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Chapter One
Exile
Sword clashed on sword.

Lenardo parried and stepped back, deliberately open as he feinted,
came in under his opponent's guard, and pulled his stroke before the blade
touched the boy's throat.

"Decius, you were not Reading!" he scolded.

The boy flushed. He would have lost the fight and probably his life. "I
didn't want you Reading me, Magister."

Lenardo shook his head. "I am not your teacher today. I am your enemy,
non-Reader, open for you to Read and combat."

"Yes, Magister," Decius said contritely—for the dozenth time.
"Let me try him," said a voice from the sidelines.

"That's not fair!" protested Decius, and Lenardo smiled. Where else
would a student of swordsmanship consider his opponent to have an
unfair advantage because he was blind from birth?

Torio, who was lounging gracefully on the bench where Lenardo and
Decius had laid their cloaks, now rose, doffing his own cloak and striding
easily forward, Reading his way.

Lenardo had taught Torio swordsmanship—but the student was now
more skilled than the teacher. At seventeen, Torio was tall, with a long
reach, but his real advantage was his disconcerting eyes. Years ago, he had
not been able to concentrate on swordplay and the social amenity of
making his eyes appear to focus at the same time. Then he discovered that
others were put off stride by a swordsman who was obviously blind.



By now, Torio needed no advantage but the skill he had developed with
long practice. He had long since stopped showing off; Lenardo Read
clearly Torio's eagerness to teach Decius—the sincere desire of a true
teacher to share the process of discovery.

Decius was only thirteen, his body just beginning its adolescent growth
spurt. Torio adjusted his own skill to the younger boy's as Lenardo
watched approvingly.

Decius, however, was watching Torio, becoming fascinated by the milky
eyes that drifted, unfocused. A yelp and a clang—Torio disarmed him,
then pinned him against the wall. "Don't watch me— Read me! By the

gods, Decius, you waste your talent! Magister, will you lend me your
kerchief?"

"No!" cried Decius.

"You are a Reader," Torio told him. "You have as much talent as I, but
you lean on your five senses. Block out the most important of them, and
you will have to Read." He tied the fine linen kerchief over Decius' eyes.
"There. Now, let us fight as equals."

Lenardo could Read Decius' tight throat and sweaty palms. Now the boy
had to Read Torio, their surroundings, and himself, all at once. He
fumbled, could not even parry at first, backed against the bench and
almost fell. Then, by degrees, he found his way. Within half an hour he had
made more progress than Lenardo had got from him in a month.

Torio allowed Decius a touch, saying, "Now you're doing it, Decius.
Good work. By the time you've reached your full stature, you'll be a better
swordsman than I am."

Blushing at such praise from an acknowledged sword-master, Decius
pulled off the blindfold, blinking in the bright sunlight. Torio smiled and
answered his half-formed thought, "Yes, it is as bright for me." //I am still
Reading, Decius. I cannot not Read, or the darkness enfolds me.//

"Will you work with me again tomorrow, Torio? Oh! Pardon, Magister
Lenardo—I didn't mean—"

Lenardo smiled at the boy's confusion. "For this particular skill, Torio is
the better teacher. I shall assign you to him."



"Oh—thank you, Magister!" Decius had stopped Reading again—a pity,
Lenardo thought, for he missed the warm anticipation from Torio.
"Tomorrow! I'll be ready— I promise!"

As Decius hurried off, he also missed the cold apprehension that went
through Lenardo at his words. The teacher cut it off, lest Torio Read him.
He knew, Read, that tomorrow Torio would not teach Decius. That was all,
except for an attending bleak sorrow.

But the blind boy was too enthralled to notice that Lenardo had stopped
Reading. "My own student! My very first!"

"Yes, Torio," Lenardo agreed. "You are certainly qualified to teach
swordsmanship, even if your methods are... unorthodox."

Torio laughed. "But they should not be. Boys come here at eight or nine,
completely reliant on their five wits. I' came at seven, and within a year I
was a proficient Reader —simply because I could not rely on my eyes. New
boys would learn much faster if for a portion of each day we blindfolded
them—aye, and stopped their ears, too. Then . they'd have to learn to
Read."

For a moment, Torio's enthusiasm woke in Lenardo the delight he had
felt whenever Galen had proposed a new idea—but Galen was gone now.
Lenardo's fault for not teaching him to master his enthusiasm. He must
not make the same mistake with this boy, who shone above the other boys
just as Galen had.

"When you are Master here, Torio, then you may institute your own
techniques."

"But you will be Master long before that, Magister. And even now you
might try my suggestions."

Will I ever be worthy to be a Master? Lenardo blocked the thought,
then covered his discomfiture with a laugh. "Torio, Torio, just appointed
tutor today and already trying to run the academy!"

As he had hoped, the boy was distracted. "Tutor! Yes— if I have a
student, then I am officially a tutor! Oh, thank you, Magister Lenardo!" .

"You deserve the post. I shall consult with Master Clement about your



tutoring one or two beginning Readers. If you don't frighten them to
death, you will have the chance to demonstrate whether your method
produces good Readers in less time."

"Frighten them?... Oh, yes—I understand. I must Read the new boys to
comprehend the fear of the dark, for I have never feared it. Dark was all I
knew until I was seven years old—and you showed me light."

"It was you who Read me, Torio," said Lenardo, recalling the surge of
joy ten years before, when he found in the little blind boy the talent that
would release him from his dark and circumscribed world. In those days
he had never questioned his calling to teach. Now he was no longer
certain—no longer trusted his judgment to guide the young Readers. How
well had he guided Galen, that the boy had come to question the law—and
.been branded a criminal, thrust beyond the pale, where he would have to
cease Reading—or die?

Surely he is dead by now, Lenardo thought. And yet... I would know. I
loved that boy. I cannot Read for him into the savage lands—but surely I
would perceive if he were dead.

"Magister?"

"What? Oh, I'm sorry, Torio. It's nearly midday. Come —let's see what
the refectory has to offer."

As they began to unstrap their swords, however, Torio stiffened.
"Magister—Read!" His delicate, skilled hands reversed their actions as the
alarm bell clanged, rousing all Readers to open their minds to the
message.

//Attack! Adigia is under attack! Battle positions!//

Three years ago, Lenardo would have dashed with Torio to defend the
gates. Fifteen years before, he would have run, as Decius should be doing,
to hide with the children. Now, however, his place was in the center tower
of the keep, deep within the stone walls where the most skilled Readers
would direct the battle while remaining safe from the attackers. For
Readers were the only defense of civilization against the encroachment of
the savages.

Lenardo was well into the passage before it occurred to him that Torio,



despite his youth, was an increasingly skilled Reader who should be
protected. I'll put it to Master Clement at the first opportunity.

The unlit passage twisted and turned, winding stairs deliberately
impeding progress. In utter blackness, it was negotiable only by a Reader.
A torch would throw hundreds of flickering shadows to fool the eye. For a
Reader, though, the passage might as well be open to the sunlight.

Lenardo caught up with Master Clement on the narrow, twisting stairs.
The old man was bent with rheumatism that slowed his steps, making the
trek to the safety of the tower a painful journey. As always when he Read
the Master's pain, -Lenardo had to force down the traitorous thought, If
only we had the skills of those savages!

Even as he took Master Clement's arm to help him into the
well-protected chamber, the attacking savages sent their power
thundering against the tower itself. Pure mental energy shook the very
stone about them.

//What are they doing?// Lenardo wondered.
//Wasting their energies, let us hope,// replied Master Clement.

The two men entered the chamber and lay down on the comfortable
couches. They would be sending then- minds out now to guide the troops
in battle; then: bodies must be left secure behind.

The routine was already old to Lenardo. He removed his boots and
stretched out, carefully composing his long limbs so that no part of his
body placed pressure on another, no wrinkle of clothing threatened to cut
off circulation. The process took only moments, but Master Clement was
already waiting when Lenardo's consciousness left his body.

