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Lord Adept
Ryel Mirai leaves the great Art-citadel Markul to rediscover the
long-lost spell that will release his mentor from the wraithworld
of the Void, but a malignant sorcerer likewise imprisoned has
enlisted the aid of Ryel’s strongest rival to find the spell first.
Amid dangers, joys and temptations, Ryel encounters unlikely allies
and unforeseen enemies, and learns that he may well gain all that
he wishes...although perhaps not as he wished it.
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Chapter One

The
Shrouded Citadel

 


Markul the
Best and Highest rose in sharptoothed towers eternally enmeshed in
mist, a bristling walled island of black and green and gray that
surged up from the flat sweep of the Aqqar Plain as if the
continual damps had spawned it overnight. In the skin-smooth,
horizon-vast steppe this citadel was the sole interruption. It had
dominated the plain for a thousand years, and Ryel had lived within
its walls for nearly half of his birth-life. By the reckoning of
Markul he was twelve years old, a mere child; by the reckoning of
the World he was twice that and two years more.

He stood on
the western wall, scanning the gray-brown mist-obscured monotony of
the land. Night was coming on, he knew, although in Markul one
seldom perceived the transition from day to darkness, so thick were
the fogs. One might never discern the sun was setting, but for the
faintest hint of radiance on a horizon only guessed at. Far beyond
the endless overcast lay the Inner Steppes, Ryel’s homeland, and
countless times he had stood at this place on the wall, remembering
the World-years of his boyhood. But now though his eyes were again
fixed on the uncertain dusk, Ryel’s contemplation roamed not to
vast lands and swift horses. His thoughts made his eyes burn, and
his breath come painfully.

Edris had been
dead almost a month, now. In the reckoning of Markul he had died
young, on the threshold of his thirtieth year. Even the World would
have deemed him dead too soon at fifty-eight. His body had been
carried in state to the jade tower at the joining of the western
and southern wall, where among the most illustrious of the City’s
lord adepts Edris lay as an equal.

Ryel drew his cloak about him against the cold—Edris’ great
mantle of dark scarlet. You are great in death as you were in life, my
teacher, he
thought, his
sorrow heavy within him. But I cut that life short. With my pride I killed
you, dearer to me than father. All because overreaching ambition
would not let me rest, driving me to seek knowledge beyond reason
or my own desert. And now—

A stifling
oppression drove the thought from his mind and the breath out of
his body, even as an alien voice arose from some chartless place
within him, murmuring at the base of his brain, making him sweat.
But though it answered his meditations, it was not the voice of
Edris.

Fool, it
sneered. Fool, to
mourn that lumbering botcher, and squander your sweet young life
and limit your Art among these graybeard dotards. To have wasted
your self’s substance in this desolate place, when the World and
all its pleasures has waited for you. To have never had a
woman...

Ryel put his
hands to his temples as he labored to breathe. He stared about him,
wildly. Uselessly. “Who are you?”

An
insinuating snicker in reply. You’ll learn. But no enemy, young blood. Far from
it.

The air
lightened, and Ryel could draw breath again. Sharp wind struck him
full in the face, pushing back the hood of his cloak, chilling the
sweat that had sprung upon his cheeks, prickling the nape of his
shaven head, thrusting icy fingers into the rents of his robes.
Those few who also stood on the wall had turned toward him in
astonishment when he cried out to the air, and now they whispered
among themselves. Hushed though their voices were, Ryel heard
them.

“No, Lord Ter,” he said, resigned and weary, to the one who
stared most fearfully at him. “I haven’t gone mad…yet.”

Lord Ter paled
yet more, and ran a trembling hand through his ragged white beard.
“I never thought you might, my Lord Ryel. Lord Wirgal and Lady
Haldwina and I were merely remarking our pleasure at seeing you in
health, and unmarked by your late ordeal.”

“Unmarked. Yes. In every place but one. And Ryel turned to face
them, meeting their eyes with his. They recoiled, huddling back
against the stones of the wall.

“Yes,” Ryel continued. Every word he spoke came lead-heavy.
“Mine were eyes you used to praise once, Lady Haldwina—a color that
people who have seen the World call sea-blue.” He gave a bitter
smile. “You do not praise them now.”

“You looked upon forbidden things,” the lady replied, veiling
her face with a fold of her headdress. “For that you lost your
eyes.”

“Not lost,” Ryel said. His voice felt too tight for his throat,
and each syllable came forced. “I still see. But it seems that all
of you have gone blind. I assure you that I have not changed in any
way since—”

“Worse than blind you look,” Lord Wirgal snarled. “All black.
No white or color in those accursed eyes of yours—only continued
black. It does not affright us, that have seen true horrors in our
time; but it marks you forever as an Overreacher.”

Ryel smiled.
It felt strange on his face, and probably looked so. “Is it not the
aim of our Art, to learn all that may be learned?”

“Our Art is in the service of life, and the aim of our Art is
Mastery, not death-dealings,” Lady Haldwina said, her glance still
averted. “You attempted the cruel Art of Elecambron, and in
forsaking the true path have been justly punished.”

Ryel shook his
head in cool negation. “The adepts of Elecambron are our brothers,
my lady. And do not forget that the First Ones of this City all
attempted the Crossing, notably Lord Garnos who learned the secret
of immortality thereby.”

“And died of it,” old Wirgal hissed. “I will not speak of Lord
Aubrel, who returned from the Outer World raving mad according to
the Books, and committed the foulest crimes before his miserable
end. And what did you gain from the folly that deformed you?
Nothing, by your own past admission—nothing save the death of Lord
Edris, rest be to his lost soul.”

The others
shrank back in terror lest Ryel avenge Wirgal’s hard words with
some malign spell. But the wysard only abruptly turned and without
reply moved to another part of the wall, flinching at the burning
pain in his eyes, that no tears would now ever cool.

Forcing his
thoughts away from intruding voices and rancorous adepts, Ryel
again drew his hood over his head and faced away from the
night-blurred plain to survey the city of Markul with what was left
of the light. Yet again he admired the straight tall sides of the
myriad many-angled towers, the intricate mosaics of the streets,
the great windows opening to the mist-veiled moon and nebulous sun:
all of it wrought in black marble and muted green nephrite, gray
basalt and imperial porphyry and dark gold, the cold stone softened
by the lush redolent herbs that wreathed the balconies and windows
and trailed down the walls. Before he had come to Markul, Ryel had
never seen buildings of stone, and what had amazed him at fourteen
enthralled him still. He grew calm again, and breathed deeply of
the herb-scented mist.

“Of all the Cities you are fairest,” he murmured. “Most high,
and best.”

There were
four strongholds of the Art, one at each quadrant of the compass:
Markul to the east, Tesba south, Ormala west and Elecambron far,
far to the north. Brilliant and gaudy Tesba was built of
many-colored glass, drab dirty Ormala of wood and brick and
plaster. Great Elecambron towered coldly pale as the icebound
island it stood on in the eternal snows of the White Reaches,
constructed all of adamantine rock that was neither marble nor
alabaster, but something a hundredfold harder and utterly flawless.
Tesba and Ormala were cities of the flesh, Markul and Elecambron
those of the spirit; and Markul was deemed the strongest and best
of the Four. Proud and haughty was Elecambron; but even Elecambron
deferred to Markul, with a respect that was entire, however
unloving.

The Builders
of Markul—Garnos of Almancar, Nilandor of Kursk, Aubrel of
Hryeland, Riana of the Zinaph Isles, Khiar of Cosra, Sibylla of
Margessen—had founded the first and greatest City of the Art.
Shunned and persecuted by the World of men, they had sought refuge
in the barren ruleless regions of the Aqqar Plain that drove a thin
wedge between the realms of Turmaron and Shrivran and the wide
empire of Destimar. Joining mind to mind as other men join hands,
the Builders had created massive reality from mere imagination,
their visions of peace and strong-walled security translated into
the fortress of Markul.

