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Sorcerersof the Frozen Idlesby Jean Lorrah

Foreword

The entire Savage Empire seriesis dedicated to the person who got meinto professiona sf writing and
then encouraged meto start my own sevies:

JacquelineLichtenberg

| would dso like to thank the many readers who have sent comments about the first four booksin the
series: | hope you enjoy thisfifth book in the Savage Empire universe.

If there are readers who would like to comment on this book, my publisher will forward lettersto me. If
you prefer, you may writeto me directly at Box 625, Murray, KY 42071. If your |letter requiresan
answer, please enclose a stamped sdlf-addressed envelope.

All comments are welcome. | cameto professiond writing through fan writing and publishing, where there
is close and constant communication between writers and readers. Thus| shall ways be grateful for the
existence of o fandom, which has provided me with many exciting experiences, and through which | have
met SO many wonderful people.

Murray, Kentucky

Chapter One

Spring sunshine warmed the air. Birds sang, butterflies danced among the flowers, and Torio, Lord
Reader of the newly expanded Savage Empire, brooded as he rode beside Lord Wulfston. They were
on their way to Zendi, temporary capita of their strange aliance and hometo Lenardo and Aradia,
unofficial leaders of thet dliance.

But no place hereis my home, Torio thought.

He had grown up in the Academy a Adigia, apowerful young Reader expecting to spend hislifeusing
his powersto benefit citizens of the Aventine Empire. Now there was no more Aventine Empire.

And it's my fault.

No, it wasn't his doing adone, but he had been amgjor factor in the force which had quite literaly tumbled
an empire, creating an earthquake that caused the earth to open and swallow up its capita city. Now
they had ahuge areato try to govern—a country full of hostile people whose lives had just been
devastated.

They had |eft theworst of it to Lenardo and Aradia after thefal of Tiberium, and Wulfston had returned
to hisown lands, acquired only the year before. Even though the new Lord of the Land had made life
much better for his peoplein his short reign, there was ill adanger that their trust in him could not
survive along absence.



So Wulfston had gone home to secure his seaside kingdom—and Lenardo had urged Torio to continue
to work with the Adept. "Wulfston knows how to teach people to obey him," histeacher had said, "and
dill tolove him. That isan ability you must have before you can rule your own land.”

Ruling aland—it was not what Readers were born to in the Aventine Empire. But Lenardo ingsted that
Torio'sinsecurity ssemmed from youth. He had been only eighteen when histeacher told him that, and a
Magister Reader—or at least Lenardo and Master Clement insisted he was.

Torio had never taken the formal tests of his powers, but if there was one thing he was secure about, it
was that he would have passed the most stringent tests the Council of Masters might have devised. His
Reading was the one stable eement in hislife—it had to be, for he had been born blind. Without his
Reading ability, he would have spent hislife asahdplessliability to the family he had been borninto. As
it was, he perceived the world far better than any sighted nonReader.

But what was he supposed to do with those powers now? All the rules had changed. Grown up in the
communal life of the Academy, barred by law from owning property or holding public office, now Torio
had treasures beyond imagination, and lands held in his name that he would rule one day. Expecting to be
sworn to celibacy once he entered the top ranks of Readers, now h£ wastold he could marry if he so
desired, without risking the loss of his powers.

He often thought about that possibility... about Melissa. When histhoughts turned to her, they
lightened—one good thing about this journey to Zendi wasthat he would get to see Melissaagain! Inthe
past year he had seen her only three timesin person, athough as Readers they had frequent mental
contact.

Inthe midst of his pleasant reverie, the sunny day suddenly plunged into blackness. Torio heard a
rumbling, felt thejostling of acrowd. He was being pulled dong, trying to escape—

The noise grew louder, nearer, more terrifying, bearing down as people shouted incoherent
warnings-Screams!

Thetug a him was suddenly gone—he was donein a crowd, lost, panicked, as something rumbled and
rolled over human flesh, crushing bones, the smell of blood and fear sweet risng— "Toriol
Torio—what's the matter with you?' At Wulfston'svoice, Torio suddenly redlized that he was Reading
something actualy happening not far away. He focused his powers, and found—

"Wulfston—aman's being crushed to deeth! We've got to help him!™

"Where?' was Wulfston's only question. They were il in the Lord Adept's lands—he would never
withhold his powers when one of his people needed him.

"Thisway!" answered Torio, and set off a agalop, first along the road, then off it toward a stone quarry
scarring the sde of the range of hillsthat would intersect theroad in afew more miles.

Wulfston did not need to be told what had happened—when they reached the scene, everything was
ingantly obvious.

These people were afamily, earning their living by cutting rock from the hillsde for building in Wulfston's
lands or in Zendi. The quarry was new, for the latest Lords of the Land had begun a spate of building
such as had not been seen in most peoplée's lifetimes.

Beneath the steep walls created by their work, they had been easing a huge block of granite down an
earthen ramp, controlling it with block and tackle, when the ropes had given way. The stone had trapped



the legs of ayoung man in histwenties, who now lay helplesswhile the otherstried to remove the rock or
dig him out from under it. Shock had left him unconscious, so Torio no longer had to endure hispain as
he Read beneath the rock.

"Wulfgton, hisleft leg isamost torn off—he's bleeding to degth. They'll never get him out divel™

Indeed, the old man and two strong young men flinging their picks at the ground were making little
progress—the pathway down which they did the quarried stones had been worn to theliving, unyielding
rock.

Anather young man, shivering even though his skin was covered with swest, swore steadily ashe tried to
make his shaking hands ravel together the broken ropesto haul the stone off... hisbrother, Torio Read.

Two women, the younger one obvioudy pregnant, knelt beside the pinned man, wiping hisface—but
there was nothing they could do. Hislife was dipping away as hismother and hiswife watched.

Another woman grabbed a pick and added her unskilled efforts to the task as Wulfston and Torio rode
up. Down the dope, near the house, four children watched with huge eyes, not understanding what was
happening, but too frightened to cry.

The three women looked up as the riders approached, but the men would not leave off their efforts.
"Melord!" cried the older woman. "Oh, melord—please help my boy! I'll do anything—"

These people might never have seen Wulfston before, or perhaps have glimpsed him only at adistance at
some ceremonial or other, but they knew the Lord of the Land at once. He was the only black man Torio
knew of north of what had been the empire's border.

Asheand Torio got down from their horses, Wulfston hushed the mother and the rest of the family,
saying, "WEell help. Torio—ishedive?"

Gray with shock, the young man lay so till that it wasimpossibleto tdll by looking at him, but Torio
Read him. "Y es, but he won't be for long. If he's not out from under there in minutes—"

"Oh, Bevan!" groaned the young man'swife.

"Then there's no choice but to move therock,” said Wulfston. ™Y ou men—get over on the other side and
haul on the ropes. I'm going to use your strength aswell as mine. When | tell you, tilt the block toward
you."

Torio knew moving that huge block, of granite by Adept power done—working directly against
gravity—would tax Wulfston's strength closeto its limit. He amost started to tell the Lord Adept not to
alow himsdlf to become so vulnerable—but he shook off that thought. There was no question but that
Bevan'slife had to be saved! How could such a selfish idea even cross his mind?

He had no time to examine where a thought so unlike his norma Reader'singtinct had come from, for
Wulfston was bracing to use his powers, becoming completely unReadable as the strong quarrymen took
their places on the opposite side of the rock, tightening the ropes.

Torio kndlt beside the pinned man, waiting for the moment when the rock shivered, lifted—
"Higher!" he exclaimed, securing his grip under the young man's shoulders.

Trembling, the block of stone crept upward another handspan—and Torio hauled Bevan out from under



just before it dropped again with a thunderous "whump!™

Torio grasped the young man'sleg, where bright arterial blood pumped out, squeezing to keep the last of
hislifefrom spilling onto the rocky ground. "Wulfston!™

The Adept had sunk to hiskneesin recovery from his effort to lift the rock. He looked blankly toward
Torio for amoment, then pulled himself away from the desire to collgpse and cameto Torio'sside.
"Straighten hisleg," heingructed Torio. "Unite the blood vesses.”

Torio did ashewastold, feding Wulfston go unReadable again. Torio Read carefully, holding the mgor
vessalswhile Wulfston concentrated, and they healed together, normal blood flow resuming. Only then
did he shove together the splintered bone ends, watching them knit miraculoudy together into atenuous
bond. Then, with Bevan's wife and mother tenderly cleansing the wounds, the torn muscles were healed,
but—

"The nerves, Wulfston."

"l can't," the Adept said weerily. "Make certain dl will stay dive for now—the rest will have to be hedled
later.”

The audience of quarrymen and their families stared as Bevan'storn skin was carefully drawn back over
hisleg. Large chunks were missing, but the leg was saved, dong with hislife.

Findly, the heet of Adept healing spread beneath Torio's hands, killing any infection that had been
introduced, and continuing the healing as the young man dept. Torio had seen it ahundred times, but
every timeit was anew miracle: Wulfston had set in motion the hedling powers of Bevan's own bodly,
which he could not activate on his own. He would continue to deep and heal even after Wulfston left him,
probably for more than aday before he woke with his pain gone and hisleg well on theway to being
wholeagan.

Wulfston had sat down, tailor-fashion, to concentrate on the healing. Now he remained ill,
withdrawn—Torio wondered if he would fal adeep right there. Histiredness was now completely
Readable.

But after afew moments he looked up, blinking. ™Y our son will hed," hetold the anxious parents. "Carry
him to your house, and let him deep until he wakens naturdly. Then feed him—he will need agresat ded
of food to restore his strength.

Don't let him try towalk. Hislegisaive, but hewill not be abletofed it until the nerves are hedled.
When | return from Zendi, you must bring him to my castle. There Torio and | will finish the hedling.”

Bevan'sfather and his brothers carried him carefully down to the house, his mother hurrying ahead to
prepare his bed.

"Oh, my lord!" Bevan'swife knelt beside Wulfs-ton, sobbing. "'l thought sure he was dead, my lord! How
can we ever repay you?"

"No need," Wulfgton replied. "It ismy duty to keep my people healthy—I'm just glad | was nearby.
However, if you can provide me with something to est—?"

"Wulfston!" Torio warned suddenly. " Someone's coming!" And to the woman he ordered, "Run! Get into
the house!"

AsBevan'swifefled clumsly down the path, around the side of the hill came armed ridersin the ragtag



garb of hill bandits. They ignored the fleeing woman, charging directly for Wulfston and Torio.

There were adozen men, enough to make an Adept wagte his powers until he made himsdlf
hel pless—provided they knew exactly how to trick him into doing so.

And it appeared that they knew what they were doing, for despite his tiredness after moving the quarried
stone, Wulfston sent asheet of flame roaring up out of the ground before their horses. The animas
screamed and reared, but in moments the riders had them under control and were charging once more
toward the two men, cutting off their chance of escape down the path.

Wulfgton did not kill indiscriminately; Torio knew he meant to frighten the attackers off, but he hadn't
succeeded.

"Wulfston—save your strength!" said Torio, grasping the Adept by the arm and hauling him behind the
rock as the bandits drew close enough to shoot arrows from short bows. They clattered off the rock, but
the men kept coming, those without bows now drawing throwing knives.

And below them on the dope, four other bandits rode toward the quarriers house with torches. In
moments the thatch roof was ablaze.

From their position, Wulfston could see what was happening below. Instantly, hisrespongbility for his
people asserted itself, and he concentrated on putting out the blaze—again working against nature, for
oncethat dry straw had begun to flame, it would have gone up ingtantly without Adept powersto stemit.

"Wulfston, they're dividing your attention!" Torio warned. "Put those men down thereto degp!”

That the Adept had the power to do, but Torio could Read him clutching the granite block for support,
and feared that the dozen men drawing in for the kill might be too many for Wulfston to handle. The
young Reader drew his sword, prepared to defend Wulfston and himself to the extent of his strength and
sKill.

The huge stone blocked the path, so that the attackers could get through only on one side. Three men
jumped off their horses and started around. The first one ran straight into Torio's sword, for the Reader
could tell every move he planned and be ready for him.

At their companion's degth cry, the other two charged forward together.

Torio was askilled swordsman—and, thank the gods, these two were not. He used the advantage of his
sghtlesseyes, letting them drift unfocused, unnerving his opponents asthey redlized they were battling a
blind swordsman.

But even as Torio held the two at bay, the nine other bandits leaped from their horses and began to climb
over the granite block, aided by the ropes still dung around it.

"Wulfston—they're climbing over the sone! Retreat!"

The Adept, though, took another action. The ropes around the mighty stone blazed into flame, and the
bandits dropped off, yowling, sucking a burned hands.

Starting fires, Torio knew, was one of the easiest of Adept skills, taking very little power. Asthe flame
sizzled around the ropes to where he fought with the two bandits, one of them started at the noise,
alowing Torio to get in under hisguard and skewer him.

AsaReader, Torio had to dedl swift death or suffer with hisvictim. He shoved his keen-edged sword



upward to pierce the man's heart.

The other man's fear sweat was astench in Torio's nogtrils, but in terror he dashed at the Reader,
forgetting what little style he had had as he drove the younger man back with the sheer power of panic.

Torio evaded hisblows, letting him waste the charge of adrendine, waiting for an opening—

But Wulfston did not wait. Seeing Torio apparently being beaten back, he stopped the man's heart, and
the bandit dropped at Torio'sfeet.

Just as Torio looked toward Wulfston, though, the fire consuming the thick ropes around the huge rock
reached the undersde—and as their support collapsed to ashes the stone shifted and did.

Wulfston grasped the moment. Working with the already-moving stone, he sent it skidding Sideways,
right toward the bandits on the pathway, crushing them to death against the side of the quarry.

Torio gasped with their death agony, but in moments it was over, and he turned to Wulfston just as—

Above them, on the edge of the quarry, more bandits appeared. Minor Adepts, they joined hands and
concentrated together—just as they must have done to crush Bevan under that rock! It was all atrap—a
ruse to draw Wulfston here and use up his powers so that he was helpless before their minor abilities.

A sheet of flame rose out of the pathway. Wulfston swore as he and Torio ducked away fromit, the
Adept sumbling with weariness.

"Why didn't you Read them?" Wulfston demanded.

"They were braced to use their powers,” Torio explained. "With everything € se going on—"
But even as he spoke, the gang at the top of the quarry were focusing on him.

Hefdt hisheart falter. Pain clutched at his chest as he gasped, "Wulfston, they're—"

Wulfston saw at once that the young Reader wasin pain, and Torio felt Adept power set his heart back
into anormal pattern. But how much strength could Wulfston have [eft?

As he panted for breath, Torio felt apeculiar sick knowledge that he had not Read the whole story. The
minor Adepts were retreating, and from behind them—

"Wulfston! There are other men up there!™
Hiswarning cametoo late. New attackers suddenly dropped out of the sky.

They legped from the top of the quarry—stronger Adepts, able to protect themselves from injury in the
fal—and they were armed.

Knives and swords flashed—each man was aliving weapon, asword in one hand, aknifein the other,
blades on their fegt, on their elbows, leaping toward Wulfston, toward Torio.

Desath came dashing through the air, the attackers using gravity, only guiding their fal to be certainto land
ontheir victims.

It took a mere split-second, too short atime for Wulfston and Torio to run, with no shelter closer than
the house far down the pathway.



Torio Read death upon him, three men faling toward him, one dashing for his head even asthe young
Reader lifted his sword and prepared to take at least one of them with him—

Hame!
Screamd!
Inmidair, thefaling men burgt into flame!

Their kicking and writhing changed their course —the one attempting to decapitate Torio bounced off the
quarry wall, sword clattering on the rocks as he landed uncontrolled, the pain of broken legs unfelt in the
agony of burning flesh.

The saven who had dropped on them burned and screamed—five able to stand, dancing and shrieking as
thefire ate from the outsdein.

"Wulfgton!" Torio screamed in the men's agony. "Kill them! Kill them!™ His own flesh seemed to sear
and flake off astheirsdid, so caught was hein their death throes.

Instead, asheet of flame engulfed the other attackers watching from the quarry rim, sending them
screaming and writhing and dancing the hideous dance of death astheir flesh cooked off their bones,
taking ther heartsand brainslast.

Only asthelast man died could Torio stop Reading, cutting off the pain but leaving him blind, closedin
on himsdlf, swesting and shaking—and then vomiting as the stench of burnt flesh assaulted him anew.

Finaly, he had to Read again. Still trembling, he Read dowly outward, finding only corpses.
They were dl dead. There was no more pain.

Wulfston, as open to being Read as anonAdept, was fighting not to pass out.

But he was awake, and that meant—

"How much strength would it have taken to stop their hearts?' Torio demanded. "Why did you let them
dieso horribly?'

Wulfgton turned weary eyesto Torio. "Arethere any more?’

Torio Read. No new attackers lurked anywhere around, nor was anyone fleeing. All were dead— even
the ones down by the house, he Read sickly. Wulfston hadn't chanced just putting them to deep, lest they
waken after he had exhausted his powers. "No. You killed them dl," he said flatly.

"Areyou hurt?' asked the Lord Adept.
"No, but—"
"But you might have required heding," explained Wulfston.

Torio knew, intdlectudly, why the Adept was trained to save thelast of his Strength in astuation such as
they had just gone through—a last-resort means of escape or heding.

But his heart ill protested the agony Wulfston had alowed.

"Torio, can you get me to the stonecutter's cottage?' Wulfston asked.



"Yes, if youcanwak. Leanonme.”

The needs of aLord Adept who had expended his powers for them was something the stonecutter's
family understood—and Torio was glad to seethat it was no hardship for them to meet even the appetite
of aLord Adept. They were welcomed joyfully into the house, where the main room served as kitchen,
dining hal, and family gathering place. There was meat aplenty, just what an Adept required to restore
energy quickly after using his powers.

At the gratitude of the innocent people the bandits had used so crudlly, Torio accepted that they had
done what they had to—Reader and Adept working together, to protect those without their powers.
Fedling better by the moment, he ate tasty brown bread with butter, the ubiquitous cooked vegetables,
fresh berries, and arich tart served with cream—ameal designed to give strength to men who worked
the quarry.

He had to explain that Readers did not eat mest, and discovered that everyone had thought him an
apprentice Adept, since Readers were still scarcein this part of the savage lands.

Bevan'sfamily put Wulfston to bed in the loft where the married couples dept, and were astonished to
find that Torio was wide awake—and full of questions about where their attackers had come from. If
only they had |eft one of them dive!

"l dinnaunderstand,” said Morgone, the old stonecutter who headed the family. "Weve had naught o
trouble wi' bandits. People herebouts, they like what Lord Wulfston's done. We got homes, food—who
needsturn bandit?"

"l don't know," Torio told him, "but we're going to find out."

Although he had explained that Reading took no physical energy, Torio did accept abed and went up to
it early, for he had messagesto deliver.

To cover the distances he must now Read, Torio had to leave hisbody. Had histraining a the Academy
proceeded normdlly, a his age he would be undertaking such an exercise occasionaly, under the
guidance of ateacher. The events of the past two years, however, had required him to Read over
distances so0 often that leaving his body had become commonplace.

He smoothed the bed and lay down carefully, positioned so that his circulation could not be cut off while
his body was unoccupied. Then he alowed his"sdf to drift upward.

Immediately, his Reading took on aclarity possible only when the flesh was|eft behind. No longer did he
have to visuaize the world ddliberately; it was dl there, without effort and without restriction.

He Read outward from the stonecutter's cottage, searching for sgns of further danger. A few milesdown
the road there was an inn, where local farmers sometimes stopped for acup of de at thistime of day.
That'sdl they were—farmers, the innkeeper, and hiswife and three daughters, one of them flirting with a
loca farm lad.

But there were no strangers, no travelers, and no one with aworry in his head except the boy wondering
if the girl hefavored cared for him, or whether she acted thisway with other customers.

Ignoring theinn, Torio scanned the fields, empty or emptying. Nothing more sinister there than rabbits
and fiedd mice. Nor did the woodlands harbor people, except for awoodcutter who lived thereand a
patrol of Wulfston's foresters out to see that no one took deer out of season.

Then where had thair attackers come from?



AsMorgone said, there was no widespread dissatisfaction among Wulfston's people. Only the bandits
who preyed on travelers were unhappy that the new Lord of the Land did not take the attitude of
Drakonius, who had ignored them aslong asthey did not interfere with his plansfor conquest.

Wulfston'sfirst impulse had been to give the bandits fair warning to mend their ways—and then wipe out
the oneswho refused to turn to farming, hunting, woodcutting, or other honest occupation. However, too
many outlaws were distrustful, having suffered many years of Drakonius unpredictability. Furthermore,
they considered this new lord, with his preference for aliance over conquest, to be dangeroudy
weak—easy prey for the next Drakonius.

Over the nearly two years of Wulfston's reign, though, he had made the main roads safe. Many outlaws
had decided that the risks of being caught now that there were Readersin the land outweighed the risks
of pledging loyalty to the new lord. The rest moved northward, out of the arearuled by the alliance of
Adepts and Readers who called their union the Savage Empire.

It was not Torio who had persuaded Wulfston not to track down all the outlaws and summarily execute
them. It was Jareth, his chief adviser from among his newly inherited people, who had pointed out that
under Drakonius rule many, many people had been so plundered asto be left with little choice except to
prey on othersto survive. While the mgority had returned gratefully to honest work at Wulfston's
invitation, there were enough suspicious ones that nearly everyone had kin or friend still outlaw.
Wholesde daughter of the hill bandits might well have turned hesitantly loyd followers againg Wulfston
onceagan.

Torio had agreed with Jareth, although for a Reader's reasons. enduring the pain and death of other
people turned any Reader againgt violence as a solution to violence.

After today's experience, though, he wondered if he could have been wrong. Might there have been less
suffering in thelong run had the bandits been permanently eiminated? They had obvioudy taken
Wulfston's decision as asign of weakness. How many other bands of minor Adepts were there? What
would they learn from what had happened today?

At least they would be easier to find in the future. Thistrip to Zendi was to meet with some of the
Readers who walked the Path of the Dark M oon—those who had not the strength or skill to attain the
rank of Magister or Master, but whose numbers had formerly made them the eyes and ears of an empire.
Wulfston intended to offer them his protection and acomfortable living in exchange for their forming such
anetwork in hisland.

Today, though, there was only Torio. Having determined that there were no other bandits hiding withina
day'sride in Wulfston's lands, he Read aong the little-used trail to the north, out beyond the border.

There, in the rough terrain where the chain of hills became the foothills of mighty mountains, Torio found a
camp. There must have been two hundred people, men, women, and children living in makeshift shelters,
tents, covered wagons, and pine-branch lean-tos. It was asort of semipermanent community which could
eadly pack up and move—as they seemed to be preparing to do soon.

The camp buzzed with excitement and expectation. Torio had no trouble Reading what was on every
mind: within the next few daystheir leaderswould return to tell them they had killed the upstart Wulfston,
and they would movein and take over hislands, turning them into an outlaw kingdom where they could
live at ease, plundering the foolish oneswho ill toiled in thefields.

No one here knew that their leaders, those with some Adept powers, lay dead in the quarry far insde
Wulfston'slands. Not one had escaped to tell thetale.



Torio knew that, leader less, they would probably bresk up again into small outlaw bands... until they
could coerce some other minor Adepts to try once more to unite againgt one lone Lord Adept. At least
that was what he told Lenardo when he contacted him in Zendi afew minutes later.

Helet Lenardo Read the day's experience directly from hismind, and then waited for his mentor's
comments.

/Y ou've done very wdll, Torio,// Lenardo told him. //Not long ago you would have come to me
immediately, instead of searching for the outlaw camp with your own powers.//

//But what should we do about them?// Torio asked.

Lenardo had |eft hiswife and daughter to entertain Lilith and her son Ivorn, who had just arrived. Now
he wasin his study, at the table which he and Aradia used for adesk. He selected amap. //Thecampis
not in our territory. | do not know whether one of the Lords Adept to the north of us considersthat area
his, or whether everyone leavesthat terrain to bandits and wanderers. | don't think that camp will break
up for afew days—they have no way of knowing what happened to their attack force until they send
someoneto investigate. Y ou found no sign of Readers among them? Somehow they found out that
Wulfston would be traveling without aretinue.//

/INo Readers// Torio told him with totd certainly. //Spiesin Zendi would have heard we were expected,
and then it would have been easy enough for just one person to watch Wulfston's castle to see whether
people gathered to form aretinue. And he's known for avoiding unnecessary ceremony* Besides, |
should think that anceit's an dliance of Readers with Adeptsthat has made their life difficult as bandits,
they'd be even more distrustful of Readers than most savages//

Lenardo smiled. //Who are the savages, Torio? Anybody who isn't us?/ But he obvioudy didn't expect
an answer. //Get somerest. I'll Read the outlaw camp in the morning, to make sure they're not planning
to move before we can decide what to do about them.//

/IAll right, as soon as I've reported to Rolf what happened today—Wulfston's household must think
we're with you by now, unless the watchers have reported otherwise. And if they have, they'll be worried
about us.//

/IGood thinking—always be considerate of those who depend on you.//

So Torio withdrew—and then sought the opposite direction, back to the castle where he and Wulfston
had begun their journey. It was il early evening; Rolf was just finishing a consulation with loca farmers
concerning the amount of rain needed in the next week.

Rolf, like Torio, had been born blind, but with asingle Adept power: control of westher. Then last
summer, with the help of Torio and Melissa, he had learned to Read. Now, athough he would never
have Torio's abilities, he no longer used astick to find hisway around, nor required anyone to guide him.
Even with only limited Reading power, he was happy with his newfound independence.

At the moment, he was the only Reader at Wulfston's castle. He could never have Read to the
stonecutter's cottage where Torio was, but a stronger Reader could always contact aweaker one. When
Torio touched Rolfs mind, the other boy quickly responded, //Have you reached Zendi aready?/

//No, but both Wulfston and | are unhurt.//
Only after that reassurance did he explain what had happened.

/How could anyone want to attack you and Lord Wulfston?/ Rolf asked in genuine bewilderment.



/ILord Torio, you and Wulfston must not travel without aretinue again.//

IIWEIl worry about that some other time. What you must do now iswatch for spies around the castle.
Somebody knew when Wulfston would be traveling, and that he and | would be done. That person
probably left the areawhen we did—but be alert for other strangers, Ralf. If one band of malcontents
could hatch such aplot, it's always possible there could be others.//

IIY es, my lord,// Rolf told him, and Torio knew security would be redoubled. So when he broke contact
and returned to his body, he was able to relax in the knowledge that he had done everything he had to,
and fal adegp—only to toss and turn with nightmares that disappeared when he woke, shaking, with a
haunting sense of guilt.

When Wulfston and Torio reached Zendi the next day, everyonein their circle dready knew what hed
happened, and agreed that something had to be done about the outlaw band. "If nothing ese,” said
Aradia, "we must make an example of them, so that no one €l se decides we are easy prey."

She hugged her brother, astriking visud contrast between the small, pae woman with hair so light a
blond it looked white in somelights, and thetall black man who called her sster. Wulfston at least |ooked
strong. Aradias apparent frailty belied the incredible Adept powers at her com-mand, for shewasin the
prime of her powers and still growing—as was Lenardo.

Woulfston had been adopted by Aradias father when his Adept powers manifested in early childhood.
The two children had somehow grown up best of friends, closer than many siblings by blood. There were
ill timeswhen Wulfston knew better than Lenardo how to cope with Aradias willfulness.

The group of people who together ruled the Savage Empire had grown to include Lenardo, Aradia,
Wulfston, Torio, Mdissa, Lilith, Ivorn, and Master Clement, who had been teacher to both Lenardo and
Torio. Mdissawas not there when they arrived; she was at the hospital set up herein Zendi so that the
most serioudly ill or injured need not be taken all the way to Gaetafor expert care. A Reader grown upin
an Academy, like Torio, she had aready been askilled heder when she learned to use Adept powers,
and now her ability to cure was dmost miraculous.

Torio went to hisroom and unpacked clean clothes, eager for the luxury of agenuine bath. At Wulfston's
castle he could have a shower, the water warmed by the sun on the rooftop cistern, or in winter a hot
bath with the water hauled by servantsto hisroom. But Zendi, which had once been an Aventine city,
hed red plumbing—and it was put to full usein the luxurious bathhouse.

Decius, ayoung Reader who had come here with Master Clement, joined him, walking easily on his
wooden leg. "Zanos says the Master Sorcerers of Maduramight be able to grow meanew leg,” he
announced as he removed his peg before diding into the water.

"What?' Torio asked in confusion. He recalled Zanos, the huge red-haired gladiator who had turned out
to have minor Adept powers. He had seduced afemale Reader—Torio couldn't remember her name.
The two had escaped the Aventine Empire in the chaos of the short war last summer, and ingratiated
themsalves with Lilith by keeping another band of outlaws from taking over her castle and stedling her
treasures while she was away.

"He's been asking everybody about Madura,”" Decius explained in typical adolescent carelessnessfor
logical connections. "That's where he was born, and kidnapped and brought to Tiberiumto bea
gladiator. | mean, he was captured as alittle boy, and then when he grew up—"

"| understand, Decius," said Torio, luxuriating in water degp enough to swim in. "What's this about
Master Sorcerers?’



"l guessthat'swhat they call Adeptsthere— but they're Readers, too, and they can do lots more than
our Adepts. At leadt, that's what the legends say. Some sailors said—"

"Sailors tales, Decius? Aren't you agood enough Reader to tell they make most of their adventures up?”

"Wadll, other people say it, too. They say they can make cut-off limbs grow back—they could probably
fix your eyes, too."

"| get dong just finewithout them,” Torio reminded him.

"Wel... they say they have the power to fly. And do real magic, like turning men into monkeys.
And—they even say they can bring the dead back to lifel”

Torio laughed, and lunged for Decius, ducking him. The younger boy retdiated, pulling Torio under, then
waiting to splash water in hisface when he emerged snorting.

But Torio was bigger and stronger, and the better Reader. Decius could not shield histhoughts aswell,
50 Torio knew which move he would make next, and captured the wriggling boy to duck him again.

When Decius shot out of the depths, blowing water out of his mouth, Torio caught him and pinned him
againg the pool wal for amoment. "Decius, storieslike that arefunto tell around thefirein the evening,
but you know they are misunderstandings, if they're not totally imaginary. Did you counter the sailors by
telling them you have afriend who was raised from the dead?’

"Wdll, uh—" Torio Read that the boy had had to work very hard not to yield to that temptation.

"Y ou see? Y ou know | wasn't dead—just some nonReaders thought | was, so when | turned up dive
they thought the savage healers had brought me back. That's how accurate you can expect those stories
the sailorstold you to be. Flying, indeed!”

"Why nat, if the Adept is powerful enough?' Decius demanded stubbornly.

"How long can any Adept work directly against nature? Or did your sailors claim that these sorcerers
with their powersto regrow limbs and eyes used them to grow wingsfor themsdaves?'

"No—don't be silly!" Decius protested, hurt by Torio's mocking tone. At Fifteen, hewas il fighting to
be taken serioudly.

"Hey—I'm sorry,” said Torio. "Decius, it'sjust that you don't understand the limitations of Adept powers
yet. Tak to Magter Lenardo and Master Clement about Reading for some of the Lords Adept. You're
good enough to do most of what they require, and it will give you abetter idea of just how limited an
Adept's powers are when you see someone like Wulfston or Aradia collapse after an Adept trick that
uses up al their reserves. If you knew how much energy it took to lift something against gravity even for
just amoment, you'd redizewhy flying isimpossble.”

"Yeah... | know," Decius said grudgingly. "But—how can you be sure there aren't Adepts somewhere
with even more powers than Wulfston or Aradia?'

"Youreright—I don't know," Torio conceded. No one understood exactly how Adept powers worked,
for an Adept using them was unRead-able. Even Readers who had learned Adept tricks, like Lenardo
and Melissa, found that they could not Read at the same time they were applying Adept power.

When the two boys had finished their bath, they dressed in familiar Aventine-style tunics, the
warm-wegther garb Lenardo had popularized in hislands. Torio sill felt more comfortable in such clothes



than in the sk shirts, hose, and tabards of the savage style.

Decius 4till worethe plain white linen tunic of a Reader in training, while Torio'swas green silk, edgedin
gold embroidery—a concession to his position as a savage lord. He would have preferred to dressin the
black-edged white tunic indicative of a Reader who had reached one of the upper ranks.

Master Clement till wore the robes of aMaster

Reader—scarlet cloak over a black-banded white tunic—every day. Lenardo, who had the right to them
aswell, wore them only on ceremonia occasions.

At nineteen, Torio knew it was better to follow Lenardo's example than Master Clement's, for there was
no denying that the world had changed.

Lords Adept had no rulesfor clothing except richness, it appeared. Astheir powers made them
individudigtic, their garb was idiosyncratic—just as Readers dressed dike because their powers united
them rather than setting them apart from one another.

Only it'sall the same power, Torio reminded himsalf as he entered Lenardo's house and Read Méelissa
waiting for himin the courtyard.

"Decius, Mdissas—"

"I know," the younger boy told him. "Go on and get al slly with her. Y ou don't have to worry that /'//
Read what you're doing!"

In another year or sd you'll understand, thought Torio to himself, wondering if Master Clement was
trying to stem that awakening in Decius. He had beaten it out of the young Lenardo, Torio had once
Read to his utter astonishment. He had never known the gentle Master Reader to use physica
punishment on any other student. Despite his efforts, the desire had merely lain dormant in Lenardo until
he met Aradia

Torio had experienced the vague yearnings of adolescence some years ago, too, but he had sublimated
them until he had met Melissalast year. Now... neither of them knew how to achieve what they wanted.
Marriage, they were sure—but when? They were young enough to wait, but aso young enough not to
want to. Had they not both been brought up in the segregated disciplines of the Academy system, they
might smply have followed their inclinations by now.

But both had desires beyond those of the flesh. Torio's Reading abilities were growing a arate which
astonished the Master Readers. While Médlissals Reading talent was maturing only at the normd rate for
her age and potentia, she had added Adept powers which were growing daily.

The wisdom of both Readers and Adepts who tried to advise the young couple wasto wait until their
growth spurt had reached its peak before consummeating their physica desires.

Thusit was easier for them to be gpart most of the time. Nonetheless, Torio went eagerly to the sheltered
bench in the courtyard where Mdissawaited.

She was adender young woman with a heart-shaped face and dark hair whose natural curl asserted itself
in soft wisps about her face. Spring sunshine had aready brought out the freckles across her nose, and
she appeared healthy and contented and happy to see him.

They Read each other without words for amoment. Then Torio took Mdissainto hisarms. Both
stopped Reading, to assure ther privacy. That left Torio blind, but his other senses were thoroughly



saturated with thefed, taste, and scent of Mdissa

They kissed until both were satisfied that they were redly together, then sat down sde by side, Torio's
arm around Melissa, her head on his shoulder.

"I'm so glad you're here," shetold him. "1 heard what happened yesterday.”
"Let'snot talk about that," said Torio. "How are you? How are your hedling techniques progressing?’

"Steedily. Torio, | don't understand why you can't learn Adept powers. If those attackers had succeeded
inkilling Wulfston yesterday, you'd have been helpless.” She shuddered.

"I haven't forgotten how to use asword," he reminded her.
"Aganst people who can stop your heart at a distance?’

"I know. But if you had felt those people burning to desth as| did... perhaps you wouldn't be so eager
to increase your Adept powers.”

She nodded againgt his shoulder. "The Lords Adept have traditionally used their powersfor
destruction—even someone as thoughtful as Wulfston doesit ingtinctively when hislifeisthreastened. But
when those powers are turned to hedling. .. Torio, do you remember Zanos?'

"Y ou, too? Decius was just chattering about him. What's going on”?"

"Zanos and hiswife Agtracame with Lilith, and we had along talk last night. Y ou know, Lilith has st
apart some of her landsfor Zanos and Agtrato rule—they each have both Reading and Adept powers.
But Zanosisn't ready to settle down herein the Savage Empire until he goes back to his homeland, which
he hasn't seen in over twenty years.”

"The home of the Magter Sorcerers?' Torio asked.

"Yed" Mdissasad eagerly. "Madura. It'sagroup of largeidands, far in the northern sea. Zanos wants
to seeif hisvillageisdill there, and if any of hiskinfolk aredill living."

"So why shouldn't he go and seeif he wantsto? Mdissa, we're not trying to hold people who don't want
to stay here, are we?"