With no physical sensations to distract, the two men began to Read the
battle. The savage warriors had already broken through the town's
defenses, and the townspeople were retreating to the stronger-walled
academy grounds. The academy, however, was the target. It had been
attacked before, but never with such numbers, in such a determined
effort!

//Tell Tiberium!// instructed Master Clement, then concentrated his
efforts on guiding their troops strategically.



Lenardo reached out impatiently, not wanting to deliver messages when
he was needed for defense. But the Master was right:—the central
government at Tiberium must know that the savages were trying to push
the empire's borders back once more—and it looked as if they might
succeed!

Concentrating on the academy at Tiberium, Lenardo found himself
"there," a faint consciousness floating in the courtyard where young
women were practicing the intricacies of an ever-changing dance. The
academy at Tiberium was female, as the one at Adigia was male. Briefly
touching the minds of those in the courtyard, he found that Portia was not
among them. Reading outward, almost at the limit of his strength to hold
himself a single entity, he found her in meditation, her thoughts directed
inward, not Reading.

Once he had found his object, Lenardo could focus on her, no longer
fearing his consciousness would dissipate. How to get her attention?
Again traitorous envy suggested, A savage would tug her sleeve or pull
her hair. But he was no savage; he had no such power, and would not use
it if he had. Besides, a savage could not Read.

//Portia!//

No response. She was the strongest and most skilled of Readers; thus
her barriers were the most firm against intrusion. However, she would be
sensitive to a concerted attempt to intrude, from a strong and practiced
mind. So he mentally shouted at her, seeking over and over to Read her
with all his strength... until at last she yielded to irritation and dropped
her barriers for a moment to Read who was pestering her.

//Lenardo!// She Read instantly that he was not physically near—even
if he had been before her, she would not have recognized his face, as they
had never seen one another. Portia's warm greeting was tinged with
apprehension. //Why do you contact me?//

//We are under attack here at Adigia. You must ask the emperor for
more troops.//

//They are attempting to push back the border again? Or do they seek
to take the academy?//

//Both, I think. Portia, we may be able to hold them oft for a few days,



but I Read a huge assembly of troops massed in the mountains. They will
take us if we do not get help.//

//May the gods protect you, Lenardo. A Reader of your skill should not
be left amid the dangers of a border town. Go back now, and tell Master
Clement that Portia says an army will be on its way to you by nightfall, or
she will take up sword and march to your defense herself.//

//The gods bless you for your help, Portia.// Lenardo withdrew
regretfully from Portia's presence. As often as he had contacted her, the
Master of Masters among Readers, he had never dared to Read her
exterior. Her abilities were renowned throughout the empire. She had to
be older than Master Clement, yet confronted with the power and
compassion of that vigorous mind, Lenardo could not envision her as an
old woman. He could not envision her at all.

Perhaps it was for the best that by law male and female Reader could
never meet face to face, unless one or both had been declared unfit for the
two highest ranks.

The familiar thoughts flitted through Lenardo's mind in the brief
moment it took him to return his conscious presence to the Adigia
Academy chamber. Master Clement was Reading the battle, guiding the
Readers who led the defenses. Lenardo Read with him briefly, touching
Torio's strong mind, the thought coming unbidden, He could be trained to
take my place here, were I sent to Tiberium.

But then he had no time for personal thoughts. The battle raged at the
very gates of the academy. People rushed to put out fires in two wooden
outbuildings. Fire was one of the savages' most potent weapons—but they
had to see the target to start the blaze. If they could Read, as well as thrust
their powers outward, the empire would be doomed.

Only because they could not Read was it possible to defend against
them. As another fire appeared on the roof of the bath house, Lenardo
directed young Silvius to it. Silvius led a contingent of townsmen, the gruff
men and women following the boy's direction without hesitation— nobody
questioned a Reader in battle.

Another blow struck the ancient stone keep, shaking it to its
foundations. But it only shook—that savage tactic might tumble a wooden
barn, but it was a waste of strength against a building of stone, partly



carved from the living mountain rock. Why were they doing it? The
Readers speculated that the Adepts among the savages used enormous
amounts of physical energy in such blows. They must deplete themselves,
for if they could continue that kind of effort indefinitely, they could
destroy anything. No one knew their exact limitations.

The blow came again. Why? What was the sense of pounding away at
the keep? Lenardo tried to Read the Adepts who were striking against the
stone building. As he did so, he caught a faint touch of familiar presence.
Shock rang through him but was dispelled by the content of the thought
he perceived: //... flaw directly beneath the keep tower. Direct your power
low, right at the fault.//

A Reader! A Reader directing the savages! Relaying that horrifying
news to Master Clement, Lenardo sent his mind deep beneath the keep,
Reading the stresses in the very stone of the mountain. A fault! Centuries
of gravitational shifting had produced slippage of rock layers deep under
the ground. It was safe enough, though, unmovable by anything short of
an earthquake—or the kind of pounding the savages were now inflicting.

//Master Clement! The savages will bring the academy down about our
ears!//

The Master Read with him, and Lenardo felt infinite sadness in the old
man at the impending destruction. But neither man took time for
sorrow—both began at once to broadcast the alarm. //The keep will fall!
Get the children out! Take shelter outside, against the walls!//

Immediately, everyone inside the ancient stone building was on the
move—except Lenardo and Master Clement. //Return to your body, my
son,// said the old Master.

//And you, Master. Hurry! I will help you out through the passage.//

//No. This is the end of the Adigia Academy. I have lived a full life. It is
fitting that it end here, defending the academy to the last. Lenardo—I
appoint you Master.//

//No!//

//Yes. You have authority now. Help the Readers to escape. They must
not be taken! Especially the youngest ones—the ones our enemy could



force to work for them. Find a way to get the boys out if you can, Lenardo.
Build a new academy. Go now—I shall stay and direct until the battle

ends.//

Until they destroy your body, thought Lenardo, but he blocked the
thought and his sorrow. //The gods protect you, Master Clement. I shall
revere you always as my teacher.//

//You have far outdone me, Master Lenardo. Remember always the true
joy of the teacher—to have one's students reach beyond oneself. And reach
they must, if you have taught them well. The gods protect you. My blessing
goes with you.//

Reluctantly, Lenardo returned to his body. As always, it felt clumsy and
unresponsive, his senses—even his Reading « —closed in after the freedom
of being pure mind. But Master Clement was right: he must attempt to
save as many Readers as possible; none must be allowed to fall into the
enemy's hands. Any who did would be tortured to death if they dared
Read. Except the children... the gods preserve the children!

Drawing a few deep breaths, reorienting himself, Lenardo left the
chamber and began Reading his way out through the winding
passageway. The familiar presence of Master Clement rang in his mind,
directing the children and older Readers out of the building, issuing
instructions for escape through the fields behind the back wall in the
confusion that would follow the fall of the keep. //Lenardo will lead you. I
have appointed him Master, to build a new academy.//

The keep shook again with one of those mental blows— and yet again!
What were they—? They want me! They want to bring the keep down
before I can escape! They?... or he?

Another blow threw Lenardo to his knees. Struggling up, he Read deep,
deep down into the rock, to the flaw they were battering. This time he
searched further, amazed that there was no change since he had Read it
before—only minutes ago, but before the latest series of devastating blows.

Sensing a few minutes of safety yet, he paused to Read further. The fault
was most obvious just beneath the keep, but he could trace it back into
the mountain... through the mountain to where it changed from a barely
perceptible weakness to a precariously balanced fault that ended only
where the sheer cliff face was exposed—where the far side of the mountain



had fallen centuries before.

Now there—a single blow like the ones aimed at the keep could bring
the entire cliff down in an avalanche upon... upon the massed troops of the
enemy! They were all there in that valley, ready to surge through the pass
as soon as the town was taken, to push the border of the empire back
farther and farther, until one day they would drive all the way to the sea!