Elecambron the
cruel had been created by malignant daimons of the Outer World,
Ormala the vile by human slaves, Tesba the gentle by beneficent
spirits; but great Markul had sprung solely from the psychic
imagination of the First and Highest, and in a thousand years had
suffered no harm whether from the passage of ages or the wrath of
enemies. Such sublime Art as theirs was known and honored as the
Mastery; and since the passing of the Builders none of the adepts
of Markul had succeeded in equaling their forbears’
glory.

Ryel ran a
reverent hand over the glass-smooth surface of the parapet, as with
the same wonder and awe of his first days in the City he beheld the
beauty of the place that had for almost half his life been his
home. “Lovely you are indeed, Markul the Good. Lovely even now that
I am alone within your walls.” As he embraced a porphyry column
with one arm, his robe’s wide sleeve slipped down to his bicep. In
that moment the air closed in around him, and the voice again
intruded into his thoughts, its soft insinuation laced with a
connoisseur’s approval.

Most impressive, it breathed. A warrior’s muscles, yours; tall and strong you are amid these
creeping hags and half-men. We’re far from the paltry tents and
stinking herds of the Inner Steppes, yes. But there are greater
cities than this, young blood. Fair cities with women in them
fairer still. And there’s more. Far more.

Ryel had at
first stiffened in anger at this new intrusion, but temptation
warred with anger, and won. The wysard pushed his sleeve down to
his wrist and turned from the city to the voice, slowly. “Show me
more, then.”

The voice
laughed. And then it seemed that the nebulous gloom beyond the wall
filled with white-flecked blue, a living burning blue such as Ryel
had never known. The wind of the plain no longer howled and moaned,
but calmed to a steady breathing, each breath deep and deliberate
as a sleeper’s. Ryel clutched at the parapet, leaning out. And it
seemed then that the mists parted to reveal diamond-clear daylight,
and the sun fell full on the infinite azure that now rippled and
tossed in great waves, surrounding the city and dashing against the
walls.

Ryel winced at
the brilliant light, his eyes burnt and smarting with salt. But
only for a moment before darkness again closed around him in
drizzling mist, and a harsh wind tried to claw away his
cloak.

“Again,” Ryel whispered, imploring the air. “Show me
again.”

No voice’s
reply, no sea’s resurgence. Chilled and weary, Ryel pulled his hood
forward against the damp, then slowly descended the wall. As he
made his way through the several levels of the town to his
dwelling, he passed here and there small knots of mages in
discussion, witches trading lore on lamp-lit doorsteps. As he
passed, they all greeted him with mumbled formalities, low bows and
downcast eyes, and fell silent until he had gone. Reaching his
house after many courses of stone steps, Ryel entered and shut the
door tightly.

Here was
peace, and warmth, and silence. The clutter and paraphernalia usual
with a wysard’s apartments were absent here, for Ryel’s learning
had long surpassed the necessity for outward Art-trappings.
Thick-piled jewel-colored carpets covered the dark stone floors,
and deep cushions of soft leather and figured velvet served as
seats, for Ryel still used the custom of his yat-dwelling people.
Low tables displayed objects chosen for their beauty, long shelves
contained books and scrolls. Flowers sprang from vessels of jade
and crystal: straight slender irises, purple-blue; crimson lilies
whose petals curled like clever tongues; the poppy of sleep with
its pallid bloom scenting the air with lazy fragrance, and other
blossoms of rarer shape and hue that Ryel’s caprice had formed and
brought to life. The east room was a chamber of repose, all soft
browns and violets and greens, its walls heavily draped with
tapestries so worn by time that it was difficult to discern their
subjects, that kept out the equivocal half-light and damp wind of
the Aqqar Plain. Its wide bed was curtained with thick silk, and
the pillows were filled with fragrant herbs to induce slumber,
needful for Ryel who often spent entire nights and days rapt in his
study of the Art, until exhausted he fell on his bed unable to
sleep for the fevered racing of his thoughts; here he was lured
into a spice-scented oblivion, deep and dreamless.

He lay down
and waited for that deliverance which had never failed—until now.
Sleep he could not, and he dreamed with his eyes open.

 



*****

 


In the winter
of Ryel’s thirteenth World-year, Edris came to Risma. As the snow
fell in the night had Edris come, and as quietly.

“The only problem with a yat is that there’s no door to knock
on.”

At the sound
of that voice, so deep and ironic, Ryel started about. A stranger
stood framed in the yat’s inner portal, without a trace of snow
upon his great scarlet mantle, although yet another blizzard howled
outside. The mantle’s hood shrouded his face save for a white gleam
of teeth, a keen glint of eye.

Ryel’s father
leapt to his feet at the sight of him, his hand on the knife at his
side. “Who are you? How did you get past my guards?”

A laugh,
warmly resonant, in reply. The stranger threw off his cloak and now
spoke in the dialect of the Inner Steppes, although his first words
had been in Almancarian. “Well met in this rough weather,
twin-sib.”

Yorganar took
a step backward. “By every god.”

The newcomer
was clad not in Steppes gear, but in rich outland robes of somber
colors. Hulking tall he was, with dark hair cropped short around
his head, skin strangely pale, and shaven face; yet Ryel saw that
were his hair long and his skin sunbrowned and his face lined and
bearded, he would be the exact image of Yorganar. But the greatest
difference lay in his eyes and his expression, both wonderfully
subtle and acute. At the sight of him Ryel had heard his mother
give a soft half-terrified cry, and felt her shrink close to his
side; and he had put his arm about her shoulders and held her as a
grown man would, proud and strong. Yet he too was afraid of the
stranger in the yat-door, whose long dark eyes burned his face as
they studied him.

“By every god,” Yorganar said again. His voice trembled for the
first time in Ryel’s memory. “Edris.”

The stranger
nodded, unperturbed. “You live well in this weather, brother. I had
forgotten how warm are the yats of the Triple Star when the wind
blows wild.” He gazed around him, noting everything with cool
approval. “You’ve done well. Rich in goods you always were—richer
still now, in a fair wife and a strong young son.”

“I
do not know you,” Ryel’s father at last replied, rough and
harsh.

Edris smiled.
Shrugged. “Then give me welcome as your people do for the least of
wanderers. That much is mine by right.”

Ryel’s mother
rose and came to them. She looked up into Edris’ face as Ryel had
never seen her look into Yorganar’s, and it troubled
him.

“Enter and rest, my husband’s brother,” she whispered. Yorganar
glared at her, but she withstood his displeasure unflinchingly, and
spoke ever in her soft way, but now with an edge of defiance.
“Whatever else our guest may be, husband, he is your closest kin,
and was at one time your dearest. Let him enter.”

Ryel’s father
frowned. “Woman, this is not your concern.”

Mira put her
hand on Yorganar’s arm, lightly but urgently. “He has traveled far.
The night is cold. I pray you let him warm himself by our
fire.”

Yorganar did
not look at her. “You know what he is.”

Her voice was
always gentle, but never with this pleading note. “Whatever else he
may be, he is your closest kin, and at one time your dearest; I
well know that you loved each other, once. Let him
enter.”

Yorganar said
nothing; but after a long moment he moved aside, and let his
brother pass.

Together they
sat on the floor’s carpets, amid cushions. Edris looked about him
and smiled. “I’ve missed being in a yat. And it’s warm in here,
thanks to that stove; far warmer than it’d be with a hearth-ring,
and cleaner too.”

“Yes,” Mira murmured. “Many other households do the same, now,
in Risma.”

Edris nodded.
“I remember how greatly you disliked the smoke and grime of the
hearth. This is a pleasant change.”

