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For ages past remembering, the House of the Worm had been lost in decay, and that was as it should be,
for decay is but one name of the White Worm himsdf. So the yaga-la-hai, the worm-children, only
smiled and went on as dways, though the tapestries rotted on the walls of their endless burrows and their
numbers dwindled each year, though meat grew ever more scarce, and the very stone around them
turned to dust. In the high burrows with dit windows, avash with the red dimness of the vast dying ember
above, they came and went and lived their lives. They tended their torches and held their masgues, and
made the sign of the worm whenever they passed near the dark windowless burrows where the grouns
were said to mutter and liein wait (for the halls and tunnels of the House of the Worm were reputed to
beinfinite, descending asfar below the earth asthe black sky ascends above, and the yaga-la-hai
clamed only afew of its many ancient chambers).

It was taught to the worm-children that the White Worm comesfor all in the end, but he crawls most
dowly, and in thelong decay thereisfine feasting and the bright sickly colors of rot. Such wisdom was
enforced by the current manworm and his bronze knights, even astheir ancestors had enforced it for
generations untold. Thus did the House of the Worm endure, though the grouns might crawl below and
the sun burn out above.

Every fourth year the brightest and wittiest and highest-born among the yaga-la-hai would gether inthe
Chamber of Obsidian to view the sun and feast inits dying rays. The chamber was the only placefor
such abrilliant masgue. It was high in the House of the Worm, so that al the tunnelsleading to it danted
upward, and the floor and celling and three of the walls were sheets of fused obsidian, cold and shiny as
amirror and dark as death. For the four-years-less-a-day that passed between the Sun Masques, the
lesser-born worm-children, called torch-tenders, worked tirelesdy in the chamber, polishing and rubbing,
s0 that when the bronze knights came to fire the torches, their reflections would gleam in the black glass
around them. Then the guests would assemble, athousand strong in gay costumes and fantastic masks,
and the obsidian would bend and digtort their bright faces and graceful forms, until they were awhirling
motley of demons dancing in agreet black bottle.

And that was only part of the Chamber of Obsidian. There was more; there was the window. It occupied
al of the fourth wall behind the sand-filled hollow where the Manworm coiled; crysta clear the window
was, yet stronger than any glassthey knew. Nowherein the House of the Worm was there another
window afraction of itssize. Theglass, if glassit was, looked out on a dead and desolate plain where no
wind gtirred; dl darknessthere, al empty, though there were crumbling stone shapes near the
sometimes-seen horizon that might or might not be ruins. It was hard to tdll; the light was very bad.

The sunfilled hdf the sky; from one end of the horizon to the other it arched, bulking high enough to



touch the zenith. Above it was unending black sky, broken by ahandful of stars. The sunitsef wasa
softer black, the color of ash, except in the few placeswhereit dill lived. Riversran acrossit, twisting
ribbons of glowing red, veins of fire acrossitstired face. The worm-children had studied them once, in
the long-ago years when they played with telescopes, and each of the burning channels had once had a
name, though most had been forgotten. Where the rivers met and joined, sometimes smoldering orange
lakes could be seen, and there were other places where gleams of red and yellow pulsed benesth the
ash-dark crust. Best of al were the seas, two huge oceans of angry red that grew smaller and darker
with every masgue; one up near the rim continued on the side never seen, and a second burned near the
sun'swaist and often outlined the maybe-ruins on the horizon.

From noon, when the Sun Masque commenced (al times were arbitrary with the worm-children, for the
light was the same, day and night), until midnight, al the feasters would be masked, even the Manworm,
and long curtains of heavy red velvet would be drawn across the great window, to hide the sun. Silent
torch-tenders would bring out the feast on black iron trays, and arrange it on the long table: heavy
mushroomsin cream sauice, subtly flavored puffbals, tiny dugswrapped in bacon, fragrant green wine
aive with struggling spiceworms, fried crawlers, roast hole-hogs from the Manworm'sroya larder, hot
mushroom bread, athousand other delicacies. And, as a centerpiece, if they were [ucky, aplump
sx-limbed groun-child (or twol!), just below the age of puberty, basted with care and served whole, its
meset white and juicy. The guestswould egt until they could est no more, joke and laugh through their
veils and dominoes, then dance benegth the torches for hours on end while obsidian ghosts mocked their
movementsin thewalls and floor. When midnight finaly came, the unmasking began. And when al had
bared their faces, the bronze knights would carry the reigning Manworm to the fourth wall, and he would
pull the curtain cord (if he still had hands&€’if not, the knightswould pull it) and unmask the sun.

The Manworm that year was the Second Vermentor, fourteenth of hislineto rule the yaga-la-hai from
the High Burrow in the House of the Worm. He had reigned a dozen years dready, and soon histime
would be a an end, for the priest-surgeons had done their holy work al that while, and there was nothing
left to purify but the too-human head that |olled atop the sinuous writhing torso. Soon he would be one
with the White Worm. But his son was reedy.

The bronze knight Groff, huge and giff in armor, carried Vermentor to the window and acted as his
hands. The velvet did back smoothly, and the old sun was reveded as the Manworm intoned the ancient
worship words and the worm-children gathered round to look.

Annelyn, surrounded by his friends and acolytes, was one of the closest to the glass, as wasfitting.
Annelyn was awaysto the front. Hewas adim and glorious youth, tall and graceful. All the highborn
yaga-la-hai had soft mocha skins, but Annelyn's was the softest of them dl. Most of hisfellows had
blond or red-blond hair, but Annelyn’'s was the brightest yellow-gold; it crowned his head in delicate
scul ptured ringlets. Many worm-children had blue eyes, but none so blue and deep as Anndlyn's.

Hewasthe first to speak after the curtains were drawn. &€ceT he black parts grow,&€e he observed to
those around him, in alight, clear voice. &oeSoon our curtainswill not be needed. The sun now masks
itself.&€» He laughed.

"It dies,&€» said Vermyllar, agaunt boy with hollow cheeks and flaxen hair who worried far too much.
€My grandfather told me once that there was atime when the black plains were smoky red and the
seas and rivers were white fire, painful to look upon.&€s Vermyllar's grandfather had been second son
of the Manworm, and thus knew al sorts of thingsthat he passed on to his grandson.

"Perhapsit was s0,8€* Annelyn said, &€odout not in histime, | would wager, or even that of his
grandfather.&€+ Annelyn had no blood ties with the line of the Manworm, no secret sources of
knowledge, but he was dways quite sure of hisopinions, and hisfriendsé€’Vermyllar and stout Riessand



beautiful Cardeeé€” thought him the wisest and wittiest of men. Once he had killed agroun.

"Don't you worry about the sun dying?a&€s Caralee asked him, tossing blond curls easily as she turned to
face him. She looked enough like Anndlyn to be his sister-twin; perhaps that was why he wanted her so.
&EosA bout the burrows growing cold?”

Anndyn laughed again, and Riesslaughed with him. (Riess always laughed with Anndyn, though Annelyn
suspected that the fat boy seldom understood the joke.) &ceThe sun was dying long before | cameinto
the House of the Worm, and it will continue dying long after | have left,&€» he said, turning away from
the window. He was splendid that night, in his costume of pale blue silk and spidergray with the crest of
theta stitched above his breast.

"Asfor the cold,&€+ Annelyn continued, as he led his three companions back toward the feasting table,
&€ad don't believe that the old sun has anything to do with heat, one way or the other."

"It does,&€+ said Vermyllar, who had comein brown rags like amushroom farmer. He and Caraee
matched Anndlyn stride for stride across the obsidian, their images hurrying at their feet. Riess puffed
aong behind, struggling to keep up in the mock armor of abronze knight.

"Did your grandfather tell you that?a€s Annelyn asked. Riess laughed.

"No,&€ Vermyllar said, frowning. &aeBut notice, Annelyn, how the sun resembles ahot coa stolen
from afirebox?'

"Perhaps,é€* Annelyn said. He paused beside the wine-bowl and filled two cut-crystal gobletswith the
rich green wine, fishing in the bow! until he found two wormstied in awrithing knot. He scooped them
into Caralegs drink, and she smiled at the proposition when he handed her the glass. The second goblet,
with asingleworm, he Spped himsdlf as he turned back to Vermyllar.

"If the sun isnothing but alarge coa ,&€» Annelyn continued, &€ogthen we need not worry, since we have
plenty of smaller coals on hand, and the torch-tenders can aways fetch up more from the dark.”

Riess giggled. He had set hisknight's helm on the table and was now munching from a platter of spiced
piders.

"That may betrue, &€ Vermyllar said. &€oBut then you admit the sunisacod, that it helpsto warm the
burrows™"

"No,&€+ said Anndlyn. &od merely conjectured. Infact, | think the sun isan ornament of sorts, setin
the sky by the White Worm to provide uswith light and an occasion for masgues.”

Suddenly, startlingly, there was laughter, coarse and low. Annelyn's smile turned abruptly to afrown
when heredlized that whoever it was laughed not at hiswit, but at him. He drew himsdlf up and turned in
annoyance.

When he saw who laughed, however, he only raised aglass (and afine blond eyebrow) in mock saute.

The Meatbringer (so they called him&€”if he had atruer name, he did not useit) ceased hislaughter; there
was aslence. He was alow, broad man, ahead shorter than Annelyn and uglier than any of the
yaga-la-hai, with his straight white hair, mottled pink-brown skin, and enormousflat nose. His orange
and crimson image etched by torchlight in the obsidian was taler and more handsome than the
Mesatbringer himself had ever been.

He had come to the Sun Masgue aone and out of costume, horribly out of place, admitted only because



of the groun-child he had provided. Instead of masque finery, he wore hisfamiliar suit of milk-white
leather, sewn from the skin of dead grouns, with a colorless half-cloak of woven grounhair. Throughout
the House of the Worm his boast was known: that he dressed in the skin and hair of grouns he had
himsdf dain. He was the M eatbringer, who went aone into deep burrows without windows.

Caraleelooked at him very curioudy. &oaNhy did you laugh?a€e she asked.

"Because your friend is funny, &€ the Meatbringer said. His voice wastoo low, too coarse. Anndyn felt
atrifle absurd, being insulted by amottled man who grumbled in the manner of atorch-tender. And now
acurious knot of people began to gather around them; the yaga-la-hai were dways interested in the
odd, and the Meatbringer was oddest of all. Besides, everyone had grown tired of viewing the sun.

"I'm always pleased to find someone who appreciates wit,a€ Anndyn said, studioudy attempting to
turn the Mesatbringer's velled insult into acompliment.

"| do appreciate wit,&€+ the Meatbringer said. &od wish | could find some. This masqueiswitless.”

He had no subtlety, Annelyn decided. &€aeg0nly in comparison,a€e he said. &€ceY ou are perhaps
accustomed to ddightful banter with the grouns?'

Riess giggled, and the Megtbringer smiled savagely a him. &€oeT he grouns have more wit than your
smpering friend, and more knowledge than you."

There was stifled laughter around them, whether at the absurdity of the Meatbringer'swords or at the
insult, Annelyn could not be sure. &€ceY ou know groun secrets, then?a€s he said lightly.

"They have them, yes. And | know them, yes. And more."
"The grouns are animals, &€ Vermyllar put in.
"Asareyou,a€e said the Meatbringer.

Vermyllar flushed. &€od wear ragstonight, but only for the masque. My grandfather was a son of the
Manworm."

"Better your grandfather than you,&€» the Meatbringer said.

Thistime Caralee laughed. Annelyn looked at her, horrified that she could find humor in such coarseness.
&€EceY ou mock the honor?a€e he said. &€ceT he great knowledge? The responsibilities?!

"I have heavier responsibilities, &€ the Meatbringer said in alevel voice. &ceAs do the otherswho try to
go down and bring back groun meeat. The Manworm has only musty ritual duties that no one understands.
Asto hisgreat knowledge, | have more of that too. The yaga-la-hai know nothing of themselves or of
the House of the Worm except half-truths and distorted lies. And honor ?&€¢ He gestured toward the
window. Groff, in hisintricately wrought rust-dark armor, still stood stiffly with the Manwormin hisarms.
Another of the bronze knights was closing the curtains; the dancing had resumed.

"Y es?a€» Annelyn prompted, blankly.

"The honor isal hideous pain,&€s the Meatbringer said, and asif to emphasize his statement, the
Manworm suddenly lifted his head and hiswhite body began to thrash wildly in Groff's arms. &€cdJnder
the knives again and again, each time waking asless of aman. And it endsin deformity and death.
Honor?'



Now the crowd around them looked shocked, except for a handful who had listened to the Mestbringer
before and knew hisamusing irreverence. &oeThe Manworm is purified,&€s Riesssaid. (Try ashe
might, he was dull and orthodox undernesth, and they dl knew it.) &€ceHe is becoming one with the
White Worm!"

Annelyn shushed him; he thought of himself asinclined to the cynica and the shocking. &€odPerhaps you
have a point about the honor,&€« he said to the Meatbringer. &€od-reethinkers like mysdf have aso
guestioned the custom, but..."

Again the Meatbringer began to laugh a him, throwing his head back and roaring. Anndlyn flushed darkly
and drained hiswine with a sngp&€” worm and al&€” as he fought to stay calm.