Lenardo pulled his mind from that train of thought. Did the Reader
who was guiding the Adepts know that the fault ran through the
mountain? Lenardo had lived here twenty years and discovered the fault
only today. Another blow shook the keep. Lenardo Read its reverberations
along the line of the fault. The greater weakness might be on the other side
of the mountain, but the blows were carefully aimed at this side, their
strength dissipating through the living rock. At its weakest point, the fault
was receiving only faint echoes of pounding force.

At the next blow, the rock deep beneath the keep gave for the first time.
At the tiny slip of edge against edge, the stone beneath Lenardo's feet
seemed to turn to water, lifting him like a gentle wave, settling again into
firm earth. Outside there were screams, and a rickety storage shed
tumbled over.

Again Lenardo Read deeply, and he saw that the shift had left a
precarious balance; moreover, the crack had extended beneath the
mountain” making it possible that this side could tumble down upon
them unless...

He cursed his lack of engineering and mathematical knowledge—not
proper studies for a Reader, he had been told. Instinctively he knew that
there was a stress beneath the mountain such that more powerful blows
could go either way. With the fault now connecting both sides, there was a
possibility that another shift could bring down not only the keep but the
mountain slope above it; or the shift could slant in the opposite direction,
dropping the cliff face on then- enemy.

And what good -would it do me to understand it? he thought bitterly. I
am no Adept, to direct the stress against the enemy. But would it not be
poetic justice if their enemy destroyed its own troops with its own
weapon?

It was useless for Lenardo to move at that moment. If the keep came



down, so would the whole side of the mountain; there would be no benefit
in being outside. So he remained still, concentrating, Reading the forces
within the earth as he waited for the next blow, praying that it would
reverberate through the mountain to the other side.

It came. The ground shifted sickeningly, but Lenardo's concentration
was deep within, hypnotically fascinated by the stress patterns forming,
reverberating in shock waves... waves causing the ground to lurch...
concentrating and running along the crack so that the earth shifted far
within... slow forces, earth moving like incredibly slow swirls of water...
shifting, flowing outward in both directions from the center... but the
weakest point was the cliff side! For an instant he stopped Reading,
protecting himself.

The rumble reverberated through the mountain. There were screams
here—but on the other side Lenardo could not prevent himself from
Reading disbelief turning to terror as the sheltering cliff became a
rockslide, tumbling down on the massed troops, burying them in the
midst of their panic.

And as it happened, as the cliff fell, he Read again that familiar touch,
now glaring in panic, Reading fury from three Adepts ranged about
him—reaching for him— And they were gone, snuffed like candle flames
before the first rocks landed, leaving only the non-Adept army to be
buried, screaming, beneath the rockslide.

The battle continued, for the savage troops in Adigia did not know that
what had felt like an earthquake had been the destruction of their main
army. But the small army of Adigia and the students of the Academy,
together with the townspeople, drove them back easily once the Adept
attacks stopped.

When it was over, Lenardo helped Master Clement out into the sunlight,
where the other teachers were already accounting for the students and
tending to the injured.

"I never thought to set foot in this courtyard again," said Master
Clement. "The gods were with us today, turning the evil of our enemy back
upon them."

"The savages were forestalled," Lenardo agreed, "but they will raise
another army and return, Master. With a Reader working with them, they



have us at their mercy."

"A Reader with them? Or one they have forced to Read for them, who
deliberately caused their destruction this day?"

"Master, I Read him today. I know who it is... and I touched upon his
hostility to us. I am convinced that what happened today was the result of
divided attention, a single Reader attempting to direct an entire battle. He
will not make that mistake again."

The old man halted, turning clear brown eyes upon Lenardo. "You say
you know him. Then it is... ?"

"Galen," Lenardo acknowledged. "To my eternal shame, my student not
only defies the empire but now has joined the ranks of our enemies. Our
only hope is that they, who cannot Read, will think he betrayed them
today."

"Lenardo..." Master Clement put a hand on his arm— a most unusual
gesture between Readers. "Galen was your student, true. But you cannot
blame yourself."

"My teaching was not strong or clear enough!"

"Lenardo, Galen had the fire and optimism of youth. He truly believed
we could bargain with the savages, trade Reading for peace. I could not
dissuade him, any more than you could. It is sad that he had to learn his
lesson this way—but you have been a teacher long enough to know that the
only way some people will learn that an idea will not work is to try it and
fail. And at that point the teacher must let the student go."

"You did not touch his mind, Master. There was hatred in it."

"Hatred of the savages," agreed Master Clement. Lenardo wanted to
believe him; after all, he had touched Galen's mind only briefly. So he did
not protest as the old man continued, "The boy must have suffered bitter
disillusionment. What you felt was certainly his despair at being forced to
work for the enemy."

But I taught him, thought Lenardo. I gave him power and failed to
instill in him the principles of its use.



"Magister Lenardo! Oh, please—come and help!"

It was Torio, calling him to where the injured were being tended. The
blind boy knelt beside a still form—Decius.

Lenardo Read the younger boy, found him alive, but—

"He joined the fight! He didn't go with the children, Magister, because I
praised him this morning. He thought he was ready to do battle. If he dies,
it's my fault."

"He's not dying, Torio. Only..."

Decius was ashen with loss of blood. The wound was in his leg, above
the knee—a vicious slash through flesh and bone. Nerve and muscle were
severed. Lenardo Read the wound, which had almost stopped bleeding
since someone had tied a strip of cloth around the leg just above it.
Someone who had Read what Lenardo did: no empire surgeon could
repair that leg. It would have to come off. Decius would be left a cripple.

Torio, Reading with Lenardo, began to sob. "I hoped I was wrong! Oh,
why did I encourage him to think himself a swordsman?"

"Torio, you didn't. You merely told him he would make a swordsman
one day—and he would have, with you to teach him. Now you must teach
him other skills. Teach him to Read as well as you do."

"That won't compensate for the loss of a leg!" Torio said furiously.
"Because I can Read, I don't need eyes—but no skill at Reading will make
Decius any less a cripple. Our enemies' skills could help him—ours
cannot!"

The boy echoed Lenardo's own traitorous thoughts. Yet.

"Torio, was not today's battle enough to show you how the savages use
their powers? They destroy with them— they don't do good. Their misuse
of power brought the attack in which Decius was injured."

"I know," Torio said miserably.. "But why, Magister? Oh!" He suddenly
remembered. "Master Lenardo, why must such power be only for evil?"

"It is the nature of power to corrupt,” Lenardo replied, the tenet drilled



into him since his own power to Read had been discovered when he was
eight years old. "Our society is designed so that no one person may hold
enough power to corrupt him."

It was a set speech. Torio accepted it, kneeling beside Decius. "Yes," he
whispered fiercely, "I know. Still... why have we never sought to acquire
the skills of our enemy and regulate them as we do our own? We have the
society that could do it, Master."

Lenardo sighed. The old argument of youth, rising afresh in each
generation. "Torio, when you ask that, you are ready for Master Clement's
private tutoring. I will inform him."

"Why won't you teach me, Master Lenardo? You have always been my
teacher. There is no reason for us to sit still and let the savages destroy us.
Are we savages ourselves, afraid of anything we don't understand?”

Just then, Decius stirred and moaned. Both Lenardo and Torio bent
over him, their discussion forgotten as they sought to make the injured
boy more comfortable. But the worry preyed on Lenardo's mind. My
teaching did not lead Galen in the right path. Because of my weakness,
the entire Aventine Empire may fall.

As soon as the wounded were attended to, preparations for burial of the
dead begun, the homeless given shelter, Masters Clement and Lenardo
returned to the chamber beneath the keep to report the result of the battle
to Portia. Leaving their bodies behind, they entered a plane of privacy.
Only another Reader on the same plane could perceive their thoughts,
unless they deliberately directed them to someone.

