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Chapter One

“In the name of King
Sedlin, let this council come to order.” Sea Lord Chrysen silenced
the chamber with a tap of her gavel. “Who has business for the
Collegium of Mage Lords?”

Stone Lord Senorith rose
from his high seat. “I do.”

Chrysen nodded graciously.
“Come forward, brother magus.”

As Senorith made his way
to the podium, faint whispers echoed upward into the shadowy dome
of Arkanost’s Grand Collegium. Lamps mounted on the curving wall
spread a thin layer of smoke through the air. Sitting in the front
row, Ryamon blinked against the sting.

“They
will listen,” he said to
himself. “They have to
understand.”

He glanced around, seeking
to calm his nerves. The dais of white limestone loomed at the
center of the chamber. Though polished to a fine sheen, it was
shaped in a severe, plain style. The rigid lines were softened only
slightly by drapes of silken fabric dyed in the colors of the Seven
Exalted Orders. Senorith stood behind a similar podium facing the
dais.

“My brother and sister
magi,” the Stone Lord began, “I come to speak for my novice, Ryamon
of Dalgest.”

Below their banners, the
Mage Lords sat in their robes of office. Each held a lacquered
staff. One or two of them glanced at Ryamon. He tried to look back
steadily. Though he was dressed in gray robes, like any Stone
magus, his blood jumped as restlessly as the flames in the lamps.
This was what he had been waiting for.

The rest of the chamber
held rows of hard benches, where Ryamon squirmed along with the
other petitioners. A little farther down the front row, three
nobles sat on embroidered pads. A prim-looking older woman was
accompanied by a younger man and woman. These were observers from
the court of King Sedlin. Their names had been announced when they
entered, but Ryamon hadn’t been paying attention. The younger lady
fanned herself idly.

Then the Stone Lord’s
voice brought his attention back to the dais. “Through no error of
his own, this novice has been incorrectly placed within the Order
of Stone. It is Fire that calls to his spirit. I ask Akayel, as my
brother magus, to accept this novice into the Order of
Fire.”

“Say
yes,” Ryamon begged
silently.

Akayel’s eyes narrowed
with displeasure. “Is this some sort of joke?” he
hissed.

Ryamon’s hands clenched in
his lap. He might look like a Stone magus, but it wasn’t his nature
to endure in silence. That was exactly the problem.

“Indeed
not,” Senorith replied. “This novice has great potential. He has
worked hard. Through study of the strictures, through fasting and
vigil, and even by smoking the sacred sibban, he has done all a student
could do. Such determination would be a credit to my order, if
Stone was his natural Element.”

“Enough!” The Fire Lord’s
voice sizzled with irritation. “You could waste all day telling me
how wonderful your novice is. I still wouldn’t want
him.”

Fury and despair exploded
within Ryamon. It was all he could do to keep his place, to not cry
out in shock. Stone was not his true element—Fire was! He had known
it since he was a boy feeding twigs to his mother’s cook fire. The
Order of Stone had been only a temporary stop, a chance to learn
the most basic techniques. He hadn’t thought the different element
would matter. His mentor, Cerdych, had seemed sure of
it.

After all his struggles,
Ryamon could barely shape bricks. He couldn’t wait to be free from
the Order of Stone. How could the Fire Lord reject him?

Up on the dais, Chrysen
asked, “Why not? You know he has power.”

Ryamon felt a flicker of
hope as she set the gavel on the desk before her. Even the other
mage lords thought Akayel was being unfair. Maybe they could talk
some sense into him.

“He’s taken no vows.”
Klaive, the Storm Lord, glanced a question at Senorith.

“Correct,” Senorith
affirmed.

“Doesn’t every order
welcome new novices?” Minarik, the Blood Lord, asked
mildly.

Being questioned seemed to
infuriate Akayel. “Do you think me desperate for followers?” he
retorted. “Are my standards so low?”

“I have a different
concern.” Salovik, the white-bearded Ice Lord, spoke for the first
time. He was calm, like the Stone Lord, but spoke with a cold edge
of spite. “If you knew the young man’s power was not right for your
Order, why did you take him? You should have sent him on to Akayel.
Someone might get the wrong idea, Senorith.”

A murmur started among the
watchers as they realized what Salovik was implying. The Seven
Exalted Orders were rigidly separated. Each had its Mysteries, ways
of power it kept from the others. Salovik was suggesting Ryamon’s
transfer was a scheme to steal secrets from the Order of Fire and
pass them back to Senorith.

Despite himself, Ryamon
leapt to his feet. “Not so!”

Some of the audience
tittered at his reaction. Up on the dais, Murcrys the Shadow Lord,
turned to share a sly smile with Klaive.

“He certainly sounds like
one of yours, Akayel,” she remarked. The Fire Lord
scowled.

“Ice Lord, you go too
far!” Chrysen scolded. “There is no reason to question Senorith’s
intentions.”

“There never is, until
it’s too late,” Salovik answered with a chilly smile.

Meantime, the Stone Lord
turned. A somber glance warned Ryamon clearly to sit down and be
quiet. His face burned and bitterness flooded his throat, but
Ryamon obeyed. He was only a novice. Soon he might not even be
that. His only hope was to let his mage lord handle
this.

Senorith turned back to
his peers. “It saddens me to hear you say this,
brother.”

He didn’t sound angry, but
his voice reverberated through the walls of the Grand Collegium.
Some in the audience glanced around, as if suddenly remembering the
building they sat in was made completely of stone.

“I’m sure Salovik meant
nothing by it,” Murcrys said softly. Her voice held a hint of
steel. Salovik didn’t bother to reply.

“My brother, if your
concern is that he’s already touched the element of Stone,” Minarik
said, “it shouldn’t be a barrier. Senorith says the Stone does not
answer him. And there is precedent from long ago…”

“That time has passed,”
Klaive quickly interrupted.

Again tension flared
through the audience. Ryamon found himself glancing warily at the
three noblemen who represented the king. Each of the Exalted Orders
tapped only one element. Nobody was going to offend the throne by
suggesting a change.

“We cannot go back to
that,” Chrysen agreed.

“Precisely my point.”
Akayel’s raised his hand with the appearance of piety, but his
lingering irritation showed through. “His spirit is already
tainted. It would be a step back to the evils of olden
times.”

Ryamon stiffened,
swallowing fresh rage at being dismissed as tainted.

“None of us want that,”
Murcrys soothed. “I believe Minarik meant to say that just
attempting to touch the spirit of Stone shouldn’t interfere if he
truly joins with Fire.”

“It doesn’t matter,”
Akayel insisted. “I have no need for a novice who’s failed at
another Mystery.”

Ryamon couldn’t stand to
look at the pack of them, sitting up there and deciding his fate as
if he was an animal they could buy and sell.

Senorith seemed to accept
defeat, for he patently asked, “Then what should become of a novice
who cannot serve my Order?”

“Send him home, if he does
not love his element. Or let him work in the kitchens. I don’t
care,” Akayel sniffed.

Senorith answered with a
curt bow, then walked back to take his place on the dais. Ryamon
glared up at the mage lords, his head pounding with rage and
despair. They looked like a row of wax puppets, he thought. Not one
of them had a living heart.

Murcrys turned her head
slightly, a gleam in her dark eyes. With her psychic powers, she
might have heard his angry thoughts. Compared to the magnitude of
his loss, it hardly seemed to matter. He stared at the fists in his
lap.

