. But I suppose if I were in your place, I may have done the same."

Richard sounded genuinely interested in Ren's motives for drinking, or perhaps he only wanted to know why his promising pupil was laid out on the grass under the bright morning source-light. It was hard to decipher motives while drunk and trying to focus on Richards over explanations.

"No," Ren said. "I miss my friends."

He didn't mean for it to sound so childish, in his mind he'd constructed a more elegant explanation, but in his drunken state, it was the best he could muster. Ren was lucky it had come out coherent given how much the courtyard was spinning around him.

"You mean the other apprentices who arrived with you?"

"Yes. Shaya, and Goban. Even Adaku," Ren belched. "But not Abaze."

Richard laughed at this last part. "I've heard reports that he's rather full of himself. I can't say I blame you for not wanting him around. I should also apologize for not thinking of you, and your need to be with sorcerers of your own age. See, typically a mentor takes in their pupil as family. They live with them and spend time with their family. However, that's not possible with you and I."

Richard reached out his hand to help Ren up. His stomach no longer felt like it would expel his internal organs, so he accepted the Archamethyst's help up. 

"Let's get you back to bed." 

Richard grabbed hold of Ren's arm and walked him up the stairs. He hardly realized it when they were standing in his dorm room. How the Archamethyst knew which room was his, he couldn't guess.

"Sleep it off," Richard said, and helped Ren lay down. "I'll see to it that fish soup is added to the menu. It always works for me. When I was a pupil my closest friend and I use to . . . 

"Well, never mind all that. Be sure and rest."

And without another word, a burst of light appeared and the Archamethyst was gone.

Crazy old man.

 

CHAPTER SIX

"YOU HAVE TO SHOW BETTER JUDGEMENT," Richard spoke softly from behind his desk. "I know you're young, but you can't go around getting drunk. Sorcery requires a certain level of concentration, and as my pupil you're expected to set an example for the others."

"I'm sorry," Ren looked at his feet. "I rarely drink. It was a foolish mistake, and it'll never happen again."

"I know you are, and I'm not angry." Richard said. "This is a learning opportunity I'm trying to guide you through. It's best not to dwell on the mistake, but instead discover the lesson it teaches."

"Okay. I guess my life has been rather dull until discovering my magic."

"Fair enough," Richard said. "I'm not so old as to be completely out of touch with what it's like to be a youthful new sorcerer."

Ren looked up to find the Archamethyst smiling at him.

"I made more than my fair share of mistakes at your age, and I don't expect you to be perfect. I do expect you to learn from your failures though. Am I clear?"

"Yes, sir."

Richard chuckled, "Richard is fine. No need for formality. Now, how do you feel today?"

"Better."

"I don't envy you; hangovers are something I'd rather not experience again in this lifetime. Stomach stop hurting? Did the fish soup work?"

"Yeah."

"Excellent!" Richard stood and gestured for Ren to follow him out of the office. "I have great news. I've spoken with the council, and we've agreed to relocate you to the tower. Obviously, you can't live with me, but I've found you accommodations on the 45th floor."

Ren's stomach was feeling much better, but all the same he appreciated the old fashion method of walking down the three flights of stairs. 

The 45th floor offered a hallway which ran from the stairwell landing to the opposite side, where a window looked out upon the horizon. 

"The right-hand side is yours," Richard said.

"Who lives on the left?" Ren asked as they passed a door to their right a quarter down the hall, and continued to walk two more quarters before arriving at the single door on the left side.

"No one at the moment," Richard opened the door to Ren's new apartment.

* * *

"YOU CAN'T DO IT," TREASA SAID.

"Of course I can," the Archamethyst said, looking around to the other council members. "I can allow anyone I like into the tower."

"There's no precedents for it," Mao said.

"She's right," Emil added. "I hate to admit it, but she's right. No pupil has ever been given free reign of the tower before. Only fully-fledged sorcerers are supposed to have that level of access."

"Isn't it us who sets precedents?" Marcel asked. "Ren is better served where we can keep a close eye on him. Isolating him is only going to lead to disaster."

"Ren is trustworthy," Richard said, "otherwise I wouldn't have taken him on as a pupil."

"A matter that I still think was ill advised," Treasa said.

"Good thing your opinion is irrelevant," Richard said, and a pulse of white light shot across the wooden desk, leaving a burn pattern of lightning etched into the grain.

Treasa gasped.

"If there's nothing else on the itinerary," Richard stood to leave. "I need to show my pupil to his new quarters, as This was merely a polite announcement, not a debatable matter." 

Richard didn't wait for the barrage of complaints, instead he voidwalked into the hallway outside of Ren's dorm room. Hopefully the boy was happy with the new accommodations.

* * *

"WOW," REN STOPPED IN THE DOORWAY. 

His half of the floor was fully furnished. The doorway led into a main room where a fireplace rest against the far wall, flanked on either side by windows, looking out upon the frost-blue sky. Circling the fireplace were three dark leather armchairs, which called out to Ren.

Ren looked right, and saw his room came with a small library of four shelves stretching from floor to ceiling. He followed as Richard led him to the left.

