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In the waterless desert of North Khaybad, a small family of humans lives in an
underground cave. At this time, the earth is dominated by giant telepathic spiders who
breed human beings for food. They scour the skies in spider balloons, seeking to bring
under their control the few human beings who remain at large. These include Niall, a
youth who daydreams of one day finding a way to destroy the spiders and restore men to
freedom.

A hundred miles to the west is the country known as the Great Delta, perhaps the
most dangerous place in the world. And it is on a trip to the Delta, in search of healing
drugs, that Niall's uncle and cousin are killed by one of the man-eating plants.

Ingeld, the dead man's widow, longs to return to her family home in the
underground city of Dira, near the great inland lake, and Niall and his father, Ulf, agree to
escort her there. It is in Dira that Niall loses his heart to the beautiful Princess Merlew,



daughter of King Kazak, and is tempted to remain in the underground city. But when he
overhears Merlew describing him as "that skinny boy," he is disillusioned, and decides to
return home with his father.

It is during the journey home, driven to take refuge from a sandstorm in a ruined
city, that Niall kills a giant spider, and unintentionally seals the fate of Dira, which is
overrun by the spiders soon after. And while Niall is away from home, his own father is
killed and his family taken captive by spiders.

Niall sets out to follow them, but is himself soon taken prisoner.

On a sea journey to the spider city, Niall is instrumental in saving the life of one
of the spiders, which has been washed overboard in a storm. The result is that on his
arrival in the spider city, he and his family are treated with a certain consideration, and
are assigned to live in the palace of King Kazak, who has become an ally and accomplice
of the spiders. It is there that Niall learns that the spiders are engaged in a breeding
experiment to reduce human intelligence and to prevent men from ever again becoming a
challenge to the spiders.

It is when Niall discovers that Kazak is betraying his own people that he runs
away, and takes refuge in the mysterious white tower that dominates the center of the
spider city. This proves to be a time capsule, built by earlier men to inform their
descendants of how they fled from the Earth to avoid a strike by the radioactive comet
Opik.

Inside the white tower, in a sleep-learning machine, Niall is taught about the
history of mankind before the Opik catastrophe. He also learns that the center of the
living force that created giant insects lies in the Delta; the spiders worship this force as
the goddess Nuada.

When he leaves the white tower, Niall takes refuge in the slave quarter, most of
whose inhabitants have been turned into imbeciles by selective breeding.

Appointed overseer to a squad of slaves, Niall finds his way to the nearby city of
the bombardier beetles, and renews his acquaintance with the explosives expert Bill
Doggins. The beetles adore explosions, and Doggins has been appointed to satisfy their
immense appetite for this form of entertainment.

Niall has arrived on "Boomday," when Doggins is Master of Ceremonies at an
immense firework display. But an accident results in a tremendous blast that destroys the
whole remaining stock of explosives. Doggins decides that he has no alternative but to
lead an expedition to the spider city, seeking a legendary stockpile of explosives in the
abandoned barracks known as the Fortress.

They are successful beyond their most optimistic dreams, discovering crates full
of "reapers," an atomic blaster which is one of the most awesome weapons ever invented.
Surprised by the spiders, they shoot their way out of trouble, steal spider balloons, and
return to the city of the bombardier beetles, which is already being besieged by spiders.
Again, the reapers save the day. But when Niall is ordered by the Master of the
bombardier beetles to destroy the reapers, he decides to disobey, and to travel instead to
the Delta, in a bid to destroy the force that has created the giant insects.

Niall quickly discovers that the Delta deserves its reputation as the most
dangerous place on Earth. One by one, their party is reduced, until Niall and Doggins are
the only ones to reach the foot of the great hill that they have identified as the center of
the force. But it is Niall who finally scales the hill alone -- to learn that the "goddess



Nuada" is actually a giant plant, which has been carried to Earth from another galaxy in
the tail of the comet Opik.

On his return to the city of the beetles, Niall is placed under arrest, and handed
over to the spiders. In a horrific encounter with the Spider Lord, he comes close to being
destroyed, both physically and mentally. But at this point, the goddess herself intervenes,
filling the room with her strange blue light. Now convinced that Niall is the chosen of the
goddess, the Spider Lord accedes to his demand that human beings should be set free.
And Niall, to his own bewilderment, suddenly finds himself appointed ruler of the spider
city.

Part One
The Assasins

Shortly before dawn he was awakened by a cold so intense that it reminded him
of the desert night. He lay there, the bedclothes pulled around his face, and his breath
formed moisture on the blanket as he exhaled. He had chosen this room because it faced
east, and he liked to be awakened by the sun. Today there was no sunlight; the dawn
came like gray mist until the room was filled with a cold, even light. No birds sang.

Something about the strange silence disturbed him. He crossed to the window,
treading on the soft woolen rugs, and found himself looking out on a white landscape.
White rooftops seemed to blend into the pearl-gray sky, and the great square was
carpeted in the same featureless whiteness. It had even found its way into the corners of
the window frames, and a few fine flakes had frozen onto the outside of the glass.

Niall had heard about snow and read about it, but this was the first time he had
ever seen it. Nothing had prepared him for this cold, beautiful whiteness that seemed to
blanket the universe. He was suddenly filled with a magical excitement which, although
he was unaware of it, had filled thousands of generations of children at the first sight of
the winter snow.

Possessed by a longing to touch this strange substance, he pulled on a sheepskin
mantle over his tunic, thrust his feet into shoes lined with rabbit fur, and hurried out of
the room. The palace was silent and its corridors empty; Niall was usually the first
awake. He mounted the staircase to the top floor, passing the sleeping chamber shared by
his cousin Dona and his sisters Runa and Mara, then climbed the narrow stairs that led up
to the roof. As soon as he opened the door, a rampart of snow tumbled in and deluged his
bare legs. He jumped back with an exclamation; he had not realized snow would be so
cold. Then he took off his shoes one by one -- the snow had fallen into them -- and shook
them out; the fur now felt cold and wet to his ankles. Yet the morning air seemed
surprisingly warm; this was because there was not the faintest breath of wind. The space
between the parapet and the steep roof was deep in snow; it crunched underfoot as he trod
in it. He picked up a double handful and molded it into a ball; but it froze his fingers, so
he threw it away. With the sleeve of his mantle he carefully brushed the snow from the
parapet, then stood leaning on it, gazing out over the milky whiteness that extended as far



as the distant hills. In the center of the parkland on the far side of the square, the white
tower rose like a finger of ivory, but now that the surrounding grass was white, it was no
longer the most striking feature in the landscape. This distinction belonged to the river,
whose blackness split the cold plain like a current of ink; it made him feel colder merely
to look at it.

The city seemed empty; there was not a living thing in sight. Then, as he turned to
go indoors, his attention was caught by a movement in the square below. Something
black was lying in its northeastern corner. From this distance it might have been an
uprooted bush. Then he looked more closely, and saw the red stains in the snow; at the
same time, another faint movement made him aware that he was looking at a badly
injured spider.

He hurried back down the stairs, holding the balustrade because the snow on his
shoes made the marble treacherous. For a moment he was tempted to return to his room
to put on warmer clothes; but his sense of urgency overruled the discomfort. He pulled
back the bar that locked the main door, and tramped out into the deep snow, ignoring the
cold wetness that ran down inside his shoes. The snow had turned the steps into a smooth
ramp, so that he had to tread with extreme care; at one point he fell and plunged in up to
his elbows. But as he struggled to his feet and waded unevenly across the square,
choosing a route where the snow lay thin, his mind was obsessed by a single problem:
how a death spider could have met with serious injury in such a wide open space.

As he approached, the spider saw him, and it made a convulsive attempt to rise;
but its jointed legs were not strong enough, and buckled under its weight. The black,
hairy body was covered in snow; evidently it had been lying there for some time. Niall
found this puzzling; spiders are telepathic, and can send an instant distress call to others
of their kind. And since this one lay within a few hundred yards of the headquarters of the
ruling directorate, on the far side of the square, its presence should have been sensed the
moment it was injured.

When he came close enough to see the far side of its body he saw why it had been
unable to rise. Three of its legs had been smashed to a pulp; the bottom joint of one of
them, with its black claw, was almost completely detached. A trail of blood smears,
partly obliterated by snow, showed that the spider had dragged itself for about fifty feet
before it collapsed. It was obviously dying.

"What happened to you?" Niall spoke the words aloud, but knew that his meaning
would be carried directly to the spider's brain.

The reply that sounded inside his chest made him wince; it was a blur of pain, and
the directness of the communication made Niall experience its misery and exhaustion, so
that he himself felt drained and nauseated. It was impossible to distinguish what the
spider was saying, but the "voice" was one that Niall instantly recognized. It was Skorbo,
the captain of the guard. Now Niall understood why its communication was an
incomprehensible chaos of feeling. The ability to communicate with human beings was a
difficult art -- the equivalent of a human being learning to read. In spider terms Skorbo
was an illiterate peasant, a creature whose chief value to his masters was a certain brutal
strength and the ability to dominate others. Niall had always found him repellent; yet now
that Skorbo was injured and dying, he felt overwhelmed with pity.

He said: "I'll go and get help."

It was impossible to hurry through the snow; each step plunged him in up to the



knee, and if he tried to withdraw the foot too quickly, he left his shoe behind. To avoid
discouragement, he deliberately averted his eyes from the expanse of snow that stretched
in front of him, and treated each step as an individual effort. It was a pleasant surprise to
find himself suddenly at the foot of the steps in front of the headquarters building. Two
wolf spiders would normally have been on guard outside its great double doors; the cold
had evidently driven them inside. Niall beat on the door with his fists, not because it was
locked, but because he knew he would risk being attacked if he rushed in without
warning. There was a movement inside and the door opened; Niall found himself looking
up into the enormous black eyes of a brown wolf spider, whose height was at least two
feet greater than his own. The chelicerae (or pincers) were extended, so he could see the
folded fangs. A moment later, the spider recognized him, and sank down in a gesture of
homage, lowering its belly to the floor.

Niall turned and pointed. "Quick. Skorbo has been injured. Go and fetch him."
Again, the words conveyed his message direct to the spider's brain. Followed by the
second guard, it loped across the square toward Skorbo, its enormous strength unaffected
by a mere foot of snow. Niall knew there was no point in trying to follow; his whole body
felt drained. Instead, he sank down on a bench outside the door, and watched as the
guards gently lifted the injured spider. As they approached, he observed the way the legs
dragged in the snow, and knew that Skorbo was dead.

They placed the body on the floor, scattering snow on the black marble. Skorbo
was still bleeding; his blood was thicker, more viscous, than human blood, and it spread
slowly, like a pool of oil. It was running from the spider's head, which lay sideways on
the floor, and now Niall was able to see that there was a hole in the skull, about a foot
above the single row of eyes that extended in a band around its head. Unlike human
beings, spiders have no internal bone structure; the armored shell is itself an external
skeleton. Skorbo's skull had been shattered by a blow. What puzzled Niall was that there
seemed to be fragments of broken armor in the hole, as might have been expected if some
tremendous blow had been delivered from above. A large segment seemed to be missing.
Blood oozed from the hole as from the socket from which a tooth has been pulled.

The wolf spiders were standing there, too respectful to ask questions. Niall said:
"Please notify Dravig of what has happened. Tell him I shall be at home."

But as he plodded back through the snow, curiosity overcame his weariness. What
had happened struck him as completely incomprehensible. The hole in the skull made it
look as if Skorbo had been attacked. By whom? Another spider? That seemed unlikely.
Unlike human beings, spiders seldom fought among themselves. Yet it was equally
difficult to envisage some accident that might have caused the damage.

The obvious way to find out was to go and look. Niall retraced his steps, and took
the diagonal route across the plaza, where the forward rush of the wolf spiders had
churned up the snow like some enormous plough. When he came to the place where the
injured spider had lain, he realized that Skorbo had lost a great deal of blood; his life had
oozed away into the snow as he lay there, his brain too damaged to send the signal that
would have brought help. In front of Niall, along the eastern side of the square, there
were a number of empty houses in various states of disrepair. The city was full of such
houses; spiders often made their homes in the upper stories. But they preferred houses on
either side of the street, so they could weave their webs between them; this is why the
houses bordering the square had remained empty.



The trail of blood had been obliterated by falling snow; but by bending until his
face was within a few inches of the surface, he was able to make out the darker patches.
These, he could now see, led back toward the second house from the corner, a tall
building whose rusty balconies suggested that it had once been a hotel. Like the others,
its windows had been boarded up and its door was closed -- all houses in this square had
been forbidden to human beings. Niall tried the door; it seemed to be locked. Yet when
he brushed aside the snow on the doorstep with his shoe, a damp bloodstain told him that
this was the house in which Skorbo had met his injury. He rammed the door with his
shoulder; it seemed completely immovable. But a sheet of plywood covering a window
proved to be less solid, and caved inward when he pushed it with both hands.

He leaned in with caution. If something -- or someone -- powerful enough to kill a
spider was lurking inside, he was going to take no risks. In fact, he found himself looking
into a bare hallway whose wooden floor was covered with plaster and rubble; it smelled
of decay and damp. Recognizing that his tension was blocking his perceptions, he
deliberately relaxed, exhaling deeply and closing his eyes; then, as he achieved inner
stillness, concentrated intently. A point of light glowed inside his skull, and the silence
seemed to deepen. In that moment, he knew with absolute certainty that no concealed
enemies were lying in wait; the building was deserted. Yet this deeper perception also
made him aware of another odor, musky and slightly sweet. It was familiar, yet its
significance escaped him.

He pushed the plywood violently; the nails that held it to the window frame tore
loose, and it fell into the building. Niall clambered inside. By now he was regretting that
he was not wearing warmer clothes; his hands and feet were frozen. But since he was
here, it seemed pointless not to explore. The light from the window gave him a clearer
view of the hallway. He observed rat droppings among the dust and plaster on the floor.
That indicated clearly that no spiders used the building; they regarded rats as particularly
appetizing delicacies, and would wait for hours in the hope of catching one.

As he expected, there were more bloodstains on the floor, and clear signs in the
dust and rubble that a wounded spider had dragged itself across the floor. The marks
continued across the hallway to an open door beyond a collapsing staircase; this admitted
light and a draft of air. Beyond this, a corridor led down to an open space that had once
been a garden; there were more bloodstains on the floor. The door at the end, which stood
half open, had obviously been forced; its lock had been smashed, and marks on the
outside woodwork made by a chisel or a crowbar looked fresh.

Niall peeped cautiously into the weed-grown garden, then looked upward at the
wall above the door; it rose vertical and windowless to the roof, where the guttering was
still intact. This disposed of his theory that the spider had been struck by some heavy
object -- perhaps a piece of masonry -- dropped from above. Yet when he brushed aside
the snow on the threshold, he saw signs of blood. This garden clearly held the secret of
the spider's death.

To Niall's untrained eye there were no obvious clues. The layer of snow on the
ground had covered any footprints. The garden, which extended as far as the rear wall of
the next building, was divided from the gardens to the right and left by high walls. A
dozen feet from the door stood a young palm tree; beyond this, there was a tangle of
weeds and shrubbery which offered a great deal of concealment. When Niall studied this
more closely, he observed a number of freshly broken twigs which indicated that



someone had been there recently. But the hard ground had retained no other indications.

He penetrated the shrubbery as far as the rear wall; here the overgrown grass
convinced him that no one else had been here for months. But as he was about to turn
back, he noticed something that made him pause. In a corner of the garden wall there lay
a heap of palm leaves, some of them spreading out from a common center. They looked
so natural in that setting that he almost failed to notice them. But why should there be
palm leaves lying in a corner? Then he looked up and saw that the young palm tree had
no leaves. In fact, someone had hacked off its top, leaving a bare trunk. And within a foot
of the top of the truncated palm, there was a length of rope.

Now at last he understood. The tree was about twice the height of a man --
precisely the distance from the foot of the tree to the rear door of the building. A further
search of the shrubbery revealed the stunted tree to whose base the other end of the rope
had been tied. The young palm had been bent backwards like a catapult. When the spider
had stepped out of the doorway, hesitating as it faced the dark garden, someone had cut
the rope, and the tree had snapped over like an immense spring. Skorbo had evidently
been standing slightly to one side, or had started to move at the last moment; the tree had
smashed his legs and battered him to the ground. . .

Niall returned to the doorway and looked down at the bloodstains. They showed
clearly that his reconstruction was correct. The blow had caused blood splashes which
were some distance from the original stain, and other splashes had struck the wall at an
angle so they were elongated, with tadpole-like tails. And a few feet away, half-buried in
the snow, there was a triangular fragment of the spider's skull, with brain fragments still
adhering to its underside. But the original blow had shattered the legs, not the skull. This
could mean only one thing: that while the spider was stunned, someone had deliberately
smashed the top of his skull, with the intention of penetrating the brain and destroying his
capacity to send out a distress signal.

Niall shivered. He had no liking for Skorbo, but the sheer savagery of the attack
horrified him; he felt as if he had been there to witness it.

His shiver reminded him of how cold he was; his facial muscles had lost all
feeling and his eyelids felt as if they were frozen. He retraced his steps back through the
empty building. The front door had been wedged shut with a balk of timber. He heaved it
loose and went out into the square.

As he plodded back through the snow, walking in the deep footprints he had left
earlier, he recalled his excitement on first seeing the snow from his bedroom window. It
had made the world look like fairyland. Now it was merely cold and uncomfortable, and
somehow too real.

Someone had lit a fire in the great fireplace that faced the main door; the sight of
flames leaping up the chimney brought a glow of delight, and made him realize why the
men of old had regarded fire as a god. But as he stood before the blazing logs, watching
the snow melt from his garments, he was surprised by the pain in his limbs as the blood
began to circulate again.

In the chamber adjoining his bedroom, his personal servant Jarita had lit the stove
and laid out his breakfast on a low table: cold meats, preserved fruits, honey, sweetened
milk, and newly baked bread. Before he ate, he changed into dry clothes: a baggy woolen
suit, in which he felt comfortable, and slippers lined with down. Then he sat cross-legged



on the silken cushions, tore a crust from the hot loaf, and spread it with butter and honey.
This was usually the time of day that he enjoyed most, the hour before work began, when
he could eat good food, and reflect on the incredible twists of fortune that had brought
him from a cave in the desert, and made him the ruler of fifty thousand human beings. It
was an important hour of the day, for he was still stunned by the swiftness of the change,
and his unconscious mind needed time to absorb it; he still woke up in the middle of the
night and imagined that he was in the underground den surrounded by his family.

But this morning he was unable to relax or to enjoy the food. He could only brood
on the problem of why Skorbo had been killed, and who had carried it out. Both
questions left him baffled. It was true that the city was full of human beings who loathed
the captain of the guard and would be delighted with the news of his death. But none of
them possessed the kind of courage or determination to lure him into a trap. They had
been the slaves of the spiders for so long that they no longer had any will of their own;
they were conditioned into total obedience. And there would have been no point in
harboring thoughts of hatred or revenge, for the spiders could read their minds more
easily than Niall could read a book.

The men who had been captured from Kazak's underground city were a different
matter. Their minds were still unviolated, and they had a long tradition of hostility to
spiders. But now that they were no longer slaves, they had no motive for killing a spider.
Most of them were now overseers and supervisors, and contented with their lot. They
were delighted to be living in the open air, instead of in an underground fortress. Besides,
even they lacked the kind of cunning and ruthlessness necessary to have set the trap. . .

There was a light tap on the door, and a tall, dark-haired girl looked in. This was
Nephtys, the commander of Niall's personal guard; because she knew he hated to be
disturbed at breakfast, she spoke with her eyes averted.

"The Lord Dravig is here."

"Ask him to come in." He smiled at her, wishing that his servants were not so
afraid of him. But they had all been trained to fear and respect those who were above
them. Their fear of the spiders was like that of a slave for some ruthless tyrant. So they
found it awe-inspiring that Niall should speak on equal terms with the tyrants. The point
was reinforced when Dravig entered the room, and Nephtys prostrated herself in front of
the spider at the same time that Dravig made a ritual gesture of obeisance before Niall.

Dravig was probably the oldest spider in the land, with the exception of the
ancient female spider who presided over the ruling council of the city. He stood more
than seven feet tall, but was thin and gaunt, and the hairs on his body were turning gray.
Insofar as it was possible for a spider to understand a human being, and for a human
being to understand a spider, these two understood one another.

Niall moved away from the table and sat on a cushion on the dais. It would have
been impolite to continue his breakfast. For some reason, the spiders were profoundly
disturbed by the sight of human beings eating or drinking -- perhaps in the same way that
a human being would be disturbed at the sight of a spider eating a fly or a rat.

He wasted no time on preliminaries. "Do you know that Skorbo is dead?"

"Yes."

"Have you any idea who did it?"

"No."

During this dialogue, Niall spoke aloud while Dravig communicated



telepathically. Niall was also communicating telepathically -- spiders were unable to
understand human language -- but he found it easier to speak his words aloud; it seemed
to give his thought an added precision.

"Is the Spider Lord very angry?" Although the ruler was a female, she was known
to human beings as the Spider Lord.

"Of course. But she will abide by the agreement." Dravig understood the question
that Niall had in mind -- this was the advantage of speaking telepathically. While human
beings had been slaves, the death of a single spider had been punished with appalling
ferocity -- sometimes with the torture and execution of a hundred humans. When the
slaves became free, the Spider Lord had agreed that there should be no more killing.

Niall said: "Nevertheless, if the murderers can be found, they must be punished."

"That is your decision. We shall abide by the agreement."

There was a silence between them, but it was the silence of understanding.
Intelligence had bridged the gap between their two species, so that it was as if both were
human or both were spiders.

Dravig said: "But I cannot understand how human beings could kill a spider."

Niall stood up. "Come with me and I will show you."

On the spot where the injured spider had collapsed, a platoon of slaves was
shoveling the snow into handcarts and washing away the blood with buckets of warm
water. It would have been regarded as a kind of sacrilege to leave the spider's blood
staining the ground. As Niall and Dravig went past, the overseer cracked his whip and
made the slaves stand to attention. Niall averted his gaze; the blank eyes and drooling
mouths of the slaves always made him feel uncomfortable.

The door stood half open, exactly as Niall had left it. As they entered the rubble-
strewn hallway, the spider paused and his chelicerae unfolded; Niall was aware that
something had galvanized him into sudden alertness. But the spider said nothing. After a
moment, he followed Niall down the passageway and out into the garden.

Niall pointed at the truncated palm tree. "That was what killed Skorbo."

Dravig failed to understand. Spiders were completely lacking in mechanical
aptitude. Niall had to transmit a mental picture before Dravig could understand how a
tree could be used as a murder weapon. Even then, he seemed skeptical. Niall had to
point out the rope still tied to the top of the tree, and to the bloodspots on the wall, before
the spider was convinced.

Niall also pointed out the shape of the blood splashes, with their tadpole-like tails,
indicating that they had flown upwards due to the force of the blow. Dravig said with
astonishment: "The human mind is amazingly subtle."

Niall pointed to the fragment of bone lying in the snow.

"The blow failed to kill him because it struck him to one side, breaking his legs.
While he was still stunned, someone attacked him with some heavy weapon -- probably
an ax -- and shattered his skull. That is why he failed to send out a distress signal."

Dravig said: "Whoever is responsible will pay for this." The force of his anger
was so great that it struck Niall like a blow, causing him to step backward. He realized
then that he had underestimated the strength of Dravig's feelings. For a human being, the
murder of a spider could be regarded with detachment. For Dravig, it was the slaughter of
a fellow creature, and it filled him with rage and a desire for revenge.

