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“There is light in darkness, you just have to find it.”

- bell hooks
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1 The Mentor
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When Asira got to Magister Jaydon's office she stopped at the doorway and took in the scene. Papers, books, and jars covered the desks. At one of them, a man was using his stylus to write on the desktop.  This office wasn't as orderly as the others, and order was one thing that Alchemists insisted on. 

"Hello?" She knocked on the door frame. "Excuse me."

The Magister looked up. "Asira Aut Teur? Come in. You can slide that chair over."

The only other chair in the room was next to the messiest desk. She rolled it over, wincing as the wheels squealed while she pulled the chair across the room. 

She’d been hoping he'd choose her for his mentorship. It wasn't enough to be from one of the foremost families of Alchemists on the Floating World. She had to prove herself so that others would know she'd earned her place. 

"What do you know about transmutation?" He asked as he tapped his stylus on the desk. 

Asira dropped her backpack on the floor and sat in front of him. She'd had to meet with several potential mentors before being picked. It was necessary if she wanted to achieve a high standing at the university. 

"It's the process of changing one element to another and entails—"

"Not the definition. What do you know of it?"

"I've been studying here for twenty years. Since I was five years old, Magister. I chose transmutation as my major when I started the advanced classes," she said. "This is my final exam before I move on to an apprenticeship. My uncle says—"

"I'm aware that you belong to one of the Aurum families and that most of your relatives have been admitted to the Golden Court," he said.

Of course, he did. Everyone did. That was a blessing and a curse. But she hadn't expected him to say it quite like that. Usually, people hinted at it or tried to ingratiate themselves with her while pretending not to know who she was.

"Sir, I need a mentor to help me pass my transmutation exam. My uncle says you're a master at it." Nothing like throwing in a little praise. It might work to soften him up a bit.

"First of all, don't call me by my title. Just call me, Jaydon." He dropped the stylus and sorted through the papers. "And please don't call me, 'sir.' We're practically the same age."

"Sorry," she said. "Usually the instructors prefer it." 

Obviously, the praise and deference weren't working out so well. Though she'd seen Jaydon around the complex from time to time, she'd never been in any of his classes.  But she did know he was the youngest person to be appointed a magister at the university, and one of the few gargoyle shifters to be invited to join the Golden Court. 

"You still didn't tell me what you know about transmutation." He set aside the papers and gave her his full attention. "Why do you want me to mentor you in it?"

Should she be honest about family pressures and her own reasons for wanting to pass the exam? She had been so used to giving the expected answer to her instructors. Alchemists loved unpredictability but only in experiments, not in people. 

"You're the expert in changing from one form to another, aren't you? I want—I mean my family wants to ensure that I follow the traditions." Not the best response she could have given, but certainly closer to the truth. 

He leaned forward, bracing his elbows on the pile of papers. "Family is important but so are personal desires. Transmutation is a metamorphosis that has to come from within first," he said. "The formula can't change you unless you want to be changed."

This was not what she was expecting. Most Magisters didn't speak this way. They talked about formulas and elements and mixtures...how to measure this and weigh that. They invested their time in theory and study and reading old texts. What Jaydon was saying sounded a bit subversive – and she liked it.

"I told the administrators that I didn't think transmutation could be safely done by students, no matter how advanced," he said. "A lot of preparation is required."

"I've written a paper on it." She picked up her backpack and riffled through it. "I have it here. You can control your transmutation if you have the proper mix of—"

He held up his hand. "We can go over that later. I've seen your assessments. They're excellent."

She nodded in agreement, then realized that perhaps being humble was a better move. "Thank you. I've worked hard."

"I know." He leaned back in the chair, absently tapping his fingers on the desk. 

She glanced at the desktop and noticed writing along the edges. Why didn't he use paper? He certainly had enough of it scattered everywhere. Parchment was usually preferred by the magisters, but they'd moved past using quills. That had been for show anyway. Students were more likely to have a tablet and a stylus than a pen and paper. 

"What is your target for your transmutation?" he asked.

"I'm open to whatever comes." As soon as she said it, she realized she should have said something else. This was not the way to make an impression on someone of his standing.