"You can eat here," Richard pointed to a square table with four chairs, "or there's a dining hall on the 23rd floor. It's open all hours, and you'll usually find at least a handful of other sorcerers eating or drinking. I've had many engrossing conversations in that hall over the years."

A smaller door in the middle of a wall led into a cramped hallway, lit by a single lamp hanging in the center of the ceiling. The space forced them to walk single file toward the door at the end of the hall. 

"That's your bathroom," Richard gestured to the door on the right.

"Storage room," Richard gestured to the door on the left, "and it can also double as a guest room if you need it too. There's a pull-out bed from the wall. Not the most comfortable, but it will do for a single evening."

The door at the end of the hall opened to a room the size of the main room they'd initially entered, with its own fireplace to the left, flanked by windows, and two arm chairs—these made of fine cloth. A four-poster king-size bed took up most of the far side of the room, while the half closest to Ren was left quite bare compared to the rest of the apartment.

"We've left your room bare so you might decorate as you like," Richard said. "I trust these accommodations will suffice?" 

Ren realized he'd been too flabbergasted to speak the whole time. The Archamethyst must think him rude and ungrateful.

"It's marvelous," Ren said. "I've never seen a better apartment."

Ren walked up to the bed and pushed his weight against the mattress, "And it's all mine?"

"Yes," Richard said, "for as long as you live in the tower. Once you're a full-fledged sorcerer you'll be expected to represent the Amethyst Nation, and may be sent abroad as a diplomat or advisor. Or you may show great promise as a researcher, and spend your time locked away in a lab. Either way, I suspect we can expect great things from you."

"Thank you!"

"You're welcome, but it's not a favor. As my pupil it's only proper that you have accommodations here in the tower. You'll find sorcerers live better than you're accustomed too."

Ren turned to look at him.

"I'm aware of your upbringing," Richard said. "I don't mean to make you embarrassed. It's nothing you should be ashamed of, none of us can control where we came from. Only where we're going. And you my boy, are going to be a great sorcerer."

Apparently, this was to be the pattern of their relationship—Richard giving long explanations, and Ren baffled as to how to respond. Never before had he met someone who spoke so freely and openly about everything. It had occurred to Ren that perhaps Richard couldn't help himself, and his sharing was a compulsion rather than a choice.

"Um..." Ren said.

"I understand," Richard stepped back from where Ren stood. "Take the morning to explore. I'll meet you in your new den around lunch time."

A burst of light flashed.

But this time Ren felt it coming and closed his eyes. He saw a bright red glow, from a light being shined directly on his closed eyelids, and when he opened his eyes the Archamethyst was gone.

What should I do first?

Ren didn't know the first thing about decorating a room, so there was little chance he would get around to it today. No, the best thing was for him to explore the apartment and maybe check out the dining hall on the 23rd floor.

 

CHAPTER SEVEN

THE FIRST NIGHT IN HIS NEW BED, Ren slept more soundly than since he stayed with Brandon, which made him wonder if the bed was enchanted in the same way. Either way Ren was grateful for the sound sleep. He needed to be fully rested if he were to stand any chance of keeping up with the Archamethyst's expectations.

The fire had gone out in the middle of the night, and when Ren pulled off the top blanket he was greeted with a cold blast of air. Through the window he saw the source-light which cast a warm light into the room.

Facing the cold, Ren scurried to the chair where he'd left his robes from the night before. The view from his window had been fantastic last night, with the bursts of lamp light throughout the city against the vast pure black sky. Ren thought it might be close to what the Belfry's experienced from their high rises in the Pearl Nation. but with the source-light blaring down on him, it was unlikely he'd enjoy looking outside for several hours.

For the first time, Ren fully appreciated just how high up the Amethyst Nation was, more so the top of the tower. From his room he could look down on half the floating island. 

Ren regretted closing his bedroom door behind him as he entered the narrow hall. The dim, cool space gave the feeling of being underground. As he opened the adjoining door the source-light blinded him back into the hall. After his eyes adjusted, he re-entered the source-light flooded room to deal with his growling stomach. Food was several floors down, and as he'd yet to master voidwalking the stairs were the only option. 

Or was it?

The Archamethyst had said he could eat at the table in the apartment. Maybe it worked the same as the apprentices dining hall. 

Only there wasn't a menu laid out. 

Well I was able to order items not on the menu plenty of times in the hall.

"Fried eggs, toast, and coffee."

A plate and mug appeared, along with cutlery. 

Note to self: ask Richard how this works.

Ren made a point of eating with his back to the window. The light shining in warmed him, and soon the chill in the air was gone. The way they'd managed to adapt to the change of temperatures without the use of technology was impressive. Obviously magic permeated every part of the island, but the natural heating and cooling was accomplished through mathematically sound engineering principles. The mathematicians back home would be eager to study it. He leaned back in his chair, finished with breakfast, and allowed his food to digest. 

Ren? Richard transmitted.

Yes?

Are you free to meet with me?

Of course, Ren transmitted.

Where? Ren transmitted after he realized the Archamethyst wasn't going to be forthcoming.

I'm in my office.

On my way, Ren transmitted.