"No—of course Zanos and Astraare freeto go. But it will be along journey. They'relooking for people
who might want to join their expedition. There could be dangers, so they want as many Adepts and
Readers as possible.”

"And you want to go,” Torio said flatly, firmly quelling the urge to Read her.

Hefdt Médissalift her head, and knew shewaslooking a him. "Yes" shesad. "l want to go. Torio, they
have hedling techniques far beyond anything we know. Here, ababy born blind can be hedled, but
nothing can be done for someone your age. In Madura—"

"—they canfly, too," heinterrupted her.

"Torio, thisisserioud Yes, it'shard to filter out the truth from the garbled stories—but we are just
floundering here, using trial and error to learn how Readers and Adepts can best join their powers. In
Madurathey aready know! So why should it be surprising that they can do thingswe can't?'

"At least you're alittle morelogica than Decius," hetold her. "But Mdissa, you till have so much to



learn here. Let the adventurous ones go—and if they find the Madurans friendly and willing to trade
knowledge and goods, if they have these headling powers you're so eager for, then of course you will go
and study in one of their hospitas. But to undertake along, dangerous journey on the basis of afew
exaggerated tales—"

"You sound just like Lenardo!™ she said in exas-peration. "Torio, you're young—don't you want some
adventurein your life? | do. | loveyou, but | don't want to stay here just because you're afraid to stir out
of one sfelittle haven—"

"Just yesterday | was nearly killed in this'safe little haven'! Melissa, | have had enough adventurein the
past two yearsto last alifetime. If you want to go with Zanos—"

Suddenly Méelissawas no longer leaning againgt him. He could fed her, ill on the bench besde him,
gtting bolt upright as she demanded, "What did you say?"

At alossto explain her reaction, he repeated, "1've had enough adventure—"
" No—after that."

"| started to say, if you want to go with Zanos, | won't try to stop you except to ask you to think it
through with me."

He could fed her eyesboring into him, and let himsdaf Read her. Shewas staring at him in dlarm, Reading
himin return. "Torio—I'm sorry. What | said to you was out of line—but you don't even know what you
sadto me!”

"Well, what did | say?"

He could fed her fear and concern as shetold him, ™Y ou broke off in the middle of a sentence. Then you
took your arm away from around me, focused your eyes on me the way you do when you're
Reading—except that | knew you were not seeing me—and then you said, "Y our destiny, Méelissa, isto
be found in the frozen ide of Madura. Zanos fate lies not there, but in aland he has never seen, beyond
the southern sea.' "

"That'sslly," hesaid. "'l don't talk that way, and I'd certainly know if | said any such thing. I'm trying to
talk you out of going to Madura, so why would [—?"

But he could Read that she had heard him say the very words she claimed—he Read it through her eyes,
saw himsdlf, heard his voice spesk it.

"By the godd" he whispered.
"l... I think so," whispered Mdissain return.

"Well," said Torio, "if what | saidistrue, if your destiny truly doesliein Madura—then so does mine!™

Chapter Two

Prophecy!" said Master Clement when Torio and Melissalet him and Lenardo Read their memories of
what had happened in the courtyard. " Son, thisisarare gift, and a dangerous one.”

"Not so rare," Torio protested. "Y ou have it, Master Lenardo,” he appeal ed.

"No," said Lenardo, who had finaly given up on getting Torio to address him by his savegetitle, "what |



have are precognitive flashes. They are incomplete, and often incoherent, but they are scenes, not words,
and | do not blank them out.”

"They are dso dways your own experiences,” Magter Clement reminded him, then turned to Torio.

"Y ou, son, have just predicted the future of two other people. What you said, athough it doesn't tell us
much, isacomplete thought and certainly comprehensible. A prophet dways knows other peopl€'s
futures, never hisown."

Torio shivered. "I don't want to know. Thisisn't like Reading. | don't likeit!"

"Why, Torio?" asked Mdissa. "Because you told meit'sright for me to go to Madura, even though you
don't want meto?"

"No—because | didn't know what I'd said!"
"Magter Clement,” said Lenardo, "that isnot usud, isit?I've never known a Reader with this gift before.

"Nor 1," replied the old man. "It has been generations since the last—but no, | do not recdl that the
prophet cannot hear his own prophecy. Torio, | think you smply refused to hear yoursdlf tell Mdlissashe
will go far awvay from here."

"What happensif | don't go?' asked Méelissa

"Youwill go," said Lenardo. "My precognitive flashes are of fated events. They always happen, dthough
amost never in the context | expect.”

Master Clement added, "Under the circumstances, thereis no reason to think Torio is pulling a prank,
nor isthis gift something he sought, so it isnot wishful thinking. Torio, can you tel me my fate?'

"A child in the womb, avoice from the tomb, ageneration of gloom if you serve not your doom."

Thistime Torio heard the words he spoke—yet it was as if they were spoken by someone else. He had
no ideawhere that doggerel verse came from, or what it meant.

"Interesting,” said Magter Clement. "What about Decius?"
Thistime Torio was silent. When no involuntary words came, he said, "1 guess| don't know."

"Probably because the boy has not yet done enough in life to establish adirection. Or to attract the notice
of the gods, as some men would put it. At the present time, nothing in hislifeisfated.”

Melissa protested, "Then you are saying that the gods will send me to Madura whether | want to go or
not?'

Lenardo held out hisright arm, displaying the dragon's-head brand. "In the days of the white wolf and the
red dragon, there will be peace throughout the land. | had never heard that prophecy, Mdlissa, nor did |
know of Aradiaand the white wolf that is her symbol before | came to these lands—and yet sheand |
together are making that prophecy cometrue.”

" And when the moon devoured the sun last year, Tiberium fell, asit wasforetold,” Master Clement
added.

"But we had that one wrong," Torio said eagerly. "It wasn't the eclipse. It was when the failed Readers
on the Path of the Dark Moon turned against the Emperor, whose symbol was the sun!™



"Misinterpretation is precisaly why this gift is so dangerous, son," explained Master Clement. "L ook at
the damage we did trying to prevent that prophecy from coming true.”

"The point," put in Lenardo, "isthat the prophecies do come true, no matter how we try to prevent them.
Melissa, my limited experience suggests that you would do better to take your journey to Madurawith
Zanos than to tempt fate by refusing. Y our destiny appearsto be to become agreat hedler. If that is so,
then you will never be satisfied until you go and learn those techniques the Maduran sorcerers have to
offer.”

"If they will teach you," said Zanos when Melissaand Torio approached him about joining his expedition.
"The stories are contradictory,” he explained, "and yet Astra's powers say the people who tell them to us
are speaking the truth—or what they think isthe truth. The Madural remember was a peaceful land
ruled by Master Sorcerers who kept the weather moderate, so that ours was agarden ise. Now, I'm
told, they ignore the people's needs, and the climate has become so cold that the whole land isfrozen and
nothing grows.”

"And the heders?' asked Mdissa.

They had found Zanos done in the suite of rooms he shared with hiswife Adtra, in the guest house
reserved for Lilith and her retinue. Zanos still looked very much the gladiator, ahuge, strongly muscled
man who rarely stayed il for more than afew minutes at atime. His head was crowned with flaming red
hair, and he raked it back with hisfingers as he paced the room which seemed too small to contain his
restless bulk.

"I don't know what's happened to the heders,” he told them. "At one time they were supposed to be the
greatest in the world—but now | hear they have gonetoo far, usurping the powers of the gods. Firgt it
was restoring life to the dead. Then metamorphosing men into animals. My friends, ever sncel left
Tiberium | have been inquiring about Madura—and these are the stories I've been told.

"What | have pieced together tells me only onething for certain: the rulers of Madura have stopped
making their peopletheir first priority. Now they liveto pursuethe limits of their powers... whilether
peopleliveinfear. Infact, the daverstell me Madurans go eagerly aboard their ships, willing to grasp at
any chanceto escape.”

"Y et you dill want to go there?" asked Torio.

"It was my home," Zanosreplied. "1 cannot rest until 1 know if my brother survived theraidinwhich|
wastaken. And... | must know whether Madura could still be my home. All my life | have dreamed of
returning. | cannot smply forget that dream; | must know whether my fateliesin Madura”

Melissalooked at Torio, but he said nothing. When they left Zanos, she asked, "Why didn't you tell him
what you prophesied?’

"Because nothing | could say would stop him from going. He has alegitimate quest, Mdlissa— what if he
doesfind his brother living miserably under this new rule? Perhaps he can bring him back here, to livein
thelandshe and Agrawill rule”

"And?' she perssted.

"And... you must go to Madura. Better with awell-equipped expedition of Readers and Adeptsthanin
someway we might regret. Besides, if these things | say provetrue, then Zanoswill haveto return
safely—and therefore so will you and 1."



Onceit was decided on, plans for the expedition moved quickly—»but it was only aminor concern of the
Readers and Adepts who had gathered in Zendi.

In the past year, Lenardo and Aradia had had to put down an attempted takeover of their new
government by what was |eft of the Aventine army, and put an end to the corrupt practices of Readers
who had been asmall but powerful core within the Aventine Empire. Their leaders might have died in the
earthquake that toppled Tiberium, but having once broken their Reader's Oaths they went right on
Reading peopl€'s private affairs and using what they discovered to extort money or favors.

Ultimately, Lenardo had had no choice but to make examples of the worst of them in apublic execution.
The others were scattered to menia positionsin Academies now governed by Master Readers who had
sworn loyalty to their vows a second time, under Oath of Truth before Lenardo and Master Clement.

Lenardo'sincreased powers meant that not even the most powerful Master Reader could lieto him, but it
was Master Clement the other Readers trusted. Despite his protests that Lenardo had the greatest
Reading powers ever known, Clement was elected Master of Masters, head of the Council of Master
Readers. That, to Torio's mind, was the best decision they had made in years.

Now that the upper ranks of Readers could be trusted once again, they were able to determine how best
to use the lesser Readers on the Path of the Dark Moon. Most of those who had not been involved in the
attack on Tiberium had smply continued with their assgnments as scouts, messengers, midwives, and
generd finders of thingslog.

There were thousands of such people, willing to accept the rule of the new Council of Masters— but
there were a so hundreds who now knew that they possessed minor Adept powers aswell astheir small
Reading ability. Mogt of those who had joined in the group-mind that took on alife of its own to destroy
Tiberium had spent the year Since coping with guilt.

Not only corrupt senators had died, but innocent men aswell; not only Master Portiaand other

Master Readerswho had lent their powersto politicians and criminas, but other Readers who had
honestly done nothing but obey the Masters to whom they had sworn loyalty; not only the tyrannica roya
family, but dso hundreds of soldierswho had been doing nothing but their duty, and equa numbers of
ordinary Aventine citizens out to watch the Emperor review histroops.

The belief that misusing one's powers weakened them was such abasic tenet of Academy teaching that
many of the minor Readersin that destructive group-mind found themsaves mind-blind afterward. That
was anormal temporary effect of using Adept power, but for these Readersit continued, because they
believed themsdves no longer worthy to be Readersat dll.

Within the past year, many had been brought gently back to their original small powers, and some were
brave enough to experiment with Adept powersfor healing or other positive purpose. But others had
given up, and weretrying to find a place for themsalves as ordinary people with no specia powersat dl.

Because of the widespread corruption and rebellion in what had been the Aventine Empire, the savage
aliance had alowed little movement acrossthe old border. After ayear of savagerulelittle different for
most people from what they had experienced under the Emperor, it wastime to allow more freedom to
travel.

Readers on the Path of the Dark Moon, however, were astonished to be offered new assgnments,
instead of merely being informed by the Council of Mastersthat they were being sent to a different place.
Both Wulfston and Lilith wanted to set up relays of Readersin their lands, to transmit messages both
more quickly and more privately than the watchers did with their code of flashing lights.



It ill frightened many of these minor Readersto find the Lords Adept unReadable. But they could Read
Lenardo, Master Clement, Torio, or Melissa—and they reassured them of the Adepts good intentions.

Soon it was settled who would go to Wulfston's lands—but the Lord Adept was shocked when Torio
told him hewould not be returning.

"But why, Torio?" Wulfston asked. "Have | offended you in someway?"

Torio shut out the vision of the hill bandits burning to death. "No, not at dl. | consider you avaued
friend, Wulfston, and | hope to work with you again when | return.”

"Return? Where are you going?'
"To Madurawith Zanosand Astra... and Mdissa"
"l see, But that'snot dl, isit?'

"What do you mean?' Torio Read Wulfston curioudly, trying once again to detect some sign that the
Adept was actualy Reading. His sengitivity at times made any other conclusion seem impossible, yet
once more Torio could fed nothing when hetried to engage Wulfston'smind.

"Torio, you have been avoiding me ever since we arrived in Zendi—and even before we got here, you
hardly talked to me on the last day'sride. | know that you suffered terribly when | burned those
bandits... but you've been working with Adeptsong enough to know that | had no choice.”

"I know," Torio admitted. ™Y ou did what you had to, but what you had to do, what you could do, was
so terrible. | understand why you can't learn to Read, Wulfston. If you once Read the effects of an Adept
trick like that one, you would never be ableto do it again. And inasmilar Stuation, you'd bekilled."

"Or | might be able to Read how to avoid getting killed without causing my attackers so much pain,”
Waulfston replied. "Adepts are not callous, Torio—at least not dl of usare.”

"Oh, Wulfston—I know that!" said Torio, horribly embarrassed that hisfriend could think he thought ill of
him. "It's not you—it'sme. | fill don't know what I'm supposed to be—and | guessthat'swhy | can't
learn Adept powers, ether. I'm terrified of what | might do with them. And then just when I'm confused
enough dready, | have to devel op this new power—"

"What new power? Show me!" said Wulfston, obvioudy expecting some evidence that Torio wasindeed
gtarting to develop the power of mind over matter.

But at the Adept's direct demand, Torio found himself once more speaking words whose source he did
not know. "Y our fateislinked with Lenar-do's—but it is your own destiny you will seek far away, only
to find where you began.”

"What?' Wulfston stared a him, puzzled.

Torio shrugged. "That's it. When people ask mether fate, | suddenly tell them something. Don't ask me
what it means, though.”

"Well, | dready know my fateislinked with Lenardo's. Ever since he hel ped Aradiaand me bring our
father out of hiscoma, it's been obvious that we share adestiny. He seemed to be my brother even
before he married Aradia. But seeking my destiny far away—does that mean I'm supposed to go with
you to Madura?'



"No," said Torio, again not knowing where the word came from.
"For someone who's confused about his own fate, you certainly sound positive about other people’s”

"l don't fed pogtive” Torio explained. "Thisisn't like Reading, Wulfston. All | know isthe words asthey
come, and nothing more about them. And | wish people would stop asking me that kind of question—it's
frightening when | blurt out the answer, whether | want to or not.”

"You'reright that | can't leave my people at this point,” Wulfston agreed. "'l suppose if Mdissas going,
there's no stopping you, isthere?!

"No, there'snot."
"Then go with my best wishes, Torio—and may the gods protect you.”

Before the troop of Readers and Adepts could begin their journey to Madura, though, there was one
more task to complete. The hill bandits were growing restlessin their camp, and before they dispersed
the savage dliance wanted to make certain they did not again consder an attack on any of their
members. So asmal group of Readers and Adepts set out to show them just how foolish such amove
would be.

Lenardo and Aradialed the expedition—not because their tremendous powers were necessary to the
plan, but because both weretired of staying in Zendi to arbitrate political and social disputes.

They jumped eagerly at the chance to ride out into the countryside.

Lilith rode with them, paired with Lenardo's adopted daughter Julia, whose Reading powers were quite
amazing for an eleven-year-old. Lilith's son Ivorn, whose Adept powers were devel oping strongly, was
closein ageto Decius, and the two boyswere partners for the occasion.

Zanos and Astra, Mdissaand Torio completed their numbers, for Wulfston had returned to hislandstwo
days before.

Ten people rode out against two hundred outlaws, taking no army, no retinue. Their point was precisaly
to show that the small group could control such large numbers.

Their arrival was perfectly timed. Two of the dead bandits horses had found their way back to the camp,
prompting the outlaws to send out scouts—who returned to report dl the attackers dead while the small
party from Zendi had still not entered the area covered by the lookouts for the outlaw camp.

Of theten, only Lilith and Ivorn could not Read at al. Therest depended on Lenardo's powers, for while
Adept powers could bejoined, agroup of minor Adepts equaling the powers of alLord Adept, Reading
powers did not combine. Other Readers, though, could link minds with the most powerful Reader in the
party, and Read everything he could.

Lenardo was the most powerful Reader in the history of the Aventine Academy system—although the
incredible growth of his powers had come only in the past two years, after he had left that system to
interact with the savages. He could Read over great distances without leaving his body, and could discern
thefinest of digtinctionsin things so small asto beinvisbleto the eye. Not even other Master Readers
could get alie past him, and he had achieved the legendary ability to Read without being Read in return.

And besides dl that, he had learned to use Adept powers—at least to alimited extent, just as Aradia had
learned to Read, dthough with little distance or discernment. As she exceeded the abilities of any Adept
in memory, together they made the most formidable pair ever to rulein the savage lands. Fortunatdly,



neither of them had been raised to be atyrant, and together they were working toward agovernment that
would dlow their people some say in their lives without thinking their leeders vulnerable.

Thissmdl expedition would surely become part of the legend they were building.

The outlaw camp wasin aferment of activity asthe news pread that their Adepts had died trying to take
Wulfston. Tork) and Mdissacircled to the east of the camp as Lenardo and Aradiamoved ahead to
take up positions to the north. Zanos and Astraled the others around to the west, and within an hour they
weredl in pogtion, linked easily by the eight Readers.

Then they moved deliberately on the camp lookouts. Zanos and Astradid off their horses, crept up on
three men watching the trail below, and netted them in a seine such as fishermen used—or gladiatorsin
the arena. While they were securing them in ahopeless tangle, confiscating knives and swords which
might cut through the net, Aradiaand Lilith were smply putting severd other guardsto deep.

Being bombarded with the images of dl this happening a once was somewhat disconcerting, but
L enardo had become accustomed to assimilating so much sensory data, and hel ped the other Readers
focus

Torio and Mdlissa crept up on aman and two women, whose dog raised its hackles and began to growl.
/IWulfston would be able to calm him,// observed Torio.

"Wassa matter, boy?' one of the women asked suspicioud y—but the dog turned from growling to
whining, wagging itstail and butting her leg with its head. And when she reached down to pat it, she
toppled on over, adeep at her post. The man jumped up, but collgpsed in histurn, as did the other
woman as she turned to flee, caught as she was drawing breath to shout awarning.

By thetime Torio and Melissa had secured their prisoners so they would not be able to move when they
woke, al the other guards had been smilarly dispatched. The party from Zendi moved in on the camp
from every sde.

They announced their presence with acircle of flame, shooting out of the ground al around the outlaw
camp. People shouted and ran, dogs barked, horses reared and screamed.

The flames disappeared asif they had never been—but the moment a hastily |oaded wagon bolted, new
flames shot up before the horses. They bucked, upsetting the wagon and spilling people and belongingsin
atangled hesp.

The Readers and Adepts moved in, thunderbolts and sheets of flame preceding them, driving the bandits
inexorably into aknot of frightened peoplein the center of the smal valley. They moved between the
shelters and wagons, leaving them on the perimeter, while the people were herded like sheep into a
cluster where they could al hear what they weretold.

"Some of your people,” Lenardo shouted, "came into our lands and attacked two of ours—a Reader and
aLord Adept. They learned what powers we have—and that we will not allow such attacks on oursalves
and our people. Now you must learn!™

The smell of fear sweat clogged Torio's nostrils. Almost two hundred people huddled, prepared to die
horribly. Children wailed, parents having no words to comfort them. They were hel pless, they knew it,
and they wereterrified.

All but one boy—no, girl—who turned to face Lenardo defiantly. She said nothing, but her mind spoke
resignation rather than fear, ganding out clearly againgt the miasma of sick terror behind her. And there



was something else—her resignation was not because she felt she deserved to die, but because shefdt
that the whole world was like—

Torio could not Read her specific thoughts againgt the images of horrible pain and desth flowing through
the minds of al the other people. They were alowed to stew for long moments before Lenardo spoke

agan.
"Y ou recognize that we can easily kill you?'
Frightened eyes|ooked all around the circle, as people clung to one another, shivered, and nodded.

"Y ou see how many of usthere are? Only ten— but we are both Readers and Adepts. Together, we
cannot be defeated!”

Despair settled over the huddled outlaws, as they assumed the delay meant their captors planned to
torture them before they killed them. Again that one girl's resignation stood out from the despair of the
rest.

But then Lenardo added, "We do not plan to kill you."
Heads snapped to attention; minds surged with hope and suspicion.

"We know what you are thinking," Lenardo continued. "Y ou can no longer plan a sneak attack on alLord
Adept in the Savage Empire—for there will dways be Readers to see that no secret plan can be
implemented. Nor can you commit crimes againgt our citizens—your guilt will be Read. If you want to
become honet citizens and work for aliving, you may return with usto Zendi—but be warned that it will
take you along whileto earn our trust.

"But if you wish to remain outsde the law, then remain outside our borders! If any of you are caught
trying to harm our people in any way, you will be executed—publicly, as an exampleto others. Do you
understand?’

They didn't quite believe him—Torio Read the usua disbelief that such apowerful Lord could show
mercy, which most of these people still regarded as aweakness. Still, relief grew, and he could Read
some of them, especidly familieswith children, whispering to one another that thiswastheir chanceto
leave the outlaw life. Surdly whatever work the Lord of Zendi assigned them could not be worse than the
short, uncertain lives of outlaws.

To complete theimpression, the Readers and
Adepts broke thelr circle and gathered on either side of Lenardo and Aradia

The cowed bandits hesitantly |eft their huddle and returned to their campsites, those closest to the
gathered Readers and Adeptslast, asif they were afraid moving would attract notice and perhaps
arbitrary punishment. But severa plucked up their courage and actudly came forward to knedl before
Lenardo and Aradia. "Melord, melady," said the woman who appeared to lead them, "my man was one
o' them what you killed—please, melord, lemmework 'n’ take care o' me kids!"

"Of course," Lenardo said gently. ""Come back to Zendi. Thereis plenty of work for willing hands."

The girl Torio had noticed before watched skeptically. Now she gave a snort of disgust, and spat out
something in alanguage he didn't know—all he could Read was that it was one of those oaths so vile that
the usersforget what the words originaly meant, passing them from generation to generation aswords
taboo in themsaves.



But Zanos strode forward. "Y ou there—boy! Y ou're from Madural™
lIShesagirl,// Torio Read Adtratdl her husband.

Only then did Torio redly "look™ at the girl. She was somewhere about his own age, but because shewas
dressed as aboy shelooked younger. Her hair, dirty and chopped off raggedly, was adightly darker red
than Zanos, and her eyeswere aclear green. The beauty of her sculpted face beneath the dirt and the
hair hanging in her eyes showed him at once why she had hidden her sex while living among these

ruffians

"Lass," Zanoswas saying more gently, in his native language. The concepts were concrete, mak-ing it
easy for Torio to Read what he was saying even though he did not know Maduran. "Why did you come
away from Madura? What are you doing among these outlaws? Y ou are from my homeland, girl—tell
me, how long ago were you last there?!

Her green eyesflashed fire as she spat back, " Sorcerer! Y ou think you'll take me back to Madek? Il
kill mysdf firg!"

"What? Who is Mddek? Child, it is more than twenty years since | was stolen away from Madura,”
Zanostold her. "l seek to find out whether any of my kin survived theraid in which | wastaken.”

"Why should | beieve you?' the girl demanded.

Hedidn't have an answer, but hiswife did. Astraturned to those bandits who had come forward to
indicate willingnessto return to Zendi and asked in the savage language, pointing to Zanas, "Isthere
anyone among you who knowswho thisman is?"

That drew blank staresfrom al but one man, who squinted at the red-haired giant and replied in the same
language but with an Aventine accent, "1 remember—I seen him in the arena oncet. That's Zanosthe
Gladiator."

"And wheredid you see him?'

"Adigia—afore Drakoniustook the last bit o' land right where we was farmin'. That journey't'seethe
gameswasthe last time me an' my wife had a happy timet'gether.”

"You see?' Adrasad to thegirl. "Zanoswas indgde the Aventine Empire for the past twenty years, just
ashetold you."

"Sowhat?" asked the girl.

"So | had nothing to do with what is happening in Maduranow," Zanos replied. "Please, lass, if you were
there recently, tell mewhat is happening in my homeland.”

Zanos and Agtra, Torio and Méelissatook the girl—who had little to pack in the way of
possessions—aside to talk while the rest of the bandits were loading their horses and wagons.

"What isyour name?' Zanos asked.
The girl looked resentfully at Astra, and said aoud what her mind had aready told the Readers. "Dirdra.”
"Why did you leave Madura?'

"I told you. To escape Madek."



When she spoke the name, Torio Read acombination of fear, revulsion, anger, and despair.

"What did thisMadek do to you, Dirdra, to make you hate him so?' Astra spoke gently, adding,
"No—not to you, wasit? To someone you love."

Forced to think about something she had thrust to the back of her mind, Dirdralost some of her
toughness. Tears burned behind her eyes, and one escaped to dide down her cheek. "My brother,” she
sadinatight voice. "Madek destroyed him."

"Killed him?" Zanos asked before the better Readers could stop him.
"No," Dirdrareplied. "l wish hehad. And | couldn't—couldn't stop him from—"

A painful sob heaved the girl'schest. Then, "He's till divel™ she choked out. "Why didn't | have the
grength to kill him rather than let him livethat way?"

Torio Read odd flashes of a shadowed, bent figure as Dirdrafought her own memories, refusing the
agony of seeing dearly what her brother had become. But all the Readers—even Zanos, Reading with
Astra—recognized that Madek had crippled him in some terrible manner.

It was Melissawho asked, "Why?"
"Madek wanted me," the girl replied. "He. .. wanted me awake and willing, not mind-forced, not orbu.”
"Orbu?" asked Zanos, not knowing the word in what was supposed to be his native language.

Dirdra said something e se that Torio could not understand because Zanos didn't. With the strange
words, though, came images—a beautiful young woman, a handsome young man, physicaly perfect but
without the spark of intelligencein their eyes. They were dolls or puppets, yet they wereliving flesh and
moved with human grace.

It was achamber of acastlein which Dirdra— held ill and silent by Adept power—was forced to
stand and watch. The pair of exquisitely beautiful automatons approached the man who reclined on the
couch: Maldek.

Torio was startled to see that he was~young— somehow he had expected an aged drooling lecher.
Rather, Madek appeared to bein histhirties, and afine specimen of manhood. His broad shoulders
were exaggerated by atabard built out beyond them—yet he would not have needed that extra width.
Hewas built amost as powerfully as Zanos.

His slver-encrusted black tabard was cut short, to reved long, well-formed legs to which his black hose
gave full display. He posed, oneleg bent, as physicaly beautiful asthe pair before him—but dive,
charged with vitdlity.

His hair wasthick, and darker than the Maduran norm, showing red glintsin the torchlight, but hiseyes
were Maduran blue, fringed with thick black lashes. Lest the eyes seem effeminate, his jaw was square
and firm. Otherwise his features were finely chisdled, and he was clean-shaven to display them.

Torio recognized that Dirdrafelt apowerful physical attraction to Maldek, but what she knew of his
character caused her to deny it. The scene she was remembering showed why.

Maldek beckoned the young man and woman forward. They were dressed only in loose smocks, and at
his command dropped them, standing in naked glory.



The woman was golden blond, perfectly formed from ample but youthfully firm breasts through dender
waist to hipsjust full enough to balancein lovely curves above long, dender legs.

The man had the more typically Maduran reddish hair, on the sandy side. He, too, had been chosen at
the peak moment of youth verging on maturity, astrong body, well proportioned and toned with exercise.

At Madek's command, the man began to stroke and fondle the woman. Both of them became excited,
sweat sheening their bodies—but their eyes remained dead.

Suddenly Madek snapped hisfingers. Although aroused and unsatisfied, the young man ingtantly let go of
the woman. Dropping hisarmsto his sides, he turned and with stiff, reluctant steps|eft the room.

Thewoman took one step after him, holding out her arms with awordless cry of disgppointment. Then,
although Maldek did not speak, she turned and walked seductively toward the couch.

Madek rose. Each move an eager caress, the woman began to remove his clothes, kissing hisskin as she
exposed it.

Dirdratried to close her eyes, to turn her head away, but Madek's power held her helpless. His beautiful
but cold eyesfixed on her over the shoulder of the woman undressing him.

"Y ou see what you can have, Dirdra? Cometo mefredly; let usenjoy our youth and hedlth together.
Enjoy, Dirdra. Know the pleasure only aMaster Sorcerer can give."

At hiswords, ahot wave of arousa spread upward from Dirdrasloins. She blushed in agonized
embarrassment as she recognized her body's yearning—

"No! Ohhh... no!"

Dirdras scream wasin the present—at the time she was remembering, Maldek had held her powerless
to speak, Reading her reactionswith evil glee.

Now she stared at the four Readers. "Y ou're just like him—making me remember! Feasting on my
thoughts!" She clapped her hands to the sides of her head, but being neither Reader nor Adept she could
not close off her thoughts.

Dirdras green eyes darted fire as she shouted, "I don't care anymore! I'll kill myself before | submit! If
you want methen, you'll have nothing but an orbu!™

Chapter Three

"Dirdra," said Zanos, "'no one here wants to hurt you. We seek information, that's dl."

"It wasmy fault,” said Astrain hating Maduran, and Torio redized that she had stopped Reading. "My
Reading powers are difficult to control—on the wave of your emotion, | could not help Reading your
memory, and that broadcast it to everyone else. Dirdra—please forgive me.”

The green eyes studied her warily. "Why should | trust you?"
"Y ou have no reason to," Adtrareplied truthfully.
"But I'm Maduran, likeyou," said Zanos.

"SoisMadek!" Dirdra spat.



"Bu I'd never heard of him before today. | was stolen away from my home when | was much younger
thanyou."

"Then you werefortunate," Dirdrasaid flatly. "Those who rule now would kill you—they will have no
rivasin the powers of sorcery!”

"Like Drakonius," Torio put in. "But Dirdra, not al Adepts are like Madek. How long have you been
herein the Savage Empire?' His command of the savage language was excellent by now, but he would
aways spesk it with an Aventine accent.

Dirdraanswered in the same language with a Maduran accent, but it was not linguistic differenceswhich
confused her. "What isthe Savage Empire?’

"Theselands," Torio replied. "The lands which once belonged to Drakonius, Nerius, and Lilith— and the
Aventine Empire, which isno more. It isnow joined into one unit—and how could you not know that?"

"I know you defeated Drakonius,” Dirdrareplied. "That story | heard everywherein my travels—and
how there was a prophecy about peace in the lands of the white wolf and the red dragon. That iswhy |
tried to get to Zendi... but as| got closer, | heard new stories—how you made earthquakes, not caring
who they killed. That's how you took the Aventine Empire, isn't it? Y ou destroyed the capital city—the
Emperor and hiswhole family—leaving no one but you to rule." Her green eyes dared them to deny it...
but of course they could not.

"I know you will not believeit, Dirdra," Melissasad & last, "but we weretrying to prevent the
earthquake. We learned that what has been foretold cannot be stopped.”

"Foretold?' Dirdraasked. "The earthquake was foredoomed?' For some reason, this suggestion changed
the girl'sattitude.

"When the moon devours the sun,” Mdlissa quoted the prophecy, "the earth will devour
Tiberium—and it did, despite everything wetried to prevent it."

"And... isnot your Lord Lenardo the red dragon?' Dirdra asked.

"That ishissymbol,” Torio told her, "and Aradia—hiswife—the white wolf ishers."

"Then perhgpsin this Savage Empire," said the girl, "1 truly will find the peace | have sought dl the way
from Madura"

Over the next few days, Torio and Méelissa spent much of their time with Zanos and Adira, planning the
expedition to Madura. They would travel by sea, taking ship at Dragon's Mouth, the natura harbor in
Wulfgon'sterritory.

Zanos weas frudtrated that Dirdrawould have nothing to do with their plans. "' She could tell us so much!”

But the young Maduran woman discarded her boy's clothes for dresses the moment she saw that it was
safe for women to display their beauty in Zendi—for beauty she had aplenty. Even her shorn hair could
not mar the perfection of her tranducent skin, delicate bone structure, and beautiful eyes—and when her
hair was clean and brushed softly out around her face, it glowed a soft, rich auburn.

Dirdrawas aweaver, and quickly obtained employment when she displayed her skills before the newly
formed guild. The craft guilds, loosely based on the Academy system, took the place of the family units
Drakonius had destroyed,; only time would tdll if they would develop into a permanent system for passing



down vital knowledge from one generation to another.

So Zanos mulled over whatever outdated maps of Madura he could obtain, and tried to make adequate
plans. The northern ides were too far for any Reader to attempt to visit out of body— even Lenardo.
The gladiator took heart from the fact that his home village was marked on two of the maps... and the
othersrefrained from pointing out that those particular maps could have been older than he was.

Melissawas eager for the journey—so much so that it began to grate on Torio's nerves after atime.
Finally hewent to talk to Lenardo.

"Areyou brooding again?" his mentor asked. "Grow up, Torio. If you don't want to go adventuring, stay
home, but don't blame Mdissafor wanting to learn more of what she can do with her powers.”

"And don't you give methat same advice again!" Torio snapped. "I am trying to conquer my powers.”
They werein Lenardo's office again, not Reading for privacy. Although that |eft Torio blind, he had
learned in recent monthsto rely on different clues, as other blind personsdid.

Now he stood and faced Lenardo. "Why do | haveto be aleader?' he asked. "Why do | haveto rule
lands? There are other things aman can do with hislife—there was nothing wrong with the Aventine
Academy system for Readers except that it kept those Readers who were meant for leadership, like
you, from having power. And that led to corruption in Readers like Portia, who could not gain power
except through devious means.

"But Master Lenardo, not every Reader was born to rule! And the more | watch you, Aradia,
Wulfson—theless| fed | can ever belike you.

Why can't | just be a Reader? Why do | have to be alord?

He could fed Lenardo staring a him. Then the older man said, "I never redlly thought about it, Torio. /
found myself when Aradia gave me lands to rule—but you don't have to follow in my footsteps. It'stoo
bad that you cannot prophesy your own destiny—but | will certainly stop trying to tell you what it ought
tobe"

Torio unexpectedly felt himsdlf blushing. He had fought, even killed in battle—but never before had he
stood up angrily to someone in authority over him. It wasthefirgt time he redized that Lenardo no longer
had such authority. They were both grown men now—equas—and Lenardo fredly acknowledged it. It
was disconcerting, but it also gave him a strange new sense of pride.

Then, "I'm sorry,” he said. "I didn't mean to shout at you, Master Lenardo. Y ou're not the one causing
my frudtration.”

"Mdissa?' the older man asked.

"Yes. No. It's—just when | think I'm discovering what to do with my life, the gods drop some other
power on methat | didn't ask for and don't want. My own words are sending the woman | love away,
Master. What can | do but go with her?"

"Y ou could try living your own life, Torio," Lenardo suggested. "'Do you redlize that today isthefirst time
I've ever seen you talk back to someone you respect? Y ou've aways been too much of agood boy."

"What do you mean?"

"At the Academy, you never got into mischief—I



mean serious mischief, not daydreaming and forgetting your lessons.”
"Y ou caught me gambling with the stable boys once,” Torio reminded him.

"Y es—because you were angry with me, not because it was something you wanted to do. Torio, you
don't act, you react. I'm not pleased that you're going on thisjourney to follow Mdlissa, but | won't try to
stop you. Perhaps aong the way you may learn some leadership, and stop being afraid to take the
authority your powers have earned you. We need leaders—so perhaps by the time you come back you'll
be ready to take respongbility for your own people.”

Torio left his meeting with Lenardo feding pleasad that his teacher recognized him as an adult. However,
he gtill had no answer to what he was to do with hislife. Perhaps when he and Mdissareturned from
Madura he should try teaching in Master Clement's new Academy. Or perhaps when they discovered
what destiny drew Melissato the frozen ides, hewould find hisown aswell.