Jaydon’s eyebrows raised over his light brown eyes. "This will be your first time, correct? I'm not sure that's the right approach."

Truth be told it was hard for her to imagine actually changing into something else. Even for a matter of hours. However, she did know that achieving it would be an automatic invitation to an apprenticeship in the Golden Court. From there she could keep advancing, which would make her family very happy.

Jaydon picked up his stylus and shoved it behind his ear. Continuing to study her, his brows furrowed as though he was having an internal conversation. Thinking things over with himself and not sharing his conclusions with her. 

Sure, she was used to intense stares from the magisters. They used them as an intimidation tactic. It was part of their mystery to be imperious and detached, to only associate with others on their level or from a specific Order. You were either in the Court hierarchy or you weren't. Even the most advanced students didn't have that kind of clout, no matter what Aurum family they belonged to. 

"Are you sure you don't want to see my papers on the topic?" Sitting there while he watched her was unnerving. Not that he was bad to look at, because he wasn't. His features were finely sculpted, and his wavy shoulder-length black hair framed his face so that his almond-shaped eyes and full lips were accentuated. 

He shook his head in response to her question, his gaze still fixed on her. 

A noise outside caught her attention. There was chirping coming from the open sliding glass door that led to the balcony. Another perk of magister mentors. Private offices and balconies overlooking the spice gardens. 

"Come in." 

A small yellow bird flew in and perched on a shelf above one of the desks. It chirped and then turned its head to study her. Another chirp, then a turn of the head to the left and to the right. 

"What do you think?" he asked.

"Nice bird."

"No, I was asking her." 

"You were what?" She looked at him, then at the bird again, then at him. "Does she talk?"

"Yes." 

"What does she say?" She would go along with it for now. She'd be done and then hopefully get picked by a mentor who was more serious and less messy.

The bird chirped again, then lifted up and flew back out to the balcony. She perched on the railing then flew away.

"She's busy this time of day," he said. "Goes to the park and meets her friends. But she likes you."

"Um...that's nice, I guess." 

"I trust her judgement. Come back tomorrow morning and we'll begin."

"What?" This had to be a joke. "You're picking me because your bird told you to? Seriously?"

"Yes. Is that acceptable to you?"

Did she have a choice? "Yes. Thank you." She grabbed her bag and stood. "I'll be going, sir."

He glared at her. "Jaydon."

"Um, yes, I'll see you tomorrow...Jaydon,” she said as she hurried out of the office.

***
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AN HOUR LATER ASIRA sat in the flower gardens with her friend and study partner, Siran. They were comparing notes about their interviews. Throughout their years together as students, Siran had always shown an independent streak that Asira wished she'd had. But her friend didn't have the pressures of a family name or expectations of carrying on a tradition. 

Siran's family had come from one of the portal worlds, and for that alone they'd never be on the same level as the families of the Aurum. But the young woman's affinity for plants had made her an exceptional student when it came to mixing tinctures and elixirs. She'd advance even without family connections to rely on. 

Around them the summer flowers were blooming, as they always did a month before the Solstice time.  A riot of pinks, blues and golds were rimmed with lush green shrubbery that formed a rectangular border. Tall stalks bearing bright red and blue flowers towered over everything else including their bench, giving them partial shade from the bright sunlight. 

As usual Siran had woven multicolored jewels into her shoulder-length braids. She changed her hair color with the seasons, and this season it was a deep shade of purple.

"Do you believe it? A bird. He talked to a bird and the bird recommended me," Asira said.

"Everyone he's mentored has advanced and done very well in the Court." Siran took a tablet out of her pack and swiped the screen. "You'll learn a lot."

"That's the only reason I'm not totally annoyed right now. I still can't believe he said the bird talked to him."

"So what? Birds talk."

"It chirped and he understood it."

"He's Gigun. They can do that." 

"Gigun?"

"On his world they're usually farmers and artisans. They're very skilled with growing things and with animals." Siran tapped the screen of her tablet and showed it to Asira. "Did the bird look like this?"