Dravig was instantly aware of the effect produced by his anger on Niall; he made



a mental gesture of abasement and apology, to which Niall replied with a similar gesture
indicating that apology was unnecessary. In human language the exchange would have
been expressed: "I am sorry. I did not mean to upset (or shock or startle) you;" "Please do
not apologize, I understand perfectly." Instead, these meanings were conveyed
instantaneously, and with a precision beyond the power of language. It made Niall aware
of the crudity and clumsiness of human speech.

Dravig advanced toward the palm tree, and gripped it with his pincers and with
his four front legs. Niall looked on with a perplexity that changed to embarrassment;
surely Dravig realized that it would take far more than the strength of a single spider to
uproot a tree? His embarrassment changed to astonishment as he watched the spider's
legs brace and strain, and heard the tearing sound as the roots began to loosen. This was
not merely physical strength; it was will power intensified by rage. The spider staggered
for a moment as the earth under his feet heaved upwards; he regained his balance and
again braced himself. A moment later, the tree was ripped out of the earth. With a gesture
of contempt, Dravig threw it away from him, and it crashed down onto the bushes.

Dravig said nothing, but Niall could sense that the effort had relieved some of his
rage and frustration.

Niall stepped forward and looked down into the hole, with its torn roots
protruding from loose brown earth. The two main roots had been snapped in two; the
strength required must have been tremendous. Yet Dravig showed no sign of effort; he
was not even breathing heavily. Niall realized that he had used his immense will-force --
the will-force that could knock a human being unconscious -- to galvanize his muscles
into this unbelievable effort. And, as so often since he had been in contact with the death
spiders, Niall caught a glimpse of the great secret forces of the will.

Something caught his eye in the loose earth. He bent down and picked up a gray-
colored object that lay between the roots. It was a disc, about four inches in diameter, and
its weight surprised him. Niall had heard of lead, although he had never seen it; now he
guessed that this was what he was holding.

When he brushed off the earth, he saw that a simple design had been carved into
one of the surfaces; this consisted of four curved lines.

Dravig asked: "What is it?" Niall held out the disc, and the spider took it in his
claw.

Niall said: "It was in the hole. It must have been there when the tree was planted."”

"Does it mean anything to you?"

"NO."



The spider dropped it; Niall picked it up. "I'll take it with me. I'd like to find out
what it is."

It was too heavy for the pocket of his mantle, so he placed it beside the doorway.

Dravig was looking among the bushes. Niall pointed to the rope tied round the
base of the stunted tree.

"This is the other end of the rope they used. Someone must have cut it as Skorbo
came out of the doorway."

Whatever had been used to cut the rope -- either an ax or a knife -- had been
razor-sharp; there were no frayed ends.

Dravig asked: "Have you any more observations?"

Niall considered. He allowed himself to remain silent for a long time, aware that
the patience of spiders is far greater than that of human beings. He said finally: "Whoever
did this planned it carefully. In my opinion there must have been at least three of them.
And for some reason they hated Skorbo."

"You believe that Skorbo was the intended victim?"

"I am inclined to think so." Niall decided against explaining why Skorbo was
disliked; it would have seemed discourtesy toward the dead. And Dravig, who sensed that
Niall had more to say, was too tactful to press him.

Niall said: "They probably entered by the front door. But they did not leave by it.
They had propped it closed with a balk of timber. That means they must have climbed
over the wall. . . Ah yes."

He had pushed himself through the gap between the bushes and the left-hand wall,
and now found a low gate in the wall. It was made of iron, and was rusted. Yet when he
pushed it, the gate swung upon its hinges without a creak. A glance at these hinges
showed that they had been greased.

The gate led into a narrow lane, which ran between two garden walls. It had
obviously been constructed to afford entrance into the gardens, and a few yards from the
gate, it terminated in the wall of the house. In the other direction, it ran on for about a
hundred yards before it was blocked with rubble where a wall had collapsed.

Dravig had found it easier to step over the wall than to squeeze his bulk through
the gate; now he stood beside Niall in the snow-covered lane. Any footprints that had
been left behind had been obliterated by the more recent snowfall. Both stood there
silently; Niall had discovered that being with a spider placed him in a calm and
contemplative frame of mind, and that this sharpened his powers of intuition. So far his
mind had been full of questions and observations, and this made him abnormally aware
of his physical surroundings, as if they were thrusting themselves insistently against his
senses. Now, quite suddenly, he relaxed, and it was as if the physical world had receded.
The discomfort of his cold hands and feet became irrelevant, as if they belonged to
someone else. In this new silence, he experienced a kind of awakening of attention, as if
some unusual sound or smell was hovering on the edge of his perceptions. As he stood
there, totally relaxed, it became stronger. There was something unpleasant about it,
something distinctly menacing.

Dravig also stood motionless, without a hint of impatience; yet Niall's contact
with his mind told him that the spider was completely oblivious to this sense of
unpleasantness. It had often struck him as curious that, in spite of their telepathic powers,
spiders seemed oddly lacking in intuition. Perhaps it was because they had so little to



fear.

Niall walked on slowly, his head averted as if listening. Because his eyes were on
the ground, he noticed the footprints close to the left-hand wall. There were half a dozen
of them, and they were pointing in the opposite direction; whoever made them had
wandered to one side of the path for a few steps, then returned to the center. Because the
breeze had been blowing from the north, the footprints had been protected by the wall,
and were covered with only a light powdering of the snow that had fallen later. Now
Niall paused and examined them closely, kneeling down in the snow. The first thing that
struck him was that they had been made by sandals -- or shoes -- of excellent
workmanship. Most of the sandals worn by the workmen of this city were poorly made;
thick leather soles held on to the foot by leather thongs or strips of reinforced cloth,
which were threaded through holes in the leather. In order to prevent these thongs from
becoming worn where they made contact with the ground, holes were countersunk in the
sole to minimize the friction. So a footprint made by a workman or a slave was quite
distinctive, with its three pairs of holes. On the other hand, the human beings captured
from Kazak's underground city wore more elaborate footwear. Having far more time at
their disposal, the shoemakers of Dira took pride in their craft, and sewed broad leather
straps to the sole with waxed thread. The soles themselves were shaped to correspond
exactly to the outline of the human foot. It seemed likely, then, that these footprints in the
snow had been made by a man of Dira.

Dravig asked: "These are the footprints of one of the assassins?"

"Yes."

"They seem to interest you."

"I am puzzled. If you look at my own footprints, you will see that they have been
made with an even pressure -- the heel and the sole are of equal depth. In these, the heel
is far deeper than the sole."

"I see that." Dravig's tone was polite, but Niall sensed that the spider found his
interest incomprehensible. The spider mentality seemed averse to mathematical logic.
"And what do you infer?"

Niall straightened up, shaking his head. "That he was carrying something heavy."
But he was far from convinced by his own reasoning.

Fifty paces further on, the path was partly blocked with rubble where the left-hand
wall had collapsed. On the other side of it there was an overgrown garden; the house to
which it belonged had once been large, but had now fallen into ruin. Niall paused and
stood looking at the house. Once again he had the sense that something was hovering on
the edge of his perceptions, like a movement glimpsed out of the corner of his eye.
Stepping carefully, he made his way over the fallen stones and into the garden. Instinct
told him to turn left and make his way toward a gap in the shrubbery. It was only when he
was there that he noticed that there was less snow on these bushes than on the
surrounding ones, and that somebody had probably brushed past them, shaking the snow
onto the ground.

A dozen yards from the house, he found his path blocked by an empty swimming
pool. Its plastic material had long ago become cracked and coated with black mildew;
only in places were there glimpses of its original blue color. The bottom was covered
with rubbish: dead leaves, fallen slates, and broken glass. But what immediately attracted
Niall's attention was the pile of more recent rubbish on the side nearest the house. In the



corner of the pool, at the foot of an aluminum ladder that was still firmly attached to the
side, there were dead branches, pieces of rotten timber, and a quantity of fallen leaves
mixed with snow.

Dravig was standing silently behind him. Niall asked: "Do you notice anything?"

"No." The spider's antennae were directed toward the pool.

"There's almost no snow on that lawn. Somebody has gone to the trouble of
gathering all the dead leaves" -- he pointed down into the pool -- "and throwing them in
there."

He went around the pool and clambered down the ladder; as he did so he noted
that the steps were almost free of snow. Standing at the bottom, he reached out and
grabbed the end of a length of decaying timber that looked as if it had once been the
frame of a door. As he heaved it free, and a dead bush also came away with it, he saw
what he had been half-expecting: a human leg protruding from the wet leaves.

A moment later, Dravig was beside him, clearing away the dead branches. The
corpse that was exposed was naked; it was a man, and his head and limbs were swollen to
almost balloon-like proportions. The face had turned black, and looked as if it was made
of shiny leather. Niall felt the energies drain from his heart; it reminded him of his
father's corpse as it lay across the threshold of their underground home in the desert.

Dravig said with satisfaction: "Skorbo managed to kill one of them before he
died."

Niall leaned forward cautiously until his nostrils assured him that, in spite of its
bloated appearance, the corpse had not yet started to decay. He took hold of the foot and
pulled the body clear of the dead leaves. The eyes were open and the lips drawn back
from the teeth; he had obviously died in agony. The knees were bent grotesquely in rigor
mortis.

Dravig asked: "Do you know him?"

"No." The swelling made recognition impossible.

Niall turned away; the staring eyes and exposed teeth made him feel sick. He
climbed the ladder back to the lawn; suddenly he was glad it was cold. On a hot day the
corpse would already have been surrounded by bluebottles. And since bluebottles were
the size of small birds, the corpse would soon have been devoured.

Niall stood staring at the lawn. Only a few hours earlier, men had worked in the
darkness, gathering armfuls of snow and dead leaves to conceal the corpse; they should
have left behind some clue to their identity. But the recent snow had buried all the clues.
But why should they take so much trouble to hide the body? Did they mean to return later
to give it a decent burial? Niall dismissed that idea. The man's clothes had been removed
because they might afford a clue to his identity; the body had probably been concealed
for the same reason. But that suggested that the killers were men who belonged to this
city. And Niall found such an idea almost unbelievable.

Dravig had been waiting patiently while Niall stood there, lost in thought. As
Niall shook his head and sighed, Dravig asked: "Do you have any idea who might be
responsible?"

"None. The whole thing is completely baffling."

From over the rooftops came the sound of a gong. In the days when men were
enslaved, it had been used to announce the evening curfew; anyone found abroad after
that time was subject to instant execution. Now it was used in the mornings to announce



the beginning of the working day.

Niall said: "I must go back. There is a meeting of the Council in half an hour." Its
full title was the Council of Free Men, but Niall shortened it in order to avoid the risk of
causing offense.

As they walked back through the bushes, Niall observed something that had
caught on a twig. It was a fine, thin chain made of a gold-colored metal; suspended on it
there was a medallion of the same color. One side was blank; on the other was the symbol
that he had already seen once that morning. Niall held it out on the palm of his hand. But
Dravig stared at it blankly. The spider mentality, for all its intelligence, found symbols
incomprehensible.

Niall said: "It is the same sign we found on the lead disc under the tree."

"But what does it mean?"

"I don't know. But I shall try to find out."

As they returned along the path between the walls, Niall stopped and pointed to
the footprints.

"Now I understand why the heel is deeper than the toes. He was walking
backwards, helping to carry the body."

"But why did they not leave the body where it was?"

"By removing it, they thought they were leaving no clues behind. If the snow had
been heavier, we would never have discovered how Skorbo died."

Dravig said: "The snow was their ally."

"And also their enemy."

In the damp-smelling hallway, with its dust and rubble, Niall paused again to look
around. This time he was able to find the prints of two sets of sandals in the dust. He said:
"There is still one thing I cannot understand. How did they lure Skorbo into the
building?"

"I can tell you that." Niall stared at him in surprise. "They used the scent of a
female spider in season."

"Of course!" It was the smell that had intrigued Niall when he first stepped into
the hallway. When he had returned with Dravig, it had gone. But the spider's more acute
senses had detected it.

Dravig said: "What do you wish me to say to the Death Lord?"

The question took Niall by surprise. After all, he had nothing to do with Skorbo's
death. Now, suddenly, he realized that his attitude revealed a lack of maturity and
understanding. He was the ruler of all the human beings in this city. Therefore, the
murder was his responsibility, whether he liked it or not.

He said: "Please tell the Death Lord that I shall do everything in my power to find
the criminals. When they are found, they shall be handed over to you for punishment."

"Thank you." Their minds made momentary contact; it was the equivalent of a
human handshake. Then Dravig turned away and went out into the square. When he and
Niall were alone, he omitted the ritual gestures of homage, knowing that Niall found
them embarrassing. Dravig would have preferred to make the gestures; like all spiders, he
found them natural and satisfying to his sense of order. That he omitted them now was a
sign of friendship and respect.

About to follow Dravig into the square, Niall remembered the leaden disc, which
he had left outside the door that led into the garden. He went back down the corridor. The



disc was gone. Niall could remember the exact spot where he had left it; in fact the
indentation was still in the snow, with some faint earth marks.

The slaves were now clearing the snow from the pavement in front of the house.
The overseer, a powerfully built man whose face looked as if it had been carved out of
wood, snapped to attention as Niall approached.

Niall asked: "What is your name?"

"Dion, sir."

"Have you seen anyone go into that house in the last ten minutes?"

"No, sir."

Niall was probing his mind as he spoke, and could see he was telling the truth.

"None of the slaves has been in there?"

"No, sir." This time, Niall sensed his hesitation. It was understandable enough.
Watching slaves shoveling snow was scarcely a demanding job; what could be more
natural than turning his back and gazing into the distance?

Niall looked thoughtfully at the slaves. It seemed inconceivable that any of these
pathetic creatures could have taken the disc. To begin with, it would be too heavy for the
pockets of their garments. Slaves were notoriously inclined to steal, but they were usually
interested in food, or attractive shining objects. Niall scanned the minds of those who
were closest to him. It was as he had expected. Slaves seemed to live in a permanent
mental fog, a perpetual present without past or future; their minds were little more than a
reflection of their environment. By comparison, even the overseer was an intellectual
prodigy. Niall always found it depressing to probe the minds of slaves; they took their
emptiness so completely for granted that it was contagious, like a disease.

Niall said: "Listen to me, Dion. Behind this house there is a garden with a gate in
the wall. Follow my footprints along the lane. They will lead you to an empty swimming
pool, in which you will find the body of a man. Have him carried to my palace. Do you
understand?"

"Yes, sir." If the man was surprised, his face showed no sign of it. Under the
spiders, the overseers had been trained to obey like machines.

As he retraced his footsteps through the snow, Niall was lost in thought. The
events of the past few hours had left him baffled. Yet he found them irritating and
puzzling rather than alarming -- a tiresome interruption of more important affairs.

The past six months had been the most absorbing and exciting of his life. Since
the spiders had granted men their freedom, life had become a continuous adventure. In
the days of slavery, men had not been allowed to use their minds. Children had been
raised in strictly supervised nurseries; any who showed signs of unusual intelligence were
destroyed. Books had been forbidden; so had any form of mechanical device. Even the
servants of the bombardier beetles, who had always enjoyed relative freedom, had been
forbidden to construct any kind of machine on pain of death.

In practice, the beetle servants had ignored the prohibition; for generations, their
children had secretly learned to read. But the men of the spider city had been allowed no
such latitude. Ever since birth, their minds had been systematically violated by their
masters; even their most secret thoughts had been open to inspection by the spiders. Most



of them had never even dreamed of the possibility of freedom.

The men of Dira were a different matter. Until their capture by the spiders less
than a year ago, they had always been free. But their minds had been cramped by
generations of confinement in an underground fortress, and by the need for the strictest
obedience if they were to avoid the vigilance of spider patrols. In order to guarantee their
safety, their rulers -- like the late King Kazak -- had demanded total submission and
loyalty. Even the women of Dira were treated by Kazak as his private harem. So the men
of Dira were almost as ill equipped as the men of the spider city to deal with the
experience of self-determination.

It had not taken Niall long to realize that men need to be taught to exercise their
freedom. Too much freedom bewildered them and made them lazy. So the men of the
spider city continued to go to work daily under the supervision of the female
commanders. But these commanders were now -- theoretically at least -- under the orders
of the Council of Free Men. In fact, they continued to work closely with their old
masters; they regarded the spiders with a loyalty that had been instilled into them since
childhood. As far as they were concerned, Niall was merely an overseer who had been
appointed by the spiders. They had no desire for "freedom."

Yet humans differed from spiders in one basic respect: their craving for novelty.
Niall had soon recognized that this could be used to increase their capacity for freedom.
The beetle servants were now manufacturing all kinds of novelties: pressure lamps,
clocks, kitchen appliances, mechanical toys, electric torches, children's picture books,
even bicycles. When the first examples of these things were seen in the spider city, they
created a sensation. Mechanical toys were in such demand that grown men would barter
their food and clothing for them. But the men of the spider city possessed few goods that
could be used for barter -- one man had been known to offer a hundred hours of manual
labor in exchange for a pressure lamp. Recognizing their frustration, Niall decided to
offer them the most startling novelty so far: money. In exchange for their daily work,
men were paid in brass coins, cast in the newly built mint. They could use these coins to
purchase food, clothing, and "novelties."

The results surpassed all Niall's expectations. Within weeks, all the men were
working longer hours to accumulate more money to buy the novelties. After dark, the
windows of the city glowed with the lights of pressure lamps. Manufacturers of clothing
and footwear began to produce "luxury" goods that could command higher prices. Bakers
began to create cakes and tarts and sweetmeats, and the coarse gray bread that had been
the staple diet of human beings for as long as they could remember gave way to a fine
white bread that was baked daily. The use of dyes spread from the city of the bombardier
beetles; soon all the women of the spider city were wearing brightly colored garments
and necklaces of glass beads. As men and women were once again allowed to live
together -- the spiders had kept them segregated -- they ceased to live communally in
basements, and began taking over empty buildings. Nearly all the windows in the spider
city had been broken; now the beetle servants taught the art of glass manufacture, and
men and women spent their free time repairing and decorating their new homes. After
nightfall, the spider city had once been dark and silent; now its streets were more
crowded in the evening than during the day. And the men and women who walked the
streets had a new sense of confidence and responsibility; Niall could see it in their eyes,
and it filled him with satisfaction. He had no illusions; he knew that most of them were



little better than innocent and greedy children. Nevertheless, it was a beginning. In a few
generations -- perhaps after Niall's death -- they would be capable of shaping their own
destiny.

This is why Niall was so excited at the thought of the Council meeting. Every
meeting was a landmark. Four of the twenty members were from the city of the
bombardier beetles, and during the early meetings, they had dominated the proceedings
with their suggestions and advice; now it would take a very perceptive observer to guess
which of the members were beetle servants. At the last meeting, one man had suggested
that the darker streets should be lighted by large pressure lamps, which should be paid for
jointly by all the inhabitants of the street; only Niall realized that the streets of ancient
cities had been illuminated by municipal lighting. Another man, a cook who had once
prepared a nightly meal for a hundred men, and who now lived with his wife and child,
had asked permission to convert an empty room into a dining hall, where men and
women could come and buy the meals that he and his wife would cook; only Niall knew
that restaurants were almost as old as civilization. And the charioteers, who had once
worked exclusively for the commanders, and spent most of their days waiting for their
masters, were now suggesting banding together to create a public transport system. It was
exciting to realize that all these people -- Niall thought of them as &is people -- were
embarking on an adventure of self-development, and that one day their story would
occupy an important place in the history books.

And now, just as men were beginning to understand the meaning of freedom, this
murder threatened to undermine everything they had accomplished. Niall was aware that
many of the spiders resented this new situation; they regarded human beings as slaves
whose lives were as unimportant as those of the lowest kind of insect. Now they had been
told that these human vermin were under the special protection of Nuada, the Goddess of
the Delta, and that the Spider Lord had ordered that they were to be treated as equals
under the Law. That was, of course, preposterous. Nothing could make a spider regard a
human being as his equal. But because they were accustomed to obedience, they
observed the letter of the Law, and ceased to treat human beings as slaves. They
continued to regard them with contempt, but they no longer showed it openly. And
because human beings continued to regard the spiders with fear and respect, there was no
open friction.

But if these human lice could murder a spider, then the whole situation had
become outrageous. It would surely deserve the utmost severity -- as in the old days,
when rebels had been tortured and executed in batches of a hundred at a time.

Dravig had said that the Spider Lord would stick to the agreement; human life
would continue to be respected. But since spiders were telepathic, they were far more
aware of one another's feelings than human beings were. If the feeling became too strong,
even the despotic old Spider Lord might feel obliged to change her policy. . .

Niall was aroused from these disquieting reflections by the sight of two
charioteers who were laboring breathlessly through the deep snow; behind them in the
cart sat a big, fleshy man, who was shaking his head with visible impatience. Niall
recognized him as an overseer named Broadus, a prominent member of the Council of
Free Men. When he saw Niall, the expression of irritation dissolved into an ingratiating
smile. He made a bow from a sitting position.

"Good morning, highness. I'm sorry I'm late."



"Good morning, Broadus." (Broadus's smile changed into something like a smirk;
he loved hearing his name spoken aloud.) "I'm afraid we're all late. Would you tell the
Council I'll be with them in a few minutes?"

"Certainly, highness." He shot a wrathful glance at the charioteers as he
clambered out into the snow.

As Niall started to mount the stairs, Nephtys came hurrying down to meet him.
She said in a whisper: "The Princess Merlew is waiting to see you."

"Oh no! I've got a Council meeting."

"I've told her that."

"All right. Thank you, Nephtys."

As he approached his chamber, the door opened and Merlew came out; she must
have been waiting behind it.

"Good morning, Niall."

"Good morning, princess." He deliberately used the formal title.

She was looking dazzlingly beautiful in a short dress of red spider silk which
clung to the curves of her body; her red-gold hair was combed straight down her back.

"You must be cold." She took his hands in both of hers. "Oh yes, you're frozen!
So is your face." She had placed her hands on his cheeks; they felt pleasantly warm. He
felt his impatience melting away; he had never been able to maintain an attitude of
coolness toward Merlew.

"I've got a Council meeting. . ."

"I know. You can keep them waiting. That's your prerogative."

"Punctuality is the politeness of kings."

She laughed. "That's clever! I must remember that."

He was tempted to tell her that he had found it in an old book, but she interrupted
him.

"I've got a present for you."

He grunted noncommittally; he was pulling off his boots, and the thick woolen
socks.

"It's a new servant girl. Her name is Savitri. I've trained her myself."

He was buckling his sandal, and was glad his face was averted. "Thank you, but I
can't accept her."

"Why not?"

"This house is run by women -- it might cause problems."

"I'm sure it wouldn't. I'll speak to your mother."

"I'd rather you didn't. Why don't you give her to my brother?"

"Because Veig ..." She lowered her voice. "Because Veig already has enough
body servants." She laid a delicate emphasis on the word "body." Veig was notorious for
his susceptibility to attractive girls.

"So have L."

She sighed. "I wish you weren't so hard to please." She took from his hands the
belt with the ceremonial shortsword, and passed it round his waist. For a moment, her
pointed breasts pressed against his chest, and her lips came close. In that moment he
realized how easy it would be to relent and say yes. All that restrained him was the
knowledge that his womenfolk would regard the new girl as a spy, and resent her
accordingly. As Merlew finished buckling his belt he said: "I have to go."



"There's something else I have to tell you."

"Yes?" He hesitated at the door.

She stepped back and lowered her eyes; it was a reaction that always made him
suspicious.

"I've heard a rumor. . . The Council intends to ask you to get married."

"Married!" He was genuinely taken aback.

She said quickly: "It's nothing to do with me. I only heard it secondhand." She
reached up and made an adjustment to the front of his tunic.

He looked down at her quizzically. "And what do you think?"

"I quite agree, of course." She colored. "I'm not suggesting you should marry me.
There are plenty of nice girls among the commanders." He made a movement of
impatience. "But you do need someone to help you."