"Freethinker!" the Megtbringer finaly choked out when hislaughter had subsided. &€od doubt that you
have ever had afree thought. Y ou are nothing, less than the Manworm.&€» He pushed past Annelyn and
began tofill hisown goblet with wine.

"I have killed agroun,&€s Annelyn said, quickly, not thinking, regretting the words the instant they were
spoken.

The Meatbringer smply turned on him, and grinned, and then everyone began to laugh. Therewasno
need to comment; al of the worm-children knew that the Meatbringer had killed perhaps a hundred
grouns, not one. Even Cardee joined the generd laughter, though Vermyllar and Riess were mercifully
dlent. Tal ashewas, Anndlyn suddenly felt asif the Mesatbringer towered over him. He glanced down
and saw his own face looking up, foolish and shaken, from the cold obsidian.

The Meatbringer studied Caralee with approva. &€asShare my bed tonight, &€« he said suddenly, as
blunt as any torch-tender. The Megtbringer had no shame. Annelyn looked up again, shocked. Caradlee
wore blue-and-spidergray, even as he did; clearly they were together. And he had given her the cup of
the mating-wormg!

Shelooked at Annelyn briefly, then seemingly dismissed him with atoss of her bright curls, turning

toward the Meatbringer. &€ceY es, &€+ she said, strange excitement in her voice. Then they went off
together onto the vast black mirror of the dance floor to whirl and writhe and dide together in the intricate
ancient patterns of the yaga-la-hai.

"He has humiliated us,&€» Annelyn said furioudy to Riessand Vermyllar as he watched the M eatbringer
clumsily parody Caralegs graceful moves.

"We should go to the Manworm,&€e Vermyllar suggested.

Riess said nothing, but his round face was screwed up in agitation as he reached for another spiced
ider.

"No,&€» Annelyn said. Beyond the sea of wriggling dancersin al their gorgeous colors, Groff had
returned the Manworm to his sand pit. Squat torch-tenders were moving around the fringes of the
chamber, snuffing two flames of every three. Soon the obsidian grew clouded by darkness, and the bright
reflections faded to red streaks on the glass. In shadowed corners, afew bold couples had aready
commenced the unmasking-of-the-bodies; others soon would follow their example. Annelyn had planned
to unmask Caralee. Now he was aone.

"Why not?&€e Vermyllar was demanding. &€0eY ou heard him. He called me an animal, and | am the
grandson of aman who might have been Manworm.”



Anngyn waved him quiet. &€oeY ou will have your revenge, &€ he said. &€ceBut my way, my way.&€e
His deep blue eyes stared across the chamber. The M eatbringer was leading Caraee off toward a
corner. &oadMy way,&€» he repeated. Then: &oaCome.&€+ And he led them from the room.

* * * %

They met the next morning, early, amid the dust and fading tapestries of the seldom-used Undertunnd,
which connected most of the main burrows of the yaga-la-hai before curving away on itslong descent
into infinity. Anndlyn wasthe first to arrive. He was dressed dl in shiny-smooth black, with ahood of the
same color to hide hisbright hair. His only concession to vanity was agold theta, embroidered on his
breast. A belt of black rope held both rapier and stiletto.

Riess soon materidized, in atight-fitting shirt of mail and leasther and aheavy cloak of spidergray. He and
Annelyn sat together on astone floor across from a black mouth that belched hot, moist air at them
through arusty grid. Light, such asthere was, came from scattered torches set in bronze hands on the
walls, and from the windowsa€” narrow ditsin the calling, twenty feet above their headsé€” that |esked a
dim red radiance. The windows were set ten feet apart dl dong the Undertunnd, until it began to sink.
Once, asaboy, Anndyn had piled junk high in the middle of aburrow and climbed to look out, but there
had been nothing to seeé€” the glass, even asthe stone of the walls, was thicker than amanistdl. It was
fortunate that any light got through.

Vermyllar waslate. Annelyn sat cross-legged, his eyes on the hanging tapestries whose images had all
turned to mottled gray. Riesswas very excited. He was talking about imaginative tortures they could
inflict on the Meatbringer. &ca/Vhen we catch him, we should hang him upside down by running cords
through his ankles, &€ the stout youth suggested. &€cel hen we can buy a pot of bloodworms from the
surgeon-priests and set them al over hisbody to drink him dry.”

Annelyn let him prattle, and finaly Vermyllar appeared, wearing black and gray and carrying atorch and
along dagger. The other two sprang up to greet him.

"| should not have come,&€» Vermyllar said. Hisface was very drawn, but he seemed to relax abitin
the presence of hisfriends. &ad am the great-grandson of the Manworm himself,&€ he continued,
sheathing his dagger while Riesstook the torch from him, &€ceand | should not listen to you, Annelyn. We
will al be esten by grouns.”

"The Meatbringer is not eaten by grouns, and he is only one while we are three together,&€» Annelyn
said. He started down the Undertunnel, toward the endless gray where the bands of red light no longer
striped the stone, and the others followed.

"Areyou sure he comesthisway?a€s Vermyllar asked. They passed another of the square black
mouths, and their cloaks stirred and flapped in itswarm breath. Vermyllar gestured at the opening.
a€EadPerhaps he climbs down one of those, to where the grounslive.”

"They are very sheer and very hot,&€» Anndyn told him, &€osand he would fall or burn if he went that
way. Besides, many people have seen the Meatbringer come and go aong the Undertunnel. | asked
among the torch-tenders.”

They passed beneeth the last window; ahead, the Undertunnel danted down and the ceiling was
featurdess. Vermyllar stopped in the zone of light.

"Grouns,&€ he said. &osAnndyn, there are grouns down there. Away from the windows.&€ He
licked hislips.

"I havekilled agroun,&€s Annelyn reminded him. &€ceBesides, we have talked of this. We have our



torch, and each of usis carrying matches. There are old torches dl aong the tunnel, so many can belit.
Besides, the grouns never come this high. No one has seen agroun in the Undertunnd for alifetime.”

"People vanish every month,&€s Vermyllar ingsted. &odMushroom farmers. Groun hunters. Children.”

Annelyn began to sound cross. &oaGroun hunters go deep, so of coursethey are caught. The others,
well, who knows? Are you afraid of the dark?a€s He stamped a boot impatiently.

"No,&€+ said Vermyllar, and he came forward to join them again. But he rested his hand on his dagger
hilt.

Anndyn did not start again immediately. He waked over to the curving wall, and reached up, pulling a
torch from abronze hand He lit it from the flames of the torch Riess was carrying, and suddenly the light
was doubled. &EceT here, &€+ he said, handing the torch to Vermyllar. &osCome.”

So they began to walk down the long dark burrow asit curved and sank, amost imperceptibly: past
tapestries that hung in rotten threads and others that were thick tangles of matted fungus; past an endless
series of torch-clutching hands (every other one empty, and only onein fifty dight); past countless
bricked-up tunnel mouths and afew whose bricks had shattered or turned to dust; past theinvisible
warmth of the air ducts one after another. They waked in sillence, knowing that their voices would echo,
hoping that the dust beneath would muffle the sounds of their footsteps. They walked until they had lost
sght of the last window, and for an hour after that. And finally they reached the spot where the
Undertunnel came to an end. Ahead were two square doorways whose metal doors had long since
crumbled into flakes of rust. Riessthrust atorch through one and saw only afew heavy cables, twisting
around in tangles and sinking into the yawning darkness of a shaft that fell down and down. Startled, he
pulled back and almost dropped the torch.

"Careful &€+ Annelyn warned.
"What isit?a€ Riess said.

"Perhaps atrap,&€s Vermyllar suggested. He thrust his own torch into the second doorway, and they
saw astone stair that descended rapidly. &€oeSee? There were two doors here, once. An enemy or a
groun might choose the wrong one, and fall down that shaft to its death. It was probably just an air shaft
that they put adoor on."

Annelyn moved over next to Riess. &€0eN0,8€ he said, peering into the shaft. &€ceT here are ropes.
And this shaft is cold.&€s He shook his head, and his hood fell back, revealing blond curls that shone
softly in the dancing torchlight. &€ceNlo matter,&€« he said. &€aaNe will wait here. Deeper than this and
we would meet grouns. Besides, | do not know where that stair leads. So better to wait, and et the
Mestbringer lead us."

"What?&€e Vermyllar was shocked. &€0eY ou do not mean to take him here?”

Anndyn smiled. &odHa That would be a child's revenge. No, we will follow him, deep into the country
of thegrouns. Wewill learn al his secrets, al the knowledge that he boasts of. We will seewhy he
comes back and back again, dwayswith meat, while other groun hunters vanish. Then wewill kill him."

"You didn't say that,&€* Riess objected, openmouthed.
"We've dready cometoo far from the windows,&€s Vermyllar said, and started to go on.

Annelyn laughed lightly. &€o0eChild,&€» he said to Riess. &€od camethisfar when | was haf your age.
Thiswaswhere | killed my groun.&€« He pointed to the stairway. &ceHe came out of there, scrabbling



onfour of hislegs, not theleast afraid of my fire, and | met him with only my torch.”
Vermyllar and Riess were both looking at the dark portal of the stairway. &€0e0h, &€ said Riess.

"Redlly?&€+ said another voice, from behind. Vermyllar dropped historch, and pulled out his dagger. All
three of them whirled.

On the edge of the light, ahuge, red-bearded man dressed in black stood staring at them, a bronze ax on
his shoulder. Without hisarmor, Annelyn hardly recognized him, but suddenly the memory came.

"Groff,&€« he said.

The bronze knight nodded. &€ad have followed you dl down the Undertunndl. Y ou are very noisy.”
They sad nothing. Vermyllar picked up hisfdlen torch.

"So you mean to kill the Meatbringer?a€s Groff said.

"Yes&€s Anndyn said. &€odDo not interfere, Groff. | know the Meatbringer provides much grounmest
for the yaga-la-hai, but we shall do that too when we learn his secrets. The Manworm has no cause to
take his sde.&€+ His mouth was set stubbornly.

Groff chuckled, degp in histhroat, and hefted his heavy ax. &odDon't fret, little worm-child. Y ou shdl
have your carrion. | too was sent to kill the Megtbringer.”

"What?&€+ Riess said.
"Did the Manworm order it?a€s Vermyllar asked eagerly.

"The Manworm thinks of nothing but his coming unity with the White Worm, &€+ Groff said. He amiled.
&EcAnd of pain, perhaps. Perhaps he thinks of that. No, his advisers ordered it. The Meatbringer has
too many mysteries about him. Heisnot truly of the yaga-la-hai, the advisersthink, and heisnot
tranquil. Heis ugly and disturbsthings, and helies. Moreover, snce wefirst grew aware of the
Mestbringer, two years ago, fewer and fewer groun hunters have returned from below, save him aone,
Wi, | have hunted grouns, once. | may not have been as deep as the M eatbringer, who says he has
descended to where the bronze knights warred against the grouns amillion years ago. | have not been
that far, but | have run the groun-runs, and | am not frightened of dark burrows.&€s He looked at
Anndyn. &ceDid you truly meet agroun here?"

Anndyn fdt the steady gaze of Groff's eyes, beneath their thick red brows. &€0eY es, &€+ he said, alittle
too quickly, afraid that somehow Groff knew the truth. The groun had been lying at the top of the Sairs,
mumbling its degth rattle, when Annelyn had found it. The boy had watched, terrified, while the cresture's
gx gangling limbstrembled fitfully (and briefly) and the moist sunken pools of flesh that the grouns had
instead of eyesroamed back and forth, without purpose. When the carcass had been quite still, Annelyn
had charred it with historch, then dragged it back to the burrows of the yaga-la-hai .

Groff shook his head. &€ceThey seldom come past the grounwall &€ the bronze knight said. &€ceDuring
the last years of my hunting, they seldom came at al. The Meatbringer must truly go deep.&€» He
gmiled. &oBut so shdl we.”

"We?a€» It was Vermyllar.

Groff nodded. &od am not averseto help, and Anndyn'sideaisagood one. Wewill learn the
Mestbringer's secrets before we kill him.&€» He waved his ax in abroad gesture. &€odDown the Stair.”



The doorway loomed pitch-black and ominous, and Annelyn began to fedl nervous. It was onething to
impress Riessand Vermyllar with his bold plan to descend to groun country, but no doubt in time they
would have talked him out of it. Perhaps the three of them would have falen upon the Meatbringer here
&€ beyond thelight, true, but only a short way, and Annelyn had been here before. But to actudly go
down...

It was Vermyllar who protested. &€odNo,&€» he said. &€ad'm not going any deeper than this.&€s He
looked & Anndlyn. &ceY ou kill the Mestbringer, or Groff can kill him, or Riessif he can, but hell bejust
as dead without me aong aswith me. I'm going back."

"Down the gair,&€+ Groff said sternly. &€od'll have no desertions.”

Vermyllar stood fast. &€ceMy grandfather is ason of the Manworm,&€» he said. &€ad do as|
please.&€» To Anndyn and Riess he made the sign of the worm, then with historch in hand he started
back the way they had come.