Why was he so distracted? Ren thought to himself. Normally he speaks his mind, to the point of oversharing in many cases.

Those thoughts stuck with Ren as he left his apartment and climbed the stairs to Richard's office. The floor above Ren was home to the council's chambers, and large steel doors made him uncomfortable as he climbed passed. Almost as if they were watching him. 

But that's absurd, Ren told himself. Doors can't watch people, all the same the back of his neck tingled as he climbed to the next floor. It was laid out in much the same way as Ren's with the Archamethyst's apartment on one half of the floor and what Ren assumed was another apartment across the hall.

On the next floor Ren knocked on the now familiar office door.

Come in, Richard transmitted.

The Archamethyst was seated behind his desk with piles of papers overflowing around him. A tiny patch of desk was cleared, just large enough to house a single document, a pen, and a mug of coffee? 

"Morning, Ren."

"Morning."

"Please sit," Richard didn't look up from the document he was reading. "I'm quite literally buried under paperwork this morning. Damn council can't make up their minds, and here I am left to clean up after them. Someone has to be responsible enough to ensure the governance of this island continues. But enough about my morning woes. . ." 

"Well. . . you asked to see me?"

"Ah, yes," Richard filed the document away and looked up to Ren while grabbing the next page in the stack. "It's of the utmost importance that you learn to voidwalk as soon as possible."

"Why?"

"What?" Richard asked looking up from the document he'd been reading as he filed it away.

"Why is it so important for me to learn voidwalking?"

Richard stared at him for a moment before he said, "So you don't have to climb stairs of course." 

The Archamethyst laughed at his own joke, but Ren had the distinct impression he was being lied to. True, it would be convenient for Ren to learn to voidwalk and thus not climb stairs. But Richard had said it was of the "utmost importance," and that didn't make sense for avoiding stairs. 

No.

The Archamethyst was hiding something from Ren. 

But what?

"Sir?"

"Yes?" Richard said.

Ren knew something was off. How many times had Richard insisted on Ren not using formalities?

"Should I go back to my apartment while you work?"

Richard filed another paper and looked up to Ren. "That's up to you. I have a chess board somewhere in here if you'd like to practice. It's enchanted to offer the right level of competition based on how you play. Great way to keep your mind sharp."

"No thank you."

"I understand. Chess isn't for everyone. Plenty of other games. Are you a cards man?"

"I think so . . ."

Ren would never forget the hand he lost in the Sapphire Nation's thieves' market—he'd won more than he could earn in a year back home during that game. There was no denying he had talent. The question of if he was cheated out of his money plagued him every time the memory came up.

"There's a nightly card game on the 20th floor," Richard said. "It's where many sorcerers choose to unwind. Typically, a pupil wouldn't be allowed to visit the floor alone, but as you're my pupil I think an exception can be made. You must grow comfortable to life in the tower. It'll be your home for many years."

Why does that sound like a threat?

"Okay. I'll go back to my room then and you'll call me when your done with your paperwork?"

"Excellent plan," Richard filed away another document.

What a waste of time, Ren thought as he climbed his way down to his apartment.

 

CHAPTER EIGHT

"NO. NOT LIKE THAT."

Ren was laid out, face down in the grass, feet away from the red circle. The source-light hung low on the horizon—night would be upon them in less than an hour. He'd already wasted an hour trying to voidwalk the twenty feet between him and the circle. The red rope taunted him as he picked himself up from the grass—the tingle in his arms and legs reduced to a bearable level. Richard had been right about growing accustomed to the pain.

"You must fold the distance between where you stand, and where you wish to go," Richard explained for what felt like the hundredth time to Ren.

Ren brushed off the last bits of grass from his robes. Thankfully they were black—else the green stains would show—only a wet spot was left to remind him of the fall. That, and his bruised ego. 

How does he expect me to pull this off? Ren thought, and not for the first time. 

He couldn't figure out why Richard had such high expectations of him. After all, he was no better than Shaya and the others, maybe a little less impressive if he was being honest with himself. Thoughts of Shaya made him feel uncomfortable so he pushed them down into the depths of his stomach before returning his attention to Richard.

"Envision the void," Richard's voice was as tranquil as a lake on a calm day. "Ren, focus."

"Okay." 

Ren had indeed not been focused on the task at hand, instead thinking again of Shaya and the others.

". . . the void . . ."

Ren's mind was already there, he felt the nothingness of the void. After spending what felt like an eternity searching for Shaya in the void, there was no way he'd forget that feeling any time soon. Allowing his eyes to slowly close of their own accord, he found himself emerged in the blackness of the void.

Excellent, Richard transmitted, now follow my voice. You're approaching the precipice of the rift. Now fold the space between you and the rope.

Ren felt Richard's mind fade into the nothingness around him. He was both on the grass and in the void. The distance between himself and the red circle was only a perception in his mind. There was no field between him and the rope. Only the void.

"Fuck!" Ren screamed out as he held to his knee. 

Another failure, and this time to drive home the point, his knee had managed to find the one rock in the sea of grass. Sharp pains burrowed into the depths of his knee. It felt as if he'd never walk again. 

Richard laid his hand upon Ren's knee, and instantly the pain began to dissipate. A couple breaths later and it was a minor dull ache.

