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Prologue
THE LEGEND OF THE FIRST READER

Before there was an Aventine Empire the world was broken up into little kingdoms. In one of those
kingdoms lived a young man who had the power to Read-to know what was in other peoplée's
minds—but he was the very first to have such power, and he did not know what to do with it, so he
remained a poor honest laborer.

In thiskingdom the king had no sons, but he had one very beautiful daughter; al men who saw her
wanted to marry her. Since she did not know how to choose among her many suitors, she declared a
contest: Whoever could give her her heart's desire would have her hand.

So men brought her gold and jewels, fine horses, musicians and dancersto entertain her, perfumes and
gpices—and always she declared that their gifts were not her heart's desire,

The young Reader, though, was able to Read what was going on in the princess mind as her suitors
displayed their treasures and were regjected. The king grew angrier and angrier asthe girl refused one
after another of the fine, strong, wealthy men. The Reader knew that the king wanted his daughter to
marry aking... but the daughter did not like the powerful men who tried to claim her hand.

Watching the princess each time there was a public ceremony for another suitor, and Reading her true
desire, the Reader fell deeply inlove with her. At length, despite the fact that he was a common |aborer
with no property to give her, he decided to risk pressing his suit. When he stepped forward, the people
laughed to see apoor man with no troop of servants carrying treasures, marching forward empty-handed
to the foot of the throne,

The king, however, was curious enough to alow the Reader to offer his gift. The young man drew himself
up, and addressed the princess. "All your life," he said, "you have had gold and jewels, daves, fursand
perfumes, horses and fa cons, treasures from dl the lands of the world. All these your father can provide
for you—yet you say you do not have your heart's desire. Thusit cannot be any worldly treasure that you
long for. What you desireisthelove of agood man—aman who isnot bent on accumulating treasure or
making war on his enemies—aman who will place you above dl things as the greatest treasure of his
heart. This| can giveyou, asnoman s

Never before had the princess met a man who understood her deepest desires. "Yed" shecried. "That is
my heart'sdesre! | shdl loveyou abovedl men!”

But the king, who had thought the young man comica until his daughter's response, was maddened with
anger. "Youlie!" heroared. "No daughter of mine would be so foolish asto forego power and wealth for
such frivality! You arealiar, young man, and will diefor daring to say such athing about amember of the
king'sfamily! And you," he added, turning to his daughter, "will deny what he hassaid, or | will haveyou
killed, too!"

"But | can proveit!" cried the young Reader. "I cantell you what isin your heart—I can hear any man's
thoughts! Y ou are thinking that you want astrong and powerful man to marry your daughter and be king
after you—someone who will give her strong sonswho will capture many lands and accumulate grest
treasures. But if you could Read what wasin her heart, you would know as| do that these things mean
nothing to her."

Now the king knew that the Reader spoke the truth about what he was thinking, but he also thought it



nothing but common sense, such as any man ought to think. He had the young man hauled off to the
dungeon, threatening to cut histongue out if he continued to tell lies about the princess. That night,
however, another suitor for the princess hand arrived—a great and powerful warlord from aneighboring
land.

Languishing in his dungeon, the Reader Read the plans of the warlord. He had brought with him an army,
claming it was his gift to the princess, for surdly it must be strength of armsthat was her heart's desire.
But he was dso prepared for reection—in which case hisarmy, thus smuggled into the heart of the
kingdom, would turn on the people. They would kill the king, and the warlord would take the princess by
force and make himsdlf king of dl the land.

Knowing this, the Reader begged and pleaded with his guards to arrange an audience for him with the
king. Asit happened, the king had planned to test the young man's claims, for he could see great valuein
someone who could tell him hisenemies secrets... if such animpossible clam proved true. So the next
morning he had the Reader brought before him, and the Reader told him the plan of thewarlord. The
king had his own army, disguised as common people, surrounding the warlord's army when he made his
offer to-the princess. She rgjected him, of course—and he turned and shouted to hismen, "To armg!"

Just as quickly, the king's men threw off their disguises, and in a battle at the king's feet they daughtered
their enemies. The Reader was e ated—he had proved his vaue, and was sure the king would change his
mind and dlow him to marry the princess.

But the king saw only danger in aman who knew what wasin people's minds—he immediately
envisoned his son-in-law plotting to kill him and take the throne, and no reassurances would make him
trust the Reader, nor would the pleadings of the princess mitigate his decision.

He knew, of course, that the Reader was a double-edged sword: If he did not like the way the king
treated him, he might run away to work against him with one of his enemies. Therefore he had the young
man hamstrung, so he could not run away, and he tortured him to force him to Read for him.

Inlessthan ayear the king had conquered dl the neighboring lands. He dways knew the size of the
enemies armies, where they were located, all the battle plans. He also captured the fine, strong, warrior
son of one of his enemies—aman who saw opportunity in ingratiating himsdf with aking he could not
conquer. Soon plans were underway to marry the princess to the warrior—for she had learned well the
lesson her father had taught her. The Reader might have been willing to give her her heart'sdesire, but he
had not the strength to win her and then protect her. So she gave up her desire for someoneto love her in
exchange for someone who would be very much like her father, shower her with presents, and protect
her againgt her enemies.

On the eve of the wedding, while the bridegroom and his prospective son-in-law were drinking
themsdlves into a stupor with the wedding guests, the Reader was of courseleft donein hisroom inthe
castle—what need to chain him in the dungeon once he was lamed? The treatment he had received for
reveding his gift had worked on hismind in the past year—and he had learned to walk again, if witha
hideous limp. When the revel ers were thoroughly drunk, he st fire to the castle, went to the room where
the princesslay guarded only by women, whom hekilled, and carried the girl off into the night.

In the morning, the king and his would-be son-in-law were found dead, along with most of their guests.
The princess was found in the woods nearby—she claimed to have been raped by the Reader, and nine
months later she bore ason.

The princess ruled the land as her father had before her, for she had hisarmy and she knew his methods.
Her son turned out to be a Reader like hisfather... and it issaid that al the Readers of what would



become the Aventine Empire are descended from him. Hisfather, however, disappeared without atrace.
Here and there were heard taes of a strange lame man who could tell people's most secret thoughts, but
no warlord ever held him again, and no one knows what finally became of him. Perhaps, bitter and
disllusoned a thefate of hisoffer of truelove, heiswandering till.

Chapter One
Where do | belong? What should | be doing with my life? Certainly not healing!

Magister Jason was wrong to encourage me. He should have let me quit thefirst timel lost a
patient-then | would not be about to kill my best friend's son!

Looking down at the fretful child, Melissawished she were anything else but a Reader in the hospital at
Gaeta. Alethiatrusted her to cure Primus, but how could she? The boy's appendix was inflamed; dl their
herbs, compresses, and cold packs had failed—and now she would haveto try surgery asalast resort.
What if Primus died?

She Read within the boy's body, wanting to moan with his pain and fever, studying the swollen, throbbing
organ. If thiswent on, it would burst, spilling poisons throughout the child's system. Then there was no
hope at al of saving him. She had to cut out that infected bit of intestine!

For thefirg time, she was sorry she and Alethia had been reunited. Thiswaswhy a Reader till in
training, like Mdissa, was discouraged from keeping up associations with childhood friends who had
dropped by the wayside.

Alethia, too, was a Reader, but she now wore the Sign of the Dark Moon, the badge of a Reader who
had failed to achieve one of the two top ranks, and for whom amarriage had been arranged. Alethiaand
Melissa had been fast friends at the Academy. Mdissawould never forget the day Alethia, aged
seventeen, had been told that her powers had shown no increase in more than ayear, and it had been
determined that she would go no further.

Alethia had spent the evening sobbing on Melissa's shoulder. Her life was over—both girls were quite
convinced of it. Shewould be married off to asmilarly failed male Reader, to breed children who might
have the talents they lacked. Theloss of her virginity would diminish what powers she had; her badge—a
black circle on afield of white—would be the only sign that she was aReader ... afailed Reader.

Melissa had absorbed Alethias agonized fear that day, and applied hersdlf thereafter with the greatest
diligence. Never, she vowed, would she be taken like Alethia, to spend her life producing the children of
adtranger and using whatever Reading power she retained to show non-readers whereto dig wells or
locate their lost sheep.

At eighteen Melissa passed her preliminary examinations and was sent to Gaetafor training in heding.
She had arrived in fear, knowing that more than haf the Readers who completed the medicd training il
eventually failed and were married off. It would be better to live as a hedler than as amessage service
and finder of strayed children—but Melissa's heart throbbed to the vibrations of the great hospital. There
was pain and suffering here—pain she shared with the patients when she Read them—but Reading the
easing of that pain because of' something she had done was the most satisfying use she had ever made of
her talent.

Her primary teacher was Magister Jason. They never met face to face, of course—no male and femae
Reader could unless one or both wore the Sign of the Dark Moon. Celibacy wasthe rule and the
necessity for the upper ranks and those till in training; temptation was to be avoided.



But the touch of Jason's mind was an inspiration to Meissa. Disciplined yet vibrant, he Read with her as
she examined patients and learned to interpret the data she gleaned. Medicines, bonesetting,
manipulations of joint and muscle—these she learned from the other healers. Jason taught her to look
deep within the human body and, when no other means would suffice, to cut into it and make repairs.
She quickly progressed from gitting entranced while her mind looked through Jason's eyes, her hands
feding what hiswere doing, to the day when she hersalf held the knife, and Jason's mind guided her.

She never wanted to give up the experience of his mental touch. There was only one way to manage that:
She must become such an expert healer that she would beinvited to stay at Gaetafor the rest of her
days, as Jason did. She dreamed of their spending hours each day in deep rapport, hedling the sick and
injured together. Her skillsimproved rapidly under histutelage. She was happy.

And sheremained happy... until thefirgt time she had a patient neither medicines nor surgery could cure.
They had had no choice—none of their medicines, no gpplications of herba packs, nothing would reduce
the ulcerating tumor blocking the girl'sintestine. All the surgeons hated abdomind surgery, for more than
haf thetime they could not prevent an infection that killed the patient within afew days of gruesome

agony.

Melissa had administered the herbaist's latest concoction to the girl. For the next few hours her patient's
body temperature would rise dramatically—possibly enough to kill the organismsintroduced by surgery.
But such high temperatures often caused convulsionsthat killed the patient more efficiently than the
infection.

That wasthe first time Melissafaced the possible deeth of a patient. She was il in training; the teachers
examined her patient hourly, but none of them offered any advice beyond what she had aready tried. She
had done everything right—and still her patient would probably die. It wasthe first time she questioned
her desire to spend her lifeasaheder... and that day brought the reunion that would soon make her
question it again.

Thegirl had drunk the new medicinein totd trust, then, in exhaustion and hope, fallen adeep. Mdissaleft
her degping, not knowing where she was going, but having to get out of that sickroom for at least afew
minutes

"Médissa, theré'savigtor for you in the family room," one of the aidestold her.
Melissa cringed. Probably the girl'sfather again. She gritted her teeth and prepared to face him.

But it was not aman waiting for her. It was ayoung woman—avery pregnant and obvioudy happy
young woman who wore on her cloak the Sign of the Dark Moon.

"Alethial" Mdissacried, running to embrace her friend. "Oh, how good to see you again! What are you
doing here? There's nothing wrong—?" Automatically she Read Alethia, finding to her relief nothing but a
perfectly norma pregnancy, advanced approximately seven months.

"No, theré's nothing wrong!" Alethialaughed. "I'm happier than ever in my life, Mdissa. My hushand and
| werejust transferred here to Gaeta. | thought you might be taking your medicd training by now."

Alethias pregnancy was her second, it turned out; she had a son amost two years old, who was being
cared for by aneighbor while she went vigiting. "I can't work now, anyway,” she explained. "After about
the fourth month, my rangeis severdly limited—»but it comes back, Mdissa. By thetime Primuswas Six
monthsold, | was Reading aswell as| ever could—at least so far as| can tell. Well enough to be
wonderfully happy with my husband.”



"Y ou are happy? The man the Masters chose for you—7?"

"Oh, Mdlissa, | am so fortunate! Y ou must meet him. When do you have aday off? Come spend the day
with me, and meet Rodrigo when he comes homein the evening. Hes anavigator for the fishing
fleet—finds the schools of fish for them, too. HE's good at it—they usudly comein with afull catch by
the middle of the afternoon.”

And how insensitive he must be, Mdissathought, to be able to shut himself off from the deaths of
all those captured creatures. Readers occasiondly ate fish—but they rarely caught them themselves.

"I'm glad you're 0 happy, Alethia" Mdissasaid cautioudy. "I have an occasiond afternoon off—never a
full day. My next afternoon is the day after tomorrow—but | have avery sick patient, and if | cannot
leave her—"

"l understand,” said Alethia. "Mdlissa, | cannot Read to the hospital now, to contact you. I'll show you on
the city map where our houseis. | can till receive perfectly well from a stronger Reader—thank the gods
for that, asit dlows..." Shelowered her voice, and drew Melissato where they could not be overheard
from the hallway. "'l want to tell you what it'slike for two Readersto be married. If it should happen to
you, you mustn't have the blind terror | had—and that Rodrigo had, too. Y ou'll probably be a
Magister—even aMaster oneday. But... they'refaling so many Readers... you should know it's not
terrible at al to be married. Y ou can Read me; you know I'm redlly happy, not lying to you. Well talk
when you vist me, Mdissa."

Mélissa expected to cancel that first afternoon with Alethia, for her patient grew progressively worse,
until al they could do was dull her pain with opiates. She died just before noon, her father and Mdissaon
ether sde of the bed, Jason Reading with Mdissa. When the child dipped from unconsciousness to
death, it was Mdissastask to tell the father. She wished that he would rage, strike her, do anything but
thank her for her effortsin avoice gruff with tears, and leave her to her own inadequacies.

But Jason was there, hismind caming hers, telling her, //It happensto al of us, Mdissa. Therewas
nothing more you could have done.//

/[There hasto be morel!// shetold him. //Why did you give methis patient if you thought | couldn't save
her?//

//Because no hedler could have... and you needed to learn that we cannot work miracles. Mdissa, you
were born to be a healer—but you must accept your limitationsif you are ever to be one of the best.//

//How can | accept the deaths of children! We must find some way to stop infections so when we save
someoneslife with surgery we won't be killing him with the organisms we admit with the knife.//

/IGood— et the experience lead you to seek answers, and you will make afine hedler one day.
Meanwhile, you are now off duty. Find something to keep you from brooding.//

/I am going to vidt afriend.//

But even Alethia could not cheer Melissa. Her house was alovely cottage surrounded with aflower and
herb garden; her little boy was atow-haired charmer—but al Mdlissa could think of wasthe girl who
had died.

She picked at the lunch Alethia served, and tried to be palite... until finaly, seeing the dismay in her
friend's eyes, she confessed, "Thismorning one of my patientsdied. It'sthefirst time, Alethia, but | know
it won't be the last. I'm no good as company today."



"Oh, Mdlissa, how terrible! | understand—but you shouldn't go back to the hospital. Why don't you go
down to the beach for awhile? I'll bring Primus down to play in the sand after you've had sometimeto
your-, sdf."

It. was ahot summer day, but the breeze dong the shore made it pleasant to stroll. For awhile Mdissa
lost herself in the sound of the water, the screech of the gulls. Approaching no one, she watched pelicans
divefor fish, and children build castles. Her unadorned white tunic marked her asa Reader in training; no
one approached her.

The solitude didn't help much; her mind went back over every step of the treatment she had given her pa
dent. First she had tried medicines. The herbdist had advised her a every step—but should she have
accepted his concoctions routingly? She had had training in herbs. ... but he had spent hislife studying
them. Had she decided on surgery too soon? Too late? Jason had agreed with her decision—because it
was the best decison, or becauseit redly made no difference?

Shefdt sticky. Her bare arms were beaded with swegt, and freckles had sprung out on them in the hegt
of the sun. Her skin was turning pink; she would have anasty sunburn if shedidn't get off the glaring
sand.

She wasn't ready to go back to Alethia's, but she saw deep shade under the pier. The rocks would be
awash at high tide, but it was out at the moment, leaving a pocket of cool shade there. The sand was
damp in the cavelike space, but the rocks were dry. She climbed up, using physicd activity to tire hersalf
out, asif she could thustire her mind out from its ceasdless circling.

Her climb brought her up closeto the pier, the boards just a short distance over her head. She leaned
back in an unexpectedly comfortable nichein the rock, and watched the striped patterns shift as clouds
passed overhead, birds swooped by, and occasionaly a person waked above her, unaware. At the end
of the pier some people werefishing.

Then someone stopped, almost over her head. She could not see through the cracks in the boards, and
she didn't want to Read. Perhaps the person would go away.

But no, the person sat down on the edge of the pier, legs dangling over the sde. Malelegs, and just the
edge of his short summer tunic, white, bordered in black. A Reader! From the hospital, no doubt;
someone in the two top ranks. No cloak in today's heat to tell her whether he was Magister or Master.....
and she hesitated to Read him, to tell him she was there. They were not exactly face to face—but she
was not sure what the ruleswould say even about face to feet!

Go away! shewilled without Reading, but the man lifted one foot at atime out of her sight, and returned
them to her view bare of his sandals, wriggling histoesin the sea breeze. She was trapped; she could not
get down from her perch without coming into hisview.

"I know you'rethere, Mdlissa," he said. "Why are you not Reading?"
Magigter Jason!

She had never heard his voice before—only the "voice" he projected when Reading. Often a Reader's
physica voice and his Reading "voice' werefar different from one another; not so in Jason's case. His
cam baritone exactly matched the reassuring tone she had known so often in her mind in the past few
months.

"l didn't redly think about it," shereplied, "but | suppose | knew that if | were Reading you would Read
how depressed | was, and make me come back to the hospita. | wanted to be aone.”



"Mdlissa, you have every right to be upset. | did Read for you. When | could not find you, | contacted
Alethia, and she told me where you had gone. Y ou seem better."

She knew he wanted her to open to Reading, but she did not want him in her mind just then. "1 am
better,” shetold him. "I think | can go back to Alethia's house and be a sociable guest. Y ou are not
canceling my afternoon off?"

"No, of course not. Alethiaisworried about you, though, and rightly so. She can give you what | cannot,
Melissa: ashoulder to cry on. There are times when even Readers need another person's touch, you
know. If you areto be a successful hedler, you must learn that some things must be treated in other ways
than with medicines and surgery." Hetook a deep breath of the fresh seaair. "I had forgotten myself how
cleansing to the spirit the sea can be. Thank you for reminding me." He pulled hisfeet up, preparing to
leave, but remained Sitting for amoment so she could hear him over the surf and the bird cries. " Go back
to Alethia, and let her help you." He got up, picked up his sandals, and walked barefoot back along the
pier.

Méelissa stayed where she was, giving Jason time to be well out of sight. He hadn't scolded her for not
Reading as she walked aong the beach—Gaeta had so many Readers that they had to Read constantly
when moving about the town, lest male and femal e encounter one another by accident. She should not
have forgotten that Ssmple precaution.

How gtrange that Magister Jason should venture to talk to her thisway. There were specia rooms at the
hospital where Readers as yet unable to reach the plane of privacy could talk; no Reader ever Read into
those rooms, the only way to eavesdrop on a conversation. A mental discussion, though, was
"overheard" by every Reader within range who happened to be Reading.

Shelooked up at the boards of the pier over her head—they were as effective as the screen placed
between male and femal e Readers using a privacy room. She had never done so. She talked with
nonReaders dl the time—but talking with Magister Jason, so formally, without the mentd intimacy she
was accustomed to... It's your own fault, shetold hersdlf. He was willing to Read, but you weren't.
And he had been concerned enough about her to leave his dutiesto search for her.

She put the thought out of her head, and walked back up the beach, Reading dutifully. Near the path that
led up to her gtreet, Alethiawas Stting on the sand, watching Primus digging with ashdll. "Did Magister
Jason find you?" she asked as Melissa approached.

"Yes, hefound me."
"Y ou mugt be very important to himif heleft his patientsto search for you,” said Alethia. Y ou didn't—?"
"We didn't see each other."

"But herisked it," Alethiasaid in apeculiar tone, and tried to Read Melissa. But her poor powers could
not penetrate the barrier Melissafet around her reactions to the mesting at the pie—abarrier hiding
something Mdissa hersdf was not sure she understood.

Thelittle boy could not stay out in the sun for long; soon his mother gathered up the protesting child, and
both women went up to the cottage. Mdissahelped cut up vegetablesfor dinner, while she and Alethia
laughed over memories of hiding from the cook at the Academy when it wastheir turn to wash dishes,
and how they had cgjoled extra sweets out of her. Mdissa's sorrow dissipated. She never did get around
to crying on Alethias shoulder.

Rodrigo arrived home smdlling of salt air and fish, kissed hiswife and son openly, and went gpologetically



off to the public bath so asto be presentable for dinner. Melissawas hard-put to account for Alethias
infatuation; her husband was quite ordinary in appearance, hardly taler than she was, dightly overweight,
hair faded from salt and sun, eyes disappearing into leathery wrinkles that marked the man of the sea.

But when he returned, clean and dressed in afresh tunic, she Read the rapport between husband and
wife—and the deep, abiding love beneath it. Physica appearance was nothing to them; their minds met
and twined in an endless dance. Their powers might be smal, but they were beautiful—and for thefirst
timein her life, Melissafdt |eft out of agathering of Readers.

She returned to the hospita that evening, her mind at ease. Spending hoursin the presence of people
living lifefully, caring for their child and awaiting the next with joyful anticipation, Meissahad lost her
gloom. She would work toward positive solutions—and that meant first doing so well in her medica
training that she would be chosen to stay here at the hospita . She would complete her training, and then
devote her lifeto finding away to prevent the infection that had killed her patient.

Before she could even begin, however, she was faced with another hopel ess patient—and thistime it was
Alethiaslittle tow-headed son. Now, as Mdissaleft the sickroom to find Alethia, she was till Reading
Primus. She had ingsted Alethialie down in her own room, promising to cal her if anything happened...
but she could not merely Read for the mother now. She would have to hold her friend as shetold her the
truth. They had to attempt surgery.

Alethia, though, was sound adegp on Mdlissas bed. The strain of her child'sillness dong with her
advancing pregnancy had finaly exhausted her. Perhapsit would be best if-she didn't know when they
took her son into surgery. She certainly needed the rest. Melissatiptoed away, and returned to Primus
Sde, trying to judge the moment when she could have no more hope that the medicines would take hold,
but before there was danger of the appendix rupturing.

Jason was wrong. | wasn't born to be a healer. He should have known when | couldn't learn
advanced Reading.

After her earlier patient had died, Mdlissa had driven hersdlf to perfect her surgica skills, becoming
fanatica about boiling everything in the sickroom, not just the surgicd tools, attempting techniquesto
keep incisons as small as possible and to shorten the time the patient was exposed. But medical skills
were not al shewas hereto learn.

She was expected to continue her lessonsin Reading—and those did not go well at al. She had barely
managed to learn to leave her body behind while her "salf* went out of body. She hated the fedling,
fearful that she would lose hersdlf, never to return to the physical. And she was completely incapable of
leaving the smple planein which another Reader might perceive her for one of the planes of privacy. She
must learn to do that before she could become aMagister Reader, and be safe from being married off as
Alethiahad been.

She saw Alethia often, and knew that there was absolutely no pretense to her friend's happiness. She
began to understand more clearly thejoy of Readers united both mentally and physicdly, and
sometimes—especialy when she had failed again a one of her Reading tests—she thought she might not
mind being married off. ... if it wereto the right man.

Facing surgery on Alethia's son, she dmost wished that she had been failed by now, and thus could
avoid this respongbility. Hers were the best techniques anyone had for abdomina surgery; she could not
ask another surgeon to perform the operation or she would be denying the child his best chanceto
survive, smal asthat chance was.

It wastime, Mdlissadecided. She sent an aide she trusted to scrub the child with the precious soap



smuggled in from the savage lands while the authorities looked the other way.

She supervised the preparation of the surgery hersdlf, the swabbing of the table with acohal, the boiling
of the ingtruments. She and her assstants scrubbed themsal ves with soap and rinsed their handsin

a cohol—but it was not enough. Their hands were where theinfection clung, in their pores, to Swesat out
asthey worked. And they could not boil their hands.

Primus was brought in, drugged with opiates. He was unconscious, his pain gonefor thefirst timein days.
Melissa breathed a prayer to the gods to assst her. She worked rapidly but thoroughly, Reading to be
sure she cut out every bit of infection, and sewed up the wound with greatest care. Then shejust stood
there, wishing, willing, that the wound remain clean. She concentrated so hard that her Reading blanked
out for amoment, and she became dizzy. But that would accomplish nothing. There was nothing to do
but wait.

Alethiawoke to the news that the surgery had been done. She sat by her son dl night, while Melissadept
only fitfully. Inthe morning Primus was awake and crying at painsin his abdomen, but they were only

gas, and Méelissadid not want to drug him again. The herbaist gave him tea, and they placed fresh
compresses over theincision. It was il too early to know what organisms might be breeding in the
child'sintestine—but Melissa could not Read anything that seemed dangerous. She dowly let hope creep
up on her. Asthe hours passed, her hopes grew. The second morning Primus asked for breakfast—and
hope became certainty.

Melissa asked Magister Jason to Read Primus before she would believe it—but the boy was healing.
There was no infection. She turned to Alethia, who had been Reading with them, and the two women
embraced, tears running down their faces. "Oh, Mdissa," Alethiasobbed, "how can | ever thank you?
No one el se could have saved my little boy.” And for amoment Melissafelt asif Magister Jason'sarms
were around her, too.

The next morning she was called for the first time into one of the privacy rooms. The screen was set
up—Magister Jason wanted to talk with her.

"Médlissa, yesterday | was so proud of you that | went to Master Florian to recommend that we keep you
here at the hospital. | have never seen ahealer progress so rapidly! Y ou have more than ayear to study;
by the time you finish, therewill not be amore skillful surgeonin theempire.”

"Thank you, Magigter," she said, blushing under hispraise... but something in hisvoice warned her that
he had not called this conference to congratul ate her.

He sighed, part sorrow, part exasperation. "Do you know what Master Florian told me?”

"Probably that my Reading skills are not progressing as they should." She wished she could see him, and
resisted the temptation to Read through the screen.

"Y ou have made almost no progress since you came here. Soon you must go on to the healing of minds
rather than bodies—and you cannot do that if you have not advanced much further. We should not be
using this clumsy gpparatus—by thistime you should achieve the plane of privacy with ease. | am
removing you from hospital duty three mornings each week. Y ou will spend that time improving your
Reeding.”

"But Magister—!"

"Be prepared in your room immediately after breakfast tomorrow. | have been remiss—I assumed that
you were doing aswell in al your studies asyou arein surgery. | do not want to lose you, Mdissa."



And with that she was dismissed.

That afternoon shetold Alethia of her problems. "It's obvious you love your work," her friend said. "How
important isit to you that you learn the healing of minds, when you are so successful a the hedling of
bodies?’

"l cannot imagine anything more satisfying than saving Primus life... but then, | have never yet been
involved in trying to save a patient's sanity..”

"I think you had best resign yoursdf, Melissa," said Alethia. "Theword isthat Snce aMaster Reader
turned renegade, al tests have been tightened immeasurably.”

"A Master Reader—? Alethia, what are you talking about?'
"Master Lenardo, from the Adigia Academy.”
"Hewasexiled last spring. Yes, | know about that.”

"But he came back! Sneaked into the empire, right past all the Readers dong the border—claimed to be
asavagelord! They say he'slearned their sorcery.”

"That'snonsense. They'll execute him, and that will bethe end of it."

"They can't execute him, because he escaped. They say he took two young Readers with him, right
across the border at Adigia—made the gates open by magic!”

"If thisis so, why haven't | heard anything about it?*

"It'sdl the gossp along the Path of the Dark Moon. | would think that all Readers would have heard
about it."

The next morning, Melissa prepared for her lesson with Magister Jason. After alight breskfast, she
returned to her room, smoothed the bedclothes carefully, and lay down, taking care that her light summer
dress had no wrinklesto irritate her helpless body. When Jason's mind touched hers, she left her body
behind with an effort. He was aready out of his, feding light, free, joyous. That was how it was supposed
to fed; for her it had gone from terrifying only asfar as uncomfortable.

Jason Read her fedings. //Y ou are still afraid that something will happen to your body while you're out of
it. Look back, Melissa. Read your own body asif it were a patient's. Y ou are breathing regularly, your
heart is beating strongly. Y our body could stay for aday or two like that with no harm done—in fact, it
can beleft that way for survival if you should ever be trapped without enough food, water, or air.//

/11 know that.//

//No, you don't. Y ou can parrot it back when you are being examined, but you don't know it, Melissa,
and that iswhy you fear to leave your flesh behind./

/Y ou'reright,// she ssid—and did as hetold her, deliberately Reading into her own body asif it were
that of astranger. Shewasin perfect health, merely in acoma. If that were one of her patients, she would
be satisfied to leave her done without fear that she would suddenly die.

Fedling more secure, Mdissatried to follow Jason's next ingtructions, but to no avail. She Read him ashe
tried to show her what could not be described in words.. how to make the trangition to another plane of
existence. In deep rapport, she felt him take his bearings and then—disappear! The shock was as great



asif he had died—she had to fight her ingtinct to return to her own body and go in search of hig!
Moments later, he was back. //Y ou did not follow./

/I couldn'. | don't know where you went.//

/[Try it again. Read with me.

Shetried... but did not succeed. She smply could not Read "where" his consciousness disappeared to.
They spent afrustrating hour in futile attempts, and then Jason told her, //That's al for today. | have
patientsto see. Master Forian will work with you tomorrow.//

IIMagister—//
Hedid not retreat to hisbody. //Y es?//

For amoment she did not know why she had tried to keep his presence with her. Then she remembered:
INsit true that there is arenegade Reader who has gone over to the savages and learned their magical
powers?//

/IWhere did you hear such athing?/
l[Alethiatold me. Isit true?/

/How could it be? Two Readers have been exiled. The savageskill Readers—they are terrified of us.
Thisis some hdf-truth blown al out of proportion aong the Path of the Dark Moon. Thefailed Readers
have little accuracy, Melissa. They often get even important messages wrong—away's check such
information carefully. | will find out the truth of thismaiter.//

It was nearly ten days before Jason worked with Melissa again. She had made no gains; it was as
frugtrating asthe last time. Before they returned to their bodies, however, she asked him, /Did you find
out about the renegade Reader?/

Therewas mentd silence for amoment. Then, //Thetaeis partly true. Master Florian isreluctant to
discussit. Thereisno truth to the story that Master Lenardo has learned savage sorcery—but he has
broken his Oath, and taken awife among the savages. There is some garbled story about his having a
daughter, which is smply not possible, as he has even now not been out of the empire nine months. He
seems to have made a pact with the savage Adepts, to Read for them againgt the empire. He came back
to Tiberium recently, and stole away one of hisformer students—but not by magic. They fought their way
to the border, and the boy waskilled at the gates. Lenardo escaped, but he has broken his Oath in every
possibleway. His powers cannot but be diminished severely. The Council of Mastersiswatching the
Stuation closaly, fearing he may lead an attack against us.//

Thiswas bad newsindeed. The savages had been driving back the walls of the empire for many years
now, led by Adepts with powers of sorcery unknown in the empire. They could throw thunderbolts,
make buildings topple, kill people—all with the power of their minds. But they could not Read—they had
to see what they were attacking. With a Reader to be their eyes at a distance—

Jason followed her train of thought easily. //Y es—it could mean the end of our civilization. Please do not
discussthiswith other trainees, Mdissa. We must wait and see what the Council of Masters decides.//
He added, //We should not discussiit, even here. 1t isunlikely that anyone elseis out of body just now,
and might intrude on us—but it isaways possible. Y ou must learn to achieve aplane of privacy. Thereis
no other way for usto discuss anything that we do not want another Reader to know about.//



When Médlissareturned to her body, she discovered to her horror that it had moved! Her head was
turned to one side, and her left arm was tight againgt her body, the right flung out, elbow bent. What had

happened?

Shewas unharmed, athough the panic of fitting her "salf" back ingde a body that was not as she had left
it gave her aringing headache. She found the hospita in the throes of recovery after asmal earthquake.
It had been only aminor shock, but it had frightened many of the patients. There was broken crockery
and glassware to clean up, but otherwise no damage.

Meélissawent through the wards, reassuring patients, and was soon back to her daily routine. Just before
noon, she received a message she had been expecting for days: Alethiawasin labor. Her pregnancy had
been perfectly normd; any midwife would do, but Alethiawanted Melissa, and her teachers had given
permission. Despite the morning's excitement, her dutiesfor the day were covered, and she went off to
her friend's house,

It was an essy birth. Rodrigo was homein time to witness his daughter's entrance into the world, and
Melissawatched the family with great pleasure. The neighbor who cared for Primus brought him home,
and helooked curioudy at hislittle sster, then demanded supper. By thetime Mdissaleft, Alethiawas
deeping with the baby by her sde, safein aworld in which earthquakes were minor matters. | could be
happy in a marriage like that, Meissathought.

The earthquakes continued, minor but annoying—perhaps ten days would pass, perhaps amost amonth,
and again the ground would shake beneath them. Aventine history recorded nothing likethis; there had
been mgjor earthquakes, even vol canic eruptions from time to time, spaced generations apart, but never
such aseries of minor shocks. Eventudly, though, people became used to them, and hardly noticed when

they happened.

Autumn passed and winter brought cold rain. Mdissaspent her time off in Alethids cottage, thoroughly
enjoying that happy family. Primus was back to full health. The baby grew and prospered. Life was
good.

Melissaslife at the hospital, though, was not so good. She gtill had not achieved the plane of
privacy—which meant that she could not learn the difficult task of maneuvering on the varied planes of
existence. Without that ability, she could not begin the second part of her medica training: ministering to
sck minds.

Some part of her was content with what she had achieved. She was an excellent healer of sick bodies;
surely that would be enough to keep her here at the hospital... with Jason.

/[That isyour problem,//hetold her. //Y ou have not made a commitment. One day you want to be a
hedler, the next you want to be awife and mother like Alethia. One day you are satisfied with surgery,
and the next you want to be aMaster Reader—until you try the exercises again.//

But she could not tell him that he was amgjor part of her problem. If she could only detect any certain
sgn, beyond the interest he took in her as a student, that he really wanted and needed her—

Then one day, as she was walking toward Alethias house, aboy came up to her. Y ou Melissa?’
"Yes," shereplied.

"Here." He shoved anote into her hand, and ran off. Sheread it: "Meet me at the quay." There was no
signature. Y et she had no doubt who had sent it.



IIAlethia//
/IMdlissal I've been expecting you!//
/I"'m sorry—I've been called away. I'll come back if | can. Hug the children for me.//

Today she huddled up in her woolen cloak against the seawind, sharply different from the breeze last
summer. Jason was aready there, in her spot on the rocks under the pier. So she went up into the street
and out onto the pier, knedling above him, drawing her cloak about her. Now she was not Reading, and
neither was he. "What'swrong?' she asked.

"I'm not certain,” hereplied. "A number of things. A date has been set for my testing, although | did not
request it.”

"Testing?'
"For therank of Master."

Glad they were not Reading, she considered why she was startled. She had always thought of Jason as
permanently fixed, ahealer at the hospital. Few Readers became Masters, and testing for that rank was
usually done when they were between thirty and thirty-five yearsold, at the peak of their powers. It
suddenly occurred to her that she had no idea how old Jason was.

For just one moment she alowed hersalf to Read—to "see" him. She had never done it before; she had
never allowed hersdlf to think of his physical being. He was sheltered on the rocks as she had been last
summer, his cloak pulled about him—not an officia black Magister Reader's cloak, but aplain heavy
brown wool cloak such as everyone wore in the cold weather. As Melissawas bundled up the same
way, the boy who had brought her the note probably had no ideathey were Readers.

She could not judge Jason's height, nor much of his build without probing. But she observed hisface—a
dignified face, younger than his graying hair suggested. The hair wasthick and crisp, cut short inthe
prevailing style. His eyeswere brown, like her own, and troubled. His mouth was meant to smile—its
grim set now belied both the prevailing upturned lines and the tone she "heard” most of the time when she
Reed him.

"Don't you want to be aMaster Reader?' she asked, redlizing that he was, indeed, of the right age for
tegting.

"It would never have occurred to me to request testing, nor has Master Florian suggestedittome. | ama
good Reader, Méelissa, well worthy of the rank of Magister. However, my powers are not exceptiond.
Theword isthat only the most exceptional Readers are being accepted into the Council of Masters
now—so why havethey cdled for me?

"Y our healing skills—often they are dlowed to compensate for other Reading powers.”

"At Magister rank, yes, but not Magter. I.... wonder if thistesting is somehow related to the other
matter—the reason | wanted to speak with you privately today."

Sheredized that, indeed, nothing he had said so far warranted this strange, uncomfortable meeting. Why
could he not have called her into a privacy room?"What is the other matter?”

"The renegade Readers.”

"Readers? More than one?"



"It ssemsthat Lenardo may be in contact with Readersinside the empire—may have corrupted them. A
plot isfeared—an attack, with Readers aiding the enemy.”

"But... Magiger, they can't think you would—7?" She wanted to cal back the words, and only made it
worse by adding, "We're so far from the border; how could—?" Then, "Forgive me. They cannot be
thinking any such thing."

"They can, and no doubt they are," Jason replied. "1 brought it on mysdf, with my curiosity. "What need
has a hedler to know about renegades and palitics? The Council of Masters, in thistime of peril to the
empire, hasaright and aduty to discover whether my curiosity isjust that... or whether | am spying for
the savages.”

"Oh, no! I know you're not!"

Helaughed. " So do I—and so will the Council of Masters when they test me under Oath of Truth." But
his next words were sober indeed. "Meélissa, | have no fear for myself. | am concerned about you."

"ME?'

"Evenif | wishedto, | could not conceal from the Masters that you provoked my curiosity. You are no
Sy, either—but that is not what they will tell you thetesting isabout. If | am tested for the rank of
Madter, | will probably fail, but that will make no change in my status here. If they test you, though, for
therank of Magister, you will fail. I will try to persuade them that you belong here, at Gaeta, but your
chances so long as you cannot passthe testsfor Magister rank are very dim." Hisvoice becametightly
controlled as he added, "I don't know if they will even send you to one of the smdler hospitalsto work...
but | do know that they will arrange amarriage for you, and you will lose your powers, not develop them
further.”

Midwinter was near; Jason wasto travel to Tiberium for histesting, but severe weather postponed his
journey. Snow filled the passesin the hills, and had no time to melt before another sorm laid further
layers on it. Weeks passed, and he worked even harder with Mdlissa, determined to ready her to pass
her testing. She became more and more at ease outside her body—especially when Jason was with her.
Still, neither he nor any of the other healers could teach her to move to other planes.

Alethiareported further rumors among the failed Readers—reports from those who had recently joined
their ranksthat the testing had become harsh, unfair—that dmaost no one was passing into the top two
ranks, and that it seemed to havelittle to do with their Reading skills, more with the answersthey gave
under Oath of Truth.

"But don't you think their stories are prejudiced?’ Mdissaasked Alethia "Doesn't every failed Reader
fed he has been treeted unfairly?'

"I didn't,” said Alethia. "1 knew full well that my skills had not improved for months. | have been on the
Peth of the Dark Moon for three years, Mdlissa, and never before have | heard such a series of
complaints. Nor have there been so many failures—or so many testing—nbefore. Something strangeis
going onin Tiberium."

And afew days|ater, after another fruitless lesson but before they returned to their bodies, Jason told her
crypticaly, //The pier. After supper.//

She was there firdt, shivering despite her warm cloak, so she climbed onto the rocks, sheltering from the
bitter wind. Jason came and sat above her. "I leave tomorrow, Médlissa. | do not know whether | will
return.”



"Not return? But you said evenif you failed—"

"They may decide an error was made in elevating meto therank of Magister. Master Florian warned me
today. The Council of Masters does not usually test any but Master candidates; the Academy faculties
are considered to have dl the knowledge and power to decide who isworthy of Magister rank. Now
thereisarift in the Council between the Masters of Academies and those Masters who do not
teach—but the latter outnumber the former. Once this matter of renegade Readersis settled, we may see
much retesting, with stricter sandards.”

"Magister Jason, surely you could not fail aretesting.”

"I do not think | could, after years of experience. Y et... Master Florian told me that they retested and
falled one of hisformer students, aman of unquestioned powers, the head of the hospital in Termoli. He
had been ahedler for twenty years and more. They declared him unfit, and ordered him married off. He
took poison rather than accept such dishonor to hiswork. Master Florian is heartsick. And... hedid not
deliberately tell me, but | caught histhought: | am not so skilled asthe heder they failed.”

"Magiger... you would not—?"
"Kill mysalf? Who can say what a person would do?

At onetimel would have said yes—if the Masters decided that | was unworthy of the work | have been
doing for ten years, | would have seen no choice but suicide. But through you | have learned these past
few months what your friend Alethia knows about joy and |ove within an honorable marriage. | do not
know, Mdissa. May the gods not force such a choice upon me... for | truly do not know what | would
do."

He gave asad little laugh. "A teacher dwayslearnsfrom his students, but you have made me think about
things no other student ever has. | will do my best to protect you, but | cannot promise anything. | wish |
could promise dways to be there to protect you—"

He stopped, asif afraid he had said too much, and got up. "Magister Jason!" Mdissacdled after him, but
he turned and walked back aong the pier, not even pausing to say goodbye.