He should have known from past experience that she could exert an almost
hypnotic power of attraction. Yet it never failed to take him by surprise. He was aware
that she had put on this red dress for his benefit, and that she wore a perfume distilled
from gorse flowers because she knew it was his favorite. But she exuded a magic that
made these things unimportant; it was urging him to take hold of her bare shoulders and
kiss her mouth. He looked away from her with an effort.

"I'm afraid we shan't be discussing marriage this morning."

She looked up quickly. "Why not?"

"There's something more important. Have you heard about Skorbo?"

She shook her head.

"He's been murdered."

"Oh no!" Her surprise was genuine; he was able to see into her mind as she spoke,
and he could register her sense of shock. That came as a relief. Merlew had detested
Skorbo, and it had crossed Niall's mind that she might be behind the murder.

Merlew was also intelligent enough to understand the implications of the killing,
and they worried her. She was Kazak's daughter, and she knew how the spiders would
react. "Who can have done it?"

"I have no idea."

"Surely not a human? Are you sure it wasn't another spider?"

"No. It was a human all right. But now I have to go."

This time she made no attempt to detain him. Yet it cost him an effort to leave
her. As he hurried along the corridor, he shook his head with amusement. He had caught
himself feeling a flash of gratitude to Skorbo's assassins for distracting Merlew.

The Council of Free Men met in the main dining hall of the palace. (In fact,
Niall's researches had revealed that the "palace" had once been the Royal Insurance
Building, and that the council chamber had been its board room.) Now, as he crossed the
main hall toward its great double doors, someone waved to him from a curtained recess.
From the shabby green tunic, the color of dying moss, Niall recognized Simeon, the chief
physician of the city of the bombardier beetles. Since the days of freedom, Simeon had
founded a college of medicine. He was also one of the most active members of the
Council. At the moment, it was obvious that he was anxious not to be seen. As Niall
approached, he disappeared behind the curtain. Niall followed.

Simeon said quickly: "A word in your ear. The Council has got some plan to
marry you off."



"I know."

"Who told you?"

"Merlew."

Simeon grunted sarcastically. "She's behind it."

"Who proposed it?"

"Corbin."

"I should have guessed." Corbin was also a member of the stadion, the council of
the city of the beetles; he and Merlew had always been friendly.

"I thought I'd better warn you anyway."

"Thanks. Now we'd better go -- we're late."

Simeon said: "Let me go first and give me two minutes. I don't want them to
realize we've been speaking."

Niall smiled ironically as he watched him go; it seemed absurd that being a ruler
of men involved so much plotting and counterplotting.

There was a knock on the main door; since there were no servants nearby, Niall
went and opened it himself. The overseer Dion was standing there; behind him stood half
a dozen slaves, carrying the corpse on an improvised stretcher made of planks.

"Where shall we put him, sir?"

"On the table there."

Dion shook his head. "I wouldn't advise putting him too near a fire, sir. He'll start
to pong."

"No, of course. Have the table carried out into the courtyard and put him on it."

Dion beckoned for more slaves. Niall hurried into the council chamber.

The members were talking earnestly among themselves, and at first failed to
notice his entrance. Then all jumped to their feet, and raised both arms to chest level in a
ritual salute.

"Please sit down, gentlemen. I'm sorry I'm late." He drew up his chair at the head
of the table. "We have some important business. . ."

Broadus, whose seat was next to Niall, jumped to his feet with a deferential smile.

"Very important business, if I may say so, highness. Perhaps I may. . ."

Niall raised his hand. "One moment please, Councilor Broadus. Gentlemen, I
would like you all to look out the window."

All turned and looked outside. The door into the courtyard had opened, and four
slaves carried out the table into the snow. There were sharp intakes of breath as the others
followed with the corpse, and lifted it onto the tabletop.

Simeon was the first to speak. "Who is that?" He was so surprised that he forgot
to address Niall as "sire," a formality he always observed at Council meetings.

"I don't know. I was hoping one of you might be able to tell me. Would you mind
stepping outside?"

A door from the chamber led directly into the courtyard. They all followed Niall
into the cold air. The face of the dead man was blacker and more swollen than when Niall
had last seen it. The Council of Free Men looked at him with distaste, but without
revulsion; this was not the first time they had seen the body of a man killed by spider
venom.

"Does anyone recognize him?"

Some moved to get a better view; one by one, all shook their heads.



"Simeon, could he be from your city?"

"No. I know every man there. This isn't one of them."

As they looked at the corpse, Niall watched them carefully, his mind receptive to
impressions. It was obvious to him that none of them knew anything about Skorbo's
death.

Simeon was peering closely at the feet. He asked Niall: "Notice anything?"

Niall studied them closely. "They're unusually hairy." The man's legs, and the
upper portions of his feet, were covered with dark hairs.

"Not that." Simeon took hold of two of the dead man's toes, and pulled them
apart. "Look. He was born with webbed feet, like a duck. The webs were severed later."

Mastering his revulsion, Niall looked more closely, and was able to see the flaps
of loose skin between the big toe and its companion. He shook his head. "What does it
mean?"

"Just a birth defect -- I've seen it once or twice. But it proves that he wasn't born
in this city."

Some of the others looked puzzled. But Niall understood his meaning. The spiders
bred human beings for physical perfection; those who had the slightest defect were killed
at birth.

Niall turned to Dion. "Cover him over with a sheet. Then have the body removed
to the mortuary."

He led them back inside again; they were all looking shaken. Simeon said: "Does
anyone know what happened?"

"Yes. He was killed by Skorbo." There were some angry murmurs. Niall said:
"But it was understandable. He was responsible for Skorbo's death."

That shocked them, as he had known it would. Someone said incredulously: "A
lone man killed a spider?"

"There were three of them. It was an ingenious booby trap. They cut off the
fronds of a young palm, then bent it down like a spring. As Skorbo approached, they cut
the rope. . ."

There was no need to elaborate; Niall's words, reinforced by mental images,
conveyed his meaning direct to their minds.

Niall took the pendant on its gold chain from his pocket and handed it to Broadus.
"Has anyone seen this before?"

As it was passed around the table there was a shaking of heads.

Simeon asked: "It belonged to the dead man?"

Niall nodded. "It is of ancient workmanship. No modem jeweler would have the
skill to make this chain."

"Have you any ideas about that symbol on it?"

Simeon said slowly: "In my younger days I was interested in the old science of
alchemy. This reminds me of a symbol of a bird of prey."

"Yes, of course." Now he looked more closely, Niall could see the resemblance.

Corbin, a fat young man whose head was covered with tight blond curls said: "I
hear that Skorbo was the most hated spider in the city." He spoke with a certain
complacency.

Niall said reprovingly: "That may be true. But it doesn't help us to find out who
killed him."



"I'm certain it wasn't one of our people." The speaker was one of the captives
from Dira; his countrymen occupied one third of the seats on the Council.

Niall said: "You could be right, Massig. But someone in this city must know
something about it. [ need the help of every one of you. You must all realize how serious
itis."

Corbin asked: "And what happens if we find them?"

"We must hand them over for punishment."

Massig asked: "Couldn't we execute them ourselves? We are a legally constituted
authority."

Niall understood his objection. The spiders would devise the most horrible death
that could be imagined.

"That is true. But we must also show that we possess a sense of justice." He
looked around at their faces, and could see that none of them was convinced. "Listen to
me. [ used to wonder why the spiders hated men so much. I thought it was because they
were monsters. Then I found out the real reason: because they were afraid of us. They
regarded us as the monsters. They had to enslave us because they believed we threatened
their existence. And nothing that has happened since then has made them change their
minds. Yet they agreed that there should be peace between the spiders and men. They
agreed there should be no more killing. And now it looks as if we have broken our side of
the bargain. What if they decide that it is time to break theirs?"

In the silence that followed he could read their thoughts: the fear and confusion
and self-interest. They all enjoyed being on this Council, playing at being men of
authority. Now they remembered what it was like to be slaves, and the thought chilled
them.

Hastur, one of the beetle servants, asked: "Do you think that might happen?"

"Not at the moment." He could sense their relief. "But it could happen. That is
why we must show our good faith."

Broadus asked: "What can we do, sire?"

"I want you to go back to your own people and find out what you can. Someone
must have seen these men. Perhaps someone spoke to them. They cannot have entered the
city unnoticed. If you learn anything, report back to me immediately." He stood up. "And
now I think it is time to adjourn this meeting."

All rose and made ritual obeisance. As they filed out of the room in silence, Niall
beckoned to Simeon. When they were alone, he closed the door, then sat down at the
table.

"Give me your advice."

Simeon shook his head. "What can I say? This is a bad business."

"But who do you think was responsible?"

Simeon frowned. "It's baffling. We know it can't be one of your people -- they
wouldn't have the courage or the enterprise. My people detest the spiders. But they've
simply no reason to kill Skorbo. It would be an act of stupidity. That only leaves the men
of Dira. Plenty of them have reason to kill spiders. Some of them saw their relatives and
friends murdered when the spiders overran the city. Some of them saw their children
eaten. As far as I can see, they're the only ones with a good reason for killing a spider."

Niall shook his head. "I don't think they were responsible."

"Why not?"



"There's something I didn't mention. Dravig tore the palm tree out of the ground.
And in the roots there was a metal disc -- I think it was made of lead -- with a symbol on
it: the same symbol as on the pendant. It seemed to me that it must have been there at
least a year."

"What makes you think it had been there so long?"

"Because the roots had grown around it."

Simeon stared at him with astonishment. "You're saying that the tree was
specially planted to kill Skorbo?"

"Can you think of any other explanation?"

"Isn't it more likely that it was put there later, to bring good luck to their
enterprise?"

"It's possible. But I got the impression that it had been there since the tree was
planted. And that must have been at least a year ago -- before Dira was captured by the
spiders."

Simeon shook his head; he was obviously perturbed. "If you're right, then they've
been planning this for a very long time."

Niall nodded. "That was my own thought."

"Then who the devil are they?"

"Have you heard of human beings outside this city -- in other parts of the
country?"

"No." Simeon was silent for a long time. "I suppose there are some, of course. I
once heard rumors of people to the north -- people who are more like animals. But I never
believed them."

"Why not?"

"Because the spiders would have hunted them down."

Niall had to agree that this sounded reasonable. In the days of slavery, spider
balloons had constantly patrolled all areas suspected of concealing human fugitives.

Simeon said: "Could I see this lead disc?"

"It disappeared."

"Disappeared?"

"It was too heavy for my pocket, so I left it by the door. When I came back, it had
gone."

"So these men must have been hiding nearby?"

Niall shook his head. "It was more likely one of the slaves. They were working
right outside the building."

"Did you question the overseer?"

"He saw nothing."

"But why should a slave want a piece of lead?"

"You know slaves. They'll steal anything."

"But you didn't have them searched?"

"It hardly seemed worth the trouble." Yet now that he thought about it, he could
see that Simeon was right.

Simeon persisted. "Look, if someone went to the trouble of stealing a heavy piece
of lead, he must have had a reason. Even a slave wouldn't have much use for a lump of
lead. What if Skorbo's killers were among the slaves?"

Niall shrugged. "It's possible. But they looked just like an ordinary squad of



slaves."

"Even so, I think we ought to go and check."

"Yes, I suppose you're right." Yet he stood up reluctantly, feeling that he was
giving way merely to humor Simeon.

Outside, the pale winter sky was cloudless, and the reflected sunlight was painful
to the eyes. At least the slaves had trampled a path through the snow, so walking was
easier. The slaves were no longer in the square, but the wheel marks of the cart that had
been used to transport the dead man were clearly visible.

The mortuary was situated in the same building as the newly founded medical
school, three blocks south along the main avenue. As they reached the corner, they could
see the slaves shambling in irregular formation beside the cart, not far from their
destination. They were hurrying after it when the cart halted; the body -- still covered by
a trailing sheet -- was removed, placed on a plank, and carried into the building. The
overseer was about to follow as Niall and Simeon arrived, breathless from their exertion.
Niall called him back.

"Dion, I want you to line up all the slaves. Call the others from inside."

The overseer saluted and shouted an order; a few moments later, the body
reemerged from the building. It was on a single broad plank, and the arms and legs hung
down on either side. Niall ordered them to replace it on the cart. Then the slaves were
ordered to stand in line along the road. Niall counted them, then asked the overseer:
"How many should there be?"

"Thirty, sir."

"Then why are there only twenty-nine?"

The overseer blinked with astonishment, and counted them slowly, pointing at
each one as he did so. He said: "Yes, you're right." He turned to face the squad.
"Attention!" The slaves clicked their heels, and made a half-hearted attempt to look like
soldiers. Dion said: "Do any of you know what happened to the other fellow?"

"I do." The speaker was a hollow-chested man with a harelip who was standing
next to the cart. When he showed no sign of offering further information, Dion shouted
impatiently: "Well, where is he, you fool?"

The man raised his hand and silently pointed into the building. The overseer
cursed.

"I thought I told you all to come out." The man gazed back blankly with cowlike
indifference.

Niall beckoned to Dion. "You'd better come with us."

Simeon said: "Someone had better watch the rear of the building, in case he tries
to escape that way."

Niall had already been here several times. The ground floor had been converted
into a casualty department and maternity ward. It smelled of the chlorinated lime used as
a disinfectant. This was a large building, and the man could have gone in one of many
directions. As they stood, hesitating, Dion said: "If necessary I'll get a squad and search
the whole place."

Niall pointed. "Look, he went up there." He had noticed a fragment of melting
snow on one of the stairs.

They climbed the stairs quietly, so as not to forewarn their quarry. The next floor
was in the process of being converted into a ward, and they could hear carpenters sawing



wood from behind a closed door; it seemed unlikely the man had gone that way. Niall led
the way up the next flight. This part of the building was still in its original state, and the
floor had not even been swept; it was covered with plaster that had fallen from the walls
and ceiling, and with broken glass and fragments of lath. A glance at the floor of the
corridor told Niall that no one had been this way recently; but the overseer was already
flinging open doors and peering into empty rooms. Niall swore under his breath; the man
they were seeking must have heard the noise.

"He may be heading for the roof. Could he get into the next building?"

"Probably." Simeon opened the nearest door; through the broken window of the
empty room, they could see that the building next door was less than six feet away -- a
distance posing no problem to an agile man.

"We'd better hurry."

Simeon laid a hand on his arm. "Careful. There's a spider living in the roof space.
It might jump on us and ask questions later."

His caution was justified; although spiders were now forbidden to attack human
beings, the invasion of its personal territory might be regarded as extreme provocation.
"A death spider?"

"No, a pink glue spider." This was the name given to spiders of the species
oonopidae, generally regarded as harmless, since they were smaller than the death spiders
and had no poisonous sting. But they were many times stronger and swifter than any
man, and their tarsal claws were powerful enough to sever an arm.

Niall mounted the stair softly and cautiously and, as he reached the top step,
suddenly found himself face to face with the glue spider. It had obviously come to
investigate the noise. For a moment, both were equally startled; its immediate reaction
was to immobilize him with a concentrated burst of will power. Niall felt exactly as if his
whole body had been frozen in a block of ice, so that he was unable to move a muscle.
Six months earlier, he would have found such an experience terrifying; now he had
become so accustomed to spiders that it hardly caused his heartbeat to accelerate. His
passivity and lack of fear convinced the spider that he was harmless, and it released him
almost immediately.

Niall had never seen a glue spider at close quarters, and he was struck by the
beauty of its coloring; its body, legs, and head were all of the same flesh pink color, like
the cheeks of a healthy country girl. But unlike the wolf spiders or death spiders, whose
chelicerae resembled tufts of beard, the face of the glue spider entirely lacked the
slightest touch of humanity. The great dome of a head, not unlike that of a bald-headed
man, surmounted the smooth pink chelicerae with their unfolded fangs; the six eyes were
in two rows, with four above and two below, and the end eyes of the upper row were
turned outward; since they were also pink, they looked like glass globes rather than eyes.
The creature seemed as alien as a Martian.

Yet perhaps because it seemed so totally nonhuman, perhaps because of its warm
coloring, Niall felt that he had nothing to fear. He addressed the spider telepathically, also
speaking the words aloud.

"We are looking for a man. Have you seen him?"

The spider seemed startled. It shifted uncomfortably on its feet but made no reply.
The bulblike eyes -- on a level with Niall's own, since the spider was less than six feet
high -- seemed blank. Niall repeated the question -- this time trying to transmit the image



of a man -- but there was still no reply. He stepped forward cautiously; the spider stepped
back and then moved aside. Niall beckoned to Simeon and Dion to follow him.

He attempted to place himself in the mind of the fugitive. If he had arrived at the
top of the stairs, and found that he could go no further, what would he do? This floor, like
the others, consisted of a corridor with rooms on either side. The rooms on the right side
overlooked the narrow side street, and through the nearest open door, Niall could see the
web of the glue spider stretching across the street to the house opposite. The fugitive had
almost certainly noticed this before he entered the building, so it was unlikely that he had
gone to the right.

And if a man knew there was a spider in one of the rooms on the right, he would
move to the left, probably on tiptoe. Niall looked carefully at the dust and rubble on the
floor, mixed with the wings and carapaces of dead flying creatures, and saw what he was
looking for. The marks would have been unnoticeable to anyone who was not looking for
them, mere disturbances of the plaster and debris. The man had, as Niall suspected, been
walking on tiptoe, and the slight signs were repeated at regular intervals of about eighteen
inches -- a man on tiptoe takes smaller steps than a man walking normally. In front of the
first door on the left, there was a clear footmark where the man had paused to open the
door. Niall did the same, and found himself looking into an empty room with unbroken
windows. There was no place of concealment, and this was clearly why the man had
continued on tiptoe to the next door. It was unnecessary to open this, for the marks
continued on along the corridor, sometimes becoming invisible where there was no dust
or rubble, but also resuming further on. Outside the third door the traces ceased; there
was no sign of disturbance further along the corridor. Niall raised his hand to halt the
others; his heart was beating violently. Cautiously, he turned the handle and pushed open
the door. To his disappointment, the room was empty. But its cracked window had been
raised. He hurried across the room and peered out. An ornamental ledge ran under the
window along the whole length of the building; it was only six inches wide, but would
present no problems for an agile -- or desperate -- man. What puzzled Niall was that there
was no accessible window in the building across the alleyway, only a blank wall; to
achieve access to such a window, the fugitive would have to move twelve feet along the
ledge in the direction of the main avenue. And the window opposite this spot was closed
and unbroken. The alternative, it seemed, was to go in the opposite direction, and around
the corner at the rear of the building. And looking down at the ground four stories below,
Niall had to admit that only desperation could have induced him to make such an attempt.

Simeon said: "What about the next room?"

Niall shook his head. "The footprints stopped outside this one. Wait . . ."He
stooped and examined the floor. His nerves tensed as he realized that the signs showed
that the man had gone back across the room -- back toward the corner, where there was
another door. It looked like an inbuilt closet or cupboard. He looked toward it, and the
others understood his meaning. Niall tiptoed toward it, and noticed that it had been left
open a crack; the man inside had evidently been unable to close it completely. But while
he was still several feet away, the door burst open, and a man darted out and ran to the
open door of the room. He was so quick that they were all taken by surprise. Niall was
the first to recover; he gave a cry and ran in pursuit. The man was already halfway down
the corridor, but his run was heavy and awkward, and Niall had always been fleet of foot.
Within a few strides, Niall had gained on him, and seized the shoulder of his slave tunic.



The man swerved and stumbled, crashing to the wall. For a moment, Niall gazed into his
eyes. They were large eyes, and seemed very dark and piercing. But as Niall prepared to
grapple, he experienced a sensation that made him drop to his knees. It was exactly as if
someone had struck him violently in the face, and at the same time gripped his windpipe
to cut off his breathing. For a moment everything became dark, although he had the
confused impression that time had gone into slow motion, and that his arms and legs were
also moving in slow motion, like those of a swimmer. It was like being half-awake and
half-asleep.

When his vision cleared, he saw that the man was now lying on the floor, held
down by the front legs of the glue spider. His face and hands were covered in some shiny
substance, and as Niall watched, the spider squirted more from its chelicerae. It was some
kind of transparent glue, and as it struck the man's face, he suddenly ceased to struggle,
collapsing as if dead.

Niall dragged himself to his feet, helped by Simeon. He was feeling oddly sick
and dizzy. He looked at the spider, and transmitted a message of thanks. The spider
released its victim. But as soon as it did so, the man twisted sideways and jumped to his
feet -- it was evident that he had been shamming. His hand darted into his bosom, and
emerged with a knife in a sheath. As he pulled off the sheath and dropped it to the floor,
his eyes met Niall's in a smile of triumph. There was something animal-like in the way
the lips revealed his yellow teeth. He raised the knife, and Niall shrank back, expecting to
be attacked. Instead, to his astonishment, the man slashed at his own forearm, making a
superficial cut. Then, as the spider again seized him from behind, he sagged to his knees
and collapsed onto the floor. This time it was obvious that he was not shamming.

Simeon knelt beside him and twisted his face sideways by grabbing his hair. The
man's eyes were closed, and the glue on his face was already hardening into a mask.
Simeon took his wrist and felt his pulse.

"He's dead. Don't touch that!" This last was shouted at Niall as he bent forward to
look at the knife. But Niall had no intention of trying to pick it up. What interested him
was the symbol burned into the wooden handle of the knife, the same symbol he had
already seen on the leaden disc.

The spider was retreating along the corridor. Then it reached up, and its tarsal
claws gripped the edge of a hole in the ceiling. A moment later, it had pulled itself
upward and heaved its body through the trapdoor. Its abdomen seemed too large, and
stuck for a moment; then it disappeared.

Simeon asked: "Are you all right?"

"Yes." But Niall staggered as he said so, and almost lost his balance.

"What did he do?"

"I don't know." He was feeling sick again, and had no desire to answer questions.
He turned to the overseer. "Please go to the headquarters of the Spider Lord and ask
Dravig to come here." When the man looked alarmed, Niall turned to Simeon, whose face
seemed oddly distorted, as if seen through water. "Would you mind going too? They'd
pay more attention to you."

Before they were out of sight, Niall sat on the floor, his back propped against the
wall. Waves of heat were rising to his forehead, and he could feel himself breaking out
into perspiration. After a few moments, the nausea retreated again. He was breathing
heavily, through his mouth, and his body felt drained of strength. But after resting for five



minutes, a feeling of normality began to return. He opened his eyes, and looked at the
dead man, whose face was turned upwards toward the ceiling. It was easy to see how he
had succeeded in masquerading as a slave; he had a beaklike nose, large ears, and a
receding chin -- only the abnormally pale face distinguished him from other slaves. But
Niall recalled the strange glance of those dark eyes, and realized that he had been dealing
with a man of intelligence. He had also been dealing with a man of formidable resolve;
his instantaneous suicide proved that.

And he had, he now realized, been dealing with an alien, a man who was a native
neither of this country nor of Dira. The proof was that the man had somehow learned the
spiders' trick of striking direct at his will power. Yet there was an obvious difference.
When the pink glue spider had paralyzed him at the top of the stairs, it had somehow
paralyzed his nervous system, so that he was fully conscious, yet unable to move a
muscle. This man had used some direct, brutal psychic force, like a blow with a blunt
instrument. It had left him feeling sick and weak, while the momentary paralysis of the
spider had had no aftereffect. The difference was obviously that the spider intended only
to stop him from moving; the man had intended to hurt him.