"How does that feel?" Richard asked.

"Much better. Thank you."

"Don't thank me," Richard said. "I should have caught you. I really thought you had it that time."

"I did too," Ren said as he accepted a hand up from Richard. "Try again?"

"No," Richard said. "Not today. You should rest. You might not feel it, but every time you try to voidwalk and fail it takes a significant portion of your stamina. Tonight, you'll sleep like a rock."

Richard chuckled at his own joke, and Ren joined in for once. The laughter helped distract from the pain, and for a brief moment it wasn't there at all. Practicing back to back, increased his resilience. Listening to Richard's advice was proving beneficial to Ren.

 

CHAPTER NINE

"WHERE ARE WE HEADED?" REN ASKED. 

After another morning of unsuccessful attempts to voidwalk the Archamethyst had agreed to let Ren shadow him for the day. If it went well, he'd be allowed to shadow him on a permanent basis, same as any other pupil. True, Ren and Richard's relationship was slightly different than the others, but Ren was still a pupil and Richard chose to be a mentor. It's only right he offered the same benefits to Ren as any other mentor would.

"You'll see," Richard said as they climbed the stairs.

Rather, Ren climbed, Richard hovered inches above the stairs as they ascended the staircase. 

"How are you able to do that?" Ren asked in awe of Richard's talent.

"Focus," Richard said in a curt tone.

Ren was convinced the Archamethyst was disappointed in him again. In their lesson this morning, He'd been so close to voidwalking, but came up short. At least this time his knee wasn't hurting. He wasn't sure he'd be able to climb the stairs otherwise.

They passed the dining hall on the 23rd floor.

So much for lunch, Ren thought to himself as his stomach offered a low growl in protest. That settles it, he's punishing me.

By time they reached the 40th floor Ren's legs burned and sweat dripped into his eyes, he was forced to wipe it away between steps. Exhausted, he hoped they were headed to his room so he could take a nap, but he watched as his room pass by as the Archamethyst continued to ascend to the council's chambers. 

The solid steel doors opened outward toward them as the Archamethyst approached, and for the slightest moment, Ren thought he heard music. Were the doors announcing the arrival of the Archamethyst? Was it possible to enchant a door to play music? 

Ren loved magic, but every day he was left with more questions than answers. It was enough to drive anyone mad. He felt like he would never get closer to knowing enough.

The chambers were vacant. Rows of tables stretched from end to end aside from a gap in the middle, which created a walkway from the doors to a larger table at the farthest end of the room. Four sorcerers sat waiting. Ren quickly deduced these were the Archamethyst's advisors—they didn't greet him in the obnoxious manner that Ren was becoming accustomed to from passing sorcerers.

"You're late," an older man said, his back turned to them as he had his chair facing the wrong way.

"My pupil and I were busy with lessons," Richard said.

The man turned and Ren recognized him instantly as Marcel. The same sorcerer who'd seen to it that the Belfry's sign a contract with him. 

"Ah, Ren," Marcel said. "I've heard great things about you. We'll have to catch up some time. I'd love to hear about your adventures in the Sapphire Nation─" 

"However," Emil interrupted, "you'll have to excuse us now. There's council business to discuss."

Ren looked to Richard. Was he being dismissed? The Archamethyst looked to Ren and back to the council.

"Don't fret. It's just a boring meeting you'll be glad to miss. You can wait in your rooms," Marcel said. "We'll let you know when the meeting is finished."

"I'm shadowing the Archamethyst," Ren said. "He's my mentor, and as his pupil it's only right that I learn from him by observing him in his daily duties."

The council room fell silent. Emil's face betrayed none of his thoughts.

"Looks like the boy isn't going anywhere," Richard said. "How about we begin. The sooner this is over, the sooner we can get back to our training."

"Very well," Emil agreed.

"Grab a chair at one of the tables," Richard made his way behind the elongated table, and took his seat in the center of the four sorcerers.

Ren found a chair and took a seat. As he looked up at them it felt weird to not be behind Richard. But as they spoke, he decided this way was better. He could see the other sorcerer's faces, and hear their conversation.

Not that Ren found their discussion interesting.

In fact, Ren quickly lost focus as they began to discuss trade disputes between the Sapphire and Emerald Nations. As far as Ren was concerned, trade was unimportant and would work itself out. He didn't understand why a council of sorcerer's would occupy their time by acting as arbitrators. 

"The Onyx Nation has been preparing for—"

"Not in front of the boy," Emil's voice caught Ren's attention.

"At some point we are going to have to come to terms with the boy being Richards pupil," Marcel said.

He looked up to find the five sorcerers looking down upon him.

"I agree," Mao said. "We can't keep stopping the meetings to discuss this issue."

"I must insist the boy leave," Emil continued. "He can't be allowed to overhear these affairs, even if he is your pupil."

"Very well," Richard said. "Ren, please return to your apartment. I'll find you thereafter."

Ren wanted to protest out of principle, but decided against it. It wasn't as if he wanted to hear more about trade issues. 

"As I was saying..." Treasa started in a hushed tone.

