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| dsofed | should again express my gratitude to Roald Dahl, who in 1975 said to me casudly
over dinner: "Y ou ought to try writing achildren's book."

Cornwall, March 2002

I ntroduction

Nidl isborn into aworld dominated by gigantic telepathic spiders, who breed human beings for
food. Hisfamily belongsto the smal number of humanswho are il free; they livein an underground
cavein awaterless desert, continualy on the dert for spiderswho float overhead in silken balloons,
probing the desert landscape with beams of willpower. Other humanslive in an underground city caled
Diraon the shores of adead sea. Whilevisting relativesthere, Niall is captivated by the charms of the
ruler's daughter Merlew. But when he overhears her referring to him as "that skinny boy" he decides not
to accept her father'sinvitation to remainin Dira

On theway home, Nidl and hisfather take shelter from a sandstorm, and Niall finds atelescopic
metal rod, arelic of the remote dayswhen men ruled the Earth. By accident rather than skill or choice he
usesit to kill a spider whose balloon has crashed in the storm. In doing so, he has committed an offense
for which heand dl hisfamily could die ahorrible degth.

Soon after their return to the desert, while Nidl is absent, their caveis discovered by spiders.
Nidl'sfather iskilled and hisfamily taken captive. Nidl finds hisfather's body when he returnsto the
cave. Intrying to follow thetrail of hisfamily, heasois captured and taken to the spider city. Upon his
arriva helearnsthat dl the inhabitants of Diraare dso prisoners. Merlew'sfather, King Kazak, anatura
survivor, has now entered the service of the spiders, and urges Niall to do the same. Rgjecting the
thought of betraying hisfellow men, Nial fleesto the white tower in the center of the city, and entersit
with the ad of thetelescopic rod. There helearnsthat it isatime capsule left by former men, and through
asupercomputer called the Steegmaster, he learns the history of humanity on Earth. He dso is presented
with adevice cdled the thought mirror, through which he can achieve a high degree of concentration.

On leaving the tower, Nidl takes refuge in the dave quarter of the city, and is appointed overseer
of acontingent of daves, whom he leads to the nearby city of the bombardier beetles. The beetles, as
inteligent asthe spiders, love explosons, and Niadl has arrived in timefor one of their great annud
celebrations, Boomday, organized by their chief explosves expert, Bill Doggins. But thefegtival
culminatesin disaster, destroying the complete stock of explosives. Nidl agreesto lead Dogginsto a
disused barracksin the dave quarter, where they expect to find gunpowder.

They find more than that: Reapers, the deadliest wegpon ever invented by man, which firea
beam of atomic energy. They use these to shoot their way out of an ambush by the spiders, and escape
back to the city of the bombardier beetlesin stolen spider balloons.

Theruler of the beetles, the Madter, isfurious that they have broken an ancient peace treaty, and
isinclined to hand over Nidl and Dogginsto the spidersfor punishment. Only the treachery of the Spider
Lord, who decidesto preempt the decision by trying to strangle Niall, leads the Master to decide to
dlow Nidl to say after dl.

Nevertheess, Nidl isdismayed by the Master's decison that al the Reapers should be destroyed
-- dashing al hopes of using them to free hisfellow men. So Niall, Doggins, and agroup of young men
decideto travel to the Delta, perhaps the most dangerous place on Earth, because Nidl has concluded
that the Deltais the source of apowerful living vibration that is responsible for the abnormal growth of
sample life-forms, including the spiders. Hisaim isto destroy this source, known to the spiders asthe
goddess Nuada.

The Ddlta proves to be even more dangerous than they expected; its perilsinclude octopus-like



plantsthat lurk just below the surface of the ground, and humanoid frogs that can spit a stream of poison.
Nial and Doggins are the only onesto reach the heart of the Delta, and there they discover that the
"goddess’ isactudly agigantic plant that forms the summit of amountain.

Since Doggins has been blinded, Nidl isforced to press on done. In the night that follows, in
tel epathic communion with the goddess, he learns that she isindeed the source of the giant life-forms. She
camefrom adistant galaxy, transported to our solar sysiemin thetail of the comet Opik, which came
closeto destroying the Earth.

Another long and dangerous journey brings Nial and Doggins back to the city of the beetles.
There the Master agreesto the Death Lord's demand to hand him over. In afina confrontation, only the
direct intervention of the goddess saves Nid| from an appdling fate. But the "miracl€’ also convincesthe
Spider Council that Niall isthe emissary of the goddess, and to his own bewilderment, he finds himself
exalted to the rank of ruler of the spider city.

The Spider Lord agreesthat there should henceforth be peace between human beings and
spiders, and that they should regard one another as equals. However, many spiders secretly regard this
treaty as abetrayd. Among theseis Skorbo, a captain of the Spider Lord's guard, who -- with six
accomplices -- continuesto trap and eat human beings.

One snowy morning, Nidl findsthe dying Skorbo in acorner of the main square; he hasbeen
struck down by some tremendous blow. Following the trail of blood to the garden of a deserted house,
Niall discoversthat Skorbo has been the victim of an ingenious booby trap: ayoung pam tree had been
bent to the ground and then released by cutting the rope that held it. Human footprintsindicate that three
men were involved in Skorbo's murder.

Concealed nearby, Nidl finds the swollen corpse of aman who has died from spider venom;
Skorbo apparently had succeeded in killing one of the "assassins.”

In the roots of the palm tree, Nidl hasfound aheavy meta disk, engraved with a birdlike symbol.
When he returnsto the garden, this disk has vanished. Niall deducesthat it has been taken by one of the
"assassins," and that they have been able to remain undetected in the spider city by masquerading as
daves. Nidl isableto track one of the bogus davesto abuilding used as a hospital. The man is subdued
with thead of aglue spider, but immediately kills himself.

The pale skin of the dead man suggeststhat he originated in some place where he has been
deprived of light. With the aid of a"mind machine" in the white tower, Nidl learnsthat Skorbo'skillers
came from some region benegth the Earth, and that itsruler, whom Nidl cals"the Magician," isdriven by
adeep hatred of the spiders.

Thethird n aso istracked down, but proves to be already dead -- an animated corpse.

After witnessing the execution of five of Skorbo's accomplices, and the banishment of one of
them who refuses to submit, Nial discovers the whereabouts of Skorbo's"larder,” where his paralyzed
victims are hung like carcassesin a butcher's shop, awaiting their turn to be esten. One of theseisagirl,
Charis, whose pale skin indicates that sheis aso from the underground realm of the Magician.
Recognizing that Charisis hislast clue to the whereabouts of the Magician, Nidl decidesto keep her in
his palace until she can be restored to consciousness.

In the house that had been occupied by Skorbo'skillers, Nial finds froglike talismans carved
from green stone, and redlizes that they emanate amaevolent force. A mat of somekind of seaweed
provesto be the means by which the nswere ableto draw vital energy from the girl who
accompanied them.

Nidl learnsthat Skorbo had once been lost in the mountains to the north of the Great Wall, after
acrash landing in his spider balloon. Nidl beginsto entertain the suspicion that there may have been
some connection between Skorbo and the Magician, and that Skorbo's death may have been in revenge
for some kind of treachery.

Nial's attempt to learn more about the Great Wall, and the Gray Mountains, isfrustrated by the
fact that the spiders are dmogt totally ignorant of their own history. Then he learnsthat the greatest of all
spider warriors, Cheb the Mighty, iskept in a state of suspended animation by the vitd energy of young
spiders, and that Nidl, asthe ruler of the spider city, will be dlowed to question Cheb.



A journey benegth the city leads him to the sacred cave; there young acolytes bring back the
great spider warrior from the land of the dead. Cheb describes how the spidersfirst learned to make use
of human servants, who regarded themselves as spiders rather than human beings, and how these
psychologica hybrids helped Cheb to endave adl the remaining humans. Nial then spesks with the spirit
of Cheb'sfamous adviser, Qisb the Wise, and learns of the eventsthat led to the building of the Great
wall.

Qisbtdlsof how Cheb's successor sent his human servant Madig to select asite for anew city
in the Gray Mountains of the north. Madig, alone of al his party, returned with amessage for the Spider
Lord that the Gray Mountains were the territory of the Magician, who would destroy any invaders.

The Spider Lord wasincensed -- particularly when Madig died, gpparently of asdow poison that
had been administered by the Magician. Animmense army of spiders and human foot soldiers marched
north, but were destroyed by agae and aflood in the deep valey known asthe Valley of the Great
Lake. The Spider Lord and his councilor Qisib done survived. After this catastrophe Qisib supervised
the building of aGreat Wall in what isnow known asthe Valey of the Dead.

Niall has no doubt that the storm was caused by the powers of the Magician.

Qisib recounts Madig's own story of how his party was overwhelmed in the dark, blindfolded,
and taken to some strange city, where the streets are silent and nobody speaks above awhisper. There,
gtill blindfolded, Madig was ordered to carry amessage to the Spider Lord, threatening him with
dedtruction if he ventured into the Gray Mountains. Madig wastold that if he did not return within thirty
days, he would die and the other prisoners would suffer horrible deaths. Madig, of course, did not return,
and died -- asthe Magician foretold -- after thirty days.

When Nidl returns from the sacred cave to his paace, helearnsthat his brother Veig, who has
cut himself on the ax used to kill Skorbo, isdangeroudy ill. Grel, ayoung spider, detects the presence of
some evil forcein the palace. Nial tracksit down to his bedroom, where he has|eft one of the toadlike
figurinesthat he found in the house of the ns.

Nial destroysthe force by cutting the figurine in two with an ax. But when the physician Simeon
unitesthe two halves for amoment, the unknown forceis able to destroy Charis, who was Hill lying
unconsciousin the next room.

After the destruction of the figurine, Veig seemsto be recovering. But Grd points out thet, like
Madig, Veig has been touched by the evil power of the Magician, and will dmost certainly diewithin
thirty days.

Nidl redlizesthat thereis only one chance of saving hisbrother'slife: he himsalf must makethe
dangerous journey to the underground city of the Magician.

Part One

Niall stood on the balcony that overlooked the main square, and stared out over the darkened
city. Thegtarsin the black sky looked very cold and bright. At this hour, everyone, including the spider
population, was adeep. Following the habit of alifetime, most of hisfellow citizensfell adeep soon after
dark, and the same force of habit made those who wandered abroad at night glance nervoudly over their
shoulders, asif afraid of being caught and punished. It would take at |east another generation for human
beingsto behave asif they were free and could go where they liked.

He a0, heredlized, had become a cresture of habit. Although he had been in thiscity for less
than six months, he dready regarded it as his home, and the thought of having to set out on along journey
made his heart contract with anxiety.

There was atap at the door, so light that he wondered if he had imagined it. Simeon peeped into
the room.

"I wondered if you were adeep.”



"No. | don't fed tired."

"Y our mother doesn't want you to go done."

"I know. | havetold her it would be too dangerous to have companions.”

"Evenme?'

"Evenyou. | fed | havejust about enough luck to last me for the journey. 1t might not be enough
for two."

Simeon nodded. "I understand. Then why don't you alow a spider balloon to carry you to the
Gray Mountains?'

"Again, it would be too dangerous. There are eyes watching this city, and a spider balloon would
be too obvious."

Simeon sad: "Then how do you propose to leave the city without being noticed?’

"By traveling underground.”

"Underground?’ Simeon looked a him asif he doubted his sanity.

"There are underground tunnels benesth this city. They may have been made by menin the days
before they were conquered by the spiders -- perhaps as an escape route in case they were invaded.”

"Y ou learned thisin the white tower?'

"No. From the spidersthemselves.”

But as he was about to tell Simeon about his journey beneath the city, he experienced a sudden
sense of caution. It would involvetelling Simeon about the sacred cave, and he knew intuitively that this
was the most precious secret of the spiders, and should not be discussed with another human being --
even asintimate afriend as Smeon.

Instead, he said: "I learned something else. Did you know that thereisariver benegth this city?"

Simeon shook his head in bewilderment.

"Areyou sure?'

"l have seeniit.”

"Where doesit come out?"

"I don't know. Probably somewhereto the east.”

Simeon digested thisin silence, then said: "And do you know where to find the kingdom of the
Magican?'

"l know only onething -- that it isto the north of the Great Wall, in the Gray Mountains.”

"It could be athousand milesto the north."

"No. Have you heard of Madig, the servant of Kasib the Warrior?'

Simeon shook his head.

"Madig led an expedition to the Gray Mountains, and was captured by servants of the Magician.
He was taken to some underground city where people spoke in whispers. . "

Smeon sad: "It iscaled Shadowland.”

Nial sad eagerly: "Y ou know about it?'

"It isalegend among the beetles”

"Wheat do they say?'

"Only that it isan underground kingdom in the north. They believeit isfar away -- hundreds of
miles”

Nidl shook hishead. "No, that cannot be so. For when the Magician rdleased Madig, hetold
him to return in amonth, or his companionswould forfeit their lives. If Madig could make the journey
there and back in amonth, Shadowland cannot be athousand miles away. A man on foot can only travel
twenty or thirty milesaday -- not much more than three hundred milesin two weeks. Y ou agree?’

Before Simeon could reply, there was aknock at the door. It was Nephtys, the commander of
Nidl's persona guard. She said: "Captain Sdoniais here, highness."

"Thank you. Take her in to my brother -- 1 will comein amoment.”

Simeon asked: "Sidonia? The captain of the Spider Lord's guard?”

"I sent for her. | think she might be ableto hdp Velg."

Simeon frowned. "How?'



"Sdoniaisfond of Veg."

Simeon smiled. "So arealot of other ladies around here.”

"Good. The more the better.”

Simeon was puzzled. "1 don't follow you."

Nial sad: "Sidoniahas plenty of courage and energy.”

"Yes" Simeon had seen her risk her life by driving her shortsword into the ssomach of a bull
spider that wasthreatening Niall.

"Then don't you think she might be able to convey some of it to Veig?'

"How?"

"Simply by wanting to -- perhgpslaying her handson him.”

Simeon'swrinkled brow reveded he was unable to understand what Nial was talking about.

"Don't you believe that people can give energy to those they love?"

"I've heard my daughter say so. But | think that's only amanner of speaking.”

Nial was disappointed. Simeon obvioudy found theidea absurd. Asaphysician hewas
pragmatic and skeptical. But Nidl had seen the young spiderstransferring their vitd energy to Cheb the
Mighty and Qisib the Wise, and knew that it could be done.

"Whereisyour daughter?"

"Shelsa home."

"Here, in the pider city?'

"y es"

Since he had become amember of the Council of Free Men, Simeon had taken over the ground
floor of an empty building not far from the square; it saved the daily journey back to the city of the
bombardier beetles.

"Could you bring her here? Will she dill be awake?'

"Probably. She often waits up for me."

As Simeon was leaving, Nidl redlized that Sdoniawas waiting outsde the door. Nial was
surprised to see her; he had assumed she would wait down in the hall. Asusua, she was standing to
attention, her eyesin front of her so shelooked like a statue.

Hesad: "At ease" She dlowed her eyesto focuson him. "Y ou know my brother issick?'

"No, sire." He was probing her mind, and felt her concern. Like most of the women with whom
his brother had been involved, she obvioudy continued to fed a certain affection for him.

Hesad: "Heissuffering from someillnessthat isdraining hisenergy. Come with me."

Heled her downgtairs and across the courtyard to his brother's quarters. The room was empty
except for Ve g, who was adeep, hisarm outflung, and hismaid Crestia, adight, blond girl who was
sitting by the bed, looking pale and tense. She jumped to her feet, for both Niall and Sidoniawere her
superiors. Nial gestured for her to it down.

There was no need to probe Sidonia's mind to sense her anxiety as shelooked down at Veig. It
struck Nial asodd that agirl with such ahigh leve of sdf-disciplinethat she seemed little morethan a
robot should fedl so deeply about his brother.

He asked: "Ishe hot?

She sat on the bed and placed her hand on Veig's forehead.

"Yes"

"Do you know how to take away hisfever?'

"No."

"Put your other hand on his solar plexus.”

She looked puzzled; her education had not encompassed such anatomica terms. Nial pulled
back the bedclothes; his brother was naked. The chest and belly were covered with curly hair that was
damp with swest. Niall took Sidonias right hand and placed it on Veig's solar plexus. As she sat there,
unsure of what he wanted, Niall placed his own hands on hers, then breathed deeply, and alowed himsdlf
to sink into astate of deep relaxation. When he was cam enough, his feglings and sensations blended
with those of his brother, and he began to feel heat and discomfort. He was interested to observe that



Sidoniaaso followed him into deep rel axation, obeying his thought impulses asif they shared the same
body.

Now he began to try to soothe Veig'sfever asthough it were his own. To begin with, this
seemed to have no effect; on the contrary, the fever seemed to burn morefiercely. Then, dowly, he
began to respond, asif Nidl -- and Sidonia -- were whispering words that relieved his anxiety, and he
was ligening to them.

Suddenly, Crestiareached out and laid her hands on Velg. Although unconscious, Veig
responded to her, asif hisattention had been drawn to someone el se who had walked into the room.
Then he seemed to recognize her and relax.

What was happening to Niall waswhat had happened when he had given energy to the girl in the
hospital, and to Charis, the girl who had accompanied the nsfrom Shadowland. He was giving
energy exactly as he might have given ablood transfusion. Veig absorbed this energy as naturdly ashe
absorbed the vitdlity that flowed from Sidoniaand Crestia. As he did so, hisfever disappeared, and he
sank into anormal deep.

For afew minutes more, the three of them sat there, suddenly aware of one another. Nial was
interested to observe that they seemed to be sharing the same body, or rather that he was as aware of
the women's bodies as he was of hisown. In that moment, he realized why Veig found the opposite sex
s0 gppeding. Holding them in hisarmswas smply afirst step toward this mutual exchange of energy.

Thiswas dso the reason that the energies that flowed from Sidoniaand Crestiawere more
satisfying to Veig than Nidl's; it had the opposite polarity.

A light tap on the door made them al start. It was Simeon, followed by awoman whose yellow
hair flowed over her shoulders. Nidl judged her age to be about thirty.

Simeon said: "Thisismy daughter Leda."

She had an ovd face with firm lips, and serene gray eyes. Unlike the women of the spider city,
her profile was not perfect, and on this account was more interesting. Nidl felt immediately that he had
known her for many years. He was glad that she made no moveto curtsy or otherwise show respect to
him astheruler.

Sheasked: "How istheinvaid?’

"Feding alittle better."

She sat down on thefar side of the bed. As he watched her capable brown fingerstaking Veig's
pulse, Nidl fdt hisbrother wasin good hands. He noticed that, even after taking Veig's pulse, she
continued to hold hiswrig, asif tuning in to hisphysicd state. Shefindly laid hiswrist on the coverlet.

"Heisdill veryill."

"But he was worse before you came. Hewasin afever."”

She seemed to understand immediately. "And you took it away?"

"All three of us™

"Then your brother isin good hands.”

Nidl said: "Can you answer me aquestion?'

“I'll try."

"If we can take away hisfever, why can we not cure him completely?*

Simeon interrupted: "Because hisblood isfull of tiny parasiteslikeleeches” All thistalk about
heding evidently made him uncomfortable.

Ledasaid: "But that isnot the only reason. | sensethat thereismoreto it than that."

"What?"

"l don't know. Some kind of hostile force. But it may be possble to neutrdizeit."

Nidl fdt atingle of hope. "How?"

"In this house you have aroom with treesin it?"

Nidl stared at her in bewilderment.

"Trees?'Y ou mean red trees?' For amoment he thought she must be talking of a painting or
murd.

"y es"



He shook hishead. "Thereisno such room.”

Themaid Crestiasaid: "Yesthereis." They dl stared a her.

Shesaid: "Itispart of thecdlar. | can show you."

Shetook a pressure lamp and pumped it until it glowed fiercely; Nial took another. The others
took il lampsfrom their wal niches.

Asthey followed Crestia across the upper courtyard and into the palace, Nial tried to guess
what she had in mind. He was sure he knew every room in the building, from attic to cdllar. In any case,
how could trees grow in aroom?

Credtialed theway acrossthe hall and down the cellar steps. The great stone-flagged room had
apleasant smell of stored food: gpples, hams, spices, aswell as fermenting mead and cider. Game hung
from hooks on the beam. Crestiawent on through asmall door in the corner, which led into alumber
room full of broken furniture and moldering curtains. Nial had glanced into it on severa occasions, but
since there seemed to be no exit, had not bothered to exploreit. Now Crestia picked her way among
broken wardrobes, cracked mirrors, and armchairs with springs sticking out, stirring the dust so it made
them sneeze. In the far corner of the room, behind arickety wardrobe, was asmall door, held by two
drawn bolts. When Crestia pulled these back and tugged open the creaking door -- with some help from
Simeon -- asmd| of fresh air blew in.

Crestiaraised her lamp to reved achamber that obvioudy had been a stable at some remote
timeinitshistory, and till had horse salls; harnesses of old, cracked leather hung on thewalls, which
were built of unplaned wood. The single window was broken, and the floor was made of trampled earth.
The stable obvioudy had been added to the outer wall of the building, and from itsfloor, roughly six feet
gpart, grew two trees, each about two feet thick, whose upper halves vanished through holesin the
caling.

The door was made of rough planks, and when Nid| raised the wooden latch, he found himsalf
looking into asmall courtyard of whose existence he had been unaware.

Ledawas caressing the rough gray bark of one of the trees. She said: "These are aboliatrees,
whosewood is as hard as oak or mahogany. They grow in the Delta. | would advise you to move your
brother's bed between them.”

Niall accepted her advice without question. Sidonia was dispatched to the hospital to
commandeer two porterswith astretcher, and Veig was transferred to it. Niall directed two of the house
servants to dismantle Ve g's bed, which was held together by wooden pegs, and it was carried down to
the stable and reassembled. Veig was deeping so deeply that even the hammering when the pegs were
loosened failed to wake him.

Nidl's mother, Siris, had been awakened by all the activity, and she watched as Veig was
replaced in his bed between the two trees. She bent over her son and placed her hands on his forehead.
Like Nial, she possessed certain telepathic abilities, particularly where her children were concerned. Her
face brokeinto asmile of relief.

"Hisfever isdmost gone”

AsNial sat on astool on the other side of the bed and placed his hands on Veig'sforehead, he
wasimmediately aware that his mother's diagnosiswas too optimistic. Velg's blood till burned with a
fever that was like poison. But at least his condition now seemed stable. And as he focused his attention
to adeeper level, he became aware that the trees at either end of the bed were, in fact, exercisng a
soothing influence. They were like a cool breeze blowing through awindow. This breeze was aform of
vitality, the distinctive vibration of the goddess. On a spider, the effect would have been adow trickle of
energy that would have cured sickness. The flesh of humans was on too high aleve to be recharged by
thisvitality, yet its effect was neverthdessrestorative, like soft music. When the dawn came, with its
surge of energy, the effect would be even stronger.

Atleastit wasardief that Veig wasin good hands. It meant that Niall could set out on his
journey without the same burden of tension and anxiety.

Helooked at Sidoniaand Crestia, who were standing side by side.

"Y ou must take specia care of my brother. And if you become overtired, then try to find others



who can help.”

They understood what he meant -- that there must be at least haf a dozen other young women
who had shared Veig'sfavors.

Cregtiaasked timidly: "Doesmy lord intend to. . ."

Before she could finish, Nidl raised hisfinger to hislips. It wasimportant that asfew as possible
knew about hisintended journey. Crestia blushed as she redlized how close she had come to committing
an indiscretion -- the servants and stretcher bearers were still in the room -- and Nial observed with
interest that Sidoniaaso blushed. This meant that they had established acommunity of sensation that
could only benefit their patient.

Nial turned to the serving men.

"Thank you for your help. Y ou can go." The men shuffled off awkwardly, unaccustomed to being
treated with courtesy. Niall beckoned to Simeon as he followed them.

"I need your advice."

"Gledly."

Nial was dlent until they were crossing the main hdlway. When he was sure they could not be
overheard he said: "Y ou see the problem? As soon as | |eave the city, the newswill spread, until itis
overheard by the spies of the Magician. What can we do?"

Simeon shrugged. "If you think it'sdl that dangerous, then don't go done.

"Weve been through al that." Nial made an effort to keep the impatience out of hisvoice. "l
haveto travel done." Earlier in the evening, Simeon had tried hard to persuade Nial to alow himto go
with him. "But how do you think | can | make peoplethink I'm till in the city?"

"We could say that you haveto stay in your apartments. Y ou could be suffering from some fever
that you caught in the Ddlta."

Nial thought about it. "Yes, | suppose that might work." He shook hishead. "But I'd need to be
seen now and then. Suppose we could find someone who looked like me, and who could wear my
clothes. . ."

They had arrived outside Nidl's gpartment. The door opened; Jarita, his personal servant, had
heard them coming.

Nidl said: "'l told you to go to bed.”

"| thought you might need something.”

"No thank you, Jarita" From the main room, he could see through his open bedroom door, and
that agray pack lay on hisbed. "What isthat?"

"Y our mother brought it. It isfor your journey.”

Nial exchanged glanceswith Simeon.

"How did you know | was going on ajourney?"

"Y our mother said 0."

Simeon took her chin between hisforefinger and thumb and looked into her eyes.

"No one else must know about this. It isa secret.”

She nodded. Niall was glad Simeon had spoken; she regarded him with akind of awe -- since
hisinjections had revived the paralyzed victims of spider venom, word had spread around the city that he
was a Sorcere.

Niall examined the pack on hisbed. It was made of athick cloth that was surprisingly stiff to the
fingers, and had shoulder straps and alesther drawstring; it contained food in awaterproof cloth coated
with spider silk, and aflask of drink, aswell asafolding knife and matches. In aside pocket there was a
small wooden box, which he recognized; it contained food tablets, which had been given to him on his
firg vidgt to the white tower, in the days when he had been afugitive. Therewas dso asilvery meta tube,
about six incheslong and an inch wide; this, he knew, held alightwe ght garment, developed by men of
the twenty-first century for space travelers. His mother evidently had kept these relics of former days. A
waterproof pouch with adrawstring contained awatch manufactured in the city of the bombardier
beetles, and asmaler pouch contained a compass.

On the back of hisbedside chair wasagray cloak of asilky, waterproof materid, lined with the



soft wool of dwarf mountain sheep.

Simeon stood beside him.

"So your mother knew you were going on ajourney?'

Nial nodded. " She can read my thoughts -- Veig'stoo. If we want to communicate with her
when we are traveling, we think of her at sunset or sunrise, and it isasif sheisthere with us”

"Haveyou ever tried to see her?!

"No. What would be the point? It is enough know she can hear us."

Simeon led the way into the dining room; Jarita.had left out food and drink on the table, and
Simeon helped himsdlf to aglass of alight golden mead that sparkled in the lamplight.

"When my daughter isaway from me, she can make me see her.”

"How?"

"Have you ever heard of making the spirit walk?"

"No."

"It isthe power to appear to someone when you are not present.”

"Ah, yes." Nidl suddenly understood. "I have done that."

Simeon looked a himin surprise. Y ou've doneit?'

"It waswhen | first went into the white tower." Simeon was one of the few people to whom Niall
had described his experiencesin the white tower. "1 had run away from Kazak's palace. The old man
told me to close my eyes, and suddenly | was back in the palace with Kazak and my mother."

"And what happened?'

"| tried to speak, and suddenly | was back in the white tower."

"So you wouldn't know how to do it again?'

He shook his heed. "I didn't doit. The old man did it. But | don't know how."

Simeon said: "My daughter knows how."

"Has shetold you how to do it?"

"No. But she can explainit to you. | have sent Jaritato fetch her."

Nial poured himsdlf some of the mead, then changed his mind; it would only make him deepy.

"Canyou doit?'

"No."

"Then| certainly can't."”

"Y ou may be wrong. Speaking to your mother when sheisnot present is already away of
making the spirit walk."

"Yes, | supposeitis. . ." But hewas not convinced.

When Ledajoined them, she refused the mead that Simeon offered her, and poured herself
water. She seemed to read the question in Nidl's mind.

"Y our brother is adeep, and your mother iswatching beside him."

"Good." He asked something el se that had been puzzling him. "Why do you think that room was
built around the two trees?’

"Probably to hed the sick. It would aso be good for horses kept in the stable.”

Simeon said: "He wantsto know about making the spirit walk."

She asked Nidl: ™Y ou want to learn how to do it?'

Niall was about to disclaim the idea; but something in the gaze of her cdm gray eyesmade him
change hismind.

"y es"

Shetook his hands, turned the pams upward, and stared at them.

"Y ou should be ableto. Y ou have astrong line of imagination.”

"Imagination?"

"It depends on the visua imagination.”

He found thisbaffling, so said nothing.

"Where do you want to send your spirit?’

"I'll show you." He stood up and led her into the next room, with the balcony that overlooked the



square. He pointed to the balcony. "There."

"Y ou want to be seen there?' She had apleasingly quick intelligence. Niall was glad that he did
not haveto explain hismotives a length.

"Yes. But what do | haveto do?'

Shesad: "Let meexplain how it first happened to me. | was away from home, attending to my
gster, who was sick. | had left my father alone, and after afew weeks | became very homesick. And one
night, | was stting in my room, wondering what they were doing, and | began to think about the room at
home, and suddenly | felt that | could actudly seeit, with children Stting around the table, and my father
carrying adish of yams. Then he looked straight at me, and looked startled. . ."

Simeon laughed. "1 dmost dropped the yams."

Ledasaid: "Then | was back in my sster'shome. But | knew something had happened. And
when | got back home, my father and the children dl said they had seen me. Then | knew | could do it.”

Niall asked Simeon: "Y ou could see her clearly?!

"Asclear as| can see her now. | thought she had come home. Then she disappeared.”

Nidl asked: "Can anyonedoit?'

"If they redlly want to."

"But how?" Although Nidl believed her, he doubted his own ability to learniit.

Shesaid: "Close your eyes." He did as she asked. "Now try to imagine thisroom you are Sitting
in. You know it well. Can you tell me the color of the walls? Keep your eyes closed.”

Nidl sad hestantly: A kind of yellow?"

"Open your eyes and look at them.” Nial saw immediately that they were blue. "Close your eyes
again. Thereisatable with aplant pot. Point to it." Niall pointed across the room. "Now open your
eyes." Nidl saw that his pointing finger was missing the table by six fedt.

Ledasad: "How can you visudize the room if you can't remember it? If you want to make the
spirit walk, you must look at it until you can remember every detail .

"That isdifficult when | amtired. . ." But as he spoke, he was struck by asudden thought. "But |
think I may have the answer.”

He went into his bedroom and opened a drawer. Hidden underneath his clothestherewas a
gold-colored disk, nearly circular in shape, on afine metal chain. He showed it to Ledaon the pam of his
hand.

"Thisisthe thought mirror. | was givenit in the white tower."

She made no attempt to touchit.

"What doesit do?'

"It focusesthe mind. Thefirgt time | used it, | memorized amap in afew minutes."

He placed it around his neck, insde the open neck of histunic, so it was just above the solar
plexus. The convex side rested againg hisflesh.

Hesad: "Now | will useit to memorize theroom.” Hereached into histunic and turned it over.

He had forgotten how painful it could be when the mind wastired. His heart seemed to contract,
and began to beat faster, asif he had been suddenly plunged into cold water.

"Doesit hurt?"

Henodded. "A little."

After afew moments he adjusted to the sensation. Everything in the room |ooked more sharp and
clear. Thelamplight seemed to be reflected off more surfaces than before, dthough he was awarethat it
was smply his sensesthat had intensified.

Helooked carefully around the room, registering everything in it. It was unnecessary to make an
effort. Thiswasfar eeser than memorizing the map of the city; he had merely to memorize afew objects
and their relation to one another. It took only afew seconds. He said: "I have doneit. What now?"

"Now go to another room, and try to visuaize thisroom. Turn off thelight if it makesit eesier.”

But in his bedroom it was unnecessary to turn off the light. As soon as he closed hiseyes, and
conjured up the other room, it was asif he was there. Every detail was present in hismind. Y et hewas
awarethat hewas dtill in hisbedroom, smply visudizing theroom hejust left. It was oddly frustrating. He



was aware he was doing something wrong.

Then he recdled the previous occas on when this had happened, in the white tower. The old man
had told him to close hiseyes. And amoment later, he had found himsdlf in aroom in Kazek's palace.
The old man had somehow transported him there.

Y et the old man was merely acomputer smulation. Therefore it followed that Nial had somehow
trangported himsalf. The power lay in hisown mind.

As so0n as he recognized this, it happened. Suddenly he was standing in the room with Simeon
and Leda, close enough to touch them. He could actudly fed the night breeze blowing from the balcony.
His body seemed norma and solid, and he felt that if he wanted to, he could pull back the curtains that
led to the balcony, or open the doors.

Ledaand Simeon were talking, and had not yet seen him. Ledawasthefirst to redize hewasin
the room. She gtared at him quizzicaly for amoment, then reached out to touch him. Her hand went
through hisarm. Shesad: "Youdidit."

Niall smiled and nodded, but decided not to try to speak. Last time he had done that, he had
found himsdf back in hisbody. Even now, he could fed an odd sensation, asif his body wastrying to tug
him back. He was about to give way to thiswhen Leda said: "Wait." She obvioudy was aware of what
he wasfedling. Shewaked past him, and pulled back the haf-open curtains of the balcony. Beyond
them, the doors were open.

She said: "Since you are not in your body, you are not bound by gravity. Why don't youwalk in
thear?'

Although she was spesking thewords, it seemed to Nidl that she was conveying them directly
into hismind, as the spiders did. He knew immediately that what she said was possible. Without
hesitation he stepped onto the balustrade of the bal cony, then took another step forward. Instead of
faling, hefound himsdlf standing in the air, looking down at the pavement below. Then he dlowed himsdlf
to obey thetug of hisbody. A moment later, he was Sitting on his bed.

He reached ingde his shirt and turned the thought mirror the other way; the relief wasimmediate.
Then hewent out of his bedroom and into the other room. All histiredness had vanished.

Niadl took Ledas hand: "Thank you."

She amiled. "Y ou see, dl human beings can make the soul walk."

Simeon grunted. "I'd rather keep minein my body."

Ledasaid: "If you intend to set out tomorrow, you should rest now."

Nial shook hishead. "Not tomorrow. | must leave immediately. In two hoursit will be dawn, and
| must leave without being seen.”

She sad: "But you'll be seen anyway when the Sun comes up.”

Nidl shook hishead. "Not the way I'm going."

The last time Nidl had been in this underground tunnel, he had been accompanied by Asmak,
the director of the aerid survey, and the spider had assisted him by transmitting telepathicaly its own
intimate knowledge of the passages. And because spider memory isvirtualy photographic, the tunnd had
appeared to be bathed in akind of soft luminescence that had enabled Nidl to "see" therock walls, and
theirregular stone of the floor beneeth hisfeet. Now hisonly lighting wasasmal but powerful flashlight
that had been found in a crate of hospital equipment dating from the last age of human rule. The beam,
which looked like abar of white metd, was adjustable, and the atomic storage cells were virtually
inexhaustible; yet it seemed inadequate for these caverns of cold blackness.

Nial dready had passed beyond the part of the tunnel that had been built by humans, in which
great blocks had been held together by a cement that set like marble, and was now walking on natura
rock, which had been carved millions of years ago by an underground river. There were fossilized
ammonites on itstwisted gray surface. Underfoot, there were signsthat the rock had been leveled by
tools.



It wasfar colder than he remembered -- on his previous visit he had been kept warm by his
contact with the spider's powerful mind. And the distances seemed much greater. He seemed to have
been walking for at least an hour, and there was till no hint of the rumble of the underground river that he
knew to be ahead of him. When he yawned, he redlized that along day without deep was catching up
with him. Asthe flashlight beam caught a shallow depression in the ground, about the length of ahuman
body, he decided it wastimeto rest.

He removed his cloak, with its soft lining made of thewool of mountain sheep, and laid it downin
the hollow. The air was suddenly cold againgt hisflesh, but he knew he would haveto endureit only for a
moment. From his backpack he took the silver tube and pressed the end with histhumb. The garment
ingde-- in effect adegping bag -- dongated itsef to twiceitslength, then unfolded. He dlowed it to
unroll inthe hollow, and as he felt the thin cloth, experienced amomentary misgiving that it might not be
warm enough. But as he pulled down the dide fastener and dipped inside, he knew his misgivings were
unnecessary; devised for space exploration, the cloth seemed to become warm as he dipped insdeit. Its
slvery material possessed some remarkable qualities; for example, it was waterproof, so that rain could
not penetrate, yet would alow the body's perspiration to escape, so the inside would not become moist
when he dept.

Nial adjusted his pack on the floor against thewall, and laid hishead on it. He was hungry, but
too tired to eat. He switched off the flashlight, and as soon as he closed his eyes, the total silence sucked
himinto deep.

Vague discomfort woke him; his shoulder was aching from the pressure of the hard floor. He
turned onto his back, wondering if some dight sound had penetrated his deep, but the sllence was
unbroken. Nevertheless, he reached cautioudy into the pocket of his smock, then withdrew the flashlight
and switched it on. It caught the yellow gleam of eyes, and haf a dozen shapes scurried into the
darkness; he recognized them asrats -- the black, long-nosed rats that were found in the drains of the
city. About the size of asmall dog, these creatures seldom appeared aboveground, for they werea
favorite delicacy of the wolf spiders, which could parayze them with ablast of willpower at a distance of
hundreds of yards. Their bite was said to be poisonous; but Nial was reasonably certain that they would
keep their distance.

He groped in the bottom of his pack, and pulled out the waterproof bag that contained awatch
that had been presented to him by Simeon; it was huge and clumsy, but had phosphorescent numerals,
and would run for seven days without winding. He was astonished to redlize that it was aready two in the
afternoon, and that he had dept for about eight hours. He wound it, and was amused to see that even this
faint sound made the rats scurry farther into the shadows.

He propped his back against the wall -- dthough itsinward dope made it uncomfortable -- and
felt ingde his pack for food. But as he felt a bundle that seemed to contain quails, he noticed the rats
eyes gleaming in the beam of light, and decided againgt eating. Instead he took one of the brown tablets
from itswooden box, and dlowed it to dissolve on histongue. It had aflavor of honey, and asit
dissolved, it created awarm glow, asif he had taken amouthful of brandy. He washed it down with a
long draft from aflask of water. Within afew minutes, hislimbswere dso glowing, and hefdt asif he
had drunk abowl of hot soup.

Once the deeping bag had been refolded, he was glad to dip into the woal-lined cloak; the chilly
air made him sneeze. He heaved the pack onto his back, and tramped on into the darkness, resisting the
temptation to think about the comfort of his paace.

Within aquarter of an hour he heard the low rumble that he knew to be the underground river.
Soon the rushing sound filled the air, and he experienced again the ingtinctive sense of dread at aforce
that could destroy him so easily, fear of the unknown.

In fact, he had been to the white tower the previous evening, and memorized amap of these
tunnels. There he had learned that they were partly naturd and partly made by men during the long war
with the spiders. Theriver flowed from the northwest to the southeast of the city; once, at the end of the
last Ice Age, dl these tunnels had been full of rushing water. But the map showed an accessible route out
of theriver tunnel. The roaring sound came from a thirty-foot waterfal farther downriver, and therewas a



path which led, about five milesfarther on, to the outside world. The Steegmaster's maps were out of
date -- by more than four centuries -- but assuming the stream had not changed its course, they should
gtill be accurate,

The river, which was about forty feet wide, was spanned by ameta bridge, but it was
unnecessary for Nidl to crossthis, since the path ran dong the near bank. What the map had not shown
was that the path entered akind of low cavern, whose entrance was shaped like a Gothic arch. Nidl had
to stoop S0 as not to bang his head. The rock under his feet was rougher than that he had been treading,
and it became necessary to scan the ground carefully. Even the rats, whose gleaming eyes had followed
him in the dark, decided not to go any farther. Perhaps they found the thunderous roar of water as
disturbing ashedid.

It was fortunate that the irregular floor made him inch forward dowly; suddenly he found himsalf
dipping, and had to clutch thewall for support. He dropped the flashlight, and for amoment of panic,
was afraid he had logt it. When hefound it again, he realized that there was ahole afew inchesin front of
his feet, and that about six feet below, the fagt-flowing water looked like black ink. He pulled himself
back, and sat down on the ground.

What had happened, he could now see, was that the water had undercut the bank, which had
collapsed aboveit. The hole, about five feet wide, made it impossibleto go any farther. But on thefar
sdeof it, the path continued.

With enough caution, it might have been possible to edge hisway around the side of the hole, on
aledge about two or three inches wide. But there would have been the danger of the rock crumbling, or
of hisfeet dipping for lack of sufficient purchase. He sat there for perhaps ten minutes, hismind oddly
datic, trying to decide what to do. One possibility was smply to return home. But thiswould mean
leaving the city by aroute aboveground, and risking being seen by emissaries of the Magician.

Alternatively, he could cross the bridge and proceed straight on to the sacred cave. But the only
way out of it was along, steep climb up a sheer rock wall, and the thought made his heart sink.

Another possibility was crossing theriver by the bridge, to seeif any other path ran along the
opposite sde. But none had been shown on the map.

The safest dternative, he could see, would be to jump across the hole. The distance would be no
problem, but the roof was only afew inches above his head, and ablow on the top of his skull would
amog certainly plunge him into the water. How high, hewondered, isit necessary to rise off the ground
to jump agap of five feet?

It seemed pointlessto St there any longer; his muscles were becoming stiff with cold. But thefirst
thing he had to do was to make sure he did not lose the flashlight. In the side pocket of his backpack
therewasaball of strong twine; he severed some with aknife, and tied it tightly around the flashlight with
adouble knot; then he made aloop for hiswrigt. Asafinad precaution, hetied another length of twine
around the flashlight, then fastened the other end to hisleather belt.

Now that he was ready, he threw his backpack across the gap, and had the satisfaction of seeing
it cometo rest within ten feet of the far edge. Now he retreated back a dozen paces, and ran, hurling
himsdf into the air from the edge of the hole, keeping hishead aslow as he could. Some of therock on
the edge of the gap crumbled beneath his feet, but not enough to ow down the lesp. He landed
comfortably within two feet of thefar sde. Theflashlight fell out of his hand and the loop dipped from his
wrigt, but the length of string tied to his belt prevented it from hitting the ground. Smeon's nephew Boyd
had warned him that the bulb was the most vulnerable part of the flashlight.

He sat down for amoment to alow his heart to stop pounding. He also decided to chew another
food tablet -- not because he was hungry, but because the glow would restore his circulation. A few
minutes later, with a pleasant warmth inside him, he pulled on his pack and walked on.

Within afew hundred yards, the roar of water became louder, and he realized that the rock wall
to hisleft had been reduced to water-worn fragments. Clearly, there were times when the river wasfar
higher than at present. His memory of the map -- etched into his mind by the thought mirror -- showed
that the path beside the water continued for another five hundred yards or so to the waterfall, dthough it
continued to narrow until it became little more than aribbon.



Within another fifty feet, he encountered another problem. The path descended toward the
water, and its smooth, hard surface became a dangerous dope toward the river. He removed the
backpack and carried it by its strap, so that he could lean back against the rock behind him. But a point
came when he redlized it was too dangerous to go on. The path was now only afoot above the water,
whose speed became obvious when it encountered projections of rock, and hissed into afoam of angry
greamers. If helost hisfooting, nothing could save him from being swept downstream and over the
waterfal, whose roar was now deafening. The beam of light showed him that the path narrowed to about
threeinches, and that at this point it was only just above the water level. Then, adozen yardsfurther on,
it widened again to more than afoot. Without the backpack, he might have edged dong it, taking
advantage of handholdsin the rock. But however he held the backpack, it undoubtedly would be too
dangerous. He turned and reluctantly began to make hisway back.

His heart was heavy, for he knew he was faced with the prospect of defeat. He had studied the
map closaly enough to know there was no other way out of this underground cave system except viathe
river or the sacred cave. Other tunnels, according to the map, were dead ends. The route through the
sacred cave -- even if hefelt like repesating that terrifying climb up thewall -- would only leed himto a
more distant part of the spider city, which would be no advantage. So if there was no way out along the
banks of theriver, he would be forced to return the way he came. He thought of asking Asmak or Dravig
for help, and dismissed the idea; spiders were terrified of water.

He reached the gap in the rock, threw his pack acrossit, then jumped once more. Thistime he
landed gracefully on hisfeet, without even dropping the flashlight. Within afew minutes, he was back at
the bridge across the water. Even though he knew it was safe, he trod cautioudly, aware of that
swift-flowing blackness under hisfeet. But curiosty made him shine hisflashlight down into the black
water, and he was surprised to catch a glimpse of afish, and then another. They must have been carried
down from the mountains.

Onthefar sde of the bridge, where the white rock gave way to granite that was amost black, he
saw that the prospect was |ess hopeless than he had feared. The limestone on the far side of the river had
been eroded by the torrent, so the path had almost been destroyed. But the harder granite had hardly
changed over the centuries. And although the men who had cut the limestone path had | eft the granite
untouched, its waterworn surface was less difficult than it looked from the other sde of theriver. The
granite had, of course, worn less than the limestone, so the bank was higher above the water, in some
places with adrop of adozen feet or more. In one place he had to pick hisway through a mass of rock
that had fallen from the celling, and in another, to squeeze hisway along a crevice that looked asif it had
been made by an earthquake. But at least his main fear -- that the wallswould drive him too closeto the
edge of the water -- proved groundless.

Although it was necessary to walk very dowly, remaining vigilant for irregularitiesand cracksin
the surface, he made good progress, and was soon able to look acrosstheriver to the point at which he
had been forced to turn back. His only fear now was that the waterfal had undermined the rock, for its
roar shook the earth and made him unpleasantly aware of itsimmense force.

And now suddenly the rock underfoot was wet with spray, and dangeroudy dippery. Hewas
paying so much attention to hisfeet that he was startled when he turned the flashlight Ssdeways and saw a
wall of water hurtling down only afew yards away. It made him fed giddy. Nevertheess, heforced
himsdlf to halt, and turn the beam down into the depths. Twenty feet below, the foot of the waterfal was
hidden by spray, and the water looked asif it was boiling. Further dong, theriver turned into a creamy
foam, with rocksthat brokeit into smaller cascades.

The descent was difficult, Snce it was covered with jagged fragments of rock torn from the walls.
Evidently the whole face of the rock had crumbled at some point, turning avertica drop into a
rock-strewn dope, that could be negotiated with extreme care. By now the spray had soaked him from
head to foot, and he was beginning to fed an underlying exhaustion.

Closeto thefoot of the waterfal, he sat down on aflat rock to rest hisaching legs. Ashe
narrowed the beam of the flashlight and shoneit into the spray, he was surprised to see that there was
now agap of about ten feet between the waterfall and the rock face behind it. This had not been shown



on the map. An amost flat ledge ran behind the roaring cascade to the far bank. For amoment he
conddered crossing the river, then remembered the crumbling limestone on the other side, and decided
that he was probably safer on thismore difficult but at least solid terrain.

When histeeth began to chatter, he decided it was time to move on. He was tempted to use the
thought mirror, which would have raised his body temperature; but he knew thiswould dso drain his
energies, and that he needed al hisenergy if he wasto get out of this place within the next few hours.

At least the ground immediately ahead of him wasless rocky and twisted; a some point in the
remote past, the water had smoothed it like sandpaper. He had now become so accustomed to the
roaring sound that heignored it, and strode beside the rapids as if taking an afternoon stroll. Sowly, the
sound diminished behind him. Half an hour later, the river had widened, and the surface was so smooth
that it seemed dmogt Sttic.

When he came upon a stump of rock with aflat surface and an upright like the back of achair,
he took the opportunity to sit down and rest. Walking had raised his temperature so that he no longer felt
cold. For afew moments he closed his eyes, and was tempted to doze. Then, remembering the
long-nosed rats, he opened his eyes and scanned his surroundings in the beam of the flashlight. Theriver
flowed smoothly, at about haf itsformer speed, whilethe walls above rose thirty feet to acurved celling
that |looked dmost man-made.

While he was directing the beam of light at the opposite Sde of theriver, about sixty feet away,
he was startled into sudden attention. The light was reflected off some shiny surface, and when he looked
more closdly, it seemed to be asmall boat. He narrowed the beam by twisting itsreflector, and asthe
pencil of light stabbed into the darkness, saw that he was looking at a boat that had been turned upside
down. At this distance it was impossible to see whether it was some wreck that had been cast ashore by
the stream; but when, afew yards from it, he saw another upturned boat, and behind that, three more, he
knew that he was not looking at the aftermath of an accident. At some point in the not-too-distant past,
human beings had lived in this cave and navigated theriver.

Hiswet clothes felt cold again, and he widened the flashlight beam and walked on. He caculated
that there must still be about amileto go.

For about half that distance he was walking on asmooth red rock like sandstone, and able to
make good speed. The water had carved it into impressive shapes that towered above his head, and
made the cave look like akind of cathedra, with columns that resembled red stalagmites. But asthe
narrowed beam of hisflashlight probed the celling and walls, he saw something ahead that made his heart
snk. Thetunnel narrowed once moreinto acanyon, and the sandstone walls suddenly came together to
form abottleneck.

Nial waked on for another hundred yards, hoping to find some dternative route. A hollow that
looked like the entrance to atunnel seemed to offer some hope, and he scrambled down the dope
toward it; but when he stood in front of the entrance, the beam showed that it was only a deep cave that
cameto anend inawall of rock debris.

With aheavy heart, he climbed dowly back to the top, and waked dong the bank to the point
where thewalls narrowed. Theriver flowed six feet below where he stood, into a cleft in the rock that
was about twenty feet wide. There was no way to proceed any farther except by svimming.

He sat on arock and stared gloomily acrosstheriver. Hefdt so tired that he thought of lying
down and deeping. But that would fed like acceptance of defedt. If he was going to return, he had along
way to go. And every wasted day could be aday off his brother'slife. He found that idea so depressing
that he decided, after dl, to make use of the thought mirror.

Assoon asheturned it inward, his spiritslifted. And the new concentration made him seethe
Stuation objectively. Six months ago, he had been little more than achild, living in an underground
burrow in the desert, and surrounded by afamily. Suddenly, he had been hurled into adulthood. Asthe
ruler of the spider city, he was aone, with no oneto turn to except afew trusted advisers like Smeon.
He had, he now realized, been happier in Kazak's underground city of Dira, where at least he was
surrounded by young people of hisown age. And now he was setting out on ajourney that might end in
his degth. If hefailed to return, would the spiders honor their agreement to treat human beings as equals?



He had no doubt they intended to behave honorably. But how could they treat humans as equals when
they obvioudy wereinferiors? They regarded Nidl astheir ruler because he was the chosen of the
goddess. But what would happen if the chosen of the goddess smply disappeared?

Y et athough these thoughts were gloomy in themselves, the thought mirror made him aware that
they were, in asensg, illusons. Human beings dlowed their thoughtsto color ther lives and plunge them
into saf-doubt. But he was not taken in by his negative thoughts. A curious optimism burned insde him
that told him that surrender to his emotions would be absurd. What he had to do now wasto dismisshis
sense of disgppointment and salf-pity, and force himsalf once moreinto action.

He stood up and shone the light around the walls of the cave, to see whether there was any way
out that he had overlooked. And when it was clear that there was not, he shrugged his shoulders and
began to walk back the way he had come.

Ashedid so, hetried an interesting mental maneuver. The thought mirror had ingtantly increased
his optimism by kindling aglow of inner power. Now he concentrated on that glow, and carefully and
deliberately turned the thought mirror the other way.

It was like plunging into acold darkness. Y et he refused to accept the darkness. The thought
mirror had made him aware that things were not as hopel ess as they seemed. He had to recognize that his
sense of disappointment and defeat was anillusion. And little by little, with amentd effort of
concentration, he forced himself into asense of purpose and inner warmth.

He was not entirely successful; but even hislimited success was an important advance. He was
making a conscious effort to outgrow the Nial who wished he was back among the teenagers of Dira.
What was so important was that he was learning to trust his conscious mind, rather than his thoughts or
fedings

Astheroar of thewaterfal increased, and he even felt afew drops of cold spray from the rapids,
he remembered the ledge that ran to the other side. Then another thought struck him. The boats he had
seen must have been brought somehow to this place. But how? It was impaossible for them to have come
downriver -- they would have been smashed to pieces by the waterfall. But they could not have come
upriver either, for surely the current was too strong to row against. So there must be some other means
of reaching the outside world -- tunnelsthat led away from theriver.

Cheered by this notion, he lengthened his stride, and in another quarter of an hour had reached
thewaterfall.

Now hewas struck by the thought that it might be safer to remove hiscloak. If helost hisfooting
and fdl into theriver, awet cloak would only impede him. He unfastened the chain that held it round his
neck, folded it, and stowed it in the bottom of his pack.

The ledge behind the curtain of water was about four feet above the rapids. It was three feet
wide, and its wet surface was reasonably flat. He clambered onto alarge rock fragment, glad to find that
it was quite solid, and stepped across asmal gap onto the ledge. To hisrelief it was not dippery.
Surprisingly, it was quieter there, since the falling water insulated him from the sound.

He stood there taking his bearings. His flashlight showed a crack about an inch wide at the rear
of the ledge, and he suddenly redlized why it had not been shown on the map. Periodicaly, thisrock face
would crumble and disappear into the torrent, causing the waterfal to retreat dowly upriver. When the
map had been made, thisledge did not exist, and within another fifty yearsor so, it would also be carried
away downstream. The thought made him peer down the crack to assure himsdlf that it was not about to
widen.

He again took hispack in hisright hand, so that he could place hisback tight against thewall, and
then edged sdeways acrossthe ledge. The water roared past within afew feet of hisface. But he
reached the other side without incident. There he found that the distance between the ledge and the
ground was greater than on the far side. He threw his pack down first, then sat on the ledge and launched
himself, steedying hisfal with one hand. Ashelanded on dl foursand fell flat on the ground, the rough
limestone skinned hisknee.

He stood up and moved on quickly; the spray from the waterfal was soaking his hair and
clothes. The surface underfoot was reasonably smooth, and it was not long before the sound of the



waterfal had diminished behind him.

Ashewaked, he played the flashlight beam on the rock wall to hisright, hoping to see another
tunnel that would take him away from theriver. But although there were hollowsin the rock and even a
cavethat stretched for ten yards, there was no sign of another exit from the main tunnel.

The waterfdl was amost inaudible when the beam of light picked out the upturned boat. Thissign
of civilization raised his spirits. But when he was a dozen feet away, he could see a six-inch hole that had
been torn close to the prow. The boat apparently had driven against arock at full speed. It was made of
asmooth, gray substance that showed no sign of age. But when Nial lifted the bottom of the boat and
looked inside, he saw that apiece of rope had amost disintegrated.

He went onto the second boat. Thiswas smdler, but again, therewasasix-inch holeinits
bottom.

He shone the flashlight on the other boats, which were adozen yards away. Two of them aso
had holesin them. But athird wasintact, and the reason was evident. A rock, split intwo, lay close by.
Someone had ddliberately set out to destroy the boats by smashing holes in them with the rock. Then the
rock itself had broken, and they had decided to give up the attempt.

He heaved the undamaged boat over onto its bottom, and saw that alength of rope that had
been attached to the prow was rotted away. It obvioudy had been here for decades, perhaps centuries.
But awooden seet that stretched from side to side in the boat was in good condition, and so were the
oarsthat still rested in the rowlocks; these were also made of the gray, hard substance.

Nearby, in ahollow in thefloor, he saw the remains of black ashes. Thistunnd, then, had at
some time been used by men as acampsite. But surely the only reason to camp in such alonely, desolate
place must be that they were hiding from the spiders?

Who were they, and why had they tried to destroy the boats? Again, there could be only one
reason: that they were afraid of pursuit. And that, in turn, must mean that they had escaped by boat.

At this point, the tunnel was wider and higher, and the broad stream flowed quietly. The rock
doped down to the water like aflat beach. Nial waked to the edge. Therock shelved gently into the
stream. He removed his sandals and walked into the water. It was so cold it made hisfeet ache. He
inched forward cautioudy until the water was hafway up to his knees, and shone the flashlight into the
middle of the stream. It certainly looked smooth and placid enough.

If men of the past had been able to row down this stream to the outside world, then surely he
could do the same?

The dternative was to turn back and return to the spider city.

Before reaching a decision, he wanted to make sure there was no other way out. If he launched
himself onto theriver, then passed atunnel entrance, it might not be possible to row ashore again.

In spite of hisweariness, he walked on down the riverbank, scanning the wall for tunnels. When,
aquarter of an hour later, he reached the point where the river narrowed, he knew there was no other
exit.

This thought made up hismind for him. He walked back to the boats, dragged the sound one into
theriver, then clambered into it. It stuck on the bottom. He sat on the seat and pushed one of the oars
againgt the rock. The boat turned sideways, then drifted out onto the water.

Only then did he recogni ze a problem he should have foreseen. It wasimpossible to row with
both hands and hold the flashlight. He was tempted to jump ashore and try to devise some method of
controlling the flashlight while he rowed; but already the boat was moving out of his depth.

Hefdt it was more important to see where he was going than to guide the boat. After dl, it could
only goin onedirection. Nidl wastoo much of alandsman even to redlize that the boat would naturaly
find itsway to the center of the stream unless he made determined effortsto keep it closer to the edge.
And by thetime he realized that the stream was swifter than he had assumed, the boat was sweeping
aong faster than he could have run.

Hetried holding the flashlight in his mouth. It was not wide -- about an inch in diameter -- but ill
was uncomfortable. He pulled one of the oars out of itsrowlock by turning its end into the boat and
pulling it clear. At least he could useit to push himself away if he cametoo closeto thewall.



The boat soon moved into midstream. A few moments later, he had reached the point where the
wadls narrowed, and vertical walls arose on either Sde. At least there seemed no sign of obstruction, or
of rock projections sticking out of the walls.

He reached inside his tunic and turned the thought mirror toward his chest. He ingtantly
experienced asense of control, and of insght into this Stuation. But it made him redlize that he was now
relying entirely on luck, and that if he had used the thought mirror before he launched the boat, he would
have decided againdt it.

At least hisincreased sense of vitality made his present position seem exciting. Thewalls had
narrowed, and he was sweeping between them so fast that they seemed a blur. One sudden eddy caused
the boat to plunge and turn Sdeways, but it had straightened itsalf before he could experience darm.

Asheflew aong, he even had time to wonder: why had the map showed some kind of path
beside the stream until it reached the open air? Then the solution struck him. This stream had not always
been ashigh asit was now. It waslate in the year, and the rains had swollen the river. In midsummer, it
probably was many feet |lower and flowed more gently. No one could possibly have rowed againgt the
present current.

Asthis recognition burst upon him, the boat began to move faster, and he redlized that theriver
was flowing downhill. The flowing water was now so fierce that waves hissed over the Sde asthey
bounced off thewalls; Stting upright on the bench seat wasimpaossible, and he was soon thrown
backwards on the floor. He managed to scramble to his knees and fling himself down -- at least hewas
now lying with his head toward the prow. The flashlight rolled againgt hisknee, and he thrugt it into the
side pocket of his knapsack and buttoned it down. Water came over the sides, making him certain that
he was going to sink. But the boat builder had known his craft; even when the prow plunged down into a
wave and the boat hdlf filled with water, it remained as buoyant as a cork.

He choked as he breathed in water. But through the blur that filled his eyes, he could see daylight
ahead. Relief turned to darm as he redized that the roof was becoming so low that the exit waslittle
more than anarrow dot that might scrape the boat againgt the calling. But therewas no timeto fed relief
asthe boat swept out of the tunnel like aprojectile, and he was blinded by sunlight. When hissight
cleared, he could see that the stream had widened, and that there was vegetation on the banks.

Since his one desire now was to get back onto dry land, he tried to grab the branch of atree that
trailed into the water, but it tore away, dmost pulling him out of the boat.

For another hundred yards the river continued to widen, and became amost placid; but he was
now too far from the bank to scramble ashore. Further ahead, the stream narrowed, and he sat up,
prepared to grasp at the firdt tree root that offered itself. He was concentrating so hard on the bank that
he redlized too late that the current was carrying him toward another waterfal. Thisonewasonly afew
feet high, and if he had redlized in time, he might have grasped at arock in the middle of the stream. But
the boat was aready plunging over, and he was suspended head downward. Then something struck him
hard on the back of the head, and he felt water gushing into his mouth and nose as he lost consciousness.

He waslying on hisface, and his head felt asif someone was hitting it with ahammer. Waves of
nausea surged up in him and made him vomit, but al that came out of his mouth wasthe water he had
swallowed.

After that, he felt hands under his arms, dragging him through vegetation, but was so exhausted
that he was not even curious. Then the sickness began to drain away, and was succeeded by a cool and
pleasant sensation. With an effort of will heforced himsdlf to open his eyes, but quickly concluded that
there was something wrong with them. The face above him seemed to be made of glass, or perhaps
carved out of ice; then it blurred and seemed to dissolve away.

Although his head was no longer throbbing, he was aware that something had struck it a heavy
blow, and that the back was badly bruised. He had a vague notion that he had been rescued by a
bombardier beetle, but thisidea changed with the fluidity of semiconsciousnessinto adream about trees



under water.

The next time he opened his eyes he saw leaves arching above him, and redlized that he waslying
on hisback in the shade. The thought mirror was lying outside histunic, and he hastened to thrust it back
ingde. In doing so, he accidentally turned it the other way for amoment, and the pain behind his eyes
was so sharp that he dmost cried aoud.

He caught amovement on hisright, but when he turned his head, again concluded that his eyes
were playing tricks on him. Whatever he was looking at seemed to be a shape without any definite form,
like smoke from afire. But since he felt no sense of danger, it was easier to closehiseyesagain. This
time, the oblivion was more like normal deep.

When he was awakened again, it was by the discomfort of hiswet clothes, when he moved his
head, the pain made him gasp. He reached up and touched the back of his skull; it hurt, and when he
looked at hisfingers, they were stained with blood. A glance at the sky beyond the overarching branches
told him that it was close to dusk. He forced himsdf into a Stting position, and redlized that his head had
been propped on apile of leaves, one of which was il sticking to his bloodsoaked hair. In the distance,
perhaps a hundred paces away, he could hear the sound of theriver. Clearly, someone had dragged him
out of the water, and placed the leaves under his head. That argued some intelligent and well-disposed
being. But where had his rescuer gone?

A movement out of the corner of his eye made him turn his head, and what he saw made him cry
out with shock. It was so unlike anything he had ever seen or experienced that he had difficulty taking it
in. The creature seemed to be aman, or at least a human-shaped figure, but its outlines were so blurred
and indeterminate that he felt there was something wrong with his eyes. What he was looking a changed
from moment to moment, asif it refused to come into focus. Just as he had decided that it was
semitransparent, like a creature made of aclear jdly, the face became solid, and once again seemed to
be formed out of ice or glass. Thismade the rest of the body dmost invisible, asif the head was floating
intheair.

Then, to hisrelief, the creature's color darkened to a greeny-blue, and Nial suddenly was ableto
see thewhole body. He redlized at once that thiswas not aman. The forehead was out of al proportion
to therest of the face, being twice as high, and had a hole like amouth in its center. The features were
like those of human beings, but more simian, with enormous nostrils, while the wide, downturned mouth
reminded him of afish. The earswere dso enormous, extending the full length of the head; but instead of
terminating in lobes, they joined the neck dightly above the shoulders. The eyeswere large, like those of
anight creature, and pae green, with tiny flecks of brown. The thin body had muscles like whipcords, so
that the arms and legs looked amost like illustrations of muscular structure from some book of anatomy.
Its color seemed to ebb and flow between green and blue, and Nidl had theimpression that it was
maintaining its color with an effort of will that waslike balancing on awire.

A moment later, hefet astrange and amost painful sensation inside his head, which made him
wrinkle hisface asif he had been deafened by some high, piercing whistle. Thiswas followed by akind
of crackling that was equally unpleasant. It took Niall some momentsto redlize that the being wastrying
to communicate telepathically, but that its thoughts were somehow on the wrong wave ength.

Contralling hisdiscomfort, Nial asked hoarsdly: " Can you spesk?"

The answer was a sudden change of color, from green to ashimmering brown, which Nidl felt
ingtinctively to be an expression of frugtration. The hole in the enormous forehead opened, but what came
out was a sound so deafening that it made him wince. It was like nothing so much as the thunderous roar
of ahigh wind in the treetops. And because it wasimpossible that any mouth could have produced such a
volume of noise, Niall deduced that it was due partly to telepathy, or was somehow amplified by the
crestures mind.

Now Nial became aware that they were no longer alone. A dozen or more of these beings had
dipped out of the dusk, and were watching him with obviousinterest. Like thefirst one, they were
semitransparent, and often seemed to vanish atogether. Nidl redized intuitively that the one who was
trying to communicate was showing immense courtesy in remaining visible, and not snking into his natura
condition of transparency.



It was clear that this being wastrying to spesk to Nidl, but in what might have been akind of
foreign language that was totaly unlike human communication. Periodicaly, something happened in Nidl's
brain that intensified the pain of his bruised head and made his ears buzz with asensation like satic.

Hedid hisbest to tranamit thought images, as he did when communicating with the spiders. This
produced alengthy silence, asif the transparent beings were trying to understand what he said -- he had
no doubt that everyone present wasin constant communication. Then the "static” began ingde his head,
but on adightly different note, asif the beings around him were experimenting in communication.

What puzzled -- and dightly disturbed -- him was there was no degper sense of exchange. When
human beings communicate with one another, they are aware of a”lisening” atmosphere, asif eachis
awaiting what the other hasto say. Only if two people are hogtile to each other isthis"ligening”
atmosphere absent, in which case they trandate the absence as didike or suspicion. In this present
Stuation, the"ligening” atmosphere was nonexigtent; these jellylike beings might have been machines.

Even with the spiders and the bombardier beetles, Niall had soon developed this basic sense of
waiting to communicate, which was akind of listening. Could these semitransparent creatures be so
unlike any form of life he had so far encountered?

Another burst of "static’ caused such asplitting pain that he gasped, and buried hisfacein his
hands. He felt something wet on the back of his neck, and when he raised hishand, it came away wet
with blood.

The creature reacted immediately, making signsfor Nidl to stand up. Nial did so cautioudly,
afraid of more pain, and leaned againgt the tree. He was gill tempted to rub his eyes asthe shapes
around him seemed to shimmer in and out of visihbility. But now he became aware that thiswas partly
because they took on the coloration of whatever was behind them -- atree, ashrub, even the fading sky.
They were, heredlized, akind of humanoid chameleon.

The leader, whom he could see quite clearly, turned and walked into the shadows of the
undergrowth. Niall followed unsteadily, and immediately tripped over aroot and fell onto his hands and
knees. By the time he stood up, the others had vanished. For atense moment he was afraid he had been
deserted. Then he experienced arush of relief as he saw that the leader was waiting for him, dmost
invisble againgt the dusky green background.

A moment later, asif recognizing his anxiety, the chameleon man began to change color, first to a
paer green, then to ayelow that made him clearly visble. As he walked on into the trees, he seemed to
change shape like acandle flame. Nial was puzzled. If the chame eon man had read his mind, then why
was he unable to understand when Niall tried to communicate tel epathicaly? Then he saw the answer. It
was histhoughts that these creatures were unable to understand. Emotions -- like fear and relief -- were
adifferent matter.

Aswesk ashewas, Nidl wasfinding it hard to keep up. Although his guide was moving &
walking pace, the ground underfoot was uneven, and he frequently tripped over roots and broken
branches -- there evidently had been astorm recently -- or had to drag his feet through a carpet of dead
leaves. His head was throbbing, and when arebounding branch caught the back of his head, it made it
bleed again.

Just as he was beginning to feel he could go no farther, they cameto alarge clearing, acrossthe
center of which lay agreat falen tree covered with ivy, its massive roots exposed like some tentacled
mongter. Herethey dl paused for awhile, and Nial was glad to Sit on aroot until his strength returned.

Beyond the clearing the ground began to rise. They now plodded uphill for about fifty yards,
through bushes that were so close together that Niall had to push aside clinging branches. Alwaysthe
ydlow figurelike acandle flame continued to flicker ahead, and since it was now dmost dark, hewas
glad of this. Suddenly, the figure halted, turned toward Nial, and made a gesture to come closer. Then he
bent double, brushed aside aleafy cluster of branches, and disappeared. Following him cautioudy, Nial
found himsdlf in alow tunnd where he was plunged into total darkness. Y et there must have been some
faint light, for he could till see the chameleon man, il bent double, glimmering in the darkness ahead.

When his guide straightened up, Nidl did the same, and found that he could now walk upright.
But the tunnel was narrow, and in one place he had to clamber down some rough stepsthat felt like



natural rock. As he dipped down the last one and fell to hisknees, Nial found himself wishing he till had
the flashlight, and reflected sadly that it was now somewhere at the bottom of theriver.

His sense of touch told him that he was in atunnd whose walls were partly rock and partly earth.
The floor underfoot seemed to be made of hard earth.