Groff made no move to stop him. &odDown the stair, &€+ he repeated after Vermyllar'slight had
vanished behind acurve of thewall. They hurried to obey.

Down. Theworst of dl possible directions. Down. Where the grounslay. Down. Away from light. Y et
they went, and Annelyn remembered that even at the best of times, he didiked stairs. Hewaslucky, at
that. Riess, holding the torch, had to go first.

At thefoot of the stair was anarrow landing with two bricked-in doors, another gaping entrance to the
dtill, cold shaft, and another stair. Down. There was another stair beyond that. Down. And another
beyond that.

Finally they emerged. &€odPut out the torch,&€» Groff said. Riess complied.

They stood clustered on one end of a dender metal bridge that spanned a cavernous chamber a hundred
times the size of the Chamber of Obsidian. Far, far above was avast roof of glass panes (each of them
the 9ze of the one behind the Manworm's pit, Annelyn thought) set in alatticework of black metd. The
sun loomed over it, with its oceans of fire and plains of ash, so they did not need the torch.

There were other bridges, Anndyn sawé€” five of them; dim threads that swung from one black wall to
the other, above apool of some duggish liquid that stirred and made noises just below their feet. And
there was a Sixth, or had been, but now it was shattered, and the twisted ribbon of its span hung down
into the moving blackness below them.

Therewasasmdl. Strong, thick, and sickly swest.
"Where are we?a€+ Riess whispered.

"The Chamber of the Last Light, &€+ Groff said brusquely. &€og0r so it iscaled in the lore of the bronze
knights. But groun hunters cal it the grounwall. Thisisthe last and degpest place where the old sun can
peer in. The White Worm created it to keep the grouns from the burrows of his children, some say.”

Anndyn waked to therail of the bridge. &€od nteresting, &€+ he said casually. &€adAre there no other
waysfor the grounsto climb up, then?"

"No more,&€+ Groff told him. &agOnce. But bronze knights sealed them with bricks and blood. Or so it
issad.”

He pointed his ax toward the shadows on the far side of the bridge. &€oeA cross.”



The span was narrow, barely wide enough for two men to walk abreast. Annelyn stepped forward
hesitantly, reaching out to the guardrail for support. It came away in his hand, asmdl piece of meta
tubing, eaten through by rust. He looked at it, stepped backward, then chucked it away, off into the
liquid.

"The damp,&€+ Groff said, unconcerned. &€ceT he bridge itsalf has rust holes, so be careful where you
step.&€e His voice was stern and inflexible.

So Annelyn found himself edging forward again, step by careful step, out above the doshing blackness
into the abyss of dim red light. The bridge creaked and moved beneath hisfeet, and more than once he
felt something give as he set down atentative foot, so he was forced to pull back quickly and step
somewhere dse. Riess came after him, holding the usdlessrail tightly whenever therewasarail to hold.
Groff cheerfully walked on the places the others had tested.

Halfway across, the bridge began to swaya€” dowly at firgt, then with greater speed. Anndyn froze,
clutched for therail, and looked over his shoulder at Groff.

The bronze knight swore. &€ceTl hree istoo much,&€» he said. "Hurry!"

Not daring to run, Annelyn began to walk as quickly as he could, and as he did so the swaying got
worse. He walked even fagter, and behind him he could hear the others. At one point, therewas a
sudden snapping and a crunch, followed by a screech of pain. Then heran, al but jumping the last few
feet to the stone semicircle that anchored the bridge on the far side of the chamber. Only then, safe, did
he turn back. Riess had hit arust pot; hisright leg had plunged right through the metd. Groff was helping
him out. &odHold it steady, &€« the bronze knight shouted, and Annelyn went back to the stone
precipice and steadied the shaking bridge as best he could.

Soon Groff joined him, supporting alimping Riess. The leather he wore had saved him from serious
injury, but the jagged metal edges had till cut into hisleg, and there was some blood.

While Groff tended to him, Annelyn looked about. The stone platform on which they stood wasringed
by dark shapes, great square boxesthat stood along its edge like arow of rotten teeth. He went to one.
It was metal, scarred by rust and disuse, and studded by a dozen tiny glass windows, behind which was
nothing but dust. There were holesin the boxes, too, and several of them had been smashed. Annelyn
could make no sense of it.

Riess was on hisfeet again, looking shaken. &€ad dropped the torch,&€ he said.

"There are othersto be had, &€+ Groff said. &8/ e could not have used ours, in any event. The
Mestbringer would seeitslight. No, we must enter the groun-runsin the dark, and wait there until we see
thelight of historch. Then wewill follow that.”

"What?a€» said Anndlyn. &€ceBut Groff, that is madness. There will be grounsin the dark, perhaps.”

"Perhaps, &€+ Groff replied. &€odNot likely, not this closeto light, to the grounwal. Groun hunters, in my
time and even before, had to go deeper to find prey. The upper runs are empty. But we will not go
far.&€+ He pointed toward the wide black door that waited for them where the platform met the wall.

Anndyn drew his tiletto and went swiftly forward, not to look acoward. If agroun lurked inthe
blackness, he would be ready for it.

But there was nothing. Faintly, in the small light that till bled from the chamber, he saw the outline of
three burrows, each darker than the one before.



"The | eft leads down,&€+ Groff said, &€oanto the richer parts of the runs. The center is bricked-off and
abandoned. We will wait there. We can watch the bridge, hidden by darkness, and follow the
Mestbringer's torch when he passes.”

He herded them forward, and they sat on the dusty stone to wait. The door to the Chamber of the Last
Light faced them, like adim red window; al else was black and silent. Groff sat unmoving, hisax across
his lap and hislegs crossed under him. Riess fidgeted. Annelyn put his back to the wal, so no grouns
could creep up behind him, and toyed with his stiltto.

It was not long before he began to hear noises, soft mutters and low sounds, like the ugly voices of
grouns grouping to attack them. But the tunnel was asolid blindness, and the harder he listened, the more
the noise became blurred and indistinct. Footfalls? Or only Groff's breathing? Or perhapsit wasthe
sound of the stirring liquid, not far off? Annelyn gripped his blade tighter. &€aeGroff &€+ he warned, but
the other only sllenced him.

He was remembering storiesa€” of how the grouns could seein total darkness, of how they padded up so
quietly on soft white feet and wrapped their six long limbs around straying yaga-la-hai & when the other
noise began. Soft firgt, then louder; this could be no mistake. It wasthin and ragged; it rose and fell, full

of chokes and sobs. Groff heard it, too. Suddenly, silently, he was on hisfeet. Annelyn legped up beside
him, then Riess.

The bridge swayed dowly in the red window before them. Someone was coming.

The noise grew, and became more human. A voice, ared voice, warped by fear. Then Annelyn heard
words. &€- ... please ... not into the dark again ... grouns ... they'll ... can't do.... &€ceAnd then,
very clearly, &My grandfather was a son of the Manworm.”

They saw. Vermyllar was coming across the bridge. Behind him, holding along knife half-seenin the
light, was the Mestbringer, squat and ugly in his suit of grounskin. &€agQuiet! &€ the Meatbringer said,
and Vermyllar sumbled onto the safety of the stone, looking up fearfully at the black door that gaped
beforehim.

Suddenly Annelyn felt Groff's hand on his chest, pushing, pushing. &ceBack, &€+ the knight whispered,
oh-so-softly, and thistime Annelyn gladly went deeper into the shadows. Something was wrong.
Something was very, very wrong.

Neither Vermyllar nor the Meatbringer was carrying atorch.
"Get up,&€- the Meatbringer said. &€0eGet up and walk. I'm not going to carry you."
Vermyllar rose unsteady and whimpering. &€aeDon't,&€ he said. &€adt's dark. | can't see. Don't."

The Mesatbringer pricked him with the knife. &€odn and to the left, &€ he said. &Eod-ed if you can't see,
animd. Fed .&€» And Vermyllar went into the tunnel, groping for the wall, sobbing, seeming to look
graight at Annelyn before he turned to the left. But the Meatbringer never glanced their way as he went
by, prodding Vermyllar forward with his blade.

To Annelyn it seemed asolid hour that he stood in the black of the middle tunndl, but it could only have

been minutes. Findly the sound of Vermyllar's protests and wails dwindled to a smdl noise down below
them. Then Groff spoke. &€caNo torch,&€« he said, and even his stern voice seemed shaken. &€oelThe

man's eyes are possessed by agroun.”

"Are we going back?&€+ Riess said.



"Back?a€s Groff was outlined in the red light of the door. &aaNo. No. But we must see. A torch, we
must have atorch. We will catch them. We know the way he went, and the Manworm'’s great-grandson
was making much lament.”

"Why does hewant Vermyllar?a€s Annelyn said, in awhisper. Hiswits had fled him.

"I can conjecture, &€ Groff said. &€aBut we will see.&€+ He gave orders, and the three of them began
to roam the smal length of burrow, feding for torch grips. Riessfound nothing but an air duct, but
Anndyn's handsfinally closed over afamiliar bronzefig. It held atorch.

While Riesslit it, Anndyn turned to Groff. &€o08A figt, the work of the yaga-la-hai, here, inthe
groun-runs. How isthat, Groff?*

"These were not always groun-runs. The worm-children carved these burrows, amillion years ago. The
grouns drove them upward in agreat war, or S0 it issaid. The burrows that have ways been the
grounsa€E™ are different. Now the grouns cluster below, and the yaga-la-hai above; both were created
many and strong, and both we and they have decayed, asal things great and small decay in the sight of
the White Worm. So these tunnels and the Chambers of the Last Light and our Undertunnd are al empty
where once they were full.”

Riess, holding the torch, made the sign of the worm.

"Come,&€+ Groff said. &€ceT he burrow goes straight along way, down and down, but it finaly breaks,
and we mugt not losethem.”

So they began to waka&€” Riess with the torch and Groff with hisax, Annelyn clutching his stilettoa€” and
they made good speed. The burrow was utterly empty: along, wide stretch of hot-mouthed air ducts and
broken bronze fists that clutched at air. Twice they passed bones&€” whether groun or human Annelyn
could not tell; the rest was dl dark nothingness. Finally, when they reached ajuncture where many
tunnels met and branched, they could hear Vermyllar's weeping again, and they knew which way to
choose.

They followed for along time, losing the sound twice in the maze of interconnecting burrows, but esch
time quickly retracing their steps when the sobs began to grow faint. These, Anndyn realized with a
shiver, were the groun-runs, the redl things, and he wasin them, descending to infinity. Hisblue eyes
grew wide and sharp, and he watched everything in the flickering torchlight: the black beckoning squares
of the tunnelsthey passed, the endless corroded fists, row on row, the carpets of dust that lay thick in
some places and were strangely absent in others. Noises, too, he heard, as he had when they waited for
the Meatbringer: soft mutters and softer footsteps, growls, the stirring of impossible cold windsin tunnels
not chosen, and adim, distant rumble like nothing he had ever imagined. Red noises, phantoms, fevers of
anervous bran&€’ Annelyn did not know. He only knew that he heard them, so that the empty burrows
seemed to fill with dark and unseen life.

There was no tak. They went down and around until Anneyn had lost track of their turnings. They
descended twisted stone stairway's, climbed down rusted laddersin echoing empty wells (Aways afraid
that the rungs would snap), passed wide, danted ramps, and vast galleries that swallowed the light of
their torch, and furnished chambers where dl the furniture was covered with dust and worm-rich rot.
Once they walked through a high-ceilinged room much like amushroom farm; but here the water-runs
were dry and empty, and the long, sunken growing tanks held only afoul-smelling fungusthat glowed a
faint and evil green. Another hal they found was rich with tapestries, but each of the hangingswas agray
rag that came apart at the touch.

The noises went ahead of them. Always.



Groff spoke only once, when they had stopped at the end of a bricked-in tunnel and were preparing to
descend another of the round, black wells. &€oeT here are no grouns | eft, &€+ he muttered, more to
himself than to them. &€EaeT hese are the places they once swarmed, and now they are empty.&€* He
shook his head, and his face was troubled. &€ceThe Meatbringer goes deep.”

Neither Anndyn nor Riess replied. They found the rungs, and began to climb down. Then there were
more tunnels.

Finally, though, they seemed to lose the way. At first the noise was ahead of thema€”Vermyllar's sobs,
holding steady&€” but suddenly the sound grew less. Groff muttered something, and the three of them
wa ked back to the last turning and chose another burrow. But they had gone only afew stepsinto the
blackness when they lost the sound altogether. Back again they went, and into athird path; it proved
slent and bricked-in.

"Thiswastheright way,&€s Groff inssted when they returned yet again to the junction, &€cghe way we
went firgt, though the noise did dwindle.&€ He led them back, and they heard Vermyllar again, but
once again the sound began to fade after they had followed it ashort way.

Groff turned and paced down the tunnel. &€oeCome,&€+ he said, and Riess hurried to his side with the
torch. The knight was standing next to an air duct, its breath warm around them. The torch flame danced.
Anndyn saw that the duct had no gridding. Then Groff reached inside. &€ceA rope,&€s he whispered.

Suddenly Annelyn redlized that the sounds were coming from the shaft.