As Ren reached the end of the room two phrases stood out from the murmuring behind him, "Impending war..." and "Rift opening..." Ren didn't flinch—not wanting to give away the fact he'd overheard. The steel doors opened into the hall before he could touch them. The moment he cleared their swing radius, the doors closed behind him.

What war? Ren thought. Which rift?

 

CHAPTER TEN

THE ARCHAMETHYST NEVER ARRIVED AT REN'S APARTMENTS. By time the source-light began to set, Ren was exhausted from spending the afternoon fretting over what he'd heard. Ren watched the last rays of light fade beyond the horizon as the complete darkness of night overtook the sky. With one final stretch he left the embers of the fireplace to burn out and headed to bed.

The mattress was warm and inviting as he crawled under the blankets. This high up, the nights would reach well below freezing. The fireplace in his bedroom was already lit with a small fire that would last the night. The magical enchantment, like the dining table, would never cease to amaze him—an obvious sign he grew up in the Pearl Nation, where magic wasn't fused into daily life. But he didn't care, the wonder kept his mind busy.

Ren was mid thought about why the Archamethyst hadn't called upon him, like he promised, when sleep overtook him. The sigils on the bed frame worked as designed.

A set of lanterns hung from a long chain—Ren was in a cave, but not just any cave. No, this was the same cave he'd dreamt of before leaving the Pearl Nation. Cautiously, he approached the lanterns, and as he did the throne beneath them came into focus. A figure cloaked in black sat upon the throne, but the sheer size of it made them appear child-like. It was only an optical illusion, Ren knew this. Unlike last time, there was no one else in the cave.

"Hello Ren," the figures voice was deep and thunderous. 

Ren could feel the voice inside his bones. It was as if by speaking his name, he gained some power over him.

"I've been waiting for your return," the man continued. "Come closer so I may see you."

Ren tried to fight the command, but his body lurched forward against his will.

"Ah, yes."

Ren crossed into the circle of light created from the lanterns. The throne sat elevated upon three stairs, and he was forced to look nearly straight up to see the man cloaked in black. A chill ran through his body as every one of his nerves screamed out for him to run, but he was frozen at the bottom stair.

"You look just like your mother you know."

Ren tried to ask how the man knew this, but found he couldn't speak.

"I knew your mother."

Can he?

"Yes, I hear your thoughts. It was foolish of you to return."

This is only a dream. 

"No. This is real, and you're here with my empire. Though you'll know it as the Onyx Nation. The real question is how?"

The man waved his hand and Ren was struck with a burning pain in his gut, but he was unable to fall to the ground, the enchantment kept him still as a statue. 

Richard! Ren transmitted, hoping his desperation would carry the message through.

"Why have you come?"

Richard!

"Perhaps this will help." With a wave of his hand a cut sliced across Ren's chest and dark blood ran freely, creating a small puddle at his feet.

Richard!

 

CHAPTER ELEVEN

WHAT'S SO IMPORTANT? RICHARD TRANSMITTED.

Where moments before Ren's shirt had been stained with blood, now it was drenched in sweat despite the icy chill of his room. His blanket had been thrown aside during his sleep.

Sorry, Ren transmitted, I've fixed the issue. 

I see, Richard transmitted, well as we're both awake meet me in my office.

Right away.

Ren looked out the window and realized it was still in the dead of night. It was hard to think clearly over the sound of his heart racing. Had it only been a dream? If it were just a dream, it left him with a feeling unlike any dream he'd ever had before. The memory felt real. Not slippery and lacking in fine details the way he always recalled dreams.

As he headed to the bathroom for a quick shower, he peeled off his wet clothes: a drenched sleeping tunic, and a pair of oversized thin cotton shorts—he hoped were wet from sweat and no other bodily fluids. The memory of Mr. Griffin beating him for wetting the bed as a young child came rushing back as he allowed the scalding hot water to wash away the salt crystals built up from sweat.

Where are you? Richard transmitted.

Sorry, Ren transmitted, getting out of the shower now. Be there in a few minutes.

Ren dried himself in haste and dressed in his robes grateful—and not for the first time—to have a uniform to wear, rather than being forced to follow fashion trends and create outfits. As far as he was concerned fashion was an utter waste of his time. 

When Ren opened the door to his living room, he was shocked to find the Archamethyst sitting on a chair waiting for him.

"I thought it would be best I come and get you."

"Why?" Ren asked.

"I don't want you wandering the tower at night. Other sorcerers may get the wrong idea, and the last thing you and I need right now is more scrutiny."

"Does this have anything to do with the meeting yesterday?"

"Some," Richard said as he walked toward Ren, "but let's not discuss that. Instead, we'll focus on the subject at hand; voidwalking."

Richard grabbed tightly to Ren's arm. He closed his eyes to avoid the bright light, and when he opened them, they were standing in the Archamethyst's office. The red ring was already setup across the room from where they stood, and the sofas had been pushed against the bookshelves to create an open space.

"We'll practice here today," Richard said and took three long steps away from Ren. "Remember to breathe and clear your mind of everything other than the circle."

How am I supposed to forget my dream . . . and the meeting yesterday . . .

"Now," Richard commanded.