As he stared at the masklike face of the corpse, he experienced a strange sensation
that sent cold waves through his scalp; for a moment, he was convinced that the man was
still alive. It took him some moments to understand what had happened. His sense of
bafflement had led him to make an attempt to probe the mind of the corpse. It was a
purely automatic reflex, for he knew the man was dead. The result should have been
totally negative, like stirring a dead body with his foot. Yet he had encountered an eerie
sense of warmth and vitality. There was some sense in which the body was still alive and
yet unconscious, like a plant or vegetable. Niall allowed his mind to become blank, and
tried again. This time, he experienced a reflex of disgust which made him instantly
withdraw, as if he had touched something unpleasant and slimy. There was something
about the lingering life-field of the dead man that repelled him like an unpleasant smell. It
was something as distinct as a smell, and therefore inexpressible in words. He had
occasionally encountered it in the desert, in the minds of predators -- for example, in the
nightmare creature called a saga insect, which had held a cricket in its claws and then
crunched its way down its body as if eating a stick of celery. And he could still remember
the revulsion he experienced on accidentally catching a glimpse into the soul of some
demonic, batlike creature in the Delta; it had seemed to be entirely malevolent, as if
consumed by the desire to kill.

The sound of footsteps brought him back to the present. It was Simeon, followed
by Dravig. Niall started to rise to his feet, then thought better of it as the waves of nausea
rose to his head. He sank down again, his back against the wall.

"Hello, Dravig. I'm sorry to bring you here."

"Are you hurt?" Niall was flattered by the genuine concern in the spider's query.

"No, I'll be all right."

Dravig looked at the corpse. "Who is this man?"

"One of Skorbo's assassins."

"You have done well. Where is the third?"

"I don't know. But now we know why they removed all the clothes of the dead
man. He must have been dressed in a slave uniform, and they didn't want us to know he
was hiding among slaves. I think it might be worth searching the slave quarter."



"I will give the order. How did this man die?"

"He killed himself with that knife. Be careful." The spider had picked it up in his
tarsal claw, and raised it toward his face. "It's poisoned."

"Yes. It is the venom of the green rock scorpion, perhaps the deadliest poison on
earth." The spider's sense of smell was far more acute than that of a human being. "It is
fatal even for spiders."

"Then you should warn the searchers to be careful. The other may be armed with
one too."

The spider signified affirmation; the mental gesture was independent of words,
like a nod. He asked: "Do you need help?"

"No, thank you. Simeon will help me."

"Then I must return to make my report." He drew himself up, as if standing to
attention, and said formally: "In the name of the Spider Lord I thank you for hunting
down this assassin." Niall understood enough of the spider mentality to know what he
was trying to convey: that he accepted that the human beings of this city were in no way
responsible for Skorbo's death.

Niall inclined his head. "Thank you."

When Dravig had gone, Simeon picked up the knife, and carefully replaced it in
its sheath. "I'll get this analyzed. The poison must be deadly." He had been unable to hear
Dravig's side of the conversation.

"It is the venom of the green rock scorpion."”

"Great goddess!" Simeon almost dropped the knife. "If I'd known that I'd have
picked it up with gloves." He took a large handkerchief from his pocket and carefully
wrapped the sheath, tying the corners in a knot.

Niall pushed himself cautiously to his feet, and was relieved to find that he no
longer felt dizzy; but the feeling of tiredness remained. Simeon looked at his face with
concern.

"You're very pale. Did he hit you in the stomach?"

Niall shook his head. "He struck at me with his will-force, like a spider."

Simeon stared incredulously. "Are you sure of that?"

"Quite certain."

"He didn't touch you physically?"

"No."

Simeon absorbed this in silence. He looked down at the body, shaking his head.
"Then who the devil could he be?"

He dropped on his knees beside the body and searched the pockets. They yielded
only a soiled handkerchief of coarse linen, and a wooden spoon and fork -- slaves carried
their own eating utensils.

Niall said: "Look around his neck." There was, as he expected, a fine gold chain
with a pendant.

Simeon removed it and held it out to Niall. "Do you want it?"

"No. I already have one."

But this was not the real reason he refused to take it. He felt a curious intuitive
revulsion, a feeling that the pendant was somehow unclean.



Before he was halfway down the avenue, Niall realized it had been a mistake to
walk. Every muscle in his body ached, and his feet felt as if they were made of lead. In
spite of the sunlight, the cold air made him shiver. He brushed the snow from a low wall
and sat down.

A few hundred yards away, in the center of the square, the white tower sparkled
in the sunlight; its purity made even the surrounding snow look gray. As he stared at it,
framed against the pale blue sky, Niall felt again the sensation he had experienced the
first time he saw it: the curious spark of pure joy. He and his family had been prisoners of
the spiders, and they had looked down on this city from a hilltop to the south. Some
intuition had told him that the white tower represented freedom and hope. Now, as he
looked at it, the surge of delight caused the exhaustion to vanish, and he realized that his
mind had been increasing the fatigue by paying attention to it.

The tower stood in the midst of a square space of green lawn, now invisible under
the snow. Even in the days of slavery, the spiders had allowed their human captives to
trim the grass and keep it free from weeds. They had detested the tower, as a symbol of
past human supremacy; they had even attempted to destroy it. Yet they had respected it as
a mystery beyond their understanding.

In fact, the tower was virtually indestructible. What looked like semitranslucent
white crystal was, in fact, an atomic force field, made to look solid by causing it to reflect
the light; it rejected solid matter in exactly the same way that the pole of a magnet rejects
the like-pole of another magnet. In the course of about a million years, the force field
would drain away and the tower would collapse. In the meantime, it would continue to
serve as a time capsule, a giant electronic brain whose memory cells stored the
accumulated knowledge of the men who had once been the sole masters of the earth.

Now that he had regained his breath, Niall stood up and walked on toward the
tower. The men and women who passed him hardly gave him a second glance; in his long
cloak, with the fur-lined hood, he was indistinguishable from most of them. It was a relief
not to have to return their salutations. During his early days as the ruler of this city, they
had prostrated themselves on the ground and remained in that position until he had gone
past. He had tried issuing a proclamation that he wanted to be ignored, but it had made no
difference; the idea of ignoring their king shocked them profoundly. So Niall had issued a
second proclamation, declaring that he preferred to be saluted with a bow. This time the
citizens had obeyed him, but sometimes they bowed so deeply that they fell over, and
Niall felt obliged to go and help them up. On the whole, he greatly preferred to be
ignored.

The snow that covered the lawn around the tower was free from footprints.
Although there was no law forbidding citizens to walk on the grass, no one ever did so,
even to take a shortcut; the tower seemed to inspire feelings approaching religious awe.

The white tower was thirty feet in diameter at its base, and about two hundred feet
high. Yet as he looked up, it seemed to stretch as high as the clouds. This was an optical
illusion, due to some quality in its milky surface, which seemed to shimmer like the air
above a hot road; Niall had once compared it to liquid moonlight. As he approached
within a few inches, he experienced the familiar tingling sensation throughout his body,
the sensation a water diviner experiences as he stands above an underground stream. He
felt as if he was being pulled forward by a magnet. The sensation became stronger as he



made his way around to the north side of the tower, where he knew its vibrations were
precisely attuned to those of his own body. There the pull became irresistible, and he
moved forward. As his body encountered the surface, there was a sensation like walking
into water. He experienced a momentary dizziness, a loss of orientation, as if he was on
the point of fainting or falling asleep, and everything became dark. Then it grew light
again and he stepped inside the tower.

Yet what faced him now was not the circular room he had anticipated, but a
breathtaking panorama of snow-clad mountain peaks, ice-covered ridges, and misty blue
valleys, stretching out in all directions for what seemed hundreds of miles. Clouds rested
like feathery pillows in some of the glaciated valleys, but the clouds above his head
looked as jagged and broken as the granite ridges and slopes far below. He was standing
on a mountaintop on hard-packed snow, and the air was so clear that it seemed to sparkle.
Less than six feet in front of him there was a sheer drop into a valley that must have been
at least a mile deep; to his right, a sloping ridge like a snow-covered rocky spine ran
down to another peak far below.

Niall was startled, but not deceived. He knew that the scene spread out before him
was an illusion. The first time he had entered the white tower, he had found himself
standing on a sandy beach, facing a line of steep cliffs; that had also been a panoramic
hologram, a film projected into three-dimensional space to produce an illusion of solid
reality. Even the cold wind that now blew against his face was an illusion created by
electronic technology; a stream of charged particles bombarded his nerve ends, creating
an illusion of moving air. Yet everything looked so completely real that it was impossible
to detect the deception.

He rubbed his feet on the hard snow; it felt exactly like the snow he had left
behind outside. But as soon as he closed his eyes he was aware that he was standing on a
smooth wooden floor. He took three steps forward, so he was standing on the edge of the
sheer drop. Intellectually, he knew he was still standing on the hard floor. Yet when he
tried to force himself to take an additional step into the void, his feet refused to obey him,
and he experienced a rush of fear that almost took his breath away. He could see the worn
granite face of the great slope opposite, with its snow-filled crevasses and razorlike
edges, in the most precise detail. Yet as soon as he closed his eyes it all vanished -- even
the cold wind -- and he knew that he was on a solid floor.

He walked two steps forward, then opened his eyes. He was suspended in midair,
looking down at the striated rock face a mile below, and on the cloud-filled valley floor.
It was like floating on a magic carpet. He went on walking, now intellectually confident,
while his emotions continued to sound frantic alarm bells and to flood his bloodstream
with adrenaline. A few steps further, and they gradually became calm, leaving him
suddenly relaxed and triumphant.

At that point the mountain landscape disappeared with the abruptness of a
bursting bubble, and he found himself in the familiar room, with its curved white walls
and luminous white ceiling. In its center there was a marble-colored column, more than
three feet in diameter, stretching from floor to ceiling; it had the same texture as the outer
walls of the tower, but seemed even more unstable, as if made of a kind of gray liquid
smoke, which flowed as if it were alive. When Niall stepped forward into the surface, it
admitted him, and he found himself surrounded by a white odorless fog. As if his body
had suddenly become weightless, he was floating upward; it was such a pleasant



sensation that he would have liked it to last for hours. But a few moments later he
stopped with a slight jerk. A single step forward, and he was standing on a flat roof, with
a pale blue sky overhead, and the panorama of the spider city stretched around him -- the
view with which he had become so familiar from the roof of his palace.

This was not, in fact, a flat roof, but a room consisting of a force field in the shape
of a glass dome. But a glass pane is visible because it has accumulated a layer of dust; the
force field, being uncontaminated by dust, was virtually invisible.

This room was comfortably furnished; tubular metal furniture was covered with a
black, leatherlike material that was warm and yielding to the touch; the thick black carpet
was as soft as spring grass. The only unusual item was the tall black box that stood
against the southern wall, with its sloping panel of opaque glass and row of control
knobs. This was the Steegmaster, the creation of Torwald Steeg, which was responsible
for this tower and almost everything in it.

Standing beside the Steegmaster, staring out over the square, stood a man in a
gray suit. The tall figure was slim and upright; only the white hair betrayed that he was
old.

He asked: "Did you recognize it?"

"It was the Himalayas, wasn't it?"

"Your geography is improving. You were standing on the summit of Mount
Everest, looking south toward Nepal. The summit in the distance was Kanchenjunga."

It was a game they played every time Niall came to the white tower. Yesterday it
had been the South Pole; two days before that, the crater of Mount Etna in full eruption.
Niall had guessed wrong both times.

He went and joined the old man by the window, and was surprised to see that the
square was no longer empty. In the few minutes since he had entered the tower, a large
contingent of men had formed ranks outside the headquarters of the Spider Lord; there
must have been at least a hundred of them. As he watched they were joined by another
squad who marched out of a side street. At an order from one of the black-clad
commanders, all stood to attention. A moment later, the double doors of the headquarters
building opened, and death spiders and wolf spiders began to emerge. They were
marching in single file, and Mail recognized the spider at the head of the column as
Dravig. They crossed the western side of the square and moved north toward the river;
the slave quarter lay on its further bank. As the spiders continued to pour out of the
building, Niall found it hard to believe that it could have held so many. By the time the
doors closed, there must have been at least three hundred spiders on the march. The men,
with two commanders at their head, marched behind them.

Niall asked his companion: "Do you know what is happening?"

"I assume this is connected with the death of the spider?"

"Do you know who killed him?"

The old man shook his head. "You overestimate the powers of the Steegmaster.
Its purpose is merely to gather and correlate information."

It was true that Niall had only the vaguest idea of the capacities or limitations of
the Steegmaster; wishful thinking inclined him to regard it as an all-knowing intelligence.

"But you knew about the death of the spider?"

"Naturally, since it took place only a hundred yards away."

"But you've no idea who might have killed him?"



"I would like to help you. But I lack the information to assess the probabilities."

"I thought the Steegmaster could read minds."

The old man said patiently: "Not minds. Thoughts. That is an entirely different
matter. A thought-reading machine can decipher the information stored in the memory
circuits of the brain, but it operates best when the person is asleep. It is almost impossible
to read the thoughts of someone who is awake because the mental processes are too
complex, and most of them operate on a subconscious level. The Steegmaster has no
power to read feelings and intuitions, which operate on frequencies far beyond its range.
To work efficiently, the Steegmaster requires specific information."

Niall took from his pocket the pendant on its gold chain. He held it out on his
palm, with the symbol uppermost. "How about this? Can you tell me anything about it?"

The old man studied it for a moment. "I would say that it is a magical sigil."

"Sigil?" Niall had never heard the word.

"A type of symbol used in magic or alchemy."

"But what does it mean?"

The old man smiled at him. "Let us see if we can find out." As he finished
speaking, he vanished. And since he had been forewarned by the smile, Niall accepted
the disappearance without surprise. Throughout their conversation, he had been aware
that he was actually speaking to the computer that stood between them. Like the
mountain range that had confronted him on entering the tower, the old man was a
computer-created hologram; this was why Niall sometimes addressed him by the name of
his creator, the twenty-third-century scientist Torwald Steeg. Niall was also aware of his
purpose in disappearing, rather than leaving the room in the normal manner. Steeg's aim
was to teach him a new set of reflexes and reactions; it was an attempt to make him trust
his reason rather than his senses.

Now reason told him the old man would be found in the library. He stepped again
into the column in the center of the room. As the mist surrounded him, he again
experienced the sensation of weightlessness; his body seemed to be a feather drifting
gently into a gulf. When the slight jerk told him that the descent had ceased, he stepped
out of the column. Of all the rooms in the tower, the library was Niall's favorite; he loved
to breathe its smell of dust, old parchment, and leather-bound books. To refer to it as an
illusion would have struck him as a kind of blasphemy. The library, was, admittedly, a
creation of the Steegmaster; but a creation of such complexity was in some way more real
than mere physical reality. After all, what was reality but a force field of subatomic
energies?

The library was a vast hexagonal room, about fifty yards wide, and so high that its
domed ceiling was almost invisible. The walls were lined with bookshelves and with
wrought-iron galleries that encircled the room; Niall had once counted them and
discovered that there were precisely a hundred. Between these galleries ran black iron
stairways whose steps, like the galleries themselves, had a fretwork design based on a
motif of leaves and petals. On either side of the library, an old-fashioned cagelike
elevator ran up to the topmost gallery.

These shelves, according to the gold plate above the door, contained copies of
every book in the world, a total of 30,819,731 volumes. Every book had been
photographed page by page and stored in the memory of the computer -- a project that
had taken an army of scholars more than fifty years. The undertaking had been inspired



by the notion of the twentieth-century writer H. G. Wells, who had advocated the creation
of an encyclopedia encompassing the whole range of human knowledge. This library was
even more ambitious than Wells's "world brain"; it contained, quite simply, every idea
that man had ever committed to print.

The design of the room had been based upon a combination of the Reading Room
of the British Museum, the Bibliothéque Nationale, and the Vatican Library. The center
of the library was occupied by a large circular desk, staffed by librarians; from this, like
spokes in a wheel, radiated blue leather-covered tables illuminated by reading lamps.
Niall had never discovered the identities of the people who sat at these tables and trod
softly around the galleries; he liked to believe that they were real men and women of the
twenty-third century, whose identities had been captured and preserved by the miraculous
technology of Torwald Steeg.

The old man was standing at the central desk, talking to one of the librarians; now
he turned and beckoned to Niall, pointing to the nearest elevator. Niall joined him as he
was pulling aside the creaking concertina of a door, and followed him into the wood-
paneled interior, whose rear wall bore the notice: "Maximum load three persons." The old
man touched a button; nothing happened. He opened and closed the concertina door
again; this time, the elevator began to rise slowly, with a soft, whining sound. Niall had
no idea how all this was accomplished, and no desire to know; he preferred to bask in the
illusion that he had been transported back into an earlier century.

They stepped out at the twenty-eighth level -- each level had its number cast in
the ironwork of the front of the balcony. These galleries made Niall nervous, since the
fretwork made it possible to see through the floor and the sides of the balcony, which
were scarcely three feet high. He knew it was impossible to fall, yet would have felt more
comfortable if the floor and wall had been solid.

As he followed Steeg along the gallery, Niall observed that many of the titles of
the books were in Latin: Turba Philosophorum, Speculum Alchamiae, De Occulta
Philosophia, Aureum Vellus; others were in Greek or Arabic. They halted before a shelf
whose metal-engraved label read: Hermetica, KU to LO.

"What's hermetica?"

"Magical studies, named after the legendary founder of magic, Hermes
Trismegistos -- Thrice Great Hermes." He reached up to the shelf and removed, with
some effort, a large volume bound in black leather; Niall had time to read its title:
Encyclopedia of Hermetic and Alchemical Sigils, before it was placed on one of the
tables that stood in each angle of the hexagonal gallery. The book's edges were uncut, and
the handmade paper was thick and unglazed.

The old man clearly knew what he was looking for; he quickly located a page
toward the end of the volume. "I think this is what you are looking for."

The symbol on which he had placed his finger was unmistakably the same as the
one on the pendant, in spite of some slight variations in shape.

AR



Niall bent forward eagerly, then looked up, his face wrinkled in disappointment.
"What language is that?"

"German."

"And what does 'rache' mean?"

"Revenge. The text says that this is a sigil dating from the thirteenth century,
representing revenge. The lower part represents the wings of a bird of prey. The upper
part represents the horns of der feufel, the devil. The bird of prey is winging toward its
prey, carrying a terrible vengeance on its back."

As Niall stared at it, he felt a crawling sensation in the nerves of his scalp, as if
someone had poured cold water over his head; it was like a premonition of danger. He
examined the sigil intently, as if he could force it to give up its secret. "Does it say
whether this was a famous symbol?"

"It doesn't, but the answer is almost certainly no. A symbol like this would be
known only to students of hermeticism."

"Then how do you suppose Skorbo's killers knew about it?"

"That is something I cannot answer." He replaced the book on the shelf. "Perhaps
they were students of magic."

As he followed Steeg back toward the elevator, Niall experienced a deep sense of
frustration. It seemed absurd to be surrounded by so much knowledge, and yet to be
baffled by a simple question.

"Why should anyone want to study magic?"

"Because it is far older than natural science."

"Yes, but. . . but surely it's just a kind of superstition?"

"That is what most people believed in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. But
in the twenty-first century, many anthropologists came to a different conclusion. They
studied primitive tribes and concluded that some of them were able to perform certain
feats of magic -- rainmaking, for example."

Niall shook his head. "Do you believe that?"

The old man smiled apologetically. "I do not believe or disbelieve. I am merely a
machine. But Torwald Steeg was a rationalist, and he refused to believe it."

As they stepped into the elevator, Niall asked: "And how is magic supposed to
work?"

"All primitive peoples say the same thing -- that magic is performed with the help
of spirits."

"But spirits don't exist, do they?"

The old man smiled. "Torwald Steeg certainly did not think so."

The sensation of descending brought a return of the feeling of nausea; waves of
heat seemed to be rising from his stomach. Niall pulled a folding seat out of the wall and
sat down.

"Are you feeling ill?"

"Just tired." Niall closed his eyes and leaned his head back against the wall. "One
of Skorbo's killers struck me with his will-force, like a spider."

"Although he was, in fact, a human being?"

Niall controlled his impatience. "Of course."

"I see." It was at times like this that it was obvious that the old man was a
machine; he had no power to register astonishment. "In that case, I have a suggestion that



might help."

The elevator rattled to a halt. As they stepped out, the old man politely held the
door for a middle-aged woman in a tweed skirt; she gave them a tight smile as she
stepped past them. In response to the silence around them, Niall automatically lowered
his voice.

"Suggestion?"

The old man waited until they were outside before he spoke. "If your mind has
been in contact with the mind of the killer, then he has left us a clue to his identity."

"How?"

"Every event is bound to leave a trace -- that is one of the basic principles of
science. And it applies to mental as well as physical events."

Niall shook his head in bewilderment. "But how could you see a mental trace. . .
f)"

"It can be done -- with the aid of the peace machine." Again Niall's scalp tingled,
but this time with pleasurable excitement. It was the sensation he experienced every time
he approached the tower, the excitement a child feels when he hears the words "Once
upon a time. . ."

His expression must have betrayed his feelings. The old man said: "Do not be too
hopeful. The art of self-reflection is difficult and dangerous. But you will have to learn
sooner or later. Come."

This time the old man led the way into the column. A few seconds later, they
stepped into the hall of the peace machine.

This room was another of the Steegmaster's magical creations. Like the library, it
was far too large to be accommodated in the tower. It was a broad gallery, about a
hundred feet long, whose walls were covered with a rich brocade of blue and gold. At
regular intervals there were pedestals with busts and statues. But the city Niall could see
through its round-arched windows was not the spider city; to begin with, it was bathed in
a sunlight so dazzling that waves of heat shimmered over its houses. The square outside
contained a market, whose stalls were covered with bright-colored canopies, and the
people who crowded between them were also dressed in bright garments; many of them
carried swords. The city was surrounded by turreted walls, and beyond these there were
green hills with terraces and vineyards.

But Niall was now so familiar with this panorama of fifteenth-century Florence
that he paid it little attention. His eyes were fixed on the machine of blue-colored metal
that stood in the center of the gallery. This consisted of a bed or couch above which was
suspended a blue metal canopy whose lower face was covered with frosted glass. Even to
look at it made Niall feel serene and relaxed. This was the peace machine, invented in the
mid-twenty-first century by Oswald Chater and Min Takahashi, and capable of inducing
a state of consciously controlled relaxation equivalent to dreamless sleep.

But as he was about to climb onto the couch, the old man raised his hand.

"Wait. Before you do that it is important for you to understand the principles of
controlled self-reflection. Please sit down." He pointed to a bench that ran between the
busts of Aristotle and Voltaire. "To enter the state without preparation could be highly
dangerous.

"You know that the first thought-reading machine was invented in the early 2090s
by a team at the University of Albuquerque, led by W. S. K. Sawyer. It was Sawyer who



discovered that habit-memories have a molecular structure similar to that of DNA, and
that an electric current can cause them to discharge. When you try to remember
something without success, this is because you are too tired to cause the memory
molecule to discharge.

"One day, an assistant of Sawyer's named Carl Meiklejohn was amplifying the
memory circuits of an albino rat, and feeding them through to his own temporal cortex by
means of electrodes implanted in his scalp. Suddenly, he discovered that the rat had
formed a strong attachment to a pretty lab assistant named Annette Larsen. Now it so
happened that Meiklejohn himself was in love with Annette, but had been too shy to
show his feelings. So he naturally enjoyed studying the rat's feelings toward her. In fact,
he enjoyed it so much that he began to make a habit of staying behind in the laboratory so
he could play the memory circuits over and over again. One evening, when he was very
tired, he fell into a half-sleep as he was playing the memory circuits. And in this state, he
seemed to receive a strong impression that the girl was just as interested in him as he was
in her. When he returned to his normal waking state, he was inclined to believe that he
had been dreaming. But he had also noticed something else while he was half-asleep: that
the girl had a circular patch of brown skin on her neck between her shoulder blades. The
following day, he walked up behind her when she was peering down a microscope, and
saw that she had a patch of brown skin precisely where he had seen it the night before.
This so impressed him that he asked the girl to go out to dinner with him. She accepted,
and that night they became engaged.

