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Empress Unborn by Jean Lorrah

Foreword

The entire Savage Empire seriesis dedicated to the person who got meinto professona sf writing and
then encouraged me to start my own series: Jacqueline Lichtenberg

Specia thanks go to Winston A. Howlett, who read right behind me as | worked on this book, and
helped me keep my facts straight. Winston might be caled the officid historian of the Savage Empire.
Besides coau-thoring two books with me, heis editor of Wolf-Sione, afanzine dedicated to the series.
Send a SASE to the address below if you are interested.

Thanksto Camille Bacon-Smith, Patricia Frazer Lamb, Candace Pulleine, and Mary S. Van Deusen,
who provided just theinspiration | needed, when | needed it, to pull out of awriting dump.

| would aso like to thank the many readers who have sent comments about previous booksin this series;
| hope you enjoy thisone aswell.

If thisisyour first experience of the Savage Empire series, welcome! Each book is designed to be read
independently, so don't worry that there are currently six others. If you like this one, you can read the rest
later. Please dont try to collect dl seven before you start reading. Any seriesthat goes on for thislong
aways has some volumes out of print. Asthe onesout of print now are reprinted, different oneswill go
out—so there will always be readers starting a series somewhere in the middie.

We authors of serieswork very hard to make each and every book accessible to the new reader. Trust
me

If there are readers who would like to comment on this book, my publisherswill forward lettersto me. If
you prefer, you may writeto me at Box 625, Murray, KY 42071. If your letter requires an answer,
please enclose a stamped, self-addressed envel ope.

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 lways 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.

Jean Lorrah Murray, Kentucky

Chapter One

Aradia, Lady Adept of the Savage Empire, paced the halls of Castle Blackwolf as she waited impatiently
for her husband, Lenardo, to bring home her brother, Wulfston.

I'm already thoroughly tired of being pregnant, shethought, and | still have six months to go!



She wondered if Lenardo was humoring her, or if he, too, was concerned about Wulfston. Her brother
had invited them to come for a celebration, but once they arrived he did not seem happy with their

compary.
Infact, today he had walked out in the middle of afamily gathering.
And Lenardo had followed him, taking Julia—but not Aradia.

| shouldn't ride horseback at this stage of my pregnancy, she reminded hersdlf. Nonetheless, it felt as
if her husband had chosen his adopted daughter over hiswife,

| will not have such irrational thoughts! Aradiatold herself. Lenardo loves me. He will help me
through this pregnancy, and afterward | will regain all my powers.

But it galled her to rely on others, when al her life she had depended on her own strong Adept powers.

Only six more months, she reminded hersdlf, laying ahand on her abdomen. Alone, she could hardly tell
there was a second life growing within her. With Lenardo, she had Read the tiny living cresture that
would becomealittlegirl... but it did not ssemred to her.

Sometimes Aradiaworried that she had no fedings of maternity. Physically, she noticed nothing so far
except adight thickening of her body; she could still move fredly, and of course her powers kept her
from the sckness many women suffered in their early months.

But those powers were weakening. She was so strong an Adept that only she would notice, but there
was a change from day to day in the effort it took to perform any but the most ordinary Adept functions.

Andfor what? To give Lenardo achild... when hewas so obvioudy contented with the one he had
adopted? Perhaps if the child were ason, rather than another daughter. But not even an Adept could
govern that.

Where was Lenardo? Why hadn't he brought Wulfston back? Aradia strode to the tower stairs, and
climbed up to where aWatcher stood waiting for signals. There were none. The day was cam, theland
serene.

"Lord Wulfston isriding toward the sea, my lady,” the Watcher told her.

Just then flashes of light flickered from a hilltop beyond which lay the ocean. "Thereisaship putting
people ashore," the Watcher trandated, athough Aradiaknew the code. "My lord isriding to
invedigete”

But how could Wulfston have known? No message had been brought to him. Why had the ship not
salled into the harbor a Dragon's Mouth? Wasit a prearranged meeting?

The Watchers sgnds began again—fast and furious!
Aradiaread them asthey camein, her heart sinking. Her brother was under Adept attack!

Juliarode happily at her father's sde. Lenardo was shielding his thoughts by bracing for the use of Adept
power, but Juliacould gill Read his excitement.

She was certain held had one of his precognitive flashes, but he had learned to shield so that he did not
catch up every Reader inthevicinity in hisvisons. Juliahoped this one meant action. She had eegerly
looked forward to their visit to Castle Blackwolf, but it ad turned out as boring as her daysin Zendi.



e adventure than most people havein alifetime. When Lenardo took her from the people who would
have killed her for her Reading powers, she had become part of the small group of Readers and Adepts
who defeated Drakonius, brought down the Aventine Empire, and cregted their own Savage Empire.

But then her father had married Aradia, and while they cleaned out the hill bandits and forestalled
insurrectionsto establish afirm rule, Juliahad spent most of her time studying, usually with old Master
Clement, the Master of Masters among Readers.

Master Clement had been Lenardo's teacher, and she was fortunate indeed to have the tutelage of the
Master of Masters. Nevertheless, Julia often ached for the action of her younger days. Todaysride after
apetulant Lord Wulfston was the closest thing to an adventure she had had in months!

AsJuliaand Lenardo topped the crest of the hill over which Wulfston had disappeared, they saw aship
anchored not far off shore. It had put down boats, in which people were rowing toward land.

Wulfston was aready down on the beach, riding to greet these strangers. He became blank to Julias
Reading as he braced Adept powers—

Thunderbolts exploded around the lone rider!

Woulfston legped from his saddle and hit the ground rolling, bouncing to hisfeet in an Adept'sfighting
stance.

The Lord Adept used his power to deflect the thunderbolts. People began clambering out of the boats.
He sent three of them sprawling on the sand in Adept deep.

From their vantage point, urging their horses down the hill, Lenardo and Julia saw Wulfston's attackers
fan out, dividing his attention. He needed a Reader at hisside!

Juliakicked her horse.

/INo!/I her father warned her. //We can't hep Wulfston if wefal down the dliff.// And he continued to
guide his horse aong the precarious path.

Juliadid the same, but her attention was seized by the impact of abolt of lightning on the beach.

She looked and Read: Wulfston was momentarily blinded, and his horse, Storm, screamed and fell,
taking long secondsto diein an agony of burnt flesh.

Juliafought nausea, deliberatdly turning her attention to guiding her own mount down the steep trail.

When she dared to Read the beach again, she saw that Wulfston had identified the most powerful Adept
among his attackers: atal man standing in one of the boats. Under the full fury of aLord Adept nearing
the peak of his powers, the man gasped once, and fell unconscious into the surf.

With aglance, Wulfson dropped another man rushing at him from the right.

But not even aL ord Adept could keep up such steady use of his powers! If someone still on the ship
were an Adept—

Apparently no one was. Wulfston walked into the waves to grasp the last boat and beach it. There were
only two people now init: awoman and alittle boy, huddled together in fear.

At the bottom of the hill, Juliaand Lenardo spurred their horses.



Wulfston whirled at their approach, braced again.

Julia expected the Lord Adept to make some joke about their belated rescue attempt. Instead he stared
asif he hardly knew them, until Lenardo demanded, "Areyou dl right?"

Then the old Wulfston was back, releasing his Adept mental stance on awave of inner amusement. "Yes,
I'mall right," he said. "But—" He sobered as he glanced toward the smoldering corpse of hisfavorite
horse.

Julia Read weariness overtaking him now that the danger was past. After such rapid and extensive use of
his powers, aLord Adept needed to rest. Wulfston, though, started toward the man he had knocked out
of the boat, who floated facedown in the water.

Lenardo swung down off his horse and hel ped Wulfston drag the man ashore. "Why did you come out to
face these people alone?'

"l didn't," Wulfston replied shortly.

"Well, you must have had some reason to leave a celebration at your own castle and go riding thisfar
south! | should have been Reading.”

Julia could Read her lather's guilt. He could easily have Read the ship from Castle Blackwolf if he had not
been relaxed, his attention on family and friends.

But Wulfston could not Read, and was pursuing hisown train of thought. "I was... restless. Something
drew meto this place, to these people.”

As she studied the people who had come ashore, Juliawas not surprised that Wulfston had gone out to
meet them. "But why did they attack you?' she asked.

"I don't know, Julia,” Wulfston replied. "I don't even know who they are.”

"Y ou don't?" she asked, Reading only bafflement from him. "But Wulfston, they're dl black—just like
you!"

The Watchers reported Wulfston's defeet of his attackers, so Aradia had camed hersdlf by the time her
family returned to the castle. It had cost dl her patience to obey Lenardo'singtructionsto stay, after he
finaly bethought himself to contact her.

After dl the excitement was over.

Aradids Reading abilitieswere minimal, but Lenardo was the most powerful Reader yet known. He and
Wulfston were rowing out to the ship before his mind touched hers, letting her ook through his eyes,
Read through his powersthat her brother was unharmed.

Assgning Juliato escort their captivesto the castle, the two lords boarded the ship and instructed the
Nubian captain and crew to move the ship into Dragon's Mouth.

Their interrogation of the ship's crew provided little information. The ship had been hired by one Sukuru,
the Adept who had attacked Wulfston. He and the others who had gone ashore were the only
passengers, and the captain had asked no questions about their strange destination. They paid him, and
he took them where they wanted to go. All the way from Africa

The mystery plagued Aradialong after Lenardo broke contact, and she went down to see the captives



being brought to the castle. Sukuru was carrieain unconscious. The other men were obvioudy awed, and
the woman with the little boy would say nothing. She was veiled, so that only her eyes showed, but
mahogany skin was reveaed around her eyes and on her hands. Every one of these people was as black
asWulfgton.

Moreirrationa thoughtsflickered through Aradias mind: in retdiation for her jedlousy of Lenardo's
adopted daughter, some god she didn't believe in had sent these people to take away her beloved
adopted brother.

But Wulfston had not come from Africa

His parents did, she reminded hersdlf.

What if he werethe long-lost heir to an African throne?

Then why did they attack him?

Besdes, he had his own throne right here, his own lands, his own people.
And heisfeeling restless, unhappy. ...

The moon wasriding high by the time Lenardo and Wulfston returned. Lenardo wanted Aradiato go
right to bed, but sheinsisted on talking to Wulfston firdt.

She knew whereto find him: an Adept had to replenish his strength, and his cook had prepared him a
meal worthy of three ordinary men. He should have eaten hours ago, and long since been adeep, o it
was little wonder Aradiafound him uncooperative.

"But why did you go out therein the first place?' she wanted to know. She wasreally asking why he
seemed so dien, and hisresponse only heightened the impression.

"Aradia, why do you ask me when you know | don't have the answer? Don't give me that innocent |ook.
| know that you were in contact with Lenardo the wholetime.”

You're wrong there, little brother, she thought, but Wulfston continued, "For the last time, | don't know
why | left acelebration I'm supposed to be hosting and went riding along the cliffs. Now, will you please
leave me done?’

His harsh words wounded. Reader or no, Wulfston must have redized it, for he reached acrossthe table
to put hishand over hers. "I'm sorry. I—I guess I'm more upset than | want to admit... especially about
loang Storm like that.”

She nodded in sympathy. Wulfston had planned to use the beautiful stallion to improve his stock, but it
was more than that. He had dways had a strong affinity for animals.

"Doyouthink it'spossble," she asked tentatively, "that you might have... Read that the ship was there?"
To learn Read was hisfondest dream—and Aradia, too, yearned to meet her brother mind to mind.
There were times, such as now, when words were inadequate.

But Wulfston shook hishead. "If | could sense astrange ship several miles away—which neither Lenardo
nor Juliadid until they started following me—then | should be able to pick up someone's thoughts nearby.
But nothing has changed for me. | don't know what drew me into that confrontation, but it wasn't
Reading. I'm till your mind-blind little brother," he said with arueful chuckle.



Y et something had drawn him away from hisfamily— something thet frightened Aradia

When she went upstairs to the room she shared with Lenardo, her husband was aready in bed, athough
dill awake. Hismind met hers, Reading her conversation with Wulfston and the vague, unsettling fears
thisday had brought.

Without spesking, Lenardo got up and pulled on a soft woolen robe against the castles chill. Aradias
maid was in the antechamber, waiting to help her mistress undress, but Lenardo went to the door and
told her, "Go onto bed, Devasin. | will help the Lady Aradiatonight.”

Devasin handed Lenardo Aradias chamber garments, and Lenardo closed the door. Then he turned to
hiswife."Y ou are upset.”

"My brother was attacked today."

"His attackers were fools. Aradia, their combined powers are nothing to Wulfston's. He didn't need my
help, or dulias. By the time we got there, the battle was over.”

"I know. Yet... Lenardo, | have such astrange fedling about these people. Why have they come here, dl
theway from Africa?'

"Well find out tomorrow," he reassured her, and reached to take off her outer robe of silver-bordered
velvet. Then he unhooked the satin overgarment, and helped her out of the layers of silk undergarments
and into her chamber robe.

Shedidn't really need the help, of course, but her husband's hands made every move a caress, soothing
away her unexplained anxiety.

When she sat down and began to unbraid her hair, Lenardo's strong hands took over that function, too,
untangling the pae blond strands, then brushing them smooth.

Such minigtrations were not routine. Lenardo did not even have avaet, having grown up in an Academy
of Readers. Once he had professed surprise that a Lady Adept should require amaid to dress her, but
he accepted Devasin as custom, and usualy |eft Aradiato her care.

Tonight, though, when Aradia needed the comfort of her husband's touch, he gaveit, putting her to bed
astenderly ashe might achild. Then helay down beside her, taking her in hisarms.

Lenardo was atall man, with abody well formed by years of work and exercise. Aradiarested against
him, feding the lean hardness of hismusclesirrationally reassuring. Even diminished by pregnancy, her
powersfar outweighed the physical strength of any man, even one as huge as Zanos the Gladiator.
Nonethdless, shefet securein her husband'sarms.

Perhapsit wasthat Lenardo, with only Reading and no Adept powers, had proved his strength to her
when they first met, defending her with his sword when she had exhausted her powersin their firgt battle
with Drakonius. Later, Lenardo had learned to devel op the Adept portion of his powers, but since
exercisng the abilities to affect the physica world with the mind impeded Reading, he had never become
alLord Adept. Master Reader satisfied him, and he satisfied her, in every possible way.

"Lenardo?' she murmured.
"Hush," hesaid. "Goto deep. Well tak inthe morning.”

"No—tdl me. What did you see today?'



"What do you mean?"

"| thought you were just humoring me when you went after Wulfston—but now | wonder. Y ou had one
of your visons, didn't you?"

For amoment he didn't answer. Then, "Yes" he said reluctantly.
"What wasit? Did you see him being attacked?"

Again the pause, and even though Lenardo was far too skilled to let someone of Aradia's meeger ability
Read what he didn't want her to, she knew with awife's certain knowledge that he was considering lying
to her. But hedidn't. "l saw Wulfston on board ship, that Nubian woman and her child beside him, sailing
away to the south.”

Her skin prickling with cold swest, Aradiawhispered, "I wasright! They are hereto take him away!"

Hisarmstightened about her. "We don't know that. Aradia, you know how my flashes of precognition
are. Y es, they always come true—but never in the way | expect. Wulfston may just sail afew miles south
on that ship. Or he may decideto go and do sometrading in our visitors lands.”

"After they attacked him the moment they saw him?"

"Hewas not a prisoner inmy vison," Lenardo offered. "He was standing fredly on deck, urging the
captain to hurry southward. Aradia, he wasn't hurt, and he was clearly in charge. Wulfston isagrown
man—you can't think of him asyour little brother forever.” - "Little, no. But Lenardo, heismy brother
forever.

Remember what Torio said? 'Wulfston must seek hisdestiny far away, only to find where he began."'

"Torio!" Lenardo snorted. "Don't start me thinking about Torio, Aradia. | should never have let him go off
to Madura, just when he had developed anew tdent. And of al the irresponsible acts after he learned
Adept powersthere, to go wandering off who knowswhere instead of coming home here, where you
and Magter Clement and | could train him!"

Aradialet him fume, knowing that having a second student he had trained go off to use his powersin
unknown and possibly dangerous ways frightened Lenardo. He felt responsible for those he taught.

It was his search for Galen, the student who had gone over to his enemies, that had originally brought
Lenardo into Aradias path some five years ago.

There was nothing she could say, except that she knew Torio to be strong-willed and unlikely to be used
as Drakonius had used Galen. But the boy was young, inexperienced. He had learned strange thingsin
Madura, according to the reports he had sent with Zanos and Astra. Lenardo's fears that he might be
tricked into using his developing powersfor evil were certainly justified, and Aradiaagreed
wholeheartedly that Torio should have returned to hisfriends. But he hadn't. And there was nothing
Lenardo could do about it except worry.

At last he came back to the origind subject. "Anyway, prophecies arejust like my visons: incomplete
and mideading.”

"Not aways," said Aradia, running her hand over Lenardo's right forearm. She could fed the brand
embedded into hisflesh, adragon's head that showed red againgt his skin, even years after the wound
had hedled. "In the days of the white wolf and the red dragon,” she murmured.



Hehdd her close. Y es—wefinally did bring peaceto dl our lands," he agreed, looking up at the room's
ceiling. Wulfston had decorated this suite of rooms especidly for Lenardo and Aradia. Eveninthedim
light their emblems, Aradias white wolfs head and Lenardo's red dragon, could be made out, entwined in
the painted relief.

"And if Wulfston hasto find where he began,”" Aradiaadded, shuggling deepily into amore comfortable
position against Lenardo, "he was born in avillage between Tiberium and Zendi. So evenif he doesgo
far avay, hell haveto... comehomeagan.”

The next day, their uninvited African guests were brought before Wulfston, who sat on histhrone, flanked
by aformidable array of Readers and Adepts. Lenardo, Aradia, Julia, and Wulfston's Reader, Rolf.

Sukuru, revived and hedlthy, was shaking in his sandals as he gpologized profusdly, sumbling over his
wordsin the language called Trader's Common.

Thetdl, gaunt black man seemed to have only minor Adept powers. He insisted they would never have
attacked Wulfston had they known him to be the Lord Adept they sought, but when they saw another
black man, wrapped in aplain woolen cloak, they had thought him one of their enemies, trying to thwart
thelr expedition.

They had expected to find "the most excdlent Lord of the Black Wolf," Sukuru explained in annoyingly
obsequious terms, to be "as you are now, most gracious lord, crowned in gold and seated upon a
throne"

Aradialistened, Reading fear, but acertain leve of sincerity inthe man. Shedidn't like him: hewas here
to ask astranger to do what he feared to do himself.

Sukuru and hissmall band claimed to represent "many tribes and peoples who share adream of
freedom." Hetold of apowerful witch-queen, Z'Ndia, who held in thrall alarge number of African lands.
"Besdes her own formidable powers, she has many followers with powers of their own, aswell asa

huge and powerful army.”
Z'Nelia sounded like Drakonius—and Drakonius had been defeated.
"But why come so far to seek my help?' Wulfston asked.

Sure enough, the story of the defeat of Drakonius had traveled asfar as Africa. But, it seemed, the
verson popular there was adistorted one in which Wulfston had defeated Drakonius in single combat.

Juliasnickered, and Aradia could fed Wulfston smother laughter. "That'sasong,” he explained, "crested
by abard seeking favor in my court. East of here, in the city of Zendi, you would hear amuch different
verson, celebrating the exploits of my sster and her husband.”

The puzzlement of the envoyswas clear to Read when Wulfston identified Aradiaas hissster. But they
did not ask; they were too eager to presstheir case. Despite Wulfston's insstence that only an aliance of
Adepts and Readers could defeat such a strong opponent, they wanted one single champion—someone
the equal of their fabled Z'Ndia

When Sukuru's words won no promises from Wulfston, he called forward the velled woman, Chulaika.
She spoke of oppression, davery, and murder, begging, "Please, Lord Wulfston—cometo our aid. Only
agreat Lord like yoursdf can help us now."

"You areaSon of Africa" Sukuru said suddenly. " Surely you will not refuse to help your own people?!



Aradiasmothered agasp of indignation, but Wulfston replied exactly as she would have hoped: "My own
people areright here. | was not born in your land, but in the Aventine Empire, where my parents were
proud to have earned citizenship. | will consult with my dliesto determine what help we can offer
you—hut you must understand that | cannot leave my lands unattended to go adventuring in yours.”

That afternoon, Aradiawas examined by Astra, who was acting as heder for her on this expedition.
Astraand her husband, Zanos, weredirect dliesof Lady Lilith, and represented her at this meeting; they
were another couple brought together by the turmoil surrounding the fall of Tiberium. Astrawould soon
be taking her testsfor the rank of Master Reader—even though she was a married woman—uwhile Zanos
was aformer gladiator in the Aventine arena.

If Lenardo and Aradiawere an unlikely team, the quiet, dender Reader and the huge, flame-haired
gladiator seemed an incomprehensible match. Y et they were obvioudy quite happy together. Zanos had
minor abilities as both Reader and Adept, while Astra, like Lenardo, had developed some Adept
powers, but would rardly sacrifice her Reading skillsto practice them.

"The baby isdoing very well,” Agtratold Aradia, "but you aretired. Y ou should take anap this
afternoon.”

"I'm not tired."
"My lady, do not deny your condition to a Reader. Y our husband will say the same.”
"Butit'ssuch alovely day," Aradia protested.

"Thereisno need to Say indoors,” said Adtra "Come with meinto the herb garden. The wallswill
protect you from the breeze."

So Aradiawasingtdled on a chaise in the herb garden near the castl€s kitchen. Astraremained with her
for awnhile, gathering herbswhich did not grow in Lilith's lands, and then |eft her aone, not protesting that
Aradiawas reading rather than deeping.

Later that afternoon, Lenardo's mind touched Aradias. //Come join me?/ she suggested.
/IGladly. Wulfgoniswith me//

Wulfston and Lenardo, it seemed, had been discussing their uninvited guests. "It doesn't make sense,”
explained Wulfgton. "Why would they cometo strangersfor help? There's something Sukuru's not
tdling."

"And that | can't Read," added Lenardo. "We're going to try to draw them out at dinner tonight.”

Aradiasmiled wryly. "And then you and Astrawill provoke the rest of us by Reading something
important, but being bound by your Reader's Oaths not to reved it!"

"Y ou are bound by the same Oath, Aradia," her husband reminded her.

"Yes, but how likely am | to Read any secrets? | till can't even Read our baby. | tried again today, but
Astrahad to Read with me."

"At least you can Read," Wulfston reminded her. "1 won't get to meet my niece until after shesborn!”
When Wulfston had gone, Lenardo said, " Our daughter is developing well. Read with me.”
Through her husband's powers, Aradia Read the shape in her womb, the tiny being already equipped



with arms and legs, eyes and mouth. But there was no consciousness yet. "Soon," Lenardo promised.
"Soon she will become aware, and then I'm sure you'll be able to Read her, Aradia.”

She wanted to. She wanted to love the baby, Lenardo's child, product of their love. But how could she
love someone she didn't know? Automatically, she braced asif to use her powers so Lenardo would not
Read her thought: | don't feel like a mother—I just feel asif | have some nagging minor illness
draining my powers.

At dinner that night, Juliawatched and Read with interest as Lenardo, Aradia, and Wulfston told their
African guests how they had first met and joined their powersto defeat Drakonius. Part of her
preparation to govern lands of her own one day wasto learn Trader's Common, and she found that she
hed little trouble following the conversation.

Lenardo ended the story by emphasizing the strength of their relationships: " So Juliais my adopted
daughter, though | don't think either of us often remembers that she's adopted. Aradiais my wife, and
that makes her brother Wulfston my brother, too."

Sukuru asked, "How comesit, Lord Wulfston, that these paefolk claim you kin?"

"Ties of love may be as strong asties of blood,” Wulfston replied. Juliaglanced at Lenardo, trying to take
comfort in the thought. She often wondered if the baby Aradia carried would take her placein his
affections,

Her eyesfocused on the ring her father wore, matching the one on Aradias hand. Wolf and dragon
intertwined in gleaming gold. Their wedding rings, agift from Wulfston. Juliaknew he had meant them as
asymbol of unity. To Julia, though, they seemed to mean that Lenardo wasjoined to Aradia, shutting his
adopted daughter out. She knew that was an unfair thought, and tried to put it out of her mind.

Wulfston wastdling how Aradias father, Nerius, had spirited him out of the Aventine Empire when his
Adept powers manifested at the age of three, and the folk of hisvillage would havekilled him. In those
days, only Readers were accepted in the Empire, and any child who showed Adept talent waskilled.

Aradiafinished up, declaring that the child she carried "will not be only our daughter; shewill be dulias
sgter, and Wulfgton's niece. That isthe kind of family dliance you must haveto fight atyrant.” Julia Read
only sincerity from her ssepmother. Why did she distrust her?

Sukuru expressed amazement, but seemed disappointed at Wulfston's advice to raise an dliance of
people with powersin hisown landsto fight the tyrant. Although he said, "We will heed your advice,
most excdllent lord," Julia Read that he did not really mean the words.

With her mind, she reached out to Lenardo, but he replied with an unverbaized warning to keep mentdly
slent. Were there Readers among the Africans that she had not recognized?

Her father was on his guard—if these people were hiding something, Lenardo would find it out.

Sukuru, meanwhile, was presenting Wulfston with a bottle of wine from his native land, inssting that they
al drink atoast "to our successin gaining from you the meansto save our land.”

Now what did he mean by that? Juliawished she could get her hands on something of Sukuru's. She had
one of the unusua Reading taents, the ability to Read the history of an object by touchingit, including the
stories of the people who had handled it. Perhaps before they |eft, she could touch something of this
man's and find out his secrets.

Meanwhile, the wine was poured from avessd like none Juliahad ever seen before. It was pointed on



the bottom, so it couldn't stand on atable, and painted in brilliant, jewel-like colors.

Juliareached for her goblet as soon as the wine was poured into it, but her father wasright there with the
water pitcher. When would he believe she was grown up enough to drink her wine like an adult, not
watered down like a baby?

Sukuru raised hisgoblet. "To the defeat of Z'Nelia— and anything we must do to free our land from her
evil!"

Assheraised the goblet to her lips, smelling exotic spicesin the wine, Julia suddenly Read Sukuru's only
half-hidden thought: //Z'Néiawill be pleased with theway | have fooled them—they're completely
unprepared for her attack!// And with it came a picture of an armada of heavily armed shipsfull of black
warriors, waiting out of Reading range.

Aradia, having Read it through Lenardo, leaned over and whispered to Wulfston, but Lenardo just took
adrink of the wine, giving no reaction to indicate that he had Read the man's secret thought.

Juliafollowed her father's example. Wulfston called for sweets and fruits and adrier wine, for even Julia
found the one their guests had served them unbearably sweet and overloaded with spices. Shetook a
long drink of plain water to wash the taste out of her mouth.

Why didn't Lenardo challenge Sukuru with what he had Read? Or ask Wulfston to end the dinner, so
they could meet and make plans? Julia Read agitation from Aradia, who would want to dert dl their
dlies, and preparefor invasion.

Asthe musicians played once more, Lenardo watched Sukuru through ditted eyes. Juliacautioudy Read
with him, careful not to let thoughts or fedings project, just as her father had taught her. Adtra, Sitting
farther down the table, Read with them, while Aradia braced her Adept powers, for she could not
possibly Read without being Read hersdlf.

Sukuru could not be a very good Reader to make that dip—if he was a Reader at al. Lenardo wasthe
only Reader known who could Read any Reader at al without being detected. Astra could do it with
many Readers, but Juliawasjust learning. She felt warmly proud that her father trusted her now, and she
fulfilled thet trust, Reading only through him, making no attempt to reach Sukuru's mind on her own.

Lenardo found only Sukuru's fedings, however; he was now lightly braced for the use of Adept powers,
his thoughts unReadable. When Lords Adept like Wulfston and Aradia braced for full use of powers,
even ther fedings became unReadable. But Sukuru was no Lord Adept. Although he kept them from
Reading histhoughts, a definite smugness came through, and something more. ..

When she recognized it, Juliadropped out of the rapport before she alowed hersdlf to react. Closing her
mind in upon itsdlf as Master Clement had patiently taught her, sheredized, He was lying! There was no
invasion fleet!

Lenardo's hand touched her arm. When shelooked up at him, he smiled a her and nodded, and she
glowed with the knowledge that she had done well in her father's eyes—and under circumstancesin
which achildish dip might have proved fatd. Sukuru did not know they had discovered his deception.

"What do you think he thinksweéll do?' Juliaasked once they werein their suite of gpartments after
Wulfston had dismissed the musicians,

"Gather our alies, perhaps” replied Lenardo. "Then | suppose helll try to get usdl tojoinin hisfight.”
"That'sa..." Aradiapaused toyawn. "... terribly foolish plan.”



"What's keeping Wulfston?' Lenardo wondered.

"| told him to come here," Aradiareplied, and yawned again. It was contagious; both Lenardo and Julia
yawned.

"It'sbeen along day," said Lenardo. "I'll have Devasin help you get ready for bed. Y ou too, Julia. I'll go
get Wulfgon."

Juliadidn’t know why she was so deepy, when she should be excited. In the next room, she could hear
Devasntdling Aradiato lie down—something about being adeep on her feet. Juliaput on her nightgown,
and arobe over it, wondering why her father hadn't come back yet with Wulfston.

As she sat down on the edge of her bed to put on her dippers, awave of dizziness swept over her. She
tried to Read for Lenardo, but couldn't find him... and then couldn't remember why she wanted him as
she sank onto the bed, sound adleep.

Aradiawoke to atouch on her forehead. Her brother was bending over her.

"Wulfston, what—?Why have | dept so late?’ she asked as she redlized that strong morning sunshine
was danting between the curtains. She sat up, looking around, and remembered |ast night. Her husband
had gone for Wulfston. "Wheré's Lenardo?"' she demanded.

"Aradia, wewere drugged,” Wuflston explained. "The wine Sukuru served us—"

"Drugged?’ A bolt of purefear shot through her body, and she clasped her arms across her abdomen.
"The baby! Oh, Wulfston—get Lenardo to Read whether the baby's been harmed!”

"I don't know where he's gone," Wulfston replied.

"Aradia? Wulfgon?' 1t was Julias voice a the door to the adjoining chamber.
"Julian—comein!" Aradiacried. "Can you Read where Lenardo is?"'
"Notinthecastle" thegirl replied at once. "What's the matter?'

"Please," Aradiatold her, "Read the baby—see if she's been poisoned.”

"Poisoned!" Julias eyes grew round with horror, but shelaid ahand on Aradia's abdomen and
concentrated. Aradia Read with her, finding the baby till there, itstiny heart beating asusud. "No," Julia
sad. "Atleast |

can't Read anything but a healthy baby, Aradia. I'm sure Father will confirm that.”

"Y ou don't have aheadache, Aradia," Wulfston said, thustelling her that he must have been so affected.
"Y our body ingtinctively protected your child—you probably went directly into healing deep and purged
the poison from your blood at once. The drug knocked me out so completely” that | couldn't cleanseiit
away until | wokethismorning.”

She remembered how deepy she had been—Devasin had had to support her. Y es, it had been the same
wesariness she knew when her body needed to heal aninjury.

But when she asked again for Lenardo, Wulfston shook his head. " Our uninvited guests have gone.
Perhgps hefollowed them.”

Aradiasaw that Juliadidn't believe that any more than she did. She remembered the moment Sukuru had



let dip the knowledge that a fleet was on the way to attack them: Lenardo had covered his surprise by
taking along swdlow of the drugged wine.

AsAradiadrew bregth to say it, though, Julia suddenly spoke, her eyes focused on something not in the
room with them. "I can Read asfar asthe harbor, and | can't find Father anywhere." Then she gasped.
"The ship! Wulfon—the ship isgone™

"Julia" Aradiademanded, "isthereredly afleet of shipsout there?'
"No," the girl replied, and Aradia heard the respect in her voice. "Father Read that it was alie."”

"Desgned to fool Readerd" said Aradia. "And it did. In the excitement of thinking Sukuru was the point
of aninvasion, nobody Reed the poison in thewine!"

Wulfston went to awaken Zanos and Astra, for aMagister Reader could go out of body to Read over
great distances. Adtra verified that there was no invasion fleet, but she found Sukuru'svessdl, and with it
Lenardo—till adeep, and locked in the hold.

Wulfgton called for aship.

Aradia heard the news from Astra, who cameto verify her baby's health. Zanos and Astrawere going
with Wulfston, the Magister Reader explained. With their abilities and Wulfston's, they would quickly
catch theflesing vess.

Aradiaagreed. As soon as Astra had gone, she began preparing hersdlf to join in the rescue of her
husband. Dressed in servicesble garmentsfor travel, she joined Wulfston in hisroom just as he was
turning his private coffer out on the bed.

It was just a precaution—taking enough money for along journey—but nonethelessit made Aradia
uneasy. "Hurry, Wulfston," she said. "We don't want to missthetide."

"Aradia—" he began.

"I'm going with you," shetold him firmly.
"No, you're not."

"Wulfgton, it's my husband they've taken!"

"And that's his child you're carrying," hereminded her. ™Y ou were fortunate that the drug did not harm
the baby—for Sukuru till let you drink the wine after he knew you were pregnant. Y ou don't know what
these people are capable of if they have no carefor the health of an unborn babe. Will you be as careless
asthey are? Will you take your child into the midst of Adept conflict?!

"| can take care of my baby and mysdf," Aradiaingsted.
Asif the matter were settled, Wulfston turned away and began putting coinsinto aleather pouch.

He thought she wasn't capable of helping! To prove her strength, she let her powers reach out to her
brother, grasping control of hisbody, paradyzing his muscles.

Asif her powerswere nothing, he straightened and turned on her, moving asfredy asif she had done
nothing! "Y ou see?' He spoke her own horrified thoughts. " Aradia, you just don't have your old powers
right now."



It wastrue! She had aways been stronger than
Wulfston. Now he was coming into the full strength of his powers, while hers...

Shetried to fight down tears. | never cry, shetold herself, but even that weakness would not be denied.
Wulfston saw, and gently put hisarms around her. "Please. .. we both know it's best that you stay here. |
know it wont help for meto tell you not to worry, but | promise you this: we will bring Lenardo back to
you, safe and sound. | swear it."

It was just as difficult to persuade Juliathat she could not go dong. "If I'd only developed Adept powers
ingtead of Reading!" the girl fumed as she and Aradia stood on the quay, watching Wulfston's ship sall
out through the entrance to Dragon’'s Mouth.

"Julia, we need a good Reader here, to follow their progress,” Aradiatold her.

Juliadid not dignify that offering with aresponse. She knew she was no more able than Wulfston's
Reader, Ralf, to tell where Sukuru's ship was out on the ocean— and since it would be even father away
by the time Wulfston caught up with it, they would have only the Watchers reports from Readers closer
to the action to let them follow Lenardo's rescue.

The ship dropped below the horizon, but Juliacould still Read it, and Aradia Read through the girl. For a
long while they stood there, but finaly Juliaput out her hand to Aradia—something the girl had never
done before. "L et's go back to the castle," she said. "Ther€'s nothing more we can do.”

"We can prepare for ahomecoming party,” Aradiasuggested, and Juliamanaged asmdl smile.

Together, Lenardo's wife and his daughter walked up to the end of the quay, where servants waited to
take them back to Castle Blackwolf.

All that day, Watchers sent Readers reports on the progress of the two ships, but by morning there was
nothing more. The last thing anyone Read was that they had disappeared into astorm.

A storm, Aradiawondered, or an Adept battle? If the latter, then surely they would be home soon, for
Wulfston's powers were far superior to Sukuru's.

But the next day passed with no word, and then athird day. Aradiadid not deep well thefirst two nights;
she kept waiting for Lenardo's mind to touch hers, and would not ddliberately put hersdlf into deep
dumber lest she miss hisfirgt contact. She knew he would go out of body, to tell her as soon as he was
safely on hisway home!

And when he didn't, she knew that something was terribly wrong. Wulfston had not been able to catch
Sukuru's ship. She refused to face the worst possibility— that Lenardo and Wulfston were deed,
whether in Adept battle or natural disaster.

No—they were her husband and her brother. If either were dead, surely she would know it!

So she faced the fact that it might be weeks or months before the two men sheloved best could get
themselves out of whatever predicament they were in and return to her. She nearly cursed the child in her
womb that had turned her into a passive fema e who could do nothing but wait while her men werein
danger.

But it was Lenardo's child. Possibly the baby was al shewould ever have of him. Shelay down and
folded her hands over her abdomen, trying once again to Read ¢ the child in her womb.



Frustrated, she redlized that it was essentia to keep hersdf hedlthy, and that meant deeping. Deliberatdly,
she used the mental exercises her father had taught her when shewas a child, to put hersdlf into a deep,
restful deep.

Aradia dreamed she was Reading her baby at last. Her mind took her inside her own body, and she saw
the shape of her child, deeping swestly in its private ocean. It moved gently, drifting with its mother's
bresthing.

She moved. The child was agirl—not an infant, but an infant-sized perfectly formed young woman, long
golden hair drifting about her dender body. Her back was to Aradia, who approached dowly, wondering
at thereveation. Thiswaswhat her child—Lenardo's child—would be.

As she came nearer, the girl's body turned over, very dowly, to face her. The face was utterly beautiful,
athough the eyes were closed.

Still degping, still unconscious—when would there be an awareness for her to touch as Lenardo had
promised?

Nonetheless, it was wonderful to see her child, so perfect, so beautiful, rosy-cheeked with hedlth. She
could count her fingers and toes, see that her limbs were straight and strong. Lenardo would be so proud
of such adaughter!

As shewatched, Aradia saw the girl's soft pink lips begin to move—it was asif she were trying to spesk.
IIY esl/] Aradiaurged. //Speak to me. I'm your mother. Tell methat you're there, child!//

Thelipsmoved again, but still Aradia could Read no thought, no mental presence. She went closer,
looking into the beautiful face with its still-closed eyes fringed with dark lashes. If shewatched thelips
move, perhaps she could make out what her daughter was saying.

No... not quite. Not...
The child spoke. Very clearly, in avoice not of youth and innocence but of incredibly weary experience.

"Aradia. Mother. Y ou and Lenardo have given melife. Y ou owe me that—and after | am born, | will
giveyou what | oweyou. "

Bewildered, Aradia stared at the serene face, speaking such strange words. Then the girl's eyes began to
open-She woke up.

It was morning again, and she knew there had been no news of Wulfston and Lenardo, for she had |eft
grict instructions that she was to be awakened if there were.

So shelay there for amoment, remembering her strange dream. | probably dreamed of our daughter
grown up because if she were, she'd be able to help us now, shethought.

Again shetried to Read the child for herself—

—and touched something!

There was an awareness!

It wasincoherent, no more than avague sensing of life—but what did she expect of ababe in the womb,
not to be born for sx months yet?



Oh, Lenardo, shethought, your child is conscious! Come home safely, my husband, as soon as you
can. Meanwhile, | will care for our daughter, until you can see her for yourself!

Chapter Two

Juliaand Aradiaremained at Castle Blackwolf, waiting and hoping for Wulfston and Lenardo to return.
Asweeks passed with no word, their fears grew; the Africans plot was far more devious than it had
seemed at fird.

Sukuru and Chulaika wanted Wulfston, but he would not cooperate. They had had both Wulfston and
Lenardo helplesdy drugged—they could as easily have kidnapped the two men together. Insteed, they
took only Lenardo, knowing that with Aradia pregnant, it was Wulfston who would follow. They must be
holding Lenardo hostage to force Wulfston to fight for them.

If they had taken the two men together...

"Wewerefoolsto tell them how well we work together,” Aradiatold Julia. "They know better than to
take Lenardo and Wulfston on the same ship—they'd have taken over the crew the moment they woke
up, and been back here the next day."

"The moment Wulfston finds Father," Juliasaid, "they'll escape.”

"But Wulfston can't Read," Aradiareminded her. "Lenardo can't contact him except through Astra. If
they can knock her out, or separate her from Wulfston. .. that could be why it's taking so long.”

Asthe days dragged on, the two women often repeated the same conversation, encouraging each other
not to think of al the possible reasons there was no word of the two men.