The rift opened to the circle, and Ren could see the path, but when he stepped forward the rift shattered like a mirror before him. Ren fell to the ground clutching his leg that had touched the rift's barrier. It had fallen asleep instantly, and still his mind was filled with his memories of his dream.

"What happened?" Richard asked. "Did you clear your mind."

Ren couldn't bring himself to lie, "No."

"What is your mind focused on? Because it's not voidwalking."

"The meeting, and . . ."

"Understandable—"

"I was stuck in a strange dream when I called for you."

"You're young. It's only natural—"

"No . . ." Ren said. "Not like that." 

Ren's leg no longer hurt—his anger pushed away the pain.

"I dreamt I was in a cave," Ren stood back up with Richard's assistance. "I think I've dreamt of the cave before, but this time was different. There was a man cloaked in black upon a throne. His face was hidden behind a veil, and he knew me."

"Was this man a sorcerer, did he speak to you?" Richard sat against his desk.

"Yes, his voice was strange, and he hurt me, but it was gone when I awoke." Ren said. "How did you know?"

"you're describing the ruler of the Onyx Nation."

"I didn't know the king of the Onyx Nation was a sorcerer."

"Few do," Richard tugged at his beard, "and you can't repeat that to anyone."

"Is he who you were discussing in the meeting yesterday? Is that why I had to leave?"

"As I'm sure you recall, that meeting was not for your ears."

"Is this king starting a war with us? I overheard Treasa—"

"Enough!" Richard was standing again. "You shouldn't have been eavesdropping. I'm not sure how you managed to hear our meeting at all, but you are to forget whatever it is you think you heard. Do you understand?"

"Yes, sir."

"Good," Richard took a deep breath. "As for your bad dreams, you should drink tea before bed. It will help relax you, but I'll also see to it that new sigils are carved into your bed.

"Now, let's continue your practice. The source-light will be up soon, and I think you'd rather voidwalk to the dining hall than descend the stairwell this morning.

Richard was right. Ren understood why he hardly ever saw another sorcerer. Who would willingly choose to climb all those stairs when they could voidwalk to the precise spot they wanted to be?

"What happens if someone tries to voidwalk to a spot where someone is standing?" Ren asked realizing how dangerous voidwalking could be to bystanders.

"A traveler can stay in the void until their chosen destination becomes clear."

"Right, but what if they don't? What if they lost control and had to leave immediately?"

"The person they hit would die," Richard crossed from his desk to offer Ren a better line of sight to the circle. "But you needn't worry about that. I've never known it to happen."

The fact that Richard didn't know of it happening wasn't exactly reassuring to Ren. There was plenty he didn't know about. Being Archamethyst didn't make him all knowing.

"Clear your mind."

 

CHAPTER TWELVE

REN'S BONES ACHED FROM COMPOUNDING FAILED ATTEMPTS. But he was improving. His last failure placed him on the ground close enough to reach his hand out and touch the rope. 

"We'll call that your first success," Richard said. "Your finger made it into the circle."

"I can do better," Ren lay on the ground taking slow deliberate breaths—the best way he'd found to subdue the tingling.

He pushed himself to his feet. "How do you stay standing after voidwalking?"

"You'll see," Richard said. "It's easier when you succeed."

"Oh, now you tell me," Ren laughed and Richard joined him. 

It was a great sign that Ren was able to joke about his failures. By not taking himself so seriously—instead focusing his attention on the process of learning—he was able to improve by leaps and bounds. 

"Do you want to try again?" Richard gestured to the sofa, "You've been at it for nearly three hours. Maybe we should take a break. I can summon food."

"What happened to making me climb the stairs if I fail?"

"After how hard you've tried, that would make me an evil man."

They laughed again and Ren made his way back to the starting position.

"No. I'll try one more time."

"Ready?" Richard asked.

"Ready!"

The rift opened with such ease it nearly broke Ren's concentration. Deep in his gut Ren knew he could voidwalk. As he stepped closer the void opened itself wider, as if welcoming Ren inside.

An icy chill overtook him as his hand crossed into the void, it spread throughout his body as he continued through. 

The interior of the void was shrouded in darkness, aside from a pinprick of light at the far end. It felt like he was trapped, miles away from the Archamethyst's office. Fear began to crawl up his spine, but he was prepared for it. Instead of succumbing to panic, Ren reminded himself of how he'd been through this before—what must have been fifty times or more.

The pinpoint of light became Ren's reality. All his effort was directed toward that small point. As his focus deepened, the light grew wider, and soon Ren saw the circle of red rope. 

Ren felt a burning in his chest, and realized he'd been holding his breath. In a sudden gasp for air Ren passed through the vail on the other end of the rift and emerged in the circle. The cold air filling his lungs never felt so good.

* * *

RICHARD WATCHED AS REN'S FACE GREW STILL and lost all expression. The boy stepped forward, and in his gut, Richard knew this was the moment. 

In the time it took him to blink, the boy was gone. Richard turned his head to find Ren standing in the circle.

"Huzzah!" Richard cried out.