S0 hereturned to hisroom, still the same small, smply furnished room he preferred. There would dways
be aplacefor himin Lenardo's home— even after their confrontation, he did not have to ask. But there
were guest houses now, where Wulfston and Lilith and other dignitaries stayed when they visited Zendi.
Lenardo'svillawas no longer sparsdly furnished, either—lavish furnishingsfilled the public rooms, works
of art were scattered here and there, and the suite of rooms Lenardo shared with Aradiawas rich with
glks, sdtins, and velvets,

Decius cameto the door. "Torio, will you help me persuade Master Clement to let me go with you to
Madura? He thinks I'm a cripple—even after | hel ped him escape out of the Aventine Empire!™

"No he doesn't, Decius,” Torio assured the boy. "No one can possibly think that about you—but you are
young. You'll have plenty of timeinyour life for adventuring. Master Clement is old—and he needs you,
dthough hed never admit it."

"What do you mean?' Decius asked.
"Youvedready sad it. He could never have escaped the empire without your help.”
"Well—hewas al bent up with rheumatism then. The Adepts here cured that."

"Yes, but they can't cure old age. Decius, of dl the boysin the Adigia Academy, you arethe only one
Magter Clement could confide in when Portiathreastened him. He trusts you—and he needs your help in
hisnew Academy herein Zendi. And surely you know how much he has to teach you about Reading?'

nY&’ but_u

"You are on the brink of thefirst greet growth of your powers. There will be no Master Readers on our
journey—Adtra, Melissa, and | are only Magisters. None of us hasthe years of experience Master
Clement has... and hewon't be here forever. There will be the whole world out there for you to go
adventuring in after you have achieved the rank of Magister—and you will do so easily under Master
Clement'stutelage. But if you leave now, you will missthe opportunity to have the Master of Magters
guidance at thiscrucid time. And... you do not understand right now how very much hewill rely onyou
during the difficultiesto come."

Deciusstared a him. "Isthat... one of your prophecies?'

He hadn't been able to say anything about Decius when Master Clement had asked him—but now he
knew, without knowing how he knew, that Decius wasinvolved in Master Clement's destiny. "'Y es—|
think it is, Decius. | can't tell you any more than that, though. Y ou must stay in Zendi, for Master



Clement's sake."

The boy sighed. "All right—but you have to promisg, if it's true that the Maduran sorcerers can make
limbs regrow, that you'l tell me, so | can go—"

"Y ou don't think we would keep that kind of information to ourselves, do you? Mdissais going because
shewantstolearnto doiit if it'strue—so it may just be that she will come back ableto heal you!”

"Isthat aprophecy?’

"No. It'sjust a gpeculation. Now come and help mefigure out how to get al of the stuff | want to take
aonginto thisonebag. | think it will take Adept power!"

"I'm no Adept, but | know thetrick that will doit," Decius replied.
"Oh? Show me!"

Torio had hung on the pegsin his room woolen tunics and leggings such as were worn here in the dead of
winter. It was said to be cold even in the summer in Madura—and they might well be there through the
winter.

Decius picked one set of woolen undergarments and a heavy cloak off the pegs and tossed them on the
bed. "There. Y ou take those for when you first arrive—and for the rest... pack money!"

Torio laughed—and redlized that the boy was right. But after Decius had gone, he thought about their
conversation, and wondered—was it because he was leaving that Decius was now involved in Master
Clement's destiny? Was he taking over arole meant for Torio?

Two years ago, Torio had praised Decius swordsmanship—and the boy had thought himself ready to
defend his Academy. Without the knowledge or permission of the Master Readers he had joined the
battle—and lost hisleg. And perhaps the main reason for Torio's guilt was the fact that Decius had never
once blamed him.

What am | exposing himto this time? Torio wondered. A voice from thetomb? A generation of
gloom?Wheat did it mean? What good was it to be a prophet if he couldn't understand his own
prophecies?

Besides, there was no time set on those strange words. Master Clement was in perfect health now—he
could live for ten or even twenty more years, and his"destiny” could occur tomorrow or at the end of his
life. Taking Decius away would not avoid his destiny, and would expose him to known hardships and
unknown dangers. And it was only common sense that he stay here, where Master Readers could teach
him, while he learned to use his growing Reading kills.

Faceit, Toriotold himsdlf. Decius will be much better off if you just stay out of his life for a while.

Therewas agrand farewd | dinner at Lenardo's villa, followed by entertainment. Lenardo's bard retold
the stories of the white wolf and the red dragon, the defeat of Drakonius and thefall of Tiberium.

Zanos and Astrawere musicians, and now they played while everyone danced. It was alovely evening...
and no onelet the thought dip out that it might be the last time they would al be together.

In the morning, the train of horseswaited outside L enardo's villaas they said their goodbyes. And just as
they were mounting up, Dirdra came down the street, dressed once more in boy's clothes and carrying a

knapsack containing her meager possessons.



She approached Zanos and Adtra. "My lord... my lady—may | beg permission to return with you to
Madura?'

"Why now?' demanded Zanos. "Y ou'd have nothing to do with our preparations. Why have you
suddenly decided to go now?"'

Sheraised her clear green eyesto hisblue ones. "Because. .. | have found that | cannot live at peace with
myself in this peaceful land, while | know that my brother suffersin Madek's power. Lord Zanos, you do
not even know if you have kin dive in Madura—but you cannot rest until you find out and free them. So
how can | leave abrother | know to be suffering? | must free him from Madek, or dietrying.”

"Thenjoinus, lass" said Zanos, "and welcome. Y our knowledge will be most vauable."

Thusthey were five setting out on their journey— no retinue, no servants. Torio, Mdissa, and Astrahad
al grown up as Readerstaking care of themsalves and never aspiring to have servants. Zanos had
aspired—nbut his servants had betrayed him.

Now he and Astra chose to fend for themsalves— and dl agreed that the fewer they were, the faster
they would travel.

Dirdra, having little money, had made most of her journey from Maduraby land. Thefirst part, from the
idandsto the mainland, had had to be by ship—and that was when she had disguised herself asaboy, so
asto pay her way with the few coins she possessed, rather than with her body.

It had taken her the whole winter to work her way southward, doing odd jobs for her keep, to the place
where she had found that a peaceful land could not bring her peace of mind. But shewould say little
about what had happened to her in Maldek's castle, and nothing explicit about what the sorcerer had
doneto her brother.

Torio and Melissawere learning the Maduran language, and Astrawas polishing what she had learned
from Zanos. Dirdraavoided Adtra, not trusting her to leave her mind in privacy. Like many nonReaders,
Dirdra seemed to have exaggerated notions of Readers abilities—but it was obvious she had learned to
avoid attracting attention. It had been Astrawho had admitted to broadcasting her memories to the group
of Readers when they had first met, and athough she had apologized, it would obvioudy take sometime
for her to gain Dirdrastrust.

It occurred to Torio early inthe journey to tell Dirdra he was blind, and therefore Read admost every
moment he was awake. He didn't want her to find out later and mistrust him... but he didn't expect her
reaction.

"You aretheone... they clam you were raised from the dead?'

Wasthat angry lieto haunt him al hislife? Lenardo was right—he had reacted, and reacted badly, to
Portias unexpected credulity. And that moment's weakness had brought nothing but trouble.

"Yes, that issaid about me," hetold Dirdra. "It isnot true, though."”

She nodded. "It couldn't be. If your Adepts could restore life as you have it, they would not be seeking
the knowledge of the Master Sorcerers. Thisthing that made people think you dead—it caused your
blindness?"

"No, | was born blind," Torio explained. "Once learned to Read, it was no great inconvenience. But
two years ago | escaped from the Aventine Empire with Master Lenardo. At the border gate, | knocked
the Reader on guard unconscious—so when one of the soldiers shot me, he thought hisarrow had gone



through my heart.

"It hadn't. | had avery bad wound, but nothing an Adept healer could not easily cure. | don't even have a
car.

"But the border guards reported they had killed me. Portiawas Master of Masters among Readers then.
When she discovered me dive, she was so surprised that she asked meif | had been raised from the
dead. | was angry, and her question seemed so foolish to methat | said yes. | never dreamed she would
bdieveit!"

Dirdranodded, and stared off toward the distant coastline they paraleed. "Any Master Sorcerer should
eadly have detected such alie. Even though you are a sorcerer, too, you are too young to have reached
your full powers."

"I'm no sorcerer,” said Torio. "'l have no Adept powersat al.”

Dirdraturned to face him, leaning againgt therail. "This division of powers—| do not understand. Once
through the land of the Dark Forest, | found only what you cal Adepts—no one with theinner sight,
athough | heard about the Readers in the Aventine Empire, where no one had Adept powers. In Madura
someone may have only one or two dight abilities, but anyone as powerful at the inner sght asyou are
will surely have Adept powersaswdll.”

"Wearelearning," Torio replied. "Our powersare of themind... and the mind isinfluenced by what one
believes. Perhaps even more so by what an entire society believes. No onein the empire or the savage
lands knew until two years ago that it was possible for one person to have both powers.”

"But now that you know," Dirdra persisted, "why have you not devel oped the other side of your
powers?!

"I don't know. Perhaps| don't yet truly believe it's possible, even though | see my friends doing it. Or
maybeit'sthat | do not want such ability. | do not want to rule people... and it is so easy to misuse such

powers."
"In Madura," Dirdrasaid bitterly, "no Master Sorcerer would worry about such athing.”

"Ah, but they will losetheir powersthat way," Torio pointed out. "That isno trick of the mind, Dirdra
Y ou said you were surprised | could lieto Portia. So was I—but in misusing her powers she had
weakened them. And Drakonius—he became ever more careless of the responsbilities that came with
his powers, and we were able to defeat him."

Dirdrasighed. "Y ou are so young."
"And you are so much older and wiser?'

"I have more experience of theworld,” shereplied. "If by misuse of powers, you mean to use other
people as you please, with no regard for their suffering, then Madek misuses hispowersdaily... and yet
they grow and grow."

"Perhaps they are concentrated on onething,” Torio offered. "We have heard that your sorcerers have
lost control of the climate—that once verdant ides are now frozen wastes.”

"That istrue," shereplied, "but the Master Sorcerer has good reason to fear the heat of the sun. Y ou will
see—" Shebroke off, catching her lower lip between her teeth.



Before Torio could reassure her that no blind person became upset a the mention of sight, Dirdra
suddenly said, "Lord Torio, are you seeking the Master Sorcerers to have them restore your sight?”

"No," hereplied. "Melissa seeks such knowledge of healing, but not for my sake. But is she chasing
rainbows, Dirdra? Could your Master Sorcerers actualy do such athing?'

"Oh, yes. Madek could doit dl by himsdf... if hewished. But do not ask it, my lord. Evenif you were
no Reader, nothing could be worth the price Madek would make you pay!"

Thelong seajourney in close quarters was atime for the adventurersto get to know one another better.
Torio and Mélissa spent each evening together, talking, watching the stars, arms about each other for
warmth againgt the night wind. Such constant closeness made them desire to be closer still—but what of
the consequences?

One evening they dared to discussit with Zanos and Astra. Driven belowdecks by stinging rain, the four
of them huddled into the tiny cabin the married couple shared.

"Yes" said Adtra, "both our powers were weakened for atime after we consummeated our marriage. In
fact, my Reading was nicely controlled during those few weeks—I had to concentrate in order to Read
at al, and the bit of Adept power | had acquired disappeared. But it came back."

"So did al my powers," Zanos assured them. "In fact, | think my Adept powers have grown stronger,
athough | cannot be certain, Since I've spent the past year learning from experienced Adepts how to use
them more eficiently.”

When the younger couple left together, Torio knew that the same thing was on Melissa's mind aswas on
his. It would take afew weeksto reach Madura, time for weakened powersto return. If they
experimented now...

Meélissa shared a cabin with Dirdra, who made no secret of her femininity despite her boy's clothes—she
wore them now, she said, because they were more comfortable for travel than women's skirts. Neither
Mélissanor Adrawasinterested in testing her clams.

Torio had been given the cabin assgned to a Reader if one were aboard to navigate, athough the crew
of this vessd were accustomed to finding their way without one. There was hardly room to turn
around—nbut that madeit al the cozier when he and Melissawere there together. There was no placeto
gt but on the bunk, which they did, Mdissaleaning againgt Torio, first letting him kiss her, then

participating eagerly.
They were stretched out in the cramped quarters, clumsly pulling a one another's clothing, when
suddenly the ship lurched, dmost throwing them off the bunk.

Both automatically Read for what had happened, and found that they had runinto asqual. Nothing
particularly dangerousin that, except—

"Idandd" they both exclaimed, and tangled with one another, nearly going down in ahegp asthey
struggled to get out of the cabin and warn the captain.

By thetime Torio and Médlissalurched up the ladders to the deck, Astrawas aready with the captain a
the whed, shouting directionsinto his ear againgt the wind.

The two younger Readers retreated, but in the swinging lantern light they wordlesdy agreed. Y es, there
might be three Readersin their party—for Zanos powers were not up to the job his wife was doing—but
if they put themsalves out of commission, that would throw the entire responsbility of Reading onto



Adtra. It was not only unfair to do so; it was dangerous.

So with one more embrace, they parted—and the next day Torio decided to take hismind off his
frustrations and keep himsdf in condition a the sametime by offering to practice svordsmanship with
Zanos.

Thegladiator first put Astrathrough acomplex lesson, for heinssted hiswife be able to handle hersdlf
under attack. Torio watched, surprised at how well awoman could perform and wondering what skills
she might have achieved if she had begun in childhood, as he had.

When Zanosturned to Torio, he of course saw atal, lean young man with nothing like the gladiator's size
or strength. A fighter of Zanos experience, though, did not judge by appearances. Furthermore, he knew
that Torio had survived far more battles than the average man his age, so he certainly had some ability.

But it was clear from Zanos first movesthat he expected a swordsman of Astrals skill, with the same
advantage of Reading—for he kept himself unReadable, braced to use Adept power athough never
actudly uangit.

Torio countered Zanos opening moves with the standard countermoves, why give the game away inthe
firs moments? He quickly recognized that the older man was putting him through aroutine he himsaif
might use in deciding whether to take ayoung swordsman on as a pupil.

So he was on the alert for the break with routine—and when Zanos suddenly, without rhyme or reason,
lifted hisarm asif to Strike at Torio's neck, the Reader wasin under his guard ingtantly, his blunt practice
weapon making aresounding thwack againgt the padding Zanoswore.

"Very good!" said the gladiator with a grin— and attacked at that same moment.
Torio caught Zanos sword with his, and used the fighter's own momentum to twist hiswrigt.

The move would have disarmed any other opponent. Zanos, though, had the sheer brute strength to hang
onto hisgrip and force Torio to disengage before the gladiator reversed the torque on him. Fortunately,
the young Reader could sense the tension of the gladiator's muscles preparing for the next move, and
keep one step ahead of him.

For dthough Zanoswas amazingly fast for hissize, Torio was faster—he turned the disengageinto a
grike at Zanos thigh before the other man could bring his sword fully around to parry. Thistimeit wasa
gtinging dap to bare skin, but Zanos only laughed in ddlight.

"By the gods, Torio—I'd hire you for my stable of fighters any day! Who would expect such fire under
that scholarly exterior?!

And Zanos stopped holding back. Soon he got ablow in, and continued trying to maneuver the Reader
into positions where the gladiator's strength was an advantage, while Torio sought to use his greater

Speed.

With their differing styles but equa cunning, they were evenly matched. Their bouts on the long days of
the seajourney often ended in adraw, both men happily played out.

But there were things Torio could learn from Zanos. Hand-to-hand fighting, for example, without
weapons. Zanos was only too happy to teach him that, as well as how to use aknife as aweapon.

And Torio, although the youngest of the three Magister Readers on this journey, was the most skilled.
Adtraswild powers were stronger, but she till often lacked control, and gladly handed her husband over



to Torio to learn how best to use his small Reading talent.

So the lengthening days passed as they sailed out of the Southern Sea and northward aong the shores of
strange countries. The ship's captain knew ports where it was safe to go ashore, take on water and food,
and trade for supplies and trinkets.

At each such stop the sailors had leave to visit the taverns, while the passengers chafed at the delay.
Findly, though, they accepted that the captain would govern his crew as he thought best, and began to
enjoy the occasiond day ashore.

Dirdrawas not the only refugee who had fled Madurain recent years, the farther north they traveled, the
lessthe language was like the did ects of the savage tongue they were accustomed to, but the easier it
was to find someone who spoke Maduran. Eventually they reached aland called Brettonia, whereto
Torio, Mdissa, and Adtrathe language seemed to be Maduran itsdlf, although Zanos and Dirdra claimed
it wassmply ardated didect.

It had been nine days since their last stop, for when they passed the land of the Dark Forest, the ship's
captain had warned that the people there were hogtile to stranger's, letting them pass only on the high sea
or on the main road Dirdra had traveled. So they had stayed far out to sea, the Readers fascinated at the
way the captain navigated by sun and stars when they were out of sight of land.

It was early summer in Brettonia, and everyone was ddlighted to go ashore. Thelittle port city perched
on acliff above the harbor, and the five adventurers climbed the winding path in search of a bathhouse,
fresh fruit and vegetables, and an inn where they could get agood med rather than the stuff served inthe
quayside tavernsto which the sailors quickly repaired.

Y dlow daises with dark brown centers grew beside the cliff path. Torio picked some and wove them
into agarland for Melissa, who thanked him with akiss.

But she blushed rosily when they found them-selvesin the baths—for the custom here wasfor families, or
groups of friends such as these obvioudy were, to bathe together without regard to sex.

The "bathhouse" was merdly a structure at the opening to some underground minera springs. At thistime
of day there was no one e se bathing, so the attendant rented them soap and towels, showed them
around, and then left them to their own devices.

Zanos unsdf-conscioudy stripped and plunged into apool of bubbling water. Astrawaited only until he
surfaced, shaking water from hishair and announcing, "It'swarm!™ Then she joined her husband.

But Torio and Melissahad never quite been naked together. That they were restricting their Reading lest
Adraand Zanos perceve their uneasiness at a public unveiling only made their shynessmore
pronounced.

Just as Torio decided the best thing to do was to be bold, and started taking off his clothes, Dirdrasaid,
"How can you be embarrassed? Y ou are Readers—you see everything anyway."

"Certainly not!" replied Mdissa "Therules of privacy are drilled into us as children.”

Dirdrahad divested hersdlf of the layers of loose garments which obscured her figure, and now stood in
nothing but a shirt of soft cotton. "There are no such rulesfor Master Sorcerers,” she said, "and when we
Frst met—"

Astra cameto the edge of the pool. "How often must | gpologize, Dirdra? There are times when the only
way to control my wild Reading talent isto brace for Adept powers—but | do not want to blank out



congtantly the powers| have rdied on since childhood. Please understand that it was entirdly my fault thet
we invaded your privacy when we first met. Torio or Melissawould never do such athing.”

"And | couldn't,” added Zanos. "l can just bardly Read a al—mostly Astra projectsto me."

"I promise" said Adtra, "that | will never deliberatdly invade your privacy... nor would | use anything |
discover againg you."

Dirdralooked from Astrato Zanos, then back to Torio and Mdissa "I... | know. Just these few
weeks—you, with dl your powers—you've accepted me, dthough | have none. Never inal my travels
did I find that. Those with power useit to control others—but not you. Lady Astra, you need ask no
forgiveness, but"—as Astradrew breath to protest— "I giveit asyou desireit.”

With that, Dirdradipped off her shirt and plunged into the pool, where Astra hugged her.

Torio and Mélissa, of one mind, grasped the moment when attention was diverted from them to throw off
the rest of their clothes and dive into the pool .

With three Magister Readers, the group could enjoy the baths without worrying about security. Someone
would be sure to notice if anyone else entered the caverns. Nonethel ess, their weapons lay ready beside
the pool, aprecaution Zanos and Astralived by.

The water was exhilarating: warm and tingling as a brisk massage. It was about shoulder-deep on Torio,
deep enough to swim, or just stand and let the currents swirl pleasantly around them.

Melissaand Astraloosed their long hair to wash it free of sdt from their ocean voyage, and soon soap
bubbles were added to the natural effervescence of the pool.

The men soaped their hair and beards, too. It wasinconvenient to try to shave each day on a
journey—and Torio had discovered with secret pleasure that at last he could grow areal man's beard.

When dl were clean, Zanosled the charge into alarger cavern, where asmall waterfal tumbled over the
rocks above them. The cave was open to the sky, bringing a shaft of sunshine to warm them when they
emerged shivering from the deep pool at the foot of the cascade.

Zanos discovered that he could climb the rocks to about twice his height, and dive into the pool. When
Adrafollowed, Mdissatugged a Torio'shand. "Come on—Iet'stry it!"

Adtrajumped infeet first, but Zanos had dived head first, arms extended. Not to be outdone, even
though he had never dived from such aheight in hislife, Torio tried to copy Zanos form— and struck the
water so hard with his chest and stomach that the breath was knocked out of him.

As he surfaced, gasping, Zanos laughed. "Good try, lad—now you know how not to doit!"

Torio managed agrin. Melissadidn't try to dive, just jumped—but when the other four were a the sde
of the pool, looking up to see what had become of her, Dirdra astonished them all by leaping upward,
bending gracefully into adive as clean and lovely asthat of aseabird, and cutting neetly into the water
with hardly asplash.

The cascade pool wastoo cold for them to play inlong, but Torio tried two more dives before hefindly
found the right angle and entered the water cleanly—nothing to Dirdras grace, but satisfactory to himsdif.

Asthey toweled off, Zanos asked Dirdra, "Where did you learn to dive like that? | don't recall the
women of our village evenlearning to swim.”



"Where| grew up," shereplied, "there were cliffs about anaturd harbor—much like the dliffs here,
except that they extended farther out into the water. When my brother and | were children, we would
climb partway up the cliffs near where the ships anchored. The sailorswould throw coinsinto the water
to watch usdivefor them.”

"That sounds like a dangerous sport for children,” observed Astra.

"Wewere poor,” Dirdrareplied. "Our parents needed every coin Kwinn and | brought home. We were
the oldest children—and now we're thelast of our family.”

So Kwinn was the brother Dirdra had left in Maldek's power.

Silencefdl, as everyone strove not to Read Dirdrasfedings. They pulled on undergarments, and Meissa
and Adtra sat down in the shaft of sunshine and began to comb their hair.

Torio, doing the Reading exercise cdled "visudizing" to compensate for hislack of sght, heped Zanos
carry therest of their clothes—aong with their wegpons—over to where the women sat. He d'so Read
beyond the cavern, as he had done periodically since they had arrived, to see that no other party of
batherswas on the way to interrupt them. All he Read were seven burly men climbing the road that
passed the bathhouse—some sort of workers, it appeared from the picks, shovels, and polesthey
caried.

Intending to check in afew minutesto seeif baths were what the seven men were coming thisway for,
Torio returned his attention to the group at the cascade pool—-just as Zanos, half dressed, picked up his
huge sword and unsheathed it.

"Zanos—what—7?"

As Torio opened wide to Reading, certain Zanos could not possibly have noticed something he hadn't,
Adtra screamed.

Zanos swung the sword—dtriking at hiswifel

But he was clumsy as Torio had never seen him. Astraducked, and made aleap toward her own
weapon.

But Torio wasright there, his sword immediately at the ready as Zanos turned and grabbed Dirdra.

The astonished Maduran woman was hel plessin the gladiator's grip, and he held her in front of himasa
shield. "Dirdrahas returned to me," he said in avoice cold with disdain. "Do not try to claim her again,
for sheismine. You will return to your ship and bring her to Madura." Then he turned Dirdraroughly to
facehim."Y ou have returned fredy—so | will be kind. Kwinniswaiting for you, Dirdra Helives... and
longsfor hissigter.”

Adtrawas Reading full out now. Torio and Mdissajoined mindswith her, recognizing what terrified her
0.

The man before them, holding them at bay with his sword and squeezing Dirdrals arm so hard that at any
moment it might break, had the appearance of the man who had journeyed with them al the way from
Zendi.

But Astra knew—and the other Readers knew with her: it was not Zanos!



Chapter Four

All knew at oncethat it was Maldek who spoke through Zanos. The gladiator's open, friendly festures
took on the cold disdain they had seen in Dirdrals memory—but even as with one mind the Readers
searched for away to get Dirdraaway from Zanos and subdue him without hurting him, they Read Zanos
himsdf fighting for contral.

Roaring like awounded bear, he threw Dirdrafrom him and raised his sword—but there was nothing to
grike at. "No man controls me against my will!" the gladiator exclaimed. Astras mind a once joined her
husband's to reject the Master Sorcerer's influence.

Maldek was, of course, out of body, but he could project to the Readers. Melissaknelt beside Dirdra,
Reading that her arm was badly bruised, but not broken. Then she became unReadable for amoment, as
she focused hedling power.

Torio, meanwhile, was wondering how far Madek was from his body. It was somewhere on theidand
of Madura, obvioudy, across the strait separating that land from Brettonia. But the strait was narrow, if
treacherous—Iless than aday'sjourney by ship. If Madek was near the shore, he was traveling no farther
out of body than Torio had often done.

[l have no need to impress you, boy,// Madek answered his thought. /If you are skilled at the inner
sight, you may be useful to me... or at leest amusing. Just what good do you think that sword will do you
againgt powers such asmine?/

[l won't know until we meet,// Torio replied, and Melissalooked up at him, smiling encouragement.

And that brought Madek's attention to Melissa. //Ahh... adark beauty, aslovely in her way as Dirdra.
And with powers. My little Maduran minnow haslured quite a catch to my shores! Tell Dirdral am
pleased with the outcome of her adventure... asl trust dl of you will be when you cometo me. For
come you must, will you nill you, though the way be hard and dangerous. By the end of your journey
each of you will find what you seek... evenif you do not now know wheat that is//

With that, Maldek's presence was gone—but they were not alone. The seven men Torio had noticed
earlier were running into the baths, past the bubbling warm pool and into the cavern with the waterfall.

Brandishing their tool s as weapons, they demanded, "L eave our land!"
"Y ou Madurans—noathing but trouble!™

"You'll bring thewrath of the Master Sorcerers down on usagain!”
"Back to your ship—well not shied you here!™

Zanos, Astra, and Torio could easily have subdued the seven poorly armed workmen, but they could
Read their memories of Madek's search for Dirdra months ago—setting fire burning through people's
nerves, killing their livestock, blinding and laming their children as he demanded news of abeautiful
red-haired woman no one had seen... for with all Maldek's powers, he had not known that Dirdra had
passed thisway in the guise of aboy, and disappeared into the land of the Dark Forest before he knew
she was out of Madura.

Rather than fight these poor people who had aready suffered so much a Madek's hands, the five hastily
threw on their outer garments and | et themsel ves be pushed out of the caverns. Thelast thing Mdlissa
reached for wasthe garland of flowers Torio had madefor her... but it was brown and withered asif it



had been seared with frost.

Outside, the workers prodded them aong the cliff path. "Go back to Madural™ said one of the men,
shoving Mdissawith his pikestaff. " Stay where you belong—don't bring your troubles on other folk!™

Torio pushed the man's gaff asde. "She's not Maduran. She'saheder!”

Another man laughed bitterly. "We know Mad-urans now, if we didn't before! We send 'em all
back—even the dark ung!"

And Torio Read that the man saw him as obviousy Maduran, even though his hair was brown, not red.
Hiseyes were a clear blue-green, reved ed when one of the savage hedlers had removed his cataractsin
the mistaken belief that that would cure his blindness.

| suppose | could pass for Maduran, he redlized.

Dirdraremained silent, pale and tight-lipped, as they were herded to the ship. The crew were dso being
driven aboard, protesting al the way.

The captain was waiting for them. "If the sorcerers want you," he told them, "let them come and get you!
I'll not risk Maduranow!"

"But you've been paid—" Zanos began.

"Well take you just asfar," the captain replied, "up north to Hrothdand. That's a great seafaring
nation—someone from there will be foolhardy enough to take you to Madura."

"But we made an agreement,” Zanos protested.

Adtraput her hand on hisarm. //Let it go for now. No one's been hurt. The captain will change hismind
once were out to sea//

But it was the sea that changed.

From calm swélls, it developed into choppy wavesthat carried them inexorably westward—toward
Madura.

The captain adjusted the sails and tried to steer northward, but the wind grew stronger ... and colder.

Torio knew what was happening. He had been the Reader guiding Wulfston and Rolf when they had
raised the storm to halt the attacking Aventine fleet. Mdissawas asurvivor of one of the resulting
shipwrecks.

They wrapped up in woolen cloaks and stood at the rail, Reading asfar asthey could toward
Madura—but it was beyond the range of any Reader aboard, unless one of them risked going out of
body in the dangeroudy heaving ship.

No one had to do that to know that Madek was causing the storm. The captain was forced to sub-mit,
or lose his ship. Grimly, he ordered the helmsman to take awestward course. At once the sails billowed
with afresh breeze as, against the prevailing winds, the ship was carried toward Madura.

Once they had accepted the course Maldek wanted them to take, Torio expected the Adept influence to
stop. But the breeze continued. "How long can he keep that up?' he wondered aloud.

"Madek isnot usng hisenergy now," Dirdrasaid in ahollow voice. "He controls hundreds of people



with smaller powers. Some of hiswegther talentswill drive themselvesinto collapse this night. Madek
won't."

Sheturned to her four companions, her facelit harshly by the late-afternoon sun. "I am so sorry. | did not
think Maldek would even remember me—just another of the many he has used as histoys."

"l understand the type," said Zanos. "'Y ou escaped him—and that is something he cannot stand.”

"Yes. | knew hewould take hisrevengeif | succeeded in freeing Kwinn—but | thought that by returning
with agroup of strangers| might reach Maldek's castle unnoticed. Instead, | have brought Maldek's
attention to you—and you will suffer for my stupidity.”

"Dirdra, we came of our own freewill," Melissa pointed out. " Surely four people with both Reading and
Adept powers would not long have escaped the notice of the Master Sorcerers. Asit is, one of themis
ading usin reaching Madura."

"The most powerful... and the most evil," said Dirdra

Remembering that Dirdradid not know what Maldek had told the Readers after Zanos had shaken of f
his possession, Torio said, "Madek said the way would be hard and dangerous.”

"Heisplaying gameswith you dready!" Dirdrareplied. "Now he knows | am within the range of his
powers, hewill toy with usasacat does with afield mouse before thekill. If he wanted us directly, he
would have the ship sail up theriver to his casde. We could be there by noon tomorrow."

But the wind drove the ship south aswell aswest, dl through the short night of early summer, and in the
gray dawn light they anchored along an empty shore, bleak and uninhabited.

Thefive adventurers went ashore in asmall boat—and by the time they had beached it, the ship was
aready well out to sea.

The morning was rainy and chill. They wore clothes suitable for an Aventine winter, and shivered asthe
cold penetrated.

"Which way?" asked Zanos asthey dogged through mud up to atrail which followed aridge overlooking
the sea.

Torio Read east and west dong thetrail. "There's an abandoned settlement about amileto the east,” he
reported. "We can shelter there long enough to dry out our clothes.”

"Torio'sright,” said Mdissa. "None of us have enough Adept strength to useit for hourson end just to
keep warm, dry, and hedthy."

"Not and be awake when were redly needed!” Astraput in with aforced smile.

They were dll starting out tired, as no one had thought of deeping last night. They had eaten just before
dawn—ship'srations, though, for the aborted stop in Brettonia had not resulted in the intended
acquisition of supplies. Thus only Zanos, whose combination of athlete's and Adept's metabolism made
him perpetudly hungry, had esten much.

Tumbled walls and roofless buildings greeted them in what once must have been afishing village.
Remnants of the stone supportsfor a pier still marched across the beach and disappeared into the water.
Gullsasgray asthe seaand sky cdled harshly and hungrily asthey skimmed over the deserted sand.



"Thisisnot how | remember home!" protested Zanos. "At thistime of year it should be warm— there
should be flowers blooming in the gardens, roses climbing the wdls. My villagewaslaid out just like
this—it hasto be along this coast somewhere. But it was bright and cheerful ... and divel”

Only wisps of dry weeds blew in the seawind. Torio knew Zanos was right—if the climate were ashe
described, wildflowers would bloom here asthey did in Brettonia. Not even dead remains of rose vines
clung to thewalls; it had been cold and blegk herefor along time.

One building had awooden roof, warped and gray with weathering, but offering the most shdlter in the
area. They built afirewith what few scraps of wood they could find, only Zanos Adept power able to
get it sarted, and huddled around it to warm their hands and faces.

With the blankets from their bedrolls hung across the empty windows and doorway, they were ableto
get the one-room cottage warm enough to strip the boots and stockings off their freezing feet. Leaving
their clothesto steam-dry, they toasted their toes and drank the herb tea M lissa made, feding somewhat
better.

Knowing that it waslikely they would have to make part of their journey afoot, they had al packed
money, as Decius had advised Torio. Now, though, having to use their bedding to keep the chill wind out
of the cottage, they were |eft with nothing to wrap up in except dry undergarments, and each other.

Torio hefted the sack of gold coins he had brought. "1t'sal very fine to plan to buy what we need—but
where? | haven't Read another human being since we came ashore. Have you, Astra, Melissa?' he asked
the other Magister Readers.

"No one," the women agreed.

"We don't even know which way to go," said Zanos, taking his maps out of their waterproof case and
unralling them on the stone floor. "Where are we?"

"Somewhere dong this southern stretch,” Torio replied, running hisfinger dong what on the map was
many miles of shore. "L et me go out of body, and I'll give you an accurate Reading.”

The stone floor was cold to stretch out on—but Zanos concentrated on him, and Torio felt his body
warmth stop dissipating into the ground. He smiled a thank-you to the gladiator, then composed himself
and let his"sdf drift upward.

When one escaped discomfort, it was always a sore temptation to remain out of body. No rain or cold
assaulted him now, and hefdt light and free as he followed the trail eastward—for the map showed far
more settlementsin that direction, suggesting agreater chance that some of them had survived.

Sure enough, where amain road met the trail they were on, there was a decent-sized town with aninn
and agtable. They would haveto walk all day to get there, but the knowledge that they could deepin
dry, warm beds and buy warm clothes and horses for the rest of their journey would make the trek more
bearable.

Remembering the map, Torio followed the main road northward to where Maldek's castle sat on the
edge of anavigable river—the one Dirdra had said would have been the short route to reach the Master
Sorcerer. Not knowing how sensitive a Reader he might be, Torio did not attempt to locate Ma dek
within the castle, but noted that it was protected by moats on three sides and theriver on the other. A
thriving city stood near the castle, with ships on theriver loading and unloading trade goods. So not al of
Madurawas as desolate as this area where they had landed.



There was only one bridge acrosstheriver, leading to the main north-south road Torio wasfollowing. It
entered the city severa milesfrom the castle, which stood on the north bank to the east of the city, with a
small gtrip of forest between.

There was adenser forest, though, on the north-south road between the southern coast and the city.
That, Torio guessed, was where lay the dangers that Madek had promised. Even without lingering to
examine closdy, he Read both bears and wolves in the wood—hungry animaslooking to feed their

young.

What was missing from the picture was agriculture. Only afew of the cleared fields between the forest
and the shore were cultivated. Mot lay falow, deserted, young trees beginning to encroach on their
edges. There were afew swine and cows, and more sheep, but they were not thriving. There was not
enough production here to feed the people of that city.

Maldek had to be either trading for food or letting his people go hungry. With even hislimited knowledge
of ruling aland, Torio knew that the former was merely adower way of destroying the country than the
latter. Y et power-mad rulers often took farmers away from the job of feeding their people to fight wars
or be otherwise used at the lord's pleasure. Eventudly, it would lead to Maldek's downfall, asjust such
neglect of his people had led to Drakonius.

However, thefive adventurers didn't have time to wait for Madek's government to collapse. They had to
reach Madek's castle, rescue Dirdras brother... and in the processtry to find out about the sorcerers
who might rule other Maduran lands. It was obvious aready that Madek was not the hedler Melissa
sought. Evenif he could restore injured people to wholeness or return life to the dain, clearly hewould
not teach anyone el se except at an unacceptable price.

But perhaps the Madura Zanos remembered flourished somewhere sein theseidands. Torio certainly
hoped so.

He returned to his body and told the others what he had found—but as he turned to show them on the
map exactly where they were, he put hisfinger right on the place worn thin by Zanos own finger ashe
had made his plansto return... home.

The gladiator stiffened when he redlized that this desolate deserted village was indeed the place where he
had lived as a child, until the day davers had raided it and carried him off to Tiberium.

Astra, Reading her husband's fedlings, reached out to empathize—only to waken his memories of that
terrible day when the davers had come.

