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PART ONE

ECHOES | N THE ROCK

The sounding capsule was enbedded in the rock face like a giant crystal
its

occupants sealed within the translucent, soundproofed cone.

The @uild Master sat facing the outstretched tip of the cone, his right
hand

resting delicately on the long netal shaft of the sounder, his blind
eyes

staring at the solid rock, listening.

Behind him his two young assistants |eaned forward in their narrow netal
and

mesh seats, concentrating, their eyes shut tight as they attenpted to

di scern

the tiny variations in the returning signal.

"Na'grenis," the old man said, the Dni word alnmost growed as his left
hand

noved across the top sheet of the many-layered map that rested on the map
tabl e

between his knees. Brittle.

It was the tenth time they had sent the signal out on this line, each tine
a

little stronger, the echoes in the rock changing subtly as it penetrated
deeper

into the nass.

"Kenen voohee shuht eej oo, "
tentatively.

It could be rocksalt.

the younger of his two assistants said

"Or chalk," the other added uncertainly.

"Not this deep," the old man said authoritatively, flicking back the

t ranspar ent

sheets until he came to one deep in the pile. Holding it open, he reached
besi de

himand took a bright red marker fromthe nmetal rack

"Ah," the two assistants said as one, the carmne nmark as clear an
expl anati on

as if he'd spoken.

"We' Il sound either side,"
a

pocket...."

the old man said after a noment. "It might only be

He slipped the marker back into the rack, then reached out and took the
ornately
decorated shaft of the sounder, delicately noving it a fraction to the



ri ght,
| ong experience shaping his every novenent.

"Same strength," he said. "One pulse, fifty beats, and then a second pul se.™

At once his First Assistant |eaned forward, adjusting the setting on the dial
in
front of him

There was a nonent's silence and then a vibration rippled along the shaft
toward
the tapered tip of the cone.

A single, pure, clear note sounded in the tiny chanmber, |ike an invisible
spi ke
reaching out into the rock

"What is he doi ng?"

Quild Master Telanis turned fromthe observation window to |ook at his
guest .

Master Kedri was a big, ungainly man. A nmenber of the Guild of Legislators,
he

was here to observe the progress of the excavation

"Quild Master CGeran is surveying the rock. Before we drill we need to know
what
i es ahead of us."

"I understand that," Kedri said inpatiently. "But what is the problenP"

Telanis stifled the irritation he felt at the man's bad manners. After
all,

Kedri was technically his superior, even if, within his own craft, Telans's
wor d

was as | aw.

"I"'mnot sure exactly, but fromthe mark he nade |I'd say he's |l ocated a patch
of

i gneous material. Magna-based basaltic rocks from a fault line, perhaps, or
a

m nor intrusion."”

"And that's a probl en?"

Telanis snmled politely. "It could be. If it's minor we could dril

strai ght

through it, of course, and support the tunnel, but we're still quite deep
and

there's a |l ot of weight above us. The pressures here are i mense, and while
t hey

m ght not crush us, they could inconvenience us and set us back weeks, if
not
nmonths. We'd prefer, therefore, to be certain of what |ies ahead."

Kedri huffed. "It all seens rather a waste of time to ne. The lining
rock's
strong, isn't it?"



"Ch, very strong, but that's not the point. |If the aimwere nerely to

br eak

through to the surface we could do that in a matter of weeks. But that's

. hot

our brief. These tunnels are nmeant to be permanent-or, at |east, as pernanent
as

we can meke them rock nmovenent willing!"

Still, Kedri seemed unsatisfied. "All this stopping and starting! A man could
23d with waiting!"

One coul d; and sonme, wunsuited to the task, did. But of all the guilds
of D ni,

this, Telanis knew, was the one best suited to their nature.

"W are a patient race, Master Kedri," he said, risking the anger of the
ot her

man. "Patient and thorough. Wuld you have us abandon the habits of a

t housand

gener ati ons?"

Kedri made to answer curtly, then saw the |ook of challenge in Telanis's
eyes

and nodded. "No. You are right, Guild Master. Forgive me. Perhaps they chose
t he

wrong man to represent our guild."

Per haps, Tel anis thought, but aloud he said. "Not at all, Mster Kedri. You
will

get used to it, | promse. And we shall do our best to keep you busy while
you
are here. | shall have ny assistant, Aitrus, assigned to you."

And now Kedri smiled, as if this was what he had been angling for al
al ong.
"That is nost kind. Master Tel anis. Mst kind, indeed."

* * *

The excavator was quiet, the lighting subdued. Normally, the idle chatter
of

young crewren woul d have rilled the narrow corridor, but since the observers
had

cone there was a strange silence to the craft that nmade it seem abandoned.

As the young guildsman walked along its Ilength, he glanced about
warily.

Normal |y he took such sights for granted, but today he seemed to see it
al l

anew. Here in the front section, just behind the great drill, was the
Quild

Master's cabin and, next to it, through a bul khead that woul d seal
automatically

in tines of energency, the chart room Beyond that, opening out to both
ri ght

and left of the corridor, was the equi pment room

The excavator was as self-contained as any ship at sea, everything stored,



each

cupboard and drawer secured against sudden jolts, but here the purpose of
t he

craft was nakedly displayed, the massive rock drills lain neatly in their
racks,

bl ast-marble cylinders, protective helnets, and analysis tubes racked
li ke

weaponry.

The young guil dsman st opped, | ooking back along the I ength of the craft.

He. was

atall, athletic-looking young man with an air of earnestness about him
Hs

dark red junpsuit fit himconfortably rather than tightly; the broad

bl ack

| eather tool belt at his waist and his Iong black |eather boots part of
t he

common uni formworn by all the nenbers of the expedition

H s fine black hair was cut short and neat, accentuating his fineboned
features,
while his eyes were pale but keen. Intelligent, observant eyes.

He passed on, through the crew quarters-the enpty bunks stacked three to a
si de

into the curve of the ship's walls, eighteen bunks in all-and, passing

t hr ough

yet anot her bul khead, into the refectory.

Master Jerahl, the ship's cook, |ooked up fromwhere he was preparing
t he
eveni ng nmeal and sm | ed.

"Ah, Aitrus. Wrking | ate agai n?"

"Yes, @Quild Master."

Jerahl grinned paternally. "Knowing vyou, vyou'll be so engrossed in
somne

experiment, you'll mss your supper. You want ne to bring you
sonet hi ng

t hr ough?"

"Thank you, Quild Master. That would be nobst wel cone.”

"Not at all, Aitrus. |It's good to see such keenness in a young guildsnan.
I

won't say it to their faces, but sone of your fellows think it's enough to
carry

out the Iletter of their instructions and no nore. But people notice
such

t hi ngs."

Aitrus sml ed

"Ch, sone find ne-foolish, Aitrus, | know. It's hard not to overhear things on
a

tiny ship like this. But | was not always a cook. O, should | say, only a
cook.

| trained much as you train now, to be a Surveyor-to know the ways of the



r ock.

And much of what | learned renains enbedded here in my head. But |
wasn' t
suited. O, should I say, | found myself better suited to this occupation."

"You trained, Master Jerahl?"

"OfF course, Aitrus. You think they would allow ne on an expedition like this
i f

| were not a skilled geol ogist?" Jerahl grinned. "Wy, | spent close on
twenty

years specializing in stress mechanics."

Aitrus stared at Jerahl a nmoment, then shook his head. "I did not know. "
"Nor were you expected to. As long as you enjoy the neals | cook, | am
content."

"OfF that |1've no conplaints.”
"Then good. Go on through. | shall bring you sonething in a while."

Aitrus wal ked on, past the bathing quarters and the sanple store, and on
into

the tail of the craft. Here the corridor ended with a solid netal door that
was

al ways kept closed. Aitrus reached up and pulled down the release handle.
At

once the door hissed open. He stepped through, then heard it hiss shut
behi nd

hi m

A single light burned on the wall facing him In its half-light he could see

;g?k surface that ran flush with the curved walls at waist height, fornng
Z?romhead. Above and below it, countless tiny cupboards held the equipnent

iﬂgnicals they used for anal ysis.

Aitrus went across and, putting his notebook down on the worktop
qui ckl'y
sel ected what he woul d need from various cupboards.

This was his favorite-place in the ship. Here he could forget all else
and
i Mmerse hinself in the pure, unalloyed joy of discovery.

Aitrus reached up, flicking his fingernail against the firemarble in the bow
of

the lanp, then, in the burgeoning glow, opened his notebook to the page he
had

been wor ki ng

"Altrus?"

Aitrus took his eye fromthe lens and turned, surprised he had not heard
t he



hiss of the door. Jerahl was standing there, holding out a plate to him
The

snell of freshly baked chorbahkh and ikhah nijuhets wafted across, making
hi s

nout h wat er.

Jerahl smiled. "Something interesting?"
Aitrus took the plate and nodded. "You want to see?"

"May |1 ?" Jerahl stepped across and, putting his eye to the lens, studied
t he
sanmpl e a nonent. \Wen he | ooked up again there was a query in his eyes.

"Tachyl tye, eh? Now why would a young fellow Iike you be interested in
basal tic
gl ass?"

"I"'minterested in anything to do with lava flows," Aitrus answered, his

eyes
aglow. "It's what | want to specialize in, ultimtely. Vol canism"

Jerahl smiled as if he understood. "All that heat and pressure, eh? |
didn't

realize you were so romantic, Aitrus!"

Aitrus, who had begun to eat the neat-filled roll, paused and | ooked at
Jer ahl

in surprise. He had heard his fascination called many things by his
col | eagues,

but never "romantic."”

"Ch, yes,"
will

ever again inpress half so nmuch! The nmeeting of superheated rock and
i ce-chill

water-it is a powerful conbination. And this-this strange translucent
matter-is

the result.”

Jerahl went on, "once you have seerf howthis is forned, nothing

Again Jerahl smiled. "Learning to control such power, that is where we
D ni

began as a species. That is where our spirit of inquiry was first awoken.
So

take heart, Aitrus. In this you are a true son of D ni."

Aitrus smled back at the older nman. "I am sorry we have not spoken before
Now.

@Quild Master. | did not know you knew so mnuch. "

"Ch, | claimto know very little, Aitrus. At |least, by comparison wth
Mast er

Telanis. And while we are talking of the good Guild Master, he was asking
for

you not |ong back. | prom sed himl would feed you, then send you to his
cabin."”

Aitrus, who had just lifted the roll to his mouth again, paused. "Master
Tel ani s
wants nme?"



Jerahl gestured toward the roll. "Once you've been fed. Now finish that or
I
shall feel insulted.”

"\What ever you say. Master!"™ And, grinning, Aitrus bit deep into the roll

* * *

Aitrus stopped before the Guild Master's cabin and, taking a nonment to
prepar e
hi nsel f, reached out and rapped upon the door

The voice frominside was cal m and assured. "Cone in!"

Fp slid back the heavy bolt and stepped inside, closing the door behind
2%21 much was habit. Every door in the craft was a barrier against fire
3;melcone gases. Turning, he saw that Master Telanis was at his desk | ooking
?;e | atest survey chart. Facing him across the table was Master Geran.
fLi?e were the four Observers who had joined themthree days back. Aitrus took
ztep toward them and bowed.

"You sent for nme, Quild Master?"

"I did. But if you would wait a monent, Aitrus, | nust first deal with the
news
Mast er Geran has brought us."

Aitrus lowered his head, conscious that the Legislator- the big man,
Kedri - was
wat chi ng hi m cl osel y.

"So, Geran," Telanis went on, indicating the bright red line that ran across
t he
chart in front of him "you recomrend that we circument this area?"

The blind man nodded. "The fault itself is narrow, admttedly, but
t he

surrounding rock is of low density and likely to collapse. W could cut

t hr ough

it, of course, and shore up on either side, but 1'd say there is nore to
cone

the other side of that."

"You know t hat ?" Kedri asked, interrupting the two.

CGeran turned his blank, unseeing eyes upon the Legislator and smled. "I do
not

know it. Master Kedri, but my instinct is that this is the nmere root of a
nmuch

| arger igneous intrusion. Part of a volcanic system |magine the roots of
a

tree. So such things are. As excavators, we try hard to avoid
such

instabilities. W look for hard, intact rock. Rock we have no need to



support."

Kedri | ooked puzzled at that. "But | thought it was your practice to
support
everyt hi ng?"

Telanis answered him "We do. Guild Master. As | said, we are very thorough.
But

if it is as Master Geran says-and | ong experience would tend to bear him
out - we

woul d do well to drill sideways a way before continuing our ascent. After
all,

why go courting trouble?"

"So how long will this ... detour take?"
Telanis smled pleasantly. "A week. Maybe two."

Kedri | ooked far from pl eased, yet he said nothing. Relieved, Telanis |ooked
to
Geran once nore.

"I'n the circunmstances | approve your recomendati on, Master Geran. W shall
nove
back and across. Arrange the survey at once."

Geran smled. "I shall do it nyself. Quild Master."
When Geran was gone, Telanis | ooked across at Aitrus.
"Aitrus, step forward."

Aitrus crossed the narrow cabin, taking the place Geran had just vacated.
"Yes,
Quild Master?"

"I want you to place yourself at Guild Master Kedri's disposal for the
gle)ét/en days. | want you to show hi mhow things work and explain to himjust
xatare doing. And if there's anything you yourself are uncertain of, you
\zlimslkl soneone who dots know. Understand ne?"

Surprised, Aitrus nodded. "Yes, @ild Master." Then, hesitantly. "And

ny
experinments, Guild Master?"

Telanis | ooked to Kedri. "That depends upon Master Kedri. If he permts, |
f}gereason why you should not continue with them"

Kedri turned to Aitrus. "Experinments, CGuildsnman?"

Aitrus | ooked down, know ng suddenly that he ought not to have nenti oned

t hem

"It does not nmtter, Master."

"No, Aitrus. | aminterested. What experiments are these?"



Aitrus |ooked up shyly. "I amstudying volcanic rocks, Master. | w sh
to
understand all | can about their nature and formation."

Kedri seemed inpressed. "A nost worthy task, young Aitrus. Perhaps you woul d
be
ki nd enough to show ne these experinents?"

Aitrus | ooked to Tel anis, hoping his Master woul d somehow get himoff the
hook,

but Telanis was staring at the nmultilayered chart Geran had given him
flipping

from page to page and frowning

Aitrus met Kedri's eyes again, noting how keenly the other watched him "As
you
wi sh, Guild Master."

The cavern in which they rested was a perfect sphere, or would have been but
for

the platformon which the two excavators lay. The craft were long and

si nuous,

i ke huge, segmented worns, their tough exteriors kept buffed and polished
when

they were not burrowing in the rock

Metal |adders went down beneath the gridwork platformto a second,
smal | er

platformto which the junior menbers of the expedition had had their
quarters

temporarily renoved to make way for their guests. It was to here, after a

| ong,

exhausting day of explanations, that Aitrus returned, long after nost of
hi s

col | eagues had retired.

There were thirty-six of them in all, none older than thirty_ all of
t hem

graduates of the Acadeny; vyoung guilds-men who had volunteered for
this

expedi tion Some had given up and been replaced al ong the way, but nore than
two

-thirds of the original crews renmained

Two years, four nmonths, Aitrus thought as he sat on the edge of his bedrol
Sggan to pull off his boots. It was a long tine to be away from home He
ﬁgcgdgone honme, of course-Master Telanis would have given himleave if he
gzied-but that woul d have seened |ike cheating, sonehow. No, an expedition
ﬁi? really an expedition if one could go home whenever one wi shed

Even as he kicked his other boot off, he felt the sudden telltale vibration
in

the platform followed an instant or two later by a |low, alnost

i naudi bl e



runble. A Messenger was comi ng

The expedition had cut its way through several niles of rock, up from one of
;zgller, outernost caverns of Dni. They could, of course, have gone
32rtical|y, like a mne shaft, but so direct a route into D ni was thought
zgiely i nadvi sabl e but dangerous The preferred schenme-the schenme the Counci
ngntually agreed upon-was a far nore indirect route, cut at a maxi num of
fgfzns-ZZOSZ degrees-fromthe horizontal One that could be wal ked

One that could also be sealed oi-fwith gates and def ended.

The runbling grew, slowy but steadily. You could hear the sound of the
t ur bi ne
engi nes now.

Slowy but surely they had burrowed through the rock, surveying each
one

- hundr ed- span section carefully before they drilled, coating the surfaces with
a

hal f -span thi ckness of special D ni rock, nore durable than marble Last, but
not

least, they fitted heavy stone brackets into the ceiling of each
section

-brackets that carried air fromthe punping stations back in D ni.

Bet ween each straight-line section was one of these spherical
"nodes" -t hese

resting places where they could carry on experinents while Master Geran and
hi s

assistants charted the next stage of their journey through the earth-each
node

fitted with an airtight gate that could be sealed in an instant.

The runbling grewto a roar. For a nmonment the sound of it filled the node,

t hen

the engines cut out and there was the downward whine of the turbines as
t he

Messenger sl owed.

Aitrus turned and stood, watching as the nmetal snout of the machi ne energed
from

the entry tunnel, passing through the thick collar of the node-gate, its
pi | ot

clearly visible through the transparent front debris shield

It was a | arge, tracked vehicle, its three |long segments nmaking it seem

cl unmsy

in conparison to the sleek excavators, but as ever Aitrus was glad to see
it,

for besides bringing them nuch-needed supplies-it being inpossible to

n I i nk"

supplies direct fromD ni into the tunnels-it also brought letters from hone

"Aitrus? Wiat tine is it?"



Aitrus turned. Hs friend Jenr had woken and was sitting up

"Ninth bell," he answered, bending down to retrieve his boots and pull them
on
again

O hers had al so been woken by the Messenger's arrival, and were sitting up
or
clinmbing fromtheir beds, know ng there was unl oading to be done.

He hinself had been tenporarily excused from such duties; even so, as the

ot hers

drifted across to the |l aSders and began to ascend, he followed, curious to
see

i f anything had come for him

When the | ast Messenger had cone, three days back, it had brought nothing
but

the Observers-those unexpected "guests" billeted upon them by the
Counci | .

Before that it had been al nost three weeks since they had had contact wth
D ni.

Three solid weeks without news.

The Messenger had cone to rest between the two excavators. Already its

f our - man

crew were busy, running pipelines between the mddle segment of their craft
and

the two much larger vehicles, ready to transfer its |load of mechanica
parts,

equi prent, drill bits, fuel, and cooling fluid to the excavators.

Aitrus yawned, then wal ked across. The young men of the Messengers Quild were
2;ture outward, friendly types, and seeing him one of them hailed him

"Ho! Aitrus! There's a parcel for you!"

"A parcel ?"

The Messenger gestured toward where one of his colleagues was carrying a
L:;%ebasket into the forward cabin of the |eft-hand excavat or

Aitrus turned and | ooked, then hurried after, alnmost running into Master

Tel ani s

com ng out.

"Aitrus! Why such a hurry?"

"Forgive ne. @uild Master. | was told there was a parcel for ne."
"Ah," Telanis made to walk on, then stopped, lowering his voice. "By the
way,

how was our guest?"

Tiring, he wanted to answer. "Curious,"
own

voice low "Onh, and inmaginative."

he said after a monent, keeping his



Tel anis frowned. "How so?"

"I't would seemwe are too cautious for him Quild Mster. 'CQur nethods
are,
well... inefficient."”

Tel anis considered that, then nodded. "W nust talk, Aitrus. Tonorrow
Early,

per haps, before Master Kedri has need of you. There are things you need
to

know. "

Aitrus bowed. "I shall call on you at third bell. Master."
"Good. Now go and see what the Messengers have brought."

Master Tejara of the Messengers had conmandeered the table in the chart room
to

sort out the post. Surrounded by shel ves of bound surveys, he | ooked up from
hi s

work as Aitrus entered.

"Ah, Aitrus. And how are you today?"
"I amwell, Guild Master."
Tejara flashed a smle at him "You' ve heard, then?"

"Master?" But Aitrus's eyes had already gone to the large, square
par cel - bound
in cloth and stitched-that rested to one side of the cable.

"Here," Master Tejara said, handing it to him

Aitrus took it, surprised by how heavy it seemed. Unable to help hinself,
he
held it to his ear and shook it gently.

There was a gentle chine.
"Wel | ?" Tejara said, grinning at himnow. "Are you going to open it or not?"

Aitrus hesitated a nonent, then set the parcel down on the table and, taking
a

sl ender chisel fromhis tool belt, slit open the stitching. The cloth fel
back.

I nside was a tiny wooden case, the top surface of which was a sliding panel
He
slid it back and | ooked i nside.

"By the Maker!"

Aitrus reached in and drew out the delicate, golden pair of portable

scal es.

They were perfect, the spring mechanism of the finest make, the soft

net al

inlaid with tiny silver Dni nunmerals. Nor were they the only thing. Setting
t he

scal es down carefully, he reached in once nore and took out a flat,



squar e

rosewood box the size of his palm Opening it, Aitrus stared opennout hed at
t he

exposed pair of D ni geol ogical conpasses, his fingertips gently brushing
t he

tiny crystal magnifier that enabled one to read the tiny calibrations. For
a

monent he sinply |ooked, studying the minute transparent dials and
delicate

adj ustabl e attachnments that overlay the sinple circle of its working face,

t hen

shook his head in wonder.

"I's it your Naming Day, Aitrus?" Tejara asked.

"No," Aitrus said distractedly as he reached in a third tine to lift out
an
envel ope marked sinply "Quildsman Aitrus" in an unfamliar hand.

He frowned, then |ooked to Tejara, who sinply shrugged. Slitting the
envel ope
open, he took out the single sheet and unfolded it.

"Aitrus," it began

You night renenber ne from school days. | realize we were not
the best of friends, but we were both young then and such
m sunder st andi ngs happen. Recently, however, | chanced upon a
report you wote anong ny father's papers and was remni nded of
those unfortunate days, and it occurred to nme that | might do
something to attenpt to reverse your poor opinion of me. If the
encl osed gifts are unwel cone, please forgive ne. But | hope you
will accept themin the sane spirit with which they are given.
Good luck with your explorations!

Yours in friendship,

Veovi s.
Aitrus | ooked up, astonished to see that signature at the foot of the note.
"It is fromVeovis," he said quietly. "Lord Rakeri's son."
Tej ara | ooked surprised. "Veovis is your friend, Aitrus?"
Aitrus shook his head. "No. At |east, he was no friend to ne at school ."
"Then these gifts are a surprise?”
"More a shock, to be honest. @uild Master. Yet people change, | suppose.™
Tej ara nodded enmphatically. "You can be certain of it, Aitrus. Tine teaches
many
things. It is the rock in which we bore.™
Aitrus smled at the old saying.

"Ch, and before | forget,"
three
letters for you this tinme."

Tej ara added, handing himhis mail, "there are



Aitrus lay there a long time, unable to sleep, staring at the pattern of
shadows
on the smooth, curved wall of the node, wondering what the gifts meant.

Hs letters had contained the wusual, cheerful news from honme-chatter about
ol d

friends fromhis nother, word of Council matters fromhis father. But his
m nd

kept goi ng back to the note.

That Veovis had witten at all was amazing, that he had sent gifts was ..
wel I,
ast oni shi ng!

And not just any gifts, but just those things that he nost needed in his work.

Oh, there were plenty of scales and conpasses he could use-property of

t he

guild-but not his own. Nor were the guild s instruments anything as fine
as

those Veovis had given him Wy, they were as good as those that hung
from

Master Telanis's own tool belt!

When finally he did nmanage to sleep, it was to find hinmself dream ng of
hi s

school days, his nmind, for some strange yet obvious reason, going back to a
day

in his thirteenth year when, tired of turning his back onVeovis's

const ant

taunts, he had turned and fought him

He woke to find Master Tel anis shaking him

"Cone, Aitrus. Third bell has sounded. We need to tal k."

* * *

The cabin door was |ocked. Master Telanis sat behind his desk, |ooking up
at
A trus.

"Well, Aitrus, howdid you fare with Master Kedri?" Aitrus hesitated, not
sure

how much to say. The truth was he did not 1like the task he had been given.
It

made him feel unconfortable.

Tel anis coaxed himgently. "You said he felt our nethods were inefficient."

"Ch, indeed, Cuild-Master. He constantly commented upon how sl ow our
nmet hods
are. How overcauti ous.

"And do you agree wth him Aitrus? Do vyou think, perhaps, that we are
t oo
pedantic in our ways?"



"Not at all, @uild Master. There is, after all, no hurry. Wether we reach
t he
surface this year or next does not matter. Safety must be our first concern

Telanis stared at hima nonent, then nodded. "Good. Now let ne tell you a
few

things, Aitrus. First, | amaware that this task is not really to your
[iking."

Aitrus made to object, but Telanis raised a hand. "Mike no m stake, Aitrus.
1

realize you are not at ease |ooking after Master Kedri, but | chose you for
a

reason. The good Master seeks to sound us out on certain topics-to survey
our

attitudes, if you like."

Aitrus | ooked horrified at the thought. "Should I watch what | say. Master?"

"Not at all, Aitrus. | have no fear that you will say anything that m ght
upset

Master Kedri. That is why | chose you. You are like basalt, Aitrus,
solid

t hrough and through. But it would help me if, at the end of each day, you
woul d

note down those areas in which Master Kedri seemed npbst interested.”

Aitrus hesitated. "M ght | ask why. Master?"

"You may. But you rnust keep ny answer strictly to yourself." Telanis
paused,

steepling his fingers before his chin. "There is to be a neeting of the
Counci I,

a nmonth fromnow It seens that sonme of the ol der nenbers have had a change
of

heart. They have thought |ong and hard about whet her we shoul d make cont act
with

the surface dwellers or not, and a few of themnow feel it might not be
quite

so good an idea as it first seemed. |Indeed, they might even ask us to
abandon

the expedition.”

Unable to help hinself, Aitrus slammed his fist down on the desk. "But
t hey
can't!"

Master Telanis smited tolerantly. "If that is their final word, then so be
it.
W nust do what they say. We cannot argue with the Council."

Aitrus |l owered his head, acknow edgi ng what Master Telanis said. The Counci
was

the ruling body of Dni and their word was law. H s own opi ni on was

i rrel evant

-it was what the five Geat Lords and the eighteen Guild Masters deci ded
t hat

was i nmportant.



"That is why," Telanis went on, "it is so inportant that we inpress our
guests,

Aitrus, for they represent the Eighteen and the Five. Wiat they report
back

m ght yet prove crucial in swaying the decision ... either for us or
agai nst

us."

"I see." And suddenly he did see. Master Kedri was not just any
busybody,

butting his nose into their affairs; Kedri was a potential enemy-or ally-of
t he

expedition. Al of their hard work, their patient progress through the
r ock,

m ght prove to no avail if Kedri spoke against them

"I amnot sure | can do this, Mster."

Tel ani s nodded. "I understand. Do you want to be relieved of this duty,
Aitrus?"

He stared at Master Telanis. It was as sinple as that, was it? And then
he

understood. It was like going home. He could go hone, at any time, but it
was

his choice not to go hone that gave this voyage its meaning. So with this.
He

could quit, but..

Aitrus lowered his head respectfully. "I shall do as you wish, Guild Master."

Telanis smled broadly. "Good. Now go and eat. You have a |long day ahead
of
you.

Four |ong, exacting days foll owed, one upon another. Aitrus was ready to go
back

to Master Telanis and beg to be taken fromhis task when news cane to him
t hat

they were ready to start drilling the next section

Master Kedri was in the refectory when the news cane, and, delighted that
he

could at Jlast show the Legislator sonething real and tangible,
Aitrus

interrupted himat table.

"Yes, Quildsman?" Kedri said, staring at Aitrus. The conversation at table
had

died the noment Aitrus had stepped into the cabin. Al four of the
bservers

seated about the narrow table had turned to stare at him

"Forgive ne, Masters,"
shoul d

know at once that we are about to commence the next stage of the excavation."

Aitrus said, bowing to themall, "but I felt you

There was at once a babble of sound fromall sides. Sone stood inmediately



and

began to make their way out. Qthers began to hurriedly finish their neals.
Oly

Kedri seenmed unmpoved by the news.

"Thank you, Aitrus," he said after a noment. "I shall finish nmy nmeal then
join
you. WAit for ne at the site.”

Ten mnutes later. Master Kedri stepped out of the excavator and wal ked
acr oss

to where they had set up the sample drills. The other Cbservers had
al r eady

gat hered, waiting for operations to comrence.

"Let us see if | understand this correctly,” Kedri began, before Aitrus
coul d

say a word. "Master Geran's 'sounding' is a rough yet fairly accurate guide
to

whet her the rock ahead of us is sound or otherw se, correct? The next
stage-this

stage- is to drill a series of long boreholes to provide us wth a
preci se

br eakdown of the different kinds of rock we are about to cut through.”

Airrus nodded, for the first time smling at the Legislator

"Ch, I can retain some mnimal information, Guildsman," Kedri said, a
faint

anusenment on his own lips. "It isn't only contracts | can read. But there is
one

thing you can tell me, Aitrus, and that's where all the rock goes to."

"The rock?" Aitrus |laughed. "But | thought you knew, Master. | thought
everyone
knewi It is reconstituted.”

"Reconstituted?"

"I'n the fusion-conpounder. The machine reconstitutes the very matter of
t he

rock, reforging its atomc links and thereby reducing its volume by a factor
of

two hundred. The result is nara.”

"So that's what nara is!" Kedri nodded thoughtfully. "Can | see this
fusion
- compounder ?"

Aitrus smled, suddenly liking the man. "See it. Master? Wiy, you can operate
it
if you want!"

Aitrus took a sheet of paper and, for Master Kedri's benefit, sketched out
a
cross-section diagram of the tunnel

"This," he said, indicating the small shaded circle at the verv center of



it,

"is the hole made by the excavator. As you can see it's a conparatively
smal |

hole, less than a third the total circunference of the tunnel. This," and
he

pointed to the two closely parallel circles on the outer wall of the tunnel
lliS

the area that the Cycler renoves."

"The Cycler?" Kedri | ooked puzzl ed.

"That's what we <call it. |It's because it cuts a giant ring from the
rock
surroundi ng the central borehole."

"Ah, then that would be the big spiderlike machine, right?"

Aitrus nodded. Only two days before they had exhaustively inspected all of
t he
di fferent excavating tools.

"What happens is that the Cycler renoves a circular track around the outer
edge

to a depth of one and a quarter spans. W then fill that space with a
speci al

seal of D ni stone, let that set, then chip out the "collar"- that is, the
rock

between the inner tunnel and the seal."

"Why one and a quarter?"

Aitrus sketched sonething on the pad, then handed it across. "As you can see,
we

insert a special netal brace a quarter of a span wide, deep in the cut,

t hen

pour in the sealant stone. Then, when the collar has been chipped away,
we

renove the brace and set up the Cycler ready to start all over."

Kedri frowned. "Forgive ne, Quildsman, but once again it seens a npst
| abori ous
way of going about things."

"Maybe so, Master Kedri, but safe. Wien W' nmeke a tunnel, we make it to last."
"Yes ..." Kedri nodded thoughtfully. "Still, it seens a |lot of effort merely
:glk to a few surface-dwellers, don't you think?"

It was the first direct question of that type Kedri had asked him and for
ﬁnnent Aitrus wondered if he mnight not sinply ignhore it, or treat it
?ietorical, but Kedri, it seemed, was waiting for an answer

"Well, Guildsman? Have you no opinion on the matter?"

Master Telanis came to his rescue

"Forgive ne, Master Kedri. Quildsman Aitrus m ght well have an opinion, but I



am
sure he would be the first to admt that at twenty-five he is far too young
and

i nexperienced to express it openly. However, if you would wel come the opinion
of

someone of greater years?"

Kedri [aughed. "Ch, | know your opinion. Master Telanis. | sinply thought
it
woul d be refreshing to seek a different, ywngtr view on things.

"Ch, cone now, Kedri, do you really think our Masters on Council would be in
t he

| east interested in what a young guil dsman-even one as brilliant as Aitrus
here

-has to say? Wiy, Lord Tulla is near on eleven times young Aitrus's age! Do
you

think he would be interested."”

Kedri bowed his head, conceding the point.

"Then let us proceed with nore inportant matters,"” Telanis continued

qui ckly,

before Kedri mght steer the conversation back onto nore tricky
ground.

"Normal |y we would take bore sanples at this stage, but as you are so keen

to

see us in action, Master Kedri, | have decided to waive those for once and
go
direct to drilling."
The news seenmed to cheer Kedri imensely. "Excellent!" he said, rubbing
hi s
hands together. "WI| we need protective clothing of any ki nd?"
Master Tel anis shook his head. "No. But you wll need to be inside the
second
craft. When we drill, we drill!"

* * *
The node-gate was closed behind them its airtight seal ensuring that not
a
single particle of rock would escape back down the tunnel. The tenporary
canp

had been packed up and stored; the sounding capsule attached to the back of

t he

second excavator, which now rested agai nst the back wall of the node,
slightly

to the left of the bore-site. Two |arge observation | enses had been nounted
on

the ceiling to either side of the site, high up so that they'd not be hit
by

flying rock.

Al was now ready. Master Telanis had only to give the order
Aitrus was in the second vehicle, standing at the back of the chart room

behi nd
the Observers, who |ooked up at the big screen, watching as the excavator



was
maneuvered into pl ace.

In operation it seened nore like something living than a machine, its
si nuous,
qui et nmovenents |ike those of a giant snake.

Aitrus looked on with quiet satisfaction. He had first seen an excavator
in

action when he was four-when his father, a guildsman before hi mhad taken him
to

see the cutting of a new tunnel between the outer caverns.

Kedri, in particular, seened inpressed. He was |eaning forward, staring at
t he
screen in fascination

"I'n place!" Master Telanis called out, his voice transmtted into the chart
room

where they sat. A nonent later a siren sounded, its whine rising and
t hen

falling again.

The snout of the excavator came around and seened al most to kiss the
bor e- mar k

on the rock face, so gentle was its touch, but the great drill bit had a
br ut al

look to it; and as they watched, they saw the cooling fluid begin to
dribbl e

down the thick grooves of the drill.

Slowy the drill began to turn, nudging blindly into the rock, the
nmechani ca

whirr of its slow spiral acconpanied by a deeper, grinding sound that seened
to

climb in pitch as the bit whirred faster and faster until it was a squeal

gr eat

cl ouds of dust billowing out fromall around it.

The noi se was now deafening, the vibrations making the second excavat or
ring

like a struck bell. Slowy the great sphere of the node filled w th dust,
partly

obscuring their view Yet every now and then they would glinpse the
excavat or

again, each tinme buried deeper and deeper into the rock, |like sone

f eroci ous,

feral animal boring into the soft flesh of its victim

Fromtime to time there would be a clang or thud as a |arge fragnent of
rock

struck their craft, but there was no danger-the excavators were built
to

wi thstand nassive pressures. Even a nmmjor collapse would nerely ftrap
t he

machi ne, not crush it.

After a while, Kedri turned and | ooked to Aitrus. "It's a fearsone sight,"
he

said, raising his voice above the din.



Aitrus nodded. The first tine he had seen it he had felt a fear deep in the
pi t

of his stomach, yet afterward, talking to his father, he had renenbered it
with

wonder and a sense of pride that this was what his guil dspeople did.

Perhaps it was even that day when he had decided to follow his father into
t he
@Quild of Surveyors

"Watch the tail," he shouted, indicating the screen as, briefly, the
excavat or

cane into view again. It was alnmost wholly in the rock now, yet even as

t hey

wat ched, the tail end of the craft began to |l ash fromside to side-again |ike
a

living thing-scoring the snooth-bored wall of the tunnel wth
t oot h- shaped
gashes.

"Why does it do that?" Kedri shouted back

"To give our men a purchase on the wall. Those gashes are where we begin to
dig
out the collar. It makes it nuch easier for us!"

Kedri nodded. "d ever. You think of everything!"

Yes, Aitrus thought, but then we have had a thousand generations to think
of
ever yt hi ng.

In the sudden sil ence, the excavator backed out of the hole, its segmented

si des

coated in dust, its drill head glowing red despite the constant stream
of

coolant. Inside the node the dust was slowy settling.

"Can we go outside and see for ourselves now?" One of the other
oservers,
Ja'ir, a Master in the GQuild of Witers asked.

"I amafraid not," Aitrus answered him "It is nuch too hot. Besides, you
woul d

choke on the dust. Even our nen wll have to wear breathing suits for a
whi | e.

No, first they will have to spray the node with water to settle the dust.
Then,

once the drill bit has cooled a little, we shall start punping air back into
t he

node fromoutside. Only then will they start the clearing up process.”

"And the next stage of drilling?" Kedri asked, turning fully in his seat
and

| eani ng over the back of the chair to stare at Aitrus.

"That begins al nbst at once. Master," Aitrus answered. "Look."



Even as he spoke, a door opened in the side of the excavator and two
young

gui | dsmen stepped out, suited-up, air canisters feeding the seal ed hel nets
t hey

were wearing. They were both carrying what | ooked |ike spears, only these
spears

were curved and had sharp, dianond tips at the end.

"They'l|l set the Cycler up straight away. W should be able to start the
second

stage of drilling as soon as that's done. Meanwhile, the rest of the nen
will

begin the clearing up operation.”

As the two suited guildsnen began to put together the great cutting hoop of
t he

Cycler, two nore stepped out, trailing flaccid |engths of hose behind

t hem

Getting into position in the center of the platform one of themturned and
gave

a hand signal. Alnost at once the hoses swelled and a jet of water gushed
from

each, arching up into the ceiling of the great sphere. As the two nen

adj usted

the nozzles of their hoses, the fountain of water was transforned into a
fine

mst that briefly seened to fill the node.

It lasted only a minute or two, but when the water supply was cut, the node
was
cl ear of dust, though a dark paste now covered every surface.

Aitrus smled. "If you ever wondered what we surveyors do nost of the tine,
it's
this. deaning up!"

There was | aughter.
"You talk as if you dislike the job, Aitrus,"” Kedri said with a smle
"Not at all. It gives me tinme to think."

Kedri stared at him a noment, a thoughtful expression in his eyes, then
he

turned back, leaving Aitrus to wonder just what was going on inside
t he

Legi sl ator's head.

The four bservers stepped out from the excavator, their novenents
slightly

awkward in the unfam liar protective suits Master Telanis had insisted

t hey

wear. Kedri, as ever, led the way, Aitrus at his side as they stepped over
to

the tunnel's , nouth.

The Cycler had done its job several times already and the cadets had



al r eady

chi pped out a section twenty spans in length and sprayed it with a
coating

of D ni stone. Further down the tunnel, they could see the dark 0 of the
central

borehol e running straight into the rock and, surrounding it like sone
strange

skel etal insect, the Cycler, encased in its translucent sheath.

Two brightly glowing fire-marbles the size of clenched fists were suspended
from

the ceiling. In their blazing blue-white Ilight a nunber of cadets |oaded
rock

onto a nobile trailer.

"This is nore like it," Kedri said, wth an air of satisfaction. "This is
j ust
how | imagined it."

They wal ked slowy toward the I|anps. Surrounding them the finished section
of

the tunnel had the | ook of permanence. Myving past the young guil dsnen,

t hey

approached the rock face, stopping beneath the anchored feet of the Cycler

They | ooked up, past the sleek engine of the Cycler to where its great
revol vi ng

hoop was at rest against the face. The transparent sheath surrounding the
Cycl er

was there to catch the excavated rock and channel it down into a chute that
fed

straight into the central borehole. From there the cadets would collect it
up,

usi ng great suction hoses, and feed it into the pul verizer

Kedri | ooked to Aitrus. "You renmenber your promnmise, Aitrus?"
"I have not forgotten."
"Then what are we waiting for?"

Aitrus turned and signaled to his friend, Efanis, who was working nearby.
At
once, Efanis cane across and, positioning hinself at the controls' of the

Cycl er,

gave two long blasts on the machine's siren

Kedri made a face. "Yours must be the noisiest of guilds, young Aitrus. It
seens
you do nothing w thout a great blast of air beforehand!"

Aitrus smled. It was true. If anyone was up there, they would surely hear
t hem
| ong before they broke through to the surface.

"I'f you would nmke sure your nasks are kept down, Masters," he said,

| ooki ng

fromone to another. "It should be perfectly safe, but if the sheath was to
be

punctured your headgear should protect you."



"Cautious," Kedri muttered. "Ever cautious!"

SlowWy the great cutting-hoop of the Cycler began to spin, slowmy at first,
;gg?er, at first only skimming tRe surface of the rock, whistling al
;;?Ie. Then, abruptly, the whole top of the Cycler seened to lean into the
;Zgz, a great grinding buzz going up as if a thousand swarns of bees had
SLLn rel eased at once.

Chips of rock flew Ilike hailstones against the clear, thick surface of
;Egath. Slowmy the armof the Cycler raised on its hydraulics, noving toward
Lgfizontal as the spinning cutting hoop bit deeper and deeper into the
Lgfb}ng its great 0, like the outer rimof an archery target.

In less than three minutes it was done. Slowy the nmachi ne eased back, the
hoop

slipping fromthe rock, its surface steam ng hot. As the Observers turned,
f our

of the young Surveyors wheel ed the great nmetal hoop of the brace down the

t unnel

toward them They had seen already how it was nounted on the cutting hoop

t hen

pushed into place.

So easy it seenmed, yet every stage was fraught with dangers and difficulties.

As the guildsnmen took over, renoving the covering sheath and fitting the

br ace,

Kedri and his fell ows stood back out of their way. Only when they were

fini shed

and the brace was in place did Aitrus take them through, past the base of
t he

Cycler and into the central borehole. It was darker here, but the piles of
rock

stood out against the light from outside.

Aitrus pointed to two machines that stood to one side. The first
was

recogni zably the machine they used to gather up all the fragments of rock
a

great suction hose coiling out fromthe squat, nmetallic sphere at its
center.

The second was small and squat, with what | ooked |ike a deep, wedge-shaped
net al

tray on top.

I gnoring the rock-gatherer, Aitrus stooped and, picking up one of the

| ar ger

chunks of rock, handed it to Kedri. "Well, Quild Master? Do you want to feed
t he

conpounder ?"

Kedri grinned and, taking the rock over to the nachine, dropped it into



t he
tray.

"What now?" he asked, | ooking to Aitrus.

In answer, Aitrus stepped up and pressed a button on the | face of the
fusion

-conmpounder. At once a netal lid slid across over the tray. There was a
| ow,

grindi ng sound, and then the Iid slid back. The tray was now enpty.

"And t he nara?"

Aitrus crouched and indicated a bulky red cylinder that rested in a nmesh cage
on
t he undersi de of the machine.

"The nara is kept in there," Aitrus said, "in its basic, highly conpacted
form
until we need to use it."

"But surely it would just... solidify!"

Aitrus nodded. "It does. The cylinder is just tenporary; a kind of jacket
used

to nold the nara into a storable form Wen we have enough of the nara, we
| oad

up another machine with the cylinders. In effect, that machine is little
nor e

than a | arge pressure-oven, operating at imrensely high pressures, within
whi ch

the cylinders are burned away and the nara brought back to a nmore vol atil e,
and

thus usable, state."

"The sprayer, you nean?" Kedri said, staring at Aitrus in open astoni shnent.
Ai trus nodded.

Kedri crouched, staring at the bright red cylinder in awe, conscious of
t he

i mense power of these sinple-seemng machines, then, like a school boy who
has

been briefly let off the |Ieash, he straightened up and, | ooking about
hi m

began-to gather up rocks to feed into the machine.

* * *

That ni ght Master Telanis took Aitrus aside once nore

"I hear our friends enjoyed thenselves today. That was a good idea of yours
rgt them operate a few of the |l ess dangerous machines. They're booki sh
;ﬁsezhch types are inpressed by gadgetry. And who knows, even sonethi ng
;ngl may serve to sway themfor the good."

"Then you think it is good?"



"Making contact with the surface-dwellers?" Telanis smled. "Yes. Just so
| ong
as it is done discreetly."

Aitrus frowned. "How do you nean?"

"I mean, | do not think we should mix our race with theirs. Nor should we
t hi nk
of any extended relationship with them They are Ilikely, after all, to be

a
primtive race, and primtive races-as we have learned to our cost-tend to
be

warlike in nature. It would not do to have them pouring down our tunnels
into

Dni."

"But what kind of relationship does that |eave us?"

Tel ani s shrugged, then. "W could go anong them as Cbservers. That is,
provi di ng

we are not too dissimlar fromthemas a species.”

"But why? What would we | earn from doing that?"

"They m ght have «certain cultural traits-artifacts and the like-that we

m ght

use. O they mght even have devel oped certain instrunents or machi nes,

t hough,

personally, | find that nost unlikely."

"It seems, then, that Mster Kedri is right after all, and that ours
is

somet hing of a fool's errand.”
Master Telanis sat forward, suddenly alert. "Are those his words?"

"Something like. It was sonmething he was saying to one of the other
bservers

-Ja'ir, | think-as they were com ng away fromthe rock face. Ja'ir was
wonderi ng

al oud whet her there was anyone up there on the surface anyway."

" And?"

Aitrus paused, trying to recall the conversation. "Master Kedri was of
t he

opinion that there would be. Hs view was that the climatic conditions are
i deal

for the devel opnent of an indi genous species."

"And on what did he base this clain®"
"It seens that all four of them have seen copies of the Book."

"The Book of Earth," Telanis said, nodding thoughtfully. "It was witten
by

Grand Master Ri'Neref hinself, Aitrus, perhaps the greatest of the

anci ent

Witers. Yet it is said that it was one he wote as an. apprentice."



"So Master Kedri also clainmed. Yet nost troubling, perhaps, was what
Mast er
Ja'ir said next."

Telanis's eyes seenmed to pierce Aitrus. "Go on."

"Ja'ir said that whether there was a humanoid race up there on the surface
or

not, he neverthel ess wondered whether so rmuch tine and effort ought to have
been

spent on such a specul ative venture."

"Specul ative ... he said speculative, did he?"
Ai trus nodded.

Master Tel anis sat back and stared thoughtfully. For a while he did not
speak,
then, looking at Aitrus, he asked, "And what do_yot< think, Aitrus? Is it

worth
it?"

"Yes, Quild Master. To know for certain that we are sharing a world with
anot her

intelligent species-that surely is worth twice the tine and effort that we
have

given it!"

Whi |l e the excavation was in process, the young guildsmen had been permitted
to

return to their quarters on the ships, while the Observers had been noved
into

the Guild Master's cabin in the second excavat or

Aitrus returned to his bunk. Briefly he smled, thinking ofKedri's coment,
but

the smle quickly faded. The endless secondary process of clearing up
normal | y

gave himtime to think of his experinents, sonething he had little tinme to
do

t hese past few days. Indeed, it made hi mwonder how others could stand to
live

as Kedri so clearly lived, constantly in someone el se's pocket.

Personal |l y, he needed space, and quiet. Yes, and an adequate supply of
chemical s

and not ebooks! he thought, recollecting how his nother used to tease him
about

hi s obsession with rocks and geol ogi cal processes.

Unnatural, she had said, but the old cook, Master Jerahl, was right, there
was
not hing nore natural for a Dni. Stone was their el enment.

As he sat on the edge of his bunk, he could hear the whine of drills and
t he
sudden crunch as rock fell to the floor. Let others think birdsong and the



sound
of a river flowing were natural; for him this was the nost natural of sounds.

"Young worm" his father had called himas a child, as if anticipating
hi s

future calling, and so he had beconme. A burrower. A seeker of passages.
An

expl orer of the dark.

Aitrus stood, neaning to undress for sleep, when there came the sound of
a

commotion outside. He hurried along the corridor and poked his head out,

| ooki ng

about* him It was comng frominside the tunnel. The sound of a human in
pai n.

He heard a scuffling behind him A nmonent I|ater. Master Telanis joined him
in
t he doorway.

"What is it, Aitrus?"
"Soneone's hurt."

The two men ran across. At the tunnel's nmouth, one of the young engi neers
nmet
them his face distraught.

"Who is it, Ta' nerin?" Telanis asked, holding his arnmns.

"It's Efanis. The cutting tip shattered. He's badly hurt. W've tried to
staunch
t he bl ood but we can't stop it!"

"Fetch Master Avonis at once. |'l|l see what | can do!"

Letting Ta'nerin go, Master Telanis ran, Aitrus close behind. The tunne
was

al rost finished now Only the last 5 spans remained uncut. There, at the
far

end, beneath the burning arc |lanmps, they could see a small group of
cadets

gat her ed- some kneel i ng, sone standi ng-around one of their coll eagues.

The npani ng grew an awful, piteous sound.

As the two nen came up, they saw just how badly Efanis was injured. The
wound

was awful. The shattered tip nust have flown back and hit Efanis full in
t he
chest and upper arm He had not stood a chance. Even as they stood there he
gave

a great groan. Blood was on his |ips.

Pushi ng between the guildsmen, Mster Telanis tore off his shirt and poked
it

into the wound. Then, | ooking about him he spoke urgently, trying to rouse
t hem

fromtheir shock. "Help nme, then, lads! Quick now" And, reaching down,
he



gently cradled Efanis's head even as the others crowded around, putting
their
ha”nds under Efanis's shoul ders and back and thi ghs.

"That's good," Telanis said softly, encouraging themas they gently lifted
t he

groaning Efanis. "Now let's get him back to the excavator. The sooner

Mast er

Avonis gets to |l ook at him the better."

* * *

There had been accidents before, but never anything nore severe than

br oken

bones, or bruising, or rock splinters. Mster Telanis prided hinmself on
hi s

safety record. Efanis's accident had thus cone as a great shock

When Aitrus reported to Kedri the next norning, it was to find the
Legi sl at or

crouched over a desk in the chart room witing. He | ooked up as Aitrus
entered

and put down his pen

"I"'msorry, Aitrus. | understand that Efanis was vyour friend. A bad
busi ness,
eh?"

Aitrus nodded, but he felt unable to speak. Efanis was not yet out of trouble.

"I'"ll not be needing you today, Aitrus, so take the day off. Do

your
experiments, if you wish. W'll carry on tonorrow. "
"Yes, Master."

Lgaving Kedri to his work, Aitrus went straight to Master Telanis. He found
?%nlhe tunnel , crouching beside the temporarily abandoned excavation, staring
thark patch in the rock. At the center of that small, irregular ovoid was
?iny, slightly flattened circle of what |ooked |ike gl ass.

It had the | ook of a bruised eye staring fromthe rock
"What is that?" Aitrus asked.

Telanis looked up at him "It appears to be a pyroclastic deposit-a

"vol cani c

bonb' deposited in this strata hundreds of mllions of years ago." The
Quild

Master pointed to the outer, darker area. "The outside of it is sinple
obsi di an

-a glassy basalt-but this pellucid nugget here was already enbedded within
it

when the volcano spat it out. It |ooks and feels |ike dianond."

Al trus nodded.



"My guess," Telanis continued, "is that the cutting tip slipped on the
gl assy

surface, then snagged on this nuch harder patch here and shattered."

He sighed heavily. "I should have taken core sanmples, Aitrus. | was in too
nmuch

of a hurry to inpress our guests. And now this has cone of it."

"You cannot bl ane yourself. CGuild Master," Aitrus said. "The bit nust have
been

fl awed, anyway. One cannot foresee everything."

"No?" Telanis stood. He | ooked about himat the abandoned tools, his eyes,
for

the first time that Aitrus could recall, troubled by what he saw. "If not
nel

then who, Aitrus? It is nmy job to ensure the safety of ny crews,
ny

responsibility, no one else's. That Efanis is hurt is my fault. If | had done
ny

job properly ..

Aitrus put out his hand to touch his Master's arm then withdrewit. In a
sense

Telanis was right. Al of their patient checks and procedures were designed
to

avoid an event like this.

He cleared his throat. "Master Kedri says he does not need ne today.
Quild

Master. | cane to be reassigned.”

Telanis glanced at him then made a vague gesture with his hand. "Not
now,

Aitrus. W'll do no work today."
"But, Master..."

"Not now."

Aitrus packed a knapsack for the journey and set off, walking back down
t he

nodes to where-al nost two nonths before- they had drilled through a small
cave

system

Though they had | abored long and hard in the rock, it took but an hour or so
to

reach his destination. For the first part the way was fairly

st rai ght f orward,

zi gzaggi ng back and forth in the normal D ni way, but then it branched to

t he

left, where they had been forced to detour around an area of folds and faults.

Hs way was dimMy [|it. Chemicals in the green-black coating ot D ni rock
gave
off a faint |um nescence bright enough to see in. But Aitrus had packed
two



| anps and a small canister of |unm nescent al gae for when he left the D ni
pat h.

Coming to his destination, he rested briefly, seated on the rock | edge
out si de
the circular door that |led through into the cave system and ate a brief neal.

The sphere of this node had been peppered wi th openings-sonme tiny
apertures

barely | arge enough to poke one's hand into, others big enough to walk

i nsi de.

One-the one he now sat outside-had been large enough to drive the
excavat or

inside. Indeed, wth Master Telanis's pernmission, they had shored up
t he

entrance and bored alnpst fifty spans into the rock, w dening the passageway
to

gi ve access to a large cavern that lay just beyond. But tinme had been
pressi ng

and they had not had nore than a day or two to explore the system before
t hey

had had to press on with their excavations. They had sealed the tunnel with
a

small gate-similar to those that |inked the nodes to the | engths of D ni

t unnel

-l eaving the caverns for future investigation, then they had sprayed the rest
of

the node with a snooth coating of nara.

Aitrus had nade extensive notes of the cave systemat the time. Now he had
t he

chance to go back and resune his explorations. The thought of it cheered him
as,

finishing his neal, he stood and, taking the protective helmet from his pack
he

strapped it on and, slipping the sack onto his shoulder, walked over to
t he

| ock.

It was a sinple pressure lock. Turning the wheel, he could hear the air hiss
out

fromthe vent overhead. A nmonent |ater a crack appeared down the very center
of

the door and the two halves of it slid back into the surrounding collar

I nsi de was dar kness.

In a small cloth bag he carried in his pocket he had a collection of
f;;?bles. Taki ng one fromthe bag, he opened the back of the | anmp nounted on
ELTnEt and popped it into the tiny space. dicking it shut, he waited for
ﬁnnent until the fire-nmarble began to glow. After Iless than a minute a
§1$3;5 whi t e radi ance shone out from the lanp into the darkness, revealing
;:Eoth, uncoated walls of rock w thin.

Aitrus smled, then stepped inside.



Aitrus paused to spray a tiny arrow on the rock wall, pointing back the way
he

had come, then slipped the canister away and wal ked slowy on, counting
each

step, all the time turning his head from side to side, scanning the walls
and

fl oor ahead of him

After a noment he stopped again and took his notebook fromhis pocket,

qui ckl'y

mar ki ng down how many paces he had cone before checking his compass again to
see

if the tunnel had diverged fromits sl ow descent.

It was a narrow passageway, one they had not explored the first time he had
been

here. Overhead it tapered to a crack that seenmed to go sonme way into the

r ock,

but it was barely w de enough to walk down, and it was slowy narrow ng.
U

ahead, however, it seemed to emerge into a |larger space-a small cavern

per haps

-and so he persevered, hoping he m ght squeeze through and investigate.

The rock was silent. There were no waterflows here, no steady drip from
unseen

hei ghts, only the absence of sound. He was the intruder here, the noise of
hi s

own breathing loud in his ears. It was warmin the rock and he felt no
fear.

Since he'd been a child and his father had first taken himdeep inside the
r ock,

he had felt no fear. Wat he felt,, if anything, was atiny thril
of

anti ci pation.

There was hi dden beauty in the rock. Locked deep within the earth were
caverns

of such delicate, shimering beauty that, to step out into them was a
j oy

beyond all neasuri ng.

Taking his sack fromhis shoulders, he dropped it softly onto the floor of
t he

passage, then turned and began to squeeze into the narrow space. Breathing
in,

he found he could just slip through

He turned, then grabbed hold of the rock beside him Just below himthe
rock

fell away into a narrow chasm To his left it <clinbed to neet a solid wall
of

rock. But to his right...

Aitrus grinned. To his right, just beyond the gap, the cavern opened out.
Poi nt s
of shimering crystal seemed to wi nk back at himas he turned his head. The



r oof

of the cavern was Ilow, but the cave itself went back sone way, a
huge,

pillarlike outcrop of rock concealing what lay at the far end.

Aitrus turned and, squeezing back through, retrieved his sack. By the tiner
on

his wist he had been gone fromthe base-node al nbst three hours, but there
was

still plenty of time. Securing the strap of the sack about his wist, he
edged

t hrough the gap again, standing on the Iip of the entrance hole.

The gap seened deep, but he could junp it at a stride. The trouble would
be

getting back, as the floor of the cave was nuch |[ower than where he stood.
It

woul d not be so easy |leaping up onto this |edge.

Taking a length of rope fromhis sack, Aitrus hammered a netal pin into the
rock

beside himand tied one end of the rope fast about it. He uncoiled the
r ope,

letting two or three spans of it hang down, then junped down.

For a nonent he | ooked about him his eyes searching for a chunk of |oose
st one

to lay upon the end of the rope to keep it in place, but there was nothing.
The

rock was strangely fused here and gl assy. Aitrus coiled the end of the rope
and

rested it on the rock, trusting that it would not slip into the gap
Then,

straightening up, he turned to face the cavern

Fpr a nonent Aitrus held hinmself perfectly still, the beamof light from
r;ip focused on the pillar at the far end of the cavern, then he crouched
Zgg}n taking his notebook fromhis pocket, rested it on his knee, and began
;Eetch what he saw

Fi ni shed, he began to walk across. The floor was strangely snooth and for
a

monent Aitrus wondered if he were in a vol cani c chanber of sone kind. Then
with

a laugh, he stopped and crouched.

"Agates!" he said softly, his voice a whisper in that silent space. "Agates
in

the rock""

Taking a hamrer and chisel from his tool belt, Aitrus chipped at the
snoot h

surface of the rock just to his left, then, slipping the tools back into
their

| eat her hol sters, he reached down and gently plucked his find fromthe rock

The agate was a tiny piece of chal cedony no bigger than a pigeon's egg. He



hel d

it up and studied it, then, reaching behind him popped it into the sack on
hi s

back. There were others here, and he quickly chipped themfromthe rock
Sone

were turquoise, others a deep sumrer blue. One, however, was al nost purple
in

color and he guessed that it was possibly an amethyst.

Aitrus smled broadly, then stood once nore. Such agates were
hypabyssal - snal

i ntrusive bodies fromdeep in the earth's crust that had been thrust up with
t he

lava flowto cool at these shallow depths. In a sense they were no nore
t han

bubbles in the lava flow, bubbles that had been filled with heated

gr oundwat er .

Long eons had passed and this was the formthey had taken. Polished they
woul d

| ook magni ficent.

Aitrus began to walk toward the distant pillar of rock, but he had taken no
nor e

than two paces when the floor beneath himbegan to trenble. At first he

t hought

t hey had perhaps begun drilling again, for the source of the vibrations
seened

quite distant, but then he”“recall ed what Master Tel anis had said.

W'l do no work today ..

As if to enphasize the point, the ground shuddered. There was a deep runbling
in
the rock. He could hear rock falling in the passage behind him

Aitrus wal ked across. If the passage coll apsed, he woul d be trapped here, and
it

m ght be days before anyone knew where he was. He had told no one that he
was

of f expl ori ng.

The rope, at least, was still where he had left it. He swng across and
pul | ed
hi nsel f up onto the I edge.

There was the faintest trenbling in the rock. A trickle of dust fell from
a

crack above him He | ooked up. |If there was to be a proper quake, that

rock

woul d conme down.

Cal ming hinself, Aitrus squeezed through the gap and began to wal k back
al ong

the narrow rock passage. He was hal fway al ong when the rock shook
violently.

There was a crashing up ahead of him dust was in his nmouth suddenly, but
t he

passage remai ned unbl ocked.

He kept wal ki ng, picking up his pace.



The um nous arrows he had left to mark his way shone out, showi ng him
t he

direction back to the node. Coming to one of the snaller caverns near the
node,

he found his way bl ocked for the first tine. A fall of rock filled the end
of

the cavern, but he renmenbered that there was another way around, through
a

narr ow borehol e. Aicrus went back down the tunnel he'd been follow ng unti
he

found it, then craw ed through on his hands and knees, his head down, the
sack

pushed before him There was a slight drop on the other side. Aitrus worned
hi s

way around and dangled his feet over the edge. He was about to drop, when
he

turned and | ooked. The slight drop had beconme a fall of three spans-al nost
forty

feet. Hanging on tightly, he turned his head, trying to see if there was

anot her

way out. There wasn't. He would have to clinb down the face, using netal

pi ns

for footholds.

It took hima long time, but eventually he was down. Now he only had to get
back

up again. He could see where the tunnel began again, but it was quite a
clinmb,

the last two spans of it vertical. There was nothing he could do; he would
have

to dig handholds in the rock face with a hammer.

The ascent was slow. Twice the ground shook and al most threw himdown into
t he

pit out of which he was clinbing, but he clung on until things were quiet
agai n.

Eventual |y he cl anbered up into the tunnel

If he was right, he was at nost fifty spans fromthe gate.

Hal f running, he hurried down the tunnel. Here was the tiny cavern they
Zg?Ied The Pantry, here the one they'd called The Steps. Wth a feeling of
?;??Lf, he ducked under the great slab of stone that narked the begi nning of
LZSe system and out into the D ni borehole.

d ancing along the tunnel, Aitrus could see at once that it had been
badl y

damaged. The sides had been snoboth and perfectly symetrical. Now there
wer e

dark cracks all along it, and huge chunks of rock had fallen fromthe
ceiling

and now rested on the tunnel's fl oor

Ignoring the feeling in the pit of his stomach Aitrus wal ked slowy on. He
coul d
see that the gate was closed. It would have closed as soon as the first



trenor

registered in its sensors. Al the gates along the Iine, in every node, would
be

closed. If he could not open it he would be trapped, as helpless as if
he' d

stayed in the cavern where he'd found the agates.

There was a rarely used wheel in the center of the gate, an emergency
pressure
-rel ease

Braci ng hinmself against the huge netal door, Aitrus heaved the whee
around,
prayi ng that another trenor wouldn't cone.

At first nothing, then, the sound making himgasp with relief, there was a
hi ss
of air and the door opened, its two halves sliding back into the collar of
r ock.

Aitrus jumped through, knowi ng that at any nonent anot her quake ni ght cone
and
force the doors to slam shut again.

After the tunnel, the node was brightness itself. Aitrus blinked painfully,

t hen

turned to | ook back into the borehole. As he did, the whole of the ceiling
at

the end came crashing down. Dust billowed toward him At the sudden noise,
t he

sensors in the gate were activated and the doors slammed shut, bl ocking out
bot h

noi se and dust.

Aitrus whistled to hinself, then turned, |ooking about him The walls of

t he

great sphere in which he stood were untouched-it would take a major quake
to

af fect the support walls-but both node-gates were shut.

He woul d have to wait until the trenprs subsi ded.

Aitrus sat and took his notebook fromhis pocket, beginning to wite down
al l
t hat had happened.

It was inportant to nmake observations and wite down everything, just in
case
there was sonething inmportant anong it all

Smal | trenors were quite comon; they happened every nonth or so, but these
wer e
strong. Miuch stronger in fact, than anything he had ever encountered.

He renenbered the agates and got themout. For a while he studied them | ost
in
admration. Then, with a cold and sudden clarity, he realized they were cl ues.

This whole region was volcanic. Its history was volcanic. These agates
wer e



evi dence of countless mllennia of volcanic activity. And it was still going
on.

They had been boring their tunnels directly through the heart of a
gr eat

vol canic fault.

Stowi ng the agates back in the sack, Aitrus wote his observations down,
t hen
cl osed the not ebook and | ooked up

It was at |east an hour since the last trenor.
As if acknow edging the fact, the node-gates hissed and then slid open

Aitrus stood, then picked up his sack and slung it over his shoulder. It
was
time to get back

As Aitrus stepped out from beneath the node-gate, he frowned. The base canp
was
strangely silent.

The two excavators renai ned where he had | ast seen them but there was no sign
of

the frenetic activity he had expected after the quakes. It was as if the
site

had been abandoned.

He wal ked across, a strange feeling in the pit of his stomach, then
st opped,

hearing noises from the tunnel; the faintest murnur of voices, like a
ritual

chant .

Coving to the tunnel's entrance, he saw them the whole company of both
i:gzsﬁp in ranks, together with the four Gbservers, who stood off in a
glzﬁp to one side. The assenbly stood at the far end, where the accident
Eggpened, t heir heads bowed.

At once Aitrus knew. This was a ceremony to mark Efanis's passage. He could
hear
the words drift back to him in Master Tel anis's clear and sol emm tones.

"In rock he lived, in rock he rests."

And as the words faded, so Master Telanis lay the dead guildsman's hand upon
t he

open |inking book, noving back as the body shimered in the air and vani shed.
It

was now in the great burial Age of 7 e' Negamiris.

Aitrus bowed his head, standing where he was in the tunnel's nouth, nouthing
t he
words of the response, along with the rest of the conpany.



"May Yavo, the Maker receive his soul."

Everyone was silent again, marking Efanis's passage wth respect,
t hen

i ndi vi dual heads began to come up. Master Telanis | ooked across; seeing

Aitrus,

he cane across and, placing a hand on Aitrus's arm spoke to himsoftly.

"I'm sorry, Aitrus. It happened very quickly. An adverse reaction to
t he
nmedi cation. He was very weak."

Ai trus nodded, but the fact had not really sunk in. For a time, in the
tunnel s,
he had totally forgotten about his friend.

"Are you all right?"
"I''mfine,"
of

damage there. The quakes ..

Aitrus answered. "I went back to the cave system There's a |ot

Telanis nodded. "Master Geran seems to chink it is only a settling of
t he

surroundi ng rock, but we need to make nore soundi ngs before we proceed.
There

may be sonme del ays."

"Quild Master Kedri will not be pleased.”

"No, nor his fellows. But it cannot be hel ped. W nust be certain it is
not hi ng
critical.’
wil |
require your services for slightly 1longer than anticipated, Aitrus. Wuld
t hat

worry you?"

Master Telanis paused, then. "It night nmean that Master Kedri

Master Telanis had said nothing about Aitrus not |letting anyone know where
he

had gone. That, Aitrus knew, was his way. But Aitrus felt guilty about

t he

breach, and it was, perhaps, that guilt that nade hi mbow his head and answer.

"No, Guild Master."

As Master Kedri clinbed up into the Messenger, he turned, |ooked back at
Aitrus,
and smil ed.

"Thank you, Aitrus. | shall not forget your kindness."
Aitrus returned the smile.
"And | shall not forget to deliver your letter,"” Kedri added, patting the

pocket
of his tunic, where the letter |ay.



"Thank you, Guild Master."

Kedri ducked inside. A nonent |ater the door hissed shut and the turbi nes of
t he
craft came to life.

Aitrus stepped back, rejoining the others who had gathered to see off
t he
oservers.

"You did well, Aitrus," Master Telanis said quietly, comng alongside as
t he
Messenger turned and slowy edged into the tunnel, heading back to D ni.

"Yet | fear it was naf enough," Aitrus answered.

Tel ani s nodded, a small novenent in his face indicating that he, too,
expect ed
little good to come of the Cbservers' report.

Unexpectedly, Master Kedri and his fellows had chosen not to wait for
tunnel i ng

to recomrence, deciding, instead, to return at once. Al there read it as
a

clear sign that the four men had made up their m nds about the expedition

Efanis's death, the quakes-these factors had clearly influenced that
choi ce
- had, perhaps, pushed themto a decision

Even so, the waiting would be hard.

"What shall we do, Guild Master?" Aitrus asked, seeing how despondent
Tel ani s
| ooked.

Telanis glanced at him then shrugged. "I suppose we shall keep on
bur r owi ng
t hrough the rock, until they tell us otherw se."

* * *

Progress was slow Master Geran took many soundings over the follow ng
five

days, nmking a great chart of all the surrounding rock, then checking
hi s

findi ngs by making test borings deep into the strata.

It was ten full days before Master Telanis gave the order to finish off
t he

tunnel and excavate the new node. Knowi ng how close the Council's neeting
now
was, everyone in the expedition feared the worst.

Any day now they might be sumoned hone, the tunnels filled, all their
efforts

brought to nothing, but still they worked on, a stubborn pride in what they
did

maki ng t hem wor k harder and | onger



The advance team finished excavating and coating the sphere in a single
day,

while the second team laid the air brackets. That evening they dismantled
t he

pl atforms and noved the base canp on

Ef ani s's death had been a shock, but none there had known quite how it
woul d

affect them Now they knew. As Aitrus's team sat there that evening in
t he

refectory, there was a strange yet intimate silence. No one had to speak
yet

all there knew what the others were feeling and thinking. Finally, the old
cook,

Jerahl, said it for them

"It seens unfair that we should come to understand just how inportant
this
expedition is, only for it to be taken frorr us."

There was a strong nmurnur of agreement. Since Efanis') death, what had been
for

nost an adventure had taken on thf aspect of a crusade. They wanted now
to

finish this tunnel, tc conplete the task they had been given by the
Counci | .

Whet hel there was anyone up there on the surface or not did not mattel now
it

was the forging of the tunnel through the earth th"l was the inportant thing.

Aitrus, never normally one to speak in conpany, broke habit now and
answer ed
Jerahl .

"I't would indeed seemill if Efanis were to die for nothing."

Again, there was a nurnur of-assent fromthose seated about Aitrus. But that
had
hardly di ed when Master Tel anis, who now stood in the doorway, spoke up

"Then it is fortunate that the Council see fit to agree with you, Aitrus."

There was a nonent's shocked silence, then a great cheer went up
Tel ani s

grinned and nodded at Aitrus. In one hand he held a letter, the seal of
whi ch

was broken.

"A special courier arrived a nonent ago. It appears we have been given a
year's
extensi on!"

There was nore cheering. Everyone was grinning broadly now

"But of much greater significance," Telanis continued as the noise subsided,
n i S
the fact that we have been given pernission to build a great shaft.”

"A shaft, Master?"



Tel anis nodded, a |ook of immense satisfaction on his face. "It seens
t he

Council are as inpatient as we to see what is on the surface. There is to be
no

nore burrow ng sideways through the rock. W are to build a great shaft

strai ght

up to the surface. W are to begin the new soundings in the norning!"

* * *

The nmobon was a pale circle in the star-spattered darkness of the desert
sky.

Beneath it, in a hollow between two long ridges of rock, two travelers
had

stopped and canped for the night, their camels tethered cl ose by.

It was cool after the day's excessive heat, and the two nen sat side by side
on

a narrow ridge of rock, thick sheepskins draped over their shoul ders;
sheepski ns

that had been taken fromthe great |eather saddles that rested on the

gr ound

j ust behind them

They were traders, out of Tadjinar, heading south for the markets of
Jenmaranir.

It had been silent; such a perfect silence as only the desert knows. But
now,

into that silence, canme the faintest sound, so faint at first that each of
t he

travelers kept quiet, thinking they had imagined it. But then the
sound

i ncreased, becane a presence in the surrounding air.

The ground was gently vibrating.

The two men stood, |ooking about themin astonishment. The noise
intensified,

became a kind of hum Suddenly there was a clear, pure note in the air, |ike
t he

noi se of a great trunpet sounding in the depths bel ow

Hurrying over to the edge of the rocky outcrop, they stared in wonder.
Qut

there, not a hundred feet from where they stood, the sand was in novenent,
a

great circle of it trenbling violently as if it were being shaken in a

gi ant

sieve. Slowmy a great hoop of sand and rock lifted, as if it were being drawn
up

into the sky. At the sane tine, the strange, unearthly note rose in
intensity,

filling the desert air, then ceased abruptly.

At once the sand dropped, formng a massive circle where it fell
The two nmen stared a nonment |onger, then, as one, dropped onto their hands

and
knees, their heads touching the rock



"Al'l ah preserve us!" they wailed. "Allah keep us and confort us!" Fromthe

canp
behi nd them the sound of the canels' fearful braying filled the desert night.

* * *

Mast er Geran sat back and smiled, his blind eyes | aughing.
"Perfect,"
t he

soundi ngs. Gave the thing a real blast this tinme! And it worked! We have
cl ear

rock all the way to the surface!"

he said, |l|ooking to where Master Telanis stood. "l intensified

Tel anis, who had been waiting tensely for Geran's analysis of the sounding,
| et
out a great sigh of relief.