“If I may,” someone
interrupted.

“Of course, Countess,”
Salovik said at once.

Ryamon spared a sullen
glance to see the older noblewoman had risen. Guilberta, that was
her name. Full skirts rustled as she swept over to the lower dais.
She wore a stylish gown of black brocade, close fitted in the
sleeves and buttoned tightly up the back with a froth of lace at
the wrists and neck. Silver hair was pinned up under a dainty black
hat. Feathers bobbed as she inclined her head toward the seven
magi.

“I am sure his majesty
would prefer the novice remain with his order, even if his training
has ended,” Guilberta said in a clear, precise tone. “We cannot
have half-trained magi wandering the realm. Too many unfortunate
accidents might result.”

“Of course, the king’s
wishes are of great importance,” Klaive replied. All the mage lords
seemed strained, Ryamon thought. They didn’t like the king’s
authority any more than he liked their powers.

After an exacting curtsey,
Guilberta returned to her companions. The young nobleman rose to
greet her. He was also garbed in a fine black suit and gazed up at
Guilberta with open admiration. The younger lady hadn’t even
stopped fanning herself. Once again, Ryamon swallowed against the
sour taste of defeat.

An uncomfortable silence
had fallen. After a moment, Sea Lord Chrysen cleared her throat.
“Do any of us have other business to bring forward?”

“I do.” Minarik, the Blood
Lord, rose to make his way toward the lower dais. He was a slight
figure in the crimson robes of his order. Ryamon could hardly see
him through the haze of despair over his eyes.

“It grieves me to speak of
this shame upon my house,” Minarik said. A sheaf of parchment
rustled nervously in his hands. “In the district of Selkest, a
novice of Blood has abandoned our order.”

Ryamon listened without
caring as the audience started to whisper again. To be a Fire magus
had been his life’s dream. How could he give it up and work at
menial chores? It was utterly unfair. Ryamon couldn’t succeed as a
stone magus, but he wasn’t allowed to leave, either? And the
collegium wouldn’t do anything about it. They were sadists, all of
them!

“The initiate who was
training her reports the novice, Valdira, had always displayed
unusual talents. Naturally, she was forbidden to use them.” Minarik
raised his voice slightly as the murmuring grew louder. “Initiate
Silma directed her to use only the approved techniques—”

“What do you mean,
unusual?” Chrysen interrupted.

Again parchment rustled as
the Blood Lord turned to a thin volume among his stack. After
glancing through it, he said, “Novice Valdira can communicate with
animals and plants.”

“Plants?” Klaive repeated.
A breeze of humor seemed to blow through the collegium. Even
Senorith looked amused.

“Do they have a lot to
say?” Murcrys added with a sarcastic smile.

“Regardless,” Salovik said
with chilly severity, “such unlawful activity cannot be tolerated.
Why did your initiate not report this sooner, Blood
Lord?”

“Self-defense, of course,”
Murcrys answered before Minarik could. “She would been seen as
derelict in her duty. No one would want to admit that.”

“Even though it was true?”
Akayel snapped.

Chrysen tapped her gavel
lightly. When the chamber was quiet, she asked, “Where do matters
stand now?”

“Novice Valdira has run
away from Silma’s home in Lornest,” Minarik answered. “For those
who have never been there, Selkest is in the southwest of Arkanost,
along our border with Costera. It’s an area of mountains and heavy
forest. One who knows the area well could hide there for a long
time.”

A rogue magus? Ryamon felt
his disappointment and frustration coalesce into a searing hatred.
He played by the rules, even when it hurt. Look where it got him.
But this novice, Valdira, didn’t care about rules. She just did
what she wanted. Oh, if he had five minutes with her…!

“She’s gone renegade?”
Klaive asked. All humor vanished as the mage lords united in their
concern.

“Since we know how his
majesty feels about this sort of thing,” Senorith said, with a
stoic nod toward Countess Guilberta, “there can be no question of
what we must do.”

“Send an inquisitor,”
Chrysen said.

“Bring her back to face
charges!” Akayel flared.

“If she won’t obey her
mage lord, she must be imprisoned,” Salovik said.

“Someone should invite her
to speak with us,” Klaive agreed. “I would like to ask her a few
questions.”

His gentle, ironic tone
made it clear he didn’t mean a polite request. Still, Ryamon
seethed. If only he had the power of Fire, he would go to Selkest
himself. He would make sure the upstart was punished.

“Then I will direct one of
my Blood Masters—” Minarik began, but the Shadow Lord
interrupted.

“I have a better idea.”
For some reason, Murcrys was looking at Ryamon. The sly look in her
eyes cooled his fury by several degrees. “Wasn’t there a young man
in the audience who wished to prove his mettle? Let him take up the
task. If he succeeds, it should prove his worth. Come, Akayel, what
do you say?”

“I have no objection,”
Senorith said.

In an instant, Ryamon was
on his feet again. “I’ll do it!”

No one tittered this time.
Murcrys and the others stared hard at the Fire Lord. Akayel’s
shoulders sank slightly with exasperation. Finally he flicked the
air in a weary gesture.

“Oh, very well. Let him
try. I suppose I might reconsider.”

Relief flooded Ryamon,
turning his stiff knees soft enough to wobble. He bowed with a jerk
and sat down. The seven mage lords fell to discussing how to phrase
their message, but Ryamon stopped listening. Looking up at the Fire
Lord’s thin face, it was impossible to tell if he meant what he’d
said, but a new purpose burned within Ryamon. He had to go to
Selkest. It was a chance —his last chance—to enter the Order of
Fire. No matter what, he had to try.

~ * ~

Phareth, initiate of
Shadow, sat cross-legged, trying to concentrate on his strictures
instead of his empty belly. Unfortunately, there was little to
distract him. The cramped chamber held only the chair he sat on and
a narrow wooden bed.

It was late afternoon. A
small slot of window admitted enough light to read by, but it was
too high to see through. Phareth could faintly smell the damp earth
of the garden outside the brick walls. He imagined the tidy rows of
lettuce, carrots, cabbage, and onions.

He longed for that quiet
haven. Phareth loved the green plants because they didn’t think.
There was no need to guard his mind from them. Nor had they any
secrets to pry loose—just the occasional insect. But, alas, he
could have no solace until he had fasted and done
penance.

Phareth blinked and forced
his eyes to focus on the translucent parchment of his lesson book.
He read, A shadow sees, but is not seen.
It hears, but is not heard. A shadow deceives, but is not deceived.
It knows, but is unknown.

He turned his head, closed
his eyes, let the book slip from his fingers. Pages fluttered; it
struck the floor with a soft thud.

These were the most
important rules in the Order of Shadow. He had known them since
childhood. Yet, somehow, he had broken them all.

Phareth still didn’t
understand what had happened. Logoll hadn’t been his first mission.
He knew how to be careful. His stomach churned with frustration. By
the midnight moon, he had
been careful! It wasn’t enough. Now the Order of
Shadow was fouled by scandal, the most spectacular failure of an
assignment in decades. And it was all his fault.

Phareth leaned back for a
moment, not seeing the brick wall opposite him. He had to accept it
somehow, subdue his pride and acknowledge his part in the fiasco.
In all likelihood, he would be spending more time than he wished in
the garden, once his penance was done. No one was likely to trust
him with sensitive information again.

He sighed and leaned
forward, reaching for the book. As his fingers brushed the cover,
another presence inserted itself into his mind.