And in the morning he was gone. Mdissa prayed for his safe return. .. dthough she knew they were
sdfish prayers. All day she did her duties by rote, hardly Reading lest one of the other hedlers perceive
the turmoil in her mind. "I wish | could promise dwaysto be there to protect you," Jason had said. He
had spoken of learning from her about "joy and love within an honorable marriage.”

It was like the day she had suddenly discovered that she could Read beneath the surface of things, to see
what wasinsde. An ordinary tree had become atreasure trove, insects crawling beneath its bark,
squirrels nesting insde a hollow portion of the trunk, sap flowing—awhole community of life she had
never known was there, dthough she had passed the tree every day.

S0, suddenly, she discovered the interior of her relationship with Jason. .. and knew that she loved him.
She had learned from Alethiawhat a beautiful experience the marriage of two Readers could be. If the
Magtersfailed Jason... and then they failed her... was there any chance that they would be married to
one another? Surely Jason could arrange it—oh, surely he could have the woman he loved. He must love
her—he had risked much to speak with her, even those few times. He had warned her about the
testing—why had she not declared her love? He didn't know she loved him! He must know. He must.

Her thoughts circled endlesdy, constantly shoved to the back of her mind in the face of her dutiesand
lessons, only to come forward each time she had amoment's peace. Findlly shelay in her lonely bed,



thinking it all out one more time before shewould alow hersdlf to deep.

Reading outward, Mdlissa's restless mind met Phoebe's. The motherly woman who cared for the femae
trainees was making one last check of her charges before going to deep hersdlf. //Still awake, Mdissa?Is

anything wrong?/

//No, Magister Phoebe,// shelied. She didn't know if Phoebe accepted that, or merely respected her
right not to discuss a persona problem.

/[Then go to deep, dear. Y ou don't want to be tired for your lessons tomorrow.//
IIY es, Magigter.//

She closed her mind to Reading again, and in her internd privacy, remembered. Therewas so littleto
remember—I ong talks, but how many statements that she could interpret as intimations of love?

Her bed began to shake. Another of those annoying tremors—nothing to worry about.

The shaking got worse—the floor heaved, and Melissawas tossed into the air, landing back on her bed
in atangle of bedclothes, her left wrist suffering aharsh blow againgt the wooden frame. Asthe bed
bucked again, she grasped the frame and was thrown sideways, the bed toppling over on her. There was
aterrible roaring, pierced by screams. She started to Read, but found the stark terror of the hospital
patients too much to bear. But neither could she bear not to know what was happening. She Read again,
and was bombarded with pain—suffocation—the roof had collgpsed in the east wing, crushing the
patients on the top floor and bringing them and their rooms down onto the orthopedic ward below.

Melissa Read but could not move—no one could. The shocks kept coming, one after another, throwing
her hither and yon. There was no way she could scrambleto her feet. A heavy wooden wardrobe
crashed to the floor, missing her by a hand's span, but heaving a splintered section like a spear into her
leg. She screamed in pain, and tried to pull it out as her bedroom turned into a battleground, pieces of
wood and shattered crockery flying al around her. The best she could do wastry to wrap herself inthe
bedclothes.

The door of her room burst open with asharp CRACK! and banged againgt the wal, dammed shut
again, bounced open, and was wrenched off its hinges as the building heaved in anew direction. Smoke
salled in from the halway—it was winter; there had been fires throughout the building to keep the patients
warm—the hospital wason fire!

Meélissa began to cough and choke, her own body's heaving so distracting that she missed the point at
which the ground stopped billowing benegth her, and everything settled into pain and fire and smoky
haze. Findly sheredized that the earthquake was over—but she was trapped! Her room had no
window. Smoke was pouring through the door. Pulling the blanket over her nose and mouth, she
dropped to the floor, where the air would be best, but there seemed to be no good air. Shetried to
crawl, her leg stinging where the splintered wood had pierced it. It was not a severe wound. .. but that
did not matter. She could not escape the smoke. Her eyes burned. Her lungs burned. The whole world
was burning—and then it disappeared into blackness.

Chapter Two

A satisfying rumble shook the ground beneath Torio as he Read this section of the fault settleinto amore
stable configuration. "Perfect!" he said aloud, and Lord Wulfston dropped his concentration and became
Readable as a human presence once again. He could not be Read further, for he was a savage Adept,
capable of causing the earth to shift—with proper guidance.



The two men were seated cross-legged, hands joined, on the floor of an abandoned house severa miles
inside the Aventine border. For winter travel they were dressed in heavy woolens and furs, but even so
Torio shivered ...no... he was not shivering—the ground was moving again, only moments after their
successul effort!

He Read the fault, but it was secure—and the shock waves were coming toward it, not away fromit.
Not the minor quake they had just set off, but a major one somewhere farther away—could it be the
very catastrophe they were seeking to avoid?

The ground they were seated on rose and fell, asif they rode aboat over the wake of another. "It
shouldn't be that severe!" said Wulfston, not knowing the effect was not the settling they had triggered.

"It'sadigtant quake!" said Torio. "l can't Read that far." Torio's Reading range, without leaving his body,
was gpproximately three miles. It was agood range for aMagister Reader, an excellent range for one as
recently exalted to that rank as Torio. Nonetheless, it was frustrating to know that Readers could go far
beyond the good or excellent, and not know how the breakthrough was made.

Only one person had thus far made that breakthrough. //Master Lenardo!// Torio shouted mentally.

For once Lenardo did not correct histitle. /I'm here, Torio. Let me Read for you—the Masterswill be
looking for you and Wulfston.//

"Lenardo isinvestigating,” Torio told Wulfston, and Read with hisformer teacher. Lenardo was not with
them in person, but was Reading them from Zendi, deep in the savage lands. He no longer had to leave
his body to Read over such distances—but even more important under the present circumstances,
Lenardo had the power to Read without alowing other Readers to Read him. No Reader had ever
devel oped that ability before, or most of the vast range of Lenardo's powers.

Not dlowing himself to comment or question mentaly, Torio followed Lenardo's perceptions, tracing the
shock waves of the earthquake backward, south and west to their source. Gaetal

Torio had never been there, but he recogni zed the city where he would have been right now, taking
medicd training at the great hospitd, if hislife had followed a Reader's normal path. It had not. Insdethe
empire he was considered arenegade. If he were caught he would be examined by the Council of

Master Readers, using whatever techniques they deemed necessary to bring into his mind information that
would aid the empire against the savages. Then he would be executed as atraitor.

Outside the empire, though, in the savage lands, hewas alord by virtue of his powers, with lands set
asdefor him to rule when he was ready. Could he ever be ready for such arole?

Lenardo had focused on Gaeta. The last shocks were still pounding the seaside town as the two Readers
observed. Asthe earth's heaving ceased, people began pulling themsel ves up from wherever they had
been thrown. There werefiresdl over town—it waswinter, and in every home people weretrying to
keep warm. But most fires were just scattered codss, quickly shoveled back into place, flaming hangings
or other items stamped out. Here and there smal buildings had fallen, garden walls collapsed in spots, but
most of the town had only minor damage that would be set right in afew days of work.

The hospita was another story. It wasthe largest building in town, set on ahill overlooking the sea—and
part of that hill had falen, sending the seaward wall of the building tumbling down into the road below.
Under such stress, the second story of anewer wing had collapsed onto the rooms bel ow, trapping both
the patients and the many Readers who lived and worked at the hospital. People were hurt, stunned,
trapped under rubble—they were in no condition to put out the fires spreading through the haldl



Asthefire blazed up atop the hill, people in the town below redlized that the hospitdl wasin trouble, and
every uninjured person hurried up the hill to help. First they had to unblock the road—but willing hands
et to work, and everyone with shovels, buckets, anything that might help, quickly dug through the fallen
earth. Soon buckets of water were being passed from nearby wells up to those fighting the fire—but it
was dow, soimpaossibly dow! All those able to move inside the hospital were dready pulling people out
as best they could. There were plenty of Readers—no one would be | eft to die because his presence was
undiscovered—but people were dying throughout the building, dying in agony of burns, or, less painfully,
of smokeinhaation or suffocation because they could not be reached in time. Others were bleeding to
desgth, trapped where no one could reach them to staunch their wounds.

And every Reader suffered the agony of the wounded and the dying. Torio and Lenardo suffered with
them, even more so because they could do nothing to help... and because it was entirely possible that
their manipulations had unintentionally caused thistragedy .

Lenardo withdrew his attention from the scene of chaos, and sought the point that had been the center of
the earthquake. Here the rock levels beneath the earth were freshly danted—a secondary fault no one
had redlized wasthere. Torio felt Lenardo's remorse, regret—but concentrating on the mgjor, unstable
fault they had been trying to ease, who could have guessed that their small tremors would shake loose
this other ingtability? If it had been any distance from the hospitd, or if the hospital had not been such a
mixture of additions clinging to the top of that hill...

But it had happened, and it wastheir fault. Torio was glad he dared not "say" anything to Lenardo
through their mentd linkage. He would not know what to say a the moment to the man who had led him
out of the Aventine Empireinto anew way of life, only to have their best intentions erupt into death and
destruction.

They brought themselves back to the abandoned house. Torio came out of the trancelike state in which
he had been Reading Gaeta, and found himsalf gripping Wulfston's hands convulsively.

"I'm sorry," he said in achoked voice, rleasing his grip.

Wulfston paid no heed to Torio's unnecessary apology. "What happened?' he asked as he stretched his
hands, wincing as circulation brought pain—followed immediately by the warmth of Adept healing.

"Gaeta," said Torio. "The hospital. The quake destroyed the hospital, Wulfston—patients, heders,
everyone dying—"

"Torio!" Wulfston gripped the younger man's shoulders despite his sore hands, at the same moment that
Lenardo told him, //Not now, Torio! Get out of the empire—then well talk about what went wrong.//

"Wewere not aming at Gaeta," Wulfston said firmly. "It's nowhere near the fault we activated. It was
coincidence.”

"No. All the minor quakes we et off dong this fault activated that one.™
"Lenardo?" Wulfston asked.
"He's il Reading us" Torio replied. "Hewantsusto leave.”

"l was about to suggest the samething,” said the Adept, climbing to hisfeet and stretching hislegs.
"Lenardo, well seeyou in afew hours. Comeon, Torio."

Torio aso rose and stretched. Both Readers and Adepts were accustomed to using the stable,
cross-legged position for periods of concentrated effort; even in this cold wesather, neither man was



cramped.

Their horses were tethered outside, saddled and ready. They rode at anormal pace, not a gallop—they
had not yet been Read, and did not want to call attention to themselves.

"If they think we deliberately destroyed Gaeta," Torio said, "they'll be Reading for usal along the
western coast. No onewill look for us here.”

"If they think we would deliberately attack a hospitd," Wulfston said grimly, "how will we ever make
them trust us enough to negotiate atreaty?!

Both menfdl slent. It was adark, moonless night; Torio took the lead, guiding the horses by Reading.
Trying to deny hisaching guilt, he reminded himsdlf, We did not activate the fault, Drakonius did. We
are simply trying to repair the damage before Tiberiumis destroyed.

The capitd city of the Aventine Empire sat directly on the ungtable fault line. A mgor earthquake there
would mean thousands of lives|ost—and Lenardo had had a series of precognitive flashes showing that
very event. With the mysterious increase in his Reading powers, that odd talent had a so increased—and
Torio had no doubt of Lenardo's accuracy. What he doubted was whether anything they did could
prevent the prophecy from coming true: thusfar, every one of Lenardo's visions had cometo pass.

Despite having left the Aventine Empire for good, Lenardo did not want harm to come to his homeland.
Both Lenardo and Torio had life-long friends in Tiberium; Torio had no qualms about helping to prevent
the destruction of the capita. What he had observed in hisfew monthsin the savage lands made him
certain that Readers and Adepts had to learn to work together.

Unbidden, the scene of horror at the Gaeta hospital rosein his mind—that was the result of a Reader and
an Adept working together. Y et, had there been Adeptsin Gaeta, the fireswould have been out asfast
as an Adept could see them—or a Reader tell him where they were. An Adept could lift walls off people
by the power of hismind, and asto hedling powers...

Torio'sfirst experience in the savage lands had been at the hands of one of their miraculous headlers.
Cadting hislot in with Lenardo and his daughter Julia, he had fought hisway with them out of the empire
inalong, harrowing ride. They had reached the gates of Adigia unharmed—but just asthey escaped
across the border, Torio had been struck by an arrow. They had had to ride on, the arrow grating and
tearing a the flesh of his shoulder while he clung desperately to Lenardo, trying not to fal off the galloping
horse.

In the Aventine Empire, had Torio been tended immediately he would probably have lived. But he might
have died from loss of blood; he might have died from infection; he would certainly have had along,
painful recovery and an ugly scar. If an Aventine hedler had gotten to him only when the savage hedler
had, after he was faint from blood loss and the arrow had wrought great damage to the bones and
muscles of his shoulder, he would have had a much lesser chance of surviving, and if he had, hewould
certainly have had restricted use of hisarm.

Under the care of the savage hedler, Torio's wound had healed within afew hoursto the point a which
he could use hisarm without pain. Within afew days no one could have known the wound had been
there; there was not even ascar.

Raised an Aventine citizen in congtant fear of the encroaching savages, Torio had never redlized that they
used their powersfor anything but destruction. Ever since he had discovered what good they could do,
he had been as eager as Lenardo to find ways to bring their two powers together. What he was unsure of
wastheright way to do it.



Wulfston rode silently, not intruding on Torio's thoughts. They had crossed the border by breaching the
wall earlier today—Wulfston had smply brought a portion of it down in anest mound over which they
had eadily ridden their horses. There were other ways, Torio had learned—an Adept could walk inat a
gateif he chose atime when few guards were about, by firg planting the suggestion in their minds that
they had ordersto let him in, and then that the event had never happened. Nowadays, though, every gate
was heavily guarded and that technique could not be used on more than one or two people a atime.

That Adepts, with no Reading power, could manipulate minds aswell as bodies, was one of the more
terrifying discoveries Torio had made on the other side of the border. It was awonder that the empire
had not been destroyed generations ago by people with such powers. Lenardo said that the only reason
was that up to now the Lords Adept had spent so much energy fighting one another that they had been
unable to concentrate their powers against the empire. But now...

Now therewas peace in dl the savage lands dong the Aventine border. Lenardo, Aradia, Wulfston, and
Lilith held what Aradiaclamed wasthe largest territory ever united in mutual agreement. Twice their
alliance had been attacked by other savage lords, and twice they had won—the second time with Torio
inthe midst of the fighting. The lands of the Lords Adept who had attacked and been destroyed had
increased the territory they held; it now seemed, as their numbers had increased with the addition of
Torio, Lenardo's daughter Julia, and Lilith's son Ivorn, that the alliance of Readers and Adepts was
perceived astoo powerful and dangerousto try to attack. Besides, as Aradiawas fond of saying, their
enemies probably thought that if they just waited long enough the members of the dliance would begin to
fight with one another, and leave themsalves vulnerable.

Torio was automatically Reading their way through the woods that grew wild al aong the border—a sort
of no-man's-land on either sde of the wall where no one wanted to live. Redtricting his concentration to
an areadirectly ahead, he narrowed the possibility of another Reader's homing in on him and reporting
their whereabouts to the Aventine guard.

Redtricting his Reading that way, though, meant that he could not Iet himself be wide open to anything
within hisrange, or to therelays of powerful Readers who might be sending messages related to their
escape. It was probably true that the search for whoever triggered the earthquake was centered near
Gaeta, two days ride away—but someone was sure to report that there had been aquakein thisarea
just before the mgjor one, and then——

Sure enough, Torio felt the touch of another mind. Instantly, he stopped Reading. "Wulfston—they've
found us"

"It'sdl right," said the Adept. "I know the way from here." He rode up beside Torio and took his horse's
rein. "We're till an hour from the border—don't Read, and perhaps they won't be sure of wherewe are.
| can handle anyone they send against us—but I'd rather not.”

Torio let Wulfston lead him, feding again the frustration he had |eft behind for many years before crossing
the border into the savage lands: the frustration of being truly blind. The feding came on him now only
when they had to hide from other Readers, something unheard of in the life he had known before.
Privacy, yes—there were times when Readers wanted to shield their thoughts or conversations—but then
they used techniques which did not leave them hel pless and dependent, led by someone elsethrough a
world suddenly unfamiliar and dangerous.

Torio had been born blind; darkness and dependency had been his heritage until his Reading abilities
woke when he was six years old and he had been taken to the Academy at Adigia. It wasthere that his
life had become inextricably entwined with that of Lenardo—Master Reader, renegade, and now savage
lord.



Lenardo had been teacher, mentor, and father to him ever since the day his Reading had forever
dispelled Torio's darkness. The boy had never known light, associating it only with the warmth of the sun
on hisskin, and even after he had been discovered and begun training as a Reader he had il not
understood what "seeing” was. It was norma enough for asmal child just beginning to Read to "hear”
only those thoughts broadcast strongly by trained Readers, and to sense only the vague forms of the
world about him; till, within aweek of hisfirst experience of Reading, Torio waked confidently in the
world without bumping into things. What he could not understand as the months passed was that his
teachersins sted that what he was doing was not "seeing.”

Magter Clement, head of the Academy a Adigia, had told him not to worry about it—visudization would
come later. Lenardo, though, had understood the boy's confusion. Never having seen, Torio had no
motivation to visudize. He was S0 perfectly delighted with the independence that Reading gave him that
he could not imagine anything more. So one morning just at dawn, Lenardo had taken the deepy child up
to the top of the Academy tower. There, he had turned the boy to the east, o he could fed the firdt rays
of the sun on hisface, and Read the sunrise for him. Shape and color burst into Torio's mind for the first
time—awhirl of uninterpretable data, but beautiful. More beautiful than anything he had ever experienced
before! With Lenardo's mind guiding him, he understood: thiswas light. Thiswas seeing. This
everchanging panoramawas what everyone who could see experienced constantly. //How can they do
anything but stop and watch it?/ Torio had asked.

/[Too few ever sop and watch,// Lenardo replied. //Y ou don't understand yet how much you have just
made me appreciate what | can see, Torio.//

Torio had been barely seven years old then, and Lenardo about the age Torio was now, newly
established as ateacher at the Academy. From that day Torio learned more quickly from Lenardo than
from any of the other teachers—and over the years, asthe boy grew up, the student-teacher relationship
turned into adeep and abiding friendship.

Thusit wasthat Lenardo had chosen to trust Torio with the knowledge of his secret misson into the
savage lands last year—branded as atraitor and exiled, to all public appearances—so that he could seek
out Galen, the renegade Reader, and prevent him from aiding the savage Adepts intent on destroying the
Aventine Empire.

And thusit was, when Lenardo had to al appearancesturned traitor in histurn, Torio had fallen under
suspicion. He had not really understood last summer what he was fleeing to when hejoined Lenardoin
that crazed flight across the border—he had been fleeing from the decree of Portia, the Master of
Magters among Readers, who had declared Torio unfit without testing him, and decided to marry him off
to wesken his powers and prevent his becoming athreat to the empire.

Overnight—literally—he had gone from candidate for testing for the top ranks of Readers, loya citizen of
the Aventine Empire, to savage lord with lands held for him againgt the day when he had learned enough
about thewielding of power to be ableto rule them. Barely two seasons had passed since that
precipitous changein hislife, and he had not yet adjusted to it. He was not sure he could.

Everything he had ever known was turned topsyturvy. The savage Adepts were power-mad monsters
with no motive for living except to destroy anyone and anything that came in their way—but Aradiaand
Wulfston and al the other Adepts Torio had met were trying to build a peaceful anagam of lands, an
aliance too strong to be readily attacked, so that their people could live in hedth and safety. And,
athough the hope had been postponed by the events of the winter, they <till wanted eventudly to try to
meake peace with the Aventine Empire.

Marriage severely weakened the powers of either a Reader or an Adept, Torio had always been taught.



But Lenardo was married now to Aradia—and both their powers had increased dramatically.

And, mogt significant, both Readers and Adepts had aways believed that their powers were
separate—mutudly exclusve. No Reader had ever learned Adept powers, and no Adept had ever
learned to Read.... until now. But only last summer, Aradia, Adept and adult, had somehow through her
association with Lenardo devel oped the ability to Read. Even more astonishing, Torio had been witness
when, to save Aradidslife, Lenardo had somehow found within himsalf the Adept power to spark afire
with his mind—thus setting off the explosion that destroyed the Lords Adept who were attacking the city
of Zendi.

He had witnessed it... and till Torio found it dmost impossible to believe. Lenardo's Adept powers
were minor—nothing compared to what Aradia or Wulfston could do—yet every time Lenardo would
casudly light acandle without touching it, or move asmall object without getting up to fetchiit, Torio felt
asif hisold friend and teacher had become a stranger.

For that reason, Torio had agreed to work with Wulfston, whose lands were to the west of Lenardo's. In
Wulfston, Adept powers were not disturbing—it was only when a Reader exhibited such powersthat a
chill crawled up Torio'sspine.

Closed within himself because he dared not Read, Torio found his mind cycling the same thoughts over
and over. What was he doing here? Where did he belong? Could the tampering with nature he and his
colleagues were doing—causing earthquakes, attempting to raise Adept powersin Readers and Reading
in Adepts—result in anything but ultimate doom? Was Gagta awarning from the gods?

"Torio!" A sharp whisper from Wulfston as he pulled the horsesto a hdlt. "Listen!"

Torio listened—but he did not have the usual heightened senses of the blind. Like any Reader, he had
neglected his physical senses, relying on the sense that brought him so much more information. Thusit
took him afew momentsto sort out what Wulfston had heard from the norma sounds of the winter
woods.

Beyond the Sghing of the wind and the call of some night bird there was a distant rhythm—felt more than
heard, asif it came through the ground and up their horses legsto pound softly like the blood in their
arteries. Men marching.

"Y ou couldn't have heard that while we wereriding,” Torio whispered. "Did you Read it, Wulfston?"
"You know | cannot. Besides, | am braced to use my Adept powers. | heard it. Where are they?!

Torio dared to Read again, directly ahead. A band of perhaps a dozen Aventine guards were marching
aong asmall section of .road that paraleled the wall—and if they had not made the mistake of falling into
step when they reached that bit of smooth surface, they might have succeeded in the ambush they were
obvioudy planning at thefadlenwall. They were closer to it than Torio and Wulfston, and led by a
Reader—ayoung man wearing the Sign of the Dark Moon. It should be possible for Torio to Read such
afailed Reader without being noticed—provided he controlled histhoughts and impressions with the
greatest care. Alone, it might not have been too difficult; relaying verbally to anonReader made it
extremely hard to avoid thinking something to | et the other Reader know he was there.

"They're headed straight for the fallen wal;" he told Wulfston. "That means a better Reader than they
have with them scanned dong the wall until that point was found. | suppose they're counting on my not
daring to Read, if they think they can ambush usthere.”

"WEIl go around them" said Wulfston. "They probably have no idea how little energy it takesto start an



earthquake, and think I'm too exhausted to make us another entrance. They'rewrong."

So Torio and Wulfston moved off a an angle that would bring them to the walk behind the guardsmen,
actualy taking them across the border closer to the road to Zendi. Torio continued to Read cautioudy
ahead of them—

And felt something.

They were being Read! Not probed for thoughts, but being scanned as Torio had Read the Reader with
the guardsmen, just for identity and position. A better Reader than Torio was observing them, but had
dipped just enough to let him sense... her... atention. Portia

The Master of Masters was an old, old woman who never left Tiberium. She had to be out of body to be
Reading the border, but her physical presence was not necessary to relay their whereabouts to—

There was no usetrying to hide anymore. Torio let himself Read on every sdeto hisfull range, and found
the army closing in on them from every angle except directly ahead.

"We're surrounded!" hetold Wulfston. "Run for it!"

The two men kicked their tired horses, and plunged through the woods. Portia began to relay strongly,
/IThey've Read us! Hurry! Closein before they cross the border and set other sorcererson us!//

/Nt'stoo late// Torio told her with grim satisfaction. /None of your guards are close enough to stop us
now.//

[[Torio! It is you—have they resurrected you from the dead? Isthat in their powers?/

So the guards at Adigia had reported that they had killed him? It might have looked that way, and their
Reader had been unconscious—Torio himself had seen to that.

Some perverseimpulse led him to tell her, /Y es, they resurrected me, Master Portia, when my own
people would have destroyed me. Call off your dogs—you have no idea of the powers we can wield,
working together!//

The Readerswho led the Aventine troops "heard" the exchange, of course—and Torio felt the
superdiitious fear it planted in them. They hesitated. "Wulfston—do something—anything! Scarethem
offl"

Waulfston pulled his horse up, the animd rearing in protest at being pulled off its pace. He controlled his
mount with one hand, pointing with the other. They could hear the guards approaching now on every
sde-close enough to see the flash of lightning that appeared to come from Wulfston's outstretched hand.
Heturned hishorse, his cloak billowing behind him, and fire de scribed an arc in front of the gpproaching
army, trees blazing up just paces before them in the white hest of a savage funerd pyre, consumed to
ashes so rapidly that the nearby trees and brush did not catch fire. A smoking, scorched arc lay before
the soldiers, who had glimpsed through the trees the savage sorcerer using his powers.

Torio Read their fear with glee. "Now!" he shouted, and he and Wulfston pounded for the wall. It
loomed ahead of them, hdf again astall asthetalest man, nothing a horse could legp, dthough with the
aid of Adept power... but he could not ask Wulfston about that now, in the midst of their dash for safety.
Again they hdted, as Wulfston examined the wall before them, hardly able to see anything in the
darkness, seeking the weakest point. Dry brush before the wall burst into flame, illuminating and reveding
acrack—and Torio Read the stones benegth the flaw give way. The wall came tumbling down, nestly,
Wulfston guiding the faling rubble as he had before, to give them a smooth pathway.



Almost before their bridge to freedom was built, they were galloping toward it. Behind them, the
Aventine army gave chase. "They won't follow far!" said Torio asthey reached the savage side of the
border.

"They won't catch us, but they might harm some of our people if they come upon them,” answered
Wulfston. He halted again, looked back, and concentrated strongly. Trees creaked, branches
dropped—and then two huge trunks fell with amighty crash, negtly closing the passage Wulfston had
madeinthewall. "There" he said—but the strength was gone from his voice, and he swayed in his
saddle, becoming Readable emotionally. The emotion was exhaugtion.

Torio understood at once what had happened. AH the spectacular Adept tricks Wulfston had performed
this night might appear to the uninitiated harder than felling afew trees, but for al of them the Adept had
either been working with nature—seeking the fault in the earth, the flawsin thewall, and letting gravity do
the rest—or performing very basic tricks such asthe control of fire. Throwing thunderbolts had used up
some of hisenergy, but Wulfston was afully empowered Lord Adept approaching the prime of life.
Those powers were easy for him to control. Hislast act, however, had been directly against
nature—breaking down the substance of huge, hedlthy trees. Torio knew that he had chosen it only
because the other way of closing off the wall—raising the falen stones back into their places—was even
more difficult, possibly beyond his powers. His choice had meant that once he had arted the treesto
faling, gravity cameto hisaid.

But now Torio had an exhausted Lord Adept to get back to Zendi, aride of several hoursyet. "Can you
ride on for awhile?" he asked. "'If they can Read that we're nearby, they might think it worthwhileto try
to break down your plug in the wall—or burnit.”

"I'mdl right," Wulfston said, adthough he was breathing shalowly, his heartbest far too rapid. They were
gtill in overgrown woodlands, and would be for severd milesyet. When Torio took his horsesreins now,
Wulfston did not protest, but concentrated on staying awake and in the saddle—for an Adept's natura
response to using his powersfor extensive work wasto fall into a deep, restorative deep.

"Hang on," Torio urged. "Portiais Reading us—I can't hide your weakness from her. If we don't keep
moving, she might send the troops through to try to take us.”

Wulfston sat up straighter. "Y ou tell Portia," hereplied, "that | still have energy reserves—and that it
takesfar less effort to kill men than to stop them without killing them.”

Torio Read Portiaabsorb the truth of that, and call back the guards. Then he and Wulfston rode on
toward Zendi.

It was mid-morning before they reached the city. Zendi lay in aplain, with well-traveled roads
approaching from al four directions. Patches of snow lay in the fields about the city, but insdeal was
clear and dry. From a distance the walls appeared impregnable, but the gates stood open in welcometo
oneand al. Zendi appeared progperous to an external glance—but Torio knew what wasinsde. Twice
last year Zendi had been the scene of devastating warfare. The walls stood, the gates had been repaired,
and the crater Lenardo had blown to destroy the enemy had been filled in. There were empty places
along the streets, though, like missing teeth, where buildings had been destroyed in one battle or the
other. The whole northwest section of the city was rubble, awaiting spring for rebuilding.

Zendi might put on afine face for strangers, but the buildings were dmost bare of furnishings. The city's
carpenters and cabinet makers were spending the winter producing necessities, but most people still dept
on pallets and hung their clothes on pegs.

Despite the primitive conditions, the people of Zendi were happy: For thefirgt timein most of their lives



they were warm, well fed, clothed, and secure. The marriage between Lenardo and Aradia had
strengthened their aliance—and if that one held, the otherswould.

Wulfston and Torio were well known to the people of Zendi. Shouts of greeting went up asthey passed,
and people stuck heads out of windowsto see, waving cheerfully. They knew nothing of the mission the
two men had been on, but Reader and Adept together were the symbal of their new and hopeful life.

There were other signs—happy, hedthy children playing in safety in the streets, and Arkus, Lenardo's
chief architect, in front of adilgpidated building, going over restoration plans with astonesmason.
"Welcome, my lorddl" he caled as Wulfston and Torio passed, and Arkus wife Josa, heavy with child,
came out onto the front steps to greet them. Lenardo had given this young couple astructuraly sound
house, but it was up to them to makeit livable.

When Wulfston and Torio reached the large house that was now Lenardo's home, he and Aradiacame
out to greet them. "Oh, you are exhausted, my brother," Aradiasaid to Wulfston as he climbed down
from hishorse. "'l should have gone with you."

He managed aweary smile. "Therée's nothing wrong with me that food and deep won't cure. | know we
need to counsd, but I'm afraid I'm in no condition to join you."

Lenardo said, "Torio can tell us everything, and we won't make any decisions without you. Comein and

Thedining tablein the large hall was also council table when al the Readers and Adepts gathered. It was
the only place they had where four Adepts and three Readers could sit together in comfort. All three
Readers were there today, but two of the Adepts, Lilith and her son Ivorn, werein their own land. "'l sent
her amessage thismorning,” said Aradia. "If we need aforma council, she will come—but have we
enough information to make decisons yet?"

"I don't think s0," said Torio, picking at the food Cook had set before him. Wulfston ate heartily of the
roast mest, bread, wine, and vegetables, as Adepts dways did when they used their powers. It was
Wulfston's second meal that day, asthey had carried bread, cheese, and wine with them, but to watch
him one would think he hadn't eaten in days.

Readers were vegetarians, for red meat seemed to inhibit their powers—no one really understood the
mechanism. Asusua Lenardo was an exception to dl the rules. Nothing seemed to limit his Reading. He
and Aradia ate amodified diet including some mest, but more fish, cheese, and eggs. Torio stayed with
what he was familiar with—therewas so little familiar in hislife these days.

Lenardo's daughter Juliacame bouncing inin the middle of the meal, curlswindblown, cheeksrosy from
the cold. In unReaderlike manner she hugged Torio, then hugged and kissed Wulfston, saying, "Sorry I'm
late. | was hel ping find some strayed horses, and | couldn't Read that you were back till | got insdethe
walls." The apology wasin part aboast—Juliawas not yet ten years old, and to be able to Read from
any point of the city wallsto Lenardo's house at her age was exceptiond. Torio wondered how much she
knew, for she had undoubtedly dept through last night's disturbance.

She sat down next to Lenardo, asking, "May | have some meet today, Father?!
"No, Daughter. Wewill have nothing inhibiting your Reading.”
"But how can | learn Adept powersif | don't have the strength?!

"Show me an Adept trick, and you may eat anything you please," Lenardo replied.



They were so natural together that they actually seemed father and daughter—they even looked alike.
But the dark-eyed, dark-haired child had met Lenardo only last year, when her budding Reading powers
would have caused her to be murdered by her own people had Lenardo not rescued her and then
adopted her. There were no Academies here; he was teaching her himself, using the apprentice system
favored by the savage Adepts. It was obvioudy working well; Julias abilities were growing so rapidly
that Torio saw distinct improvements on each of their frequent encounters.

Adoptions of heirs were common here. Used to not seeing, Torio rarely Read anyone's physical
appearance on first acquaintance. He had known Wulfston for severa days before he discovered the
Adept was black. It was only then that he had redlized that Wulfston and Aradiawere not blood-related
as he had assumed, since they addressed one another as brother and sister and had the normal
lovelannoyance rdationship of shblings.

Wulfston, it turned out, had been born in the Aventine Empire. When his Adept powers manifested, he
would have been killed by outraged neighbors had not Aradiasfather, Nerius, stolen the little boy away
and smuggled him across the border. Then Nerius, amost powerful Lord Adept, had adopted the boy as
his son and raised him together with his daughter—and by some miracle they had reached adulthood as
friendsrather thanrivas.

Amid the family atmosphere, Torio's quamslessened. Up until ayear ago there had been no place on
either Sde of the border where Readers and Adepts could be friends—where a child was safe even if he
developed the wrong ability. Surely thiskind of cooperation was right!

Nonetheless, when Torio met with Lenardo privately after Wulfston was in bed, more unconscious than
deeping, he fill had uncertainties. 1 fed," he explained aloud, for to assure privacy they were not
Reading, "the way | felt the day Decius was wounded because of what | said and did.”

Deciuswas one of the young Readersin training at the Adigia Academy, now moved to Tiberium. The
day of the savage attack which had resulted in the move, Lenardo had alowed Torio to give Decius his
lesson in swordplay. Blindfolding the boy, so he would have to reply on Reading as Torio did, he had
accomplished morein that one lesson than Lenardo had in amonth. Torio had congratulated his pupil
warmly—and then forgotten him as the darm went up: The savages were attacking the Academy!

But Decius, basking in the praise of the acknowledged best siwordsman in the Academy, had not goneto
hide with the children as he should have. Only thirteen, he had joined the battle—and sustained awound
to hisleg so severe that there was nothing the healers could do but amputate. Knowing that the boy
would never havetried to fight if he had not just been praised, Torio was stricken with remorse.

"Y ou didn't do anything wrong that day,” said Lenardo. "Decius misinterpreted what you said—he heard
what he wanted to hear."

"Thistimeit wasn't misinterpretation,” Torio said grimly. "I was defiant to Magter Portia”

"'She has been ateacher for many years," Lenardo replied. "The defiance of young Readers should come
asno surpriseto her.”

"But | lied to her." Lying to another Reader was a breach of the Readers Oath.
"She didn't know you werelying?'

"It... wasn't exactly alie. Shethought | had been killed when we escaped |last fall—and she asked if the
Adepts had raised me from the dead. | said yes."



"Thaisalie Torio."
"I know. I meant | didn't make it up—Portiadid. | just thought it was so ridiculous—"

"l understand,” said Lenardo. Torio heard him get up and move—to the window, heavily curtained now
agangt winter drafts. They werein the room Torio dways used here, sparsaly furnished with abed, a
chest, and achair. Torio was on the bed, fighting physica weariness because his menta state would not
let him relax and deep. "Did your lie serve a higher purpose?' Lenardo asked.

"No. It was something | said in anger—Master Portiarefused to give me afair chancelast fdl, but | was
more angry at mysdlf, and al of us, for what we did to Gaeta."

"Good," said Lenardo.
"What do you mean, good? | was angry and | did something stupid.”

"But you understand why you did it, Torio—that iswhat isgood. And if you understand why, then you
will not do it again. Remember what you said about Galen—that he did wrong for the right reasons?'

"That'swhat we did last night," Torio said grimly. "How can we ever know were doing the right thing?"

"Wewill never do such terrible damage again aswe did at Gaeta, once we find out how the one fault set
off the other. | must study not just the main fault we have been trying to relieve, but the faults under the
entire empire beforewetry again. | ftill foresee aterrible catastrophe. | only hope .we havetimeto
prevent it. Y our lie might help us, Torio. Even though they now know we are causing the earthquakes,
and have no ideaiit isfor their own good, the Aventine government will think twice before attacking if
they believe we have the power to raise the dead.”

But Lenardo's precognition failed him in that hope. Two days later, Torio was packing hisfew belongings
to return to Wulfston's land when Lenardo contacted him. //Torio, leave your body and join me./

He did not question, but lay down on the bed and composed himself. A Reader of Torio's agewould
normally have used thistechnique only afew timesin practice exercises, but with al the communications
over long distances he had performed in the past few months, it had become almost commonplaceto
Torio. He and Lenardo were the only onesin their small community who could do it; Juliawasfar too
young, and Aradia had not the sKill.

When heleft hisbody and joined Lenardo, Torio found athird presence. //Master Clement!// He dlowed
his joy to suffuse the atmosphere; the old man had been teacher to both Lenardo and Torio, and Master
of their Academy.

Warmth flowed from Master Clement at the contact, but he told them, /1 cannot stay long. Join meon
the plane of privacy.//

/[Thereis something wrong,//Lenardo said when they had made the peculiar change of "position” that
took them completely out of contact with the physical world. Not even the best Reader who ever lived
could spy on them here without making the move with them and thus revedling his presence.

IIAye/l Magter Clement replied without prologue. //The Aventine Senate is preparing an army to attack
you—but not along the border. They are commandeering every sailing vessdl they can, to travel up the
coad, land the armies, and drive you south into atrap laid at the border. Portia has told the Senate the
savages set off the earthquake that destroyed the Gaeta hospital. Lenardo, you should have known that
such atarget—//



/IThe hospital was not the target—there was no target. Y ou know what we intended, Master Clement.//
/I know what you intended, Lenardo, but perhaps one of your Adept alies—2//

/INo!/[Torio interjected. /1t was Lord Wulfston working with me that night, Master Clement. He would
not do such athing! And even if hewanted to... you know my abilities are not grest enough to guide him
to atarget so many miles away, nor are any Adept's powers strong enough to move apebble, let donea
rock face, a that distance.//

/IY ouwould not lieto me, Torio? | know you did to Portia, and | dare not contradict you without
reveding that | know much more of what is happening on the other sde of the border than | am
supposed to.//

/'m sorry,//Torio said penitently. //I didn't think.//

/[The impetuosity of youth. Y ou must learn to curb it, son. What you said is not the reason the empireis
preparing to attack you—but it isacause of their great haste. Portia has convinced them that you are
growing together in the powers of darkness. She a so fears the ancient prophecy: When the moon
devoursthe sun, then the earth will devour Tiberium. Therewill be an eclipsejust before Summer
Fedtiva. Portiafearsthat if we do not stop you by then, you will destroy the empire.//

Despite their bodiless sate, Torio could fed tension from Lenardo. //We cannot alow the Aventine army
to attack us. Master Clement, without Adepts they will be powerless againgt us. | will not have good men
daughtered—for that iswhat it would be. Can you not persuade Portia—7//

//Do you think you could, Lenardo? Or the Senate? Evenif it isaforedoomed effort, they must do
something—and | have told you of their snegk attack to give you the opportunity to plan. | am trusting
you—and you, too, Torio—to find away to prevent abattle in which al too many liveswould belost. |
must return now—I cannot alow mysalf very much time in which no one can contact me. The Council of
Masters meets frequently these days—and our work isnot at al pleasant.//

The old man's presence was gone. Torio and Lenardo remained on the plane of privacy for afew
moments more. //The attack will come againgt Wulfston'slands,// said Lenardo. /Y ou will have to Read
for him, TorioJ//

/N know—Dbut what will he do? Sink the ships? Drown dl those people? Readerswill be navigating the
ships. It wouldn't be amistaken thought flung in amoment's anger—it would be deliberately using my
powers against other Readers! Master Lenardo, how can 1?2/

//Stop clinging to the past—here | am alord, as are you. Master your powersinstead of restraining them.
Y ou never question defending your life with your sword—why do you question defending it with your
powers?//

Powers. Unrestrained powers, used to gain control over other people. He couldn't go home again, Torio
knew—but how could he adapt to living the way people did here?

Chapter Three

For three days after the earthquake Melissa was patient rather than healer. It hurt to breathe. Her throat
was so raw she could not talk, and she could hardly Read beyond the confines of her room. The heders
placed poultices on her throat and neck, and kept a pot boiling over a brazier, producing steam.
Although she knew what they were, it was the third day before she could smell the vinegar inthe
poultices, the sage in the steam.



She was wakened by Magister Phoebe with comfrey tealaced with honey—and for thefirst timeit was
not sheer agony and force of will to drink the fluid her body desperately needed. "Very good, Mdissa,"
said Phoebe. "Y ou're going to bejust fine."

"I know," Melissamanaged, her voice between awhisper and acroak. //How badly was Gaeta hit?// she
asked.

Phoebe replied with the mentd intensity used in training children, //The town had very little damage. The
hospital received theworst of it./

/\Were other Readers hurt?//
/Y es, dear, but there are healers enough for everyone. You rest. I'll bring you some soup later.//

Melissawas not in her own room, but in amuch smaler one that probably belonged to one of the
non-Reader workers at the hospital. She remembered the fire in the wing where her room had been, the
smoke, trying to crawl out. ..

