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Prologue

There was the faintest whisper of sound behind him. He whirled on the ball of hisfoot.

The animd wasin theair, In mid-legp from a housesi zed boulder that he had just passed. it was
steersized, sixlegged, with amouth hinged like ashark’s, green and spotted with blotcheslike sun

patches on sward. Detail merged into horror; he saw aconfused swirl of claws and teeth.

In panic, he threw up his bands, armsrigid, pdms at a ninety-degree angle toward the beast.
Green flame wrapped around hiswrists and focused. Fire shot out at the beast.



Even ashedidit, he knew that it was amistake.

The October Onelooked at him from the height of her ornamented chair. Two powerful Adepts
held him, one by each arm, standing in front of her, just behind the yellow line. His head hung; he could
not look her inthe eyes.

“Youkilled ananimd,” shesad In her gravely, flat voice. He made no answer, could think of
none.

“Y ou used your SKill inaway vishbleto dl, infireand smoke and flame. You. . .
There was desperation in him. He thought he was about to die.
“Therewasnotime!” he cried, hisbody trembling, looking at the floor.

“Nonsense!” she thundered. Her black hair seemed to swirl with alife of itsown. Her face,
ageless, expressionless, held two glowing yelow eyes, which he dared not ook upon.

Her downward dash of amouth opened. Her voice came again. “We were watching; it was The
Test. You could have taken one step aside and placed yourself in Shadow. Y ou could have. . .* She
paused. There were severa other ways, none that would have attracted the attention of anyone nearby.
There were even ways he could have killed without notice, without sound.

But killing was not the issue here.

Hewaited for the judgment that he knew was coming. He was eighteen years old, and there was
nothing in him but fear.

He glanced desperately at the man on hisright. Cor-Reed, histeacher for seven years, stared
unmovingly aheed, gnarled face st Inits habitua frown, streaked hair thin and haf gone on aglistening
scap, lipsturned forever down in impatience with the universe, dmost sneering. No help would he found
here. When he had failed with the animal, he had failed Cor-Reed most of al.

The hand on hisarm tightened, until he could fed the pain.

“Enough!” the woman grated. Her voice was so low that it was amost awhisper. Asher gasped,
and the pressure eased. “ Judgment and punishment are mine. Y ou, Cor-Reed, might defend this boy.
Y ou might tell me of histraining, of the flaw that you and other Guild teachers have worked on for the
seven years, of the hope you had in the promise of his other attributes, his aptitude toward the Skill.”

She breathed. The boy had not heard any intake of breath from her since he had cometo her
chamber amost eight minutes ago, and he was attuned to such things, For the first time now, she
breathed. “Enough.” She passed her hand over her eyes, closing them for amoment. The boy could fed
the weaknessin her. But then she hissed, and he could fedl the strength. “The Law of October isplain.
‘Six years, and no more than seven, shall an Apprentice labor, whereupon the Apprentice will he tested,
one Test and one done.” This one has been tested.

“Look a me, Asher Tye.” Therewasfindity, grim and hard, in her inhuman voice. Theboy’'s
head drew up, and his eyes|ooked into hers. He did not want to, resisted with al his strength, but she
had the Power initsfull measure. He was but afailed student of it.



Hazd eyes met ydlow. She used no further force, merely looked into him.

“You havefaled the Test,” she said. “The Test beyond which thereis no apped. In accordance
with our Law, | decree that you will he erased, expelled from the Guild, and sent back to your home
world. Without Skill. Without Power. Without the Guild.”

Erased. , . Thetaking of hismind. The message of the words, the force of the yellow eyes, hit
him like anail-studded club. Violent emotion, fear, terror, a sob coming out of the lower depths of his
body without hisvalition. . . His head shook asthe frustration cameinto him, beating againgt the other
emotionsthat were brimming to the surface and drowning him.

The woman saw it, and he knew that she saw it, and so he understood exactly when she
whispered: “Theflaw.”

She needed to say no more. Then, in amovement of creamy fluidity, she stood. The black, gold-edged
robes of the October Guild fell around her gaunt, unseen body. Her black hair writhed silently. Withiniit,
there was the occasond tiny, bright flicker of static dectricity.

“Cor-Reed, Dan-Ghed,” she spoke to the two men who held Asher Tye. “The Judgment is
finished. Y ou will take him to the Probe.”

Themen inclined their heads afraction, the closest to abow that the Guild ever dlowed. The
hands tightened around the boy’ sanns, and he felt himsdlf turning and walking out of the chamber.

Walking toward the Mind Probe.

Terror overflowed atogether then, and he struggled, kicking the shin of Dan-Ghed, trying to tear
away from Cor-Reed.

But they placed a Camness on him which he could not resist. Y et the Cdmness was externd,;
controlling his body aone. Heraged insde.

The Mind Probe would erase al the Skill out of his mind—cleanse seven years out of him, and
leave him as he had been when he had come here.

An eeven-year-old child—in an eighteen-year-old body.

Part | - Hight
Chapter 1

He had asked the wrist computer what day and time and year it was, and whatever the computer
had replied, only one thing seemed to echo in his brain, back and forth like a sted ball. September had
ended only moments before; the computer had switched to October in mid-sentence.

Acrossthe bubble, with all the colors of the rainbow, the stars streamed past in lineslike a
thousand claws, scratching across the luxglass of the observation port, red and yellow, yellow like eyes,
and green and purple... Purple, like light, exactly the same shade as... as claws and purplelight and
ydlow eyes.



Out of the corner of his eye, he saw anose-shaped dien scuttle out of the room, and he
remembered.

He sat suddenly upright in the lounge chair in which he had been lying. A few of the other
passengers|ooked at him in surprise.

He remembered! The October One. Cor-Reed. The beast from the rock.
And the Sill!

He stood up abruptly. He was on the observation deck of a starship, watching, with some of the
other passengers, the stars asthey fled by in lines, while the ship bore through interspace. Severd other
passengers turned to look at him, to divine the reason for his sudden movement.

Almost trembling, he made adight motion with hisleft hand, and pointed to the viewport with his
right. The heads|ooked that way and forgot about him.

it was the Cloak of Unnatice, part of the Skill. In al the minds that had been looking hisway, the
image of the brown-haired boy was diffused and tinged with a degp unimportance. The eyes had seen,
and if they looked hisway again, they would see again. But the minds would not notice, aslong ashe
kept the Cloak in active force around him.

He' d been on the ship two standard days. He remembered coming aboard with the wonder of an
eleven year old, gaping at the immense ship In orbit around the October World as his shuttle drew close.
He had spent most of the two days right here on the observation deck, watching as the ship pulled out of
orbit, watching as the red October World dwindled behind them until it popped out of view asthey
entered interspace and the lining of the stars began.

He had felt no specia emotion, other than achild’ swonder. He had felt no separation, no regret,
no sadness a leaving aworld that had been his home for seven years, at leaving an opportunity that
would have made him great in hisown mind.

All he had fdt wasthe awe of achild looking at the universe.

Now his mind reeled with sadness and regret, but also with surprise and joy and hope. Memory!
Sill! it was asif someone had given him amouthful of medicine that had tripled hisknowledge dl at
once.

He sank dowly onto the edge of the lounge chair, trying to grasp what had happened.

He remembered entering the Probe chamber. There Cor-Reed had pushed him away, not hard,
with akind of studied contempt. Asher had wept hysterically and clawed after him, too late to follow him
through the closing door. Then he had been donein the chamber. Thelights had turned violet, and
become so bright that,..

That was when the forgetfulness had begun. After awhile two men had comein to him, men that
he did not recognize at the time, but now knew were Dan-Ghedl and Cor-Reed. The latter had looked at
him with hatred, and Asher had wondered why. He had felt fine. He had wondered where he was, but
that wasall.



The men had taken him to aroom, where they dressed him and handed him a suitcase. He was
on hisway home, they explained. He had felt happy about that. His parents must be waiting.

But what about the training? Somehow he had known that he wasin this place for training of
somekind. No, they had said, he had not been able to start the training. He had failed some kind of
aptitude test.

That had puzzled him. He hadn’t remembered any test. Never mind, they had assured him. He
did have agreat gptitude in robotic logic. They were sure that the Robot Guild would be the place for
him.

So they had bundled him aboard the starship. Asthe shuttle had neared it, he had seen its name
in metalic mosaic onitsangular hull. The Pride of Cadott. Caldott was a planet near the Core, an
important place of commerce and finance.

His own planet, he had recalled, was Barnard' s Refuge, in the outer swirl of one of the galactic
arms. That meant that thisworld he was leaving was even further out from the galactic core; it must he
truly one of the fringe worlds, on the very rim of the gdaxy.

He remembered now that he had sat in a sort of hazy stupor for the two days, going to his
cubicle only for deep, and to the common dining room for meds. He had spoken to very few people,
andtonodiensa dl. At one point, amatronly woman in the company of aDigger, an ugly littledien
that buzzed instead of laughed, had struck up a conversation about inconsequentials, until Asher, evenin
his eleven-year-old naivete, had wished they’ d go away. He hadn’t liked the Digger, whose snout
reminded him of amouthful of worms.

Another time ateenage girl, bored with the travel, had tried to make his acquaintance, and had
become first puzzled and then fearful at his boyish babbling. An attractive girl, he thought with regretful
irritation.

L ooking around now, he saw neither the woman and dien nor the teenage girl, not that he
wanted the company of any of them. Instead, he...

A manwaslooking a him. Asher looked back with fear welling up insde.

The man was dark-haired, shorter than average, with liquid black eyes. He was staring directly at
Agher, directly through the Cloak of Unnotice.

Asher looked away, trying to seem casud. He had seen the man before, he knew, without takng
any specid notice. The man had often eaten at the same time Asher had on the ship, and he aways
seemed to he on the observation deck whenever Asher was.

What if the man were an Adept? Would he notice the Cloak?

Of course hewould. And if he werein fact an Adept, he would have Skill beyond anything Asher
could command.

The man was starting toward him. Asher could see him out of the corner of hiseyes. What did it
mean?

Hismind whirled franticaly, but he could think of only one way to account for thisman's



presence. He must he some sort of Monitor for the Guild, afail-safe mechanism in case the Probe did not
take.

For that was what must have happened, Asher redlized suddenly. Maybe the Probe did not
awayswork. Maybe it broke down sometimes, or maybe some people had a sort of natura resistance
toit.

The man was threading hisway through atight knot of passengers, human and aien, who were
blocking the long aidein which Asher sat. There was an exit nearby,much nearer to Asher than to the
sranger. Asher’ sleg muscles tensed; hewould run.

But even as he thought it, he knew that it would do no good. All the man would have to do
would be to invoke some arcane aspect of the Skill. There was one, for example, that senior Adepts
would use on occasion to save an Apprentice from proceeding forward with someill-considered
gpplication of Power—asingle Word, hypnoticaly engraved in dl Guild minds during apprenticeship. it
would stop him in histracks, and that was not the only trick that could be used on him.

Fear. Nervousness. The flaw wasthere, asit dwayswas, bedeviling him with salf-consciousness,
Perhaps this man had no sinister intentions. Perhaps he...

The man cleared the gaggle of passengers and began to move more quickly. There was nothing
friendly in hisface or hismovements.

Suppose some people were resistant to the Probe? Then what could the Guild do to safeguard
the October secrets?it couldn’t just let failed Apprentices circulate around the galaxy, using and abusing
various aspects of the kill.

In amoment of amazing clarity that Asher would remember al hislife, he knew that the Guild had
only one way out. When afailed Apprentice somehow escaped the Probe, the Guild would haveto kill.

Surprise. He would have to do something that would take the man so completely by surprise that
he would not have time to Invoke the Skill. Something so overwhelming that it would befuddle
him—blind him, perhagps. Blind him.

Hewould never expect, in acrowd of passengers.

Inasinglefluid motion, Asher roseto hisfeet and threw up hisarms, pdms at aninety-degree
angle. The man’ s eyes widened, and he opened his mouth to say the Word.

Green flame wrapped around Asher’ swrists, focused, shot toward the man. The man threw a
Shield up, as Asher had known he would, and the Word was muffled into silence. Green flame cascaded
off the Shield and onto the vinyl chain, which erupted into black, oily smoke. Someone screamed, and a
chorus of cries and honks and shrieks rose up, drowning out any chance of the Word being heard.

Asher bolted for the exit, the smoke obscuring for amoment the man with the dark eyes.
Blinded,..

As Asher dove through the doorway, he glanced behind him and paled. The man wasintheair in
an impossible leap, twenty feet over the billowing smoke, beading toward him. it wasn't low gravity that
alowed the legp~the ship was on standard one g. No, it wasthe SKill, one of severd types of levitation.



Inthat single glance, Asher saw that the man’s mouth was open and his Shield down. But the
screaming bedlam from the passengers blasted around them, and drowned out anything the man might
havetried to yell.

Then he was through the doorway, and out of the man’ssight.

Interlude 13

Nearly one hundred and twenty years ago the October Ones had raged out of the Sculptor’s
star-blotch and reached the outer arm of the main gaaxy. Their first landfall had been the world later
caled October, and from there each had set out and taken a piece of the galaxy, apie diced ten
thousand times. And they had begun to rule, but only alittle & first, only atiny piece of each dice
because the gdlaxy was s0 large and popul ated by so many beings, a hundred billion inhabited planets
with life forms svarming in their abundance and adaption to the inconceaivable in environment and lack
thereof. The effect of October waslike adrop In the ocean, asand grain on the beach, asingle cell inthe

human body.

But they would not expand their own numbers, would not create new October Ones. Alien, they
were arace that was ultimately paranoid, and they not only feared one another (which waswhy there
were 0 few) but could fedl no rest until they knew that they controlled, directly or indirectly, the actions
of thebillionsin their sectors and ultimately in the entire galaxy. They would never rest easy until they had
complete control, and for that they sought and fought. And they sometimes remembered the
self-effacement of the Teacher whom they had deceived, and wondered at it, and thought it weak and
Supid.

Perhaps, once they achieved complete collective control, they would €iminate one another.

But for the moment, the only way their influence could spread was by teaching Skill to members
of other raceswhom they could easily control. To their collective annoyance, they found that few among
thetrillions had any aptitude at dl for the Power.

Certainly the October One hersdlf had found it so, in the human segment of the gdaxy. She had
been the Oneto remain on that first planetfall; she had considered her environment and found it wanting.
Itsinconsequentia human government disappeared when she devoted amillionth of her attention toit.

Perhaps the Ones should have penetrated directly to the central galactic government; but there
had been no way of telling in advance whether any rival Power existed among the myriad swarms of
sentient beings that they found. They well knew that if a Power did exist to chalenge them, it would be
ableto conced itsdf.

And so, &t firgt, the Ones hovered in the backwaters of the galaxy, waiting and probing. But in
120 years of spboninig information to the One in the human sector, they had felt not the dightest whiff of
alien movement in the Power, not thetiniest ripplein its etheric embrace that they did not cause
themselves or account for among the lesser beings who touched, feebly, one or another of the lesser
ills.

They then formed a“ Guild,” alegd entity in which, in theory, was gathered the body of a
particular learned profession. Guilds were among the few ingtitutions of any influence among the chaotic
jumbles of races and economic interests and potential conflicts that the galaxy represented, the Galactic



Police being another. The influence of October began to spread more and morerapidly.

Asfor hersdf, within ayear after settling on her world the One had been named Gulidmaster and
had begun human recruitment—and found it hellishly difficult.

The human race seemed to have but the rarest and most unpredictable grasp of Power of any
race that the other Ones described to her. But she set up atesting network on each planet she consumed,
and found those few who had Skill potentid; and as she gained followers one by one, planetsin her
sector fell under her Influence. She absorbed each government and, if there existed any people of intuitive
discernment, she destroyed them. That she was thereby eliminating the most creative and talented of the
human race did not interest the October One.

Eighty-nine years after she had taken the October World, the October One sent a newly-passed
Adept named Cor-Reed to the planet Edom. it was hisflrst misson. He was to take over a planet.

Bribing hisway up the highly Stretified socid ladder, he reached the chamberlain of the third son
of one of the most powerful dukes.

“I represent the new faction in the Guild of Persona Protectors, about which you have heard,”
the sour young man intoned. “Y ou have only to consult the Galactic Database to read of our ascension.”
He stood at ease, his face reminiscent of acarnivorous rodent’s.

The chamberlain consulted the database and found this note appended to the description of the
Guild of Persond Protectors, also called the Bodyguard Guild; “While known and respected for its
careful adherence to an elaborate code of ethics, interna dissension has arisen in recent years. The older
Guild leadership is currently under chalenge by anew group which seems destined to assume control; for
at every test of professond skills so far arranged, the younger chalengers have humiliated their superiors.
it isassumed that the next Guild € ection will see achange of command.”

The chamberlain, pondered. Theworld on which helived was ruled by forty-six noble families,
among whom wealth and power were concentrated. Attacks on them were common, but the nobles
controlled the in-planet police too.

Everything isaquestion of being seen, the chamberlain thought. Of no digtinguishing
characterigtics, he well knew that he owed his present post to personal public relations and agreat ded
of luck. But he was chamberlain only to his duke sthird son, and there were layers above him to which
he aspired. Vighility...

“Would you,” he said In hisbest convivid voice, “consent to atest? | haveto tell you that our
Bodyguards have proven adequate to this point, and thisisaviolent society.”

“Werel or my designeesto serve as M’ Lord’ s bodyguards,” the gaunt man said, “nothing and
no onewould ever come near him.”

The chamberlain smiled wearily. The duke sfirst son, second daughter, and third wife had all
been assassinated. In turn, the duke had ordered the desths of scores of actud, potentia, and Imagined
opponents.

“1 will seewhat | can do,” the chamberlain said.

Cor-Reed smiled. Thisgreasy sycophant was annoying him, and Cor-Reed wondered when and



where he could take revenge. For the moment he would use him, for even in this stratified society in
which family members were often hostile and isolated from one another, the duke would hear from his
third son now and again.

At length, an auditorium-in-the-round was set aside and the duke and hisfamily, surrounded by
bodyguards and their families, assembled to see what promised to he a private and enjoyable show.

After long and florid obeisances to those in the audience, an impressive feat of memory because
he had not only to name each one, but list their titles, the chamberlain cameto the point:

“And aswe have, in efléct, achallenge, the Fifteenth Duke of the Scarlet Flame, HisHonorable
etc., etc., has commanded that the local members of the Guild of Persona Protectors choose a
representative to face, in full and fair combat, this newcomer from off planet, who representsa
controversd faction within the Bodyguard Guild itsdlf.”

From one side of the stage came awoman, stepping just within the circle of aspotlight. Everyone
in the crowd knew her. She was Tessa Fyrestall who, with her husband and children, shared the
round-the-clock protection duties of the duke himsdf. She had personally foiled sixteen separate
attempts on hislife. Her husband, older daughter and son had accounted for another twelve among them.

She was atal woman, handsome in agrim sort of way, with close-cropped hair that seemed to
be of aternating blond and brown strands. She moved like a dancer.

But she was not dressed like one. She were soft leather boots, from each of which the halt of a
dagger protruded. In her belt were ablaster and aneedler, and the cermonia sword of her Guild hung
with polished scabbard and functiona halt. Loops of gpparently ornamenta |eather were studded with
the gripping ends of ashort, dagger-like shuriken, or throwing knife.

The people assembled knew that she practiced the deadly skills at her command for three hours
aday. She was an expert among experts. In the crowd, her husband Ast and three of their children
watched. The youngest was Miri, Six yearsold.

From the other side of the platform, Cor-Reed appeared, and the crowd gave one long,
collective gasp.
For his only weapon was ametd billy club like police of old used to carry.

“Begin,” said the duke, a heavy man in flowing embroidered robes seeted on araised chair. The
chamberlain, mouth still open, looked wildly around and then legped for safety. For dready Tessa's
needler was out and she wasfiring a Cor-Reed. But she was unaccountably dow, and hisclub, flung at
her, knocked the weapon from her hand. I1ts beam flashed momentarily, and Cor-Reed, seizing the
opportunity, caused it to catch the chamberlain before it winked out, hitting him low on the spine. The
chamberlain was dead before he felt the attack.

Later thiswould tell againgt Cor-Beed; the duke would reason that the beam could just aswell
havehit him.
But at the moment no one paid much attention, not even the duchess, For Cor-Reed’ s club had taken an
incredible bounce on the floor and knocked Tessa s blaster out of her holster even as her hand was
grabbing for it. In the audience, Ast Fyrestall was on hisfeet.

Her sword was out now as she leaped at the rat-faced man, but the club was there on the floor
and she couldn’t seem to avoid stumbling over it. With cat-like grace she recovered in asingle step,



kicking the club away from her. it flew through the air—and Cor-Reed reached out one hand and, again
incredibly, had it.

Sting. One of the little shurikenswas, al at once, sticking out of Cor-Reed’sclub ashehdd it
before him.
Sting! Sting! Another and another. And then she was upon him, and no onein the audience, save Ast.
believed that Cor-Reed had a chance.

To Cor-Reed, who had nudged each weapon with his mind as he had needed to, thiswasthe
hardest part.
He could blast the woman' s brain to Jally with aquick mental blow, but he knew that it would reved too
much of his Skill. Ast in the audience, was being hauled to his seat by other members of the Guild. It
would he highly unethicdl to interfere, they yeled a him over thedin. Tessawould he disgraced if he did.

The sword descended on the club, and the stedl, folded and tempered thousands of timesin its
manufacture, should have cut through the apparently softer metd like butter. But Cor-Reed seemed to
twist the club at just the right moment, with the descending sword just between two of the imbedded
shurikens. To Tessa, it felt asif she had hit concrete. Something seemed to seize the sword by its blade,
and a the sametime shelost al strength in her fingers. The sword flew out of her hand toward the rear of
the stage, and Cor-Reed, for his minor amusement, caused it to fall point-first into the back of the fallen
chamberlan.

He swung the club againgt the Side of Tessa' s head and, at the sametime, ddlivered that
shaitering menta
jab.

Shefdll. He clubbed her two more times before she landed, just for form. Everyone could see
her eyes, open and fixed, asthey stared a nothing and everything, looking into infinite distance without
fear or pan.

The crowd was transfixed. A sort of moan came from it, of ecstasy and pain, the corrupt society
mixing with the members of the Bodyguard Guild. Cor-Reed, panting, stood looking out at them, keeping
aclosewatch on Ast.

“Since the honored chamberlain can no longer spesk for me,” the Adept said then, between
gasping intakes of breath, “1 do hereby submit that you replace your old and inept bodyguards with. . .
ah!” A sharp, involuntary gasp of pain bunt from him asatiny shuriken imbedded itsdf in hiscaf.

Just in time, he threw up a persona menta Shield, something he should have done before, but he
was asyet young and with little experience; it caught an incoming shuriken and bounced it asde, to fall
harmlesdy on the platform.

Everyone, not the least Cor-Reed, looked to see where al thiswas coming from. Cor-Reed had
thought that therigid, self-sufficlent ethics of the Bodyguard Guild would have saved him from attack,
except possibly from Ast, who, in hisgrief, might forget himself. But he had been watching As.

A little figure stood on the stairs, afigure not even haf grown, but every eye could seethe
resemblance to the corpse on the stage.

“Y ou cheated! Y ou killed my mother!” thelittle girl screamed. She flung another shuriken,
scrambling up the steps, and dove for the fallen blaster. Cor-Reed suppressed the Impulse to blast her



brain too; but how could he have concealed the obvious use of psychic Skill from this distance?

“Miri No!” thelittle girl’ sfather was ydling frantically, usdlesdy. Thegirl had hold of the blaster
now, and wasraisng it, pressing the firing stud.

The club had been aimed a her head, and Cor-Reed, wanting it to touch her so that he could kill
her, was dismayed to see her twist aside. But he whirled its end againgt her arm, and as the bone
shattered, the blaster tore a hole in the auditorium celling, The girl staggered, and then other bodyguards
had her, and were hauling her away.

“I'll find you!"” Shewas screaming and crying at thesametime. ‘Il find. .

Cor-Reed' s“faction” failed to win the duca contract. After the demonstration the duke rose, his
old bodyguards clustered around him, and declared with an air of cultured bombast, hisflorid face
grinning at the crowd:

“A little girl defeatshim.” The group roared.
"The chamberlain regretshim.” Such wit, the crowd acclaimed.
“And | don’t like him!” Thistime, the crowd was carried away in delirious enthusiasm.

Cor-Reed, enraged, had nearly blasted the brains of everyonein the room, but caught himself at
the last moment; it would have been too dangeroudy public. Instead, he withdrew with ill grace and set
about converting ariva duke, whom he convinced by nating thefirst one.

After atime, Cor-Reed' s Bodyguards had all of the duca contracts, and violence lessened on
Edom — one of the few planets where the rule of October resulted in even temporary good.

As Fyredtd| had agreed with hisraging daughter that something had been wrong. Thet last
shuriken had seemed to bounce off of nothingnessitsaf and others among the bodyguardsin the audience
had remarked on it. But Fyrestdl’ s efforts at raisng an inquiry ended when, just two days after hiswife's
death, he was seized by amassive heart attack. it was asif something had grabbed hold of the muscle
and held on tight, the doctors had said. The family was dispersed; Miri was sent to an obscure uncle
off-planet, and Edom lost track of her.

Chapter 2

Asher raced down the corridor in hysterical panic, hislegs churning, darting around surprised
passengers, skidding around corners, dmogt blind in hisfear. The Cloak was gone, forgotten asthe
uproar in hishead crowded it out.

At length his breath began to comein gasps, and histerror dug deeper into him. He blundered
aong, obliviousto the stares of dien and human adike. Get away, get away, his mind shouted. Get away.

Nearly tripping over an Anddian snail, he staggered forward, off balance, and collided with an
elderly gentleman, off whom Asher careened and then grabbed at in an ingtinctive effort to keep the man
from faling. For amoment they clung there, the man clutching a him, painin hiseyes, Asher trying to
steady him. The snall cast them alook of contempt, and oozed away.



“Sorry, sorry,” Asher babbled inandly, panic transferred for amoment into afear that he had
injured the old man, or was maybe causing a heart attack.

The man caught his balance, and the moment he did so, backhanded Asher acrossthe face,
sending him staggering. The blow was weak, but it brought tearsinto Asher’ seyes.

“Recklessyoung fool!” the old man hissed, adjugting his clothing with afeeble dignity. “You
ought to he locked up. All of you. 1. . .*

Asher moved unsteadily backwards, remembering why he was running, fear risng again within
him.

“Sorry,” he said again. Ingde him, the thought came that he was showing the flaw. The flaw that
hed caused him to fail the Test.

The man stepped forward suddenly, hand raised to strike, The boy backpedaled out of reach,
and then turned and scuttered to the nearest corner afew steps away.

When he had gone down severd hallways at random, moving more deliberately, no longer caling
attention to himsdf by wild-eyed flight, he stopped and leaned againgt the curved wall. With an effort he
controlled his panting breath. He wanted the casua passerby to notice nothing, not even the depth of
each breath as he dragged it, karate-like, into the pit of his ssomach, dowly and steadily, with the
discipline of an opera star. Something more that he had learned on the October World.

He pretended that he was consulting hiswrist computer, acommon enough sight. He did not use
the Cloak. The Adept would sniff it out, like a hound after a scent.

Reason it out, hetold himself. Reason it out, master the flaw, pretend that you did not fail the
Test. Bring your mind and body into your service, into your mastery, where they belong.

At length, as hismind began to quiet, he began to think with some rationality. He quieted his
racing thoughts, hisfear, with awrenching effort of will.

Will. That wasthe key to everything, hethought. A powerful will could do amost anything with a
body, amind, atotal human being. it could force athletic prowess through rigorous training, mental
acumen through study and practice, and even skill in handling people.

A human being could, and would, if he had any intelligence a al, observe the most effective
people around him, and by an effort of will, emulate them — practice their body language, use of words,
dress, politeness, habits—until some of it became second nature, that part of it that eventudly fitted
onesdf.

Only intheinevitable deterioration of age could astrong will fail, and even then the weskening
could be dowed by deliberate attention to diet, exercise, discipline. And awill could itself be exercised
and developed, until it could conquer indecision, fear, pain, in away, even desth itsdlf.

Hisflaw had alot to do with will. But he would conquer it now, here, this minute. He had to.

Or hewould very likely die.

Where was the Adept this minute? On histrail? Perhaps just about to round the nearest corner?



He needed information, badly.

Within the molecular structure of hiswrist computer was stored agood portion of al human
knowledge, with the rest accessible by radio with the nearest database.

“Computer,” he mumbled. No one had yet figured out how to feed thought itself into a computer.
A voicewas needed, even if it wereamumble.

“What,” he asked the machine, “isthe latest news bulletin from within the ship?’

“ At thirteen standard daysto Loblolly, your Socia Director hasachdlenge,” the computer
intoned. The voiceitself seemed to come from everywhere, but no one else could have heard it. It came
from an implant behind each ear just under the skin. Everyone had them; the computer spoke only to his
own receivers now, conducting sound through the mastoid bone directly into the middie ear.

“Takeyour choice,” the computer said. “ An exciting evening of music with the Pied Piperson
Deck C or, for chlorine breathers, the crystal show on Deck...

“Stop,” Asher said, irritated. “All I'm interested in is news about the observation deck!”

Without hesitation, the computer said: “We re sorry, but an eectrica short has caused the closing
of the Oh-Two observation deck for about twenty minutes. We invite you instead to view the starsfrom
the Flamingo, the restaurant of the gods, with delicaciesto ddlight al the senses. . .*

“Stop,” Asher amost shouted. “ That'sit?’” he demanded. “Nothing about Security after
someone?’

“Nothing,” the computer said in Its efficient, friendly way. All wrist computerswere friendly,
without being sickening about it—although there was some varigtion in the friendlinessfactor, as
manufacturers struggled for different parts of the market, Asher’s computer was only moderately friendly.
The October World did not go in for friendliness.

Hewas not apart of the news. The Adept was not, either. Perhaps they were both being sought
by the ship’s palice, but even as he thought it, he knew that it was unlikely. He had been, after dl,
screened by the Cloak of Unnotice, and it was very likely that the Adept had been, too. Perhaps many
eyes had seen that incredible legp, but minds had not registered the act.

“Electrical short,” indeed. How the ship’s maintenance robots must have been punted by the
melted chairs.

Soit waslikely that Security was aware that something suspicious had happened, but didn't
know what to make of it. And it was unlikely that the Pride of Caldott had its own Adept on board.
Members of the Guild hired themsalves out, of course; it wasthat kind of commerce that kept the Guild
dive. But an Adept’ s services were expendive, and the Guild’ s main clients were planetary governments
and large corporations on thetrail of security leaks, as Asher had been told. Not enough ever happened
on apassenger starship to bring its holding company to the point of employing traveling Adepts,

But an Adept was on the Cadott, looking for him, discreetly asking about an eighteen-year-old
boy with brown hair and brown eyes and a sort of wild look.



The old man. His agitation would be Ingtantly apparent to an Adept “ The hoodlum went in that
direction,”
the man would say. “1 hope you catch the young...

Suddenly Asher shouldered off thewall and began to walk. An Adept could quiz any of the
passersby, dien or human, with aminimum of words and a maximum of effect. Around the corner he
might come any minute now, Asher thought. Any minute.

Hetried to keep his eyes from darting nervoudy about. He was aware that in hisflight, he had
been heading indtinctively toward his cabin by the shortest route, and he began moving in the same
direction asrapidly as he could without calling undue attention to himself. The Adept would, of course,
know where hislittle cabin was, at least if his purpose for being on board were to keep an eye on Asher
Tye. And the man on his hedls had not caught up with him yet, so the coast ahead was presumably clear.
Probably Asher owed hislife so far to the fact that the corridors were not well traveled at two in the
afternoon, and that the route to his cabin involved many turns, cuffing down on the likelihood that the
Adept would meet passengers who were traveling Asher’ sroutein reverse,

Ashe hurried dong, Asher’smind dwelt on severd unhappy thoughts. How, he wondered, could
he avoid afull Adept for thirteen days, until planetfal on Loblolly? And then, how could he get off the
ship without the Adept’ s notice?

Therewas virtually nowhereto hide. There weren’t any broom closets or maintenance areason a
modern starship that werein any way accessible to him. Maintenance was performed by robots, whose
quarterswere airless and amost without heat. Empty cabins were sedled tightly againgt intruders, and
none of Asher’s primitive Skill could penetrate their security without setting off darms somewherein the
ship. He could not stay indefinitely in restaurants or entertainment nooks without attracting notice or using
up hismoney, or both. Nor could he penetrate the areas of the ship reserved for chlorine- or methane- or
water-breathers; with his oxygen-breather’ s equipment, he’' d stand out like acat in abirdbath. And here,
if he used the Cloak, he would be broadcasting his whereabouts to the Adept, rather than hiding from
him.

Suppose he managed to avoid contact until planetfall. There were only two debarking gates for
oxygenbresthers, alien and human. They were sde-by-sde and fed by asingle corridor, to the shuttles
that would take passengers from the orbiting starship to the planet bel ow. Debarkation through the other
sections—water, methane, or chlorine—was reserved for the gppropriate life forms, without exception.
And Loblolly, now that he recdled it, was amethane world. A sweeter trap could not heimagined.

Nor could he somehow stedl alifeboat. The starship had plenty of them, of course—enough to
ensurethe surviva of al passengers and crew should some disaster befdl the main ship itself.

But the boats were sedled away behind tightly closed security panels, and only electronic
commands from the bridge, or thefailure of gravitationa, eectricd, or life support systems, could release
the boats to passenger access. Not only would an attempt to penetrate alifeboat set off darmsin security
areas dl over the ship, but even if he made it insgde and separated from the ship, there were only two
possible destinations on the fud the lifeboat would have.

One was the October World, wbere death or more thorough Erasure certainly awaited. The
other was Loblally, where the police would pick him up in orbit, and where the dark-haired Adept would
inevitably find him and wipe him out. The Cadott, with its superior speed, would get to Loblolly well
before its own lifeboat, and the Adept, perhaps with dozensto back him up, would he waiting.



But he had to try. He could not just roll over and say, “Here | am, take me!” He had to fight
back, somehow, even though he might have no chance at dll.

As he neared the cubicle, hetold himself that he had maybe five minutesto grab histhings and get
out. The entire interior of the ship was dangerous to him, but no place was more dangerous than the tiny
cabin. While he could not have penetrated a cabin’s security, afull Adept could with esse.

Should hethrow himsdlf at the mercy of the ship’ s security police, Asher wondered suddenly,
stopping for amoment to let a six-hundred-pound Tessorian dither past. For amoment he felt awild
surge of hope at having found an answer, but then he knew that it was no good. He himself could have
befuddled arun-of-the mill security force with his Apprentice skills; an Adept could walk right through
them asif invisible, which to them hewould he.

The walswere now curved; his cabin was near the outer hull. it wasjust out of view now, maybe
twenty yards away, down the corridor’ s beige floor that was like hard rubber, with a door set into the
paeyedlow plas-sted wall.

He came up onit then, and looked nervoudy up and down the hallway. Back the way he came, a
foot-tall Chiuliduc wasrolling away from him, but the alien was no thregt. The other way, therewas no
one.

Quickly he placed his pam on the plate next to the door, said the voice-printed access word,
saw the door dide away. He took a single step inside, and.

Helooked full into the face of the Adept

In blind reaction, he leaped backward, or tried to.

The door had unaccountably shut dready, nearly taking his backsde with it. He bumped into it, and
threw afoot forward to catch himsdlf: He dammed ahand onto the inside door plate, practically
screaming the code.

Nothing happened.

Asher threw up hisarmsingtinctively, padms. rigid, looldng a the man, hismind blank with utter
terror. The man stood tensely across the room from him, liquid dark eyesintent, looking fixedly &t the
door, handsready at hissdes. Asher screamed in hismind for the Green Flame. it did not come. The
man was not moving...

Asher’ sears picked up alow buzz to hisleft, and involuntarily he darted a glance that way.

In the cubicle’ ssingle chair, there sat awoman. The same woman who had talked his ear off on
the observation deck, when hismind was il that of aboy. There was a smile on the puffy, matronly
face. And next to her was her aien companion, sitting on the end table, ugly snout buzzing with.

Laughter? Frantically, he looked back at the Adept. The man was il there, not moving, not
blinking. The Green Flamewould not ignite. Asher tried again.

“No,” said the woman. Her voice was low, but cartied an assurance with it. “it won't come,”

“But. . ." Asher croaked. Hetore his eyes away from the unmoving dark onesin front of him,



toward the heavyset woman and her odd companion.

“He sinatimeof hisown,” thewoman said, humor in her voice, gesturing with one lazy arm
toward the Adept. “He thinks only amicrosecond has passed since he came here. Y ou sure stirred up
the Power when you came dive again. Lucky we were closer to your cabin than he was.”

“A Time Stop” Asher breathed. He redlized that hisarms were still extended ridiculoudly, in their
futile attempt to summon the Green Flame. He lowered them suddenly, and looked back &t the
dark-eyed man.

“Aye, aTime Stop,” the woman said softly, eyeing Asher. The Digger stopped buzzing, and the
room's
dlencewasamog anoiseinitsdf.

"But he/ safull Adept—he must be,” Asher said lamely. He looked again at the pair to his|left,
and leaned weskly against the door. They were making no threatening moves. But caution wasin him. He
would have jumped into the corridor and run, if he could have, But they had done something to his door,
and evidently to his Skill.

“SoisDigger,” thewoman said. “And so am |. Thefool rushed in hereto lay atrap. Hedidn't
think atrap would already be here. Although, | admit, the trap was not for him, but for you.”

The import of the last few words made no linpression on Asher for amoment, as the thought
struck him that he had been afool, The Adept had not been dogging him, seeking him out through human
and dien who might have passed him by. Instead, the man had run directly to his cabin, to lie In wait and
blast Asher down when he came, as heinevitably would.

Maybeif | didn’'t have the flaw, | might have foreseen that, Asher thought. I...

And then thefinal few wordsdid hit him, and he gaped at the Digger and itsfat companion.

Thetableau held for along moment.

Then he drew himsdf erect. If asingle Adept could not stand against two, then an Apprentice
who had failed the Test to become an Initiate would have no hope at all.

At length, the sillence grew oppressive.
“Get it over with” Asher said at lagt, hisvoice apainful ghost of itsdlf.

“Get what over with?” the woman inquired with a sweetness that was terrible to Asher’ sears.
The dien began to buzz again.

“Y ou haveto play with me?’ Asher said shrilly. that’ s not theway | thought the Guild did its
killing”

“No doubt it'snot,” the woman said, making her form as languid asits bulkiness would alow.
“But then, we are not Guild.” She threw back her head and laughed with a suddenness that made Asher
jump. Asher wondered if she were unbal anced.

Asher rubbed ahand over hiseyes. Hismind kept reeling from one thing to another, He couldn’t



keep things straight.
“But you said you're Adepts,” he said weskly.

“Yes. But not of the Guild,” the woman said. “1 was once, but not anymore. And the Digger
never was.”

“Comeoff it!” Asher shouted. Hewas till convinced that he would not leave the cabin dive. “All
Adeptsare
October Guild. By definition!” The Time Stop was avery difficult technique. In training Asher had
practiced Its close kin, the Death Trance, dowing his own body down to death-like quiet and then
reawakening it, But it was one thing to order one's own mind into such a state; it was quite another to
impose it on someone else, and that someone an unwilling Adept. Skill of ahigh order was a work here.
Asher wondered if it wasthe Digger, the woman, or both of them together. They
had to be October!

“Digger, our young friend isso sure,” the woman said, laughing that same, overly loud laugh.
“Must we disabuse him?’ The Digger buzzed.

Asher sank to thefloor then; he just didn’t think that his knees would hold him up anymore. The
flaw, of course, wasthere, playing riot in hismind.

Acrossfrom him, the Adept glared baefully, lost in timel essness.
Thewoman’ svoice came:
“Y ou are not October Guild, not any more. And you are an Adept.”

“I’'mnot,” Asher said. His voice was Ssammering; hetried to control it. “1’m not even an Initiate. |
faledthe Test.”

“Sowhat?’ the woman inquired. “Y ou have many of the Skills, at least in their raw state. They
didn’t give you the name, isal.”

When Asher did not respond, she said: “Y ou're not the only one, for Egel’ s sake, and neither am
|. | suppose you could call us Rogues; isthat good enough for you.

Interlude

Nearly adozen years before, the gigantic onlinefiles of the Galactic Concourse—one of the
many services of that feeble federation—had carried a story that had escaped the notice of most galactic
citizens. That was not surprising; nearly every news story escaped nearly everyone s notice. The reason,
of course, was that there was too much news for anyone to absorb more than aminute fraction at best.

This particular news story concerned anew splinter group within the Guild of Persona
Protectors. The Bodyguards had been absorbed by October for twenty years now; Adepts held the top
positions and maintained them by demongtrating, through mentd trickery, better martid skillsthan anyone
around them. The bodyguard-in-the-sireet often wondered at the obvious lack of physical development



among thetop officias, for they seemed to train rardly; yet they seemed invincible in open combat.

The splinter group was headed by ayoung woman of extraordinary accomplishment and
persuasive power. In her loca sector she had won every combat tournament in every martia skill tested.
The few Images that had been captured againgt her will showed awoman of fluid grace, tall and strong,
with hair that aternated blond and brown and aface grim with past memory and present determination.
But she had learned not only fighting skills, apparently she had studied the socia development of the
galaxy, and did not like what she saw.

When shefdt that she could begin, she circulated adocument among selected Bodyguardstitied
“The Protector's Task.” In it she described interplanetary corruption, syndicates operating in the open,
carrying drugs and contraband while planetary governments looked the other way. She described people
living in squalor; she described torture, and takeover, and injustices of every kind. And shelaid out the
task of the Bodyguard in smple, unadorned language:

We are trained to protect; yet when those we protect kill or oppress, some among us ook the
other way. | say that such Iscowardice. | say that such Guards have sold their moral sensefor ajob. |
say that we, who have the skills, dso have the responsbility of advising those we serve, and refusing to
participate in anything they do that Spreads hate and evil to other beings. If they will not hire us on that
basis, then | say that this Guild should refuse to serve such ones.

Her name, she said, was Tova; and followers began to cometo her. Shetried to stay inthe
background, to place this or that of her followers as figurehead, but it soon became impossible to do.
Some of her followers were puzzled by her uncharacteristic reticence; but she knew that should the
October Guild connect her with thelittle girl Miri of long ago, her group would he destroyed within days.

One day Tova sgroup took concerted action. On one planet, amilitary general was ready to
implement a carefully-laid plan to take control of the civilian government. One last peg was ready to be
hammered into place. Not having heard of the October Guild, he hired agroup of Bodyguards to murder
thirteen top civilian leaders. The number turned out to he unlucky for him. The Guards In question were
of Tova sfaction, and they surrounded the generd in his office and broadcast
hisimage over the planet, with arunning commentary of their own. The plotters were arrested, and the
Guards were heroes.

But on that planet done. The leaders of the Guild of Persond Protectors, horrified that Guild
members had broken a contract, sought disciplinary action against the group: they would expell them and
then punish them with dimination, quietly carried out by the top leadersthemselves.

That wasthe plan. But the little group suddenly disappeared, taking a hefty financid award from
the planet they had protected. it was then that the |eaders discovered that Tovawas a name that they
could not trace beyond half a dozen years. She had apparently come out of nowhere.

The story was of passing interest to afew. CorReed saw asummary of it, but not the Image of
Tova. He dismissed the incident as the work of young hotheads, Tovatried to have her group recognized
as a separate Guild with the name * Transfer Guild.” But Bodyguard-October agents at the Galactic
Concourse deflected the gpplication.

A drug-running starship was on itsway back from Caldott, where it had dumped a shipment and
gathered tangible payment in iridium and other rare metal's, when three of its crew suddenly took control.
Victims reported that the attackers had overcome them with bare hands and feet. The attackers sent the
drug-runners, half aive after ideologica indoctrination, to the nearest planet on alifeboat, and the



hijackers disgppeared into interspace. “Thus,” they declared in an online story, “will the Transfer Guild
ded with drugs”

It did not take many more such incidents for the news mediato begin calling the Transfer Guild
‘Theves” Soon it was popularly known as*The Guild of Thieves” Red thieves were insulted, but some
wereintrigued.

Other incidents ensued, but Tovawanted, above all, to mount adirect attack upon the October
Guild. She used the onlinefilestoo. Only the October Guild possessed the abilities that she had seen at
the death of her mother—and, she now guessed, her father.

She knew, at last, who her enemy was. What she needed now were Transfer Guild members
with powers to match those of October, or at least capable of shielding themselves from October attack.

While she searched for such resources, she taught and molded and fought, and formed specidists
ininstant reflex and combat with any wesgpon, or with none.

Careful watchers of the databases might have caught the correation. Two things had to be put
together; the underlying purpose of October, and the threat to it that pure idedlists could offer if they had
appropriate menta weaponry. The October One hersalf had glanced for afraction of a second at the
Transfer Guild inits early stages, before the name* Guild of Thieves’ became current. But she dismissed
them as sdf-rationaizing pirates.

And asthe tachyonic stream of news information poured out of the galaxy, engulfing the satellite
systems and reaching the other members of the galactic supercluster, there was one who did put the
factorstogether. What intrigued thiswatcher especialy wasthat no Thief ever broke training and came
out of cover. it implied ateacher of unusua effectiveness, using techniquesit might hewell to learn.

Chapter 3
"Close hiseyes,” Asher breathed.

The two looked at him. On the woman’ s face was amused boredom. On thedien's.. Asher
couldn’'t tell.

Thewoman dtirred, and said: “Why not? Digger.”

Thelittle alien turned his head. Then, looking like awaking nose, he scuttled toward the
dark-haired man. The dien’ s half sheathed claws clattered on the plassted deck like abony drum-rall.

Asher Leaned against the door and watched. He knew that eyes|eft open under a Time Stop
would tend to dry. When the spdll was later ended, the irritation would dert the Individud that something
odd had happened. The best way was for the action to happen, literaly, during the blink of an eye.

Ashisciliawrithed horribly, the Digger’ s mouth moved. His head tilted and he looked up at the
rigid man. Then he spoke, the first sound other than abuzz that Asher had heard from him. The voice
was Low, bubbly, ghastly somehow, distorted by the ciliainto incomprehensbility. The dien reached up
with one blunt arm, claws retracted, underlying prehensilefingersmaking asgnintheair.