“What is
it you think you’re doing?” Murcrys
asked. The Shadow Lord’s thoughts were like leather, supple and yet
tough enough to resist any attack. “Is all
this fasting supposed to impress me?”

Phareth paused, uncertain
how to respond. Penance was the usual way to atone for one’s
errors. The Tower of Shadows held several cells just like this one,
for exactly that purpose.

He sensed the Shadow
Lord’s impatience and answered meekly, “No.” Although, now that she
mentioned it, perhaps he had been making a bid for her
attention.

“There’s
no sense hiding,” Murcrys told
Phareth. “Yes, everyone knows. Yes,
they’re all talking. Just show your face and be done with
it.”

Her very thoughts prickled
with irritation. Phareth listened, knowing better than to argue
when Murcrys was in this mood. If he strained, maybe he would pick
up some echo of sympathy for his misery.

“I
understand,” he replied.

“Then
take off the hair shirt and come to supper,”
the Shadow Lord instructed.

“Yes, Mother.”

Her presence withdrew.
Phareth didn’t see much point in telling her he wasn’t wearing a
hair shirt, nor whipping himself to prove his resolve. It was the
Stone magi who did those things, showing their power by hardening
their skin to turn away pain.

At least Murcrys still
acknowledged their relationship. With her support, it might be
possible to rebuild his shattered career. Somehow.

Slowly he retrieved the
book and dropped it onto the bed. He felt dizzy for a moment when
he stood, no doubt due to the two days’ fast he was about to break.
He paused at the door to straighten his plain black robe. The door
handle turned with a sound like a whip-crack.

Barefoot as any penitent,
Phareth walked along the cold tile floor, turned sharp corners, and
descended the main stair toward the refectory. Other magi were
going the same way, but none walked with Phareth. Some wore white
novice robes, and others the black of full initiates. All had the
same expression, tranquil and yet with shuttered eyes, reflecting
the mental discipline of the Shadow Magi.

Phareth kept his own guard
up, yet he struggled with his emotions. No one openly laughed at
him, and he was glad of that, but he discovered he didn’t like to
be ignored, either. As the son of the sitting Shadow Lord, and a
rising star in his own right, he was accustomed to a certain amount
of attention, even deference. Now no one even looked at him.
Phareth felt strange and insubstantial, as if he wasn’t completely
there.

His feet were real enough
to get him to the refectory, at least. The long tables stood in
their ranks, lined with initiates on the left, novices on the
right. A handful of masters occupied a shorter table across the
head of the room, together with the Shadow Lord. Phareth hadn’t
seen his mother since the formal debriefing on his return, yet she
gave no sign she saw him enter.

He moved toward his
accustomed place, then faltered as his gaze caught on an unexpected
gap. Kylethia had always been a welcoming presence among the shadow
magi, an eager student, capable beyond her years. Even before she
passed her initiation, they had been much together. Phareth had
trusted Kylethia as he did no other, not even his own
mother—trusted her enough to take her with him to Logoll, whence
she would never return.

Or perhaps it wasn’t
really trust. Once she became an initiate, Kylethia was no longer
required to keep chaste. The mission had seemed an ideal
opportunity to work together more closely. Certainly Kylethia had
been eager. Her presence may have been the fatal distraction that
led to disaster. Still, Phareth couldn’t bring himself to blame his
lover. Her irrevocable absence haunted him.

A low chime sounded,
signaling the beginning of the meal. Phareth sat, not caring where
he was. He ate what was passed to him, scarcely tasting the ham and
steamed cabbage. Sweet bread with raisins no longer held any charm.
Afterward he stared into his empty plate and wondered what to do
with himself. He had no clear duties here.

Murcrys might have been
watching Phareth after all, for he felt a mental tug. He left his
dish and approached the head table with a trepidation he didn’t let
show. Murcrys had dark hair and eyes, like Phareth. With her black
robe, she seemed to have been cut from the shadows as one piece.
Beside her sat Master Gallitaw, pink-cheeked and bald. Thick
spectacles gave his eyes a strange, swollen look but he watched
Phareth approach with a piercing gaze.

Murcrys kept her
expression neutral, a warning that Phareth must not presume on
their relationship. He bowed to her and added a polite nod to
Gallitaw.

“You are between
assignments, Initiate.” Murcrys spoke aloud, not troubling to raise
or lower her voice. Though no others glanced their way, Phareth was
aware of nearby diners straining to hear her words. He was sure his
mother felt their interest, too, but she did not react. “Master
Gallitaw can always use assistants. You will join him in the
classroom tomorrow morning.”

Gallitaw? Phareth schooled
his expression, though he was once again aware of the master’s
probing stare. Gallitaw worked with novices at the most basic
level. This was clearly a demotion, perhaps even a broad hint that
Phareth should work on his own basic skills. But, really, what else
could he expect?

Phareth bowed again,
making sure to include Gallitaw this time. “I will be
there.”


Chapter Two

“Must you go?” Cerdych
asked.

“Yes,” Ryamon snapped. “I
have to go. The Mage Lords command it.”

“I’m sorry,” Cerdych
sighed.

Ryamon didn’t answer. He
scowled as the morning sunlight blazed in his eyes. Cerdych hurried
after Ryamon.

Since he was Ryamon’s
mentor, he should have been in the lead, but Ryamon couldn’t help
stalking ahead. Cerdych was a true stone magus, slow and steady
even when he was late. Well, Ryamon wasn’t. If he missed his barge,
he thought his heart would burst. Also, he suspected Cerdych wanted
him to say this wasn’t his fault, and he couldn’t do that. In large
part, Ryamon’s situation was Cerdych’s fault. He wasn’t going to
lie about it.

The Polvest docks were a
frantic moil of ships’ crews, hand carts, porters and passengers.
The river laid its wet stench thick in the air. Ryamon side-stepped
to avoid the swinging weights of a boom crane. Once clear, he
paused to look for the passenger barge that was to take him
upriver.

Spotting the faded crimson
letters, MEKTILD, he set off through the press with new energy.
Cerdych, middle aged and stout, had a hard time keeping up until
the dock workers stepped aside to let them through.

The common folk respected
magi, though they didn’t like or trust them. All who saw Cerdych
and Ryamon knew what they were. Full-length gray robes identified
them as Stone magi, and symbols down the front showed their ranks
as initiate and novice. Their hair hung long over their shoulders,
because magi never had to worry about getting it tangled by manual
labor.

Yet, in truth, Ryamon’s
person was at odds with his attire. He was barely 19, with the
lanky frame of a youth grown into a man’s height but lacking manly
muscle. His hair was coppery, his eyes blue as a low-burning fire.
A wide-brimmed straw hat would keep the weather out of his face.
From his wide belt a tiny volume dangled, ivory leaves engraved
with the strictures of his order. He also wore a leather waypack
and walked with a sturdy staff which could also serve as a weapon
if needed.

There was a short line at
the boarding plank. Ryamon joined it. Catching up, Cerdych reached
out as if to clasp Ryamon’s shoulder, then let his hand fall to his
side.

“My boy, I wish you well,”
he said. “Your task will not be easy.” Ryamon frowned, hoping he
wasn’t about to tell everyone on the docks about the renegade
magus. The Collegium wouldn’t want those kind of rumors starting.
Cerdych merely added, “Be cautious.”

Ryamon should have known
regret at leaving his mentor, but he felt only simmering anger. He
bowed stiffly, rejecting the older man’s concern.