A small yellow bird with black streaked wings was depicted sitting on a tree branch. "Yes, that's it," she said. "I still can't believe he let a bird pick me."

In spite of Siran's explanation, it seemed like a ridiculous situation to be in. Her advancement to the Golden Court depended on the opinion of a bird. 

"What bird?" A man's deep voice interrupted her thoughts. "I heard you interviewed with the gant." 

Their classmate, Varen walked over and sat between them. 

"That's not nice," Siran said. "It's rude." She slid over to put space between herself and him, her pale skin taking on a slightly purplish flush.

Varen never hesitated to wear his long Alchemist vest that was embroidered with elemental symbols and his family crest. Tall and slim, he seemed to enjoy using his height to intimidate others who didn't pay him the proper deference. But then, his behavior wasn't much different than a lot of the magisters at the school.

He brushed his sandy hair off his forehead, flashing the gold rings on his fingers.  "He's a gargoyle shifter from a farm world. He's lucky he's here." Varen took the tablet out of Siran's hands. "What's this?"

She snatched it back. "None of your business. Get off it. Why are you always like this?"

"Jaydon is an expert in transmutation," Asira said. 

"So is my grandfather. A lot of Alchemists are." Varen waved at a couple of students across from them. "Gargoyles aren’t known for their intelligence."

"According to you your grandfather is an expert in everything." Siran moved away again and ended up at the other end of the bench. 

"The only reason they let the gants come here is because the Alchemists need the things they grow on their world," he said. 

"That world is also where the phoenix birds come from. You have no respect. I've got to go." Siran shoved her tablet into her pack. "I'll see you later Asira." 

"Bye," Varen called after her. "She's always been sensitive. One day she'll learn to take a joke."

Yet again he deflected criticism by blaming someone else. He'd been that way since she'd first met him at a gathering hosted by the Guild of the Asterim. Young candidates had been identified and invited to the event for inspection. Her family had been proud of her though they'd pretended to be humbled by her selection. As though they hadn't been planning for it since her birth. 

She remembered how Varen's parents were similarly reticent during the proceedings. His grandfather, however, had shown up wearing very expensive garments in all the wrong colors. The whispers about it had been shared over goblets of wine and plates of delicacies. 

But no one would say anything out loud and especially not to his face. His reputation had been questionable, but his position saved him from being ostracized. He was still invited to functions—and to people's homes—as long as he kept his other activities quiet.

"I can't believe you want to work with that gant." Varen brushed his hair off his forehead as a breeze rippled it. 

"Why do you keep calling him that?" He was so tiring. 

"Short for gargantuan. That's what gargoyles are. Big stone creatures," he said. "They just stand there and take up space."

"He's a shifter and as human as we are." 

"No, he's not," Varen said, as he reached up and pulled on one of the flowers. "By the way, Kiren's having a gathering tonight. He finished his apprenticeship. Want to come?"

"He's letting you come to his house after what you did last time?" 

"Oh, come on. That wasn't a big deal." He yanked off a large red petal and rubbed it between his fingers. 

"You turned his set of gold heirloom goblets into lead. I don't think he was pleased." In fact, Varen's attempt at transmutation led to a fight that had abruptly ended the party. 

"It was a joke."

That was the problem. Everything to him was a joke. Now she wondered why she bothered to associate with him at all. In their positions it would be hard to avoid each other, though. "I can't make it. When do you start your exams?"

He turned away to wave at someone who didn't wave back. "Maybe next term. I've got time before I have to decide what I want to do."

"If you want to join the Golden Court before the Solstice you'll have to start now."

"Asira, if our families are in we're in," he said. "I'm late for a meeting. See you later."

She watched him as he walked down the path that led to the administration building. It seemed odd he wasn't carrying a pack like the other students, or even a tablet. 

In spite of what he'd said, she knew that failing the exam would reflect on her family. She'd had one goal since she'd been old enough to understand her place in this world. Advancing to an apprenticeship in the Court, then from there she could finally achieve what she’d desired all this time. Everything she wanted depended on passing, no matter what it took to do it.
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2 Secrets and Suspicions
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After Asira left Jaydon’s office, Delphy returned and perched herself on her usual place on an upper shelf.