Although there was no invasion fleet from Africa,

Wulfston's lands could not be left unprotected. His network of minor Adepts gathered at the castle, dong
with severa Magister Readers and a dozen from the Path of the Dark Moon, while reinforcements were
sent from Tiberium to aid the Watchers along his coasts and borders.

Then one day, when Juliawas helping a hedler to direct his powers toward eradicating atumor in aboy's
knee, shefdt the touch of Master Clement's mind. //Go to your room, Julia. We must discuss what you
and Aradia should do now.//

//But we're heding—// she protested.
/[Panatus can take over,// hetold her.

Reluctantly, Juliaturned her duties over to the young Magister Reader and went up to her room. She
could, of course, have held the conversation with Master Clement anywhere, but it could be unnerving to
nonReadersto have a Reader Sitting apparently in atrance while she communi cated with another Reader
far awvay.

Aradiawas dso in the rapport, created by Master Clement all the way from Zendi. The Master of
Masterswas out of body for this communication, his menta voice firm and clear, smilar to hisnormal
Speaking voice except that mentally he sounded younger than he redlly was.

/Al precautions have now been taken to care for Lord Wulfston'slandsin his absence,// Master
Clement told them. //1t istime for you to return to Zendi.//



//But Lenardo—// Aradia began.

/When Lenardo returns, hewill contact you from wherever he lands,// Master Clement pointed ouit.
/IAradia, the journey to Zendi is safe for you now. Later in your pregnancy it could be dangerousto your
child. Also, | want you here, under observation of the best Readers we have.//

IIY es, Masgter Clement,// Aradiareplied with uncharacteristic meekness. But she had an underlying
reason. //With so many members of our aliance missing, our strongest Adepts should be centraly located
in Zendi, prepared to moved in any direction from which an attack might come.//

//Until your child isborn,// Master Clement agreed, //you should be sheltered here, protected by lands
we hold on al sdes//

Juliawondered if Aradia could Read that Master Clement did not verbalize dl his concerns. Shehad a
lesson scheduled with him, so after Aradiahad |eft the rapport to set their retainersto work preparing to
leave Castle Blackwolf, she asked, //Do you fear an attack, Master?//

/IAn attack? Child, what would give you that idea?/

/[Our stuaion might give anybody that idea,// shereplied. //Since the Aventine Empirefdl, we have
more land than has ever been under one government before. But we have lost key members of our
Alliance. Torio and Méissaare gone, and now Father and Wulfston. Lilith meant to leave her landsin the
care of Zanos and Astrawhile she cameto aid Aradiain her confinement. Her lands are bordered by
enemies. If Zanosand Astraare not back by then, will she dare leave her lands with only her sonto care
for them?lvorn's not much older than | am.//

She clearly fdt the old man's surprise as he told her, //Julia, these are not problems for one so young.//

//But they are my problems,// sheinsgsted. //Master Clement, the word will spread beyond our borders
that Father and Wulfston are gone. Our best Reader, and one our strongest L ords Adept—and if the
news of Aradias pregnancy spreads aswell, they'll know she can't function at full strength. Don't you
think some of our neighbors might take this as the best time to attack?/

Therewasapause. Then, /Y es, dulia, | do. However, they will mistake our vulnerability./
INVhat?l/
/Where do you think they will attack, child?/

/IAlong the northern borders—especidly here, aong Wulfston's northern coast, and Lilith's bordersto
the north and east.//

//Why do you think the attacks will come there?//

/IAlong those borders are lands which have refused our offers of peaceful trade agreements,// she
replied. //With Wulfston gone, they'll try for afoothold here. Lilith isa strong Adept, and her sonis
growing in power—they may attack now, knowing that once Ivorn comesinto hisfull powers, they will
face amuch stronger adversary .//

/Y es, you are quiteright. Now, Julia.... if you wanted to attack our Savage Empire, knowing what you
know, would you choose the same plan of attack?/

The way the question was worded, the answer was probably no. But then he would ask—



/IThink of your father, when Aradiafirst gave him the city of Zendi,// Master Clement prompted.

Suddenly Juliaknew. //Wulfston's lands and Lilith's, and Father and Aradias lands—their people will
defend them to the death! They've known tyrants like Drakon-ius—and it's worth fighting to remain part
of the Savage Empire. We're most vulnerablein the old Aventine Empire, where most people had a
pretty good life under the Emperor'srule. In only four yearsthey haven't had time to develop any
loydty—and lots of them see us as worse than the Emperor because we caused the earthquake in
Tiberium.//

/IChild, you are too wise for your years,// said Master-Clement. //Lenardo and Aradia are teaching you
wdll. If Portia had treated the Readers she ruled as the members of our Alliance treat their people, they
would not have turned against her. But we are wise if we can learn from the mistakes of others, and not
makethem all oursalves.

//Now,// he continued, //enough of government; Aradiaand your father will teach you that. Show me
what you have been practicing of Reading./

Juliahad been practicing her fine discernment, and earned praise from Master Clement when she showed
him how she could Read something like the tumor in aboy's knee down to the level of individua cells.

//Not Torio, not even your father, could Read so well at your age. Now show me distance.//

Julia enjoyed these lessons, for her horizons were congtantly expanding. Reading was ajoy—had been
ever since Lenardo had first touched her mind and taken her out of her life asamisfit anong the
guttersnipes of Zendi. Once she understood the necessity for etiquette and protocol in someone who
would rule her own lands one day, she had carefully developed her habits and her language until her
teachers could find no fault.

She loved to learn—it was the one quarrd she had with her friend Galerio, for he found the fascinating
knowledge she longed to share with him quite boring.

She demonstrated for Master Clement how far she could Read, and with what accuracy, then showed
him her new skill at Reading other Readers without being detected. She Read Panatus, now helping the
hedler with one of many sessionsto straighten the bones of a child who had suffered rickets before Lord
Wulfston cameto rule theland.

I Julia, that isnot askill for aReader in training!// Master Clement chided. //Until you passyour examsto
become aMagister Reader, you should not eventry it.//

/IWhy not? 1 can do it—I learned it by Reading with Father when he doesit.//

//Because, child, it takes a certain wisdom to use one's skills properly. | understand how difficult it isfor
you to see that some kinds of wisdom come only with age.//

1IOr experience,// she protested. //Father says I've seen agreat dedl for someone my age.//

/IAnd | agree. However, you are also at the time of life when your body is changing—you are becoming
awoman, Julia Until you have become accustomed to the changes, they will affect your fedlings, your
judgment. Y our body will affect your mind.//

/[Then teach meto leave my body!// she asked eagerly. //I'm ready—you've tested al my skills. Let me
take the next step.//

INf it were only your Reading skills// hetold her, //I would agree that you are ready. But moving beyond



your body must wait until you have passed completely through puberty. So practice your other skills,
Julia, and learn other things. Let Aradiateach you more languages. Study music—//

/I have no talent for music,// dulia protested. //When | tried to play the lute, it sounded like asick cow.//
/IThen by al means practice upon thelute! | shal set Master Junato teaching you as soon as you return.//

If there was anything Julia hated, it was being made to do something she was not good at, and never
would be. Her only hope was that Master Clement might forget this part of their conversation, so shedid
not argue—that would certainly set the notion firmly inhismind.

Her ploy, however, did not work. Hardly were she and Aradiaback in Zendi when Master Junawas
there with her lute and a schedule of lessons. And when she protested to both Aradiaand Master
Clement, she got the same answer from both: "Learn to play well enough to accompany singing, and it
will suffice. It isgood discipline for everybody to learn to do some things he has no greet talent for.”

Aradiawas glad to be back in Zendi, athough her anxiety over Lenardo's safety grew as the weeks
passed with no word from him. If he and Wulfston were detained in Africa, surely there were waysto
send messages! Traders came from the Nubian lands. Was neither man free to write or send aletter?

The expected attack came upon Wulfston's northern border. Lilith and Ivorn rode to join Wulfston's
army. Readers and minor Adepts flocked to their aid, and the attacking force was repelled as easily as
swating afly.

Aradiawas pleased that the attack was S0 easily routed, but frustrated to be left in Zendi, far out of the
action.

It was Juliawho pointed out, "If you were not pregnant, you would still not have gone so far for a battle
that was over before you couldve arrived.”

Aradiahad to amile. She had long ago accepted Lenardo's adopted daughter—but now she was learning
to love her. The girl had been abundle of mischief before Master Clement took over her training, but she
was growing up into afine young woman.

Zendi was athriving city now, rebuilt after the series of battles that had raged over it during itsyearsin
disputed territory. The old wood and mud-and-waittle buildings were replaced with stone; firewas no
longer the plague it had once been. The water and sewer systems were back in repair, and Lenardo's
current project wasto bring water and safe, comfortable heating into the homes of even the poorest of
the citizens.

There was plenty for the Adepts and Readers to do: weather to be controlled so the crops would thrive,
the sck and injured to be hed ed, the young people with their burgeoning talents to be trained.

The Academy system aready existed to train young Readers, but there had never before been systematic
training of those with minor Adept talents. Healers had apprenticed themsalvesto other hedlers, those
with power over weather had been valued by the farmers, but the rest had generally used their powers
gparingly, lest thelocal Lord Adept take too sharp anotice of potentid rivals.

Then there was the ongoing research to bring out Adept talent in Readers, Reading in Adepts. Now that
it was understood that the two talents were one, it was hard to see why so many who were skilled at one
could not evoke the other. Wulfston longed to learn to Read, but had somehow never made the
breskthrough. Master Clement only laughed when Aradia offered to teach him Adept tricks, saying, "I'm
too old to start anew way of life. Teach Decius—he's eager to learn.”



Decius was approaching his examinations for the rank of Magister Reader, asource of irritation to Julia
"I'm abetter Reader than heis," she fumed, "but he getsto learn to go out of body and | don't!"

"Deciusiseghteen,” Aradiareminded her. "When you are his age, youll learn those techniques.”

She wished Decius and Juliawere alittle closer in age; sheld have much preferred Juliato focus her
growing interest in the opposite sex on the young Reader than on her friend Galerio, asixteen-year-old
minor Adept who led agang of youngsterswith smilar smdl taents. Aradiawas hard put to explain why
shedidn' like the boy. He had no family, and lived by hiswits and talents. Normally she admired such
Spirit.

But neither Galerio nor any of the young people he led would attend the classes designed to help them

make the best use of their abilities. "He doesn't want you to tell him what to do with hislife," dulia
explaned.

"Julia, you know that's not the purpose of the classes," Aradia protested. "Y ou'd be doing him agreat
favor if you could persuade him to attend.”

"He doesn't listen to girls advice!" Juliaexclamed, and Aradiasuddenly saw one reason Juliawas
fascinated by Galerio: he was one of the few people her age who did not treat her with the deference due
Lenardo's heir.

Decius might have been asmilar chalenge, if he had paid attention to Juliaat dl. Aradiadecided to
throw them together. She had a valid reason: both were powerful Readers, but neither had mastered a
sngle Adept talent.

So shetold Julia she wanted to work with her and Decius together, apart from her other pupils. Julia
agreed eagerly—she longed to add Adept powersto her talents.

Decius arrived right on time, striding confidently despite the peg leg he wore. When he was only thirteen,
he had logt hisleft leg in abattle Drakonius had taken into the very Academy at Adigia, where Decius
had then been a student. Those wars were over now, but they had scarred an entire generation.

Decius scarswere only physica. Emotionally, he was as sound as any young man Aradiaknew—and
today he was flushed with triumph as he joined Juliaand Aradiain the private chamber where they would
havether lesson. "It'smy day for learning!" hetold them. "This morning | moved to another plane of
exisence—it's even more exciting than going out of body!"

Aradiahad never done either, but she knew that

Readers on the advanced levels could go into other dimensions, other... places, she supposed, where
not even the best Readers could spy on them. Not physical places, though. For her, it was astrange
concept—Dbut she did not let it concern her, because she would have no occasion to try it. Let Lenardo
worry about other planes of existence.

But she congratul ated Decius, and then got down to the business at hand.

Before them on the table she placed afireproof bowl, in which were shavings and tinder. "Fireisthe
easest power to manifest," she said for the thousandth time, "athough one of the most difficult to master.
Never practice without an Adept skilled in fire control present.”

Juliasaid, "I'vetried thisa hundred times, Aradia. It won't work. "

"It won't work if you think it won't," said Decius. "I think it will."



"Doyou, Decius?' Aradia asked.
"Yes" hesadfirmly.

"Then try. Concentrate. Envision the flames. Fed the heat. Put your mind to just that bowl, just the
kindling—Decius, you're Reading!"

He blinked, and looked at her. "Sorry," he muttered, and returned to staring at the kindling. He was till
Reading it, hisdisciplined mind probing the air passages benegth it, imagining how the draft would come
up through—

/IDecius—//
II\Wait,/l heforestaled her. //Let me—//
Suddenly he was blank to Reading—and the kindling burst into flame!

Decius sagged, catching himself by hanging on to the table. He stared &t the bowl in astonishment, and a
sudden grin seized hisfeatures. "I didit!" He looked at the two women. "1 did it!"

"Show me how!" demanded Julia

Deciussmiled at her. ™Y ou just have to know you can. Redly, Julia—Master Clement's been trying to
teach you that. All | did wastake the feding | had thismorning, when | knew | could moveto the plane
of privacy, and apply it here—I made myself know | could do thisin just the same way!"

"But | know | candoit," said Julia, "and | ill can't!”

"Julia" said Aradia, "you are getting upset. In that condition you won't learn anything at al. Use your
rel axation technique—"

"l don't want to relax,” the girl fretted.”l want to Sart afire. She fished more kindling from a container by
the empty fireplace and piled it into the bowl, where the origind fire had quickly burned itself out.

"Julig, don't," said Aradia. "Not being able to do it when you are agitated will contribute to your belief
that you can't do it later, when you've calmed down.”

"Why don't you want meto do it?" Juliademanded. "I'm as good as Decius! Magter Clement teacheshim
to leave his body, but he won't teach me. Now you teach him to start fires, and you won't even let me try
it. It'snot fairl" And thegirl got up and ssomped out of the room.

Deciusrose, but Aradia put ahand on hisarm. "Let her go. Shelll calm down. If we keep her here now,
shell just go onarguing.”

"Girlssure are different from boys," he observed.
"You're an expert?' Aradiaasked.

"I'min charge of one of the boys dormitories at the Academy,” Decius explained. "It'sdl right, except
when I'm also on deep duty.

"Seep duty?' she asked.

"Y oung Readers have to learn not to Read in their degp—one boy with anightmare would set off the
whole group. Besides, you don't want other Readers knowing your dreams. So we older students have



to take turns staying awake, and waking up any of the little boyswho start projecting dreams.” He shook
his head. "It's hard on them—I remember. But welve dl got to learn, or weld be afraid to go to deep.
Dreams can be very embarrassing!"

"I know," said Aradia, thinking of the strange dream she kept having about her unborn child. Any number
of times she had started to tell Master Clement, but decided it was unimportant. Why shouldn't she
dream about what her daughter would look like as ayoung woman?

Fortunately, she had not had to go through the regimen Decius described when she learned to Read.
Lenardo said that when she dreamed, she seemed to brace her Adept powers automaticaly, which of
course kept her from being Read.

"Now," shesaid to Decius, "let's seeif you can light the fire again—and don't work so hard &t it!"

Thistime she had him smother thefire beforeit burned itsdlf out, then rekindle it and direct the flamesto
consume specific bits of wood. Accustomed to the disciplines of alifetimein the Academy, Decius
learned quickly. Still, by the time she was satisfied he was panting with exertion, athough he had not left
hischair.

He leaned back, pleased with the day'swork.

"Now don't beworried,” Aradiawarned him, "if you can't Read aswell asusua until you get anights
deep. And eat plenty of supper tonight—mest if thereisany, but at least some fish. No arguments.”

"I'm not arguing,” hereplied. "Lady Aradia, next lesson, would you teach me hedling techniques?™

He gestured toward his|eft thigh, where the ssump of hisleg was hidden beneath hiswhite tunic. Aradia
understood. Deciusrefused to live at adower pace than any other eighteen-year-old boy. Asaresult,
the hedlers often had to heal bruises or blisters to his ssump, no matter how they adjusted and padded the
wooden leg.

"Of course,' she said, knowing what ardief it would befor him to hed it himsalf. Y ou will probably learn
quickly. I'm proud of you, Decius—what aday you've had!"

"Magter Clement wasright,” hetold her. "Thewhole secret isin believing you cando it."
"Then why can't helearn Adept powers?' Aradiawondered.

"He could," Deciusreplied. "But | can understand why he wont. Right now my Reading is... hazy. It's
frightening to have my powers diminished, and I'm not even aMagister Reader yet." He smiled at her. "'l
guessit'sfunny to you when | say I'm too old to adapt redly well to having both powers.™

"Y ou may never get to be any better at Adept powersthan | am at Reading,”" Aradia agreed.

"Perhaps not. But | wonder wheat the little children will be like—the ones growing up with both powers.
Will they be like the sorcerers Torio met in Madura?!

"I hope not! Those stories Zanos and Astratold, about cold fire that almost destroyed their land..."
Aradiashuddered. "Decius... you're not till thinking of going to Madurato seeif they can restore your

leg?

"Maybe, oneday," he said. "Not now. Whatever Torio found there, he was afraid to bring it back.
Mdissastayed to keep it confined to Madura. But Lady Aradia, if power exigts, there are those who will
seek to useit. I'm going to try to become as good an Adept as| am a Reader, because someday | may



have to confront power such aswe have.never seenin dl our Savage Empire.”

Juliastormed out of the villaand waked northward, zigzagging through side streets until she cameto the
main north-south road, north of the forum.

Hordes of people crowded the wide street, buying and sdlling at the shops and stands. They were
prosperous, not asingle person in the rags or bedraggled finery that had been common in her childhood.
Stout farmers bought furbelows for their apple-cheeked wives, and sturdy children chased one another
between the wagons or munched on sweets while staring wide-eyed at the passing throng.

Juliawas often recognized. People gave her bows and curtsies as she passed, and she quickly cheered
up. This prosperity was partly her doing, and she felt rightfully proud. When she opened to Reading, she
felt the love of the people—they were happy, beginning to trust in the security Lenardo and hisfamily had
brought them. They were no longer forced to work, as under Drakonius, but found that working now
made them prosperous despite the taxes levied on their goods.

Theft was uncommon; Readers could be anywhere in the crowds, making it Smply too dangerous atrade
toply inZendi. It was ill being eradicated in Tiberium, she had heard.

Under Master Clement, the corruption had been cleaned out of the Readers system—~bribes and threats
no longer compelled certain Readersto Read in another direction while a crime was being committed.
But Tiberium was larger than Zendi, and even more crowded. And the people felt they had been
conquered, unlike these on the winning side in the most recent conflict.

Julia passed jugglers and musicians entertaining the crowds, and turned out of the North Road into aside
street near Northgate. Here were the shops of wine merchants, where wagons were being loaded with
barrelsfor the village inns, and for the homes of afew prosperous farmers.

A few greets along, though, the buildings became residentia. These were new blocks of flats for working
families. Their landlords were carefully supervised lest they permit them to turn back into the kinds of
dumsthat had burned in the battle for Zendi.

Every few dreetsthere was an open area planted with grass and young trees. Eventualy these would
become carefully gardened parks, but building homes for Zendi's growing population was a higher
priority just now, so thelittle parks were |eft with their natural grass and wildflowers. In one of them, a
group of young people werewiling away thetime.

Dilysand Ficcolo lay in the shade of some bushes, kissing and pawing at one another, obliviousto the
rest of the group. Giorgio was eating bread and cheese—he was aways edting, resulting in aphysique
that caused the othersto cal him Fat Giorgio. Antonius and M oscawere wrestling, their muscles standing
out with the exertion, while Blanche and Diana cheered them on.

Atop asmall mound that would one day become terraced flower beds sat Galerio, leader of thisloosdy
associated group of minor Adepts.

Y oung, talented folk like these, ranging in age from twelve to twenty, were one of the problems Lenardo
and Aradia had yet to solve. They had no educeation, and no formal training in using their talents. Many of
them, like this group, refused the offer of training, and so except for occasiond odd jobs, their talents
were wasted.

"Ho, Julia" called Gaerio. "Come sit by me and help judge this contest. Y ou can Read if anybody
cheats"



She climbed the mound, with no care for grass stains on her white dress. Except for specia occasions,
the white of a Reader in training was her usua weer.

Gaerio was sixteen, and to Julias thinking, the handsomest boy she had ever seen. He had wavy dark
hair, and deep brown eyesfringed with thick black lashes. His skin still had the rosy fairness of youth,
while his body was sculpted by exercise.

Of course Galerio never told his cohorts that he exercised other than swimming at the baths, but Julia had
Read his private exertions, supplemented with Adept direction. He had some healing potentia, but would
not admit it. He kept the public use of his powersto moving small objects.

Julia Read the wrestlers. They were evenly matched in size and weight. Antonius was fourteen, Mosca
fifteen, both till clumsy with adolescence. They fought like street urchins, kicking and kneaing, trying to
bang one another's heads againgt the ground. Juliaunderstood the rules. "wrestling” for these boys meant
smply no punching, eye-gouging, pinching, or biting, and no surreptitious use of Adept power.

Suddenly Moscawent blank to her Reading, and Julia Read a sharp cramp in Antonius sde. "Cheat!"
she cried. "Mosca, you gave Antonius that cramp!™

Moscarose with athreatening growl, but Galerio said, "Y ou know the rules, Mosca. Antoniuswins.”
The younger boy got up, dusting himsdf off. "Thanks,

Julia" he said shyly. Antonius was dark, like Juliaand Gaerio. Moscahad hair of the shade between
dark blond and light brown, and light blue eyes that looked at Julia.coldly.

Galerio said warningly, "Y ou know Julias right, Mosca” Then he grinned. "If you can learn to fool her,
you're gonna get past most Readers.”

"Yeah," said Maosca, only partidly placated, "I'll haveto learn that.”

"S0," said Gaerio, "what're you doing here, Julia? Y ou usualy have your stupid lessonsin the
afternoons.”

"They're not stupid when I'm learning to catch people chesting,” shereplied. "But Aradidsin one of her
pregnant moods today—I can't do anything right.”

"No wonder. Shell want her own brat to have the throne, and you'rein the way."

"No," said dulia, "there are plenty of landsfor dl of us. Tomorrow Aradiawill think I'm wonderful. Father
warned me that pregnant women act alittle crazy at times. That'sdl itis.”

"Yeah? Well, your father's not here to stand up for you now, is he?'
Julia changed the subject. "L et's go out Northgate and into the woods."
"What's in the woods? We're not alowed to hunt the deer.”

"Wdl, wecan..."

Juliawas open to Reading, dthough not concentrating on it. As she spoke, something impinged on her
consciousness. Outsde Northgate, in the area she was thinking about, people aong the road shuddered
unessily.

"What's the matter?' Galerio asked.



"Somethings happening,” shereplied. "I can't tel what it isexactly, but people are frightened.”

Then it touched them: acold wind out of the warm air. It swept through the little park, tearing at their
clothes, pulling the girls hair out of itsfagtenings,

"Brrm!" said Fat Giorgio. "It'sgonnaran.”

But there were no clouds. The sky was hazy blue above them.
Thewind continued, churning up the city's dust, making their eyes smart.
"What isit?' cried Dilys.

"A whirlwind!" Galerio shouted. "Get down!"

He scrambled down off the mound, and the nine of them huddled at its base asicy wind pelted them with
debris.

But there waslittle there to hurt them. They were merdly getting dirty.
Out on the crowded market street, Julia Read the wind wreaking havoc.
Wagons overturned. Animals screamed in panic.

Sgnsfdl.

Canopies whipped about, dapping people down.

Screaming children, unable to find their parents, were crushed beneath tumbling cartons or run over by
wagon whesdls.

Parents seeking their children saw them whipped out of reach by the howling gae.

A foodsdler'sstd| collgpsed, dousing his customerswith boiling oil. Agonizing pain burned into Julias
own flesh—a Reader caught in the deluge of oil—but even as she screamed the pain cut off, and she was
|eft gagping in reaction.

Asquickly asit had come, thewind died—but the panic in the market continued.

Juliajumped to her feet, wiping away tears caused by dust and shared pain. "Come on!" she shouted.
"People need our help!"

Gderio cried, "Follow Julia™ and they dashed toward the madhouse in the North Road.

To get there, they had to wade through wine, spilled from the barrel s outside the wine merchants shops.
But Julia Read that the damage there was only to merchandise, not people, and hurried on.

Cries of pain greeted them.
The market street was a shambles of food, wine, goods, and blood.

They dmost fell over aman with abroken leg. Julia Read his pain, and directed, "Blanche, put him to
deep. Gaerio, you and Antonius set the bone, and start him healing till ahedler gets here”

There were afew other Readersin the market street. Everywhere there was someone in awhite dress or
tunic, people turned for hel p. Others approached the Readers, saying, "I can hed," or "I can move



things,” and together they sought to save those in danger of dying, and ease the pain of those whose
injuries were not so severe.

Hands clutched at Julia. "Reader, please! My little boy!" The woman pointed to a mound of broken
crates. "It dl fdl onhim! | couldn't reach him!"

Mosca and Piccolo started at once to toss the crates aside, but Julia Read—

"I'm s0 sorry,” she said as gently as she could. "The child is dead. Dilys, please help thiswoman,” she
added, for Dilys had the talent to affect peoplé'sfedings. "Therest of you comewith me. We must help
theliving."

A little farther on they cameto agroup of people heaving a smashed wagon off awoman's chest.
"Lady Julia" cried amerchant who recognized her. "Isshe dive?"

Y es, there was afluttering heartbest, but broken ribs had penetrated the woman'sright lung and severed
arteries. She could not live much longer.

/I need ahedler herel// Juliaprojected to al the Readers, showing them the extent of the woman's
injuries.

/I'm bringing one,// came amenta voice she recognized as Master Juna, her music teacher. But the
woman was blocked by people and debris—it would take severa minutes for her and the man following
her to reach them.

In the meantime, the injured woman's heartbeat grew weaker as her lung filled with her own blood.

"Can anyone heal thiswoman?' Julia shouted aloud. No one responded. "Moscal™" she suddenly
remembered.

"Pull those ribs out to their normal position, and then pinch off the arteries. Shelll dieif she bleeds any
morel™

The boy stared at her. "How can |—7"
"Useyour talent! If you can pinch anerve to make a cramp, you can pinch off ablood vessd."
He swallowed hard, then nodded. " Show me where."

Julia directed, and Mosca concentrated—but he was avery minor Adept, and soon was shaking and
sweating with the exertion. He couldn't hold on. Where wasthat hedler?

II\WE€'re coming,// Master Junaassured her. //Y ou're doing fine.//

But Moscawasn't. He gave everything he had—and kedled over in adead faint.
The woman's bright blood spurted once more.

"Oh—why can't | learn Adept skills?* Juliademanded of no onein particular.
Then Gderio was knedling by her side. "Show me."

At once he stopped the leakage he could see, then under her direction pinched off the other artery deep
insgde. Somehow, the woman's heart till begt, athough her chest heaved in her strugglesfor air.



Finally the crowd parted for Master Juna and the Adept healer. Galerio rocked back on his heelsand let
go on awave of relief.

"Good work," said Magter Juna. "' Son, you must come to the Academy and learn to work with Readers.
We aways need hedlers.”

Unlike Mosca, who was sound adegp on the cobblestones, Galerio was not even breathing hard.
Juliasaid, "I'm so proud of you! Come on—Iet's seeif anyone el'se needs us."

"Sure," hereplied, getting to hisfeet, "but don't think I'm gonna spend my life obeying Readers just ‘cause
| helped out in an emergency!”

Deciuswas just leaving Aradiawhen he suddenly stopped, his eyestaking on thelook of a Reader
concentrating on something at adistance. "My lady—" he began, but Aradiawas aready Reading with
him, his stronger powers revealing the sudden destruction occurring in the market Street.

Without another word, they both ran from the villaand strode rapidly toward the main north-south road.
By the time they reached it, other Readers were converging, a parade of men and women in white, the
gowns and tunics of the Masters and Magisters edged in black. Among them were Adepts who could
Read, Adepts who happened to be working with Readers when the storm occurred, and some Dark
Moon Readers, pools of color in the whitetide.

Aradiawas dower on her feet these days, and Decius was hampered by hiswooden leg, so they werein
the back of the pack by the time they reached the area of destruction.

The storm was over, but the market was devastated. Every hand was needed to dig out the injured, and
every Adept was quickly put to work, those on the scene quickly teaming with Readers to save as many
livesaspossble.

Aradiaand Decius started into the melee, only to be accosted by Master Clement. "Lady Aradia” the
old man exclaimed. "We need you to direct things here. People will listen to your orders.”

That wastrue, dthough she knew his underlying motivation was to keep her from exhausting herself—
and thereby threatening her baby—with the use of Adept powers.

So she sent out the word: healersto the forum, al injured to be sent there as soon aslife-preserving
messures had been taken. There was now a hospita in Zendi, but it did not have room for so many. Only
those requiring much further healing would eventualy be taken there. Once it was organized, the hedling
talent in Zendi would easily suffice to help everyone who had been injured in the freak whirlwind.

Decius helped broadcast the directions to the Readers, most of whom had not been in Zendi during the
battles when this plan had first been devel oped. Soon the evacuation of the ruined area was proceeding
apace.

Aradiares sted employing her own powers, until aman pushed hisway through the crowd to fall on his
knees at her feet. "Lady," he begged. "Oh, Lady—please. My friend—"

He spoke the savage language with a strong Aventine accent, and his appearance was Aventine:
clean-shaven, hair cut short. But the former Aventine Empire was now part of the Savage Empire, so he
and hisfriend were her people now.

Aradiaasked, "Whereisyour friend?" intending to see how badly he wasinjured and get help.for him—
but when the smdl Aventine man led her to hisfriend she gasped in horror.



The man lay writhing on the cobblestones, hisface twisted in agony. He was burned hideoudy, having
been caught when afood vendor's vat of boiling oil overturned.

One sde of his neck and face were swollen, blistered, and puckered, and where his chest and shoulder
were soaked with oil she knew even without Reading that he was just as badly burned benesth his
clothing. How could he have been overlooked?

But as shetried to Read him, Aradiaredized how: he was as blank to Reading as an Adept exercising his
powers.

But he was no Adept; his burns were reddening and raising further blisters even as she watched. No
healing was going on here.

A woman kndlt beside him, pale with shock, trying to wipe the ail from hisface with her kerchief. A child
clung to her irts.

The woman looked up asthe crowd cleared a path for Aradia. "Oh, my lady! Please help him! He saved
my baby!”

"That'sright!" the man's friend exclaimed excitedly. "When the vat overturned, Pyrrhus grabbed the kid
out of theway, threw him to me—but the ail hit him). Help him, Lady—pleasal”
Aradialaid her hand againgt the uninjured side of Pyrrhus face and willed his pain to stop.

At once the ghastly twisting of the man's face abated, and Aradiasmiled at hisrelief. But then hiseyes
opened, and he stared up at her in utter shocked astonishment.

The eyes were brown, shadowed under heavy brows. They studied her, and then he asked in atense,
hoarse voice, "Who are you?'

"l am Aradia, Lady Adept," shereplied. "Do not fear—you will be completely hedled. | will put you to
deep now."

"No!"

"Itisnecessary,”" she said gently, understanding that these Aventines did not yet fully trust the people they
had aways caled savages, epecidly Adepts. But Pyrrhus would when he woke to find his pain gone, his
body unscarred.

Hefought her, but hisinjury had taken his physica strength; hisbody was weak with shock. His strength
of will was astonishing, though—she had to force him into unconsciousness asif he were an enemy Adept
ressting her attemptsto put him out of commission.

But Aradiahad conserved her strength. She eased Pyrrhusinto healing deep, setting his own body to
repairing the damage the boiling oil had done.

Then she turned to the woman, asking, "Are you hurt? Or your child?'

"No, my lady—thanks to these men." The woman was not Aventine; she spoke the savage language with
apeasant's accent.

So their Adventine visitors had risked their livesto save the child of someone they Htill regarded asa
potentia enemy. A moment's uncongdered reflex, but one of many smdl incidentsthat would eventualy
build a bridge between conquered and conquerors, and help them to forget their relationship had begun



under those conditions.
"I will seethat they arerewarded,” Aradiaassured the woman.

Theinjured man'sfriend was knedling beside him, hishands clenched into fists, asif he wanted to help,
but didn't know how. "What isyour name?' Aradia asked him.

"Wicket," hereplied. "Look!" he gasped excitedly. "The blisters are going down aready!"

"Yes" Aradiatold him. "Pyrrhuswill be perfectly well inaday or two. | will have him takento the
hospital as soon as| finish here.”

And Aradiavowed that no matter what Master Clement said, shewould visit Pyrrhusthere and aid his
healing until he recovered.

Deciusjoined her again, ostenisibly Reading what shewas doing in order to learn to hedl, but she knew
that he was carefully monitoring her condition, ready to stop her if she showed signs of exhaustion.

But the one hedling effort waswel within her limits. By the time she was satisfied, the last of theinjured
werein the forum, and reports of deaths and property damage were ready for her attention.

Five people had died, killed instantly in the storm, no one able to help them in the midst of the whirlwind.
All those alive after the storm had been saved, and she heard Julia and her band of reprobate friends
being praised on every side. They had come in from the north end of the market—the part least

accessi ble to the Readers and Adepts who had run to help—and were credited with saving at least a
dozen lives.

Now what am | doing with that scamp? Aradiawondered. She walks out like a spoiled brat, and
comes back a heroine.

Juliahad Read that the reports were in, and was wending her way across the forum to take her place
beside Aradia. Only when she saw the child's condition, hair arat's nest, face smeared with grime,
clothestorn, did sheredize that Julia had actually been caught in the storm.

Aradiacould not scold her before their retainers, so she said nothing to Juliaas she received the reports.
The wdl-built new structuresin that area of town had stood firm; if the wind had not struck the market,
few people would have been harmed.

But asthe last man turned to leave, Master Clement came up to them. "Don't Read," he told the two
women. "The newswill reach the other Readers soon enough, but you should know it first, Aradia.”

"What has happened?' Aradia asked, bracing Adept powers.

"I have just received news from Tiberium, from Adigia, from numerous villages throughout our lands.
Therewas not only this one fresk whirlwind today. There were amost twenty, each one occurring where
it would creste the greatest damage and loss of life. It cannot be coincidence, my lady. Although no
Reader anywhere in our lands Read anyone behind it, such aseries of storms can only be the product of
Adept attack.”

Chapter Three

The next day, Juliastood proudly before the people of Zendi as Aradiagave out awards to those who
had helped to save lives after yesterday's storm. The older Readers were embarrassed by the
ceremony—they were not accustomed to being rewarded individualy for their services.



Master Clement had set up an Academy here. Almost all of the Academy-trained Readers lived there,
continuing the life-gtyle they had dways known. The only difference now was that men and women
worked there together, something that still made some older Readers uneasy.

Money in an Academy was communa property; if the Readers earned some, it went into the community
coffer; if aReader had to travel, he was given fundsfor the journey out of that coffer. Master Clement
had ingtructed that the gold Aradia handed out today wasto be kept by the individua Readers, not
placed in the Academy treasury. Many of the Readersreceiving it had no ideawhat to do with the

money.

Not so the minor Adepts and other citizens! They burgeoned with pride and plans. Many were
merchants who had lost property in the storm; they, of course, would rebuild. Others thought of presents
for their families, dowries, necessities or luxuries.

Gd erio's cohorts would probably drink and gamble their reward away, Juliaknew. Gaerio himself,
though, wanted a horse, and she wholeheartedly approved. They'd be able to ride out into the
country—alone, without his pack of followers. She carefully shielded her thoughts from Master Clement,
who would surdly fed compelled to relay them to Aradia. Rules of privacy didn't gpply to children when
adults thought they violated them "for the good of the child." How she wished her teacher would stop
thinking of her asachild!

Toward the end of the ceremony, Aradia called forth aman who looked less like a hero than anyone
Juliahad ever seen before. It wasn't exactly his appearance, athough he was perhaps the most "medium”
person Julia had ever seen: medium size, medium build, medium age, medium-brown hair dightly
receding. It was his demeanor, asif he wasn't sure why he was there, his glance darting about asif he
expected someone to chase him away.

But Aradiaannounced, "Wicket, and hisfriend Pyrrhuswho is il in the hospitd, are Aventines, but they
risked their lives—and Pyrrhus was badly injured—saving the child of one of Zendi'scitizens. Itis
especidly important to remind oursaves that the Aventines are no longer our enemies, but citizens of our
empire. Pyrrhus and Wicket proved yesterday that they are brothersto usal. Wicket." She handed the
man two gold coins. "One measure for you, and one for Pyrrhus, in token of the gratitude of your fellow
countrymen.”

Wicket stared at the gold, which Julia guessed was more money than he had ever had a onetimein his
life. Shetried to Read his surface fedings—not exactly aforbidden invasion of the privacy of a
nonReader if shedid not search his thoughts, dthough she knew she would get a stern lecture from
Magter Clement if he caught her at it.

But Wicket's fedings were hidden behind a strange barrier—awall of nonsense: snatches of songs,
jokes, stories swarmed on the surface of his mind, masking not only what he was thinking, but what he
fdtaswdl.

Smothering the urgeto giggle, Juliastood in slent amusement as Aradiabestowed the Empires honor on
acommon crimind.

Some sort of confidence man, she assumed, pick-pocket maybe, or cheat at gambling. NonReader, he
had been trained by somebody who knew the Readers Code to set up amentd screen lest he be caught
a hisunlawful activities before he could even perform them. Juliahad Read such crimindsin Tiberium,
where they had operated boldly during the brief time of chaos after the city'sfall.

Later, she had helped her father recognize such people and discourage them from plying their tradein
Zendi. Wicket must be new here; there were Readers in the town now who would recognize that barrier.



All he had to do wastrigger any citizen's suspicions, and heldd be caught.

Meanwhile, though, Juliafound it amusing that no one else yet knew what Wicket was—and since he had
not broken the law, she was not about to tell. Such people who lived by their wits had been her friendsin
childhood, often willing to amuse alittle girl with jokes and stories when no one ése had timefor her. Of
coursein the Savage Lands, with no Readersto pry into their heads, they had not needed such mental
barriersthen.

Flustered at being the object of attention from those in authority, Wicket was saying, ""Uh—thank you,
Lady Aradia.”

Juliawondered if Aradianoticed that he did not say " my lady.” She knew many Aventine Readers who,

while they acknowledged the titles which indicated the status of the Lords Adept, refused to accept their
right to rulethem. A singleinstance, of course, told her little about Wicket's attitude. It was obvious that

he had never met a Lady Adept before.

Neither Aradianor Master Clement ever referred to Juliaas"Lady," although the people did. It wasan
issue Juliaremained silent on; if she asked for the term of respect from her guardians, they would tell her
shewas too young. Master Clement, she was certain, would say she should not have thetitle until she
had passed the tests for Magister Reader—and that event was five years away

So she said nothing, but also never corrected her people.

Gderio never used thetitle, though. When the ceremony broke up, hejoined her, saying, "How about
putting your talent to some use for me, Julia?'

"What do you want meto do?" she asked eagerly, pleased at the chance to have Galerio owe her a
favor.

"The horse market's tomorrow. Come Reed the animals for me, and what the dealers are thinking about
them. Help me get the best | can for my money.”

"Of course" shereplied. Actualy, Galerio did not need her help to keep from being cheated; Readers
who knew horses much better than she did patrolled the market to be certain that hidden problems were
not palmed off on unwary customers. But their job was not to influence the dedling; Galerio would get a
better bargain with a Reader to determine what the dedersredlly considered their animasworth.

"Julia" Aradiacalled.

Knowing she would see him tomorrow, Juliadid not linger with Galerio. She had amomentary advantage
with her stepmother, since the friend Aradia disapproved of had become ahero, so she could afford to
be cheerfully obedient.

Infact, Juliawas chearfully obedient most of the time; she had to admit that Aradiawas aways just with
her, and encouraged her to grow and extend her powers. If pressed, she would aso have to admit that
Aradiatreated her better than her real mother, who had neglected her, often hit her when shewasan
inconvenience, and eagerly sold her to Lenardo when Juliawas reveded as a Reader.