Portia relayed the message to recall the troops marching toward Adigia,
and then listened with sad intensity as Lenardo told her about Galen.

//You are certain it was Galen, and that he was Reading for the enemy?
The boy was a fool, but I never thought him so vile a traitor.//

Her words stung Lenardo. //I did not think so either. You know I
opposed his exile. Portia, something must be done to stop Galen, or the
empire is doomed. Every year, the savages force our borders back further.
Now, with a Reader to guide them—//

//Lenardo—Clement—how many others know that a Reader was



directing the attack?//
//Why... no one,// said Clement.
//Good. Do not tell anyone.//
//But Portia,// protested Lenardo, //something must be done!//

//Indeed, we must put a stop to Galen's aiding the savages—but in
doing so, we must not make our own people mistrust us.//

//What do you mean?// asked Master Clement.

//My friends, you have been too long out there along the border, where
simple people respect and accept you. Here at the center of government
many fear the Readers. We must show that we police our own—or they will
fear that any or all of us might turn our talents to abetting the enemy.//

//But this is the first time—// Master Clement began.

//Aye,// she replied, //it has finally happened, the secret fear of
non-Readers. Did you think only Readers capable of predicting such an
event? Others are as intelligent as we—and many far more crafty. For
centuries we Readers have disciplined ourselves. The only restriction the
government places on us is that we may not hold, office. Do you want to
see other restrictions, the academies broken up, non-Readers interfering
with the education of Readers?//

//Portia, surely you—// Master Clement began gently.

//No, Clement, I do not exaggerate. You do not know the fight I have
had to wage against such measures in the senate—ever since the savages
destroyed the irrigation lines seven years ago and nearly caused a famine.
Many argue that the Readers should have known what the savages
planned.//

//No one can Read so far!// Master Clement protested.

// We know that,// Portia agreed, //but the non-Readers who fear us
also fear that we do not reveal all our powers. If they find out about Galen,
there will be widespread distrust of Readers. Should that happen—should
the non-Readers rise up against us, refuse to trust our abilities—the



empire is doomed.//

Perhaps the empire is doomed anyway, thought Lenardo. He had
meant to shield the traitorous thought, but the rapport with Portia's agile
mind was too strong.

//Will you give up without a struggle, Lenardo?// she asked.

//1 have been struggling all my life,// he replied, //and yet the savages
advance upon us. My family fled the city of Zendi when the savages took
it.-1 remember, though I was only five years old. When I came to Adigia as
a child, the academy was safe, secure, well inside the border. But year by
year the savages advanced, pushing our borders back. I have fought them
stroke for stroke with my sword, and I have fought from afar with my
mind. To what avail? Only by good fortune was Adigia not taken
today—and next time it will be taken. Master Clement and I have already
decided the academy must be moved—but how long before the savages
advance again to wherever we rebuild?//

//What would you have me do, Lenardo?// asked Portia.

//Galen is the immediate danger. No one can find him but another
Reader—and I am the one responsible, Masters, for I taught him the skills
he now uses against us.//

//No, Lenardo!// exclaimed Master Clement. //Your power as a Reader
exceeds mine. I have just appointed you Master, and had intended to send
you safely to Tiberium, no longer risk your life anywhere near the border.
The empire needs you as a Reader, not a soldier.//

//Not a soldier,// Lenardo replied; //a spy. I must stop Galen—bring
him home. He is a weapon I crafted; now our enemy has that weapon, and
I feel an obligation to take it from them.//

There was a long pause. Then Portia said, //It may take all your skills,
and if you should succeed in persuading Galen—or killing him—then your
life will surely be forfeit, Lenardo.//

//Perhaps. Nonetheless, Galen is my responsibility.//

//Portia, you cannot let him—// Master Clement began.



//My old friend,// she said, //I would not send Lenardo if there was
anyone else, but only a Reader of his accomplishments has a chance of
locating Galen, let alone reaching him. And if Galen has respect for anyone
in our empire, surely it will be for his teacher.//

Despite their bodiless state, Lenardo sensed from Master Clement
something like the stinging of tears as he said, //Portia, you know there is
only one way Lenardo could cross the border and not be slaughtered at
once. He would have to be branded a traitor in a public exhibit at the
gates—once branded, how could he ever return?//

Out of touch with his own body, Lenardo experienced his fear as pure
emotion. He had not thought of that— barred forever from home if he
should somehow live through his mission! Barred forever from the rapport
with other Readers...

//No,// said Portia, //he would not be prevented from returning.
Remember the story of Barachus, who went out in the same way among
the savages and returned with detailed plans of their stronghold at
Galicium? Through his efforts the savages were driven back, and Barachus
became a senator, bearing the brand on his arm as a mark of honor to the
end of his days.//

//Then... we must see that there is no chance that Lenardo will be killed
or driven away if he lives to return,// said Master Clement.

//Aye,// replied Portia. //I had meant to keep the plan among the three
of us—but you and I are old, Clement. There should be a third who knows,
younger than we—a Reader who can tell other Readers if we should not be
here when Lenardo returns.//

Lenardo was grateful for the confidence of that "when."

//Lenardo,// said Master Clement, //"is there one among our young
Readers you would trust with this secret —and your life?//

//Aye,// Lenardo replied at once. //Torio. He shows promise of
becoming more skilled a Reader than I... and I think knowing what Galen
has done will increase his own loyalty to the Empire.//

Thus it was settled, a plan of Readers, by Readers, the emperor himself
not to be told of it until Lenardo had succeeded—or died trying. The



failure of the enemy to take Adigia gave them some time, for even the
savages could not quickly replace the troops buried when the cliff fell. Nor,
Lenardo thought, would Galen be trusted soon again.

And perhaps they are right not to trust him. He grasped at that hope.
Having lived among the savages for over two years now, Galen might have
seen the error of his ways and taken the chance to trick the enemy into
destroying its own troops. Perhaps... by the gods, perhaps he was
undertaking a rescue mission!

In order to have privacy amid the academy full of Readers, Lenardo
called Torio into his study. It would be another year before the boy was
ready to learn to leave his body, despite his rapid progress. Therefore,
once they were seated, Lenardo said, "Torio, I must ask you to stop
Reading, and merely listen to me. I am about to trust you with my life, and
also the safety and security of all Readers in the Aventine Empire."

Torio paled and broke into a light sweat. His eyes, which had been fixed
on Lenardo as if he could see him, drifted unguided as the boy said, "Why
me, Master?"

"Because you have the talent that will make you a Master yourself one
day. You questioned me today just the way another student questioned,
not long ago. Do you remember Galen?"

"Aye. Are you warning me that my questions could lead to the same
fate-branded and thrust across the border?"

"No, Torio. I am telling you what you must not reveal to anyone else: it
was Galen who led the attack on the academy today."

"Galen Reading for the savages against the academy? Master, no! Surely
any Reader would die first!"

"Torio, we cannot know what methods the savages may have used to
force him. It may be that he plotted the destruction of their army today,
under the guise of helping them. But either way, he must be taken from
the savages."

"How?"

"I am going after him."



Lenardo explained the plan—what little there was of it—to Torio. "You
are my final security, should I live to return."

"Let me come with you!"

"Nay, child—a blind boy walking as if he could see? You would be
recognized as a Reader immediately, killed by the ignorant peasants.
No—I must take care not to reveal my abilities until I can find out who
among the savages took Galen in—and to what purpose. You, Torio, have
important work to do here. You must mature and fulfill your potential as a
Reader and, if I succeed, be my entry back within the pale. Only three
people know of my mission: the Masters Portia and Clement, and you,
Torio. If no one of you is here to persuade other Readers of my loyalty to
the empire, then I must remain forever an Exile among the savages."