“I’ll be
careful.”

A crewman offered him a
wooden token carved with a crown, the mark of Polvest. Ryamon
stowed it in his belt pouch as he strode up the ramp. When he got
off the barge, he would give it back along with his
payment.

A longhouse ran down the
center of the deck. Glancing inside, Ryamon saw rows of wooden
bunks with identical blankets folded in identical stacks. He looked
them over but didn’t choose one yet. It might not be smart to leave
his waypack unattended.

Returning to the deck, he
saw the ramp being pulled up behind a sea magus in blue robes. The
man spoke briefly with the ship’s master, then climbed a ladder and
emerged on the longhouse roof. Ryamon sensed the tingle of magic in
the air. A moment later, the barge started to move. His burning
impatience eased a little. At last, he was on his way!

From his vantage point,
the sea magus piloted the barge through the crowded harbor, shaping
the currents to guide it. Ryamon watched with vague envy. It must
feel good to be so sure of his skills. Once across the harbor, the
magus got off at a stone jetty. A team of greater monti waited
there. Soon the giant mammals were hitched to the barge. They
labored along the bank, towing it upriver.

The streets of Polvest
were too narrow for monti, so Ryamon hadn’t seen them often. At
first it was interesting to watch the great beasts. Each was twice
a man’s height, with tree-trunk legs, saggy brown skin and a
curling sweep of nose. Their famous tusks had been capped with iron
balls. Another greater montus passed on a barge headed downstream.
They trumpeted shrill greetings to each other. The noise made
Ryamon’s ears ring.

Then he realized the monti
were walking along a path so smooth that it must have been shaped
by stone magi. It was a mocking reminder of his mission. He went
back to his cramped bunk to brood.

Ryamon understood why
magic had to be controlled the way it was. Long ago, Arkanost had
been ruled by wizards who were so cruel that the people rose up in
revolt. Afterward, the Seven Exalted Orders had been created. Each
had access to only one element, so no magus could accumulate too
much power.

Under the king’s
authority, the Seven Exalted Orders were carefully balanced against
each other. Indeed, the seven Mage Lords were far more strict with
each other than non-magi could ever be. Unfortunately for Ryamon,
the constant rivalry meant he was stuck in the wrong order with no
way out. Unless he brought Valdira to her senses, of course. Given
his inability to command the sole element allowed him, it would
take a miracle.

With bitter honesty,
Ryamon asked himself what he would do if he failed. If he could
never have the power of Fire, would he be willing to settle for
Stone after all? Could that be enough for him? His pride said
no.

Yet the alternative was to
give up all magic. He would never feel the power flow through his
hands again. Could he really stand to be a mere scribe or kitchen
worker? Again, his deepest heart said no.

Ryamon didn’t know what to
do. Akayel had told him to find something in Stone to love. Yet if
he learned to master stone, he would surrender the purity that
Akayel prized. He would lose everything.

He hadn’t reached any
conclusion ten days later when, the barge stopped at the riverside
town of Elvest in the County of Hinost. Ryamon paid his fare and
stood on the quay. The boards seemed to heave under his feet even
though his eyes knew he was standing still. Slowly, controlling his
vertigo, he crossed the street and dropped onto a stone
bench.

Ryamon sat for a moment,
watching the flow of dock workers and townsfolk around his
position. Everyone seemed busy, intent on their work. They all had
a purpose. What did Ryamon have?

A young woman in a pretty
linen dress descended the same plank he had just come down. She
stopped and looked around. The wind gusted, making the ribbons on
her straw-hat flutter. A voice cut through the commotion of the
busy dock; a smile lit the girl’s face as her young man ran to
greet her. Ryamon watched, faintly embarrassed, as they embraced.
Then the man stepped back and picked up her baggage. Talking
animatedly, the couple strolled past Ryamon. He looked down,
feeling like an intruder on their happiness.

Until he saw the pair,
Ryamon hadn’t realized how isolated he was among the Stone magi.
How lonely. Before he left Dalgest, he had spent a lot of time
courting various girls, seeking the one who was perfect for him. Of
course, all that had to end once he knew he would be leaving for
Polvest. It would have been unfair to woo a girl and leave her
behind.

Still, Ryamon had hoped to
find someone who followed her heart as passionately as he did his.
But who could there be for him in the drab halls of the Stone
Tower?

A fresh wave of vertigo
swirled over Ryamon. This was a waste of time. He couldn’t cling to
dreams. He had to work with what he had. Breathing deeply, he let
the rock’s solidity flow into him. It wasn’t exactly love, he
thought as the dizziness faded, but it was something he could
appreciate.

When he had his land legs
back, he collected a new token and got aboard a dray bound
southward. Two wooden carriages were hitched behind a lesser
montus. Though smaller than its huge relatives, the animal was
still far taller than a man. Shaggy reddish fur covered its hide.
Its tusks were short and straight.

The carriages were divided
into compartments. There weren’t many travelers, so Ryamon got one
to himself. Even as he settled on a hard seat beside the small
window, a whip cracked outside. The carriage lurched into
motion.

Clearly this road had
never felt a magus’s touch. It was muddy in some places, rocky in
others. No part of it was smooth going. Ryamon looked out the
window, watching the whitewashed cottages of Elvest give way to
rolling plains. Hinost was famous for its grain fields. The wheat
was brilliant with the green of late spring.

Before long, the peaceful
vista became boring. Somewhere on that rutted road, Ryamon made the
decision he had been trying to avoid. He had to get serious about
Stone. It was the only power he had to overcome Valdira.

He lifted the tiny book
that dangled at his waist and propped his feet on his waypack as
the dray bumped along. The strictures were the guiding principles
of his Order. One by one he turned the pages, trying to meditate on
their teachings.

Stone is patient. It knows
neither anger nor fear. Ryamon read the
words several times, feeling both fear and anger churn within him.
The lesson had no meaning at all for him.

Stone is strength. It does
not bend to whim or chance. This Ryamon
understood. Stone magi were builders. They gave the kingdom roads
and bridges, buildings great and small—things that had to
last.

Stone does not hurry. In
its own time it takes its form. That was
Cerdych, all right, making Ryamon repeat exercises over and over.
Remembering made him shut the book with a groan. He hadn’t ever
understood most of those lessons.

Ryamon had read through
the strictures so many times before. Every time, they bored him.
How could dull Stone ever compare to the warmth and energy of
Fire?

The montus didn’t move at
any great speed, but the beast never seemed to tire, either. Some
nights the carriages stopped along the road and Ryamon slept on the
wooden bench in his compartment. Whenever they came to a town, he
walked around to stretch his legs and looked for objects built of
stone. When he found one, even if it was just the wall beside the
road, he ran his hands over the coarse material or leaned up
against it, searching for something he could admire or connect
to.

Sometimes he was able to
sense how some other stone magus had formed the rock. Other times,
the stones were natural and had never been shaped at all. If he
sensed cracks deep enough to weaken the structure, he shaped the
stone to erase them. It was easier than he remembered. Maybe
because no one was looking over his shoulder, demanding that he
succeed.

Finally, Ryamon was doing
what he was supposed to do all along. He hated it. In fact, the
better he got at shaping stone, the worse he felt. As a boy, he had
heard stories about a wizard king who punished his enemies by
forcing them to don iron boots. Wearing these, they couldn’t walk
any faster than a slow hobble. If the victim tried to take the
enchanted boots off, they shrank and squeezed their feet until they
begged for mercy. Eventually they would be crippled, no longer a
threat to his regime.