A few minutes later the tunnel widened, and he was unable to touch both walls at the same time.
When he reached up and found he could not reach the ceiling, he suspected that he had entered some
kind of cave. Thiswas further confirmed as hisfeet rustled through dry leaves. A moment later, he was
ableto see dearly asthe chameeon man's dim glow suddenly intensified into alight as bright asafull
moon, illuminating thewalls of along, low chamber that terminated in adoping wall of rock. The yellow
light lasted for only afew seconds, then vanished completely, leaving himin tota blackness; but Nidl had
no doubt that its purpose had been to enable him to see where he was.

He sat down in the darkness with his back againgt the wall, and redlized that it was covered with
athick, velvety moss that was damp to the touch. It was pleasant to take hisweight off hisfeet, but he
felt weary and cold, and uncomfortablein hiswet clothes.

He had been sitting there resignedly for perhaps a quarter of an hour, focusing on the beating of
his heart and the gradua easing of the achein his head, when someone touched him on the shoulder, then
pushed something into his hands. It seemed to be avessd shaped like ahandlelessjug. Hisinvisble
companion raised it and touched it to Nid|'slips, indicating that he should drink. Hetilted it, and tasted a
waterlike liquid with afaint earth flavor. There were fragmentsfloating init, and Nial's guesswasthat it
was aliquid collected from the dripping moss-ike substance on the wals. But since he was thirsty as well
as hungry, he took along, deep draft.

The effect of the drink was not smply to quench histhirst; suddenly, the total blackness became
lessimpenetrable, asif the walswere giving off afaint green light. By thisdim glow he could now see his
companions clearly. They looked asif they had a so become phosphorescent; moreover, they had
ceased to be transparent, and looked solid and opaque. (Nial guessed that, since they felt safe on their
own territory, their power to become transparent was unnecessary.) The eeriest thing about them, asthey
moved around the cave, wastheir silence.

All had the same strange, nonhuman face as his original guide, and the same huge nogtrils and
ears. Their foreheads varied in Sze, as did the mouthlike organsin the center, and dthough their actua
mouths never seemed to open except to drink, the supernumerary mouth in the forehead was oddly
mobile and full of expression; it frequently opened and closed, so that at times they reminded him of fish.

Most of them were drinking from the juglike vessels, and Nidl now observed that the jug from
which he had been drinking had been placed beside him on the floor, dmost buried in leaves. Reasoning
that they would scarcely be drinking so much unless they had some reason besides quenching their thirst,
Nial picked it up and took another gulp. Once again, it seemed to have the effect of increasing the light
around him. And athough he experienced nothing like the intoxication induced by mead or wine, he
realized that he was now indifferent to the cold -- that, in fact, it seemed somehow agreeable. Warmth
would have been oppressive. He touched the skin of hisface; it seemed as chilly asacorpse. Y et hewas
actualy enjoying the cold just as he would usudly enjoy warmth.

Now he noticed something ese: that athough they were drinking together, these strange
cregtures were not convivia. On the contrary, they seemed deeply thoughtful. And this, Niall redlized,
digtinguished them from human beings. Of dl the human beings he had ever known, he would scarcely
describe any of them as thoughtful except under rare circumstances. On the contrary, humans seemed to
fed that happiness was not being thoughtful. Y et they admired thought, and regarded their great
philosophers among the most remarkable human beings. Why, then, did they go to so much troubleto
achieve dates of thoughtlessness?

Nial observed another interesting consequence of imbibing the mossy liquid. Asstrange asiit
seemed, he was not only enjoying being cold, but also enjoying being hungry. This seemed paradoxicd;
yet herealized that the norma sense of satisfaction that followed food was a dulling of the senses, which
was the opposite of the sense of menta aertnessthat seemed an essentia part of happiness.

About to take another sip of the water, he paused, and set down the vessel. Something was



happening to him. Not only wasthe liquid producing an effect unlike that of wine or meed -- it was
actudly having the opposite effect. Wine caused the heart to besat faster and the convivia glow to
increase. This earthy liquid caused the sllence to increase and to become deeper. A quarter of an hour
ago, he had been tired; now the fatigue had vanished to give way to adeep cam, so that he could no
longer fed hisheart beating. It was asif he had had along night's deep and was now completely
refreshed.

He began to understand. Back in the spider city, when he returned to his palace in the evening,
tired after along day'swork in organizing repairsin the broken-down buildings, or trying to keep
members of the Council from squabbling, he usudly flung himsdf on ahegp of cushionsand alowed his
serving maidsto bring food and drink until he felt relaxed. But he never relaxed beyond acertain point.
Ashisenergiesreturned, he enjoyed talking with Veig or Simeon or his mother. Too much relaxation
would smply have made him yawn.

Now it was different. Thisrelaxation was like being released from bonds that had been cutting off
hiscirculation; it felt asif the blood was being dlowed to flow back into hislimbs. The processwas
amog painful.

He had experienced something of the sort once before, lying in bed in Doggins housein the city
of the bombardier beetles, when the energies of the goddess had awakened the morning flowers and
made them vibrate like a thousand tiny bells. But this experience had soon ended in deep. Now the
processfilled him with adeeper wakefulness, and an enormous curiosity about what would come next.

While these thoughts had been passing through his mind, he had been aware that there was some
activity on thefar sde of the cave, as chameleon men moved in and out of some kind of entrance or
tunnd in thefar wall. A moment later he was offered awooden bowl that seemed to contain chopped
roots. He bit into one, and found that it had a pleasant, crunchy consistency, and was easy to chew. It
was aflavor that he had never before tasted. In his palace, he had eaten many kinds of vegetables and
fruitsfor thefirst timein hislife-- after dl, until he arrived in the spider city, he had never even tasted an
gople. Thiswaslike none of them, but was by no meanstotaly unfamiliar.

As he chewed, hetried to compare the taste with other flavors: cdery, fennd, carrot, turnip,
potato, cucumber, quince, guava, even coconut. Then he redlized that something odd was happening. It
was asif he was being absorbed by the flavor, and losing his sense of who he was and what he was
doing there. Thiswas not unpleasant, for as soon as he transferred his attention elsewhere, it ceased
immediately. But in the meantime his consciousness was floating free, like abaloon, without any feding of
identity.

He noticed something else; that his companions were eating with their mouths, while the lips of
the mouthlike opening in the forehead continued to move. Suddenly he understood why the chameleon
men had two mouths:. the lower one wasfor eating, the upper one for communicating. No sounds were
passing through the lips of this upper mouth, but as he watched the movement of thelips, it was
impossible to doubt that they were using them to communicate in awordless language.

At that moment, something happened that made him stare in amazement. Through the celling, a
few feet from where he was sitting, a shining cresture was descending, like someone floating down
through ahole. Y et there was no hole; the unbroken celling was clearly visible through the shimmering
surface. The creature was yellowish in color and round in shape, about two feet across. There were
amdll, hairy tentacles on its body, which waved liketiny legs. Then it emerged fully from the roof of the
cave, and floated gently down, as softly asabubble. Asit hit the dry leaves on the floor it seemed to
bounce dightly, then went on sinking into them. A kind of tuft of yellow fiber on its head wasthe last he
saw of it before it vanished into the floor.

At the other end of the cave, the same thing was happening: abubble of yellow light with hairy
protuberances floated down from the roof, hit one of the chameleon men on the head, bounced off him
like aballoon, then drifted to the floor and sank intoit.

Nial bit into another kind of root, and was surprised to find that once again its taste was
impossible to compare with anything he dready knew. It was stronger than the other flavor, asan onion
isstronger than apotato. But other than that, it wasimpossible to classify.



Again, as hefocused hisatention on it, it seemed to absorb his sense of identity. He became the
taste of what he was eating. It was not unlike floating out of his body.

As he crunched it, he was startled to see akind of tentacle emerge from thewall opposite; it was
likeafurry green cat'stail, and it waved as gently as seaweed in acurrent. Then it split into a dozen other
"tails" which looked like long strands of some kind of waterweed. These aso subdivided, then
subdivided further, until they turned into afaint haze of green light that swirled for amoment like mig,
then vanished.

By now, he was beginning to suspect that these strange entities were adelusion induced by what
he was edting, and that he aone could see them. He decided to experiment. Reaching into the bowl, he
found a green-colored fragment that was roughly cubic in shape. It was harder to chew than the others,
and had an acid, dmogt fruity flavor. And as he concentrated on it and alowed his sense of identity to
dissolve, the air became full of diamond-like purple shapesthat drifted down as gently as autumn leaves.
They seemed to be soft and dive, and they twisted with alazy, flamelike motion. One settled on the back
of hishand, and he was surprised to find it distinctly cold, like a snowflake.

He concluded that the roots he was tasting were acting upon him like drugs, yet produced their
effect only because hewasin astate of supersensitivity. It was asif each one was spesking to him, trying
to tel him something with itsown individua voice.

He actudly recognized one root as celeriac. When he chewed this, nothing at first seemed to
happen. Then he noticed that a brown tree root sticking through the roof was glowing with a pulsating
blue color. When he stood up and peered closely at it, he saw that it seemed to be covered with tiny
moving bodies like grubs, each one an dectric blue. They seemed to belong to theroot, asif they were
part of it. But when he tried to focus on them to look more closdly, they smply disappeared, leaving him
staring at a mud-colored root. As soon as he ceased to try to focus, the colored grubs reappeared.

Now intensdly curious, helifted another piece of root to his mouth, and focused hismind onit as
he chewed. There was the dizziness he had come to expect, due to the momentary loss of identity, then
he became aware of a pulsating shape of blue-green light that seemed to be turning itself continuoudy
ingde out. So long as he maintained the sense of nonidentity, he remained aware of the pulsing shape.
Then one of the yellow globes drifted toward it, and made a sudden dart at it, gulping it down like alarge
fish edting ashrimp.

Toward the bottom of the bowl, he came upon anumber of smaller pieces of root, some hardly
bigger than afingertip. It occurred to him to wonder what would happen if he put haf adozeninto his
mouth at the same time. Would he see ahdf adozen different halucinations dl a once?

Heimmediately regretted his rashness. Even before he began to chew, he was assailed by such a
rush of strange sensationsthat he was overwhelmed, and felt his own identity flung far away from him.
His mind had become blank. All sense of who he was and where he was abruptly vanished. It waslike
being suspended in awhite void.

When, after several minutes, normality returned, he found himself surrounded by adizzying
variety of semitransparent floating shapes, shapes of so many forms and colors and sizesthat hefdt asif
he had been plunged into some overcrowded aquarium. These living freaks glowed with such an intensity
of redlity and color that his suspicion that they were optica illusions disappeared. They were undoubtedly
red -- part of aredity that his senses usudly ignored. The same wastrue of the cave hewas sitting in,
and the earth that stretched above him; he now redlized that these were full of vibrations: the vibrations of
treeroots, of living mold that constantly transformed the soil, of tiny worms and grubs and
microorganisms that received their life from the mold, and even of clay and stones.

These vibrations occasondly seemed to reach a pitch of intengity where they were transformed
into tiny blue-colored bubblesthat floated in the air, and that attached themselvesto the nearest materia
objects. They seemed to have a particular affinity for the brown-colored mossthat covered the walls of
the cave, and they clung toit like akind of glittering light-blue frost. But sometimes these bubbles became
so crowded that they combined to form larger bubbles, which then drifted gently inthe air. These, Nidl
redized ingtinctively, were one of the smplest forms of life. When he reached out and touched a
particularly large one, it burst and transmitted to hisfinger end an eectrical tingle as sharp asapinprick.



And this, he suddenly realized, explained why the chameleon men had given him the earthy water
to drink and the earthy rootsto eat. They wereintended to make him aware that he wasliving in aworld
of rich life-forms of which he normdly was unaware.

Why was he so much less aware than his companions? The answer was obvious. Because his
mind was moving too fast. He was like aman on agdloping horse, for whom the passing scenery was
just ablur.

A better image, he redlized, was hiswatch, now lying somewhere at the bottom of theriver.
When Dorion, the best mechanic in the city of the beetles, had first given it to him, he had spent minutes
at atime gtaring at itsface, hypnotized by the dow movement of the second hand. If he then looked
closdy at the end of the minute hand, he could so see it moving. But if he transferred his attention to the
hour hand, it was far more difficult to see its movement. His mind refused to dow down for long enough.

But now that he had passed the point of deep relaxation, it would have been as easy to seethe
movement of the hour hand as the second hand.

At that point he suddenly redlized that, athough they were not looking at him, each of the
chameleon men was intensely aware of his presence. They had tuned in to his mind, and were aware of
everything he had been thinking and feding since he began esting.

For amoment he felt embarrassed, like someone who had been caught talking to himself. Then
he saw there was no cause for embarrassment. They were not eavesdropping. They were smply reading
his mind -- just as he was able to read theirs. And, as odd as it seemed, they found him as strange and
exotic as he found them. They were fascinated by the sheer headlong movement of his consciousness --
although they found it hard to understand why he wanted to concentrate so hard and move so fast. For
them, he was a being whose normal life was lived at a pace that made them fed dizzy.

Now that they had succeeded in making Nial dow down to their own speed, he recognized that
this had been their aim ever since they had rescued him from the river. 1t had been impossible to
communicate with him until his mind reached a certain point of relaxation. And now that he had reached
that point of deep relaxation, he could communicate with them because he was sharing the dow, casud
movement of their consciousness.

There was another interesting consequence of being on the same wavelength as the chameleon
men. Nidl could now seein the dark, so that the cave was as clearly visble asif illuminated by daylight.
But somehow, everything around him had become more vivid and rich. It was not just that colorswere
brighter, but that everything seemed morered. He inferred that he was now seeing the world through the
eyes of the chameleon men, and that they naturally percelved everything as more intense and interesting
than Nial's human sensesreveded.

He understood something ese: why he had never felt entirdly a homein theworld. He had
aways had an obscure fedling that there was something strange and unfamiliar about life asahuman
being. It was asif somebody had made up the rules arbitrarily, and then forgotten to explain them. Now
he understood that this was because haf of reality was missing: the part that began below the point of
deep relaxation.

Ashelooked around at their strange, monkeylike faces, Nial understood that they were
communicating with him as clearly asif they were pesking. Just as human beings can communicate with
asmile or afrown, or even the twitch of an eyebrow, so they could communicate by their expressions.
Thiswas language on its most subtle levd, the direct level of meaning. It took place far more dowly than
human speech, but by comparison, human speech was as crude as throwing lumps of rock.

Thefirg thing Nial understood was how these chameleon men passed their lives. The rhythm of
their consciousness was the same as that of the Earth and of the things that grew upon it, treesand grass
and moss.

This meant that they experienced very little danger. To begin with, no enemy could see them.
Like the spiders, they had enormous patience. But unlike the spiders, they had no need to catch prey.
They stood il for pleasure. They found nothing so fascinating asfaling rain -- it seemed unutterably
dramatic asit solashed down from the clouds and helped replenish the earth. Asto awaterfdl, likethe
onethat had amost drowned Nidl, it was like standing in athesater where dl life passed in front of their



eyes. That waswhy Nidl had been rescued so quickly: they had been indulging in their favorite pastime
of watching the water foam over the rocks. They often stood there from dawn till dusk.

But who were they? Where did they come from?

The answer was dtogether more difficult to comprehend. They seemed to be saying that they
were far older than human beings. They had lived on the Earth before man's first ancestors had appeared.
Human beings would probably call them nature spirits.

Asthey conveyed thisinsight, Nial experienced what it was like to be aspirit, and was
overwhelmed by an ecstatic sense of freedom.

But why had they decided to changeinto solid, materia beings?

Thiswas because of agreat change that had taken place. The quality of the Earth's energy had
suddenly become heavier and richer.

Nial understood what they were talking about: the Great Change had been brought about by the
energies of the Earth goddess. But why should that make them want to be solid?

The answer was conveyed in asplit second, and seemed so obvious that he felt stupid for having
asked the question. Being aspirit brought freedom. But being solid brought afar keener satisfaction: all
theincredible, rich redlity of the world of matter -- of mountains and rivers, of dawns and sunsats.

Nial absorbed this answer for along time, alowing himsdf to taste the richness they were
describing. But thisled inevitably to another question:

If they had no enemies or predators, why did they prefer to remain invisble?

The answer disturbed his peace of mind. What they seemed to be saying was that the Earth was
full of dangerous and evil forces, and that no one wasimmune.

Because this answer was conveyed to him directly, it made his skin crawl. For amoment he
thought they might be referring to the Magician. But his menta image drew no response; it seemed they
had never heard of the Magician.

Then what, he wanted to know, were these evil forces?

With a suddennessthat artled him, the leader of the chameleon men stood up, and ashe
conveyed to Nial that he should do the same, Nidl understood that he was about to be shown the
answer to hisquestion.

Stretching hislimbs, Niall discovered that they were less fiff than he expected. Hewas dso
surprised to redize that, although the cave seemed as cool as ever, his clothes were now completely dry.
When heran his hand over the back of his head, he could no longer fed the bruise under the mat of
blood-soaked hair. The earthy water must have possessed some healing qudity.

The leader beckoned, and Niall followed him down the cave, and then through the archway that
he had assumed to be akitchen. It was, in fact, the entrance to another tunnel, which doped steeply
downward. A number of wooden barrels, stored in recessesin thewalls, caught Nidl's attention,
because of the deep, rich color of their wood. Then he redlized that, in fact, their color was no different
from that of any other wood. It was smply that the consciousness he shared with his companions
somehow endowed everything with an extradegree of redlity.

In fact, everything had changed -- not in his surroundings, but in himself. In the time he had spent
in the cave -- it seemed about two hours -- hefelt asif he had ceased to be himsdlf. He was seeing
himsdlf through the eyes of the chameleon men. It wasamost asif hewasfloating inthe air above his
own body, and had become a stranger to himself.

When he had entered this place, he had experienced a sense of uneasiness about going into a
tunnel under the earth. Now hefelt asrelaxed asif he had been abadger or arabbit, and the sensation of
having earth above him was as naturd as waking under the sky.

Again, hefdt quite different about the tunne through which they were making their way. It was
not man-made, but it had obvioudy been made by some intelligent creatures, who had carefully
embedded rocksinto the earth to support itsweight. Again and again, he had the impression that faces



were looking at him out of thewalls -- blank, nonhuman faces that were aware of his presence.

Thetunnd continued to descend for perhaps hdf amile, then flattened out, and became wider
and deeper. At this point he experienced a puzzling phenomenon. Therewas a crack in the ceiling, and
water seemed to be dripping through it, asif from aleaking roof. Then, as he noticed its sparkling qudity,
he realized that it was not water, but the blue-colored vita force that had formed alayer like frost on the
brown lichen of the cave. It had accumulated in a hollow of thefloor, forming apool.

The chamdeon manin front of him paused as he waked through this pool, dlowing thefdling
liquid to drip on his head. When, amoment later, Nial passed under this strange leak, he understood
why his companion had paused. The blueliquid that struck the top of his head and ran down hisface
caused an amost unbearably delicioustingle of vitality. It was S0 pleasant that Nidl was surprised thet the
chameleon man had not paused longer.

A moment later, he understood. The glowing forcefilled his body with a swest, purejoy, like
some unutterably ddightful food or drink. But he quickly felt he had taken dl he could absorb, and afaint
dizziness ensued, not unlike feding sick after overesting. He walked on feding lightheaded and absurdly
happy, but asif he had drunk too much mead.

He noticed something ese; his sense that thewallswere dive, and full of blank faces, grew even
stronger.

Now they were walking on the level, but the ground underfoot became so rocky and uneven that
at one point he tripped and fell onto his hands and knees, and was helped to his feet by the chameleon
man who was waking behind him. It was hard to understand why the floor had become so rugged and
irregular. It was asif it had been deliberately made to twist the ankles of incautious travelers. He noted
the same ruggedness on the walls and on the ceiling overhead. He a so observed that the tunnel had
become much wider, and that the celling was dmost twice hisown height.

The chame eon men seemed to be finding the going far less difficult, gliding over theirregularities
with akind of natural gracethat he had observed in cats.

Now they began to pass other tunnelsto the right and left, and these increased in number until he
was aware that the ground on either side of them must be honeycombed with them. Many of these
tunnels doped downward at a steep angle. It was suddenly obvious that they were in acompletely
different kind of terrain, and he sensed, from the minds of his companions, that it was inhabited by
cregtures quite unlike themselves.

Now adight breeze was blowing from the cross-tunnels, and the air had become colder. There
was acurious, sharp smel in the breeze that he failed to recognize, athough it reminded him of the smell
he had encountered in the shop of Golo the knife grinder when Golo was sharpening knives on agrinding
whed that made the sparksfly, and at the same time cooling the blade with some white liquid that
dripped from anarrow spigot.

A quarter of amilefurther on, the smell was so strong that it caught in histhroat and made his
eyeswater. Totry to control the desire to cough, he reached insde his shirt and turned the thought
mirror. To hisrelief, it controlled the need to cough without causing the pain he had anticipated. Buit it
aso broke thefeding of contact with the chameleon men. Thisloss of contact aso meant that he now
found himsdlf in semi-darkness.

Suddenly, they emerged from the tunnel, and the chameleon man in front of him cameto ahalt.
Niall aso stopped, then stepped backwards so quickly that he dmaost bumped into the man behind him.
He was standing within afew feet of the edge of an abyss, and athough it wastoo dark to seefar, awind
that blew up from its depths suggested that it might be miles deep. The wind was warm, and was
evidently the source of the smell that made his eyes sting. Being unacquainted with volcanic eruptions,
Nidl was unaware that thiswas the smell of molten lava

Niall looked above his head; a sheer cliff face stretched above him, so high that it made him fed
dizzy. On either Sde, aledge about ten feet wide vanished into the darkness. Nidl was glad he was
wearing the thought mirror. He had never liked heights, and this placefilled him with a queasy sense of
unease. He stepped backward and braced his shoulders against the rock; that made him feel more
secure.



But where did they intend to go next? He felt they were waiting for something; but now he no
longer shared their minds, he was unable to visudize what it was.

Then he saw the creature that was advancing along the ledge toward them, and was glad he was
leaning againgt the wadll; otherwise hislegs might have failed him. It was big -- so big that it seemed tofill
the ledge, and at first glance appeared to be headless. Asit came closer, he saw that the head was sunk
S0 deep into the huge shouldersthat it had nothing that resembled a neck. The shape was more or less
human, but a glance at the face told him that it was only distantly related to his own kind. The naked
body was covered in thick hair, and the featureslooked asif they had been hacked out of wood, but left
unfinished by the sculptor. The eyes were sunk so deep that it wasimpossible to see them, while the
straggly beard under its chin grew in uneven tufts.

The chameleon men raised their hands to shoulder leve in acasua gesture of salute; Nidl
inferred that they often made this journey. The giant made no gesturein return, but uttered a growl,
revealing that many of itsteeth were missing.

The deep-learning machine in the white tower had stocked Nial's memory with agrest dedl of
knowledge about the past, but its creator, Torwald Steeg, regarded the supernatura or paranormal with
total skepticism, with the consegquence that Nial was unableto find any item in his memory that offered
him any clues about this hairy giant. He decided, upon no particular evidence, that the creature was
probably atroll.

The chameleon men stood back to allow the giant to pass, then followed it dong theledge. The
great legs made Nidl think of ancient, twisted trees. The skin of the enormous feet might have been made
of cracked brown leather. Thetroll's head was so deeply sunken between its shoulders that from behind
it looked headless.

Thewind from below came in warm gusts, sometimes so strong that they blew him back against
the cliff face. Y et the chameleon men did not even stagger.

They walked for amile or more, the ledge sometimes dipping, sometimes risng, sometimes
twidting in or out, but dways maintaining roughly the same width, so that the suspicion grew on him that it
had been hacked out of the face of the cliff by living hands. Thiswas confirmed when, after asharp turn
to the right, hefound himsdf facing avast flight of irregular eps. They varied in height between six inches
and two feet, and dthough the troll continued to plod forward without bresking his stride, Nial and the
chameleon men found the going far harder, often having to use their handsto pull themselves up.

The light around them was dim -- about the equivaent of agtarlit night. Nial kept his eyesfixed
on the step ahead; but when, at some point, half a dozen stepsin arow were shalow, heraised hiseyes
to peer upward, and felt his heart miss a best as he redlized that the ascent was amost over and that an
immense bridge stretched out from the face of the cliff over the gulf from which the wind continued to
roar upward. Moments later they halted on aflat platform of rock, perhaps ahundred yards across. On
the far Sde, the ledge disgppeared, probably plunging downward again. Nidl suddenly found himself
suspecting that they wereinsde amountain.

At close quarters he could see that the "bridge” ahead was an outgrowth of natural rock, perhaps
fifteen feet in width, whose upper surface was curved like agiant tree trunk. The thought of trying to walk
on thisin the roaring gale made his heart sink, and he was tempted to crawl on dl fours. Then, asthetroll
led theway, he was rdlieved to discover that, snce the gale was blowing from directly underneath, they
were protected from it by the bridge itsdf. Only afew flurries of wind blew around them.

Although the surface of the rock wasirregular, and pitted with holes and cracks, it was not
difficult to maintain his balance. And since the thought mirror was now beginning to fatigue his attention,
and he anticipated no problems crossing the bridge, he reached insde histunic and turned it the other
way. It took afew minutesto reestablish the mental contact with the chameleon men, but ashe did so,
the light seemed to increase, and he was able to see that the bridge rose in a curve toward its center, and
then descended toward aflat, rocky terrain on the far side, about a quarter of amile ahead.

Now that he was again sharing the consciousness of the chameleon men, he found he knew the
answer to dl kinds of questions that had been troubling him. To begin with, he was suddenly aware that
thetroll wasthe guardian of this bridge; without his permission, no one was allowed to pass. It seemed



that thelocal trollslived in caves that were a part of anetwork of passageways, such asthose he had
aready noticed branching off the main tunnd. Generdly antisocid (they particularly didiked human
beings), they made an exception in the case of the chamel eon men, who were able to do them some kind
of favor -- whose nature Nial was unable to grasp. The exception fortunately extended to guests of the
chameleon men.

What puzzled Nial wasthat, in spite of their giant protector, the chameleon men seemed oddly
tense and nervous, and as they approached the center of the bridge, were pressing forward at a pace he
found exhausting. Nidl could see nothing to justify their darm, dthough the wind seemed to be carrying a
samell that aroused unpleasant memories. A moment later he recognized it: rotting flesh, which he
associated with hisfather's corpse, and with bodies | eft to decay in the dave quarter. (When Nidl first
cameto the city of the Death Lord, the daves were kept in ignorance of their true purpose as spider
food, and afew dave corpses were dlowed to rot to dlay suspicion.)

Nidl blinked. The chame eon men walking ahead of him had smply disappeared. He could il
sensetheir presence, but they had become invisible. While he was till staring in bewilderment, the smell
of rotting flesh intensified, and something cold and wet struck the back of his neck, causing himto
stumble onto hishands and knees. A hand jerked at his hair, frustrating his attempt to turn his head. But
the hand that went on to grip the back of his neck felt more like the claw of abird. When he reached
behind him, his hands closed on abony wrist that wasicy cold. And as he twisted his head around, he
found himsdlf looking at aface that was little more than askull, with eyes sunk deep in the sockets.

Something grasped his ankle from behind. Inspired by panic, he kicked out, yelling with darm;
whatever it was let go. He managed to turn round, and hisfist struck the bony face; the grip on his hair
was released. Then, to hisrelief and surprise, his attacker collgpsed to the ground, and for the first time
Nidl could seeit clearly. What lay at hisfeet seemed merely a hegp of foul-smelling bones, like the refuse
of agraveyard.

Around him, invisible chameleon men were grappling with strange and foul-smelling creatures
who were plunging up from below the bridge like birds. The cresture immediately in front of him, which
had amass of woolly gray hair, was obvioudy dive, clinging toitsinvisible prey like ajockey on ahorse.
Nial grabbed the hair and pulled, then gave acry of revulson asthe hair came away in hishand, ill
attached to rotting flesh. White grubs were crawling on itslower surface.

Terrified that he would be dragged off the bridge and into the gulf, he stared &t the giant figure of
thetroll to see whether it was also being attacked. As he did so, there was a blinding flash, and the ozone
amell filled the air. Thetroll was standing with itslegs gpart and itsright arm outstretched; therewas a
crackling sound, and another thread of lightning legpt from the end of itsfinger and struck aflying
creature that had just landed on the rock. It seemed to explode and vanish like abubble, leaving nothing
behind but akind of steam that smelled of decaying flesh -- asif the cooksin Nidl's palace kitchen were
boiling rotten meat. Thetroll looked demonic, the lips drawn back from broken teeth, like some
destructive god. Each timeit stretched out itsfingers, the lightning crackled in ashort burst, each lasting a
fraction of asecond. One of the flying creatures was within afew feet of Nial when it was struck, and
Nial felt ashock of eectrica energy, while fragments like a sandstorm peppered hisface.

Within lessthan aminute, it was over, and the flying creatures had vanished. Nial was sickened
by the stench, and felt he was going to vomit; before this could happen, he remembered the thought
mirror, and quickly turned it over indde histunic; an immediate sense of control dispelled the nausea.

Now that he was able to look more closely at the revolting hegps | eft behind by their attackers,
Niall realized they were not skeletons but corpses -- corpsesin an advanced state of decomposition.
There were adozen or more, and some even had fragments of garments clinging to them -- garments
whose coarse gray texture told Nidl they were dave uniforms.

Nidl fet oddly exhausted as he hurried in the wake of the chamel eon men, who were now visible
once more. Within afew minutes they were on the far sde of the bridge, on solid ground. There, to
Niadl's surprise, the chame eon men flung themsd ves on the ground, breathing heavily. At least they
seemed confident that the attack was over. No doubt this was because the troll was standing there likea
huge black statue.



Nial had never felt so frustrated by hisinability to talk to his companionsin human language. He
wanted to know what had happened and why their attackers seemed to be the decaying corpses of
daves.

As he sat with hisforehead pressed against hisraised knees, an enormous fatigue swept over
him. He hardly had the energy to reach inside his shirt and turn the thought mirror. The stench of degth
filled theair, but he hardly noticed it anymore. His neck was stinging where the hand had gripped it; so
was hisankle. And when he peered at hisankle, he saw that the flesh was swollen with smal blistersthat
seemed to befilled with blood. He reached around to the back of his neck, and felt smilar blistersthere.
Heknew ingtinctively that his exhaustion was connected with these blisters.

It seemed only amoment later that someone touched his shoulder and startled himinto crying
out. But it was only one of the chameleon men. Niall realized he had been adeep, but had no idea how
long. He dtill fdt tired, and the stinging pain at the back of his neck and in hisankle had turned into a
throbbing ache. The others were dready standing. He staggered to hisfeet, and followed them asthey
moved off.

At least the ground was no longer hard beneath hisfeet; it was covered in agray, velvety moss.
Therewas amist hanging over the ground that reminded him of the night he had set out from the city of
the beetles with another group of companions, to try to locate the Fortress. It seemed to increasethe air
of unredity that was dueto the fatigue. But from the fact that the chameleon men were stepping out with
anew vigor, he guessed they were not far from their godl.

For perhaps aquarter of an hour he walked on like an automaton, following the chameleon man
in front. Then the ground doped upward, and they entered anarrow valley where the rock was bare of
moss and the ground underfoot was as smooth as aroad, adthough it was so narrow that there was only
room for them towak in anglefile. Thetroll in front had some difficulty negotiating it with hismassive
feet, although he towered over the doping walls. Then, suddenly aware of their anticipation, Nial shook
himsdlf into attention and raised his head. They had reached the end of their climb.

Thevaley had cometo an end, and the light seemed to increase, asif dawn was breaking. They
were standing on a plateau-like hilltop above alake, which extended between hillsfor a distance of
perhaps two miles. Even if he had been aone, Nidl would have known thislake was sacred, athough he
would havefound it difficult to explain why.

For thewhole of itslength, except on the dope on which they were standing, the hills plunged
steeply into the water, which was black and very till. On the surface up above, it would have reflected
the sky, showing every drifting cloud asfaithfully asamirror. Here it seemed to reflect a sense of
mysery.

Since leaving his homein the desert of North Khaybad, Niall had seen two great bodies of water:
the sea and the sdlt Iake of Thellam. Both had filled him with wonder. But the sacred lake filled him with
awe, asif it gpoke of some tremendous secret. It was like some deep vibration that caused hiswhole
being to respond with adeep intentness, asif listening. Even the troll seemed to be affected by it; he
stood there like some great black statue, so il that Niall could have believed that he was turned to
stone. Nial himsdf would have been contented to stand there for hours or days; he felt that he was
absorbing the stillness as a desert absorbsrain.

It wasthe leader of the chameleon men who findly led the way down the dope. Thiswas
covered with the gray, velvety moss, whose smoothness made it necessary to walk cautioudy. He
observed that, in the steepest part of the dope, arow of small hollows had been carved, obvioudy to
serve as chairs, with flat seats and straight backs like the seating in an amphitheater. Theimplication
seemed to be that human beings, or creatures of about the same size, came here to contemplate the lake.

Inthe last fifty feet, the dope became less steep, creating an effect not unlike that of abeach. At
the edge of the water, Niall noticed, the gray moss had become green, and in the water itsdlf, it had
developed tiny fronds, like seaweed. From afew feet away, the water looked so exceptionaly pure and
clear that it wasamogt invisble.

The chameleon men, being naked, walked straight into the water, and -- to Nial's surprise --
went on walking until it covered their heads. Nidl paused only long enough to kick off hissanddsand



remove histunic. The green moss had an amost fleshy consistency that seemed to caress hisfedt, asif he
was walking on tiny tongues. Then he stepped into the water, which was cool but far from cold, and
experienced arush of delight that made him gasp. Now he could understand why the chameleon men had
walked in until they were entirely immersed.

The sensation was like the trickle of vitality he had experienced when standing under the water
that dripped from the tunndl roof. Again, he wasfilled with aglowing force that filled him with a sense of
purity, goodness, and sheer joy. And as he walked deeper into the sacred lake, he felt that the water was
cleansing hiswhole being. Like the chameleon men, he was impelled to go on waking until his head was
immersed. Then, with the pleasure he often felt when emerging from a deep deep, he walked back afew
steps until his head was above water. The sensation was so Sweet that he was surprised to taste the
water on hislips, and find that it was bitter.

He was disgppointed when, although they had been in the water only afew minutes, the
chamel eon men began to wade ashore. Although tempted to remain longer, Nidl decided he had better
follow them. As he emerged from the water, he noticed something that puzzled him. The water, which
had been completely clear and pure when he went in, was now full of tiny white particles, each onethe
gzeof apinhead. He cupped alittle water in the palm of his hand and looked closdly. It was hard to tell
whether the particles were fragments of some white substance like chalk, or of vegetable matter. But
when he placed one of them on histongue, it tasted so bitter that he spat it out.

Therewasasmpleway of finding out -- to try to influence them with hiswill, as he had once
influenced aswarm of gluefliesin the city of the bombardier beetles. If it wasaminerd, it would be far
harder to influence than if it wasliving métter.

Accordingly, he turned the thought mirror on his chest; once again, as before, this had the effect
of bresking the sense of communion with the chameleon men, and of plunging him into semitwilight; but
by raising his hand, steadied againgt hisrib cage, he could till see the white particles. He now
concentrated hisfull attention on them. The result was asurprise; the particles were suddenly galvanized
into the same frantic motion that he had seeninthe glueflies.

That could mean only one thing. Thiswas not mineral, or even vegetable, matter; it had to be
some smpleform of animd, such asatiny grub.

Thiswas confirmed amoment later when the svarming fragments responded more dowly, then
became gtill. That meant that he had killed them, as Doggins had once killed aswarm of glueflies-- by
driving them to frenzied activity until they died of Stress.

When he stepped onto the soft green moss, he discovered that his body was covered with athin
layer of the white particles, which vanished as he brushed them with his hands. He picked up histunic
and used it asatowd to wipe himsdf clean, noting, as he dried his chest, that none of the white grubs
had settled on his skin where the thought mirror had rested.

Pulling on histunic and reveraing the thought mirror, he followed the chame eon men up the dope.
They were now resting on the row of seats cut into the rocky hillsde. Like the dopeitsdlf, the seats were
covered in layer of gray moss; as he sat down, he found it cool and yielding. All the pain and fatigue were
gone. He aso noticed that the red ring of blisters around his ankle had faded into discolored skin.

He closed his eyes, focusing on the sense of joy that now pervaded hisbody. It was not unlike
the warm glow that he experienced after swallowing the food tablets from the white tower, the difference
being that this glow affected hiswhole body, making the nervestingle with akind of faint eectrica
vibration.

He observed once more that rel axing among the chameleon men was quite unlike normal
relaxation, which soon reaches a certain limit of stability, beyond which it may ether remain suspended at
acertain level of contentment or decay into drowsiness. This shared relaxation floated gently past these
limits, creeting asensation like sinking quietly into adeep hole.

Their ability to relax, he redlized, sprang from the fact that the chameleon men felt no fear. Human
beingsfed that they must remain on guard, in case some sudden danger presentsitsalf. Even when there
isasense of tota security, force of habit prevents humans from relaxing too deeply. But the chameleon
men had never formed the habit; their ability to make themsdvesinvisible meant it was unnecessary. And



now that Nial had learned to descend beyond his normal limit of relaxation, he began to suspect another
interesting possibility: that their powers were not restricted to making themsdavesinvisible, but that they
could aso make their bodies disappear completely, so they could not even be touched. It seemed a
perfectly logica extenson of their powers.

Thefirg effect of the relaxation wasto dow down his heart until its beat was hardly perceptible.
A point came when it seemed to stop atogether, dthough he could till fed afaint throbbing in hislips
and ahigh whigtling noisein his ears, which he took to be the vibration of his nervous system. Then even
this ceased. Theimmediate effect waslike alight becoming brighter, or like the slence that comes when
every sound has died away. All thought had ceased, and his consciousness had become completely
weightless. The slence was so complete that he could even hear the sound of his eydids when he blinked
hiseyes.

In this state he realized what a price human beings pay for their high leve of vitdity. Their bodies
arelikefactoriesthat vibrate with the roar of machinery. From the moment achild isborn, it wantsto
investigate everything that moves, to touch bright objects and then taste them. It peers out of the sde of
its push-chair at theimmense world of adults and lightsthat switch on after dark, and crawling and
walking become urgent necessities, to explore farther and deeper thisworld of endless fascination.
Energy becomesits constant demand. Thisworld seemsto extend to infinity, like some vast railway
terminal, with itsraills retching in dl directions, and it can only be explored by cdling upon more and
more energy. So human beings turn themselvesinto energy factories, in which the roar of machinery isso
constant that it ceases to be noticed.

Now, in this deep gtillness, he could understand why the chameleon men preferred invisibility.
They craved emptiness and slence, so they could taste the flavor of their own existence, and dl the
million subtle vibrations and flavors of the nature around them.

But that also had its disadvantages. He was looking at one of them now -- the sacred lake,
polluted by sometiny creature that also craved energy. Invisibility was no answer to this parasite.

Because ther fedings were on the same wavelength as Nidl's, the chameleon men could
understand exactly what he was thinking. They were not affronted by hisrejection of their degpest
certainties. Thiswas why they had brought him here -- because they were aware that their desire for
oneness with nature was no answer to this pollution of the lake.

Nidl formulated in hismind the question: where did this pollution come from?

They showed him the answer: from some stream that flowed in to the other end of the lake. But
no one knew where this stream originated.

It was unnecessary to ask why they didn't know. Niall could see the answer. Theterritory of the
chamel eon men stretched between the waterfdl, where the river emerged from under the spider city, and
the sacred lake. What lay beyond that was none of their concern.

Awarethat his questioning was disturbing the repose of his companions, Nidl alowed himself to
relax once more into the silence. Now he could understand why the chameleon men never dept. This
state of deep serenity made it unnecessary.

Y et because he was human, and human beings never ceaseto fed curious, he found himself
wondering whether he had reached the limit of relaxation. It seemed that his heart had stopped and the
blood had ceased flowing in hisveins. Physically spesking, therefore, he should be dead; yet he had
never felt so dive. What lay beyond this state? Was it possible to achieve still deeper levels?

Asif in answer to hisquestion, he once more felt himself sinking. It was like swvimming effortlesdy
toward the bottom of a deep lake. He suspected that his soul had left his body and was exploring anew
kind of being. There was nothing around him but darkness; but it was a darknessin which he wasfully
CONSCIOUS.

At this point he became aware of something that puzzled him. The darkness around him was not
empty. It seemed to be full of energy. But this energy was not like the physical energy with which hewas
familiar, and which was like a continuous current of power. This energy wasin someway fragmented and
discontinuous. Ingtead of flowing, it remained passve. Yet it wasaso infinite.

In the white tower, Nidl had learned something about eectricity: how it is postive or negetive,



and how it flows from one pole to the other. Now he was encountering an energy that was neither
positive nor negative, because it changed its nature from moment to moment. So dthough he was floating
inaseaof energy, it might have been a sea of darkness.

It was then that he redlized that, although this energy was static and passive, there was nothing to
prevent him from absorbing it, exactly as afish absorbs plankton. As soon as he began to do this, the
nature of the energy ceased to be neutra, and became active and positive. Thisfilled him with vitaity and
made it hard to maintain the relaxation. After afew moments, he gave up the unequa struggle, and lost
touch with the source of power.

As he sat among the chameleon men, seething with an dmaost uncomfortable degree of energy,
Niall decided to try an experiment. He went down the hill and removed his clothes by the lake. He could
fed the astonishment of the chameleon men, who thought he must be mad to want to enter the polluted
water.

Hewaded in dowly, becoming aware that the little white organisms were attracted to the vitaity
he exuded like sharks to the smdll of blood. They soon covered hisbody in athick layer, which had a
texture like grease. Magtering hisrevulsion, he stood there, dlowing the layer to increase, aware that
these parasites were intent on dissolving hisflesh avay, and that if he did nothing to stop them, they could
eat hisbody in lessthan aquarter of an hour. Then, at the thought of amillion tiny mouths nibbling his
flesh, he turned the thought mirror, and concentrated hiswill.

Suddenly, the layer of grease dissolved into acloud of frantic activity like aswarm of gnats, or a
million piranhas feeding. They were S0 crowded together that they must have found it virtualy impossible
to move. As he continued to concentrate, he felt their activity reach afrenzy that quickly culminated in
desth.

Thewater around him was the color of milk, and of an dmost gluey consistency; it would clear
dowly asthe dead organisms sank to the bottom. Niall was tempted to wait there until this happened,
and more of the parasites moved in to feed off the dead. He felt that he possessed the energy to destroy
every parastein thelake. But it would be pointless, snce they came from some other source, and would
samply be replaced.

As he waded ashore, he noticed that his skin had turned ared color, like sunburn. Thiswasthe
effect of millions of paragtestrying to eat hisflesh and suck hisvitdlity.

He turned the thought mirror as soon as he stepped ashore, sensing that the chameleon men were
uncomfortablewithiit.

The leader stood up as he approached and said: "We must return.”

It took Niall severa secondsto redlize that the leader had not spoken in words. He had smply
conveyed the meaning directly from hisown mind to Nidl's. When he recollected the difficulty of hisfirst
attempts to communicate with them, Niall understood that, in a certain sense, he had now become a
chameeon himsdlf.

During the time they had been at thelake -- Nidl estimated about an hour -- the troll had been
standing at the top of the hill, gpparently unmoving; he obvioudy possessed the same kind of patience as
the chamel eon men and the spiders. Asthey approached he turned and led the way back without any
form of acknowledgment.

Nial asked the leader what lay above them. If he had been using human language, he would have
had to point above his head, and explain that he meant what kind of landscape lay above the ground; asit
was, his meaning was communicated ingtantly and unambiguoudy. Thiskind of directness of
communication was something that had devel oped since they had sat in communion by the sacred lake.

In reply, he was shown a green mountain, the highest of arange of hillsthat lay to the northeast of
the spider city. He had noticed it when Asmak, the chief of the agrid survey, had taken him on amenta
voyage to the mountains of the north. But since Nial had been seeking information on the land of the
Magician, he had paid very little attention.

Nial knew there would be no point in asking what lay to the northwest of the mountain -- in the
direction of the stream that carried the parasites; this was beyond the territory of the chameleon men, and
they knew nothing of it.



Thiswas not, Nial now redized, out of indifference. The chameleon men regarded the Earthina
completey different way from humans. Men move on the surface of the Earth, and are aware of its
contours, which have to be followed by roads, which in turn are punctuated by towns and villages. The
chameleon men had acompletdly different kind of awareness. In a sense, they were more like spirits.
Their ability to blend into their surroundings meant that they were aware of hidden forcesin their
surroundings. Men, for example, are aware of the gravity that pulls them toward the center of the Earth.
But when chameleon men came closeto ahill or mountain, they were aware of other forcesthat compete
with gravity and tugged at them like magnets. When the moon wasfull, itsforce affected them just asit
affectsthetides. And dl through the day, the sun exerts different forces that distinguish each passing hour.
For the chamel eon man, the hour of sunrise was as different from midafternoon asamountain differsfrom
avdley.

Liketrees and plants, the chameleon men were as aware of the forces of the earth below their
feet asthey were of the seasons. And since these forces aso respond to the planetsin the sky, the
chameleon men wereliving in an atogether more rich and complex world than the flat world of human
beings

Thiswaswhy they knew little of the world that |ay more than afew miles beyond their home. It
would smply have overstrained their powers of memory. Asit was, their world wasimmensely morerich
and red than that of humans.

All thisNidl learned as he walked back acrosstheland of gray, velvety moss. It was no longer
necessary to ask questions; he could smply explore their communa memory.

Asthey approached the bridge spanning the abyss, his thoughts turned to the disgusting cregtures
who had attacked them. He learned, as he had suspected, that they were vampire spirits, known in some
human mythol ogies as ghouls, who inhabited the corpses of the dead. Ancient students of occult lore
classified them among a group known as the half-dead.

In recent months there had been an increase in their activity, due to the increased availability of
corpses. Before some event (which Nial guessed to be his own accession to power) there had been few
corpses, for they were al eaten by the spiders. Now corpses were easily available, for the daveswere
too lazy to bury their dead, and smply threw them into the river, to be swept out to sea. Many ended on
the mudflats of the marshes, and the ghouls, derted by the cries of hungry birds, quickly took possession
of the bodies. Sometimes a dozen birds were pecking at a corpse -- they were particularly fond of the
gyes-- when it cameto life, and they flew, squawking indignantly, into the air. To seize a corpse that
possessed at least one eye was regarded by the vampires as aremarkable achievement.

How these spirits took possession of abody was not clear. But it seemed certain that they were
ableto enter it and useit asakind of glove puppet. Such spiritslived normaly in aghostly world of
unredlity; but once they were wearing flesh, the world around them became moreredl. They enjoyed it
most as the flesh decayed, for they were truly necrophiles, or lovers of the dead, and to animate acorpse
gave them agruesome and perverse pleasure.

When they could, these entities attacked human beings and sucked their life force; thiswas
easest if they could render them unconscious, either from terror, which could deprive them of their
senses, or with some sinister hypnotic force that paralyzed their victims. From the activities of these
unpleasant creatures came legends of vampires.

Oddly enough, the chameleon men regarded them without fear, indeed with contempt. To begin
with, they were disgusted with their morbid obsess on with death. But the main reason wasthat the
decayed state of the bodies aso meant that they had little muscular power -- Niall had noticed how easy
it wasto repel their attack. A newly dead corpse was more formidable, its hands till being capable of
grangulation, but it soon putrefied.

Thetrolls loathed them. Thiswas because, unlike the half-dead, trolls drew their powersfrom
nature, particularly from trees and certain nonsymmetrical crystalline rockslike quartz. In spite of their
sze, trolls could become virtualy invisiblein aforest or rocky mountain landscape. Their energy was of
the same nature aslightning -- atroll who had been struck by lightning was regarded as akind of god
among hisown kind. Their contempt for the half-dead arose from their abhorrence of energy-thieves, the



lowest kind of vermin.

So Nidl was not surprised to learn that what he had witnessed on the bridge had been a
deliberately designed trap. He was grimly amused to learn that he had been the bait -- but if he had
known this, his caution and nervousness would have aerted them. So he had to be kept in ignorance.
The vampires, drawn irresstibly by the prospect of afresh human body, had attacked in force, and had
been dlowed timeto lose dl sense of caution before thetroll retaliated. 1t would be along time before
the half-dead of the abyss again dared to approach one of the troll people.

Nial wasaso glad to learn that the troll had admired his courage during the attack, and that his
opinion of humans had risen in consequence.

Predictably, they crossed the bridge without incident. Even the sulfurous wind that blew from the
depths seemed less powerful. But he took care not to look down into the abyss.

Onthefar sde of the bridge, they halted on the wide platform of rock, and Niall was surprised
when the chameleon men raised their arms to shoulder height in agesture of sdute. Thetroll again made a
sound that was a cross between agrunt and agrowl; for amoment, his deep-sunken eyesrested on
Nial, and Nial was pleased to recognize in them aglint of friendliness. Then, asthetrall turned his
enormous back on them and pursued his ddliberate way down the flight of steps, the leader of the
chameleon men turned hisfacein the opposite direction.

Nial had been mistaken in assuming the gigantic rock stairway continued downward; in fact, the
ledge made asteep right turn, and then continued steeply upward. Here it became clear that whoever had
cut the stairway had intended to make aroad to the sacred lake, for the path now became rough and
irregular, and often narrowed to afew feet. In one place it came to an end altogether where the ledge had
collapsed from arock fal; but someone had cut alow and narrow passage into the cliff, in which it was
necessary to walk in a crouching position until, adozen or so yards dong, it reemerged onto the ledge.

Thisnow climbed steadily for half amile, and acold wind that blew in their faces blended with
the eye-gtinging vapor from below. Findly, it was necessary to crawl again, and Nial wasglad to
recognize the welcome smdll of damp earth. A few minutes later, the wind became stronger, and they
emerged into the cold air of agtarlit night.

They were on amountainside, and the tunnel behind them was so well hidden that Nidl could
not see it when he looked back. The wind was chilly, and there was snow on the grass at their feet,
which was sparse and tough. Y et because he was gtill seeing everything with a heightened sense of
redlity, both the grass and the snow were oddly fascinating; they seemed to be beckoning him to look
more closdly. But that wasimpossible; his companions were aready moving on.

Therewas no visibletrack leading down the mountain -- but then, Niall reflected, that was hardly
surprising, since it would have drawn attention to the route to the sacred lake. Asthey picked their way
down to the plain below, he found himsdf wishing that he till had his cloak, which now lay in his pack,
somewhere at the bottom of theriver.

Ten minuteslater, he was S0 bresthless from scrambling among boulders and cracksin the
ground that he no longer felt the cold. But he noticed, on two occasions, awhiff of the sulfurous smell,
and guessed that there must be fissures through which the gas could escape.

He a so noticed, for thefirgt time, the digparity between his own human curiosity and the
comparative lack of it in the chameleon men. Nothing in the knowledge he had received in the white
tower enabled him to understand the strange scenery that he had just left behind. But he knew enough to
guessthat this mountain, and the surrounding hills, had been formed at some time by volcanic activity. But
why wasit hollow? This seemed to him totally paradoxicdl. Y et the chameleon men were not even
curious, they smply took it for granted.

The answer to Nidl's question was that the giant cave below him had been formed by a plume of
hot gasthat had risen from deep in the Earth's mantle sixty-five million years ago, and forced itsway to
the surface in an enormous dome, more than a hundred milesin diameter. This mountain and the



surrounding hills were formed from basdt lava, which had been gradudly eroded by weether until the
underlying dome was separated from the Earth's surface by little more than athin layer. And unlessthe
volcano again became active, forcing molten magmato the surface, the dome would eventudly collapse
to form ahuge crater, looking like those on the lunar surface.

Observing this grainy weathered rock beneath hisfeet, Nial knew enough to guessthat it wasthe
remains of some greet eruption that had once wiped out dl lifein thisregion.

Twenty-five milesto the south, invisblein the starlight, lay the towers of the spider city, and they
weretraveling directly toward them. Nidl estimated that it had been just about twenty-four hours ago that
he had left home. Most of that time, he reflected, had been spent underground. It was pleasant to breathe
the coal night air.

At thefoot of the mountain, the going became easer, and they followed afoaming torrent that ran
through a deep valey, then into woods of birch and ash. There, dthough no path wasvisible, the
chame eon men proceeded with an unerring sense of direction which told Nidl thet they were familiar
with every inch of theterritory. They were treading silently over a carpet of dead leaves, and then, quite
suddenly, they were climbing the dopethat led to the tunnel and their cave. To Nidl, it was aswelcome
asreturning home,

A band of humans, returning from that difficult journey, would have flung themsel ves down and
dept. The chameeon men sat quietly on thethick layer of dry leaves, some with their backs propped
againg the mossy walls, others sitting upright, and smply relaxed. Nidl resisted theimpulseto lie down,
and alowed the wearinessto drain out of hislimbsin agtting position. Within haf an hour, the tiredness
had gone, and he was suspended in a state of peaceful cam.

His stomach began to rumble; it had been many hours since he had eaten. He a so suspected that
he shared this hunger with everyone dse, for as soon as the thought entered his head, there was abustle
of activity, and afew minutes|ater he was presented with the juglike vessdl full of water. Thistime, the
earthy flavor gave him as much pleasure as aglass of mead would have done a home, reminding him of
hisfavorite flavoring, the vanilla orchid, which the cooksin the pa ace kitchen used in their pae yellow
pasiries. Even the small fragmentsthat floated in it -- which he could now see to be grass-green --
seemed to make the taste more delicious, like bits of orange floating in orangejuice. It had the effect of
immediately satisfying both his hunger and thirst. But he noted something e se: thisliquid brought him
closer to his companions, so their mindswere asredl to him ashisown. Thisdrink was literaly aform of
communionwine.

What struck Nial as most remarkable was that the chameleon men obvioudy experienced no
desireto deep. Thiswas due not only to their capacity for deep serenity, but also to the fact that their
mindswere dl interconnected, so they were al aware of one another. A deepy person gradualy
becomes oblivious of the outsde world. To be aware of what isgoing on around you, Nial redlized, isa
definition of being awake. Sustained by the activity of other minds, achameleon man was as unlikely to
fal adeep asachild at hisown birthday party.

The result was that being among the chameleon men was like sitting around the fire with agroup
of boon companions, agtate of blissful comfort and endlessinterest.

At this point, Niall's attention was drawn to a sound not unlike human speech heard from some
distance away. He soon identified its source as the leader of the chameleon men, who was seated close
by. The"mouth" in his forehead was moving, and these speech-sounds were the result. But they were
oddly blurred, asif Nidl was listening to a noise made by thewind.

He experienced an acute sense of frudtration at hisinability to understand. And asif responding
to this, the sounds became suddenly sharp and clear. Nial was now able to recognize that they werein
no human language. The basic sound was alittle like the cresking of branchesin the wind, except that the
"creaks' were not repetitive, but alittle like the pattern of notesin adow piece of music. They were not
like notes played on asingleinstrument, but were richly harmonized, like many musicians playing
together. Obvioudy, the chameleon men were communicating. But about what?

No sooner had this question entered his head than Nidl understood. They were not using
language as human beings useit, with wordslaid out in order like agame of dominoes. Their words were



akind of music. But unlike human music, whose meanings were indeterminate, the chameleon language
was quite precise. It had been developed out of their mutual experience, and it was intended to convey
that experience.

As he entered this shared experience, Nidl suddenly understood that the chameleon men werein
abasic senserather like human beings, in that they spent their days engaged in various kinds of activity.
Asguardians of thisvast tract of countryside, they had the task to wander around it, either singly or in
pairs, communicating with trees, bushes, plants, and with such animals as moles, dow worms, grass
snakes, frogs, and lizards. These creatures, being of low intelligence, wereinclined to remain isolated
from one another in akind of half-deep. The task of the chameleon men wasto act as mentd bridges
between them, making them aware of one another, and bringing asense of unity that extended from tree
mites and grubsto mice, water voles, and squirrels.

So the human notion that natureisfull of conflict and confrontation was, as Nial could now see, a
misconception. Theingtinct of the chameleon men wasto help create harmony astheingtinct of a
musician isto create beautiful sounds.

Nial found himself wondering what part thetrolls played in this harmony. His accessto the minds
of the chameleon men ingtantly provided him with the answer. Their task wasto convert the raw energies
of the Earth -- the eectrical force of lightning, the piezoel ectric energies released by rocks under stress --
into aliving energy capable of nourishing the microorganismsthat livein the soil, and which give the Earth
itsliving aura. Each troll was like a power station, and thisiswhy they needed to be so massive and
formidable -- the troll who had guided them to the sacred |ake weighed as much as if he was made of
solid granite. Trollswere to be found wherever quartz was plentiful, in placeslike the sacred mountain
and the VVdley of the Dead.

Unlike thetask of thetrolls, which was unending, the activity of the chameleon men varied with
the seasons. Now, with the onset of winter, when nature itsalf was preparing to deep, they had lessto
do. Even so, when they came together at the end of aday, they had agreat deal to communicate, like
any group of countrymen stting in the bar of their local pub. Their language was alanguage of rhythms
and images, and behind it al was a continuous awareness of the sound of the wind and rushing water.
The actua syllables of thislanguage could be compared to the sounds the wind makes as it encounters
obstacleslike trees, or astream asit splashes over rocks and pebbles.

So ashe"ligened” to two chameleon men describing (at the same time, their words forming a
counterpoint like music) atree-covered hillsde and afamily of micethat had madetheir nest in the roots
of the same oak tree as an owl, he was like astranger overhearing a conversation between two friends,
fedling curious and detached at the sametime.

Then something happened that startled him. He was no longer "listening” to the conversation. Nor
was hein the underground cave. He was on the hills de miles away, observing the activities of themicein
their nest among the roots. Everything was completely real: the moon haf-covered in clouds, the
branches rustling in the wind, the movements of wood lice under a piece of rotten bark. Y et athough he
was perfectly aware that he was il in the cave of the chameleon men, everything looked so solid and
real that it would have been quite easy to persuade him otherwise.

What was happening was obvious. He had now entered the mental world of the chameleon men.
And they clearly possessed afar more powerful faculty for remembering the redlity of other times and
places than human beings.

Hehad, in fact, experienced something of the sort before. When the great spider lord Cheb the
Mighty had described the conflict between men and spiders, which had resulted in the triumph of the
spiders, hiswords had conjured up scenes of daughter that were painfully redl. But Niall had assumed
that it was his own imagination that had helped endow them with redlity.

Suddenly, Nial was back in the cave. But only for amoment. Another of the chameleon men
was speaking, thistime about the plight of fisheswho lived downstream. Last year, an exceptiona
volume of floods, due to melting snow, had damaged the backwater where many of them spent the
winter, drowsing in the mud and leaves that covered the bottom. Niall witnessed treestorn up by the
roots, mud that had lain undisturbed for years swept away by the flood, water rats struggling to escape



torrentsthat often left them battered or drowned. For Niall, it was an unpleasant reminder of hisown
experience of near-drowning, and was S0 red that heinvoluntarily gasped for breath as his head plunged
into afoaming eddy.

What happened next puzzled him deeply.

Hewas struck by the reflection that, with the river flowing so strongly, his backpack must by
now have been swept out to sea.

Histhought entered the shared stream of awareness, and because Nidl was aguest,
automatically commanded more attention than it might have done otherwise.

Their immediate response was to show him that the stream he had just seen was not the river that
flowed under the spider city, but one that issued from the hillsto the northeast. His pack might have
found itsway to amud bank on the edge of the marshes, where corpses of daveswere often carried.

Nial saw this country of the marshes, twenty milesfrom the spider city, looking desolate in the
light of awaning moon that was clase to the horizon. There wasa smell of rotting vegetation, and he
wrinkled hisnosein disgust at the sight of adecaying carcass whose eyes were being pecked out by a
seabird.

And then, among the reeds just beyond the corpse, Nial was startled to see his own pack, lying
in the mud. He was so surprised that he said aloud: "L ook, thereitigl" beforeit struck him that they could
seeit aswell ashe could.

Hiswords caused the scene to fade, and he was back in the other redlity of the cave.

The sight of the westering moon reminded Nidl that the night must be dmost at an end, and that it
would soon betimeto leave. But Nidl's companions had overheard the thought, and as he Started to rise
to hisfeet, the leader indicated that he thought thiswas not agood idea -- that traveling by daylight was
dangerous. Nidl would be better advised to wait until nightfall.

Nidl explained that histime was short. "My brother isill and I must seek aremedy.”

This brought a silence, followed by the reply: "But humans need to deep. It is safer to deep here
than aboveground.”

Nidl explained: "But we degp when we aretired. | am not tired.”

"That is because you are among us." They were speaking to Nial asif they were one person.
"When you are done, you will fed tired."

Nial knew thisto be true. Nevertheless, he had never felt more wide awake.

The problem, asfar asNial could see, was that the chameleon men never felt deepy. When they
were fatigued, they smply rested, and drank some of their amazing green-colored water. And then their
interest in one another, in what each one had to communicate, Smply kept them wide awake.

Nial had never redlized s0 clearly that human beings fall adeep because they are cut off from one
another.

The chameeon men said: " Show us how you fall adeep.”

It seemed a strange request, but Nidl attempted to oblige.

He closed hiseyes, and sank into himsdif, like someone turning off the lights before getting into
bed.

He was surprised to find that deepiness came easily. The normd length of the human day is about
sixteen hours, and it had been more than that since Nial had dept. So now the physica rhythms of his
body took over naturdly. It ssemed odd to be falling adeep with a dozen other peopleinsde his head.

Theresult was that although his body sank into a pleasant drowsiness, his consciousness
remained wide avake.

When Nidl was normally on the point of faling adeep, thoughts and impressions ceased to
pursue their own purposes, and began to wander around fregly, with no sense of direction. It was asif
the director of consciousness went off duty and Ieft them to their own devices, at which point dreams
took over. But now, supported by the chameleon men, Nidl's consciousness remained on duty and
watched hismind faling into disarray. His thoughts ran around like headless ants, and often collided with
one another. It was dl strange and rather amusing, like watching adapstick comedy.

This brought asense of lightheartedness and gaiety. Then he noted a pleasant smell, like the smell



that issued from the kitchen in the palace on the day his mother had given aparty for hisssters, and
invited the friends they had made when they were Staying in the nursery on thefar sde of theriver. The
cooks had surpassed themsalves with sweet cakes, and with amass of pink, green, and blue candy floss,
asubstance aslight as atangle of hair, which meted on the tongue with addicious caramel flavor. They
had a so made brightly colored drinks with flavors Nidl had never tasted before.

At thispoint, Nial experienced a sensation like hands pressing on elther sde of his head, and felt
himsdf propelled back toward consciousness. Then he redized that he had alowed himsdlf to become
too absorbed in memories of birthday parties, and was on the point of falling truly adeep. Somehow, the
chameleon men had sensed thisloss of attention, and gently nudged him back toward wakeful ness.

Hewas till hovering on the borderland between deegp and waking. Sleep tugged at him like an
impatient child, and once again he felt himsalf drifting. As soon asthis happened, the sweet smell
returned.

Hewas standing in akind of street made of stripes of green, blue, and yellow, in which there
were anumber of immense conical buildings, aso decorated with the same bright stripes. Around him, a
vast striped plane with irregular and broken blue surfaces, like naturd rock, stretched in al directions.
The sky abovewasapaeblue, lit occasondly by strange flashes of lightning.

The sweet smell billowed around him in misty clouds, which seemed to beissuing from cracksin
the pavement. There were large pools of water, which made it look asif it had been raining, except that
the poolswerein bright colors -- yellow, red, violet -- and were obvioudy not rainweter.

There was nothing dreamlike about this landscape; it looked as firm as the ground under hisfet.
Heknelt and pressed hisfingers againgt it. It was solid, and seemed to be made of akind of colored rock
with many paralld stripes, some an inch wide, some afoot or more. A piece of the stone was loose, and
helevered it off with hisfingernail and put it in his mouth. It was sweet but would not crumble when he bit
it, S0 hefindly spat it out.

What was so amazing was to be conscious that he was dreaming. It brought a marvelous sense
of freedom. But what puzzled him most was where, in this Strange city, were the peopl€?

He decided to walk toward the nearest "building,” which he judged to be about a quarter of a
mile away. Thiswas akind of lopsided tower, with something that looked like a door or gateway in one
of itssdes. But even when he had been walking for ten minutes, during which time he should have
covered &t least hdf the distance, the building seemed to be getting no closer.

Another striped building to hisleft looked not unlike severd circus tents piled one on top of
another, rather like acomic hat. This also seemed to have an entrance, like an inverted V with curved
sdes. Thistime he strode purposefully toward it. But even after he had taken adozen strides, it was
visbly no nearer.

Thiswas absurd. He walked to one of the cracks in the ground and peered down it. A kind of
steam that blew up from it made hisface hot and damp, and smelled cloyingly sweet. Then therewasa
hissing noise that made him jump back. It was followed by agurgle that was not unlike laughter, after
which the steam subsided.

Next he sat down on a projection of rock to rest hislegs. The seat was uncomfortable, with
sharp edges that soon began to hurt his buttocks. He whistled with pain and stood up, screwing up his
face. Ashedid so, he noticed something interesting: concentrating his attention seemed to make the rock
he had been gitting on more brightly colored. As soon as he relaxed his concentration, it returned to
normdl.

Thiswas encouraging, asign that he could exercise some control in this strange place. He
clenched histeeth and stared at the rock; again, the color degpened, and it became, in some subtle sense,
more real. He remained focused for aslong as he could; then, as his concentration dackened, watched it
become paler and lessredl.

Another idea occurred to him. He tried concentrating hard, then walking toward the "circus tent.”
Thisworked; he could actudly seethe building coming closer, asit would in normd life.

The engagement of hiswill in the process of waking felt odd, alittle like rowing aboat -- askill
he had learned in the harbor of the spider city. This"deliberate waking" brought a sense of effort and



grain, but it was oddly satisfying.

He began practicing "deliberate walking” in the direction of the circus tent, and was pleased when
each determined step took him closer. When hewasfinally standing in front of it, he could seethat it was
made of stone, which looked rougher and lessfinished than that of the ground under hisfeet. The
entrance he had seen was not atrue doorway, but merely akind of dit inthewall that might have been
dashed out with an immense knife or hatchet.

As he approached the doorway, the resistance seemed to increase, asif some force wastrying to
keep him out. He concentrated harder, and pressed forward through the entrance. Immediately, he found
himsdf in semidarkness, asif he was wrapped around by bands of gray silk. Still encountering resistance,
he continued to practice "deliberate waking" forward; it was alittle like wading through deep water.
Soon hewasin tota darkness. He turned and |ooked back toward the entrance, but nothing wasvisible.
Bewildered, he thought of going back. But now he was not even sure of which way was back.

In asenseit was worse than being outside on the endless striped plane, for now there was
nothing whatsoever. Then he tried concentrating again, and ceased to fed lost. Hereflected that it did not
matter which way he walked. Since he wasinside a building, he was bound to encounter the other sde
sooner or later. So he devoted al his attention to concentrating, and Smply strode forward. The darkness
went on for along time, but while he continued to practice "deliberate walking," he was not troubled.
Then the light turned gray, and he was passing through another door, and out once more onto the
pavement.

But thistime it was different. The buildings were smaler and closer together -- it was evidently
some kind of residentia quarter -- and the road was not striped, but made of gray cobbles. When he
turned round, he saw that the conical buildings had disappeared. It seemed clear that he wasin another
place -- or another dream.

Now he noticed that there were living beings wandering in a haphazard way acrossthe
pavement. It would have been inaccurate to call them people. They were white, and had faces that were
old and wrinkled, with white hair that had been dlowed to grow totaly out of control, and which virtualy
concedled mogt of their faces. The eyesthat peered out from thisfoliage of hair were round and too big
for theface.

These creatures seemed at first to have four legs, but a closer ook convinced Nidl that they had
two long legs and two long arms, at least twice as long as human arms, with enormous, long hands at the
end of them. They walked naturally on al fours, and it was hard to see how they could have done
otherwise, snce even if they had stood erect, the hands would have been close to their feet. Niall thought
they looked like ghosts with four legs. And athough he was glad that he was no longer aone, something
about them worried him dightly; hewasnot at dl surethat he liked them.

The sky was aso different. Wheress it had formerly been blue, it was now covered in silvery
clouds. But ordinary cloudslie more or less pardld to the Earth. These clouds were vertical, and were
small and shiny, so they looked rather like avast curtain of beads, or some giant crystal chanddlier. They
imparted to thelight acurious slvery qudlity.

Some of the four-legged creatures |ooked at him curioudy, and afew advanced to peer more
closdly. Nial was equaly curious about them -- he suspected that they were some type of nature spirit,
like the chamel eon men. Soon there were adozen or more gathered around him. One of them who
seemed smdler -- and younger -- than the others reached out to touch him with one of its absurdly long
hands. There was a hiss of warning from some of the others, and the creature snatched its hand away.
But amoment later, another reached out and tentatively prodded Niall with along, crooked forefinger,
the back of which was covered with white hairs. When Nial showed no reaction, smiling to indicate that
he was not alarmed, several more reached out and touched him.