"Do you really believe she's the right one? There are other students I've talked to," he said.

He felt, rather than heard, the little bird's simple reply, which to anyone else would've sounded like a few chirps. You won't regret it.

"So, you say. But I'm not sure. These Aurum families are not very open to outsiders." But even as he said it, he knew his reputation in their circles would overcome their snobbery. They coveted his knowledge and his ability, even as they considered him to be lesser than they were. Maybe lesser wasn't the right word. But he wasn't sure what the right word was.

Later that afternoon he interviewed three other students who had requested meetings with him. They were respectful, if at times too reverential. He was only a few years older than the advanced students. Hardly the type of magister who needed to be fawned over. Delphy's opinion had ruled them out, however. She'd made her recommendation and had no intention of changing it. 

After his meetings were over, he headed to his apartment. As he rode in the transport, Jaydon ignored the city scene. Choosing instead to focus on his copy of texts from the Books of Fire. He'd received the authorization to have a copy loaded onto his tablet, in spite of the objections of the Court’s head librarian. The librarian had insisted that texts had to be read in their original form. However, he had no intention of following the rules. What would they do to him? Kick him out? Not likely at this point. 

When he arrived at his building, he was surprised to see a familiar person standing in front of the frosted glass doors. It was his friend, Gar, who acknowledged Jaydon with a wave as he exited the vehicle.

"Jaydon. I was hoping you wouldn't be staying late at the university."

"I didn't know you were back. Why didn't you contact me?" Jaydon hitched his pack over his shoulder. "How long have you been waiting?"

"Not long. I know you have a regular schedule, so I took a chance," Gar replied. "This was closer to the portals, so I walked over."

"Come inside. If you haven't eaten, we can have a meal."

"I was hoping you would offer. I have a confidential matter to discuss."

Normally Gar didn’t share a lot of details about his work in the Court of the Magistrates. He'd disappear for days, if not weeks, travelling off-world. Then he'd return and want to catch up. Sometimes he did get to Granjai, and he'd share news from there. Jaydon looked forward to those times. He hadn't been there in months, and he was hungering for familiar things. And familiar people, like his family and friends.

An hour later they sat at the dining table helping themselves to hardy portions of stew. It was Gar's favorite meal, especially if there were lots of root vegetables. Jaydon was glad he'd managed to have the provisions on hand. Normally he enjoyed going out to eat with some of his friends if they were free.

"I have to say, it feels good getting back to the Floating World." Gar settled in his chair. "It's been a tiring trip. I was travelling the entire time."

"How many places did you visit?"

"Oh, about five worlds in total. Those portal trips can be draining if you don't rest in between jumps." He grabbed a napkin and wiped his lips. "Gathering evidence takes time."

"I suppose it would," Jaydon commented. "Did you find what you were looking for?"

Gar sighed. "That is my issue. I'm investigating someone who might be selling formulas and other texts. There's a possibility the trafficking is coming from someone at the university."

Jaydon shook his head. "Not possible. Those magisters are too focused on rules. I can't see it."

"Rules can be broken. Besides, you know about that one they brought back here a few months ago," Gar said. "His crimes were so vile his name was stricken from the Golden Court."

"You mean the one who killed the phoenix shifter?" Jaydon had heard about it from the librarians and from various others who had been in the know. It was a huge scandal that the Golden Court had worked hard to suppress but couldn’t.

"The Night Forces portal guards brought him here. For them to come here you know it had to be a serious matter."

"They never come to this world."

"No. They are not predisposed to the rules set down by the Alchemists." Gar picked up the ladle and filled his bowl again. "They make their rules and even the librarians can't counter them."

“How could they? They protect the portals." Jaydon always wondered if the Alchemists realized that their illusion of superiority was misplaced. Without portals, there was no Floating World. Their location couldn't be reached any other way. And if the portal guards ever wanted to shut them down, they could. Probably much easier than anyone here realized.