Being in the Order of
Stone was a curse that clung to Ryamon in just the same way. The
more he struggled to escape, the more it ensnared him.

The villages got smaller
and smaller as the montus carriage lurched and rumbled on. Ryamon
was the only passenger left when it reached the end of its route
five days later. He would be on foot from here, so he paid off his
token and went to the local market. There he got dry bread, hard
cheese, strips of jerky, and directions to the village of Lornest,
Valdira’s former home. With dull determination, he set his hat on
his head and started walking.

Gone were the rolling
plains of central Arkanost. Rugged hills now loomed over him, deep
folds of land covered with a dense pelt of trees. The tang of pine
floated on the breeze. When he crested the first ridge, rocky
spires rose in the distance. Ryamon tried to remember the map
Cerdych had shown him back in Polvest. Travel and frustration
blurred his memory, but he didn’t think he would go as far as the
mountains.

How close was he to the
border? Ryamon knew little of the kingdom across the mountains
except that it was called Costera. There was no commerce between
the two domains, only partly because of those mountains. Costera
still had a wizard king, and Sedlin of Arkanost didn’t want his
subjects getting any ideas. No doubt Terlith of Costera felt the
same way.

Ryamon fell back to
brooding as he followed the narrow road. He could feel stone all
around him, sometimes lying deep and sometimes just below the
surface. At dusk, he ate a cold meal and formed a shallow trench in
the rocky ground for his bed. The night air was harsh, but he
didn’t build a fire. It would hurt too much to feel its power so
close by and know it was forbidden.

Pine needles did little to
soften his bed, and they left his robes sticky the next day. Ryamon
slept poorly. Stone is patient,
he reminded himself grimly as he chewed and
chewed on smoked meat. After coming all this way, he wouldn’t let
little things stop him.

Three more days passed,
and three more nights of rough camps. He heard plenty of noise in
the woods, from screeching birds to chattering squirrels, but saw
no larger animals. Ryamon kept his staff close anyway. There might
be packs of eridow or a shorbak, even herds of wild
monti.

Through it all, doubts
clung to him like the dust of the road. It felt like much longer
than three days when he crested a final ridge and looked down on a
patch of farm fields and whitewashed cottages. Ryamon couldn’t keep
back a surge of bitter humor. How could any trouble come from a
little scratch like that?

Grim anger settled upon
him as he started down the road toward Lornest. Ironic, that he was
finally gaining some control of his element, and it made him
angrier than ever. Now that he was joining with Stone he could
never be a Fire magus, so what was the point of this whole
trek?

Yet he couldn’t stop after
coming so far. Stone does not bend to whim
or chance. Ryamon had said he would do
this. He would do his work as quickly as he could, and then go
home.

If he still had a home anywhere.

~ * ~

“He looks like a fat old
frog.”

A young woman’s voice
tickled Phareth’s inner ear like a gentle breeze, except that the
wind didn’t usually sneer with bored contempt. Phareth had been
walking between the tables where the novices were seated. Now he
stopped. Dark eyes searched the lecture hall.

At the head of the room, a
wooden tripod supported a large slate, on which were written the
words, Silence is the Essence of
Shadow.

Gallitaw stood beside the
slate, intoning, “…but how can nothing be something? To the common
person it seems absurd, even mad, but we who dwell in Shadow
understand that substance itself is no more than
illusion…”

Phareth didn’t envy
Gallitaw having to teach arcane theory. The truth was simple, but
trying to explain it in words was practically impossible. Still, it
didn’t help if the novices weren’t paying attention. He stood
quietly, alert for another jeer. He didn’t like doing it, but this
was his job.

“Ribbet,
ribbet,” the young woman croaked to
herself. No doubt she thought it clever.

Phareth strolled to the
front of the room, where he stood facing the class. He waited for
Gallitaw to finish his sentence before raising a hand. The novices
tensed. After three weeks of Phareth’s prowling the lecture hall,
they had an idea what was coming.

“Initiate?” Gallitaw asked
courteously.

“Selydra,” Phareth said in
a calm, neutral tone. “Tell the class what animal you were just
comparing Master Gallitaw to.”

Novice Selydra paled. Her
horrified gaze darted first to Gallitaw and then around the
chamber, where she found no help, and finally back to Phareth. He
would know if she lied—and he would announce that, too.

“A…” Selydra’s voice
squeaked high. She pressed her fingertips to her mouth. In a barely
audible murmur, she finished, “A frog.”

The classroom rustled with
titters as the novices reveled in Selydra’s blunder. Phareth merely
nodded, indicating her truthful reply.

“Anything else?” Gallitaw
asked, as calmly as if the insult had never been spoken.

Phareth was about to shake
his head, but then he heard it: “What an
idiot. Can’t she keep her shields up?” It
was a young man’s voice this time. Phareth turned his cool regard
to the back of the classroom.

“Raistlyn,” he called.
“Tell the class what you just said about Selydra.”

Raistlyn turned red
instead of pale. His adam’s apple bobbed as he swallowed. Then he
answered with loud defiance, “I said she’s an idiot!”

More snickers. Selydra
stiffened in her seat, a telepathic squeal of embarrassment
radiating around her. Another girl at the table leaned over,
rubbing Selydra’s shoulder.

Phareth’s eyes had not
left Raistlyn. “And what else? You were saying she can’t…” he
prompted.

“Keep her shields up,”
Raistlyn muttered, shamed now because he obviously hadn’t kept his
shields up, either.

“We must all keep our
shields up,” Phareth said with stern impartiality. “Everyone here
is a Shadow magus. Talking to yourself is just like talking out
loud. We can all hear you. It’s a nuisance to the rest of us when
you don’t conceal your thoughts. Remember, a Shadow hears and is
not heard.”

There was a brief pause,
and Gallitaw asked, “Is that all, Initiate?”

“Apparently…” Phareth
began. Then, to his disgust, he heard another illicit whisper and
corrected himself. “…not. Meaga. I am wearing baggy robes. How can
you possibly know how tight my ass is?”

Another girl sank in her
seat. Gales of embarrassed laughter echoed in the small chamber.
Even Gallitaw raised his eyebrows in surprise. Phareth stood
straight-faced and let them all laugh. These were very new novices,
just learning to shield their thoughts. Humiliating them was harsh,
but effective as a motivation for learning to guard their thoughts
at all times.

Not so long ago, Phareth
had been one of them, struggling to keep his defenses up and
suffering mortal agony when some initiate caught a stray thought
and made him announce it to everyone. It had taken Phareth two
months to master shielding, but he had had the advantage of his
mother’s early teachings. Some of his fellows had suffered as long
as six months before they caught on.

As the laughter began to
die back, Phareth extended a mental probe toward Gallitaw. The
master turned slightly toward Phareth, giving his
permission.

Phareth sent, in a
confidential tone, “I never understood,
when I was your student, why you always seemed so
angry.”

Gallitaw smiled
briefly. “You were no better than these
brats. Called me a sour apple, I believe?”

“Something like
that.”