They seemed mainly interested in hisface, hisbare arms, and hislegs -- with their immense long
arms, it was as easy to touch hisfeet as hishead. He noted that their hands were very cool, and there
was some curioudy soothing quality about their touch.

Soon they dl were stroking him asif he were adog, their hands caressing hisarms, shoulders,
back, and even histhighs. He began to find it surprisingly pleasant, not unlike being massaged by his



femad e attendants after he had taken abath. A warm, drowsy fedling began to spread through him, which
-- oddly enough -- reminded him of the pleasure he had once experienced holding Princess Merlew in his
ams.

Suddenly he was startled by an angry shout, and the white crestures shrank back guiltily. Striding
toward them came ahuman he knew ingtinctively to be femae. Long, dark brown hair fell below her
waist, and she wore a brown garment that amost reached the ground. But the face had neither eyesnor a
nose -- smply amouth in its center, with long, sensua-looking red lips.

Shesaid, inastrained, throaty voice: "What are you doing here?'

Being addressed in his own language was the last thing Nial expected -- it wasthe first time he
had heard it Since he left the palace.

Hesaid nervoudy: "I. . . | don't know."
This, of course, wastrue. But she evidently found it preposterous.
"Y ou don't know?"'

Sheleaned forward until her face amost touched Niadl's. Her breath was as sweet asthe breeze
that blew around them. Even o, it was bewildering to look at this blank face, with only smooth skin
where the nose and eyes should have been, and at the angrily contemptuous mouth. Her next question
dartled him.

"Canyoufly?'

Hesad hestantly: "I don't think so."

"Inthat case, you deserve to be eaten.”

Nial switched his gaze to the faces around him, and suddenly redlized she was serious. Most of
the white creatures had now brushed back their hair from around their mouths, and their pointed
ydllowish teeth were unmistakably those of carnivores. They were eyeing him hungrily, and somewere
licking their lips -- one was even dribbling. With asudden shock, Nial redlized that those gentle caresses
had been intended to soothe him into a state of hypnotic acquiescence and surrender before they sank in
their teeth. What was even more worrying was that he suspected he might have let them doit.

Thewoman said impatiently: "Get him out of here." She seemed to be addressing someone over
Niall's shoulder. Before he could turn round to see who it was, he was seized by thewaist and jerked
into the air with such speed that he had no time to fedl darmed. Great wings flapped above him, and his
waist was held in the grip of immense claws that bore an odd resemblance to human fingers. He looked
up -- which was not easy, since his body was amost horizontal -- but instead of the feathered breast he
expected, he saw gray, scaly flesh like areptile's, and a blunt face that resembled atortoise. The lesthery
wings were those of abat rather than abird.

As he shot away from the ground at breathtaking speed, he saw the city dwindling below him
until it was blotted out by the silvery clouds.

A moment later, he woke up in the cave of the chameleon men. No one seemed to notice that he
was awake -- or, if they did, no one paid any attention. Severa minutes passed before he redlized that
thiswas aform of courtesy. They were giving him time to reflect on what had happened.

It was quite different from waking from norma deep, which waslike returning from unredlity to
redity. Thiswas like returning from one redlity to another. The dream seemed asredl asthe world around
him.

But what did it mean? What was the significance of that city of striped cones? When hewasa
child, his grandfather Jomar had often spoken about dreams and their meaning -- he believed that dreams
arefull of al kinds of omens. But Nial's dream seemed amedley of absurdities without obviousimport.

He experienced afedling of angry frustration. What was the good of possessing the power of
reason if it could not even provide the key to adream?

Then he felt ashamed of hisirritation. The serenity of his companionswas like areproach. He
deliberately induced in himsdlf the same spirit of calm and patience, then attempted to relive the dream.

He closed hiseyes and tried to visudize the striped plane with its conicd buildings. At first it
remained nothing more than this-- avisudization, like ablurred and unfocused picture. But this, he
redlized, was because he was using his mind, rather than afaculty that was capable of re-creating redlity.



Thisrequired relaxing further, asif trying to reactivate amemory. Then it happened, suddenly and
instantaneoudy, and he was on the striped plane, with the sweet smdll like candy.

There was one difference; thistime he was aware that he wasrecalling it, and therefore had
control over it. As soon as this happened, he understood the source of the dream.

The sweet smdll wasthe smdll of cotton candy at the children's party. And the pools of liquid on
the pavements were the brightly colored drinks at the same party. Asto the green and yellow stripes, he
now recaled that they reminded him of the sticks of peppermint-flavored rock that were afavorite of the
children in the city of the bombardier beetles. Some dream-artist insde his brain had mingled these
elementsinto afantasy of the candy-striped city.

So the dream expressed nostagiafor childhood innocence. But why had the buildings come no
closer when he had walked toward them?

A moment'sreflection told him the answer. Because he knew ingtinctively that nostalgiafor lost
innocence was no solution. He had recognized thiswhen he called up an adult faculty -- concentration
and willpower -- to achieve his objective. But dl this had done wasto plunge him into the interior of the
circustent, where he waslost in darkness. . .

And what about the next part of the dream -- the creatures with white hair and bulging eyes, who
had lured him into asense of security only in order to be ableto eat him? And what of the woman with
No eyes or Nose?

Hefollowed the same procedure as before: conjured up the mental image of the gray pavement
with the ghostlike creatures with their long hair, then retreated into degper relaxation. This, he could see,
was the essence of the technique; the relaxation served to activate some refocusing faculty that madeit al
redl. Thistime he could see that the dream-artist had not even bothered to create the houses in detail;
they were Smply sketched in, as a painter might sketch in abackground he meant to finish later.

Nidl even noticed something he had not noticed when dreaming the dream: that therewas a
high-pitched humming noise somewhere in the background.

The white ghosts began caressing him, stroking his bare flesh until the delicious, drowsy fedling
began to spread over him. Just as he was relaxing into atrance of pleasure, there was ashout, and the
woman in the brown garment came striding toward them. Thistime Nial paid attention to the white
ghosgts, and noticed how they brushed aside their long hair to uncover their mouths with their pointed
teeth.

Again, the woman asked him if he could fly; again, Nidl raised his hands above his head and rose
up like an arrow, experiencing the marvel ous sense of freedom. Thisfedling, he saw, wasin asensethe
mast important thing about the dream. . .

As he opened hiseyes, Nidl redized that his companions had been following what had been
happening with interest, aswell aswith admiration. For them, this human ability to use the power of
reason seemed almost miraculous. Their admiration spurred Niall to think once again about the dream of
the ghosts.

His grandfather Jomar had been very fond of dream interpretation, and loved telling stories of
dreams that foretold the future. Jomar certainly would have said that the dream of the "ghost people,”
who seemed so harmless until he redlized they wanted to eat him, was intended asawarning. By
appearing to be nervous and apprehensive they had lured him into trusting them. . .

And what of the woman with the long hair, who had no eyes or nose? Surely the answer must be
that if shewas sent to warn him of danger, then al she needed was a mouth?

Nial was sartled by a curiousrattling noise, like ashower of pebblesfaling on aroof. He
looked at the faces of his companions, and smiled with astonishment as he redlized that the sound was
ingde hishead, and that it was their equivalent of applause.

At that moment there was a sudden silence, and a sense of expectation. Nial knew, without
being told, what was going to happen. In the world above, the Sun had just appeared over the horizon.

In the desert, Nidl'sfamily never saw the dawn -- they were dl safe insde the shelter of their
cave. Nidl had witnessed its power for the first time when hewasin the spider city, fleeing from Kazak's
palace, and had seen the reaction of an elm tree to the vibrations that poured from the goddess, and



watched its branches waving likeliving arms.

And now, even under the earth, Nidl could fed the power of the goddess. There was astrange,
heavy slence, creating acam so deep that his soul seemed to contract to apoint. Then, in the fillness,
there was atingling sensation, followed by aburst of purejoy. It swept through the cave like a breaking
wave, making him fedl breathless. Then it subsided, to be followed by the gentler energy of therisng Sun.
Aboveground, birds would be burgting into song. Around him, the chameleon men were experiencing a
date of blissthat wastoo intensefor Nidl's human senses.

Heaso felt acertain guilt, knowing that the chameleon men normally would be outside to greet
the dawn, and that they were now underground solely because of the courtesy they felt toward a guest.
But at least there was no need to express his gratitude; they were dready aware of it.

Now it wastimeto try to make contact with hismother. In Niall'sfamily, there had dways been
an agreement that, when anyone was away on ajourney, they should be ready to establish
communication at dawn or Sunset.

Nidl sat upright with astraight back, and again induced the fedling of inner sllence. He visudized
his mother, then emptied hismind. Five minutes went by, and he felt nothing -- like most of the inhabitants
of the palace, she probably had dept through the dawn. Then, quite suddenly, he became aware of his
mother's presence, asif she was tting afew feet away. Back in the palace, she would have the same
sensation, aware of her son's presence.

Nidl conveyed to her, quickly and economicaly, that he was among friends, and that he would
soon continue hisjourney.

She, inturn, conveyed that dl waswell a home, that Veig seemed stable, that the women (she
meant Sidonia and Crestia) were looking after him, and that he had eaten supper the night before. Then,
about to break off the conversation (telepathy was not intended for exchanging gossip), she added:
"Watch out for the captain.” From the mental image that accompanied the words, Nial knew shewas
referring to arenegade spider, an intimate of Skorbo, the bruta captain of the guard. The captain had
been ordered out of the city because, like Skorbo, he had continued the practice of eating humans.

From the fact that she then ended the communication, Niall inferred that she was merdly
conveying acautionary injunction, not aspecific warning.

Hefdt better after speaking with hismother. Nial was still young enough to fed homesick. But
he was a so young enough to have an underlying sense of indestructibility, and this had now returned.

Like the chameleon men, Nial now roseto hisfeet. It continued to astonish him that, after sitting
on the ground for hours, hislegswere not tiff, and he was free of aches and pains. The chameleon men
seemed to know the secret of directing aflow of earthforce, which rippled through the cave like a breeze,
inducing a sense of well-being and vigor.

Asthey made their way back through the low tunnel, Niall was glad that he could now see
clearly, to avoid bumping his head or sumbling on theflight of steps. Nothing in thistunnd suggested that
it was the work of hands; anyone who found it by accident would assumethat it was anaturd fissurein
the rock.

As he pushed past the holly bush that dmost blocked the entrance, Nidl had to close hiseyesto
protect them from the sunlight. Because his senseswere still attuned to those of the chameleon men,
walking into daylight was abresthtaking sensation, alittle like wading into chest-high water; it made him
gasp. And the sound of the birds, and the rustle of the dawn wind in the branches, were dmost
desfening.

Onthefar sde of the holly bush, Nidl tripped over something that for amoment he thought was
arock; then saw with incredulity that it was his backpack. He laughed aloud as he snatched it up. One
sdeof it waswet and sticky, and it covered his handsin mud. Fortunately, it was the back of the pack,
and the heavy canvas had kept the water from leaking inside. He kndlt on the grass and wiped off the
mud, then unbuckled the strap and untied the leather thongs that closed the neck. These were so tight
with moisture that he had difficulty loosening the knot. But when he reached insde, he was delighted to
find that the contents were dry. Only the matches were ruined.

The chameleon men waited with their customary patience, glad to see Nidl so eated. And Nial



knew they were in no hurry. Unlike human beings, they experienced no impatience, no desireto hurry.

Niall asked: "How did it get here?' and recelved amenta image of alargebird, like an eagle,
which had carried it inits claws. And now that he looked more closely, Nial could see the marks of
talons on the cloth.

He cleaned off the mud with ahandful of grass, then dipped his arms through the straps.

"And which way mugt | trave to reach the Gray Mountains?'

The chameleon men turned and pointed in a direction that seemed to Nial to be the northwest,
then added a smple image that conveyed the message: "But since you are our guest, we shall show you
the way to the edge of our domain.”

Nidl was ddighted. He had no ideawhere their territory came to an end, but he hoped it was a

long way.

Traveling with the chameleon men was like no other journey Niall had ever made. To begin
with, nothing in his hours spent underground had prepared him for the riotous pandemonium of color that
surrounded him in the forest. He assumed at firgt that his eyes were smply adjusting to the sunlight, but it
was soon apparent that it was far more than that -- every color was deeper and richer. The dark green of
the leaves and ferns reminded him of the Delta; the yellows of the buttercups, autumn crocus, and
toadstool fungus, and the reds and salmon pinks of awand-shaped flower that grew in thick clusters,
were dmost painful to the eyes.

Hisfirst assumption -- that this area of woodland was particularly sengtive to the vibrations of the
goddess -- had to be abandoned when he observed that the sounds of birdsong and even the rustling of
the leaves were dmost deafening. And when afrog jumped into astill pool, the sound made him flinch
like an explosion. It was then that he realized that his senses were attuned to those of the chameleon men,
which were far more sengtive than those of human beings.

The result wasthat during thefirgt haf hour with the chameleon men, Nidl fdt dightly dizzy and
drunk; it was asif hisbody had becomelighter, or asif someforce were trying to lift him off the ground.
This sensation was strongest before the sun rose above the line of the trees; then, to hisrelief, the world
gradually returned to norma. The bombardment of colors and sounds continued, but his senseswere
adjudingtoit.

It took him some time to notice that his companions had become virtudly invisble. His menta
contact with them was so close that he could sense their presence aswell asif he could see them, and it
was only when he noticed how abank of blue flowers shimmered, asif seen through running water, that
he redlized that transparent chameleon men were walking in front of it.

He a so noticed that birds and animas regarded him with curiosity. They weretotaly unafraid,
and smply stared, one group of rabbits ceasing to nibble grassin order to watch as he went past. Y et
when the shadow of ahawk passed over the grass -- Nial was aware of itsidentity without even
glancing upward -- they al vanished into the undergrowth.

It was as they were walking aong the banks of a stream that he became conscious of other
vaieties of life. In ahollow in the bank, formed by a piece of moss, he saw the movement of something
white, which he took to be afish. He stared hard, and blinked with amazement as he saw that the white
blur was actually awhite bird like aseagull. Nial had never heard of abird that could breathe under
water. A moment later, it became awhite blur again, and as he thought he saw the distinct movement of a
figh'stail, he became convinced that his eyes were playing him tricks. Then its upper haf emerged above
the water, and he was sartled to see that it was asmall human form, about nineinches high. It was
femae -- he could digtinctly seetiny breasts -- and had long hair of adull yellow color. Then it vanished
like awigp of vapor, and he could see only sunlight on the ripples. There was no sign of the white body in
the clear water.

During the next ten minutes, he saw severd of these "water Sprites,” and redized that, like the
chameleon men, they seemed to be able to make themsalvesvisible or invisible, or change their form at



will. If hetried hard, he could see them after they disappeared, but by that time they had become
trangparent, asif made of glass.

Among the assorted folklore Nial had absorbed in the white tower was a knowledge of faries
and water sprites, but he had been taught that they were curious and quaint supergtitions; now it was
plainthat they redly existed.

A moment later an even odder thing happened. They were crossing astream on a
moss-encrusted log, and Nidl ssumbled forward into the chameleon man who waswalking in front of
him, and was afraid that he had knocked him into the stream. He was surprised when there was no
impact, then astonished as he saw the legs of the chameleon man partly blended with hisown. Far from
objecting to this superimposition of Nidl'sbody on his own, the chamel eon man seemed to enjoy it, and
the care required to reach the other end of the log prolonged the contact for about ten seconds more,
during which time Niall became aware that they were surrounded by tiny figures, none more than afoot
high. There must have been adozen or s0 in the stream and on its banks, mostly female, dthough afew
appeared to be male, or of indeterminate sex. Moreover, on acarpet of fallen leaves among the treeson
the far bank there weretaller beings, perhaps two feet high, and who Nidl at first took to be naked
children, aswell as some creatures resembling small brown animals.

All these vanished as soon as Nidl stepped ashore and lost contact with the chamel eon man. But
now that he knew they were there, he made an effort to see them by staring hard at the shadows among
theleaves. Thisat first had no effect. Then hetripped over afalen branch, and as he did so, was
suddenly able to see them again. Although they ingtantly vanished, he was now aware that |ooking too
hard was counterproductive, and that he had to relax and use akind of natural ingtinct. He later cameto
refer to it as "looking Sdeways.”

As soon as he did this, the figures regppeared, but he was intrigued to see that they were now
fully clothed, wearing gray garments and green headgear thét fitted tightly around the skull. This seemed
so incongruous that he dmost laughed. He was quite certain they had been naked when hefirst saw
them.

Another collision with achameleon man offered him aclue. Once again, it was hisown fault -- he
was trying to look back over his shoulder when he tripped over arock. Thistime helanded on all fours,
and severd chameeon men waked into him. Astheir bodies blended with his, the gray-clad figures
suddenly became naked, looking like smdll, overweight men. By thetime Niall stood up and wiped the
damp earth off hishands on dry leaves, the figures had disappeared dtogether. He made them reappear
by "looking sdeways'; but again they were clothed in gray garments.

But thetrick of "looking sideways' had given him the clue. He had made them reappear by using
his own mind. They had been there, but were invisble until he made the effort. But when he saw them
through the eyes of the chameleon men, they were naked. Wasit possible that he was somehow adding
the dotheswith hisimagination?

There was, of course, another possibility -- that the clotheswere "added" by thelittle creatures
themselves. Perhaps that was how they preferred a human being to see them.

All this had fascinating implications. The trees around him looked solid because he was sure they
wereredlly there, and sure they looked exactly as he thought they looked. But suppose hisimagination
also "added" something to their appearance, just asit seemed to "add” clothesto thelittle men?

It was abewildering thought whose implications seemed endless. But Nial wasin no condition
for such speculations. Thiswas one of the drawbacks of seeing the world in such dazzling colors; his
brain was so flooded with impressonsthat it was difficult to think clearly. He found himsdlf wishing that
he had apair of the dark spectacles that Simeon wore when the Sun was too bright.

Farther downstream, Nid| caught aglimpse of the brown, furry creatures, and was amused to
see that they looked like aparody of human beings. They walked upright on tiny legs, and carried their
short arms -- or forelegs -- in front of them. Their faces emerged from afringe of fur, and had bright,
intelligent eyes, and along nose like a hedgehog's, ending in aflat point resembling a pig's snout, which
snuffled continuoudy. But when they saw Nidl, then noticed the chame eon men, they hastily vanished
among the trees. When Nidl inquired why, he wastold that they were mischievous and destructive



beings, ruining young treeswith their sharp teeth -- not merely for food, but smply for the pleasure of
using their teeth. Nidl found it amost unbelievable that some of the creaturesin thiswoodland paradise
should be wantonly disruptive.

Soon after this he had an opportunity to observe that they they were not the only ones. Half a
mile farther on, the stream widened into a brown pool that covered hdf an acre. Therewas obvioudy a
blockage downstream. The chameleon men spread out among the trees, and asked Niall to fal back to
their rear; they clearly blamed some living agency for thisflood, and wanted to approach unseen.

Onthefar side of the pool, they found its cause: two dead trees that held back a conglomerate of
leaves and black mud. From itsfar side came a high-pitched, chattering squeak that sounded like excited
birds.

Quite suddenly, the chameleon men made themsalves visible, and the chattering sounds turned
into shrieks of darm. About adozen humanoid creaturesfled in dl directions, some of them diving
draight over the dam -- these latter roseinto the air like enormous silver fish, then, oncein the brown
water, Smply vanished.

For amoment, Nidl had a halucinatory sense of being back in the Delta, for the creatures
resembled the frog men he had encountered there. But the smilarity was only superficia. The frog men of
the Deltawere gray, with yellow carnivorous teeth, and they spat jets of venom. These creatures, who
were about two feet high, looked dmost human, except for their abnormaly long arms and legs and their
webbed hands and feet. They had pointed, foxlike faces, with afringe of green hair and large bulbous
eyes. They were slvery-green, with black markings. And they ran like humans, covering the ground at
enormous speed with their spindly legs. In about ten seconds, al had vanished.

Nial was hypnotized by the sight of the waterfall created by the dead trees, for it flashed and
sparkled in away that could not be attributed entirely to reflected sunlight. After staring intently for
several minutes, he had no doubt that the flowing stream released some form of energy, crested by the
sunlight, which was absorbed by the eementa who shimmered in and out of existence in the green water.

The chameleon men -- now quite obvioudy solid -- went on to dismantle the dam; after the logs
had been removed, it collapsed with agurgling roar, and the water thundered down the valley. Within
minutes, the pool had been drained.

But why, Nidl wanted to know, had these fish creatures wanted to block the stream?

Theanswer, it seemed, was. to make themsalves akind of swvimming pool. These froglike beings
never ceased to look around for some kind of mischief that would irritate the chameleon men and undo
their work of creating harmony. Like the brown animals, they had a destructive stresk. Nidl thought of
the bombardier beetles, with their love of explosions, and felt he could begin to understand.

Throughout most of the morning they continued to travel through an amazingly varied landscape
of woodland, low hills, and winding streams. Thiswas Nial'sfirst opportunity to see an October
landscape, with itsfaling leaves and digtinct autumn smell, and he found it amost painfully beautiful.
Because of the heightening of his perceptions, it often seemed that the landscape was speaking to him, or
that it had some deep significance it was trying to convey. And on at least two occasions he experienced
acurious sense of familiarity, of having seen it before.

He a0 learned from the chameleon men that most trees had their own elementa spirit. One
young oak made such an impression of radiant vitdity that he sopped to stare at it. The leader of the
chame eon men thereupon touched his elbow, causng an ingant ateration in his perceptionswhich
revedled that the trunk of the tree was surrounded by a dim green aurathat extended about afoot
beyond the bark, while the tree itself, which now seemed transparent, was of a degper and more brilliant
green. As he gazed into this core of vibrating energy, he suddenly realized that it contained aliving shape,
which vibrated at a different rate than the tree, and that he could make out aface. If he changed the focus
of hisgaze, the face disappeared, so that he was not certain whether it wasred, or whether, like faces
seeninthefire, it wasthe result of hisimagination.

A moment later, the being ingde the tree seemed to become aware that it was being observed,
and the wavering outline suddenly became morered. It was athin face, with high cheekbones, along
chin, and sharp, intelligent eyes. For afew seconds, these gazed back into Nidl's. Then the creature



seemed to lose interest, and dissolved away again. Once more, Nial could see only the rough brown
bark.

Asthey moved on, Nial asked the chameleon men if the nature spirit ever came out of thetree.
The answer wasthat it did so frequently, taking on asolid shape. In fact, it was essentid that it emerge
from thetree, for it then absorbed a certain energy from the atmosphere, which was carried back inside
the tree and stimulated its growth. It was because thistree spirit (which, Nial seemed to recal, was
referred to by humans as a gnome) made a dozen such excursions every day that this tree glowed with
vita energy. But the tree eemental never ventured more than afew hundred yards from itshome. A
familiar place was essentid to it. Nidl found himsdlf reflecting that human beings are not so very different.

Whenever the chameleon men hated to unblock a stream or clear away dead wood that was
difling the vegetation, Nidl tried to help, but soon redized that his clumsiness was only an impediment.
The chameleon men worked as a group, yet seemed to respond to one another like asingle organism, of
which the leader played the part of the head. The result was that they were able to accomplish an
amazing amount of work in ashort space of time, even to moving dead trees that should have required
the strength of a giant to budge them.

But the most memorable event of the day occurred when they found themselves on ahilltop
above avalley that |looked asif astorm had swept through it, leaving half the trees lying on the ground, or
broken, or leaning against one another. These treeswere covered in athick, glossy ivy, and with some
other parasite creeper with yellow flowers. There was also atype of bramble that Nial had never seen
before, with thorns as big as aman's thumb, and this had covered many of the fallen trees, making an
impenetrable mass. There was also akind of gray grassthat reminded Nidl of the beard of an old man,
which had choked most of the bushes.

In the bottom of the valley lay the remains of along and narrow lake, also choked with dead
wood and gray vegetation, so that its surface looked at once oily and dusty. Y et the trees on the other
sde of this stagnant water seemed relatively unaffected; most of them had lost their leaves, but at least
they looked hedlthy.

Thewind that blew through the valley from the northwest was unpleasantly cold. It seemed to
Nidl that there was some evil influencein the place.

The chameleon men were obvioudy surprised by this devastation, and one of them projected a
mentd picture of the valley asit had been last timethey saw it, with green leavesreflected in the clear
waters of the lake.

Before they walked down to the lake, Nial took the cloak from his pack; as he fastened the
clasp at the throat, a sudden gust of wind amost tore it from his hands. Protected from the chill breeze,
which seemed to threaten snow, Nidl was glad of itswarmth.

The chameeon men were now completdly invisble, and anyone looking down from the height
above would have taken Niall for alonetraveler.

Asthey followed the overgrown path beside the lake, Nidl observed asmdl of rotting vegetation
that reminded him of the Delta Now, in the bottom of the valey, the air was so motionless and stifling
that Nidl felt breathless, and had to remove the cape. And, asin the Delta, he had a curious fedling of
being watched. Hefdt ingtinctively that the chameleon men found the place as uncomfortable as he did.
Nial assumed that, like himself, they would want to move on as quickly as possible, but in fact they
halted to confer among themsaves, meanwhile staring intently into the confusion of broken trees and giant
brambles. Nial stared too, but could see nothing to explain the chaos.

At that point the leader sent him a clear message: he wasto walk on to the top of the next hill.
Although puzzled, Nial nevertheless did as he was asked. The leaden atmosphere made his body fedl
unpleasantly damp and heavy, and he plodded with dow steps, feding asif hisfeet had turned into
blocks of stone. The path had been almost obliterated, and in one place was blocked by alarge
uprooted bush, which looked asif it had been torn out by the roots, and which forced him to scramble
over alanddide of fallen rocks.

When he reached the far Sde of the obstacle, he heard the unmistakable crackling of burning
wood. He clambered back up the pile of rocks, which immediately began to dide under hisfeet, and



understood why the chameleon men had sent him away. The hillsde was turning into a sheet of flame that
spread upward like an explosion. The chameeon men, visible now only as vortices of energy that
somehow digtorted the air around them, were causing thisfire by directing crackling bursts of energy at
dry leaves and twigs. A blast of acrid smoke blinded him and made him cough. And as amoss-covered
tree behind him turned into a blazing torch, he redized with darm that he had to move quickly. The
flameswere dready setting trees dight amere twenty yards behind him. As he sscumbled uphill, he could
fed that heat burning his shoulders.

Thehilltop was till fifty yards away when, to hisrdlief, ablast of icy north wind filled hislungs
with clean air. It dso had the effect of blowing out the flames of burning grass that were threatening to
overtake him.

Suddenly seized by anxiety about his companions, he turned and gazed downhill. Billowing
smoke was now being blown in the opposite direction, and its white clouds blotted out the lake and the
bottom of the valley. The hillsde above was amass of surging flame and rising sparks. Nidl found himself
reflecting, incongruoudly, that the bombardier beetleswould have appreciated this spectacle; then, asa
whirlpool of spiraling smoke surrounded him, he began to run with clumsy steps up to the hilltop.

Oncethere he experienced an irrationa fedling of security; in fact, there were rocks on either side
of him, and the path plunged into another patch of woodland where the flames could not follow. When he
looked back, the whole northern side of the valley had become an inferno, with the flames racing toward
the topmost ridge

Thefirewas till ahundred yards from this ridge when Nial suddenly understood why the
chamel eon men had started the blaze. From the burning hilltop, an immense winged cregture soared
upward -- Nidl'sfirst confused impresson wasthat it was agiant bird. Then the shape of the purple
wings made him aware that it was some kind of bat. With asquawk of rage that echoed down the valley,
it flapped into the smoky sky, then, to Nidl's horror, changed direction and flew straight toward him.
Niadl flung himself flat on hisface, expecting to fed itstalons sinking into hisback. A sensation likeawind
rushed past him as he clutched the grass, but when he looked up, he found he was done. The sky above
him was empty.

It wasthen that Nid redlized he had seen another "dlemental; no natural creature could have
vanished so suddenly and so completely.

Momentslater he wasjoined by the chameleon men, whaose presence he could fed athough he
was gill unable to see them. Thefire had done them no harm; in their transparent state, they apparently
were imperviousto the eements.

In answer to Nidl's questions, they explained that the elementa was of akind that preferred
solitude, and that liked to make its home on hilltops, where it blended so completely with the earth and
rock that it became undetectable. Because it hated to be disturbed, it made itsalf unapproachable by
transforming the hillsde into an obstacle course of fallen trees and giant brambles, turning its chosen
valey into awilderness. Such creatures were not actualy maevolent, but their determination to be done
made them ruthless and destructive. Given the opportunity, they told Niall, it would undoubtedly take
revengefor thisindignity.

Nial asked: "But if you cannot be harmed by fire, why should this cregture be driven out by it?"

The answer, expressed in images that were more forceful than human language, wasthat dl
creatures didike being regarded with disapprova, and that the flames were a powerful expression of this
feding; in fact, the creature was being expelled by the force of their mindsrather than by thefire.

Niall observed that the colors of the woodland through which they were now making their way
seemed in someway oddly faded and dim, asif seen on acloudy day; hetried "looking Sdeways," but
was unable to glimpse any nature spirits. The chameleon men confirmed this; the presence of the
unfriendly elementd had driven dl other spiritsaway.

Nidl was deeply interested in thisingght; it was something he had often sensed intuitively, yet had
never conscioudy grasped: that the life of nature depends on elementd spirits, and that without these
Spirits, the most beautiful scenery lacks some essence of vitdity.

A mileor so farther on, the woodland came to an end, and the stream vanished underground into



acave with alow entrance. The grass here was rich and green, spotted with late buttercups, and the
practice of "looking Sdeways' reveded once again the presence of nature spirits.

The path they had been following continued in astraight line toward aridge of hills. Here Nial
made another interesting observation. It was quite apparent to him that the stream continued to flow
under hisfeet; it produced adistinct tingling sensation. Niall had dways possessed this ability to sense
underground water; it was part of the essentia equipment of the desert dweller. But it had been merely a
fant tinglein hislegs. Now it was a curious, vibrant sensation that he could sense throughout his body.

Where the path curved to the left toward agap in the hills, the tingling stopped; obvioudy, the
stream and the path had diverged.

The grassthey were waking on now was springy and green, bringing back a memory of the city
of conica towersin hisdream. The track they were following must at some time have been aroad, for
they passed large stones that were partly buried in the turf, and afew of these had some kind of writing
carved on them, although Nidl was unable to decipher it, or even make out the configuration of the
|etters. The chameleon men were unable to say who had placed the stonesin position, or what they were
intended for, although they believed they were thousands of years old. But they pointed out, on the moor
they were now crossing, other stone monuments. One of these, ahundred yards off the road, waslike a
gigantic stone mushroom, whose top was a least six feet wide. Glancing sdeways at this, Nial was
dartled to glimpse afigure like alittle old man stting on the top of it. When heturned his head to stare,
the figure was no longer there.

Now, quite unexpectedly, afreezing wind blew from behind them, carrying rain. The gust was so
powerful that it almost blew Nial onto his knees. He recognized immediately that thiswas not a natural
wind, but that it was somehow connected with the elementd they had driven out of itshome. Thiswas
the revenge the chameleon men had anticipated. It was not directed againgt them -- since they could not
be harmed by natural forces-- but against Nial, who was vulnerable to wind and rain.

Niadl's companion indicated some kind of monument on the hillside, and they hurried toward it as
black clouds turned the sunny afternoon into akind of dusk and the wind caused Niall to ssumble on the
uneven turf. Asthey came closer, Nial saw that it conssted of six large upright megdiths placed close
together, with another huge flat stone balanced on top of them. They hurried into this shelter asthe orm
broke, and the rain came down so hard that it turned the hillsdeinto mist. Nial lost no timein flinging his
pack on the ground and taking shelter from the wind against the largest of the great uprights. But athough
it was at least four feet in width, it seemed inadequate to protect Nidl from the wind, which seemed to
blow from dl sdes, or from the driving rain.

AsNidl began to shiver, the chamel eon men became increasingly concerned. A greet crash of
thunder sounded so close by that it made the stones vibrate, while lightning that struck the ground ten feet
away gave Nidl adistinct eectric shock.

The chameleon men clearly fdt it wastime they did something. They made Nial stand up -- he
had been crouching behind the upright stone -- so his head almost touched the triangular granite block
that formed the roof, and then made acircle around him. Nial assumed they were trying to protect him
from the wind, and that the maneuver was doomed to failure, since the powerful blasts blew straight
through them. In fact, they went on to place their hands on Nidl, some on his shoulders, some on his
back, some on his head, which immediately induced the deegp sense of cam that he had experienced in
the underground cave. What they were actudly doing was transmitting to Nidl the vibrations of their
physica being. For afew seconds, heingtinctively resisted the force that was attempting to ater hisrate
of vibration. Then he redlized that what they were trying to do could only be achieved with his help. It
required apeculiar kind of mental effort, which involved using their energies and somehow blending them
together by an act of will.

Assoon ashedid this, Nidl felt himsdlf dissolving, asif hisbody wasturning into air. Asthe
vibrational rate of hisbeing increased, something fell around hisfest, and heredlized that it was his
clothes; but hisfeet and legs had become invisible. He was standing there naked, and thewind and rain
were blowing sraight through him.

There was another vibrational change, and awave of cold energy ran up his spine. Asit reached



his head, the chamel eon men suddenly became visible, looking more solid than he had ever seen them
before. And his own body was dso clearly visible. But he could no longer fed the wind, which continued
to howl past him, and which blew his clothes againgt the opposite wall. On the other hand, the stones
around him seemed to turn into glass, so that he could see straight through them, and see therain that ran
down their sdeslike a shower down awindowpane.

With atremendousfina blast, the wind and rain suddenly stopped, banishing any notion thet this
might have been an ordinary storm. Within minutes, the sky was blue. But Nial wasin no hurry to leave
the rock shelter. In fact, hewasin no hurry to do anything -- his bodiless state brought a marvel ous sense
of freedom. He had never redized before how much the human body weighs, and how much effort it
coststo carry it around. It suddenly struck him that if he had to carry aburden weighing as much ashis
own body, he would soon be exhausted. The lightness was intoxicating.

But it dso brought a disconcerting sense of timelessness, rather like the relaxation that followed a
large glass of wine. Time seemed merely another name for anxiety, and hefet glad to berid of it. On the
other hand, the world around him had never seemed o fascinating. To begin with, this strange building
that had sheltered him from the storm was not merely a monument from the dawn of history; it wasdso a
marker, placed upon this spot because it was the most important place for miles around. It was the place
where many earth forces joined together. If Niall had chosen to Sit there for afew days, he could have
learned not only the history of this moor, but al the secrets of nature.

Hewas a so aware that this place had aguardian, an old man who now seemed benevolent, but
who once had been abruta warrior king who had dain many enemies and dismembered otherswhile
they were dtill dive. Thisarea of the moor had once been the Site of agrest battle, where the king had
died of hiswounds after putting his enemiesto flight. Now he would have aso gladly left, but memory of
the crudty he had inflicted bound him to this place.

Nidl could have learned the king'slife story merely by staying there and absorbing what had been
written in the sones. But his own memory told him thiswas no timeto delay. They were closeto the
edge of theterritory of his companions, and soon it would betime for him travel into the unknown.

The chameleon men, who were aware of adl Nidl's thoughts and feglings, were saddened by his
decision; it seemed incredible to them that anyone could want to leave their eternd realm of nature to
return to the busy human world. Now that they had shared Niall's thoughts and fedingsfor so long, they
had become aware of the peculiar difficulties of being human, the narrow limits of human consciousness,
the mechanicalness of the human body, and its need to struggle againgt the hard facts of physicd redlity,
and they no longer found it dl so fascinating.

Nidl felt the same, and if it had not been for the thought of Veig, might well have remained with
them until days drifted gently into weeks. But the day had dready passed its midpoint, and the autumn
dusk would soon befdling.

Heknew indinctively how to return to his norma human state; it merely required dowing down
hisincreased vibrationd rate. Admittedly, he had to overcome intense reluctanceto do it; it waslike
getting out of awarm bed on acold winter morning and then jumping into afreezing cold bath. But as he
forced himsdlf to do it, the chameleon men faded away, and once more he was aware of them only
through the sympathy they had established. The stones became opague once more, and the presence of
their sad warrior guardian grew dim, like adream.

Y et in the moment of returning to the physicd world, Nidl felt asurge of happiness, and knew
that thiswas the world in which he had been intended to live out hislife. In that brief moment, he seemed
to understand why he had been born.

It wastimeto leave. He bent down and picked up his damp clothes, then dressed quickly
because therewas achill in the air. Before pulling on his pack, he took hiswatch from it and looked at
thetime; it was within two hours of dusk. But he was not looking at hiswatch smply to check how late it
was, but as an expression of pleasure at returning to the world of time.

Because they knew they would soon be taking leave of their guest, the chameleon men aso
returned to their physica forms. Asthey |eft the Sonesthat had sheltered them, they made aritua gesture
of thanksto its guardian, and Nidl, athough he was no longer conscious of the presence of the old



warrior, did the same. Then they went out again into the pale sun of the autumn afternoon.

The bright green grass sparkled in the sunlight, and it was no longer necessary for Nidl to "look
Sdeways' to see nature spirits-- hisbrief transformation to the bodiless state meant that their vibration
was no longer dightly beyond his norma range of perception. So asthey waked on over the springy
grass, with itsintersprinkling of gorse and heather, he was able to see clearly the flickering of vital forms
that hovered on the edge of physical existence. They appeared like aglimmer of color, not unlike aflame
seen in the sunlight; but as soon as he tried to focus his eyes on them, he became aware once more of the
curious nature of nonphysical things. A physical form can be seen smply by looking &t it, wheress seeing
anonphysica formislike speaking to it and receiving areply. Before it can be seen, anonphysical form
must decide -- so to speak -- what to reply, or even whether to reply at dl. In other words, a
nonphysica form chooses to be seen.

Niall was aware of the absurdity of such anidea Yet it washere, infront of hiseyes. A nature
spirit seemed to flicker on the edge of a patch of gorse whose flowers had long ago withered away. But
when he looked at it, it Smply disappeared, and he could see only the prickly green gorse. In order to
seeit, hehad to look at it more gently, less demandingly, asif saying: "Please show yoursdf tome.” Then
the form might emerge, looking like apulsating bal of light, or awill-0-the-wisp, or afurry smal animd,
or even agrotesque little human being. But there was dways a split second before it appeared when Nidl
was aware that he himsdf was making thefind choice about what it would look like.

Heknew intuitively that these forms did not possess much intelligence - probably lessthan an
animd -- or much willpower. But their bodiless existence meant that they hardly needed intelligence.

Instead of following the path toward the ridge, the chameleon men led him into ahollow not far
from the track. In the bottom of the hollow there was a construction of flat stones, which covered awell.
Thewater was so clear that Nial felt the need to kned and gazeinto it, asif plunging his soul into the
cool depths. It was about three feet deep, and the bottom was of awhite substance like sand. The sides
of the wdll were thick with green moss. Inasmall annex built of flat soneswas an earthenware vessd,
smilar to the one from which Niall had drunk in the cave of the chameeon men, except thet it had a
handle, and a crooked wooden stick, part of abranch from which the bark had been stripped.

One of the chameleon men took this stick, plunged it into the water, and tirred vigoroudly. The
result was that moss flaked into the water, filling it with floating fragments. Nial wasingtructed to take the
earthenware jug by the handle and fill it with water. He dipped it and filled it to the brim. Then the leader
of the chameleon men took it from him, and took thefirst drink, after which he handed it back to Nidl,
who asoraised it to hislips and drank.

Thefamiliar earthy taste was so sartling and invigorating that Nial stared into the water,
wondering if it possessed some magical property. He then handed it to the others, and they drank in turn.
Asthey did this, Nidl was aware that this was more than a ceremony of leave-taking; it was aritua
whose purpose was to establish a sense of abiding kinship and to offer him protection.

Asthe jug returned, the leader of the chameleon men handed it to Niall and pointed to the water.

"If you wish to return to us, remember thistaste.”

As he gared into the green, brown-flecked eyes, Nid| experienced arush of gratitude, mixed
with a certain astonishment. He became suddenly aware that he had inspired greet affectionin his
companions. This seemed incomprehensible to him until, with an ingtinct that Sorang from telepathic
closeness, it struck him that they were deeply concerned for his safety. This strange being who wasa
king among his own kind, and who had the courage to launch himsdlf into ariver that came from nowhere
(for thiswas how the chamel eon men thought of the river that flowed under the spider city), was now
about to risk hislife seeking out adangerous enemy.

What impressed them above dl was that he was aone. The chameleon men had never been
aonefor amoment of their lives, and even their leader was more of an elder brother than an authority
figure. Nidl redlized, with akind of embarrassment, that they saw him asaperson of heroic stature. But
he was aware that being aloneis part of thelot of al human beings, and that there is nothing particularly
heroic about it.

Hetook out the flask of water from his pack, emptied it on the ground, and refilled it with water



from thewell.

In the annex that had contained the jug, there were dso anumber of flat stonesthat he
recognized asworked flints; cooksin hiskitchen still used them when they ran out of maiches. Theflints
obvioudy had been |eft there -- like the jug -- for the benefit of travelers. Niall took two of these, struck
them together to produce a spark, and stowed them in his pack.

They climbed out of the hollow and uphill to the top of the ridge. Looking ahead across moorland
that extended as far asthe eye could see, Nial understood why thisridge had been chosen asthe
westward limit of theterritory of the chameleon men. The lands behind them were full of avariety of
valey and woodland, and of many different kinds of creatures, where the work of the chameleon men
was necessary to preserve harmony. But the terrain that lay before him seemed to be lacking in variety.
Tothe north, Niadl could seethe Gray Mountains, to the south the farmlands that were the territory of the
spiders and the bombardier beetles; beyond them lay the sea, and beyond that the Delta.

Of these lands the chamel eon men had known nothing before Nidl came among them; now his
awareness had become part of their own, extending their knowledge to more than ten timesthat of their
own boundaries. But Nidl was aso the gainer, for he was now as familiar with their territory asthey were
themsdves

Therewas no time for alengthy leave-taking; it was time to move on. The chameleon men would
return to their peaceful, timeless world of woods and streams, while Nial would return to the
time-obsessed human world.

At this point, human travel ers would have shaken hands or embraced. But the chameleon men
had no equivaent of the word "goodbye." In any case, they were not saying good-bye; as Nial waked
swiftly downhill, he was as aware of their presence asif they had been walking beside him. But when he
looked back afew minutes later, they had dready vanished.

Something about the bleak moorland ahead of him made Niall fed uncomfortable. It was not
samply that these miles of coarse gray grass reminded him of the gray mold that covered the broken trees
inthevaley of the eementa, but that he had the same disturbing sense of being observed by hostile eyes.
But he could see only afew ravenscircling overhead.

Since there was no longer the dightest trace of a path in this monotonous wilderness, he decided
to make hisway to the top of ahill that would afford aview of theway ahead. It was higher than he
expected, and as he stood on the weatherworn granite that protruded from the dry turf at the summit, he
could look back more than twenty miles to the snow-capped mountain above the sacred lake.

This brought to mind a question he had been intending to explore further: the source of the stream
that polluted the sacred lake. The chame eon men had no idea of where it began, which meant that it lay
beyond their territory.

Since Nidl's contact with the chameleon men had implanted in hismind aclear and detailed
image of their domain, he was ableto infer that if the stream flowed directly from west to eadt, its
underground course should passfairly closeto the hill he was standing on. And since, sooner or later,
Niall had to turn his steps to the north, there seemed no good reason why he should not do so
immediately. Pulling his cloak around his shoulders, since the wind was growing chilly, he made hisway
down the northern dope of the hill.

He had not far to travel; within half amile hefet under hisfeet the tingling sensation that told him
he was crossing an underground stream. At this point he turned west again, and began to follow its
course. What puzzled him was that the stream benesath his feet seemed smaller than he expected -- a a
guess not more than six feet wide -- while hisimpression from the size of the sacred lake wasthat it must
befed by ariver, or at least more than one tributary.

The countryside that stretched ahead of him was bare and tredless: low hills covered with coarse
grass, and valeysfull of gorse and brambles. And since the Sun wasless than an hour from the horizon,
Niall began to think about finding somewhere to deep. It had been along day, and he had walked over



twenty miles; hislegs were beginning to ache. Now that he was no longer with the chameleon men, he
had become subject once more to ordinary human tiredness.

But it was not smply thisthat made him fed oddly depressed. After the domain of the chameleon
men, with itstrees and streams and autumn flowers, this moorland landscape seemed dreerily lifeless. He
had not observed a sngle dementa since heleft his companions, and this did not surprise him.
Elementals, he had noticed, possessed a certain joyousness, they seemed to love nature, and lived off its
vitdity. In his present surroundingsthere was very little vitdity.

Following the stream benesth hisfeet, he found himself walking ong alow ridge with aview of
the valley below, with a peaty brown lake full of dying sedge. The ridge led to a plateau afew hundred
yardswide, in the center of which wasatall stone, perhaps twelve feet high, surrounded by dense,
prickly bushes. Nial wastempted to camp at the foot of the stone, where the bushes would protect him
from observation. But when he came closer, he observed akind of yellowish moss on its surface, which
seemed to resemble the face of an old man. Suddenly convinced that this was the home of an elementd,
he stared at it intently, asif trying to forceit to reved itsdlf. At that point, the rock seemed to turninto a
hostile face that glared back a him, angry at this encroachment on itsterritory. Asclearly asif his senses
were gtill attuned to those of the chameleon men, he perceived that the rest of the eemental was sunk up
to its shouldersin the turf; moreover, it seemed inclined to emerge and make Niall fed sorry for intruding.
He turned and walked on without delay, relieved that the naturecraft he had absorbed from the
chameleon men had saved him from choosing this spot to deep; the dementd certainly would have found
someway of making him pay for hisblunder, if only by sending him vivid nightmares.

The sun was now close to the horizon, and when, gill following the underground stream, he
descended into the next valey, it was dark with shadows. Tempted to curl up under the nearest bush, he
was discouraged by the unevenness of the ground, on which it was necessary to tread carefully to avoid
twisting his ankles on gorse roots. And when he stumbled over aboulder that stuck up like alarge egg
out of the ground, he decided to sit down and rest his feet. Thiswas such ardief that he was tempted to
remove his backpack and close his eyes. But the encroaching darkness made him decideto resist the
fatigue and presson.

When he reached the top of the next ridge, he was relieved to find the landscape ahead il
bathed in evening sunlight. He was|ooking down on abasinlike valley that faced toward the west; it was
at leest amilewide, and inits center was alake that looked golden in the sunlight, but which, ashe
descended the dope toward it, proved to be of astriking pale green, which suggested either that it was
stagnant or that its surface was covered with some green vegetation like the algae that covers ponds. A
moment later, he noticed astream that flowed into it from the far sde of the valley, disposing of the
notion that it might be stagnant.

But could this be the source of pollution of the sacred |ake? He found it hard to believe -- this
lake looked somehow too peaceful and inviting. Even the grass that swept down to its edge was as fresh
and green asthelakeitsdf. It looked the idedl place to camp for the night.

By the time he reached the edge of the water aquarter of an hour later, the sun was touching the
horizon. At close quarters, he could see that the color was dueto tiny green particles. He dipped in his
hand and cupped alittle of the water in the pam; it was quite clear, and the fragmentslooked like
particles of moss. This, then, was dmost certainly not the source of pollution, in which case, he must have
been following the wrong underground stream.

Since the ground shelved toward the lake, he decided against deeping too closeto the water.
Instead, he began walking back up the southern dope until he found a spot where the ground flattened
into adight hollow. Within minutes the sun had dipped bel ow the horizon, and he wasin darkness. He
flung his backpack on the ground, then sank down beside it and stretched out on hisback, hisarms
benesath hishead. The sense of relief was enormous.

But when the tiredness had drained out of his body, he redized he was hungry. He sat up in the
dark and fumbled with his bag. The string that tied the neck was extremely tight, a circumstance to which
he owed the fact that the contents were now dry. He switched on the flashlight and took out the flask of
drink. As he had hoped, it contained mead -- the kind he had drunk on the boat that had brought him to



the country of the spiders, which was sweet and smelled of honey. He gave a chuckle of pleasure asit
ran down histhroat and spread warmth to his ssomach. Next he opened the parcd of food. This
contained ahard, unsweet pastry biscuit -- acrunchy variety of which he was particularly fond -- and
some goat cheese. He spread the cheese with his knife. His mother had also included a waxed paper box
that contained small green cucumbers pickled in vinegar, and even ajar of salt. He ate three of the
biscuits and half the cheese before his hunger was satisfied. He aso drank about athird of the meed,
which he found induced a pleasant light-heartedness. While he was eating, the Moon rose, making the
flashlight unnecessary.

The sky wasfull of stars, and he was able to recognize many his grandfather had taught him to
identify -- Capdlla, Epsilon Cassiopela, and the congtdlation of Perseusthe Hero. He yawned and
replaced the food in his pack. The temperature of the air was so agreeably warm -- presumably because
the ground had soaked up hours of sunlight -- that he was tempted to deep covered only by his cloak.
Thenit struck him that if he did that, he would have to use his pack for apillow. It seemed more sensible
to use the degping bag, which had akind of pocket intended to accommodate a pillow, and rest his head
on thefolded cloak.

Hefdl adeep in the manner that had been taught him by the chameleon men -- that is, he
concentrated hard and maintained this concentration as he grew deepy. The result was that he lowered
himself into deep as he might have lowered himself into awarm bath. Ashe did so, he had a sense of the
presence of the chameleon men, and felt dreams swirling around him like amist blown by abreeze. Even
as he sank into deep, apart of himsdf remained conscious.

Half an hour or so later, he was awakened by spots of rain on hisface, and deepily pulled the
top of the deeping bag over hishead. Then, asthe rain became heavier, he pulled up the zipper asfar as
it would go, to prevent the rain leaking inside. Soothed by the sound of raindrops on the waterproof
fabric, he drifted back into deep.

He was dreaming about the chameleon men. They werein their underground cave, and they were
talking about him. That, he redized, was why he was dreaming about them; there was alink between
their minds and his. But since he knew he was dreaming, then he must in some sense be awake. Where
was he? Where was his degping body? He had forgotten where he left it.

Then theleader of the chameleon men spoke to himin their own symbolic language. His meaning
was perfectly clear. Hewas saying: "Lie perfectly ill."

Moments later he was wide awake. He could till fed the presence of the chameleon men. He
could also sense danger, and an awareness of the importance of not giving the dightest sign that he was
awake.

Thefirg thing he noticed was a curious and digtinct smell that reminded him of the Ddltac ablend
of fish and rotting vegetation. Then he noticed that he could no longer fed the hard pressure of the ground
underneath him. Instead, he might have been lying on the softest feather mattressin his palace. And both
he and the mattress were floating through the air, asif trangported on aflying carpet. He knew this
because the waterproof flap was no longer covering his eyes, and he could see the lake glimmering in the
moonlight, and recognize that he was moving toward it. Something -- or someone -- was carrying him
with infinite gentleness, to prevent him from waking up. And he suddenly knew that hislife depended on
showing no sign that he was awake.

The curved fingers of hisright hand were resting againg his chest, and by moving the middle
finger dightly, he could fed the dit a the top of histunic. Snce he had fallen adeep on hisright Sde, the
thought mirror had fallen down in this direction. With immense caution, he stretched the middle finger until
it encountered the fine meta chain that held the mirror. Then he hooked the top of hisfinger into the chain
and bent thejoint until he wasin contact with the thought mirror. A gentle movement of two fingers
turned it over until the concave surface rested againg his skin. Ingtantly, he felt the surge of power and
wide-awakeness.

The increased attention induced by the mirror told him that he was being conveyed toward the
lake at a gpeed of afew feet aminute. And the water still lay about a hundred yards ahead.

Now he knew that he would haveto cal on dl hispowers of focused attention if he wasto



escape with hislife. But whereas this knowledge would normally have caused a certain nervoustension, it
only increased his sense of self-contral.

But what was carrying him? He did not dare to move hishead, even dightly, to try to seewhat it
was. But whatever it was, it did not possess the same telepathic ability asthe spiders. A spider would
have known long ago that he was wide awake.

Because the ground was doping downward toward the [ake, the waterproof flap fell open
enough to alow Nidl to see what was happening. He was about two feet above the ground, and the
creature that was carrying him forward shonein the moonlight like agiant dug. But unlikeadug, it was
not using the expansion and contraction of musclesto provide locomotive power. It seemed to berolling
forward, like agreat mass of jdly.

Nidl knew precisdly what would happen if his dightest movement betrayed that he was not
unconscious. He would ingtantly be absorbed into this huge cushion of dime and suffocated. Thiswould
have happened sooner, except that his body was enclosed in the degping bag. The dime-creature was
unaccustomed to animals that could not be absorbed, yet could sense that, inside thiswaterproof cover,
Nidl was made of living flesh.

A moment later, afaint stir of breeze caused the waterproof flap to fal away from hiseyes
enough to be able to form an estimate of what was happening. The creature that was carrying him so
slently and smoothly was transparent in the moonlight, and he could see the ground through itsjelylike
body.

Nial ignored what was happening, and the fact that he might be dead within afew minutes.
Instead he focused his sense of interest until he felt himsalf sinking into the relaxation most animals achieve
on the point of deep. Using thetrick taught him by the chameleon men, he went beyond thislevel to the
point of deep relaxation, the level accepted by the chameleon men asanatura limit -- indeed, whichisa
naturd limit, in the sense that it allows smple organismsto survive temperatures close to absolute zero.
Again, Nial fet his metabolic processes become gtic as his heartbeat sank to a point that no medical
instrument could have detected.

There followed the strange sense of swimming down through total darkness. He no longer felt the
dightest concern about what was happening to his body as the dime-creature conveyed it toward the
lake; this now seemed absurdly unimportant. Instead, his mind was entirely concerned with detecting the
first Sgn of the fragmentary energy that flickered in the darkness. Momentslater, hefelt it dl around him,
likeamillion bubbles. Asthat happened, he began absorbing it, sucking it into himsdlf, and experiencing a
sense of purejoy.

Asbefore, this soon became almost too much to bear. Sheer vitdity threatened to destroy the
relaxation, and like aswimmer whose lungs are burgting, Niall dlowed himself to be drawn back into
present awareness.

The dime-creature sensed thisincrease in hisvitality, and began to move faster, probably looking
forward to its anticipated meal. But Nial was aware that his own vitdity -- and therefore hiswill -- was
far stronger than that of this absurd mass of semiconscious protoplasm. With deliberate concentration, he
took over the ingtinctive will that organized these cells, and sent out the command to halt. It took severa
seconds before it responded, and Niall guessed that this was because it possessed no unifying control
center, and the order had to be diffused to dl its cells. The edge of the water was less than a dozen yards
away whenit finally cameto astop.

He swung hislegs sdeways, asif dismounting ahorse, and encumbered by the deeping bag,
landed awkwardly on hisfeet. He unzipped the bag and stepped out of it. The dimy surface of the jely
reflected the moonlight, and seemed to be in continuous motion, like running water. Nial was deeply
curious. How could an organism assmple asthis -- little more, after dl, than animated frog spawn --
behave asif it possessed muscles and some kind of centra nervous system? Nial sent out acommand
for it to movein the opposite direction, away from the water. Thistook afar greater effort of
concentration than merely ordering it to hdt, sncethe hunger initscells, which Niadl could actudly fed as
adiscomfort in hisown stomach, pulled it toward the lake. But the force of hiswill finally compelled it to

obey.



Asit moved, he watched carefully what happened, trying to fathom the secret of itslocomotion.
The whole transparent mass rolled in the direction he commanded, with no sign of how thiswas done. He
had half expected it to reach out with some kind of pseudopodia, but in fact it seemed to moveasa
whole, each part touching the ground in turn on the same principle asawhed!.

But in that case, how had it prevented Niall from diding off? There could be only onelogical
explanation: that the cresture possessed enough control to divide itsdf into two haves, one of which
remained gatic, like the saddle on ahorse, while the lower used its own peculiar mode of locomotion.

Its transparency brought to mind something that had happened in the Delta. After he had
communed with the goddess, Nial had experienced a sense that the Earth itself had become transparent,
so that he was clearly aware of surging waves of vita force. This had been accompanied by asensation
that he called "doublevison," asif he possessed two sets of eyes, one of which saw the solid material
world, while the other could see through it to the deeper redlity that lay underneath. And since thiswas
related to thetrick of "looking Sideways' in order to see lementals, he now tried applying it to this
pulsing mass of dime that was waiting patiently like atethered horse.

The result shocked him. The dime-creature began to dissolve, asif it wasturning into water. Asit
did so, itsdistinctive smell became overpowering. Seeing it dissolve was like watching ablock of ice melt
very quickly. Within lessthan aminute it had vanished; al that remained was aclear liquid that soaked
the grassasit trickled toward the lake.

Suddenly hefdt tired, asif hisown energy had drained away. The past ten minutes had involved
atremendous effort of concentration. He wanted to sigh and close his eyes and et his energiesreturn.

He picked up the deeping bag, whose surface was wet, and climbed the hill toward the place
where he had been deeping. The ground was wet where the creature had passed, but when he bent and
touched the grass, the moisture fdlt like water, without the viscosity he had expected.

His pack was where he had |eft it, and its surface was dry; apparently the cresture had felt no
interest in it. Since the ground where he had been deeping was wet, he moved the pack to aspot a
dozen yards away. An ingtinct told him there was nothing more to fear from the lake, but that it was
important to get agood night's rest. Within afew minutes he was adeep.

It was past dawn when he opened his eyes, and athough the Sun had till not reached the top of
the hill behind him, it aready was bathing the moorlands to the west. He climbed out of the deegping bag
-- noting, as he did o, that it was covered with afaint layer of whitenessthat smelled fishy -- and
pressed the catch that caused it to fold. Histhroat felt dry and he was ravenoudy hungry; he would have
appreciated his usua breakfast of newly baked bread with butter and honey. Instead, he took a mouthful
from the flask of well water, and once again fdt oddly invigorated. It tasted, if anything, even better than
when fresh from the well, and had asmdll that reminded him of green things-- of grassand leaves and
young shoots. Moments later he was no longer hungry.

The Sun rose above the hilltop while he was repacking his knapsack, and illuminated the hillsde
and the green surface of the lake. He was struck by its beauty and by the soothing peacefulness of the
landscape. He noticed something e se: in the morning sunlight, the dewy grasslooked brilliantly green, yet
inthe dight hollow where he had first falen adeep the night before, the grass had the same faint chalky
tinge that he had noticed on the underside of his deeping bag -- the sde that had become damp with
dime. Obvioudy, the whiteness was some depost that was formed when the dime dried out. What
puzzled Nidl wasthat this area of whiteness extended over an area about twenty feet wide. The
dime-creature Nial had seen in the moonlight had not been half that Size.

Intrigued by the puzzle, Nidl followed thetrail of chaky grass downhill asfar asthelake. It
remained about twenty feet wide to the point where it vanished into the clear water.

Niall shook his head. How could a creature that was at most eight feet long leave atrail twenty
feet wide?

The solution dawned on him, and made him fed like cursing his obtuseness. The creature must
have been capable of reducing itsdf to athin layer, so it could ingnuate itsalf under him like a sheet of
water.



What had happened, then? It must have wrapped itself around the deeping bag, since thewhole
bag showed traces of whiteness. Fortunately, Nidl's head was inside the waterproof pouch that was
intended for a pillow. The dime-cresture might still have covered hisface and suffocated him -- but then
havelogt its prey, since Nial might have struggled and escaped. That, he could now see, iswhy it had
decided to carry him back to the lake and drown him before eating him.

And why had he experienced no intuition of danger the night before? Had it exercised some
curious hypnotic influence to soothe him into a sense of confidence?

Now suddenly Nial had no doubt that the dime-creature was the origin of the pollution of the
sacred lake. Like dl living creatures, the dime shed millions of cells over the course of alifetime. But
whereas the skin cdlls shed by human beings are dready dead, the cells of this smple organism remained
aive; the only reason the creature abandoned them was that its vitdity was not great enough to sustain
more than a certain quantity of cells-- otherwiseit could have gone on spreading until it filled the [ake.

But as he stood staring over the lake, Nial was troubled by one more question. Why had the
creature suddenly dissolved awvay? At the time it had happened, Nial had assumed that thiswasthe
creature's own way of escaping the domination of hiswill -- akind of suicide. Now, on reflection, he
redlized thiswas unlikdly. It wasimpossible to imagine adug committing suicide, and this cresture was
even ampler thanadug.

Therefore, it had been destroyed by some will other than its own. But whose? And why?

This question continued to preoccupy him as he shouldered his pack and set his course for the
northwest. When Asmak had taken Niall on amental "reconnaissance” of the country between the spider
city and the Gray Mountains, Nid| had carefully memorized the route, and later reinforced the memory
with the use of the thought mirror. So now he had &t least a clear sense of hisdirection.

Outsdethe valley of the green lake, the moorland was uneven, irregular, and unattractive. The
ground itself might have been designed as an obstacle course, and Nidl frequently ssumbled over
tussocks of thick grass, twisted roots, and stones that stuck up out of theturf. A few ravenswheded in
the sky, but he could sense no eemental's, not even a hostile spirit like the one that had shown so much
resentment when he thought of choosing itsrock as acampsite. The lack of elementals probably
explained the roughness of the terrain and the coarseness of its vegetation.

After an hour of plodding through this uninspiring landscape, with an unseasonably warm
October sun playing on the back of his head, his legs were beginning to fed heavy and he was longing to
take hisweight off them. But the ground was either too wet or too rugged. Finaly he saw aflat stone,
about three feet across, and flung himsalf down with relief. As he did so, he caused the stone to tilt, and a
small rodent scampered out from under it. Before it reached the safety of athorn bush, alarge raven
gartled Nidl by swooping down onit, killing it with one blow of itsbeak, and carrying it out of Sght.

Hetook from his pack the parcel of food and ate some of the hard, crunchy pastry. Ashewas
eating, the raven aighted on agnarled tree a dozen feet away and watched with lively interest. It wasa
big bird, which stood more than two feet high, with a dangerous-looking ivory-colored besk.

Nial drank some of the well water, and began to feel more relaxed. He had often seen ravens of
thissizein the desert, and admired their sharpness of vision, which enabled them to see the movement of
amouse from aquarter of amileintheair. Idly, smply to passthetime, hetried "looking Sdeways' & it,
to see whether hisfaculty of double vison would reved anything beyond its physical redlity.

L ooking with double vision seemed to create a second pair of eyes, which showed the soul of
things rather than their appearance -- the chamel eon men possessed it to a high degree, which was why
they could see dementals. On this occasion, it showed him only that this bird was atypica scavenger,
aways on thelookout for any kind of food. But because of his contact with the minds of the chameleon
men, Niall could aso caich aglimpse of himsalf from the bird's point of view -- this odd bipedal creature
that carried itsfood on its back, and ate sitting down instead of in the more sensible position of standing
upright. The bird's chief preoccupation at the moment was whether he might leave afew crumbs behind.
Looking at himsdlf from behind the raven's eyes, Nial even noticed that he had alowed his pack to fall
on itsside, and that the flask of mead had rolled ouit.

Glad of company in this solitude, Nidl said doud: "I wish | could fly like you."



Hearing his own words made Nial aware of their meaning. He again transferred himself behind
itseyes, and again saw himself from the bird's point of view. But it required an odd kind of effort to do
thisfor more than afew seconds at atime, like being in two places at once. It had to be done sitting
down, or would have induced a certain dizziness.

Once achieved, though, this change of viewpoint was extremely interesting -- for example, he
could see himsdlf far more clearly than with his human eyes. Nidl had aways regarded himself as having
rather good eyesight. But compared to the raven, hisnormal vision waslittle better than amyopic blur.

Tired of the staring maich, the raven launched itsdf into flight. It cost Niall an effort to remain
behind its eyes and not to return to his own point of view, but he succeeded, and found himsdlf looking
back on himsdf from atree ahundred yards farther away.

He was beginning to enjoy this strange experience, and al his weariness had gone. Leaving his
body behind had recharged it with energy, and he redlized how much human tirednessis due to seeing the
world through the limited vison of one pair of eyes.

Recognizing that the raven would remain immovably whereit was until he moved on and gaveit
the opportunity to search for crumbs, Niall lft a piece of the white pastry on the stone, and siwung his
pack onto his back. As he walked toward the nearest large bush, he made no attempt to maintain his
double vision -- he probably would have tripped and falen. But once out of sight behind the bush, he
watched the raven fly down to the stone and gobble down the pastry, after which it spent severd minutes
examining the ground for crumbs. Finaly convinced that none remained, it flew back to thetree. Nidll,
unable to see anywhere to sit, went back to the stone. Within afew moments he was again looking at
himsdf from behind theraven's eyes.

He now attempted to suggest to the bird that it was time to move on. It resisted the suggestion,
hoping that he was going to eat again. It took another ten minutes before it became bored and launched
itsdf into theair. And Nidl, who had been waiting patiently, suddenly found the ground receding benesth
him. The sensation was so redl that he had to reach down and touch the stone to assure himself that he
wasdill gtting onit.

Nial had aready experienced the sensation of flying under the guidance of Asmak, chief of the
aerid survey. Thistimeit was quite different. The raven's sight was much sharper than Asmak's, and
everything appeared more precise and real. From athousand feet in the air, the green |ake looked
surprisingly close -- athough it was at |east ten miles away -- and he could even see the spires of the
spider city to the south. To the east lay the sacred mountain, and it was obvious even from this height that
the domain of the chameleon men was far more green and beautiful than the moor below him.

It took Nial some momentsto redize that the raven was flying in the opposite direction to the
one hewasinterested in. It was flying southeast, and Nidl could even see the silver-gray expanse of the
seain the distance. Hetried suggesting that it should fly to the north or west, but to no effect. A hungry
bird in search of prey isinterested only in food, and everything else seemsirrelevant.

At that point, the sight of the sacred mountain reminded him of the chameleon men, and made
him aware that he was adopting the wrong approach. They would not have tried to persuade the bird to
changedirection againg itswill, but would have blended with its own natura impulsesto makeit fed that
it wanted to change direction. Nial therefore tried implanting the suggestion that it was usdessflying over
woodland, where the ground -- and potentia prey -- could not be seen. This had the desired effect.
Convinced that thiswasits own ideg, the bird curved to the north, giving Nial aglimpse of adistant
mountain range, and then continued to the east.

Niall could even see the spot where hewas till itting -- since the bird's gaze was oriented
toward it, associating it with food -- and the terrain to the immediate north. It made him aware that he
had been traveling in the wrong direction. A mile or so ahead lay asiretch of country with brown stagnant
pooals, tracts of black mud, and the yellow-green vegetation that betokened swampland. This extended as
far asthe bird'seye could see. If Nidl had continued in his present direction, he would have been forced
to retrace his steps and would have wasted most of aday.

To the northwest, on the other hand, he could see an overgrown track, probably invisble from
the ground, but quite distinct from the air, which wandered across an area of high moorland in the



direction of the Valey of the Dead and the Gray Mountains.

After carefully noting itsdirection in relation to the spot where he was sitting, Nidl changed the
focus of hisawareness until he could fed the cold and rough surface of the rock on which he was sitting.
With the speed of thought, he ceased to be aquarter of amilein the air, and was back on the ground,
feeling dightly disoriented. Far away in the sky, he could see the raven flying westward with greet flgps of
itswings.

Niall used his compassto cdculate the way toward the track he had seen from the air, then
swung his pack onto his back and set out northwest. Hisyears as adesert dweller had indtilled inhim a
strong sense of direction, and this uncompromising moorland was, after al, akind of desert.

Soon the ground underfoot was dry and hard, indicating that he was, at least, leaving the swamp
behind. But asthe Sun reached its zenith, he ill found the going tiring and rough. When, a one point, he
had to wade across a shalow stream, the fedling of cold water on his bare feet was so pleasant that he
knelt in the water and drank deeply, then sat down on the bank with histoesin the stream. If there had
been some shade, he might have been tempted to stretch out on the bank and doze; asit was, the flowing
water soothed him into an amost hypnotic state, so he began to yawn. Then, out of the corner of hiseye,
he saw amovement that he felt to be a nature spirit. It was not there when hetried to look directly, but
after afew attemptsat "looking Sdeways," he was able to seeit clearly, atiny colored whirl of energy
that seemed to ddlight in the rippling surface of the water, and danced up and down on it. After he had
been gtaring a it for afew minutes, its shape changed and it became atiny femae, dressed in aminimal
costume of some gauzy white materia. But Nial wasvirtualy certain that it was his own mind that had
created this shape, by the same mechanism that creates facesin moving clouds.

Thethought that he was once again in adomain where dementals held sway raised his spirits. But
the track he had seen was il -- a aguess -- two or three miles distant, and it was time to move on.

At least this moorland was covered in heather instead of tall, prickly gorse bushes, so he could
seefor several milesaround. To hisright there was along, low ridge, and he struck out in thisdirection,
knowing that trackways often followed ridges.