Asif dragged down with weights, the man’ s eyelids dowly closed, Asher was dumbfounded; he
would have had to do it by hand.

“We should havelet him go blind,” the woman said.
Asher shot her alook of surprise and anger. Thewoman, seeing it, waved it away.
“Never mind, kid. Let'sgo.”

The Digger stopped his signing and moved toward the door, head turning completely around like
the turret of atank.

“Where?” Asher demanded. The woman had risen, and was aready dmost on top of him.
“Out,” she said tersdly. “Y ou want to be here when he wakes up?’

There was something crude about her that Asher did not like. The manic laughter of afew
moments ago was gone; she was now as grim as an undertaker.

“A moment,” he said. Quickly he grabbed his satchel and began to stuff it with afew garments
and personal things.

The woman grabbed hisarm: “Whet the devil are you doing?’
“Why,” Asher said, sammering, “getting my clothes.”

The woman grabbed the satchdl with one hand and shoved with the other. Asher sumbled
backward and sat heavily on the bed.

“Digger, did you imprint al this?’ the woman rasped irritably, pulling Asher’ s possessions back
out of the satchel.

Asher found hisvoice. “ Give methat stuff back!” he shouted, and thrust himsdlf off the bed, The
woman straight-armed him in the chest, and he went redling backward again. Thelittle alien burbled and
seemed to take hold of Asher’s objects by an invisible hand—or rather, many invisible hands, or
tentacles, or whatever.

Telekines s—moving objects with the mind—was commonpl ace on the October World. Asher
tensed to spring off the bed again, but the woman’ s hand was still on his chest, her face closeto his, her
breath pouring over him.

“What did they train you for, to become aprofessiond idiot?’ she demanded harshly. Her hard
eyesglittered. “If anything isout of placein here, that Adept over therewill know it and know that a
Time Stop was a work. And then he will know that we, or someone like us, are aboard, and then we'll
beinforit.”

The Digger was arranging the things as they had been. He had long before imprinted on hismind
the entire scene--the cabin and its contents—like a photograph. He nudged the items with delicate little
pushes of the mind into places not even amillimeter gpart from where they had been. Asher, thinking



now, watched him and wondered at his Skill.

Hedidn't want to look at the woman. Insteed, he let the tension dip away from hisrigid muscles.
“Okay,” he said dully. Of course they were right. Why couldn’t he ever make the proper decison?

Thewoman seemed satisfied. They waited until the Digger had arranged everything with
exactitude, Then Asher rose and the Digger smoothed out the bed, even poking alittle dimpleinto the
dipcover that had been there before.

“Let’'sgo,” thewoman said.

Asher shot afinal, nervous glance at the Adept, who was till standing there, the aura of menace
around him made somehow ludicrous by his closed eyes.

Asher stepped to the door and was stopped by the woman’ s outstretched arm. The Digger had
said something, his knobby eyesfixed on the door.

“Someone outsde,” the woman said. “We |l wait until the corridor isempty.”
So the Digger could fed through walls.

Among the Guild, they referred to anyone with that particular talent as onewho *had Sight.”
Although it was not an unusud Skill, Asher had spent hourstrying to learn it, or even understand it,
without any hint of success. The Digger, he supposed, could “see’ around corners, fed the underlying
mental vibrations of thinking, conscious beings nearby. Useful, indeed, were one to desire concealment.
Asuseful, perhaps, as the Shadow..,

“The Shadow!” Asher said suddenly. “Why not place oursalvesin Shadow? That way it won't
matter who'sgoing by.”

Thewoman hit him across the mouth in amovement that was so casual that Asher had had no
ideait was coming. it was the second time that day that someone had hit him.

Ingtinctively, hisarmsjerked up for the Flame as anger surged in him. Then he recaled that that
wespon was useless againg her.

“Hdfwit,” she said loudly, her voice holding malice and contempt. She didn’t even bother to look
at him. “There could he five hundred Adepts on this ship, Use the Shadow, or even the Cloak, and
they’d al be on top of usasif we were painted with orange and purple spotsyedlling ‘ Here Herel””
Irritation was on her face, and petulance, asif she hated to provide him with an explanation at al.

Asher, though, had to admit the truth in what she said. But she had hit him...

The door suddenly opened—A sher hadn’t seen either the woman or the dlien touch it, so there
was some more psychokinesis at work—and the three moved out into the hallway, which was deserted.
The door closed softly behind them, the woman looked at it with eyes that seemed as hard as granite.

In fifteen minutes he awakens,” she said asif to no one. “We should have killed him.”

The Digger mumbled and hissed angyily.”



“All right, dl right,” shesaid irritably. “I suppose you' re right, about the security police anyway.
Stll... “Her eyes glittered at the door. Asher shuddered.

They moved silently down a series of intersecting corridors, around corners, and then up three
levels and down one, in atortuous pattern that Asher findly redlized was dictated by the presence or
absence of lifeformsin the corridors just out of Sght ahead of them.

Eventudly they cameto a cabin indistinguishable from the one Asher had held. In dl thetimethey
had traveled, in the middle of the ship’s day, they had seen no one else, neither human nor dien. The
Digger’s Sight was very good.

“My name,” thewoman said, “isKerla. No middle name or last name. Just Kerla”

Asher was Sitting on the fold-out bed. The woman was on achair, facing him, her fat body lying
back in loose relaxation. The Digger was between them; Kerlawas using him as afootstool, with no
evident discomfort to him.

“You'renot stupid dl thetime,” the woman’ s harsh voice continued. Y ou’ ve thought about
ways of escaping the Caldott. Aren’'t any, are there?’

Asher said nothing. He didn’t like thiswoman, But she was right. There was no way off the ship
without crossing the path of the October Guild, whether the dark-haired Adept was alone or not.

No way aone, without help.

“WEe re going to leave you here for awhile,” the woman went on. “it would look funny if the two
of us should suddenly fail to show up at the hangouts we' ve used. Other passengers know us, if only by
Sght.

“But you'll stay put here. Y ou won't leave for any reason. Y ou won't use your wrist computer,
you won't do anything to draw attention to yourself at al. And of course you won't make any callson

interspatia holography.

“But | want to cal my parents!” Asher said suddenly. Therewaspainin hiseyes, but if the
woman saw it, shedidn’t care.

Hejust couldn’t hold her gaze. He looked away.

“Idiot!” the woman exploded, spittlein the air. For the first time, Asher redlized that her basic
accent was not among those that he had beard before. He wondered suddenly what planet she was from.
“Cadll your parents,” she brayed scornfully, “and they’ [| know what cabin you' rein and who you' re with.
Y ou d better forget about your parents, boy. Do you think that the Guild wants anyone to know what
they had inmind for you, least of dl them?’

Agony wasin Asher’ smind, but the woman went remorselessly on.

“Y ou think about it, boy. Y ou can die by the Guild, or let us get you out. There' sno third choice;
you know the rules. Oxygen breathers can't get off the ship through the chlorine or methane or water
sections, and vice versa. The lifeboats are out, and the Skill would only attract attention. it’ sus or
nothing, kid. Y ou' d better get used to it now, because | don't redly care. I'll just chuck you out of here,
and not dive ether. I'll not have you blabbing to the October Guild about ustwo.”



There was something about the way she said “ October Guild.” Fear?

“I don’'t careif you likemeor not,” shesaid. “I have ausefor you. That'sdl thereistoit. You
useyour brain. it'sus, or die. Enough said.”

She rose and headed to the door, while Asher sat dumbly. The Digger ran a clawed hand over
the place on his head where her feet had rested, and clattered behind her without a backward glance.
Asher watched them asthey passed through the doorway. it closed with aquiet hiss.

His mind settled down after atime. He fingered the place on his cheek where Kerla had dapped
him. Thought, hismind said. it’ stime for thought — careful, meticulous consderation with aslittle
emotiond overlay as he could manage. To put the flaw aside. Events were sweeping him aong, and he
didn't likeit.

He especidly didn’t like Kerla. For thefirst time, he wondered what “use” she had for him. He
wondered whether it was preferable to death by the Guild.

Emotion kept trying to rise within him. Mogtly it was the pain of the ideathat he was cut off from
hisfamily in away that might he permanent. Because if he could escape the Guild' s attention now, then
the only way they could find him among the thousands of inhabited planetsin the Galaxy would heto
keep watch on hisfamily and wait for aholograph call or some other contact. With dl the skill at the
disposd of the Guild, even asecond or third-hand message would provide an open backtrail to wherever
hewas.

Also, though, he resented the woman. Anger had aways been his biggest problem, and it wasa
problem now. Y et he could see that she wasright. His only chance of getting off the Pride of Cczldott
wasto play dong with thewoman and the little dien.

But once off the ship . . . it would he time for another escape, Asher decided. Emotion struck
hhn again, and Asher tried to keep from feding londliness and fear.

Interlude

Sm Ban-Gor was bored. The vast, milling throng in front of him held no interest, Hismind was
only dightly engaged in the effort to maintain the President’ s gppearance. High up on the wide paace
gairs, he could see the gigantic crowd pressing forward against the force barriers defining the street.

Down that street came the President at a dead run, hundreds of legidators following closday
behind.

Thisannua run was akey event on Aero. The origind human settlers had been part of the
Perfectionists cult — people who were looking for a hedlthy way of life. Like most of the human worlds
In the galactic arm, Aero had first been settled during that chaotic time just after humanity had discovered
Interspatid drive. Starship’ s had suddenly become not only available, but cheap.

Every little cult and club and interest group that wanted one, got one. Each took off to find an empty
world on which they could do their thing, and because there were so many stars and so many planets,



enough Earthtype worlds were found to satisfy al of them and then some. Once settled, the cult on club
or group faced the problems of government and population growth, one way or another.

So by the time humankind came to the attention of the Gaactic Council, there were hundreds of
human worldswith dl sorts of political and socia setups. Aero was only one.

The Perfectionist creed called for healthy food and exencise for al. Anything opposed to hedth
was banned. Someone caught smoking acigar on Aero, for example, would he exiled from the planet, If
he weren’t lynched first by amaddened, health-conscious mob.

That'swhy Sim Ban-Cor was so0 bored this day. After adecade on Aero, the sight of so many hedthy
people nearly made him sick.

Therewasarule In Aero’s Congtitution that no one could hold the Presidency who could not run
15 kilometersin the sametime or faster than the origina founder of the cult, the legendary Calvin Senna.
Thetest of thisability took place once ayear at the start of Aero’slegidative session, when the President
and legidaureindulged in an officid run before the Inauguration speech.

it seemed to Sim that half the population of the planet was surging around him on the steps of the
Presidentia paace. Actudly, he knew, most were watching the holographic image of their President on
home receiversdl over the planet, for the run was taken very serioudy indeed. Failureto runthe 9.3
milesin the required time was a sure Sign that the mind was sick, aong with the body. Perfectionists
would not alow asick mind to rule them. And they wereright, in their way: a certain decadence was
seitling In on Aero.

The trouble was that the present President was inclined to fat. it had been ten years ago, after
puffing through arun and barely mesting the time, that the President had hit upon an ideato spare himself
thisannual ordeal. He would hire himsalf an Adept of the October Guild, and now Sim Ban-Gor was
controlling the image of the President that everyone saw. Instead of the overweight dob that wasreally
there, Sim projected with his mind adistinguished athlete of respectable build and stamina. Instead of
gasping out an eight minute mile, the President had Sim propd him aong ‘ with levitation, scant fractions
of an inch from the ground.

The spectators commented at the President’ samazing fluidity of motion. Certainly hewas easly
surpassing the speed required. That the October Guild was being paid, and handsomely, for this
deception, was no great comfort to Sim Ban-Cor. He was bored, and wanted to be somewhere el se. His
highly developed Skill was being wasted here on smpleimaging tricks.

The milling crowd kept pressing closer around him as more people streamed onto the Steps,
waliting for the President to come around on his second lap. Sim’ sfour bodyguards fidgeted. They were
well-armed, with needlers tucked up their bodice deeves, but security guards never like crowds.

A young woman, pressed backward by the crowd two steps below the Adept, tripped as she hit
astep and fell backwards at his feet between two of the guards. Amused, Sim bent over to help her up.
Out of the corner of his eye, he noticed a man pointing aholographic cameraat him. Curious. . . The
woman glanced gratefully over her shoulder at him as he pulled upward, and he saw paeblueeyesina
fair, freckled face. Then she drove her elbow deep into the pit of his somach in amovement of blinding

power.

The breath left Sm’ sbody in an explosive cough, and he went down. The guards, highly trained,
reached as one man for their weapons, but the woman was in motion. In a sequence much faster than it



takesto tdl, she dammed her right fist againgt the temple of the guard to her right caught the arm of the
guard on her left in alock and, in a sudden movement of her head, lashed his eyes with her streaked
brown hair; bent dightly forward and snapped a backward kick into the chin of the guard to her right
rear; snatched the wegpon from the deeve of the guard she held and propelled him headlong down the
dairs, and shot the remaining guard high in one shoulder, then, more deliberatdly, in the other.

Sim, mouth open like afish, gasped for air, but it would not comein. His chest was parayzed,
stomach heaving in ineffective gasps. Hismind lost interest in the world. He gasped for life.

A roar rose from the crowd as the President stumbled forward and fell in a scraping dide on his
knees and elbows, the levitation gone. A dozen legidatorstried to come up short, but tripped over him
and each other in atangled mass of arms and legs. The woman brushed her brown-blond hair from her
face and eyed the guards she had attacked. The one she had punched was huddled on astep, holding his
head and moaning. The man she had kicked was spread-eagled, jaw probably broken, unconscious. The
man she had shot was sitting, unable to move hisarms. The one she had pushed down the stairswasin a
fight with someone he had knocked over on the way down.

And Sm...

The crowd roared again as the tangle of lawmakers drew apart and the President clawed hisway
to hisfeet, elbows and knees bleeding. Thiswas a President they had never seen—an out-of-shape, fat...

“Thisisthewizard,” thewoman said in aclear, leve voice to the holographic cameraman
pressing forward. Sim’s muscles suddenly relaxed in atremendous gasp. The woman leaned over him,
hypodermic jet-sprayer in hand. “He, of the October Guild, who controlled your President.” All over the
planet, people were watching asplit image—the President in hisred form, the wizard gasping for breath.

“And now deep, wizard-man,” the woman said. She pressed the sprayer home, and Sm

Ban-Cor passed into deep, breathing then easily. It made the newsdl over that arm of the galaxy.
The October Guild wasin disgrace. Worse, it was laughed &t.

Chapter 4

The dark man in Asher’ s cabin was the only October Adept on the ship, the Digger and Kerla
had found out at last. So Kerla undertook a project.

“There syour pigeon,” Kerlahissed. Asher bent around the conner and looked. A fat, balding
man leaned againgt onewal| of the starship, chewing something like gum.

“Go” Kerlasad, prodding him sharply with her thumb. Asher was propelled forward into the
main corridor, back arched in pain, If the Digger was somewhere around, he couldn t see him.

“Usethe Cloak, youidiot!” Kerla svoice hissed. The man had seen Asher’ s movement out of
the corner of hiseye, and was dready glancing in hisdirection.

Asher threw the Cloak around him. The man blinked and straightened up, rubbed hiseyesand
looked again. He had seen something, he was sure, but he noticed nothing there now.

“The Adept. . .“ Asher mouthed at Kerla



“On the other sde of the ship,” Kerlawhispered back. “Trust us, you little foal.”

Asher recaled the Digger’ s Sight, and was somewhat calmed. The dien seemed to have the
ability of shieding them from the restless Adept outside. But Asher’ smind gtill held unease; he hated the
turmoil inside him, the uncertainty, the fear. He also hated what he was about to do.

“Your lifeisthe most precious thing you possess,” the Guild training had taught. “Whenitis
threatened, do anything, short of the Three, to saveit. Lie, cheat, sted, bribe, deceive, injure,
destroy—anything to stay dive. Lifeishope. Nothing can he done without it; everything is possible with
it”

He was about to cheat and stedl, for fear of the ruthless woman behind him.

Under the vell of the Cloak he sidled up to the man. Thelatter’ steeth were asickly black from
whatever he was chewing. Behind him was arow of vending machines, any of which awrist computer
could activate by passing money from one' s own account into that of the ship.

Thiswasthe third-class part of the ship, at least for oxygen-breathers. Y et the man, Kerlahad
told him, was one of therichest of al the passengers. He certainly didn’t show it.

Kerlahad prearranged the meeting. She had sensed this man’ s furtiveness as she circulated
around the ship and used her Skill to probe him. Asher waited until the corridor was empty. Then he
faced the man and said loudly:

1] Mm!”

The man looked wildly around. He wore ablack pencil-thin mustache, sraight asaruler on his
upper lip. He was ashort man; Asher felt tal next to him. Could this, Asher wondened, be a subchieftain
of acrimina syndicate that spread across forty planets? Kerla had said so. Asher was amazed.

“Money” Asher shouted. The man jumped asif jabbed with apin.

But then he seemed to take control of himself. He shrank down, muscles relaxing, and then he
spat black spittle onto the deck.

“Reved yoursdlf, wizard-man,” he said then. His voice had a sort of badgering qudity, asif he
were used to
pushing people around.

Asher dropped the Cloak. To the fat man, it seemed asif he popped into view out of thin air.
The man scowled angrily.

“| don't likethat,” he said. He took one long step and his nose was less than a centimeter from
Asher's. Inlater days Asher would know thisasaway of intimidating someone, amovement into
someone's space. Now he felt the effect without knowing why, yet he wanted to maintain hisground at al
costs,

“Look,” he said. He brought what wasin his hand dowly up between their bodies until it forced
their faces gpart.



What he held was afour-sided plastic chamber, transparent, with a conical top and an opaque
black base perhaps two centimeters high. The whole thing rose in height to perhaps ten centimetens, and
inddeitwasacrydd.

it wasnot just any crystd. it drew fire from the ambient light around them that showed images
within— hypnoticaly moving images, wisps of figuresthat could only just be' recognized. Almost.

That’s how it looked to the fat man, anyway.

He held along slence, while Kerlasomehow closed off both stretches of corridor with apsionic
wall thet
made people and alien dike uneasy and inclined them to head the other way. Far acrossthe ship, the
Adept named Ghulag roamed restlessly forward, sensng Asher's use of the Power.

Findly the fat man spoke:
“I didn't believeit,” he breathed, the badgering quaity gone for amoment from hisvoice.

“I tradeyou it,” Asher said formally, “for fourteen million creditsin irrevocable transfer into the
account | designate.”

“If itisaCaptor Cryda,” the man said, the badgering note returning, “you have aded. If not, no
wizardry can protect you. . . now!”

The man’s hand dapped forward and Asher felt the sightest pinprick on hisann. He recoiled
backwards.

‘Whaa. . .?" But then, in aflash, he knew what the man had done. He had heard about such
things, There was now alittle machinein Asher’ sblood. Not sticking in his skin where arazor might dig it
out, but thrust into his bloodstream, floating down through his veins, through the capillaries, upward aong
the arteries to the heart, pumped through the lungs...

“What isit?” Asher quavered. In most stories he had seen, the tiny machine wasfilled with some
sort of poison, set to he released within a certain number of hoursif the host didn’t on did do something,
whatever the blackmailer demanded. If the deed were done, asigna on afrequency known only to the
blackmailer would he sent, and the machine would become harmless, to be g ected from the body with
other routine wastes.

The man smiled, black teeth making his mouth look empty and old, "it putsout asigna,” he said.
“We'll find you then, aseasy asfinding adog in afleacircus”

The man chuckled. He held dll the cards, he thought.

Infact,” theman said, 1 think i'll just take the Captor Crystal now. No point in wasting credits. .

Then Asher |et the man seethe crystd asit realy was. To the fat man, the image wavered and
changed and, all & once, the crystal was a cube of ice, melting obscendly inits plastic housing.

“No!” the man screamed.



“I herewith overlay that Image on top of the crystal. Not even the October One Hersdlf can
bregk it,” Asher Tyesad.

“Bring it back. Bring it back!” the man wailed, black spittle spraying from the corners of his
mouth. To such ashe, afirst water Captor Crystal wasworth at least fifty million credits. No treachery
wasworth losng aprofit such asthat.

Asher brought it back. The man mopped his forehead with ared and white handkerchief. “Don’t
doitagan,”
he sad. it never occurred to him that the overlay image was what he was now seeing.

it had been a stroke of unbelievable luck that this man was aboard the Pride of Caldott, Kerla
had told the Digger, with Asher looking despondently on. What could be more norma than afugitive
from the Guild trading something valuable for credits with which to flee? And who would care how
unlikely it wasthat afailed Apprentice held something so valuable as a Captor Crystal ? it wasthe
“redily” of the crystd that would Impressthe fat man beyond dl else, she had argued. They werethe
only onesin the Guild of Thieveswho could put this over, she had urged—the only oneswith psionic

power.
“What? What did you say?’ Asher had demanded.

Kerlahad looked at him with hostile eyes, but the Digger had known what he was asking.
‘The Guild of Thieves” he had burbled.

“But what. . .“ Asher had begun. Kerlahad moved asif to dap his mouth closed, but the
Digger’ svoice had stopped her: “Wewill talk of it later,” he had said. And Asher had shut up.

The Digger had turned to Kerlathen and argued. With Loblolly only two days away, he had said,
why cause the enmity of another power beyond October-the sheer physical power of the intersteller
undenworld?

“But we are d o of the underworld,” Kerlahad said. “Why else do they call usthe‘ Guild of
Thieves -among other names?’

Asher had made asif to speak, and then had stopped. And so we pit one thief against another,
Digger had buzzed bitterly, ignoring him.

“Yes, andit’sbeautiful,” Kerlahad said, “ because this guy isahired hand, abeit an important
one, and when hefinds out what afool he has been, he won't be running to Security, you can he sure.
He Il have onething in mind, and that’ s how his bossis going to react when he finds himself out fourteen
million credits. Once that thought sinksin, hell be thinking how to get away, and squeding on uswill be
the farthest thing from hismind.”

Oh, she was a persuasive arguer, was Kerla; and besides, both the Digger and Asher sensed that
she was going to barge ahead regardless of what either of them had to say. Indeed, when she cameto
Asher, sheput it very smply: do it, or we give you to the October Guild. And with that Guild, Asher
would die,

“We are obliged by our own Guild' slaws,” the woman had finally argued to Digger. “*When thief
facesthief:



Sted little, sted big, but at every opportunity, sted.’”

And Asher had shuddened. The Guild of Thieves. He had never heard of it, and now he had to
find someway to escapeit. Now the fat man drew from his cloak asmal instrument and pointed it at the
plastic box. The instrument began to whir.

Asher let hismind enter the instrument. No, not hismind aone, but that of himsdf and the Digger,
with the woman hovering behind and feeding them energy and power. The visud imageinthefat man's
brain became the actud light photons striking the instrument’ s sensors, the actual molecular vibrations
Setting up harmonics within the device. Never had Asher manipulated something so ddlicate.

When it was over, his own face was drenched in swest, his body shaking, dl his Power fed into
that one, rigid hand holding abox with a cube of ice, while insde him, amachine svam and sang. He
wondered why he was bothering, with such afail-safe mechanism a work on the fat man’s behalf.

The senging instrument sent the right message to the fat man’ swrist computer, whichinturn
reported into the man’s ears. The pencil mustache seemed to relax asthe lips smiled.

“The account number . . .* Asher said, and recited the number that Kerlahad given him,
The man whispered into hiswris.

“Done” hehad said a last. “Done and irreversible.” Asher checked with the wrist computer he
waswearing; it was Kerla' s, borrowed, while his own sat in the woman' s cabin, turned off and inert
againgt a security check. The transaction had been recorded. The account was fourteen million credits
richer.

Asher was momentarily staggered. That much money seemed impossible to grasp. What would
anyone do with so much, other than give it away?

Heleft the fat man gazing rapturoudy into the plastic case at the mdting cube of ice, and
wrapped the Cloak around him. Although he did not know it, Ghulag was still some distance off. The
Adept fdt the tremor in energy that the use of the Cloak entailed, and knew that Asher was active
somewhere ahead, but by the time he reached the area, there was no trace of Power anywhere.

In Kerla s cabin, the Digger traced down the tiny machinein Asher’ sblood and squeezed it into
dag. In another cabin, afat man saw apuddie of water in a plastic case and screamed.

Interlude

The October One spoke. it was aways unnerving, that flat, roughened voice. Cor-Reed stood
before her as he had four hundred times before, and il it was asif it werethefirst time. Helooked into
those yellow eyes, shining with asort of background glow, and feared.

“Sim Ban-Gor bardly escaped with hislife,” she said, her voice grating, “but hewill regret it. He
was careless, to expose himsdlf to themob.” She seemed to draw inward, brooding, her eyes amost
golden with the flame behind them. “Y et who was she?’ she breathed through her semi-vertical, lipless
mouth. “Who was that woman who moved like amachine, and held October up to the laughter of ten
million worlds?” Cor-Reed could fed the eectric tensonintheair. Hewas, adl at once, afraid.



“Ghulag Son-Tee hasreported,” she said findly, facing him, her hair writhing dowly. They were
in her chambers. Only the One hersdf ever ventured beyond the outer rooms, it was something like a
medieva castle, something like the migt-filled glade of a swampy and oozing primeva forest. Tapestries
hung on the walls, with patternsthat attracted the eye and then decelved, shimmering into inexactitude.
Images appeared and were transformed, asif animated by someone with abroad, wispy, indistinct brush.
Behind them, glimpsed like ornamented framesin an ancient gallery, was stone, grey and weathered,
fitted to such fine detal that the mortar, if it wasthere at dl, was not visible to the naked eye.

Even here there was the ydlow line beyond which no one could approach the One and live from
her first arrival, the October One had cast the image of the line around her, wherever she was, she had
not had physica contact with any living being for nearly amillennium.

Cor-Reed stared fixedly at her. He had learned long ago that to look around these roomswasto
invite fascination, obsession, akind of brief and avful madness.

He said nothing, as protocol demanded. He waited, breathing in dow, measured, disciplined
intakes, hismind ill, without thought or reaction or emotion, except for that thin thread of fear. Other,
untrained men would have panicked, screamed, gone mad, and fled. But he was trained; he stood, and
listened, and waited.

The dark hair writhed. He heard faint snappings as the static flickered and burned above her
face.

“Asher Tye cannot he found,” the woman said. “He has vanished from the public deck of a
passenger ship asif never there. Ghulag Sor-Tee hasleft no technique available to him unused. He
flushed him out, lay in wait, and Tye never came. No one came. He eudes an Adept of maximum skill,
amost equal to you, Cor-Reed, almost equal to me.”

“Heistrained well,” the rodent-faced man murmured. Soft asit was, the October One picked it
up and hissed at it, spitting it out like the pit of aprune.

“An Apprentice overcomes afull Adept? Isthat your suggestion, Cor-Reed? And isthe ancient
knowledge so fragile, so limited, so Smplethat the most inexperienced beginner knows enough to
deceive the most advanced in Skill, in Power itsdf?’

Shelet aslencefdl. With her unnatura tallness, and dragped in garments of deep, nonreflecting
black, she seemed to tower over him, apillar of nothingnessin abackground of confusion. Thewalls
mocked him. Out of the corner of his eyesthey oscillated and coalesced and retreated, daring him to
look and then to stare.

Hypnotic. But no form of hypnotism could touch Cor-Reed. He was an Adept of the October
Guild. Nothing and no one, save perhaps the October One hersalf, could pierce the defensesthat years
of painful training had provided. And she was not intent upon overcoming him. Rather, she seemed to
seek something from him, some knowledge of the boy who had so lately studied with him.

“Do you assume, then,” he ventured to say, “that Asher Tye has somehow resisted the Psychic
Probe?'

Her face wasfindy chisded, etched by athousand lines, ageless and fair, compelling to look
upon, atractivein an dien, feminineway. Heloved her and feared hen. She drew him to her likea



magnet, not merely physicaly, but mentally. He wanted her wisdom, yet at the sametime, desirewas
tangled by the very ingghtsthat he pursued.

She spoke. Even in the near-perfect passivity that he cultivated so carefully, that formed a
foundation of histraining, he jumped insde. The voice wrapped around him, pierced through him, took
him.

“For ahundred years| have sent failed Apprentices home with watching Adeptsin atendance,
for in theory, the Probe can be resisted; yet never have we observed it to happen. Y ou could bresk the
hold of the Probe, and I, but we have known of none outside of October who would have such Skill.
Now...?

“Have you trained him too well, Cor-Reed?’ she spoke, the hiss pronounced, air forced through
her teeth from lungs that seemed to need no air. * Can he take Ghulag and use him, twist him at hiswill,
skewer him on aspit of knowledge that you taught him?’

She answered hersdlf, then. He didn’t dare to—he from whom the face of desth itsalf would
have drawn but a passing glance.

“Nay,” shesad. “This| cannot believe. Power—initsebb and flow | fed, and | have felt Asher
Tye, and even were the flaw not there, he would still be as nothing or next to nothing. No, Cor-Reed,
thereis Skill at work here, beyond that which Tye has learned, beyond Ghulag Sor-Tee, Skill that isthe
equal to yours, a least, and you only barely pass beyond Ghulag himsdlf.

“Y ou know little of our history, Cor-Reed. We are not aone, yet the October Guild isfew in
number, spread thinly across the hundred billion inhabited planets of the Gaaxy. In oxygen, methane,
chlorine, even ammoniaand vacuum itself, creatureslive near ten billion stars, and only one star in ten has
planetsat dl. And we do not touch more than one planet in ten million.”

Cor-Reed was gartled. it was the first time that he had heard even ahint of how many of the
Guild there were among the stars. He had known for along lime that theirs was not the only October
One. But he could not at first believe that the October One' s species was spread so thinly as the analogy
she presented. There were rumors that the Ones came from outside the main part of the Galaxy itsdlf; the
satdlite galaxy known asthe Sculptor, eight thousand light years from the main whed of the Milky Way,
was sometimes mentioned, but it was only one of twenty known lesser gaaxiesin near-eternd orbit
around the Milky Way—the Magellanic Clouds, the Draco, UrsaMagjor and Minor, Sextans, Pegasus,
Fornax, and Leos| and
[1, among others.

“Thepoint,” he heard himsalf saying, “isthat the Skill may not be unique to the Guild? That there
could he, even should be by al the laws of mathematics, other placeswhere avariety of Skill may have
formed that may equal, may even surpass, that of the October Guild?’ it wasamost heresy. Hefdt his
fear legp up, and only thelong years of intense training alowed him to fight it back down again.

Buit...
“That | do not believe,” the October One grated. “Were there arace of such Adepts, | would
long since have felt their stirring. Nay, thisisafresk occurrence, Cor-Reed, one that will never happen

again. For from now on, | will not Probe those Apprenticeswho fall.”

The October Oneturned. it was asif she pivoted on asphere, agigantic bal bearing. Therewas



no movement under her dead-black robes, as of legs maneuvering. A cold, yellow eyelooked straight
into his, and gtatic crackled in her hair.

“Inthe pagt, | would avoid the public screams of relatives, but no more,” the October One said.
“For thisisadanger | cannot abide. Rather than one Rogue — onefailed Apprentice still holding to his
partly trained Skill—spreading chaos among those who would have turned eventually to October, |
would have ten thousand die.”

“If Tyebe such,” she hissed, sending ripples of cold agony up his spine and into his mind, he must
be ended. And if’ he has been seized by another Power, we must know what it is, and meet it, and
defedt it.”

He waited, knowing the words that were coming and tension mounted in him—aman who would
face the empty void itself without atremor or doulbt.

The October One spoke.

“Youwill find him, the October One said in avoice without breath. “ Go, and bring him tome. |
will take hismind first, to see how thisthing was done.

“Thenhewill die”

Chapter 5

For two daysthe Digger ran an increasingly exhausted Asher through a series of mental and
psychokinetic tests. it was obvious early on that the first purpose wasto find out just how advanced
Asher wasin the use of the Skill. He shot green flame around the room, disappeared into the Cloak, and
moved physica objectswith hismind, the very definition of psychokiness. He faded into Shadow,
conjured up images of people and glowing objectsthat hung in the air and then faded away, and filled the
room with amiasmaof shrieking terror that made even the hardened Kerlaflinch. At one point the Digger
made Asher levitate a shoe, then asuitcase, then achain, and findly a cubic foot of yellow bricks, which
Asher discovered later were gold from one of Kerla srecent swindles. The latter was too much for him;
athough he was able to make it shudder, and shook off the top bars, he could not lift the immense inert
welght againg the ship’ satificid Earth-normd gravity.

Kerlawas often absent. When she was there, she grumbled and paced and cursed, muttering
under her breath wordsthat Ashér did not catch and that, indeed, might have been in some other, arcane
language. The aien seemed to tolerate her with sharp good humor. Onetime, the Digger was crouching
infront of the door and watching Asher juggle green badls of fire with his mind, when the fat woman came
sriding through the quickly opened door and tripped against the smooth, diamond-hard shdll of the
Digger. She staggered with amazing quickness for one so fat, athough if the near wal of the cabin hadn't
been there, she would have falen on her face. She ddlivered such around of loud cursing that Asher
began to fed defensve onthe dien’ sbehdf until he recalled that the Digger could see through walls. And
doors. Had he been distracted by the flying green balls? Wasn't Kerla' s mishap an accident and no
more? Kerladidn’t think so, and even Asher wondered.

Working with the Digger was an Interesting experience, o much so that for atime, Asher forgot
that thelittle alien wasin cahoots with the offensive fat woman.



Through dl the tests, Asher sensed atremendous power buried somewhere insde the repulsive
aien body—not aphysical one, dthough the dien was plenty strong and tough, but a power of the mind
and will and Skill. Sometimes Asher thought that the alien was holding it back somehow, playing it down
for the benefit of the loud and shrill Kerla. But asthe latter browbeat and cursed and insulted the dien,
Asher began to think that the Digger was afraid of the woman, just as he was. If so, why would he do
something liketrip her, if in fact he had done it on purpose, if...

Asher shook hisweary head, The fact wasthat he had gotten little deep In the last two days. The
aien had wakened him at least adozen timesin the middle of each night to test the speed of histrangition
from deep to wakefulness. At one point, Asher was sure, the alien was somehow testing the
psychokinetic power of hisdreams.

Toward the end of the two days, the alien reported in his ciliatic voice to Kerla, who snorted and
cast abaeful eyeupon Asher. He saysyou'rejust abeginner,” the woman said, scornin her voice. “He
recommends that we turn you over to the October Guild and be done with you.”

Asher, who by thistime had mastered the Digger’ s speech from the long hours of test and retest,
had heard no such thing come from the Digger’ s mouth. He wastoo tired to fear the woman. Instead he
attacked her. He did it without thinking, al the contempt for her and the pent-up anger from the entire
ride on the ship, from the Probe itsdlf, rising in him and taking him over.

He used the Glance of Command. It was something more than a glance, however—anarrowing
of the eyes, ablagting forward of the will, agrasping of the other’smind and pulling it in. He reached for
her mind and took it, intending to bring her to her knees. And then...

She shook him freg, it took an effbrt, which hefet clawing upin her. It heartened him, even as
reason penetrated his mind and forced the anger aside. Was she so weak that even apre-Initiate of the
October Guild could threaten her, who had called hersdf a Rogue Adept?

Then she picked him up by the feet with her mind. He fought, trying to bring to bear dl the power
within him, but nothing worked. Everything seemed to he turned off, the plug pulled. He dangled in the air
by hisfeet, head afew centimetersfrom thefloor.

Shekicked him. He never forgot that kick, for he carried the mark with him to the end of hislife.
Her foot crashed into his nose and broke it; blood spurted outward and dripped onto the deck below.
His head rang into unconsciousness for amoment, then cleared. He swung like a pendulum from hisfeet,
and hisblood made aline on thefloor.

She drew back her foot for another kick, words melting out of her into one long, obscene curse.
Then the Digger appeared between Asher’ s head and her foot, and her kick bounced off hishard shell.
Sheyeled a him, and he hissed at her—not alaugh thistime, but awarning.

Hefdl suddenly as her mental grasp released him. His head hit the deck, not hurting much from
such ashort distance up, but matting immediately in the blood that pooled there. His backside and feet,
faling from agreater height, dammed onto the deck with bone-jarring force, He lay there, brought two
fingers up to grasp his nose and pinch off the blood, and waited for hishead to clear.

And he knew hate. Hate was something that he had thought he knew aready, amgjor part of his
Flaw. The Guild had called it acircle with no end, a self-feeding fire, acrippler of the Power. But now he
fet it far beyond anything he had felt before, in dl its Immense ugliness and force. He fought it, but he felt

it anyway.



When hefinally stood up, shaky and messy with blood, he turned toward the cabin door and
found that the woman was gone. The alien crouched there, looking at him with eyesin which there was
no expression that he could see.

“She has the Power,” the dienfinaly said in hisblubbery rasp of avoice, “in grester measure
than you.
Obey her, or in her madness, shewill kill you.”

“But why!” Asher said, sudden tears making rivuletsin the blood. “I didn’t ask for her. | don't
want her!”

“We saved you for apurpose, Asher Tye,” the Digger burbled, “Y ou must abide by us, or die.”
“Then | will die)” Asher said, and ssumbled blindly for the door.

it would not open.

“Wait,” the Digger said. “1 will tell you why she, we, are preferable to death.”

Asher leaned againgt the door, head bowed, saying nothing.

“Her mission, by the Guild of Thieves, isto watch for such asyou, and then see you safely to a
planet ahead, There you will see her no more. it will be forty days, daysthat you will not enjoy—but she
isordered not to harmyou. . .*

“She has harmed mel” Asher snapped. His nose was still dripping through the pinched fingers.
“Not Irrevocably, and neither she nor her superiors would consider you damaged.”
Asher’ s spirits sank.

“itisnot amisson she enjoys, for it pointsto the fact that once she had potentia in the Guild of
October, and failed; then she had potentid in the Guild of Thieves, and again shefilled. For when she
came out of Erasure, she and | sought out the Thieves, but neither of us could teach them what they
wanted and needed to know—how to fight October on its own abnormal level, with mind aswell as
body. She has not the temperament of ateacher, asyou have seen, and that only makes her temper
worse. Pity her, Asher Tye, for she could break the evil cycle of failure and self-pity and morefailure
caused by sdlf-pity—she could do it in theory, but trips hersdf up when shetries. And so the Guild of
Thieves sends her on missions that skirt around October, keeps her awvay from those Adepts who would
sense her activity ingtantly and, if she sustained it, track her down. Y ou saw the captor crystal incident,
whichistypicad. She sedlsfrom the crimina underground with amazing ability, but October she cannot
touch, And, too, sheismad in someways,” the Alien said, his ghastly voice dmost inaudible. “ She
despises hersdf. She hates her body, and inside it, she hates what she has done with her life—hates that
despite a Skill unique among the Thieves, sheisyet an unimportant part of their Guild.”

Asher knew then that the dien wastdling him her weaknesses, if he could exploit them.
“The FHlaw,” the Digger said, and Asher started. “ The Flaw makes you see her now as an enemy.

Y et she has saved you from the Guild. Consider, Y ou have only forty more dayswith her, and then she
will be gone. Would you not have pity on one so flawed hersdlf.



Asher said nothing. Fedlingsraged in him for which words could not he found. Hate struggled
withemptiness. Initdl, heforgot to ask the alien where thelittle creature himsdlf would be after the forty

days.

Interlude

The remorsel ess tentacles of the October Guild, grasping and seizing control of powerful human
beings on dozens of planets, were being tweaked. For thefirst time, the “ Subtle Guild” was being
challenged, asif someone, somewhere, knew the inner purpose of the October One, knew that it was
more than the mere sdlling of occult powers on the commercia marketplace. The chance that someone
had penetrated her designs caused the One to writhein her mile-high fortress, the dark corners of her
mind aive with the banked fire of purpose and arrogance.

On the human planet of Sutton, the national assembly was about to meet. The annua event,
which dragged on for four days of exhaustive speechmaking by every political party represented in the
legidature, was watched intently by the entire planetary population. So many and so diverse were the
views of the partiesthat rhetoric would regularly reach afever pitch, and there would herioting in various
cities, which died down after afew weeks only to await the next year’ s kick-off. And yet the government
of Sutton had survived the processfor eight hundred years, and was known for the wisdom of its
policies, hammered as they were on the anvils of dozens of interest groups.

But Sen Trevon wastired of al thetalking. She led the biggest party, and was prime minister asa
result. She wanted her policiesin place and for everyone to shut up.

She had hired amember of the October Guild, for afantastic amount of money, to work on the
minds of her mgjor political opponents, to bend them subtly to her way of thinking. It was aclean way to
total power, she thought; it did not occur to her that the Guild member might influence her, too.

Therewould he no riotsthis year, she publicly proclaimed. How shewould create thismiracle,
shewould not say. But if she could swing it, her prestige would rise to heights above which her
opponents could not climb. Shewould have wrought a politica miracle.

And s0 the speeches began. But something went wrong. Sen Trevor’ s scientists eventually found
adrug inthelegidature’ swater supply that would effectively block the release of controlled psychic
energy. But the target could only be the one individua on the planet who could exert such control, an
October Adept, and no one knew about that individual except Sen Trevor...

The speeches went on, flaming with passions even greater, if possible, than the planet had seenin
recent years. The cities erupted into violence. The government was forced into harsh and unpopular
methods of represson. Sen Trevor’ s sanding in the polls plummeted.

As she threw the Adept off the planet, she raged that he had somehow leaked the plan to her
opponents. He had not and, his access to the Power still blocked could not probe for the answer. For
obvious reasons, she kept the expulsion quiet. But for equaly obvious reasons, she ordered the drug
distributed throughout al the water supplies of the planet. At least no one could come after her using the
October Guild as awegpon, as she had planned to do to them. No one, including now, the October



Guild itsdif.

For many years, the feders of the Guild had extended deep into human space. Thousands of
planets, independent of one another, linked only by the tenuous policing of the Galactic Council, felt the
presence of October, dthough few people on those planets knew it, and far fewer still what it implied.
Tiny voicesin the wilderness cried out against manipulation of the mind for any reason, by anyone.
Cranks and crackpots, many were, and no one listened, because things were not bad, and not getting
worse. Until the publicity began.

The exposure of presidentia fat on Aero had been powerful because it had made people laugh,
and since people like to laugh, the news had spread over the interspatla channels, and soon even some
nonhumans were laughing—those that could laugh. But as they laughed, the image of October was before
them, an October that tricked citizens and propped up corrupt rulers. it caused people to think. Above
al, the October World did not want people to think.

The Sutton incident did nothing to enhance the Image of October, but it did not overtly harmitin
the popular mind, for it was hidden from public view. But Sen Trevor was a planetary leader, and as
such, shewas vidted frequently by colleagues from other planetsin the near sellar vicinity. She herself
was reclusive, never traveled off-planet, so she was comparatively safe from October reprisa. With all
incoming beingsingesting or inhaing or absorbing the anti-psychic drug, which could be effectively
carried by the humidity alonein ahuman oxygen-breathing environment, there waslittle chance of an
Adept reaching her. And even s0, she was rdlatively discreet, dropping Just enough information before
her visitorsto raise vague darmsin their memories when the word “ October’ cameto their atention on
their own worlds. But the effect wasfelt, and findly the One slieutenant, Con-Reed, sent in ahon-Adept
member of the Bodyguard Guild to ded directly with Sen Trevor. Even then, Sutton remained closed as
Trevor’' s successors followed precedence, carefully passed onin officia succession ingtructions.

There were other incidents too within that decade of fire for the October Guild. On Wytopitiock,
for example, therewas an nation attempt against the chairman of the board of the corporation that
ruled the planet. She had been entering alarge, classroom-style auditorium for her monthly press
conference, when someone in the back raised a hollow cane and flicked it & her. There shot fromit a
long tiletto of sharpened sted, flung like alance, with no sound of compressed air or fire or any other
propdllant other than the muscles of the attacker. Y e, as the holographic replays showed, the aim was
uncannily accurate for such awegpon at such distance. Had nothing interfered, the tiletto would have
trangfixed the chairman precisdly in the center of her forehead, without amillimeter of devianceto one
Sde or the other.

What interfered was the lightning response of the chairman’ s bodyguard. Replays showed it
clearly. The blond woman, who everyone had thought to be aminor pressliaison, had entered
congderably behind the chairman, dong with agaggle of corporate officids. Suddenly, she straightened
from adouch just asthe attacker was throwing. Analysts guessed that she had sensed, with her
paranormal powers, the murderous mind of the n. Then—the replays had shown it clearly—the
gpace between the eyes of the bodyguard and the streaking gtiletto had shimmered, asif invisble lightning
had warped the air, and the stiletto had been flung upward asif it had hit Stedl plate, to bury itself inthe
corporate sed on the wall above the chairman’s head. The huge room had exploded into uproar, and in
the chaos the attacker had disappeared asif never there, either merging into the crowd on sneaking out



somehow—no one ever knew which.

What they did know was that something abnorma had saved the chalnnan, and it did not take
long for news reportersto link the event to the recent outrage on Aero. Magic, they announced to a
horrified planet, had saved the chairman, and afterwardsit seemed asiif the people would have preferred
to see her trandfixed, rather than protected by and—who knows?—perhaps under the control of a
wizard,

That news spread, too. And on her arid world, the October One hissed and brooded, her dowly
widening control over the human universe now dipping. There aretoo few of us, she thought, and too
many worlds; countlesstrillions of people And even as her Guild concentrated on the key people, she
could not train students rapidly enough to make her domination grow in any but the dowest crawl.

But patience she had. She had worked for decades aready, and centuries awaited her, and she
had not been in ahurry. She and the other Ones had the Galactic Council, at least, well in hand, and its
police, which, if not yet an arm of tyranny, was growing a a satisfying pace. Given the span of her
lifetime, even such snail-paced progress made the goa quite reachable: power over and control of the
universe—the human universe for her, other lifeformsfor the others, Progress.. but a progress that
presupposed no effective interference.

Now, however, interference had come.

“The mind will triumph,” came the whisper, floating like the wind across the trackl ess reaches of
gpace, where dead stars passed among theliving in londliness and indiference. “Who isit that challenges
you?’ came another thought from somewhere ese, “Who can come againgt mind with fist and sted?”