"The phoenix shifters will never set foot here. They won't be bound by the rules of the Alchemists either." Gar took a spoonful of stew before continuing. "Alchemists like to claim they gave the phoenixes their power but it's the other way around. I've seen the texts. The hidden ones tell the truth."

That was a phrase Jaydon had heard whispered from time to time. The hidden ones tell the truth. It amused him that even with all of the rituals and secrets and mysteries, some people still believed that the real truths would always be hidden. And Alchemists spent their lives trying to find those hidden truths. They'd never admit there were things they didn't know. Couldn't know. Couldn't understand, even if they did find them.

"I never heard what happened to him," Jaydon said.

"Locked away, no doubt. They disappeared him into some dungeon below the beyond. His own family renounced him to keep their place. He has no one and is nothing," he said. "Even the magistrates weren't told where they put him."

"He killed a phoenix shifter. I hope the punishment was suitable."

Gar nodded as he ate another spoonful. "Being disowned and banished is like death to these Alchemists. But he got more than that, no doubt. He was banged up when the portal guards delivered him. I think they used him for target practice."

Jaydon winced. "With what?

"Anything they could find, from what I've been told. I didn't see him, but I don't think anyone cared much," he replied. "He didn't only kill a phoenix, there were others. Many others. And he caused destruction on the worlds he visited. That alone can land a trip into the void. He's lucky, I guess."

The void. The place between worlds. The place one would go if they entered the portal without a key. Shifters could travel without them, though a travel plan was advisable. Humans, however, couldn't travel without a key. And if they tried, they would go into a place they'd never return from. The void where nothing existed.

Jaydon shivered in spite of himself. "The phoenixes have their own world, don't they?"

"Yes, the World Beyond. And that's what it is. Off limits to humans," Gar replied. "I suppose that is where they go when their bodies wear out. How many times can you regenerate?"

"The texts say, forever."

Chuckling, Gar finished his stew. "I'd say that sounds damned tiring. I'm sure they get tired too. Maybe the World Beyond is like going into retirement. They can finally relax," he said. "I'd like to relax myself right now. But I can't until this assignment is completed."

"Why do you think the university is where the formulas are being sold?"

"The formulas are archaic. Someone with knowledge of the ancient formulas and texts must be involved. There was a breach several years ago. One of the important families. They left the Floating World in exchange for no scandal. But someone else is at it. Maybe it was their partner, but they managed to hide."

"Seems like a lot of scandals are handled quietly," Jaydon remarked. "Makes you wonder what else has happened we've never heard about."

"True that. The Aurum protects its own – at least until they are discovered. Some crimes are easier to hide than others."

"And this one you're investigating?" Jaydon asked. "Do you think this is being done by someone in the Aurum?"

"No doubt about it. I talked to people who have bought the formulas. I confiscated what I could. They claim they were obtained through someone called The Collector. But whoever that is has covered their tracks as well."

"Are the phoenix shifters at risk this time?"

"Not that I know of. The sales are happening here and so the phoenixes are safe from these people, at least. These traffickers seem more interested in texts."

"Like the Books of Fire?" Jaydon asked. "Only a few of us can read them. And no one I know would help a thief."

"Those texts would be the ultimate prize. With those one could learn the secrets of the portals, and many other things. But the penalty would be very high."

"Do you want me to let you know if I see anything suspicious?" Jaydon asked.

"I'd appreciate it. The magistrates are nervous. We can't have a repeat of what happened before. As rigid as it may be at times, the Floating World requires order. If people on the portal worlds lose faith in the Alchemists, they will close off their worlds. And without the portals, this world will have no reason to exist."
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3 Pleasurable Thoughts
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The next day Asira got to the office before Jaydon arrived. If she had any doubt he put his papers away at the end of the day, it was put to rest. All three desks were still cluttered.  

Other than that, his office was like the others. Rectangular with a bookcase lining the back wall, a main desk in the middle and two smaller ones flanking it. And opposite the bookcase, the door to the private sanctum. Kept locked so only a magister could open it. All the furnishings were positioned for the perfect flow of energy around the room.

She set her backpack down and stood there for a moment. How did he find anything in this mess? 