Groff fixed hisax to hisbelt, gripped the rope with both huge hands, and siwung into the plunging dark.
a€adollow, &€+ he ordered; then, hand under hand, he vanished below. Riesslooked a Anndlyn, his
eyesfrightened, questioning.

"Spidersilk, no doubt,&€+ Annelyn said. &odt will be strong. Put out the torch and come after.&€e
Then he, too, took the jerking rope.

The shaft was warm, but not as warm as Annelyn had imagined; he did not burn. It was dso narrower
than he had thought; when he grew tired, he could brace his knees against one side and his back againgt
the other, resting for amoment. The rope had alife of its own, with Groff climbing below him and Riess
above, but it was strong and new and easy to hold onto.

Findly, hisfeet kicked free; another level had been reached, and another grid was gone. Groff grabbed
him and helped him out, and both of them helped struggling, panting Riess.

They werein asmdl junction, where three tunnels met at the huge metal doors of agreat chamber. But
Annelyn saw in aglance that the rope was the only way here; dl three burrows were bricked-in. It was
easy to see; the chamber doors were open, and light streamed out.

They watched from the shadows near the air duct, Groff crouching low with hisax in hand, Annelyn
drawing hisrapier.

The chamber was alarge one, perhaps the size of the Chamber of Obsidian; there dl resemblance
ended. Insde, the Meatbringer had mounted athrone, firing two torches that danted from brackets atop
the backrest. Their flickering light mingled with a stranger radiance, aglowering purplish gleam that came
from huge fungus-encrusted globes dong the walls. Vermyllar was visible, sobbing incoherently,
manacled to awheded bed close to the M eatbringer. From time to time his body shook as he strained
fitfully againgt the shacklesthat held him down, but his captor ignored his Struggles.



The rest of the chamber, in the curious mixed light, was like nothing Annelyn had ever encountered
before. The wallswere metd, time-eaten, rust-eaten, yet ill bright in places. Panels of glass studded the
high, dark flanks; amillion tiny windowsa€’ most of them broken&€’ winked at the flames. Along the side
walls, fat transparent bubbles swelled obscenely near the ceiling. Some of these were covered by
dripping, glowing growth; otherswere dry and broken; still others seemed full of some faintly moving
fluid. A gulf of shadows and chaos lay between the walls. There were a dozen whedled beds like the one
Vermyllar was bound to, four huge pillars that rose to the celling amid aweb of metal ropesand bars, a
heavy tank of the sort the yaga-la-hai used for breeding foodworms, piles of clothing (some pilesfresh,
others covered by mold) and weapons and stranger things, metal cases with vacant glasseyes. Inthe
center was the M eatbringer's throne, a high seat of green-black stone. A theta of some impossibly bright
slver metal was sunk into the backrest, just above hishead.

The Meatbringer had closed his eyes, and was leaning back on histhrone. Resting, perhaps, Annelyn
thought. Vermyllar ill made noises, whimpers and groans and choking sounds, words that made no
sense.

"Heismad,&€» Annelyn whispered to Groff, certain that Vermyllar's noise would cover their speech.
&E00r he soon will be."

"Yes,&€e Riesssaid, crawling close to him. &oa/NVhen are we going to save him?'

Groff turned his head to face Riess. 808/ e are not, &€ the bronze knight said, in aflat low voice.
&€EoHe deserted us. He has no claim to my protection. It is better for the yaga-la-hai to watch and to
follow, to see what the Meatbringer does with the great-grandson of aManworm.&€ His tone gave no
room for appeal or argument.

Anndyn shivered, and moved away from Groff, who was once again watching intently with no flicker of
movement. Briefly Annelyn had lost himsalf, alowed himsdlf to trust and obey the older man, Smply
because Groff was aknight, because Groff knew the groun-runs. Suddenly he remembered his pride and
hisrevenge.

Riesscameto him. "Annelyn,” he said, hisvoice trembling. &oa/Nhat can we do?'

"Vermyllar brought this on himself,&€» Annelyn whispered. &€aBut we shall rescue him, if we can.&€»
He had no ideahowé€” it was one thing for Groff to face the Meatbringer with his great ax, but if the
knight would not help...

Groff looked over his shoulder at them. He smiled.

Annelyn saw with agtart that inside, the M eatbringer had risen. He was undressing, stripping off his suit
of milk-white grounskin and his cloak of colorless groun-hair. He turned his broad back to them, a
well-muscled expanse of mottled flesh, while he tossed his clothing over an arm of histhroneand
rummaged through a pile of other clothes.

"Groff,&€» Anndlyn said firmly, &oave must save Vermyllar, usdessthough heis. He amuses me. There
aretwo of us, you know, and only one of you, and you need our help.&€» Riess, behind him, was
meaking faint choking noises.

Groff looked at them again, and sighed. &€aeDo either of you know the way back up?aé€s he asked,
smply.

Anndyn fel slent. He did not know the way back, he realized. They would belost in darkness.
&E0Riess,&€¢ he started to whisper.



The Meatbringer pulled on new clothing and turned again toward Vermyllar. A knifewasin hishand. He

looked different. He wore a suit of fine mocha leather, and over his shoulders was draped along cape of

curling hair that glinted softly like spun gold in thefirdight. He muttered something, deep in histhroat, with
avoice such asthe grouns used in dl the talesthat Annelyn had ever heard.

Vermyllar was suddenly shockingly sane. &odNo,&€» he shouted. &€ceNo! My grandfather was a son
of the Manworm!"

The Meatbringer dit histhroat, and stepped nimbly aside as the blood came out in spurts and the body
twitched. He caught some of the blood in a cup, and drank it with obvious satisfaction. The rest
darkened the bed and ran across the floor, one trickle coming toward the worm-children asif it knew
where they lurked in the shadow.

When Vermyllar was quite still, the Meatbringer loosed his shackles, and hoisted the body up on one
broad shoulder. Anndlyn watched, frozen in shock, and it came to him suddenly how often the
Mestbringer had walked among the yaga-la-hai, carrying agroun carcassin just that way.

Groff glanced quickly around when the Mestbringer started toward them. None of the burrows offered
even the promise of conced ment. &odDown the rope,&€» the knight whispered urgently.

"Down?" Riessasked.

"No,&€e said Groff. &€oeT oo late. He would find us till climbing, and cut the rope.&€s He shrugged
and straightened and hefted his ax. &€ceNo matter. We know al we need. Heis not of the yaga-la-hai,
as those close to the Manworm suspected. He brings meat to both men and grouns, this Meatbringer.”

Anndyn stood a Groff's Sde, rapier in hand, balancing nervoudy on the bals of hisfeet. Riess, trembling,
yanked free aknife. The Mesatbringer appeared in the doorway, Vermyllar's corpse dung over his
shoulder.

The three worm-children were cloaked by shadows, in the darkest part of the junction, while the
Mestbringer had just come from awdll-lit chamber. It was no advantage. He looked straight at them.

"S0,8€+ he said, and he shrugged, letting Vermyllar's body dide to the floor with athunk. His own
blade, long and just recently wiped clean of blood, materidized in his hand. &0s50,&€+ he said again.
&€aeDo the yaga-la-hai now come this deep?"

"Some, &€+ said Groff, lifting hisax lightly. Annelyn felt strangely light-headed and confident; bloodlust
coursed through him. He would have his revenge, and Vermyllar'stoo. The Meatbringer could never
stand before Groff. He was so squat and ugly, while the bronze knight was a near-giant, invulnerable
even without hisarmor. Besides, he was there, and Riess too, though Riess hardly counted.

"What do you want?&€ the Meatbringer said, in the coarse low voice Annelyn remembered so well
from the masque.

"To quiet your torch-tending tongue,&€* Annelyn blurted, before Groff could answer. The Meatbringer
looked & him for thefirst time, and chuckled.

"Who are you bringing megt to now?a&€» Groff asked.
The Megtbringer chuckled again. &€cel'he grouns, of course.”

"Areyou aman? Or anew kind of groun?"



"Both. Neither. | have walked black tunnels alone for along time. | was born atorch-tender, yes. But a
specia kind. Likethe grouns, | seeintota darkness. Likethe yaga-la-hai, | canliveand seein light.
Both sorts of mest are pleasing.&€« He showed arow of yellowed teeth. &€od am flexible.”

"One other question, before | kill you,&€« Groff said. &oel he Manworm would know why."

The Meatbringer laughed; histhick body shook and the cape of golden ringlets danced on his shoulders.
&€ceThe Manworm! You want to know, Groff, not your mindless master. Why? Because among the
yaga-la-hai | am something less than aman, because among grouns | am something lessthan agroun. |
am thefirgt of the Third People. The yaga-la-hai decline, as do the grouns, but | go among both and
plant my seed"&€” he looked at Annelyn&€”"in those like Caralee, and in the groun-women. Soon there
will be otherslike me. That is why. And to know. | know more than your Manworm, or you, more than
the Great Groun. Y ou livelies, but | have seen and heard dl who live in the House of the Worm, and |
believe none of it. The White Wormisalie, do you know that? And the Manworm. | think | even know
how that cameto be. A pleasant tle. Shall | tdll you?"

"The Manworm isthe living flesh of the White Worm, &€+ Riess said in ashrill, dmost hysterical voice.
&E0eT he priests shape him in that image, purifying, making him morefit to lead.”

"And lessfit to live, &€ the Meatbringer said. &€odUntil the pain drives him mad or the surgery killshim.
Y ou, Groff? Do you beieve that? Or you, freethinker? See. | do recdl you."

Annelyn flushed and brandished hisrapier. Groff was afierce bearded satue of bronze-made-flesh.
&0 it isin the lore of the bronze knights, &€ he said, &€csand we remember things the Manworm has

forgotten.”

"It shocks me that the Manworm remembers anything,&€e the Meatbringer said. &€ceBut | have talked
to knights, too, learned their &€ secret&€™ lore, listened to tories of along-ago war. The grouns
remember better. They have legends of the coming of the yaga-la-hai, who changed dl the high
burrows. The grouns are the First People, you know. The worm-children they call the Second People. |
was agreat puzzleto them at firgt, with my four limbs and my eyesthat see, neither First nor Second. But
| brought them flesh and learned their tongue, and so taught them of the Third People. Y ou mock groun
secrets, and in truth they are asrotting as you, yet they know things. They remember the Changemasters,
their great enemies and the greatest friends of the yaga-la-hai, who worethethetaasasdgil, and in times
long gone made the spiders and the worms and a thousand other things. Here, where | live, waswhere
they sculptured and shaped the stuff of life, so the yaga-la-hai might live. Here they fashioned the blood
wormsthat till afflict the grouns, the light-hunger that drives them upward to their deathsif they catchit,
and the huge white eaterworms that multiply and grow moreterrible every day. Y ou, dl of you, have
forgotten these things, but the Changemasters were gods greater than your White Worm could ever be.
Grounsflinch before the theta. With good reason. The yaga-la-hai do not remember thisroom and the
grouns had forgotten whereit was, but | found it, and dowly | learn its secrets. | learned about your
Manworm here. After the grouns had brought darkness to the burrows and killed most of the
Changemasters, one was left. But he had lost dl the runes, and he despaired. Still, hewastheruler. The
yaga-la-hai followed him. And he remembered how worms, athousand kinds of worms, had been
men's best wegpons againgt the grouns, and he knew how worms flourished better down here than men.
So the last Changemasters trained the surgeon-priestsin afew arts and had himsdlf made into agreat
worm. Then hedied. Y ou see? He wanted to fashion the Third People. He was a Changemaster, but a
poor one, an anima. Since then, dl the leaders of the yaga-la-hai are fashioned into worms. But no
Third People exist. Except for mysdlf. As| learn more Changemaster secrets, | will shapethe Third
People, and they will not be like the Manworm.”

"Y ou will shape nothing,&€» Groff said. He started forward, and torchlight ran up and down the



sharp-honed blade of hisax.

"Oh?a€+ said the Meatbringer. And suddenly he reached out, and seized the two great doors on either
sde of him, and sivung them shut behind him, ducking beneeth the whistling blade of Groff'sax inthe
same fluid motion. The doors came together with agreat rending clang.

Darkness.

And the Mestbringer.

Laughing.

Annelyn thrust wildly into the black with hisrapier, at the spot where the Meatbringer had been last.
Nothing. He pierced air. &€ceRiess, &€ he called, frantic. &€ceT he torch, our torch.&€ He heard
Groff'sax swing again, and therewas ajarring of meta, and a scream. A match blazed briefly; Riess,
wide-eyed, held it in cupped hands. Then, before Annelyn could even get his bearings, aknifeflashed in
the smdl circle of flame and Riesssround face disintegrated in arush of blood and the match wasfaling
and there was darkness again and laughing. The Mestbringer, the Meatbringer. Annelyn stood blind and
helpless, rapier in limp fingers. Riess dead and Groff he didn't know and the M eatbringer laughing and he
was next, he Annelyn, and he couldn't see....