Twice during the next hour he heard the cry of the raven asit flew above him. That it wasthe
raven he had aready encountered he had no doubt; its cry seemed as distinctive as ahuman voice. Was
it following him because he had given it food? Or smply because he wasthe only other living being inthis
empty landscape?

The ridge proved to be farther than he thought, but an hour later, he was able to stand on top of
an escarpment and look south over miles of open country, and north toward distant mountains.

After following theridge for another haf mile, he wasrelieved to seethat his sense of direction
had served him well, and that he had stumbled onto an old narrow track that ran from the southeast and
cut across the ridge to the northwest. Unless he had been on the ridge, he would not have seenit at all,
since heather and rocky moorland extended on either side.

He began to follow the track -- which he guessed to be some old trade route -- with anew sense
of purpose and direction, enjoying the impressive view. But this began to evaporate as he redized that
the problem of being able to see so far wasthat his progress seemed infinitesma. He seemed to be able
to see himsdf from the air, moving like an ant through this vast landscape. Soon he felt so impatient that
he was almost tempted to break into ajogtrot, dthough fully aware that thiswould only exhaust him.

Then he had a better idea. He turned the thought mirror on his chest, and felt a surge of power
and energy that made him lengthen his stride. His newly focused attention noted the scent of the heather,
the fedling of the wind on his bare chest, and the cries of birds, in awave of pure perception --
perception without any taint of thought or emotion.

He was aware of the disadvantages of the thought mirror -- that after half an hour or o, it
produced afedling of strain behind the eyes, and then headache. But the sense of freshness and energy
seemed worth it. Besides, he noticed that the thought mirror brought a pleasing sensation of control, and
reasoned that if he ddliberately kept on extending the time he used it, he would become accustomed to
longer periods, and gradudly ceaseto find it sotiring.

The sky had clouded over, and asoft rain began to fal. This normally would have weighed upon



Nidl's spirits. But the effect of the thought mirror was to make him aware that alowing himsdf to become
mildly depressed would have been a purely automeatic reaction. He could seethat it was entirdly hisown
choice whether to feel depressed or not -- that it was as smple as placing aweight on ascale and
watching the scale pan sink.

Asthisthought cameinto his head, he was struck by a sudden astonishing insght: the recognition
that he was free. He dso redized that thiswasthefirst timein hislife he had grasped it.

He paused to digest this remarkable insight. He could see clearly that, from childhood on, he had
accepted that his choices were limited by physical needs like hunger, thirst, and tiredness. Above al, he
had alowed these needs to weigh upon his spirits. They were like invisible masters who stood behind the
present moment, issuing orders. Now he could see that obeying these orders was a matter of hisown
choice. He could deliberately resist them, or even ignore them.

Thiswas an amazing moment, and he was aware of it asamoment of great change. He had seen
and recognized afundamental truth about human life, and nothing would ever be the same. It was as clear
and distinct as leaving childhood behind and emerging into puberty.

Asif to underline hisinsight, the rain stopped and the sun was reflected on the wet heather. Niall
concentrated his attention, screwing up the muscles of hisface and clenching histeeth. The sense of
joyous energy made him want to laugh. He held it like thisfor perhaps half aminute, feding that he could
see as clearly and sharply asthe raven. The problems and dangers ahead became unimportant, snce he
could seethat al that mattered was refusing to be defeated by them.

In this sudden state of absurd optimism, it seemed to him that he could see the answer to any
question he chose to think about; it was asif he had ssumbled on apoint of view from which any problem
could be solved. And he recognized that abasic part of thisfeding was his own natural and inherent
optimism. Ever since he was a child, he had somehow taken it for granted that his future would be
exciting because he had some important role to fulfill. Even when he had found hisfather's body in the
desert burrow where he had spent most of hislife, this basic optimism gtill remained undernesth the
sorrow and bewilderment. It was untouched even when he was captured by the spiders and transported
totheir city asadave.

And his optimism had proved well founded: hisrescue of a spider that had been washed
overboard during astorm at sea had established him in aposition of privilege, and he had become an dly
of King Kazak, who obvioudy regarded him as his potential son-in-law and successor. It was not until he
had redlized that remaining in Kazak's palace would involve betraying his fellow human beings that he had
decided to risk hislife by trying to escape from the spider city.

His degpest and most powerful desire had been to destroy the spiders and free the inhabitants of
the spider city. But this had proved unnecessary when his encounter with the empress plant, the goddess
of the Ddlta, had enabled him to free the inhabitants of the spider city without the necessity of making war
on the spiders. And now that he had friends among the spiders, like Dravig and Asmak and Asmak's son
Grel, hewas deeply relieved that war had proved unnecessary.

And s0, he reflected, he had powerful reasons for optimism, and did not intend to relinquish that
considerable advantage. His decision to set out for the unknown stronghold of the Magician had seemed
an act of madness, since he had no idea of whereto find it, or what he would do when he found it. Y et,
just aswhen he set out from his home in the desert for the city of the Death Lord, he knew that he had no
dternative than to rely on an intuition that safety lay in going forward. The only certain disaster lay in
alowing himsdf to be undermined by doulbt.

These were Nial's thoughts as he strode along the old trackway. He had been following it for
more than an hour, and calculated that he had covered at least seven miles, when the scenery changed.
Theterrain due west remained flat, but the track to the northwest was climbing into foothillswith
outcrops of rock. Then aturn in the road brought a dramatic change as the track wound and twisted
through ariver valey whose walls of red sandstone had been westhered into columns.

Halfway aong the valley, animmense red rock jutted into the sky, marking the point where the
road made aforty-five-degree bend. Asif to welcome him, the raven was standing on top of it. A dozen
feet below road level, at the bottom of arock-covered dope, ran theriver that had carved out thisvalley.



At thislate stage in its descent to the plain, it was wide and not too deep -- in fact, its edges were
relatively shdlow, and the sunlit ripples made the water look invitingly cool.

Nial paused to take in the scenery, then stood looking up at the raven. Why wasit following
him?Wasit smply hoping for more food? He once again applied the technique of "looking Sdeways,”
and ingtantly found himself behind its eyes. Theraven turned its head sharply, asif aware that something
was happening. It was then that Niall understood why it was following him. Its consciousness was far
weaker than his own, and so Nidl's mind -- even at second hand -- added a certain intensity to its
exigence. It was akin to thefedling of "strangeness' that Nial was now experiencing insde abird's body,
with folded wings where his arms should be and powerful clawsthat could carry alamb.

Since hisown feet at the moment were black with dust, he climbed down to the river and seated
himsalf among the roots of alarge willow tree that overhung the water, then dipped off hispack and his
sandals, and turned the thought mirror the other way. He was glad to note that he had till not
experienced the usuad headache caused by wearing it for more than half an hour. That meant that he was
becoming accustomed to it. Certainly, hefelt at the moment as fresh and full of energy aswhen he had
begun to useit an hour earlier.

The effect of turning its curved sde away from his chest was to induce relaxation. He yawned,
sighed with relief, and dipped both feet into the water. But it was colder than he had expected, and he
had to plunge hisfeet in and out severa times before they became accustomed to the temperature, and
he could ease himsdlf into the water and stand with it up to histhighs without discomfort.

After so much waking, it felt ddightful to stand there and look at the clouds and the branches
reflected in the dow-flowing water. The desert dweller in him never ceased to fed astonished that the
Earth was so prodigd with itsrivers and streams. He noticed that the steep sides of the red rock |ooked
even more dangerous when seen upside down.

It was as he was | ooking at the reflection of thisrock, and imagining faling fromitstop into the
sky, that Niall was tartled to see the mirror image of something moving on the road. For amoment he
thought it was the raven, then saw that the bird was clearly visible on top of the rock. When helooked at
the moving reflection more closdly, heredlized it was aspider.

Hismood of tota relaxation prevented him from reacting with surprise. Instead, heraised his
eyesdowly. Lessthen twenty feet away, a Death Spider was advancing cautioudy dong theroad. Its
attention was directed entirely to peering around the corner beyond the rock. If Nial had moved, or if the
spider had glanced downward with any of thering f eyesthat circled itshead, it would have seen him
gtanding in the water. But it was not interested in theriver -- only in making sure that it was not seen asit
turned the corner.

Niall recognized it immediately: it was Skorbo's friend and dly, the captain of the guard. And the
purpose of his caution was to make sure that he was not seen by Niall.

For five minutes after the captain had vanished around the corner, Nial continued to stand
perfectly still. He was deeply puzzled. Why was the spider following him? And how long had it been
doing s0?

The second question was easier to answer than the first. As he had walked aong the ridge, Nidl
had been visible for miles around againg the skyline. So the answer was that he could have been
followed for more than an hour.

Could this have been why the raven had flown above him? Wasit trying to tell him he was being
staked?

But why should the captain want to follow him? If hisintention had been to kill Nial -- out of
revenge for hisown downfal -- it would have been easy enough during the past hour: afew of those giant
steps, gpproximately four times aslong as ahuman stride, and the poisonous sting would have dispatched
Nidl within seconds.

Perhapsit intended to attack him when he was adeep? Again, that seemed unlikely. It would



have been just as easy to attack him as he walked unsuspectingly aong the road.

If it had been Skorbo, or one of his flesh-eating subordinates, Niall would not have been so
puzzled. They were of fairly low intelligence, and might Smply have been obeying the ingtinct that makes
ahunting spider stak its prey. But Nial had observed the captain defying the Death Lord and refusing to
accept his sentence of execution, and had sensed that he possessed considerable intelligence and
sf-discipline. If hewasfollowing Nidl, it was with some definite purpose,

There was one more possibility. Skorbo had made aforced landing in the territory of the
Magician, and may have become his prisoner -- and possbly hisaly. In that case, the captain might be
another dly. Wasit possible that hisaim wasto capture Nidl and hand him over to the Magician?

But why bother, when Nial was dready making hisway in that direction? He might just aswell
follow Nidl, and make sure he arrived at hisgod.

This, Nidl decided, wasthe likeliest explanation.

Inwhich case, it could serve no purpose to remain conceded. Since, by afortunate chance, the
captain had lost whatever advantage he might have gained from surprise, there was no point in hiding
from him. Nial dipped on his sandals and began to climb the bank up to the road.

Within afew feet of the top, he could see clearly aong the road beyond the red rock; it ran
sraight for at least aquarter of amile, and he was surprised to see that it was empty. The spider would
hardly have had time to disappear out of sight, unless he had been running at top speed toward the next
hilltop. That meant he had concedled himself somewhere close by.

AsNial stared up at the raven on top of the rock, he saw a possible solution. He relaxed into the
mode that dlowed him to share the bird's consciousness, and immediately found himsdlf behind its eyes,
gtaring out over the valley and the plain Stretching eastward to the sea. Twenty feet below him, on his
right, he could now see the captain, standing poised at the top of a dope that ran down to the road.

What had happened was obvious. The spider had a so seen that the road ahead was deserted,
and that therefore Nidl must still be somewhere nearby. He was waiting to see whether Niall would pass
him, and was hoping not to be seen.

Nidl braced himsdlf by turning the thought mirror toward his chest, took afew momentsto
concentrate the surge of energy it created, then stepped out beyond the rock and looked up at the
ider.

Its response was -- as Nial had expected -- ingtantaneous and automatic; it struck at Nidl's
central nervous system with itswill, immobilizing him asif he had been encased in ablock of ice. But Nidl
felt no fear, for he had aready ca culated what would happen. As he remained relaxed in the grip of the
spider'swill, which held him astightly asif he was embraced by the tentacles of an octopus, he could
senseits doubt about what to do next. Itsingtinct told it to attack a prey it had immobilized and sink inits
fangs, whilethelogical part of its mind opposed this.

Nidl seized thismoment of indecision to exert the full force of his concentration to bresk free. He
could sense the spider's surprise that a human being should be capable of such will-force. The effort had
made the thought mirror warm againgt Niall's chest, but not -- as on the last occasion when he had
opposed aspider -- painfully hot. Nial and the captain surveyed one another, Nidl casudly and without
aam, the captain obvioudy unsure of what to do next.

Nidl played his next movein this chess game of dominance, addressing the captain asif he had
no fear of further attack.

"Where are you are going?"

He spoke in a confident tone that implied that he had every right to ask, and he could sense the
captain's surprise a being addressed so clearly in the telepathic language of the spiders.

After asilence, the captain answered: "It does not matter where| go. | have no home.”

If he had been a human being, the answer would have been accompanied by a shrug.

Nial knew then that he had won: the spider had accepted hisright to ask questionsasif Niall
was his superior officer. Nidl said: "In that case, we may aswell travel together.”

If he had been gpeaking to a human being, he would have made agesture inviting himto join him
on the road. But since he was using telepathy, this was unnecessary. The captain negotiated the steep,



narrow dope down to the road with surprising esse.

Hewas smdler than Nial remembered, being only about afoot taler than Niall. (Most Degath
Spiders were between seven and eight feet tall.) His coat was very dark brown, instead of black, like
most of the Death Spiders, and his glossiness reminded Niadl of Grel, the son of Asmak -- that is, it
carried asuggestion of juvenility, which nevertheless was belied by the spider's obvious strength and
agility.

The track that led north was scarcely wide enough for aspider and ahuman being to walk side
by side, and the spider's wide leg span obliged him to walk with hisfour right feet on the grassverge.

Nidl said: "Y ou say you have no home. But surely your homeisin the eastern Koresh?!

"That would take two weeks by sea. But by land it ismore than ayear.”

"Then why not return by sea?'

"That isout of the question. The Death Lord has decreed that no ship will be alowed to carry
me"

Nial remembered the exact words of the Spider Lord: "No ship will carry atraitor who prefers
dishonor to death." He could sense that the spider knew what he was thinking, and that he was
experiencing atwinge of humiliation.

Nial asked: "Do you wish to return by sea?"

In human speech that question would have been ambiguous, but the spider immediately
understood what Nial meant.

"Y ou could give ordersfor aship to take me?"

"Yes"

Nial could sense hissurprise.

"And overrule the decision of the Desth Lord?!

Nidl said: "I am the master of the spider city, which means| can overrule even the Death Lord."

The spider's eyes -- which werein the sde aswell asthefront of his head -- surveyed Niall with
astonishment. Because they were speaking telepathically, he knew that Nial was speaking the truth.,

Sengng the unanswered question, Nial added: "Ask mewhat isin your mind."

"How did you -- ahuman being -- become the master of the spider city?'

"By the decree of the goddess.”

"Y ou have spoken to the goddess?!

"Yes"

Jugt asthe captain'singght into Nial's mind would have made any dissmulation impossible, so
Nial's present contact with the spider's mind meant that he could assess exactly what he wasfeding. He
recognized that what he had just said aroused amixture of incredulity and superstitious awe.

Thisreminded him of something e sethat he had often noticed in his contact with spiders: that
whilethey could be remarkably intelligent, their intelligence was less subtle than that of human beings. The
reason had to do with their evolution. Humans had evolved over more than amillion years of conflict with
other humans, so they had achieved a high degree of psychologica insight into other minds, which served
themwdl in playing games of bluff and double-bluff, such as Nial had just played with the captain. By
contrast, spiders had never had to fight for survival againgt other spiders, their lives had consisted mainly
of waiting patiently in the corner of aweb for the tug that told them that afly or an insect had been
ensnared.

The captain's attitude toward humans had been smple. They were a conquered people who
were good to eat. That iswhy he and Skorbo had been so angry when told they could no longer et their
favorite food, but had to content themsalves with farm animas and the occasiond bird. When told that
this order came from the Great Goddess, they were inclined to disbelief, for neither Skorbo nor the
captain had been present when the goddess had manifested herself through Nidl. But now that he had
heard it from Nial's own lips, the captain had no dternative than to believe. Besides, had not Nidll
proved that he was more than an ordinary human when he had broken free from the grip of the captain’'s
will?

Soon the valley dong which they were traveling widened enough for them to walk comfortably



sde by sde. Although the captain had to walk at haf hisusua speed, the pace was till agreat dedl
faster than Nidl would have preferred. At least they were covering agreat dedl of ground. Then they
were traveling through foothills whose d opes were covered with woodland. To their west lay amountain
range which, Nidl seemed to recall, overlooked the coastal plain and the ruined town of Cibilla, oncethe
summer retreat of Cheb the Mighty, who had conquered the human race.

Nial asked the captain: "Have you traveled thisway before?

"Only once on the ground, but many times with the agrid survey.”

"How far isthe Valey of the Dead?"

"Perhaps half aday'sjourney.”

Niall found that encouraging, until he reflected that half aday for a pider meant at least afull day
for ahuman being -- perhaps forty miles. He preferred traveling with a companion who knew the road.
Traveling with the captain had only one disadvantage: Nidl was obliged to wear the thought mirror turned
toward his chest. If heturned it the other way, the captain would sense hisloss of will-drive. That meant
that, whether heliked it or not, he had to live at ahigher level of tension and purpose.

Infact, by midafternoon he was beginning to fed the beginning of the headache usudly caused by
the thought mirror, but he resisted it, and hoped that it would not increase. He also noticed that contact
with the spider's vitdlity increased his own energy. It struck him that maintaining ahigh level of energy
depended upon refusing to entertain the thought of tiredness.

Asthey walked, there was very little conversation between them. Unlike humans, spiders do not
fed the need to maintain contact by speech -- even telepathic speech -- for their sense of one another's
presenceisfar more papable than with men. Even walking beside the captain, Niall soon began to know
more about him than if they had talked dl thetime.

The captain had been born in aruined city that was much like the spider city, except thet it was
smdller, and was surrounded by desert. In the days when humans had ruled the Earth, it had been a
flourishing segport. After the Great Exodusit had been virtually deserted, and an earthquake had reduced
much of it to rubble, killing the few humanswho il lived there. But it was ftill swarming with hugerats,
and soon became the home of acolony of intelligent Death Spiders, who found itsimpressive buildings
and tal pam treesided for their giant webs. Gray wolf spiders preferred the ruined buildings of itsold
dum quarter. And 0 akind of two-tier society had developed, in which the Death Spiders were the
arigocrats.

When contact by sea had been established with the ream of the Death Lord, human servants and
daves had been imported to farm the giant rats, which were particularly prized by the spiders.

The captain's grandfather, then hisfather, had been members of the ruling council, and histwo
elder brothers had a so been prominent. The captain, because of hissmaller sze, had dways had a sense
of inferiority, and had spent much of histime with thewolf spidersin the dum quarter. Regarded with
admiration by the young wolf spiders, the captain had led asmall group of themin raidson therat farms.
On one occas on they had been opposed by the humanswho ran it, and had killed and eaten them,
including some babies. They found human meet so superior to rat flesh that they began to make a habit of
eating daves whenever the opportunity presented. Thiswas not againgt the law, but when they killed a
highly regarded overseer, the council of Desth Spiders was outraged, and the miscreants were sentenced
to death.

Through family influence, the captain escaped, and was sent by ship to the spider city, where
intelligent officers were dwaysin demand. Strict discipline brought out hisbest qudlities, and he soon
became amember of the Deeth Lord's entourage. But his small size continued to engender a sense of
inferiority. He became friendly with Skorbo, the captain of the Death Lord's guard -- strictly speaking,
the captain's socid inferior -- who was feared by humansfor his brutdity and short temper. Skorbo was
impressed by hisintelligence and aristocratic background, while the captain was impressed by Skorbo's
courage and sheer willpower.

The Great Revolution, when human beings regained their freedom, made no difference to Skorbo
-- except for depriving him of human mest -- or indeed to most of the other spiders. Lifein the spider
city went on much as usua; men continued to work as before, under the surveyance of female overseers,



who in turn were answerable to spiders. But to the captain, this change came as a profound shock,
further undermining his self-esteem. He was intdlligent enough to grasp itslong-term implications: that
when the spiders sopped trying to breed intelligence out of human beings by killing the clever oneswhile
they were gtill in the nursery, the human race would begin to overtake the spiders. Skorbo and hiskind
had been too stupid to see human beings as a challenge, but the captain knew better.

The death of Skorbo had come as another enormous shock, particularly with itsimplication that
Skorbo had been atraitor. The captain had never tried to probe Skorbo's mind, any more than Skorbo
had tried to probe his; their mutual respect made it unthinkable. But now Skorbo was dead, and the
captain had been banished from the reelm of the Death Spiders. Overnight, everything he had struggled
for had been destroyed.

Now Nidl was able to understand why the captain had fought so grimly to stay dive. He must
have felt that life had treated him with outrageous unfairness. For the spiders, hisrefusa to accept death
made him contemptible. But for the captain, it was agesture of rebellion againgt fate itsdlf.

And now, for thefirst time, there was aglimmer of light in the darkness. By pure chance, the
captain had alied himself to the human being who was the emissary of the goddess. Perhaps the fates had
not turned againgt him after all.

AsNial absorbed this knowledge by a process akin to osmosis, he ceased to fedl guilty about
making the captain walk a haf hisusuad pace. He understood that this was nothing compared to the
sacrifices the captain would be prepared to make to regain his position and self-esteem. Niall
represented the possibility of his becoming again aleader among spiders, respected and admired. To gain
his support, the captain would cheerfully have waked on hisknees.

The captain, for his part, was fascinated by the information he was able to absorb from Nial --
his childhood in the desert, hisjourney to the underground city of Dira, his capture by the spiders, his
encounter with the goddessin the Delta, and his confrontation with Skorbo's assassins. The human beings
whom the captain had known had all been daves or servants, so it was a new experience to be in contact
with ahuman whose intelligence was at least equd to hisown.

What had impressed the captain most was that although he had treated Niall with hostility and
disrespect in their recent encounter, Nidl had responded without any show of resentment. This seemed
incredible, because the spiders had achieved their evolutionary superiority through the power of thewill,
they attached immense importance to dominance. Two spiders who had once faced each other as
aggressors could never smply forget it, even if circumstances made them alies. A sense of unresolved
rivary would aways remain between them. So Nial'slack of resentment only seemed to confirm the
superiority of the chosen of the goddess.

The hard mud road continued to wind among foothills of the mountain rangeto their left, crossing
the occasiond path that ran directly up to the heights. The wind here was colder than in the territory of
the chameleon men, and in unsheltered places, seemed to Nial cold enough for snow. Although it was
only late afternoon, it was aready becoming dark, since the sun had dipped behind the mountains.

Nial wasthirsty; he excused himsdlf, took his pack from his back, and took along draft of the
spring water. Ason the previous day, when he had filled hisflask from the well, it brought a sense of
exhilaration. Since he was a'so hungry, he ate some of the hard, crisp cake. When he offered someto the
captain -- out of politenessrather than any expectation that he would accept -- the spider replied: " Thank
you, no. | prefer meat.” And in answer to Nial's unspoken question: "And | think | know where | can
find some"

The road wound up to a hilltop, and below them in the dusk they could seeasmall lake. Oniits
far gde there was awood that covered afew acres of hillsde. Twenty minutes later they were among its
trees. The captain stood till, and Niall realized he was using some sixth sense that was natura to a
hunter. A few moments later, a plump brown woodcock walked out from the trees, itslong beak probing
the dead leaves. The spider let it take afew steps more, then pardyzed it with ablast of hiswill. A few
moments later he had snapped its neck with his claw. Then heleft it on the ground and once more faded
into the shadows.

Nial knew nothing of the behavior of snipe, but was soon aware that this wood was one of their



haunts, and that they emerged a dusk looking for food. Within aquarter of an hour, the spider had killed
four of them. The birds made aforlorn hegp, with their attractive black, brown, and red patterns and
blood-spattered feathers.

Nial could sense the captain's satisfaction at the prospect of amed; he obvioudy was hungry.

Y et when he had finished killing the fourth bird, he stood aside and said: "Ml ease teke what you want.”

Nidl smiled politely. "Thank you. But | cannot eat raw flesh. Please do not let me prevent you
fromedting.”

With a gesture that was oddly like a human shrug of bewilderment the captain proceeded with his
supper, rending the birds with his claws Remembering that spiders were senditive about being watched as
they ate, Nial wandered toward the |ake.

Thewater |looked very peaceful in the evening light, reflecting the darkening sky. A few widening
circles on the surface made Niall aware that it contained fish. Then, in the shallows just below the bank
on which he was standing, he saw the gentle movement of alarge trout. The thought crossed his mind that
if he could use hiswill as effectively asthe captain, he could catchiit for his supper. Then, reflecting, "Why
not?' he stared at the trout and concentrated the force of the thought mirror. He could fed hismind
making contact with thefish, and fed itsresistance, just asif he had grabbed it with his hand.

A moment later, it gave ajerk and became gtill. Startled at this unexpected outcome, Nidl
glanced over his shoulder. The cagptain was standing behind him, looking down with satisfection at the
stunned fish. He reached into the lake and dropped it a Nial'sfest, asking: "Do you like fish?"

"Very much. But humans prefer it cooked."

The spider obvioudy found this notion puzzling, and for the next haf hour, watched with curiosity
as Nidl gathered dead wood and dry leaves. He was even more intrigued by Nidl's attemptsto light the
fireusing flints. Nidl had often watched the cook light the kitchen fire, but now had to admit that it looked
easer than it was. Findly, after bending over the dead leaves to exclude the faint breeze, and making
both thumbs bleed by hitting them with the flint, he succeeded in making aleaf smolder, then blew it into
flame.

The captain asked: "But can you not do that with your will?*

"No. Canyou?'

The spider's answer amounted to "'l think so." He obvioudy had never tried it. Now he focused
on aheap of leaves, and made an obvious effort of concentration -- thefirst time Nial had seen a spider
make such avisble effort. After about a minute, athin plume of smoke rose upward. Nial was
impressed; it had never entered his head that an effort of will could light afire -- dthough, now that he
thought about it, he had noticed a sense of warmth behind his eyes when he had been focusing hard on
the trout; the fedling reminded him of the warmth he could make by placing his mouth againgt hisdeeve
and blowing throughiit.

Nidl's own firewas now crackling, and the occasiond gust of windblown smoke made his eyes
water. There was plenty of dry wood on the ground, and the blaze was soon uncomfortably hot. The
captain watched with what Nial suspected to be wry amusement, wondering why Nial was going to so
much trouble to spoil aperfectly good fish, gut findly the fire died down, and there were enough red-hot
ashesto toss the fish among them, where it made appetizing Szzling noises. While it cooked, Niall
provided himself with along rod cut from atree, and hacked off dl its smdler twigs until only one
remained at the wider end, about the Sze and thickness of histhumb. This, in due course, he used to
hook the fish out of the ashes, breaking off the charred tail in the process.

The tree from which he had cut the rod aso had thick red leaves that were Six inches across, a
dozen of these made amakeshift tablecloth, onto which he dragged the burning-hot fish. He diced open
the blackened skin below the gills, reveaing pink, well-cooked flesh. He burned hisfingers cutting off a
large dice, but it was ill too hot to taste. Ten minuteslater, sprinkled with salt and eaten on ahard
biscuit, it was delicious. As he ate, he made amental note to thank his mother for remembering to include
sdt, without which the flesh would have been too rich. He washed down the meal with spring water.

The captain had settled himself comfortably on the other side of the fire, hislegsfolded under
him. A cold wind had blown up -- Nial suspected it was snowing up in the mountains -- and the warmth



was welcome. Because the fish had been so large, Niall had |eft more than haf of it; in any case, the heat
had failed to reach through to the center, which was till uncooked. When Nial observed the captain
eyeing it with interest, he asked if hewould careto try it, and was mildly surprised when it was accepted
with aacrity. The spider held the trout between two claws, and ateit like acorncob, until he had left
nothing but the bones. Then herolled himsdlf into aball and relaxed once more, hisclawslying
contentedly on his distended belly. Evidently Nial waswrong, and not adl spiders had an averson to
eating in front of humans. The explanation, Nidl decided, was smply that the captain had been brought
up in aremote province where manners were different.

Nidl's greasy hands were making him uncomfortable, so he went and washed them in the lake.
On hisway back to thefire, he collected more dry tinder -- it was easy to find asit cracked under his
feet. Finaly, he opened the degping bag, noting that it till smelled faintly of the dime-creature, and that a
kind of white dust came from it as he shook it to spread it on the grass. Helay down on it, and placed his
pack under his head asapillow.

Asherdaxedinthelight of the crackling sticks he had tossed into the glowing embers, he was
interested to observe that there was a definite sense of contact between himself and the spider, such asis
only achieved between humans who have known one another along time. Y et they had only met afew
hours ago. It gave him asudden insight into what it must be like to be a spider, in continuous contact with
themind of every other spider.

Of course, thiswas not entirely true -- otherwise each individua spider would have been
overwhemed by theinput of millions of telepathic sgndsfrom hisfellows. Thefact remained that every
spider was aware of akind of vague, blurred mass that was the group mind of al the spidersin the
world. And the strength of the spider will came from the immense power of this collective mind.

By comparison, each human lived aonein akind of prison cdll. The sense of connection with his
or her fellowswas comparatively weak. Thisiswhy the human will was so feeble, and why humans
became so easily bored. To maintain asense of purpose, human beings needed to find the present
moment interesting and exciting. And that is because they lacked a degper sense of their own existence.

What was happening to Nidl, heredlized, was that he was changing into adifferent kind of
human being, atypethat could actually share the minds of other beings, aswell as spiders and chameleon
men. Every day he became more conscious of the change that was gradually taking place.

As hewas beginning to fall adeep, hewas aroused by abird that flew down low over thefire. All
he could see asit vanished into the darkness was a blur of two white spots, asif it was being trailed by
two smaller birds. Then, asit came back again, he saw that the trailing spots were a the end of
immensdly long feathersthat sprouted from thetip of the wing like feather dusters. Simeon had once
pointed out the bird to him as they walked through the darkness to the city of the bombardier beetles; it
was cdled anightjar.

Asit came back for athird time, flying as slently as an owl, the captain knocked it to the ground
with ablow of hiswill. Curiousto look more closely at the wing feethers, Nidl said: "Excuse me.”

As he bent down over the twitching bird, which was about the size of aswallow, he noticed
something that made him peer more closdly. Around one of the legs, just above the foot, there was atiny
black circlet made of some glossy material. Thiswas not awild bird, but one that had been tagged by its
owner. For amoment Nidl thought that it might have come from the city of the bombardier beetles,
where afew of the humans kept pet birds -- Doggins children even had a pigeon loft in the garden. Then
he reflected that no one would keep anocturna bird as a pet, and that, moreover, the city was more than
ahundred milesaway.

The bird had stopped moving, and was obvioudy dead.

Nidl asked: "Why did you kill it?"

"I knew there was something wrong with it."

Nidl pointed at the black circlet. "I think it isaspy.”

Thetwo looked at one another, and since each could read the other's mind, further comment was
unnecessay.

Nidl sadfindly: "So he may be expecting us."



"Except," said the captain, "that the bird is dead.”

It was a point worth considering. But the Magician probably had many spies.

The captain, who had overheard the thought, said: "Then he will be expecting us?'

"Probably.”

"But you il intend to go?'

Nidl sad: "I have no dternative. My brother isinfected with adeadly disease. | haveto try and
svehim.”

"Do you have any plan?’

"No. | am hoping for help from the goddess."

Inusing this phrase, Nidl had only meant something like the human expression, "I am crossng my
fingers" But he saw that the spider had taken him literdlly, and felt that Niall had answered his question.

Nidl redized there was no point in trying to explain. It would have been pointlessto tell the
captain that he was traveling to Shadowland without knowing how to get there, or what he intended to
do when he got there. The truth wasthat if the Magician was aready forewarned of his gpproach, then
he waswalking into atrap. Y et he could see no dternative. His brother's life was at stake, and there
seemed to be no other way.

Before climbing into the deeping bag, he picked it up by the bottom corners and shook it
vigoroudy to remove more of the white powder |eft by the dime-creature. Ashedid so, hisfingers
encountered something hard ingde the cloth; he used the flashlight to look more closdly. Therewasatiny
retractable tube sedled by a plug, which he quickly recognized as amouthpiece; when he blew into it, the
bottom of the bag inflated into aseries of smal balloonlike patches which, when he lay down, made him
fed hewaslying on a soft matiress.

Niall accepted this discovery asagood omen, and dlowed it to tranquilize the dight unease he
had been fedling about the incident of the nightjar. But as he closed his eyes, he remembered to exercise
the discipline taught him by the chameleon men, and to concentrate his consciousness as degp overtook
him. Once again there was asense of flying into amist of dream images that blended with the sound of
thewind in the trees.

Hewoke up in the dark, deepy and relaxed, and lay there contentedly listening to the sounds of
waves on the lake shore. A few bright stars showed through the canopy of leaves overhead. A faint
breeze from the direction of the lake gill caused an occasiona red glow among the ashes of thefire, from
which Nial deduced that he had been adeep for only about an hour.

At this point he felt the unmistakable signs of someone trying to probe his mind. Whoever this
was obvioudy assumed he was adeep, S0 he remained totaly passive. If it wasthe captain, Nial would
be disappointed, for he thought they had established an element of trust. Then agust of wind blew a
dying fragment into ared glow that became, for afew seconds, aflicker of yellow flame, and he saw that
the captain wasfast adeep, hislegs bunched underneath him.

Unless there was some enemy hidden in the darkness, he was | eft with only one possible
conclusion: that it was the Magician himsdlf. But why? What could he gain by probing Nidl's mind when
he was adeep?

Still wondering, he sank back into deep.

When he woke up, it was dawn, and there was no sign of the captain. On the far Sde of thefire,
awoodcock was exploring the dead leaves with itslong beak. Moments later it collapsed, and the
captain pounced on it from the undergrowth. Perhapsto avoid shocking Nidl's sensibility, he carried it
out of Sght.

Nial sat up, climbed out of the deeping bag into the cold air, and pulled out the plug to deflateit.
He made hisway down to the lake through the dew-soaked grass, and found a place where the shore
doped gently into the water. There he knelt down to splash water on hisface. Hefound it so invigorating
that he turned the thought mirror toward his chest and then, fortified by a surge of energy, stripped off his
clothes and walked up to hisarmpitsin the still water. He knew there was no danger f predatorslike the
dime-cresture -- otherwise the lake would not have been full of fish. A large brown trout glided past his



chest, obvioudy unafraid, causing Nial to reflect that in this quiet place, with its peaceful sky and
autumnal treesreflected in the still water, there must be so few predators that wild creatures had no idea
that man is dangerous.

At that point he tripped over adead branch that was sunk in the mud, and his head plunged
below the water, which filled his mouth and nostrils. When he had blinked it out of his eyes, he saw the
captain regarding him from the shelter of the trees, and sensed quite clearly hisfeding that human beings
must be mad to immerse themselves voluntarily in this suffocating liquid. At the sametime, Nidl had a
glimpse of why land spiders didiked water. In the remote past it had soaked their webs and made it more
difficult to catch insects, in addition to which, great drops of water from leaves, dmost asbig asthe
Spider itsdf, threatened to wash them away.

Back on land, he pulled histunic over hiswet hair and dipped hisfeet into his sandals. When the
captain asked him if hewould like to eat another fish, Nial declined politdy; therewasno timetolight a
fire. He wanted to reach the Vdley of the Dead before nightfall.

He ate his breakfast of crigp-bread with hisback propped againgt atree and hislegsinsdethe
degping bag, and washed down the food with spring water. The nightjar, he noticed, was ill lying by the
ashes of thefire -- its scrawny body evidently held no interest for the captain, whose belly now sagged
with the weight of half a dozen woodcocks.

Within aquarter of an hour they were back on the road, with the air full of birdsong. Behind
them, the Sun was only just above the till surface of the lake. And above them, perhaps a hundred feet
intheair, flapped Nidl's salf-gppointed guardian, the raven.

The clarity of the morning and the sight of the snowcapped mountains against the blue sky
caused arising bubble of happinessthat was like intoxication. Here on the dopes of the mountains, the
leaves were beginning to turn brown, and some had dready fdlen; it was Nidl'sfirst experience of the
beauty of autumn.

The road they were following was so overgrown with grassthat it was no longer clearly visible.
But the captain seemed to have no doubt of hisdirection, and Niall soon concluded that he possessed
some kind of inner compass. Where there seemed to be a choice of two ways, he chose one without
hestation.

Nidl himsalf was experiencing that pleasant sense of wide-awakenessthat he often felt in the
early morning. Back in his paace, he was usudly awake before dawn, and went to the roof to watch the
sunrise. Onaclear day he could see the outline of these northern mountains againgt the sky. Then he
experienced this same feding of excitement and optimism, asif he was on the brink of some marvelous
discovery. Now the excitement was so strong that it was almost uncomfortable, and he felt he was
beginning to grasp itsfull import. It was not Smply afeding of physical or emotiona well-being, but a
recognition that the world, when seen with thiswide-awakeness, is entirely good.

Another thought caused him deep satisfaction: that he was not only enjoying wearing the thought
mirror with its concave side turned toward his chest, but was at |ast becoming accustomed to it. Wearing
the thought mirror was rather like swimming -- more difficult than walking on land, but more exhilarating.

Thiswas evidenced by the fact that, in spite of hisincreased concentration, he was aware of the
presence of nature spiritsin the woods. Asthey approached one huge, gnarled tree, whose bark was so
thick and knotty that it looked asif it had been carved by a sculptor, he thought he saw an old man sitting
among the roots; but when helooked more closdly, the shape vanished, making it gpparent that this must
beitsresdent spirit. And in one place where the trees were spaced widely apart, yet so tall that the air
was green and shadowy, he saw several more old men whose faces were so smilar that they might have
been members of the same family.

It was clear that the cgptain could not see them, for he never gave them aglance. The reason,
Nidl redlized, wasthat spider perception islimited by abasc interest in nature as a source of food.
Therefore, anything ese wasignored.



In one sunny clearing, the air was loud with the buzzing of insects; its source proved to be the
bloodstained bones of some dead anima that were covered by large fat bluebottles, many an inch long.

Asthey approached, the buzzing ceased as the captain pardyzed them with will-force, then
paused for afew minutesto et them one by one, histarsal claw picking them up asddicately asif they
were sugared cakes. He even offered Nidl one, but Nidl smiled politely and shook hishead. "Thank
you, but | have only just eaten.” Unaware that this was intended as ajoke, the spider went on crunching
the faintly buzzing flieswith gusto.

Nial was puzzled by the state of the bones, which were shattered and fragmented. The only way
this could have happened wasiif the carcass had been dropped from a great height. But thiswas hard to
credit, snce the creature was the size of a cow.

The captain read Nidl's mind.

"It camefrom the sky."

"But what dropped it?"

What the captain conveyed to Nidl's mind was an image that seemed to be of somekind of bird,
but with aface that resembled aturtle.

"Where | was born the daves called them 'oolus." "

The word was accompanied by an image like an egg, which confused Niall even more.

The sght of the cracked, broken bones disturbed and disgusted him. He asked: "Isit
dangerous?'

The captain's reply, compressed into aterse image, could be trandated as. "Not for me.”

Ten minutes later, they passed a decaying log covered in twists of orange fungus. Nidl was
gazing at it, enchanted by its bizarre beauty, when he noticed atiny round face, as orange as the fungi,
peeping a him from under the log. It was yet another tree spirit, and Niall was aware that he would not
have noticed it if his senses had been less dert. His concentration made everything more interesting, or
rather, made him aware that everything he looked at was more interesting then he supposed, and that our
human senses are too dull and narrow to seeit.

Crossing a stream in the middle of awood, they stopped to drink, and the spider paused at the
sde of the running water, enjoying the sunlight that covered the ground in fragmented tree shadows. Ina
human being, its sate of mind would have been called laziness, but in aspider was merdly an expresson
of itslack of sense of time. Niall sat down on arock, and took the opportunity to transfer his
consciousness to the raven, which was perched on a high branch.

Since mesting the captain, Nial had been concerned in case the spider saw theraven asa
potentia medl. But he seemed to sensethat Nidl had hisreasonsfor wanting the bird to remain dive.

From behind the raven's eyes, Nidl could look down on the gently rolling landscape of the
foothills, which became suddenly steeper to the north, forming aclifflikewall. The bird, he noticed,
enjoyed playing host to his consciousness, which gave itsworld an extra dimension, and responded to his
suggestions like an extension of his own body. Suddenly, Nidl could understand how easily the Magician
could control the minds of birds, and use them as spies.

Since the captain seemed to show an inclination to rest in the dappled shade, Niall caused the
bird to launch itsdf from the branch and fly upward. Its powerful wings soon carried it to aheight of a
quarter of amile, enabling him to see that afew miles ahead, the gpparently unbroken wall of cliffs
contained agap, from which abroad stream flowed. This obvioudy had been formed by some geologica
upheava, and then smoothed and deegpened by the river. Running northwes, it might have formed a
shortcut to the Valey of the Dead, except that its dope was uncomfortably steep and ended in ajagged
pinnacle like afinger pointing at the sky. Thetop of this pinnacle glittered asif it contained avery bright

light.

Onthe near sde of thisvaley, on alevd with the skyline, Nial wasinterested to observe a
ruined town or village with abroken wall, which reminded him of the coastd town of Cibilla. Like Cibilla,
this place obvioudy dated to the days before the spider conquest.

Niall wastempted to get the raven to overfly it, but rg ected the idea, Snce the captain might
wonder why they were pausing for o long.



Hewasright. The spider had moved into the shade of agreat conifer, and was waiting patiently
for Nidl to emergefrom hisreverie.

The road had now disappeared completely, but the direction they were following led them
downhill and into another valey with alake that was about two mileslong. The grassy plain besidethe
water was easier on the feet than the rough mountainside, and if it had not been for the spider's didike of
water, Nial would have been glad to stop for a bathe. Asit was, the uphill road out of the far end of the
valey gave Nidl hisfirg ground-level sight of the gap in the mountains.

Nial pointed to it, and asked the captain if he had ever explorediit.

"No. Therewould be no point, sinceit leads nowhere."

Nial perssted. "That isa pity, Snce it would shorten our road by many miles. Areyou sureit
leads nowhere?"

He had in mind the notion that the inhabitants of the ruined town might have created some steep
and narrow path that led downhill to the VValey of the Dead.

"| cannot be certain, since | have never been that way."

Niall sensed, nevertheless, that the captain found the idea of a shortcut agreeable.

Thisiswhy, more than two hours later, when they were close enough to the valley to hear the
sound of rushing water, they made no attempt to find away acrosstheriver, but turned left into the valey
whose dark cliffs, lined with horizonta veins of dark blue and purple crystd, were more than a thousand
feat high.

AsNial had suspected, they soon came upon the remains of aroad that led uphill to the ruins of
the town. It had been well made of square carved blocks that had survived the centuries, and was il
surprisingly smooth to the feet. Thisroad ran beside the stream, which became narrower and faster as
they ascended the vdley, filling the air with its rushing sound. Farther on, the road turned left and climbed
steeply toward the town, while the stream itself descended in a series of waterfals before it became
broader and dower. At this point, the stream was partly blocked by the ruins of astone bridge that had
collapsed into the water. If they were going to cross, this was obvioudy the best place.

They descended the steep bank, then had to climb the broken blocks. The bridge had once been
an archway, and enough of its big, roughly carved stoneslay in the stream to afford away across,
athough the water foamed adarmingly between some of them, and covered others, so that Niall had to
remove his sandals. The spider, who could have crossed the stream in half adozen huge Strides, was
obvioudy nervous, and preferred to alow Nidl to lead theway. It was not until they reached the far side,
where Nidl had to wadein the water up to histhighs, that the captain went past himin asingle grest
bound.

Now the pinnacle of stone was clearly visble ahead of them, risng to apoint about a hundred
feet aboveitsbase. It was twisted and westhered, and afew trees had succeeded in gaining afoothold
onitsledges. From amile away, it looked ditinctly man-made, or a least improved by human beings
who had appreciated its romantic apped. The top had the same purple color asthe crystal of the dliffs,
and reflected the sun.

Thetrack on the other side was narrower than the road that had brought them to the bridge, and
lesswell made. But it was clear that the bridge had been constructed only to reach thistrack that led up
to the pinnacle, for it had no downhill continuation.

Thetrack became so rough and steep that Nial soon had to st down to drink some springwater.
Thisrefreshed him, but did nothing to dleviate the heat of the sun, which begt fiercely on thetop of his
head and made the sweat stream down hisface. There were places where the path had been carved out
of solid rock, with V-shaped notches cut into it. He envied the spider for the ease with which he climbed
-- giving the impression that he easily could have run uphill to the pinnacle. Y et Nidl aso noted that if he
concentrated hard, the tiredness vanished, and his knees and thighs ceased to ache. The thought mirror
obvioudy made available consderable reserves of strength.

Half an hour later, when they reached the base of the pinnacle, it became clear that thiswas not,
as Nidl had supposed, the top of amountain, but only of the immense dliff that formed the southern wall
of the Vdley of the Dead. Above the ruined town, the mountain continued until itstop vanished in mist.



Down below them was agreen plain that, as Nidl knew, extended to the seain thewest. To the
eadt the plain continued asfar asalow range of mountains, less high than those that surrounded them. A
long black lake occupied the center of the Valley of the Dead, and from where they stood, Niall could
seetheriver that flowed into it from the east. On the far Sde of the lake, a battlemented wall stretched
the length of the valey and continued about fifty milesto the east. Even from this height it |ooked
impressive, being ahundred feet high and at least twenty feet wide. Every hundred yards or so there
were square towers that rose fifty feet above the levd of the wall. Thiswasthewall that had been built on
the orders of a Spider Lord caled Kasib the Warrior, to keep out the unknown enemy from the northern
mountains. It had cost the lives of twenty thousand human daves.

Acrossthevdley, on thefar sde of thewall, rose the dark cliffs of these forbidding northern
mountains -- the domain of the Magician. Y et the cliffswere beautiful aswell asforbidding, being
streaked with the same dark blue and purple veins as the cliffs behind them; where the afternoon sunlight
fel on them, these glittered and sparkled asif from someinner fire. In the cliff on the far Sde of thewall,
Nial could make out buildings that looked asif they were carved out of the solid rock.

But below them was asight that made Niall's heart sink. There was no steep path that ran down
the face of the cliff to the Vdley of the Dead. In fact, it would have been impossible, since the cliff doped
inward.

So their journey up the"shortcut” had been awaste of time.

It seemed there was nothing for it but to return the way they had come, and take the other route.
Thiswas going to take the rest of the day, for their shortcut would have saved them adetour of at least
ten miles. Moreover, to the eadt, the cliff wall came to an end in a mountain prominence that extended a
quarter of amileacrossthevalley.

Niall found a patch of shade and sat down; the captain rested nearby in the shadow of atwisted
tree. He could now see that the pinnacle above him, which towered about a hundred feet, was made of
volcanic lava, which had wegthered into a shape not unlike the twisted conica houses of the city of the
bombardier beetles, but far less symmetrica. To the west the base stuck out, forming akind of table on
which aminiature wood of small trees and bushes had taken root. From this small plateau, a path climbed
the pinnacle. It obvioudy had been man-made, and the marks of tools could till be seen oniits
gray-green surface.

Sinceit would be apity to descend without examining the pinnacle more closdy, Nial clambered
up onto the rock plateau and started up the path. The captain watched him incurioudy; for him, the
pinnacle obvioudy held no interest whatever. For Nidl, it was an odd puzzle. Why had the natives of the
ruined town taken the trouble to build the bridge across the stream, then hack the path up the steep hill?
And it must have taken years of |abor to chisdl thisramp out of the hard, smooth lava, which billowed
into cushions, so that in placesit looked like intestines.

The ramp followed a corkscrew path up the first third of the monument, sometimes wide,
sometimes narrow. On one corner it had become so narrow that the workers had been forced to creste
more space by hacking awall a an angle of forty-five degreesinto the rock. On the next bend, Niall
found himsdlf looking out over the Valey of the Dead, with a sheer drop below him. He had never liked
heights, and it made his ssomach fed queasy.

Round this bend was another platform whose uneven surface suggested it was natural, and a
stunted tree had managed to find afoothold. At thislevel of the pinnacle, the rock wasfull of veins of
crystal, some blue, some purple, some as clear as glass. There was ahole in the rock face behind the
tree, like acave entrance. Niall took the flashlight from his backpack and shoneit insde. Therewasa
squawk, and a bird blundered past him, admost knocking him backwards.

Thelight showed an ova chamber, about ten feet in diameter, with astone bench carved around
the wall, which seemed to be made entirely of blue quartz crystas; itsfloor was a shallow bowl. It
reminded Niall vagudly of the underground council chamber of the bombardier beetles. Higher around its
walls, a aheight of about seven feet, were niches, which had probably held oil lamps, since the stone
above them was blackened. In one of these niches there was abird's nest. Nial stood on the bench and
peered into it; haf adozen tiny birdsraised their heads, their mouths wide open.



Nial sat down on the bench, switching off the flashlight; there was enough light from the doorway
to see around the chamber. Something was odd about this place, dthough it was hard to say what; the
blue crystal made Nidl fed he was under water. He tried turning the thought mirror away from his ches,
causing adrop in theintengity of his concentration. For afew moments he felt nothing -- it waslike
walking out of sunlight into darkness. Then the feding returned even more strongly. It was asif therewas
avibration that made him fed more dert, and it unmistakably came from the crystal. He had experienced
asmilar sensation in the valley of the sacred lake: the sense of some great secret or mystery. Nidll
realized that he was in a place that generations of men had regarded as holy, and had | eft it impressed
with their thoughts and fedings.

This, he understood, was a place of worship, and the inhabitants of the smal town had regarded
it as so important that they had built the bridge across the stream and the road that led to the pinnacle.

Hewas dso clearly aware of the hunger of thetiny birds, and the darm of their mother, who was
waiting until thisintruder |eft her home, anxiousin case he harmed her chicks. Feding guilty, he made his
way out into the sunlight. The bird, which was perched on the tree, quickly flew back inside.

At this point, about hafway up the pinnacle, the path became narrower and rose more steeply.
Nial gazed up the sixty-degree dope, then glanced into the depth below, and wondered if it was worth
going any farther. Intherock to hisleft, around hole had been chisdled, and six feet farther on, asecond.
He guessed that their purpose had been to hold arope to serve asahandrail; but this probably had
rotted away centuries ago. Without such arope, the path looked dippery and dangerous. But when he
turned the thought mirror again, the surge of energy caused his nervousness to evaporate, and he began
to mount the dope, keeping his eyesfixed on hisfeet.

After twenty feet, he was rdieved when the path turned |eft past a cushion of crystal shaped like
alion'sface, and continued to mount between two walls that were amixture of dark, granitelike rock and
blue quartz. Where it came to an end above another sheer drop, steps had been carved in the right-hand
wall. These were shallow, scarcely three inches deep, but at least he could use the higher steps as
handholds. Far above him, the peak of the tower looked asif it was made of blue glass.

He decided to remove his backpack, which obstructed him in this narrow passageway, and aso
to take off his sandas. He left them on the steps, then continued to climb up the steep face -- wondering,
at the sametime, why he was bothering to risk hislifelikethis.

Twenty feet higher, he no longer had the protection of the other wall; it terminated in itsown
pinnacle. But adozen feet above him, he could now see another cavelike opening in the rock, this one no
more than three feet high and wide.

He paused to recover his breath -- climbing an amost vertica wall was hard work, and he was
glad he was unencumbered by his pack -- then pressed on up the final dozen steps, taking care not to
glance down or even think of the drop below. At last his head reached the ledge that was the entrance.
Remembering the bird that had startled him last time, he became cautious and braced himsdlf. Andin
fact, as he reached over the threshold, and felt a groove that obvioudy had been created as a handhold,
there was aloud flapping of wings, and afew feathers descended on him. But the birds flew away
through awindow insde the tower.

Finally he was standing upright in a chamber about six feet square, itsfloor covered with bird
droppings. The room had two windows, each about eight feet above his head and reached by threetal,
shdlow steps carved into the wall. The celling was high -- perhaps twelve feet -- and seemed higher
because the walls doped inward, a consequence of the narrowing of the pinnacle toward its summit.
Againg the |eft-hand wall a bench had been carved out of the rock.

Niall sat down onit, closed hiseyes, and rested his head back against thewall. It was such a
relief that he was dmost tempted to fal adeep. The chamber was cool; afaint breeze blew through the
door and windows.

When his bresthing had calmed, he turned the thought mirror away from his chest. The result was
afeding of security, and the total disgppearance of his subconscious anxiety about his dangerous position
and the problems that would face him on the way down. It wasdmost asif he had waked into a
comfortable room with afire and been given a seat in adeep armchair. It reminded him somehow of his



arrival a King Kazak's underground city, and the warmth with which he was greeted by relatives he had
never seen.

The vibration that he had sensed in the room downstairs was even stronger here. This place was
the center of avortex of force -- the same force that he had sensed in the cave of the chameleon men.
But thereit had been akind of background vibration that he tuned into by deep relaxation. Here it was so
powerful that the relaxation was unnecessary. He could fed it merely by opening his senses.

At once, he knew that this force made the stone of the pinnacle dive, so that it had somehow
recorded everything that had ever happened there. All Nidl had to do was to open himself to this
knowledge and absorb it. The most powerful presence Nial could sensein the room wasthat of aman,
who had lived here for many years. The name was unusud, and it took Nial amoment to grasp it; it was
Jan Sephardus.

Sephardus had discovered this place in the century after the Great Migration of the
twenty-second century. And from Sephardus's powerful mind, Nidl learned more of the history of the
Earth during the last years of human freedom, before the coming of the spiders.

He learned, to begin with, the answer to a question that had struck him when he had absorbed
the history of the Earth from the Steegmaster in the white tower: why so many human beings had been left
behind during the Great Migration. Wasit their own choice, or had they been ruthlesdy sdected to
remain behind and face destruction by the comet Opik?

The answer was that, for huge numbers, it had been their own choice. They smply did not have
the imagination to believe that the Earth would be destroyed, and were too lazy to launch themselveson a
new adventure. But there were equdly large numbers who were deliberately excluded from the Greet
Migration because its genetic scientists regarded them as subnormd -- one notorious official document
referred to them asthe "dregs." Of course, this process of discrimination was aclosdaly guarded secret --
lest the "dregs' start arebellion -- but the precaution proved unnecessary.

So after the departure of the giant space transports for Alpha Centauri, the "dregs’ inherited the
Earth. And in asense they were proved correct: Opik missed Earth by amillion and a quarter miles. But
s0 much materid from itsradioactivetail fel into the amosphere that nine-tenths of animal lifewas
destroyed. There followed a great ice age, and as the warmth dowly returned, most lands reverted to
what would once have been regarded as barbarism. The mgjority of the surviving human beings went
back to the kind of life men had always lived in the countryside. As generators broke down, few made
any atempt to repair them or build more; instead they returned to the use of fire and oil lamps. Now
there were no more giant automobile plants, cars were replaced by horses, and tractors by oxen. Cities
became almost deserted, since they were full of robbers. Now that there were no more fire brigades,
whole cities burned to the ground.

Monasteries began to flourish, asthey had done in the Middle Ages, and in thisnew Dark Age,
they became the guardians of learning. Sephardus, whose parents were farmers, had attended a
monagtery school, and had become fascinated by geology. Thiswas how he had come to discover this
pinnacle above the VValey of the Dead (which was then covered with grazing land, farms, and tilled
fidds).

Sephardus had built himsalf ahermit's hut at the foot of the pinnacle. He was attracted to it
because he had immediately felt its power. After living therefor only afew weeks, he had decided he
never wanted to live anywheredse.

The nearest farm was at the bottom of the valey, fifteen milesaway. The farmer, in exchange for
teaching his children reading and writing, had provided Sephardus with the basic necessities of life. Soon
Sephardus was regarded throughout the Valley as aholy man, and many came from remote villagesto
ask advice and pay homage.

Humans had lost none of their belligerence since the Great Migration, and loca warlords fought
to establish their authority. One of these, known as Rolf the Vandd, built astronghold in the mountainsto
the east and often raided the VValey. That was why men built the town on the heights, choosing aposition
that was virtudly impregnable. The pinnacle was an obvious lookout for raiders, and stonemasons
worked for three years carving out this chamber in which Nial was now sitting. Then, at the request of



Sephardus, they carved out the chapel below.

But Sephardus himsdlf preferred the lookout room, for it was here that he could fed most
strongly the force that waxed and waned at different seasons of the year, but which was aways stronger
herethan anywhereeseinthe Valey.

What was this force? Sephardus had no idea, except that it was associated with the sun and the
moon, and that it could fill him with an ecstatic energy that |eft him in no doubt that the destiny of manis
to become agod.

And what wasthe force that Niall could now fedl in Sephardus's meditation chamber? Wasit the
spirit of the long-dead Sephardus? Almost certainly not; yet it was apart of Sephardus, which had been
imprinted on these surroundings as he might have imprinted his spirit on the words of a manuscript.

Niall stood up and climbed the three steps to the window opening. Handholds had been carved
into the walls. He found himsdf looking out on the way he had comein the past few hours. The eastern
plain, with itsrange of low green mountains, lay straight ahead, while beyond the foothills to the south he
could see the wooded country he had crossed with the chameleon men.

Drawing his head in through the window, he noticed an odd thing. When his head was back
ingde theroom, hisview of the outside world became notably clearer and sharper than when it was
outside. He had failed to notice any difference when he had looked out, but as soon as he drew his head
ingde, it became obvious. In fact, as he stared at the mountains, they seemed to become much closer, as
if hewas|ooking through amagnifying lens

This, Nidl assumed, was due to some peculiarity of the energy vortex that made this place
sacred. And its purpose was clear: if thistower was alookout, then the power to magnify distant objects
would beinvaluable. Staring at agap in the eastern mountainsthat looked like a pass, Nidl could seeit
so clearly that he had no doubt that he would be able to see asolitary traveler aswell asif hewere only a
few hundred yards away.

Nial stared out of the window for along time, absorbing the knowledge of Sephardus, and of the
men who had built the town on the other sSide of the river. Then, as he was about to climb down, hishead
full of the violence of Rolf the Vandal, he noticed a movement far across the eastern plain. He shook his
head with incredulity; alarge band of horsemen, perhaps a hundred strong, was emerging from the pass
in the mountains and riding toward him. Increduloudy, he stuck hishead out of the window; the horsemen
immediately vanished. As soon as he pulled his head inside the chamber, they regppeared, looking quite
solid and normdl. It was hard to believe that they were some kind of mirage.

He noticed something e se. When he withdrew his head, and the warriors -- probably led by Rolf
the Vandal -- reappeared, he felt something happen in hisbrain. It wasamogt asif therewasaclick as
some mechanism was activated. It was clear suddenly that the horsemen were indeed a product of his
brain -- an imaginative creation somehow ingpired by what he had learned in the meditation chamber. But
it was imaginative only in the sense that the horsemen were not there at the present moment. Hewas
looking into the past.

Theinsight overwhelmed him. It was the recognition that these warriors had once been dive, just
as hewas now. They had taken it for granted that the present moment was stable and redl, just as he did.
Were they then wrong?

The answer was obvious. They were not wrong; it was smply that their minds were too week.
Sephardus had seen the answer, aided by the strange force that permeated this sacred place. The human
mind had to become strong enough to grasp the redity of other times and places.

For no particular reason, he found himsalf envisaging the wood where he had dept the night
before. Thiswas recent enough to be able to conjureit up in some detail. Then he used the trick he had
learned amoment ago -- causing something to click in hisbrain. Hewasimmediately standing in the
wood, and noticing that the grasswas till flattened where he had lain. A linnet, sartled by his sudden
appearance, flew off inaarm.

The sensation was not unlike that of being behind the eyes of the raven. Although he seemed to
be here, in the woodland clearing, he knew that his body wasredly in the tower overlooking the Vdley
of the Dead, and that the person who stood here was a s mulacrum. When he looked down at his hands,



he could see through them. It was not exactly that he was transparent, but that he seemed to be made of
somekind of shimmering energy.

This, herealized, was why Sephardus had chosen the pinnacle; it wasfull of energiesthat gave
him certain magica powers. The Earth wasfull of such energy vortices.

Because the wall was making hislegs cold, Nidl climbed down from the window, and went and
sat on the bench; it felt safer than standing on anarrow step.

Now he envisaged the cave of the chameleon men, making the kind of mental effort he had just
taught himsdlf; immediately he wasin the cave, in the srange semidarkness by which thingsare
nevertheless clearly visible. The cave was empty -- asit would be at midafternoon, when the chameleon
men were"at work." Nial wasinterested to note that the yellow bubbles of light -- with hairy
protuberances -- were drifting down from the ceiling, and that they seemed morered than last time he
had been here -- perhaps because he himsdlf was semitransparent.

Inevitably, being so closeto the spider city, Nidl thought of Veig. After the now-familiar mental
effort, he found himsdf standing in Veig's bedroom. It was empty, and it was only then that he
remembered that his brother wasin the basement room, between the aboliatrees. He transferred himself
there, but took care to envisage the far corner of the room; he had no desire to startle or alarm anyone.

His caution proved unnecessary; Veig was adeep and, to Nial's relief, seemed to be deeping
peacefully and breathing normaly. A few feet avay, the maid Crestiasat with her back to him, sewing by
the daylight that camein at the door.

Resigting the temptation to go and see hissigters, Nidl transferred his attention back to his body,
gtting on the stone bench. It seemed strange to be back in the tower room, like coming back from along
journey, or waking in the morning with the room full of sunlight. All fatigue had vanished, and hefdt as
fresh aswhen he set out that morning. It made him redize that fatigue islargely an atitude of mind.

He crossed to the other side of the room, remembering as he did so that the captain was waiting
for him down below and that he ought to leave soon. Then, recaling the incredible patience of spiders, he
dismissed the thought; it was more important to learn what he could in this magic chamber of Jan
Sephardus.

The opposite window, as he expected, looked down on the VValley of the Dead -- so called
because of the tremendous disaster that had taken place there in the reign of the Death Lord Kasib the
Warrior. Qisib the Wise had described to Nial how, when Kasib's vast army had prepared to march into
the Gray Mountains to make war on the Magician, atremendous storm had caused the lake to burst its
banks, and within less than aminute, Kasib's army had been destroyed.

Nial had aready looked down on the valley from the top of the cliff, but had not expected the
view to be s0 breathtaking. Thiswindow, like the other, seemed to have adightly magnifying effect, and
to deepen colors. When hethrust his head out, this effect disappeared; the colors paled, and the view
aso became lessimpressive.

Directly below him wasthe eastern river, which flowed into the lake; thislatter looked very deep
and black. The Great Wall looked asif it had been built only yesterday -- he dmost expected to see
armed warriors on guard. He leaned out to test how far thiswas due to the curious properties of the
window; as soon as he did so, the rich coloring vanished, and the wall became weatherworn and eroded
by the centuries.

He focused on one guard tower with amissing battlement like a broken tooth and fractured
brickwork; when he withdrew his head into the room, the battlement was instantly restored and the
brickwork became prigtine.

It was apparent that thiswindow aso had the power to make him see into the past. What could it
divulge? Nial focused his attention until he felt the sensation like aclick in hisbrain. Suddenly, the valey
below was full of men and spiders, and the wall was incomplete. The workerswere al stripped to the
waist, except those whose task was to trangport great stones; viewed from athousand feet above, they
looked like ants. The workers were commanded by wolf spiders, and Nial was interested to note that
they were smdller than the spiders of today, yet obvioudy tremendoudy strong, for one of them was
carrying agreat sone block.



Niall observed that the cave dwellings carved out of the opposite dliff face looked much asthey
did at present. Curious about those who made them, he made afocused mental effort. The Great Wall
disappeared, and the gray-blue rock dwellings became sharper and clearer. Instead of empty doorways,
they now had wooden doors, and strongly built ladders were propped against the cliff face. He could
also see afew people moving around down below or climbing the ladders, dthough they were too distant
to see clearly. Once more, an effort of focus had the effect of magnifying them, asif through apair of
binoculars, and he was able to see that they were a primitive people dressed in coarse brown garments.
The men had rounded yet powerful shoulders and shaven bald heads -- he knew they were shaven, for
many had beards -- and the women were thin, athough some had large breasts. The man he Was
looking at -- bald-headed and clean-shaven -- reminded him of someone, but Niall had to look more
closdy before herecaled who it was.

The beaky nose and receding chin were those of the nwho had killed himself when aglue
spider had immobilized him. Other men had this same characterigtic face -- the face of aservant of the
Magician.

But in that case, why were these cliff dwellings now deserted? Wasit possible that these origina
men of the valey, who had built their homes asfortresses, dmost certainly drawing up their [adders after
nightfall, had been conquered and carried off as captives by the Magician?

Nial's brain was becoming weary with speculation. He dismissed thisvison of the past by
thrusting his head out of the window and reestablishing the present moment. It wastimeto leave. For the
moment, he had learned as much as he could take in. The next stage of the journey required returning the
way he had come.

He put his head out of the window and studied the wall. There were doors at the base of each
guard tower, S0 he could reach the top. But how could they get down the far side?

It was then that Nial remembered something he had absorbed from the mind of Sephardus. This
tower had abell rope, and it descended past the window from which he was now leaning. In fact, it was
gtill there, but was so worn and shabby that it looked asif it was not strong enough to bear Nidl's weight.
Nial took hold of it and gaveit as strong pull, hoping to snap it where it joined the bell. Instead there was
aloud clang that rang out across the valley, causing darmed birds to squawk.

Nidl retreated into the room and pulled as hard as he could. The only effect was another clang
that echoed off the cliffs.

Suddenly he dropped the rope, and amost tumbled backwards on the floor. There was anoise
likeafrog's croak magnified many times, and something huge swept past the window. He knew instantly
what it was -- one of the creatures called oolus birds, for the head was saurian, like aturtle. He retrested
across the room asthe creature flew with a crash against the window frame; fortunately, its wingspan was
too grest for it to getin.

Niall looked around for something he could use as aweapon, but could see nothing. Now he
regretted leaving his pack, with the expanding rod, down below. On its next attack, the creature
succeeded in getting its head into the room, and it glared at Nial with small, red eyes before it fell away.
A moment |ater, acrash from the opposite window reveaed that there was more than one of them. Niall
looked down with sudden alarm at the doorway below, and was relieved to see that it was scarcely
bigger than the windows, and would certainly not admit a creature with a twelve-foot wingspan.

A moment later his certainty vanished as one of the birds gripped the windowsill and made an
effort to perch. Itsfeet looked oddly like human hands, flesh-colored and hairy; they easily spanned the
window ledge. Nidl madearush at it, redizing that if it succeeded in perching and folding itswingsit
might squeeze through the window opening; but his rush madeit flgp its huge wings againgt thewall, then
let go.

The other bird aso tried the door, but again, lacked the intelligence to try perching with closed
wings. It clung there, flapping, and again Niall regretted not having the expanding rod, since the bird's
breast would have made a perfect target.

They continued trying to gain an entrance for perhaps ten more minutes, thrusting their headsin at
the windows and beating their wings against the walls, before they tired and flew away; as the squawking



croak retreated, Nial climbed the steps and watched them soar down over the valley.

His next thought was to get down the pinnacle as quickly aspossible, in case they decided to
return. He was concerned at the possibility that their withdrawal was designed to tempt him out, but he
was reassured by the thought of their stupidity.

As he climbed down from the chamber, he noted that he was no longer worried about the height
-- only about his vulnerability in case the birds came back; he descended the stepsto his pack as
confidently as clambering down aladder, spurred on by the memory of the crushed anima with the
broken bones that he had seen that morning. At the bottom he decided to put his sandalsin his pack;
bare feet would give him abetter purchase on the rock. Then he hurried on down the doping path,
rlieved to arrive at thefirst platform, where the second chamber would afford shelter in case of attack.
But the sky remained empty, and hefdlt free to dacken his pace for the remainder of the descent.

The captain was waiting patiently in the shade of abush, as Nial had known he would be. He
asked: "Did you seethe birds?!

Nidl said dryly: "At close quarters.” He sat down on the stone ledge, mopping the swest from his
face, then took the water bottle out of his pack and moistened hisdry lips and throat. "Have you ever
been attacked by them?"

"No. They have learned that spiders are dangerous. But sometimes we make use of them.”

"Make use of them?How?'

"Because they are so powerful, they can be used to transport us.”

Nidl was baffled. "How?"

"They can carry very heavy burdens." He explained himsdf in asingle flash of imagery, most of
which went past too quickly for Nial to understand. But he grasped a picture of an oolus bird carrying a
net that contained anumber of sheep.

The thought that passed through his mind seemed so absurd thét, if they had been speaking in
human language, he would not have bothered to voiceit. But because their minds werein communication,
the spider picked it up immediatdly.

"That ispossible, if they could be brought back.”

"Could you bring them back?'

"No. They aretoo far away. And they are afraid of us."

Nidl said: "They didn't seem afraid of me."

"No. They are afraid of the spider people.”

Asthe captain said this, Nidl suddenly grasped the ideathat had occurred to him: that if the bell
was rung again, the birdswould dmost certainly return.

Helooked up at the bell tower againgt the blue sky. But the thought of climbing the pinnacle again
made his heart sink.