Theten thousand, on their separate worlds, communed silently, withered female bodies waiting
like dead leaves, dow movement insgde their ebony robes. Since the time they had fled the Scul ptor and
gonetheir separate way's, to work on separate species and take dominion over them, the Ones had
touched at the odd moments, sharing triumph, insight, and Skill.

Earlier, Cor-Reed had reported to the October One after studying the Aero and Wytopitlock
incidents, and now the October One, projecting her mind outward, repeated what he had said; “ The two
events havein common only skill of the body,” the October One thought to the emptiness. “They could
be two random attacks by political forces on Aero and Wytopitlock respectively, but therearein
common two things: the uncanny swiftness with which the attackers moved, and that the effect wasto
revea an October operative to the public at large. We might see these even yet as coincidence, but for
the common effects; they both caused the Guild to heridiculed, feared and hated. The Sutton incident did
the same at officid levels, and such identity of result cannot he accident, in our opinion. There must be
planning behind it, and that planning must know of October or more than we can permit.”

Like awave beating a arocky beach, the thoughts poured into her. She sorted them and
digested them and responded to them, dl in afraction of an instant.

Usualy the communing was nearly random, the reception and sorting of disparate thoughts, no common
threads tying them into unison. But now she felt concordance from the Ones, acloser concatenation of
thought than any she had experienced since that long-ago day that she had persuaded them away from
their Teacher and Into the void.

How could such knowledge of the Guild exi<t, unless passed on by one Guild-trained?



It could not be their Teacher, who had closed the Sculptor after their flight and whose presence
in the universe they could fed no more. But what of their own sudents. . .?

Had one ever resisted Erasure before? It was to guard againgt such athing that they al watched
the failures after Erasure, even as Ghulag Sor-Tee had watched Asher Tye. But hone had ever been
detected. Some believed it to heimpossible.

Y et whoever had been a work on Aero and Sutton and Wytopitlock... Either it had been random, or
someone, somewhere, knew more about the Guild than had ever been made public. In those seeds of
exposure were danger for the October Ones who, despite their Power, could never succeed againgt the
might of the gaaxy. Only by keeping the myriads unaware might the Ones someday succeed in taking
absolute control.

The discordance in the October One’s mind increased another decibel when Ghulag Sor-Tee, on
the Pride, till headed toward Caldott, beamed on scrambled interspatia holography to the October One
his report about the captor crystal incident.

And now, she thought, the underworld itself hasturned againgt us. It will agitate on athousand
worldsto break us, for now it will believe usto berivas, instead of toolsthat it might use.

The bigger fear wasthere, too. Did Asher Tyeindeed have that much Skill, to pull such an
incident off unaided? If s0, was he some kind of mutant, able to go far beyond what Cor-Reed had
trained him in only afew weeks? Had Erasure triggered the reverse of what it was supposed to do,
instead Increasing Asher Tye' sgrasp of the esper Skill of the Guild?

Or was some new and unknown Power at work?

“Youmust find Asher Tyd” she hurled acrosslight years of space into the shaken mind of Ghulag
Sor-Tee. ‘And then. . .* Sheleft it unsaid. But Ghulag Sor-tee was Sick at the image sheraised, and sick
with terror & what she might do to him should hefal.

Chapter 6

Asher now redized that he would not be landing on Loblolly. Up to that moment, he had
assumed that they would make planetfal at the first opportunity, methane planet or no. Now... forty
days? That would bring them to the end of the ship’srun, to Caldott itself.

Somewhat later Kerlacame back in. Asher had washed himsdlf, changed his clothes, ang he and
the Digger were watching a holographic view of the oxygenbreather’ s exit port. The ship dways
broadcast on-the spot scenes of new passengers coming on board, and other ones getting off.

Asher shot afearful glance at Kerla, but she seemed set on ignoring him, and he felt relieved.
Then the scene from the holograph caught hisfull attention.

Something odd was happening. Five or Six passengers were getting off the
Pride—oxygen-breathers carrying large, bundled satchels with the equipment that they would need when
they landed on the methane world of Loblolly.



The odd thing was that they all looked like Asher Tye. Asher gaped. Then he saw the Adext,
looking wildly around the debarkation gate. The dark man mumbled something, and the Asher images
rippled and fixed again. The Adept said something else, louder thistime, and the passengersdl of a
sudden turned blank, their facesindistinct to the Skilled watchers. Through it dl, the passengers
themsalves remained blissfully ignorant that anything unusua wasin progress around them.

“Areany of them Asher Tye?’ Kerlasaid, quietly for once. “He cannot tell, and won't he ableto
until his methane-breathing agents on Loblolly can examine each vistor in turn. By that time, we'll be
halfway to Caldott, and will have stopped a a haf dozen other planetsin the meantime.”

“Will he get off the Pride’ Asher wondered out loud.

“Not likely,” the woman said. “ The Digger’ stricks are puzzling him now, but the very fact that
there aretricks going on will cause him to stay on board, just in case.”

And so it proved to he. But back on board the Pride of Caldon was chaos for the Adept.

For awhile, every passenger on board, aien and human alike, took on theimage of Asher Tye.
Once the Adept broke through that technique of the Digger’ s, the latter came up with another one that
rendered al the passengersinvisible, so that the Adept found himsdlf wandering through an apparently
empty ship, except when he bumped into someone and had to apologize to the empty air. The Adept
eventualy figured that one out, and then the Digger arranged it so that the image of Asher’ sface
aternated with along series of other faces on each of the passengers, two faces a second, which would
have sent alesser man into screaming madness. Breaking through that findly, the Adept encountered a
nothingness penetrating the ship, such acomplete lack of rippling of the Power that the average Adept
would conclude that the manipulator of the Skill had left.

In the meantime, Asher held to the cabin while Kerlaand Digger carried on their guise of
innocent passengers.

The Pride of Cadott stopped at Ramana, * Arabi, Hayylm, Clem, and passed by severa other
planets. At each stop, dozens of Asherswould pour out the ship like ants, sometimes scrambling over
each other and cramming the corridors, falseimages surrounding the regular passengers, themselves
carrying the appearance of Asher Tye and obliviousto the scenes that the Adept was seeing al too well.

When at last the Digger employed the nothingness, they were four planets out from Caldott. All
a once, the ship returned to normd, insofar as the Adept could see. No more spurious Ashers, no more
madness, no rippling of the Power.

“They got off a Clem,” the Adept relayed to the October World, his tachyonic image betraying
agitation and confusion. “ Or maybe they stayed aboard. Or maybe they shipped Tye off a any of the
previous worlds we ve passed, while their Adept stayed aboard to bedevil me. And theworst thing is, |
can't detect the source of it al. There is someone here who can use the Power in ways that only the
October One herself could detect.

When at last they reached Caldott, there were at least thirty members of the October Guild
circulating around the ship, having come aboard at various of the planets at which they had stopped. But
not thefaintest Sgn did they find.

Caldott wasthe lagt stop. All the passengers disembarked, including the Digger and at least
fifteen members of the October Guild, wrapped in Shadow, stayed aboard and waited.



But such extensive use of the Shadow ripped the Power into chaos. No longer could the Diggers
activities, much lessKerla sor Asher’s, be separated from the general confusion.

The Digger and Kerlarode the shuttle down to Caldott, the impossibly numerous sarsin this
central region of the gdlaxy blazing around them like codsfrom a blast furnace. On the planet they
climbed into an air car and sped out of the centrd city.

When they were sure that no one was following them, the fat woman relaxed the grip she had
had on the spell cast by the Digger.

The Digger changed. On thefloor of theair car in front of her, the hard shell shimmered and
melted. All at once, there legped into view the occupant of the space where a Digger had been seen
moments before.

A human on dl fours.

Far above them, thered Digger cast fifty Shadows around the ship, causing consternation when
they disembarked like disembodied souls, one by one, with the Adepts. By that time, the Digger himsell
was on one of the water-breathing shuttles, heading for Cadott’ s great inland sea.

Water, oxygen, methane, chlorine, ammonia, vacuum. it didn't matter—it was al the sameto the
Digger.

Chapter 7

If he had been aboard, Cor-Reed could have tracked Asher down on the Pride of Caldott. He
had been so0 close to the boy that he could distinguish the tiny effect of his personality on the Power. But
there had been no way for Cor-Reed to reach the Pride. And now Asher Tyewas|ost among the billions
on Caldott itself, or on one of the lesser planetsthat the great ship had visited onitsway in.

Y et Cor-Reed was aHounder, amore advanced Adept than Ghulag Sor-Tee. He could follow
someone that he had met before like a bloodhound on a scent. The scent was not asmell, but a mental
taste. it was a kill effectivein arange of no more than four light years, most sarsin the gdacticarm
were much farther away from one another. So it meant visiting the planets, along, dow ride dong the
gpacel anes, stopping over while the visiting ship went on, waiting for the next one.

The fastest way was backwards, from the planet most likely to hold the fugitive, to the one just
beforeit, and so
two planetsin from the October World, Cor-Reed was able to catch an express ship for Cadott He
arrived no more than two days after the Pride, and immediately felt the aftertaste of Asher Tye. There
would be no need to retrace the route of the Pride.

But in away, the worst had happened. Even as he felt theripple that Asher had |€ft, he knew that
Asher was no longer in the solar system. But Caldott was the nearest thing to a sector capital that there
was. Shipsleaving it went to any of fifty thousand common destinations, and severa million uncommon
ones. Unless by some incredible chance he were able to find the same ship that had carried Asher, he
would have to send agents outward at vast expense to the Guild, to comb the most likely planetfalsfirg,



thenthelesslikdly.

The only good thing about it was that Caldott was the easiest place to quickly gather members of
the Guild, precisely because it was so centra to gaactic trangportation.

So Cor-Reed put out the call. When he had afew hundred agents on hand, he gave them the
mentd taste of Asher Tye, and sent most of them off-planet, leaving afew behind to pass the information
on to the severa thousand Adepts he had called in.

But after communicating with the October One, he caught a ship, too. He had ahunch, for on
Cadott, he had done what Ghulag Sot-Tee was not skilled enough to do.

He had caught the aftertaste of one other, an Adept with astrange flavor, yet familiar inaway
that disturbed dim traces of memory without bringing them to light, asif he sensed something from his
childhood, or something from atime when his Skill wasinitsinfancy. It was no Guild member that he
tasted, and he carried within his cunning brain the imprint of them al. No present Guild member. The
Implication sent ashiver up his spine. He guessed that it had done the same to the October One, if she
had aspine.

But there was a clue. The taste had a certain womannessto it that could not he mistaken. He
retrieved by transmission from the October World alist of al femae Apprentices from the past, those
who had failed the fina Test and had been erased. If one had had the same resistance as Asher Tye.

Forty-three names. But he could narrow it further, for the taste bespoke a certain range of ages,
and many on thelist weretoo young. Perhaps eight good possibilities, then. He would start with the most
likely, and work down thelist. A Hounder of great Skill, he set off in search of Kerla Cwan.

Interlude

Neither knew that the other was on board the Augusta, athough one of them should have.
Dru-Thun was an Adept of the October World, and she had studied the other passengers on this luxury
cruisewith al the Skill a her command. They al seemed to be what they claimed—theidlerich, ederly
mostly, who had bought onto this specia cruiseto visit the Rail.

Abner Cadon was athief of the Guild of Thieves. He had no psychic defenses, and he was
masquerading as Bluet Canfleld Wingate, very rich and younger than most of the thirty-odd passengers.
He affected herbal smokeless cigarettesin long holders, and alisping speech that delighted the older
ladies who made up most of the tour.

Dru-Thun had probed “Wingate' s’ mind and had found nothing odd there. She should have, and
her failure was abnormd.

The October Guild, and through it Dru-Thun, had been hired by the cruise agency that had
arranged the tour. Foiling thieves was only an incidenta part of her job, which was mainly to act asthe
ultimate protector against pirates. Buccaneerstrying to board the Augustawould have no chance against
an Adept. She would smply blast their minds into unconsciousness, and then the Augustawould take the
pirate ship, rather than the other way around. Another Adept had done exactly that ayear earlier, and
word was reaching business ears around the galactic arm that the October Guild offered highly rdliable,



even profitable, insurance—expensive Insurance, to he sure, but worth it. The cruise agency had heard of
heavy pirate activity around the turbulent area of the Roil and was taking no chances, even though the
October fee had been very large Indeed.

One of the old ladieswas aMrs. Dherkin, kind and sweet, with an air of befuddlement that
fooled everyone. Dru-Thun had seen through it, of course, but was not interested in smugglers; her job
was to protect the ship itself; not to do off-ship police work. Maybe that was the whole trouble.

Abner Caldon was intensdly interested in Mrs. Dherkin. She was the reason he was aboard.
Mrs. Dberkin was smuggling seeds, from a plant that was the core of acompany's secret process for
making ding syrup, a sweet that was making the company rich. People tasted ding syrup, and after that
they bought nothing else.

Maple and corn and cane and f'pur syrup companies didn’t like it. They decided they would
make ding syrup, too. They went to their syndicate, which sent Mrs. Dherkin in. She had pretended to be
someone s mother—she was good at it—and wrangled her way to the company planet where the
particular plant grew.

it had taken her along time to set up atour of the fields. The company began to suspect her
when she showed too much hurry in leaving the planet. They would have caught her, but she had flashed
money at the cruise agency’ s office on the first planet she came to, so they had switched her onto the
cruise ship and not told anyone about it. Now she was chattering about the mysteries of the Roil, and
feding very safe. She didn’t know about Abner Cadon.

Caldon had been keeping track of Mrs. Dherkin for months. He could not touch her aslong as
she operated on the company planet, and his Guild cared nothing for the ding syrup company. But the
Guild did not like the syndicates; it wastime to frustrate them again.

They had visited the Rail, a strange region of space in which dozens of stars and planets—and,
somesad, a
dwarf quasar—were crammed into atiny cloud of rainbow-colored dust which no instrument or ship had
ever penetrated because of the fantastic gravitationa forces and radiation that prevailed within. The cruise
was amogt over; they were afew days away from the ship’s home planet when Mrs. Dherkin suddenly
screamed. A few moments later she was with the captain; Dru-Thun stood in Shadow just ingdethe
door, listening.

“Someone stole my jewels’ Mrs. Dherkin screamed. “ They werein alittle brown box in my
cabin, and now they’ re gone."

“Y ou should have registered them,” the captain murmured. But he was not happy. Hetried to
soothe the old woman.

“I'll have the ship searched,” he said, When the old lady had gone, he snarled at the corner
where the Adept stood.

“No problem,” the disembodied voice of Dru-Thun said—and then went through the worst two
daysof her life.

She knew, of course, that there were no jewelsin the box. But the captain thought that there
were, and Dru-Thun was not about to disabuse him—to accuse the old lady of seed smuggling when
there was no proof at hand. Finding the box, or the seeds themsalves, should be little problem. She



merely had to scan dl the minds.

One by one she did so. With increasing panic she did it again, and again, digging deeper each
time. Cadon was completely unaware; if he had known, he would have despaired. He had no defense
againg an Adexpt.

He knew that the crew was searching the ship. They were very careful not to let the passengers
seeit, for the passengers were very rich and could make immense trouble for the cruise company if they
were offended. But Abner Caldon could seeit; hewas athief, after dl.

He sat in the passenger lounge and puffed on acigarette, hating it, Spped on adrink, and lisped
witty comments to the old ladies around him. He was not worried at dl, for he had tossed the box of
seeds into the garbage chute in Mrs. Dherkin’ s room the minute he had found it. No doubt the box and
seeds both had been atomized with the rest of the trash, and turned into stardrive fudl.

Circulating among them, in Shadow, was Dru-Thun. She couldn’t believe it. Someone had stolen
that box. But there was no trace of it in any mind she scanned.

“We dock tonight on Machias,” the captain had yelled at her. “We paid your Guild alot of
money for you, and you had better find those jewels. Mrs. Dherkin isa paying customer. Y ou don’t find
them, and I'll seeto it that you and your entire October breed are never hired on the spacelanes again,
I’ll tell you thet.”

But shedidn't find it. Something was I nterfering with her Power, and it wasn't Bluet Canfield
Wingate or Abner Caldon.

Asthe captor crystal incident had turned the underworld against the October Guild, so now
October was disgraced among | egitimate bus nesses, too.

Chapter 8

Kerlalooked at Asher Tye sourly and turned away. Asher neither waved nor said goodbye. He
fdt awave of relief.

Ashér and the Digger climbed aboard ajourneyman passenger ship. They walked up along ramp
and worked their way down old, shabbily kept corridors to acentral viewroom. There they relaxed on
recliners and watched as the old ship spun out of orbit and fled away from Caldott.

“She'sgone,” the Digger burbled. Asher didn't visibly reaect.

| won't missher,” hesaid a length.

“| told you that hatred standsin your way,” the dien said. “Having her gone makes the hatred
die, but you yoursdf must driveit finally away by your own will, or it will dways be therein some back

corner, ready to spring out and devour you.”

Asher said nothing. He heard what the Digger was saying, and yet fdt therageingde. He ill felt



thekick to hisface, till felt his nose bleeding and dripping on the deck.

“You havetoletit go,” thedien perssted. it comforts you, and gives you ego, but you haveto let
itgo.”

Asher was momentarily startled. Hatred giving comfort, supplying ego, for heaven’s sake? He
was about to protest that he didn’t like hating, but some inner sensetold him to hold off. The Digger was
rarely wrong.

So Asher said nothing, but thistime, instead of badgering him further, the Digger subsided into
vague bubblings and rumblings, asif the point had been made, or asif the pupil were so obtuse that the
point could never he made.

“You areto go to the Warrior Planet,” Kerlahad said when the Digger had finally joined them a
the cheap hostdry they had found on Caldott. She had left him aonein the plain room; Asher guessed
that she had gone to meet with her superiors, whoever they were. When she came back, she had seemed
both happy and annoyed.

“Blast you, you'rethe cause,” she had said first thing as she came through the door. “1 lose the
best assistant | ever had, and al because of you. | should have killed you back on the Pride of Coldott.”

Asher had tried to turn her attention elsewhere. “What did they think about the Captor Crystal
trickr he asked her.

She threw back her head and brayed the overly loud laugh that he had come to loathe.

“They loved it!” she shouted. * Fourteen million credits!” But then she had scowled again.
“Maybe that’ swhy they want the Digger to go with you,” she said. “it was mostly him and you pulled that
one off. Maybe they want to team you up.” She had suddenly dammed her fist down on thetable
between them. “What can you do that | can’'t!”

She had till been fuming when the Digger clattered through the door. He had seemed to bring
some camness to the scene, though Kerlaremained unhappy for the rest of their stay together.

“Thewhelp is needed on the Planet, and so am |,” was all the Digger had said about it. it hadn't
been enough.

“When | first presented myself to the Thieves,” the Digger said, “they wanted to know how | had
found Kerla, and then how | had found them, the Thievesthemsdves. Asto Kerla, it was aprovidentia
accident; | had been scouting some of the planets taken early in the October web, and Kerlawasthere. it
was easy to sense her training, even buried as it was beneath the effects of the Probe.” (1 would have
missed it altogether, thought Asher.) “But once | had released her mind, finding the Thieveswas
something ese. it took us many months, but among other techniques we left an ambiguous messagein the
online personds, figuring that an organization such as the Thieves would maintain a continuous database
scan. Indeed, it was s0; the Thieves found us, so to speak, and studied us carefully, and finally took the
great risk of inducting usinto their Guild. If we had been October spies, then the Thieveswould exist no
more; October would have wiped them from the Galaxy.

“The Nin sent us out in between other missionsto travel the shipsthat visited the October World,
to catch falled initiates just after Erasure. | could not seem to teach these warrior thieves even
rudimentary forms of the Power. Perhaps one of the failed Initiates could. They would be of great useto



the Guild of Thievesin any event.”
“The Nin?’ Asher asked.

“The shipswerefew,” the Digger said, ignoring the question, “at least those that were not wholly
owned by October. They al followed mutes outward from Caldott and back, with many gapsin
between—the October World was a backwater, regularly scheduled but not a place where ships
stacked up in the sky. During those gaps, | was on various missions for the Nin, some with Kerla, some
without.”

“TheNin?? Asher sad plaintively.

“The Leader of the Transfer Guild,” the Digger said. “The. . . Transfer Guild?” Asher said, word
by word.

“The Guild of Thieves”
“Oh,” Asher said.

“There are other Diggers—a planeful of them — but we tend to like tunnels and didike the open
sky. Few will travel as| do, and none have the Skills| possess,” the dien said immodestly. “I joined the
Thieves because they fight the corrupt, and because they do, they will eventualy fight October. And I,
with what little Skill I have, abhor the way that October uses the Power for evil ends, with desth often
following their presence on some hapless world.

“The Nin hasformed the Thievesin direct reaction to October, | believe. Lacking Skill, the
Warriors seek to maximize other talents. And till they seek ahandle from which to gain some advantage
over October. Asnow it stands, the Thieves can only skulk in the background, undertaking surprise
forays againgt October interests, but little else. If the October Guild ever finds out that the
Warrior/Thieves are among its hidden enemies, then they will use their supermindsto track the Warriors
down, and nothing and no one could save them then.

“Y ou are about to go to the Warrior Planet, where you will learn to hone both mind and body,
for the two, they say, cannot he separated. Y our body will he transformed into afighting machine, Y our
mind will take in the knowledge of the laws and practices of a hundred cultures on athousand worlds.

Y ou will learn how to dominate people in normal, everyday settings, even how to intimidate them to give
you what you want, gladly, gratefully. Y our psionic powerswill be tested and, if it can he done, shared.
Y ou are aremarkablefind for the Guild, Asher Tye, and it hopesto use you well.”

“But they arethieves!” Asher whispered. “By definition they are evil and they do evil.” Thedien
looked at him penetratingly, out of hisround, yellow eyes. Asher felt something driving him to continue:
“Theflaw is better dedlt with by death than by serving masters such asthose.” He looked morosdly
away, hoping that the salf-pity was convincing.

It wasn't.

“Y ou do not know them — not enough to come to such aconclusion,” the Digger said in ahiss
that was not alaugh. “1 can read that you yoursdlf see hopein dl this, ese you would have activated that
Adept back on the Pride and let yoursdlf betaken. Ah. . . | fed your surprise,” thedien said asAsher’s
mouth dropped open. “I can seeit in you; it ismy job. Y ou welghed the yeses and the nos back there,
and decided that Kerlaand alittle alien were a safer bet than therigid law of October.”



“Youwouldn't have let me free the Adept from the Time Stop,” Asher said feebly.

“Onthe contrary,” the dien said. “I may not have been able to stop you, and | would not have,
nonetheless. Y ou had to come with uswillingly, or you would have died.”

Asher could find nothing to say to this. Ingtead, he said: “Why are you coming with me, then?|
would go to your Warrior Planet if you just showed methe way. Kerla certainly didn’t want you to
come.” Hisvoicewas bitter, and he wasn't acting.

“Because there may be more Adepts,” the dlien said. “ And because we couldn’t trust you dl that
much. And because |, with my dien psionics, will he useful in trandating your October skillsfor the Guild.
And dso because | likeyou, Asher Tye”

Once again, Asher could find no reply.

Asher and the alien changed ships twice during the voyage, both times at oxygen worlds around
which ship transfer was common and routine. The shipsthat they took were always run-of-the-mill,
nondescript plodding workhorses that had made the particular runs a thousand times and would a
thousand times again. Asher saw abewildering array of oxygen-breathing aliens come and go.

Finaly, the two found themsdlves leaving away station, orbiting around another oxygen plandt,
this one a beautiful ocean world with but one smdl continent, squarely astride the planet’ s south pole

“A haven for both water-breasthers and oxys,” the Digger muttered, more to himsdlf than to
Asker. “Beautiful. | have heard of this planet. | would like to see the color of the sky, the mile-wide hot
Springs bubbling in great concentric getherings on the planet’ s north sde, theincredibly large sea
creatures, with arms ahundred feet long. . .“ So surprised was Asher at this glimpse of another side of
the Digger, that the implication of hiswordstook a moment to ank in.

“Wait aminute,” Asher said, looking quickly around. “Isn't thisthe planetary shuttle, on itsway
down?’

“itsurdy is, Asker Tye,” thedien said. “But here we are not staying. Come.”

Whedling, the dlien clattered out of the private room they had engaged, and down another dingy
corridor until they cameto ahatchway. Deftly, the Digger reared up and opened it with hands that Asher
had never seen. They passed through two airlocks, and Asher gasped. They had just gone from one
ship to another.

“Alarmswill be going off al over the shuttle!” Asher yelled. “You can't just open an airlock when
the outside door Is dready open...* He was silenced by alook from the Digger.

“No adarms, no problem. The captain is bribed, the circuits turned off. Already the shuttleisfar
away, hatches closed.”

Asher spun around. The hatch behind him had did silently shut while hewasydling &t the Digger.

They werein amuch smaler vessa. Who manned it, Asher never knew, for the Digger took him
to asmal cabin and locked them in. Asher noticed that there was no viewscreen of any kind.



“Ah, I understand,” Asher said. “No cluesto wherever the Wanior Planet might he.”
Thediendidn't reply. Instead, he dided for food. After amoment, Asher did the same.

And then the Digger recommenced Asher’ straining. At night, Asher’ s mind began to fedl
bruised. The Digger was relentless, and Asher began to worry about exactly what the Digger was
preparing him for, what he might find on the Warrior Planet. “ They will ask you to teach them how to
block accessto their minds,” the Digger burbled briefly at one point. “Y ou will try.”

‘Will | heabletodoit?’” Asher asked doubtfully as hetried to hold the image of eighteen snarling
Murrainian swamp devilswho seemed to have replaced one wall of the cabin. Vibrating the air to make
the sound was the hard part.

The Digger said: “They hate and fear October above dl else. Before they found Kerlaand you,
they had no defense, and K erla cannot teach Skill. She hastried, but she has not the patience.”

“What about you? One of the swamp devilswavered and its snarl became musical. Asher
wrenched it back into shape desperately, juggling al eighteen at once with apainful effort.

“You aremy only pupil,” the Digger said.

“But why?" Asher whispered, most of hismind engaged on thewall.
“You aremy only pupil,” the Digger said again.

“But don't the thieves resent it? | mean, they must have asked you, too...

The Digger hissed and Asher, startled, saw that one of the monsters had taken on the face of a
kitten. He yelled, and the elghteen images dropped into nothingness like balls from ajuggler’ s hand.

And another time, the ship passed into red space for afew hoursto cross from one jump point
to another. Asher went into adeep trance, preparing to cast his mind with the Digger to the nearest star
system, ared giant with severd attendant dwarfs. For along moment, Asher seemed to hear avoice
from far away, without any garble, deeper, clear and distinct. it was teaching him something outside his
awareness, giving him sometool for the future, yet what it was and what for, Asher could not seem to
grasp. Something very short, but very deep somehow, asif al the mysteries of life and death had been
condensed into asingle word.

For long days, far into the ship’ satificid nights, the alien kept up Asher’ straining, until hefelt
ready to collapse.

And then, one day the Digger suddenly threw wide the cabin door and walked out, leaving it
open behind him. Asher, in the middle of juggling adozen silver barswith hismind (for so far had his
power increased), hesitated while the bars wavered in their paths. Then in arush, he released the bars
and ran &fter the dien. The slver landed in leaden thumps behind him.

He caught up, and they walked back to the same hatchway they had used to enter the ship. The
Digger cycled it open. Again the outer door was gar. But thistime, Asher stepped not into another ship,
but onto the surface of a planet.



Part 2: Search

Chapter 9

The sky was purple. That’ sthefirst thing that Asher saw. It was as violet-hued as a grape.
Through the dark sky there were stars. It was elther twilight, or...

His breeth caught. He tried to breathe harder, and found himsalf gasping. He redled and fell
heavily againg the ship.

“Here,” the Digger said. From somewhere he pro-duced atrickler. Hisvision darkening, eyes
popping, Asher grabbed it and thrust the nozzlesto hisface. Oxygen poured into and around his nose.
Hefitted thetrickler around hishead, alittle tank of supercompressed liquid oxygen hanging down his
back. He lightened the strap across his chest that held it in place. The nozzlesfitted exactly now over his
nose and mouth.

Hisvison clearing alittle, Asher sucked in oxygen and looked around him. Hiseyes till felt asif
they were popping out of his head.

“You'll get usedtoit,” the Digger hissed, reading histhoughts. “The body will adjust. It can adjust to
many things.” The Digger himsdlf was gpparently wearing no trickler, nor anything e se.

‘The sky!” Asher said. Now that he could look further, he saw the hard light of the planet’s sun, so
blinding that he couldn’t look directly at it, The sun was dmost overhead. It was nearly noon on the
Warrior Planet.

“The atmosphereisthin,” Asher said, hisvoice penetrating the trickler and sounding faint in the
ar. “That'swhy the sky ispurple”

“Aye,” the Digger said. “Thin, but not poisonousto you or me. Thereisoxygeninit, but it would
not sustain you. Remember this, Asher Tye: on the Warrior Planet, you must always have atrickler and
enough oxygen to get you where you are going, or ten minutes after you run out, your brain will begin to
die. Y ou can hold out that long with the help of the oxygen in the air, but after that.

“Andit' sdark,” Asher muttered.

The harsh sun was bigger and redder than the one he was used to, but the tenuous air did littleto
scatter itslight. The Warrior Planet was aworld of purple shadow, blue fading through violet to black, a
world without bright yellows or whites. A gloomy and depressing place, thought Asher, though toits
natives it might appear as a paradise of bright beauty-if it had any natives.

Therewas plant life, anyway. They were on a hill covered by asort of clover, but purple clover
with flowers degper, dmost black. Just down the hill some kind of forest started, blackish trunks of
celerylike trees poking squetly into the sky, with purple tentacléike fronds on top that seemed to wave
on their own, without the help of any breeze. Smaller growths wove among them, dmost choking the
spaces between and making a vegetative wall that looked impenetrable. Asher saw hundreds of birdlike
creatures wheeling and soaring about the tentacular trees, creatures aslarge as small dogs, but with detail



blurred by distance and the dark background of the sky.

From where they were standing, gentle hills swept away into the violet darkness, one after
another like marching soldiersfrozen in place, al covered with the same vegetation, al looking just about
the same. Asher could see no lights, no buildings, no air vehicles, no sgn that human beings or any other
intelligent life stood on this planet under its bright red sun. In the air there were the birds and, buzzing
around, what might passfor insects. But no...

“Goodbye, Asher Tye,” he heard the Digger say. Asher whirled and looked wildly around. He
caught the briefest glimpse of the dien’ shizarre form asthe airlock cycled himinside.

Asher flung himself at the now featureless Sde of the ship, pawing frantically for the switch that
would let himin. Therewasn't any there. Then thelittle dien’ s burbling voice cameto him, ingde his
head, dl around him.

“Thisisyour first Test, Asher Tye,” the voice said. Asher thrust hisfingersin hisears and il
heard it. The dlien was sending his message telepathically.

“Stand away from the ship,” the voice burbled. “In thirty secondsit will rise, and if you aretoo
close you will betorn apart by the gravitationd effect.

“ At this moment twenty warriors are two thousand meters to your south, heading toward you.
They intend to kill you. Y our task isto €lude or defeat them. Y ou have dl the time you need, until your
trickler runs out. Good luck, Asher Tye.”

Asher stood there aghast, gaping at the closed ship. Then he heard the beginning hum of the wail
that would sgnd therising of the ship. Franticaly, he turned and ran down the hill, Straight at the forest.
When he reached the first tree he stopped and looked back.

With awailing roar the ship leaped off the ground and flashed into the air. The trees bent asthe
displaced air rushed by them. In aflash of light, the twinkling of an eye, the ship shot into the sky and was

gone.

Air gusted into Asher. He staggered against atree and yelled. Sharp spines stood out from its
trunk like needles, haf adozen of them werein hisside, hisleft arm. He tore away and the spines came
with him, breaking away with brittle snaps from the parent tree.

Two thousand yards away.

Whimpering, Asher grasped the first spine by itsend and pulled it out of hisskin. It tore out likea
porcupine quill, rings of barbs lacerating his flesh. He gritted histeeth and pulled the second one out. He
hoped there were no poisonsin the wicked quills.

Thethird one. It was as he wrenched it out that he realized, through a haze of pain, that the flaw
had dominated him from the moment that the little alien had spoken here, on the Warrior Planet. If he had
any chance of escaping this peril, he had to climb on top of the flaw and dominateit.

He knew how, too. It was't that he didn’t know how to overcomeit. It wasjust that when it
first came on, it dwaystook him over, carried him away in aperiod of panic, clouded his mind with fear
and emotion and anger.



Hetook hold of the fourth quill, halfway up hisside, and pulled savagely. The pain was
enormous. Hisfingers, dippery from blood and swest, lost their hold and the spine * stayed in hisskin. He
grasped it again, and concentrated within himsalf. He was his head; hisbody wasjust atool, likea
“hammer, being damaged, but under control.

He yanked. The barb cameloose, and he threw it away. The pain wasthere, just as bad, but he
was above it now, and it was more adatum to consider, rather than a power over him.

Thefifth and sixth oneswerein hisupper arm, right in the middle of histriceps muscle. Theangle
was bad. How close were the warriors to him now? How much time did he have? For amoment he
considered moving off and leaving the last two. But no; they would fester and hurt and he would be
digtracted by them. Gritting histeeth and again bringing hismind into itself, he pulled, then grasped and
pulled again.

Thelast one was ouit.

Gasping, he wiped sweset away from his eyes and |ooked around him. Two thousand yardsto the
south- probably haf that now. The south . . . wherein thisfeaturedess, high-noon place was the south?

Then he did what he should have done dl dong. He sent out hismind. Just alittle, a gentle sweep
inalarge circle around him, not far enough at firgt, then farther. An elementary October skill-reckoning

danger, finding it, identify it.

There. Facing the hill, directly to hisleft. For amoment helost them, then bore down harder and
found them again. A few seemed to recoil ingtinctively at hismenta contact, but their Skill was so
primitive asto be dmost nonexistent. It was not a menta contest that he wanted right now, so he did not
press further than he needed to locate them.

Close; very close. His Skill could not tell him just how near they were, but he began to move
away to hisright in an awkward, shambling run, sde and arm numb but gtill hurting with every step.

What kind of warriors? Members of the Guild of Thieves? Or natives of this purple planet?if the
former, why did they want to kill him?If the latter, why again, and what kind of beings were they?

Onething was certain-they had atremendous advantage over him. If native, they would not need
atrickler. if of the Guild, they would have spare bottles of oxygen aplenty. No matter; hewould bein
serioustrouble even if he got away.

And yet, why were they on foot? Why not send an air car, track him with heat sensors, and then
blast him out of existence?

Hedidn't know. And yet he sensed danger in them.

It was then that he noticed a break in the vegetation. No, many breaks, dozens of breaks.
Perhaps his eyes were getting used to the pervading gloom. Perhaps too he hadn’t been looking carefully
enough. He began to get angry with himself, and then cut it off asabad idea.

The vegetation under the trees was hollowed by hundreds of tunnels, heading off in al directions.
The bushesjust seemed to grow that way, bending up and over.

There was a shout behind him. Asher looked around and saw nothing. Were they there, just



beyond the edge of the trees, snaking toward him like rabbits through the brush? Or were they dmost on
top of him, right there behind him but in Shadow? No. Hefelt no exercise of Skill anywhere near.

He bent and plunged through the tunnel nearest him. It was just over hdf hisheight, and he could
move a an awkward running shuffle, dert for the trunks of the wicked trees. It wasn't much darker
among the bushes, for light worked itsway through the thin tentacular branches of both trees and bush.
But it was till shrouded in that purple gloom that seemed to characterize the planet itsalf Asher could not
move very fast without running therisk of impaling himself on one of thetrees.

In amoment he was hopdesdy lost. The maze of openings gaped around him in stupefying
sameness. He had asolution for that, but did not know in what direction he had turned since entering the
forest. Now that he was aware of the need, he could lay apsychic trail behind him, akind of ghostly
reminder hanging dong the path he had come. But if he did that, could the warriors behind him follow
such atrail? He did not know, and he did not want to find out.

He decided to use avariation of theidea. He shot ahead of him an arrow-straight aura of mental
power, athin line stretching out before him. He did not want to double up upon himself and run right
back into the arms of hisenemies.

Hefollowed the mental trail, keeping as closeto it as he could. As he passed dong he dissipated
thetraces of it that he was leaving behind, ordering it to wisp away like tendrils of smoke. Adeptswould
gl have been ableto follow thetiny, lingering traces of his passages, asthey could those of an unaware
mind, even an animd’s. But Asher had to assume that hisfollowers were not Adepts; otherwise, the
Digger’scomments about hisown vaueto thistraining planet of the Guild of Thieveswould have been
meaningless.

He started to take note of hisbody, left to itsalf since he had pulled the spines out. Ashe
shambled, bent over, through the forest, sweat streaming down his back and around the edge of the
trickler, hefdt his breath gasping at the exertion. Hisleft Sde and arm were beginning to cause more
serious pain from the still-oozing wounds. His legs were beginning to cramp at the unaccustomed
movements and position. Hisfeet - they were soundlesdy breaking the soft, dry, thin falen leavesfrom
the trees and bushes, leaving digtinct footprints from his passage.

Footprints!

His mind screamed danger and he threw himsdlf to one side, through atunnel that opened there.
Something long and sharp flew at incredible speed through the space where he had been-an arrow? To
use such aweapon in this age of technology would be beyond easy belief . . . They wereright there,
behind him. He threw himsdif into Shadow.

He ran. Behind him he heard voices. Some were human, somewere not. “That way!” afew of
them said. He was till making footprintsin the forest, even if the Shadow prevented them from seeing
him.

Levitation. Hewas not skilled at it, but could use it somewhat. On the October World he and the
other trainees would sometimes dide up and down the sand dunes on invisible toboggans made from their
own minds. That was akind of levitation, and here he had a thousand tunnelsto choose.

But levitation would leave adigtinct psychic trace behind.

It was a chance he would have to take.



He made the toboggan, flopped down on it, and shot off through the tunndls. He let hismind fedl
thetreesin front and to the sdes of him, sensing their massiveness and directing the mental ded around
and past them. He did centimeters from the ground, not touching it, not disturbing it, flowing like aliving
carpet up rises and down their other Side. It took intense concentration, mental work of ahigh order, and
Asher Tyewas exhausting himsalf more and more with every meter he gained.

Hewas dtill casting his mental track ahead of him to prevent himself from circling amlesdy inthis
dizzying maze. The purple leaves and black trunks shot past him. His body jolted asthe fluid toboggan
shot over dead logs and rocks and bumps of dl kinds. Hisside yedlled at him insde, and then again,
louder and louder.

Another shout behind him, much farther avay.

Asher kept it up aslong as he could. Through an increasing agony of body and fatigued mind he
rushed on hisbelly through that spiny forest, careening from one tree to another without ever touching
them, roaring down one gentle hill and, without dowing, up the next. Endless masses of tendrils hung over
and around him, not moving down here asthey did up above.

It was hisside and arm that finally stopped him. He hadn'’t |ft the place of the arrow more than
haf an hour before, but his mind was reding from exhaustion, his mental powerswere fading, and his
body was screaming pain a him. He tried to isolate hismind from it, but he was engaged in too many
things, thrugting the thread ahead, feding for the trees, maintaining the toboggan, and thrusting his body
forward..

His concentration dipped for an instant and he crashed Sdeways againgt afdlen tree. Its spines
were gone, rotted away, but itstrunk was till heavy and massive. Asher hit it on hisleft Sde, and dl
concentration passed from him. He cried in agony at the purple around him.

Ashelay there, toboggan gone, body throbbing, he rolled over on his back and looked into the
sky. A hundred tendrils obstructed hisview, but till the sun appeared to be at zenith. It hadn’t seemed to
have moved at all.

There was a sudden deeper shadow over the sun, and at the same moment the tentacles of the
tree under which helay lashed upward. Loose spinesrained around him; there was a high-pitched
scream, then a struggling shape was engulfed by the tentacles and dragged downward, to disappear in
the crease of the tree' strunk.

One of the“birds’ had flown too low. Asher shivered. Hewasn't in good physica shape. That
was one of his problems. The October had never stressed it. They had alowed recreationa periods,
trained him in various breathing techniques, but had never forced a physicd fithess regimen on their
Apprentices and Initiates.

Helay there gasping, and tried to uncover the lucidity of hismind from the fog of physical and
mental fatigue that enveloped it. Y et it waslong minutes before the random thoughtsflitting through his
mind settled down.

Then he sent hismind out again, to find hisenemies. He closed his eyes and shut out the sunlight,
cast behind and around him. Y es! There they were. Far from him now, milling around where he had
been, trying to pick up histrall. He had eluded them for the moment.



Herolled over, and dl a once hewasin alittle clearing, one of the few that he had seenin this
world of spiny trees and tendrily bushes. Thetrees till rose about him, their bizarre topknots writhing in
the nonexistent wind. Asher wondered if they caught the insects, too; he rather imagined that they did.

Why were the Warriors after him? He could understand their testing him before letting him into
some select group of trainees. But that arrow, if that’ swhat it was, had been letha, and the Digger had
sad that it was his death that they wanted. Had the little alien taken him dl thisway merely to kill? Or
was he himsdlf an agent of the October Guild who, for some reason, had waited dl thistimeto bring him
to hisdesth? Was he merdly an interesting exercise for the student killers of the Guild of Thieves?

He could eude the strangers behind him. He could perhaps blast one or two of them with the
Green Flame. But he hadn’t the Skill to overcome twenty at once.

An anima moved into his clearing. For amoment, Asher was too stunned to react. It was big,
bigger than he. It seemed to be spiked al over with dirty, savagel ooking spines. The planet seemed to be
aivewith thingswith spines. It had amouth, too, with tearing teeth gaping, and atongue that shot in and
out, blunt and blue, tagting the air. It was something like an armadillo with pins stuck dl over it, and a
badger’sjaw.

Asher was about to legp to hisfeet when he froze. He was still in Shadow, after al. The beast
could not possibly see him.

It snuffled the ground, bothered by something. 1ts nose was bright red, the first bright thing Asher
had seen on this odd planet. The eye wasred too, not so bright, and it stared without blinking al around
the clearing, casting over Asher many times and not noticing him.

Y et something was bothering the beast, and it began to systematically scour the clearing with its
snuffling nose. It had four legs, dl ending in pads that might or might not conced claws. Its spines
quivered al over its squat body. Asher sensed a hollowness at their ends, not like the barbs of the
trees-hollowness that could carry poison.

Asthe beast gpproached, Asher crawled away, keeping himsalf carefully in Shadow, but not
entering the main part of the forest where he would have little room to maneuver. He would not make the
same mistake here that he had made on the October World. He would not attack this anima with ablast
of Green Hame that would dert anyone within ten kilometers.

The beast snuffled over the spot where Asher had fallen. Suddenly, it raised itsalf up onitshind
legs, pawed at the air, and roared. The roar, with awhistle and shriek built in, rose up the scale and
keened into ultrasound, shaking the trees above it and causing their tendrilsto thrash wildly asif in morta
fear.

The beast had smelled Asher. It turned its nose and tared directly at him, not seeing him, but
ardlinghim.

It flicked itstail, and acloud of spines hurtled at the air. No porcupine could do that, even agiant
one. But Asher’ straining wasin him, and without conscious thought, he whipped up ashield of mental
force that took the spines and held them, quivering for amoment in the air, some sort of paeliquid
seeping from their tips, before they dropped harmlesdy on the ground.

The animal screamed in rage and drove at Asher, not seeing him but knowing where he was. Had
been. Asher skipped out of the path of the beast. But when the animal reached the point where Asher



had moved aside, its nose sensed it and, once again, it threw acloud of spinestoward him.

Thistime, Asher caught the spinesin midair and held them there for amoment, then gently
lowered them and placed them, points upright, on the ground.

The anima charged toward him and stepped full on its own wegpons, piercing its paws and
driving the spines up through them.

A scream unlike any Asher had ever heard filled the clearing and reached up into the sky, until
Asher had to cover hisears and close hismind againgt it. The animal stood on its hind legs again and tore
at the pinesinits pawswith itsjaws, shaking the paws and then biting at them with teeth that were cut
and needled by the spines they touched.

The animal stood onitslegslike abear and shuddered horribly, and then fell forward heavily,
inertly, dl animation gone, on the leaf mold of the forest floor.

Wasit dead? Asher touched it with his mind, shaken as he was by the scene he had just
witnessed, and found no heartbeat, no movement. He had guessed that the spines held poison, but had
not guessed that it was so |ethal.

He was shaken in more ways than one. He had just killed another animal. Could he have avoided
it? Maybe, but he doubted it. The animal had been coming at him, Shadow or no Shadow, and he had
had little menta energy left with which to protect himsdlf. He had done what made sense at thetime.

Asher reflexively cast hismind in agrest circle while his eyes stared at the body of the animal. His
mind touched those of hisenemies. They were close. They had heard the beast.

Interlude

The Augustaincident threw the October Oneinto anear frenzy. She had thought that she had
conquered fear long before, but for an ingtant the tiniest whiff of it disturbed the hard composure of her
mind, and her recognition of it caused fear of another kind. She mauled and shredded both fears-fear,
and thefear of fear- and then sent the shreds redling into the unconscious. But it worried her. She
wondered if she had destroyed it al, or merely pushed it under darkness, from which it could rise again.

For now she knew that another user of Power was moving in her sector of space. She knew not
whether it was Asher Tye with vastly increased Skill, or anew Power atogether. Another Power. . . it
was the worst of al thoughts. For if it were not another October One-and she knew al ten thousand
Intimately, with the certainty of menta contact then it would have to be someone with training outside of
theirs, and she knew that her Teacher had worked with her own species and no other. But there had
been many incidents now, enough to suggest more than one hand and mind at work. The implication was
staggering: another Teacher somewhere, perhaps another race of beings with access to Power, through
methods that could be dien to October. Never among the millions of races had there arisen one with
more than the most rudimentary Skill. Only in the Scul ptor subgalaxy had a Teacher arisen, and taught
the October. And then they had closed themsalves to the Sculptor, and he to them, when they had fled to
the central Milky Way, wanting to exercisetheir Skill, wanting to control.