Yorganar
grunted. “Almancarian nonsense. I prefer fire, as do all men of my
people.”

Following
Steppes custom, Ryel’s mother poured out wine for her guest,
choosing the finest vintage she had, pouring it brimful into a bowl
of gold. Edris took the wine with a nod of thanks, and his hand for
an instant closed over hers. Slight and brief as the contact was,
Ryel noted it and was angered. Mira saw that anger, and her smile
faded.

“I’ll leave you now,” she said, and would have stood up to
depart. But Edris’ deep voice stayed her.

“Wait. I have not yet drunk your health, Mira. Nor would I have
you withdraw as a Rismai yat-wife feels she must, but keep the
custom of Almancar, and remain to grace a stranger’s welcome. Yet
in truth we were not always strangers to one another, you and
I.”

Ryel had never
in his life heard any man other than his father call his mother by
her name. It was unfitting, as it was unfitting for a married woman
to remain in the presence of an newcomer after the first greetings
were done, or oppose her husband in anything. But his mother was
not of the Steppes, and had kept the ways of her city. What shocked
Ryel even more was that his father had not ordered her to withdraw,
nor rebuked her for her presumption. He felt confused and uneasy at
so much law-breaking.

Edris saw
Ryel’s emotions, and threw an ironic glance at Yorganar. “You’ve
trained your boy well in the ways of the Steppes, brother. I came
almost too late, it would seem.” Turning from Ryel and Yorganar, he
again addressed Mira. “What else has become of the brat, sister?
Has he grown up unlettered and ignorant, like every other
horse-breeding lout of this tribe?”

“I
made sure he did not,” Mira answered with quiet pride, glancing
tenderly at her son. “Ryel reads and writes fluent Almancarian,
both the common and the palace dialect.”

Edris’ dark
brows lifted. “Ha. Impressive. The latter is damnably
difficult.”

“Ryel learned it easily,” Mira said. “And he has come near to
mastering two of the Northern languages.”

“Good,” Edris said, clearly pleased. “What of mathematics?
Philosophy? Music?”

“I
have caused the best masters to instruct him...”

“—fetched from afar at great cost, and for no good,” Yorganar
growled. “What need has a horseman of the Steppes for such
foolery?”

Edris studied
his brother with far more pity than contempt. “A natural question
for you to ask, my brother, that have never looked with right
understanding upon anything on earth, no matter how marvelous.” And
his dark eyes moved to Ryel’s mother, resting on her face yet
again. “No matter how fair. But I tell you that this boy will never
be a warrior as you were in your youth, nor a breeder of horses as
you are now.” He leaned across the fire to Ryel who sat opposite,
and looked long on him; and when he spoke it was in Hryelesh, one
of the Northern tongues Ryel had learned, one that neither his
mother nor his father understood, one that enwrapped him with his
uncle in a bond half feared, half desired.

“You’re tall for your age,” Edris said. “And you’ll soon grow
taller, but you’ll never be as overgrown as I am, lucky lad. In all
else you favor your mother—girl-slender, maiden-faced,
white-skinned and pale-eyed. I don’t doubt the other lads mock you
for it.”

Ryel dropped
his hand to his dagger-hilt and lifted his chin. “No one dares mock
me. I’ve fought and beaten Orin, son of Kiamnur, and he is two
years older, and bigger. At the last horse fair I raced with the
grown men and won this, that the Sovranet Mycenas himself bestowed
upon me.” He pulled the dagger from his belt, and the steel flashed
in the firelight.

“Ah,” Edris said, not in the least impressed. “Mycenas
Dranthene, brother to great Agenor, Sovran of Destimar. And what
was an imperial prince like Mycenas doing among the Elhin
Gazal?”

“He came to buy horses.”

Edris glanced
at Mira, who averted her eyes. “Is that all?”

Ryel knew what
Edris meant, and was angered by it. “If you’re talking about the
lies my mother’s old nurse Anthea likes to babble, forget them.
Mycenas Dranthene isn’t of our blood.”

Edris laughed.
“What makes you so sure they’re lies, whelp?”

Ryel felt his
eyes narrowing. “Don’t call me that.”

Edris’ grin
rivaled the blade’s glint. “You’re damnably arrogant. What else are
you, lad? Come here and let me see.”

Half against
his will Ryel went from his mother’s side and knelt before Edris,
who looked long on him, so long that Ryel wished very much to look
away, but could not. Edris’ next words made him uneasier
still.

“Are you still maiden, boy?”

Ryel lowered
his head, and his long black hair fell around his suddenly flushed
face.

Edris
persisted. “What do you not understand—the language, or the
question?”

Ryel felt his
face burn and sweat. “I understand both,” he muttered.

“Then answer.”

Ryel blushed
deeper, and made no reply.

Edris laughed.
“A few kisses with the girls, then? Some toyings and foolings
behind the yats?” He savored Ryel’s confusion awhile. “Well, that
doesn’t mean ruin. Good. Your innocence will add immeasurably to
your power.”

Ryel lifted
his head despite himself. “What do you mean?”

“You have the Art within you, asleep but strong,” Edris
replied. “You betray it in your every action. Having watched you
closely since I entered this yat, I have observed that you favor
neither your right hand nor your left, but are double-handed as I
am. That’s a thing rare among ordinary men, but a clear sign of
capacity for the Art.”

Ryel felt
himself enmeshed in Edris’ eyes, that were a burning black in his
pale face. Felt himself drawn, and changed, and torn. “What is the
Art?”

“You’ll learn.” Edris reached out and laid both hands on his
nephew’s head, as if in blessing. His long fingers slid into Ryel’s
hair, and Ryel shuddered at the touch, but not because of fear;
rather because it seemed as if he had longed for that contact all
his life. He closed his eyes, giving himself up to it. Then he
heard Edris’ deep voice whispering in a strange tongue, not words
so much as a continued murmur like the storm-wind outside. Ryel
clenched his teeth, shivering.

The fingers
moved like frozen slow currents through his hair. But suddenly they
turned to ice-knives, stabbing his temples so cruelly that his
senses seemed to reel, and the air to blacken before
him.

Edris’ voice
tore through the blackness, still speaking the guttural tongue of
the North. His fingers slid to the back of Ryel’s head, seeking the
nape. “You were marked for the Art, boy. It found you, and left its
stamp. Forever.”

“No,” Ryel gasped. “Don’t touch me. Not there.”

But Edris’
implacable fingers had found the hard lump of scar tissue.
“Remember how you got this, lad. Remember all of it.”

At that
command and that touch, the light returned—bright sharp high-summer
light. Ryel found himself alone in a green infinity of grass, alone
save for his horse Jinn that grazed nearby. The air was searing
hot, so achingly ablaze that he winced at it, and sweated from
crown to heel. But on the horizon in every direction great dark
clouds were gathering fast. Shielding his eyes with his hand he
watched the lowering masses with increasing disquiet, wondering how
it was that they seemed to center on him. Slowly he turned round
about, watching the clouds scud ever nearer, the circle of light
shrink around him until suddenly there was no light left at all,
only endless roiling black. And out of the blackness flashed
lightning, bolt after blinding rending bolt—

He would not
remember more. He would not relive what came next. He cried out
until Yorganar pulled him free.

“Ryel!” Furiously his father turned to Edris. “What have you
done to the boy?”

Edris met his
twin’s eyes, broodingly now. “Nothing but looked within him, and
seen what you never could. He can remain in the Steppes no longer.
His destiny must bring him to me.”

“I’d sooner see him dead.” And Yorganar forced Ryel to look
away from Edris and into his own eyes, which were so like to his
brother’s, and yet so unlike. “You know what he is. I’ve told you
often enough.”

Edris’ voice
came deep as the snow outside, and colder. “Have you indeed,
brother?” He turned to Ryel. “By all means tell me what I am,
whelp.”