Then he remembered the way that the bell had echoed out acrossthe valey. He climbed to the
point on the cliff top that overlooked the valley. He cupped his hands to his mouth, leaned back his head,
and shouted asloud as he could. Asthe shout died away, it echoed back from the opposite cliffs, then
continued down the valley. The two opposing dliff faces made an ideal echo chamber.

But there was no sign of the birds. He shouted again, thistime even louder, and then athird time.
Echoes coincided with his shouts, making the valey ring.

There was no answering squawk. Nial, rather enjoying making so much noise, prepared to shout
again, when he saw the birds. They must have been perching on one of the towers of the Great Wall, and
were now flapping upward, with dow and purposeful beats of their wings.

He turned and hurried back to the captain.

"They're coming. Don' |et them seeyou.”

The spider immediatdly pressed himself into one of the twisted hollows at the base of the
pinnacle. Nid| stared at the cliff top with acertain apprehension, and turned the thought mirror toward his
chest. Then the two flapping shapes gppeared over the cliff top, and swooped unhesitatingly toward him
asif they dready knew precisdy where hewas.

Before they could reach him, both had been gripped by the will-force of the spider. They tried to



twist intheair to escape, but it wastoo late. With a certain reluctant admiration, Niall watched the
captain force them to the ground. Their unwillingness was obvious.

Now that he could study them at close quarters, he saw many thingsthat he had failed to observe
when they were trying to get in through the windows. The head was that of a snapping turtle, with the
upper and lower lipsending in akind of curved beak. Both were panting, and their open mouths showed
athick, fleshy tongue, in the center of which wasasmal, pink object about the size of asmal finger; Nidl
knew intuitively that thiswasfor luring prey. Like birds, they had no teeth, but the lips were horny,
resembling beaks, and obvioudy capable of tearing and masticating flesh. The face was scaly, likea
snake's, the eyes, red and menacing, surrounded by loose flesh.

Thewings of the oolus bird were covered with pale, sandy-colored feathers, and were enormous
and powerful. The legs were scaly, but the feet looked oddly incongruous, shaped rather like enormous
human hands covered in black hair, with claws that might have been purple-colored nails.

The spider made them stand upright on the edge of the stone platform, and moved close to them,
rolling himsdlf into atight bal with thelegsinvisible beneath him.

The captain asked: "Can you control yours?"

Nidl said: "I think 0." In fact, he was by no means sure.

Ingtantly he felt himsalf seized in the bird's great hands. He felt its wings stretch above him,
blotting out the sun; then suddenly he was airborne. The hands were holding him below hisarms, and
were S0 big that they met around hisribs. Up they went, past the top of the pinnacle, so that he could see
ingde the befry, with its huge bronze bell. Then the tower was below him, and they were soaring above
thevaley.

The sight of the ground so far below him caused a certain involuntary nervousness -- the
knowledge that the creature had only to loose its grip to send him plunging to his death. Asthisthought
passed through hismind, he felt the hands tighten around him, and redlized that the bird was responding
to hiswill.

He had a curious sense that this had happened before. Ingtantly, he remembered the dream in the
cave of the chameleon men, in which he had been transported skyward by abird with human hands.

As soon as he recognized that his mind could control the bird, he ceased to be nervous. He could
actualy fed hisown dominance over the feeble will of the cresture, whose small purposes were entirely
dominated by itsinterest in food. And suddenly, Nidl understood. This greeat creature was an
evolutionary freak, brought into existence by the vitd force of the goddess. When its ancestors were
gmaller, they had to fight hard for subsistence; but now, with its powerful body and formidable claws and
beak, the oolus bird had no real predators. There was an abundance of prey; from this height -- they
were dill above the cliff tops-- he could seelarge animas grazing. So it led alazy existence, which had
sapped itswill, and would lead, in due course, to its extinction.

Thisjourney was not unlike being transported by the imagination of Asmak. In the northern
distance he could see the Gray Mountains, with their curious, twisted pesks, one of which concealed the
entrance to Shadowland. But Nial was more interested in looking directly ahead, anxiousto observe
where they should go next. The Great Wall, which he had looked forward to seeing more closdy, was
far below, and athough he easily could have made the bird land on top of it, he decided that it would
serve no purpose. Besides, he was hungry.

He had dready decided that, if possible, they would spend the night in the diff dwellings, but had
been wondering how they could climb up to them without ladders. But now, seeing a path that led up the
dliff facefrom thelevd of the dwellings, he saw that the answer wasto land on top of the cliff and then
descend from above.

Therefore, he directed hishird to fly acrossthe valey, to aplace on the cliff top near the
beginning of the path -- which, at close quarters, he saw to be morelike aflight of steps. The bird planed
down and gently released Niall onto akind of thick, tough grass whose pure green color belied its
coarseness. The bird landed, flapped itswings, then folded them and stood waiting. A moment later, the
other bird, carrying the captain, landed afew yards away.

The captain unfolded hislegs and stood upright. He asked Nidl: "Shdl wekill them?"



"Why?'

"Their fleshisgood for egting.”

But Nial had noticed, about half amile away, aherd of creatures about the size of sheep, grazing
onthethick grass.

"l don't think that will be necessary. After dl, they have served uswell. "

He could fed the captain’'s surprise; the spider obvioudy felt that loyalty to these stupid creatures
was completely ingppropriate. Nevertheless, he conveyed to them the message that they were freeto go
and the birdslost no time in launching themsalves off the dliff and swooping downward, their hoarse,
squawking cries expressing their relief.

In the late afternoon sunlight, the Valey of the Dead was beautiful, with its dark, mirrorlike lake
resembling black sted, and immense dark cliffsthat sparkled with veins of blue and pink rock crysta. A
few hundred yards to the west of where they had landed, the ground rose, and was covered with stunted
trees and bushes, among which Nial was glad to observe a dead tree that could provide fud for afire.
Thefirst thing he did wasto take along drink of the springwater; it was ddlicious to the throat, but
sharpened his hunger.

The captain was eyeing the sheeplike crestures with interest, and Nial could sense that he was
aso hungry. By mutua consent, and without exchanging aword, they moved toward theherd at a
walking pace. On his own, the captain could have covered the ground in less than aminute, but then,
speed might have caused the sheep to flee. So, since there was no cover, they approached dowly and
caaudly.

These sheep, Niall observed asthey came closer, were bigger than those in the fields around the
city of the bombardier beetles. Many among them were black. Niall took out the telescopic rod and
lengthened it into a spear; gpart from the knife, it was the only wegpon that he had.

The sheep saw them when they were about fifty yards away. Niall expected a stampede; in fact,
their reaction was total ly unexpected. The black sheep moved quickly to the front of the herd, so the
white ones were behind them, then stared across a Niall and his companion with unmistakable hodtility.

Expecting the captain to select one of them and pin him down with willpower, Nial pointed to the
fattest of the black sheep facing them. "That one."

He was startled by the effect of hiswords. The sheep lowered their heads and began to charge.
Within seconds the whole herd was thundering toward them. Ever since moving in the direction of the
sheep, he and the captain had established atelepathic link, and Nial now used the whole force of the
thought mirror to direct hiswill toward the animd they had selected. It immediately ssumbled and
collapsed, causing the sheep behind to tumble headlong over it. But the rest of the sheep smply divided
around the fallen ones, and continued to charge. Niall was astonished at the ferocity in their eyes, and at
the fact that they were snarling like wolves, with their lips drawn back. The exposed teeth looked asiif
they could give adangerous bite.

At the same moment, Nial and the captain made the same decision -- to flee. There was no
other sensible course. The captain loped away; then, remembering that Nial had shorter legs, turned and
picked him up with hisforelegs, then carried him, his daws holding Nidl by thewaist like some huge dall.
Thethought mirror had prevented Nial from panicking; now hefdt like laughing at the thought of running
away from aflock of sheep.

They quickly outstripped their pursuers; within aquarter of amile, the sheep had given up and
returned to grazing.

The danger had gtilled Nidl's hunger, but as they walked back, it soon returned. Moreover, since
it would be dark in haf an hour, they had to think serioudy about finding their supper. Niall would have
been quite happy with the crunchy biscuits and goat cheese, or even afood tablet, but would have felt
guilty if the captain had been forced to go hungry -- which, after dl, was the most important problemina
ider'slife.



From the bushes and shrubs on the rising ground came the shrill voice of crickets. In the desert of
North Khaybad Niall'sfamily had often eaten giant crickets; roasted with herbs they werefilling and
appetizing. So he and the captain now made their way cautioudy toward the bushes. But closer
ingpection revealed that the crickets here were far smaller than those of North Khaybad, and that they
would need dozensto make amedl.

But from their changed position on the higher ground they could see that the sheep were moving
away from them, and that the falen anima was ill lying on the ground. They made their way back to it
warily, in case they were seen by the sheep, but by the time they reached it, the flock was amile away.
The black sheep was dead, with abroken neck, either asaresult of itsfal or the spider'swill-force.

The captain carried it back to the edge of the bushes, and it was among these that Niall lighted a
firewith wood and bark fragments, hoping that no enemy would see the flames, and relieved that the dry
wood burned fiercely without smoke.

Meanwhile, the captain used his claws to skin the sheep, which was about the Sze of asmall
pony. The black wool was so thick and wiry that it would have defied the teeth of most predators; but it
yielded to the spider's razor-sharp pincers, and in twenty minutes the skinless carcass lay on the grass.
After Niall had diced off two large steaks from the back |eg, the captain proceeded to eat with relish, his
powerful jaws tearing out the flesh in chunks, each of which would have fed severa people. Nial looked
discreetly the other way, and tried not to hear the grinding of the spider's jaws.

When he had finished his medl, the captain found a comfortable hollow among the bushes and
went to deep, hislegs bunched underneath him. Nidl had been keeping an eye on the sky, anxious about
spies of the Magician, but apart from adistant flock of birds, the heavens were adusky blue and empty.
By now he was so weary that he would willingly have lain down to deep -- tiredness had taken the edge
off hishunger -- but he forced himsalf to stay awake, yawning heavily, until the steaks were cooked in the
glowing embers of the fire. Then he scraped off the black ashes, cleaned the charred meat with a handful
of grass, and ate one of the pieces with abiscuit. While he was egting, the raven regppeared and perched
on the stunted tree whaose branches stretched above him. Nidl gave it some of the biscuit, followed by a
piece of thelamb, diced off with hisknife; it ate thiswith violent shakes of its besk. The meat was
undercooked but tender. After eating, he carefully wrapped up the remaining steak in leaves, and stowed
it in his pack. Then, somehow reassured by the presence of the bird, he stretched out in his deeping bag.

He was not entirely happy about the idea of deegping in the open; he had meant to explore the
caves below, but climbing down to them would have been dangerousin the falling dark. Asit was, the
thick, coarse grass made a soft mattress, and within afew minutes he was adeep.

By the time he woke up, the sky was gray with dawn, and tearing and masticating soundstold
him the captain was dready enjoying his bregkfast. Again, good manners made him turn away; instead,
he lay with closed eyes and reflected on the puzzle of how theloca sheep had become so aggressive.
The vitd force of the great goddess explained why they had grown to twice the size of domestic sheep,
but not their belligerence. The fact that the black sheep had moved to form a barrier between the black
and the white onesindicated that they were the bolder of the two. But that failed to explain how their
belligerence had evolved.

Then he saw a possible answer. The crestures had attacked when Niall had pointed at one of
them and said: "That one." Wasit possible that they were telepathic? And, furthermore, wasit
concelvable that their usua predators attacked them with will-force, leading them to evolve thistactic of
charging? Nidl recalled the n he had encountered in the hospita, and hisformidable will-force, and
felt that he might be closeto asolution.

The chewing noises had stopped, so Nidl sat up and unzipped his deeping bag. It was covered
with dew. By now the sun was up, and the captain was sSitting a dozen yards away, digesting hismedl.
Nial went and sat afew yards away, and after cleaning the burned wood off his hands on the dewy
grass, ate alight med of goat cheese. Thistime the raven did not join him; it was probably winging over
the valey hunting its own breskfad.

He stood up to take stock of their position. To the north, the foothills soon turned into mountains
with snow on their summits. There were no obvious passes between them, which meant that the best way



forward was probably to go east until they reached the plain, then turn north, up the continuation of the
valey that had brought them here.

But first, Nial wanted to look at the cave dwellings below, to learn what he could of the cliff
dwellers.

Nidl went to the edge of the cliff and looked down the steps. They were very steep -- so steep
that it would have been folly to try and descend with his back to them. One dip would send him plunging
aquarter of amile down to the valley. But, like the steps up the pinnacle across the valey, these had
handholds cut into them.

For safety, Niall decided to leave his pack behind; he hid it among the bushes, in case birds came
to investigate. And since it was warm in the morning sun, he decided to leave his cloak behind too. But
he dipped the flashlight into the pocket of histunic. Then he eased himself over the edge of the cliff, and
began the long descent. The spider, who was obvioudy unworried by heights, gave him aten-foot start
and then followed.

Provided Nidl faced the cliff and concentrated on the handholds, he wasin no danger. The steps
were not as precipitous as they looked from above, and he was soon clambering down them at a
reasonable speed. Even 0, it was twenty minutes before he found himself on the wide ledge that formed
aterracein front of the cliff dwellings. Below him, there was till adrop of ahundred feet or so.

Acrossthe vdley, five hundred yards away, rose the Great Wall. Itstop waslevel with the cliff
dwdlings, but itstowers werefifty feet higher. From hereit looked atruly formidable and impregnable
barrier. At the foot of the wall there was aditch about twenty feet deep, which could probably be
flooded to form amoat. It struck Nial that the spiders must have entertained adeep fear of their enemy
to expend so much time and effort on such avast project.

Having recovered his breath, he now turned his atention to the cliff dwellings. The nearest
entrance led into a cave that was probably a store room. Niall's flashlight revealed that it was about fifty
feet deep.

The next doorway, which gtill had a disintegrating wooden door jamb, led into aroom with a
seven-foot celling. Birdsflew out through the window asthey entered. Thisroom was about eight feet
sguare, and in the far wall, another doorway led into a smaller room, probably a bedroom. Beyond this,
there was an even smaller room, which looked like a children's bedroom. When Niall considered the
effort entailed in cutting this smal dwelling out of solid rock, he felt overawed -- it must have taken years.

But why had they gone to so much trouble? Had this land once been so wild and dangerous that
the valey floor was unsafe?

They went to the end of the terrace, peering into each of the rooms. In only one of them there
were the remains of abench, whose nail holes held crumbling rust. The others were empty.

At the end of the terrace therewas atall, heavy rock set in aholein the ground, obvioudy placed
thereto prevent children from faling off the end. The raven was standing on it, but flew away asthey
approached.

They turned and went back the other way. Beyond the stairway were more dwellings, one larger
and with four roomsinstead of three -- probably the home of a chieftain. Next to thisthere wasthe
largest room so far, with aceling ten feet high and at least thirty feet deep. Niall guessed thisto be some
kind of assembly room, or perhaps even achurch.

He turned the thought mirror away from his chest, to increase his sengitivity to the atmosphere;
snce he knew the kind of people who lived here, hefdt he could dimly sensetheir presence: the strongly
built women with big breasts, the bearded men with shaven heads and faces resembling the n of
the hospital.

The captain obvioudy found dl this uninteresting, and wondered why Nial waswasting histime.
So Nidl decided againgt exploring further, and turned back along the terrace.

About to start the reascent, he paused for amoment to glance at the " store room.” It was
obvious at once that specid attention had been devoted to it. The doorway, which was ten feet high and
wide, had been carved and smoothed with care, and two feet indgde it, asix-inch-deep groove had been
chisdled into thewall on either sde -- Nidl guessed that it had once held some thick wooden door that



could belowered like adrawbridge. A long rectangular holein the celling seemed to confirm this
assumption.

Thisplace, Nidl guessed, had been a cave before the cliff dwellings were carved, for itswalls
were rough and full of hollows, obvioudy created by nature, not by human hands. At the rear, againgt the
wall, were anumber of large clay jarswhich had probably held oil or wine, and alarge cubic object
made of wood. The flashlight beam reveded a skillful carving that showed aman with hisfeet braced
gpart, and his arms, spread wide above his head, as though supporting some enormous weight. The
wide-open mouth created an appearance of agony.

Nial peered indgde; it had been carved out of apiece of solid wood, evidently the trunk of some
tree that must have been four feet across; the sides had been cut straight, and the inside carefully
hollowed out. But what had it been for? What had it held? Its smooth interior offered no clue.

Nidl kndlt to study the underside of the vessdl. It was below floor level, standing in asquare
depression in the stone. But why, he wondered, bother to chisel into the floor?

Hisimmediate suspicion was that the vessel covered ahole -- or even adescending passage.

He placed both hands against one side, and pushed to test its weight. It was unexpectedly heavy
-- far heavier than its Sze warranted; even Nidl'sfull strength could lift it only aninch from thefloor. He
released it with agasp and stood back.

The captain watched this effort curioudy, then came and stood in Niall's place. He placed his
front legs against the wood, braced himself, and pushed. Having six legsto exert pressure, hewasin a
stronger position than ahuman being. The vessd tilted, revealing ahole undernegthiit.

Before Nidl could shine hisflashlight ingdeit, there was aviolent crash thet jarred histeeth, and
they were plunged into total darkness. The doorway was blocked with some obstacle, and the light beam
showed it to be a door, which obvioudy had descended from above.

Closer examination reveded that the barrier was made of asingle piece of smooth stone, which
sedled the entrance tightly; the only daylight that showed through was afew inches at the top. Nial now
recaled the sx-inch groove carved into the wall on either Sde of the doorway. He had assumed that it
had been made for awooden door that had long since disintegrated; in fact, this stone door must have
been poised above their heads.

Nial redlized that it would be pointlessto give way to panic. If the door did down from above,
then it must be balanced by some kind of counterweight mechanism. In that case, it ought to be possible
to find how it worked. Perhgps the answer lay in the wooden vessdl they had moved. If moving it had
caused the door to close, then moving it the other way ought to openit.

He now cursed himself for leaving his backpack behind. He might have used the expanding rod
to make contact with the white tower, and asked the old man to ook up information about
counterweights. His own knowledge of them was nonexistent, since he had never before encountered
them.

On the other hand, perhaps the mechanism was smple and straightforward. He was relieved, at
any rate, that he had the flashlight. Without it, their Situation would have been truly alarming.

Hetried to push over the wooden vessdl, and again had to give up and ask the captainto doit.
Asthe bottom lifted, he shone hislight undernesth. Just as he suspected, a heavy chain was attached to
the bottom, explaining why it had been so hard to move. This must be the mechanism that had lowered
the door.

The captain could not support its weight for long. What was needed was something to prop up
the bottom. The only thing that suggested itself was one of the clay jars. Nidl tried moving the nearest
one; it wasamost hisown height, but by tilting it, he was abletorall it like awhed onitsbottom rim. The
spider meanwhile had been forced to rel ease the wooden vessdl. But when Nidl had positioned the jar
next to it, heraised it again, and Nidl tilted the jar dmost to the floor and pushed it forward. The gap was
not quite wide enough, and the captain had to make an additiona effort to raise it another few inches.
Then Nidl pushed the jar forward, and succeeded in wedging its bottom into the gap. When the spider
released the weight, there was an ominous cracking sound, but the jar held, and the wooden vessel
remained tilted at an angle of thirty degrees. Nial and the captain both relaxed with a gasp.



Next he stretched out on the floor, and shone the flashlight underneath the wooden vessd. Its
bottom must have been sx inchesthick, and thefind link of the rusty chain was held by ametal half-ring
that was embedded in the wood. The chain wasrigid, and disappeared into aholein the floor.

Nial moved into agitting position and tried to reason it out. The chain disappeared downward,
yet it must be part of a mechanism that somehow ran overhead and lowered the door.

He crossed the cave, turned off the flashlight, and studied the top of the door. The thin diver of
daylight was broken by asmall, dark shape that he had not noticed before. When it moved, Nial's
intuition told that it was the raven. He focused his attention and performed once more the menta act of
identification that alowed him to share the bird's consciousness.

At once he was outsde in the sunlight. The raven was perched on top of the stone door,
wondering what had happened to the human it regarded asits benefactor. The door itself, he could now
see, was six inchesthick, and must have weighed many tons.

Nial caused the bird to fly down to the ground; it now obeyed his suggestions without hesitation.
From there, Nidl could survey the wall beside the doorway. He was hoping to observe some devicelike
alever that controlled the mechanism. But there was nothing. Next he made the bird fly to the top of the
door. From there he was able to see that the door had been lowered into place by two heavy chainson
either side, both coated with thick rust, and sunk into the stone. But when hetried to get the bird to fly
upward into the dark dot from which the door had descended, it panicked and began to squawk, then
flew away. Aware that this experiment had provided no answers, Nid| transferred his attention back to
his own body, and was once again in darkness.

He next shonethe light over the celling, then the walls, hoping to find some clue to what
controlled the door. Again he found nothing. After that he returned to the hole below the wooden vessd,
which was square and about eighteen inches deep. It had been carved out of the solid rock, but again,
offered no clue to the door mechanism.

The spider was standing patiently, waiting for Nidl to reach some decision. Knowing that Niall
was the chosen of the goddess, he did not have the dightest doulbt that they would soon be out of this
trap.

For trap it undoubtedly was. Nial had seen arat trap of this design -- adoor that came down
when the mouse nibbled the bait. Presumably the massive stone door had been intended to catch thieves
who entered the chamber to stedl food. But even that explanation was puzzling. Surely no food thief
would bother to move the wooden vessd.

Next, merely asatest, he pulled the clay jar clear of the wooden vessdl, his eyesfixed on the
door. Thejar immediatey split in two, and the vess fell with acrash, but there was not the dightest
tremor in the door. Thistended to confirm Niall'sincreasing suspicion that perhaps there was, after dl, no
connection between the wooden vessdl and the door mechanism.

Then how did the men who had engineered this mechanism rel ease those who had been trapped?
There surely must be somelever or smilar device conceded somewhere. But that might even bein the
house next door.

Assuming, then, that there was no mechanism for raising the door, what other possibilitieswere
there? The most obvious solution was to wait till dusk and attempt telepathic contact with his mother.
And shein turn would tell Simeon or Doggins, or even Dravig, and some sort of rescue attempt would be
organized. By spider balloon, the VValley of the Dead could be reached in less than two hours. But it
would be apoor solution. The whole purpose of coming here on foot was to approach the kingdom of
the Magician unnoticed, and afull-scale rescue expedition would be an infalible way of atracting
attention to themselves.

They had been in the cave for about an hour, and Nidl was beginning to fed chilly, and to wish
he had not left his cloak with his pack. As soon as he thought about being cold, he shivered. The captain
asked him what wastroubling him. "'l am cold."

The captain found this hard to understand, since the will-force of spiders could smply increase
their blood flow. Heimmediately shared his own warmth by asmple act of telepathic rapport, which had
precisaly the same effect asif the temperature of the cave had been raised by aflow of warm air.



It made Nial aware that he could have raised his own temperature by turning the thought mirror
and concentrating. But for the moment, he was intrigued to find that he could also see around him, asif a
dim light had been turned on. He had noticed the same effect when walking through the underground
tunnel with Asmak, but had assumed that this was because Asmak was so familiar with his surroundings
that he wastranamitting thisfamiliarity to Nidl, producing animpression of light.

Now that the cold and the darkness had both been dispelled, Niall felt better. It was asif the
spider had aso given him some of its enormous patience. He therefore began examining his surroundings
with aclose attention that was free of anxiety.

It seemed to him logical that the key to escaping from this place probably lay insde the cave
itsdlf. After dl, suppose someone became accidentally trapped insde?

But where? For the tenth time he played the flashlight inch by inch over the wals and celling, but
could find no sign of anything that might conceivably activate the mechanism.

One by one, helooked into the jars and, as he expected, found them al empty.

At that point he noticed something that intrigued him about the jar that had split. It had cracked
across the bottom, and alarge piece had broken away. Spilling from this broken segment wasa
substance that looked like clay or chalk. When Niall peered more closdly, he redlized that he had been
wrong to assumethe jar had aflat bottom; in fact, itsinsde terminated in apoint, presumably to trap
wine sedimen.

The white substance was hard to the touch, but crumbled when squeezed between hisfingers.

With the spider watching him with mild curiosity -- obvioudy wondering what he found so
interesting about crumbling chalk -- he looked at the other broken haf of thejar. There the chalky
substance was intact, and itstop wasflat. In effect, the jar had akind of false bottom.

Helaid the next jar onitsside and crawled insideit. A few jabswith therim of theflashlight
revesled that its bottom was aso made of chalk, which cracked and then crumbled as he poked at it.

It was the same with the third, fourth, fifth, and sixth jars. Each had alayer of chalk that gavethe
impression of aflat bottom.

As he crawled into the seventh jar he knew thiswould be crucid. Either the chalk had an
innocent explanation, or it had been introduced to deceive anyone who looked casudly into thejars.

Thistime, the metal rim of the flashlight encountered something hard as it smashed the chalk. He
laid down the flashlight -- his other hand was trapped against thewall of the jar -- and probed with his
fingers. They encountered a ball-like object, about three inchesin diameter. Nial gave agrunt of
self-congratulation.

Hewriggled back out of the jar, sat on the floor, and eagerly rubbed away the chak from the
object. He found himself looking at abal made of glassor crysta -- he suspected rock crystd, sinceit
was S0 heavy. And as he held it between hispalms, hefdt afaint dectricd tingling sensation.

He showed it to the captain. "What do you think thisis?"

The spider touched it with his pedipalp. "I have never seen anything likeit. What isyour
opinion?'

"I don't have one yet. But they must have had agood reason for hiding it so carefully.”

He closed his eyes, concentrating his attention on hisfingertips. The tingling increased, and
became stronger when he held the bl againgt his pams. But even at this stlage Nidl was aware that the
globewasin no sense dive, it was merely adevice for communication.

But with what?

The captain had been waiting patiently, observing Nial'stota absorption. But now he could see
that Nial had returned to the world of the present, he asked: "Have you learned how to raise the door?"

"No. The mechanism isbroken.”

Noting that Niall seemed unperturbed, the captain asked: "Then how can we escape?!

As he spoke, causing Nidl to reflect upon the problem, a bright green spark of light appeared in
the center of the crystal, and the globe began to glow with agentle warmth. Thisfaded after afew
moments, leaving behind atingling sensation in Nidl's hands. As he focused on this, Nial seemed to lose
his sense of identity, asif he had become part of the crystal. He ddliberately focused on this sensation,



recognizing that it was somehow an answer to the captain's question.

Fascinated by the crystal, he ceased to be conscious of the passage of time. An hour might have
passed when his attention was drawn back to the present as the captain became dert, listening with total
concentration. Nidl could hear nothing, but the spider's sengitivity to vibrations was greater than his own.

Severd minutes later they heard stones that rattled down from above. Someone was descending
the stairway with adow and deliberate tread.

The sounds ceased in front of the door. Then there was along pause. Whoever was outside was
obvioudy considering how the door could be raised. Then the stone barrier rattled, shaken back and
forthinitsgroove. AsNiall peered up at the gap at the top of the door, hoping to catch aglimpse of the
vigtor'sface, two giant hands did through it, and fingers that were an inch thick gripped the stone. There
was agrinding sound as the great door was lifted afew inches. Then one of the hands vanished, and
reappeared underneath the door, while the other held itsweight suspended. With arumbling noise that
was like thunder, the huge mass of stone was raised, and they saw that the giant who wasraising it was
knedling. They were looking at a bearded creature whose size made the troll of the sacred mountain
seem amdll.

He growled something in aguttura voice, which they understood to be an invitation to come out
quickly. Nial, being closest, darted under the dab, followed closdy by the captain. When they were
outside, thetroll stood up, grunting, till holding the door, and raised it until it vanished into the Sone dot
above. But it was obvious that whatever catch had held the door in position was now broken. With a
grunt of disgust, the giant released it, standing back, and the door fell down with such forcethat it splitin
two, one of the broken havesfaling into the cave, while the other hung suspended lopsidedly onitsrusty
chan.

The leatherlike skin of the giant's feet, and the black toenailsthat looked asif they were made of
some dark rock, showed that it belonged to the same species asthetroll Niall had aready encountered;
otherwise they had littlein common. Thetroll of the sacred mountain looked asif hisface had been
hacked out of wood by an inexpert scul ptor; this giant was far more human, with a bulbous nose and
cheekbones, and afriendly face. The other troll had been naked and covered in hair; this one wore
leather garments titched cruddy with thongs. The brown hair and beard suggested that he was il
young, while awide gap between hisfront teeth underlined the impression of good humor. Nidl estimated
that he was about twelve feet tall.

The giant was obvioudy dubious about the captain, not certain whether a death spider could be
trusted. Niall suspected that he had had some unpleasant experience with one of them in the past.

Nidl was dill holding the crysta globe. The giant peered at thiswith interest, then held out a
brown, leathery pam that was more than afoot in diameter.

Nidl placed thebal init. He expected the giant to look at it closdly; instead, he closed hisfist
round it, and held it closeto hisear asif it were aticking watch. After perhaps aminute he handed it
back. Then suddenly, the giant was communicating with Niall asif spesking in human language.

He was asking where Nidl and the captain came from. Taking only amoment to adjust to the
waveength of histhought, Nial transmitted an image of the spider city. The giant consdered this,
frowning, then asked where they were going. Since thiswas more difficult to answer, Nial raised his
hand and pointed northward. Again the giant frowned, and his thought waves unmistakably conveyed the
ideathat this troubled him. Then he shook his head, and beckoned them to follow him.

Nial had aready been wondering how these huge feet could negotiate the rocky stairway. Now
he watched with amazement asthetroll climbed as effortlesdy asif he weighed no morethan Nial. The
captain went next, swarming up with an easy motion that made Nial think of an octopus. By comparison,
Nidl felt dow and dumsy, hislimbs digtinctly gtiff, as he heaved himsdf painfully upward.

When he reached the top nearly haf an hour later, he found the captain relaxing in the afternoon
sunlight. To Niall's surprise, thetroll was nowhere to be seen. It took Niall several momentsto observe a
shimmer intheair that told him that, like the chameleon men, the troll had the power to make himsdlf
trangparent. It had never entered Nidll's head that trolls had any such ability.

Niadl flung himsdf down beside the captain, glad to give hisaching kneesaredt.



Thetroll asked: "Areyou tired?'

Again, aswith the chameeon men, it was the meaning of the words rather than words themselves
that entered Nial'sbrain. Niall answered that he was.

Hefailed to understand the giant's next question, which seemed to be some kind of offer of help.
Was he offering to let him stay there and rest? Or pick him up and carry him? But amoment later he
understood, as his muscles responded to arippling, eectrical sensation that was as refreshing as plunging
into cool water. It seemed to flow upward from the soles of hisfeet, and left him tingling with energy. He
sad with astonishment: "Thank you!"

The reply was agood-humored grunt, accompanied by the suggestion that it was time to move
on.

AsNial went to retrieve his pack fromits hiding place, he noticed that the captain was il
relaxing on the grass; it was obvious that he had not received the thought-message. Nidl had to ask him:
"Areyou ready?" before the spider heaved himsdlf to hisfeet.

They waked due east, following the cliff top for more than amile beforeit began to dope down
toward the plain. When they walked on soft, springy turf, the ground vibrated, and it was obvious that
thistroll wasimmensely heavy. Nial observed that when he stood on a piece of chalky rock, he crushed
itflat.

Nial asked thetroll: "Do you have aname?'

"I have been known as Mimas. Also as. . ." What followed was smply ameaningless sound.

From this, Nial gathered that, like most of the spiders, trolls did not have any use for names,
sinceidentity could be conveyed with amentd picture.

To keep abreast of them, Nial had to walk with aswinging stride that normally would have | eft
him breathless, but which he found himself maintaining like along-distance runner. He attributed this
energy to the stress he had experienced during the past few hours, and therelief of being free again.
Then, asthey began the descent, his sandal caught on aroot and his two companions halted while he
retrieved it. Ashisbarefoot touched the grass, the faint tingling sensation made him aware why the pace
was not tiring him. He was receiving energy from the ground. So asthey set off again, he pushed his
sandasinto the long pockets of his smock. It was not until they reached the valey, and the ground
became hard and stony, that he put them on again.

After that the going became difficult. On this bare ground, the energy had ceased to flow. And
compared to the broad southern valley that lay behind them, the narrow way to the north was strewn
with bouldersthat looked asif they had been carried down from the mountains by some immense flood.
It made Nial think of the Mighty Cheb's story of the destruction of hisarmy, and reminded him that they
had just entered the territory of the Magician.

Now that they were sheltered by overhanging cliffs and the westering sun filled the valey with
dark pools of shadow, thetroll had alowed himsdlf to become visible again. Even he had to pick hisway
carefully among rocks weighing afew pounds to boulders of many tons.

Asfar asNial could see, the valley stretched bleskly ahead, with no sign of any cavern or hollow
that might afford shelter. The dliffsto the east were dso steep and flat, giving the impression of having
been the bank of awater channel. But within aquarter of amile of the valey's entrance, the troll stopped
and turned toward the western cliff where the quartz had split into acleft that was full of rubble and
debris. It looked asif some earthquake had torn the rock face apart, then closed it again so the halves
overlapped. One corner of the dislocated lower dab vanished into alayer of blue clay.

Thetroll approached the angle where the two joined, then, to Nidl's puzzlement, turned sideways
asif to squeeze through anarrow gap. He stepped to hisleft, then vanished. Niall, who had been
watching closely, aso turned sideways and took a step to hisleft, experiencing as he did so acurious
sense of ease and confidence, asif receiving power from the quartz. A moment later he found himsdf ina
narrow tunnel that doped gently downwards. Thetroll was visible because he glowed with afaint blue
light.

A moment later, as his eyes adjusted, Nial found he could see perfectly clearly.

Nial heard the captain's voicein hishead. "Where are you?' He turned to the troll. "He can't get



in*
Thetroll pushed past him, turned sideways, and disappeared. Nidl imitated his movement, and
again found himsdlf outside. It was rather like being caught up in acurrent of water.

Thetroll said to the captain: "Do exactly as| do." But it was quite obvious that the captain could
not hear him -- either that, or smply could not understand. Nial suspected that he was hearing the same
unpleasant crackling noise that caused him such pain when hefirst met the chameleon men. Thetroll
made agesture indicating "Follow me," then turned sideways, amoment later he had vanished. The
captain understood the gesture and tried to follow. But he found the rock barrier impenetrable.

He asked Nidl: "Can you show me?'

Nidl said: "Follow me and do exactly as| do." He stepped forward, and found himsalf slanding
besdethetroll in thetunnd. But the captain evidently had found it impossibleto follow. Hisvoice,
reflecting hisfrustration, sounded in Nidl'shead. "I can't doit.”

Niall stepped outside again. Ashe did so, he could see what was wrong. The captain, like all
spiders, had achieved al his higher functions -- like speech and reason -- through sheer willpower and
sf-discipline. So when he gpproached aproblem like this, he automaticaly braced hiswill, and lost that
ingtinctive relaxation that made it easy. Nidl, on the other hand, was making use of an ingtinct that
enabled him to penetrate the barrier as easily as breathing. It was Smply aknack.

He held out his hand to the spider. " Give me your claw.”

It was furry, not unlike the paw of adog or cat, but harder and more bony. Niall stepped toward
the rock face. But even as he passed through it, he was aware that the spider's sudden fear that he would
find himsdlf trapped ingde the rock prevented him from following.

Thetroll saw the problem. He said: "Give me your other claw,” and took it in hishuge hand. And
now, since the spider had two human creatures on either side, hisfear of being trapped disappeared, and
he dipped into the ingtinctive attitude that enabled him to pass through the rock. A moment later, asdl
three of them stood side by side in the tunndl, the captain made an exclamation that in human speech
would have been: "That isincredible!™

Thetroll said: "That is because your mind created a barrier where none existed,” and Niall knew,
without being told, that the spider was now able to understand the troll's tel epathic language. Subjugeting
hiswill to thetroll's had placed them in sympathy. Nial knew they now trusted one another, and that the
troll's misgivings about the spider had vanished.

The tunnd down which they now followed the troll was completely unlike the one that led to the
cave of the chameleon men. To begin with, it obvioudy had not been carved and shaped by hands, but
was natura rock. What made it so strange was this rock looked more like the wood of old, gnarled
trees, with flowing curves and grooves, and even places where it had twisted into something that looked
likeknots. Nidl could only guessthat it was some kind of volcanic formation, or that molten rock had
flowed into these tredlike forms. There were places where the tunnel widened and where the floor was
amogt flat. In others, it narrowed into a passage with curved walls that looked like green glass, and a
floor that was smply a point where two walls curved down to meet underfoot. The spider, with hiseight
legs, found these difficult to negotiate. Even Nidl, placing one foot before the other, wasin continua
danger of twisting hisankle. Only thetroll seemed perfectly comfortable in these strange surroundings,
moving surefooted over the distorted surfaces.

There were places where other tunnelsled off to theright or |eft, and at oneintersection there
was adeep holethat had to be skirted; from its depth came the roaring sound of running water, and a
downdraft indicated that it was flowing fast. He could fed the spider's tension asthey edged around its
rim. But beyond this, the tunnel became so wide, and the floor so flat, that they might have been walking
on one of the pink-colored roads of the spider city.

There came a point where the doping floor changed into awideflight of steps, at the bottom of
which was alight. They obvioudy were made for creatures who weretaler than humans, since each step
was more than two feet deep. Thetroll strode on down them without a change of pace, while the spider,
because of theflexibility of hisbody, was able to move easily from step to step. But Nidl, who found it
easer to descend with hisface toward the steps, using hishands aswell as hisfeet, soon fdll far behind.



When hisfeet encountered aflat surface, he knew he must be at the bottom. He turned round,
gitting on the last step, both knees aching, and stared with astonishment at the great hall that faced him.

Hisfirst impresson was of light reflected from athousand crystals, created from angular surfaces
whose edges reminded him of agiant saw made up of pyramids. They dretched in dl directions, many
haf astall asaman, othersamere quarter of an inch high, covering the caveto itsfar depths. Between
the crystals were winding paths that twisted and turned to avoid the larger blocks. Against the wall of the
cave weretdl columns made of agreen crystd that were shaped like tropical vegetation with long,
swordlike leaves. There were dso crystalline deposits that |ooked like degping birds, or skeletal hands
and a'ms, or even gargoyles. Thetotal effect was overpowering.

There was a sound of running water, and Niall observed a stream that flowed in a channd below
theleve of thefloor, while small bridgesthat carried the paths across the water madeit clear that at least
some of this profuson wasthe work of living hands.

All Nidl'stiredness had vanished. There was something about this extraordinary place, and the
power of mind that seemed to be reflected in its bright surfaces, that woke him to full aertness.

Since his mouth was dry, he kndlt at the Side of the stream and dipped up alittle water in his
hand. The taste startled him. It produced the same kind of shock of pleasure asthe well water in his
flask, but far stronger. It was asif the water was effervescent with tiny bubbles. Y et when he cupped
both hands and filled them with water, it ssemed perfectly till. He dipped histongueintoit and it
prickled; so did hislips as heimmersad them. Moreover, when he reached out to steady himself against a
huge crystd, afaint current made him snatch his hand away.

There could be no doubt that this great hall of crystal was dive with some powerful force, the
sameforcethat had flowed up through hisfeet and that now ran through his body as he swallowed the
water. The place had been designed as an energy trap.

The sound of footsteps brought him back to the present. Thetroll had come back to find him.
Smiling hisbroad, good-natured smile, he said: "Come. My wifeis preparing food.”

Niall followed the giant to the far corner, where the captain was waiting under an archway in the
rock. Thisarch, Nial noticed, seemed to be natural, and traces of seashells and ammonites that
roughened the walls revedled that this great hall had once been a sea cave. The crystds, then, were the
result of evaporation, athough it was hard to imagine how seawater had become so concentrated asto
cryddlizeinto thisprofusion.

Through the doorway, more steps descended steeply to another tal archway. And asthetroll
reached the bottom, two young trolls ran out and began to jump up and down, and shout so loud that
Niall winced. Both had red cheeks and red hair, and a gap between their front teeth; the younger was
probably two, and was dready bigger than Nidl; the elder looked about ten, and was over eight feet tall.
Both ran to their father and hugged him. Then the young one noticed the captain, and eyed him with
darm. Hisfather picked him up and said something reassuring in the guttural language in which he had
first addressed Nidl.

A bright light shone from beyond the archway. This proved to be alamp in the form of acrysta
column, two feet high, that stood on atable, and that made the room as bright asa sunny day. The
tabletop was adab of rock whose legs were six-foot tree trunks covered in thick bark.

Although the roof of the cave was high -- at least twenty feet -- the room was warm, and Nial
redlized that the source of the warmth was another rock crystal, this one shaped like a massive rough
boulder that stood by afar wall and emitted an orange glow. A few feet from this, seaeted in an armchair
that had been made out of asingle piece of dark rock, was another troll who Nial guessed to be the
grandfather. He had a beard that was a once bushy and straggly, sprouting from hischinin irregular but
thick gray tufts. Likethetroll's of the sacred mountain, hisfacelooked asif it had been hacked out of
wood, and the nose was broken. And like his son, he conveyed an impression of enormous power.

At hisfeet sat an animal covered in scales, with aface like abullfrog. At the Sight of the strangers



it stood up on four short legs and made a strange booming, bellowing sound that made everything in the
room vibrate. The man in the chair sllenced it with aroaring noise that sounded like " Groosh!" and it
subsided.

A woman came through adoor of rough planks on the far side of the cave, wiping her hands on
an gpron of sackcloth. She had red hair that fell halfway down her back, and wore ared blouse and a
wide gray skirt of coarse material. At first sight she struck Nial as ugly, her upturned nose and wide
nostrils giving her apiglike appearance, which was not improved by the widdly spaced front teeth. But
her broad smile was so good-natured that Nidl like her immediately.

Conversation being impossible, snce the children were playing anoisy game that involved
chasing one another in circles, thetroll took awooden cup from ashdf and filled it from ablack crysta
jug that would have been too heavy for Nidl to lift. Theliquid foamed over therim of the cup. Thetroll
filled three more, handing one to hisfather and oneto hiswife, and offering the fourth to the captain, who
declined it, making a gesture signifying thanksthat Niall had often seen Dravig use.

The grandfather and the woman both drank deeply as soon as their cups were placed in their
hands, and Nidl, who had been hesitating, assuming they would al drink together, redized that trolls have
no interest in such niceties astoasting one another's hedlth.

The taste made him gasp. It was asif he was now drinking a concentrated version of the water
he had just tasted in the cave above. But thiswasfull of bubbles, and tasted of some citrusfruit that was
neither orange nor lemon. Thiswas not water but akind of wine, and the effect was almost as powerful
asthat of acertain colorlessliquid that the chief wife of Bill Doggins distilled from mead. For amoment
Nidl was afraid that one mouthful had aready made him drunk. But after afew seconds, during which
the energy sangin hisears, it subsided and left him feding only mildly exhilarated.

The children were both clamoring for adrink, and their father let them taste from his cup. This
hed the immediate effect of making them noiser than ever, until Nial wondered how much of this
ear-shattering din their parents could stand.

At that point, the wife beckoned Nial and the captain to follow her. Through the doorway was a
room that was obvioudly akitchen, since there was a greet |loaf of bread on the table and adish of apples
the size of small footballs, aswell asabowl with awhite mountain of curd that looked like goat cheese,
and an assortment of huge sausages.

Sheled them on through another door, into alarder with anirnal carcasses hanging from abeam
and joints of ham -- therewasasmilar larder in Nidl's palace.

Since the children were now two rooms away, and it was possible to speak without shouting, she
addressed Nial and the captain in her own language, which her pleasant voice made sound less guttural
than her husband's, and gestured toward the carcasses. She was obvioudy asking them what kind of
mest they would liketo eat. Nidl felt his mouth watering at the sight of alarge joint of ham, and pointed
at this. But the spider again declined. The lady looked concerned, and asked a question that was
obvioudy whether he was fedling well -- she lacked the telepathic abilities of her husband, but her
meaning was perfectly clear.

Nial looked inquiringly at the captain, and saw immediately why he had refused. Theimmense
energy that filled this place was making him fed sick -- merely tuning in to hisvibration made Nidl fed
sck too. It was easy to understand what was wrong. Again the problem lay in the immensely powerful
will of the death spiders. In most species, evolutionary development takes place over such along period
that quditieslikeingtinct, will, and intelligence develop in pardld. In the spiders, the brutd war againgt
human beings had led to a completely disproportionate development of willpower. This meant thet the
Spider's capacity to absorb and adjust to experience was limited in comparison to its capacity for
dominance and self-discipline. The captain could be compared to a person with asmall somach, who
findsthat anything more than alimited quantity of food makes him fed sick. This, Nidl redized, waswhy
spiders were so prone to seasickness -- they lacked the ability to adjust to the tossing of waves. And the
waves of energy transmitted by the crystal were not unlike astormy sea.

Nial tried to expressthisto the troll woman, but it was hard without telepathic contact. Looking
up at this magnificent embodiment of womanliness towering five feet above him, with grest rounded



breasts that could hardly be contained in her blouse, Nidl tried to tunein to her mind, while she, like
someone leaning forward to hear better, tried to open hersdf to his thoughts.

The result was unexpected; it was exactly asif she had picked him up and kissed him -- hewas
amosgt overwhelmed by the sheer power of her femininity. He had not experienced anything like it since
the last time he had kissed Merlew.

As she understood what he was trying to convey, her face became serious. She looked down
sympatheticaly at the spider, then reached out her hand and placed it on his head. The captain flinched,
then became suddenly still. A moment later, as Niall again probed his mind, he found that the nausea had
vanished; the woman had somehow soothed it away.

When once more she gestured to the captain to choose food, he indicated ajoint of uncooked
beef. She removed thisfrom its metal hook, then with the beef joint in one hand and the ham in the other,
smiling her gap-toothed amile, she led them back to the kitchen.

Her husband was standing at the table and contemplating the food with the interest of the
famished. Hiswife placed the joints on the table and spoke in her own language; her husband trand ated
for her.

"Do you prefer it hot or cold?!

"Hot, please," said Nidl, wondering at the same time how she proposed to cook it in akitchen
that did not appear to have an oven.

The captain said he would prefer his mest cold. Nial had expected that -- he had never seena
Spider eat anything hot.

Thetroll asked Nidl: "Whereisthe. . ." It sounded like"denkuta," but Snce it was accompanied
by an image of the globe, Nial understood what he meant, and went to fetch it. He noticed, as he took it
from the pack, that it was making hisfingerstingle, obvioudy responding to the energy that filled the cave.

The woman took it in both hands with admiration, turned it carefully againgt the light, and placed
it closeto her ear. She said something in her own language, and her husband trandated: " She saysit
looks like the work of Salgrimas, who was the most famous of our craftsmen.”

Thewoman asked Nidl -- again it was easy to read her thoughts -- "Where did you find it?"

He conveyed to her mind a picture of the cave where they had been trapped.

Shesad: "Ah, that iswhat the karvasid waslooking for."

"The karvasd?'

Thetroll said: "It meansthe Master or the Great One. He has made many attemptsto find it."

This casud mention of the Magician made Nidl's scap prickle. He asked: Do you know
anything about the master of Shadowland?’

Thetroll said: "Yes. But my father knows more."

Nial had to suppress a chuckle of ddlight.

He was puzzled to see that the woman was dicing open the ham joint, cutting round the bone to
make a pocket, and forcing the globe into it. Her husband then placed both hands on the table, leaned
over thejoint, and stared at it asif looking for something. A moment later there was ahissng noise, likea
szzling frying pan, and a.column of steam rose from the cut inthe joint. A few minutes later there wasthe
unmistakable smell of roasting mest.

They returned to the other room. There the children had subsided enough to make conversation
possible, dthough the youngest continued to run back and forth, making roaring and hissing noises.

Nidl asked thetrall: "What gameis he playing?'

"Heisbeing adragon.”

Nial was gartled: "Has he seen adragon?’

"No. But wetdl him sories”

It struck Niall that, with the telepathic abilities of thetrolls, their children would receive amore
redistic and fearsome image of a dragon than any human child could receive from astory book.

The old man in the corner spoke for thefirst time.

"My grandfather saw adragon.”

His ability to communicate telepathically was as strong as his son's. Niall asked: "Wasthat along



timeago?'

Thetroll nodded, and the glance of his eyeswas so powerful that Nidl felt like dropping hisown
gaze. But he sensed that this ancient troll wasfriendly.

"A long time. Trollslive more than twenty times as long as humans, so thiswas morethan a
hundred generations ago."

A quick mental calculation told Niall that he was speaking of about three thousand years.

"Did they breathe fire?"

"No, but their breath was so hot that it felt likefire." Histhought conveyed far more than his
words said. He meant that just as an adult produces more body heat than a child, so these great
creatures produced enough hegat in proportion to their vast bulk to make their breath as hot as afurnace.

While they had been speaking, the woman had laid the table. The smallest child was sested on a
high chair, while the elder only needed a cushion to raise him to acomfortable leve. Seating Nidl was
obvioudly going to be a problem, since the tabletop was as high as he was. Thiswas solved with the aid
of another high chair, even taller than the younger troll's, and Nidl, fedling rather precarious, sat with his
feet dangling more than ayard above the ground.

Niall wondered how he could convey tactfully that spiders prefer to eat done, but the captain
saved him the trouble by explaining that, snce he was unaccustomed to chairs, he would prefer to est in
the kitchen. Thetroll handed him the joint of red beef, and the captain disappeared, closing the kitchen
door behind him. Soon distant crunching noisesindicated that he was enjoying hisdinner.

The food was ssimple, consisting of the steaming ham joint, large enough to feed adozen guests, a
loaf of bread, apale yelow vegetable that |ooked like cauliflower, and adish of cheese. Thereweredso
cups of the sparkling water.

Thetroll diced thejoint, removing the globe, which helaid on the plate, and gave Nidl adab of
ham more than half aninch thick. Niall wasinterested to note that thiswas fully cooked, although the
crystal globe had been placed inside it lessthan aquarter of an hour ago. But he had become
accustomed to wondersin this strange world. The ham was eaten with a green substance called apsa,
which Nidl assumed to be akind of mustard, but which had an astringent flavor that he had never tasted
before, and wasfull of acrunchy seed; Nial found it much superior to mustard. The green cauliflower,
caled titri, was also completely unlike cauliflower -- indeed, unlike any vegetable he had ever tasted.

Nial concentrated hisfull attention on eating, both because he was hungry and because he had
some difficulty handling his huge knife and fork. The knife was the size of acarving knife, and the fork
had only two prongs, spaced wide apart. He almost lost adice of ham when the woman noticed his
predicament, and found him amuch smaler knife and fork, obvioudy intended for children. The young
trollsfound this funny and roared with laughter. Nid| felt pleased that he was making them laugh.

The sparkling water soon had him fedling drunk, and he was astonished to see the children
draining their cups and asking for more. But instead of making them noisier, asNidl expected, it made
them drowsy, and within ten minutes, both were yawning and rubbing their eyes. Their mother took the
amal oneand let him degpin her ams.

The food and drink filled Nial with euphoria, and made him fed that the trolls were the most
delightful family he had ever met. The mother seemed to radiate love for them asthe great crystd in the
hearth radiated heat. And when she spoketo Nidl to offer him moretitri or gpsa, he fdt himsalf
showered with afeminine warmth that reminded him of Merlew, Odina, his mother, and every other
woman who had given him affection. The sight of her holding her child againgt her breast made him wish
that he wasin that fortunate position.

Themdetroll dso aroused in him fedings of warmth and even affection. With his good-tempered
red face and his gap-toothed smile, he exuded good nature and strength -- the same unfathomable
Earth-power that Nidl had observed in thetroll of the sacred mountain. He struck Nial astheidedl
father, and Nial could now understand why the children were allowed to make as much racket asa
whole playground full of childrenin the beetle city. Theimmense vitdity of the parents wasimperviousto
the pandemonium.

The grandfather troll emanated adifferent kind of strength. When he moved acrossthe room



from hischair, Nial had observed that he walked with alimp, and that the right side of his face was Hiff,
asif he had suffered astroke. And his son had told Nidl with akind of pride: "My father was struck by
lightning." 1t seemed an odd kind of information to impart, until Nial recaled that he had learned from the
chameleon men that atroll who has been struck by lightning is regarded as akind of god. This obvioudy
accounted for hisair of latent power.

Nial was anxiousto raise the subject of the Magician, but felt that it might be presumptuousto
guestion a person of such commanding presence. Moreover, the old man devoted himsdf to hisfood
with asingle-minded attention that discouraged conversation. But when the meal was over, and the
children had become silent from overesting, he pushed back hischair and said in histroll language: " So
you have met Hubrax?' The mental image showed that he was referring to the troll of the sacred
mountain.

Nidl said: "Heled usto the sacred lake." His own accompanying menta image showed hewas
gpeaking of himsdlf and the chameleon men.

The grandfather had produced a curved pipe, into which he tamped arich brown substance. He
litit by inserting ashort crystal rod, whose end glowed red as the old man furrowed his brow and stared
at it. He blew out a cloud of smoke whose smell was far more fragrant than that of the tobacco smoked
by the beetle servants. He said: "Hubrax liked you."

Nial asked: "Have you seen him?"

"Not recently, but we speak occasondly.”

Nial did not like to ask him by what means they communicated over such adistance. But the old
man read hismind.

"We use aresonating crysta.”

The captain had meanwhile returned to the room, and stood quietly by the hearth, obvioudy
enjoying the heat. To Nidl's surprise, he accepted a glass of the sparkling water that was offered by his
hostess; holding the cup in his chelicera, which was asflexible as ahand, he looked oddly human. Nidl
sensed that the spider wanted to behave like ahuman being, and that it gave him pleasureto fed that,
rejected by his own kind, he was now accepted on equal terms by humans -- for he regarded the trolls
as yet another species of human being.

The old man included the captain in his conversation. He continued to speak in troll language,
which he obvioudy found more comfortable, but accompanied with telepathic suggestion whose skill
reminded Nidl of Dravig.

"Shadowland is a dangerous place.”

The spider said dryly: "So | have beentold.”

"And the karvasd has aparticular hatred of spiders.”

"Do you know why?'

"Yes, | know why." The old man settled himself comfortably with his pipe, and his
daughter-in-law refilled his cup. The children, anticipating astory, leaned forward with their elbows on
thetable.

"After the exploding star fell from the sky" -- he obvioudy meant the comet Opik -- "the land
was covered with snow and ice. But it aso brought the great goddess. Before her coming, the trollswere
adying race" -- hisword for trollswas "patara’ -- "'but she gave us new life. We became even bigger and
sronger.”

He turned to the captain. "As you know, your species aso became bigger and stronger.” They
sensed the spider's puzzlement, and Niall redlized that the captain knew nothing of the history of hisown
kind. "The spiders began to grow, athough at first they were lessthan hdf the Sze of Gryllusthere’ -- he
gestured at the doglike creature now gnawing the hambone. "But humans, especidly women, were afraid
of the spiders, dthough their poison was not dangerous. And then ahuman warlord called Ivar the Brutal
conquered thisland. He hated spiders, and drove them to take refuge in the mountains.

"The warlord extended his conquests to the north. He had many wives, but his chief wifewasa
woman caled Huni. And when he heard that awhole valey wasfull of spiders, she begged her husband
tokill themdl."



It wasthefirg timethat Nidl had heard that awoman had ingtigated the war againgt the spiders,
but now that he knew, he saw that it made sense. His Aunt Ingeld had hated spiders, and if shefound
onein the desert cave where they lived in North Khaybad, screamed until her husband killed it.

"So the spiders were driven out of their caves with fire and smoke, and thousands were
massacred.”

Nial knew this part of the story, for he had heard it direct from the mouth of the Mighty Cheb.
Nevertheess, so compelling wasthe troll's narrative power that Niall remained fascinated by every word.

"Y et thiswas the beginning of the victory of the spiders. Astheir intelligence increased, so did
their desperation and hatred. They began to dream of revenge. Because they had aways understood that
theworld of matter can be influenced by the will, they began to develop the will astheir only defense
againgt human aggression. To begin with, they learned how to hunt their prey with their minds. When the
piders were starving in the mountain valleys, certain hunting spiderslearned how to paralyze birds as
they flew inthe air. The greatest hunter was called Cheb, and he became their leader.

"One day, he and his brother saw some shepherds below in the valley. They crept down unseen,
and from the shelter of arock, they paralyzed two of the shepherds so they were unable to move or
speak. They intended them no harm -- they only wanted to know whether they could immobilize ahuman
being. Cheb thought that humans were far stronger than they are, but on that day he discovered that they
can be conquered by will-force.

"For many more years the spiders prepared their assault, determined to win afind victory and
give the humans no chance to recover. They knew that if only afew men escaped, they would haveto
fight the whole battle over again. And at last, led by the grandson of Cheb the Hunter, who was aso
caled Cheb, they surrounded the city of Korsh and locked their wills together like an unbreskable net.
And every human being in the city was pardyzed, and Korsh became the capital of the Spider Lord
Cheb."

Thetroll was addressing these words to the captain, sensing that al thiswas new to him. The
spider was dtill standing, dthough he had moved from the hearth, which obvioudy wastoo hot for him.
Like birds, spiders were capable of standing for hours, or even days.

Now the captain asked: "Do you understand why human beings are so warlike?"

Thetroll turned to Nidl. "Perhaps you should answer that question.”

It was amatter on which Nidl had reflected agreat ded, particularly since he had listened to
Cheb's account of the war that had led to the endavement of the human race.

"| think that humans produce far more energy than they can use. Before the great comet, it had
made them lords of the Earth. But even then they were becoming aware of the problem it created. Most
animals spend their livestrying to get enough to eat. Man solved that problem and becamethelord of the
Earth. Y et even before the coming of the great comet, he was bored and dissatisfied because he had too
much energy, and felt suffocated by leisure and security.” Nidl was drawing heavily upon what he had
learned in the white tower. "Then fate brought them their greatest challenge so far, and they had to seek
new worlds. But those who were |eft behind soon became as violent and warlike as their ancestors of a
thousand years earlier. Even though | am a human being, | cannot help feding that they deserved to
become the daves of the spiders.”

As he poke, he became aware that the trollswere listening to him with astonishment and a
certain awe. They had taken it for granted that he was little more than aboy, and now he was speaking
with the authority of one who knew the higtory of the human race. The old man said: "Where did you
learn Al this?!

The captain saved him the trouble of answering by explaining: "Heisthe chosen of the goddess.”

This caused asilence while they took it in. Then thetrollwife said: "And why isthe chosen of the
goddess traveling without retainers?!

"| am trying to save the life of my brother.”

The old man asked: "Is your brother then a prisoner?”

At that moment Nial wished that he possessed the ability of the Mighty Cheb to tranamit an
enormous amount of information in one short telepathic burs, for he foresaw endless explanations. He



said: "No. He has been poisoned.” He turned to the trollwife. "He may have only three weeksto live."

The younger troll said: "Then perhaps we can help. My father knows dl thereisto know about
poisons.™

Nidl fet asudden gleam of hope. The old man said: "Describe to me the symptoms.”

Nidl explained how his brother had been fedling the edge of an ax that belonged to the assassins
of Skorbo, and how he had cut the bal of histhumb on the blade. As he described the aftermath -- the
increasing fever, the occasiond bouts of delirium -- the old man shook his head.

"That isnot an ordinary poison. It sounds like uudli, from the roots of the trekutatree, which
containstiny living organismsthat the karvasid can control, even from Shadowland.”

Nidl sad: "Isthere no way of killing these organisms?"

"If the karvasid prepared the poison, amost certainly not. But thereisatree that can interfere
with hismenta vibrations-- wecdl it the niritatree.”

Nial recognized the menta image. "The abolia? We have dready placed him in achamber with
two of thesetrees.”

"Then you have done dl you can.”

The woman asked: "Can you not ask the goddess for guidance?’

Nial shook his head. "Shewould tell methat thisisaproblem | must solve mysdlf.”

Her husband asked: "What are you hoping to do?"

"I want to speak to the karvasid face-to-face, and see if we can bargain for my brother'slife.”

"And that iswhy you are traveling to the northern mountains?'

"Yes"

There was a silence as the husband and wife looked at one another with doubtful expressions,
then at the old man. He stared thoughtfully into the bowl of his pipe.

"It might work. But you might find yourself paying ahigher price than you expect.”

"Inwhat way?'

"He hates the spiders more than anything in theworld. If you placed yoursdf a hismercy, he
would ask himsdlf how he could use you againg them.”

Nial asked: "Why does he hate the spiders so much?'

"Because he wasin the city of Korsh when it fell to the army of Cheb. The spiderswere alowed
to gorge themsalves on human flesh, and hiswife and children were eaten.”

"What was his name?"

"In those days he was known as Sathanas. He was in charge of the guards who patrolled the city
walls, and had areputation as a dtrict disciplinarian. Soon after the fdl of the city, he escaped to the Gray
Mountans."

"Haveyou ever met him?"

"No, but | have seen him. On his journey north, Sathanas camped with afew of his soldiersless
than aleague from here, and | made mysdlf invisble and watched him. | have never seen anyone so
consumed with hatred. And | guessed even then that he had |learned the secret of the spiders.”

Nial looked at the captain, who was ligtening intently. It was for his benefit that he asked: "What
isthe secret of the spiders?’

"Why, the knowledge of the power of the mind. The spiders had seen their own people
massacred, first by Ivar the Bruta, then by Skapta the Subtle, who burned the city of Cibilla, and after
that by Vaken the Terrible, who drove the spidersto the cold lands of the north, where many froze and
starved to death. That was when the spiders |earned the power of hatred, and that in turn led them to the
secret of thewill."

Nidl said: "I have never understood how men dared to go on fighting the spiders after the death
of Ivar the Brutd. Even then, the spiders had devel oped the ability to pardyze men with willpower."

"That made men more determined than ever to destroy them. And they learned that if they could
ambush the spiders before they were prepared, they had no time to unite their mindsinto aweb of force,
V aken destroyed so many in ambush that he became known asthe Spider Killer. Hewaslucky that he
died peacefully before the spiders conquered the city of Korsh; otherwise hewould have perished as



horribly as Ivar the Brutd."

Nidl said: "Why was Sathanas dlowed to live when Cheb invaded Korsh?!

"Hewas not. The spiders were hunting for him when he went into hiding in the caves benesth the
city. He and adozen men escaped in boats that were stored there."

Nidl remembered the ruined boats he had seen on the banks of the underground river, and
suddenly guessed that they had been destroyed by Sathanas and his followers to prevent pursuit.

The old man said: "When | saw them, they weretired and dispirited -- all except Sathanas, who
held them together with the force of hiswill. I could see then that he would survive. But | could also see
that he was driven by a hatred that might easily destroy him."

Nial asked: "Did the spiders pursue him?"

"I don't know, but | doubt it. They probably felt that he could do them no harm. That wasa
mistake, for Sathanas and hiswarriors discovered the entrance to Shadowland, and there he began to
plan hisrevenge."

Niadl asked: "Whereisthe entrance to Shadowland?'

Hefdt like holding his breath as he waited for the answer.

"It is saven leagues to the north, on the side of the mountain called Skollen.”

Hiswords were accompanied by amental image of the mountain Nial immediately recognized
the phantasmagoric landscape, with some peaks like needles and others with the flat tops of volcanoes. It
was the place where Skorbo had crashed.

Nial asked: "What kind of a placeis Shadowland?'

"Y ou have been in the land below the sacred mountain? Shadowland islike that, but far bigger.
My peopleused to call it the Land of Green Twilight. It ismore than thirty leaguesfrom end to end.”

"Have you been there?"

"Many times. Long before | was born it was the home of creatures called Troglas " -- the
accompanying mental image was of akind of black gpe-- "but many of them werekilled by poisonous
fumes when the mountain erupted. When | was achild, it was aghostly wilderness haunted by the
half-dead. Then Sathanas and his warriors found refuge there. And gradudly their number increased.”

Niall asked the obvious question.

"How did their number increaseif they had no women?' But even as he asked, he had already
guessed the answer.

"They raided the dliff dwellings and carried off everyone who lived there.”

So Niall had guessed correctly. Skorbo's assassins were the descendants of the cliff dwellers.

"What happened then?" It was the elder of the two boys who asked the question. He had been
listening with fascination ever Snce he woke up and heard Niall speaking of his brother.

His grandfather replied: "Only Sathanas knowsthat. But in those early days, | once overheard
one of hisguards say that he had discovered some old carvings on atomb, and that it was from these that
he began to learn the magic arts.”

Nidl suddenly remembered hisvist to the library in the white tower, and how the old man had
told him that anthropol ogists had concluded that certain primitive tribes were able to perform feats of
magic, such asrain-making. He asked: "Isit true that the karvasid can control the wesather?"

"Certainly. But that is not difficult. Even | can control the wesether.”

Nidl asked curioudy: "How?'

"One method isthrough this." He reached out for the crystal globe, and handed it to Nidll.

Nial had expected it to be greasy; to hissurprise, it was as clear asif it had been newly polished.
Heasked: "Why isit so clean?"

"It cleansitsdf. That isthe nature of the crystd. It even repelsdust.”

"And how can it be used to control the weather?

Theold man said: "That isdifficult to explain, but easy to show you. Come."

He stood up and went through the doorway. His son and grandson followed him. The captain
hestated, wondering if he wasinvited, but thetroll child smiled and beckoned him. Only the trollwife
remained behind, placing the child on amattressin a basket, and began clearing the table.



Nial had to lower himsdlf to the floor by grasping the edge of the table, and hurried after them.
The crystd globe, asif responding to his excitement, sent tiny dectric impulses through his hand. With
their longer strides, the others were dready hafway up the sairs. Scrambling up these waist-high steps,
Niall experienced a sudden memory of childhood, when he was dwarfed by furniture that towered above
him, and grown-ups who looked like giants.

Ashereentered it, the crystal cave produced on him an even stronger impact of power and
beauty. His contact with the trolls obvioudy had attuned him to its vibrations. It was asif hewas
surrounded by a sound like arushing wind blowing through aforest. He glanced up toward the ceiling,
amost expecting to see trees bending in the wind.

The otherswere at the rear of the cave, where the icy tranducence of the crystals gave way to
upright columns that looked like green glass trees with long spearlike leaves. Facing these was an object
like athrone or an armchair carved fromice. In front of thiswas agreen column, about afoot taler than
Nidl, that terminated in acuplike hollow. Insde this cup something shone and glowed like aliving light. It
reminded Nidl of the recently repaired lighthouse that stood at the end of one of the harbor armsto guide
incoming shipsat night.

Thetroll child was sitting on the chair, staring & the light asif hypnotized. As Nidl approached,
he noticed something strange about the globein his hand:; it was throbbing asif in sympathy with the light,
and tugging at hishand asif trying to escgpe like abdloon. Indinctively he hed it tightly against him.

At that moment, a crash like thunder startled him so much that he dmost dropped the globe. The
ar wasfilled with asharp eectrica smell. The young troll laughed and clapped his hands, and Nial
redlized that he was somehow responsible for the thunder.

The grandfather lifted the child from the chair, and gestured for Nidl to take his place, helping
him by lifting him under thearms. To Nidl, the chair seemed gigantic; itsarmrestswere ashigh ashis
head. The globe in his hands was now tugging so hard that he had to hold it with both hands. Thetingling
sensation was uncomfortably strong, like trying to hold something that was too hot.

The grandfather reached inside the hollow, and took out another globe about the same size asthe
one Nidl was holding so tightly. He placed this carefully on the floor, whereitslight dowly died away.
Then hetook the globe from Nidl's hand, and placed it in the hollow at the top of the column. Ingtantly, it
began to shine with alight that was far more powerful than the one it had replaced -- so strong that Niall
had to shield his eyes, and the captain took a step backward. Then Niall experienced a compulsion to
remove his hands and look directly at thelight. Ashe did so, he fdlt its power flowing through him, asif
he had & so been transformed into a.globe of light.

It was a strange sensation, at once frightening and exhilarating. He fdlt like athirsty man drinking
from acup, afraid that someone would snatch it away. Thelight renewed a sense of inner strength that he
had once experienced in the white tower.

The old man indicated the green column.

"Thisisthe pallen, and it connectsthe globe to its environment.”

Nial could sense that someform of energy wasrising up the palen, and causing the globe to
glow likealightbulb.

The effect on Nidl resembled in some ways what happened when he used the thought mirror.
But the thought mirror only seemed to strengthen hiswill. This magic globe also seemed to deepen his
fedings and to increase his knowledge and insght. The thought mirror strengthened his mind; thisforce
aso extended it, so that he could fed the presence of the mountains, and of the Valey of the Dead.

Asthe powers of the crystal drew him into itsworld, he aso began to understand its purpose and
its history. The man who had carved it was apriest, and it had taken him ayear to select ablock of
quartz that weighed more than fifty pounds, and to free from itscrysta prison this globe that weighed less
than a pound, and whose energies had formed over more than amillion years.