In order to be exiled, Lenardo had to pretend to treason —and what
more likely than the very treason Galen had committed? It had happened
two years before, on a day of failure and triumph. Galen and Lenardo had
taken the afternoon to pick mushrooms in the wood not far from Adigia.
Lenardo was trying to teach Galen to Read directly whether the
mushrooms were poisonous or not, rather than judging by their possibly
deceptive appearance. At almost eighteen, the boy did not yet have the
sensitivity. He should have had it; Lenardo found himself scolding him
several times for not concentrating. He worried about Galen; would his
student fail his final test as a Reader?

Master Clement had already voiced that fear. Lenardo redoubled his
efforts to teach the boy; that was why he had not let Torio come with them
that day.

Despite Lenardo's individual attention, the lesson was not going well.
"What does it matter?" Galen demanded in frustration. "I haven't picked
any poisonous ones. Non-Readers don't poison themselves either."

"Galen, you are old enough and bright enough to know that mushrooms
are not the point. You will need this same sensitivity when you go for your
medical training. You must be able to Read what poisons may be in the
body of a sick person, or you might give him the wrong medicine."

"I have more than two years," Galen said defensively. "I'll learn it!"

"You should have learned it already."



"You think everybody should be like your precious Torio!" Galen
snapped. "Don't bother to tell me he could Read these stupid mushrooms,
and he's not sixteen yet."

"I wasn't going to tell you that. Galen, you need not compete with Torio.
There is no competition among Readers. But you want to stay at the
academy, don't you?"

"Of course I do. I plan to be a Master Reader."

Lenardo doubted the boy had that much talent. Nonetheless, it was a
proper goal. "Then you must learn to concentrate. Here—try again. Just
behind those trees—"

"I can Read them!" Galen said impatiently, and Lenardo withheld the
chiding comment he should have given for the boy's rudeness. Recently
Galen's attitude had deteriorated severely, but all the teachers had found
that scolding him and punishing him only seemed to make it worse. What
had happened to the boy who had so loved to learn?

"Stay where you are, and tell me if those mushrooms are edible,"
Lenardo directed as if he hadn't .noticed Galen's tone.

Galen frowned in concentration. He was a beautiful boy who had never
gone through a period of adolescent awkwardness, perhaps because he
had not shot up in height as most boys did. He was still more than a head
shorter than Lenardo, slender, younger looking than his years. He had
outgrown sickliness in childhood but still looked delicate, ethereal. His
hair was reddish blond, his skin pale and faintly freckled, with no trace of
beard yet. Perhaps his appearance had caused all the teachers to baby
him. .

Soon he will be eighteen, and he will be put to the test like any other
Reader. I must see that he does not fail.

Deliberately not Reading, so he would not accidentally transmit
information to Galen, Lenardo watched the boy's concentration. "There's a
big patch of them," Galen said finally, "all edible."

"Very well," said Lenardo, concealing his disappointment, "let's go have
a closer look. It's a good thing there are plenty to top off our
basket—there's a storm coming."



What Galen had missed was one small patch of death cup mushrooms
to the side of the unusually large clump of common edible ones. Perhaps
he had not concentrated on them at all, pulling his old trick of deducing
what he could not Read. His high intelligence compensated for weak
Reading skill in the classroom; it was in the field that Galen's
inadequacies showed.

Still not Reading, Lenardo bent beside Galen, gathering the fresh
mushrooms, leaving the older stalks. Tonight there would be a casserole of
eggs and mushrooms on the refectory table.

According to the lesson, Galen was supposed to be Reading each
mushroom as he picked it. Lenardo carefully picked in a pattern that
edged Galen toward the poisonous ones. The boy finished plucking all
those he could reach, looked around, and moved toward the group of
death cups. Lenardo's heart sank. He shouldn't have to go near them to
Read they were poisonous!

To Lenardo's horror, Galen reached out and broke off two of the deadly
mushrooms.

"Galen!" he exclaimed before the boy could toss them into the basket.
"If you're not going to Read, look!"

"But I—" The boy stared at the mushrooms in his hand, turned pale,
and then an angry red. "That's not fair! You pushed me this way!"

"Yes, I did," said Lenardo. "I thought you would discover the death cups
for yourself, and then I could have praised you. Look—the moment you
bothered to use your eyes you saw the fatal cup around the stem."

The boy threw the poisonous mushrooms aside and scrubbed his hand
roughly against his robe, fighting down tears. Trying to guide him to make
something positive of the experience, Lenardo asked, "What can you learn
from this mistake?"

"That I might have poisoned myself and everyone at the academy!"
Galen said grimly.

"No," said Lenardo, "you already knew that a Reader's mistake can cost
his life or those of others. It is the corollary to that lesson that you refuse
to learn, Galen—and that, more than any deficiency in your Reading skill,



is what will cause you to fail your final test. Do you know what I'm talking
about?"

"Know your limitations," Galen quoted.

"Not only know them, but admit them," Lenardo added. "You have
many years before you will come to the peak of your Reading skills. No
Reader under thirty is yet in full command of his powers."

"I know that," Galen said dully.

"No," Lenardo replied, "you have heard it time and again, but you
refuse to know it. And that makes you dangerous. Galen, you knew you
were not Reading the mushrooms properly. Any ten-year-old would have
had the sense to look at them!"

"I did look!" Galen protested. "I looked when you told me to Read them
from behind the trees. They all looked edible!" His vehemence died. "I
guess I didn't check every single one," he admitted. "Cook would have
caught—" He hung his head. "No, don't say it. That's not the point. I won't
let it happen again."”

That was the Galen Lenardo loved, able to admit his mistakes and go
on.

"Good. Now I want you to practice checking your Reading through your
other senses. I do it. Even Master Clement does it. It's only common
sense."

"You scold me for doing it in class."

"Galen, don't pretend stupidity. How can you know your limitations if
you cheat when we are testing them?"

"Yes, Magister," the boy said resignedly. Lenardo longed to Read what
was going on in his mind, but Galen had not invited such scrutiny, and so
the Law of Privacy prevailed. But if the boy's sunny enthusiasm continued
to disintegrate into these mood swings, how was be to learn the final
lessons that would allow him to reach the top ranks of Readers?

Among the older boys, only Galen and Torio showed the deep sensitivity
that would keep them in the brotherhood of the academy. The others



would be trained to the fullest extent of their abilities, then assigned to
places where even a Reader of limited capacity would be welcome. Most
would serve with the army for two or three years, directing the troops in
the constant battle against the savages. Then they would be married off to
similarly limited female Readers, to lose much of whatever powers they
had in breeding a new generation of Readers. Lenardo's parents had been
assigned in that fashion to the city of Zendi. He remembered little of them
now, except their determination that their children would not fail their
final tests and suffer a similar fate.

As Lenardo and Galen came out of the woods into the fields around
Adigia, thunder rumbled and the first fat raindrops fell. Lightning flashed,
and they quickened their pace. The rain remained light, but the lightning
and thunder increased, coming together as the storm approached.
Harvesters in the fields ran to hold their' frightened horses lest the loaded
wagons overturn.

"Hoi Magister Lenardo! Can I give ye a lift?"

"Thank you kindly," Lenardo began as one of the hay wagons slowed
beside them, the driver fighting the frightened team. Setting his heels, the
man rose to his feet, hauling on the reins as Lenardo, panic striking
through him with the flash of foreknowledge, cried, "No! Get down!"

But it was too late. Lightning bolted the man to the wagon for one
paralyzed instant as the crash of thunder shook the earth. Then the
screaming horses dashed forward, and the driver tumbled to the ground,
limp as a poleless scarecrow.

Both Lenardo and Galen were on him at once, working in unison,
Reading for broken bones or internal injuries before they spread Lenardos
cloak and laid the man on it. It was the work of moments. //His heart's
stopped,// said Galen. //He's not breathing!//

//Pump his lungs,// Lenardo instructed, for Galen already 'knew basic
emergency procedures. The boy bent to his task while Lenardo Read for
the right spot to place his hands, where the force he might apply would be
transmitted to the man's heart. Then he was working automatically,
Reading, hardly thinking.