Angered and
still in pain from that terrible looking-in, Ryel rubbed the back
of his neck and replied insolently. “You’re a foul magician of the
sorcerer-city of Markul. A charlatan and a fakir.”

“And you’re brave,” Edris said. But Ryel involuntarily trembled
at the cruel edge in the tall man’s voice. “Brave and stupid.
Anyone else using that tone with me would quickly regret he had,
but to you I will only give better instruction. A wysard of Markul
I am, yes. More accurately, a lord adept of the most powerful city
in the World, compared to which Almancar the Bright is a cluster of
huts, and its people simple savages—your pardon, sister. And I am
Yorganar’s only brother, born of the same womb in the same hour, no
matter how much he tries to deny it.”

Yorganar
turned his face away. “Dead have you been to me for fifteen
years.”

Edris half
smiled. “In complete forgetfulness of the thirty years that went
before, years that we raced our horses together across the steppe,
together wrestled and sang and talked long into the night of
wars…and of women.” He gazed across the fire to Mira. “So like to
one another did we look in those days that not even the keenest
eyes could tell us apart.”

Ryel’s mother
spoke after a long silence, her sweet voice laden with anguish. “My
brother, surely you cannot—”

Edris nodded,
and replied gently. “I know your sorrow, Mira. Three children have
you borne, and of them only Ryel has survived infancy. But I can
promise you that in seven months’ time you will give birth again.
For some weeks you have known yourself to be with child, and you
dared not speak of it.”

Ryel had
watched the stranger as he spoke; had seen how those dark eyes
dwelt on every feature of his mother’s face, and was infuriated by
it.

His father was
angrier. “This goes too far.” Yorganar reached for his sword. “You
jeer at her, and me. I will no longer—”

Edris remained
unperturbed. “Put up your tagh, brother. It’s a good blade, but
mine’s faster. Mira, you may tell him your secret at
last.”

Ryel’s mother
hid her face in her hands. “I feel the child within me,” she
whispered. Her hands slid down to her waist, and joined together
just below her belt. “But I am afraid. So afraid.”

Yorganar
turned angrily first to his brother, then his wife. “How is it you
knew her secret? And woman, why did he know it before
me?”

“Don’t use that voice with her.” Edris’ own voice was
dangerous. “What I know, my Art has taught me.” He turned to Ryel’s
mother. “Little star.”

At the sound
of that name, uttered with such gentleness, Mira looked up, and
never had she seemed more lovely to Ryel than at that
moment.

Edris’ eyes
took hers deeply, in a way Ryel knew Yorganar’s could have never
done, and the boy felt lost and alone as he listened to the
stranger’s prophecy. “You will bear a daughter fair as daylight,
and she will grow to beauty, and wed far above her fortune.” Edris
darted a glance at Ryel, then, and suddenly grinned in a broad
white flash. “But you’re mine, brat.”

Ryel leapt to
his feet. “Get out.” He felt as if his heart would burst for fury
and fear. “Go your way, and be damned to you.”

Ignoring him,
Edris turned to Yorganar. “Before I leave, first I would speak with
my sister-in-law alone.”

Yorganar
stared, too amazed for anger. “You know you cannot.”

Edris shook
his head, almost pityingly. “Your laws were never mine, my
brother—nor hers.” Reaching to where Ryel’s mother sat, he held out
his hand. “Farewell, little star.”

Mira said
nothing in return, and turned her face away at the name he called
her. But she put her hand in his, and Edris carried it to his lips
and kissed it.

Ryel would
bear no more. “Don’t touch her!” Lunging forward, he forced Edris
to face him. “Touch her again and I’ll cut your heart
out.”

But the look
in Edris’ dark eyes made Ryel’s lifted fist fall helpless at his
side. “You fool,” the wysard said. “You beautiful young fool. We
will meet again, you and I, and soon, and you will ask my mercy on
your knees.”

Ryel’s father
shoved between them. “Out of this place at once, warlock,
or…”

Edris held up
a dismissing hand. “No threats, brother. This is the last that you
will ever see of me, I promise. I only ask that you bid me farewell
as we used to long ago, before we rode into battle together not
knowing if we would ever meet again alive.”

“I
forgot those days long ago,” Yorganar answered. But his voice came
tight and strained.

So did Edris’.
“I never could, brother. The reek of smoke, and the shouts, and the
horses shrilling, and the swords clashing, and you and I so young
and wild. The only thing I have forgotten is how many times we
saved each other’s lives, for they were countless.”

With a choked
cry of impatience, anger, sorrow, Yorganar caught Edris in his
arms, and crushed his cheek against that of his brother’s in the
warrior’s manner of salute and farewell, and kissed Edris’ temple
in the Steppes way between men of shared blood. Edris returned the
kiss, and for a long moment they remained hard embraced, until
Yorganar thrust free.

“There. You got what you wanted,” he said, his words unsteady.
“You always did. Now go.”

Edris blinked
for an instant as if his eyes yet stung with battle-smoke. “I thank
you, brother, for remembering at last. Farewell.” He turned to
Ryel, then, and his infuriating grin flashed once more. “To you,
whelp, no goodbyes, for in a year’s time you and I will
meet.”

When Edris had
departed, Mira stood dazed for a moment, then pushed past Ryel and
Yorganar and ran out of the yat, calling his name. Ryel would have
bolted after her, but Yorganar caught him.

“Let her go, lad.”

“But father, she—”

“I
said let her go.” He stood behind Ryel, holding him fast by both
shoulders. “She has a right. And when she returns, leave her alone
about this.” He shook him. “Do you understand?”

“Yes,” Ryel said at last. “But it’s wrong. She—”

“She is from another land than ours, with other laws. Even as
he is, now.”

“I’ll never be like him. I’ll die first.”

Behind his
back Yorganar’s voice—deep like his brother’s, but rougher—came
musing and still. “You say that now, lad. But he may be right—that
you can be mine no longer.” The great heavy hands released him
suddenly, with a terrible hint of a shove. “And perhaps you were
never meant to be.”

 



*****

 


A year later,
Ryel stood before the gates of Markul, and Edris looked down upon
him from the wall.

“So you’ve come,” the deep voice rang. “Even as I
said.”

Ryel encircled
his mare’s neck with a weary arm, shivering in the dank mist. “I’ve
traveled more miles than I can count, alone in this wasteland.
Jinn’s nearly dead with thirst.” Ryel himself was weak with hunger,
but he was damned if he’d ever let Edris know.

The hulking
wysard uttered a word in some strange tongue, and in that instant a
spring of water bubbled up out of the ground at Ryel’s feet.
“There’s for the beast.”

Ryel leapt
away from the water, and sought to pull his horse back from it.
“No, Jinn! Don’t drink.” But Jinn would not be kept from the spring
no matter how hard her mane was twitched.

“Let your mare be,” Edris said. “The water will give her
strength. Take some of it yourself; I know you’re dry.”

Parched beyond
bearing though he was, Ryel would have sooner died than touch that
water. The effort it took to turn away from the rilling clear
stream used up the last of his strength. “And now what?” he asked,
his voice rusky and trembling with the struggle. “Now that I’m here
at your damned witch-fortress, may I not enter?”

The tall
wysard shrugged. “What are you here for?”

Ryel was far
too spent for rage. “That’s for you to tell me,” he
muttered.

“I
didn’t hear you, whelp.”

Licking
cracked lips, Ryel repeated what he’d said. Edris seemed pleased.
“Good. Such humility becomes you, after your latter insolence. I
will let you enter here, lad. But only you. Not your horse, nor
your clothes, nor anything else you have with you. Naked and alone
you must join the brotherhood.”