It was no wonder the Magician wanted it o badly. With the crystal globein his possession, his
powers would be awesome, and the energy at hisdigposal dmost infinite. For this crystal extended its
filamentsal over the Earth, like a spider's web, and the energy that was now causing the globe to send
out pulses of light was the energy of the Earth itsdlf, the same explosive force that was discharged in



thunder and lightning. It was stored, asif in abattery, in the blocks of crystal that now surrounded him.
And when he entered the world of the crystd globe, the force became available to his own mind. Without
gtirring from his seat -- which provided a ready-made connection between his mind and the globe -- he
could have caused the Valley of the Dead to shake with thunderstorms, and made itslake overflow into a
destructive torrent.

Theseingghts raised an obvious question. He withdrew hismind from the globe, causing itslight
to grow dimmer, and asked the troll: "Doesthe karvasid possess aglobe like this?!

"Yes, butitisfar less powerful.”

"Wheredid it come from?'

"Hemadeit himsdlf, with the aid of abocahe had endaved.” Thetroll anticipated Nidl's next
question. "A bocais anature spirit who livesin silver and copper mines, and who can take human form.
They arethe great craftsmen of the devaworld.”

The picture the old man transmitted was unappedaling. The bocalooked like aman whose skin
has been flayed off, showing the muscles. It was very tal, and had athin, cadaverousface and
red-rimmed hollow eyes that looked menacing. To Nidl's unspoken thought, the troll replied: "Y es, they
can be very dangerous. But the karvasid enjoys showing his power."

"Where does your own globe come from?"

"My great-grandfather madeit. It isnot as powerful asyours becauseits crystd islessddicate.
The mental image seemed to suggest that the crystd lattice waslike fine lacework.

"May | try it?"

"Certainly.” The old man removed Nial's globe and replaced the other. Asthe energy of the
crysta chair saved Nidl the trouble of establishing aconnection, he saw ingtantly what the old man
meant. This globe was not capable of concentrating the same quantity of Earth-force; its spider web was
andler.

Another question occurred to Nidll.

"If the cave dwellerswere carried into captivity, why did they not tell the karvasd wherethe
globe was hidden?"

"No one knew but the priest, and hewaskilled.”

Nial asked: "And did you never think of looking for it?"

Thetroll shook his head.

"I knew that if the karvasid could not find it, it must be very well hidden. Besides, if | had found
it, I would have become the target of hisgreed.”

"Just one more question: can you show us the best route to Shadowland?’

Thetroll said: "That will be unnecessary. Y ou can learn dl you want to from that." He pointed at
the crystal globe. "So now | suggest we leave you aone, to learn how to useit.”

He removed his globe from the top of the pallen, and replaced it with Nial's own. The light
immediately became brighter, and Nidl experienced a sense of inner contraction that was like the effect
of thethought mirror.

A few moments later he had been left donein the cave. He had a sense that the captain was glad
to withdraw: its energies still made him uncomfortable.

Although Nial had been glad to beleft to himself, he now found himsdlf feding oddly at aloose
end, unsure of what to do next.

Hisfirgt thought was to reestablish contact with his mother, to learn the latest news about Veig.
He relaxed until he became aware of the threads of awareness that stretched around him, then repeated
the mentd trick he had learned in the tower of Sephardus, causing something to click in hisbrain, and
envisaging his mother'sroom.

It worked so quickly that he was taken unaware. Suddenly, he was standing in his mother's room
in the other wing of the palace. He was standing with his back to the door, and shewas sitting in her
chair, darning achild's garment.

Sensing his presence, she looked up, and he saw that she was about to scream in darm. He
quickly shook his head and raised hisfinger to hislips.



She sarted to say: "What are you doing here. . ." then the question trailed off, and Nial realized
shewastrembling, and her sawing had falen on the floor. Because he was transparent, and she could see
through his body, she thought he was aghost.

Hesad quickly: "Don't worry, I'mdl right.”

She looked out of the window, where the night sky wasfull of sars. "It'sthewrongtime. . ."

"I have another way of coming to you. How isVeig?'

"Heisthe same -- il very weak. But where are you now?"

Nial had a sudden desireto laugh. It seemed absurd to be in the same room with her, and for her
to be asking where hewas.

"Inacaveinthe Gray Mountains. But don't worry. I'll come again tomorrow."

Then Nidl found the scene fading; amoment later he was back in the cave. What had happened,
he redlized, was that he was not putting enough concentration into the mental act, but was relying too
much on the power of the globe. It taught him an interesting lesson: that without the mentd effort, the
powers of the globe were greatly reduced.

Niall had no idea of how to even begin learning about Shadowland. But as soon as he entered
the world of the crystal, he was aware that he was at the center of aweb, and that, like aspider, he had
to learn to read its vibrations. Not far from this center, where he was now sitting, there was the outside
world, and the rock-strewn valley from which he had entered the underground world of thetrolls. This
valey wasin darkness; but after afew moments, it lifted like afog, and he could see the landscape as
dearly asif in daylight.

Thiswas not quite the daylight of normal perception. There was a strange quaity about it that
made things seem gray and unred. In fact, he had noted something of the sort when he had been
speaking to hismother, but had attributed it to the poor lighting in the room. Now he saw that it had to
do with the energies of the crystal, which could penetrate solid matter, so that dense objects became
amogt trangparent. It was not unlike the "double vision" he had experienced after speaking with the
goddess of the Delta.

Like aspider, hismind used the energy threads asit climbed upward. Soon he was above the
vdley, following its course northward. It was, as he had feared, virtually impassable. To walk seven
leagues -- twenty-one miles -- over such difficult terrain would take two hard days. As he gazed down
on the valley that stretched north, he experienced a strong suspicion that these broken and piled rocks
were not entirely the work of nature. True, they obvioudy had been swept down by atremendous flood.
In this case, why was there not even astream in the valley? Moreover, there were many placeswherethe
cliffs had collgpsed into the valey. What could have caused such landdides, when the cliffs were made of
formsof granite?

The answer, he suspected, was that this road north was the main approach to Shadowland.
Since it would be the obvious route for an army marching north, to make it impassable would be to block
the main access to the Magician's underground kingdom.

What, then, were the dternative routes? With amenta effort, Nial projected himsdlf till farther
above the landscape.

Hewasfamiliar with its outline, since he had seen it so clearly through Asmak'simagination. Far
ahead, where the mountains looked asif they had been carved into needles by wind and deet, he
recognized the plateau between two peaks where Skorbo had crashed. One of these peaks -- probably
the higher one on the right -- was Skollen.

A river descended from the center of this plateau and ran south through agreen valley, then
flowed southwest to plunge in aspectacular waterfal over the cliffs of the Valey of the Dead and run
westward to the sea. Obvioudly, then, the best approach to Skollen lay along theriver valley. And this
could be reached by returning the way they had come, then turning north somewhere above the cliff
dwdlings.



By thislessdirect route, the journey to Skollen was at least thirty miles-- along day's march. So
far on thisjourney he had covered only haf that distance in asingle day. His thoughts turned to the
possibility of less arduous ways of travel -- the oolus birds, or even summoning aspider baloon -- only
to rg ect both. Either would be too obvious and risky; any watchman on the top of Skollen would be
aware of their gpproach from far off.

But were there sentinds? He projected himsdlf across the intervening landscape until he could see
that what looked like ariver running from the plateau was actudly aribbonlike waterfal. Then he was
looking down on the bleak, inhospitable plateau, and on the razorlike rocks where, according to Asmak,
Skorbo's balloon had cometo grief. And again he found himself speculating how Skorbo had found
himself so far north of the Great Wall. Even with gale-force winds, he should have been capable of flying
inadow arc that would have taken him south again -- Niall himsdf had done something of the sort on his
way back from the Delta, and so knew it could be done.

Hovering above the rocky summit of the eastern mountain, he could seethat it wasthe crater of a
dead volcano, with alake afew hundred yardswide in its center. The mountain was far higher than it
looked from afar. But asfar as he could see, there was no sign of alookout. He then projected himsdlf a
thousand feet above the summit, from which he could survey its steep, bramble-covered dopes, hoping
to discover the cave where, according to the troll, Sathanas and his followers had taken shelter. From the
ead, it was possible to seewhy it was called " Skollen,” for hollowsin the rocks near its summit gave it
the appearance of askull.

But these hollows were not caves. He examined dl the faces of the mountain without success,
then went lower and looked more closdly. Findly, he saw what |ooked like a cave, haf-hidden by
bushes, and by a broken thorn tree that leaned acrossit. Directly aboveit, extending dl theway to the
summit, was an unscal able mass of gray rock. The cave faced northeast, so would have been usdessasa
lookout for the southern approach.

Hetried looking insdeit, but could see nothing but amass of dark shadows. He surveyed it for a
long time, but saw no sign of movement.

Findly, he yawned, redizing that these menta efforts were moretiring than they seemed. It was
probably close to midnight, and he wanted to leave early. So he pushed himsdlf off the crystal seet,
jumping the eighteen inches to the ground, and made hisway back down the Sairs.

The room in which he had eaten was in slence and in semidark-ness; only thetrollwife sat close
to thelight, and sewed some child's garment -- Nial smiled at the thought that all mothers seemed to
perform the same tasks.

She asked: "Are you ready to deep?”’

Hesad gratefully: "Yes, | an.”

Carrying thelight, sheled him through the arch that led to the kitchen, and down a corridor with
uneven granite walls. She paused to show him atoilet behind adoor of coarse planks, then led him into
his bedroom next door. Thiswas basicaly asmall cave that had been hacked out of the rock; only the
floor was relatively smooth, the walls and ceiling showing the marks of tools. Carved wooden toysin a
basket reved ed that this was a child's bedroom; its only furniture was awooden bed, and a chair whose
seat was four feet off the ground. His own backpack lay on the chair. In one corner of the room, on aflat
circular cushion, the captain was dready adeep, hislegs bunched underneath him.

Thetrollwife gave her chearful, gap-toothed smile, and withdrew softly, leaving him in darkness.
Niall guessed she was glad to get to bed. He was aso relieved to clamber into the great wooden box of
achild's bed, which was large enough for three persons of his size, and to make himsdf comfortableon a
mattress that seemed to be full of dried beans or pess.

Before pulling the coarse blanket over him, he groped in the dark and removed hiswatch from
the pack; the phosphorescent dia showed that it was a quarter past midnight. He wound it under his
blanket, so as not to wake the captain, then placed it on the chair, whereitsloud tick was oddly
comforting. A faint breeze on his cheek made him aware that, far from being airless, the room had some
kind of ventilation, which he guessed to be associated with the distant thunder of water from below. He
tried to work out what day it must be, but fell asleep before his mind could come to gripswith the



problem.

He was awakened by the noise of the children, and by thumps that suggested they were having a
pillow fight. Helooked at hiswatch and saw that it was half past six. He felt fresh and well rested, which
he attributed to the energy of the crystas. The captain was aso irring, and Nial could tell, without
having to ask him, that he was also fedling rested and refreshed.

Half an hour later he was segted at the table, eating a section of amassive hot sausage that
steamed in a pewter dish; it contained grains of sweet corn and cered aswell as sausage meat that tasted
like venison. They drank acreamy warm milk poured from awooden jug, and Niall guessed that the
animd that provided it had been milked within the last haf hour. When the trollwife offered him more
sausage, Nidl had to shake hishead and pat his ssomach.

The captain ate in the kitchen; he had been given an uncooked sausage and a saucerlike plate of
themilk.

The two maetrolls gpplied themsalves to their breakfast with serious determination of purpose,
consuming most of the remainder of the sausage. The strange beast on the floor lay watching the children,
who occasiondly threw it tidbits.

Breskfast findly over, the grandfather turned to Nidl: "Have you decided on your route?!

"| think so. Theriver valey seemsthe best gpproach.” Hetried to convey amentd picture of the
vdley.

"No. Y ou could be seen for miles. But if you follow thisroad for haf aleague, you will find a
steep path up to the cliff top. It has been made by cattle. Follow thistrail to the top, and you will find a
gully that has been made by water. At the end of the summer it will ill bedry. If you follow this, you will
be able to gpproach Skollen with less chance of being seen.”

Nidl asked: "Aretherelookouts on Skollen?!

The old man and his son considered this. The younger man replied: "1 do not know. It is many
yearssincel visted Skollen.”

"And even moresince| wasthere," said the old man.

Thetrollwife suggested: "Why not send the children to guide them to the cattle trail ?"

Her husband shook his head.

"No. The karvasd isvindictive. He cannot do us much harm, but it iswell not to risk drawing his
atention.”

It made Nidl suddenly aware of something that had not struck him before: that in giving him
shdlter likethis, the trolls were exposing themselves to the vengefulness of the Magician.

Another question troubled him, and he addressed it to al three of them: "Do you think | should
takethe crystd globe with me?’

All shook their heads smultaneoudy, and the old man said: "If it fdll into his handsit would make
him invincible. That iswhy he spent so much effort trying to find it. If he knew you possessed it, he would
not rest until he had taken it from you. That iswhy it would be best to leave it here.

Niadl inclined hishead. "If you think s0." But the thought of losing this marveloustool he had so
recently acquired caused a pang of regret.

Thetrolls sensed this, and the husband remarked: "Y ou are not leaving it behind. It belongsto
you, and has now adjusted itsdlf to your vibration.”

The old man added: "Before you leave, | will show you how to maintain contact with it."

Niadl said: "l am afraid | must go soon. We have along journey ahead, and for the short legs of a
human being it iseven longer.”

For some reason they found thisfunny, and dl the trolls -- including the children -- laughed
uproarioudy.

Nidl said: "Thereisanother question that | have been thinking about. Y ou say that the karvasid
hates spiders. Would the captain be risking hislifein coming with me?"

The spider said immediately: "That ismy choice. | shal go wherever you go."

The old man turned to the captain: "Heisright. The karvasid isamadman. Y ou are welcome to
remain herewith us"



The spider said: "1 gowith him. If | losemy life, | havelost it in the service of the goddess.”

Nial made amovement that the spider would recognize asaforma act of thanks. "Then | shall
be glad of your companionship.” He turned to hishogtess. "1 thank you for your hospitdity,” thento his
host: "And you for rescuing usfrom certain sarvation." Thetroll smiled his good-natured smile, and
shrugged.

"With the help of the goddess, you would have found someway of escape.” Histone made it
clear that he meant it.

The grandfather stood up. "First let me show you how to establish contact at adistance. It isvery
smple”

Moving with the downess of agiant Satue, heled theway upstairs. Thistime Nidl had plenty of
time to scramble up each step.

Inthe hal of crystdl Nial was again lifted into the thronelike chair. He fixed his eyes on the globe,
and fdt itsingtant response. It was like switching on alight. Once again the pleasant trickle of vitdity
flowed through him, filling him with ddlight.

The older troll nodded approvingly. ™Y ou have learned to enter sympathetically into itsvibration.”

Infact, Nial found that it came so easily and naturally that it was like recognizing someone you
had known for years. It was strange how a piece of inanimate crystal could be so oddly like a person.

The elder troll no longer bothered to transmit thoughts; it was asif hismind had gently taken
control of Nidl'swill, and was guiding it. First, he urged Nial to enter the world of the globe. But at that
point heinstructed Nial to withdraw part of hismind, so that he was no longer wholly absorbed in the
power of the crystal.

While remaining in semicontact with the globe, Nial was directed to establish contact with the
mind of the younger of thetrall children. Thiswas easy, since Nidl found the child sympathetic and
likeble.

The next stage was to unite the two contacts -- with the child and the crystal globe. They
immediately fused together, providing athird point of reference. Since it was easer to etablish telepathic
contact with achild than with the globe, Nidl redlized that he now had asmple way of tuning into the
wavelength of the crystal. Moreover, since the wavelength was the same for the whole family, Nial now
had five potential ways of tuning in to the globe.

To demondirate the method again, the troll now led Nidl to repesat the performance, thistime
using the mind of the captain ashispoint of entry.

Nial was then sent downgtairsinto the room where the trollwife was removing the breskfast
dishes. From there, he established contact with the mind of the child, then with the globe.

This exercise made him aware of something ese. Lying in bed that morning, he had been thinking
that lifefor thetroll children must be very boring, restricted most of the time to an underground cave.
Now heredlized why thiswas untrue. Thetrollswere part of anetwork of communication with their own
kind. In effect, the trollwife could pay amentd vist to the wife of thetroll of the sacred mountain, just as
two wives on the city of the beetles could cal on one another for amidmorning gossip.

Moreover, thetrolls had, just as casudly, included the captain in this network of contact. For
them, contact was naturd, and the loneliness and exclusivity that humans accept as part of their condition
was akind of ignorance.

And now he understood why the trolls didiked and distrusted the Magician. He had carried being
aoneto the point of mania; with his hatred and paranoia, he represented a danger and source of
disruption -- not just for the trolls world, but for the whole world of nature of which thetrolls and the
chameleon men were apart.

This, Nidl now guessed, waswhy the trolls made no attempt to dissuade him from exposing
himsdlf to this danger. They hoped that hisintervention might be the beginning of the downfdl of the
Magician.

Haf an hour later, they were ready to leave. Nidl had refilled hiswater bottle with sparkling
water from the crystal cave, and the trollwife had presented him with aparcel of food wrapped in acloth.



Her husband asked: "Do you have arope?'

Niall shook his head. "Do we need one?'

"It isaways best to be prepared.” He turned and disappeared down the stairs.

Meanwhile, the old man explained what to do if they were again attacked by the combative
sheep -- that these animals had learned that their best chance of surviva wasto attack, reprogramming
their naturd impulseto flee. But if their aggressor failed to retreat, primeva ingtinct would reassert itsdlf,
and they would lose their nerve. Recdlling his and the captain'signominious flight of two days ago, Nidl
was grateful for thisadvice.

Thetroll returned with abag made of sackcloth.

"Takethis, and do not be afraid to entrust your weight toit."

Nial opened the top of bag and saw why thetroll had felt the need to reassure him. The coiled
rope was slky to the touch, and very thin -- the whole package hardly weighed a pound.

Reading Nidl'sthoughts, thetroll said: "It is made of the web of the hairy tree spider. Nothing
can damage it except fire. "

Asalfind gift, the old man presented Nial with awalking stick.

"Thiswill shorten your journey.” He twisted the top where it was encircled by ametal band, and
the stick came gpart. He shook it, and a fragment of rose-colored crysta fell into the palm of his hand.
"Thisismimas crysta, which is attuned to your nervous system. It works best with an empty stomach. So
when you fed hungry, do not eat, but take afew drops of this zacynthus essence in acup of water." He
handed Nial ametd flask in anet of woven string; it was small enough to fit comfortably into the pocket
of histunic with hardly abulge. "Then you will fed itsvirtue. But do not take it on afull ssomach -- it will
makeyou sck.”

Nidl thanked him, and examined the stick and the flask. The stick had been made so skillfully
that no line was visible where the top and bottom joined. Asto the flask, it seemed far too ddlicate to
have been manufactured by the huge hands of atrall.

Nial swung his haversack onto his back, and again thanked his hostess. In the few hours he had
known her, he had cometo regard her with lively admiration; she possessed awarmth and vitality that
reminded him of Merlew, but without Merlew'sirritating egoism; he reflected that if he could find such a
woman built on ahuman scale, his objection to matrimony would vanish. He was ddighted when, ashe
held out his hand to her -- well above his head -- she picked him up like a child and kissed hisface,
pressing him againg her full breadts.

She and the children stood in the doorway of the cave, waving goodbye, while the grandfather
accompanied them asfar asthe flight of steps out of the other Side, raising his hand in agesture Nidl had
cometo recognize as atroll blessng, after which their host led them through the tunnelsto the open air.
Niall was pleased to see that thistime the captain passed through the quartz barrier without the dightest
hestation.

Outsde it was a disagreeable day. The north wind was chilly, and was blowing beforeit clouds
of mist and afinedrizzle. Nial turned to wave good-bye to the troll, and thought for amoment that he
had aready gone back insde. Then a shimmering of the rockstold him that he had made himsdlf
trangparent, and on thisdull, rainy morning wasvirtudly invisble.

Nial wrapped his cloak around him, pulling up the hood, glad that it was waterproof; he reflected
that the spider, with hisarmor plating, was rather better protected than he was.

Theroad up the valley was just as rough as he had expected, with small, irregular rocks that
twisted under hisfoot, and boulders that had to be skirted or clambered over. Within haf amile, both his
knees were bleeding, and the palm of his hand had been scraped when he tripped and fell headlong.
Even the spider, with hislonger stride, found the going difficult.

The morning was silent, except for the distant bleating of sheep; the misty drizzle seemed to
muffle &l sounds. Ahead, the mountains were invisible through the gray swirling vapor. If, asNidl
suspected, the Magician was using birds as spies, their gpproach should be unobserved. At least the stick
prevented Nidl from tripping as often as he might have done.

The point where they |eft this exhaugting road was about two milesfrom their starting point, and it



took them more than an hour to reach it. The track that ran obliquely up the high bank was muddy and
dippery, and covered in hoof marks; Nidl had to wak bent almaost double to prevent himsdlf from
dipping backwards. But finaly, after aquarter of amile, he was able to straighten up on level ground and
draw adeep breath. For amoment, the mists parted enough to catch aglimpse of Skollen, which
towered up like afortress. Nial would have been glad to Sit down and rest his aching legs, but there was
nothing to sit on but the wet, windswept grass, so he plodded on.

By now he was tempted to push back the hood to lower histemperature, or even to open the
front of the cloak; but he knew that if he did this, he would be soaked within minutes. He envied the
spider, whose short hairs were so covered in water dropletsthat he was asilvery color.

But when Nidl's mind reverted to where he had been on the previous day, and he recollected
that if it had not been for the chance discovery of the crystal globe, he and the captain would till be
trapped in the cave, histiredness vanished, and he trudged forward with anew will, noting once more
how the idea of misfortune could serve asastimulant.

An hour later, the rain stopped, and the sun began to break through the mist. Water had run
down Nial's neck and soaked the front of histunic, and he was glad to open the cloak and give himsdlf
an opportunity to dry out, though the wind was cold through hiswet garment. The route they had been
following ran pardld to the rock-strewn valley; they were on acattle track that led toward the eastern
flank of Skollen. They could now seethat the troll had advised them well, for the track dipped up and
down, often shielded by bushes, and they were far less exposed than if they had followed Niall's chosen
route aong theriver in the center of the plain.

Asthe Sun became warmer, he sat on alow bank and folded the cloak, stowing it in his
backpack. A drink of the sparkling water produced a shock of pleasure that made him redlize how far
the wind and rain had depressed his energies.

The captain, rlaxing in the sunshine, said: "Hereisyour friend." A bird flew low overhead and
landed adozen yards away. The captain was right; it wasthe raven. Nial was glad to seeit; by now, he
thought of it asan old friend, and was afraid he had seen the last of it. He took abiscuit from his pack,
and tossed half of it to the bird. He was hungry, but decided to follow the troll's advice, and to take afew
drops of the zacynthus essence when his ssomach was empty; nevertheless, out of curiosity, helooked
insde the cloth-wrapped parcel that the trollwife had given him. It proved to contain dices of bread, a
segment from aglobular red cheese, some huge radishes, and the end of ajoint of uncooked besf,
obvioudy intended for the captain. The spider held this by the end of the bone and ate it standing by the
gde of the path; the fact that he did so in Nidl's company indicated how far he had come to accept the
presence of ahuman being.

A quarter of an hour later, now feding lesstired, Nidl transferred himsdf into the mind of the
bird, and directed it to fly up into the air. Delighted to be sharing Nial's consciousness, it soared up for a
quarter of amile, so he could seethe centrd plain to their left, with its swift-flowing river, and the strange,
twisted mountainsthat lay ahead, their peaks covered in snow. Thewind up herewasicy cold. Skollen
was one of the lessimpressive of the peaks, being about a thousand feet high, with a shape like an
eroded volcano.

Whilethe bird was till aoft, Nial took the opportunity to find out whether there was some place
near Skollen where they might camp for the night. But the terrain was uninviting, empty, and featurdess; a
mile or so ahead, it rose toward the mountains. It looked asif they had no aternative than to presson to
Skollen, now probably about twenty miles-- or four hours brisk walking -- distant. Since it was till at
least two hours to midday, they would probably be at the foot of Skollen by midafternoon.

Half an hour later, hewasless sure. Theland wasrising steeply, and the grass had given way to
bare rock that was twisted, and hard on the feet; Niall guessed it to be weather-eroded lava -- even the
sure-footed captain stumbled more than once. Therewas dso afaint smel intheair that he did not
recognize, but which reminded him of the burning coke the night watchmen used in the brazier that
warmed their hut on the harbor.

When hisfoot went into a crack and heleft his sandd behind, he sat down to pull it loose. The
projection of rock he was sitting on had a sharp edge, cutting into his buttocks, and he shifted hisweight



to makeit less uncomfortable, a the same time staring down into a pool of rain that had formed in the
crevice. Oddly enough, bubbles of gas were risng through the water, with asulfurous smell. At that
moment, his mind vaulted into the past, and he was suddenly remembering the dream he had experienced
in the cave of the chameleon men. He was peering down into a crack in the ground -- very much like this
one -- and fedling the same discomfort from the sharp edge of rock he was Sitting on, and a sweet smell,
like burnt caramel, was issuing from the crevice.

It lasted only amoment, but caused a curious flash of happiness. He was now hungry; and since
his ssomach felt empty, he decided it wastimeto try theliquid thetroll had given him. Unscrewing the
cap, which wasthe size of asmall cup, he poured into it afew drops of the zacynthus essence, which
smdled oddly medicated, then filled it up with water. The flavor was surprisingly bitter, but he grimaced
and swallowed it down. His stomach lurched and convulsed, and for amoment he wondered if he was
going to be sick. Then the nausea passed, and was succeeded by a sense of relief.

A moment |ater, as he sood up, he was surprised to find that his fatigue had vanished
completely. He bent to pick up the stick, and was even more surprised when, as he touched it, atingling
surge of energy passed through him. This energy was not flowing from the stick, but seemed to come
from the ground itsdlf; the stick seemed to act as a contact. He had experienced the same flow of forcein
the crystal cave, but thiswas far stronger. It reminded him of an electrical device that was popular among
the children of the bestle city, which conssted of two meta cylinders attached to a hand-cranked
generator. When the handle was turned, anyone who held the cylinders received amild e ectric shock
that was like a buzzing vibration in the hands. This Earth-force that now flowed through him, athough
clearly of adifferent nature, produced asmilar sensation.

He was suddenly filled with an extraordinary zest. Five minutes before, hisview of this plane of
twisted rock had been jaundiced; now it struck him as extraordinarily interesting -- like thiswhole strange
and eventful journey. The cold wind that blew from the mountains, far from seeming disagreeable, now
felt as pleasant as a pring breeze.

The captain, senaing this change of mood, looked at him with curiogty. Nidl said: "'l don't
understand why, but this stick fillsmewith energy. Try it."

The spider took it inits claw, and promptly dropped it. "1 find it unpleasant.”

Nidl redlized that the crystdl inside the stick was attuned to his own human vibration, and that he
might fed just as uncomfortableif he had suddenly found himsdf turning into aspider.

Asthey continued on their way, the fedling of being able to draw upon enormous energiesfilled
him with exhilaration. But what struck him most clearly wasthat thisenergy wasdl around him, likethe
air he breathed; he was absorbing it just as he was breathing the air.

The odd thing was that his hunger had vanished; this energy seemed to be serving asakind of
food.

Hefdt asfresh asif he were just setting out in the morning, and walked with such along stride
that it became unnecessary for the captain to dow hispace. A sense of risng energy made him fed that
he could easily have broken into ajog.

The energy also caused his brain to seethe with ideas. Now that Skollen was visibly closer, he
found himsalf speculating on why the Magician was so consumed with hatred. Of course, aman whose
family had been killed by the spiders could be forgiven for hating them. But that was along time ago, and
he had achieved a satisfying revenge in causing the disaster of the VVdley of the Dead. Why wasthe
hatred unappeased? What was his purpose? If Niadl could understand hisaim and his mativations, then
he could aso understand his weaknesses.

Onething puzzled him deeply. How could the Magician maintain such hatred? Niall recognized
ingtinctively that it was a poison that was as bad for the hater asfor the hated. So how had he managed
to escape its consequences?

Again, Nial had aways pictured the Magician as aman who stood aone, an absolute ruler, with
no friends or intimates. But no living creature is designed to stand totally alone. Nial had once believed
that the Spider Lord was such abeing, until he discovered that dl spiders are apart of acommunal web,
and that even greet rulerslike Cheb are never truly aone. So how could the Magician endure the



londlinessthat isthe destiny of tyrants?

But what if Nidl was as mistaken about the Magician as he had been mistaken about the Spider
Lord? In that case, why should there not be peace between the spiders and the inhabitants of
Shadowland?

Asif to terminate these speculations, adeafening clap of thunder was followed by an instant
downpour of freezing rain. For afew minutesit fell so heavily that it wasimpossibleto walk on. Nial
crouched down on the ground, but before he could unfold his cloak, he was soaked to the skin. There
was no shelter, not even arock to break the wind.

The captain contracted himself into abal with hislegs bunched underneath him. Nidl sat on his
backpack to avoid the sharp rocks, and placed his cloak over his head like atent. And dthough it was
waterproof, the rain, which blew against him with asound like hail, had soon penetrated it. Within
minutes he found that he was crouching in astream of water that ran down the rockslikeasmall river.
Nial found himsdlf entertaining the notion that the Magician was opposing their attemptsto reach his
kingdom.

Therain findly stopped, but the wind continued to blow. And since there was no point in staying
there, they continued to walk on, up athirty-degree dope that had turned into a series of parallel streams
that seemed determined to wash them downhill.

Haf an hour later they reached the top of the escarpment, and the sun came out. The wind was
gl ascold, so that Nial felt numb from his head down to hisfeet. But at least they could now see where
they were and where they were going. To the west, perhaps five or six miles away, they could seethe
point where the river plunged down from the plateau, creating akind of broken waterfall. It was probably
aswadl| that the troll had advised them to take the easterly route, for there was no obvious path up the
dope. Thisway, a least, they only had to contend with a steady uphill dope toward Skollen, and with a
wind that seemed determined to prevent them from moving forward.

On either side of the river hundreds of sheep were grazing. If these were as aggressive asthe
onesthey had aready encountered, Nial was glad they had avoided them.

A few hundred yardsto the east, on top of the ridge, there was arocky outcrop that had been
carved to a point by the weather. They hurried toward it, and huddled under its shelter. Being out of the
wind actualy made them fed warm. Nial sat with his back against the stone, and in spite of hiswet
clothes, dmogt fell adeep. That, he knew, would be disastrous -- he would wake up too numb to move.

The relative comfort aso made him aware that he was hungry, but he had no intention of eating.
Instead, he unscrewed the top of the zacynthisflask, poured afew dropsinto it, thenfilled it up with
water and drank it down. Thistime the feding of nauseawasless severe -- he suspected that his empty
stomach was glad of any kind of nourishment -- and afew moments later he fet areturn of thetingling
energy. Ascirculation was restored, and his cold flesh began to warm up, the sensation was amost
panful.

Nidl could sense that the captain, in spite of the legendary endurance of spiders, wasaso
beginning to fed depleted. He refused Niadl's offer to taste the zacynthus essence, but accepted some of
the goat cheese and buttered bread, and devoured them hungrily -- thefirst time Nidl had ever seena
Spider eat anything but mest.

A glance at hiswatch showed Nidl that it was haf past one -- about five hours to dusk.
Reluctantly, they moved on, first of al aong the edge, to apoint where it was easier to descend into a
shallow valley, then back onto the dowly rising escarpment. Full of energy once more, Nidl strodeinto
the wind, determined to reach Skollen before nightfall.

An hour later, the wind had dropped, and his clothes were dry. The summit of Skollenloomed
directly above them. But Niall was aware that the cave they were seeking was on the northeastern face,
and therefore stayed on the lower dopes. Fortunately, these dopes werein places amogt flat, resembling
the brim of ahat, and by the time the sun was within half an hour of vanishing behind the mountain, they
were at the foot of the northeastern face.

Here, below adense thicket of brambles, they paused to regain their breath. The past few hours
had been the most strenuous Niall had ever experienced in hislife, and he was aware that he would not



have reached Skollen without thetroll's stick and flask of zacynthus essence. Even the captain was visbly
tired.

They had been there only afew moments when they were rgjoined by the raven. Niall had not
seen it since the onset of the storm, and had assumed that it had either been battered to the ground or
forced to take shelter, but fromitsliveliness asit pecked at bread crumbs, it obvioudy had found some
other way of surviving thewind and rain. Nidl transferred his consciousness behind its eyes, and induced
it to fly upward. A mile up the dope, Nidl saw the cave, and the bramblesthat madeit virtudly
unapproachable from below; he also saw how these could be bypassed by taking adiagonal path up the
mountain, then scrambling up arocky dope where brambles had not succeeded in gaining afoothold.

Sincethelight was dready turning gray, they set out immediately. Without previous
reconnaissance it would have been impossible to find their way -- and asit was, there were severa
points at which they became lost and had to retrace their steps. Asthey struggled dowly upward during
the next two hours, Nial'sleg muscles burned asif they were on fire, and he felt that he never wanted to
see another mountain for therest of hislife.

Dusk wasfaling asthey reached the level a which the spiky bushes had been unable to advance
any farther up the dope. From there they followed the line of bushesto the left until Nial saw the broken
thorn tree that half covered the entrance to the cave.

If there were guardsin the cave, they certainly would have been warned of Nidl's approach by
the sound of rocks didodged by hisfeet -- one enormous boulder had crashed dl the way down the
mountain. But some ingtinct told Nial they were not being observed. When they findly hated afew feet
below the cave entrance, Nidl took the flashlight from his pack, turned its beam up to maximum, and
shone it through the narrow entrance. Therewas awild flutter of wings, and aflock of cave pigeons
rushed out past them, startling them both.

The light beam reveded walls that were ribbed with ledges containing nests, and afloor that was
white with bird droppings. Nid| turned the thought mirror on his chest, to be prepared for any sudden
attack, then clambered over the tree trunk, the captain close behind him.,

At first glance, the cave seemed to be about thirty feet deep, the roof doping down at the back
to join thefloor. The place was obvioudy empty. Nidl suppressed his disappointment. If thiswas not the
entrance to Shadowland, then they would have to conduct another search in the morning. At least they
had found a shelter for the night. But as he made hisway farther, another bird flapped past him, and he
realized that what |ooked like the end of the cave was actually aleft turn that plunged downwards.
Behind him, he heard a squawk from the bird as the captain pinned it down with hiswill. A faint sngpping
sound indicated that the spider had secured his supper.

Nial shone hisflashlight down the tunndl. It waslow -- not more than five feet high -- and
descended at an angle of about forty-five degrees. Nial guessed it to be an outlet from the volcano,
whose crater must be a quarter of amile above them. It looked dangeroudly steep, so he turned and
went back into the cave, where the captain was engaged in removing the feathers from afat pigeon.

It was clear to Niall that this cave had never been used as ahuman habitation. If it had, there
would be signs of afire, and smoke on thewalls.

Outside, the sky was dark, and the first stars were appearing. The pigeons began returning one
by one. It was colder here; Nidl could smell winter inthe air.

Hewas s0 tired that he could have falen adeep on the bare floor. But he decided to follow the
captain's example, and eat before he dept. He unfolded the deeping bag and laid it out on thefloor asa
tablecloth, then opened the parcel of food that the trollwife had given him.

The bread was il fresh, and the butter was creamier than that of the spider city. The portion of
red cheese made a pleasant change from the goat cheese he had eaten so far, and the huge radishes were
crunchy and dightly peppery. Hewashed al this down with amouthful of mead, which made his somach
glow. Then, soothed by the sounds of pigeons, he crawled into the deeping bag, and dipped into the
deep deep of exhaustion.



Part Two

Hewoke up in the night, and lay there in the pitch blackness, which was so silent that he could
even hear the captain's bresthing. No stars were visible through the cave entrance; evidently the clouds
had returned. The pigeons were deegping slently, unaware that afew yards away dept apredator who
would probably eat one of them for breakfast.

The floor was uncomfortable -- Nial had not bothered to inflate the degping bag -- and ashe
turned over onto his other side, he began to think of the problems that faced them on the morrow. The
first was the doping tunndl. Among the variety of information implanted by the deep-learning machine
was adiagram of avolcano, showing vents branching out of the centra shaft; forty-five degrees seemed
to be thetypical angle at which they joined the pipe. If this one became any steeper, he would certainly
find it impossibleto keep hisfooting, and would arrive in Shadowland like abomb.

Histhoughts reverted to the Magician. Was he redlly an adept of the magical arts? According to
the Steegmagter, magic was a supergtition of the unsophisticated. But then Torwad Steeg certainly would
have regarded e ementals and trolls as superstitions, and the magica control of the westher asan
outrageous absurdity. On the whole it might be best to keep an open mind.

But what of Qisib's statement that when the Magician spoke to Madig, no breath issued from his
mouth? Surely that was an impossibility? How could a man utter words without breath? Nial began to
experience asense of being logt in aseaof frightening improbabilities.

Eventudly, tiredness overcame him, and hefell adeep again.

He was awakened by the sound of the pigeons, and saw that the sky outside was gray. Soon
after that the birds took flight, except for one who remained on the ledge, obvioudy unable to move
under the captain's gaze. To avoid having to watch it being devoured like alargefly, Nidl crawled out of
the cave and into the cold, clean wind that blew from the north.

The night before, he had noticed a pool of water in adepression on the rock ledge. Thiswas
now covered with athin film of ice. He drank some of it, crunching theice, then washed his hands and
facein thefreezing liquid. After he had dried them on histunic, he sat on the ledge and watched the sun
rise, gilding the face of Skollen until it ceased to look bare and bleak, and became beautiful. Then the
light touched the dopes of the northern mountains, and turned their twisted spiresinto afairy-tae
landscape. Suddenly Nial understood why they were cdled the Gray Mountains, even in the morning
sunlight, they were amisty gray that verged on blue.

When the captain -- now looking replete -- emerged to enjoy the sunlight, Nial decided to
escape the wind, which was raising goose pimples on hisarms, and went back insde. There he ate some
bread and cheese, wrapped the rest of the food securély in its cloth, and tied the mouth of the haversack,
having first taken out the flashlight and secured it to hiswrist. Even though he now knew how to sharethe
captain's ability to seein the dark, he might still need abrighter light.

A few minutes later they set out. The captain went fird, his climbing skills making him the obvious
leader. Twenty yardsinto the tunnel, the wisdom of this arrangement became clear when Nidl, in spite of
using the stick, lost hisfooting on a smooth patch and did for adozen feet before the captain, perceiving
the problem with his rearward eyes, hated the movement with hishind legs.

Fortunately, the lava under their feet wasfull of cracksthat had formed asit cooled, and once
Niall decided that it would be safer to remove his sandals and progress backwards on al fours, hefelt
more secure. The gtick he fixed across the top of the pack by using the ends of the drawstring.

He was prepared to crawl for along time, although it was painful to hisknees. Soit wasa
pleasant relief when, after lessthan half an hour, the captain halted and said: "Now we have to go down.”
They had arrived at the main chimney in the heart of the mountain.

It was an awesome sight, being about a hundred yards wide. But the flashlight beam showed that



its Sides were even rougher and more covered in projections than the vent they had just descended.
Although Nid didiked heights, he could see a once that any good climber could have made hisway
down it without arope.

Onething puzzled him. Wasit conceivable that the fugitives from the spider city had comethis
way?If S0, did they know what they were seeking? For surely no onein hisright mind would descend a
volcano chimney merdly to see what was at the bottom.

He was peering into the chimney as he lay on his ssomach, holding on to an extrusion likeadog's
ear on the edge of the drop. Now he sat up, reversed his position so his feet were braced againgt it, and
took the rope out of his pack. Not anticipating that he would need it, he had not even bothered to
remove it from its container of sacking. Now he untied the rope that held it in aloop, and began to
messureitslength by paying it out, using the length of hisarm asameasure. It took him aquarter of an
hour, and he was amazed to learn that he had more than four hundred yards of the light, soft rope.

The problem, he could see, would be how to recover the rope once he had tied it round a
projection. But when he explained thisto the captain -- in the form of animage -- the spider instantly saw
the answer: to loop the rope around the dog's ear and then use it doubled. This, of course, would halve
its length, but since there were so many projections, this hardly seemed to matter.

Nial expected the captain to lower himself by extruding web from his spinneret -- a process Nidl
had withessed many timesin the spider city. But the captain preferred to crawl over the edge and then
move down heedfirst, walking as comfortably as on ahorizonta surface. The answer, Niall redized, was
that the captain was concerned in case he did not have enough silk to reach the bottom.

Nidl, after sowing the flashlight in thelong pocket of histunic and heaving at the dog's ear to
make sure it was solid, lowered himsdlf over the edge. He refused to let himsdlf think of what was below,
and took care not to let his eyes stray downward, as he moved down hand over hand, gripping the two
strands of rope between the sole of one foot and the instep of the other. The spider silk stretched under
hisweight, but showed no sign of snapping. Since it retained avestige of stickiness, the two strands stuck
together, relieving Nial of hisanxiety about what would happen if, in an absentminded fit, he released one
of them.

Nial's main problem was the roughness of the chimney. Projections and excrescences forced him
to push away from the surface again and again. And within fifty feet he found his descent blocked by a
jutting lump of lavaso large that he had to swing himsdlf sdewaysto get off it. Only then did heseea
sharp edge, over which the rope was now stretched, and try to climb back. But the struggle made him so
breathless that he decided to risk it, hoping that the captain would save him if the rope was severed.

With twenty feet of rope still l€ft, he found another large projection, shaped like awart, and was
ableto st comfortably, hislegson either sde of it, while he tugged a one sSde of theropeto freeit. The
stickiness was less of a problem than he expected, and it fell down and on past him, so he had to heaveit
back up again. Then he once more looped it over the wart, stood up, pressing the two sides together,
then lowered himself carefully over the edge.

During the next two hours he repeated this procedure seven times, calculating that he must have
descended about a quarter of amile. But he was becoming increasingly tired, and once even found
himsdlf yawning. However, when he was hafway through the seventh lap, and was just beginning to
wonder what would happen to his endurance if the chimney was another half-mile long, atelepathic
message from the spider announcing that he had reached the bottom renewed Nidl's concentration. And
when he was paying out the rope for the ninth time, the spider told him he was close to the bottom, and
Nidl feltimmenserdief.

Inthelast few yards of the descent he suddenly found hisfeet swinging inward, without awal to
gabilize them, and redlized that he must be lowering himself past some kind of cave or tunnel. And since
he was now 0 close to the bottom, he decided to risk clinging with one hand while he groped in his
pocket for the flashlight. Making sure it was |ooped around hiswrist, he shoneit into the hollow. Ashe
suspected, he was |ooking into another volcanic vent, which rose at asteep angle. It looked asif their
descent down the chimney had been unnecessary -- there was probably another entrance lower down.
Nial redlized that he should have asked the trolls for more precise directions.



Fivefeet farther down, hisfeet touched solid ground. He had been promising himself that when
hefinally arrived at the bottom he would fling himself down and rest until hislimbs had ceased to ache.
But thiswasimposs ble since the bottom of the pipe was blocked by an immense plug of lavawith an
irregular concave surface, and he was, in effect, sanding on top of ahill that wasfifty feet high and whose
sides, beyond the first ten feet, were almost vertical. There was agap of afew feet between three sides
of the plug and the wall of the chimney.

Since there was no sign of the spider to advise him which side to descend, Nial sent out a
telepathic sgnd that was the equivalent of ashout. This brought the captain catapulting out of atunnd. It
goparently had not struck him that Nial might have any difficulty climbing the last fifty feet.

By thistime, Niall had examined the surface of the plug for any projection round which he could
loop the rope, but had found none. The only solid-looking projection was thirty feet above him, on the
wadll of the chimney.

The captain solved the problem by climbing the side of the plug with absurd ease, taking the rope
in his pedipap, and climbing the wall to the projection. Nial wasthen ableto lower himsdlf thefina
distance to the ground. When he was down safely, the spider unlooped the rope and walked down the
wadl aseasly asafly.

Nidl asked: "Where now?'

The captain led the way into alow tunndl, and Nid's fatigue disappeared when he saw crude
steps carved inits surface, the first sgn they had seen so far that other men had preceded them.

Twenty feet farther on there was something that excited him even more. Where the tunndl turned
acorner, he could see light reflected off the rock. Moments later they were standing at the top of along
dope, inapaelight that tinged everything blue. Nial was sartled by aflash like lightning, accompanied
by acrackling sound; for asecond, everything became brighter. He was puzzled when the lightning flash
was not followed by the usua burst of thunder.

The sky wasfull of ablue-green vapor that rolled and billowed like mist, and which made
visbility poor -- it was like standing on a hillsde covered in fog. Above the tunnd from which they had
emerged, the dope continued upward until it waslost in mist. Nidl noticed that the rocks higher up the
dope, where it vanished into the cloud, were covered in blue moss.

The temperature was warm, the equivaent of aspring day. There was astrange, sharp smell in
theair, which reminded Nidl both of the smell of the seaand of burning sulfur. When, amoment later,
another flash occurred, the smell increased, and he redized it had something to do with these eectrica
discharges.

He sat down on the ground, his back against amoss-covered rock, and alowed himself to relax
for afew minutes, until hislegs ceased to ache. The mosswas thick and spongy, and when Nidl tore off
ahandful, he was able to squeeze acloudy liquid out of it.

He replaced the flashlight in his backpack, drank a mouthful of water, and followed the captain
down the rocky dope. Vighility was about the equivadent of abright moonlit night on Earth. The steady
blue-green light cast no shadows, and Nidl found himsaf wondering why this place had become known
as Shadowland.

Ten minutes|ater they were below the ceiling of cloud, and he caught hisfirst clear glimpse of the
landscape. Half amile below him there was a bleak plain that stretched into the distance, and that looked
like the kind of rocky terrain that extended for miles around Skollen. Somewherein the middle distance
there was aflat expanse of blacknessthat might have been alake, dthough in thislight it was hard to tell.

Vighility here was roughly equivaent to arainy day on Earth, dthough the cloudy sky was blue
rather than gray. It was strangely even, like some artificia light, and the only sounds were the periodic
crackling of thelightning and distant criesthat sounded like birds. But if birds could livein thisbare
landscape, what did they eat?

Nial found that it was necessary to walk carefully to avoid twisting his ankle on the uneven
surface. He tried to imagine how all this must have seemed to Sathanas and his companions when they
first came here, looking for some place of refuge from the spiders. Basically, Shadowland seemed to bea
giant chamber or cave, like the land bel ow the sacred mountain, formed by volcanic activity. It should



have been as black as night, but some unknown dectrica activity kept the air glowing like an aurora.

Curiousto know whether thiswas some form of magnetism, Nial sat down on arock and
removed the expanding metal rod from his haversack. He had been intending to use it asadowsing rod,
but now observed that it wastingling asif with amild eectric current. He pressed the button to openit,
and ingtantly regretted it as there was a blue flash that gave him a powerful shock and made him drop the
rod with aclatter. He hadtily pressed the button to make it retract. In its expanded state, it obvioudy
acted as an aeria to the eectric force.

Instead, he looked at hiswatch, then at the compass. The watch showed that it was haf past
eleven in the morning. The compass needle swung around wildly and refused to settle.

And what, he wondered, would the Magician and his companions have done when they found
themsdvesin this place of unvarying blue light? They must have decided to go on, hoping that this blesk
land could afford them somekind of refuge, and presumably some form of nourishment. And since they
had settled here, they must have found both. This meant that not al Shadowland was as abare and
inhospitable as the landscape he could see.

The thought spurred his curiosity, and he marched on downward, reaching the foot of the dope
half an hour later.

There, for thefirst time, he observed avapor rising out of acrack in the ground; he placed his
handinit, and it felt warm and steamy. A quarter of amile further on, he saw apool that bubbled, with
seam rising from its surface. He dipped hishand in it and found that it was warm. And since hisfeet were
aching, and both were sore from the chafing of the rope as he climbed down, he asked the captain to
wait while he sat down and dipped hisfeet into it. It made him sigh with pleasure, then yawn. If there had
been something to lean on, he would have fallen adegp. He was tempted to remove histunic and take a
bath -- the captain, as usua, was waiting with apparently inexhaugtible patience -- but he decided that it
would be more sensible to move on.

As he swung the pack onto his back, the stick came loose and clattered on the ground. He
picked it up by the metd band, and hefdt atingle that reminded him it had been many hours since
breskfast and that his somach was rumbling with hunger. He unscrewed the cup and half filled it with
water, added afew drops of the zacynthus essence, and gulped it down.

The nausea was so powerful that it caused hissight to blur. Thislasted about haf aminute,
causing him to concentrate on not being sick. But when the nausea subsided, he realized immediately that
the effect of the zacynthus was far stronger then on the previous day. It filled him with such zest and
vitdity that he fdt like turning somersaults. And when he shook the crystal out of the stick and held it in
the palm of hishand, it flickered asif it contained abluefire.

Therewas aszzling hissthat made him jump, and lightning struck the ground a dozen feet away,
leaving astrong smell of ozone. Suddenly he became aware of ablue, shining ball about afoot in
diameter, bouncing toward him. He shrank away, and it rolled past with the light motion of abubble and
burst soundlesdy. Asit did so hefet afaint eectric shock, and the blue crystd in hishand glowed like a
gpark. Nidl had never seen, or even heard of, ball lightning, but he knew ingtinctively that it could be
dangerous.

He replaced the crystal inside the stick and screwed on the head. But asthey walked on, the
energy began to make him fed uncomfortable. It wastoo strong, and began to give him aheadache. As
soon as hetied the stick across the top of his pack, this disappeared.

Looking at the lightning that illuminated the blue clouds, he began to formulate atheory to explain
the phenomenon. Wasit possible that Shadowland, this gigantic cave beneath the Gray Mountains, was
an amplifier of the Earth-force -- not the vita force that filled the Great Delta, but some magnetic energy
that sprang from the rocks? In that respect it would be like the crystal cave of thetrolls, but far more
powerful. He knew that in some sense he could not even begin to understand, the Earth was avast
dynamo whose current was spread unevenly. Perhapsin this enormous bubble called Shadowland, some
freak of geology had created a concentrated vortex of force that discharged spontaneoudy in flashes of
blue lightning and caused a permanent thunderstorm.

The ground underfoot was now smooth and hard; in placesit reflected the blue light, and looked



like somekind of dull metal. But haf an hour later, this suddenly changed. The ground became softer,
and when he stooped down to tie the leather thong of his sandd, he redlized that he was walking on
black earth. This puzzled him: what was earth doing in agiant cave formed of molten lava? Half amile
farther on, he saw the answer when alightning flash was reflected off a sheet of water: riversfrom above
would bring down soil.

The water was the lake that Niall had seen from the hilltop, and it looked immense -- perhapsten
miles across. They found themselveswalking parale to ariver that flowed away from the lake, which
Nial suspected of being the underground river below the cave of thetralls,

Soon they reached the point where the river flowed from the lake, and discovered that the water
there was shallow. Since Niall wasthirsty, he dropped onto his knees and tasted it. The water had a
minera flavor that was not unpleasant, and arusty taste that indicated iron.

The spider waded on into the till water, and his peculiar air of concentration told Nial hewas
looking for food. Forty yardsfarther out, with the water now reaching his belly, he stood ill. Nidl
watched with curiosity, aware that he was sending out some kind of signal.

The minutes passed. There was no sound except that of running water, and even that was almost
inaudible. Then the spider's claw darted into the water, and came out with something that wriggled. A
moment later it wasin the captain's mouth. He evidently found it tasty, for amoment later his claw darted
out again, and came out holding another wriggling fish. Thiswas bigger, about six inches across, and from
adistance seemed to be shaped like aball. Again it was eaten in afew bites. In ten minutes the captain
had eaten adozen of the creatures. Findly, he came toward Nidl, holding something that squirmed,
which he held out in hisclaw. Nial was surprised, for it waslike no fish he had ever seen. It looked asif
someone had taken it by the head and tail and squashed it like aconcerting, so it was ashigh asit was
long. The face seemed to be dl mouth and eyes, the eyes being enormous ovals, and the mouth, which
continued to open and close, bore an odd resemblance to the mouth of a pretty girl. The body was short
and fat, and terminated in atall that was severd inches high and only about an inch long. Thewholeface
was fringed with akind of orange weed, and the huge eyes made it look asif it was startled.

The captain said: "Try it. It tastes good."

Niall shook hishead. "No, thank you. | would haveto cook it."

Without hesitation, the spider ate it whole. Hisjaw chewed with asideways motion.

Niall waded out another ten yards, and felt amovement in the dark mud under hisfoot. He
pressed down hard to prevent it from escaping, then bent down and plunged his hand into the mud. The
fishwriggled, but lessvigoroudy than Nidl expected. He found himself holding asmall verson of the
other fish, about three inches across. Its mouth opened and closed repeatedly, and the huge eyes stared
a Nidl asif begging himto put it back. Its body fdt plump and fleshy, and Nidl could understand why
the captain had eaten so many.

Its enormous eyes obvioudy had been designed to seein the dark water, with hardly a glimmer
of light. And when Niall let it go, expecting it to swim out of range, its short, fat body buried itsdlf at his
feet within seconds. These strange crestures obvioudy had evolved in this vast underground lake over
hundreds of thousands of years. The feebleness of its struggles convinced Nidl that it had few predators,
and had never had to develop the speed of fish on Earth. In this strange, windless environment, lit by a
dim blue glow not much stronger than moonlight, it lived an eventlesslife, opening and closing its mouth to
take in fragments of weed.

Nial could understand itslack of sense of urgency. Except for the lightning, nothing ever
happened in this quiet world. The lake was fed by ariver that provided food, and there seemed to be no
competition -- unless, of course, the lake had more menacing inhabitants.

But Nidl, at least, was aware of the passing of time. Somewhere ahead lay the city of the
Magician, and he had to find it if his brother's life was to be saved. So he waded back to shore, tied on
his sanda's, and walked along the lake shore toward itsfar end.

Half an hour later, he saw something that caught his attention: agreat mass of brown weed, in
broad gtrips, floating near the surface. He waded out and picked up one of the pieces. It was very
dippery, dmost dimy, and had the sameiodine smell he had observed in the weed in the house where



Skorbo's ns had lived. One side was smooth like wet |eather, the other covered in sucker-shaped
buds. So the weed in which Skorbo's killers wrapped their household gods had come from thislake. Its
amell reminded him of the girl Charis, and he felt atwinge of sadness.

As hewaded ashore, ill in agate of relaxed sensitivity, he saw a shadowy shape from the
corner of hiseye; when hetried to focuson it directly, it had gone. Niall concluded that he had glimpsed
an elemental, or some other semisupernatura being that regarded this place asits home. It had seemed to
be a black shape, about the size of achild.

Knowing that it was pointlessto try to see an e ementa unlessthe eementdl alowed itsdf to
seen, Nidl made no further effort. A few minutes later, when another shape flickered on the edge of his
visgon, heignored it. The shape continued to play hide-and-seek, momentarily becoming morevishble.
Nidl continued to ignoreit. Finaly, asif intrigued by hisindifference, it ventured farther, and Nidl was
ableto gain aclear impression of ablack creature about the size of amonkey. The way that it was able
to adjust itsvighility convinced Nidl that thiswas not anature spirit, but something moreintelligent -- like
the long-dead king he had glimpsed in the stone circle.

The captain had been waiting on the shore; if he was curious about what Nial was doing, his
respect for the chosen of the goddess prevented him from asking. He evidently had caught no glimpse of
the black creatures.

Nial tried to recal what the troll had told him about former inhabitants of Shadowland. He had
said they looked like black apes, and that they were killed by poisonous fumes when the volcano
erupted; ever since then, he said, the land had been haunted by their ghosts. So these black shapes must
be. . . what had thetroll called them? Then it came back: "troglas.”

Asif theword were amagic spell, one of them suddenly appeared on the edge of hisvison, and
remained there as he "looked sideways' &t it. It was, indeed, one of the strangest-looking creatures he
had ever seen. To describe it asakind of black ape was, in a sense, quite inaccurate. Apes have
receding chins and flat nogtrils. This creature had adefinite chin, and prominent -- and broad -- nogtrils.
It crouched, so it looked amost humpbacked, and had bent legs. Its dark eyes were undoubtedly
intelligent. Nidl would have remained unaware of it if he had not sensitized himsdlf to thelife-fidd of the
fish.

Asif it pleased them that this stranger understood the nature of spirits, more of them appeared,
some only semitransparent, asif they could not make up their minds to become more visble. Suddenly
Niall understood why this place was known as Shadowland -- because it was inhabited by shadows.

Hetried addressing the troglawho had first appeared.

"Can you speak to me?”

Hewas not using the telepathic language of the spiders, but the direct-meaning language of the
chameleon men. But thiswas evidently not the language of the troglas, for what sounded in his mind was
only lakind of echo, like someone speaking a agreat distance. Niall tried hard to tune hismind to this
communication, and asked again: "Can you spesk to me?'

Thistime the answer was clearer, but equaly baffling. It seemed to be: "Only in dreams.”

Dreams? Nial was il trying to understand this when his attention was called to the present as
the captain suddenly halted, staring into the distance. His senses were keener than Nidl's, and he had
detected something approaching. Nial understood this much through his telepathic empathy with the
captain. But it was another ten minutes before he could see figuresin the distance.

Hisfirst impression wasthat there were half adozen horsemen coming toward them aong the
lake shore. He deliberately repressed the tension that made his heart beat faster at the thought of findly
meeting representatives of the Magician. But while till aquarter of amile away, the horsemen stopped. It
was surely impossible that they had not seen Niall and the captain. Perhaps, for some unknown reason,
the horsemen preferred to wait for them.

Five minutes later Niall and the captain were close enough to see that the horsemen seemed
unaware of their presence. They were removing something from the backs of their animals, and Nidll
soon saw that it was alarge net. They were stretching this out dong the shore.

AsNial came closer, he became aware that these were not normal human beings. They seemed



very short and powerful and, asfar as Niall could see, were not wearing clothes. At any moment, Niall
expected them to break off what they were doing to stare at the strangers. In fact, they continued
working at laying out the net asif they were deaf and blind.

Nial remembered the living-dead man who had thrown himself into theriver in the spider city,
and was struck by asuspicion. And when finaly he stood only afew feet away from the toiling men, it
became avirtua certainty. These crestures were not dive.

In appearance they were amogt identica to one another; they might have been cloned from the
same embryo. All were baldheaded, and their powerful bodies were physically perfect, with thick,
muscular arms and legs. The faces had character, with strong jaws, broad but well-shaped noses, and
lipsthat would have been sensud if they had not been set in such agtraight line. A regiment of them
would have struck fear into the enemy. Y et the eyes had no expression. Except for the fact that they
were obvioudy breething, they might have been zombies or robots.

There was something el se that confirmed that they were nonhuman: the area where males have
sexual organs was as smooth and bare asadall's.

AsNidl and the captain watched, these creatures waded into the lake, dragging the net behind
them. It was about forty feet long, and must have weighed at least aton, yet they pulled it asif it werea
piece of mudin.

A dozen yards from shore, they were up to their chinsin the till water. But they went on until
their heads vanished below the surface. Since he had observed therise and fall of their chests, Niall
assumed that they would regppear fairly quickly. But asthe minutes went by, he redlized he was wrong.

His attention now turned to their steeds, each of which had two large panniers dung acrossits
back. It wasimmediately obviousthat, in spite of bridles, they were not horses. Their heads were more
like those of bulls, with short faces, but the large, bulging eyes added atouch of thefrog. Their legswere
short and obvioudly very strong, their backs broad and flat. It was apparent that they were bred for
grength. Unlike their riders, they were clearly dive, and regarded the captain with suspicion. He, for his
part, was not at ease with them -- possibly remembering his encounter with the aggressive sheep.

Half an hour went past while Niall and the captain stared out over the smooth water, waiting for
the heads to break the surface. In thisworld in which time seemed suspended, there seemed to be no
good reason to move on. Findly, aripple appeared, followed by the tops of bald heads. But their
emergence was dow. The reason became clear asthe rest of them became visible, dragging something
behind them. The net was bulging with their catch. The creaturesinsde it were struggling feebly, yet
without any redl conviction; like the fish Nial had caught in the mud, they seemed dmost indifferent to
what happened to them.

Niall was astonished to see that the manlike creatures were breathing, and that water was gushing
out of their mouths and noses. It seemed likely that when they submerged, they smply went on breathing
water instead of air. By the time they reached the shore, the water had ceased, and they were breathing
normally.

The net was dragged onto the hard-packed sand, and the apelike beings -- Niall was aready
thinking of them as ape men -- opened it. There was aviolent movement, and a snakelike creature reared
up from underneath the feebly struggling fish, and sank itsteeth into the arm of one of the fishermen, then
lashed around until it had torn out a chunk of flesh. Nial had seen onein the harbor, and recognized it as
amoray ed. For amoment it looked asif the man was not going to react; then he grabbed the ed and
squeezed. It divided into two halves asif made of soft putty, both halvesfalling at the man'sfeet. A little
pae pink fluid was running down hisarm.

The steeds were led forward, and the men began putting their catch into the panniers. Most of
them were like the fish Nidl had already seen, with plump bodies and huge goggle eyes. Some had the
disklike shape of jelyfish, but were whitein color, with thin tentacles that stirred protestingly when they
were turned upside down. There were al'so small squids, like thosein the seaa home, and black, shiny,
duglike creatures about afoot long, one of which clamped onto aman's thigh and was promptly peeled
off and dropped into a pannier. When each pannier wasfull, it was covered over with athick layer of the
brown weed. Findly, the net itself wasrolled into along bundle, after which the men lifted it and tied it



acrossthe backs of dl six animas, whose powerful legs sagged under the weight. Then they wereled
away by their bridles.

The captain paused long enough to pick up half of the moray edl, which was six inches thick, and
tore chunksfrom it as he walked behind the dow-moving animals.

An hour later, asthey |eft the lake behind, the ground once more became hard and gray, like the
lavafied they had crossed on their way to Skollen. The pace was necessarily dow, and Nidl found
himsdf yawning. It was like waking through along, gray afternoon. But afew miles beyond the lake, the
flashes of lightning became more frequent, and Nial was surprised when he felt drops of water on his
face. Helooked up at the sky. There was no sign of the rain clouds he would have expected on Earth;
instead, the sky above was swirling, asif stirred by abreeze, and the blue e ectricity was crackling init.

Nial expected acloudburst, but dl that fell wasalight rain. It made his hair and histunic damp,
but was not heavy enough to soak him. Severd bolts of lightning hit the ground within afew hundred
yards, leaving behind an ozone smdll.

Thismild storm aso had the effect of increasing the light, asif day was about to dawn. The result
wasthat Nidl could now seethefirst sign of acity on the horizon. It was difficult to estimateits distance
in the strange twilight, but Niall guessed about two miles. For amoment he was tempted to walk ahead
of the dow-moving animals, then decided againgt it. They obvioudy knew the best way into the city.

At one point the ground became rougher where the lava had formed runnels. The outermost
anima stumbled, and amass of weed fell off the pannier. The animasimmediately cameto ahdt, and the
man leading the nearest came back and replaced the weed on top of theload. Nial had been walking
only afew feet behind, and the man's arm brushed him as he lifted the weed. As Nidl had expected, his
fleshwascold.

Half an hour later, Niall was able to see the city more clearly, and his heart began to besat fagter.
The captain, who could sense Niall's emotions, looked at him curioudy, wondering what was exciting
him. The answer was that what Nial could see ahead were pointed conica buildingsthat stretched up
into the sky liketdl, narrow pyramids. They resembled the buildings he had seen in hisdream in the cave
of the chameleon men.

Asthey approached closer, Niall was able to see that the city was surrounded by a dark-colored
wall. Thiswas about the same height asthe old city wall that divided the spider city. At intervals of afew
hundred yards, there were hexagona towerswith tall rectangular windows. It struck Nial as odd to have
awall around acity in thisempty land. Who was it supposed to keep out? What it seemed to suggest
was that whoever built it was paranoid about the fear of attack. Sowly, Nial became aware that the wall
they were approaching was not built of stone. Thiswall had linesthat ran parald to the ground, and were
about six inches gpart.

There was a door whose top was pointed like a Gothic arch, and as they approached, aman
came out. Niall recognized instantly that he belonged to the same race as Skorbo's ns. hehad a
thin, very paleface, large dark eyes, big ears, a shaven head, and areceding chin. The nose was as
besky as a hatchet. Thiswas adescendant of the origind cliff dwellers.

The man glanced at the captain without surprise, asif he was used to seeing giant spiders every
day. Thismade Nial wonder if they were expected, and it gave him an odd feding of disquiet.

At close quarters Nial could see that the wall was made of metal -- presumably iron -- and that
the pardld lineswere joints where it had been welded. There was something rough and crude about the
workmanship, which lent it an appearance of menace. Initsway, it was asimpressve asthe Great Wall
inthe Valey of the Dead. Stretching for about amilein ether direction, it must have involved tremendous
labor.

The guard pushed a heavy wooden gate wide open to admit the men with their animals. But it
would have been impossible for six of them to enter abreast; the gateway was wide enough only for two.
The men unloaded the rolled net, and two of them dragged it through the archway. The beasts were
obvioudy rdieved to have their burden lightened, and waked forward eagerly in snglefile. Thiswas
evidently something they did regularly.

When the animals and men had passed through the gateway, the guard glanced impassvely at



Nial and the captain. Hisvoice sounded insde Nidl's chest.

"What do you want?'

It was harsh and oddly toneless.

Niadl replied: "To seethe magter of thiscity.”

The guard stared at him woodenly, then turned and went back through the gate. A moment |ater,
it closed. Nidl and the captain looked at one another, wondering whether thiswas meant to be arefusal.
It would be absurd to have traveled dl thisway to be denied entry.

Five minutes went by, ten minutes, aquarter of an hour. Everything was strangely silent except
for the occasiond crackle of lightning asit struck thewall. Then adoor beside the gate opened. The
guard was staring at them with a face whose blankness somehow conveyed hogtility. Again hisvoice
sounded harshly in Nidl's chest.

"Areyou sure you want to comein?'

It was asked asif it were astatement.

Nidl said: "Of course." The question surprised him, until he reflected that it was probably some
forma watchword intended for strangers.

The guard stood to one side to admit them. Asthey passed through the door, Niall thought he
observed theflicker of asmile on hisface.

On thefar Sde of the archway there was a further door, which was closed. Nidl and the captain
found themsalves standing in anarrow space. To one side of thisthere was aroom, separated from them
by awooden counter that was highly polished. Behind this stood aman with the receding chin of the cliff
dwdller, but with afatter face. He was obvioudy the superior officer of the guard, who now joined him
by raising the flap of the counter.

Theroomwaslit by alight on the ceiling, aglass cylinder containing aglowing wire. The men of
Shadowland evidently had mastered dectricity.

The officer's voice sounded inside Nidl's chest. "What do you want?" It had a curious quality, as
if echoing in an empty room.

Nidl repeated: "To seethe madter of thiscity.”

"Impossible. The karvasid seesno one." He looked outraged.

"Then isthere someone else | can see?’

The man stared a him, asif about to refuse. Then he said: "Very well. Come with me."

He raised the counter and emerged. Nidl could now seethat he was distinctly better fed than the
guard who stood behind him.

He opened the inner door, and Nial caught hisfirst glimpse of the city of the Magician. It was
disappointing. There was agreat empty space -- not asquare, because it stretched away like aroad. A
few hundred yards away there was one of the conica buildingslike that of his dream. The difference was
that thiswas gray, like theflat plane. There were other conica towers, sometall, some short, some oddly
lopsided. The plane between them might have been regarded as a central avenue, except that no
buildings defined its Sides. There were occasiona benches, which looked asif they were made of adark
marble, but they seemed to be set at random among the buildings. In places, steam rose from cracksin
the ground.

Lightning struck the nearest conica building, hitting alightning rod that rose out of its gpex. Steam
suddenly hissed out of vents closeto the top, looking like smoke. For amoment Niall thought it had
caught fire, but after amoment, the steam ceased.

Their guide strode on silently, offering no explanation of where they were going. Nidl glanced a
him; hisface seemed impassive. Wasit possible, Niall wondered, that in spite of appearances, he was
aso somekind of robot? Gently, afraid of provoking an angry reaction, Nidl tried probing his mind,
looking at him as he did s0, so that if the man noticed, it might gppear accidentd, asif he had casudly
brushed against him. But there was no reaction.



It was strange: athough the man seemed unaware of what Nial was doing, hismind was virtualy
ablank. A norma human mind would have contained a continua flow of fedings and impressonsand
thoughts; this man's mind waslittle more than areflection of his surroundings. It was most as blank as
some of the minds of the femae guardsin the spider city. Wasthis because, like these women, it had
been violated so often that he no longer noticed it?

Then Nidl observed areaction of annoyance, and, thinking he had been caught out, quickly
withdrew his probe. But when he looked ahead up the avenue, he saw that he was not its cause. Some
kind of vehicle, drawn by two of the horsdlike animals, was crossing the avenue at a great speed, and
vanished behind one of the conical buildings. It wasthe clatter of itsiron-shod whedl s that had annoyed
the officer.