Yet...yet...shehad sent her mind on timeless journeys through the galactic arm, with no hint



anywhere of anew Presence. Were Power in use anywhere in her sector-indeed, anywherein the
gdaxy-either she or her asterswould have detected it with the precision of eagles spotting mice.

She had to have Asher Tye! When she had him, she would take him apart and know, one way or
the other.

Chapter 10 109

Asher did not run. He wastoo tired to conjure up the toboggan again. Besdes, he waslosing the
fear that had held him so tightly when hefirst found himself done on the Warrior Planet. Maybe it was
fatigue that had subdued the fear, or maybe just time. In any event, Asher Ty€e sfear wasrapidly being
replaced by something else.

Anger. Not hot, wild, irrationa anger, but a cold sort of anger that left hismind clear and lucid,
his thoughts quick and pointed. Fatigue and anger. He wastired of running, and hewas angry at it. His
body was exhausted, and he resented the wounds in his side and arm. He was so sore that he could
barely move. He blamed the warriorsfor hiskilling of theanimd.

He huddled down in one of the tunnelsleading out of the clearing, lying on the ground, facing the
opening, till in Shadow. He brought his bresthing to steadiness and gtilled his mind, preparing to battle
the warriors of the Warrior Planet.

One by one, they filed into the clearing. Asher saw them clearly through the shadowy high-noon
light.

Thefirst one was a human boy, not much older than himsdlf, but blond, bigger, smoothly
muscled. He stepped quickly and softly, like acat. His hair was long and bound in the back by ablack
ribbon. He wore aloincloth and nothing el se, save for ahissing trickler. In hishands he carried a
crosshow, bolt cocked and ready, finger gently on the trigger guard. A crossbow! Asher would have
been just as surprised by ahomemade stone axe.

After himcamea. .. Itrolled, likeabdl. It wasfurry, mostly tan with alarge yellow circle on
onedde. It came dmost to the boy’ s neck, which meant that it weighed far more than he did. It rolled
quietly and smoothly, thrusting itself with nothing thet Asher could see.

Behind it Asher could see the outline of a Ghiuliduc, and over its head something else, maybe
another human. But the leader had seen the animal, and with a gesture brought the group to ahalt.

Theround dien rolled soundlessy over to the beast, while the boy stood tensdly, rifle ready,
scanning the forest al around. Time and again he looked straight at Asher, but did not see him.

Asher waited for the other warriorsto enter the clearing, but they did not. He couldn’t seethe
Ghiuliduc anymore.

The blond boy spoke through histrickler.

“Roller?’ he said. Even in that one word, Asher could hear the strangeness of his accent.



The Roller had been very close to the anima. Now it moved a half-turn backward, toward the
boy.

“Quite,” it said, and Asher was Sartled to hear clear pronunciation, coming from somewherein
the alien’ sbody. “Poisoned with its own venom.”

“How ...

“Oh, it squite common,” the dien said. “Venomous creatures can often swalow their own
poison, but rarely survive when it isinjected into the blood.”

“He sclever and killed,” the boy said, looking around the clearing.
“Yes” said thedien, “but not experienced. He swatching usright now.”
A thrill of fear ran through Asher. How could the Roller know? Was he Skilled, too?

“Comeout,” the blond boy said loudly. “Y ou’ ve proven your point.” They waited. Asher crept,
inch-by-inch, deeper into histunndl.

“He smoving away,” the Roller said.

“Wait!” the boy ydled. “I meanit. Wewon't hurt you',’

Asher stood up, still in Shadow.

The Roller somehow pointed toward him.

With stunning fluidity, the blond boy whipped up the crossbow and fired straight at Asher Tye.

If the bolt had hit, it would have driven through his chest and out again. The barb would havetorn
his lungs and heart, and he would have died in seconds.

Instead, it hit his Shield, long since up, deflected upward and buried itself in one of the trees,
which reacted by whipping fronds down and around it-fronds that were covered, now that Asher could
look at them, with needles sharper than those of itstrunk.

Asher was, oddly, feding a queer sort of mental detachment. He had expected the treachery.
Nothing would surprise him anymore. He just did not know how the Roller had sensed where hewas.

He dipped deeper into the tunnel. The boy wasfitting anew bolt onto the crossbow. The Roller
had moved until he wasin adirect line between Asher and the blond boy. Where were the other
eighteen?

Inaflash of logica ingght, Asher redized what the Roller was doing. He was pointing Asher out
to the unseen warriors around the clearing. They would know that their enemy was directly dong theline
that the dien and the blond boy described.

Asher decided to use the toboggan again, fatigue or no. He dropped to his knees, intending to
form it. Something flew through the spot where his head had been. Something € se shot out of the Roller.



Gaping, Asher saw ahand of some kind, attached to athin, stalky arm. The hand was holding a
crossbow bolt; it had plucked it out of the air.

“Clemmy, youidiot!” the blond boy screamed. Asher turned his head and looked increduloudy
behind him. A girl, no older than thirteen, wasfitting another bolt into her own crossbow. She was amost

arying.

“He sthere, | know heidl” she whimpered. “ There wasn't anything between you and me, and |
couldn’t see you. There had to be something in the way!”

Asher sdled into aside tunndl and the girl brought her crossbow up, pointing toward where he
had been.

The boy was running toward them.
“Don’t shoot again, confound it,” heyelled.

Asher was behind the girl now. He reached out and yanked her trickler off her head. She
dropped the crosshow; her hands flew up to her head, and she screamed. But at the sametime, she did
something that Asher had not expected. She pivoted on the ball of her right foot, and her left dammed
into his stomach.

He gasped and fdll backward, clutching her trickler in his hand. He landed heavily on the | egf
mold, just missing the trunk of aneedle tree. For amoment, his control dipped, and he heard ashout:
“There heigl” Then, even as he gasped for breath, he brought the Shadow up again and tobogganed
through the tunnel opening, dipping adozen feet from the girl before he had to stop for fear of hitting
another tree. He had to take a breath, and his bresthing was caught in his chest, just above where her
hed had hit him.

A dozen forms snaked through the forest toward him. Hefindly gasped oxygen in, and hiseyes
cleared enough so that he could dip even farther among the trees. He saw the girl, on her knees, one
hand to her throat. A boy that Asher had not seen before was holding histrickler out to her. Behind her,
aGhiuliduc was pulling another tank out of her backpack.

Asher heard agreat crashing. A Roller tumbled out of the tunnel nearest him and roared down
upon him. Heraised his Shield. The dien crashed itsfull weight upon it and bounced right over his
Shadowed body. It careened full into the trunk of one of the trees. Spinestudded tentacles shot down
and wrapped around him. Asher heard alow gasp of agony; the Roller quivered dl over itself, and Asher
could see by its darker brown that it was not the one from the clearing. It seemed unable to tear itself off
thetree' s spines, and they seemed unable to lift anything so heavy. Asher saw then that none of the
tentacles was long enough to reach the ground. That’ swhy he hadn’t been impaed long since, if they
had, they would have wiped out animd life herelong ago, Asher thought.

Asher tobogganed deeper into the forest, and thistime he kept going. He clutched the extra
trickler to his chest, and after amoment, realized that it was il turned on, sending oxygen out usdessly
into the purpletinged air. He thumbed it off and sped on, again using agigantic portion of himsdf in
maintaining the ded, avoiding the trees, watching for danger. He couldn’t keep it up for even ten minutes.

He found himsdlf gasping among the trees, no onein sight, hearing nothing around him through the
sound of hisown breath. Now hewasredly lost, but he had extraair. How, how, how had thefirst
Roaller been ableto point him out? At the time Asher had fdlt for apsychic probing from the aien, ashe



had felt from the Digger. But nothing had been there, and Asher had no sense that the round aien knew
anything about the Power.

Helay there for afew moments, gathering strength. He could not go on for long like this,
tremendous bursts of energy with too-short restsin between, each burst shorter and weaker than the one
before. And he had no idea how long the tricklers would last-how much oxygen remained in his own,
how muchinthegirl's

For thefirst time, he confronted hisimmediate future, and fuund nothing there. The warriorswere
out to kill him, so he could not join them. Y et without the touch of civilization, he could not surviveon a
world that demanded tank after tank of oxygen. On hisown, he would suffocate inevitably. And that |eft
only afew grim choices.

He had to join the warriors somehow, either by their accepting him, or by him overcoming and
ruling them.

Or he had to find another way, native to the planet. Perhaps there was a plant that sprouted
oxygen. All plantsrelease it; maybe there was one that could support him by hisnearnessto it, by placing
his mouth over an opening and breathing . . . Or perhapsthere wasintelligent life beyond the warriors,
diens hidden deep in their jungles who would succor him, protect him from the outworlders, find away
for him to breathe.

Idle fantasy. Garbage of the mind. Hopes replacing redlity. Asher brought himsdlf to the cold
redlization that there was only one choice, in the end. There would be no oxygen superplants and no
native aiens. How could he find them if there were? There was only oneway.

Tousethewarriors. To follow them home and sneak in. To capture one and force him or her or
it to help him. To talk them into accepting him.

Acceptance. That was the best way. Then hewould no longer be struggling against something or
someone. Then hewouldn’t have to sneak around in their settlement, wherever it was, or somehow
dominate them, which he doubted he could do for long. He had to deep sometime. The twenty warriors
had come closeto killing him aready; what could atown full of them do?

But acceptance would be difficult, at best-perhapsimpossible. Asfar as he knew, the warriors of
this planet intended to hound him until they had either killed him, or the planet did it for them. Other than
avague understanding that thiswas atraining planet of some kind, he had no grounds to suppose that
they would ever befriend him.

Lying there, blood seeping from hiswounds, muscles and mind aching in ways that he had never
known they could, Asher Tye brought his mind to its clearest focus and faced squarely the only two
choicesthat he had control over, that would follow from his own actions and not from some hoped-for
fantasy. He put them into perspective, weighed them, chose-and took along step toward defesting the
Haw.

He could overcomethe warriors.

Or hecould die.

Hechosetolive



Chapter 11

Asif to offer acounterargument, histrickler ran out. One moment he was smoothly suckinginair;
the next he fdt the freshnessleave it, and he was breathing only the planet’ s gases. Hastily he sat up and,
pulling off the empty tank, he yanked the girl’ stank away from its harness and snapped it onto hisown.
Life-giving oxygen beganto flow again.

Holding the empty tank and the usdless harness, he looked around him. He did not want to carry
anything that he didn’t have to, but he could not |eave the two itemsfor the pursuersto find. He had to
keep them guessing.

He scratched at the leaf mold with hisfingers, but it was only inches degp and reveded an
interlocking network of rootsthat ressted his effortsto pull them up.

Helooked up. The tentacles waved dreamily above him, only fifteen feet or so up.

Now there was away to hide something! He grasped the harnessin hisright hand and, with an
underhanded thrugt, threw it upward into the trees. It rose smoothly into the air, and then. .

Therewas awhipping sound. A dozen tentacles lashed out and spun around the belts of the
harness. Asher saw the leather pierced by a hundred spines. 1t happened that two of the trees had been
in reach. Therefollowed atug of war of such fury that Asher quailed awvay. The clerylike,
needle-covered trees quivered and shook, their free tentacles waving wildly, and didodged spinesrained
around Asher and onto the floor of theforest. Those that hit his skin just bounced off; they were not
heavy enough to penetrate.

Asher staggered back nonetheless, away from the convulsions. The contest had been decided
from thefirst, Asher saw. One of the trees had eight or nine tentacles embedded in the straps of the
harness; the other had only afew. With ajerking wrench, the winning tree tore its opponent’ s tentacles
out by their roots, brought them and the harness upward in another blinding whip, and thrugt it dl into the
very center of the tentactilar mass on the top of the tree, where Asher could not see. Meanwhile, the
vanquished tree vibrated in gpparent pain, spinesfaling like scaesaround it.

It had been abad ides; if the warriors were close enough, they could not fail to have heard the
noise of the two combatants. But Asher went through with it, and threw the empty tank at till another
treg, thistimetaking care that only one could reach it. At the sametime he cast his mind outward, seeking

the enemy.

Tentacles lashed around the tank and it was hurled into the maw of the tree. Perhapsit would
proveindigestible; Asher did not wait around to find out. His mind touched those of the assassins
pursuing him.

They were not far away, but Asher guessed that they could not have heard the trees. Still, they
were closer to him than histen-minute flight would have dlowed, so they were ill on hishedls, following
him by some method that he could not divine. Certainly it was not psychic. Although certain of them



quailed unconscioudy at his mind touch, he could sense that none of them were truly adept at psionics,
none athreat to hisown use of the Power. Y et they were following him none the less, and even ashe
sensed them they quickened their pace, asif they did indeed hear the thrashing of the trees.

Asher had dropped Shadow when he had collapsed under the trees, but now he drew it about
him again and moved quietly off in an oblique angle, not toward the warriors, but circling around them as
they raced through the jungle. Instead of atoboggan, Asher strode on a sort of psychic snowshoe that
moved from one foot to the other as each was about to touch the forest floor, preventing footprintsin the
soft mold. He knew that the process left psychic traces, but he judged that the pursuers were incapable
of following them.

After afew minutes he was well to the side of the warrior party. Now he began to approach
them, in deep Shadow.

A worry was growing in him, and hetried to file it into a conscious thought so that it would not
distract. It was that the girl’ s tank would soon run out. He had no idea how long ago it had been that she
had first put it on, but it had not felt much heavier than his own when he obtained it. He did not want to
die gasping hislife out on the floor of an dien forest. Only the warriors could save him from that.

Then, afew feet ahead, he saw one. It was a human he had not seen before, aman older than the
blond who was the apparent leader. The man was short, stocky, and black, and was not looking toward
him. He did not notice the dight disorientation of the air that Asher’ s presence in Shadow caused.

It was a question of focus. Asher had never been ableto learn how to use the Skill to disable
someone he couldn’t see with hiseyes. It was an ability that an Adept routinely possessed, that he would
have learned eventudly as an Initiate of the October Guild. It involved subtle probing of thevictim's
mind, for there were natural defensesto be gotten through, defenses that could ward off asudden
hammer-like menta blow but could be winkled aside by askilled mind so that the inner consciousness
was exposed. Asher could doit only if histarget were within view, so that he could focus on the head
and use the victim’ s mental aurato advantage. Some Adepts could fell entire groupswith amassive
mental hammer blow; Asher wished he had that Skill now.

Still, hewould do what he could. He walked quietly forward, andyzing the man, moving asde his
defenses, probing for hismind. It wasrelaively easy; thiswas not a complicated man, but one of
determination and bravery nonetheless. He did not sense Asher coming, did not see him or fed him with
hismind. He held his crossbow at ready, and kept walking in intense alertness, oblivious to the danger at
his back. On his belt swung three oxygen tanks among the various weapons.

Asher was only afew feet away now, and his probe had broken through. Gently, asif handling a
baby, Asher took the man’smind in his own and squeezed it, and blanked it out. The man collgpsed asif
the life had been whisked out of him. But it hadn’t been; he would be unconscious for an hour or two,
and that wasdll.

Asher unsnapped the man’s blt, drew it off, and wrapped it around himself, then hefted the
tanksto make sure that they were full ones. They were.

One enemy was down.
The entire operation had been done in near-total silence, but suddenly Asher heard a heavy body

moving hisway. Alarmed, he scooted backward, avay from the fallen man, and tucked himsdlf into a
narrow opening between two needle trees.



A Roaller gpproached the falen man and nuzzled around him. It wasthe lighter one. Asher
redlized that the one he had impaled on atree might be entirely out of the action.

Then the Roller spoke. Asher nearly jJumped out of his skin. He probed at the dien’smind; it was
shut tight to him.

“Giveup,” thediensaid. It rolled afew feet toward him, showing Asher that the Shadow was
not working somehow.

Asher looked around. Hismind still had some of the calmness that had been settling on him
during dl of thisdien day. There were no other warriorsin sight. That meant little. Still.

“No,” he said softly. “I will say dive.”
Thedien moved afoot closer.

“Youinjured-,” hesaid, sounding an unfamiliar and dmost unpronouncesble name. It had to be
the darker Roller that had bounced off Asher into the tree.

“Hewanted to kill me,” Asher found himself saying. He began to back away.

“No, ligen,” the dlien said, moving tentatively forward, then stopping as Asher reacted by
hurrying backward, There was a note of desperation in the Roller’ s oddly cultured voice that made Asher

pause.

“We know we cannot take you. Therefore, our ordersnow areto bringyouin. . . dive” The
alien’ svoicewas rushed, asif he wanted to get it out before Asher faded away.

“I don’t believeyou.”

“Believe him!” the blond boy said, as he strode into view and stood next to the Roller. He
glanced down at the falen man, and stiffened.

“Ishe...? heasked theRoller.

“No, just knocked out,” the Roller said.

The blond boy wiped ahand over hisface, asif to drive away hisrage.

“If you had harmed him, | would kill you whatever the orders said,” he snarled into the air. Asher
noticed that he was not looking directly at him. He could not see into Shadow, asthe Roller somehow
seemed to.

Asher began to wend hismind into the blond’s. He found strength thereand . . . fear?

“Y our crossbow boltswould have torn me apart,” he said aoud. The blond boy’ s head spun
toward him, but till could not find him.

“But they did not,” the Raller said. “ And by that, you proved that you are worthy to become a
Warrior.”



“A thief, you mean,” Asher said. He was through the boy’ s defenses now. He wrapped his mind
around the other’ s-and recoiled from the evil he felt there,

“We'retired of chasing you around the jungle,” the blond boy said. “ Our orders are to save your
neck. We. .. Then Asher took mental hold again and squeezed. Consciousness went out of the Startled
blue eyes, and the boy fdll on hisface on the forest floor.

The Roller moved back alittle. By thistime, Asher sensed severa more of the warrior party
nearby. But none were behind him, none had a clear shot a him.

One of the Ghiuliducs cameinto view, and Asher found its mind as open asavag, deep lake. He
plunged hismindin like ahot iron. The Ghiuliduc soun on itsaxisand fell.

Three, maybe four down.
“Nomore,” the Roller cried.

A blond-haired teenage girl bounded out of the forest, past the Roller and the two falen warriors,
sraight at Asher Tye, her face contorted with fury.

Asher conjured up the same animal that had attacked him earlier, and placed itsimage between
himsdf and thegirl.

The Roller moved backwards again, and the girl skidded to afrightened halt. She raised her
crossbow and fired. The bolt hit Asher’s shield and ricocheted upward to disappear among the trees. He
had to push aside anumber of unconscious defenses before he made it into her mind. She had fitted
another bolt, while the phantom animal seemed to waveitstail toward her. Then, even as sheraised the
weapon to fire, Asher squeezed.

“Please. . .“ the Roller said. Then it shouted. “Warriors, listen to me. | am now in command by
our prior agreement. Y ou will lay down your wegpons now, where you stand. Y ou will stand till and you
will not move.

Asher touched some of the minds around him. He found another Ghiuliduc and ended its
consciousness without its being in Sight, and then was amazed that he had been ableto do it. He found
some human minds, and their owners were not coming nearer. The Roller’ s orders were being obeyed.

The jungle leaned over him. He obliterated the image of the beast.

Blood still seeped from his puncture wounds. He was still exhausted. But he knew that he could
defeat most of the warriors eventualy, with hismind. He could avoid the Rallers, too, he thought. He
could win.

“Offworlder,” the Roller was saying. “How can we convince you that you are safe with us now?’

Asher condgdered. Thelucidity of histhoughtsintrigued him.

if he conquered them all, there was endless troubl e ahead-with oxygen, with the redl possibility
that some of them would die astheir own tanksran out. That would weigh on him for the rest of hislife.



Andif hebelieved . . . Then hewould be afool. There had to be some middle ground.

“Lay down your wegpons,” hefindly said. “All of them. Comeinto this place and lay down al
your wegpons, al of you.”

There was ahorrified silence. “Do not ask them to do that,” the Roller said, desperation there
again.

Asher had found another Ghiuliduc. Reveling in his own strength, the ability to disable thisclass
of dienswithout having them in sight, he plunged hisred hot menta poker in.

“No morel” the Roller thundered. Asher was taken aback. How had the alien known?
“All your wegpons,” Asher demanded. “Or | will takeyou al.”

And then the miracle happened. He heard afew clanksin the jungle, and then, one by one, they
filed into view, dien and human adike. The darker Roller came too, moving unsteadily. Asher counted
them; they were dl there. He sped his mind around the jungle. Nothing.

The humans looked unhappy, the diensinscrutable. “ Take meto your leader,” Asher said airily,
and stepped out of Shadow.

Interlude

Cor-Reed communed with the October One, remote and far away on her world at the fringes of
the galaxy. But he did not do it as did the other October Ones, who poured out their power from their
various worlds around that spira disk of stars.

He communed instead by common tachyonic holography. Hislifdike image appeared in the
October One's chambers, hers, in hishotel room on the planet Leah, in aglobular cluster of starsdeepin
the Draco Sector.

“We have traced down every Erased woman A pprentice in the appropriate age range.”
Cor-Reed cleared histhroat. It had depressed him, seeing those failed ones. “ There are three, on
separate planets, who cannot be accounted for.” The October One scowled.

Cor-Reed went on. “The pattern was the same in every case. Each lived aroutine life after
Erasure, until suddenly, at different times within atwo-year span, each up and vanished. There had been
nothing paranormal about them before that, asfar as anyone can tell. But the aftertaste in each case
troubles me, asif after thelong delay, something retriggered the Skill. But | have probed the minds of all
who knew them, and none know what happened, or where they have gone. And thereis no common
denominator among the three, except that they had once failed the Guild; none knew, or had even met as
far as| cantel, any of the others.”

The image of the October One held steady before him. Shewasin profile, her yellow eye staring
in hisdirection. He could not hear the snapping of her hair, but from time to time he could see thetiny
flickering.



“Three,” shemused in avoice like adying serpent, “are too many for random chance. Something
isa work here, Cor-Reed. Name the three.”

He did s0; and he could see the static in the hair of the dien woman flare for atiny moment, asif
she corrdated the names with every bit of knowledge that she had ever taken in, whether through mind

or body or soul.

Findly, after along, cold moment, she spoke:

“She on whom you will concentrate,” the eerie voice came, “isthe last of thosethreefaled: Kerla
Cwan.”

Cor-Reed swonder ignited for a sharp moment, and he would have asked: “Why her, and not
the other two?” But it would have been an impudent question. For she had, he knew, some measure of
clairvoyance, among her many talents. The name had set up a psychic resonance of somekind. Andin
any event, CorReed had known Kerla Cwan, for awhile, long ago.

Kerlahad entered the October Guild at the same time he had; they were classmates, asit were.
But she had been willful and headstrong, he subtle and obedient. When the Test had come, she had
failed, and been brought to the psychic probe. But obvioudy the Erasure had failed after many years.

“I believe,” Cor-Reed said carefully, picking every word, “that she hated hersalf. One cannot go
forward if thereishatred for onesdlf. The beginning of wisdom isto know that there are better than you,
and worse than you, and that such istruefor dl.”

The October One said nothing, and Cor-Reed was satisfied. If he had uttered something
moronic, shewould havetold him.

Identifying Kerla had opened up anew approach for them. If they found her, they might not need
Asher Tye. if Kerlawere resistant to the psyhic probe, they could analyze her instead, and then take
steps to make certain that those who could not be erased would be neutralized in some other way. By
death, for example, thought the October One.

“Y our plan, Cor-Reed,” the October One said, her voice like gravel. Even from this tremendous
distance, Cor-Reed could fed her strength rippling through the Power around him. Not for the first time,
he wondered if there were any limit to her Skill.

“Already | have passed the aftertaste of her onto our Adepts,” Cor-Reed reported to her. “As
they arelooking for Asher Tye, now too they are seeking Kerla Cwan. It isonly amatter of time.”

The October One' seye sared a him, unblinking, like areptile’s. Again Cor-Reed felt that thrill
of fear that he had never entirdly understood. She had never injured him, and yet he feared her ashe
feared nothing ese. And there was love there, too, in astrange way. How could he fear and love the
sameindividud a the sametime?

“There are billions of planets, Cor-Reed,” the October One reminded him gently, “and only a
few thousand Adepts.”

“1 know,” Cor-Reed said somberly. Wasit another Test? If so, he wasready. “ Therefore,” he
said, “1 will pursue her intwo ways. First, | will station Adepts at the mgjor crossroad planets, the ones



she hasto pass through eventualy when taking commercia starships. Second, | will take every incident
from the past yearsin which our plans have been frustrated, and visit those planets mysdlf, or send
another Adept in. Some of those incidents may well have been Kerla s doing-at least the recent ones.
Wewill find her mentd aftertaste, trace a pattern of her movements, find out where she has been and
where sheislikely to be going next. She has been on Caldott severd times, for example. If she comes
agan, wewill take her.”

“Sheisthe equal of some of our lesser Adepts,” the October One growled. For an instant she
had felt asurge of elated hope. What if there was no new Power moving in the Galaxy, but merdly a
rogue Adept? But if so, how to account for the remarkable increasein her Skill that the incidents seemed
to suggest? No, al was confusion ill.

“Wewill not movein on her, until | an there,” Cor-Reed said. “ And, of course, the same goes
for Asher Tye.

“Andfinaly,” he sad, like the trusted, ruthless adjutant that he was, “I will cause some Adeptsto
look into the whereabouts of further Apprentices who have been Erased. Because our candidate
selection is so thorough, most make it through, and in dl the history of our Guild, lessthan two hundred
havefailed, if | recdl aright. | will seek to discover if others beyond these three have disappeared, and
what became of them.”

Cor-Reed paused, and then said, as amatter of form: “End of report.”

And, just as abruptly, the eeriefigure of the October One went two-dimensiona and then faded
from view. Cor-Reed could barely hear her last words, yet somehow felt them in hismind.

“You dowell, Cor-Reed.”

Hefdt aflash of sheer joy, something he had not felt far many years.

Chapter 12

“Why didn't we seehim?’ the thirteen-year-old Clemmy wailed. “He sright here-he must have
beenin 9ght thewholetime”

“Aye, he used some psychic trick,” one of the other humans muttered.

Asher |ooked them over, sanding in front of them, hands on his hips. Hewas feding wildly
lightheaded, powerful, shakily strong.

They dragged the falen-three humans and three Ghiuliducs-into the tiny clearing. Besidesthem,
Asher counted eight other humans, including Clemmy. Two Ghiuliducs were standing, their foot-high
bodies spindly and till over their falen friends, and Asher felt hate pour out from them. There were the
two Rollers, and the last two were...



Therewasdien lifein bewildering diversty al over the galaxy, on millions of planets, oxygen and
chlorine and methane and ammonia and water breathers, and breathers of gases even more exotic, and
even afew who liked vacuum itself. They al sped across holographic images on entertainment programs
that every house received on demand, and most citizens of the galaxy figured that nothing could surprise
them anymore. But when hiseyesfel upon those last two warriors, Asher fet surpriserisein him asif his
stomach had been kicked in-surprise that gave way to horror and then to fear. For these were the most
awful nightmares cometo life, lumpy pus-yelow bodies covered with splotches of green ooze, raw
redness here and there, ghastly snaky motions of muscles under it dl, five feet high and three hundred
pounds on massive, e ephant legs-three of them-and.

Asher tore his eyes away as his concentration wavered and the Shield faltered. The group was
looking at him with varying expressions, some curioudy, the diensinscrutable except for the tangible
hatred of the Ghiuliducs. Clemmy did not look happy, her face pinched behind the trickler.

“What are those?’ Asher croaked, gesturing at the horrors.

The Roller said: “I beg your pardon?’

It was the height of rudeness, Asher knew. Among the chaos of races around the galaxy, it was
offendgveto cal attention to the physical differences of anyone, but he couldn’t help it now.

“I, er,” hesaid, gathering himsdlf, “1 am not, uh, familiar with . . . those. What istheir race?’
One of the lumps spoke then, in avoice that reminded Asher of the hiss of steam.
“Arewethefirst Therds, then, that you have ever met?’ Through the hiss, the tone was formally

polite. Asher forced hiseyesto look at them. If there were eyes or ears or amouth or arms, he couldn’t
detect them.

“Yes,” he managed to say.

“Ah, we are not common in this sector,” the hiss said. Meanwhile, Asher probed at them with his
mind and encountered. .
Nothing.

Nothing? But there was dways something-resistance, confusion, shields, openness, but never
nothing. Even animals registered something to one October-trained.

Hedrew hismind back, asif it had touched something dirty, even though it had seemed to touch
nothing & al. Hedidn't understand this.

“You havetried to probe us,” the hisssaid camly. “This cannot be done by ahuman Adept. The
minds of our races are unlike onr another.”

Unlike one another! But there were common rules among sentient beings. Asher had never heard
of any instance wherein October training would find. . . nothing. Except, perhaps, for the Digger.

Suddenly hisown mind legped to an idea. What if such as these were sent against October?
They would be immune to psychic detection. Perhaps the galaxy was not completely at October’ s mercy
after all!



Thewarriors had set to work reviving the fallen ones with medicines from their kits, and it didn’t
take long for the three Ghiuliducsto rise shakily to their feet, and the three wobbly humansto crawl
upright and lean againgt each other and the Roaller, shaking their heads and drawing deep upon the
oxygeninthelr tricklers. Asher found the eyes of the blond leader focusing on him, and he didn’t like the
expresson in them.

“Iseveryonedl right?’ the leader muttered to the Roller.
“Egos bruised, nothing more,” the Roller said impasssvely.

Theleader grunted. “My name,” he said to Asher, “is Ted. Follow us” Turning on hished, he
led the warriors off into the forest, following no particular path that Asher could see. Asher waited until
thelast one, Clemmy, had passed, and then fell into step behind her.

It was hard going, and Asher felt once more the wounds on his Side, the soreness everywhere on
his body, the mental and physica fatigue that was the result of the incredible energy that he had had to
expend from amost the moment he landed on the Warrior Planet. He tried to hate these warriorswho
had tried to kill him, but it was hard-they had merely been following orders. He couldn’t even hate the
Digger, who had gotten him into dl this. Treacherous, yes, the dien had been, but he had taught Asher
many things, and one of them was how not to hate, and that lesson was a direct attack on hisflaw.

Now what? He was marching these warriors back asvirtual prisoners. That would go over big
with the leaders of the warriors, whoever they were. Maybe they’ d respect him for what he had done.
Maybe, like the blond boy and the Ghiuliducs, they would hate and fear him for it.

A sense of massive power grew in Asher. And if they feared and hated him? He would defeat
them al. By al accounts he should be torn and besten, dead on the floor of thisforest, and hewas dive
and well. He was battered, true, bruised, with wounds festering in hisside. Y et he felt an odd
exhilaration. He felt lightheaded and dive, and the pain and wounds were d most interesting, instead of
crippling. They werein the remote “ out there,” only incidentally linked to him, and he felt great, better and
better every staggering step he took.

Infront of Clemmy he caught glimpses of the two Therds. Good, he thought. He hardly ever saw
the rest of the band because of the twists and turns of the tunnelsthey crouched through. But he didn’t
much careif the otherstried to snesk around on him; he would catch their mindswith hisif they tried. The
Therds were the only oneswho might have succeeded. But even then, there was his Shield.

“Hey, kid, I'm sorry | took your tank,” he found himself babbling to Clemmy’ s back. “I mean,
don't hold it against me, dl right?Y ou were trying to kill me. Kill me. | had to defend mysdf, didn’'t I?
And it worked out, didn’t it? You'redive, and I’'m dive-boy, am | dive-and you fed great and | fedl
great.” Asher fdt thisodd compulsion to talk, on and on. Thoughts were tumbling over themselvesin his
head. He had to |et them out. For amoment, he felt a shot of alarm. Was he drugged or something?
How? But his pain lessened, and hereveled in it. “ And once we get to wherever we' re going-where are
we going, anyway?-then I’ll show you afew tricks and make up for it, and maybe you can show me how
you kicked me. That was something-1 didn’t even seeit coming, and the Shield was down. Why did |
leaveit down?1 don't know; stupid of me. I'd liketo learn to kick like that. That’ s one thing the
Octobers never redly got into, is physica defense. They dwaysfigured that the mind was enough, and |
guessit wastoday since | besat al of you, but you amost got methat time. . . ha, ha, ha, ha, ha. Almost
got me!”

Clemmy cast apuzzled glance behind her and Asher felt his mouth running on, playing with



words, having greet fun, making him laugh. Thét little pinprick of aarm was buried under hilarity. He
stopped and doubled over, laughing into histrickler. Clemmy stopped too and came back to him.

“What’ swrong with you?’ she asked sharply.

“Ha, ha, ha, ha, ha, ha, ha,” said Asher. Everything wasterrific. Everything was great.
“Everything isterrific. Everythingisgreat” he shouted.

“You'recrazy,” Clemmy said, her pinched little face caculating behind her trickler.

Asher staggered again and amogt fell. “1’'m not afraid anymore. Don't you get it, girl?” he said,
laughing uncontrollably. “I’m not afraid and I’m not angry and I’ m not sad and I’ m not bad, I’ m not sad
or bad or mad, or even glad, or unclad.” The latter idea struck him as the most hilarious thing he had ever
heard. He clutched hisbelly and roared.

Clemmy regarded him with andytica concern.

“I'll show you that kick now,” she said softly.

“Sure! Thekick. The hick, thekick, oh boy, let’sdoit,” Asher yelled, dancing from one foot to
another.

“It hasto beasit was,” Clemmy said.

“Asitwadl” Asher shouted.

“Drop your Shidld,” Clemmy whispered.

“Asitwad” Asher screamed. And dropped his Shidd.

Again hedidn’'t see the kick coming. To the Side of the head, thistime.

Chapter 13

Asher cameto dowly. His head hurt mightily. When he moved his body a thousand painslanced
through him-from the spine wounds, from the cuts and scrapes he had gathered in the forest, and from
the unaccustomed muscular effort he had undergone.

His eyes opened and he looked up at the ceiling of aroom. It was grey. He looked around and
realized that he was on a cot, and that the room was small, with no windows, one closed grey door,
speckled grey wallsthat looked like glassy granite, and no other furniture except atiny table holding what
looked like alarge glass of water.

It took him along timeto st up. Thefirg time hetried it, SO many pains shot through him that he
cried out. Herolled over onto his unwounded side and then onto his ssomach, and did hislegs off the
gde of the cot so that he was kneeling on the floor. The uprightness caused his head to spin dizzily; he



clung to the cot asif it were arowboat in aviolent storm.

“All thingsend, al thingsend,” Asher thought, over and over, and they did. The dizziness
subsided, leaving behind a sharp achein his head, thoughts muddied and confused. Then, with amassive
effort, he stood up and swayed uncertainly, afraid the dizziness would come back, afraid to turn his head.
When heturned toward the door, he moved hiswhole body like aturntable, not twisting his neck at al.

It waslocked. He pushed weskly at it, pulled on its handle, placed his palm against what was
obvioudy apamprint lock. Nothing.

He sat down heavily on the cot, feding haggard. All a once thirst assailed him. He seized the
glass of water and drank it down. Then heredlized that there could be more than water in the glass, and
fear ran through him. Poison? Did the warriors bring him here just to trick him to his death?

But pain was passing from hislegs and arms, and his side was beginning to fed far away. Asthe
moment passed, he felt traces of the dizzinessfdl, and decided that if there had been anything in the
water, it was a painkiller of somekind, not poison at al. Still, he shouldn’t have drunk it without at least
smdling it. Hisjudgment was shaken by that blow to the head.

By athirteen-year-old girl! He till could not believe the incredible speed at which she had
moved. What had been wrong with him? But even if that babbling jag hadn’t come over him, hedidn’t
think that, even in the best possible shape, he could have stopped that blow with anything other than the
Shidd.

And then he redlized that there wasn't much to hisfear. He scarcely cared anymore, and it was
not resignation that he felt, but acceptance. He could accept and survive anything that cameto him. He
would work to affect it, to change it, and whatever happened then, he would not agonize over it. He
would aways do his best, and that doing was what wasimportant, not the outcome. Good results often
come when you do your best, Asher thought, but not ways, and that doesn’t mean that you should stop
doing your best, because then good results would never come.

And so Asher Tyetook one more giant step in conquering the Flaw.

The door dammed open, artling him out of hisreverie. Asher looked, and shuddered with the
memory of the evil mind he once had touched as he now saw the blond boy Ted standing there, two
Ghiuliducs barely visble, low on the floor behind him. But Asher noted that the Ghiuliducs carried
needlers scaled to their size-little gunsthat would poke holesin him just as effectively astheir bigger
cousins,

“Come,” Ted ordered harshly.

Asher sent athought probing toward the boy. Nothing happened. His mind touched nothing-it
did not even seem to reach out.

Asher tried to bring himseff into focus. Nothing came. His mind was refusing to work. His Skill
could not be brought into plan. Power was not accessible to him.

Something wasinterfering with his Skill.



Hefdlt, dl a once, as helplessasababy. Now hewastruly at their mercy; he had no specid
resourcesto fall back on.

He stood up and swayed, then gained control. Ted watched him cynicaly, abitter smileon his
thick lips, which sat like rubber worms on aface that Asher could fully see, now that they were not
wearing tricklers. It was ahandsome face, but not aface of character. He stood aside as Asher came
through the door, and pointed him down the corridor, faling in step with the Ghiuliducstrailing close
behind.

“Where?’ Asher asked wearily asthey cameto a place where the corridor cameto atee, one
arm heading off to the right and one to the lft.

“Right,” Ted id.

Now Asher’ s befuddled consciousness was beginning to see how strange were the corridors
through which they waked. They were amost round, except for the flatness of the floor, and glazed like
glass. Convex doors, set in the sides, followed the shape of the corridor. The color was dmost black,
lighted by light strips running just over atall man'sheight. It was asif ablowtorch had blasted through a
tunnd of sand and |eft tubes of black glass.

At length they came to awider door, one that was open. It was amost as wide as the corridor
itsedf. Ted motioned Asher in, and he walked through. He had expected nothing, moving in acamness
born of recent decisions and experience, and abetted by whatever drug wasin him. So he reacted to the
scene beforehimnot at all.

It was alarge room, apparently blasted out of rock just like the corridor itself. There was color
here - along desk of light maroon, soft chairsin front of it, space for maybe thirty people. A Roller was
there. And behind the desk was awoman.

A woman such as Asher had never seen.

Perhaps Asher had been cloistered too long on the October World. But thiswoman was, if
anything, astal and powerfully built as any man he had ever seen. She was woman-shaped in every way,
and yet her body, even sitting down, bespoke strength far beyond Asher’s own. And now sherose, as
smoothly as asword coming from a sheath, and stood before Asher clothed in ascarlet tunic belted
black at the waist. Her hair was a mixture of blond and brown, strands apparently aternating colors with
one another, and it was cut short, so that it distracted nothing from her face. Asher could see no
weapons, but wondered if this woman would need any, ever.

“Welcome,” the low voice came. “Welcome, Asher Tye, to the Warrior Planet, to learn the ways
of the Guild of Thieves. My nameisNin Tova. Sit down.”

Nin, Asher thought. Nin

Numbly, he stepped to achair in front of the desk and sat down. She did softly back into her
chair, and regarded him with ahalf smile on aface that wasfaintly lined, and competent, and deeply

intelligent.

“Youdidvery well,” shesaid. “You arethefirg recruit ever to overcome a party of warrior
trainees, evenif it did not last.”



Asher could find nothing to say. Somewhere behind him sat Tedl and the Ghiuliducs, and Asher
did not need to be psychic to fed the hatred emanating from them.

Ted’svoice camethen. “He cheated,” he said harshly. “How can wefight the tricks of a
wizard?’

“Thegirl Clemmy found away,” the woman spoke softly. “ A warrior dwayslooksfor away.
Defeat isnever permitted.”

“With all respect, Nin Tova,” Ted’ svoice came back, “1 would learn how, if we would release
hismind, you would show usways of defeating him.”

For amoment, Asher saw anger in the woman’'seyes. Nin Tova-an interesting name.

“Perhaps| will,” thewoman said. “Buit later. First | will train him. Hisbody isadisgraceto his
mind.”

Sudden rage flooded Asher. Hisfear might be gone, but his self-respect was till there, in force.
A disgraceto hismind!

“I will trainhim,” Ted said evilly.

“Slencel” said the Nin. She said it softly, and yet it seemed to Asher asif an arrow had pierced
thear.

Findly, Asher found hisvoice asthe flaw raged in him, unabated.

“Y ou were going to kill me, dl of you. And now you probably will in some other way. Why am |
here? What does the Digger want with me? Why that big chaseto kill if he wanted me dead? Why...?”

“Stop,” the Nin said, no more loudly, but the arrow sharpness was gone.

“I will answer your questionsto apoint,” she said then. “But part of what you will do hereisto
discover answersfor yourself

“Asto what the Digger wants, that isnot afactor here. It iswhat | want, what the Transfer Guild
wants.

“Asto the chase, | will say only that it humblesthe new recruit, few of whom have faced degth in
any form before.”

Hysteriarose up in Asher’ sgorge; he remembered the anima in the October Test, and he
remembered Kerla Cwan. He laughed, and even he heard thewild edgeinit.

“Y ou would havekilled me,” hisvoice came, shaking. No answer.

“Y ouwould havekilled mel” Asher said, shouting now. The Nin, though, said nothing, regarding
himwith aquizzicd little smile on her squareface.

When shefinally spoke, it wasin that same soft cadence that, despite himsalf, caused Asher’s



tumult of uncontrolled emotion to seep away, like water out of a paper bag.

“What you should know of thesethings,” the Nin said, “you will discover in good time. Werelife
so valuable, then people would not have killed one another with such ease and with so little regret over
the centuries of humankind. And yet, if life were not so vauable, then you and | would not be here.”

The door behind them opened again. Asher turned his head and saw Clemmy walk in, carrying a
trickler in one hand. She settled on one of the rear chairs, not saying aword, her small body dwarfed by
the room. Her narrow face, not under atrickler now and fully reveaed, was more relaxed, but there was
no real expression to be seen on her; shewaslikeamonk in aworld of silence.

“Digger has sponsored you to us,” the Nin's voice came, and Asher turned back toward her, “in
the hope that you might teach us while we are teaching you, as Kerla Cwan could not. If you could teach
usto block the probes of the October warriors and nothing more, we would be well served, if you could
teach usto see through their illusions and pierce the fabric of their magic, dl the better. And if you could
teach us active magic, as you used on the syndicate fat man on the Pride, we would push October right
back to its barren world on the Outer Arm. And we will teach you.

“Pardon me, your Ninness,” Asher interrupted with an edge on hisvoice, and heard agasp from
those behind him. But Asher wastired of being led and used and ordered around. From Cor-Reed on
the October World, to Kerla on the Pride, to the attacks from the warriors, Asher had not controlled the
direction of hisown life. Perhgpsit wastime that he began. “Y ou arethe Guild of Thieves. | amnot a
thief, and do not want to be. Taking something that someone else ownsiswrong to me. | don’t want the
galactic police taking amind probe and wiping a part of me out. Guild of Thieves! The carrying of aname
like that would make me ashamed.”

Nin Tovaseemed paer than before. Those behind Asher were dead till, asif not daring to
interfere with the Nin’ srage. The Nin leaned intensely forward, palms on the desk, and looked deeply
into Asher’ s eyes. She spoke, her voice grim:

“Do not speak of things about which you know nothing, O stupid one,” she said, till speaking
quietly, but with controlled anger. “That name was not ours, but was placed on us by outsiders. And
even anamelike that can mean many things, as you might have guessed from the oneincident you know,
when we stole from acrimind group far larger than we.”

She cdled to the room’ s computer one word: “ Starscene.” Thewall behind her dissolved into a
panoramaof the gdaxy, spira whorl clearly vigble, dthough from an oblique angle. Twisted spird ams
of billions of starsturned like awhed, so dowly that it dways seemed to the limited sght of man to be
eternd and till.

The Nin did not look at it; instead, she continued to fix Asher with her gaze.

“Billions of planets, thousands of races, governments growing heavy and oppressing people,
syndicates robbing on a scae that we do not even imagine. Until we arose, Asher Tye, there was nothing
to balance the corrupt and crooked whedl -government linked with crime syndicates which paid off and
supported businesses and governments aike. The October people might have doneit, but they move as
passive errand-runners for the highest bidder, hiding their Skill, never acting for any abstract good. Or
worse. . . they move for the mental control of the gdaxy. And meanwhile, the common people struggle,
and of thetrillion trillions and more, very few ever rise above the morass of crime and taxes that hold
them down. Thosefew are dmogt dl the pirates of business-the few among the armies of honorable
businesspeople who take over honest companies and squeeze them dry.



“Theremust be abaance!” the Nin cried suddenly, banging her fist on the tabletop with ablow
50 hard that Asher saw the desk jump. “1 have formed the Guild of Thievesto provide that balance,
Asher Tye. We are only afew yet, but we stedl from the corrupt and most of the money returnsto the
honest.”

“Like Robin Hood,” Asher muttered.
“What'sthat?’ the Nin asked sharply.

“A thief from the Old Planet, who robbed from the rich and gave to the poor, aslegend tellsit,”
Asher mused. “| have seen the old stories. .

“Even s0. Even 0,” the Nin said. “We keep some of the money, | admit, for it takes many
resources to maintain thisworld in secrecy, and to send our forces where they are most needed
throughout the galaxy. But we harass the syndicates and bedevil politicians who are corrupt, and we
cause headlinesin the news media, and people begin to think about what we have done and why we
have doneit. We are heroesto some, Asher Tye.” She said thislast with aloud voice now, asif speaking
to alarge crowd. Suddenly she seemed to catch herself, and settled back in her chair. “And yet, we are
but a pinprick on an amoebathe size of aworld. We aretoo few, and barely felt asyet. It isthe structure
we are building that is our main task, and in the course of the universg, I, or even Clemmy there, may well
not live long enough to see that pinprick become acomet, even if weliveto theripest old age.”

“But thename!” Asher cried, recapturing some of her intensity. “How can you cal yoursdlf
thieves and expect anyoneto listen? They will fear you, not honor you; they will fear that you will stedl
from them, aswell asfrom the bad ones.”

“Aye, thereisthat,” the Nin said thoughtfully, her brow contracted. “ It was not the name | set out
to use-that was the Transfer Guild-but anickname that sensationalist newscasters invented and thet finally
captured even us. But maybeit isnot so bad; it has an exciting sound to it if nothing else, and stirsthe
imagination of some, especidly when they see what we're abolt . . . you can make any word mean
anything, Asher Tye, if you repeet the new meaning often enough and loud enough.”