"Are you saying this is it, Master Geran?"

Geran nodded. "W shall need to cut test holes, naturally. But | would say
t hat
this was the perfect site for the shaft."

"Excellent!" Telanis grinned. For three nonths they had pressed on
bur r owi ng
patiently through the rock, |ooking for such a site. Now they had it.

"I should warn you," GCeran said, his natural caution resurfacing. "There is
?arge cave off to one side of the proposed excavation. But that should
Q?Eect us. It is some way off. Besides, we shall be naking our shaft next to
LL% under it."

"Cood," Telanis said. "Then | shall informthe Council at once. W can
gfgrted, excavating the footings. That should take us a nonth, at least."

"Ch, at least!" Geran agreed, and the two old friends |aughed.

"At last," Telanis said, placing a hand on Geran's shoul der and squeezi ng
it

gently. "I was beginning to think I would never see the day."
"Nor |," Ceran agreed, his blind eyes staring up into Telanis's face. "Nor |."
* * *

The preparations were extensive. First they had to excavate a nassive
chanber

beneat h where the shaft was to be. It was a job the two excavators were
not

really suited to, and though they began the work by making two |ong
curving

tunnels on the perineter, heavier cutting equi pmrent was swiftly brought up
from

Dni to carry out this task



While this was being organized. Master Geran, working wth a team of
seni or

menbers of the Guild of Cartographers, designed the main shaft. This was not
as

sinmple a job as it mght have appeared, for the great shaft was to be the hub
of

a network of nuch snmaller tunnels that would branch out fromit. Mst of

t hese

were service tunnels, |eading back to D ni, but sone extended the
ori gi nal

excavation to the north.

As things developed, Mster Telanis found hinself no |onger |eading
t he

expedi tion but only one of six @uild Masters working under G and Master

| radun

hi nsel f, head of the @uild of Surveyors. Qther guilds, too, were now
steadily

nore involved in the work

Aitrus, looking on, found hinself excited by all this frenetic activity.
It

seened as though they were suddenly at the heart of everything, the very

f ocus

of Dni's vast enterprise.

By the end of the third week the bulk of the great chanmber had been
part-cut,

part-nelted fromthe rock, a big stone burner—a machine of which all had
heard

but few had ever seen in action—aking the rock drip fromthe walls Iike
ice

before a bl ow orch.

The chanmber needed' supporting, of course. Twenty massive (dranite
pillars

supported the ceiling, but for the walls the usual method of spray-coating
woul d

not do. Huge sl abs of nara the hardest of D ni stones—a netallic

gr eeni sh-bl ack

stone thirty times the density of steel —were brought up the line. Huge
machi nes

lifted the precast sections into place while others hamered in the
securing

rivets.

A single one of those rivets was bigger than a man, and nore than eight

t housand

were used in lining the mghty walls of the chanmber, but eventually it was
done.

That evening, walking between the pillars in that vast chanber, beneath
t he

stark, temporary lighting, Aitrus felt once again an imrense pride in
hi s

peopl e.

Wrk was going on day and night now+though such terns, admittedly, had
nmeani ng



only in ternms of their waking or sleeping shifts—and a | arge nunber

of gui | dsnen

had been shipped in fromDni for the task. The first of the support
tunnel s,

allowing themto bring in extra supplies fromD ni, had been cut, and nore
wer e

bei ng excavated. The noi se of excavation in the rock was constant.

To a young guildsman it was all quite fascinating. What had for so long been
a

si mpl e expl oratory excavati on had now beconme a problemin logistics. A
tenporary

canp had been set up at the western end of the chanber and it grew daily.
There

were not only guildsmen fromthe @uild of Surveyors here now but also from
many

other guilds—+from the @ild of Mners, the Messengers, the Caterers,
t he

Heal ers, the Mechanists, the Analysts, the Mintainers, and the

St one- Masons.

There were even four nmenbers of the GQuild of Artists, there to nake
prelimnary

sketches for a great painting of the works.

Food, of course, could have been a problemwi th so nmany suddenly

congr egat ed

there in the chamber, but the Guild of Caterers brought up two of their
Books,

linked to the great granary worlds of Er'Duna and Er'Jerah, and the many
wer e

fed.

Not everything, however, was quite so sinple. Wth the chanber cut
and
supported, they had begun to bring in the big cutting machi nes.

For five full days the tunnels were closed to any other traffic as these
huge,

anci ent mechani sms were brought up one by one fromD ni. Dismantled in the
| ower

caverns ready for the journey, they were transported on massive

hal f-tracked

wagons and reassenbled in the base chanber, beneath the eyes of the

ast oni shed

young gui | dsnen.

There were four of these nmachines in all, and with their arrival, there was
a

sense that history was being made. Only rarely was nore than a single one
of

these nonolithic cutters brought into use; to have all four at a single site
was

al nrost unprecedented. Not since the breakthrough to the Iower caverns and
t he

opening of the Tijali Mnes, eighteen centuries before, had they been

f ound

t oget her.

The machi nes thensel ves were, in three of the four cases, much ol der than
t hat.



ad Stone Teeth, as it was known, was close on four thousand years old,
whil e
Rock-Biter and The Burrower were contenporaries at three thousand

year s- bot h

having been built for the broadening of the Rudenna Passage. The
youngest ,

however, was al so the biggest, and had been fashioned especially for the
openi ng

of the new mnes. This was Ginder, and it was to Ginder that A trus and
t he
rest of the young explorers were assigned.

Grinder arrived yi”™ stages. First to arrive was the Operations Cabin-the
"brain'

of the beast-itself four tines the size of one of the excavators. Yet this,
as

it turned out, was the least inpressive of its parts-at |east, physically.
In

the days that followed, two giant, jointed |legs arrived, and then, in a
convoy

that took several hours to enter the great chanber, the eighteen sections

t hat

made up its massive trunk

Aitrus watched in amazenent as trailer after trailer rolled in, filling
t he

whol e of the northern end of the chanber. Then, when he thought no nore
coul d

possibly arrive, the cutting and grinding arms turned up-siXx nassive

hal f-tracks

bearing the | oad.

The job of reassenbly coul d now begin.

For much of the follow ng weeks, the young guildsnen found thensel ves

pl ayi ng

nmessenger for the thousands of other guildsnmen who had suddenly appeared at
t he

site-runni ng about the great chanber, taking endl ess diagrams and maps and
not es

fromguild to guild. The rest of the time they found thenselves idle
spectators

as slowy the big nmachi nes took form

It was a | engthy and pai nstaki ng process.

By the end of the third week, Grinder was conplete. It crouched there, its
mat t

bl ack shape still and silent beneath the ceiling of the chanber, I|ike
sone

strange cross between a toad and a crab, its huge cutting arns |owered at
its

sides. Like all the great machines, it was constantly updated and nodifi ed,
yet

its outer formwas ancient.

Standi ng before it, Aitrus felt, for the first time in his life, how small
he

was conpared to the anbitions of his race. Though the D ni were |ong-lived,

t he



rock in which trtey had their being was of an age that was difficult
to

conprehend; yet with the use of such machines they had chal |l enged t hat

anci ent

realm westing a living fromits bare, inhospitable grip.

Grinder was not sinply a machine, it was a statenent-a great shout into
t he

rock. This was Dni! Small, tenporary creatures they might be, yet
their

defi ance was godli ke.

Turning fromit, Aitrus walked out across that vast, paved floor
st eppi ng

between the massive pillars that stretched up into the darkness, then
st opped,

| ooki ng about him

Ginder lay behind him now The Burrower and Rock-Biter lav to his left,
li ke

huge bl ack scarabs. Ahead of him was the dull red shape of Ad Stone
Teet h,

squatting like a mantis between the pillars and the celling. As a child he
had

had an illustrated book about Od Stone Teeth, and he could vividly recal
t he

pictures of the great machine as it |eaned into the rock, powdered rock
sprayi ng

fromthe great vent underneath it into a succession of trailers.

And now, as an adult, he stood before it. Aitrus nodded to hinself. It was
only

when you were up close to such machines that you could appreciate their
true

size and power. No illustration could possibly do justice to such machi nes.
They

were truly awesone.

That night Aitrus barely slept. Soon it would begin, and he would Ilive to
??? This was a tale to tell one's children and one's children's children
?2m€he days of old, his people had cut their way up fromthe depths and nmnade
great shaft that had reached up fromthe darkness to the light.

The next norning Aitrus was up early, keen to start. But his masters were,
as

ever.-in no hurry. There were test boreholes to be drilled, and rock anal yses
to

be made. For the next few days the @uild of Analysts took over, their
tenporary

| aboratories filling the center of the chanber, their "samplers"- a dozen
smal I,

bul | et - shaped, autononobus drilling machines - boring their way into the
rock

over head.

For Aitrus the next few weeks were pure frustration. Mich was done, yet
there



was still no word of when the main excavation would begin. Letters from
hone

spoke of the excitenent throughout D ni, yet his own had waned. And he was
not

alone in feeling thus.

Returning to the excavator after a day of running nmessages, Aitrus was about
Lgss the Guild Master's cabin when he noted Telanis seated at his desk, his
2?3ﬂped forward, covered by his hands. A single sheet of paper was on the
desk

before him

"Master? Are you unwel | ?"

Tel anis | ooked up. He seened tired, his eyes glazed and dull.

"Cone in and cl ose the door, Aitrus."

Aitrus did as he was told.

"Now t ake a seat."

Aitrus sat, concern growing in him Telanis was |ooking at hi m now.

"To answer your question, Aitrus, no, | amnot unwell, at |east, not
physi cal ly.

But to be true to the spirit of your question, yes. | feel an inner fatigue,
a

sense of ..."

" Di sappoi nt nent ?"

Telanis's smle was weary. "I thought it would not concern nme, Aitrus.

knew

that at some stage the whole thing mnight be taken fromny hands. After all,
we

are but servants of the Council. Yet | had not expected to feel so useless,
SO

peri pheral to events. Great things are happening, Aitrus. | had hoped ...
wel I,

that perhaps it would be we few who woul d be the ones to nake the

br eakt hr ough. "

Aitrus stared at the Quild Master in astonishnent. He had not even
suspect ed
that Telanis felt this way.

"It seens we were nerely the pathfinders, Aitrus. Yet |, for one, had
gr ander
vi sions of nyself. Yes, and of you crewren, too. | saw us as explorers."

"And so we were. Master."
"Yes, and now we are redundant. Qur part in things is done."
"So why do they not sinply send us hone to D ni?"

In answer Tel anis handed himthe paper. Aitrus quickly read it then | ooked



up,
surprised. "Then it is over."

"Yes," Telanis said quietly, "but not until the day after the capping

cer enony.

They want us there for that. After all, it would hardly be right for us not
to

be there.”

The slight edge of bitterness in Telanis's voice again surprised Aitrus. He
had
al ways viewed Quild Master Telanis as a man wholly without desire; a

| oyal

servant, happy to do whatever was required of him This tiny fit of

pi que-i f

pique it was-seenmed uncharacteristic. Yet Telanis clearly felt hurt at
bei ng

brushed asi de.

"They will surely recognize your contribution, Guild Master."

"Maybe so," Telanis answered distractedly, "but it wll not be you and
I ’

Aitrus, who step out onto the surface. That honor will be given to others."

For a nonent Telanrs was silent, staring down at the letter on the desk
bet ween
them Then he | ooked back at Aitrus.

"Forgive ne. | did not mean to unburden nyself on you, Aitrus. Forget |
ever
sai d anything."

Aitrus bowed his head. "As you wish." Yet as he stood, he felt conpelled to

say
something more. "It was not your fault, Guild Master. You led us well. None
of

us will ever forget it."

Telanis |ooked wup, surprised, then |ooked back down again, a dark
shadow
appearing in his eyes. Cearly he was thinking of Efanis.

"The excavation begins tonorrow. The capping cerenony will take place a
week
fromnow Use the tinme well, Aitrus. Observe what you may. It may be sone
tinme

bef ore you return here.™

The next norning the major excavation work began. First into action was

gt((j)ne Tooth, the picture-book illustrations coming to life for Aitrus as
cgtched the huge jaws of the machine lean into the ceiling, gnawi ng hungrily

?;e dark surface, a great fall of fine-ground rock cascading fromthree vents
:?s | ong, segnented underside into a massive open trailer that squatted



beneat h

t he anci ent machine, the gray-black heap in its giant hopper neither grow ng
nor

di m ni shing as the m nutes passed.

The noi se was deaf eni ng.

For three long hours it labored, its long legs slowy stretching, its

shoul ders

gradual | y di sappearing into the great hole It was making in the roof of
t he

chanmber. Finally, with a deafening hiss, the great hydraulic | egs began to
fold

back down. It was Ginder's turn

As the grand old machi ne backed slowy into the shadows at the north end of
t he

chanmber, its massive chest stained black, its great cutting jaws stil

st eam ng.

Ginder eased forward.

As the huge machine hissed violently and settled into place beneath the
hol e,

its maintenance crew hurried across, Aitrus anong them smal

hal f-tracks

bringing up the six massive stone brackets that would secure Ginder to
t he

fl oor of the chanber.

In an hour it was ready. The crew noved back behind the barriers as the
five-man

speci al excavation teamtheir stature enlarged by the special black
protective

suits they wore- crossed the nassive floor of the great chanber, then
cl i nbed

the runged | adder that studded Ginder's huge curved back

Another five minutes and Ginder's great engines roared into life.

G i nder

raised itself on its mghty hydraulic legs, like a toad about to leap, its
f our

circular, slablike grinding linbs Ilifted like a dancer's arns. Then

wi t hout

warning, it elbowed its way into the rock

If Ad Stone Tooth had been | oud, the noise Ginder nmade was al nost
unbear abl e.

Even through the thick protective helmet and ear-mufflers he was wearing,
Aitrus

found hinmsel f grinmacing as the high-pitched whine seemed to reach right
i nsi de

hi m

Slowy the jointed arnms extended as the rock was worn away, until they forned
a

giant cross that seenmed to be holding up the roof of the chanber even as
it

ground away at its edges. Reaching a certain”pbint it stopped and with a
huge

hiss of steamthe arns retracted i nward.



The relief fromthat constant deafening noise was sweet, but it was brief.
In

less than a mnute it started up again, as Ginder lifted
slightly,

repositioning its linbs, then began to cut another "step" just above the one
it

had al ready nade.

And so it went on, until the great hole AOd Stone Tooth had nmade had
been

extended to forma nassive vault. Not that it was finished even then: There
was

a great deal nore rock to be cut fromthe walls before the shaft could be
cl ad

with nara and supported with cross-struts. Before Rock-Biter and The
Bur r ower

were brought in, they had first to build a platformtwo-thirds of the way up
t he

partly conpleted shaft. Once that was in place. dd Stone Tooth and
G i nder

would be lifted up onto it by neans of massive w nches.

And then it would begin again, the two main excavating machi nes taking
turns

carving out the main channel, while belowthemthe two slightly smaller
machi nes

finished the job they had begun, polishing the shaft walls and cutting the
st eps

that would spiral up the walls of the giant well

As guildsmen fromthe @uild of Engineers noved into place, ready to
const ruct

the platform the young Surveyors began to drift away, their part in
t hi ngs

finished for a tine.

Aitrus was the last to go, |ooking back over his shoul der as he went. Their
canp

was a | ong way down the |ine, and wal ki ng back, through node after node
crammed

with guild tents and equi prent, past endl ess troops of guildsnmen conming up
from

D ni, and units of the Cty Guard, whose job it was to keep the traffic

fl ow ng

down the tunnels, Aitrus found hinself sharing Master Telanis's feeling
of

di sappoi ntment that things had been taken fromtheir hands. In the face” of
such

awesome preparations, he saw now just how peripheral they really were to al
of

this.

Yes, and in six days they would be gone from here.

Aitrus sighed. H s fellow Surveyors were now sone way ahead of him the
mur mur

of their talk, their brief but cheerful |aughter, drifted back to him down
t he

tunnel. They, he knew, were keen to go hone. W ether it was they or sonmeone



el se

who made the breakthrough to the surface did not trouble them at |east, not
as

it troubled Master Telanis and hinself.

Yet Master Telanis was right. One ought to finish what one had begun. It
seened

only fitting. And though their whole culture was one of finely drawn
guild

demarcati ons and task specialization, there had to be some areas in which
pure,

i ndi vi dual endeavor survived-and if not in the Guild of Surveyors, where el se?

Steppi ng out under the node-gate and onto the platformwhere their canp
was

situated, Aitrus |ooked across at the excavators where they were parked

agai nst

the north wall and sniled fondly. He was alnost of a mind to ask to serve on
an

excavator crew again. That was, if there wen to be any new explorations
after

this.

Seeing Aitrus, Master Telanis sumoned him across, then quickly took him
into
his cabin. He seemed strangely excited.

"Aitrus," he said, even before Aitrus had had a chance to take his seat, "I
have

news that will cheer you greatly! The Council have reconsidered their
deci si on.

They have pernitted a small contingent fromthe exploration teamto
acconpany

t he Mai ntai ned for the breakthrough!"
Aitrus grinned broadly. "Then we shall get to finish the job!"
Tel ani s nodded. "I have chosen six guildsmen to acconpany ne. You, of

cour se,
shal | be anmpbng their nunber."

Aitrus bowed his head. "I do not know how to thank you, Guild Master."
"Ch, do not thank ne, Aitrus. Thank your friend Veovis. It seenms it was
hi s

i ntervention that swayed themto reconsider.'

"Veovi s?" Aitrus shook his head in amazenent. He had witten to Veovis
weeks

back, thanking himfor the gifts, but there had been nothing in his letter
about

the Council's decision. "I do not understand."

Telanis sat, then took a letter fromthe side of his desk and handed it
to

Aitrus. "It appears that your friend and benefactor, Veovis, has been an
active
menber of the Council these past two nonths, since his father's illness.

It
seens that he has the ear of several of the older menbers. Hi s suggestion that



a

t oken body of nen fromthe Guild of Surveyors shoul d be included was
apparently

unopposed.” Telanis sniled. "It seens we have much to thank himfor."

"I shall wite again and thank him Master."

"There is no need for that," Telanis said, taking the letter back. "Veovis

will
be here in person, six days fromnow |Indeed, we are to be honored by
t he
presence of the full Council for the capping cerenony. | amtold that every
| ast

cook in D ni has been engaged to prepare for the feast. It should be
sone
occasion! And all fromthe seed of our little venturel™

* * *

The next few days passed swiftly, and on the evening of the sixth day, at
t he

very hour that the @uild of Surveyors had estimated, the great shaft
was

conpl eted, the last curved section of nara lining bolted into place, the

ei ghty

great ventilation fans, each blade of which was thrice the Ilength of a
nman,

swi tched on.

It was an awesone sight. Standing on the floor of the great chamber, Aitrus
felt

atiny thrill ripple through him The great floor stretched away on al

si des,

its granite base paved nowin marble, a giant nosaic depicting the city
of D ni

at its center, the whole surrounded by a nosaic hoop of bright blue rock
t hat

was meant to synbolize the outer world that surrounded their haven in the

r ock.

Yet, marvelous as it was, the eyes did not dwell on that but were drawn
upward

by the great circle of the walls that clinbed vertiginously on every side,
t he

spiral of steps like a black thread winding its way toward the distant

hei ght s.

Aitrus turned full circle, his nmouth fallen open. It was said that sone
twenty

t housand fire-nmarbles had been set into the walls. Each had been placed within
a

delicately sprung lanp that was agitated by the novenment of the fans. As

t he

great blades turned, the fire-marbles glowed wth a fierce, pure 1light

t hat

filled the great well

He | owered his eyes and | ooked across. Already the Guild of Caterers was hard
at

work, whole troops of uniforned guildsnmen carried into the chanber

massi ve



wooden tables that would seat twenty nen to a side, while others tended
t he

ovens that had been set up all along the southern wall, preparing for the

gr eat

.feast that woul d take place the next day.

A d Stone Tooth had been disnmantled and shipped back down the line to D ni
two

days back. Ginder had followed a day later. While the guildsnmen set up
t he

tabl es and began constructing the massive frames that would surround the
central

area where the feast was to be held, nenbers of the Guild of Mners were
busy

dismantling Rock-Biter and Burrower on the far side of the great chanber.

By

tonmorrow they, too, would be gone.

Aitrus, freed from all official duties, spent his tine wandering on
t he
peri phery of all this activity, watching what was happening and noting
hi s

observations in his notebook. He was watching a half-track arrive, |aden
hi gh
with fine linen and chairs, when two strangers approached.

"Altrus?"

He turned. A tall, cloaked man was sniling at him Just behind was a
second,

smal l er man, his body partly hunched, his features hidden within the hood of
hi s

cl oak.

"Forgive ne," said the taller of the two, "but you are Aitrus, no? | am
Veovi s.
I am pl eased to neet you again after all these years."

Veovis was a head taller than Aitrus renmenbered himand broad at the
shoul der.

H s face was handsone but in a rather stark and nonunmental manner-in that he
was

very much his father's son. As Aitrus shook the vyoung Lord's hand, he
was

surprised by the smle on Veovis's lips, the wunguarded |look in his eyes.
Thi s

seened a very different person fromthe one he'd known at school all those
years

ago.

"Lord Veovis," he said, stowing his notebook away. "It seems | have nmuch
to
t hank you for."

"And D ni has much to thank you for." Veovis smled. "You and your

fell ow
gui I dsmen, of course."™ He turned slightly, introducing his conpanion, who
had

now t hrown back his hood. "This is ny friend and chief adviser, Lianis. It
was



Li anis who first brought your papers on pyroclastic deposits to ny attention."

Aitrus |l ooked to Lianis and nodded, surprised to find so ancient a fellow
as
Veovi s's assistant.

"Lianis was ny father's adviser, and his father's before him Wen ny

f at her

fell ill, it was decided that | should keep himon as my adviser, so that
I

m ght benefit fromhis experience and wisdom" Veovis smled. "And
fortunately

so, for he has kept nme fromnmany an error that ny youth m ght otherw se have

| ed

me into."

Aitrus nodded, then | ooked to Lianis. "My paper was but one of many
subm tted

fromthe expedition. Master Lianis, and hardly original in its ideas.
am

surprised it attracted your attention."

Lianis, it seemed, had a face that did not ever smile. He stared back at
Aitrus

with a seriousness that seened etched deep into the stone of his features.

" Good

work shines forth like a beacon, @ildsman. It is not necessarily
t he

originality of a young man's work but the clarity of mnd it reveals that
is

important. | nmerely marked a seriousness of intent in your witings
and

commented upon it to the young Lord's father. That is nmy task. | claimno
credit

for it."

Aitrus smled. "Even so, | thank you. Master Lianis, and you Lord Veovis. |
have
found good use of the equiprment you were so kind in giving ne."

"And I am glad it has-found good use ... though |I never doubted that for
an
instant."

The two nmen net each other's eyes and snil ed.

"And now | amafraid | nust go. My father's guildsnen await ne. But | am gl ad
Lgd a chance to speak wth you, Aitrus. | fear there wll be little
:LEErFOML However, when you are back in D ni you rmust come and visit ne."
Aitrus bowed his head. "My Lord."

Veovi s gave the faintest nod, then, with a glance at Lianis, the two wal ked
on,

their cl oaked figures dimnishing as they crossed the great floor

Aitrus stared a nonment, then, with a strange sense of something having
begun,



took his notebook from his pocket and, turning to that day's entries,
wr ot e

sinply:

Met Veovis again. He has clanged. The man is not the child he was. He asked
ne
to visit himin D ni. He paused, then added. W shall see.

C osing the book, he slipped it back into his pocket, then, turning on his
heel ,
hurried across, heading for the bright circle of the exit tunnel

* * *

The great feast to celebrate the cutting of the great shaft was al nost
over.

Young guildsnen from the Quild of Artists |ooked on fromthe edge of
events,

hurriedly sketching the scene as the great men said their farewells to
each

ot her.

It had been an extraordi nary occasion, with speeches and poens in honor of
this

| atest venture of the Dni people. A year from now a whole series of
new

canvases and tapestries would hang in the corridors of the Guild House back
in

D ni, capturing the occasion for posterity, but just now the G and
Mast er s

tal ked of nore nmundane affairs. Matters of State stopped for no man and
no

occasi on-even one so great as this-and there was ever much to be di scussed.

It was not often that one saw all eighteen nmajor Quilds represented in a
singl e

place, and the <colorful sight of their distinctive cerenonial

cl oaks-each

@Quild' s color different, each cloak decorated wth the synmbols that
speci fi ed

the rank and status of the guildsnman who wore it-gave Aitrus an al npost
chi | di sh

delight. Such things he had only glinpsed in books before now.

Aitrus's own cloak, like those of all young guildsmen w thout rank, had
ei ght

such symbols, four to each side, beneath the |apels, whereas those of the
gr eat

Lords had but a single one.

Looki ng on fromwhere he sat on the far side of the feasting circle, Aitrus
saw

Veovis rise fromhis seat to greet one of the Geat Lords, his
friendly

deference making the old man smle. Four of the Five were here today, the
fifth

- Veovis's father-being too ill to come. Al eighteen of the Gand Masters
wer e

al so here, to represent their guilds, along with several hundred of their
nost



seni or Masters, every one of themresplendent in their full Guild colors.

To a young guil dsman, they seened an inpressive host. Lord Tulla, it was
sai d,
was 287 years old, and his three conpanions-the Lords R hira, Nehir, and
Eneah

-were all well into their third century. Veovis, by comparison, was a babe-
a

glint of sunlight against dark shadow. Lord Tulla, in particular

| ooked

i ke, sonmething carved, as if, in the extremty of age, he had becone the rock
in
which he had lived all his life.

One day, perhaps, Aitrus too mght becone a G and Master, or perhaps even one
of

the Five, yet the road that led to such heights was | ong and hard, and sone
days

he wondered if he had the tenperanent.

If this expedition had proved one single thing to himit was that he was
of

essence a loner. He had thought, perhaps, that such close proximty to
hi s

fellows, day in, day out, mght have brought himout of his shell-rounding
of f

the hard edges of his nature-but it had not proved so. It was nor that he
did

not get on with his fellow cadets-he 1liked themwell enough and they seened
to

like himit was sinply, that he did not share their pursuits, their

const ant

need for small distractions.

You were born old, Aitrus, his nother had so often said. Too old and

t oo

serious. And it had worried him But now he knew he could not change what
he

was. And others, Master Telanis anong them seened to val ue that
seriousness.

They saw it not as a weakness but a strength.

Evgn so, he wondered how well he would settle back into the life of the
ﬁgh;g, It was not the work-the studying and practical s-that concerned him
?E; personal elenment. Watching the great men at the feast had renminded him
?Lat, of the small, personal sacrifices one nmade to be a senior Cuildsnan.

G ven the choice, Aitrus would have spent his whole Iife exploring;
drilling

t hrough the rock and surveying. But that, he understood, was a young man's
j ob,

and he would not be a young man all his life. In time he would be asked to
t ake

charge; of small projects at first, but then steadily |arger and | arger

t asks,

and in so doing he would have to deal not with the dynam cs of
rock-the



certainties of weight and form and pressure-but wth the vagaries
and
i nconsi stenci es of personality.

He | ooked across, catching Telanis's eye. The Guild Master smiled and raised
;?Tver gobl et he was holding in a toast. Aitrus raised his own uncertainly
3?2 not sip. Many of his conpanions were drunk, but he had not touched even
grain of the strong wi ne he had been served.

I ndeed, if the choice had been given him he would have | eft an hour back
after

the | ast speech, but it was not deened polite for any of themto |eave
before

their Masters. And so they sat, amid the ruins of the feast, |ooking on as
t he

old men went fromtable to table.

"Look!" sonmeone whispered to Aitrus's right. "The young Lord is comng
over
here!"

Aitrus looked up to see Veovis making his way across. Seeing Aitrus,
Veovi s

smled, then turned to address Tel anis. "Master Telanis, mght | have a word
in

private with Guildsnman Aitrus?"

"OfF course," Telanis answered, giving the slightest bow of respect.

Aitrus, enmbarrassed by the sudden attention, rose and nmade his way around
t he

tabl e to where Veovis stood.

"Forgive ne, Aitrus," Veovis began, keeping his voice low. "Once nore

nust

rush off. But Lord Tulla has given ne pernmission to stay on an extra day.
I

t hought we mght tal k. Tonorrow, after the breaching."

The "breaching" was a small cerenony to mark the conmencenent of
t he
br eakt hr ough t unnel

Al trus nodded. "I'd wel cone that.

"Good." Briefly Veovis held his arm then, as if he understood
Aitrus's
enbarrassnment, let his hand fall away. "Tonorrow, then."

* * *

That evening they w nched the excavator up onto the platformat the very top
of

the great shaft. Aitrus, standing beside Master Telanis, watched as it
was

| owered onto the netal grid, feeling an i mense pride at the sight of the
craft.



Its useful ness as a cutter was margi nal now ot her machi nes, much | arger and
nor e

efficient were already in place, ready to cut the final tunnel fromthe
rock-yet

it would serve as their quarters in this final leg of their journey.

Earlier, Master Telanis had given a noving speech as he said farewell to
t hose

cadets who would be returning to Dni in the norning. Only Master GCeran,
Aitrus,

and five others remained; their sole task now to represent their Quild
when

finally they broke through to the surface.

"How long will it take?" he asked, |ooking to Tel anis.

The Quild Master's attention was on the excavator, as strange hands renoved
t he

wi nch chains and began to lift the craft so they could extricate the
gr eat

cradle from beneath it. H's eyes never leaving that delicate task,

Tel ani s,

answered Aitrus quietly.

"A week. Maybe | ess. Why? Are you inpatient, Aitrus?"

"No, Master."

"Good. Because | would hate you to be di sappointed."

"l do not understand. Master."

Telanis glanced at him "The tunnel will be cut. But whether we shall ever
step
out onto the surface is another matter. There will be one final neeting of
t he

Council to decide that."

Aitrus felt a strange di sturbance-a feeling al nost of giddiness-at the

t hought

of comng so close and never actually stepping out onto the surface of
t he

wor | d.

"1 thought it had been decided."

Tel ani s nodded vaguely. "So did I. Yet it is an inportant matter-perhaps
t he

nost i nmportant they have had to debate for nmany centuries. If they are
wWr ong,

then Dni itself mght suffer. And so the Council deliberate until the
| ast.

Wiy, even today, at the feast, they were still discussing it even as
t hey

congrat ul at ed one anot her!"

"And if they decide not to?"

Telanis turned and nmet his eyes. "Then we go hone, Aitrus."



"And the tunnel ?"

"WIl be sealed. At least, this top part of it. It is unlikely that the
surface

-dwel l ers have the technology to drill down into the shaft, even if they were
to

| ocate it."

"I see.”

"No, Aitrus. Neither you nor | see, not as the Geat Lords see. Yet when
their
final word conmes, whatever it may be, we shall do as they instruct."

"And what do you think, Master? Do you think they wll let us contact
t he
surface-dwel | ers?”

Telanis |aughed quietly. "If | knewthat, Aitrus, I wuld be a Geat
Lord
nmysel f."

* * *

That night Aitrus woke to find the platform trenbling, as if a giant gong
had

been struck in the depths. Al about himpeople slept on drunkenly, unaware
of

the faint trenmor. After a while it subsided and the platformwas stil
agai n.

For a noment Aitrus wondered if he had imagined it, but then it cane
agai n,

stronger this time, alnost audible.

Aitrus shrugged off his blanket and stood, then wal ked across until he

st ood

close to the edge of the great drop. The whole shaft was vibrating, and
now

there was the faintest huma deep bass note-underlying everything.

For close on three nonths, the earth had been silent. Now, even as they
pr epar ed
to leave it, it had awoken once again.

Aitrus turned, |ooking back to where the guildsmen were encanped beside
t he

excavator, but they slept on, in a dead sleep after the feast. He al one
was

awnake.

Hurryi ng across, he bent down beside Master Geran and gently shook him At
first

the old man did not wake, but then his blind eyes flicked open

"Atrus?"

Aitrus did not know how the old nan did it, but his senses were infallible.

"There's novenent," he said quietly. "The shaft was vibrating like a
gr eat



hol | ow pi pe. "

Master Geran sat up, then turned to face the center of the tunnel. For a
nonent
he was perfectly still, then he | ooked up at Aitrus again. "Help nme up, boy."

Aitrus | eaned down, hel ping himup
"How many tines?" Geran asked as he shuffled over to the edge of the shaft.
"Three so far. That is, if the one that woke ne was the first."

CGeran nodded, then dropped into a crouch, the fingertips of his right
hand
brushing gently agai nst the surface of the platform

For two, maybe three minutes they waited, Aitrus standing there at his side,
and

then it came again, stronger-much stronger-this tinme and nore prol onged. \When
it

had subsi ded, Geran stood and shook his head.

"It's hard to tell the direction of it. The shaft channels its energy. But
it
was powerful, Aitrus. | wonder why | was not woken by it."

Aitrus | ooked down, a faint smile on his lips, but said nothing. He had seen
how

much of the strong D ni wi ne Master CGeran had drunk. The only real surprise
was

that he had woken when Aitrus had shaken him

"Should we wake the others. Master?" he asked. But Geran shook his head.

"No. We shall leave it for now. The final survey will show whether there is
any

risk. Personally | doubt it. W have cone far to the north of the isopaches
we

identified earlier. If there is any volcanic activity, it is far from here.
Waat

we are hearing are nerely echoes in the rock, Aitrus. |npressive, yes, but
not

harnful . "

CGeran snmiled, then pitted his arm "So get sone sleep, eh, |ad? Tonorrow will
be
a long day."

Reassured by Master Geran, Aitrus settled back beneath his bl anket and was
ZZ?Zep once nore. |If the ground shook, he did not notice it. |Indeed, he was
fgzt to wake. Master Telanis's hand on his shoul der, shaking him returning
PLZL]the dark stupor into which he seenmed to have descended.

"Come, Aitrus. Wash now and get dressed. The cerenmony is in half an hour!"



They lined up before the cutter, alongside nen fromthe Quild of

Mai nt ai ners,

whose task it would be to oversee this final stage of the journey to
t he

sur f ace.

The Maintainers were one of the oldest guilds, and certainly one of the
nost

i mportant, their G and Masters- alongside those of the @uild of Witers,
t he

Mners, the @iild of Books and the Ink-Mkers-becoming in tine the Lords
of

D ni, nmenbers of the Five. Yet this was a strange and perhaps uni que task
for

them for normally their job was to ensure that the D ni Books were kept
in

order, the Ages correctly run, and that the |I|ong-established laws, laid
down

countl ess generations before, were carried out to the letter. They had little
to

do with excavations and the cutting of tunnels. |ndeed, guilds-nen from sone
of

the nore physical guilds-those who dealt constantly with earth and rock
and

stone-woul d, in the privacy of their own Guild Halls, speak quietly of them
in

a derogatory fashion, as "clean-handed fellows." Yet these guildsnmen had
been

specially trained for this purpose' and had anong their nunber guil dsnen
drafted

in fromthe Guild of Mners, and fromthe Surveyors.

They now woul d carry out the final excavation, and if any surface dwellers
wer e

found, it would be the Maintainers who would first establish contact, for
this

was a nost delicate matter and it was held that only the Mintainers could
be

vouchsafed to undertake that task properly.

Few of the Guild Masters who had been at the feast the day before had
remai ned

for this final little ceremony; yet in the small group who now stepped
forward

were no less than two of the Great Lords, Lord Tulla and Lord Eneah
St andi ng

just behind them anmpbng a group of five Grand Masters, was Veovis.

Lord Tulla said a few words, then stepped forward, pulling down the Iever
t hat

woul d set the great cutter in notion. As he did, Veovis |ooked across at
Aitrus

and gave the tiniest nod.

Were these, Aitrus wondered, the faction in the Council who were in favor
of

maki ng contact with the surface-dwellers? O was that a misreading of

t hi ngs?

Had the rest, perhaps, sinply been too busy to attend?



As Lord Tulla stepped back, the engines of the cutter thundered into life
and

the circul ar bl ade began to spin, slowy at first, then, as it nudged the

r ock,

wi th increasing speed.

The sinple cerenmony was concluded. The great nmen turned away, ready to
depart.
At a signal from Master Telanis, the Surveyors fell out.

Aitrus could see that Veovis was busy, talking to the G and Master of the
Quild

of Messengers. Content to wait, he watched the machine, remenbering the
noi ses

in the night.

Mast er Geran had been up early, he had been told, making pgy survey of the
rock

t hrough which this final tunnel was to be due. Hi s soundings had shown
not hi ng

unusual , and the vibrations in the earth had ceased. Both Geran and Tel ani s
wer e

of the opinion that the quakes had not been serious, but were only
t he

settlenent of old faults. Aitrus hinself had not been quire so sure, but
had

bowed to their experience.

"Atrus?"
He turned, facing Veovis.

The young Lord smiled apologetically. "You nust forgive me, Aitrus. Once again
I

must be elsewhere. But | shall return, this evening, after | have seen
Lord

Tulla off. I did not thinK he would stay for the cerenony, but he w shed to
be

here.”

"l understand."

"CGood." And without further word, Veovis turned and hurried across to where
Lord
Tull a was waiting.

Aitrus watched the party step into the special carriage that had been set up
on

a tenporary track down the wall of the shaft, then stepped up to the
edge,
following its progress down that great well until it was lost to sight.

It was strange. The nore Veovis delayed their talk, the nore
unconf ort abl e

Aitrus found hinself at the thought of it. Veovis wanted to be his friend,
it

seened. But why? It nade little sense to him Surely Veovis had friends
enough

of his own? And even if that were not so, why hin Wiy not sonmeone nore
suited



to his social role?

Perhaps it would all conme clear. Yet he doubted it. The rock was predictable.
It

had its noods, yet it could be read, its actions foreseen. But who coul d say
as

much of a man?

Aitrus turned, |ooking back across the platform Already the cutter was deep
in

the rock, like a weevil burrowing its way into a | og. Crouching, he got out
hi s

not ebook and, opening it, laid it on his knee, |ooking about him his
eyes

taking in every detail of the scene.

Thi s evening, he thought. Then, dismissing it fromhis mnd, he began to
sket ch.

Aitrus was reaching up, his hands blindly feeling for the scales, when the
shock

wave struck. He was thrown forward, his forehead smacki ng against the
bul khead

as the whole craft seemed to be picked up and rolled over onto its side.

For five |l ong seconds the excavator shook, a great sound of rending and
tearing
filling the air.

And then sil ence.

Struggling up, Aitrus put a hand to his brow and felt blood. CQutside, on
t he

platform a siren was sounding. For a nmoment the lights in the craft
flickered

dimy, then the override switched in and the enmergency lighting cane on. In
its

sudden light, he could see that the excavator had been conpletely overturned.
It

lay now on its back

Pul i ng himsel f hand by hand along the tilted corridor, he clinbed out onto
t he
side of the craft and | ooked about him

Qui | dsmen were runni ng about, shouting urgently to one another. On the far
si de

ot the platforma huge section of the nmetal grid had buckled and slipped
from

its supports and now hung dangerously over the shaft. Behind it a dark
l'ine

snaked up the wall of the shaft.

Aitrus's mouth fell of& in surprise. The shaft was breached! The nara
st one

torn sheet from sheet!

The quake must have been directly beneath them



Looki ng across, he saw that the nouth of the new tunnel was cracked. A
| arge

chunk of rock had fallen fromthe arch and now partly bl ocked the tunnel
The

cutter, deep inside the tunnel, was trapped.

As he stood there, Master Telanis came over to himand, grasping his arm
turned
Aitrus to face him

"Aitrus! Get on protective gear at once, then report back to ne. W nust
secure

this area as soon as possible. |If there's another quake, the platform
coul d
col | apse. "

Too shocked to speak, Aitrus nodded, then ducked back inside, making his way
:ﬂe equi prent room In a mnute he was back, two spare canisters of air and
Sreathing hel met lugged behind him If the air supply to the shaft had
B?Egched, breathing might soon become a problem particularly if any of
;?Eat ventilation fans had been danaged.

Seeing himenerge, Telanis beckoned him across. Several of the guildsnen
wer e
al ready gat hered about him but of Master Geran there was no sign

Calmy, the sinple sound of his voice enough to steady the frayed nerves of

t he

young nen, Master Telanis organized them sending some to bring
powerdrills,

others to sort out protective clothing. Finally, he turned, looking to Aitrus.

"Master Geran has gone, Aitrus," he said quietly. "He was standi ng near the
edge
when it hit. | saw himgo over."

The news cane |ike a physical blow Aitrus gave a tiny cry of pain.

"I know," Telanis said, laying a conforting hand on his shoulder. "But we
nust

| ook after the living now W do not know the fate of the cutter's crew yet.
And

there were Maintainers with them If the tunnel came down on them we may have
to

try to dig themout."

Aitrus nodded, but he was feeling nunb now Geran gone. It did not
seem
possi bl e.

"What should | do?" he said, trying to keep hinmself fromsw tching off.
"I have a special task for you, Aitrus. One that will require an inmense

anmount
of courage. | want you to go down and rmake contact w th whoever is in the



| ower

chanmber. | want you to | et them know how things are up here: that the shaft
wal

is cracked, the cutting teamtrapped. And if they can send help, then | want
it

sent as soon as possible. You have that, Aitrus?"

"Master."
But for a nmoment he sinply stood there, frozen to the spot.
"Well, Aitrus?" Tel anis coaxed gently.

The words rel eased him Strapping one of the cylinders to his back, he pulled
on
the helmet, then hurried across to the head of the steps.

They were bl ocked. A great sheet ofnara had fallen across the entrance. He
woul d
have to find another way down.

He went back to where the tenporary track began. Wth the steps bl ocked,
there

was only one way down, and that was to clinb down the track, hand over
hand,

until he reached the bottom

For a nonent he hesitated, then, sw nging out over the gap, he grabbed hold
of

the metal maintenance |adder that ran between the broad rails pfthe
track.

Briefly his eye went to the metal clip at the neck of his uniform If

anot her

bi g quake struck, he would have to clip hinmself to the |adder and pray it
did

not come away fromthe shaft wall.

And if it did?

Aitrus pushed the thought away and, concentrating on the task at hand, began
t he
descent.

Aitrus was al nost hal fway down when the second quake struck

Cipping hinself to the nmetal strut, he | ocked both arnms about the |adder
t hen
dug his toes into the gap between the rung and the wall.

This time it went on and on, the whole shaft shaking |ike a giant organ

pi pe,
things falling fromthe platform overhead.

The netal track beside him groaned and for a while he thought it was going
to

prize itself from the wall as the nmetal studs strained to come away from
t he

rock-if he wasn't shaken fromthe | adder first!



How long it was he could not tell, but it seened a small eternity before,
with
an echoing fall, the shaking stopped.

The sudden silence was eerie. And then sonmething clattered onto the marble
far
bel ow.

Aitrus opened his eyes. Across fromhim the shaft wall gaped. Cracks
wer e

everywhere now. The great nol ded sections were untouched, yet there were
huge

gaps between themnow, as if the tunnel wall behind them had slipped
backwar d

The outer wall of the spiral steps had fallen away in many places, and
sever al

of the huge securing rivets had jiggled tneir way out of the rock

The sight made his stomach fall away. It had all seened so sound, so
per manent,
yet one nore quake and the whol e shaft could easily collapse in upon itself.

Unclipping hinself, Aitrus resumed his descent, ignoring the aches in his
cal ves

and shoul ders, pushing hinmself now, knowing that tine was against him But
he

had not gone far when he stopped dead.

There had been a shout, just bel ow him

He | eaned out, trying to see where it had come from and at once caught sight
of

the carriage

Sone forty, maybe fifty spans below him the track bul ged away from the
shaf t

wal I, pulled outward by the weight of the carriage.

As Aitrus stared, the shout cane again. A cry for help.

"Hold on!" he shouted back. "Hold on, |I'm com ng!"

The floor of the shaft was still a good five hundred spans bel ow, and | ooki ng
at

the way the track was pulled away fromthe wall, he knew he would have to
clinb

along the track and over the top of the carriage if he was to help.

A length of rope would have conme in handy, but he had none. Al he had was
a
cani ster of air.

Maki ng sure his grip on the |adder was good, Aitrus reached across and
gr abbed
hold of the rail.

Just bel ow where he had hold of it, the bolts that had pinned the track to
t he
shaft wall had been pulled out. The question was: Wuld his extra weight bring



a
further length of track away from the wall and send the carriage tunbling
down

to the foot of the great shaft?

He woul d have to take a chance.
The outer edge of the track was grooved to match the teeth in the track that

ran
up one side of the carriage. The great euide wire that ran through the

carriage
had snapped, so that tooth-and-groove connection was all that prevented
t he

carriage fromfalling. If that went..

There was the faintest runble, deep in the earth. Things fell with a
di st ant
clatter onto the marbled floor below. The netal of the carriage groaned.

Now, he told hinself. Now, before there's another quake.

Counting to five, he swing over onto the track, his fingers wapped about
t he

toothlike indentations in the rail, then he began to edge backward and down,
hi s

feet dangling over the abyss.

The track creaked and groaned but did not give. He nmoved his hands, sliding
t hem

slowy along the rail, left hand then right, his eyes all the while staring
at

the wall just above him praying the bolts would hold. And then his toes

br ushed

agai nst the roof of the carriage.

He swal | oned deeply, then found his voice again. "Are you all right?"

There was a noment's silence, then, in what was alnmpst a whisper. "I'm
badl y
hurt. 1've stopped the bl eeding, but..."

Aitrus blinked. That voice.

"Veovi s?"

There was a groan

It was Veovis. He was certain of it.

"Hold on," Aitrus said. "It won't be |ong now. "

There was a hatch underneath the carriage. If he could clinb beneath it and
?ﬁio it that way, there was much | ess chance of himpulling the carriage off
éhfde track.

Yes, but how would he reach the hatch? And what if he could not free the | ock?

No. This once he had to be direct. He would have to clinb over the top of



t he

carriage and lower hinmself in, praying that the track would bear the
extra

wei ght .

Slowy Aitrus |owered hinmself onto the roof, prepared at any nonment for
t he
whol e thing to give.

He was breathing quickly now, the blood pounding in his ears. The straps
ILZn]cylinder were beginning to cut into his shoulders and for a nonent
agndered if he should slip it off, together wth the helnmet, and let it
Liil}t seenmed too much effort. If he was going to die, the cylinder would
:Ekzifference. Besi des, he was alnost there now He had only to slip his
ng; over the edge of the roof and | ower hinself inside.

It was easier said than done. Wth his |egs dangling out over the roof,
he

realized that he was just as likely to fall out into the shaft as he was to
slip

inside, into the relative safety of the carriage. Yet even as he thought it,
he

lost his grip and slipped. Wth a cry, he reached out and caught hold of
t he

nmetal bar above the <carriage door. H s whole body was twisted violently
about

and then sl amed agai nst the side of the carriage.

The pain took his breath for a noment. For a full second his feet kicked
out

over the gap as he struggled to hold on. Then, with a grunt of effort, he
swung

hi msel f i nside.

The carriage creaked and groaned as it swng wth him There was the sound
of

bolts tearing fromthe wall. One by one they gave with a sharp pinging
sound.

Wth a sudden jolt the carriage dropped, throwing Aitrus fromhis feet,

t hen,

with another jolt, it held.

Aitrus lay on his back, the cylinder wedged under him He felt bruised al
over,

but he was alive. Turning his head, he | ooked across the narrow floor of
t he

carri age.

Veovis lay there, not an armis length fromhim his eyes closed, his

br eat hi ng

shallow. H's flesh, which had seened pal e before, was now ash white, as if
there

were no life in him

Moving slowy, carefully, Aitrus got hinself wup into a sitting position



t hen
edged across to where Veovis |ay.

Veovi s | ooked badly hurt. There was a | arge bruise at his tenple, and bl ood
had

seeped through the makeshift bandage he had w apped about his upper arm
but

that would have to wait. H s breathing had becone erratic. Even as Aitrus

| eaned

over himto listen to his chest, Veovis's breath caught and stopped.

For a nonent Aitrus wasn't sure. Then, knowi ng that every second counted,
he

reached behind himand pulled the cylinder up over his head, laying it down
at

Veovi s's side before renoving his hel net.

Preci ous seconds were wasted making sure the airfl ow was working properly;

t hen,

satisfied, he lifted Veovis's head and slipped the hel met on, before rolling
hi m

over onto his back.

The carriage swayed then settl ed.
Not hi ng was happeni ng ..

Aitrus blinked, then felt down at the wist for a pulse. Veovis's heart
had
st opped.

Leaning over him Aitrus pressed into his chest, |eaned back, then
pressed
agai n. Veovis groaned, then sucked in air.

Aitrus sat back, know ng that he had done as much as he could. Veovis was in
no

condition to help hinself, and on his own, Aitrus knew that he would not be
abl e

to lift the deadwei ght of Veovis out of the carriage and back down to the

fl oor

of the shaft.

There was a faint runble. Again the carriage shook

Slowy the rumbling grew, stronger and stronger until Aitrus was sure that
t he

carriage would shake itself free from the restraining track. Slowy the
l'i ght

faded, as if a great shadow had formed about them Then, with a sound of
rendi ng

nmetal, the carriage was torn fromthe track

It tilted sharply forward. Aitrus caught his breath, waiting for the fall,
but

the carriage had stopped in mdair. Slowy, the walls on either side of
hi m

began to buckl e i nward.

"Noooo- oh! "



The buckling stopped. Wth a hiss of hydraulics the carriage jerked
f orward,
then began slowy to descend with a strange Joggi hg notion

Aitrus began to laugh. Relief flooded him

It was a cutter. A cutter had clinbed the shaft walls and plucked them from
t he

track. Now, holding thembetween its cutting arns, it was slowy carrying
t hem

down.

Aitrus | eaned across, checking that Veovis was breathing steadily, then
sat
back, closing his eyes, his head resting agai nst the buckled wall.

Saf e.

The Council ordered the shaft repaired, the top tunnel conpleted, and then
t hey

sealed it. There was to be no break through, no nmeeting wth the
surface

-dwel l ers. That was decided within the first ten mnutes of the neeting.
Whet her

t he auakes had happened or not, they would have deci ded thus, But there was
t he

matter of Dni pride, D ni expertise to be addressed, hence the repairs,
t he

drive toward conpl etion.

It would not be said that they had failed. No. The Dni did not fail. Once
t hey

had deci ded upon a course of action, they would carry it through. That was
t he

D ni way, and had been for a thousand generations.

In the future, perhaps, when circunstances differed, or the nmobod of the
Counci |

had changed, the tunnel might be unsealed, a formof contact established,
but

for now that was not to be.

And so the adventure ended. Yet |life went on

* * *

It was two weeks after the Council's decision, and Aitrus was sitting in
t he

garden on K veer, the island mansi on owned by Lord Rakeri situated to the
sout h

of the great cavern of D ni.

Rakeri's son, the young Lord Veovis, was lounging on a chair
near by,

recuperating, his shoulder heavily bandaged, the bruising to his head
still

evident. The two young nmen had been tal king, but were quiet now,



t hought f ul
Eventual ly, Aitrus | ooked up and shook his head.

"Your father's offer is kind, Veovis, and well neant, yet | cannot accept it.
He

says he feels a debt of gratitude to me for saving your life, yet | did
only

what any other man would have done. Besides, | wish to make ny own way in
t he

worl d. To win honor by my own endeavors."

Veovis smiled. "I understand that fully, Aitrus, and it does you credit. And
i f

it hel ps make things easier, I, too, would have turned down ny father's
offer,

t hough be sure you never tell himthat."
Aitrus nmade to speak, but Veovis raised a hand.

"However," he went on, "I owe you a debt, whatever you nmay say about
this

nmyt hi cal 'anyman' who might or might not have hel ped me. Wether that is so
or

not, you did help me. And for that | shall remain eternally grateful. OCh,
I

shall not enbarrass you with gifts or offers of patronage, dear friend, but

| et

me make it «clear, if there is ever anything you want- anything-that is in
ny

power to grant you, then come to me and | shall grant it. There, that is ny
| ast

word on it! Now we are even. Now we can both relax and feel |ess awkward
with

each other, eh?"

Aitrus smiled. "You felt it, too?"

"Yes. Though | don't know which is harder, owing a |life or being owed one."
"Then let us do as you say. Let us be friends w thout obligations."

"Yes," Veovis said, rising awkwardly fromhis chair to grasp both of
Aitrus's

hands in his ow in the D ni fashion. "Friends, eh?"

"Friends," Aitrus agreed, smling back at the young Lord, "until the | ast

st one
is dust."

PART TWOD
OF STONE AND DUST AND ASHES

Anna stood at the center of the strange circle of rock and dust and | ooked
about
her, her eyes hal f - hdded.

She was a tall, rather slender girl of eighteen years, and she wore her



| ong
auburn hair, which had been bleached alnost blond by the sun, tied back in
a

plait at her neck. Like her father, she was dressed in a |ong black
desert

cloak, hemmed in red with a broad |eather tool belt at the waist. On her
back

was a | eather knapsack, on her feet stout |eather boots.

Her father was to the left of her, slowy walking the circle's edge, the
wi de

-brimred hat he wore to keep off the sun was pulled back, a | ook of

puzzl enent

on his face.

They had di scovered the circle the previous day, on the way back from a
survey
of a sector of the desert southwest of the dormant vol cano.

"Wl |l ?" she asked, turning to him "Wat is it?"

"I don't know, " he answered, his voice husky. "Either someone spent an
age

constructing this, sorting and grading the stones by size then laying them
out

in perfect circles, or

"Or what ?"

He shook his head. "Or soneone shook the earth, like a giant sieve." He
| aughed.

"From below, | nean.'’

"So what did cause it?"

"I don't know," he said again. "l really don't. |'ve never seen anything like
it
in over fifty years of surveying, and |'ve seen a | ot of strange things."

She wal ked over to him counting each step, then made a quick cal culation in
her
head.

"It's eighty paces in dianmeter, so that's close on eight hundred square
feet,"
she said. "I'd say that's much too big to have been nade."

"Unl ess you had a whole tribe working at it."

"Yes, but it looks natural. It looks ... well, I inagine that from above
it

woul d I ook like a giant drop of water had fallen fromthe sky."

"Or that sieve of mine."
st udyi ng

the pattern of stones by his feet, then shook his head again. "Vibrations,"
he

said quietly. "Vibrations deep in the earth.”

He narrowed his eyes and crouched a nonent,

"Vol cani ¢c?"



"No." He | ooked up at his daughter. "No, this was no quake. Quakes crack
st one,

or shatter it, or deposit it. They don't grade it and sort it."

"You're looking tired," she said after a noment. "Do you want to rest a
whi | e?"

She did not usually comment on how he |ooked, yet there was an edge of
concern

in her voice. O late he had tired easily. He seened to have |ost rmuch of
t he

vi gor he had had of old.

He did not answer her. Not that she expected himto. He was never one for
smal |
tal k.

Anna | ooked about her once nore. "How |long do you think it's been here?"
"It's sheltered here,”
det ai |

of his surroundings. "There's not much sand drift. But judging by' what
there

is, I'd say it's been here quite a while. Fifty years, perhaps?"

he said after a nonment, his eyes taking in every

Anna nodded. Nornmally she would have taken sanples, yet it was not the
rocks
t hensel ves but the way they were laid out that was different here.

She went over to her father. "I think we should go back. W could cone
here
tomorrow, early.”

He nodded. "Ckay. Let's do that. | could do with a |ong, cool soak."
"And strawberries and cream too, no doubt?"

"Yes, and a large glass of brandy to finish with!"

They bot h | aughed.

"I"ll see what | can rustle up."

The Lodge had been nanmed by her father in a nonent of good humor, not after
t he

hunting I odge in which he had spent his own childhood, back in Europe,
but

because it was |lodged into a shelf between the rock wall and the shelf bel ow
A

narrow st one bridge-hand-cut by her father sone fifteen years ago, when Anna
was

barely three-linked it to the rest of the rocky outcrop, traversing a
br oad

chasmthat in places was close to sixty feet deep

The outer walls of the Lodge were also of hand-cut stone, their
pol i shed



surfaces laid flush. A small, beautifully carved wooden door, set deep
wi t hin

the white stone at the end of the narrow bridge, opened onto a |ong,
| ow

-ceilinged roomthat had been hewn fromthe rock

Four additional roons led off from that long roorrfc three to the right,
whi ch
they used as living quarters, and another, their |aboratory and workshop, to

t he
left.

Fol  owi ng hi minside, she hel ped himdown onto the great sofa at the end of
t he

room then ducked under the narrow stone lintel into the galley-kitchen at
t he

front.

A monent |ater she returned, a stone tunbler of cold water held out to him

"No, Anna. That's too extravagant!"

"Drink it," she said insistently. "I'll rmake a special journey to the

pool

toni ght."

He hesitated, then, with a frown of self-disapproval, slowy gulped it down.
Anna, watching him saw suddenly how pai ned he was, how cl ose to exhaustion
and

wonder ed how | ong he had struggled on like this w thout saying anything to

her .

"You'll rest tonorrow," she said, her voice brooking no argunent. "I

can

continue with the survey on my own."

She could see he didn't |ike the idea; nonethel ess, he nodded.

"And the report?"

"If the report's late, it's late," she said tetchily.

He turned his head, |ooking at her. "I gave ny word."

"You're ill. He'll understand. People are ill."

"Yes, and people starve. It's a hard world, Anna."

"Maybe so. But we'll survive. And you are ill. Look at you. You need rest."
He sighed. "Okay. But a day. That's all."

"Good. Now let's get you to your bed. I'Il wake you | ater for supper."

* * *

It was dark when she heard hi mwake. She had been sitting there, watching
t he
sl ow, inexorable novenent of the stars through the tiny square of w ndow.



Turni ng, she | ooked through to where he |ay, a shadow anong the shadows of
t he
i nner room

"How are you feeling now?"
"Alittle better. Not so tired anyway."

Anna stood, wal ked over to where the pitcher rested in its carved niche,
besi de

the marble slab on which she prepared all their neals, and poured hima
second

tumbler of cold water. She had clinbed down to the pool at the bottom of
t he

chasmearlier, while he slept, and brought two pitchers back, strapped to
her

back, their tops stoppered to prevent themfrom |eaking as she clinbed
t he

tricky rock face. It would | ast them several days if they were careful

He sipped eagerly as she held the tunbler to his lips, then sank back onto
hi s

pal | et bed.

"I was dream ng," he said.

"Were you?"

"Of nother. | was thinking how nuch you've cone to | ook Iike her."

She did not answer him Six years had passed, but still the subject was too
raw

in her menmory to speak of.

"I was thinking | might stay here tonmorrow," she said, after a nonent.
"Fi ni sh

t hose experinents you began | ast week."

" Uhuh?"

"I thought... well, I thought | could be on hand then, if you needed ne."
"I"ll be okay. It's only tiredness."

"I know, but..."

"I'f you want to stay, stay."

"And t he experinments?"

"You know what you're doing, Anna. You know al nost as rmuch as | do now "
"Never," she said, smiling across at him

The silence stretched on. After a while she could hear his soft snoring fill
t he

dar kened room

She noved back, into the kitchen. The noon had risen. She could see it |ow



in
t he sky through the w ndow.

Setting the tunbl er down, Anna sat on the stone |edge of the w ndow and
| ooked

out across the desert. Wat if it wasn't sinple tiredness? Wiat if he was ill?
It was nore than a hundred mles to Tadjinar. If her father was ill, there
was

no wav they would nake it there across the desert, even if she laid himon
t he
cart. Not in the sumer's heat.

She woul d have to tend hi mhere, using what they had.
Her head had fallen at the thought. She lifted it now. It was no good noping.

Fl owers. She woul d paint himsome flowers and place the canvas in the doorway
SO
he woul d see them when he woke in the norning.

The idea of it galvanized her. She got up and went through to the
wor kr oom

lighting the oil lanp with her father's tin-derbox and setting it down on
t he

stone tabletop on the far side of the room

Then, hummi ng softly to herself, she took her nother's paintbox down from
t he
shel f and, clearing a space for herself, began

* * *

Anna?
"Yes, father?"

What do you sec?
"I see ..."
shi el di ng
her eyes, she | ooked out over the dusty plain fromthe granite outcrop she
st ood

upon. She had been wup since before dawn, mapping the area, extending
her

father's survey of this dry and forlorn land, but it was late norning now
and

t he heat had becone oppressive. She could feel it burning through the hood
she

wor e.

Anna paused, the famliar litany broken nmonentarily as,

She | ooked down, nurnuring her answer. "l see stone and dust and ashes.”

It was how he had taught her. Question and answer, all day and every
day;

forcing her to |l ook, to focus on what was in front other. Yes, and to make
t hose

fine distinctions between things that were the basis of all know edge. But
t oday

she found herself stretched thin. She did not want to focus.



C osing the notebook, she slipped the pencil back into its slot, then
crouched,
stowi ng the notebook and her father's conpass into her knapsack

A whol e week had passed, and still he had not risen fromhis bed. For
sever al

nights he had been delirious, and she had knelt beside himin the
waveri ng

| anpl i ght, a bowl of precious water at her side as she bathed his brow

The fever had eventually broken, but it had left theih both exhausted. For
a

whol e day she had sl ept and had woken full of hope, but her father seened
little

better. The fever had cone and gone, but it had left himhollowed, his
face

gaunt, his breathing ragged.

She had tried to feed himand |ook after him but in truth there seened
little

she could do but wait. And when waiting becane too much for her, she had
cone

out here, to try to do sonething useful. But her heart was not in it.

The Lodge was not far away, less than a mle, in fact, which was why she
had

chosen that |ocation, but the wal k back was tiring under the blazing desert
sun.

As she clinbed up onto the ridge overlooking the Lodge, she found

her sel f

suddenly fearful. She had not meant to be gone so long. Wat if he had
needed

her? What if he had called out to her and she had not been there?

She hurried down the slope, that unreasonable fear growing in her
becom ng

al nost a certainty as she ran across the narrow bridge and ducked inside
into

t he cool darkness.

" Fat her ?"

The pall et bed was enpty. She stood in the | ow doorway, breathing heavily,
sweat

beadi ng her brow and neck and tricls-ling down her back. She turned, |ooking
out

t hrough the wi ndow at the desert.

What if he'd gone out |ooking for her?

She hurried through, anxious now, then stopped, hearing a noise, off to
her

ri ght.

" Fat her ?"

As she entered the workroom he | ooked around and smled at her. He was

sitting
at the long workbench that ran the full length of the roodrt; one of his



bi g,

| eat her - bound not ebooks open in front of him
"This is good, Anna,"
The

yi el ds are high."

he said wthout preanble. "Amanjira will be pl eased.

She did not answer. Her relief at seeing himup and well robbed her of
wor ds.
For a nonent she had thought the very worst.

He had the faintest smle on his lips now, as if he knew exactly what she
rﬁ?nking. Anna wanted to go across to himand hug him but she knew that was
E?L way. His love for her was distant, stern, like an eagle's |love for
LL?cks. It was the only way they had survived out here w thout her nother

" Anna?"

"Yes?"

"Thank you for the painting. How did you know?"

"Know what ?"

"That those flowers were ny favorites."

She smled, but found she could not say the words al oud. Because ny nother

told
ne.

He continued to inprove the next few days, doing a little nmore each day,
until,

a week after he'd got up fromhis bed, he cane out fromthe workroom and
handed

Anna the finished report.

"There," he said. "Take that to Amanjira. It's not precisely what he asked
for,

but he'll welcone it all the sane."”
She stared at the docunent, then back at her father. "I can't."
"Why not ?"

"You're not strong enough yet. The journey 'woul d exhaust you."

"Which is why I'mnot going. You know the way. You can manage the cart on
your
own, can't you?"

Anna shook her head. She could, of course, but that wasn't what she neant.
"
can't |eave you. Not yet." ,

He smiled. "OF course you can. | can cook. And | don't need nuch water.



Two
pi tchers should see nme through until you return.”

"But..."

"No buts, Anna. If Amanjira doesn't get that report, we don't get paid.
And

who' Il pay the traders then? Besides, there are things we need in Tadjinar
I've

made a list."

Anna stared at hima nonment, seeing how determ ned he was in this. "Wen do
you
want me to go?"

"This evening, immediately after sundown. You should reach the old

vol cano

before dawn. You could take shelter in the cleft there. Sleep unti
t he

eveni ng. "

It was what they always did, yet in reiterating it like this it al nost seened
as
if he were coming with her.

"Aren't you worried?"

"OfF course | am" he answered. "But you're a tough one, Anna. | always said
you
were. Just don't let those nerchants in Jaarni ndu Market cheat you."

She smled at that. They were always trying to cheat them
“I'"1l fill the pitchers, then."
He nodded, and wi t hout another word returned inside.

"To Tadjinar, then," she said quietly, |ooking down at the report in her
hands.
"Let's hope Lord Amanjira is as welcomng as ny father thinks he'll be."

* * *

Amanjira was in good hunor. He beamed a great smile at Anna, gestured toward
t he

low chair that rested against the wall on one side of the great room then
he

returned to his desk and sat, opening her father's report.

As Amanjira |eaned forward, his dark eyes poring over the various maps
g?ggrans, Anna took the chance to | ook about her. This was the first tine
ﬁgz been inside the great man's house. Usually her father came here while
§?Zyed at the Il odging house in the old town.

The room was |uxuriously decorated in white, cream reds, and pinks.
Bri ght
sunlight filled the room flooding in through a big, glass-paneled door



t hat

opened out onto a balcony. There was a thick rug on the floor and
silk

tapestries on the wall. And on the wall behind Amanjira was a portrait of
t he

Enmperor, given to himby the Enperor hinself.

Everything there spoke of i mense wealth.

Anna | ooked back at the man hinself. Like herself, Amanjira was a stranger
in

this land, a trader fromthe east who had settled many years ago. Now he was
one

of the nost inportant men in the enpire.

Amanjira's skin was as dark as night, so black it was alnost blue, yet
hi s

features had a strangely Wstern cast; a well-fleshed softness that was
very

different fromthe hawki sh | ook of these desert people.

As if a dove had flown into a nest of falcons.

But | ooks deceived sonetimes. This dove had claws. Yes, and a w ngspan
t hat
stretched fromcoast to coast of this dry and sandy | and.

Amanjira made a tiny noise-a grunt of satisfaction- then |ooked across at
her,
noddi ng to hi nsel f.

"This is excellent. Your father has excelled hinself, Anna."
She waited, wondering what he would say next; what he would give her for

this
i nf or mat i on.

"I shall instruct the steward to pay you in full, Anna. And tell your
f at her
that, if his findings prove correct, | shall reward himw th a bonus."

She | owered her head, surprised. So far as she knew, Amanjira had never
offered
them a bonus before.

"You are too kind, Lord Amanjira."

Anna heard himrise and come across to her. "If you wish," he said softly,
"you
m ght stay here tonight, Anna. Share a neal, perhaps, before you return hone."

She forced herself to look wup. His dark eyes were looking at her wth
a
surprising gentl eness.

"Forgive nme," she said, "but | nust get back. My father is not well."
It was not entirely the truth. She wanted to stay this once and explore

t he
alleys of the old town, but duty had to cone first.



"I understand," he said, noving back a little, as if sensitive to the
sudden

def ensi veness in her attitude. "Is there anything | can do for hin®
Pot i ons,

perhaps? O special foods? Sheep's brain is supposed to be
especi al ly

nutritious."

Anna | aughed at the thought of her father eating sheep's brain, then
grew

serious again, not wanting to hurt Amanjira' s feelings. "I thank you for
your

concern. Lord Amanjira, and for your kind offer of help, but we have al
we

need. "

Amanjira smled, then gave a little bow "So be it. But if you change your

m nd,

do not hesitate to cone to me, Anna. Lord Amanjira does not forget who
hi s

friends are."

Again the warnth of his sentinments surprised her. She smiled. "I shall tel
hi m
what the Lord Amanjira said."

"Good. Now hurry along, Anna. | amsure | have kept you far too |long."

* * *

The journey hone was uneventful. Making good tine, Anna arrived at the
Lodge
just after dawn. She had been away, in all, seven days.

Leaving the cart in the deep shadow by the ridge, she clinbed up onto the
bri dge
and tiptoed across, neaning to surprise her father, but the Lodge was enpty.

Anna returned to the doorway and stood there, |ooking out over the
si | ent
desert.

Wher e woul d he be? \Were?
She knew at once. He would be at the circle.

Leaving the <cart where it was, she headed east across the narrow
val | ey,

clinmbing the bare rock until she came out into the early sunlight. It made
sense

that he would go there at this hour, before the heat grew unbearable. If
she

knew him he would be out there now, digging about, turning over rocks.

Her father's illness had driven the circle fromher mnd for a tinme, but
com ng
back from Tad) mar, she had found herself intrigued by the problem

It seened al nost supernatural But neither she nor her father believed in



t hi ngs
that coul d not be explained. Everything had a rational reason for its
exi st ence.

Corning up onto the ridge, Anna saw her father at once, in the sunlight on
t he

far side of the circle, crouched down, exam ning something. The sinple

physi cal

presence of himthere reassured her. Until then she had not been sure,
not

absolutely sure, that he was all right.

For a tine she stood there, watching him noting how careful, how methodica
he

was, enjoying the sight of it enornmously, as if it were a gift. Then,

consci ous

of the sun slowy clinbing the sky, she went down and joi ned him

"Have you found anythi ng?" she asked, standing beside him careful not to
cast
her shadow over the place where he was | ooking.

He gl anced up, the faintest smle on his Iips. "Maybe. But not an answer."
It was so typical of himthat she | aughed.

"So how was Amanjira?" he said, straightening up and turning to face her
"Did
he pay us?"

She nodded, then took the heavy |eather pouch frominside her cloak and
handed
it to him "He was pleased. He said there mght be a bonus."

Hs smle was knowing. "I'mnot surprised. |I found silver for him"

"Silver!" He hadn't told her. And she, expecting nothing nore than the
usual

detail ed survey, had not even glanced at the report she had handed over
to

Amanjira. "Wiy didh't you say?"

"It isn't our business. Qur business is to survey the rocks, not exploit
them™

She nodded at the pouch. "W make our living fromthe rock."

"An honest day's pay for an honest day's work," he answered, and she knew
he

meant it. Her father did not believe in taking any nore than he needed.
"Enough

to live" was what he always said, begrudging no one the benefit from what
he
di d.

"So how are you?" she asked, noting how the color had returned to his face.
"Well," he answered, his eyes never |eaving hers. "I've come out here

every
nmorni ng since you left."



She nodded, sayi ng not hi ng.

"Come," he said suddenly, as if he had just renmenbered. "I have sonething
want
to show you."

They went through the gap between two of the converging ridges, then clinbed
up

over a shoulder of rock onto a kind of plateau, a smooth gray slab that
tilted

downward into the sand, like a fallen wall that has been half buried in
a

sandstorm

Across from them another, larger ridge rose up out of the sand, its

er oded

contours picked out clearly by the sun. The whiteness of the rock and
t he
bl ackness of its shadowed irregularities gave it the | ook of carved ivory.

There," he said, pointing to one of the |larger patches of darkness near the
f oot
of the ridge.

"A cave?" she asked, intrigued.
"A tunnel ."

"Where does it |ead?"

"Come and see."

They went down, crossing the hot sand, then ducked inside the shadowed
entrance

to the tunnel. They stopped a noment, letting their eyes grow accustoned to
t he

darkness after the brilliant sunlight outside, then turned, facing the
tunnel .

Anna waited as her father lit the lanp, then held it up

n O’]I "

The tunnel ran smoothly into the cock for fifteen, twenty paces, but that
was
it. Beyond that it was bl ocked by rock fall.

Undaunt ed, her father wal ked toward it, the |anplight wavering before him
She
foll omed, exam ning the walls as she went.

"It | ooks lavatic," she said.

nlt iS,"
it
runs on deep into the earth. O would, if this rock wasn't in the way."

he answered, stopping before the great fall of rock. "And |'d say

Anna crouched and exam ned a small chunk of the rock. One side of it was
snoot h
and gl assy-the sanme material <s the walls. "How recent was this fall?"



she
asked.

"I can only guess."

She | ooked up at him "I don't follow you."
"When | found no answers here, | began to look a bit wder afield. And
guess

what | found?"
She shrugged.

"Signs of a quake, or at |east of massive earth settlenent, just a few
:LL?E of here. Recent, 1'd say, fromthe way the rock was disturbed. And
ggstne thi nki ng. There was a major quake in this region thirty years back
E;z?nar was affected, though mldly. It mght explain our circle.”