Nidl sad: "Where arewe going?'

He sensed the man'sirritation at being questioned, and for amoment thought he did not intend to
reply.

Thentheguard said: "To seethe prefect.” Hisvoice wasflat, dmost metdlic, in Nidl's chest.

It struck Nidl that the man had some of the characterigtics of the officersin the Spider Lord's
entourage; he had been trained to behave and think mechanically. So therewas asensein which the
regime of the Magician resembled that of the Spider Lord. Usudly, when one intelligent creature spoke
to another by means of telepathy, the words carried a background of meaning, of feding. Nial had now
cometo know the captain so well that hisvoicein Nidl'shead had an individual tone. But this officer's
voice might have been reproduced by some mechanica device.

They had been walking a quarter of an hour, and had seen no one. Then Nidl observed two
more of the horse-drawn vehiclesin the distance. They were proceeding more dowly, and did not
provoke their guide's displeasure. It was hard to see who was in them, but whoever it was seemed to be
wearing gray garments.

Partly out of curiosity and partly out of boredom, Nidl began probing the mind of their guide
again. It seemed incredible that he was unaware of it, for if it had been anorma human being, Nidl's
mental probe would have been asintrusive as someone leaning on his shoulder. But there was dtill that
puzzling blankness. In fact, it was worse than blankness. Seen through the eyes of their guide, the street
was as gray and featureless as a snowy landscape at dusk. Even the outlines of the conica towers
seemed blurred.

Now intrigued, Nial tried increasing his concentration. The effect wasimmediate: the outline of
the cones became clearer and sharper.

The problem, then, was that their guide's senses were dull and mechanica; he was suffering from
akind of permanent boredom. Niall and the captain looked more distinct; but that, Nial redlized, was
because they were noveltiesin aworld of perpetuad sameness.

Now fascinated by this experiment, Nial made an intense effort of concentration, trying to force
their guide's sensesto perceive everything more sharply and clearly. The result startled him. The buildings
not only became more sharply defined, but became colored with bright stripes. The same thing happened
to the road.

There was a hissthat made him jump, and acloud of steam issued from a crack in the ground.
But now, the warm steamy smell, which had reminded Nial of alaundry, had become sweet and
pleasant, like children's candy.

At that moment, their guide responded with afeding of pleasure, and hisface brokeinto asmile,

Nial was baffled by this phenomenon. Wastheroad redly gray or redly colored? Did the air
amell like cotton candy, or like steam from alaundry?

Nial was struck by another thought. The raven had enjoyed having Nial behind its eyes because
it meadeit fed moredive. And this, presumably, waswhy their guide was now smiling. But thisflicker of
ingght till left Niall as unenlightened asever.

Back again behind hisown eyes, Nid| continued to experiment. The road and buildings were
once again gray, and the air smelled of steam. But when he stared at the cones and concentrated hard,
their outlinesinstantly became sharper and somehow more red. Then, remembering how he had



perceived them amoment earlier, hetried to restore them to color by wrinkling hisface and concentrating
hard. The grayness faded, and for amoment the buildings took on faint red, blue, and yellow stripes,
which vanished dmost immediately. The road, however, remained gray. Hetried again, making amore
sustained effort. Thistime, nothing happened. Somehow he redlized, it was not a question of willed effort,
but of some odd mental trick.

Heimagined again being behind the eyes of their guide, and instantly saw what he was doing
wrong. He wasfailing to make the assumption that the buildings were actudly colored.

Hetried again. It was asif he had pressed a control switch; everything instantly became colored,
and theair wasfull of the sweet smell. The scenewas now virtudly identical with Nial'sdreaminthe
cave of the chameleon men.

The road and the buildings had ceased to look dull and dreary, but seemed to glow with a
friendly warmth. And as acart passed by a hundred yards ahead, he could see that the two peoplein it
were clad in striped, colored garments. The beast that pulled it was also wearing some kind of colored
decoration, asif part of acarnival.

Niall could now seethat the cart contained aman and woman, and that the woman was holding
the reins. He could even see her face. Although it was not pretty, being rather too thin, he found
something oddly attractive about it.

He dso noted that, if he concentrated hard, the colors degpened. He tried this, screwing up his
eyes and wrinkling hisforehead. It had the effect he recalled in the dream: the colors deepened and
became more attractive, intensfying the feding of gaiety. Thelight dso became stronger. The effect was
rather like sucking a piece of honeycomb, or sometasty and dightly acidic fruit, in that it induced a shiver
of pleasure. But when he concentrated harder still, it had the disconcerting effect of making everything
become gray, while the sweet smell disappeared and was replaced by the laundry smell. Since he greetly
preferred the colored effect, Nial concentrated less hard, and again found himself surrounded by rich
colors and pleasant smells. Some of them, like the cooking smell that issued from the palace kitchen at
home, reminded him that he was hungry.

He noticed that their guide's smile had faded; hetried looking at the world through hiseyes again,
and discovered that everything had become gray and dull, which induced a sense of repetitiveness and
boredom.

Now hewas certain of at least onething: the Magician dedt inillusions.

They had been waking for at least two miles through the empty streets, with no sound but the
occasiond crackle of lightning or hiss of steam. At last, there was achangein their surroundings. They
could see, beyond the tower they were approaching, along, rose-colored building with pointed towers
about three times the height of the building. At least amile beyond this, they could see people moving
around.

Ten minutes later they stopped in front of the rose-colored building, which might have been a
palace. It looked reassuringly like the larger buildingsin the spider city -- in fact, oddly like a house that
had been ahostel for women -- who, until Niall became ruler, had been kept segregated from males.
They approached awide but low flight of steps, at the top of which aguard stood in front of awrought
iron gate of elaborate design. Helooked typica of the cliff dwellers, with awide, sensuous mouth and a
chin dark with atwo-day growth of beard. His face seemed oddly familiar; then Nial remembered why.
He looked like one of the nswho had come to the spider city to kill Skorbo -- and who had
committed suicide rather than be taken dive. Nidl could still remember the nausea he had experienced
after being struck to the ground by the killer'swill-force.

Their guide addressed the man telepathically -- Nial was unable to hear what was being said.
But the guard stood aside and pushed open the gates, which werewell oiled and silent. Therewasawide
courtyard with afountain in the middle, which sprayed colored water; Nial was puzzled to see that the
color of the water changed from moment to moment through red, blue, green, yellow, and violet, yet in
the bowl of thefountain, it looked light green. This, presumably, was another of the Magician'sillusions.

Behind the fountain was a glass-paneled door. As they gpproached, this swung open, and aman
came out. Hewastal and thin, but the face was quite unlike those of the cliff dwellers, being distinctly



handsome, with ascetic features and thin gray hair over adomelike forehead. He looked displeased to
see strangers, and stared increduloudly at the spider. Then, to Nidl's surprise, he spoke aloud in human
language.

"What isthis?' The voice was sharp and authoritative.

Thelr guide said something tlepathicdly; again, Nidl wasunableto tuneintoit.

The thin man's face suddenly logt its stern expression, and became dmost friendly. He looked at
Nial and the captain with stedly blue eyes.

"l am Typhon. What isyour name?"

"I am Nial, theruler of the spider city. Thisismy bodyguard, the captain.”

The man turned to their guide. ™Y ou may go." Then he hed out hishand to Nidl, and they
exchanged a handshake that involved pressing forearms together and grasping the upper arm. Nidl
observed that Typhon was wearing a gold band around hiswrigt, and that on thisthere was a smdll
clock.

Typhon sad: "It isalong time since we have received visitors™" Hisvoice was clear and well
modulated, the voice of an educated man. "So | am unprepared. But please comein.”

The room they entered might have been one in the palace of the late King Kazak, except that it
contained items of furniture that had not been used in the pider city for many centuries: armchairs. Nidl
was dso intrigued to see aclock on the wall, pointing to aquarter to eight. The Shadowlanders obvioudy
had a preoccupation with time.

"Won't you sit down?' He turned to the captain. "Please do whatever you prefer." He spoke
telepathically aswell asaoud. The spider's response was to make the typical gesture of thanks, and
remain ganding.

Niall took achair, whose cushionsyielded pleasantly. It was arelief to it down. He could hardly
believe that hewasin the city of the Magician, and was speaking to a human being who seemed as
civilized and cultured as Simeon.

"Areyou hungry?'

Embarrassed, Niall shook his head.

"When did you last eat”?"

"Thismorning."

"Then you must be hungry." He sent out a powerful telepathic sgnd. A moment later, aservant
girl entered the room. She was wearing aplain blue dress like a smock. Although obvioudy descended
from the cliff dwellers, she was amost pretty, with long, dark hair and dark eyes, and tiny protruding
front teeth like arabhbit's; only the weakness of her chin spoiled the effect. She stared a Nidl and the
captain with astonishment. Typhon said: "Bring food, Katia."

"Yes, lord." Shereplied telepathicaly. Nial wasimpressed; in the spider city, no servants could
send telepathic Sgnas.

"Wine?" Typhon lifted acarafe of ruby liquid from the sSdeboard.

"Thank you. Only alittle” Hewas afraid that, in his present state of fatigue, he would become
drunk.

Typhon poured wine into two long-stemmed glasses, and placed one on the table in front of
Nial. He sat down opposite.

"And what bringsyou to our city?'

Niall took asip of thewine; it was dry, and was as good as any he had tasted in his palace.

"I cameto ask help for my brother. He cut himself on an axe that came from your city, and now
hesafever."

Typhon looked concerned. "1 am sorry to hear it. | am sure the karvasid will be ableto help.”

Nial experienced asurge of ddlighted rdlief. He could hardly believe that he had solved the
problem that had worried him most.

"Thank you. | would be deeply grateful.” It was a phrase he had learned from Simeon, but he
meant it.

Thegirl came back carrying atray, which she placed on the table. It contained an ovd plate full



of tiny fishes, and adish with dices of ayelow fruit that Nidl did not recognize.

Typhon asked the captain: "Can we offer you food?' Nial wasimpressed that he spoke with the
same courtesy asif addressing ahuman being.

The captain said: "Thank you. | am not hungry.” After seeing him gorge himsdf on lakefish, Nial
could believeit.

Asthe girl was bending over the table, the wooden serving fork fell on the floor, and her mouth
fell open with dismay. Niall was shocked to see that she had no tongue. She glanced nervoudy at
Typhon, but he only smiled at her.

Typhon said: "Please eat.” Hetook a plate and helped himsdlf to some of the fishes, then to the
ydlow fruit. Nidl did the same. The fisheswere warm, and had aflavor that was dightly oily and sdlty;
the fruit had an acid taste that complemented it. Nial ate hungrily, washing down the fish with wine.

Typhon said: "Forgive me saying so, but you seem very young to bethe ruler of agrest city. Do
you mind telling me how old you are?"

"l am not certain. About eighteen.”

"Ah, just athird of my age. | envy you. And how did it come about?"

Nidl reglized he was being invited to tell the story of hislife, but hefelt no inclination to do so. He
wastired, and it would take too long. Besides, hewasthe ruler of acity, and Typhon -- asfar ashe
could make out -- was merdly the second in command of the Magician. So he confined himsdlf to saying:
"| was gppointed by the goddess.”

If Typhon was disappointed by this strange reply, he did not show it; he was clearly intelligent
enough to seethat Nidl did not wish to be patronized. He said: "Then you must be aremarkable young
man. Asto rne, | was appointed prefect because my father and grandfather held that office before me.”
Herefilled their glasses, saying: "Then let us drink to a closer friendship between our cities.”

Niall had not drunk atoast Since he wasin Kazak's underground city by the salt lake. Heraised
his glass and drank. The wine was causing a pleasant glow in his ssomach, and the knowledge that he had
saved his brother'slife made him fed dmost lightheaded. He asked: "Would the karvasd wish to make
pesace with the spiders?’

"Why not?'

"l wastold that he hated them.”

"By whom?'

Nidl smiled faintly. "Cheb the Mighty."

"Why do you smile?'

"Because you must think | aminsane.”

Typhon shook hishead. "On the contrary, it is obviousthat you aretdling the truth.”

Nial acknowledged the compliment with asmile. He was beginning to like Typhon. Therewas
something about him that reminded Nial of Smeon. He said: "But after dl, the spidersdrove the karvasid
from hishome."

Typhon shrugged. "That was along time ago. Hogtilities cannot go on forever, and neither would
we wish them to. Our citizenswould be glad to travel fredy.”

"Can they not do so now?"

"Of course. Thereis nothing to stop them. But most of them are afraid.” Nidl raised his
eyebrows. "Of being killed by spiders.”

Nidl knew what he meant. A hungry spider would eat first and ask questions later. But he only
sad: "If we had a peace treaty, that could never happen.”

Typhon smiled. "Good. That iswhat | was hoping you would say."

Nidl asked: "When could | meet the karvasd?’

Typhon looked embarrassed and cleared histhroat. "That is difficult. . ." He hesitated, obvioudy
looking for the right way of putting it. "Heis old, and rather set in hisways. He didikes meeting people.
So | runthiscity for him, while he remains absorbed in hiswork." He sensed the question in Nial's mind.
"Heisaphilosopher and ascientist. Y ou have seen the animaswho draw our carriages?”

"y es"



"He made them.” He laid specia emphasis on theword "made’. "They are precisaly adapted to
the conditions in Shadowland. Once we had horses, but they were afraid of the lightning. So the karvasid
created the gelb. Heisavery great scientist.” Histone carried sincerity and conviction.

Nidl said: "And those strange men who can breathe underwater?*

"The yobis? They are not men. They are machines -- machines made of flesh." He sent out a
sgnd, and thegirl camein. "Send themoog in." A moment later, the door opened, and ahuge cresture
camein. Likethefishermen Niall had seen by the lake, he was naked and baldheaded. But his muscles
wereimmense, and his shoulderslooked asif they could have supported the weight of ahorse. His hands
must have been afoot wide,

Typhon addressed him telepathicdly: " Show them.”

The monster went to the door that led outside, and grasped the doorknob with afinger and
thumb, opening it with a gentleness that was dmost feminine. He vanished outside. Momentslater, he
returned, carrying abalk of timber s feet long and six inchesthick; it must have weighed a hundred
pounds. He advanced to the center of the room, and grasped the timber in the center with hishuge right
hand, then squeezed. Hisfingers sank into the wood asif it was made of sponge. Then, having created a
groove, he grasped the timber with his hands apart, and snapped it in half like adry stick. After that he
stood like a great statue, awaiting his next order.

Typhon said: "Show him," indicating Nidl.

The giant held out haf the broken beam, and Nial reached out and touched it. It was
undoubtedly solid wood.

Nidl said: "But surdy hisflesh must be softer then the wood?!

Typhon smiled. "Show him." The moog held out hishand, palm upward, and Nidl touched it. It
was as unyielding as hard leather. After that the giant held out his hand to the captain, who touched it
gingerly with histarsal claw.

Typhon said: "Thekarvasd isa scientific genius. Heis one of the greatest inventorsthe world has
ever known."

Nia stared up at the moog's powerful face; the hard blue eyes were obvioudy able to see, yet
stared ahead asif made of glass. Typhon nodded to him, and the moog went out. Niall cameto the
subject that was at the forefront of hismind.

"When can | find out about my brother?*

"| shall speak to the karvasid tomorrow."

"Thank you."

"When did this accident hgppen?’

"Just over aweek ago."

"Then there is more than enough time to spare. The poison of the trekuta tree takes twenty-eight
daysto doitswork."

"Isthere an antidote?' Nidl was thinking how long it would take him to return home to administer
it.

Typhon shook hishead. "It is unnecessary. The karvasid can cure your brother from a distance.”

"By magic?'

"No. By ascience based on thought vibrations." He took another of the fishes. "Perhaps you
might be able to meet the karvasd tomorrow. In the evening we have an assembly for members of the
council, and the karvasid will be present. | shall ask him if you can attend.”

"Thank you." But as he spoke, Nidl felt misgivings. He remembered hislast meeting with the
Magician, when he had experienced the sensation of a crablike creature clinging to his chest and making
him gasp with pain.

The door opened, and ayoung man camein. Nial wasingantly struck by hisresemblanceto
Veig -- the same beard and dark curly hair, the same round, cheerful face. He looked startled to see the
captain.

"Ah, Gerek." To Nidl hesaid: "Thisismy assstant, Gerek. Gerek, thisisNidl, who isthelord of
the spider city. And this' -- heindicated the captain -- "is his escort and guard, the captain.”



Nial stood up, and he and the newcomer clasped arms. Nid| noted that, like Typhon, Gerek
was wearing agold armband with aclock onit. Gerek had a cheerful grin, and smelled of machine ail; he
aso had ablack smear on hisnose. After clasping Nidl'sarm, he turned and inclined his head toward the
captain. Again, Nidl was struck by this courtesy.

Typhonsad: "Wine?'

Gerek said with fedling: "Please.” He accepted the full glassand half emptied it, then smiled
cheerfully a Nidl. "Oof, | needed that."

He flung himsdlf into achair and helped himsdf to ahandful of the small fishes.

Typhon asked him, with affectionate solicitude: "Hungry?*

"Ravenous.

"Thenwemay aswell eat." He sent out asignd, and the girl camein. "Bring in the dinner, Katia"

Niall thought they had aready eaten, and was glad to hear that the fish had been merely hors
d'oeuvres.

Gerek asked Nidl: "How did you get here?'

"Onfoot."

"How long did it take?"

Nial did aquick caculation. " Seven days."

"You did well. But why didn't you use one of those baloons?'

Nidl said: "I wasafraid | might crash, like Skorbo." He wanted to see how they reacted to
Skorbo's name.

But Gerek took it quite casudly. As he helped himself to morewine, he said: "He didn't crash.”

"No?'

"No, we brought him down. At leadt, the karvasid did. He won't allow anyoneto fly over us.”

Nidl got thefeding that Typhon was not entirely happy with this conversation. But before he
could ask further questions, Katiacame in, pushing atrolley with wheels-- Nial had seen only one
before, in Doggins home. She began laying dishes on the table, much of the food being the same asthe
food Nial would have expected in his own paace: dishes of nuts, meat, fruit, stuffed small birds, and
fishes cooked in a crigp batter. There were also some of the plump fishes with large eyes, such as he had
seeninthe lake, and little squidlike creatures no longer than afinger, aso cooked in the batter. The drink
was aflask of golden mead. Watching Gerek eying al thiswith undisguised greed, Nial was reminded
again of his brother. The resemblance became even stronger when, as Katiawithdrew, Gerek's eyes
followed her with a predatory gleam.

Nial took aplate and helped himsdlf. As before, they ate with their fingers.

In this relaxed atmosphere he felt he could ask aquestion that had been troubling him.

"Why does Katia have no tongue?’

It was Typhon who replied.

"Here most women have it removed in childhood. The karvasid wanted to force them to learn to
gpesk with their minds.”

Nidl sad: "But doesn't it hurt to cut out the tongue?"

"No. They arein adrugged deep when they have the operation.”

Gerek sad: "1 il think it'scrud.”

Nial wasrdieved to hear him say this; the thought of women having their tongues removed
outraged him.

Typhon said to Nidl, in atone of apology: "Y ou see, the karvasd is oversendtive to noise.”

Gerek shook hishead. "But why not make alaw that forbids women to make anoise around the
palace? It would be just as effective.”

Typhon nodded. "I agree. But you know the karvasid. He likesto do thingshisown way." He
addressed himsalf to Nial. "When he was building this city, the karvasid was convinced that our land
would be invaded by spiders, and this made histemper explosive. No one should condemn him who
does not know how it felt to have his city invaded and many of its people killed and eaten.” He turned to
the captain. "'l hope you will forgive mefor spesking frankly.”



The captain replied: "1 understand.”

Typhon turned to Gerek.

"But now there will be a peace treaty between our cities, and the days of mistrust will be over.”

"Wonderful!" Gerek smiled at Nidl. "But are you certain the spiderswill agree?”

It was the captain who interrupted. "Heisthe master of our city."

Typhon added: "He was appointed by the goddess.”

Gerek looked astonished; he stared at Nidl, but said nothing, evidently tongue-tied.

Nial felt the need to add some comment. "It isalong story, and | will tdll it to you some other
time"

Typhon smiled at Gerek. "So now let our guest eat and drink. Perhaps you could take charge of
him tomorrow, and show him the three levels? | have to spend the day with the karvasid.”

Nidl sad quickly: "And you will ask him about my brother?"

"l promise." Hesgnded to Katia "Bring us more wine -- thistime something less sweet."

Asthey ate, Typhon told them the story of the discovery of Shadowland. Thiswas obvioudy to
relieve Niall from the necessity of talking; in fact, he was so fascinated that he amost forgot to eat. So
was the captain, who had by now learned enough of the human communication wavelength to follow the
story, and who listened with close attention. Even Gerek, who must have been familiar withit, listened
closdly -- dthough it soon became obvious that the food and drink were making him drowsy.

Typhon described how Captain Sathanas, commander of the guard, had escaped with twelve
companions from the downfdl of the city of Korsh. They had tried to take with them the ruler of the city,
Vaken the Fair, but he had been among the first to die when the spiders swarmed over the walls. The
Faithful Band, as Sathanas and his companions called themselves, escaped through underground tunnels
below the city, and sailed down ariver that came out to the east. One of the band was drowned in the
torrent -- their first loss. (Nial found it al too easy to imagine how this happened, and shuddered.)

Through harsh winter weather they made their way north to the Gray Mountains. Two more of
their number died in alanddide, and another was swept to his death over the great waterfal when he was
trying to catch fish in theriver. And findly, a snowstorm drove them to take shelter in acave on the
Mountain of the Skull. They remained there for two days without food, knowing that if they ventured out,
they would freeze to degth.

Noticing that some birds flew out of the depths of the cave, they went to investigate, and found a
chimney that descended into the heart of the mountain. But they had no means of climbing down, and --
of course -- no wish to, Snce they had no ideawhat lay at the bottom.

Findly, when the sorm abated, one of their number, asoldier caled Vosyl, went out hunting,
hoping to catch asnow-hare. He followed tracksinto athicket at the bottom of the mountain, and there
found acave, where hekilled the hare. The sound of the gunshot startled the birds, and some of them
flew inward, deeper into the cave. When Vosy! returned with the hare, he described what he had seen.
The next day, they al went into the cave with torches and, more than a mile down a steep tunnd,
discovered the lower entrance to Shadowland. And ever since that time men have used the phrase, "as
lucky asVosyl."

Later that same day, the Faithful Band found their way into Shadowland. Some of them were
afraid to go on, because they saw the ghosts, but Sathanas told them that if they went back, they would
face certain death. And Shadowland was warmer than the world outside. So they went on, and when
they found the great lake, they knew they were saved. That night they dined on fish until they could egt no
more, and then dept the deep of the weary.

The Faithful Band made their first permanent encampment by the Sde of the lake, and for six
months they lived on nothing but fish and blue moss. They discovered that the moss on the higher dopes
could be eaten, and that when dried out, it could be ground into akind of gray flour from which they
could make batter.

Nial recaled the spongy blue moss; it had not occurred to him that it might be edible. He aso
redlized that the crisp batter he was now eating must be made from itsflour.

Each day, Typhon continued, they explored Shadowland. They discovered the western cliff,



where the birds nested, and the small northern lake, with its edible weed. And one day, they traced the
river to its source, and discovered the northern entrance to Shadowland in the Black Gorge -- aroute
that became impassable when the river wasin flood in midwinter. They called the valley beyond it the
Vaeof Thanksgiving, because it was there that they first saw the sun after more than six months.

The Faithful had now been reduced to seven, since one of them had been struck by lightning.
Five of the remainder wanted to move out into the sunlight again. But Sathanas advised againgt it. He
knew that if the spiderslearned of their existence, they would not rest until they had killed them dl, or
taken them back into captivity.

The captain interrupted to ask: "But why?'Y ou were no danger to them.”

Typhon nodded. "That istrue. But the karvasid was sure they regarded us as athreat.”

Nial could understand the captain's question. With anewly conquered city to organize, Cheb
would have had better things to do than search for afew men who had escaped. Besides, spiders, being
lazy, are naturaly peacedble.

Then it struck Niall that the troll had given him the most important clue when he said that
Sathanas seemed possessed by a consuming hatred. Such aman could never believe that he was safe
from the spiders.

Although Gerek was now dozing, Nidl wasimpatient to hear more of the story.

"And did they spend the second winter by the lake?"

"Y es. But they were no longer done. By that time they had brought women to Shadowland. The
karvasd sent araiding party to the city of Cibilla, and they saw women working in thefields. They
kidnapped four of them and brought them back to Shadowland. And the following year, the first babies
were born here.”

Nidl asked: "And when did they raid the dliff dwellings?"

"Oh, that was along time later -- more than a century.”

"But if you dready had women, why did you need more?"

"It was not women we needed, but men. By that time we were building this city, and needed
workmen. The karvasd aso felt that our population was not increasing fast enough -- we needed settlers
to farm the land below the Vae of Thanksgiving."

"Wasthe karvasd no longer afraid of being discovered by the spiders?!

Typhon shook hishead. "Not after he learned to control the westher. Many spider balloons were
wrecked over the Gray Mountains, until they stopped coming. But of course, the karvasid's greatest
triumph was to make the spiders decide to build the Great Wall. They thought they were doing it for their
own defense.” He chuckled. "They did not redlize they were doing it for ours.”

At this point they were both startled by aloud snort from Gerek, who awakened with a sudden
start. He rubbed hiseyes. "Sorry -- I've had along and hard day."

"Then you should go to bed.” Typhon turned to Nidl and the captain. "Would you like Katiato
show you to your rooms?"

"Thank you." Theideaof deegp was certainly marveloudy aluring; this had been perhaps the most
eventful day of hislife.

Gerek said: "L et me show them.”

Typhon said good night, and Gerek led the way from the room. Although less spacious than
Nial's pdace, having only two stories, Typhon's villawas beautifully designed, with wide corridorslit by
electric light; the stairway had aba ustrade of fine wrought ironwork. Therewere also, Niall observed,
many wall clocks.

Niall's bedroom overlooked a garden at the rear of the house, in which there were small trees
with apurplefruit that |ooked like eggplant.

Gerek showed Nial how to closethe blind, pulling alever that caused its datsto close and cut
off the perpetua blue daylight, and how to turn off the dectric light.

The captain was waiting in the doorway. Gerek said: "Y our room is next door.”

The captain looked round Nidl's spacious room. "I would prefer to deep here”

"Of course." Gerek seemed unsurprised. "If you're sure you'll be comfortable. | am two doors



away, in case you need me." Heindicated the clock on the wal, which glowed with some form of interna
light, and now showed half past ten. "'l will wake you a haf past seven -- we have along day tomorrow.
And we have to be at the palace of the karvasid a seven in the evening.”

When Gerek had said good night, Niall went into the bathroom. It was aswell gppointed as
anything in his own palace. He was tempted to take a bath, but suspected he would fal adegpinit, so
contented himsalf with sponging himsdlf in warm water.

The captain had moved athick rug to a corner of the room, and was standing by it -- Nidl
suspected hefdt it would beimpolite to retirefirst. Nial climbed into bed, and regretted for amoment
that he was not done, so he could close hiseyesimmediately. He forced himsdlf to ask politely: "What
do you think of Shadowland?"

The captain hesitated. "I have not yet made up my mind.”

Something in histone -- telepathic communication carried far more overtones than ordinary
gpeech -- made Niall suddenly dert.

"Why?"

"We arrived unannounced, yet | had the fedling that we were expected.”

Now Nial understood why the captain had preferred this room: he wanted a chanceto talk to
Nial. Hesad: "That is possble. It often occurred to me on our way here that we might be expected.”

The captain, who had continued standing, said: "But why?'

Thetelepathic comment, which would have been ambiguous if spoken doud, implied many
guestions. why should the Magician want to lure Nial to Shadowland, how had he doneit, and what was
hisultimate intention?

Nidl answered thelast of these.

"Perhaps, as Typhon said, because it would suit him to make peace with us."

"Then why did he not send ambassadors? Why, instead, did he send assassinsto kill Skorbo?”

Niall had to agree that the captain had a point. He still had no ideawhy Skorbo had been killed.
He said: "Perhaps he felt Skorbo had betrayed them in someway." Hisinability to answer the question
emphasized the lure of the soft pillow.

The captain sensed histiredness. "1 am sorry -- you want to deep.”

He obvioudy found these human beings peculiar, with their need to switch off consciousnesslike
alight every sixteen hours or so. Spiders could remain in a state of semideep for days or even weeks.

Nidl smiled. "I promise | will think about what you say." The captain lowered himself onto the
rug, and bunched hislegs underneath him.

"Perhgps | am mistaken. Perhaps they really want peace.”

Nial turned off the light. Lying in the darkness, he reflected thet it surdly made no difference
whether they were expected or not. All that mattered was that the Magician wanted a peace treaty, and
would cure Veig.

The thought made him glow with happiness, and the happiness carried him into deep.

Niall woke from adeep deep soon after sx o'clock; in the spider city it would have been haf an
hour before dawn. The room was slent except for afaint humming made by the clock, and the sound of
the captain's breething. Undernegth the bottom of the blind, Niall could see the unchanging blue daylight
of Shadowland.

Ashelay there, he reflected on what the captain had said before they went to deep. It was, of
course, quite possible that their arrival had been expected. The Magician probably had spiesin the spider
city -- that waswhy Nidl had left by the underground route. But once he was out in the open, nothing
could shdlter him from prying eyes.

But could the captain be correct in suggesting that Niall had been deliberately lured to
Shadowland?

He recreated in memory the scenein which Veig had cut the ball of histhumb with theax. The



overseer Dion had brought it to the palace, wrapped in sacking, from the garden where Skorbo had been
struck down.

Of course, whoever |eft the ax behind in the garden would expect it to be taken to Nidl. And if
Veig had not been present, Nial himsalf would have unwrapped it. And, seeing its razor-sharp edge,
would dmogt certainly havetested it, just as Veig did, with histhumb.

And s0 it would have been Nidl himsalf who was stricken with the poison. And he certainly
would have been in no position to make the journey to Shadowland.

So the captain must be wrong. There was no obviousway in which Nial could have been
deliberately lured to Shadowland.

Thewall clock was showing haf past sx. Nidl decided to try to contact hismother. Hesat up in
bed, propped apillow behind his back, and stilled his mind.

Nothing happened for several minutes, while he remained passive, asif listening. Then he became
aware of hismother's presence, as she would be awvare of his.

She asked him: "Where are you?"

"In Shadowland, inits capitd city.”

Her voice was as clear asif shewasin theroom.

"Areyou safe?"

"Yes. | anaguest of the Magician.”

"What kind of amanishe?"

"I have not yet met him. | shall beintroduced to him thisevening.”

"When will you return?'

"Soon, | hope. How isVeig?'

"The same as before. He degpsalot.”

"Tdl him | hopewe can cure him soon.”

The closeness of the contact diminished; it required total freshness of mind to stay in touch. He
only had timeto say, "I will speak to you soon" when the connection was broken.

The captain was ftill deeping. Nidl tiptoed to the bathroom and ran himself abath. 1t seemed
strange that it should be so like a bathroom in the spider city, until he recaled that the Magician had come
from the spider city, and that this place had been built initsimage.

When Niall returned the captain was awake. Nidl asked: "Are you hungry?' and the answer
came back in the form of afeding rather than words; it conveyed: "Yes, very."

Niall opened the blinds, and looked out at the soft blue daylight. Now he could understand why
there were so many clocksin Shadowland. In the world above, life was governed by the seasons, by
night and day. Here it would be al too easy to lose count of time, and drift into akind of perpetua
present.

As he stood there, awoman came into the garden with a basket under her arm, and began
picking some of the eggplantlike fruit. She had her back to Nidl, and her movements were so graceful as
she bent to put the fruit in the basket that Niall watched them with pleasure. As sheturned sideways, he
saw that she had a pretty figure and well-shaped breasts. Her hair was fashioned into a bun on the back
of her head. Then she turned toward him, and her face became fully visible. Niall saw, to his surprise, that
it wasthe face of an old woman, with wrinkled cheeks. At that moment she became aware of Nidl's
gaze, and smiled up a him. Her mouth had only three teeth. The odd thing was that her smile was il
charming; moreover, despite the wrinkled cheeks, Nidl still found her oddly attractive.

A few minutes later, her basket hdf full of fruit, she went back indoors, having first made alittle
curtsy to Nidl.

Hewasintrigued. Ever Since arriving in the spider city ayear ago, he had become accustomed to
pretty girls and attractive women. When helived in the desert, Nidl would have found it impossibleto
believe that he would have failed to respond to most of them. Y et because his telepathic abilities meant
that he was aware of their minds aswell astheir bodies, he found most of them uninteresting. They had
been bred for physicd attractiveness, not for intelligence or vitdity. He enjoyed being pampered by
Nephtys and Jarita, having them wash him when he took a bath, then dry him and rub his body with oil.



Sometimes Jaritalooked up into his face and he knew she wanted to be kissed; but he felt that thiswasa
borderline that he was unwilling to cross, for it would have soon reached the ears of the other

mai dservants -- Jaritawould have made sure of that -- and created discord. So unlike Veig, for whom
every woman was amystery thet filled him with longing, Niall preferred to preserve addicate baance,
and to absorb from the women a subtle essence, like the scent of aflower.

So it was strange that, in this city of the Magician, his response to women was becoming more
likeVeg's Wasit smply that he was missing the daily contact with the girls of his entourage? Or wasit,
like the mystery of the colors and scents, another sign of the Magician's power to cregte illusons?

There was aknock on the door. Gerek called: "Ready?"

The breakfast had aready been set out on the table, and there was ajug of some steaming liquid.
At the sde of Nidl's plate was a golden armband containing a clock.

Gerek sad: "Typhon wishes you to accept this gift."

Thiswas the thought that had flashed into Nial's mind as he saw the armband, and he was
ddlighted that he was correct.

"Wonderful! A clock to wear on my wrigt!"

"They are cdled watches."

He clasped it on hisforearm, noting that the time was a quarter to eight. He had been in Typhon's
house precisdly twelve hours.

In the corner of the room, on ancther table, therewas aplate full of dices of red mest, which
Nial guessed was intended for the captain's breskfast.

Gerek sad: "Typhon has dready gone out. We shadl see him later. Please help yoursavesto
breskfadt.”

Nial experienced atingle of excitement at the thought that, even now, Typhon might be spesking
to the Magician about Veg.

Katia poured liquid from the jug into glasses; it was red, and smelled of raspberries. Nidl had a
strong intuitive sense that she found him attractive; she often smiled at him, and as she leaned over himto
pour, her breast brushed histemple, and Niall experienced asudden glow of sensuous warmth. But at
close quarters he observed something that struck him as odd; the bare skin of her arm was not smooth,
likethat of Nephtys or Jarita, but covered in fine wrinkles. He found himsalf wondering if thiswas dueto
lack of sunlight.

The food was smple: fruit, fish, diced meat, and adark brown bread in which Niall detected the
now familiar taste of the flour made from fungus. There was even akind of yellow jam made from the
acidic fruit Nial had tasted.

Standing in front of hisown table in the corner, the captain was eating with the total absorption
that spiders aways displayed a medls. But he was picking up the meat with histarsal claw rather than
etting the plate down on the floor in the manner Nial knew he would have preferred. He drank by lifting
an earthenware vessdl of water in both claws.

Nial asked: "What are your plansfor today?"

"To show you our city. And then, if you don't mind along walk, to seethe Vae of Thanksgiving."

"I would liketo." Niall sensed that this had a specia meaning for the inhabitants of Shadowland.

Niall ate agood breakfast, and washed it down with the warm raspberry drink, which was
unsweetened; hisweek of travel had given him apowerful gppetite.

Asthey left the room, Gerek said: "Katia suggests that you leave your tunic behind and let her
wash it for you. Y ou can borrow one of mine."

Nial accepted the offer gratefully; his own tunic had become grubby and wrinkled.

When they emerged from Typhon'svilla, acart drawn by two gelbs was standing at the bottom
of the steps. The animals stood silent and unmoving. Gerek turned to the captain.

"Thereisroom if you would liketoride."

The spider said drily: "I would look ridiculous.” Thiswasthefirst time Nial had seen him display
asense of humor.

Gerek took thereins, and Nidl sat in awell-padded seat beside him. Asthe cart drove off down



the multicolored avenue, he experienced the satisfaction of achild on holiday. The gelbstrotted at about
twice aman'swalking pace, so the spider had no difficulty in keeping up with them.

Periodicaly, jets of the sweet-smdlling steam blasted out of the ground, but the animals did not
flinch. They remained indifferent even when lightning struck a conical tower asthey passed it, and they
were showered with fragments of colored stone. Niall tasted one of these; it was sweet, and had a
peppermint flavor. But it did not dissolvein hismouth, and he finaly spat it out. The taste, it seemed, was
another of the Magician'sillusions.

He asked Gerek: "What isthe purpose of these towers?’

"The karvasd built them aslightning conductors. They aso collect eectricity.”

Thisstruck Nidl asanove idea. He had never thought of eectricity being collected like
ranweter.

He also noted that Gerek had said he "built them,” asif the Magician had constructed them
persondly.

"But why do they have colored siripes?’

Gerek amiled. "To lift the spirits of our citizens.”

Asthey trotted silently aong the avenue -- the hooves of gelbs made dmost no sound -- they
saw afew more carts drawn by gelbs and, farther along, astrange device that Nial had never
encountered before: a single large whed with someone baancing astride it and riding it dong the flat
surface. Nidl had never even encountered a cycle, much lessabicycle with only onewhed.

Clearly, the citizens needed some form of trangport to cover these enormous distances. Niall
asked: "Why isthere so much spacein your city?'

"The karvasid fedsthat it looks more attractive. But we have not yet reached the living quarters.”

Ten minutes | ater, the scenery began to change. The conicd towers cameto an end, and there
were rows of wooden houses, with aleywaysin between them. These dleywayswere at right anglesto
the road, and were bounded on either side by akind of wooden wall, behind which were brown
two-gtory houses with flat roofs.

They began to encounter more of the one-whed cycles, and carts drawn by gelbs -- usualy one
to acart. There were also men and women who looked at first glance very like the people who could be
seen around the spider city, except for their bright-colored garments. They evidently found Nidl and the
captain objects of curiosity, and stared at them intently.

Niall was surprised when they came to the end of the street with wooden houses, and found
themsalves approaching a bridge across ariver. On its parapet there were lighted lamps on columns.
Nial, who knew about the cost of municipd lighting, asked: "Do you keep them it dl the time?”

Gerek gestured at the sky. "We have plenty of eectricity.”

Nial wasfascinated by theriver. It was alight turquoise blue, and was flowing swiftly. With
sunlight reflected from its surface, it would have been beautiful. But even in thispae bluelight, itsflowing
wavdets, with their loud rippling sound, were dmost hypnoticaly attractive,

On the other side of the bridge, on top of a hill, there was an impressive building of dark green
stone, with rounded towers and buttresses. Niall guessed what it was even before Gerek pointed and
sad: "The palace of the karvasid.”

Having noted that the rest of the city was completdly flat, Nial asked: "Isthat anatura hill?"

"No. It took athousand workmen twenty yearsto congtruct it."

"A thousand men?' Nidl was dartled. Hismain impression so far was of acity with asmal
population.

Gerek understood what he meant. " There were more people at that time.”

Niall was about to ask what had happened to them when the cart halted at the edge of alarge
open space with amarket. Strings of colored lights gave it an atmosphere of festivity, whilethe sdls
were covered in glittering silver clothsthat reflected the light. On the far Sde of the squaretherewasa
curious structure that he ingtantly recognized asthe "circustent” of hisdream, with its clumsy multistory
shape. It made him wonder for amoment whether he was at present adeep or awake.

Gerek hated the cart on the edge of the square, and they climbed out, leaving their vehicle at the



end of arow of sationary cartswith gelbsin harness. All these animals ssood unmoving; they might have
been mistaken for statues made of wood.

There were more people in the market than he had seen so far; even 0, it was not as crowded
as the market in the spider city. For the most part the men and women seemed oddly pale, like Skorbo's
assassins, sometimes their complexions were alight shade of yellow. And when Nial came close, he
noticed that the skin was covered infinelines, like Katials arm.

By far the strangest thing about this scene wasthat it was so silent. This, of course, was because
the people were addressing one another telepathicaly. But even their feet were dmost soundless, the
most popular form of footwear seemed to be a shoe made of soft white leather, of the kind that many
children worein the city of the bombardier beetles. Thetotd effect was bizarre: abustling market with
hardly a sound.

All around the edge of the square were striped booths that served food and drink, and the air
wasfull of pleasant cooking smells. The market stalls themsalves contained aremarkable variety of
goods:. clothes, shoes, household articles like wooden buckets, clothes pegs, and stepladders, aswell as
food such as cheese and buitter, apples, pears, plums, and the eggplantlike fruit Nial had seenin
Typhon's garden. There were even one-whedled cyclesfor sde.

Nial was suddenly struck by an interesting redlization: he had not so far seen asingle child.
Neither were there animals like dogs or cats. Y et some of the meat on sdlelooked like large rats.

Nial pointed to the"circustent.”

"What isthat?"

"It contains amusements. Would you liketo seeingde?’

With adisquieting sense of dgjavu, Niall advanced toward the entrance that |ooked asif it had
been created by cleaving the canvas with aknife. Directly beyond this flap there was agray space that
was even more like Nidl's dream. But when another flap was pushed aside, the smilarity vanished. The
ingde of the enormous tent was it by dectric lights that were brighter than the daylight outsde. And the
people insgde were speaking in normal voices, chattering and laughing. There was a so soft and pleasant
music, played on some kind of stringed instrument. Around the walls there were booths separated by thin
walls made of woven gtrips of wood, and machineswith flashing lights.

The bright lights aso showed clearly that most of the people had fine wrinkles -- so fine that they
would scarcely be visblein daylight-while the predominantly dark hair of the men and women was
frequently powdered with gray. What was so odd was that their bodies showed no sign of aging; the
majority of the women had good figures and firm breasts, while the men looked strong and athletic. No
one he had seen so far looked overweight. Nidl thought of the woman he had watched from his bedroom
window, with her wrinkled face and youthful figure, and was baffled.

Niall's appearance, followed by the captain, caused a dtir; but the tent was so big that the
chattering continued unabated. And those who gazed with astonishment at the spider quickly lost interest
when they saw Gerek and recognized that he wasin charge of the two guests; within afew minutes, no
one was paying them any more attention.

Nial asked Gerek: "What isthis place?!

"Itisthe Hdl of Entertainment.”

Nial looked around him with interest. His committee had discussed providing something of the
sort for the inhabitants of the spider city, and he was on the lookout for idess.

"What are these machines?' Each booth contained an upright metal box in which therewasa
circular opening about afoot in diameter, and each one had acomfortable seat of meta tubing attached
toitsfront.

"We cdl these reality machines. Come and see.”

Heled Nidl into one of the booths, and said: "Excuse me." An attractive young woman |ooked
round at them with wide eyes. For amoment, Niall thought she was startled by the sght of the captain,
then realized that her eyeswere actudly circular. Again, Nial experienced adisturbing sense of dgavu,
then remembered where he had seen such round eyes: in the white ghostlike creatures of his dream.

Thegirl smiled charmingly at them, looking at Niall with particular interest, and Nial experienced



again the glow of attraction that he had felt when Katia had pressed againgt him. The women of this place
seemed to radiate akind of erotic energy.

A label on the side of the booth said: " Scene by Moonlight." Gerek gestured at the circular
opening, and Nidl sat down and placed hisface againg it. He found himself looking at a picture of a
cobbled road that ran beside ariver or canal, with trees on either side, and neat-looking houses. A
crescent moon hung in the sky, and was reflected on the water of the canal. A girl inalow-cut dresswas
walking aong the road. A well-built young man who looked like alaborer was waking toward her.

It was adelightful picture, and Nial looked at it with appreciation. Then, as he stared, it became
three-dimensiona; he waslooking at ared road, and the treeswere stirring in acool night breeze. A
moment later, he found himsdf standing on the road and fedling the breeze againgt his cheeks and looking
at clouds drifting past the moon. Everything was red: the rippling water of the cand, which reflected the
moon, and aleaf that drifted down from atree. A cat emerged from a garden gate. The man passed the
young girl without even glancing & her.

What was so odd about thiswas that Nial was conscious of himsdlf in two places at once:
gtanding in front of the machine, and being on the moonlit road. This produced a curious surge of
pleasure, a sense of control.

Gerek sad: "If you want to retart it, push the orange button.”

Nidl did as he suggested. Ingtantly, the picture reset itsaf. The man and the girl were again
twenty feet apart, the trees stirred in the breeze, the cat dipped out of the gate. Nial wondered why
Gerek had suggested restarting it. He looked at the girl's attractive features, and the bosoms that almost
emerged from the neckline of the dress, and it passed idly through his mind that it was a pity that the
young man did not ask her for akiss.

A moment later, asthey passed one another, the man turned, dipped hisarm round her, and gave
her akiss. Thegirl seemed to enjoy it.

Nidl found it hard to believe that his own spontaneous thought had caused the change. He again
pressed the reset button, and watched the two approaching one another. But thistime, he changed the
scenario in hisimagination. And amoment later, asthe two drew closer, it wasthe girl who stepped in
front of the man and placed her arms round his neck. The two stood pressed tightly together in the
moonlight. Nidl felt like avoyeur as he watched them.

Nidl sad: "That'samazing!" Gerek smiled, obvioudy pleased. "But how can my thoughts change
what is happening?'

"l don't know. It's one of the karvasid's early inventions. | don't understand the principle behind
it

Nidl stood aside and invited the captain to look. After amoment's hesitation, the pider peered
through the round hole. His body suddenly becamerigid, and Nial knew that he had found himself
standing on the moonlit road.

A few seconds later, the captain aso reset the machine. Thistime, the eyes around the back of
his head closed, obvioudy to enable him to concentrate better. Nial was curious about what had
interested him. Then it cameto him: the cat. The captain waslooking at it as a potential med. The thought
madehim amile.

Niall asked Gerek: "Could | makeit do anything | wanted? Make the moon fall out of the sky or
the treeswak aong the road?"

"Certainly. It repondsto your imagination.”

Something in theway Gerek said thismade Nidl redize that hefound it al rather boring. He
probably had looked into dl these "redlity machines' dozens of times.

When he looked into the machine in the next booth, Nial understood why, after their initial
surprise, no one paid much attention to the spider. The labd on the booth said "Korsh,” and insgde the
machine was an exact representation of the main avenue of the spider city -- the one that ran south out of
the square -- with spider webs stretched overhead, and daves and female overseers on the crowded
pavements. Nidl found himsaf stlanding on the curb, and had to admit that it all looked totally red. Ashe
stood there, aspider dropped out of its web, seized adave, and carried him a oft.



Nial said to Gerek: "Thisisout of date. Spiders are no longer alowed to eat human beings.”

Gerek looked surprised, but said nothing.

Entering again this panoramic scene, with the river in the background, Nial was struck by
another inaccuracy. The femal e overseers had been coarsened and robbed of some of their femininity.
These women were beautiful, but aso looked ill-natured and stupid. They strutted around looking asiif
they might besat and trample on adave out of sheer spite.

Nial thought he began to understand. The inhabitants of Shadowland were alowed to familiarize
themsalves with the spider city, but it was represented in such away that they felt no envy for its
inhabitants. It looked overcrowded and dangerous.

They strolled between rows of booths, and Nial paused frequently to read the labels. Warfare
seemed very popular, and at least two dozen machines were dedicated to grest battles of history
including Salamis, Actium, Agincourt, Lepanto, Austerlitz, Waterloo, and many Nial had never heard of.
As he passed these machines, Niall could hear the thunder of cannon, the shouts of charging armies, and
rousing military music. The men who peered into them were obvioudy soldiers, and some wore blue and
red military uniforms. It was apparent from their totd tillnessthat each was physicaly present on the
batlefied.

Many of the machines were twice aswide as the others and had two seats attached. These were
clearly designed for couples, and without exception they were occupied. Gerek explained that they
enabled couplesto share adventures, and that many of the men and women who gazed into them were
strangersto one another.

The sheer number and variety of the dream machines was overwhel ming -- it would have been
possible to spend weeksin thisvast hall. It dso became clear that the machines presented the citizens of
Shadowland with an outlet for every kind of impulse and daydream. By merely looking through acircular
gperture, they could experience virtudly anything: forests, rivers, mountains, strange cities, bizarre
landscapes, mythical crestures, amazing love affairs, heroic battles, even voyages around the solar
sysem.

Other machines were devoted to extraordinary surredlistic fantasies. Niall was particularly
amused by a giant naked woman who seemed to be built of bricks, and who ate houses asif they were
cream cakes. And the captain was obvioudly fascinated by a swamplike dreamscape with indeterminate
creatures who changed continualy from plantsto reptilesto birds, animals, insects, and crustaceans,
while never being wholly one or the other. Nidl found its landscapes oddly repellent and oppressive, but
the captain stood in front of it for aquarter of an hour without stirring. It made Nidl reaize how little he
understood the spider mentality.

They had been insde the Hall of Entertainment for more than an hour, and Niall's appetite for its
amazing variety was beginning to flag out of merefatigue. So when Gerek asked if he was ready to leave,
he nodded.

Next to the exit there was a bright, slver-colored machine that was dightly larger than the others.
Asthey approached, the man who was peering into it turned around, and Niall saw that this face was
gligening with swest. Nidl asked Gerek: "What's that?*

"That isanew exhibit. It isfor testing the power of the will."

"How doesit do that?"

"Why not try it?"

Hestantly, Nidl peered into the machine, then sat down. Heimmediately fet himsdf drawninto
its powerful ambience, asif by akind of suction. This suction did not operate on his body, but somehow
on his perceptions.

He found himself looking at two glittering railway tracks that extended aboui fifty feet toward a
square red building, into which they disappeared.

Theillusion took about aminute to build up, like a picture that was completed piece by piece.
Niall then redlized that he was standing on a platform, beside ared trolley whose metal wheelsrested on
thetracks. A small door stood open. After amoment of hesitation, Nial obeyed hisimpulseto climbin
and st down on awooden seat. As soon as he pulled the door closed behind him, the trolley began to



move toward the red building. Two doors swung inward to admit it, and he found himself insde akind of
hut whose brightly colored walls were covered in pictures of the planets. A soft and soothing music was
playing out of smal holesin thewals.

The wagon stopped, and ametal band passed around Nidl'swaist, confining him to the sest.
Then the trolley moved smoothly toward ablank red wall. But just before it was about to strikeit, two
more doors did open, and Nial found himself perched on top of adope that plunged downward toward
asmdl bluelakethat covered the tracks, and then steeply upward again, and around a curve. A moment
later, the trolley was moving down the tracks at an increasing speed toward the water. Nidl felt asurge
of darm, even though he knew thiswas an illuson, and that he was actudly standing in front of a
mechine.

He closed hiseyes asthetrolley, now traveling faster than he had ever traveled in hislife,
swooped into the water. The was atremendous splash, and awall of water surged into the air; he could
fed drops of icy-cold water on hisface. When he opened his eyes, the trolley was hurtling up the dope,
dowly losing speed. It swept round acurve, pulling him sidewaysin his seat and pressng him tight against
the metal band. When he opened his eyes again, the trolley was at the top of another dope, at the bottom
of which acavern straddled the line. Again, they plunged down, and he ducked his head to avoid the low
entrance. Then hewas in aroaring darkness, deafened by the clamor of the iron wheels.

He was surrounded by a purple glow, and saw ahead of him awhite giant widlding ascythe. He
ducked frantically, and the scythe passed over hishead, brushing his hair and causing bits of hair to fall
down his cheeks. Then they were traveling dong a curving track that followed ahilltop, in atumultuous
wind. Dim lights enabled him to see the steep sdes of adope that plunged down to the sea. Huge
breakerswereroalling in, surging up the dope, and turning into spray only afew feet below where Nial
was sitting, so he could fed the spume. Again, he had to soothe his rising panic by telling himsdlf that all
thiswasanilluson. Y et when hetried to become conscious of hisbody standing in front of the dream
meachine, hefaled. Hewas only aware of himsdlf Stting inthetrolley, held tightly in his seat by ameta
band. It was like being trapped in anightmare.

They were roaring around another bend and down adope. A great breaker swept in, struck the
dope, and surged up toward him. Cold water dashed against him, soaking his clothes and taking his
breath away. Then they were plunging down again, thistime toward aforest, in which two giantswere
swinging hatchets at atree. Thetreefell, and Nial closed hiseyesin horror asit landed across the track.
But long branches prevented it from touching the ground, and the trolley hurtled out of the other side of
the branches.

Wondering how much more of this his nerves could take, he closed hiseyesand felt the air
rushing past him, his body hurled upward at one moment as they swept downhill, then squashed down in
thetrolley seat asit surged up again. More spray dashed into hisface and he tasted sdt. He was aware
that at this speed, he could be knocked unconscious if some projection struck his head.

To hisimmenserelief, thetrolley began to dow down. Ahead of him he saw thered building in
which he had started thisjourney. Then the car hdted, the band withdrew from around his body, and the
door opened. Fedling giff and badly shaken, Nial staggered out onto the platform. As soon as he did
this, he became aware of hisbody standing in front of the machine. Heraised his hand to histunic,
convinced that it would be drenched in seawater. But it was perfectly dry. Only hisface and hair were
wet, and as he touched it with hisfingers, then tasted it, he redlized that the salt was perspiration.

Heturned to Gerek. "That's terrifying. But why do you say thistests the power of the will?"

"Because you can ress theilluson if you want to."

The captain was now standing in front of the machine, peering into the circular hole. His body
became perfectly ill, and it was obvious that he had been dragged into the scene againgt hiswill.
Watching him, Nidl recdled that feding of total aosorption, like being sucked into avortex. It seemed to
be some form of hypnosis, with something in common with aspider's ahility to induce paralyss. In that
case, thetrick of ressting it surely must depend on maintaining avareness of his body standing in front of
the mechine?

After lessthan aminute, the captain turned away. In answer to Nidl's question, hismind



conveyed aclear picture of theimpossihility of squeezing hislong legsinto thetrolley.

Intent on testing histheory, Nidl immediatdy sat down againin front of the circular opening. But
thistime he concentrated hard, ressting the sense of being sucked into avortex. It was asif he had
interfered with some mechanism. The scene with thetrolley and railway lines remained somehow unred
and gtatic. Niall had to decrease his resistance before he experienced the sense of being pulled into it.

Asthe scene built up around him, like ajigsaw puzzle coming into existence piece by piece, Nial
maintained the sense of contact with hisbody. It was as he was opening the door and climbing into the
trolley that he felt his mind become blank for asplit second, and realized that this was the moment when
he had lost awareness of hisbody and become part of the illuson. He made amentd effort, asthough
shaking his head, and immediately became conscious of hisbody again.

Asthe trolley moved forward, he made another effort of will, and a once interfered with the
mechanism; the trolley stopped and the whole scene became gatic. Theillusion, he redlized, depended
on his becoming hypnotized by the motion of the trolley. When heressted, it was asif someone had
snapped hisfingersin front of hisface, breaking the spell. He ceased resisting, and the red doors did
open, admitting him to the small building. This, he realized, was the crucia moment; he was about to be
hurled into motion. He shook his head and clenched histeeth, restoring the sense of hisbody standingin
front of the machine. The next set of doors opened, but the trolley remained motionless at the top of the
steep dope, and remained motionless until he relaxed hiswill, and dlowed it to rush forward.

Swooping down toward the water, he found it more difficult to maintain control. He kept his
teeth clenched, and as he hit the water, forced himsdlf not to blink. Asaresult, he saw that what actudly
happened was a flash of blue light, accompanied by strong puffs of cold wind on his cheeks.

Asthey approached the cave entrance, he held his neck rigid, refusing to give way to theimpulse
to duck. The result was amomentary darkness as his head passed through the stone, again accompanied
by aviolent puff of ar that made him wince.

Ahead of him was the white giant swinging the scythe; it cost an effort not to duck, but al that
happened was aflash of light and puffs of wind on his cheek, smulating hair that had been diced off.

Asthe car clattered around the curve of the hilltop, he looked down on the roaring sea, aware
that thiswas anillusion of light and sound, akind of cinema projection. He was dmost taken in asthey
were struck by the wave, but redlized that thiswas merely ablast of freezing air. And when the two
giants made the tree fdl acrossthe track, he smply braced himself asthe trolley passed through the gap
in the branches.

Now he kept his eyes open, ignoring the rocks and trees that rushed past him. And as the change
in the rhythm of the whedlstold him that he was close to the end of the journey, he once again
concentrated until he became aware of his body. There was aflickering confusion, and thetrolley jerked
and then stopped. The metal band withdrew from around his body, but he made no attempt to stand.
Instead, he concentrated on his body. There was aflash, followed by darkness, and he was suddenly
gtting in front of the machine. Thelight insdeit had gone out.

In that moment, Nidl experienced a sudden insight, whose precise nature e uded him but which
left behind aglow of exhilaration.

Gerek said: "Y ou seem to have blown the fuse.”

This had happened, Niall realized, because he had aborted the last part of the operation, and so
confused the preset pattern that governed it.

Gerek was bending over atube of flickering green light, in which ablack line wavered up and
down. Hesaid: "That wasimpressive." But Nidl thought he detected anote of anxiety in hisvoice. When
the light indde the machine came on again, he looked relieved.

For amoment, Nid experienced apainful twinge of headache. The events of the last few minutes
had |eft him tired, and colors were dancing in front of his eyes. He looked around for somewhereto st
down again.

Gerek, reading hismind, said: "Let'sgo and have a cup of coffee.”

He led the way out of the exit. Next door there was an open areawith tables and chairs, and a
counter.



"Sit down and I'll get you something to drink."

Thetable topswere circular and in bright primary colors, each supported by asingle metd leg
with seets attached to it. Nidl sat down with asigh of relief, and gradualy began to fed better. The
captain, as usua, stood there motionless.

The cafe was about haf full. Many of the women, he noticed, had the same round eyes asthe girl
he had seen in the booth. Asthey were still waiting for Gerek's return, a man and woman, dressed in the
usua brightly colored clothes, camein through the street entrance. They walked past them with only a
perfunctory glance at the spider. It was only after they had passed that it struck Niall as odd that two
strangers should walk into the Hall of Entertainment, find an eight-foot spider standing at atable, and
pass by with hardly aglance. Could the inhabitants of Shadowland bedl that familiar with red spiders?

Gerek returned, carrying atray.

"Sorry I've been so long. They had to dice more meat.”

He had brought a plate of underdone beef for the captain, and coffee and biscuits for himsdlf and
Nial. Since Nial had never tasted coffee, he had no way of knowing that the hot liquid he was now
S pping was a substitute made of chestnuts.

He asked Gerek: "Why do some women have round eyes?'

"They are an experiment of the karvasid. Sincethe light hereisless bright than on the surface, he
thought that round eyes would help them to see better."

"But why only women?'

Gerek amiled, and lowered hisvoice. "He thought round eyes made men looked silly, wheressiit
made women prettier.”

Glancing at ablue-eyed girl at the next table, Niall had to agree that her round eyes made her
attractive; the effect of astonishment made her seem vulnerable and innocent. On the other hand the men,
many in military uniform, and mostly of the dliff-dweller type with pae faces and subbly blue chins,
would have looked absurd with round eyes.

Nial finished the last biscuit and drained his coffee. He asked: "Where are we going now?"

"| thought you might like to see alittle more of Shadowland.”

Asthey emerged into the blue daylight -- which seemed oddly depressing after the bright lights of
the Hall of Entertainment -- Niall was fascinated to see that the road was cobbled. But there was
otherwise no resemblance to the scene of his dream. These houses were strikingly quaint, with steep,
red-tiled roofs, and upper storiesthat projected above the lower; their windows were made of small
leaded panes. And the people here bore no resemblance to the white-haired, ghostlike crestures of his
dream.

He asked Gerek: "Have you ever seen creatures like this?' And he projected atelepathic image
of thewhite ghodis.

Gerek nodded. "They are caled graddiks."

"And where do they come from?”

"Comefrom?' Gerek looked at him in astonishment. "They don't come from anywhere. They
don't exigt. They are purdy mythica."

"And what about troglas?"

"Oh, they existed once. They werethe original inhabitants of Shadowland, but they weredl killed
in avolcanic eruption long before men came here.”

"Andisit truethat their ghogs still haunt Shadowland?”

Gerek shrugged impatiently. " Of course not. Ghosts don't exist.”

Nidl could seethat Gerek was of the same mind as Torwald Steeg.

Looking around the corner of another cobbled street with quaint houses, Nial asked: "What kind
of peoplelive here?'

"Thisisadigtrict caled Freydig, which isfor our better-off citizens. It isbased on acity called
Krakow in medieva Poland. That'sthe Town Hall." He pointed to abuilding that might have been a
ducd cadtle. "It dso hasthe best restaurant in the city.”

The people of this quarter certainly looked plumper and better dressed than those in the wooden



houses on the far side of the bridge, and onetall, beautiful woman was wearing acloak of whitefur. Niall
was curious.

"Why arethey better-off?'

Gerek laughed. "A good question. In fact, the karvasid thought that it would be better if our city
had different classes, therich and the poor. A city where everybody was dike would be lessinteresting
than a city with class differences. Asit is, the poor dream of moving to thisside of theriver, near the
palace.”

"And what do the rich dream of 7'

"To bedlowed to trave to the surface. That iswhy the karvasd wants to make a peace treaty
with the spiders”

Nidl sad: "You asonishme.”

"Why?'

"Surdly red travel would be boring in comparison to the Hall of Entertainment.”

"Ahno. You see, dream machinesfail to satisfy the sense of redlity.”

They now had walked around the enormous circus tent, and were back in the market square. It
was even more crowded than before, and again Niall was struck by the silence.

Their gelbs, which were waiting in the row of sationary carts, looked asif they had not stirred an
inch in the past two hours. Nial and Gerek climbed in, Gerek took the reins and turned the cart, and they
drove off smartly, turning left dong the road that followed theriver. Glancing back over his shoulder, Nia
saw that many people were staring after them. It seemed they were not asindifferent as they appeared to
be.

The captain, with his eight-foot stride, had no difficulty keeping abreast; in fact, they were
traveling at about the speed that spiders preferred. Nidl therefore settled back in his seat and alowed
himsdlf to relax and enjoy the scenery.

Not far beyond the marketplace they passed another enormous square, in which a squad of
soldierswas engaged inrifledrill. Thiswasthefirst time Nidl had ever seen soldiers on parade, and he
was fascinated by the machinelike precision of their movements as they snapped to attention or presented
arms, dl of this-- since he could not hear the tel epathic commands -- seemed spontaneous and full of
agtonishing vigor.

He asked Gerek: "Why do you need soldiers when you have no enemies?’

"The karvasd believesin being prepared for attack. Besides, the training is good for our
menfolk.”

Thiscity waslarger than the city of the spiders, yet obvioudy had afar smaller population. This
was gpparent from the small number of peoplethey saw. Y et its buildings were asimpressive as those of
gpider city, and far more varied in style. One great square building looked like an ol d-fashioned office
block with outside columns that seemed purely for the purpose of decoration, and aflat roof witha
parapet. Y et through itslarge windows Nidl could see only one solitary woman sitting at a desk. Another
building dong theriverfront had a series of arcades, and in akind of interior courtyard he could seetrees
-- rather sguat trees whose vegetation was the dark color of seaweed.

Onthefar sde of theriver there were rows of terraced houses looking like those on the outskirts
of the spider city. Nial saw aman emerging from one of these, and blinked with astonishment, suspecting
that his eyes were deceiving him. The man seemed to have a square head. Nidl pointed to him.

"|sthere something wrong with him?”"

"No. That isone of the karvasid's experiments. He thought that a man with a different-shaped
head could be made more intelligent, but he proved to be wrong. They are very stupid.”

Nial noticed something else -- open spaces with great piles of square stone blocksin the center.
These pileslooked asif they had been tumbled haphazardly from the back of some huge cart. He
pointed: "And wheat are they for?'



Gerek sad briefly: "Building blocks."

"But you seem to have more buildings than you need.”

"That iswhy they were not used.”

They were crossing another bridge built of stone, with lighted lamps aong the parapet. Beyond
this, Nidl could seethe city wall, with its strange hexagond towers and tall windows, and another city
gate -- obvioudy not the one he had entered by, for there were no conica towersin sight.

Nial said: "l don't understand. Was the population once far greater than it istoday?'

He thought Gerek seemed troubled by the question, but in fact, he answered casudly: "Oh, yes.
Even a century ago there were four times as many people.”

"What happened to them?"

Gerek hesitated before replying: "1 was not born then, but | suspect that the karvasid made one
of hisrare mistakes. He was afraid that the population would outgrow the food supply, and ordered
many woman to be sterilized. So the birth rate fell steeply. But then the sterility seemed to spread. Now
no baby has been born for twenty years. | was one of thelast.”

Gerek seemed disturbed, and Niall felt sorry to have asked an embarrassing question.

A few minutes|later they arrived at the gate. The guard who opened it for them stood to attention
and sauted Gerek. Nidl observed that he watched the spider curioudy out of the corner of hiseye. Then
they were out in the featureless landscape of Shadowland, with itsflat, hard surface. Y et the only visble
difference from Nidl's approach of the day before was that a smooth gray road stretched ahead of them.
In the black earth on either side of the road, Niall observed occasiona cracks, from which steam was
ising.

Gerek said: "Y ou promised to tell me how you became the ruler of the spiders.”

And since the road ahead vanished into the unchanging distance, and they were obvioudy going
to beonit for along time, Niall took a deep breath and began.

"I was born in the desert on the other side of the great sea. . ." If he had tried to tell of hisjourney
to Kazak's underground city, and how he had killed a spider with the expanding meta rod, it would have
taken all day. So instead he compressed it, describing smply how he had returned from ahunting trip to
find hisfather dead, and hisfamily taken captive by the spiders. Gerek listened with total absorption, and
30, oddly enough, did the captain, who was becoming increasingly skilled at following human mentd
imegery.

Niall spoke of his rescue of the spider that fell overboard during the crossing from North
Khaybad, and how in consequence he was well treated on arriving in the spider city. To describe the
white tower and al he had learned there would again have made the tale overlong, so he spoke only of
hisjourney to the city of the bombardier beetles. He condensed the account of how Doggins had lost his
complete supply of explosives on Boomday, and only described how he and agroup of young men had
st out to find the hidden arsend in the Fortress. Gerek was clearly fascinated by Niall's account of the
Reapers.

"We have some of thesein the castle armory. | understood they were invented by the karvasid.”

"No, they date back to olden times, before the spiders came."

After talking for an hour, Nidl becametired of the sound of his own voice, and so abridged the
account of histrip to the Delta. But when he spoke of the empress plant, Gerek interrupted with
amazement: "And you actudly spoke to the goddess?' Nidl nodded. "What was she like?"

Nidl sad, enjoying the sense of anticlimax: "A giant vegetable sticking out of ahilltop.”

But when it came to speaking of his conversation with the goddess, Niall experienced an odd
reluctance to go into detail. An ingtinct checked him, and since he dways obeyed such ingtincts, he
confined himself to explaining that the empress plant had been brought to Earth by a comet from another
gaaxy; after that, he went on to describe hisreturn to the city of the beetles.

By now, they were traveling by the sde of alake whose surface was almost entirely covered by
abright yellow weed, while onitsfar sdewasavertica dliff, perhaps athousand feet high. At the top of
thiswas a blue-covered dope that stretched into the vapors of the sky. The ledges on the cliff face were
full of birds.



Now extremely hungry, Nial abbreviated the next part of histale even more. He said nothing of
the fact that the Spider Lord proved to be afemale, for he fet this should not be spoken about in front of
the captain. Neither did he spesk of the direct intervention of the goddess. Instead, he explained that he
had told the spider council about his encounter with the goddess, and that this was why he had been
elevated to the pogition of ruler of the spider city.

Gerek asked increduloudly: "And they believed you?!

"Of course. They could read my mind."

Gerek was slent. Nidl obvioudy had given him much food for thought.

A few minutes later he brought the gelbsto ahdt. "Do you fed hungry yet?'

"Vay!"

The borders of the |ake were covered with thick blue moss, which cushioned their feet. Gerek
released the gelbs from the shafts, and they immediately began to eat this. More surprisingly, they also
waded into the lake, and began to take mouthfuls of the yellow weed, which hung down from their faces
like beards.

Gerek sad: "Thisiscdled grilweed, and isregarded asagreet ddlicacy. Try it."

Hekicked off his shoes, waded into the water, and took a handful of the weed, some of which
was aquarter of aninch thick. Nial accepted it dubioudy, but was agreeably surprised. Grilweed was
crunchy and had addiciousflavor, like adightly peppery form of sweet corn.

Gerek said: "Theflavor disappears when it is transported to the city. It seemsto be due to some
peculiar dectrica property of the cliff.”

It was true that the weed produced alight eectrical sensation on the tongue.