“But,” Asher pursued, surprised at how things were beginning to fit together, “ under the old
meaning you will attract rogues and cheats, people who do not share your view, but want only your skills
so that they can gain loot. Such aone asKerla” Now here was swest revenge for the heavy woman
who had handled him so savagely-to speak of her to her Master! “ Such a one as Kerla, who never
seemed to me to be anything but athief, and amean one at that.”

“I will judgethat,” the Nin said sharply. “Kerla Cwan has been vauableto me. She and the
Digger tracked me down, moving like fugitives through the darkest parts of the human universe. She
lacks certain qualities, but sheis after dl like you, Asher Tye. The October thought they had Erased her.
Unitil you, shewasthe only such among us”

“Then have her teach your warriors, or have the Digger teach them as he taught me,” Asher said.
“I do not want to teach killers such as Terl skillsthat could make hiskilling sneskier and safer.”

“Sit!” the Nin commanded, sending the sound over hishead. Asher had heard the angry tirring
behind him, but did not look around. He waited until there was no sound back there, scarcely any
breathing. He wondered then if anyone had ever taked to the Nin in as sharp away as he was now.



“Nay,” the Nin said then, “she cannot teach, for her sudents hate her and she hates them. And as
for the Digger, he clamsthat he can teach only those aready inducted into the Power-that he has not the
authority to induct the unskilled himself-though what he means by that | have never been ableto fully
probe. Do you know, Asher Tye?’

The sudden question caught Asher flat-footed, but he recovered swiftly.

“Hetaught me, but then, | was already trained,” he said, and then athought cameto him.
“Perhapsthere isa Master involved here-the Digger’ s own teacher-for there is dways ateacher. Were
the Master to order that his students not teach the unprepared, one like the Digger would not do it.
Maybe there is something about the Digger that would damage a new student; perhaps the Digger cannot
control his Power at certain critical times. | don’'t know. It could be that, or something else. The Digger
was dways controlled when | saw him.”

“It bears congdering,” the Nin said thoughtfully. “ And now, Asher Tye. . .“ she began.

Asher heard a sound behind him. Glancing around, he saw that Clemmy was holding the trickler
to her face and breathing deeply. Puzzled, he turned back. Was there something wrong with the air here?
if so, why then were the rest of them not supplied with tricklers, too?

He caught the Nin’ s gaze, and the powerful woman had agrim smile on her face. “Now,” she
sad softly, “do you understand?’

Understand what? Asher wondered, confused. Why would Clemmy need atrickler, and the
othersnot, including himsdlf unless. ..

Unlessl Unless she needed an air that was somehow different from what the rest of them
breathed . .

That wasit!

“What isit?’ Asher croaked. “A bit of nitrous oxide, perhaps-laughing gas? Or some
complicated drug evaporated into the air of the planet from which she comes?’ He remembered the
giddiness, the hysteria, the dizziness. No wonder-it had been Clemmy’ sair that he was using then, stolen
from her back in Asher’ sfirst theft on the planet of thieves!

“Just oxygen,” theNin said, smiling. “Only alittle oxygen.”

Only alittle-alittle more than he was used to? Clemmy must come from a planet with more
oxygenintheair than hisown, or most humans . No wonder he had felt giddy-his brain had been
saturated with oxygen, the calories burning too rapidly. He would have passed out in afew minutes more,
if Clemmy’ sfoot had not kicked the sense from him.

That explained, too, the narrowness of her chest. It was not just that she was dightly built; it was
also that she came from a planet on which the lungs did not have to be aslarge as those of most people,
for they took in oxygen easily and needed less surface to do it. Here, in anormal human atmosphere, she
was probably working her way up to breathing unaided, as along-distance runner would-practicing,
gasping, expanding the lungs, causing their surface to grow. Only occasiondly now would she need to
use her trickler whileinsde, Asher could see. It was his bad luck that he had picked the one human
whosetrickler air could poison him.



“Asl| wassaying,” the Nin said, “you can stay with us and teach and learn. We aways offer
choice to our people, and you are one of us now, if only for ashort time. Y our other choiceisto die-we
could not risk the October Onelearning of our planet from the description that you could now give, not
to mention the galactic police. We have many principles, but wewill kill, Asher Tye. Choose.”

Todieg, or to learn to steal-when held up to the light, it was not adifficult choice. He had stolen
twice dready: once from the fat man, and once from Clemmy. Each theft could be achoice, too; but if
he were dead, there would be no choosing, ever again.

But yet a the mercy of others. . . it rankled Asher. He wanted to be free, and alone, to make his
way back to hisfamily. Could he find some way to flee the Warrior Planet? He doubted it, but it
deserved aplacein the back of hismind.

The Nin could seethe resignation in Asher’ sface. She beckoned to Tedl.

“Heisassgnedtoyou, Ted. Thisisatest for you. Y ou must learn to master others without
crushing them. Gol”

The othersrose, but Asher, transfixed in his chair, exploded: “No! | havefdt himinsde Ted isa
killer; must you be psychic to seeit in him? Please kegp him away from me!”

It was amistake; he had not yet learned the code of the warriors, who never argued with the
Nin, and never begged for anything.

The Nin regarded Asher, the grim smile back on her lips.
“Welcome,” shesad, “to the Warrior Planet.”

That night, Asher lay alonein hisgranite cell. He wastired and bitter and sore. And ready. He
thought.

Chapter 14

“Hit me,” Ted commanded. It wasthe next day, and Asher wasin agreat underground hal,
burned out of the soil and rock by whatever process had hollowed the tunnels. Around him were dozens
of trainees, alien and human, inlittle groups of five to ten, scattered across the large floor that somehow
had alittle bounceto it, like not-quite-hard rubber.

Asher sivung hisright arm a Ted’ s contemptuous face, fist balled, am traveling in agreat
looping arc. He guessed what was coming, and threw &l his speed and strength into the blow.

It didn’t do any good. Ted waited until Asher was sure hisfist was going to connect on that
sneering jaw, then hisarm shot up and swatted Asher’ sfist away, and hisleg swept Asher’ sfeet out from
under him. Asher landed heavily on his backside.



“Get up,” Ted said. Asher’s Skill ill euded him. He suspected that everything he was fed was
drugged.

Every muscle sore, Asher clawed hisway to hisfeet. He was wearing awhite tunic in the same
dyleasthe Nin's, belted white at the waist, very short, not quite reaching his knees, white leggings
undernesth it. It was al he had on; even hisfeet were bare. But it was the same with every human in the
great hail. The differenceswerein the colors of the clothes themselves.

Ted wore ablack tunic and green belt. Hislarge muscles showed clearly as he moved, with the
grace and speed of adancer. But dancing he was not.

They had been there for hours. In their group there werefive, al human. Clemmy wore abeige
tunic with agreen belt. There was another white-tuniced and belted trainee-the blond girl from the forest
whose name was Tawna. The black man he had felled in the forest was there, shorter than Clemmy,
round of face and body-almost fat, except that he moved like an acrobat, and when he hit the floor he
bounced back up like arubber ball. His name was Ran; his skin was very black indeed, and he smiled a
lot and wore abeige tunic with ayellow belt. The two others were Dov and Rasha. The first was astall
as Ted but skinnier, with red hair and pink tunic and blue belt. Rasha had the face of arat: long nose,
narrow head, and was alittle taller than Clemmy. He wore the same outfit as Ran, and it was well used,
spotted here and there with brown.

Ted wasthe teacher here, and the subject was defense and attack. The training was unrdenting.
They had started the morning by running around the hall fifteen times, with Asher staggering far behind the
others. Then stretching, then basic movements, then thisfree-form series of commands by Ted, and
responses by his students.

Somehow Ted seemed more professional here, less beset by hatred. Perhapsit was the one
place he fet that he was va uable, teaching others the things he had learned himself

“Kick me” hesaid to Asher. And oddly, Asher didn’t feel singled out. Ted would not damage
him here, in front of ahundred trainees.

Hekicked at Ted with avengeance, knee straight asaramrod, aming at Ted’s crotch. Again
the blond boy seemed to do nothing about it, and again, at the last possible minute, he deflected it. He
amply took a half step back, so that Asher’ sfoot shot harmlessly upward, and with a smooth movement,
cupped both hands under Asher’ s hed and heaved. Asher’ s other foot flew out from under him, and
again he landed on his backsde with bone-jarring impact.

From thefloor, Asher saw Clemmy and Ran throw themsalves at Ted; evidently there had been
some kind of signal he had not seen, and Ted was now fair gamefor his students. There was a confused
blur of black and beige, arms and legs banging againgt each other. Ted blocked Clemmy’ skicking attack
by bringing oneleg up so that Clemmy’ sfoot hit his kneeinstead of his somach. Ran' sfist dmost caught
Ted on the side of the head-they all wore headguards-but was snapped away by Ted’sblock at the last
second. In amazing coordination, the blond boy snapped his upright leg out and caught Clemmy in the pit
of the ssomach, and his blocking hand chopped down on Ran’ s exposed shoulder, ablow deliberately
stopped the instant before the collarbone would have broken.

The encounter put Ted facing away from Asher, and he launched himsdlf off thefloor onto Ted's
back, wrapping his right arm around histhroat. At least hetried to; Tedl had whipped onefist up to touch
hisown chin, and Asher’ sarm crossed his. With a convulsive judo movement, Ted bent and flipped
Asher over hisback, and Asher landed with a hard whack. Tawnaand Rasha had not moved, but Dov



had chosen his moment well, and had swept oneleg againgt Ted’ sknee as Asher wasintheair. Ted
landed on hisbackside. Dov wasin the air to somp him, but Ted |et his shouldersfal on thefloor. One
leg shot up and caught Dov in the side with rib-cracking force.

“Very good?’ avoicecdled. Asher, half dazed, levered his head up and saw the Nin moving
toward them. Clemmy, who had caught hold of her trickler and was gasping into it, dropped it asif it
were on fire and sprang up, feet together, straight as aramrod. Asher saw that the others had done the
same, and he struggled up, body screaming in protest.

“How ishedoing?’ the Nin asked Ted, coming to a stop a dozen feet away. She was wearing
the same scarlet tunic, and again Asher was struck by the power she radiated, and the determined iron of
her face.

“He sas soft asamarshmallow,” Ted said, and Asher felt anger. “But he hasawill,” Ted said
grudgingly. “He does not give up; | have not broken him yet.”

“And never willl” Asher shouted.

“Silence!” the Nin said sharply. “On thisfloor you spesk only when spoken to by me or your
teacher. | warn you thisonce; if you do it again; you will be punished.”

Wordstrembled on Asher’slips, but he stayed silent. There was no point in inviting pain; he had
enough aready.

“Lineup!” Nin Tovashouted, and around the hail, the swirling combat groups stilled and hustled
into line. Asher saw that each race was grouped with others of its own kind, and he guessed why. Even
the most uncoordinated human could catch and stcomp the foot-high, spindly Ghiuliducs. In their turn,
humans wouldn’t have a chance againgt the massive Rollers or Therds, at least in an open areawith
nothing to hide behind. Each race had its own strengths.

“Wewill give our new recruit ademondration!” the Nin called, and many of Asher’s guesses
turned out to be wrong.

First aGhiuliduc faced ahuman-the other in awhite tunic, Tawna. It waslike an e ephant against
adog. Tawnaleagped upward, and the Ghiuliduc seemed doomed.

But thelittle spindly creature skittered away at the last moment, and as Tawna' sfeet landed, it
leaped in, grabbed one of her toes, and yanked upward. Tawnacried out and tried to kick thelittle
being, but it danced away. Tawna crouched down and dove at the dien, trying to wrap her arms around
it. But she was poked in one eye, her nose was pinched, she was somehow tripped, and then the
Ghiuliduc was on her back in the exact spot that she couldn’t reach with any strength.

“If Ghiiip had aweapon, Tawnawould die,” the Nin commented.

Tawnafel on her back, but the Ghiuliduc dipped out just before impact, and asit did so, it
grabbed Tawna s hair and yanked, so that instead of having her chin tucked against her chest in a proper
fal, her head bounced off the floor instead. Asher could see that without the headguard, she would have
been stunned, at least.

“Enough,” the Nin said. Tawna stood up, red with embarrassment. Asher thought that she had
nothing to be ashamed of.



The Nin then selected a Roller, not one that Asher had met before, and a Therd. They seemed to
be of near equa bulk, and were unclothed in any way. But Asher was not prepared for what he saw.

The Roller thundered down upon the three-legged dien like an expresstrain against amountain.
The Therd' slegs seemed to sink into itself, and it sat like abig ugly blob on the floor. The Raller hit with
an impact that would have killed a human being, and smply bounced off. The Roller came again, and
bounced off again. Then the Roller rolled up and stopped. One of its tentacular arms appeared and
poked at one of the raw red patches on the Therd’ s ghastly body. A cry came from the Roller-something
had bit or stung or pinched him. Asher was later to find that the red patches were the Therd’ s most
vulnerable areas, where its mouths were.

Then the Therd rose up and kicked the Roller with two of its gigantic feet. The Roller roseupin
theair like ahuge basketball and landed with athud fifteen feet away. And then it thundered in again, so
fast that the Therd could not snk down in time. Thistime, the Therd was thrown off its feet and knocked
onitssde. The Raller bounced up into the air and came down upon the ugly aien, but even asit landed,
agreat cloud of ginging spray came from somewhere on the Therd' s body and engulfed it. The Roller
choked and gagged and rolled away to the farthest part of the hal. The Therd stood groggily up, and the
odor hit Asher likeamoving wall. He staggered back and gagged, and he was not done.

“Enough!” the Nin ordered. Shewasright in the middle of the cloud, and it did not seem to affect
her. Quickly, the ventilators drew the smell away.

The last demongtration involved the Nin herself She faced aRoller, and thistime it was the one
Asher had spoken to in the woods, the one with the cultured voice. Asher paled. What chance would
any human being have, even the Nin againgt thisgigantic tan bal?

Like ahuge bowling ball the Roller rushed in, gpparently bent upon crushing the Nin. She stood
there, magnificent body ready, hands up in front, until the Roller was on top of her. And just asit was
about to hit, with the force of asafe dropped from afifty-story building, she stepped gently aside. Asit
roared past, she hit it in the exact center of that large yellow spot with aclosed fist, with an impact that
everyonein the hail could hear-like adedge hammer hitting asteer. The Roller rolled on, but there was
no acceleration anymore. It rolled with decreasing speed until it hit the far wall, then bounced back
leadenly and stopped. It did not move.

The darker Roller broke out of line and rushed toward the other.

“Stop!” the Nin commanded, her face dark with anger. “Heisout cold, but not hurt. Get back in
ling”

The Roller hesitated too long. With one fluid step, the Nin leaned out and smashed her hedl
againg the Raller, thistime catching the edge of the yellow spot. The dien screamed. It rolled back, and
seemed to cower.

“Get back inline!” the Nin commanded. The Roller, whimpering, did.

“Disciplinegl” the Nin’ svoice thundered. “Y ou must command yourself when | spesk, you will not
think-you will act. When ateacher speaks, you will not think-you will act. Someday you will face danger,
out there among the sars. Then, if you think, you will die. Y ou will haveto act without thought, with
ingtinct trained into you here, thought so compressed and absorbed that you can meet any variation with
the right move, theright defense, the right attack. Y ou can and will do it. Y ou obey me not because | can



kill you, but because whét | give you can make you stronger and more powerful and better al around.
And you may never useit; | hope you never do. But if you need it, it will bethere.

“Andif you misuseit. . ." her face darkened, anger seeming to enter the body like lava, heating it.
“Like any red Teacher of any kill, if you take what | teach and twist it and betray it, | will hunt you
down and destroy you.

“Strength!” she thundered, and Asher jumped. The voices of al assembled shook the room as

they repeated
it.

“Power!” her voice came, and was answered.

“Judtice!” thelast word came, and was shouted from seventy throats, human and aien, some of
the latter with more than one.

Asher shouted it, too, afraction behind the others. He shouted it, but he did not yet understand
what it redlly meant.

Chapter 15

That night Asher thought: “It wasn't so bad.” When he woke up the next morning and swung his
feet to the floor, the muscles of histhighs and calves screamed. He moved around that day with awkward
sengtivity, grimacing as his underdeve oped and overused muscles complained bitterly. The morning after
that, much of the immediate soreness had subsided, and it was agood thing, for the exercising began

again.

Asher’ s soreness was an every-other-day thing, exactly in tune with the exercise schedule,
subsiding astime went by. New muscles were congtantly chalenged, let go, and chalenged again days
later. Asher began to sense acertain rhythmto it, but he did not seeit right away. He saw little he liked,
afird.

For the first week he said dmost nothing to his companions and they said dmost nothing to him.
A kind of perverse pride kept him functioning, going through the motions-pride, and the lack of any plan.
He did not know what else to do, There was no way off-planet asfar as he could see. And he could not
let them see hispain or hisaimless sadness; he just could not show hisinsidesto them. It ssemed to him
that he had no goas anymore, just arole that he didn’t want, assigned by the Digger: to teach these
warriors menta skillsif he could, and for them to teach him the craft of thieves.

Grueling asthe training schedule was, though, the physica part of it took place only every other
day, for four hoursin the morning. The daysin between were spent in learning the arts of thieves:
pickpocketing, deight of hand, scams and tricks as old as the human race. There were some skills
involving muscular effort here, too: one day they practiced what Asher thought of asthe human fly
routine, learning to climb apparently sheer wallswith suction cups, fingers and toes, nail-like spikes caled
pitons, or grapples-it depended on the type of wall.

On the seventh day they rested, and gave themselves over to study and talk. Asher redized dimly



that the alternating of the days gave bodies a chance to rest and hedl; there were fewer ripped muscles
and torn ligaments than there would otherwise have been.

He was soon moved into aroom with Ran, and found the powerful little black man full of smiles
and jokes. It took him along time, but he began to respond; he couldn’t help it. Not responding waslike
ignoring abowl of icewhilewalking through a desert. Acrossthe hdl lived Clemmy and Tawna, and next
to them, Dov and Rasha. Ted lived somewhere e sein the nest of corridors-the place was like arabbit
warren of hollowedout passages, level upon leve, with diens and humansin close proximity.

In the afternoons there were classes. They were taught by dozens of different teachers, each one
with aspecidty. They learned practica things, such as how stardrives worked, how to disable an air car
or agtarship in adozen ways, take them apart and put them back together, how to program robots and
computers and anything ese. They were taught techniques of surviva on dien worlds, game-playing that
they were stranded on this or that world with this or that equipment. On someworldsthey “died,” on
some they survived. Once an Andalian teacher suggested to Asher that he was on awater world ina
spacesuit; there was oxygen aplenty, but the seawas wracked by continuous storms. Asher cracked
open hisfaceplate, just enough, he hoped, to let some air in. Instead, the faceplate was torn from his
hands by awave and he “drowned.” Ran, presented with the same problem, learned by Asher’serror
and did not open hisfaceplate, and so suffocated when his bottled air eventually ran out. Clemmy,
though, opened her air tank vave alittle more than was normal, and the suit ballooned so she rode higher
in the waves. The multiband antennain the suitswas atypica telescoping rod of metd, as portable
antennae had been from timeimmemoria. Clemmy snipped thetip off and telescoped it ashigh asit
would go, so that it rode above most of the spray. Then she hooked its end into the intake pump of her
suit, and fed new air into the tanks. She survived.

Asher was shocked by the socid relationships he saw around him. The October World had
represented an amost sexless environment, desire dampened by the grim presence of the October One,
the sexesrigidly separated and, even then, watched. Now, he saw informality. It wasn’t that there was
overt physical contact, it was just that the human men and women there treated one another with casua
friendship, and it troubled him. Long-suppressed desire began to stir.

At night some of the recruits talked, some watched holographic movies, some read astheir
inclinations led them. Asher did not often leave his room, though Ran urged him to. Instead, he spent alot
of timewith hiswrist computer, tying into the loca databbase (which Nin Tovahad brought inalong time
snce) and probing where his thoughts led him, for he was beginning to redlize the importance of time. It
could be wasted, or used. While some watched movies, Asher read. Sometimes he watched movies,
too, or talked. But most times he read, and learned.

His Skill ill euded him. At the smple breskfast on nonmartid arts days, or the more elaborate
lunches, or the open-ended snack that stood for supper, Asher ate first one food and then another, trying
to Stay off each onelong enough to find the one that was drugged and let the drug wear off. But either
everything was drugged, or he was being watched carefully and the drug switched around, for when he
reached into hismind for the Power, it stood tantalizingly out of reach, dimly sensed but ungraspable. It
was maddening, and here the Flaw raged in dl itsforce, the fear part mostly gone, but the anger il
there.

Ted was professiond as ateacher, nasty outside of class. Of the Nin, Asher saw little, and he
heard that she was often off-planet, looking to the interests of the Guild of Thieves.

“The Guild of Thieves” Asher read one night from the database. “Rumored to bein existencein
the outer spird arm of the human sector. Claimsto itsdf anidedlistic god of despoiling personsit seesas



dangerous to society. Outlawed and pursued by Galactic Police, who have not yet identified the home
world. Thirty-six incidents now attributed to this Guild, others rumored (description follows). Guild
condemned by al recognized planetary authorities as vigilante group bresking any law it wishesin pursuit
of stated goa. Only two possible Guild members apprehended; both died by suicide. Autopsy reveaed
unusud physicd development. Seedso Nin Tova”

Under “Nin,” Asher found this: “An honorific title of Tau Cetan origin, referring to amagter with
no known equa of aparticular discipline” Under “Nin Tova': “The possible Guildmaster of a suspected
Guild of Thieves, which see. Nothing further isknown of her origins or present activities.” Asher looked
under “Warrior Planet,” and the database said: “No entry in recent thousand-year scan.” Then amoment
later it said: “The name of avideo moviefrom the Old Planet, not now extant, referred toin Smon
Hughe' s massive committee study, The Old Planet: A Compendium of Names, Pictures, and Everything
Known about the Home Planet of the Human Race.”

“That' s certainly not what | wanted,” Asher said to himsdlf

Onetime Asher told Ran: “ Training with kendo sticks? One needler or blaster and the greatest
stick master in the universeisdead.” And in the next class, the Nin addressed them all, and said: “The
weapons are just tools to teach quickness and thinking so fast it is nothought. We will teach you needlers,
too, but if you have to use them, you havefailed. It isnot an army we aretraining here; itisan
underground force of spies and wegpon-masters.” Asher had resented at first the obviousfact that Ran
had passed on hisgripe; later he saw that it had given the Nin away to teach them al something without
singling him out. His resentment passed.

Early on, the new recruits had atour of the underground passages of the Warrior Planet. Rashid
Kdani, second-in-command and aformidable warrior himsdf, led them. He was short, massive, and
dark-skinned, brown rather than black. Asher thought that it would take a dozen Rollersto overcome
him.

“Corridors, whole place, blasted out of solid rock by disintegrators,” he said in his strange,
clipped accent as they waked from passage to passage. “ Robot controlled; expensive. Backfield of
disntegrator dowly disntegrated robot; disintegrated anything of meta or rock. Had to replace many
robots. Would disintegrate bone, too; nothing aive can handle. Many robots needed, mostly plastic.
Padtic too disintegrated, but dowly. Robots expensive. Glassy walls caused by disintegrators hedt.
Look.” They had walked into alarge room, and there were glassed-in cases dl along onewall. Asher
saw wegpons of al kinds, from samurai swords to needlersto blasters to bazookas.

Then, looking into the glass casesin thelittle museum, he saw little flare-nosed things that looked
like hair dryers, but bigger and uglier. They seemed to be made of wood, though Asher guessed it was
something rare and impossibly expensive. “Modtly iridium,” Rashid said then, referring to one of the
rarest and most valuable of al dementa minerds. “Disintegrates sdif, very dow. Cannot build iridium
robot, too expensve even for Guild.”

Asher gazed in awe at tools that had carved up part of aplanet.

“No onewould ever steal,” Rashid said. “Would turn body into blob of jelly. No more bones.
Ha"”

They saw the hatches that led up to the surface of the planet. Each one debouched through a
fdse exit madeto look just like one of the millions of spiny celeryliketrees. They dso saw the
underground gardens, where food was grown by nuclear light, an art developed by ancient humanity inits



later years on the Old Planet. They saw where quiet humming motors sucked air from the planet’s
surface, selected out nitrogen and oxygen, and fed it into the underground. And for the first time, Asher
realized that the Warrior Planet was restricted to oxygen breathers. There were no chlorine or methane
or water breathersin the Guild of Thieves. “Maybe day will come,” Rashid told them. “ Should expand.
Must start somewhere. Starting here.”

Asher fdt empty and aone till. He missed the Power. During the years of training on the
October World he had fdlt it more and more, growing inside him as he had opened to it, and now he felt
like aship without motor or sail. Sometimes he sat in his room and reached for it, probed and prodded in
hismind, and fdt it pulsing somewhere out of reach, blocked by aveil of greyness. What Skills he could
teach these thieves! he argued to himsdlf asif someoneinside could say, “ Okay,” and release him. Ran
would st cross-legged on his cot and watch him, flexing his dark muscles againgt each other so that they
bulged and rippled.

Another night, Asher lay back on his cot and gazed up into the darkness, sore al over, head
aching, listening to Ran’s bresthing as he dept across the room, and hearing the sigh of the ventilator set
into onewall. The darkness reminded Asher of space, but in thistiny little bit of space there were no
gars. There was nothing but aglassy ceiling, and ahundred feet of rock. It was space as he had seen it
that first day, long ago, when his parents had sent him to the October World. He had hugged first the
one, then the other, alittle boy, crying, hisfather crying, too, his stoic mother trying not to, and hisssters
letting it come, matching tear for tear. Eleven years old, and he was being sent away. He didn’t want to
go, and yet he did. Both desires had raged in him-the anticipation of the adventure of it, the fear of the
change.

He had the talent, they had said. The shadowy recruiters of the October World had seeniitin
him, and they had worked on his parents until they had agreed. It would mean afuture for Asher Tye,
they had said, not the drudgery of the plain world on which they lived with itslack of purpose. It was just
aplaceto work and eat and deep, with no goas or chalenges-alittle ingrown place where people talked
about each other and got nothing more out of life than that. Asher had seen it in hisfather’ sface-it and
the weariness-and in hismother’ s, too, in astronger way, for they had given up. They wanted only that
their children have a chance a something beyond their own horizons, sensing that there could be moreto
living, yet not knowing themsaveswhat it was or whereto find it.

Asher was eighteen now, and only now could hethink thoughtslikethis, yet it fill hurt. Thelittle
boy was not entirely gone within him-he still hurt sometimes, and missed them sometimes. It was crud to
send me away, Asher thought; | was hurting then, too young. Now | seewhat | did not see before-that it
had hurt them, too. “It’sbest for you, boy,” hisfather had said, and had believed it. They had loved him,
and il probably did, he did not doubt. They had not been perfect; there had been alot of yelling and
fighting that he remembered dl too well when helet it come. But they had shown gutsin away, Asher
thought. They had meant him away for something better. Had they known about Erasure? No. But they
had thought that the mysterious October World offered something more than most people ever see.

When | get out of here, Asher thought, | will go back home.

Another time Ran grinned at him and pressed his palms together, then pushed, one againgt the
other. He said as his bicepswent rigid: 1 think you don’t like Ted, Ash. He' s alittle crazy, but he knows
what he/ sdoing mogt of thetime.”

Asher looked up from the “ Summary of Knowledge® database.

“Hewantsto kill me”



Swest beaded on thelittle black man’s naked arms. “No way. if he killed you, the Nin would use
him for weapon practice. Y ou ever see her with one of those samurai swords? She would cut him one
piecea atime.

“Tell you,” Ran continued, atremor in hisvoice matching the rippling of histremendousarm
muscles. “You ever hear of Toby O’ More? No? Some say that there was this guy, Toby O’ More, that
lived down here and wasjust like us.” Ran suddenly sneezed, and his pams, dippery from swest, did
abruptly apart. He amost hugged himsdlf before he got them under control. He laughed, and sneezed

agan.

“Allergy,” hesaid. “Anyway, this Toby wasworking out one day with alittle black kid, and he
lost control, got mad at something, and gave the kid akarate kick that broke three ribs and nearly killed
him, It wouldn't have been so bad, except that Toby didn’t care-he thought it was funny. The Nin stood
him up before everyone and just looked at him. Looked a him for half an hour, man. He shifted and
squirmed, and after awhile he was crying that he was sorry, and she still stood there and looked at him.
Then he got mad, and started yelling that he never wanted to be herein thefirst place. He said alot of
things, and the Nin didn’'t move. Findly hejumped a her and you could tell he was crazy, and when he
kicked at her she brought her hand up at the last second and caught hisfoot in it. They stood therefor a
moment, he on one foot, she holding the other, and then she squeezed. Y ou could hear the bones crack
like sticks breaking. He screamed and pulled and fell down, but it waslike his foot was caught in arock.
And we never saw that kid Toby again.” Again Ran sneezed, pulling out a gigantic red handkerchief and
wiping hisnose. “ Some say that the Nin took him up and pushed him outside, in which case he' s dead.
Me, | think she just shipped him out, back home-wherever that is. One thing the Nin wantsis control.”

Contral. . . Asher’ s thoughts flashed to the October World. He remembered Cor-Reed
drumming it into him: control yoursdlf, and you control what’ s around you. Play each Situation likea
violin. Decide what you want, and make everything you do, from the smallest word to the biggest action,
contribute to your god. In some ways, the training he was getting here, though dl physical skill and none
psychic, was alot like the training on the October World.

Ran’ s voice interrupted his thoughts. He was now pressing hisfeet againgt thewall, hands behind
his head, pams on the floor, pressing, arching his back. “Now, Ted’sgood,” he said as he panted, sill
grinning-he was dways grinning, “and he remembers how you beat him in front of everybody that first
day, but he knows the rules and he wants to be aWarrior | don't think nothing's going to happen.
Warriors watch out for everything but | think you shouldn't worry about Tedl

“I saw ingde of him,” Asher said quietly.

“What did you see?’ Ran said. “ Squad leader that failed? That' s what made him look the way he
did insde and out. He serves the Nin down here. He will do exactly what she wants, and no more.”

Ran, though, waswrong.

Interlude

As he began hislong search for Kerla Cwan, Cor-Reed sought out the Pride of Caldott. The



huge passenger starship had made three more runsto the outer stars, and by the time Cor-Reed was able
to return to Caldott, the ship was preparing to set forth again, taking on cargo outbound from Cadott as
it refueled and underwent routine maintenance. It would be another week before passengerswere
shuttled up to the ship. In the meantime, it was closed to dl but working personnel.

Cor-Reed, however, hung the Cloak of Unnotice around himself-the spaceport’ s crew areas
weretoo brightly lit for effective use of Shadow-and waited for his chance. The Spacer Guild's
assgnment room was a constant beehive of activity as the Guild screened its swarming members and
assigned them to this or that outgoing ship. Cor-Reed stood along one wall and watched as men and
women saw him and dismissed him as an object of no importance whatsoever.

At length the Guildmagter, doing something a computer could have done better, but securein her
Guild' sright to use any method it chose, began to put together a clean-up crew for Pride of Caldott. As
she, awoman of enormous width, rapped over the loud-speaker the requirements of thejob, the
rodent-faced Adept watched those coming forward toward the Guildmaster’ s platform. The dregs, he
thought. Old spacers on hard times|ooking for drinking money. Cor-Reed stepped away from thewall.

Five spacers were chosen, three men and two women. The women were overweight and sour;
the men surly. One of the men wasfat, the other two skinny and dissipated. One was about Cor-Reed’s
height and weight.

Oncethey checked in and were gpproved by the Guildmaster, they shuffled toward the
embarkation zone, Cor-Reed moving close behind. A guard at the door counted them as they moved
past. Sx? She put her hand on her holster and went after them. But suddenly she hesitated. They were
only afew steps away, but she noticed only five. Where had she gotten six? Cor-Reed didn’t even
bother to erase the confusion from her mind.

Hand me your card, Cor-Reed thought. The man in front of him drew out his card, and then
looked down at it, puzzled. Cor-Reed gently lifted it from his hand and blew the memory out of the
man’smind. Now you fed sick, Cor-Reed thought. Y our head is beginning to hurt. It hurtsworse and
worse. You're afraid. Y ou need something to drink. He squeezed the man’ sbrain, just alittle. The man
stopped, and held his hands to his head. He would have moaned and the others, now well ahead, would
have heard him, but Cor-Reed reached in with his mind and opened histhroat, so that the moan turned
intoadgh.

Go out the nearest exit, Cor-Reed thought. Go back to your bed. Buy Ree absinthe with this; drink the
entire bottle. And he dipped ten credits into the man’ s breast pocket.

Ree absinthe-the man would be lucky to survive. Cor-Reed envisoned him vomiting out hislife,
But of pity, Cor-Reed felt nothing. The October One had long since purged him of that. . .“fiaw.”

When Cor-Reed reached the Caldott, he began to scour it with his mind. Hundreds of
passengers had been through these plas-stedl corridors since Asher Tye. But he was not looking for Tye
now. He was scenting out Kerla Cwan.

And hefound her, or rather her aftertaste. It was ftill strong, fur shewas aforceful woman. And
he found something el se, which caused him to consult the onboard computer, referring first to the
passenger records and then to the database that held the encyclopedia of gaactic knowledge. Soon he
found hisway to the cabin that Kerla had occupied. Here the scent was stronger, both of Kerlaand



Asher. Of the Digger there was nothing, but the passenger records had shown him.
In Shadow, he moved to one of the on-board tachyonic holographic transmitters.

“Shewashere” hetold the October One. “ And there was someone with her besides Asher
Tye”

The October One was silent, waiting. Her mouth looked like avertica knife dash.

“The passenger records show a Digger. According to the database, a Digger isa speciesfrom a
planet on one of theinner arms-amole-like specieswith aplain culture, nothing redly distinctive except
fur alittle telepathy among themsdves”

“*A little telepathy,” “the October One rasped.

“No recorded evidence of any use of the Power beyond that,” the Adept stated. “And | cannot
fed hisscent, thisDigger. It isliketrying to read an invisble book. Heisvery dien. Y et the encyclopedia
refersto no Skill beyond minor telepathy-no kinesis, for example, and no foresight.”

But the October One's eyes were closed. Far away, another One felt her and entered into
communion with her.

“Yes, | know the Diggers,” said the Other. “ They have aminor importance in my sector for their
communication skills. | have met many. They could not function with the Skill that you describe.”

The October One considered. Suppose, though, that aDigger linked itself with afailed Adept
such as KerlaCwan. Could the combination rai se the Power in amore complete way?

“Perhaps. . .“ thought the October One, opening her eyes. Egg-yolk yellow looked out.
“Perhaps. .

Chapter 16

The weeks turned into months, until nearly ayear had gone by. Asher began to lose his sadness
asthe routine took control of hislife. No longer sore, he began to ook forward to the every-other-day
physica training, gruding though it was. Friendly now with Ran in particular, Asher was beginning to lose
some of the reserve that had closed him off from the rest of the world for solong. He no longer felt that
every move he made or word he said was awkward or embarrassing. As his body grew stronger and
more confident, so too did hismind.

But his Skill did not return. Once he asked Rashid, who clipped laconically: “When reedy.”
When who was ready, Asher wondered? He was ready; he wanted it badly, missed its power despite his
growing selfconfidence. No, it must be the Nin who was not ready. Despite their need for what he could
teach, they did not yet trust him. And he knew, deep down, that they wereright, if he had the Power
back, hewell might useit to leave the planet. But then again, he might not. In the meantime, hismind was
on other things. For example...



Tawnawas beautiful, Asher decided. He liked the way her hair, dark blonde and amost brown,
just touched her shoulders and bounced when she walked. He liked the way her mouth turned down
when she smiled. He liked the way she moved; in fact, he liked everything about her.

Their medlswere taken in acramped mess hail in two shifts, and the room was aways crowded,
especialy when Therds and Rollersjostled in. But one day the crowd was thinning out when Asher came
inlate, and as hetook histray from theline, he spotted Tawna alone at atable, halfway through her medl.
Hewalked over and sat down across from her. Shelooked up a him and smiled, and Asher’smind
seemed to go blank.

After amoment she said: “Areyou surviving, wizardboy?” The nickname didn’t seem insulting
when shesadit.

“Aye” hesad, hismind racing. Thisweek he wasn't eating anything that looked like mest, trying
to avoid the drug. He picked at the vegetables on his plate, trying to come up with something that didn’t
sound stupid.

“Y ou had ahard timewith that Ghiuliduc,” he said findly, and then redized that it was the wrong
thing to say, even though months had passed. Her face clouded.

“Thanksfor reminding me,” she said shortly, and bent to et.

“No, | mean, you did fine,” Asher sammered. “He was an expert, you could see that.”
“AndI’'mnot?’ she asked, sill looking down.

“Not yet,” Asher said, “but you will be someday.”

Shetook aforkful and chewed it, scowling. The gently opposing curves of her temple and cheek
distracted him. Asher sought desperately for words.

“You couldn't helpit!” he said. “Likewhen | squeezed your mind, that first day. How could you
have stopped me? | was skilled in that, and the Ghiuliduc was skilled m...

She waslooking at him now, and her eyes were even angrier.

“When you squeezed me, it hurt,” she said. “It hurt! | hated you after that. | wanted to forget it,
because it wasn't your fault, but | hated you.”

“| didn’t mean to hurt you.” It sounded feeble.
There didn’'t seem to be anything else that Asher could say, and Tawnadidn’t seem to want to
talk at dl. They atefor amoment in asilence that was awful to Asher, whose food could have been dime

worms, and he would not have noticed.

“Tye!” avoice rasped. Asher looked up.



“What?' he said.

“You stay away from Tawna,” Ted said. His handswere on hiships, baled into fists, and Asher
could see them shaking.

“She decidesthat,” Asher said. He knew that Ted had ten timesthe fighting skillsthat he had,
and even as he spoke, he wondered at his calmness. He felt like a buffoon while talking with Tawna. But
not with Ted.

Ted grabbed him by the shirt and hauled him to hisfeet, He brought hisface aninch from
Asher’sand hissed:

“No, | decidethat, wizard-boy.” In Ted’smouth it truly was an insult. “1 am your squad leader,
and you obey me!”

Asher, nose aimost touching Ted'’s, looked directly into his eyes, and said nothing. No fear, no
rage, no emotion showed at dl. Inside he indeed felt no fear; he felt some rage, but kept it down.

“You havenoright . . .“ Asher heard Tawnabegin, but Ted stopped her: “I will talk to you
later.” Helifted Asher off hisseat and up into the air, Asher resisting not at al, and threw him down on
the next table€' s bench. Roughly then, helifted Asher’ stray and dammed it down in front of him.

“Eat,” herasped. Asher did absolutely nothing, and Ted took a step toward him. Asher did not
yet know where Ted’ sauthority ruled, and whereit did not, but he would not eat on command unlessthe
Nin hersdf told him to.

There was a scrape from behind them. Tedl glanced around and saw Tawnaten feet away,
carrying her tray toward the disposal belt, back <tiff and straight.

“Tawna,” Ted said, turning abruptly and going after her. As she put her tray down, he took her
arm. She shook free. He followed her out of the mess hall, talking urgently. She neither looked at him nor

spoke.

Asher watched them dumbly until they disappeared from sight. His emotions had flown into
chaos and back, and now hefelt empty.

* % *

“On Saddleback 1V one of our operatives stole astarship,” Nin Tovatold them during an
assembly one day. “I1t was full of drugs. Shelanded it right in front of agalactic police station and walked
away while the place wasin an uproar. The police traced the ship to the owners, and a syndicate drug
planet was closed down.”

She strode up and down before them asthey stood at attention. She spoke asif she weretalking
to hersdf, but her voice was clear and strong.

“Then the chief of the drug planet bribed the judge while the trid was going on. The same
operétive stole the bribe. The judge was furious when he fouud the money gone, and believed that the
drug chief had doublecrossed him. He sentenced the chief to fifty yearsinjail. The drug chief couldn’t
believeit. Hetold everybody in sight about the bribe, and the corrupt judge was investigated and ended
up in the same prison with the drug chief. I’ sl the guards can do to keep them from ripping each other



TheNinwas smiling to hersdf now.

“Inthe Rubdl Sector most of the oxygen planets are inhabited by Singers,” shewent on. “They
are longlegged beings who trade songs instead of money, and their songs have hypnotized humanswith
their beauty. In that Sector, the sector chief of the galactic police decided that the Singers were easy
pickings. He and his men began to squeeze the Singers out of the gold and platinum and rare e ements of
their planets. They said, in secret sessonswith Singer leaders: Y ou dig minesfor us, or we break your
heads. Their heads arein their ssomachs, but no matter. The Singers mined, and sang sadly, but were
afraid. But one of our operativesjoined the policeforce. . . after atime he stole a holographic tape of the
sector chief making one of histhreatsto agroup of trembling Singers. Our thief smuggled it out of the
sector, and we brought it to the attention of the headquarters office on Cadott. There was amassive
purgein that sector. Now no one threatens the Singers, and their songs are happy again.”

As Asher watched the Nin, afierce joy radiated within him. He redlized that he was proud, and
yet these people were thieves! And the Nin fascinated him. She seemed to dide acrossthe floor on
whedls, so smoothly did she move. He admired her, herealized dl of a sudden, in away that he had not
admired anyone before. He had loved his parents, respected and dreaded Cor-Reed, and feared the
October One, but he had not admired anyone except possibly the Digger, who wastoo dien for him to
say to himsdlf~*“1 want to belike him.” And anyway, the Digger was of the Guild of Thieves, too. There
was reason to be proud.

“And Abner Caldon, whom some of you know, has reported. . .* she went on.

“Kendo. An ancient fighting art, an offshoot of sainurai sword skill. Long, tough, resilient poles
are used instead of swords (see holographic image), with very rapid attack and defense.” Asher didn’t
need to see the holography from the database. He had been training with the other humansin kendo for
five weeks now. His hands were constantly swollen from being hit by kendo sticks, despite the padded
glovesthey wore. Part of the kendo skill waslearning how to avoid getting fingers broken.

Ran was skilled with his stick. When he and Asher practiced, Ran grinned when Asher attacked,
nudged Asher’ s hardest blows aside with a bare movement of hiswrists. Then his stick would come
down in ablur and touch Asher’ s head or shoulder or side, and the point was scored-Asher was “dead.”

It happened that way every time. Asher could not get inside Ran’ s guard. And he could not stop
Ran’sstick.

But every day he got better at it. Sometimes he managed to last for aminute or two before Ran
tapped him. Then three minutes. He was making progress.

One day he had achance to speak to Rashid Kdani. Asher wasin theinfirmary, having his
knuckles bandaged again, when Rashid walked in.

“Tye. Found you, good,” the short, powerful man said. “Message.”

Now Asher had been fretting for days, off and on. No one was tdlling him the things he wanted
to know, such as how long the training would be, when he could leave the planet, what mission he would
be on when he did. For the first time, though, escape was not uppermost in hismind. First he wanted to
know what they wanted him to do. So when he saw Rashid, helaid it dl on him beforethe latter had a
chanceto ddiver the message.



Rashid heard him out impassively. Then, as Asher’ s questions ended, he clapped him on the
back in ablow that sent Asher off the couch on which he was stting and onto the floor.

“Answersl” Rashid said jovidly as Asher picked himsdf up. “Two years. Missons decided then.
Depends.”

Two years! Asher thought, aghast. I’ll be nearly twent-yonein two yeard!

“Message,” Rashid said. “Digger say, hi! End of message.”

The Digger! “Whereishe? Can | see him? Tell him that my Power isgone. Tell him. .
“Stop,” Rashid said. “Will be here one day; no worry.’

“But. . .* Asher’smind veered away from the Digger. “Two years,” he said, dmost wailing.
“How can | teach Skill when | can’t reach the Power?’

Rashid put amassive hand on Asher’ s shoulder. “What you do if off-planet, wizard-boy?’ he
asked. The doubt cameinto Asher’seyes; hetried to hideit, but it wasthere. “Aye, escape, do own
thing,” Rashid said. “Y ou Power back when you want to stay. No before.”

They can't trust meyet, Asher thought dazedly. And they’ reright-I might flee them and head for
home. Not for sure anymore, but maybe. | like what they are doing to the syndicates, but | don’t fed a
part of them yet.

“Don’t you want meto teach?’ Asher asked unhappily.

“Aye. But when ready,” Rashid said. “Message ddlivered,” he smiled, then released Asher and
walked out.

* * *

There were ships under the planet’ s skin. The Guild feared that someday the galactic police
would discover the Warrior Planet. Therefore, they had adrill. In an emergency, everyone knew what
tunnel to take to one of the escape ships. When they got there, the ship would arc downward through an
incredibly long tunnel, and emerge nearly athird of the way around the planet from the Guild’'smain
tunnels. It was hoped that the attention of the police would be concentrated on the central caves, and the
escape ships could flash into intergpace before the police ships picked them off. They would then
rendezvousin adesarted solar system many light years away.

They werein the middle of such adrill one day, when Ted’ s squad and another were peded off
and sent to the surfuce. Asher found himsealf in dmost the same group that had come after him on that first
day, many months ago.

One by onethey emerged from the fase treg, tricklers gurgling. There were eighteen of them.
The other squad leader, a Ghiuliduc, stood on top of a Roller and addressed them. How the Ghiuliducs
breathed, Asher did not know, but they never woretricklers.

“A new recruitiscomingin,” the Ghiuliduc said in histhin, reedy voice. “Wewill take him.”



“What ishe?” Tedl asked.

“A being,” the Ghiuliduc said shortly, and Ted flushed. The Ghiuliduc wasthe senior of the two,
and Ted had no authority this day.

They fanned out and headed into the forest. In Asher, achorus of conflicting thought clashed and
banged. Vivid in his mind was the memory of hisfirst day on the Warrior Planet. Crosshow bolts. Death
darting inthe air. Now he carried a crossbow, and he well knew how to use it from long days of
practice.

Hefound himsdf next to Ran.

“I don't want to kill anyone,” he found himsdlf whispering. The black man grinned & him. “1 don’t
ether,” he said, and would say nothing more.