“Now then! That is quite
enough,” Gallitaw called in a whip-crack voice that brought swift
silence to the lecture hall. “If we all have our shields securely
in place, let us return to the topic. ‘Silence is the Essence of
Shadow…”

~ * ~

Lornest was even smaller
than Ryamon had thought, a mere cluster of huts on the banks of a
wide stream. It was hard to believe these were the headwaters of
the magnificent Silver River. There was no hint of the glory in
Polvest, far downstream. The whole place was dusty. It stank like a
farm. But under that, it felt as rigid as the rocks that crowned
the hills of Selkest. Ryamon sensed the weight within himself, a
pressure on his lungs that never seemed to ease.

As he entered the town,
Ryamon was aware of eyes upon him. Men working in the fields
stopped to watch him. Behind low walls, women paused in hanging out
their laundry. For all the watchfulness, no one called a greeting.
Ryamon was a stranger—always suspect—and worse, a magus.

Besides, he didn’t need
help. He had grown up in a town just like this. Even the central
square, with its fountain and well, was laid out in a similar way.
There wouldn’t be an inn in a place this small, but Ryamon knew
there was a Blood Magus here, Initiate Silma of Beglost. As a
sister magus, she ought to offer hospitality.

Besides, it was Silma who
had been training the novice, Valdira, and reported her defection
to Blood Lord Minarik. She should be willing to help find the
runaway.

It wasn’t hard to locate
Silma’s house. With her healing magic, she was an important local
figure, so her cottage was one of the largest ones. Its stone walls
were white-washed, the roof of neatly trimmed thatch. A blood red
banner hung from the edge of the broad porch, proclaiming Silma’s
order.

Around the house, a garden
of fragrant herbs grew—for medicines, he supposed. A small fountain
played on one side of the brick path. An olive tree grew on the
other side. A brass bell hung beneath the crimson banner, but
Ryamon did not pull the chain to make it sing. The Blood Magus
stood waiting. She leaned on a staff and watched him
approach.

“You are an inquisitor?”
Silma’s soft voice held a trace of doubt. She looked Ryamon over,
taking in his youth and the fire in his hair.

“That’s right.” Ryamon
sketched a bow, as novice to initiate. “Will you let me rest here
for the night?”

“I will,” answered
Silma.

The Blood magus was not
old, though silver streaked her dark hair and her deep red robe
covered an ample form. Still, she had that dignity about her. Her
staff was red, but not lacquered as the mage lords’ were. It seemed
to have been stained, then carved so that the pale inner wood
showed through. The design held many spirals and suns. Perhaps it
was the gift of some grateful patient she had healed.

As she led him inside,
Ryamon saw the interior of Silma’s home was as comfortable as her
person. There was a wide hearth and wooden furniture with padded
cushions. They were embroidered, no two alike. Shelves on one wall
held scrolls of parchment and jars of herbs in neat
order.

Silma showed Ryamon the
ladder to a small loft above the main room. When he climbed back
down, without his waypack and hat, she was pouring hot water into a
teapot. She set out two cups, a plain red stoneware, and lifted the
cloth cover from a basket of spice cakes.

“You must understand,”
Silma began as she settled in the chair opposite Ryamon. “I did not
send for an inquisitor.”

“No?” Ryamon helped
himself to one of the cakes.

Silma shook her head. “I
am worried about Valdira. I don’t want her to be
punished.”

“Is that an option?”
Familiar anger smoldered in Ryamon’s breast. “There are but seven
Exalted Orders. No one may step outside those bounds.”

“She still could be
brought back to us.” Silma leaned forward with urgency. “It’s
simply that she must be helped to see her place. If she remains in
the hills too long, I fear she will go mad.”

“There may be room for
compromise,” Ryamon admitted reluctantly, “if she presents herself
as the Collegium demands.”

But Ryamon doubted it.
Indeed, he hoped they would make her suffer. If he couldn’t have a
reprieve, why should some peasant girl receive one?

Silma said nothing else,
merely poured from her teapot into his cup.

“You must be tired from
such a long journey,” she said. “This will help restore your
strength.”

“Thank you,” Ryamon spoke
from habit rather than gratitude. The steaming brew had an odd,
yellowish color. It tasted sharp and sweet at once. He couldn’t
decide if he liked it.

“Tell me about Valdira,”
Ryamon said, putting the cup aside. “Did you know her well before
she became a novice?”

“Know her?” Silma
chuckled. “I was there to birth her!”

Ryamon felt his cheeks
burn. He buried his annoyance with stony patience and asked, “What
led her to break faith with you?”

“Her father,” Silma
replied with a brisk, unsentimental snap. “Marton. Always drinking,
that man. And when he’s drunk he wants to hit something. His
beasts, his wife, his child, it makes no difference. Do you wonder
that Valdira looked outside herself for strength?”

Perhaps Silma wanted to
provoke sympathy for her protegee. Ryamon saw something else. He
frowned.

“Knowing her family’s
instability, you chose to train her?” he asked. “Didn’t you
consider that she might have a temper, too?”

“Of course I did.” Silma
waved curtly, dismissing Ryamon’s argument. “What else could I do?
I often sheltered her mother, and Valdira spoke freely to me. That
girl has a great talent. Do you know, she was just seven when she
first told me she could hear the trees. She was in and out of the
woods all day, hiding from her father. I knew of no such power in
any of the Exalted Orders. Neither did the Blood Lord, when I
reported it to him.”

That was a surprise.
Ryamon didn’t remember Blood Lord Minarik saying Silma had reported
Valdira’s deviant powers before she ran away. He was as shallow as
the others, it seemed.

“Valdira heard the trees
of the wild,” Silma went on, unaware of his thoughts. “She
understood them and they obeyed her. I knew then that she must be
my pupil. Out of deference to custom I waited until she was
thirteen, and prayed all the while Marton would not kill her in one
of his rages.”

“There can be no magic
outside the hierarchy,” Ryamon insisted. “It’s forbidden! And you
encouraged her?”

“I know, I know.” Silma
nodded impatiently. “Her way is something new, an unexpected event.
Such a gift should be nurtured, as I would have done within the
House of Blood. True magic cannot be denied or it will rot, like a
carrot left too long in the ground. To waste such a gift would be
wickedness indeed.”

“Is this the teaching of
Blood?” Ryamon challenged.

Silma opened her mouth,
but before she could speak a silvery chime interrupted
them.

“Pardon me.” She seemed as
glad to escape the conversation as Ryamon was. She crossed the room
slowly, leaning on her cane.

Through the open door,
Ryamon heard a man’s voice: “Dama Silma? Partren’s been kicked by
the montus. Right in the head. Can you come?”

“Yes, of course. Wait a
moment, Torwerd.” Silma was all business as she hobbled back into
the cottage. “Forgive me, but I must go.”

“You must follow the code
of your Order,” Ryamon said with some irony. He rose, leaving his
tea to grow cold on the table. “I will wait for you.”

And he did, sitting on the
porch as the afternoon light grew longer. Ryamon was amazed Silma
didn’t lock her door. He could have taken this opportunity to go
through her work room, spying out the ways of Blood.

But that wasn’t the
mystery he craved. To avoid any hint of impropriety, Ryamon read
over his strictures without really seeing them. Again he felt the
heaviness within him, the elemental power he didn’t want pressing
on his heart. A light wind rifled the olive tree. After Silma’s
tale of talking trees, Ryamon eyed it suspiciously.

Near dusk, Silma returned.
She seemed tired, and there was little talk between them that
night. Ryamon wondered if her Blood magic had been enough to help
the unlucky farmer, but he didn’t pry. After supper, he retired to
the loft.