The ship anchored offshore, and a boatload of men rowed to land—nothing unusua about that. Ships
often arrived adlong this coast, looking to trade or to recruit strong young men for their crews.

Y oung Zanos sat on the pier, sunburned, hands blistered from the net he was trying to repair with as yet
unskilled hands. Hed rather have been out with the fishing fleet, but hisfather inssted that he wait until he
wasten—"Then maybeyell get some strength to ye, lad!"

Thefirst of today's smal fishing vessels were back aready, and the air was redolent with the smell as
women cleaned the fish that would become tonight's supper al through the village, throwing the refuse of f
the pier for thegulls.

The strangers, it seemed, werelooking for atavern. The village had only old Walvo's, where jugs of
meed or aewere sold to be carried home. The newcomersinssted that would be fine—"Weve got a
great thirst on us," said their leader, whose sunburst tattoo attracted Zanos immediate attention.



Maybe one day hewould leave this smadll village and see the world. Maybe he would weer atattoo like
that one—which he saw on other arms and realized marked every member of the ship's crew. Many
wore gold hoop earrings, too—and one man's grin displayed a golden tooth!

Asthe scouts waved the others ashore, Zanos | eft hiswork and tagged along in wide-eyed delight, only
to lose the strangers attention to the village girls until their mothers called them in to help with supper.
Then the sailors, who could not possibly have al crowded into Walvo's, sat on the sandy beach and
played gameswith dice, or with throwing knives.

In the hubbub, Zanos found it easy to pretend he couldn't hear his mother calling him as he mingled with
the strangers, finding the ones who spoke some Maduran, begging for stories of far-off lands.

Asthetide camein, so did the rest of the fishing fleet. The village men were none too happy to find their
wives cooking extrafood for strangers who had brought pins, scissors, and small, sharp paring
knives—or their sons and daughters hanging on the sailors every word.

But the sailors bought around of ae for everyone, and handed out glass and cork floats for the
fishnets—and soon what had started as an ordinary day turned into one big party.

Zanos older brother, Bryen, had been out with the fishing fleet—he had just turned eleven, and had gone
out with their father for ayear now. Zanos had envied him—until today, when Bryen had missed half the
fun.

But now Bryen cameto spoil Zanos fun. "Mother needs you to do your chores, Zanos!" the older boy
announced. " She needs kindling cut and water drawvn—hurry up, now!"

All the household chores had fallen to Zanos once his brother started going out with the flegt, and he
resented being the younger, smaller one, getting stuck ashore. I'll show Bryen, he thought.

I'll sneak aboard that ship and sail away—and-when | come back I'll be asrich asthose sailors,
with gifts for everybody!

Muittering to himself, he set about his chores with bad grace—but as he trudged from the well with two
heavy water buckets suspended from the yoke across his shoulders, he heard a sudden commotion from
the beach. Looking down toward it, he saw that the ship had comein on the tide, and was now anchored
a the end of the pier—and in the light of the flickering firesthey had built on the beach at sunset, people
were milling about—

To hishorror, Zanos saw two sailors grab one of the village men and stab him through the heart!

Others were reaching for the women, shoving them toward the pier asthey drew their weapons and dew
unarmed fishermen right and left.

Letting the water bucketsfall, Zanos sped toward his home, shouting, "Mother! Hweldal Run— runV
His mother and his Sster came to the door of their cottage to see what the commotion was.

"Run! Hurry!" Zanos cried as he ran up to them and tried to grab their hands and pull them toward the
garden, wherethe smell of rosesfilled theair.

"Hwelda—go with Zanog!" their mother directed, and started toward the beach.

"Mother—no!" cried Hwelda. She wasfifteen, stocky, and too strong for Zanosto hold. All he could do
was tag after the two women, begging them to come back.



Then they saw Zanos father and brother running toward them. "Go back!" shouted their father. "Up the
hill and onto the moor! Hurry!"

But five sallorsran after them—Zanos mother screamed as she saw her husband struck down from
behind, brains and blood splashing across her feet.

With aghrieking wail, shefell to her knees beside her husband—and the same sailor stabbed her inthe
back. She dumped across her husband's bodly.

Hwelda screamed, and began to keen in the way of the village women at the death of one of their family.
Zanos stood frozen in disbelief—this could not be happening!

Bryen somehow cameto his senses. "Hwelda— come on!" he cried. "Zanos—help me!™

Bryen grasped his sster's hand on one side, Zanos on the other—but the five sailors caught the three
children easlly. "L et go, damn you!" growled one with ablond beard, trying to shake Bryen's grip off
Hweldasarm. "L et me see what I've caught!”

"No! Let my sister donel” shouted Bryen.
"Let her done!" Zanos echoed, taking courage from his brother.

The sailors laughed, and one shoved Zanos aside, another grabbing hisarms as he tried to reach for
Hwelda's hand again. He squirmed and kicked, but aroused only laughter in his captor. " This one's got
Spirit,” said the sailor. "With that red hair and hot temper, helll bring agood pricein Tiberium!”

Bryen was il trying to haul Hwelda away— and for amoment succeeded in dragging the trembling girl
loose from the grip of her captors. "That's enough!™ said one of them—and with his sword he dashed off
Bryen's hand.

The hand 4till clung to Hwelda's wrist as she shrieked again. Bryen made no sound, but fell to hisknees,
eyeswidein dishdief asheingdinctively clagped his good hand around his mutilated writ.

"Y ou've ruined agood laborer, damn you, Shoff!" exclaimed the blond-bearded one. Then he turned
Hweldatoward the light, and cursed roundly. "This oné's fat and freckled—the boy'd have brought three
times as much! No use taking any but pretty women in the space we've got!" And he grabbed Hwelda's
hair, tilted her head back, and dit her throat.

"Well take that one," he added, pointing at Zanos—and the boy found himsalf being picked up bodily
and carried toward the pier.

"No!" he shouted, kicking as hard as he could.

The blond one paid no attention as he turned with his knife to dispatch Bryen—but over his captor's
shoulder Zanos saw that his brother was gone.

"Should | go after him?" asked one of the other men.

"Nah—he's no good now. Hell bleed to death anyhow. Come on—Iet's get down there and seeif we
can catch us a good woman!™

Zanos memory came to an aorupt hat, as his eyestraveled about the circle of hisfriends and he redlized
that all the Readers had experienced it with him.

Then he stood, grabbed up his haf-dry woolen cloak, and stalked out of the cottage.



"Zanos—" Torio began.

"Let him go," said Adra. "He has dreamed of coming back for so long, and finding his home gtill here, his
brother 4ill dive. Now he must cometo termswith the redity.”

"Madek did it on purpose!" Dirdrasaid angrily, the only one who had not experienced thevison. "He
must have Read what Zanos was searching for—and he brought usright here, just to hurt him!™

"He said we would each find what we came looking for,” said Mdlissa. "At least Zanos came with the
knowledge that it was possible he would find hishome exactly likethis."

But sometime later, leaving the women to get ready for their journey, Torio went out to find Zanos.

The gladiator sat huddled in his cloak, on one of the mounds of stone on the beach. He was unReadable,
using his Adept powersto keep warm. Wordlesdy, Torio handed him leggings and boots.

Under that gray sky, even Zanos fire-red hair seemed faded. The drizzling rain obscured the cottages
from the beach. Torio stopped visuaizing, wondering how nonReaders coped by sight done on such
days—it was |ess depressing, too, merely to Read where he was going by the "fed™ of it, without having
to see the bleakness of the seascape.

Even the waves pounding the shore sounded desolate in Torio's ears. Zanos, though, had recovered
some of hisoptimism. "I knew it might belikethis," he said. " Just because no oné'sliving here anymore,
that doesn't mean my brother isn't living somewhere ese. | didn't see him die—he had the strength to run
away from the davers. Men have recovered from such wounds. Since our homeisgone, it will smply be
harder to find him, that'sal.”

And Torio felt the seawind whip through his cloak again asthe roar of the waves sounded for amoment
more like the rumbling of doom, bearing down upon them in their helplessdarkness. Yet... "When you
find your brother,” he said, "hewill have hishand again.”

Zanos stared a him. "lsthat—7?"

"Yes. | don't know how I know it, and I don't know any more than what | just told you... but you will
find your brother."

The gladiator managed asmal smile. "Thank you, Torio... even though | somehow knew that much
mysdf.”

But then Mdissacaled, "Torio! Zanosl We're ready!" and the two men joined the three women for the
long, weary journey to the town Torio had found.

Everything went amazingly as planned. Although they were dl weary when they arrived—especidly the
three with Adept powers, who had shored everyone up a ong the way—there were actually rooms at the
inn, and Torio and Dirdrawere able to haggle down the price of horses so that dl could ridein the
mormning.

After agood mesdl, they retired to their roomsjust as most people were arriving at the inn. Dirdratook
the first watch—on the assumption thet if anyone planned to attack them, it would be later, when it was
more likely for travelersto be adeep. After four hours, she woke Torio, for the Adepts were the ones
who needed to restore their energies.

He Read al secure—suspicioudy so. Had Madek forgotten them? Been distracted by something else?
Or wasit part of hisgameto give them thistime to recover? Possibly he had some notion of fair play, or



samply logt interest if his opposition were too easy to defeat. Torio longed to go out of body to spy on
Maldek, but dared not do so without someone guarding his body. So he Read as far as he could, and
waited.

Whatever the reason, absol utely nothing happened that night, and in the morning the travelers ate a hearty
breakfast and set off on the road north to the capital city.

It was atwo-day ride—and Torio could Read no place to break their journey except within the forest.
Although there were many people on the road when they |eft the seacoast town, the farther north they
traveled the fewer people they saw, and the worse the road became.

They had bought some more layers of warm clothing before leaving town, and today the sun shone,
athough the breeze was brisk. Once they were afew miles awvay from the seawind, they were actualy
comfortable on their ride. Everyone cheered up.

Until they entered the forest. It loomed abruptly, like awall across the road ahead—a though once they
got there they could see the road disappearing into it. Huge trees cut off the sun, and met above the
roadway—which in many places was overgrown to anarrow path where they had to ride single-file.
Dense undergrowth spread in every direction, and beneath the canopy of trees the sunny day became
dimastwilight.

The Readers kept awatch for dangers, and for the proper trail, for there were often forks and byways.
Off inthe woods, afew deer fled at the sound of their passage, but wolves and bears sniffed theair and
listened, deciding whether they were hungry enough to risk attacking.

Although he Read no peoplein the forest, Torio was reminded powerfully of ajourney he had made with
Wulfston over ayear ago, when the roads between Zendi and Wulfston's lands were not yet free of
bandits. Noticing Dirdra shivering, not with cold but with apprehension, he said, "Don't worry—you're
with Readers and Adepts. We can handle wild animals, or anything else that comesaong.” And, to pass
the weary miles, he began to tell of the adventure he had had that day with Wulfston.

As he and Wulfston rode through the glorious spring afternoon, Torio Read carefully ahead. Nothing
difficult lay before them; the streams had calmed from their recent torrents, and they could relax and
enjoy apleasant ride.

Suddenly, though, something out of the ordinary impinged on Torio's contentment. "Wulfston— thereésa
band of men waiting in that wood ahead of us"

"Can you Read anything about them? Fear? Anger?”’
"Some of both. They haven't seen usyet. .. but werre what they're waiting for. 1t's an ambush!™

"Foolish!" said Wulfston. "Y ou'd think they'd know by now that with a Reader to guide him, aLord
Adept ispracticdly invulnerable. Do you recognize anyone?!

"No—not your people. Hill bandits, from their dress. They might be waiting to try to teke any travelers
who comeaong.”

"They probably don't know you're a Reader, even if they've recognized me." The black Adept knew well
how congpicuous he was. "Are they on both sides of the road?

"Yes" Torio explained how far ahead their would-be attackers were, and watched as Wulfston
concentrated.



Torio didn't know what the Adept would do. He must find away to work with nature, not waste his
strength working againgt her, for they had spent the morning aiding flatlands villagersto dig awell to
water their fildsin the dry season, Torio guiding and Wulfston using his Adept power to bresk through
rock layers and hold back the debris so that the villagers could shove it out without hindrance. The
Adept had used considerable power, but had taken only ameal and a short rest before they started for
home.

Torio feared Wulfston would use fire againgt their ambushers—it was one of the first powers he had
learned to use as a child, and once started, it would take on alife of its own.

But the woods were full of new growth, baby animals—

Before Torio could draw breath to protest against fire, he Read that Wulfston had called upon adifferent

power. On one side of the road, a mother bear stood up and sniffed the air, scenting the gathered bandits
as danger to her cubs. She began lumbering in their direction as on the other Sde apair of wolves herded
their young into their den and set off at alope toward the second group of hiding men.

Ordinarily, both bear and wolves would have ignored the men near the road, for the animals were not
hungry and the men had made no actual move toward their cubs. But under Wulfston's strange power to
"cdl" animds, they moved swiftly through the underbrush.

Wulfston urged his horse forward, Torio following.

The bear broke through the brush behind the first group and rose to her full height with agrowl. Horses
shied and men panicked, dashing for the road as across from them the pair of wolves raced between the
legs of the other gang's horses, nipping and snarling.

Both groups of bandits swarmed onto the road, running into each other as Wulfston and Torio converged
upon them. The Adept raised his hand, and athunderbolt roared toward the terrified men, missing the
nearest of them by a handspan.

All threewild animals, released from Wulfston's hypnotic power, turned tail and ran back into the woods
at the flash and noise, but the bandits fled along the road, Wulfston and Torio now in pursuit.

"Wedidn't have to chase them far,” Torio finished, noting with satisfaction that his audience were al
grinning at theimage of the fleeing bandits. "I'm sure they're ill spinning tal tales of the day they had the
bad judgment to ambush a L ord Adept—although we never saw them again.”

"I wish I'd been there," said Melissa. "I've never seen Lord Wulfston use that ability—but Torio, don't
you agree that it hasto be related to Reading? How does he know there are any animals out there to
cdl?

"I don't know," Torio replied. "All I know isthat it works—but nothing any of us have done can get
Wulfgton to learn to Read, any morethan | can learn Adept tricks.”

"Youwill," said Zanos. "It'sdl the same—"

Suddenly, without warning, the wind rose, howling into cyclone force right there in the’ middle of the
forest. Treeswhipped, birds screamed, and the five travelers had to fight their terrified horses. Ahead of
them, huge trees were ripped up by the roots—and fell right across the path they had to take.

It was over asfast asit had come, the wind dropping to nothing, forest debris floating down through the
dappled light, the birdsand animals dtill slent intheir fear.



With one mind, the Readers Read outward to their limits—but they could find no sign of Maldek or
anyone else spying on them. Then they turned to the treesin their path—four of them, tangled into apile
that thoroughly blocked their way forward.

"Thisisonly the beginning,” said Zanos. "We don't have the physical strength to shovethem aside. Is
there away around?”

The better Readers only confirmed what the gladiator aready knew: there was not.

"Thenit'sfire)" sad Zanos. "I'll gartit. Astra, Melissa—Yyou confineit, soit just givesusapath. I'll have
to concentrate on keeping it smal. We don't want to start aforest fire."

Torio was accustomed to Wulfston's Adept strength;, this situation would hardly have been achdlengeto
him. But Zanos powers were smal compared to Wulfston's, he coaxed asmall flame to begin among the
dry leaves, then guided it dong a branch to the trunk. It was dow work, asthey dared not let it legp into
flames which might be beyond the powers of the three with Adept ability to control.

It took almost an hour, first to guide thefire, then to Read for every spark and make certain it was
completely out before they could ride their horses over the ashes now paving thetrall.

And no sooner were they beyond that wearying task than Torio Read a pack of wolves dinking up on
them, fearful but hungry.

Thistrid waseaser. Adrasad, "I'll scarethem off," and reached for the animals mindswith hers. It was
atechnique neither Torio nor Melissahad studied, but they knew it was the way Readerstreated sick
minds, combined with Adept powers. Adtralet herself Read the wolves simple thoughts and desires,
then somehow, becoming unRead-able, twisted them so that instead of five people and five
horses—potentia food—the wolves saw five huge, angry bears. Saw them, smelled them— and turned
tall and ran.

But as Torio was about to congratulate Astra on ridding them of that nuisance with so little use of power,
he redlized that while he had been concentrating on what she was doing he had neglected to notice
something el se—there were people coming toward them through the woods.

"Médissa—Read!" he exclamed, for she, too, had been fascinated with Astrastrick, which presumably
she could duplicate.

In every direction that they Read, they found people. People? There were flesh-and-blood human bodies
moving toward them, breathing, hearts beating—but there seemed to be no minds within them to Read!

All Adepts braced to use their powers? So many? Then it was hopeless, for there must befifty of them
moving purposefully toward them through the dense underbrush, ignoring scratches and bruises,
sumbling and picking themsalves up—

They moved like no Adepts Torio had ever known. They were more like puppets—Iike the two people
they had seen in Dirdra's memory.

But these were not the beautiful young people of that scenein Madek's castle. These were repulsive
creatures, dressed in rags, skin peding off, missing fingers or toes, eydids goneto reved staring eyes—

It seemed an army of the dead!

"Orbu!" gasped Dirdraasthefirg of them cameinto sight through the brush.



"They're mindless—but they are divel” said Mdissa. And as one of them raised aspear asif to heaveit
at her, she neatly stopped the creature™ heart. It dropped, truly dead.

Asif that werethe sgnd, the rest increased their pace, converging on thefive traveers, giving off the
gench of rotting flesh.

Torio and Zanos drew their swords, lopping off heads as the mindless beings made no attempt to defend
themselves, but pressed forward with knives and spears, attempting to reach their prey, trampling the
bodies of thefdlen asthey came.

And behind them another wave of orbu followed, equaly mindless athough physicaly in somewhat better
condition, asif Madek had first sent the most defective ones, the most expendable.

Wave after wave of them surged through the woods, envel oping the five companionsin their sheer
numbers. Torio could not count how many he killed before one reached him with a knife and gashed his
thigh. Too late, he cut the thing's arm off as another pulled him off his horse and stabbed him in hisleft
biceps.

Wherever he diced a one, another came from adifferent direction, dashing at him without aim other than
to draw blood. Around him, the others fought equally hard, Dirdrakicking them away, stabbing them

with a spear she had picked up from one of them, until finally she, too, disappeared under a mass of
bodies.

Thelatecomers were sturdier—heads and limbs were harder to cut off, and Torio's strength was giving
out. Thiswas not the fighting he was trained in—there was no art here. Zanos grabbed one of the
creatures and used it to knock down haf adozen others—but they felt no pain, and were up again at
once, charging at him. He looked at one and stopped its heart, but three others caught him from behind,
and he went down under their weight.

Torio Read aknife dip between Zanos ribs and dice through the vessasin hislung—adeath blow if he
were not hesled dmost a once! "Agtral” he shouted—but Zanos wife was waging her own private war
againg the loathsome creatures, swinging ashort sword in either hand as he had seen her practicing with
Zanos aboard ship.

Torio drove his sword through the heart of another orbu, grabbed the spear it dropped, turned, and
lunged at two of them, skewering both on the same spear with their own momentum. The things seemed
even more agitated, more determined.

And daring to focus beyond hisimmediate vicinity, he redized—"Madek's run out of them! These are
thelagt!"

His cry gave heart to the other fighters. Slipping on blood and flesh, Torio dispatched the last threein the
group attacking him, Read Dirdrafling her way out from under the bodies piled on her, Mdissa, the only
onestill on her horse, stop the hearts of two more, and Astradash the throats of her three final attackers.

Only Zanos did not move. He was unconscious, under aheap of dead orbu.

Franticaly, the other four dug Zanos out. Together, Astraand Melissa stopped his bleeding and closed
the wound, but they were exhausted. None of the Adepts could perform further until they had
rested—»but not here, amid the gore of battle.

Limping, Torio helped Dirdraround up the horses. It took the strength of Torio and al three women to
heave Zanos across his saddle. Astraand Melissa were fighting deep, and the use of Adept powers had



reduced their Reading ability to that of children. Torio wastheir only lookout, and he could fed the
gtinging of hiswounds now, Read the infection from the filthy implements with which he had been cut.

Blinking, Mdissaswayed as shefaced him. "Torio... | haveto hed you—no choice." Shetouched his
shoulder, and the hest of Adept healing cleansed the wound. Then his thigh—a deep wound, and painful.
He winced as the heat increased the pain, but knew she dared not put him to deep. He would haveto
stand it somehow, until they got to whereit was safe for him to let go consciousness.

And wherewasthat? Melissaleaned on him. "Can't deep," she murmured, athough he could feel how
hard she had to fight it.

"Get onyour horse," hesaid. "I'll lead you."

Adtrawas hdf adeep, leaning againgt Zanos as she sent her husband from unconsciousnessinto the
healing deep. Dirdraguided her to her horse and helped her into the saddle, then mounted her own
horse, holding Agtrasreins.

Torio led both Zanos and Mdissa. It was dow going, but aready hungry predators were converging on
the scene of battle. At least if they were busy gorging themsalvesthere, they would not be available to
attack the helplesstravelers.

The path was as rough as ever, and as the sun danted westward the horses stumbled. When Torio Read
arocky outcropping ahead that formed amost a shalow cave, he decided it wastime to stop. He could
Read no trace of Maldek, but of courseif the Master Sorcerer were smply watching them out of body,
not trying to Read their thoughts, he could not be Read unless he wanted to be—or unless he dipped up
and projected his presence unintentionaly.

Besides, Madek had said he wanted them to come to him. And he had not used his Adept powersto
strike them down now that they were virtudly helpless. Sharp waves of pain went through Torio'sthigh
with every step of hishorse, and the healing heat only increased it. Still, he knew that if helay down, he
would fall adeep despite the pain. It would leave them without alookout, for Astrawas in no better
shape than Mdissa. But they had to stop somewhere.

Dared he assume that Madek would find no pleasure in daughtering them in their degp?
"I'll gand watch, Torio," said Dirdrawhen they cameto ahdt at the obvious campsite.
"You're not a Reader."

"And how much of a Reader are you when you're injured and exhausted? Just help me get the others
settled, and then you deep. I'll build afire to keep the animals away. | doubt ther€lll be any people
dirring in this wood by night. And," she echoed his thought, "if Maldek meant to take us while we cannot
fight back, he would surely have done so by now."

Torio was smply too tired to protest. He sagged into his bedroll and was adegp without another thought.

Torio woke to some sound that had stopped by the time he dragged himself fully conscious. The moment
he Read where he was, he remembered— and without moving assessed his Situation.

It was just before dawn—but in these northern climes the sun rose early in the summer. Summer? There
was frost on the ground—even on the blankets covering the travelerdl

No one else was awake. Zanoswas in heding deep, Mdissaand Astraequally deep in the dreamless
deep of recovery from the use of Adept powers. Dirdrasat with her back againgt the stone outcropping,



spear at her side, but she wasin that same deep deep bordering on coma. NonReader, nonAdept, she
had not entered that state by hersdif.

The sound that had wakened Torio came again— agrowl. A very deep, threatening growl.

He Read its source sniffing around the outskirts of their camp, attracted by the stench of blood and gore
from the battle they had waged against the orbu. Torio felt haf sick from the putrid stink of hisown
gplattered clothing.

The animal attracted by the stench was awolf. No—adog. A dog bigger than awolf, easily outweighing
Torio, but lean, built like aracing hound and covered in shaggy gray hair. It was al muscle, snew, and
teeth—and it was hungry.

The beast sniffed again, smelling the desth smell of the splattered gore and the life smell of thefive
travelers. Its ssomach rumbled, and it moved toward Dirdra, prepared to kill and egt.

"No!" ordered Torio, sitting up. "Get back!"

Theanima turned, hacklesrising, and bared itsteeth at him with a threstening growl.
How he longed for Wulfgton's gift of controlling animasl

But if it wasaform of Reading, then—

He Read the anima—the stench increasing in his nogtrils with the dog's sensitive nose, but becoming
atractive, increasing the hunger, the hunting instinct.

But there was another ingtinct in the animal. It was dog, not wolf—it had once been accustomed to
obeying man, until itsmaster had died and it had gone wild to survive.

Hunger drove it now—and hatred of men who had driven it off with pitchforks and clubswhen it had
gone after sheep or chickens. It sought vengeance for the many blowsit had received, food stolen right
out of its mouth.

The dog growled again, davering, lips pulled back completdly, the hair on its back standing straight up as
it faced Torio, stiff-legged, assessing him as prey. Helpless prey in the dark—to his astonishment, Torio
Read that the anima sensed hewas blind.

Where was his sword? In its scabbard, under the blankets—he'd been so exhausted he'd fallen adeep
wearing it. Hed never get it out and untangled from his bedroll before the anima tore histhroat out.

He Read the dog catch awhiff of his startlement and crouch to spring.

/INol/l he projected ingtinctively, asif to achild who had just begun to Read. //No—you don't want to
hurt me. Y ou want someone to care for you—to feed you.//

The anima stopped in confusion, growling again but not attacking.

There wasfood in the packs somewhere—supplies they had bought in town. Torio projected an image:
the dog sitting before him, Torio stroking him and giving—giving him; the animal was male—a piece of
cheese. He projected intense pleasure, security, love.

The dog sat down, sniffing the air in confusion.

Again Torio projected theimage. The dog whined.



Holding his breath, Torio pulled hislegs up and did out of hisbedroll, moving very dowly as hefound his
supplies where Dirdra had placed his saddlebags under his head as a pillow. He pulled out hisfood
packet and unwrapped a chunk of cheese, broke off a piece, and held it out toward the dog.

Again projecting theimage of petting and feeding the dog, Torio offered the tidbit, saying, "Here, boy.
Come on. No one's going to hurt you."

He hdld his breath as the animal sniffed his outstretched hand—and then took the cheese. The dog sat
back, waiting, and Torio broke off another piece and fed it again. There was nowhere near enough to
satisfy the animal's gppetite—but his need for human companionship was dmost as strong. When the
cheese was gone, he accepted bread until the desperate ache in his gut was gppeased.

And then he butted his huge head againgt Torio's hand, asif demanding the petting he had promised!

He stroked the dog's head uncertainly—there had been no dogs at the Academy, just a cat that spent
mogt of itstime lounging before the fire in the kitchen. Wulfston had dogs, but Torio had never paid much
attention to them.,

But he quickly Read where the beast felt the most pleasure, scratching behind his ears, the sdes of his
face.

After atime, the beast got up and turned in a circle—then flopped down next to Torio, pressed his great
body againg Torio's, and fell adeep.

Dawn was breaking, but athough they had fallen adeep before sunset, Zanos, Astra, and Mdissawere
gtill deeply adegp. Now that his charge of adrendine from being awakened by the dog was gone, Torio
was deepy again. The warmth of the anima was comforting.

He thought of waking Dirdra, but suspected that the dog was amuch better guardian than she could be.
And something told him that arapport had formed—from this point on, the great gray dog washis.

Sometime later, though, Torio woke adone. The sun was high in the sky. His companions were
adegp—unharmed. For amoment Torio wondered if the incident with the animal had been a dream—
but no, there was the empty napkin that had wrapped his cheese, and haf his bread was gone as well.
Furthermore, his blankets now sported a coating of wiry gray hairs.

He Read out beyond their camp, and found no sign of people. The dog was amogt amile away,
following somekind of trall.

Torio turned his attention to his companions. Melissawoke when he Read her, and got up, stretching and
yawning. She curled her lip. "Auf! | stink! We al do—and theré's no place to wash.”

"Sorry—thiswasthe best camp | could find last night," said Torio.
"I'm not complaining,” shereplied. "1 certainly was no help. Y ou and Dirdradid very well, considering.”

At the mention of her name, Dirdrawoke, dl gpologiesfor having falen adegp without waking Torio
first. "We could have been murdered in our beds!"

"Eaten dive, rather," Toriotold her.
"What?'

"You'll see—] think."



He was right. Mdissaexamined Torio'swounds, which, athough only partly healed, had stopped hurting.
Astrawakened and decided to wake Zanos to feed him, touching him on the forehead between the
eyes—the only safe way to wake an Adept. By the time the gladiator had shaken off his drowsiness, the
dog returned.

He brought back arabhbit, laid it a Torio'sfeet, and sat grinning at him proudly, tongue lolling out one
sgdeof hisgiant mouth.

The other four travelers stared as Torio patted the animal on the head. "1 hateto tell you this, boy, but
Readers are vegetarians.”

"Adepts aren't!” said Zanos. "Whered you get that creature, Torio?

"He came in the middle of the night, and decided to adopt me," Torio replied, taking the rabbit and
handing it to the gladiator. "1 think we'd better share thiswith him, though." And asthey built afireto
cook the rabbit and make tea, he told what had happened.

"It was Madek again,” said Dirdra. "'l was too upset to deegp—but he must have made me. And then
sent this beast to murder us.”

"Don't blamethedog,” said Torio. "He'sjust apoor stray that's been trying to survive since his master
died. Look how he responded to alittle bread and cheese.”

"Fineanima," agreed Zanos. "They choose people, you know. People Ahink they choose the dogs, but
it'snot s0. The dog trainer at the arenaused to tell me that only when the dog chose the man would they
make agood team in thering. Y ou know how—? No, of course you never went to the games. But
sometimes you'd swear man and dog were Reading one another."”

Torio grinned. "Thisone's a Reader, dl right— that's how | got through to him this morning.”
"Redly?' asked Mdlissa. //Here, boy!// she projected, as Torio had done.

But the huge dog didn't stir, just sat staring a Torio. Out of curiosity, he projected, //Go ahead,// and the
image of Melissa petting the animal. At once the dog got up and walked over to Melissa, and let her
scratch his shaggy head.

But he would take his orders only from Torio. Even when Zanos offered him the rabbit's entrails, he
looked to Torio for permission before accepting food from anyone else. "He's chosen you, al right,” said
Zanos. "Now youll haveto namehim."

"He probably hasaname," said Torio. "What's your name, boy? What did your master cal you?”'

The dog understood only that Torio was asking something of him—he didn't understand what. So he
dropped to the ground, looking up at Torio from under his eyebrows. When that was not the answer, he
sat up and offered a hoof-sized paw. Torio took it, and patted him on the head. "Y ou're trying to please
me—I| understand. But | want to know what to cal you."

The dog tilted hishead to one Sde, listening intently, frustrated that he could not make out what his new
master wanted.

So Torio tried projecting to the dog the image of aman caling to him—the dog too far away to see his
master, but hearing—what? What did he hear that caused him to stop what he was doing and run to the
man?



And dl the Readers heard it plain as could be in the dog's mind: //Gray!//

Torio laughed. "Gray! Good boy, Gray!" The dog grinned in delight, and almost knocked Torio over as
histall wagged thewholerest of hisbody. "Y our master wasn't very origind, but heloved you, didn't
WI

Again Gray didn't understand, but thistime he knew it didn't matter—he had found his person, and he
was happy.

It was late morning by the time the travelers set out once more, wending their way through dense forest
until nearly sunset. Gray loped alongside Torio's horse most of the way, sometimes running off to trail
interesting scents, sometimes leaping ahead, but it was clear he would stay with his new master.

Although the Readers remained aert, there were no new trids. When they cameto asmall creek a
midafternoon, despite the chill air they stripped off their gory outer garments and washed them as clean
asthey could—until one of their group dared waste Adept powers on such atrivid task, some of the
stainswould remain permanent. But at least the smell was washed away.

Aslong asthey had stopped, they ate while their clothes dried, and Zanos, whose wound was till
bothering him, napped.

"Dirdra," asked Médlissa, "exactly what are orbu?"

"They were people once,” the Maduran woman answered. "The sorcerers stedl their souls, and make
their bodies do their bidding."

Adrashivered. "That's exactly what they felt like!"

Dirdralooked down at the bread she had been edting, and set it aside. "Maldek has made thousands of
them. When the peasants would not give him in tribute the food they needed to feed their children, he
took one out of every family, made him orbu, and left him living with hisfamily, working the
fields—someone they loved there beside them every day, eating and drinking and resting, but... dead!”

"Mindless," Mdissaagreed.

"He has ruined our land,” said Dirdra. "The orbu live only for ayear or two. Thefirst ones he set on us
yesterday—they would have been dead in afew weeks anyway. They fedl no pain. They smply goon
doing as the sorcerer directs until they drop—or until they are killed as we killed those who attacked us.
But Madek has made so many, now there are not enough living peopleto till the fields and pay his
tribute. He... seemsto have learned that |esson, or else he has so much treasurein his castle now that he
thinks he needs no more. At least for the past year or two he has stopped demanding tribute in goods,
and has stopped turning masses of people orbu.

"Now he usesit more as an individua threat— and he demands a different tribute." She raised her eyes,
flashing greenfire. "I was the tribute he demanded from our village. He has turned other women orbu to
serve him, but | think he hastired of that now. He was determined that | serve him freely—but | would
not! Heisevil! And | have brought hisevil down upon you, who have become my friends."

"He'sholding your brother hostage,” said Torio. "Dirdra, we consider you our friend, aswel. Were
going to do everything we can to help you set your brother free."

She shook her head. "It isno use. Madek holdsin thrall too many with powers. Everyonefearshim, for
his own powers are greater than those of any Master Sorcerer in memory. He will take you, and toy with
you like some great black cat—and then he will devour you!™



The sun was setting when they reached the northern edge of the forest, only afew milesfrom the city. By
mutual consent, they rode on, planning to stay in the city overnight, and find out what they could about
Madek's cagtle in the morning.

But asthey clattered across the bridge into the city, armed guards waited for them on the opposite shore.

The Readers knew it, of course—but they Read that the men had orders smply to takethemto
Maldek's castle. There waslittle useresisting.

"Madek ishonored by your vist," the officer in charge of the troop informed them. "We are your escort.”
No snigter intent could be Read beyond hiswords—only curiosity asto who thisragtag band of weary
travelers might be, that had aroused such interest in the Master Sorcerer.

They had to ride on for more than an hour to reach the castle—but then it might have taken that long to
find accommodeationsin the city. The road through the forest which separated the castle from the city was
broad and well cared for—no need to thread their horses through atangle of undergrowth here.

The drawbridge was down for them—but it was pulled up behind them with a sinister rumble once they
wereingde the courtyard. Torio noted that it was manipulated with a huge chain, not ropes—no sword
dash could let this drawbridge fall, nor could aminor Adept easily bresk or burn through that chain.
Maldek expected to hold in—or out—people of both cleverness and power.

Servants came running out to the courtyard, boys to take their horses, women in clean dresses with fresh
white gprons, and amajordomo who announced, "Maldek bids you welcome, gracious ladies and
gentlemen. If it will please you to follow, his servants will take you where you may refresh yourselves
before he grantsyou an interview.”

One of the boys came toward Gray with a collar and leash. The dog, who was leaning so tightly against
Torio asamost to knock him over, growled menacingly, and the boy backed off.

Trusting the animal'singtincts, Torio said, "He stayswith me," and hoped the beast was house-broken.
"Asyou wish, gr," said thelad with abow, and Gray followed Torio insde.

They were taken to baths that rivaled the great bathhouse at Zendi. While they soaked away grime and
wesarinessin the warm pool, servants brought them fruit and wine, nuts and cheese. Then other servants
washed them with sweet-amelling soap— even Gray, who, athough he enjoyed splashing in the cold
pool, submitted to the lathering only at Torio'singstence. In the process, of course, he shook soapsuds
so far into the corners that Torio was sure people would be dipping on them for weeks to come.

Finaly, they were dried with soft towels and wrapped in silken robes. "If you gentlemen will comethis
way," said the mgjordomo, "I believe we can find garments suitable for you. The women will take care of
theladies”

"No—" began Zanos.

"It'sdl right," hiswifetold him. //Zanos, they'velet us keep our wegpons—which can only mean Maldek
knows how little use they would beif he chose to use his powers against us now. We are Readers—he
knows we can find one another, no matter what he does.//

So Zanos, Torio, and Gray were taken to aroom where the men had their hair and beards combed and
trimmed, and even the dog was brushed until he looked twice his size. Then the two men were fitted with
dlken tunics, covered with fur-trimmed, embroidered velvet robes. Under them went silken hose and soft
felt ankle boots—warm indoor attire against the chill of the stone castle.