* * *

REN'S LIMBS WERE NUMB, but he remained standing. Successful voidwalking hadn't taken away his strength in the same way as his failed attempts. Instead he was left numb on the outside and tingling with excitement inside. He understood how in some strange way, sorcerers might claim they enjoyed the feeling. If given the choice, Ren wouldn't ask to experience the sensation, but success felt bearable compared to his failures.

"What now?" Ren asked in shock. 

His body knew he succeeded, but his mind was still surprised. Hadn't he just failed not five minutes ago? What changed between then and now? He hadn't done anything different. But there he was, inside the red circle he'd been striving to reach for the better part of a week. Hours of dedicated focus paid off. 

Ren noticed Richard had tears in his eyes. "What's wrong? Did I not do it right?"

"No," Richard said. "Nothing like that. Forgive an old man's foolishness. I'm overwhelmed with pride."

In that moment it dawned on Ren that Richard was the closest thing he'd ever had to a father figure, and probably the closest he ever would. He didn't know why the realization came, but all the same, there it was, and nothing Ren could do would make it go away. 

Ren ran across the room and gave Richard a strong hug. Rather than suppress his feelings Ren chose to embrace them and risk scorn. 

Richard returned the hug, "I'm so very proud of you. I can't wait to tell the council about your success."

Two tears ran down Ren's burning face, but he didn't care. In that moment—embraced by Richard—Ren felt unconditionally loved for the first time in his life, though he didn't know what the feeling was called. 

Instead Ren thought, I'm home.

The happiest thought an orphan could experience. The two words were worth more to Ren than all of Fencura.

* * *

"AS YOU CAN SEE, Ren is in complete control of his voidwalking ability," Richard explained to his advisors. "Months before the average pupil would be."

Ren stood at the far back of the council room—short of breath—an arm's length from the metal doors. This was his fourth presentation for them, and before that Richard insisted on Ren voidwalking into the circle three more times just to be sure. By then, Ren's whole body was numb to the point it wasn't recovering between voidwalks. Which if anything, made it easier for him to perform in front of the council. All apprehension had disappeared when Ren stood before a rift. In a single morning, he'd switched from an amateur to an expert voidwalker. The thrill of it kept him going, even though he was panting like a dog.

"We can all see he's able to voidwalk, but that doesn't prove he's ready," Emil said. "Nor does it settle the matter of if he should be your pupil in the first place."

"Ren's superior ability to learn should bear weight on who his mentor should be," Marcel said.

Just to show off, Ren voidwalked to the front of the table where the four advisors sat.

"We get the point," Mao said to Ren before addressing the Archamethyst. "The boy is young. He still has many years of study before him. Do you really intend to instruct him the whole time?"

"This is a moot point, don't discredit me so much that you insist I haven't thought of the ramifications of having a pupil," Richard said. "I've proven to all of you how gifted he is as a courtesy. He must be taught by the greatest sorcerer if he is to live up to his potential."

"Potential," Treasa scoffed. "I'm in agreeance with Emil, it's not right for you—"

A bright light flashed in the back of the council chambers, but not by Ren. He turned around expecting another council member coming to express their doubts about him being a suitable pupil for the Archamethyst. Instead stood a figure fully covered by an overly large bright yellow suit. Ren only knew it was a person because of the clear visor around his face. An overwhelming feeling of dread filled his mind.

What the fuck?

"Welcome to Fencura," Richard stood to speak in a formal tone.

"Thank you," the figure said, his voice was muffled by his suit.

"Richard the boy!" Marcel whispered in a single breath.

Ren turned around to find the Archamethyst glancing around the table to all the councilor's faces. 

"Fine." Richard rolled his eyes. "Ren, please return to my office and wait for me there. I'll update you as soon as I'm finished here."

Ren wanted to protest, but realized Richard had voiced it as a request rather than a command. There was no way protests would help his future prospects as the Archamethyst's pupil. Rather than giving in to his desires, he took a deep breath and voidwalked to Richard's office.

 

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

RICHARD EYED THE MAN WHO STOOD before them, doing his best to ignore the bright yellow suit. "I trust your trip went well?"

"Yes, thank you," the man walked forward as he spoke.

"What's this?" Treasa asked. "You know this man?"

Richard fought the urge to rub his temple. True, he kept Treasa around because she was always willing to speak her mind, especially if it were a minority view, but at a time like this when a visitor was before them. Did she not have any sense of decorum? 

"Please forgive my advisors rudeness," Richard look down at her, "you're most welcome here."

With a flick of his hand a chair slid out from behind a desk and into the aisle before the Archamethyst's table. "Please sit. I'm sure you're weary from your travels."

"Thank you," the man eagerly sat. "I'm a bit sore, and my hands and feet are numb."

"It'll pass," Richard sat back down. "This is Treasa, Marcel, Mao, and Emil; they're my team of advisors, and speak with the authority of the Amethyst Nation."

"It's a pleasure to meet you. I'm Walter Cummings representative for The Council," he bowed his head in respect to them.

"Again," Treasa said, "what is this all about?"

"Walter here," Richard said, "has been sent at my request to assist with our Onyx Nation trouble. He represents a powerful organization from another world."