Shewas not burned. Smoke had choked her—her throat and lungs were damaged but healing. She had
no memory of how she had gotten out. Her leg had been hurt... yes, there was awound, now stitched up
and bandaged.

She tested her Reading power, and found that this morning she could Read the corridor outside, and
along that to the kitchen, apparently undamaged. She could reach no farther—but that was better than
yesterday, which meant she was heding. When she was strong enough, a period of fast and meditation
would bring her powers back to normal.

That afternoon Alethiavisited with her baby, and Mdissawas happy to hear that they had suffered little
damage from the quake. "But you should hear the rumors!™ Alethia confided. "They say that the savages
st off the quake, dll the way from the border.”

"They couldn't have,” Mdissasad through the pain in her throat.

Alethiaingsted, "They findly did what they wanted to. That'swhat dl those tremorswere: They were
trying to make abig earthquake by starting little ones."

Mélissa consdered that, remembering how the minor tremor had been followed by the huge one—and
how she had been flung in two different directions. If the savages had that kind of power, though. ..

Alethiasaw the expression on Mdissasface. "Don't try to talk,” she said. ™Y ou mustn't strain your voice.
I'll tell you al about it, Mdissa" They were not Reading because the intendty they would haveto use
would have had the effect on nearby Readers of a shouting match in Melissas room, but at that moment
Melissawas glad of the excuse for another reason: Although they had not planned it for privacy, not
Reading dlowed Alethiato tell her dl the newsthat camein on the Path of the Dark Moon without
Melissa's being scolded for gossiping.

For what amazing gossip Alethiahad today! "There are two renegade Readers aiding the savages
now—+but one of them isaghost!"

Before Mdlissa could get out adenial of such nonsense, Alethia continued, "Remember Master Lenardo
from the Adigia Academy, who went over to the savages last year 7'

Médissanodded.



"That's old news. The latest is about the boy he stole away last fall—amagister candidate of great
promise. Nobody knows how he made the boy go with him, but he did—only at the border the guards
caught them and killed the boy. But Lenardo carried off the body... and the savage sorcerers brought the
boy back to lifel"

Melissa shook her head, and croaked, "No!" Jason was certainly right about how garbled the information
was that came by the Path of the Dark Moon.

"Yes" Alethiaindsted. "After dl, Melissa, a Reader can get logt trying to negotiate planes of existence,
out of contact with the physica world. His body can beleft to die. Thisisjust the opposite—if the
savages have the power to make abody live again, maybe Master Lenardo could have guided the boy's
mind back toit. Although how they could make his heart work after an arrow was shot through it—"

Mélissa shuddered and shook her head. "Alethia, no," sheforced out. "No one could do that." She
swallowed, trying to ease the pain in her throat. "I'm aheder. | know better. And you have had enough
training to know better, too. Either the boy is dead, or he was not hurt as badly as the guards thought, so
he recovered.”

"I'm sorry,” Alethiasaid contritely, as Melissa coughed from her exertions. "1 mustn't make you excited.
Let'sdiscuss something ese." And she began to tell Melissaabout her children'slatest exploits.

Méelissa, though, was only haf listening. There must be some kernd of truth in such afrightening
story—the earthquake part was dmost certainly true, and if the savages could attack the empire that way
once, they could do it again. What little peace and security they had known behind their walls could now
be gone forever. She wished that she could discussit with Jason, but she dared not ask whether he had
contacted anyone. She was certain he would have, the moment news of the quake reached him, but she
would have been unconscious or too sick to contact then... and no one knew" how much she cared
about Jason and wanted news of him. He could be having long conversations with the Magter of the
Hospital every day, and she would never know it!

Her frustration gave her incentive to hed quickly. The next day she could Read the whole wing of the
hospital she was in—and discovered the makeshift accommodeations, the harried healerstrying to treat
thewordt injured of the patients—the ones who had been kept together here—and also to find timeto go
off to treat the Sick and injured taken in by townspeople since haf the hospital complex had been
demolished. Over Master Phoebe's protests, she spent the morning hel ping the herbdist, and after some
rest went back to work that afternoon. The next day she picked up her healer's routine as best she could,
even though there were times she had to stop, lean againgt the wall, and gasp for air for her protesting

lungs

Melissawas not the only healer who had been trapped by the earthquake. There had been eight roomsin
her wing; five other healers had been in their beds when the quake came. Three of them had crawled out
or been found in time, but two had died.

A hedler in the orthopedic wing had been crushed to death. Another, pinned under fallen debris, had bled
to death before he could be reached. Half a dozen other headlers were now patients—the hospital was
desperately short handed.

Days, and nights flowed together as Mdissa pushed hersdlf to be hedler to those hurt more severely than
shewas. She did not devel op pneumonia, thanks to the herbaist's constant attentions, or perhapsto the
will of the gods. Hedlers from other hospitals arrived to take some of the burden, and one morning
Melissaawoke with no painin her chest or throat, and realized that she had had along, full night'sdeep
and actudly felt normal. When she stepped outside she found the sun shining, and saw tender green



shoots of spring growth pushing up through the soil.

Her Reading seemed to have returned to norma. Students at her level had been treated like any other
hedlers during the emergency. Now that she had experienced the community of heders working together,
she dreaded even more the possibility of being sent away.

She checked her patients and found no one who needed her physical presence immediately; she had time
to breathe fresh air in what was | €ft of the hospital garden. It was il too cold to stay out long, but
sunshine and the fresh sea breeze had been unattainable luxuriesfor too long.

Melissa had been Reading automatically, to avoid encountering male Readers, but now she stood at the
newly repaired wall overlooking the town and the seg, closing her eyes and Reading asfar as she could in
every direction. Behind her, ingde the building, she touched afamiliar presence. //Jason!//

Some of her hurt that he had returned and not contacted her must have flowed through that unguarded
moment, for he replied, /I arrived only last night, Melissa, after you were adeep. Y ou seem well. | have
heard nothing but praise for you.// He was iff, forma, without even the friendly communication they
shared when other Readers might pick up their conversations.

/1Y es, | am quite well // shereplied. Did he even know she had been injured? //And you? Were you
tested?//

/Il was tested.// He allowed no fedlings to show-she did not have to be aMaster Reader to know he was
holding something back. /I have anew assgnment./

1A new—"2//

//Not now, Mdissa. As soon as you can resume your lessonswe will discussit. Go in and eat breskfast
now. You have afull day'swork.// And he stopped Reading.

Mélissa survived the next two daysin aferment of curiosity—but every time she met Jason'smind he
gave her acurt reply and shut her out. Findly, the third day, she was scheduled to resume her lessons
withhim.

It was weeks since she had left her body—she wasn't sure she could do it. When it worked, she decided
she must be nearly well, as a Reader's powers were directly related to hisor her hedth. Savage Adepts,
she had been told, weakened their bodies when they used their powers—the only reason the empire had
any hopeat dl againg them.

Since she had been thinking about the savage attack, the first thing Melissa blurted out when she met
Jason's mind that morning was, /1 must tell you what Alethials been teling me. All kinds of wild rumors
are coming down the Path of the Dark Moon. What did you learn in Tiberium?//

/We are not here to gossip,// Jason chided her. //Have you mastered the move to the plane of privacy?/

/I haven't even tried since you left,// shetold him. //First | was hurt, and then | wastoo busy. Didn't
Madgter Horian tell you?/

/Y ou've had no lessons at all 7/
//No. There hasn't been time.//

Despite their bodiless state, something like asigh of exasperation came from Jason. Was he angry at her?



He caught the thought she had meant to keep private, and replied, //No, | am not angry with you,
Mélissa. | am... concerned about your progress. However, your experience may have worked to ease
your anxiety. Y ou were badly hurt. Y ou passed out—but you didn't die.//

/IWhat hasthat to do with moving to another plane of existence?/

/IWWhen you Reed that you could not get out of the building by yoursdf, why did you not leave your body
and direct one of the other Readersto it? Y ou stayed, passed out, and could have died. The smoke
damage to your throat and lungs, the days of pain, were unnecessary. Because of your fear of leaving
your body, you caused it harm. Never would you leave your surgeon'stoolsin the rain to rust—yet you
|eft the most important implement of your skills, your physica sdf, for othersto rescue. Y ou becamea
lidhility," apatient instead of aheder. | commend you for working so hard as soon as you were
able—but you would never have been hurt in thefirst placeif you had used your skillsto save yoursdlf!//

Melissawas stunned. The last thing she had expected was a scolding for being hurt! Guilt stabbed, for
Jason was right; she should have been willing to let go of her physica being beforeit overclouded her
mind and made her unableto function. //1... didn't think,// she said contritely.

//Nor did the other teachers expect you to,// Jason told her. /Do you redlize what their unwavering praise
for you means? They didn't expect any better of you! | expect more, Melissa. Can you giveit?/

For Jason?//1 can giveit.//

/Then make certain that your body is safe... and know that you are something separate fromit. Y ou
know where your body is. We are going only to aplane of privacy for alesson—you are safe with me,
Melissa. Perhaps one day you will fedl secure enough to make the twists and turns aMaster Reader must
know—but there will be none of that today. No way to get lost. A smple move—//

Adrift on the hypnotic flow of Jason's reassurances, Mdissafor thefirgt time released her atention from
the physica world to concentrate only on his essence—and together they... moved... to another plane.

Suddenly the entire universe consisted of nothing but Jason and Mdissal

Asfar as she could Read, Mdissa perceived nothing—nothing as an actual entity, it seemed, rather than
as the absence of something. It pulled at her, wanting her to spread to fill the void. Jason wasthere,
alowing her to experience without interference—but she knew that if she did not resist the pull he would
draw her back. With that reassurance, she was not afraid.

When Mélissahad more or less settled into equilibrium, she asked, //Does anything el se happen?/

//INo—and that isthe danger here, the desire to make something happen. Never seek this plane alone,
Mélissa; without another mind as an anchor, the desire to find the something you think must be beyond
the emptiness can become too strong to resist.//

/ISomething beyond the emptiness? | don't sense anything like that.//
The essence of atolerant smile warmed her. //That ismy impression. Y ou perceive it another way 2/
lIAvoid, wanting metofill it./

I/Aye—equally dangerous. On one hand, you must become accustomed to the sensation, o you can
ignoreit and do the work you came here for, but on the other you must not get so used to it that you
alow it to dip up on you and draw you away, unaware. Another reason never to come here done.//



/IWhy would anyone come here alone? A Reader alone can have privacy just by not Reading./

lThereare... other usesfor the plane of privacy. However, they are not apart of your lessonsfor
Magigter rank. Congratulations, Mdissa. Y ou have just passed the crucid test—you will do with the
Magters exactly what you have just done with me. Y our continued role as aheder will be assured./

She had not even been thinking of that! Perhaps that was why she had finaly been ableto do it? It didn't
matter; she was here, alone with Jason. //What do | do now, Magister? Or... are you Magter Jason
now? No one hastold me.//

/INo, | am not aMagter,// he replied. //All we are going to do today isremain on this plane for a brief
time, and then return. Each time you will be ableto stay a bit longer without fear of being seduced into
remaning here. But today we have only alittle time, and there are things| must tdll you, lest you destroy
your lifeasaheder.//

INVhat 2/

/N will be going away soon, Mdissa. That isgood, for otherwise, as my student, you might come under
suspicion just as Magter Lenardo's student, Torio, came under suspicion when histeacher and close
friend defected to the enemies of the empire.//

/ISuspicion of what?'Y ou haven't done anything wrong!//

I asked the wrong questions. | asked about L enardo, because of the things you told me—but | kept the
Council of Magters from finding out that you wereinvolved. To do so... | had to refuse Oath of Truth.//

And thus, Mdissaknew, he had forfeited al hope of being elevated to Master rank. //But why? What |
told you isknown al over the empire. It was al gossip adong the Path of the Dark Moon.//

/I\Which everyonein the upper ranks dismisses. Until you resumed your friendship with Alethia, you knew
nothing of such gossip, nor did I. | had dways been taught that the failed Readersinvariably garble
information. But what | learned in Tiberium corroborates Alethias story. Thereis more, and much more
serious//

/[The earthquakes,// said Mdissa. //1 know about the savages causing them—they kept on setting off
quakes until they findly caused aredly big one//

/IWe should have redlized they could do thai—at least once they had Readersto tell them where the fault
lineslay. No—what is so frightening isanew power, which could only have been developed by Adepts
and Readers working together. Mdissa... | learned thisfrom the Council of Masters. Master Portia
herself was witnessto the fact. The boy, Torio, Lenardo's student—//

/INo! It can't be true—I told Alethiait was nonsense!//
/IY ou've heard? It's been reported on the Path of the Dark Moon?//
//Hewaskilled... and then brought back to life by the savage Adepts.//

/IYes. Anditistrue, Melissa | suppose thereisno way to keep such an astonishing fact secret among
Readers—each Master undoubtedly told some other Reader he thought should know, as| am telling
you—//

//But it'strue? How could they do such athing?/



/I do not know. Torio waskilled the day Lenardo took him out of the empire—but the night of the
earthquake, Portia discovered him guiding the savage Adepts. He admitted to her that the Adepts had
raised him from the dead—you don't think aboy who had not even achieved Magister rank could lieto
Master Portia, do you?//

/[Then... what hope have we? If they have the power of life and death—//

/[Thereisonly one hope: to gtrike first and quickly. The empire has been on the defense for generations.
Now we must attack—and we must kill both Lenardo and Torio. If there are other, younger, Readers,
we will be able to handle them once the two strong Readers are not available to guide the Adepts. That is
my new assgnment, Mdissa//

/Y ou are supposed to go into the savage lands and kill—?//

/INo—oh, no, there will be no more individual Readers sent beyond our borders! The Adepts havelittle
trouble subverting them, it seems. The mistake wasin ever exiling Readersin thefirst place. There should
have been adifferent law for them—~but then how many Readers have ever turned traitor? Generations
pass between such incidents. It was inevitable, though, that eventualy an exile would be discovered by a
svage

Adept capable of making a Reader work for him. We were foolsto think the savages would always kill
Readers! Now wewill pay dearly for our stupidity, if our desperate effort does not work.//

/IAnd what isthe desperate effort?/

/Mheempireis preparing afleet of ships, the largest fleet ever known. Warships, fishing boats, merchant
vessels—many will gather here a Gagtaiin the next weeks. We are gathering the largest army ever. We
will sail up the coast, out of range of the most powerful Reader, and put ashore west of Zendi, whichis
reported to be the seat of government of the savage lands. It will be a hard three-day march from the
coast to Zendi—but three dayswill not give the savagestime to gather an army anywhere near large
enough to counter ours. Sinceit isunlikely that either of their mature Readerswill be near the coadt, they
may not even know we are coming the first day or two. If our own Readers do their work we can
prevent runners from escaping ahead of our army to spread the news.//

//But you will be fighting people with Adept powers.//

lIAye. Thefirst minutes of battle will mean many desths—until the savage Adepts use up their energies.
After that, the savages will have nothing but ordinary soldiers—and athough their warriors are fierce and
well-trained, our troopswill outnumber them. Wewill kill the Readers. We will kill the Adeptsif we can,
athough they dways save one last bit of their power for escape. If we take the Readers from them,
though, they will be blind—and we will push the empire walls beyond Zendi, and perhaps go onto win
back all the lands the Aventine Empire onceruled./

IIWhat isyour rolein this plan, Magister?//

/[Thefleet requires navigators. | have been assigned to direct the five Magister Readers chosen for that
task.//

//IBut—you're ahealer. Y ou should be directing the medical corps!/

/ICertainly | will work with the heders after the fighting has begun—but until thet time there will belittle
need for healers except to dole out herbs for seasickness. Now, Mdlissa, you should not remain on the
plane of privacy any longer. Thetroopswill begin arriving soon. | will have no time to give you further



lessons. Let me say goodbye to you now.//
//Goodbye? But—//

INtisbest thisway. Until | have proven mysdlf in bettle, | will remain under suspicion—and | do not want
that suspicion to fall on you. Do not let any of the other Readers know anything you learn from Alethia
Work hard with Master Florian and Magister Pudlla. | expect to return to find your skills much further
developed.//

//What if you don't—7//
/Ntistimeto go, Melissa// Jason told her firmly. //The same way we came—with me... now—//

Meélissa had no choice but to follow him. They were till in their bodiless state, though, and she tried once
more, //Magister Jason, what if—72//

/IMélissa, you have done beautifully!// he overrode her anxious question with his powerful mind. //Just
remember what you have learned today, and you will excel as both Reader and hedler!// And then he left
her, returning to his own body so that she could not communicate with him without having every Reader
inrange privy to their conversation.

As soon as Mdissareached her body, it responded to the emotions she brought with her. Her ssomach
churned, her eyes welled with tears, and she turned her face into the pillow to muffle her sobs. Jason was
going away to die! She had no precognition, but she knew the reason for his arupt farewel: he did not
expect to return from his misson into the savage lands.

He had madelight of his assgnment. Navigator, healer—it sounded safe enough; as safe as any
assgnment in an army heading out to war. But in thiswar the enemy would be seeking out Readers,
exactly theway Jason had described the mission of the Aventine army.

Now the savages had Readersto pick out their fellows—and only the savages had the Adepts who
could kill a a distance with no wegpons but their minds. The better the Reader, the easier the. target. ..
and Jason was avery good Reader.

It's my fault, Mdissaredized. My silly, childish gossip with Alethia gave Jason the questions to ask
in Tiberium that put him under suspicion. He could have just told them about me, but he wanted
to protect me.

She mulled that over. It was a strange reaction on Jason's part, to protect her at the expense of hisown
promotion to Master rank. He admired her as a hedler. He had made certain she would be ableto go on
to higher ranks. But why? She had done nothing wrong—shouldn't the Council of Masters be told that
things they thought were secret were traveling the Peth of the Dark Moon? If they had cdled for Mdissa,
under Oath of Truth she would have been exonerated of gaining wrongful knowledge.

But she would stand self-accused of gossiping, of spreading rumors—and if they had called her to
Tiberium before today, she would have failed the Reading test they might have given her, and been
relegated to the Path of the Dark Moon hersalf. And Jason did not want that.

Jason had assured her that if he survived the war, they could be together—colleagues at the hospitd at
Geeta. A lifetime of mental intimacy—surely the purest form of love two people could know. He must
love her. Otherwise it made no sense for him to take such risks on her behalf.

She could not et him take them done!



In battle, no injury would require grester healing skills than Melissadready had. More healerswould be
needed—the call would certainly come for volunteers. She dared not volunteer before that call, but she
would be ready when it came! Now that Jason had let her know, once and for dl, that he wanted them
to be together, she would see that they were not separated, even for the length of the war.

Her decision made, Meissawent about the rest of her day's work in aglow of happy expectation, secure
that whatever the future held, it would be with Jason.

Asthe days passed, the army gathered in Gaeta. The demolished section of the hospital was leveled, and
atemporary barracks built. Every homein town took in asoldier or two, and till they came. Tents
blossomed on the hillsides surrounding the town, where flocks of sheep usudly grazed a thistime of
year. The shepherds had to move early to the higher elevations, but everyone knew that an important
battle against the savages was being prepared for, even if they did not know the events that had
precipitated it. Somehow, the word got out to the non Readers that the savages had caused the recent
earthquake—at that, people became even more responsive and eager to aid the army.

Troops exercised in the streets and in the hills; mock battles charged across the meadows, and the
hedlers at the hospita spent many hours treating sprains and strains that were anything but mock as
soldierswho had not fought for years renewed their battle skills. There were sword wounds, too, anong
those who practiced too enthusiastically, knocks on the head, and even the occasiona arrow gone
adray.

When the number of such injuries diminished, athough the maneuversdid not, the hedersknew the army
was ready for battle. The generas knew their work—ships were aready in the harbor, waiting for these
troops; every other port in the empire had apart of the fleet waiting, and apart of the army preparing in
itsenvirons. All would gather here at Gaeta.on thefirst day of spring.

At last the call Méelissa had been waiting for went out: healers were needed for the army. She had been
bubbling over with enthusiasm for the war effort since her last lesson with Jasorn—no one was surprised
when shewasfirg inlineto put her nameonthelist.

Melissahad tried several times since that |ast lesson to contact Jason, to tell him she understood what he
had done and that she would not let him go into danger done. He wasrarely in the hospital, however. He
gpent much time with the ships masters, comparing maps and knowledge of the coastline above the
border of the Aventine Empire. Merchants who would not say how they got them quietly contributed
current maps. Melissatried not to dlow hersdf the childish thought that Jason stayed out of the hospital
to avoid her.

But he would not communicate with her. When shetried to contact him, hetold her he hadn't time, or he
was busy with someone else. Knowing that she would attract attention if she kept trying, shefindly gave

up.

Thusit was that on the day she boarded ship with the other femae hedlers, and watched Gaeta becoming
smaller and smaller as the ship swayed itsway out to seg, she felt Jason's astonishment to meet her mind
asthe Readers aboard dl the ships reached out mentdly to identify themselves. The bulk of the fleet was
passing Gaeta to the west, having sailed up from the south. There were many Readers whom Melissa had
never met before—she had not realized that there were so many Readersthat dl of these could leave the
empire and ill leave it with plenty of hedlers and other Readersto rely on.

In that crowd of eager, curious minds, there was no privacy for Jason and Melissa—she could not tell
him why she had come, nor could he scold her, as she could sense he wanted to. The whole journey, she
redized, would be equaly frustrating. She should have known there would be no privacy—buit at least



they were salling into danger together.

Thefirst day's sail was a pleasant adventure. The sun shone, the sails swelled with afresh breeze, and the
ships moved swiftly and easily. Two ships besides the one Mdissawas on carried femae Readers, dl
heders. Some of the male Readers were dso healers, but they would be expected to fight if it became
necessary. Asthe eyes and ears of the army, the Readers would be protected as much as possible, but
they would also have to defend themsdlves.

Mogt of the Readers wore the Sign of the Dark Moon, but neither Alethia nor Rodrigo was among them.
Alethia, with two small children, had never been considered, but Melissa's friend had confided her intense
relief when her husband had been told to stay in Gaeta and continue the work which kept food on the
tables of theempire.

Both soldiers and sailors were accustomed to Readers guiding them, but most of them had worked only
with men before. On Mdlissas ship, aconverted whaling vessdl caled the Western Sun, the crew fdll al
over themselvesin their attempt to do and say theright things, knowing that these women could, if they
chose, Read every thought they had. The embarrassment level reached a high Melissahad never known
before—and she suddenly redlized that these men were trying not to show that they reacted to the
hedlers as attractive women. In trying to be friendly and put the men at ease, the hedlers only increased
thetension... until what was happening dawned on them, one by one, and they withdrew into arestraint
that quickly eased the Situation.

How strange, Mdissathought. It had not occurred to her since her normal adolescent turmoil severa
years ago to think of her physical attributes, other than her skillsasaheder. Now sheredlized that dl the
Readers on this misson were physically attractive people. The old, theinfirm, and the out of condition
had been |eft a home where only their mental powers mattered. Every Reader on thisjourney wasin the
prime of life and the glow of health—no wonder it made the sail ors uneasy to be suddenly surrounded by
pretty young femaes not only forbidden to them, but capable of knowing their thoughts!

As soon as the women redlized what was happening, things settled down to a smooth, uneventful

journey. Mdlissalearned how boring the life of adventure could be. After she had explored the ship, there
was nothing to do but sit around and talk with the other Readers, or listen to the sailorstell tales of other
journeys, other battles. The third day out they sailed north of the empire's border, well out of sight of land
and range of any Reader not out of body and specifically looking for them.

The seas became rougher, and afew Readers had to take their own medicinesfor seasickness. Melissa
wanted to stay on deck, but the lurching swells madeit too difficult for someone unaccustomed to sailing
to stay on her feet. Half-stumbling, haf-crawling, she found her way back to her hammock, and rode out
the rough weather safe in its cocoon.

When the seas smoothed, the sailorslaughed at the women for referring to what they had been through
asastorm. "That was nothing!" they weretold. "Y ou'd better get your sealegs before we go much
farther!"

But there was no time for that; the fleet turned and headed toward land. The maps showed a harbor large
enough to accommodate about athird of the fleest—they would disembark in shifts, provided they dared
enter the harbor at al. They were till out of range of the most powerful Readers—which meant their

own Readers could not Read the shore. Even in calm sess, leaving one's body in amoving vessel was not
recommended; one of the four Master Readers traveling with them would do it when they were closer in,
with other Readers carefully monitoring him.

The gentle breeze dropped to acam; the fleet dowed to a crawl. The sun set without any great glory, for



there was not a cloud in the sky. The waves settled into gentle rocking. Apprehension rose from the
experienced sailors at the unnatura cam.

In the tense atmosphere, every Reader was Reading, seeking for aclueto their being stalled here. Then,
"Lower the oarsl" shouted the captain of the Western Sun—amost haf the fleet were equipped with
oars—and soon they were moving forward again, leaving be hind those ships equipped only with sails.

Jason's ship a so had oars—even though she could not communicate with him among the mass of
Readers, Mdlissa could use the menta clutter as amask to watch him. She had noted carefully during the
whole journey just where his ship wasin reation to hers and what his responsibilities were. Hewas
guiding them now, transmitting the proper heading to the Readersin dl the other ships.

Mdlissa Read ahead, trying to sense the land. Nothing. The ship moved as smoothly asachariot on a
main road, no wavesto interfere with the skilled oarsmen's efforts.

Suddenly every Reader in the fleet Read anew mentd voice, strong and vibrant and commanding.
//Stop. Turn your ships around and return to the Aventine Empire, and no one will be harmed.//

Although the voice was cam, it struck fear into Melissa's heart. They were discovered. What could have
prompted a Reader to leave his body and seek them out here? How could he have known?

/1Y ou are helpless againgt us,// the voice continued. //We are Adepts and Readers working together. We
will stop you before you reach our shores. Turn back, lest you come to harm.//

The Readers conferred with one another. No one transmitted the message to the nonReaders, and the
oared vessa's continued smoothly onward.

//We do not fear you.// Jason transmitted to the mysterious renegade. //We far outnumber you. Read the
size of the army proceeding against you, and surrender before .you cometo harm.//

There was a pause. Then the renegade responded, /Y our army will never reach shore. Behold!//

A fresh breeze rose, and howled into a biting north wind. As the ships rocked and shook, the carsmen
broke rhythm in surprise. Asfast asit had come, the wind died. /Behold your weakness,// Jason told the
renegade. /A little wind like that cannot stop us./

"Keep moving!" he caled to the captain of hisvessdl. It was an unnecessary order; the men had aready
taken up their smooth pulling again.

Every Reader in the fleet was Reading to full capacity—it was not Melissas own powers, but the range
of one of the Master Readers that suddenly brought the land ahead into their minds. Asthe ships sped
over the calm seait took form as hills and a harbor—and on one of the hills overlooking the harbor three
people, dmost unReadable. Two men stood, facing the seg; the third lay on a spread cloak on the
ground—nhis body was there, but not his mind, which roved among the fleet of ships. That explained the
pause—he had had to return to his body to speak to the others, the Adepts who had then raised the
wind.

Three people—only three people againgt the greatest army the world had ever known! Relieved laughter
raced through the minds of all the Readers. Search asthey might, they found no one else, no army to
ambush them. So they had been discovered by accident, and these people had come out to try to stop
them—~but surely the entire Aventine army was not to be stopped by two Adepts and one renegade
Reader! The Master Readers tranamitted the information to the officers, and the fleet sailed on.

Asthe ships proceeded, the renegade tried again, thistime less certain, more pleading. //Go back. Y ou



do not redlize our strength. Y ou do not understand Adept powers.//

I/Prepare for Adept attack,// Jason transmitted to the Readers on the other ships. //There are only two of
them—afew thunderbolts and they'll have worn out their powers.//

But there were no thunderbolts. No ships caught fire. No men were thrown overboard. They sailed on,
into sight of the hills, athough by now it wasfull dark and they could not make out the figures on land.
Nor could the Adepts see them—the Reader would have to de scribe where they were. Melissa Read
him return to his body—they had now come within his ordinary range. That must be what the Adepts had
been waiting for. She braced hersdf for fires, thunderbolts, anything—and still nothing happened.

Melissahad never beenin abattlein her life, but she had heard taes of the destruction caused by savage
Adepts. Was it abluff? Were these perhaps apprentices who could do no more than cause abit of wind,
trying to scare the army off to buy time for master sorcerersto join them?

Thewind rose again. It howled and whirled, twisting the sails of the ships—and thistime it didn't stop.
The ship heaved. Memories of the earthquake flinging her around made Méelissagrasp the ship'srailing
with al her strength. Eyes closed againgt the flying spray, she Read the oarsmen give up fighting the
bucking ship. Sailors were herding the passengers bel owdecks before they were swept overboard. The
gdewent on and on, gaining in strength, tossing them one way and then another—pure wind from a
cloudless sky.

The Western Sun was afine, strong vessd. Melissaknew it must have weathered many such storms; she
would be safeif only she could get bel owdecks, but she knew better than to try alone. If she hung onto
the railing long enough, one of the sailors would come and help her. For amoment she wished Jason's
strong arms would rescue her, but he was on another ship, his attention on the conference of the Master
Readers and the officerstrying to decide how to handle this strange Situation.

Jason was a so on deck, caught as Mdissa had been when the wind rose. He was stronger, however,
and began to fight hisway toward a hatch. Each time he lurched from one handhold to another, Mdissas
heart lurched with him, but he wasin the center of the deck now, unlikely to be thrown overboard—

A wave swept across the deck, knocking him down and drenching him, but he grasped arope and pulled
himsdlf to one of the masts, gasping for breath. He clung, gathering strength, waiting for alull—but ashis
concentration was on the wind and water, he missed the stresses accumul ating above his head.

One of the sals cameloose from its moorings, flapping in thewind. It caught and billowed full—the ship
wasthrown over onto its Side, but duggishly righted itself, once.

Jason hugged the mast as another wave washed hisfeet out from under him. He heaved himsdlf upright
again asthe ship righted—but the buffeting wind shifted to another quarter, twisting the mast with its
unfurled sall likeatwiginachild'shands.

/IJASON!// Mdlissa screamed and sent intensely—he Read her, and what was happening, but there was
nothing he could do. The twisted mast splintered with a crack so loud Mdissawas sure she heard as well
as Read it—madt, sall, crossbars, and rigging fell on Jason, crushing him—shefdt hispain, and then
nothing as he blacked ouit.

//Jason! Jason!//

No reply. He was unconscious. Was he dead? Mdissaforced hersdf to Read calmly, al the while
maintaining her own precarious hold on therailing of the Western Sun. He was dive, but badly injured.
She had to—No, ahedler had to get to him at oncel



She broadcast the message to the Readers in Jason's ship, and immediately two healers started for
deck—but they could not get the hatch open against the wind, while outside the fallen rigging was tossed
to and fro, Jason with it, hislimp body hitting spars and tackle, suffering more damage with every blow.

The broken mast swung off Jason and swept againgt the taller center mast of the vessdl, dready
weakened from the gtrain. It gave—and initsfal crashed through the deck. Water poured into the ship.
Jason, released from the rigging, was swept overboard as everyone e se became far too busy trying to
hold the wallowing vessdl together to try to reach him. He was unconscious! He would drown!

Without athought, Mdissajumped into the sea. Cold water enveloped her, and her waterlogged cloak
threatened to pull her under. She struggled out of it and kicked off her sandd's, managing to stay afloat
despite the waves washing over her head. Findly she was swimming, if it could be called that, and was
able to Read for Jason.

She expected his mind to answer hers—but the cold of the water had not brought him conscious!
Despite her dread fear she Read in every direction, thoroughly disoriented. Finaly shelocated him, il
unconscious but aive. Shetried to swim toward him, but the waves pushed her back. She cursed them
as she struggled, refusing to givein and let Jason drown.

The sea began to settle; the waves resumed amore normal pattern. Melissa swam strongly now. At last
she reached Jason, pulled him up and held hisface out of the water while she Read around them. They
had been blown far from either ship—and Jason's ship was coming apart, spilling peopleinto the sea. As
she Read, the"voice" of the renegade Reader broadcast clearly, //Swim for shore! Well help you! Don't
be afraid—we won't hurt you./

It was not directed specificaly a Mdissaand Jason, but at al those floundering in the sea. Two other
ships were sinking, passengers and crew swvimming for their lives. The waves washed them toward
shore—but many tried to reach the other ships, fearing what would await them in the savage lands. To
her horror, she Read one Reader run out of strength, flounder, and drown—then another. Evenif she
tried, she could not shut out afellow Reader's agony. She could not waken Jason. What was she to do?
They were farther than any of the others from the surviving ships—she could not swim thet far, towing
Jason. Neither, though, would she submit Jason or hersdlf to the mercies of the savages!

As shefloated, indecisive, her feet scraped bottom.

She Read a sandbar, leading away from the harbor toward a stretch of rocky beach. It was hopelessto
try to reach the ships now—both she and Jason would drown. If she could get him ashore and hide him
while he recovered, perhaps they would be able to make their way through the savage lands on foat,
back to the empire. Perhaps. But that was a problem for later. Right now she must save Jason'slife.

In moments she could walk the sandbar, pulling Jason with her. She got him onto the beach and left him,
searching for a safe haven where she could get to work at healing him. If only she dared broadcast to the
departing Readers where they were—but that would tell the renegade, and their enemies would be upon
them.

Stumbling in the dark, she risked Reading directly ahead of her, hoping the renegade Reader was
distracted by what was happening to the Aventine fleet. Soon she found a series of cavesin the cliffside,
and searched until she discovered one above the tide line with access from the beach. Jason hadn't
dtirred, but he was il alive. She dragged his dead weight afew paces, rested, and hauled some more,
Reading hisinjuries. He had a concussion, which was probably why he was sill unconscious, but he
would recover from that. The much more serious problem was a ruptured spleen—unlessthat bleeding
stopped by itself, he would die, for Melissahad no way of performing the surgery necessary to Sop it.



She wanted to stop and weep out her frustration—but she had to get him into shelter before daylight.

Exhausted from tension and the battle againgt the sea, Mdissafound herself inakind of nightmare trying
to heave Jason's helpless form up into the cave without doing him further injury. It al ran together—she
surprised herself when shewasfinaly there, Jason ill and cold beside her. She wrapped her body about
histo try to kegp him warm, and Read him. Hewas gtill dive, but hisinterna bleeding continued, dow
but deadly. An Adept could stop it, she thought. But what price would he extract? And then he
would have two Readersto force to work for himor to kill in the attempt.

She risked Reading and found the renegade directing people who had joined the triad on the shore,

hel ping those who had survived the shipwreck to dry ground. There were no Readers among them—all
had either gotten to the surviving ships or drowned in the attempt. Could she pretend shewasa
nonReader and go for help? The soldiers and sailors didn't seem particularly afraid—just glad to be dive.
They would worry about what happened to them later; there was no hope if they were dead. The same
applied to Jason—Mdissa had to save hislifefirst, and worry about the consequences | ater.

Shivering in her sodden garments, she had just made up her mind to go for help when Jason came to with
agroan. "Youresafe" shetold him. "Lie dill, Magigter, please!™

He opened his eyes, but it was dark in the cave. Then he Read her. /IMdissa?//

She didn't have to warn him not to broadcast strongly; hisinjuries had made his Reading wesk asa
child's."Yes, I'm here" shetold him, not daring to transmit at the intensity it would take for him to Read
her words. "Y ou were swept overboard in the storm. Y ou have a concussion and some broken ribs. I'm

going for help.”
/INo!//

"l haveto—I don't have any medicines, bandages, insruments—not even herbs. Well pretend not to be
Readers, and nothing will happen to us worse than to the other prisoners.”

/IMdlissa, I'm not so badly hurt | can't tell I'm dying. Child, why did you do thisto yoursalf? Y ou can't
save me, and now you have destroyed your own life. Not that—// He stopped a thought in midstream,
and shefdt him battling pain aswell asahost of conflicting emotions. Then he decided. //Sinceyou arein
danger of fdling into Portias trap when you return to the empire, | must tell you al | know. At least then
you will have achance//

Portiastrap? Was he halucinating? His mind seemed clear asfar asMelissacould tdll, but thisdid not
make sense. "'l must get help for you!" she protested, but Jason continued asif she hadn't spoken.

/ln Tiberium | was under constant scrutiny from the Council of Masters. They questioned me about
Lenardo, Torio, other renegade Readers. Melissa, the Council isliving in fear. The empireisfdling to the
savages year by year, and the Readers cannot stop it. Already we are denied political power—and there
istalk in the Senate of removing autonomy from the Readers, making nonReaders responsible for the
Academies//

"What do we care?' Mdissaasked. "They can't possibly know what we really do—or even what we
think of them."

/[That is precisely why they fear us. Three Readers have gone over to the savagesin the past few
years—and until Lenardo stole Torio away, with many nonReadersinvolved in the chase, the Senate did
not know. Portiais supposed to keep the Emperor and the Senate informed of anything the Readers
learn that is of importance to the government—and she did not tell them of the defection of Readersto



the enemy!//
"No wonder they're angry! That was wrong, Jason. How old is Portia? Has she become senile?"

/Nt may be. But sheis crafty, and she has power. The Council cannot depose her—amgjority of their
membership agree that the government should be left unaware of matters dedling only with Readers. They
are actually threatening to retest and demote Masters who have been Council Membersfor yeard! |
talked privately with Master Clement, Lenardo's teacher. He says the Council istrying to prevent a split
that might give the government an excuse to disband it—that iswhy those who disagree with Portiaare
not joining together againgt her. The worst thing that could happen now would be public knowledge that
the Council of Magters are fighting among themsalves.//

"I understand, Magister Jason. Still, I must get home, and how can | do that without your help? There are
people out on the beach, hel ping the survivors—"

He grasped afold of her tunic as she got to her knees. //No, Mdlissa. Listen to me. The savages have
gotten three Readersinto their handsin the past three years. All three have been Read working for the
savages. Lenardo, I'm told, even styles himself asavage lord. No Reader has escaped from them, and
none have died, it seems—at least not resisting the savages. What do these facts suggest?//

Mélissa sank back to her knees beside Jason. "Y ou think. .. the Adepts have waysto force the Readers
to work with them?"

/[They have learned how to twist the minds even of Master Readers. The savages feared Readers only
until the Adepts learned to control them. If they can turn aMaster Reader againgt hishomeland, to help
destroy it with earthquakes, what hope isthere for you or me? | do not want them perverting my mind, or
yours. Wait till everyoneis gone, Mdissa, and then use your best Reading skillsto get .away, to go
home. | do not know what you will be going hometo, with our flegt returning in defeet, but we must fight
these savages aslong aswe can. If only the Readers were not turning on one another—//

Histhought trailed off in awave of pain, but he brought it under control. /Melissa, when you return the
Council will probably marry you off. | deeply regret your futile attempt to save my life—but you will be
unableto hide thisincident under Oath of Truth./

"In an emergency—"

/At any other time, of course. But now, returning from the savage lands, you will be suspect, and they
will seek to render you harmless. | wish... you and I—//

She ached with grief. If only they could both go home, perhaps they could aways be together—but for
the Council to give her to someone ese—"Why?If | do manage to get home, it's proof that the savages
couldnt hold me."

/IProof of your strength. They will want to dilute your strength. .. but—// Another wash of pain obscured
his thoughts. He was growing wesker. Melissa could Read the numbing cold coming over him.

"Jason," she whispered, "'leave your body. Don't suffer such pain.”
/INat... until I havetold you. Alethiaisright./
"Right? Right about what?"

//Right to be happy in marriage. It doesnt... realy weaken... abilities//



[Mreating patients with sickness of the mind. It's possible to make them. .. believe things we want them
to... sothey canlive normdly. Only heders, under supervison, ever do it—only if theré's no other way.
The Council—Portia—they—//

Jason was gpproaching unconsciousness, Mdissa could Read hismind clouding, although hefought it
vdiantly. He seemed to be confusing the Council with the savages. "Rest, Jason. Save your strength.” She
cradled hishead in her |ap, trying to lend him strength, refusing to let hersdlf cry. Hewas Htill dlive. There
had to be something she could do—

/IMdlissal// His hand fumbled for her, and she took it, squeezing the cold fingers, trying to will warmth
into him. //Iit'salie, Mdissa. Marriage doesn't... only if you think it—Don't let them make you think it will
impair your powers. You are ahealer. Y ou are worthy to be aMagister Reader. Don't believe—// He
ran out of thefrail strength he had rdlied.

"Jason?"

There was no response. His mind was beyond her Reading. She gathered his body into her arms and sat
through the night asthe life dowly left it—long after Jason had |eft her, forever.

Chapter Four

Torio sat at thelong table in the great hal of Wulfston's castle, hot cered turning cold before him.
Wulfston sat to hisleft, cered bowl long empty, consuming eggs and mesat with thick dices of fresh hearty
bread. They had spent along night directing rescue efforts and then healing the injured. Wulfston was no
moretired than Torio thismorning, though agood dea hungrier.

The castle dungeons were full of Aventine prisoners, being served agood med and bedded down with
warm blankets. They would not be harmed, Torio knew; the nonReaders were not what disturbed him.

It was the first moment he had had to think since the storm, intended as a show of power to frighten off
the gpproaching flegt, had broken up three vessels, drowning eleven people—six of them Readers.

Wulfston finally noticed Torio's Sllence and lack of appetite. "Eat your cered,” he said. "I don't want to
have to hed you, too, Torio."