Juliahad never known her father—her mother wasn't even sure which of several possibilities hewas—so
Lenardo had felt "red" to her from the moment his mind first touched hers. It was harder to accept the
stepmother who took his attention from her, but Lenardo had trained her always to seek the truth, the
facts.

And the fact was that Aradiawent out of her way not to come between Lenardo and Julia.



With Lenardo away, Juliafound hersalf becoming closer to Aradia. Something Aradiahad said last night
haunted her with itstruth.

Julia had been waiting to be scolded for running away in frustration when she had not been ableto
manifest Adept talent. She had been braced with argumentsin her own defense, ready to point out how
she had recognized the worth of Gaerio and hisfollowers, who had proved themselves heroesin the
aftermath of the whirlwind.

Insteed, after supper, when Juliawas bathed and aready in her deeping garments, Aradiacalled thegirl
to her study.

Julialoved that room. It was Aradias study, but both Juliaand Lenardo often went there in search of
books and scrolls, for Aradiawas determinedly rebuilding the library she had lost in the destruction of
Castle Nerius.

Aradiasat quietly by the window that opened onto the courtyard, on one of the two comfortable lounges.
Shewas dso in her degping garments and robe, her pae hair loosened from itsintricate daytime style.

On her way in, Julia picked up awax tablet and stylus from one of the tables—atablet Lenardo had
written on many times. Then she sat down on the lounge where Lenardo usualy sat, and swung her feet

up.

With her ability to Read the history of an object, she wasthus able to fed surrounded by her father,
protected by hislove and caring.

Aradiawatched her in slence for amoment, and then said, "1 wish | could fed him asyou do, Julia."

The smple stlatement brought sudden, unexpected tearsto the girl's eyes. "Read with me," she offered,
and Aradia's mind touched hers, sharing the memories of Lenardo sitting on that lounge, writing on that
tablet.

But if she could share the sweet with Aradia, Juliaaso shared the bitter: each time she touched something
of her father's, the most recent memories were farther away. The days were passing. No message came
from either Wulfston or Lenardo, and none of Aradias inquiries brought an answer.

Mind to mind, neither woman knew whose throat tightened first with unshed tears. They looked into each
other's glistening eyes, and broke the rapport.

"Weboth misshim," said Aradia

"Yes" Juliaagreed.

"Julia—you know that | am trying to care for you as Lenardo would."
"l know," she had to admit.

"Never mind the events which followed—would Lenardo have approved of your running away from your
lesson today ?"

Julialooked into Aradias violet eyes, but her stepmother had become ddliberately unReadable. So she
had to focus on the question—nothing about Galerio, but about leaving an unfinished lesson.

A sad smile cameto Juliaslips. "Y ou're right. Father would scold mefor giving up alesson | need to
learn. I'm sorry, Aradia. | won't doit again. "



"At least you will try not to," the other woman acknowledged. Then sheaso smiled. "Jdulia, you and |
have morein common than our concern for Lenardo."

"Our concern for the Savage Empire," Juliaresponded immediately.

"True," Aradiasaid with anod, "but | meant personal concerns. At the moment, we are both having great
difficulty working with nature, because nature istoying with us."

Juliafrowned. "What do you mean?"

"Y ou are undergoing puberty. Y our body is changing— and as aReader you certainly know the body
affectsthe mind. Y our feelings are often confusing. Sometimes you don't know what you think about
something. Then on some other ideayou will fed completely convinced one way one day, and the
opposite way the next.”

Juliasaid, "Yes, | know you were my age once."

"That'snot what | mean,” Aradiareplied. "Y ou think it doesn't matter that 1've been through what you are
going through, because I'm not feeling it now. But you're wrong, Julia. Being pregnant does very much
the same thingsto my body that puberty is doing to yours.”

"Father asked meto be careful about your fedings while you're pregnant,” said Julia

Aradiasmiled. "Y our father may be the greatest Reader the world has ever known—but although he may
delveinto women's minds, hewill never liveinsde awoman's body. You do, Julig, and sodo . There
are somethingsyou and | have in common that Lenardo will never, ever understand.”

And Julia suddenly knew why Aradiawould not say aword about Galerio. She smiled back at her
stepmother with anew understanding. "May | Read the baby?' she asked.

"Of course" said Aradia. "l was going to ask you to."
And the two women shared sensing the small life Aradia carried that was a part of Lenardo.

On thefollowing day, Juliawas in a benevolent mood toward her stepmother. When Aradiacaled her
away from Gaerio, she went at once, and found that Aradiaand Master Clement were going to the
hospital. Shewas not being arbitrarily caled away from her friends; she was being caled to work with
the hedlers.

It was an adult responsibility Julia had been performing for years—and one area of her powers where not
even Master Clement questioned her judgment or her competence. Eager to help her people, Julia
followed the others from the forum.

At the hospital, Aradia moved from one ward to another, greeting the recovering patients who were
awake. Most needed only rest and nourishment now, and would be ready to go home within the day.

The hedlers had been able to carefor dl theinjuries, but today most of them were themsalvesin recovery
deep. Minor Adepts now joined Readersin nursing the patients.

Juliaand Master Clement went to help Read the patients till in healing deep, to be certain dl was going
asintended. Aradia made sure they were well involved in their work before she sought out Pyrrhus.

Pyrrhus was awake, Wicket dready at hisside. As Aradia gpproached, she saw that hisfriend had given
Pyrrhus the gold coins, and Pyrrhus was holding them on the open pam of hisleft hand, staring at them.



Hewasin one of the small wardswhere severdly ill or injured patients were cared for, with only three
other beds. One of those beds was now empty, and the other two men were still degp in healing deep.

As Pyrrhus should have been.

The entireright side of hisface and neck were vividly red and sore: regenerated flesh that in another day
under Adept care would heal unscarred to its normal condition, but today must be as painful and sensitive
asif flayed.

Pyrrhus seemed to be hiding his pain successfully from Wicket, but without Reading Aradiacould seeit
in hiseyes, dilated so they appeared black rather than their natural dark brown. Although it was
pleasantly cool within the stone building, his brow showed afaint sheen of perspiration. Y et even with
Reading, she dtill could not detect hispain.

It made no sense. She might be avery weak Reader, but pain such as Pyrrhus was experiencing should
have had her sending him to deep in salf-defense. She had never heard of anyone masking such strong
fedings except Lords Adept, but aLord Adept in Pyrrhus' condition would not have the strength for such
effort.

Was Pyrrhus asecret Adept grown up in the Aventine Empire, where until four years ago such powers
had been anathema? No, even the greatest Lord Adept would be at the mercy of his own body's
defenses, which would put him back into healing deep whether hewilled it or not. Besides, alLord Adept
would block the pain, not suffer it while blocking transmission to Readers. There had to be some other
explanation.

However he was doing it, why was he masking his pain? It meant only that no Reader caled an Adept
hedler's attention to him, and he suffered for no reason.

Aradia crossed the room to Pyrrhus side, and waited for him to look up at her. Although it was
discolored, hisface was back to its normal contours now, thin with sharp planes, high cheekbones,
pointed chin, eyes set deep under a heavy browbone. A large, straight nose saved it from appearing
pinched, but it would have been a severe, even frightening face wereit not for asensuous, beautifully
sculpted mouth, now tense with suspicion as his eyes met hers.

"Y ou remember Lady Aradia," Wicket said brightly, too eagerly cheerful. "She'sthe one hedled you,
Pyrrhus—and gave usthe gold!"

"Why give usmoney?"' Pyrrhus asked, his eyeslike twin wegponstrained on Aradia.

"Because," shereplied gently, "adthough thereis no adequate repayment for saving alife, such adeed
cannot go unrecognized and unrewarded.”

"l assureyou,” Pyrrhus said acidly, "my action was unpremediatated. Smple animal reflex.”

"Thereflex of agood man,” Aradiatold him. "Witnesses told uswhat happened: when you saw the vat of
oil toppling, about to spill onto alittle boy, you ran in and snatched the child up. And when you could not
move fast enough to escape the burning liquid, you tossed the child to Wicket, who carried him to

Hety.”

"At least it was achild,” Pyrrhus said, closing his hand over the coins with an audible snap. " Although of
course he will grow up, won't he?' He made it sound like acurse.

By now it was clear to Aradiathat Pyrrhus was wounded far more in mind than in body. Such cynicism
could only cover deep scars of betrayd. It was not an uncommon symptom among the people their



Savage Alliance had conquered, and the only cure wasto prove their benevolence over time.

The sole medicine she could offer Pyrrhus a the moment was to continue his healing. "Have you esten?”
she asked.

Hefrowned dightly at the abrupt change of subject. "No."

Therewasfruit and bread on the bedside table, dong with a pitcher of water. ™Y ou must be hungry,”
Aradiasaid.

"Yes" Pyrrhusreplied. "Wicket, have you aknife? | don't know what has happened to my clothes and
belongings”

Of course—he would be ravenous with the hunger that came from depleting the body's reservesin Adept
healing, but the pain in hisface would not alow him to biteinto the fruit. Aradia opened to Reading,
sending an order to the hospitd kitchen for the revitalizing soup that was kept ready for awakening
patients.

Wicket handed Pyrrhus aknife with athin blade, in trade for the coins. But when the man in the bed tried
to move, smply to reach for the fruit, the pain escaped his control, and he gasped as his body twisted.
Wicket deftly caught thefaling knife.

"Let mehelp," said Aradia, laying ahand against the back of Pyrrus neck, where the nerve centersled to
his cheek and down into hisinjured shoulder. Deliberately, she stopped the pain.

At the sudden rdlief, Pyrrhus collgpsed back onto his pillow, eyes closed. Then he reopened them, and
lifted hisright arm with an effort, staring at his hand. "It's gone numb," he said, unable to control the dight
hint of fear in hisvoice.

"Just temporarily,” Aradiaquickly assured him. "It'sthe only way to take away the pain o you can
replenish the strength healing has taken from your body."

Wicket had dready diced up an gpple. "Here," he said, putting it in reach of Pyrrhus left hand.

Once the man began to eat, his body's needs took over. It was acommon experience to Aradia, but
obvioudy neither Pyrrhus nor Wicket had ever seen anyone eet after Adept healing. Bread and fruit
disappeared asfast as Wicket could dice them, and when an attendant brought the soup Aradia had
cdledfor, it vanished with equa speed.

Wicket was staring at hisfriend in utter astonish-ment. ™Y ou won't stay so skinny if you edt like that,
Pyrrhud™

Aradiaguessed that Pyrrhus was hardly satisfied, dthough his somach wasfull. He lay back, looking
embarrassed, but did not answer.

"Your friend is behaving normaly, Wicket," Aradiaassured him. " Adept hedling takes the strength from
his own body to repair the damage, and he hasto replenish it. Even after heis healed, helll need to et far
more than normal for severa days.”

"Well," said Wicket, "I can see where our money's going to go, then!™
"Don't worry, Wicket," said Pyrrhus, "1 won't ask for any of yours."
Pyrrhus was not looking at Wicket; he did not see hisfriend'sface fall. Then Wicket's look became



determined. "We agreed we werein thistogether, didn't we? So it's our money, not yours or mine, and if
you need it to get your strength back—well, wheréd | be without you?

Pyrrhus turned his head to look at Wicket. "Probably much better off," he answered.
"I'd be dead!" Wicket said.
Pyrrhus nodded. "Precisdly.”

Aradiaknew that physical weakness was exacerbating Pyrrhus attitude, so she said, "Pyrrhuswill feel
much better tomorrow, Wicket. Y ou mustn't take anything he says now serioudy.”

"Why not? It's the way he dwaystaks. Good thing he doesn't act the way he talks, innit?"

It sounded like along and enduring friendship, and the way Pyrrhus raised his eyesto study the ceiling
without attempting to answer confirmed it. Aradia upgraded her estimate of the chancesthat Pyrrhus
would modify hiscynicd attitude with further experience of lifein the Savage Empire.

She amiled a Wicket. "I'm going to put Pyrrhus back into healing deep now, so—"
"Oh, no," Pyrrhus snapped. "No more of that, thank you!"

"If | don't,” said Aradia, "you'll bein pain for several more days, and it will be weeks before you're
healed enough to be active. Aggravate those half-healed burnsin the meantime, and you could get scar
tissue that would hamper the use of your right arm. Y our sword arm," she added, remembering that when
shefirst saw him, Pyrrhus had been wearing such awespon, sheathed at his|eft.

"Do the hedling," he said, "but don't try to knock me out again.”
"It'sthe only—"

"Aradia”

Sheturned, to find Magter Clement and Julia entering the room.

"What are you doing, Aradia?' the Master Reader asked. "There are plenty of competent healers. You
must not exhaust yoursdf.”

"I'mnot," shereplied. "It'sonly thisone man.”
"What is—?"'
Master Clement approached the bed, and stopped in his tracks when he saw its occupant. "Pyrrhus!™

Aradiaopened to Reading, and was engulfed in the old man's astonishment and concern, followed by
sorrow. "What has happened to you?'

Pyrrhus|ooked back expressonlesdy. "I had a brief encounter with avat of boiling oil," he said flatly.

"You?' asked Master Clement. "I heard the name, but | never thought— Pyrrhus, what's wrong? Why
aren't you Reading?'

Now Pyrrhus voice was heavy with sarcasm. "Oh— hadn't you heard? | was sent on a short journey
along the Path of the Dark Moon."

Aradiasaw Wicket's eyes, wide with astonishment, go back and forth between hisfriend on the bed and



the imposing figure of Master Clement in his scarlet cloak. 1t was clear that held had no idea hisfriend
was a Reader.

"But—that'simpossiblel" Master Clement was saying. "l tested you for the rank of Magister mysdlf. You
should have been aMaster Reader by now." Then he silent for amoment, gathering hisemotions. "Yes,"
hesad grimly, "I understand what must have happened. Portia."

"Indeed," Pyrrhus replied with a smile that would form ice crystals on avolcano. "Portia.”

Aradiafdt something then from Master Clement that she had known only once before in the wise,
courageous, and benevolent man who had been her husband's mentor: guilt. "I sent you into her power,”
he sad, "when | sent you to Tiberium.”

Pyrrhus said in avoice of total insincerity, "It doesn't matter. It happened nearly five years ago. I've
adapted.”

"Portiaisdead," said Master Clement.

Pyrrhus raised an eyebrow. "Oh, | know," hereplied in avoice of savage satisfaction. "l wasin the
rapport. | helped you kill her."

Master Clement strode to the bed. "Then your powers are not severely diminished. Pyrrhus—we know
how to heal the Readers Portia and her cohorts forced onto the Path of the Dark Moon. As soon as
you'rewell, you will cometo the Academy, and—"

"No!" That barked word seemed to drain the last of Pyrrhus energies. Helay back againgt the pillow,
pale and sweeting again, and closed hiseyes. Then, in avoice devoid of emotion, he said, "What Portia
did to mewas not her usua method of taking an uncooperative Reader out of her way. Oh, she had
origindly planned to marry me off, drug me with white lotus, drain my will so she and the other corrupt
Magters could implant the belief that my powers were reduced. "

The man's mouth twisted in aparody of asmile. "l found out what they were doing,” he said. ™Y ou were
right, Clement. | was one of the best Readers you ever trained. So | Read too much, found out what
Portiawas doing—and stupidly refused to join her inner circle. | still had theideals you taught me. Much
good they did me!™

"Pyrrhus," Master Clement pleaded, but the man continued inexorably.
"Then she stupidly tried to set me on the Path of the Dark Moon. But | told you, it was a short journey.”
"Youran away," sad Magter Clement.

"The morning of my supposed wedding day. Never did meet my intended bride." He gave asnort of
humorless laughter, and opened his eyes. "Have you ever tried to hide when Readers are searching for
you, Clement?"

"Asamatter of fact," said the old man, "I have. Y ou have to Read, to discover whether they are tracking
you, but every time you do you risk giving yoursalf away to them."

"Yes. Well, | escaped—and learned askill that has since served me very well.”

"Y our ability to block sending out thoughts,” said Aradia, "even pain. The reason none of the Readers
noticed how badly you were hurt yesterday.”



"Yes," said Pyrrhus. "'l established an identity as an ordinary Aventine citizen, and began to contact some
of my old friends from the Academy who had become Dark Moon Readers. Of course, most of them
deserved to be, but even they resented the Masters crippling some of the best Readersiif they were
dangerous to Portia's schemes.

"We made plans, tried to determine if any among the Master Readers were uncorrupted. We contacted a
few Magisters we could trust, but we needed a Master Reader to persuade other Masters. We settled

on Master Julius, head of the hospital a Termoli. | went to him, with three Magister Readers, hedlers
from hisgaff. He... listened.”

"And then," said Magter Clement, "he went to the Council of Masters. Y es, Pyrrhus—I learned the full
dory later, after thefal of Tiberium. Y our name was not mentioned, though.”

"No—there was no need to record what happened to me," Pyrrhus said bitterly. "I wasjust another
failed Reader on their books. But they had to account for the hedlers: Magisters Samantha, Tyrus, and
Cylene, and Master Julius." He winced. "The man was afool. He had immersed himself in hedling, never
been involved in palitics. The very innocence that made us confide in him caused him to betray us."

Magter Clement said, "Master Julius thought you were mistaken. He was concerned, though, that the
tactics of the Council of Masters were causing misunderstandings among both Dark Moon Readers and
Readersin training. He honestly thought he was helping your cause by reporting to the Council of
Madters everything you had told him."

Pyrrhus gave another of his perfectly ingncere smiles. "I learned an important lesson from that experience:
never trust an honest man.”

Aradiasaw Wicket lean forward at that, and take Pyrrhus uninjured left hand in both of his. Pyrrhus
took no notice, but neither did he withdraw the hand.

"Y ou were an honest man,” Magter Clement pointed out, "and Master Julius should have trusted you. As
it was, Portiaturned the Council againgt him, inssted he was incompetent, and had him retested. | don't
know how he was madeto fail the testing—I wasn't there."

"They drugged him," said Pyrrhus. "l was there. In spirit, anyway. One of thelast things| ever Read. Did
you know that when they told him held failed, and they were going to marry him off, he took poison?’

"Yes... | heard,” said Master Clement. "But you, Pyrrhus. Why have you shut yourself off to Reading?
How can you live that way?"

"| livethat way because | haveto,” Pyrrhusreplied.

"What do you mean? It's safe to make yoursalf known as a Reader now—it has been ever sincethefall
of Tiberium."

Pyrrhus looked directly up at Master Clement, and suddenly his smilewas genuine, if brief. "Y ou redly
arethat innocent, aren't you?

"But then," he added, hisface returning to its express onless mode, "that meansyou are just like Master
Julius. Clement—| can't Read.” Thevoice wasflat again, devoid of feding. "Portia caught me soying on
the testing of Master Julius. Y ou see, | was stupid enough to care what happened to him, and when |
Read them cheating him out of hisliféswork by testing him under drugs, | dipped. My anger showed. |
learned another lesson too late: forget the rest of the world, and look out for yourself.

"The next day Portiaand her cohorts went to work on me. I'll wager you didn't even know the



techniques exist, Clement my innocent. But they do. They used drugs, and then they used their minds
againgt mine— the combined power of thirteen corrupt Master Readers who didn't care how much pain
they inflicted aslong asthey were sure I'd never be able to spy on them again. ™

Aradiafdt sheet horror prickle her skin, Read the same reaction from Juliaand Master Clement, but
none of them could close themsalves off from the rapport with fellow Readers as Pyrrhus sated in that
cold, empty voice, "What it felt like was that they burned out pieces of my mind. After that... oh, | can
project thoughts with the strength of a Reeder, athough I've learned not to. But | can't receive thoughts
anymore,

"] cannot Read."

Juliafelt sck, aterrible grim sickness such as she had never known before. To lose the ability to Read?
Never to touch another mind again? Unthinkable!

Both Master Clement and Aradiawere as degp in shock as she was.

Wicket was dill leaning forward, holding Pyrrhus hand, unnoticed. Juliasaw him tilt his head back,
fighting tears. "Why didn't you tell me?' he asked.

"There was no reason,” Pyrrhus answered. " There was nothing you could do." He removed his hand from
Wicket's grasp, no longer making the effort to keep hisvoice flat and steady. It betrayed his exhaustion
by trailing off amost into awhisper on the last words. His perfect control was dipping; Juliacould Read
the throbbing sting of hisincompletely hedled burns.

Magter Clement said, "Y ou aretired, Pyrrhus, and till in pain. The Lady Aradiawill put you back into
healing deep, and tomorrow—"

"No!" His pain disappeared again as he regained control, eyesflashing. "l will not allow anyoneto
meanipulate my mind!"

Aradiasad, "1 understand now why you fought mewhen | tried to help you yesterday. Pyrrhus, adl | want
to doisfinish heding your wounds."

"Doit without putting meto deep,” hesad.
"I can't. Conscious, your body cannot tolerate the stress of such extensive heding.”

It was stalemate. After what they had just learned, Aradia could not use her powersto force Pyrrhusto
deep.

Then Master Clement said, ™Y ou know how to put yoursdlf into trance deep, Pyrrhus. Do so, and then
Lady Aradiawill sart the healing process again. By tomorrow your body will be back to normal.”

"But not my mind," Pyrrhus said flatly, defensesat full dert agan.
"Pyrrhus, please," said Wicket. "L et them heal you. Y ou can't leave herein that condition.”

With asigh, Pyrrhus closed hiseyes. "There are times, Wicket, when even you areright.” And he dipped
off into the meditative deep that Julia had only recently mastered, hisbody in tota relaxation. He would
not move or dream, asin normal deep. Hismind could not interfere with the healing of his body.

Master Clement said to Aradia, "Shdll | get ahealer to help you?'

"No, | have done no other healing today," shereplied. "I have more than adequate strength for this.”



Then Aradiawent to stand beside Pyrrhus, her hand on hisinjured shoulder. She became blank to
Reading, and Adept healing fire coursed through Pyrrhus burned fledi—thisfire renewing rather than
destroying.

When Aradia stepped back, Wicket looked up at her. "Will he be dl right now?"
"When he wakens tomorrow he will be completdly hedled, just ravenoudy hungry again.”

The tears he had forced back while Pyrrhus was awake escaped Wicket's control as he looked at the
deeping man. "He never told me! Four years we been together, and he never told me who heredly was.
My best friend."

"Wicket," said Magter Clement gently, "I do not believe Pyrrhus withheld the information from you to hurt
you. | don't think he ever meant to tell anyone. But today he found good reason to tell it. To hurt me.”

"But why?' the man asked.

"Because | sent him to Tiberium, where he came to Portias notice. And because as one of the Council of
Masters| should have known what Portiawas doing. | do blame mysdf. Pyrrhusisright. | was sinfully
naive. It isdifficult for aMaster Reader to comprehend that anyone—even the Magter of
Mastersl—could be so corrupt without other Readers noticing.”

"Pyrrhus noticed,” Wicket said bitterly, sniffing and wiping tears from his chin with hisdeeve. Then
suddenly he got to hisfeet and turned to Aradia. " Can you cure what Portiadid to him? Can you fix his
head so he can Read again?”'

Aradialooked at Magter Clement. "I don't know," shereplied. "Will you Read him for me, Master?"

The old man nodded. "We certainly owe himto try,” hereplied. "Come sit down, Aradia," he said,
leading her to the empty bed, and sitting beside her. " Julia—"

"Don't send meaway," shesad. "l won't go."

He amiled. "l wasn't going to send you away, child. | want you to Read with us. Sit down. Thiswill take
concentration.”

So Juliasat in the chair beside Aradiaand Master Clement, and let her mind open to the fullest, most
perceptive Reading.

Juliawell understood muscle and bone and blood vessals, for she had been working with Adept hedlers
for years. The brain, though, and ddlicate fine nerves were areas in which she had little experience. It was
easy to follow Master Clement's perceptionsinto Pyrrhus

head. What they found, though, brought on her sick fedling again.

When the three stopped Reading Pyrrhus and lifted their heads, they found Wicket's anxious eyes on
them. "Tdl me" he demanded. "Did you fix it?"

"No," Juliatold him.
"Why not? Can youfix it?" heingsed.
"I'm sorry," said Aradia. "To repair such nerve damage is beyond the ability of any Adept | know."

Magter Clement spoke, not so much to Wicket asto himsdf, asif trying to convince himsdf that what



they had Read wastrue. "It isactud physica damage—nervesliterally burnt out in the area of Pyrrhus
brainthat... trandateswhat a Reader Reads into coherent images.”

Wicket obvioudy understood only one word of that. "Burnt? But you can cure burng!™
"We cannot restore destroyed nerves," Aradiasaid patiently. "l am sorry, Wicket."

Magter Clement, though, was still preoccupied. "Physical damage," he mused. "Aradia, thereisno way
that Readers could—"

"Remember what Zanos and Adtradiscovered?' Aradiareminded him. "Portiawas giving her protection
to at least one secret Adept in Tiberium, inreturn for his... favors.”

Wicket got up from his chair and stalked toward them, dl trace of the cheerful little nondescript gone.
"Portial" he exclaimed in fury. "Damn—I wish Pyrrhus hadn't told me she's dead. | want to kill her with
my own handg!"

"You'retoo late," said Julia. "We dready did."

"Julid" exdamed Aradia

"Wel, with our minds, then. It'sthe samething.”

"Butit'sasif shewon't say dead,” said Master Clement. "Just as she wouldn't stay—"

"You, of al people, know sheisdead,” Aradiasad firmly, and Juliaremembered how the old Master
Reader had lain for days, his mind trapped outside his body, lost on the planes of existence, for when
Portias body died her spirit had refused to depart peacefully to the plane of the dead. Master Clement
had tried to escort her there—and only acircle of Adepts and Readers had been ableto call him back to
his body before he, too, died.

But later they had found out, to Master Clement's dismay, that Portia's angry spirit had not stayed on the
plane of the dead. Torio had gone there to bring back the woman he loved. He had met Portias spirit, il
seeking revenge, on what he described as the plane of lost souls. He had made certain Portia could not
follow, knowing she would trace him back to the physicd planeif she could. So Portias spirit was | eft
trgpped in ahdll of her own making.

Master Clement said, "Sheis dead, but not at peace. | should not have let you call me back. | should
have escorted her through the portal. If she escaped from where Torio met her, she could—"

"No," Aradiasaid. "Torio made certain she could not follow him back to the physical plane. Don't you
trust Torio, Master Clement?"

Master Clement stood. "Yes, | trust Torio. Portiamay be what prevents his return. He left her trapped,
and fedsthesamequilt | do.

"Oh, yes, Portiaisdead, but her evil liveson. Indirectly, shedrove Torio fromus. Directly..." Theold
man shook his head. "The damage she did lives on. Pyrrhus—how could one Reader do such athing to
another? By the gods, it would have been kinder to kill him!"

When Aradiareturned home that evening, she found it difficult to eat supper despite having used her
Adept powers. Juliaaso picked at her food, and Aradiadid not have to Read her to know the girl was
as depressed as she was by what they had learned from Pyrrhus.



Fedling excessively tired, Aradiadecided to be sensible and go to bed early. She didn't even hear
Devadin's chatting, and dismissed the woman as soon as she was in her nightgown, her hair let down.

Then she sat for awhile, brushing the tangles out of her hair, thinking of Lenardo. She remembered how
she had first come to respect him when he helped her and Wulfston cure their father of abrain tumor.

Healing such a condition had been impossible for either Adepts or Readers done, and they had dways
been alone in those days, trapped on either side of the border in soci eties where the appropriate power
meant respect and position, but exhibiting the wrong power meant that a child would be summarily
executed. But when Lenardo and Aradiaovercame their arbitrary division, together they had brought
Nerius back to full hedlth.

Only to have him diein the battle with Drakonius.

He died as he would have preferred—fighting like a man, shereminded hersdlf. He saved my life,
and Lenardo, Wulfston, and | went on to defeat our enemies.

For atime, it had seemed that Adepts and Readers working together could accomplish anything. Only
now was it coming home to them how little they could redly do.

What kind of idedl society were they building, where nothing could be done for someone as devastatingly
wounded, physicaly and mentaly, as Pyrrhus?

Small and recent as Aradias Reading talent was, she shuddered at the idea of losing it, never to know
again thetouch of another mind... Lenardos mind.

| may never know his touch again, on my body or in my mind.

Aradiagtared into her smal round mirror and shook hersdf. "No more maudlin thoughts!” she said doud,
getting up and taking off her robe. "I'm just being... pregnant!”

Stll, as shelay down and tried to fal| adeep, she was acutely aware that the other side of the bed was
empty. No warm chest to curl up against. No strong arms to make her fedl absurdly protected even
though both she and Lenardo knew that she was the one with the Adept powers to throw thunderbolts
or—using proper leverage—move mountains.

Shewould never fdl adeep if shelay there missng Lenardo.

But when shetried to put her husband out of her mind, the confrontation with Pyrrhus replayed itself,
unbidden. No wonder the man was so brittle, bitter.

Aradiasat up in bed, her arms about her knees. If dl she could do was think negative thoughts, perhaps
she should go into her study and read. But she was very tired. She had not dept well recently.

Then she remembered something Nerius had taught her when she wasalittle girl and couldn't deep
because she was upset over something she had no control over. "Make plans,” her father had told her.
"Make positive plansto correct something that iswrong. Remember, daughter, there are far more things
inthisworld outside your control than in it—so worry about what you can do something about.”

It had dwaysworked in childhood.
She had no control over Lenardo's absence. She had no control over Pyrrhus burnt-out nerves.

But if she could not restore Pyrrhus Reading, perhaps she could do something for the ex-Reader and



hisloya Wicket. "Werein thistogether,” Wicket had said. What was "this'?
If they had a purpose, Aradiawould try to help them achieveit.

If, as so many people did, they had cometo Zendi seeking work, a better life, possibly she could hire
them. She smiled. Tomorrow she would have to find out what, exactly, the two men could do.

On that positive note, she fell adeep.
And dreamed.

It began as a pleasant dream, one that was becoming familiar now. She saw her baby floating in the
womb, as before not an infant but afully formed young woman. Again the girl spoke serenely without
opening her eyes, the samewords: "After | am born, | will give youwhat | oweyou."

Aradiafet warm lovefor her child, and watched asthe girl's eyes began to open.

But asthey did so, Aradia suddenly felt a sense of recognition. She knew this woman, but from long, long
ago.

A childhood memoary.
It was... her mother!

Fully open now, the eyes glowed with fury. The face was no longer the serene, doll-like face of Aradias
daughter, but the mad face of her mother, screaming as she had screamed the last time Aradiaever saw
her.

"You'renot my child! Youreevil! You stole my powerd™

The face twisted, and the woman suddenly held an upraised dagger, grasping Aradia by the throat with
the other hand as she howled, "Y ou stole my powers, witch! But you can't control them yet—and | will
have them back! Die, you sorceress! Diel"

Chapter Four

Juliadid not deep well that night. She had restless dreams, but could remember only one, and that only in
snatches. Shewasin astrange country, lost in atangled woodland where unfamiliar animals snorted and
howled.

Somewhere nearby, her father was held captive, but she could not find him. Every time shetried to Read
in the direction she was certain he had been taken, her head would fill with pain, and—

—she couldn't Read!
Juliasat up in bed, sweeting and shaking.

She had been carefully taught not to Read in her deep, and that stricture held her powersinactive just
long enough for icy panic to seize her gut as she redlized she was awake and not Reading.

Then the cobwebs cleared, her powersreturned, and in relief she Read outward from her room to the
early-morning streets of Zendi, where asteady rain wasfaling.

It was cooler than yesterday morning, autumn asserting itself. Juliapulled along-deeved dress from her
chest. She had grown since the last time she had worn it; it fell well above her ankles when she wrapped



abdt around her waist and bloused the top. But then, she had aso grown abosom sinceit had last been
cool in Zendi—well, a least the beginning of afemae figure— o it was not unflattering to let the dress
hang unbloused, the belt knotted loosdly.

Quickly, she braided her hair and wound it neetly at the back of her head, observing without her usud
pleasure that the damp air curled the wisps about her face, so that she looked good even when Dilys and
Blanche appeared bedraggled.

Julids mind was not on vanity this morning, with the Single exception of annoyance that the hem of her
white dresswould get dirty in the wet Streets. Once she achieved the rank of Magister, her dresswould
be edged in black, no longer subject to every hint of grime.

Or if she had Adept power, she could keep her dress spotless, the way Aradiadid—but today she could
not even maintain that train of thought. She was dtill fegling sick a the notion of the powers shedid have
being taken away.

It was earlier than she usudly got up, but in Lenardo and Aradias household there was dways someone
in the kitchen, always food ready. Today hot porridge was cooking, and baskets of fruit and wheds of
cheese lined the center of thelong table.

The household staff had already eaten breakfast. Julia sat down, and Cook served her abowl of
porridge worthy of an Adept. "Y ou didn't eat much supper last night, lass. That'll warm you up,” she said,
pouring milk over the cered. "Y ou want some fruit cut up onit?'

"No, thank you, Cook," Juliareplied. "I don't think | can eat al of this. Could | please have sometea?”

"Of course, lass," said the motherly woman who had run Lenardos kitchen since he had first cometo
Zendi. When she set the steaming mug in front of Julia, she paused to fed the girl'sforehead, asking, " Still
not feding up to the mark thismorning, young mistress?

Juliacouldn't help but smile at Cook's assuming she could discover the state of Julias health by touching
her brow, when the girl's environment swarmed with Readers capable of studying her down to her
individud cdls

But she understood that the woman was truly concerned, so she reassured her, "I am not ill, Cook. There
aejud... thingson my mind."

She spped her tea, knowing Cook was bound to ask what those things were—anything that prevented
her charges from gppreciating her cooking was something she felt impelled to investigate.

Juliawas saved from trying to explain by the appearance of Aradia. "My Lady!" Cook exclaimed. "Why
areyou up so early? Y ou need rest, for the hedth of the babe you carry.”

Aradiashook her head. "The baby isfine, and so am |. Thereare smply things| must do today. Julia, |
will need your help.”

Aradiadid not ask why Juliawas up before her; she obvioudy knew what was preying on both their
minds. "I'll warrant Master Clement didn't degp much ether,” Juliacommented, drawing awan smile
from Aradia

Aradialooked pregnant this morning. It was not just that her figure had reached the stage at which even
loose, flowing robes could not conced her condition. Today she was paler than usud, and lack of deep
had put circles under her eyes and given apuffy look to her face.



"Julia," Aradiabegan, "I can seethat you are dso disturbed by what we learned yesterday—what Portia
did to Pyrrhus.'

"Yes" Juliareplied. "It gave me nightmares,” she admitted.

"I don't wonder," Aradiaagreed. "I had some, too. But it does Pyrrhus no good for usto suffer bad
dreams. And | am certain he would not welcome our pity."

"That'swhy he never told Wicket," Juliaredized.
"Or anyone else, until he decided to use his condition as awegpon to hurt Master Clement.”

Julianodded. "That was mean. But | can see why Pyrrhus blames Magter Clement, too—if he can't
Read, how can he know that Master Clement redlly didn't know what Portiawas doing?”’

Aradianodded. "We have established that we cannot restore Pyrrhus Reading,” she said. "It does no
one any good to fed guilty—especidly you and |, who had no hand in what happened to him.”

"Guilty?" Juliaasked. Then sheredized, "Y es. Wefed guilty for being able to Read when Pyrrhus
can't— and that doesn't make sense, doesit?'

"No. It just dlows usto st here and do nothing.”
"But what can we do?" Julia asked.

"I need your help to find out. Pyrrhus must have skills—he has survived for the past five years. Wicket
sad Pyrrhus saved hislife, and that they had some plan in mind—something they are doing together. |
would like you to find Wicket thismorning. | think hewill talk to you more readily than to me. Find out
their plan— perhaps we can help them achieveit. Find out their skills. Perhaps we can offer them work.”

Juliaconsdered telling Aradiawhat she had Read from Wicket at the award ceremony. His plan with
Pyrrhus might have included picking pocketsin the crowded marketplace. But since she had no proof of
dishonest intentions, she decided not to reveal her own breach of a Reader's courtesy, if not the Code
itsdlf.

"Pyrrhus should not awaken until late this afternoon,” Aradiacontinued. "I have the feding that hisfirst
inclination will beto put on his clothes and his sword and leave Zendi asfast as he possibily can.”

Wicket obvioudy suspected the same, for Juliafound him at the hospitd, il a Pyrrhus bedside. The
ex-Reader wasthe only patient Ieft in the four-bed ward.

"Did you stay heredl night?" Juliaasked Wicket.
"Didn't have anyplace elseto go, did 17"

It was obvious he had dept even lessthan she and Aradia, for his eyes were red and ringed with deep
circles. He dso needed ashave.

"If Pyrrhus wakes and finds you looking like that,” said Julia, "he will leave without you."
Wicket's eyes widened. "Y ou're not supposed to—"

"I didn't Read you," she assured him. "It's obvious Pyrrhus doesn't want pity, but the minute he seesyou
hell know you cried for him dl night.”



"Couldn't hdpit,” said Wicket. "1 mean, | knew held been hurt—you don't get aspiky shdll like hisunless
life's been pretty bad to you. But | never guessed—" He blinked back new tears, then looked over at
Pyrrhus. "Can he hear us? | mean—can you tell when he's going to wake up?’

"Aradiasaysnot until late this afternoon. It's safefor you to leave him, Wicket. HE's not going to run
an. n

The man stood. "Y eah. Need abath and a shave. Besides, he can't leave without me."
"Why not?" Juliaasked.

"Got al our money, haven't 17" Wicket replied with ahint of hisearlier cheerfulness. It increased, asif he
were donning armor piece by piece, until he was as she had seen him yesterday: charming, friendly,
forgettable. "You'reright,” he admitted. "1 can't let Pyrrhus see how | redlly fed."

"Let'sgo out into the courtyard,” said Julia. "The rain's stopped. If you'l tell me something about Pyrrhus
and yoursdlf, maybe we can help you."

"Dunno how," Wicket said skepticaly, but he followed her out to the hospital courtyard, where they sat
on astone bench that had dready dried in the morning sun.

It wasturning into a pleasant day. Recdlling that she had promised to go with Galerio to the horse market
that afternoon, Juliawas glad the wegther had cleared. Or perhaps the weather controllers had cleared it.

She considered what to ask Wicket, and decided on the least suspicious of her questions. "What kind of
work do you do?'

"Odd jobs, mostly. Farm work, you know."

Juliareached over and turned hisright hand pam up. It was an agile hand, not soft, but certainly not the
caloused hand of aworkman. "Wicket, there's never any use lying to a Reader, even if to preserve your
privacy sheisnot Reading your thoughts." Shetook his hand between both of hers, finding small calluses
on severd fingers and a place on the palm that he would use to apply pressure to the end of sometoadl,

perhaps an awl.

"Y ou work with your hands," shetold him, "with tools or instruments. Harnessmaker, maybe, or jeweler.
Weaponsmaker, possibly.”

Wicket's bright brown eyeswidened. "How old are you?' he asked.
"Thirteen.

"How could you know al that, with so little experience of life?"
"Wicket... didn't you know it & thirteen?"

"Well, yeah—but | didn't grow up in an Academy, did |?"

"Neither did I, Juliatold him.

"Oh, right," hesaid. "You're asavage. Y ou'd've grown up hiding the feet that you could Read—or you
wouldn't've grown up & al." He shrugged. "I'm alocksmith. Lost metrade when al the Adepts flooded
into the Aventine lands—alock’s not much usg, isit, when theres al these folk around can open it with
onetwig of their minds."



"And what have you been doing since?" Juliaasked, quelling the suspicion that Wicket had picked far
more locksthan he had ever ingtdled.

"Bit o' this, bit o' that. Pyrrhusand | do mostly bodyguarding.”
"Bodyguarding?' she asked increduoudy.

"Y ou haven't seen Pyrrhusin action,” Wicket explained. "Best swordsman I've ever seen, and he can
shoot an arrow, throw aknife, a spear—arock, if that'sdl that's handy—and never miss. An' | guess|
just come dong as part of the package,” he added with ashrug.

Julia guessed that Wicket had other talents he wasn't mentioning. "How did you two meet?' she asked.
"Hesaved my life"
"How?" Julia asked when she redlized he intended to stop there.