Theair duct was behind him. He dropped the rapier, stepped back, fumbled for the rope in the shaft. In
the darkness, asound like abutcher cutting mest; thick fleshy chopping, and groans. Anndyn found the
rope and swung out, started to climb. Something grabbed his ankle. He reached down with one hand to
yank loose the grip and suddenly the other hand couldn't support him, and he wasfaling, falling, with
one hand still on the rope and his pam burning, falling, plunging into infinite black. He threw his body
back and smashed against one wall of the shaft, diding afew feet as his knees came up and he wedged
himsdf in painfully and took afirmer hold on the rope. Then he had it again, by both hands.

A chill went through him. The Meetbringer was up above him now. And he remembered what Groff had
said, about cutting the rope. The Meatbringer would cut the rope. Hewould fall forever.

He kicked, and hisfoot met only metal. Asfast as he could, he began to descend, hand under hand,
down in total darkness, kicking every foot of theway. Findly hisfoot swung free; anew leve, and the
grid was gonel

He swung out and lay panting on the floor. He was a blind man now, he thought, and shuddered. Then he
remembered. Matches. He had matches. All of them, heand Vermyllar and Riess, dl of them had
brought plenty of matches. But Riess had their torch.

Anndyn listened carefully. There was no noise from the shaft. He stood, his hand till shaking, and
fumbled until he found his match box, his beautiful carved match box of fine metal and wood. He struck a
match, and leaned into the air duct.

The rope was gone.

He moved his hand back and forth, just to be certain. But the rope was gone. Cut, no doubt, and fallen
slently. He had no way of knowing how close he had come ... but the M eatbringer would know. The
Meatbringer would know exactly where Annelyn was right now. And he would be coming.

The match burned hisfingers. Startled, he blew it out, tossing it smoking down the shaft. Then he stood
thinking.

The rope was cut. That meant&€” that meant there was no doubt |eft; the Meatbringer had won, Groff



was dead up above. Y es. That meant there was no way back. No, wait. It only meant that that way
back was closed, unless the Meatbringer dropped a new rope, and Annelyn could not guesswhen or if
that would happen. But there must be other ways up, ways that passed by the Meatbringer's level and
the Chamber of the Changemasters, asthe Mesatbringer had called them. He had to try to find hisway
up. He didn't remember the exact way they'd come&€” Groff had been right, yesa€” but he could tell up
from down, and that might be enough. He had to start, before the Megtbringer found him. Yes.

First, he needed atorch.

Helit another match, held it high, and inits brief flicker looked around. A bronzefig, fingerlessand
torch-less, was just above his head to one sde of the air duct. He could see little else; the match gave
scant light. Then it went out, and therewas no light &t all again.

Annelyn consdered. No doubt he would find another fist afew feet from this one, and another afew feet
from that. One of them might have atorch he could use. He began to walk, one hand clutching his
matchestightly, the other patting the unseen wall to make sureit was il there. When he thought he had
come far enough, he struck another match. And saw another empty fis.

After he had wasted four of his matches, he tried anew method. He pocketed his match box and began
to grope very carefully down the wdll, feeling for thefists. He found eight of them that way, and asharp
stump of metd that cut his hand and had probably been aninth. Each of them was empty, corroded.
Findly, in despair, he sank to the floor.

There would be no torches. He had come too deep. Down here, though the yaga-la-hai had held these
burrows once, the grouns had ruled for endless ages. They hated torches. It was hopeless. Up inthe
Undertunnel, yes, and even in the border regions, the so-called groun-runs, yes. But not here.

Y et, without atorch&€” his matches were next to usdess. They would never lead him out.

Perhaps he could make atorch, Annelyn thought. He tried to recdl how torches were made. The shafts
were generally wood. The crooked ones were cut from the bent yellow bloodfruit tree, after the leaves
and the red-white berries had been put into the breeding tanks for the food-worms. And then there were
the straight ones, longer and white, the shafts made by binding together thick strips from the stem of a
giant mushroom and soaking them in&€’ what? something&€” until they were hard. And then something
was wrapped around the end. A cloth, soaked in something-or-other, or agreasy bag of dry fungus, or
something. That was what burned. But he didn't know the details. Besides, without atorch, how could he
find abloodfruit tree or agiant mushroom? And how could he find the right fungus, and dry it, if that was
what you were supposed to do? No. He could not make atorch, no more than he could find one.

Anndyn was frightened. He began to shake. Why was he down here, why, why? He could be up among
the yaga-la-hai, in flamesilk and spidergray, bantering with Caralee or munching spiced spidersat a
masgue. Now, ingtead of munching, he was likely to be munched. By the grouns, if they found him, or by
the Meatbringer. He remembered vividly the way the Meatbringer had quaffed the cup full of Vermyllar's
lifeblood.

The thought sent Annelyn to hisfeet. The Meatbringer would be coming for him. He must go somewhere,
evenif he could not see where. Frantic, with one hand he pulled |oose his stiletto while with the other he
felt for the reassuring wall, and he began to walk.

The burrow was endlesdy black, and full of terrors. The wall wasthe only sanity, cool and firm beside
him, withitsfissand itsair ducts where they should be. The resté€” there were sounds around him,
rustlings and scurryings, and he was never sureif heimagined them or not. Often, in thelong walk toward
nothing, he thought he heard the Meatbringer laughing, laughing just as he had at the Sun Masgue so long



ago. He heard it dimly and far-off, above him, below him, behind him. Once he heard it in front of him,
and stopped, and held his breath and waited for an hour or perhaps aweek without once moving, but
therewas no onethere at dl. After atime Annelyn saw lights too; vague shadowy shapes and drifting
globes and crouching thingsthat glowed and ran away. Or did he only think he saw them? They were
aways digtant, or just around some bend, or glowing behind him and not there when he turned to see. He
spied adozen torches, off ahead of him, burning bright and crackling with hope, but each was snatched
away or snuffed before he could runto it. He found only empty bronze fists, when he found anything at
dl.

Hewaswalking very fast now, even running, and hisfootsteps echoed deafeningly, asif an army of the
yaga-la-hai weretrotting into battle. Annelyn didn't remember when he had begun to run; he was smply
doing it, to keep ahead of the sounds, to reach thelightsin front of him, and it seemed asif he had been
doingit for along while.

He had been running and running and running for what seemed like days when helost thewall.

One moment his hand was on it, brushing the stone and the rusted teeth of the air-duct grills. Then
nothing, and hishand wasflaling in air, and he sumbled and fell.

It was dark. There were no lights. It was slent. There was no sound. The echoes had died. He was
completdly turned around. Where was he? What way had he been going? He had lost hisknife.

He began to crawl, and findly he found the knife where it had dropped. Then he stood, his arms groping
ahead of him, and waked toward where the wall should be. It wasn't there. He walked longer than he
should have had to. Where had the wall gone? If thiswas only ajunction, something should be there.

Annelyn had an idea. &€ceHelp! &€ he shouted, as loudly as he could. Echoes sounded, loud and then
softer, bouncing, fading. Histhroat was very dry. He was not in a burrow. He had come out into some
great chamber. He started to count his footsteps. He had reached three hundred, and lost count, when he
findly cametoawall.

Hefdt it carefully, exploring it with hishands. It was very smooth; not oneat al, but some kind of
metd. Parts of it were cool, othersfaintly warm, and there were one or two placesé€’ little spots no
bigger than hisfingernail &€ that seemed cold to the touch, amost icy. Annelyn decided to risk amatch.
Its brief flame showed him only a blank expanse of dull metal, stretching away to both sides of him.
Nothing e se. Nothing to indicate why some sections were warmer than others.

The match went out. Annelyn put the box away again, and began to follow the strangewall. The
temperature patterns continued for atime, then stopped, then resumed again, then stopped. Hisfootsteps
echoed loudly. And his hand found no fists, no air ducts.

Exhausted at |ast, hoping that he had come far enough from the Mestbringer, he sank down to rest. He
dept. And woke when something touched him.

The dtiletto was beside him. Annelyn screamed and reached for it and struck al in the same ingtant, and
he felt the blade cut something&€” cloth? Flesh? He didn't know. He was on hisfeet then, jabbing thisway
and that with his dtiletto. Then, jumping around and whirling in circles, fighting vacant darkness, he began
to fumblein his pocket for amatch. He found one, and struck it.

The groun shrieked.

Anndyn saw it briefly in the light before it stepped back into the infinite black that surrounded him. A low
crouching thing it was, covered by white skin and limp, colorless hair, dressed in gray rags. Itstwo rear



limbs and one of its center pair were supporting it, and it was reaching for Anndyn with its two arms and
the other center limb. Its arms and legs and the middle limbs, whatever you should cal them, were dl too
long by agood foot, and too thin, and this particular groun was holding something in one of them, anet or
something. Annelyn guessed what that wasfor. Its eyes were the worst thing, because they weren't eyes
a al; they were pitsin the face where eyes should be, soft, dark, moist pits that somehow let the grouns
seein total darkness.

Annelyn faced the groun for less than asecond, then jumped forward, swinging the stiletto and throwing
the match at the creature. But the groun was aready gone, after one short shriek and amoment of
indecision. He could imagineit circling him, getting ready to cast that net, seeing everything he did
athough he could see nothing. He danced around inandly, trying to face dl directions a once, and helit
another match. Nothing. Then he froze, hoping to hear the groun and stab it. Nothing. Grouns had big,
soft, padded feet, he remembered, and they moved very softly.

Anndyn beganto run.

He had no idea where he was going, but he had to go. He could not fight the groun, not without atorch
or some light to see by, and it would get him if he stood till, but maybe he could outrun it. After dl, he
hed hurt it with that first stab.

He ran through the darkness, hisknife in one pumping fit, praying to the White Worm that he would not
runinto awall, or the Meatbringer or agroun. He ran until he was breathless again. And then, quite
suddenly, there was no floor beneath him.

Hefdl, screaming. Then the darkness drew deeper, deeper, and Annelyn had not even fear to light his
way. He had nothing at al.

* k x %

Heand Vermyllar were standing together outside the greet iron doorsto the High Burrow of the
Manworm. Groff was there too, degth-<till in his bronze armor, standing the ancient guard: But on the
other sde of the chamber doors, no knight stood, only ahuge stuffed groun. It wastwice the size of an
ordinary groun, hideous and white, its two upper limbs frozen in amenacing, grasping pose.

"A horriblething,&€* Vermyllar said, shuddering.
Annelyn smiled a him. &€ceAh,&€+ he said lightly, &€odbut so easy to make it beautiful!”

Vermyllar frowned. &odNo. What are you talking of, Annelyn?Y ou can't make agroun beautiful. My
grandfather was a son of the Manworm, and | know. Thereisnoway."

"Nonsense, &€ said Annelyn. &€odt issmple. To make agroun supremely beautiful, cover him."
"Cover him?'
"Y es. With mushroom sauce.”

And Vermyllar grimaced, then chuckled despite himself, and it was avery fine moment. Except ... except
... just then the big groun came alive and chased them down the tunnel and ate Vermyllar, while Annelyn
fled screaming.

* * % %

The grounsweredl around him, closing in dowly, their long thin arms groping and waving evilly asthey
advanced on him despite historch. &odNo,&€« Annelyn kept saying, &oao, you can't come any
farther, you can't, you are afraid of light.&€+ But the grouns, the eyeless blind grouns, paid no mind to his



pleasor historch. They camein and in, crouching and swaying, moaning rhythmically. At the last
moment, Annelyn remembered that he had a skin of mushroom sauce at his belt, which would surely
scatter them in terror, Since everyone knew how grouns felt about mushroom sauce. But before he could
reach it to throw at them, the soft white hands had him, and he was being lifted and carried off into the
darkness.

* * * %

He was bound to awheeled table, heavy metal shackles around hiswrists and ankles, and there was
pain, pain, horrible pain. Heraised his head, dowly and with great difficulty, and saw that he wasin the
Chamber of the Changemagters. The Meatbringer, awash in the dim purplish illumination, was knedling at
thefoot of the table, gnawing on hisankle. The cloak he wore looked strangely like Vermyllar.

* k k %

Thevisonsfaded. Annelyn wasin darkness once more. He lay on arough floor of rocks and dust and
dirt, and sharp pieces of stone were jabbing him uncomfortably in ahundred places. His ankle throbbed.
He sat up, and touched it, and finaly satisfied himsdlf that it was only turned, not broken. Then he
checked therest of hisbody. The bonesdl seemed intact, and his matches were il there, thank the
Worm. But hisknife was gone, lost somewherein the run or thefall.

Where was he?

He stood, and fdlt his head brush alow ceiling. His ankle screamed at him, and he shifted hisweight to
the other foot as much as he could, and put out ahand to lean against thewall. It was all soft and
crumbly, disintegrating under histouch. Thiswas an odd burrow, aburrow of dirt instead of stone or
metd. And unevena€” Anndyn groped ahead hesitantly, took a step or two, and found that both celling
and floor were woefully irregular.

Where was he?

Somehow he had fallen down here, he remembered. There had been aholein the floor of theimmense
chamber, and he had been running from the groun, and suddenly he was here. Perhaps the grouns had
found him and carried him to this place, but that seemed unlikely. They would have killed him. No, more
likely the hole had danted at some point, and he had been knocked unconscious, and rolled down the
dope. Something on that order. At any rate, there was no hole above his head now. Only dry, crumbling
ceiling, and bits of rock that showered his head when he moved.