Asher found Tawna. “Tawna,” he said. Shelooked at him, and in her green eyesthere was
wariness and puzzlement. “ Tawna, are we going to kill this new recruit?” Understanding flared in her
eyes, and she opened her mouth to speak, but then something grabbed Asher’ sankle and hefell to his
knees.

“Pig!” the Ghilliduc piped. Actudly he named amore disgugting, dien anima. “No noise, no
sound. Are you awarrior, or amarching band?’ Asher got to hisfeet and looked at Tawna. She looked
back at him with no expression on her face, but in her eyes Asher fancied that he saw laughter.

At length he caught up with Clemmy, who looked over her shoulder at him. On her back were
oversize tanks, and in her hands she held a crossbow, cocked and ready. She looked competent and
determined.

“Clemmy . . .“ he began, but she would not bresk silence.

A Roller rolled past him, and they cameto aclearing. For al Asher knew, it wasthe onethat he
had landed on, many months ago.

No menta probing thistime. “Histracks,” the Ghiuliduc piped. Asher saw them then, broad
impressionsin the mold, not human certainly, but what he did not know.

They followed the creature, and in minutes they were back in the forest. The sun blazed
overhead, asif it had not changed position since the day Asher had landed. It was hot and humid, but
Asher sweseted not only from the heet. In hismind he could see himsdlf raising a crosshow and sending a
bolt into the chest of ateenage girl, shattering her heart. Somehow he could not shake the girl image
away, and when he looked into her fucein hismind, he saw Tawna.

But it was an dien they were chasing. Still, what was the difference between killing Tawnaand
killing this unknown dien, in the larger scheme of things? Asher knew and wanted Tawna, but perhaps
someone or something knew and wanted thisdien.

Asher prayed then that the alien would elude them. But the warriors moved like shadows among
the spiny trees, flitting like ghosts, and at every step the tracks became clearer.

It was something with at least four legs, two of them with largeimpressions, asif they were
chasing agigantic jack rabhit. It was certainly aware of them, for the tracks twisted and turned through



thetunnels, asif the creature was fleeing from them in a panic, dashing down any tunnd it saw.

Asher found, to his surprise, that he wasn't out of breath. He had been loping aong with the
others, and now he discovered that hewasin far better physical shape than he had been when he had
landed. The training was taking effect. But his mind wasin agony, the Power till gpart from him.

Suddenly he bumped into one of the Rollers, the light tan one again. He looked around, and saw
that the entire group was scattered around the Roller, dead silent. He looked down, and the tracks
seemed to be everywhere.

“He doubled back adozen times,” the Ghiuliduc said, hislittle black form amost lost beneath the
shadows under one of thetrees. “Turn off your tricklers, and let the Roller listen.”

The humans among them, Asher included, reached up and turned their tricklers off. The sudden
slence sounded strange to him. He held his breath for awhile, then breathed in the thin air of the planet.
It was not enough, but still he stood silent. He heard absolutely nothing. He remembered back to the time
of hisown pursuit, and the puzzling part the Roller had played then.

A tentacular arm came out of the Roller and pointed. “ That way,” it said, and then Asher
remembered how, during his own Test, the Rollers had always seemed to know where he was despite
his use of Shadow. They had heard him! They had heard his movement and histrickler. Their hearing
must befive or Six times more acute than aman’s.

Likejungle cats they sped through the trees. Finally Asher heard a crashing ahead of him, and
then awhimpering. He burst into aclearing, and the warriors ringed the recruit that they were chasing.

It was apinkish being, bigger than Asher, dmost astall asa Therd but not as massive. It had
seven legs-no, six-and along snout that looked like aleg. It sat back onthetwo largelegslikea
kangaroo, and the next pair, farther up its body, were thinner. Thelast pair had seven-fingered hands.
Theface of the being was oddly human, but small and compressed behind that long snout. It was
cowering within itsdlf, fear radiating out from it like wavesin a pond.

The Ghiuliduc said: “Now!” The warriorsraised their weapons. Needlers and crossbows pointed
a thewhimpering dien.

Whatever the signa was, Asher didn’t catch it. He held his own crossbow loosely in one hand,
pointed down. He saw aferociousjoy in Ted’ sface, an impassivity in Clemmy’s, disturbancein
Tawna's, determination in Ran’s. As one they fired their crossbows, and from adozen directionsthe
deadly boltstransfixed.

Nothing.
“Wha...?" Asher said.

The needler energy beams seemed to reach apoint afoot in front of the cowering dien and
dissolvein ashower of sparks. Some of the crossbow bolts vanished in that energy; the rest ricocheted
upward and disappeared in the trees, which waved agitated tentacles and showered them al with dead
pines.

“A Shidd!” Asher gasped. Helooked again a Ted, Tawna, Clemmy, and Ran. No one seemed
surprised. They lowered their wegpons asif they had finished ajob well done.



“Aye, aShidd, Asher Tye,” avoice burbled, avoicethat he knew. And out from the treesthere
scuitled.

The Digger.

They prodded the confused pink alien back to the nearest tree-door.

“It usualy endsthisway,” Ran told Asher, grinning, asthey walked back. “We practice killing,
but we never kill, unlessredly threatened. When the Digger or Kerla s on-planet, we rely on their menta

shields. When they’ re not, we just grab the recruit and drag him back, aswe did before Digger and
Kerlawererecruited.”

“Inyour case, the Digger let you put up your own Shield,” the Ghiuliduc said. All hisanger
toward Asher seemed gone now. “And now, another new recruit knowsthe vaue of life, for he knows
now that it can end at any time. Before, death was just adim and abstract idea. But, of course, you
yoursdf remember how it felt.”

Indeed, Asher did remember. The Ghiuliduc moved away.

“Asher,” Tawna spoke softly asthey walked sde-byside. “I am asorry warrior, | guess. I'm
glad you didn’t shoot.”

“He proved he' sapansy,” Ted snapped, coming up to them. Asher looked at him.
Ted sneered a him for amoment, then the Ghiuliduc called to him. “Tye, | told you to Stay away
from Tawna,” he rasped. The Ghiuliduc caled him again, ordering him. Heleft them, glaring at Asher

over hisshoulder.

“Hewould havekilled methat day,” Asher said quietly. “ And hewould havekilled that dien
today, and liked it,”

“I know,” Tawnasaid, looking after Tedl, her face unreadable under thetrickler.

Asher turned back and found the Digger, and greeted him joyfully; somehow the resentment he
had felt for the little aien, for that long ago betraya, was gone. The gigantic nose looked Asher over and
sad:

“You arelooking well, Asher Tye”

“Yes, but | cannot reach the Power, Digger,” said Asher, walking along beside him. “Please, help
me?’

The Digger was sllent for along moment.

“No, | cannot help you, Asher Tye,” hesaid at last. “1 will defer to Nin Tova. Shewill release
you when you are reedy.”

“I am ready now!” Asher pleaded.

“Youarenat,” the Digger said.



That was the end of it. Asher waked forward, brooding, and dmost walked into atree.

Interlude

The search for Kerla Cwan and Asher Tye and the Digger went on. Fifty thousand crossroad
planetsin the immediate galactic sector had to be touched by one Adept or another, and the search was
hopelessif the two had fled to another arm of the galaxy. But at intervals of sometimes weeks,
occasiondly months, newswould come, and it was dways of the menta aftertaste of Kerla. Shewas
extensvely traveled, and had passed through Caldott so often that Cor-Reed stationed Ghulag Son-Tee
there, hoping to catch her coming through again.

In the meantime, other Adepts had found four more failed Apprentices missing.

Kerlahad stopped for aday on Ramban ayear before, one Adept reported to Cor-Reed.
Another noted her fifteen-month-old scent on Koachish, a gigantic methane planet with a huge spaceport
rotating around it like ametallic Earth moon, and amost ashig. Y et another sensed her among the sixteen
billion psyches on Aryeh, and she had passed only forty-seven days ago. The computers correlated her
known past positions and tried to find a pattern, away to predict where shewould likely be next. A little
luck, and the pattern could come quickly; otherwise, it would come after two years, or three, or four.

But of Asher Tye, they found no trace.

But the October Guild did encounter luck, eventually. Cor-Reed was passing through Caldott
after afrudtrating search among the speckled planets, when he decided that he might aswell check the
central computer of the galactic police. The weak Galactic Concourse of Planets wasllittle morethan a
federation, and in many ways, less. It had never even tried to identify and keep tabson dl its
quadrillion-plus citizens, with their incredibly varied life forms. Even so there were billions of records
there, of paliticians and con men, of swindlers and soldiers and pirates and criminas of al shapesand
sizes. Therewas atiny chance that Kerlawould be there; at the beginning of the search he had checked
without result, but with astream of data corning in from police stations al over the sector, perhapsthere
was something new.

So Cor-Reed walked right through the security checkpoint at Caldott’ s massive information
storage complex. No one saw him; he used both Shadow and the Cloak of Unnotice as needed, and his
mind was congtantly darting here and there, neutraizing this or that mechanical or eectronic or magnetic
detector that might have told the soldiersthat he wasthere.

When he was in effective range of the databanks, he reached in and sought thefile of Kerla
Cwan. The computer and its ancient optica and more modern molecular-pattern storage files were both
easer and harder to manipulate than a human mind-harder because there was afar vaster store of
information there than the human mind could contain, and easier because thelogica circuitswerein fact
logicdl, and not subject to emotion or disease damage.

And there she was. There had been acomplaint against her on Greystoke, not fur any wizardry,
but for afistfight she had somehow gotten into. And in her file, there was an entry that brought Con-Reed
up short:



“Congder dangerous. Sheis a suspected member of the Guild of Thieves.”

The Guild of Thieves?

Chapter 17

He could run forever, Asher thought. Hislegs pumped beneath him, his breath gasped strongly in
rhythm-two steps as he breathed in, two as he breathed out. The glazed rock tunnel stretched before and
behind him, Clemmy up ahead, Ran at hisback. Fifteen miles now; they reached the turnaround point
and gtarted back. Asher’ s chest began to labor; it was mostly uphill here, where the disintegrator had
dipped down initslong run to the far surface of the planet. The air was planet air, and they wore
tricklers. Thiswas one of the escape tunnels, and they ran here because there were no treesin the way.

Twenty-eight miles. They walked the last two, bresthing easily, light-headed and dive. Asher felt
acamnessthat he had not had since the October World. For amoment, he did not want escape. He
waswilling to live thismoment dl by itsalf, and the next, and the next. For they aredl “now,” he thought.

Tawna came up to Asher and smiled at him, and his calmness was shattered. Ted was off-planet
on hisfirst mission, and Tawna had turned to him as he so badly had wanted her to. Asher had been on
the Warrior Planet now for eight months more than ayear.

Rashid stood at the hatch to the main part of the underground. It was set into the side of the
tunndl, just before the blunt nose of the escape ship that filled the space farther along. The ship was
awaysthere, dwaysready. They hoped they would never need it.

“Y ou run good!” Rashid hollered at them asthey came up, the human squad minus Ted. He
cycled theair lock and they stepped in, and emerged from the second door into a storeroom. The
hatches to the escape ships were not in obvious places.

‘Juggletime!” Rashid said jovidly, and Asher groaned. He didn’t seem to have the knack for
juggling; it was al he could do to keep four ballsin theair, or three clubs. He got most of the benefits of
juggling in hisback, not in hisarm muscles, because of dl the times he had to bend down to pick up fdlen
clubsand balls. But once he had the rhythm, he could keep them in the air until, excitement at the length
of time taking hold of his mind, his concentration was broken and he dropped one or the other.

That night, in hisroom, Ran told him something he had not known: “Y ou are lucky, Ash. You
have afamily to think about. Almost none of therest of usdo.”

“You'rekidding me,” Asher said. “Y ou're not kidding me? All of you are orphans?’

“Or abandoned,” the black boy said, not looking at hisroommate. “ Clemmy doesn’t know who
her father is, or was, and her mother is dead. Tawna sfolkswerekilled in a pirate raid on Millinocket the
last time they attacked awhole planet. My parentsdied in the Seven Y ear Plague. Bashaclamshe
does't know who ether of hisfolkswere”

“What about Teel?” Asher looked over a Ran, away from the wrist computer.



“Ted,” Ran said, grasping his hands together and pulling hard. “Ted isthe only onewhoislike
you. His parents are dive; he knowswho they are.”

“I don’t understand,” Asher said.

The black man gtrained, muscles glistening gigantically.
“Watchit, you' Il pop them,” Asher said.

Ran let the Srain die down, dowly, until the fingerswereloose.

“Ted knowswho hisparentsare,” Ran said, pressing histoes together and grabbing them with
both hands. “ They sent him here. They’re hard people, Ash. They wanted Ted to be hard, too. So they
let it be known that they would give their boy to the Guild of Thieves, and if it didn’t cometo take him,
they would leave him in the Streets. They came. The Nin didn't likeit, but Ted was strong and smart,
fourteen years old, and had potentia. The Nin took him, but figureit out, Ash. Y our parents don’t want
you. They throw you out; you didn’t do anything, but still they throw you out. How would you fed ?’

Asher was used to seeing Tedl as an enemy. Now to seehim asalost little boy was hard to take.

Still, he thought abouit it. Suppose his own parents hadn’t wanted him? They had sent him away,
but it hadn’t been because they didn’t want him.

“Always place yourself in the eyes of the other, enemy or friend,” the Digger had once said, the
positiveflip side of the October attitude of doing unto others before they get achance to do unto you.
“Put yoursdlf in his place, for then you have a great advantage. Y ou know what he thinks and what he
will do, and can act to meet it.” And maybe fed sorry for him, Asher thought, and knew that such anidea
would drive Ted to raving anger.

A few dayslater, Ted was back. Asher fird redized it as he was walking down an empty
corridor. In front of him he saw the grating of an air shaft, one of the onesthat led from the topmost
passage through the many levels of the underground, down to the hydroponic gardens where the plants
grew and didtilled oxygen into the air, and then to bedrock below. There was a hugebladed fan
somewhere down there, which whirled with fantastic speed and sucked air from the hydroponic
chambersinto the rest of the underground.

The grating that normally covered the shaft was pulled out and was lying in the middie of
the corridor. Asher frowned as he approached it. It was atraffic hazard; it looked asif the screws had
worked their way loose and allowed the grating to fal outward. Asher carried a pocketknife with a
screwdriver blade, as did anyone with any sense, and that would be enough to screw the grating loosdly
back into place until he could get astronger tool.

Asher bent to grab hold of the grating. As he did so, something dammed into his backside, and
he was flung Sideways. His shoulder caught the side of the shaft opening, and he teetered therefor a
moment, hands grasping wildly on the glassy surface and finding no fingerholds. Then hewasfaling, and
down below he could hear the violent whir of the fan which would shred anything, aboy or an elephant,
that landed onit.

Then Asher’ s body dammed into the Sde of the shaft, and he redized that he had twisted and his
hands had grasped, and he was hanging by both hands from the ventilator opening, feet dangling down



the shaft.

“Still with us, Tye?" avoice came, and Asher looked up into the eyes of Ted. “But not for long.
Not for long.” Heraised his kendo stick.

“Tawnaismine,” he said, and brought the stick down on one of Asher’shands. Asher felt the
pain streak through him, and his hand dipped from the opening, dl strength gone. Only his right hand was
left now, hanging by four fingers over the desth below.

If he could levitate. . . Asher reached into his mind, and the Power was there, but he could not
reach it. The drug was still with him, no matter what food or drink hetried to avoid.

Hefelt something on hisright knuckles, and saw that Ted was resting the end of the kendo stick
on them.

“Up, and down again,” Ted murmured.
“You will be banned from the Guild,” Asher gasped.
“I suppose | would,” Ted said. “if they knew. Even then, it would be worth it.”

He saw Ted’ s hand tense for the upward movement of the stick; and then they both heard
voices, coming around aturn in the corridor.

“Ted?" he heard Tawna svoice say. “You're back!” The footsteps began to run, and even ashe
hung there, Asher felt ajolt of jeal ousy-was she so eager to see Tedl? There were dower steps behind
her.

Ted’ shead was turned away, staring at the two, and Asher tried to bring his smashed hand up
for agrip, but the fingerswouldn’t work, and the arm dipped usdesdy away.

For along moment, Ted held the stick against Asher’ s knuckles, asthe girls stepped toward him.
Then he pushed it down the shaft, dmost into Asher’ sface.

“Tyenearly fdl down the ventilator,” Ted said, afrustrated edge on hisvoice. “I’'m saving him!”

“What!” Tawnasaid, and Asher could hear their feet running, faster now, toward them.

Asher let loose his good hand and, for an awful fraction of asecond, fet himsdf faling. Then the
hand was wrapped around the kendo stick, and he felt the three of them pulling him upward and
outward. He wrapped his numb hand around the pole with almost no strength, and then found himself
lying onthe grating.

He sat up, rubbing his numb hand. He looked at Tedl, who scowled at him, but in hisface there
was fear, for once. For this one moment, he knew that Asher had power over him. One report about
this, and he would be out of the Guild of Thieves.

And then Asher made amistake.

“Areyou dl right, Ash?’ Tawnawas kneding beside him. “What happened?’



1 am not asquedler. “Tripped over the grating,” Asher said. “ It must have worked loose; it was
lying onthefloor.” Asher looked over her dark blonde hair straight at Ted. Then he saw Clemmy,
standing confusedly nearby. There was some hint here that she had amost caught, but not quite.

“I'll get awork crew,” Ted said at length. He turned away. Tawnastill had her arms around
Asher Tye.

“Hismissonfaled,” Tawnawhispered in Asher’ s ear, asthey watched hisretreating back. “He
tried to steal aparticular piece of paper, and they caught him. It took the Nin herself to steal him back.”

Asher said nothing, rubbing his bruised hand. Should he go running to the Nin and tell her about
this?* Y our Ninship, Ted tried to kill meagain!” No, it did not fal in linewith the idea of the Warrior
Planet, the ideathat you learn to take care of yoursdlf.

Theicy cam waswith him. He would beware. Hewould not die for the likes of Ted.

It did not occur to him that he was not leaving only himself open to another attack. For al he
knew, Ted had further enemies. By not turning Ted in, he might be exposing othersto the type of danger
that he himsalf wasin. But Asher was not aware enough yet that what he did affected others besides
himsdlf.

Interlude

The October One brooded in her mile-high chamber on the world that was hers. She communed
with October Ones throughout the Galaxy, in ways that they had learned from their Teacher so long ago.
Acrosslight years they touched one another, crossing boundaries set when they had come from the
satellite galaxy that had been the home of their species.

For no October One was a partner with another; each had sole control over one ten-thousandth
of the Milky Way. They did not like to share power; it was why none of them had children, on ever
intended to. They themselves were products of parthenogenesis, and needed no one and nothing to
maintain the race. But they al looked to this One, the ruler of the October World, the planet to which
their fleet originaly had come, and from which they had divided up the spira ams of the gdlaxy. Ten
thousand beings, never having children, never growing old, though how old they aready were no one
knew. All female, dl Powers, but so few in the face of the teeming multitudes, the millions of races, life so
abundant and spreading that it was the rule among planets, not the exception.

“A Guild of Thieves!” the October On€e' sthoughts sighed acrossthe light years. “ They did not
concern me until thisday.”

“Fewer than we,” another One drifted in, “but they cannot last.”
“The organized governmentswill kill them,” came athought from thirty thousand light years away.

“Wewill kill them,” the October One' s mental breath whispered.



“Yetitisnot well,” came another thought. “No thief could have done what happened here, or
caused the disaster in Spergeit’ s Sector.”

“Aye, andinmine,” came ahundred thoughts.

“Too many,” mused the October One. Unexplained failures of the Power. October missions
aborted, Adepts captured, Skill rendered usdless. Y et there was no apparent single cause. No new types
of aliens had been reported; no single type had been detected at enough of the disastersto be singled
out.

“Wetrain Adepts, and they sense nothing,” another thought came. “We ourselves are never near
enough when the incidents occur. We cannot sense a cause even by probing the Adept’ s mind to
destruction.”

“Aye, but something ismoving in thisuniverse. It may involve this Guild of Thievesin someway.”
The October One touched the minds of those ten thousand that had come with her out of the Sculptor’s
eye, one by one. It took only seconds. “It cannot have been Kerla Cwan aone. Y et other failed
Apprentices are missing. And what of the combined minds of Tye and Cwan together, perhaps, and this
Digger? Or another force, another Power? Whatever it is, it will destroy the October Guild, unlesswe
dopit.”

The October Onefdl into musing again, hair crackling soffly, yellow eyes now closed, lying stiffly
on her settee, withered legs concealed under agown that was too long for ahuman being. The gdaxy
grew dive with October thoughts as she mused, the othersintermingling like hints of rain, oneto another,
tangled nets of thought without passion or liking on love on even much hate. Perhaps they were coming
together at lagt, to fight the common enemy. Information passed and opinion exchanged. It did not take
long for al interest to be squeezed from the news of the ten thousand.

At length her own thought drifted across the uncountable miles, touching the remnants of her
race, bringing them dl to new attention:

“Somehow, somehow,” the noiseless voice said, “this new Power must be brought forth, and
examined, and ended. One way or another, we will track down that which bedevils us, whether it be this
Guild of Thieves, or something else. Or both.

“Wewill soon have KerlaCwan, who can lead us back to the Thieves. But the galaxy must yet
be searched, by mind and by body. I cal onyou for your Adepts, al of them, to seek out and find and
bring to me hewhom I will empty, the key to part of this puzzle.

“A boy named Asher Tye!”

Chapter 18

He had learned at last to empty his mind of emotion on command. He could drop fear and hatred
and anger out of himself with asingle gesture of the will, like dropping something sticky into ahole. It was



funny, Asher thought. After years of October Guild training, he had not been able to accomplish that
particular thing, no matter how hard he had tried. And now, he seemed to have succeeded by akind of
back door, through the effects of hard, fast exercise. And because in hisfatigue he had stopped worrying
about it, stopped trying, it seemed to have proceeded then to solveitself. He had let it go, and then when
hismind tried to pick it up again from habit, he found that he could let it go again.

Tawna presented adifferent kind of disturbance to his mind, one with which he had no practice.
And yet some of the strength gained from his struggle with anger seemed to bring alittle wisdom withit.
He guessed, from time to time, that no matter what happened with Tawna, he would get through it, could
useit to become stronger and better. Even if nothing happened with her, which was the possibility that
mede hismind quall.

And yet, he was having avery hard time separating the physical demands of hisbody from the
emotiona pressures of hisloneliness. Heimagined her sometimes as the eager and skilled partner in
elaborate lovemaking, which he envisioned in such graphic detail that he had to close hismind down for
fear of obsesson. And at other times, he saw her asthe best kind of friend, someone to share with,
without the congtant fighting one-upsmanship that wasthe rulein mogt lives.

Nor did her attitude help, for she seemed torn between Ted and himsalf. She seemed troubled
when she was with Asher, and he could see how she felt when shewaswith Ted.

There came atime when Asher decided on alast resort effort toward releasing his Skill. It was
no longer aquestion of leaving. He was beginning to wonder what €lse hewould learn if he stayed a
while. But he wanted the Power back. If he could not pin down the source of the drug, could not get
away from it by eating some foods and avoiding others, then he would stop eating and drinking
atogether. If the water were drugged then the water supply for the whole underground fortress was, and
he doubted that. But it wastime to go al the way. He would go for up to aweek without, food, and as
long as he could without water, and see what happened.

The second day of hisfast, he was weak and clumsy in martia arts practice. Clemmy frowned a
him when he failed to block aroutine kick. But otherwise hefdt pretty good-alittle lightheaded, the
pangs of hunger coming and going. If anyone noticed that he was not egting, they did not commen.

The third morning their group of human trainees under Ted was called up to the surfacefor a
drill. They put on tricklers, and for weapons they carried short kendo sticks, sheethed like swords. Their
task: to sneak up on agroup of warriorsin alittle forest clearing and overcome them. It would be hard;
two of the group were Rollers, with their incredible hearing. Sneaking up on them would be well-nigh

impossible

The six of them-Dov was sick-stepped out of a hatch that looked like acelery tree with adoor in
itssSide, and huddled for amoment under the forest spines. Asher felt araging thirst, but was strangely not
hungry a al.

“The enemy isfour hundred metersthat way,” Ted said, gesturing. “Any ideas?’

“Yes,” avoice spoke up. It was Rasha. Surprised, they al looked at him. No one could
remember him coming up with any ideas before.

Hetold it to them, and they could think of no other way.

From their surviva backpacksthey al took their messkits. One by one, they strung the metal



plates|oosely together on apiece of cord. Grinning, Teel handed Asher ameta spoon.

“Y ou'rethe pigeon, creep,” hesaid. Asher didn't likethe grin, and hedidn’t like Tedl. But he
took the spoon and the plates. He was a Warrior; he would obey.

And 0 it was that the defendersin their clearing were startled to hear atremendous racket from
the finest. After amoment, Asher Tye cameinto their view, banging the spoon against abunch of plates
which rattled againgt one another. And Asher was Singing tunelessly at thetop of hislungs.

“As| waswaking in the park one day. .

The six defenders |ooked at each other. The two humansin the group had their kendo sticks
drawn, but Asher’ swas sheathed. The two Rollers seemed agitated; they swayed thisway and that,
trying to pierce through the din. The two Ghiuliducs shouted at Asher in their thin voices, teling himto
shut up, and of course their voices added to the clamor.

Asher walked into the middle of the clearing, and as he did so the humans there grabbed at the
plates and wrenched them from his hand, throwing them on the ground with afind clatter. At that ingtant,
with abanshee shriek, the five attackers legped from different spotsin the surrounding vegetation. The
Rollers had not been able to hear them coming over the noise Asher had made.

Thefight was short. Sticksflalling, Tawnaand Clemmy quickly probed through the guards of the
agitated Ghiuliducs and touched them. The Rollers had no reach with their spindly arms, and Ran and
Basha touched them too with their sticks. Asher whipped his stick from his belt and touched one of the
humansin the back; the latter would be shamed that he had not guarded himself.

Ted legped in and engaged the last human, who was quicker than his comrades had been. Ina
barrage of blows, Ted fell back, and as he brought his blade back for another strike, the weighted stick
dammed against the Sde of Asher’shead, and hefdl like astone. Ted’ sfollow-up caught the defender
on the bottom of the chin.

Ted’ s squad stood confused for amoment. Ted, they knew, wasin trouble. A leader never
“killed” one of hisown, by accident or otherwise.

“Back to the underground,” Ted ordered. “I’ll take care of Tye here. Clemmy, you'rein charge.
Takethe prisonersin.”

Clemmy looked worriedly at Asher. “Can't we help you, Ted?We Il build astretcher’. . .

“He snot hurt that bad,” Ted said roughly. “1I'll bring him around. See you down below. Now
go”

Obedience wasingrained in them al, so Clemmy went, prodding areluctant Roller dong with her
kendo gtick. As she disappeared from sight, she glanced back once, and saw Tedl bending over Asher.
Then the trees blocked her sight.

After dl, shethought, Ted isthe squad leader, and heisin enough trouble aready. He could
even lose command of the squad. He wouldn't take any risks now.

But hewould.



“Out cold, areyou, Tye?’” Ted murmured, Stting back on hishedls. “Then | don’t haveto hit you
again. Too bad. | amost got to likeyou, Tye.”

Hewastalking now, out loud, looking off into space, and there wasthe glint of unbalancein his
pale blue eyes.

“No onewill know. | wish they could. They would learn that no one, no one!” he shouted, “can
do what you did to me. | wish | could squeeze your mind like you squeezed me that day, you.. . .“ His
wormy lips writhed, and he seemed to grope for aword bad enough to encompass al the hatred that had
festered in him dl these months, but couldn’t find one. * Clemmy will wonder, and maybe Ran,” Ted
began muttering again. “And Tawna salittle sweet on you, | guess, poor baby.” He grabbed Asher by
the armpits, and began to pull himinto the forest. “A little thisway, perhaps, and alittle that way.” There
was shrillnessin hisvoice. “ So deep into the treesthat if you wake up, you won't know where you are or
whereto go. You will die and never know that | killed you. Too bad. But | will know.”

A half hour later, helaid Asher on theleaf mold, face to the dirt, and stood up, stretching hisown
back. Then, with deliberation, he kicked Asher in the side with a booted foot.

Reaching down, heturned the valve of Asher’ strickler on high, and the oxygen began rushing
from the tank, wagting itsdlf into the air as arelief valve popped open. He undid Asher’ s backpack,
which held the emergency transmitter. “ Came off asyou crawled dong in adaze, | do believe,” he
muttered. Then he backed off the way he had come, brushing out al signs of passage.

Hafway dong he left the backpack. At length he came to the clearing where the battle had been
fought.

“Now the hard part,” he muttered, looking up at thetrees. “But | can takeit. | can take
anything.” Again, thet ghasily amile.

A few yards back along thetrail, there was atree with afew tentacles that reached down almost
to head height. He came and stood under them now, looking grimly up.

Helooked around and located a partly rotted piece of tree trunk, and dragged it close under the
tentacles. Thetree, asif aware of what was going to happen, waved the tentacles menacingly, and afew
dead spines pattened onto Ted and the forest floor,

Ted stood on the trunk. He muttered: “ Got to protect the eyes,” and put one forearm over them.
Then he stretched to hisfull height.

Thetree lashed a him in aparoxysm of excitement. A dozen needlesimpaled hisarm and
forehead, stopping short at the bone of his skull.

Ted screamed and staggered back off the trunk, falling. He did what anyone would have done,
lashed by one of the trees. While the tree above him bent and reached and tried to claim itsmed, he tore
the spines from him, one by one, blood flowing down from his forehead and into his eyes.

Unlike the spines of the tree trunks, the tentacular spines had poison in them-nothing like the
poison in the spines of the animal that Asher had once killed, but poison nonetheless. It was apardyzing
sort of poison, one that relaxed the body into a deepy daze, and then into deep itsalf



Ted did what had to be done; asif trying to reach the underground hatch after so common an
accident, he staggered toward it, the poison dowing him gradualy and, when he was till ahundred yards
away, bringing him to astop. The pain was gone now, just a pleasant hazy fog around him. He stood
there, swaying like one of the treesthemselves, amiling histhick, brittle smile, dreamily. And then, likea
faling tree, he toppled forward onto the ground.

An hour before Ted’ sand Asher’ s oxygen was due to run out, an darm sounded in Rashid's
quarters. The watch commander on duty told him that two warrior trainees had not yet comein.

The second-in-command---Nin Tova was off-planet- threw together a search party, which
poured out of the hatch and onto the noonlit sward of the forest. They quickly found Ted.

“A treegot him,” the leader of the search party reported back to Rashid.

“The blundering idiot,” Rashid had growled. He aready knew about the blow that had stunned
Asher, reported by the other humansin Ted’ s squad. That made two goof-upsin one day; Ted would
pay for it dearly.

“The other guy must have wandered off,” the leeder said. “We re fanning out. The Rollerswill
hear him; he couldn’t have gonetoo far.”

But the hour passed, and Asher Tye was not found.

Rashid was pale as death. They had never lost awarrior to the planet before. How could hetell
Nin Tova?

It was along time later that the grim report camein.
“Heisdead by now,” the search leader’ svoice said, roughly.
“Find the body,” Rashid said.

An hour and forty-five minutes before, Asher had come to. Perhaps it was the extra oxygen that
was pouring through histrickler and out the escape valve. In any event, hishead fdt asif it werefull of
rocks, banging from sdeto side.

He sat up, dazed, and looked dowly around. Thirst hit him like a hammer blow. Hismind did not
register for amoment what he saw. He had no ideawhat he was doing here; he had not even seen Ted’s
gtick coming. One minute he was poking an enemy with his own kendo stick, and the next he was Sitting
on hisbackside In the middle of theforest.

Thetrickler. . . funny. It was on too high. He valved It back, and looked at the readout.
Seventeen minutes | eft. Plenty of time...

Then Asher noticed that his backpack was missing. That was more serious. But he knew the way
back to...

Wait aminute, thisis not the clearing, Asher thought. He looked wildly around. Nothing was
familiar; it was abit of theforest, just like any other bit. Tunnds and trees, tentacleswaving lazily
overhead. No footprints, no backpack, and no clearing.



Asher moved to each opening, and looked through into sameness. More trees and more tunnels.
His head was till not working right. Absently, he fingered alump on the side of hishead. Something had
hit him for sure. But where was he?

And then the full enormity of the spot hewasin hit him.
Fifteen minutesleft. . . noradio. . . noideawhere hewas.

Andyet. . . and yet. . Where he should have felt blind panic eighteen months before, now he
found only calm; he was analyzing his predicament, not running panicked around it in hismind. Good,
good, he thought. Now how do | get out of this?

He remembered the fundamenta rule of being lost in the woods: Do not panic (he had done that
part aready), and stay where you are. If you stay where you are, you will not wander farther from the
search party that soon will come after you. Unlessyou arein immediate physical danger from cold or an
animad, say whereyou are.

Ananimd. . . Asher remembered the spine-thrower he had defeated in that same forest long ago,
and shuddered. Here he had only his kendo stick, a pitiful weapon againgt such abeast. And asfor his
Skill, that had defested the beast then.

Hereached into hismind and it was there! The Power was there! He could fed its surge, and his
answering response. He could touch it again! The drug must have washed out of hissystem &t last.

He played with it, felt its surges and eddies, probed Into its chasms and touched itsheights. It
felt good, dl the Skills back with him-Shadow, Cloak of Unnotice, Levitation, Time Stop, Green Flame,
Death Trance, Psychokiness, al therest.

It felt so good that Asher sat and enjoyed it, forgetting that he wasin critical danger. But at last
he did remember, and glanced at the air gauge.

Eight minutes! Eight minutesto find the hatch or al search party. Eight minutes, or hisair would
run out, and ten minutes after that, the thinness of this planet’ s oxygen not being enough, his brain would
die

Could he reach someone with telepathy? He doubted they would know what was going on, and
they certainly would not be able to respond. And what could he tell them? The shape of that particular
treeto hisleft? Bah! Eight minutes...

He had to be close to the clearing; he could not have crawled very far. Where were the others?
Where were Tawna and Ran, Clemmy and Rasha, and Ted? Still he did not suspect the truth; it was too
monstrous, and it just did not occur to him.

The sun was directly overhead, and was no help for direction. Even if it had been, he had no idea
which way to go. Reaching into himself, he cast hismind out through the trees, but the search party was
not yet on the surface, and he touched no one. He could feel the many minds underground, dimly, but
that was no help, and he could not figure out the direction.

Six minutes. What could he do? The Green Flame? There would haveto be air cars out for
smoke to be seen, and he sensed no minds up in the air. What else among all his Skillswould save him



now? He could think of nothing. He might aswell blank out and die...
Blank out and die...
Wait aminute.

Hurriedly, he scratched amessage into the leaf mold with arigid finger. Then he settled down,
and alittlewhilelater, hisair ran out.

Three hourslater, Tawnaburgt into the tunnel where Asher lay and found him. “Oh my. . . no!”
wasall shesaid at first. Tears streaming down her face, she knelt down and touched his throat, and found
no pulse. Thetrickler was empty. She shook him, and he did not respond. She put her ear againgt his
chest; there was nothing.

Her radio summoned the others. She stayed knedling there, crying without control, and didn’t see
the scratched message. A Roaller camein then and rolled right over it, flattening its edges. Then the rest of
the search party poured in and scuffed the remains of the message away.

They carried Asher dl the way back to the hatch, moving like afuneral procession.

“Wefound Asher Tye,” the voice of the search leader echoed in Rashid' sear. “Heisdead. .

Part 111: RECKONING

Interlude

Thelord high commissioner sat behind his desk and watched asthe admira of the gaactic police
whedled himsdf in. The admira was a Chait-a being from a chlorine-based planet who was almost as
smooth asahilliard bal. Theliving beings there had evolved whed singsteed of legs. The admira was
encased in a breathing machine that covered everything except the whed. Even from across the desk, the
commissioner could feel the cold which seemed to radiate from the encapsuled figure, and could catch
the eye-watering scent of chlorineintheair.

Thelord high commissioner did not believein preliminaries. He launched right into his subject.

“I want you to go after the October Guild,” he said, authority in hisvoice. “ The commissoners
agree that they are athreat beyond anything we have ever imagined. How would we even know if they
were controlling key individuas? Or everyone, for that matter?’

The gdactic police were one of the few gluesthat held the incomprehensively diverse species of
the gaactic concourse together. No one el se could trace smugglers or ded with pirates. The admiral had
as much power as anyonein the Milky Way.



“May | make asuggestion, Sir?’ the admiral’ s voice box said.

“Of course, of course,” the commissioner said indulgently. “ Y ou are the expert here; I'mjust a
country politician.”

There was no reaction from the dien.

But then the commissioner himself started, asif someideahad legped into hismind. Asameatter
of fact, that is exactly what had happened.

“The October worlds are not so important,” the alien admiral said quietly.
“The October worlds are not so important,” the commissoner mused thoughifully.
“Weface afar greater threat in the sinister Guild of Thieves,” the admira suggested.

“Far greater,” the commissioner said. “ They disrupt the dealings of honest businesspeople,” the
diensad.

“Disrupt,” said the commissioner.

“They must be tracked down and iminated,” the admira said.

“Yes,” the commissioner nodded.

“That hastop priority,” the admird said hypnotically. “We can forget about the October worlds.”

“Yes” the commissioner said again, hiseyesvacant. “Wewill go on double-dert,” the admira
continued, “and put al avalable forcesin search of the planetary base of the Guild of Thieves.”

“Of course” the commissioner said, entirely convinced. Nothing had ever sounded so logical.

Cor-Reed let himsdlf out. It had not been hard, maintaining the image of the chlorine-bregthing
dien. Nor had it been hard to penetrate the rather smple mind of thelord high commissioner.

Later that day, he stood in Shadow and watched as the commissioner instructed the real admiral
to throw hisforcesinto the search for the Warrior Planet. And, he added, to ook for two humans, one
KerlaCwan and one Asher Tye, and aDigger.

Chapter 19

Ted, bandaged around the arm and forehead, stood before Rashid at the front of the center aide
inatiny amphitheatre. His squad sat on fixed chairs behind him on either sde. On atable on the raised
stage lay the body of Asher Tye. A sheet was pulled over his head.



The Digger was there, too, off in one corner, not moving. He might aswell have been a piece of
furniture.

“That'sdl of it,” Ted said humbly, looking down at thefloor. “When | was dragging him over
that rotten log, | stretched upward to work out akink in my back. | just was't thinking clearly; | had hit
one of my own squad membersand | knew | wasin trouble. Then the tree got me, and Tye must have
awakened in adaze and wandered off while | waslying there.”

Rashid's powerful arms were crossed as he leaned his backside against the table on which lay
what remained of Asher Tye. The doctors had long since given up hope and |eft. There was no breathing,
no heartbest, no brain waves at dll.

Then Rashid yelled. For once his speech lost that dipped character by which dmost everyone
knew him.

“Youdid morethanfail,” heroared. “You killed aWarrior.”
Ted seemed to shrink away from the violence of the words.

“He would have been better than you,” Rashid roared. “He could have been the best. You killed
him”

Fear flitted for abrief momerft in Ted’ seyes.

“It wastwo terrible accidents,” was al he could ssammer. The words sounded false. Among the
squad, Tawna, Clemmy, and Ran girred, while Rashasat solidly ill.

“I'll break you,” Rashid said savagely, his voice dropping, hands now infigts. “ Run you out of
Guild. Y ou hated Tye, and you had no control because of it. We no want such in Guild of Thieves!”

“I'll do better, Rashid, please,” Ted murmured. He glanced at the Digger with unease. He knew
that the alien had psychic skills beyond the blocking of weaponry, but just what they were neither he, nor
any of the Thieves save the Nin and Kerla Cwan, knew in any real detail. But thelittle dien wasjust
crouching there, seemingly obliviousto everything, and Ted could fed nothing poking around in hismind
no matter how hard hetried.

Emboldened, Ted said: “I know | had aproblem with Tye, but let me pay for it and learn
control, please. | never wanted anything like thisto happen to any of my squad, never. Please believe me.
Break me down to anew recruit if you haveto. Please. . .

And he meant most of it. Now that Tye was no longer aproblem, Ted wasfacing the Likelthood
that he would be forced out of the Guild. It was the only home he had anymore, anywhere.

“Please et me stay,” he said, voice breaking.

Rashid Kalani seemed to soften for amoment. “That befor Nin,” he said more quietly. “Now
you go. Not leave room; wait for cal from Nin.”

Ted turned away. As hedid o, dation tore through him, and he struggled to keep it from
showing on hisfice. Tawna, Cleznmy, and Ran were watching him closdly.



He had just reached the door when the purring voice of the Digger came.
“Stop.” And then: “Turn around.”

Sudden panicfilling him, Ted did so. Soundlesdy the Digger moved forward. The aide Stretched
between them like arope ladder.

“Girl, say it,” the Digger burbled. In her chair, Clemmy Started.

“What. . .“ shesaid.

“Say what isinyour mind,” the Digger said.

Clemmy frowned. Training in squad loyaty struggled with truth. Truth won.

“I believe hekilled Asher somehow,” shesaid a last. “ Clemmy!” Ted snarled. She did not look

a him. “Why?’ asked the Digger. The otherslooked at the young girl. She was not as frighteningly skinny
aswhen Asher had first seen her, now that nearly two years had gone by.

“I saw it in hiseyes, out therein theforest,” she said smply.

“That means nothing,” Ted said harshly. “Silence!” Rashid roared. “Digger. Continue.” 1 believe
it, too,” another voiceinterrupted. It was Tawna. Her voice came asif from agreat, sad depth. “One
time we found him standing over Asher, who was hanging down an air shaft. He said hewas pulling
Asher out, and Asher never said anything else, but | wayswondered. But intheend | believed Ted. I. .
. fet for him. And he was my squad leader.”

And now?the dien burbled

| could believe one accident because | wanted to, her reluctant voice came But | cannot believe
two more, both on the same day. Then shelooked at Ted, and in her eyes Ted saw the Struggle going
on, “It was an accident, he said desperately How could | plan hitting him hke that? | couldnt know that
he would be right therein that spot at that exact moment. How could |7’

“Heisamaster a kendo,” Ran said, speaking quietly. “ The chance came, and he took it.”

Andthen, findly, Ted cracked.

“Traitord” Ted yelled at them, control gonedl at once. “Y ou oweme! | trained you to be what
you are. | trained you to be like me!”

They just looked at him, saying nothing. Tea wastrembling. Histanned skinwasaspae as
paste.

“Likeyou, yes,” the Digger burbled in hiseerieway. “Like you in many ways. But your soul you
could not teach. These decent warriorswould not learn.”

Ted was till trembling, still wracked by aterrible combination of fear and eation and rage.

“What areyou dl, gaactic palice? the blond boy raved. “1 want the Nin; shewill judge me. |
want her to hear facts, not these jea ous ravings from stupid and incompetent trainees.’



“And so sheshdl,” the Digger said. Ted’ s shivering lessened. “Every word we utter and will utter
inthisroom, shewill hear. It isall being recorded.” if it were possible, Ted’ s skin went even whiter. The
trembling began again. He looked around desperately.

“Rashid, thisisnot fair.” Ted appealed to the only recognized authority there. “It ismy word
againgt this squad of traitors. | was there and know what happened. They’ re making wild guesses and
that’sit. | didn’t like Tye, but | didn’'t hate him. | didn’t kill him.”

“We shdl see” the Digger hissed. Ted shrank back.
“What do you mean? Rashid. . .“
“I pedl your mind like an onion,” the Digger murmured. “1 empty out your mind.”

Ted opened his mouth in a soundless scream. He seemed rooted to the floor. He wanted to run,
and he couldn’'t move. Hefdt something al around him, a presence like water in which he was sinking,
down and down, and al the feeble blocks that he had raised were gone asiif they had never been.

The squad and Rashid Kaani watched in horror, but Rashid made no moveto interfere. Thiswas
the Digger’sjob.

The shaking returned and Ted’ s eyes seemed to bulge outward, asif agigantic pressure were
building up inside him, adam about to burst, a bubble about to pop. His mouth opened again and drool
trickled out, and the jaw was jerking uncontrollably.

And then, finaly, the words began. The Digger worked hisrelentlessway in, and layer after layer
peded avay from Ted’ smind.

And everything came out.

A long time later, two guards took Teedl away. His mind was back again, but he had been wrung
out like awet cloth, and in him was utter exhaustion and utter despair. Therest of them were in no better
shape. Somehow the menta violence had spilled over onto them, and they wanted nothing more than to
hide and deep and forget what they had seen. They didn’t want to think about Tea anymore. Y et they all
knew it was not over. Therewas gtill the Nin. She would mete out punishment when she returned from
off-planet. They wondered what that punishment might be.

Digger was|eft donein thelittle amphitheatre. His feet made clacking sounds on the glass-like
stage as he moved to look at the till, shrouded furm of Asher Tye.

He hissed. Then words came, s0 rapidly that alistener could not have made them out through the waving
diendlia

Satisfied, Asher Tye? From somewhere did you witness all this? Did you plan it thisway? Did
you have any ideawhat would happen here? Why did you not tell Rashid or the Nin of the air shaft
incident? They would have investigated. | would have investigated. A lesser evil went unpunished
because you did not want the betraya of your squad leader on your conscience. It made room for the
greater evil to come. Evil happened to you; evil happened to Ted. Y ou could have stopped it. And [, in
the middle of amission, have to come back for this. Learning you have done, Asher Tye. Y et you did not

learn enough.”



The steam kettle sound stopped for amoment asthe dien cast hismind over the till body on the
table. Then the staccato sound came again in one brief explosion.

“And have taught you nothing about your mind, Asher Tye?'Y ou even mishandle something so
smple as the Death Trance. Y ou should be able to waken yourself and you cannot, and you are so far
away that you are not even trying. Even | will have adifficult time pulling you back.

“But I will try, Asher Tye. Missons await, but before | leave this space again, | will try.”

The dien stood there for two long hours. The air around them crackled from time to time with
mental eectricity. Thelightsflickered once astheir power was negated by another power in the room.
Shadows flitted around the two forms-specters of asort, menta ghoststaking their brief placein pardléd
with the Digger’ s mind-and they faded like steam into droplets of mental substance that reformed into
different shapes, again and again.