Is he dead? There was not enough damage from the lightning to
account for the lack of response in the limp body. As the rain began to



pour down on them, the man's body temperature started to drop. Were
they trying to revive a corpse? There were fine nerves, infinitely small
structures in the human body that Lenardo had not the sensitivity to
Read—no Reader had. He could -Read no unconscious mind either—just a
physical shell.

//It's no use,// he told Galen.

//No!// the boy protested, continuing his ministrations. Lenardo
remembered that this was the first time Galen was putting what he had
learned to use in a real emergency. How hideous to have his first patient
die!

//Galen, he was dead before we touched him.// He sat back on his
heels, rubbing his hands.

"No!" Galen cried out loud. He was soaked through now, his hair
plastered to his skull as the rain beat on them. Still he moved quickly to
the other side of the man's body and took up trying to pump his heart.

"Galen, it's no— Wait!" A flicker—a mind. "You're right, Galen! Go on!"
Lenardo took up the task of forcing air into the man's lungs.

Galen said, his voice shaken by his stiff-armed bouncing on the man's
chest, "If—I were—one of those—savage Adepts—I'd force—his heart—to
work."

//Hush!// Lenardo warned him. //People are watching us.// For,
indeed, a crowd had gathered to watch the revival effort.

Suddenly he Read a heartbeat. A pause, then another, agonized spasmes,
and then an unsteady rhythm. At the same time, the man gasped,
groaned, and began to breathe stertorously.

The two Readers sat back, watching, as a murmur of wonder came from
the gathered workers. Then a young man came to kneel beside them.

"Father?"
"He can't hear you," said Lenardo, "but he's alive."

"Thank the gods you were here!" the man said.



Lenardo projected warmly to Galen, //Thank the gods you wouldn't give
up!//

As soon as the man's condition seemed stable, they carried him to his
house, where his wife scurried about, putting him to bed, then insisting
that the two drenched Readers warm themselves before the fire. Lenardo
intended to stay until the man regained consciousness, for he feared that
after the length of time he had been... dead... there might be irreparable
damage. For that reason, he tried to send Galen on to the academy, but
just as the boy was about to leave, their patient suddenly woke with a
hoarse cry.

The man sat up, staring, uttering garbled noises. He lifted his arms, but
his right hand flopped limply, out of control. He stared at it in horror and
made more panicked sounds. His wife rushed to his' side, trying to push
him back on the pillow as she said, "It's all right, Linus. You're alive.
You're at home."

His eyes became even more stricken as he stared at her, and Lenardo
Read that her words were being twisted by Linus' wounded mind into the
same incoherent nonsense that he was uttering. The couple's son, who had
stayed to help his mother, cried out, "No! The lightning addled his brain!"

"He can be helped!" Lenardo quickly assured them. "At the academy,
Readers can reach his mind." The symptoms were similar to those of a
stroke. Readers could touch the unspoken desires of such a victim and
help lead him back to communication.

Lenardo sat on the edge of the bed, looking into Linus' face, not
speaking lest he frighten the man further. Linus stared at him in
confusion. Then he spoke—the words were nonsense, but beneath them
Lenardo Read, //Magister Lenardo?//

Lenardo smiled and nodded, taking the man's left hand and squeezing it
as additional assurance that he understood.

//Help me?// This time Linus made no effort to speak aloud.

Again Lenardo nodded, then reached out to close the man's eyes, urging
him to rest. Relieved that there was someone who understood, Linus
relaxed and drifted toward sleep.



"He recognizes people," Lenardo assured the man's wife and son. "I
don't think his intelligence is impaired. Let him sleep through the night
here, and in the morning we'll take him to the academy. One of the
Readers will come back and spend the night, in case he needs anything."

"You can make him well?" Linus' wife asked.

"I've seen others with the same problem cured," Lenardo replied. No
sense telling her now that a few never improved and that almost every
victim retained some impairment.

"Thank you for saving his life," she said fervently.
"You can thank Galen," Lenardo began.

"I should have let him die!" the boy burst out. "You knew what would
happen! Why didn't you make me stop?"

The boy had not yet been to Gaeta, where Readers studied in the great
hospital. He had not seen the seeming miracles Readers could perform in
curing afflictions of the mind, or the skill they had developed in curing the
body when they could Read the cause of the illness.

"Galen, yon did the right thing," Lenardo said aloud, for Linus' family to
hear. "Linus will recover." //Will you be quiet and stop frightening these
people?// he added, but Galen was stubbornly closed to Reading. -

"It was too long!" the boy insisted. "You knew! We couldn't save him
with our hands. Only an Adept could have revived him in time!"

That again. "Galen, stop it! Do you want these good people to think
you're a fool? You're not thinking."

"I've thought it out before, and no one will listen! Healing is the one
thing we can trade with the savages—a place to start. Why won't the
emperor even try?"

"Shut up, boy," growled Linus' son. "You don't talk treason in my
father's house!"

"Your father almost died! Now he'll suffer for-the rest of his life—but if
there'd been a savage Adept with us—"



Lenardo grabbed Galen in anger and fear, shaking him soundly. "The
savages kill. They don't cure; they Ml! Stop this before you get yourself
exiled so they can kill you!"

But it was too late. Linus" son reported Galen's words to the
commander of the local army. Lenardo often thought it was the horror of
his father's condition that caused the younger man to take a kind of
revenge on Galen. Had Linus either died or recovered with only minor
problems, his son would probably have ignored Galen's outburst. But
visiting his father day after day, finding him still unable to understand or
communicate, he had to take out his frustration somehow.

Galen was no help to his own cause. He took his trial as a forum to
propose that the empire sue for peace by offering the savages the services
of Readers. Nothing Lenardo or Master Clement could say about the folly
of youth did the least good. Galen was condemned to exile. His words
upon being sentenced were a final defiance: "Then perhaps I shall have to
bring about peace by myself!"

Lenardo had feared then that the sentence would be changed to death.
But no, Readers had been exiled before, and none had ever succeeded in
ingratiating themselves with the Adepts. The empire knew that, for a
Reader, exile did mean death. He wondered if any non-Reader could
understand. Even if a Reader did not give himself away, being cut off from
the rapport with other Readers would make death seem preferable to such
a life.

Galen was to be sent into exile the next morning. Lenardo spent the
night in a fruitless attempt to teach the boy the technique of leaving his
body, so he could avoid the pain of branding. It was a lesson Galen would
have begun on his eighteenth birthday, less than a month away—but it
was a rare Reader who learned it on his first attempt. Lenardo knew there
was little hope that Galen could achieve it in his state of emotional
turmoil, but he had to try.

What he learned was that Galen thought himself incapable of that final
test—that he expected to fail and be removed from the academy. And that
he thought it was not fair.

Lenardo touched that night on fragments of Galen's feelings kept
hidden up to now. Although the teacher had no intent to invade his
privacy, the student was so upset that his private thoughts kept



surfacing... or perhaps something within him wanted Lenardo to know
them.

Why were Readers kept out of government? Surely with their strictly
enforced Code they were more trustworthy than the non-Readers who
entered politics. Why were the tests for Readers so stringent? The
academies never had enough staff because they insisted on that final
ability to leave the body before one was safe from being married off, one's
sensitivity destroyed through sexuality. He'd even heard that reluctant
couples were drugged—

"Galen, why didn't you tell me these things were on your mind?"
Lenardo asked in dismay. "You've been listening to ignorant, vicious
gossip. Those stories are simply not true. I would know!"