"I'm not Sick—just disgusted.”
"Disgusted? Y ou'll have to explain your fedings—I can't Read you."

That's a good thing, Torio thought, for he found himself taking anew view of this Adept he had cometo
trust. "It's happened twice now, Wulfston. Twice our attempts to prevent disaster have created it
instead.”

"| felt as bad about the earthquake as you did,” said Wulfston. "We initiated it—and even though our
intentions were good we must take respongbility for the consequences. Thistime, though, we were
attacked. What do you think we should have done—l et them land and kill usal?’

"Y ou said you'd just blow them off course!™

"That'sdl we did. Torio, you cannot hold me responsible for some of the dil gpidated shipsthe Aventines
sent! Moreover, we were dedling with the forces of nature—and no matter how much we may know
about it, loosing such forcesis dways dangerous.”



"Then perhaps we should never loose them. Readers died at Gaeta, and Readers died last night. And it's
my fault!”

Therewas along pause. Wulfston pushed his chair back so he could turn and study Torio. "Arethe
desths of Readers more important than the desths of other people?!

"No, of course not,” Torio said frustratedly. How could he explain to anonReader?"'| may be ableto
shut out anonReader's pain or fear, but rarely a Reader's. But that's not the important thing. My Oath
bindsmeto all Readers. To turn against another Reader isasif... asif you turned against your Sster."”

"I have no trouble understanding that," Wulfston said patiently. "What | do not understand iswhy you fedl
you turned against those Readers. Y ou were trying to help them—if they had cooperated we could
probably have saved them and the five nonReaders who drowned. They turned againgt you."

"Why would they trust arenegade?’ Torio got up. "I'm sorry, Wulfston. | know you see everything from
adifferent perspective. I'm going out for some fresh air before | try to deep. I'll make afina check to
Read if we missed anybody."

Wulfston let him go, saying only, "Don't hestate to send for meif you need me."

It was dawn, but the castle was settling down to rest after last night's activities. "Good morning, my lord."
people said as Torio passed, and hetried to hide the fact that each such greeting felt more like ablow.

The stable boy jumped to saddle afresh horse for the young Lord Reader, and soon Torio was cantering
along the road to the harbor, his cloak thrown back as the morning sun warmed his chill away.

The fishing boats were late starting out today, as they had been used in last night's rescue effort. Torio
Read them leaving" the harbor as he topped the hill and stopped, concentrating on the scene below. He
had Read dl around the area hours before, and found no stragglerswithin hisrange. It was not likely that
any more survivors could have reached shore. To hisrelief, he Read no more bodies washed ashore,
something he had feared he might find.

The ride had not settled his mind. From the savage point of view, he had done nothing but help defend his
new dly. But Torio had trouble thinking of himself asasavage. | don't know what lam.

He had joined eagerly in Lenardo's plans for making peace between the savages and the empire—but if
the empire sent an army against them, how could they seek peace?

The sea breeze tirred his hair, throwing an overgrown lock down across his forehead to tanglein his
eyelashes. It could not interfere with the vison he did not have, but it annoyed him anyway, and he
pushed it back with an impatient hand. A mark of the savage, long, unkempt hair. He would cut it, he
decided, and stop attempting to conform to the fashion of people he didn't belong with. But if I cut it
short, people will just think I'm imitating Wulfston, for the Lord of the Land wore hiswiry hair close
cropped as any Reader's.

Shoving the recdcitrant hair back angrily, Torio wondered, How can | decide what to do about my life
when | can't even decide how to wear my hair ?

Hewastired, he decided! After afew hours deep, thingswould look different. But first he must make a
Reading search of the shordlinein both directions.

Just as he reached for the reinsto guide his horse toward the north, Torio Read a brief start of fear,
followed by sharp sorrow and a sense of devastating cold. It cut off as aoruptly asit had begun, but not
before Torio had located its source as somewhere aong the rocky beach outside the harbor, more than a



mileaway.

A Reader! At that distance no nonReader's fedings would have come through so clearly. He easily
guessed that a survivor of last night's storm had hidden among the rocks, not Reading so asto escape
notice. In deep, the Reader had automatically shielded his thoughts—but Torio had caught the unshielded
moment of waking, cut off as soon as the Reader redized where he was.

He urged his horse forward, skirting the harbor and taking the trail down to the beach, picking hisway
through the rocks as he Read the area. The Reader was in a cave—awoman, huddled beside the dead
body of a man. Both wore the plain white tunics of Readers, the man's banded in black. He had been a
member of the upper ranks; the woman was ill intraining.

Torio fdt sick: a seventh Reader dead. But the woman was alive—unhurt so far as he could tell, except
that she shivered in her damp garments as the morning breeze entered the cave.// Come out in the sun,
whereit'swarm,// Torio projected at the most intense level, but the woman was holding tight against
Reading, lest she be Read. I'd have found you anyway, thought Torio. If you hadn't given your self
away it would just have taken a bit longer .

The woman tensed and looked up as she heard Torio's horse approach. The cave was shallow—she
could not retreat. He dismounted and climbed the rocks, calling, "Don't be afraid. No oneis going to hurt
you."

When Torio reached the cave entrance the woman was crouched at the back like atrapped animal, her
fear escaping the hold she kept on Reading.

They were no more than afew paces apart, the body of the dead Reader between them. Torio said,
"Therésredly nothing to fear. Y ou arein Lord Wulfston'slands. My nameis Torio... Magister Torio."

It wasthefirg time he had clamed aoud the rank Lenardo inssted he was entitled to, although he wore
the robes of aMagister Reader on ceremonia occasions. He had meant to reassure the woman, but
instead her fear grew, her heart pounding wildly. "Thenit'strue!™ she gasped.

Even as Torio wastrying to fathom what "truth” frightened her so, her fear was shoved aside by
desperate hope. " Can the savage sorcerers bring Jason back to life? The way they did you?"

No! Oh, no—hislie cometo haunt him! No wonder this girl wasterrified if shethought Torio haf a
ghost.

"l was not dead,” he said gently. "The guards were wrong. | was wounded, and healed by Adept
power—but no one has the power to return life to the dead.”

"You'relying," she spat. "Take usto the savage Adepts who saved you. Let them decide!™

Maybe Wulfston could persuade her—everyone seemed to find it easy to trust him. "Come with me.
Lord Wulfston will tell you it's not possible. And do not fear to Read—I am the only person in thisland

capable of intercepting your thoughts."

When she began to Read him, Torio found it easier to Read the woman before him—hardly more than a
girl, somewhere near his own age. She was numb with cold, but instead of moving toward theinviting
warmth outside she bent to the body on the cave floor, saying, "Please help me—"

"I will send someone at once to take his body to the castle. He was your teacher?' he asked, although
the girl's attitude suggested more than that—some relationship not possible between amale and afemde
Reader in the Aventine Academy system.



"Yes," she answered his spoken words. "Magister Jason. We were at Gaetatogether—"
Torio's stab of guilt made the woman look up at him.

"Y ou caused the earthquake, didn't you? Y ou dmost killed me that time, and now you've killed Jason. If
you don't bring him back, the godswill exact retribution, Torio."

The gods did not concern him; his conscience did. "The earthquake was not meant for Gagta—"*

"Tiberium, | suppose,” she said resignedly. "Now that you've destroyed our fleet, you think you'll go back
and wreck the rest of the empire. But welll fight you. Y ou won't be able to twist the minds of all
Readers. How many more will you haveto kill ?*

"We do not want to kill any," he said, knowing that her mind was wandering in shock. "Y ou are cold and
tired. Let metake you to asafe place. At least come outside, whereit'swarm.”

It took much persuasion to get the young woman to leave the body of the dead Reader, but finally Torio
put her up on his horse, wrapped his cloak about her, and climbed up behind her. "Y ou haven't told me
your name," he remembered.

"Médisa"

"Médlissa, Read with me, please. | am searching for other survivors. If we encounter any more Readers,
you may be able to help me persuade them we want to help.”

"l don't know that you do," shereplied, but she Read with him aong the shore. He fdlt her surprise at his
range. "Y ou're so young—and you have misused your powers. How can you Read so far and so
accuratey?'

Hedidn't tel her that he was not Reading at his best thismorning, tired after being up al night. Instead he
suggested, " Perhaps my abilitieswill persuade you that | have not misused my powers.” It wasthe
reassurance he clung to himsdlf: he had not lost any of his abilities snce throwing hislot in with the
savages. Rather, they had improved—faster, Lenardo judged, than they might have if he had stayed in
the empire's Academies. Fagter than Lenardo's had at Torio's age, the Master Reader insisted.

Torio and Mdissafound no more survivors, and so, after stopping at a sallmaker's cottage to ask himto
send his gpprentices for Magister Jason's body, he turned the horse back toward Wulfston's castle.
Méelissa had grown warm and deepy in hisarms, as Lenardo's daughter Julia had once doneriding thus
with Torio. But Juliawas a child, and Mdissaafull-grown woman.... something Torio became keenly
aware of as her weight settled drowsily against him and her scent tickled his nostrils.

She had made no protest at histouch, athough thiswas hardly an emergency. He did not know which
Reader had tried to save the other from drowning in last night's storm, but under such conditionsthe
restrictions against mae and fema e Readers being together were definitely suspended.

Perhaps, despite his assertion of hisrank, Mdissaregarded Torio as afailed Reader. Portia had, after all,
declared him such. But she had declared L enardo failed as well—L enardo, whose powers exceeded
those of any other living Reader, including Portia hersdf.

Portiawas afrail old woman—she must be beyond the peak of her powers. She had even believed
Torio'slie. It hadn't been delivered under Oath of Truth, of course, but even so, no Master Reader
should have been fooled by a Reader as young as Torio.

Hewished he could talk to Lenardo. Later today he would have to report eventsin Wulfston'sland to his



teacher; perhaps he could discuss his own uncertainties aswell. Not that these were redlly anything new;
this was the same indecision he had felt ever since he had first comeinto thisland on the spur of the
moment, without any thought to how hewould fit in here.

Wulfston's castle was quiet when they arrived, the servants dert, but no one else tirring. Torio Read
Wulfston degping—but not the deep of total exhaustion, bordering on coma, that Adepts went into when
they had used their powersto the limit. Wulfston could be wakened if he were needed, but Torio saw no
reason that hisintroduction to Mdissa could not wait afew hours. She, too, should rest.

Hetook her to the kitchen, where food was available any time, day or night, and left her eating soup
while he sought out the seamstress, amotherly sort who quickly took Mdissain hand. Then he went
upstairsto his own room.

As he passed the open door to the room next to hisown, avoice caled, "Torio?"
"Yes, Ralf, I'm back," hereplied. "1 found a Reader who survived the ssorm. Hildas taking care of her."
Rolf sat up. "Another Reader? Good. Do you think shewill help us?'.

Torio sood in Rolf's doorway, Reading the boy—he was only ayear younger than Torio, but at
momentslike this he seemed impossibly naive. "After wekilled seven of her fellow Readers and dmost
drowned her, why would she?'

"Oh." Rolf leaned back on his pillows, athough Torio could Read he was rested enough for the moment.
The boy had used histadent toitsfull last night, for he was not afully empowered Adept like Wulfston.
Rather, he had asingle Adept talent, the ability to control the weather—he and Wulfston together had
created the storm, and then held the seas calm for the rescue work. Afterward, Rolf had barely made it
back to his own bed before faling into exhausted dumber, while Torio, Wulfston, and several minor
Adeptswith the power of hedling worked on until early morning.

"Médissa—the Reader—is down in the kitchen now," Torio offered, knowing Rolf would be hungry.

The boy got up &t that, pulling on dippers and robe and feding for the gick leaning againgt the wall by his
bed.

For Ralf, like Torio, was blind.

Illogicdly, Torio dwaysfet uneasy around Rolf. Perhapsit would not have bothered him so much if Rolf
were not exactly what Torio would be were he not a Reader. He fdlt guilty to have escaped the world of
darknesswhen Rolf could not—an absurd fedling, for it was not asif Torio were withholding something
he could have shared with Rolf. No one could give another person Reading ability.

Rolf and Torio were one of Wulfston's experiments. The Lord Adept had long theorized that Reading
and Adept powers were two functions of the same ability. Then hisown sster, Aradia, had proved him
right by learning to Read. Later Lenardo confirmed that Aradias double talent was not unique by
developing Adept powers. Wulfston wanted desperately to learn to Read, but he had made no progress,
nor could he teach Torio even the Ssmplest Adept trick.

Since Aradiahad learned to Read only after faling in love with Lenardo, and Lenardo hed first
conquered Adept powersto save Aradidslife, Wulfston now theorized that motivation was aprime
forcein manifesting anew power. Hence hisbringing Rolf and Torio together. They were closein age,
and both were blind from birth with the same defective nervesfrom eyeto brain.

Torio knew Wulfston had another motive for wanting Rolf to learn to Read. The black Adept had been



Lord of the Land for barely ayear, but hefelt an obligation to right the wrongs Drakonius, the former
lord, had doneto his people. Rolf's blindness was one of those wrongs—asin of omission, for Wulfston
claimed that any Lord Adept could have made those defective nerves regenerate in an infant.

Born inthe Aventine Empire, Torio had never had the opportunity to be hedled by a L ord Adept, but
once he devel oped Reading skills his blindness hardly mattered. Most of the people Torio had met in
Wulfston's land had no idea he was blind. Wulfston hoped that Rolf, motivated by Torio's abilities, would
quickly learn to Read. Given the facts—and Torio had witnessed the dua abilities of both Lenardo and
Aradia—it made perfectly good sense to the young Reader. Thus he became more and more frustrated
that he could not help Rolf learn.

Rolf moved past Torio and down the hall, completely at homein the familiar castle. Torio went into his
own room, undressed, and went to bed. He wastired enough by now not to risk leaving his body to
report to Lenardo until he had dept—but just before he withdrew from Reading, Lenardo contacted him.
/[Torio—why did | haveto hear about the battle in your land from the watchers?/

/Nt'sal over,// Torio replied. //I've been up al night—I was going to rest before trying to contact you.//

Lenardo could not missthe fatigue that had finaly caught up with Torio. /Very well—tel me anything |
need to know, and then deep. | can Read most of what is going on there for mysalf./

//Seven Readers died,// Torio told him. //One survived—agirl, Melissa. She may Read you if you're not
careful. Not that it matters, | suppose.//

/Nt doesn't. But | think | shal let Wulfston make friendswith her first. We can certainly use another
Reader, if it's possible to get her to trust us. Oh—one more thing. Master Clement seemsto have lost
Portiastrust. He was not able to find out when or where the fleet would land. If | had known, | would
have been there, with Aradia//

/Nt was more effective as it happened,// Torio replied, //dthough I've spent so much time outside my
body the last three days that I'm amost surprised | have oneto return tol//

/1Y ou did afine job. Give Wulfston my greetings, and assure him that we will comeat hiscal. Seep
now.//

For amoment Torio felt that same feding he had known as alittle boy at the Academy, when he had
wakened screaming from nightmaresin which his ability to Read had disappeared, leaving him blind and
help less. Either Lenardo or Master Clement would come to comfort him, holding him and Reading with
him until he was reassured, and dared let go of the world he Read, to deep.

How absurd those childish fears now seemed. Today he had no lack of confidencein his powers—only
in hisjudgment of what to do with them.

Torio woke at mid-afternoon, gathered clean garments, and went to the castle bath—afar different
device from the Aventine baths he had been accustomed to. Cisterns on the roof of the castle gathered
water, some of which went into atank above asmall stone room. By opening atap like the one on akeg
of ade, hewould be showered with water—effective, if not luxurious.

If | ever have a castle, Torio thought, | will install a real bath. But he could not imagine himsalf
building acastle, ruling aland, athough Lenardo and Wulfston assured him that that was his destiny.

The spring sunshine had warmed the water in the tank. Torio lavished the pleasant soap that wasthe
unexpected invention of the savagesal over himsdlf, including his hair—aluxury he had seldom known a



the Academy. As he scrubbed hisface, he decided he needn't shave again for aday or two. He wasn't
quite sure whether he shaved to keep some small link with his appearance as an Aventine Reader, or
because his beard was till so sparse that he could not achieve the full growth that Lenardo and Wulfston
wore.

When he had toweled off with fine linen, Torio put on the garments Wulfston's seamstress had provided
him—the clothes of asavage lord. Hewore asilk shirt and hose, and an embroidered tabard cut full
enough to disguise thefact that his body was not yet filled out to agrown man's musculature.

If he had to wear such ouitfits, he was glad his legs were not thin, like Rolf's. Torio had had the enforced
exercise of the Academy, the body expected to be as healthy asthe mind—and in asort of perverse
ingstence that his blindness should not keep him from any activity he chose, he had spent many hours
turning himself into an expert swordsman.

But it was not just the regimen of exercise that had given Torio a hedthier body than Rolf's. the young
savage still bore the scars of malnutrition in childhood, as did so many peoplein these lands that had for
generations been ruled by aseries of Adeptsdl calling themsalves by one name: Drakonius. Although
everyone was now well fed and cared for, even Adept hedling could do little for adults with bowed legs,
missing teeth, crooked backs. Still, the children were thriving, and after Drakonius Wulfston was having
little trouble gaining the love of his people.

Torio started downgtairs to the main rooms of the castle, restricting his Reading to just ahead of himself
as heaways did indoors, to avoid breaching someone's privacy. As he crossed the hdl to the main gairs,
though, a door opened. Méelissa Read him, and ducked quickly back into her room.

//We don't segregate mae and female Readers here,// hetold her. //There are not enough of us, and no
Academies//

/That'snot it,// she replied sheepishly, reopening her door. "I... don't understand what you intend to do
with me," she explained as Torio approached.

"I don't know—L ord Wulfston doesn't even know you're hereyet,” Torio replied. "But were certainly
not going to hurt you."

"But | am your captive. Y ou turned me over to Hilda. Shefed me, helped me bathe, put me to bed—and
when | woke up | found clotheslaid out, and the door not locked. No guard. It doesn't make sense.”

Torio grinned. "If you want to run away, go. If Wulfston wantsyou, well have you back herein afew
hours."

"You're not that good a Reader," she said, "and you're the only one working here, aren't you? | could
leave while you're adeep. Y ou'd never find meif | got out of your range before you woke up.”

Thistime he laughed—for he had been as astonished as any other Aventine citizen to discover that the
savages had ways of communicating over distances that did not involve Readers. Lenardo had often told
the story of being caught by watchers when he had once escaped from Aradia's castle—how foolish was
the empire to assume that just because they had no Readers the savages could not invent other ways of
transmitting information. "Try it. Y ou won't get far.”

Shetried to Read him, and he deliberately thought of swordplay exercises until she gave up. "I'll find out
from someone dse" she said.

"Invade the privacy of nonReaders?"



"If they're my enemies. But | think first | should meet your Lord Wulfston—I would not want to anger
him before | have the chance to ask him to use his powersto revive Jason."

"Médissa, | told you—"
"Why should | believe you? How do | get to meet this savage Adept?"

"I'll wake him—he's probably hungry again by now anyway." He called down the stairsfor aguard to
take Méelissato the great hdl, warning her, "They'll try to feed you again. Everyone thinks Readers have
the same requirements as Adepts—if you don't learn to say no, you'relikely to get very fat!"

Somehow, his encounter with Melissamade him fed better, even though she had raised again the issue of
hislieto Portia. He went to Wulfston's room, and Read through the door. The Lord Adept was il
adeep. Torio knocked. No response. That meant there was only one safe way to wake him.

Torio entered Wulfston's room and approached the bed, where he carefully touched the Adept on the
forehead, between the eyes. Wulfston woke immediately. "Torio. Is anything wrong?"

"No. If you are not rested, it can wait."

"I'mfineg," Wulfston replied, sitting up and stretching. "What happened while | dept?”
"| reported to Lenardo, who sends his greetings. And | found a surviving Reader."
"Good... | think. Who ishe? Any chance of winning him to us?'

"It'sayoung woman. She has passed her preliminary testing, for she was doing her medicd training at
Gaeta. She dmogt died in the earthquake, she told me.”

Wulfston frowned. “Then shewill be difficult to persuade, unlessyou can show her why we were setting
off the quakes, and why we haveto do it again and again until we relieve the pressure on that main fault.
Whereisshe?'

"Downgairs. She wants to meet you."
"Certainly. Go on down and keep her company—I'll be with you in afew minutes.”

When Wulfston joined them, he was dressed as the Lord of the Land, in an outfit smilar to theone Torio
wore, but much more richly embroidered and made of materidsin the same dark brown color ashis
skin. He even wore asmal gold crown—and Torio told Méelissa, /L ord Wulfston honors you by
arraying himsdlf to meet an equd ./

//Or to impress someone he hopes to use,// she shot back, but rose as Torio made the introductions.

"Lady Mélissa," Wulfston greeted her. "Y ou are most welcome here. | trust you have been made
comfortable?’

"Yes, thank you," shereplied. "I haven't been treated like a prisoner at al.”

"But you are not a prisoner! Please st down. Y ou are my guest. Before you leave us, though, | hope we
may show you what we are attempting to do here."

"... leaveyou?' Melissaasked asthey took their places at the dining/council tablein the greet hall.

"Wewill send you home, of course, unharmed—as soon as we can arrange a meeting with



representatives of the Aventine government. That was the one positive effect of your attack: It provided
uswith Aventine citizensto trade for such amesting.”

/N can't Read him!// Méelissa complained to Torio, while doud she said, "Y ou have never traded
prisoners before—you've awayskilled them. Or perhaps twisted their minds to make them work for
you."

"I have never before held Aventine soldiers, my lady. Do not judge the alliance of Adepts and Readers
who now hold these border lands by the actions of Drakonius. He was the one who constantly attacked
your land, seeking to take it al. Drakoniusis dead, and my aliesand | seek peace with the empire.”

/Heistdling the truth,// Torio supplied, and Melissa suppressed an angry accusation. Torio felt her force
hersdlf to be calm.

"Y ou spesk the Aventine language very well, Lord Wulfston," she said.
"l was bornin theempire” hereplied.

"Then you are an escaped dave?' Mdlissa asked sweetly. Torio wanted to kick her under the table, but
settled for projecting annoyance. Melissaknew aswdl as he did that athough black Nubians, like the
pale blonds from the far northern lands, usualy entered the empire againgt their will as daves, most of
them earned freedom and the same rights of citizenship asanyoneelse.

But Wulfston took no offense. "My parents were freedmen, and | was born afree citizen. Not that my
status would have mattered when | began to show Adept powers—our neighbors were perfectly willing
to murder acitizen. However, | was rescued and adopted by Lord Nerius, who made certain that |
remained fluent in my native language.”

"And now you make dl your people learn it? Everyone seemsto spesk to mein Aventine," observed
Mdisa

"Y ou haven't met very many people hereyet," said Torio, "but the reason so many spesk at least some
Aventine isthat ageneration ago these lands were part of the empire. It's fortunate for me—I've been
herelong enough to understand most of what is said in the savage language, with the help of Reading, but
I'm il not fluent at speskingit.”

Melissagtared at him. "'If you've gone over to their Sde, why do you till call them savages?'

Wulfgton chuckled. "It'swhat we call oursalves, as our aliance has chosen no forma name yet. Lenardo
started the habit. Who knows—we may end up calling ourselves savages by default: The Savage
Alliance”

"This... dliance. It includes the renegade Lenardo?"

"He madeit possible,” Wulfston replied. "Until we had a Reader, we dared not defy Drakonius. Even our
attempts to maintain peace in our own lands were interpreted as treachery—if Lenardo had not been
thereto guide uslast year, Drakonius would have destroyed us. By now he would have carried his
conquests even further. Has no one noticed that for awhole year there have been no attacks against the
walsof the Aventine Empire?’

"Of course we've noticed. Weve aso noticed your new strategy: cause earthquakes to destroy our
cities—then you can walk in and take over without afight."

Wulfston said, "We know that is how you interpreted the accident at Gaeta."



"Accident!" Mdlissascoffed.

"Yes, accident,” said Torio. "We did not mean to harm Gaeta, or any other city. We aretrying to relieve
the pressure on the main fault under Tiberium. We don't want the capitd of theempireto fal, Mdisa"

"We seek apeace treaty with the empire," explained Wulfston. " Once we succeed in neutrdizing the
fault, thus preserving your capitd, it should not be difficult to demondtrate that our intentions are peaceful.
Gaetawas amgjor setback in our plan.”

"If you think | would try to persuade other Readersthat what you say istrue, you are greatly mistaken.”
sad Mdissa "Thereisonly onething—"

At that moment one of Wulfston's guards burst into the hall. "My lord! The watchers report an attack!™

Torio Read the man, then out into the passageway where arunner waited, panting, to tell his story.
Wulfston had him brought in at once.

The report was short and clear: the Aventine fleet had not smply given up and returned home. The entire
fleet, including those temporarily becalmed vessels that had been unable to participate in the first attack,
had sailed south and landed, till in Wulfston'slands. They were now setting the army ashore, about two
days march to the south.

Rolf entered the hall asthe watcher wastdling his story, and stood near the door. "A good muddy rain
will dow their march and dampen their spirits” he said. "I'll take care of it, my lord."

"Thank you, Rolf," said Wulfston. "That may buy us some time—I want the battle down there to the
south, not here where my people have made such progress rebuilding and planting. Torio, notify Aradia
and Lenardo. They'll cometo help—but how do we hold the whole Aventine army off until they get
here? Gevin," he said to the watcher, "send for everyone with Adept powers—well try to maintain a
holding action. Lilithisso far away. .. but have her notified anyway, Torio, and hope she arrivesjust in
timefor avictory ceebration.”

AsWulfston issued orders, more people entered the hall. Messages were passed; riders and runners | eft
the castle grounds. Men from the village near the castle converged a once, drawing wesgpons from the
armory.

Torio fet Mdissas astonishment at the ingtant organization. "How can you manage dl thiswithout
Readers?' she asked asthe hall cleared, leaving them a center of cam at the core of abustle of activity.

"We managed without Readers before Lenardo came,” said Wulfston. "However, Torio cannot do
everything. | could certainly use the help of another Reader... but | cannot ask that of you, Méelissa. I'm
afraid, as aprecaution to keep you from reporting our movesto the Aventine army, | must put you to
deep until the battleisover.”

"Wait!" she said, closed tightly to Reading. "I know away for you to get Readers... or certainly one
more Reader. | will aid you in this battle, Lord Wulfstorn—I will take Oath of Truth to Torio to bind it—if
youwill dowhat | ask."

Wulfston studied her. "And what," he said findly, "do you ask?'

"In aroom off your dungeons,”" she said, opening to Reading for their reactions, alowing Torio to Read
her hope, her sincerity, her burning desire to persuade the Adept, "there are twelve bodies. Seven are
Readers. Use your sorcery. Bring them back to life as you did Torio. If the others won't serve you out of
gratitude, | will. Bring back only one of them—M agister Jason—and | promiseyou | will do anything you



ask, Lord Wulfston—anything!"

Wulfgton's shock was so greet that he became emotionally as Readable as any nonAdept: disbdlief,
revulsion, horror at the very suggestion. "Mélissa... where did you get such an idea"

Thegirl looked to Torio, her last hope collapsing. "But you—"

"l told you it wasalie!" he said wretchedly. "It never happened, Melissa. | will give you Oath of
Truth—"

"You don't haveto,” shesaid dully. "Lord Wulfston just did.” Tears burning, she rose and fled from the
hall.

Wulfston stared after her, hisusua unReadable self once more. "What lie, Torio? What could you have
told her to make her think—?"

"I didn't know Master—L ord—L enardo hadn't told you. | wastoo ashamed to.” And he told Wulfston
how he had let Portiathink her assumption wastrue.

"That's why they're attacking now, Wulfston—they're afraid to let us develop our powers together any
further. It'smy fault.”

"It's nobody's fault. Torio, there is one lesson you must learn before you can be any good to yourself or
to anyone e se: Mistakes are to be learned from. Instead of berating yoursdlf for amistake in the pagt,
determine never to make the same mistake in the future. Useiit for growth, not to keep yoursdlf from

growing."
"Yes, my lord. I'll go and find Mdisa"

"Leave her for now. If she conquers her grief enough to contact the Readers with the Aventine army,
there's nothing she can tell them except that we are preparing to move against them. That can hardly be
unexpected. Go contact Lenardo. | will deal with Melissalater."

"Yes, my lord."

"Torio—stop that! Y ou are not a chastened apprentice. Y ou are aL ord Reader, allied with other lords
to fight off an attacking army. We are the ones being attacked. | am relying on you—I must rely on you.
If you do not accept your responsibilities, many people will diein this battle who should not. And if that
happens, Torio, thistimeit will beyour fault.”

Chapter Five

The sun was setting as Mdissaran out into the courtyard of Wulfston's castle. It was jammed with
horses, wagons, people preparing for battle—againgt Mdissas friends and country. Her shock and grief
made her whole body ache... but her duty shored her up. Before Wulfston caught her, she must find a
safe place to leave her body—then he could do nothing except kill her physical being. Degth of abody
left behind happened to Readers sometimes. No one was quite sure where the consciousness went when
that happened—no living Reader had ever found the way to the plane of the dead, and returned.

If they kill me, I'll be there with Jason.

Somehow, though, she did not think Wulfston would kill her. What she had Read in that totally
unguarded moment had shown her aman of open honor—a clean conscience combined with the firm
purpose and responsibility of aleader. He would act only in waysthat he considered right.



However, she had no way of knowing what Wulfston considered right. She merely assumed that
murdering the hel pless would be unacceptable even by savage standards. Hisintent to "put her to deep,”
on the other hand. ..

Surely that was a euphemism; if she allowed him to use his powers on her, she would wake up aloya
savage. He had obvioudy doneit to Torio, athough the young man was a skilled Reader. Since she now
knew it was not gratitude for restoring hislife, why else would he work for the savages?

Melissaleft the courtyard and walked through the village. No one paid attention to her—ypeople were too
busy, and she did not look out of placein the linen dress Hilda had given her. She was accustomed to an
unfitted ankle-length tunic; the tight bodice and deeves of this dress seemed to bind, and the mass of
materia in the pleated skirt felt heavy—wasit meant to dow her down if shetried to run away?

No, it was smilar to the dresses she saw on the village women, athough their voluminous skirts flowed
without pleats, and were of rougher materia than Melissas. She had smply been given something
appropriate to aguest of the Lord Adept.

As she reached the edge of the village and saw plowed fields ahead, Mdissaredized that she had no
ideawhere she was going. Back to the cave? But it had taken over an hour on horseback to get here
from there—she didn't havetimeto walk it.

She had Read all through Wulfston's castle when she woke up; perhaps she should go back there—the
last place they'd look for her! But Torio—

Cautioudy, trying not to project, she Read the degping rooms. Torio wasjust lying down to leave his
body. Still in hers, Mdissacould not follow him, but he was supposed to be reporting the Aventine
attack to Lenardo. His consciousness would be many miles away.

Melissa scurried back through the village and into the castle, avoiding anyone she knew had seen her
earlier. Safein her own room, she prepared carefully, knowing that it could be hours before she would
dare reunite with her body. Lord Wulfston had a battle to fight, many miles away; once heleft hiscaestle,
he would soon be too far away to do anything about Mdissa. Although some things on this side of the
border did not fit what she had been taught, it must be true that an Adept's powers diminished with
distance. If not, surely the empire would have been desiroyed many generations ago.

It wasthefirgt timethat Mdissahad attempted thisfeat alone—aways before it had been with one of her
teachersfor alesson. Thisiswhat those lessons were for, shetold hersdlf, and floated free, carefully
orienting herslf.

Asaways, outside her body, her Reading became sharper and clearer. Torio's presence was nowhere to
be felt—she did not pursue him to the east, where he would be contacting the other savage lordsin the
city of Zendi. Instead, she Read the castle again. Wulfston was entering his own room, afew doors
away. Hetook off his crown, exchanged his heavily embroidered tabard for a plain woolen over-tunic,
and dung a heavy cloak over hisarm. Then he climbed the stairs, past the bathing-room and up to the
castles watchtower. There were two men up there aready, one the watchman, the other Rolf, the blind
boy who claimed to have the power to change the weather.

"The watchers have found some clouds,” Rolf reported, "but | cannot reach them from here. Will you
help me, my lord?' The boy had amap unrolled on the ledge before him, his hands tracing the coastline
asif hefdtit.

"Where are the clouds?' asked Wulfston.



"Here, my lord." Rolf's hand circled an area on the map that represented the sea severd milesto the west
of the coast.

"And the enemy?’
The watchman replied, "A new report, my lord— ook!"

Méelissafollowed the direction the man pointed, and "saw" from a hilltop beyond the fields alight flash on,
off, on again for alonger time, then off... dowly it dawned on her that it was acode. Thiswas the way
the savages, without Readersto transmit their messages, told what was happening at adistance.

Melissawas Reading Rolf, for al three savages spokein their own language, which she did not know at
al. Rolf wasthe easiest to Read—but he could not see the flashing light and hence could not interpret the
code. As Wulfston read it doud, though, Rolf assmilated it—and so did Méelissa. "Enemy moved three
milesinland, ten miles south of nearest community. Still marching northward.”

Wulfston took Ralf'shandsin his. "Herewe are," he said, laying the boy's left hand on the map where the
castle was marked, "and here iswhere our enemy isnow.” He laid Rolf'sright hand on the area
described in the watcher's message. Then he turned to speak to the other man. " Glyn, acknowledge that
message. We'regoing to try to let foul weather encourage them to make camp. | don't want them to
reach any of our villagesif we can stop them."

The watchman picked up alantern, turned it toward the hills de where the other light had shone, and
began to open and close the cover in rhythm. Mdissaturned her attention to Wulfston and Rolf—but
both were concentrating now, and had become unReadable.

She studied the map, then alowed hersdlf to "move" southward, farther than she had ever been from her
body before. As she had been taught, she noted landmarks, refusing to be afraid. By thetime she
reached the marching Aventine army, storm clouds were dready gathering overhead. Could the Adepts
work at that distance? The clouds compacted until the air could no longer hold their moisture, and a
steady rain began to fal. Although the army was spread out over severa miles, the rain was centered on
them... it moved with them as they marched, turning the sandy earth to mud, sucking at their feet.

Aslong asthey kept moving, none of the Readers with the army could leave their bodies; they would not
notice Mdissa unless she ddliberately contacted them. They were dl Reading, of course, so sheessily
located them, spread through the line of march, a Reader with every unit. At the back of thearmy she
found the medica personne—the women Mdissahad been traveling with. With relief, she met the
motherly mind of the woman who cared for the trainees at Gaeta. //Magister Phoebe! //

Surprise, relief, and welcome. //Mélissal Can it be? Where are you, child? We thought you had
drowned!//

/IMdissal Areyou dl right?/ from the other women, her colleagues and friends.
/N'mfine, dive and—if | can stay out of my body long enough—réelatively safe//
/IDid anyone dse survive? Wefdt Cdiadie—/

/INo,/l shereplied sadly, //only nonReaders survived, except for me.//

Other Readers, those she knew only from having touched minds with them on the seajourney, fixed on
her. //Y ou were with Magister Jason,// interrupted Master Amicus. //He was badly injured—do you
know if he survived?/



/INo... hedied,// shetold him, unableto hide the sting of her grief. Shefelt the Master's suspicion—out
of body, she should not fed such strong emotion, and while it was naturd for a student to grieve a the
loss of ateacher and mentor, she knew her fedings were too far beyond that to hide. //He died rather
than be captured,// she told them. //The savages might have been able to save hislife, but he would not
risk letting them twist hismind./

/Nf they hadn't dready.// Thisfrom Master Corus. //And you, Mdissa—where are you?//

Two Master Readers were focused on her—she could never get away with alie. Why did shefed she
ought tolie?//l am... inthe castle of one of the savage lords,// she replied—and instantly knew why she
should not have sad it.

[[Mraitor!// Master Amicus projected. //Y ou felt it, Masters—she would have lied to us, but realized we
would detect it. Jason corrupted her, aswe feared!//

/INo!// How could they distrust her? //No one corrupted me! Listento me! Lord Wulfstonisaone
here—his alieswill take hours, perhaps days, to cometo hisad. They're sending the sorm to dow you,
30 they will havetimeto gather their armies—//

/IListen to yoursdlf!// Master Corus cut off her attempt to give them vital information. //First you say there
isonly one Adept to fight us, and then you say they are causing therain. Asto gathering an army—when
has the savage army not been prepared and ready? Y ou have been sent to deceive us, woman.//

/IFoolish child,// said Master Amicus. //1f there were Adepts close enough to cause therain, do you not
think Master Readers could detect them?/

INf there were Adepts close enough to cause the rain,// added Master Corus, //they would aready have
attacked.//

IIMaybe. .. maybethey can only manipulate something like clouds at this distance,// Mdissasaid
uncertainly. //I don't know—I'monly telling you what | saw here. I'mtrying to help you! Masters, ask me
under Oath of Truth./

//Whileyou are out of your body? What would that prove?// asked Master Corus.

/N did not believeit.// Great sadness from Master Florian, one of Melissasteachers at Gaeta. /I thought
Portiawas grown overly suspiciousin her old age—but now | see she wasright. Melissa, how could you
turn against your own peoplelike this?/

/N haven't turned. Master Forian, make them believe me! Thereisone Lord Adept in the castle, and a
boy who can control the weather. He's blind, but—//

/IOh, child, they have twisted your mind indeed if you think Torio can control the weather,// said Magter
Forian.

/[Torio? No—heisworking for Lord Wulfston as a Reader. This other boy, Rolf—//
/ICould they confuse her that much in one day?/ asked Master Corus.

/Nt must have been Jason,// Master Florian said miserably. /1 trusted him completely—I never
understood why Portia suspected him. Now | seewhat he did to this girl, afellow Reader—his student.
By the gods, | waswrong. Portiaknew what she was about, making Jason chief navigator for the fleet.
He had to lead us to the enemy—and with so many other Readers—better Readers—in the fleet, there
was no way for him to warn them.//



/[They killed him for betraying them,// said Master Corus.

/INo—// Melissa began. Torio had been broadcasting to the Readers in the fleet to turn the ships, not
telling Wulfston where a particular Reader was. Then she redized the implications of what Master Florian
had just revealed. //Portia made Jason chief navigator—to test him?/

//Maybe he did warn them,// mused Master Amicus. //He was on deck—and so wasthisgirl, on her
ship. They may have meant to jump ship and join the savages. Jason may be guiding them againgt us at
this very moment./

/INol/l Melissa protested. //No—Jason never did anything wrong. He died because Portia put him in that
lead ship! Shekilled him!//

/IWe must make camp,// said Master Corus, and began to broadcast that to the other Readers.

/INo!// Mdlissatold them. //Kegp moving. They want you to stop! They'll have timeto gather their
amy—//

/Ngnore Melissa// Master Amicus told the Readers. //She has betrayed us. Our enemies want ustired
out when we meet. Make camp. The Readers will keep watch.//

Mélissa could not believe what had happened, her consciousness drifted above the Aventine army
making camp in the mud while warm, dry pallets were prepared for the Master Readers so they could
leavetheir bodies.

If they discovered that Mdlissa had told the truth, what would that mean to them? To people who could
calloudy send afellow Reader to his desth because they distrusted him...

The Council of Masters had killed Jason. They—Portiaforemost, but al of them who had agreed to her
plan—had placed him in the forefront of that fleet expecting him to betray himself or die. But he had
remained loya. And what had it gotten him? Degth, while those who were supposed to be hisfriends and
protectors gleefully assumed hisguilt.

Oh, Jason!

If only the Readers were not turning on one another , she seemed to hear his mental voice. You will
be suspect, he had told her. They will seek to render you harmless. He had meant that they would
marry her off, to blunt her powers. How innocent he had been—he would never have dreamed that,
without evidence, they would call her traitor. But he had known they would distrust her. How could
Readers, of al people, distrust one another?

She had no place to turn now. Jason was dead. Home was closed to her. The Master Readers had no
interest in rescuing her—if they thought her mind had been tampered with, why did they not want to take
her back to Gaeta, where sick minds could be cured? Obvioudy, she wasn't worth the effort!

Shock and despair dowly melted away before anew emotion: anger. How could they be so... vengeful ?
She had dways |ooked up to the Master Readers—and now she learned that the Council of Masters
would rather have a suspected Reader killed than let him prove hisinnocence. The trueintent of this
expedition wasto kill Lenardo and Torio—and now Mdlissawould be added to the list.

What did it matter?

/Have you Read enough?//



Melissawas startled to find Torio's presence nearby—and to fedl, when he contacted her, adespair to
match her own. //How long—7//

//Long enough to learn what the Masters did to your teacher. To seethat they will not trust you—you,
who until yesterday were dutiful and obedient. | ran away, you know, because Portiafailed me without a
test. Thereslittle wonder they wouldn't trust me, Melissa—but they had no reason but their own ingrown
fearsto mistrust you.//

INVhy did Portiafail you?//

/I was Lenardo's student and friend. 1.... knew too much. She would first have married me off, to blunt
my powers, but | doubt she would have stopped there. She could have found dangerous assignments for
me, as she did for Magister Jason.//

/IBecause you know shefailed in her duty to keep the government informed of your plot.//
//How did you know that?// Torio asked.