On her remote planet, the October One tirred. She had felt something in the firmament, some
exercise of Power that did not seem familiar to her. Shetried to focus onit, and she could not. Faintly
disturbed, she caled on afew other October Onesto join her inamentd link to track down the tiny
ripple. But before they could do <0, it faded and disappeared atogether, leaving the October Onewith a
vague and formless unease.

And on the Warrior Planet, the Digger hovered four feet in the air, looking out over the covered
body on thetable.

“Now,” he sad, hisvoice dmost undersandable. “ Arise, Asher Tyel!”

Chapter 20

The Nin strode in. She moved like a panther, gliding across the floor, her superb body in extreme
coordination, aware of the movement of every muscle, the passage of every thought. The warriors stood,
row after row, and watched her soundlessly. Nothing could be heard. They stood in aglassy cavern of
utter silence; it could have been atomb.

All eyeswere on the Nin, but some of them glanced too a Tedl. The blond boy was alonein the
center of the amphithestre, watching asthe Nin came forward. He was trying to tough it out, but there
was aquivering dong hisjaw, aspasm of the muscle that he could not control.

The Nin had seen the tapes. She had listened to the testimony of the squad and of Rashid. She
had listened without comment to Ted, watching his holographic image as her ship spirded toward the
Warrior Planet.

Asdways before planetfal, still inbound aboard her Intersystem shuitle, she had triggered a
routine scan of the cubic parsec of space closest to the purple world. In that vast emptiness, nothing
moved that the Guild’ s computers did not aready know. There were comets, and planetoids, and the
rocky debris of a solar system, thirty-one planet-sized bodies of various compositions, and the Warrior



Panet itsdf swinging dowly around its sun.

The only starshipswere afull solar system away, fourteen guild cruisersin parking orbits around
amining colony threelight years out. The star they orbited was adull red giant, the rocks they harvested
rich in platinum. It was the fase front that shielded the Warrior Planet from the rest of the gdlaxy. Only
oneship at atimewas ever dlowed to fly in trangt between the mining colony and the purple world, and
that ship ashuttle that could land and be concealed. And even should the shuttle be boarded by agdactic
officia beforeit jumped into interspace-highly unlikely-it would be described as on aregular run to the
nearest source of oxygen, which happened to be a purple world whose thin air would be compressed
into tanks and delivered back to the mining colony. That wastrue, infact, asfar asit went.

Now, in the cavern, the space between Ted and the Nin lessened, and the tension of the
warriorsincreased. The Nin'sface was not the blank that it should have been in such amoment of
dispass onate judgment. There was something harsh there that made the assembly fear. She carried a
samurai sword in aplain black scabbard at her side, and her |eft hand was clenched around the haft.

Ted too was armed. It was that that made them al afraid. He too carried a sword, and hisright
hand was fingering it. But there seamed to be no confidence in him-just bravado, nerve.

Of the Digger, therewasno sign.

The Nin stopped three feet away from Tedl. He had crouched in a defensive stance, blade pulled
half out of its scabbard. Sweat gleamed on hisforehead and stained hisloose warrior’ s shirt. The sash of
hisrank still stretched from hisright shoulder to the left Sde of hiswaist. Squad |eader. Magter of the
kendo stick, and therefore the sword.

She just stood there, apparently as relaxed asif she were waiting for abus. Only her face
showed that nothing norma wasin her mind.

Asthe sllence lengthened, Ted’ s body began moving. Imperceptibly at fird, little spasms
twitched his hands, shuffled hisfeet, moved his head forward and back. The jerking increased asthe
seconds passed. His efforts to stop the movements were clearly visblein hisface, and if anything, the
crowd felt pity. Ted’ swarrior training was not holding. Emotion was crowding through hismind into his
body, fighting the remnants of his control. He waslosing. He could stand the waiting, the Nin’ s piercing
eyes, for just solong. And then.

“Noooooooo!” his shout suddenly rang out, his sword whipping from its scabbard in amotion so
fadt that of them jumped fromit. “Y ou will not make meaToby O'More!” Theend of his blade quivered
aninchfromtheNin'sneck. “| killed Tye,” Ted screamed. “I killed him, and | cannot take it back!”

Then helunged. It was more aforward jerk of histhe razor-sharp blade driven forward to cut
the Nin through the bones at the back of her neck.

But she had moved. No one had ever seen ablow so quickly, or ever would again. Her left hand had
drawn her blade and whipped it upward in an insde cut that should have been far dower than Ted’s
lunge, beause the blade had so much farther to go. But before his point had touched her skin, her blade
dammed into his, and he reded sideways from the torque of the blow, off balance for the briefest of
moments. And in that instant, in amovement that somehow gppeared to be the logica follow-through of
her block, she dashed downward and cut the sash across Ted's shoulder from one side to the other, just
deep enough that ascarlet thread of blood came.



Cut In two, the sash fluttered down and hung from Ted'swaist. He stared downward &t it, and
then back her, on one knee, blade now at the ready. But hers had dipped back into its scabbard, the
last and il logiva follow-through of her incredible movement.

Ted knelt on one knee, and stared into her eyes. In his, there came akind of wonder, akind of
expectation. It was the same thing that a saint must fed, just before martyrdom.

“Kill meg” he said then, hisvoice hoarse.

Then the Nin spoke. All were surprised. Indeed, thiswould not be the silence that she had
inflicted on Toby O’ More.

“Would you takeit back,” she spoke ddliberately, each word a separate sound, “if you could?’

The question hung there. It seemed to take Ted by surprise. The Nin'sleft hand rested easily on
the haft of her sword. It was asif she had never moved.

“I..." Ted sad, sopping. The question could never have occurred to him before. Then his
nature took hold:

“No!” he shouted. “Y ou play with me! Heisdead, and it isdone, and.. .“ And he launched
himsdlf into space, his sword cutting the air, the most dangerous hand-to-hand wegpon man had ever
created, trying to cut Nin Tova s body from shoulder to knee.

She stepped backward; it seemed a casua move, but Ted’ s blade cut only empty air. He swirled
it around in an arc and came in again. Thistime she stepped forward, a step that moved her like abullet
fromagun. Hishand, clutching the haft of the sword, dammed into her side with little force. She brought
her fist from thf haft of her wegpon and droveit into Ted’ s somach, it the center just below theribs.

Helay on the glass floor, mouth open like afish’sand air would not go in. He panicked for a
moment stunned by her blow. She could have drawn her sword then and cut off his head; instead, she
stepped back and watched him.

Hislungs suddenly began working again, and the black mist cleared from before his eyes.
“Would you,” she said again in that same ddliberate fashion, “if you could, do it again?’
-“Would | kill Asher Tye?’ Ted gasped, trying to bring histhinking intofocus.

“Aye” shesad quietly, gently, softly.

Ted’shead whirled around and around. She was pressing him with something that had stirred in
him aready, that he had crushed out of himsdlf, or so he had thought. Theidiocy of what he had done
had come to him during the three days and nights that they had waited for the Nin. He had taken afuture
and detroyed It. He had thrown away histraining, made himsdf an outcagt, if the Guild did not kill him
outright. And the reason, revenge, was not even remotely as sweet as he had guessed it would be.

“I would kill him again,” he said then, climbing again to one knee, but there was hesitetion in his
voice. They
al heard it. It was clear to everyone, dien and human, in that vast closed-in space, that Ted could not
day inthe Guild, for he could never again befully trusted. and till the Nin wasteaching him, trying to



sdvage something out of thetraining her Guild had given him.

| will giveyou that chance,” her clear voice rang out, Sartling them. “Y ou may kill him again.”
She took a step backward, and into the cavern walked Asher Tye.

For along moment Ted looked at him, not believing his eyes, not knowing how thiswas
happening or what to do. Asher seemed whole and strong. He walked confidently forward, and he too
wore asword, though he was no match in swordsmanship to Ted.

The slence hung, and hung. Asher reached the Nin and stopped. Ted stared a him, hiswhirling
mind trying to settle someplace, trying to decide what was right and what was worth doing, now that
most of what he had worked for all hislife was lost. He had seen Tye's body, and yet here he was. And
now, what? A spectacular exit, to attack and die benegth the blade of the Nin? To kill Asher again, if
they let him? Or what?

Meanwhile, Asher did not know what to expect, but but of one thing he was certain: he trusted
the Nin.

Then Ted saw the sash. It ran from Asher’ sright shoulder to hisleft Sde.

Squad leader. Asher Tye.

It should have brought him to ablinding rage. But strangdly, it did not. Tedl looked Sdeways, and
saw hisformer squad looking a him. On Ran’ s face there was pity. On Clemmy’s, confusion. On
Rasha's, nothing a all.

And on Tawna sface, there was fear.

Helooked back at the Nin Tovaand Asher Tye. And from hismind, he felt an enormousload
rise and scatter away.

“You arenot dead,” he said to Asher in wonde.
Just then, Rashid Kaani came running into the arena. The faintest ripple went through the group.
All knew that Kaani was watch commander that hour of the day. Why had he left his post in Control,

where instruments constantly scanned the planet and its near space?

Quickly he whispered something to the Nin. She stiffened, and whedled away from Ted toward
the crowd. “ Codefive,” she said loudly.

There was the briefest hesitation, and then their training took hold. The room erupted into chaos.
In seconds, everyone was gone.

The Warrior Planet was under attack.

Interlude



With the suddenness of the blink of an eye, enemy starships burst into the Guild of Thieves
sarspace. One hundred fifty-three ships poured out of interspace, and within an hour, the mining colony
was encircled and cut off.

The moment the ships had appeared, the colony tried to burst atachyonic messageto the
Warrior Planet, but the invaders had adready cast anet of static around the mining world. But the colony
sent a backup-atiny robot probe. It was so smal, and so positioned on the far side of the colony planet
from theincoming police ships, that its existence was never suspected. It blinked out of norma space and
disappeared, emerging sixteen hours later in close proximity to the Warrior Planet. Then it broadcast its
holographic warning, on aradio wave that would have taken three yearsto travel the distance from the
mining colony to the purple planet in real space. And amoment later, it blew itsdlf into piecesthe size of
dust.

For the police had found Kerla Cwan. And she had betrayed the Thieves.

Chapter 21

They had traced her from her fistfight on Greystoke to the gambling world of Glitz, where she
had apparently kept a pension fund embezzler from losing eighty million credits, then turned him into the
police, saving retirees on one planet their food and housing money. Then Cor-Reed had caught the scent
of the Digger, elusive asit was, and was able to trace the two of them through the spaceport onto a
common shuttle to the nearby world of Clamour, where native animals defended themselves and killed
one another with gigantic blasts of sound. The human bubble cities could not entirely dampen the uproar
from the swarming life outside, so Cor-Reed had spent adifficult three months trying to trace the two,
and after aparticularly bad blast from outside, had lost the hearing in one ear for aweek. |

Then he had found that the Digger had disappeared again, but Kerla Cwan had signed up
through atravel agent for an outbound yacht headed for Pommel with intermediate stops at |lesser
pleasure worlds. Hoping that Cwan had some target on the yacht that would keep her on it al the way to
Pommel, Cor-Reed had commandeered the fastest private starspeeder in the system and had headed
graight for Pommel. He did not guessthat she was on her way through Pommel to Caldott to rejoin the
Digger. If he had, hewould have waited until both were together, and then tried to take them.

He, and a dozen police, had waited for her as her shuttle landed. The police thought that she was
an industrial spy from one of Pommel’ s competing vacation planets, Cor-Reed had arranged for that.
Cor-Reed had held her mind closed and prevented her from using her Skill. And so she was taken.

“All'l know isthat thereisthisrock colony, see, around ared giant sun, and somewhere nearby
isthe Warrior Planet, | swear to you,” Kerlawhimpered at the grim police faces around her. Cor-Reed
stood in Shadow as they tortured her body, and listened. For two exhausting days now he had held her
mind closed and prevented her from using it againgt the police. Otherwise, she would have walked right
out of theiolice trap, and left them scratching their heads in bewllderment.

When four hugely muscled human women and one equaly muscled man took her into adank
little room of scalpels and needles and matches and knives, he followed. He watched with disinterest; it
was necesr, he thought, for her mind was powerful, despiteitslack of full training, and he had not been



ableto break through even yet.

They tortured her. Through her haze of pain, he went into her mind and started to dump it out in
front in front of them. The barrierswere down for the briefest moment.

But shefdt him doing it, and screamed. She threw up poweerful menta walls, and Cor-Reed
redized that she could ill sop him cold.

Get out of my mind, wizard,” sheyelled, struggling In the chair in which she waslashed, eyes
scanning wildly around the room. The five torturerslooked at her in amazement.

Whereareyou?’ sheydled. “ Take off the Cloak, you. . .“ Her powerful, undisciplined mind was
struggling againg his, and he put dl his strength into amenta probe that he then threw into her likea

Spear.
For amoment, it broke through the barriers and she heard him. Instantly, she was quiet.

“Ah, Cor-Reed, isit?’ she muttered, eyeslesswild now. “The fright-wig One' s pet. If | tell them
about Tye, thisthing will stop, isthat it?”

The torturers were standing back from her, trying to figure out what she was talking aboui.

“And then what?’ she continued, her voicerising. “Thethieves have trested meright. The
October WOULD HAVE ME ERASED!”

And then, asif her pain were not there, she amed ablow at him. It was like a mentd kick, with
pointed needle toes. It pierced through his blocks and numbed him, drained him, staggered him. But he
had been trained for years|onger than she, and hismind ingtinctively redled away from the attack,
wrapping itsdf in atiny balas hard asadiamond.

Then, suddenly, he thrust that ball outward, and its hardness shattered her needles and drove
againg her mind.

Thetorturers moved in.

Later, Cor-Reed knew that he could not have broken her down if her body had not been in such
agony. Thewaves of pain, inflicted by experts, had broken her concentration at last. She had been tough,
he thought; the pain had been gigantic. Hisrodent face rippled briefly as he remembered the blast he had
encountered when he had finally entered her mind. He had her then, in the end, and he emptied her.

And then, once he had everything, he knew that he could not risk letting her, Skilled, loose again.
So. ..

The menta hammer blow that he ddlivered could not be seen by the torturers; they believed for
the rest of their livesthey themsdaves had killed her.

* * %

He beamed a message to the October One, who instantly ordered the appropriate October to
mount a probe to the world of the Diggers. The Other had said tht Diggers Power was inconsequentid,
and yet here was one who could release an Apprentice from the Psychic Probe. Wasthissingle Digger a



mutant of some kind, or was the entire race a danger? Few Diggerstraveled among the sars, she knew
dready, and there were not enough of them to account for the failed missions. But with the missing failed
Apprentices... Perhgps that was one of the few Skillsthat this Digger race did have-the ability to
intervenein and overturn erasure. No, she had to find Tye for another reason now; for Tyewould lead
her to thissingle, pettilentia digger.

The”miners’ were trained members of the Guild of thieves. They sent out their probe to warn the
Warrior planet, and then, with fierce efficiency, they evacuated their colony into the fourteen Guild
cruisers and vanished into interspace. The entire operation took forty-four minutes. They did not go to
the Warrior Planet; if it too were under attack, they could accomplish nothing there except capture.
Insteed, they headed for thefirst fall-back planet in the Nin' sintricate safety plan.

Cor-Reed had gone from Pommel to Caldott, and there he studied the star charts, looking for the
lonely mining world that Kerla Cwan had described. There were one hundred fifty-three that superficidly
matched, but most were in isolated regions of the gaaxy outside of the human sector. Fifteen had been
possibles, but after seeing starship records of the number of visitorsto those worlds, Cor-Reed had
picked the one with the fewest. Then he had “ persuaded” the lord high commissioner to send out this
expeditionary force. The admira himself had been sent, and with him in hisflagship, in Shadow, went
Cor-Reed.

The police shipsfound an empty planetoid, riddled with mine holes that would take daysto
explore. There were records encoded onto the planet’ s computer memory, but they seemed to dedl
mostly with mineinventory. There were no people, no papers, no tdltale signs of the nearby Warrior
Planet. And there were no minds for Cor-Reed to explore. Y et thiswas the key, he thought; why else
hed the minersfled?

He should have, he now redlized, reached out and stunned al the minds that he had sensed on
the colony, before they had goneinto interspace. He had not done so to avoid reveding himsdlf to the
police. Now hewondered if he had blown any chance of finding the Warrior Planet.

Y et Kerlahad said that the planet was “ nearby” the mining colony. “Nearby” could mean one
parsec or ahundred in this vast ocean of starsthat is called the galaxy, and this region was densdly
populated with stars.

But somehow, he believed that nearby meant just what it said. There were no likely candidate
planets among the moon-sized or smdler debristhat encircled thisred giant sun of the mining colony. But
there werefive or Sx starswithin four light yearsthat he had the Skill to probe.

Sitting in the admira’ s chair, while the admira himself wheded about on the planetoid, he put the
Cloak around him and looked at the starcharts that the flagship obligingly caled up for him.

Then, gathering his strength, he sent his mind outward.

The probe’ s message triggered Code Five, yellow dert, on the Warrior Planet. It meant that
hogtile starships were in theimmediate region. It was just short of Code Six, full battle stations, red aert,
and | Code Seven, invasion.

Asher brought his squad at afull run to the escape ship near the little museum where the
disintegrators and other artifacts were kept. Their job was to check the readiness of the escape ship, and
then load it with the contents of the museum. Throughout the underground burrows of the purple world,
squads of warriors were closing off eevatorsto the surface, checking and reshielding all sources of heat



or electromagnetic radiation that might give them away, and loading other escape shipswith the vital
records of the Guild. The Nin had long foreseen that there was no point in ressting afull police atack,
should it ever come. The Guild was not based on advanced weaponry, but on one-on-one encounters,
deight-of-hand, trickery. To resist a police attack, with its gravitational cannon that could shatter a planet,
and its endless squads of men and diens armed with energy blastersthat could melt amountain, made no
senseat dl. If an attack became imminent, the Guild would climb into its escape ships, blast through the
tunnels and, far from the underground warrens, pop to the surface, flash through the thin atmosphere, and
disappear into interspace. They would join the mining refugees at the first, second, or third fall-back
planet, and then drive to the world they had long since selected as alikely candidate for anew Warrior
Panet.

The plan was perfect. But it had not considered the possibility that an October Adept might be
working m league with the police

It took Cor-Reed seven hoursto scan thefirst nearby star. The effort left him exhausted. He no
longer sat in the odd-shaped chair that the whedled admiral had returned to occupy. Now hewasin an
unused state room lying on the gigantic bed staring blindly upward touching worlds, moons and planetary
garbage with hismind.

Thefirst was asystem with agiant yellow star, awhite dwarf, and alooping neutron star too
small to do the gravitational damage it might otherwise have doneto the system’ s planets. Planets. . .
eighty-nine of them, a staggering number, and only afew outright impossibilities. Those were the gas
giants on which human beings never ventured. But there were dozens of rocky worlds like the Earth,
further dozens of icy worlds, and even one water world. There were hothouse worlds that human
technology could overcome, especidly if buried underground. And he had to play hismind over every
one, probing benegth the ground, casting about for ships, sniffing for heat where there should have been
none, or coolness or water whereit was not likely.

It was precise, maddening, detailed, tiring work. When Cor-Reed mentally fingered the last
cavern in the outermost planet of any consequence in the system, he drew his mind back into himself and
entered a dazed trance near to deep. Y et he had three more systems to cheek.

At length, wearily, he floated histhoughts up to those of the admira and looked in.

The Chait, he saw, was frustrated. He had expected a grand campaign against hostile, piratelike
forces. Ingtead, he had found aball of metadlic rock riddled like Swiss cheese, and his soldiers engaged in
along and futile exploration of miles and miles of empty minetunndls.

But he would wait it out. Perhgps they would find something, some clueto theinsidious Guild of
Thieves. There was no other way.

Cor-Reed calculated that that gave him another two days. Good. He dropped into an exhausted
deep.

He came awake four hourslater, somewhat refreshed. He thought about the October One,
waiting in baeful impatience on her world. She had pushed him hard to find Kerlaor Asher Tye, inaway
that he had not seen before. For the first time, he had felt asif he had been treated as a servant of some
kind, and he did not likeit. Y et he also knew of the inexplicable disruptions in the October Adepts
missions, and theinsultsto the Guild’ s reputation that were even now making their way among the
important beings of the galaxy, the beings of business and profession and palitics.



It seemed to be making the October One impatient, even worried. Theideaof aThird Force,
beyond the October and the thieves, seemed to haunt her.

Perhaps, Cor-Reed thought, we have had a mental monopoly on wizardry too long. It has made
us prickly and sengtive and afraid.

Wearily, Cor-Reed cast his mind outward again. Ah... the next sun had only a dozen planets, and
five of them were gas giants. There were afew large moons to worry about, but the task would be much
easer than thefirst planetary system had been.

One of the worlds had life. It was a methane planet, and on its cold shores hulking shapes moved
soddenly among the ochre vegetation. Each mind was about as advanced asadug's.

Cor-Reed moved on.

Another planet had life, too. It was an oxygen-water world, and it not only had life, it was
teeming with it. On every squareinch of its surface something was living, crawling, floating, oozing, or just
gtting there.

Inside, Cor-Reed groaned. The world was like amentd jammer. There were so many thoughts
there that he could not fully probe dl of them. A clever Adept could shield alarge group of thinking
beings, to make them seem as animals. Cor-Reed would have to sample awide range of mindson this
world, before he could be relatively convinced that none of them were Warriors.

Two dominant life forms, each of smilar intelligence, gpparently bettled there. They were
somewhat above a Cro-Magnon, perhaps. One was on five legs, and the other flew on leather wings.
Cor-Reed saw fearsome battles and felt blasts of pain that shook him, but he scanned grimly.

The effort took nearly five hours before he was satisfled. He had found nothing.

The Chait admiral was showing signs of impatience. Cor-Reed drew back from hismind and
decided to visit the third system immediately. He might have to coerce the admira into staying around this
region, but for now, he wanted to stay out of the whedled being' s thoughts as long as possible.

S0 he sent hismind outward to the next system, aroutine setup with white-yellow sun and
thirty-two worlds.

He came awhisker from detecting the probe asit flashed into amillion pieces. It had been just
sixteen hours since the police attack on the mines. On the Warrior Planet, Code Five had just begun.

The Adept’ s mind touched the planets, one by one, in the quick preliminary scan, regjecting the

gasgiants and identifying the likeliest worlds. Wearily he began his careful checking, from the outermost
planetary bodiesinward. It was five hours before he reached the planet of purple trees.

Chapter 22

For awhile, Asher’ s squad worked feverishly, cleaning out the museum and loading it into the



escape ship. It was hard, careful work. Each museum piece was irreplaceable, especialy the
disntegrators, they saved them for last, so that they could unload them first when the time came.
Everything e sethey lifted with care from the glass cases and placed in boxesfilled with plastic down.
Oncethelid was closed, each box could have been dropped off a three-hundred-story building without
even jarring the contents, so shock-absorbing was the packing materid.

“Turn one of those babies on,” Ran said as they worked, pointing to one of the disintegrators il
in the glass cases, “and they’ d have to vacuum up our atoms before they could bury us.”

“BEvenworse,” Rashachimed in with akind of unholy glee. “Without any control, the disintegrator would
disntegrate straight down. Gravity would pull it toward the core of the planet. When it broke through the
mantle the molten center of the planet would erupt out through the hole the thing was making. Thiswhole
place would become one gigantic volcano

The othersfrowned a him. The thought was mindboggling.

“Let’snot turn one of the babies on, then,” Asher suggested. They al thought it was agood idea.

It took them six hours. From time to time, Rashid or the Nin hersalf would pass by and tell them
how well they were doing, and they were in constant contact with Control viaaholographic transceiver.

Rashaworked now in utter silence. Clemmy did twice thework of anyone. Tawnaworked
absently, her mind somewhere else. Ran joked and sang and cheered them al on. Asher gave orders,
which they dl obeyed.

The squad was one short.

“Rashid,” Asher asked one time as he was passing through. “What happened to Ted ?| lost
track of him when that Code Five took us out of the amphithestre.”

Hefrowned. “Don’t know; wish did. Somehow dipped out in uproar; somewherein tunnels.
Roller squad after him.”

Asher saw Tawnalistening closdly, and for the briefest ingtant he felt jedousy.

“if hecome, takehim,” Rashid said, “or, if mug, kill him.”

“Just the disntegrators and we' re done,” Asher said at last. He surveyed the work with
satisfaction. The museum was empty, save for its glass cases and the deadly machines. The escape ship
was well packed, systems checked, ready for flight.

From timeto time, Asher saw Tawnalooking up the empty corridor toward the larger part of the
underground complex. On her face there was conflict. Asher thought he knew why. She had been
watching Ted dosdly during those last momentsin the amphithegtre.

She had seen that there was something il there. She had seen thetwisting unravel alittle.

“Tawng,” Asher said. “I ...

At that moment, something touched Asher’ smind. It wasfaint at firg, far away, but there was
something in theflavor of it that made him forget Tawnaand everything ese.



It was amenta probe of some kind. It was nearing the Warrior Planet, poking around its
neighboring planets and moons, looking for something. It had disturbed the mental background that
Asher, like any near-initiate, had been taught to fed from moment to moment, like abody sensing the
temperature of theair.

It was not yet aware of Asher, or of the minds moving under the purple planet, any more than
someone splashing in alakeis aware of what hiswaves are hitting on the other shore, or of the fish
benesath. I1ts own menta background wasfar away. But the stronger and closer its probing came, the
greater the danger they werein.

‘ Asher, what' swrong?’ Tawnaasked. The others heard the tone of her voice, and came over
nearby. Asher’ s eyes held the blankness of inner Sght.

“| sense. . . hesaid to themin hislowest voice, his eyes ill unfocused, speaking in amonotone,
“I sense some kind of mental presence outside. Itis. . . looking

for...
“Us... "

“What isit?" Tawnaasked, grabbing a his deeve. Ran, better trained, turned to the transceiver
and called up the Nin.

“GO ahead,” she sad, flickering into three-dimensiona view. Behind her, dimly seen, was
another of the escape ships. Ghiuliducs were moving back and forth from storeroomsinto the ship.

“Asher Tye senses something. . .“ Ran began. Asher threw up his hands and clutched at his head.

“I’'vegot totry” hesaid, dmost screaming. “But | don’t know enough. . .*

He had been shown, once, how to disguise the aura of intelligent thought to look like the thoughts
of animass. But the Power needed was enormous, and it took great Skill to shield that draining of Power

from the probe of another mind.

For amoment, Asher’ s eyes cleared, and he saw the Nin' simage, standing between the squad
members.

“We are being sought by amind of great Skill,” he said shakily. He reached out ahand to her.

“October?’ she asked grimly.

“It hasto be,” Asher said. “We need the Digger!”

“Heisoff-planet, Asher Tye,” the Nin said. “Can you shield us?’

“Ahhh. It moves closer, closer. | must try. But there arethings | don’t know. . .“ Asher sank to
hisknees, arms held outward, trembling. “I will try,” he said, his voice muffled now as he held his head

between hisforearms, and sank his forehead to the floor.

Pushing dl fear asde, he brought his Skill into plan and, delicately, asif he were moving around a



cat and trying not to awaken it, he soread amenta net around the underground of the Warrior Planet.
Power flowed into him like ail, feeding upward and outward, asif it itself were magma from the core of
the planet. Aslightly astouching afesther to an eyebdl, he deflected dl intdlligent thought back into itsalf,
so that dl that was | eft were animd radiations of hunger and fatigue and contentment and fear.

The mental probe | &ft the planet’ s nearest moon, and came downward.

It hovered over the whipping trees, and the waters, and the bare spots of the planet. Asher
closed himsdlf off toit, letting not even afaint hint of intelligence escape from the blanket that he had cast
over the planet.

But Cor-Reed was an Adept of the October World. “Why, Asher Tye,” his thought thundered
suddenly into Asher’ sbrain, “would so many animals be clustered underground?’

Asher clawed hisway to hisfeet, and staggered back. “ Cor-Reed,” he screamed. Then hiseyes
caught those of the Nin. “The October-it' s aware of us!”

And then Cor-Reed caught him with an energy bolt of mental Power, and he tried to throw up a
Shield. But he had been distracted by the need to adert the Nin. The squad rushed forward to catch him

as hisbody sagged.

‘All call,” theNin said. To the squad, it seemed asiif nothing had happened, but now her image
wasin dl areas of the underground, and every warrior could see her.

“Code Six,” shesaid.

Cor-Reed threw &l caution away. Thiswas his chance to take Asher Tye, but the Warrior Planet
was sixteen hours away viatheillogical pathways of interspace, if the thieves evacuated before his
squadron could get there.

Hewheded out of the stateroom in the guise of the admira himsalf; knocking over two Chasers
as herushed blindly up to the bridge of the flagship.

“Set coordinates e ght-oh-seven-six-nine-six break three-eight-one. Interspace, now. Nova
priority-do it!” The communications officer, ared-haired human, gasped.

“But admira! | wasjust talking with your image from the mines. How. .”

“Y ou donkey!” the“admirad” screamed. He whedled up to the officer and stimulated certain
nerve synapsesin thered-haired brain. It was asif souleone had thrown acup of raw bleach into his
fAce. The man staggered back againgt his console, choking and clawing a his eyes. Tears streamed
downward.

“Takethismaniac away!” Cor-Reed screamed to the security officer on duty. Thefirst officer
watched the scene, gaping.

‘Intergpace! the admira shrilled ComPuter, flag override, voiceID, al ships, interspace now!’
The ship’s computer verified the admird’ s voice, and linked with the master computerson al the

sguadron’ s ships. In perfect synchronization, one hundred fifty-three starships spun out of orbit and
headed for the Interspatia jump point less than an hour away.



On the mining world, the redl admird, hearing loud shouts, whedled out of the mine entrance that
he had made his headquarters and looked up. The hard dotsin the sky that were his ships were leaving
formation and dwindling away.

The Chait ranted and raved into his holographic coM municator. He sent order after order into
the void. But Cor-Reed had put the squadron on communications blackout. Theincoming signaswere
recorded and ignored.

Then Cor-Reed did the one thing that neither Asher nor the Nin had ever suspected could be
done.

On the Warrior Planet, the squad was clustered around the still form of Asher Tye. Hewas
bresthing strongly and steadlily. But nothing could wake him, not shaking or daps or water to the face.
Findly, they tried adrug like caffeine, injected with an air Sprayer into hisarm. It seemed to do nothing.

Tawnalooked up and saw the Nin striding down the corridor toward them.
“We can't awaken him,” shetold her. The Nin frowned.

“The October knowswherewe are,” the Nin said. “1 am going to order full evacuation. We can't
.ahhhhhh!”

A half-scream erupted from her throat. She saw Tawna go down, and behind her Rashaand
Ran. Clemmy redled asif someone had dapped her hard.

Thewave of Cor-Reed’s mental blow receded, and the Nin shook hersdlf. Clemmy was on her
knees, moving her head from sdeto side.

The Ninflicked on the holographic unit and, holding hersalf against one of the glassene walls,
sookeintoiit:

“Code Seven,” her voice croaked. “Full. . ,“ And then Cor-Reeds menta blow hammered again
It was as if someone had landed a hundred-pound sack of flour onthe Nin'sbrain. Clemmy fdl asif
struck by an axe. The Nin felt thefloor of the corridor come up and hit her knees, then her shoulder as
shetwigted indinctively.

All over the underground, activity was stopping, the Nin thought desperately. Machines, without
direction, were grinding to a halt. Rollers and Ghiuliducs and Therds and humans were out of action.
Somewherein the corridors, Ted too must be down.

The Nin clawed her way to her knees. Theimmense weight on her brain wasllifting dightly, if
only.

Then Cor-Reed hit again. The Nin never felt thefloor asit struck her on the cheek, splitting it
open and sending atiny trickle of blood downward, to congedl in alittle pool.

For amoment, the“admiral’s’ form wavered out of focus, and Cor-Reed desperately brought it
back again. No one on the bridge had noticed.

He had never attempted such an attack from so far away. Even now he had no way of knowing



how long the warriors would be down. And now, as he mentally fingered the faint collective aura of the
dormant warrior minds, he wondered if he had made amistake. For he could not separate Asher Tye's
auraout from the others aslong as unconsciousness held. From histraining, Tye might be more resistant
to mental attack than the others. And the trouble was that the squadron was going into interspace-had to,
to reach the Warrior Planet.

In intergpace, his Power would be gone. He would not be able to reach outside the ship. For
interspace involved the cregtion of atiny artificial universe that then skimmed the surface of the larger
one. By definition, there could be no linkages between one universe and another, of any kind, menta or
not.

He sent another mental blow against the Warrior Planet, and another, as powerful as he could
manage and il retain the admird’ s shape. But he could not seem to send the minds deeper into
blackness. They weretoo far away.

Cor-Reed had no other Skills he could draw on now. During all the search, he had assumed that
he or another Adept would encounter Asher Tye when both were in the same solar system, and take him
unaware. But sixteen hours away. . .

He sent out another bolt, and felt it curve back upon itself. Franticaly he negated it, and saved
the crew from the reflected blast.

The flagship had entered interspace.

Chapter 23

Asher groaned and rolled over. For along moment, he stared up &t the glasdike ceiling,
wondering where be was.

Helooked sideways and saw Tawna sface only inchesfrom his. Her eyeswere closed, her lips
half open. She was breathing dowly and steadily.

Asher stared at her, seeing the beauty even in hisdaze. But why ...
He spun his head around and |ooked the other way.
He saw the crumpled body of the Nin powerful-looking even lying hel pless on thefloor. The Nin.

Asher sat up suddenly, and the tunnel redled. He waited amoment, willing hisbrain to steady
itsdlf. 1t did so with amazing rapidity. In fact, thelucidity and speed of histhoughts startled him.

Now he saw dl the other members of the squad, scattered around the floor where they had falen
Wha. ..

And then he realized what must have happened and with the lightning reflexes that he had learned
asawarrior, he threw amenta Shield around himsdlf. Should an attack come now, he would not be
unprepared. Cor-Reed. . . hisold teacher. Ferretlike in body, with the mind of apython.



In Tawna s hand, Asher saw something. He reached down and pulled the air sprayer away from
her. Heread itslabd, and suddenly knew why he was recovering so quickly. The caffeinelike drug was
making his mind speed, asif he had swallowed eight cups of coffee. It would keep him awake for along
time, now that he had shrugged off the effects of the menta assaullt.

He stepped over to the Nin and shot a dose into her, then legped backward, guessing what might
happen. The Nin gtirred, and then Asher found himsdf facing the naked blade of asamurai sword.

“It'syou. Asher Tye,” the Nin said then, and dropped the blade. Asher saw it waver asthe Nin
gained control of her body, and then the blade disappear into its scabbard. Asher was suddenly struck
by acertain gauntnessin her face, around the cheekbones eyes.

“The October attacks have stopped,” Asher told her. “I can sense no psychic presencein the
solar system now.”

But the Nin was scanning the underground with holographic transceiver. Everywhere she looked,
she saw bodieslying helplesdly.

“Y et they know wherewe are,” she muttered grimly “Why this recovery time?’

Asher knew the answer amost a once. “Intergpace. Cor-Reed must be in interspacel” He
looked upward, asif he could see through the ceiling the passageway. “When he comes out, he' Il batter
again and he'll beright ontop of us.”

Then the Nin asked the question. “ Can you shield Asher Tye?’ She regarded him narrowly. Only
afew days before had she taken the Skill-stopping drug out of water supply. And now, al she had
worked for-her entire Guild, the war against October and the real threset to the galaxy-rested on the
shoulders of thisyoung man. There was, she knew from the miner’ s automated probe, afull police
sguadron with the October Adept.

“I don't know,” Asher said dowly. “He caught me by surprise last time. The Digger taught me. .
.1 dont know, It al dependson how long it lasts.”

“Yet if we can bein interspace before the wizard comesout . . .* The Nin grabbed at Asher’s
hand.

Therewasalarge supply ill left intheair sprayer.

“Givethem dl adose,” the Nin ordered. “ Everyone you can. Do it squad by squad. When yours
awakens, send them out to awaken another squad, and have both squads waken others. It won't take us
long to wake up the whole underground. And when everyone is awake, Immediate evacuation. How long

do we have?’

“Hewas on the miner’ sworld? That’ s sixteen hours, add one to get to the jump point. . .” Asher
consulted hiswrist computer. “How long ago did | go down?’ he asked it.

Asif someone had thrown a bucket of paste over him, hisface drained of color. Helooked up at
the Nin, and in hiseyestherewas. . . fear? No, he fdlt no fear, not anymore. Nor anger.

Grimness, Desperation.



“| went down sixteen hours and eighteen minutes ago,” he said quietly. The Nin turned and ran
up the corrldor, pulling an air sprayer out of the medica kit on her belt.

Asher bent down and, one by one, woke up his squad. Quickly, he gave them the orders, and
with the precision of trained soldiers, they obeyed. They were down the corridor in moments, Clemmy
leading them.

Asher stayed behind. He had to prepare himself for the attack.

It came twelve minutes later. The squadron burst out of interspace, and asit did, Cor-Reed sent
apowerful blast against the Warrior Planet. It rammed up againgt it, and then bounced away.

The planet was Shielded.

Asthe Chait admiral, Cor-Reed ordered afull power dive through the planetary system toward
the purple world that they now saw on their view screens. Dimly he sensed the minds on it, and knew
that it was not evacuated. But even asthat thought crossed his mind, the flagship told him:

“Escape ship leaving planet’ ssurface.”

It was much too far away for the guns of the squadron. Cor-Reed reached out his mind to blank
out the minds aboard the other ship. But even as he did so, something interfered with his concentration,
and as heregained it, the escape ship shot out of the atmosphere and immediately entered interspace.

Had it been alarger ship, it would have blown apart trying such amaneuver so closeto a
planetary mass. But sinceit was so smdll, it probably had madeit.

“Another escape ship . . .“ Cor-Reed had seen it on the screen. He made another half-hearted
attempt, but his thought was again deflected and that ship too entered interspace.

“Asher Tye, | taught you!” Cor-Reed thundered mentdly. “1 know everything you can do, and
everything you can't do. And one thing you cannot do isresist mel”

The Shield tightened, if anything. Cor-Reed gathered dl his strength, reached deeply into Power,
and shot arazor-sharp bolt of mental force against Asher’s Shield.

Lying on his back within the museum escape ship, still within the bowels of the planet, Asher felt
his mind go numb. He fought desperately to maintain the vast Shield that he held around the planet. His
vision blurred, but he closed his eyes and held on. Cor-Reed gathered himsdlf for another blow.

“Y ou cannot win, Asher Tye!” Cor-Reed thundered at him. The menta words were getting
through to Asher; the Adept could senseit. But instead of the overwrought, emotiona Asher Tyethat he
once had known, he felt agigantic camness. Asher wasted no energy in forming areply. He put al his
Skill, dl hisknowledge of the Power, into the Shield.

The planet was emptying rapidly now as squad after squad boarded their ships and shot down
the escape tunnels. But Asher’ s squad was till out. 1t had awakened the last warrior way on the other
sde of the underground, and was now racing back through the tunnels toward the museum and escape.

Cor-Reed urged his squadron faster, and sent another blow against Asher Tye. Hefelt the Shield
wobble, then reform, and felt an ingtant of triumph. Asher Tyewas strong in hisicy camness, yet he was



not even an Initiate. Cor-Reed struck again.

The Nin entered the museum ship and saw Asher’ s body tremble from the blow. She hersdlf felt
the faintest edge of it, and the power behind it staggered her. She bent down and whispered into Asher’s
ear, asif sound would break his concentration.

“In two minutes, thiswill be the only ship Ieft on the planet,” she whispered. “Jugt alittle more. .

Eighty light-years away, the Digger became aware of Power ebbing and flowing. He cast his
mind outward, and felt the rage of Cor-Reed, the stoic resistance of Asher Tye.

The October One sensed it, too. She tried to send mental help, added Power, to Cor-Reed, but
he wastoo far away, and never trained in long-distance linkages. She called upon the ten thousand
Octobers, their thoughts linking across the vastness light-years of emptiness and dust and scattered
photons of energy. She had aways kept the knowledge of linkage across mterstellar space away from
her traniees for then they could never rise againgt the October Ones. Y et now, she wished she had
taught at least one, if Cor-Reed could fed the attempt, could take some of the Power that they offered
and useit.

But he was concentrating on the attack on Asher Tye,

Asher was amog dizzy from the drug. He had difficulty in concentrating his Skill, in focusing the
Shied around the minds in the escape ships until they were freed by the vell of interspace. The police
ships were dmost upon them now; soon he would have to shield againgt wegpon attacks aswell as
mental ones.

Another ship escaped, and for amoment hefelt akind of void. Then he did aquick scan of the
planet, and felt aburgt of relief. There seemed to be no other minds left in the underground, except for
the flickers of his own squad and a deeping numbness that must be Ted, wham the Rollers had not

found. The hard part was over. With so many fewer mindsto cover, he could draw his Shield inward and
concentrateit. He began doing it.

“Just onemore ship,” the Nin whispered. “ And then us.

Asher’seyesflew open. “Onemore?’ he said, his Shield wavering. “Where? Where? | senseno
minds. . .

An escape ship was thundering down itstunnel. Insde, two warrior Therds crouched over the
controls. The Police shipswerevery close.

“I can't sensethem!” Asher said frantically. He grasped the Nin by the shoulder, Sitting partly up,
his overgimulated brain casting wildly over the planet.

The Nin, puzzled, said: “ There are two warriors aboard, both Therds. Why. . .*
“Therdsl” Asher screamed. “I can't sense Therds.”

Hismind, spinning from the drug, tried to throw up a planetwide Shield again. But it was ill
tentative and incompl ete as the Therd ship broke cover and blasted through the atmosphere toward the



escape point.

Far above, the lead police ship detected it. Automatically, the gravity cannon lacked onto it and,
with incredible rapidity of computer thought, burst awarping bolt of gravitationa force toward the

escaping ship.

“Escape point, Sx seconds,” the Nin breathed, watching the holography. Asher tried to find the
ship, tried to place a Shield around it that would deflect gravity. But he was frantic, and Cor-Reed chose
that moment to attack again. Asher ingtinctively threw up a desperate defense around the minds he could
fed. “Five. Four. Three. . .“ the Nin'svoice said.

And the gravity bolt hit. The Therds felt space twist around them, and saw, for the briefest moment
before blackout, the ship rip apart asif it were awet paper bag. They would have screamed in their way,
but air was gone and there was nothing eft to carry the sound. And then they died. Tumbling crazily, they
and the fragments of their ship shot past the escape point and disappeared into the darkness and debris
of the planet’ s near-space.

The Nin sat back on her haunches, her mouth open alittle, eyes blank. Asher staggered to his
feet, asif he could do something, anything, to reverse the last sixty seconds. Outside, some of the squad
members had returned, and they could hear them moving.

The Nin turned her eyestoward Asher Tye, and in them was such pain that Asher could not hold
her gaze, was forced to ook down at the floor.

“Asher Tye,” she said numbly. Then, seeming to gather hersdlf, she stood up, fluidly, and seemed
to flex her body in parts, one by one, asif to make certain it was ill there. Then she stepped over and,
incredibly, took Asher by the hand and forced him to look into her eyes.

“Without you, Asher Tye,” shesaid carefully, every word atoal, “I would have lost the entire
Guild to the police. Now | have lost two warriors, and we will mourn them. But the Guild lives”

“They could have been effective weapons againgt October,” Asher said dully. “ For the October
Sills could not sense them.”

“Indeed?’ the Nin said, caculaion in her eyes. Learning, dwayslearning...

Asher could find nothing more to say. Nor did he dare cease his mental war with Cor-Reed.
There had come ablast of gloating triumph amoment before, and that moment had been enough to
consolidate his Shield again, back around the few minds|eft on the planet.

They stepped out of the ship into the museum corridor. The squad was there, except for one.
Tawna

“Whereisshe?’ the Nin demanded. Asher stood silent, still shaken by the death of the Therds.
Above them, police ships ringed the planet, and twenty-four of them shrieked down through the
amosphere toward the clearings above the underground.

“| believe,” Ran said, “that she seeks Ted.”

Chapter 24



While Asher stayed at the entrance of the museum and fought Cor-Reed, the others ran toward
the spot where he directed them as he sensed Tawna sflickering mind. They found her deep in one of the
least-use tunnels of the underground. She was cradling the head of Ted, who lay asif dead on the dusty
glassenefloor.

She looked up asthey came. “My air sprayer isempty,” she said in amatter-of-fact voice.
“Please give me one of yours.”

Rashamoved forward, but Nin Tovaheld out her hand. “No,” she said. “Leave him be. We
cannot have arebd wide awake among us now.”

Tawna s control trembled.
“No. You can't leave him herelikethis,” she said shakily. “Please..”

“I can, but I will not.” She motioned to the squad. Carryy him. Double-time, back to the
museum. We will belucky if we get there before the police.” There were sounds up above now-basso
sounds of machinery and earth blasters. Thewalls of the underground trembled, and at one point, they
felt the air move suddenly, then quiet again.

They have breached the underground, but stopped the air from leaving,” Nin Tovasad. “ They
would take usdive.”

Thelr primitive wegponswould be usdess againgt the police, they al well knew. Their training
was not for fighting modern firepower, but for honing the self for control, clearheadedness. One on one,
they were each among the deadliest humansin the galaxy. Grouped against the police, they had no
chanceat dl.

They heard movements up the corridors. They ran, carrying Ted by his shoulders, sumbling.
Then the Nin picked him up and Sung him over her back like a sack of potatoes. They al ran, and could
scarcely keep up with the Nin and her burden.

They reached the museum corridor. Asher crouched on the floor, his eyes glazed.

“He comes. He comes!” Asher mumbled brokenly. Sweat beaded and plowed furrows on his
brow.

“Put Ted inthe ship,” the Nin commanded. “Whatever isleft in the museum stays. Pick up Asher
and bring him dong, itistimefor us”

For amoment, Asher’ svibrating mind shot to what was | eft in the museum. Tawnaand Ran took
Ted from the Nin and carried him into the ship. Rasha and Clemmy moved toward Asher. The Nin took
astep up the corridor. Sound was there, close, close.

And then Cor-Reed was there. The Nin looked toward him, and froze. She knew him, this man.
Indeed, images of him had haunted her deep for three decades.