"You think so?"

"I'"d say that the quake, the rockfall here, and the circle are al

connect ed.

How, exactly, | don't yet know But as |I've always said to you, we don't
know

everything. But we might extend our know edge of the earth, if we can get to
t he

bottom of this."

She smled. "And the surveys?"
He waved that away. "W can do the surveys. They're no problem But this .

this is a once-in-a-lifetinme opportunity, Annal! If we can find a reason for
t he
phenonena, who knows what else will follow?"

"So what do you suggest ?"

He gestured toward the fallen rock. "I suggest we find out what's on the
ot her
side of that."

After they had eaten, Anna unpacked the cart. She had bought hima gift in
t he

Jaarni ndu Market. As she watched himunwap it, she thought of all the gifts
he

had bought her over the years, sone practical-her first tiny rock hanmer,
when

she was six-and some fanciful-the three vyards of bright blue silk,
decor at ed

with yellow and red butterflies that he had brought back only | ast year.

He stared at the | eather case a nonent, then flicked the catch open and
pushed
the |id back.



"A chess set!" he exclainmed, a | ook of pure delight light ing his features.
" How
| Wri ssed pl ayi ng chess!" He | ooked to her. "How did you know?"

Anna | ooked down, abashed. "It was something you said. In your sleep."
"When | was ill, you nean?"
She nodded.

He stared at the chessboard | ovingly. The pieces-hand-carved wood, stained
bl ack
and white-sat in their niches in tw tiny woden boxes.

It was not a luxury itemby any neans. The carving was crude and the

st ai ni ng
basic, yet that did not matter. This, to him was far finer than any
obj ect

carved fromsil ver.

"I shall begin to teach you," he said, |ooking up at her. "Tonight. W'l
spend
an hour each night, playing. You'll soon get the hang of it!"

Anna snmiled. It was just as she'd thought. G fts, she recalled hi msaying,
ann't

frivolous things, they're very necessary. They're denpnstrations of |ove
and

affection, and their "excess" nakes life nore than nmere drudgery. You can
do

wi t hout many things, Anna, hut not gifts, however small and insignificant
t hey

m ght seem

So it was. She understood it nuch better these days.

"So how are we to do it?"

He | ooked to her, understandi ng at once what she neant. Taking one of his
st one

hanmrers fromthe belt at his waist he held it up. "W use these."

"But it'll take ages!"

"W have ages."

"But..."

"No buts, Anna. You nustn't be inmpatient. We'll do a little at a tinme. That
way

there'll be no accidents, all rtght?"

She smled and gave a single nod. "All right."

"Good. Now let ne rest. | nust be fresh if I'mto play chess with you
toni ght!"



In the days that followed, their lives fell into a new routine. An hour
before

dawn they would rise and go out to the tunnel, and spend an hour or two

chi ppi ng

away at the rockfall. Anna did nost of this work, loathe to |let her

f at her

exhaust hinself so soon after his illness, while he continued his survey of
t he

surroundi ng area. Then, as the sun began to clinb the desert sky, they went
back
to the Lodge and, after a light meal, began work in the |aboratory.

There were sanples on the shelves fromyears back that they had not had tine
L?operly anal yze, and her father decided that, rather than set off on another
?Leir expeditions, they would catch up on this work and send the results
;ﬁanjira.

Late afternoon, they would break off and take a late rest, waking as the
sun
went down and the air grew slowy cooler.

They woul d eat a neal, then settle in the main roomat the center of the
Lodge
to read or play chess.

Anna was not sure that she liked the game at first, but soon she found
her sel f

sharing her father's enthusiasmif not his skill-and had to stop herself
from

playing too long into the night.

When finally he did sctire, Anna stayed up an hour or so afterward, returning
to
the workroomto plan out the next stage of the survey.

No matter what her father clained, she knew Amanjira would not be satisfied
with

the results of sanple analyses for long. He paid her father to survey
t he

desert, and it was those surveys he was interested in, not rock
anal ysi s- not

unl ess those anal yses could be transformed sonehow i nto vast riches.

In the last year they had surveyed a large stretch of land to the southwest
of

the Lodge, three days' walk away in the very heart of the desert. To survive
at

all out there they needed to plan their expeditions well. They had to
know

exactly where they could find shelter and what they would need to take.
Al

their food, water, and equi pnent had to be haul ed out there on the cart, and
as

they were often out there eight or ten days, they had to make provision
for

si xteen full days.



It was not easy, but to be truthful, she would not have wanted any ot her
life.

Amanjira mght not pay themtheir true worth, but neither she nor her
f at her

woul d have wanted any other job.

She loved the rock and its ways al nbst as nmuch as she loved the desert. Sone
saw

the rock as dead, inert, but she knew otherwise. It was as alive as any

ot her

thing. It was nerely that its perception of time was slow

On the eighth day, quite early, they made the breakthrough they had been
hopi ng

for. It was not rmuch-barely an arnhole in the great pile of rock-yet they
coul d

shine a light through to the other side and see that the tunnel ran on
beyond

the fall.

That sight encouraged them They worked an ext'ra hour before going back
si de

by side at the rock face, chipping away at it, wearing their face masks to
avoi d

getting splinters in their eyes.

"What do you think?" he said on the walk back. "Do you think we might make
a
hol e bi g enough to squeeze through, then investigate the other side?"

Anna grinned. "Now who's inpatient?"
"You think we should clear nore of it, then?"
"I don't know," she answered, wal king on. "I think we should think about it."

That afternoon, in the workshop, he talked about it constantly and, cone
t he
eveni ng, rather than debate it further, she gave in.

"Al'l right," she said, |ooking up fromher side of the chessboard. "But only
one

of us goes through at a tinme. And we use a rope. W don't know what's on
t he

other side. If there's nore quake damage it m ght be dangerous.”

"Agreed," he said, nmoving his Queen. "Check." Then, snmiling up at
her .
"Checkmate, in fact."

It took themtwo nore days to make the gap wi de enough. It would be a
squeeze,

but to make it any bigger would have neant another week's work at the
very

| east.

"We' || prepare things tonight," he said, holding his lanp up to the gap
and



.staring through. "You won't need mnuch."

Anna sniled at that 'you.' She had thought she m ght have to fight himover
it.

"So what am | | ooking for?"
He drew the lanp back and turned to face her. "Anything unusual. A
vol cani c

funnel, perhaps. Vents. Any pyroclastic deposits."
"You still think this is part of a larger vol canic systen®?"

"Al nost certainly. These vents and boreholes are only part of it. There
woul d

have been a great basin of |ava-of magma-deep down in the earth. |In fact,
t he

deeper it was, the w der spread these surface manifestations will be. The
super

heated | ava woul d have found all of the weakest routes through the rock
faul t

lines and the like. That's all this is, really."

"Li ke the roots of a tree?"

He nodded, smiling faintly at her. Anna had never seen a tree. Not a
pr oper

tree, anyway. Only the shallowrooted palns of Tadjinar. Mst of what she
E?e?%e wor |l d had conme out of books, or had been told to her. That was the
wor st

of living here-the narrowness of it.

Wal ki ng back with her, he raised the subject, the two of them speaking, as
;riéys did, with their heads down, not even gl ancing at each ot her.

" Anna?"

"Yes?"

"Do you regret living here?"

"Do you?"

"I chose it."

"And you think if | had a choice, 1'd chose differently?"

"Sonetinmes. "

"Then you're wong. | love the desert."

"But you don't know anything else."

"I'd still want to be here.”

"Are you sure?"

"I"msure."



"Mnd the rope, Anna, it's getting snagged."

Anna paused, edging slightly to one side, then tugged gently at the rope.
It

cane free. She was halfway through the gap in the rockfall and finding it
a

tighter squeeze than she'd imagined. She had managed to shrug her

shoul ders

t hrough the narrow hol e, but her hips were another matter altogether. Nor
coul d

she see anything properly. The tiny slivers of light that peeped through

t he

narrow gaps between her and the wall served nore to enphasize how stuck she
was

t han hel p her.

She coul d always try and heave herself through, of course, but then she'd
nost

likely tunble down onto the floor on the other side, and it was quite a
dr op.

Besides, only her left armwas free; the other was still wedged between her
and

the wal |

"Turn yoursel f about, Anna. Until you're facing the ceiling. The channel's
wi der
than it's tall."

"W shoul d have waited anot her week," she said, trying to do what he said.

"Maybe. But you're alnpst there now Try and edge back a little. Yes ..
that's
it."

Slowy, very slowmy, she wiggled her way back, wuntil she could feel that
her

head and shoul ders were out over the gap. Now she had to try and free her
arm

She tried to bring it up, but there wasn't room She'd have to turn again.

"Hold ny feet," she said.
Anna felt his hands grip the ankles of her boots firnmy
"Good. I'"'mgoing to try to turn onto nmy front now. At the sane tinme |'m going

to
try to free ny right arm"

"Al'l right."
It was difficult. It felt as if the rock was trying to crush her-to pop
her

bones-but slowy she nanaged to turn herself, until she was facing the floor

Anna coul d not see anything. The darkness in front other seened absol ute.
Not

that the darkness itself worried her; she sinply did not want to fal
ont o



anyt hi ng sharp.
"Al'l right," she said, as she finally freed her arm "Now |ower nme slowy."

The rock seenmed to conme up to touch her hands. Above her, light slowy
spilled
into the tunnel

"That's it," she said. "Slowy now "
She began to take her own wei ght, reaching forward slightly with her hands.
"Al'l right. You can let go now. |'m down,"

Anna felt his fingers relent, his hands nove back, away from her ankles.
There
was a faint noise fromhim a grunt.

She scrambl ed up, then turned, brushing herself down. "Are you okay?"

He nade a small noise of assent. "Just winded a little, just give me a nonment
to
get ny breath."

Anna went to the hole and | ooked back through. The | amp was on the fl oor by
hi s

feet where he had Ileft it. He hinmself was |eaning against the wall

sl unped

slightly, one hand on his chest.

"Are you sure you're all right?"

He nodded and | ooked up at her. "I'll be okay. | didn't realize how heavy
you
are, that's all."

"You're sure?"

"Yes. Now get on. Tie the rope about your waist. [|'Il pass you through
t he

[amp. "

She stooped and picked up the rope, fastening it tightly about her waist. It
was

a thin, strong rope, and they had some five hundred feet of it. That should
be

plenty for this prelimnary exploration. Satisfied, she turned and,

| eani ng

t hrough the gap, took the lanp fromhim

"This, too," he said, handing her his protective hat.

She put the lanp down, then tried on the hat, expecting it to be too big
for

her, but it was a perfect fit. She fastened the |eather strap under her
chin”

then turned, lifting the |lanp so that he could see her

"Good," he said, his eyes shining in the lanplight. "I'll give you an hour
t hen



I"I'l call you back. But keep your eyes open, Anna. And don't take chances."
"l won't."

"You' ve got the notebook?"

Anna patted her top pocket.

"Al'l right. Then get going. It's cold here.™

She smiled then turned, facing the darkness, the lanp held up before her

* * *

The library overl ooke4 the darkened |lake, its long, latticed w ndows giving
a

distant view of D ni, the city's lanplit levels clinbing the great wall of

t he

cavern.

Afire had been lit in the great fireplace. In its flickering 1light four
nen

could be seen, sitting in huge arnthairs about the fire, their faces thrown
into

sharp contrasts of gold and bl ack. They had eaten an hour ago, now, as it

grew

| ate, they tal ked.

"I don't know how you can say that, Veovis. Not wth any certainty,
anyway.
Where' s your proof ?"

Veovis turned to face his friend, his w neglass cradled in both hands, the
l'i ght
fromthe fire winking at its ruby heart.

"But that's just it, Fihar. | need no proof. The matter is axiomatic. You
ar gue

that those races we have know edge of, on those Ages to which we have

l'i nked,

behave norally. | agree. But they do so because we have nade it our business
to

encourage themto do so. Their norality is not innate, but taught. And we,
t he

D ni, were the ones who taught it to them So much we have known for

t housands

of years."

Veovi s turned slightly, looking to another of them "You, Suahrnir. You are
a

Mamtanmer. Is it not so? Is it not one of your prine duties to encourage a
stabl e

and noral social franework anong the natives of the worlds to which we |ink?"

Suahrnir was in his middle years and a senior nenmber of his guild. He
had

al ready served as Keeper of the Prison Ages and was currently in charge
of

di sposing of all failed or unstable Ages. He pondered Veovis's words a
nonent ,



t hen shrugged.

"It is, yet even so | have sonme synmpathy with Fihar's view W cannot say
with

certainty until we have seen for ourselves. That, surely, is the
scientific

nmet hod?"

"Nonsense!" Veovis said, leaning forward, his face suddenly ani mated.
"W t hout

D ni influence and D ni guidance, those Ages would, w thout a shred of doubt,
be

nasty little backwaters, peopled by savages! Have you not instances enough
in

your own experience, Suahrnir. of such backsliding? Do we not need to
be

constantly vigilant?"

"We do," Suahrnir agreed.

"I'magi ne then, up there on the surface. If there an people living up there,

t hen

t hey have devel oped now for several thousand years without any nora

gui dance.

They will, nost certainly, be savages, little nore than ani mals, subservient
to

their nost basic needs. And we have seen, all of us on nmany Ages, how
wld

ani mal s behave!"

Aitrus, who had been listening silently, now spoke up. "Unless, like the
D ni,
they have an innate norality."

Veovis smiled and turned to his friend. "I would say that the chances of

t hat

were exceedingly small, wouldn't you agree, Aitrus?"

"I... guess so."

"There!" Veovis said, as if that capped it. "You know, it nakes nme shudder
to

think of it. A whole society governed by |ust and viol ence!"

"And the threat of violence," Fihar added, clearly half-convinced now by
t he
argunent .

"Exactly! And where, in such a society, would there be roomfor the

devel oprent

of true intelligence? No. The nost we m ght expect fromthe surface-dwellers
is

a surly, grunting species, a pack of jackals who would as soon bay at the
noon

as hold a decent conversation!"

There was | aughter, at that.

"Then you think the Council should reaffirm their decision?" Aitrus
asked,



returning the conversation to the place where it had begun. "You believe
we
shoul d have nothing to do with the surface-dwellers?"

"I do indeed," Veovis said enphatically. "And to be honest with you, | would
not

have sinply sealed the end of the tunnel, | would have destroyed t he whol e

t hi ng

al toget her!"

"I see.”

"Ch, Aitrus," Veovis said, leaning toward him "I realize what
sentinment a

feelings you have toward that expedition, and | admre you for it, but
t he

venture was a nistake. The Council were wong even to consider it!"

Aitrus said nothing. He nerely sipped fais wine and stared into the fire.
"And now I 've hurt your feelings." Veovis stood. "Look, | apologize. It
was,

per haps, insensitive of ne."

Aitrus |l ooked up at him smling sadly. "No, Veovis. You spoke as you saw, and
I

admre you for that. Besides, | have cone to feel that maybe you were

ri ght

after all. Maybe it was a m stake."

Veovis smiled back at him "Then you will vote with ne in Council this rine?"

Aitrus shrugged. "Wio knows?"

Less than a hundred paces down, the tunnel was bl ocked again, a second
rockfal |

maki ng it unpassable. Yet to the left of the fall, like a grnning dark
nout h,

was a crack in the tunnel wall, large enough for Anna to step into, if
she

wi shed.

Anna stood on the rim her left hand holding the edge of the wall, and
she
leaned into it, the lanp held out.

The crack was deep. |Its floor went down steeply into the dark, from which
?aint, cold breeze emanated. She could hear the sound of water, nuted
g?gtant, far below, and sonething else-a kind of irregular knocking. A tap
:Zgythat was |ike the weak bl ow of a chisel against the rock.

Anna turned, |ooking back the way she had cone, then, deciding that the
sl ope

was not too steep, she clipped the lanp to the top other hard hat and

st epped



down, steadying herself against the walls with both hands and di ggi ng her
heel s
in. so that she Wuld not fall

The crack was not as teng as she'd imagined. After twenty paces it |eveled
ggi.a nmonent she thought it was a dead end, for the rock seemed to fill
L?ch ahead other, but just before that it twisted to the side again, alnopst
ifnety degrees. As she turned that corner, she gave a little cry of surprise.

"It's a cavern!" she vyelled, not knowi ng whether he could hear her or not.
" A
huge cavern!"

That tapping noi se was cl ose now and the sound of flow ng water rmuch stronger.

Steppi ng out onto the floor of the cavern, Anna turned, |ooking about her
The

tamp illum nated only a small part of space, yet she could see, at the edge
of

the Iight, what |looked like a tiny stream its surface w nking back at her

Water. The nost precious thing of all here in the desert. Myre precious than
t he
silver her father had found for Amanjira.

Anna wal ked over to it, conscious of the rope trailing out behind her
The

stream was crystal clear. She stooped down beside it, dipping her hand into
t he

flow, then put her fingers to her I|ips.

Ice cold, it was, and pure. Mich better than the water in the pool

She grinned, |ooking forward to telling her father of her discovery, then
she
turned and | ooked up at the ceiling, twenty yards or so overhead.

There it was! The source of the tapping noise. It |ooked like a bright
Lgﬂging of some kind, marble smooth yet thin, the tip of it swollen like a
ggoglood. And where it hung in the breeze it tap-tap-tapped agai nst the roof
?Le cavern.

Anna frowned, then crinmed, |ooking for the source of the breeze. The
cavern

narrowed at its near end, becomng a kind of funnel. The breeze seened to
cone

fromthere.

She sniffed the air, surprised by how fresh it was. Usually there was a
stal e,

musty snell in these caverns. A smell of danp and stone. But this was
different.

Unclipping the lanp again, she held it up, trying to make out what the red



stuff

was. It seened to be trapped in the rock overhead, or to have squeezed
t hr ough

the rock and then congeal ed.

She took out her notebook; settling it on her knee, she began to wite,
noti ng

down not nerely what she could see but her first notions about the cavern
Such,

she knew from experience, could prove inportant. One m ght notice sonething
t hat

one afterward overlooked, or sinply forgot. It was best to jot down
ever yt hi ng,

even if nmost of it proved subsequently to be ill-founded.

Putting the notebook away, she took hold of the rope and pulled a |l ength of
it

toward her, making sure it was not snagged in the crack. It cane
easily.

Reassured, she walked on, toward the near end of the cavern, toward
t he
"funnel ,'

glancing fromside to side, keen not to m ss anything.

Thirty paces fromit, she stopped, the slight sense of wongness she had
felt
earlier now welling up in her

There, facing her, filling the whole of one end of the narrowed cavern, was
a

huge sheet of the red stuff. It looked like a thick, stiff curtain, except
t hat

it jutted fromthe rock like a lava flow

But it wasn't lava. Not of any kind she knew, anyway.
It nmade her think of the circle on the surface. Sonehow these two things
wer e

connected, but just how she dicing know

She could not wait to tell her father of it.

Anna wal ked over and stood before it, lifting the lanp. It was blood red,
but
within that redness was a faint vein of black, like tiny wormthreads.

Perhaps it was a kind of |ava.

Cipping the lanp to her hat again, she took one of the hamers from her
bel t
and, kneeling beside the wall, tried to chip a small chunk of the stuff away.

After a noment she |ooked up, puzzled. The hamer had made no inpression
The

stuff | ooked soft and felt soft. |Itgave before the hamrer. But it would
not

chip. Wiy, it wouldn't even mark!

Not lava, then. But what precisely was it? Unless she could get a piece
for
anal ysis, there was no way of telling.



Anna stood back a couple of paces, studying the wall, trying to see if
there

m ght not, perhaps, be a snmall piece jutting fromthe rest that would prove
nor e

anenable to the hammer, but the stuff formed a smooth unvarying surface

She turned, |ooking about her, then |aughed. There, only a few paces from
her,

lay a line of tiny red beads, |like fresh blood spots on the gray rock fl oor
She

| ooked up, seeing how the red stuff formed a narrow vein overhead, as if,
under

great pressure, it had been squeezed between the lips of the rock

And dri pped.

Anna crouched and, chipping this time into the rock beneath the red
stuff,
managed to free four sanples of it, the largest of themthe size other fist.

As she went to slip the last of theminto her knapsack, she turned it
beneat h

the light, then squeezed it in her hand. It was alnost spongy, yet
it

was, t 6ugher than marble. Not only that, but it seened to hold the |Iight
rat her

than reflect it.

It was tine to get back. They would need to analyze this before
t hey
i nvestigated any further.

Anna slipped the sack onto her shoulder, then, taking the rope in her
ri ght

hand, began to cross the cavern again, coiling it slowmy as she headed for
t he

crack.

The others were gone. Only Veovis and Aitrus remained. They stood in the
br oad

hal | way of the Mansion, beneath the stairs, the great stone steps and the
tiny

har bor beyond, visible through the glass of the nassive front door

"Stay the night, Aitrus. You can travel back with ne in the norning. The
nmeet i ng

does not start until m dday."

"I would, but there are sone people | nust see first thing."

"Put them off. Tell them you have to prepare for the neeting.
They' | |
understand. Besides, |I'd really like to talk to you sonme nore."

"I, too. But | nust not break my word."

Veovis smiled. "I understand. Your word neans nuch to you, and rightly so.



But

try and come to me before the neeting. I shall be in mny office in the
ﬁ;:1é | would feign speak with you again before you cast your vote."

Aitrus smled. "I have decided already, old friend. | shall abstain."

" Abst ai n?"

"I feel it would be for the best. | amnot convinced by either argunment. It
ggyas you say, and that ny Hesitancy is only sentinment, yet | still feel as if

I
woul d be betraying Master Telanis should | vote against the notion."

"Then so be it. Take care, dear friend."

The two nen cl asped each ot her's hands.

"Until tonorrow "

"Unt?l tomorrow," Aitrus echoed, snmling broadly. "And thank you. The
eveni ng

was a nost pleasant one."

"As ever. Now go. Before I'mangry with you."

* * *
"I"ve no idea," he said, lifting his eye fromthe m croscope.
"I"ve never seen anything like it. It looks ... artificial."
"I nmpossi ble,” Anna said, stepping up beside himand putting her own eye to
t he
| ens.

"So tell me what it is, then. Have you ever seen stone with that kind
of

structure before? There's not a crystal in it! That wasn't formed. At |east,
not

by any natural process. That was nade!"

She shrugged. "Maybe there are processes we don't know about."

"And maybe | know not hi ng about rock!"

Anna | ooked up and snil ed. "Maybe."

"Well?" he said, after a monment. "Don't you agree?"

"I don't see how you could make sonmething like this. The tenperatures
and

pressures you'd need woul d be phenonenal. Besi des, what would the stuff be
doi ng

down there, in the cavern? It makes no sense.”

"No..."

She saw the doubt creep back into his face. He | ooked tired again. They had



been
working at this puzzle now for close on ten hours.

"You should rest now," she said. "We'll carry on with this in the norning."
"Yes," he said, but it was clear his mind was still on the problem "It has
to

be obvious,"” he said, after a nmonent. "Sonething we've conpletely overl ooked."
But what coul d they have overl ooked? They had been as thorough with their
tests

as anyone could be. Had they had twice the equipnent and ten tines

t he

opportunity to study it, they would still have come up with the sane
results.

This stuff was strange.

He had been cheerful that night. More cheerful than he'd been in quite
somne
time. He had | aughed and joked. And in the norning he was dead.

She had woken, renenbering the dreamshe'd had of flowers. Blue flowers,
li ke

those she had painted for him Getting up, she had gone through into the
gal | ey

kitchen and set out their bow s and tunblers, staring out of the w ndow
briefly,

consci ous of how different everything |looked in the dawn light. It was only
t hen

that she found him slunped on the floor beside the workroom bench. She knew
at

once that he was dead, yet it was only when she actually physically touched
hi m

that it registered on her

Hs fl esh was cold, |ike stone.

For a nbment she could not turn himover. For ateoment there was a bl ankness,

a
total blankness in her mnd. Then she blinked and |ooked down at him
agai n,

where he | ay.

He nust have cone here in the night. Unheard by her. And here he had
di ed,
silently, without a word to her.

She groaned and cl osed her eyes, grief overwhel m ng her

* * *

The front | obby of the great Guild Hall was in turmoil. Aitrus, arriving
| at e,

| ooked about him then, seeing Veovis to one side of the crowd of
seni or

gui l dsrmen, hurried over to him

"Veovi s. What's happeni ng?"



"It is Lord Eneah. He was taken ill in the night."

Lord Eneah was Lord Tulla's replacement as head of the Council. Wthout
hi s

presence, or the appointnent of a Deputy, the business of the Council could
not

be carried out.

"Then there will be no vote today."

"Nor for a week or two if the runors are correct. It seens the Geat Lord is
at
death's door."

"I'l'l tidings, indeed," said Aitrus.

While none of the D ni elders could be considered jovial in any way that
t he

young coul d recogni ze. Lord Eneah had mai ntai ned a sense of hunor well into
hi s

third century and was wont to control the Council by neans of wt rather
t han

chastisement. If he were to die, the Council would indeed |ose one of
their

finest servants.

"What are we to do.?" Aitrus asked, |ooking about himat the crowded
vesti bul e.

"Di sperse, eventually," Veovis answered, "but not wuntil our business here
is
done. Now, if you would excuse me, Aitrus, | woul3 Ilike to take the chance
to

talk to one or two waverers."

Aitrus nodded, letting Veovis go. Unlike Veovis, he had no strong
politica

anbitions, and though he had been appointed to the Council young-as the
j uni or

representative of his @ild-it was not because he had pushed for
t hat
appoi nt ment .

He had noved swiftly through the ranks, becoming a Master in his
thirty-eighth

year-the youngest in alnost seven centuries-and then, three years ago, he
had

found hinmself elected to the Council by his fellow guildsnmen; an
unexpect ed

honor, for there were nen alnost twice his age, which was fifty five, who
had

been put up as candi dates agai nst him

And so here he was, at the very center of things. And though his word
neant

little yet, and his vote was but a tiny weight on the great scales of
D ni

government, he was not entirely without influence, for he was a friend of
Lord



Veovi s.

Wat ching Veovis from across the pillared hallway, seeing how easily the
young

Lord noved among his peers, how rel axed he was dealing with the high and

m ghty

of Dni society, Aitrus found it strange how close they had grown since
their

reunion thirty years ago. |If you had asked himthen who m ght have been
hi s

closest friend and confidant in later years, he m ght have chosen anyone
but

Lord Rakeri's son, but so it was. In the public's eyes they were inseparable.

| nsepar abl e, perhaps, yet very different in their natures.

And maybe that was why it worked so well, for both'had a perfect
under st andi ng
of who the other was.

Had they been enemies, then there would have been no |ate-night debates,
no

agreements to differ, no grudgi ng concessi ons between them no final neeting
of

m nds, and that would, in tine, have been a tragedy for the Council, for
many

now recogni zed that in the persons of Veovis and Aitrus were the seeds
ofDnms

future.

Their friendship had thus proved a good omen, not nerely for them but for
t he
great Dni State.

"Aitrus? How are you? How is your father these days?"

Aitrus turned to greet his interrogator, snmling at the old man,
surprised- ever
surprised-to find hinself in such high conpany.

"He is well, Gand Master Yena. Very well, thank you."

* * *

Al was done. The cart was packed, her last farewells made. Anna stood on
t he

far side of the bridge, tearful now that the nonent had come, | ooking back
into

the enpty Lodge.

This had been her honme, her universe. She had been born here and | earned
her

| essons in these i-oonms. Here she had been |loved by the best two parents
any

child could have wi shed for. And now t hey were gone.

What remai ned was stone. Stone and dust and ashes.

Those ashes-her father's-were in a tiny sealed pot she had stowed carefully
on



the cart, beside another that held her nother's ashes.

She turned away, kaowing she could not remain. Her future Ilay

el sewhere

Tadj i nar, perhaps, or maybe back in Europe. But not here. Not now that he
was

dead.

Her heart felt heavy, but that, too, she knew, would pass. Not totally,
for

there woul d be nmonents when she would renenber and then the hurt would
return,

yet the grief she now felt would | essen. In tine.

She cl anbered down. The cart was heavy and Tadjinar was far, yet as she

| eaned

forward, taking the strain, beginning to pull it wup the shallow slope,
t he

harness ropes biting into the |eather pads on her shoulders, she recalled
her

father's words:

A journey of a thousand miles begins with a single step.

That nuch remained of him at |least. The nenpries, the words, and the
gr eat
w sdom of the man

She wi ped the wetness from her cheeks and smled. He was in there now, in
her
head, until she, too, was dust or ashes.

What do you see, Anna?

As she clinmbed the narrow slope that led out of the valley, she answered
hi m
her voice clear in the desert's stillness.

"I see the endless desert, and before me the desert noon, rising in the
| ast
light of the dusk. And | see you there, everywhere | |look. | see you there."

* * *

The way to Tadjinar did not take her past the circle, yet she felt conpelled
to

see it. If her future path lay el sewhere, she would at |east take the nmenory
of

it with her.

Leaving the cart hidden in a narrow gully, she set off across the sand
toward

the circle, the full rmoon lighttng her way. |In the noonlight it seened
nor e

i nexplicable than ever. Wat on earth could have caused it?

O what in earth.

Anna crouched at the center of the circle, thinking of what her father had
sai d



that first time. It was indeed as if the earth beneath had been not just
shaken

but vibrated. And what could do that? Sound was pure vibration, but what
sound

-what mghty echo in the rock-could possibly account for this?

Per haps the answer was in the cavern. Perhaps it was there and she had

sinply
not seen it.

It was nadness even to think of exploring again, especially alone, yet
t he

t hought of walking away, of never having tried to find an answer,
was

i mpossi ble. She had to go and | ook

In the knapsack on her back she had all she needed. In it were her father's
hard
hat, his lanp and tinderbox, the rope. As if she'd known.

Anna sniled. OF course she'd known. It was conpul sion. The same conpul sion
to
know that had driven her father all his life.

And if you find nothing, Anna?

Then she would know she had found nothing. And she would go to Tadjinar
and
wherever el se afterward, and | eave this nystery behind her

The tunnel was dark-a black mouth in the silvered face of the ridge. The
very

| ook of it was daunting. But she was not afraid. What was there to fear
after

all?

Anna lit the lanp then wal ked into the tunnel. The rock fall was where they
had
left it, and the gap.

She studied it a nonent, then nodded to herself. She woul d have to douse the
hrmp

then push the knapsack through in front of her. It would not be easy in
t he

dark, but she had done it once before.

Taki ng the hard hat fromthe sack, she pulled it on, tying the straps
securely

about her chin, then snuffed the | anp. The sudden darkness was intense.
St owi ng

the lanp safely at the bottom of the sack, she pulled the drawstrings
tight,

then pushed it through the gap, hearing it fall with a nuffled clatter

Remenbering how difficult it had been, this tinme she went into the gap
face

down, her arns out before her. Her problemlast tine was that she had

m sj udged

how wi de the gap was. Wth her arns outstretched it was nuch easier. The
only



probl em now was | owering herself on the other side.

Emerging from the gap, she let her hands feel their way down the

i rregul ar

surface of the rock face, her feet hooked about the edges of the gap. Then
when

she was confident that the drop was not too great, she pulled herself

f orward,

letting her legs slide into the gap, her head tucked in to her shoul ders as
she

rolled.

In the dark, the drop seenmed a |ot farther than she remenbered it. There was
a

monent's inner panic, and then she hit the floor hard, the inmpact jolting
her

badl y.

She lay there a nonent, the knapsack wedged unconfortably in her |ower back.
Her

wrists ached fromthe inpact and the back of her head and neck felt bruised,
but

there seened to be no serious damage.

Anna sat up, reaching behind her for the bag, then winced as a sudden pain
ran

up the length of her left armfromthe wist to the elbow She drew the
arm

back, then slowy rotated the wist, flexing her fingers as she did so.

"Stupid," she said, adnmoni shing herself. "That was a very stupid thing to do."
Yes, but she had got away with it.

Only just, a silent voice rem nded her

She turned herself around, organizing herself, taking the lanp fromthe
knapsack

and lighting it.

In its sudden glow, she | ooked back at the bl ockage and saw just how far she
had

fallen. It was four, alnmpst five feet in all. She could easily have broken
her
Wi sts.

She had been | ucky.

Cipping the anp onto the hat, Anna slung the bag over her shoul der then
eased

herself up into a standing position

She woul d have one good | ook around the cavern, and that was it.

And if she found sonet hi ng?

Anna turned, facing the darkness of the borehole, noticing the faint breeze
in

the tunnel for the first tine.



She woul d decide that if and when. But first she had to | ook

* * *

To the left of the wedge, on the shoulder of that great flattened nmass
of

redness that protruded from the ordinary rock, was a gap. Ei ght feet wide
and

two high, it was like a scowing nmouth, hidden from bel ow by the thick
snoot h

lip of the strange nateri al

Anna had found it late in her search, after scouring every inch of the
cavern,

| ooking for sonmething that <clearly wasn't there. Only this-this nmade
 avatic

rock-was different. Everything else was exactly as one would have expected
in

such a cave

Unclipping the lanp fromher hat, she |leaned into that scow ing nouth,

hol di ng

it out before her. Inside, revealed by the glowi ng |anp, was a |arger
space-a

tiny cave within a cave-its floor made entirely of the red material, its
ceiling

of polished black rock, like the rock in the volcanic borehole. Seeing that,
she

under st ood. VWhatever it was, it had once been in a nmolten state, like |ava,
and

hsidflowd into this space, plugging it. O al npbst so.

She squeezed through, crawling on her hands and knees, then stood. The
ceiling
formed a bell above her. She was in a pocket within the rock

It was |ike being inside the stomach of sonme strange ani mal .

At the far end, the ceiling dipped again, yet did not entirely neet the
fl oor.
There was anot her gap.

Anna wal ked across, then crouched, holding out the |anp.

The gap extended into the rock, ending some ten yards back in a solid wall
of
the red materi al

Yet there was a breeze, a definite breeze, comng fromthe gap. She sniffed.
It
was air. Pure, unscented air.

It had to lead up again, to the surface. Yet that didn't quite make sense,
for

this did not snell |ike desert air. She knew the snell of the desert. It left
a

scorched, dry taste in the mouth. This air was noist, alnost sweet inits

| ack

of minerals.



And there was sonething else. The |ight was wrong.

Dming the lanp alnost wuntil it guttered, she set it down behind her
t hen

| ooked back. Despite the suddfcn darkness, the wall in front other stil

gl owed.

That gl ow was faint and strangely dim as if the light itself was sonehow
dar k,
yet she was not m staken.

There was |ight sonewhere up ahead.

Picking up the lanmp again, Anna raised the wick until the glow was bright.
Then,

getting down on her hands and knees, she crawled into the gap, pushing the
| amp

bef ore her. Sure enough, the red stuff filled the tunnel's end, yet just
before

it, to the left, another crack opened up. She edged into it, follow ng
its

curving course about the swollen wall of red to her right. That curve
ended

abruptly, yet the crack continued, veering off at ninety degrees to her
left.

She followed it.

The breeze was suddenly stronger, the scent of sweet, fresh air
over poweri ng.

And there was a noise now, |like the hiss of escaping gas.
The crack opened up, like the bell of a flower. To her right the red wall
seened

to nelt away. Ahead of her was a cave of sone sort.
No, not a cave, for the floor was flat, the walls regul ar

She clinmbed up, onto her feet, then held the lanp up high, gasping
with
ast oni shment at the sight that net her eyes.

* * *

Alone in his roons, Aitrus pulled off his boots, then sat down heavily in
hi s

chair. It was a typical guild apartnent, l[ike all of those given to
unmarried

Masters. Sparsely furnished, the walls were of bare, unpolished stone,
covered

here and there wth guild tapestries; thick woven things that showed
machi nes

enbedded in the rock. Broad shelves in alcoves covered three ofthe four
wal | s,

Aitrus's textbooks-speciali st Quild works on rock mechani cs,
cohesi on,

tacheonetry, elastic limt, shear strength and perneability, as well as
endl ess

wor ks on vol canol ogy-filling those shel ves.

There were a few vol unes of stories, too, including an illustrated vol une of
t he



ancient Dni tales. This latter lay nowon the small table at Aitrus's
si de,

where he had left it the previous evening. He picked it up now and stared at
t he

enbossed | eat her cover a nonment, then set it down.

He was in no nood for tales. Wat he wanted was conpany, and not the
usual
conpany, but sonething to lift his spirits. Someone, perhaps.

It seened not a lot to ask for, yet sone days he felt it was inpossible.
Aitrus sighed then stood, feeling restless.

Maybe he shoul d take a few days off to visit his famly's Age. It was sone
whil e

since he had been there and he needed a break. It would be several days at
| east

before the Council nmet again and his work was up straight. No one would
bl ame

himfor taking a small vacation

He smiled. Pulling on his boots again, he went over to the door and sunmoned
one

of t he house stewards. While the man waited, he scribbled a note, then
fol di ng

it, handed it to him

"Gve this to Master Telanis."
The steward bowed, then turned and di sappeared al ong the corridor

Aitrus turned, |ooking back into the room then, w thout further ado, pulled
t he
door cl osed behind him

The cavern, which had at first glance seemed snall, was in fact nmassive.
Waat

Anna had first taken as the whole of it was in fact only a kind of

ant echanber.

Beyond it was a second, |arger chanber whose walls glowed with a faint,
green

light.

And in that chanber, dom nating its echoing central spaces, rested two
massi ve

machi nes, their dark, inposing shapes threatening in the half-dark
Li ke

sentinels they stood, their huge linbs raised as if in challenge.

I ndeed, it had been a nonent or two before she had recognized them for what
;gfi. Her first irrational thought had been that they were insects of sone
Fgrd}hey had that hard, shiny, carapaced | ook about them But no insect had
SYEQM that |arge, not even under the bl azing desert sun. Besides, these

i nsects



had no eyes; they had w ndows.

Anna wal ked toward them awed not nmerely by their size but by the | ook of
t hem

She had seen steamdriven nachines in her father's books-massive things of
net al

pl ace, bolted together with huge nmetal studs-but these were very different
These

had a snooth, sophisticated ook that was quite alien to anything she had
ever

seen before These were sleek and streamined, the way animals and insects
ver e,

as if long generations of trial and error had gone into their design

There were | ong flanges running along the sides of the nearest craft and

st udded

oval indentations. Long gashes in its wunderside-vents of sone kind?-gave it
a

strange, al nost predatory air.

The cl oser she got to them the nore in awe she felt, for it was only this

cl ose

that she came to realize the scale on which their nakers nust have worked

The

dark flank of the nearest machine, to her left, rose up at least five tines
her

hei ght. Wile the second, tucked back a little, was bigger yet.

She al so saw now just how different the two were. As if each had a
separate

pur pose. The nearest was the sinpler of the two, its four great |inbs ending
in

cone-shaped vents. The other was much nore sinister and crablike, its
segment ed

body heavily arnored.

Standing beneath the first of them she reached out and touched its
dar k,

mrror-snmooth surface. It was cool, rather than cold. Unexpectedly her
fingers

did not slip lightly over its surface, but caught, as if they brushed
agai nst

some far rougher, nore abrasive materi al

Anna frowned and held the lanmp close. Instead of reflecting back her inage,
t he

strange material seened to hold the light, to drawit into its burnished
green

- bl ack dept hs.

Qut of the corner of her eye she noted sonething, down |ow near the floor of
t he

ri ght-hand machi ne. She crouched, reaching out to trace the enbossed synbol
with

her finger.

Synbol, or letter? O was it nerely decoration?

VWhi chever, it was not |like any witten | anguage she had ever seen



Taki ng the notebook from her sack, she quickly sketched it, placing the
fini shed
sketch beside the original

Yes. Just so.

She slipped the notebook away, then lifted the lanp, turning slowy to
| ook
about her. As she did, she tried to place the pieces of the puzzle together

What did she have sp-far? The circle of rock and dust. The strange red
"seal i ng"

material. This other, green-black stone, which gave off a di m but
definite

light. And now these machi nes.

Not hing. O, at |Ileast, nothing that nade sense. Wre these the remains of
an

ancient race that had once inhabited these parts? |If so, then why had
not hi ng

el se been unearthed? So great a race as this would surely have |eft many
nor e

traces of its existence. And why, if these were long-lost relics, did they

| ook

SO new?

She stared up the huge, snooth flank of the machine toward what seened to be
a

control roomof sonme kind. There was a long, slit wi ndow up there,
certainly,

t he upper surface of that window flush with the roof of the craft, the

| ower

part of it form ng part of the craft's nose.

The rope was in her pack. If she could throwit up over the top of the
machi ne

and secure it on the other side, perhaps she could clinmb up there and
| ook

i nsi de?

Anna slipped off her pack and took out the rope. Wal king around to the front
of

t he machi ne, she crouched down, holding the [ anp out as she studied the
chassi s.

Sone ten, fifteen feet in, there were several snall teatlike protuberances

j ust

beneat h what |ooked |ike an exhaust vent. She would tie the rope to one
of

t hose.

She wal ked back, slowy wuncoiling the rope in one hand. She really needed
a

wei ght of some kind to tie about the end of it, but the only suitable

obj ects

she had were the | anp and the tinderbox, and both were nmuch too valuable to
risk

br eaki ng.

Her first throw nerely gl anced agai nst the side of the machine and fell back
to



the floor. Her second was better but had the sane result.

Taking the end of the rope she knotted it tine and time again, until there was
a
pal msized fist of rope at the end of it. Satisfied, she tried again.

This time the rope sailed over the machine, the |ightweight cord

whi stling

through the air as it fell to the other side.

Layi ng her pack on the remaining coil, Anna wal ked around and coll ected
t he

other end of it, then got down and crawl ed under the machine, w nding the
r ope

around and around one of the small protuberances until the thick end of it
was

wedged tightly agai nst the machi ne.

Edgi ng back, she stood, then tested the rope, tugging at it hard, |eaning
her
fill weight back on her heels. It held.

So far, so good. But the nmost difficult part was next, for the rope was far
from

secure. If it were to slip to the side as she was clinbing, she could
easily

find herself in trouble.

Pulling the rope taut, she placed one booted foot against the hull of the
craft

and | eaned back, taking the strain, feeling the sudden tension in the
nuscl es

ot her cal ves and upper arns.

She began, leanng slightly to her right as she clinbed, away fromthe front
of

the strange craft, keeping the rope taut at all tines, ready at any nonent
to

let go and drop back to the floor if it were to start slipping. But the

r ope

held, alnpbst as if it were glued in place. Perhaps sone quality of the

mat eri al ,

t hat abrasi veness she had noticed, hel ped, but as she continued to clinb
her

confi dence grew

As she came up onto the broad back of the craft, she relaxed. The top of
t he

great slit window was just in front her now, some ten or twetve feet

di stant.

Beyond it the nose of the craft tapered slightly, then curved steeply to
t he

fl oor.

Getting down onto her hands and knees, Anna crawed slowy toward the front
of

the craft, until the edge of the wi ndow was just in front other. Leaning
forward

carefully, she | ooked down, through the thick, translucent plate, into the
cabin



of the craft.

In the oddly nuted light fromthe oil |anp, the cabin seened strangely
eerie,
t he wavering shadows t hreat ening.

She frowned, trying to understand exactly what she was |ooking at. There
wer e

two seats-or, at |least, they |ooked |ike seats; tubular, skeletal things with
a

kind of netting for the seats-and there was a control panel of some kind just
in

front of that, but she could make neither head nor tail of the controls,
i f

controls they were

The panel itself was black. There were indentations in that blackness, and
nor e

of the strange synbols, but nothing in the way of levers or buttons, unless
such

t hi ngs were hi dden.

Anna eased forward a little, trying to see into the back of the cabin, but
there

was only a bul khead there, not even a door. Woever, or whatever, had
oper at ed

this rmust have entered the cabin through this w ndow.

That sudden thought, that the nakers of this machine m ght have been ot her
ingn-night have been strange, alien creatures of the rock-sent a tiny ripple
?Lar through her. Until that noment her awe at her discovery had kept her
IL?:Ling what these nachi nes m ght nmean. But now her nind enbraced that

t hought .

What if those strange webbi ng seats were designed not for two, but for a

singl e

creature: one huge, grotesque being, multilinbed and clawed, like the
machi nes

it nmade?

No, she told herself. Wioever made this is long dead and gone. It only
| ooks

new. But that nmonment of fear, of vivid imagining, had left its shadow on her
She edged back slowy, then, taking hold of the rope again, clinbed down.

Retrieving the rope, Anna stowed it away, then turned to face the
second

machine. If the function of the first machi ne was masked from her, this one
was

self-evident. The great drills at the end of each huge, jointed linmb gave
it

away. This was a cutter.

Anna wal ked over, stopping just in front of it.

A question nagged at her. Why woul d soneone go to such trouble to cut tunnels



in
the earth and then seal thenf? Had they found sonethi ng down there?

O was it a tomb?

The thought of a tonb-a royal tonmb, surely, for why else go to all this
bot her ?

-excited her. Maybe she had stunbled onto the burial vault of sonme great
anci ent

enperor. |If so, then who knew what was down here? If they could build
machi nes

like these, then what riches-what curiosities-nmght lay buried with hinf

She walked slowy to the right, circling the nmachine, her eyes going
up,

searching its nmassive flanks, taking in every aspect of its brutal yet

el egant

form It had the ook of a living thing: of sonething that had been bred in
t he

depths of the rock. Here and there the material of which it was nade
seened

folded in upon itself, like the wng-casing of an insect. Yet if it had
been

based on any insect that existed, it was of a strange, muscul ar, hydraulic
ki nd.

And there were Dblisters-large swellings on the hull, two or three feet
in

| engt h-t hat had no apparent purpose.

Anna st opped. Just beyond the machine, lowin the great wall of the chamnber,
2aiole: a perfect circle of blackness in the green-black material of the
gﬁglﬁalked anot her few paces. Just beyond the first hole was another, and
?hird. Tunnel s. Undoubt edly tunnels.

But | eadi ng where?

Her heart poundi ng, she went over to the first of them It was a small
tunnel ,

barely | arge enough to wal k within, but nade, not natural. The sane

gr een- bl ack

stone lined the walls. It went down, into darkness.

The second tunnel was the sane. The third, to her surprise, was not a tunne
at

all, but a storeroomof sone kind. Broad, enpty shelves |lined both sides of
t hat

excavat ed space.

Anna stepped out then | ooked across.
So which was it to be? The first tunnel or the second?

Nei t her, she decided. O not now, anyway. Not w thout first preparing for
t he

journey. That was the proper way of going about things: the way her father
had

taught her.



But that woul d nmean squeezing through the tiny gap in the rock fall once
agai n,

then wal king across the desert to where the cart was hidden. That | ast
part

al one was a two-hour journey, which was fine in the moonlight, but would be
an

ordeal under the desert sun

And for what? She wasn't going to go that far in. She only wanted to see if
t hey
| ed anywhere.

Fi ve hundred paces. That was all she would allow herself. And if it did not
| ook
to be | eadi ng anywhere, she would cone straight back

Ckay. But whi ch?

Wthout nmaking a conscious decision, her feet led her into the
ri ght - hand
tunnel .

Ont, two, three, she counted, her left hand steadying her against the wall
as
she began the steady descent. Siven, eight, nine.

Five hundred. It wasn't far

Ahead of her the darkness stretched away, running deep into the rock
forever
just beyond the bright reach other |anp.

Ei ghty-two, eighty-three, eighty-four

* * *

Havi ng travel ed much farther than her planned five hundred paces, Anna
Iﬁg?dshe was |lost. She did not want to admit it to herself, but she was
;?f;} that last left-hand turn she had doubl ed back, but she had conme out in
Slace she hadn't been before. O, at least, she couldn't renenber having
?ﬁi?e. It was a kind of cavern, only it was small and perfectly spherical

She had | ost count an hour ago. Two hours, maybe. Wo knew down here? Al
she

knew was that the nmap she had been following in her head had | et her down.
She

had made one wong turn and everything had seenmed to slip away.

It was a | abyrinth-a perfect naze of interlinked tunnels, all of which
| ooked
the sane and seened to lead ... nowhere.

Atonb. It had to be a tonb. And this was part of it, this maze in which she
was
now i nextricably | ost.



She woul d die down here, she was certain of it now

The t hought made her stop and put her hand out to steady herself. Her head
was
poundi ng.

Thi nk, Anna. Think what you're doing.

Anna | ooked up. The voice was clear in her head, alnost as if he had spoken
"I can't think," she answered. "I'mfrightened."

Fear's the eneny of thought. Think, Anna. Consider what you ought to do.

She let her head clear, let the fear drain from her mnd. Slowy her
pul se
normal i zed. She took one of the hamers from her belt and held it up

"I need to mark ny way."

Slipping the hamrer back into its holster, she slipped the pack from
her
shoul der and t ook out the notebook

"Il make a map."

It was what she should have done to begin with, but it was too |late now
The

best she could do now was to slowy chart her way back to that first
strai ght

tunnel, before the way had branched. How | ong that woul d take she did not
know,

but if she was nethodical, if she marked each tunnel wall, each branch of
it

with a letter and a nunber, then maybe, after a while, she would see the
pattern

of it on the page.

It was a sl ender chance, but her best.

Anna turned, |ooking about her. The tunnel sloped down. Just beyond her
it

forked. She wal ked across and, slipping her notebook into her tunic pocket,
t ook

t he hanmmer and chisel from her belt.

The first bl ow was solid-she could feel the way the hamer hit the handl e of
;E?sel squarely and firmy-but the wall was unmarked. She stared at it
;ZtonishnEnt, then repeated the blow. Nothing. There was not even a scratch
?Ee green-bl ack surface.

It was just as before, when she had tried to take the sanple.
Anna groaned. It had been her only hope. Now she really was | ost.

Paper wraps stone. So use paper. Squares of paper



O course! She could tear pages fromher notebook and |eave tiny squares
of

paper on the fl oor beside each entrance. It would have exactly the sane
effect.

At once she tore a page fromthe book and tore it in half, then in half
agai n.

Four pieces. It wasn't enough. She'd soon work her way through her stock
of

paper. She woul d have to | eave much snaller pieces. She tore themin half
agai n,

and then a fourth tine.
There. That should do it. She had about fifty pages-that ought to be enough

Crouchi ng, she began to wite on them Al to Al6. She would allocate two pages
to

each letter, and then nobve on to the next. That way she would hopefully
chart

"areas" of the labyrinth. And if she cane back to one of them say C, she
woul d

know exactly where she was on her map, and be able to turn away in a

di fferent

direction, until she knew exactly how it all fit together

Anna | ooked up, smling grimy. She wasn't beaten yet.

* * *

The @uild House was in the oldest part of town, surrounded by the halls of
al l

the major guilds. Fromits steps one could |ook out over the great spraw
of

D ni to the harbor and the great arch naned after the | egendary prince Kerath.

Turning fromthe steps through a row of fluted marble pillars, one entered
a

massi ve vestibule of irregular shape. Here, set into the floor, was a

gr eat

nmosaic map of the main cavern of Dni, while the floors of the snaller

r oons,

| eading directly off the vestibule, displayed sinlar nosaic maps of the

| esser

caverns.

The ceiling of the vestibule was not high-barely twice the height of a

st andi ng

man-yet it had a pleasant ook to it. Geat arching beanms of pale mauve
st one

thrust out fromthe walls on every side, thinning to a | acelike delicacy as
t hey

nmet over head.

On the right-hand side of the min room was a great arched door. The
carved

stone fanned about the doorway had the | ook of trees, form ng a natural arch
in

some woodl and gl ade. Beyond it was the great Council chamnber.

It had |l ong been a standing joke that the D ni would never excavate to the



east

of the main cavern, lest they had to redesign the Guild House, but the truth
was

that the rock to the east was honme to a stable reservoir of magng,

sl ow y

cooling over the mllennia, fromwhich they had | ong tapped energy.

Steppi ng through the massively hinged doors-each door. a great slab of
st one
three feet thick and ten high-one entered the npst inpressive of Dni's

many
chanmbers. The great dome of the ceiling seened far overhead, eighteen
huge
pillars reaching up |like massive arns to support it. Broad steps, which
al so

served as seats, led down into a circular pit, in the nmdst of which were
five
huge basalt thrones.

The great shields of the guilds hung on the outet walls, along with
their
anci ent banners.

Today the thrones were occupied, the great steps filled with seated
nmenbers,

here to debate whether the edict banning contact with the "outsiders,"”
t he

"surface-dwel l ers" as they were otherw se known, should be lifted.

For six hours they had sat, listening to the argunents for and agai nst, but
now

the debate was finally coming to a close. The young Lord Veovis was

speaki ng,

standing at his place on the second steps, just before the thrones, summ ng
up

the case for maintaining things as they were, his confident el oquence
maki ng

many of the ol der nenbers nod their heads and snile

As Veovis sat, there was the sound of fists drumrng on the stone-the D ni
way

of signaling approval. He |ooked about him smling nodestly, accepting
t he

silent | ooks of praise.

Across fromhim just behind the thrones and to the right, some six steps
up,

Aitrus | ooked on, concerned nowthat the tine had alnmost come. Veovis
still

t hought he was going to abstain. Indeed, he was counting on it, for the
natter

was so finely poised that a vote or two might well decide it. But he could
not

abstain, and though he knew it m ght well damage their friendship, he had to
do

what he believed was right.

But knowi ng that nade it no easier.

There was a brief murmur in the chanber, and then Lord Eneah slowy



rai sed

hinself up out of his throne, his frail figure commanding the

i mredi at e

attention of all. Silence fell.

Lord Eneah had been gravely ill, and his voice now as he spoke seened
fatigued,

yet there was still a strength behind it.

"W have heard the argunments, CGuildsnmen, and many anpbng you wll have
al r eady

deci ded what you think. Yet this is a grave matter, and before we take
t he

irrevocable step of a vote, | feel there should be the opportunity for a

nor e

informal debate of the matters raised. W shall come to a vote in an hour

but

first we shall adjourn this sitting and retire to the vestibule."

If some were disappointed by this, they did not showit, while others nodded,
as

if the decision were wisdomitself. The D ni were a patient race, after all
and

many matters that mght have been decided "hastily" in the chanber had
been

resolved in the nore informal atnosphere of the vestibule.

The remaining Lords rose to their feet and made their way out, followed a
nonent
| ater by the other nenbers of the great Council.

If the great chanmber had been all solemity and dignity, the vestibule
was

buzzing with talk, as menbers went fromgroup to group, attenpting to

per suade

others to their cause.

Rarely in recent years had a single issue raised so much heat and passion
and

now that a vote was but an hour off, both canps made great efforts to win
| ast

-mnute converts to their causes.

Aitrus, who had drifted into the vestibule al one, stood beneath the great arch
a

nmonent, | ooking across to where Veovis stood beside Lord Eneah, who sat in
a

chair that had been brought out especially for him Veovis was addressing
a

small crowd of elder nmenbers, undaunted by the fact that nany there were
a

century or two ol der than he. Such confidence inpressed Aitrus, and he knew
for

certain that Veovis would one day sit where Lord Eneah had sat today, in

t he

central throne.

It was not the right time, not just now, when Veovis was anong such conpany,
yet
he woul d have to speak to him to tell him of his change of mnd, before



t hey
returned to the great chanber.

Aitrus made his way across, smling and greeting other guildsmen as he went.
Yet

he was barely halfway across when he noticed a disturbance on the far side
of

the vesti bul e.

He craned his neck, trying to see. The door guards were arguing wth
soneone.

Then, abruptly, it seened, they stood back, allowing the newconmer to pass.
It

was a senior guildsman fromthe Guild of Messengers. In one hand he cl utched
a

sealed letter.

As the Council menbers began to realize that there was an intruder anong
t hem

the noise in the vestibule slowy died. Heads turned. Quildsnmen turned to
face

t he newconer as he made his way between them heading directly to where
Lord

Eneah sat.

The vestibule and chanber were normally sacrosanct. To permt a Messenger
to

enter while they were in session was al nost unheard of. This had to be a
natter

of the greatest urgency.

By the time the Messenger Stepped out before Lord Eneah, a conplete silence
had

fallen over the vestibule. Kneeling, the nan bowed his head and held the
letter

out .

At a gesture from Lord Eneah, Veovis took the Iletter and, breaking the
seal ,

handed it to the elder. Eneah slowy unfolded the single sheet, then
lifting

his chin and peering at it, began to read. After a nonent be | ooked up, a
fai nt

benusenment in his eyes.

"Quildsnen," he said, "it appears the decision has been made for us. W have
a
visitor. An outsider fromthe surface."

There was a nonment's stunned silence, followed by a sudden wuproar in

t he
chanber.

PART THREE
FAULT LI NES

For the rest of that day the high council-the five Geat Lords and the



ei ght een
Grand Masters-sat in special session to deci de what shoul d be done

VWhile they were nmeeting, runors swept the great city in the cavern
Many

concerned the nature of the intruder, specul ating upon what manner of
creature

had been taken by the Mantainers. Wile nbost agreed that it was humanoid
in

form some clainmed it was a cross between a bear and an ape. Gther runors
wer e

wi | der yet. One such tale had it that a whole tribe of outsiders-heavily

ar med

savages, intent on troubl e-had cone far down the tunnels, trying to force
entry

into Dni, and that it had taken the whol e garrison of Mai ntai ners, backed up
by

the City Guard, to fight them off

Such "news, "
of

hard fact even he found hinmself caught up in the ganes of specul ation-so
nmuch

so, that as evening fell and the |ake waters dimed, he left his rooms and
set

out through the narrow all eyways of the upper town, intending to visit the
Hal |

of the Guild of Witers where his friend Veovis dwelt.

Aitrus was certain, was conpletely unfounded, yet in the absence

If anyone outside that central group of Lords and Masters knew what
was
happeni ng, Veovi s woul d.

Arriving at the gate of the ancient hall, Aitrus waited in the tiny
courtyard
before the main doors while a steward was sent to notify Veovis of his
pr esence.

Several m nutes passed, and then the steward returned.

Aitrus followed himthrough, between high, fluted pillars and along a
br oad

nmosai ¢ path that bisected R 'Nerefs Hall, the first of five great halls
named

after the greatest of the guild' s sons. Like nost of the ancient CGuild
Hal | s,

the Hall of the Guild of Witers was not a single building but a conplex
of

interlinked buildings and rooms, sone of themcut deep into the face of
t he

great cavern. As Aitrus ventured farther into the conplex, he clinmbed up
narr ow

flights of ancient steps, the stone of which seened al nbst to have been
nel ted

over time, like wax, eroded by the passage of countless feet over the
Si X

mllennia of D ni's existence.

Here, in this great sprawl of ancient stone, two thousand guildsnen |ived
and



ate and slept. Here they were educated, here went about the sinple
daily

busi ness of the guild. Here also were the book roons and great libraries of
t he

guild, the like of which could be found nowhere else in D ni.

Wal king through its ancient hallways, Aitrus felt the huge weight of

hi story

that lay behind the Witers @ild. Though the Witers claimed no
speci al

privileges, nor had a greater voice than any other on the Council, it was
hel d

to be the nost prestigious of the Eighteen, and its nenbers had a sense of
t hat .

To be a Witer, that was the dream of many a D ni boy.

The steward slowed, then stopped before a door. Turning to Aitrus, he
bowed
again. "We are here, Master."

Aitrus waited while the steward knocked.
A voice, Veovis's, called fromw thin. "Enter!"

The steward pushed the door open a little and | ooked inside. "Forgive ne,
Quild
Master, but it is Master Aitrus, fromthe Quild of Surveyors."

"Show himin."

As the steward pushed the door back, Aitrus stepped forward. Veovis'was in
hi s

chair on the far side of the big, lowceilinged study. Books filled the walls
on

every side. A portrait of Rakeri, Veovis's father, hung on the wall behind a
huge

oak-topped desk. In tall-backed chairs close by sat two other nen-one old,
one

young. The el der Aitrus recognized as Lianis, Veovis's tutor and chi ef

advi ser,

t he younger was Suahrnir, Veovis's Mintainer friend.

"Ah, Aitrus," Veovis said, getting up, a broad smile lighting his
features.
"Wl cone, dear friend."

Aitrus heard the door close quietly behind him "Forgive ne for
i ntruding,
Veovis. but | wondered if you had any news."

Veovi s cane over and took his hands, then, stepping back, gestured toward
t he

chair beside his own. "It is curious that you should arrive just at this
nonent .

Suahrnir has just come fromthe @iild House. It seens the H gh Counci
has

finished deliberating. A notice is to be posted throughout the city within
t he
hour . "



"So what is the news?"

Veovis sat. The snile had gone fromhis face. "There are to be speci al
Heari ngs,

before the Council ."

Aitrus sat. looking to his friend. "Hearings? Wat kind of Hearings?"

Veovi s shrugged. "All | know so far is that the outsider is to be

i nterrogat ed,

and that we, as Council nenbers, wll be allowed to witness the

i nterrogation.

My assunption is that the questions will have to do with the nature of Ilife
on

the surface."

"He speaks D ni ?"

"Not a word. And it is not a he, Aitrus. The outsider is a female."
Aitrus blinked with surprise. "A wonman?"

"Agirl. Ayoung girl, so | amtold, barely out of infancy."

Aitrus shook his head. It was difficult to believe that anyone, |let alone
a

young girl, could have nmade her way down fromthe surface. He frowned. "But

i f

she speaks no D ni, then how are we to question her?"

"Who can say?" Veovis answered, the slightest hint of irony in his voice.
i?u;ppears she is to be handed over to the Guild of Linguists. They are to
:gynake sense of her strange utterances. That is the idea, anyway. Personally,
;ould be surprised if she does nmore than grunt for her food when she wants
it."

"You think so?"
"Ch, | amquite certain of it, Aitrus. Wrd is that she is a rather

| ar ge- boned
animal, and totally covered in hair."

"In hair"
Veovi s nodded. "But | guess that, too, is to be expected, no? After all
one

would need sone kind of special covering to protect the body against
t he

el enents, wouldn't one?"

"l suppose so."

"And besi des, sone creatures find that attractive, or so | amtold."

There was | aughter, but Aitrus was silent, wondering just ewhat
ci rcumnst ances



woul d force a young girl-whatever her species-to venture down the tunnels.
It
was not, after all, what one would expect.

"I's there any way | could see her?" Aitrus asked.

"I doubt it," Veovis answered. "Word, is she is being kept on an island in
t he

cavern oflrrat. The Linguists wll have her | ocked away for nonths, no
doubt .

You know how t horough they are!

"Besi des, "
ot her
before the Hearings. If what Suahrnir says is true, alnost half of the
H gh

Council were in favor of shipping her out to a Prison Age straight away,
and

havi ng done with the natter. Only Lord Eneah's personal intervention
prevent ed

such a course.”

Veovis went on, "it is unlikely any of us will get a glinpse

"But she's only a girl."

"Sentiment, Aitrus," Suahrnir chipped in. "Pure sentinent. A girl she may
be,

but she is not Dni. W cannot attribute her with the sane intelligence
or

sensitivity we D ni possess. And as for her being only a girl, you cannot

ar gue

that. Her mere existence here in D ni has thrown the people into turnoil.
They

talk of nothing else. Nor will they until this matter is resolved. No.
Her
arrival here is a bad thing. It will unsettle the comon people."

Aitrus was amazed by Suahrnir's vehemence. "Do you really think so, Suahrnir?"

"Suahrnir is right, Aitrus," Veovis said quietly. "W mght joke about it,
but

this issue is a serious one, and had ny own opinion been sought, I, too,
woul d

have advocated placing her somewhere where she can trouble the
public

i magination as little as possible."

Aitrus sighed. "I hear what you are saying. Maybe it will unsettle people.
Yet

it would be a great shane, surely, if we did not attenpt to discover all we
can

about conditions up there on the surface?"

"We know now that it is inhabited. Is that not enbugh?"
Aitrus | ooked down. He did not want to be drawn into an argunment with his
friend

over this issue.

"Still," Veovis added, when he did not answer, "the matter is out of our
hands,



eh, old friend? The H gh Council have decreed that there shall be Hearings
and

so there shall, whether | will it or no. Let us pray, then, that the

Li ngui sts

good men though they are-fail to make sense of the creature this one tine."

Aitrus glanced up and saw that Veovis was snmiling teasingly. Slowy that
smile

faded. "Nothing but trouble can come of this, Aitrus, | warrant you. Nothing
but

trouble."

@Quild Master Haemis | ocked the door to the cell, then turned, facing his
pupi | .

She sat there behind the narrow desk, quiet and attentive, the light blue

r obe

they had put her in making her seemnore |ike a young acol yte than a prisoner

"And how are you, this norning, Ah-na?"

"I am well. Master Haenis," she answered, the slight harshness in
her
pronunci ation still there, but much less noticeable than it had been

"Thoe kenem Nava," she said. How are you. Master?

Haemi s smled, pleased with her. They had begun by trying sinply to
transl ate

her native speech, to find Dni equivalents for everyday objects and
sinmpl e

actions, but to his surprise she had begun to turn the tables on them

poi nting

to objects and, by neans of facial gesture, coaxing himto name them
The

qui ckness of her mnd had astonished them all. By the eighth week she had
been
speaki ng basic D ni phrases. It was baby-talk, true, but still quite

remar kabl e,
consi deri ng where she cane from

Twenty weeks on and she was al nost fluent. Each day she extended her
vocabul ary,
pushing themto teach her all they knew

"I's it just you today, Mster Haem s?"

Haenmi s sat, facing her. "Gand Master G hran will be joining us later,

Ah- na.

But for the first hour it is just you and I." He smled. "So? Wiat shall we
do

t oday?"

Her eyes, their dark pupils still disturbingly strange after all this
tine,

stared back at him "The book you nentioned... the Rehevkor ... Mght | see
a

copy of it?"



The question disconcerted him He had not nmeant to tell her about the
D ni

lexicon. It was their brief to tell her as little as possible about D ni
ways.

But she was such a good pupil that he had rel axed his guard.

"That will not be easy, Ah-na. | would have to get perm ssion fromthe
Counci |

for such a step.”

"Perm ssi on?"

Haenmi s | ooked down, enbarrassed. "l should not, perhaps, tell you this, but
| should not have nentioned the existence of the Rehtvkor to you. It was a

slip.
If ny fellow Masters should di scover it...

"You would be in trouble?"

He nodded, then | ooked up. Anna was watchi ng hi mearnestly.

"Then | will say nothing nore. Master Haemis."

"Thank you, Ah-na."

"Not at all," she said softly. "You have been very kind to ne."

He gave a little nod, enbarrassed once nore, not knowi ng quite what to say,
but

she broke the sil ence.

"WIl you answer me one thing, Mster Haem s?"

"If I can.”
"What do they think of me? Your fellow Masters, | nean. \Wat do they
real ly

t hi nk of me?"

It was a strange and unexpected question. He had not thought it would
have
bot hered her.

"To be honest, nobst of them saw you at first as sone kind of grinning
primtive

ani mal . "

Haenmi s gl anced at her and saw how she digested that fact; saw how thoughtfu
it

made her | ook

"And you, Master Haem s? What did you think?"

He could not | ook at her. Even so, there was somnethi ng about her that
conpel | ed

his honesty. "I thought no differently."

She was quiet a nmonent, then, "Thank you. Master Haems."



Haenmi s swal | owed, then, finding the courage to | ook at her again, said
quietly,
"l do not think so now "

"1 know. "

"I ... 1 will speak for you at the Hearings, if you wish."

Anna sniled. "Once nore, your kindness does you great credit, Master Haem s
But

I must speak for myself when the time conmes. Else they, too, will think nmne
but

an ani mal, no?"

Haenm s nodded, inpressed by her bearing, by the strength that seened to
underlie

every aspect of her nature.

"I shall ask," he said quietly.

"Ask?" She stared at him not understanding.

"About the Rehevkor."

"But you said ...

"It does not matter," Haemis said, realizing that for once it mattered
very
little beside her good opinion of him "Besides, we cannot have you
goi ng
unpr epared before the Council, can we, Ah-na?"

* * *
Anna stood by the wi ndow of her cell, |ooking out across the cavern she had
been

told was called Irrat. The bleakness of the view did little to raise
her

spirits. The sill into which the great iron bars were set was four feet

t hi ck,

the viewitself of rock and yet nore rock, only one small, rust red
pool

creating a focal point of contrast in that iron gray |andscape.

Mast er Haemi s had been kind to her today, and she sensed that naybe he was
E;?nfriend, yet he was only one anobng many. For all his small kindnesses,
322 still alone here, still a prisoner in this strange, twlight world where
;253 were thirty hours long and the seasons unchangi ng.

Anna sighed, a rare despondency descending upon her. She had tried her best
to

learn their |language and find out something that nmight help her-she had
even

enj oyed that task-yet where she was or who these people were she still did
not

know.



She turned, |ooking across at the door. Like all else here it was nade of
st one.

Her bed was a stone pallet, cut intothe rock of the wall. Likew se, a
smal |

shel f-table had been cut fromthe stone. On the bed was a thin bl anket,

f ol ded

into squares, and a pillow, on the table was a jug of water and a bow .

Anna wal ked across and sat on the edge of the stone pallet, her hands

cl enched

t oget her between her knees. For a tine she sat there, staring blankly at
t he

floor, then she | ooked up.

The door had opened silently, unnoticed by her. An elderly man now stood

t here;

tall, dignified, in a long dark cloak edged with the sane shade of burgundy
t he

guards who had captured her had worn.

Hs eyes, like theirs, were pale. His face, like theirs, was tautly fleshed,
t he

bone structure extrenely fine, as if made of the npst delicate porcelain.
Hs

| ong, gray-white hair, like theirs, was brushed back neatly froma high
pal e

br ow.

But he was old. Far older than any of those she had so far seen. She could
see
the centuries piled up behind that thin-1lipped nouth, those pale, cold eyes.

She waited, expecting himto talk, but he nmerely |ooked at her, then, as if
Egd seen enough, gl anced around the cell. Behind him in the half shadows of
ngsagemay, stood Master Haemi s and one of the guards. He took a step toward
ngr. As he did, Anna stood, finding her voice.

"Forgive me, sir, but might | draw you?"

He turned back, a look of surprise in those pale, clear eyes.

"My sketch pad," she said. "It was in nmy Kknapsack, together with ny
char coal

sticks. It would help ne pass the tine if | had them™

There was the slightest narrowi ng of his eyes, then he turned and left the
cell.

The door swung silently shut.

Anna sat again, feeling nore depressed than ever. She had seen the

unf eel i ng
coldness in the old man's face and sensed that her fate had been sealed in
t hat

bri ef nmonment when he had | ooked at her

"So what now?"



She spoke the words quietly, as if afraid they would be overheard, yet she
had

little nore to fear now. She let her head fall, for an instant or two
si nki ng

down into a kind of stupor where she did not need to think. But then the
i mage

of the old man's face returned to her

She recalled his surprise, that narrowing of the eyes, and wondered if she
had
sonehow nmade a brief connection with him

n M Ss?u

Anna | ooked up, surprised to be spoken to after so |lengthy a silence.
Agai n
t here had been no warning of the woman's presence before she had spoken

"Here," the woman said, stepping across and placing a tray onto the table
at

Anna's side. The snell of hot soup and fresh-baked bread wafted across to
Anna,

maki ng her nouth water.

As the woman stepped back, Anna stood, surprised to see that instead of

t he

usual sparse fare, this time the tray was filled wth all nmanner of foods;
a

tunmbl er of bright red drink, another of mlk, a small granary |oaf. And nore.

Anna turned to thank the wonman, but she was gone. A guard now stood there in
t he

doorway, expressionless, holding something out to her. It was her sketch pad
and

her charcoal s.

Ast oni shed, she took them from him nodding her head in thanks. She had asked
a
hundred tines, but no one had listened to her. Until now.

The door cl osed behind the woman.
Anna put her things down, then, taking the tray onto her |ap, began to eat.
He |istened, yes, but what does that nean?

Was this sinply the courtesy they extended to every prisoner? And was this to
be
her life henceforth, incarcerated in this bleak stone cell?

And if so, could she endure that?

At | east she had the sketch pad now. She could use the back of it, perhaps,
to

wite down all her thoughts and observations, something she had sorely

m ssed

these past six nmonths. And then there were always the sessions with
Mast er

Haemis to | ook forward to-her struggles with that strange, delightful

| anguage.



For a nonent she sat there, perfectly still, the food in her nouth
unchewed.