He peered at her again, those guileess brown eyes suddenly shrewd. "How come you get to ask al the
guedtions?'

"What do you want to know?" Juliareplied.
"Did you know Portia?"

"Yes, | knew her—and yes, sheisredly dead. There can be no mistake about it. | wasin the rapport
that killed her, too, Wicket—and my Reading powers were unimpaired.”

"I want to know about her anyway," said Wicket. "Will you tell me, if | tell you about Pyrrhus and me?
"Il tell you what | know," Juliaagreed. "But firgt tel me how Pyrrhus cameto save your life."

"It was after the fal of the Empire,” said Wicket. "As| said, I'd pretty much lost metrade, so | took
whatever work | could get. There wasthisrich lady, a senator's widow, who wanted a cask of jewels
trangported to her country villa. She thought it'd be safer than in the city. | took on the task.”

"A senator'swidow trusted you with her jewels?"

"Why not?' Wicket asked with alook of insulted innocence. "1'd worked for her husband, installed the
locksin their homes. | warned her, with al the Adepts spillin' down into Tiberium, those locks weren't
safe anymore.”

"l see" said Julia. You frightened her into letting you take her jewels. "But why hire you instead of
armed guards?’

Wicket might not be a Reader, but Juliawas sure he knew she was interpreting what he said through her
experiences asachild in the sreets of Zendi.

"A couplaminor Adepts could take out armed guards, and what were they armed for if they weren't
carryin' somethin' valuable? So it was safer for one person, lookin' not worth robbin’, t'smuggle thejewes
over theroads.

"Only an hour outside the city gates, | was set upon by brigands," Wicket continued. " Dunno how they
guessed | was carryin' atreasure—nless one of em was a Reader. Disguised as city guardsmen, they
were, chargin' me with theft. They took and tied meto atree, and broke open the casket. And then they
darted torturin' me."



"Torturing you?" Juliaasked. "Why?'

" 'Cause when they smashed it open, the casket had just alayer of gold an' jewels across the top, y'see.
The rest wasfilled with rocks. The minute | saw that, | redized the lady wastesting me, asit were—an'
after dl, | couldn't blame her, now could I?"

"Oh, no," Juliaagreed, "you couldn't blame her."

"But the thievesingsted I'd stolen the rest of the jewels and hid em, and they were gonnamake metell
‘emwhere. | kept askin' 'erato take me back to the city to ask the lady 'ersef— that's how | knew they
weren't redly city guards.

"Finaly," Wicket continued, "the head torturer took 'is dagger, and threatened to put my eyesout if |
didnttdl. But | couldn't tell, because | hadn't stolen any jewels. He didn't believe me—but | believed
him."

Wicket was swesting at the memory. " thought hisugly face wasthelast thing I'd ever see. But then dll
of asudden hefdl—with an arrow stickin' out of his back!"
"Pyrrhus,” said dulia

"Pyrrhus," Wicket agreed with anod. Then, alook of shocked awareness crossed hisface. "By the gods,
now | know why he saved me. It was that they were going to put my eyes out."

Wicket covered hisface with his hands for amoment, then drew ashuddering bresth and let them fall
again, gathering control. "Afore they could run, four more arrows took the rest of em, and then Pyrrhus
came out of the forest.

"Y'understand, | till didn't know if | was gonnabekilled. It was only one man, but he'd taken out five.
He pocketed the jewel s that were there, and then came over to me. Y ou've seen how cold his eyes can
be. I thought sure | wasin for more torture—but he just asked me, 'Will you go back to the lady with
me, and the surviving treasure? Or were you lying?

"I told him I wasn't lying. We went back to the lady, told her what had happened—and amost got
arrested.

"Turned out her maid had—uh, tried to protect her, she claimed. "'Twas Pyrrhus figured that out,
too—saved me again, from prison or worse,

"The lady apologized al over the place for accusing me, gave me areward for my trouble, gave Pyrrhus
areward for saving my lifeand the jewels| had been carrying, and then she hired the two of usto take
the treasure to her etate.”

"Andyou didit?'
Again the look of offended innocence. "Of course we did! D'you think wed rob awidow?"

No—widows and orphans were considered out of bounds by the thieves and cheats | grew up
among, too, Julia conceded. But what she said doud was, "Y ou and Pyrrhus have been together ever
snce”

"Yan

"And you never found out anything about his background?'



"He was never very communicative on the subject.” Wicket sghed. "Obvioudy he was used to schedules
and discipline, and he talks educated. | figured younger son of awealthy family, sent into the military. |
always assumed he was a deserter from the army—Iot of those, you know, after the Battle of the Bog."

"Battle of the—?" duliagiggled. "Oh, it was funny," she said, "when we created that quicksand to trap the
Avertineamy."

"Y eah, but not to them," said Wicket. "Y ou defeet peoplein battle, outnumber them, outfight
them—what's left will hang together, ready to fight again to the last breeth. But you make fools of ‘em,
you get awhole army vowing vengeance. But there's no more unity, ‘cause they don't trust officersthat let
them be made fools of "

"And Pyrrhusis obviousy aman who will not be taken for afool," Juliaobserved. "Y our reasoning was
sound; there was no way to guess he had been a Reader.”

"Had been." Wicket shook hishead. "No—won't think about that. It's your turn. Tell me about Portia."

"Shewas Magter of Masters among Readers for many years,” Juliasaid. "Master Clement saysthat for a
long time she did her job well and honestly, but in the last years of her life she became corrupt. Perhaps
well never know why—were dill finding out what shedid.”

"What shedid to Pyrrhus," said Wicket. "Did she do that to any other Readers who found out about
her?'

"Not that I've ever heard of—and | think | would have, Wicket. I've been pretty much in the center of
verything herein Zendi, and | wasin Tiberiumwhen it fell. Portiausudly arranged to have her enemies
killed, but it didn't dwayswork. She exiled my father to the Savage Lands, figuring he couldn't help
revealing himsdlf asaReader, and held get killed.”

"Your father?'

"Lenardo—L ord Reader of the Savage Empire. Aradiaishiswife."
"But she's not your mother.”

"She's getting to fed like my mother alot of thetime," Juliaadmitted.
"Go on about Portia."

"From her position as Magter of Magters, she used Readers to spy on people, influence politica
decisions, businesstransactions. At the peak of her power, she had far more influence over what
happened in the Aventine Empire than the Emperor.

"Y ou probably know that afew Adepts survived insde the Aventine Empire, even when it was death to
be discovered. Portia had at |east one under her control, and there may have been more. As she grew
older she acquired more and more power. But the Master of Magtersisn't supposed to have that kind of
power, S0 she had to cover up even more. That meant getting rid of Readers who found out.

"Her favorite method for putting such Readers where they could not harm her was what she originaly
planned for Pyrrhus: rig tests so that they failed, and then put them on the Path of the Dark Moon. That
meant marrying them off to other failed Readers—but the ceremonid wine was drugged with aderivative
of whitelotus"

"The dream drug?' Wicket shuddered. "Y es—Pyrrhus said they were going to use it on him. No wonder



he ran away. That Stuff isworse than poison.”

"Y es—but they didn't use the addictive part. It was an extract that destroyed the will and allowed the
Readers present at the marriage to mold the minds of the bride and groom. Back when they failed only
real Dark Moon Readers, who honestly didn't have the ability to reach the upper ranks, the drug was
intended as a kindness, to make them fal in love with one another. But when Portia and the Council of
Masgterswerefaling Magisters and even Masters, they aso used the drug to reduce their powers.”

"“Thenwhy—?'

"What was done to Pyrrhus? Even with reduced powers, a Reader isaReader. Wicket, I'm telling you
what factswe know, but al the people who can explain why are dead.”

"I'm glad Pyrrhus had ahand in killing Portia," said Wicket.
"I'mglad | did, too," Juliaagreed.

They parted then, Wicket to the bathhouse, Juliato tell Aradiawhat she had learned, and then take her
daily lesson with Master Clement. Shefound himin his study, reading scrolls brought from Portias

Academy in Tiberium.
"Read with me, Julia™" heingtructed. He meant the way he was reading—by Reading.

The scrollsremained in their racks, while Master Clement scanned through the writing on them in search
of any referenceto Pyrrhus. It was much faster than lifting each one down, unrolling it, and scanning the

pages by eye.
But Magter Clement had been at it dll morning, and had not found what he was looking for.

"Would Portiawrite down such aterrible thing?" Julia asked.
"Perhaps not,” Master Clement agreed. "But | have to search. | have to know—"

—if there are others,” Juliacompleted the thought. "If there are, | doubt that they're dive. | think | would
kill mysdf if it happened tome.”

"Juliad" exclamed the Magter of Magters. ™Y ou must not think such athing. Pyrrhuswasright to salvage
what he could of hislife. Child, | have seen Readers|ose their powers before.”

"What? Shewas horrified.

"Itisrare, but it can happen from ahead injury, adisease, or an gpoplexy, if it damages that area of the
brain. Thus Portia knew exactly which nerves she could destroy, and leave Pyrrhus otherwise
undamaged. With the help of Adept Hedlers," he added, "we can now hedl such injuries when they come
from natural causes. Nature does not burn out an entire section of nervoustissue.”

They returned to Portia's many years of records, which had never been placed in proper order after
trangport to Zendi. After the earthquake that had literaly toppled the Aventine Empire, the scrolls had
been plucked from the shambles, brought here, and left until the day someone would have thetimeto
catal ogue them. So far, no one had. They found records from forty years ago next to records from the
last days of Portias tenure, her persona commentaries on her students beside technical studies of
Reading techniques.

Suddenly Master Clement plucked an old, yellowed scroll from the rack and handed it to Julia. "Read



thet."

Shehdldit, feding initsfaded, dusty contours the keen excitement of ayoung woman, enthusiagtic,
idedligtic, proud of her accomplishments, and eager to use her newly acquired power for good.

"Portia?" Juliaasked increduloudy. It was unrecognizable asthe evil old woman Julia had known.

"Portiaas| first knew her, when | wasjust testing for the rank of Magister. Take that one with you, Julig;
Read it a your leisure. Perhaps we can trace how the fine young woman who became the youngest
Master of Magtersin al our history turned into a manipulative, power-mad woman capable of crippling
Readersto cover her corruption.”

When Juliamet Gaerio and hisfriends at noon, she did not redlly have the horse market on her mind.
She kept her promise, however, and the group of young people left Zendi by Southgate, walking toward
the large open area set aside for fairs and celebrations, and the horse market once each month.

It had turned into alovely sunny day, the ground just damp enough to keep the dust down, the air just
cool enough to be pleasant. Dilys and Piccolo never got asfar asthe market; holding hands, they
wandered off the road toward asmall woodland.

When they reached the market, Giorgio headed straight for the food vendors, while Blanche and Diana
went off toward the booths where trinkets were sold to bored wives, daughters, and children with no
interest in the horses. That left Moscaand Antonius with Juliaand Gaerio, drifting through the crowdsto
examine the horsesin the various roped-off aress.

They passed straight by the young colts and heavy draft animals, and went on to where riding horses
were being shown.

Gderio gravitated toward alarge ring displaying five magnificent anima's, deek and dender, so built for
speed that they Amost gppeared to be running when they were standing till.

Juliaaso admired them, but when Gaerio asked, "What would ahorselikethat cost?' she was amazed
to Read that he truly wanted one.

"Those areracing horses," she said. "Galerio, you can't afford one of those, and if you could it's not the
kind of horse you need.”

"What makes you an expert on what | need?" he demanded.

"You need ardiableriding horse," duliareplied. "Onethat can carry you for many miles at areasonable
pace. A horse with enough spirit to be fun to ride, but not too much for an inexperienced rider.”

"Inexperienced—!"
"Galerio, youre acity boy. Have you ever been on ahorse?' she suddenly asked.

"Of course| have!" hereplied indignantly. "If thisistheway you're going to help, I'm sorry | brought you
dong!"

Juliabit back aretort that she didn't need anyoneto "bring" her, and had come asafavor to him. "All
right," she said. "What would you do with ahorse like one of those?'

"Um—raceit, | guess. Win money."

"But you'd have to do more than just stable aracehorse. It hasto be run every day. And the rider—"



"All right," said Galerio with asigh, "I can't afford the horse, or atrainer, and | don't have the experience
toraceit mysdf. So ahorselike that will haveto wait till | get rich.”

"Youll not get rich associating with friendslike these!™
Juliaand Gderio turned, Juliaautomaticaly Reading. "Wicket! What are you doing at the horse market?'

"l might ask you the same question,” said Wicket, who was holding Mosca and Antonius by thearms,
onewith each hand. Surprisingly, despite squirming and kicking, neither boy seemed able to escape
Wicket's grip. " Associating with pickpocketsis not what 1'd expect from the daughter of the Lord of the
Land."

"Moscal Antoniud" Gaerio flashed. "Isit true?"

"No, of course not,” Moscasaid sullenly, but hislight eyes shifted, showing anyone who was watching
that helied.

"But you recelved money enough yesterday to livewell for hdf ayear!" Juliaexcamed. "Why—?'
"Gambling," said Galerio angrily. "I told you Capero's gang would cheet you, didn't 17

"Y eah, well—gotta pay what | owe them," said Mosca.

"You got into debt?" Juliaasked. "And you too, Antonius?'

The younger boy mutely hung his head.

"l getit," said Wicket. "The gamblers cheated these kids out of their reward and then gave them a chance
to get it back—only they lost twice the sum. Right, boys?'

Mosca refused to reply, but Antonius nodded glumly.
"Foold" said Gaerio. "When are you going to learn not to gamble with Capero and histhugs?'
"I'll have him run out of town,” said Julia

"Oh, good lesson,” said Wicket. "Teach these kidsthat if they have friendsin high placesthey can beas
foolish asthey please, 'cause you'll bail em out!"

Stung, Juliademanded, " Then what would you suggest?"

"If you can't teach 'em to be sensible—alesson I've dways had trouble with mesalf—teach em to solve
their own problems, not expect someone elseto,” Wicket told her.

"That'swhat we were doing!" Mosca protested.

"And how long do you think it would have been before a Reader caught you?' Juliaasked. "Wicket's not
a Reader, and he caught you before you'd been at it long enough to— How much did you sted?"

"Nothing," Moscasaid tartly. "Y our friend here grabbed us before we got anything.”
Although Mascawas braced for use of hissmall Adept talent, Juliawas sure hewas lying.

Wicket confirmed her suspicion by shoving Maoscaforward as helet go of him. While the boy was
off-balance, Wicket's hand moved so rapidly that Juliadid not see how it happened, but Wicket was
dangling asmdll leasther money pouch from his outstretched fingers.



Wicket set Antonius on hisfeet more gently, and held out his hand, pam up. With ashrug, Antonius
produced aruby pendant and alace-trimmed silk kerchief.

"Givethemto me" said dJulia. "The auction pavilion has aplace where logt articlesmay beturnedin.”

"Except for the kerchief," Wicket said, "these are not items usudly lost. Y ou would be questioned, Julia. |
saw where these came from. Let me just put them back.”

"Now who's suggesting that someone e se solve the problem?' Julia asked.

"Ah, but it's clear you've dready learned that lesson, and who am | to lose a chance to do afavor for the
daughter of the Lord of the Land?"

Still in possession of the stolen items, Wicket disappeared into the milling crowd.
"Interesting friendsyou have, Julia" said Gaerio.

"Extremely interesting,” Juliaagreed, Reading after Wicket. His head wasfull of that nonsense he used to
mask his thoughts from Readers as he dipped through the crowd, brushing against awoman watching her
husband bargain for apair of carriage horses. Wicket tucked the lace kerchief through her sash ashe
jostled her, murmuring an gpology as he sumbled away.

A young, very pretty woman was buying an orange from avendor when Wicket came up behind her,
jogged her elbow, and caused her to drop the coin she was holding out.

"Oh, sorry!" Wicket said, sooping asthe girl did, managing to kick the coin asde, sumblein front of her
as shereached for it, push her enough off-baance that in her bent-over position she had to fling her arms
out to keep from fdling over, and at that moment fling the pendant over her shoulder from behind, soiit
fdl right in front of her asif the chain had broken just then instead of when Antonius had pulled it loose,

"My ruby!" the girl gasped. ™Y ou fool—you amost made me lose my ruby!" But by the time she gained
her feet and turned to vent her anger on Wicket, he was nowherein sight.

Odd. At the moment Wicket had dipped the pendant over the girl's shoulder, his mentd litany of
nonsense had halted until he dipped away. Juliapaid closer attention as he stalked the man from whom
Mosca had filched the pouch of coins.

The dill-unwitting victim was atal man with curly brown hair, dressed to be admired by the women at
the horse market. He wore tight britches that showed the hard muscles of hislegs, fine polished lesther
riding boots, agreen silk shirt open in front down to where his deep-veed tabard covered it, and awide
leather belt.

At the moment he was pretending to consider afine chestnut mare parading in one of therings, but his
attention was actualy on two women who were bored with horses and having amuch better time
consdering him. Juliawas amused to see him turn his handsome profile to them, and then shift hisweight
s0 themusclesin hislegsrippled—all in a pretense of getting a better ook at the horses.

Wicket dipped up behind the man, and Juliaturned her attention to Reading the reverse-pickpocket.
Wicket noted where his attention lay, came up on the other side of the man from the women, and waited.
It wasn't long before the women decided to try to attract the attention of the man they thought had not
noticed them. They giggled.

Thetdl manturned, lazily, asif it werethefirst time he had redized they were there. When he saw them,
he gave an appreciative smile—and while his attention was thus distracted, Wicket dipped hishand over



the man's shoulder and dropped the money pouch.

It did ingde hisshirt collar, down his bare skin, and lodged insde his shirt, where the belt held the tabard
agang it—amost unlikely trgectory.

Fedling the movement, the man grasped for the pouch, thinking he was being robbed. Relief flooded his
mind as he found his money where he expected it to be.

Julias mind, however, was flooded with surprise.

For not only had Wicket'slitany of mental oddments cut off when he dropped the money pouch—in that
moment he had become blank to Julias ddliberate attempt to Read him!

Aradias morning wasfilled with her usua duties. Since she had learned to Read, most of her reports
came over the Path of the Dark Moon. Huge as the Savage Empire now was, it was possible with
Readersto relay amessage from one end to the other within haf an hour.

In the lands Aradiawas respongblefor, little was happening except for cleanup of the chaos created by
the mysterious whirlwinds, and healing of those who had been injured. Readers and Watchers were
spending days and nights trying to trace the source of Adept power necessary to cause such winds, but
tonoavall.

Toadd insult to injury, thismorning just after sunrise afreak hailstorm had destroyed acres of applesjust
ripefor picking, in the lands between here and Lilith's. No Reader had noticed the storm coming, and no
wegther controllers had been on the scene. By the time they reached the orchards, the storm was over,
the damage done.

Was the hailstorm a part of a pattern which included the whirlwinds? Or wasit an independent freak of
nature? Aradiasent amessageto Lilith, who had no Reading powers, wishing she could talk to her
friend.

The reply came back, relayed by Readers, but although Aradiawas pleased to hear that everything was
well with Lilith and her son, it was not the same as being together. It wasthefirst timein her lifethat she
did not have another strong Adept a her sdein time of trouble: her father, Wulfston, or Lilith had always
been there when enemies threatened.

Now her father was dead, and Wulfston was far away.

Inafew weeks, Lilith would cometo be with Aradiafor the final days of her pregnancy and her
confinement. Each day Aradialooked forward more to that event. Readers could be good friends—she
felt great joy at her degpening rapport with Julia—and they had their own strengths and skills. But
Reading skillswere not what Aradiahad relied on dl her life. When the world was pulling mysterious
tricks, shelonged for the strength of afellow Lord Adept.

Especidly as her own powers waned.

At midmorning Julia came to report what she had found out about Pyrrhus and Wicket. They worked as
hired bodyguards, of dl things.

Lords Adept didn't need bodyguards. The standing army in the Savage Empire was very smdl, and
neither man, Wicket especially, seemed the type to be happy in the military.

What, then, could she offer them? Postsin her household? Household guards led boring lives most of the
time, completely unsuited to either man's quick mind. She didn't really need more retainers, and both



would recognize immediately that such an offer came from sympathy, not need.

Had Wicket told Juliathe whole truth? Aradia doubted it. She decided to send out an inquiry to Tiberium
viathe Path of the Dark Moon.

A reply came back before noon: Pyrrhus and Wicket were indeed bodyguards and mercenaries, of
excellent repute. They had even hired out severd timesto the new government of the city, helping to
clean out gamblers and drug dedlers who continued to prey on their citizens despite al thet the
combination of Readers and Adepts could do.

Before four years ago, Pyrrhus had been unheard of ; he had seemingly appeared out of nowhere. His
knowledge of the underworld suggested that he probably had crimina connections (Aradialaughed to
hersdalf, and had to bresk the connection for amoment before she let dip where Pyrrhus had really
learned about corruption), but since he had teamed with Wicket there was no indication that he had been
anything but scrupuloudy faithful to contracts he had made.

Wicket had at one time been a petty thief, pickpocket, breaker of locks—not very secure occupationsin
acity full of Readers. Some years before thefdl of Tiberium he had apparently decided to turn his skill at
picking locksto designing them, and had devel oped amodest business that might have expanded into a
success, as hislocks were impervious to the skills of common thieves.

But, ashe had told Julia, the fall of Tiberium had ended his value as alocksmith. He had started hiring out
asaprotector of vauables, but with little success until he had teamed with Pyrrhus.

If they were doing so well, | wonder why Pyrrhus ana Wicket left Tiberium?

But Aradia decided not to question Zendi's good fortune. Although the city was smdller than the Aventine
capitd, it had its share of criminals, most of whom had enough Adept power to manipul ate ordinary
ctizens

Unableto root out al of the criminal eement even with Adepts and Readers combining their talents,
Lenardo and Aradia had discussed putting together afull-time force of minor Adepts and Dark Moon
Readersto policethe city.

The problem was finding people who understood the crimina mind but could also be trusted. Their
attempts usng honest citizens had failed aoysmdly; it required a certain devious way of thinking to
outsmart experienced criminas, amind-set completely foreign to an Academy-trained Reader or the
average hedler, fire taent, or weather controller.

But now Pyrrhus and Wicket had practically falen into their laps! From the reports she had received,
they would be the perfect nucleusfor the police force she envisioned. If she could only persuade them to
accept the challenge.

Her morning dutiesfinished, Aradiaate her midday meal and, having lost deep the previous night,
decided to lie down for an hour before going back to the hospital. Were Pyrrhus any ordinary patient,
shewould expect him to deep dmost until sunset. But he had wakened prematurely yesterday, and she
expected that he would fight off deep again today at the first moment his body was strong enough to do
0.

Aradiawasin no mood to fight off deep, however. Content that she had something good to offer Pyrrhus
and Wicket, she fell adeep the moment she lay down.

All thetime Juliawas following Wicket with her Reading, Galerio was scolding Moscaand Antonius.



When hefindly let up, Mosasaid with ascowl, "It'sal very well for you to be high and mighty, with
Lady Juliaas your friend—but Capero's gonna be after Antonius an’ me tonight. We don't pay him, he's
gonnadit our throats. "

"Not if wedl stick together,” said Galerio. " Capero cheated you—you know that.”
"How?" asked Antonius. "Wewon &t firg."

"| thought you were smarter than that!" said Galerio. "Of course you won at first, so you'd think it wasa
far game and you could win. Then he started taking your money, and counted on you being stupid
enough to think you could win it back. Y ou know what he wants, don't you?"

"Yeah," Moscasad reluctantly. "He wants us to work for him."
"Do you want to?" Galerio asked shrewdly.
"Well... he'sgot money, connections,” Mosca admitted. "' People that work for him live well."

"Somedo," Galerio agreed. "But for how long? Ever notice it's the kids the guards pick up for stealing, or
cheating & gambling?'Y ou want to spend monthsin jail?*

"Better'n gettin' killed,” Moscamuttered.
"Capero wont kill you if you pay the money you owe," Galerio said.
"But how?" Antonius demanded. "We gotta stedl it. There's no other way to get that much by tonight.”

"And then Capero will have ahold onyou," said Gaerio. "Once you sted for him, hell find other waysto
make you do the work, while he takesthe money." He sighed. "We have to show Capero that Galerio's
peoplewont fal into histrap.”

By thistime Wicket had returned the stolen items to their owners, and was on hisway back toward the
young people. Julialet her full attention return to Gaerio, proud of the way he assumed responsibility for
Moscaand Antonius because they were hisfollowers.

"But how?" Mosca demanded again.
"By cheeting Capero right back,” Gaerio replied smugly.

"What?' Antonious asked. "How? He's got a Reader at the game, Galerio; shed know if we were
chedting."

Galerio looked at Julia, hisdark eyes questioning.

Looking into his handsome face, Julia.could deny him nothing. ™Y ou can have a Reader on your Sde, "
shesad.

"You?' Antonius adolescent voice squeaked in astonishment. "But everybody knowsyou, Julia. Y ou'd
be recognized, and then they wouldn't play with us."

"Il goindisguise," she said, charmed with the idea of an adventure to bresk up the routine of her life,
"And don't worry—I can fool any Dark Moon Reader.”

"What's this now?" asked Wicket's voice—and Juliarealized the man had sneaked up on her a second
time. "Whore you playing, and why do you need a Reader?'



Slencefdl.

"Mm-hmm," said Wicket. He turned to Galerio. "I know you want to help your friends, but this Capero
soundslike ared mean 'un. Evenif he can't figure out how you're chestin', helll know you haveto beif
youwin, right?'

"Right," Gaerio wasforced to agree.
"And then what will happen?' Wicket asked.

Gderio grimaced. "Hell want revenge—and there are only eight of us, when he probably hasthirty
peoplein his operation and another hundred who owe him favors. So what do | do about Moscaand
Antonius? | can give them my share of money, but that's only half what they need—and | can't ask the
othersto give up their reward money because these two got themselves cheated."

"No, no," said Wicket. "Y ou can't give in. Capero would snatch you up and make you worsen hisdave.
No, what you gottado is cheat him without him ever knowin' you've cheated him."

"Huh? How?' asked Gderio.

"Y ou go with Mosca and Antoniusto Capero tonight. Tell him you want to dice with him for the money
they owe."

"I'm not that stupid, and Capero knowsit," said Gaerio.

"Y ou underestimate the professonal gambler,” said Wicket. "' Capero assumes everyone can be tempted.
Trust me, hewon't question your motives, and you, Galerio, are too fine abait for Capero to resist. But
just to make sure he bites—L ady Julia, will you help Gaerio bait the trgp?”

"I'vedready said I'd go," shereplied.

"Not in disguise—or at least Capero must know who you are. That way he can't cry foul, because you
can bet that he knows your face, Julia, and that his Reader constantly checks strangers to make sure no
one's sneaking in a Reader of 'isown. Gaerio, you makeit acondition: you will provide your own
Reader to make sure the game remains honest.”

Juliafrowned. "In an honest game Galerio might win, true, but everything is reduced to chance. What if
heloses?'

"Hewon't lose. I'm going to lose," said Wicket.

"You?' asked Gderio.

"I'm arich merchant from Tiberium, likely to drop twenty times what these boys owe Capero.”

"l don't understand,” said Julia.

"Galerio, you have to make Capero agree that you'll play tomorrow night, to give metime to connect.’
"l can say | need aday to get my stake together,” said Galerio.

"Y ou young men," Wicket continued, "tell mewherein Zendi to let it be known that I'd like to do some
gaming tomorrow evening. Then leaveit to meto get into the game.”

"But what good will it do for you to lose the award money Aradiagave you?' asked Julia



"Were you planning to help these young men?”
"Y%"

"Then help by staking me to seed money. Y ou'll get it back. Caperosto think I'm in Zendi because I've
madeabig ded, and I'll get paid day after tomorrow. Hell want meto win thefirst night, figuring to take
it al back and much more the next. Now, the law would be on to this Capero if he had his Adepts
obvioudy influencing the games, right?"

"Right?" said Julia. "Readers haven't been ableto catichthem at it.”

"Well," said Wicket, "I can manipulate dice with my hands aswell as one of your minor Adeptswith his
mind—and I've got the easy part. Firg | let them let mewin, just asthey plan. But just when they want to
sink the hook by letting mewinredly big, | sart tolose. To Gderio.”

Juliastudied Wicket. He really doesn't know how he doesiit.
Gdeiowasgrinning. "l likeit."

"Then," Wicket continued, "1 start to complain that they've set me up. Lots of noise, threatsto cal the
guards—and anicefight to break up the game and get usdl out of there, winningsintact.”

"Hell connect you with us," said Gaerio.
"How?1 arrived in town two days ago. Any of Capero's people here?'

Although asthey taked the minor Adepts braced their powers and Julia carefully kept from broadcasting
what they were saying to other Readers, she was Reading Wicket, who had his usua camouflage running
through his mind. Nonetheless, she could catch his fedings—and what she did not catch was any hint that
hewas elther lying or trying to decaive them.

"Theré'sjust onething," Wicket warned. "Don't get greedy. We're there to break Capero's hold on
Moscaand Antonius, not to make any of usrich.”

"I likeyour plan,” said Gaerio, "but why should you help us?

Wicket grinned. "Y ou're friends of the Lady Julia. Always good to have connectionsin high places.”
"Wicket, " said dulia, "there's something you ought—"

Screams erupted!

Human shouting was drowned by the snorts of frightened horses.

"Firel" someone cried nearby.

Julia saw smoke coming from the other sde of the market—the biggest pavilion was on fire!

Gderio, Mosca, Antonius—every Adept in the marketplace turned toward the blaze, uniting their efforts
to put it out.

But it didn't go out!

Fanned by a sudden brisk wind, the fire engulfed the main pavilion. Julials mind was assaulted by the fear
of fleeing people, the terror of the horses.



Flames flashed upward, legped from one pavilion to another, but no people were burned, athough some
were pushed or stepped on in the panic.

There was only one way fire could spread when dozens of minor Adepts were concentrating their efforts
to stop it: one or more Lords Adept were deliberately feeding the blaze!

JuliaRead, finding no one anywhere nearby who could possibly be the culprit.

Still the flames |egped from one tent to another, while the horses screamed in panic, pulling loose from
therr tethers.

Stdlions, mares, geldings, racers and plowhorses, colts and fillies—al fled the flames, stampeding toward
Julia, Wicket, Galerio. Moscaand Antoniustook to their hedls.

"Run!" Wicket shouted, following hisown order.
But even with Adept strength, no human could outrun a horse!
The animaswere mindlesdy driven by fire. Inexorably, they bore down on the five fleeing people.

Heart pounding, Julia heard and Read the lead horses bearing down on her, felt the ground shaken by
their hoofs.

Thehorses panic filled her mind, mingling with her own.

In moments, they would al be trampled to desth!

Chapter Five

Aradiawas deep in the dream of her unborn daughter. The girl opened her eyes.
"You stole my powers, witch!" Aradias mother accused. "Die, sorceress. Burn!™
Aradia was consumed in flames!

Searing pain! Her clothes burned, her hair—

Her flesh charred as she screamed—

Screamed—

"Lady Aradial Wake up, my lady!"

"Help me!" Aradiabegged, grasping at the person who had cometo her ad. " She's burning me! My child
istrying tokill me!"

Sowly, sheredized that shewas clinging to Devasin, seeing fright in the woman's eyes.

Gasping for breath, Aradia shook off the dream and |oosened her painful grip on Devasin. "I'm sorry,”
she whispered. "It seemed so redl.”

"It was only adream, my lady,” Devasin soothed. "Lie back down now, and rest.”
"Oh, no," said Aradia. "I have too much to do. Bring me my dress, Devasin.”

"Yes, my lady," the other woman said primly, rising from where she had sat on the edge of the bed to



comfort her mistress.

"Devadn,” Aradiasad.

"Yes my lady?'

"l am sorry toinflict the foolish fantasies of pregnancy on you."
"Itisquitedl right, my lady," Devasin replied. "I'm glad | wasthereto help.”

By the time she had dressed and smoothed her hair, Aradia could relegate the dream to the world of
fantasy. But why had it seemed 0 real ? Perhaps Master Clement would know away to forestall it, let it
remain the pleasant dream of her child, or at least |et her wake up before it turned to nightmare.
Determined to tel him about it, sheleft for the hospitd, to seeif Pyrrhus was awake yet.

Juliacould not run asfast asthe boys or even Wicket.
Her breath burned in her lungs. Her legs ached.
The horses panic tore through her mind. Dust choked her lungs.

Gderio dropped back, gasping, "Run!" He grabbed her hand. She ft him trying to pour strength into
her, but he hadn't enough power.

For afew steps they went faster, nearly catching Mosca, Antonius, Wicket—but in moments the horses
would run over them all.

Clutching Gderio's hand, Juliawas able to think again.
If only Wulfston were herel
He could make animals obey hiswill; he would calm those horses, or at least turn them aside.

Other Readers had found their Adept powersin moments of desperation—her father had, in order to
save his people and Aradia.

Desperately she reached out to the lead horse, urged him to one side as the herd reached the fleeing
people.

Gaderio pushed her to the ground, flung himsalf on top of her, protecting her with his own body.
But Juliahad it now! She sent imagesto the horses, directing their course.

The herd split, thundering on either Sde of the trembling, gasping people. Wicket fell, huddled into aball.
Mosca and Antonius leaned on one another, breathless, as the horses galloped by.

And Julia sobbed againgt Galerio's arm beneath her face as she redlized.

"It'snot an Adept trick!" she gasped as, the horses safely past, Galerio drew her to St up againgt him.
"Oh, Gaerio—it's Reading, and he never knew it! He wanted so much to learn to Read, and now maybe
hell never know!"

Moscaand Antonius moved dowly, but Wicket jumped up and ran to where Juliaand Gaerio till sat on
theground. "Areyou dl right?' he asked anxioudy.

Julianodded.



"Thenwhy areyou crying? Who'l never know about Reading?'

"Wulfgton," shereplied. "My uncle. He—he went to rescue my father, weeks ago, and we haven't heard
from them since.” Juliagot hold of hersdlf, her tears abating as she continued, "Wulfstonisagreat Lord
Adept, but he's dways wanted to learn to Read, ever since we found out they're the same power. He
never could—and yet he's always had this power over animas.”

"Ah," said Gderio, "you made the horses go around us."
Shelooked up into hiseyes, her lipstrembling into asmile as she asked, "Are you Reading now?"
"No—»but how d&se would you make such adiscovery in the middle of astampede? Thank you, Julia"

"Thanks, indeed!" Wicket added, squatting down beside them. "Now, what's all this about your uncle
going to rescue your father? From what?"

"Nobody knows!" Juliareplied. "People from Africakidnapped my father—and Aradia couldn't go
because she's pregnant, so Wulfston went, and now they're both gone!”

Galerio, who knew the story well, said, "They'll come back. After dl they've been through together, how
much trouble could afew Africansbe? A Reader and an Adept working together—why, they'll be here
any day now, with wonderful storiesto tell.”

But Wicket was puzzled. "Brothers? One a Reader and the other an Adept?”

"No—Wulfston is Aradias brother,” Juliatold him. "But we don't worry whether kinship is by blood or
marriage or adoption. Werefamily."

"Mm-hmm," said Wicket. "Well, then—you say your uncle can Reed, but doesn't know it? That hardly
seamslikdy.”

Juliacouldn't help laughing, dthough painfully. "No? Then why are you not aware of your own Adept
powers?’

Wicket was sguatting beside them, balanced precarioudly on histoes, but at Julia's words he paled, lost
his balance, and sat down, hard. "What?'

"l Read you restoring the items Moscaand Antonius stole. Y ou think you're just a skilled cutpurse, but
you're using Adept power when you make something land exactly where you want it. The pendant, and
the man's money pouch. Y ou blanked to my Reading when you did those things."

Wicket put up acasualy denying hand. "Oh—that's just atrick Pyrrhus taught me, to fool Readers." He
winced. "Never thought to ask him how he knew what'd fool ‘em. But it'sjust a bunch of nonsenseto
digract attention.”

"No, Wicket, | don't mean your songs and rhymes and riddles,” Juliatold him. "I mean the moment when
you want that necklaceto fal exactly inthe girl'sline of vision. Then the nonsense stops. To aReader,
you becomeinvisible. A Dark Moon Reader would missit, unless he were focused specifically on you,
and until four years ago few Readersin the Aventine Empire would've known what that moment's
blankness meant.”

Wicket was staring at his hands. "No. | can't.”

"Y ou can and you do," Juliaassured him. "Well test your talents now, and teach you to use them most



effectivdy.”

Wicket's eyesfixed on hers, warinessin their depths. "No!" he said. "Lady Julia, you must be
wrong—nbut even if you're right, it doesn't matter. I'm not an Adept!"

"Wicket," said Galerio, "don't act asif it's something bad. Y ou're not in the old Aventine
Empire—nobody will kill you for it. Y ou don't have to go to ther training sessions and get lectured about
using your talentsfor the public good. But—"

"I sad no't" Wicket interrupted him. ™Y ou shut up about it, dl of you. It'snot so! And if any of you says
anything to Pyrrhus—well, you can just forget me hel ping you get out of your problemswith Capero!™

With that, Wicket got up, made afutile attempt to-brush the dust from his clothes, and started toward the
road back to Zendi.

Thefour young people stared after him. "Never saw anyone act like that when hefound out he had a
tdent," said Antonius.

"] think | understand,” said Julia, aware of people from the horse market running to seeiif they were hurt.
She climbed to her feet saying, "Let him go. And do as he says. Don't tell anyone, not even your closest
friends”

At the hospital, Aradiawas not surprised to find Pyrrhus awake, athough she had not expected him to
be up and dressed. The door was open, and she could see him standing by the bed, his attention on items
ladout onit.

The plate on the bedside table was empty except for apple cores and the skeleton of abunch of grapes.
Pyrrhus wore the same clothes in which he had been injured, which Aradia had paid no attention to at the
time. Now she noticed that athough his accent, short hair, and beardlessness showed his Aventine
origins, Pyrrhus chose to dressin the savage style.

Wicket had cdled hisfriend "skinny." Actudly he wasthin and wiry, and hisdark gray clothing did
nothing to make him appear larger. It was plainin cut, linen and wool of the highest quality, with fine
black leather boots suited for riding but looking soft and comfortable enough for walking.

Histabard was wool, its only decoration asingle line of discreet silver embroidery acrossthe top.

Wondering if Pyrrhus should be on hisfeet, Aradiastarted to Read his physical condition as she neared
the doorway—and Pyrrhus snatched his sword from the scabbard on the bed, whirled, and faced her

with weapon at ready!

Aradidsthroat condricted at the idea of a Reader a the mercy of his physical senses; how painful it must
be to have someone sneak up on him. She had not meant to; with her advancing pregnancy she was
samply most comfortable in soft dippers that made no sound on the marble floors.

When he saw who it was, Pyrrhus saluted her with the weapon. "Lady Aradia. Cometo seethat | do not
escape?’

"Not without a proper med," shereplied, sending amentd cal to the hospita kitchen. "Actudly, | did not
expect to find you awake."

"Obvioudy neither did Wicket," he said, replacing his sword in its scabbard. "Or has he gone?!



"He does have dl our money," said Pyrrhus.
"Don't you trust him?" Aradiaasked.

"Morethan | ought to, | expect." Leaving the sword on the bed, Pyrrhus put on ablack leather belt with
asguare silver buckle and plain slver decoration adong its length. Aradianoted that he had to buckle it
two notchestighter than where the worn place in the lesther indicated it was usualy fastened.

"Y ou need afew good meals under that belt,” said Aradia.

"Why should you be concerned about my hedth?" he chalenged. "I'm a stranger to you."

"The child you saved was astranger to you," she countered.

Instead of answering, he turned and began plucking items off the bed and stowing them about his person.

Aradiasat down in achair, bemused, to watch a dagger disgppear into hisleft boot, alarger knife that
she suspected was weighted for throwing into hisright. What appeared to be a plain white linen kerchief
did not move with norma lightness; it was obvioudy weighted with lead. Pyrrhusfolded it to look quite
ordinary, and tucked it into histabard.

He put on leather bracelets, the kind gladiators wore to protect and support the vulnerable wristbones,
but when he bent his hands forward as far asthey would go, sharp blades sprang from them, acrossthe
backs of his hands. With atight-lipped smile of satisfaction, he touched hidden catches, and the blades
did out of Sght again.