A new fear cameto him then; this burrow was soft, so very soft and dry. What if it fell in on him? Then
he would be truly trapped, with no way out, ever. But where could he go?

One thing was certain; he could not stay here. The air was hotter and thicker than he liked, and he had
not noticed any air ductsin these dust-dry walls. And he was hungry, too. How long had he been down
here? Wasit only thismorning that he and Riessand Vermyllar had set out down the Undertunnel? Or a
week ago? When had he last eaten, or drunk? He wasn't sure.

Anndyn began to walk, limping and favoring his sore ankle, feding hisway before him, crouching haf the
time when the celling dropped lower. Twice he hit his head on overhanging spears of stone, despite his
careful progress. The bumps on his skull distracted him from his aching ankle.

Before long, the passage began to change. The walls, once dry, became faintly moist and then distinctly
damp. But they remained softa€” Annelyn could sink hisfist into them, and squeeze the cool soil between
hisfingers. His boots sank deep into the floor with every step, and made squishing, sucking sounds when
he pulled them free. But the air was no cleaner; it was growing thicker and more heavy and Annelyn had
begun to consider reversing his direction. He thought he smelled something.



He decided to strike amatch.

The flame burned for only aminute, but that was long enough for Annelyn. Something dark and ferd
chittered behind him, and he turned in time to see it briefly beforeit did into the darkness: an eyeless
furred shadow on many legs. There was a spiderweb hanging on adant from roof to wall just behind him;
he had broken it in passing with a clumsy, wandering hand. The spider was absent, perhaps eaten by
some other denizen of the burrow. The walls on both sides of him were pockmarked by what looked like
wormholes of al sizes. Helifted one foot, and saw that his boot was covered by adozen small gray
dugs, busily trying to chew through the tough leather. Before his match guttered out, Annelyn had
plucked most of them free. They clung and made soft pops when he pulled them loose, and he crushed
them between thumb and forefinger. Then he ate them. The taste was hitter, nothing like the subtle flavor
of thefat dugsthe yaga-la-hai served a their masgues, and Annelyn reflected dourly that they might well
poison him. But he was hungry, and the juices moistened his dusty throat.

His match burned out, and Annelyn decided to proceed. Here, at least, he had found life; behind him was
only dry death. He could dwaysturn around later if the air became much worse.

And it did become worse, asdid the smell, which soon filled the burrow with a cloying sweetness that
had Annelyn close to gagging. The sweetness of rot; ahead of him, something was dead in the tunnd.

He stumbled on, blind, wrinkling up his nose and trying to breathe through his mouth. He prayed to the
White Worm that he could get past whatever had died.

Then hesteppedinit.

One moment hewaswalking in damp clinging soil; the next, he felt something leathery split under his boot
and he was ankle deep in mush and viscous liquid. The odor assaulted him with renewed vigor, fresh and
horribly strong. Annelyn retched up the dugs he had just eaten and redled backward, pulling free hisfoot.

When he had finished heaving, he leaned againgt the burrow wall, holding his nose, gasping, and with his
free hand he found and struck a match. Then he bent forward, to see what it was. His hand was
unsteady; he could hardly see anything but the match flame at first. He came closer.

The White Worm himsdf lay rotting in the burrow.

Annelyn drew back, frightened, and the match went out. But he lit another and recovered his nerve.
Before he wasfinished, he had used at least ten matches; each served to illuminate only a part of thelong
carcass.

Thewormé€”it was not the White Worm &fter dl, Annelyn finaly decided, though it was certainly bigger
than anything he'd ever encountereda€” was far gonein its decay, past the peak of its ripeness, for which
Annelyn was profoundly grateful. Even the ghost of its putrefaction was bad enough. Though shrunkenin
death, it filled the burrow three-quartersfull, so that Annelyn had to hug thewall to squeeze by it. A
thousand lesser worms and other wriggling things had feasted on itsimmense corpse, and afew ill
remained; Annelyn could seethem crawling around insde, through the great worm's milky trand ucent
in.

The skin was part of the terror. Most of the monster's mest had decomposed into noxious fluids or had
been consumed by the scavengers, but the skin was intact. It was like thick leather, cracked and brittle
now, but still formidable. Not easy for an enemy to cut through. That was part of the terror, yes.

The mouth was another part. Annelyn saw it briefly by matchlight, and wasted a second match to be
sure. It had teeth. Rings of them, five concentric rings each narrower than the one before, inacircular



mouth large enough to swallow aman's head and shoulders. The inner rings were bone, ordinary bone,
and that was bad enough, but the outermost ring, the greatesté€” the teeth were bluish black, glinting like
.. like.... metd?

That was the second part of the terror.

Thefina part wasitssize. Annelyn measured it, match by match, step by step, struggling to get by,
struggling not to choke. The worm was at least twenty feet long.

He wasted no more matches when the corpse was behind him. He plunged forward as quickly ashe
could, blundering noisly through the dark until the smell was only an unpleasant memory and he could
breathe again. Sometime during his rush forward, Anndlyn realized why this burrow was so strange. A
wormhole. He giggled insandly. It must be awormhole.

When the blackness was once again a clean blackness, he dowed down. There was nothing to do but
press onward, after al.

He was remembering something strange the Meatbringer had said when he had been babbling about the
Changemagters. Something about &€odhuge white eaterworms, who multiply and grow more terrible
every day.&€ It hadn't made any particular sense then. Now, now it did. The Meatbringer had been
talking of the Changemasters, of things they brought into the world to &fflict the grouns. Thething that lay
behind him wasindeed an affliction. For thefirst timein hislife, Anndyn felt sorrow for the grouns.

The burrow turned. He felt ahead of him and followed it around.
Then Anndlyn saw alight.

Heblinked, but it did not vanish; it wasasmall thing, apurplish glow so dark it dmost blended with the
blackness, but by now his eyeswere very sharp for any trace of light at al. Not hurrying, he began to
walk toward it, never daring to hope.

The light did not fade. It swelled as he drew nearer, growing steadily larger though scarcely any brighter.
He could see nothing by it, nothing but the light itsdlf, so dim wasitsglow.

After atime he saw that it was round. The end of the burrow. The wormhole came out somewhere.

When it had grown to man size and was still there, only then did Annelyn take heart and begin to tremble.
Heranthelast few feet, to the glowing violet circle of freedom, the magic portal that would restore his
vision. He held the burrow walls with both hands as he |ooked through, and down.

Then hewas very il indeed.

Beow him was a huge chamber, bigger than the Chamber of the Changemasters. His wormhole had
come out high above the floor, around gap in a hard stone wall. He could see a hundred other
wormholes with aglance, and things moving in some of them, and he could imagine ahundred others.
Thecelling, thewalls, thefloor, &l were covered by thick fungus, like that in the Meatbringer's throne
room. Purple, purple, thick as ahaze and ominous; the room was suffused with the vague glow of the
omnipresent growth.

Annelyn barely noticed it.

Therewas agreat tank, too, full of someliquid, and globesin the celling that dripped some other
substance, and air ducts where ropes of fungus swayed in the hot breeze, but Annelyn took little note of
them. He was watching the worms.



Eaterworms. Giantsforty feet long, smaller ones like the corpse he had encountered, dead ones, and a
million writhing younglings. The chamber was anest of eaterworms, a breeding tank and nursery for the
mongters. But not a prison. Not for crestures that could chew through stone, not for these nightmares
with trand ucent flesh and iron teeth. Annelyn made the sign of the worm, then redlized what he had done,
and giggled. He was a dead man.

He stood despairing while shadowy shapes did through the moist purple gloom beneath him.

But at last he began to think again. None of the things seemed to be coming toward him. He had escaped
their notice, at least for now, and that fanned histiny fire of hope. He would use whatever moments were
left to him. Hiseyes strained, as he studied the bowl-like chamber.

Dimly, across the room, he saw lines running up and down the walls, bulging benesth the fungus, crossing
on the celling, branching from the globes. Pipes, he thought, water pipes. The yaga-la-hai knew water
pipes. But the knowledge was usdless to him.

Other shapes, made vague and hulking by distance and growth, sat still on the floor. The worms moved
over them, between them. Anndlyn thought he saw metal, overgrown by purple, but helost it quickly. No
matter; it would do him no good.

On the curve of the right-hand wall, he could make out a gleam beneath acoat of fungus. Hiseyes
followed it. There were outlines. More pipes? No. Therewas adesign. It came clear. It was atheta, with
wormholesal around it.

Annelyn touched the golden theta embroidered on his breast. Perhaps that was why the eaterworms had
not attacked him. What was it that the Meatbringer had said? That the Changemasters had shaped the
great worms and other horrors, that the Changemasters wore the theta, that they were the best
champions of the yaga-la-hai and the worst enemies of the grouns.... Could it be that the mongters ate
only grouns? That they thought him a Changemaster, and thusleft him alone?

Anndyn couldn't believeit. A few strings of golden thread could not possibly stay those things. Anndlyn
looked at the right-hand wall again, then dismissed the subject from hismind.

He continued his examination of the murky chamber. And, one by one, he found the exits.

There were three of them, one on each wall. A fourth one, perhaps, lay below him, but the angle made it
impossible to see. The doors to each were double, and they looked metallic. The oneto the right wasthe
closest; it lay just under the theta shape. He could make out its detalls, very faintly. He saw shafts, thick
bars of meta running across the door, blocking it. Bolts.

Rusted in place, he thought. For how long? Impossible to move. Y et, what other answer wasthere? All
the other ways out were wormholes; even those that |ooked vacant would be groun-black just afew feet
away from this chamber. He would risk blundering into an eaterworm in the darkness. Anything would be
better than that.

But if he stayed here, eventudly he would starve, or the wormswould finaly notice him. Hehad to go
either forward or back.

He knew what lay behind. The dead worm'’s hole was safe enough, but beyond it lay only the vast
chamber and the grouns, the infinite empty blackness. He could never find the tunnel that had led him
there. He would never get back.

Annelyn sighed. He had been so long in darkness. He wastired, and conscious of achangethat lay likea



weight on his shoulders. He had forgotten the M eatbringer and the question of revenge. He was doomed,
no matter what he did. The grouns, the Changemasters, the Third People&€” what difference did any of it
make?

Once, at ahdf-remembered masque, he had called himsdlf afreethinker. But now the ancient worship
words came back to him, the mockingly obscure rote that the Manworm had intoned so often, so
wearily. It had always seemed odd, in parts meaningless. But now the phrases seemed to speak to him;
they danced macabre dancesin his head, and came bubbling to hislips. In ahopeless voice, he began to
mouth them, very quietly, much as Riess (old fat dead Riess) might have donein his place.

"The White Worm has many names, &€ he said, unmoving, &osand the children of men have cursed
them dl in the centuries behind us. But we are the worm-children, and we do not curse them. He cannot
be fought. Hisisthe final power in the universe, and the wise man accepts his coming, to dance and feast
inwha timethereis|eft.

"So praise the White Worm, whose nameis Y aggalla. And grieve not, though our lights burn dim and die.
"So praise the White Worm, whose nameis Decay. And grieve not, though our energy fadesand fails:

"So praise the White Worm, whose nameis Desth. And grieve not, though lifés circletightensand dl
things perish.

"So praise the White Worm, whose name is Entropy. And grieve not, though the sun goes out.

"An ending comes. Feast. The shipsare gone. Drink. The struggling times are over. Dance. And praise,
praise, to the White Worm."

Silence; Annelyn eyed the long, pale wrigglers moving below. How foolish it wasto prolong things. The
struggling times were over. He would go forward.

Hetried to grab ahandhold in the fungus that fringed his wormhole, but there was no strength to it, and it
ripped freein his hand. So nothing remained but to jump, and hope that hislegswould not crack and
splinter, hope that the beckoning carpet below would prove as comforting asit looked. Annelyn turned
and lowered himslf; helooked down past hisfeet, and when the floor seemed clear enough of writhing
life, he dropped.

And landed jarringly, though he tried to flex hislegs under him. The growth wasthick, layers on layers,
waist deep; it softened hisfdl, but it aso sent hisfeet skidding out from under him, and he tripped and fell
inatangle of purple threads. When he rose, on edge but unhurt, bits of glowing fungus clung to his
burrow-black clothing.

Abruptly hisimmunity ended. A worm the size of hisleg did toward him, its mouth rippling rhythmicaly.
Anndyn kicked free and brought his boot down on the attacker, as savagely as he could. His damaged
ankle reminded him forcefully that he should not be doing such things. But the worm was forced down
through the living purple mat and squashed against the floor. Its skin did not seem asthick or asstrong as
that of itslarger cousins.

Other worms were moving beneath the fungus, pale writhings that Annelyn barely saw. One of the giants
had noticed him now; it moved toward him, over the degping body of another. Annelyn glanced around
hurriedly; wormswere converging from al sdes.

But thewall was only afew feet away. And the fourth door, the one he had prayed would be there. It
was shut and overgrown like the others, but he would not have to walk on a hundred wormsto reachit.