When they findly met with the gpprova of the mgordomo, they were led through huge arched halways
inlaid with marble, gold, and precious stones, into a chamber only twice aslarge asthe great hdl in
Lenardo'svilla

But where Lenardo's hall was light and decorated with bright colors, this room was pandled in dark
wood that glinted softly in the torchlight. There was afireplace, with a blaze that was somehow warm
without being cheery, but there were no furnishings beyond astrip of rich, thick carpet on the floor
leading up some steps to a platform, aso thickly carpeted. On the platform was athrone—and on the
throne lounged Madek, leaning back with hisright leg thrown across the padded arm of histhrone. He
thusleaned to theleft, hisleft hand casudly caressing an animd of some kind that sat in the shadows on
the carpeted platform, leaning into his caressesjust as Gray did for Torio.

When Gray saw the animal, he growled, and the beast opened surprising green eyes and chattered in a
high-pitched voice.

Torio put ahand on Gray's head and silently ordered him to sit. Obediently, the dog did—but athough
his growls were no longer audible, Torio could fed them asvibrationsin the dog's skull.

It took severd commands for Madek to silence the other animal's chattering—an ape of some sort,
Torio recognized, aslarge asaman in the torso but with short dwarfed and bowed legs, so that its hands
touched the ground when it stood. It was covered in thick reddish hair, except right around those strange
gyes, and the disturbingly human hands.

Madek was just asthey had seen him in Dirdra's memory: very large and powerfully built, and dressed
al in black. Tonight hisrobe wasfurred, with little of the Silver embroidery they had seen before, but his
face wore the same self-satisfied smile, chisdled perfection, carved inice.

"Welcometo my castle,”" he greeted them in tones that attempted sincerity without warmth. "1 trust my
servants have treated you well. Y ou deserve it—you passed dl my testswith dacrity. | rarely find such
worthy opponents.”

"We have not come to oppose you, Maldek," Torio said. "Until you attacked us, we had no quarrel with
you at dl. Since we were able to defeat you at every turn, we will now consder—"

"Defeat?' The sorcerer laughed heartily. ™Y ou think you have defeated me, smply because you managed
to get here through the obstacles? My dear Torio, the contest has not yet begun. Tell him, Zanos—you
have merely passed the qualifying roundsto enter the games!™

"We are not hereto play games,” Torio began, but just then the doors to the chamber were opened once
more, to admit the women.

Maldek roseto hisfeet. "Ah—the ladies. Please enter. Thelovely Adtra, wife of Zanos—you area
fortunate man, r." He grinned lascivioudy at the gladiator, and Torio Read Zanos quell hisfighting
inginct.

Astrawas dressed in robes of adeep wine-colored velvet, trimmed in gray fur and encrusted with
garnets. Her hair was dlaborately styled and entwined with velvet ribbons sparkling with the same jewels.

Mdissawasin gold velvet with dark brown fur trim that matched her hair—which had been styled so that
part of it was braided and curled with bands of gold mesh, but the rest hung loosely down her back,
displaying itsnatural curl. Her dress was heavily encrusted with gold. "Melissa," said Maldek, "Reader
and healer—but also awoman of Adept powers. Y ou have come to meto learn how to expand those

powers."



"Only inthedirection of hedling,” she replied warily, trying as Torio was to Read what the peculiar look in
Maldek's eyes meant. But he was braced againgt their Reading him.

After what seemed to Torio far too long a study of Melissa, Madek reached between her and Astrato
pull forward the woman half-hidden behind them. "Dirdral”

The Maduran woman's exquisite beauty was enhanced by a green velvet gown the exact color of her
eyes. Ingtead of fur, feathersin iridescent greens decorated her robe. She was magnificently beautiful, but
desthly pae.

Maldek pulled her forward into the torchlight. "Why, Dirdra, you haven't deserted us after all. Look,
Kwinn—your sister has come back to ugl”

And as he spoke, the creature that had remained crouched beside the throne, afraid to pass Gray to
follow its master, gave agresat cry and fairly flew across the room to hug Dirdra about the knees, gasping
painful soundsthat they al knew now were meant to be words of joyful greeting.

Dirdradropped to her knees and wrapped her arms about his shoulders, holding him close, her tears
dropping like diamonds onto the trembling furred pelt as she whispered, "I couldn't leave you like this!
Oh, Kwinn—I had to come back for you. | couldn't leave you in hisevil power, my brother!"

Chapter Five

What the Readers wanted to do was examine Kwinn, but Madek had other plans. Firgt they were taken
from the throne room to abanquet hall, where only the three who had used Adept powersdid justice to
themed.

Maldek did not est—causing Torio to Read the food carefully for drugs or poison. He could find nothing.

The Master Sorcerer came up behind him. "The game has not begun, Torio. Y ou may safely enjoy the
food provided. Y ou are my guests now, and the rules of hospitality obtain.”

For how long? Torio wondered, but Madek did not respond. Gray voiced his opinion of their host's
sncerity with asoft growl. It rosein volume when Maldek laid hishand on Torio's shoulder, but the dog
didn't move. Without the hedling fire, the last traces of Torio'sinjury vanished!

Mdlissalooked up, sartled. "How did you do that?’

"Comeand | will show you," the sorcerer replied. "Hereé'—he pointed to Torio's thigh without
touching—"your friend has a deep puncture wound that has healed over, but will cometo restrict those
musclesif itisnot soon hedled cleanly.”

"| planned to set it hedling again tonight,” Mdissareplied. "By morning—"
"But thereis no reason to wait so long," Maldek told her. "Put your hand over the wound.”

Melissadid so—and Maldek placed hisleft hand over hers. Torio tried to Read what they did, but both
the healer and the sorcerer braced to use Adept power. The healing fire touched hiswound for a
moment, but Maldek, his face between Méelissals and Torio's, murmured, "No—that way islong, and
takes too much power. Likethis."

This deeper wound took longer to heel—long enough for Torio to fed a strange cold sensation quite
unlike the hedling fire, as from the ingde out the wound knitted together, clotted blood dissolving and

dissipating.



He could Read what happened to hisinjury, but not how it was done. Mdissaturned her face up to
Maldek's. "Where... where did that power come from?"' she asked. "l fedl no weakness."

"Of coursenot," hereplied, remaining just amoment too long with his hand over hers. Then he
sraightened. "Thereis aready source of power—if one cantapit. You do, Melissa, but inefficiently. Try
it onyour other friend, Zanos. Hiswound till painshim.”

Indeed, Torio had admired the gladiator's stoicism on the long day's ride, for he had to breathe shallowly
to avoid pain, but deeply to keep mov-ing with them. Y et he had not uttered aword of complaint.

Melissa put her hand over Zanos wound. .. but nothing happened. She frowned, and healing warmth
spread beneath her hand.

"No," said Madek, beside her in one rapid stride. "Médlissa, think of healing the wounded after a battle.
Of how much useisaheder who fals adeep after treating twenty, when ahundred more are waiting?"

"It'snot that | disagree, Lord Maldek," shereplied. "It'sthat | cannot Read what you do to heal so
quickly and dleanly.”

"My master taught me by directing the power through my hands until | could control it. Here— try again.”

Again he placed hishand over hers. When they lifted their hands, Zanos took a deep breath— without a
gtab of pain. "Thank you, Mdissa," he said, but looked up at Madek and continued, "I'll not thank you,
Master Sorcerer. Y ou owed me that—it was you who caused my wound!"

Maldek laughed. " Then we begin our contest even, point to point."
"Even? When you have powers beyond anything we've seen before?’

Madek smiled hiscold amile. "It disturbs you to find the tables turned, Zanos the Gladiator, undefeated
Champion of the Aventine Games? How many men did you defeat with powersthey could not
understand?"

"Zanog!" Astrawhispered sharply, putting her hand on her husband's arm. "Whatever he may be, we are
hisgueds™

"Prisoners, you mean,” the gladiator replied. "We could dl end up like that poor creature!”
He gestured to where Dirdra sat, food untouched, cradling Kwinn's head in her lap.

"Ah, but Kwinnishappy,” said Madek. "He has what he wants now: hissster home again. Under my
care, you will discover, everyone receives exactly what he wants."

"That'saliel" Dirdrasngpped. "Do you think Kwinn wanted to be turned into a mindless animal ?*

"He wanted you to be well cared for, Dirdra... and he wanted to be with you. Now he hasjust that. And
you, my dear, will soon give mewhat / want.”

It was obviousthat al were finished eating. Madek bid them good night, and servants showed them to
their rooms, dl clustered in onewing of the castle.

As soon asthe servants | eft them they al gathered in Dirdra's room, to examine Kwinn. Gray lay downin
front of the door.

Astrawas the only one of the group to have completed medicd training at Gaeta, and shewas aso the



most skilled among them at the fine discernment required to Read down to the level of nerve synapses
and minute chemical changes.

"Dirdra, your brother's mind Reads something like that of astroke victim," Astrasaid. "What Madek has
doneisvery crue, but very easy given his combination of Reading and Adept talents. He hasinjured the
part of Kwinn's brain that controls language—he can no longer find words for what he wantsto think or

sy

"Can he be cured?' Dirdra asked.

"l don't know," replied Astra. "I don't think |

could sort out and reconnect al thosetiny fibers. Melissa?'

"It would be like trying to—" She searched for aless painful image than the one that came to mind, but
Dirdraknew it dready.

"To unscramble an egg,” she said bitterly. She rocked her brother in her arms. "It was his mind Maldek
took first. Only when that did not persuade meto cometo him fregly did he begin to amuse himsdlf by
twigting Kwinn's body."

Médlissashivered. "He has such power for heding! Why would he digtort it to do ddliberate harm?'

"Asademongtration of strength,” said Zanos. "There doesn't seem to be anyone capable of opposing
him—those empty beaches we passed to the south are an open invitation to an invading army.”

"Oh, they'vetried," said Dirdra. "Three years ago, Rokannia of the Western Ide sent afleet of ships
against Madura. Madek did not even bother to raise the wind. He let the army come ashore, and met
them with his minions—no army, just Madek and some forty minor sorcerers against an army of over a
thousand.

"Rokanniaand her sorcerers sent fire and thunderbolts, but Madek ignored them. Using hisminionsto
shield him, he took her army, turned them orbu—and when Rokannia had exhausted hersalf he sent her
own army againgt her. She was brought to his castle in chains, and there was a great celebration.

"Rokanniadtill rulesthe Western Ide, but she paystributein gold and grain every year. And it isrumored
that every year when she comesto pay her tribute she begs Maldek to let her bear him achild to carry
on his powers—but he refuses.”

"l can seewhy you intrigue him so, Dirdra," said Zanos. "A Master Sorceress begsfor hisfavors, but you
spurn him."

"And what would you have me do?' she demanded. "L et him use me and cast me aside as he does his
orbu?’

"Not at al," replied Zanos. "'l spoke out of admiration for your courage.”

"Besides," added Adtra, "it is clear that Madek does not want you unwilling—and heistoo good a
Reader not to know your fedings. What isintriguing isthat he has never smply implanted the desire for
himinyour mind."

"It may be," Mdissasad pengvey, "that Madek isjust discovering that his power has limits.”
"What do you mean?" asked Torio.



"He can have anything he wants,” she replied, "except friendship... and love."

"Hell never havethat in this land,” said Dirdra. "The only people who want to be friendswith Madek
are those who seek to profit by the association!”

Findly, since there was nothing they could do for Kwinn and Dirdratonight, they retired to the rooms
assigned them, and dept the deep of utter exhaustion.

Torio woke in acold sweet, out of anightmare he could not remember. The castle was coming to life for
the day. The guards were securing the drawbridge, which had just been let down, and servants scurried
about, preparing for the awakening of their master and his guests.

When Torio sat up, Gray raised his head from where he had been deeping at Torio'sfeet in the huge
bed. "Y ou were on the floor when | fell adeep,” Torio informed him. "How did you get up here without
waking me? Do you have Adept power, too?"

The dog stretched, then pushed hisface under Torio's chin until the Reader rubbed the big shaggy head.
That ritual completed, he jumped off the bed, went to the door, and whined. Torio opened the door for
him, Reading the dog run down the stairs and across the courtyard, then over the drawbridge into the
foredt.

Apparently Gray's not worried about me this morning, thought Torio, and Read the other nearby
rooms.

Dirdrawasin the dull deep of emotiona exhaustion, her face still showing signsthat after the others had
left last night she had cried herself to deep. Kwinn was curled up atop the coverings a her fest—-just as
Gray had been on Torio's bed.

Mdissadtill dept in her room acrossthe hal, and next door Zanos and Astrawere in one another's arms,
her head on his shoulder, one arm about hiswaist asif her small body could shield hisgreat one. On
either sde of the bed, their swords were hung within easy reach. And what good are they against
power like Maldek's? Torio wondered.

He was Reading surfaces only, invading no one's privacy—but he was wide awake and too tense to go
back to deep. What was the "game" Maldek intended to play with them? And where was the Master
Sorcerer now?

In another wing of the castle, he Read Madek... adso adeep. So, the man was human after all.

Torio had dept in the nightshirt he had found laid out on his bed. The clothes he had worn last night were
gone, but an embroidered robe hung over the chair by the bed, fur-lined dippers beneeth it.

More demongtrations of power: someone had been in and out of the room, not only without waking
Torio, but without disturbing Gray.

Furthermore, just as Torio put on the robe and dippers, aservant started up the stairs from the kitchen
with breskfast on atray. The woman was Reading him—inexpertly enough that sheingtantly attracted his
attention, but Reading nonetheless— yet when she reached his door she became blank to Reading for a
moment, and the door opened by itself.

Someone with both Reading and Adept powers employed as a serving maid? Another symbol of
Maldek's power.

"Y ou be up early, young gr," the woman said as she laid the tray on the table. "Have a good breskfast,



and then Devon will be up to help you dress. The Master says you be welcome to explore the cadtlettill
herises. Y ou may find summet of interest in hislibrary."

"Thank you," Torio replied. The smell of fresh-baked bread was too good to resist. There wasfruit
mixed with soft farmer's cheese, aswell, and apot of fresh hot teawhose scent he did not recognize. As
before, everything Read perfectly wholesome, so he ate and drank—and by that time Gray was back.

When the door opened by itsdlf to admit the dog, Torio Read outward, amazed that anyone, except
perhaps Madek, could have been Reading the room without his knowing it.

But the man sweeping the dust out of the corners of the hall had been Reading the dog, not Torio.

Gray eagerly accepted the leftovers of Torio's breakfast. "But that's not enough for you," he realized.
"WEelIl go down to the kitchen and—" He stopped, smiling grimly. "No—we don't even haveto ask!"

Thistime the door opened to admit a manservant in Maldek's black-and-silver livery, followed by asmall
boy with aplatter of meat scraps and bones, and abowl of water. Hesitantly, he set them before the
huge dog, then scurried out of the room.

Gray set happily to hismed while Devon laid out clothing for Torio. The daytime garmentswere no less
rich than last night's robes, athough the hose were woolen, as was the undershirt. Hewas given asatin
shirt of an iridescent blue-green, covered by aknee-length tunic of the same reddish-brown wool asthe
hose, deeveless and open-necked to show the shirt. The tunic was belted in soft |eather.

Over that went ashort fur vest, and then afur-trimmed ankle-length robe of the reddish-brown wool,
lined with blue-green sin.

Soft |leather boots came up high on Torio's calves—and fit as perfectly asif the cobbler had measured his
feet! Findly, Devon adjusted a soft brimless hat on his head, something Torio was quite unaccustomed
to. Winter cloaks had hoods where he came from, but no one required a head covering indoors. Here,
though, the castl€'s tone wals gave off a chill not completely cut by the heavy hangings.

"Now, sir," said Devon, "you will be comfortable. Please fed freeto explore. Perhapsthe Magter's
library—?"

Why does Maldek want mein his library? Torio wondered. Perhapsit was atrap. For a Reader?
Unlikely, asthelord of the castle must certainly know that his guests mistrusted him, and would be on
guard.

S0 he dismissed Devon, deciding to remain right where he was—and Read thelibrary.

It was alarge room, with more books and scrolls than he had ever seen in one place. There was a desk
with ahuge candel abra, pens, abox of parchment, wax seals—Maldek or some secretary must work
here regularly. The penswere trimmed and ready for use. The inkpot was freshly filled. The broad
surface of the desk was clean of dust, and the wax droppings of the partly burned candles had been

scraped away .

But the books and scrolls were what interested Torio. In Zendi, Master Clement was working with
Aradia—who had lost her own library when her castle was destroyed—to build up a collection of useful
works. How they would envy thislibrary!

Unableto see, Torio had not learned to read—as opposed to Reading—until he could visualize. Once he
had mastered the technique, though, he had read voracioudly.



The other boyswould never have put the effort into visualizing what they could see perfectly well, but
Torio had to make the same effort to Read a page whether he opened the book or not—and so usually
hedidn't. The only way Lenardo had kept him from spending dl hisfreetimelying on hisbed, lostin
some book on the shelves of the Academy library, wasto entice him with something more interesting.

Lenardo, whom heidolized, was the ingtructor of novice swordsmen. Since Torio, a age eight, imitated
Lenardo in every way possible, histeacher had been able to entice the boy to exercise by introducing him
to swordplay. As hisbody strengthened from the daily activity, he was ableto play with the other boys,
to learn to swim, and soon to be as sturdy and hedlthy as the other young Readers.

There had never seemed to be enough hoursin the day for lessons and games and the books he wanted
to explore. Torio was reminded, as he stretched out on hisbed in Madek's castle, of the nights Lenardo
had discovered him reading instead of deeping, and made him do the Readers mental exercisesfor

deep.

With much the same sense of stealing time, Torio Read Maldek's library. The Master Sorcerer's own
notebooks were stacked on the desk and on the shelves beside it, but Torio resisted the temptation to
examinethosefird.

He found a section of works on medicine—herba lore, surgery, diagrams of the bodies and brains of
both humans and animals. Nearby were works on agriculture and horticulture, wegther prediction... and
atext on Adept climate manipulation. History, architecture, geography, Reading techniques, philosophy,
government—Maldek seemed to have books on every topic.

Having discovered the library's organization, Torio turned to Madek's notebooks, wondering why the
Master Sorcerer had left them in plain Sight. That had to be where thetrap lay, if there was one.

Maldek could not know which of his guests would wake firgt this morning—nor would he probably have
guessed that Torio would not enter the library, athough no skilled Reader would have had to. Even
Master Readers read with their eyes most of thetime.

Torio carefully assessed the books on the desk. He found no physical traps. Moving them would not
trigger atrapdoor or afalling weight. There was no poison on the covers or sprinkled within the pages...

Or wasthere?
Thelast entry in the top notebook was dated yesterday:

My visitors approach. They will be worthy opponents, for they have dl survived. Even the hound has
been turned to their advantage— athough | saw in the blind one's mind that he knows nothing of animals.
Had he shown fear or hate, the beast would have torn him apart.

What powers have thesefive, that al have euded my traps? They are weak, their powers nothing to
mine. | must know their secret. | must have this power they share.

Now that was interesting, that Maldek should think they shared some secret power!

In an earlier entry, Torio found that someone had Read Dirdra aboard the ship with them and relayed the
message to Maldek, who offered areward for such information. "I knew shewould return,” hewrote. "I
may be forced to restore her brother—but if | do, he will not be the same person. Still, Dirdra need not
know that limit to my powers."

Soif Dirdrahad not arrived in the company of Readerswho could warn of histreachery, Madek would
have led her on until he obtained what he wanted. Torio found the idearepellent. What kind of person



would want the physical favors of someonewho did not desire him?

It was not merely that Madek was a Reader, and would know that Dirdra cameto him unwillingly. None
of Torio's nonReader friends would coerce someoneto act againgt her will. He shied away from the mind
of someone who could think like that.

Yet... if hedid not come to uaderstand the man, how could he help his companions escape Madek's
clutches?

So he continued to read.

And did not know he had falen into the trap in the library until Gray became bored with deeping on the
fur rug beside the bed and jumped up to nudge Torio.

Pulling hismind out of Madek's notes, he found that it was dready midmorning. His companionswere dl
gone from their rooms.

Torio sivung hislegs off the bed, Reading for the others. They were in the room where they had first met
Maldek last night. The Master Sorcerer was once more on histhrone.

A woman was being brought in through the courtyard, guarded—a Reader! In fact, astrong Reader who
would have been a Magister, perhaps even aMadter, in the Academy system.

IIWho—7?// the woman's mind questioned as Tor-io's thoughts touched hers. /Y ou are Aventine!//

[IMagigter Torio, late of the Adigia Academy,// hetold her in terms she would understand—for the flood
of images her mind produced told him that she had come here from hishomeland.

/ICassandra// sheidentified hersdlf, //once of Portials Academy in Tiberium./

Although Torio did not verbalize it, the woman Read his surprise that such a strong Reader was not
ranked.

[l was once aMaster Reader,// shetold him, bitter shame shrouding her thoughts. Ill broke my
vows—and my life has been misery ever snce//

As Cassandraand Torio exchanged thoughts, she was being led by the guards toward Maldek's throne
room, while Torio hurried down the stairs, Gray &t his hedls. He could Read Cassandras reaction to
being brought before Madek: resignation, and the expectation of some new trouble piled upon alifetime
of the same. But she had no ideawhy she was here.

//Don't antagonize Madek,// Torio warned as he Read that she cared little what happened to her now.

/1Y ou think he doesn't know anything he chooses?/ the woman replied. //He Reads dready who | am,
and how much life has punished me, first for breaking my vows, then for fleeing to thisland of evil ./

And Torio could, indeed, Read that the Master Sorcerer was following their mental conversation with
avidinterest.

Torio Read Adtrastiffen, and turn to look aswell as Read, but she was carefully guarding her thoughts so
that only a strange turmoil of emotion could be Read from her.

Cassandra gave a despairing mentd laugh as she was taken into the throne room. 11l made one mistakein
my life—and it destroyed the man | loved. Why should | be surprised if Maldek decidesto add to my
punishment?/



The Master Sorcerer rose as Cassandra was escorted in and stretched out a hand to beckon her
forward. "Welcome, Cassandra," he said with the same guileless charm he had turned on Mdissathe
night before, "Have no fear—I have awonderful surprisefor you. Behold!"

AsTorio took his place besde Méelissa, Madek dismissed the guards and motioned Astraforward. "As
| promised—here you will find what you sought.”

Astramoved giffly, her mind refusing to believe— until she stood face to face with Cassandra. Torio
heard Zanos gasp as the two women stood in profile: the samelines, as dlike as the two faces formed by
the drawing of awine goblet.

Cassandragtared blankly at Astra—but the younger woman whispered, "Y ou... you are my mother!"”

Cassandra blinked, then stepped back and glared at Madek. "Thisis sometrick for your evil
sidaction!”

"Indeed not," replied the sorcerer. "It isfor your satisfaction, Cassandra—but especidly for your
daughter's.”

"I have no daughter,” the woman ingsted. "My firgt child died soon after birth... and later | bore my
husband two stillborn sons. The gods punished usfor our transgressions.”

"Cassandra,” said Adira, "1 am your daughter, Astra. Portialied to you. When you were week after
childbirth, your Reading powers diminished, she used the techniques designed to hed sick minds... but to
evil purpose. She made you think that you Read your own child dead.”

"But... why?" Cassandra asked. "Portiahad no reason to lieto me."

" She wanted to keep your child in her power. | am the daughter of two Master Readers. Portialed meto
believe that you had deserted me, so that | would turn to her as amother. But when | grew up, my
Reading powersincreased—and | discovered how she had lied to me. And to you... Mother."

Cassandrastared. "I Read that you aretdlling the truth. .. a least asyou know it." Tears did down her
cheeks. "Oh, child, whether you are truly my daughter or no, | have brought the curse of the gods upon
you if your search for me brought you to this place of evil!"

Adtrablushed. "1... did not come seeking you," she admitted. "I had no way to trace where you might
have gone. | came here with my husband, who—"

"Husband!" exclaimed Cassandra, looking past Astrato Zanos, Reading his clumsy effort to follow their
thoughts aswell astheir words. "Yes... heisaDark Moon Reader, but surdly you inherited enough
powers—?" Her eyeswidened as she Read Astras tumbled thoughts. "Y ou... you ran away from Portia
to marry thisman?Y ou broke your vows, too? Oh, child—why did you have to inherit my weakness?"

"You don't understand!" said Astra. "M other— please come with Zanos and me. Let ustell you our
gtory." Sheturned to the Master Sorcerer, who was watching the reunion with keen interest. "Maldek, |
think | have had in the back of my mind thiswhole journey that somewhere | might find news of my
parents... even find them dive. And so | thank you."

The sorcerer smiled with gpparent sincerity. "It ismy pleasure, Astra. By al means, go have aprivate talk
with your mother. Mdlissa, if you will comewith me, | will continue to teach you what you seek.
Dirdra—"

"I will walk in the forest with my brother," shereplied.



"Then, Torio—?"

"I'll comewith you, if you don't object,” hetold Madek. "I may have no Adept powers, but perhaps|
can help Médlissa Read just what happens when you hed people.”

They went into along, hall-like room on the ground floor. It faced the courtyard, where it was safe to
have large, many-paned windows to admit sunlight. In the morning, when al the fires but the cooking fire
were out, it was the warmest room in the castle.

Thiswastheinfirmary. Although it was clean, Torio could tell that it was seldom used. There were only
two beds set up with fresh straw mattresses, athough he could Read frames for adozen or more stacked
in anearby storage room.

InWulfgton's cagtle, and in Lilith's, at least a dozen beds were dways available, frequently occupied with
peoplein healing deep. Therewere hedersin every village, but people whoseillness or injury was
beyond the powers of such minor

Adepts were always taken to the Lord Adept. Here, it appeared, the Lord of the Land rarely bothered
with his peopl€e's needs.

Or perhapsit was the payment he exacted that made people fear to come. The guardshad to dragina
man al bent and crippled with rheumatism. Despite pain that made the Readers wince, he flung himsdlf at
Madek'sfeet, saying, "Magter, | dinnaask to be brought here. Please, Master—I be content!”

"But wouldn't you be happier without your pain?' asked Madek. With awave of his hand, the man's
pain disappeared.

"Now," said Madek as the man stared down at hisbody asif hed never seen it before, "we must cool
the inflammation and straighten those limbs.™

The guards lifted the patient onto one of the beds, where he clutched at the mattress with his poor bent
hands and asked, "What do ye want of me, Master?"

"Why, nothing but to make you well,” Madek told him. ™Y ou will be cured—and then you will be ableto
work. Instead of begging in the streets, you will pay your tithe to my support, which is the support of my
people. Rest now," he added, touching the man on the forehead, a which he promptly fell adeep.

Maldek's rationale was precisaly what Torio had heard Aradia say asto why it wasin the best interest of
alLord Adept to expend hisenergiesin hedling. But the unused state of the infirmary and the reaction of
his patient showed that this was not Maldek's usud practice.

"Now, Medlissa" said the Master Sorcerer, "show me how you would hed thisman.”

"I have donethiskind of heding before," shereplied. "The poor man's body isfighting itsdf.” Shelifted
one of the gnarled hands, Read it, and then became blank to Reading as she concentrated. Healing heat
gpread beneath her fingers. The inflammation yielded, dissolved away, and the swelling went down as
improved circulation carried away the accumulated fluid.

"l canh makethe musclesrdax,” she said, "but after he becomes accustomed to being without pain it will
take exerciseto bring his limbs back to full function. The tendons have shortened; only time and use will
lengthen them."

Maldek Read Melissaswork, Torio Reading with him. So far he had seen no sign that their host wasa
better Reader than he was, nor did the examination of the patient's hand give any such indication.



"Y ou have done your work well, Mdlissa," said Madek, "but you have wasted too much of your own
energy. Tell me—do you know what Adept powers are?"

Mélissa studied him, looking puzzled. "1 don't think you mean that they are powersto affect materia
objectswith themind.”

"No—I mean what they are, not what they do."
"Then | don't know," Melissareplied.

"They are forces from adifferent realm,” replied Madek. "We can use them to catayze our own efforts,
which iswhat most Adepts do—or we can Smply guide them, let them pour through us, and thus use
very little of our own energy. That iswhat Master Sorcerersdo.”

"A different relm?' questioned Torio. "What do you mean? Another plane of existence? Such planesare
not physicd, and can only be reached out of body. How can they provide power?'

Maldek smiled disarmingly at him. "An excedllent question. Y ou have ventured onto other planes of
exigence, Torio? You are very young for such aquest—it is said that oneis hardly rooted in thisworld
until he haslived init for ageneration— thirty years.”

"And | suppose you waited that long?' asked Torio.

"Almog," replied Madek, frowning. "Do they teach you thisin your Academy training while you are so
young? That is dangerous—you could lose yoursdlf."

"It isnot something | would do for amusement,” Torio replied. "One of my teacherswas|ost on the
planes of existence, and it took acircle of Readers and Adepts to draw him back. | know of others who
have been |lost forever, their bodies|eft behind to die.

"But you are avoiding my question, Madek. One does not enter the planes of existencein his body, for
they areimmateriad. So how can they have anything to do with physica power?"

"How? That issomething | do not know. That there are planes of power, though, | an witnessto. And
those planes must be tapped while oneis in the body. Ouit of it, one cannot control them—or at least no
one ever has except in legend.”

"The ghost-king," Torio identified.

"It islegend herein Madura, too," replied Madek. "Evenif that taleisnot purefable, in living memory no
one has tapped the planes of power out of body. Our version of the legend says that when the king did
30, the power flowed through his conscious link with his helpless body, and destroyed it. That ishow he
became aghos.”

"That part'snot in our story,” said Torio. "But... how can you reach other planes of existence without
going out of body? And how can you Read and use Adept powers at the same time?”

"I'm not Reading when | doit," Maldek replied. "That iswhy | can teach Melissaonly as| was
taught—and until you develop the Adept half of your powers, | cannot teach it to you, Torio. But thisis
what Mdissacamehereto learn. Let her learnit.”

"Go ahead,” Torioreplied. "I'll try to Read what you're doing.”

But it was the same as the night before—he could Read what happened to the man's arthritic joints, but



not the source of the change.

Perhaps he found it difficult to concentrate on the healing because he was too aware of Maldek touching
Mdissa. In fact, he was Reading the Master Sorcerer so closaly that when he stood behind her,
wrapping his huge body around hersto put his hands over hers on the patient, Torio could smell
Méelissas fresh scent in Maldek's nogtrils.

And Maldek's reaction—the reaction of anormal, hedthy man to having his arms around a beautiful
woman.

Torio gritted his teeth and concentrated on the healing. As before, it seemed to take place spontaneoudly,
without the healing fire. Not only did the inflammation disappear, but the muscles relaxed and the
shortened tendons... grewl

Torio could not believe what he was Reading.

Heders had used traction in the Aventine Empire, when norma exercise would not restore full function.
Adepts might work on deformed limbs daily, making small progress each time until they were
restored—nbut he had never Read anything like this. Of course Mdlissahad to learniit!

But, "l just don't know what you're doingl" she protested when Maldek took his hands off hersfor the
dozenth time, and for the dozenth time the healing stopped abruptly.

"It'sdl right," hesaid. "l couldn't do it when | first tried, either. It will come with practice, Mdissa. But
now, Read your patient."

Both Torio and Medissadid so. The man was deeping quietly, dl inflammation gone from hisjoints,
muscles relaxed, connective tissue restored to normal. He would require food and exercise to restore his
strength—Dbut then he would be able to resume anormd life!

"Now Read me," Madek instructed.

"I'mtired just from concentrating,” exclaimed Méelissa, "and you're asfresh asif you'd just had agood
night'sdeep!”

"I did not use my own energy,” Madek explained. "In fact, | sometimesthink that the more one draws
from the planes of power, the more oneis energized by what one touches. Come—we have another
petient waiting."

Thistime the patient walked in willingly, looking around, taking stock. He was ared-haired manin his
early thirties, dressed in finefabrics, but of too many different bright colors. Arrogantly, he looked
Maldek up and down, then asked, "Well, Master Sorcerer, what did you redly have your guardsmen
bring me herefor? I'll never believe it wasthidl™

And hethrust out his right arm—which ended not in a hand, but ahook!
Torio gasped in recognition. "By the godd!”

"Oh, no, Torio," said Maldek, "the gods had nothing to do with it. I knew where this one was. It was
Cassandrawho was hard to find."

"What's going on here?" the red-haired man asked. "Them guards told me you wanted me at the castleto
get anew hand. | told ‘em you don't do favors for gamblers—so what'sit redly about?”



"Exactly what the guardstold you,” Maldek replied. "I sent them for you in particular, and aso told them
to bring in the most crippled beggar they saw in the streets.” He waved toward the degping man. "Asyou
can see, heisno longer crippled. | have astudent herelearning to hedl. | plan to demonstrate on you."

"Yeah?' the man questioned. "I'm not so sure | like that. Y ou gonna grow my hand back? Welch-ersare
scared pretty bad by this hook."

"And aso people you "protect’ for afee, no doubt,” said Madek. "But | will have another surprise for
you soon, Bryen. And | want you in perfect condition for it."

"No thanks!" said Bryen, and headed for the door. "I've dways stayed out of your way, Madek. You
got no cal to pick mefor your experiments.”

"Ah, but | have," replied the sorcerer—and Bryen stopped in histracks, paralyzed. " Come now—I've no
reason to hurt you. I'm doing you afavor.”

But not Zanos, Torio thought to himsdf. If there was any form of human parasite Zanos hated, it was
gamblers. Could Maldek know that?

Released, Bryen turned, anger and fear clashing within him. "What you gonnawant in return for the favor
| never asked for?' he demanded. "1 got no woman | care about—don't pay in this land! Y ou need more
money? | can get it for you, depending—"

"Bryen, | am not asking you to pay. Y ou are doing afavor for two of my guests. Now lie down, and let
me restore your hand.”

Bryen stared at Mdlissaand Torio as he moved reluctantly to the empty bed. "Y our guests, huh?You
folks from some other country?"

"Asamatter of fact, weare,” sad Melissa
"Well—take care who you think's your friend," Bryen warned.
"Just go to deep now and let uswork," said Madek, and the red head dropped onto the pillow.

Maldek removed the tight wrappings which secured the hook to the stump of Bryen'sright arm. Thearm
itself was as strong as his left—he obvioudy used the hook, probably just as he had suggested.

The pae ssump was cleanly heded over, long calloused and without pain.
"Observe," said Maldek, "what you will be able to do once you have mastered the planes of power."

Torio and Melissa Read together. Maldek became blank to Reading as he asserted his Adept powers,
then Readable again as he studied the effects, removing the calluses and scar tissue, leaving only normal
flesh a the end of Bryen's arm— soft and pink and vulnerable.

But then Maldek began to Read with fine discernment, down to the very level of the cells of Bryen's
body. Torio had Read thus with Astra, knew Lenardo could have Read it... but he had never tried to
Read to such alevel on hisown.

At least inthisskill, Maklek was a better Reader... now. But Torio's powerswould grow for ten years
yet. Meanwhile, Reading with Ma dek would give him experience againgt the day when his own powers
would reveal such depths.

But then... Madek began to Read inside the cdlldl



Down, down, into the tangled strands of lifeitself, Madek reached and manipulated. Lost, Torio
observed without understanding. Madek spread cold white fire among the dancing threads until they
writhed and intermeshed in new patterns— blinking in and out as Maldek stopped Reading to control,
then resumed to study hisresults.

Then he withdrew, and stood Reading the stump of Bryen'sarm, just within the flesh. Here Torio could
Read for himsdif.... and observed amiracle.

The seded-off bone ends dissolved, and cell by cell the bones began to extend. At the sametime, tiny
bits of new living matter formed out of the old, and assembled themsdves at the ends of the two bones of
the forearm.

Mélissagasped as she recognized the pattern. //It's like the hand of ababy growing in the womt>—so
tiny, yet dl the dementsin placel//

Indeed, the formation was so smdll that it was not visble even asaswelling... but it was there]

Maldek guided the substance until it had taken on alife of itsown. Then helet go his concentration and
stood back, breathing heavily.

"You'retired," sad Mdissa

"Only weary with concentration,” the Master Sorcerer replied. "L et Bryen deep. Well waken him to feed
him later—for hisbody will depleteitsdf with dl thework it must do.”

"The substance, then," Torio asked, "comes from Bryen's body?"

"Of course. It is possible to make matter disintegrate, Torio, but I've never yet heard of the Master
Sorcerer who could createit. And the pattern of Bryen'swhole body, including hismissing hand, isin
every cel. All | had to do was copy it."

They went to dinner, then—-just the three of them, for Dirdra had not returned, and Zanos and Astra,
gtill closeted with Cassandra, requested that the meal be sent up to their room.

"When are you going to tell Zanosthat his brother is here?' asked Torio.