/1Jason found out in Tiberium. He knew too much, too, because his one failing was insatiable curiogty.
His questions brought suspicion on him.//

/ISuspicion,// said Torio. //Distrust. Readers turning against Readers, using pretense—// His bitterness cut
off. //What are you going to do now, Melissa?//

/[That depends on what you are going to do. Y ou and your Adept friends. What are you going to do to
the Aventine army?//

/Turn it back beforeit reaches any of Wulfston's villages. The watchers have spread the word through
the whole land now—Ilook.//

Torio directed Mdissas attention beyond the infertile sandy plain on which the army was making camp to
thefirgt villagein their path. Some thirty men and boys—and afew women, she noted—were arming
themsalves with swords, spears, bows, and even knives and pikes. The rest of the women, with their
children, were packing to flee.

/[They can't hold off an army of thousands!// Mdlissa protested.
/IThey'll have plenty of help before the army getsthisfar. Read.//

He guided her along the road to where atroop of over a hundred people marched toward the
village—ordinary people, alittle better armed than the firs, following awhite banner carrying a black
wolf's head symboal.

//But whereis Lord Wulfston's army”!// Melissa asked.

/IThose people are the army. Every man—and every woman who has particular skill with the bow—isa
member of the Lord of the Land's army. Wulfston's father began the practice, when he achieved peacein
hislands. Thereisno need to keep the able male population in astanding army, as Drakonius did. They
are homewith their familiesmost of the time—that in itsalf has gained Wulfston their devotion. They will
fight now to save their own homes and families from an aggressor. They may be outnumbered &t firdt,
until Lenardo and Aradias troops get here—but which side do you think will fight harder?//

/IWith both Adepts and Readers on your side, does it matter?//



[IMy sde? Mdlissa, will you not join us?/

/'l am tempted,// she told him honestly. //I have been betrayed—but not by the Readers with the army.
How could | guide someoneto kill Magister Phoebe or Master Florian?//

/Il understand. Come back to your body—I think | know away to turn the army back without killing
anyone//

//Will Lord Wulfston—2/
/IGladly. We want a peace treaty with the empire, Mdissa—not a conquest.//

Asthey retreated toward Wulfston's castle, Melissa Read more and more troops marching southward,
well-armed now, and carrying wagonloads of shields and wespons. There were more wolf's head
banners, and men in leather armor decorated with the same symbol.

IIWhy were the best-armed men not to the south,// Melissa asked, //where you might expect an attack
from the empire?/

IIWe had the army clustered near where the fleet meant to land, although we didn't expect to need them
aal/

//And you didn't. We never knew they were there!//

/[That was the idea—to demonstrate that one Adept, with the aid of a Reader and one minor Adept,
could destroy the wholefleet if he so chose. The empire's generds are stubborn—they refused to learnin
onelesson, so we will have to give them another.//

They were back to Wulfston's castle now—Meélissa Read the Lord Adept sitting in the armchair in
Torio'sroom, only hisimpatience clearly Readable. She dipped back into her own body, sat up,
stretched—and felt for the first time hampered by gross physica form after the freedom of being out of
her body. Sheredized that she had felt no fear tonight, and no great relief upon returning. If her powers
were not improving, her confidence in them was.

She Read Torio also Sit up and stretch. He told Wulfston, "Lenardo and Aradiaare on theway. The
Aventine army has made camp as you hoped they would—Waulfston, did you intend them to camp on

that sandy plain?’

"Not necessarily—but where el se could they bed down so many people, without splitting up... They
could have split up, of course. They have Readers.”

Torio smiled. "Y ou're learning to think like a Reader—and I'm learning to think like an Adept. How much
more water can you and Rolf pour down on that plain in the next few hours?!

"We can probably keep it raining al night, but if we attack them there, our own people would haveto
fightinthemud." *

"I don't think rainwill do it," said Torio, getting up and going over to the table piled with books and
scralls. There was amap, smilar to the one on the watchtower.

Melissaleft her own room and went to Torio's. /Comein, Mdissa// hetold her. Wulfston looked up as
she entered, but said nothing.

"What are you going to do, Torio?" she asked.



"Y ou Read that sandy mud the army was getting bogged downin.”
"I know the area,”" said Wulfston. "It'sjust sand, no good for growing anything.”

"Deep sand,” said Torio. "If we can saturate it with water—" He could Read that Melissa had no idea of
what he was getting at, and Wulfston offered no indication that he understood. "Quicksand!" he
explained, picking up the map. Hedidn't ook at it, but Read it, and said in annoyance, "But thereisno
source of water. | didn't Read far enough in any direction while we were there—but it doesn't matter. No
lakesto spill into the plain with asmple avalanche.”

A"simple" avalanche? Mdissathought, but remained slent.

"The seaisthe closest source of water,” Torio was saying, "but there is no way to move that much water
to the plain over the intervening hills. Working against nature that way, you'd be worn out before you'd
moved atenth of what is needed.”

"Quicksand?" asked the Lord Adept. "Y ou know how to turn ordinary sand into quicksand?’

"Of course," said Torio. "It hasto be degp sand, and it hasto be saturated with water, that'sal. When |
Read the way that sand seemed to suck at the army trying to march acrossit... But it'sabad idea
anyway. If we could sink the army, how would we ever get them out? We would unleash another force
of nature that we couldn't control."

"Wait," said Wulfgton. "We don't want to sink the whole army. Think of it thisway: pools of quicksand
here and there. Under their best equipment—what did they bring long? A catapult? We concentrate the
water under it—and it Sinks. A battering ram? Down it goes! What do you think of that?*

"Lord Wulfston," Melissawhispered increduloudy, "Can you do that?" It was obvious now—they were
not out to kill anyone.

"l candoit," said Wulfgton, "with alittle help. Torio isthe only Reader | have—therée's not enough time
for Lenardo to get here. The Aventine army will leave that plain in the morning. With fast horseswe can
be there before dawn. Méelissa—are you going to report our plan to the Aventine Readers, so they start
moving thearmy now?"

"It would do me no good to try," shereplied. "Torio can tdl you.”

"They won't trust Mdissaany more than they would me," Torio said. "Shetried to warn them, and they
wouldn't listen. That'swhy | went there before coming back to report to you, Wulfston—I thought
Méelissamight be agood enough Reader to contact them from here. | wasright, but they rejected her.”

"Then come dong and watch," said the Adept.

/[Torio,// asked Mélissa as they went downgtairs, //how did you ever come to think of quicksand?|
never would have//

Fastening on his sword, he replied, //For the same reason | can use asword and you can't: Mae Readers
aretrained to aid the army. When we're scouting terrain, quicksand is just one of the hazardswe'reto
Read for.//

//Lord Wulfston doesn't wear a sword,// Melissa noticed.

/Nf he couldn't use his powers, he would be far too weak to use asword./



Rolf waswaiting in the great hal, with severa other men and women dressed in rough, sturdy garments.
"Excdlent!" said Wulfston as he looked them over. "We have aplan—Torio, is anyone from the Aventine
army Reading ushere?"

"Not that | can tell—but you are the hardest of dl of usto Read. Y ou explain the plan.”
So Wulfston gathered the others around him while Torio and Mdissa hung back.

"Do not Read," Torio cautioned. "Readers are too easy to locate. Wulfston isright that one of the
Readers, out of body, could have found us since you and | returned. I'm taking the risk that it will take
longer, asthey don't know the territory, and | checked carefully to see that no one followed you and me.”

"You did?| didn't notice. Apparently you do deserve thetitle you claim, Torio."

"The only title I'm claiming from now on isLord Reader," he said grimly. Melissalooked at hisface—and
saw that his eyes were drifting, unfocused.

"That waswhy Master FHorian thought | was confused when | told him about Rolf—you're blind, too!"

"Yes, but it makeslittle difference to a Reader. Wulfston thinks Rolf should find it easy to learn to Read
for that reason, but I've been unable to teach him—or learn Adegpt tricks myself.”

"Isit true, then—7?"

"Yes. Lenardo learned it. Aradialearned to Read. If we had them with ustonight, we wouldn't need all
of these other people.”

"What can they do?' Mdissaasked. "There are over ahundred Readers with the army. They are sureto
pick up our plan from these nonReaders. Why are they being told?"

"They are minor Adepts," Torio explained. "Each has one talent—Rolf can control wesather, Irmy can
causefires, severd of them can move light objects. They will combine their powers and be dmost as
effective as another Lord Adept—maybe two."

"Their powers can be combined?’

"Yes. It'snot like Reading. Not one of them could do more than move a pebble aone—but together they
can lift aperson... or gather water to pool in one area.”

Melissawas fascinated. Readers worked together, of course, but their talents did not combine. The best

Reader in agroup could Read for the othersto his own limits of distance or discrimination—but no
further.

"l wonder," she said, "what it would be like to have both powers?’
"Sodol," sad Torio, "and | an goingto learn if it takestherest of my lifel”

By thistime Wulfston had explained the plan to the minor Adepts, and they were ready to leave. Both
Torio and Méelissawere free to Read again—and Melissa quickly Read why it was safe for the minor
Adeptsto know what they intended to do: All were as unReadable as Lord Wulfston.

//When an Adept is braced to use his powers,// said Torio, //he cannot be Read—nor can he Read,
Lenardo tells me. Somewherein that restriction there is a clue to the use of the two powers, but we
haven't yet been ableto fathom it./



Fine, fast horses were waiting in the courtyard, and Hilda came running out with awarm cloak for
Méelissa. No one questioned her riding with them; the Lord Adept's word was law.

All dong the road, troops marched southward. Cheers went up asthe Lord Adept passed with his
entourage. Melissa Read other groups of armed men moving southward, taking the best routesto
converge just north of the plain where the army was camped. She felt no touch of any Reader but Torio,
but there were sure to be Readers watching them, out of body, asthey rode adong the main road.

Near midnight they stopped at an inn, where they were given fresh horses and where hot food was laid
ready for dl of them—it took only minutes for the group of Adeptsto eat meat wrapped in bread; then
they picked up cheese and fruit to take with them, and rode swiftly aong the road again. Neither Melissa
nor Torio was hungry, but they tucked applesinto their cloaksfor later.

Neither Reader could Read over the distance they yet had to cover before the watcher's reports began,
lights blinking on the hilltops and runners and riders coming to them with messages: The Aventinearmy
was breaking camp.

"They've Read our troops converging,” said Wulfston. "They have to atack now, while they ill
outnumber the army directly before them. Torio, can you—?"

"No, my lord—it istill too far. | can stop here, though, leave my body, and stay in touch with you
through Mdlisa"

Woulfston pondered a moment, then said, "No—I want you on the scene. Watcher," he added to the rider
who had brought the latest message, "seeif anyone can provide us with fresh horses again—weve got to
ride faster!"

They pushed their mounts—and Melissa Read something strange happening to the animals. They did not
seemto fed thetirednessin their legs, the ache of their overworked lungs—//Torio—the horses?//

IIWulfston's doing it. It's not good for them—he would never mistreat an animal, though. It's probably
safe enough for afew miles.//

And in afew milesthere were fresh horses—but only four riding horses, probably belonging to huntsmen.
The rest were farm horses, strong but dow. Still, they were better than the tired-out animalsthey left to
be cared for by Wulfston's people—with awarning that they needed to be walked dowly for agood
long timeto cool off after their effort.

Now Wulfston's party became strung out along the road, the minor Adepts consigned to the farm horses
losing ground asthe Lord of the Land galloped toward the battlefield. Torio and Melissa kept up, Rolf
close behind.

At last they reached the point at which Torio could Read the rain-drenched plain. It was not raining
where they were, but sharp cold winds were beginning to assault them, and Mdlissa could see the clouds
ahead—a neat line across the horizon. She pulled her cloak tighter, and tried to stretch her body as she
rode. She was going to be very sorein afew hours—like all Readers, she had been taught to ride at the
Academy, but she had seldom had occasion to travel since being assigned to Gaeta, and her muscles
werefar out of practicefor such along ride.

Y et shewasnt tired. It was not long after Torio could Read the Aventine army that Melissawas ableto
do so for hersdf, rather than through his senses. They were too late—the battle had begun!

Dawn was breaking, gray through the rainclouds. The first units of the Aventine army had | eft the plain



and were engaging Wulfston's men in the fields south of thefirgt village.
"My lord!" Torio told Wulfston, "the fighting has Sarted! The army ismoving off theplain.”

"Well drive them back,” said the Adept. "Show me whereto strike, Torio." Wulfston unrolled amap,
and Mélissa saw again the technique for guiding non-Readers.

Torio pulled his horse up beside Wulfston's. "We're here," he pointed out on the map. "Hereiswhere the
armies are clashing—and they are dready well intermingled.”

"WEell haveto get closer,” said Wulfston, studying the map with afrown. "Thereis no high vantage point
fromwhich | can seethefighting.”

Rolf caught up with them, his horse stopping with theirs. He listened as Torio said, "There are woods
along the edges of the fields here—they don't show on the map. We can ride through there, and you can
see what's happening fairly well."

"Good—|et'smove."

The other stragglers aso caught up asthey left off galloping adong the road to cut across newly-plowed
fieldsand into the trees. Here it didn't matter whether the horses werefast or dow; al weredowed to a
walk by the underbrush. Rolf's horse balked, and Mdissacaught upitsreins. "I'll guide you," she said.

"Thank you," he said, hiswords polite but edged with bitterness. "They won't need my talent, anyway,
until we get to the plain. Unlessit'sto keep it raining. Y ou're Mdissa, aren't you?”'

"Yan

"Canyoutel meif therain has sopped? At least | can keep that going, to hamper the enemy until my
lord can reach them.”

"It'sonly drizzling now," Mdissatold him. "The clouds you brought together last night are nearly empty.”

"But the clouds themsdves are moisture,” hereplied. "Thisclose, | can make them give up every drop—if
| knew wherethey were. 1... I'mlost, Melissa. Weve been twisting and turning so | don't know which
directiontheplainis”

She pulled his horse up beside hers, and took his hand as she had Read Wulfston do. "That direction,”
she said, using his hand as a pointer. "The plain begins about four miles from here, and extends agood
fivemiles"

"Thank you." He concentrated. She Read the clouds draw together again from the wide configuration
they had scattered into during the night. The rain turned to a steady downpour.

"| told you where the plain was," she said. "How did you know where the clouds were?"

"I don't know. | mean, | dways know where there are clouds, within afew miles, anyway. There's
something about the air—I can't redly describeit.”

"Then why couldn't you have found your way just now by ... feding for that something that tellsyou
where the clouds are?' She urged her horse forward, leading Rolf again.

"I... never thought of it," hereplied. "But ordinarily it wouldn't help anyway—clouds move dl thetime.
Just knowing where there are some cloudswon't usudly tell me where /am.”



"But it will thismorning. Keegp focusing on those clouds.”

It was a Reader'sterm. "Keep your attention on them. We're il twisting and turning—but are you lost
I

"No," he said in wonder. "Thank you, Mdlissal"

What she had used was asimple technique for teaching young Readers to sense the shape of the world
about them—using whatever they found easiest to Read to locate other things.

Was Rolf Reading? He didn't fed like a Reader—but then he had no experience in verbalizing thoughts
or other techniques usudly taught to Readers as children. She had never heard of aReader'sbeing
discovered through his ability to sense objects—but children dmost dways had that sense dready when
they were discovered, or developed it within afew weeks. It just wasn't very dramatic; even children
whose parents were Readers were usually discovered when they answered an unspoken thought, or

responded to somebody else's pain.
//Rolf!// shetried, projecting at the strongest level. He did not respond.

//1t'sno use,// came Torio's mental assurance. //1've tried, Médlissa. He can't Read.//

Maybe you pushed him too hard, she thought, carefully not projecting to Torio. And being blind, Rolf
wants to Read so badly that he can't believe he can do it. It was acommon stumbling block, desire
S0 gtrong that it produced frugtration, while the frustration in turn prevented the budding Reader from
recognizing when he did make progress.

Carefully avoiding the mention of Reading, Melissaasked, "What can you sense besides clouds?!

"Water," hereplied. "Clouds are water, you know. | can go swimming and find my way to shore,
because shore iswhere the water stops—and right this moment isthe first time I've ever redized that that
ishow | doit. | can causethe air to move, to creste winds—but again it has to do with water. Warm air
carries more moisture; bring warm and cold together to get wind. Lord Wulfston has taught me a great
ded about usng my taent without wearing mysdf out—I'll never have his strength. But my single taent
can be useful.”

"It cartainly is," said Melissa. "Have you ever thought of using your sense of where moistureisto get
around better?!

"I don't understand. Any blind person can hear or smell where the ocean is—but al but Torio will fal
over knee-high rockstrying to get there."

"Y ou do not sense the rocks because they contain no water?"
"Perhaps. | never thought about it."

"Do you bump into people, Rolf?"

"They usudly move out of my way."

"But do you ever? If you come up behind someone?”’

He pondered that. "No... | don't think | havefor along time. | fall over everything ese, though.”



"Dogs, cats, chickens?'
"Médlissa, what are you redly asking?'
"People and animals are mostly water—warm water. Have you tried sensing them that way?"

"Not deliberately,” hereplied. "I'll try it. Thank you, Mdissa." Hefdl slent. Again Mdissatried to Read
him, and again found nothing to suggest he was Reading. But what could his"sensng" beif not Reading?

The sounds of battle could be heard through the trees now; it was full daylight of an overcast day, but it
had not rained where the two armies clashed, and dust rose to obscure the scene asthey reached the
edge of the woods and tried to peer into the melee.

Melissaand Torio together Read the intertwined armies—but new troops were coming in from the north
to aid Wulfston's people, while to the south the Aventine army was bogged down in mud, making very
dow progress across the sodden plain.

Wulfston dismounted and stood at the edge of the woods as Torio described the battle. He held another
map now—no, Melissa Read, not amap. A wax tablet scored into squares, which became the map of
any areaa Reader was Reading for him. Mdissa Read in fascination as Torio pointed to sections of the
tablet, and they became inscribed as he described them—woods, field, edge of the plain, advancing
troops. "But right through thisarea," he said, running afinger down the center of the grid, "both armies
arefighting. If you throw thunderboltsin there, you're aslikdy to hit your own people as the enemy.”

"How many people?"
"Perhaps a hundred on each sde—and both sides are inflicting heavy casudties.”

"Weve got to stop it," said Wulfston. "1 had hoped to be here before they engaged. Now how do we—?
| haveit! Jaral Mik! Come here. Y ou have the power to put peopleto deep.”

"Yes, my lord,” dmost in chorus, asthetwo minor Adepts left their horses and joined the Lord of the
Land.

"We're going to put to deep al the soldiersfighting in this area—it doesn't matter which sdethey're on.”
He handed the wax table to Torio, and the three Adepts joined hands and concentrated. Melissa Read
the effect—raised spearsfdll from limp fingers, swords clattered to the ground; men crumpled and lay as
they fell, deeply adeep and totally helpless. The dust dowly settled over them.

"Now let's drive the Aventines back into the mud!" cried Wulfston, mounting his horse and galloping
southeast. Therest of his party quickly followed.

A fresh contingent of Aventine soldiers were marching toward the scene of battle. Their Reader reported
what had happened ahead in dismay—and then, "Riders coming toward us—I can't Read most of
them—!"

A sheet of flame legped out of the ground just in front of thefirst rank of soldiers. They sprang back by
reflex, bumping into the troops behind them.

But these were seasoned soldiers—their leader was shouting orders aready. Archers stood and fired
over the heads of the front ranks, toward the small band of riders—but the arrows were stopped asiif
they had hit awall afew paces before the advancing band of riders.

Both Torio and Mdissatold the Aventine Reader, //Y ou can't fight us. Turn back. No one will be



harmed if you will surrender.//

But of course at this point it was hopelessto ask for surrender. The army tried to keep coming, but again
awall of flame shot up before them. By now they were so close that Wulfston could shout acrossthe gap
between them, " Surrender now—or turn around and go home. We are not going to alow you to advance
farther into our lands.”

"Go on, Savage!" answered the Aventine officer, "use your tricks! Y ou can only last so long—and then
our army will take yourg"

"Keep that up, and soon you won't have an army!" Wulfston threatened, moving forward step by step.
Severd soldiersaimed their spears at him—but the wooden shafts of the weapons burgt into flamein
their handdl

Then flames were everywhere—spear handles, bows, arrow shafts, the wooden supply wagon at the
rear of the troop—except for swords and knives, they were suddenly wegponless. And then men were
screaming in pain and cagting their swords and knives away—M dlissa Read that they had become red
hot!

That was enough—the young officer had the sense to order retreat before he had arout to explain to his
commander. They retreated with astonishing order—Médlissa thought that under such circumstances, she
would havefled at adead run.

To the rear of the retreating troops, another unit wasjust dragging itself out of the mud onto the grass that
provided firm footing. Half the men were trying to haul aong aheavily-loaded supply wagon, itswheds
mired to the hubs. They were out from under the rain here—Wulfston stopped where the scene came
into view, concentrated. .. the sodden wagon covering peeled back, revealing food and weapons kept
dry—which now burgt into flame. The men leaped back by ingtinct. Melissa Read the soggy ground
under the wagon suddenly become saturated—just in that spot, as the mud the men stood on became
firmer, its accumulation of water gone e sewhere.

The flaming wagon sank, dowly but inexorably—in moments the last sparks sputtered out under the
soupy mud.

"Excdlent!" said Wulfston. "Did everyone see that? We want to sink weapons and supplies, not people!
Fretalents, light anything dry. Water talents, encourage currents in the mud, and then concentrate the
water under weapons and supply wagons. Jara and Mik—any Reader you see, put to deep. Anybody in
awhite tunic. Make sure that none of you get far from someone who can deflect weapons.”

While al thiswas going on, the Adepts were casudly turning away arain of spears and arrows—the
Aventine army was not going to let itself be taken by a dozen savages! At least not without fighting back.

"Torio," Wulfston continued, "take Rolf with you and circle to the east—I'll take Melissato the west.
Keep in touch. Rolf, scatter those clouds before you do anything e se—we don't want the rain anymore.
It put out our fires. All right—form groups and spread out.”

Médissawas not sure whether Wulfston took her with him because he trusted her, or because he did not.
Shewas safe by hisside, hisskillseasly turning away anything the army threw at them. But how long
could he keep it up?

Asif he Read her question, the Adept told her, "I can deflect arrows all day—but not if | must do redly
heavy work aswel. Stay in touch with Torio and Rolf, Melissa. Rolf has more strength than any of my
other water talents, but he's very limited compared to me. What | need is another fully empowered



Adept on the other sde of thisfield—not asingle-talented boy not yet comeinto hisfull powers. | wish
my sister were here—but my father taught me long ago to work with what | have, not what | wish."

Both surprised and pleased by his openness, Mdissasaid, "Neither Torio nor | have reached our full
potentid yet, either.”

"Nor I," hereplied, "but I'm closer than you are—and you and Torio are what | have to work with."
"There are Adepts with greater powers than yours?' she asked.

"Y ou should have seen my father in hisprime. Y ou will see my sister. Now, Mélissa, show me whereto
concentrate the waters to do the most damage to weaponry... and morale.”

They were out in the muddy plain themselves now, their horses dogging along at adow but steedy pace.
Wulfston handed Méelissathe wax tablet—and she saw that it was blank again, only the grid lines scoring
it.

"That way," she pointed, "thereisacatapult. They're having aterrible timewith it, trying to get logs under
it front to back, likeadedge.”

"Show methe distance on the grid,” said Wulfston. "If we are here, and thislineisthe edge of the army
we can see from here, whereisthe catapult?”

As she showed him, the wax took on the impressions of everything shetold him. " Are the men away from
the machine?' he asked.

"Y es—they've got ropeson it and are hauling now."
"They're not going to get far.”

Wulfston stared at the grid, concentrated—and Melissa Read the waters within the mud concentrate
under the catapult. But it didn't Ssnk—it moved forward more easily. The men found grest purchasein the
dryer ground.

"Lord Wulfston," Mdissasad, "I'm afraid that was an error.”

He stopped concentrating—the waters resumed their former configuration, and the catapult was bogged
down again. "What happened?' he asked.

"The catapult iswood. So arethelogs. It... floated.”
He laughed. "My error, too. | should have thought of that. Find me something that will sink.”

So Mdlissa Read for weapon racks carrying heavy swords and metd shields—found one still set up
while asection of the army prepared to move out, and pointed it out to Wulfston. It began to snk—and
she recognized another error, much more serious than the first. "Lord Wulfston! Stop! Soldiersare
running into the quicksand to try to save their weapond ™

She Read more widdy—and found the same thing happening in other places, where the water talents
among Wulfston's minor Adepts were sinking weapons and wagons—not redlizing the danger, people
tried to save their weapons or supplies—and sank with them.

INt's quicksand!// Melissa projected to the army's Readers. //Read it! Don't let anyoneruninto it!// Torio
was projecting the same message. The Readers tried—but in the uproar no one was paying attention!
Firesburst out everywhere there was adry bit of flammable materid—for the rain had stopped entirely.



The sound of battle hornsrang out acrossthe plain. The army began to withdraw into atight circle,
forming aclosed front againgt the enemy.

Wulfston's water talents had worked out atechnique for creating quicksand in waves—waves of water
doshing back and forth through the field of mud, turning the ground firm one moment, treacherousthe
next. It was a good theory—no spot should have stayed liquid long enough to swallow anyone—but
when the ground firmed people were caught. Sunk to the knees, they could not pull themselves out
before the next wave surged through, sinking them farther. People panicked, struggled, were sucked in.

"Stop them! "Mélissacried. "Make them stop!”

"l can't,” Wulfston replied, not yet redlizing the havoc being crested on the plain. Then awave swelled
beyond the boundaries of the Aventine army, turning the ground under Adept and Reader to
quicksand—as their footing dissolved out from under them, their horses screamed and struggled, miring
themselves. The wave receded as Wulfston gasped, "By the gods!™ and concentrated on the thrashing
horses. To Mélissas astonishment they became calm at once. The firm sand receded dightly from about
their legs, and the anima s climbed out. Mdissa and Wulfston rode for the safety of the higher ground at
the edge of the sandy plain.

"You'rean Adept!" Mdissashouted a Wulfston. "Make them stop! People will die!™

On the other sde of the plain, Torio and Rolf werein the same trouble—but Rolf was not aLord Adept.
While hetried to keep the water away, their aready bogged-down horses struggled in terror.
IIMdissa—tdl Wulfgon it's happening again! We're killing them!// Torio projected.

/[He knows,// shetold him. "Lord Wulfsson—Torio and Rolf—"

But Wulfston was concentrating on damping the waves the minor Adepts were cresting. "Time the waves
for me, Mdissa—I can only do thisfor ashort time. Find the water talents. I've got to stop them!™

Trying to divide her attention and Read for the minor Adepts at the same time that she was counting the
waves of water doshing dowly through the mud, Melissafdt asif her mind were being torn gpart.
Perhaps a Master Reader could do such athing—Dbut there was no Master Reader to do it! She counted
the waves doud, showing Wulfston on the tablet how they flowed. When he seemed to have one under
control, she read the periphery of the field, searching for the minor Adepts creating the
havoc—unReadabl e because they were using their powers!

Findly it occurred to her to trace the wavesto their source. "There they arel™ she cried, pointing to the
grid map as she located the minor taents physicaly. Wulfston, tense and panting with effort, looked
where she was pointing—and Melissa Read the group of water talents dump to the sand, adeep.

Only now could she remember that Torio and Rolf werein trouble. She found Torio—on foot, his horse
stuck firmly in sand up to itswithers. Rolf's horse had gpparently gotten free, and carried the boy far
away from Torio—yes, there hewas, she Read with Torio, who was Reading his charge and following as
fast as he could.

Rolf hauled on the reins, but his frightened horse refused to stop, pounding on until the muddy sand began
to give way benesth its hoofs again—whereupon it hated in terror, catapulting Rolf over itshead, into a
pool of quicksand.

"Rolf!" Mdissacried idioticaly—he was nearly two miles away from her. "Wulfson—hep him!"

"How?" he asked, and she heard the fatigue in hisvoice. "Whereishe?!



She grabbed the grid and tried to show him—but the configuration of the army they had been using to
gauge his efforts had changed dragtically. As shefranticaly tried to redefine the landmarks, Rolf was
gruggling and Snking!

Torio was running toward Rolf, but the mud dragged at hisfeet. Rolf, Readable now in panic, was
completely disoriented. Some moment of logic cameto him, though—for he became unReadable asthe
water receded from him, leaving him sunk to the chest in firm sand.

Melissabresthed asigh of relief. Now he could just wait until Torio cameto dig him out. But Rolf
became Readable, tired and frightened—and the water came doshing back asfast as he has pushed it
away, to engulf him. He began to sink again. Torio was still too far away—and he had no rope, no tree
limb, nothing with which to pull the boy out. And no Adept talent with which to save him.

Both Mdissaand Torio could Read that Rolf could save himself if he could reach the edge of the
pool—the place where his horse had stopped and thrown him. He could hang on there and wait for
Torio—maybe he could even climb out. But Rolf waslost. He did not know one direction from another.
/[Torio—shout to him!// Mdissatold the young Reader.

/I have been—he can't hear me yet!//

Torio was wide open; through his ears Mdissa could hear the din of the army, the horns, the
shouting—he would have to be right on top of Rolf before the boy could hear him—and he was ill
severa minutes away.

/[Tdl Rolf to use his powers!// Mdissasaid. //He can sense where the dry sand is—and he can cause the
water to push himin that direction!//

But Torio could tell Rolf nothing at that moment—the nearby soldiers had spotted him running acrossthe
sand, and avolley of arrows whistled toward him. There was no Adept to protect him! He dived and
rolled, miraculoudy coming up with no harm done except a covering of mud.

"Wulfston! They're shooting a Torio—and Rolf! Here!" Melissa pointed to the area on the grid map—a
number of fires broke out nearby, but the archers were not touched—they were shooting again!
"Here—archerd" Méelissaexclamed excitedly, pointing just to the east of where Wulfston'sfireshad
struck. "Knock them out!"

And sure enough, the archers kedled over. //Run, Torio!// Mdissaurged, but she could see that hewould
betoo late.

//Ralf!// Mdlissa projected helplesdly, //find the dry sand! The shore! Remember what you told me!
Torio'scoming to help you. Push the water avay—Rolf!//

But Rolf was exhausted. His struggles had become feeble. He could barely hold his head above the mud
that was sucking him down, down...

Chapter Six

Torio found hisfeet again, struggling through the treacherous sand toward Rolf. The boy had
inadvertently created his own trap, shoving the water away from him in awave that of course came
flooding back the moment he et go. Working againgt nature, Wulfston called it—the worst mistake an
Adept could make, wearing out his strength instead of finding away to accomplish what he wanted by
making natura forceswork for him.

"Rolf! Makeit push you this way!" Torio shouted—but the boy till could not hear him over thedin.



From the other sde of the muddy plain, Melissawastrying to pinpoint one struggling boy for Wulfston,
but the target was too small—he dared not shove the water a random, lest he wash it right over Rolf
instead of away from him.

Meanwhile, Mdissakept up her hopeless broadcast to Rolf, /Don't give up! Torio'scoming! Use your
powers, Rolf—find the shore! The shorel//

Rolf managed to raise hisarmsto the surface of the quicksand—but the movement drove him farther
under. Torio could fed hisdetermination, overlaid with deep fatigue. Rolf would not give up, but he had
little strength | eft.

The water was tarting to distribute through the sand naturdly, now that no one was manipulatingit. If
Rolf could just stay afloat for afew more minutes, he would be in ordinary mud, not quicksand.

Rolf heaved himsdf around, facing Torio, but sinking another handspan in the process. "Hold till! I'm
coming!" Torio shouted.

Rolf must have heard him this time—he became unReadabl e as he made one last effort. A feeble wave
lifted him toward the dryer sand—flung him with arms and shoulders on the safe purchase, and then
retreated before turning that dry sand to treacherous mud.

Torio pounded up, grabbed Rolf's hands, and tugged. Neither cared about the sand scraping their
skin—Torio heaved with dl his strength, Rolf dmost adead weight in hisexhaustion. But findly hewas
free

"You'redl right,” said Torio, breathing aslent prayer of thanksto dl the godsthat at least thistimethe
boy placed in his charge was not hurt.

"Thank you," Rolf whispered, gasping for breeth after hisexertions. "Wherés Melissa?'
"Mélissa? With Wulfgton."
"No. She was here, with you. | heard her. Y ou were both shouting a me."

Too astonished to try to persuade Rolf of what he could hardly believe himsdlf, Torio said, "Yes, you
heard her, Rolf, but she's not here now. Y ou've got to rest.”

"Yes... rest," Rolf murmured, on the edge of the Adepts deep recovery deep.

Torio Read Médissadready anticipating hisdilemma. "Torio'sgot Rolf out, Lord Wulfston—but Rolf is
too tired to move. What should Torio do?"

"What's happening where they are?'

Torio Read with Melissa, dreading what he would find. He and Rolf were within easy range of the
Aventine army, but the archers were till unconscious, and everyone e se was busy digging out of the
clinging mud—no longer quicksand. The surging waves had findly worn themselves ouit.

"Torio, can you carry Rolf?" Wulfston asked through Melissa

When Toriotried to lift him, Rolf fought off histirednesstoingg, "I canwalk... if you help." And, leaning
heavily on Torio, he did. Rolf's horse hadn't gone far. Torio heaved the exhausted boy into the saddle,
then climbed up behind him. Rolf leaned back against Torio and alowed himsdlf to pass out.

Through Mdlissa, Wulfston directed Torio to ride to the group of unconscious water talents, and wake



them. "Lord Wulfston's gpologies,” hetold them. "He had no other way to stop you when you became
too effective”

While thiswas going on, the last of the clouds drifted away, and the sun warmed the scene: a
mud-covered army of thousands, immobilized by a dozen savages.

Wulfston and Mdlissarode back to where the one true battle had taken place, and Wulfston's army
marched onto the plain, dividing into two columnsto surround the Aventines. No one approached
closaly. No one flung a spear or shot an arrow. The mired-down enemy were smply alowed to seea
seemingly endless parade of armed men dowly surrounding them, while their Readers Read more and
more troops marching in from the north, to the limit of their range.

Torio Read the dismay among the Aventine troops. Most of their weapons were gone, burnt up or sunk
benesth the sand. They were soaked, mud-covered, and exhausted. Before them were fresh, well-armed
soldiers... and if they atempted to fight them, might not the ground benegath their feet sart swalowing
them up again?

While the Readers reported to the officers, each unit was taking ahead count. .. and discovering no
fatalities There wereinjuries, but no one had been killed except some who had goneinto that first
conventiona skirmish.

Torio'sheart swelled as he Read the news. //Mdissal Tell Wulfston thistime we got it right! Nobody
died!//

Hefdt Mdissasjoy as shetold Wulfston. Then the Lord Adept had her contact the Readers, and inform
them that he would meet with the leaders of their army under aflag of truce. Torio, meanwhile, found a
saferesting place for Rolf with some of the other minor Adepts, and joined Mdissaa Wulfston'sside.

There was suspicion as the generals marched forward, surrounded by as many of their men as could
locate arms, but the officers were themselves unarmed. So were the Master Readers, Amicus and Corus,
who accompanied them.

Commander of the entire army was Verinus, atall, straight man gpproaching sixty, with dark eyeslooking
firmly at Wulfston asif defying him to attack. Mud-smeared he might be, but he wore full armor, including
his helmet with its caked plume, and walked tall.

He was announced to L ord Wulfston, and then stepped forward to demand, "What truce do you offer
l'gl

" am Lord Wulfston, whose lands you have invaded. | offer you hospitaity. Move your people out of the
mud onto the meadows, and rest for atime. Our people are aready healing those who were injured in
the battle thismorning, but | regret to tell you that el ghteen of your men werekilled. Their bodieswill be
returned to you for whatever funerd ritesyou desire.

"Intwo days time you will leave my lands. Y our ships are at anchor some five milesto the southwest of
thisplain. Y ou will board them and return to your empire.”

Verinus blinked in amazement. When Wulfston said no more, he asked, "What do you demand of usin
return?'

"Two things. First, you will carry amessage to your Emperor: Wewill brook no more attacks across our
borders. We aretired of war, but the next time you force us to defend ourselves we will not take such
care merdy to disarm you and let you live. Tell your Emperor to keep hisarmy a home, and in return we



will keep oursin our lands.

"Second, | have in my castle nearly fifty of your men who survived the shipwreck. My dliesand 1
planned to trade these people later for ameeting with your Emperor. However, except for one ship's
captain and two officers of your army, they are common soldiers and sailors, taking up space in my
dungeons because | have no place else to keep them. Such alarge number of hostages are anuisance. |
will trade them for two or three more. .. valuable ones.”

Verinussad, "l will gladly pay for the release of my men with my own freedom, and | am sure my
officers—"

"No," Wulfston interrupted him, "you are of no useto me. Y our Readers may have reported that we
hed... some amdl difficulty in communicating while we wereimmobilizing your army. The severe scarcity
on thisside of the border is of Readers. | will take these two." He pointed to the Masters who had
accompanied the Commander.

/[Torio! Stop him!// Mdissawarned. //Hewill be planting spiesin hisown castle!//

/ILike you?// hereplied cheerfully. //Wulfston knowswhat he's doing, Melissa. If these Readers report
the truth, we will soon have that peace treaty!//

Magters Amicus and Corus were both fighting fear. "Commander Verinus™" said Amicus, "thegirl,
Mélissa, has been with these people only since she was washed overboard in the scorm. Withinasingle
day they twisted her mind and made her work for them. If you order it, Commander, | will stay—but you
must warn the Council of Masters that nothing reported by hostage Readersisto be accepted astrue.”

Torio Read the man's horror increasing as he spoke.

He understood the blind terror of losing control of his own mind, and sought to reassure him. //Magters,
you will find out quickly enough: No one will tamper with your minds//

Obliviousto the silent communication, Wulfston said, ™Y ou must do any work | ask of you, Master
Readers—with the exception of anything harmful to your empire.”

"Wewill have no choice but to obey you," Master Corus said siffly, refusing to expose his deep fear to
this nonReader.

"Only if you give me your word, and only in mattersin which | require your skills. No onewill prevent
your communicating with your homeand—and, the more quickly ameeting can be arranged with your
Emperor, the more quickly you will go home."

//Go home as spies!// Master Corus redlized.
/INever /| Master Amicus told him, and calm descended on both men.

It was Mélissawho recognized the meaning of their sudden changein attitude. She stepped up beside
Wulfston and whispered, "They fed just the way Magister Jason did when he decided to die rather than
let you take him. They will find away to kill themselves before they ever reach your castle.”

"Suicide." Wulfston's dark skin blanched to gray at the thought—he might have been born Aventine, but
he was savage through and through in his code of beliefs. For a savage, suicide was the ultimate defest,
the most dishonorable way to die. In the empire, however, it was considered an acceptable way to
escape dishonor—or the forced action againgt their beliefs that these men feared.



"Y our word, Master Readers, that you will not attempt to take your own lives. Torio—Meélissa—what
oath will bind them unconditionaly?"

"By the Readers Code," they chorused. "Make them swear on their Oaths," added Torio. "No Master
Reader would break avow sworn on his Magter's Oath.”

The Readers turned to appeal to Verinus, but he said, ™Y ou have seen what they can do. For some
reason they areletting us escape with our lives. What revenge will they take if we refusetheir sngle
demand?'

Despairing, the two Readers swore, and the parties separated. Wulfston was fighting deep tiredness; he
would have stopped to deep except that the watchers reported that Lenardo and Aradia had crossed
into hislands, and were headed in the direction of the battle. "Torio—hasn't Lenardo Read us?' he
asked. "Doesn't he know the battleis over?”

IIY es, | do,// Lenardo replied, and Mdissastarted. //I've been watching your arrangements, and since |
agree with everything, | did not wish to interfere.//

Torio relayed to Wulfston, who said, "1 hope | did the right thing in taking Readers.

/1Y ou certainly did no harm, and it may possibly do some good. | watched most of the... battle... if you
want to cal it that. Who thought of quicksand?/

/N did// Torio told him. //1t dmost went wrong again—//
//But it didn't. Y ou kept it under control. A good idea, Torio—I wish I'd thought of it.//

The captured Master Readers were trying to locate L enardo—but he was far out of their range. What
they could not know was that he was not out of body; since becoming a savage lord he had increased his
range to unheard-of distances, and learned the trick of Reading without being Read. He had some other
interesting ahilities, too—»but it would be best if Masters Amicus and Corus did not find out about them
for thetimebeing.

It was arranged that Lenardo and Aradiawould divert to Wulfston's castle with their smal train, and send
therest of their army home. Wulfston's army wasto care for the Aventine soldiers—and incidentaly
guard againgt their attacking their captors. Supply wagons were unloaded, and Wulfston commandeered
three to take him and the minor Adept talents home—those who had not aready collapsed were
practicaly adeep on their feet. Someone had dug Torio's horse out of the mud, but he hadn't yet found
out where it had been taken. He was il riding Rolf's horse. The boy's walking stick hung from the
saddle. Torio laid it beside the degping boy on one of the wagons, hoping he would never need it again.

With Wulfston sound adeep, Torio was left in command. The trip home would take much longer than the
journey to the battlefield. He sent the wagons ahead, and took Mdlissa and the other Readersto the field
hospital where the healers worked over those wounded in the single battle.

Hevert, the best healer in Wulfston's land, had thingswell under control when they arrived. Hedling was
one of the many things the empire would benefit from if they ever made peace with the savages. The four
Readers Read the fact that the wounded were hedling without medication, purely through the efforts of
the heders.