"Now Meiklejohn thought a great deal about this experience. He asked the girl if
she had ever allowed the rat to walk over her shoulders and the back of her neck; she said
of course not. In fact, she had seldom taken it out of its cage. So how could the rat's
memory contain the knowledge of the patch of brown skin? Now Meiklejohn reached an
important conclusion. He recalled that the rat's memory had also told him that Annette
was interested in him, and that this had proved to be true. So was it possible that the rat's
memory contained far more than mere physical impressions of the girl: that because it
was attached to her, it had somehow read her mind? And Meiklejohn, in turn, had read
the rat's mind when he was half-asleep, and therefore in a state of deep relaxation.

"These conclusions were, of course, revolutionary. For it meant that a rat's
memory is capable of recording impressions of remarkable complexity -- impressions too
complex for the rat itself to understand. And that, moreover, Meiklejohn in his waking
state was unable to grasp these complex impressions. He had to be totally relaxed and on
the edge of sleep.

"Now Meiklejohn realized that he had made a discovery of tremendous
importance, and that it would probably win him the Nobel Prize. So he decided to keep
his discovery a secret until he had conducted some further experiments. And this proved
to be a mistake. One morning, he was found wandering around the university building
wearing nothing but his shirt, and in a state of psychotic anxiety. Attendants from a local
mental hospital had to put him in a straitjacket. Under heavy sedation he eventually
recovered, and told them what had happened. He had made recordings from the memory
circuits of a stray dog. And the dog had belonged to an alcoholic who had treated it with
extreme cruelty before he went insane. In a state of deep relaxation -- Meiklejohn had
been using the peace machine -- he had played back the dog's memory circuits, and had
been so shocked that he had an instant nervous breakdown.



"The story has a happy ending. Meiklejohn married Annette Larsen, and made a
complete recovery; he also received the Nobel Prize. And he went on to invent a device
for recording and amplifying memories which he called the psychoscope -- a kind of
telescope for looking into the mind. It became known to the general public as the
internalizer. And the psychoscope led him to an even more important discovery: that he
was able to study his own memories, and observe all kinds of complex impressions that
he was not even aware of having received. For example, he discovered that Annette was
pregnant at a time when neither of them had even thought of the possibility.

"Cheap forms of the internalizer became immensely popular toward the end of the
twenty-first century -- people love to play with their own minds. But it caused so many
nervous breakdowns, and so many cases of violent crime, that governments finally
banned its sale, and made private possession of internalizers illegal."

Niall said: "But how could it tell me anything about Skorbo's killer? I only saw
him alive for about half a minute."

"Your minds came into contact. That is enough. But before you try exploring
these memory impressions, [ would advise you to experiment with a few simple
pictures."

Niall found it hard to conceal his excitement. What he had just heard seemed to
open up almost unimaginable vistas of possibility. There was nothing to prevent him
from exploring his own past like a picture gallery, from reliving the brightest moments of
his childhood, or the excitement of his first visit to the underground city of Dira. His
heart was beating almost painfully as he stood up and went to the peace machine.

"Where is this internalizer?"

"There is one already built into the peace machine."

Niall climbed onto the bed, and lay down under the frosted glass; the yielding
velvet surface was as soft as eiderdown. A light came on behind the frosted glass, and
there was a faint humming sound. The relaxation that instantly pervaded his body was so
deep that he felt as though he was expelling the aches and fatigues of a lifetime. He had
not even realized that he felt so tired, or that the encounter with Skorbo's killer had so
drained his energies. Wave after wave of delight flowed from the soles of his feet up to
his head, then seemed to retreat back again like the tide flowing back down a beach. In
spite of his efforts to remain conscious, one of these waves picked him up and carried
him into oblivion.

As soon as Niall opened his eyes, he remembered where he was. He sat up hastily.
"How long have I been asleep?"

"About two hours."

The thought filled him with guilt. "I must get back to the palace."

"Why? You are the ruler. You can do what you like."

This, of course, was true. Moreover, the Council meeting was over for the day. He
allowed himself to relax again, adjusting the pillow under his head. Now he noticed the
device that was lying beside him on the couch; it was made of half a dozen curved strips
of metal in the shape of a cap. A wire ran from it to a socket in the side of the couch.

"Place that on your head and adjust it until it is comfortable." On the inside of



each metal strip there were a number of felt pads; when Niall touched one of these with
his fingertip he discovered that it was damp. He adjusted the cap on his head, with the
front strip across his forehead, the rear one at the back of his skull. There was a faint
electrical tingling where the pads touched his bare skin.

Behind the frosted glass screen, the light came on again; this time he was already
relaxed, so it merely induced a warm glow of pleasure.

"Now, close your eyes and try to make your mind a blank."

Niall tried to imagine total darkness, and was surprised at his success. It was as if
he was suspended in endless space. Then, with a suddenness that startled him, he heard
his mother's voice.

"It has to be grated and pounded, then cooked for at least two hours. Otherwise it
is a deadly poison."

He was so surprised that he opened his eyes to make sure that she was not in the
room. Even with his eyes open he could hear her voice saying: "My grandmother used it
to make a kind of wine."

The voice of his grandfather, Jomar, said: "She is right. It can also be ground into
flour for making bread."

The old man asked: "What can you hear?"

"It's my mother talking to my grandfather."

And even as Niall answered, the conversation continued. Suddenly, Niall could
recall exactly when it had taken place. He was about seven years old, and the family had
only just moved into the burrow, the lair of the tiger beetle on the edge of the desert.
Before that, they had lived in a cave at the foot of the great inland plateau; but it had been
hot, uncomfortable, and unsafe. By comparison, the burrow was cool and secure. When
they first moved in, it had smelled of the acrid smoke of the burnt creosote bushes that
had been used to drive out the tiger beetles. Now, as Niall listened to his mother and
grandfather discussing how to cook the roots of the cassava plant, he could also smell the
burnt creosote wood. There was another smell which he found more difficult to place;
then it came back: the poultice made from the crushed root of the devil plant, which had
been used to dress the wound in his grandfather's thigh -- a wound made by the
mandibles of a dying tiger beetle.

As Niall lay there, he experienced many conflicting emotions and sensations. A
part of him had become a seven-year-old boy, with all the feelings and thoughts of a
seven-year-old. Yet he was also aware of his older self lying there on the couch of the
peace machine, conscious of the presence of the child inside him. It seemed incredible
that his memory had preserved this section of his childhood with such precision and
exactitude, with every single word spoken by his mother and grandfather, and later by his
cousin Hrolf, and Hrolf's mother Ingeld. And this recognition of the reality of his own
past induced a feeling of elation, of sheer joy in being alive, together with a certainty that
all the problems of human life are trivial, and that human beings only take them seriously
because they are stupid and short-sighted. All these insights were so powerful that they
seemed self-evident, as if he had known them all his life.

The old man's voice interrupted his thoughts. "Can you see where you are?"

"NO."

"Very well. I want you to keep your eyes tightly closed, but imagine opening
them."



At first it was difficult to follow this instruction. When he tried to imagine
opening his eyes, he felt his eyelids twitch, and caught a glimpse of the glass panel above
him. Then he tried placing his hands over his eyes, so that it was impossible to open
them, and envisaged lying on his bed of rushes in the burrow, with his mother only a few
feet away. Quite suddenly, the cave was there, and he could see the face of his
grandfather, illuminated by the single oil lamp. It seemed incredible that his father's
father, who had been dead for more than three years, should be sitting there in all his
living reality, talking to Niall's mother Siris, who sat with her back toward him. With a
sudden total depth of conviction, Niall reflected that time is an illusion.

The old man said: "Have you succeeded?"

"Yes."

"Very well. Now I want you to try something rather more difficult. I want you to
change this scene completely."

Niall said: "How?" The idea seemed absurd. He was there, in the cave, listening
to his mother and grandfather, and waiting for his father and his uncle Thorg to return
from a hunting trip.

"Imagine some other scene, and try to see it."

Niall tried to envisage the outside of the burrow, with its gray-looking shrubs and
creosote bushes, and the treelike euphorbia cactus; but it made no difference. Then,
suddenly, everything became dark. A moment later, his mother was saying: "It has to be
grated and pounded, then cooked for at least two hours. Otherwise it is a deadly poison."

His grandfather's voice replied: "It can also be ground into flour for making bread.

The old man asked: "What is happening?"

"It's gone back to the beginning."

"Good. Now try again."

Niall tried concentrating. This made the voices fade; but when he stopped
concentrating, they came back again. In some strange sense, his efforts seemed to be
counterproductive.

The old man said: "Try imagining something that gave you great pleasure."

Niall tried to conjure up the first time he had seen Princess Merlew. She had been
standing beside her father, King Kazak, in the throne room of the underground city, and
her red-gold hair had been held in place by a circlet of gold. He could still remember the
way his heart had lurched when she smiled at him, showing the white, even teeth that
were unstained by the juice of berries. He could feel the softness of her skin as they
clasped forearms in greeting. . .

Then, with a suddenness that startled him, he was holding her in his arms, and she
was saying: "I've come to take you back with me." Her mouth was warm against his ear,
and he could feel the curves of her body through the red spider silk of the dress. His own
voice replied: "You know I can't do that." At that moment, Niall recalled that they were
no longer in the underground city, but in the city of the bombardier beetles, and that he
was waiting for an audience with the Master. And now Merlew was checking the door, to
make sure the latch was secure, before she lay down on the couch, and drew him down
beside her. His whole body was responding to the softness of her mouth as she pressed
against him. His surge of desire was so powerful that he opened his eyes, embarrassed by
the presence of the old man. Like a light being extinguished, the scene disappeared.



But this time he was aware of what he had done to make it disappear. He had
switched his attention elsewhere, like turning his head to look at something else.

The old man had also disappeared. Niall felt relieved, and at the same time
amused with his own stupidity. The old man was a machine, yet his reflexes continued to
treat him as a living reality. And all this training was designed to teach him to control his
reflexes.

He readjusted the metal bands, pressing the contacts against his forehead, then
closed his eyes and made his mind a blank. Once again he was surprised by the total
darkness that supervened, as if he was suspended in empty space. This time he turned his
thoughts to his cousin Dona, whom he had seen for the first time in Kazak's underground
city. He was trying to conjure up the living quarters of the house where she lived with her
mother Sefna. Instead, he found himself sitting beside her on a bench in the garden of the
nursery in the spider city. The sunlight was warm, and there was a hissing sound as a
fountain threw a spray of water into the air. A few feet away, his brother Veig was sitting
on the lawn with Runa and Mara, telling them a story. And he and Dona were looking
into one another's eyes, while cautiously allowing their fingers to touch. . .

As he now looked at her -- and she seemed as real as a living person -- he found
himself wishing that Merlew had some of Dona's gentleness and kindness, and that Dona
had a little of Merlew's jaunty vitality and seductiveness. Because the image of Merlew
had so recently been present to his senses, he found it easy to conjure up her presence, as
if he was still holding her in his arms. For a moment, Dona receded and gave way to
Merlew. By a mental effort, he caused Merlew to recede, so that he was once again
sitting beside Dona. It was as if he were in two places at once, and as if the two women
were both trying to occupy his consciousness. Yet his consciousness was not a room in
which Dona and Merlew jostled for space; it was a unified awareness in which both
women were equally present. With a sudden flash of insight, he realized that this
awareness was his awareness, and that it depended entirely upon his own power to
sustain it. With a spontaneous and instantaneous mental gesture, he blended Merlew and
Dona, so they ceased to be two persons. Merlew took on the gentleness of Dona, while
Dona suddenly glowed with a new seductiveness.

This result astonished him. He had become so accustomed to the vagaries of the
imagination, to his mind's inability to sustain a mental image for more than a few
moments, that he found it hard to believe what had happened. It was true that this new
Dona-Merlew was not as real as either of the two women; he was aware that if he reached
out and tried to hold her hand, she would dissolve back into her constituents. Yet he
could look at her, could study the amazing way that Merlew's pale skin blended into
Dona's golden-brown complexion, and the way that Merlew's blue eyes and Dona's
brown eyes united in an intermediate shade of green. Even their clothes had blended, and
the new Dona-Merlew was wearing a nursemaid's blue tunic made of a clinging spider
silk that emphasized the curves of her body. But what surprised Niall most of all was that
the new girl, although less real than either Dona or Merlew, was undoubtedly a separate
individual, a human being with her own unique reality. It seemed impossible to believe
that she was merely a fantasy, a creation of his own mind.

The old man's voice said: "You may find it simpler to use this." When he opened
his eyes, no one was there, but on the pillow, a few inches from his face, there was a
small black box, about three inches square, whose upper face contained four rows of



black numbered buttons. By now, Niall knew enough of electronics to guess that it was a
control unit. And since the voice issued no further instructions, he cautiously pushed the
first button. This was clearly the on/off switch. The curious sense of excitement and
vitality disappeared immediately, and the world around him seemed to become solid and
normal. It was a sensation not unlike waking up. When he pressed it again, he
experienced a slight distortion of his senses that made him screw up his eyes; this passed,
and he felt once again the electrical tingling that produced such an odd sense of
expectancy and interest. The effect was not unlike that of the thought mirror with which
the old man had presented him on his first visit to the tower; but the thought mirror
amplified the powers of concentration, as if looking at the world through a magnifying
glass, while this device seemed to induce a sense of relaxation and delight, as if the sun
had emerged from behind a cloud.

This feeling disappeared as soon as he pressed the second button. This time the
distortion of his senses made him feel sick and giddy; when it vanished, his body felt
heavy and languorous, and he was overwhelmed by a dreamy sensation that made the
world seem unreal; it was like being awake and asleep at the same time. He pressed the
button again, but this only had the effect of increasing the dreamlike sensation until his
senses blurred, and he felt as if he were hopelessly drunk. But as soon as he pressed the
on/off switch, his senses cleared. It was an immense relief to be restored to everyday
reality, and for the first time in his life, Niall realized that the sense of normality deserves
to be regarded as a luxury.

The pleasure of exploration soon induced him to press the "on" switch. Then he
pressed the button labeled "3." Nothing happened. He switched off and tried again. Still
nothing happened. He knew that he merely had to speak aloud, and the voice of the
Steegmaster would explain what was wrong. But he preferred to work it out for himself.
He stared at the device in his hand, and wrinkled his nose. The first button switched it on
and off. Without that, the second button would not work. Perhaps the second button had
to be pressed before the third would work? He tried it, touching the second button quickly
and lightly -- he had already worked out that the intensity of the effect depended on how
long he held it down -- and then pressed the third button. The darkness that supervened
told him that his guess was correct. A moment later, he was startled by the sound of
birdsong, and a noise of running water. At the same time, he could smell the indefinable
yet distinct odor of wet grass and leaves. But since he was still in darkness, he had no
idea where he was. Then, suddenly, he was in motion, and could hear the sound of wheels
on the hard road, and of the feet of charioteers. He lay flat, and tried to imagine that he
was opening his eyes. This time it worked immediately, and he found himself sitting
between his mother and his brother in a cart pulled by four runners. They were passing
through a stretch of woodland, and the branches overarched the road and formed a green
tunnel. Between the branches overhead, the sky was a deep blue, but he could see storm
clouds hanging over the distant hills; as they passed between two steep banks, he could
reach out and touch the wet grass. They had just landed in the country of the spiders, and
were being taken to the city of the white tower. On the sea voyage from North Khaybad,
Niall had saved the life of a wolf spider who had been swept overboard; this is why they
were being treated as guests instead of prisoners. And now, for the first time since his
birth in the desert, Niall was looking at rain-soaked woodland and hearing the song of the
thrush and the blackbird. It had been one of the most memorable sensations of his life,



and now, as he experienced it again, he was bathed in a sense of delight and nostalgia.
Although it had been less than a year ago, it seemed to be in another lifetime, like a
memory of childhood.

A moment later, this memory was suddenly replaced by another with which it
seemed interconnected. This time he was marching along a moonlit road with a group of
men who were dressed like slaves. In fact, they were young men from the city of the
beetles, and they were setting out on a venture whose dangers were far greater than they
realized: to try to gain access to the old fortress and its arsenal of weapons and
explosives. Ulic, Milo, Yorg, Mostig, Crispin, Marcus, Hastur, Renfred, Kosmin, Cyprian
were all drunk with the spirit of adventure; only Doggins, their leader, was aware of the
danger. Within a few hours, three of them would be dead, including Cyprian, who was
now marching next to Niall. . . But in the meantime, Niall breathed in the cold sweetness
of the night air, and absorbed the enchantment of the silvery mist; some strange inner
glow of optimism told him that tonight would change the whole direction of his life. . .

Now, at last, Niall felt he was beginning to understand some of the complexities
of the internalizer. One memory had evoked another because they had some basic factor
in common; and what they had in common was not simply that both experiences involved
the countryside, but that both involved the same curious sense of delight and freedom.

He pressed the fourth button. Again there was darkness but a darkness in which
he could hear the sighing of the wind, and smell the sharp, salty odor of the sea. Without
even having to restore the sense of sight, he knew that he was standing on top of the high
mountain pass that divided the desert from the coastal plain of North Khaybad, and that
he was smelling the sea for the first time. His heart swelled with a tremendous exultation.
A moment later he was looking down on the green plain with its trees and bushes, and at
the blue expanse of the sea that lay beyond. Then the vision blurred and darkened, and he
was lying by a campfire, smelling the wood-smoke and the cold night air, and listening to
sailors harmonizing the chorus of a sea shanty. He knew he was back in North Khaybad,
on his way to recover the body of his father, and that their party was encamped in the
midst of the same green plain he had seen from the high mountain pass.

At this point a strange thing happened. As he lay there on the couch, listening to
the singing and the crackling of the fire, he felt himself drifting into sleep. It was then
that he realized that his "earlier self" must have fallen asleep at about this point, and that
he had been witnessing that drift into the twilight world between sleep and waking. And
now he was fascinated to observe the blurred images that wandered like slow clouds
before his inner vision, and the alien voices that uttered meaningless yet strangely
significant phrases -- one of them said: "His greenness will be more obstinate when he
finds his tail." Then the voices seemed to turn into water which seeped into the cracks of
his unconscious mind and ran into some underground lake of darkness. The effect was so
strange that it made him feel sick and dizzy, as if everything had become unreal. He
groped for the "off" button of the control unit, and felt a flood of relief as the normal
world returned like daylight after a nightmare.

His curiosity about the control unit still strong, he touched the final button of the
bottom row, which was labeled "20." The result was as unexpected as it was unpleasant.
He was suddenly gripped by a convulsion of sorrow and misery that struck with the
unexpectedness of a summer storm or a violent blow. He was standing in the entrance to
the burrow, looking down at a hideously swollen corpse which he could just recognize as



that of his father. The face was black and the open eyes were bulging. The arm, wearing a
copper bracelet, was flung up as if to protect the face from the fangs of an angry spider.

The old man's voice said: "I think that perhaps you should switch off the
machine."

He was standing again by the couch. Niall's energies had been so drained by the
shock that it cost him an effort of will to press the "off" button. He said: "Why did it do
that?" Even his lips felt numb.

"The electrical pulses of the internalizer cause memory circuits to discharge. You
selected a frequency connected with traumatic memories."

"But what good is it?" He knew the question was irrational, but the shock was
turning to anger.

"Far more than you think." The old man's voice was so calm and reasonable that
his anger evaporated. "I would advise you to repeat the experience."

"Why?" Niall's faith in the Steegmaster was implicit, but the idea appalled him.

"Because it will make the pain disappear. Try it." Bracing himself as if for a blow,
Niall switched on the unit, then pressed the button labeled "20." Again he was assailed by
waves of misery as he looked at his father's distorted face; this time he even noticed the
puncture marks on the underside of the arm where the spider had injected the poison. Yet
he was also aware that the misery was being experienced by the Niall who was standing
in the entrance to the burrow, and that he himself was feeling it at second hand.

"Again." The old man's voice actually sounded sympathetic. As he pressed the
button, and the memory returned to the beginning, he was even more clearly aware of the
gap between his present and his past self. When that past self had experienced a sense of
numbness, it had been a defense against an overwhelming surge of emotion; now the
emotion had lost some of its power, Niall ceased to experience the numbness. Instead, he
experienced rage and pity, and a sense of the futility of his father's death. "Again."

This time, even the rage and pity had lost their force.

"Again."

This time he felt only pity.

"Again."

The pity became a sense of sadness mingled with futile regrets.

"Again."

Now he could see that even regret and sadness were pointless; it had happened,
and there was nothing he could do about it.

"Again."

Niall shook his head. "There's no need to do it again." He felt curiously calm and
peaceful; he was also experiencing an odd sensation, as if he was growing physically
older second by second. He asked: "How did the machine do that?"

"It didn't. Your own mind did it. Any negative emotion can be erased by reliving
it."

To his surprise, he found himself yawning. The sense of shock had given way to a
pleasant feeling of relaxation. But his brain felt tired, with the kind of fatigue he had
experienced after making too much use of the thought mirror. He closed his eyes for a
moment, tempted to fall asleep, then remembered why he was there, and forced himself
back into wakefulness.

"You said I could learn about Skorbo's killers."



"You wish to make the attempt now?"

"Yes, if it's possible."

"It is possible, but perhaps not entirely advisable. You need more practice with
the internalizer. | would suggest at least another day."

Niall shook his head. "There's not time. One of them may still be in the city, and
he could be gone by tomorrow."

"It is your choice. You understand the dangers."

He asked with misgiving: "Dangers?"

"You have already encountered the worst of them. Negative emotions."

"The worst?" He could not keep a note of relief out of his voice.

"You should not underestimate negative emotion." There was a hint of reproof in
his tone.

"Of course. But if you don't object. . ."

"It is not for me to object or approve."

Again Niall had to remind himself that Steeg was a computer, not a human being.

"Then tell me what I have to do."

"First of all, concentrate upon this man. Try to envisage him clearly. It may help
you to hold the pendant in your hand. Then, when you are ready, press number two,
which induces the alpha state, then number nine, which amplifies short-term memory --
the experiences of the past few hours. You may then begin to receive impressions. If this
fails, try deepening the alpha state."

Niall took the pendant from his pocket and held it in his right hand. But this
seemed pointless; after all, he could not see it while he was holding it. Instead, he placed
the chain round his neck, so the pendant rested on his chest. Then he touched the second
button. The dreamy sensation returned, accompanied by a feeling that was like falling
backwards. Now he closed his eyes, and envisaged the face of the dead man, with its
large eyes, beaklike nose, and weak chin. For a moment it was real; then it became
blurred. Even in the hour since he had seen it, the memory had faded, overlaid by other
impressions. The more he tried to visualize it precisely, the less clear it became. He
opened his eyes and touched the ninth button. The result was startling. He was again
standing in the rubble-strewn corridor, smelling its distinctive odor of damp plaster and
dust, and looking into the strange, dark eyes. He braced himself, knowing what was about
to happen. There was the sensation of being struck violently in the face, while at the same
time, his breathing was cut off as if someone had gripped his windpipe. His senses
blurred, and everything seemed to go into slow motion. Yet because he was also
observing it all from a distance, he also continued to stare into the face of his attacker,
and to observe its expression of uncertainty and anxiety. He even experienced a flash of
sympathy: this man was alone in a hostile city, surrounded by enemies. His safety
depended on not being recognized, and now that he had been recognized, he had ceased
to be the hunter, and became the quarry. . .