"As so0n as Bryen has enough stirength for the reunion—-just afew days. Zanosis not astrong
Reader—surely you two can keep from spoiling my surprise?”

"Of course," Mdissareplied, assuming Torio's consent. "Besdes, it's Agtras day today, finding her
mother after al these years. Let them enjoy their reunion, and when Bryen has recovered Astrawill be
ableto share Zanos happinessthe way heis sharing herstoday.”

Torio wondered if they were indeed happy, considering how bitter Cassandra had seemed—but when
she came down to supper with Zanos and Astrathat evening she was a changed woman. Her eyes and
Asdtra's both showed that they had cried— but they were happy now.

Face on, Cassandraand Agtradid not look nearly as much adike asthey did in profile, although it was
easy to guessthey wererelated. But when they smiled—

Although Torio felt that no woman could compare in beauty to Mdissa, with her delicate heart-shaped
face and softly curling hair, he knew that other women were beautiful aswell. Lilith had aserene, classic
beauty. Aradiawas excticaly lovely. But Astrawas not a beautiful woman, merely pretty in the way of
youth, and Cassandra had not even that.



But when they smiled, both mother's and daughter's faces took on such aglow that for that moment they
seemed the most beautiful women in the world.

Over supper, Cassandratold an abbreviated verson of the life's story she had reveded to her daughter
and son-in-law that day.

She had, indeed, broken her vows as a Master Reader, as had Master Anthony. When Cassandra's
pregnancy reveded their indiscretion, the Council of Masters decreed that oath-breakers were not to be
rewarded with one another, but that they would be separated and sent to the far ends of the empire.

So Cassandra and Anthony decided to run away together.

But Portiawatched Cassandratoo closaly. The day she packed her belongings, she found the door
blocked by the Master of Masters—and thereafter locked. With her advancing pregnancy, it became
lessand less possible for her to flee.

Anthony, pursued as he moved from village to village trying to find away to rescue Cassandra, was
eventualy forced to cross the border into the savage lands.

Finaly Cassandras baby was born—and died. At least so Portia had made her believe. And in her
despair, Cassandra fled—perhaps escaping too easily, she thought now that she knew Portia had not
wanted her, but her child.

In the savage lands Cassandra had to hide her Reading ability, for the savages, terrified of their powers,
killed Readers. For dmost ayear she had wandered, terrified, until at last she touched mindswith
another at a harvest fair—and found her love.

They spoke their marriage vows to one another, and decided to travel northward, to where they had
heard of verdant ides where people of both Reading and Adept powerslived in peace.

"And indeed," Cassandrafinished, "Madurawas such aland in those days. We saled here eagerly, and
found welcome. It seemed that we had paid for our misdeeds, and that at last we could settle down to

good lives.

"But... our children were born dead, and we knew the punishment of the gods was still upon us. We
lived far in the northern hills of thisidand, seeking obscurity among the shepherds—and then the old Lord
of theLand died."

She looked at Mddek, and continued, choosing her words carefully. "At first, things seemed the same as
always, except that the shepherds complained that the new Master Sorcerer demanded twice as many
sheep and three times as much wool as his portion of their goods. But they had fine flocks, and it was
little hardship for them.

"Then... thetithe wasincreased, and demands came for young men of the village for the army, and young
women..." Shelet thet trail off. "Then afew years ago the climate changed. Winters became longer. The
newborn lambs died in the snow, and the sheep that survived grew weaker asthere waslessand lessfor
them to est.

"Anthony went out with the shepherdsin ablizzard, to find and rescue as many of their sheep aspossible.
None of uswere strong anymore—we were suffering shortages as much as the sheep were. Anthony
stayed out dl night with the shepherds—and caught pneumonia. So did severa other men. Thevillage
hedler exhausted himself, whilel did dl that | could with herbs—but it had been yearssince | could get
many herbs | needed. Five good men died that winter... among them Anthony."



Cassandrafel slent. Madek rose and came up behind her chair, placing his hand on her shoulder.
"Cassandra—I| am only beginning to recognize what harm | have donein my attemptsto strengthen
Maduraagaingt itsenemies. If | could bring your husband back, | would—but you know | cannot.”

| "No," Dirdra suddenly spoke up, "you can only make orbu, you fiend!"

"And | have stopped doing that,” Maldek replied, irritation edging his voice for amoment. Then he
camed himself. "Y ou have no reason to believe me, Dirdra—how could you, when it isyour own
example that has shown me my mistakes only in these past few days?'

Torio tried to Read the man's sincerity, but he was shielding his emotions by bracing for Adept
power—Médissadid that sometimes when she didn't want Torio to know how she felt, but in Maldek he
suspected it was something more.

Maldek, meanwhile, said to Cassandra, "Although | cannot restore your husband, at least | have reunited
you with your daughter. It is not recompense; there can be no recompense. But | shall restore the land,
and reunite those whom | can— and perhaps, one day, my people will forgive me."

"You are your people," Torio suddenly found himsdf saying. "And you are your land, Madek. Theland
may demand your lifeto restoreit.”

The Master Sorcerer stared at him. "That isso," he replied. "But how do you know this, Torio?"
"He hasthe gift of prophecy," Mdissareplied. "But Torio, you said the land may demand Madek'slife.”

"Thereisyet time," the words tumbled forth, "but it is growing short. Make your wordstrue, Madek, or
only one who dies your death for you can save you and your land.”

Chapter Six

"But what doesit mean?' Mdlissademanded of Torio after the group at supper had broken up. "First
you said that Madek might haveto diefor hisland—and then you said someone e'se might haveto die
hisdesth. | don't understand.”

"And you think | do?' Torio asked. "How could someone die somebody e se's death? All | know isthat
Maldek gives me cold chills—because he hasn't redly reformed.”

"Isthat a prophecy, too?"

They had walked out into the forest with Gray. Torio picked up astick and tossed it. The dog |loped after
it and brought it back while Torio sorted his thoughts.

"No, it's not a prophecy; it'safeding. You try to Read him when he's making an gpology—he's hiding his
truefedings

"I could tell that he's heard before that the Lord isthe land, and may have to restoreit with hisown
blood—only I'll wager he never thought it would apply to him until he redized what hed done to the
beautiful, rich land that Zanos and Cassandraremember. Now he's frightened, and he'strying to make
amends. But Madek doesn't strike me asredly wanting to change. He enjoys controlling people.”

"Don't be so cynical, Torio. People do reform.”

"Not the ones who have tasted power. Portiawent down fighting, remember? Besides—Ma dek's
reform istoo quick. He couldn't have changed overnight.”



"I don't think it was overnight,” said Melissa, fending off Gray as he dmost knocked her over begging her
to play with him. She tossed the stick for him. "1 think Madek has been dissatisfied for along time with
the way his power has separated him from other people, but he didn't know what was wrong until he
watched thefive of ustogether. Were like afamily, you know—Dirdrais here because of her brother,
and Zanosislooking for his. So now Madek istrying to bring families together—and he likesthe feding
of using his powersfor good. Torio, you can't tell me you haven't Read how Maldek feelswhen he's
heding!"

"Hefedspridein hispower," Torio agreed. "He's showing off for you, Melissa"

She stopped abruptly. "Torio—you can't be jealous, can you?"'

"Do | have reason to be?" he countered.

"No!" shereplied. A littletoo quickly? Then, "I'mtired,” she said. "It will be dark soon. Let'sgo back.”

Torio refrained from reminding her that they were both Readers, to whom darkness meant nothing, and
smply turned to walk with her back toward the castle.

Apparently they had been waited for. The moment they crossed the drawbridge, it was hauled up with a
horrible rumbling sound. Torio shuddered, and Gray nudged his hand asif to give comfort.

"What'swrong?' asked Mdissa.

"Nothing," hereplied. "I think—yes, the sound reminds me of that stone diding down out of the quarry
onto that young man Wulfston and | rescued. It makes me think of someone being crushed to death.”

"Auf! Don't say such thingd" shesaid.

"It's not a prophecy—it's something that happened in the past.”" Then he turned to face her. "But-—my
gift of prophecy disturbs you, doesn't it? Every time | say something about the future, you withdraw from
me. Melissa, | can't help it

"I know," shereplied. "Still... it'sfrightening, Torio. And thistime you prophesied death!”
"Only if Madek doesn't mend hisways."
"But you don't think he can. Y ou think helll have to die—or that one of uswill haveto diefor him!"

The next day, Madek and his guests rode into the city. Torio Read apphrehension flowing ahead of the
party as word spread that the Master Sorcerer wasin town.

Mothers called their daughtersinto back rooms.

Beggars scurried into corners and huddled, shaking, hoping not to be noticed—for one of their number
had been carried off to the castle yesterday, and no one knew what had become of him.

They left their horses at a stable and proceeded on foot to the local hospital, where the hedlers looked up
in agtonishment, not believing they had Read the Lord of the Land approaching. They tried to shield their
thoughts by bracing for Adept power, but Torio caught the fact that Madek had turned away their pleas
for hisaid years before. Without the help of such a powerful Adept, the hedlers were severely
limited—hence the presence of beggars like the crippled man Madek and Mdissahad cured yesterday.

In aprivate consultation room, amother held her little girl on her [ap whileafemae heder told her, "Try
to take her to Rokannia of the Western 1de, when she comes here to pay tribute. She has the power to



hedl the nerves and alow your child to see”

It was the same degenerative condition that had caused Torio to be born blind—afairly common allment
which any of the Lords Adept in the Savage Empire could cure with afew weeks of dally trestments, as
long asit was corrected in infancy. Asthe child grew older, such trestments were less and less effective,

and for adultsthey didn't work at all.

The hedler looked up in astonishment as Madek walked into the private room without knocking.

"Magter!" gasped the mother, faling to her knees and clutching her child to her breest asif shefeared it
would be torn from her grip. The baby, naturaly, began to scream.

"Give methechild," said Maldek.

"Madter, please!” said the hedler. "Thisis Mora-deg's only child. Y ou surely have no usefor ablind
infant. Please don't take her avay!"

"Take her away?' Maldek asked. "Isthat what they say of mein my land—that | sted babesfrom their
mothers? No, woman—give methe child that | may hed her.”

Trembling, the mother delivered the screaming baby into Madek's huge hands. He dung her easily onto
one arm, her head in his hand, her body aong his forearm, and stroked her brow. Shefell adeep at once.

Torio Read Madek Reading for the defective nerves—then that amazing cold white fire—and the fibers
grew in moments, generating the necessary tissue and connections.

What would have taken Wulfston or Aradiaweeks of daily treatments was completed by Madek inless
than aquarter of an hour. Then he placed the infant back in her mother's arms and touched her on the
forehead.

The child's eyes opened, and she made a gurgling sound. Torio could Read that thelittle girl's ight was
restored, but there was no way for the mother to know.

The baby had never seen before. She couldn't focus her eyes, or recognize her mother's face.
But the hedler picked up alighted candle, held it in front of the child's face, and then moved it to the Side.

The child's head turned, following the light. She let out a happy chortle and reached toward it, but the
hedler held the candle safely out of reach.

The mother broke into sobs. " Oh, Master—thank you! How can | ever repay you?"'

"Thereisno need,” Madek replied. "Heaer— have you any other patients who require my skills?'
"Not at present, Magter," shereplied hesitantly.

"When you have, send them to my castle.”

"Yes, Magter," the hedler replied—but Torio knew Maldek Read as easily as he did that she feared
some underlying scheme beneath the Master Sorcerer's gpparent kindness. And he felt Maldek's
annoyance & her distrust.

But Madek held himself in check as he showed them the rest of the hospitd facility, which wassmilar to
the onein Zendi. Then he suggested, ™Y ou may wish to explore my city on your own— and asyou dl
have theinner sght, | have no fear you will becomelost and unable to find your way back to the stable



where we left our horses."

Dirdrahad not come with them on this excursion, for Kwinn screamed and clung to her every time she
tried to leave hissght, and the city was certainly no place for him—or for Gray, who had, amazingly,
seemed to understand Torio'singtruction to stay behind, although he made clear that he was not happy
about it.

Zanos and Astratook Cassandra off to explore, while Méelissawanted to go to the herb market.

Ma dek seemed determined to stay with Melissa, so Torio followed adong, trying to decide if hewas
Reading agrowing rivary with Maldek, or only imagining it.

When Médlissawas deep in discussion with one of the herbalists over the uses of some medicines she was
unfamiliar with, Torio asked Maldek, "Couldn't you cure Kwinn with the same technique you used on

thet baby?'
"No—but | could cureyou, if you like."
"No, thank you," Torio answered automatically.

Maldek cocked his head to one side, studying the young Reader. "Why not? It is convenient to see,
Torio—and perhapsif you did not have to ssumble in the dark at any time you are not Read-ing, you
would be able to release your Adept powers, as Mdissa has done.”

"I'm not sure | want such powers," Torio told him, and knew that Madek Read his thought that the
Master Sorcerer was only one example of the wrong that could be done with them.

But Madek chose another direction for their conversation. "Y ou are the only one whose desires | cannot
fathom. What do you want of me, Torio?"

“Nothing."
"Then if you refuse to take from me, what do you seek in these ides?!
"Adventure, perhgps—athough I've had enough of that for the moment, thank you.”

"A typica young man'sanswer,” Madek observed, "but not yours, | think. Can it be that you are not
seeking something to be found here, but to escape something at home?”

"A shrewd guess, Madek," Torio replied. "l left my homeland to avoid becoming aLord of the Land.
Likeyou."

For thefirgt timein two days, the cold, mocking smile played over Madek'slips. "We are kin at heart,
then—for you recognize aswell as| that power must be exercised in order to rule. It is sometimes
necessary to be harsh.”

"Firm," Torio corrected. "A difficult lineto tread. My teacher, Master Lenardo, treadsit aseasily asLord
of the Land as he did asteacher in the Academy—but | do not want responsibility for other peopl€'s
lives. Even as ateacher, my mistakes hurt other people.”

"And so0 you remain blind when you could see, weak when you could be strong? Y ou are afooal, Torio.
Y ou place yoursdlf at other people's mercy.”

"Wearedl at the mercy of thegods," Torio replied, faling back on an Aventine commonplace.



"When | meet your gods, | will believeinthem,” Maldek retorted. "Meanwhile, | will rely on my own
powers."

"Cdl it thegods, cdll it fate—there is something beyond the powers of mere men,” Torio told him. "I have
seen prophecies come true—and | see my own happening, even now. | told Zanos he would find his
brother, and that his brother would have his hand again—and you have found Bryen and restored his
hand. Perhaps, then, you bdievethat | am controlling you?'

Maldek laughed. "That is something no man will ever do! Don't try it, Torio. And be grateful... | s8ldom
give my opponentsawarning.”

"Why have you made us opponents?* Torio asked. "We did nothing to you, made no challenge. And
Dirdraand her brother—why do you aid Zanos brother and not Dirdras? Dirdraiis your subject; Zanos
isnot.”

"The gameisnot finished,” Madek answered.

"Does that mean you will cure Kwinn? Surely the method you are using to regrow Bryen's hand would
work."

"Y es—it would restore hisintelligence, but not hismemoriesor his... sdf. Hewould be likeanewborn
baby, having to learn everything again. And since the circumstances would be quite different, he would
probably become a considerably different person.”

"Haveyou told Dirdrathat?' asked Méelissa, who had come up just in time to hear this last exchange.
" She ought to know that you cannot restore her brother as she knew him. However, |

think that she would gladly undertake the task of teaching him, if you would return his understanding.”

The moment Mdlissas attention was back on him, Maldek's charm returned. "Y ou areright, Melissa. |
will tdl her."

"And restore Kwinn—as much as you are capable of 7' she pursued.

Helooked down at her, speculation in his blue eyes, thoughts carefully shielded. "Would you like meto
dothat?

"I would like to see Dirdra obtain what she has made such along, hard journey for. Y ou said we would
each receive what we had come for, Madek. You are teaching me your healing skills. Y ou have reunited
Astrawith her mother, and brought Zanos brother to him. What did you plan for Dirdra, if not to restore
Kwinn?'

"What does she plan for me?" he countered. "' Do you think she owes me nothing?"

"Her loydty," said Melissa, "as your subject— which she has dready shown you by returning, even
though you had abused her and her family."

"She returned for her brother, not for me."

"Then gain her respect and loyaty by restoring him!" exclaimed Mdissa. "If you won't, once | have
learned to reach that healing power you have shown me, | will useit to restore Kwinn mysdlf. Andif |
cannot learn it, | heard what the healer at the hospital said about sending people she can't cureto
Rokannia. I'm sure shewould help Kwinn."



"Y ou would defy me, Mdissa?' Madek asked.

"l am not your subject—I cameto thisland seeking knowledge. Y ou have fredly offered me that
knowledge. If you now wish to rescind that offer—"

"No, | do not. When we return to the castle, you shal have another lesson. But now, let us go to the guild
hall and see how plansare progressing for Rokanniasvist.”

"Is she coming soon?" asked Torio.

"Intwelve days. My people will celebrate our victory, in which none of them died. Y ou must admit that
there | have achieved something no other Lord of the Land ever has: dthough | maintain anarmy asa
secondary defense, | no longer have to send them into battle. In my land, mothers need no longer fear
that their sonswill be cdled to die.”

No, thought Torio, only that they will be turned into mindless automatons. But he ceased Reading as
he thought it, so that Maldek would not catch his thought—and in that moment while hewasblind, a cart
rumbled by in the busy stret.

The sound was magnified by the enclosing stone buildings, and for one moment, not Reading, Torio felt
again the horror of being crushed to desth—

"Torio"

Melissagrasped hishand and pulled him out of theway. "Y ou were going to walk right into that wagon!
What thought is so important to keep hidden?"

Of course he resumed Reading immediately, and found Madek's face saying, "'l told you so," even
though he did not broadcast the thought. There was something elsein the Master Sorcerer's eyes,
too—some specul ation that made Torio wince in anticipation. But how could he be more vigilant than he
aready was?

* * %

In the middle of the night, Torio woke with astart in acold sweet, absolute terror clutching his gut.

Gray came and licked hisface, and he clung to the dog, taking comfort in the warm, unquestioning redlity
of the creature.

The dream was gone. He could not remember anything but mindlessterror. All he knew wasthat it wasa
dream he had had often as a child—adream laden with guilt, asif dl the horrors of the world were to be
laid at hisdoor.

But he could never remember it, and as he grew up it came less frequently, and only at times of stress.
He had dreamed it after the battle at Adigia, in which Deciuslost hisleg, and again after the earthquake
a Gagtaand thefdl of Tiberium.

Each time he had dreamed it when something he had said or done had ended in harm. But yesterday—he
could not remember anything he had said or done that had hurt anyone. Was he afraid of having
antagonized Madek? Perhaps that was it. Whether the Master Sorcerer's attempts to reform were
sincere or for some ulterior purpose, what did it matter aslong as people were healed and none were
turned orbu—at least for atime? He should put aside his skepticism, and alow Maldek's people
whatever benefitsthe Lord of their Land might give them, however temporary.



Three dayslater, Bryen's hand was the size of ahaf-grown child's, and he could moveit fredy. "It will
smply grow now, until it reaches normad sizein afew weeks," Madek told him.

"So now what?' Bryen asked, looking from the hand up a Madek. "I can't believe you done thisjust for
my ske."

"Asamatter of fact, | didn't doit for you at dl,” Madek explained. "Come with me, Bryen. Thereis
someone | want you to meset."

Zanoswas with Torio in the courtyard, practicing with broadswords—and winning easily because Torio's
attention was divided.

"What's the matter with you today?" the gladiator asked. "Y ou're giving me no more challenge than Gray
could, trying to wield asword with histeeth!"

At the mention of his name, Gray woofed and wagged histail. Thefirst time he had seen Zanos
gpparently attack Torio he had come between them, growling and threatening—but Torio had findly
made him understand that it was agame, so now he sat and watched, waiting for histurn to play.

Knowing that Madek and Mdlissawere bringing Bryen to the courtyard, Torio let himself concentrate on
the match and began to give Zanos abit of competition. The broadsword was amuch better wespon for
the gladiator's strength than for Torio's speed, but Zanos ing sted every man ought to know how to fight
with whatever wegpon was at hand, so Torio swung and ducked, and amost caught Zanos off guard
with afeint, drawing addighted laugh from the gladiator.

"That'stheway! But agood broadswordsman would—" He camein under Torio's guard—>but the
younger man jumped back and pivoted, swinging sideways at Zanos exposed biceps.

The gladiator whirled just in time and took the bl blow on his heavy chest padding, bringing him within
reach of Torio's neck.

The practice sword merely stung, but Torio protested, "That move would work in the arena, or any time
you're wearing armor—but if you weren't shielded, my strike would have killed you.”

"If I weren't shidlded, | wouldn't have allowed you so close," Zanos replied. "But | concede—we hadn't
defined whether we were supposedly wear-

ling armor or not."

"I've never worn armor,” said Torio. "Y ou have two sets of reflexes, Zanos—one for arena-style combat
and onefor other fighting. How do you keep them apart?’

"Reflexes aren't enough. Y ou know that," laughed Zanos, with a stabbing blow that Torio easily parried.
"You'rethinking dl thetime, Torio—but at the same time you act without ddliberating. Y ou have anaturd
talent—I could have made a gladiator out of you!"

Zanosthrust. Torio deflected his sword and swung again—but his arms were growing tired after along
exercise with the weighted practice broadsword. Zanos could probably go on dl day.

He Read Zanos Read hisfatigue and start to lay on, driving Torio back toward thewall. The Reader
retreated, merely keeping up his guard and trying to let his muscles revive for—

Onelast flurry of blows



Zanos grinned as Torio turned on him. "Good! Very good! / would have you, with my strength— but
unless you came up againgt another gladiator, you'd win with that strategy, Torio." And he dropped the
tip of hissword to the ground, as a sign that the match was over.

"And what would you two do in an even match?' avoice asked, and Bryen strode across the courtyard.
"Madek, isthiswhat you had to show me— the perfect match for the victory games?’

The gambler circled the two panting men, saying, "1 want to see you with light swords—or do either of
you know how to use a pikestaff? What about wrestling? The local farmers like that—they'll bet
everything that'sleft from their last harvest!”

Zanos sared at the intruder. "Who are you?' he asked, awarning tonein hisvoice.

Bryenignoredit. "They'll al bet on the big one, of course. Y ou, son," he said to Torio, "you one of
Maldek's servants? Y ou got talent there—quick moves. Think you can take this big fellow with alighter

wegpon?'

"I'm not agladiator,” Torio replied. "I'm aReader," he added, thinking that that unfair advantage would
surdy make him inligible for whatever the gambler had in mind.

"All the better! Inner sght againgt brute strength —the crowd will love it! Maldek, can | take these men
with me, to supervisether training? Theres only afew days|eft—I have to decide how to use them to
best advantage before | put out the word—"

"Stop!" ordered Zanos. "1 spent most of my life fighting in the arena—and I'm not going back to it to line
the pockets of another gambler!”

"Oh, you'll be paid!" said Bryen. "Both of you— you just do what | tell you, and well line all our
pockets!"

He started to turn back to Maldek, assuming that everything was settled with Zanos and Torio, but
Zanos had fought too long for the right to control hisown life. He grasped the man'sarm and pulled him
back around, saying, "Madek isnot our master. No maniis. | told you | will never again kill asan exhibit
for other peopl€'s pleasure! Torio?"

"| certainly won't," the Reader said.

"Soweare agreed,” said Zanos, squeezing Bryen'sarm for emphasis—and lifting it enough that hiseyes
fdl on the haf-grown hand.

Torio fet astonishment stab through Zanos as he looked from the hand to Bryen's face—to thefiery red
hair with asprinkling of white at the temples, the blue eyes. Torio could see the resemblance in the square
jaw and the shape of the nose, but Bryen's face had a hardness Zanos lacked, even though both men

had known alifetime of harsh survivd.

For along moment, Zanos only stared. Then, "Bryen?' he whispered. The gambler only stared at him.
"Bryen—don't you know me? I've come al the way from Tiberium looking for you... my brother.”

NonReader, nonAdept, Bryen had no disciplines at al to hide hisfedings. His utter amazement washed
over Torio in achill wave. "Zanos? Little brother?'

The term was absurd—for athough Zanos was hardly a handspan taller than Bryen, he was so broad
and strong from years of training that he appeared three times his brother's size.



Bryen laughed. "You are! Zanos, | thought I'd never seeyou again!" His startlement warmed into family
feding as the two men hugged, pounding one another on the back, Zanos dmost crushing Bryenin his
enthusaam.

"l didn't know if you'd even survived!" said Zanos. "I've wanted to come back—but it took me so many
yearsto earn my freedom... And what about you? Y ou look well. Are you married? My wife's here with
me—you have to meet her—and my friends, Torio here and—"

As heturned to introduce them, Zanos eyes fell on Maldek, who was standing back, watching the
reunion in open amusement.

Zanos stopped, then said, ™Y ou found him for me, didn't you, Madek?"
"| found him," the sorcerer assented.

"And restored hishand?' The gladiator shook hishead dowly. "I ill don't know what to think about
you—hbut thistime you have my thanks."

This reunion, however, was less sweet than Astras with her mother. But it was happy enough for the next
few hours, as Zanos introduced his brother to the rest of their group, told his story and Agtras, and
listened to Bryen'stae of survival.

When the daver ship departed, Bryen had been left among the dead and dying. The village hedler had
been daughtered, so there was no help but what they could do for one another. A man with agut wound
tied arope around the end of the boy's arm so he would not bleed to death, and together they somehow
got another man and awoman into afishing boat and set out for the next village.

But by dawn all three of Bryen's companions were dead of their wounds. The boy passed out, and the
boat drifted amlesdy until other fishermen found it.

They took Bryen to their hedler, who saved hislife, but only aMaster Sorcerer could restore his hand.
"Why wasn't that done?' demanded Zanos. "The Lord of the Land in our day was good and kind—"

"And old," said Bryen. "Oh, he lived for over ten years after you were captured, but his powers were
waning. Madek, his son, was sent to apprentice in Mdiard, far to the north, for he was hardly older than
| was, and not comeinto hisfull powers. We paid <o little attention to anything but fishing in our home
village—I found in the City that Madurawas a war! The fleet was defending theriver here; that'swhy
the daversfound it so easy to prey on the southern coast.

"The Lord of the Land granted me audience when he heard my story—but only to tell me no, he couldn't
use his strength to hedl half-grown boys when he had to keep grown men strong for hisarmy. He
promised to hea me as soon as | was full-grown.” Bryen snorted derisively. " So much for the promises
of the Lord of the Land!"

"Thewar went on for many years," said Cassandra. " Surely you can understand the difficult decisions he
had to make about how best to defend his people. All those years, Bryen, our climate remained mild, our
crops and flocks hedthy."

"Maybe, but in the City | learned to take care of mysaf. A man named Graorn took mein, and set meto
collecting rents from histenants. He had a hook made for my missing hand—and | was sarting to get big
enough that the wel chers handed over what they owed when | shoved it in their faces.

"By thetime | was old enough to go into the army, 1'd seen too many soldiers go out there and amost



die, and be healed, and amost die again, and be healed—the second or third time lots of 'em deserted,
and hid out in the City. So | just didn't go to get my hand put back."

"Then how can you blamethe Lord of the Land for not keegping his promise?' Zanos asked.

"Once thewar was over, | went to the castlel” Bryen flared. "That was after Madek came home. With
his powers, it was over fast—and | went to the castle and couldn't even get in! For the next few years,
everyone said Madek wasredly running things—but mostly lifewasdl right until the old lord died.
Then—"

"Y es—weve seen,” said Zanos.
"But Madek seemsto belearning from hismistakes" putin Melissa

"Don't bet onit!" said Bryen. "They say nobody's ever had as much power as Madek has—so who's
gonnastop him from doing whatever he wants?'

"Himsdlf," Mdissaanswered. "Bryen, he healed you, and reunited you with your brother. He found
Astra's mother for her. Can't you see what's happening? He's been so isolated by his power, and by the
fear he has generated in hispeople... he'sso londly.”

"Londy!" Dirdrasnorted. "He can take anyone he wantd!™
"He can by force," agreed Méelissa, "but you of al people know that he has found no satisfaction in that.”

"So he smply forces peoplein other ways!" the Maduran woman retorted. "Are you al such fools, to be
taken in by his supposed reform?”

"Dirdra, shouldn't we give him the benefit of the doubt?' asked Agtra. "Madek did not haveto find my
mother. I'd never have known shewasin Madura"

"Did you never wonder how he knew your mother had |eft the Aventine Empire?’ Dirdraasked. "Asdtra,
he spies on our minds—and you Readers can't even tell he'sdoing it!"

"That'strue," said Torio. "At least while we were on theway here, | felt Madek's mind searching severd
times—didn't you, Agira, Melissa?'

Astranodded. But Mdissasaid, Y es—but he was testing us then. He found that we were dl friends,
and nothing he sent against us could defeat us when we worked together.”

"He'sclumsy,” Zanos put in. "Let's suppose Melissasright, and we came along just at the time when
Maldek had redlized that forcing people to do hiswill wasn't satisfying. Maye heredly is trying to make
friendswith us—but al he can think to do isfind out what we're looking for, and giveit to us.”

"Hestrying to buy your friendship,” said Dirdra.

"Hell learn that only friendship gains friendship,” said Mdissa. "Adraisright. We ought to assume that
Maldek meanswell until he proves otherwise."

Torio remained quiet through the exchange, for Dirdraexpressed hisfedings quite well, and he didn't
want to fight with Mdissa

She, however, knew what was on his mind, and confronted him after supper that night. "Why didn't you
say what you thought this afternoon?”



"What do you mean?"

"Torio, you may be able to hide your precise thoughts from me, but your fedings are on Dirdras Side,
againg Madek."

"And why are you so much for him?" Torio asked. "Read what his people think about him— how they
hid when we went into town, how Bryen distrusted his motives. What's wrong with you, Mdissa? Can't
you see that he's putting on an act?"

"No, | don't seethat!" she exploded. "Why would he bother? Torio, the man is putting forth every effort
to make up for what he did to us. He's starting work at heling Kwinn in the morning. Maybe Dirdrawill
cometo seethat he'strying—"

They were climbing the staircase leading to the upper hadlway where their rooms were. From Zanos and
Astra's room came a sudden shout that stopped them in their tracks: "No! By Mawort, evenif you are
my brother, I'll never again kill for sport!”

"But the money, Zanos—"

"Money?Isthat dl you think of, Bryen?'

"Money is power—if you don't have any other kind. And even Madek needs money."
"Zaneos, please—cam down," came Astrasvoice.

"When my own brother wants to put me back in the arena? Bryen, you make your living out of other
men'spain! Don't think | don't understand— that's how | bought my way out of davery, and won the
money to get out of the empire.”" Helet out abitter laugh. "Only to loseit to a cheating, power-hungry
gambler just likeyou!™

The door to the gladiator's room dammed against the wall as Zanos burst out. He rushed by Torio and
Melissawithout even seeing them, Bryen following at adiscreet distance.

Torio had seen Zanos do this before. Trained to violence, he had taught himself to walk away from a
brewing fight before he hurt someone. Bryen didn't know the risk hetook by pursuing him.

But Adtradid—and her mother Read her fear and exclaimed, "What kind of man have you married,
Astra? How could a Reader live daily with such violence? And he has taught you to carry a sword—"

"Mother, | love Zanos. He won't hurt Bryen— that'swhy he walked away."
"But heéssuch a... brute. Oh, my daughter, if only | could have been there to guide you—"

"Y ou broke your oath asmuch as | did minel” said Astra. "Don't you talk about guiding me—at least |
knew about the corruption in the Academy system before | deserted it. Portia attacked me because |
knew too much—because of thiswild Reading talent | inherited from you and my father. Did it ever
occur to you that the Academy ruleswhich prevent Master Readers from having children are thereto
save children from growing up as| did, unable to control ? It'sawonder | didn't go mad, and end my life
at Gaetawith the hederstying knotsin my mind!"

"S0 you chose to have your children with that— that anima?"

"Zanosisagood man—how can you call yoursalf a Reader and not recognize that?' And Asiraalso
burgt from the room, sailing past Torio and Melissa, who stared at each other and realized—



"He'sgot usdivided!" exclaimed Torio. "Maldek could not defegt us as a group—but he now has us
separated, so he can—" Dread suspicion directed his Reading to the end of the hal. "Where's Dirdra?"

Only Kwinnwasin Dirdras room, curled up on the end of the bed, sound adeep. An Adept-induced
deep, obvioudy, or he would never have dlowed Dirdrato leave him aone.

And in Madek's throne room, Dirdra stood before the Master Sorcerer, who wastelling her, "I am truly
sorry that | cannot restore Kwinn exactly as he was before—but | know you will teach him to be agood
man, and love him as much asyou awaysdid."

She regarded him with suspicion as she agreed, "That istrue.”
"Dirdra, | am asking your forgiveness.”

Torio and Mdissatook each other's hands, not daring to make amental comment or even let their
fedings surface lest Madek Read them spying. Could Mdissabe right? Thiswas onetime Torio would
be glad to be proved wrong.

"When | see my brother restored to the man he was—and whenin hiseyes| seeaman's
intelligence—then, Magter, | will forgive you with al my heart,”" Dirdra said with her customary dignity.

Madek smiled his most charming amile, stood, and descended the steps from histhrone. He cameto
Dirdra—too close, daring her to retreat. She stood her ground, and he let his overpowering maleness
overshadow her ashe said, "1 will be happy to accept it then. In the meantime, you may have friends,
Dirdra, but in oneway you are aslondly as| am—as Kwinn wasfor you while you were gone.”

He looked down into her eyes. "l kept him with me asareminder of you—your image wasthe onething
awaysclear in hismind." He put hishands on her shoulders, ignoring the dight increase in the stiffness of
her posture. "1 missed you, Dirdra.

He bent his head, kissing her unyidding lips. Dirdrawas not thinking at dl, fearing anything that escaped
her control would trigger Madek's anger and end her hopes for Kwinn. Maldek must have known what
she was doing, but he continued gently kissing her cheeks, her eyelids. ™Y ou have no need to fear me. |
wouldn't hurt you. Let me share with you, Dirdra. Think of what pleasure aMaster Sorcerer can
provide—"

"Please, Magter, do not touch mefurther,” Dirdrasaid quietly, firmly.

Helifted his head, but did not take his hands from her shoulders. "Dirdra, you are mine. Y ou are my
subject, and | can do with you what | will—but instead | offer you fredy—"

"Master, you do not offer freely the chance to refuse you."

Maldek's eyes glinted coldly. "It isirrational for you to refuse me. Rokannia, a Master Sorceress, ison
the sea, bound for Madura. When she arrives, she will once again ask of me asafavor what you will not
takefredy given!"

"Rokanniawants your child, not you," said Dirdra. "' She would raise that child to your strength without
your cruelty. Together they would free the Western Ide of your tyranny—perhaps Madura, too, for it
would be your child'sinheritance."

Her green eyes stared up at him defiantly. "Do you think that people without the inner sight have no
minds? Y ou want me only because | refuse you. Would that | had given in & the very beginning—you
would have discarded me without harming my brother.”



"And | shdl have you now, and discard you as| please—"
/IZanos! Agtral Cassandral// Torio broadcast at the strongest intensity. //Madek isthreatening Dirdral//

He and Méelissaran toward the throne room, Gray surging ahead of them. The guards barred their way,
but Melissahad the power to make them deep. Asthey collapsed, diding down thewall, Torio flung the
door open.

"Where are your fine promises and good intentions now, Maldek?' he demanded.
"Spying on me, Torio?" asked the sorcerer conversationdly.
"Merdy making certain of Dirdras safety. We share abond of friendship.”

Zanos arrived, trailed by Bryen, while Cassandramet her daughter at the juncture of the passageways,
and the two women marched defiantly into the throne room together.

"Toriowasright!" said Mdissa. "Y ou haven't changed, Ma dek—you just wanted usto think you had.”

"When you found my brother,” said Zanos, "you knew he was the kind of man who would bring
dissenson into our group.”

"The godsforgive me," added Cassandra, "but you must have brought me here knowing that | would not
approve of my daughter's choice of husband, and might drive them apart. Adtra, | am sorry. | have seen
how much Zanos loves you, and what € se matters?”

"Nothing," replied Adtra, linking armswith her mother. "Dirdra—come and join us. We are family— as
long as we remain together, Madek cannot harm us."