"Asira!" Her friend, Siran walked in and immediately stopped. "Is this a supply room? I thought it was Magister Jaydon's office."

"It is," she said. "Where are you on your way to?"

"The library," she replied as she brushed her braids off her shoulder. "He's got enough books for a library in here." Siran went to the bookcase. "Look at this, a history of the Golden Court. I’ve never seen this volume before."

Most of the Aurum families had their own volumes tucked away in home libraries and in some cases, literally under lock and key. They included the family names and their memberships in various guilds, which Asira assumed was the big reason the volumes were so popular. 

"You're lucky, at least Jaydon is nice to look at," Siran said, her brown eyes filled with amusement.

"That's not why I want to work with him." Not that Asira hadn't noticed, because she had.

Siran ignored her protest. "He was doing advanced work when we were still in the under levels." She ran her fingers over the gold trimming on one of the books. "He was one of the youngest students ever invited to join the Order of the Asterim."

The Asterim was known to be secretive about their initiations and rituals. Asira didn’t know much about it, but it was considered an elite order. 

"I heard the members can read texts written by the phoenix shifters. No one else is allowed but them." Siren smiled, obviously pleased she could share such important information.  

"All I want to do is pass my exam." Asira sighed. She knew next to nothing about the phoenixes – shifters or birds. And only a small number of people on the Floating World had ever seen either one. 

"You will. And mentoring with Jaydon will look good. You'll probably skip being an apprentice and become a Court Warder right away."

"Isn't it time for you to be going to the library?" This conversation was doing nothing for her nerves right now. As confident as she was, there was still that little bit of doubt. Suppose she wasn't good enough to advance?

"All right, I'll stop planning your life." Siran slung her pack over her shoulder. "I'll see you later in the gardens."

Moments after her friend left, Jaydon arrived. "Good morning, Asira." He was carrying several large books. "Sorry I'm late. I had to go back to my apartment to get these."

Like he didn't have enough books here already. "They look heavy."

"They are." He dropped them on his desk, piling them like he was stacking heavy stones. "I've used these in my studies. They might be helpful."

She hadn't expected transmutation to involve so many books. What about the experimentation? "Magister—I mean, Jaydon, I've read all the books. I passed all my courses. I want to get to work."

"This is part of your preparation." He opened a book, flipped a few pages, then closed it. Then he opened another and did the same thing. "Maybe you should start with the writings of Magister Au Tur. I believe she's a relative of yours."

"Yes. On my father's side." She'd been forced to memorize her family tree before she'd begun her under levels. She could name them all in her sleep, and probably had on occasion. 

"Good." Jaydon dropped his pack on the floor and sat down. "You can start with that, and we'll discuss it later."

Fighting back her disappointment took a lot of effort, though she wasn't able to stop a sigh from escaping. 

"I could show you what chapters to concentrate on. We can discuss them if you like," he offered.

"Yes, that would help," she said, relieved he hadn't expected her to read the entire book. 

Jaydon swiveled his chair over to her desk, seemingly unaware of how the wheels squeaked across the worn wooden floor. He rolled next to her, picked up the book and thumbed the pages with his slender fingers. 

"Look at this chapter. It talks about preparation for changing the molecular structure," he said. "You have to be sure to get the formula just right. Listen to this."

His deep voice had a slight rasp, and a warmth that made his words much more interesting than they should've been. It was as though he was sharing his personal thoughts with her, not reading from a dry alchemy text. 

"Would you like me to show you more?" he asked, as he absently flipped through the pages. 

"Yes, please." 

He looked up at her and smiled, pleased at her enthusiasm. "Well, let's look at this chapter. I think this will explain what elements are important to..."

What was happening to her? She'd never had to struggle to focus on alchemy theories before. And none of her previous instructors had had this type of effect on her. Maybe if she'd had more of a social life over all the years of study, she wouldn't be feeling this way. 

"And this element is essential in..."

There had to be a way to ignore the slight aroma of spice if she worked at it. Anise and Bergamot and was that citrus? Maybe it was from the soap he used. That had to be it. 
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