Over the man's shoulder, Niall saw the glue spider lowering itself silently out of
its hole in the ceiling. The man heard it as its feet touched the floor, and started to turn.
Before he could do so, he was struck by the will power of the spider and immobilized;
moments later, he was being held down on the floor by the spider's front legs, and a fine
spray of glue was being squirted into his face. At the same time, Niall's vision cleared,
and he became aware that Simeon was bending over him and helping him to his feet.



He knew what would happen next, and the thought sickened him. Even as he was
pressing the "off" button, the man was leaping to his feet and reaching for the knife
hidden inside his garment; then, like a light being extinguished, he vanished.

The old man said: "You learned what you wanted to know?"

"No."

"What happened?"

"The man was about to commit suicide, and I didn't want to see it."

"I see."

The calm, level voice made him feel ashamed of himself. In the silence that
followed, he said: "I'll try again."

"One moment." Niall paused, his finger on the control. "Every time you do this,
you use up mental energy. The more tired you become, the less you are likely to discover
-- the tired mind is unobservant."

Niall knew he was right; his brain was feeling heavy and dull. "I'll try just once
more."

"Very well. But a word of advice. The longer you hold down the second control,
the deeper the alpha state. This will increase your sensitivity. But it will also make you
more vulnerable. I would suggest that you keep your finger on the off control."

"Thanks. I will."

He closed his eyes and made his mind a blank, deliberately inducing relaxation.
Then he pressed the "on" switch and touched the second button. The dreamy sense of
unreality was a little like sinking into a sea of some soft, silky material that caressed his
senses. He was aware of hovering in the borderland between sleeping and waking, where
the slightest relaxation of attention would allow him to drift into sleep. A huge wooden
cart with massive timber beams trundled across the threshold of his mind, while a female
voice stated clearly: "All elephants are misfits in the world of fleas." An effort of will
propelled him back toward consciousness, and he depressed the ninth button, on which
his finger was already resting. He was immediately back in the corridor, running after the
man in slave uniform. As he seized the shoulder of his tunic, the man stumbled and
crashed sideways against the wall. The scene had the clarity of a dream, and was in such
vivid detail that it seemed to be taking place in a kind of slow motion. The man was
turning his head, and Niall was looking into the large eyes, and experiencing his sense of
panic and desperation; it was so acute that Niall felt sorry for him. Then came the
sensation of a violent blow, and the choking sense of suffocation. But this time, Niall saw
the "blow" coming: the concentration of the will, the focusing of a beam of aggression,
the deliberate assault on the control center of his nervous system. Then, as their minds
came into contact, his own identity seemed to blend into that of his assailant, as if they
had become the same person. For a few seconds, the man's whole life was spread out for
Niall's inspection. What he saw shocked and repelled him. Once again, he experienced
the unpleasant sensation, like a disagreeable smell, and this time was aware that it sprang
from a certain ruthlessness and brutality. The sheer complexity of what he was seeing
was bewildering, although its salient features were clear enough; it was a little like
looking down on the Earth from outer space. He needed time to study and take it in.

But already the man was springing to his feet and reaching into his bosom; his
hand was emerging with the knife as Niall touched the "off" control.

"Well?"



Niall said: "He was a trained killer."

"Was Skorbo the intended victim, or was he chosen at random?"

Niall had to search his memory. It was like trying to remember a dream. "The
intended victim."

"Where do they come from?"

"Somewhere. . . underground."

"Dira?"

"No, not Dira. Some. . . other place."

"Do you know where?"

Niall closed his eyes and tried to focus the memory, but it was no good.

"No. It all happened too quickly."

"That can be remedied, of course. What else did you find out?"

"Hatred. . . I could sense hatred. This man was a kind of trained butcher or
executioner. And there was something else I didn't understand. . . He wasn't entirely
human."

"In what sense?"

"I don't know. It was just something I felt."

There was a silence. Niall said: "It seems incredible. . . that there could be another
underground city. Surely you'd know about it?"

The old man shook his head. "I am afraid our information-gathering system is not
infallible."

"But a whole city. . ."

"There is a curious legend that dates back to the twentieth century, a legend of
space travelers from a distant galaxy who landed on Earth when they were at the end of
their resources. Solar radiation was deadly to them, so they built colonies underground,
and created a complex civilization when mankind was still living in caves. But the
hardships of living underground gradually caused their numbers to decrease. Many of
those who were left began to suffer from a kind of insanity, so they turned into
monsters."

"Monsters?"

"They ceased to behave rationally. Some of them began to eat human beings. The
stories declare that these people were the origin of legends about vampires, ghouls,
troglodytes, and other sinister creatures from underground."

"But is that true?"

The old man chuckled. "Torwald Steeg would have said that it was obvious
nonsense. But he would also have acknowledged that it is impossible to know how much
truth there is in a legend."

"Then how can we find out about this underground city?"

"At the moment, your main hope lies in the internalizer. Your minds were only in
contact for a moment, yet you may have learned far more than you realize."

Niall reached for the control unit, then hesitated. "You say I should wait until
tomorrow?"

"That is your decision. If you are tired, the results will be poor."

Niall's head ached and he felt exhausted; yet his curiosity was stronger than his
fatigue. "I think I'll try just once more. . ."

He lay down, closed his eyes, and touched the "on" button. The headache



dissolved away, and he experienced an overwhelming temptation to fall asleep. He
resisted this and touched the second button. It was even more difficult to resist the waves
of dreamy relaxation that tried to wash away his consciousness. Before this could happen,
he touched the ninth button.

Once again he was in the rubble-strewn corridor with its smell of damp plaster.
But this time the experience was so vivid that it was hard to believe that it was unreal. As
in a dream, the walls looked quite solid, and the floor under his feet was obviously hard.
His underlying tiredness seemed to sharpen his perceptions, with the effect of slow
motion. Even as he was pursuing the man along the corridor, he could see the glue spider
looking out of its hole in the ceiling, and this observation made him aware that his
perceptions were not confined to his memory of the event. As if in a real life situation, he
could direct his attention to anything he chose. As he reached out to grab the man's
shoulder, he noticed a few links of the gold chain showing from under the slave garment.
Then the man stumbled and turned -- Niall felt that he now knew his face as well as that
of his own father or mother; he also noticed the badly shaven chin and the oddly feral
quality of his teeth. When the blow came, it seemed to be like a kick deliberately aimed
at his solar plexus. He was interested to observe that the man was using a kind of
emotional negative energy; it was as if he had looked at Niall with hatred, and the hatred
had somehow turned into a physical force, like a clenched fist. And this, Niall now
realized, was because it had been directed at his own emotional center.

As their minds came into contact he was again aware of his distaste, a desire to
turn away his face, as if from an unpleasant smell. But this time he resisted the impulse,
determined to try to understand as much as possible of the killer's life and background.
Again there was a vertiginous sensation of seeing too many things, so many that his mind
had no chance to retain them.

It was at this point that the whole quality of the experience underwent a change.
So far, he had been aware that he was studying a kind of recording, a memory trace that
had been fixed in time. Now, suddenly, he had the curious sensation of being in contact
with a living mind. This was obviously absurd, since the man was dead. Yet the
experience was unmistakable. The difference between studying a memory-recording and
probing a living mind was as plain and distinct as the difference between touching the
cold flesh of a corpse and the warm flesh of a living person. His mind recoiled in fear and
alarm. In that moment he became aware that both he and Skorbo's killer were standing in
a narrow stone chamber, in complete darkness. There was an impression of cold. A few
feet in front of them, a man was seated in a stone chair that was not unlike the throne on
which King Kazak had received visitors in Dira. In spite of the darkness, the man in the
chair was completely visible, as if to some sense other than sight. He was dressed in a
long, black garment like a monk's robe, and his face was concealed inside its cowl. Yet in
spite of being able to see in the dark, Niall was unable to see the face inside the hood;
only the whites of the eyes were dimly visible, and they seemed to stare with an
unblinking intensity that was unnerving.

Dark shoes with curled tips peeped out from under the robe. The only other part
of the man that was visible were the hands that rested on the arms of the chair. Niall
observed that these seemed to be scaly, like the skin of a lizard or a snake, although the
flesh was the color of normal human flesh. The fingers were connected together with a
web of almost transparent flesh.



In the moment Niall suddenly found himself in his presence, this man was
apparently questioning Skorbo's killer, who was standing before him with bowed head, in
an attitude of respect. But as Niall stared with astonishment at the man in the stone chair,
Skorbo's killer seemed to sense Niall's presence; a moment later, the seated man also
became aware of him. Niall had the impression that the eyes had narrowed, and as they
turned on him, it cost him an effort not to take a step backwards; there was an almost
physical force in the stare. His bodiless state seemed to amplify his sensitivity, so that he
was abnormally conscious of the personality behind the eyes. Oddly enough, there was
no sense of evil or malice; only of ruthless fanaticism that was akin to blindness. He
sensed that this was a being who would regard anyone who opposed or disagreed with
him as an enemy who deserved to be exterminated.

The man raised his right hand from the arm of the chair and pointed at Niall with
a finger that seemed to have a claw instead of a nail; it might have been a gesture of
admonishment. As he did so, Niall experienced an agonizing sensation in his chest. It felt
as though some small crablike creature had leapt on to his chest and clung there, gripping
with sharp little claws that seemed to extend in a circle, like those of certain bugs or lice.
The pain made him gasp; yet as his fingers tried to tear it away, he could see there was
nothing there.

A moment later, he was back on the couch in the white tower, and the sun was
streaming in through the window. His feeling of relief gave way to horror as he realized
that the invisible entity was still tearing at his chest, as if intent on eating its way into his
heart. The internalizer had been switched off, the room looked solid and normal. Yet he
was still aware of the gaze of the narrow brown eyes, and of the intense pain in his chest.
As his hands clawed at the neck of his tunic, they snapped the fine gold chain that held
the pendant round his neck; it flew across the room and landed on the floor. At that
moment, the pain stopped, and he ceased to be aware of the brown eyes.

"What happened?"

Niall shook his head; once again, he felt drained and exhausted. But this time it
was not the tiredness that follows a shock, but an aching sense of fatigue, as if he had just
been subjected to some enormous strain that had brought him to the verge of physical
breakdown.

He pointed at the pendant, which was lying against the wall. "That thing nearly
killed me."

The old man picked it up. "That is impossible. It is merely a piece of metal."

Niall felt too exhausted to argue. He said: "It's some kind of transmitter. "

The old man shook his head. "My analysis indicates that it is an alloy of copper
and zinc, with a trace of gold. It is quite solid, and therefore contains no transmitter."

"I don't give a damn what your analysis says." Niall was aware that his tiredness
was causing his voice to choke with frustration. He forced himself to be calm, and
allowed his head to sink back on the pillow. The peace machine immediately began to
vibrate -- he realized this was an automatic response to his tension -- and he experienced
an instant sense of relief. "Please switch that thing off." The vibrations ceased. "I don't
want to go to sleep. I want to find out what happened."

"Yes, of course. I understand." The mechanically soothing voice caused a wave of
irritation, and he had to remind himself that it would be pointless to lose his temper with
a machine. "Please describe what happened.”



Niall drew a deep breath. "I found myself standing in a dark room with Skorbo's
killer. There was an old man sitting on a kind of throne -- a man in a long black robe.
And when he realized I was there, he attacked me with his mind."

"At which point, I realized you were having a nightmare and switched off the
machine."

"It was not a nightmare!" Niall found it hard to keep his voice down. "I'm certain
he was real."

"Very well, he was real." The flat, reasonable voice was infuriating. "And what of
Skorbo's assassin?"

"He was real, too. He was the first one to notice me."

"Then he was not dead after all?"

"Yes, he's dead." His own voice sounded dull and flat.

"How is that possible? You said he was alive."

"I said he was real. Perhaps he was some kind of a ghost."

"The Steegmaster does not make allowance for the existence of ghosts, except in
the psychological sense. Torwald Steeg believed that ghosts are a primitive superstition."

Niall spoke with his eyes closed. "I don't care what Steeg believed. I'm telling you
what happened." The peace machine switched on again; as the waves of relaxation
flowed through him, Niall was tempted to allow it to soothe away his tiredness and
frustration. But something in him revolted at this surrender to mere physical comfort. He
said: "Turn that thing off. We've got to get to the bottom of this."

"Of course." The vibrations ceased. "But please consider what I am saying. Your
description bears all the hallmarks of a nightmare. You insist that it was real. But you
forget that the psychoscope has the power to make dreams appear to be realities."

It sounded highly plausible. Niall realized suddenly that the old man could be
right after all. "But why should a nightmare make me feel so exhausted?"

"This is why I warned you against using the psychoscope when you are overtired.
Tiredness creates negative emotions, and the psychoscope amplifies them."

"But would it make me feel as if something had drained all the life out of me?"

"Not normally. But that is something that can easily be tested."

"How?"

"By measuring your life-field." He passed out of Niall's line of sight, behind the
peace machine, and emerged a moment later holding two retractable wires -- coiled so
they were like long springs -- which terminated in bell-shaped cups. He held out one of
these to Niall. "Please place this against your inner thigh." Niall raised his tunic and
pressed the cup against his flesh, where it immediately attached itself. "Please moisten
your lower lip." He pressed the second cup against Niall's lip; Niall felt his flesh sucked
inward as it gripped.

"What does it do?"

"Measures the electrical field associated with your vitality." He disappeared
behind the machine; there was a humming sound, which lasted only a few seconds.

Niall said: "Well?"

"That is strange." He detached the two cups. "Your lambda reading is down to
8.5."

"And what should it be?"

"A normal reading is between 10.5 and 11."



"So it could have been real?" He experienced a sinking of the heart; it had been
pleasant to believe that the man with the webbed fingers had merely been a dream.

"Not necessarily. You forget that your energies were drained by the man who
attacked you. And the psychoscope uses up a great deal of vital energy."

"Don't you have some machine for putting it back again?"

"Of course." Niall looked at him with surprise; his comment had been intended as
a joke. "The peace machine has an inbuilt Bentz apparatus for inducing an artificial life-
field. That should at least restore your electrical potential."

Niall's weariness was turning into a headache, accompanied by a feeling of
nausea.

"Can it stop me feeling sick?"

"[ think so."

A bright blue light came on behind the frosted glass panel, accompanied by a
whining sound that soon passed beyond the range of audibility. The light hurt his eyes,
and he closed them tight. Then, as the sound faded, his headache faded with it. At the
same time he began to experience a curious inner glow of optimism. He felt an absurd
desire to chuckle, and a sensation that made him feel slightly breathless, as if someone
had sprayed ice-cold water in his face. He gasped and drew a deep breath as the
weariness turned into a pleasure that was close to pain. There was a brimming sensation
of vitality, one curious consequence of which was a tickling sensation at the back of his
throat; a moment later, this exploded into a sneeze. The blue light immediately vanished,
and the serenity gave way to a feeling of normality that was like waking up. He groped in
his pocket for his handkerchief, as he blew his nose, there was a flash of pain in the back
of his skull.

The old man stood silently, looking at the dial. The silence lasted so long that
Niall asked: "Is something wrong?"

"Something is causing your life-field to leak."

He felt a twinge of alarm. "What does that mean?"

"It means that we are dealing with some unknown factor that I cannot explain."

Niall watched with curiosity as Steeg picked up the pendant on its broken chain,
carried it to the other end of the room, and dropped it into a cylindrical object that might
have been a wastepaper basket made of copper-wire mesh.

"What are you doing?"

"Taking a simple precaution. The rupture of your biophysical membrane suggests
that you have been in contact with some hostile entity. If this pendant is its transmitter,
then an electromagnetic field will render it harmless."

"So you think it wasn't a nightmare after all?"

"I cannot judge. Your earlier encounter may have done more damage than you
think."

Even as he was speaking, Niall could feel the euphoria induced by the Bentz
apparatus leaking away, like air escaping from a punctured balloon.

"Can the damage be repaired?"

"Certainly. It will heal itself in due course, like a cut or graze. But the process can
be accelerated by the Bentz apparatus."”

As he spoke, the blue glow radiated from behind the frosted glass, and the
electrical hum rose in pitch until it passed beyond the range of the human ear. This time



the glow was less intense; it might have been the pale blue of a winter sky. The
sensations that accompanied it were correspondingly less intense; but the headache
dissolved slowly, as if blown away by a faint breeze.

As the vitality seeped back into him, like water into parched earth, Niall suddenly
knew, beyond any possibility of doubt, that the man in the black robe was a reality, and
that his own life was now in danger.

It was already dark when he emerged from the tower, and the temperature had
dropped below freezing. In the cold black sky the stars looked like fragments of white
ice; a faint glow on the western horizon announced the rising of the moon. The snow had
frozen, so that with every footstep he had to crunch through the hard surface. In the great
avenue, lights glowed behind windows, and the sound of music drifted on the bitter wind.
He had always found it pleasant to observe lighted windows, particularly in upper stories;
in the days of slavery, human beings had been confined to basements, and lights had to be
extinguished soon after dusk. But now he experienced only a sense of foreboding; it was
as if the human beings in the lighted rooms were too vulnerable.

One thing was clear: the killers had time on their side. The tree that had struck
Skorbo to the ground had been planted at least a year ago, the symbol of revenge hidden
beneath its roots. If necessary they could afford to wait another year to claim their next
victim. . . Yet the tree had failed to kill Skorbo, and one of the executioners had died as
he tried to redeem the failure; that proved they were not infallible.

In the entrance hall of the palace, the log fire still blazed in its huge grate. His
brother Veig was standing in front of it, one arm around a girl as he whispered in her ear.
The sound of the closing door made them break apart, and she ran away toward the
kitchen -- Niall recognized her as the prettiest of the kitchen maids, a girl called Nyra. He
felt a twinge of envy -- not for his brother's amorous escapades, but for the simplicity of
his life.

Veig said cheerfully: "Had a hard day, brother?"

"A long one." Niall stretched out his hands toward the blaze.

"Why don't you take a day off. You are the king, you know."

Niall accepted the bantering tone without resentment; he understood the
difficulties of his brother's position. Veig had always been fond of his younger brother, as
well as highly protective. Now, suddenly, he was merely the king's elder brother with
nothing much to do but hang around the city and flirt with pretty girls. A less amiable
man might have been envious and resentful; Veig was far too good-natured for that. But
he still felt the need to assert his independence.

Nephtys leaned over the stone balustrade above them. "Are you ready to eat, my
lord?"

"Yes, I am." It had reminded him that he had not eaten since breakfast, and was
famished. He asked Veig: "Have you eaten?"

"Yes, but I'll join you in a glass of wine."

It had been many months since the brothers had shared a meal together. Niall had
been too busy with his duties, while Veig seemed determined to make up for the years
during which he had been starved of female company. Even now, as they mounted the



stairs behind Nephtys, his eyes studied the shapely legs under the short tunic.

In Niall's chamber, burning wood crackled in the stove, and the air was full of its
smell. Jarita, the maidservant, was already setting out food on the low table.

Nephtys pointed to a long bundle wrapped in sacking, which leaned against the
wall inside the door. "A man brought that for you."

"Do you know his name?"

"Yes. The overseer, Dion."

Niall laid the bundle on the floor, and unwrapped the sacking. It was an ax, with a
haft about four feet long. The shining blade was stained with dried blood. Etched into the
blade was the sign with which he was already familiar: the symbol of revenge.

"Did he say where it had been found?"

"He said in the garden, among the undergrowth."

Veig picked it up and swung it through the air. "It's beautifully balanced. And as
sharp as a razor."

"Be careful. It's the ax that killed Skorbo."

"I guessed that." Veig tested the blade with his thumb, then snatched his hand
away. "My god, it's sharp!" A drop of blood ran down his thumb.

"Go and wash it, quickly!" Niall was remembering the poisoned knife that had
killed Skorbo's assassin in a matter of seconds. To his horror, Veig licked the cut and said
casually: "It'll be all right." It was only when, a minute or so later, Veig was still
obviously unaffected that he allowed himself to relax.

Niall rewrapped the ax in its sacking, and handed it to Nephtys. "Here, take it
away."

Veig threw himself down on a heap of cushions, and poured two glasses of the
pale golden mead; it had been freshly made, and was still sparkling with rising bubbles.
He drank down half the glass in one draught, then lay back with a smile of contentment.

"Well, whoever killed Skorbo did a good job."

Niall shook his head warningly, glancing toward Jarita, who had just entered the
room with a dish of roast skylarks. Veig grinned broadly and raised his eyebrows. With
his curly black hair and bright blue eyes, he exerted a charm that made it impossible to be
annoyed with him. When Jarita had left, he asked: "Don't you trust her?"

"Of course, but I don't want to shock her. You forget that most of the people in
this city still think of the spiders as their masters."

"That may be so." Veig picked up a roast skylark and dipped it in the savory
sauce. "But they still hated Skorbo."

"Why? Most of them didn't even know him."

Veig chewed and swallowed before he replied, wiping the gravy from his beard
with the back of his hand. "But they knew all about him."

Niall was intrigued by his tone. "What did they know about him?"

"He had a reputation as a brute. He enjoyed killing human beings. They say he
even enjoyed killing children -- not just to eat them, but for the fun of making them
scream. And of course, they say he's never stopped." Veig returned to gnawing the bird.

"Never stopped what?"

"Killing and eating human beings."

Niall stared at him incredulously. "Are you serious?"

"Didn't you know?" Veig shook his head in mild surprise. "I thought everybody



knew."

Niall put down the bird he was eating. "Where did you hear that?"

"I think Sidonia told me." Sidonia was the captain of the Spider Lord's household
guard; Veig was known to spend much of his time in her company.

"But what did she tell you?"

"Oh, that Skorbo and a bunch of his cronies didn't like the idea of giving up
human flesh. Besides, they'd got quite a few left over from the days of slavery. They
thought it'd be a pity to let all that meat go to waste, so they went on eating it."

Niall heaved a sigh of relief. "I thought you meant they were stil/ eating people."

"So they are. Nyra told me that one of her brothers disappeared a few weeks ago.

"Nyra? That girl from the kitchen? Then why didn't she report it to me?"

Veig resumed his bird. "I think most people assumed you knew about it."

Niall felt stunned. "They really thought I'd allow that to go on?"

"Well. . . I suppose they thought there was nothing you could do about it."

Niall had to make an effort to keep his voice under control. He said: "When the
Spider Lord agreed to end slavery, he also agreed that there should be no more killing of
human beings. The terms of the treaty were that men and spiders should be free and
equal. Now you tell me the spiders have never kept their side of the bargain. . ." He took
a drink of mead to steady his voice.

Veig said mildly: "Don't blame me."

"I'm not blaming you." Niall felt as if the ground had collapsed under his feet.
"But are you certain the Spider Lord knew about this?"

"Oh no, I didn't say that. I'm pretty sure he didn't. What Sidonia told me was that
Skorbo and a few of his mates resented the idea of not eating human flesh. So they went
on eating the people in their larder. And when they'd finished those, I suppose they
decided to restock the larder."

Niall picked up the handbell on the table and rang it. Jarita hurried into the room.

"Go down to the kitchen and ask Nyra to come up here."

"Yes, lord."

When they were alone, Niall chewed moodily at a piece of bread crust; his
appetite had all but vanished. Veig was eating with undiminished gusto. Niall said: "I
can't understand why you didn't tell me the moment you learned about it."

Veig looked embarrassed. "As a matter of fact, I didn't come back to the palace
for a couple of days."

"Then why didn't you tell me as soon as you came back?"

"You weren't here then. You were inspecting the harbor installations. You always
seem to be so busy that I didn't like to disturb you." He picked up a napkin and dabbed at
his bleeding thumb. "You always work so hard that you make me feel like a layabout."

Niall felt a glow of affection for his brother; but it was still outweighed by his
sense of foreboding.

"There's nothing to stop you working."