"How would you know? They didn't marry you off—but then you always
perform the tricks they ask, don't you, Magister Lenardo? Just like a
trained dog, never questioning, always getting patted on the head by the
Masters." , Lenardo let the insult pass. "Galen, you know the answers to
your questions. The powers Readers have are not appropriate to
governing. And as for why not all Readers can remain secluded in the
academies, where would the next generation of Readers come from?
Non-Readers sometimes have Reader children—but Readers always do.
And since the act of procreation severely diminishes a Reader's ability,
does it not make sense that the very best Readers should be spared?"

"I have no quarrel with that," said Galen, "but more should be spared.
You know a Reader of my ability could be a great help here at the
academy, tutoring, healing—

"That is true," Lenardo agreed. "However, those Readers who are not
quite the best are the very ones who must produce the next generation, if
the best Readers cannot. And, Galen," he added, "you have now seen to it
that you will never know if you would have made it into the top ranks. Is
that what you intended?"

Instead of opening to cleansing grief, as Lenardo hoped he would, Galen
just said, "I don't know what I intended— except to make people see the
truth. You have all those standard answers, which let you ignore the
questions."

"I don't understand you, Galen."



Galen's eyes fixed on Lenardo's. "I know, Magister Lenardo," he said
sadly. "I know."

Now, two years later, Lenardo still felt the same frustrated guilt. He
found it strangely easy to say Galen's words publicly, even though he did
not believe them. At his own brief trial, he insisted that the last savage
attack on Adigia, using the force of an earthquake, had convinced him
that the empire had no hope of surviving against such power. He then
presented Galen's argument—that the empire should seek peace with the
savages by offering Readers' abilities—as if it were his own.

For a moment, as he awaited sentencing, Lenardo wondered how much
the non-Reader tribunal knew. Had they got wind of the fact that the last
Reader they had exiled was now working for the enemy? Would the
sentence be not exile but death? In horror, he discovered that some small
part of him hoped it would be.

No. I must correct my mistake. How often had he made his students do
their work over, insisting, "Mistakes are meant to be learned from." So
now he must try again to persuade Galen. He stood firm as the sentence of
exile was pronounced.

*X%

To be sure the empire's exiles could not return under assumed identity,
each one was branded on the right arm with the head of a dragon, symbol
of the mindless power of the savages. As Lenardo, dressed in sturdy
traveling garments, was led to the gates of Adigia, he couldn't help
shuddering at the sight of the brazier, the iron already heating in the
glowing coals.

He remembered when Galen was branded. Out of some strange mixture
of expiation for himself and reassurance for the boy, he had meant to
Read the pain with him. No Reader could shut out that kind of pain
entirely—every Reader in Adigia suffered when someone in town felt
agony, except the very young boys who could not yet Read beyond the
confines of the academy. But Lenardo had intended to make no effort to
close Galen out.

Deliberately he turned his mind from the thought as he approached the
north gate of Adigia on his own day of exile. Torio and Master Clement
walked on either side of him, dressed all in black—symbol of his death to



them. In the gathered crowd were many familiar faces, a few students,
townspeople, soldiers. He saw Linus with his wife and son. If—when—he
found Galen, he would give him the good news that in two years the man
whose life they had saved had recovered, enough to work, to play, to enjoy
life. He still spoke haltingly and walked with a slight limp, but he was alive
and grateful to be so.

Lenardo Read great confusion from the crowd—a Master Reader exiled?
Many of them wondered why the government would not heed the words of
so wise a man. If they only understood that Reading does not
automatically confer wisdom! he thought bitterly.

Others were scornful, though. A number of times he half-heard,
half-Read someone say, "The savages will show him. They know what to
do with an exiled Reader!"

The soldiers waiting to perform the Acts of Exile were men he had
known for years, non-Readers he had fought beside many a time before his
skills had reached the level at which he could retire to the keep to direct
the troops. Now one of the men gazed at him with contempt, but the
Other, a grizzled old warrior with a scar down his cheek, had tears in his
eyes. "Ye were ever a good man, Master," he said gruffly. "I dinna
understand. Ye guided us against the enemy not two weeks ago, and now
they say ye be a traitor."

"The emperor thinks my beliefs dangerous," Lenardo replied neutrally.

"Aye, and it not be dangerous to leave Adigia wi'out ye? Ah, Master,
may the gods bless and protect ye. Here." He pulled at a chain about his
neck, drawing an amulet from under his tunic. "I took this off one o' them
savages in my first battle. Tis said to be a powerful protection, Master,
from one o' their gods. And indeed, with all the battles I've been through,
here I am, alive and healthy."

"I cannot take your protection, Quintus," Lenardo protested.

"Nay, lad—I am old. If I die in battle, that will please me better than
living to weaken with age. You are young and going into danger."

"Why do you want to protect a traitor?" snapped the other soldier.

"I dinna believe he be a traitor," replied the old man, putting the chain



around Lenardo's neck.

Lenardo looked at the amulet for a moment—a wolfs head carved from
alabaster, the eyes a natural vein of violet just deep enough beneath the
surface to show where the eyes were carved out. The stone was warm from
the old soldier's body. Lenardo realized that his hands were very cold.

As the crowd gathered to watch, Lenardo's arm was strapped into the
brace that would hold it for branding. Remembered shame rang through
him: when Galen was branded, Lenardo had not been able to stand it.
When the iron touched the boy's skin, the pain was so unendurable that he
had had to stop Reading, enduring only what he could not block out.
Trapped in his own body, Galen had had no escape from agony.

But I have.

Lenardo watched in hypnotic fascination as the brand was prepared. As
it approached, Torio and Master Clement supported his body. He relaxed
against them, leaving his body, floating above, Reading the scene until the
iron was taken away and Master Clement began to cover the wound with
an ointment to ease the pain.

Sliding back into his body, feeling Torio's arms supporting him,
Lenardo moaned as incredible pain shot up into his shoulder and down
into his hand from the burn. It was as if the red-hot iron were burning
into him right now!

Both the other Readers gasped with Lenardo's pain. The ointment did
nothing to stop it. He was nauseated by the smell of burning flesh—his
own flesh. A moan escaped him as he stared at the brand, the dragon's
head, not a quarter the size of the back of his hand, but burned deep into
his forearm forever.

The ointment glistening on the red wound did not disguise the burn's
depth. He had not looked at Galen's brand, never realized that it bit deep
into the muscle under the skin. He would wear the mark of the traitor for
the rest of his life.

Finally the pain let up enough that he could perceive there was a world
around him, people staring, Torio and Master Clement waiting to escort
him to the gate. Quintus unstrapped his arm, saying, "I ne'er did a sadder
day's work. The gods protect ye, Master."



Silently, Lenardo walked to the gate between his teacher and his
student. Master Clement said softly, "My hopes go with you, Lenardo. I
know you will do all you can to stop Galen. Shall I Read for you?"

"Nay, Master, that would be too dangerous—and within a day or two,
long before I could hope to discover anything, I shall be out of range. But
think of me."

"You know we do!" Torio groped blindly, found Lenardo's shoulders,
hugged him. Alone of all Readers, Torio had no aversion to touching
because he had "seen" with his hands the first seven years of his life. The
contact was not offensive. Lenardo held the boy warmly for a moment as
Torio whispered fiercely, "Come back to us! The empire needs you, Master
Lenardo. The academy needs you."

"Take my place, Torio. I will return if I can—but you must prepare
yourself as if there were no hope at all. Promise me."

"Yes, Master," whispered Torio, but as he pulled away he added, "but
you will come back—you must!"

Chapter Two
The White Wolf

Lenardo walked a familiar road out of Adigia, for in his boyhood the
border had been far distant, and this land had been part of the Aventine
Empire. Now it was a no-man's-land between the walls of the empire and
the lands the savages had taken. They built no walls to hold their borders;
rather they pressed and pressed against the walls of the empire, driving
ever farther toward the sea. Lenardo's family had fled southward along
this very road, before the retreating army, when the savages had taken the
city of Zendi.