That face-the old man's face. If she could draw that, then maybe she woul d
begi n

to understand just who he was and what he wanted of her. For the secret
was

there, in the features of a man, or so her nother had once said.

Stone-faced, he'd seenmed. Yet if she could chip the surface stone away and
see
what | ay behind.

Anna set the tray back on the table, then yawned, feeling suddenly tired,
in
need of sleep

She woul d make the sketch | ater, when she woke.

Unf ol di ng the bl anket, Anna stretched out on the pallet and lay it over
her,
cl osing her eyes. In a noment she was asl eep

* * *

The captain paused a nonent, studying the sketch, inpressed despite hinself
t hat

she had captured the old nan's face so perfectly. Then, closing the sketch
pad,

he turned and handed it to her, before pointing toward the open doorway.

"Come. It's time to go."

Gat hering up her charcoals, Anna tucked theminto her pocket, then | ooked
acr oss
at him "Where are you taking nme?"

He did not answer, nerely gestured toward the door

Anna stepped outside, letting the guards fall in, two to the front of her
two
just behind. This time, however, no one bound her hands.

As the captain energed, they came snmartly to attention, then set off at a
mar ch,
Anna in their mdst, hurrying to keep pace.

A long stairway |l ed down through solid rock, ending in a nassive gateway,
t he

stone door of which had been raised into a broad black slit in the
ceiling

over head. They passed beneath it and out onto a great slab of rock, stil
wi t hin

the cavern yet outside the stone keep in which Anna had been kept. She

| ooked

back at it, surprised by the brutality of its construction

They sl owed. Just ahead, the rock fell away alnost vertically into a chasm
on
three sides, a chain bridge spanning that massive gap, linking the fortress to



a
circular archway carved into the far wall of the cavern. Stepping out onto
t he

bri dge, Anna | ooked down, noting the huge machines that seemed to squat

li ke

bl ack-1inbed fishermen beside dark fissures in the earth. Machines, no
doubt ,

like those she had found up near the surface. There were buildings down

t here,

too, and chimeys and huge piles of excavated rock, like a giant's
bui I di ng

bl ocks, all far below the.narrow, swaying bridge. She was not afraid of
hei ght s,

nor of falling, but even if she had, the guards would have paid no heed.
They

nmoved on relentlessly .'nudging her when she was not qui ck enough

The arch in the far wall proved to be ornamental. Just beyond the great
carved

hoop of stone lay a wall of solid rock, black marble, polished snpoth.
She

t hought perhaps they would stop, but the captain nmarched on, as if he would
wal k

straight through the rock itself.

As they passed beneath the arch, however, he turned abruptly to the right,
into

deep shadow. More steps |led down At the foot of themwas a door. As he

unl ocked

it, Anna |looked to the captain, wanting to ask himwhere they were taking
her

and what woul d happen there, but he was |ike a machine, distant and

i mper sonal

programmed to carry out his tasks efficiently and silently, his nen nute
copi es

of himsel f, each face expressionless

She understood They did not Ilike her. Nor did they w sh to take the chance
of
[iking her.

Beyond the door the passage zigzagged through the rock, small cresset |anps
set
into the stone. And then they were "outside" again, in another cavern

Anna stepped out, |ooking about her. A great bluff of rock lay to her

ri ght,

obscuring the view To her left, just bel ow her and about a hundred yards or
SO

away, a broad coil of water cut its way through a steep-sided chasmlIt was
not

as dark here as in the first cavern She did not understand that at first
Then,

to her surprise, she saw how the water gave off a steady glow that
underlit

everyt hi ng

They went down the bare, rocky slope, then along a path that led to a
st one
jetty There, at the foot of a flight of steep, black basalt steps, a |ong,



dar k,

el egant boat was anchored, the chasm walls towered above it. Four

bur gundy

cl oaked oarsnen waited patiently on their bench seats, their oars shipped.
A

bur gundy-col ored banner hung linply from the stern of the boat, beside

t he

ornanental cabin, a strangely intricate synbol enblazoned in gold in its
center.

Anna stared at it as she clanmbered aboard, intrigued by its conplexity.

"Where are we?" she asked
The captain turned to her, giving her a cold, hard | ook, his eyes suspicious
of

her. For a monent she thought he woul d not answer her, then, curtly, he said:

"We are in Dni. This is the main cavern."”

"Ah ..." But it did not enlighten her. Duh-nee. That was what it had
sounded

like. But where was Dwb-nu? Deep in the earth? No, that sinply wasn't
possi bl e.

People didn't live deep in the earth, under the rock. O did they? Wasn't
t hat,

after all, what she had been staring at every day for these past six
nont hs?

Rock, and yet nore rock

The securing rope was cast off, the oarsmen to her left pushed away from
t he

side. Suddenly they were gliding down the channel, the huge walls slipping
past

her as the oars dug deep in unison

Anna turned, |ooking back, her eyes going up to the great carved circle of

t he

arch that had been cut into the massive stone wall of the cave; a
counterpart,

no doubt, to the arch on the far side. The wall itself went up and up and
up.

She craned her neck, trying to see where it ended, but the top of it was
in

shadow.

She sniffed the air. Cool, clean air, like the air of the northern nountains
of
her hone.

Qutside. They had to be outside. Yet the captain had said quite clearly
t hat
this was a cavern.

She shook her head in disbelief. No cavern she had ever heard of was this
bi g.

It had to be ... nmiles across. Turning, she |looked to the captain. He
was

standing at the prow, staring directly ahead. Beyond him where the
channel

turned to the right, a bridge had cone into viewa pale, lacelike thing



of

stone, spanning the chasm the carving on its three, high-arched spans
as

delicate as-that on a lady's ivory fan

Passi ng under the bridge the channel broadened, the steep sides of the
chasm

giving way to the gentler, nore rounded slope of hills, the gray and bl ack
of

rock giving way to a nosslike green. Ahead of themlay a | ake of some kind,

t he

j agged shapes of islands visible in the distance, strangely dark am d that
huge

expanse of gl ow ng water.

At first Anna did not realize what she was |ooking at; then, with a start,
she

saw t hat what she had thought were strange outcrops of rock were, in
fact,

bui | di ngs; strangely shaped buil dings that nimcked the flowi ng forns of
nol t en

rock. Buildings that had no roofs.

That | ast made a strange and sudden sense to her. So they were inside. And
t he
water. OF course ... Sonething rmust be in the water to make it glow like that.

As the boat glided out onto the |lake itself, Anna took in for the first tine
t he
sheer scale of the cavern

"It's magnificent," she said quietly, awed by it.

The captain turned, glancing at her, surprised by her words. Then, as
i f
concedi ng sonething to her, he pointed to his right.

"There. That is where we are headed. See? Just beyond the bluff. It wll
cone
into sight in a nonment."

There was a pillar of sone kind-a |lighthouse maybe, or a nmonunent-j ust
beyond

the great heap of rock that lay directly to their right, the top of it
jutting

up above the Dbluff. Yet as they rounded the headland, she saw,
with

astoni shrent, that the pillar was not as close as she had presumed. | ndeed,
it

lay a good two or three miles distant.

"But it's ..."
"Over three hundred and fifty spans high."

Anna stared at the great columm of twisted rock that Ilay at the center of

t he

glowi ng | ake. Three hundred and fifty spans! That was over a nile by her
own

nmeasure! Sonmehow it didn't seemnatural. The rock looked as if it had



been

shaped by sone giant hand. Looking at it, she wasn't sure whether it was

hi deous

or beautiful; her eyes were not trained to appreciate so alien an aesthetic.

"What is it called?"

"The ancients called it Ae' Gura," he answered, "but we sinply call it
The
Island. The city is beyond it, to its right."

"The city?"

But it was clear that he felt he had said too much already. He | ooked
away,

falling silent once again, only the swish of the oars in the water and the
creak

of the boat as it noved across the | ake breaking the eerie silence.

* * *

Veovis sat in the corridor outside Lord Eneah's study, waiting, while,
beyond
the door, the elders finished their discussion

He had been summoned at a noment's notice, brought here in the Geat Lord's
own

sedan. That alone said nuch. Sonething nmnust have happened-sonething that
t he

el ders wi shed urgently to consult him about.

Veovis snmiled. He had known these nen since childhood. He had seen them

of ten

with his father, in both formal and informal settings. They ate little and
spoke

only when a matter of some inportance needed uttering. Mdst of what was

"sai d"

between themwas a matter of eye contact and bodily gesture, for they had
known

each other now two centuries and nore, and there was little they did not know
of

each other. He, on the other hand, represented a nore youthful, vigorous
strain

of Dni thinking. He was, as they put it,
of

Dni culture.

in touch" with the living pul se

Veovi s knew that and accepted it. Indeed, he saw it as his role to act as
a

bri dge between the Five and the younger nenbers of the Council, to
reconcile

their oft-differing opinions and come up with solutions that were
satisfactory

to all. Like many of his class, Veovis did not Iike, nor welconme, conflict,
for

conflict nmeant change and change was anathema to him The Five had
| ong

recogni zed that and had often called on himto help defuse potentially
difficult
situations before push cane to shove.



And so now, unless he was m st aken.

As the door eased open, Veovis got to his feet. Lord Eneah hinsel f stood
t here,
framed in the brightly Iit doorway, |ooking out at him

"Veovis. Cone."
He bowed, his respect genuine. "Lord Eneah."

Stepping into the room he |ooked about him bowing to each of the Geat
Lords

inturn, his owm father last of all. It was exactly as he had expected; only
t he

Five were here. Al others were excluded fromthis conversation

As Eneah sat again, in the big chair behind his desk, Veovis stood,
f eet
slightly apart, waiting.

"It is about the intruder," Eneah said w thout preanble.

"It seens she is ready," Lord Nehir of the Stone-Masons, seated to
Veovi s's

right, added.

"Ready, ny Lords?"

"Yes, Veovis," Eneah said, his eyes glancing fromone to another of his

fell ows,
as if checking that what he was about to say had their full approval. "Far
nor e

ready, in fact, than we had anticipated."

"How so, ny Lord?"

"She speaks D ni," Lord R hira of the M ntainers answered.

Veovis felt a shock wave pass through him "I beg your pardon, Lord R hira?"
But Rhira nerely stared at him "Think of it, Veovis. Think what that neans."

But Veovis could not think. The very idea was inpossible. It had to be sone
ki nd

of joke. A test of him perhaps. Wiy, his father had said nothing to him
of

t hi s!

"Grand Master G hran of the Guild of Linguists visited us earlier today,"
Lord

Eneah said, leaning forward slightly. "H's report nakes quite

remar kabl e

readi ng. W were aware, of course, that sonme progress was being made, but

j ust

how much took wus all by surprise. It would appear that our guest is ready
to

face a Hearing."



Veovis frowned. "I do not understand ..

"It is very sinple,” Lord Nehir said, his soft voice breaking in. "W
nust

decide what is to be done. Whether we should allow the young woman to

speak

openly before the whole Council, or whether she should be heard behind

cl osed

doors, by those who mi ght be trusted to keep what is heard to thensel ves."

"The Hi gh Council ?"
Hs father. Lord Rakeri, laughed gruffly. "No, Veovis. W mean the Five."

Veovis we'nt to speak then stopped, understandi ng suddenly what they wanted
of
hi m

Lord Eneah, watching his face closely, nodded. "That is right, Veovis. W
;ﬁﬂtto make soundings for us. This is a delicate matter, after all. It mght,
ggurse, be safe to let the girl speak openly. On the other hand, who knows
zﬂgtnight say? As the custodians of Dni, it is our duty to assess the risk."

Veovi s nodded, then, "M ght | suggest sonething, ny Lords?"
Eneah | ooked about him "Go on."

"Mght we not float the idea of two separate Hearings? The first before
t he

Five, and then a second-possibly-once you have had the opportunity to

j udge

t hi ngs for yoursel ves?"

"You mean, prom se sonething that we might not ultimtely grant?"

"The second Hearing woul d be dependent on the success of the first. That way
you
have safeguards. And if things go wong ...

Eneah was smiling now, a wintry smle. "Excellent,”" he said. "Then we
shal |

leave it to you, Veovis. Report back to us within three days. If all is well,
we

shall see the girl a week from now. "

Veovi s bowed low. "As you wi sh, my Lords."

He was about to turn and |leave, when his father, Rakeri, <called him
back.

"Veovi s?"

"Yes, father?"

"Your friend, Aitrus."

"What of him father?"



"Recruit him if you can. He's a useful fellow, and well |iked anong the
new
menbers. Wth himon your side things should prove nuch easier.”

Veovi s smiled, then bowed again. "As you w sh, father." Then, with a fina
nod
to each of themin turn, he left.

Eneah sat at his desk long after they had gone, staring at the open sketch
pad

and the charcoal image of his face. It was sonme time since he had stared
at

hinself so long or seen hinmself so clearly, and the thought of what he
had

becorme, of the way that time and event had carved his once faniliar
features,

troubl ed him

He was, by nature, a thoughtful man; even so, his thoughts were
normal | y

d?rected outward, at that tiny, social world enbedded in the rock about
g;rhon1did he stop to consider the greater world within hinmself. But the
glghﬁig had reminded him He could see now how hope and |oss, anbition
g?gappointnent, i dealism and the |onger, nor e abi di ng pressures
?Lsponsibility, had marked his flesh. He had thought his face a kind of nask,
:tone lid upon the years, but he had been wong: It was all there, engraved
1ﬂe pal e stone of his skin, as on a tablet, for all who wi shed to read.

If she is typical..

The unconpl eted thought, |like the drawing, disturbed him deeply. Wen he
had

agreed to the Hearings, he had thought, as they had all thought, that the
natter

was a straightforward one. The savage would be brought before them
and

guestioned, and afterward disposed of-humanely, to a Prison Age-and then
in

time, forgotten. But the girl was not a sinple savage.

Eneah cl osed the sketch pad, then sighed wearily.

"If she is typical..."

"Veovi s?"

Veovi s | ooked up, no sign of his normal cheeriness in his face. He | ooked
tired,
as if he had not slept.



"Ah, Aitrus. I'mglad you've cone."

Veovi s gestured to the chair facing him They were in the great Common Room
in

the Witers @Quild Hall. The huge, square roomwas filled with big,

tal |l - backed

arnchairs. It was a favorite place for guildsmen to come and talk, but few

of
the chairs were filled at this early hour of the day.

Veovis smiled faintly, then | ooked at him "Lord Eneah sunmoned ne | ast
ni ght."

" And?"
Veovis | owered his voice. "And they want ne to help them"
"I'n what way?"

"They want to cancel the Hearings."

Aitrus sat forward. "But Lord Eneah announced the Hearings before the
ful
Council. He cannot sinply cancel them™

"Exactly. And that is why he hopes | can persuade individual menbers to |et
t he
matter drop."

"I's that why I am here? To be persuaded?”

"No, old friend. You will decide as you decide. But ny father wanted ne to
speak

to you, and so here you are."

"I don't follow you, Veovis."

"He wants you to help nme. He thinks you might."

"And what did you say to hin®"

"I said | would speak to you. No nore."

Aitrus |aughed. "Cone now. No ganes. Do you want ny help or don't you?"
Veovis smiled. "lI'd welcone it. If you' d give it."

"Then you had better tell ne everything."

* * *

That evening Aitrus did not return to his roons in the GQuild Hall, but went
?icrhe famly home in the Jaren District, which was in the upper northeast
?;e city, overlooking the Park of the Ages. H s nother was delighted to see
EL?]it was his father, Kahlis, he had conme to see.



St eppi ng back from her enbrace, Aitrus |ooked toward the polished stone
st ai rway
that led up to the second fl oor

"I's Father in his study?"

"He is, but he is very busy, Aitrus. He has a report to finish for the
nor ni ng. "

Kahlis | ooked up as Aitrus entered the big, book-lined room and smled
wearily

at him from behind a great stack of papers he was working on. "Ah, Aitrus.
How

are you?"

"Can | speak with you, Father?"

Kahlis glanced at the paper before him then, setting his pen back in
::istand, sat back.

"It is inmportant, | take it?"

Aitrus stepped across and took a seat, facing him "This mtter wth
::?ruder bot hers ne."

"How so?"

"I went to see Veovis early this norning. He asked me to call on him at
hi s

@Quild Hall. H's nood was... strange. | asked himwhat it was, and he said he
had

been asked to wundertake a task, on behalf of the Five, and that he needed
ny

hel p."

"And you prom sed you would hel p hin®"

"Yes."

"So what exactly is the problenf”

"I do not like what | am doing. Father. | gave ny word before | understood
what

was invol ved. "

"That is nmost unlike you, Aitrus."

"Perhaps. But Veovis is nmy friend. To refuse hi mwould have been difficult."
"I understand. But what exactly is it that you find so difficult about
F?Zsk' the Five have given you?"

Aitrus stared at his father. "You have heard nothing, then?"

"What ought | to have heard?"

"That the girl now speaks fluent D ni."



Kahlis laughed. "You jest with me, Aitriis. Wrd was she could barely grunt
her
own nane!"

"Then word was wong."

Kahlis took that in, his expression sober suddenly. "I see. Then the
Heari ngs
will be soon, | take it."

"That is just it," Aitrus said. "The Five no longer want to hold such

heari ngs
not before the full Council, anyway. They want the sessions to be held
in

private, with only thenmselves in attendance. And they have charged Veovis
and
nmyself with the job of persuadi ng nenbers of the Council to that viewpoint."

Kahlis stared at him "I amglad you cane to nme, Aitrus, before any danage
coul d

be done. Lord Eneah made a promise to the full Council, and that promn se nust
be

uphel d. "

Kahlis stood and cane around his desk. Aitrus also stood, turning to face
hi s
father. "So what will you do?"

"I will go and see Lord Eneah, now, before this matter goes any further. |
wil |

tell himthat | have heard runors and that | want his confirmation that they
are

untrue. "

"Then you will say nothing of my part in this?"

"OF course." Kahlis held his son's arms briefly. "Do not worry, Aitrus.
I

understand the delicacy of your predicament. If Veovis thinks you cane to ne,
he

will blane you for whatever trouble follows. But I shall make sure that
Lord

Eneah does not get that inpression.”

"Yet he mght guess ..
Kahlis smled. "Between guessing and knowing is a long dark tunnel. | know it
is

not in your nature to deceive, Aitrus, but it mght be kinder on vyour
friend

yes, and on yourself- if you kept this neeting with me to yourself."

Aitrus bowed. "I had best go, then."

"Yes. And Aitrus, thank you. You did the right thing."

* * *

Lord Eneah was already in bed when his servant knocked on the door



"Yes, Jedur, what is it?"

A face only a degree or two | ess ancient than his own poked -around the door
and
stared at him

"It is Gand Master Kahlis, ny Lord. He knows the hour is late, but he begs
a
nmeeting. He says it is of the gravest inportance."

Eneah sighed, then slowy sat up. "Ask Master Kahlis to allow nme a nonment
to
refresh nyself, then I shall conme and speak with him"

"My Lord." The wi zened face di sappeared

Eneah slid his |legs around and, throw ng back the single cotton cover, put
hi s

feet down on the cold stone of the floor. There had been a time when he
had

enjoyed the luxuries his post had brought him but nowadays he

enbr aced

simplicity in everything.

He wal ked across to the washstand in the corner of his

spart anl y-furni shed

bedr oom and, pouring water froma jug into a bow, washed his face and
hands,

drying hinmself with a small cloth.

H s cl oak of office hung on a peg behind the door. He took it down and pulled
it
on, buttoning it to the neck

"There!" he said, snoothing one hand over what renmained of his ash white
hai r,

staring at his face in the small mrror he had had placed on the wall only
two

days ago. "Now | et us see what Master Kahlis wants."

Kahlis was waiting in the study. As Lord Eneah entered the room he
st ood
hastily, bow ng | ow

"Forgive me. Lord Eneah ..

Eneah waved the apol ogy away. "What is it, Kahlils? Has it to do with the
pl ans
for the new cavern?"

He knew it wasn't. Kahlis would hardly have got himfromhis bed for such
a

matter. No. He knew already what it was. In fact, he had half expected one
or

other of themto conme to see him The only surprise was that it was so soon

As Eneah sat, Kahlis stepped forward, standing at the edge of his desk.

"No, my Lord, it has nothing to do with the plans for the new cavern. Rather



it

is to do with certain runors that have been circulating throughout the day."
"Runors?" For a nonent |onger he played innocent, staring back at
Kahl i s

hawki shly. "You wake ne to tal k of runors, Master Kahlis?"

"I would not have bothered you with such. Lord Eneah, were they not
concer ned
with a matter of the gravest inportance,"”

"And what matter would this be?"

"The matter of the hearings." Kahlis hesitated, then. "Wrd is that the
Fi ve

wi sh to hold the hearings in secret, behind | ocked doors. Is that so, ny
Lord?"

For the first tine, Eneah smled. "It is so."

Kahlis, who had clearly steeled hinself for a denial, blinked. Then, "M ght
I
ask why, ny Lord?"

Eneah gestured to a chair. "Take a seat. Master Kahlis, and | shall try
to

explain. It mght indeed help us were you to understand our thinking on
this

matter."

Aitrus was seated at his desk in the corner of his study, trying to catch up
on

his work before he left for the @iild House, when there was a sharp rapping
on

his door. He stood, then went across and opened it. It was Veovis. Brushing
past

him Veovis stornmed across and threw himsel f down on the padded bench, his
face

dark with suppressed anger

"Have you heard?"

"Hear d? Heard what ?"

"The Hearings. They are to go ahead, after all. The Five have changed
their
m nds. They will .take place a week from now. "

"Before full Council?"

Veovi s nodded, but he was not |ooking at Aitrus; he was staring straight
ahead

of him as if recalling the neeting he had just conme from "It is a m stake.
I

told Lord Eneah it was a mistake. And they will rue it. But he was adanant.
A
promise is a promse, he said. Wll, | would not argue wth that,

yet



ci rcunst ances change. "

"You think it mght be dangerous, then, to let the girl speak?"

Veovi s glanced at him "lIs there any doubt? No, the nore |I think of it, the
nor e

certain | am The girl has a natural cunning. It is that, nore than
anyt hi ng,

that has allowed her to master our tongue.”

"You think so?"

"Ch, | knowit. And | fear that she will use that sane native cunning to try
to

mani pul ate the Council. Wy, | have heard that she has beguil ed several of

t hose

who were sent to study her, weedling information fromthem when they
| east
suspected it. And her audacity!"

Aitrus sat, facing Veovis. "Go on."

Veovi s sat forward, staring down at his hands where they were clenched in
hi s

lap. "It seenms one of the Linguists, thrown off-guard by her act of
yout hf ul

i nnocence, m stakenly nmentioned the existence of the Rehevkor to her. She,
it

seens, elicited fromhima prom se to show her a copy of it."

"But that is not allowed."

"Precisely. Which is why a certain Quild Master Haemi s has been renoved from
t he

study team™

"Why did you not mention this to me before now?"

"Because | did not know until this norning."

Aitrus sighed, then shook his head. "You nust feel... let down."

Veovi s | ooked up at him then nodded.

"So what will you do now?"

"Do?" There was a bitterness nowin Veovis's face that had not been
there

before. "I can do nothing. | nust act the perfect son and sit upon ny hands
and

bite ny tongue."

"Has your father instructed you so?"

"Not in so many words. But how else am| to interpret this?" He shook his
head.

"But they will rue it, | guarantee you, Aitrus. The girl is cunning."

"You have seen her?"



"No. And yet | know her by her work. She is a savage, after all, and

savages
have no norality, only cunning. Her words, | fear, wll poison many
ears,

persuadi ng themto courses they would ot herwi se have shunned."
Then you nust set your voice against hers.”

Veovis stared at Aitrus a nonent; then, smling, he nodded. "Yes. Yes,
of

course. It nmust be so. My voice against hers. Truth against trickery." And
now

he grinned. "As ever, you are wisdomitself, Aitrus, yes, and a pillar to ne
in

nmy despair!"

Veovi s stood and cane across, and enbraced Aitrus, "Here, let me hug you,
?L?end. | came here despondent and you have filled ne with new hope. It shal
gi you said. | shall be the voice of reason, a fierce, strong light shining
in

t he dar kness."

Veovi s stood back, smiling into Aitrus's face. "And you, ny friend? WII
you
speak out with ne?"

"I shall speak the truth as | see it," Aitrus said. "I can promi se you no
nore."

"Then let that be enough. For you will see, Aitrus, | promse you. Do not
be

bl i nded by her seem ng innocence; think rather of the cunning that lies
behi nd
t hat mask. And as you see, so speak."

"I shall."
"Then good. I'Il leave you to your work. And Aitrus?"
"Yes?"

"Thank you. You are the very best of friends."

* * *

The narrow alleyways of the lower city were crowded w th onlookers as
t he

procession made its way up that great slope of fashioned rock toward the
G eat

Hall of the Guilds. A small troupe of the City Guard forced a way

t hr ough,

keeping the nmore curious from the huge palanquin that eight young
gui | dsmen

Mai ntai ners all-carried between two | ong pol es.

Fromwi thin the partly curtai ned pal anquin, Anna sat in her chair, | ooking
out
at the sea of faces that had gathered to see the so-called outsider taken to



t he

Hearings. Some called out to her in their strange tongue that she had yet
to

fully master, yet few of them seened hostile. It was nore as if she were
a

curio, an exotic beast captured in sone foreign cline and brought back to
be

di spl ayed before the court.

Anna | ooked about her, at the nen, wonen, and children that had gathered
sinply

to stare. There were thousands of them yet every face had that sane
strange

el ongation of the features, that al nost-human fineness to the bones that she
had

slowy grown accustoned to these past six nmonths. Indeed, looking in a
mrror

last night, it had been her own face she had found strange, and | ooki ng now
she

wondered how they saw her. Did they find her nose and nouth too thick
and

coarse, her cheekbones nuch too heavy, too pronounced, in her face?

Beyond the gate the crowds thinned out. This was a richer district, the
citizens

who stood outside their doors dressed opulently now, their curiosity if
anyt hi ng

much fiercer than the people of the lower city. And the path, coo, was
suddenl y

much broader. A marble path, worn by a mllion feet to a nelted
snoot hness,

winding its way between huge roofless houses that were as different from
one

anot her as the houses of the lower city were simlar

Anna noted those differences and nodded inwardly. So it was with societies.
For

the poor uniformty, of dress and housing, for the rich ... well, anything.
ﬁgr father had pointed out to her years ago when she was still a child,
S:Eillusionnent with enpires at its darkest ebb

And today she would face the mght of this small enpire head on. It was
a

daunti ng thought, yet the days alone in her cell on the island had prepared
her

well for this. They could do their worst and she would still be
hersel f,

unbr oken and unrepentant. For what should she repent, except that she | ost
her

way? No, it was as her father had al ways taught her: |If she believed in

her sel f

then it did not matter what the greater world thought other. If she could
squar e

her conscience with herself then all was well

And, thinking that, she heard his voice clearly for the first time in
| ong
nont hs, encouragi ng her; saying what he had al ways said to her



Be brave, Anna, but before all, be true to yourself.

She woul d not flinch away from what |ay ahead. \Watever was said, whatever
t hey
deci ded, she woul d bear herself with pride, no matter what.

A wel coming party of senior guild officials waited before the next gate,
a
massi ve pile of stone with flanking guard towers and huge, twenty-foot doors.

Anna recogni zed few of them but the three who stood at the front of the

party
were well known to her by now.

"Step down, Ah-na," Lord Eneah said, approaching the pal anquin and putting out
a
hand to her courteously, "you nmust wal k fromhere on."

She |l et herself be hel ped down, then stepped between the elderly G hran and
hi s

fellow guildsman, Jinmel. Now that she had to trust to her own |egs she
felt

suddenly |l ess confident. Her pul se had noticeably quickened; her heart
fluttered

briefly in her chest. They were al nost there now. She sensed it.

Beyond the gate the street opened out into a square, the ground tilted

st eeply,

as everywhere here in D ni. Anna |ooked about her, realizing that she had
seen

this open space from her cell window many tinmes but never understood
its

significance-until now.

The @uild House lay ahead other now, a nassive building fronted by huge,
Si X

sided basalt pillars, its massive, tiered roof reaching up toward the ceiling
of

the great cavern. Standing before it she did not need to be told what it
was,

for the shields of the different guilds betrayed its function. Quildsmen

cr owded

the covered paths surrounding the great square, young and old, all of
t hem

wearing the various-col ored cl oaks-burgundy, yellow, turquoise, crinson,
enerald

green, black, pale cream and royal blue-of the guilds.

As Lord Eneah cane al ongside, she glanced at the old man, noting how hard
:Qgressionless his face was. Yet she knew himnow to be fair if not kind.
;Lyone woul d save her, it was he. Master G hran, she knew, did not |ike her
;ggter Jimel had as good as told her that he thought she should be | ocked
?g?ygood. Only Master Haem s had been kind, and he had been repl aced.

At a gesture fromLord Eneah, the party wal ked on, Anna in their mdst.



At | east they have not shackled me again.

But then, why should they? What woul d she have done? Run away? No. For there
was
nowhere to run to. She stood out, like a goat in a sheep pen

As they came to the great marble steps that led up into the hall, G hran
| eaned
cl ose and whi spered to her

"You must keep absolutely silent, unless you are directly requested to
speak,

you understand, Ah-na? If you speak out of turn, Lord Eneah will order
you

gagged. "

Anna turned, astonished, to | ook at him but the old man nerely nodded.

"Qur codes of behavior nmust not be flouted,” he continued, his words
al nost

i naudi bl e as they began to clinb the steps. "You nust do precisely what you
are

told, and you nust answer every question as it is put. Al right?"

Anna nodded, but she suddenly felt anything but all right. The tension that
had

been in her stomach all the while now threatened to unnerve her. She

f ought

against it; fought against the instinct to |let her knees buckle and her head
go

down.

Her throat was dry now. Her hands trenbl ed.

She stopped dead, straightening her head and clenched her fists into
tight

balls, controlling the nervous spasm It was only a hearing, after all, not
a

trial. She would speak clearly and answer every point, exactly as Master

d hran

said. And maybe they would see that she was telling themthe truth. For
why

shoul d she |ie?

The Geat Hall was huge, nuch bigger than she would have guessed from
szside of the building. A series of steps followed the contours of the
2?|Lié top of which was a broad marble plinth. On the plinth was a |ine
3;ssive basalt thrones. C oaked guitdsnmen, nore than a hundred in nunber, sat
1ﬂose great chairs, thick golden chains of office hung about their necks.

There were only two breaks in that great square of thrones: the entrance she
had

cone through and a second door set deep into the rock on the far side of
t he

hall. Lord Eneah led the party on, across that great nosaic floor, then



st opped,
turning to face Anna.

"You will stand there, Ah-na," he said commandi ngly.

She nodded, then watched the old man wal k across and cake his place on the
gr eat

throne facing her. Tense now, she | ooked about her. Mst of the seated
gui | dsmen

were ol d- graybeards like Lord Eneah, if not as ancient-but one or two
seened

young by D ni standards. Two in particular caught her eye. They sat side
by

side, just to the left of Lord Eneah, the first's black cloak trinmed in
bri ght

red, the second's in a pale blue.

She gl anced at their faces, expecting to see there the same indifference
t hat

was on Lord Eneah's features, then |ooked again, surprised to see how
intently

each of them | ooked at her: one curious and one with clear hostility.

Seeing that | ook, Anna shivered, her blood suddenly cold. There was no

m st aki ng

it; whoever he was, the young guilds-man clearly hated her

But why?

"Ah-na!" Lord Eneah said, his voice booning in that great space between
t he

pillars.

"Yes, my Lord."

"You know why you are here?"

She spoke out clearly, letting her wvoice fill wth a confidence she did
not

entirely feel. "To answer questions. Lord Eneah."

"Good. But you will keep to the point. You will not stray fromthe question
you

are asked. You under st and?"
"I understand, ny Lord."

"Good. Then let us begin. W have many questions to get through before we
have
finished here today."

As she clinbed up into the sedan and pulled the curtain across, Anna felt
a

great weariness descend on her. For alnost five hours she had stood

t here,

wi t hout a break, answering their questions.

She sat down heavily in the cushi oned seat, renenbering.



Who was she? Where was she born? Wo were her parents? What did her father
do?

To whom did he make his reports? Wat was Tadjinar |ike? What form of

gover nnent

did it have? Were there wars where she cane fron? Did they have machi nes?
Waat

power sources did they use? Were the nen of her race honest?

Sone of the questions were easy to answer. O hers, like the last, were far
nor e

difficult. Wre men honest? Some, |ike her father, were. But what of the
traders

i n Jaarni ndu Market? What of the inspectors and m ddl enen who worked for
Lord

Amanjira? She could hardly claimthat they were honest. But the guildsman
seened

to want a single answer to the question.

It was the young Quild Master, the one who had gl ared at her at the outset,
who
had been so insistent on this matter

"Well, girl? Are all nen honest?"

"No, my Lord. Not all nmen are honest."
"Then men are di shonest by nature?"
"Not all nen."

"Come. You cannot have it both ways. Either they are- by nature-or they are
not .
Wiich is it?"

"Are all men in D ni honest by nature, my Lord?"

There had been a sudden tension in the chanber. Lord Eneah stood,
seem ng
suddenly a figure of great power.

"You are here to answer questions, not pose them"

She had bowed her head, and Lord Eneah, glaring at her, had signaled to
hi s

fellow Lords, ending the session. But there was to be another, tonmorrow, and
a

further one if necessary- until she was bled dry of answers.

Anna sl unped back against the cushion and closed her eyes as the sedan
lifted
and began its gentle rocking notion

Wth her eyes closed she could see the young man vividly. Veovis, his nane
had

been. He was a handsone, princely man, yet she had noted just how closely he
had

wat ched her throughout, the light of suspicion in his eyes at all tinmes.

The other, who sat beside him had often |eaned toward Veovis, to catch



a
whi spered word and sonetinmes nod. He seened an ally of Veovis's, yet his
eyes

had never once held even the smallest hint of criticismof her. Nor had he
asked

a single question.

How strange, she thought, seeing his face clearly. A long, severe-looking
face;

not wunattractive, yet not as obviously handsome as Veovis's. He seened
a

studi ous type. But then, weren't all the D ni studious?

The noverrent of the <carriage lulled her. For a nmoment she dozed, then
woke
agai n, not knowi ng for an instant where she was.

Rermenbering, she found herself for the first tine wondering just what use
t hey

woul d rmake of the answers she had given. She had seen the tunnels to
t he

surface, and knew they were interested in what went on up there, but she
coul d

not make out just what thev planned to do wth the information she had
gi ven

them Some things seenmed to have interested them nore than others. For

i nstance,

they had seened extrenely interested in her answer as to whether her people
wer e

warlike or not. Did that nmean they planned, perhaps, to invade the surface?
Was

that why the tunnels were there?

More to the point, did she really care? Lord Amanjira aside, she did not
f eel

close to anyone in Tadjinar-no, nor in the entire enpire. Those she had
| oved

were dead. So did it matter?

O course it matters, the voice inside her answered. The weight of your
wor ds

could determne the fate of empires. Besides, war of any kind is bad. Think
of

the suffering, Anna.

The thought of it troubled her. Qught she, perhaps, to refuse to say
anyt hi ng
nmore? O had she said too rmuch al ready?

The troubl e was, she knew so little about these people. Wereas she had
answer ed

every question, they had taken great care to keep as nuch as possible from
her .

As if she were a spy.

Anna let out a long, sighing breath. Was that what they thought? That she
had
cone to spy on then?

Were it not so serious a matter, she might have |aughed. A spy! Wy, the idea



of
it!

Yet even as she thought of it, she recalled the hostility in the

young
gui l dsman' s face and wondered whet her that m ght not be the cause.

They think | threaten them

The t hought was sobering. And suddenly, for the first time since those
early
days on Irrac, Anna began to wonder if her life was not possibly in danger

* * *

"Wel |l ?" Lord Eneah asked later that evening when the Five were finally
al one
together, "Do you still think she is a threat, Nehir?"

Nehir, who had just taken a seat on the far side of the desk to Eneah
| ooked
up, his pale eyes chall enging.

"Not her, Eneah, but what she says. Personally, | think we have heard enough."
"I agree," Rakeri said, Ileaning forward in his chair. "What she is in

her sel f

does not concern us here; it is the threat that contact with her people

m ght

entail."

"You feel there is a genuine threat, then?"

Rakeri met Eneah's eyes and gave a single nod. "As you know, | did not

agr ee

with Veovis at first, but I feel ny son's views have been fully vindicated.

| f

what the girl says is true- and | believe it is-then the surface-dwellers are
a

backward, warlike, imoral race, whose every action is notivated by greed."

"You read that much into her words?"

"I did indeed. Wiy, her every utterance spoke of a deep corruption in
their

nat ures!"

"I agree," Rhira said quietly, speaking fromhis seat in the corner of
t he

room "I think we need hear no mnore. It would be folly even to think
of

establ i shing contact with the outsiders.”
"And you, Sajka?"

Saj ka, the nost recently appointed of the Five, sinply nodded.

"Then, so we shall pflopose." Eneah |ooked about him "I shall summn the
ful

Council to session tonorrow at tenth bell. There is, however, one snall



natter
that still needs to be settled, and that is what to do with the girl."

"Send her back," Rakeri suggested.

"Far too risky," R hira countered. "It is unlikely, | admt, but someone

m ght

bel i eve her tale and cone | ooking for us."

"Then maybe we should place her on a Prison Age," Nehir said. "It need not be
a

harsh one. Sonewhere pleasant, possibly. W could even nmake a new one for
her,
if need be."

"Pl easant or otherw se, do you think that would be just reward for her
honesty

with us, Nehir?" Eneah's eyes went fromone to another of their faces,
silently

guestioning each in turn, then he nodded.

"So it is. The girl will stay here, in Dni. W shall find a hone for
her,
temporarily, until it is decided fully. Agreed?"

"Agreed."
"Agreed."
"Agreed."

Saj ka, who had not spoken until then, |ooked about him a wintry smle on
hi s
thin lips, and nodded. "Agreed."

Veovi s was ecstatic. That evening he threw a celebratory party at an inn down
by

the harbor. Aitrus, who had never found time to visit such places, tried hard
to

make his excuses, but Veovis would have none of it.

And so Aitrus found hinself wedged into a corner of a huge dining room
packed

with busy tables, while all about hima dozen young guil dsnen-sone faniliar
to

him others only "faces"-dipped their goblets into the great central vat
t hat

rested at the table's center and drank to the young Lord's success.

"It was that final question that did it," Suahrnir said, his face glow ng
with

excitement. "After that, it was a nere formality."

"Maybe so," Veovis said, standing up and looking to Aitrus across the

tabl e,
"but let nme say one thing that has not been said. | was wong about the girl."

"Wong?" several voices said as one.



Veovi s raised his hands, palns out. "Hear me out, gentlenmen! Before the

heari ng

| was quite clear in ny mnd what kind of creature she would prove to be, and
i f

you recall | was not hesitant in saying so!"

There was | aughter at that and a great deal of noddi ng.

"However," Veovis went on, "I was wong, and I amnot too proud to admt
it.

What ever the nerits or otherwise other race, the girl spoke well. Yes,
and

honestly, | warrant. |I think we all sensed that."

There was a nmurmur of agreenment and nore noddi ng of heads.

"Wrd is,"” Veovis continued, "that she is to stay in D ni. Now, whether that
is

for the common good or not remmins to be seen, but so our Masters have

deci ded,

and | feel we should, this once, wait and see. That said, we nust
remai n
vigilant."

What do you nean?" Veovis's constant conpanion, Lianis asked fromwhere he
sat
to the left of the young Lord.

"I mean we ought not to let the girl becone a focus for any novenment to
reverse
today' s decision. No contact ought to nean exactly that. No contact."

"And if she proves such a focus, Veovis?" Suahrnir asked.

Veovi s smiled and | ooked about himconfidently. "Then we should act to have
her
renoved fromD ni to some nore suitable place.”

Aitrus, who had been listening closely, frowned. A Prison Age, that was
what

Veovis meant. Yet he could not deny that his friend was being as fair as
he

could be, considering his views.

Aitrus reached out and took his goblet, cradling it to his chest. He was

pl eased

that Veovis was so happy, yet he could not share their jubilation at
today' s

decision. Perhaps it was as Veovis said, that he was letting sentinent cloud
hi s

better judgment, but part of himwas still back there in the rock, making
hi s

way up to the surface, with Master Telanis and Jerahl and all the others who
had

gone on that youthful venture. \Watever he had becone these past thirty
years,

he coul d not shed that earlier self.

Watching the girl speak, it had finally crystallized in him He knew now t hat



he

want ed contact: wanted, nore than anything, to stand up there and see, with
hi s

own eyes, what the surface was like.

But how could he say that to Veovis and remain his friend? For to Veovis
t he
very idea of it was anat hema.

"Quild Master Aitrus?"

The voice cut through the general babble of voices at the table. Aitrus
| ooked

up, expecting it to be one of the young guildsnmen, then saw, just behind
Li ani s,

a cl oaked guildsman fromthe GQuild of Messengers.

Silence fell around the table. Aitrus set down his goblet, then stood. "Wat
is
it?" he asked.

"An urgent nessage. Master," the Messenger answered, drawing off one of
hi s

gl oves, then taking a sealed letter fromhis tunic pocket. "I was told to
ensure

that you act upon its contents imredi ately."

Wth a smle, Veovis put out a hand. "Here. I'll hand it to ny friend."

The Messenger |ooked to Aitrus, who nodded. Wth a small bowto Veovis,
Egnded the letter to him then stood back, pulling on his glove again.

Veovi s turned back, then handed the Iletter across. "Ugent business, eh
old

friend? That | ooks |i ke Lord Eneah's seal ."

Aitrus stared at the envelope a nonent. Veovis was right. It was Lord
Eneah' s

seal . But when he opened it, the note was not from Lord Eneah, but from
hi s

f at her.

He | ooked up. "Forgive nme, Veovis, but | nust |eave at once."
"I's there troubl e?" Veovis asked, genuinely concerned.
Aitrus swallowed. "It does not say."

"Then go,'
"Go
at once. But let ne know, all right? If there is anything | can do ..

Veovis said, signaling to the others about the table to nmake way.

Aitrus, squeezing past his fellow guildsnen, gave a distracted nod. Then he
was
gone.

Veovi s sat, staring across the crowded room his face briefly clouded.
Then,
| ooki ng back at the others about the table, he sniled and raised his goblet.



"To
Dni!" he exclai med.

A dozen voices answered himrobustly. "To Dnil"

* * *

Kahlis stood in the entrance hall, pacing up and down, awaiting his son. It
was
m dni ght and the city bell was soundi ng across the | ake.

As the last chime echoed into silence, he heard the outer gate creak back
and

hurried footsteps on the stone flags outside. A shadow fell across the

col ored

gl ass of the door panels.

Kahlis stepped across and drew the bolt, pulling the door open.

Aitrus stood there, wi de-eyed and breathless. Fromthe [|ook of himhe had
run
the last half mle.

"What' s happened?" he said, |ooking past his father
Kahlis cl osed the door. "Cone upstairs, Aitrus."
They went up, into his study. C osing the door quietly, Kahlis turned to him

"l have been asked to |l ook after the outsider for a tinme. Lord Eneah summoned
ne

this evening and asked me if | would take the girl, Ah-na, into nmy househol d,
as

a tenporary neasure. Until better arrangements can be made. He asked ne
because

he understood my concern for the young wonman."

"And you want me to agree to this?"

"Yes."

"Then | agree."

Kahlis went to speak again, then realized what his son had said. "You agree?"
"I take it Mdther has agreed. And you nust have, else you would not be

aski ng

ne."

In answer Kahlis went over to the door and opened it, then called down
t he
steps. "Tasera!"

H s mother's head and shoul ders appeared at the foot of the stairs.
"Tasera,"
our
son.

Kahlis said, "bring the young lady. | wish to introduce her to



As she stepped into the book-filled study, Anna | ooked about her warily.

"Aitrus," Kahlis said, "this is Ah-na. She is to be our house guest for a
tinme."

Aitrus bowed his head respectfully. "I amglad you will be staying with us."

"Thank you," she said, their eyes neeting briefly as he lifted his head
agai n.

"I amgrateful for your kindness in letting me stay."

"You are wel cone, "
i f

you woul d excuse us, | must see Ah-na to her room"™

Tasera interrupted, com ng across to take Anna's arm "Now

The brevity of the wel come surprised her; yet she turned and foll owed the
worman
out and down the corridor

"Here," Tasera said, opening a door and putting out an arm "This will be
your
room"

Anna stepped inside, surprised. Conpared to the Lodge, it was |uxurious.
Anna
turned and bowed her head.

"You are too ki nd, Tasera. Miuch too kind."

* * *

Aitrus was wal king across the open space between the main Quild House and
E;Eat Li brary when Veovis stepped from a group of guildsnen and nmade
;2tercept him It was nore than a week since they had last net, in the
ngide t he harbor.

"Aitrus! Did you get ny note?"
Aitrus stopped. "Your note ... Ah, yes. | have been busy."
Veovis smiled, putting out his hands to Aitrus who took themin a firmgrip.

"So what is she |ike?"

"She seems ... polite. Well mannered.”
" Seens?"
Aitrus found hinself oddly defensive. "It's ny inpression.”

"Then you think she is genuine?"
"Didn't you? | thought you said as nuch?"

Veovi s smled, defusing the situation. "That was ny inpression, | grant you.
But



then, I amnot living with her- day in, day out. If there are any cracks in
t hat

mask others, you would see them no?"

"If there were."

"Ch, | amnot saying that there art. It's just..."

"Just what ?"

"Just that we ought to be totally certain, don't you think?"

For sone reason the idea of checking up on the girl offended Aitrus.

"She seems ... unsettled,"” he said, after a nonent wanting to give
Veovi s

sormet hi ng.

"Unsettl ed? How?"

"Maybe it is just the strangeness of everything here. It nust be hard to
adapt

to Dni after living under an open sky."

"Does she miss her hone?"

"l amnot sure. To be honest, ,1 have not asked her."

Veovi s | aughed. "Wat you really nean is that you have not spoken to her yet."
"As | said, | have been busy. Helping ny father, mainly."

Veovis stared at Aitrus a noment, then reached out and held his arm "You
shoul d

take a break some tinme, Aitrus. And when you do, cone and visit ne, on
K veer.

And bring the girl."

"That woul d be nice."

"Soon, then,"
away.

Veovi s said, and w thout another word, he turned and wal ked

Aitrus watched Veovis a noment-saw himreturn to the group he had |eft
earlier,

greeting them again, at ease ambng themthen smled to hinself as he
wal ked

away. To be honest, he had dreaded neeting Veovis again, knowi ng how Veovis
felt

about the "outsider.” He had thought, perhaps, that his friend would be
angry

that the girl was staying with his famly, but his fears, it seened, had
been

illusory.

H s smle broadened as he hastened his pace, knowing he was late now for
hi s
neet i ng.

K'veer. It would be nice to take the girl to see K veer



The room was a workroom or |ab of sone kind. Anna hesitated, |ooking behind
her
at the enmpty corridor, then slipped inside, pulling the door closed.

You should not be in here, Anna, she told herself, yet that old
famliar

conpul sion to explore was on her. Besides, she would not stay long, and
she

woul d not disturb anything.

There was a |l ong, stone-topped bench along the left-hand side of the room a
Fga table in the mddle, conplete wth sinks and gas taps. On the far wall
iunber of small shelves held all manner of jars and bottles. To the right of
:ggnl in the far corner, was a desk and a chair, and on the wall above a set
gaelves on whi ch were many not ebooks.

She put her hand out, touching the cool, hard surface of the bench. It had
been

scrubbed cl ean and when she lifted her hand, she could snmell a strange scent
to

it. What was that? Coal tar? |odine?

Slow y she wal ked about the room picking things up then placing them back
Most

of the equipment was familiar, yet there were one or two things that
wer e

strange to her. One in particular caught her attention. It was a small
bronze

jar with eight lips, beneath each of which was a tiny bowl. A bronze ball sat
on

atiny stand at the very center of the jar, balanced above all else.

Anna crouched down, onto its level, staring at it for a time, then wal ked
on,
over to the far corner of the room

Only two things were on the surface of the desk; an elaborately
decor at ed
i nkstand made of fine blue jade and, just beside the stand, a pair of glasses.

Anna picked them up and studied them The |lenses were thick and seened to
be

constructed of several very fine layers that acted as light filters of
somne

ki nd. About each of the I enses was a tight band of expandable material which
in

turn, was surrounded by a thick |eather band, studded with tiny metal
controls.

She adj usted them noting how they changed the opacity of the |enses, and
smiled

to herself. Then, on a whim she tried themon. Strange. They were very
tight.

Airtight, probably, on the person for whomthey were designed. And,



wear i ng
them it became very dark

Agai n she adjusted the controls, varying the light.

Taking them off, she set them down again, wondering what precisely they
wer e

used for. Mning? To protect the eyes against chips of rock? But if so, then
why

t he varying opacity?

Anna hal f-turned toward the door, listening for a noment, then, turning back
;gce t he shel ves, she reached up and took one of the journals down. Inside
LZZes were filled with strange witing, totally unlike any script she had
EZE; before. Flicking through a few pages she stopped, staring in admiration
Zt diagramon the right-hand page. There were nore farther on, all of
fzfrzcately drawn, the lines fine yet dark, the shading subtle. They spoke of
ﬁighly organi zed m nd.

She closed the journal and set it back in its place, then, wth a fina
| ook
about her, hurried fromthe room

It was no good. She would have to do sonething or she would die of boredom
Di stracted, she al nbst bow ed into Aitrus.
"Come," he said quietly. "W need to speak."

Anna followed him surprised. He had barely said a word to her all week. She
was

even nmore surprised when he led her along the corridor and ,"nto the
wor kr oom

she had been expl oring.

Did he know? Was that what this was about?

Inside, Aitrus closed the door, then gestured for her to take the «chair
besi de
the desk. He seened awkward

"Here," he said, turning to reach up and take down one of the books that were
on

the topnmost shelf. He offered it to her. "That is a history of Dni. It is
a

child s book, of course, but..."

Aitrus stopped. She was staring at the pages bl ankly.
"What is it?"
She | ooked up at him then, closing the book, handed it back to him "I

cannot
read this."



"But I thought..." He shook his head, then, "You nean, you learned to
speak
Dni, but not to read it?"

Anna nodded.

Aitrus stared at the book a nmonent, then set it down and turned, searching
anong

the bottom shel ves until he found sonething. It was a big, square-covered
book

with a dark anber [|eather cover. He pulled it out fromanong the other
books,

turning, he offered it to Anna.

"Here. This is the key to all."

Anna took it, studying the beautifully tooled |eather cover a nonent
before

opening it. Inside, on heavy vellum pages, were set out columms of
beautifully

intricate figures-nore like designs than letters.

She | ooked up at himand sniled. "Is this what | think it is? Is this the
D ni

| exi con?"

"The Rehevkor," he said, nodding.

She | ooked back at the page, smiling sadly now "Bfat | do not know what

t hey

mean. "

"Then | shall teach you," Aitrus said, his pale eyes watching her seriously.
"Are you sure that is allowed?"

"No," he answered, "but | will teach you anyway."

* * *

Anna sat at the prow of the boat as it approached the island, Aitrus just
behi nd
her, standing, his right hand resting lightly on the rail

"So that is K veer," she said quietly. "I saw it once before, when they

br ought

me fromlrrat."

Aitrus nodded. "It has been their famly hone for many years."

"I remenber thinking how strange it was. Like a great drill bit poking up

from
the bottom of the | ake."

He smled at that.
"So who is this Veovis?"

"He is the son of Lord Rakeri, Grand Master of the Guild of Mners."



"And he, too, is a Mner?"

"No. Veovis is a Master of the CGuild of Witers."

"You have a Guild of Witers? Are they inportant?"

"Ch, very nmuch so. Perhaps the nost inportant of all our guilds."

"Witers?"

He did not answer her.

She | ooked back at himsurprised. Slowy the island grew, dom nating the

Vi ew

ahead of them

"Has Veovis many brothers and sisters?"

"None. He is an only child."

"Then why so huge a mansi on?"

"Lord Rakeri often entertains guests. O did before his illness.™

Anna was quiet for atinme as they drifted slowy toward the island. There was
inall harbor directly ahead of them now, and beneath a [|ong, stone jetty,
3ark, rect angul ar openi ng.

"Does your friend Veovis dislike nme?"

The question surprised Aitrus. "Wy do you ask?"

"I ask because he stared at nme throughout the hearing."

"I's that so unusual ? | stared."”

"Yes, but not as he did. He seened hostile toward ne. And his questions ..."
"What of his questions?"

She shrugged, then, "Did he ask you to bring ne?"

"He invited you specifically."

"I see.”

Yet she seemed strangely distant, and Aitrus, watching her, wondered what
Sifng on in her head. He wanted Veovis and her to be friends. It would be
ngy if they were friends, but as it was he felt awkward.

"Veovi s can be out spoken sonetines."

" Qut spoken?"

"I thought | ought to warn vyou, that's all. He can be a little blunt,



even
insensitive at tinmes, but he is well neaning. You should not be afraid of
him"

Anna gave a little laugh. "I amnot afraid, Aitrus. Not of Veovis, anyway."

* * *

They spent hours, it seemed, just going fromroomto roomin the great
mansi on

that was built into the rock of K veer, Veovis delighting in showi ng Anna
every

nook and cranny.

At first Anna had been wary, but as tinme went on she seenmed to succunb to
t he
young Lord's natural charm and Aitrus, |ooking on, found hinself rel axing.

As they clinbed the final flight of steps that |led onto the veranda at the
top

of the island, Aitrus found hinself wondering how he could ever have
worri ed

about these two not getting al ong.

"The stone seemed fused," Anna was. saying, as they cane out through the
| ow

arch and into the open again. "It is almbst as if it has been nelted and
t hen

nol ded. "

"That is precisely what has happened,"” Veovis answered her with an
unf ei gned

enthusiasm "It is a special D ni process, the secret of which is known only
to
t he guilds concerned."

They stepped out, into the center of the veranda. There was a tiled

r oof

over head, but the view was open now on all four sides. Al about them the
| ake

stretched away, while in the distance they could see the great tw sted
rock

of Ae' GQura and, to its right, the city.

They were high up here, but the great walls of the cavern Stretched up far
above

them while overhead there were faint clouds, like feathered cirrus.
Anna

| aughed.

"What is it?" Veovis asked.

"It's just that | keep thinking | amoutside. Ch, the light is very
different,
but... well, it's just so big."

Veovi s | ooked to Aitrus and smled, then gestured toward a group of
| oungi ng
chairs that rested at one end of the veranda.



"Shall we sit here for a while? | can have the servants bring us something.'
"That woul d be nice," Anna said, looking to Aitrus and smling.

As Veovis went to arrange refreshnments, Anna and Aitrus sat.

"He's very pleasant," she said quietly. "I can understand why he is
your

friend."

"So you've forgiven hin®"

"For gi ven hi n"

"For scowing at you."

"Ah ..." Anna | aughed. "Long ago."

Aitrus smled. "I'mglad, you know. "

"Real | y?"

"Yes. | wanted you to be friends. It would have been hard ot herw se."
Anna frowned. "I didn't know "

He fell silent. Veovis had returned. The young |lord cane across and, taking
t he

chair between them | ooked fromone to another

H s eyes settled on Anna. "Can | be honest with you, Ah-na?"

Anna | ooked up. "Honest? In what way?"

Veovis grinned. "W are alike, you and |I. W are both straightforward
peopl e. "

He | ooked pointedly at Aitrus. "Blunt, some call it. But let nme say this.

was

not disposed to like you. Indeed, | was prepared to actively dislike you. But
I

nmust speak as | find, and I find that | |ike you very nuch.”

She gave the smallest little nod. "Wy, thank you, Lord Veovis."

"Ch, do not thank nme, Ah-na. | did not choose to like you. But like you
do.

And so we can be friends. But | must nake one or two things clear. | am
D ni.

And | amjealous of all things Dni. W are a great and proud people.
Renmenber

that, Ah-na. Renenber that at all tines."

Anna stared at him a nonent, surprised by that strange and sudden col dness
in
him then answered him

"And I, my Lord, am human, and proud of being so. Renenber that," she
smiled



pointedly, "at all tinmes."

Veovi s sat back, his eyes studying Anna thoughtfully. Then, nore cheerfully
t han

before, he sniled and slapped his knees. "Well... let us forget such
sonber
stuff. Aitrus ... how go the plans for the new cavern?"

* * *

On the journey hone Anna was silent, locked in private thoughts. Aitrus,
sitting

across fromher, felt nore than ever how alien their worlds were. Wat,
after

all, did they really know about each other?

" Ah- na?"
She | ooked up, a deep nel ancholy in her eyes. "Yes?"
"What would you like to do?"

Anna turned her head, staring out across the lake. "I'd like to understand
it

all, that's what. To know where all the food comes from It nystifies ne.
It's

like something's missing and | can't see what it is.

"And you want nme to tell you what it is?"

She | ooked to him "Yes, | do. | want to know what the secret is.

He smiled. "This evening," he said nysteriously, sitting back and folding
hi s
arms. "I'Il take you there this evening."

* * *

Al trus unl ocked the door, then stood back
"You want ne to go inside?"
He nodded.

Anna shrugged. She had noticed the door before now. It had always been
| ocked,

and she had assumed it was a store cupboard of some kind. But inside it was
a

normal room except that in the mddle of the floor was a marble plinth, and
on

the plinth was an open book-a huge, | eatherbound book

Anna | ooked to Aitrus. "What is this roonP"
Aitrus | ocked the door then turned to her again. "This is the Book Room"
"But there is only one book."

He nodded, then, with a seriousness she had not expected, said, "You nmnust
tel



no one that you cane here. Not even ny nother and father. Do you understand?"
"Are we doi ng sonethi ng wrong?"

"No. Yet it may be forbidden."

"Then perhaps ..

"No, Ah-na. If you are to live here, you nust understand. You have too sinple
a
view of who we are. It... disfigures your understanding of us."

Disfigures. It was a strange word to use. Anna stared at him then shook
her
head. "You frighten me, Aitrus."

Aitrus stepped up to the plinth and stared down at the book fondly.

Anna st epped al ongside him | ooking down at the open pages. The left-hand

page
was bl ank, but on the right..

Anna gasped. "It's |like a w ndow. "

"Yes," he said sinmply. "Now give nme your hand."

* * *

Anna felt the surface of her palmtingle, then, with a sudden, sickening

[ urch,

she felt herself drawn into the page. It grew even as she shrank, sucking
her

into the softly gl owi ng i mage

For a nonent it was as if she were nelting, fusing with the ink and paper
and

then, with a suddenness that was shocking, she was herself again, in her
own

body.

Only she was no longer in the room

The air was fresh and heavy with pollen. A faint breeze blew fromthe shelf
of
rock just in front of her. And beyond it...

Beyond it was a vividly blue sky.

Her mouth fell open in astonishnent, even as Aitrus shimered into
solidity
besi de her.

He put his hand out, holding her armas a wave of giddi ness swept over her
She

woul d have fallen but for him Then it passed and she | ooked at him again,
her

wor ds an awed whi sper.

"Where are we?"



"Ko'ah," he said. "This is nmy famly's Age."

* * *

Anna stood on the top of the escarpnment, |ooking out over a rich

ver dant

| andscape that took her breath away, it was so beautiful. Flat, rolling
pasture

was broken here and there by tiny coppices, while close by the foot of the
hi |

on which she stood, a broad, slownoving river wound its way out across
t he

plain, small grassy noundlike islands enbedded |ike soft green jewels in
its

sunlit surface.

To her right a line of nmountains marched into the distance, birds «circling
in
t he cl ear blue sky above them

Sunl i ght beat down on her neck and shoulders; not the fierce, destructive
heat
of the desert but a far softer, nore pleasant warnth

"Well?" Aitrus asked, from where he sat, just behind her, staring out
t hr ough
t he strange, heavy gl asses that he now wore. "What do you think of Ko'ah?"

Anna turned, |ooking back at him "I think you have enchanted ne. Either that
or
| amstill in bed and dreaning."

Aitrus reached out and plucked a nearby flower, then handed it to her. She
t ook

the pale blue bud and lifted it to her nose, inhaling its rich, perfuned
scent.

"Are your dreanms as real as this?"
She | aughed. "No." Then, nore seriously, "You said you would explain."

Reaching into his pocket, Aitrus took out a small, |eather-bound book. He
stared
at it a nonment, then handed it to her

"I's this another of those books?" she asked, opening it and seeing that
it
contained D ni witing.

"It is. But different fromthe one we used to cone here. This book |inks back
to
Dni. It is kept here, in the small cave we went to.

"The words in that book describe the place to which we |ink back-the study in
ny

famly's mansion in Dni. It was witten there. Wthout it we would be
trapped

here.”

"I see," she said, staring at the thin volune with new respect. "But



wher e
exactly are we? Are we in the pages of a book, or are we actually sonewhere?"

Hs smle was for her quickness. "There is, perhaps, sone way of

cal cul ati ng

preci sely where we are-by the night-time stars, maybe-but all that can be
said

for certain is that we are elsewhere. In all likelihood, we are on the
ot her

side of the universe fromD ni."

"I npossi ble. ™

"You could say that. But |ook about you, Anna. This world is the Age that
is

described in the book back in the roomin Dni. It conforns precisely to
t he

details in that book. In an infinite universe, all things are
possi bl e-within

physical limts, that is-and any book that can be witten does physically
exi st.

Sonmewhere. The book is the bridge between the words and the physica
actuality.

Wrd and world are |linked by the special properties of the book."
"It sounds to me |ike magic."

Aitrus smled. "Maybe. But we have long since stopped thinking of it as
such.

Witing such books is a difficult task. One cannot sinply wite whatever
cones

into one's head. There are strict rules and guidelines, and the |earning
of

those rules is a |l ong and arduous business."

"Ah," she said. "l understand now. "

"Under st and what ?"

"What you said about Witers. | thought ..." Anna | aughed. "You know, Aitrus,
I

woul d never have guessed. Never in a thousand years. | thought you D ni were
a

dour, inward-I|ooking people. But this ... well... you are true visionaries!"

Ai trus | aughed.

"Why, the great cavern in Dni is like a giant skull, filled with busy

t hought s,

and these books-well, they are |like the dreans and visions that cones from
such

i ntense nental activity!"

Aitrus stared at her a noment, then shook his head. "You are amazing,

Ah- na.

Way, | have lived in Dni nore than fifty years and never once have | thought
of

such a thing!"

"Different eyes," she said, l|ooking pointedly at him "that's all it



is.
Sonetimes it takes a total stranger to see the obvious."

"Per haps so."
"But tell nme, Aitrus. You spoke of the book's special properties. \Wat

exactly
did you nean?"

He | ooked away. "Forgive nme, Ah-na, but perhaps | have already said too
nmuch.

Such things are great secrets. Grave and greatly guarded secrets, known to
only

the . Guilds."

"Li ke the Guild of Ink-Mkers?"

Akrus glanced at her, then smled. "Yes, and the @uild of Books who
manuf act ur e

t he paper... and, of course, the Guild of Witers."
"And the witing in the books ... is it different fromthe witing you have
been

t eachi ng me?"
"Yes."

For a nonent Anna stared at the book in her hands; then, closing it up
she
handed it back to him

She turned, |ooking about her once again, savoring the feel of the coo
and

gentl e breeze on her arns and neck. Her hand went to her neck, draw ng back
t he

fine silk of her long, lustrously dark hair.

"It must have been cruel for you," Aitrus said, watching her, a
strange
expression coning to his eyes, "being | ocked up."

"It was." She glanced around at him then smled-a bright smle, full of
t he

day's sunlight. "But let's forget that now Cone, Aitrus. Let us go down to
t he

river."

That evening neither Aitrus nor Anna spoke a word about their visit to

Ko' ah.

But later, in her room the inpossibility of it struck Anna forcibly. She sat
on

t he edge of the bed, her nouth open in astonished recollection

In that instant after she had "linked," she had never felt nore scared. No,
nor

nore exhilarated. And the world itself. Ko'ah. Sitting there, she could
scarcely

beli eve that she had really been there. It had seened so strange and



dream i ke.

Yet in a small glass vase on the table at her side was the pale blue
fl ower

Aitrus had given her.

Anna | eaned close, inhaling its scent.

It had been real. As real as this. The very existence of the flower was proof
of
it. But how could that be? How could sinple words link to other places?

On their return fromKo' ah, Aitrus had shown her the Book, patiently taking
her

t hrough page after page, and showi ng her how such an Age was "made." She
had

seen at once the differences between this archaic formand the ordinary
witten

speech of Dm noting how it was not nmerely nore el aborate but nmore specific:
a

| anguage of precise yet subtle descriptive power. Yet seeing was one

t hi ng,

believing another. Gven all the evidence, her rational mnind stil

f ought

agai nst accepting it.

Besi de the Book itself, Aitrus had gone on to show her the books of

coment ary

three in all, the last containing barely a dozen entries. Al Books, he
sai d,

wer e accomnpani ed by such conmentaries, which were notes and observati ons on
t he

Ages. Sone of the nore ancient Ages-like N dur Genmat-had hundreds of books
of

comment ary.

She had asked hi m about it.

"N dur Cemat ?"

"It is one of six worlds belonging to Veovis's famly."

"Ah, | see. And do all the D ni own such Ages?"

"hb; Only the older famlies own such Ages. The rest- the conmon peopl e of
Elzlthe Book Roons. "

"You mean, there are common worlds, that everyone can visit?"

"Yes. In fact, until my father became Grand Master of our guild, we did not
have

our own Age. Ko'ah was witten for my father twenty years ago."

"And before that?"

"W would visit the Guild Ages. O Ages owned by friends."

Anna had smled at that. "That is sone incentive."

"l ncentive?"



"To work hard and nake one's way in the guild. Is there no resentnent anong
t he
conmon peopl e?"

Aitrus had shrugged. "Not that | know of. The Commpn Ages are free to
everyone.
It is not as if they are denied."

"No, but..." She had let the matter drop, returning her attention to the
first

of the books of comentary. "Wat is this?" she had asked after a
nonent ,

| ooking up at him again.

There had been a stanped i npression on the page, beneath a paragraph of
smal I,

neat witing in a bright green ink

"That is an inspection. By the @uild of Maintainers. They ensure that al
Ages

are maintained according to Guild |aws."

"And if they are not?"

"Then the Book can be confiscated and the owner punished."

"Does that happen often?"

"Not often. Al know the penalty for misdeneanors. To own an Age is an

i mrense

responsibility. Few are trusted."

"And yet you took ne there."

He had hesitated, then |ooking at her directly, he had nodded. "Yes, | did,"
he

sai d.

* * *
Anna slept well that night, and if she dreamed she did not recall it when
she

woke. Refreshed, she sat up, looking across at the delicate blue flower in
its

vase beside her bed, her mind at once filled wth the wonder of what she
had

wi t nessed the day before.

Aitrus was not at breakfast, and at first she thought that naybe he had
left

early to go tothe @iild Hall, but then, at the Ilast monent, as she
was

finishing her neal, he rushed into the roomin a state of i mmense excitenent.
"Anna! Wbnderful news! Veovis is to be given a Korfah V jal"

She stared at hi m unconprehendnygl y.

He laughed. "I'm sorry. The Korfah Vja is a special cerenbny to mark



t he

Quild's acceptance of his Book-his first Master work, that is. It is a
nonent ous

event. Few guilds-nen are ever given one, and Veovis is i mensely young to
have

been granted such an honor!"

"And Veovis ... he wote this Book? Like the Age we went to?"

Aitrus nodded. "Only much better. |Inconparably better."

The t hought of that nade her reassess Lord Veovis. She had thought himnerely
a

rich man's son, a politician. She had not even considered that he was also
a

"creator," let alone a great one.

"Then it will be a great occasion, no?"

"The greatest for many a year. All of Dni society will be there. And you
nust

conme with us, Anna!"”

She | ooked down. Usually she hated social occasions, but the thought of

seei ng

all of Dni society-and of nmeeting Lord Veovis once again-filled her wth
a

strange excitenent.

"When is to be?" she asked, |ooking back at Aitrus.

"A week fromnow," he answered. "On the anniversary of Kerath's hone-coning."

* * *

It was a small cerenbny. The six Assistant Grand Masters and the G and
Mast er,

Lord Sajka hinself, stood in a half circle on the great platform while
t he

cel ebrant, Veovis, stood before them his Book, the work of sixteen |ong
years,

on the podium before him

The day was bright and springlike, the blue sky dotted wth clouds. 1In
t he

di stance, snow capped nountains marched toward the south and the great
ocean.

Bel ow t hem the great plains stretched away to east and west and south, while
to

the north the ancient settlement of Derisa was tucked into a fold of hills.

This was the ol dest of the guild s many Ages-the Age of Yakul, nmade by the
first

great Witer of the Guild, Ar'tenen, and here, traditionally, the first

of ficial

cerenony took place.

There woul d be a second, nore public, cerenony later, on Veovis's own world
of
Ader Jamat, at which this noment would be reenacted for all to see, but



this
seem ngly | owkey event was by far the nore inportant.

Each of the seven senior nenbers of the guild had read the great work that
was

today accepted into the guild s own canon, and each had given their
separate

approval for this wultinmate recognition of the young Guild Master's talent.
It

was 187 years since the last Korfah Via and it would be nany years
before

another. Only ninety-three Books had been accepted into the canon in
t he

whol frofthe long history of the guild- anmong themthe Five Geat O assics
of

D ni-and only four guildsnmen had ever received this honor younger than the
man

who now stood before them Ampong those four was the | egendary Ri ' Neref.

A faint breeze gusted across the open space, rustling their cloaks, as
Lord

Saj ka, Grand Master of the Guild of Witers, stepped forward and, in a tongue
as

distinct from the cormbn speech of Dni as that of the
surface-dwel I ers,

pronounced the Wrds of Binding.

And then it was done. As Veovis bowed his head to his peers, Lord Sajka
smiled
and, in the common speech, said:

"Well done, Veovis. W are all immensely proud of you."

Veovi s | ooked up and snmiled, conscious of the great honor being accorded him

"My Lord, Guild Masters ... | hope to prove worthy of your approval. It is
a

great privilege to be a nenber of the @uild of Witers, and | count
nysel f

bl essed the day | chose to enter it."
And so it was done.

As, one by one, the elders |inked back to D ni, Veovis turned and | ooked
about

himat the ancient world of Yakul, and wondered if, one day, severa

t housand

years hence, sone other guildsman would stand on an Age he had witten
and

wonder, as he now wondered, what kind of man it was whose imagination
had

wr ought the connections to such a world as this.

He turned and wal ked over to the Linking Book. It was time to return to D ni,
to

pause and reflect before beginning the next chapter in his life. For his
next

wor k woul d be sonething other, he was determined on it; not just a gteat
wor k

but a cl assic.



But before all, celebration. For today was his day. Today he becane a great
nman,
honored before all D ni. ;

Veovi s placed his hand agai nst the glow ng panel and linked, a smle
appeari ng
on his lips even as his figure shimered and then faded into the air.

* * *

On the boat across to K veer, Anna began to have second thoughts about
nmeet i ng
so many strangers at the cerenony.

Wth Aitrus it was fine, for it was only the two of them as it had been
with

her father, but wth all others, even with Aitrus's parents, she felt ill
at

ease. She was not by any neans a social creature. How she should act and
what

she shoul d say, these things were a conplete mystery to her

It does not matter, Aitrus had said to her. They do not cxpectyou to bthave
as
t hey behave

Now, as the island grew nearer and she could see the great host of boats
gueui ng
to enter the tiny harbor, she felt her nervousness return

Last night, before her conversation with Aitrus, there had been a strange
little

scene in Kahlis's study. Knowi ng that his father knew nothing of their

vent ures

into Ko'ah, Aitrus had had his father "explain" about Books to Anna, and
she,

schooled by Aitrus in what to say and howto react, had pretended that it
was

all conpletely new to her

Kahlis had clearly been concerned; not only at Anna's possible reaction but
by

the problem of just how nuch to tell her. Airrus, however, had convinced
hi m

that had Lord Eneah not neant her to know, then he would have given

explicit

instructions to that effect. Kahlis would, indeed, have gone to see Lord
Eneah

had the great man not taken to his bed again with a recurrence of his illness.