Though his legs ached with
long walking, Ryamon did not rest easily. The rebellious novice,
Valdira, must have stayed in this same quiet loft. It bothered him
to think she had slept in the very bed he was borrowing. He felt as
if she was there somehow, spying on him.


Chapter Three

Phareth woke with a wild
shout. He sat up, fumbling toward wakefulness. His heart thumped in
his chest and his night shirt was damp with sweat. The dim light of
a low-burning lamp showed the outlines of his small private
chamber. The bedclothes were twisted, clinging to his legs. Why was
he awake?

He had been asleep, too
deeply even for dreaming, but there had been voices in the night.
One he didn’t recognize, the other he could never forget. The sound
of that voice had sparked his panic and sent him churning
awake.

Phareth breathed deeply,
trying to control the chaos within him. Images jumbled together in
his memory: a secret meeting, soldiers bursting in. Stunning them
with his Shadow magic. Then the eruption of Kylethia’s panic in his
mind. Fleeing through twisted alleys, searching the dark city. The
horror and helpless anguish as his lover’s life faded from his
mind.

He rubbed a chill hand
over his sweaty face. All that had been over weeks ago. He was in
Polvest, safe. Why should the trauma revisit him now?

As Phareth calmed himself,
he felt half a dozen mental probes. Magi in neighboring chambers
must have heard his cry.

“It was
a nightmare,” Phareth apologized.
One by one, the concerned presences withdrew.

Shamed, he disentangled
his feet from the bedclothes and composed himself to meditate,
patching his frayed shields. He would be forgiven the lapse. Such
things could happen while one was sleeping. He still didn’t like
making such a foolish novice mistake. He hoped no one would mention
it to his mother.

After a moment, Phareth
got up and poured water from the urn on the bedside table. He
sipped it, straightened the sheets and lay back down. Embarrassment
gave way to alarm. He wasn’t the kind who imagined things. Some
part of it must have been real.

He vaguely remembered
hearing voices, a conversation. And Darmosh, his nemesis, had been
part of it. Darmosh was a wizard lord, one of Costera’s elite.
Could his magic reach all the way from Logoll? Phareth didn’t know
that it couldn’t. If Darmosh was communicating with someone in
Polvest, that was a very bad sign.

Yet he couldn’t go to
Murcrys with vague accusations. He needed more information. Phareth
lay in the dark, alert for any more nighttime discussions. All he
heard now was the stubborn hiss of silence.

~ * ~

Eager to be away, Ryamon
broke his fast and replenished his supplies. He thanked Silma and
shouldered his waypack. The Blood magus came with him to the
door.

“Let me tell you, young
man,” she said briskly. “You will get nowhere quoting dogma at
Valdira. You must think farther, wider, deeper if you hope to touch
her heart and bring her back to us.”

“I’ll remember,” Ryamon
said. In his mind, he brushed the sentimentality away. He didn’t
want to touch the runaway’s heart or any other part of her. She
meant nothing except for duty.

The world outside Silma’s
door was vague and gray. Mist rose from the river, veiling the
rocky hills and turning the sun to a watery disc. Noises of farm
and craft came muffled through the haze. Ryamon saw but a few
ghostly figures through the fog. Or perhaps he was the ghost, an
unquiet spirit passing through their stolid world.

He followed the narrow
road into the hills. Thick fog gave the air a curious, granular
quality. As he trudged along, he had too much time to think. It
grated on him that Silma asked mercy for her wayward novice. No one
was trying to help him, after all.

Ryamon remembered Silma
saying Valdira listened more to the trees than she did to people.
Even a doting teacher could get annoyed with a student who ignored
lessons to focus on something else. Like a novice of Stone who was
fascinated by candle flames.

He tried to push that
thought away. Still, he thought he understood Valdira’s situation.
He could remember exactly the first time he heard the voice of a
fire. He had been ten. His mother’s cooking fire complained it was
hungry and he ran to bring it wood. The hissing and snapping as it
fed on dry twigs kindled a fire of its own in his heart. From that
moment Ryamon had been hungry himself, craving the power of
Fire.

He had always tried to do
the right thing, to play by the rules. His curse was to be born
into a family of quarrymen who worked the white limestone of
Dalgest. Dalgest had no Fire magi, but many Stone magi. One of
these was Cyrdich, an initiate who often worked with his father.
Ryamon jabbed at the ground with his staff. It had been Cyrdich’s
idea to offer the basic training which, he said, would serve Ryamon
in any of the Exalted Orders. Cyrdich had assured the family he
could enter into the Order of Fire when he was ready.

Ryamon had been so eager
he believed Cyrdich, trusted him. Looking back, he had to wonder if
his mentor had ever intended to keep his promise. Cyrdich must have
known what would happen. Perhaps, like Silma, he simply wanted to
claim a likely student for his own Order.

The road was climbing, but
Ryamon kept on at a punishing pace. Stone
does not tire, as the strictures said. At
a shallow brook, he paused to drink and relieve his aching lungs.
The water cooled his throat, but it didn’t quench the fury in his
heart. He had been trying to live in the wrong world for so long.
It just couldn’t go on anymore.

As the road wound higher
into the hills, it dwindled to a narrow path bordered by
sword-grass and thistles. When it led him above the level of the
fog, he saw the magnitude of his task for the first
time.

Hills rolled away on every
side, numberless as the waves of the sea. Green trees covered them
like a montus’s thick pelt. Weathered granite crowned the hills,
yet even that did little to distinguish one from another. The fog
was like an ashen quilt hiding the village below. There was no sign
of man’s presence except the track beneath his feet.

Somewhere in this
wilderness was the one he sought. How would he ever find
her?

With magic, of course. For
a magus of any order, the answer was always magic. Silma said
Valdira was living among the trees of the wild, so the pulse of her
forbidden magic would run through the forest. Even a novice like
Ryamon could sense its echoes and track them to their
source.

And then what? He didn’t
know.

The place where he stood
was a low knoll barely above the level of the mist. A little higher
up, granite pillars leaned against each other. He stood in their
shadows and meditated for a time. When he was ready, Ryamon reached
out to place his palm against the nearest boulder.

The stones answered more
quickly now. A familiar stiffness came into his chest. For a moment
he struggled with the feeling that he couldn’t breathe. Irritated
with himself, he shook his head and settled his shoulders to try
again. Stony strength and patience flowed into him. In turn, Ryamon
sent his spirit into the rocks. His thoughts flowed from hill to
hill, under forest and stream, seeking, seeking.

He quickly discovered a
strange element. It shifted and flowed, not at all like Stone. He
couldn’t get a firm grasp on it. Returning to himself, Ryamon
focused on the source. He fixed it in his mind, so he could find it
as easily as he did Stone, and tried to gauge the distance between
them.

For the moment, the trail
seemed to lead where he needed to go, so Ryamon followed it onward.
It was almost noon, yet the woods remained gloomy. The trees were
mostly oak and birch, with conifers like gaunt giants towering over
them. Here and there a snag scratched at the sky. The branches
moved constantly, though Ryamon felt no wind. Their leaves rustled
and hissed, like gossips in the streets of a town. He found himself
straining to hear words among the whispers.

The farther he went, the
more those trees disturbed him. He kept thinking he glimpsed faces
among the branches, only to find them gone when he turned. Sweat
tickled at the back of his neck, and not only from
exertion.