But that was not al. Aradia's amusement grew as she wondered whether the razor he tucked into his
tabard, where there must be hidden pockets, was the same one he used on hisface, or whether this one
was merely another wegpon. The man was awalking arsend!

Severa bodkins, of varying sizes, also went insde the tabard, along with braided leather thongs, ading, a
burning glass, alodestone, and some objects whose purpose Aradia could not guess. Findly, Pyrrhus
clipped another dagger, quite visibly, to hisbelt. All that was|eft on the bed was abow, aquiver of
arrows, and his sword.

For dl the pargpherndia, no bulges showed in his outfit, nor did Pyrrhus move asif weighted down. He
looked over at Aradia, tilting his head .to one side asif waiting for her to comment, and sat down on the
bed.

Shegrinned at him. "J= what army do you expect to face single-handed?"
"Yours, possibly,” heretorted.

The attendant arrived with Pyrrhus meal. He glanced at Aradia, but accepted the tray and began to est.
Shenoticed that, like Lenardo, despite his hunger he ate little mest.

Readers kept to avegetarian diet, saying mesat dulled their powers. Aradia often argued with Lenardo,
ingsting that he could improve his Adept powersif only he would eat more meat. He would counter that
if sheate less, she would be a better Reader.

But no diet would enable Pyrrhus to Read again. Probably, like most people, he smply preferred foods
he had grown up on. Aradiatook the opportunity while Pyrrhus was egting to study him without enduring
that piercing gaze.



Now that his burns had healed, his coloring was back to normal. Aradianoted that his eyes seemed
darker than they actudly were because his skin was very fair. Even sun-darkened, it was lighter than
Lenardo's olive tones, and the brown of his hair wasin the medium range, not the dark brown to black
more usua among Aventines. His eyelashes were long and thick, but lighter than his hair, the contrast
with the brown eyesincreasing the impression that they were mysterioudy dark and deep.

Pyrrhusfinished eating, set the tray on the bedside table, and took the wool of his tabard between thumb
and forefinger. "How did you get the il out of my clothing without ruining it?'

"Adept talents are useful for many purposes,” shereplied.

He pondered that, then shrugged. "Why not? But you are not here to discuss laundry. Perhaps you
haven't noticed: | still can't Reed.”

"l beg your pardon?' she asked at the abrupt turn of subject.
"lsntit alittlelate for that?"
"What do you mean?"

"Comenow," he said coldly, hiseyes pinning her, "you won't claim you resisted poking around in my
head while you had me a your mercy?"

"No, | wont," she said flatly, and saw aflicker of surprise on hisface. "Wewill not lieto you, Pyrrhus."
"Perhaps. But you won't respect my privacy, ether.”

"It was not abreach of heder'sethics” she said. "But then you must know that—it is the same for
Readers asfor Adepts. Y ou were my patient. If, in treating your burns, | had discovered some other
problem, such as atumorous growth, you would have expected me to removeit. Didn't you learn the
same thing when you studied at Gaeta?

Gaeta was the huge hospital where dl Readers of the upper ranks in the Aventine Empire were once sent
to learn the rough medica techniqueswhich were dl they could practice without Adept powers. Herbs
and potions, bonesetting by force, amputating limbs as had been done to Decius, actudly cutting into
peopl€'s bodies.

But even with those primitive methods they had healed many people. And now that Readers and Adepts
were working together, there was almost no condition that could not be cured at Gaeta. —"

Except Pyrrhus' condition.

The man's composure dipped enough to alow abrief puzzled frown. "1 did not know that you hed
Sudied there."

"I didn't, but my husband did," shereplied. "HeisaMaster Reader.”

"Oh, yes—L enardo the Traitor."

"So Portiaand her cohorts called him," Aradiastruck back.

She hit her target. "Very wdl," said Pyrrhus. "Tell mewhat you found insde my head.”

Therewas no way to put it gently. "We cannot restore your Reading powers. Nervous tissue has been
destroyed, something even aLord Adept cannot heal.”



Hedid not blink, athough she knew that she must have crushed the last hope, however denied, buried in
hisheart. "Thank you for telling methetruth," he said finally.

"Y ou do believe me?"' she felt compdled to ask.

"Oh, yes," hereplied, cynicism returning to histone. "If you lied to me, Master Clement would contradict
you. That is his greatest weakness. heisacompletely honest man.” He frowned again. "Physical damage?
Done by Readers?’

"Portia had an Adept working with her."
At hissuddenly feral expression she quickly added, "We know who hewas, and heis dead.”
"That," said Pyrrhus, "isunfortunate. Although it isfortunate for him."

Aradiawas about to try to turn the discussion to smilar criminalsin Zendi when Master Clement arrived.
"Aradia, Juliaisunharmed,” he began.

"Unharmed? What harm threatened her?* Aradiademanded, getting to her feet.

"No—thereisno need for you to go," the Reader told her. "There are Readers and Adepts on the
cene”

"What scene?' Aradiaexclamed in frustration.
"Juliawas at the horse market."

"Y es. Shehad my permission.” Aradiahad decided that allowing Juliatime with Gaerio and his gang
might lessen the gpped of something forbidden.

"A fire sampeded the horses," said Master Clement. "No onewaskilled, and dl injurieswere minor.
Juliaand her friends are helping to round up the horses." He alowed Aradiato Read the scene with him,
to seethat, indeed, all was under control.

But— "Fire? Stampede? Master Clement, is this another—?'

When the old Reader did not immediately answer, Pyrrhus asked, "Another what?' When he didn't get a
reply, he suggested, " Another unexpected event like awhirlwind in the middle of acity on aperfectly

calm day?'
That got their attention. "What do you know about it?" Aradia asked.

He shrugged. "It sounds like the Adept harassment we got when | was aboy at the Academy. Adigia
was on the border, and sometimes the savages would try to drive people out of the area by sending
sormsto ruin crops, or starting firesto destroy villages.™

Master Clement nodded. "These events gppear Smilar. There were other whirlwinds at the sametime as
the onein Zendi. Y esterday a hailstorm destroyed some crops. Today the horse market was disrupted.
Thusfar, our Readers have been unable to trace the source.”

"I'mafrad | won't be ableto help you," Pyrrhus said with hiswell-practiced ingncere amile.
Master Clement looked at Aradia. "Y ou told him?"
"He asked."



"Yes, of course hewould." He turned to the man on the bed. "Pyrrhus, it is best you know the truth.
However, you should know the whole truth.”

Pyrrhus waslounging in adeliberately casua pose, hislegs stretched out and crossed at the ankles. I

Sistena saw hisboots on her clean bedding, Aradiathought, shed tongue-lash him out of such
casuaness.

But, head tilted curioudly, Pyrrhus was asking, "What more isthere to know? The nerves are burnt out. |
will never be ableto Read again.”

"Y ou have not logt dl your powers."

"Oh, yes" Pyrrhusreplied acidly, "1 can till send thoughts with a Reader's power. | did so in the rapport
that killed Portia. | suppose you could use me as atransmitter of messages to other Readers—but what
good doesthat do me?'t"

Master Clement gestured toward the weapons on the bed at Pyrrhus feet. "Readers make the best
swordsmen,” he said. "Wicket says you are the best swordsman he's ever seen.”

"Wicket isafool,” sneered Pyrrhus.
"You aredill dive" Magter Clement countered. "Pyrrhus..."

At the tone of the old man'svoice, Pyrrhusrelented. "Y ou'reright,” he said. "When | redlized that | could
not Read at dl, | wasafraid | could no longer fight— that | wouldn't survive to take revenge. But thefirst
time | had to use my sword | was caught by surprise, and reacted ingtinctively. When it was over, |
redlized | had lost none of that kill."

Master Clement nodded. "That is consistent with what we found. Portia destroyed the nerve center for
andyzing and interpretation what you Read. Y ou are sill Reading, Pyrrhus—but what you Read no
longer reaches your conscious mind."”

Pyrrhus shrugged. "It'sdl the sameto me."

"No, it'snot" said Master Clement. "'Y ou don't think and anayze when you're fighting. What you Read
goes dtraight into action.”

"What'sthat?' came Wicket's voice from the doorway. " There's actualy something Pyrrhus doesn't
analyzeto death?' As he stepped forward, al of them stared, for Wicket was covered with dirt and
grime

At their looks, he gave asheepish grin. "l was afraid

Pyrrhus might be awake aready, so | hurried on over here. An' | wasright, wasn't |?* he added brightly.
"Whereve you been?' Pyrrhus demanded impetiently.

"The horse market. Therewasafire, and then—"

"Oh, that," Pyrrhus said in bored tones. "Weve heard al about it dready.” He gave one of hisarctic
amiles. "lsn't it convenient to have friends who are Readers?' Having effectively stopped the
conversation, Pyrrhus savored the moment's silence before asking Wicket, "What were you doing &t the
horse market?'



"Thought we might need horses, didn't 1? Thought you might want to leave."
"Did you? Pyrrhus began dangeroudly, but Master Clement stepped in before he could continue.

"Pyrrhus, don't leave without discovering the extent of your remaining powers. Let ustreat you at the
Academy."

"My Academy daysarelong over, Clement," Pyrrhusreplied.

"Then come and stay & my villa" said Aradia. "Both of you are welcome, and thereis certainly plenty of
room." In fact, more than half the rooms were empty, and would remain so until Lilith arrived with her
entourage.

Wicket was watching Pyrrhus closdly, and jumped in before Pyrrhus could refuse. "The royal residence!
Think of it, Pyrrhus. When are we ever gonnalivein thelgp of luxury?'

Pyrrhus glanced at Wicket with tolerant amusement. "Y ou didn't buy any horses?"

"Nah—they closed down the market on me."

"Y ou redize you'll have to take abath before you can set foot in Lady Aradias home?' Pyrrhus teased
him.

"Wha—two bathsin the same day?" Wicket replied asif the thought pained him.

"That's the condition for Stting in thelap of luxury,” Pyrrhus explained.

Because Wicket |ooked genuinely torn by the decision, Aradialaughed, and waved her hand toward him.
The gesture was theatricd effect, of course—Adept power pulled the grime out of his clothes and onhis
skin and hair, leaving him cleaner than when he had |eft the baths earlier, Snce he was still wearing
yesterday's clothes.

Wicket stared down at his sparkling clothing, and delicately stepped out of the circle of dirt that had
falen at hisfeet. Then he grinned a Pyrrhus. "Isan't it convenient,” he asked conversationdly, "to have
friendswho are Adepts?'

When Juliagot home, shefound she didn't have to Read for Wicket: Aradia had invited him and Pyrrhus
to day at thevilla

It was dl she could do to get through the evening meal, worrying about Galerio. He had to face Capero
with Moscaand Antoniustonight if their scheme wasto work. If he didn't convince the gambler that it
wasworth hiswhileto try to snare Galerio, al three young men would have their throats dlit.

After dinner, Juliasat in the luxurious parlor, trying to follow the conversation between Aradia, Master
Clement, Pyrrhus, and Wicket. Ordinarily, she would have been fascinated. Tonight shewasonly
worried.

Findly, though, a servant brought her amessage, scribbled in Gaerio's dmost indeci pherable hand:
"Tomorrow, one hour after sunset.”

She saw Wicket notice, but his attention went immediately back to the conversation.
Aradiaaso noticed. "Julia, you are not going out tonight.”
"No, Aradia, | had no intention to,” shereplied.



Aradiadid not ask what the message was.

That trust made Juliawant to tell Aradia. But she knew better. Her stepmother would feel compelled to
sop it, but if she stopped Capero from harming M osca and Antonius now, he would find another way to
take revenge.

And Galerio would never forgive duliaif she brought Aradiaintoiit.
No, it was best for Aradianever to find out at al.

When Juliagot up to go to bed at her usud time, Wicket said, “I'm tired. | think I'll get some deep, too.
Good night, everyone.™

Pyrrhus eyed hisfriend. "I've done nothing but deep for the past two days. Will you leave meto the
tender mercies of thesetwo?' he asked, indicating Aradiaand Master Clement.

"Aww, | don't think they're gonna cook you up for breakfast,” Wicket replied. "Maybe after breakfast,
though," he added, referring to Pyrrhus reluctant agreement to let Master Clement test him in the
morning. "But | gotta put up with you afterward. Better get my rest, Pyrrhus.”

As Julia suspected, Wicket wanted to talk with her. He and Pyrrhus had been given rooms on the other
sde of the courtyard from the family suite. "Whereisit safeto talk?' he asked. "Or isthere anyplace?
Theold man—"

"Y ou mean Master Clement? Wicket, he would not spy on usl And we're not being watched. Entryways,
the treasury—those are guarded at al times by both Adepts and Readers. But don't fear being Read
ingdethevilla, especidly not in any private rooms.”

"That'sardief!" hereplied.

"Y ou grew up in the Aventine Empire—you must know that the Reader's Oath protects the privacy of
nonReaders.”

"Never had much to do with Readers, did 17" hereplied. "L east never knew | did."

Juliatook him to her room, where she gave him her smal supply of money. "That won't be enough to
make you look like arich merchant,” she said.

"I'll claim I've been spending in anticipation of alarge sum. Thiswill do. But there's another problem: |
need proper clothesfor the part.”

Hewasright. His plain tan shirt and hose and multicolored tabard were nothing like what awedthy
Aventine merchant would wesr.

Fortunately, Aventine styleswere loose, not like the savage clothing that had to be fitted to the person
wearing it to look right.

Juliasad, "Aradiais till in the parlor, and Magter Clement hasn't | eft yet. We have time. Come on.”
"What happened to your Reader's Oath?' asked Wicket.

"All | did was check that they're &ill in apublic room," said Julia" Come on—and be quiet. Devasn will
be in the anteroom leading to the corridor.”

She took Wicket out the low-silled window into the courtyard, and into Lenardo and Aradias room,



where her father's clothes were kept ready in his chest. Hisred Master Reader's cloak lay on top, with
severa white, black-edged tunics beneath it. Once those were lifted out, though, there was amixture of
Aventine and savage-style clothing, al in the finest materids, much of it sumptuoudy embroidered.

Juliapulled out ayelow tunic with gold embroidery, abet of gold velvet strands with bits of gold
glittering init, and a cloak of the same dark gold color asthe belt.

Wicket nodded, but reached for another cloak, shiny green satin with gold embroidery on the edges.
Juliashook her head; that cloak went over aplain green tunic, and even so Lenardo thought it too gaudy.
Over theydlow tunic...

But Wicket was nodding vigoroudy, so Juliashrugged, and carefully repacked everything elseinto the
chest.

When they were back in her room, Julia protested, "There's too much glitter with both the tunic and
cloak, and the different colors—"

"—are exactly what aman would wear who's got rich by hisown wits," Wicket explained, holding the
tunic up infront of him. "Hmm. Yer father'satal 'un, isn't he?"

"Yes, heis. Youll haveto bdt it up, and let the cloak fal inlong loops. Oh—what about shoes?”

"I've got some sandaswith me. I'll shine 'em up tonight. Thanks, Julia. Thesewill do just fine" He went
to the door, opened it a crack, and peered out cautioudly.

"Wicket," said dulia, "thereisno onein the passageway.”

Heturned, flashed her agrin, and was gone.

A little after midnight, Juliawas awakened by terrified screams from the next room.

Throwing on her robe, she dashed into the hal, Reading nothing to cause Aradiato scream so.

Infact, she could not remember ever hearing Aradia scream, could imagine only one thing that might
bring on such areaction: Lenardo's death.

Heart pounding, Juliatore through the anteroom. The door to Aradias room was open, and Devasin
knelt on the edge of Aradia's bed, trying to touch the degping woman's forehead to waken her. Aradia
wastossing in agony.

"Wake up, my lady!" Devasin pleaded. "It's only adream!™
"She'skilling me!™ Aradiashouted. "Help me! Lenardo, help me!™

Devasin grasped Aradias shoulders, and Julia pressed her fingersfirmly to Aradiasforehead, the only
safe way to waken an Adept. The violet eyes opened, glazed. "She'skilling me!™ Aradiasobbed. "My

baby istrying to kill me!™

Juliadrew back in horror, but Devasin took Aradiainto her armslike amother comforting achild. "
Twas only adream, my lady. Y our baby iswell." She glanced over Aradias shoulder at Julia, who took
the cue to Read the fetus. Everything was norma; the child in Aradia's womb dept peacefully despite her
mother's nightmare.

"Thebaby isfine, Aradia," Juliasaid.



"Shel's seding my powerd" Aradiasaid.

"No, they're just weakened by pregnancy,” Juliaassured her, trying to hide her distress at seeing the
strong, steady Aradiareduced to quivering terror. With Lenardo and Wulfston gone, who would protect
Zendi?

But shejoined her effortsto Devasin's, then encouraged Aradiato Read the baby with her, to seeit
developing normaly and deeping peacefully. Findly, between them, Juliaand Devasin got Aradiacamed
and back to deep.

When they left Aradias room, Juliaasked Devasin, "Has this happened before?"

"Just once," Devasin replied. But Julia Read worry in Devasin that went beyond concern over afew
nightmeares.

"Therésmoretoit than that," said Julia "Tell me."
"l don't know if..."

"Would you tdl my father?'

"He dready knows."

"But heisn't here, Devasin. So | haveto help Aradiafor him. If | don't have al the facts, how can | help
her?'

"Oh, young migtress, | don't know if anyone can help her! It's happening dl over again, just asit did with
her mother—and nothing Nerius could do would save her!™

Nerius, Aradias father. And the mother who was never mentioned.
"Tdl me" sad ulia

"l wasachild," said Devasin. "My mother was Tarinds maid. "
"Taina?'

"Aradias mother. Afterward, Nerius would not alow her name to be spoken. He loved her very
much—as your father loves Aradia. They risked their powers to have a child. Nerius recovered, but
Tarinahad adifficult pregnancy even with hishelp. As her powers waned, she became more and more
demanding, more angry at the child.

"But then Aradiawas born, such abeautiful little girl. Everyone thought Tarinawould recover, and love
the child.

"Only... Tarinas Adept powers did not return. Months passed, and she became more and more
distraught. She imagined that Aradia showed Adept talent. A baby lessthan ayear old! Tarina started
saying Aradiahad stolen her powers.

"Neriustried to help Tarina, but she became more and more hysterica. My mother stayed with her
congtantly, because Tarinawould fly into rages and threaten to. .. take back the powers Aradiahad
gtolen, was the way she put it.

"Findly, Neriuswould not allow Tarinato see Aradiaunless he was there. And when Aradiawas two,
sheredly did art to show Adept powers."



"At two yearsold!"

"Y es. Nerius was delighted—»but it set Tarina off worse than ever. | remember her rage, and my mother
trying to cam her. Aradiawas walking by then, but a closed door kept her in her nursery because she
could not reach the latch. Then one day, when she had been | eft napping, she found that she could
unlatch the door with Adept power, and went exploring... into Tarina'sroom. | wasthere, with my
mother and Tarina. Mother was teaching me embroidery. The door opened.

"Tarinas chair faced the door. When she saw the child, she snatched up aheavy candlestick to set the
girl onfire. Theflame blew out, though, so shetried to crush Aradias skull with the base.

"My mother grasped her arm to stop her—and Tarina hit my mother instead.

"| screamed. Tarina picked up the bloody candlestick and went for Aradia again, shouting that she would
kill her and take her powers back.

"By thistime Aradiawas screaming and crying. | don't know how Mother remained conscious, but when
| tried to help her, she said, 'Save the baby!" and | turned to try.

"Tarinalifted the candlestick to crush Aradia. When | tried to pick up the child, Tarina hit my shoulder,
knocking me aside, and was about to swing a Aradiawhen the candlelit again. That was Aradia

"Tarinascreamed, swung—and the candlestick exploded in her hand.
"That was Nerius, running to seewhat al the noisewas.
"Tarina shouted. Y ou want her! Y ou don't want me!’ and ran out of the room.

"Nerius picked up Aradia, made sure shewas al right, then came over and healed Mother. Then he
healed my shoulder. And all that time, no one thought of Tarina. None of uswill ever know whether
Nerius knew what she was doing. She ran to the end of the hall, took a knife from the display, and
plunged it into her heart. Tarinadied by her own hand.”

A tear trickled down Devasin's cheek. "And now Aradia dreams sheislike her mother. May they be
only dreams! She never says such thingswhen sheis awake. But the dreams frighten me, Julia—amost
asmuch asthey frighten Aradia.”

The next day, Aradia seemed normd. Juliawas back to her lessons, with Aradiaand Deciusin the
morning, Master Clement in the afternoon. In the days between lessons, Decius had been practicing
harmless Adept tricks, and had learned to move small objects. "The only troubleis," he explained with a
laugh, "moving a stylus from one side of my writing table to the other sent meto deep for an hour. It's
much smpler just to pick it up by hand™

"You'l learn not to expend extraenergy,” said Aradia. "That is excellent progress, Decius.”

Knowing that she must go out tonight, at atime Aradiawould not gpprove, Juliawas on her best
behavior. Shetried to duplicate Decius tricks, to no avail. However, she did not alow frustration to
upset her today, athough she was glad when Aradiatook Decius off to the hospitd to start teaching him
to hedl.

Wicket appeared at the noonday meal, and murmured to Julia, "Contact made. All set.”

Pyrrhus raised an eyebrow to see hisfriend sharing a secret with Julia, but for once made no snide
comment. He looked exhausted, and Juliawondered fletingly what Master Clement had put him



through.

Then it was Julias problem to hide her excitement over the evening's plans from Master Clement when
shejoined himin the Academy library.

It was not difficult to hide her thoughts, however, when the Master of Masters said, "'l have found the
records we've been looking for," and held out a scroll to her. This one was new, still supple, but Julia
Read without unrolling it. And without touching it. She did not want to fed the essence of Portiain those
last days of power-madness. What the woman had written was poisonous enough.

Thetechnique used on Pyrrhus was an experiment— one Portiadeemed highly successtul. The only
reason it was not repesated was that the Adept she had used |eft Tiberium. If he had returned, or if she
had been able to find another who could do the job, Portiawould have crippled others.

When she had Read it, Juliaasked, "Do you think Pyrrhuswill fed any better knowing heisthe only
Reader they did that to?"

Master Clement replied, "1 don't know. Possibly there are some acts that cannot be forgiven. | never
believed that, but now | wonder. How could Pyrrhus possibly forgive Portia? Could I, if she had done
that to me? But if Pyrrhus cannot forgive, he cannot hedl.”

There are some acts that cannot be forgiven. Juliaunderstood why Aradias father might have alowed
hiswifeto die after shetried to kill their daughter.

Should shetdl Master Clement about Aradia's dreams? No, she should urge Aradiato tell him. It was
what Aradiawould urge on Juliawere their Situations reversed.

Magter Clement was piling scrolls on the desk. " Julia, take these home with you, and read themin the
order in which they were written. Seeing how Portia changed over the years may help you understand
her, asit has helped me."

Juliaonly nodded and gathered up the scrolls. Her thoughts were on how to get away to join Galerio an
hour after sunset.

Asit turned out, Aradiaand Pyrrhus had an gppointment with Master Clement after the evening med.
Juliacould not help wondering whether Master Clement wanted Aradiathere to discuss what purpose
Pyrrhus might serve in the Savage Empire, or if he wanted an Adept for protection. Juliafound Pyrrhus
habit of congtantly shielding histhoughts eerie, and wondered if it dso disturbed the Master of Magters.

She spent some time with the early scrolls her teacher had picked out of Portia's collection, Reading
Portia's growing frustration at how little influence Readers had on Aventine palitics. The Emperor at that
timewas Portias brother, and it galled her that the very fact that she was family caused him to give her
advicelittle credence.

Juliawas far in the past when asharp "Psst!" broke her concentration with astart. Wicket was at her
window, dressed in the clothes she had borrowed for him. It was dark, "Aren't you ready?' he
whispered.

"Yes" shereplied, lighting a candle. She had changed into a cheap but gaudy orange dress belonging to
one of the maids. Now she threw her plain blue mantle over it, and she and Wicket #ent out by the
servants entrance. There would undoubtedly be gossp tomorrow that Marilys had been Read dipping
out with Wicket. Juliahoped that her skillswere sufficient to make Torus, who guarded the door, accept
the surface impression of Marilys.



Once outside, Juliawent straight ahead to meet Galerio, Reading to make sure there were no spieson
Wicket. Hetook one of the circular streetsto the east, then turned and approached Capero's house as if
coming from one of the degant innsin that area.

Capero knew who Juliawas, but the rest of the gamers were not supposed to. The gaming room was
crowded, but the lighting "was concentrated over the tables, leaving the playersin subdued light.
Gambling was legd; some people smply did not want to be identified—especialy those responsible for
other peopl€'s money. Juliawas unsurprised to Read no Readers there other than Capero's Reader and
hersdlf. If his patrons found out Juliawas there, they would never trust him again, and his businesswas
built on their trust. Juliaswallowed as she redized how important it must beto him to get Galerio into his

power.

Capero wasaminor Adept, of course, as Julia had to search for him visualy. She was open to Reading,
but not concentrating, lest Capero's Reader spot her. Shewasn't sureif the woman knew that shewasa
Reader, or who shewas.

Gderio put hisarm around Julia as they threaded through the crowded room, Moscaand Antoniusin
their wake. They had agreed with Wicket to play the coin tossfirst, while he gambled at cards. All would
then move on to the dice table. It would appear they werein the same game by chance.

Capero was atall, balding man with athick brown beard liberally sprinkled with white. He was dressed
in understated €l egance in brown velvet with satin embroidery that glowed softly, an occasiona gold
thread glinting here and there. The effect, though, was spoiled by his hands, where every finger carried a
least onering, solid gold or silver with huge, gaudy stones.

The owner moved through his establishment, quietly greeting patrons, occasionally glancing toward his
Reader, afaded blond woman who szt at the back of the room. She was a Dark Moon Reader,
ostensibly in the employ of the city, supposedly there to see that there was no chegting by either the
house or the customers. Galerio said the house paid her far better than the city, though, so she quietly
ignored subtle techniques that gave the house a higher percentage than allowed by law, at least aslong as
the extra percentage did not get so high that customers began to complain.

Capero watched Galerio play two tosses, both of which hewon. "Good," said the big man. "But why
play aboy's game? The stakes are too low here to make it worth your bother."

Julia stopped Reading for amoment to shed uneasiness. Wicket wasn't even here yet.

"l likethisgame," Galerio replied casually. "It takes a certain degree of kill. Y ou didn't specify that | had
to play any certain game, only that | had towin. | don't careif thet takesdl night.”

Capero laughed chearfully. "Be careful you don't die of boredom!™ he warned.

Wicket camein, went to the card table without making any effort to locate Juliaor Galerio—ared pro.
He appeared just dightly inebriated, and cheerfully accepted aflagon of ale as he sttled into the game.
The barmaid whispered to the dedler as she passed, "That'sthe one. Let him win tonight.”

They continued with their plan as Capero played into their hands. By the standards of this establishment,
the sums Mosca and Antonius owed were smal. Within an hour, Wicket had won amost haf that much
at the card table, while Galerio won more than helost at the coin toss. Still, it was obvious he could not
win enough a that game evenif hedid play dl night, so he picked up his money and moved to the dice
table.

Wicket remained where he was. 1t would be too obvious for him to move at the sasmetime Galerio did.



Besides, they had to give Capero time to cheat Gaerio's stlake and winnings away from him.

But as soon asthe dice came around to Galerio for the first time, he threw awinning number. Juliawas
Reading; he had not used Adept power. Neither did Capero nor any of his men for the moment, letting
chance have its way—yperhaps until Galerio accepted the honesty of the game.

The surest way to fool a Reader was to have anumber of minor Adepts about, posing as gamers, taking
turnsinfluencing the dice. It would be ddmost impossible for aDark Moon Reader to detect, but Julia
could Read the whole room at once. Perhaps Capero thought she was too young to do so.

Galerio threw another winning number before helost control of the dice, then bet asmdl portion of his
winnings on other players. Again, he won more than he log, athough hiswinningsdid not pile up as
Wicket's were doing.

Juliawas beginning to worry about the time; the later she stayed away, the greater the chance that she
would be missed. Capero should be making Galerio lose by now, but he wasn't losing, and Juliacould
detect no sgn of Adept influence—no one going suddenly blank to Reading—-anywhere in the room.
She started to Read more carefully—

"Reader! Spy!"

The Dark Moon Reader |egped up. She climbed up on her chair, pointing over the heads of the
gamblers, shrieking like aharpy. "Look! Lenardo's daughter! They've sent her into spy on dl of you, find
out who's gambling, who'swinning! Who's here, who's with them!™

Suddenly dl eyeswere on Julia. Some people gathered their money and began edging toward the doors.
"She's already Read you!" Capero shouted.

"If she escapes,” said another man, whom Juliarecognized as Tinius, money-changer and userer, "Aradia
and Clement will know al that shelearned here tonight.”

"No!" Juliashouted, climbing on achair hersdf despite Galerio's effortsto stop her. "1 am not hereasa
spy, but just as a Reader protecting afriend. Capero agreed—

Capero drowned her wordswith aloud guffaw. "Isthet likely?' he demanded. "Allow thelike of her to
Spy on my good customers?”

Therewere, of course, no other Readersthere. A woman shouted, "Kill her! Show Aradiawhat we think
of her spying on usl" Juliarecognized Octavia, who ran the largest brothdl in Zendi. Tinius, Octavia—as
wdll asal the rich merchants crowded in here tonight? Galerio had been set up dl right—»but to get at
Julial To discredit the Readers, who had disrupted their cheating and confidence games ever since
Lenardo and Aradia had brought hundreds of them to the city.

Until this moment, Juliahadn't been afraid. Now, aone, she faced dozens of people who hated
her—some of them with Adept powers! //Help!// she sent out to any nearby Reader. //Capero's
establishment! They want to kill me!//

Gaderio kicked over the dice table, Mosca and Anto-nius adding their efforts.

Juliajumped down from her perch, Reading that the three young men would clear apath for her to the
door, Reading Wicket draw aknife, pretending to join the attackers but actually elbowing and tripping
people trying to close off their escape route.



Galerio, Mosca, and Antonius a so had knives drawn, but they faced swords, clubs.
Knivesflickered through the air!

Moscawent down with ayelp as aknifelodged in his shoulder, then ahorrifying gasp when aman ran
his sword through him.

Antonius tackled awoman in their way, knocked her against a man trying to skewer Juliawith his sword,
and fell, head crushed by another man's club.

Gderio plunged ahead, using hissmal Adept skill to stay the hands of those who would dash or strike.
They could see Wicket now, bumbling about asif very drunk and very angry, actually clearing aspace
near the door.

Still broadcasting her cdl for help, Juliafollowed in Galerio's wake, Reading behind them.
Capero held a spear!
"Gderio!" Juliashouted, grasping hisarm to pull him down as the weapon flew & them.

He came around instead of down—and the spear dipped in itsflight, Capero's Adept power keeping it
amed at Julial 1t was about to impale her.

Galerio flung himsdlf at the spear, trying to grasp it out of the air.
JuliaRead his utter exhaugtion. Thelast of hissmall Adept power was not enough.
The spear pierced his heart, and he fell across her, dead.

Chapter Six

Julia cowered on the floor, soaked in Galerio's blood, too terrified and grief-stricken to do anything but
Read.

Antonius and Mosca were dead.
Galerio was dead.
Wicket was trying to reach her, pretending to be a patron wanting to kill her.

Capero pulled Gaerio's body away and hauled Juliato her feet. "Y ou're not hurt—yet." He had to hold
her up, for shock had taken dl the strength from her limbs. Her mind seemed to have gone numb.

Capero turned to his patrons. "What shal we do with this one? Let's make her an example—let Lenardo
and Aradia know what we do to people who try to control us!"

Hdulia Get down!//

The powerful voicein her mind broke through her numbness; she squirmed free of Capero's grip and
dropped to the floor—

Asan arrow pierced the gambler's heart!
Heads turned.

Some of Capero's men started toward the door, where a shadowy figure fired three more arrowsin



rapid success on before people began to close on him. He dropped bow and quiver, kicked his closest
assailant in the groin, dung aknife into the throat of aman poised to gut him with aspear, and moved
through the gap he had thus created.

Pyrrhus.

The conflict between frightened people trying to get out of hisway and angry people trying to get at him
created a passage that he walked through, unscathed.

When he reached Wicket, hisfriend took a position a Pyrrhus back, knife at the ready.
They worked their way toward Juliaamid a breathless hush.

Octaviapulled along, wicked blade from her deeve. Juliafought her lethargy, remembering neither man
could Read, but was drawing breath to warn them when the woman moved.

Wicket met her descending arm with an upward blow so hard the whole room heard the crack of
breaking bone. He caught the knife that fell from her limp fingers as she fainted from the pain. Now he
had aknife in either hand, and no patron was foolish enough to chalenge.

Capero's men, however, moved in—seven of them forming a phalanx againgt Julia's two rescuers.

Asthey moved to separate Juliafrom Pyrrhus and Wicket, wegpons flew again. A bull-like man heaved
agpear with both physica strength and Adept power, enough to pierce both men—except that they
turned sideways and bent away, and it sailed harmlesdy between them.

When they swung back, they were side by side.

Almost faster than Julia could Read, Wicket's knives were buried to the hilt in two of their opponents,
while Pyrrhus flung two knives aswell, grasped aspear convulsively thrown hisway by one of their death
throes, and drove it through athird.

Two on two now, Wicket and Pyrrhus glanced at one another, crouched, and let their assailants spring.
Both were armed with knives, and both were dead by their own weapons in scant seconds.

Pyrrhus did not look at the men he had killed, but he studied Wicket's victims one by one. Every wegpon
had pierced avitd organ; al were dead. "Congratulations,” said Pyrrhusdryly. "Y ou'vefinaly learned to
fight."

Julia Read Wicket's start of conscience, but al he said was"Had a good teacher, didn't 17?7

The two men stepped over the bodies, and while Wicket kndlt to examine Julia, Pyrrhus asked the
garing peopleleft dive, "Anyone ese care to chalenge our right to take this child home?' He smiled in
that bone-chilling way that Julia suddenly understood, and everyone backed up a step.

Recognizing that they did not want to be caught here," people started for the door—too late.
Readers and Adepts were entering at both the front door and the back, city guards, hedlers, watchers.

Only then did Juliaredlize that barely minutes had passed since she had sent out her call for help. The
response had come as fast as humanly possible—buit if Pyrrhus and Wicket had not been on the scene
aready, she would have been dead.

Asdead as Gderio.



Aradianever found the right opening that evening to tell Master Clement about her strange dreams.
Hours later, last night'sterror seemed foolish, nothing but a pregnant woman's overreaction.

Shewas just saying goodnight to the Master Reader when Julias call for help came. Master Clement
alowed her to Read it through him, then broadcast it to all the Readersin Zendi with his own grest
mental power.

At the sametime, he grasped Aradias arm, holding her from dashing out into the night. "It'stoo far!" he
exclamed, continuing to Read for her the scene unfolding in Capero's gambling establishment.

"No!" Aradiagasped, trying to kill Capero where he stood.
Once, it would have taken no effort to stop the man's heart at that distance.
Tonight, she might aswell have no Adept powersat al.

She returned to Reading, clinging to Master Clement lest he leave her to her own wesak ability. Terror
rose asthey Read Julia, helpless.

Readers and Adeptsleft what they were doing to run to her aid, but they could not reach Julia, nor could
the minor Adepts come within range to use their limited powers, before Capero or his patronskilled her.

Then came the sudden eruption of Pyrrhus onto the scene, and a virtua massacre as Wicket turned out
to be aready there, and the two destroyed Capero and every one of his henchmen brave enough to
chdlengethem.

By the time the rescuers arrived, there was no need for rescue.

The two efficient killers gently eased Julia out of the establishment, away from the corpses of her friends.
//Let them bring her home,// Master Clement instructed the healer who wanted to examine dulia. //She's
not harmed physicaly. She needsto get away from that place.//

He broke contact, focusing now on Aradia. "Come," he said, leading her back into the parlor. "2 is
unharmed, just badly frightened. Let her fear teach her, Aradia”

"What?' said Aradia, letting him guide her to a couch where she sat down and put her feet up.
"I had thought the girl had outgrown taking foolish risks. What was she doing there? Did you know?"

"No! | didn't know she was out of the house. What were my guards doing? And where was her sense, to
goto such aplace? Sheisin my care. Lenardo will never forgive mel™

"Becdm,” said Magter Clement. "WEll find out what happened. But | don't think Juliawill be ready to
talk about it until tomorrow. Thank the godsfor Pyrrhus and Wicket!"

"That's why Pyrrhusleft usearlier!” said Aradia "Do you think he knew what Juliawas up to?"

"I doubt it. I think he suspected Wicket was heading for trouble—and the only way he could find out
where he went wasto follow him."

Aradianodded at the grim reminder of their other problem: Pyrrhus. She had never known anyone who
would not succumb to Master Clement's gentle strength before. If he could not persuade Pyrrhusto stay
and learn to use what powers he had |eft, she didn't understand why the Master Reader thought she
could.



Unless he had suspected...

Aradias servant barely managed to get into the parlor before Pyrrhus and Wicket, who did not give him
time to announce them. By thistime Pyrrhus was carrying Julia. Obliviousto the bloodstains, helaid her
down on acouch and turned to Aradiaand Master Clement. "'Y ou Read—7?"

"Yes," sad Aradia. "Thank you—both of you.”

She Read anxioudy aong with Magter Clement. Juliawas pale, swesting, trembling. She was conscious,
staring up at the ceiling, but Aradia doubted she knew where shewas. "'l must put her into heding deep
for thenight,” shesaid. " That much | can do,” she added grimly, remembering her earlier helplessness.

"Y our powerswill return,” said Pyrrhus, "after your child isborn.”
Sheredized only after guilt had stabbed her that for the first time he had spoken without bitterness.

When Juliawas safely deeping, Aradiacalled servantsto put her to bed. The minor Adepts on her staff
would clean away the bloodstains without waking her, and in the morning Aradiawould dedl with this
new problem.

"She seemed so rdliable!™ she said to Master Clement. "I worried about Galerio'sinfluence, but | never
dreamed Julia could get into thiskind of trouble. Gambling! What was she doing—he ping her friends
cheat?'

"Uh, Lady Aradia," Wicket said hesitantly. "Capero had cheated Juliasfriends, and she wastrying to
help Gaerio set it Sraight.”

"What?" demanded Pyrrhus. "Y ou didn't just follow Julia—you knew what she was doing? Wicket,
were you part of their scheme?' His sharpness was back, asif the one dip into humanity had never

happened.

Wicket cringed dightly. "Well, they were green kids, and Capero was playing the old sucker game on
‘em,'tforce 'em to work for him. | wasjust tryin' to help em out.” His bright brown eyes went to Aradia,
begging for understanding, but al she understood at that moment was that he had amost gotten Julia
killed—and that he was wearing atunic she recognized as Lenardo's. Thief aswdl asfool! "Had no idea
it wasatrap for Julia How could I?" he pleaded.

It took al Aradia's salf-control not to strike out at the man.

Master Clement said, "I think you had better tell usthe whole story—the truth, if you please. A Master
Reader can Read through the nonsense you're shielding with, but it'slate and were dl tired. Let's not
make it acontest of wills"

Wicket's shield of Adept power went up, and Master Clement glanced at Aradia, who nodded.

Pyrrhus ordered coldly, "Do as he says, Wicket. | dready know what afool you are. Tell usyour latest
faly."

Wicket dumped onto one of the couches, al defenses down. Through Master Clement, Aradia Read that
he told the unvarnished truth about catching the boys stedling at the horse market, and becoming involved
in the plot to trick Capero. When he told how Julia had turned the horses, his shields went up again, but
when they dropped as he skipped to this evening, neither she nor Master Clement said anything.

"And only then did any of usknow it wasn't Galerio he wanted, but Julia," Wicket finished up. He s,



head in his hands, apicture of abject misery in the blood-spattered yellow tunic. "I only meant to help
those kids. And now three of 'em are dead!”

"Aradia" sad Master Clement, "much as | disgpprove of Julids attempts to right awrong with another
wrong, what chance would you have given this plan's success had you heard of it thismorning?'