And so Kahlis had "prepared" her, telling her that she nust expect a
gr eat

surprise, and that she was not to be afraid, for all that she would

experi ence

was quite normal. And she, pronpted by Aitrus, had feigned that she
under st ood,

even though she woul d barely have recognized the process of "linking" from
t he

description Aitrus's father had given her. It had been vague al nost to the



poi nt
of willful ness.

As their boat joined the great queue of boats, Anna could see, on the
decks,

endl ess guildsmen and their wi ves and sons and daughters, all of them dressed
in

their best finery. Looking at them Anna felt her spirits sink again. She
shoul d

never have cone. Then her father's voice sounded clearly in her head.

Don't worry, Anna. Just be yourself.

* * *

It was al most an hour before their boat drew up alongside the stone jetty
and

they clinbed the dark granite steps, up onto the marble-flagged
forecourt.

Faci ng them was the carved stone gate that surrounded the massive doorway.

Anna had seen K veer by day and it had seenmed a strange yet pleasant
edifice,

but at night it seemed a wholly forbidding place. As they approached
t he

doorway, Aitrus cane al ongside her

"Forgive nme, Ah-na," he said quietly, "but we nmust conform to
certain

formalities. Wien we are inside, you will draw back and wait a nonent while
ny

father and | are greeted. Then it will be your turn.”

Inside the great atrium Anna did as she was told, hol ding back beside Tasera
as

Aitrus and his father stepped forward and were presented by the Chief Steward
to

Rakeri and his son

Anna saw once nore that curious taking of both hands that was the D ni way
of

greeting, the fingers linked; w tnessed the sniles, the easy banter between
t he

two sets of nmen, and knew that this was a world she would never enter, book
or

no book.

As Kahlis turned, Tasera nudged her gently. "Ah-na."

Veovis was sniling pleasantly, his attention half on what was being said,
gilgreeting the next guests. As he looked across and his eyes net hers,
;:fle faded. There was a nonent's consideration and then he turned to Kahlis.
"Forgive ne, Master Kahlis, but mght | have a word with you, in private?"

Kahlis | ooked to his son, then shrugged. "Of course, Veovis."

Veovi s turned and bowed to Rakeri. "If you would forgive us a nmonent, Father?



I
shall not be long."

Tasera and Anna had stopped, yards distant of Lord Rakeri. As Veovis and
Kahl i s

wal ked away, Aitrus stared after them perturbed. Rakeri hinmself was
sinply

nystified.

There was an enbarrassed silence. Rakeri |ooked to Tasera and smiled
weakl y.

Aitrus sinmply stared at the door through which Veovis and his father had
passed.

A nonent later the tw nmen returned, his father <clearly enbarrassed
by

somet hi ng. Coming over to Aitrus, he drew him aside.

"It seens there has been a m sunderstanding,"
invitation

to include our house guest, Ah-na, but it was not neant so."

he began. "I took the

Aitrus, who had been Ilistening to his father's words, glanced over at
Veovi s,
who stood beside his father, wearing a deternined | ook.

"A m sunderstandi ng?" Aitrus tried to keep calm tried not to let his

anger

show.

"Yes," Kahlis said. "Ah-na can stay here, in the house. Veovis has prom sed

t hat

his servants w Il make sure she has everything she wants. But she cannot
go

t hrough into Ader Jamat."

"Why not ?"

Kahlis raised a hand, bidding himbe silent. "Because she is not D ni."
Aitrus felt the anger boil up inside him Keeping his voice | ow, he |eaned
cl ose

to Kahlis. "This is not right, Father."

"Maybe, " Kahlis conceded, "but it is Lord Veovis's decision who enters his
Age,

not ours, and we must respect that."

"I see.”

"I"'mglad you do. Now will you tell her, Aitrus?"

Aitrus stared back at hima nonment, then |ooked down. "You nust forgive
nel

Father. | respect you deeply, and love you, but in this I nust disobey you.
Thi s

is wong."

"Aitrus ..."

But Aitrus turned and wal ked across to where Rakeri and Veovis stood.



"Forgi ve

me, Lord Rakeri, but |I have been suffering froman illness these past few
weeks.

It haS left me feeling rather weak ... light-headed." He glanced at Veovis,
who

was wat chi ng hi m hawki shly now. "I feel it coming on now, and beg you to
excuse

ne."

Rakeri, who had no idea what was going on, gave a tiny bow of his head.
"l
conmi serate, Aitrus, but maybe ny house surgeon coul d hel p?"

"That is kind of you, nmy Lord, but | really ought to go hone."

Rakeri shook his head, a | ook of disappointnment in his eyes. "I amsorry
about
that. | had hoped to talk with you."

Aitrus bowed low, then turned to Veovis. "And may good fortune shine down
on

you, Veovis. | am sorry that | cannot be there for the celebration of
your
Korfah Vja."

There was a bl ack anger now behind Veovis's eyes, yet if he felt like
sayi ng
somet hing, he kept it well in check. He nodded curtly.

Aitrus stood there a nonment |onger, wondering whet her sonething nore ought to
be

said; then, knowing that the situation was irreparable, he turned on his
heel

and wal ked across to where Anna stood beside his nother

"Aitrus," Tasera said, her curiosity alnmost overwhelmng her by now, "what
is
goi ng on?"

"Ah-na and | are leaving," he said, naking no attenpt to explain how
t hi ngs
were. "Ask Father."

Anna was staring at himnow, bermused. "Aitrus? Wat's happeni ng?"
"Later,"
t he

gat hered ranks ofguildsnen and their fanilies, heading back toward the boat.

he said, then took her arm and turned her, |eading her out through

* * *

Aitrus was standing at the stern of the boat, chewing on a thunbnail and
staring
back at the great rock of K veer as it slid into the darkened di stance.

"You do not want to know. "
Anna, sitting just below him let out an exasperated sigh. "I am not

bli nd,
Aitrus. | saw how Veovis | ooked at you."



"There was a ni sunderstandi ng. "

Anna wai ted, conscious of how pained he was by all this. After a nonent he
spoke

agai n.

"He said you were not invited."

"Ah ... | see.”

"He said it was because you were not D ni."

"That much is undeniable."

Aitrus was silent a nonment, then, "It was an inpossible situation, Ah-na.
He

made nme choose. "

"And you chose nme?"

"Yes."

n W]y?ll

"Because he was not right to nake ne choose."

* * *

Anna was dressing the next norning when there was a hamrering on the
door

downstairs. It was still very early and it was unusual for anyone to cal
at
this hour. Going over to her door, she opened it a crack, I|istening.

There was a nurmured exchange between Kahlis and his steward. Then
"Here? Are you sure?"

There was silence for a nonment, then

"Lord Veovis! Welcone! To what do we owe this nost pleasant surprise?”
"I have cone to see your son. Master Kahlis. Is he at hone?"

"He is. | shall go and see if he has risen. If you would take a seat,
nmeanwhi | e.

"Il not be long."

A hand briefly brushed her arm She turned, her heart thunping, and
f ound

herself staring into Aitrus's face.

"Altrus!"

"WIl you come down with me, Ah-na?"

She hesitated, then shook her head. "This is between you two."

"No. This is about you, Ah-na. You ought to be there."



Veovi s stood as they stepped into the room

"Aitrus," he said, conmng across the room both hands extended. "WII
you

forgive me?"

Aitrus took his hands, tentatively at first, then with a greater firmmess.

"That depends."

"I understand. | handled things badly. I knowthat, and I amsorry for it."
He

| ooked past Aitrus to where Anna stood. "And you, Ah-na. | owe you an

apol ogy,

too."

"You do, indeed," Aitrus said sternly.

Veovi s nodded, accepting the rebuke. "Yes. And that is why | have brought you
a
present. To try to nake anends."

He turned and, going back across, picked up a box and brought it back
handi ng
it to Anna. It was a small, square box with tiny airholes in one side of it.

She stared at it a nonent, then untied the bright red ribbon and lifted the
lid
and then | ooked up at Veovis, | aughing.

"Way, it's beautiful! Wat is it?"

Carefully, cupping it in one hand, she lifted out a tiny creature-a
veritabl e

fur ball, its long silky coat the dark, brown-black of rich loam Its
| ar ge,

cobalt-col ored eyes stared up at her

"It is a reekoo," Veovis said. "It conmes from Ader Jamat."

Aitrus, who had turned to | ook, now smiled. "Thank you. It was a kind
t hought . "

Veovi s sighed, then, sonberly. "I amsorry you were not there |ast
ni ght,

Aitrus."

"And |. Yet we nust resolve this matter, no?"

Anna, who was stroking the rippled, |eathery neck of the tiny creature,
| ooked

up, glancing fromone to the other. So it was not settled, even now.

Veovis took a |long breath, then nodded. "Tonight," he said. "Conme to ny
r oons.
W'l talk about it then."”



IF was very | ate when he cane back that night. Anna waited Up, |listening as
sztsteps cane up the stairs. As he nade to pass her room she opened the
door

and stepped out.

"Aitrus?" she whispered.

Aitrus turned. He | ooked weary.

"I's everything all right now?"

He stared at her, then, "You had better come to ny study, Ah-na. W need
:Zlk."

The words seenmed omi nous. Anna nodded, then followed himdown the | ong
corridor

and into his room

"Wl | ?" she asked, as she took a chair, facing him

Aitrus shrugged. "I amafraid Veovis is intractable.™

"Intractable? I n what way? You are friends again, are you not?"

"Perhaps. But he will not bend on one inportant nmatter."

"And that is?"

Aitrus | ooked down glumy. "He says that as you are not Dni, he wll
Egzptenance you going into an Age, no, nor of learning anything about
ELELS. He clainms it is not right."

"Then you said nothing of our visit to Ko' ah?"

Aitrus hesitated, then shook his head.

"Can | ask why? It is unlike you to be so indirect."

"Maybe. But | had no will to fight Veovis a second tine."

"So did you prom se him anyt hi ng?"

"No. | said only that I would consider what he said."

"And was that enough for hin®"

"For now."

She stared at hima nonment, then, "So what have you deci ded?"

H s eyes met hers again. "Can | hide nothing fromyou, Ah-na?"

"No. But then you have had little practice in hiding what you feel from
peopl e,



Aitrus."

Aitrus stared at her for a long tine, then sighed. "So you think I
shoul d
abandon ny pl an?"

"Your plan?"

In answer, he opened the top right-hand drawer of his desk and took out a
bi g,

| eat her - bound book. It was a book-a D ni book-she could see that at a

gl ance.

But when he opened it, there was no box on the front right-hand page, and
t he

i nsi de pages were bl ank

She stared at it. "What is it?"
"It is a Kortee'nea," he said. "A blank book, waiting to be witten."

Anna | ooked up, her mouth falling open slightly.

"I have had it for a year now," he answered. "l have been nmaki ng notes toward
an

Age. One | nyself amwiting. And | thought... well, | thought that perhaps
you

mght like to help ne. But now ...

She saw what he nmeant. There was a choice. Defy Veovis and |lie about what
t hey
were doing, or go along with Veovis's wi shes and deny thensel ves this.

"And what do you want, Aitrus?" she asked quietly, her dark eyes probing
hi s.
"What do you really want?"

"I want to teach you everything," he said. "Everything | know. "

* * *

In the nonths that followed, the relationship between Aitrus and Veovis
was

strained. As if both sensed that all was not well between them they kept
nmuch

to thenselves. It was a situation that could not last |ong, however, and
a

chance remark to Veovis by a young man from the Guild of Maintainers
br ought

things to a head once nore.

Aitrus was in his roons at the uild Hall, when Veovis burst in upon
hi m
unannounced.

"I's it true?" Veovis denmanded, |eaning across the desk
Aitrus stared at his old friend in anazenent. Veovis's face was suffused

with
anger. The nuscl es stood out at his neck



"Is what true?"

"The girl ... the outsider ... are you teaching her to Wite? How could
you,
Aitrus! After all you prom sed!"

"I promised nothing. | said only that | would consider your words."
"That's pure sophistry, and you knowit! You lied to ne, Aitrus. You lied

and
deceived me. And not only ne, but Dni itselfl"

"Now cone," Aitrus said, standing.
"You are a traitor, Aitrus! And you can be sure | shall be taking this
natter

before the Council!"

And with that Veovis turned and stormed from the room Aitrus stood there
a

monent, half in shock, staring at the open doorway. Since the

Mai nt ai ners

i nspection two weeks back he had feared this nmonent. Veovis wouldn't go to

t he

Council, surely? But he knew Veovis. H's friend was not one to nake
idle
threats.

* * *

Anna sat in the w ndow of her room the tiny reekoo asleep in her lap as
she
gazed out over the ancient city and the harbor far bel ow.

They had cone that norning-six uniformed guards fromthe Guild of

Mai nt ai ners

and the great Lord Rhira hinmself. Kahlis and Aitrus had greeted them at
t he

door, then stood back as Guild Master Sijarun wal ked t hrough and opened t he
door

to the Book Room renoving both the Book of Ko'ah and the new, unconpleted
book

that had no nane.

The deci sion of the Council had been unani mous-Kahlis and his son were given
no
voice in the matter. It had been ruled that there had been a serious breach
of

protocol. In future, no one who was not of D ni blood would be allowed to see
a
Book or visit an Age. It was, Veovis had argued, inportant that they set
a

precedent. And so they had.

Anna sighed. It was all her fault. And now Aitrus was in despair. Even now
he

sat in his study, westling with the question of whether to resign his seat
on

t he Council.



She had seen Kahlis's face, and Tasera's. To |ose a Book, Aitrus had once
told

her, was a matter of the gravest inportance, but to have one taken forcibly,
by

order of the Council, was far, far worse. And she had brought that upon

t hem

She groaned softly.

There was no way she mi ght make anends. No way, unless ..

* * *

The old nan | ooked across at Anna, staring at her through half-I|idded
eyes,
then, pulling his cloak about him he answered her

"I do not know," he said, shaking his head sadly. "I really do not know.
Even
if we find sonething ..

"They will listen. They have to listen."

Kedri, Master of the @iild of Legislators, lifted his shoulders in a
shrug.

Then, with a sad smile, "All right. | shall try ny best, young Ah-na. For
you,

and for my dear friend Aitrus."

He sat there for a long time after she had gone, staring straight ahead, as
i f
inatrance. It was thus that his assistant, Haran, found him

"Master? Are you all right?"

Kedri slowy lifted his head, his eyes focusing on the young man. "Wat?
G]l

forgive me, Haran. | was far away. Renmenbering.”

Haran smiled and bowed his head. "I just came to say that the new intake
of

cadets is here. A dozen keen young students, fresh fromthe acadeny. \Wat
shal |
| do with then®"

Normal Iy, Kedri would have found them sone anodyne assignment-an exercise
in

dust-dry | aw, overseen by sone bored assistant or other-but the arrival of
this

new i nt ake coincided perfectly with his need.

If he was to search back through the records, he woul d need hel p-and what
better

hel p than a dozen keen young nen, anxious to inpress hin? At the sane tineg,
he

needed to be discreet. |If word of his activities got back to the Council
who

knew what fuss m ght ensue, particularly if young Lord Veovis got wind of it?
By

assigning these cadets to the Guild Age of Gadar-to search anong the
| egal



records stored in the Great Library there-he could split two rocks with a
singl e
bl ow, as the old sayi ng went.

"Take themto the Book Room" he said. "lI'lIl address themthere. | have a
t ask
for them"

Haran stared back at hima nonent, surprised, then, recollecting hinself,
he
bowed | ow and quickly hurried away.

It was strange that the girl, Ah-na, had cone to himthis norning, for only
chning before he had dreant of the time he had spent with the Surveyors
;Zg:gyago. It was then that he had first come to know young Aitrus. Aitrus
Ezgn assigned to himto show him how things worked and answer his every
gﬁg;yhad got on well fromthe start and had been friends ever since.

As far as Ah-na was concerned, he had nmet her only once before, when
Aitrus

brought her to his house, but he had liked her instantly, and saw at once
why

Aitrus was fascinated by her. She had a sharp intelligence and an

i nquisitive

mnd that were the match of any guildsmen. It had crossed his nind at once
t hat,

had she been D ni, she would have made young Aitrus the perfect bride.

Even so, it surprised himstill that she had conme and not Aitrus, for he
had
hal f - expected Aitrus to pay hima call

Kedri sat back, stretching his neck muscles and then turning his head from
si de
to side, trying to relieve the tension he was feeling.

What he had agreed to do would not nake him a popular man in certain
circles,

yet it had been a sinple choice: to help his young friend Aitrus or abandon
hi m

Kedri sighed heavily. The Great Library of Legislation on Gadar contained a
nass

of information stretching back over six thousand years-the handwitten

m nut es

of countless Council neetings and hearings, of guild conmittees and
tribunal s,

not to speak of the endless shelves of private communications between
Quild

Masters. It would be |ike digging for one specific tiny crystal in the nmiddle
of

a nount ai n.

And he had two weeks and a dozen keen young nen to do it.

* * *



Lord Eneah sat at his desk, Aitrus's cloak of office lay folded on the
desk

before him It had cone that norning, along with that of Aitrus's

f at her,

Kahlis. Eneah had dealt with Kahlis, sending the cloak back to the G and
Mast er

of the Surveyors. \Watever the rights or wongs of the issue, Kahlis was
clearly

not to blane. But Aitrus's conduct was a different nmatter entirely.

It was fairly sinmple, really. Either he accepted Aitrus's resignation now
and

ended the runors and specul ation, or he left natters to the Guild of
Surveyors,

who, so he understood, had already instigated investigations into the conduct
of

their representative.

What ever happened now, the damage was already done. The vote in Counci
had

betrayed the nood of the guilds. |In teaching the outsider Dni, and in
show ng

her an Age, Aitrus had not merely exceeded his brief, but had shown
poor

j udgrment. Some even clained that he had been bewi tched by the young girl and
had

|l ost his senses, but Eneah doubted that. Those who said that did not
know

Al trus.

Yet Aitrus had been injudicious.

Eneah straightened slightly. He had not slept at all |ast night and every

j oi nt

ached as if it had been dipped in hot oil, but that was not unusual. These
days

he lived in constant pain.

Wth a small, regretful sigh, he drew a sheet of paper to himand, taking
a

quill pen fromthe inkstand, quickly wote an acceptance letter then signed
hi s

nane. Once the rermaining Lords had set their nanmes to it, the letter would
be

seal ed and incorporated into the public record. In the neantinme, a notice
woul d

be posted throughout D ni, advising the citizens of this news.

And so ended a promi sing career.
Eneah reached across and rang his summons bell. At once a secretary appeared
at

t he door.

"Take this to Lord R hira at once."

Anna stood before the three of them



"So you wish to | eave?" Kahlis asked.

"No," she answered. "You have all been kind to ne. Yet |I feel | ought to.
have
brought so much trouble to this household."

"The choice was mine," Aitrus said. "If anyone should |l eave, it should be ne."
"That would be wong," Anna said. "Besides, | shall be confortable enough
at

Lord Eneah's mansion."

"Nonsense! " Tasera said, speaking for the first time since Anna had
sunmoned

themto this nmeeting. "I will not hear of it! Lord Eneah is an old man! No
You
will stay here!"

Anna stared at Tasera, astonished. She had thought Tasera nost of all would
have

wanted her gone. Since the Council's neeting she had been
practically

ostraci zed. Yet Tasera seened by far the nost indignant of the three.

"Then it is settled," Kahlis said, smiling proudly at his wife, "Ah-na
stays
here, as famly."

!t was an anci ent book, great whorls of faded color dotting the pale gray of
Lthy | eat her cover like dusty jewels. Looking down at it, Quild Master
Fﬁgah hinself smiling. Until yesterday it had remai ned unread upon its shelf
L?Lse on ni neteen hundred years.

Kedri | ooked up at Anna, who sat to one side of the desk, then addressed
t he

young man. "Forgive me, CGuildsman, but how exactly did you find this? It is
not

as if this lay directly on the path of our main search."

The young man bowed his head nervously, then spoke. "It was sonething you
sai d,

Master Kedri. Last night, at supper. You know, about trying to identify
possi bl e

factors in the search.”

"CGCo on."

"I't got me thinking. Master, asking nyself just what kind of person m ght
g?anted access to an Age. That is, what kind ofnon-D ni person, naturally."

" And?"

"Well... ny first thought was that such a person would have to have the ear



of
someone inportant-soneone very inportant, indeed, perhaps even one of the
Fi ve.

And so | went to the list of clerks ...

"C erks?"

"To the Five."

"Ah ... and what did that give you?"

The young man sniled. "Six nanes."

Al ready Kedri was ahead of him "Nanes that were not Dni, | presune."
"Ygs, Master. There was a time when sone of the nore talented natives-from
gELLdand the like-were pernitted to cone here, into Dni itself."

Kedri raised an eyebrow. "Now that | did not know. "

"No, Master, for it was a very long time ago, very shortly after the Counci
r?fst set up inits present form not long after the Age of Kings."

"I see. And these clerks ... were they restricted to D ni, or were they

grant ed
access to ot her Ages?"

The guil dsman nodded at the book before Kedri. "I have nmarked the
rel evant
passages, Master. | amsure there are further entries in the other books."

There was a small pile of books on the floor behind the young guil dsman.

Anna felt a tingle of excitement pass through her. She stood and,
crouchi ng,

lifted one of the books and opened it, sniffing in the scent of great age as
it

wafted up to her off the

page-1t was an old script, different in several ways from its
noder n

counterpart, yet easily decipherable. In several places the ink had faded
al nost

to nothing, yet the neaning of the text was quite clear.

Anna | ooked across at Kedri and nodded, a feeling of deep satisfaction
f | oodi ng
her at that nonent.

"It is not too old then. Master?" the young guudsman asked. "I thought,
per haps,
that its age might possibly invalidate it."

"A precedent is a precedent," Kedri said, |ooking to Anna, then reading
t he

passage once again. "W shall find further sources to verify this, no
doubt - and

further instances, | warrant."



He cl osed the book, then nodded. "You have done well, Guildsman."

"Thank you, Master," the young nan answered, bowi ng |ow, a great beam of a
smile
on his face.

"Thank you, Guildsman ..."

"Nef erus, Master. Quildsman Neferus."

* * *

What had taken the full vote of the Council to decide, took but a
singl e
signature to revoke.

As Lord Eneah pushed the docurment away, he felt a great weight slip fromhim
;Es gl ad Master Kedri had found what he had found, for he had never felt
grlézse with the decision, yet |ooking up, he sawin his nind the closed face
Egrd Rakeri, and knew that all the Five were not as pleased as he.

The Books would be returned to Master Kahlis, and Ah-na would be free to
travel

inthem Yet all was not quite as it had been. Aitrus still refused to take
up

his vacated role as representative of the Guild of Surveyors. He said he had
had

enough of votes and neetings, and naybe he was right. And as for Veovis ..

Eneah dropped the pen back into the inkstand and | eaned back, weary now t hat
it
was all over.

Young Veovis had called on himearlier that day, determned to have his say.
He

had not been rude, nor had he challenged in any way the validity of
Mast er

Kedri's discoveries, yet it was clear that he resented the

Legi slator's

intrusion in Council matters, and was dead set against allow ng Ah-na entry
into

any D ni Age. He had ended by begging Lord Eneah to set the ancient

pr ecedent

asi de and endorse the Council's decision, but Eneah had told him he could not
do

t hat .

The law was the law, after all. Precedent was precedent. It was the D ni way
and
had been for a thousand generations.

And so Veovis had left, under a cloud, angry and resentful, and who knew
what
troubl e woul d cone of that?

But so it is, Eneah thought, |ooking about him at the enpty study. No



singl e
man, however nmat or powerful, is nmore inportant than D ni.

He smiled, knowing that soon he would be little nmore than a nane, another
statue
in the Geat Hall of the Lords.

"So it is," he said quietly. "And so it must be. Until the end of tine."

And with that he stood, wal ked across the room and out, noving slowy,
silently,
i ke a shadow on the rock

PART FOUR
GEMEDET

Anna waited, crouched just in front of Aitrus in the narrow tunnel, | ooking
out

into the bottomof the well. Just below her, the surface of the tiny,
circul ar

pool was black. Slowy, very slowy, sunlight crept down the snooth, black
wal

facing her, a pure light, alnpbst unreal it seened so bright, each separate
shaf t

a solid, shining bar in that penum bral darkness.

It was cool and silent, yet overhead, far above the surface, the sun
appr oached

its zenith.

"Wait..." Aitrus said softly. "Just a nmonent |onger."

The sunlight touched the still, curved edge of the water. A nonent |[ater
t he

water's depths were breached, the straight beambent, refracted by the
cl ear
[iquid.

Anna gasped. It was beautiful. The well had a solid wooden Iid, but Aitrus
had

cut an intricate design into the wood. As the sun clinbed directly above
t he

wel |, so each part of that design was slowy etched upon the dark circle of
t he
pool, until the whole of it could be seen, burning Iike shafts of brilliant
fire

in the cool, translucent depths of the water

The D ni word Shorah. "Peace."

Anna smled and turned to |l ook at Aitrus, seeing howthe word was refl ected
1ﬂe bl ack centers of his pupils.

So that's what you were doing," she said quietly. "I wondered."

She turned back, knowi ng, without needing to be told, that its beauty



was
transient, would be gone just as soon as the sun nmoved fromits zenith and
t he

sunlight clinbed the wall again.

"I made it for you," he said.

I know, she thought. Aloud, she said, "Thank you. It's beautiful."

“lsn't it?"
They wat ched, together in the silence, until, with a final, glittering w nk,
t he

bri ghtness in the pool was gone.

Anna stared into the bl ackness and si ghed.

"\What are you thinking?" he asked, after a nonent.

"I was thinking of my father."

"Ah ..." He was silent a long while, then, "Come. Let's go back up."

Anna turned and followed, half-crouched as she walked along the tiny
tunnel ,

then straightening to clinb the twisting flight of steps that had been cut
from

the rock. Aitrus had worked weeks on this. And all for that one snall instant
of

magi c.

A tiny shiver passed through her. She watched himclinb the steps ahead

ot her,

noticing how neatly his hair was clipped at his neck, how strong his back
and

arms were, how broad his shoulders, and realized just how fam liar he had
becone

t hese | ast few years.

As fam liar alnost as this Age they had slowy built together.

Stepping out into the sunlight beside Aitrus, Anna smiled. It was so green
Al

she coul d see was green. Forest and grasslands, wood and plain. Wy, even
t he

sl ow, neandering rivers were green with trailing weed.

Only the sky was blue. A deep, water-heavy blue. In the distance a great,
raft

of huge white clouds drifted slowy fromright to left, their novenent
al nost

i nperceptible, casting deep shadows on the hills and vall eys bel ow.

It had all seened strange at first, after the desert |andscape she had known
al l

her life. So strange, that she had spent hours sinply staring at the

cl ouds,

fascinated by them

She | ooked to Aitrus. He was wearing his D ni glasses now, to protect his



eyes
agai nst the glare of the sun. They all wore themwhen not in Dni. Only she
did

not have to.

"W should go north next,"
area

beyond the | ake."

she said. "To the mountains. | could map chat

Aitrus smled. "Perhaps. O maybe that long valley to the northeast of here."

She | ooked down, sniling, know ng exactly why he was interested in that

ar ea.

They had passed through it several weeks ago on their way back from
t he

peni nsul a and had noticed signs of |ong-dormant vol canic activity. She had
seen

the tiny gleamof interest in his eyes.

"I'f you want."

They wal ked on, talking as they went, continuing the discussion they had
begun

earlier that day. Werever they went, they talked, making observations on
t he

physi cal signs of this world, and debating which small changes to the words
and

phrasi ng mi ght have caused this effect or that.

Sonetimes Aitrus would stop, crouch down with the notepad bal anced on his
knee,
and would write down sonething he or she had said, wanting to capture it,

r eady

to enter it in the book of comrentary they had begun six nonths back

Al r eady

they had filled half the great |edger with their observations, and each
. day

they added to it, with words and nmaps and draw ngs.

A long slope led to the encampnent, which was sighted at the head of a
ver dant

valley. To one side of that grassy plateau, the earth had folded and a
gr eat

slab of snpboth black rock jutted fromthe green. Just above it a

sl ow movi ng

river pooled, then fell sheer two hundred feet to the valley floor in a
cl ear,

narrow curtain.

The sound of the falls was ever-present, a counterpoint to the exotic,
echoi ng

cries of birds from the wood that clinmbed the steep slope behind them To
t he

north were nmountains, to the south the great ocean

It was a beautiful place.
Aitrus's tent was to the left of the canp, its long franme of green

canvas
blending with the background. A smaller, circular tent, its canvas a



vivid

yel l ow, stood just beside and was used for stores. Until a week ago there
had

been a third tent, the twin of Aitrus's, but now that the cabin was
habi t abl e,

Anna had moved in. It was not finished yet-Aitrus had yet to cut and fit
t he

wooden floor-but the roof was on and it was dry. Beside Anna's section
whi ch

was screened off, Aitrus had set up a tenporary |ab, which they planned to
use

until they had built a proper, permanent |aboratory a little way farther up
t he

sl ope.

They wal ked across. A trestle table stood just outside Aitrus's tent, in

t he

shadow of the canvas awning. On top of it, its corners held down by tiny
copper

wei ghts, was the map Anna had been working on earlier, a clear thin cover
of

D ni polymer laid over it in case of rain.

The map was renmarkably detailed, a color key on the right-hand side of the
ﬁgi?;g sense of the intricate pattern of colors on the map itself. Areas of
;Eget were bl ank, where they had not yet surveyed the |and, but where they
gﬁgé had provided a vivid guide to it-one that not only nade sense of
L;zential topography but also gave a clue to the types of soil and
izgztation that overlay the deeper rock formations. It was all, she said,
gigngf her father's favorite terms, "a question of edaphol ogy."

Maybe it was because she was fromthe surface, but her grasp of how the kind
of

rock affected the visible features of the land was far nore refined than
hi s,

al nost instinctive. Often she did not have to anal yze a rock sanple but knew
it

by its feel, its color and its texture. His instinct was for the pressures
and

stresses within the rock that provided what one saw wth its
under | yi ng

structure.

At first it had astonished Aitrus that she had known so nmuch of rocks
and

m neral s and the conplex art of nmapping the rock, and even when he | earned
nor e

other father and how she had helped him he was still amazed that she
had

grasped quite so much in so brief a time. Yet as the weeks went on, his
surprise

had turned to delight, knowi ng that here at |ast was someone with whom he

m ght

share his lifelong fascination with the rock



It was not |ong before he had begun to teach her the D ni nanes for
t he

different types of rock and the terns his people used to describe the
vari ous

geol ogi cal processes. Anna learned easily and was soon fluent enough to
hol d

t hose conversations which, through to today, had never ceased between

t hem

After a while Aitrus had begun to push her, testing her, as if to find
t he

limts of her intelligence, but it seemed there were no bounds to what she
was

capabl e of.

Ri ght now, however, the tw of themstood beside the trestle table.
Aitrus

studied the half-conpleted map a nmonment then tapped an area in the top
left

corner with his forefinger

"We could start here, Ah-na, where the river bends and drops. It would give
us

the opportunity to map all of this area to the west of the river. That
woul d

t ake, what? Two days?"

Anna studi ed the blank area on her map and nodded. "Two. Three at nost."

"Three it is. W could take the tent and canp there. Then we could spend a
day
or two exploring the valley. There are cave systens there. Did you see then®?"

Anna smled. "I saw."

"Good. And once we've finished there, we could come back here and spend a
coupl e
of days witing things up."

"Can the guild spare you that |ong?"

"I'f they need nme urgently, they'll send soneone. But | doubt it. Things are
sl ow
at present, and wuntil the @uild of Mners present their report on the
new

excavation, that is how it wll remain. W night as well wuse the
tinme

fruitfully."”

"Atrus?"

"Yes?"

"Can we set out a little later tomorrow? I n the afternoon, perhaps?"
"You want to see the well again?"
Anna nodded.

"Al'l right. | guess it will take nost of the norning to pack what we



need,
anyway. "

She smled. That was so like Aitrus. Rather than admt to indulging her
he

woul d always find some excuse to | et her have her way.

"And Aitrus?"

He turned, clearly distracted. "Yes?"

"Ch, nothing ... Nothing inportant, anyway."

* * *

That evening it rained; a warm heavy rain that thundered on the roof of
t he
cabin and filled the valley like a huge, shimering mst of silver.

Anna stepped out into the downpour, raising her arms, her head back
savoring

the feel of the rain against her skin.

Just across fromher, Aitrus peeked out fromhis tent and, seeing what she
was

doi ng, called out to her

"Ah-na! What are you doing? You'll be soaked to the skin!"

Laughi ng, she turned to face him then, on whim began to dance, whirling
ar ound

and around, her bare feet flying across the wet grass.

" Ah-na!"

She stopped, facing him then put a hand out.

"Cone, Aitrus! Join nme!"

Aitrus hesitated, then, reluctantly, yet smling all the same, he stepped
out .

Al most instantly he was soaked, his hair plastered to his head.

He took her hand.

"Conme!" she said, her eyes shining brightly, excitedly, "let's dance!"
And
wi t hout warni ng, she began to whirl himaround and around beneath the open
sky,

the light fromthe hanging lanterns in front of the cabin turning the fal
of
rain into a cascade of silver.

Exhil arated, Aitrus whooped |loudly, then stopped dead. He was |aughing,
hi s
whol e face alive as she had never seen it before.

"I'sn't it wonderful?" she asked, alnost shouting against the noise of
t he
downpour .



"Marvel ous!" he shouted back, then, unexpectedly, he grabbed her close
and

whirl ed around and around again, wuntil, giddy fromtheir circling, he

st opped,

swayi ng and coughi ng and | aughi ng.

Anna, too, was |aughing. She put her head back, drinking in the pure,
cl ean
water fromthe sky. Rain! The wonder of rain!

* * *

Anna stood behind the -wooden partition, toweling her hair. Qutside, the
rain

still fell, but nowit could be heard only as a oentle, murnuring patter
agai nst

the roof. Soon the stormwould pass.

She had changed into a dry, woolen dress of cyan blue, her favorite
col or,
fastened at the waist with a sinple cord

Folding the towel, she dropped it onto the end of her pallet bed then
turned

full circle, |ooking about her. There were books wherever she | ooked, on
shel ves

and surfaces, and, on the narrow wooden table in the corner
scientific

equi prent, the polished brasswork gleanming in the |anplight.

Anna sighed, feeling a real contentment. For the first time in a long,
| ong
whi |l e, she was happy.

To be honest, she had never worked so hard, nor felt so good. Before Aitrus
had

asked her to work with himon the creation of this Age, she had felt

usel ess,

but now ...

Now she had a probl em

Anna sat on the edge of her |ow bed, staring at the bare earth floor. Perhaps
it

was the dance. Perhaps it was that glinpse of Aitrus, happy just as she
was

happy. Was that an illusion? Was it a transient thing? O could it last?

And besides ...

There was a knock on the door of the cabin. Anna | ooked wup, startled. It
was

Aitrus's habit to spend an hour at this time witing up his journal for the
day.

"Cone in."

Aitrus stepped inside, his right hand drawing his dark hair back fromhis
br ow.



"I wondered if you were all right."

She smled up at him "I'mfine. It was only rain."
Aitrus stood there a nmonment, hesitant, not sure just what to say, then
"Woul d

you like a game of Cntdct? "
"Al'l right."

He grinned, then nodded and turned away, returning to the tent to bring
t he
grid. Smling, Anna stood, then went across to clear a space on the table.

Genedet, or six-in-a-line, was the nost popular of D ni ganes. She had seen
a

cl ose variant of the gane in Tadjinar, played by the Chinese nerchants, but

t he

D ni version was played not on a two-dinensional board but on a conpl ex
three

di rensional grid, nine squares to a side.

It was, she thought, the perfect ganme for a race enbedded in the rock
whose
t hi nking was not |ateral but spatial

Aitrus returned a nonent later, setting the grid down on the table. It was
a

beautiful thing, of hand-carved lilac jade, as delicate-looking as a
honeycomnb

yet strong. Strong enough to have survived a thousand ganes wthout a
singl e

chip or blem sh

The base of the grid was a polished hemi sphere of topaz on which the

grid

revol ved snoothly. Long, silver tweezers, called re'dantee, were used to
slip

the playing pieces into place, while the pieces thensel ves were sinple
pol i shed

ovoi ds of green tourmaline and dark red al nandi ne.

Both the re'dantee and the "stones" were kept in a velvet-lined box,
whi ch

Aitrus now opened, placing it on the table beside the grid, so that both of
t hem

could easily reach it.

Anna sniled. She had fallen in love with the set at first sight.

They sat, facing each other across the table. As ever, Anna went first,

sl i ppi ng

her first "stone" into place, deep in the heart of the grid, giving.herself
t he

maxi mum of options.

For an hour or nore they played, in total silence, each concentrating on
t he
pattern of the stones. After a while the patter of rain on the roof



st opped.

Ni ght birds called in the darkness of the woods outside. Inside the gane
went

on, beneath the lantern's light.

Finally, she saw that she had lost. Aitrus had only to place a single stone
in

the bottom | eft-hand corner and there was no way she could stop hi m naking

Si X.

Anna | ooked up and saw, by his smile, that he knew.
" Anot her gane?"

She shook her head. Was nowthe time to speak? To tell himwhat she had
been
t hi nking earlier?

"What is it?" he asked gently.

Anna | ooked down. "I'mtired, that's all."

"Are you sure?"

She gave a single nod. It had been a good day-an al nbst perfect day-why
spoi |
it?

"Shall | pack the game away?" he asked, after a nonent.

"No," she said, |ooking up at himand snmiling; content now that she had
deci ded.

"I'"ll do that in the norning. Besides, | want to see how you rmanaged to
beat

ne."

Aitrus grinned. "Experience, that's all."

At that nmonent, there did not seemto be so many years' difference in
their

ages. In human terns, Aitrus was old-as old, alnpst, as her father-but in
D ni

terms he was still a very young man. Wy, it was quite likely that he would
live

anot her two centuries and nore. But was that al so why she was afraid to speak
of

what she felt?

"I"ll leave you, then," he said, standing, the lanplight glinting in his
fine,
dark hair. "Good night. Sleep well, Ah-na."

"And you," she said, standing.

He smiled. And then he left, Ileaving her staring at the door, the words
she

wanted so rmuch to say unsaid, while outside the night birds called, their
cries

echoi ng across the darkness of the valley.



The vall ey was a deep gash in the surrounding | and, cut not by a river but
by

ol der, far nore violent processes. Bare rock jutted fromthe sl opes on

ei t her

side, the folded pattern of its strata | ong exposed to the el enents so that
t he

softer rocks had been heavily eroded, |eaving great shelves of harder rock
At

one end of the wvalley, in the shadow of a particularly |long shelf, were
t he

caves. It was there that they began their survey.

Anna knew what Aitrus was |ooking for, and it was not |ong before he found it.
"Ah-na! Cone here! Look!"

She went across to where Aitrus was crouched in the deep shadow of the

over hang

and | ooked.

"Wel |l ?" he said, |ooking up at her triunphantly.

It was old and worn, but there was no doubting what it was. It was the
puckered

mouth of a diatrenme-a volcanic vent-formed Iong ago by high pressure
gases

drilling their way through the crustal rocks.

For the past two days they had kept coming upon signs that there was a
vol cano

somewhere cl ose by. Volcanic deposits had been scattered all about this
ar ea,

but this was the first vent they had found.

Fromthe | ook of it the volcano was an old one, dornmant for many centuries.
"I thought we'd made a stable world."

He smiled. "We did. But even stable worlds nust be forned. Vol canoes are part
of

the growi ng process of an Age. Even the best of worlds nust have them"

"So where is it?" she asked.

He stood, then turned, pointing straight through the rock toward the north.
"There, 1'd guess."

"Do you want to go and |l ook for it?"

Aitrus shrugged, then, "If you wouldn't mnd."

Anna | aughed. "Wy should I? It's a volcano. Qur volcano. Qur first!"

He grinned, as if he had not thought of that, then nodded. "Cone then. If

I'm
right, it can't be far."



The caldera was still visible, but time and weather had worn it down.
Trees

covered its shallow slopes and filled the great bow of the vol cano, but
here

and there the thin covering ofspil gave way to fissures and vents whose

dar kness

hinted at great depths.

It was old. Far older than they had first thought. Not thousands, but
mllions
of years old.

It_mas this part that Anna had taken a little while to grasp. The Ages to
rﬂgghlinked were not rmade by them they already existed, for the making
3Lrlds was a process that took not months but long mllennia. Aitrus, trying
;gke things absolutely clear to her, had sunmred it up thus:

"These Ages are worlds that do exist, or have existed, or shall. Providing
t he

description fits, thereis no linmtation of time or space. The link is
nmade

regardl ess.”

And so, too, this world of theirs, their Age, which they had called
Genedet ,

after the gane. It, too, existed, or had existed, or would. But where it was
or

when they did not know

Not that it mattered nost of the tine, but on occasion she did wonder just
wher e

they were in the night sky, and when-whether at the begi nning of the universe
or

somewhere near the end of that vast process.

The very thought of it hunbled her, made her understand why her father
EZ?ieved in a Maker who had fashioned it all. Having "witten,’
;?Eat skill and subtlety involved nerely in creating a link to these worlds,
ﬁga found herself in awe of the infinite care that had gone into the making
?Le originals to which their tenplates |inked.

havi ng seen

Personal ly, she could not believe that blind process had nmade it all. It
rifyher, qui te inconceivable, bearing in mnd the conplexity and variety
?:fe. Yet in this, if nothing else, Aitrus differed fromher. H s was, or so
Zfained, a nore rational approach, nore scientific-as if understanding
L?gduct of such processes were a key to understanding the why of them

exi sting



in the first place.

Aitrus had walked down the tree-strewn slope, naking his way between

t he

boul ders, until he stood beside one of the |lareer vents. Resting his®
ehest

agai nst the sloping wall of the wvent he | eaned out, peering into the

dar kness.

For a nonent he was perfectly still, then he turned his head, [|ooking back
at

her through his D ni gl asses.

"Shall we go in?"

Anna snmiled. "All right, but we'll need to bring a rope fromthe canp."”

Aitrus grinned. "And lanps, and ..

your not ebook."

A |l ook of perfect understandi ng passed between them It was tine to explore
t he
vol cano.

* * *

They got back to the encanpnent three days later than they had planned, to
find

that a message had been delivered fromDni. It lay upon the map table in
its

dar k bl ue wat er proof wr apping.

Whil e Anna began to stow away their equipnent, Aitrus broke the seal of
t he

package and took out the letter. He knew it was not urgent-they would have
sent

a Messenger into the Age to find himif it was-but it was unusual. Unfolding
t he

letter, he squinted at it through the I enses of his glasses. It was fromhis
old

friend Kedri, and concerned a query Aitrus had put to himthe last time they
had

met for supper.

He read it through quickly, then, smling, he slipped the paper into his
tunic

pocket .

"Wel | ?" Anna asked, coming al ongside him "Anything inportant?"

"No, but | need to go back."

"Shoul d we pack?"

He shook his head. "No. | only need to be away an hour or two. I'Il go
| ater
tonight. You can stay here. 1'll come back as soon as | can.”

Anna sniled. "You should have a bath when you get back to D ni."



"A bath?" He | ooked nock-offended. "Are you saying | smell, Ti'ana?"

"You positively reek of sulphur!” she said, grinning now "Like Ad
Beel zebub
hi msel f.""

He smiled at that. In the caves beneath the caldera, she had taught him
nmuch

about the nythology and gods of the surface, including the denpns
whom
according to many religions, lived in the regions beneath the earth.

"I'f only they knew the reality of it," she had said. "They'd be amazed."

It was then that he had given her her new nane-Ti'ana, which in D ni
neant
"story-teller,’
cook
you sonet hi ng before you go?"

as well as punning on her surface nane. "Do you need ne to

"I'"d rather you hel ped ne sort those sanples.”

"Al'l right," she said, her smle broadening. "I'll do the tests, you can
wite
up the notes."

* * *

Aitrus | ooked about himat the tent. Al was neat and orderly. H s notebook
was

open on the small table by his bed, the ink of the latest entry not yet dry.
It

was time to |ink back.

Anna was in her cabin. He would say goodnight to her, then go.

Aitrus went outside and stepped across to the cabin, knocking softly on
t he

door. Usually she would call out to him but this time there was
not hi ng.

Pushi ng the door open a little, he saw that she was not at her desk.

"Ti'ana?" he called softly. "Are you there?"

As if in answer he heard her soft snoring from behind the thin,
wooden

partition. Slipping inside, he tiptoed across and, drawing back the
curtain,

peered in.

Anna lay on her side on the pallet, facing him her eyes closed, her
features

peaceful in sleep. The long journey back fromthe valley had clearly
exhaust ed

her. He «crouched, watching her, drinking in the sight other. She was
SO

different fromthe wonmen he had known all his life-those strong yet frai

D ni

worren with their pale skin and | ong faces.



It had been nore than two nont hs ago, when they had made their first, and as
yet

only, journey to the mountains north of the canmp. On the way Anna had
col | ected

sanmpl es of various native flowers for |ater study. Yet, com ng upon the
wonder

of a snow covered slope-the first she had ever seen or touched or wal ked
upon

she had taken the bloonms from her pocket and scattered their petals over
t he

snow. He had asked her what she was doing, and she had shrugged.

"I had to," she had said, staring at him Then, pointing to the
scattered
petal s, she had bid himl ook

Aitrus closed his eyes, seeing them vividly, their bright shapes and
col ors
starkly contrasted against the purity of the whiteness-like |life and death.

It was then that he had decided, and every nmonent since had been but
ionfirnation of that decision-an affirmation of the feeling he had had at
Lgﬁént, when, looking up fromthe petals, he had seen her face shining down
ﬁ?n1like the sun itself.

Aitrus opened his eyes and saw that sane face, occluded now in sleep, like
t he

sun behind clouds, yet beautiful still. The nost beautiful he had ever seen
At

first he had not thought so, but tine had trained his eyes to see
her
differently. He knew her now.

Aitrus stretched out his hand, tracing the contours of that sleeping face in
;P? above it, a feeling of such tenderness pervading himthat he found his
??Zibling. He drew it back, surprised by the strength of what he felt at
Lgﬁ;nt. Overwhel ming, it was, like the rush of water over a fall

He nodded to hinself, then stood. It was tinme to go back to Dni. Tinme to
face
his father, Kahlis.

* * *

"I cannot say that | have not half-expected this," Kahlis was saying, "but I
had
hoped that you woul d, perhaps, have seen sense in tine."

"I amsorry that you feel so. Father."

"Even if it is as you say, Aitrus, have you thought this through properly?
Have

you thought out the full inplications of such a wunion? She is an outsider
A



surface-dwel l er. And you, Aitrus, are Dni-a GQuild Master and a nenber of
t he
Council. Such a marriage is unheard of."

"Maybe so. Yet there is no legal inpedinent to it." Aitrus took the letter
from

his tunic pocket and placed it on the desk before his father. "l asked
Mast er

Kedri to look into the matter, and that is his expert opinion."

Kahlis took the sheet of paper and unfolded it. For a noment he was
sil ent,
reading it, then he | ooked up, his eyes narrowed.

"And the age difference, Aitrus? Have you considered that? R ght now you are
t he

elder, but it will not always be so. Your life span is thrice hers. \Wen you
are

still in your prine she will be an old wonan. Have you thought of that?"

"I have," he answered. "Yet not to have her-to have never had her by ny
si de

that woul d be death indeed."
"And what if | said | was against the marriage?"
Aitrus nerely stared at him

Kahlis stood, then cane around his desk.

"You will not accept my advice, Aitrus. But | shall give you ny bl essing.
That ,
| hope, you will accept."

"dadly!" Aitrus said, then, reaching out, he took his father's hands in
t he
D ni way. "You will be proud of her, Father, | prom se you!"

* * *

Aitrus linked back into the cave above the encanpnent. Stepping out, he saw
;gﬁzing had changed. In the nmoonlight the canp | ooked peaceful, the tents to
fZ?t, the cabin to the right. Beyond and to the right the waterfall was |Iike
zheet of silver, its constant noise lulling him

Wal ki ng down between the trees he found that he was whistling softly, an
old

D ni song his nother had once sang to him He stopped, his eyes going to
t he

cabin. There she slept. Ti'ana. H s |ove.

"It cannot be wong," he said quietly.

Aitrus felt a light touch on his shoulder and started. Turning, he found
Anna

standi ng there behind him She was snmiling, as if pleased by her little trick.



"What cannot be wrong?"

He swal | oned. Now that the noment had cone, he was afraid of it. Yet that
f ear
was natural, it was there to be overcone.

"You and |," he answered, taking her hands.

Her eyes went down to where their hands nmet, then |ooked up to neet his
own
agai n. "Wat do you nean?"

"I mean | wish to marry you."
Her eyes slowy wi dened. She stared at himsilently, as if in wonder.
"Wl |l ?" he asked, when the waiting grew too nuch. "WIIl you marry ne, Ti'ana?"

"I will,'
had
i mgined it.

she said, her voice so soft, so quiet, that he felt at first he

"You will?"

Anna nodded, the faintest trace of a snmile coming to her I|ips.

"You will!" He whooped, then drew her close and, for the first tine,

enbr aced

her. Her face was suddenly close to his, less than a hand's w dth away.
The

sight of it sobered him

"I will be a good husband to you, Ti'ana, | pronmise. But you nust prom se
ne

somet hi ng. "

"Prom se what ?"

"That you will be ny partner in all things. M helpmate and conpanion, by
ny

side al ways, in whatever | do."

Slowy the smle returned to her face. Then, |leaning toward him she
gently

ki ssed him "I prom se."

* * *

Veovis storned into the room slanming the door behind him He grabbed
an

i nkwel | fromthe desk beside himand hurled it across the room shattering
it

into tiny fragnents.

"Never!" he said, glaring across the enpty room "Not while there's breath
left
in ny body!"

H s father, Rakeri, had broken the news to himan hour back. Aitrus was to
be



betrothed. At first, if anything, he had been indifferent to the news. He
had

not even heard that Aitrus was seeing anyone. Then, abruptly, he had
under st ood.

The girl! The surface-dweller!

Veovi s stomped across the room and threw hinmself down into his chair, gnaw ng
on
a thunbnail .

"Never!" he said again, the word hissing fromhimwth a real venom

H s father had explained how the Five had been approached, the docunents
of

precedent |aid before them Again that was Kedri's fault, the traitor
Aitrus

need only go before the full Council now to receive their blessing, and that
was

a formality.

O had been, in the past.

Veovis took a long, calmng breath, then turned his head, staring at
t he

shattered fragments of glass as if he dtd not recognize the cause,
t hen

shudder ed.
Never .
* * *

Aitrus stood before the Five, at the center of the great chanber. All
wer e

present. Lord R hira had read out the formal request; now, all that remained
was

for the Council to ratify the docunent.

R hira stared at Aitrus a nonment, then | ooked beyond him his eyes raking
t he
| evel s of the chanber.

"Al'l those in favor?"

There was a chorus of "Ayes," some reluctant, others enthusiastic. For
Si X

t housand years the question had been asked and answered thus.

Lord R hira smil ed.

"And those agai nst?" he asked, the question a formality.

"Nay. "

R hira had already turned the paper facedown. He had been about to
congratul ate

young Aitrus. But the single voice brought him up sharp. He stared at

Veovi s,
where he sat not two spans behind where Aitrus was standi ng.



"I beg pardon. CGuild Master Veovis?"
Veovis stood. "I said 'Nay."'"

R hira's w zened face blinked. Al five Lords were | eaning forward now,
staring
at Veovis. This was unheard of.

"Coul d | possibly have your reasons, Master Veovis?"

Veovi s's face was a nmask, expressionless. "I need give no reason. | am

sinply
against." And he sat, as if that was that.

As indeed it was. The verdict of Council had to be unaninobus in this
matter.

R hira looked to Aitrus. The young man had his head down, his own
expr essi on

unreadable; yet there was a tension to his figure that had not been
there

bef ore.

"Master Aitrus ..." he began, enbarrassed. "It would seem.."

Aitrus | ooked up, his pale eyes hard like slate. "I understand, Lord R hira.
The

Counci | has turned down ny request."

R hira, marking the i mense dignity with which Aitrus bore this
di sappoi nt nent,
gave a reluctant nod. "So it is.

"Then | will trouble you no nore, ny Lords."

Aitrus bowed to each of the Five in turn, then, turning on his heel, walked
from
t he chamber, his head held high, not even glancing at Veovis as he passed.

* * *

"Aitrus! Come now, open the door!"

Tasera stood before the door to her son's room her husband just behind her
in
t he shadows of the corridor

When there was no answer, Tasera turned and | ooked to her husband. "Wy did
you
not say sonething in Council, Kahlis?"

"I did," Kahlis said quietly, "but it made no difference."

"And is that it, then?" she asked, incredulous. "One man says nay and nay
it

is?"

There was the grating netallic noise of the |atch being drawn back, and then

t he
door eased open an inch



Forgive ne, Mother," Aitrus said fromwthin the darkness of the room "I
was
asl eep. "

"I heard what happened in Council," she said. "W need to di scuss what shoul d
be

done. ™

"There's nothing can be done," he said. "The Council has given their answer."
hp word, then, ofVeovis. No individual blame. As if this were the genuine
ﬁ?lkbuncH.

"Nonsense!" she said, angry now. Pushing past him she went over to the

tabl e
and lit the |anp.

Tasera turned, looking at himin the half light. Aitrus's face seened gaunt,
as

if he had been ill, but he was still, beneath it all, the same strong man
she

had br ed.

"I know you, Aitrus. You are a fighter. | also know how nuch Ti'ana neans
to

you. Now, will you bow before this decision, or will you fight?"

"Fight? How can | fight? And what can | fight with? Can | force Veovis to
change

his m nd? No. Neither he nor the Council would allowit! And as for

per suasi on

"Then beg."

" Beg?"

"I'f Ti'ana means that rmuch to you, go to Lord Veovis and beg himto change
hi s

m nd and grant you what you want. Go down on your knees before himif you
nust ,

but do not sinply accept this."

"On ny knees?" Aitrus stared at his nother, incredul ous.

"Yes," she said, standing face-to-face with him "Wat matters nore to
you,

Aitrus? Your pride or your future happi ness?"

"You want ne to beg?"

Tasera shook her head. "You said yourself: He will not be forced or

per suaded.

What ot her course is open to you?"

"Aitrus is right."

Bot h turned. Anna was standing in the doorway.



"Ti'ana, |..." Aitrus began, but she raised a hand to bid himbe silent. "I
know
what happened. Your father just told ne."

"Then you nust agree," Tasera said, appealing to her. "Aitrus nust go
to
Veovi s. "

"Maybe, " Anna said, nodding to her. Then she turned slightly, looking to
Aitrus

[ ovingly. "You know how proud | would be to be your wife, Aitrus. Prouder

t han

any worman in the whole of Dni. Yet | would not have you go down on your
knees

before that man, even if it meant we nmust spend our lives apart. It would be
a

violation, and | could not bear it. But there is, perhaps, another way ..."
Aitrus raised his eves and | ooked at Anna. For a long tinme he sinply

st udi ed

her, and then he nodded. "So be it, then," he said, "I will go to him But I
do

not hol d much hope."

* * *
Veovis agreed to neet wth Aitrus in his father's study. Lord Rakeri a
si | ent

presence in his chair, there to ensure that things were kept wi thin due
bounds.

"So what is it that you want, CGuildsman?" Veovis said, standing six paces
from
where Aitrus stood facing him his hands clasped behind his back

Aitrus met Veovis's masklike stare with his own. "I seek an explanation for
your

vote this nmorning."

"And | decline to give it."

"You do not |ike her, do you?"

Veovi s shrugged. "As | said ..
" you decline to give your reasons."
Veovi s nodded.

"You recall our neeting in the shaft all those years ago?"

"What of it?"

"You recall what happened ... after-ward? How | hel ped save your life?"
Veovis blinked. He took a long breath, then: "I was very grateful for
your

actions. But what of it? What bearing has it on this matter?"

"You made ne a promi se. Renenber? You said then that if there was anything



I

want ed- anyt hi ng-that was in your power to grant, then | should conme to you
and

you woul d grant it."

Veovis stood there like a Statue, his eyes like flints, staring back at
Aitrus.

"Do you renenber ?"
"I renmenber."”

"Then | ask you to keep your word. Lord Veovis, and give ne your
per ni ssi on,
before the full Council, to marry TI'ana."

Veovis was silent for along tine. Finally he turned, looking to his
f at her.

Rakeri stared back at his son a nonent, his eyes filled with a heavy
sadness,

t hen gave a single nod.

Veovi s turned back. "I ama man of ny word, and so your w sh is granted,
Aitrus,

son of Kahlis, but fromthis day forth I w sh neither to speak with you nor
hear

fromyou agai n. Whatever once existed between us is now at an end. Al

prom ses

are met. You understand?"

Aitrus stared back at him his face expressionless. "l understand. And
t hank
you. "

"You thank me?" Veovis |aughed bitterly. "Just go, for I amsick of the sight
of
you.

PART FI VE
THE PHI LOSOPHER

The vestibule was packed with guildsnen--Grand Masters and their
assi stants,

great Lords, and other, hunbler menbers of the central D ni Council -al
wai ti ng

to enter the great chanber for the debate. As ever before any
nonent ous

occasion, the place was buzzing with talk as small groups of cloaked
nmenber s

gat hered between the fluted nmarble pillars to indulge in informal discussion
of

t he new proposa

At the center of one of the larger groups stood Aitrus, whose proposal it was
In
the fifteen years since he had returned to Council, he had established



hi nsel f

as the unofficial |eader of the nore liberal faction in the House, and was

of ten

consulted by the Five on matters of policy. Today, however, he was distracted,

"Any news?" his friend Oen of the Guild of Chenmists asked as he Joi ned
t he

group.
"Not hi ng yet," Aitrus answered.

"She'll be all right," Penul, another close friend and a Master of the Guild
of
Legislators, said, laying a hand briefly on Aitrus's shoul der

| guess so," Aitrus said, but his concern was clear

"So howwi Il it go today?" Oen asked, |ooking about himat the dozen or
SO

Masters who formed the core of their faction "Does anyone have a clear idea?"

There were sniles. Oren, as a Chem st, always wanted a certain answer.

"\Whi chever way it goes, it will be close,” Hanmil, the eldest of their group
and

Grand Master of the Guild of Messengers said, pulling at his long white
bear d.

"Much will depend upon the el oquence of our friend here."

O en | ooked to Aitrus. "Then we are lost,"
cor ner

of his noputh. "Master Aitrus has but a single thing in his head today."

he said, a faint smle at one

Aitrus smled. "Do not fret. Master Oren, | shall be all right. Having to
speak
will distract ne fromnore inportant matters."

Al  nodded at that. Though the proposal was inportant to them al
t here,
Ti'ana's health was tantanmount.

I ndeed, without Ti'ana there would have been no proposal, for it was she who
had

taken them down to the lower city to see conditions for thensel ves; she who,
in

the main part, had drafted the proposal

"They say Veovis is to speak for our opponents," Penjul said, |ooking across
t he

vestibule to where Veovis stood, beneath the great arched doors to the
mai n

chanber, surrounded by the old nen of his faction

"Then the debate will be long and hard," Tekis of the Archivists said wyly.
"Long-wi nded, certainly," Penjul added, to general | aughter
"Maybe," Aitrus said, "yet | understand Lord Veovis's objections even so.

He
fears that this change is but the thin end of the wedge, and he is not al one



in

fearing this. Qur task is to allay such fears, if not in Veovis, then in

ot hers

who might vote with him They nust see that we nean exactly what we say and
no

nmore. Only then mght we win."

There were nods all around at that.
"And if we | ose?" Oren asked.

Aitrus smled. "Then we find other ways to help the lower city. As Ti'ana
has
often said to me, there is always nore than one way to skin a reekoo."

* * *

The chamber was silent as Veovis rose fromhis seat on the |owest |evel
and,
turning, | ooked about himat the gathered nenbers.

"Quildsnen, ny Lords ... as you know, ny task is to persuade you not to
adopt

this rash proposal. | do not think | need say nuch. As the present system
of

governing our city has worked for nore than five thousand years, then one
m ght
argue that it has worked well."

Veovi s paused, his eyes resting briefly on Aitrus, who sat not five spans
from
where he stood, watching himintently.

"Yet there is another issue here, and that is the question of who runs
D ni.

Such measures as are proposed mght seeminnocuous, yet they are guaranteed
to

encour age restl essness anong the common people, for having tasted power-if
only

of this limted kind-then would they not want greater power? Wuld they
be

content to remain thus limted?

"Besides, as we who were bred to it know to our great cost, power is but
one

side of the equation; responsibility is the other. Power can be given
over ni ght,

but responsibility must be taught. Long years go into its naking. Do we
not,

then, ask a great deal of these comon nen, however good their intentions,
in

expecting them to shoul der the bur'den of responsibility without
due

preparation? O course we do. Is it not wunfair to ask them to be as wi se
and

knowi ng as ourselves, when all they have known wuntil this time is service?
It

is."

Veovis smled. "And that is ultimately why | say nay to this proposal



Because

of the unhappiness it would bring to those who presently are happier than
us.

Why give them such care? Why burden themwth it? No, fellow guildsnen, |et
us

be content and | eave things as they are. Say nay as | say nay and |let us be

done

with it. Quildsmen, nmy Lords, thank you."

Veovis sat, to a nurnur of approval. At a signal fromlLord R hira, Aitrus
st ood.

"Quil dsnen, ny Lords ... As you may know, ny wife, Ti'ana is in labor, and so
I ’
too, ought to be brief."

There was | aughter. Even Veovis gave a grudgi ng nod.

"However, let ne just say a word or two in answer to ny fellow
nmenber' s
comments. | understand how busy Lord Veovis is, yet if he had read ny
pr oposal

t horoughly, he woul d see that what | am proposing falls far short of the kind
ggmer he suggests we woul d be relinquishing. Not only that, but | find nmyself
L?ofound agreenment with Veovis. Power is not a thing to be given Ilightly.
;22, responsibility is a grave and heavy burden and ought to be sonething one
;ihooled to bear. That is the Dni way, and | would not have it changed."

Aitrus paused, |ooking about him his eyes going from face to face anong
t he
circular levels of the great chanber.

"Let me therefore say it «clearly, for the benefit of all, so that there is
no

m st aki ng what | am asking you to agree to today. | amas one with Lord
Veovi s.

Al matters of policy and funding nmust remain the prerogative of this chanber.
I

do not contest that for a nonent. My proposal is designed to give, not
take-to

enpower the common people of D ni and give them a degree of control over
their

lives that at present they do not have."

Aitrus smled. "I see that some of you shake your heads at that, but it is
true,

and sone of you have seen it wth your own eyes. Qur people-D ni,
li ke

oursel ves-are not poor, nor are they hard done by. They have food and
shel ter,

sanitation and nmedicines if need be, but-and this is the vital point-their
| ot

could be inproved. Geatly inmproved."

He | ooked about hi monce again, scrutinizing face after face.



"I know what some of you are thinking. Wiwy? Wy should we be concerned
about

improving their lot? Well, let me give you two good reasons. First, just
t hi nk

of whom we speak. We are not talking of idlers and spendthrifts and
good- f or

not hi ngs, but of good, hardworking people, nmen and wonen both. Al of wus
here

know a good dozen or nore such people. W neet themdaily and depend on them
for

many things. And they depend on us.

"Second, it is often said, with justifiable pride, that Dni rules ten
t housand
Ages, yet a society ought to be judged not nmerely by the extent of its

enpire

but by the quality of life of all its citizens. W are a rich people. W
can

afford to be generous. Indeed, I would argue that it is our noral duty to
be

generous, especially to our owmn. And that is why | ask you, fellow guildsnmen,
to

say 'aye' to this proposal. For Dni, and so that we might in future

| ook

oursel ves squarely in the mrror and be proud of what we have done here

t oday.

Qui l dsrmen, my Lords, thank you."

As Aitrus sat. Lord Rhira signaled to the stewards at the back of the
hal I .

Veovis and Aitrus had been the |ast two speakers; nowit was all down to
t he

vot e.

R hira waited as the eight stewards took their places. It was their job to
count

t he hands raised both for and agai nst the proposal. Wen they were ready,
R hira

| ooked to his fellow Lords, then spoke again.

"Al'l those in favor of the notion raise your hands."
The stewards quickly count ed.

"And t hose against."

Again the stewards made their tally.

"Thank you, Guildsnen."

The stewards turned, meking their way down, forming an orderly queue before
Lord

R hira. As each gave his tally, R hira wote it down in the great |edger
before

him As the final steward turned away, Lord R hira quickly added up the
t wo

colums of figures, then I|ooked to either side of him It was a protoco

t hat

the Five Lords did not vote wunless a decision was so close-within three
vot es,



usual l y-that their opinion could decide the matter

"Quildsnen," he said, looking back at the rank after rank of nenbers
seat ed

around and above him "It appears that you are divided on this issue.
e

hundred and eighty-two nenbers for, one hundred and eighty against. In
t he

circunst ances, the Five speak for the proposal."

Veovis was on his feet at once. "But you cannot, my Lord! For what good
reason

He fell silent, then bowed his head.

R hira stared at the young Lord a noment, then stood, signaling to all that

t he

proceedi ngs were over. "The Council has spoken. Master Veovis. The proposa
is

carried.”

* * *

Suahrnir closed the door quietly behind him then turned, |ooking across
t he

[anplit roomto where his friend Veovis sat in the corner chair, |ost
in

t hought .

It was some tine since he had seen Veovis quite so agitated, and even though
he

had cal nred dowmn considerably since the Council neeting, there was stil
a

brooding intensity to himthat did not bode well

"Wuld you like a drink?" he asked, going over to the great stone
cupboard

beneat h the wi ndow and picking up one of the three crystal decanters he
kept

there.

Veovi s gl anced up, then shook his head.

Suahrnir shrugged, then poured hinself a large drink. He took a swig from
;rZss, then turned, facing Veovis again as the warnth of the liquor filled
throat.

"There nust be sonmething we can do," Veovis said quietly, as if speaking
L?nself.

Suahrnir smiled. "Maybe there is."

Veovi s's eyes widened with interest. "Go on.'

"There is a man | know," Suahrnir said, taking the seat beside Veovis.
"They



call himthe Phil osopher. He wites pamphlets.™

"Panphl ets!" Veovis nmade a sound of disgust. "Really, Suahrnir, | thought
you
were being serious."

"I am This Philosopher is a very influential man in the lower city. People
read
his witings. Lots of people. Arfd they listen to what he has to say. Mire

so
than Ti'ana and the reforners.”

"And just what does he say?"

Suahrnir sat back. "That would take too long. You ought to read one or two
of

them for yourself. You would Iike them Veovis."

Veovis stared at his friend skeptically, then reached out and took the

gl ass

fromhim taking a sip fromit before he handed it back

"And what nane does this Phil osopher go by?"

"A Gaeris."

Veovis roared with laughter. "A Gaeris! The fraudster?"

"I't was never proved."

But Veovis waved that away. "The guilds do not expel their nenbers on
t he

strength of runor, Suahrnir. Besides, | was there when A Gaeris was stripped
of

his Guild cloak. | heard the charges that were on the roll."

"That was fifty years ago."

"It does not matter if it was five hundred years ago. The man is
untrustworthy."

"I think you are wong. | think he could help you."
"Help me? How? By witing a panphlet about it?"

Suahrnir | ooked down. He had never heard Veovis sound quite so bitter
32$eat today had clearly hit himhard; nore so perhaps because of who it was
zazng the vote against him

"The Phi | osopher has no |ove of outsiders,"”
S:Zss. "I ndeed, he argues that the m xing of bloods is an abom nation."

Suahrnir said, staring into

Suahrnir | ooked up. Veovis was watching himnow. "He says that?"
"That and nmuch nore. You should neet him"

Veovi s | aughed sourly. "lnmpossible."



"Then you will just sit here and brood, will you?"

"No," Veovis said, standing, then reaching across for his cloak. "I will go
hone
to K veer and brood, as you clearly do not want my conpany.

Suahrnir put his hand out, trying to stop his friend. "Veovis ..

"Tormorrow, " Veovis said, brushing his hand off. "I wll be in a better
nood
t onmor r ow. "

Suahrnir watched him go, then sighed. Veovis was in a bad nood right now
and
closed to all suggestions, but maybe in a day or two ..

He smiled, then, going over to his desk, began to pen a note.

* * *

Anna sat up in bed, a huge pile of pillows at her back, cradling the newborn
a

serene smle, forged out of tiredness and exultation after a difficult
twenty

hour | abor, on her unusually pal e face.

On a chair to one side, Tasera sat forward, her fingers |laced together on
one

knee, her features set in a permanent grin of delight as she studied
her

grandson. He was small-much smaller than Aitrus had been at birth-but
sturdy,

and the mdw fe said he was a heal thy child.

They were on Ko'ah, and it was spring on the island. The scent of bl ossons
was
on the air and birdsong filled the nmorning's sunlit silence.

"Where is Aitrus?"

"He will be here soon," Anna said, smling soothingly at Tasera. "He
cannot
simply wal k away. It was his proposal."

"Even so ...

Tasera stopped, a grin breaching her face. "Aitrus! So there you are! What
t ook
you?"

Aitrus greeted his nother, then stepped past her, |ooking across the room
to
where Anna lay, his face, at that noment, filled w th wonder.

"A boy," Anna said, smling back at him
Aitrus went across, then knelt beside the bed, his face on a level with

t he
sl eeping child, his eyes wide at the sight of this, his son



"Way he's ..."

like you." Anna | aughed softly. "He's beautiful, no?"

Aitrus nodded, then |I|ooked up at her. "Thank you," he said quietly,
t hen,

| eaning carefully across the child, he gently kissed her

Again he stared, drinking in the sight of his child the same way he had
once

studi ed the sleeping formof Anna, that night before he had asked her to be
hi s

wife, the two nonents joined like links in a chain.

"Well, little Gehn," he said, the first hint of a tender smle on his |ips.
" How
is the world?"

* * *

They had been expecting Master Oren for some hours. He had said he would
be

late, but as the tinme went on it began to | ook nore and nore as if he would
not

make the cel ebration. And then he arrived, his face dark, his nmanner

wi t hdr awn.

Aitrus, about to greet him saw how he | ooked and took hi m asi de.
"What is it, old friend?"

"We are summoned, Aitrus," Oren answered, enbarrassed silently. "All
gui | dsmen

must report back to Dni at once. Two young guildsnen from the Guild
of

Mai nt ai ners have gone nissing. W are to search the Ages for them"

Aitrus blinked. "But that's ..."
" a mammot h task, yes, Aitrus, which is why the Mintainers have asked
for

the help of all the other guilds. The circunstances are ... suspicious, et
us

say. They were investigating sonething inportant. What it was, we do not
know,

but Grand Master Jadaris is concerned enough to think that they may have
been

ki dnapped, even killed."

The news stunned Aitrus. "All right,"
a

monent, Oren. |, nmeanwhile, will gather wup our friends and tell them the
news.

Then we shall go."

he said. "Cont in and greet ny famly

Oren nodded. For a noment he gently held Aitrus's arm "l am sorry to be
t he
bearer of such ill news on so joyous an occasion. | hear you have a son."



A brief smle appeared on Aitrus's features once nore. "Come see him Oen
Hs
nane i s Gehn and he shall be a great guildsman one day."

* * *
An hour |ater, Aitrus stood before Master Jadaris hinself.

"Ah, Master Aitrus. | hear congratulations are in order. A son, eh? That is
good

news. Very good news indeed!"

"Thank you, Grand Master," Aitrus said, bow ng | ow.

"You have been told what is happening?" Jadaris asked.

"W are to search the Ages."

"Indeed. But not all the Ages. Only those which the two guildsmen were known
to

have personally investigated in the last five years."

Al trus frowned. "Master?"

"This nust not be known to all, Aitrus," Jadaris said, lowering his
Voi ce

slightly and sitting forward, "but a nunber of blank 1|inking books have
gone

mssing fromour Halls. W suspect that the guildsmen took themto carry
out

their investigations."

That news was grave. Aitrus saw at once how difficult things were.

"Do we know what they were investigating. Master Jadaris?"

"W do not. But we think they may have found sonething on one of the Ages
t hey

were sent to look at routinely. Something very inportant. And they nay have
gone

back to try to get conclusive proof, using the mssing |inking books."

"How many Ages are involved, Mster?"

"More than sixty."

"And you suspect that a senior guildsnman m ght be invol ved?"