He struggled over to it, and felt asharp jolt of pain just as he collgpsed against the metd. A small
eaterworm was boring into histhigh. Annelyn ripped it loose, whirled it around his head, and flung it
gpinning across the length of the chamber, to splatter on the side of the large tank. He turned back to the
exit, and wildly began to rip loose fungus. There were three bolts. With the hedl of his hand he hammered
upward at the topmost bolt, once, twice, three times, and the heavy metal shaft finaly moved aninch.
Another smash, and the rust that had welded it to its brackets gave; it came freein his hands.

He turned, holding the length of metd like aclub, and brought it down hard on the nearest of the
eaterworms. The blow broke skin, but barely, barely; it was an old worm, aslarge as Anndlyn. It oozed,
and turned aside, colliding with one dightly larger. It did not die.

He could not fight them. He swung the club once more, then went back to the door. The middle bolt
came free after three sharp knocks. The lowest shaft proved anillusion; it disintegrated into flakes of
fungus-eaten rust when Anneyn wrapped his hands around it. Frantic, he pounded at the length of metal
between the brackets until it fell gpart, and the door was free. Something bit him. He screamed and
pulled at the handles, and they came loose in his hands, but the door moved only afraction of aninch.
Then he scrabbled madly with hisfingers, tearing loose anail, wedging his handsinto the dim black crack
until he had purchase. He could feel the mongters behind him. With al his strength, he pulled backward.

The hinges screamed, the metal creaked, while fungus worked against him to keep the door shut. But it
moved, it moved! Aninch, two, then Sx al a once. That was enough for Annelyn. He flattened himself
and held his breath and squeezed through, into the quiet dark beyond. Then he threw himsdlf to the floor,
rolling over and over and thrashing up and down, until the worm that had clung to him was only adimy
paste that coated his clothes.

When he got up, he struck amatch. He did not look back at the purple hell beyond the narrow opening
he had forced.

Hewasin avery small chamber, solid meta, round, dark. Before him was another door, aso of metd,
and round. Inits center was awhed.

His match went out. Fungus still hung from his besoiled garments and hisfine blond hair, and more was
scattered on thefloor, glowing dimly. Annelyn pulled a the whed . Nothing. Hetried turning it, but it
would not move. Besdeit wasametd bar, in adit. That refused to move aso, until he put dl hisweight
on it and forced it down. Then he could turn the whed, though it spun dowly and with difficulty.

Annelyn was drenched in sweset, and the metal was moist with the wetness of hispams. But it was not
rusted, he suddenly redlized. It was dark and strong and cooal, like something newly pulled from the
forges of the bronze knights.

Hissing suddenly began, dl around him. He stopped, startled, and looked over his shoulder, but none of
the eaterworms had yet squeezed through, so he went back to the whedl. When it would turn no more,
he pulled, and the door swung smoothly outward on its huge hinges. The hissing grew louder, and
Annelyn was buffeted by atremendous gush of moist air, rushing forward from behind him.

Then he was through, pulling the door shuit. It was pitch dark again; the little fungus fragments that hung
on him became worms&€™ eyesin the blackness. But better this than risk the chamber of the
egterworms again.

His matches again. The match box rattled despairingly when Annelyn shook it. He counted the remaining
matches by feding with hisfingers. A dozen left, if that; hisfingers kept losing track, and he might have
counted the same match twice. He chose one, grateful for itsbrief light.



He was standing less than afoot from agroun.

Annelyn moved, backward, in aleap. There was no sound. He came forward again, holding the flame
before him like aweagpon. The groun was till there. Frozen. And there was something between them. He
touched it. Glass. Feding infinitely easier, he began to move the match up and down. Helit another, and
explored further.

A wholewal of ground

Anndyn briefly consdered trying to shatter the glass and eat one of the imprisoned grouns, but discarded
theidea. They were clearly stuffed; they had probably been here for more yearsthan he had lived. And
they were unusual grouns, at that. Maes and femal es alternated, and each in the long row was partidly
flayed, asection of its skin peeled back to reved insde. A different section on each groun, at that. There
were a0 tatues of grouns and groun skulls, and asix-limbed skeleton. The last groun was the most
singular. Though colorless, its garments were as fine and rich as any of the yaga-la-hai . On its head was
ametal helmet, such asabronze knight might wear, dl of black meta with athin red window curving
around thefront for itseyes. And it held something, pointing it.

A tube of some sort, fashioned of the same black meta as the helmet. Strangest of dl, both helmet and
tube were emblazoned with slver thetas.

Anneyn used four of hismatches examining the row of grouns, hoping to find something that would help
him. He had so few left, but it was foolish to hoard them now. Finding nothing, he crossed the room,
groping for the other wall. He tripped over atable, went around it, and collided with another. They were
both empty. Findly hefet glassagain.

Thiswal wasfull of worms.

Like the grouns, they were dead, or stuffed, or cased in the glass; Anndlyn did not care which it was, so
long asthey did not move. A four-foot-long eaterworm dominated the display, but there were dozens of
othersaswell. Most of them were unknown to him, though he had esten worms dl hislife. They had one
thing in common: they looked dangerous. A lot of them had teeth, which Annelyn found very disquieting.
A few wore what looked like gingsin their tails.

He explored the rest of the chamber; it was|ong and narrow, shesthed in metal, ssemingly untouched by
time, and capped by alarge, wheeled door at each end. A lot of tables were scattered about, and metal
chairs, but nothing of interest to Annelyn. Once he came across something shaped like atorch, but the
shaft was metd and the head glass, totaly usdess. Perhaps he could fill the glass part with the glowing
fungus, he thought. He tucked the instrument under hisarm. Other things he found aswell, bulking pillars
and shapes of metal and glass, vaguely like those he had seen shattered on the edge of the bridgein the
Chamber of the Last Light, and in the Meatbringer's throne room. He could not fathom their purpose.

At length, hismatches al but exhausted, he went back to the wall of the grouns. Something was nagging
a him, pulling at the back of hisbrain. He looked again at the last groun in the row, then at the tube. That
was being held almost like aweapon, Annelyn decided. And it bore atheta. It might be useful. He took
the metal shaft of the thing-that-was-admost-a-torch, and smashed at the thick glass with aseries of sharp
blows. It cracked and cracked and cracked some more, but did not shatter. Finaly, when hisarm had
begun to ache, Anndyn ripped through with his hands, clawing aside splinters of not-quite-glassthat il
hung maddeningly together. He grabbed the groun's tube, and began to play with its various bars and
handles.

A few minuteslater, he discarded it with disgust. Usdless, whatever it had been.



Something il bothered him. He lit another match and considered the helmeted groun. A wrongness
there....

It hit him. The hdmet, the reddish window. But agroun had no eyes! Annelyn widened the gap he had
madein the glasdikewall, and lifted the hdlmet from the dead groun's head.

This groun had eyes.

He moved hismatch very close. Eyes, dl right; smal and black, sunk deegp in moist sockets, but definitely
eyes. Y et thisgroun was the only eyed groun in the wall; the next one down, a heavy femde, was
eyeless asweredl therest.

Hismeatch died. Annelyn tried on the helmet.
Light wasdl around him.

He shouted, whirled, bobbed his head up and down. He could see! He could seethewholeroom, in a
glance! Without amatch, or atorch! He could see!

Thewadlswere glowing, very faintly, smoky red. The metal pillarsé€’ eight of them, he saw now&€” were
bright orange, though the other metallic shapes remained shadowed. The doorswere dark, but yellowish
light leaked around the edge of the one he had come through. It pulsed. Thevery air seemedto givea
dim light, aghostly glow that Annelyn found hard to pin down. The dead grouns and the worms opposite
stood in rows like soot-gray statues, outlined by the illumination around them.

Annedyn'sfingers found the theta on the crest of the helmet. He was wearing arune of the
Changemadters, clearly! But&€’ but why had it been on a groun?

He considered the question for an instant, then decided that it did not matter. All that mattered wasthe
helmet. He picked up hismetd shaft again, acool gray stick in the smoldering reddish chamber. The
glassat its end had been broken into jagged shards by his efforts to smash through the window. That was
fine. It would make an excellent wegpon. Almost jauntily, Annelyn turned toward the far door.

The burrow beyond was dark, but it was adarkness he could ded with, adarkness he had dedlt with
every day of hislifeinthedimly lit tunnes of the yaga-la-hai; it was made of shadows and vague shapes
and dust, not the total blackness he had wandered in since fleeing the Mestbringer. Of course, it was not
redly like thata€” once, hestantly, he lifted the hemet and ingtantly went blind againé€” but he cared little,
if he could see. And he could see. The cool stone wallswere afaded red, the air faintly misty and dight,
and the ducts he passed were orange-edged maws that spewed streams of reddish smoke out into the
burrows, to curl and rise and dissipate.

Anndyn waked down the empty tunnd, for once imagining no sights and hearing no noises. He cameto
branchings severd times and each time chose hisway arbitrarily. He found shadowed stairways and
climbed them eagerly, asfar up asthey would take him. Twice he detoured uneasily around the
man-szed, dimly radiant pits he recognized as wormholes; one other time, he glimpsed alive
eaterworma€” aduggishly moving river of smoke-dark iced€’ crossing ajunction up ahead of him.
Annelyn's own body, seen through the hemet, glowed a cheerful orange. The bits of fungusthat till hung
from histattered clothing were like chunks of ydlow fire.

He had been walking for an hour when he first encountered alive groun. It wasless bright than he
himself, asix-limbed specter of deep red, aradiant wraith seen down a side burrow out of the corner of
hiseye. But soon Annelyn observed that it was following him. He began to walk closer to the wall, fedling
hisway asif he were blind, and the groun who ghosted him grew more bold. It was alarge one, Annelyn



observed, cloth hanging from it like aflapping second skin, anet trailing from one hand, aknifein the
other. He wondered bri€fly if it could be the same groun he had met before,

When he reached a stairway, anarrow spira between two branching corridors, Annelyn paused,
fumbled, and turned: The groun came straight on toward him, lifting itsknife, padding very quietly onits
soft feet. Oddly, Annelyn discovered that he was not afraid. He would smash in its head as soon asiit
crept close enough.

Helifted his glass-edged club. The groun came nearer. Now he could kill it. Except, exceptad€’ somehow
he didn't want to. &€osStop, groun,&€s he said instead. He was not quite sure why.

The groun froze, edged backward. It said something in alow guttura moan. Annelyn understood nothing
of it. &aod hear you,&€ he said, &osand | see you, groun. | am wearing arune of the
Changemasters.é€« He pointed at the theta stitched in gold on his breast.

The groun gibbered in terror, dropped its net, and began to run. Annelyn ruefully decided that he ought
not to have drawn attention to his theta. On impulse, he decided to follow the groun; perhaps, initsfear,
it would lead him to an exit. If not, he could dwaysfind hisway back to the Sair.

He pursued it down three corridors, around two turns, before helost sight of it entirely. The groun had
been running very quickly, while Annelyn was dill getting an occasiond twinge from hisankle, making it
difficult to keep up. Y et he continued on after the groun had vanished, hoping to pick up thetrall again.

Then the cresature regppeared, running toward him. It saw him, stopped, glanced back over a shoulder.
Then, seemingly determined, it resumed its headlong, four-legged gallop, one of itsremaining limbs
brandishingitsknife.

Annelyn flourished his club, but the groun did not dow. Then inspiration struck. He reached into his
pocket, and produced his last match.

The groun shrieked, and four long legs began to scrabble madly on the burrow floor asit skidded to a
hat. But it was not the only one surprised. Annelyn himsalf, dazzled by the coruscating brilliance that
seemed to stab into his brain, choked and staggered and dropped the match. Both of them stood
blinking.

But something se moved. A cold gray shadow was drifting down onto the groun, filling the tunnd likea
wall of mist. Thefront of it rippled in and out, in and out, in and out.

Annelyn shook his head, and the esterworm loomed clear.

Without thought, he jumped forward, swinging his club over the head of the groun. The blow glanced
harmlesdy off the worm'sleathery skin. Then Anndlyn drew back, kicked the groun to get it moving, and
thrust his glass-edged pole into the contracting mouth of the attacker.

He was running then, the groun next to him, darting around narrow turns until he was certain that they'd
lost the worm. They retraced their old footsteps, and the narrow stair appeared in their path.

The groun stopped, and swung to face him. Annelyn stood with empty hands.

The groun raised its knife, then cocked its head to one sde. Annelyn matched the motion. That seemed
to satisfy the creature. 1t sheathed the blade, squatted in the dust thick on the burrow floor, and began to
sketch amap.

The groun'sfinger left glowing tralsthat lingered for atime, then faded rapidly. But the symbolsit used



meant nothing to Annelyn. &€odNo,&€» he said, shaking his head. &od cannot follow."

The groun looked up. Then it rose, gestured, and started up the stair, glancing back to seeif Annelyn was
behind it. He was.

They climbed that stair and another, wa ked through a series of wide burrows, pulled themsalves up
rust-esten ladders through narrow wells. Then came more tunnels, the groun looking back periodicaly,
Annelyn following docildly. He was nervous, but he kept telling himsdlf that the groun could havekilled
him before; surdly if that had been what it intended, it would have done so by now.