"l would have put astop toit!" Aradiasaid.
"That isnot what | asked. Given Julia's skills, and Wicket's, would you have expected them to succeed?"

"Thismorning? Y es. Thismorning | had no idea such hatred toward or Readers and Adepts existed in
Zendi. | would have expected even citizens patronizing establishments like Capero's to defend Julia—or
at least not attack her! | would never have thought Capero would try such a scheme. How can such
resentment exist without our knowing about it?*

"I do not think," Master Clement said softly, "that it doesexist.”
"Then what happened? Why did dl those people turn on Julia?’

"Did you notice their fedings afterward?’ the Master Reader pursued. "The prevailing emotion among
Capero's patronswas... bewilderment.”

"Y ou mean someone used them?" Pyrrhus asked. "They were caused to fed anger and hatred? Clement,
you're talking about a breach of the Reader's Code so vile—"

"Unthinkable," the old man agreed. "But then, we all know that even Readers are capable of doing the
unthinkable™

"Were," corrected Pyrrhus. "Or," sudden feral hope, "Portias cohorts?!

"All dead," said Master Clement. "And Lenardo and | have restructured the Council of Masters so that
there can never be an inner circlelike Portia's again. It isno longer possible to hide from the mgority of
Magterswhat the central few are doing—and the centra few change yearly.”

"Then who could have done such athing? It would take severd Master Readersto control aslargea
group of people asthat. How could they not be Read?’

"The same way whatever Adepts are causing whirlwinds and hailstorms are not being Read,” said
Aradia. "They have to be Readers, too—or have Readers working with them. And our best Readers can
find no trace of their existence!"

"They are misusing their powers," Master Clement said, frustration clear in hisvoice. "We know that
weakensthem! And even Lenardo cannot project thoughts or feglings at just one person; such thoughts
would be Read by any Reader nearby."

"There would have to be anumber of Readers working together, to control so many people at once,"
added Aradia. "'l cannot believe our Readers would not detect them.”

Master Clement nodded grimly. "We are dedling with something that is theoretically impossible.”

"No," said Pyrrhus. "We are dedling with somebody crafty enough to makeit ook impossible—someone
who wantsto terrify you."

"Wadl, hel's certainly doing agood job!" observed Wicket.



Pyrrhusgaveanicy smile. "I could do it" he said.

"Eh?" Wicket asked.

"I didn't doit," he added, "but | know how it was done." Thistime the smile was smugly sdf-satisfied.
"Well," said Wicket, "are you waiting for gpplause, or are you going to tell us?'

"Pleasetdl us" Aradiaadded.

"It would take at least aMagister Reader, athough we're probably dealing with aMaster," said Pyrrhus.
"A sngle person could do it, using one of the techniquestaught at Gaeta. Implanting acommand, with
something to key alater action.”

"Of coursel" said Master Clement, relief clear in hisvoice. But he did not spoil Pyrrhus explanation.

Seaing that neither Aradianor Wicket understood, Pyrrhus continued, " Sometimes a person with mental
illnessisviolent, toward others or himself. It may take months or years for Readersto cure him—and in
the meantime the person would have to be locked up to protect himsdlf or others, wereit not for
implanted commands. Usudly it issmply "Whenever you hear akey word, stop what you are doing and
become completely calm.” And then some uncommon word is given asthe key, and the person can return
to hisfamily between treatments. If he becomes violent or salf-destructive, anyone can sop him by
shouting the key word."

"Ingenious,” said Aradia. "By theway, aLord Adept can aso implant commands in people's minds, we
are not necessarily dealing with a Reader. But either way, we could not Read anyone driving that roomful
of people, because nobody was driving them at the time they became violent.”

She nodded, working it out. "1 see how it was done. Ahead of time, each one had the command
implanted to go to Capero'sthis evening, and try to kill Juliawhen she was reveded as a Reader. The
ones who were confused and afraid,” she added, "were people who just happened to go to Capero's
tonight, not part of the plan—but they were outnumbered.”

"It'snot quitethat Smple," said Master Clement. "An implanted command that goes Strongly againgt a
person's feelings and beliefs doesn't work very well. Sometimes not at al. Sometimes it sends the person
into shock because what he believes opposes the command he must obey.”

"Ah, but the people at Capero's tonight were gamblers, brothel owners, merchants who resent Readers
keeping their measurements and accounts honest,” said Aradia.

She amiled a Pyrrhus. "That's twice in one evening you have served me well—firgt rescuing Julia, and
now assuring usthat we are not dealing with some supernatura force. | will reward you with gold, of
course—in fact, | would like to reward you with ahouse, if you will stay in Zendi and work for me."

"Work for you?"

"Firgt, hep mefind this renegade Reader or Adept who is attacking our people. It may be someone with
both powers, but if so hewill have one strongly, one only weskly. "

"Why isthat? Pyrrhus asked.

"The two powers arethe same," said Master Clement, "and yet they arein conflict. Usudly a person
becomes proficient in the talent which manifests earlier, and devel ops the other weakly or not at dl. Using
Adept powers depletes the body, which reduces Reading ability. That iswhy, at my age, | see no reason



to attempt to waken my Adept powers."
Pyrrhus lip curled into a sneer as he asked, "Y ou redly think you have Adept powers?'

"Oh, thereis no doubt of the potentia,” the Master Reader replied. "Except for the most minor talents,
anyone who has one power has both. Aradia hasjust succeeded in awakening Adept powersin Decius,
one of our young Magister candidates.”

Wicket was staring, wide-eyed. "But that means—"
Aradiacould not hep smiling a him. "Y es, Wicket, that'swhat it means.”

Wicket jumped up, and thumped Pyrrhus so hard on the back he amost knocked the man over.
"Pyrrhus— that's how you do it! How | did it tonight, after Juliatold mewhat it wasl"

Regaining his balance, Pyrrhus stared haughtily at hisfriend, who was practically dancing with joy. "Do
what?'

"Always hit your mark. Never miss. Pyrrhus—you're an Adept! Just like me!™
Pyrrhus shook his head in mock sorrow. "Wicket, | dways feared that you would go mad one day."

"Wicket isright, Pyrrhus," said Aradia. "Both Master Clement and | Read what happened at Capero's.
Y ou used Adept power to control your weapons, and so did Wicket."

For thefirst time, Aradiasaw Pyrrhus a alossfor words. He stared firdt at her, then at Master Clement,
then Wicket, went to the couch Wicket had vacated, and sat down asif he didn't trust hislegsto hold
him. "It'snot possible" hesaid findly.

"Of courseit's possible—in fact, it isanatural compensation for losing your ability to Read," Aradiasaid.
"Compensation?' He nearly choked on the word. "For Reading? How can you Read at al and say that?"

"That's not how | meant it, Pyrrhus," she replied gently. "I meant that the body and mind compensate
when any senseistaken away, the others becoming sharper. Certainly no blind nonReader would fed
that more acute hearing makes up for lack of sight, but it is still natures way of attempting to do so.
When you lost the ability to Read, you naturally began to develop the other half of your power."

"Thenwhy didn't | know it?" Pyrrhus asked.

"Because you continued to think of yourself asa Reader," said Master Clement. He smiled. "L ook a
you. You il eat like a Reader, don't you?"

"Why not?" Pyrrhus shrugged.

"Because," said Aradia, "a Reader's diet doesn't give an Adept adequate nutrition. That's why you're too
thin, and why you've never had enough power to manifest anything that could not supposedly be
accomplished with a strong arm and agood eye. And of course you didn't know you were an Adept.
What you believe determines what you can do.”

Master Clement added, "If you had known you have Adept powers, and been trained to use them
efficiently, you would not have been injured in the marketplace.”

"True," said Aradia. "When you saw the vat of oil about to spill on the child, you would have directed the
flow another way, protecting both the child and yoursdlf. Y ou'll soon learn to accomplish what you want



with the least expenditure of energy. Even Lords Adept do so, sSince we prefer not to spend haf our lives
inrecovery deep.” A new thought occurred to her. "Pyrrhus, you were aMaster Reader in dl but fina
testing and ceremony.”

"That'sright,” Master Clement agreed.

Aradiacontinued, "If you stop mourning the powers you have lost, and practice the powers you have
gained, you have the potential to beaLord Adept. "

"A Lord Adept!" Wicket whispered reverently. Then he sat down beside Pyrrhus, putting ahand on his
shoulder. "Think what we could do with that kind of power, Pyrrhug!”

Pyrrhusturned his head to look at Wicket, and closed his eyesfor amoment in afrown, shaking his head
just dightly. "Likeyou. You sad, just likeyou."

"Yeah!" Wicket sad brightly. "Juliatold me the way | make money or dicefdl right theway |
want—that's Adept power. Never knew till yesterday. But tonight | used it in the fight—just feding the
same aswhen | want somebody’'s money pouch to fal in my hand—and my knife went right where | told
it to. Good afighter asyou are now!"

Pyrrhus stared at hisfriend for along moment. Then, helplesdy, he smiled. The smile became achuckle,
and findly he threw his head back and laughed.

Juliawoke to atouch on her forehead, between the eyes, and looked up to find Aradiasitting on her
bed. "How are you feding?' her ssepmother asked.

Before she could unstick her tongue from the roof of her mouth to answer, memory flooded back. She
had been tricked. The people she had thought loved her hated her.

And—because of her foolishness—Galerio was dead.
"Y ou can Read for yoursdlf," shereplied sullenly.

"Julia" said Aradia, "you know you did wrong, but you paid aterrible price for your mistake. | need add
no further punishment. | was aso wrong. It was convenient for meto treat you asif you were grown up.
But you are ill achild in so many ways, and | should have alowed for that. For the moment you are
relieved of all your duties except your lessons. Later, with Master Clement's help, and your father's as
soon as he gets home, we will determine awork load appropriate for your years and experience.

"Now get up and get dressed. No lessonstoday, but I'm hereif you want to talk, or you may go talk with
Master Clement if you'd rather.”

"Why should | get up?' asked Julia. "My people hate me. Galerio is dead. Father and Wulfston have
gone away, and will probably never come home. Why didn't you just let me die?"

"Jdulia" Aradiasaid sharply. "Y ou have theright to grieve—and at the funerd today you will spesk for
your friends. But you must go on with your life, learn from your mistakes."

Then her ssepmother became gentler, Sitting on the edge of the bed and taking Julias hand. "Child, your
foolishnessin getting involved with gamblers—even if Capero had not discovered your scheme, it would
gill have resulted in punishment for you when Magter Clement or | found out about it. When, not if.

"But it should not have resulted in death, Julia. The hatred you Read last night is not the attitude of
Zendi'scitizens. It's not your fault that your friendsdied.”



"They weretrying to protect me," Juliasaid wretchedly.

"Y es, they died honorably, and will be remembered so. But think, Julia. Stupid people don't reach
Capero'sleve of success. He could not possibly have thought he could get avay with harming you—if he
had been thinking for himsalf. We have an enemy, probably within our borders. There may be Adepts
and Readers working together againgt us. No one has ever succeeded in defeating our Alliance with
Adept force, so someoneistrying adifferent form of attack.”

Juliagtared at her. ™Y ou mean somebody made Capero try to kill me? A Reader?’

"Or an Adept,” replied Aradia. "I'll explainit dl later, when you're fegling better. Were going to need
every Reader dert, for we have a subtle enemy thistime, Julia. At the moment we have no cluesasto
who heis, or where he is—and that leaves us vulnerable.”

When Aradialeft, Juliagot up and put on the gray mourning clotheslaid out for her. She was | ate egting
breakfast, and Cook was subdued as she dished out food. Juliaate only until she had quelled the worst
of her gppetite. Leaving haf of what she had been served, she returned to her room until it wastimeto
leavefor thefunerd.

Every time she thought of Gaerio, pain lanced through her chest, and she wanted to sob in agony.
Because she could not stand to think about him, she sought something else to occupy her mind—and
remembered Portias scrolls.

Lying down on her bed, she began to Read where she had |eft off the night before, about Portias
frustrated efforts as the young Master of Mastersto give Readers a greater say in the government of the
Aventine Empire,

Before the funera, Aradiaand Master Clement met with Pyrrhus and Wicket. The Master of Masters
had no good news. Only one person they were certain had been influenced had survived the battle at
Capero's. Octavia. She remembered absolutely nothing of the evening. The Readers determined that her
memory losswas quitered.

"All our Master and Magister Readers are on aert. Perhaps now they will notice any strange Reading
activity in Zendi. What | find difficult to understand is that even now, after the fact, no one remembers
anything unusua. How could thirty or forty people have had commands implanted, without one Reader in
thisentire city noticing?'

When no one spoke, Pyrrhus shrugged. "Sorry, | can't help you on that score.”
"Dont," said Wicket.

Pyrrhus glared at him, but Wicket stood his ground. "Y ou have no reason to be angry at Lady Aradia
and Magter Clement. They'retrying to help us—even me, when | helped get Juliainto trouble.”

"Y ou aso helped get her out,” said Aradia. "And we need your further help. Pyrrhus, we do not give
charity. Y ou have proved your value, and once you have learned to use Adept power efficiently you will
be an ally to be reckoned with."

"Y ou want to use me."

"As Portiatried to use you? No. We don't force people to do what we want. But we need someoneto *
keep order in the city. Our Readerstend to be...

naive. Adepts have to learn to work with nature, and that includes human nature. We could ban



gambling, progtitution, wine, gladiatorial contests. Do ether of you know what would result?

Wicket replied at once, "Unregulated gambling, unchecked prostitutes spreading disease, theft, drug
deding, cockfighting, dogfighting, and maybe even dave-fighting.”

"Thereisno davery anymore, Wicket," said Master Clement.

"Might aswell be," Wicket replied, "if people have to go to the likes of Capero for their pleasures.
Gambling debts where no one regulates |osses can endave someone just as effectively as Aventine
lav—and whitelotusiseven worse."

Aradiasmiled. "Pyrrhus, you do not place enough vaue on your companion's wisdom."

"Don't tdl himthat," replied Pyrrhus. "Wicket attempting to be wiseis a phenomenon | prefer to be
spared.”

"If you accept my offer, I'm afraid you won't be spared it,” Aradiasaid, "for Wicket aready understands
thefirst rule of Adept power: it isfutileto work againgt nature. People must have recrestion, and certain
types of recreation will continue, whether regulated or not. What people will do, whether we permit it or
not, we permit. What we cannot permit is the step too far— dissemination of endaving drugs, gambling
debts destroying aliféswork, influencing people in power through their recrestiond follies.”

"Or," added Wicket, "forcing children or animalsto fight to the death for onlookers amusement. ™
Pyrrhusstudied him. "You... 7'

"Yeah," Wicket replied, "'when | was fourteen. | managed to win. | still don't know how, except | was
desperate. Ran away the next day. Ran for along time after that, 'fraid 1'd be caught and madet'do it

agan."
"We do not want any children to experience such fear,” said Aradia. "Pyrrhus, you see why | want you
and Wicket together as Zendi's peace officers?!

"Yes" Pyrrhusreplied. Then he smiled at Wicket, asincere smile immediately echoed by the other man.
"l never said we didn't work well together.”

"Very good. Take aslong asyou need to learn the city, and then draw up aplan. Wewill giveyou al the
Readers and minor Adepts you need to implement it. Master Clement, can you recommend a Reader to
work with them now?"

"Decius," herepdied at once. "L et him be useful while he gains control of his Adept powers. At the
moment he is unable to work on his studiesfor the rank of Magister because heis depleting himsdf with
Adept tricks. He can certainly Read well enough to help Pyrrhus and Wicket—and learn dong with them
how to use his Adept talent. 1t will take less of your time, too, Aradia, if you work with the three a once.
For now, | suggest that Julia concentrate on her Reading.”

"Efficient asever, Clement," said Pyrrhus. Aradianoted that he had till not forgiven his old teacher, but
there was a |east less bitternessin his tone than when she had first met him.

"Aswewill expect youto be," the Master of Mastersreplied. ™Y ou're the one who determined how we
are being attacked. Now tell us how to locate and identify our attackers.”

Somehow, Juliagot through the funerd for Gaerio, Mosca, Antonius, and the peoplekilled at Capero's.
It was held in the forum, and virtudly the entire city wasthere.



News of the attack had spread throughout Zendi. Julia Read bewilderment in the crowd, and both love
and sympathy for her as she stepped forward to speak for Gaerio, Mosca, and Antonius. Buoyed up by
the acceptance she had feared was gone, she was able to get through her speech, athough she choked
on her words.

Dilysand Piccolo, Blanche, Diana, and Georgio were all there, logt without Galerio. Out of the whole
crowd, theirswas the only resentment Juliafelt—and she could not blame them.

After thefunerd pyre blazed into white hest, reducing the bodies to ashes in minutes through Adept
power, everyone filed sllently from the forum. Julia started toward the five young people, but they turned
away and lost themsalvesin the crowd. Juliawas |eft Sanding aone.

With asigh, sheturned and walked through the subdued peoplein the streets, until she reached home.
There she went to her room, and buried herself again in Portias scrolls.

Amazing how smilar Portids circumstancesin Tiberium then wereto duliasin Zendi now! She had atitle,
aposition, great Reading ability for her age, and greeat responsibility, yet she was frustrated because the
political structure of her community would not alow her to make things better.

And, just asamydterious enemy was attacking Zendi, Portias Aventine Empire was shrinking year by
year through attacks of the Savage Adepts no one truly understood, and everyone feared. Her Readers
were used, conscripted into the army to guide it—and they died in battle, often as not, first target of
Adeptswho knew they would have the Aventines at their mercy if they could blind, deafen, and silence
them by destroying their Readers.

But al Portias effortsto get the Senate to change the law, to alow Readers asay in the government of
the Empire—to have even one senator to represent them— fell on deaf ears. NonReaders feared
Readers, Portiadowly came to recognize, especially nonReaders who had acquired some power of their
own through money or palitical influence.

When she put the scrolls away for the night, Juliafelt confused. She hated Portia. Portia had tried to kill
her father, had destroyed Pyrrhus Reading, had manipul ated Readers and nonReaders dike. But the
Portia of those scrollswas a different person—someone Julia sympathized with.

She would read more tomorrow, as Master Clement had asked her, to find the connection. How had the
devoted, benevolent Portia of the scrolls she had read today become the power-mad villain Juliahad
known?

In the early-morning hours, Juliawas once again awakened by Aradias screams. Thistime she did not
get up, Reading it wasjust another nightmare, and that Devasin went immediately to waken and comfort
her migtress. Again Aradia could not shake off the dream after she woke, ingsting, " She'strying to kill
me! She's steding my powers!”

If only Lenardo were here.

But Julias father was gone. Wulfston was gone.

Torio was gone. Mdlissawas gone.

Zanos and Astra had gone with Wulfston to rescue Lenardo.

Lilith and her son Ivorn remained in their own landsto the north, fighting off aseries of border infractions
that pounded against the Savage Empire now just as the Savages had pounded against the Aventine
Empirein Portias day.



Who was | &ft to protect Zendi? Julia, young, her responsibilities now taken from her. Master Clement,
old, his powers possibly waning. Decius, aso young, but much as Torio had been when he had firgt
joined their battle to create the Savage Empire. But Decius was crippled in body if not in mind, and
unused to the new powers he was acquiring.

And that wasit, out of the entire group who had toppled an empire and built aunion of dlieson itsashes.
No wonder Aradia had nightmares!

And no wonder she pounced on the opportunity Pyrrhus and Wicket presented to gain new dlies. But
they knew o little of those two. Wicket admitted to an unsavory past, even if he gave few detalls.
Pyrrhus, though, was more mysterious, even if they knew al about him.

Or did they?

Swordsmanship was taught in the Academy—but where had he learned to fight with aknife, or to shoot,
or to use dl those other weaponsin his portable armory? Juliawas fairly certain she knew when he had
learned: between the time he escaped from Portia after she had crippled his mind, and the rapport which
ended the Aventine Empire and killed Portia

Pyrrhus must have set about to learn every form of weaponry he could, not only to protect himsalf once
bereft of the ability to Read an attacker, but also obvioudy to take hisrevenge on Portiaif the
opportunity presented itsdlf.

The opportunity had been mental, not physical—afar more satisfying revenge. Y et Pyrrhus had seemed
far from satisfied when he appeared in Zendi.

Why had Pyrrhus and Wicket cometo Zendi in thefirst place? Aradia had found out that they were
successful and had agood reputation as bodyguardsin Tiberium. Why leave?

Determined to find out, she let herself drift back to deep.

Aradias nightmares continued, but she was|earning to live with them. She wished Lilith could come
earlier than she had promised, but she could not ask when there were constant border skirmishes againgt
Lilith'slands.

There were dso continuing Adept attacks, but none near Zendi now that the Readers were watching for
anything unusud. Some of the events might be natura phenomena—when whirlwinds came out of
thunderstorms, who was to say that they were not produced by nature? If an irrigation dam brokein
Wulfston'slands and flooded acres of farmland, that again could have happened naturdly. The only odd
thing about the events occurring now was that there were so many of them.

Cattle sampeded. Thewall of astone quarry collapsed, killing three workers. High winds of the first
winter ssorm destroyed a bridge in the mountains south of Tiberium, cutting off the main trade route
through the center of the Empirefor almost amonth. Even with Adept ad, it took that long to rebuild the
vast expanse and reinforce it againgt such windsin the future.

People started talking about the "hard-luck year," and in Zendi gossip attributed it to Lenardo's being
kidnapped. On one hand, Aradiawas always pleased to see how beloved her hushand was, for he had
won these people as a stranger and a Reader in the days when the first was to be distrusted and the
second executed upon discovery. She had deliberately put him in ahopeless situation, and Lenardo, not
knowing any better, had turned the decaying city into a shining example of hope and enterprise. That was
when she had fdlen hopelesdy inlove with him.



On the other hand, it was difficult not to be annoyed that they did not place the samefaith in Aradiathat
they did in her husband. And as her powers waned there was less and less she could do persondly to
show them she could care for them aswell as Lenardo did.

Asweeks passed with one problem after another, and no clues as to where the attacks came from,
Aradiaeven began to lose faith in Master Clement. He was as frustrated as she was, none of his Readers
picking up the dightest hint of upcoming attacks. They just happened, out of the blue—and onceina
while anearby Reader would be ableto tell which minor Adept had suddenly shifted thewind or
knocked the main prop out from under a haf-constructed building.

Pyrrhus theory was the only reasonable explanation: the people who were used had commands
implanted, keyed to some expected occurrence. When it happened, they acted, and immediately forgot.
Even Master Clement could not discover who had implanted the commands, for conscioudy the
recipients did not know that the commands had been implanted, or even that they had performed the
acts.

The Master Reader explained to Aradia, "I can some-times uncover the command—abut not who put it
there. Whoever it was, he or she was unknown to the victim. To learn more, | fear we have no choice
but to subject one of those victimsto having hismind delved into by acircle of Magters.”

They werein Aradias study. She and Master Clement had arrived first, then Wicket and Decius. They
were dill waiting for Pyrrhus.

At Master Clement's suggestion, Wicket shuddered. " Sounds horrible!” He picked up astylus from
Aradias desk, and twirled it between hisnimble fingers.

"Itis" said Master Clement. "The techniqueis normaly used only on sick minds, to uncover suppressed
memories necessary to the hedling process. It is painful for both the patient and the heders. | do not want
to doit, Wicket, but it may become necessary to ask for avolunteer from among those we know to have
been used.”

"Volunteer to have hismind pedled like an onion?" Wicket asked.

Magter Clement winced. "An unfortunately apt comparison. If we must do it, the best healers from Gaeta
will work with me, to minimize the patient'strauma.”

"l don't want to know when you do it" Wicket muttered. He balanced the stylus on end on the desk and
let go, holding it upright with Adept power.

"Y ou mean you don't want Pyrrhusto know,” Master Clement said gently.

"It'swhat they did to him, isn't it?" Wicket concentrated on the stylus—a neat demonstration of sustained
use of tiny increments of power, showing the tremendous progress he had made in the past few weeks.
He should not waste such effort, of course, but Aradia understood that he needed that concentration in
order to bear the subject under discussion.

"l assume s0," Master Clement answered his question. "A similar processto isolate the area—" The old
man cut off his speculation at the other'slook of sheer revulsion. "Wicket, you understand that | did not
harm your friend. What he blames mefor is not being aware that it was happening, and therefore not
preventing it. | accept that blame. | had the ability to Read what Portiawas doing... if it had ever
occurred to methat it was so evil that it overrode her right to Privacy.”

Wicket shook hishead. "All melife, in Tiberium, the Readers were supposed to be good, and the



savages, the Adepts, were supposed to be the mongters.” He gave a sad snort of laughter. "Cometo find
out, Readers can be just as cruel—more so, usin' people's minds like dicet’ play their games."”

The stylus broke with aloud snap, and the pieces fell to the surface of the desk in a perfect circle.
Wicket left them there, and looked over at Master Clement asif challenging him to deny the charge.

"Some people can be crud,” Master Clement replied. "We can only try to hed the damage they do, as
best we can."

The door opened, not Pyrrhus but one of Aradias servantswith asmall casket. "A message from Lord
Wulfston'slands, my lady." She accepted it, and et it aside as the man | eft. The casket was decorated
with the black wolfs head, her brother's symbol, and she knew it contained | etters and accounts sent to
her monthly while Wulfston was away. Odd—she had received reports only afew days ago. Perhaps
there was news.

"Aradia," said Master Clement, "1 will not Read its contents, but there is aletter to you from Lord
Wulfgonintheat chest."

She gasped, and pulled the casket in front of her with trembling hands, wishing she had aMagister
Reader's ability to Read the pages. But she would never be that good a Reader, and besides, she wanted
hisletter in her hands.

Thelock required an Adept to open it. The centra mechanism was completely enclosed, the tumblers not
intended to be reached with akey. She had to Read or know how it was made to open it, but of course
she had known the complexities of her brother's lock code since the day it had been developed for him.

With shaking fingers, she pressed the outer studsin order, and began concentrating on the tumblers. But
in her eagerness she dipped like a child, the mechanism gave aloud click, and the studs sprang out again,
leaving the casket firmly locked. She was tempted just to split it open and be done withit.

At Aradias grimace of annoyance, Wicket said, "Please dlow me, my lady," reaching for the casket.
"Therésfew locks| can't jiggle open,” he added, pressing the outer studs and tilting the casket dightly
Sdeways.

"I don't think you—" Aradiabegan, and then heard the first tumbler click. How could he—?
Decius was Reading the inner mechanism, abouit to tell Wicket the order of thetumblers.
//No—don't!// Aradiawarned him.

"Don't what?" asked Wicket, not looking up.

Decius mouth opened in amazement, but he contained his surprise, asdid Master Clement, who after a
moment smiled at Aradiaover Wicket's head.

//Don't break it,// Aradiaimprovised.

Wicket laughed. "Y ou can't break one of these things. The worst that can happen isyou don't get it
open.” He became blank to the three Reading him, the rest of the tumblers clicked in sequence, and
Wicket lifted the lid and set the casket on the desk in front of Aradia. She waited until the shield of Adept
use relaxed, and she could perceive Wicket's presence again.

/Mhank you,// shetold him.



"You're—" Hewaslooking a her. He redized she had not spoken, and his shieldswent up reflexively.
Then, "Oh, no." He shook his head. "Oh, no—not sse. That'snot fair. It isn't fairl Y ou can't do that to
me—I won' let you!'

"What are you doing to him?" snarled Pyrrhus from the doorway.
"Nothing!" Wicket gasped, turning to face hisfriend. "It's nothing, Pyrrhus."
"Nothing done to him," Aradia agreed.

Pyrrhus looked over the tableau, Aradia behind the desk with the open casket in front of her, Wicket
standing before her, the two Readers Sitting off to the side. Hetilted his head with a puzzled expression.
"Then— what have you done, Wicket?' An enigmatic smile. "Findly learned to Read?"

Wicket's mental shields were no defense againgt Pyrrhus; the ex-Reader knew he had hit home by the
way the color drained from Wicket'sface. "No! I—I won't! | mean—" Redizing that he was not heping
the Situation, he Stuttered to a halt, shoulders dumping in defest. He looked away, refusing to mest
Pyrrhus eyes.

"Wicket," said Pyrrhus, "you've known that thiswas inevitable from the day we learned that the two
powers go together. Now stop acting like anidiot.”

The other man looked up, incredulous. "Y ou... you don't mind?"

"I mind that | can't. But why in theworld should | mind that you can? Who knows? As a Reader you
may even prove useful!”

Aradiahardly heard them, didn't hear whatever they said next, as Master Clement and Decius drew them
into adiscussion to give her the privacy to read her |etter.

The date was nearly three months ago. Wulfston had not yet found Lenardo. His ship had been damaged
in an Adept conflict, and had had to be repaired, forcing him to follow Sukuru al the way tp Africa. He
was sending thisletter from a place called Freedom Idand, off the coast, and would write again &t the

first opportunity.

/lulia/l she caled mentaly to the girl, and let her Read the I etter through her eyes, sharing relief a news
at last, disappointment at how scant it was. Shetried to tell herself it was better than nothing, to keep
Julids spiritsup if not her own.

At firgt she thought the ball of pain just below her heart was her disgppointed reaction. Then it spread,
increasing in intengty, stabbing through her swollen bly, driving coherent thought from her mind asshe

gasped doud.

The four men turned to look at her. Master Clement would have Read her, but she didn't fed it because
her own Adept powers manifested automatically at pain.

But it didn't stop!
For thefirgt timein her adult life, Aradia's healing powers were not enough to stop her own pain!

A moan escaped her asthe agony cut like aknife. "My baby!" she gasped. "Lenardo's child—oh—don't
let melose her!”



Chapter Seven

Gratefully, Julia Read the letter from Wulfston with Aradia, sharing her disappointment at how old the
newswas, and that it contained no information asto Lenardo's whereabouts. If she could get her hands
onit, though...

Before she could suggest it, pain stabbed Aradia. Julia gasped, but refused to break the rapport. Aradia
stopped Reading as she attempted to invoke Adept hedling, and Julia stopped fedling her pain.

She shifted her Reading to join Master Clement's mind. He tried to reassure her even as he focused on
Aradia. Still Reading, Julialeft her room and ran to the study. Her stepmother gasped in pain despite dl
the Readers could do. The double focus on the scenein the study and her own movement was no longer
grange to Julia; she neither lost contact nor stumbled.

Sheburgt injust as Pyrrhus was saying, "Tdl me what's wrong with her! Damn you, Clement—you know
| can't usethis new hedling power unlessyou tell me where to focud™

Julia caught Decius shock at the way Pyrrhus dared address the Master of Masters, and the young
Reader's own unsuccessful attempt to ease Aradias pain.

Thefour men had laid Aradiaon one of the lounges, and were gathered around her, perplexed.

"Direct hedling hegt into thisarea," Master Clement said to Pyrrhus. Then, "Aradia, the baby is
unharmed, and the painis not a contraction. Y ou are not miscarrying! Do you hear me?

Sweating, teeth clenched, Aradiamanaged to nod. She struggled to breathe.

"It'samuscle spasm,” said Magter Clement, "below your digphragm. It's pressing on anerve, causing the
pain. Can you Read with me?"'

Juliafelt Aradiatry to open to Reading, but she could not sustainiit. All her lifeéstraining made her
ingtinctively brace her Adept powers againg pain. Fedling helpless, Juliaknelt beside Aradia and took
her hand.

"Well easethe spasm,” said Master Clement, Reading for Decius exactly where it was. To Pyrrhus he
gave the name of the muscle that had contracted and refused to release. Juliawatched and Read asthe
two concentrated. Healing warmth focused in the reca citrant muscle until, findly, it relaxed, and Aradia
began to breethe normaly again.

Trembling, Aradialooked up at Master Clement. "Thank you. But what caused that? It's not norma.”

"Aradia" said Master Clement, "it was painful, but it did no lasting harm. Any Reader my age has
consulted on enough pregnancies to know that each isunique. Thereis no such thing asa'normd’
pregnancy in every detall .

"l couldn't control the pain!" Aradiasaid fearfully.
"It'sdl right,” Juliatried to reassure her. "Y ou'll get al your powers back after the baby isborn.”

"My mother didn't," Aradiasaid grimly, and Juliafelt ashock. It wasthefirst time Aradiahad ever
mentioned her mother.

"Y our mother did not have both Adepts and Readersto help her through her pregnancy, and her
recovery afterward,” said Magter Clement. "Worry won't help you or your child. I will contact Lilith. You



need her here now, and we may have need of her powers. "
"The border—" Aradia protested.

"Lilith's people are completely loya, and she reports that her son Ivorn is making rapid progress. She has
an excdlent system of Readers and Adeptsto protect her landsin her absence. Aradia, none of the
attacks againgt Lilith's border have succeeded—you've heard the re-ports. It isjust possible that they are
intended to keep her from coming here."

"Divide and conquer,” suggested Pyrrhus.
Aradiatried to St up, but Julia put her hands on her shoulders. " Stay there and rest.”
"Not when I'm being attacked!"

"No one said you were being attacked,” said Julia. "Did you Read something?' She looked up to include
Magter Clement in the question.

"No, Aradia," said Master Clement. "I did not mean to imply that your pain came from Adept attack.
However, your pregnancy is no secret. Neither is the absence of Lenardo and Wulfston. Torio and
Meélissa have been gone for sometime. We are vulnerable; we must prepare for attack.”

"Better," said Aradiagrimly, "to be prepared and not be attacked, than to be attacked when unprepared.
| will—"

"You will deep now," said Master Clemen.
"Seep! Therésnotime—"

"Aradia" Magter Clement said in warning tones. ™Y ou must rest. Put yourself into hedling deep, or
Pyrrhuswill do it for you."

"Pyrrhus? He's only—"

"My Adept powers are stronger than yours at this moment,” Pyrrhusinterrupted her. "Do you wish to put
ittothetest?' he chdlenged. "Thistimel will win."

Juliasaw the ruggle in Aradias eyes, but then she said, "Very well. But fird—"

"Firgt you rest,” said Magter Clement. "Deciuswill stay with you until Master Sdinaand Vestor arrive.
From now on you will be attended by both a Reader and an Adept hedler at al times, Aradia, until your
daughter issafely born.”

"That's not necessary,” Aradiasaid.

"Humor me," replied the Magter of Masters. "Remember, when Lenardo returns, | will have to answer to
him for your safety and that of hischild.”

He knew the one argument that would always persuade Aradia. Or me, Julia admitted to herself.

But shewas grestly concerned about Aradia. Her nightmares still occurred, athough since Master
Clement wastrying to help her it was not every night. But she gtill woke screaming, with the conviction
that her child was stealing her powers and trying to kill her.

Aradia's mother went mad and tried to murder her own child.



Juliaforced the thought away. It was easy enough to do in daytime, with Master Clement nearby. But at
night, as she Read Devasin soothing Aradia back to deep after one of her dreams, Julia could not help
wondering if Aradiawould aso go mad. What if Lenardo returned to find his wife powerless and crazed?
And the child she carried—if Aradiahad inherited her mother's madness, would her daughter aso inherit
it?

Born of Lenardo's own blood, that child would displace his adopted daughter as heir to the empire they
had al worked so hard to create. That Julia had fought and nearly died for.

Aradialgpsed into healing deep. Decius sat down on the other lounge, to wait for hisreplacements. Julia
went to the desk for Wulfston's letter, and Master Clement started for the door.

"One moment, Master Reader,” said Pyrrhus. "Don't forget to take him with you. ' He gestured at
Wicket, who stared back at him in confusion.

"Why?" asked Master Clement.

"Take him to the Academy and assign him some tutors. Train him asfast asyou can. 7 want him to Read
for me."

Master Clement looked from Pyrrhus determined face to Wicket's, which evolved from bewilderment to
pleased anticipation. "Oh, yes" he said. "Weve dways made agood team, Pyrrhus an’' me. If he wants
meto Read for him, I'll learn—I promise! I'll be the best pupil you've ever had!™

To her intense disgppointment, Juliagot nothing from Wulfston'sletter to tell her where Sukuru might
have taken Lenardo. She did learn, as she held it and Read the impressions of her unclesfedingsashe
wroteit, that what he had described as an " Adept conflict”" had been an dl-out battle, in which he had
come out theloser.

Wulfston must have rdlived the battle in hismind as he decided how to phrase the description for his
sgter, for Juliafound the memory sharp and clear as she clutched the worn paper. In the midst of the
battle Juliaredized, as Wulfston must have, that his opponents could as easily have sunk hisship as
disabled it. They didn't want to kill him. But they didn't want him to rescue Lenardo without going al the
way to Africa

Divide and conquer.

Surely the kidnapping of her father could not have anything to do with the attacks on the Savage Empire?
J/AVIEY/

I1Y es, Master Clement?//

//Please come to the Academy. | have atask for you.//

Well, at last shewasto be trusted with responsibility again. Ever since Galerio's death she had been
assigned lessons and occasiond Reading jobs, but no continuing respongbilities. For atimeit had been a
good thing. She had suffered from debilitating fatigue; many afternoons, trying to read the scrolls Master
Clement had given her, she had found her thoughts turning instead to Galerio, and wept until shefdll
adeep, waking with difficulty hourslater.

But now the bouts of exhaustion came less often. She wasn't sure how much responsibility she could desl
with, but shewas ready totry.



It was late winter. Juliamet the Healer/Adept team in the corridor, red-cheeked from the brisk winds. By
the time she had wrapped hersdlf in awoolen cloak, Deciusjoined her. "That wasn't avery long strategy
sesson,” she commented.

"Itisdifficult to plan Strategy against unknown factors.”
"Pyrrhus and Wicket seem to do so quite successfully,” she commented.

Decius gave asnort of laughter. "Some strategy! They've got the lowlifein this city scared to desth of
them. Y ou know, I've been watching Adeptswork for years, but when those two go into action it's
like—like an explosion. Asif they don't care who gets hurt, any more than an earthquake or awhirlwind.

"They never hurt anyone trying to get out of their way," said Julia. "And thosetrying to get in it deserve
what they get." She thought vengefully of Capero, and felt Decius pick it up before she redlized she
should have shielded the thought. He was getting too good!

"Julia, Capero was used. He was a shrewd gambler who would take fools for everything he could get,
but he was not a cold-blooded killer."

"Gaerioisjust asdead,” shereplied. Then, to change the subject, "Hasn't anyone told you that using
Adept power is supposed to dull your Reading?"

"I haven't done much today, hereplied. "And... maybeit's my age, when my powers are growing rapidly
anyway, but it seemsthat after aday when | have used my Adept powers agreat ded, after agood med
and anight's deep my Reading is even sharper in the morning.”

Juliawaked quickly against the cold, and noticed that Decius kept up easily despite hiswooden leg.
Now that he could keep the ssump healed, he had no more pain and was not afraid to put pressure onit.

If Decius can learn to use Adept powers, why can't 1? Juliawondered for the thousandth time. But no
one seemed to have the answer to why some people found it easy to access both e ements of power,
while others, no matter how proficient in one, found it impossible to develop the other.

Sometimes, of course, that was fortunate. Suppose their old enemy, Drakonius, had learned to Read for
himsalf instead of merely forcing Readersto work for him. Or Portia. The thought of Portiawith Adept
powers added further chill to the cold day, and Juliawas happy to see the doors of the Academy
looming ahead, promising warmth and a fresh task to take her mind off morbid thoughts.

To Julias surprise, the assgnment Master Clement had for her wastraining Wicket. "But... I'mnot a
teacher,” she protested.

"The more you teach, the more you learn,” said Master Clement. "Pyrrhusis right—Wicket's Reading will
add greatly to their efficiency as peace officers. They are anatura team and already well practiced.
Pyrrhus would be the ided person to train Wicket, of course, but deprived of his own Reading powers
he cannot. My tutors are dl Academy-trained. Wicket needs ateacher with flexibility, and experience out
on the streets where he works."

For thefirg timein weeks, Juliafelt her mood lighten. ™Y ou'll et me teach him guttersnipe Reading?’

"Guttersnipe Reading?' To Julids ddight, she provoked alaugh from her teacher. "I can seel have found
theright tutor. Y es, Wicket's not going to test for the upper ranks, Julia. He needs practica experience.
So long asyou drill the Readers Code into him, teach him what you think will help him most. Y ou have
experience at guiding Adepts, much more than my best teachers. That iswhat Wicket needs most of dl.