Dirdratook Agtra's other arm. Torio and Me-lissatook their places, and Zanos and Bryen forged the
link on the other side of Cassandra.

The Master Sorcerer laughed. "1 could kill you dl, right there where you stand!™

"You cankill us" said Médlissa, "but you cannot bend usto your will. | waswrong about you, Maldek.
Y ou haven't yet learned that kindness makes friends as close as brothers, but thrests creste only
frightened enemies.”

"Indeed?Y ou want to be brothers? Do you want Bryen as your brother—gambler, extortionist, exploiter
of other men'spain?Y ou didn't like what you found very much, did you, Zanos?'

"Heismy brother,” Zanosinsisted. "We were separated as boys, so we don't know one another very
well yet—but we will come to understand each other."

"Y ou five who came so far together—Zanos, Adtra, Torio, Mdissa, Dirdra—do you fed like brothers
and ssters? Do you redly know one another any better than you do Bryen and Cassandra?’

"After what you put usthrough?' asked Torio. "1 would trust any of my friendswith my life— and have
doneso."

"But... could they trust you?' asked Madek withamdicious amile.
"Of course," said Zanos. "We have dl trusted Torio with our lives.

"Not knowing what you risked!" Maldek told them. "Do you know why heis so afraid of wielding



power? Do you know what Torio did to his own brother?!
Méelissaturned. "Torio? Y ou never told me you had a brother.”

"Hedied,” Torio replied. "I hardly remember him—we were just little boys—I couldn't have been more
than four years old. Before any of my Reading powers began to develop.”

"But you had power, Torio," said Madek. "Y ou were blind—and so your mother set you over your
brother, even though he was older. He had to obey your every whim, remember?"

"No," Torio sad truthfully, "1 don't remember. | can hardly recal anything before Master Lenardo
discovered that | was a Reader and took me to the Academy at Adigia."”

"Then remember nowl" said Madek—and suddenly Torio and al the other Readersthere were
enveloped hdplesdy in nightmare.

It was his dream!

The moment it began he recognized it, although every time he woke from it he found it gone beyond
recal.

Hewasachild, small and helplessin aworld where everyone e se strode fregly, but he had to fed his
way unless someone led him by the hand.

Having never seen, he did not understand the power sighted people had—only that he bumped into
things other people miraculoudy knew were there, and that he could not find hisway outside the smdll
gpartment where he lived with hisfather, mother, and brother Detrus.

Only in their home was hisworld safe and warm; there he was held and fed and loved. But Detrus had to
take care of him when both their parents were working—and Detrus would rather play with the other
boys than nursemaid hisblind brother. *

Oneday Detrustook him outside and left him stting against awall while he played with the other boys.

Out of nothingness came the sound of footsteps— but not human steps. Something with claws clicking on
the cobbles!

He smelled a strange odor—it came closer and he shrank back against the wall. Icy wetness nudged his
neck—a davering beast began licking hisface—

He screamed!
The thing barked, hot breath with the odor of garbagein hisface—
And his brother and hisfriends came running— not to rescue him, but to howl with laughter!

That evening, clutching his mother asif he would never let go, Torio begged, "Don' lee me with Detrus no
more, Mama! It was amonster! 1t wanted to eat me up!”

"It wasjust adogl" Detrusexplained. "It wouldn't of hurt Torio—just washed hisface for him." He
laughed.

But it wasn't funny to their mother.

"Torio can't help being blind," she reminded Detrus. "Y ou know your father and | both have to work.



Y ou haveto take care of your brother—an' no more leaving him aone, in the house or outside!”
"But Mama—" Detrus protested.

"No!" shetold him."Y ou stay insgde and play Torio'sgames! Y ou feed him when he'shungry. If he wants
to go outside, you hold him by the hand, and take him where he wants to go. And Torio—if Detrus ever
scaresyou again, you let me know!"

For thefirst timein hislife, afeding of power surged through Torio.

Then it was another afternoon, after lunch. He made Detrus play the word-guessing game he hated
because Torio, dthough two years younger, was better at it than hewas. But "I'll tell Mama' wasdl
Torio had to threaten to get what he wanted.

"That'sadumb game!" said Detrus after Torio won another round. "Words are for girlsand blind kids.
Y ou can't do nothin' fun, Torio."

"What do you wannado?"' Torio asked, fegling magnanimous. "We could sing songs.”
"That'sfor little kidg"

"You could tdl meagory."

"l don't know any stories.”

"Yesyou do. Tell me about the wild boy raised by thewolves." In Torio's mind, awolf must be much like
the dog that had come out of nowhere and terrified him.

But he knew it was afavorite story with Detrus, who had actualy seen the wild boy in a cage when the
carniva came through their town last summer. In fact, Detrus had been talking about the wild boy
recently because they had heard that the carnival wasin one of the nearby towns, and might be coming
back to their town soon.

Detrustold the story, getting into the spirit as he described the boy's shaggy hair and long, sharp teeth,
growling inimitation of theway he had growled &t the crowd.

"And then, when fat Orfio got real close and tried to touch him," Detrus ended in afit of giggles, "helifted
hisleg just like adog and peed right out of the cage on him!"

Torio giggled, too, in boyish comradeship at sharing astory their mother would never have approved of.

Just then running footsteps pounded down the street outside. "Carniva's coming! Carniva's coming!™
shouted boys voices.

Someone hammered on the door. "Detrusl Hey— Detrus! Come on! Let's seeif they've till got thewild
boy!"

Torio recognized Orfio's voice. "Come on, Detrusl Were gonnamissit! I'm gonnaget that wild boy—I
got agood sharp gtick to jab 'im with!"

"Torio—you stay here," ordered Detrus. "I'm only gonnago an' see the wild boy, and then I'll be right
back—adl right?"

"No!" said Torio. "No, Detrusl Mama said you gotta stay here with me!”



"Not on carnival day! Torio—you don't tell her, and I'll bring you asugar sop."

"Where you gonna get asugar sop?' demanded Torio. "Y ourelying, Detrud I'll tell Mamal™ 2 "I'll pinch
you!" Detrus said angrily, suiting action to words.

1 "I'll tell Mamal™ Torio screamed the louder. "1'll put you outside where the dogsl| eat you up!” Detrus
threatened.

"An'MamaU punish you!" Torio retorted, "feding his power in the fact that Detrus remained there
arguing ingtead of just running off.

That fact gave him courage.
"Takemedong."
"| can't do that! You'd get logt.”

"Not if you hold my hand like Mama said. | wannago to the carniva, Detrus. Y ou take mel™ said Torio,
somping hisfoot for emphess.

By thetimethey were at the end of their street, Torio regretted his hasty decision.

They got into ajostling crowd, and Torio was lost dready. If Detruslet go of hishand, hed never find his
way home!

He stopped, digging in hisheds. "Detrus, | wannago home!”

"No! Y ou wanted to come aong, now you come!" said Detrus. "Hurry up, Torio! Well missthe
parade!”

Detrus gave ajerk to Torio's hand, and the blind boy stumbled after him, terror building. Up ahead there
were rumbling noises, and roars and growls aong with the stink of wild beasts—red wild beagts, not
neighborhood dogs and cats!

"I wannago home!" Torio screamed the louder, but Detrus dragged him dong, in among packed bodies,
bumping into people, worming their way through to where Detrus could see the passing wagons.

"Theresthe wild boy!" Detrus shouted. "Come on, Torio—Orfio'stryin' acatch up—I wannaseeif he
gickshim!"

"I wannago home!" Torio cried again as Detrus hauled him dong. Suddenly he dug in hishedls, grabbed
Detrus hand in both of his, and swung his brother away from the direction he was headed. "Y ou gotta do
what / want, Detrus! | wannago homel”

Torio knew nothing of where they were except that they had broken through the crowd that he could till
hear, and dl around them were loud rumbles of heavy anima wagonswith their growling beasts and
sharp anmoniagtinks.

He swung Detrusin the direction he thought they had come from.
Detrus sstumbled—and his hand dipped out of Torio'd!
"Detrus!" Torio screamed. Other voicesin the crowd began to scream. "L ook out!”

"Watch out for the boys!" Horses neighed in terror. Fear stench rose dl around. The rumble grew louder,



shaking the ground as Torio groped wildly for Detrus— Heard his brother's scream— Heard horses
scream again— Heard people screaming al around— Smelled—blood!

In Madek's throne room, Torio stood swesating and shaking as he did when he awoke from that same
nightmare. Now he knew why he could never remember it.

Tears stresking hisface, he sank to his knees, whispering, "Now you know—now we al know. I'm
responsible. | killed my brother.”

Chapter Seven

From all around the throne room, waves of anger washed through Torio's battered mind.

Overpowering surges of guilt ripped through him as he kndlt, exposed, before the people who had been
hisfriends. Shielding from their fury, he withdrew into himself, asblind and helplessashe had been asa

amdll boy.

Claws clicked on the stone floor, and Gray licked hisface, nudging him under the chin, offering
unquestioning comfort even though the dog had Read Torio's experience dong with al the other Readers.

Then agentle hand touched his shoulder. "Torio." It was Dirdras voice. "Don't let Madek do thisto
you."

"Y ou don't understand,” he said wretchedly. "Y ou couldn't Read—" He threw his arms around Gray, not
caring that the dog still loved him only because it couldn't comprehend the enormity of hisguilt.

"l could Read it," said Méelissa, knedling on Torio's other side and putting her arms around him.
"Torio—do you think we would blame you for an accident? Y ou were too young even to understand
what was happening! Torio?'

He could not respond, keeping hisface buried againgt Gray, hismind firmly closed. Mdlissa's pity was
even worse than her anger of the moment before.

Then strong hands grasped his upper arms. " Stand up!" said Zanos, lifting him to hisfeet. "Torio—Read't
For Hestals sske—were angry a Madek, not a you! What kind of evil mind triesto cast guilt on aman
for what happened when he was a four-year-old child?*

"But it was my fault—" Torio began.

"Nonsense!" declared Zanos. "Have you Read Bryen blaming mefor theloss of his hand? Or me blaming
him for letting me be carried off into davery? Or ether of us laden with guilt for the deaths of the rest of
our family? By the gods, Torio, you take responsibility for everything that happens, asif to make up for
that one event that was not your fault."

Hestantly, Torio dlowed himsdlf to Read—and found that Dirdra, Melissa, and Zanos spoke the truth. It
was not even that his friends forgave him—they found nothing to forgive!

Unlike hismoather.

For the two years he had remained at home after Detrus death, Torio had lived with asilent woman who
blamed her crippled son for the death of her perfect one. She had neither punished nor neglected
him—but she had not loved him. And Torio's growing powers had only revealed more and more how
much his mother blamed him for something his young mind had banished from memory.



But he remembered clearly how happy his mother wasto berid of him when then-Magister Lenardo had
discovered his potential as a Reader and taken him off to the Academy.

The Readers had taken four boys from six to eight years old out of their town that day. Torio, the
youngest, was the only one who did not cry himsdlf to deep in his strange bed that night.... the only one
who did not want to go home again.

What hefdt this evening in the throne room of Maldek's castle was the same sense of relief he had
known at the Academy, where his teachers had cared only about his Reading potential, and no one had
blamed him for anything beyond boyish pranks.

Thisfeding was even more welcome. Hisfriends knew—and they didn't hate him! He Read their love,
their caring asthey gathered around him, even Bryen and Cassandrajoining the circle to put their arms
around him, protecting him againgt the maice of the Master Sorcerer—

Who stood partway up the stepsto his throne, watching the scene in growing anger.

Adraturned to him. "Wewon't let you pull that trick again, Madek. We have our differences—but you
will never againdivide ud”

And asif her words were a signad—thunder roared outside, and people began to scream!
They Read outward, to find the city under attack.

Firerained from the sky. Thunderbolts struck the castle. The forest roared into flame, animasfleeing,
legping into the river and the moat—

"Rokannial" shouted Maldek.
But there was more than one Adept attacking!

In savage glee, the Readersfelt Maldek recognize that the very tricks he had been using on hisvisitors
had been turned againgt him.

While Madek had been preoccupied with trying to divide and conquer his guests, Rokannia had taken
the opportunity to gather two other Master Sorcerers against him—one of them Borru of Mdiard, with
whom he had been fostered as a boy.

Torio felt Madek's shock of recognition—Borru was his mentor, Rokannia his sworn vassa, and
Shivahn his neighbor to the northwest, with whom he had an uneasy truce.

//How dare you attack me?// he demanded.

Rokanniaanswered for them al. //Y ou destroy my people with your demands, Ma dek—and your ruin
of your own landsis spreading to those of your neighbors on Madural Y ou are at war with us, whether
you declareit or not./

//Borru,// Maldek appeded, //Master. Y ou taught me to use my powers. How can you turn against me?/

/1Y ou have misused your powers, Maldek, against your people, your land. Y ou must be stopped before
you destroy everything your father left to you.//

/Mhisismy land,// Madek told them. IIl will dowithit as| pleasel//

/INo,// said Shivahn, //the land is hot yours, nor the people—you are theirsl And your loss of control of



the climate has crept year by year into my lands, until my cropsfail under early and late frosts, my herds
diein thewinter sorms—and my people suffer hunger! No more, Madek. Y ou will be stopped, once
andfor all//

/IGiveit up, Madek,// said Rokannia. //Y our powers may be greater than ours individual ly—but our
combined powers are greater than anything you have.//

/1Y ou are wrong!// Madek roared doud even as he projected the thought. 11l know where you are—and
| will destroy you!//

And with that he sent a thunderbolt crackling to where Rokanniawas hidden in the forest on the other
sde of therive—for, Torio redized, while Madek was distracted with the games he was playing with
hisvigtors, the three Master Sorcerers had |eft Rokannias ship and traveled inland on the same road
Torio and his companions had taken.

Of course—these three had the power to fool Maldek's Readers. They had not even known two other
sorcerers were aboard Rokannias vessdl. The ship was still proceeding around the southeast tip of the
idand, asif to sail up to the City by theriver, as expected. No one had reported that it had put people
ashore.

Rokanniaand her cohorts easily deflected Madek's first blow and sent their own barrage againgt the
castle, shaking its foundations. But it was built to withstand Adept attack, and nothing happened beyond
aloud rattling.

Kwinn, however, wakened in terror and galloped down the stairs squedling, looking for Dirdra. When he
found her, he flung hisarms around her and buried hisface in her skirt to be stroked and comforted.

Outside, loca minor Adepts had already put out the forest fire—but Torio could Read that such an effort
quickly used up their meager powers.

He caught Rokannia Reading him—in fact, Reading the whole group gathered before Maldek. //Join with
us!// she directed. //Madek has proven himsdlf your enemy—help usto kill him, and you will have three
Master Sorcerersin your debt!//

But it was not their war—at least not yet. Torio Read the consensus that they protect themsalves, but not
attack—a spontaneous response from all who could Read Rokannias offer.

"Dont ligen to her," warned Madek. "I will win. Be my friends, not my enemies! Help me, and | will
reward you well."

He probably Read the skepticism with which they heard that offer, but again they remained
spontaneoudy neutral, waiting to see the outcome— dl heartily wishing they were not trapped between
Maldek's evil and the uncertainty of Rokanniaand her friends.

The attacking forces again struck with fire— Torio had seen thismethod of attack many times before. In
the City, severa neighborhoods blazed up, people running hel plesdy, minor Adepts rescuing those they
could, hedlers rushing to save people who had inhaed smoke or been burned.

But then there were no new fires as the three Master Sorcerers concentrated so hard that they could not
be Read unless one knew where to visualize them—and overhead storm clouds gathered, black and
threatening. Asthey were creating them in acloudless sky, Torio knew they were working against nature,
using agreat dedl of Adept power.

1Y ou think thunder and lightning will frighten me?/ Madek demanded sarcastically—but his audience



was not ligening.

Something more was happening in those clouds— water droplets were being urged together, freezing
wind condensing theminto ice crystds, larger and larger chunks—

Hall the sze of melons began to fall on the City and the castle!
People and animals were struck and killed.

Roofs were pierced—and those which first held gave way under further bombardment and the sheer
weight of ice.

Even the castle roof was struck through, greet ice bals smashing on the stonefloors.

But Madek grabbed hold of the wind, and sent the hail sheering from the upper atmosphere acrossthe
river to strike the people who had crested it.

Shivahn moved her attention from forming the hail to melting what Madek was throwing at them beforeit
could strike.

He focused on her—and the sorceress heart shuddered and heaved as searing pain clutched at her
chedt!

Her attention focused on her own body as, shaking, she fought Maldek's squeezing of her heart.

Fortunately for Shivahn, Madek dared not concentrate for long on just one person—for while his
attention was thus engaged, Rokannia and Borru were directing the hailstonesto crush his castle
walls—stone walls pierced by ice, driven by Adept powers.

The castle shook as the kitchen wing collapsed.

Maldek had to concentrate on melting the ice before it struck—and at the same time protect himself as
the three Master Sorcererslaunched an attack on his body, trying to stop his heart or parayze his
diaphragm so he could not bresthe.

//Fooldl// Rokanniastormed at Madek's visitors. //Y ou are closer than we arel Kill him where he slands
before—//

But it wastoo late. Madek was calling upon the planes of power—Torio could Read a strange aura of
energy around him, protecting, even absorbing the blows the others sent againgt him, thusincreasing its
own power.

Astonishment rang from Borru. //Madek—wheat are you doing? Y ou cannot control so much power!//
[ll am doing what you taught me, Master!// Madek replied cynically.
/e mugt stop him nowMI exclaimed the sorcerer from the far north. /Come—join with me!//

And the three joined hands, Borru reaching for the same source of power Madek was tapping— but
with adifference.

Maldek was using the power as an outer defense. The sorcerer from Meliard merely drew strength into
his own body, asif to hed the weakness caused by the use of Adept powers. Thus strengthened, he
joined his companionsin the attack with powers Torio was only too familiar with.



Searing flamesrose dl around!

Hot fire of degtruction!

The tapestries went up in flames, the pandling, the wooden throne, the rugs—

Kwinn screamed, and Gray yelped in terror.

Thedoors burst into flame.

The Readers gasped in disbelief asthe very stone walls began to burn.

They were trapped!

Even Maldek had to have air to breathe—and the fire was taking dl the air!

Torio choked and gasped, trying to Read away out. There was flame in every direction.
Heat seared hisflesh,

Méelissa, Zanos, and Agtrafought the fire, but succeeded only in creating aflameless circle around
them—there was ill no way out!

Maldek concentrated—and cold white fire leaped acrossthe river, attacking the circle of sorcerers—

It burned through their nerves, not heding now, but draining them with searing pain until they shriveled,
agony traveling up their spinesto ther brains, roaring through their minds and leaving them dead—empty!

Maldek had won.

But histhrone room was surrounded by fire, the walls, the floor, the very air aflame.
Outside, theforest blazed.

The City roared to the heavens!

All the power their own smdll circle of Adepts could muster could not hold off the conflagration any
longer—they were dying.

"Madek!" Mdissascreamed. " Stop thefire! It will kill you, too!™

He Read that it was destroying his castle, his City—and in pure selfishness he once again reached for that
cold white flame—

"Not morefirel" cried Torio—
But then he saw what Madek was doing.

The cold fire attacked the hot—absorbed it! It spread, circling the group of visitors, drawing power from
theflamesit fed on and leaving only ashin itswake. Cold ash.

Everyone stared, gasping for bresth.

Up the walls went the cold whitefire, feeding on the hot orange flames, consuming them and leaving
refreshing coolness.



Meissastared at Maldek. " Such power,” she whispered. "Blessed gods—heistruly invincible!”
Maldek grinned triumphantly, striding down the barren steps as the fire retreated.

About him was till that auraof cold fire.

"Médissa," Torio warned, "do not touch him! That power isworking through him!"

"Of course," replied Madek. "I am itsroute into thisworld—only | dare call up so much power. Poor
Borru—all he ever tried to teach me wasto control, control, never loose the true power of which | am
capable. Now he knows, wherever heis, what power he could have had if he hadn't been afraid!™

The Master Sorcerer held out his hands, oneto Dirdra, oneto Mdissa. "All power is mine. Rokan-nia,
Borru, Shivahn—their lands are mine now. And you are mine. | have won theright to you— dl of you.
Please me, and | will reward you. Displease me—"

He had no need to finish the threat. Neither woman, though, touched him. "Y ou fear me," he said,
obvioudy pleased. "That iswise."

"l do not fear you," said Dirdra. "Nothing has changed. Y ou cannot do anything more to me than you
have dready done."

"Dirdraisright,” said Melissa. "What have you gained, Maldek? More power? Y ou didn't know what to
do with what you had. Read what is happening out there—the force you unleashed may put out the fires,
but it will not restore the lives of the people who died. It will not bring the forest back, fresh and green.

Only timewill hed thoseterrible scars—and even timewill not help if you continue to destroy your land.”

Torio recaled his prophecy. "Madek, your land isworse off now than before the attack. Y our mgjor
trade city liesin ashes. Y ou are your land—do not think that you have any more power than it has.”

"Do you think your nonsense frightens me, Torio?/ decide my fate, not some foolish Reader who will not
even see, let donelearn to use the other side of his powers. Borru tried to make me into someone like
you—afraid of power—and see where helies now. With my powers, | need have no fear of
uperdition!”

"Thenwhat," Adtraput in, "are you going to do about the power you have unleashed? Can you control
what it isdoing now, Maldek?"

Everyone Read with her—and found the cold white energy drawing back toward the castle. All the fires
were out—but people lay dead or dying... and asit retreated, the cold fire, having consumed its prime
target, now sucked thelife from anyoneit met who could not shield.

Those with elther Reading or Adept power managed to fight it off—but they saw friends and family
drained of lifein itswake, and screams of renewed agony followed upon the sobs of the dready
grief-gtricken.

"No!" exclamed Madek—and for the first time Torio Read genuine fear grasp at the man's mind.

But the Master Sorcerer wasted no time on his gpprehens ons—he reached out with his powerful mind,
drawing the circle of cold fire back toward the castle, to himself, so that he could banish it—

Where freezing emptiness had been, cold flames flickered and legped, eluding Madek's attempts to
direct the fire—it seared through him, cold and deadly, tapping the power of its own planeto renew its
grength.



With amighty effort of will, Madek forced the whitefire to retreat to the castle—whereit broke forth in
even greater force!

Where orange heat had consumed before, now unyielding cold ravaged through the castle—
Torio Read what was happening:
Maldek was the conduit for thisforce from another plane of existence.

Thefarther it ranged from itslink with its own world, the wesker it became, and the more easily he could
control it.

But when he drew it toward himself, to force it back onto its own plane, it renewed itsdf by contact with
itsorigins, and could resst him!

| Zanos, Mdlissa, and Adtraautomatically joined their effortsto Maldek's—but their powers were nothing
compared to his, and they made no perceptible impact.

| The cold energy leaped about the castle—striking the living, drawing their life. Many of Madek's
servants had powers. They ressted, but those who | had no defenses succumbed without even knowing
what had struck them—and with every life, | the draining force grew hungrier.

"Dirdral" Torio shouted. "Take Kwinn and Bryen | and—"

Then he redlized that they were surrounded—as Maldek closed the circle of energy, it had to travel over,
pas, or through dl of them!

"Protect them!™ he directed, and they shoved the three with no powersto the center of their circle, Torio,
Mélissa, Astra, Zanos, and Cassandra joining hands around them. Gray patrolled the outside of their
circle as Madek stood on the stepsto his throne—now a pile of ashes—intent on conquering that cold
energy as he had conquered every other opponent in hislife.

Ashedrew the cold fire toward himsdlf, it flicked over the circle of portectors. Torio felt it tingle through
his nerves, far stronger than when it was used for hedling. He shivered asit tried to draw the warmth from
him—but ingtinctively, without knowing how he did it, helet it flow through him without effect.

So did Mélissa, Zanos, Astra, Cassandra—and even Gray.
But Dirdracould not let it flow, nor Kwinn nor Bryen—in them, the cold drained, drained—
"Madek—stop it!" shouted Mdlissa.

He did not reply—there was no possible reply! He was struggling with al hismight. Torio Read his
dominant emotion: not fear, but utter astonishment.

Never since he had come into the full flush of his powers had Madek met aforce he could not conquer!

The more Madek struggled, the stronger the unleashed force became. Never before had the Master
Sorcerer dlowed it to reach beyond his touch—and now it sought mindlesdy the freedom it had briefly
known, pure power seeking to consume—

It brokefreel

The Adepts were blank to Reading asthey struggled to aid Ma dek—but their abilities were nothing to
his, and he could not control the force he had set 1oose.



Rampaging now, it seemed aliving thing escaped from long imprisonment—
But it was not areasoning thing.
There was no appedl to it, any more than one could reason with aflood or an earthquake.

The consuming energy burned Madek with cold fire asit poured forth from his outstretched arms, then
from every pore of hisbody, surging outward, seeking life, sucking energy out of the very stone.

Again thewave of life-sapping power washed through the circle of Readers and Adepts—but thistime
they could not protect Dirdra, Kwinn, Bryen. Already weakened, they were sucked dry, left lifeless
husks... even the warmth was gone from their bodies, and they were | eft frozen.

The cold spread and spreed, drawing life and warmth from everything it touched, feeding itself and
growing stronger.

Shaking with the blasts of cold air, Torio turned from the now useless circle. Gray leaned up against him,
seeking to share warmth, while Mdlissa got up from Reading the corpses of their friends, tears freezing on
her lashes before they could fall. She buried her handsin Gray's fur, aso seeking warmth.

Torio's breath was white smoke as he shouted, "Madek, it's destroying your land! It will kill your people,
and the very earth itsdlf! Let go, Maldek! Cut it off from its source!™

"How?' demanded the sorcerer, no longer seeming to stand there of his own valition, but to be
suspended by the force flowing through his bodly.

"You are the avenue of power,” Torio explained. "L et go, Madek—save what isleft of your land!”

And the Magter Sorcerer, redizing that the only way to cut off that draining power wasto destroy its
means of access, knew: he had to die.

"No!" he howled.

The numbing cold crept up Torio'slegs, and bit a hisFingers. "Y ou have no choicel™ he shouted. "1t will
take you after it has taken everything ese!™

Cassandrafell to her knees, arms wrapped around hersdlf, cold seeping toward her vital organs.
"No! | will contral it!"" Maidek ingsted, athough he had no strength left.

"Itsusing you!" Torio ingsted. "The only way to control it isto shut it off! Madek—it'sgoing to take
your life—let it go now, and save everyoneleft divel”

Zanos and Astra huddled together, dumping to the floor as the deep before death took them over.

"Maidek, our friendsare dying!" said Mdissa. "It will kill you after it'sdrained everything else. Let go
now, while there is some hope for your land!"

But Maidek would not listen.

Torio felt Melissa Reading him, Cassandra, Zanos, and Astra—all were dying. Gray dropped to the
frozen floor, frost on his coat, and Torio could not keep hisfeet, could not even fed them.

But Mdissadid not fal. Instead she ssumbled toward Maidek, pleading, "Y ou must die for your land,
Ma dek—to live forever in theland itself and the memory of your sacrifice.”



Shereached toward him.

"No! Mdissa—no!" Torio tried to shout, but his duggish body produced no more than a choked gasp as
he launched himsdf toward her. Hislegswould not obey him.

Mdissatook one of Madek's outstretched hands. "L et me help you," she said, her heder'singtinct
resching to aid him through the trangtion—

But the moment she touched him, the cold fire poured through her body asit did hidl

Reading, Torio knew faster than thought what Meissawould do. "No! No! Let go!" he screamed, panic
forcing his duggish blood to pound through his arteries.

Thistime he gained hisfeet, sumbled forward, reaching for Mdissato break the contact—
Hefdt her surprise, her confusion, her fear—

"Torio—oh!" she shouted, the name broken off bluntly. Then the set of her mind turned to total
determination.

The devouring force cut off, as sharply asif diced with asword.
Maldek fell backward, released, a stringless marionette.

And Mdlissa, loosed from his grip, dropped lifdessinto Torio's outsiretched arms.

Chapter Eight

Time was suspended as Torio held Mdissas body, shivering with cold and shock. Then dowly,
ingtinctively, he Read around them.

Maldek was dive... barely. Not only was he unconscious, but he did not Read like a Reader— there
was no trace of his specia powers.

Zanos and Adtralived, asdid Cassandra. Gray struggled to crawl toward Torio, whining.
Dirdraand Kwinn lay dead in one another's arms, Bryen falen over them.
And Torio held Melissaslifeless body, too deep into shock for tears.

He could not have said how long he sat on the cold stone steps to the burned-out throne, frost settling
onto hishair, onto Mdlissa... but findly Gray nudged him, transmitting urgency as he butted Torio with
his great head, over and over.

Torio looked up—and redlized that athough the draining force was gone, the castle was colder than any
winter he had ever known. If something was not done soon, those who now only dept would dip across
into desath.

More deaths to my account, he thought. There had to be something he could do.

Even if he had had Adept powers, he could not have started a fire—there was nothing left to burn!
Except—

Their clothing had escaped. In fighting the fire off their bodies, they had protected that as well.



Laying Melissadown tenderly, Torio took Gray over to Zanos and Astra, making the dog lie down
againg them. Then he moved Cassandranext to her daughter, and findly dragged Madek down off the
steps—only because any body warmth he might have left could serve to keep Torio'sfriends dive.

Fedling like agrave robber, he forced himsdf to strip the outer garments off Dirdraand Bryen and placed
them in the grate in the fireplace—but there was nothing with which to strike alight.

Fires here were started by people with Adept powers, of which Torio had none.

The numbing cold was making it difficult to think. They had not brought atinderbox on their journey, for
Zanos, Adtra, and Mdlissacould al start fires. But he could Read no lighted torch, no glowing cod in the
castle. All had been victim to the energy-draining power Maldek had loosed upon

| hisland. Torio redized he was going to die. Then he would be with Mdissa. Gray let out amournful
howl—right into Zanos ear.

The gladiator came to duggish wakefulness, looking around—»but it was pitch-black in the windowless
throne room. It took him long moments to begin to Read—and then he was as awake as possible in the
unremitting cold. "Torio—what?'

"Canyou... light thefire?' Torio forced ouit.

Zanos struggled to sit up, could not stand. Torio could fed his degp longing to sink back to deep, but
Zanos had the concentration of an athlete. He forced himself to focus. Finaly asmdl flameflickered in
the bunched-up cloth.

Zanos crawled to the fire and tried to warm his hands. "WEell need more than this" he said. "I've never
been so coldinmy lifel”

"I don't know if theres anything left," Torio said dully.
"Y ou're a better Reader than | am,” said Zanos. "Y ou tell mewhereto find fud, and I'll get it."

There were some charred remains of the doors to the throne room. A wooden chest in the hallway had
been scorched but not consumed, and the two men dragged that in and broke it up.

Soon they had asmall semicircle of warmth right around the fire—but ever at their backs hovered the
implacable cold.

"Wed better wake everyone," said Zanos. "They could diein their deep beforeit'swarm enough in here
to protect them.”

When her husband touched her on the forehead, Asira's eyes fluttered open. She smiled weakly at him,
then sat up and began to examine her mother. "Torio—"

"I Read it," hereplied. "Her hands and feet are frozen. She cannot recover without hedling.”

"I'll try," said Astra—but her own powers were so drained that she could not produce the hedling fireto
restore Cassandra. "We need Mdlissa," she whispered. But then she looked toward Madek. "He has the

power—"

"Had," said Torio. "Read him, Astra. Heis more in need of hedling than your mother—his whole body
has been burned, insde and out. He smply refusesto die.”

"Zanos," Astraappealed. "Please hep me!”



Cassandras heart rate dowed drastically. "No!" exclamed Astra. "Mother, I've just found you. Weve
lost Zanos brother. Don't you leave us, too!"

But Cassandraslife wasfading.

Torio was used to Adepts handling such situations—but he had had emergency training in hislast years a
Adigia, before there were Adeptsto help with hedling. Any boy old enough to participate in battle was
taught life-saving techniques, including how to start a heart that had stopped with shock.

So as Cassandra's heart stuttered to ahdt, he knelt over her and began to press sharply on her
breastbone.

"No," said Zanos. "I have enough strength for that." And as Torio sat back, he started Cassandra’s heart
beating again at asteady rate. Soon it continued on its own. "Other heders must have survived," Zanos
said. "Adra, if we can keep her alive, ascold asit is her flesh will not turn putrid before someone can
hed her. Y ou will—"

"Zanos, I'm not haf the headler Melissais—was. Nor were the hedlerswe met in the City infirmary. Oh,
blessed gods, | know enough of healing to know that her blood will clot where her flesh isfrozen—and
eventudly aclot will hit her heart or her brain—"

"Hush," said Zanos, taking histrembling wifeinto hisarms. "Adra—weve come thisfar together. Well
hedl Cassandra, or find someone who can.”

It wouldn't be Madek, Torio knew. The Master Sorcerer still showed no signs of consciousness— and
he had not done what any wounded Adept did automaticaly: he had not goneinto healing deep.
Probably hewould die.

Good riddance, Torio thought, stroking Gray and trying not to think of Melissaas Zanosand Astra
comforted one another. Astrawas murmuring words of sympathy to her husband now about his brother,
as both wept shameledly.

Not to intrude on their privacy, Torio Read €l sewhere—and could not escape the fact that Mdlissas
body lay at the foot of the steps, ice starting to creep—

It was not yet frozen insde! As he Read it, he remembered that moment when she had grasped Madek's
hand, become a conduit herself for the terrible force—and her shock, surprise, fear—!

Blessed gods! Melissa never feared death. She had cried out to him—to say goodbye? To call himinto
deeth with her?

No—Médissawasagiver of life, not ataker.

But her cry had been an appedl, not aleave-taking. She had called on him for help—and he had let her
die! Just as he had let Detrus die—!

It was not Mdissastimeto die. He suddenly knew that as positively as he knew any of his other
prophecies. And if it was not yet her time—

What if she islost among the planes of existence?
"Zanos! Adral" Torio exclamed. "We must have a hed er—and Melissaneeds my help!™

"What?' Zanos asked in confusion.



"Make Mélissasbody livel" he said. "Y ou can do it—make her heart beat. Make her breathe!”

"Torio!" exclaimed Adra. "Have you gone mad? That iswhat Madek did to create orbu. Y ou do not
want Melissa condemned to that!"

"I'll bring her back!" he said. "She died Madek's death, not her own! That'swhat the prophecy meant,
I'm certain of it. It isnot Melissastimeto die. I'll go among the planes of existence and find her—unite
her spirit with her body."

"Torio," said Astra, "no one has ever donethat."

"Yesthey havel" heindsted. "/ did it—aong with other Readers and Adepts. We brought Master
Clement back when he was lost on the planes of existence. Zanos, Astra—Medissamay be lost the same
way. Please—bring her body back for me!"

Zanos and Astrastared at one another. "I don't think we have the power—" Zanos began.
"All you haveto dois tart her heart, keep her breathing. Please!”

"Torio," said Adtra, "what if you are wrong? No one has ever found the plane of the dead... and
returned.”

"Adlra, | havetotry. You'd do it for Zanos, wouldn't you?"
Shelooked at her husband, and Torio Read the agreement pass between them.

Carefully, they brought Melissa's body over to thefire. In the freezing temperatures, it had not begun to
decompose. Her extremities were frozen— but if Torio was right Melissawould be able to hed hersdif,
and then Cassandra, of any damage.

Together, Zanos and Astra had the strength to start Melissa's heart, to make her lungs expand and
contract—but unlike Cassandras, Melissa's body did not take up the established rhythms on its own.
They did not know Maldek's secret for making orbu do so.

At lead, if Torio failed, Melissa's body would not be condemned to that hdf-life.

Helay down carefully beforethe fire, Gray curling up protectively againgt him asif the dog somehow
understood that his master's body required protection.

Then Torio was out of hisbody, light and free as dways—free of the painful, penetrating cold.

For amoment he looked down at himsdlf, then at Melissa. She appeared to be adeep; only a Reader
could tell that she was dead.

But now... how was heto find her spirit?

There were many planes of existence. What Readers called the "plane of privacy" was undoubtedly a
different place every time one went there—or perhaps adifferent place for each person, since one had to
lead the other when two Readers sought a private conversation, and no other Reader could follow at a
later time.

The plane of privacy was empty. Readers were warned not to come here aone, for the emptiness could
drag at on€'s being just asthe cold fire had sucked up energy—

At the thought, Torio was suddenly aware of —



It was atrace of that cold fire! Dead now, cut off from its source, it had nonetheless|eft itsimpression.