"My lord," Hevert said to Torio, "will you please Read two injuries for me? This man seemsto be
bleeding ingde. | cannot stop it.”

The man's ribcage had been crushed. Perhaps after he had fallen from alesser wound, one of the heavy



supply wagons had rolled over him. Whatever the cause, he was criticaly injured.

The splintered ribs had been pulled back into place, relieving pressure on lungs and heart, but the man's
skin gppeared yellow—no color benegath his outdoor tan. Hislips were blue.

"Isit hisspleen?' Hevert asked. "I worked on that—"

"Not hisspleen,” Mdissaanswered. "Y ou missed a splinter of rib from hisback. It's piercing hisright
lung. Whereisyour surgery? We must—"

"Surgery?' Hevert was speaking hesitant Aventine for Torio's benefit; thiswas obvioudy not afamiliar
word. "Y ou mean—cut into him? Heisinjured enough aready. Tell mewheretheribis. I will moveit
back into place.

Meélissa understood at once—when Hevert handed her achart of the bones of the human body, she
quickly pointed out the rib that was broken. Hevert studied the chart, knelt down and gently felt theribs
of theinjured man with hisfingers, counting... and as he concentrated, the splinter of rib didodged from
the man'slung and did back into its proper place.

"He's bleeding more heavily!" Mdissasad. "Hell drownin hisown blood!"

But in moments Hevert had the bleeding under control. When Mdissasad, "That'sit. HEs heding,” he
sat back on his hedls, bresthing heavily.

"Thank you, my lady," Hevert said. Y ou are asgood as Lord Torio at pointing out injuries.”

"She's better,” said Torio. "She's had medicd training | haven't. Thank you, Melissa. Hevert, you said
you had another critica patient?”

"Not critica,” replied the hedler. "HEll live, but | don't know if 1've done the right thing." He got up, and
led them to another palet where aman—hardly more than aboy—in an Aventinetunic lay. Hisright arm
showed an ugly cut through the bicep. The bone had been diced through, athough it was dready
beginning to heal. Muscles and blood vessal's were reunited—he would keep hisarm.

Torio could say nothing; he was too powerfully reminded of discovering Deciuswith asimilar
wound—although to the thigh rather than the upper arm. In the empire, there had been nothing their best
hedlers could do but amputate.

If only we had had such powers!
"Sorcery!" said Master Corus.

"Hewill have hisarm," Hevert said, ignoring the comment, "but will it do him any good? Will it be
pardyzed, my lord, my lady?"

Torio sad, "Mdissa, | can do the fine discernment to Read the nerves—but | have not had medica
training you have. | cannot tell whether they have been reunited in the proper patterns.”

Meélissalooked to the two Master Readers. "Help me, please, Masters.”
"Aid you in abetting Adept sorcery?' asked Master Amicus.

"Thisman isan Aventine citizen,” Mdissaanswered. " Our own hedlers could not have saved hisarm at
al—I certainly could not have, and | am askilled surgeon. Think of hiswhole life ahead. Will he be left
with an unfeding, unmoving, usdessarm? | will do my best—but | am only a Reaeder intraining. You are



Master Readers. Y ou can Read deeper into those fine nerves than either Torio or | could.”

"Whichisthetrue betrayd," Torio asked, picking up something of the turmoail in the two Master Readers
minds, "aiding aheder to restore an Aventine soldier to full function, or denying hedth to aman who
might have served again to protect his country, and preventing his even working to hisfull capacity asa
dtizen?'

The Master Readers looked at one another, and nodded. "We will help.”

Hevert had successfully united mogt of the mgjor nerve fibers—the ones that had shown in the cut flesh.
But there were others, not easily seen, that he had missed. When the Readers were finished, though, the
boy on the pdlet had an arm that would hedl to full function, as good asit had ever been. Throughiit al,
he remained in healing deep. Torio wondered if he would ever know that he had a savage healer and at
least one renegade Reader to thank for ahealthy arm.

To be surethat Hevert and the other hedlers had missed nothing, the Readers Read the other injured
men. "A finejob, Hevert," Torio said when they had finished. "1 will report to Lord Wulfston that you
have done well. Even the most badly injured will be ready to be moved by the time the men from the
cadlejoin them.”

"Thank you, my lord."

Some of the men who had been less severely injured were waking, the Aventines confused, the savages
used to such rapid healing. They got up and stretched, testing their bodies, and headed out to the food
line, dmost as hungry for food asto find out what had happened while they werein heding deep. Torio
and Mdissawere dso hungry; the two Master Readersjoined them, although they ate little and said less,
merely absorbing the peculiar scene as the savages made certain that the enemies who had attacked them
were helped off the muddy plain and shown the small river where they could wash, then were fed and
given placestorest.

Torio Read Mdissa Reading for her friends among the Readers at the back of the army—they were il
hours from moving off the plain, dthough progress was easier now asthe sun dried the mud to afirmer
surface.

IIMagister Phoebe!// Melissa pleaded, /I know you can hear me!//

But no Reader would respond. Torio caught athought—and he was sure Méelissa did, too—We must
think of them as being dead. There were tears behind the thought, and Melissaforced back her own
tears, choking on her bread and cheese. She gulped some wine, and looked at Masters Amicus and
Corus. "It'sno use, child,” Master Amicus said doud. "We are cut off from them forever. | know you
don't understand that it's better that way. | don't suppose | will, tomorrow."

Before they left the scene, Torio went to wash off himsalf—much of the exterior mud he had picked up
rescuing Rolf had dried and brushed off, but sand had worked itsway under his clothes, chafing him.
Shivering, he stripped and washed out his clothes. It was pring, but not really warm enough to be
comfortable naked. Hissilk shirt wasamost dry, if badly wrinkled, by the time he had washed dl the
sand from his hair, brushed histabard, and scraped his boots. Then he cleaned his sword—Lenardo's
sword, originaly. There had been no timefor Torio to return for histhe night they escaped from the
empire... and now Lenardo no longer needed conventiona wespons.

Torio's hose and undergarments were still soggy—he didn't really want to climb back into them, but he
had nothing el se to wear. Wishing for the thousandth time that he had some Adept talent, he shook out
the garments, but succeeded only in spraying drops of water on himself.



"Let me hep, melord,” said asavage soldier standing guard—and the water ran off the clothes asiif they
had been made of duck's feathers.

"Thank you," said Torio. "Your help is appreciated...?"
"Huber, melord."
"Thank you, Huber. | will remember your kindness"

Huber, agrizzled soldier who must have seen many a battle over the years, gave a gap-toothed grin.
"And I'll remember thisday, me lord, them empire soldiers stuck in the bog—! Things has changed since
you Readers come. My family's got enough to eat, 'n' were safe from attack by sea or land—hardly have
tofight at al. Y ou got no need to thank your people, melord, for whet little favors we can do you.”

Warmed by the encounter, Torio pulled on his clothes and joined Melissaand the Master Readers again.

Horses were waiting when they were ready to ride. In afew hours they caught up with the wagons—and
joined the Adepts on the paletsin them, for it was dmost sunset, and Torio and Medissahad had no
deep the previous night, the Master Readersvery little.

Torio woke once as the wagon stopped for achange of horses. The smell of roast mest filled the air, and
the Adepts all got up to eat. Torio rolled over, covered himsalf with someone's abandoned cloak, and
didn't wake again until dawn. Everybody waswaking and stretching. Master Corus, who wasin Torio's
wagon, sat up and looked around glumly, not Reading.

"WEell be home within the hour,” said Torio.
"You truly think you are & home here?'
"I'm sorry—you're here under protest, but you won't be mistreated. Y ou haven't been so far, have you?"

"No. Severd times during the night | thought of climbing out of the wagon—everyone was so sound
adeep, and | don't think the driver would have noticed. But | thought, if you don't think it's necessary to
bind us or guard us, you do not think we could escape if wetried."

"You'reright," said Torio. "We have enough Readersto find you very quickly—but even if we had none,
the watcherswould find you. Ask Lord Lenardo to tell you about the time he tried to escape from Lady
Aradids cagtle.”

"Lord Lenardo. We have heard strange taes about this renegade who now styles himsdlf asavagelord.”

"Heisasavagelord, and soam |," Torio told him. "Heretitles are earned according to one's powers, not
onéspolitics”

"Oh, yes" said Magter Corus, "I have heard that you believe you were mistreated by the Council of
Madgers™

"Not the Council. You had nothing to do with the decision, did you? | was never tested. Portiasimply
decided | was afailure—because | am Lenardo'sfriend.”

"Portia does not base her decisions on such arbitrary matters. She refused you testing because you were
not quaified.”

"Oh?Would you care to test me, Master Corus? Y ou are afraid even to open to Reading this morning.
Why?Y ou Read meyesterday.”



The Master Reader was not much older than Lenardo, mid-thirties, Torio judged, "looking” a him for the
firgt time. His sandy hair was receding, hisfair skin sun- and wind-burned from the ocean voyage. His
face was unprepossessng, eyes watery blue, nose and chin not particularly strong. Not the face of aman
of action. Hisfeet and the hem of his black-banded tunic were dirty, but the rest of his outfit had only
occasiond splashes of mud. He had not been one of the near-victims of the quicksand, obvioudy—nor
had he waded in to try to rescue others.

"What are you afraid of 7" Torio probed.

"We do not know... how you savages make traitors out of Readers. | fedl no loyalty to you, no hatred
for my homeand. | do not think anything was done to mewhilel dept. But now both you and your Lord
Adept are awake—and | do not know what you may be planning.”

"Nothing!" Torio said angrily. "We wouldn't, even if we could—and we can't.”
Master Corus stared at him. "No... you can't. Y ou haven't had the training. But Lenardo has."
"What traning?'

/[Torio/l 1t was Mdissa, who had been Reading their conversation for sometime, kegping atight grip on
her emotions. //Jason told me something before he died. | didn't understand it then—he was rambling
so—but he said Readerstreat patients whose sicknessisin themind... by making them believe what the
hedlerswant themto.//

INWhat 2/

/I don't have the training, elther. | had finished my first year at Gagta—I would have had to be examined
for Magister rank before going on to learn how to cureillness of the mind. And that iswhy. Only Readers
inthetop ranks are allowed to know that it is possble—//

[IMdissa—you must know: Adepts can implant asuggestion in aperson's mind. Wulfston saysit's not
successful if the person strongly disagrees with the suggestion. They can't change someone'sloyalties.
But you ought to know that they can do other things—like keeping someone in aroom by making him
think the door won't open. But even that won't work for long if he has a strong enough motivation for

getting out./

Magter Corus, still closed againgt Reading, had been thinking over what to tell Torio. "Thereisa
technique to cure mind sickness. It is used only when all ese hasfailed, to control people violent toward
themsalves or others. Severd Readers, together, can remove ideas from the person's mind—ugly
memories, desireto hurt or be hurt—and replace them with positive thoughts. Magister Readerslearn the
method during fina medica training. Lenardo could use the technique. .. for corrupt purposes.”

Ashelistened, Torio was Reading Corus. //Médissa... // he observed in astonishment, //thismanis
lying!//

It was supposedly not possible for a Reader of Torio's age and rank to tell if aMaster Reader were not
gpesking thetruth... and yet Torio felt that what Master Corus said did not ring true. /I think he's not
tdling the whole truth,// he amended, //not that what he just told me isn't true. He knows some other use
thistechniqueis being put to—ause he fed s guilty about.//

Aloud he said, ™Y ou will soon meet Lenardo. Y ou felt the strength of hismind yesterday. Consider this,
Master Corus. Misusing a Reader's powers weakens them. Lenardo's powers have increased a
hundredfold. How could that happen if he were using them for corrupt purposes?



That silenced Corus, and Méelissakept her thoughts to herself for the rest of the journey, too.

Lenardo, Aradia, and Juliawere waiting for them in the courtyard of Wulfston's castle. There were hugs
of greeting adl around—then the new arrivals scattered to change out of the clothesthey had dept in, and
the minor Adepts who lived nearby went home.

Within the hour, Wulfston, Torio, Rolf, Mdissa, Lenardo, Aradia, and Masters Amicus and Corus were
gathered for asumptuous medl in the greet hall. Torio enjoyed Reading the Master Readers astonishment
at the amount of food consumed by Wulfston, Rolf, and the delicate-appearing Aradia. From her

powers, Torio had a first imagined an amazon until he had actualy "looked" at her, discovering apae,
dender woman, hair like acloud of sea-foam, only the firm gaze of her violet eyes and the set of her chin
suggesting her vast strength.

Aradiawas dressed today in her favorite purple—Torio had noticed that she wore that color whenever
she met new people, except upon the most formal occasions, when she favored white.

Lenardo was dressed in dark green, histabard as richly embroidered in gold as Wulfston's. No one wore
crownsto breskfast, although Julia had confined her dark curlswith the gold fillet that identified her as
daughter and heir to aLord of the Land.

The Master Readers wore clean tunics from their own packs, but they had not traveled in the scarl et
robes that would show their rank—and make them immediate targets for enemy arrows. Their freshly
cleaned wooal traveling cloaks appeared very plain by contrast with the richly dressed assembly, for even
Torio and Rolf had put on their best garments—Torio was learning from Wulfston the psychologica
vaue of gppearances, and Rolf always seemed to know and do what Wulfston expected of him.

Torio had considered wearing his Magister Reader's robes; he no longer doubted hisright to them.
However, that outfit would acknowledge hisinferior rank to the Master Readers. Dressed as a savage
lord, he claimed equality. Therefore he had put on shirt and hose in areddish brown that matched his
hair, with arichly-embroidered tabard of dark greenish blue. It was closeto the color of his eyes, which
were now clear and hedlthy to all outward gppearance, snce one of Lenardo's hedlers had dissolved his
cataractsin the mistaken belief that that would cure his blindness.

Melissa had not put on her Reader's tunic, either, athough, knowing Wulfston's staff, Torio was sureiit
had been cleaned, mended, and placed in her room by now. She was dressed in alight blue silk dress,
with adarker blue surcoat embroidered in silver. Her dark hair was smoothed back into acoiled braid at
the nape of her neck, but wisps of curl fought their way out of the confinement, making ahalo about her
heart-shaped face. The same exposure to sun that had given Master Corus ared nose had turned
Melissa's skin golden, and sprinkled afew freckles across her nose.

She's pretty, Torio thought—thefirst timein hislife he had ever thought that of awoman.

The two Master Readers risked Reading now, although everyone spoke aoud for the benefit of the
non-Readers. Torio had not had a chance to confront Rolf about what had happened on the

battl efiel d—but the opportunity came when Master Amicus asked, "L ord Lenardo—" Torio caught his
hesitation about whet title to use, and the refusal to grant him that of Master Reader, "why did you bring a
child with you to what you expected to be a battle?"

Juliagave Amicus awithering look, but Lenardo replied, "Juliais an exceptionaly talented Reader. We
would not ordinarily expose so young achild to potentia danger, but we are grievoudy short of Readers

of any ageor ability."

"However," Torio interrupted, "there is now another Reader available—one completely loyd to Lord



Wulfgon."

"Who?" Wulfston asked, with a puzzled glance at Mdlissa
/[Tl them, Rolf // Torio broadcast at the strongest intensity.
"Tdl them what?"' the boy asked in total surprise.

Even Wulfston, the only one at the table who could not Read it, immediately understood what had
happened. He got up, went to Ralf, pulled him out of his chair and hugged him. "It'sworking!
Torio—how did you do it? Can you teach me now?"

"l don't understand!" Rolf protested. "I didn't do anything.”
/IYesyoudid!// Torio replied.

/IRalf, listen,// Lenardo added.

//Nobody's talking,// duliatold him.

"But... how did it happen?' Rolf asked in confusion. "Torio—how did you know! How did you know
when | didn't?"

Torio explained, teling how Rolf had indgsted he had heard M dlissa's voice when she was miles away, on
the other sde of the battlefield. "Mélissa, you gave Rolf the clue, when you suggested that he orient
himsdlf by using his ability to sense water. But Wulfston, you were right about motivation: Rolf opened to
Reading to save hislife.”

The black Adept returned to his sedt, lost in thought. Then he sighed. "I am surrounded by Readers, and
| cannot reach any of you.” His sense of isolation was palpable.

Aradiaran to Wulfston and hugged him tightly. "Y ou will learn, my brother—I know you will. It takes
time, that's al. But we have three people now with both powers—that provesthat more can learn.”

"Why don't you jus—" Master Corus began, but Master Amicus interrupted him.
"Corus—no!"

Torio, Lenardo, Mdissa, and Juliawere al good enough Readersto catch Corus unspoken words—
implant the idea that he can Read in his mind—and echo them to Aradiaand Rolf.

"What did he say?" Wulfston asked, not missing the tension among the Readers. When they dl remained
dlent, heleaned forward and demanded, " Tell me”

Aradiaremained behind him, her amstill around him. "That wemight. .. implant in your mind the belief
that you can Read,” she said gently.

Wulfston put his hands over hissigter's, asif for support. It was obvious that the ideawas as abhorrent to
him asto any Reader, and yet, "My sdter,” hesaid, "l trust you. Lenardo—you are as much family as
Aradia. | will be safein your hands."

"No!" Lenardo and Aradia spoke as one.

"Do you remember how we worked together to save Nerius life?* Wulfston asked. "We could have
killed him, removing the tumor from his brain—but werisked it, and gave him back hishedlth. | am



willing to risk—"

"Father was dying!" Aradiasaid. "The worst we could have done would have been to kill him afew
weeks sooner. You arein no danger, little brother. All you need to get what you want is patience.”

"And you do not understand the danger," added Lenardo. "In Nerius case we were working with a
growth of specific location and dimensions. It was hard work to explain to you, and even harder for you
to do—but it was physical. Wulfston, you never know what will happen when you tamper with a
person's mind. We could do much worse than kill you. I will not doit, Aradiawill not—and thank the
godsyou are aLord Adept whose mind no one can tamper with if you do not will it."

A strange combination of astonishment and guilt was radiating from Masters Amicus and Corus. //They're
right,// Master Corus said. //We should never have alowed Portiato start—//

/IStop! Stop Reading!// Master Amicus demanded, grasping the other man'sarm.

/\What difference doesit make now? We can't go home. What difference if these people twist our minds,
or if the Council—//

Suddenly something happened that Torio had never Read before—Master Amicus mind was grappling
somehow with Master Corus, trying to prevent his thoughts—Searing pain jabbed through him. Mdissa
screamed and put her hands to her head. Rolf cried out hoarsdly, and Juliagave out a child'swail of pain
and fear.

"Wulfston!" Lenardo gasped. "Amicus! Knock him out!"

The Master Reader dumped in his chair, and the pain subsided to ashallow throbbing. Master Corus put
hisfacein his hands and sobbed.

Aradiawas |eaning heavily on Wulfston, unReadable. She pulled hersaf up, walked to Master Corus,
and laid her hands on his head. His pain stopped entirely, but dread fear replaced it—he froze as he s,
waiting. She began to Read again. Fedling hisfear, she said, "1 won't hurt you. No one will forceyou...
but won't you tell uswhat you started to? Aloud, please, so my brother can hear.”

Helooked up at her, then at Lenardo. "l wasafraid,” he said dully, "of Portiaand her inner circle of
Masters. At first | thought they knew bes—they were dl older, have been Master Readers longer than |
have. But this past year | voted with them because they hold the power. Portia can influence the
Emperor—sheisof hisfamily, did you know?'

"l didn't know," said Lenardo. "But it should make no difference—the Emperor, the Senate, the Readers,
al work for the best interest of the empire.”

"That'swhat | thought—I really did. For along time. | didn't question—"

"l understand,” Lenardo assured him. "'l was the same, until Portiasent meinto the savage lands, and |
discovered that things are not always as we have been led to believe. Tell us—when did you begin to
quedtion?'

The man blushed with shame. "I didn't. | knew what they were doing, and | made no effort to sop it."
"Who isthey' and what did they do?' asked Torio.

"What they were going to do to you," hereplied. "I've Read you. Y ou are aMagister Reader—thereis
no question about it. Y ou will be aMaster when your powers are fully developed. But they—Portiaand



her inner circle—declared you failed. They'd have married you off—"
"To blunt my powers. | know."

"Wait," said Lenardo. "1 'knew' it, too, Torio. But | am married, and my powers are not blunted. Only at
firg—"

"If you had been married in a proper Readers ceremony,” said Master Corus, "your powers would not
have returned.”

Meélissa gasped, but remained silent, keeping her thoughts to herself.
"What are you saying?"' asked Aradia.

"Marriage—sex—does blunt one's powers. We do not fully understand it, but it ssemsto haveto do
with... bodily changes, the way one's powers change at puberty, and are blunted by illness. Pregnant
women aways have weakened powers—temporarily. But. .. those powers could return, and even
grow—under the right circumstances.”

"That isthe way it hgppenswith Adepts,” said Wulfston. "At least most of thetime.”
"Father," said Aradia. "Lilith. And Lenardo and me, athough | have not yet borne achild.”

"But the Council of Masters wantsto retain control over all Readers,” said Master Corus. "There are so
many Readers who will never attain the top ranks—but who might come close over the years, close
enough to threaten the political power of the Masters—"

"Readers have no political power," said Torio. "We can't hold office—we can't even own property unless
werefailed.”

"The Council—or at least Portiasinner circle—may not hold public office," replied Corus, "but they
wield power. They know the secrets of the Senators. They find out about businessdedls. It's... theway
things have always been done, | wastold. | took my share. It was easy... and the otherstold meit was
my right. It wasn't. It waswrong—I can see how my powers havefailed from misuse. | could not hide
my fedlingseven from Torio."

"S0," said Aradiato Lenardo, "it turns out your fine, upstanding Council of Masters are no less desirous
of power than Adepts are, my husband.”

Lenardo nodded. "They are asmply less honest about it. But it makes no difference, Aradia—"

"No differencel” cried Melissa. "No difference that my best friend has lost her powers because they
twisted her mind? No difference that Portia became so afraid of Master Jason that she sent him into
danger, to die? No difference that everything weve dwaysbedieved inisa Hell"

At her outburst, Torio sarted to turn to Mdissa—

And wasin the midst of acrowd on the steps of the Senate in Tiberium, his mind screaming with other
people's rage and fear as the earth heaved beneath hisfeet! The tremor lifted the stone dabsused as
steps, toppling him—the world spun before his eyes—while inside the Senate he Read the roof cavein!
Men screamed and tried to run. Solid stonefdl on them. Across the forum, areviewing stand filled with
dignitaries collapsed, throwing people into the crowd—he recognized the golden robes of the Emperor!

Pain and fear filled the air, wrath playing counterpoint as he Read, both broadcasting and shouting,



"Stop! Stopit! Youll kill everyone! Y ou're destroying the whole city! Everyone will diel”
Chapter Seven

The scene cut off as abruptly asit had begun. Mdissafound hersalf back at Lord Wulfston'stable,
gripping the edge, her heart pounding in terror. Shelooked around, Reading. Rolf was rubbing his eyes,
hisfear and shock overwhelmed by the sight he had never known before. Torio pulled the boy's hands
away from hisface, saying, "It wasn't you, Rolf." //But what wasit?/

"Tiberium!" Master Corus exclaimed. "Another earthquake—destroyed!" A hitter laugh escaped him.
"Now | have no hometo returnto.”

"Wasit?' asked Aradia. "Wasit red ? Lenardo—hasit finaly happened?'
"No," he answered. "It was my vison. But you al saw it thistime? That's never happened before.”
Wulfston looked around at their stricken faces. "Would someone please tell me what happened?”

"The earthquake again," said Lenardo. "The destruction of Tiberium. The samevision I've been
having—except that it went on afew momentslonger... and now | know when!"

"Summer Festival," said Torio. "The banners, the crowds, the Emperor in the reviewing stand. More
people arein Tiberium then than on any other day of the year.”

"Wemust stopit!" said Lenardo. "Two months—only two monthsto ease that fault.”
| hope it kills the whole Council of Masters, Mdissathought privatdly.
"WEell goinagan,”" said Wulfston. "We have to go deeper into the empire—"

"And what if we set off other quakes?' asked Torio. "Were working without enough information again.
What if we set up the very disaster you foresee, my lord?”

Lenardo studied Torio, and smiled ruefully. "Theright question, Lord Torio. Who has suggestions?”
"Y our visons have dways cometrue, Lenardo,” said Aradia.
"Yes, but not dwaysas| interpreted them. And | have never been able to prevent one."

"What we need," said Wulfgton, "isamap of the entire length of the fault—but even you can't Read dll
the way to the southern section, Lenardo.”

"I canif | go back into the empire. With the powers| now have, | will be safe for long enough to make
your map, Wulfston. Thistimewewill have every bit of information before we begin. When we are
ready, we will spread our Adept talents the length of the empire. Just before the festival, people will be
traveling al up and down the main road—afew more strangerswon't be enoticed.”

"The problem," said Wulfston, "'is Readers. We can gather severa hundred people with varying degrees
of Adept talent—but how do we coordinate them? Torio's quicksand almost became a disaster because
| could not communicate with the water talentsin the midst of the action. We need severa hundred
Readers, aswdll... and dl the Readerswe have are right herein thisroom."

Melissaglanced a Master Corus, and the still-unconscious Master Amicus beyond him. She had the
beginning of anidea... but sheknew Amicus loydtieswere gtill with Portia, while Corus gppeared to be
willing to do whatever seemed most expedient for his own safety—hardly someone they should trust with



ther plans.

Wulfston followed her gaze, and asked, "L enardo, Torio, how certainisit that the Council of Masters
will indeed disregard what these hostage Readers report to them?”

"Not certain at dl, concerning something they can verify—such as renegade Readers entering the empire
with groups of unReadable strangers,” said Lenardo. "We have made adtrategic error. | suggest we keep
Master Amicus adeep, put Master Corus to deep before he has an opportunity to report to the Masters
left with the army—and then take them both north to Lilith's castle and hold them there until after the
Summer Festival. Even out of body, they cannot communicate over such adistance.”

"Y ou don't haveto knock me out,” said Master Corus. "'l will go willingly." Hisrelief was obvious.

"Why?" asked Wulfston, and Lenardo frowned as he tried to Read the man. Only his emotions were
Readable.

Mélissaremembered something Jason had told her. " "When the moon devours the sun, the earth will
devour Tiberium.' Magter Corus doesn't want to be there when it happens.”

"When the moon devours the sun,” Lenardo mused. "I've heard that before. |sthere—?"
"An eclipse" sad Mdissa, "just before Summer Festival.”
"Then we know we have thetiming right," said Wulfston. "Now, what about Melissa? Torio?"

Melissalet Torio Read her. Hereported, " She fedls betrayed, Wulfston. Her faith in the Council of
Master Readers and the Aventine government has been badly shaken. Let her see what we're doing. |
think shewill joinus"

"Very wel," sad Wulfgon. "Lenardo, Aradia?'
"l trust Torio'singincts,” sad Lenardo.
"And | trust Lenardo's," Aradia added.

"Torio," said Wulfston, "keep watch on Mdissa. | must preparefor the funera this afternoon. Lady
Mélissa, the bodies of those who were drowned in the storm are being returned with the prisonersto the
Aventine army. Our own dead are being brought here, by those closest to them. It is our custom to allow
each person to be spoken of by those who loved him, before he is returned to the elements. We will
keep the body of Magister Jason here, for our ceremony—if you wish to speak for him?"

"Yes, thank you... my lord," Melissagot out around the lump in her throat.

"Before we make any further plans, though—" Wulfston glanced toward Master Corus, and he dumped,
asunconscious as Amicus. The Lord Adept caled for servants to remove the two men. "Now. Aradia?
Lenardo?'

"What news of Lilith?' asked Aradia

"Thewatchers reached her before she had gone far enough to make it worth her whileto journey dl this
way," Wulfston replied. " She sends us her congratulations, but has returned home.”

"Rightly so," said Aradia. "We will writeto her of our new plan—I do not want the watchers sending the
message, lest it be read by some of our outlying neighbors. They are frightened of our strength now—but
think what opportunity wewould give them if they knew both Lords Adept and minor talents were out of



our lands a onetime!"

Lenardo smiled fondly at hiswife. "Trust Aradiato think in terms of power and vulnerability. Sheis
right—we must not |et the whole world know. Fortunatdly, we will not be moving armies; no one need
know that our lands will temporarily be left without Adept defenses.”

"There are other defenses,” Rolf putin. "Evena

Lord Adept'sarmy can be delayed by storms. Y ou will not need my kind of talent with you."
"You forget, Rolf," said Torio, "we need you as aReader."

"But | cant—"

//Can you hear me, Rolf?// Lenardo asked.

"Yes, but—"

"No 'buts.’ That's good enough to act asrelay to nonReaders. Wulfston, do you think if we threw afew
more of our minor Adept talents into quicksand—7?"

"I'd divein mysdf, if | thought it would do any good. But Rolf isaspecid case—if he could see, he
would have known which way to direct his Adept talent, and would not have had to Read.”

"But | didn't learnit to save my life," said Aradia

"No—someone else's,”" Lenardo replied. "Y ou heard a man scream—and you arrived in time to save
him. But the witnesses claimed he never made asound. | didn't realize you were Reading until the next
day—but we must al be watching for evidence like that. We know it'sthe sametalent now." He
stretched out his hand, and Melissa saw on his forearm the dragon's head brand of the traitor to the
Aventine Empire. He became unReadable—and the heavy candlestick did down thetable and into his
hand.

Melissagasped. They had said he had learned Adept powers—but thiswas the first time she had seenit.
Heturned to her, Readable once more. "Y es, Lady Melissa, it works both ways. Y ou can learn Adept
powers. Rolf makesthe evidence undeniable: Aradiaand | are not some peculiar special case. Itisone
talent, not two."

"Then... wecripple oursalves,” said Mdlissa. "Our own beliefs destroy our powers. But why—7?"

"Mdissa" said Torio, "what would have happened to you in the Aventine Empireif you had shown
Adept tendencies?’

"That's not what | mean,” shereplied. "I know how things are—but | don't understand why. If the
Empire had Adepts, trained like Readers and loya to their homeland, the savages would never have been
ableto hurt us. And you—why would you prevent children from Reading?

"I dmogt got killed for it," said Julia
"It'sthe same question,” Mdissaingsted. "Why not use both talents?"

"You cant," said Aradia, "not to their fullest. | am not avery good Reader—not even asgood as
Julia—because | will not give up my Adept powers.”

"What you just saw," added Lenardo, "isthe limit of my Adept ability. But Aradiaand | are adults. My



daughter sometimes accuses me of discouraging her from learning Adept powers, but that's not true. We
do not know what could be accomplished by someone who exercised both talents from childhood. But
after you have learned to rely on one power, you are unwilling to compromiseit. The food you eet to
keep up strength for Adept functions dulls Reading—and using Adept power weakens the body, if only
temporarily. Sleep and food restore it—but in the meantime Reading is as diminished asif you were
criticdly ill."

"And eating the cattle fodder Lenardo prescribesfor clear Reading,” Aradiasupplied, "weskensthe
body, making it impossible to use Adept powersto their fullest. | fed secure when | am at the peak of
physica sirength. If | dllow myself to become wesk, my neighborswill attack and destroy me. Even since
we formed our aliance, not ayear has passed without our being attacked by other Lords Adept. That is
why Adept powers are the ones we encourage. A Reader cannot protect himself against Adept attack.”

"Or anybody else's," Mdissasaid softly. "The Emperor wants Readers, because he can control them. He
couldn't control Adepts. Lord Lenardo—you are aMaster Reader. Isit... deliberate?’

"Iswhat ddiberate?"

"Does the Council of Masters know that Reading and Adept powers are the same? Isal our training
designed to stifle our Adept powers?'

"No," hereplied. "Master Clement has been amember of the Council for many years. Hewould
know—and when | was sent into such danger here, he would have told me. No, Médlissa, | think the
division took place so long ago that it has passed from memory. There are not even legends, at least none
that | know of "

"Andthat isstrangeinitsalf,” said Aradia. "We have no stories linking Reading and Adept powers either.
Nothing to say how they cameto bedivided."

"Perhapswewill find out oneday,” said Lenardo. "Meanwhile, though, we must discover how to reunite
them. Torio and Mdlissa, spend dl the time you can teaching Rolf to understand what he Reads. Aradia,
write that |etter to Lilith. Wulfston, please excuse me—"

"Weadl havethingsto do," Wulfston said as he rose from the table. " Julia, will you please comerelay for
me in case the Readers need to contact me?"

Asthey got up, Rolf automatically picked up hisstick. Torio took it from him, saying, "Y ou don't need
that."

"But evenif | am Reading, it'snot vison," Rolf protested. " That was seeing—what happened when we dl
perceived Lord Lenardo's vison?'

"Yes," Torioreplied.

"l understood wheat | felt and heard, but not that-other. It frightened me. I'm not sure | want to'see—I
don't know how to interpret it."

"I don't know if you'l ever'see’ Ralf," Torio told him honestly. " 'Visudizing' iswhat Readerscdl it, and
it'san advanced skill. It takes concentration—I don't visudize unless| have areason for it. Right now
you must learn an easy form of Reading, sensing where objects are so you won't run into them.”

Médlissawatched them, both blind, Torio so secure,

Rolf uncertain and awkward. Rolf was not Reading now; he clung to Torio, fearful and disoriented.



"Ralf," shesad, "think of what you said yesterday. The way you sense water—you can sense other
things—anything. Y ou just turned toward me—you can sense where lam.”

"I heard you."

//INow you're not hearing me.//

"Yes| am.—oh." //Can | do that, too?/

/lndeed you can,// Torio told him gleefully. //That's good—try it dl, Rolf. Well help you./

They made it agame, Torio and Mdissamoving about the room, making Rolf find them. They placed
furniturein hisway. .. and soon he found he could sense it and walk around it. In an hour, he was
negotiating averitable obstacle course, laughing and crying at once.

"That's enough for today,” Torio said at last. "L et's go up to your room, Rolf, and I'll teach you a
meditation exercise. Y ou should end each lesson by lying down for afew minutes, completely relaxed, to
absorbitdl."

"Yes, my lord, my lady. And... thank you. | never dreamed it would be possble—" He started for the
door, faultlesdy turning in the right direction, but automatically putting his hands out.

"Not necessary,” said Torio, touching Ralf'sright hand. ™Y ou lead the way now."

"Yes my lord."

Mdissawatched them go. Then she turned, shoved a chair back into place, and picked up Rolf's
discarded walking stick. Holding it on the pdms of her hands, shewilled it torisein the air. Nothing
happened. Shetried imagining it diding off thetips of her fingers—but it didn't budge except to quiver
dightly as her musclesbegan to twitch. Yet | know | have the power, locked inside me.

With asigh, Melissagtarted to leave the great hall, but stopped before adisplay of painted shields,
symbols of the savage dliance. The blue lion she did not know, and had seen no banner bearingit.
Apparently it wasthe symbol of the Lady Lilith.

She recognized Lord Wulfston's symboal, the black wolf's head on afield of white. Next to it hung a
shield made from the same pattern, but with the wolf's head white on black and facing in the opposite
direction. The Lady Aradia—brother and sster had chosen symbols that showed they were indeed dlike,
despite outward appearances.

Thelast symbol was audacity itself: the red dragon's head. Lord Lenardo, of course. What courage, she
thought, to turn the brand meant to mark him with dishonor into the symbol of asavage Lord of the
Land! The man impressed her, not least for his ability to adapt to awhole new life. She remembered
Jason scolding her for changing her mind—but Jason had died rather than risk the possibility of change.

These people lived with change—they were actively attempting to change the world for the better, and
changing themsavesto do so. Ungtifled by the rules of the Academy, even their Reading powers
blossomed beyond the norm. It was shameful how Melissals powerslagged behind Torio's. Juliawas
years beyond what would have been expected in the empire, and asfor Lenardo—how had he Read the
fied of quicksand from a distance at which none of the Master Readers could locate him?

Curioudy, without malicious intent, Melissa Read for Lenardo. He and Aradiawerein one of the rooms
updtairs, Lenardo seated in an armchair, relaxed, Aradia just fastening something over her hair.



But it was Lenardo who had provoked Médlissas curiosity... and she could not Read anything other than
where hewas. "Aradia," he said suddenly, "please go down to the great hdl and find Melissa. Explain the
funerd preparationsto her."

Melissa burned with embarrassment at invading their privacy, but Lenardo's attention was el sewhere.
Aradiacame downgtairs, Reading, but unable to distinguish Mdissauntil she was halfway down the
stairs. No, she was not avery good Reader, but she was one, and an Adept, too.

"Lady Melisa"

Aradiahad changed clothes. Shewas now dl in gray, her hair covered with an unadorned headdress, a
veil beneath her chin so that her face looked out from acircle of gray cloth. "If you will come up to the
wardrobe room, | will help you find gppropriate garments for the funerd.”

"Yes, my lady," Melissareplied, and followed Aradiaupstairs, past the deegping rooms, and into alarge
room where numerous garments hung on pegs. There were chests and shelves, too, but most were

empty.

"My brother has been here only ayear," said Aradia. "Thereis not much of a collection yet. We brought
gray garments, for we expected afunerd... but not such asmal one. Torio'sideawas brilliant—there
might have been no deaths at ail if Wulfston had been able to reach the battlefield in time.”

"That'sredly what you want, isn't it?' Mdlissaasked.

"Oh, yes! But power struggles are away of life here. Human natureis till nature—you cannot work
agang it. But if we can show our enemies our strength without killing them, then their friends and families
have no reason for vengeance. It will take along time. We must dways be prepared to fight. But
Readers and Adepts together find fresh ideas. Create a storm to blow the enemy fleet away. Bog them
down in quicksand. And hope that if we do such things often enough, they will stop attacking us.”

"| fear you underestimate the Aventine Empire,” said Mdissa. "They think you seek to destroy
them—and they intend to fight you to the last man.”

Aradiasghed. "Then their Readerswill start searching for us the moment we set off the fault again—and
Read that our intention isto prevent destruction. Here." Shelifted a brown dress off apeg and held it up
agang Mdissa "Thisshould fit you. And herésasurcoat in gray. Earth colors and ash," she explained.
"No bright colors, Lady Mdissa"

Melissatook the garments, saying, "Why does everyone call me'Lady Mdissa? No one cdlsRolf a
lord."

"Torio saysyou are qualified to be aMagister Reader," Aradiareplied. "Our titles are based on one's
powers, just asyours are. Rolf isnot afully-empowered Adept; he has only onetaent. If helearnsto
Read well enough, Lenardo and Torio can test him—perhaps he will earn theright to atitle and lands

Someday.”
"Lands?'

Aradialaughed. "Do not be greedy, Mdlissa. All the lands we currently hold are spoken for, and we have
no plansfor conquest.” She looked Melissaover from head to toe. "But you are young—and both Torio
and my brother are of an age to be attracted. They have become best of friends, and work together
excdlently. If you wereto find atrue match with either of them, wewould al be grestly pleased. But
don't play games. If you attempt to gain power by using your female charmsto turn them against one



another, you will have meto ded with... and | am aso awoman.”

Méelissawas dumbfounded. No such idea had entered her head—but then Aradiadid not know of her
lovefor Jason. She could not love another man. "1 am aReader,” she said. "I have been taught never to
think of marriage.”

"But you are very adaptable, aswe have al seen. Go get dressed, Melissa—but remember what | have
told you."

Médlissa thought about the conversation while she dressed, but once the funera began sheforgot it,
suddenly enveloped in the grief she had put aside. In this strange land which she did not associate with
him, Jason had seemed not to be dead, but back in Gaeta, where she would touch his mind once more if
she ever went home.

But now, Reading his body with the others on the funeral pyre, she wasforcibly reminded that he was
gone. If he had only known what they are doing here! If I had only known the healing techniques |
saw a minor Adept use yesterday. She would learn those techniques, she vowed—Iet that be an
appropriate monument to Jason. As she Read the funeral preparations, she redlized he would have no
other.

The funera pyre was built on a hill about amile from Wulfston's castle. The cortege wound itsway to the
top, each person laying a symbolic stick of wood on the pyre. Theflat rock surface of the hilltop could
have accommodated a much larger pyre and many more mourners... and had, Mdissawas sure. She
followed Torio'slead, and Rolf followed her—placing hiswalking stick as his contribution.

Wulfston and Aradia spoke; the friends and relatives of those who had died each said something—and
then it s was Mdissasturn. For the first time she redized how little she knew about Jason! She could
speak of him only as her teacher, with warmth and affection. .. but where was the persona feding she
had thought they shared?

Numb with surprise and agrief far more for what might have been than for what had been, Mdlissa
watched as Wulfston, Lenardo, and Aradia sprinkled earth and water on the pyre, stood back—and the
flameslegped skyward with awhite heat.

When the flames subsided, only a scattering of ash stirred on the barerock face. Asif on sgnd, acheer
went up from the people gathered there, and they turned and began walking down the trail, laughing and
talking, some even singing. Mdlissa stared, uncomprehending.

Rolf had gone on ahead, but Torio remained beside
Méelissa "They have mourned for desth,” he said. "Now they will have afesst to celebratelife.”
"They?' sheasked. "l thought you were one of them."

"I am, but there are some things | find strange. Y ou have much more of the savage attitude than | have,
Mdisaa"

Hewas not Reading; she had to guess from histone of voice that he did not intend an insult. Before she
could comment, Torio continued, "These people live for the moment. | thought yesterday that | was
findly content here, when we stopped the Aventine army without a battle. But today here we are again,
mourning our dead, having returned the Aventine dead to their own people.”