Jadaris nodded. "That is why we are sending in teans, rather than

i ndi vi dual

gui l dsmen. We do not want to take the risk of |osing any nore of our nen.
have

assigned you to a team of our own Maintainers."

"I see. And where would you like me to go. Grand Master?"

"To K veer."

"K' veer!"



Jadaris raised a hand. "Before you object. Lord Rakeri hinmself asked for
X??}us. He considers you above reproach and felt that if you were to |ead
EQaninvestigating his famly's Books, no possible taint would fall upon
P;iily. As you mi ght understand, this is a nost sensitive matter."

"OfF course. Even so ..

"It is decided," Jadaris said with a finality that nade Aitrus | ook up at
hi m
t hen bow.

"As you wi sh, Master Jadaris."

* * *

Lord Rakeri greeted Aitrus on the steps above the jetty. Behind the old man,
;?Eat spiral rock of K veer blotted out all else. It was early, and the Iight
1ﬂe great cavern was dim but across the lake D ni glowed |like the enbers of
?ire

"Aitrus, | amglad you came. And well done. | hear you have a son."

Aitrus took the old man's hands in his own and smled. "Thank you. Lord
Rakeri .
The boy's nane is Gehn."

Rakeri returned his smle, squeezing his hands before he relinquished them

"1t

is a good name. He whom he is nanmed after, his father's father's father, was
a

great man. O would have been, if tine had been kind to him But come, l|let us
go

through. This is a difficult business yet it nmust be done, so let us do it
with

some dignity."

Aitrus nodded, walking beside the old man as they went inside, the
ot her
gui I dsmen-si x young Mai ntainers and one Master of the Guild-follow ng behind.

The great mansion was still and silent. After the laughter of the party
on
Ko' ah, this seemed a sonber, joyless place.

The huge doors to the Book Roomwere |ocked. Rakeri took a key fromthe
huge
bunch at his belt and unl ocked the right-hand door, then pushed it open

"WIl you not come in wth us, ny Lord?" Aitrus asked, hesitating
before
steppi ng i nside the room

"I would rather not, Master Aitrus," Rakeri said, with a tiny sigh. "This
whol e



matter is difficult. Routine inspections one can live wth. They are
traditional. But this ... this casts a bad light on all, don't you think?"

"I amsure there is an explanation, ny Lord." Aitrus smled consolingly.
"W

shall work as quickly and as efficiently as we can, and | shall make sure that
a

copy of my report is placed before you before we | eave here."

Rakeri smled. "That is kind of you, young Aitrus. Very kind."

* * *

The Book Room of K' veer was an inpressive chanber, and though Aitrus had seen
it

often before, stepping into it once nore he felt again the weight of years

t hat

[ ay upon its shel ves.

Shelves filled three of the walls from floor to ceiling- ndless books
of

comment ary, nunbered and dated on their spines in golden Dni letters. In
one

pl ace only, to Aitrus's left as he stood, |ooking in, were the shelves

br eached.

There, two oreat wi ndows, paned w th translucent stone of varying colors,
went

fromfloor to ceiling. Through themcould be seen the |ake and the far wall
of

t he great cavern.

The whol e Book Roomwas |ike a giant spur, jutting fromthe main tw st of
t he

rock. There was a drop of ten spans between it and the surface of the
| ake

bel ow.

It was a daunting place for a young guildsman to enter. Rakeri and his
fam |y

owned six Books in all-six ancient Ages. These nassive, ancient books were to
be

found at the far end of the Iong, high-walled chanber, resting on tilted
mar bl e

pedestals, the colors of which matched the |eather covers of the
Books

t hensel ves. Each was secured to the pedestal by a strong |inked chain

t hat

| ooked like gold but was in fact made of nara, the hardest of the D ni stones.

Aitrus wal ked across, studying each of the Books in turn. Five of them
wer e

closed, the sixth-the Book of N dur Gemat-was open, the descriptive
panel

glowing in the half light of the early norning.

He had been to Nidur Gemat often, in earlier days, when he and Veovis had
been
friends. Standing there now, Aitrus felt a great sadness that they had
been



estranged, and wi shed he might sonehow bridge the chasm that had
devel oped
bet ween t hem t hese past fifteen years.

Aitrus turned, calling to the Guild Master. "Master Kura. Post two nmen on
t he
door. We shall start with N dur Gemat."

The @uild Master nodded and was about to talk to his guildsmen when the
door
burst open and Veovis stormed into the room

"I thought as much!" he cried, pointing directly at Aitrus. "I mght have
known
you woul d have yoursel f appointed to this task!"

Kura went to intercede, but Veovis glared at him "Hold your tongue, nan!
am
speaking to Guild Master Aitrus herel™

Aitrus waited as Veovis crossed the chanber, keeping all expression from
hi s

face, yet a tense conbative urge nade himclench his right fist where it
rested

besi de his |eg.

"Wel |l ?" Veovis said, stopping an armis length fromAitrus. "Have you not hi ng
to
say?"

Aitrus shook his head. He had | earned | ong ago that when soneone fal sely
accused
you, the best defense you had was sil ence.

"You coul dn't keep yourself from meddling, could you? As soon as you heard

"Veovi s!"

Veovi s straightened up, then turned. H s father, Rakeri, stood in the
door way.
" Fat her ?"

"Leave us now," Rakeri said, the tone of conmmand in his voice one that
Al trus
had never heard hi muse to Veovis before this hour

Veovi s bowed, then turned glaring at Aitrus, an unspoken comrent in his
eyes.
When he was gone, Rakeri came across.

"Forgive ny son, Aitrus. He does not understand how things are. | shal
speak

with himat once. In the neantinme, | apologize for him And | amsure, in
tine,

he will cone and apol ogi ze in person.”

Aitrus gave the tiniest nod of his head. "Thank you, Lord Rakeri, but that
will
not be necessary. Things are bad enough between us. Your apology is



quite
enough. "

Rakeri smled and gently nodded. "You are wise as well as kind, Aitrus. Yes,
and
| regret that ny son has lost so good a friend. And no blanme to you for that.

My

son i s stubborn, just as his grandfather was."

There was a nonent's awkward silence, then the old man nodded once agai n.
"Vl |,

Aitrus, | shall |eave you once again. Do what you nust. W have nothing here
to

hi de. "

Aitrus bowed his head. "My Lord ..."

* * *

A month passed with no word or sign of the two missing guildsnen. Slowy
;?Eat sweep of the sixty Ages came to a close. Two days after the departure
thrus and the Maintainer teamfromK veer, Veovis sat on the veranda at the
L?pthe i sland, reading his father's copy of the report.

Turning the final page, he read the concluding remarks, then set the report
down

on the low table at his side and sat back, staring thoughtfully into
t he

di st ance.

Suahrnir, seated just across fromhim studied his friend a nonment, then
"Wl ?
What does out friend Aitrus say?"

Veovis was silent a nonent, then he turned his head and | ooked at Suahrnir.
" He

was nost thorough. But also fair. Scrupulously so. | may have m sjudged him™"
"You think so?" Suahrnir |laughed. "Personally | think he feels nothing
but

ani nosity toward you, Veovis."

"Maybe so, but there is nothing in the report.™
"In the official report, maybe ..."

Veovi s narrowed his eyes. "What do you nean?"

"I mean that what is witten down for all to see is not always what is said

in private. What if Master Aitrus gave another, separate report to the Five?"

"Then ny father would have heard of such, and he, in turn, would have told
ne."

"Or to Lord R hira al one?"



Veovi s | ooked down, then shook his head. "No," he said, but the word
| acked
certainty.

"What if he found sonet hi ng?"

"Found? What could he find?"

"Ch, | don't mean found as in really found. Yet he might say he
f ound

somet hi ng. "

"And the Mintai ners?"

Suahrnir gave an ironic smle. "They could be fooled easily enough. They
ver e,

after all, but apprentice guildsnen."

The thought of it clearly disturbed Veovis, nonethel ess he shook his head
once

nore. "Aitrus does not Ilike me, but that does not nmake him a cheat, nor
a
sl anderer."

"Who knows what makes a man do certain things? You hurt him badly when
you

opposed his marriage to the outsider. It is not the kind of thing a man
forgets

easily. And it is a nore than adequate notive to wish to seek revenge."

Veovi s | ooked down, his whole expression dark and brooding. Finally, he
rai sed
his head again. "No, | cannot believe it of him"

Suahrnir | eaned forward, speaking conspiratorially now "Muybe not. But there
is
a way we could be certain."

"Certain? How?"

"I have a friend. He hears things ... fromservants and the like. If
sonet hi ng

secretive is going on, he will have heard of it."

"This friend of yours ... who is he?"

Suahrnir smled and sat back. "You know his nane."

"A Gaeris!" Veovis |aughed dism ssively, then shook his head. "You ask ne
to
take his word?"

"You do not have to believe anything he says,"” Suahrnir answered. "But what
harm
will it do to listen? You might |earn something to your benefit."

"And what does he want out of this?"

Suahrnir | ooked surprised at the suggestion. "Wy, nothing. Nothing at all
The



man owes nme a favor. Besides, | think you will enjoy nmeeting him Yes, and
he

you. You are both strong, intelligent nmen. I would enjoy watching you

| ock

horns. "

Veovis stared at his friend, then, with a grudging shrug of his shoul ders,
he

said. "All right. Arrange a neeting. But no word of this nust get out. If
anyone

shoul d wi tness our neeting ..."

Suahrnir snmiled, then stood, giving alittle bow to his friend. "Don't
worry,

Veovis. | know the very place.™

* * *

It was Dni night. Not the night of nobon and stars you would find up on
t he

surface, but a night of intense, alnpbst stygian shadow. The |ake was dark
t he

organisns in the water inactive, their inner clocks set to a
thirty-hour

bi ol ogi cal cycle established | ong ago and in anot her place, far fromearth.

On the roof garden of Kahlis's mansion, Anna stood alone, |eaning on
t he

par apet, |ooking out over the upper city. Earlier in the evening it had been
a

bl aze of light; now only scattered |anmps marked out the lines of streets.
Then

it had seemed like a great pearled shell, «clinging to the dark wall of
t he

cavern; now it looked nore like a ragged web, strung across one corner of
a

giant's | arder.

Qut on the lake itself the distant wink of lights revealed the whereabouts
of

i sl ands. Somewhere out there, on one of those islands, was Aitrus. O, at

| east,

he woul d have been, were he in Dni at all

Anna sighed, missing himintensely, then turned, hearing the child' s cries
start

up again in the nursery bel ow where she stood. For a noment she cl osed her
eyes,

tenpted to |l eave things to the nurse, then, steeling herself against the
sound,

she went across and, bending down, lifted the wooden hatch that was set into
t he

floor. Slipping inside, she went down the narrow stairs and out into
t he

corridor that ran the length of the top of the house.

At once the sound of the crying grew much | ouder; a persistent, whining cry
t hat
never seermed to end; or if it did, it ended but briefly, only to intensify.



Stepping into the room Anna saw that the nurse had been joined by her
gﬁ:?eague, Master Jura of the Guild of Healers. The ancient |ooked up from
;sz in the corner where he had been witing and frowned at Anna, as if she
ig? the baby were the cause of the problem

I gnoring him Anna wal ked over to the cot and | ooked down at her son. GCehn
| ay

on his back, his tiny red face screwed up tight as he baw ed and baw ed,
hi s

mouth a jagged black 0 in the mdst of that redness, his arnms and |egs

ki cki ng

in a continuous nmechani cal nmovenent of distress. The sight of it distressed
her .

It nade her want to pick himup and cuddle him but that would sol ve
not hi ng;

the crying would go on what ever she did.

"Well..." the Healer said after a nonment, consulting his notes, "I would
say
that the natter is a sinple one.™

Anna saw how he | ooked at her, his manner cold and unsynpathetic, and felt
her
stomach tighten.

"The child' s problens stemfromits stomach," the Healer continued. "He
cries
because he is nor receiving adequate sustenance, and because he is in pain."

"I'n pai n?"

The Heal er nodded, then |ooked to his notes again. "If the child were D ni
it
woul d be fairly easy to prescribe something for his condition, but as it is

"Forgive nme," Anna interrupted, "but what difference does that make?"

Master Jura blinked, surprised. Wen he spoke again, there was a note
of

i npatience in his voice. "lIs it not self-evident? The child is unnatural
A

hybrid. He is neither D ni nor human, but sone curious nixture of the two,
and

therein lie his problens. Wiy, it is astonishing that he is even viable!"

Anna felt the shock of what he had said wash through her. How dare he talk
of

her son as if he were some strange experinent! She | ooked down at the

bawl i ng

child, then back at the old Heal er

"Have you tested him Master Jura?"

The old man | aughed dism ssively. "I do not have to test him As | said, it
is



self-evident. One cannot m x human and D ni blood. To be perfectly honest
with
you, the child would be better off dead."

Anna stared at him her anger rising. Then, wth a cal mess she did not
feel,
she spoke.

"Get out."

The old man had gone back to his notes. At her words, he |ooked up

gl anci ng

first at the nurse, to see if it were she whom Anna had addressed, and then
at

Anna hersel f.

"Yes,"
bef or e
| throw you out!"

Anna said, her face hard now "You, old man. You heard ne. Get out

"Wy, | ...

"CGet out!" she shouted, focusing her anger on the man. "How dare you cone
into
nmy house and tell ne that ny son would be better off dead! How dare you!"

Master Jura bristled, then, closing up his notes, he slipped theminto his
case
and stood.

"I will not stay where | am not wanted."

"Good," Anna said, wanting to strike the man for his inpertinence. "And
you, "

she said, turning on the nurse. "Pack your things and go. | have no further
use

for you."

* * *

It was a quiet, first-floor roomin a house in the J' Taeri District,
over | ooki ng

the harbor. As the door closed, Veovis |ooked about him It was a
staid,

respectable room three Iow chairs resting agai nst one wall, a |arge,
dar k- wood

dresser against another. On the third, either side of the huge picture

wi ndow,

were two portraits. He walked across and studied thema noment. Both of
t he

worren | ooked stern and matronly, their clothing dark and austere-the
dour

uni form of respectable D ni wonmen for four thousand years and nore.

He shook his head, then turned. The city bell was sounding the fourth hour
of
the afternoon. All was peacef ul

Wuld A Gaeris cone? And if he did, what would the old fraud have to say?



He coul d renenber how angry A Gaeris had been, the day of his
expul si on-coul d

renmenber vividly how he had glared at the G and Master before throw ng down
hi s

guild cloak and storming fromthe Hall

Veovis had been but a student that day, not even a guilds-man, |let alone
a

Master. And now here he was, alnmpst fifty years on

The door behind himcreaked open. Veovis turned, to find Suahrnir

st andi ng

there.

"Has he come?"

Suahrnir nodded, then stood back as A Gaeris entered the room He was a
L?LLa-shouldered man, but stout in girth and balding, his gray hair swept
??gilhis pat e and worn unfashi onably long. He wore a sinple black tunic and
nggy pants of a simlar black cloth. But it was his eyes that drew
attention.

Fi erce eyes that stared intently, alnost insolently back at Veovis.

"My Lord," A Gaeris said, the slightest sneer in the greeting.

"Phi | osopher," Veovis replied, matching h?s tone perfectly.

A Gaeris smiled. "I was not wong, then."

"W ong?"

"I said you had fire in you. And | was right."

Veovis smiled sardonically. "That would be praise if fromanother's lips."
"But not from mine?"

"I do not know you, except by reputation.”

"You have read ny witings, then?"

"Not a word."

A Gaeris barely batted an eyelid at the news. "Then that is a joy to cone."

"And nodest, too?"

"Need | be?"

Veovis smiled, warmng to the man. "You are sharp, A Gaeris, 1'll give
you

that."

"Sharp enough to cut yourself on, | warrant. So why are you here?"

"To be honest, | amnot sure. | was persuaded that you m ght help ne."



"Hel p you?" A Gaeris |aughed, then wal ked to the wi ndow and stared out. "But
g?i a Lord of Dni. How can I, a mere comon man, hel pyou?"

But there was a teasing glint in the Philosopher's eyes that intrigued Veovis.
"l do not know. "

"No," A Gaeris |ooked back at himand smled. "But maybe | do."

"CGo on."

"l hear things."

"So Suahrnir told ne. But are they things worth hearing?"

A' Gaeris shrugged. "Wat would you know?"

"Somet hing to my benefit?"

"And your foes' disadvantage?"

"Per haps. "

The Phil osopher sniled. "W share one inportant thing, Lord Veovis. A love
g:ni, and a belief in the purity of D ni blood."

"What do you nean?"

"I speak of your once-friend Aitrus and his ill-chosen wife."

Veovi s narrowed his eyes. "Wat of then"

"Only last night, it seenms, the outsider wonman sent Master Jura of the
Heal er s

away with his tail between his legs. And the child' s nurse.”

Veovi s | ooked to Suahrnir again. This was news indeed if it were true.

"Do you know why?"

A Gaeris grinned broadly. "It seens Master Jura suggested that it m ght
f?;z and trouble were the half-breed to be peacefully done away with."
Veovis stared back at hima nmonent, astonished. "And what did Master Aitrus
say

of this?"

"What could he say? He is away. But he will know soon enough when he is back."
"It is a shane."”

"Indeed," A Gaeris agreed. "Such a union should never have been all owed."

"I did all | could to prevent it."

"I know. " The Phi | osopher was | ooking at him now wth synpathy
and



under st andi ng.

Veovi s | ooked down. "It seens you know what | want, Phil osopher. But what
of
you? What do you want ?"

"To be your friend."
Veovi s | ooked up, sniling, expecting some sardonic |ook upon A Gaeris's

face,
but those eyes were serious and sol emm.

"I have mi ssed the conpany of my peers,” A Gaeris said. "It is all very
wel |

preaching to the rabble, but it changes nothing. M Ilife ended when the
guild

threw me out."

"They had good reason ..
"They had none!"
The sharpness of the rejoinder surprised Veovis.

"I was falsely accused," A Gaeris went on. "There was no m ssing book. O
i f
there was, it was not | who took it."

"So you say," Veovis said quietly.

"So | say," A Gaeris said, fiercely now, challenging Veovis to gainsay him
a
second ti ne.

There was a nonent's silence, then Veovis shrugged. "Gve me a day or two
to
think on this, and then, perhaps, we shall neet again."

"As you wi sh."
Veovi s nodded, then smiled. "You say she threw the Heal er out?"
"She threatened him I'mtold."

"Well..." Veovis nodded to hinmself thoughtfully, then wal ked over to the
door.
"It was interesting neeting you, Philosopher.”

"And you. Lord Veovis."

* * *

Darkness was rising fromthe lake as A Gaeris clinbed the back stairs of
TEZging house where, for the past fifty years, he had stayed. Corlam his

gggfstant, wat ched himfromthe darkened wi ndow overhead, turning hurriedly
L?oss the room and |ight the I anp.



The Phil osopher seened thoughtful tonight. As he cane into the room he
barely
acknow edged Corlam but went straight to his desk and sat.

The roomwas a shrine to the Phil osopher's endeavors. Apart fromthe door
and

wi ndow, there was not a square inch of the walls that was not covered in
books,

piled two deep on broad stone shelves. Sone were reference books, others
books

of Council mnutes and resol utions. Sone-alnost all of those on the shelves
at

the far end of the rectangular room A Gaeris's own journals.

For fifty years he had | abored here, since the day he had been cast out of
;E?!d, maki ng his plans, slowy preparing for the day when he could energe
??zh?obscurity and beconme a nane agai n. Sonmeone everybody knew, and not j ust
:gzble of the lower city.

Al this Corlamknew intimtely, for, having "adopted" himas a child-an

or phan

of the lower alleys-A Gaeris trusted Corlamas he trusted no one el se, using
hi m

as a sounding board, rehearsing his ideas and thoughts, refining his
theories

until Corlam knew them al nost as wel| as he.

Corl am went across and stood behind his master, watching as A Gaeris took
hi s

| atest journal fromthe left-hand drawer and, laying it on the desk, opened
it

and began to wite.

Today had been inportant. Corlamknew that. H's master had been in a state
of

some excitenent for days before this neeting, though why exactly Corlam
coul d

not ascertain. Lord Veovis was, he knew, an inportant nman, but why his
nast er

shoul d desire to neet himonly A Gaeris hinself knew, for he had said nothing
on

this score to Corlam

"Real books," A Gaeris said, after a while, glancing up at Corlam "If only
I
could get ny hands on sone real Books."

Corlam stared back at him There were many Books on the shel ves-nost of
t hem

"l'iberated" fromthe guild libraries; for, after all, wth so many books,

t he

gui l dsmen rarely ever noticed one was m ssing-but he knew what his master
neant .

He was tal ki ng about kortee' nea. Blank D ni Books. The kind one used to l|ink
to

t he Ages.



"I know," A Gaeris said, snmling at him then turning back to his journal
"You

cannot help ne there, Corlam But nmaybe our |ordship can. Besides, | have a
man

on the inside now. A friend who wants to help ne. If | can persuade him to
aid

me, who knows?"

Corl am | ooked closer. His master was practicing again. Witing words in
sonmeone

el se's hand. Corlam squinted at the page, then tapped A Gaeris's

shoul der,

noddi ng vigorously. It was Lord Veovis's witing, as clear as day. He had
seen

exanpl es only the other day, fromthe records of the Council.

Cor | am wat ched, opennout hed. Though he had watched A Gaeris do this many
times

now over the years, he still found it magical the way his master could so
easily

copy another's hand. He had only to study it an hour and he had it.

Pushing the journal away fromhim A Gaeris yawned and stretched, then turned
to
face Corlam

"You know, | had an idea today, Corlam Wile | was waiting for his Lordship
to
turn up."”

Corlam smiled, a look of attention conming to his features.

"It"'s like this," he went on. "I was asking nyself how | could get into a

pl ace

where | should not be-into a Guild strong room say, or a well-guarded

cell -and

then get out again wthout being caught. The easiest way, of course, would be
to

wite a specific linking book to allowne to link into that place. But to
get

out again | would need a second linking book, and | would have to |eave
it

there. You follow nme?"

Cor | am nodded.

"So. Getting in wuld be easy. Getting out wthout being foll owed and
tracked

down by the Maintainers would be extrenely hard. Unless ..."

A Gaeris smiled a great snile of self-satisfaction. "Unless, of course,
one

linked on to another Age, and then another after that. In fact, one m ght

t ake

three separate Linking Books into the cell with one, just to confuse things.
But

it would be no good having the second and third Linking Books at the place
wher e

one linked to each time. That would be no good at all. No. One woul d need
to



hide the Book a good hour's walk from where one |inked to, so that
anyone

following you would have to search a wide area in order to find that
second

Book. Indeed, one could have three or four such Books--only one of which
you

woul d use. And when one |inked the second tinme, again you would have an
hour' s

walk to get to the next Linking Book. That way no one could follow you.
At

| east, not quickly, and maybe not at all. Alittle preparation, two
hour s

wal ki ng, and one woul d be safe.”

For a nonent A Gaeris's eyes glowed, then he | ooked down. "OF course, one
woul d

need a masterful witer to create Ages at will, and, say, a nole inside
with

access to places such as ... cells, for exanple."

* * *

Anna was in the laboratory, working on the latest soil sanples from
Genedet

when Aitrus came in. CGchn was in the cot on a bench nearby. As Aitrus
cane

across, he stopped to lean over and smile at his softly cooing son
before

greeting Anna.

Anna | ooked up tromthe |l ens of the microscope and snmiled. "I won't be long.'
He nodded. "I have had a letter."

"Wio is it fron®"

"That is just it. It is not signed and the handwiting is unfamliar."

He handed it to her, then waited as she read it.

"Destroy it," she said, handing it back to him "And do not get

i nvol ved,
what ever it is.

"But what does it nean?"
"Does it matter?"

Aitrus shrugged. "It is the tone of it that bothers ne. 'Sonething to
your
benefit'. And all of the secrecy. What do you think is going on?"

Anna sighed. "If it really worries you, Aitrus, hand it over to the
Mai nt ai ners.
Let them send a man al ong. But don't you get involved."

"AI'l right," he smled. "I"Il destroy it." And having said it, he reached
acr oss

and, turning on the gas tap, ignited it, and lit the corner of the letter in
t he



fine blue flame. Wen it was aflame, he dropped it into the sink. "There,"
he
sai d.

Behi nd him Gehn began to whinper. Aitrus went over, lifted the baby from
t he
cot, and cuddled himin the crook of his arm

"He nust be hungry," Anna said. "I'Il finish here."
"No, you work on," he said. "I'll feed him™"
She smiled. "Don't over feed him That was the trouble last tinme. The

poor
little mite could barely cope!"

"I know," he said, then, as if it were an afterthought, he added. "I have to
go

back to ny roonms later on. There's a report I have to finish. I'll only be
an

hour or two. | can join you for a |ate supper.”

Anna grinned. "That would be nice. And maybe we could get away for a few
days
soon. To CGenedet."

Al trus nodded. "I shall ask Master Erafir to stand in for ne. It is tinme he
t ook
on nore responsibility."

"Then go and see to Gehn. But renenber, Aitrus, nothing too heavy for
hi s
st omach. "

* * *

Aitrus had nmeant to go straight to his roons; his feet had led him
par t way

there, but then curiosity had overcone himand he found hinmsel f descendi ng
t he

steps, then wal king beneath the gate and into J Taeri District.

| do not have to get involved, he told hinself. Whatever it was, he did not
have
to act upon it. He woul d observe whatever had to be observed, then |eave.

The street itself was an ordinary street, the house a staid respectable
dwel i ng

of the kind merchants often bought. The wi ndows were dark, the door

| ocked.

Aitrus turned. The house overlooked the harbor and Kerath's arch, the top
of

whi ch was alnost on a level with where he stood. Across the street between
t he

facing buildings, was a low wall, from which one could | ook out over the

| ake.

He went across and stood there, his hands resting lightly on the stone.

There was a faint nmist in the cavern tonight. |In the narrow streets
| anps



waver ed as wagons noved between the houses. There was a shout from somewhere
far

bel ow, and then |aughter. Qherwi se the night was peaceful. Aitrus

t ur ned,

conscious of a faint gurgling sound. Cose by a narrow culvert cut across
t he

street, clear water running in a streamfrom the very top of the huge,
scal | op

shaped city. He bent down and di pped his hand. It was cool

He was about to turn away and go when he heard footsteps com ng al ong the
far

end of the street. Looking about him he spied a nearby doorway and stepped
into

its shadows.

The footsteps came on, the slow click of |eather boots on stone, then

st opped.

Aitrus hesitated. He was about to risk a glinpse, when a second set of

f oot st eps

could be heard, this time fromhis left, brisker than the first. They
paused,

then came on again, slower now. There was a | ow murmur of greeting.

Aitrus peeked out. Two nmen stood in the |lanplight before the door of the
house.

One was cl oaked and hooded, the other, a heavier-set nan, wore nothing on
hi s

bal di ng head. He | ooked fam liar but where Aitrus had seen himhe coul d not
say.

He ducked back into shadow, |i stening.

"What do you want ?" one of them asked, the voice, again, famliar-

"I  have sonmething to show you," the second answered. "Sonething that
will

i nterest you."

It was a deep voice, cultured yet with a strangely comon edge to it.
Wher eas

the first...

"You want nme to go in there with you?" the first man asked, and as he
di d,

Aitrus finally recognized the voice

Veovi s!

"Don't you trust nme?"

"Alone, at night, in a strange house?" Veovis Ilaughed ironically. "Wuld

you
trust me?"
"Inplicitly."”

There was a silence, then a huff of resignation

"Al'l right," Veovis said finally. "I shall trust you. But be warned. | am
ar med,



A Gaeris."

That name cane as a shock to Aitrus. Al young guilds-nmen knew it. No other
nane

attracted quite such infany. But what was he doing here in J Taeri
a

respectable district? And what was Veovis doi ng neeting hin?

Aitrus peeked out again, in tine to see the big, heavyset man place a key in
t he
lock and turn it, then put out his hand, inviting Veovis to step inside.

"You first," Veovis said, standing back a little, his hand on the hilt of
hi s
dagger. "And put a light on. Then I shall come inside."

A Gaeris smiled and shrugged, then stepped inside the house. A nonent |ater
a
[ight went on in the hall

Letting his hand fall fromthe hilt of his dagger, Veovis glanced to
ei t her
side, then stepped into the house.

Was that it? Was that what the anonynobus witer had neant himto see? And if
so,

why?

Aitrus was about to leave, to make his way back up to the Guild Hall, when
a

light went on in the ground-floor roomto the left of the front door

Easi ng

back against the wall, Aitrus watched as A Gaeris entered the room followed
a

nmonent | ater by Veovis.

Veovi s, standing in the doorway, seened ill at ease. He gl anced about him

t hen,

satisfied that it was not a trap, closed the door and wal ked across to
wher e

A Gaeris was rummagi ng anong the papers on a desk. There were a nunber
of

sl ender books among the papers, and A Gaeris lifted one and handed it to
Veovi s.

Veovi s hesitated, then opened it. He studied it a nonent then | ooked up
hi s
eyes wi de.

A Gaeris smiled, then gestured toward the chair facing him

* * *

Aitrus went straight to his rooms in the @iild Hall. He had work to do, but
Pgund he coul d not work. Wat he had seen troubled himgreatly. Anna was
;;gzghrse; he ought to have gone straight to Master Jadans and put the matter
1ﬂe hands of the Mintainers, but he had not, and this was the result. Oh,



he

could go there now, but what proof would he have? It was his word
agai nst

Veovi s's.

But what was going on? Wiy were such strange and unlikely comnpani ons mneeting
in
a nmerchant's house?

Aitrus sat still a long while, trying to fathomit, but he could make no
sense
of it at all.

Anna. Anna would know. Only he could not ask Anna, because he had pronised
her

he woul d not get involved. He had burned the note, as if it had held no
power

over him But it had. And now he had this dil enma.

Veovi s. Maybe he ought to go and see Veovis and confront himopenly wth what
he
had seen.

Aitrus thought a while, then nodded. It seened the right thing to do.
No

skul ki ng about in shadows. That was not his way. He would take a boat to

K veer

in the norning and have it out with Veovis, face-to-face. For there had to be
an

expl anati on.

Aitrus put away his files, then left the room |ocking it behind him
Tonor r ow,

he told hinself, making his way down the long, silent corridor toward the
gr eat

gate. It will all conme clear tonorrow.

* * *

AiFrus rose early the next nmorning. At supper the previous evening he had
ﬁilﬂing to Anna, nor had he hinted at what he planned. Yet even as he ate
ﬁasty breakfast, a servant brought himin a second letter, the handwiting
?ﬂe envel ope the sane as that on the anonynous note the day before.

Aitrus stared at the envelope a long while, then, with a sigh of
resi gnation,

slit it open with his fingernail. Inside was'a brief note in the same hand
as

before, but with it was a letter-a letter fromVcovis to one of the two
young

gui I dsmen who had gone missing thirty days back

He read it through, then | ooked to the date at the top of the page. That was
t he

day before the guil dsnen di sappear ed.

"No," he said quietly, setting the letter aside and picking up the note



once
more. "It is not possible ..."

The note read: "Come and see ne if you wish to know nore" and gave a tine
and

pl ace. That place was the nerchant's house in J' Taeri

Three choices now |ay before him to go to Mster Jadaris and lay the
natter

before him to go straight to K veer and confront Veovis; or to wait
unti |

toni ght and neet the author of the note.

The first was conmmon sense; the second satisfied his sense of honor; but it
was
the third he woul d do.

Why? He coul d not answer why. It was sinply how he was.

Forgi ve ne, Anna, he thought, slipping the note and letter into his pocket
and
rising tromhis seat.

* * *

Veovi s stood beside A Gaeris on the great rock, |ooking out across the
massi ve

plain that stretched away bel ow himand shook his head. Everything was
subtly

wrong. The colors were unnatural, the shapes of trees, even the way the
hills

were forned, all was wong. Yet it existed.

He turned, |ooking through his lenses at A Gaeris. "Wio nade this?"

A Gaeris turned, his eyes gl eanm ng beyond the surface of the protective
gl asses.

"Your old friend, Aitrus."

"I npossible,"
Ages

Ko'ah and Genedet. Both are strictly nonitored by the Miintainers. I|f
ei t her

Veovis said dismssively. "Aitrus and his kin owm but two

were anything like this ... well, it would not be allowed."

"Yet this is his Age," A Gaeris said, snmling now as he handed Veovis
t he

Li nki ng Book

"No," Veovis said quietly, disbelief vying with horror as he stared at
t he

handwiting on the pages of the Book. It was Aitrus's. He had seen Aitrus's
hand

too often to be in doubt.

"He is experinenting," A Gaeris answered, nmatter-of-factly. "Secretly,
of

course, for he knows the guilds would frown upon his activities. The wonman

| eads

hi m on, of course. Wthout her he would never have strayed fromthe D ni



pat h.
It is her insidious influence we see all about us, Veovis. The wongness

ihét i s her doing."

Veovi s | ooked about him then nodded, half-convinced.

"Poor Aitrus."

"You pity hin"

Veovi s | ooked up, a flash of anger in his eyes. "He was a good man, once. As
??;htly say, the outsider has bewitched himand stolen his senses." He

cl osed

t he Book and shook it. "If this is true ..."

A Gaeris put his armout, indicating their surroundings. "Can you doubt it?"
"No ... no, it is clear to me now."

Veovi s si ghed heavily.

A Gaeris stared at him as if synpathetic. "Wuld you like ne to | eave you for
a

whi | e?"

Veovi s nodded, then, wth a small sad smle, opened the Linking Book for
t he

Phi | osopher. The square on the right-hand page gl owed softly, showing a

pi cture

of a study back on D ni.
A Gaeris nmet his eyes a nonment. "There is nore."
" Mor e?"

"Yes. This is not the only Age he made. Perhaps you would like to see a
few
bef ore you nmake up your mind what to do."

Agai n Veovis nodded, clearly shocked by this news.

"Well," A Gaeris said finally, putting out his hand, "I shall |eave you
Now.
Farewel | . "

H s hand touched the glowi ng box. In a nmonent he was gone.

Veovis closed the Book and pocketed it, then |ooked up again. There was
a
curious beauty to this world, yet it was w ong.

Aitrus had to be stopped. But how? If he went to the Five with this

i nformati on,

Aitrus would be expelled fromthe Council, stripped of his guild nenbership,
and

possi bly even incarcerated on a Prison Age. Such was the penalty for
maki ng

illicit Ages. It would rid himof his chief opponent in Council, but that



was
uni mportant. Besides, he wondered if he could do it if it meant

dest royi ng

Aitrus and his famly. Maybe the wonan was a pernicious influence, and maybe

t he

child was better off dead, but for Aitrus hinmself he still felt a

gr eat

synmpathy. Despite all their recent aninosity, he could not help but renmenber

how

good and kind a friend Aitrus had once been. A true friend, unafraid to say
as

he saw.

Wal king to the edge of the great slab, Veovis sat, his booted feet dangling
over
the drop. What shoul d he do?

I'l'l wait, he decided, and see what other evidence our friend A Gaeris has
to
offer. And then I'll take ny/other's counsel

Veovi s stood, taking the Linking Book fromhis pocket and opening it. Then
li ke

a child gently leaping a stream he junped out, over the edge of the great
r ock,

putting his hand to the panel as he |eapt, |inking-vanishing into the
air-even

as the Book tunbled down into the w | derness of rock and tree bel ow

* * *

"Wait here. My Master will see you in a nonent."

As the boy left the darkened room Aitrus wal ked across. \Wat, for the
bri ef est

instant, he had taken to be a mirror was in fact a window, looking in to
what

appeared to be a study. A single wall lanp lit the inner roomdiny.

"Strange," he said quietly, surprised to find a window in the nmddle of a
house.

On the far side of the study was a desk. Open upon the desk, recognizable by
t he
tell-tale glow on its right-hand page, was a D ni book

Aitrus stared at it, astonished to see it there. Yet even as he | ooked, a

figure
formed in the air in front of the desk, until it stood, as solid as
everyt hi ng

about it, on the thick, red carpet.

A Gaeri s!

A Gaeris shook hinmself, shrugging off the sensation of the |link, then
went

around to the far side of the desk and opened one of the drawers,

t aki ng

something fromwthin. For a time he sat there, staring down at it,
t hen,



sensing a disturbance in the air, he | ooked up

As he did, a second figure forned before the desk. Veovis.

A cold certainty swept through Aitrus at the sight. This was ill indeed.
Veovi s turned, |ooking to his seated conpani on, then nodded.

"Al'l right. You had better show ne the others."

A Gaeris stood. In his hands was anot her Book. He stepped around the desk
and
handed it to Veovis.

"There are nore," he said. "This is the only one that I have here, but I
can
bring the others if you wish. Tonorrow night, if that is convenient."

Veovi s studied the Book in his hands a while, then handed it back
"Tororr ow, '
he said. "I shall cone tonorrow. "

"At this hour?" A Gaeris asked.

"At this hour," Veovis answered. And then he turned and left, slamm ng the
door
behi nd hi m

A Gaeris stared at the Book a nonent, then set it down and turned to face
t he
one-way mrror, looking directly at Aitrus.

"Aitrus. W need to tal k."

* * *

"You did not believe himcapable, did you?"

Aitrus | ooked up wearily. For nore than two hours he had worked his way
t hr ough
a stack of letters and documents, all in Veovis's hand.

There was not hing here that was directly incrimnating- in alnost every case
t he

evi dence agai nst Veovis was purely circunstantial-yet the pattern of it
seened

concl usi ve. Enough to convince Aitrus, anyway. He | ooked back across the desk
at

t he Phil osopher. A Gaeris's brow was beaded with perspiration. In the
waveri ng

candl el i ght he seened rmuch ol der than his eighty five-years.

"How | ong has he been trading in illicit Books?"

"Two, maybe three years nowthat is, as far as | know. As | said, | was not
sure

of it at first. After all, he was a great Lord. A man of real substance.

I't
seened renmarkabl e- unbelievabl e, al nost-that he shoul d be deneani ng hi nsel f
so. "



"It still is,” Aitrus said, setting the final nmenorandumaside. "If | had
not

seen all this with ny own eyes." He stared at it a nonment, then | ooked back
at

A Gaeris. "Were did you get these?"

"I  have sources," A Gaeris answered. "I bought this here, that
t here,
collecting, all the while collecting, until | had enough to be certain.”

"And the Books you are selling him where did they cone fron? | have
heard
not hi ng of m ssing Books."

"They were fromhis friend, Suahrnir."

"Suahrnir! But..."

Aitrus saw it at once. One of the duties of the Guild of Mintainers was
to

destroy "failed" Books-D ni Books that, for one reason or another, had
not

wor ked, linking to unstable Ages. These were burned in special guild ovens.
o

were supposed to be. And the man in charge of that task was ... Qild
Mast er

Suahrnir.

"But why does he not deal with his friend Veovis directly?"

A Gaeris smled. "They are friends, yes, but neither trusts the other.
Besi des

" he laughed, "neither knows the other is involved. Suahrnir does not
know
who buys the Books, and Veovis ..

"Does not know who supplies them right?"
Aitrus sat back, astonished. Then, "So why are you showing nmt all this?"

A Gaeris sat forward, the fire of indignation in his eyes suddenly. "Because
no

one would listen to ne. But you, Aitrus, you could do sonething. You could
even

get to Lord R hira hinself."

"But why!"'"

"Because |, who was once an honest man, was barred fromthe guild for
sonet hi ng

| did not do, while this Lord's son, this rock-worm can do as he will and
get

away with it. That's why!"

A Gaeris's face was dark with anger. "You nust wunderstand. Veovis cane to
ne.

And they found out. They nust have been watching him That is why he
killed

them™



The roomwas silent. Aitrus stared at the Phil osopher coldly.

"I do not believe you," he said, finally.

"No," A CGaeris said sadly, "yet it is true." He pointed to the last thing in
t he

pil e-the Linking Book-his eyes grave. "See for yourself if you do not
bel i eve

ne!"

* * *

Veovi s stepped from the boat onto the bottomstep, then turned, | ooking
back

across the lake toward the sleeping city. Beneath him dark as pitch, the

wat er

| apped softly against the stone. Above and to his right, beyond the stone lip
of

the harbor wall, a Ilanp burned steadily atop its pole, reflected in the
wat er

farther out.

The great cavern was silent, as if enpty of all other life. Only the faint,
dul
air-rhythmof the great fans could be heard, distant |ike a heartbeat.

Veovi s stretched and yawned. He had rmuch to think about, yet he was tired
now

and experience had taught himnot to make decisions while in the grip of
such

| assitude. He would sleep on the matter, and in the norning, fresh, reflect
anew

upon the problem

He clinbed the steps, up onto the black stone jetty. Lianis was awaiting
hi m

there, two servants with him As Veovis energed, one brought a cloak and

wr apped

it about his shoulders, while another held up a lanp to light his way.

"Lianis," he said, greeting his advisor. "You did not have to wait up for ne."
Lianis fell in beside himas they wal ked across the flags toward the
mansi on.

"You have visitors, mnmy Lord."

The news chilled Veovis. He glanced at Lianis, then | ooked away, troubled.
Had

he been watched? Had soneone witnessed his nmeetings with A Gaeris? For if so
he

woul d be hard stretched to explain his com ngs and goi ngs.

"Where are they?" he asked, stopping as they cane beneath the arch
"I'n your study, my Lord. | thought it best to keep this matter discreet."
"You did well,"” Veovis answered, touching his armbriefly. They wal ked

on,
t hrough the great doors and down the broad, high corridor, the servant



hurryi ng

to keep up with them his lanp throwing their shadows on ahead of them as
t hey

approached the great staircase.

Coming to the first step, Veovis turned to Lianis again. "I will take

t hi ngs

fromhere, Lianis. Send one of the servants in wth wine in a brief while.
I

shall send for you if | need you."

"My Lord," Lianis bowed then backed away.

Veovi s clinbed the stairs alone. At the foot of the steps, the servant held
t he

lanp high, lighting his way as best he coul d.

Hs study was to the left. As he stood before the door, Veovis tried to
calm

hinself and still his swirling thoughts. Things | ooked bad. He had net wth
a

sworn eneny of the D ni state. And why? To discredit an opponent. It was

t hat

sinmple, and no end of sophistry could cloud the matter. Yet against that
was

what he now knew of Aitrus and the illicit Ages. Was that enough? M ght he
claim

perhaps, that he had known before the neetings-had known and
want ed

confirmation?

Per haps.

He grasped the door handle and turned it, stepping into the room a
smile
forming on his lips.

"Quildsnen ..."

The smle froze. Facing him rising from a chair beside his desk, was
t he

outsi der woman, Ti'ana. Cradled in her arms was the half-breed child. As
t he

door clicked shut behind Veovis, she took two steps toward him her dark
eyes

accusing him

"Where is he, Veovis? Wiere is ny husband?"

* * *

Aitrus sat in his study, the Linking Book open on the desk before him If
what

A Gaeris said was true, he would find the bodies of the two young guil dsnen
on

the other side. But could he trust A Gaeris?

Who knew what kind of Age this really linked to? For all he knewit could
be
deadly, the air poisonous. On the other hand, it was, in all 1likelihood,



t he

only real piece of evidence he had against Veovis-(/"things were as
A Gaeris

cl ai ned.

Aitrus reached out and cl osed the book. To Ilink was too risky. If he had had
a

breat hi ng mask and a second Linking Book to bring himback to D ni, he

m ght

have gone ..

If. Besides, there were Anna and Gehn to think of now.

Taki ng a sheet of vellum fromthe side, he took his pen fromthe inkstand
Sggan to wite, penning a note to Grand Master Jadans of the Maintainers.
;Euld send himthe Linking Book and |et him decide what should be done. In
LQZntinE, he woul d take Anna and the child to Genedet, away fromthings.

Aitrus signed the note then stood. He did not feel like sleep-his mnd was
nmuch

too filled wth things for rest-yet he felt the need to see Anna and
Gehn.

Wal ki ng through to the bedroom he stopped in the doorway, |istening for
their

breathing in the darkness.

Not hi ng. There was nothing. Slowy he tiptoed across, then crouched beside
t he
bed, putting out his hand. The bed was enpty.

He stood, then went across and lit the lanp. The bed was nmade. There was no
sign
of themin the room

For a nonent or two he could not think. Wien he had left, four hours ago,
t hey
had been here, asleep

Aitrus went out, then knocked on the end door, waking his house steward.

"Were there any callers while | was gone?"
"A Messenger cane,"
a

message for you fromyour father. The M stress-Ti'ana-cane down and took it
from

nme. She spoke to the man."

he answered, sitting up. "Fromthe Quild House. He brought

"Did you hear what she sai d?"
"No. "

Aitrus thanked him then went back to his study. There was no sign of

t he

message, but whatever it was, he knew exactly what Anna woul d have thought.
He

had told her he was going to the Guild Hall, and any nessage woul d have



r eached
hi mt here.

Unl ess he had not gone to the Guild Hall

She woul d have renenbered the anonynmous note, and, piecing things
t oget her,
woul d have gone after him

Maybe. But why take Gehn? Wiy not go alone? Unless she had not gone to
t he
house.

CGenedet, then? But again, why, in the middle of the night? Wiy not wait for
hi m
to return?

No, only her fear for himwould have nade her go out after him But why
shoul d

she be afraid? Unl ess she already knew knew at some deeper, instinctive
| evel

that Veovis was behind it all

K veer!

No sooner had the thought been spawned than it became a certainty in his
m nd.
K veer! They had gone to K veer

VWhirling about, he hastened across the roomand out, then ran down the
corridor,
not caring if he woke the house. H s booted footsteps thudded on the stairs,

yet

as he threw open the door, it was to be greeted by the sight of nen
carrying

| anps at his gate and, just beyond them a dark sedan, suspended between
ei ght

uni formed runners. Veovis hinmself stood beside the carriage, talking to
sonmeone

within its shadowed interior.

A sudden anger boiled up in Aitrus. Striding down the path, he confronted
Veovi s

even as he turned.

"\What Brecon doi ng here?"

Veovi s stared back at him haughtily.

"Cone!" Aitrus demanded. "Wat do you want ?"

"Want ?" Veovis's face hardened. "Nothing fromyou, Aitrus. | deal only with
nen

of honor."

Aitrus bristled. "You dare to question my honor?"

"Say only that | know who Dni's friends are, and who its , enemes."

Aitrus felt a flash of hatred ripple through him He wanted to strike Veovis.



To
break himas one might dash a plate against the ground.

"You had best hold your tongue. Lord Veovis, before I rip it fromyour nouth!"
Veovis's eyes flared. "It is you who should be careful, lest |I teach you

a
| esson in nmanners!"

Aitrus clenched his fist, then, knowing that violence | would solve
not hi ng,
forced hinself to be calm "I knowto | whom my loyalty lies well
enough,

Veovis. Wuld that | could say the same of you."

"I give my loyalty to those who deserve it," Veovis responded. "It is no
cheap

t hi ng. "

Aitrus frowned. If that was a jibe at him he did not wunderstand it. What
did

Veovi s mean? Changi ng tack, he asked the i question he ought to have begun
wi t h.

"Where is ny wife? Wiere is Ti'ana?"

Veovis's lips forned a sneer. "Do you not know Master Aitrus? Surely it is
a
husband's duty to know where his wife is!"

Aitrus took a step closer, so that his face was but a hand's wdth
from
Veovi s's. He spoke quietly, threateningly.

"Do you have her?"

For a nonent Veovis sinply stood there staring back at him his eyes

yi el di ng

not hi ng, then he turned and, drawing back the curtain of the sedan, reached
in

and, grasping her roughly by the hand, tugged Anna from her seat.

Anna gl ared at Veovis, then turned back, reaching in to take the sl eeping
child
fromthe nurse within the sedan

"A pretty pair you make!" Veovis said, a heavy sarcasmin his tone now
"Nei t her
knows where the other is!"

Aitrus | ooked to Anna, his eyes concerned, but she shook her head, as if at
somne

unspoken question. Cradling Gehn, she noved past Aitrus, then turned,

st andi ng

at his shoul der.

"Thank you," she said, speaking to Lord Veovis. "I amsorry to have
troubl ed
you. "



"No trouble,” he answered, his cold eyes never leaving Aitrus's face.
"No
trouble at all."

* * *

"Master Aitrus. Their Lordships will see you now. "

Aitrus pulled hinself up off the bench, then followed the guildsman al ong
t he
corridor to where two guards stood before a pair of huge doubl e doors.

For a week he had westled with his conscience, not knowi ng what to do. It
was

A Gaeris's role in things that worried himnost. The man had no | ove of
D ni,

and to bring down D ni's favorite son, Veovis, would fit in well with any
pl ans

he had for vengeance. Al well and good, yet Aitrus had seen the Book, and
still

had the Linking Book in his possession. That was Veovis's hand and no

m st ake.

And A Gaeris's indignation, that burning sense of injustice Aitrus had

gl i mpsed

the last tinme they had nmet, that, too, had seened genui ne.

Anna had begged himto go straight to Master Jadaris and | eave the
Mai nt ai ners

to deal with the matter, but that would have neant goi ng behind Lord
Rakeri's

back, and that Aitrus would not do.

And so, eight days on, he had gone to see Lord Rakeri in his roons in the
Hal I s

of the Guild of Mners. The old man had greeted himwarmy. There, over a cup
of

mul |l ed wine, he had told the old nan of his son's activities.

Aitrus could see howtorn the old nan was. He had always treated Aitrus |ike
a

second son, even after the breach in Aitrus's friendship wth Veovis,

but

suddenly there was a col dness, a distance in his nmanner. The old nan had
stared

| ong and hard at the Linking Book, and then he had nodded.

"Leave it with me, Master Aitrus,"” he said, his voice cold and formal, "I
shal |

make sure that the matter is fully investigated."

Along silence had followed. But now, a full nmonth after that audience
with
Rakeri, the matter was to be deci ded.

As the doors swung back, Aitrus |ooked about him Beside the five Lords who
sat

behind the great desk on the far side of the chanber, there were six

ot hers,

seated at desks to either side of the room To his left were three
guild



scribes, to his right two senior guildsnen in the uild of Mintainers,
and,
slightly apart fromthem their Grand Master, the elderly Jadaris.

There was no sign of Veovis.

Aitrus felt relief flood him He had been feeling awkward enough about this,
but
had Veovis been there in person it would have been far nore difficult.

"Take a seat, Master Aitrus," Lord R hira said, |ooking up froma docunent.

Aitrus sat, then glanced at Rakeri. The old man was | ooki ng down, distracted,
;Lened, the fingers of one hand drumming idly on the |eather cover of
i?ficial-looking file. He did not |ook well these days, as if the cares of
fzhiiry had fallen heavily on his shoul ders.

R hira |l ooked directly at Aitrus. "In view of what you told us, a unit of

t he

City Guard was sent to the house in J Taeri District and a thorough search
was

made. Unfortunately, no trace of any of the papers you nentioned could be

f ound.

This is not to say that they do not exist sonewhere, but w thout themwe
have

only your word. That in itself is no small thing, Guild Master Aitrus, yet it
is

not evidence, as defined by D ni |aw
this.

After long consideration we have deci ded that we cannot possibly risk using
t he

Li nking Book. To risk athird life would be, we felt, a reckless chance,
and

wi t hout the direct evidence of which you speak-that 1is, the bodies of the
two

gui ldsmen-then it is a matter of your word agai nst that of Veovis.

He paused, then, "It comes down to

Aitrus blinked, surprised.

"Forgive ne. Lord Rhira, but I find this situation intolerable. Either I am
?iar or Lord Veovis is. If you will not send another guildsman, | am prepared
.

There was a nonent's silence, then Lord R hira nodded. "It shall be as you
say."

Aitrus stood, then wal ked across and, taking the Book fromlLord R hira, and
a

Li nki ng Book, he opened the Book in question, placing his hand agai nst

t he

gl owi ng panel

There was silence in the room A few nonments |later Aitrus reappeared, his
face
ashen.



"It is true," he said. "There are bodies there."

* * *

That evening a warrant for Veovis's arrest was issued. Though the day was
now

advanced, K veer still blazed wth lights. Every room was lit, every
lantern

burned brightly. Men fromboth the City Guard and the Guild of Mintainers
wer e

everywhere; in every room and every corridor. It was clear that a

t hor ough

search of the island had been undertaken

Cinmbing the great stairway at the heart of the rock, Aitrus began to
wonder

just what he had set in notion. It was true what people said about the
nessenger

who brings ill news.

Passing the entrance to the Book Room Aitrus saw how arnmed teans of

Mai nt ai ner

guards were waiting there, ready to link into the famly Ages. That, as mnuch
as

anything, told himthat they had not yet taken Veovis.

So he is guilty, he thought, surprised despite all, for some small part of
hi m

still held that this was all a mstake and that an explanation would be

f ound.

But no. If Veovis was nissing, then there could be but a single explanation.

Master Jadaris was waiting for himin Lord Rakeri's study, near the very top
of

the island mansion. It was a regular cave of a room There were no

wi ndows;

i nstead, huge, book-lined shelves filled every inch of the walls.

"Ah, Aitrus," Jadaris said, |ooking up at him from behind the great desk.
The

Li nki ng Book |lay before him open, the tiny panel glowing in the half-1light
of

the room "W have searched high and low, but there is no sign of Lord Veovis
in

Dni. In the circunstances | have given the order for the famly Ages to
be

searched. That wll happen now. But there is one other matter we mnust
dea

with."

Jadaris waved a hand over the Linking Book. "A guildsman ventured in four
hour s

back. He found another Book at the foot of the slope. It |inked back to
this

very room"

Aitrus nodded soberly. There was a nonent's silence and then Master
Jadari s
st ood.



"So, Aitrus. WII you link through with nme?"

* * *

They linked to a cave on the eastern slope of a large, nountainous island.
A

cluster ot smaller islands surrounded it, |inked by suspended wooden bri dges.
It

was on one of these that they finally found the two guildsnmen, |ying side
by

side in a hut beside the cliffs edge, their hands and feet bound tight.
They

were |long dead, their cloaks stiff wth their own dried blood, their
throats

slit fromear to ear. On the floor nearby was the dagger that had been used
to

kill them Ilying beside its sheath as if abandoned.

It was Veovis's weapon. One he had been seen to carry often

Aitrus saw how Jadaris stared at the dagger; saw the strange flicker in
Lzzcles of his neck, the sudden change in his eyes, and knew that this
P?ﬂally convinced him These were his nmen who had been nurdered-his young
$gyzée themlike this-trussed and butchered-had clearly shocked hi m deeply.

As a teamof Miintainers arranged to bring the bodies back, Aitrus and
Mast er

Jadaris linked back to K veer. There they were greeted by the news that
Veovi s

had been taken in N dur Gemat and was being held in the Book Room down bel ow.

They went down, Aitrus hangi ng back as Jadaris wal ked across to confront
Veovi s.

Veovi s's hands were bound behind his back. Two guards- Mintainers-stood
to

either side of him yet Veovis seened unrepentant. H s head was raised
defiantly

and his eyes burned with indignation

Jadaris held the sheathed dagger out before him "Is this yours, Master
Veovi s?"

"It is," Veovis said. "Wiat of it?"

"You do not deny it, then?"

But Veovis seened not to hear. He took a step toward Jadaris.

"What have | done to deserve this treatnent. Master Jadaris? AmI| a
commmon

crimnal to be bound and herded |i ke an ani nal ?"

"W found the bodies,"” Jadaris said.

But Veovis did not seemto be listening. "I amnot normally an inpatient



nman,
but I warn you, Quildsman. Unbind ne now or you shall answer to ny father!"”

A shiver went through Jadaris. "It was your father who ordered it."
Veovis fell silent; the words had taken him aback. "Inpossible," he said.
"He

woul d never have given such an order."

"Never?" Jadaris seenmed to watch Veovis a nonent, then: "Do you deny
t he
char ges?"

"Charges?" Veovis laughed coldly, then tilted his head slightly. H's eyes
wer e

hostile now "I do not understand you, Master Jadaris. O what precisely am
I

char ged?"

"OF trading inillicit Ages. And of murder."

The [ ook of shock in Veovis's face surprised Aitrus. For a noment Veovis
seened

unabl e to speak, then he shook his head. "But this is ridiculous! | have
done

not hi ng. "

"W have the proof,"
At

| east, not alone."

Jadaris said coldly. "But |I amnot your judge, Veovis.

Jadaris seened to straighten, taking on his full authority, then spoke again.

"Quild Master Veovis, you will be taken fromthis place to the Guild Fortress
of
Irrat where you will be held secure until a date is set for your trial."

"My trial ?" Veovis's expression was one of sheer disbelief.

Jadari s nodded, yet he seemed far fromtriunphant. "This is a sad day for
t he

guilds, Lord Veovis. You have brought great shane upon us, and even
greater

shame upon your father."

"But | have done not hing!"

Jadaris glared at him "Nothing? You will be silent. Quild Master, or |
shal |

have you gagged!"

Veovi s blinked, astonished. Hi s nmouth opened, then snapped shut.

"Good," Jadaris said curtly. "Now take himfromhere. Before | amtenpted to

do
to himwhat he did to those poor boys."

* * *

Aitrus returned home to find the blinds drawn, doctors hurrying to and fro.



Hs

not her, Tasera, greeted himin the hallway, her face gaunt, her eyes
troubl ed.

Gehn had worsened, it seemed, and al nost died. It was she who had finally
cal |l ed

in the Heal ers, when all else seened hopel ess.

Aitrus went through to the nursery, fearing the worst. Anna was sitting
besi de

the cot, clearly exhausted, staring down at the feverish child as he Ilay
there

like a waxwork doll, his eyes closed, his breathing shallow Nearby, a
doct or

spoke quietly, wurgently to one of his colleagues, then, seeing Aitrus,
cane

acr oss.
"There's little we can do," he said sorrowfully. "W have tried
sever al

renedi es, but the child seens unable to keep anything in his stomach. | fear

it
is up to the Maker now. "

Aitrus thanked the nan, then went over and knelt beside Anna, resting his
hand
[ightly on her knee.

"Ti'ana? ... Ti'ana? It's Aitrus. |'m back."

She turned her head slowy and | ooked down at him "He's dying, Aitrus. Qur
son
is dying."

The desol ation in her face was unlike anything he had ever seen. "No," he
sai d
softly. "He'll come through."

But she was not to be consoled. "You did not hear him Aitrus. The sounds

he

made. Such awful, dreadful sounds. And the spasns. Twice | thought 1'd
| ost

him"

"Maybe," he said, "but he's still here."

He took her hands and cl enched them |ooking up into her face. "Wn't you
fight
for him Ti'ana? Wn't you hel p our son survive?"

Anna cl osed her eyes, pained by his words. "l've tried, Aitrus. The Maker
knows
|"ve tried ny best. But | amso tired now So very, very tired."

"Then rest, ny love. It's ny turn now. "

Aitrus stood, then, bending down, lifted Gehn fromthe cot, holding him
tightly,

securely against his shoulder. The «child whinpered a little, then
settled

against him He was so |ight now, there was so very little of him The



i ghtest
breeze would carry him off

Aitrus shuddered, filled with an ineffable tenderness for his infant son
" Cone

now, little one,’
see

what a little sunlight can do for you."

he said softly as he carried him fromthe room "Let us

* * *

Veovi s | ooked up fromthe sunmary docunent and sighed. It was lies, every
wor d

of it, yet even he could see how convincing a case Aitrus had made agai nst
hi m

If the Five believed this-and why should they not?-then he would be

f ound

guilty, without a doubt.

Suahrnir. Suahrnir was the key, but Suahrnir could not be found.

Veovi s's own statenment lay on the desk beside his elbow six pages in his
own

hand. At best it seemed naive, at worst a tissue of lies and excuses. He
knew

which his fellow guil dsmen woul d thi nk.

They had let him see the evidence against him the books and docunents
?Z?ters, all of it witten, or so it appeared, in his hand. Good forgeries
;gfi-the best he had ever seen-but forgeries all the sane, for he had
afttten a single word of what they had shown him

He had pointed the finger at Aitrus, but they had expected that. It was to
zipected, after all. To "hunor" him and perhaps to mollify his father, they
ngn searched back in the guild records to see whether there m ght not be
Zgrfier i nstance of such fraud, one that might be attributable to Aitrus,
?Egre was not hi ng.

Aitrus was a clever one. None cleverer. He played the honest man. But
Veovi s
knew better. He knew now what a snake Aitrus was.

He heard the cell door open behind himand turned to see a guard bring in a
pile

of clean clothes and place it on the bed in the far corner of the room

Anot her

guard stood in the door, blocking it. The sight of it al nbst nade hi mlaugh
for

it suggested that he nmight try to escape, and when did a D ni Lord run from
hi s

fate?

Veovi s turned back to the copy statenment, then pushed it away fromhim It



was
no use. There was no way he could answer this. It was |ike grasping at
phant ons.

He even understood it, now that he had had time to reflect upon it.

How |l ong had Aitrus prepared this? Since he had refused to countenance
t he
weddi ng, no doubt.

Veovi s stood and stretched. Was that all Aitrus wanted? To bring him down?
o
was there nore? Was there some further part he could not see?

Veovis crossed the room and sat on the edge of the bed, beside the pile
of

clothes. He felt weary now and in need of sleep. Too nuch had happened nuch

t oo

qui ckly.

He reached out and picked up the pile of clothes, nmeaning to nove it so that
he

could stretch out on the bed, but the pile was heavier than he

expect ed.

Strangely heavy, in fact. He put it down, then began to sort through it,
hi s

brows knitted.

There! Hal fway down the pile his fingers closed on something hard. A book
A

| eat her-covered Book! He drew it out and stared at it, anmazed. There was
no

mstaking it-1t was a Linking Book. He opened it. There, on the right-hand
page,

the tiny panel glowed invitingly.

It was a trap. It had to be, or a test of some kind. He closed the Book and
set
it down.

Atrap. O course it was.

But what if it was not. Wiat if this was his father's doi ng? Veovis stood,

t hen

cl osed his eyes, wacked by indecision. This was his chance to prove hinself
an

honest man. If he handed in the Book ..

He groaned, then sat once nmore. Who was he fooling? They would find him
guilty

what ever. The evidence was too strong against him And what then? Two

hundr ed

years, he'd spend, trapped on sone hideous, tiny island on a Prison Age,
wat ched

every second of the day and night.

The t hought was unbearable. Opening the Book again, he placed his hand
agai nst
the panel ... and I|inked.



Lord R hira stepped into the enpty cell and | ooked about him The Linking
ngkon the bed where Veovis had left it only a nonent before. He stared at
;Lén shook his head. A while Ilater he heard a shout from farther down
Lgflmay-a curse that turned into a groan.

So now you know, R hira thought sadly. And what will that know edge do to

you,

Veovi s?

The Book had linked to an enclosed room on a different Age, in which was
a

table. On that table was a second Linking Book and a tank of acid. It was
a
cl assi c escape maneuver, and Veovis, naturally, had seen exactly what to do.

But that second Book l|inked right back to Dni-to the interrogation cell at
t he
end of the hallway, wherein sat Master Jadaris and his guards.

R hira sighed. Had Veovis known it was a test? O was this sinply sone
final
pi ece of arrogance on his part?

He turned. Rakeri was standing in the doorway, his eyes dark with the
know edge
of what his son had done.

"I"'msorry," he said quietly, but Rakeri shook his head.

"Do what you mnust," the old man said. "I wash my hands of him™

* * *

Ai trus woke, not knowi ng where he was. It was bright, too bright to fully
open

his eyes.

Genedet. | nust be on Genedet.

Squeezing his eyes shut again, he searched about him wth his hand unti
hi s

fingers closed upon his glasses. He pulled themon, then slowy opened his
eyes

again. The filters in the glass nmade the brightness bearable.

It was norning. Or nmaybe afternoon. How | ong had he slept?

Then he renenber ed.

"Gehn!"

He sat up, |ooking about him anxiously, then relaxed. Gehn lay not three
f eet

away fromhim swaddled in a blanket where Aitrus had laid him [ast night.
He



lay there silently, his tiny glasses shielding his eyes against the |ight
t hat
shone in a broad band through the w ndow just above them

Aitrus shuffled across, then picked up his baby son, cuddling himfor a
nonent ,
then putting a hand lightly to his brow.

The fever had passed.

Gehn stared back at him curiously, his eyes placid, calm D ni eyes, for
al l
the doctors said.

"You cane through," Aitrus said, smling at him proud suddenly of his
son.
"Look at you, there's nothing of you, CGehn, yet you came through. You lived!"

There was a noise outside. Aitrus turned. Was it some forest aninal,
sni ffing
about the canp? Then he heard the soft hum of Anna's voice and snil ed.

He stood, carrying the child out to her. She was standing with her back to
hi m

| ooki ng out across the valley and the mist-weathed waterfall. For a nonent
he

simply stood there, watching her, conscious of how the sunlight fornmed a
shi ni ng

wr eat h about her long, flow ng hair, then he spoke.

"Ti'ana?"
She turned, smling at him "I wondered when you woul d wake."
"Look," he said, holding out Gehn to her. "The fever's gone."

"I know," she said, coming across and taking Gehn fromhim "I cane in
earlier
and saw. | thought 1'd let you both sleep.”

He | ooked up at the sky. The sun was sinking toward the west. "It's late,"
he
sai d. "How | ong have we sl ept?"

"Afull day and nore," she said, smling broadly at him "It clearly did
you
good. "

"Yes," he agreed. Then, as if suddenly recalling sonething, he I aughed.
"You
know, I had a dream | ast night."

"A drean?" she |ooked at him intrigued. "Wat kind of drean? A pleasant one
I
hope. "

He smiled. "Oh yes. | dreamed we wal ked the tunnels to the surface. You and
...
and Gehn. And you took us to all of those places you have told nme of in
t he



past, even to Tad) nmar itself."
"And t he Lodge?"

"Yes." He nodded, staring out past her as if he really sawit. "I dreaned
t hat

we stayed there and that | sat there in the wi ndow with you, | ooking out

acr oss

the desert. There was a full noon above us and the sky was full of stars.
And

Gehn ... | could hear Gehn sleeping in the room behind us."

"Maybe it will happen, one day."

"You think so?"

She was quiet a monent, then, "I heard what happened... with Veovis."

"Ah ..." He nodded, then, "I do not know what to think, Ti"'ana. The Veovis
I

knew woul d never have acted in such a fashion."

"Yet people change."

Aitrus | ooked directly at her. "Do they? I amnot so sure, ny |love. Wiat a
man
is, he is. Though Veovis is no friend, | would yet trust himabove many who
cal
t hensel ves ny friend. And do you forget ... he brought you home that tine."

"I't was but common courtesy."

"Was it? And yet that same man is charged wth callously nmurdering
;n?ldsnen. Do you really think himcapable of that?"

Anna | ooked down, troubled. "OF course ... you have not heard, have you?"
"Heard what?" Aitrus asked.

"The Five Lords tested him Secretly gave hima Linking Book, in his cel
??rat. He took it and tried to escape. No honest man would do that, would

t hey?"

Aitrus stared at her a nmonent, then | ooked down. "So it is true, after all."
"It seenms so."

"And Lord Rakeri? How has he taken the news?"

"Badly," Anna said, rocking Gehn gently. "It appears he has taken to his

bed.
Sone say he is dying."

Aitrus | ooked down, touched deeply by the new?. "Then it is an ill day
for
Dni," he said quietly. "An ill day indeed."

* * *



The narrow streets leading to the great Quild House were packed as the
carriage
carrying Veovis rattled through the gates, drawn by two great oxen

After twenty days of evidence, the Council was to give their verdict.
Never

before had so high a public figure been on trial, and never for such
hei nous

crines.

To trade in illicit Books was bad enough, but to kill one's fellow

gui | dsmen,

that was unheard of. And that was why they crowded into the narrow
spaces

bet ween the great houses of the upper city, straining to get a glinpse of
t he

villain of the piece, Veovis.

Sonme saw himas a greedy nman, for whomgreat riches had never been
enough.

O hers comented on his hypocrisy and saw his protestations of innocence in
t he

face of such a weight of fact as a sure sign of his nental instability.

This was the atnosphere in which Veovis stepped down fromthe carriage,
and,

clinmbing the marble steps of the Guild House, crossed the outer room and
entered

the great chanber to hear the verdict of his peers.

A tenporary gallery had been built at one end of the chanber especially for

LZiasion-a tenmporary affair that seated those few dozen guests who had

?ﬁs?ted by the Council to bear witness. Anong these were the famlies of the
gggd gui l dsmen, A-'CGaeris, and Aitrus's wife, Ti'ana.

Anna was nowa Dni citizen. In a private cerenony, a week earlier, she
had

becorme by | aw what blood nor marriage could make her. It was a precedent,
but

one the Council approved.

But now the monent had come. As Veovis stepped out between the great doors,
a

silence fell over the great, circular chanber. Fromtheir seats on the

vari ous

| evel s, every menber turned to | ook

Veovi s had had his hair cut stubble short. He wore a sinple one-piece of
rust

red cloth. There were iron manacles about his wists, linked by a short
 ength

of chain, and manacles at both ankles, fromwhich two fine steel chains |ed
back

into the hands of a Maintainer guard; a big man, capable, it seened, of
hol di ng

back a team of horses.



Even so, Veovis stood there a nonent wth his head high, his eyes as proud,
as

unbowed, as an eagle's, then he began to descend the steps, passing between

t he

great pillars.

Bel ow Veovis, in the center of the chanber, stood the five great thrones of

t he

Five Lords of D ni, but today only four of themwere filled. As Veovis cane to
a

halt in the space before them the great Lords stared at himlike

l'iving

statues, their dignity inmrense

There was a nonent's silence, tense, expectant, and then Lord R hira spoke.
"Qui | dsnen. Have you deci ded?"

There was a resounding "Aye!" fromall sides of the chanber.

"And your verdict?"

"Quilty!" 360 voices said as one.

It was done. Veovis seened to trenble; yet his head did not waver, nor did
hi s

eyes show even a flicker of regret* If anything he seemed even nore defiant
t han

bef ore.

R hira looked to him his ancient eyes cold, no trace of conpassion in
t hem

"Before | cone to your sentence, is there anything you would like to say,
Quild

Mast er Veovi s?"

Veovis met the ancient's eyes, then shook his head.

"Very well. Then it is the decision of this House that you be stripped of
al l

rank and that from henceforth your nmenbership of the guild be annull ed.

Furt her,

you will be taken fromhere and on the seventeenth hour fifteen days hence
will

be transferred to a suitable Prison Age, to be held there for the renainder
of

your natural life."

All eyes were on Veovis. From her seat in the gallery Anna saw how fine,
gfg%ified he I ooked in this his final nonment and felt the slightest flicker
ggubt cross her nmind. Yet he was guilty. She had heard and seen enough
ngfetmenty days to know that much. d ancing across, she saw how A Gaeris
r§2ning forward. What was that gleam in his eyes? Delight that justice
P?ﬂally been done? O was it sinple gloating?



She | ooked down briefly, a shiver of distaste running through her, then
| ooked
back, her eyes seeking out Aitrus where he sat in the first row just
behi nd
Veovi s.

As Veovis turned, preparing to clinb the steps again and |eave the chanber,
he

halted.briefly, right in front of Aitrus, staring down at his
once-friend.

Sonet hi ng seenmed to be said, then he wal ked on, his bare, nanacl ed feet

cl i mbi ng

the stone, the big Maintainer trailing behind.

Anna waited, as the great Lords ended the session, then, as the nmenbers began
to

stand, a great murmur of talk rising in the chanber, she hurried quickly
down

t he steps.

Aitrus was standing in the mdst of a tiny group of other nmenbers. As
she

stepped into their <circle they broke off their aninmated discussion, bow ng
to

her respectfully.

"What did he say?" she asked, |ooking anxiously to Aitrus.

He hesitated, conscious of the others listening. "Not here, Ti'ana."

She frowned. "Did he threaten you?"

Ai trus shook his head, but he was awkward now. Looki ng about him

apol ogetical ly,

he stepped across the circle and, taking Anna's arm | ed her away.

"Wl |l ?" she asked, when they were outside, out of the hearing of the

ot hers.

"What did he say?"

Aitrus turned from her, as if he could not face her. He seened pale
now,

di sconfited. "He blanmes ne."

"I's that what he said. That he bl anes you?"

Ai trus shook his head.

"Well, tell nme, Aitrus. Wat did he say?"

Aitrus turned, looking directly at her. '"You should have let nme fall.'
That's
what he said."