"Now," he continued, "go find your pupil, while contact Lilith. I wish she could Read, but the best | can

hope for isthat whoever is Reading for her today has strong persuasive powers. Aradianeeds Lilith here,
Julia—and not merely as her friend, or asa Lady Adept to strengthen our circle. She needs the example

before her eyes of awoman who has borne a child and regained her powers completely.”

Juliafelt warm pleasure a the way her teacher wastreating her asafull member of their circleagain. "Did
Aradiatel you about her mother?"' she asked.

"That is privileged, Julia. There aretimeswhen | must act as heder with Aradia now, not merely friend.
Have not assigned you atask? Why are you dawdling here when we both have work to do?"

So Juliawent to find Wicket, who was in an empty classroom, staring at the rules of the Readers Code
on thewadl. Hewas closed to Reading; Juliahad to find him by visudizing, for, with casud trust in her
abilities, Master Clement had not said where he had | eft Wicket.

There was something wrong. Wicket |ooked nervous and upset, glancing around furtively.

"Just open to Reading,” said Julia as she entered the room. " Then nobody can sneak up on you."
He gave her aforced grin. "Hello again. What're you doing here?"

"Master Clement assigned meto tutor you. Have you memorized the Readers Code?”

"That?' He gestured toward the wall.

"Yes, that. All Reading istaught within the Readers Code, so before you begin you haveto learnit." He
paled and dropped his eyesfrom hers. "What'swrong?' Julia asked. "Does something in it conflict with
your persond beliefs?"

Wicket stared at his hands, shielded strongly. Finally he mumbled, "I... dunno." Having gotten that out,
he sgid more clearly, "Dunno what it says. I... can't read.”

"Well, if you'd stop bracing to use—" Julia began, and then suddenly realized what he meant. ™Y ou mean
you can't read words? Or write?"

He nodded glumly. "Never could learn moren't’ write me name. Pyrrhustried to teach me—but
everything getsal jumbled up. It... it lost usour chancein Tiberium, an' now if it ruins us here, too—"

"What happened in Tiberum?" Juliaasked.

"We done—did—really good at our bodyguard service, an' then the city councilors decided to hire us.
Wedid severd jobsfor 'em, always as equa partners.

"Only... there were contracts to sign. One time we had to accept one and get right to work if the terms
were dl right. When Pyrrhus had to read it to me, the councilors—well, they wantedt' change the terms.
| knew them high-an'-mighties never liked me from the firg, 'cause | come outathe gutter. But | can talk
good enough if | have to, and Pyrrhus inssted we worked together or not at al.

"But when they found out I'm.... illiterate, they told Pyrrhus he could have that job or any future ones
aone, and he could hire meif he wanted to—but they wouldn't make any more contracts with me."

"And what did Pyrrhus say to that?' Julia asked.

Wicket gave aquavering smile. "'l didn't know he even knew some of the words he used. If he hadn't got
S0 angry, we mightaworked it out. | wouldn't of minded working for him—it's Pyrrhusinsisted we were



partners.”
"Wasn't he drawing on your experience?’ Juliaasked.

"Yeah, | guess. Street experience. But | shoulda known better than't' think, even with Pyrrhus help, |
could have what amounts to a government post—when | can't even learnto read. I'm just stupid, that's
al”

"Wicket, I've known you long enough to know you're not stupid,” said Julia. " Open to Reading and |ook
at the Code."

IIE.]?I
"Justdoit."

He shrugged, and complied. Juliaclosed her eyes and Read through Wicket's. Ashe had sad, it wasa
jumble of letters, not the words she knew. Even as he stared at them, they shifted into new combinations.
"No wonder you couldn't learn,” said Julia. "Now close your eyes."

She opened her eyes, and let Wicket Read what she saw and read. He gasped. "It makes sense! | got as
far aslearning the sounds of the letters—thisway they make wordg!"

He opened his eyes and turned to stare at her. "How did you do that?"

"Y ou can dways Read through a stronger Reader," shereplied. "I don't know much about your problem
with words, but I'll bet Master Clement does. | do know that some people have trouble learning to read.
If you're afarmer or acobbler, who cares? But if you're acity official—"

Wicket sghed. "1 shouldatold Lady Aradia. Pyrrhus has been covering up for me, reading dl the
directiveswe get. But you're right: how could | read an urgent written message if he wasn't available?’

"Aslong as someonedsewas,” said Julia, "you'd beal right. Perhaps you can learn to visudize."
"Towhat?'
"Let'sfind out if you're doing it dready. Read the next room for me, Wicket."

Julia Read only through him, and percelved the usua sensethat there were several people there, without
identifying them. //Withdraw,// she ingtructed. /Do not invade their privacy.//

"Uh... you didn't say that out loud," Wicket observed.
[INo—youtry it.//
IIWhy can't we Read the next room?//

//Because we haven't asked those peopl€e's permission to practice on them. | will in amoment. But
people are easy. Y ou've been Reading objects like locking mechanisms and dice without knowing
it—and that'sredly hard. Try the room behind that wal./

It was Master Clement's outer office. His assistant was not there at the moment, so the room was empty
of people. At firgt al Wicket Read was shapes of furniture. //Try to see what color thewalsare// Julia
suggested.

Hazily, the room "gppeared” in her mind. The furnishings were only vague shapes, but the soft blue of the



wallswas definite. She smiled. "You can visudize dready. That'sahigh-leve skill, Wicket. If you can
honeit, then you won't need anyone to read your messages for you. They won't get dl jumbled up if you
Read them."

Hegrinned. "Thisisfun. What next?'

She put him through every test she could think of, stopping him each time he would have stepped beyond
the confines of the Code. They got permission to practice Reading the class in the next room, and when
their lesson was over two of the children were happy to play Reading games with them, each designed to
teach or strengthen a Reading skill.

Julia spent severa hourswith him each day, and Wicket made rapid progress. He was unusualy good at
details and close work, but had avery limited range. That did not disturb him—until Pyrrhus complained.

When Pyrrhus demanded adifferent teacher for
Wicket, Magter Clement caled Juliaand Wicket to meet with them.

"Juliahas done an excdllent job," Magter Clement inssted. "Pyrrhus, surely you recal enough from
training Readers yoursdlf to recognize how well Wicket isdoing.”

"Y es—at what she'steaching him. Wicket can tell me every item in my pocket, but he can hardly Read
into the next street! We need range for our work, Clement. Get Wicket a tutor who can Read beyond
thecity wals."

"| can Read beyond the city walldl" Julia protested.
"Then why can't Wicket?' Pyrrhus demanded.
"I told you," Wicket protested. "I'm never gonnabe aMaster Reader! Why can't you accept that?'

"I'm afraid you do have to accept it, Pyrrhus," said Master Clement. "Had Wicket's Reading manifested
in childhood, he might have accomplished a bit more than he can now, but not much more. HEs very
good at fine discernment, but he does not have the power for great range. | would not even consider
trying to teach him to leave hisbody. It would be too dangerous. Wicket isa Dark Moon Reeder,
Pyrrhus—not because | say so, but because that isthe limit of histalent.”

Pyrrhus rose from his chair, fists clenched, and paced away from the other three. "I'd hoped..."

Master Clement said, very gently, "Y ou hoped your friend would have al the powersyou have lost. I'm
sorry. Welve taught him al we can. Remember that he has both Reading and Adept talents. Y our job
now isto work out how best to combine the powers you have between the two of you."

"Combineg!" exclamed Julia. "That'sit, Pyrrhud"
Heturned, and stared at her blankly. "What'sit?"

"Y ou want Wicket to Read beyond the city walls. He can't with his own powers—but he can with
yourd"

Pyrrhusfrowned at her, his dark eyes wary.
Magter Clement said, "Julia, | had not thought of that. Sit down, Pyrrhus. At least try the experiment.”

"What experiment?’ Pyrrhus asked suspicioudy, but he sat.



"That isthe disadvantage of growing up in the Academy,” said Master Clement. "Weteach the same
techniques to one generation after another, and do not think beyond them. Wicket knows what
experiment. He and Juliaare not bound by what has always been done.”

Pyrrhus turned a challenging ook on Wicket, who said, " A weak Reader can Read through a stronger
Reader. You can Read beyond the city walls, Pyrrhus."

"What good doesthat do meif | don't know what I've... oh." Theincipient anger drained from hisface.
"Yed" hesadin anintensewhigper. "Let'stry it!"

Pyrrhus opened to Reading. He was helplessto focus his powers precisaly, but he directed them toward
the lands south of the city. Juliawas reminded of Reading with her father, for Pyrrhus range wasthat of a
Master Reader, taking them far beyond the grounds of the summer fair and horse market, to farmsand
woodlands gray under alowering sky. Winter was lingering beyond itstime thisyear asif to underscore
their other frugtrations.

"It'scold,” said Wicket. "There's some woodcutters out, but nobody else. There'savillage, people
gathered around their fires, pots of soup cooking—I can smell it! And bread baking. They'retired of the
cold wesather, but happy to have warm homes and enough to eat.

"Then, maybe two miles farther south, there's abig farm with ahuge new house. Man and hiswifein the
main room, talkin' about—"

IPrivacy, Wicket!// Pyrrhus warned automaticaly, and for thefirst time Juliatruly believed that he had
once taught in an Academy.

Wicket laughed. "Y ou sound just like dulia. All right, there's some deer in the woods—cold an' awful
hungry. Frightened.”

"I'll have Aradiatdl theforesters,”" said Julia. "The farmers should put out hay for them, or our hunters
won' find enough game next year."

"And I'll have the Dark Moon Readers check the gamein that section more carefully,” said Master
Clement. "There may be other hungry animals.”

"It'sstarting to snow!" Wicket said suddenly. "Oh— it's beautiful! Big flakes, stickin' on the trees. Arewe
far enough north to get real snow? I've never seen it except in the mountains. | mean more than afew
flakes, that is"

"No, we don't get much here, either,” Juliasaid, adding wistfully, "I'd like to have enough to play in, just
once."

"Whereisthe snow?" asked Pyrrhus.

"Huh?" responded Wicket.

"How many miles? What direction?' But Pyrrhus snarl of impatience didn't haveitsusud bite.
"Un..."

Master Clement pulled amap from the scroll rack and unrolled it. How often they had done this during
Adept battles, Readers showing Adepts where to center their powers.

"Herel" said Wicket, drawing acircle with hisfinger in an area severd miles south of the city, near the



main road to Tiberium:

"Julia, you'd like some snow to play in?" Pyrrhus asked her.

"Yesl" she said with adelighted grin that he echoed back at her.

Suddenly their panorama of the lands south of the city was cut off as Pyrrhus braced Adept powers.
Wicket blinked, startled until he redlized what had happened.

//Read with me,// Master Clement invited, and again they saw the woods and farmlands—and fdlt the
wind shift, blowing the sorm northward.

"Wicket, keep Pyrrhusinformed—" Master Clement began.
But Pyrrhusraised ahand, saying, "No, just tell meif | loseit."

Hedid loseit once, but after that he began to open to Reading every few minutes, letting Wicket rather
than Master Clement be the one to keep him on target.

Wl before the snow reached Zendi, the Watchers reported its unnatural movement. //It'sdl right,//
Mas-ter Clement assured them. //Spread the word—we are controlling this storm. It's an experiment, not
an attack.//

Thelight from the windows dimmed as black snow clouds concentrated over the city. Thefirst flakes
began to fdl, then a steady stream of pure white beauty, for the wind died now, leaving the cloudsto
empty their burden on Zendi.

"Let'sgooutsde!" uliasad.
Wicket jumped up, eager asachild himsalf, and Pyrrhus smiled indulgently at him and got up aswell.

Taking her cloak off the peg by the door, Julianoticed how Pyrrhus moved, stretching his body, testing
his balance. He looked much hedthier and stronger than the man Aradia had healed of burnslast autumn.
Before, he had been al bone and tendon. Now he carried alayer of muscle, laid on by the Adept
regimen he wasfollowing. Adepts never put on fat; Pyrrhus had smply filled out to hisnatura physique.

"I'm not tired,” he said to Master Clement, half surprise, half satisfaction in hiswords. "I'm learning not to
expend more energy than necessary.”

"7 couldataught you that," Wicket said in mock scorn, and Juliarealized that she had never seen the
minor Adept exhaust himsalf, nor noticed his Reading impaired by the use of Adept strength.

"You," Pyrrhustold him, "practice laziness, not efficiency.”
By thistime they were dl wrapped up in woolen cloaks, ready to venture into the snow.

The Academy faced on one of thelittle parks dotting Zendi. It wasrapidly filling with fluffy whiteness.
Juliacould not resist running out into it, glad she was wearing woolen stockings under her boots as she
felt the cold attempt to penetrate.

The snow was ankle-deep dready and falling fast. Wicket scooped up ahandful, tossed it into the air,
caught it, then in one motion turned and flung it a Pyrrhus, hitting him dead center in the chest. "That's for
cdlingmelazy!"



For one moment Pyrrhus stood, startled. Then awicked grin flashed to hisface, and he gathered his own
handful of packed snow to hurl at hisfriend—only to have it bounce off aninvisible shield ahandspan
from Wicket's cloak.

"Oh, isthat the gamewere playing?' Pyrrhus asked dangeroudy. Although his eyes never left Wicket,
suddenly the branches of the tree over the minor Adept's head shook rapidly, and Wicket was doused
with snow.

"Wasting your powers, Pyrrhus," Wicket taunted. Scooping up adouble handful of snow, he ran toward
hisfriend asif he were abouit to tackle him. As Pyrrhus ducked the charge, though, hisfeet did out from
under him.

Wicket tripped on nothing, and twisted in midair to avoid landing atop Pyrrhus. "Sippery, innit?' he
asked conversationally as he sat up, shaking the snow from his cloak onto hisfriend.

Magter Clement stood in the Academy doorway, watching in amusement. //Julia, wasn't there something
about bringing this snow herefor you to play in?/

She giggled—amistake. Pyrrhus and Wicket turned to her, climbing to their feet. "That'sright,” said
Wicket. "Y ou were the one wanted snow.”

"S0," added Pyrrhus, "come and play!"
"Unfair!" she gasped through her laughter asthey stalked her. "I'm not an Adept!”

"Don't need to be," said Wicket, grabbing her hand and pulling her with him up through the terraced
garden, now empty and dead after the long winter. At the top, he turned to the smooth side of thelittle
hill, spread his cloak on the ground, sat on it—and did down the bank.

That looked like fun—and it was, Juliaquickly discovered. So did the Readers from the Academy,
released from their work by Master Clement's command, for in Zendi's normally temperate climate it
might be many years before they would again see asnowfal so perfect for their games.

The park filled with laughing children and adolescents, and Wicket was not the only nomind adult to
indulge the sensation of flying down the hill. The young Magisters had their turns, to the children's squeds
of ddight.

Only when they were dl thoroughly wet from the snow soaking through their woolen garments did the
party break up—athough the snow il fell. Preparing to leave, Pyrrhus asked Master Clement,
"Shouldn't we send this storm away now? The Lady Lilith ison theroad. | am sure she did not anticipate
snow thislatein the season.”

"The weather watcherswill take care of it," the old Reader replied. "People are enjoying it too much to
gop it. At thistime of year, even without control it would be gone by tomorrow night. Lilith won't be here
for two more days."

Dressed in borrowed dry clothes, Juliawalked home, Reading pleasant tiredness on every side. The
snow had been an excuse for everyone to drop work and go outside. She passed snow scul ptures, and
splattered designs on walls that showed that Pyrrhus and Wicket's had not been the only mock battle of
the day. A holiday spirit hung over the city asthe scent of hot spiced cider permesated the air.

Juliaate her supper eagerly that night, telling Aradiawhat they had done. Her stlepmother smiled
indulgently, but seemed distracted. Perhapsit was that she wasin no condition to go out and havefunin
the snow; dl it had meant to Aradiawas being stuck indoors.



After supper, Juliawent to her room. Her schedule for today had called for her to read more of Portias
records before supper. After the freedom of the afternoon, she didn't redlly fed like working. She
especidly didn't want to touch the scrolls and Read Portia's frustrations. She had forgotten her own for a
few hours, why relive someone e s€'s?

So shetook aleisurely bath, and read abook from Aradiaslibrary, aretelling of the legend of the Ghost
King. But as she sat on theloungein her room, cold air seeped in through the window, even though it
was shuttered outside and curtained ingde. The candles seemed dim, too. Julia shivered, wondering if she
had caught cold from the afternoon's activities.

No, she wasn't feverish, her glands were not swaollen, her throat didn't hurt. She could Read that there
was absolutely nothing wrong with her health. So why did she fed half frightened? What of ? Maybe she
wasjust tired.

But she wasn't deepy. Shedidn't like this book, she decided, stretching. Her eyesfell on the pile of
scrolls. Maybe she should read and Read one tonight. It had become a habit, after all.

She picked up the next one in sequence—and found Portia discovering away to influence political
decisons. A senator who had risen from poverty had alowed himself to be bribed for asurprisingly small
sum by merchants wanting him to vote their way on an issue on which he had no persona opinion. The
Academy treasury was not large, but Portia could afford that much. The next time an issue of importance
to Readers came up, Portia approached him, ddlicately.

It worked! His vote swung two others, and the issue came out in favor of the Readers.

There were other senators amenableto bribes... but they werefar too expensive for even the Master of
Mastersto afford. Unless, that is, the Academy could find away to enrich its coffers.

Portiaremembered amerchant who had dropped hintsto her that knowing the plans of one of his
competitors could be worth a consderable sum. At the time, she had scathingly gected him from her
office. But if shewasto be better prepared the next time she needed money...

She struck adeal with the merchant, and made sure she Read some of his most private and persondl
secrets. Only asinsurance, sheinssted to hersdlf, should he ever threaten to expose her. Never would
she breach the Readers Code to reveal such secrets.

She put out of her mind the fact that she had broken it to obtain them in thefirst place.
Her brother died, and her nephew became Emperor.

In Portias opinion, the boy was as close to an idiot as the royal family had ever produced. He drank, he
gambled, heignored his pretty but fatuous wife and chased after any other attractive woman who crossed

his path.

Portia began to study how to throw attractive women in hisway. Not prostitutes. Mostly discreet young
wives of men who would be powerful, men who knew how to pretend they didn't know should they find
out just how their wives were helping their careers along. It was surprisingly easy to play on the greed
and vanity of young women raised solely to be entertaining and decorative, to make them think their
actionswere clever, even loyd to their husbands. And of course the Emperor's attentions were flattering.

But the Emperor must not become alaughingstock. Liaisons with women who would keep them secret
kept his attention from women who might be less discreet. Portiawas actualy preserving the dignity of
theroyd family.



Julia Read that Portiaknew in her heart that she wanted the Emperor to retain the respect of the Senate
and the populace so that his decrees would not be questioned. Those decrees were often to the great
advantage of Readers... or at least of the Master of Masters among Readers.

At lagt Portiafound an entreeinto military planning sessions, bribing and pressuring the Emperor's
srategistsinto urging the Emperor to try battle plans she devised, putting Readers to more efficient use
than ever before.

The Aventine army began to win! They drove the savages back steadlily for thefirst timein generations,
reclaming lands thought lost forever.

The Emperor became a hero to the people. Portiawas a heroine to the strategists, who no longer had to
be bribed and pressured to seek her advice. Triumphantly, she recognized that the Readers Code might
be meant for other Readers, but not for the Master of Masters. Her powers, her wisdom, had set her
above the others—and she had acted well. The Aventine Empire was better off for her manipulations.

For once, shelost her resentment of having been born female, unable to rule, and then being torn from
her family when her Reading manifested, and forced into alife of sworn poverty and public service. Using
the Reading power that had ruined her life, she triumphed over adversity.

If she could not be Empressin her own right, she could rule Tiberium through the Emperor—and the fool
would never know that he was merely her tool!

She took to having her Reader's garments made of silk rather than linen, and began to use the

accumul ated wedlth of her Academy to provide luxuries, not only for hersdlf, but for the girls and women
in her care. She deserved the finest foods, the softest bed, the richest clothing, the most precious gems. If
the world truly understood what she had done for her country, it would agree.

Y ears passed, and Portia extended her power. There was too much to do alone. She found afew select
Master Readers who understood how she helped both the Readers system and the Aventine Empire.
Occasionaly someone discovered what they were doing, but such Readers could either be drawn into
thecircle or exiled in one way or another. Y oung upstarts often found themselves on the Path of the Dark
Moon, but acircle of Master Readers made certain they would be quite happy there.

The scroll ended. Julia put it aside and lay back, wondering what had gone wrong. Portiawas so
successful, so strong, so intelligent. She worked with human nature, just as Adeptsdid. Asfar as ulia
could see, Portiawas far better quaified than her foolish nephew to rule the Aventine Empire.

Just as Juliawas far better quaified than the child Aradia carried to be Lenardo's heir.

Practically on cue, Aradias screams erupted through the cold silence of the night. Julia Read her sobbing
in Devasn'sarms again, and felt contempt. If you could see Aradia now, Father, you would see that
sheis no fit wife for you—and any child of hers not fit to be your heir!

* % %

Aradiawoke fedling cold, even though blankets were piled over her and the fire was burning. She sat up,
conscious of her awkward body, and felt cold air move in behind her to chill her spine.

Her breath clouded in the air of her bedroom.

Wrapping the blankets around her, she thrust her feet into felt dippers and went over to thefire. It heated
only atiny area, and shefdt the chill air on her back even as she sat down facing thefire and held out her
handsto it.



How could it be so cold? Especialy insde? The cdendar said it was nearly spring!

Ordinarily, thistime of year brought sunny daysinterspersed with cold rain, occasiondly deet or afew
flakes of snow. She had never known such bone-penetrating cold to come so late.

Devasin camein with an armload of warm clothing, saying, "I've never fdtit so cold! You'd think it was
the middle of winter insteed of nearly spring.”

"I'm sure the weather watchers are working oniit,” said Aradia.

"| certainly hope so!" Devasin replied with ashiver. "All the fountains are frozen, and so are the water
pipes. Every firetdent in town isout thawing them.”

Devasn helped Aradiadressin wool over silk, woolen stockings, two undertunics, arobe over her usua
outer woolen dress. Still shewas chilly as she went to breakfast despite Devasins offer to bring it to her
room. "Walking isgood for me" sheinssted. "Besides, | must get reedy for Lilith. "

Tomorrow. Tomorrow her friend would be here, a powerful Lady Adept, able to ward off—
Ward off what?

If only their enemy would show himsdif!

Hersdf?

At the thought, Aradiatried to Read the child in her womb. But with no more powerful Reader to help
her, al she could tel was that her daughter seemed healthy, and was deeping. No wonder, after
tormenting me all night.

No—that was adream. It dl came from fedling so wesk, with her powers diminished. When Lilith
arrived she would fed safer, and perhaps the dreams would stop atogether.

At breskfast she carefully hid such thoughts from Master Seling, alowing the Reader to check her
physica condition. "It wont be much longer,” the woman said, ddivering the platitude in agentle voice
that gave it genuine reassurance. But there was till amonth to wait for Lenardo's daughter to enter the
world. With each passing day, Aradias hope weakened that he would be home to greet her.

After breakfast Master Clement contacted Aradia from the Academy, not subjecting himself to awalk
outdoorsin the bitter cold which held the city pardyzed.

/IOur wegther controllers are trying to disspate the cold. It camein last night, out of nowhere,

Y esterday's snow isfrozen, making the streets nearly impassible. But the strange thing is, the snowstorm
we so casudly evoked |eft here at dusk and traveled up the North Road, to empty into the passesin the
hills north of here. Our weather controllers could not stop it. Unless sheiswilling to expend agood dedl
of Adept strength, Lilith will not be able to get through until the cold lets up and the snow melts//

Aradiatried to hide her pang of disappointment, excessive response to the newsthat Lilith would arrive a
day or two later than expected.

But Master Clement said, /1 will be glad to have her here, too, Aradia. We need afully functioning Lord
Adept. Pyrrhuswill be that soon, but right now heistill learning to control his powers, and helacks
experience.//

Pyrrhus didn't lack energy, however. Before Master Clement had finished reporting what had happened



in the night, the ex-Reader was charging up to the villa, melting a path for himself through the frozen
snow, Wicket trailing in hiswake.

Although well wrapped up againgt the cold, both men were d so usng Adept powersto keep themsalves
warm, atechnique Aradiacould no longer sustain. As both were braced to use Adept powers, they
could only be Read visualy—and theimpression Aradiagot was that Pyrrhus angry eyes were melting
the snow as he looked &t it.

/I had hoped after yesterday,// Master Clement commented sadly, //that Pyrrhuswas losing his furious
response to every small setback.//

They soon learned, however, that Pyrrhus was not overreacting. The moment he and Wicket were
ushered into Aradia's study, he asked, "Is Master Clement in contact with you?"'

"Yes," Wicket responded before Aradia could reply.

Pyrrhus glanced at hisfriend, almost gpologeticaly. But his mind was on anew problem. "Good. I've
been working with the weather controllers since dawn—and we cannot break this cold wave with al our
combined strength!”

"Then wewill haveto gather more Adepts,” said Aradia "Form astronger circle.”
Pyrrhus nodded. "Y es% The wesather talents can direct the strength of other Adepts, correct?’
"That'sright,” agreed Aradia

"Our problem, then, isto define what must be done. Clement, have you Read how far this cold extends?
All Wicket can tell isthat it goes beyond the city to the north asfar as| can Read.”

Wicket sad, "He saysthen it hasto be intended to delay Lilith, asthey suspected.”

Pyrrhus fists clenched and hisjaw set. "They used me!™ he exclamed furioudy. "Whoever did thisused
me to bring that snow in. Why waste their energy if they could find someone foolish enough to do it for
them? Just for children's games and trying out my powerd!"

"Y ou couldn't know," Wicket echoed Master Clement, putting his hand on Pyrrhus shoulder.
Pyrrhus shook him off and began pacing. "'l should have known! If | could Read—"

"] didn't Read anything," said Wicket. "Juliadidn't.

Even Magter Clement didn't. Come on, Pyrrhus—you never Read better'n the Master of Masters!™

For amoment Aradia expected an explosion, but Wicket was the one person Pyrrhus took such raw
truths from. He stopped in histracks, and acknowledged the statement with asnort of sdf-derisve
laughter.

Aradiasaid, "Then perhaps Master Clement can Read the extent of the cold for us.”

/N will leave my body," the Master Reader said. //Surely no westher front can extend beyond my rangein
that sate.//

Aradiawas glad of her smal Reading ability, for it allowed her to Read with Master Clement after he had
left his body, and his mind touched hers and Wicket's again. She was sesated at her desk, aware of the
murmur of Wicket'svoice as hetried to describe hisfirst experience of what it wasliketo leave the



confines of the bodly, to float, pure mind, untouched by hest or cold, hunger or thirst, pain or pleasure.

Even vicarioudy, the only way Aradiaor Wicket would ever know the experience, it was beautiful
beyond bdief. She felt Wicket force histhoughts awvay from the fact that Pyrrhus had once known this
date, and never could again.

Master Clement focused on the North Road, keeping his disciplined mind on the extent of the devastating
cold. Although he could not fed the lack of warmth, he could Read it, and the farther north they traveled,
the colder it became.

Therewas no physical effect from the cold on pure mind. The landscape, coated with snow and frogt,
was a sparkling fantasy in white, blue, gray, and the occasiond black of tree trunks. Where the sun shone
through the scattered clouds, had they been there in person they would have been blinded by the
brightness of its reflection on the snow.

But beneath that snow, aherd of cattle lay frozen.

Birds, fluffed into little powder puffsin their attempt to survive, stood erect athough quite dead, frozen to
the branches they had taken shelter in.

And ill the cold grew more intense.

Travelers caught by the unexpected storm had built alean-to and afire. Thefirewas out, their dog a
lump of icy brown fur frozen in pogition to guard them, their horse dumped lifeless againgt the Side of their
wagon. Man, woman, and child lay stiff in one another'sarms.

My people, Aradiamourned.

Inexorably, the cold grew worse as Master Clement's mind followed the road northward. They were
coming close now to the border between Lilith'slands and those Aradiaand Lenardo ruled. Aradias
heart began to pound as she "saw" blue shapes againgt the snow. Lilith's pavilions.

There was no smoke from campfires. Everything was till as desth.
But afully functioning Lady Adept surely could not freeze to deeth!

At Aradids panicked thought, Master Clement focused quickly on locating Lilith. She wasinsde one of
the pavilions—alivel Shelay onapall€, fully clothed, ablue woolen cloak covering her. She appeared to
be adeep, perhaps healing deep, which would automaticaly keep her body warm and living. Except. .. it
was not healing deep they Read. It was something Aradia had never Read before—and neither had
Magter Clement!

Unconscious, her face utterly serene, her dark hair framing her pae features as smoothly as ever, Lilith
was a powerful source of Adept energy.

And theterrible, life-draining, soul-freezing cold was emanating from here—

—created by the Adept energies of the Lady Lilith.

Chapter Eight
IIWhat's wrong with her?// Wicket asked.

"Wicket, what have you found?' Pyrrhus demanded.



"Lady Lilith. Master Clement's Reading her."

"Why can't you talk to her through her Readers?’

"They're unconscious. Let me concentrate! 1'll tell you as soon as| know anything.”

/IHer energy isdraining away!// Aradiarecognized.

Master Clement said. //She must be stopped!//

/Nt only someone could wake her,// Aradiafumed.

//[Everyoneisadeep. Some are dead. Aradia, could Lilith drain away to death?/ Master Clement asked.

/IA Lady Adept should not to be able to. Oh, Clement, what can we do against aLord Adept powerful
enough to use Lilith thisway?/

//Surely not only one,// the Master Reader reassured. //1t hasto be acircle, and they have goneto great
painsto prevent us from completing our own. Once we have Lilith here, we can combat them. We have
doneit before//

Master Clement searched for Readers among Lilith's entourage. He recognized two, both frozen to
death. Adepts he knew by healing deep, their bodies warm despite the hideous cold. There werefive,
but no way to contact them. Besides... //Aradia?/

[l agree—it's not merely healing deep to survive. It'srestorative deep, asif they've used their powersto
thelimit. In that cold, with a continued drain on their energies, they may never wake.l|

Wicket continued reporting to Pyrrhus, his soft voice tense with fear of things he didn't understand.

IIWe must waken Lilith,// ssid Master Clement, and turned his attention to the nearest Watcher's post.
There were two menin it, a Dark Moon Reader and aminor Adept.

The Adept was not certain he had the strength to keep them both warm—alive—on afive-mile walk, but
the moment he learned it was to waken Lady Lilith from alife-draining trance, he said, "Well wake
her—or dietrying!"

It took them nearly two hoursto reach the blue pavilions. Once they found Lilith, al that was necessary
was afinger touched to her forehead.

She woke, frowned, and asked, "Who are you? Where are my people?’ Shetried to St up, and fell back
in exhaugtion, putting a hand to her head. "Why am | so week?"

"Master Clement sent usto wake you," the Reader explained. "The cold..."
Even as he spoke, the cold was beginning to dissi pate, the spell broken with Lilith's waking.
But what had the spell been?

Awkwardly, they communicated with Lilith through the Reader, then sent a message along the Watchers
route for more of Lilith's people to protect her, and othersto care for the dead. //The attacksin Zendi
stopped,// Master Clement noted, //as soon as our Readers began watching for them, our Adepts ready
to counter.//

Lilith had no choice except recovery deep, but with the cold goneit would restore instead of draining



her. Once she was safe, they broke the rapport.

Losing touch with Master Clement's powerful mind— and the incredible experience of being beyond
one's body—was dways disorienting.

Aradiaglanced a Wicket, who started asif a support had gone out from under him. Although they were
segted, Pyrrhus put a hand under hiselbow asif he had ssumbled. "Y our body feels cumbersome when
you return.”

"I wasn't out of my body," Wicket said.
"If I know Clement," Pyrrhustold him, "he made you fed asif you were."
"Yeah," Wicket whispered with asoft smile.

Not alowing Wicket timeto spoil his experience by remembering that Pyrrhus could not shareit, the
ex-Reader turned to Aradia. "And you, Lady Aradia?

She smiled. "I've experienced it before, with both Master Clement and my husband.” Shetook a deep
bregth, stretching, and then frowned. "But it's never been so long. | didn't think to ask Master Clement if
it was safe for him to leave hisbody for that long." She couldn't help remembering the time they had
amog logt him forever.

Nt was// the Master Reader's menta voicetold her. //l am back and quite well. The city will warm
quickly now. We must do asyou ingtructed Lilith: gather as many Readers and Adepts as possible. We
know what can be done with large numbersin cooperation.//

They dl knew: topple anation.

It wasthree days before Lilith arrived in Zendi. The dark circles about her eyestedtified that although she
had perforce succumbed to recovery deep, she had had little ordinary rest.

Aradiawe comed her, but without the relief she had anticipated in having Lilith's strength to rely on. That
evening they met with their circle—so few people to combat. .. what?

Juliasat in her room, Portias scrolls on her lap, feding left out. Aradiano longer needed her, a Reader.
Now she had Lilith, an Adept.

But then Aradia had never wanted Julia. She wanted her own daughter, Lenardo's daughter. When
Lenardo returned, Aradiawould turn him againgt Julia. Aradia's child would be his her, to rule lands Julia
had risked death to conquer.

Portiawas right. People were stupid, selfish, and easily led—even by poor leaders. Merdly being the
€ldest son of the Emperor made an Emperor. Portias grandnephew followed hisfather on the thronein
Tiberium, lesslecherous, but no lessfoolish.

The previous Emperor had died in the bettle for

Zendi, when the tide of victory had turned. Under the power of Drakonius, the walls of the Empire were
driven back and back once more, and Portia's advice was given less and |ess credence. More was
demanded of Readers, while they were accorded |ess respect. Portia began again to rely on bribery and
extortion.

She discovered an Adept secretly living within the Empire. Vortiusthe Gambler. There wasllittle wonder



that he was successful at his profession, and it was not difficult to persuade him to work for her rather
than risk exposure. Especialy when she could throw lucrative dedl's hisway, make him fed that they
were partners.

When age touched Portia, Vortius healing powers kept her body from deteriorating. It gave him ahold
over her, and she wove her threads of power throughout Tiberium to be sure she could squeeze him from
many directions, should it become necessary. She dared not be dependent. She could not need anyone.
Other people were smply to be used.

She yearned for Adept powers of her own. If she had been born with those powersinstead of Reading,
shewould have made herself Empress by now! But the only effective powers she could command were
money and influence, and she sought voracioudy after both.

And then one day she discovered—

Hadiall

Magter Clement's mental voice was angry. Juliadropped the scroll.

/IOh—I'm late// sheredlized. //I'm coming, Master.//

//Bring those scrollswith you. Why did you take them from my office without permisson?/
/IWhat? But you told me to Read Portias scrolls./

/Il gave you a selection—I did not tell you to immerse yoursdlf in Portial | am sorry | ever gave you that
assgnment.// But his anger was gone; he accepted that she had misunderstood, and now he blamed
himsdf.

Closing her mind to Reading, Juliasmiled. She had fooled the Master of Masters. She knew he had not
meant her to Read beyond the first set of scrolls, but once introduced to Portiasinner fedings, Juliahad
felt compelled to know everything about her.

She had learned much. Now she could protect hersdf from Aradia, from Aradias child, and if necessary
from Lenardo aswell. Shetieiup the small bundle of scrolls, and went to join Zendi'sinner circle.

What afeeble group they were. Master Clement, growing old, so trusting that she could fool him without
even trying. Aradia, pregnant and half mad. Lilith, once proud and strong, now frightened of the force
that had used her own powers against her. Decius, crippled in body by Drakonius and in mind by Master
Clement's naive teaching. Wicket, half clown, half smpleton, unable to stand without someoneto lean
upon—and Pyrrhus, Wicket's crutch. Juliaunderstood Pyrrhusleast of dl. When hefirst cameto Zendi
he had seemed strong, using his powersto fight and kill. Now he was no better than the rest—weaker,
for heactudly alowed himsdlf to be used by Readers, by Wicket of al people.

Juliahid her contempt, handing the scrolls meekly to Master Clement as she took her place with asweet
amile

Lilith began, unable to conced her fear. "Why didn't you warn me?" she demanded. "Y ou left me
hdplesd"

"Wedid not know" Master Clement explained. "How could we anticipate a Lady Adept's being used
that way? Wetold you everything that had happened here.”

"Itisforming a pattern only now," added Pyrrhus. "Our attacker uses Adepts who cannot Read. First



people with small powers, like the westher controllers. Lords Adept have strong shields against such
influence”

"The attacker islearning to get around them,”" said Magter Clement. "It must be implanted commands
again, for surely no one can control an Adept exercisng power."

Lilith studied them. ™Y ou are saying that at some time when | was not using my powers... someone put in
my mind acommand such as "When you make camp near your border, you will fall adeep and cause
cold westher'?"

Aradianodded. "I fear that that iswhat happened.”
"But | live surrounded by Readersl"

"Either it was done by an Adept, unReadable while using his powers," said Master Clement, "or elseby a
Reader out of hisbody. Then he could not be Read unless he touched another Reader's mind."

"| fed better,” Aradiasad. "Thisisal within our own scope of power—smply unthinkable to usto use
Adepts 0. For atime| felt asif we were dealing with the Ghost King!”

"But who's doing it, and wherée's he hiding?" asked Wicket. "Every Reader's been aert for weeks, and
wedill haven'taclue”

"Perhaps," Magter Clement said softly, "Aradiajust gave usone.”

"I did? What?'

"The unthinkable. Aradia, may | have permission to Read your library?' asked the Master Reader.
"Of course. What do you expect to find there that isn't in the Academy library?*

"Let mepursueit firgt," hereplied. "I am hoping to prove my suspicionswrong.”

"What if they proveright?" asked Pyrrhus, the hard edge back in hisvoice,

"Then," replied Magter Clement, "wewill rely on what has dways been our best skill: deding with new
gtuationsin new ways."

Wicket looked a Pyrrhuswith agrin. "1 guesswefit right in then, don't we?"
Juliaremained slent, disdainful of the pitiful camaraderie. Whistling againgt the darkness.

"Sincel am not an Adept,” Master Clement continued, "1 would like aLord Adept with me until we
resolve this Stuation. Aradia, you aso need protection. Lilith, stay with her. Pyrrhus— "

"I'm not aLord Adept.”

"We don't have tests, as Readers do,” said Aradia. "Y ou will prove yoursdlf in action soon, Pyrrhus. |
have no doubt of it. Master Clement will be safe with you. Wicket—"

"I know. Pyrrhus doesn't need me when he has Master Clement, so I'll keep up our regular duties.”

A few dayslater, Juliafound Pyrrhus alonein Magter Clement's outer office. He gtill went fully armed,
she noticed, although Adepts did not normally wear even a sword.

"I'm afraid it's Magter Junafor you again,” Pyrrhustold her. "' Clement istreating a child they brought in an



hour ago, suffering from halucinations. None of the other Masters could help him.”

It wasthethird day in arow that some emergency had kept Master Clement from his appointments with
Julia, and it seemed recently that most lessons they did begin were interrupted. Master Junawould be
ready for Juliain afew minutes. So she sat down and asked, "Pyrrhus, why did you first become partners
with Wicket?'

"Wha?'

"After you saved hislife, why did you team up with him? He couldn't even read—I mean, he was
illiterate

"Wicket'sasurvivor," Pyrrhusreplied, asif that were sufficient explanation.
When he did not elaborate, Julia asked, "What do you mean?"

He studied her face, an odd look in his eyes. Then, with asmile that was more agrimace, he said, "L et
metell you something about revenge, Julia. It gives you areason to stay dive, to stay hedlthy, to gain
skills. But if that isdl you live for, once you achieveit thereis nothing | eft.

"After thefdl of Tiberium—after Portias death—I had nothing left. | wasn't a Reader anymore. | had no
plans, and only one skill that did not depend on Reading. " The smile became salf-deprecating. "I had
learned a hundred waysto kill someone with my hands, and then helped kill my target with my mind.

"When it was over, | had no ideawhat to do with myself, until | rescued Wicket. When you save
someoneslife, you take respongbility for him. Did you know that?*

"It'san Adept law," Juliareplied.