Other grouns moved through the burrows. Annelyn saw one, askeleta red shape with along sword and
onemissing limb, and then two together with knives crouching near ajunction. They gave him ominous
eyelesslooks. Later, they passed whole crowds of grouns, some of them in long garments that dragged
on the floor and shone softly in many colors. All gave him awide berth. He saw worm-holes, too, most
dark and cold, othersringed by faint haosthat sent chillsup his spine.

After more climbing and turning than Annelyn cared to remember, they came out into alarge chamber. A
dozen grouns sat over smoking bowls at long metd tables, shoveling food into their mouths. They
regarded him impassively.

Annelyn caught the scent of food&€” afungus mush, torch-tendersa€™ fooda€” and was suddenly,
ravenoudy hungry. But no one offered him abowl. His guide spoke to another groun seated near the
center of thetable, agrosdy fat individua with an enormous, misshapen head. Findly the huge

grouné&€” he must have weighed more than Groff, Annelyn thought&€” shoved aside his bowl of steaming
food, rose, and came over to Annelyn. His head moved up and down, up and down, as he inspected the
intruder. Four soft hands began to pat him al over, and Annelyn gritted histeeth and tried not to flinch. It
wasn't as bad as he had expected. He found himself regarding the new groun amost like a person,
ingtead of athing.

The fat groun cocked his bead to one side. Annelyn remembered and did the same. The groun joined
four handstogether in ahugefig, raised it, lowered it. Annelyn, with only two hands, did hisbest to
mimic the gedture.

Then the groun held up onefinger, and jabbed at his own chest with another hand. Annelyn started to
imitate him, but the groun restrained him. Thiswas something more than avision test. Anneyn was till.

The groun held up two fingers on ahand of an upper limb, histwo middle limbswent out to either Side,
and his great body shook. His opposing upper arm came up, and that hand flashed three fingers. The
groun looked from one hand to the other and back again, then repeated the gesture. He looked at
Annelyn, and was Hill.

Annelyn glanced from the groun's upper right hand&€” two fingersa€” to the upper |efté€’ three. The
Mesatbringer's words returned to him. He raised his own hand, and spread three fingers.

The groun lowered dl his hands, and again the immense body quivered. He turned back to another of his
kind, and they spoke together in their soft, mournful way. Annelyn could not follow their talk, but he
hoped he had made himself understood.

Findly the leader turned and walked back around the table, seated himsdlf, and returned to hisbowl of
fungus. Anndyn's erstwhile guide took him by the ebow, and beckoned him to follow. They went
together from the chamber. The groun began leading him upward once more.

Asthey waked on and on, climbing one ladder after another and ascending stairways only to descend



others, wandering through long burrows full of grouns shuffling and muttering, Annelyn grew increasingly
conscious of hisexhaugtion. Whatever magic had kept him functioning until now was rapidly wearing
off&€” hisankle hurt, histhigh hurt, his hands hurt, he was starved and parched and filthy, and he badly
needed rest and deep. But the groun showed no mercy, and Annelyn could only strive to keep up with

hisrapid pace.
Afterward, of al the burrows they passed through, only afew pictureslingered in hismemory.

Onetime, the two of them waked down anarrow passage that was frightfully, eerily cold; the gloom was
thick enough to cut, and Anndlyn saw pipes, intensely black and throbbing, aong the low ceiling. Wisps
of ebony fog curled around them, then fell like dow streamersto the floor; Anndyn and the groun walked
boot deep in chilled black mist. Under the pipes, wicked metal hooks curved outward. Most of them
were empty, but two held the carcasses of rope-thin worms of akind Annelyn had never encountered. A
third held poor fat Riess, naked and dead, an obscene carving of obsidian, with ahook in the back of his
neck so he dangled grotesquely. Annelyn started to make the sign of the worm, stopped himsdif, and
shuffled by. If he had held up two fingersinstead of three, he suspected, he might now occupy the hook
right next to hisone-timefriend.

Two others chambers struck him forcefully, for both were among the largest open spaces he had ever
seen. Thefirst of these was so hot that sweat ran down his arms, while the orange glare of the air stung
hiseyes. It was aroom so large he could barely seethe far sde. Pipes were everywhere, thick and thin,
some srangdly dark and others brilliant, like metal worms running over floor and wallsand ceilings. The
vast spaces above were filled by aweb of thin bridges and ropes: up there, Anndyn glimpsed a thousand
grouns, limber on six legs and born to the air, scampering up and down and around on the web, turning
whed s and pushing bars, tending five immense shapes of meta that stood severd levels high and burned
with stabbing whitelight. His guide led him through the chamber on ground level, detouring through the
maze of pipes, while the other grouns swung by and paid them little attention.

The second chamber, three level s higher and long minutes later, was just as huge, but desolate. No light
here, no shapes of meta, no ropes or bridges, and the only groun Annelyn saw here was alone, armed
hunter who stood like atiny red bug in the far distance across the room, and watched them as they
passed. The floor and the walls were stone, dusty and dry and melancholy, but in places they were lined
by ametd panding that shonefaintly with lights of many different hues. When Anndyn and hisguide
walked near one of these, he saw that a picture was glowing on the pand. It was an intricate, la-bored
depiction of sword-swinging grouns battling a giant whose eyes were thetas and whose fingers were
worms. He had to look hard and long to make sense of the scene, however; as with the tapestries of the
yaga-la-hai, here too the colors were dim and fading, and rust had eaten black, flaking holesin some of
the panels. One more thing Annelyn noted about the great, abandoned chamber: wormholes. The floor
wasfull of them.

Afterward, they went straight for along time. Annelyn noticed broken bronze fists on thewals then, and
some of hiswearinesslifted. He was closer to home. The yaga-la-hai had lived here once.

Abruptly, the groun stopped. Annelyn stopped too.

They stood beside an air duct. It had no grill. Annelyn smiled wanly, leaned forward, and reached inside.
His hand brushed rope.

The groun made an odd sweeping gesture, turned, and set off back the way he had come, moving rapidly
on four limbs. Soon Annelyn was aone. He reached into the warm shaft, gripped the rope, and started to
climb. Thistime he could see where he was going. The metal sides around him were afriendly reddish
color, theair faintly misty and moving steadily upward, past him. When he was between levels, he could



look up and down, and in both directions see the shadowed squares of exits.

He swung out one leve up, and removed his helmet, cradling it under hisarm. The great meta doors
hung open. Annelyn stood in shadows, and et his eyes adjust to the pale, purple gloom. The
fungus-encrusted globes still shone in the Chamber of the Changemasters, but the torches had been
snuffed. Of the Meatbringer, he saw no sign. He waited until he was sure, then went insde.

The firgt thing he took up was aweapon. His own rapier was there, on top of apile of rusting blades, and
he reclaimed it with satisfaction. He tested Groff's great ax, lying up against the throne, but found it too
heavy and awkward. Instead, he did Vermyllar's dagger into his belt, and Riesssinto aboot. If he were
to blood the Meatbringer, it seemed appropriate to use those tools.

Then he wandered around the chamber, picking at things, exploring, searching for food. Hefindly found
acache of meat, strips sdted and hung. Plenty of good white groun-meat, and some other kind aswell.
But Annelyn found he could eat none of it. He settled for abowl of spiced spiders and a plate of
mushrooms.

After eating, he rested on one of the wheeled beds, too tired to deep, and too frightened. Instead, he
scrutinized abook he had found lying open beside the throne. Its covers were heavy leather, impressed
with the thetaand arow of symbals, but the pages insde had not endured the long passage of time as
well. Some were missing entirely, others were damp and overgrown by paper mold, and the few
fragments il legible made no senseto Anndyn. The symbolswere vaguely like thewriting in the
crumbling libraries kept by the Manworm; Annelyn had learned to read alittle of it from Vermyllar, who
inturn had learned the dark art from his grandfather. It did not help. He could puzzle out aword here,
guess at one on the page following, and yet another, ten chapters on, but never two words together that
made sense. Even the pictures were meaningless tangles of lines, depicting nothing that he recognized.

Annedlyn set the book aside. Noises were coming from the air duct. He stood, took his helmet and rapier,
and went outside the chamber doorsto wait.

The Mesatbringer emerged from the shaft, dressed in white grounskin with a colorless cloak. Ropes of
spidersilk bound the body of asmall male child to his back. The boy was of the yaga-la-hai.

Anndyn stepped forward.

The Meatbringer looked up, startled. He had begun to untie the knots that held his prey. Now his hand
went to his knife. &0e50,&€» he said. &ceY ou.”

"Me,&€ said Annelyn. Hisrapier was extended, his helmet cradled by hisfree hand.
"| searched for you,&€- the Meatbringer said. &oeAfter | hung anew rope.”
"| fled,&€+ said Annelyn, &€oeknowing that you would search.”

"Y es,&€» the Mesatbringer said, smiling. His knife came out, awhisper of meta on leather. &4€0d feared
you werelogt. Thisis better. The grouns pay well for meat. Y our friends, by the way, were ddicious.
Except for the knight. Unfortunately, he was quite tough.”

"l wonder how you will taste,&€» Anndlyn said.
The Megtbringer laughed.

"I suspect your flesh would be foul &€ Annelyn continued. &od will not eat you. Better you be carrion
for the eaterworms.”



"S0,&€+ said the Meatbringer. &odVlore of your great wit.&€+ He bowed. &€oeThis mest | carry
hampers me. May | cut it loose?"

"Certainly,&€» said Anndlyn.
"Let me placeit ingde, out of the way,&€» the Meatbringer said. &os50 we might not trip over it."

Anndyn nodded, and circled warily to the Sde, suppressing asmile. He knew what the M eatbringer
intended. The other took his knife and dit the knots that bound the child to his back, then placed the
body on thefar sde of the door. He turned, framed by the purplish light.

Laughing, hesaid, &€celhe yaga-la-hai and the grouns, you are so dike. Animals.&€» He reached out
and swung shut the wide doors, and again Annelyn's ears rang to the clang he had heard once, long ago.

"No,&€* Annelyn said. &€oAlike, yes. But not animals.é€s He put on his helmet. The thick darkness
vanished likeamigt.

The Mesatbringer had danced silently and deftly to one side. A gresat grin split hisface, and he advanced
with stedlthy steps, hisknife ready to thrust and disembowdl.

If Anneyn&€’ like the late, unfortunate Groffa€” had tried arush attack on the place where the
Meatbringer had been, inthe last ingtant of light, the thrust would have |eft him open and vulnerableto a
fata stab from the Meatbringer where he now was. It was a crafty, polished technique; but Annelyn
could see. For once, darkness and deception were of no use. And Anndyn'srapier was longer than the
Mestbringer's knife.

Quickly, easly, casudly, Anndyn turned to face his enemy, smiled beneath hishelmet, and lunged. The
Mesatbringer hardly had timeto react; it had been years since he had fought on even terms. Annelyn ran
him through the alodomen.

Afterward, he pushed the body down the air shaft, and prayed that it would fall eternaly.

* * * %

The Masque of the Manworm was gtill in progressin the High Burrow when Annelyn returned to the
yaga-la-hai . In the dusty libraries, men in dominoes and women in veils writhed and spun; the treasure
rooms were open for viewing, the pleasure chambers open for other things; in the Highest Hall, the
Second Vermentor lay beneath a thousand torches while the worm-children danced past him, and sang
chants of hisdemise. The Manworm had no face now; he was one with the White Worm. Beside him,
the priest-surgeons stood, in white smocks with scal pel-and-theta, asthey had stood for aweek. The
Seventh Feast had just been laid.

Caralee wasthere, bright golden Caraee, and the bronze knights, and many who had once been friends
of Anndyn. But most only smiled and made soft witticisms when he came striding unexpectedly through
the doors.

Some, perhaps, did not recognize him. Only a short time ago, a the Sun Masgue, he had been brilliant in
slk and spidergray. Now he was painfully gaunt, cut and bruised in adozen places, hiseyesrestlessin
dark hollows, and the only clothes he wore were black tatters that hung on him like amushroom farmer's
foul rags. Hisface was bare, without so much asadomino, and that set the guests to muttering, since the
time of unmasking had not yet come.

Very soon they had more to muiter about. For Annelyn, this strange, changeling Annelyn, stood silently in
the door, his eyes jumping from one mask to another. Then, ill slent, he walked across the gleaming



obsdian floor to the feadting table, seized an iron platter piled high with fine white grounflesh, and flung it
violently acrossthe room. A few laughed; others, not so amused, picked dices of meat from their
shoulders. Annelyn went from the room.

Afterward, he became afamiliar figure among the yaga-la-hai, though helost hisflar for dressand much
of hisfinewit. Ingtead, he spoke endlessy and persuasively of forgotten crimes and the sins of bygone
eons, painting delicioudy dark pictures of monster worms who bred benesth the House and would one
day riseto consumedl. Hewasfond of telling the worm-children that they ought to lie with grouns,
ingtead of cooking them, so that a new people might be fashioned to resist his nightmare worms.

In the endlesslong decay of the House of the Worm, nothing was so prized as novelty. Annelyn, though
consdered coarse and most unsubtle, wove entertaining tales and had a spark of shocking irreverence.
Thus, though the bronze knights grumbled, he was dlowed to live.
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