"If we had reached the plain before that first battle, no onewould have died,” Méelissa pointed ouit.



"What of those who died in the shipwrecks? Why couldn't | have thought to Read the condition of the
ships before teling Wulfston to raise the sorm?”

"Torio, you can't think of everything!"
"A Lord of the Land isresponsible for dl his people. How can | ever accept such respongibility?”

Melissa started forward, following the last of the mourners down thetrail toward the castle. Torio took
her arm. She was startled for amoment—until she realized that he was not Reading in order to keep
from broadcasting their conversation to the other Readers.

Then sheredized what Torio had said. "A Lord of the Land isresponsiblefor dl his people,” she
repeated. "Y ou cannot be responsible for those who attack you, Torio."

"Y ou do not blame me for Magister Jason's death?!

"Not anymore. | could blame mysalf—I Read you calling to dl of us, offering help. | could have refused
tolet Jason die. | wish | had. But at that time how could | know that he was wrong about what you do to
Readers? How could | guess that what he thought he 'knew' was twisted rumor? By al the gods, | wish |
had cometo you and let you save hislife. | will never make that mistake again. Even if he had been right,
if hewere dive there would be the chance that we could fight you off, escape—"

"You sound like Aradia,” said Torio. "She dways saysthat lifeisadl thereis.”

"Well, it'sal we haveright now, anyway." Both Readersfell silent, nor did Torio begin to Read again,
athough Méelissadid. He continued to let her guide him while he thought his private thoughts. But when
they were amost back to the castle, he suddenly said, "Thank you, Mdissa"

"Y ou're welcome—but what did | do?'

"Made me understand what Lenardo has been telling me for years—we cannot change the past, but can
only learn from it; we have the present, and we can change the future. Look at how we've changed Rolf's
future, for example! Likeyou, I'll never make the same mistake again.”

"Y ou'll make new ones," shesad. "Sowill I."

"l know," hereplied, letting go of her arm as he opened to Reading, "but we won't |t that stop usfrom
doing the best we can!”

The next few days passed in ablur of activity. Travel plans were made, but it was uncertain asto who
was going, or where. Mdissawasn't sureif they didn't know themsalves, or if specific planswere being
kept from her. Torio was busy much of thetime, and so training their newest Reader fell to Mdissa.

Rolf's Reading showed no marked improvement, but as his ability to interpret what he Read grew, so did
his confidence. One morning &t their lesson time, Mdissa could not find him in the castle. When she Read
outside, though, she found him—running. By the time she went down to the courtyard he came pounding
in, breathless—but with the strength I eft to pick her up and whirl her around, laughing. //1'm so happy!//
hetold her. //Lady Mdlissa, | never dared to runin my life beforel How can | ever repay you?/

/Nl didn't do it, Rolf—you did. It's such a beautiful day—Iet's not go back insde.//

They left the castle and the village and wandered into the fields nearby, Melissahaving Rolf test hisrange.
It was till lessthan aquarter of amile for inanimate objects—he'd have been failed just about now if that
were hisrange after alifetimein an Academy. Considering the short time he had been Reading, though,



he might yet develop auseful range of amile or more.

Melissatook him aong the edge of anewly planted field to an area some men were clearing. "How many
people?’ she asked him.

"Four—no, five. And four horses."
"The people—male, femde, ages, Szes?'

"Oh, Lady Mélissa, | can't tell that from this distance! 1'm only now starting to sort out the people | know
from afew paces away, unless| hear their footsteps or they speek or think to me.”

"Then can you tel me what the people are doing?"

He concentrated, Mdlissa ddiberately not Reading so that he could not Read through her. "'l can't make
senseof it," Rolf confessed. "They are digging? But what? Now they'retrying to lift something—and
digging somemore.”

"They're clearing some big rocks out of afield, so they can cultivateit,” Mdissaexplained. "They've got
lots of them in the wagon dready, and that's why there are four horses—it isredly heavy. They haveto
dig some more around the boulder they're working on before they can lift it. There are five big, strong
men. | haven't seen many like that around here, except inthearmy.”

"They were probably in Drakonius army,” said Rolf. "He sent his officersto our villages every so often,
and took away al healthy boys over fourteen. In the army they got good food, and healersto work on
them. The people in my village were glad I'm blind—the army didn't take me, so they had someoneto
control the westher. What are the men doing now, Mdissa?’

"They'retrying to lift aboulder. It'stoo heavy for them—they shouldn't—" She shouted, "Hey! Y oull hurt
your backs! Let me get an Adept to—"

The five men, straining, had lifted the rock to waist height, their muscles bulging as they staggered toward
the wagon—but Melissa had distracted them. Two looked over their shouldersin her direction, and she
redlized that they did not understand her. "Roalf, tell them—"

One of the distracted men turned his ankle on the uneven ground, throwing the others off balance. They
lurched, trying desperately to hold on, unable to drop the boulder without dropping it on
themsalves—but their muscleswere giving out. A second man'sleg gave even asthefirst was scrabbling
to regain his hold—both went down, the rock on top of them!

The other three men were forced to let go, and the boulder crushed one man's arm, the other's chest.
Screams of pain filled the air—then the man whose chest was crushed fell slent, unconscious.

Méelissarushed to where the three uninjured men were dragging the boulder off the others. "Hold him!*
she said, pointing to the man with the broken arm. "Hell be dl right if he doesn't moveit." When they
dared blankly, she said, "Rolf—trandate!”

Rolf spoke to the men in the savage language. One of them soothed the conscious man, while Melissa
bent over the unconscious one.

"We need ahedler,” she said, then "No, Rolf!" asthe boy started away. " Send one of these men, and you
hdp me”

//Lord Lenardo!// she broadcast, //Torio! Lady Aradial// But she could not Read for aresponse as she



concentrated on the injured man.

Rolf knelt beside Melissa as one of the men ran off toward the castle. "Ralf, thisman is bleeding into his
left lung. Sopit.”

"I'm not aheder. | can only control water—"
"Blood is mostly water! Read for it, then stop it.”

She Read with him, showing him where the flow was. Rolf went unReadable, and the blood stopped.
Mélissasighed with relief—the man would survive until an Adept reached them. But even as she relaxed,
he began going into shock. His heart raced—then suddenly stopped. "' Rolf—his heart!"

"What?' Rolf's concentration broke; blood flowed duggishly into the lung again.

"Don't stop!" Melissacried, redizing she would haveto try to pump the man's heart from outside his
body. But splinters of broken ribs jabbed inward—she Read that if shetried pressing on his breast bone,
shewould drive oneinto his heart. It was amiracle that it had not gonein and killed him.

But he was adead man now if she could not make his heart pump blood again, make him bresthe—

The patientswho had died in her care at Gagta seemed to Stare up at her from the man's unconscious
face. For amoment he was Jason, cold in her arms. She knew the power wasin her, if only she could
reach it. She Read back toward the castle—but the man Rolf had sent for help was only now entering the
courtyard as Torio hurried down the stairs to see what was wrong. They won't be herein time.

She Read the man's heart, saw that it was uninjured, and tried to envision it pumping normally. Nothing
happened. No— can't Read at the same time, she remembered, stopped Reading,
concentrated—something inside her twisted, and she gasped in fear. She forced concentration, and tried
again, laying her head against the man's bloody chest to try to hear what she dared not Read. As she
concentrated on envis oning—jpushing—squeezing—the man's heart, the twisting feeling came again, and
with it the reward of afaint lub-dub from inside the man's chest. In amoment there came another—she
tried to Sraighten up, felt impossible weakness, and fainted dead away.

Mélissacameto lying on the ground with Rolf, Torio, and Aradiabending over her. Automaticaly she
tried—

"l can't Read!" she cried, putting her handsto her head.

Aradiatook her hands. "It'stemporary,” she said in areassuring voice. "Relax, Mdissa. Y ou just overdid
it"

"Theinjured man!" Shetried to it up, but Aradia pushed her back. "He's fine—aready in healing deep.
Rolf tdlsme—"

"Youdidit, Lady Mdlissal" Rolf said excitedly. "You redly did sart hisheart! | Read you doit!"

"Y ou used too much energy,” Aradiaexplained. "It'sacommon problem. But you saved that man's
life—I would never have reached himin time. Do you think you can wak now? A ngp and amed, and
you'll be good as new."

Melissafound that she could Read faintly. As soon as she had that relief, excitement buoyed her up. "I
don't want to deep! | want to learn more!"



Juliacame running up, followed more sedately by Wulfston. "Oh, that's not fair!" the little girl cried. "Why
cant/learnit?’

"No oneis preventing you, Julia" Wulfston said in awarning voice, and the child subsided from her
threatening tantrum. "Congratulations, Lady Mdissa," he added, not dlowing the dightest twinge of envy
to mar hiswords.

Mélissawas sitting up now, fegling norma enough—except that she could not Read even to the castle.
Aradianoticed her testing hersdlf. //Y our powerswill return to normal with anight's desp—but using
Adept power will temporarily reduce your Reading ability./

INf it'stemporary, it'sworth it,// shetold her, and added doud, "When can | learn more?"
"After food and rest,” said Wulfston.

Despite her protests that she felt fine and wanted to try more Adept tricks before she forgot how, Aradia
took Mdlissa upstairs and made her lie down. "Seep if you can,” the Lady Adept told her, "and at lunch
eat what Wulfston and | tell you to—never mind what my husband says."

Méelissaforced down about half the huge dab of roast meat Aradiainsisted she have for lunch. Born of
Readers, she had never eaten mest, even before her powers had developed. The taste and texture were
strange... and she had to remind herself not to think that this had been a baby lamb, or she could eat
none of it. She half expected to be sick, but she wasn't—she was fascinated by the work Wulfston did in
the rock-riddled field the men had been trying to clear, splitting the rocks into smaller pieces so they
would not have to strain themsdves again.

Like Rolf's Reading ability, her Adept power was small, but Lord Wulfston carefully taught her how to
useit to best effect without draining herself. "L ook for waysto work with nature," hetold her. "Y ou can
bring awhole mountain down by crumbling one bit of clay at its base—gravity will do therest. If you
must kill aman, to keep him from killing you, stop his heart. Don't try to push him back with the force of
your mind."

To split rocks, Melissa Read the naturd stresslinesin the boulders for Wulfston, making hisjob easier
and finding that she could split one or two herself. The next day she had alesson in healing—but with
horses, not people.

"Drakonius again,” explained Wulfston. "Hetook everything from his people. Farm horses became draft
horsesfor hisarmy. We haven't nearly enough horsesin thisland, and so every animal is being pressed
into service for farming, even those not built for it. And in hunting season, the plow horses are saddled
and ridden. It will take years to breed enough animals so that each can serve its proper purpose.”

Melissa Read thefirgt horse for Wulfston, pointing out exactly where the muscles and tendons were
badly bruised. He stroked and talked to the animal, then placed his hands over theinjured area... and
warmth poured into it. The mare snorted and tried to pull away, but the Adept spoke to her softly, and
she stood ill, dlowing the heding.

Méelissa could Read that the blood flow increased to the injury, but not much more. She found her
powers limited, either by the energy she had been expending, or by the poisons clogging her blood from
the meat she had eaten. She began to understand why it was so difficult to be both Adept and Reader.

When Wulfston encouraged her to try to heal the second, less badly injured, horse, Mdissaput al her
effort into the task. She Read the strain, placed her hands as Wulfston had, and envisioned the same
increased blood flow to the injury, tried to fee the healing warmth, stopped Reading while she kept up



the belief that it would happen—and felt the same sudden inner weakness she had before. Again she
couldn't Read, but thistime she didn't faint. The horse shied away from her, but she was leaning against
him, breathless. Wulfston put his arm around her, and she let go of the horse, which danced astep or two
away. " Steady, now," said Wulfston—she didn't know whether to her or to the animad.

The horse twisted his head and nosed at the point on his shoulder wherethe strainwas. "I think it
worked," said Melissa, able to stand on her own feet again. Her Reading was coming back now, faintly
at first, but a least she could sense the hedling warmth in the horseg's shoulder. "Y es—it did. | candoit!
Thank you, my lord!"

Mélissawas suddenly conscious that Wulfston was sill holding her. Aradia's warning came back to her,
and she pulled away, startled. Wulfston let her go easily, but Melissa cautioned herself to reinstate her
Reader's distance from people.

Then sherecalled Torio taking her arm, Rolf swinging her around. There was none of the reticence she
had grown up with. The touching she had seen going on here wasthat of afamily... one shewasnot a
member of, but, she redized, very much wanted to be. She Read the horses glowing with that strange
heat, and thought of the man whose life she had saved yesterday. / am a healer now—and here, where
| learned it, iswhere| belong.

A few dayslater, Lenardo, Aradia, and Julialeft Wulfston's castle to return to their own homein Zendi.
Meélissa continued her lessons with Rolf and Wulfston, while the three of them increased their effortsto
teach Torio to use Adept powers. He was as frustrated as Wulfston. Neither could seem to make the
breakthrough, even though they now knew it had to be possible.

Wulfston'slands were being put in order for hisleaving them for afew weeks. Going with them would be
afew heders, and every minor Adept he had who could move objects with hismind. Melissawas not
told the details, but she knew planswere afoot for smuggling severa hundred minor Adepts, and their
handful of Readers, into the Aventine Empire.

"Why won't the Council of Masters warn the Emperor about that fault?' Melissaasked Torio. "They
must know it can go off a any time."

"They know thefault isthere, but where do you move the government without sill being on the fault line?
It runs right down the middle of the empire. Move to the coast, and amagjor quake could still drown the
government in atidal wave."

"Do they know about Lenardo'svison? Y ou have friendsin the empire. Have you told them, so they will
be sure not to bein Tiberium at Summer Festiva?"

"They have been warned," he said grimly, but would tell her nothing more.

Mdissalonged to warn everyone at Gaeta—but her teachers and colleagues would not listen to her if she
did try. Alethiaand Rodrigo, she was sure, would not go to Summer Festival. And even out of body, she
could not Read that far. If she could, she would risk losing contact with her body. She had no wish to
die. » So she continued to learn how to use the small Adept power she had acquired, to help dleviate the
fault and prevent disaster. By the time they were ready to travel to Zendi, where Adeptsfrom al over the
dliance were gathering, Melissafdt confident in her powers.

Thecity of Zendi had once belonged to the Aventine Empire, and wasthe kind of civilized community
she was accustomed to. The streets were cobbled and clean; fountains played in the intersections; a
major feature of the forum was a huge bath-house with every luxury. Melissahad been to Tiberium once,
and had found it grand and exciting. Zendi had that sameair.



Wulfston told her the story of how Aradia had tested Lenardo's right to be a savage lord by giving him
this battle-ravaged city full of fearful, distrustful people. Despite having no Adept powers at thetime, he
had escaped assassination attempts, rescued Julia, and won the love and respect of his people.

"| didn't think he could do it," Wulfston admitted. "1 thought they'd kill him within the month. If you had
seen this place ayear ago, Lady Mdlissa, you would have said the best thing to do was burn it down and
gart over! But look at it now. My sister knew who understood city people.” The Lord Adept chuckled
warmly at the memory. "By midsummer, Aradiaand | were still winning the confidence of our
people—and Lenardo was throwing afestival!"

Lenardo's house was luxurious but empty. There was enough furniture for his guests, but no more—no
clutter, no statues to obscure the beautiful mosaics on the walls, no displays of captured treasures.

There Melissamet the Lady Lilith and her son, Lord Ivorn, both fully empowered Adepts with no
Reading ability. Ivorn, who was about twelve, cornered Melissaand Rolf at the first opportunity, inssting
on an explanation of how they had exchanged powers. However, they could no more explain to him than
they could to anyone else.

If Lilith felt the same frustration her son did, she did not show it. Shewas aplacidly elegant woman, taller
than Aradia, with dark hair and piercing dark eyesin arather pae face. When she spoke, though, she
commanded attention.

Melissadid not see much of Lenardo thefirst two days she was in Zendi—he greeted his guests, then
disappeared until dinner. The next day he appeared a breakfast, and not again until the evening med.
Something waswrong... Mdissacould fedl theincreasing tenson, but no onetold her its cause.

But on thethird day they were just getting up from luncheon—again without Lenardo—when one of the
servants came in to announce, " There are two people very insistent upon seeing Lord Lenardo, my lady.
They say their names are Clement and Decius.”

Both Aradiaand Torio practicaly ran from the room. By the time Médlissaand the others followed them
to the entry hall, Aradiahad amost reached Lenardo's room. Torio was hugging avery old man in dusty
traveling clothes, crying, "Oh, Master Clement, we were so worried about you! Lenardo couldn't find

you anywherel”

Then heturned to the other figure, aboy alittle older than Lord Ivorn, who threw himself on Torio
despite the fact that the movement hurt him. The flash of pain drew Méelissa's eyesto the boy'sleft leg, a
peg leg which irritated the sump to which it was fastened. "Decius.”

Torio was saying, "how did you manage such along journey? Oh, please, comeinside, both of you. Why
have you come? What happened? We have heard nothing of you in five dayd™

The old man was aso in pain—when he waked, his back and hips ached with rheumatism. He should
never have pushed himsdlf to along journey.

As people parted to let them pass, Torio redlized that introductions were required. The old man was
Magter Clement of the Adigia Academy, where both Lenardo and Torio had grown up. Decius was one
of the students there. By the time they had been seated at the table, and Torio had reeled off
introductions of al the people staring at them, Aradiawas back with Lenardo.

"Master Clement!" exclaimed Lenardo. "No, don't get up,” as he bent to hug the old man. "And
Decius—how are you, son? Why are you here? | had left my body and was Reading al over the empire
for you—and here you arein my own land! Why didn't you let us know? Wewould have met you at the



border. Y ou didn't walk—7?"

"No, no," replied Master Clement, with atwinklein hisbright brown eyes. "I'm not as decrepit asyou
think, son, but I'm not senile, either. Werode. Y our grooms took our horses outside.”

"Even 0, it'saterribly long journey. How did you get across the border?

"We st fireto the trees Torio | eft plugging the wall in the woods," Deciusreplied. "It took awhile, but
then we could take our horses through.”

"But why?" asked Lenardo.

Magter Clement looked around at the other people lining the long table. ™Y ou may spesk fredy," said
Lenardo. "If anyone here were pying for the empire, | think | would have discovered it by now."

"I'm sure you would," the old man replied. "However, will your aliesnot think that / might be hereto

Sy

"No, Magter Clement,” Aradiareplied for them al. "Please tel uswhy you have made thislong, hard
journey.”

"Because | have the information you need—and no longer aplacein theempire.”
"What happened?' Lenardo asked.

"Portia has been suspicious of me since you escaped,” Master Clement replied. "When the Adigia
Academy was moved to Tiberium, | naturally took my place on the Council of Magters. But | am not
part of Portidsinner circle. | have never been interested in politics—a mistake a good number of us have
made over the years, Lenardo, leaving Portiaand her cronies to concoct whatever schemesthey pleased.
Now she has gonetoo far, and is, trying to prevent the Emperor from taking away her power. Rumors
were aready spreading throughout the empire, before this latest fiasco, that Readers were turning traitor.
Asto your blowing the flet away, and then sinking the army on dry land—"

"It wasn't dry,” Torio putin.

The old man smiled. "Y ou're right, son. It's funny—to you. But sometimesit is better to kill someone than
to make afool of him—and you made fools of the entire Aventine army. Thereby, you made afool of the
Emperor. Heis not pleased. Nor are the people, who have been told you defeated the army in battle.
They areterrified, and crying out for the Emperor to protect them.”

"Master Clement," Lord Wulfston put in, "we did not want to kill people who were doing nothing more
than their duty to their homeland.”

"And now they must do it again,” said Master Clement. "The Emperor has declared al-out war, by land,
with the army marching northward in full force dong the border."

"But that'sfutilel" said Torio.

"The people expect the Emperor to attack before their enemies recoup the losses the empire claims. You
did not help matters by taking two master Readers hostage.”

"That wasamistake," said Wulfgton. "I thought if they saw what we are trying to do here—"

"Those two? Amicusis one of Portias cronies and Coruswill move any way the wind blows. What have
you done with them? Killed them?'



"Of course not!" Lilith answered. "They are safely locked up in my castle far to the north, under heavy
guard. Despite their unsavory personalities, we may be able to trade them for concessionsin a peace

treaty."

"Therewill be no treaty now," said Master Clement. "Portiacould not prove that | have been in contact
with you. She dared not create factionsin the Council of Masters by accusing me of spying. So suddenly
therewas avillaavailable, three days ride to the south, for the Adigia Academy—and we weretold one
evening to move out of Tiberium in themorning. | was Read every moment we were packing, and until
we werewell outside the walls in the morning—I had no opportunity to contact you, Lenardo."

"But if Portia suspects you—"

"If she had known for certain that you and | were in contact, she would have cdled other Mastersto
witness—and had me executed for treason. But she and her inner circle have become so corrupt that |
doubt they can Read beyond the ends of their noses. Portiasmply wanted to berid of me—and she
wouldn't send me north, where | might be tempted ether to join you or report to you. So | calmly rode
one day to the south with the rest of the Academy—and on one of the mountain passes Deciusand | fell
over adiff.”

"What?" exclamed Aradia

"Oh, adozen Readers Read it happen—or think they did," Master Clement replied. "Lenardo, | have
observed that trick of yours often enough, to make Readers Read something that is not redlly happening.
Deciusand | were bringing up the rear. Actually, we never entered the treacherous pass—but those
ahead Read us start out onto thetrail, my horse dip, and Decius go over, too, as he attempted to rescue
me. | did not like to do such athing to the boyswho loved us... but | could not ask themtolie, and |
could not take awhole Academy of children acrossthe border. Since Torio left, Decius was our best
young Reader—and therefore most susceptible to Portia's wrath." He pressed hisfingersto his closed
eyesashesad, "l hope we can somehow create a safe place for the other boys by thetimethey are
grown up enough to bein danger from jeal ous Readers.”

"Wewill,"” Lenardo said softly. "Y ou aretired, Magter. After you have rested we will talk—"

"No—there's not enough time. The reason | had to comeisthat | have Read the whole length of the
earthquake fault. We must get dl the people you will useto disarm it into the empire before the Emperor
masses the army at the borders. | don't know how to prevent them from being trapped, though—thereis
so littletime. Men are being conscripted throughout the land. In only fifteen days, the march will begin,
from Tiberium. Therewill be agrand parade, with the Emperor reviewing the troopsin the forum asthey
Set out on the glorious campaign—"

"Fifteen daydl" exclamed Lenardo. "The Emperor on areviewing stand in the forum?”
"No!" gasped Torio. "We thought we had over amonth yet!"

"What?" asked Master Clement as he and Decius|ooked around at the faces staring in surprise and
horror.

"| thought it was the Summer Festiva," exclaimed Lenardo, "but it could be the day the Emperor reviews
the troops. The earthquake! In only fifteen days!”

Chapter Eight

Torio sat in the early morning sunshine in Lenardo's courtyard, the cam eyein the sorm of activity going



on within the household and throughout the city of Zendi. Despite the hour, Torio was by no meansthe
first one up; Cook's crew had aready been cleaning up after other early risers when he had eaten
breskfast amost an hour ago. Now he was studying the map of the earthquiake faullt.

The map was not in the courtyard, but drawn across a series of wax tabletslaid end to end down the
middle of thetablein the dining hal. Torio had no need to be in the room to Read it. Besides, he had it
memorized.

The dining hal was becoming crowded now, people who had aready esten staying to study the map
while new people arrived, hungry and eager to join the activity. Cook's ass stants shooed the newcomers
to trestle tables dong the edges of the hadl. Torio frowned at his break in concentration, and returned to

studying the map.

A familiar mind touched gently at the edge of Torio's consciousness, not intruding. //I am in the courtyard,
Magter Clement.//

The old man hardly gppeared the same person as yesterday. It was not merely that he was rested, and
dressed in the imposing scarlet robes of aMaster

Reader. He moved differently, fredy. It wasthefirst timein Torio's memory that he had Read histeacher
without the chronic ache of rheumatism.

Master Clement said, "'l brought no Master's robes, but these were laid out in my room when | woke."
"They're Lenardo's," Torio explained. "He had his seamsiress hem them up for you."

"My clothes may have a mundane explanation, but | don't. | am not surprised that | overdept—I was on
the road for five days, with very little rest. Y et not only am | not stiff and sore today—I fed twenty years
younger! Whereisyour sword, Torio? | think I'll get back into practice. Did you know | was once
accounted asfine a swordsman asyou are?’

Although the old man was teasing now, Torio knew that in afew days he might actually be capable of
wielding asword again. So hereplied, "I know Magter. | would be honored to practice with you... until
the day we no longer need swords."

"Aslong as people are people, that day will never—Oh. Y ou mean until all Readers master Adept
powers, Torio?"

"Itisobvioudy possible” replied Torio, "adthough | have made no progress whatsoever."

"Aye—it isafrightening prospect. Y et think of being ableto heal people asyou were heded." He
touched Torio's shoulder. "Even as Smple athing as eesng my rheumatismisablessing. | did not redize
how much pain | had grown used to, until | found it gone."

"WEelIl hedl more than the pain,” said Torio. "Each night our hedlerswill set your body to heding again
until the swollen joints are back to normd, dl restrictions gone. It will take severd more nights—but we
need you awake in the daytime to help with our plans.”

The old Reader stared at histwisted hands. "Isit possible—?"
"Any of the Lords Adept candoiit.”

"Thisl must learn," said Master Clement.



"Mdissaislearning it very quickly. She studied surgery at Gaeta—and is only too happy to abandoniitin
favor of Adept techniques.”

"Mélissal met last night, and Rolf, who haslearned to Read. Arethere any others?'

"None but Lenardo and Aradia. What we need at this moment are more Readers—you and Decius
increase our number by athird!™

Deciusjoined them in the courtyard. Wakened by the increasing noise level in the house, the boy had
thrown ' on his clothes but not bothered to fasten on his artificid leg. He was using the crutch he
preferred to the peg leg most of the time. He rubbed his eyes and yawned, then tried to apologize, but
Magter Clement said, "Y ou have nothing to gpologize for, son—you've certainly earned your rest after
that long journey."

Back at the Academy, Torio had been grestly relieved to observe Decius adjustment to hisinjury—once
over hisshock, the boy had taken it as a chalenge, relearning everything he had ever done, including
riding ahorse. The only skill he had been unable to recover was swordsmanship. At Decius ingstence,
Torio had worked with him as soon as he was fitted with the artificial leg—but the rapid weight shiftsand
lunges of swordplay irritated the stump of hisleg more than any other activity, and he could not stand the
long hours of practice.

AsMagter Clement went on ahead, Torio told Decius, "Go est breakfast, then put your leg onand I'll
giveyou alessonin swordplay. I'll bet you haven't practiced since | |eft the Academy.”

"There's no teacher, with you and Master Lenardo gone," Deciusreplied. "But | can't wear my leg today,
Torio. I've had it on for five days, to balance me on ahorse and so | could walk if necessary and not
have one arm busy with a crutch. I'm too sore—"

"Areyou? Did you Read yoursdlf thismorning, Decius?’

The boy Read the stump of hisleg, then asked, "How did you do that? as he discovered the bruises and
blisters healed, and the scar tissue smoothed over permanently.

"l didn't doit, but I helped Lord Wulfston, after you were adeep. Did you notice how light Master
Clement's steps are today? Lenardo and Aradiaworked on him."

"Thisiswonderful!" said Decius. Then, "Torio—you don't have to convince methat | belong here. | trust
Magter Clement—when he said to comewith him, | came.”

."That's how | got here, with Master Lenardo—you'll haveto learn to call him Lord Lenardo now. Reed
around you, Decius. Things may be far from perfect here, but nobody will try to stop you from being

everything you can.”
"Uh... you havent learned—?"

"No—but Lenardo has. Melissa has. Aradiaand Rolf have also learned to Read. Maybe you'll beaLord
Adept, Decius."

The boy considered that. "Could | grow anew leg?'

"No morethan | could grow new eyes," Torio replied, "but you can learn to heal wounds, or to defend
yourself so you don't need asword.”

"I'll learn,” said Decius. "Why haven't you learned, Torio? Y ou're no older than Mdissa."



That was an interesting point. Rolf and Melissawere close to the same age—young, still in the growth of
their powers. Lenardo was aMaster Reader, but young enough that he could expect his powersto grow
for afew moreyears, Aradiawas Lenardo's age, Wulfston afew years younger. Torio filed the thought
for later examination, and while Decius followed Master Clement to the kitchen to assuage the ravaging
hunger brought on by heding, he waited for Melissa, for they had an gppointment to go over the fault
map before noon.

The group of Adepts and Readers was now too large to work as a unit; they were working individualy
and in small groups, studying the map, attempting to decide where to apply pressureto alow those
precariously balanced rock edges under the earth to settle into a stable position without wreaking
destruction in the land above.

Masgter Clement had made the map by the dangerous procedure of leaving his body to travel the length of
the fault, to distances beyond the safe range of even aMaster Reader. That was probably the fina blow
to Portias trust; he had spent hours out of body, he told them, instead of just the few minutes at atime
required to contact Lenardo. He guessed that Portia had been unable to contact him during that long
mental journey, and decided it was too suspicious to alow to go unpunished.

This he had told them while directing Lenardo, Aradia, and Wulfston to creste the physical mapinthe
wax tablets. "It isfortunate,” he added, "that | have many friends among the Magters. It iseven more
fortunate Portia has no Adept powers—else my heart might smply have stopped, and who would have
questioned heart failurein an old man? But if she wanted to kill me, Portiawould have had to send
someone who would then have been dangerousto her.”

"Do you think Portiamorally capable of such an act?' Lenardo had asked.

"Six Master Readers have died in the past year," Master Clement replied grimly. "How much Portia had
to do with that fact | cannot say, but she made avery serious error in keeping secret your mission to stop
Galen. She has taken one action after another to cover her mistake—and since it was discovered, sheis
in panic. She sends people she fearsinto dangerous situations, hoping to berid of them. Thosein Portias
inner circle are closing rankswith her to protect themsdves.”

How long, Torio wondered, could the Readers hope to keep the corruption at their center a secret?
According to Master Clement, most Magters of Academies, living far from the center of government,
were only now discovering the true Stuation in Tiberium. They still hoped to clean their own
house—there wastalk of unseating Portia—but if she Read their threats there was no telling what she
might do.

"Onceit becomes public,” Master Clement had said sadly, "there is no hope that Readerswill be alowed
to continue self-government. Our first priorities must be to prevent the destruction of the empire, and stop
the war—but next we must bring the best young Readers out of the empire, before either Portids
schemes destroy them or the government virtualy endavesthem.”

Torio was donein the courtyard, lost in thought, when Melissacameto find him. "I thought you never
stopped Reading when you were awake," she said, Sitting down next to him. "I couldn't get your
atention.”

"I'm sorry. | waswondering what will happen to al the Readersin the empire once the corruption in the
Council becomes public knowledge."

"Poalitics," shesad. "I never took an interest in it—but | doubt much will happen. Senators are often
corrupt—and dl that happensis that when someone gets caught he's unsested. The whole Senate isn't
broken up.”



"Senators are expected to seek power. Readersare not,” said Torio. "Melissa, did you ever hear the
legend of the first Reader?"

"Of course. Nobody's supposed to know it, and everybody does. But it'sjust alegend, Torio—ahorror
gory children tel to frighten each other.”

"A horror story? Or a cautionary tale? If nonReaders had their way, Readers would be imprisoned,
maimed, tortured to force them to work for those in power. We are smply more civilized about it. Our
dungeons are the Academies—any child who shows Reading &ability istaken from hisfamily, by forceif
necessary, and locked up in an Academy until heisno longer dangerous.”

"And the greater his powers," Mdissasaid in wonder, "the longer he remainsthere. Tak about twisting
minds! Look a what we believe."

"Aye" said Torio. "A lifetimein the Academy, in isolation from nonReaders, istheidedl, granted only to
thosein thetop ranks... keeping those with greatest power away from the temptation to useit. Readers
areforbidden to hold office, and discouraged from taking an interest in politics. And those who cannot
resst the lure of power—"

"Must seek it in deviousways," said Mdissa, "as Portiahas. Torio, we are maimed, as surely asif they
crippled usphysicaly.”

"Moreso," he said thoughtfully. "L ook a Decius. Thereislittle hisphysica disability kegps him from—it
didn't prevent hisescaping.”

"Nor you," she said, touching hisface with her soft hand. "But Torio, you should see, and Decius should
have two good legs. We are crippled by having half our powers denied us."

"No longer," he replied. "We know the truth now—and the more people who know it, the more they will
encourage the rest of their powers. Asyou have.”

AsMédissadropped her hand from hisface, Torio caught it in his. When she pulled back, he said, "I'm

sorry—"
"No," shereplied, "don't gpologize. I'm sorry, Torio. I'm not used to the way people touch each other
here. I'm not surewhat it means.”

"It meansfriendship,” hereplied; it was not the time to suggest that it might mean more. "But right now, if
we don't study that map as we're supposed to, well have a great deal to apologizefor!™

The plan wasfor the group of Readers and Adepts to spend the day studying the map, and in the evening
share suggestions for distributing their Readers so that every Adept could hear, or at least see one.

But that was not possible. Eight Readers could not be stretched most the length of the empire. They
could use watchers, but flashing lights were too likely to be spotted. Moreover, it took precioustime for
awatcher to read asignd and passit on—time they would not have while trying to control immense
forces of nature,

A frustrated assembly gathered around Lenardo's table that evening, after ameal a which even the
Adepts had eaten little. "In some areas’ Rolf pointed out, "the fault line runs dmost under the main road
through the empire. Those of uswith lesser powers have to be close, or we can do nothing. | know I'm
going as aReader, but | know the limitations of minor Adept taents.”

"We must have peopleright dong theroad,” said Aradia. "And here, wheretheland isflat for long



stretches, where do we place watchers?'

"At least the troop movementswill obscure the fact that S0 many strangers are wandering aong the
roads," said Master Clement.

"But haf the minor Adepts are women," said Mdissa. "We can't disguise them as soldiers”
"What about dressing al the women as Readers?' Torio suggested.

"No," said Mdissa, "not in white—they'd be sure to be caught out by other Readers. But ordinary
clothes and badges—the Sign of the Dark Moon!" And as she spoke the words, all the other Readers
around the table felt Mdissasingpiration. "That'sit! That's where we can get other Readers! The Path of
the Dark Moon!"

"What?" asked Lenardo and Master Clement together.

"Y ou Magter Readers—you pay no attention to your old friends who were failed,” she replied, "but
they're dl over the empire, working as Readersin minor capacities."

"But child," said Master Clement, "why would they help us? That would be betraying their own people.”
"l have aclosefriend,” sad Méelissa. "Alethiawon't betray me, even if sherefusesto help. Let metry."
"Whereisshe?' asked Torio.

"Gaeta. | have never gone so far out of body—"

"Torio," said Lenardo, "can you guide Mdissasafdly, or shdl |7

"I've Read Gagtawith you," Torio replied, "and Melissaknowsit well. And it's on the coast—I can
awaysfollow the shore back to familiar territory.”

"Then go ahead, while we consider dternatives. Even if we find enough Readersto act asrelays, only a
few of us can Read the stresses within the ground. How can we place those few to cover the most
territory?'

Torio went to hisroom, Meissato hers. In moments they were out of body, "floating” above Lenardo's
city. When Melissa began to drift southwest Torio asked, //Don't you know how to get quickly to
somewhere you know well 2/

/INo—I've only recently become comfortable out of body &t all. It'sincredible that you are so much
more skilled than | am, when you haven't had as much training.//

//But | have—L enardo hasn't et me forget my lessons, and | have had to put my skillsto usein life, not
classroom exercises. Concentrate on Gaeta as you know it—some familiar spot. Imagine yourself there.
Viaudizeit—//

Animage grew in Melissas mind of apier jutting out into the sea, waves lapping on the rocks benesth.
And then they were "there."

"on" the pier. //Alethids houseisjust up the hill // Mdissatold Torio.

Torio "followed" Mélissapast several people who did not know they were there, to a neat walled cottage
where alittle boy played in the garden. Insde, an infant dept in a cradle while a young woman put away
the supper things and prepared the crib for her older child. She worked dowly, misery in her every



move.

lIAlethia—what's wrong?//

IIMdissa? It can't be! They said you were dead, and now they've taken Rodrigo—//
//I'm not dead, and please don't project so strongly.

We must have privacy. | wish you could leave your body.//

/1Y ou know | could never learn thet.//

/1Y ou may, someday. But who took Rodrigo?/

/Mhearmy.// Alethia sat dejectedly in awooden chair. //They've taken dl the Readersthey didn't
before—many of the healers from the hospitd, too. I'm so frightened—you were reported dead,
Médissa//

IWere Masters Amicus and Corus listed as dead, too?//

Y esli

W€, they're dive. Magister Jason died in the shipwreck—//

1IShipwreck? What shipwreck?/ Alethiawas hopelessy confused.

llAlethia// said Méelissa, //hasn't any of the truth come down the Path of the Dark Moon?//

/Il don't know what'strue. There is some insane story that the army was trapped in quicksand, and
hundreds of helpless men daughtered by the savages.//

/IThe quicksand istrue; the daughter is not.// Melissa quickly sketched what had redlly happened.

/The Emperor clamsthere was agrest battle// said Alethia. //We were very narrowly defeated, and
killed many of the savages. Now we are building an even bigger army to strike before the enemy can
recoup their losses. The Council of Masters report the same thing. The only mention of quicksand came
down the Path of the Dark Moon. But Méelissa—have you escaped from the savages? Do you need
hep?/

/N amwith friends. We need your help, Alethia//
IWel

IIMagister Torio of the Adigia Academy is herewith me now, or | would not dare travel so far out of

bodly./

IIMagister—? Therewasa Torio killed trying to leave the empire, and brought back to life by savage
sorcery. Mdissa—// They could fed Alethias dread.

/INo, I am not aghost,// Mdissatold her friend.

//Neither is Torio. The savages cannot raise the dead, but they have healing powers we never dreamed
of. Alethia, I've never lied to you—and while what comes down the Path of the Dark Moon may be
exaggerated or embdllished, itisbasicaly true. Isn't it?/

Reluctantly, Alethiaagreed.



It there had been the great battle the government claims, what would be happening to Gaeta now?/

Alethiaconsidered. //The hospital!// she redlized. //Some of the wounded would be brought here—the
onesthey could not cure in the other hospitals. Magister Phoebe and some other Readers returned—~but
they brought no injured soldiers. How could there have been such abattle?/

[Mherewasn't,// Melissaassured her. Then, while Alethiawas willing to listen, she asked, //Will Rodrigo
be in Tiberium when the Emperor reviews the troops?/

IIY es—heistraining with aunit in Cassno now, but they will march to Tiberium next week.//

Reading Melissaworking delicately on her friend, Torio did not interfere. Everything hinged on Alethias
trug.

Melissabegan, //Thereisno way totdll you thisgently... but unlessyou help us, Rodrigo could diein
Tiberium, before he ever seesabattle//

/INol//
lIAlethia, don't shut me out! We can prevent it!//
INT the savages attack Tiberium, what can/ do?/

/INot the savages// said Mdissa. //An earthquake. The very day the troops gather in Tiberium, the city
will be destroyed.//

/IWhy haven't you gone to the Council of Masters?//

/They have declared me dead, athough they know better. Alethia, you are our only hope—you and
others on the Path of the Dark Moon.//

Alethiagot up and walked to the cradle, picked up her baby, then went to the door and looked out at the
little boy playing in the last rays of the evening sun. //Y ou saved my son'slife. Y ou were midwife when |
bore my daughter. Now you claim my husband'slifeisin danger—but what can | do, Mdissa?/

//What | am asking is very dangerous. Y ou could betried asatraitor./

//But to save my husband'slife...? Melissa, why would the savages want to save Tiberium? If our
government were destroyed, wouldn't it be easier for the savages to take over the empire? Answer that,
Méelissa, and | will helpyou, | swear it.//

/[They don't want the empire. Drakonius, the Lord Adept who drove our borders back, isdead. The
present Lords Adept seek peace. If you could see their lands, their people, you would understand,
Alethia//

//Perhaps. But | can't. | do know they caused an earthquake in Gaetaiin which you were amost killed.//

/IThey were setting off all those minor tremorsto prevent amgor quake. They didn't know therewasa
fault under Gagta—because they don't have enough Readers. They had to stop their efforts after that,
lest they create such havoc again.//

lIAlethia// Torio brokein, //you have asafeguard, you know—you will al be Reading us. Our liveswill
beinyour hands: Y ou can turn usin to the authorities at any moment you think we have betrayed you.//

//We haveto trust you,// added Méelissa. //Y ou and everyone you can trust ong the Path of the Dark



Moon will determine dl our fates//
They |eft Alethiato think over their request. It wasthe next day before they dared contact her again.

/N've doneit!// shetold them. //The word is passing—and Melissa, what | have learned in the past few
hours—oh, my dear friend, how ignorant | have beenl//

/IWhat happened?/ Melissa asked in astonishment.

/[There are Magister Readers on the Path now, torn from their Academies and declared failures after
years of hedling or teaching. Most have been in despair, married off, their powers blunted—but those to
whom it happened months ago say some of their powers have returned—and several of them went out of
body to Read thefault lines. It'sdl true! Thereisadangeroudy ungtable fault; thereisaconnection with
the stabilized fault under Gaeta; and the Council of Masters have warned no one! And the
quicksand—Readers who were there have confirmed it. The Path of the Dark Moon is peopled with
Readers betrayed by the Masters.//

IIWill they trust us?// asked Torio.