Ryel clutched
Jinn’s mane, all his thirst and hunger and bone-weariness traded
for this new pain. “No. I won’t. My father gave me his sword that
he wielded in battle, and this horse, the best of his herd. She’s
like a little sister to me. I cannot—”

Edris was
inexorable. “Throw away your World-trash, brat. Unsaddle and
unburden the animal, and let it go.”

Ryel’s hand
shook as it stroked Jinn’s side. “But…I can’t.”

Edris made no
reply, waiting with folded arms. During the silence Ryel at last
did as he was commanded, because he had come too far to do
otherwise. But he buried his face against Jinn’s neck first, hiding
his wet-eyed misery in her mane.

“Good,” Edris said, as Jinn galloped away from Markul and was
lost in the mist. “Now strip.”

A desperate
blush burnt Ryel’s face. He had from the first observed that
scattered all about in front of the towering wall were little heaps
of belongings, garments and satchels and saddlebags. He had not
known why. And now there were other watchers on the wall, some of
them women.

“We all came naked into Markul, lad,” Edris said, coolly
merciless. “You’ve nothing we haven’t seen before, believe me. Get
on with it.”

In furious
haste Ryel unfastened his clothes and let them drop, kicked them
aside and fell to his knees in the dust. Long he waited there with
his head bowed. Then he heard the groan of creaking iron as the
great doors swung open, pushed by unseen strength.

“Well?”

It was Edris’
voice, nearby now. “I am here, even as you said,” Ryel whispered,
hoarse with wretchedness and exhaustion. “Make of me what I must
be.”

Edris seized
Ryel’s long black hair, wrapped it around his hand and yanked it
back, forcing the boy to raise his head and show his face, now
stained with dirt and tears.

“What shall be done with this young fool? Tell me, any of
you.”

Edris spoke in
High Almancarian to the watchers on the wall, and was answered in
the same tongue. “Send him back. He is but a little child,” old
Lord Srinnoul had said. “No one so young ever felt the Art within
him.”

“He has felt it since his birth,” Edris replied. “I know this,
because I have watched over his growing. And as for his youth, all
of you remember that before him, I was the youngest ever to come to
Markul.”

“You were more than twice the age of this boy,” Lord Ter had
said. “Let him go back to his mother.”

“I
say no.” Lady Serah’s voice had come strong and clear. “Let him
enter. We’ve need of new blood.” Her voice warmed and teased, then,
making Ryel heat all over with acutest distress. “He’s no hardship
on the eyes, is he?”

Standing at
Serah’s side, Lady Mevanda nodded entire smiling agreement, her
silvered dark curls swaying. “None whatsoever. Well-grown in every
respect.”

But Lady
Elindal at Serah’s other side shook her head, stirring her
gray-yellow braids. “I beg you send him back, Lord Edris. We all of
us came to Markul after our youth was spent—after we had lived in
the World, loved, borne children, joyed and sorrowed. This poor lad
is on the threshold of manhood—let him know the pleasure and the
strength of it.”

“He will know both to the limit, my lady sister,” Edris said.
“But not in the World’s way. This brat was born to the Art. And
he’s a pure virgin, too—or are you still, boy?”

Ryel trembled
for weariness and hunger and rage and shame. “I am,” he
muttered.

This news
caused a sensation among the watchers on the wall, who murmured
among themselves. At last Lord Srinnoul spoke, quavering and
thin.

“If it is as you say and he affirms, let him enter. But this
place may prove his death. Tell him that.”

Edris looked
down into Ryel’s face. “He knows.”

Ryel lowered
his eyes to the dirt, where his bare knees quivered. “I am at your
mercy, kinsman,” he whispered. “I have come to you empty. Whether
life or death awaits me, I no longer care.”

Edris again
put his hand to Ryel’s hair, but gently now. “Good,” he said, his
long fingers smoothing the wind-tangled locks. “That’s as it should
be. Enter and welcome.” For a moment Edris looked down at Ryel’s
forsaken World-gear, his wide underlip caught in his big teeth as
he stared at Yorganar’s sword. And to Ryel’s mingled anxiety and
joy, he reached for the weapon, unsheathing it to examine the
perfection of its making. “My brother’s tagh,” he murmured, revery
mingling with his admiration. “An uncommon blade. But heavy.” Then
a grin flashed over his face, and he shoved the sword back into its
lacquered scabbard, slinging it over his shoulder. “We’ll see how
it does against mine. Come on, whelp.”

Edris raised
Ryel to his feet, and they went into the City together. As soon as
they had entered the gates, Edris took off the great red-purple
cloak he wore, and wrapped it about his young kinsman, and led him
to his house.

 



*****

 


How well I remember that time, Ryel thought as the memory ebbed.
Remember the wind of the
plain, raw and cold on my nakedness, and the warmth of Edris’
mantle as it enfolded me. But now…

He rose from
his sleepless bed, took up the cloak, drew it about him, and went
out into the night.

Never were the
dead of Markul buried or burned. They were taken to the great tower
at the southwest corner of the city, where they lay in rich robes,
preserved from corruption by consummate Mastery. Some had lain
there for nearly a millennium, yet to all seeming had died but that
very hour. In a rich chamber at the tower’s top, in wondrous state,
were laid the bodies of all the First of Markul—save for that of
Lady Riana of Zinaph, who had departed the City in secret, and gone
no one knew where. Every day since Edris’ death Ryel had climbed
the many steps of the tower, entered the cold room where his uncle
lay, and stood over the inert figure, wrung with meditation. He
stood there now, in the light of torches whose undying Art-wrought
radiance seemed to mock the lifeless forms it illumined.

Ryel pushed
back the cloak’s hood. The chill air shuddered across his naked
scalp. “You would approve, ithradrakis,” he said, using the
Almancarian word that Edris had never in life acknowledged, his
voice a numb echo on the stone walls. “I mourn you in Steppes
fashion, head shorn and robes rent.”

Edris lay
unmoved. Half-open were his slant dark eyes, half-parted his lips.
In the wide mouth the big teeth gleamed in something very like a
grin.

I
loved you, Ryel
thought, staring down in numb anguish at the tall still
form. I would have
died in your place. But it was I that struck you down. Show me how
to bring you back, because I am at the end of my skill. I have
attempted everything, even the forbidden spells of the First.
Ithradrakis, dearer to me than father—

And it seemed
to Ryel that he would die, too, from the intolerable burning and
stinging of his lightless eyes, the torment of unsheddable tears.
He lifted Edris’ limp dead hands to his forehead, and after that
gesture of respect took his leave.

“I
cannot find your help in this City, kinsman,” he said to himself.
“I must ask Elecambron.”

Tesba and
Ormala used the Art for pleasure or for gain, but Elecambron and
Markul were refuges for those who, having dwelt in the World and
grown discontented with the common lot of their lives, sought a
deeper wisdom. Both of the Two Great Cities believed in the
existence of the rai, the vital force which animated the corporeal
form; but Markul held that death of the body inevitably meant death
for the rai, while Elecambron put full conviction in the rai’s
immortality. The Markulit Art was in the service of life, and to
that end the adepts of that City made the Mastery their chief
concern; but for cold Elecambron the after-workings of death were
its focus of study, and the Crossing its highest aim.

Among
Worldlings, the possibility of existence after the grave was a
tenet of belief devoutly held by the credulous of many persuasions,
but the lord adepts of Elecambron sought ascertainable proof.
Endeavors to reach the threshold of death and look beyond were
achieved only through great trials by the Northern brotherhood, and
experiments with many spells. So perilous was the Crossing that
most attempted it only when very old. Those of lesser ability died
trying; those of the greatest skill survived, though never without
some cost to body or mind. Markul’s wysards considered the Crossing
more a dangerous game than a worthy endeavor, and only a handful of
that brotherhood had ever tried it in all the City’s history. Ryel
had known the risks, but had expected that his youth and powers
would have taken him safely to that terrible bourne and back again.
Never had he dreamed that Edris would pay for that journey with his
life.