Torio followed it, and dared at its core tortilt into another plane—where again he found that dight trace of
the dissipated power.

Never had Torio been more than two planes of existence from his physical self. It was possible to be lost
even on the plane of privacy—but he could not stop now!

Again hefollowed the trace of dead energy, and found himsdlf under anight sky filled with stars.

No—not under—in the middle of. He was out in the midst of space, stars off in every direction to the
very edges of the universe.

How marve ousto remain suspended hereforever, reveling in such beauty—

But Mdissawas not here. He must go on. Again he Read outward, seeking that trace of cold fire, harder
to find here amid the hot fire of gtars, the cold ice of comets.

Just as hefeared thetrail waslogt, hefound it again, ashes of exhausted power. Again he put his"sdf in
its center, and shifted to another plane.

Winds howled and groaned. Astral forcesripped Torio from the "place” where he had entered, whipping
his presence about helplesdy, disorienting him.

In the moaning, weaving wind, though, he sensed again the expended power—somehow found the
current that would take him to where it alone hung suspended in the center of the ssorm—and there he
shifted planes again, into more wailing—

But these were people wailing! Spiritslost on the planes of existence—helpless, hopeless, gone mad with
their inability to find their way either back to their bodies or onward to the plane of the dead!

/IMdlissal// Torio projected, both hoping and fearing to find her here. //Mélissa—come back with me!
We need you, Mdlissa—/ need you!//

He was answered by mocking howls. //Méllllisss-ssasaal Mélllisssaaal Méllissaal//

Incoherent beings surged around him, challenging his presence.

Minds grasped at his—twisted minds that echoed Maldek's power-madness. Minds that rejected degth.
And out of the chaos one mind he knew—

Not Mdlissal

Anather mind, recognizing him, bent on destroying him as he had destiroyed her—!

//Portial/l he identified. The corrupt Master of Masterswho had died in the earthquake at Tiberium!

[[Toriol// she chalenged. //Lenardo's minion! Y ou tried to kill me—but you killed only my body. I've
been waiting for you—all of you, Lenardo, Aradia, Mdissa—//

[IMdlissa? Is she here?// Torio interrupted, terrified that the evil woman had Melissatrapped in this place
of madness.

IIY esl/ shetold him. //Mdissais mine, now. Come, Torio—enter our company if you wish to find her!//



But Portiano longer had the control of aMaster Reader. Torio Read clearly her surprise a his question,
and her spontaneous, opportunigtic lie. In truth, she had not seen Mdissa

/IY ou arelying,// hetold her flatly—but he was unable to conced his disgppointment.

Portiaanswered him with angry laughter. //Y ou'velost her, have you? Well, you've gained me, blind
Torio! Still dive, aren't you? Stay here with me awhile—and then when | have properly trained you, | will
send you back to do my work. | |€&ft far too much undone, thanks to youl //

AsTorio remained conversing with Portia, the chaotic mass of garbled minds drifted out to surround
him—would trgp him hereif he did not escape.

Asthey could not escape—

He dared not go in such away asto show them how, to spread their madness throughout the planes of
exisence!

Hewas trapped here, as effectively as Portial

But he had learned something about mani pulating those who could Read thoughts—from Maldek, of al
people.

/Y es, Portia// hetold her, //you did leave too much undone. Teach me how to wield power. | am
searching for Melissato learn both Reading and Adept powers. But you can teach meto rule better than
she can. Show me, Portia—show me how you, a Reader confined to the Academy, gained power within
the Aventine Empire next only to the Emperor's own!//

Her mentd laughter was sarcadtic thistime. //He only thought my power was second to his,// she
replied. //A few moreyears, and | would have ruled the empire, the Emperor merely my puppet. You
wishto learnthis, Torio? Yes, | knew you sought power when you fled the Academy. Y ou will work
wdll for me. Let me show you how | rose to power, that you may do the same.//

And her mind began to conjure up images of the past, of aroya child identified as a Reader,
condemned—as she perceived it—to the poverty and powerlessness of the Academy, where she grew
into the most powerful Reader within memory.

Not only Torio watched and listened; so did the others on this plane, drawn to the tale of manipulation
and extortion, gathering mentally about the storyteller as Torio carefully edged his presence away from
Portias sdlf-absorption.

As he reached the edge of the circle of yearning minds, though, Portia noticed that her audience had
shrunk by one.

/[Torio—come back!// she projected—but she wastoo late. Other minds shielded him from Portia. His
diversion had worked as effectively asMaldek's.

He shifted planes, and quickly shifted again, the technique to guarantee privacy—or escape—even if
someone succeeded in pursuing him through the first shift.

But he had lost all trace of the cold fire.

IIMdissal/l he projected hopelessy. Her name echoed back to him—he was on afinite plane, it seemed.
Y es, he could Read its dimensions as he could not the others. And, aswith so many of the planes of
existence, hiswasthe only presence here.



Wherever "here" was.

He could go on shifting planes endless y—but what good would that do? The chances of finding the plane
Melissawas on were too smdl to caculate.

Hewaslost.
Stll... hecould not give up.

He shifted planes, and found aworld where he was bombarded by tastes and smellsinstead of sights and
sounds.

Another shift, and music such as he had never heard in the world he came from rang out in absolute
purity. He was held, spellbound. There were no instruments or voices. It was pure music itsalf—perhaps
the plane from which musicianslike Zanos and Agtradrew their inspiration? Or to which they contributed
the pure forms of their compogtions?

If S0, then... artists dso reached out to the planes of existence whilein their bodies!
And most were not even Readers.

If an artist could tap this plane the way Maldek tapped the planes of power, then surely Torio could
reach out to the plane on which Melissawas... ?

He envisoned her, then let her mentd image risein hismind, her sweet thoughts, her gentle caring, her
strong will when she knew she was right-Without knowing how, Torio suddenly discovered his
"direction,” shifted planes, and found Melissa.

She was with Dirdra, Kwinn, and Bryen.

They were visuad—he could actudly see Méelissa's heart-shaped face and curling hair, Dirdraand Bryen's
red locks—but both Bryen's hands were there and whole,

Asfor Kwinn—

Hewasaman, closeto Dirdras age, tall and strong and whole. The light of intelligence shonein the
green eyesidentica to hissger's.

Torio understood that the nonReaders could not comprehend their nonphysica salves except intheform
they were accustomed to—but perfected.

And this plane was dso a plain—land below, sky above, lighted even though no sun wasvisible. It took
the form expected by those who traveled it.

Ahead on the plain was ahuge stone archway, other travelers waking toward it from many directions.
They might have burned or frozen to death in Maduras conflict, but here they were whole and hedthy,
hurrying eagerly toward that entryway into light.

That archway—or was it atunnd 2—was the source of the light illuminating thisworld.

Redizing that they perceived his usud agppearance, Torio stood before hisfour friends, blocking their
way.

"Torio," said Kwinn. "l know you—you are Dirdras friend, and therefore mine."



"l am glad to meet you at last, Kwinn,” Torio replied, "but | have come for Mdissa."
"Torio," shereplied mildly, "you do not belong here. It isnot yet your time.”

"Nor yours," hereminded her. "Come back with me, Melissa."

"I cannat,” shetold him. "I died. | belong on the plane of the dead.”

"Maldek didn't die—but he will not recover without aheder. If thereis no one with the power to restore
hislands, your degth is meaningless. Everyonein Madurawill die, and the land will remain afrozen
wadge."

It wastheright apped, catalyzing Mdlissa's need to carefor others. "But | must guide—" she began.
"Weare herenow," said Dirdra

"We know theway," added Kwinn, taking his sister's hand.

"Tdl Zanos," added Bryen, "that | am happy we found one another again.”

Torio wasrather surprised that the three showed no interest in returning to the world from which they had
been s0 abruptly torn, but Melissasmiled a them. "Wewill remember you," she said, not offering to
touch them—nor did Torio. Heand

Melissadid not belong here... yet. Apparently Dirdraand Kwinn and Bryen understood that they did.

They Read when their gppearance vanished to the three nonReaders, athough to one another Torio and
Melissawere as much "there" asever.

But in amoment Melissa confessed, //Torio—I do not know the way back.//

[l think I do,// he replied. //Not theway | came— Portiawill be lying in wait dong that path.//
IIPortiall

/IShe iswith those who refuse to accept death. | made certain she could not follow me.//

Il hope so!// Mdissaagreed. //How do we get home?//

/IZanos and Astraare waiting, keeping your body dive,// Torio told her. Il think | know of aplanefrom
which we can reach them. Come—//

Together, they moved from where they were, to—

Cold whitefire!

/INol/l Melissa screamed mentally asit tried to suck her back into its grasp.

Initsown sphere, the white fire had utter purity, not evil here, where it belonged—merdy existence.

IIMdissa—stop fighting it!// Torio urged—for he recognized that just as Dirdra, Kwinn, and Bryen had
made images of themsalves for coping with anew plane of existence, Melissa had an image of that power
sucking energy from her, trying to pull her in asit had done when it entered their world.

But here, it remained in balance so long as there was no entry for it into another plane.



Melissa struggled, her own expectations causing the power to attack her.
/IMdissa—observel// Torio commanded—Iike aMaster Reader instructing a pupil.

Méelissa's Academy ingtinct took over. Her struggle subsided. .. and Torio showed her that out of body
they could not fed cold—they had no physica energy for it to drain from them. Then heimagined the
cold white fire drawing back from her, leaving her untouched, untainted.

//How—nhow did you do that?/ she asked in awe.

//Read the power,// hereplied. //It isin equilibrium here—it takes only athought to manipulateit. Go
ahead—youcandoitaswdl as 1.

And Mdissadiscovered that she could.

Her relief, however, did not last long. //We are till lost,// she observed. //Thisis not where you meant to
come, isit?/

/INo, I meant to find the plane of music—but Mdissa, thereisaso adirect path from this plane to our
world. Through Maldek.//

IMhrough—72//

/How often did he tap this power? If we seek him from here—//
/IWhat if we unleash this power into Maduraagain?/
IIWewon't. We know how to control it now.//

/I\We do?// she asked skeptically. //MWhat happens once we return? Y ou know how different things seem
out of body.//

[l know,// hereplied. //But Maldek controlled this power while in his own body—so can you. Y ou will
need it, Melissa. Y our body died. Zanos and Astraare forcing your heart to besat, your lungsto
breathe—but there is great damage from the cold. Probably to my body too, by now. Y ou will have
much healing to do. Only by using this power as Madek did will you have the strength.//

Sheremained slent for sometime, studying the cold white fire surrounding them, so quiet and harmless
now. But open that circuit—

/IMdissa// Torio suddenly redlized, //the secret is never to alow the power to reach beyond your own
touch. Remember? Maldek sent it out to attack Rokannia and the other sorcerers—that's when he lost
control.//

//But it isan evil power,// sheingsted. //Why did Maduraturn so cold, long before we arrived? It had to
be this power Madek was usng—//

/IOr smply his neglect of the climate,// Torio speculated. //I've come to understand that power isn't evil.
Only what we do with it isgood or evil. Y ou are good, Mdlissa. Y ou will use this power to hed—weve
seen it used for that.//

He got the impression of anod from her. /Y ou areright. So... let ustry to go back before Zanos and
Astrabecometoo tired to keep my body aive any longer./

Torio let the Magter Sorcerer'simage enter his mind, Madek's body lying as he had | eft him with



Cassandra, before the fire. Around him he envisioned the ruined throne room, and his own body and
Melissasside by side, Gray curled up againgt his, Zanos and Astra Sitting cross-legged, concentrating on
keeping Mdissadive—

He was cold!

Cold and weak as he had never beenin hislifel

In shock, Torio let his"sdf drift upward again, and found that he had been drawn to

Maldek's body, not his own, as he had been visudizing the throne room from that perspective.

All he had fdt wasthe physical discomfort— Maldek was still unconscious, in body but without thought.

His own body drew Torio home; he settled in to the unwel come weight and clumsinessthat he dways felt
upon returning, this time accompanied by cold and numbness. Before he dared move, he Read hisbody's
condition.

Hisfingers and toes were frozen, aswere his ears and the tip of hisnose. They would have to be warmed
carefully, blood pumped through, hedling fire sent—

Even as he thought it, not the heat of healing he had experienced so often, but the whitefire of the plane
of power tingled throughout his body, diding into every cell, every nerve, restoring, then... warming? He
didn't understand how cold could warm, but it happened even as he Read.

In moments, dl was well—he was even comfortably warm, athough the room was still unbearably cold.
He sat up, opened his eyes—

And saw blurred light and hazy figures.

Torio blinked. When his eyes were closed, he Read the room perfectly, but when he opened them—
Hewas seeing!

Gray nudged him, and he absently patted the fuzzy gray blur.

"Torio—areyou dl right?' asked Zanos.

"Yes" hereplied, closing hiseyesto blank out the disturbing vison—hewould worry about that later. At
the moment—"Mdlissa?'

He Read her, back in her body but, like Madek, unconscious.

"Shell bedl right," said Adtra. " She started breathing on her own afew moments ago, and her heart's
beating. Read her, Torio—you succeeded. Mdissas there.”

"Why didn't she heal her own body first?" he asked.

"What do you mean?' asked Zanos, and then Read Torio in his clumsy fashion. "'l see—you've been
hedled dready.”

Torio was gill Reading Méelissa "Why isn't she hedling hersdf? 1 don't understand!”

"Torio, she'sunconscious,” said Adtra. "There's other damage to her body besides freezing. Maldek
hasn't gone naturdly into healing deep, either— they're too badly injured to do so without the aid of



ancther heder

"Then... who hedled me?' he asked—opening his eyes when he turned to Astra, a polite gesture of
ingrained habit, to appear to be seeing the person he spoke to.

But he did see Adtra, blurrily in the flickering firdight. He frowned, and her image came clear. Then he
understood: he had to learn to focus his eyes.

"It wasn't me," Astraanswered his question. "It's been al Zanosand | could do to keep ourselvesfrom
freezing while we maintained Mdissas body."

"But..."
A frightening suspicion formed in Torio'smind.

He squatted down beside her and tentatively reached out to touch Melissa's forehead, envisioning her
warm, her ravaged nerves soothed and healed, her cellsrestored—

The cold firetingled through his Fingertips and spread through Medlissa's body, performing itswork as
Speedily as before. Mdissa opened her eyes, looked into his, and smiled.

Torio was S0 astonished that he rocked back on his heels and sat down on the cold stone floor, hard.
Zanos and Astrawere staring a him in amazement. ™Y ou've Finaly learned—?" Zanos began.
"He'slearned Maldek'stechnique!” said Astra. "Torio—"

"Yes—I know how dangerousitis," hereplied. "Mdissa—can you do it now?"

"Médissasjust been hedled," said Zanos. ™Y ou can't expect her to have any strength until she's had amedl
and agood long deep.”

"But I'm neither tired nor hungry,”" said Mdissa, sitting up. "I'm just frightened of that power."
"Youthink I'm not?' asked Torio. "But if it means| can hed—"

"Yes," shesaid, and got gracefully to her feet. "I really do fed perfectly well," she reassured Zanos and
Asdtra. "Torio—show me how to do that." And she knelt beside Cassandra.

"All | did wasto envisgon you wdl," hereplied.

But when Méelissatried it, she produced the usua heat of Adept hedling, drawing on the energy of her
own body as she had always done.

"You'redill afraid of that power," said Torio. "It's only dangerous when misused. Think of the plane of
power."

Tentatively, Mdissareached out—but could not tap the power. Y et she needed it—she was a hedler
who would do only good with it. Torio put his hands over hers, as Maldek had done before—and the
cold whitefire spread outward through their patient. In moments, Cassandrawas sitting up, warm and
hedithy.

"Now," said Zanos, "what are you going to do about Maldek?"

Melissagtared at him. "Y ou're not suggesting that we let him die, are you?”



"He'tetyou die," the gladiator countered. " Surely Torio wouldn't think of—"
"Zanos," Torio sad quietly, "would you have us do nothing?*
"Yes! He was supposed to die, wasn't he? Y ou're the one who said it—"

"Unless someone died his death. Which Mdissadid. Now... itisMdissasdecison,” Torio stated.
"Madek owes her hislife. She hasthe right to give it back to him or not—and aso the power."

"Y ou say power isgood or evil according to what we do with it,” Meissareminded Torio. "It isalso
according to what we don't do with it. Madek did evil when he refused to use his powersfor hedling. |
will not make hismistake. Help me, Torio." And she knelt beside the Master Sorcerer.

When Maldek's eyes blinked open afew minuteslater, he stared at Melissain disbelief. "You? Am|
dead, too?" He sat up and looked around.

"No, you're not dead yet," said Zanos. "Y ou just ought to be."
Maldek frowned and climbed to hisfeet. "It'scold in here."

"It iscold everywherein Madura," Cassandratold him. "Read what you have done to your land,
Madek."

"I will restoreit,” he said, looking from one to another of the survivors. "Why did you revive me?' he
asked suspicioudy.

"Only because not to heal you would have beento let you die," replied Melissa.
"Foold" he sneered. "Now | suppose you expect gratitude?’
"No," sad Torio, "just asgn that you have learned something.”

"That | must restore my land and heal my people? | agree. It was foolish to neglect my property. Now,
though—what shall | do with you?' He glanced toward the corpses of Dirdra, Kwinn, and Bryen. "l see
you alowed Dirdrato die. That is awaste—she amused me. But then you aso amuse me, Méelissa. You
will take her place”

He held out his hand toward her, and became blank to Reading—but the power that he commanded
merely tugged gently at Melissa. Sheressted eaglly.

Maldek stared. "What have you done to me?' he demanded, bracing to use more force. Again it was not
enough to make Melissatake astep in hisdirection.

"Answer me, woman!" heroared, lifting ahuge hand asif to strike her. "How have you destroyed my
powers?'

Torio stepped in front of Mdlissa. "Y ou destroyed them yourself, Madek," he replied, Reading deep into
the core of the man's mind and body, discovering in his menta presence strange scarlike effects such as
he had never Read before. "When you loosed that force through yoursdlf," he interpreted, "you
overloaded your abilities. Whether timewill heal you, | cannot tell—only that becauise you refused to
yield your life, the power burned in you much longer than it did in Melissa, and consequently did far more

damage.

"Thisisnonsense!" said Madek. " Any damage can be hedled. Y ou think to cripple me, but | can use
ordinary heding on mysaf—it will amply takelonger, and then | will have my revenge," he said, looking



past Torio to Melissa.

It was obvious he was not Reading perfectly, either. "I am stronger than you, Melissa," he warned.
"When | anwell, you will be as helpless before me as Rokanniawas—and you, too, will beg for my
favorg"

"Rokanniadefied you," Melissareplied. "So will everyone you cannot cow into submission. Maldek—
why can't you learn from your experience?’

"I don't take lessons from people less powerful than | am!™ he replied, and, shoving Torio asde, he
stalked out of the throne room.

Melissawent to Torio. "Why did you let him do that?" she asked.

"I'm not used to thinking like an Adept,” hetold her. "Besides—what good would it do Maldek to know
that I now have more power than he has? Helll find out soon enough.”

Indeed, Madek discovered it the next day, when he came out of healing deep and found his guests hard
at work in the City, restoring his people.

The sun was shining, and awarm breeze had begun to melt the ice left from the freezing night. Torio and
Mélissa had spent part of the night shifting the prevailing windsinto a pattern that would bring them over
warm ocean currents before they crossed the idand. They would not keep to that pattern without

constant vigilance, but there were surely Adepts with the power to control the weather in Madek's land.

Torio was astonished at the uses of his new powers. He was not accustomed to being exhausted, like an
Adept—but even Readers becametired after the loss of anight's deep. Now Torio found that he could
cal upon that source of power to refresh his own body, and go on working.

Torio, Mdissa, Zanos, Adira, and Cassandrawere dl at the City infirmary when Maldek made his
appearance—but by that time Zanos and Astra had exhausted themsealves, and were sound adegp on a
pallet in one of the wards. Cassandra and Melissa set people who were already well to gathering food
for those recovering.

Madek strode in to the usud starts of fear from his people—but today they were followed by resentment
he could not miss. Everyone had lost friends and family, and they knew that out in the countryside others
were dying Smply because the healers could not spread themsdlves far enough.

More people came to the infirmary every hour. Here, away from the center of the attack, some without
powers had survived—but they were both burned and frozen, and the hedlers wore themselves out
healing them. All those who worked regularly in the infirmary were by now in recovery deep, and Torio
worked done. Even with the speed of hedling viathe cold fire, hefel farther and farther behind as
wagonloads of injured were brought in.

Concentrating on a patient, Torio was only vaguely aware of Madek entering the room where he was
working. But when the sorcerer began to Read what he was doing, it waswith such lack of finesse that
he was forced into recognizing Mal dek— who registered both shock and fury.

"Y ou've stolen my powers!" the Master Sorcerer accused.

Too busy to put up with trivia, Torio snapped, "If you're awake and better, Maldek, use what powers
you have to heal some of these people, or get out of here!”

But Maldek strode across the room to where Torio was turning from one bed to the next and grasped



the Reader by thearm. "I am rested and healed so far as| can manage alone. But you have cut off the
power—redirected it to yoursdf! Giveit back to mel"

"S0 you can loose it again, to do even more damage?’ Torio demanded. "If | could keep it fromyou, |
would—Dbut | suppose you'll get it back eventually" he added, Reading that some of that peculiar
"scarring” he had noticed before had disappeared from Maldek's presence.

The Master Sorcerer dropped Torio's arm and cocked his head to one side, his cold blue eyes staring
into the Reader's. "You," he stated flatly, "can seeme.”

"Yes," Toriotold him. "Asyou said, it is convenient. But you are not. If you're not going to be useful, at
least don't prevent me from healing your people.” And he turned to the next patient.

Maldek Read the woman's wounds, then the line of patients outside—and more wagons approaching.
"My people," Madek murmured. Then, "Torio— there are no hedlersworking but you."
"The othersworked al night—every one of them is exhausted.”

"So areyou," said the sorcerer, "but you don't know it. One of the effects of drawing power from outside
your own body isthat you don't reaize how tired your mind is becoming. Beware the temptation not to
deepatdl.”

"Thank you for the advice," Torio replied acidly, "but | have Read more than thirty people diewhile
waiting to be hedled, smply because | could not work fast enough. Y ou are disturbing my concentration,
Maldek."

"I will help you," the Master Sorcerer replied, and turned to the patient who had just been brought in.

Using ordinary hedling fire, Madek cleansed the man's burns of infection and started them to hedling; the
patient was carried out in deep restorative deep. The sorcerer rapidly took care of three more, but
then—

"Torio—you have hedled fifteen people while | have hedled four, and your patients are able to get up and
help others, while mine must deep for hours or days, and then rebuild their strength before they will be

good for anything."

The Reader gtretched his muscles, relieving the tension of concentration. "That's fill four people who
won't diewaiting for me," hereplied. "I'm grateful for your help.”

"Youre—?' Madek laughed sardonicdly. "Why are you giving me your help, you fool?'Y ou and your
friends could have walked out last night, sailed away from Madura, and |eft me to my problems. Y ou
know the condition I'min. What'sleft of my population would rise against me, exhaust my powers, and
kill me—and then you could come back and claim this land as your own.”

"Isthat what you would have done?" Torio asked.

"Yes," the sorcerer replied, "that'swhat | would have done. .. before.” Torio Read confusion in Madek's
mind. "Now—I don't know," he confessed. " Perhaps your ways are better. They were my father'sways,

and Borru's. When | followed them for afew days, | found it pleasant to be greeted with hope instead of

fear. Even now, it iswelcome to Read the gratitude of those for whom | can do o little.”

"Then you will regain your powers," said Torio.



... wha?'

"It iswhat | was taught—and what the Adepts were taught in the savage lands. Abuse your powers, and
you will lose them. Use them for good, and they will grow. Even though it sometimes seemsto be untrue
for atime, inevitably the debt must be paid.”

"Then give me back my powers," said Madek, "that | may do good."
"Madek, | haven't stolenthem,” said Torio. "I can't just return them, like giving back a borrowed cloak!™

"No, for you will not lose what you have gained. But Read that line of injured people outside. Even the
two of us. can't hedl them al before some die—but we can save more."

Even as Madek spoke, Torio Read ayoung man far back in the line give up hiswesk grasp on life.
Others hung on tenuoudy, infection egting at their wounds. Many weretossing in fever, somein
convulsons.

"How do you think | can give you back your powers?' he asked.
"Direct the power through me, as | did with
Médissa. Put meintouch withit, and | will quickly have my strength back."

Torio stared. If it worked, would Madek use his powersfor good? Or was thisatrick? The Master
Sorcerer did want to heal—and if his motives were not purely selfless, how many peopl€'s motives were?
Besides—his own powers were now equd to those Maldek had had. The man had to know that Torio
could counter any snister move.

The death in convulsions of achild out in the halway tipped the scales.
"Very wel," sad Torio. "I will try."

Together they bent over the next patient. Madek placed a hand on the forehead of aboy with askull
fracturefrom being hit by one of the giant hailstones. It had taken hoursfor what was left of hisfamily to
dig him out of the rubble of their home, and bring him here.

There was ahuge blood clot in the boy's brain—it would be at least an hour's exhausting work for an
Adept hedler to dissolve the clot, move the bone back into place, and restore the damaged brain tissue.
If it could be restored at dll.

But with the cold fire, dl was donein moments. Torio let it flow through his hand to Ma dek's— and
when he broke the contact, the flow continued. The Master Sorcerer had been right: once he was put
back in touch with that source of power, he knew how to retain contact with it.

While the attendants removed the patient and brought in another, Maldek et the power flow through his
own body, soothing thelast of the "scarring” away.

By that time Torio was hedling the other patient in the room—and the two men worked rapidly on, one
burned and battered body after another, pausing only when the attendants brought them food and drink.

It seemed asif it would never end.

Zanos and Astra resumed work in another treatment room. In athird, the Maduran hedersdid so as
wdl.



Cassandra administered medicinesto the few patients whose injuries were so dight that herbs and
smpleswere dl they needed.

Mdlissaused Adept power to heal anumber of people, and had to go deep it off.

Torio was peripherdly aware of dl those events, but his main concentration remained on his patients.
Until at last the attendants took away the man he had just healed—and did not bring in anyone else.
It was anew morning; he had worked through a second straight night.

Pressing hishandsto the smal of his back, he stretched—and | et the healing power ease histenson ashe
yawned.

Madek turned from hislast patient, and grinned. "No one can say the Lord of the Land didn't do his part
thistime!”

Torio restrained himsdlf from reminding Madek that it was hisfault so many had died or been injured.

The hedlers and their assistants could take over the patients still in healing deep. Everyone €lse had gone
home, or to the shelters set up for those whose homes had been destroyed.

Torio and Maldek gathered Mdlissa, Zanos, Astra, and Cassandra, and returned to the castle. There the
Master Sorcerer's surviving servants had been at work. Most of the debris of the battle had been cleared
away, and anew kitchen set up. A med waswaiting for them in the dining hall.

There was not much conversation, for even those who had had some deep weretired. Torio felt
peculiar—not deepy, yet not quite himself. A few hours of deep would do him good.

But asthey roseto go to their rooms, Maldek said, "Mdissa, you come with me.” And al could Read his
intentions.

Mélissastared at himin disbelief. "Even if you loved me, which you don't," she said, "how could you be
interested in making love after what we have just been through?'

"After aman has done something to be proud of ? That isthe very best time. Can you think Torio loves
you, Méelissa, when he does not want you now?"

Unfortunately, Melissa could Read only too easily that physical desire wasthe farthest thing from Torio's
mind at that moment—abut she only smiled at him and said, "I know Torio, and | love him. Thefact that
wefed exactly the same lack of desire a this moment only proves how much we are dike.”

Maldek smiled in mdicious delight. "But it is opposites who attract, Melissa. Come—Iet me show you
what pleasures aMaster Sorcerer can offer.”

Torio found himself shaking his head, confused by what he was seeing, hearing, and Reading. What was
Maldek trying to do? And why &t this inappropriate moment?

Then he Read arousd in Melissa—the same thing Madek had done to Dirdrain the memory they had all
witnessed what now seemed alifetime ago.

"Stop that!" Torio said, moving between Madek and Méelissa. Gray growled threateningly at Ma dek, but
was sllenced by athought from Torio.

"Do you want her?' Maldek asked.



"I love her,” Torio replied.
"Will you fight mefor her?"
"FHght? Why should |7

"Because otherwise | am going to take her," Madek said in tonesthat indicated that he found his
outrageous statement perfectly reasonable.

And Torio found himsdf paralyzed as Ma dek reached around him and took Melissa by thearm.

Torio caled on his newfound powers, and broke free to grasp Mdissas other arm. "L et go, Maldek. |
didn't restore your powers so you could hurt Melissal”

"You restored his powers?" demanded Zanos. " Torio—have you gone mad?'
"Perhaps," hereplied. "At the time, there were dying people to be saved. But now—"

"Now you see how powers are to be used,” said Maldek. "It'sfor good, Torio. I'm not going to hurt
Mélissa—you'll see. Just ask her tomorrow."

Melissa's physica desire wasincreasing—and then she stopped resisting as Madek reached into her
very mind.

"No!" cried Torio. " She's exhausted with heding. Mdissa—fight him!"
But her lovely eyes stared at him asif he were the one being unreasonable.

Maldek draped Medissasarm over his. "If you won't fight for her, Torio, you don't deserve her,” he said,
garting to lead her, unresiting, from the room.

"By Mawort!" exclamed Zanos. "If you won't fight him, Torio, | will! Canyou cal yourself a Reader and
think she wants that beast?'

And Zanos picked up the carving knife from the table and flung it after Maldek.

Of courseit did not connect; without even turning, the Master Sorcerer stopped it and let it clatter to the
floor.

"Torio, do something!" pleaded Astra
IIM€lissal/l he projected. //Breek free, Mdissal//

And from somewhere deep within her mind, she answered, //Help me, Torio—oh, please—// And the
thought broke off as Madek found that part of her consciousness and turned it to desire for him asthey
started up the stairs toward the part of the castle where his room was—

Blessed gods! Heistwisting her mind!
To hishorror, Torio redized that he had actualy doubted Mdissa—
It wasal Madek'sdoing!

Heran to the door of the dining hall, stared at Madek's retreating back—and willed a thunderbolt to
grikehim!



The crack shook thewalls, and Madek fell to his knees—only momentarily stunned, for he had been
braced for an attack.

But it was enough to make him lose concentration on Melissa. She pulled free and ran down the airs.

Maldek rose, laughing gleefuly, and turned to face Torio. " At last—the confrontation! Now my game
comestoitsfind match!” And heflung lightning in histurn.

Some new ingtinct caused Torio to draw the cold fireinto his body as protection—Ma dek's bolt
bounced off him harmlesdy.

He leaped for the Master Sorcerer, tackling him as Zanos had taught him, the two of them rolling on the
floor. He was peripheraly aware of Zanos holding Gray back, lest the dog joinin thefray.

Maldek knew no ordinary defense for such an attack—with his powers, why would he ever need to
learn it? So for amoment he was hel plesswith surprise.

Practice against Zanos huge size and strength stood Torio well. The larger man reached for histhroat,
and the Reader flipped him backward, to land with a breathtaking crash.

But Madek was no street brawler. Even as he drew a burning breath into his lungs, he set Torio's shirt
dire.

That was nothing, out in an ingtant.

But the instant was |ong enough for Madek to recover—and this time when he reached for Torio his
hands sent currents of pain through the Reader!

"Giveit up, Torio," said Madek. "Thewomanismine"
"No!" Torio gasped, struggling to bresk free. "Meélissais mine—you have no right to her!"

He remembered his powers once again, and drove the pain backward into Madek, conjuring the searing
of cold fireinto the sorcerer's nerves as he tried to burn him out, put him back to what he had been,
helplessto force Mdissa—

"Torio! Torio!"

It was Mdissas horrified voice that broke his concentration, her cool hands that touched his, breaking
him free from Madek and taking the cold fireinto hersdif.

Only then did heredize that his hands had been about Ma dek's throat, choking the life from him. Hefelt
her disbelief a what he had done— and sank into sdlf-loathing as he redlized that he had been brawling
mindlessy over the woman he loved, asif she were apiece of property. Shame burned hisface.

But Madek grasped his opportunity. Melissawas touching him. Torio wastoo distracted to oppose him.

The Master Sorcerer grasped Mdissaswrists and pulled her to him, reaching out to take over her mind
again, drawing her faceto hisfor akiss—

From Mélissa, the white fire burned through him for just one moment, shocking him into dropping her
hands, staring at her—

As she stared back in shock. Then she looked down at her hands, concentrated, and Torio Read the
cold fireflow through her, too—as it should have been a her command ever since they had visited the



plane of power.

Maldek, Melissa, and Torio al climbed to their feet. Madek reached toward Melissaagain, but she
looked up into hiseyes and said coldly, "Do not touch me."

Then she turned to the Reader. "And you, Torio—I thought you loved me. But Madek brought out your
true fedings—exactly the same as his. Conquest! Proof of power! All you want isto possess me!”

Therewas no hiding Torio's shamein the fedings Madek had brought out of his subconscious. For that
moment he had, indeed, wanted Melissanot for hersdlf but as the prize he battled for.

When he could not reply, Mdlissaturned and fled down the hal to the stairsleading to her own room.

One by one, the othersfollowed, going silently to their own chambers, leaving Madek standing aone,
knowing that there were now two people capable of countering his powers.

"But why won't you stay?' Mdlissaasked Torio afew dayslater.

"Why will you?' he demanded in return. "Mdlissa, I'm so ashamed—my abuse of power caused you
pain, but at least thistime no onedied.”

"No—/ am ashamed," shereplied. "Maldek tricked us both. Y ou had not dept for two days. Of course
he was able to bring out your darker ingtincts. | should have known what he was doing."

"So should |," said Torio, "with Madek as an example of how unlimited power releasesthose ingtinctd! |
didn't know such fedingswerein me, Mdissa | cannot ever trust myself again until | learn how to control
under every possible stress.

"Come with me—there must be other lands where people have both Reading and Adept powers, and
use them without doing harm. They must have ways of training people to use power responsibly, asthe
Academiesdo for Reading.”

Melissasighed. "Torio, | am aheder, and thereisawholeland herein need of heding.”
"Madek—"

"—isnever going to change," shereplied. "Anyone can seethat. The only thing that will keep him from
destroying hisland atogether is a counterba ance—someone with powers equd to his"

"You," hewasforced to admit. "Y ou saved hislife, Mdissa—and now you are responsible for him."

"Yes," sheagreed. "When | realized that, | was able to tap the power. So you understand why | cannot
go withyou?"

He could not deny that he understood—but neither could he deny the imperative he felt more strongly
with every passing day—acall from somewhere far to the east, lands no one he had ever met had visited.

He had spoken the words that brought Melissa here, to her destiny. Now he had to face the fact that his
lay elsewhere. "It isas Madek said—I found what | didn't know | waslooking for: adirection for my
life. But | don't know wheét liesin that direction.”

"Will you come back?' Melissa asked.

"l... | cannot answer that," he said truthfully. "If | can return, Mdissa, | will."



"l loveyou," shesad softly. "l wish..."

"l do, too," hereplied, "but the timeis not right for usto be together. | love you, Melissa—but only the
gods know whether we will ever meet again. If we do, we will be different people, for we both have
much to discover about life, and about oursaves.”

Melissawas not the only one of their party to stay behind; Astrals mother, Cassandra, would not return
to the Savage Empire with her daughter. "Even my poor powers are needed here," she explained. "This
was once the happiest home | ever knew. Now | have the chance to make it happy again.”

But Zanos and Astra had obligationsto the Savage Alliance, to Lilith in particular, and so they perforce
must leave once Madura showed signsthat it would recover from the havoc of the battle of the sorcerers.

Torio sailed with them down the river to the sea, between banks beginning to show the first signs of green
in recovery from the devastation. The sun shone, and once clouds came up and produced awarm
shower. Madek's land would flourish under Mdissa's care—and Torio knew she had the strength to
keep the Master Sorcerer inline.

They sailed across the narrow channel, and put Torio ashore just south of Brettonia. Not knowing where
he was going, he found hisfeet ingtinctively taking the path while his newly opened eyesfastened on the
horizon. Carrying only asmall bundle of necessities, Gray trotting happily at his hedls, he turned toward
the east in search of hisown destiny.