"But you are not to blane."

"No? | wish I could believe that. At the end there, watching himeven after
al l
that was said and shown-do you know what | thought? | thought he was



i nnocent .

That is what | thought. And yet | said 'Aye* with all the rest. And sent him
to

his rock."

"Do you want to do sonething? To say sonething, perhaps, to the Five?"

He | aughed bitterly. "Wiat could I say? No. | must live with this,

Ti ' ana.

Knowi ng | m ght have been wong. Yes, and knowi ng that | was the one who set
t he

wheels in notion Those great wheels of the Dni state that can crush a man
as

easily as our great hammers pound the rock."

They stood there a nmonment, silent, staring at each other, and then Anna t ook
hi s

armand led himout. Yet even as they stepped out beneath the massive arch
at

the front of the Guild House, the great bell on Ae' Gura began to sound,
sendi ng

its sonorous tones across the cavern

Lord Raken was dead.

PART SI X
THE I NK I N THE WELL

It was the fourth anniversary of Gehn's namng day and a solemm cerenony
riiing place in the family mansion in D ni. Until today, Gehn had been a
??Lgdio play as a child played, but from this hour onward he would take
;P?st steps toward becom ng a guil dsman.

Looki ng on, Anna felt deeply for her son. Standing amd the guild
officials,

little Gehn | ooked terrified. His hair had been cut and he was wearing
guild

cl ot hes-duplicates of those his father, Aitrus, and his grandfather Kahlis
wor e

as they stood on either side of him In front of them behind a special
trestle

table that had been set up in the room stood Yteru, the Gand Master of
t he

@uild of Books. It was to his guild that Gehn was to be apprenticed, and the
boy

would join themin their halls two weeks from now.

Two days ago, knowi ng how much her son was dreadi ng the occasi on, Anna had
?ghiitrus in his study and asked him if Gehn really did need to join the
?E;Ldthen. He was sure to miss honme dreadfully, but Aitrus was adamant. It
?ﬁz D ni way, and if Gehn was to be considered D ni and make his eventual way
in



the world, then he nmust conformto the ways of the guilds.

And so she was to relinquish him |ong before he was ready to be taken from
her .

It would break his heart and hers, but maybe Aitrus was right. Mybe, in
t he

long run, it would be best for him Yet she had her doubts.

As the Grand Master called the boy forward, she- found herself praying
silently

t hat he woul d remenber the words she had taught himthe words of the guild
oat h.

Slowy, stunblingly, Gehn forced them out. As he finished, Master Yteru
smiled

benevol ently down at the child, then, in a slow, sonorous drawl, uttered
t he

wor ds of acceptance.

And so it was done. Her son was now a guil dsman.

Afterward, she held him telling himhow proud she was, but she could see
t he
fear of separation in his eyes.

Aitrus had been saying his farewells to the guildsnen; now he cane back.
He
stood in the doorway, |looking in at her and Gehn. "Are you angry with ne?"

She nodded.

He sighed, exasperated. "I amsorry, Ti'ana, but you know how things stand.
It

is the Dni way, and we cannot afford to act differently. That would be
sel f

i ndul gent. You knew that when you becane D ni."

"I know," she said, as angry at herself as at him "but | did not think it
woul d
be so hard."

"No. But there is one thing we can do. Before Gehn goes, that is."
"You want to go to Genedet ?"

Aitrus shook his head. "I prom sed you once. Remenber?"

At first she did not understand; then her eyes w dened.

He nodded.

"Yes, Ti'ana. It's time our son saw where his nother cane from"

* * *

The journey through the tunnels took two days. On the norning of the third
t hey

cane to the cavern where the two great digging nachines stood silently. As
Anna

and Gehn came up beside him Aitrus turned to them and snil ed.



"We are alnost there.’
faci ng
them "There is the seal. The surface nust be just above."

He pointed across at the great red wedge of rock

Anna nodded. "This is where | cane in. | renenber it vividly. The machines
She stared at themfondly, then smled. "Do you know what | thought, Aitrus?"
"No, tell me."

"I thought | had discovered the tonb of a great king. And these ... |

t hought

these were the remains of sone (great civilization, a long-1ost race of
giants,

perhaps, or ..." She laughed. "Little did | know. "

Aitrus | ooked at her fondly. "I amglad you chose to | ook, Ti'ana. But for
t hat

curiosity of yours, | would have been |lost."

Anna | ooked away, a snmile on her lips. "Ch, | amsure some young D ni
mai den

woul d have found you."

He | aughed. "Maybe. But let us press on now. | aminpatient to see the
surface. "

Gehn, who had been silent until that nmoment, now spoke up. "Daddy? Wy did
we
not link to the surface?"

Aitrus came back and, crouching before his son, began to explain. "If this
wer e

a different Age, then we mght have linked to it, but the surface is in the
sane

Age as D ni and one cannot link to a place in the same Age."

"What, never?" the boy asked, w de-eyed.
"Never," Aitrus said, smling patiently.

Gehn frowned, considering that, then | ooked back up at his father. "But how
will
we find our way back to D ni?"

Aitrus took his notebook fromhis pocket and opened it. |Inside, between
t he

tanned | eather covers, were page after page of maps and di agrams. Aitrus
flicked

through it for a while, then, comng to the page, turned the notebook so
t hat

Gehn coul d see.

"Look, Gehn. Here is a map of the tunnels. | have been maki ng notes as we
went
al ong. W need only trace our way back."

It seenmed to satisfy the boy. He grinned, then went across to his nother
who



stood beneath one of the great machi nes. She put her arm about him then
| ooked
back at Aitrus.

"When | first saw these, | was convi nced that whoever had made them nust be
| ong

dead, for what kind of race would nmake such wonderful nmchines then | eave
t hem

in the rock?"

Aitrus smled then wal ked across to her. "WAs it this one that you clinbed?"
She nodded.

"You clinbed it, Mum?" Gehn asked, looking up at his nother in
wi de- eyed
wonder .

"I did. And then | wal ked down into Dni. Only | did not knowit was D ni.
Not
until long after.”

They went through the gap, Anna |eading the way, Gehn cl ose behind. Reaching
t he

pocket, Aitrus lit the Ilantern again. He knew what |ay ahead-Anna had

al r eady

told himbut nowthey were so close, he felt a strange excitenment. How
many

years now had he waited for this?

Fifty years, at |ast.

Anna was first to clinb down. At the bottom she turned, reaching up to take
Gehn

as Aitrus let himdown. Then they were in the cavern, where it had first
begun

for Anna, all those years ago. She |ooked to him

"It hasn't changed."

They went on, «clinbing up into the tunnel and along, until the three of
t hem
stood before the rock fall

Aitrus set the tiner, then took them back ro a safe distance. There was a
huge

bang. The whol e tunnel shuddered. As the snoke cleared, Anna picked Gehn up
and,

followi ng Aitrus, wal ked through, stepping over the rubble.

It was night. A full noon rested |ike a shining disk of silver in the center
of

t he bl ue-black velvet sky. Surrounding it, a billion flickering stars
shone

down.

Aitrus stood there at the entrance to the tunnel, staring up at the noon.
Besi de
him Anna held Gehn agai nst her side, her face close to his, and pointed.



"Look, Gehn. That's the noon."
"Moon," he said, snuggling in to her, tired now

Anna sniled then turned her head, |ooking to Aitrus. He met her eyes and
smi | ed.

"Come," he said, taking her hand, "let's find the Lodge."

* * *

They sat on the | edge of the open w ndow, |ooking out across the narrow
bri dge
toward the desert. Gehn was asleep in the room behind them

Anna |istened a nonment, then snmiled. Aitrus sat just behind her, his arns
about

her, his chin resting on the top of her head. 1t had been her secret dream
to

bring himhere and sit with himlike this, yet nowthat it was real it
seened

nore dreami ke than the dreama noment wholly out of time. She pressed
back
against himand felt his arnms tighten about her

"Do you still miss hinP" he asked softly.
"Sonetines. "

She hal f-turned her head, |ooking back at him "He speaks to nme sonetinmes. In

ny
head. "

Aitrus smled, but she could see he only hal f-believed her, or maybe thought
she

meant that she thought other father and renmenbered his words. But it was
true

what she sai d.

She felt Aitrus sigh, a sigh of pure contentnment, and turned back, letting
her

eyes go to the descendi ng noon once nore, the smle lingering at the corners
of

her mout h.

"Ti'ana?"

"Hm®?" she answered | azily.

"I know how much you loved your father, and how rmuch you owed to him
3;Ti:.mhat of your nother? You never speak of her."

"No. "

Even the thought of it brought back the pain.

"Ti'ana?" Atrus sat forward.

"It"s all right," she said.



She began again, hunching forward as she spoke, letting the words
cone

haltingly. "It was an accident. W were clinbing. In the mountains to the
sout h

of here. My father had gone up the cliff face first, and | had foll owed.

Mot her

was last, all three of us tied on the sanme rope. Father had wal ked on a
little

way, to inspect the cliffs we had glinpsed frombelow That was why we
wer e

there, you see. W were al ways exploring."

Anna stopped, catching her breath. Again she saw it, vividly, as if it
had

happened not thirty-five years ago but yesterday-the staring eyes, the
nout h

open in surprise.

Anna col |l ected herself, then carried on. "The difficult part of the clinb
was

behi nd her and she was only six or eight feet fromthe edge. | could al nost
have

put out a hand and haul ed her up. She was snmiling. And then her foot slipped.
It

ought not to have mattered. The rope ought to have held her. | felt a
nonent ary

tension on it, then it went, like a rotten vine. And next thing she was
falling.

And not a sound-just her eyes |ooking back at ne, her nouth open in surprise.

"Father blamed hinself, of course. He should have checked the rope, he
kept
saying, but | could see that he was devastated."

Aitrus was silent a while. "I amsorry, Ti'ana, | did not know | should
not
have asked."

She turned to face him kneeling on the | edge. Her face was screaked with
Lsirzhe was smling tenderly now. She reached out, her hands gently hol di ng
ZhZeks. "No, Aitrus. You of all people should have known. W should have
Qgcrets, you and |."

She ki ssed himthen; softly, tenderly, her eyes shining in the noonlight. And
as
they broke fromthe kiss, his eyes were wi de with wonder.

* * *

Gehn woke him shaki ng hi m awake. Sunlight blazed in fromthe roomat the
front

of the Lodge, so strong it stabbed into his pupils, making himshield his
eyes

then feel about himfor his glasses.

"Mama' s gone!" Gehn was saying. "Mama's gone!"



Aitrus pulled on the glasses, then sat up, putting out his arnms to hold
t he
frightened boy. "No, Gehn. She will be back. | prom se you."

But Gehn was sobbi ng uncontrollably at the thought that he had lost his

not her.

Aitrus held Gehn tightly until the crying subsided, then, picking himup,
he

carried himout, through the roomat the front until they stood in the

door way,

| ooki ng out over the valley.

The heat surprised him It could not be nore than an hour since dawn,
yet

already it was far hotter than the hottest day on Genedet or Ko'ah. He
recal | ed

what Anna had said about the heat; how it was the single factor that

det er m ned

life here. It was not sonething he would have witten into an Age, but
soneone,

the Gand Master who had witten the Book of Earth, had thought of it,
and

created the conditions for such extrenes of cold and heat.

Gehn had fallen silent, yet he still «clung to his father's neck as if his
life
depended on it. Aitrus |ooked at himand sml ed.

"You want a drink, Gehn?"
CGCehn nodded.

Aitrus took himback inside, setting himgently down on the w ndow | edge
whil e

he poured him a goblet of <cool, clear water fromthe jug Anna had filled
t he

ni ght before.

Tur ni ng, he saw how Gehn was staring about him "Were are we?" he asked,
t aki ng
the water gratefully.

"This is where your nother lived when she was young," he answered. "This
is
where she grew up, with her father."

"Here?" Gehn seened astoni shed. "But where are the Books?"

Airrus |aughed. "These people are human. They are not like the D ni. They do
not
have Books and Ages. This is all they have."

Gehn wi ped his nouth with the back of his hand, then | ooked up at Aitrus.
" But
how could they live with just this?"

Airrus | ooked about him To be honest, he had asked hinself the very
sane
guestion. Now that he had seen the Lodge, he wondered how Anna had survived



out
here.

"They made do," he answered, finally. Yet even as he said it he heard
Anna' s

voi ce. She was singing. A song he had never heard before, in a tongue he did
not

know.

Quickly he joined Gehn at the window, in tinme to see Anna cone over the crest
of

the hill, a small cart pushed before her. She was wearing a bl ack cl oak
trimed

with red, the hood of which was up over her head. Seeing them she waved,

t hen

canme on again, finishing her song.

Aitrus went out onto the bridge, Gehn beside him The heat was fierce but
not

yet overpowering. As Anna cane up onto the bridge, she smiled and held
out

something for Gehn to take. He ran to her and took the strange box,

t hen

scuttled back inside, into the shade. Anna pulled, back her hood, then

st epped

up to Aitrus.

"You should wear sonething on your head," she said, touching his brow.
"Ten
mnutes in this and you will get sunstroke."

"Sunstroke?" He did not understand her

"The heat," she said. "It will affect your brain. You will collapse and be
i

"You are jesting with nme," he said, snling, as if he understood she was
j oki ng,
but she was not sniling.

"It is very dangerous out here," she said sinply. "Both you and Gehn rnust
keep
covered up as nmuch as possible. The desert sun is unforgiving."

He nodded, then, "Where have you been? And that cart..."

Anna hal f-turned, |ooking across at the cart, then she turned back to Aitrus.
"

went to get it. It had all ny books and journals on it. And other
t hi ngs.
Fortunately | hid it well, and the desert did the rest. It was untouched, as

i f
I'"d left it yesterday."

"And that song. Wat was that?"

Anna snmiled. "Did you like it?" She quickly sang a verse. "It's sonething
ny
not her taught me. | could not sing it before. But now..." Again she

sm | ed,



then took his arm |eading himback into the shadows of the Lodge.

As they came into the main room Gehn |ooked up at them his eyes w de. "Wat
is

this game?" he asked, pointing to the checkered board, the black and
white

pi eces that were laid out beside it.

"It is called chess," she said, squatting beside him "M/ father taught ne
how
to play, and | shall teach you."

Gehn beamed. "So | amnot going to go to the Guild Hall after all?"

Anna | ooked down. "No, CGehn. You must go. But not yet. We will stay here for
a
few days, yes? Just you and | and Father."

Gehn | ooked away a noment, struggling wth his disappointment, then he
nodded

and, turning back to Anna, picked up the white queen. "So what is this piece
and

what does it do?"

* * *

"Thi nbl ood ..."
"Who- man. . ."
"No-dunny ..."

The whi spers surrounded Gehn in the darkness of the dormtory; endless,
taunting

whi spers that filled the lonely nights. Gehn lay there, facing the bare

st one

wal I, the knuckles of his right hand pressed into his mouth, trying to shut
it

all out, but still the whispers cane.

The mattress was too thin beneath him the blankets rough and scratchy.
But

worst of all was the sense of abandonnent that cane each evening as the
gr eat

door to the dormitory was cl osed and absol ute darkness fell.

It was awful. More awful than he had ever thought possible. They had heard
hi m

crying the first few nights and had | aughed at himfor it. And then the

whi spers

had begun, playing upon his fears and insecurity, making his life even nore of
a

msery than it already was.

At hone he was used to his own room his own snooth sheets and bl ankets.

Ther e,

a night-light rested in the corner, warmand reassuring. And he knew that
hi s

not her was al ways there, next door, in case bad dreanms canme and di sturbed
hi s



sleep. But here there was nothing. Nothing but the darkness and the
endl ess
hurtful whispers.

Whay had they done this to hin? Wy? Had he been bad? If so, he could
?Z;Enber what it was that he had done. O did they no |Ionger |ove hinf? For
fgave hi m here, anong these awful, spiteful boys, was surely sone kind
gLnishnent.

He coul d renenber his father's face, wunnaturally stern, as he spoke to him
t he
ni ght before he had cone here.

"You must be brave, Gehn. It is the Dni way. It mght seemhard at first,
but
you will get used to it, | promse you."

So much for promises. But the worst had been the parting fromhis nother. He
had

ki cked and screaned, refusing to go with them so that eventually they had
had

to pick himup and carry himto the waiting carriage.

That had been two weeks ago now. Two weeks of endl ess homesi ckness, and
t he
torment of the nights.

Yet even as the whispers multiplied, Gehn found hinmself thinking of the

| esson

earlier that day. He had begun to think hinself a fool; had begun to
bel i eve

that the boys were right when they called him"No-dunny" and said he had sand
in

his head instead of brains. But today he had begun to understand what he
was

doi ng here, for today he had seen Master Urren

Gehn was taught in a group of eight, the eldest aged seven, the
youngest

hinsel f. Mst of it was basic, the kind of stuff his nother had taught him
back

at home, but sone was specific stuff about ink and witing; today's |ecture
in

particul ar.

Npster Uren, the visiting tutor fromthe @uild of |Ink-Mkers, was a
Bhgéinly, birdlike man, with a long, thin face and huge bushy eyebrows
;Zgzed to forma continuous line across his upper face. He had the habit
giaring into the air as he spoke, as if in a trance, then |ooking directly
i;e or other of his pupils, startling them But it was not this habit but
agfds that had woken Gehn this norning.



Wth his eyes closed, Gehn could see Master Urren now, his right hand
cl enched

into a fist as he spoke the |Ink-Mker's litany.

"What binds the Wrd to the Wrld? The |nk

"What burns the bridge between the Ages? The Ink

"What forms the living darkness between two |ights? The Ink!"

Then, to the astonishnment of themall, he had brought out a great tub of
:??ting a handful of the fine dark granules so that they could see.

"The manufacture of this is a secret. A very grave and great secret, like
;Ziret of the paper, which in tine each of you wll learn. But you mnust
first

prove yourself worthy to be trusted with such a secret, for the naking of
t hese
two things is the key to i mense power-the power to nake worlds!"

And there was nore, the words issuing thunderously fromUrren's lips, so

t hat

Gehn had found hinself staring at the guildsman openmout hed, amazed by the
power

of the words. This, he realized, was what his father had been talking
about .

This was what it neant to be a guildsman. Until that nmoment he had thought it
a

sensel ess thing to want to be, but suddenly, in one single, blazing nonent,
he

under st ood.

Gehn turned and lay upon his back, letting his hand fall onto his chest.
The

whi spers had stopped now. Soft snoring filled the silent darkness of the
narr ow

room

Secrets. He was to be the heir to great and wo' nderful secrets. Twenty years
it

m ght take, but then he would know, as Master Urren knew, and nmaybe then
hi s

eyes would burn with that sane feroci ous know edge, that same certainty.

Gehn shivered, then, w ping his hand across his face, formed the words
silently
in the darkness.

It is the D ni way.

* * *

The i nk-works were burning. Geat flanes curled up into the darkness,
lighting

the roof of the cavern alnost a nmile overhead. Gehn stood on the stone
| edge,

staring out the wi ndow across the rooftops of the upper city. Surrounding
hi m



his fellow students jostled to see, but he stood at the very front, both
hands

tightly grasping the great central bar of the pane-less w ndow, | ooking
out

across the dark toward the nmassive bl aze.

They had heard the explosion twenty nminutes back, but at the tinme they had
not

under st ood just what was happeni ng. Now t hey knew. Soneone had placed a bonb
in

the very middle of the Ink-Wrks. Many were dead. Many nore were m Ssing.

For the past eight weeks there had been incidents. Senior guildsnen had
been

nmysteriously attacked. Ofices had been ransacked. In the worst of
t he

i ncidents, three Kortee' nea- blank Books-had gone missing, along with a
whol e

stock of smaller Linking Books. The Mintainers had been placed on
const ant

alert; no one knew yet who was behind the out break

And now this.

There was a shout in the corridor behind them Gehn turned, along wth
t he

others, to see the Duty Master hurrying down the corridor toward them his
hands

wavi ng madl y.

"Boys! Boys! Get down fromthere at once!"

They clinmbed down, obedient to their Quild Master, yet as Gehn went to
wal k

away, he saw how the Master hung back at the w ndow, staring out at the
bl aze,

the glowing orange light reflected in his pale eyes, a | ook of pure fear

et ched

in his face.

* * *

Aitrus did not wait to be summoned but went straight to the @uild House. Al
but

two or three of the Energency Council were already there, the others
arriving

very shortly after Aitrus. As Lord R hira called the nmeeting to order, a
Mast er

fromthe Guild of Maintainers hurried in and, bowing to R hira, gave him
t he

| atest report fromthe |nk-Wrks.

Fifteen had died. Another eight were mssing. It was too early to know
for
certain, but it seened that a |arge stock of ink had been taken

"But how was this possible?" Master Jadaris asked, when his nman had fi ni shed.

"Someone is linking to places throughout Dni," @Quild Master Jerah
answer ed



him "Soneone with special know edge of the guilds.”

"Someone?" R hira queried, |ooking about the table. "O are there
sever al

m screants? Look at the pattern of the attacks. Not one but six separate
gui | ds

have now been targeted. And who knows where they will strike next? The
only

thing these incidents have in comon is that they know the intimate workings
of

the guilds. They know where we are vulnerable. They know precisely where
to

attack and when."

"Veovi s?"
Al eyes turned to Aitrus, who had spoken the nane.

"I nmpossible,” Jadaris said, after a nonment. "He is nore than safe where we
have
put him"

"I's he?" Lord R hira asked, |eaning toward the G and Master. "Wen did you
| ast
check on hi n®"

"Three weeks ago. After the first of these incidents.”
"But before the renminder, yes?"

Jadari s nodded. Then, shaking his head. "No. | refuse to believe it. But if

ny
fellow guildsmen would |ike ne to check?"

"Do so, Master Jadaris," R hira said. "And |let us know what you di scover."
Jadaris bowed to R hira and left.

R hira | ooked about the table. "Woever this is-and we nust not leap to
any

assunptions without full and proper know edge-they aimto create a climte
of

fear, and what better way than to engage in a meaningless sequence of

vi ol ent

event s?"

"Do you think that is what's happeni ng here?" Master Jerahl asked.

"I do. But there is sonething none of you know about. Sonething that has
been

kept a secret anong the Five. In view of this |atest outrage, however, we
f eel

you ought to know of it.
hi s

hands, said, "One of the Five great Books has been desecrated. That of
Mast er

Tal ashar. In fact, the structure of the text was so damaged and distorted
t hat

t he Age has becone unstable and we fear it will shortly self-destruct."”

R hira paused significantly, then, |ooking down at



There was horror about the table. This was one of their worst fears-that
their

Ages woul d be tanpered with and destroyed. And here was news that such a
t hi ng

had happened, and not just to any Age but to one of the five "d assics,"
t hose

anci ent, beautiful Ages made by the greatest of Dni's Witers.

"Who would do such a thing?" Hajihr of the Stone-Masons asked, his
face
mrroring the shock everyone felt at that noment.

"I do not know for certain,” R hira answered, "but | ambeginning to have
ny

suspicions. If it is Veovis, then |I'd judge he is not acting alone. And there
is

one other thing. The new entries were in the sanme hand as that of

Mast er

Tal ashar . "

"But he died nore than six thousand years ago," Jerahl said, voicing
t he
t houghts of all.

"That is so," Rhira said. "Yet the ink on the page was barely three weeks
old."

There was a stunned silence, then Aitrus spoke again. "I think we should
find
A Gaeris and hold him until his part in this is fully known."

"You think he is involved, then?" Hajihr asked.

Aitrus shrugged. "He may be innocent, but | think not. | begin to share ny
Lord
R hira's doubts."

"And Veovi s?" Jerahl asked, |ooking across at Aitrus.

"Perhaps Lord Veovis was innocent after all."

* * *

Quild Master Jadaris paused at the outer gate, waiting as the Master of the
Keys
unl ocked the ancient door that |led down into the earth.

No part of D ni lay deeper in the rock than this, no part of the great city
in

the rock was nore secure. A sloping tunnel led fromthe inner gate down to
t he

Gate of Traitors, ten spans into the rock. There, in a cavern that had
been

hol | owed nore than three thousand years before, lay the Cells of Entry.

Jadaris wal ked down the | ong passage between the cells. Al but one were
enpty.

So it was. For though there were fifteen cells beyond the inner gate, few
wer e

ever used, for Dni was an orderly society and transgressions that



nmerited
i ncarceration on a Prison Age were rare indeed.

"He nust be there," he nuttered to hinself as, standing before the solid
st one
door of Veovis's cell, he waited for the Master of the Keys to unlock

But Rhira's words had rattled him Lord R hira did not act on whim |f he had
a

suspicion, then like as not it was the truth. Even so, he could not believe

t hat

Veovi s was not in the Age.

As the door swung back, he pushed past his Key Master al nost rudely, so
anxi ous
was he for confirmati on one way or anot her

The cell was bare, the walls plain rock. A single wooden chair and a table
wer e
t he only furnishings.

The book, allowing one to monitor the Prison Age, lay on the desk, open
its
gl owi ng panel visible.

Jadaris | eaned over it. The panel showed no sign of Veovis at his desk in
t he
Prison Age.

He turned, |ooking back at the squad of guards who had foll owed hi mand
nodded.

"W go in."

* * *

Mast er Jadaris appeared in a roomof metal. The floor of the linking chanber
was

slatted black metal, the six walls a netallic blue that was al nost

bl ack,

undecorated and wi ndowl ess, featureless al nost, except for one |large pane
on

the far wall facing him Dim lighting panels in the ceiling gave the room
an

underwater feel..ln the center of the floor was a hexagonal pedestal, on

whi ch

rested the Linking Book. It appeared untouched.

More men were linking into the roomnow. Arned M ntainers, wearing seal ed
masks
and carrying air tanks on their backs, ready for any sort of trouble.

As Jadaris stood, the arned men positioned thenselves along the walls to
ei t her

side of him At Jadaris's signal, his first assistant stepped up to the
panel

and placed a flat "locking square" against the faint indentation in the
panel ,

t hen stepped back.



There was a heavy thunk! as all six of the steel |locking bolts retracted
at
once. Wth a hiss the door slid slowmy into the floor

Cold air flooded the room Beyond the door a metal walkway ran on
Jadari s

sni ffed again, an expression of acute distaste in his face, then wal ked
toward

t he doorway.

Steppi ng out onto the walkway he | ooked up. The sky was dark and gl oweri ng,
a
Wi ntry sun obscured behi nd heavy cl oud.

Facing him was the island. Jadaris stared at it, wortdering what Veovis
had

t hought the first time he had seen it, knowing that this was to be his
hone

henceforth, until he died.

The island was a great block of black volcanic rock, its tapered shape
thrusting

up froma black and oily sea. Standing on top of that desolate rock was a

bl ack

tower, its walls smooth and wi ndowl ess. The wal kway was an unsupported | ength
of

nmetal sonme five or six feet above the surface, joining the |linking chanber
to

the island. A set of steps cut from the rock lead up fromthe wal kway to

t he

great door of the tower.

A cold, bleak wind blew from Jadaris's |left, whipping the surface of the
wat er
and making himpull his cloak tighter about him

"Come," he said, half-turning to his men, "let us see what is to be seen."

The great door was |ocked. As his Chief Jailer took the key fromhis belt
and

stepped up to fit it to the |ock, Jadaris shook his head. It was not
possi bl e.

It sinply was not possible. Yet as they went fromroomto roomin the tower,
hi s

certainty dissolved. In the top roomwas a table. On it they found a neal
set

out. Yet the meal had been abandoned weeks ago and lay there rotting. Beside
it

[ ay three Linking Books.

Jadaris took the first of the three Books and stared at it. He did not know
how
it had been done, but Veovis had been sprung.

He shivered. This whole business filled himwth profound m sgivings. It
was
hard to know just who to trust.

He opened the Linking Book and read a line or two. This one | ed straight back
to



Dni. O so it seened. It would be easy to check-he could send one of his
guar ds

t hrough-but that was not the way they normally did things. It was not
guild

practice to send a man through to any Age w thout a Linking Book to get
t hem

back.

Jadaris sat there a nonent, staring at the words, his eyes unseeing,
hi s

t hought s el sewhere, then suddenly he stood. Sweeping the rotting neal onto
t he

floor, he lay the Book down in its place and opened it to the descriptive
panel .

Then, |ooking about him at his men, Jadaris snmled and placed his hand
down

firmy on the panel

* * *

There was the acrid taste of smoke in the air as Veovis, cloaked and
hooded,

made his way along the alleyway toward the gate. The narrow streets of the

| ower

city were strangely crowded for this late hour, as people stood outside
their

houses to watch the guildsnmen fight the great blaze farther up the city.
The

light fromthat blaze flickered noistly in Veovis's eyes as he wal ked al ong,
but

no one noticed a single figure passing anong them Geat events were
happeni ng

in the cavern. They had all heard the explosion, and rumor was even
now

filtering down fromthe upper city. Quildsmen were dead. Some said as nmany as
a

hundr ed.

Steppi ng out fromunder the gate, Veovis glanced up at the blaze. It was
still
some way above himand to his left. A nuscle twitched at his cheek, then

| ay

still. The guard at the gate had barely glanced at him as he passed,
hi s

attention drawn to the fire at the great |nk-Wrks. And so he wal ked on
passi ng

i ke a shadow anmong that preoccupi ed crowd.

The gate to the upper city lay just ahead.

* * *

Anna pull ed on her boots, then stood, |ooking about her at the room A
cl oak.
Yes. She would need to take a cloak for him

Going over to the linen cupboard, she took down one of Gehn's cl oaks.
Then,

knowi ng that if she thought too |ong about it she m ght change her m nd
she



quickly left the room hurrying down the hallway and out the front door

Qut si de Anna paused, her eyes going straight to the blaze. It was bel ow her
ir?ghtly to the left of where she stood. What it neant for D ni she did
Eﬁ;mn but the sight of it had finally made up her mnd. She was going to
gghgghone, whether Aitrus liked it or not. This had gone on far too |ong.

She hurried through the streets, yet as she cane into the lane that led to
t he

@Quild Hall, she found it barricaded, a squad of Mai ntai ners keepi ng back a
smal |

cromd of bystanders. Even so, she went across, begging to be allowed to
pass,

but the guards would not |let her and eventually she turned, making her way
back

along the street, wondering if there might not be another way to get to
t he

Hal | .

Down. If she went down to the gate and then across, she mght conme at the
Hal |
by a different way.

She wal ked on, nmaking for the gate, yet as she did, a man strode toward her
He

was cl oaked and hooded and kept his head down as he walked, as if
heavi l y

preoccupi ed. There was sonet hing strange about that, and as he brushed past
her,

she caught a glinpse of his eyes beneath the hood.

She turned, astonished.

Veovis! It had been Veovi s!

No. It could not be.

Anna swal | owed, then, taking two steps, called out to the man. "Sir?"

But the man did not stop. He went on, hastening his pace, disappearing into
zide street.

Anna hesitated a noment, then hurried after

Turning the corner, she thought for a noment she had | ost hinm then she

gl i mpsed

a shadowy figure at the end of the narrow lane, slipping into the side gate of
garkened mansi on.

Anna st opped, |ooking about her, but the I ane was enpty. If she was to find
out

what was happeni ng she woul d have to do it herself.

Slow y, alnpst tentatively, she approached the gate. The bl aze was at her
back



now. In its light everything was cast in vivid shadows of orange and
bl ack.

There was a padlock on the gate, but it had been snapped and now hung
| oose.

Anna | eaned her weight gently on the door and pushed.

Inside was a tiny yard, enclosed by walls. A door on the far side was open
Anna

went across and stood in the doorway, listening. Again she could hear
not hi ng.

She slipped inside, into what was clearly a kitchen. The house was
dar k,

abandoned, or, nore likely, boarded up. Only the glow of the distant fire
it

the room giving each covered shape a wavering insubstantiality.

She crossed the room her footsteps barely audible. A door led onto the
ﬁ;??;ay of the mansion. The body dfthe hall was dark, but on the far side was
ﬁuge staircase, leading up to the next floor. A great wi ndow on the |anding
:ﬁtthe pal e red gl ow of the bl aze.

Anna |istened a nonment, then frowned. Perhaps she had imagined it. Perhaps
he

had not cone in here at all. After all, it was dark, and she had been quite
somne

di stance off.

Briefly she wondered whose house this was and why it was abandoned. There
gﬁ:fraits on the walls, but nmobst were in heavy shadow, all detail obscured.
g?L* on the landing wall right next to the great wi ndow, could be discerned
2%;h clarity, yet even that, 1in the wavering glow, seenmed just a head
iﬂgulders. It could have been anyone. Anyone at all.

Across fromher, on the far side of the hallway, were nore roons. She

qui ckl'y
went across and peered inside, into the intense darkness, |istening as nuch
as

| ooki ng. Again there was not hi ng.

She was about to go, to give up her fruitless search, when there was a

di stinct

noi se fromthe roomoverhead; a thunp of sonething being put down; a heavy
noi se

of netal and wood.

Anna felt her heartbeat quicken. She should not be here. Not al one, anyway.
| f
it was Veovis, then he had escaped. And if he had escaped ..

She was i n danger-she knew that for a certainty-but she could not stop
hersel f.

Not now. The spirit of exploration was upon her. She had to knowif it
real ly



was him and if so, what he was doing.

She went to the foot of the stairs, staring up past the turn. WAs there a
fai nt
light up there or was she inmagining it?

Slow y Anna began to clinb the stairs, ready at any nmoment to rush down and
out

of the great house. There were nore noises now, the sounds of someone

t aki ng

thi ngs and stowing themin a sack, perhaps, or a bag. At the turn of the
stairs

she stopped, glancing up at the portrait. She was about to go on, when
she

| ooked again at the painting, sudden understandi ng com ng to her

It was A Gaeris, or one of his ancestors so like himas to make no

di ff erence.

The figure had the same querulous eyes, the sane long brow and
recedi ng

hairline, the sane swept-back hair.

So this was your mansion once, Philosopher. Before you fell

The know edge was a key. She knew now that it was Veovis up above, and

t hat

A Gaeris had sonehow hel ped himto escape. How she did not know just yet,
but

per haps she woul d di scover that. given tine.

Anna clinbed the last few stairs, then stopped, her hand on the top
rail,

listening once nore. The noises were coning froma room at the far end of

t he

hal | way-to her left as she stood. Al the doors to the right of the
corridor

were shut, so it was not the light of the blaze she had seen from bel ow
It

cane, in fact, froma roomjust up the corridor and to the left.

Anna took a long, calmng breath then began to walk toward it. But she had
only

gone two paces when Veovis stepped fromthe roomat the far end of the
corridor

and placed a backpack down on the floor of the hallway. She stopped
dead,

certain he would see her, but he did not even glance her way. Wth a sniff
he

turned and went back i nside.

She quietly let out a breath, then wal ked on

In the doorway to the first roomshe stopped, staring down the hallway to
gggr of the end room certamthat he would step out at that nonment and see
Eﬁ:’then she heard him whistling softly to hinself, his footsteps clearly
?Ee far side of the room



She turned and | ooked inside It was a study. Book-filled shelves were on
every

wal | and a huge desk sat in the far corner. On it was atiny lanp with a
pal e

rose bulb of glass, lit by a fire-marble In its glow she could see the
outline

of a Linking Book, the descriptive panel shining brightly.

For a nonent she hesitated, then, wal king across, she stood beside the desk
and,
putting out her hand, placed it on the panel

* * *

Veovi s crouched, tying the neck of the sack, then carried it outside.
Lifting

t he backpack, he slung it over his shoulder then went along the hallway to
t he

st udy

Al was as he had left it He glanced about the study, then reached across
and

slid the catch back on the Ianp, dousing the fire-marble Slowy its gl ow

f aded

As the room dar kened, the brightness of the panel in the Linking Book seened
to

intensify, until he seemed to be | ooking through a tiny w ndow

Reachi ng out, Veovis covered that brightness with his hand, as if to

ext i ngui sh

it. For a monent the room was dark; then, slowy, the vivid square of
l'i ght

reappeared through the nelting shape of his hand.

There was silence in the enpty room

* * *

Anna stood at the wi ndow, |ooking out at a view that was as strange as any
she

had ever seen It was not sinply that the sky had a heavy purplish hue, nor

t hat

the dark green sea seened to nove slowy, viscously, like oil in a bow, it
was

the snmell of this Age-an awful musty snell that seened to underlie everything.

The chamber into which she had |inked had been cut into the base of the

i sl and,

formng a kind of «cellar beneath it. Knowing that Veovis was likely to
l'i nk

after her, she had quickly left the room hurrying up a flight of tw sting
net al

stairs and into a gallery that |ooked out through strong glass wi ndows on
an

underwat er seascape filled with strange, sluggish creatures, dark-skinned,
with

pal e red eyes and stunted fins.

Hal fway along this gallery, facing the w ndows, was a large, circular
net al



hat ch- wheel - operated, as on a ship. Anna glanced at it, then went on

A second set of steps led up fromthe gallery into a spacious nest of roons,
at

the center of which was a six-sided chanber-a study of some kind Two of
t he

walls were filled floor to ceiling with shelves, on which were books.

Furt her

pil es of ancient, |eather-covered books were scattered here and there across
t he

wooden floor, as if dunped there carelessly A dozen or so |arge, unnarked
crates

wer e stacked against the bare stone wall on one side, next to one of the
three

doors that led fromthe room Two |arge desks had been pushed together at
t he

center These were covered with all manner of clutter, including severa
detail ed

maps of D ni-street plans and diagrans of the sewers and service runs. In
t he

far corner of the room a golden cage hung by a strong chain fromthe
| ow

ceiling. Init was a cruel-looking hunting bird. Seeing Anna it had lifted
its

ni ght - bl ack, glossy wings as if to launch itself at her, then settled again,
its

fierce eyes blinking fromtine to tine as it studied her watchfully.

A long, dark <corridor led from the nest of roons to the chanber in which
she

stood, which lay at a corner of the island. It was a strange room its
out er

walls and sloping ceiling made entirely of glass panels. Through the

gl ass

over head she coul d see even nore roons and bal conies, clinbing the island,
tier

after tier.

Li ke K veer, she thought, wondering if Veovis had had a hand in its design

At the very top of the island, or, rather, level with it, she could glinpse
t he
pi nnacl e of a tower, poking up out of the very center of the rock

Anna turned from the wi ndow. Behind her were three doors. The first led to
a

continuation of the corridor; the second opened upon a tiny storeroom the
third

went directly into the rock-perhaps to the tower itself.

She went across, opening the last of the doors. A twi sting stone stairwell
| ed

up into the rock. She was about to venture up it when there was a noi se from
t he

roonms to her right. There was a thud as sonethi ng heavy was put down, then
t he

unm st akabl e sound of Veovis whistling to hinmself. That whistling now
grew

| ouder.



Anna closed the door quietly and hurried over to the mddle door. She
coul d

explore the stairwell later. Right nowit mattered only that Veovis not find
her

there.

Slipping into the storeroom she pulled the door closed behind her, even
as

Veovi s's footsteps cane along the final stretch of the corridor and into

t he

room besi de where she hid.

* * *

Al trus took off his cloak, then turned to face his nother
"What is it?" he asked.

"It is Ti'ana," she answered. "I do not know where she is, Aitrus. One of
t he
servants saw her | eave an hour back."

"She went out? Wth things as they are?"

Tasera nodded. "I would have sent a nan out after her, if | had known. But
she
left no nessage."

Aitrus frowned. "Wait here," he said, "I think | know where she m ght be."
"You know?"

"Not for certain, but Ti'ana has been unhappy these past few nonths. She
has
m ssed Gehn badly."

"W have all missed him"

"Yes, but Ti'ana has m ssed himnmore than anyone. Last week she asked ne if
he
could come home. | think she may have gone to fetch him™

"They would not let her."
"Do you think that would stop Ti'ana if she were determined on it?"
Tasera shook her head.

"Well, I will go and see. Wait here. Mdther. If she is not at the Guild Hal
I
shall return at once. But do not worry. | amsure she is all right."

* * *

One of the guards on the barricade renenbered her

"She was nost persistent," he said, "but we had strict orders. W were to |et
no
one pass, not even guildsnen, w thout special notification. She left here,

oh,



nore than an hour ago now. "
"Did you notice where she went?"

The young guard nodded, then pointed up the lane. "She went back the way
she

cane, then turned left, under the arch. It |ooked as if she was heading for
t he

western sector."

Aitrus thanked the guard then turned away. If Anna had been going hone,
she

woul d have wal ked straight on and cut through farther up. Unless, of course,
she

was trying to get through to the Guild Hall by another route.

"Horme," he told hinself. He would check hone first, just in case she
had

returned. Then, if she was not there, he would go to the uild House and
ask

there.
* * *
Anna crouched against the wall, trying not to nake a sound.

Veovi s was just beyond the door. She had heard himstop and sniff the air.
"Strange," she heard himsay. "Very strange."

She cl osed her eyes. At any nonent he would pull back the door and see
her
there. And then ..

H s footsteps went on. She heard the door to the corridor creak open, then
cl ose
behi nd him his footsteps recedi ng.

Anna took a long breath, then pushed the door aiar. The outer room was
enpty

now, filled with the strange mauve |ight fromthe sky. She was about to
step

out si de agai n when she glinpsed, lust to her right, two shelves, cut deep
into

the wall. She had not noticed them before, but now she stepped across, amazed
by

what was on them

Books! Linking Books! Dozens of theml She took one down and examined it.
D ni!

This linked to D ni! Quickly she exam ned another. That, too, appeared to
l'i nk

to Dni. One after another she flicked through them

Al of themon the top shelf-every | ast one-seenmed to |ink back to D ni; each
at

a separate location: in a specific roomin a @Quild Hall, or in the cellar of
a

house; in storeroons and servants' quarters; and one, audaciously, direct
into



t he great Council chanber of the Guild House.

So this was how they did it! Veovis was behind the spate of incidents these

past
t ew weeks.
Veovis, yes ... and A Gaeris.

The Books on the bottom shel f were bl anks, waiting to be used. She counted
t hem
There were forty-eight.

Anna stared at them perplexed. How had they managed to get hold of so
many

bl ank Books? Had Suahrnir provided then? And what of Suahrnir? He
had

di sappeared five years ago, presuned dead, but was he here, too?

When she had |inked through she had not been quite sure what she neant to do.
To
take a peek and then get back? But now that she had seen the Books ..

| have to stop this, she thought. Fifteen dead. That's what the guard said.
And
more will die, for certain, unless | act. Unless | stop this now.

But how?

Anna stared at the Books, then nodded to herself, a plan beginning to form
in
her head.

* * *

Veovi s stood at the end of the stone jetty, his left hand resting lightly on
t he

plinth as he | ooked out over the glutinously bright green sea toward a
near by

rock that jutted, purest white like an enaneled tooth, from its surface.
A

circular platformrested on that rock, as if fused onto its jagged crown,
its

gray-blue surface level with where Veovis stood.

Veovi s glanced at the tiner on his wist, then slowy turned the dial
beneat h

his fingers, clockw se, then counterclockw se, then cl ockwi se again. He waited
a

nmonent, listening as the nassive cogs fell into place beneath his feet,

t hen

pressed down on the dial

Slowy a netal wal kway slid fromthe stone beneath his feet, bridging the
narr ow

channel, linking the jetty to the platform There was a resoundi ng chunk! as
it

| ocked in place.

Veovi s waited, tense now, resisting the tenptation to glance at his tiner
agai n.



Then, shinmering into view, a figure forned in the air above the platform
It
was A Gaeris.

The Phil osopher blinked and glanced up at the sky, as if disoriented,
t hen

| ooked across at Veovis and grinned, holding up the Linking Book that both
Anna

and Veovis had used; that, until five mnutes ago, had rested in the study
back

in the boarded-up house in D ni.

The two nen nmet in the mniddle of the walkway, clasping each other about
t he

shoulders Ilike the dearest of friends, while behind them a third
figure

shi mered into being on the platform

It was Suahrnir.

* * *

H gh above them fromwhere she stood at the north wi ndow of the tower,
Anna

| ooked on, watching the three men greet each other then turn and wal k back
al ong

the jetty, Veovis and A Gaeris side by side, Suahrnir follow ng a pace or
two

behi nd.

She had been thinking all along of the Linking Book back on D ni-asking

her sel f

why they should |eave the back door to this Age open like that. But now
she

under st ood. A Gaeris had cone al ong behind Veovis and gathered up the Book

t hen

used a second Linking Book, hidden elsewhere, no doubt, to Iink back to
t he

r ock.

The wal kway had been retracted. If anyone now tried to link through to this
Age

they woul d be trapped on the rock, unable to get across to the island.

She stepped back, away fromthe w ndow, then turned, |ooking about her. The
bi g

circular roomseened to be used as a | aboratory of sone kind. Three |ong
wooden

benches were formed into an H at the center, their surfaces scattered
with

gl eam ng brass equi pnment. Broad shelves on the long, curving walls
cont ai ned

endl ess gl ass bottles and stoppered jars of chemicals and powders, and, on
a

separate set of shelves, Books. Guild Books, she realized, stolen from
t he

libraries of D ni.

Anna wal ked across, picking things up and exam ning them Conming to the
wi ndow



on the south side of the room she |ooked out. The sea went flat to the
hori zon,

its dark green shading into black, so that at the point where the sea net
t he

pal e mauve sky there seened to be a gap in reality.

Just below the tower, the |land dipped steeply away to neet the sea, but in
SPZce it had been built up slightly so that a buttress of dark, polished
:ﬁ?tst out into the sea. A kind of tunnel extended a little way fromthe end
?Lat buttress, at the end of which was a cage; a big, nan-sized cage,

partly
submer ged.

Looking at it, Anna frowned.

She turned, |ooking back across the room There was only one doorway into
t he

room only one stairway down. The strong wooden door had a single bolt, high
up,

whi ch could be drawn from i nside

"Perfect," she said quietly, smling to herself. "Absolutely perfect."

* * *

Back inside the study, Veovis shut the door, then walked across. A Gaeris
and

Suahrnir were already deep in conversation, pointing to | ocations on the map
and

debating which to strike at next.

Veovi s stared at thema nmoment, then wal ked around past them and picked up
one
of the two bags he had brought with himfrom D ni.

"Here," he said, handing it to A" Gaeris, "I brought you a few things back
this
tinme."

A Gaeris | ooked inside the bag, then |[|aughed. Taking out the cloak, he held
it
up. It was a guild cloak, edged in the dark red of the Guild of Witers.

"To think | once valued this above all else!l”

A Gaeris shook his head, making a noise of disgust, then threw the cloak
about

his shoulders casually, preening hinself in a nocking fashion and | ooking
to

Veovis as he did.

"So how an things in D ni?"

Veovis smiled. "You were right. Philosopher. The destruction of the

I nk- Wor ks

has unnerved them Before now they were able to keep things close. Now al
of



D ni knows there is a problem"

"That may be so," Suahrnir said, "but there is another problem They now
know

that you are no longer on the prison Age."

Veovis turned to him "They know?"

Suahrnir nodded. "I overheard two guards talking. It seens Master
Jadari s

hi nsel f took an expedition in to check that vyou were still there. Finding
you

gone, they will know that soneone had to have sprung you." He turned to

A Gaeris

and grinned. "And they will not have far to look, will they?"

A Gaeris turned back to Veovis, concerned. "Then we nust escal ate our

canpai gn.
Until now we have had the advantage of surprise, but they will be vigilant
from

here on. We nust identify our prime targets and hit them™
"Lord R hira," Suahrnir suggested.

"Naturally," Veovis agreed. "But not first. First we deal with ny
nmedd| esone
friend."

"Your friend?" A Gaeris |ooked puzzl ed.
"My ex-friend, then. GQuild Master Aitrus."
"Aitrus?" Suahrnir frowned. "But surely we can deal with himlater?"

"No," A Gaeris said. "What Veovis suggests makes sense. Cut off the head and
t he

body cannot fight on. And who are the men whomwe m ght call the 'head' of

D ni?

Wy, the Emergency Council, of course! Aitrus, Jadans, YfJerrej, R hira.
These

are the four who are really running things right now, and so they nust be
our

primary targets. Thus far we have wunnerved the guilds. Now we mnust
destabilize

them™

"I agree," Veovis said. "But you will leave Aitrus to ne."

A Gaeris smled. "If you want him he is yours, ny friend. But make no
m st akes.

And show no ptty. Remenber that he showed you none."

Veovi s nodded. "I will not forget that easily. But cone, let us formulate
our

pl ans. "

* * *

Anna tiptoed partway along the corridor, then stopped. She could hear the
fai nt



mur mur of their voices through the door. There was brief |laughter, and then
t he
tal k went on.

Good. While they were occupi ed, she would nove the Linking Books.

Returning to the room she gathered up all she could carry at one go,
szried up the tower steps. Three trips saw all of the Books renoved to the
Eggnlat the top of the tower. Satisfied, Anna cleared the surface of one of
LZﬁches, then began to pile the Books up in a heap, |eaving only one aside.

That done, Anna picked up the Book she had set aside and returned to the door

The easiest and quickest way was to burn the Books-to set fire to them
t hen

link straight back to D ni-but the easiest was not always the best. If she
was

to be sure of danmaging their plans, she would need to make certain that
there

were no nore Linking Books el sewhere on the island.

Anna listened a nonment, then, satisfied that there was no one on the
stairs,

slipped out and hurried down. She had been depending on surprise so far, but
she

woul d need luck now, too, if she was to succeed.

Her luck held. They were still there inside the study. She could hear
their
voi ces murmuring behind the door

"Al'l right," a voice, Suahrnir's, said angrily. "But | do not know why we
cannot
just kill himand be done with it!"

Anna stepped back. At any nonment the door night open and she would
be

di scovered, yet she stayed there, |istening.

“I'"ll go right now" Veovis said clearly. "Unless you have any
further

obj ecti ons?"

"Not |," A Gaeris said. "But hurry back. There's much to do before the
nor ni ng. "

"Do not worry," Veovis answered sardonically. "I know how best to hook
our

friend. | shall take no longer than | nust."

* * *

Aitrus sat at his desk in his roons at the Guild Hall, in despair, his head
in

hi s hands. There was no sign of Anna. A search of the upper city had not
f ound
her. All inquiries had drawn a blank. And though Master Jadaris had agreed



to

make a nore thorough search, Aitrus knew that they would not find her. Not
in

D ni, anyway.

No. Veovis was sonehow behind this. He had to be. And this was his
revenge-to
t ake Anna.

But what had he done with her?
Aitrus | ooked up, staring into the air, trying to think

If he were Veovis, what would he want? Justice? No. It was far too |late
for

justice. Vengeance? Yes, but not sinply vengeance; at |east, not the
bli nd,

uncaring kind that madmen seek, unless the isolation of the prison rock had
sent

Veovi s nad.

No. He could not believe that. Veovis was stronger than that.

Per haps, but what of A Gaeris? Wat was his role in all this? And how had
he
persuaded Veovis to ally with himagainst the Guilds?

Betrayal . That was the seed A Gaeris had planted in Veovis's mnd. Betrayal.
;B?Ids had betrayed Veovis, as they had once betrayed A Gaeris. And now
;B?Ids had to be puni shed.
Puni shed ... or destroyed?
Aitrus stood, realizing that there was only one thing to do. They woul d have

to
search every inch of D ni for Linking Books.

"I'f we can find out where he is linking back to ..."

Aitrus | ooked up. Footsteps. There were footsteps farther down the hall.

He went out into the hallway.

"Ti'ana? ... Ti'ana, is that you?"

Aitrus had barely gone two or three steps when the door at the far end of
LQFI swung open. He stopped dead.

"Veovi s?"

Veovi s stood there, smling, a Linking Book held open in one hand.

"Yes, Aitrus, dearest friend. | have your wife. If you want her back, you
had
better follow nme. And no tricks, or Ti'ana will die."

"No! Vait!"



Aitrus started toward him yet even as he did, Veovis brought his other
hand
across, touching the gl owi ng panel

"Veovi s!"
The Book fell to the fl oor

So it was true. Hi s darkest thoughts were thus confirmed. Wl king across,
he
bent down and pi cked up the Book

Hel p. Common sense told himhe ought to get help.
But what if Veovis neant what he said?
Then common sense would kill his bel oved wi fe.

"No choice," he said, as if to excuse hinself. Then, sensing that only il
coul d
cone of it, he lay his hand upon the panel and |inked.

* * *

Downstairs the door slammed shut. There were footsteps on the stairs. A
nonent

|ater A Gaeris appeared at the top of the stairs, |ooking about him Seeing

t he

Li nki ng Book he smiled, then he went across and bent, picking it up. For
a

nmonent he studied the glowing panel, his snile broadening; pocketing the
Book,

he turned and went back down the stairs.

It was tine to |ink back to the island.

* * *

Anna slipped through the open doorway and into the dimy lit chanber. To
her

right was the study. Through its thin, wooden walls she could hear the
| ow

mur mur of two voices-those of A Gaeris and Suahrnir.

She sighed. It |ooked as if she was never going to get the chance to search
t he

st udy.

Anna turned, |ooking about her. There was a narrow bed in one corner of
t he

room Beside it, against the back wall, were a small desk and chair. A worn
silk

coverlet lay over the bed. On the desk were a nunmber of thin, coverless
books,

like child s exercise books. She picked one up and opened it. It was one
of

A Gaeris's panphl ets-one of his endless ranting tirades against the guilds

t hat

had won himnotoriety, mainly in the |lower city.



Putting the panphl et aside, Anna quickly exam ned what el se was on the
sur f ace.

There was a small notebook, |ocked, she noted, with a tiny silver clasp. A
D ni

synmbol -a sinplification of A Gaeris's nane-was burned into the |eather of
t he

cover. She picked it up and pocketed it. Beneath it, to her surprise, was a
tiny

picture in a gilded frame. It showed a young woman, barely Anna's own age by
t he

| ook other, her dark hair swept back froma stunningly beautiful face.

That, too, she pocketed.

Anna turned, |ooking about her once nmore, checking that there was nothing
el se

no hi dden panels and no hatches in the floor. Satisfied, she hurried back
acr oss

t he room agai n, meaning to make her way back to the tower.

She had delayed too long. Every nonment now increased the chance other
bei ng

di scovered. Best, then, to cut her |osses: to go back to the roomat the top
of

the tower and burn the Linking Books she had.

It would be a start. Besides, she knew nmuch now about their plans. If she
coul d
reach Master Jadaris with that know edge ..

There was a sudden noi se behind her, a buzz of voices from the centra
room

Veovi s had returned. She heard his voice giving hasty orders. Then there was
a

strange grunt and the thud of a body falling to the floor

There were other noises-scraping and scratching noises that she could make
no
sense of-and then Veovis spoke again, much |ouder this tine:

"Take himdown into the cellar. W 11 put himin the cage. |I'll use him as
bai t
for another, much nore tasty fish."

There was | aughter, unwhol esone | aughter, and then the sound of a body
bei ng
dragged across the room

So they had taken anot her guil dsman.

The corridor that led to the cellar was on the other side. For the noment
she

was in no danger of discovery. But time was running out. It was tinme to
prepar e

things. Time to bait her own trap

* * *

Back in the top room of the tower, Anna began to search the shelves. She



knew
what she wanted: potassium nitrate, sul phur, carbon; some |iquid paraffin,
a

l ength of wick; a tinderbox.

The bottles were | abeled, each with a handwitten D ni symnbol, but she

gl anced

at these only to confirmwhat her eyes already told her. She took the
tiny

bottl es down, one after another, setting them side by side on the worktop

t hen

took a m xing dish and a netal spoon fromthe side.

There were wicks in a drawer, and a polished silver tinderbox.
"What el se?" she asked, her heart punping quickly in her chest.

One bottle, set aside fromall the others on the worktop, had no | abel. She
had

noticed it earlier. |Its contents were <clear, with a faint bluish tinge.
Now,

curious, she picked it up and unstoppered it, sniffing its contents.

Sputtering, Anna jerked her head back and replaced the stopper, her
eyes

watering. It was a horrible, noxious mxture; clearly a sleeping draught of
somne

kind. Even a small sniff of it had taken her breath and nade her head go
woozy.

Anna shivered, then slipped it into her |eft-hand pocket, know ng that it
m ght
have a use.

A heavy iron file lay on one of the trays nearby. She took that too, tucking
it
into her belt. It would be useful to have a weapon of sone kind.

Just in case..

Anna returned to the desk and picked up one of the jars, wunstoppering it;
yet
even as she did, she heard noises frombelowa single cry and a spl ash.

Hurrying to the south wi ndow, she |ooked out. Far below, at the end of the
gr eat

stone buttress, the cage was now occupi ed. A man was struggling, spluttering
in

the water monentarily; then he went still, |ooking about him as if coming to
a

sudden realization of his fate.

As he turned toward her, Anna caught her breath, horrified.
It was Aitrus.

* * *

Veovi s glanced at A Gaeris and sml ed.



"Did you hide the Book?"
A Gaeris pulled the Linking Book fromhis pocket. "You nmean this?"

The two men were hal fway al ong the tunnel that led fromthe cage. They had
left

Suahrnir on the platform overlooking the cage. Nowit was tinme to carry out
t he

next part of their schene.

"Are you sure she will come?" A Gaeris asked, his eyes half-hooded.

"I amcertain of it," Veovis said.

They wal ked on. Turning a corner, they came to the narrow steps that led up
to

the gallery. Here they had to go single file.

"Can | ask you sonething?" A Gaeris said, as he foll owed Veovis up

"Ask," Veovis said, glancing back over his shoulder as he clinbed out

t hr ough

t he hatch.

"Way do you want her? | mean, she will never |ove you. Not while you keep
Aitrus

prisoner. And if you kill him.."

"Vengeance," Veovis said, as A Gaeris ducked out under the rim of the hatch
and

joined himin the strangely lit gallery.

"Way not sinmply kill them both?"

"Because | want themto suffer the way | suffered." Veovis's face was hard
now,

much harder than A Gaeris had ever seen it. "I dreamed of it, when | was on
t he

Prison Age, night after night. | want themto be tornmented the way |
was

tornmented. | want themto feel betrayed the way | felt betrayed."

Behind the thick glass of the gallery w ndows, strange fish swam
sl ow vy,
nmenaci ngly, their pale red eyes unbli nking.

A' Gaeris nodded. "I understand."

"Do you?"

"Yes, friend. It was not just nmy guild nmenbership |l lost. |I was
bet r ot hed.

Betrothed to the nost beautiful young woman you have ever seen."

"Ah ..." Veovis had been about to nobve on, to return straight to the study,
but

now he changed his mnd. "Wat do you want, A Gaeris? | nean, what do you
real ly

want ?"



A Gaeris did not hesitate. "To destroy it all. That is nmy dream"

"Then the Guilds ... ?"

"Are only the start. | want to destroy Dni the way Dni tried to destroy
ne."

A Gaeris's whole frame seened to shudder with indignation. "There! Does
t hat

frighten you, Veovis?"
Veovi s shook his head. "No. | know now how you feel."
"You do?"

"Yes. Cone ..."

* * *

A Gaeris had thought it was a storage cupboard of sone kind, but inside was
a

I ong, high-ceilinged room and lining the walls of that long roomwere
rack

after rack of guns and swords. Enough to start a snmall war.

Veovi s turned, staring at the Phil osopher thoughtfully. "You once wote that
it

is fortunate that the comon people are unarned, for if they were arned,
D ni

woul d fall overnight. Do you still believe that?"

A Gaeris reached out, taking down one of the swords and examining it. He
nodded,

i npressed. "l do," he said finally, looking to Veovis with a snile

"Then will this do?"

A Gaeris grinned. "I see | badly m sjudged you. Lord Veovis."

* * *

Anna stood at the door, listening, then opened it and slipped out, into
t he

adj acent room There were voices conming fromjust down the corridor. Ws
there
anot her chanber down there; one she had not noticed?

It seened so. Recessed into the wall, partway along, was a door. It was open
t he

slightest crack and she could hear Veovis and A Gaeris talking wthin.
Real i zi ng

that she m ght have only one chance, she hurried past and on into the
gal l ery.

To her surprise the hatch hal fway down on her |eft was w de open. She edged
over

to it and listened, then peeked her head around. A flight of steps went down.

She went inside, hastening down the steps, then stopped. Ahead of her
j ust
around a turn, she could hear Suahrnir nurnuring sonething.



The bottle containing the sleeping draught was still in her pocket, the
iron

file in her right hand. Taking a cloth handkerchief fromher pocket,
Anna

wrapped it about her mouth, then took the bottle from her pocket.

Wth nore confidence than she felt, she stepped out around the corner

Suahrni r

was sitting on a platformat the end of the tunnel, overlooking the cage. He
had

his back to her. Calming herself, she wal ked on, trying not to make any noi se.

She was right beneath Suahrnir when he turned, realizing that she was there.
Yet

even as he turned, Anna hit him hard over the head wth the file. As
he

col | apsed, she pulled the cloth up over her nose and, unstoppering the
bottl e,

poured its contents over his face.

A cloud of thick, white fumes rose fromthe platform

Anna bl inked, her eyes stinging furiously, then, closing themtight, she
edged
around Suahrnir and clinbed up onto the cage, not daring to take a breath.

The cage swayed fromside to side as she noved around the outside of it, as
far

as she could get fromthe stinging white cloud. As the cage steadi ed, she

| eaned

out and raised the silk, taking in a lungful of air.

"Ti'ana? |Is that you?"

Aitrus was just beneath her, blinking up at her as if only half conscious.
Oly

hi s head and shoul ders were above the surface of the vile, dark green liquid
and

she could see that there was a |arge, dark bruise on the side of his

f or ehead.

Seeing himthus, Anna wi nced, her love for himnaking her forget her own
danger.

H s hands were tightly bound. They had hooked them over the massive padlock
to

keep himfrom sinking down into the water. It was cruel, but it had
al so

probably saved his life.

"It's all right, ny love," she said gently. "I'll get you out. But you rmust
be

quiet. We nust not alert the others."

"I was stupid,” he said, his eyes flickering closed, as if he could not
keep

t hem open. Hi s voice was faint and fading. "Veovis said he had you prisoner
I
shoul d have known. | shoul d have brought help."

"No," Anna said, pained by the way he bl amed hinself for this. She took the
file



fromher waist and, |eaning across, began to try to force the 1ock. "You
did
what you thought best."

Aitrus coughed. Sone of the sleeping gas was now drifting across from
t he

tunnel. Anna could sense its stinging presence in the air. She grinmaced
t hen

| eaned back on the file once nore, heaving at it, trying to force the lock
but

it would not budge. She needed a longer piece of metal, sonmething with
nor e

| ever age.

A sudden gust of wind, coming in off the surface of the sea, swept back
t he
drift of noxious white gas.

"Aitrus," she said, reaching through the bars, trying to touch his brow,
her

fingers brushing air. "Aitrus ... | shall not be long, | promise. I'll cone
back

for you. So hold on."

But he could not hear her. H's eyes were closed, and whether it was the gas
or
whet her he had sl unped back into unconsci ousness she could not tell

Time. Tinme was agai nst her now.

Taki ng a huge gulp of air, she pulled the cloth down over her nouth again,
t hen

turned and, scranbling back around the cage, ducked back inside the tunnel
her

eyes tightly shut as she stunbl ed t hrough the choking whiteness.

* * *

Veovis was sitting at a table at the end of the arnory, fitting together
an

i ncendi ary device. Five conpleted bonbs lay in a row just by his el bow [ong
red

tubes with bul bous silver ends filled with expl osive chem cals. Nearby,

A Gaeris

was still working his way through the racks, |ooking for the ideal weapon
for

hi nmsel f.

"W should only use guns when we need to,"
" For

what we plan, a poisoned dart is best."

Veovi s said, |ooking up at him

"And the incendiaries?" A Gaeris |ooked down the barrel of a hunting gun
at

Veovi s, then set the gun aside. "I would have thought they would notice one
of

t hose going off."

Veovis continued to fit the device together. "These are not for use as
weapons,



my friend, these are to destroy the Linking Books after we have used them"

A Gaeris stared at him "And the H dden Linki ng Books? The ones we al ready
have
in place? Did | take those risks for nothing, Veovis?"

"No, but it mght be difficult to use them nowthat the guilds are
nor e

vigilant. Besides, we have a whole store of Books we can use. If tine were
| ess

pressing | would be less profligate, but as things are ..

A Gaeris nodded. "You are quite right. And it will, at least, allowus to
slip
inand slip out at will." H s eyes gleamed. "Think of it, Veovis! They will

not
know what has hit thenml"

Veovis sm | ed and nodded, then set the sixth bonb aside, next to the others.

"W
shall be |ike shadows," he said, reaching out to take another of the
i nconmpl ete

incendiaries from the rack by his feet. As he set it down on the desk,
he

gl anced across at A Gaeris again. "Bring the map fromthe study. W can

di scuss

thi ngs while we work."

* * *

As A Gaeris stepped into the room he saw her. Ti'ana, Aitrus's wife. She was
?;e center of the room beside the table, hunched forward slightly, her back
L?ﬁ] She was very still, as if concentrating on sonething: reading, perhaps,

gzudying sonet hi ng.

The map of D ni...
Smiling, A Gaeris drew his dagger and tiptoed across until he was no nore than

a
coupl e of feet from her

"Do not nmove, Ti'ana," he said, a quiet nmenace in his voice. "I have a knife
and
I will not hesitate to use it."

She froze, her shoul ders tensed.

"Turn slowy," he said. "Very slowy. Make no sudden novenents."

She began to turn, slowy at first, very slowy; then, in a sudden rush her
ar ns

came up.

And sonet hing el se. Sonething heavy and black that seened to expand into
hi s
face, screeching as it did, it$ sharp claws digging in deeply.



Veovi s stood, turning toward the door. The first scream had made him drop
t he
i ncendi ary; the second startled himinto action

He ran, out of the room and along the corridor, bursting through the first
room

and into the study. The screamng was |ouder here, mxed with the bird's
hi gh,

screeching call.

A Gaeris was on the far side of the room struggling to fend off the
feroci ous

assault of the bird. Blood ran down his face and upper arns. Nearby the
gol den

cage lay on the floor, the chain snapped, the door forced open

Intruders ...

"Help me!" A Gaeris pleaded, putting an armout toward Veovis. "In the
Maker' s
nane, help ne!"

Veovis stared at his ally a nonment, then, drawing the old, |ong-barreled
gun

fromhis belt, crossed the room quickly, ignoring A Gaeris and vani shing

t hr ough

the far door, heading for the far roomand the corridor beyond.

* * *

Anna slamred the door behind her then reached up and slipped the bolt
into

pl ace. Hurrying over to the bench, she took the stoppers frombottles and
jars

t hen began to pour things into various containers.

She coul d hear A Gaeris's screans, even where she was, through the thickness
of
stone and wood, and knew that Veovis would be coming after her

Taki ng her concoction, Anna poured sonme of the clear, thick liquid over
t he

door, soaking the wood with it, then laid a trail of it across to the far
si de

of the room where the Linking Books were piled up. That done, she put the
bow

asi de and went back to the door, sliding the bolt back once again and
pul I'i ng

the door slightly ajar.

She coul d hear footsteps now, hurrying up the tw st of steps.

Anna scranbl ed back across the room setting the Linking Book she was to use
to

return to Dni down on the desk to one side, open to the descriptive
panel .

Then, taking the length of® wick, she lit it fromthe tinder, blow ng on
t he



snol dering end of it until it gl owed.

The footsteps came to the head of the steps and stopped. There was a
nmonent "' s

hesitation and then the door on the far side of the roomwas kicked open
Veovi s

st epped inside, the cocked gun raised, its dark nmouth pointed directly at her

Seeing her, Veovis gave a surprised laugh. "Ti'ana! You were the last person
I
expect ed. "

Anna stared back at himdefiantly, her left hand hovering over the
gl owi ng
panel , her right holding the snol dering wi ck.

Noti ci ng the Books, he blinked, reassessing the situation. "Wat are you
doi ng?"

"I amputting a stop to this. Before things get out of hand."

H s face grew hard. "Gve nme the book, Ti'ana. Gve it to ne and | shal

spare
you. You and your son both. The rest will die. They have to. But you and
Gehn

can live ... if you give ne the Book."

Anna snil ed and dropped the wick onto the pile of Linking Books, igniting it,
at
t he sane nonent placing her other hand agai nst the |inking panel

As the Books went up in a great rush of flanme, Veovis roared and pulled
t he

trigger. The sound of the detonation filled the roomas the bullet

hurtl ed

toward her disappearing shape. At the sanme nonment, the trail of liquid
chemical s

flared, the flame running along it like a trail of magm searing through
t he

r ock.

There was a great hiss and then the door behind Veovis exploded into
flane,

throwing himforward, his hair and cloak on fire.

But Anna did not see it. Anna had al ready gone.

* * *

The great chanber was al nost dark. Only at its very center, where the five

gr eat

thrones were, was there a snmall pool of |Ilight, where a single flane
flickered

between the pillars. Beneath its scant illunmnation the five great Lords ot
D ni

sat, their ancient faces etched with deep concern

"W nust search the city from end to end,"” R hira said, echoing what
Mast er



Jadaris had said to himnot an hour before. "Every room and every drawer
of

every desk. W nust find these Linking Books and destroy them else no one
here

is safe.”

"I's it possible?" another of them asked. "Have we the time or the nunbers
to
make such a search?"

"No," Rhira admitted, "yet we nust nake the attenpt. Unless we do ...

He stopped dead, staring in astonishment as a figure materialized in the
space
before the thrones.

"What in the Maker's nane ..."
"Ti'ana!" R hira cried, standing and stepping down fromhis throne.

Anna | ooked up, her face pale, then slunped down onto the floor. Bl ood
pour ed
froma wound in her shoul der

"Bring help!™ R hira cried, speaking to one of the guards who stood in
t he
shadow surroundi ng them "Quick now, Guildsman! Ti'ana is badly hurt!"

Yet even as he stooped to try to help her, another figure shimered into
bei ng
ri ght beside her.

The man's face was blackened. His hair was aflanme. Snmoke curled up from
hi s

burni ng cl othes. He was doubl ed up, al nmost choking for breath, but even in

t hat

state R hira recogni zed himat once.

"Veovi s!"

PART SEVEN
LAST DAYS

It was over. The evidence had been heard, the verdict of the Counci
unani mousl y
given. It remained now only for the Five Lords to announce the sentence.

The great chanber was hushed as Lord R hira got to his feet and, stepping
from
his throne, stood over the kneeling Veovis.

Veovis was chained at hand and foot. H s head had been shaved and he wore
a

sinmpl e prison gown of rust red, which showed his bare arms and cal ves.

Seat ed

just behind the kneeling prisoner, |ooking on attentively, were Aitrus and
hi s

wi fe, Ti'ana, who, because other part in things, had been allowed to attend



this
final cerenony.

It was only two weeks since that nmoment when, to the astonishment of the
five

great Lords, both Ti'ana and Veovis had |inked through into this

sel f-sane

chanmber. Both Aicrus and his wife were now nuch inproved fromtheir
wounds.

Aitrus sat there with his head bound, Ti'ana wth a bandage about her
wounded

shoul der.

There was a silent tension in the chanber as R hira |ooked about him at
t he

seat ed ranks ot guil dsnen.

"Veovi s, "
You

have deceived us and stolen fromus, destroyed our property, and

yes,

murdered our fellow guilds-men. Such behavior is without parallel in al
our

long history, and it 1is felt that our sentence ought to reflect that.
I

therefore declare that you, Veovis, son of Rakeri, Lord of D ni, shall be

t aken

fromhere to the steps of the Library and there, at the seventeenth hour
before

wi t nesses, be beheaded for your treachery."

R hira said quietly. "You have betrayed the trust of this Council.

There was a sharp intake of breath. Beheaded! It was unheard of. But Lord
R hira
seened as hard as granite as he | ooked about him

"Such is the decision of the Five Lords. WIIl anybody speak for the accused?"

It was a traditional request at such nonments, when a prisoner had
been

sentenced, and though this sentence was w thout recent parallel, it was
cl ear

t hat none anong the Five expected anyone to speak

Anna st ood.

"Forgive ne, Lord Rhira. I know | amhere as a guest of the Council and as
such

have no right to voice ny feelings; even so, | would like to speak in favor
of

the prisoner."

R hira turned, looking to his fellows. There was a nmonent of eye contact
anong
the ancients and then R hira turned back

"If anyone deserves the chance to speak, it is you, Ti'ana, though why
you
should wish to utter a word in favor of this mscreant is quite beyond

ny
i mgi ning. Step forward."