//Only because we need your Adepts as much as you need our Readers. And we outnumber you. It isas
you said, Magister Torio: If you attempt to betray us, we can betray you. Y our Adepts might escape. ..
but you cannot count on their being ableto rescue dl of you.//

Torio was astonished at the disillusionment among the Readers he and Lenardo and Master Clement
contacted over the next few days. Whatever came of al this, one certainty would be arebellion of the
minor Readers againgt the rule of the Council of Masters—after they saved their homeland.

With hundreds of members of the Path of the Dark Moon to hel p them, entering the empire became
easy. Torio and Lenardo cut their hair, and Lenardo and Wulfston shaved their beards; the seamstresses
prepared empire-style clothing for everyone.

Wulfston and Torio wore the Sign of the Dark Moon, for Torio feared to wear Magister'srobeslest he
beidentified if his blindness were discovered. Wulfston worried about trying to passfor a Reader, but
young, healthy men could not otherwise explain why they were not in the army.

Asthey had the farthest to go, they were thefirst to leave. Wulfston was their second strongest Adept;
his position was at the far end of thefault line, to draw the worst tremors away from the center of
population toward the uninhabited hills. With them rode severa minor Adepts, to be stationed dong the
southernmost section of the fault. With abit of Adept help, they climbed the wall afew milesto the west
of Adigia

Pepyi, one of Aradidsretainers, took their horses back to Zendi, and the small group of savages met
with the members of the Path of the Dark Moon waiting to be their guides. Each minor Adept paired with
a Reader, they set off just before dawn. By full daylight, al were on the main road to Tiberium, spaced
severd miles gpart.

Torio and Wulfston did not talk much along theway, as Torio was trying to Read without being Read.
He could not do Lenardo's effortless trick; he had to concentrate on not alowing stray thoughts or
emotionsto enter hismind, and hope that he did not get caught accidentally Reading a better Reader.
The miasma of-excitement, worry, and fear they rode through was enough to conced hiswhereaboutsiif
he cut off intime—but it also prevented contact with their other Readers.

On the way into Tiberium they rode with the crowd. At night they dept in the fields, wrapped in their



cloaks, just as everyone else was doing—the few innswere full and had taken the opportunity to raise
their prices far dbove what failed Readers could afford. Wulfston, naturaly gregarious, fel in with family
groups around the campfires each evening, setting Torio's nerves on edge. But he spoke the Aventine
language fluently and without accent, and his badge suggested to nonReaders only that he wasto be
trusted. He was exotic enough to be asked about his background, but he smply told the truth.

The one problem was that the tiny community Wulfston had been born in wasin the north, near
Adigia—therefore he had to claim to have been sent to that Academy. Inevitably, someone from Adigia
wasin agroup they talked with. "I don't remember ablack child among the Readers.”

"Oh, | didn't last long," Wulfston laughed. "I guess I'm one of the worst Readersin the empire—that's
why I'm assigned to help out the shepherds in the southern hills so better Readers can guide thearmy.”

The genuine frustration in Wulfston's laughter came through to the nonReaders listening to him; Torio felt
their sympathy, and wished again that he could teach the Adept to Read.

Oncethey passed Tiberium, they were bucking the crowds moving toward the capita . Even the lesser
roads were crowded, and their progress was dow. Wulfston had to risk taking off his badge and buying
ameat med a an inn each day, lest his Adept powers be blunted by the vegetarian diet he had to assume
while posing as a Reader.

Finally they reached their destination, winding up amountainoustrail far from the roads, and made camp.
Lenardo would contact them when everyone wasin postion. It was two days before the Emperor's
review; they intended to ease the fault one day before.

But in the morning, when Lenardo's mind finally touched Torio's, he reported, //Some of the Readers
were not able to get away from their responsibilities so soon. All are on their way now. | will contact you
at dawn—it will till be hours before the review.//

Wulfston took the delay with equanimity, studying the map once more, eating another medl, and then
going into the deep, strengthening deep Torio had seen so often, leaving the young Reader to idle away
the day and put himsdlf to deep that night with one of a Reader's basic exercises.

Both men woke at dawn without prompting. Soon Lenardo was "there” in Torio's head. So was Aradia,
in rgpport with her husband and thus able to Read whatever he could. Soon Juliajoined them. Thethree
werein Tiberium—nhad, in fact, hel ped themsdves to the villa occupied until a short time ago by the
Adigia Academy, and spent the night in comfort. Aradia's powers would control the centrd fault, with
Lilith to the north and Wulfston to the south to draw the effects of the shifting underground rock plates
away from benegath the capital.

Soon Lenardo drew Master Clement, who was just south of Adigiawith Lilith, into rapport. Decius and
Lord Ivorn were hafway between Adigiaand Tiberium, Rolf and Arkus, another minor Adept, closer to
the city. Mdissahad met Alethia, who inssted on taking part in the project, aday's journey south of
Tiberium.

Spread between these familiar figures were hundreds of minor Adepts and failed Readers, two or three
pairsto every mile. Lenardo dowly drew the Readersinto rapport, al sharing his tremendous range and
power. It was not additive, as Adept powers were—if anything happened to Lenardo, communication
would be broken. Neither Torio nor Master Clement could Read over the vast distance between them
without going out of body, and in the midst of acrissthetimethat would take. ..

Torio refused to think about it. There was no reason for anything to go wrong. They were working with
complete information and plenty of Readers. They were here, in position. That wasthe hard part. Getting



out of the empire again would be the next difficulty—but the Adepts could use their powers on the retreat
asthey had not dared to while sneaking in.

Wulfston held the map—this one paper for easy carrying—and listened to Torio describe what was
happening. "Lenardo and Aradiaare leaving the villanow for the forum; Juliaisjoining some minor
Adepts at the north gate of Tiberium.” Both Torio and Wulfston had objected to having Lenardo and
Aradiaat the scene of the potentia destruction, but Aradias limited Reading made it necessary that she
see what was happening. If she had to use the full force of her Adept powers shewould blank out her
Reading—L enardo would haveto guide her.

The rapport grew in intensity as more and more mindsjoined in. Hundreds of Readers dong the fault
from north to south, almost a hundred in and around

Tiberium done, knew adud existence: their own and Lenardo's. Torio had never known anything like it
before; he wondered if anyone had.

Lenardo maintained control. Reading with him, they saw through his eyes, felt the warmth of the morning
sunin the city streets hetrod, smelled the sireet vendors pastries, heard the hawkers cries. The
reviewing stand was ready in the forum, the banner with the golden sun, the Emperor's slandard, waving
aboveit. Some people were dready gathering, while soldiers kept them from staking clamtoaspot in
the parade route.

Lenardo and Aradiablended into the crowd, Lenardo Reading the Senate building, recaling that in his
vison there were senatorsinsde—and indeed, at this very moment men were taking their places. Now?
Torio felt the cold knot in Lenardo's somach—would they be there during the review? Would hisvison
come true, no matter what he did?

But he reassured himsdlf, and al those in rapport with him, that thiswas smply proof that they had the.
right day. They must set off the quake now, carefully controlled, before the Emperor could take his place,
before the troops began to march—

Lenardo and Aradia sat down on the Senate steps, inconspicuous in the crowd. Lenardo Read to the
Palace, found the Emperor's honor guard aready assembled in the main hal, the Emperor dressed in his
roya robes—but at this moment in private conference with Portia. She was regdl in the scarlet robes of a
Masgter Reader, but on her breast she wore a golden medallion with the sign of theroyal family.

"The Senateisthis very day debating whether to take away my power," shetold the Emperor. ™Y ou must
stop them, nephew. NonReaders cannot govern Readers.”

"L et me dedl with one matter at atime," he replied. "Now don't worry—if what you have Read about the
earthquake provestrue, the family will owe you our lives, my dear Portia. If Tiberium falls—"

"The eclipseislessthan amonth away. Leave well before. These things are never accurate to the day,
but the prophecy certainly means this summer of the eclipse.”

"Then," he said, turning away from her, "the senators spending their summer debating what to do about
your Readerswill no longer be aproblem to either of us... will they?' And with that he stalked out the
door.

Portiafollowed the Emperor, cam and dignified, arare public appearance. As she began to Read,
Lenardo trembled, wondering if he could hold rapport with the other Readers and till prevent Portia
from Reading him. He could. She showed no sign that she Read him—nor did another Master Reader
waiting for her, to whom she whispered after her careful check for intruding Readers, "We have nothing



to worry about, Marina. Our friendswill al be away from Tiberium, and the Emperor will reward usfor
saving hislife"

Torio understood now why Master Clement said Portias powers were weakened. Both she and the
other woman had stopped Reading, trusting their powers as Master Readers that they were not being
Read. They were obvioudy not aware of what they had lost—not distance or discernment or the ability
to perform aMaster's functions, but the sengtivity to other minds that should have told them they were
being Read.

"We must warn al the other Readers—and the common people, too,” said Marina. "Portia, you would
not let thousands of people die—!"

"There are certain people,” Portiaexplained, "that the Emperor would rather berid of. A natura
catastrophe—"

"But Readers. We must get dl the Readers avay—"

"Don't befoolish! Do you want to start a panic? The Readerswefail are not true Readers, Marina. They
don't understand their powers, and we must weaken them lest they misuse them. Nobody we care about
will die. Now no more—there are too many Readers about today.”

The incredible shock through the assembled Readers forced Lenardo to drop rapport lest he broadcast it
to Portiaand Marina. Torio, who had been relaying numbly to Wulfston, was donein hishead again,
with an achein his soul. Wulfston waited anxioudy. "All the Readers Read what Portiasaid,” Torio
explained. "Lenardo had to drop rapport.”

Forcibly composing himsdlf, Torio Read out toward the Reader/Adept pair only amile away, well within
hisrange, and met fury. //They destroy our powers! By the gods, Portiawill pay for thisl Old crone—//

/Hush—Bevius, we don't have time for anger!// Torio said. //Overthrow Portia later—you certanly
have enough witnesses. But right now, think of al the Readersin Tiberium. Areyou going to let them
die?/

It took several more minutesfor Torio to calm Bevius down; then they waited for Lenardo to re-establish
rapport. Finaly it came, but there were gapsin the chain where some Readers were still too angry to
concentrate. Rolf, intending only to help, broadcast, /No Reader or Adept used more than haf his
powers until now. | am an Adept—Dbut | have learned to Read. Y ou will discover Adept powers—//

Méelissajoined in, //Rolf isright. Y ou have done as much to blunt your powers as Portia, by never
guestioning what was told you. True—anyone who questioned was exiled. But look at Lenardo. Help us
now—and wewill help you unlock all your powers!//

There was asudden pause, then //Show us,// from a hundred minds at once. Melissalooked around,
picked up asmall stone, and set it on the ground before her. She concentrated—~blank to Reading, but
Alethiawatched her for the assembly. The stonetilted, toppled, rolled asif down hill—on perfectly flat
ground! She resumed Reading, breathing hard, and broadcast into the astonished mentda silence, her
intengity growing as her powersreturned, //Y ou can dl learn it. Help usthis once—you will change the
world!//

//We can have such powers?/

/1Y ou do have them,// Lenardo told them, //but we are il trying to discover how to teach Readersto
usethem. Try to cam the people who are ill upset. We must ease that fault now!//



By the time complete rapport was established, the ceremony in the forum had begun. The Emperor
mounted the platform in his golden robes—people cheered as more sun-adorned banners unfurled. The
honor guard turned and took their places before the platform. Instead of the heads of the partiesin the
Senate, who were gill deep in debate, Portiaand Marina flanked the Emperor. Very clever of Portia,
Torio redlized: she had used the very debate which sought to reduce her influence to make it appear to
the citizens of the empire that she and the other Master Readers were the Emperor's most trusted
counsdors,

When he felt histhought picked up by other Readers, Torio repressed hisfedingslest he spark off their
harsh anger again. Lenardo was concentrating on the fault beneath Tiberium, carefully Reading the
configuration, the depth, the way the edges |eaned and the direction they would dip. The natura
inclination would lead to a collgpse directly under the city—amost directly under the forum—and kill
thousands of people. They must prevent that.

//Everyone concentrate,// Lenardo told them. //Readers, get your Adept partners chanting in
unison—when | givethesigna, cue your partner on your number.//

It had all been worked out from Master Clement's map—each pair must draw the stresses away from
Tiberium on cue, so that the whole fault would settle gently into stability, instead of toppling the capita
city into achasm. Aradiahad the job of directing the rock surfaces beneath the city itsdf, letting the
plates of stone settle horizontaly acrossthe incipient chasm to form a secure foundation Unlikely to
budge for many generations. Now she Read with Lenardo, and nodded. //Go ahead.//

Everyone concentrated. Aradia dropped out of the rapport. Torio grasped Wulfston's hands, taking up
the chant Adepts used to form their circles of power. Ther effort would come later, but they werein
rapport with the others already asthe potential forces beneath the city... moved. All the tremendous
power Aradiacommanded could do no more than shift one portion of one rock surface, but they had
carefully researched that one spot to bring the whole thing tumbling from its precarious equilibrium.

Such forces were ponderoudy dow, far dower than their rhythmic chanting. The Readers Read the
movement benegth the earth long before anything could be felt on the surface. Underground cliffs
redligned—alow rumble growled through the city, but in the forum it was drowned in drumbeats and
cheers asthe Emperor stepped to the front of the reviewing platform.

AradiaRead for amoment with Lenardo, studying what she had started, gauging the pressure to make
the surfacesfdl into the desired horizonta position. Then she was unReadable again, the shift continuing
asthe Adepts dl around the city exerted their strength to draw energy away from that center.

Therewas a shift and lurch in the floor of the forum. A minor tremor shook the army's banners, and cries
of fear went up here and there. It lasted only moments, though, and was quickly dismissed as another of
those annoying—

IIGET OUT OF THE FORUM!//

Whereit came from, Torio could not have said-it was the mental voice of one of the Readersin the
rapport, using Lenardo's power to broadcast outward, breaking their secrecy to reach other Readersin
danger.

Then otherstook it up. //RUN! THECITY WILL FALL! ALL READERS—RUN FOR YOUR
LIVES!//

At this strategic moment, Lenardo dared not break the rapport—//Stop that!// he told them. //The city
will not fal if you work with your partners—//



But many of the failed Readers were not working with their Adept partners now. Alethia broadcast,
//IROD-RIGO—RUN! GET AWAY FROM THE FORUM!// Soon all the Readers with friends or
relativesin Tiberium were trying to warn them.

There was no stopping the forces Aradia had set in motion. "Draw the—stresses—this way—Wulfston!™
Torio said in the rhythm of their chanting, but it was too soon—the dow-moving wave of underground
motion was still milesaway. Then, redizing the Adept would waste precious strength that might be
needed later, he broke the rhythm. "Stop! Y ou can't do anything yet. The gods help us—it'sall gone

wrong!"
"What—?'

"The Readers—they're warning their friends! They've abandoned their Adept partners—no one knows
what to do. If we were only there—"

"Aradia? Lenardo?"

"Still on the Senate steps—Aradia can't hold those forces by hersalf. The quake is getting worse—it's
going to happen, Wulfston!"

Juliawas shouting, "Stop! Don't go in therel” as both Readers and minor Adepts abandoned their posts
around the city to surge through the gates.

//Stay back!// Lenardo broadcast as Aradia Read with him once more, her first weariness evident. But as
soon as she had reconnoitered, she went back to applying her strength to the fault.

"By the gods—she's doing it, Wulfston!" Torio cried. "Aradiais guiding the stresses—" Hefell back into
the chant of nonsense syllables, in preparation for ther effort.

But failed Readers were converging on the forum, adding their own vision to the rapport—and hatred
flowed outward as they saw the reviewing stand, the Emperor, Portia, the assembled army ...

The resulting emotion was hopeless to repress. Lenardo could not stop it from being broadcast by the
hundreds of failed Readersin Tiberium, nor could he bregk the rapport. It had taken on alife of itsown!
Readersin the upper ranks gasped as the anger of the failed Readers poured over them. On the
reviewing platform, the Emperor was launching into his opening remarks, about leading the army himsalf
thistime—a perfect excuseto get out of Tiberium. Behind him, Portiagtiffened as hatred filled the air.
Marinacringed. Everyone else on the platform was anonReader, as were the soldiers drawn up al
around them.

/IBring down Tiberium!//
/[Destroy them dl!//

While Aradia struggled with the forces benegath the earth, the Readers in the rapport joined mindsin one
all-powerful desire: to destroy the people who had betrayed them!

Torio felt Mdissadrawn into the raging hatred, her small power directed at the reviewing stand—it
shook! The rapport rippled as angry Readers guided their Adept partners, using them for
revenge—hate—it shifted and twisted, the ugliest sensation Torio had ever known, trying to drag him into
it.

/INo!/I he cried, not knowing he had shouted doud until Wulfston grasped his shoulders and shook him.



"Torio! Come out of it! Stop Reading!"

But he couldn't. The Readers continued the chant, swaying in rhythm, guiding their mind-blind Adept
partnersto do their bidding.

"South now—stronger—

"Push it—harder—

"Once more—harder—"

Therhythm of agigantic heartbeat shook the land as the nonsense syllables turned to words, directions—
"Northward—lower—

"That'sitl—harder—"

//INo! No!// Torio broadcast, meeting Master Clement's dismay at Readers using Adepts as tools of
vengeance.

Even the old Master could not shut himsalf out of the raging rapport. With Torio, he observed in horror
the assault on the Senate, the wooden platform full of dignitaries—it was Lenardo'svison al over again
as he was tossed away from Aradia, atremor heaving the stepsinto vertica dabs. Insde the building the
roof caved in. Men screamed and tried to run. Solid stone fell on them. Acrass the forum the reviewing
stand collapsed, banners bearing the golden sun toppling with dow grace onto the writhing, injured

people.

Portiawasin the rapport, her mind screaming, /1 will not alow thigl// at the sametime that impossible
pain lanced through her fragile body and Torio Read that her back was broken. //No! Y ou cannot do this
to me!// sheraged, and |eft her shattered body behind, her presence in them all, mad, hideous, wanting to
hurt them—

/ILenardo!// she challenged, grappling with his mind as Master Amicus had done with Master Corus.
/1Y ouwill pay for thisl Y ou are mine, Lenardo—mine!//

Torio redlized sckly that Portia sought to take Lenardo over, to possess his mind and control his
powers!

Digtracted by trying to find Aradia, flung to hisknees as he tried to stand on the heaving steps, Lenardo
had only half his attention on Portids raging presence. He screamed and clapped his handsto hishead as
she created pain to weaken his defenses.

/IPortial// Torio sent & full intensity, //let him aonel//

It was enough—L enardo's concentration shut Portia out. She turned on Torio. //Then you, blind fool! |
can use you even more easily, boy. Y ou should be dead anyway!//

Corrupt Portiamight be, but Torio knew he was no match for her powers. He didn't even know what
she meant to do, let done how to fight it! He hadn't known the ruling of another's mind was possible until
he had Read Amicustry it.

Portias thwarted power-lust gripped him—he was helpless beforeit, cringing away into some dark
corner of hismind, while she—

/INo, Portia// It was Master Clement's calm presence, coherent amid the chaos. /Y ou never meant to



hurt anyone. Let Torio go. Come and rest, Portia—// The old man's strong, clear mind cregted a haven
of blessed rdlief, dissolving Portias rapport with Torio.

But Portiarefused to be cdmed. //Traitor! Y ou and Lenardo and al the others! Y ou will pay for this!
Traitorsal! Youwill never destroy my powers!// And her presence was gone, as she moved into one of
the other planes of existence.

/IMaster Clement—no!// Both Torio and Lenardo were too late with their entreaty—the old man had
followed her.

Lenardo dared not pursue him, and Torio could not—the pandemonium of menta activity blocked any
sense of where histeacher might have gone. A smal tremor moved the hillsde hewas sitting on, and he
redized, "Now, Wulfston! Draw the stresses now!"

Thistime the Adept's efforts had the desired effect—they were tossed and heaved, but the fault under
Tiberium was being relieved. Beneath the forum, the rock plates settled into ahorizonta bridge over the
deep chasm. There were cracksin the forum floor. The Senate had fallenin, killing everyoneinsde.
Soldiers picking themselves up from among their dead and wounded companions hauled the remains of
the reviewing stand off the bodies beneath—and found the Emperor on the very bottom, crushed to
death. So was hiswife—and histwo sons, who had been ready to lead units of the army, were dead as
wall.

While nonReaders ran from the scene of destruction or tried to locate their dead or injured companions,
Readers wearing the Sign of the Dark Moon swarmed into the forum, tearing down the banners bearing
the golden sun, shouting, "It istime that Readersruled!”

Lenardo located Aradia, badly injured, bones broken—he stopped Reading to concentrate his own small
hedling power, and what was | eft of the rapport collapsed, leaving Torio once more done within himself.

Wulfston was still gripping Torio's shoulders—pain penetrated and he shook the Adept off. " The rapport
isbroken,” he said raggedly. "Lenardo is concentrating on Aradia—he's not going to think of usfor a
while"

"Let'sgo!" said Wulfston, reaching for their already-packed gear. "Come on, Torio—they need usl” But
he staggered as herose, and Torio took hisarm.

"Liedown. I'll go out of body and—"

"Theresno time! Aradiaisunconscious, Lilith hours avay—L enardo has no fully-empowered Adepts
with him. I'm dl right, Torio. | haven't used haf my energy.”

Because he was as anxious as Wulfston, Torio hel ped saddle the horses and they set off for Tiberium. It
had taken more than two daysto get here, when they were avoiding calling attention to themselves. Now
they galloped, obtaining fresh horses every few hours by the smple expedient of stedling them—twice
leaving men who tried to stop them crumpled in sudden deep.

They met people fleeing the destruction in the capitd city. Everyone knew the Emperor was dead. The
closer they got to Tiberium, the more fear permesated the air—by early morning the word was out that the
Senate had been destroyed as well, and no one knew who was running the empire. Torio Read garbled
opinions of what had happened—but very few knew the savages had anything to do with it or even
realized that there were Adepts among them.

Asthey approached the city, though, Torio did not find the destruction he feared. Terror and hatred had



faded into empty anxiety. The city itsalf stood without serious structural damage. The closer they got, the
more surprised Torio became; while some people huddled fearfully in their homes, many others were out
cleaning up debris. Soldiers kept order—afew buildings had been looted, but they were aready
boarded up.

Here people were indeed aware of Adepts—and terrified of them. They did not know who among the
strangers could kill them "with alook," and they did not wish to find out. Everyone dso knew that the
roya family and the senators were dead—there was no government except that of the savages, who
were known to have Readers now. There were stray thoughts of rebellion, but none serious—the army
had surrendered and was now in the service of their captors.

Torio Read Arkus directing units of Aventine soldiers, Helmuth—nonReader and nonAdept but ever
Lenardo's most reliable henchman—sending other soldiersto draft awork crew to clear the streets
blocked by the collapse of the Senate building. He wasin the forum, where the debris was adready
cleared away, the gapsin the cobbles bridged with sturdy planking. Unable to locate Lenardo or Aradia,
Torio led Wulfgton to the forum, where Helmuth told them, "They're a the Adigia Academy building, my
lords. AH isunder control here.”

Wulfston looked around, bleary-eyed with lack of deep, and laughed. "Why did | worry? We gave
Lenardo acity of savages, with no Lords Adept to help him—after what he accomplished in Zendi, why
expect less here?'

But Torio worried as he rode toward the villathat had housed his Academy for the past year—for he
should have been greeted by Lenardo's vigorous mind. Instead, it was Mdissawho told him, / Lord
Lenardo isdeeping—at last. He exhausted his strength hedling Aradiaand others, but when Lady Lilith
arived wefinaly got him to rest.//

Torio relayed thisinformation to Wulfston before they entered the building. The students bedrooms were
filled with injured people in healing deep, some waking now, bewildered, to be fed and sent home. By
the time Wulfston was reassured that his sister would soon be well, and fed the meal he had been too
concerned to stop for during the night, a bed was prepared for him.

Relaxation of tenson had Torio nodding over his breskfast, too. Since everything was under contral ...

But before he could find an empty bed Decius camefor him, weeping. "Please, Torio—come and seeif
you can do anything for Master Clement!”

The old Reader lay in his own bed, physicaly unhurt. His body wasthere; his mind was not. Lilith sat
beside him, pae, her eyes sunken into dark circles. Julia sprawled nearby, eyesred with crying. "Torio!
Tell them they've got to wake Father! He's the only one can help!”

"Lenardoisexhaugted,” Lilith said. "His Reading powers are greetly impaired—when he told methat, |
did not tell him about Magter Clement.”

But Torio was Saring at histeacher's till form. ™Y ou moved him!"

"Yes," Lilith agreed. "1 did not know | should have left him where he fell—when he fainted, | thought it
was exhaustion, or his heart, or astroke. Torio, there was no other Reader to tell me what he had done.”

Torio sat on the edge of the bed, Reading the serene face of the old Master. Despiteits age, his body
was now healthy; it breathed; its heart beat. But it was uninhabited. Master Clement was €lsewhere, lost
among the planes of existence.



Melissa hovered in the doorway. "Torio, can you do anything?"
"How long did you wait before you moved him?* Torio asked Lilith.
"Nearly three hours. | cannot Read—I thought | had put him into hedling deep.”

"Then it makes no difference that you moved him," said Torio bitterly. "No Reader dare stay solong on
the planes beyond—he was lost long before you moved his body."

"But he said he was out of body for hours when he made the map,” Julia protested.

"Out of body, but in our world. Y ou'll understand when you are old enough to try it, Julia. Lilith, do not
blame yoursdf. It is Portiawho has claimed one last victim."

"Portids dead," said Julia. "' She didn't come back either, and her body died. She didn't understand,
Torio—none of usdidtill I Read her medalion. Father made me—I didn't want to touch it.”

Torio remembered the child's specid talent for Reading items people had worn or kept close to them.
"What did you learn?' he asked.

"The Dark Moon devoured the sun of the roya family. She never thought about what was on that
meda—the sun, like on the Emperor's banners. She was so proud of being of royal blood—the
Emperor's grandfather's aunt. That'swhy she knew al about politics-she wasn't Sposed to be a Reader.
There's never been another one in theroya family. She had to have power—so she worked her way to
Master of Masters.”

Torio nodded. "She couldn't stand not to rule.”

Thelittle girl added, "When | fdlt into the past, though, shewas... nice. She didn't mean to hurt anybody.
She liked helping people with her Reading, for dong, longtime.”

Torio went to the child and hugged her. "I'm glad to hear that, Julia. | suppose wewill have another
funera tomorrow. Will you say that for Portia, please?’

There wasindeed afunerd the next day, in the savage tradition. However, it was not the cleansing
ceremony Torio had become used to—for the one man he and Lenardo and Decius mourned the most
was not dead.

Magter Clement's body might live for many days yet—the Adepts would not dlow it to die. Wulfston and
Aradiaindgged, "Lifeisdl we have. If we had dlowed our father to die when we thought histumor was
hopeless, Lenardo could not have helped us hed him." And Lenardo, athough he knew aswell as Torio
that it was hopeless, planned to try searching the planes of existence as soon as he recovered his powers.

At the funera, curious Aventine citizens ringed the forum to hear their conquerors eulogize the people
they had just killed—at least that was how they saw it. They didn't understand, but they wept asthe
bodies of the entire Senate, the roya family, severa Master Readers, and a number of soldiers went up
in the white-hot flame of the funerd pyre. Their whole way of life was burning away, and they didn't
know what would replaceit.

Torio waked with Mdissaback to the villa. They had not carried funeral garmentswith them, of course,
and o both were dressed today in Reader's garb, Melissain aplain white tunic, Torio in the same white
edged in black that Lenardo wore.

In* the Streets of Tiberium, the sight of amale and afemale Reader walking Side by sdedrew stares. Ina



mixture of protectiveness, possessiveness, and defiance, Torio took Mdissasam.

Shelooked up a him with ashy smile, but said nothing. Neither did any of their friends—and when they
reached the villa, Torio led her to the courtyard. One side was open to a halway off which were severd
deeping rooms—but occupants of two of those rooms were, indeed, deeping, and the other rooms,
including Torio's, were empty.

A fountain formed a pool in the courtyard—the younger boys at the Academy used to play here,
gplashing in the shallow water. Flowering shrubs crested alcoves for severa benches hidden from the
view of anyone passing in the hallway. It wasto one of these that Torio led Mdlissa.

They sat in slencefor atime, until Mdissaasked, "Torio... what'swrong?"

"Wrong? Except for Master Clement, nothing, really. | don't know what's going to happen next, Melissa.
That... that doesn't bother you, doesit?"

"If knowing what's going to happen means Having flasheslike Lenardo's,” shereplied, "then | don't want
to know."

"That wasn't what | meant—but that disturbs me, too. All our efforts—the earthquake at Gaeta that
nearly killed you, and led meto lie to Portia—the storm, the quicksand—in the end everything happened
just as Lenardo foresaw it. If we had done nothing—"

"The earthquake would have happened anyway," Melissasaid. "It would have been much worse, though,
Torio—what happened was Lenardo's vision, not the prophecy.”

"What do you mean?"

"The prophecy said the earth would devour Tiberium. It didn't. Y ou Read what happened: If Aradiaand
the other Adepts hadn't been able to draw some of the stress away from beneath the city, thiswhole area
would have caved in. There would be no city standing here today—there would be nothing but aholein
the ground.”

He pondered that. He had himsdlf Read the possibility of total collapse, and yet the city stood. "So
perhaps our meddling did some good after dl. | want to think it did.”

"Of courseit did! I'd have done the same things you did, Torio—anybody would. What sane person
would not try to prevent the deaths of thousands of peopleif he had it in his power?’

He turned to her, appearing to look at her as he had taught himself to do as aboy. She was studying his
face. "Y ou forgive me for Gaeta?'

"Thereisnothing to forgive. Y ou were trying to prevent the mgor quake—and | have certainly seen
enough since that night to know that there are limitations even to the powers of Readers and Adepts
working together. But I'm not afraid anymore. | was dways afraid to test my powers... until | crossed
the border. Until | met you."

She closed her eyes, her face turned up to his. For privacy inthisvillafull of Readers, Melissawas not
Reading. Torio had been Reading only enough to find hisway. Now he stopped, but found no difficulty
placing hisarms around Melissa, drawing her close, meeting her lipswith his.

Torio had never kissed awoman before—but he quickly found the way to shift their position so they
could comfortably indulge in a prolonged embrace. His heart was pounding, but he refused to let hismind
wonder where this might lead. He smply enjoyed the moment.



When they broke off kissng, Mdissaremained in Torio'sarms. Her head fit neatly againgt his shoulder,
so that he could rest his cheek againgt her hair, breething in itsfragrance. Still.... "I'm not sure we should
be doing this," he said with little conviction.

"l am," Médlissareplied. "I'm... not surewhereit will lead for us, Torio, but it's not wrong for Readersto
touch each other."

Hefdt her turn her face up again, and there was no reluctance in his response. But in the midst of their
kiss, he heard the sound of footsteps. Torio began to Read just in time to find Wulfston turning away in
great embarrassment at having walked in on their private moment.

"Wulfstorn—don't go." Both Torio and Melissaspoke, amost in unison.

The Adept halted, flustered. "I'm sorry. | was just going to sit out here for awhile. | didn't know anyone
was—" He essayed arueful smilethat didn't quite succeed. "Until | can learn to Read, I'll try to be more
dert... or louder.”

Melissaand Torio were sitting sSide by side on the bench now, a hand's span apart. "We were discussing
what happened herein Tiberium,” said Mdissa

"And at Gaeta," said Torio. "Wulfston, you and Aradiaadways say that you work with nature.”
Wulfston smiled. "That ssemsto be what you were doing.”
Torio fet himsalf blushing, but forced himself to go on. "But there are timeswhen you work againgt it.”

Wulfston accepted Torio's serious tone and sat down on a bench opposite the couple. "We worked
agang nature to prevent the destruction of Tiberium."

"Exactly!" said Torio. "And Mélissajust pointed out to me that we succeeded. The earth did not swalow
thecity!"

"True," Wulfston agreed. "We achieved part of what we intended. But we have to take responsibility for
al the thingsthat happened that we didn't intend—the political damage we created will be much harder to
repair than the earthquake damage.”

"And the shamblesweve left the Readersin," added Mdissa

"Not just those who joined us," said Torio. "What about those not involved in our plan? There are
thousands of young Readersin training, hundreds of Magister Readers, scattered Masters who were not
part of Portidscircle. They are not our enemies, and yet they certainly have no reason to trust us.”

"After the way the Readers used them,” said Mdissg, "the Adeptswon't trust them again soon, either.
What do we do, my lord?"

"What you have done, Mdlissa," Wulfston replied. "L earn one another's powers. Then learn the right way
to use them together. Gaeta happened because we didn't have enough geologica information; we can
take care that that kind of error never happens again now that we have many Readersto gather
information for us”"

"But Tiberium—" said Torio.

"Human nature," said Wulfston. "I don't know if well ever learn to judge it accuratel y—but we must try.
If we don't want one war after another, we must understand and trust each other. 1t won't be easy, but



itsthe only answer."

Not everyone agreed with Wulfston, as became evident at dinner that evening. Everyone was awake
now, Aradiawe| enough to be up for the day, athough she would do more hedling in the night. She
opened the session by turning to her husband to say, "Well, Lenardo, like it or not, it ssemswe now have
anempiretorule”

"Have we? We didn't come here as conquerors, Aradia.”

"But it was foretold—'In the day of the white wolf and the red dragon, there will be peace throughout the
world.' The empiretried to breach that peace,” she said.

Lilith agreed. "We can't walk away and leave these people to fight out agovernment among themselves.
The Senateis gone, theroya family isgone. They'll end up with amilitary dictatorship.”

"What about the Readers?' asked Decius. "I'm surprised that the members of the Path of the Dark Moon
have not yet challenged our right to remain here. I've seen Alethiaand her husband, but where are the
others?'

Melissaexplained, "They've goneinto hiding, out of shame. They misused their powers, Decius—they
sought vengeance. They killed Portiaand the Emperor and the Senate—I amost joined them, the
emotion was so strong. When | realized what | was doing | stopped—but there was no stopping that
group mind. When the rapport was gone—most of the Readers suddenly could not Read. Everyone who
joined the killing spree has lost some Reading ability—some are mind-blind. | do not think we need fear
an uprising aong the Path of the Dark Moon, unless we treat them so badly that they are willing to
sacrifice what little power they haveleft.”

"Wewill not treat anyone badly," said Wulfston, "but we have no advantage here aswe had in lands
Drakonius controlled. The Aventine government did not mistreet its citizens; we cannot win their loyaty
with smplekindness.

"Why not let the people form anew government?*' asked Torio. "L et them elect anew Senate.”
"Encourage them to hold eections and then walk away?' asked Lenardo. "That might be asolution.”

"Not without astrong ruler,” said Aradia. "Lenardo, haven't you learned yet that human nature is much
more unpredictable and dangerous than the nature of wind and fire, earth and water? We prevented an
earthquake from devagtating thisland—but people destroyed it just as effectively, by destroying people.”

Torio noticed how different Aradias view of human nature was from her brother's. Nonetheless, he
agreed with both of them on one point: "We have started something we must finish. Just over ayear ago,
Drakonius caused the earthquake at Adigia. He made the fault under the empire unstable—and walked
away. We had to finish what he started. | started awar with my lie to Portia—the ideathat we can raise
the dead created such fear that the empire sent an army againgt us.”

"Torioisright,” said Mdissa. "He didn't walk away—he discovered away to prevent area war, and
saved many lives. Wefinished the earthquakes, the fault is stabilized. Now the Aventine army has
surrendered to us, again, but the people here are leaderless, just as unstable as that fault used to be.
Should we end one kind of ingtahility only to creete another?”

Lenardo looked around the table. "'l think | am outnumbered,”" he said.

Aradiasmiled her wolf-like grin. "Now you know how | felt when you and Wulfston and Lilith opposed
my ideaof forming an empire last summer.”



"Apparently your visons are astrue as mine, Aradia—as you said, we now have an empire, whether we
want it or not. What isthe use of such visonsif there is nothing we can do to prevent their coming true?"

"Lenardo,” said Wulfston, "your vison came true—your vision, not thetota destruction of Tiberium."
"Yes" sad dulig, "that iswhat was foretold, Father, and we prevented it."

"Remember what you told me?' said Torio. "Master your powers and you will master your fears. Y ou
fear your visons—hut they are one of your powers.”

Lenardo stared at Torio for along moment. "Again the teacher learnsfrom his student. Y ou areright,
Torio—I must stop fearing my visons. Then | may stop misnterpreting them.”

"Readers must accept dl their powers,” said Mdlissa.

"We must win the confidence of the strong Readers | eft in the empire who were not part of Portias
circle” said Torio. "If they haven't guessed by now what Portiawas doing, other Readerswill tell them
under Oath of Truth."

"Portia," said Aradiawith ashudder. "1 understand her, perhaps better than any of the rest of you.
Because of her powers, she was denied power. That is not healthy. Readers must be given power,
openly—or they will breed more Portias, slently festering and secretly manipulating, turning their strength
toward hurting instead of hedling.”

"You areright, Aradia," said Lenardo. "If Portia had been openly allowed to exercise power, she would
have been content and other Readers would have had the sameright. Any extreme move would have
been countered—because it would have been public. We must change the whole attitude of and toward
Readers.”

"Sowe go on meddling,” said Torio.

"Every form of government ismeddling, inaway," said Aradia. "And anyway, | think you agree with us,
Torio."

"l do," hereplied. "1 don't want to go back to the Academy. I'm apart of the changes we've made—and
the onesyet to come.”

Méelissaput her hand over his. "Soam |," she said.

"And |," said Decius, taking Melissas | eft hand. Wulfston took Torio'sright hand, hisright to Aradia,
who joined with Lenardo... Jdulia... Ivorn... Ralf... Lilith... and back to Decius.

Torio felt the power in that circle of Adepts and Readers—perhaps the greatest assembly of power ever
gathered in one room. It tingled through his body and mind, controlled by trust and good will. They
would disagree again, he knew, but at that moment all werein arapport of acceptance. Thisis the way
Adepts and Reader s are supposed to act together!

The sensation of leashed power and trust was too welcome, too soothing, to be broken at once. They
basked init, heding their anxieties, their strained nerves, their guilt, grief, and sorrow. He felt the minds of
al the Readersin the circle, the emations of Wulfston, Ivorn, and Lilith—wishing the three Adepts might
break through—

But only their emotionad strength supported the circle. Torio's thoughts turned with those of the other
Readers—asif it were one mind rather than seven—to Master Clement; their sorrow at hisloss; their



fear for him, lost on the planes of existence; their hopel ess yearning that somehow he might yet return.
The thought seemed to take form, drawing energy from those with Adept power—even the three
mind-blind who could not comprehend what was happening, remained gtill, silent, participating.

Like aglowing beacon, the thought rose above the circle, amoment's memorial to aman who had
touched dl their lives—if some only briefly. Theforce of Lenardo'simmeasurable menta power
concentrated the emanation until it seemed unbearable—they would haveto let it go—but no one wanted
to leave the rgpport as memory washed over them like the mind of the gentle old man himsdlf, asif for
one moment he were actualy there with them—a brief touch, and then—

Lenardo suddenly started, gasped, and legped from his chair, shattering the rapport. Torio jumped up
and followed him, not believing what he Read. Depite his handicap, Deciuswas on Torio's heelswhen
they entered the room where they had |eft Master Clement's body. The old man was sitting up, Reading
about him in amazement. Then histhree students were on him, "Master Clement!"

"We thought you were dead!"
"Y ou were gone so long—"

"So long? Y es—it must have been hours,” the Master Reader replied. "'l was on aplanewheretimeis
different—I thought | was gone only minutes. But | waslogt."

"It was two days!" said Torio. "Magter Clement, we had no hope you could return.”
"Portia?' asked Lenardo. "Her body died. Isshe—?"

"l lost her," said Master Clement. "1 meant only to calm and comfort her. She fled from meinto the
emptiness of one of the planes beyond." He sighed. " She was once agood woman, Lenardo. This recent
power-madness—"

"Yes, we know," said Torio. "We praised her good memory today, Master Clement. But we thought we
hed lost you."

"| thought 0, too," said the old man. "'l could not find my way back. The emptiness of the plane | was on
drew a me... | could not find my way. | wanted to fill that emptiness, or escape it—but there was no
placeto turn! If | allowed myself to be drawn away, | knew | could never return to you—"

By thistime al ten people who had formed the circle at the table were crowded into the smal room. He
looked at them, Read them, and shook his head in disbelief. "Therewas a... abeacon in the emptiness.
It seemed. .. not asyou do now, with al your separate persondities, but like one mind with the power of
many—much greater than any rapport of Readers.”

Tearswere running down Torio's face. "We found our way to each other,” he said, "Readers and Adepts
together. It's right, Master Clement—it hasto be right for usto work together!"

"Of courseit'sright,” said Master Clement. "1 would never haveleft the empireif | were not sure of that."

The old man looked around the group again, and smiled. "Y ou are all s0 young—you have many yearsto
build anew way of life. | have heard what you cal it, my dear friends—and | thank the gods and al of
you that | shal now live to see the beginning of your new way of life: your Savage Empirel”