But he, she saw, did not recognize her. Perhaps there was some advantage in that. She dropped
her hand, caressing her sword hilt. A boiling rage swept through her and out, leaving her mind as cold
and centered asapick inice.



The Adept was at the front of a platoon of police, armored and blasters drawn. Behind the Nin
Rashaand Clemmy were holding Asher up.

The Green Hame. The menta bolts. The squeezing of the mind. All useless, Asher sensed, gazing
at thewizened face of histeacher. if | can shidd these few humansfor afew moments more, we might yet
win.

“Into the ship,” Asher croaked, shaking off Rashaand Clemmy. The Nin glanced at him, and
then forward again. Cor-Reed scowled and, raising hisarmstoward the sky, said: “Youwill. . .
obeeeeeeyyyyyyyyy. mmmmmmeeeeeeceeeceeeceeeel” It wasthe Voice, the pied-piper trick that
resonated in the minds of humans, leading them to obey, forcing them to obey.

But the four humans heard nothing. Asher had blocked their hearing.

He gestured, and Clemmy and Rasha stepped toward the ship. Cor-Reed raised hisarms again,
and Asher became aware that he was appearing as something else to the soldiers behind him. That alone
was taking some of his Power away. Y et hewasafull Adept, and Asher not even Initiated.

“I sought you these months,” Cor-Reed said thunderoudly. “1 find you at last, and you must be
mine. By the Power of the October, you must be mine!”

Asher heard him, not with his ears, but with hismind. Like anutcracker with an amond,
Cor-Reed sgueezed at Asher’s Shield. The air began to shake, and the soldiers behind Cor-Reed
quailed. Asher’s Shidd began to become visible as ashimmering barrier of force; tendrils of white power
shot from Cor-Reed' s eyes and deflected off it. Clemmy turned and pushed Rasha. They stumbled into
thearlock of the ship.

With acry that held dl the fury of alifetime of hidden hate, the Nin whipped out her sword and
leaped at the Adept. Startled, he drew back, his attack againgt Asher vanishing dl at once, and nearly
caught the blade in histhroat. It was only at the last possible instant that he managed abarrier between

his body and the weapon.

Enraged, he beckoned at the police, and to his surprisefelt her pressforward. Shewasrigid,
every musclein her whipsaw body straining, focusing in warrior fashion on asingle point before her, three
inchesingde thewizard sthroat. The point cut into the barrier asif it were dowly entering hardened
rubber. Asher cast acloud of darkness over the police, so that they could not see to aim their weapons.
He sensed a babbling confusion among them. Cor-Reed took another step backward, the blade
following him. He put mare Power into the barrier, and felt his rearward image asthe Chait admird dip
away. But the soldiers, in darkness, could not seeit go. Hetried to jab at her mind, but to his amazed
horror found that her concentration wastotal and as impenetrable as a neutron star.

And then Cor-Reed twisted the barrier with asharp wrenching jolt. Asif it had been made of ice,
the sword snapped off at the hilt and the blade clattered to the ground.

The Nin stepped back, reaching for the dagger she carried in her belt.

Nin! Asher said quietly, directly into her mind. Y ou must go to the ship. If we have any hope of
escape, you must be in the ship.

She hesitated. Cor-Reed, who had never faced raw physical power such asthe Nin had just
displayed, seemed berserk at the ideathat it might have succeeded againgt him. Placing hispams



outward, a right anglesto his body, he abandoned al smulation at the Chait and put his effort into caling
up the Green Flame.

It roared from his palms and spattered against Asher’ s Shield, which had not wavered for a
moment. Like clicking a switch, Asher cracked off the cloud of darkness, and at the same time threw the
Chait smulation that he had reconstructed from Cor-Reed’ s mental emanations to the doorway of the
museum.

“Inherel” the Chait admira screamed, whedling frantically inside. The confused police beheld an
unknown man right in front of them, blasting green fire a something that they could not see, for thefire
itself obscured it. But they had seen the admiral, and they were trained to follow orders. In apel-mell
rush, they thundered past Cor-Reed and poured into the museum.

“Clever!” shouted Cor-Reed. The Nin had reached the hatchway and paused. Asher wastaking
one gep at atime backward, his body shaking with the battle against Cor-Reed. “But your true love,
Tawnathe Warrior, loves someone elsel”

It was the last thing Asher expected to hear, and it shattered his control for the briefest instant,
because the Adept had called up the degpest part of him that felt pain. It was the fact that his mind had
avoided thinking, but knew all the same. Tawnawas the first one he had loved, had believed he had
loved, and her loyalty to someone else had not been destroyed by anything that had happened.
Cor-Reed, the master wizard, had sensed it al through the ragings of the past few hours, and now
attacked him with it, and he waslost.

With the swiftness of one of the Nin's sword blows, Cor-Reed knifed through his Shield and cut
the other humans off from him. Asher threw his mind againgt this new barrier, and could not penetrateiit.
He had held a planetary Shield againgt afull Adept, and now he knew in his desperation that it wasfar,
far easer to maintain a Shield than to break through it. And Cor-Reed could now move in on the Nin and
the squad, reach into their untrained minds, order them to do anything.

A glow of triumph began to fill Cor-Reed’ sface, to spill over from histhoughts like candy melting
over aboailing pot. Asher, wrapped &t last in a Shield that covered himself done, cast frantically around
for some wegpon, any weapon, that he could use. But al his mental Skillswere known by Cor-Reed,
surpassed by him in many cases, and nothing the Digger had taught him was redlly new, just
strengthenings of what he knew aready.

The soldiers were milling around in the museum room, and in amoment they would be pouring
out into the corridor again, and. .

The museum room.

And then Asher knew what he had to do. A little time ago, he had briefly blamed himself for the
death of the Therds. But that had been the sheerest accident compared to what he now must do. And
yet, if he gave Cor-Reed another moment of time, the wizard could kill Nin Tovaand the squad with a
sngle bolt of mental power.

So Asher reached with hismind. He entered one of the glass cases, sought for and found one of
the flarenosed machines resting there. Then heturned it on.

A sound such as no one had ever heard filled the underground. Sudden screams erupted from the
museum and were cut aoruptly off. The disintegrator field ballooned dowly outward asit powered itself



up. It sucked the casesinto atoms. Anyone looking toward it could see ablack blanknessas Asher’s
mind grasped it and held theiridium up. Air rushed explosively into it, for it was asif acomplete vacuum
had been created there, avacuum that ate the air, sucked everything in. The soldierstried to get away.
Some huddled on the far side of the room, where there was no way to escape. Others rushed toward the
doorway, trampling each other, but they could not get out, because the air was rushing throughit like a
hurricane. A body was picked up by the air stream and, with afinal wail, blown backward into the void.
And then another one. And another. One soldier triggered ablaster at the ova and lightning flashed
againg the blackness, and saw the flame sucked away. Then he, screaming, was engulfed by it, and the
disntegrating darkness grew larger.

The sound was s0 loud that they heard it directly in the brain. It needed no eardrums or nervesin
between, for it shook the brain itself. Cor-Reed stumbled back against the corridor wall, trying to escape
theforce of the dipstream of air thundering down the corridor. His barrier went down; his menta attacks
ceased abruptly. Asher lost Sight of him as his own Shield went down, as the incredible sound ended al
hope of coherent, directed thought.

The Nin had realized at once what was happening, however. Freed of Cor-Reed' s power, she
stepped forward, grabbed Asher under the armpits, and dragged him backward to the ship. She glanced
up the corridor onelast time, and through the howling wind around her, the whipping of her clothing asif
physica bodies were rushing past her, she could see nothing of the wizard, nothing of the soldiers.
Through the doorway of the museum room, she saw an awful expanding blacknessinto which the
substance of the underground was being consumed. Even as she watched, it reached the doorway and
devoured it, and her ears suddenly popped as more air was sucked away.

She threw hersdlf then through the airlock and hit the button that sealed it. She knew that her
warriors by now were at the controls of the escape ship waiting for the moment she and Asher entered,
and she shouted: “Ignition!” The ship trembled; and then it tore away down the tunnd toward the faraway
surface.

Asher rdeased the disintegrator with hismind and fell back, gasping. The device, with nothing
holding it up, fell suddenly downward, cutting through the planet’ s skin like butter. All over the
underground, police were frantically running toward their entry points, not knowing what horror was
raging down below, wanting only to get away from it. They were leaderless now, without immediate
direction, for their admira had disgppeared in the chaos bel ow.

In sixty seconds, the disintegrator had fallen 6,400 feet-over amile-heading down toward the
molten core of the planet.

Asher tried to find the Adept, but there was nothing there-a blankness, like the void in the
disntegration field. Cor-Reed, dead? It could scarcely be believed.

At length Ran said: “ Surface in four minutes.”

They climbed into couches that opened out from the walls and strapped themsalvesin. Most
ships did not need such protection, but they would be jumping into interspace close to a planetary mass.
Asher devoted his attention to the next problem. He prepared a Shield against the weaponry of the police
garships.

The escape ship burst from the ground and screamed into the atmosphere. It was detected
immediately by the police. Violating custom, they fired an energy cannon at it whileit was ill inthe
atmosphere. They used lasers and particle beam wespons. They threw every type of energy wespon they



had at thetiny ship.

It all cascaded off and around it. Some bolts reached the planet’ s surface and caused devastation
among the whipping trees. The rest flew harmlesdy off into space.

And then Asher, exhausted, felt the Shield implode inward asif the October One herself were
nearby and attacking. But he knew that such was not the case, thistime. Instead, the little ship had
wrapped anew universe around itsalf, auniverse that was very small.

The ship had entered interspace.

Chapter 25

“You passed out,” Clemmy said. Asher looked up at her, asif through afog. He seemed to be
lying on his back. “When we went into interspace, you sort of looked around asif to make sure
everything was okay, and then you were out asif someone had hit you with ahammer.” The thin-faced
girl touched him lightly on the jaw. “Without you, we would have been gone; those soldiersin the
underground, the shipsin the sky would have killed us.” Clemmy was smiling, asoft kind of smilethat
Asher did not recal having seen before.

Asher shot upright suddenly. A vision had entered hismind. It wasthe vision of apurple planet
shuddering, splitting, gouts of molten magma pouring through the splits-fire, desolation, cinders, and
under it dl, something sucking and sucking until nothing was left but a blackness eating itsdlf.

He wiped hisforehead with his hand, and both came away as wet as they had begun. Clemmy
was looking at him with concern, a certain tenderness now on her narrow face.

“What' swrong, Asher?’ she asked softly. Again she put her fingers on his cheek.

Asher looked around. He was in the cabin of the escape ship, its only room save the head and
storage. The other couches were gone, folded into thewalls, and in their places were chairs. On the
screen was the star-lined display of interspace.

The Ninwas gtting in catlike rlaxation in the pilot’ s chair, listening to the readouts. Therest of
the squad was draped on chairs or pacing around the room. There was one other couch, and on it Tedl
dept, Tawnagtting by hisside.

Asher looked at them, and felt something stab him insde, even as he fdt Clemmy’ stouch on his
face. And yet, it was done. Evenif Ted wereto die now, Tawnawould never be mine, Asher thought.
Hewould haveto let the pain come, and then let it go. It would fade, and eventualy the hurt would be
only barely there,

Helooked back at Clemmy, his eyes only inchesfrom hers, and saw that she had been watching
him closdly, and that now there was relief of somekind in her eyes.

“How long . . .“ Asher began, eyes not wavering from hers. She frowned.



“Y ou were out seven hours,” she said, and pulled away.

Ran hurried over to him and grasped his hand. “Y ou saved our guts down there, Ash, old pal,”
he said, hiseterna smile holding something new now. Asher realized with agtart what he saw there.

It was respect.

“You cancal me‘Your Squad Leadership,”” Asher said, smiling sourly. Theimage of the dying
planet sayed in hismind.

“Oh, aye-aye, sr!” Ran laughed, coming siffly to attention, shoulders thrown so far back that he
seemed to befaling over backwards.

“ Straighten up, you maggot,” Asher barked, and Ran stiffened his head even further.
“Don’t get cocky,” the Nin said wryly without turning her head.

And then Ran did fal aver backwards, and there was ahowl of laughter from everyone, even
Tawna, and even Rasha, who had been sitting scowling in the farthest chair. All except Asher; hewas
seeing something esein hismind' seye.

“Enough!” the Nin said, till not looking at them. They dl fell sllent, knowing that it was not quite
areprimand, but that it had turned them back into warriors. Therdlief ill good intheir mindslike agiant

puff, full of peace.

Therewas work ahead, asthey set out to find the rest of the warriors and begin building again,
on some new planet in another region of the galaxy.

Ashesat up, it struck Asher that the Nin had, in asense, lost everything when the police had
found the Warrior Planet. Y ears of work had been destroyed in asingle day. And yet she did not seem
swayed by it. She sat as confidently as ever.

Stll, it must bother her just alittle, Asher thought.

And then he thought: maybe it doesn’t! Maybe she had conquered her awn flaw in her avn way.
Maybe she had learned to live in the present, looking into the future, with the past alesson learned, but
nothing to brood about.

It would be avery peaceful way to live, Asher thought but in his mind, he saw the glare of the
insdes of aplanet pouring out. Regrets would turn into lessons and no more. Worries would be short and
then go away.

Asher’ seyes caught Tawna s, and shelooked at him, no expression in her face. Gone, he
repeated to himsdlf. A lesson learned.

Hefdt closed-in in thistiny universe. The menta fed was strange-just the minds he saw around
him, and a deadness otherwise. He had felt interspace before, but never in such asmall place. Maybe
that accounted for the strangeness.

Then the Nin'svoice came quietly, and Asher knew that the words were for him.



“It will eat aholeinthe planet’smiddle,” she said softly. “It will cause volcanoes here and there
asthe crust adjudts. If it were made of some infinitely durable substance, it would eventudly swallow the
planet up. Butitisnot. It isiridium, and it will not last beyond aday; it will et itself up. The planet will
urvive”

The planet will survive. . . A weight seemed to rise. He opened his mouth to spesk, but the Nin's
voice cut him off.
“Thirty secondsto exit,” she said.

For amoment, the squad gaped. Then Ran, Tawna, and Clemmy hastily took their chairs. They
had had no ideathat the meeting place of the warriors would be reached so soon. But then interspace
was bizarrely illogical. It could be days to the next-door neighbor planet, but hoursto cross the galaxy.

Thistime they would be near no planetary mass, so the couches were not needed. They just sat
and waited for the trangition. Asher waited for the closed-in feding to go away asthey entered the wider
universe

The secondsticked away, and then the Nin stiffened.

“There s something wrong,” she said. “We ve passed the exit point, and we' re il in
interspace!” The squad looked at each gther. They had no experience with this.

The Nin spoke rapidly to the ship, and it answered just asrapidly.

“Something hastrandated dl the numbers” the Nin said, wonder in her voice. “ Something has
caused some kind of underlay; the readouts say one thing, and mean something else. How can thisbe?’

A sense of dread was growing in Asher Tye. He looked around at the blank walls of the escape
ship, and shot hismind here and there.

“WEe re locked into some dternate course,” the Nin said. “I cannot free it. The computer will not

obey me.”

“No,” said avoice, and they al looked wildly about. “I1t will obey only me.” And asif stepping
right out of thewall, Cor-Reed stepped out of Shadow.

Cor-Reed . . . here? With instant precison, Asher attacked him with Power, but it was no use.
The Nin’s hand was on her sword hilt, but she could not draw it. Weapons lay useless under the hands
of al the squad members asthey strained far them, and could not move.

Cor-Reed had had seven hours of mind manipulation time. He had used it to disablethem all. He
was in absolute control, and knew it. Asher couldn’'t even raise a Shidld.

Cor-Reed s evil gaze roamed the cabin. “ Couldn’t detect me at all, could you, Tye?’ His pointed
featurestwisted. “And you, warrior lady,” he said to the Nin, coming up to her and planting hisnose
againgt hers, so that she drew back. “1 ran right past you in Shadow as you stood in that airlock, and you
gared supidly at the disintegration and thought it wasthewind.”

Then they saw that Cor-Reed was holding aneedler, and pointing it directly at the Nin. Hewas
taking no chancesthat his mind would not be enough.



“Ah, yes, Tye” he sad, turning hisface away from the white-faced Nin. They wereall as
pardyzed asif encased in cement. “Ah, yes, Tye,” the Adept said again. “It was agresat trick, that
disntegrator; | was not prepared for anything likeit. | taught you well, Asher Tye. Butintheend, |
mastered you.”

They dl said nothing, just stared at him. In each mind wasrapid activity. If Cor-Reed |eft any
openings at al, someone would be there.

“And now,” the Adept went on, hisratlike face settling into something approaching hatred, “you
each have adate with my Master-especidly you,” he said, turning back to Nin Tovaagain. “Y ou who
have caused our Guild such trouble, you will diethisday, | promise you. And you, Asher Tye,” he
snarled, coming back to him, “you who would have betrayed our secretsto thisthieving Guild if you
could, I promise you an Erasure that will leave you like ababbling idiot at best, if you liveat dl.”

Asher strained at the menta bonds that enwrapped him, and there was not the dightest yielding in
them. The Nin gathered her magnificent muscles and strained at the cords of menta power, and nothing
happened there either. The Adept’ s smile was nasty. There was fear now in the eyes of the rest of the
squad.

“Therest of you | will turninto Initiates,” he hissed at them. “Buit first we will empty your mind of
the memory of the Warrior Planet. Its skillsyou will retain, but how you got them, you will never know.
Y ou will bethe warrior arm of the Subtle Guild to which | belong, and you will forget the Guild of
Thieves, because it will be no more. Already | know from your minds the meeting place. With your
leader dead and you Erased, | will send out a squad of my own, and they will be defenseless againgt the
Power that wewield. Therewill be no Asher Tyeto help them. They will join us, too, like muscle-bound
carrots, the memory of the Guild of Thieveswiped from the face of the gdaxy!”

They said nothing; they could say nothing. All their muscles, save those for breathing, were
parayzed. The computer beeped, and Cor-Reed raised one arm to the celling.

“And now~" hesaid, like amagician pulling arabbit out of a hat, “you have adate with
Coldness, adate with Power. it istime for you to meet She who will one day be master of the galaxy. It
istime to meet October!” And like avell parting, the escape ship blew itself out of interspace, and into
the solar system of the October World.

Cor-Reed' s theatrics had warned Asher just in time. Perhaps the Adept was dowing down. He
should have knocked Asher out. Asit was.

For the split second the ship made the trangition out of interspace, Cor-Reed’ s Skill could not
function, and in that instant Asher threw a Shield around himsalf. He could not protect the others, though
he saw that the Nin’s sword was haf drawn before Cor-Reed’ s Power came down on her again. He had
had time only to protect himsdif.

Cor-Reed turned on him, snarling, made asif to throw amentd bolt a him, and then paused.

“No,” hesaid softly, “I will throw it a her.” Tawnastood wide-eyed, sill over Ted. “The One
wantsthe Nin, but of thisgirl she cares nothing,” Cor-Reed mused aloud. Asher fdt him gather himsdlf
for the dtrike.

“No!” Asher cried. He hesitated for the barest instant, with emotions he only vaguely understood
rigngupinhim.



And then helet his Shield down. He would have done the same for any of the squad, he thought.
He was sure hewould.

Cor-Reed’ s Power wrapped itsdf around Asher Tye, and once again he wasimmobile. And the
ship spiraled in toward the desert planet.

Toward the October One.

She brooded in her fortress, feding thelittle ship asit camein. Tye wasthere, she had known at
once. The quest was over. She would reward Cor-Reed well, and then get him out of her sight. She was
tired of the rodent-faced man; perhaps she would send him to one of the other Ones and let him dedl
with diensfor awhile.

And now she had the Nin hersdf. Such a prize she had not anticipated so soon, before emptying
Tye. It was satisfying, and yet...

Hours before, another shuttle-sized ship had entered October space. She had scanned it and
probed it; it had been empty of mind. Its computer was dead save for the command to exit interspace at
random, and somehow it had come here, to the October World. She had sent shipsto intercept it, but it
had come out too close to the planet, entering the atmosphere like alarge meteor and screaming through
theair at an oblique angle, radiating fire asit burned through the atmosphere, agiant shooting sar. It had
lit up the night Sde of the planet for awhole minute before it had hit the side of amountain, exploding into
it asits space-hardened hull finaly disintegrated into vapor and molten nodules. Though her search teams
were even now excavating it, she knew there would be nothing to identify, and she was disturbed.

She did not believe in random events. This ship had come from nowhere, with no oneinside, and
had crashed into oblivion. Why? Again and again she probed with her vast and powerful mind-its exit
point, the track it had taken through real space to her planet, its fiery descent and destruction-looking for
same hint of mind, some hint of purpose, and finding nothing. And in the rippling Power of the galaxy, that
tiny point of vacuum that she had guessed at and probed for and never found, that tiny hint of another
Presence, was nowhere to be found, and she wondered if it and the coming of this unknown ship were
somehow related.

Wasit acoincidence that Tye was here, so close behind? Did he have some monumental Power
that he had been born with? None of it made sense, and the October One brooded as she prepared to
destroy the only threatsto her Guild she had ever uncovered: Asher Tye, who wasthe last remaining
Rogue Adept insofar as she knew, and the Guild of Thieves.

Like automatons, the seven warriors marched forward under the direction of Cor-Reed sgrim
mind. Ted was awake now, his eyes dazed, seeing little around him. The rest of them, including Tawna,
till looked for that tiny opening, and did not find it.

They entered the mile-high ramparts of the October One, and in atwinkling they seemed to be
entering a vast open space, an amphithesatre cut into tan-colored stone and open to the sky. Wallsrose
around them at steep angles, cut by galeries and ba conies. In them were people leaning over therailings,
al humans, and mare humans stood stiffly around the floor of the amphitheatre. They walked through
them, sometimes coming within afew feet of one or the other, and none of them looked their way. All
were dressed in the black shimmery jumpsuits of the October Guild.

“Itisan Assembly,” Asher whispered to the others. “1 never saw one dl thetime| was here.



What you arelooking at are dl of the members of the October Guild now on-planet-Adepts, Initiates,
Apprenticesdike.”

“Thereare 0 few,” commented the Nin softly, her face straining with the effort of breaking
through Cor-Reed’ s control. But the only thing the Adept alowed were these whispered words.

“Yes, few,” Asher said. “1 don't think that many people, in al thetrillions, have the ability to learn
Skill. Many have pieces of it, glimpses of telepathy oncein awhile, or the ability to dream apiece of the
future. But to contral it. . . very few are found with that potential.”

“No more than 1,200 or s0,” the Nin muttered, looking around. “In afight, we could take them,
just the seven of us.”

“Only if they didn’'t use Skill,” Asher said.

“Wewould fry your brains,” Cor-Reed whispered in front of them, then threw back his head and
laughed. “ And now, as we enter the presence of the One. . . And he closed their lipsto speech with a
tiny additiond effort of hismind.

They had entered the fortress, and yet now they were outside. . . Asher wondered if the scene
were holography-the three-dimensiond picture of area Assembly, somewhere on the planet-and that
they themselves were in or approaching the chambers of the October One. They seemed to be walking
toward adais, araised platform at the center end of the amphitheatre. The platform was empty, bui...

Not empty. A wavering of the background stone was suddenly seen, and there, floating afew
inches above the platform, withered legsinvisible in ochre robes, was the October One.

The crowd made no sound, and yet it was asif a collective sigh had risen toward the heavens.

The October One was turned sideways. One baeful yellow eye was scanning the crowd, itsiris
dilating and condricting again in adow, awful rhythm. They could see nothing of her near-vertica mouith,
but asthey drew nearer, the crackling in her hair came to them, and they could see thetiny flickers of
datic eectricity asit writhed in ablack cloud on her head.

When they were apparently twenty feet away, Cor-Reed stopped them. Directly in front of them
was ayedlow line etched into the tan rock of the floor. Beyond such aline, Asher knew, no one ever
approached the October One and lived.

“You,” camethe gravel voice of the One. It seemed asif the voice were next to each personin
the amphitheater, only inches from every ear. She cast hersdlf on dl of them, and they heard every sllent
word that she said.

“Y ou havetroubled my Guild . . .“ Shewas evidently speaking to the Nin Tova. “Y ou and your
blankminded warriors, not fit to drool at the feet of the newest October Apprentice, dared to crawl in
where you were not wanted.”

The Nin seemed to be choking. Cor-Reed was frowning. Then the October One gave atiny
gesture, and Cor-Reed freed their throats, drawing back asif his mind had been burned.

Asher gasped: “Theling! Stay behind the yellow ling!” But the Nin did not seemto hear. All of
her atention seemed concentrated on the awful figure of the aien woman before her.



“Y ou and your Guild pollute the gdlaxy,” the Nin said then, her voice harsh from the strain of
fighting Cor-Reed. “Y ou misuse your Skill to serve the corrupt and power-mad. You. . .

The October One gestured again, and the Nin' s voice strangled in her throat.

“Enough,” the October woman said, amost wearily. “Our purposes are beyond your mental
ability to know.” The October One' s head turned then, and her dit of amouth cameinto view. Her skin's
yellowish tinge was accented by the tan color around them. She wasin three-quarters profile now. Her
cat’ s eyes seemed to bore into the Nin like adrill into stedl.

Then something happened. Like asnake crawling dowly out of itshole, Ted’s sword began to
draw out of its scabbard. The squad watched in horror; they strained, and could not move at al.
Cor-Reed was standing to one side, smiling an icy grimace. Asher guessed what was about to happen,
and reached deeply toward the Power that he still felt stirring within him. He could not reachit.

The sword emerged from its scabbard and siwung upward, its razorlike blade casting images of
the sun overhead into the eyes of the watchers as it moved. It came and poised itself above the Nin, and
to everyonethere it was plain what was coming. The Nin watched it Slently now, no expresson at al on
her face.

“Thus,” said the October One, softly, “do you die by your own weapon. And all who see,
remember. Remember the end of the Guild of Thieves.”

The sword would cut the Nin from shoulder blade to hip, cut her in haf from top to bottom, cui...

And then the heavens ripped open. They heard the sound of a gigantic thunderclap, and the
October One's eyes legped upward. They were adl released from the grip of Cor-Reed as he staggered
back, eyes unbelieving, looking at the sky.

But the October One, even looking upward, sent the sword crashing down at the Nin
Asher threw out a Shield, but it wastoo late by far. The sword reached the Nin and...

Shewas not there. Like a panther, she stepped insde the cut, shot one hand upward, and
grasped the hilt. Wrenching it from whatever menta grasp the One still held, she glanced down &t the
ydlow line; and conscious that the menta grip might seize her again a any moment, she whipped the
sword in ablur that no one saw and hurled it straight at the breast of the Master of the October Guild.

It dmost madeit, but asif she were swatting afly, the One batted it aside with apart of her mind,
and it hit one of the walls behind her, point-first. So powerful had been the throw that the sword
penetrated afew inchesinto living stone, and quivered there.

But the October One's mind was concentrated upward, and they all looked up then, even the
slent minions of the October World.

The sky was torn open as if someone had gripped it with both hands and ripped it apart, asif it
were made of blue cellophane that could be wrenched into two. Inside the tear they saw blackness, but it
was not entirely black, for asthe rip widened, something was growing there-a symbol, adiagram,
something in blue sgpphirefire.

Then, through that rip the atmosphere was rushing, freed apparently of gravity by the samefarce



that was making the hole. Another gigantic thunderclap hit them and, al around them, Adepts and
Initiates were blown off their feet by ahurricane blast of wind. Thewarriorsfdt it and, with ther
ingtinctive trained reactions, dropped flat on the ground, the wind howling over them, hardly touching
them now, while October Guild membersrose and fell around them, trying to stand, ralling like tenpins as
the wind threw them again.

Cor-Reed was hurled off balance by thefirgt blast and, unlike the warriors, had no physical
training to fal back on. The wind threw him forward, and even as he reached into himsdlf for a Shield, he
looked downward and screamed. He was aver the yellow line.

And died.

The October One's brain had acted with an automatic response. Most of her attention was
directed upward, for she knew what the rip in the sky meant. And when someone had crossed theline
toward her, the line beyond which no one had come since her accession on the October World, what
was |eft of her attention had, almost absently, whisked at the invading brain and scrambled it like an egg.
Cor-Reed sbody had fallen forward in abloody diding scrape on the stone floor, never aware that he
wasgoingtodie.

All around them, Adepts and Initiates and A pprentices were crawling and rolling, fleeing from the
sound coming from above, a sound low and high at the same time, a sound so loud that Asher
remembered the disintegrators. But this sound was far vaster. Not louder perhaps, but spesking
somehow of apower that could rip the sky apart.

Sound, light, chaos-and a symbol formed in the black hole above them.

“Y ou swore you would not!” the October One screamed. “Y ou closed yourself in and swore
you would not interfere with usl” Her body was turning now, dowly, so that it took minutesto make afull
rotation. They could see her face and the back of her head in turn, every aspect filled with aterrible rage.
And where there had been flickeringsin her writhing hair, there were now such continuous flashes that
her head seemed bathed infire.

Asher roseto hisfeet, aShield around him against the hurricane, and againgt the October One,
and attacked. He cast alance of menta energy at the October One, and that fragment of her mind that
had killed Cor-Reed would have killed him, too, but he was ready and his Shield was up. While she
could have obliterated him if she had turned her attention to him, she did not bother, but screamed
upward into the heavens.

Far acrossthe galaxy, October Ones stirred and felt what was happening on the October World.
They tried to lend the October One their Power, but they could not. When they tried to close the images
that they were seeing from themsealves, they could not do that, either. And in the shriveled hearts of the
ten thousand, a massive fear began.

Asher attacked again, and again he was rebuffed. The Nin seemed to sense what he was doing,
and screamed at her warriors: “ Attack! Attack! Do not crossthe line. Throw your wegpons at her!”

Ran and Clemmy reacted dmost smultaneoudy. They hurled their swordsin the same motion
that the Nin had used, on their knees now, fighting the wind. Close behind came Tawna s wegpon. Tedl
seemed to be coming out of his daze.

And Rasha hesitated. His eyes moved from the Nin to the October One and back again. He



seemed to be calculating.

And al a once Asher knew that Rasha was playing the odds. For thefirst time he had atruly
clear vision of someone else’' slong-buried flaw, aflaw that had not been conquered but only suppressed,
that now emerged like afrog digging out of the spring mud. For Rashadid not yet know who was going
to win here. And despite the chaos around them, the October One seemed to hold the most power.

Then Ted seemed to come dive; helegped forward and crashed hisfist against Rasha stemple.
Even asthe younger boy fell, he wrenched Rasha s sword away and, in alightning movement, sent it after
the others, straight at the October One.

But it was for nothing. None of the weapons reached the One. She batted them aside in amental
reflex, and they clattered to the stone. But it seemed to make her notice them...

Her turning body stopped. One baleful eye was upon them now, and she seemed to gather
hersdf inward like water piling up behind adam, ready to burst outward.

Then she spoke:

“Whilel can, | will at least see the end of you thieves who threatened me, and the betrayer Asher
Tye.” For she now knew who the Digger was, Asher Tyewas no longer relevant.

And from her gleaming ydllow eye shot alight and..

Everything went negative. The light from the eye turned dark, the rip in the sky white, the blue
around it black, the tan rack grey, the yellow October face deep grey, the blazing hair black. The squad,
the October Initiates and Apprentices and Adepts around them, al fell like stones, hitting the earth asiif
life were gone. Asher, whose Shield bent and swayed asiit tried to protect him, knew that they might be
al dead now, brains scrambled or lifeforce smply driven out of them. Clemmy and Tawnaand Ran and
Ted, and thefalen Rashatoo. And the Nin, whose strength of body came to nothing in the end, against
the raw menta power of the evil one before them. And even the One' sown minions al around them.

Asher felt his Shield ripped away. He prepared to die.
And then...

Everything went positive again. The October One' s eyes were on the bodies on the stone. She
seemed to shake hersdlf, an amost invisible movement in her robes, and gather hersdf again.

Her eyeblazed, and it al went negative. Asher’ s new Shield went down, and from degp in his
mind there came.

The Word. The onethat stopped Apprenticesin their tracks. The one with the power of the
Glance of Command. The one that would stop an October Guild member asif flash-frozen, asif hit by a
Time Stop.

The October One laughed.
“Did you keep mefrom killing them, Asher Tye?’ the awful voice camethen. “You aretruly a

Rogue Adept. | had not guessed the Power that | would have to devote to you. And now you try my
own Word an me?’



Again that ghastly laugh, and then it Sopped asif cut off by aknife.
“And now, die, Asher Tye,” the October One said. And she released the Power.

But even as she did 0, in the exact split second of release, something welled up in Asher Tye.
Even as he had fought her, he had been amazed at the calmness that seemed to flow through him. It was
not that he did not care; it was not that he had gone emotionally dead. It wasthat he would no more let
anger or fear or worry or hate block off effective action. He was utterly warrior trained now, acting
without thought, ready with the right move at the right time, with split-second precision.

He said the Word. Not the Word of the October Guild, but another Word, a\Word that had
been taught to him long ago, aWord that he had dreamed and then forgotten.

And the October One' s blow stopped and bounced off. Her mouth went open and her eye went
blank. Her hair, which had grown to blinding incandescence amoment before, went black now, al light
goneout of it.

For Asher had said the Word of their Teacher. A Word never before heard in the Galaxy. The
Sculptor’ sWord. .

And from behind Asher there camethe Digger.

Chapter 26

The symbol in the sky was clear now. It had twelve corners, and each corner was like asun.
Therewasasingle point of light inddeit, and that point was so eye-dazzlingly bright that it could not be
looked at directly.

The Digger clattered up to Asher. Asher could see nothing different about him. He reached out
and felt the dien with hismind, and encountered the same dien blankness that he had felt many times
beforein training, before the Warrior Planet. But Asher knew that the Digger was somehow responsible
for dl this: the tear in the sky, the chaos around them, and thelife fill in the warriors, lying on the stone.
For something had dampened the blow from the October One at the last second, and that something had
not been Asher Tye.

“You arenot aDigger,” Asher said. Around him, the warriors were stirring, all except for Rasha.

“No,” the giant nose burbled. “1 sought for Skill when | reached the centra Galaxy, and found a
littlein the Diggers. But they were aform to take, one not easy to see through.”

The Nin was climbing to her feet, shaking her head. She looked up at the October One, who
had not moved. The wind was fading now, and above them the tear was closing dowly, asif reluctant to

go away.



Ted wason hisfeet now, pulling Tawnaup. Ran was up and grinning aready. Clemmy was
gtting up, ligening.

“Why didn’'t you stop her yoursdf?” Asher asked the dienin the Digger’ sform.

The Digger spoke then, and the cilatic burblewas dl at once gone from hisvoice. It cameto
each of them clear and deep. Y et it did not really seem directed at them at dl; it was asif the Digger
were engaged in amonologue, talking to himsdf. And yet when he was finished, they redlized that he had
reduced it al to smplicity so that they could understand.

“It seems asif the wiser you become, the less you want to interfere with anyone,” the Digger
sad. “You beginto see dl sdes of everything, and nothing is clear-cut anymore. Thereislittle good that
is absolutely good, and little bad that istotally bad.

“When the October revolted and left the Sculptor, | made a promise to myself and to them that |
would never confront them in a Test of Power. | would take that threat away, and see what they made of
themsdvesfromthetraining | had given them.

“And they botched it. They sold their Skill, and did not useit for the benefit of anyone but
themselves. They sold their servicesto the highest bidder, and cared not what that bidder had them do.
Worse, intheir paranoia, they strove to master and control the civilizations themselves, so innately fearful
werethey that someone, somewhere, would rise up and end their near-immortd lives. But if they
controlled the Concourse of Planets, and then the planets themselves, they would be aforce for the status
quo, for they would see change as threat. The galaxy would stagnate, and that | could not alow.”

Thedien' sclear voice Sghed. “ Thefault, in the end, though, ismine. | taught, thinking that whet |
had mastered could only be used for the benefit of everyone. But the October, when they taught, left out
some things, maybe because | did not stress them enough, maybe because my timing was wrong, and
certainly because | read them wrong as studentsin the first place. The result was the twisting of Adepts
until they became like that one.” He pointed at the fallen body of Cor-Reed. “ They had not trained far
enough. When | train again, | will begin with the practice of right and wrong, in little things, and wait until
that is completed before | teach Power. For |, too, can learn; it isonereason | sought out the Guild of
Thieves. For whileitsmorad vison wasflawed, it had clarity, and waslogica and clear withinitsdf. There
were techniques of learning that | had never before seen, and | have learned now how better to teach
when | teach again.”

Hefdl slent then, and above them therip in the Sky closed. The October One hovered frozen.
“Shehears” Asher said softly.

“Aye,” said the Digger. “ She hears deep indde, and for every argument she brings up, | answer it
andendit.”

Indeed, Asher could sense the flow between them, an exchange of fact and fiction, of goad and
evil, of best and worst. And he could sense that the October One didn’t have a chance. Nothing she
could come up with would do her any good. Before this clarity of thought, she could not prevail. Her
mythology was toppling. In away, she was being destroyed.

“Y our fundamenta mistake,” said the Digger, addressing her directly now, “wasin forgetting that
someday you will die.” She seemed to start, even under the spell of that awful Word. “I did not teach you
to think of that far-away day, to think of it al thetime. To think of yourself about to die, lyingsick andin



pain. And to think of yourself looking back on what you have donein your life. Would you be mostly
proud, or mostly bitter? Did you give other people happiness-any other people? Did you make anyone' s
life better? Asmany lives asyou could?’

The October One seemed to quall, but the arrogance was till in her, too, fighting for control.
It could not win.

“| had to stop you, and yet | could not attack you directly. | had to hide from you, for what | had
taught you, | had taught well. | had closed mysdlf off from facing you, for what | say onceissaid forever,
and therefore, | had to find someone e se to face you.

“For years| searched the gdaxy. | found the Diggers, but they could not reach enough of the
Power. | found my first failed Apprentice of the October Guild, and released him from Erasure; and from
that point on, | had away of harassing and hounding the October Guild through its own skills. In dl the
time| searched, | found only afew dozen such outcasts from October, but they were enough to cause
havoc in the October plans. | taught these recruits how to render their aurasinvisible to October skills,
and then set them loose on the Guild, and so went awry many careful plans of Qctober, without any clue
astowhy. Kerla Cwan was one of the earliest such. | could not teach her well, but she was good at
spotting Erasures; | wish now that | had taught someone else, and left her where | found her, sad and
lonely asshewas.

“And then, together, we found the Guild of Thieves, and for awhile | thought that the warriors
could betaught. They seemed to have a crude sense of good and evil, and they weretraining in
instantaneous response- but of psionic ability they had none.

“And | found you, Asher Tye. Do you remember how you felt when you killed that animal during
the Test; when you dmost knocked the old man over while you fled the Adept on the Pride; while you
chased the pinkish dien through thejungle?’

Asher remembered, with aclarity that was amost painful.

“Y ou made mistakes, of course-aswhen you killed that first anima, and when you did not tell the
Nin of Ted’sfirs try a killing you-but the basic core was there. And you were a naturd sudent of the

Power. Yet therewasthat flaw . . . So | sent you to thewarriors. | knew that if anyone could cure you of
it, they could.”

“Andwedid,” the Nin said, with satisfaction.
“Mostly, mostly,” the Digger said. “Heis till young; there are still aspectsto confront.”
“What?" Asher asked.

“You will find out,” the Nin broke in. Her eyes seemed dmost sad as she looked at him. Asher
was puzzled. He was about to speak, when the Digger’ s new voice caine again.

“All | redlly needed to do wasto get the ear of the October One, to break through just once, but
she had permanent shields raised against me. She did not want further teaching; she thought that she had
finished learning. Never think that, any of you. if you do, you might aswell die”

The Nin and the Digger were the same, Asher thought. Alwaysteaching. Alwayslearning.



“I had to find someone to break through,” the Digger said. “Not necessarily you, Asher Tye. |
implanted the Word in you asjust another tactic, another possibility for which there might never be an
opportunity. What happened was part luck and part foresight; if you plant a thousand seeds, some of
themwill grow.

“Look at Clemmy, Asher Tye,” thedien said. Asher, sartled, looked. He caught her gaze for a
fraction beforeit fell, her face reddening. But in that instant, he knew what he saw there.

“Until you die, thereisdwaysthe next day, Asher Tye,” said the Digger. Asher looked at Tawna
for the briefest ingtant; then he looked away.

“No, Tova, | cannot teach you,” the alien then said, in response to a question that none of them
had heard. “1 cannot teach most beings. Perhapsit is a genetic mutation, something inherited that only a
few have. When| find it | canteach. | dso find millions who might be more intelligent and kinder and
quicker, but if they lack that one thing, the teaching doesn't take.

“Of dl of you here, only Asher and Clemmy haveit.”
Clemmy looked up, surprised.

“Oh, yes, young lady,” the dien said. “ Do you remember when you kicked the mind out of Asher
Tyethat day on the Warrior Planet?’” Clemmy flushed again and looked guiltily at Asher. Helooked at
her, and now his eyes were seeing more than he used to. She flushed even deeper, and looked down.
“He should have seen that thought when it came into your mind, even in his hyper-oxygenated sate. But
somehow, you hid it from him. And | see from the Nin Tovas mind that you ressted Cor-Reed’ s attacks
on the Warrior Planet longer than anyone save the Nin hersdlf, and she did so with centering alone and
no psychic abilities, which isaremarkable feat on itsown.”

Again Clemmy looked at Asher. He looked back at her. He wanted now to go into her mind, but
he found that he would not; not unless sheinvited him.

“If you knew that, why did you send him.. . ." shegestured a Asher “. . . to us? He could not
have taught usevenif we had let him try.”

The amazing clear voice came: “1 sent him . . . for him! Heis now more than what he was. And...
he did come in handy, did he not?’

The Nin smiled her rare, heart-stopping smile, if she had been disappointed by the Digger’s
inability to teach her, she had dready shaken it off with her characteristic adaptability.

“Then | will go and rejoin my Guild and build again,” she said, ready for activity again. “There
must be aship or two on this dried-up planet; who is coming with me?’

Ranwas, of course. But acloud passed over Tawna sface. Shelooked at Ted, and then back
to the Nin.

“Digger?’ said the Nin gesturing toward Tedl.

The Digger considered. Ted barely felt hismentd touch thistime.



Findly the Digger spoke: “He has learned the hard way, but he haslearned. He will now make a
finewarrior. Take him with you, Nin Tova, and Tawnawith him.”

And then the Nin bent aver Rasha. “Helives,” she said. She straightened up. “But | will not teke
him. He can stay here and the Adepts can have him.”

The words raised another question:

“Digger,” said Asher. “Ten thousand October Ones, and each with severa thousand
Adepts-how can you purge the gdlaxy of al of them? Even you do not have such power.”

“No, | do not, Asher Tye,” said the Digger. “But through this One, | have reached the other
Ones, the same stream that flows between mysalf and her flows between myself and those ten thousand
otherswhom | have known in the past, and who | can recognize among the mental chaos of the galaxy.
What you see happen to her will happen at the sametimeto al of the Ones.

“But of the Adepts and others of the October Guild, you are right. They cower right now, unable
to understand that something might attack October and prevail againgt it. When they come out again, they
will naturdly cast their minds outward, seeking their One, but their One will no longer be here. Y et they
will find something-a menta message, an order.

“Seek me” it will say. *Join mewhere| now resde, among the million stars of aparticular
satdllite gdaxy, the one known asthe Sculptor.” And trained to Guild obedience, they will find shipsand
cometo me, and there, far from the galactic whed | will correct what October has done and make them
whole again-in body, mind, and spirit-even as| teach their masters with them.”

Their magterswith them...

“And what of you, Asher Tye?’ the Digger asked.

It seemed to everyone that the answer was obvious. Asher would go with this Teacher to the
Sculptor, and learn. He was only abeginner in Skill, after all.

But Asher surprised them, and even surprised himsdaf~“1 will do theright thing,” he said, and
gmiled a theword “right.” “First | will vist my family. And then | will cometo the Sculptor.”

“Yes” sadthe Digger. “Yes. But first you must rgjoin the thieves.” Asher wasfrowning. “ For
you gtill have much to learn from them.”

“Thievery?” Asher winced. “Ther physica skills, yes. But | don't want to learn any more
thievery.”

“Perhaps while they are teaching you, you can teach them,” the Digger went on asif Asher had
not spoken. The Nin shot him a suspicious glance.

“Psonics?’ shesad.
“No,” the Digger said. “Ingtinct. For right and wrong.”

“Youcan'tteachinginct,” the Nin grumbled. But Asher was arguing: “ Emotion cannot rule me
any mordl” he said adamantly. “1 can let it flow away in an instant, whenever | choose, or useit asatool



inany way | wish. It ismagtered, | tell you!”

“Not dl of it,” the Nin said, sadly again. “Only those emotions you' ve experienced in detail.
Therewill be more, I'm afraid, Asher Tye.”

And then, unbelievably, as he had heard it once befare, Asher heard the Digger say: “Good-bye,
Agher Tye”

Asher’ s mouth dropped open. Crashing thunder rolled over them. The sky was opening again.

And then the nose shape that was the Digger seemed to elongate. It was asif the Digger-shape
flowed upward into agleaming stedl cylinder, asthick asapencil and perfectly reflecting, like the shiniest
mirror. For amoment Asher wondered if it was the Teacher’ sred shape that he was now seeing. And he
wondered if hewould ever know.

Then he saw the October One. She too was stretching upward, still frozen in that open-mouthed
gare, growing thinner and thinner as she stretched, until she wasjust athin yellow thread reaching
upward toward the sky, side by sde with the metdlic thread of the Digger. He knew that al over the
galaxy each October One was elongating into asimilar thread, pointing to the star in the Sculptor’ s eye.

And then therip in the sky was fully open, and the two threads hurled upward like arrows shot
into the sky, straight toward that gleaming center point of light.

And then they were gone, and the sky waswhole. And Asher felt agreat |oss, even as he knew
that he would see the Teacher again.

He looked down then, and redlized al at once what the Digger and the Nin had been talking
about.

For Tawnaand Ted were hugging each other. Ingtantly, Asher falt the sharp pang of jedousy.
Then helooked guiltily at Clemmy. And then, he remembered the Teacher’ swords, and the Nin's.

Jealousy and guilt . .. Now how would he handle that?