At that noment Veovis screanmed, "That barbaric animal is going to speak on

ny
behal f?! Never! | won't allowit!"

"Silence," R hira shouted with the poundi ng of his hand.

Veovis continued in his rage. "She's a traitor, not one of us! She has
br eached
the sanctity of the D ni blood! Don't you see!?"

"Cuards, renove him" R hira shouted. "Now "
They dragged the screaming man fromthe room Calmreturned to the chanmber.

Anna stepped out. She bowed to each of the Five in tutn, then turned
about ,
faci ng the ranks of guil dsnen.

"My Lords ... Guildsnen. I do not wish to play down the severity of what
your

once-fell ow Veovis has been found guilty of. Nor have | reason to fee
anyt hi ng

but hatred for the man who tried to kill my husband and, but for a poorly

ai med

shot, woul d undoubtedly have Kkilled me. Yet as an outsider, a newconmer to
t he

great enpire of Dni, let ne nake an observation

"This great cavern is an island of reason, of rational, considered behavior
You

D ni have devel oped codes of behavior, ways of dealing with situations, that
are

the result of thousands of years of experience. The nost inportant of

t hose

codes, and the wsest of all, perhaps, is that which deals wth those
who

transgress and step outside the codes. Until now, the D ni have only
rarely

taken a life for alife. Until now, you have chosen the path of segregation,
of

cutting out the bad fromyour mdst and isolating it, as a surgeon m ght

i sol ate

a virus. That, | would argue, is the path of sanity, whereas this ..."
Anna paused, as if she could read the objection that was in nost of their
m nds.

"I know what you are thinking. He escaped once. He might well escape again.
fﬂg so-call ed Phil osopher, A Gaeris, 1is still at large. Such factors nust,
Lgree, cone into your thinking. But there is one inportant factor that has
ngn consi dered, and that is precisely why Veovis behaved as he did."

Anna took something from her pocket and held' it up. It was a notebook of
somne
ki nd.



"I have here a journal -A Gaeris's private journal-which | took fromhis room
in

the Age from which they |launched their attacks on D ni. Had | not been il

t hese

past few weeks, | mght have read it sooner-and then could have laid this
before

the Council as evidence in Lord Veovis's favor, for its contents are
nost

revelatory. As it is, | offer it to you now as a plea for clenency."”

Lord R hira, who had been listening in silence until this nmoment, now spoke
up.

"Forgive ne, Ti'ana, but what might that villain A Gaeris possibly have to
say
that woul d excuse the prisoner's behavior?"

Anna turned, facing him "It is all here, nmy Lord, every last part of it,
fully

docunented in A Gaeris's own hand. How he planned things; how he forged
papers;

how he worked through uildsman Suahrnir to ensnare Lord Veovis into
hi s

perverse schenes; even how he mani pul ated ny husband into going to Master
Jadans

with what he 'knew.'

"\What ever he has done since, that first great wong cannot be denied. Veovis
was

an innocent man. Think, then, of the bitterness he nust have felt in
bei ng

stripped of all title and incarcerated wupon that prison rock. Ch, it 1is
no

excuse for what he subsequently did, yet | offer it as explanation."

Lord R hira took the book from Anna and read a page or two, blinking from
tinme
to time. Then he | ooked up.

"W nust have time to study this, Ti'ana."

"OfF course," she said, giving hima grateful bow "But as you study it, ny
Lord,

consi der the bal ance of good and ill that exists in all men, and try to

i magi ne

i n what circunstances that bal ance could be tilted either way-toward great
good,

or toward the kind of behavior Veovis displayed toward the society that
spur ned

him"

R hira gave a tiny nod, his eyes smling at Anna, then he turned, his
eyes
qui ckly gaugi ng the response of his fellow Lords. There were nods.

"Very well," he said, turning back. "The sentence of this Council is set
in

abeyance until this matter can be fully considered. Until then the prisoner
will

be pl aced under constant guard."



As the neeting broke up and guil dsmen began to drift out of the chanber and
into
t he nearby rooms, R hira canme over to Anna.

"I amgrateful for your intercession, Ti'ana, yet one thing bothers ne. You
nmay

be right. Veovis may once have been innocent. Yet that is in the past. If we
do

not end his life for what he subsequently did, then we have but a single
cour se

before us, and that is to incarcerate himfor the rest of his natural |ife.
Such
a course we tried before ... and failed with. What if we fail a second tinme?"

"Then make sure you do not. Lord R hira. Make a new and special Age for
hi m

then, once he is safe within that place, burn the book so that no one can
hel p

hi m escape. Vigilance, not vengeance shoul d be your byword."

R hira bowed his head, inpressed by her words. "Well spoken, Ti'ana."
She gave a little bow.

"Ch, and Ti'ana ... do not worry. Whatever we decide, Veovis will never
be
all owed his freedom'

* * *

A Gaeris sat at his desk, studying the notebook. The wooden door of the hut
was

cl osed, the blinds drawn agai nst the sunlight. From outside canme the busy
sound

of sawi ng and hanmeri ng.

He cl osed the book then nodded to himnself. Standing, he yawned and stretched.
;Es wearing a sinple rust-red gown that fitted tightly at the waist. A pair
g:ni gl asses rested atop his freshly shaven head. Wl king over to the door
Bﬁlled them down over his eyes, then stepped outside.

Just below the hillock on which the hut stood, in a clearing between the
trees,

his slaves were hard at work. Already the basic frame of the room had
been

constructed. Now they were building the seats and shelves and, at the center
of

it all, the podi um

He wal ked down, stopping at the edge of the clearing to take out the

not ebook

once again, turning to the page he had been | ooking at a nonent earlier. For
a

nmonent he conpared Suahrnir's sketches to the roomthat was being constructed
in

the clearing, then he slipped the book away once nore. There was no doubting



it,

Suahrnir had had a good eye. No detail had evaded him Everythi ng he needed
was

here. Every neasurenent.

He began to | augh; a deep, hearty laughter that rolled fromhis corpul ent
frane,
maki ng the natives glance up at himfearfully before returning to their work.

"But we shall change all that," he said, as his |laughter subsided. "No rules.
No
gui del i nes. Not hing but what | want."

The thought of it sent a tiny shiver up his spine.

"Nothing ... but what | want."

* * *

The preparations were meticul ous.

Four of the guild's finest Witers were assigned the task of making the new
Age;

each of themallocated one specific strand of the whole. W rking to
Lord

R hira' s brief, in copy books that had no power to link, they patiently

pr oduced

their words, passing on their finished creations to the Gand Master of
their

@uild, Ja'ir, who, in coordination with G and Master Jadaris of the

Mai nt ai ners,

conpared the texts and nade his subtle corrections, ensuring that the
resul t ant

Age was consi stent and thus stable.

In all a hundred days passed in this fashion. But then it was finally done

Z??ér consultation with Lord R hira, a blank Book-a Kortee' nea-was taken
Iagnhuild's Book Room and placed on a desk in a cell at the center of the
g?the Mai ntai ners. There it was guarded day and night, its pages never out
ggght for a single instant as, one by one, the four Witers returned to

copy
their work into the Book.

By this neans the privacy of the Book was naintained, for none of the four
had

any knowl edge of what the other three had witten. Only Jadaris and Ja'ir
and

R hira, three of the nost trustworthy nen in the entire enpire, knew that.

Meanwhile, in a cell just down the passageway, they placed Veovis, shackled
hand

and foot, two nenbers of the City Guard with himevery nonent of the day
and

night, linked to himby chains of nara, waking and sl eeping.

And so the days passed, until the Prison Book was done.



At the seventeenth hour on the day of judgment the great bronze bell rang
??Lnlthe tower above the Hall of the Guild of Mintainers. Far below, in
rgiest | evel of that great |abyrinthine building, in the deep shadows of
ngnlof Puni shment, the Geat Lords and Gand Msters of D ni |ooked on
320vis, his head unbowed, the cords that had bound his hands and feet
grghped over to the podium and faced the open Book

As the bell rang, Veovis |looked about him no flicker of fear in those
pal e,

intelligent eyes, only, at this final nmonent, a sense of great dignity. Then
as

the final stroke rang out, he placed his hand upon the gl owi ng panel and

l'i nked.

As he vani shed, a sighing breath seemed to pass through the watching
gui | dsmen.

Heads turned, l|ooking to Lord R hira.

"It is done,"
burn

it."

he said quietly. "Master Jadaris ... take the Book away and

Yet even as he spoke the words there was a faint disturbance of the air
before

the Book, the faintest blur. For the briefest instant, R hira thought
he

glinpsed a figure in a rust-red prison gown, his head shaved bare.

R hira | ooked about him 'surprised. Was he the only one to have seen it?
And

what precisely had he seen? An afterinmage?

O was this sonme flawin the Book itself? After all, it was rare for a Book
to

be made by four separate witers, and it was possible that sone m nor errors
had
crept into the text.

He frowned, then set the matter fromhis nmnd. It was of no inportance. Al
t hat
mattered was that they burned the Book. Then D ni woul d be safe.

Master Jadaris stepped up to the podium and, <closing the Book, lifted
it
cerenonially in both hands, then carried it fromthe room

They foll omed, along a passageway and through into the furnace room Here,
si nce

time imrenorial, they had burned faulty Books, destroying their
failed

experiments and shoddy worKk.



But this was different. This was a world that functioned perfectly.

And so we break our own rules, R hira thought. And even if it were for a
good
cause, he still felt the breach as a kind of failure.

This is not the Dni way. We do not destroy what is healthy.

Yet Ti'ana was right. It was either this or put Veovis to death. And there
was

no doubt about it now Veovis had been an innocent man when first they found
hi m

guilty and incarcerated him

R hira watched as the great oven door was opened and the Book slid in. There
2afransparent panel in the door. Through it he could see the gray-blue cover
?Le Prison Book clearly. R hira bent slightly, [ooking on as the oven fired
?ﬂg flanes began to lick the cover of the Book.

* * *

The nonths passed swiftly. Things quickly returned to normal. For young
Gehn

these were strangely happy tines- strange, because he had never dared hope
to

thrive away fromhis nother's side

In his eighth year, on the last day of his first termat the Guild Coll ege,
hi s

father and nother visited him It was an Open Day, and nost of the
students'

parents were to be there, but for Gehn it was a very special occasion, for
he

had been chosen to represent the College and read out a passage fromthe

gr eat

history of his guild that spoke of the long tradition of the Guild of Books.

The days of illness, of bullying in the night, and tearful homesickness
wer e

| ong behind Gehn. He had becone a strong child, surprisingly tall for his
age,

and confident in all he did, if never outspoken. Yet he was strangely
di st ant

with his mother, as if sonme part of him had never quite forgiven her for
sendi ng

himaway. It was thus that he greeted her on this special day, with a
respect f ul

di stance that m ght have been expected from any ot her student neeting the
gr eat

Ti'ana, but not, perhaps, fromher only son
He bowed formally. "Mdther. | amglad you cane."
Anna sniled and briefly held him but she, too, sensed how things were

bet ween
them As she stepped back, Aitrus enbraced Gehn



"Well done, Gehn!" he said, grinning down at his son. "I hear nothing but
good
fromyour Guild Masters! | amvery proud of you boy. W both are!"

Gehn gl anced at his nother. He could see that she was indeed proud of him
yet

strangely that mattered very little beside the praise of his father. After
all,

his father was D ni-of the blood-and a Council nenber, too. To have his
prai se

was sonething. Yet he did not say this openly.

"I try to do ny best," he said, lowering his head with the nodesty that
was
drilled into all students.

"Quild Master Rijahna says you have a promising future, Gehn," Anna said,
her

snmle nore guarded than his father's. "lndeed, he has tal ked to your father
of

private tuition."

This was the first Gehn had heard of this. He | ooked to his father w de-eyed.

"I's that true?"

Aitrus nodded. "If you want it."

Gehn beamed. "OfF course I want it! Wio would not? Ch, | ache to be Iike
Lgfggr! Li ke the Masters, | mean. To know what they know. To be as they are!"
Aitrus laughed. "I understand that feeling, Gehn, but you nust be patient,
too."

Gehn | owered his head again. "OfF course." He cal ned, matching his demeanor to
a

nore sonber mood. "Thank you. Thank you both. | shall make you proud of ne."
Anna sniled and reached out, ruffling his hair. "W are already proud of
you,

Gehn. More proud than you could ever imagine."

* * *

As Gehn finished the oration, Anna felt the tightness in her stomach vani sh,
her

anxi ety replaced by a great uprush of pride. To think he had nearly died-and
not

once but several tines! And now here he was, standing confidently before
hi s

peers and Masters-yes, and before a great hall full of parents/too-
speaki ng

with real feeling and pride of the great tradition into which he had been
bor n.

She gl anced at Aitrus and saw the great beamof a smile on her husband's
face
and knew he shared all she felt.



My son.

Oh, it was difficult sonetinmes. Gehn could be cold and di stant, but she put

t hat

down to his age, yes, and to other things. It had not been easy for him being
of

m xed bl ood. Yet he had cone through it all triunphantly.

As CGuild Master Rijahna stepped up to the podium he gave a little bowto
Gehn.

There was the faintest trace of a smle on his lips, a trace that vani shed as
he

turned to face the audience.

"And now, guildsmen, ladies, if you would Iike to cone through to the
refectory

But Master Rijahna had barely formed the word when the whol e buil di ng shook
rﬁoked up, surprised, as if he had imagined it, but fromthe rmurmur in
;EZience, fromthe way a nunber of the guildsnmen and their |adies had risen
:ﬁeir feet, he was not alone in experiencing that trenor.

It canme again, stronger this time, and with it a |low runbling noise. Dust
fel

from over head.

Qutside, the great bell of D ni was soundi ng.

And there were only two reasons for that bell to sound: the death of one of
t he

Five, or a threat to Dni itself.

Ri j ahna swal | owed back his nonmentary fear and | eaned upon the podi um

"Ladi es, guildsnen. Please remain calm"

He turned, looking to his fellow Masters and to the young pupils, who

stared
back at him silent yet clearly afraid.

"It will be all right," he said quietly, his voice offering them a

reassur ance

he did not feel. "Be calmand foll ow nme outside and all will be well, |

prom se

you. Al will be well..."

* * *

Anna saw it at once as she emerged fromthe Guild Hall, there on the far side

of

the great cavern. A great crack had opened in the wall of the cave, and from
it

spewed a dark cloud of gas.

She | ooked to Aitrus, as if he mght explain it, but fromthe expression on
hi s



face he seenmed as dunbf ounded as anyone.

"What is it?" she asked, trying not to succunb to the panic that seened to
be

spreadi ng anong the people all about her. At the sight of the dark cloud sone
of

the wonen had started scream ng and wailing.

"I do not know," he said, unable to tear his eyes fromit, "but it mght be
best
to link away fromhere, until nmore is known."

"But you will be needed, Aitrus ..

He | ooked to her. "I did not mean myself. You and Gehn. You shoul d take
hi m

hone, to the mansion, then go to Genmedet. At once. There are provisions
there."”

"And you?" she asked, fearing for himsuddenly.

He smiled, then kissed her. "I shall come when I can, Ti'ana. But take
Cehn

strai ghtaway. And | ook after him"

"Al'l right. But take care, mnmy |love. And cone when you can."

"I shall,"” he said, then, turning, he hastened aww, heading for the Guild
House

Anna hesitated a nonent, watching Aitrus go. an awful feeling filling her at
t he

sight of himmaking his way through the crowd; then, determned to do as he
had
asked, she turned, beginning to make her way back up the steps, anxious to
find

Gehn.

* * *

Slowy the dark cloud spread, like a nmghty veil being drawn across the far
si de

of the cavern. Inch by inch it crept across the |ake, edging toward D ni,
and

where it touched the surface of the lake, the Ilight from the |ake
was

ext i ngui shed.

The light-giving al gae were dying, by the look of it; poisoned by the
noxi ous
funes of the cl oud.

And if that cloud were to reach out its fingers to Dni city?

Then they woul d al so die.

The city belowwas in turmoil. The shrieks of terror and wailing of
t he
desperate were dreadful to hear. There were great queues now at all of

t he



Conmmon Li braries, as people nade their way to the safety of the conmon Ages.

Anna stared across the cavern for a nmonment |onger, horrified, then hurried

?gking Gehn's hand and pul ling himal ong behind her. There was not far to go
gﬁg she was begi nning to think about what she would need to pack- journals

Sggks and the |ike-when the third trenor struck

It was by far the largest of the three trenors and threw them both from
their
feet, showering themw th dust and debris.

Walls were crunbling now Buildings were crashing to the ground. Just up
ahead

of them the front of one of their neighbors’ mansions tunbled into
t he

al l eyway, throwing up a great cloud of dust.

As the trenor faded, Anna |lifted herself onto her hands and knees and
t ur ned

anxi ously. But Gehn was fine: he had a small cut on his brow, but it was
al nost

not hi ng.

"Come on," she said, getting to her feet then taking his hand again, "before
t he
next one hits."

But they had barely gone a dozen paces when the whol e cavern seened to
resound
like a struck gong.

They clung to each other, waiting for~“the great ceiling to come down on them
or

the earth to open up beneath them but despite the mighty roar of
falling

masonry and cracking walls, they cane through untouched.

I ndoors, Tasera was waiting for them anxiously.

"Thank the Maker you are here," she said, relieved to see at |east two
ot her
fam |y hone safe. "But where is Aitrus?"

"He has gone to the CGuild House," Anna said, nore calmy than she felt. "He
will

cone when he can."

Tasera gave a nod of resignation. "Kahlis went, too, as soon as the first

trenor
struck. No doubt they will return together."

Anna nodded, then said, "I need to get one or two things fromthe study.
Take

Gehn and link through. I will follow you just as soon as | can. Aitrus said
we

were to link to Genedet."



"Cenmedet ? But surely Ko'ah would be safer?"
"It is what he said."

Tasera bowed her head, for once giving in to her datighter-in-law "Then

go
quickly, Ti'ana. | shall see you in Cenedet."
* * *

Apna sl i pped the knapsack onto her back, then went out into the corridor
Jggepressing now, but she could not go until she had taken one final | ook
?;ings. Cinmbing the stairs, she energed onto the bal cony then hurried over
:ﬂe rail.

The great city was stretched out bel ow where she stood, |ayer after |ayer
of

ancient stone streets and houses, reaching down to the great circle of

t he

harbor and Kerath's massive arch. Though it was day, lights burned in npst
of

the houses, for a strange twilight was falling over Dni as the great

cl oud

spread, its poisonous fumes dousing the |ake's soft gl ow

The dark cloud now filled almost half of the cavern, its color now

di scernibl e

as a filthy brown. The edges of it drifted slowy, in a dreamike fashion
nor e

like a sluggish liquid than a gas. Even as she watched, wi spy brown tendrils
of

t he gas extended about Kerath's Arch and slowy curled across the surface of
t he

har bor .

And where the gas touched, the algae faded, the bright glow dying
li ke
sputtering enbers

The sight of it chilled her

Where are you, Aitrus? she wondered, |ooking across to the left, where the
Quild

House stood, its massive, tiered roof domi nating the surrounding Halls. Are
you

safe, nmy love?

As if voicing the fear she felt at that nmonment, a great noise of wailing
drifted

up fromthe lower city. Many were safe now, but there were stil

sone- hundr eds,

maybe nmore-who had not nade it to the Common Libraries and the safety ot
t he

Ages. It was they who now faced the conming of the great «cloud as it
slow y

filled the harbor with its rolling darkness, then spilled into the narrow

| anes



and all eyways that |led up fromthe waterfront.
The Maker help them...

Yet even as she thought it, she caught a glinpse of a guildsman
hurriedly

ascending the main street that |ed between the gates, his cloak streaning
behi nd

himas he ran. He was carrying sonething odd, sone kind of cylinder, yet
she

knew at once who it was.

"Aitrus!" she yelled, waving frantically at him

He sl owed, his head turning, and then he waved back at her, hurrying on

agai n,

di sappearing briefly behind a row of houses, while far below him Ilike
t he

breath of fate itself, the dark gas slowy clinbed the |levels, destroying
any

living thing it touched.

* * *

It was raining in CGenedet, a fresh, pure rain that, after the nightmare of
t he

cavern, seenmed to wash all stain of it fromthem as they wal ked down the
sl ope

toward t he encanpnent.

Seeing them step out fromanmpbng the trees, Gehn stood then ran toward
t hem

hugging his father fiercely. The boy's hair was slicked back, his

cl ot hes

soaked, but he seened not to mnd

Picking him up, Aitrus carried Gehn down the rest of the slope and into
t he

shelter of the cabin. Tasera | ooked up as they entered, a great beam of a
smile

lighting her face at the sight of Aitrus. Then, seeing only Anna enter
behi nd

him she frowned

"Where is your father, Aitrus?"

"In Dni," Atrus answered sonberly, slipping the cylinder fromhis back
and

bal ancing it in the corner

"He stayed?"

"He agreed to. Along with the Five and all the other Gand Masters. It was
their

plan to go to one of the Guild worlds and there to debate things further."

"Then he is safe," she said, relieved.

"For a tinme," Aitrus answered, taking the mask from his cl oak pocket and
pl aci ng



it on top of the cylinder, the end of it dangling fromthe great silver
nozzl e.

"What do you nean?"

Aitrus shrugged. "I mean only that none of us knows yet what has really
happened

or where the gas is coming from As for the trenors, there were no early
si gns

in the rock, nor is there any history of such |ocal disturbances.

"So what are we to do? Stay here?"

"For a tine, yes. Until things blow over. | have been ordered to remain here
for

ten days. At the end of that | amto returnto Dni, wearing the mask
and

cylinder. Ohers will return at the sane tinme. |If all is well, we shal
bring

t he people back to Dni."
"And if it is not?" Tasera asked, her face gaunt.

Aitrus sighed. "Then we stay here ... for a tine. Until we can make things
wel |
again in Dni."

* * *

The air was a horrible, sickly yellowbrown, choking the ancient streets
and

al |l eyways, as though a wntry fog had descended wupon the great tiered city
in

the cave. Silent it was, and dark, though not as dark now as at first.

Here and there, at crossroads and at gates, lanps had been set on the top
of

pol es. Huge fire-marbles the size of fists glowed red, or blue, or green

behi nd

the thick glass panes of the Ilanps; yet their |lights burned dimMy, as

t hough

t hr ough dept hs of dark and nurky water.

Silent it was, yet in that silence the creaking of a cart could now be
hear d,

along with the shuffle of two nen, naking their slow way through
t hat

subt erranean pl ace.

As they came into a pool of dark red light, one could see the airtight
masks
that encased their heads, I|inked by strong hoses to the air tanks on
their

backs. They wore long |I|eather boots and thick gloves that reached to
their
el bows.

Their cart was |oaded high, pale hands and feet jutting lifelessly from
t he
m dst of that macabre bundl e of rags and bones. Leaning forward, they pushed



in

silence, sharing the weight w thout conplaint. Ahead, just beyond the |anp,
was

their destination.

Coming to the foot of the steps, they set the handles of the cart down,

t hen

began to unl oad, taking each body by its wists and ankles and carrying it
up

into the sem -darkness of the entrance hall.

Here, too, they had placed | anps, lighting the way into the great Book Room

It was not their first journey, nor would it be their last. For a full week
now

t hey had gone about their task, patiently, unendingly, collecting in the
har vest

of their sow ng.

So many bodies, there were. So much illness and death. It was hard to
credit
that the gas had undone so many. And then the quakes.

Wil e one held the body propped agai nst the podium the other took its hand
and

placed it over the glowing panel of the Book, moving his own hand back as
t he

i nk wfe nade.

The body shinmered for an instant and was gone.

And so on, endlessly, it seened. A thousand corpses, maybe nore: their
dead

hands, filled yet with living cells, linking into the Ages; their bodies

wr acked

with illness; rife with the contagion that had swept these nortuary streets.

Looki ng through their nmasks at one another, the two men snmiled grimy
" Anot her, Phil osopher?"
"Ch, another, ny Lord. Mst certainly another."

The two nen |laughed; a dark and bitter |laughter. And then they returned,
to

bring another body from the cart. To send another of their dark seeds

t hr ough

into the Ages. Destroying the sanctuaries one at a tine: finishing the work

t hey

had begun.

* * *

It was the evening of the ninth day. Tonmorrow Aitrus would return to D ni.
As

the day ended, they sat on a platformof rock just above the falls, just
Anna

and Aitrus, |looking out over the little world they had made.

The sun, behind them cast their shadows |long across the |ush greens of



t he
valley. For a long time they were silent, then Anna spoke.

"What do you think you will find?"

Aitrus plucked a stemof grass and put it to his mobuth. Now chat it was
eveni ng,

he had pushed his glasses up onto his brow, but where they had sat about
hi s

eyes, his pale flesh was marked with thin red furrows. He shrugged. "Wo
knows?

Yet | fear the worst. | had hoped sonme nmessage woul d have cone through
earlier

than this. O ny father ..."

Anna reached out, laying her hand softly against his neck. He feared for
hi s

father, nmore than for hinmself. So it was wth Aitrus. It was always

ot hers

before hinself. And that was why, wultimately, she loved hiny for
t hat
selflessness in him

"How I ong will you be?"

Aicrus turned slightly, looking at her. "As long as | am needed."

"And if you do not return?"

"Then you will stay here."

Shg began to shake her head, but he was insistent. "No, Ti'ana. You nust do
;ELSHE. For me, and for Gehn."

Thg mention of Gehn stilled her objections. Aitrus was right. Gehn was
2;:;Ieight. Losi ng one parent woul d be bad enough, but to | ose both could
prove

devast ati ng, even though Tasera would still be here.

She gave the barest nod.

"Good," Aitrus said, "then let us go back to the encanpnent. | have nmuch
to

prepare before | |eave."

* * *

It was early when Aitrus set off. Al farewells had been said; now as
Anna

!ooked on, Gehn cuddl ed against her, Aitrus Dulled on the cylinder, checked
;;s wor ki ng properly, then slipped the airtight mask down over his head.
Seeing himthus, Anna felt her stonach tighten with anxiety.

Aitrus turned, waved to them then turned back, placing his hand agai nst

t he
open Linki ng Book



The air about his figure swirled as if it had been transforned into sone
ot her
substance, then cleared. Aitrus was gone.

Anna shivered. Wrds could not say the fear she felt at that nonent: a
dar k,
instinctive fear for him

"Be brave, ny darling," she said, |ooking down at Gehn. "Your father wll
cone

back. | promse he will."

* * *

Aitrus could hear his own breathing loud wthin the mask as he linked into

t he

study. He took out the |l anp he had brought and, striking the fire-marble, lit
it

and held it up, |ooking about him

Not hi ng had been di sturbed, yet all had been transformed. The gas had gone,
but

where it had been it had left its residue, coating everything with a thin

| ayer

of yell ow brown paste

The sight of it sickened himto his stomach. Was it all like this, everywhere
in
D ni ? Had not hi ng survived unt ouched?

Qutside in the corridor it was all the sane, as though sone host of denpns
had

repai nted everything the sane hellish shade. Where his booted feet trod he
left

| ong smearing marks upon the floor

Aitrus swall owed. The air he breathed was clean and pure, yet it seened
tainted
somehow by what he saw

He went down the stairs, into the |lower |evel of the house. Here sone of the
gas

remai ned, pooled in the corners of rooms. Faint wsps of it drifted
slow y

t hr ough open doorways.

Aitrus watched it a nonent. It seened alive, alnost; hideously,
mal i ci ously
alive.

No sooner had he had the thought, than a second followed. This was no

sinmpl e

chemi cal m x. He should have known that by the way it had reacted with the
al gae

in the lake. This was biological. It was alive.

He went out again, heading for the front door, then stopped, deciding to
douse
the lantern, just in case. He did so, letting the darkness enbrace him then



he
stepped up to the door, finding his way blindly.

Qutside it was sonewhat |ighter, but only conparatively so. Mst of the
cavern

was dar k-darker than Aitrus had ever imagi ned possible-but there were
lights,

down below him and to his left, not far off if he estimted
correctly;

approxi mately where the great Halls of the guilds had once stood.

Had stood. For even in the darkness he could see evidence of the great ruin
Lgﬁtfallen upon D ni. Between himand the lights, silhouetted agai nst them
2éfandscape of fallen houses and toppled walls, as if a giant had tranpl ed
3;3 carel essly across the rooftops.

Aitrus sighed, then began to make his way towarcf those lights. There would
be

gui l dsrmen there, he was certain of it. Maybe even his father, Kahlis. They
woul d

have news, yes, and schenes to set things right again.

The t hought of that cheered him He was D ni, after all

Aitrus stopped and, taking out the lantern, lit it again. Then, holding it
up

before him he began to nake his way through the ruin of the streets and

| anes,

headi ng for the CGuild House.

* * *

The @uild House was enpty, its great doors, which had once been proudly

guar ded,

were now wi de open. It had been built well and had wi thstood the ravages of
t he

great quakes that had struck the city, yet all about it was a scene
of

devastation that had taken Aitrus's breath. There was barely a building that
had

not been danmaged.

And everywhere the sickly yell ow brown residue of the gas.

Aitrus stood in the great Council chanber, facing the five thrones, his
lantern

held up before him It was here that he had left his father. Here that he
had

made his promise to return on the tenth day. So where were they all? Had

t hey

been and gone? O had they never cone?

There was one sure and certain way to find out.
He wal ked through, into one of the tiny roons that |ay behind the great

chanber.
There, open on the desk, was a Linking Book. As all else, it was covered



with

the pastelike residue, yet the glow of the |I|inking panel could be

gl i mpsed.

Though a thin Ilayer of the paste covered the glow ng rectangle, a hand
print

could be clearly seen upon it.

Soneone had |inked after the gas had settl ed.

Aitrus went across and, using the sleeve of his cloak, w ped the right-hand
page

clean. At once the glowcane clear. If the Five Lords and his father
wer e

anywhere, they were there, in that Age.

He doused the lantern and stowed it, then placed his hand upon the panel
He
l'i nked.

At once Aitrus found hinmself in a lowcave. Sunlight filtered in from
an

entrance just above him He could hear birdsong and the lulling noise of the
sea

washi ng agai nst the shoreline.

He sighed, relieved. All was well.

Rel easing the clanp at the side of his mask, he eased it up, taking a deep
gul p

of the refreshing air, then, reaching behind him swi tched off the air
suppl y.

He woul d need it when he returned to D ni.

Quickly he climbed the twist of steps that had been cut into the side of
t he

cave wall, pausing only to take out his glasses and slip themon. Then
hi s

spirits raised, he stepped out, into the sunlight.

The buildings were just below him at the end of a long grassy slope.
They

bl azed white in the sunlight, their perfect donmes and arches bl ending with
t he

green of the surrounding wood, the deep blue of the shimering sea
t hat

surrounded the island.

They woul d be inside the Great Library, of course, debating what to do. That
was

why they were del ayed, why they had not conme. Even so, Aitrus was surprised
t hat

they had not set a guard by the Linking Book

He stopped dead, blinking, taking that in.
There woul d have been a guard. There always was a guard. In fact, he had
never

cone here, before now, w thout there being a guard in the cave.

Sonet hi ng was wrong.



Aitrus drew his dagger then wal ked on, listening for any sound. Coning
ar ound

the side of the library, he slowed. The silence was strange, unnatural
The

great wooden door was open. Inside the roomwas shadowy dark

The elders of Dni sat in their seats about the chanmber, thirty" maybe forty
in

all. I'n the darkness they seenmed to be resting, yet their stillness was not
t he

stillness of sleep

Sli ppi ng his dagger back into its sheath, Aitrus took ou( his lanmp and lit
it,
t hen stepped into the chanber.

In the glow of the lantern he could see the dreadful truti of things. They
wer e

dead, every l|last one of them dead, theil faces pulled back, the chins
slightly

raised, as if in sonme fina exhal ation

Al trus shuddered, then turned.

"Father ..."
Kahlis sat in a chair close by the door, his back to the sunlight spilling
in

fromoutside. H's hands rested on the arms of the «chair, alnost casually
it

seened, yet the fingers gripped the wood tightly and the face had that
sane

stiffness init that all the other faces had, as if they had been
caught

suddenly and unawares by sone invisible eneny.

Aitrus groaned and sank down to his knees, his head | owered before his
f at her.
For a long while he remained so. Then, slowy, he raised his head again.

"What in the Maker's nane has happened here?"

Aitrus turned, looking up into the nasked face of the newconer. The nman
was

standing in the doorway, the sunlight behind him He was wearing the
purpl e

cloak of the Guild of Ink-Mikers, but Aitrus could not nmake out his
features

clearly in the gl oom
"It's sone kind of virus,"
unnmask

hi nsel f, shook his head. "No! Keep that on!"

he began, then, seeing that the other made to

The guildsman let his hand fall away fromthe strap, then | ooked about him
"Are
they all dead?" he asked, a note of hopel essness entering his voice.

"Yes," Aitrus answered bleakly. "Or so it seens.”



The grave was new, the earth freshly turned. Nearby, as if surprised, a
guard

lay on his back, dead, his hands gripping each other as if they fought, his
j awns

tightly cl enched.

Aitrus stared at the guard a nonent, then, 1looking to his fellow

gui | dsman,

Jiladis, he picked up the spade once nore and began to dig, shoveling the

| ast

of the dark earth back into the hole. They really were all dead-guildsnen
and

guards, servants and natives. Not one had survived the plague, if plague it
was.

And hinsel f? Was he now infected with it?

The | ast book of comentary told the tale. They had found it open on a desk
Lge of the other buildings, its scribe, an ancient of two hundred years or
gfzihed over it. The body had come through a week ago, only two days after
LCZcuation of D ni. They had burned it, naturally, but the danage had been
done.

"What will you do?" Jiladis asked, his voice nuted through the nask he
still

wor e.

"I suppose | will go back," Aitrus answered. "To D ni, anyway."

And there was the problem If he was infected, he could not go back to
Genedet ,

for he could not risk infecting Gehn and Anna and his nother. Yet was it
fair

not to let them know what had happened here?

Besi des whi ch, he needed to get back, now that he knew what was happeni ng,
for

he had to return to the mansion and get the Linking Book. Genedet at | east
woul d

then be safe.

If he was not already too |ate.

"I shall come with you," Jiladis said finally. "There's nothing here."
Ai trus nodded, then | ooked up at the open sky and at the sun wi nking
fiercely

down at him

The surface. He could always nmake his way to the surface.
Yes. But what about any ot hers who had survived? Coul d he persuade Jitadis,

for
i nstance, that his future lay on the surface?



Aitrus set the spade aside, then knelt, nurnuring the D ni words of parting
over
t he grave. Then, standing again, he made his own, nmore informal farewell.

"Goodbye, ny father. May vyou find peace in the next Age, and nmay Yavo,
t he
Maker, receive your soul ."

Aitrus lingered awhile, his eyes closed as he renenbered the best of his
f at her.

Then he turned and slowy wal ked away, making his way back to the Iinking
cave,

Jiladis following slomy after.

* * *

The door to the fam |y Book Room had been smashed open, the shelves of the
room

ransacked. On the podiumthe Book of Ko'ah lay open, its pages sneared, a
cl ear

handprint over the panel.

Aitrus stared at it in shock

Signs of desecration were everywhere-snmeared footprints in the hallways and
in
al nost every room but had they gone upstairs.

H's heart alnmost in his nouth, Aitrus slipped and skid-ded up the stairs in
hi s
hast e.

Hs workroomwas at the far end of the corridor. Footsteps |ed along
t he
corridor toward it. Aitrus stopped dead, staring at themin horror

So they had been here, too.

In the doorway he paused, |ooking about him A circle of footprints went
hal f way
into the roomthen came away.

He frowned, not understanding, then rushed across the room The Book of
Genedet

was where he had left it on the desk. The open pages were undi sturbed, the
thin

| ayer of pasty residue untouched.

Aitrus sighed with relief. Taking a clean cloth froma drawer, he cleaned
t he

cover carefully, then tucked It into the knapsack besi de the other things he
had
packed for the journey.

He had taken extra cylinders fromthe Hall of the Guild of Mners and food
from
the sealed vaults in the Hall of the Caterers-enough for an eight-day journey.

I f he had ei ght days.



And Anna? Wul d she keep her word? Wuld she stay in Genmedet and not try to
cone

after hinf He hoped so. For if she linked here, there would be no 1inking
back

for her. Not to Genedet, anyway, for the book would be with him and he
was

going to the surface.

Aitrus went to the front door and | ooked out across the darkness of the
cavern.

He had seen them yesterday, on his return, or thought he did: the
ghostly

figures of A Gaeris and Veovis, pushing their cart of death. And, seeing them
he

had known that nowhere was safe fromthem not in D ni, anyway, nor in any
of

the |inked Ages.

If he and Anna and the boy were to have any kind of life, it would have to be
up

there, on the surface. But were the tunnels still open? O had the great
guakes

that had flattened so nmuch in D ni destroyed them al so?

He woul d have to go and see for hinself. If he lived that long. If sickness
did
not take himon the journey.

* * *

It was the evening of the sixteenth day, and Anna sat at Gehn's

bedsi de,

listening to his gentle snores in the shadows of the room A book of D ni
tal es

| ay beside her, facedown where she had put it. Wrn out by a day of playing
in

t he woods, Gehn had fallen asleep even as she read to him Not that she

m nded.

Anyt hing that took his mnd off his father's prol onged absence was wel cone,
and

it was good to see himsleep so deeply and peaceful ly.

Leani ng across, she kissed his brow, then stood and went outside. The stars
ﬁﬁ:e now, bright against the sable backdrop of the sky. Anna yawned
EP?etched. She had barely slept this past week. Each day she expected him
gﬁgkéach day, when he did not cone, she feared the very worst.

Tasera, she knew, felt it alnpbst as keenly as she did; maybe nore so, for
she,

after all, had both a husband and a son who were missing; yet Tasera found
it

much easier to cope with than she did, for she was D ni and had that
rockl i ke

D ni stoicism Had it been a thousand days, Tasera would have waited
still,



patient to the last.

Am | so inpatient, then? Anna asked herself, walking over to the rock at
t he
head of the valley.

She sm | ed, knowi ng what Aitrus would have said. It was the difference in
their

life expectancy, or so he argued. She was a short fuse and burned fast, while
he

Cone back, she pleaded silently, looking out into the star-filled
ni ght .
Wher ever you are-whenever you are-cone hack to ne, Aitrus.

If they had to spend the rest of their years on Genedet, she would be
cont ent,
if only she could be with him

And if that is not your fate?

It was her father's voice. It was a long time since she had heard that
Voi ce- a
long, long tine since she had needed the confort of it.

He has been a good man to you, Anna.
"“Yes, "
a

better partner.”

she said quietly, speaking to the air. "I could not have w shed for

But now you must |eamto he al one.

She blinked. There was such certainty in that voice. "No," she said, after
a
monent. "He will come back. He prom sed, and he al ways keeps his prom ses.”

The voice was silent.
"Ti ' ana?"

Anna started, then turned. Tasera was standing not ten paces from her
j ust

bel ow her on the slope. She nust have been wal king down by the stream
Com ng

cl oser, Tasera | ooked at her and frowned.

"Who were you tal king to?"

Anna | ooked aside, then answered her honestly. "I was speaking to ny father."
"Ah ..." Tasera stepped closer, so that Anna could see her eyes clearly in
t he

hal f-1ight. "And what did he say?"
"He said | nust learn to be al one.”

Tasera wat ched her a noment, then nodded. "I fear it might be so."



"But | thought..."

"Kahlis is not there. | cannot feel him anynore. No matter where he was,
zgtter when, he was always there, with ne. So it is when you have lived with
ﬁan a century and nore. But suddenly there is a gap-an absence, if you like.
ri not there anynore. Sonething has happened to him™

Tasera fell silent.

"I did not know. | thought ..." Anna frowned. Wat had she thought? That
ggiyfelt like that? That only she and he were related to each other in
;??;nge, nonphysi cal manner? No. For how could that possibly be? Even
2ghetines it felt as if they were the books of each other-to which each
??ﬁked. And when one of those books was destroyed, what then? Wwuld there
Pgnger be a connection? Wuld there only be a gap, an awful, yawni ng abyss?

The thought of it terrified her. To be that al one.

"I amsorry, Tasera," Anna said finally. "I do hope you are wong."

"And |," Tasera said, reaching out to take her hands. "And I."

* * *

Aitrus woke. The darkness in his head was matched by the darkness in which
he

lay. It was danp and cold and his whol e body ached, yet the air was fresher

t han

he renmenbered it.

He put his hand up to his face, surprised. The mask ..

And then he renmenbered. The air had given out. He had had to take off the
mask
or suffocate. And that was when he had |inked-1inked back to Genedet.

Aitrus lay there a while, letting his eyes grow accustonmed to the darkness
of

the cave. It had to be night outside, for not a trace of sunlight filtered
down

fromabove. He listened, straining to hear sone sound, but it was hard to
know

whet her he was inmagining it or not. For eight days now he had known not hi ng
but

silence. The awful, echoing silence of the rock

Al'l of his life, he realized now, there had been noises all about himthe
fai nt

murmur of the great fans that brought the air into the caverns, or the
dul

concussion froma mning rig, busy excavating in the deep; the noises of
t he



city itself, or of boats out on the lake; the bells that sounded out each
hour

of every day, and the normal noises of the household all about him Such
sounds

had fornmed the continuum of his existence, ceaseless and unnoticed. Until now.

Now death had come to Dni. Yes, and to every part of its once great
enpire.

Even in the tunnels he had found the dead-M ners at their work, or

Mai nt ai ner s,

whose job it was to patrol the great perineter

Yes, and he had even found the source of death: the great machine that
had

proved D ni's bane. In one of the |ower caverns he had cone upon it, its
huge

cani sters enpty now. They had used such machines in the Guild of Surveyors,
to

provide air for tricky excavations, or before a regular supply could be
punped

up from Dni itself. But Veovis had used it to punp poisons back into
D ni,

letting Dni's own circulatory systemdistribute it to every tiny niche.

Even had they switched the great fans down, which eventually they did, it
woul d

have proved a bleak choice: to suffocate fromlack of air, or die of
t he

poi sonous bacteria that that same air carried.

It was not until he saw the machine that he knew for sure; not until then
t hat
he knew Anna had been wong to intercede.

It is not her fault, he kept telling hinself; she was not to know. Yet it
was

hard to see it otherwise. Al of this death, all of this vast suffering
and

msery, was down to a single man, Veovis. For all that A Gaeris had been
a

willing partner, it was Vcovis's bitterness, his anger and desire for
revenge,

that had been behind this final, futile act. And if he had been dead?

Then nmy father would yet be alive. And Lord R hira. And Master Jadaris.
And

Jerahl . ..

Aitrus sat up, shaking his head, but the darkness kept com ng back. Ti'ana is
to

blame. My darling wife, Ti'ana.

"No!

Qutside a bird fl apped away between the trees.

It was the first natural sound he had heard in days.

Aitrus sniffed the air. It snelled sweet. He could still snell the rubber of
t he



mask upon his face, but this air was different. It |lacked the strange
netal lic
taste of the air he had grown accustomned to.

Slowy, alnpst stunmblingly, he clinbed up, until he stood at the nouth of
t he

cave, looking down through the trees toward the encanmpnent. It seened
enpty,

deserted, but then it was |ate.

He sighed. | ought to wash, he thought. Mdrre than that, |I ought to bum
t hese
clothes, or bury them Just in case..

In truth, he ought not to have come. |ndeed, he would not have conme but for
t he

fact that lack of air had addled his brain. But now that he was back he
woul d

make the best of things.

At least the Linking Book was relatively safe; though who knew how

t hor ough

Veovis woul d be? If he chose to search the tunnels, then he m ght cone upon
it,

lying there, and then even Genedet woul d not be safe.

The thought of it petrified him

He had the urge to cough. Stifling it, he turned, |ooking up beyond the cave.
| f

he renenbered correctly, there was a path that led up and to the left,
curving

across to the head of the falls. He would find a place up there and bury
t he

sun:, then wash hinself.

And then he would cone back here, naked, the bearer of ill news, to face
hi s
not her and his wi fe.

* * *

They had found Aitrus up by the pool, beside the waterfall, his body bathed
in

sweat, his eyes staring. Getting two servants to carry him they had brought
hi m

back to the encanpnent and laid him on the bed. Then, for the next three
days,

Tasera and Anna took turns tending him bathing his brow, and holding his
hand

while the fever raged on.

On the norning of the fourth day he finally woke. Anna had been sleeping in
t he
tent nearby when Gehn came and shook her.

"Mbt her! Mbther! Father is awake!"

She hurried across to the cabin to find Aitrus awake, his eyes clear and
[ uci d.



Tasera sat beside him smiling and holding his hand. He | ooked weak, but he
was
alive, and seeing Anna, a faint smle cane to his lips.

"Ti'ana ...
H's voice was little nore than a breath.

"Do not talk," she said, going over to kneel beside the bed and take his hand.

"I must," he said, the words the faintest whisper

"No," she said. "You nmust rest. You nust get back your strength."

But Aitrus shook his head. "I amdying, Ti'ana. | knowit. But | have been
gi ven
this monment and | nust use it."

He paused, coughing a little, then continued, his voice wavering a little.

"They are dead. Everyone ... dead. My father ... | buried him And D ni
D ni

is ended. But there is a way out. Through the tunnels. | mapped it. My
not ebook

"Yes, yes," Anna said, inmpatiently. "But you nust rest now, Aitrus, please."
For a nonent his eyes blinked closed. Wth an effort he opened them agai n,

hi s

eyes |l ooking to Anna pleadingly. "You nust go, Ti'ana. Please. Prom se ne
you

will go. You are not safe here ..

"Why? Wiy aren't we safe here?"

But Aitrus had drifted into sleep again. H s head had fallen back and
hi s
br eat hi ng was shal | ow

"Let himsleep," Tasera said, |looking to Anna, as if concern for her boy was
t he

only thing in the wuniverse; yet Anna could see that Aitrus's news had
shocked

her. Indeed, it had shocked them both. Then, suddenly, she renenbered Gehn.

She whirled about. Gehn was standing in the doorway, staring, his face aghast.

"It isn't true," he said, his voice tiny. "Tell me it isn't true!"

But she could not lie, and as he sawit in her face, so that |ook returned:
a
| ook of purest horror. Turning, he fled.

"CGehn!" she cried, going to the doorway. "Gehn! Cone back!"
But Gehn was already at the edge of the wood. Wth the barest glance .back

he
di sappeared anong the trees.



Anna turned back, |ooking to Tasera, but Tasera was not there. Her eyes
seened

di stant and hol | ow now and her shoul ders sagged, as if her son's soft
wor ds- so

qui et, so insubstantial-had broken her. Even as Anna |ooked, a tear
trickled

down Tasera's cheek and fell.

Gone. Al of it gone. But how was that possible? Surly some had survived?

She stared at Aitrus, wondering what el se he had not told her. Wiy was this
Age
not safe? Wy?

"Tell me, Aitrus," she said quietly. "Please tell ne.

But Aitrus did not answer her.

* * *

That afternoon Tasera took to her bed, conplaining of a mgraine. Anna,

t hi nki ng

it had to do with Kahlis's death, decided it was best to | eave her be to
grieve.

Havi ng made certain Tasera was confortable, she went to see if she could
find

where Gehn had got to. There was no sign of him But when she returned two
hour s

later it was to find that Tasera had worsened consi derably.

Not only that, but the two servants who had hel ped carry Aitrus down from
t he

pool were now displaying the exact sane synptons he had shown. They had
been

suffering fromm nor stomach pains for days, but now both of them had gone
down

with a full-blow fever.

As the afternoon becane eveni ng, Anna began to grow worried. Aitrus stil
showed

no sign of waking, yet it was f"s Tasera she was nost concerned, for she
had

slipped into a fretful, fevered sleep. Then, just after sundown, Anna went
to

check on the two servants, whom she had placed nearby in the storage tent,
and

found that one of them had di ed.

She was standing there, outside the tent, when Gehn wandered back into the
canp.

" Gehn?"

Gehn did not even glance at her, but wal ked on past her, going inside the
cabi n.

Anna wal ked across. Gehn was sitting in a corner, in the darkness, staring
at
his father's reclining form She watched hima nonent, her heart going out
to



him Then, taking the lantern fromthe side, she struck the fire-marble,
cl osed
the plate, and hung it on the hook overhead.

In its sudden gl ow she could see that Gehn had been crying.
"CGehn? Are you all right?"

He turned his head and | ooked at her, coldly, sullenly, then | ooked away.

"Two of the servants are ill," she said quietly.

Gehn made no gesture, no response. He sinply stared at his father.
"CGCehn ... we nust think of |eaving here."

But Gehn was like a statue, his child's face hard and cold as it stared at
hi s
dyi ng father.

* * *

That night the rest of the servants ran away. \Wile Gehn slept, Anna sat
besi de

Tasera, bathing her face and holding her hand. Yet in the early hours
of

nmorni ng, Aitrus's nother convul sed and di ed.

Anna sat there for a long time afterward, staring into space. Gehn was asl eep
in

the corner. Aitrus lay nearby, his shallow breathing barely audible. In this
one

roomwas her whole world-all that nattered to her, anyway-and it was
slow y

falling apart about her.

Just as before, she thought, real despair touching her for the first tine.

She stood up abruptly then crossed the room picking up the bag Aitrus
had

brought back with him fromD ni. She had been busy until now even to
remenber

it, but now she sat down and rummaged t hrough it.

Here was his journal, that he kept with himat all tines.

Lighting a | anp, she opened the notebook and began to | eaf through it,

st oppi ng

finally at a series of maps and diagrans Aitrus had nade. The first were of
t he

tunnels leading to the cavern where the nachines were and, beyond it,
sever al

mles distant, the Lodge. Aitrus had added to this map, drawi ng thick dark
l'i nes

across a nunber of the tunnels. 1t was clear that they were bl ocked.

| ndeed,

| ooking at the map, she saw that there was no access to the surface by
this

route. On the next page was another map, but this one ended in dead-ends
and



white, unfilled space.

Anna | ooked up, understanding. Aitrus had spent the last week or so

t r anpi ng

through the tunnels, trying to find a route for their escape, spending
hi s

preci ous energies so that they mght find a safe way to the surface.

Aitrus was dying, she knew that now for certain. Yet ~ even at the end he
had

been true. Even at the end he had thought of others before hinself. O her,
and

Gehn.

She | ooked back at the journal. The next map was different-nmuch nore
conpl ex
than the others. It extended over several pages.

Anna smiled, appreciating what he had done here. Elevations,
rock-types,

physical details-all were noted down. It was a real labyrinth, but Aitrus
had

done his best to nmake each twist and turn as clear as he could. She traced
t he

zigzag line of it with her finger over several pages, then | ooked up

| aughi ng

softly.

The vol cano! It cane out at the old dormant vol cano where her father and she
had

used to stop on their way to Tadji nar

She sm | ed and spoke softly to the air. "You did well, ny love."

“Did |?"

H s voice, so unexpected, startled her. She turned to find himsitting

up,

wat chi ng her.

"Atrus?"

"W have to go."

Anna blinked. You are dying, she thought. You are not goi ng anywhere. But he
was

i nsi stent.

"You must pack, Ti'ana. Now, while there is still tinme."

"Tinme for what?"

"I amcomng with you," he said, then coughed. "Back to Dni. I will help

you

find the way."

"But you are ill, Aitrus."

In answer he threw back the sheet and, steadying hinself against the wall
with



one hand, slowy stood. Hi s eyes |ooked to her inploringly. "I nust do
this,
Ti'ana. Do you understand that ?"

She stared at him her fear and |l ove for himm xed violently at that nonent,
and
then she nodded. "I understand."

* * *

Packing the last few things into the bag, she slipped it onto her back and
went

outside, into the sunlight. Gehn was just bel ow her, standing beside his

f at her,

supporting him as they | ooked down at Tasera's grave.

Anna si ghed, then wal ked across. Gehn was wearing the suit she had nade for
hi m
and the mask | ay | oose about his neck. H's own knapsack was on his back.

"Are you ready?"

Both Gehn and Aitrus |ooked to her and nodded. Then, on inmpul se, Gehn ran
down
t he sl ope and, bending, |eaned out over the edge.

Anna | ooked to Aitrus and frowned, wondering what he was doing, but in a
nonent

Gehn was back, holding out a tiny sheath of white flowers for her to take.
Two

ot her bunches were in his other hand.

She took themfrom him then, knowi ng what he intended, cast the flowers
ont o
Tasera's grave and stepped back, allow ng Gehn and Aitrus to do the sane.

"Farewel |, dear Mother," Aitrus said, |ooking out past the nound at the
beaut y
of the valley. "You will be with nme al ways."

Gehn stood there a nonent, then, bowi ng his head, scattered the flowers and
sai d
his own farewel|l: "Goodbye, Grandnother. May we neet again in the next Age."

Anna blinked, surprised. He seened to have grown up so nuch these past
few
weeks. She put out her hand to him

"Come, Gehn. W nust go now.

Gehn hesitated a nmonment, then, with a glance at his father, reached out and
t ook

her hand. Anna gave it a little squeeze, then, turning fromthe grave, began
to

climb the slope, heading for the linking cave, Aitrus follow ng behind.

* * *

It was the twenty-second day after the fall.



Anna stood beside Aitrus on the balcony of the mansion, Gehn in front of
her,

her arms about his shoulders as they |ooked out over the ruins of Dni. To
her

surprise the air had proved clean, and after several tests in the workroom

t hey

had decided to renove their nasks. There was no trace now of the gas that
had

wr eaked such havoc, though its residue remained, like a dried crust
over

everything. Mreover, someone had reac-" tivated the great fans that

br ought

the air into the cavern, and the al gae of the | ake had recovered enough to
gi ve

off a faint, alnost twilight glow. In that faint illumnation they could see
t he

extent of the devastation.

The sight was desol ate beyond all words. \What had once been the npst
magni fi cent
of cities was now a nmausol eum an enpty, echoing shell of its former glory.

She could feel Gehn trenbling and knew that he was close to tears. Al that
Egd ever known lay within the conpass of his sight. H s shattered hopes
grgans were here displayed, naked to the eye. Wy, even the great rock
;?2Ld in the very mdst of the |ake had split, |ike wood before the axe.

"Come," she said gently, neeting Aitrus's eyes. "Let us go from here."

Wal ki ng down through the dead streets, their sense of desolation grew Barely
a

house stood without great cracks inits walls; barely a wall or gate

remai ned

undamaged. Fromtine to time the rubble of a house would block their way
and

they were forced to backtrack, but eventually they cane out by the
harbor's

edge.

The great statues that had once lined the harbor wall were cracked or
fallen.

The great merchant fleet that once had anchored here now rested on the
harbor's

floor. They could see their I ong shadows thirty, forty feet bel ow the surface.

Anna turned, |ooking about her. There was no sign anywhere of a boat, and
t hey
needed a boat. Wthout one there was no chance of getting across the | ake.

"There are boathouses to the east of the harbor,"” Aitrus said, "down by
t he
| ake's edge. There will be barges there."

But the boat houses were burned, the barges smashed. Someone had made sure
t hey

could not get across. Aitrus sighed and sat, his remaining strength
al nost



spent .

"I'"ll go and 1ook," Anna said, gesturing to Gehn that he should sit with
hi s
father and take care of him "There nust be somnething."

In a noment she was back, her eyes shining. "There is!" she said. "One boat.
A
smal | thing, but big enough for us three."

Aitrus's eyes cane up, suspicion in them "Was it tied up?"
She nodded, then frowned. "What is it?"
But Aitrus nerely shook his head. "Nothing. Let us go at once."

Gehn hel ped his father stand, then supported himas they nade their way
t oward

where the boat was noored. They were not hal fway across when a fearful cry
rang

out fromthe lower city at their backs.

Al three of themturned, shocked by the sudden sound.
It came again.

Aitrus |looked to his wife. "Go to the boat, Ti'ana. Take Gehn and wait there
for
me. It mght be Jiladis."

"But Aitrus ..."

"Go to the boat. I'Il join you in a while.

Anna hesitated, reluctant to Ilet himgo, yet she knewthat this, too, was
hi s

duty-to help his fellow guildsnen if in need. Taking Gehn's hand she |ed
hi m

away, but all the while she kept glancing back at Aitrus, watching as he
slow y

crossed the open harbor front, then disappeared into one of the
narr ow

al | eyways.

"Come, Gehn," she said. "Let us secure the boat for when your father returns.”

* * *
Aitrus | eaned against the wall, doubled up, getting his breath. The pain in
hi s

linbs and in his stomach was growi ng worse and he felt close nowto
exhausti on.

Moreover, he was lost. O, at least, he had no idea just where the sounds
had

cone from He had thought it was from somewhere in this locality, but now
t hat

he was here there was nothing. The deserted streets were silent.

Across fromhima sign hung over the shadowed door of a tavern. There were
no



words, but the picture conid be glinpsed, even through the | ayer of
gray- br own

residue. It showed a white, segmented worm burrow ng blindly through the
r ock.

The sight of it made himfrown, as if at some vague, vestigial nenory. The
Bl i nd

Wrm Were had he heard nention of that before?

Aitrus straightened, |ooking up. The wi ndows of the upper story were open
t he
shutters thrown back

Even as he | ooked, there cane a |oud, distinctive groan

So he had not been wong. Wioever it was, they were up there, in that
second
fl oor room

Aitrus crossed the street then slowy pushed the door open, listening. The
groan

cane again. A set of narrow stairs led up to his right. They were sneared, as
i f

many feet had used them Cautiously, |ooking about himall the while, he

sl i pped

i nside and began to clinmb them careful to nake no noi se.

He was al nost at the top when, fromthe room above canme a grunt and then
anot her
pai ned groan. Sonethi ng creaked.

Aitrus stopped then turned his head, l|ooking up into the open doorway
j ust
behi nd him beyond the turn in the stairs.

A soft, scraping noise came fromthe room and then a tiny gasp of pain.
That

sound rel eased Aitrus. Finding new reserves of energy, he hurried up the
final

st eps.

Standi ng in the doorway, he gasped, astoni shed by the sight that met his eyes.

It was a long, lowceilinged room wth wi ndows overl ooking the harbor. In

t he

center of the room a table was overturned and all three chairs. Bl ood
smear ed

the floor surrounding them trailing away across the room And at the end
of

that trail of blood, attenpting to pull himself up onto the wi ndow | edge,
was

Veovi s, the broad bl ade of a butcher's cleaver buried deep in his upper back

"Veovi s!"

But Veovis seenmed unaware of his presence. His fingers clutched at the

st one

| edge as his feet tried to push hinmself up, his face set in an expression
of

gri mdeterm nation



Horrified, Aitrus rushed halfway across the room yet even as he did,
Veovi s

col l apsed and fell back, groaning.

Aitrus knelt over him

"Veovis ... Veovis, it is Aitrus. \Wat happened here?"

There was a novenent in Veovis's face. H's eyes blinked and then he seened
to

focus on Aitrus's face. And with that came recognition

"What happened?"

Veovi s | aughed, then coughed. Blood was on his lips. H s voice, when he
spoke,

cane raggedly, between pai ned breaths.

"My colleague and I... we had a little ... disagreenment."

The ironic smle was pai ned

"A Gaeris?"

Veovi s closed his eyes then gave the faintest nod.

"And you fought ?"

Veovis's eyes flickered open. "It was no fight... He ..." Veovis
swal | owed
painfully. "He stabbed me ... when ny back was turned."

Veovi s grimaced, fighting for his breath. Aitrus thought he was going to
di e,

right there and then, but slowy Veovis's breathing normalized again and
hi s

eyes focused on Aitrus once nore.

"I would not do it."
"What ? What woul dn't you do?"

"The Age he wanted... | would not wite it." Atiny spasm ran through
Veovi s.
Aitrus gripped him

"Tell me," he said. "I need to know. "

Veovis alnost smiled. "And | need to tell you."

He swal | oned again, then, "He wanted a special place ... a place where we
coul d

be gods."

" Gods?"

Veovi s nodded.

It was the ultimate heresy, the ultinmate m suse of the great Art: to
m st ake



Witing, the ability to link with preexistent worlds, with true creation. And
at

the end, Veovis, it seenmed, had refused to step over that final line. He

| ooked

up at Aitrus now

Aitrus blinked. Suddenly, the inmage of his workroomhad conme to his
m nd- t he

trail of footprints |eading hal fway to the Book but no farther

"Was that you?" he asked softly. "In ny workroom | nean."

Veovi s took two | ong breaths, then nodded.

"But why? After all you did, why let us live?"

"Because she spoke out for me. Because ... she said there was good in nme ..
And
she was right... even at the end."

Veovis closed his eyes nmonentarily, the pain overwhelmng him then
he

continued, struggling nowto get the words out before there were no nore

wor ds.

"It was as if there was a dark cloud in nmy head, poisoning ny thoughts. |
felt

." Veovis groaned, "nothing. Nothing but hatred, anyway. Blind hatred.
o
everyt hing and everyone."

There was a shout, fromoutside. Carefully laying Veovis down, he went to
t he
wi ndow and | ooked out, what he saw filling himw th di smay.

"What is it?" Veovis asked from bel ow him

Qut on the lake a single boat was heading out toward the distant

i sl ands.

Standing at its stern, steering it, was the distinctive figure ofA Gaeris.
And

before himin the boat, laying on the bare planks, their hands and feet
bound,

were Anna and Cehn.

"It's AGaeris," he said quietly. "He has Ti'ana and ny son."

"Then you nust save her, Aitrus."

Aitrus gave a bleak cry. "How? A Gaeris has the only boat, and | amtoo weak
L&Iﬂ"

"Then link there."

Aitrus turned and | ooked down at the dying nan. "Were is he taking then"
Veovis | ooked up at him his eyes clear now, as if he had passed beyond

al l
pain. "To K veer. That's where we are based. That's where all the Books are



NOW.
W' ve been collecting them Hundreds of them Some are in the Book Room
but

nost are on the Age | made for him They are in the cabin on the south

i sl and.

That's where you link to. The Book of that Age is in nmy study."

Aitrus knelt over Veovis again. "l understand. But how does that help ne?
That's
in K veer. How do | get there?"

In answer, Veovis gestured toward his left breast. There was a deep
pocket
there, and something in it. Aitrus reached inside and took out a slender book

"He did not know | had this," Veovis said, smling now "It |links to
N dur

Gemat. There is a Book there that links directly to ny study on K veer. You
can

use themto get to the island before he does."

Aitrus stared at the Book a nonent, then | ooked back at Veovis.

Veovis met his eyes. "Do you still not trust me, Aitrus! Then |listen. The Book
I

mentioned. It has a green cover. It is there that A Gaeris plans to go. It
is

there that you might trap him You understand?"

Aitrus hesitated a nonent, then, "I will trust you, for I have no choice,
and
perhaps there is sone good in you at the last."

* * *

The city was receding now. In an hour he would be back in K veer

A Gaeris

turned from the sight and | ooked back at his captives where they |lay at
t he

bottom of the boat.

He would have killed themthere and then, at the harbor's edge, and

t hought

nothing of it, but the wonman had betrayed the fact that her husband was
still

abr oad.

And so, he would use themas his bait. And once he had Aitrus, he woul d
dest r oy

all three of them for he had not the sentinental streak that had ruined
hi s

once- conpani on, \eovis.

"He will not cone for us, you know "
A Gaeris | ooked down at the woman disdainfully. "OF course he'll cone. The
man' s

a sentinental fool. He cane before, didn't he?"

"But not this time. He'll wait for you. In Dni."



"Whil e you and your son are ny captives?" A Gaeris |aughed. "Wy, he will be
out
of his mnd with worry, don't you think?"

He saw how that silenced her. Yes, with the two of themsafe in a cell on
K veer
he coul d go back and settle things with Guildsman Aitrus once and for all.

For there was only one boat in all of D ni now, and he had it.

"No," he said finally. "He'lHvait there at the harbor until | bring the
boat

back. And then I'Il have him Onh yes, Ti'ana. You can be certain of it!"

* * *

The first book had linked him to a roomin the great house on Nidur
Genat

filled with Veovis's things. There, after a brief search, he found the
second

Book that linked to this, nore famliar roomon the island of K veer, a place
he

had often cone in better tines.

Aitrus stood there a noment, |eaning heavily against the desk, a
bone- deep

wear i ness maki ng his head spin. Then, knowing he had |ess than an hour to
nmake

his preparations, he | ooked about him

The Book with the enmerald green cover was on a table in the far corner of
:ggnl besi de a stack of other, ol der Books. Going across to them Aitrus felt
iudden despair, thinking of what had been done here. So nuch endeavor had
fgnﬁaught, here in this room And for what reason? Envy? Revenge? O was
;?nple mal i ce?

Was A Gaeris nmd?

Aitrus groaned, thinking of the end to which Veovis had cone. Then

det er m ned

to make one final, neaningful effort, he lifted the Book and carried it
back

over to the desk

There he sat, opening the Book and reading through the first few pages. After
a

while he lifted his head, nodding to hinself. Here it was, nakedly

di spl ayed:

what Veovis might, in tine, have beconme; a great Master anobng Masters, as
great,

per haps, as the | egendary R ' Neref.

He began to cough, a hacking, debilitating cough, then put his fingers to
hi s
lips. There was bl ood there now. He, too, was dying.



Taking a cloth fromhis pocket, Aitrus w ped his mouth and then began

di ppi ng

the pen and scoring out essential phrases and adding in others at the end of
t he

book. Trimm ng and pruning this nost perfect of Ages. Preparing it.

And all the while he thought of Anna and of Gehn, and prayed silently that
t hey
woul d be all right.

* * *

A Gaeris clinbed the steps of the harbor at K veer, Anna and the boy just
in
front of him goaded on by the point of his knife.

At the top he paused and, grasping the | oose ends of the ropes by which
their

hands were bound, wapped themtightly about his Ieft hand. Then, |eading
t he

two behind himlike a pair of hounds, he went inside the nansion

K' veer had not been untouched by the trenors, and parts of its

i mpressive

architecture had cracked and fallen away into the surrounding | ake, yet
enough

of it remained for it to be recognizable. Anna, who had wondered where they
wer e

going, now felt a sense of resignation descend on her

If Veovis was here then there was nothirit Aitrus could do.

Anna gl anced at her son. Gehn's face was closed, his eyes sullen, as if
this

|atest twist were no nore than could be expected. Yet he was bearing up, for
al l

his trials, and she felt a strange twinge of pride in himfor that.

She was about to speak, when she caught the scent of burning. A Gaeris,
t 00,
must have noticed it at the same nonent, for he stopped suddenly and frowned.

For a noment he sniffed the air, as if he had been nistaken, then, wth
a
bel l ow, he began to hurriedly clinb the stairs, dragging themalong after him

As they approached the Book Roomthe snell of burning grew and grew until, at
a

turn in the stairs, they could see the flickering glow of a fire up ahead
of

t hem

A Gaeris roared. "My Books!"

For a noment, as he tugged at the rope, Anna alnpst fell, but she kept
her
footing. Gehn did, however. She heard his cry and saw that A Gaeris had | et
go
of the rope that held him But there was no time to see if he was all right.



The
next instant she found herself behind A Gaeris in the doorway to the Book
Room

Beyond himthe roomwas brilliantly Iit. Snoke bell owed froma stack of
bur ni ng
Books. And just to one side of the flanming pile-a Book in one hand, a
fl am ng

torch in the other-stood Aitrus.

A Gaeris slamed the great door shut behind him then took a step toward
Aitrus,
yet even as he did, Aitrus raised the torch and called to him

"Come any closer and 1'Il burn the rest of your Books, A Gaeris! | know
wher e
they are. |1've seen them In the cabin on the south island. | linked there.

|
can link there now, unless..."

Anna felt A Gaeris's hand reach out and grasp her roughly, and then his arm
was
about her neck, the dagger raised, its point beneath her neck

"I have your wife, Aitrus. Go near those Books and | shall kill her."

"Kill her and | shall destroy your Books. I'll link through and put themto
t he

torch. And what will you have then. Master Phil osopher? Nothing. Not now
t hat

you' ve killed Veovis."

Anna could feel A Gaeris trenmbling with anger. Any false nove and she would
be
dead.

"G ve me that Book," he said once nore in alowgrom. "Gve it to nme, or
Ti ' ana
dies."

Aitrus was smling now<He lifted the Book slightly. "This is a masterful work.
I
know Veovis was proud of it."

A Gaeris stared at Aitrus. "It was called Ederat."

"No," Aitrus said, his eyes neeting Anna's. "Veovis had another nanme for it.
Eﬁlled it Be-el-ze-bub."

Anna caught her breath. She stared at him loving himnore in that instant

t han

she had ever |oved him

| love you, she nouthed.

Aitrus answered her with his eyes.

"Wel |l ?" he asked, returning his attention to A Gaeris. "Do we have a deal ?

The
Book-and all those Books within-for ny wfe?"



But A Gaeris sinply | aughed.

Aitrus lowered the torch. His eyes went to the cover of the Book, then, wth
a

final loving | ook at Anna, he placed the hand that held the burning torch
upon

t he gl owi ng panel

A Gaeris howl ed. Thrusting Anna away from him he ran across the room
"Aitrus |I" she yelled as his figure shimered and vani shed. "Aitrus!"

But he was gone. The great Book fell with a thud to the floor beside the
bur ni ng
st ack.

A Gaeris threw hinmself at it in unseemy haste and al nbst wenched the
cover
fromthe spine forcing it open

Anna wat ched, her heart in her throat as, his chest heaving, A Gaeris

| ooked

across at her and, with a smle that was half snarl, placed his hand agai nst
t he

descriptive panel and |inked.

* * *

Even as he linked into the cave, A Gaeris stunbled, doubling up in pain. The
air

was burning, the reek of sul phur choking. The first breath seared his

| ungs.

Putting out an arm A Gaeris staggered forward, howl ing, |ooking about
hi m

desperately for the Linking Book back to D ni. Yet even as he did, a great
crack

appeared in the floor of the cavern. The heat intensified. There was a

gl i mpse

of brilliant orange-redness, one stark noment of realization, and then the
rock

slab on which he stood tilted forward, A Gaeris's shrill cry of surprise cut
of f

as he tunbled into the nolten fl ow

And then silence. The primal, unheard silence of the great caul dron of
creation.

* * *

Anna cried quietly, crouching over the green-covered Book and studying
t he
gl owi ng i mage there

For a nonent or two there was the tenptation to follow him to end it all,
j ust
as Aitrus had. Then someone hamered on the Book Room door

It brought her back to herself. Gehn



Anna turned to face the snmoldering pile of ashes that had once been D ni
Books,

t hen dropped the green-covered Book upon the rest. Sparks scattered. A cloud
of

snoke wafted up toward the high ceding of the room A noment |ater, flanes
began

to lick the burnished | eather of the cover

For a nonent she sinply stared, feeling the gap there now where the ot her
book

other life had been, just as Tasera had described it. Then, getting to her

f eet

agai n, she turned, even as the knocking canme again, nore urgently this tine,
and

began to wal k across.

EPI LOGUE

The sun was edgi ng above the nmountains far to the east as the figure of a
worman
energed fromthe lip of the volcano, cradling a sleeping child. The desert
fl oor

was still in deep shadow. It lay |ike a dark sea about the bright,

bl ack- nmout hed

circle of the caldera. The woman paused, lifting her chin, slowy scanning
t he

surroundi ng desert, then began to descend the rock-littered slope, her
shadow
stretched out |long and thin behind her, black against the dawn's red.

As she came closer to the cleft, a light wind began to blow, lifting the
dar k

strands of her hair behind her. Sand danced across the rock then settled.
The

worman seemed gaunt and waithlike, and the child in her arms was but skin
and

bone, yet there was a light in her eyes, a vitality, that was like the fire
from

t he deep earth.

Seeing the cleft, she slowed, |ooking about her once nore, then went across

E:2|t, laying the child down gently on a narrow | edge of rock. Taking the
ngks from her shoul ders, she set them down. Then, using her hands and feet
;?nd her way, she ducked down into the dark gash of the cleft.

There was a pool down there at the foot of the cleft. In the predawn darkness
it

was filled with stars, reflected from the sky far overhead. Like a shadow,
she

knelt beside it, scooping up a handful of the pure, cool water, and

dr ank.

Refreshed, she turned, still kneeling, and | ooked about her. It was coo
down

here, and there was water. Wth a little work it could be nore.



Anna nodded, then stood, w ping her hands against her shirt. "Here," she
sai d.
"We' || begin again here."