“I
call Michael of Elecambron.”

Ryel spoke to
the mirror that hung in his conjuring-chamber, the reflectionless
Glass. The name he uttered was that of his great rival, Lord
Michael Essern. Once before they had met thus, and once only; it
had been at Michael’s instigation, and had not been a cordial
encounter.

Long he
waited, and called again; and at last a face appeared, seeming more
a mask than human flesh—a mask of gray leather that had been left
out in a harsh winter, and crushed flat.

The mask’s
lipless mouth moved, proving it toothless as well. “Who dares
this?”

Ryel stared,
aghast and amazed. “Lord Michael?”

The mask’s
mouth quirked upward at both corners, as if pulled by hooks.
“Hardly. Michael has left this City.”

Ormalan
sorcerers routinely trafficked with mere men, and the enchanters of
Tesba on occasion returned to the World; but so infrequently did
those of the two greatest Cities, scarce once in every decade, that
Ryel was as much perturbed as surprised. “Lord Michael has departed
Elecambron? But when was this?”

“Two years ago, after attempting the Crossing, and returning
with eyes like yours. I was his instructor while he dwelt here, and
assisted him in the spell. Here, I am known as Kjal.”

Ryel bent his
head in recognition and respect. “I ask your pardon, Lord Kjal.
Your abilities are famed in my City, and perhaps I should have
sought you first.”

“Call me only by my name, Markulit. I know you, even with your
long locks rased. The proud Ryel, that meddled where he shouldn’t
have, and sent a better than himself howling into the black beyond.
Look at me. I said look.”

Flinching at
Kjal’s taunt Ryel raised his head, revealing his empty eyes. The
Elecambronian laughed in a hyena’s hoarse cough.

“Did you summon Michael for that? To show him how your pretty
face has changed?”

“No. I came for help.”

“And what help do you think Michael would have given? He
scorned you. He told me as much.”

Ryel felt his
face growing hot as he remembered his first and only conversation
with Michael Essern. “I seek any help at all. Edris was dear to me.
He died untimely. If there is any way I can bring him
back...”

The hooks of
Kjal’s mouth twitched. “You cannot. Leave it at that.”

“No one knows more than you about the ways of death. Surely
your Art has the power to...”

“Be silent, boy.” Those cold words chilled Ryel mute, and after
a long while, Kjal spoke again, his voice a blurry weary wheeze.
“There is no resurrection. I have taken corpses and made them walk
and talk. Dog’s tricks. Mountebankery. Anyone with the stomach for
it can instill a srih of the Outer World into the dead, and have it
animate the body for as long as desired. We of Elecambron can all
of us animate a corpse in a crude way. The cleverest of us—myself
and a handful of others—can cause the srih to subsume the traits
and qualities of the dead man, or woman, and so cause a cadaver to
seem quite passably alive. But it never fools for long.”

Yet I have been duped by it, Ryel thought, feeling his stomach cramp as he
recalled, for a sickening instant, his fifth Markulit year and a
beautiful woman with a laugh like crystal when it shatters, who had
come to him in the night and...

Kjal’s shrug
banished the memory. “The corpse eventually rots, and gives away
the game rather nastily. You Markulits have your Jade Citadel to
keep your dead fresh; we here in Elecambron have plenty of ice. But
interestingly enough, Michael spoke of the Joining-spell not long
before he left. That, and a voice which intruded upon his thoughts,
giving him no rest.”

Ryel started.
“A voice?”

“Aye. Michael Essern is not one to hear voices, nor to obey
when they command; but this one he gave ear to. It claimed to
belong to none other than Dagar Rall.”

Ryel felt a
shudder crawl over him, but fought to keep his face calm. “All the
Cities know of Dagar. He was a monster. But he lived centuries ago,
and even monsters die.”

Kjal’s mouth
twitched. “You are sure?”

Ryel winced as
his skin crept. “Kjal, what do you mean?”

“I
think you understand. Your City teaches that death of the body is
death of the rai—death entirely. And we of Elecambron have for a
thousand years done all we could to disprove you, to no avail. But
nevertheless one cannot deny that many of the Art-brotherhood—you
and my student Michael the most recent—have stood on the edge of
existence, and sensed the shadow-land between being and unbeing. It
is my belief that Dagar could well be trapped there, seeking a way
to return to the World.”

“But Dagar was slain by the entire population of your City, who
banded together to destroy him. It took all their Art to do so, and
his body was burned with fire so consuming that not even ashes were
left. Even were his rai able to escape, it has nothing to return
to.”

Kjal just
barely shook his head. “There is a moment where body and rai part,
on the edge of death. In that instant, with the right Art, Dagar’s
rai could readily find a home again in another form.” Again the
hooks twitched upward. “Yours would suit him wonderfully. The irony
of it.”

Ryel felt
Kjal’s eyes on him like crawling pale slugs, and shrugged as if to
shake them off. “The Joining-spell you speak of was created by Lord
Garnos of this City, and lost long ago. No one of the Brotherhood
now possesses the Art to re-create it.”

“That’s all as may be.” Kjal’s eyes finally blinked. “I didn’t
think I’d miss Michael as much as I do. He was young. Good to look
upon. Trouble.” The hideous mask hardened. “Existence is a curse,
Ryel Mirai. Do not call upon me again.”

The Glass
darkened. Ryel for a long time stood looking at the blank surface,
and then moved to the great chair that stood in the center of the
room, and sank into it as he buried his face in his
hands.

But even amid
the most secret of his thoughts, the voice that had whispered to
him on the wall spoke again, out of a swelter of oppressive
air.

Ah, sweet eyes. What good to be greatest, if it be fool among
fools? I that have shown you water can show you the World. Look
here.

Ryel looked
up, and found himself in a market-square of a city all unlike
Markul. The buildings and towers of this place were of pale stone,
alabaster and sweet-hued marble beautifully wrought. The wysard
could smell fresh water, and rare spices, and almonds; could see
merchants’ stalls heaped with rare goods, mosaic-lined canals alive
with shimmering fish, throngs of people hastening to and fro under
a sun so brilliant and hot that his eyes dazzled and his skin
glowed. And he heard music, bells, peremptory voices.

“Make way for the Sovrena Diara!”

A long slender
boat, airy and graceful in the crystalline spangled blue of the
canal, halted at the steps of a temple—the House of the Goddess
Atlan, as the carving on the portals made clear. Half-naked slaves
draped in jewels plied the oars, while soldiers in golden mail and
ladies gorgeously clad guarded and attended a pavilion set in the
midst of the deck. Ryel could discern a human form behind the
translucent hangings—a woman’s form, surpassingly beautiful. And
when the curtains parted—

The vision
vanished.

“Show me more,” Ryel said, leaning forward, fighting for
breath. “I saw her only for an instant.”

The voice laughed. And to what purpose? Are you not dead from the waist
down, Markulit?

It was a
strange voice, of neither sex; its final words recalled Ryel to
himself.

“I
am Ryel Mirai, son of Yorganar that was,” he said aloud. “A citizen
of Markul. The Art and my life are one. I heed no voices but those
that I myself call for; and I will no longer listen to you,
whatever you be.”

He rose, and
would have left the conjuring-chamber; but the voice came again at
his back, burning his bare nape.

Do
not listen, then,
the voice said. Look. Only look.

All unwilling
Ryel turned again. Once more he was in the midst of pale lovely
buildings, amid music and brilliant light; and the curtains parted,
and the Sovrena Diara came forth. “Ah,” breathed Ryel; and beyond
that he was speechless.