"At what?" Veig spread out his hands. "I'm no good on committees and councils.
What else is there for me to do except lounge around and eat too much?" It was true that
Veig had put on a great deal of weight recently. "But I'll tell you one thing." He spoke
with sudden seriousness. "I've often wished I was back in the desert and setting out for a
good day's hunting."

n



Niall grunted. "There aren't any girls in the desert."

"Oh, you can have too much of anything. . ." He was about to say more when they
were interrupted by Jarita's return; she was followed by Nyra. The kitchen maid was a
shapely girl in her early teens, with soft brown eyes and a startlingly perfect profile. The
beauty of the girls in the spider city never ceased to amaze Niall, even though he knew it
was the result of selective breeding.

She stood in front of them, her eyes downcast, her hands clasped over her apron.
Her long brown hair had been plaited, and coiled around her head -- one of the rules for
girls working in the kitchen.

Niall said: "Veig tells me that one of your brothers has disappeared?" She nodded,
evidently too nervous to speak. Niall tuned in to her thoughts, and realized that she was
almost paralyzed with self-consciousness. It shocked him to realize that she regarded him
as an almost godlike being, and that she was afraid he had sent for her to dismiss her for
flirting with Veig. He said gently: "Tell me what happened."

She cleared her throat. "He went out after dark and didn't come back."

"Where do you live?"

"In the street of the leather beaters."

"Is it very dark?" She nodded. "And where did he go?"

"Across the street to see a friend. He'd left his horse there."

"His horse?"

"A wooden toy. He just ran across to get it."

"Did you go out and look for him?" She shook her head. "Why not?"

"We don't go out after dark."

"Why not?"

"It's not really allowed. . ."

"But that was in the days of slavery! Now you can go anywhere."

She nodded, her eyes still on the ground, her cheeks bright red with
embarrassment. Suddenly Niall understood. This girl's family found it difficult to adjust
to their new freedom. It was almost impossible to break the habit of a lifetime. This was
why they had failed to report the child's disappearance. He had been out after dark, and
that was against the law; therefore, they had been punished.

"Have you heard of any more disappearances?"

"Only one. A girl in the next street."

"Did anyone see or hear anything?"

"No."

That was to be expected. A spider dropped silently out of the dark, paralyzing its
victim with will-force, and whisked him back into the air in a matter of seconds; there
was almost nothing to see or hear.

"All right. Thank you, Nyra. I'll see if there's anything I can do." She was still so
tongue-tied and self-conscious that he had to add "You may go" before she curtseyed and
hurried out of the room. Veig stared after her with admiration. Niall had shared the
feeling when she came in; now it had evaporated. Looking into her mind had made him
aware of her essence, which was that of a normal teenager of average intelligence. Veig,
who lacked his brother's telepathic powers, was entranced by her remarkable beauty, and
therefore possessed by a desire to explore it and discover whether her mind was equally
fascinating. Niall knew in advance that he would be disappointed -- and yet that there was



no possible way in which he could share the insight with his brother. This realization
saddened him and made him thoughtful.

Veig said: "What are you going to do?" He was pouring another glass of mead.

"I shall have to speak to the Spider Lord."

"Is that a good idea?" The thought of voluntarily seeking a confrontation with the
Spider Lord appalled him.

"Why not?"

"It might only make things worse. . ."

"That's why Skorbo was able to go on killing human beings -- because no one
dared to say anything about it. If someone had told me sooner, Nyra's brother might still
be alive."

"I suppose you're right." He was obviously unconvinced.

There was a light tap on the door, and Nephtys came in. "The doctor would like to
speak to you, my lord."

Veig asked: "Doctor?"

"That's what they call Simeon. There was no such thing as a doctor in this city
before he came. Ah, come in, Simeon. Would you like a glass of wine?"

"Thanks. I need one." Simeon looked and sounded tired. Nephtys took his cloak,
while Jarita helped him to take off his boots, which were covered with snow. He sank
down with a groan of relief onto the cushions, and accepted the glass of mead that Veig
offered him. He drank with obvious appreciation, then sighed deeply.

Niall asked: "Where have you come from?"

"The slave quarter." He was already helping himself to one of the birds.

"Did they find the other assassin?"

"Oh yes, they found him." Simeon spoke through a full mouth.

"Where is he now?"

"Dead."

"How? Did he kill himself, like the other one?" Still chewing, Simeon shook his
head. "Did a spider kill him?"

"No." Simeon swallowed. "The spider had him pinned down so he couldn't move
a muscle. The first thing I did was take his knife away. Only then did the spider release
him. I asked him questions, but he didn't reply -- he pretended not to understand. So I told
the spider to hurt him a little -- I didn't like doing it but I wanted to learn where he came
from. The spider squeezed him a little and he screamed. But he still wouldn't talk. I'll say
this for him, he was a brave man."

Niall winced at the picture Simeon conjured up. When Simeon spoke of
squeezing he was not referring to physical pressure. A fully grown death spider could
squeeze a man by sheer will-force, like a nut in a nutcracker, until he felt his bones
cracking under the pressure. Niall had experienced it in his first encounter with the Death
Lord, and the thought still made him shudder.

"What happened then?"

"They decided to take him back to the headquarters of the Spider Lord. I followed
on in a chariot. But halfway across the bridge, they sent for me to come and examine him.
He was dead."

Veig said: "Probably died of fright."

"No. It looked like a heart attack -- blue lips and a dead white face."



Niall asked: "Where is he now?"

"In the mortuary."

"I'd like to see him."

Simeon and Veig both stared at him with amazement.

"What for?" Simeon obviously suspected him of harboring some morbid
obsession about corpses.

"There's something I'd like to find out."

Veig asked: "Is it a secret?"

"No." He turned to Simeon, who had resumed eating. "Was this man wearing a
pendant around his neck?"

"Yes."

"Did you remove it?"

"No. Why should I? It was the same as this one." He gestured toward his chest.

Niall experienced a chill that was like a cold wind. "You're wearing it round your
neck?"

"Yes. Why not?"

Niall kept his voice calm and casual. "Could I see it please?" He held out his
hand. Simeon was obviously puzzled; nevertheless he reached under his tunic, lifted the
gold chain over his head, and handed the pendant to Niall. As Niall held it in the palm of
his hand, he felt for a moment that it was alive, like some small insect; he dropped it
hastily. A moment later, when he picked it up again, the sense of life had vanished; it was
merely a piece of metal alloy. Moved by some natural instinct, he dropped it into his
glass of mead. The other two were watching him with astonishment.

Simeon asked: "What was all that about?"

Niall hesitated, realizing that it would sound absurd; for a moment he even
thought of prevaricating, then decided against it. He gestured at the glass. "I think that's
what killed him."

Simeon shook his head in bewilderment. "Why?"

Niall said: "Why do you suppose they were all wearing these things around their
necks? As some kind of decoration? That would be stupid. If one of them was caught, it
would mean that the other two could be identified more easily. No, it's some kind of
communicator."

Both of them stared at the pendant, which was now coated with bubbles. Simeon
asked: "What makes you think so?"

"I took the other one into the white tower."

Simeon nodded. "Aha, I see!"

Niall allowed the misapprehension to stand; it saved explanation.

Veig said: "But why did you put it in there?"

"Because wine is alive. The vibrations might confuse it."

Simeon said: "But a communicator can't kill."

Niall said: "I think this kind can."

Veig was still unsatisfied. "But why do you think so?"

For a moment Niall considered telling them about his experience in the tower,
then dismissed the idea; it would take too long, and place too great a demand on their
credulity. The internalizer had to be experienced to be understood. Instead he said: "It's
just a guess. That's why I'd like to see the body." He asked Simeon: "Will you come with



me?"

"Of course. But do you mind if I finish eating first? He won't get up and walk
away."

"I'm sorry." Niall had forgotten that Simeon was tired. "Please don't hurry."

Aware that he had sounded brusque, Simeon said: "You haven't finished eating
either."

"No, of course." Niall forced himself to eat a piece of buttered bread; but his
appetite had gone.

As Veig and Simeon emptied the carafe of mead, he pretended to listen to their
conversation. But as his thoughts revolved around the pendant and the man with the
pointed head, he found himself wishing that he could talk to Dravig; it was so much
easier to communicate with an intelligent spider than with a human being. The image of
the man in the black robe was so vivid that he seemed to be able to see the bushy
eyebrows, the pointed ears, the webbed fingers, and had to shake his head to disperse the
illusion. A moment later he was staring at the rising bubbles in the glass, and
experiencing a curious passivity that was akin to hypnosis.

There was a thunderous knocking that shocked him into attention; he started as if
from sleep. A moment later he realized with astonishment that it had only been the sound
of Nephtys tapping at the door.

She said: "The Lord Dravig is here my lord."

"Good. Ask him to come in."

Veig and Simeon clambered to their feet as Dravig entered the room; they were
sufficiently conditioned to feel uncomfortable remaining seated in the presence of a
spider. Niall acknowledged the gesture of obeisance with an inclination of his head.

"I am glad to see you."

Dravig said: "I felt that you wanted to see me -- that is why I came."

The other two resumed their seats. Aware that spiders had a distaste for the sight
of human beings engaged in eating, Niall said: "Let us go into the other room." He asked
Nephtys: "Please tell Jarita to bring more wine for my guests."

The bedroom was illuminated by the clear light of the moon, which shone through
the window, and by the red glow from the stove. Niall said: "Simeon has told me about
the man's death. Do you know how it happened?"

"No. But I suspect he was killed."

"So do L." For several moments neither of them spoke; since their minds were
open to one another, there was no element of discomfort in the silence. Then Niall said:
"Do you know this man?"

He accompanied the words with a mental image of the man in the black robe; it
was exactly as if he had shown Dravig a photograph.

"No. Who is he?"

"The man who sent the killers."

Dravig said: "Then your own life is in danger." He had made this statement out of
his total grasp of the situation, and again Niall experienced the satisfaction of direct
communication. He said: "I know."

"You must take special precautions. I will send guards to stand outside your
palace."

"Thank you." Niall disliked the idea, but he knew it was common sense. Anyone



could walk into the palace at any time. Until today he had felt totally secure. But the man
who had been responsible for the death of two assassins was himself an obvious target for
assassination.

Dravig said: "I will go and attend to it now."

"Wait. There is something else I have to talk to you about. Did you know that
Skorbo was still killing and eating human beings?"

"No!" The force of Dravig's surprise made it evident that he was speaking the
truth.

"My brother tells me that many people knew about it, including Sidonia, the
commander of the Death Lord's guard."

"Then why did she not speak? She shall be punished."

"No. She is not to blame. Like the others, she assumed the Death Lord knew
about it."

"That is absurd!" Dravig was close to anger. "The Death Lord gave you his word,
and his word is sacred."

"I know that. But the human beings of this city do not yet understand it. They
must be given time to learn."

Dravig had already sensed the next thought that Niall was about to express.

"Was Skorbo the only one?"

"No. I gather there were a number of others -- Skorbo's close associates."

"I know who they must be. Skorbo had his own special friends -- all came from
the same region of Astigia, where the Black God of the Mountain is worshiped. I was told
they were infidels, but I never believed it until now. They must be punished."

"Is that wise?" The spider expressed incomprehension. "It might cause resentment
to punish spiders for killing human beings."

"It must be so. They have not only disobeyed the will of the Death Lord, but the
will of the goddess. That is an offense punishable by death."

Niall was silent; he had no particular desire or reason to defend Skorbo's
murderous associates.

Dravig sensed that the conversation was at an end. "With your permission I will
leave you."

"Wait. I'm coming with you."

Nephtys was still keeping guard at the door; Niall told her to summon his
charioteers.

"Are we ready to go?" Simeon rose to his feet.

Niall turned to Dravig. "I would like you to accompany us to the hospital." With
the equivalent of a human nod, the spider transmitted his acquiescence.

Simeon said: "I think your brother had better come too. I'd like to do something
about that thumb."

"Is it still bleeding?" He saw that the handkerchief around Veig's thumb was
soaked in blood. When Veig removed it, blood welled out of the clean cut. "Why isn't it
clotting?"

Simeon said: "My guess is that there was an anticoagulant on the blade. I've got a
poultice that should cure it."

Outside, it was a cold and brilliant night; the moon was almost directly overhead.
As they stood waiting for the charioteers, Niall looked across the square to the house



where Skorbo had been attacked. To his surprise, it was no longer there; instead there
was merely a gap. Dravig followed the direction of his gaze.

"It has been demolished. We regard a house where a murder has taken place as
unholy ground."

Niall asked: "Did the workmen find the leaden seal?"

"I have not been told of it. But I will make inquiries."

Simeon, who had been able to hear Niall's part of the conversation, asked: "Do
you think the seal is a transmitter?"

"It's possible."

The charioteers, muffled in furs, finally arrived. Niall climbed in, followed by
Veig and Simeon.

"Take us to the hospital."

Dravig followed the chariot, walking with long unhurried strides; even when the
charioteers were running, it cost him no effort to keep up with them.

Niall looked at his brother, who was sitting between them, and then down at his
bandaged hand -- Jarita had provided a long strip of cloth.

"How do you feel?"

Veig grinned cheerfully. "Fine." He held up his hand; the bandage was already
stained with blood. "It won't stop bleeding, but otherwise there's nothing wrong."

But as the chariot bounced and jarred on the frozen snow, Niall observed his
brother's face with concern; it seemed unnaturally pale, with a pallor that was more than
an effect of the moonlight.

The front door of the hospital building was closed, but opened when Niall pushed
against it. Simeon led them down the dimly lighted corridor, which smelled of
chlorinated lime and medication. A woman in slave uniform looked out of a doorway, but
blanched and hastily retreated when she saw the spider. The door of the maternity ward
stood open, and they could hear the heavy breathing of a woman in labor. Simeon turned
left at the end of the corridor, and halted in front of a plain wooden door. He shook his
head in annoyance.

"I told them to leave someone on guard." He pushed open the door, then halted.
"Great goddess!"

Niall, who was directly behind him, found it difficult to see what had caused the
exclamation. The small oblong room, with its white-painted walls, was lit by a single
rush lamp which burned in a corner alcove; white gowns hung on the walls. Two benches
stood in the center of the room, and a third against the rear wall. On this bench lay a
corpse, its feet toward the door. It was only when Niall looked more closely that he saw
what had startled Simeon. The corpse had no head. A moment later, Simeon was kneeling
beside another corpse that lay between the benches.

Veig peered over Niall's shoulder. "Who's that?"

"The caretaker, Jude. Give me a knife."

Even in the poor light, Niall could see that the dead man's face was swollen and
suffused with blood, and that the lips were drawn back from the teeth in a grimace of
agony.

Simeon was sawing with a knife in the region of the man's throat. He shook his
head. "It's no good. The cord's tied so tight I'd have to cut his throat to get it off. He's
dead anyway."



Dravig had followed them into the room, although his enormous bulk almost
filled it. He stood looking down at the headless corpse. "This is the man who died this
afternoon."

Niall said: "I know." He was looking at the cut on the forearm made by the
poisoned knife.

Simeon said: "They've taken the other body."

Niall asked: "Are you sure it arrived?"

"Certain. I watched them carry it in before I came to see you."

Veig voiced the thought that was in Niall's mind. "Perhaps he wasn't dead after
all."

Simeon said: "He was dead all right. I'd stake my life on that."

Niall lit a second rush light from the one in the corner, and held it near the floor.

"Look. Someone carried the head out of the door." There were splashes of dried
blood on the wooden floor.

Simeon said: "Which means there were at least three of them."

Veig asked: "Why three?"

"A man carrying a severed head holds it by the hair, and he holds it away from
himself to avoid the blood. That's what happened here. So there must have been three --
two to carry the body, one to carry the head."

"But why should they want the head?"

Niall was in the corridor, bent close to the floor. The trail of blood ran diagonally
across it to another door. When he opened this he found himself looking into a small yard
enclosed by a high wall; it was clearly illuminated by the moon, which was directly
overhead. Against this wall lay a pile of chopped logs, and the snow between the door
and the logs had been trampled by many feet. But the trail of blood ran across the yard,
and out of a rusty iron gate, which stood slightly ajar. The snow in this part of the yard
was still deep and untrampled. It showed clearly the single line of footprints that
accompanied the trail of blood.

Niall pointed. "Only one man."

Simeon shook his head. "That's unbelievable. Unless a dead man can walk."

Veig said: "Or unless he was still alive."

Simeon said: "He certainly looked dead." But his tone of voice indicated that he
was beginning to experience doubts.

Outside the gate, the blood trail ceased. The snow here had been trampled, and
was too hard to show footprints.

Niall said: "He must have realized he was -- leaving a trail."

Veig said: "But how could he stop it bleeding?"

Simeon grunted. "Turn it upside down and tuck it under his arm."

The moonlit street was empty, although lights burned in some of the buildings.
Veig had dropped onto his knees and was studying the snow; Niall knew him well
enough to know that his hunting instinct had been aroused. But after several minutes, he
stood up, shaking his head. He pointed down the street.

"I'd guess he went that way. But only because I think he wouldn't risk going back
to the main avenue."

Dravig asked: "Shall I summon the guard?"

Since the others were unable to hear the question, Niall repeated it aloud.



Simeon shook his head. "If he knew he was being followed, he'd hide in the
nearest empty building, and we might never find him."

Veig was already walking along the street, away from the main avenue, his eyes
on the ground; Niall recognized in the bent shoulders the total concentration of the
hunter. He was attempting to allow his intuition, like an animal's sense of smell, to guide
him back to the trail. And as he watched his brother, Niall suddenly became as fascinated
by Veig's efforts as by their immediate objective; he recognized the peculiar
"inwardness" that he himself knew so well, the inner contraction of the faculties that
seemed to awaken some hidden power.

Veig halted at the next intersection, a narrow street that was hardly more than an
alleyway. The moonlight caused the houses on the left to throw a sharp black shadow.
The snow here was untrampled; the only visible tracks were those of a wolf spider. Yet
Veig stood there, his head turning to right and left like a tracker dog that has picked up
the scent. Then he disappeared into the shadow of the building.

"Bring a lamp here."

Niall carried his own lamp, which was shaded by a glass chimney, to the spot
where Veig was standing. Veig took it from him and knelt. He gave an exclamation of
satisfaction.

"This is it."

He had, in fact, discovered a line of footprints that ran along the left-hand
pavement. Niall was about to ask how he could be so sure, then changed his mind. Veig,
at least, seemed to have no doubts. He handed the lamp back to Niall, and hurried
forward, his body bent almost double.

A hundred yards further on, the alleyway joined the other main avenue that ran
from east to west across the square. Common sense suggested that their quarry had not
turned east into the square, where his position would be completely exposed, and the
same reasoning suggested that he would avoid turning west into the avenue. The
alternative was to cross the avenue into the narrow street which ran down toward the
river. Here again the snow had been trampled, so no individual print could be
distinguished. As they passed close to the rear of the house in which Skorbo had been
attacked, Niall was struck by the thought that their quarry could have taken refuge in any
one of a dozen empty buildings. Yet Veig continued to hurry forward without hesitation,
so that by the time he reached the embankment he was almost running.

Niall was the first to see the fugitive. He was walking along the road, about fifty
yards to their right, toward one of the smaller bridges that crossed the river to the slave
quarter. There could be no doubt about his identity; the object he was carrying under his
arm looked like a cabbage. Afraid to shout, in case he betrayed their presence, Niall flung
up an arm and pointed. The man was walking slowly, in a curiously stiff, doll-like
manner, as if both legs were giving him pain. A moment later, Niall felt the blast of will-
force that emanated from Dravig; it was so powerful that it made him wince. He expected
to see the man fall to the ground as if poleaxed. Yet, incredibly, he continued to walk, in
the same stiff-legged manner, toward the center of the bridge. Dravig was also
incredulous; it was the first time in his life that a human being had failed to respond to a
mental command. As they watched, the man halted and climbed onto the parapet of the
bridge. Again, Dravig hurled a thunderbolt of will-force that should have knocked him
backward; it had no visible effect. A moment later the man jumped; the wind carried the



sound of the splash away from them.

Dravig hesitated no longer; a few strides carried him to the embankment and over
its low wall. A few seconds later Niall reached the spot, expecting to see the man
struggling in the water, or in the grip of the spider's forelegs. Instead he saw Dravig
standing in the middle of the river -- which was about six feet deep at this point -- looking
bewilderedly to right and left.

They hurried down the steps that led from the embankment to the flagstoned path
beside the river. The slow-flowing water was flat and calm, reflecting the moonlight; the
only ripples were caused by Dravig himself.

Veig said: "He must be swimming underwater." But as they stared intently at the
smooth surface, it became clear that this was unlikely; no one could hold his breath that
long.

Dravig began to wade slowly downstream, and they followed, walking under the
black shadow of the bridge. As Dravig emerged from the shadow he halted, and suddenly
plunged under the water. A moment later he reappeared, holding the body of a man in his
forelegs. In two strides he had regained the bank. Since the body was upside down, and
remained motionless, it seemed clear that the man was either dead or unconscious. Then,
as he landed with a thud on the flagstones, it became obvious that he was dead. The blank
eyes gazed directly ahead and the mouth gaped open like that of a fish; the right arm was
still bent against his side, as if holding the head; but the head itself had escaped.

Simeon knelt beside him and touched one of his eyelids, then pinched the flesh of
the cheek. When he looked up, his face was very pale.

"This man has been dead for hours."

"How can that be?" Veig's voice sounded incredulous, almost angry.

Simeon took hold of the left arm and tried to bend it. "Look. Rigor mortis. That
doesn't set in for at least four hours after death."

"But we all saw him walking. Dead men can't walk."

"Can you think of any other explanation?"

Niall also touched the cheek; it was like cold rubber. There was something
repulsive about the face; it was flabby, with a receding double chin and a thick, sensual
mouth; the nose was like a pig's snout. Controlling his aversion, Niall tore open the tunic,
exposing the white, hairless chest. He pointed to the pendant, which lay against the base
of the throat.

"That's what killed him."

Simeon asked: "How can you be so sure?"

"Look." Niall pointed to the circular red spot above the heart; it was about an inch
in diameter and might have been a burn mark. Then he took hold of the pendant and
extended it on its chain; it covered the red mark precisely. "That's why he died of a heart
attack."

Simeon's hand went up to his own chest. "Great goddess; I've been wearing one of
those things all afternoon. . ."

Niall said: "But he had no reason to kill you. On the contrary, it would have given
him away."

Veig said: "But who is 'he'?"

"I don't know his name. But he's some kind of magician. Only a magician could
make the dead walk. . ." Niall's voice trailed off as he spoke the last words; it was as if he



felt that even speaking them aloud was dangerous.
Simeon removed the pendant from around the man's neck, and handed it to Niall.
"Now at least he'll stay dead."

As soon as Niall's head touched the pillow, he fell into a deep and dreamless
sleep. Yet when he woke, two hours later, it was as if struggling out of a nightmare. He
immediately experienced a strong conviction that there was someone else in the room. He
raised his head and listened; there was no sound but the wind, which howled against the
corner of the building. He reached out cautiously to the lamp that burned in an alcove
above the bed, and turned up the wick. The yellow flame revealed that the room was
empty. Yet when he stilled his senses, retreating to the silent place inside himself, he still
experienced the feeling that he was being watched.

He sat up in bed and took the lamp from the wall. Then, walking silently on bare
feet, he went into the next room. Yet even as he tiptoed across the floor, he felt that these
precautions were absurd. It was as if the watcher was looking down on him from above,
or from some direction beyond the reach of his senses.

The glass containing the mead stood on the table. Now it contained two pendants,
one taken from Simeon, the other from the corpse by the river. As soon as he saw them,
Niall knew he had made a mistake to put them together. Now each one reinforced the
power of the other, creating a living force field that was aware of everything that moved
within its radius.