After a time the hills
curved north and the path went with them. Ryamon sensed that his
goal lay farther west. He left the road, moving among the rocks
where they broke the crest of a ridge. Even with his staff, it was
hard going. Fir and spruce trees hung massive boughs in his way.
Blackberry canes clawed at his robe and sometimes pierced the skin
beneath.

Ryamon came to a tangle of
deadfall lying directly across his path. As he raised a foot to
climb over, a flock of grouse burst from the branches. They seemed
to be right in his face, beating him with frantic wings. Ryamon
gave a startled cry. He sat down, suddenly and awkwardly. It
hurt.

For a moment he rested,
absorbing the impact. As he did, his stomach growled at him to eat.
Ryamon took out a dry roll and his waterskin. He leaned against a
boulder and stared at the thicket while he ate. His chest felt
tight again, this time with pent-up frustration.

It seemed impossible that
the trees were intentionally interfering with his progress. They
were just plants. How could they feel or react like this? Of
course, the same could be said of rocks, and they responded to
Ryamon’s magic. This had to be Valdira’s power at work. It was a
lot more effective than it had sounded, back in the Grand
Collegium.

Regardless, he had to get
through. It wouldn’t be by reason, so he had to use force. What
power could make the trees give way? Fire, of course—but that
element was denied him. What else? Maybe a woodman’s axe. He didn’t
have one. Yet, perhaps, his small skills could still be
enough.

Ryamon stuffed the last
bit of bread into his mouth and sent his thoughts into the rocks
around him, looking for just the right piece. Soon he kicked aside
a matt of pungent needles to reveal a chunk of granite half-buried
in the coarse soil. He knelt to pry it loose, ignoring the tiny
crawling things whose roof he had just stolen.

Crouching on his heels, he
concentrated on the rock between his hands. He smoothed away cracks
and flaws. Then he laid his staff against the broader end. Granite
flowed to enclose the wood for a handle. Ryamon willed the other
side thin and flat, forming the familiar blade of an axe. The staff
didn’t make a perfect handle, but he thought it would
serve.

Now he looked up at the
trees, with their shifting faces and hissing tongues. He smiled and
strode to the jumble of deadfall across his trail. A fallen tree
lay at the center of it. Ryamon spread his feet for balance on the
tilted ground. He let the makeshift axe swing to measure its
weight. Then he raised the axe, letting his left hand slide up the
smooth shaft. Over and down, with all the strength in his
shoulders. The blade bit deep into dry wood. It made a very
satisfying smack. Some years had passed since Ryamon last cut wood
for his mother’s cookfire, but some things, once learned, you do
not forget.

He made a few more
practice chops. From the restless sighing all around, he guessed
the trees perceived what he was doing. Then Ryamon turned and swung
his waypack on. He strode down the hill, right into the face of the
forest.

This time, he found a gap
he could push through. It took hard work, though. The woods
resisted his every step and the gloom beneath the trees hid many
snares. Pine needles, Ryamon learned, were as sharp as their name.
The air was cold and damp, heavy with the bitter scent of rotted
leaves. He stumbled over hidden branches or stepped into holes.
Soft soil and leaf-mold shifted beneath him, sucking at his boots.
The branches were like a thick blanket, smothering him. He longed
for fire enough to burn them all.

As he got farther from the
rocks on the hilltop, his borrowed strength faded. Still he kept
moving toward his goal, one step after the last. When his
irritation built to a peak, Ryamon pictured Akayel’s haughty face
in the trees and swung his axe freely. It was little enough for
revenge, but it gave him new strength when his legs
ached.

At last he came to a
sluggish stream in a clearing. The water’s gurgling sounded morbid
in his ears. The only other sound was his own ragged breathing.
Ryamon stopped, facing a rank of slim young birch trees on the
opposite side. They looked like the bones of some enormous dead
creature. He paced the clearing and found no way to get out. In
fact, he couldn’t even find where he had entered.

Valdira’s power again. As
if this could stop him.

The trickling brook and
creaking trees sounded like muffled laughter. Ryamon’s heart
clenched with frustration. He sighted on the tantalizing thread of
Valdira’s magic, then set his feet in the soft bank and raised his
axe with grim joy. The blade bit deeply into pale bark. Its voice
broke the silence with a sharp report. Trees shuddered as Ryamon
struck them. He could feel their hate reflecting his
own.

After several sound blows,
Ryamon felt his feet slipping. He pulled his right foot free of the
sticky mud to adjust his stance. To do that, he leaned on his left
side. His foot suddenly sank into mud up to the knee.

With a cry of disgust,
Ryamon struggled against the cold, slimy stuff. He felt for Stone
to support him, but it was far below, too distant to reach. The
muck held him as tightly as iron bars. He planted his right foot
higher on the bank and pulled, but his left foot wouldn’t move.
Ryamon could feel a band of pressure across it. His toes were
hooked on something under the mud, perhaps a tree root. And now his
right foot was sinking, too. He braced his axe on the bank, pulling
against the mud. His left leg begin to slip free. Slowly,
slowly.

Too slowly. He heard a
sudden snapping, saw motion in front of him. Ryamon looked up to
see the tree he had been cutting fall straight at him. With a
shout, he thrust his axe upward. The trunk was heavier than its
slender girth implied. The best he could do was push it over to his
right.

Ryamon couldn’t keep back
a cry as the tree pounded his shoulder. It sent his hat flying and
knocked him face-down in the mud. Branches battered his head, tore
at his robes and hair as they raked down his back. He kicked,
trying to crawl out from under it. Sharp pains lanced up his left
leg from the ankle. Then something popped in his knee.

Ryamon screamed. He cursed
the pain. He spat cold mud. Filthy ropes of hair plastered his
face. He could hardly see. By the time he calmed down, he was in it
up to his waist. The tree lay across Ryamon’s back, pinning him. It
was all he could do to keep his face out of the suffocating mud. He
spread his arms, mud-slick fingers catching at a tangle of exposed
roots. Ryamon’s knee throbbed fiercely. When he tried to pull
himself forward, the pain was unbearable.

He lay still for a moment
and just breathed. That last block with the axe had probably saved
him from being impaled by a branch, but the end result wasn’t much
better.

The clearing was a trap,
Ryamon now realized. The trees had observed his methods and found a
way to turn his axe against him. He hadn’t thought he cut the trunk
so deeply, but it seemed a tree could fall if it wanted to. Now he
was up to his chest in mud. The stuff felt cold as ice, draining
his warmth and strength. That and the pain already made him shiver.
When he got tired, he might drown after all.

If only he commanded the
power of Fire! Ryamon’s thought was fierce with rage and pain. He
would burn those trees, burn them all!

But Stone was all he had.
Useless Stone. What could he do with that? In desperation his
thoughts reached out, seeking Stone. He found something else. The
power he had been tracking was very near. Suddenly it didn’t matter
that he had been following the runaway to bring her back in
line.

“Help,” Ryamon croaked.
“Help me!”

Even as he called out, he
heard the squish of light steps over damp ground. Trees creaked
excitedly all about his prison. Then leaves rustled vigorously.
Branches twisted aside, pushed by a firm hand.

Valdira was not at all
what Ryamon expected. From Silma’s warnings, he had thought she
would be a wild child with tangled hair, garbed in animal skins.
Instead he saw a peasant girl in sturdy boots and a homespun dress.
A plaid scarf covered gold-brown hair done in a circlet of braids.
Her features were coarse and common, but not dirty, and her eyes
were some color he could not name.

The rogue magus looked
down at him calmly. Ryamon looked back, all too
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