Her body was
veiled in film upon dawn-tinted film of translucent silk, her face
concealed by a half-mask glittering with jewels, but Ryel could
discern past these coverings that she was far fairer than the
riches that covered her—more flawless than the pearls that hung in
strings from her diadem, with eyes more heaven-blue than the
sapphires about her delicate neck, and lips brighter than the
rubies encircling her wrists; and no stone drawn from any of the
earth’s mines could be precious enough to equal the beauty of her
hair, that hung in loose smooth tresses and gem-entwined
plaits—hair like black satin rope, heavy and gleaming.

Just turned of eighteen, the voice continued mercilessly.
Beneath her silks, all
the answers to men’s riddles: nothing more slender than her waist.
Nothing softer and sweeter than her breasts. Nothing smoother than
her back, straighter than her legs. Nothing more—

“Enough,” Ryel rasped, dry-mouthed.

It seemed,
then, that Diara looked directly at him, her gaze at once imperious
and inviting. But beyond that Ryel saw something else behind the
mask, something that disturbed him—a desperate pleading that froze
out his desire. Yet only for an eyeblink, until her jewels flashed
and glittered under the white sun with unbearable intensity,
forcing him to close his eyes. When he opened them again he was
alone, in cold darkness dispelled only by a single
candle.

Aye, the
voice at his elbow murmured. Light is hard to bear, after years spent in dank fogs
and shadows. And lust is even harder...or is it, eunuch?

“Leave me,” Ryel snapped. “Leave me and never return.” And he
said a spell-word of dismissal, a strong one; but the voice only
laughed.

I’m no srih-servant, to be commanded. Nor can you so easily
rid yourself of yourself, young blood. But enough of visions. Time
now to get your hands full of the World. The World you have been
locked away from for a dozen weary years.

“I
cannot return to the World.” The wysard blinked burning lids,
thinking of the beautiful girl who could never look upon him save
with horror. “I cannot. Not with these eyes.”

The World does not see with the Art-brotherhood’s
acuity, the voice
replied, its sly whine laced with honey. It will behold you as you once
were.

Hope wrestled
down disbelief. “Explain,” Ryel breathed, clutching the arms of his
chair.

Only one learned in the Art can discern an
Overreacher.

Ryel leapt up.
“How is it you know that? Tell me!”

A long while
he stood waiting. But he knew by the quality of the air, by a
sudden lightening of the atmosphere, that whatever had spoken had
departed to whatever place it came from.

 


 


 



Chapter Two

Departure

 


Ryel slept
little and badly after that day. Even though the voice did not
torment him again, it had destroyed his powers of concentration and
his desire for study. The wysard found himself wasting that most
precious of his possessions, time. He would sit for hours at his
great window that opened onto the Aqqar, watching mist succeed
mist, waiting for he knew not what, anxious in his heart for
reasons he could not explain. No human form came out of the mist
during his watching, nor did he expect it; during the twelve years
since his admittance into Markul only three aspirants had emerged
from the fog and approached the eastern gates to petition for
entry. One of them had been turned away for a madwoman and another
for a fool, and the third had lived only months after entering the
gates.

Our numbers were ever few, Ryel thought as he looked down at the ground just
outside the walls, at the scattered clusters of garments and
belongings, most of them wonderfully rich, left behind by those who
had been taken into the city. Some hundreds of souls; never more than two hundred
at any time. And save for myself, all old, old—Lord Katen the
oldest since Lord Srinnoul’s death, with his century and a half, or
two hundred years if one counts by the reckoning of the World. In
Markulit reckoning I am but twelve, not much less than the age I’d
attained in the World when I came to this place; and now I feel as
if I have lived both lives in a void.

His
impenetrable eyes rested on the humblest of the garment-heaps, one
made up of the common gear of a Steppes horseman—a side-fastened
shirt of heavy undyed linen, embroidered in Rismai designs at the
cuffs and collar and hem by his mother’s hands; a long fawn-colored
coat belted at the waist, the skirts vented deep for riding; soft
leather leggings, and supple riding-boots that might be drawn up
above the knee or downgathered in folds around the calf. Next to
these garments were Jinn’s saddlebags, containing things Ryel had
cherished or thought needful. Such was the Mastery girding Markul
that despite the eternal damp, each of these objects was as whole
and unweathered as the day he had flung it from him, as indeed was
everything left by others.

Were I to believe what the voice said, I could don those
clothes again,
Ryel thought. Belt
them about me, pull on those boots, toss that bag upon my shoulder
and leave this place even as I came. Leave behind the learning of
the Art, I that have already learned more than any man living, and
take up the World’s way. The world of clear light, and blue water,
and golden towers...

He half-rose
from the window-embrasure where he sat, but another thought made
him return to his place, and lock his arms around his
knees.

“The voice wants that,” he whispered. “Wants me to venture
forth alone, and without doubt wishes me harm.”

He rested his
chin on his knees, and stared as far into the fog as he could, and
remembered his first years in Markul. From the beginning he had
been fortunate in having his kinsman Edris as his teacher. No
blood-ties united the celibate wysards of the City, and newcomers
were by custom given shelter and instruction by whoever it was that
first saw them from the walls—not always a fortuitous circumstance.
The first year had been hardest. Ryel had been required to put away
all recollection of his past, to force his mind and body into the
complete calm and mental readiness requisite for the second year’s
learning—difficult enough for a grown man, but far harder for a
boy. The second year he had begun to experiment with and inure
himself to the many drugs used by the Art-brotherhood to channel
concentration and heighten perceptual acuity. And he learned his
first spells, those that would harness the servant-spirits of the
Outer World, an urgently necessary but dangerous test of will that
had ever proven the winnowing-threshold separating live lord adept
from mere dead aspirant.

Ryel had
resisted this crucial step, but not out of fear. Even as a little
child he had been deeply skeptical of those tales in which fakirs
commanded the air for whatever they wished. What had seemed
impossible to him then was in no way more plausible now. “It can’t
happen,” he had said. And Edris had replied with the most
contemptuously resonant of snorts.

“Spoken like a hard-headed ignorant yat-brat. Look around you,
boy. You know full well that none of this was brought here by mules
and carts. But what if it had been? Would you have thought mules
magical beasts?”

Ryel shrugged
as he blushed. “I’m only saying that it doesn’t seem possible to
create material objects from nothingness.”

Edris’ scorn
was profound. “You’re a fool, whelp. When you threw off your
clothes outside the walls, you were meant to strip your mind fully
as bare. In Markul the possible and the impossible are one and the
same. Yet even in the World everything is a miracle, if viewed
closely—the wind in the air, the blinking of your eyes, a seed’s
progress to a fruit. The Mastery of Air is no more or less
miraculous, no more or less commonplace. But apparently you were
too dull in the World to wonder how the stars got into the sky—or
how you got into your mother’s womb.”

“I’m not as dull as you like to think,” Ryel said, turning away
at his kinsman’s last words, remembering how from earliest
childhood he would escape into the Steppes night while all else
slept, running far from the yats into the deep fields, there to lie
with his back to the breathing grass and his face to the flickering
infinity overhead. As a child he had known no greater delight than
those rapt communions that leapt to ecstasy at every touchstone
streak of meteor. But as he grew older the joy ebbed, giving way to
aching awe, ineffable hunger, solitude absolute and godless where
each pinprick shimmer melded into a burning white weight just above
his heart, intensifying with every star that fell.

I
have not known the stars in two years, he thought. The remembrance of everything else
he missed seemed to envelop him like Markulit fog, chill and
desolate.

Rough gibing
woke him. “Where’re you woolgathering now, whelp?”

“Far away from this place,” Ryel replied, every word
snapped.

“I’ve been too easy on you. You’re not learning fast
enough.”

“I
can’t learn any faster.”

“You mean you don’t want to.”

Ryel lifted
his chin. “I know by heart the spells that tame srihs.”

“Then use them, fool.”

“They shouldn’t work,” Ryel replied, stung and angry. “Not by
the World’s laws.”