For some distance the road was wide and smooth, and Lenardo Read no
one nearby. His arm ached and throbbed, making him wonder what he
would do if it became necessary to use his sword.

Surely, though, he could avoid that possibility until his arm healed.
What was known of the savages indicated that while they fought fiercely in
battle, they were reasonably peaceful with one another. They were all
mind-blind; the only way they would discover he was a Reader would be if



he stupidly answered an unspoken question or revealed something he
could not have known otherwise. They killed Readers out of superstitious
dread. Otherwise it was a catch-as-catch-can world in which an Aventine
exile had as much chance as anyone of carving out a place for himself.
When that exile was a Reader, though, isolated among non-Readers, life
would mean little.

Exiles were frequently seen among the savage troops. Lenardo had
himself twice fought sword-to-sword with men who bore the brand but
were otherwise indistinguishable from the mass of savages.

A scruffy lot the savages were, hair and beards long and tangled, armor
primitive, barbaric trousers flapping about their legs. But they could fight!
And they could die nobly, on the battlefield or under interrogation when
captured. Lenardo had sometimes been called in to Read prisoners, but
the common soldiers knew nothing of value to the empire.

The officers, of course, could not be captured—or if one was, he could
not be kept. It seemed all officers had some degree of Adept powers.
Before such people chains snapped, locks opened, and guards fainted dead
away.

Through Reading and interrogating prisoners, Lenardo had learned a
little of their language—or languages. Even in his small experience he had
encountered variants far more disparate than the dialects of the empire.
He hoped his knowledge would be adequate, but it should surprise no one
if an exile with a still-fresh brand spoke the savage language haltingly.

The well-kept Aventine road narrowed, weeds and tree seedlings
encroaching from either side, leaving barely room for a wagon to pass.
Occasionally, where the roadbed had shifted, Lenardo had to skirt around
holes full of stagnant water.

He had been exiled with only the clothes on his back and whatever he
could carry. Master Clement had given him a small pouch of gold
coins—good currency anywhere. Otherwise, besides his sword, he carried
only a small pack of necessities.

By afternoon he began to see people here and there— peasants, barefoot
and ragged, working in the fields. The crops looked good; he wondered
why the people tending them should be unkempt and undernourished.



The road passed by a cluster of mud and wattle huts— surely no fit
dwellings for human beings! The stench of garbage and excrement
reached him, yet he saw stick-thin children playing before the huts, heard
a baby crying. Reading, he found she was hungry, the pains of starvation
cramping her swollen belly.

What manner of people were these? The savage soldiers sent against the
empire were strong, sturdy, well equipped, well fed. Was that it—was all
effort poured into the army, to the detriment of everyone else?

As he moved on into more populated areas, Lenardo Read the
occasional thought to confirm his conclusion. There was sorrow in the
land—everyone had lost husband, brother, son, or friend in the avalanche
outside Adigia. In the simple peasants the loss was one of many sorrows,
the latest tragedy in a string of miseries.

He approached Zendi, the border town of his childhood, near sundown.
Lenardo remembered it as a large and beautiful city, bustling with life, a
trade city of exotic sights, sounds, and smells. He had been happy there,
playing with other children in the wide, clean streets. That was many
years before he had seen the capital city of Tiberium, and to a small boy
Wendi's forum, surrounded by temples, government buildings, and the
huge, elaborate bath house, had seemed a magical place.

Although he knew the savages would not have left Zendi in the state he
remembered—indeed, parts of the city were going up in flames when he
and his parents fled—Lenardo hoped that it would retain some degree of
civilization. He wanted to find a room for the night, where he might lock
the door and leave his body—and his pain—behind for a few hours. His
arm could heal while he Read through the city for clues to Galen's
whereabouts. He didn't really expect to discover anything so soon, but he
knew of no way to search except to move from one heavily populated area
to another, Reading. The breach of the Law of Privacy was necessary now,
just as it was in medical cases; Lenardo would not linger over thoughts
that did not concern him.

Zendi, he found, had changed greatly since his childhood. The first
thing to hit him, a good distance from Southgate, was the smell. It stank
like the cluster of peasant huts, intensified. As he approached, he almost
gagged —but slowly the miasma seemed to deaden the inside of his nose.

The source of the stench was the open sewer running down the middle



of each crowded street. Lenardo hugged the walls, appalled by the filth
and squalor. What had happened to the efficient underground sewers of
every Aventine city?

The answer was easy to guess. Haphazard structures rising several
rickety stories replaced the well-built wooden houses burned when the
savages took the city. There were at least five times as many people
crowded within Zendi's walls as the town had been built for. Such an
influx had undoubtedly overloaded the system—and when it broke down,
no one knew how to fix it.

And what of their vaunted magical powers? Lenardo wondered. Have
they put all their Adepts to making war, leaving them no time to help the
common people? There were soldiers everywhere in the city, the only
people who looked healthy, well fed, well clothed.

Beggars came up to Lenardo, tugging at his cloak, grimy hands
outstretched. "Coin, Meister?" they asked plaintively, but Lenardo brushed
them aside, shielding his injured arm against his body. Each time he was
jostled, new -shocks of pain surged through it, keeping him from
concentrating on Reading the city. He dared not answer any comments
thrown at him, lest he reply to a thought rather than a word. Let them
think he knew nothing of their language at all.

He decided that he could not stop in the town. He would walk straight
through, Reading as he went, and take the north road out into the fresh
country air again before seeking rest. Darkness held no terrors for a
Reader, but in the open he dared not leave his body. He noticed a
diminishing of his Reading powers already; the weaker his body grew, the
less he would be able to Read and the greater the chance of missing some
clue to Galen's fate. He had hoped tonight to let his body do the healing it
could accomplish only at perfect rest.

But exiles who were not Readers survived branding. His arm would
heal, even if more slowly than he had hoped. He felt eyes on him, not the
curious"” glances from every side, but a steady stare. An officer was looking
him up and down, studying him carefully.

Lenardo knew what he saw: a tall, well-muscled man approaching thirty
years of age, wearing a sword. No man would wear a sword unless he
could use it. Thus Lenardo was not surprised when the officer approached
him and spoke in slow but understandable Aventine.



"Fresh across the border, I see," he said with a pointed glance at the
blistered brand. "Welcome, stranger."

Surprised, Reading that the young officer truly regarded him as a
fortunate discovery, Lenardo replied, "Thank you."

"We can use strong men like you in Braccho's army," said the officer.
"It's a good life, all you can eat, warm clothing, good pay, and battle
rights. Braccho's not one to take away what his soldiers find, women or
treasure."

"It... sounds a tempting offer," Lenardo lied. "However, as you noted, I
have come from that ungrateful empire this very day. Before I commit
myself again, I would like to see what this side of the border has to offer.
Your leader—Braccho?—would not want a pledge given in ignorance."

The young officer grinned cheerfully. "No, but I'll warrant in a day or
two you'll agree there's no better life to be found. Come to the East
Barracks and ask for Arkus. We'll show you how to get back at your
tormentors for—that" As he spoke, Lenardo's cloak pulled away as if of its
own accord, revealing the brand clearly. But as the cloak fell against it
again, he winced at the contact and the officer said, "Aye, we know how to
take the sting from such a wound—revenge is sweet balm."

"I shall remember that, Arkus," said Lenardo. "Perhaps you are right. If
I decide to join your army, I shall certainly seek you out."

"Soon, I warrant," replied the officer, and he strode away.

When Arkus had spoken of revenge, Lenardo had picked up the man's
own desire for revenge—not a clear thought but a kind of simmering anger
surrounded by vague images. He felt betrayed, not personally, but as a
soldier and a citizen. A split-second memory gave Lenardo some
information, but it was negative: it was not Galen's betrayal being
avenged when six huge shields were hung up—in the forum? No, they had
been there, a permanent fixture. The top one was the largest, black on
gold. Below it five smaller emb