Silence filled the chambers as Treasa opened and closed her mouth. For once she was dumbfounded: Richard was grateful—the last thing any of them needed was for her to continue running her mouth while there were bigger concerns at hand. 

Like why had The Council chose to send Walter now? Why not earlier? What was different about this moment, than all the ones before it? Richard had been in contact with Walter's superiors for the better part of a century, but it was only now they chose to send a representative.

"I think it's time to explain," Marcel said.

Richard knew he was right, but explaining would lead to pointless discussions and debates. When what he wanted was to take action and settle the Onyx Nation problem once and for all. Even if that meant confronting a war head on. Maybe then, he'd be allowed to return to his studies in peace.

"Very well," Richard said, "but first summon the council. I don't want to repeat myself."

* * *

THE CHAMBER WAS FILLED. Not all the council members were able to attend—many off on diplomatic missions—but More than enough to establish a quorum and ensure what Richard revealed would spread to all in the Amethyst Nation. There were more than double the attendees than expected for a typical council meeting. Sensing the importance of the summons, the councilors had filled the vacancies toward the front of the room. In front of Richard, sat a sea of inquisitive minds. A steady murmur of speculative discussions echoed off the stones.

How will they react?

It didn't matter, the outcome was irrelevant. The course of action was already determined, and it was Richard's responsibility to follow through, even if his stomach protested.

He chuckled to himself at the irony of an Archamethyst experiencing stage fright. How many times had he spoke before this council? 

Nothing this important.

Richard's advisors sat alongside him at the head table, behind them sat their new visitor and his pupil. How quickly things change. Just that morning, he'd been overwhelmed with pride in Ren, and now anxiety threatened to do him in.

Marcel stood and cleared his voice, "Attention, attention please."

The murmur of the crowd died, and all eyes were upon them.

Richard stood to address the council," No doubt you're all curious why I've summoned this meeting with no forewarning. Allow me to be direct. For nearly a century I've been communicating with people from another planet."

A shouting match of questions and accusations came flying at him.

"Traitor . . ."

"Conspiracy . . ."

". . . process of Law?"

"Tyrant!"

"Silence!" Marcel shouted, and with the aid of magic, his voice permeated the entire room. The result being each person felt as if Marcel had just yelled directly into their ear while standing less than a foot away.

"Thank you," Richard continued. "As I was saying. I've been in communication with these people for nearly a century, as was the Archamethyst before me. But long before then, people have been visiting Fencura. I have evidence to prove the king of the Onyx Nation is one such person."

Heated debate broke out again, but this time not directed at the Archamethyst, rather amongst themselves. Such world-shattering news was bound to cause turmoil, but Richard knew the only way to move forward was to face the truth and work together. He couldn't keep his fellow sorcerer's in the dark any longer.

"Silence," Marcel yelled without the aid of magic, but effective all the same.

Richard stood and turned to Walter, "Come forward."

Walter hesitantly stepped forward to stand beside Richard who addressed the council, "Let us welcome our esteemed guest, and representative of the Seventh Realm."

WHAT'S NEXT?

Book 6, Explorer's Exit, will be released in early 2020!

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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THANK YOU! I know I say it at the end of every book, but I truly mean it. You're the reason I have a career as an author, and I don't know what I'd do without you.

I learned something new about myself while writing this book—creating an external deadline destroys my momentum and gives me anxiety. These last two months have been the most stressful I've had all year, and it was all self-induced. My only hope is it resulted in a better final product, but I'll not forget this lesson anytime soon. This is why there's no preorder for Explorer's Exit. Though I'm actively working on it, even as I type this. Moving forward I'd prefer to structure my release after the books are finished, rather than beforehand.

Early feedback indicates this might be the most exciting book I've ever written, but I'd love to hear what you think via review or email, baldron@nakbaldron.com. Reader feedback is crucial to my process. My main desire is to entertain you, and feedback is how I know if I'm succeeding. I read every review to learn what is or isn't working with the series. If you've noticed a major improvement as the series progressed, it's most likely due to reader feedback.

With this project behind me, I plan to take a short vacation to the woods. Unplugging from the internet and taking the time to plan for 2020 will do wonders for me. I turn 30 next month, and I need to take the time to reflect on the past decade of my life while I plan the next. I already know that writing and publishing will remain a crucial role in my life, but there's some finer details that need to be planned out.

Do you have a book recommendation I should take with me? 

I'll be off grid, but I plan to buy a few books for the trip, and take plenty of pen and paper. However, the thought of retyping my fiction is painful, so I'll also take my Alphasmart Neo2—the only piece of electronics I plan to use while I'm off grid. Unless you count a water pump, and I don't. I'm not that hardcore.

I'm not ready to discuss the finer details, but I promise 2020 will be an awesome year for the Chronicles of the Seventh Realm. Several new projects are in production, and the universe is about to become a whole lot bigger. . .

If you like reading these notes at the end of every book, you'd enjoy my newsletters I send out most weeks. While I do share updates on the Chronicles of the Seventh Realm, I also make a point of sharing what's happening in my life outside of writing. If you're interested in learning more about me, and staying up to date on the writing, join my newsletter at the bottom of my site https://nakbaldron.com
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