Edris snorted
again, even more contemptuously. “Damn the dullard World. The Art
takes imagination, lad—something you’ve shown precious little of,
I’m sorry to say. You have to not only accept the impossible, but
make it happen. That’s what the meditations and the drugs of the
first couple of years are for—to loosen your mind, open it up, free
it from fear and doubt. You’ve learned all that, but you’ll never
move on to the next step as long as I keep feeding you. A few days’
fasting, and you’d learn srih-Mastery soon enough...” To Ryel’s
deep perturbation and resentment, Edris’ long eyes lit in mocking
malice. “Now there’s a thought. I’ll just quit feeding you. Find
your own dinner tonight, brat.”

Ryel went
hungry for three days. During that time he endured not only
starvation, but Edris’ taunts and wavings of food in his face,
which he stonily ignored. However, by the dawning of the fourth day
he knew by the lightness of his head and the famished tremor of the
rest of him that he must either progress to the next step of the
Art while he still had the strength, or submit to having his uncle
throw him scraps and call him idiot. Goaded beyond all misgivings,
he called up the last of his strength and strode to the book-table
in the middle of his room, knocking aside the scrolls and volumes,
cursing his stomach, the Art, Markul, Edris, everything. With
peremptory exasperation he barked out the necessary mantra, then
commanded a full Steppes breakfast with chal hot and strong. When
these things appeared, he felt no astonishment, and scarcely
muttered thanks to his unseen servitors as he grabbed a piece of
bread and tore off a vengeful bite.

“So, brat. You finally came round.” Edris leaned in the
doorway, grinning. “Good job, lad.” Uninvited he came in, examining
the food with a critical eye. “Not very fancily dished, but
everything looks fresh.” He sampled the food with approval. “And
not a trace of poison, either. You must have done it right. Srihs
are like horses—if you don’t show them straightway who’s master
they’ll throw you. The only difference is you might survive a toss
from a horse.”

Edris said
that full-mouthed, and Ryel for a vicious moment wished his Art
less, and his srihs venomous. “My thanks for your fatherly
concern.” He put a bitter stress on the adjective, one that made
Edris stop chewing and swallow hard.

“Listen, whelp.” His two great hands clamped down over Ryel’s
shoulders, his dark slant eyes probed Ryel’s like thorns. “I
wouldn’t want a hair of your thick head so much as frayed. Believe
that. But you’ve got to learn, and fast.”

Ryel struggled
to free himself, unavailingly. “Why should I hurry? Am I not to
grow old here, like all the rest of you?”

Edris’ warning
shake made Ryel’s teeth clack. “Watch it, brat. I’m not so much a
graybeard that I can’t keep you in line. It may be that neither of
us will stay here forever. It may be that your Art is meant for the
World. But even if you end up flat on your back in the Jade Tower,
you’re going to learn everything I can teach you first.”

“I
won’t.” Ryel wrenched himself from his kinsman’s grip and kicked
over the table, scattering everything. “I want to go home. I want
to—to look at stars. I’m leaving.”

Edris only
laughed. “Try getting the gates open.”

“I’ll slide down the damned walls if I have to.”

“Not a chance, lad.” The big hands caught him again, and
tightened beyond any escape. “You’re staying here. And you’re
learning. You’re going to learn the Art faster and more cleverly
than anyone has since the First built this City. I’ll see to it.” A
long time Edris looked upon Ryel’s face, for once without irony.
“But you won’t have to live under my roof or by my rules any
longer. You’ve shown today that you can take care of yourself.
Markul’s full of empty houses—choose one for your own.”

Three days ago
Ryel might have greeted that news with overt joy. Now he merely
gave a curt nod, as one grown man to another. “I already
have.”

Edris was
amused, but for once seemed to make an effort not to show it.
“Where?”

“Close to this. It’s the one built above the wall, looking
westward.”

“Ah. Lord Aubrel lived there—and died there, out of his mind
and by his own hand.”

Ryel shrugged
away his shudder. “It’s well-placed and large.”

Edris grinned.
“Considerably larger than this, you mean. Well, I had elbow room
enough until you came along, whelp, and I won’t mind getting it
back. You’re welcome to Lord Aubrel’s house—no one’s crossed its
threshold since he was carried out lifeless over it, centuries ago.
You needn’t worry about its being haunted, but I’ll wager the dust
is a foot thick.”

Ryel shrugged
again, confidently now. “My srihs will clean it.”

“Well said. That’s what they’re for. The First fully understood
that learning the Art left no time for household drudgery. You can
rely on srihs to provide all that you need to live—and they’ll do
so lavishly, if they respect you. But it’s unwise to ask too much
of them. Fatal, to some. Be careful.”

“I
will be.”

“You’re so damned young. Nothing but a boy, and yet—” For a
silent while Edris seemed to brood, then, his eyes fixed not on
Ryel’s but someplace immeasurably far. “You’re stronger than you
know, lad. Stronger than I’ll ever be.” That grin again, more
ferociously jeering than ever. “And too foolish by much to fear
anything. So order us some fresh breakfast, and after it we’ll go
on to the next step.”

 



*****

 


Ryel had
learned the next step, and the next, and all others after. He
learned quickly, without particular effort. The hard part was
overcoming revulsion and fear, emotions all too frequent in
Art-dealings. His initiation complete, Ryel might have followed
Edris’ example and Markulit custom, and devoted all his study to
the Mastery. But because he was young and still felt the pull of
the World, he often escaped to the great library of the City to
study volume after volume of art, music, travel, literature,
customs of various countries, sciences, mathematics, history. He
also learned the healing arts, since many of the adepts of Markul
had been notable physicians in the World, and were glad to teach
him. From them Ryel learned surgery and herbal medicine. He could
at need set a broken limb, cure illness, counteract poison—and
more.

“You’re the only male in this city still capable of delivering
a baby,” Edris had said, when Ryel was in his fifth Markulit year.
“The men here who used to be doctors have long forgotten everything
you’ve been learning from Serah and the others. It’s that smooth
face of yours—the sisterhood tell you things about their bodies’
workings that the rest of us never had time to understand, and now
have no use for. Never was a man—much less a mere boy—so deeply
learned in women’s lore. But you’ve got the best instruction, after
all. Few women’s minds are subtler and more keen than those of
Serah, Mevanda, and Elindal, three of the greatest witches in the
world.”

“Don’t call them witches. They are like my my—” Ryel caught the word in his bitten lip, but
Edris guessed it nonetheless. His dark eyes searched his nephew’s
face, unsmilingly now.

“You still miss her.”

Ryel looked
away. “Yes. And my father, and the sister I remember only as a baby
just taking her first steps.”

He thought of
them because he was in Edris’ house, sitting on floor-cushions by
the fireside as he would have on the Steppes. His own home by the
western wall he had made ever more comfortable in the past three
years, with Almancarian touches of luxury; but his kinsman’s house
was in all respects yatlike, its walls draped with leather
hangings, its appointments rough and spare. One might almost walk
outside into green miles of field, bright sun and blue sky and
whipping winds.

Edris stirred
the fire, and poured them each more chal. “Serah Dalkith would
willingly be something more than a mother to you. She’s still a
beauty.”

Ryel felt
himself blushing, and made no reply. The notion had occurred to him
many times before. “She’s closer to your age, and I’ve seen the way
you two look at each other.”

Edris
shrugged. “We’re good friends. But friendship between a man and a
woman is never without a bit of spark. Makes it
interesting.”

Ryel’s
thoughts stayed with the Steppes. “Do you never wish to leave
Markul and return to the World?”

“Never, lad.”

“Why?”

“Because as long as you’re here, I am. To instruct you. And
time’s running out.” He tossed more kulm on the fire, watching the
flames leap up. “Our Art’s fading, lad. Most
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