He reached out his hand toward the glass, then snatched it away; it was like trying
to reach out to a striking snake. In fact, the pendants with their intertwined chains seemed
to be two snakes with their coils intertwined; he felt they were daring him to reach out
and touch them.

For a moment Niall considered taking them to the white tower, where they could
be rendered harmless by the electromagnetic field of the Steegmaster. The thought of the
freezing wind deterred him. Then he was struck by another possibility. In the basement
below the hall, there were a number of stone jars made of some black, granitelike
substance; they were so heavy that no one had ever attempted to move them. No one
seemed to know what they had been used for. But one day the children had discovered
that they possessed a peculiar property: pins, needles, and small iron ornaments stuck to
them so firmly they were difficult to remove. Simeon told him they had been carved from
an ore named magnetite.

With an effort that cost all his power of self-discipline, Niall reached out and
picked up the glass. It was hard to dismiss the idea that the two pendants were alive and
about to rear up and crawl over the sides. A few seconds later, his hand began to tingle
with a sensation like pins and needles. Carrying the lamp in his other hand, he went out
into the corridor and down the stairs. In the hall, the air was warm, and red embers still
burned in the grate. But as he crossed to the door that led to the basement, the pins and
needles turned into a numbing sensation, so that he felt he had to grip the glass more
tightly to avoid dropping it.

At that moment he became aware that the force field of the glass was being
reinforced from elsewhere; somewhere out in the city, an even more powerful field was



joining its energy to theirs. At the same time, he seemed to be surrounded by a dull gray
light that made everything unreal. The flame of the lamp was no longer necessary; the
light seemed to illuminate the room like the first gray mist of dawn. The sound of his own
footsteps seemed very far away. As he pushed open the door into the basement, he
realized he was sweating, and that his teeth were chattering. He was seized by an
overwhelming desire to put down the glass and run away; the presence that had been
watching him now seemed so strong that he expected it to materialize.

He was aware that the watcher was exerting all his force to make him lose control.
If all this had happened a year ago, it would have succeeded. But contact with the spiders
had taught Niall something of the use of his own will power, and of the hidden force in
the depths of his being. Now, as he braced himself to resist, the danger of panic receded,
as if the watcher recognized that his self-control refused to be undermined.

He hurried on down the stairs to the basement. This was a great stone-flagged
room that had once been a wine cellar; a few months ago it had been full of rusty wine
racks and broken bottles. Now it was used as a storeroom for food; it smelled of
preserved smoked meat and spices. Along the rear wall stood six black stone jars, each
about three feet tall, and carved out of a veined stone whose surface showed brown
streaks of rust. Niall placed the glass and the lamp on the ground, then used both hands to
lift the cone-shaped plug in the neck of the nearest jar; it was so heavy that it made him
gasp. He placed this on the floor, then, gritting his teeth, raised the glass and inverted its
neck over the jar. The pendants fell into its depths with a faint metallic clink.

The gray light immediately vanished, and he experienced a curious inner-shift of
focus. At the same time, the numb sensation left his hand and forearm -- not slowly, like
a limb to which circulation had been restored, but instantaneously, as if the numbness
was some kind of delusion. The tension that had made his teeth chatter dissolved away, to
be replaced by a relief that was so powerful that it seemed to drain him of strength. As he
walked back upstairs, his legs ached as if he had walked to the point of exhaustion, and
he had to hold on to the marble banister to support himself. By the time he was back in
his room, waves of fatigue were making him walk like a drunken man. But as he threw
himself into bed, he noticed that the sensation of being watched had disappeared; even
the howling of the wind seemed friendly. As soon as he closed his eyes, he fell into a
heavy sleep.

He woke up with a start, to find Jarita standing by the bed; sunlight slanted
through the window. "What time is it?"

"Two hours after dawn."

"You shouldn't have let me sleep so late." He threw back the bedclothes.

"I looked in twice but you were sleeping deeply. And you have no Council
meeting this morning."

"Thank you, Jarita."

He was hoping she would go, but she continued to stand by the bed. She wanted,
he realized, to help him bathe and dress. This was one of the problems of getting up late.
The underground cave in which Niall had spent his childhood and youth had been
extremely cramped; nevertheless, the men and women went to considerable lengths to
preserve their modesty. Here in the Spider City, the female servants expected to help their
masters to dress and undress; they enjoyed anointing his body with scented oils, and even



climbing into the bath with him and administering a massage in the warm water. Veig
openly reveled in all this attention, surrounding himself with attractive slaves. Niall also
enjoyed being pampered, but he found that he preferred to be alone when he dressed; it
seemed oddly pointless to allow someone else to help him put his clothes on. This is why
he liked to rise with the dawn. Now he realized that Jarita would regard it as a rejection if
he declined her services. So he stood there passively, and allowed her to remove the
knee-length tunic that he wore in bed, then fetch a bowl of warm water and sponge down
his body. She did this with such obvious pride and pleasure that he found himself feeling
guilty about his impatience.

There was a knock at the door, and Nephtys looked in. Niall could tell she was
surprised to find Jarita there, and that Jarita herself was pleased to be found kneeling at
his feet.

"What is it?" His embarrassment made him speak abruptly.

"The doctor is here, my lord."

"Tell him I'll be there in a moment."

Simeon was already seated at table, drinking herb tea, when Niall came in; Niall
made a gesture to prevent him from rising. "What brings you here so early?"

"Your brother. His cut has been bleeding all night -- the comfrey poultice didn't
work. I've had to put in a couple of stitches."

"But it was only a small cut."

"That's what's so odd. There must have been a strong anticoagulant on the blade
of that ax. But even that shouldn't stop it from healing after twelve hours. Could I see the
ax?"

Nephtys, who overheard the request, left the room, and returned a moment later,
carrying the bundle wrapped in sacking.

"For heaven's sake be careful. It's very sharp."

"I can see that." Simeon studied the blade at close quarters, but made no attempt
to touch it. "No wonder it killed Skorbo. How do they make a blade as sharp as that? And
such superb metal. . ."

"They obviously have a high level of culture."

Simeon looked at him from under his bushy eyebrows. "And do you have any
idea who 'they' are?"

"Only what I can guess. Have you?"

"I noticed one rather strange thing -- the skin of those dead men. It was too pale.
I've only once seen skin as pale as that -- it was an old man who went mad and locked
himself in his room for twenty years."

Niall said: "As if they lived underground."

"That's right." Simeon glanced at him sharply. "So you do know something about
it?"

Niall shrugged. "The Steegmaster told me of a legend of a race of men who came
to Earth from the stars, and who lived underground because the sunlight was deadly to
them."

"Did he say where they lived?"

"No. He thought it was just a story."

Simeon shook his head. "I'd swear that those men had lived underground, or been
kept in a dungeon."



Jarita brought in another pot of herb tea; it was made from the leaves of a plant
called delium, and diffused a delicate and delicious odor. The tea had a faintly astringent
quality that seemed to sharpen the senses. As Jarita poured, she said: "My lord, forgive
me for interrupting, but the Lord Dravig is waiting to see you."

"But why is he waiting? Ask him to come in."

"I told him you were eating breakfast, and he said he would wait."

Simeon looked uncomfortable. "I'd better go."

"There would be no point. Dravig prefers to wait. Spiders have infinite patience.
He would only feel embarrassed if we allowed him to interrupt our meal."

Simeon looked at him curiously. "You seem to understand spiders very well."

"No. I understand a little. But I think it would be impossible for a human being to
understand all the subtleties of the spider mind. In some ways they know far more than
human beings."

Simeon spread honey on a piece of hot crust. "Do you suppose Dravig might
know where these people come from?"

"I doubt it. He told me he had no idea of their identity."

"Yet it seems incredible that no one should know who they are or where they
live."

Niall asked: "What do you know of the land to the north of this city?"

"Not much. It's said to be extremely dangerous. But, as you know, the servants of
the beetles were only recently granted freedom to go where they liked. And very few of
them have been far from the city."

"What kinds of dangers?"

"I've heard of a beetle that has a shell so tough that no weapon can penetrate it,
and jaws that can bite through a steel spear. But I must admit I've never met anyone
who's seen one."

"Not even the bombardier beetles?"

"Oh no. They hate travel. They say that some of them have never even ventured
outside the city." He emptied his cup and replaced it on the table. "I'd better go. Tell Veig
to come and see me if he has any more problems."

He and Niall clasped forearms; the old man's forearm was stringy and muscular.
At the door, Simeon paused with one hand on the latch. "There is one more thing I meant
to ask you. Why do you think that creature chopped off the head, then took it away?"

Niall smiled. "For the same reason he took his own head away."

Simeon frowned. "His own head? But that was on his shoulders."

"Quite."

"Yes, but why did he want the head?"

Niall said: "He didn't want it. He only wanted to get rid of it, so we couldn't find
it. And if we hadn't caught him, both heads would now be at the bottom of the river."

"But what could we learn from a head?"

"A head contains a brain. And a brain contains information."

"Not when it's dead it doesn't."

"You could be wrong. This man is a magician. He knows many secrets that we do
not know. The only thing he does not know is how much we know. That is why he
wanted to get rid of the heads."

Simeon looked at him curiously. "You seem to know a great deal."



He was interrupted by Nephtys, who appeared in the open doorway. "My lord, the
Lord Dravig. . ."

"Yes, I know." Niall stood up. "Tell him I'm coming now." He bowed in
acknowledgment as Simeon withdrew. Jarita said: "Your cloak, my lord."

As he stood there, allowing her to fasten the soft gray cloak about his neck, he
noticed that her hands lingered slightly longer than necessary -- and that Nephtys was
also aware of it. And since he could see into the minds of both women, he knew that
Nephtys had been meant to notice. It disturbed him to realize that he was an object of a
subtle rivalry between these two women, and that by allowing Jarita to dress him, he had
intensified the rivalry. So, while Jarita was still smoothing the cloak, he followed Simeon
out of the room.

Dravig was standing close to the fire, obviously enjoying its heat; as Niall
appeared on the stairs he made the ritual gesture of obeisance. There was no greeting
exchanged between them -- because they were telepathic, spiders found such human
formalities incomprehensible. But since Niall was obliged to speak first he asked: "What
brings you here so early?"

"The Death Lord requests your presence in his headquarters." (The image
transmitted was, in fact, of a web.)

"Of course." He hoped that Dravig had not noticed his uncontrollable reaction of
dismay. Although he was, in theory, the lord of the Spider Lord, unpleasant impressions
of previous encounters lingered in his memory. As he crossed to the alcove in which he
had left his outdoor cloak and fur boots, he asked casually: "Do you know what it's
about?"

"He wishes you to be present at the trial of Skorbo's fellow criminals."

This time Niall made no attempt to conceal his consternation. "As a witness
against them?"

"That is unnecessary. They have already confessed."

"Then why does he want me there?"

"To witness that he always keeps his word."

"When does the trial take place?"

"It will begin as soon as you appear."

"Oh dear, I'm sorry." But even as he pulled on his boots, he knew that Dravig
found his apology incomprehensible.

Spider language had no equivalent of "waiting." It would have been as
inapplicable to a spider as to a tree.

The sunlight made the air pleasantly warm, although the north wind still had an
edge of coldness; the snow was already beginning to thaw. The square was full of people,
for today was a holiday -- a concept introduced from the city of the bombardier beetles,
where men worked for six days and rested on the seventh. As soon as Niall was
recognized, people cleared a way for him, then fell on their knees in the snow, bowing
their heads. The fact that Niall was followed by Dravig, who walked a few steps behind
him -- as was required by protocol -- obviously increased their respect. Once again Niall
found himself wishing that he could stroll among his own people without being
recognized.

As soon as he entered the headquarters of the Spider Lord, Niall became aware of
a brooding tension. It was, in fact, an altogether curious sensation, as if walking into a



kind of cold jelly. This feeling was undoubtedly shared by every spider in the building: a
recognition that something of great seriousness was about to take place. In the days when
human beings had been lords of the Earth, the same atmosphere had probably pervaded
murder trials and public executions.

Niall found himself stifled by a sense of oppression. In the dark hallway, he
turned to Dravig. "What would happen if | begged the Death Lord to spare their lives?"

Dravig answered without hesitation: "That would be inadvisable."

"You mean he would refuse?"

"No. He would agree. But for the prisoners themselves it would be a shameful
humiliation."

Niall was astonished. "Why?"

"Because they would owe their lives to the intercession of one they regard as an
enemy. They would prefer to die."

Dravig now preceded him up the stairs. And, as he followed, Niall tried to
understand this latest baffling paradox of the arachnoid mentality: that a spider should
prefer death to the generosity of an "enemy." Then, as he again became aware of the
suffocating tension in the air, he suddenly understood. Unlike human beings, spiders
were in constant telepathic contact. There would be no way in which a spider could forget
or ignore the contempt of his fellows. And that contempt would cause him to see himself
as an entirely contemptible creature, unworthy of life. . .

The building was in almost complete darkness; every window was covered by a
thick layer of dust-laden cobwebs which had accumulated over the centuries. Some long-
dead Spider Lord had probably chosen this building as his headquarters because the great
main staircase was built of black marble, and the walls were covered with a substance
like black volcanic glass. Spiders had an instinctive preference for darkness -- no doubt
because it was necessary for the concealment of their webs.

On the fourth floor, Dravig halted in front of a wide door covered with black
leather and decorated with brass studs. The two wolf spiders who stood on guard on
either side were so still that they might have been statues. The same was true of the dark-
haired girl who stood to attention in front of the door; she was dressed in a black uniform,
although her white arms had been left bare; Niall recognized her as Sidonia, the captain
of the Spider Lord's household guard. She looked at him without recognition -- the
slightest wavering of her gaze would have been regarded as a severe breach of discipline
-- then turned her back on them and threw open the door.

In the spacious hall beyond, there was enough light to reveal that the walls and
ceiling were entirely covered with dusty cobwebs. At the far end of the room, the
cobwebs stretched from floor to ceiling, and were so thick that they resembled layers of
netting or a tangle of creepers. From the midst of this jungle, Niall had a sensation of
being surveyed by invisible eyes. As he came to a halt, the voice of the Spider Lord
sounded inside his chest.

"Welcome, chosen of the goddess."

Niall replied: "I am honored to be in your presence, O lord of the Earth."

As his eyes became accustomed to the darkness, Niall became aware of other
spiders standing by the walls; they were so still, and blended so well into the background,
that they were virtually invisible. And then, quite suddenly, it was unnecessary for him to
try to penetrate the darkness; every spider in the room became clearly visible. For a



moment he thought that a beam of sunlight had penetrated the dusty windows. Then, with
a shock, he understood what had happened. The Spider Lord had integrated him into the
web of awareness within the room. He had been granted the supreme honor of becoming
a part of the general consciousness that united all spiders.

It was, in a sense, the most remarkable experience of his life. Like all human
beings, Niall had spent his whole life seeing things from his individual standpoint, like a
man sitting alone in a small room; even when closest to others he felt aware of his
solitariness. He had taken it for granted that this was what it meant to be alive. Now,
suddenly, he was no longer alone; he was a part of a network of other beings, as aware of
their existence as he was of his own. The bewildering thing was that his sense of identity
had vanished; he had become the spiders who surrounded him, while his own identity had
somehow become divided among them. Yet when he looked inside himself, wondering at
this loss of individuality, he realized with surprise that his identity was still there, as it
always had been. It was his sense of being himself, of being Niall, that had disappeared.
And now he understood that this had always been an illusion, that he had never been
Niall. Niall was merely a set of misconceptions.

All this, he realized, was an act of supreme courtesy on the part of the Spider
Lord, an attempt to make amends for centuries of mistrust between spiders and human
beings. And since spiders have a natural aversion to human beings, just as most human
beings have a natural aversion to spiders, this gesture of integration into spider
consciousness was also an act of extraordinary generosity. The generosity was all the
more astounding since Niall could now understand why spiders found humans so
distasteful; with their cramped little egos, their obsessive self-preoccupation, they must
all seem to be suffering from a kind of insanity. Now he could also see why spiders had
felt no guilt about treating human beings as slaves; with their blindness and narrowness,
men were only one degree less stupid than sheep.

Yet although his new awareness allowed him to blend into the consciousness of
the spiders, so that he himself became a kind of honorary spider, he was also aware that
all the spiders possessed their own individual consciousness, so that the contents of their
minds were hidden from him, just as his were hidden from them. He could betray his
thoughts to them, by allowing them to "overflow," but if he chose to minimize his
thought energy, then there was no way in which they could invade the privacy of his
mind.

Now, as he stood in silence before the web of the Spider Lord, he understood the
proverb quoted by Dravig as the essence of spider wisdom: "Silence allows Time to hear
its own voice." Because they were directly aware of one another's existence, spiders felt
perfectly at home in silence; this was why they could remain silent and motionless for
days or weeks at a time. This, he also realized, was why spiders lived so long: the silence
allowed them time to renew themselves. While he had been trapped in his own identity,
Niall had felt awkward and self-conscious to be standing alone in the middle of the room;
now he felt that he could easily stand there for a year without fatigue.

As his attention shifted from the strangeness of his new awareness to the room
around him, Niall became conscious of the situation in which he found himself. The web
that covered the end of the room like a dark tunnel now seemed transparent, and he
recognized for the first time that it was the equivalent of a royal throne, in which the
Spider Lord sat surrounded by her courtiers, the ruling council of the spider city; each of



these councilors -- all were female -- had her precise place. The only other occupants of
the room, besides himself and Dravig, were six male spiders, who were ranged on either
side of the room; these, he now realized, were the prisoners on trial.

As soon as his attention was fixed on them, he was aware that five of the six were
nonentities, the spider equivalent of foot soldiers. The leading spirit was the sixth, a
captain of the guard who had been Skorbo's closest friend. This spider was smaller and
more compact than the others, although his powerful legs and pincers revealed enormous
physical strength. Niall was surprised to realize that this spider, like the others, was
nameless -- for names would have been pointless when spiders had instant telepathic
recognition. If one of them wished to refer to a spider who was absent, he could convey a
mental image of the spider's essential identity. Names such as Skorbo and Dravig had
been bestowed on prominent spiders by human beings.

And now that his attention was focused on the sixth spider, Niall also recognized
that a name would have been an absurdity. This spider had come from a distant province
across the sea, and he had been born into a privileged position, a member of a family
whose natural dominance ensured them a certain preeminence. Here, in the spider city,
his natural dominance aroused resentment, while his small stature led to him being
regarded with a certain lack of respect. And since spiders attached immense importance
to being respected, this had engendered a certain rebelliousness.

Skorbo, by comparison, had been coarse and stupid; but he also possessed a high
degree of natural dominance, so the two had formed a kind of alliance. Skorbo had never
understood his companion's rebelliousness, for he himself was a born soldier who
regarded obedience as a law of nature; but he admired this "aristocrat" among spiders.

As members of the imperial guard, these two had never given cause for
complaint; but when they were off duty, they took pleasure in hunting and tormenting
human beings. They were not interested in those who were merely fat and succulent, but
only in those who possessed a certain strength and enterprise, some degree of leadership
quality. These they observed with infinite patience, studying their movements, waiting
until the opportunity came to plunge down on them from the sky and seize the victim in
all eight legs. This generated an almost feverish intensity of pleasure. The victim's vocal
chords were paralyzed so that he could not cry out, but his limbs were left unaffected, for
the essence of the pleasure lay in his struggles. To feel a terrified captive squirming
frantically produced a delight that in human beings is associated only with sex. Then he
would be taken to a lighted room, and allowed to try to escape. One man had even
succeeded in leaping out of an upper window, hoping to kill himself; but Skorbo had
been crouching in his web, and had caught him before he struck the pavement. (Spiders
were able to increase or decrease their speed of descent at will.) The victim had then been
tormented for hours until he had died of terror and exhaustion. His body had been eaten
while still warm.

All this Niall knew instantaneously on looking at the guard captain, for it had
already been confessed, and was therefore in the minds of his companions. He could also
understand why, when the Spider Lord had announced the peace treaty between spiders
and human beings, Skorbo and his companion had been so shocked and outraged. They
were being deprived of a pleasure that had become the keenest and sweetest sensation in
life, something that meant more to them than food and drink. Yet Skorbo was willing to
accept the new state of affairs; since it was the will of the goddess, he could see no



alternative. It was his companion who rebelled at the idea. Although he too was willing to
respect the will of the goddess, the notion of treating human beings as equals filled him
with fury and contempt. Humans were vermin, obviously intended by Nature to be the
prey of spiders. If the goddess had allowed them to go on killing human beings for
centuries, it was surely unlikely that she would suddenly change her mind. No, this new
prohibition was obviously the decision of the old Spider Lord, who was impotent and
senile. It deserved to be flouted.

In any case, there was no hurry about deciding what to do. Their private larder
was well stocked with human flesh. A death spider could inject his prey with a poison
that would paralyze the central nervous system without causing death; if precisely the
right quantity was injected, the victim might live for six months without being able to
move a finger or an eyelid. So Skorbo and his companion continued to dine on human
flesh for many months after the peace treaty without feeling that they were breaking the
law. Then five NCOs of the imperial guard discovered a forgotten communal larder
containing a dozen or so paralyzed human carcasses, as well as some cows and pigs.
These were transferred to Skorbo's larder, and the NCOs joined in the nightly feasts. One
night, an NCO brought back the body of a slave who had collapsed during an epileptic
attack, and they all agreed that the fresh meat tasted so delicious that it would be absurd
to forgo the pleasure of eating the occasional slave -- besides, no one really regarded
slaves as human. But then, human beings from across the river often wandered around the
slave quarter at night, and it was quite impossible to know which was which. And so, step
by step, without any intention of breaking the law, Skorbo and his companions had
drifted back into the habit of eating live flesh. . .

All these facts were communicated to Niall's mind within a few moments of the
Spider Lord's greeting; it was unnecessary for them to be communicated serially, one by
one, for they existed simultaneously, in the mind of the Spider Lord and of every other
spider in this room. But he was also aware that the most important part of the
interrogation was still to come -- a part that, although purely formal, was still essential to
the process of justice.

First of all there was a lengthy silence -- the silence spiders believed should
precede all affairs of importance. As Niall relaxed in this silence, he experienced an
almost electrical sensation of delight. The last time he had experienced this sensation was
when he and Veig, and their cousin Hrolf, were exploring the country of the ants, and had
encountered a shallow stream that meandered in its rocky bed. For the first time in his
life, Niall had immersed himself in water, and then had sat there, staring at the rippling
surface, with this same sensation of peaceful ecstasy.

The Spider Lord finally spoke, addressing the prisoners: "You are aware that you
have broken the law, and flouted the will of the goddess. What do you have to say for
yourselves?"

The accused made no reply. The five NCOs were obviously too ashamed to
speak; the captain simply maintained silence.

The Spider Lord said: "Is there any reason why I should not pass the sentence of
death?"

After another silence, the captain replied: "I would regard the death sentence as an
injustice."

HWhy?"



"Because the fault was unintentional. We began by eating humans who had
already been destroyed." (The spider thought-language made no distinction between
"paralyzed" and "destroyed.")

"We realize that. But you then went on to break the law by killing those who had
not yet been destroyed."

"It is true that I broke your law. But it was not the law of my own country, the
land of Koresh."

At this point, Dravig intervened. "You are in this country, not in Koresh, and are
therefore obliged to obey our laws. Are you trying to deny this?" Dravig's voice had a
note of anger.

The captain's reply sounded cool and unemotional. "I do not deny it. But I submit
that this particular law is unfair."

"Why?" The Spider Lord's voice also betrayed a note of anger.

"I am a stranger in your land. You have no right to ask me to treat human beings
as equals. I do not regard them as equals. Moreover, I do not believe you regard them as
equals."

Niall was suddenly struck by an astonishing insight. Spider justice differed from
human justice in one basic respect. A spider could not be sentenced to death against his
will. If he 