"Yes," Pyrrhus murmured. "It doesn't have to be taught, like the Readers Code. It just happens. So there
| was, suddenly responsible for Wicket." He grinned sardonicaly. "Until you gave him the confidence of
his powers, Julia, that was aheavy responsbility. Wicket tendsto attract trouble. Likeit or not, | had
something to live for again. Eventualy we developed some plans together, and you know the rest.”

"Why do you stay partners with him now, though?' she asked. "He's got agood job, and money. He
doesn't need you to take care of him anymore. And you're aLord Adept. "

His eyes narrowed. "Why do you stay with your friends?'

Juliashrugged. "Maybe | won', after | outgrow them." Just then, Master Junacalled her to her lesson, so
sheleft with thefed of Pyrrhus eyestrying to pierce through to her meaning. But she was safe with
Pyrrhus; he couldn't Read.

Aradiahated her clumsiness, her congtant fatigue, in the last days of her pregnancy. Lilith spent hoursjust
gtting with her, talking of her own pregnancy, and of Ivorn as ababy, happy memories of adoting
mother.

Aradia clung to hope. Although her powers were severdly diminished, shewas till ableto
Read—especially through a stronger Reader—and perform minor Adept functions. Her mother, she had
been told, had lost everything.

No. Shewould not think about her mother, her madness. Aradiawas not mad. Master Clement
reassured her that strange dreams were nothing to fear.



Devasin cameto tell Aradiaand Lilith that Master Clement and Pyrrhus were there to see them. It was
spring now; they met in the courtyard amid soft warm breezes and the fragrance of first blossoms.

"Aradia," said Pyrrhus, "I had avery strange conversation with Juliatoday. It seemed dmost asif she
were trying to drive awedge between Wicket and me.”

Aradiafrowned. "l don't understand. She's been so... good, so caring, Since Gaerio died. Asif with
Lenardo and Wulfston missing, and then losing her friend, she had learned the value of closeties.”

Magter Clement said, "1 wonder if sheis developing an unflattering snobbishness. Possibly because her
associaion with minor Adepts got her into such afrightening Stuation.”

"I will talk to her," said Aradia. "Now, have you turned up anything in your research, Magter Clement?”
"l am not certain. We both have copies of Torio's and Mdissas reports of eventsin Madura."

Aradiasmiled. "Weal had the same thought. Lilith and | have studied them—but the cold we
experienced could not be the cold whitefire they told of. That was alife-devouring energy from the
planes of existence, and uncontrolled it threstened to consume dl lifein Madura."

"The cold created through me," Lilith took it up, "smply disappeared the moment | stopped generating it.
It could not have been the same thing.”

"No," said Master Clement. "And yet somehow what happened to Torio and Melissaseemsto hold a
clue, if | could only seeit."

"Torio and Melissa?' Pyrrhus asked.

"Four of our friends, Torio, Mdlissa, Zanos, and Astra, traveled north to Madurato look for Zanos
family," Aradiaexplained. "They found the land in possession of a sorcerer who tapped a source of
destructive power." She went on to tell how the sorcerer Madek had alowed Mdissato dieforcing that
power back onto its own plane, and Torio had gone to rescue her from the plane of the dead.

"Médissastayed in Madura,” shefinished, "to... contain Madek, asit were. We don't know where Torio
went; he was a Reader, but his Adept powers wakened in Madura."

"What happened to Zanos and Astra?" Pyrrhus asked.

"They went with Wulfston, to rescue Lenardo,” Aradiareplied.

"S0... everyone who might help you is spread al over theworld,” Pyrrhus mused. "Divide and conquer.”
Aradiagared a him. "Pyrrhus, surely eventsin

Maduraand Africacould not al be part of one gigantic plan.”

"You are carrying the heir to the Savage Empire," hereplied. "Y our husband is gone, your brother is
gone, your best friend's powers are used against you, a Reader/ Adept mysterioudy disappears, other
Readers and Adepts who have worked with you before are flung to the four winds. Coincidence?’

"When you puit it that way..." Aradiaadmitted.

Pyrrhus smiled kindly. "There aretimes," he said, "when paranoiaisasurvivd trait."



"Y ou arethetarget, Aradia—or your child,” said Lilith. "We must protect you."
"Lilithisright," said Master Clement. "Can you provide me with aroom here, Aradia?'
"Of course.”

"Pyrrhus, call Wicket. Y ou two work best as ateam—I don't want you separated anymore. Juliawill
take her lessons here, with me. Until the child isborn, let us offer Aradiathe best protection we can.”

That night, Aradiadreamed again of her daughter, the young woman with the beautiful face, until she
opened eyesfilled with hatred.

Thistime she said, "Mother, | am taking your powers, just as you stole your own mother's, for | am
ready to be born, rightful ruler of the Savage Empire.

"Y ou cannot fight me. Without your powers, you are nothing. You aregoing to die, Aradia—diel”

Aradiawoke to Devasin'stouch on her forehead, and in moments Lilith wasthere. It waslight in the
room— the sun was up.

The two women soothed Aradia. "She said | was going to die," Aradia sobbed, hating her weakness but
unableto control it.

"Hush," said Lilith. "It was only adream. Y ou're not going to die. Y our friends are here to protect you.”

Devasin and Lilith helped Aradia get up and dressed, but shewas gtill shaking. "Here," said Devasin, "just
lie back on the lounge now. I'll open the curtainsto the courtyard, so you can enjoy the fresh air whilel
get your breakfast."

But before Devasin reached the door, Juliawas there with atray. "1 brought your breakfast, Aradia.
Didn't you Read metdling you?'

"Read—?" Aradiatried, panic stabbing as she opened to Reading and met.... nothing! "Julia—let me
Read through you, please.”

"Of course.”
Therewas gtill nothing. "1 can't Read. Sheistaking my powers.”
"Whois?' asked dulia

"My baby!" Aradiaanswered furioudy. " She said she would take away my powers and kill me—just as|
did to my mother!"

"Oh, my lady, no!" exclaimed Devasin. "Y ou did no such thing, and you musin't think it of your poor little

Shuddering, Aradiaforced hersdf under control. “I'm sorry,” she said. "I must not let dreams affect me
that way."

"Eat your bregkfast," Lilith said gently. "It won't be long now—only afew more days."

But the food had no apped. Aradiamanaged only to drink her tea. Then she sat with her feet up, looking
out at the courtyard, and tried the test she had been putting off.



A tree branch swayed gently in the spring breeze. It should take only amodest Adept effort to make it
swing farther on each stroke. She applied the effort. The branch continued to move exactly asit had
before.

Aradialooked toward the candelabra, and willed fire. A child'strick.
Nothing happened.

Lilith saw where shewaslooking. "Aradia..."

"It'sgone, Lilith. I'm helpless.”

Lilith took her hand. "It'stemporary. All your energies are going into producing a hedthy child. Try to
deep some more. Then maybe you'll be ableto eat.”

"No—just give me some more tea”

Lilith poured her another mug from the pot Julia had brought, reheating it with Adept power. Yesterday |
could have done that for myself, Aradiathought morosdly.

Master Clement came alittle later, to reassure her that her baby wasfine. Of course the baby wasfine! It
was Aradiawho was weakening, dying.

The Master Reader frowned. "Aradia, you mustn't think that way."
"Oh, no," she whispered, hot tears Singing her eydlids. "1 cannot even shild my thoughts anymore.”

"Oh, child," he began, "if you can just think of ..." He broke off, eyes unfocused for amoment, and she
knew he was Reading something. Then helooked at her, and his ancient face crinkled into agrin.
"Aradia Lenardoishome!”

"Home?" she cried, grasping hisarmto it up. "Whereishe?!

"No, no—he'snot in Zendi. But he and Wulfston have landed safely at Southport, taken on supplies, and
started up the coast toward Dragon's Mouth. They'll be here within two days!"

"Lenardo—safel I'veworried so about you. And Wulfston—oh, little brother, I've missed you, too.
Please, Magter Clement, send them my message.”

"Already done," he assured her. "Now, with that good news, surely you can eat something. | will have
Juliabring you afresh tray—if she can stop dancing for joy long enough to carry it."

Juliasparkled with happiness. "'Father will be here soon—and by tomorrow hell bein range for
Reading!" Then, "Oh—I'm sorry, Aradia." Somehow, her apology didn't sound sincere. Perhaps she was
just too happy to be sorry for anything.

Sowas Aradia Shejust smiled at Julia, and found that food suddenly tasted delicious.

After she ate, she felt deepy. In the courtyard, Master Clement, Julia, Decius, Pyrrhus, and Wicket were
talking. "Go join them, Lilith," shesaid. "I'm fdling adeep, and certainly the group of you can protect me
from twenty paces awvay!"

To warm thoughts of Lenardo's being home for the birth of his daughter, Aradia drifted off to deep.
And dreamed.



She saw hersdlf, on thisvery couch. Out in the courtyard, her friends shared stories of Lenardo and
Wulfston with Pyrrhus and Wicket. Wicket leaned back after atime, staring over at Pyrrhus, but he

didn't say anything.

The dream turned to the disorienting sensation of looking down at her own distorted body. Did shereally
look that terrible, lips and eyelids puffed, jaw dack?

She was dead!

In the dead woman's womb, the child squirmed. It was dying—and its pain communicated to the
Readersin the courtyard.

Everyone dashed to Aradia's room. "She's dead!" exclaimed Master Clement. "But the child isalive.
Lilith?'

"I'm trying—nher heart won't beat. What are we to do?"
"Savethe baby!" said Julia
"Keep the child dlive, Lilith," said Magter Clement. "Pyrrhus, give me your sharpest knife.”

Hedit her clothing, then her flesh, lifting the living child from the dead mother. The babe gasped and
walled like anormal child—and then suddenly opened hate-filled eyes and stared a the Master Reader.
"I have won, Clement," she said in the voice of awoman grown. "Now | have both powers—and as
Lenardo's daughter | will ruleat last! How fitting that | rule the Savage Empire!”

Aradiawoke, feding death in her veins. There was poison in her blood! But it came from her womb,
where harbored that thing of evil, seeking itsrevenge.

She might die, but she would take that creature with her.

Fighting for every movement, Aradiarolled off thelounge onto her knees, crawled to the chest which
held her clothes, and dragged herself to her fedt.

Outside, Aradiacould hear the murmur of conversation, but she did not let her attention wander. No
Reader must know what she was doing until it was done.

Hanging on the wall over the chest were spears, swords, and knives. Aradiachose alarge, sharp blade.
She could bardly lift her armsto take it from its scabbard. Findly, though, shefumbled it into postion. It
must impalethe child. If only she could Read how it lay ...

In the courtyard, Wicket's voice rose above the others. "Pyrrhus, what are you using Adept power for?"

"Adept power? I'm not—" And then ashout, "Blessed godd"” and it was asif someone grasped Aradiads
arms, pulling them up and away as shetried to plunge the knife into her womb.

"No!" shewalled, struggling. "1 must kill her! Shell kill usal!"
But Pyrrhus and Wicket were on either side of her, prying the knife from her hands.
" She's been poisoned!" exclaimed Master Clement. "Lilith! Pyrrhus! Deciudl™

Hedling fire flowed through Aradias body, purging her blood. Pyrrhus and Wicket caught her as she
collgpsed, and laid her on her bed. She fought to remain conscious.



“Thebaby?' Lilith asked anxiougly.

"Unharmed,” said Master Clement. " Someone protected the child while the poison worked on Aradia.
Thank the gods you saw her, Pyrrhus!"

"If Wicket hadn't said I—"Pyrrhus went pae, and put his hands over hisface. "' was protecting the
child!" Helowered his hands, eyes burning. “Someone used me. Clement—"

"Portia," Aradiaand Master Clement said with the same voice.

"In Aradids baby?" exclamed Lilith.

"Yed" sad Aradia "Kill her, Lilith! Use your powers— kill her now!"
"No, Lilith!" Master Clement ordered.

"Why?' Pyrrhus voice grated with fury as he stepped forward.
"Pyrrhus, please," begged Aradia. "Kill her!"

"No!" Magter Clement said again.

Wicket threw an arm across Pyrrhus chest to pull him back, asif his physical strength could affect Adept
power.

"Portiais not in the child!" the Master Reader continued. "Wicket—Read with me. Tell Pyrrhus Aradiais
wrong!"

"She'stherel” Aradiainssted, tears of weakness diding down her cheeks. " She'skilling me—can't you
see? Does she control you al?"

"It'sjust ababy," sad Wicket. "Pyrrhus, it'san innocent little girl. Please trust Master Clement. Don't
harm achild!"

"They'relying!" said Aradia " She'sfooled them.”

"No!" said Master Clement. "I know Portia. Sheishere... but sheisnot in Aradias baby.” Suddenly he
demanded, "Who poisoned Aradia?' Glancing at the abandoned tray on the chest, he said, "The
tea—thereispoison in—"

Hewhirled, scarlet cloak flaring, and Aradia saw Juliabehind him.

Lenardo's daughter had not joined the circle around Aradia's bed. She looked up at the Master of
Mastersin round-eyed innocence—but there was something about those eyes.

"Oh, blessed godd" the girl cried. " She used me, too. She made me poison Aradia™ But there was not a
sngle note of Sncerity in the performance.

"That'snot Julial" Wicket said in a horrified whisper. Why would Portiapoison Aradia?’ Pyrrhus flung off
Wicket'sarm and stalked Julia, who did not back off. "Why did you? | can seeyou, Portia, evenif |

can't Read." He smiled—the smile Aradia had not seen since he had first come to Zendi, colder than the
freeze Portia had brought upon their lands.

Julids young face responded with an equdly cold smile, her eyes empty of warmth and humanity. "Go
ahead, Pyrrhus—kill the daughter of the Lord of the Land. Lenardo is on hisway home now. When he



arrives, you can explain why you killed me!”

Pyrrhusraised his hands, clenching them into fists— but the gesture was one of frustration, not threet.
"No," he said. "Not because of what might happen to me, but because of Julia. Y ou dmost made me
harm one child— but | will not. Y ou will never use me again, Portial”

He put his hands on her shoulders, staring into those cold, dead eyes. "Jdulial Julia—fight her! Master
Clement, hdp dulia

"Heis," said Wicket. "So are you, Pyrrhus—Julidsthere! She'safrad. Come on, Julia—you can doit!
Fight her off! Portials got no right to take over your life! Fight her—"

Cowering in ashadowed corner of her own mind, Juliahuddled in terror as Portia controlled her bodly.
She could hear Pyrrhus and Wicket, but could not respond.

| don't deservetolive. | got Galerio killed! | tried to kill Aradia and her baby!

/INo, Julia—you were used,// Master Clement told her. //Portia played on your strengths and
wesknesses, turned your courage against you. Don't let her do it now, Julia. Fight her—drive her out./

| cant. I'mevil. | don't deserveto live.
/IDie, Julial// said Portia, pushing at Julias presence.

/fulia/l It was Wicket. //Don't let that evil woman have your body—remember what she did to people.
To Pyrrhus. Shélll hurt more peopleif you let her livel//

| can't fight her—I don't have the strength.
/lUse my strength,// said Master Clement.
/{And mine// said Wicket.

/IMine, too,// added Decius.

Juliaralied, focusing on Portias evil. She must not live again! But despite the support from the Readers,
shedidn't know how tofight.

Evil laughter mocked her. //Y ou are wesk, Julia, lost! Let go now—Dbefore | must kill even your
consciousness!/

Portias poisonous mind pushed blackness at her from all sides. She struggled desperately, but each
attempt to push back the void alowed it in from another direction. She was being squeezed into
nothingness

A ray of warmth pierced thevoid. Like aspring sunbeam, it offered life and hope. She followed, feding
now that it was... love. Master Clement, Lilith, Decius, even Pyrrhus and Wicket were pouring love for
her into that void, and buoyed by it she struggled, ressted until shefinaly felt—

/IFather? Father?!//
Her mind leaped eagerly, training on that communion of family, strong and whole and determined.

Before the combined power, Portiafled. Julias knees gave way, and Pyrrhus caught her. She opened her
eyes. "Whereis Father?' she asked.



"On hisway," replied Master Clement. He smiled at her. "Julia, Lenardo istoo far away to Read us, even
with hisgreat powers. What you felt was not your father'slove. It was your mother's.”

Tearslegped to Julias eyes. She pushed away Pyrrhus support, and went to kneel beside the bed,
taking Aradias hand. "1 tried to kill you, and yet you..."

Aradiamanaged aweak smile. "It wasn't you, Julia, any more than it was metrying to kill my baby. As
soon as | understood what Portia had done, how could | help lending what strength | have?”

"Seep now, Aradia” sad Lilith.

"Yes" Aradiaagreed, drifting off.

Juliastayed where she was, Reading turmoil among the other Readers.

Pyrrhus said, "Portiawon't give up that easily. Now that she has escaped from the plane of lost souls...”
Master Clement said, "We must find her, prevent her from taking over someonedse.”

"I don't think you'll haveto look very far,” said Wicket.

"What?' asked Magter Clement. Then, "She might..."

Pyrrhus stared at Aradia. "Wicket," he demanded, "Read the baby!"

Juliaraised her head with agtart. "That's why she made you protect the baby until she thought she had
me! She would have had power right away, because I'm almost grown up. In ababy shewould have to
wait for her powersto manifest.”

"But an infant has no will to fight her," said Magter Clemen.

They Read the baby again, finding nothing but anormal, hedthy child dmost ready to be born. She dept
peacefully in her private ocean, emblem of innocence.

/[Too obvious,// observed Master Clement.
The hand Julia held tightened amost imperceptibly, and she perceived athrill of wicked glee.

Leaping up, she said, "Portiasin Aradial She knew we'd Read the baby, so when Aradiawent to deep
she entered her mind."

"She'sbeeninal our minds," said Pyrrhus.
"Whilewedept,” sad Lilith. "That iswhen sheimplanted her commands—and caused Aradias dreams.”

"Lady Lilith,” said Pyrrhus, "I'm afraid she has |earned to manipul ate Adepts who cannot Read at any
time, hiding from Readers behind our shields.

"That iswhy our Readers could not discover her," said Master Clement.

"Protect Aradiaphysicaly,” Pyrrhusadvised Lilith. "1 do not think she can manipulate you whileyou are
using your powers.”

"I she seeksto return permanently, the child is her only refuge now that we know her intentions,” said
Master Clement. "Julia, Decius, Wicket—defend the baby. Pyrrhus, lend them strength. Portiamust act
now, before Lenardo adds his strength to ours. She is desperate—and very dangerous.”



"As dangerous as the Ghost King," said Lilith. "We aways thought those stories were pure legend.”

"The Ghost King was defeated. We will defeat Portiaaswell," said Master Clement as he lay down on
the lounge by the window. He would have to fight Portia beyond the body, as she was beyond it.

Julia, Decius, Wicket, and Pyrrhus sat on the floor, joining hands. The three who could Read conscioudly
"borrowed" and guided Pyrrhus power, forming amental barrier against Portia.

Even o, Portias sirength of will dmost overpowered them before Master Clement's mind touched theirs.
Portiaretreated.

Evil laughter taunted them. //Clement, you have grown old and dull-witted! Why should | teke this child?
Y ou would smply kill her—and | would move on, take someone else, or remain out of body. But
perhaps | should take her over, merely to force you to kill Lenardo and Aradias child!//

Her presence made another feint at the babe in Aradias womb, but thistimeit did not test their strength.

/I do not underestimate you, Portia,// said Master Clement. //How could 1, when you managed to follow
Torio through the planes of existence?/

/[That fool! Oh, hetook painsthat | should not follow him to the plane of the dead and thence back to
thisworld—but he never thought that | would backtrack aong the path he followed on hisway to the
plane where we met!//

/However you did it,// replied Master Clement, //you must go back now to the plane of the dead—and
thistime | will seethat you pass beyond the portd ./

//Oh, no. | likeit here. | can control people, kill my enemies, enter anyone'sbody | please to enjoy the
pleasures of the flesh, and escape onto the planes of existence when | encounter opposition. And no one
can stop me—not you aone, Clement, and not any pitiful circle you can muster, no matter what powers
they dlam!//

Master Clement ignored her boasting. //Portia, | will guide you .// Hismenta presence urged Portids.

Julia, never having experienced anything like this, had no ideawhat Master Clement wastrying to do, and
neither did Wicket, who was trying to explain to Pyrrhus what they Read.

"He'strying to force her to another plane,” Pyrrhusinterpreted. "One Master Reader can't do that alone,
especidly not to another Master Reader!”

Deciuswas holding Julidsleft hand. At Pyrrhus comment his hand suddenly went limp in hers, and she
realized that he had left his body to try to help Master Clement.

"Decius—you fool!" hissed Pyrrhus. Then with the power of hismentd "voice": //Decius—you havent the
experience to help. Portiawill useyou against Master Clement!//

"Sheis," Wicket said tightly, trying to describe how Portia had seized upon Decius intrusion, putting the
young Reader's presence between herself and the old Magter.

//Decius—go back!// ordered Master Clement.

Decius broke free of Portials manipulation and joined his strength to Master Clement's. //Thereisno one
elseto hdpyou.//



Portiacut Decius off from Master Clement, surrounding him with darkness. He fought valiantly, but he
was no match for the woman who had been Master of Masters.

Master Clement projected through the cloud of darkness, providing Decius with afocus, but asthe
young Reader struggled—

[IMaster Clement—Portias getting away!// Juliawarned. But he could not abandon Decius!

"Pyrrhus, no!" Wicket's voice shouted in dulias right ear, his hand jerking convulsively asin the "world"
they were Reading another presence blocked Portia's way.

The fury radiant from Pyrrhus wavered for amoment, overshadowed by arush of ecstatic
pleasure—away from his nerve-burned body, he could Read).

But his need for revenge quickly overshadowed dl else. More menacingly cold than Juliahad ever Read
him, Pyrrhus advanced on Portia. From the opposite direction, Master Clement closed in.

Decius was free now, observing, for the darkness disappeared when Portias attention shifted to Pyrrhus.
Instead of retreating, she moved toward him, her presence growing stronger as she approached.
Heartless laughter underscored her words. //So you would kill me again, Pyrrhus? Foal! Y ou have killed
only yoursdf!//

Wicket's start of fear for hisfriend stabbed through Julia
Portia, though, seemed to grow and flourish as she absorbed Pyrrhus rage, Wicket's fear.

Despite their bodiless state, Juliafelt that same menace Pyrrhus projected when he stalked
someone—but again Portiaonly drew upon the anger, the frustration.

Suddenly Juliarecalled something Pyrrhus had told her. //Pyrrhus—remember what you told me about
revenge?//

INt's sweet!// asserted Portia. //Go on, Pyrrhus—take your revenge! It'sall you have left, now.// Her
power flared as she absorbed hisfury.

/IPyrrhus—// Master Clement began.

IN seeit,// Pyrrhusreplied, his menta voice soft with amazement. Julia could fed him Read what Portia
was doing. Hiswill to revenge faded. Il had my revenge, and it was not sweet. Such fedingsare
pleasant only to a creature such as Portia has become. She gains strength from fear, or hate, or anger.

//\We don't fear her.//
Juliafelt Wicket struggle to control hisfear, felt Portiawesken dightly asthe negative fedings faded.
//But you hate me!// Portia snapped.

/IOh, 1 did,// Pyrrhus agreed. /1t is amazing how much energy | wasted hating you, Portia. While you fed
on that energy! That, and the fear and pain you generated with the storms and accidents and cold—oh,
yes, you gained strength, but it fades quickly, doesn't it? To gain permanent power in our world again,
you must have abody. But we won't alow that, now that we know you. Y ou are nothing but a poor
dead woman who won't accept that she's dead.//

//I'm not dead!//



/IPortia/ Master Clement told her gently, //your timeis over. Now you must rest. Come—I et us escort
you to the plane of the deed. It isyour rightful place—you will find heding therefor dl your suffering.//

/INo!//
But together, Master Clement and Pyrrhus surrounded Portia, radiating pity.
Portiashrank from that fedling, but the two Master Readers held her inexorably withiniit.

Julia Read an unspoken question from Pyrrhus. /1 know the way,// said Master Clement. /1 escorted
Portia there once before.//

/IANnd | will escape, as| did before!// Portia asserted.
/INo, not thistime,// said Master Clement.
Portiareplied only with a defiant moment of wicked glee.

Julids curiogity surged in frustration. Master Clement and Pyrrhus were about to move to another plane,
where she could not Read them—it infuriated her to be too young to leave her body. It wasn't fair!

Determined to Read everything she could before they moved beyond her perceptions, Juliafocused her
power on Portia, Master Clement, and Pyrrhus.

The universe shifted with asickening jolt!

Chaos whirled about her.

She wanted to scream, but she had no voice, no body.

Sheer terror gripped her as she was whipped endlessy through formless darkness.

She staggered, and was caught by strong hands. She wasin her body, on aplain, Decius beside
her—standing on two hedlthy legs. It was his handsthat steadied her.

There were other people on the plain, walking toward a gateway through which Juliasaw awelcoming
warm light, much like the warmth of love that had guided her from the darkness where Portia had tried to
trap her. She wanted to go toward it.

"Julia" Deciuswhispered sharply. "Y ou shouldn't be here! | shouldn't be here," he added in wonder.
"Shhh!" she said, her fear completely gone.

Just ahead of them, Master Clement and Pyrrhus walked with awoman between them, their arms linked
through hers. It must be Portia, but not the shriveled crone Julia had known. This woman stood tall and
strong, and her hair was unsilvered.

But she struggled, twigting in their grasp, and Juliarecognized her face—aface marked with frustration
and determination. Portiawhen, with al good intentions, she had first turned from the Reader's Code,
thinking the endswould justify her means.

"Look behind you, fools!" Portia spat. "Take meinto death, and you take them aswd|!"
Even together, the two men could not hold her from forcing them to turn around.

"Julial Deemd!" exclaimed Master Clement. Julia.could Read hisdismay, and redlized that Portia had



used theinsatiable curiogity of young Readersto bring hostages with her to the plane of the dead.

"Julia, let them take me and you are dead,” said Portia. "'l will take you back to your world, give you my
power—together wewill rulel”

"Y ou influenced me through your scrolls, Portia," Juliasaid. "They made me accept you then—but they
aso made me know you. Now | seewhat your life made you. | will never become like you.”

"You'll never have the chance. Clement is about to abandon you. Neither Decius nor Pyrrhus can take
you home. If you would live, you must help meto live again!™

Juliagtared at Master Clement. "Isit true?"
"I must take Portiathrough the portal,” he replied. "Otherwise, she will not go.”
"But what about us? Do we haveto die too?"

"Yes!" Portiahissed. "Pyrrhusis dead already—he can never return to hisbody. Y ou will die unless
Clement takes you home."

"No!" said Decius, taking Julias hand. "1've moved from one plane to another before. I'll get us home.”
Portialaughed. "Y ou'll belost on the planes of existence!"

Master Clement, for all his experience, had become lost when he brought Portia here before. How could
Deciusfind the way?

Portiadrew strength from Julias fear—and Decius.
Pyrrhus said, "Portiais right. Take them home, Magter Clement. | will take Portia through the portd.."

"No," said Master Clement. "'l must complete thetask | failed before. Y ou will take Juliaand Decius
home, Master Pyrrhus.”

Julia Read Pyrrhus shock. "I can't be aMaster Reader,” he said. "1 wouldn't be able to Read oncel
returned. If | could return.”

"Then beaLord Adept,” Master Clement replied. "My work in that world isfinished. Y ou have much to
doyet, Lord Pyrrhus." Heturned away asif the matter were settled, and spoke to Decius.

"Decius, learn to use both your powerswell. Y ou may be both aMaster Reader and aLord Adept one
day."

"Yes, Mader," Decius said uncertainly.

"And dulia," her teacher told her, "your powers are great for one so young—I underestimated you, child.
It never occurred to me that you could leave your body, |et done follow us here.”

"You see, Jlia?" said Portia. "Clement did not appreciate your powers—and now you will diefor it!"

Despite hersdlf, fear swelled in Julia. Portiafed upon it, and broke free of Master Clement'sgrasp. "'l am
your only hope, child," she said, reaching for Julias hand. "L et me take you safely home, teach you to use
your powers, not deny them!™

Juliashrank from the grasping hand. "I'm afraid of being lost—but I'm much more afraid of becoming like



you!"

Master Clement recaptured Portia. Y ou won't belogt, Julia," hetold her. "Pyrrhuswill take you home.
Y ou will study, and gain control of your powers. Y our father will aid you to use them wisely, aswill your
mother—and you must hep them with your little Ssgter.”

"Yes, Madter," Juliasad helplesdy.

They turned and moved toward the beckoning light once more, only Portiastruggling futilely. Therest
were drawn to it—Juliawondered why she should want to go back when the promise of joy and peace
lay ahead, through the portal.

Thefird rays of light touched them.
Portia screamed and writhed as if she were burned!

Both Master Clement and Pyrrhus had to exert their full strength to hold her. She was burning. They
could Read her pain, seeflames engulf her struggling form.

Portia's agony was transmitted to the two men holding her, but they would not Iet her go, let her escape.

Magter Clement moved aheed, pulling Portiawith him, reaching across her to disengage Pyrrhus hands
as he moved farther into the brightness.

The old Master was almogt blotted out by the brilliance. Juliasquinted againgt it, seeing Portia il
writhing, trying to seize the advantage when Pyrrhuslet her go—but she could not escape Master
Clement'sgrip.

And then, to Julid's amazement, the woman's struggles ceased.

The flames were washed away by the brilliance of the pure light—and Juliaunderstood that they had
been Portias|ast defense. Asthey faded, the brilliant light increased. Julia could not be sure of what she
saw in that blinding light, but it seemed to be Portia as she had been when she first became Master of
Masters—young, bright, honest, and determined to use her powersfor good. She stared into the light,
and it seemed to Juliathat awarm smile made her unutterably beautiful.

And then the two forms disappeared in the blinding light.

Ingtinctively, Juliaand Decius stared to follow—~but Pyrrhus grasped their arms. "It isnot your time," he
sad. "You must go back now."

With gentle firmness, he turned them away from the beckoning light. "Read with me."
They did—and dl light was gone!
Again the sickening twist, chaos, darkness, whirling winds.

Theilluson of aphysica body gone, Julia struggled to stay in rapport with Pyrrhus and Decius asthey
plummeted and twisted through the planes of existence.

Pyrrhusin control of his Reading was a clear, strong force—no question that he was a Master Reader.
He brought them to ahalt in astarry void, peaceful and beautiful. But they were not on the ground
looking up at gars; they were disembodied minds floating, with the stars around them in every direction.
/IPicture our physica world,// Pyrrhusingtructed, //the room we |eft—now!//



Therewasthat odd twisting feding again—and they were mindsfloating in nothingness. Even the sars
were gone. Juliacould not control her thought: //Thisisn't homel//

It was avacuum that sucked at her asif it would draw her mind out into millions of separate bits, out of
contact.

Huliallf

Pyrrhus wasthere, and Decius. /It's the plane of privacy,// said Decius—athough in the naked clarity of
thought here she percelved that he merdly hoped that was"where' they were.

/IAgain,// directed Pyrrhus. //Aradidsroom, our bodiesin the circle.//

But Juliahad forgotten what it was like to have aphysica body. She shared Decius and Pyrrhus
attempts to reach out for their bodies, but they were as unsuccessful as she was. Panic ruined her
concentration. She began to fear they would never get home, but Pyrrhus strong, gentle intelligence
ingsted, //Wewill get there. Y ou will return, evenif | cannot. Read for—ah!//

Juliafelt it, too—the swest, slly, frightened but brave presence that was Wicket's unmistakable mental
aura. Clumsy but determined, he sent out awordless call to Pyrrhus. They followed it.

For one moment Julia hung above the scene, looking down a hersdlf, Decius, Pyrrhus, Wicket, still
holding hands, Wicket's mind desperately searching for theirs.

/1Y ou're back!// his mind shouted in glee, and with ajolt, Juliafound hersdlf, stiff and sore, in her own
body on the floor of Aradia's bedroom. Wicket looked over at her inrelief, glanced at Decius ashe
opened his eyes— but across from Julia Pyrrhus body remained dumped, unconscious.

//Pyrrhus?/ Wicket questioned.
/1Y es—I'm here, Wicket//

/ICome back, Pyrrhus, please.// Wicket pleaded. /1 don't mind trandating for you—you can dways
leave your body again if you want to Read. But come back now, please?//

[l cant... find the way. 11
It was as Portia had said: he could not return to his body.

JuliaRead his problem: he could not "fed" his body through the destroyed nerves that should have made
the connection between the menta and the physical. Wicket Read with her and choked down panic.
//\What can we do?/

/I don't know,// shetold him, fedling sick now that she once again had abody capable of reacting to her
emotions. Master Clement should have known this would happen!

But the old Master had seemed o certain that Pyrrhus could return. Oh, surely Portia could not be right
and Magter Clement wrong!

Then she remembered. //Master Clement said to beaLord Adept, Pyrrhus!//

/IWhat? 1 can't use Adept power without—// Asif to demonstrate, he attempted to brace for Adept
power— and they dl felt the shock as he fell back into hisbody. With agasp, he opened hiseyes. Then
he blinked, and laughed. "Not graceful, but effective. Thank you, Julia."



"Yes, thank you," said Wicket. "I don't think any of uswere ready for anther ghost hanging around!”

He turned back to Pyrrhus, who was stretching with awince. Then his Adept powers automatically
began to ease his cramped muscles, and the headache from his abrupt trangtion to the physical. Decius
aso exerted Adept strength to relieve his discomfort, but al Juliacould do was stretch, with agrunt as
her mistreated body protested her leaving it in that position on the cold floor.

Lilith had come over when Pyrrhusfirst spoke. Now she put ahand on Julia's shoulder, and hedling
warmth eased away her misery. "What happened?' the Lady Adept asked.

"Portiaiswhere she belongs" said Julia. "Magter Clement..."
Lilith's eyes darted to the still form on the lounge by the window. "Oh, no," she whispered, paling.

"Lilith,"” said dulia, "hetook Portia, knowing he would have to go with her. But—it's beautiful. | can't tell
you..."

They wereal climbing to their feet now, Wicket sniffing asatear escaped his control. "Poor old man," he
sad.

"No," said Pyrrhus. "If you had known him longer, Wicket, you would not grieve. If any man ever fulfilled
hislife, it was Magter Clement.”

Lilith nodded. "Pyrrhusisright. We dl misshim, but if we grieveit will befor our loss of his strength and
wisdom, not for the unfulfilled potentia that causes our grief over most deaths.”

And Juliafelt no grief at al—only adeep determination to pattern her own life after that of the Master of
Magters.

Aradiawakened to acramping pain. After afew moments she realized that she wasin labor, and that her
body had been coping with such painsfor sometime. At least to the extent of suppressing pain, her
Adept powers were back!

She Read, and found her child in pogition for ddlivery, but it would be hours yet. It was not quite dawn.
She should try to get some more deep before—

Suddenly she remembered—when? Y esterday afternoon. Portia possessing Julia, threatening to possess
her unborn child.

Mlulia dulia—wake up!//

But it was Wicket who answered her call. //Aradia Y ou'll wake up every Reader in the city. Juliasal
right. Everybody'sadl right, except—//

Wicket was too upset to verbalize it, but even with her weakened powers, Aradia caught the knowledge.
[IMaster Clement... isdead.//

/Hetook Portiato the plane of the dead, Pyrrhus says. Aradia, should | wake Lady Lilith for you?//
Then: //Hey! Y ou're Reading!//

/M'mdl right,// Aradiasaid, redlizing that athough she would miss Master Clement deeply, shedid not
fed the shocking grief she had when they had thought him dead before.

/IYou aredl right,// afamiliar "voice' suddenly spokein her mind, //but you are dso inlabor, Aradial//



//Lenardo! Oh, Lenardo—where are you?//
//On the fastest horse from Wulfston's stable—except for the one he'sriding.//

IIWEI| be there by thisevening, Big Siger,// came another familiar "voice' dthough she had never Read it
before.

/Wulfgton! Y ou've learned to Read!//

/IAnd that's not al the news—but well tell you when we get there. If my new niece arrives before we do,
tell her hellofor me.//

[IFather!// Juliasuddenly joined the conversation. Aradialet her ask questions, discover Wulfston in the
rapport, while she coped with another contraction.

But Juliawastoo dert. //Father,// she said, //we have so much to tell you—adventures, new friends. But
right now, my little Sster istrying to get born. So I'm going to go be with Mother till you get herel//

A few hourslater, Lilith laid her newborn daughter in Aradia's arms. With Adept help, the birth had been
easy, and she smiled as she touched the baby'sincredibly soft skin, felt the tiny fingers curl around hers.

And then—the baby opened her eyes.

Violet eyes, like Aradias own, like her father's—and nothing in them but newborn innocence. Her heart
seemed to overflow with love a the sight.

By evening Aradias husband and her brother were there to greet the new arrival and present her with an
unexpected bonus: Wulfston had found awifein Africal Aradialiked Tadishaat once, although shewas
too tired to do much more than rest in Lenardo's arms and listen, half adeep, to their adventures—all,
indeed, brought on by Portias desire to separate them as she tried to take over the Savage Empire. It
was she who had inspired the witch-queen Z'Neliato the deeds that had sent Sukuru to seek Wulfston,
and to kidnap Lenardo to force Wulfston to come to Africa

"But dl Portiadidinthelong run," Juliasaid, "wasto bring us even closer together.”

The next day, after anight of healing deep, Aradiawas able to attend Master Clement's funeral. Not only
was the entire city there, but people had flocked in from many miles distant to pay their respects. Even
Zendi's huge forum could not hold them al, and so they trooped out of the city, to the areawhere the
summer fair was held.

Hundreds of people came forward to speak for the beloved old Master—buit like Aradia, everyone who
had known him well felt peace and joy, not sorrow, at his passing. Even her own father might have
achieved much more had he lived longer; no onefelt that Master Clement had left anything undone.

Readersfrom al over the Savage Empire were therein spirit if they could not come in person, cresting
such amassive group-mind that Aradia suspected even nonReaders could fed their presence.

Afterward, they shared afeast with family and friends, old and new. Lenardo and Aradia, Julia, Wulfston
and Tadisha, Lilith, Decius, Pyrrhus and Wicket, al gathered around the tablein the dining hdl in
Lenardo and Aradiasvillafor thetraditional celebration of life.

Wulfston's entourage had caught up with the three who had ridden on ahead, bringing with it another
unexpected addition to the family: arather vague young man named Norgu, who was some sort of
relative to Wulfston. Aradia determined to get the story straight as soon as possible, remembering



something about a battle by a volcano on another plane of existence from the stories she had listened to
0 degpily last night.

Norgu appeared to be avictim of that Adept/Reader battle, healed in body now but badly scarred in
mind. But if anyone could help him find himsdlf, she was certain Wulfston could. In the meantime she
welcomed the boy to the family, and gave him aplace at the table.

There were people missing—not only Master Clem-ent, but Astra, too, was dead. Zanos had stayed in
Africa. She wondered if Torio would ever come back, or Melissa.

But if their circle had lost some members, it had gained others, and thiswas atime for celebration. "L ord
Pyrrhus," Aradiaannounced, "1 promised you property herein Zendi. And Wicket. .. Lenardo, we must
think of some appropriate title for people who may not be either Lords Adept or Master Readers, but
who join both powers. Meanwhile, Wicket, you aso will have your reward, for both of you risked more
than your livesto protect our daughters.”

After the toast had been drunk to Pyrrhus and Wicket, Lenardo rose as Devasin brought their infant
daughter in. "Aradiaand | have thought long about what we should name our child,” he said. "Today we
decided. In honor of the renewal and growth of our circle, we vow again our dedication to peace and
cooperation throughout the Savage Empire. And in remembrance of that sacred pledge, we name our
daughter Arlana.”

And the toast rang out: "To Arlana, daughter to Lenardo and Aradia, sister to Julia, and sacred pledgeto
the unity of our Savage Empirel”

The adventures of Wulfston and Lenardo in Africaare told in WuIfstons Odyssey. Torio's adventuresin
Maduraarein Sorcerers of the Frozen Idles. Both are available as Signet paperbacks.
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