Nial removed his sandds and walked into the water. He wasimmediately aware of amuch
stronger eectrica current, and when heimmersed his handsit became stronger than ever.

The captain tasted afragment of the grilweed, but obvioudy did not find it to histaste,

Gerek said: "Thelakeisaso well stocked with fish.”

The captain immediately showed more interest, and waded out into the water. But hislegs soon
became entangled in the grilweed, which formed a thick mat on the surface. Gerek went to the cart and
opened a compartment under the seet; from this he took a blue device that seemed to consst mainly of a
flat piece of metal about afoot square. It had ahandle, not unlike that of asaw. Nidl and the captain
watched curioudly as Gerek waded cautioudy into the water, where the gelbs had cleared a spacein the
grilweed, and plunged the metal sheet down to arm's length. He pressed a switch, and therewasa
humming sound.

"What doesthat do?"

"Attractsthefish."

After about aminute, Gerek reached into the water with his other hand, and it came out with a
plump fish, which he handed to the captain. It was afoot long and, like the fishesin the other lake, made
only feeble attempts to escape. The captain waded ashore, turned his back for the sake of politeness,
and ae hungrily.

Gerek meanwhile caught two more fishes, which heleft to wriggle on the moss. He returned to
the cart and took from the compartment a blue device that might have been ashort rapier with a
handguard dividing the handle from the blade. He pushed the blade down the throat of one of the fishes
and pressed a button on the handle. There was a humming sound, and within aminute, the air wasfull of
the appetizing smell of freshly cooked fish. From the cart Gerek took two plates and cutlery, then
switched off the rgpier, and did the fish onto a plate. He handed thisto Niall.

"Try it with the grilweed -- they go well together." He wasright. The perfectly cooked fish was
juicy, but needed something to giveit flavor; the crunchy, peppery grilweed complemented it perfectly.

They atetheir medl in aleisurely manner, stretched out on the thick moss. Nidl twisted off a
handful of thisand tasted it; the congstency waslike raw cauliflower. He washed it down with lake
water, which was clear and swest, and prickly on the tongue. After eating two large fishes, the captain
fell adeep. Nidl himsdf placed his head on amossy stone and closed his eyes. The silence was broken
only by the crackling of lightning, which frequently struck the cliff. The gelbs, having eaten their fill of the



weed, stood there without stirring. Gerek also lay down with his head on aclump of moss.

Nidl asked: "How old isthe karvasd?'

Gerek yawned. "No oneis quite sure. He came here about four hundred years ago."

"How has he been ableto live so long?”

"He saysthat anyone can live to any age they like. He told Typhon that prolonging old ageisjust
like staying awake when you fed deepy. Y ou have to make sure that you stay interested in something.
And then you get akind of second wind."

All thisstruck Niall as perfectly plausible. He asked: "Do the people of Shadowland believein
the goddess?!

"Oh no. At leadt, not in the superdtitious sense.”

"What isthe superdtitious sense?'

"Well, believing that she's a supernatura being.” He closed his eyes, then opened them suddenly.
"Incidentaly, the karvasd will be very interested to hear that the goddessis smply an intelligent vegetable
from another planet.”

Nial had afeding that Gerek had missed his point, but felt too pleasantly drowsy to bother to
correct him. He asked: "What did the karvasd think she was?'

"Oh, just asilly superstition of the spiders.” He glanced across at the captain, but he was
obvioudy sound adeep after hislong morning'swalk.

The karvasid, Nidl reflected, was obvioudy another total skeptic.

He closed hiseyes and alowed himsdf to fal adeep; when he opened them again, Gerek was
harnessing the gelbs.

The captain was taking advantage of the delay to eat another fish. But he was obvioudy not really
hungry, and left it haf finished.

AsNial took his seat, Gerek said: "We have only about amileto drive, then we have to get out
andwalk."

Beyond the point where the river flowed into the lake, the drive was uphill. Like the dope above
the lake, the hillsde was covered with athick and particularly bright layer of the blue moss, obvioudy a
major source of the city's food supply. The gelbs plodded up the steep dope with no sign of strain -- it
was obvious they were built for strength and placidity rather than speed.

Theriver that ran aongside the track had become a cataract. Findly they reached a point where
the cart obvioudy could go no farther. Here alevel space had been cut into the hillside, only afew feet
from the water that thundered pagt, filling the air with drops of spray. Horses would have been nervous,
but the gelbs stood there asiif they were dedf.

From the box under the seat, Gerek now produced two tubular objects, each six incheslong,
which Nidl recognized as dectric flashlights. He handed one to Nial and dropped the other into hisown
pocket.

Ahead of them lay anarrow and twisting path that became increasingly steep and dippery with
Soray from the stream that roared desfeningly past afew feet away. Birdswere flying in and out of the
spray, enjoying the shower bath. After climbing for haf an hour, the sight of the drop below made the
skin contract on Nidl's scalp.

By now, they were al soaked from head to foot. Then, to Nial'srdief, the path and the stream
diverged. Looking up, he could see the point, fifty feet above them, where the water issued from the cliff.
But their own path was becoming harder -- so steep that steps had been cut into the rock face. Finaly,
to Nidl'srdief, they encountered ametd rail that had been set into the cliff, and Niadl clung to it until his
knuckles became white.

The mogt frightening moment occurred when lightning struck the dliff face twenty feet above
them, and started a miniature avalanche. As stones bounced past him and darmed birds flew up from
below, Nial clung to therail with both hands. He was relieved that the lightning had not struck theral.

Stepsfindly led them into a cave entrance on aleve with the emerging stream. Again, darmed
birds flew out past them. Tool marks on the walls and celling of the cave showed that it was not naturd,
but had been cut out of the rock. Nial scrambled ten feet into the darkness, then sat down on the floor,



his back against the wall, relieved to be able to rest. He was breathless, and his knees ached. Gerek sank
down beside him. Even the spider, whose head and back were scraping the celling, was breathing
heavily.

The captain suddenly reacted with ahiss, staring into the depths of the cave. Thiswas dark, since
the pale blue daylight failed to reach more than afew feet beyond the entrance. AsNial gaped with
horror, ahuge figure loomed out of the darkness.

Gerek sad: "Don't worry -- it'sonly the guard.”

But what astonished Nial was that the naked moog, looking like some great marble statue, had
no head. He found himsdf laughing smply to release nervoustension.

"He seemsto havelogt his head."

Gerek shone hislight on the moog, and Niall saw that the cresture had one eye, in the center of
its chest. Thiswas garing at them unblinkingly.

Gerek sad: "That isto make him more frightening to intruders.”

Nial asked with astonishment: "Do you have intruders?"

Gerek grunted. " Sometimes people try to escape to the upper world."

The words startled Nial. He had taken it for granted that the moog was there to guard the
northern entrance of Shadowland from possible invaders. The notion that it was aso there to prevent
Shadowlanders from escaping came as asurprise. "Escape’ seemed to imply aprison.

But he only had to look at Gerek's cheerful, open face to fedl reassured. Such aperson could
never beinvolved in cruelty or oppression.

With Gerek leading, they squeezed past the moog, whose vast bulk occupied most of the narrow
cave. Then the tunnel made aleft-hand turn, and the roaring of the water became deafening. A dozen feet
farther, and they found themselves on akind of bridge that had been carved out of the rock; the stream
rushed below them, creating a continuous flow of wind. Always fascinated by rushing water, Nial hated
to gaze down, and was interested to see that the stream divided into two. Half of it flowed under the
bridge, toward the point where it emerged from the cliff, while the other haf plunged down into akind of
snkhole

"Where doesit go?'

"Tothelower leves”

Across the bridge, the path turned uphill, and they were soon waking with the stream on their
right. Therewas adrop of ten feet to the surface of the water. This cave, whose ceilling was only afew
feet above their heads, obvioudy had been carved out of the rock by the water, which had gradualy
widened and deepened it.

In effect, they were walking on ariverbank that ascended toward the surface. The water had
worn it smooth underfoot, but rock projections above meant that continued vigilance had to be observed
if they wanted to avoid striking their heads. But finaly a point came where the wals of the tunnel
sretched above them, and they could walk comfortably upright. It was no longer atunned but akind of
underground canyon, where theriver had to makeitsway around giant rocks that had collgpsed from the
ceiling. No longer reflected off the walls, the roar of the water became less deafening.

At one point the river plunged over awaterfal fifty feet high; but atunne with steps had been
carved into the rock, and they climbed up asif insde atower, and came out where the water flowed
over thefdl. Nial preferred not to look down; this ascent was beginning to make him breathless.

The spider, with his ability to seein the dark, had been walking ahead, probably impatient of the
dow progress of the short-legged humans. A few hundred yards beyond the waterfall, Nial sensed the
captain's excitement, and caught hisfirst glimpse of daylight far above them. At the sametime, he sensed
the spider'sflash of darm, and shone hisflashlight into the darkness. The massive form of another
headless moog, even bigger than the first, was standing guard by the side of the path. The solitary eyein
its chest followed them as they went past.

A quarter of an hour later, daylight was streaming down into the canyon, whose precipitous dark
sdes showed why it had been called the Black Gorge. There Nial caught hisfirgt glimpse of thesunin
two days. It was early afternoon in the world above, and the sunlight was reflected on the river, which



was now flowing peacefully into the gorge. Nidl had never thought that he would fed so glad to seethe
sun again, and to fed itswarmth on top of his head. Suddenly he understood why thisvaley to the north
of Shadowland had been called the Vae of Thanksgiving.

Half amile farther, and they had emerged from the canyon into a broad meadow that was, in
effect, a saddleback between two peaks. The grass was damp -- evidently it had recently been raining --
and sent up alight mist. The air was fragrant and remarkably warm for October, and full of the sound of
birds. Nidl found himself laughing spontaneoudy out of sheer exhilaration. He could imagine how
Sathanas and his companions had felt when, after their first winter underground, they emerged into the
Soring sunshine.

The warmth and sunlight had dready caused histirednessto dissolve awvay, and he waked with
long strides as he followed Gerek through the soft grass toward the lower of the two peaks, which faced
north. Thiswas not more than five hundred feet high, and when they stood on top of it, hewas able to
look down onto a steep dope that plunged down to avaley amile below. The wind from the
snow-covered pesks to the north was chilly, and made Niall shiver -- he was covered in perspiration --
yet this green valley between the two peaks trapped the sun, so that its temperature was that of a summer
afternoon.

The captain had taken the opportunity to fold hislegs undernesth him and drowse in the sunlight.
When they descended again, Niadl and Gerek did the same, flinging themsalves down on the damp grass,
Nial lay with half-closed eyes, soothed by the sound of birds.

A few yards away, two sparrows were quarreling over aworm, stretching it out like a piece of
elastic, when alarger bird swooped between them and stoleit. The glossy black feathers and yellow
beak seemed familiar, and when it settled on abush afew yards away to et its prize, Nial probed its
mind; it was, as he thought, the raven. But it obvioudy felt some doubt about approaching him with
another human being lying within afew feet. And when Gerek suddenly yawned and stretched, it flew
away.

Gerek sat up, and pointed at the other peak.

"Areyou ready for another climb?"

Nial would happily have stayed where he was, but heaved himsdlf to hisfeet and followed
Gerek.

This ascent took longer; but when they reached the top, Nial understood why Gerek had taken
them there. Down below to the south lay fertile dopeswith orchards, vineyards with trellises, and patches
of brown that were obvioudy cultivated fields.

Gerek said with pride: "Thisisthe larder of Shadowland." He pointed to awooded hillsde
acrossthevaley. "And that is our wood supply.”

"Doyou burnit?’

"Oh no!" Gerek looked amost shocked. "That would be awaste. Besides, we have plenty of
cod and electricity.”

A river glittered far below, and Nial could hear the distant lowing of cows. The opposite
mountainside was covered with sheep. Between here and the next peak, there must have been thousands
of acresof rich farmland.

Gerek said: "Now you can understand why people sometimes try to escape.” The breeze blew
his hair acrosshiseyes. "Y ou can dso see why the karvasd wants to make a truce with the spiders.”

Gazing acrossthe valley, Nidl could not even glimpse the southern part of the gray mountains,
Skollen was a hundred miles away, and too many tal peaks stood between them. This secret place, with
its meadows and orchards, and with mountains to the east and west, was a perfect refuge. No wonder
the Magician had been so delighted when the spiders built the Great Wall and guaranteed that his haven
should remain undiscovered.

Nial said: "We shdl be glad to make atruce. Then your people and ours can get to know one
another.”

Y et even as he heard himsdlf saying these words, a sudden doubt crossed hismind likea
shadow. Would the Magician redly want the people of Shadowland to mix fregly with other human



beings?

Haf an hour later, they were again entering the cool shadows of the Black Gorge and sarting the
descent to Shadowland. The captain led the way, and thistime Niall decided to establish contact with his
mind so that he could dso seein the dark. Theincreased vishility, and the fact that they were now
traveling downhill, made the return journey pass quickly, and in what seemed an amazingly short time,
they had emerged on the steep dope above the lake where, only three hours earlier, they had stopped to
eat. Soon they could see the gelbs a quarter of amile below them, asmotionless asif carved out of
wood.

It was soon after three o'clock when they climbed back into the cart. Niall asked: "Where now?"

Gerek pointed to the southeast. "Can you see that smoke?”

" think s0." He could see something that looked like mist or fog.

"That isthe entranceto the lower levels™

"And what arethe lower levels?'

"l suppose you could say they'retheindustrid heart of Shadowland.”

Since the spider city had no industry, the phrase meant nothing to Nidll.

When they were once more on theflat plain, Gerek urged the gelbsto afast trot.

"We don't want to be late. The karvasid is an obsessive about punctudity. "

It amused Nidl to hear him taking in this vaguely disrespectful way about the Magician, indicating
that he regarded him asfdlible.

Half amile beyond the lake, they turned left onto aroad that was lesswell marked; the hard
surface looked asif it had been worn by the wheels of carts. Now the smoke that Gerek had pointed out
was clearly visble, athough it looked less like smoke than abroken and irregular column of
semitrangparent cloud, stretching upward like the outline of aruined tower.

A mileor so farther on, Gerek pointed upward, and Niall was surprised to see an immense hole
inthe smoky blue sky, stretching upward like agiant chimney.

Nial leaned back and peered up. "What isit?'

"The pipe of avolcano we cal Holkerri. It means the cloud-scraper.”

The column of broken cloud stirred something in Nial's memory; then he remembered: it wasthe
cloud he had seen in hisdream, stretching upward like a shimmering curtain of beads.

Thisbroken mist wasrising out of acrater at least five miles across. Nidl felt atwinge of darm as
they passed over itsrim, for athough the dope beyond was not steep, there was awide hole at its center,
from which the steamlike smoke was issuing asif from avolcano. But the gelbstrotted on as briskly asif
they did thisjourney every day.

A moment later, Gerek confirmed Nial's suspicion when he said: "Thisiswhere | cometo work."

Asthey drew closer to the hole, Niall was relieved to see awooden building balanced on its
edge. From the depth below came aroaring sound, like an underground river. The smoke, which was
dightly but not unpleasantly sulfurous, hung around them like afog.

The door of the hut was opened by a moog, whose marble face was expressionless. The gelbs
trotted inside, and the moog closed the door behind them. Gerek dismounted from the cart, but as Niadl
started to do the same, said: "Y ou may aswell stay where you are." He led the gelbsto the far side of the
hut, beckoning the captain to follow.

Suddenly the walls of the hut began to riseinto the air, and it took severad secondsfor Nidl to
redlize that the floor was descending. They passed agiant pulley whed set in the sde of the gulf, and
continued down dowly to the bottom of the shaft, adistance Nidl judged to be about a quarter of amile.
Asthey descended, the roaring noise became louder, and when the lift stopped, it was deafening. They
drew level with another giant pulley whedl, whose surface was covered with thick black grease, and Nidl
dtared at it with awe. He had never before seen amechanismon thisscae.

Asthe wooden floor jarred to ahdt, Nial was able to see that the roaring noise came from atall
metal structure at the bottom of the shaft. The steam-colored smoke was pouring out of achimney inits
roof; the roaring noise was evidently an immense fan.

Nial was glad to see that thislower level of Shadowland waslit by the same blue glow, dthough



it was appreciably weaker than up above. Gerek climbed back into his seat and shook the reins, and the
gelbstrotted forward.

Theair down herewasfull of asmoke that stung his eyes and made him cough. It was billowing
into asemicircular tunnel, whose roof was twenty feet above their heads, and whose walls were covered
in soot. Thewind that blew in their faces carried fragments of grit like sand, and Nidl had to remove a
cinder from hiseye. A quarter of amilefarther on, the tunnel cameto an end and so did the wind, which
obvioudy was being sucked in by the fan a the bottom of the shaft.

Theroad they were now following was afew yards from arailway line, on thefar sde of which
there were sidings with dozens of V-shaped metd trucks. On the other side of the road there was adeep
quarry, twice as big asthe one near the city of the bombardier beetles, with morerailway lines acrossits
floor; these vanished into atunnd initsfar wall.

Hisears il ringing from the roar of the fan, Nidl pointed at it and asked: "What'sthat?"

"The entrance to the third level. That iswhere we mine cod and iron. If we havetime'll show
you."

Nial received this promise without enthusiasm; he was dready finding the second level cold and
depressing. The ar made his eyes sting and congtricted hislungs.

He asked Gerek: "Where do you work?'

"Everywhere." Gerek gestured dl around. "1 supervise the machinery in the factories."

For amoment Nidl failed to understand what he was talking about. Then afragment of
knowledge implanted by the learning machine came to the surface, and he remembered that afactory
was a building where goods were manufactured.

The factories Gerek was pointing a werelong, low buildings with chimneys from which smoke
issued.

He asked Nidl: "Would you like to seeinsde one?' Without waiting for areply, he turned the
gelbsinto afactory yard, and climbed down. Nial did the same; the ground underfoot was made of
hard-packed cinders that crunched asthey walked. On the far sSide of the yard were huge metal sections
that Nial recognized immediatdly as part of theiron wall that surrounded the city above. Dozens of them
were stacked together against the factory.

Nidl and the captain followed Gerek across the yard. The building was constructed of square
gray blockswith arough surface. Gerek grasped a handle and pulled with both hands; a door did open,
and they were surrounded by the noise of machinery and the smell of grease. The workshop beyond was
brightly lit by tubes attached to the ceiling, and men and women in gray clothes stood in front of machines
of many kinds: tal, upright machines, low, flat machines, machineswith metal domes and flashing lights.
Nial wasinterested to observe that some of the men had square heads, like the man he had glimpsed that
morning, and that most of the women had circular eyes.

The woman who stood at the nearest machine glanced around as she felt the draft from the door,
and her mouth fell open in shock as she saw the captain. Gerek smiled at her reassuringly, and she turned
back to her machine, which was grinding out iron rivets. Niall pretended not to have noticed her reaction,
smulating interest in the lights on the ceiling. But her shocked face made him aware that she had never
before seen agiant spider. Comparing thiswith his observation in the Hall of Entertainment, when the
couple had entered from the street and had not even given the spider a second glance, he drew an
inescapable conclusion: that they had been prepared, and the woman in the factory had not.

Nial was not surprised when, amoment later, Gerek beckoned them out into the yard and did
the door behind them.

They drove further dong the road, past the squat gray shapes of more factories. One building on
the corner was quite different; it was smdler, and painted in bright colors, which were now fading under
the grimethat had settled on it.

"Whét isthat?"

"It used to be the nursery schoal.”

Thethought of anursery in thisgloomy place was somehow unsettling.

The cart turned acorner, and Nidl found himsdlf looking at the most impressive building he had



seen so far. It was many hundreds of yards square, and at first glance seemed to be apaace. It was
three gories high, but in each corner there was a square tower that was twice as high. The whole building
blazed with lighted windows, while along wakway with colonnades and lighted lampsran dong its
frontage.

Gerek explained: "Thisistheliving quarters of the workers.™

Therewas anote of pridein hisvoice, and Nial could not help feding impressed. No workersin
the spider city had living quarters as magnificent asthis.

"But why isit so huge?'

"It was built in the days when we had more [abor."

Gerek led the way up the steps and through a double door in the center of the front. What lay
beyond was a hdl-like space with comfortable chairs, and afloor covered with athick gray carpet. Niall
was reminded of asimilar building in the spider city; it had once been ahotel, but was now deserted, and
full of remnants of past splendor, such as chanddiersand tall mirrors.

Gerek led them across the floor and out of adoor on the far side; they found themselvesina
wide, carpeted corridor. An attractive girl came out of adoor carrying a handbrush and shovel, and went
off in the opposite direction. She was wearing agray skirt and blouse, and Gerek looked appreciatively
at her shapdly legs.

Hethen led them to the far end of the corridor and pushed open adoor. A pleasant smdll of
cooking wafted out.

"The kitchen." It looked rather like the kitchen in Nial's palace, but bigger, and with more cooks
bustling about. These were dl dressed in white smocks and tall white hats.

There was a sudden loud, continuous hooting sound that made Nidl jump. "What on earth's

thet?"

The noise stopped.

"The dgna that the day'swork isfinished.”

Niall looked a hiswatch; it wasfive o'clock. In the spider city the working day did not finish until
SX.

Gerek opened another door. "And that isthe main dining room." It was enormous, with long
wooden tables and wooden chairs. "And here," he opened another door, "isthe gymnasium and
swimming pool.”

Rather overwhemed, but feding that some response was required, Nidl said: "Y ou treet your
workersvery well."

Gerek said with asmile: "'l don't think they have anything to complain about.”

Suddenly the corridor wasfilled with men and women, who streamed through the door from the
lobby. Many of the men had the square heads that Niall had already noted, while the mgority of the
women had round eyes. All had the relaxed and cheerful air of workerswho have finished along day.
What struck Nidl wasthat they were speaking aoud, and not communicating telepathically. Y et there
was none of the clamor that filled the dave quarter in the spider city when the day'swork wasfinished;
these workers spoke in quiet, controlled voices, like people coming out of alecturein the city of the
beetles. All went up aflight of Stairsat the end of the corridor. Nial was curious to note that none of
them paid the least attention to the captain.

Niall said to Gerek: "They speak doud here?’

"Ah, yes. That is permitted on the second level. Not, of course, if they cometo our city. There
they haveto follow our rules.”

Soon the corridor was empty and silent again. Niall had observed that the men had turned to the
|eft at the top of the sairs, and the women to the right. A speculation occurred to him. "Where are they
al going now?'

"To their rooms to change out of their working clothes. Dinner isat Sx."

"And why do the women all go oneway, and the men the other?"

"Because the women's quarters are to the left and the men'sto theright.”

"They live separatdly?'



"Ohyes"

So Nidl's guess had been correct; men and women were kept apart there, asin the spider city
before Nial becameruler.

"Why isthet?'

Gerek shrugged. He seemed surprised that Nidl had bothered to ask. "It has always been like
that. | think perhapsit datesto the early days of Shadowland, when there were far more men than
women. It would have been unfair to alow one man to have awoman al to himsdlf, so the women were
shared.”

"But. . . don't some men and woman live together as hushands and wives?'

"No, that isnot alowed."

A second wave of workers poured down the corridor and, like the previous ones, separated at
thetop of the dtairs. Nidl perssted: "Don't couples ever prefer to live together?

"For what purpose? They arefed here, and there is nothing to stop them from spending the night
in one another's rooms. So why should they want to move in with one another permanently? It would
only be an inconvenienceto both."

"But don't they ever fdl inlove?'

Gerek looked amused.

"The karvasd regardsthat asaform of illuson. Surely no man wantsto spend hiswholelife with
the same woman? It takes away hisfreedom.”

Niadl reflected on his own preference for remaining unmarried, and had to agree that there was
something to be said for Gerek's view. "But what about in the days when couples had children?!

"The children were taken away from them and brought up by specidly trained carers.”

Niall was disturbed. So far, he had been impressed by what he had seen of Shadowland, but
Gerek's words aroused unpleasant memories of the spider city in the days when men and women were
kept apart.

Gerek seamed to read Niall's thoughts. He gestured at a new wave of workers flooding through
the doors. "Do they look unhappy?* Nidl had to admit that they didn't.

"Y ou see? The karvasid regards family life as unnatural. Every man wants more than one
woman."

"What about the women?'

"They prefer more than one man.”

Nial was thoughtful as Gerek showed them over the second floor recregtion rooms, living
guarters, even areading room, athough there were very few books, and what there was looked very
old. By now, most of the people they saw had changed out of their working uniforms and into their
leisure clothes, which were dark blue.

Findly, Gerek looked at hiswatch.

"It'stime we returned to thefirst level, or we shdl belate”

Asthey were leaving the building, they encountered another crowd of workers. Since it was now
half past five, these evidently worked to a different schedule. They aso looked quite different from any
Shadowlanders Nidl had seen so far, having longer necks and elongated heads that reminded him of
lightbulbs

Gerek explained: "They are another of the karvasid's experiments. After the failure of the square
heads, he decided that people with long necks are moreintelligent than those with short necks. He
proved to beright. They are particularly good at calculating, so they are used as office workers."

Asthey were about to climb into the cart, apretty, pae-haired girl of the long-neck type
approached them. Her circular eyeswere blue. Gerek glanced at her nervoudly.

"Not now, Dimpney. | haveto go."

But the girl was not to be put off. She placed her hand on his arm with a pleading gesture, and
after amuttered "Excuse me," Gerek withdrew out of earshot, and listened as she talked earnestly.
Findly, he spoke quietly but intensely for afew moments, then shook his head and turned away from her.
The girl hesitated, and walked away. Gerek climbed into the cart, and sighed.



"Thereisan example of why men and women do not live together in Shadowland. Sheismy
secretary, but sheis becoming possessive.”

"Y ou regard that as bad?'

"In Shadowland it is regarded as a serious fault.”

He shook the reinsimpatiently and the gelbs trotted forward.

Nial was amused. He had often seen Veig in smilar Situations. With atouch of good-humored
malice, he said: "What do you intend to do about her?

Gerek snorted. "Get mysdlf another secretary.”

The gelbs obviousy knew where to go; they turned back the way they had come. Gerek
occasiondly shook the reinsto make them go faster, looking at hiswatch.

The road back past the factories was now deserted, although they occasionally passed a solitary
pedestrian, sill wearing the gray work uniform. Nial pointed at one of these, athin, baldheaded man with
agray mustache.

"Where do you suppose hesgoing?'

"I don't know. Some people like to walk around when they've finished work. | once asked one
of them where she was going, and she said she didn't like being among acrowd dl day." He shook his
head in bewilderment.

"lan't that natural ?'

Gerek looked surprised. "I don't think so. The karvasid goesto agreat dedl of trouble to make
sure the workers are comfortable and well fed. Why should they want to be done?"

They were passing the quarry with the entrance to the third leve, and Gerek interrupted himself
to say: "I'm afraid we shan't have time to go down there after dl. But | don't think you would have
enjoyed it anyway."

"Why not?'

"It contains nothing but mines. Even | try to avoid it asmuch as | can.”

Soon they entered the wide tunnel, with its throat-catching smell of soot and coal smoke. A few
minutes |ater, the gelbs halted at the bottom of the shaft, with its giant fan that till belched clouds of white
smoke. The lift waswhere they had |€eft it. Gerek drove the cart onto the platform and pressed the
button. Asthey began dowly to ascend, he suddenly looked more cheerful.

"Ah, thisisthe part | dwaysenjoy."” He turned to the captain and spoke telepathicaly. "I hope
you have enjoyed your tour of Shadowland?'

The captain replied with formal courtesy: "Thank you. | found it very indructive.”

Niall suspected that he meant more than the words conveyed.

It had been along day, and asthe cart rattled across the flat landscape toward the city, Niall
reflected that it seemed strange to be surrounded by the same even blue daylight when hisbody clock
told him it should be approaching dusk. In fact, the light here was so much brighter than on the second
level that it crested an illusory sense of dawn.

His mind reverted to a question that had occurred to him in the factory hostdl.

"Don't the workers object to wearing the same dull clothes dl the time?”

"Why should they?"

"Well, women, for example, prefer pretty clothes, like those worn by the women in your city.”

Gerek smiled.

"Ah, but they are not redl colors. They are created by theillusion machines.” When Nidl looked
blank he said: "Y ou asked me this morning about the conica towersand | explained they store eectricity.
But they affect your sense of sight, so you see colored stripes. They aso affect your sense of smell, so
you think you are breathing pleasant scents. What scent do you smell when you are near the towers?”

"A sweet amdl, like cotton candy."

Gerek turned to the captain. "And you?”'



"The smell of fliesthat have been trapped in aweb for aweek."

Gerek smiled at Nidl. "Y ou see?'

Nial asked Gerek: "And what do you smdll?’

"A scent like roses, my favorite flower.”

Nial asked: "Why doesthe karvasid not build illusion machines on the second level ?*

"It would be too costly. Besides, the workers have been taught to enjoy the smell of smoke.”

"Taught? How?'

Gerek chuckled.

"That isone of his secrets. Ask Typhon -- he understandsiit.” They had passed over the rim of
the crater, and since, on thisflat terrain, there was no reason to stick to the northern track, Gerek was
driving the cart directly toward the city, which Nial guessed to be about ten miles awvay.

What Gerek had said interested him deeply. Now that he understood about the illusion machines,
Nial found himsdf thinking about the old woman he had seen from his bedroom window that morning,
who in spite of her wrinkled face had struck him as oddly attractive. Then there was the woman he had
seen driving in acart the day before, and toward whom he had again experienced that same ingtant
feeling of attraction. Wasthisthe effect of theilluson machines?

If 0, what about hisbrother Veig, who fell in love at least once aweek, aways with the same
kind of pretty face? The girlswho attracted Veig might have been created by the same doll maker.
Clearly, hewas hopdessy susceptibletoillusons.

At this point, his complacency was disturbed by the thought that his own response to Princess
Merlew was equdly automatic. He knew she was spoiled and sdlf-centered, yet he experienced the same
powerful attraction every time he looked at her. Surely her attractiveness wasred -- some magnetism
that had been bestowed on her by nature, not by his own mind?

Or was nature itsdlf atrickster? That thought disturbed him deeply, unsettling the foundations of
things he took for granted.

Then he had athought that restored his cheerfulness: that when the guard was leading him to
Typhon's house, he had been able to control the intensity of theillusions. If he concentrated hard, the
colors became richer and deeper. So he was not smply being sucked into aweb of deception: hisown
mind played an active part. And in the same way, Velg was not Smply being taken in by pretty faces, he
wanted to be taken in. With that insight, his momentary pessimism evaporated.

Half an hour later, the pointed shapes of the conical towers appeared on the horizon. At this
distance they were gray. He watched them closaly as they approached, waiting for thefirst sgn of color.
When they were afew hundred yards from the gate -- the same gate by which Nial had entered before
-- faint red, blue, and yellow stripes appeared. Thisfaint-nesswas not the effect of distance, for a
moment later they deepened into full color.

The guard opened the gate and saluted. Thiswas not the same man as yesterday, and asthey
went past him, Niall tried probing his mind. The result was disappointing. The guard obvioudy was
unaware of what Nial was doing; but his mind was a blank, conscious only of the present moment, and
of vague anticipations of hisnext medl.

As soon as they entered the avenue of the conical towers, Niall observed achangein the
atmosphere. Mogt of the towers had steam issuing from vents close to the top, and the colors were
undoubtedly brighter, giving them afestive ar. Since Nidl now knew that they were"illuson machines,”
he recognized that the towers themsalves must be responsible for this effect. Even the sky above them
looked different; it seemed to shimmer with a brighter blue.

People were sitting on the benches; one-whedled bicycles lay on the ground, and many cartswith
gelbs were standing nearby. These citizens had clearly made specid tripsto be close to the towers a this
evening time of day. Astheir cart passed one of the towers, Nidl experienced awarm glow, a sudden
feding of lightheartedness, which became fainter when it was behind them, but increased again asthey
approached the next tower.

Meanwhile, the atmosphere was heavy with steam that was hissing from the cracksin the ground,
so that athin layer of moisture condensed on Nidl's face. The steam had the typical sweet cotton candy



smdll, but there was more than that. As he breathed in deeply, Nial seemed to be able to detect other
scents: for example, the rose petal's Gerek had mentioned, and many more. This, surdly, wasthe
Magician'sway of compensating his subjectsfor living in thisrather dreary land? Thetotd effect was
intoxicating.

It was as0 fascinating and mysterious. Nidl had experienced illusions before -- auditory aswell
asvisua -- when hewasin the Delta; but those were some kind of hypnotic force exuded by the plants.
Theillusions of Shadowland were an effect devised by the Magician. Could it be due to some chemicdl
substance in the steam? Or to some subtle vibration that affected the brain?

The gelbs hdted in front of Typhon's mansion, and the guard threw open the gate. Asthey
entered the courtyard, the fountain legpt higher, asif gregting them with aglittering array of color, and
once again Nidl responded with asense of delight.

Katia came toward them with atray with glasses of a sparkling orange-red drink. She was
obvioudy delighted to see them again -- perhaps bored with being alone -- and her smile made her tiny
protruding front teeth seem charming. Only thismorning Nidl had thought she was pleasantly attractive
but certainly not pretty; now she seemed delightful, and the weak chin no longer seemed to matter.
Gerek took her earlobe between hisfinger and thumb and said: "Y ou're looking lovely this
evening."

Shelaughed with pleasure and replied telepathicdly: "That'snot | me. That'sjust the karvasid's
mechines

Her reply surprised Nial. So theillusion machines were common knowledge?

But as he drained the glass -- the atmosphere of the second level had made histhroat dry -- he
reflected that it was better to see agirl as pretty rather than only minimally attractive. After al, falingin
love had the same power.

In hisroom he found his own tunic on the bed; it had been washed and ironed. Although it was of
coarser materia than the one he was wearing, he decided to change into it. It reminded him somehow of
his purpose in being in Shadowland. As, haf an hour later, they prepared to leave for the palace, Nidl
asked: "Will Typhon bereturning here?"

"No. Hewill be at the palace until dawn."

The captain asked: "Would it not be better if | remained here?' Nidl sensed that he felt
uncomfortable at the thought of mixing with acrowd of humans.

"Oh no. The karvasd would wonder where you were." Asthey left, Katia stood at the door; she
looked at Nidll with a sad expression.

"You're lucky to beinvited to the palace. I've never been there."

Asthey were climbing into the cart, Nid| asked Gerek: "Couldn't you arrange an invitation?'

Gerek seemed dightly shocked.

"Ohno. Servants are not alowed.”

When they reached the bridge across the river, Niall was surprised by the number of carts drawn
by gelbs, and by the crowds of pedestrians on the sdewalks. Even the blue-green waves of theriver
seemed to share in the holiday atmosphere. The only thing that seemed strange wasthat it was al so
dlent. This, heknew, wasanilluson, since al these people were engaged in telepathic communication.

Niall asked Gerek: "Who are the people who have been invited?"

"Some are privileged citizens -- those who have contributed to the welfare of the city. Then there
are many guests from the two levels -- overseers, managers, supervisors.”

"Any workers?'

"Y es, one from each factory. They are the ones who have achieved the highest production.”

"And what isthis reception for?'

"Twiceayear dl the managers and overseers present their reportsin agenerd meeting. This
should be ending about now."

"Doesthe karvasid preside over the meeting?”'

"No. He didikes deding with people. Typhon acts as hisintermediary. The karvasd will make an
appearance later.”



They took the road that led directly to the palace, whose green front was illuminated by
floodlights. With its Roman arches and strong, thick columns, it looked like something built in antiquity.
Theroad itself was made of a sandy-colored stone speckled with white and black, and since the surface
was smooth and unbroken, Niall assumed it was some form of cement. Five hundred yards dong, the
road was divided by aroundabout, in the center of which stood an enormous dark tree, whose trunk
must have been five feet in diameter. Its seaweed-colored leaves gleamed in the light of the circle of
lamps that surrounded it. Its huge branches seemed carved out of stone.

Nidl asked: "What kind of atreeisthat?"

Gerek said: "Itisnot a'kind' of tree. It is the kalindatree, which was planted by the karvasd
before the city wasfounded." He amiled, asif he wanted Niall to know he did not blame him for his
ignorance.

"Wheredid it come from?"

"TheVdeof Thanksgiving."

A moment later, asthey passed the roundabout, Nial experienced an unmistakable sense of
power that emanated from the tree, so strong that it made his nervestingle. He asked: "What are those
women doing?'

Several woman, scarcely visible in the darkness under the branches, were facing the trunk, and
goparently embracing it.

"Hoping to conceive. They think it has magical properties.”

The road that led from the kalinda tree to the paace was impressive, for it wasthe only road in
thiscity that ran uphill. At least ahundred carts with gelbs were waiting in line along the road, but Gerek
drove straight past them dl, over a drawbridge across amoat, then through two farther gatewaysto
ten-foot-high bronze doors that stood wide open. The Magician, Nial reflected, liked to impresshis
subjects.

Closeto these gates, the carts had formed something of atraffic jam; thiswas due to the fact that
two of them had locked their wheels. As Niall watched, two very tal men emerged from the gates and
strode over to the obstruction. Niall guessed their height to be seven feet. Both had gaunt, angular faces
and big ears; their hair was bright red. The purposeful way they strode suggested that the drivers of the
cartswerein trouble.

What happened then was that each of the men grasped a cart on the outside and gave aviolent
heave. The interlocked wheedls both came off and rolled down the dope, while the unbaanced cartstilted
over, spilling out the couples who had been in them. The two guards pointed back down the hill, and their
meaning was unmistakable. Even from twenty yards away, Nial could see that both couples|ooked
shattered, and that the women -- who were wearing bright party dresses -- were closeto tears.

Nial asked Gerek: "Can't we do anything for them?"

Gerek shook hishead. "Unfortunatdly, no."

"But don't you have the authority?"

"Not here. That'sthe man in charge." He pointed to abig man with a black mustache and jutting
chin, who waved at Gerek. "Jelko's the commander of the Palace Guard. But even he wouldn't dare to
show partidity. Y ou see, everybody must obey the law. When you've been here afew daysyou'll begin
to understand.”

The two couples were waking back down the hill looking listless and miserable. Nial was
saddened -- so much so that hefelt he had lost all appetite for the party.

The two seven-foot giants were directing the cartsto alarge courtyard to the left; their manner
struck Nidl asrude and peremptory. They saluted Gerek and allowed him to drive into an empty
courtyard to the right, though one of them looked asif he intended to question the captain's right of
entry. But since even this giant ood six inches shorter than the spider, he seemed to change his mind.

Nial wasnot mallified by their specid trestment; he was till thinking of the disappointment of the
two coupleswho had been turned away. He asked Gerek: "Why are they so rude and irritable?!

Gerek said evenly: "That istheir job. They are hereto keep order.”

At close quarters, Nidl could see that the stone of which the palace was built was not natural.



Likethe material of the approach road, it was flecked with black and white fragments, and consisted of
blocksthree feet long and elghteen inchestdl. Nidl nevertheless had to acknowledge that it was more
impressive than the black marble of the Spider Lord's paace.

They dismounted and went through the nearest door. The room was evidently an office, with a
desk and file cases. Since the walls were made of undecorated green stone, this looked incongruous.

Gerek said: "Thisis Typhon's office.” He motioned Nidl to take the comfortable chair behind the
desk, and opened a cupboard, from which he removed a carafe of golden wine and some tumblers.

"Wedon't want to go in yet. Well only have to make conversation.” He looked at hiswatch.
"The committee meeting should be over by now." There was asound of footstepsin the corridor. "Ah,
this should be Typhon.”

Typhon seemed surprised to find them there. Nidl thought he looked tired and preoccupied.
Nevertheless he smiled at Nidl and the captain, and Nial was again struck by his good manners.

Gerek poured wineinto atumbler and held it out to him. Typhon shook his head. "No, | won't
drink.”

Gerek looked surprised. "Why not?"

"It wasn't agood mesting. Nearly everyone had failed to meet the new production targets.”

Gerek groaned. "Oh no! What went wrong?"

"I don't know. But the karvasid is going to be displeased.”

Gerek was|ooking concerned.

Nial asked: "What are the new production targets?'

"There are dill five miles of the city wall to be built. It was supposed to be finished by January.
Now that'simpossible.”

Nial was puzzled. "I don't understand. Surely awall isto keep out enemies? And if thetreaty is
sgned, it won't be necessary."

For amoment, Typhon and Gerek |ooked blank, asif Nial had said something
incomprehengble. Then Typhon smiled.

"Yes, you have apoint.”" Heturned to Gerek. "I'll have that drink after all." He accepted a
tumbler from Gerek and raised it. "To the peace treaty.”

Nidl raised hisglassand drank. But he still had afedling that there was something that had not
been said.

After what he considered apoliteinterva, he asked the question that had never been far from his
thoughts: "Did you spesk to the karvasid about my brother Veig?'

"Indeed | did. He says hewill speak to you about it later. But when | told him that it happened a
week ago, he seemed to fed there was no urgency.”

"And did you speak to him about the peace treaty 7"

"Of course. And like me, he was baffled by how a boy like you became ruler of the spider city.”

Gerek sad: "I can explain that. Niall told me the story aswe were driving out to the northern
lake"

"| shal befascinated to hear it." Heturned to Nial. "But now, | wonder if you would excuse us
while we go into the next room to discuss some business?’

"Of course.”

When they were done, the captain said: "Y ou redlize that something strangeis going on?"

"Strange?" Nidl's thoughts had been preoccupied with Veg, and with his meeting with the
Magician. "In what way?'

He was speaking doud, and the captain said: "1t might be best to speak with our minds.”

"Very well. But what makes you suspicious?'

"To beginwith, | am sure we were expected.”

" think it possible. But why are you so sure?”’

The captain hesitated. He did not find it easy to express his thoughts on the human wave ength;, it
was obvioudy like gpesking aforeign language.

"Inthis city, no one has seen a spider before. To them, we are legendary monsters who might eet



them dive. Y et no one has shown any surprise at seeing me -- except one woman in the factory.”

"Yes, | noticed that. But there may be some other explanation. Perhaps she was smply startled
to look round and find usthere.”

The captain projected a sense of polite skepticism.

"And doesit not strike you as strange that, when you have come so far to see the Magician, he
keeps you waiting awhole day? If an ambassador arrived in the spider city, he would be received
immediately. The Magician could have cured your brother today if he had wanted to -- Typhon said he
could do it from adistance. So why is he keegping you waiting? What does he hope to gain?' He broke
off. "They are coming back.”

The spider must have been ableto pick up their physica vibrations from some distance, for it
was at least haf aminute before Typhon and Gerek returned. By that time, Nial had poured himself
another tumbler of wine, and had dismissed from his mind the mood of doubt, which would otherwise
have lingered like an unpleasant smell. But he was aware, from the lingering traces of their own mood,
that Typhon and Gerek had been discussing something that had disturbed them.

Typhon said: "Would you like to look over the palace?

"Very much." Nidl had been hoping for thisinvitation. Aware that hisown paace wasbasicaly a
commercia building, he was curious to know what ared palace waslike.

Hefound it deeply impressive. The floors were tiled with wooden bricks, and the corridors were
covered with carved panels of fine workmanship. Having supervised some repairsin hisown palace,
Nial was aware that this one had been created by skilled craftsmen who must have devoted yearsto the
task.

Onething aroused Nidl's curiosity. On ether side of the corridor, at regular intervals, beads of
green glasswere st into the paneling, and as they walked pagt, these glowed like the eyes of acat.

"What arethesefor?'

"They are mechanica eyes. Through them, the karvasid can see whoever isin the palace.”

Asthey waked through alabyrinth of corridors, Nidl was struck by the variety of the styles.
Some rooms and passageways were decorated in nature motifs, othersin an abstract style full of curves,
otherswith patterned tiles whose style he recognized as Moorish. It was asif the karvasid had changed
hismind periodically and ordered a different mode of decoration. Many of the rooms had walls of the
origina green stone-- or artificid stone -- and dark, heavy furniture; Nial found them impressive but
dightly gloomy. In other parts of the palace, the green sonewasinvisible under paneling.

Nidl remarked on thisvariety of style; Typhon'sreply was: "1t would be pointlessto build a
palace without variety." Nial was not convinced. His own paace was smply acomfortable placeto live
in, likeahome. Thiswas morelike amuseum.

The next room, in fact, was amuseum, with glass cases. Nial was struck by a case that
contained alay figure wearing a suit of fine chain mail over ablack leather jerkin; the trouserswere dso
made of akind of wrinkled |egther.

Typhon said: "Thisisthe armor worn by the karvasid when he was Captain Sathanas. And these
are the leggings he wore during the winter journey to Shadowland.”

Nial stared with deep interest at the face, but it might have been atailor'sdummy. It had a
forked black beard.

The next caseimmediately drew Nidl's atention. It contained another figurein chain mail and
black leather jerkin, taller and more heavily built than Sathanas. The facelooked oddly lifelike, athough
the skin might have been polished wood; the brown eyes were obviousy made of glass.

"Thisisthe karvasd's comrade in arms, VVosyl, who discovered the entrance to Shadowland.”

"A datue?'

"No. Thebody ismummified.”

Nidl stared a it with morbid fascination.

"Are his other comrades here?’

"Not of the origind Faithful Band. But that is Darvid Grubin, the grandson of VVosyl, who was
commander of the strike force at the time we expected Cheb to invade. He is known as the Hero of



Cibilla" Niadl gazed & amassivefigurethat looked asif it was about to stride out of itsglass case. "And
those are hisfavorite wegpons."

Niall stopped to point. "lsn't that a Regper?’

The atomic blaster looked oddly out of place among broadswords, battle axes, and other items
of medieva wesgponry.

"Why, yes." Typhon seemed surprised. "Y ou know about Reapers?’

But before Nid| could reply, Gerek had interrupted: "I told him they were invented by the
karvasd."

Niall decided that it might be tactful not to pursue the subject, and so smply did his best to look
impressed.

Thefigurein the next case was quite clearly amummified human being, but was shockingly
grotesgue. The head was wider at the bottom than at the top, with ahuge, flat nose spread out acrossiit
asif it had been hit by some heavy object. The thick lipslooked asif they were made of rubber, while the
tiny eyes, with large bags under them, had difficulty peering out of layers of obesity. The fat body sagged,
like abdloon full of water, and the bow legsfilled the black leather trousers so tightly that a seam had
gplit gpart. It was probably the ugliest human being Nidl had ever seen.

Typhon said: "Yes, that isthe karvasid's chief steward, Zamco. He served him for thirty years --
the best steward he ever had.”

Gerek chuckled. "And he couldn't keep his hands off the maids. He got every single one of them
pregnant.”

"But what waswrong with him?* Nial assumed he was suffering from some disfiguring allment.

"Oh, nothing. He was one of the karvasid's most successful experiments.”

"Experiments?’

"It was once called genetic engineering. But the karvasid made agreat discovery -- that the genes
can be influenced by the unconscious mind, and that the unconscious mind can be accessed by means of
vibrations. Have you ever heard of degp-learning?’ Nidl nodded. "Thisisasmilar principle.”

"But why did he make him so ugly?'

"Because he was testing a theory that ugly people may become the most intelligent. Vosyl was
the ugliest member of the Faithful Band, yet the most intelligent and hardworking. Hefdt he had to
compensate for his ugliness by developing other qualities.”

Nidl looked with distaste at the mummified Zamco.

"l think thiswas going too far."

Gerek, daring at the mummy, said: "I'minclined to agree.”

"Ah, but it worked. Zamco was the best of servants.”

Nidl began to wander aong the exhibits, but felt no inclination to pause for more than amoment
before any one of this gallery of freaks, somefat, somethin, but al deformed or misshapen. He asked:
"Why arethey dl so ugly?'

"Because a that stage the karvasd was working on smple genetic variations, and individua
variationstend to be unattractive." He gestured at an exhibit with anose like agiant strawberry. "Beauty
isharmony of many different parts. Introduce one misshapen nose and it turnsto ugliness.”

"But did he ever create anything that wasn't ugly?"

"Oh, many things. Infact, a the risk of sounding immodest, he was responsible for meand
Gerek. Both our mothers went through the process of unconscious conditioning.”

Gerek smiled. "But Typhon's mother wasn't as suggestible as mine.”

Typhon pretended to hit him in the scomach.

Asthey passed a case containing an object like a short, flesh-colored snake with a
half-devel oped human face, Nial averted his eyes; he preferred not to ask about it.

Only one of the remaining exhibits aroused hisinterest, alarge brain in acontainer of transparent
fluid. Typhon spokewith red enthusasm:

"Thisisone of hismost remarkable achievements. This brain was grown outsde abody. The
karvasid believed that it should be possible to provide dl the stimuli through currents of energy. The



person to whom this brain belonged -- a paralyzed child called Rufio -- never redlized that he did not
possess abody. By stimulating the neurd circuits, the karvasid was able to make him believe that he did
al thethingsthat anormal child does-- egt, drink, go for walks, mix with other people, even learn to
svim.”

Gerek interrupted: "Evenfdl inlove

Thiscaught Nidl'sinterest. "Fdl inlove?

"Indeed. When Rufio reached puberty, the usua sexua hormones were administered, then the
image of apretty girl wasfed into hiscircuits. Henot only fdll in love, but the brain began to grow at an
amazing rate. In ayear it had dmost doubled itssize. Y ou see theimplication? Unrestricted by ahuman
skull, it amply went on growing! The karvasd had created asuperbrain which lived entirely onillusong!”

Nidl wasimpressed. "What happened to himin theend?”’

"Oh, hewent insane.”

Nial asked: "Boredom?"

"Oh, no. Boredom depends on the physical bodly. It isan appetite for stimulation. But Rufus got
al thegimulation he needed.”

Gerek said: "Except sex."

"Oh, he had that too, in the form of eectrica stimuli.”

Gerek sad: "It can't have been asmuch funasared girl."

"How can wetdl? It may have been more.” But Gerek'sinterruption obviousy had broken his
train of thought; helooked at hiswatch. "It'stime we joined the others.”

Nidl asked: "Will the karvasd be waiting?*

"No. Hewill bein hisown gpartments. At this age, he finds people very tiring.”

Nial could understand. He remembered how his own grandfather, Jomar, had lost al interest in
lifeafew months before he died. And the karvasd was many times his age.

Asthey approached the reception room, Niall was surprised to hear the sound of music. It was
not until they were about to pass through the wide-open doors that he redlized that the music was not
physicaly audible, but was sounding insde his head. It was marveloudy infectious, creeting a bubbling
sense of gaiety.

The room was crowded; Niall estimated there must be three hundred guests. On aplatformin the
center of the ballroom, an orchestrawas playing -- adozen men dressed in silver and blue uniforms. But
the platform was covered with a transparent dome, on top of which there was a device consisting of
circular metal plates connected in pardld; thiswas obvioudy transforming the music into atelepathic
wavelength that was audible to everyone in the room. And since everyone was engaged in telepathic
conversations on the same wave ength, the effect was exactly like anorma party with chattering guests.

When Niall made amenta effort to block out this sound, he was astonished to redlize that the
room was slent except for the shuffling feet of the dancing couples and the distant lilt of awaltz through
the dome. The sense of gaiety also vanished -- only to return as soon as Nidl tuned in to the music. It
was an odd sensation -- like stepping out of brilliant sunshine into arainstorm, then back into sunlight
agan.

Typhon placed hismouth close to Nidl's ear. "If you don't mind, I'll introduce you as Colondl
Nidl. Mogt of the men here have amilitary rank."

"Of course. Whatever you think best."

"And I'll describe you smply as an envoy from the spider city. Telling them the truth would make
everyone ask you how it came about. Or would you prefer that?*

"Of coursenot." Nial was only too glad to avoid attention.

Typhon asked the captain: "Do you have a name we could use?'

"Among my own people | was known as Makanda."

"Then let it be Captain Makanda."

Asthey entered the balroom, Nial paid specid attention to see whether the spider's presence
would arouse interest; if not, it would support the captain's suspicion that they were expected. But what



happened was much like their earlier experiencein the Hall of Entertainment. Eyesturned on them asthey
entered, and people stared with open curiogity; but it lasted only afew moments, and norma
conversation resumed. Once more, Nial'simpression was that Shadowlanders were too polite to Stare.

Typhon said: "L et meintroduce you to our mayor, Mgor Baltiger."

The mayor was atall, thin man with a snub nose and awhite scar on his cheek; he beamed at
Nial and said cordidly: "My dear sir!" Instead of clasping forearms, he shook handsin an odd, jerky
manner. "We don't see many outlanders here." Niall guessed that outlanders meant strangers.

Typhon said: "Colond Nidl isan envoy from the spider city.”

The mayor said heartily: "Wonderful!" He obvioudy was sincere, but Nial suspected that his
cordidity was connected to the huge glass of wine hewas holding.

Looking around the room &t the dancing couples, Nidl was struck by the high level of beauty in
the women, and masculinity in the men. There was not a corpulent figure among them. It seemed that the
guests at the karvasid's reception were chosen for a certain distinction.

A moment later, Typhon introduced Nial to atall, pretty woman whose fine blond hair stood out
from her head like aball of cotton wool. Her circular blue eyes reminded Nial of pools of water. At a
distance shelooked asif shewasin her late twenties, but at close quarters, thefinelineson her skin
madeit clear that she must be twice that age. Nevertheless, Niall noted that she was radiating the same
curious sexud éttraction as the old woman he had seen in Typhon's garden. Her pretty, bow-shaped
mouth seemed to beinviting akiss.

When she told him she was the mayoress, Nial said that he had just met her husband. A ook of
alarm crossed her face.

"Mgor Bdtiger isnot my husband. Inthiscity. . ." She blushed asif unable to continue.

Niall, feding he had embarrassed her, hastened to interpose: "Of course, | forgot.”

She said nervoudly, her face il pink: "He has been my lover many times, but we are not
married." Her huge blue eyeslooked asif they were about to overflow with tears. Nidl observed that at
close quarters, circular eyeslooked asif they were bulging.

The odd thing, Niall noticed as she turned to be introduced to the captain, was that she had the
figure of ayoung girl. So did many women in the room. He made amenta note to ask Typhon how the
women of Shadowland kept their bodies so shapely and athletic.

He watched her talking to the captain with fascination. Most women who were talking to agiant
spider for thefirgt timein their liveswould look nervous, or at least self-conscious. Y et shewastaking to
the captain asif he was Smply another male, and continued to exude the same dightly helpless sexua
attraction.

Of course, they were speaking telepathically, and therefore she was more aware of the captain's
mind than of his appearance. Y et as Nidl observed her attitude, her unconscious movements, he could
see that she was responding to the captain Smply as afemale respondsto adesirable male. The captain
was aware of this, and Nidl could see he enjoyed it.

Typhon was dready introducing Nial to another woman he called Herlint. She was plump, had
brown eyes of the normal shape, and was probably in her twenties. But for the sallow complexion, she
might have been considered pretty.

She asked Nidl: "Areyou staying herelong?'

"Only aday or two. Then | haveto return.”

"You're so lucky!" She glanced round to make sure Typhon was not listening, then said inthe
telepathic equivaent of alow whisper: "I'd love to come with you." As she said it, she suddenly exuded
the same sexud attraction asthe mayoress. It was asif she had turned it on by pushing a button.

Nidl felt flattered. "Youd liketo travel ?*

"Of course! Everyonewould liketo travel." Her face became sad. "But | don't suppose | shall
ever get the chance.”

Out of adedreto give pleasure, Nidl said: "Y ou may."

She gazed into his eyeswith an intendty that embarrassed him.

"Why do you say that?"



"Because I'm hereto discuss a peace treaty.”

Her eyes widened. "With the spiders?' He nodded. " Oh, that would be wonderful! Wonderful!™
Heredlized that if they had been done, she would have flung her arms round him.

Now worried in case he had been indiscreet, he said quickly: "It's ftill supposed to be a secret,
s0 please don't tell anyone.”

She gazed at him reproachfully. "I wouldn't dream of it!"

At that moment, to Nial'srelief, Typhon interrupted them. He wanted to introduce Nidl to abig
man wearing ared uniform with gold brushes on the shoulders. He was introduced as Lieutenant Vasco,
head of thefire-fighting service. Vasco had a magnificent blond mustache, adeep scar across his
forehead, and when he smiled, he showed excdllent white teeth.

For afew minutestheir talk progressed aong predictable lines -- how long Nial had taken to
reach Shadowland, how long he intended to stay, how he liked their city. Nidl tried to change the
direction of the conversation by inquiring about his scar. Vasco's smile clouded over, and for amoment,
Nidl was concerned in case his curiosity might seem discourteous. Vasco smiled with his magnificent
teeth and said casudly: "Duding with our best swordsman.” The offhand tone concealed a certain pride.

Nial asked whether the city had many fires. VVasco looked somber.

"Too many."

"Duetolightning?'

Vasco shook his head.

"Too many for that."

Nial was surprised. "But why?"

Thefire chief made an expressive gesture that meant: "Y our guessisasgood asmine.”

Gerek interrupted by offering Nidl a plate with ameat sandwich, and aglass of wine balanced on
it. Lieutenant Vasco bowed dightly and took his departure, and for afew minutes, Nial was|eft to eat
and drink undisturbed. He was, in fact, very hungry, and hisfellow guests, dthough obvioudy anxiousto
engage him in conversation -- severa women smiled a him with wide, inviting eyes-- obvioudy fdt he
should be given timeto est.

As he ae, he watched the fire chief, who was gazing into awoman's wide violet eyes, and
wondered what he meant about too many fires. Was he hinting that they were sarted ddliberately? And if
0, why, and by whom?

Looking at the mayoress, he dso found himsalf wondering about her embarrassment when he
had assumed her to be married to the mayor. She had seemed genuinely upset. Y et she admitted without
shame that they had been lovers. Wasit possible that she had been somehow conditioned to regard
marriage as shameful, or at leadt, rather discreditable?

In that case, why?

The shadow of an explanation crossed his mind. Theimpulse to marry isbased on the biologica
ingtinct to have children. In aland where women had become sterile, such an impulse could only lead to
deep frudtration.

Conditioning people to regard marriage as shameful would certainly be an effective way of
defusngit. . .

But how could it be done? Of course, the spiders had conditioned human beingsto regard
themsalves as daves. But that took generations of selective breeding.

AsNidl looked around at this scene of dmost feverish gaiety, he began to formulate some
disturbing insights. It was obvious that Shadowland was full of a seething and undirected energy. Men
were subjected to endless military discipline, and fought duels and carried themselveswith an air of
masculinity. And women exuded an intense femininity -- presumably to keep the men preoccupied.

All this seemed to suggest that one of the mgjor problems of Shadowland was arising tide of
boredom.

Isthat why the Magician wanted a peace treaty with the spider city -- to stave off the collapse of
hisown empire?

At thispoint Niall experienced avague intuition, afeding that someone was staring at the back of



his head. He turned round to find Typhon standing there holding a bottle.

"Morewine?'

"Not now, thanks. | fill have plenty.”

Typhon smiled and moved on, pausing to offer Gerek adrink. A moment later, Gerek came over
to Nidl.

"Enjoyingit?"

"Yes, thanks."

"In afew minutesit'sthe big moment."

Nidl felt oddly apprehensve. "Big moment?'

"The karvasd will present the awards.”

Nidl redlized why he was feding apprehensive. He was recalling what Typhon had said about
failing to meet production targets.
Gerek leaned forward and said quietly: "By the way, please don't mention the peace treaty to
anyone.

Nidl fdt atwinge of guilt.

"Isit supposed to be a secret?”

"Oh, no. But Typhon intends to announce it a the end of the evening. We don't want to spoil the
urprise.”

Onthefar sde of the room, Herlint was talking animatedly to the mayoress and another woman,
and dl three were looking toward him. He had afedling that he had aready spoiled Typhon's surprise.

At that moment, the music stopped. The sound of conversation died away, and the room fell
slent. The band played a solemn chord, and everyone turned to face the far end of the hall. Thewhole
wall began to dide across like some huge door, until it had vanished into thewall. Behind it, in the center
of araised platform, was athrone of green stone, on either sde of which were two haf-naked moogs.
Around the back of the stage was arow of the Magician'sguards, al standing rigidly to attention; the
sdlow faces and blue chinsindicated that they were descendants of dliff dwellers.

Nial's heart began to pound as he recognized the figure on the throne; his cheeks were burning,
and he experienced abuzzing noisein hisears. He felt asif he was about to suffocate.

TheMagician looked exactly as Nidl had seen himin hisvison in the white tower, dressedina
long black garment like amonk's robe. But he was smdler than Niall expected. Since the light came from
above, hisface was only adim blur ingde the cowl, but Nidl fdt that the eyes were fixed on him.

He was startled when the pounding of his heart subsided and was replaced by aglow of
happiness and warmth. It took a moment or so before he understood: he had become caught up in the
enthusiasm that surrounded him. The whole audience regarded the Magician with something like
adulation. Thisfeding was such arelief after the acute fegling of gpprehension that he dlowed himself to
reax intoit.

Ingtantly, it became far stronger, and he found himself gazing at the figure in the black robe with a
curious sense of awe and sympathy. Surely aman who loved his people, and wasin turn loved by them,
could not be such amonster?

On either side of the stage, two large gray screens emerged from the floor; each was about Six
feet high. Then, to Niall's surprise, the audience began to clap and applaud -- Nial was awvare how much
the Magician hated noise -- and this rose to a deafening clamor as the Magician reached up with long
white hands and pushed back the hood, revedling his face, which was skull-like. He had asmall forked
beard, but no mustache. His ears were covered with black muffs, obvioudy noise-excluders, hedin
place by ameta band that passed over the massive dome of his head, and because Nial wasin deep
sympathy with the audience, he knew ingtantly that these were intended to cut out al sound. But asthe
Magician raised his handsto his ears, the applause died, and by the time he had removed the bands, the
room was completely silent. At that same moment, the face of the Magician appeared on the screens,



filling them bath.

It was, Nidl felt, the most impressive face he had ever seen. Its most striking feature wasthe pair
of black and penetrating eyes, which stared from either side of athin, curved nose. The high forehead
reminded him of the chameleon men, except that it was smooth, marked with only afew faint pardle
lines. The head was completely bald.

The black eyes seemed to be gazing straight into hisown -- in fact, into hissoul. But Nial was
aware that everyone in the room felt the same.

A moment later, the Magician began to speak telepathicaly, and Nial understood the reason for
the screens. Because the lips were not moving, the eyes had to do the work of communication. Without
the magnification, thiswould not have been possble.

"My people.”" Thetonewas very clear and sharp; thiswasin no sense an old man'svoice. "l
welcome you to thistwo hundred and twelfth celebration of productivity.”

This, Nidl redized, meant that these gatherings had been going on for ahundred and Six years.
Thethought that the Magician himsaf was severd centuries old was awe-inspiring. He was aware that
thisfeding was shared by everyone in the audience as they gazed at that remarkable face with its
hypnotic eyes.

"We as0 have present tonight two envoys from the city of Korsh, where | was born, and from
the spiderswho now rule that city." Everyonelooked a Nidl and the captain. But Nial was puzzled by
the last phrase. Surely the Magician must be aware that he was not amere envoy, but the ruler of the
Spider city?

"You dl know that it isfour hundred and thirty-two yearssince | led my followersinto
Shadowland, and set up our first camp by the lake." Nidl fdlt the audience relax, like children listening to
agory; thismust be afamiliar part of the Magician's speech. "At thistime the land was occupied only by
ghosts and troglas, who hated our intrusion.” Nidl felt the shiver that went through the audience at the
thought of this sinister menace, for the Magician's words were accompanied by the projection of visua
Images.

From this point on, the karvasid began to use images as much aswords -- Nial now thought of
him asthe karvasid, since "Magician" seemed somehow disrespectful, suggesting atrickster. Hiswords
evoked ableak and unwelcoming land, whose skies seemed much darker than today's. Even the surface
of thelake seemed menacing.

He went on to describe how four of their group had been killed, and the hardships of their first
winter, when they had survived on fish and sphagnum moss. Nidl had heard dl thisfrom Typhon, but the
karvasd's account wasinfinitely more red. His power to convey images made them relive the whole
adventure.

Nidl'slatent hogtility to the Magician, dating back to hisvison in the white tower, soon gave way
to sympathy. This man with his hatchet-like face and precise, businesdike manner was obvioudy ahero,
abeing who deserved to be regarded asamodel of strength and determination. His face showed marks
of suffering in the sunken cheeks, the hollows under the eyes, the lines at the corner of the mouth.

If this great ruler was willing to cure Veig, then Nial felt prepared to offer him hiscomplete
loydty. Hewas obvioudly by far the greatest man Nial had ever known, and it seemed amost too much
to hope that he might become Nidl'sfriend and mentor.

It was along speech -- at least haf an hour -- yet dthough the audience was standing, no one
gtirred amuscle. Even the captain, who was directly in front of Niall, was obvioudy totally absorbed.

When the karvasid concluded by stating that he intended to exchange ambassadors with the
spider city, the surge of enthusiasm from the audience made Niall fed asif he wasto be swept off his
feet. For amoment he expected them to burst into cheers, then remembered that the karvasid hated
noise. He noted, though, that most people were staring at the captain rather than at himself.

When he had finished speaking, the karvasid again placed the noise excluders over hisears, and
the room exploded into frenzied cheers. Men and women waved their arms; some embraced and kissed,
with tears running down their cheeks. Nidl had not seen such enthusiasm since the people of his own city
became free. This, he realized, was due to the announcement of the exchange of ambassadors, and he



felt arush of pride to be the bearer of such good news.

Since everyone was smiling at him, he expected to be summoned onto the stage; the thought of
having to stand before the karvasid filled him with a curious anguish. A moment later he exhded with
relief when the karvasid raised his hands for silence, and Typhon strode onto the stage and announced
that he would now present the productivity awards. People began to move across the room and form a
linein front of the Sairsthat led to the stage. The mayor and mayoresswere thefirst of these, followed
by thefire chief.

In any normal gathering, thisrelaxation of the tension would have been the opportunity for excited
whispers. Here everyone was too aware of the importance of the occasion for idle chatter. There was
not even telepathic communication. But the air was e ectric with afeding of excitement and happiness.

Whilethelineformed, Nidl permitted himsdlf a sense of self-congratulation. Hisjourney to
Shadowland was responsible for this happiness. For thefirgt time, many Shadowlanderswould fed the
sun on their faces and thewind in their hair. The cheeks of these pae-skinned men and women would
losetheir pallor and begin to glow. And when that happened, perhaps the curse of sterility would

disappear.

The presentation ceremony began. Two moogs had carried onto the stage a polished wooden
box with legs, which seemed to be full of rolls of paper tied with ribbon. Thiswas placed beside the
karvasid's throne. Gerek climbed up on stage and stood behind the box. Typhon took ascroll from his
pocket and read from it in his reverberant actor's voice: "The first prize goesto Mgor Bdtiger, our
esteemed and resourceful mayor!"

The mayor obvioudy was popular, for there was loud clapping. On one of the two screens, the
major's face appeared, smiling happily but nervoudy. Gerek took a scroll from the box and handed it to
him. The mgor fell on hiskneesin front of the throne and pressed hislipsfervently to the karvasd's hand.
On one screen, the karvasid smiled gracioudy, while on the other, the back of the mgjor's head could be
seen as he kissed the long-fingered hand. The mayor levered himsdf clumsly to hisfeet, and waked off
stage on the other side.

"Lieutenant Vasco, whose brave firefighters have saved twenty-three housesin the past six
monthg"

Again, there was hearty applause.

Vasco dropped athletically to his knees, pressed hislips againgt the karvasid's hand, then sprang
up with exactly the right mixture of reverence and panache, and strode off stage holding his scroll doft.

"Madame Sdena Hespeth!™ Thiswas the mayoress, with her strange fluffy hairstyle, who was
being honored for her servicesto the women of the city. She blushed attractively, and on the screen her
face looked radiant. As shefell to her knees and kissed the karvasid's hand, her whole posture somehow
exuded adoration; shelooked asif shewould liketo die knedling in front of him.

Niall's nervousness had begun to subside, but the thought that he would sooner or later haveto
gand in front of the karvasid revived it. Thissinking fedling in his ssomach seemed absurd; he had never
suffered from stage fright in hislife, and his position asthe ruler of the spider city had givenhima
self-confidence that made it seem unlikely he ever would. Y et his cheeks were now burning, and he again
felt asif the room wastoo hot. The mere sight of the karvasid's calm face on the screen made his heart
pound so he fdt sick.

It was, heredlized, an effect of this atmosphere of worship and reverence. He concentrated his
will and tried to struggle free of it, but it wasimpossible. Now he wished that he had dipped the thought
mirror into his pocket before he left the house.

Every time the audience gpplauded, his misery increased. Histhroat felt dry and painful and he
longed for aglass of cold water. But the only thing he could see was hiswineglass, sanding on asmall
table. Ashe reached out and picked it up, he was ashamed to observe that his hand was shaking. He
raised the glassto hisdry lips, at the same time glancing around him in the hope that no one had noticed
his shaking hand. Dividing his atention was a mistake; the wine went down the wrong way, and he began
to cough.



Hedid hisbest to smother it with ahandkerchief, but it was no good. Red wine had spilled down
thefront of the white tunic. As people around glanced at him sympatheticaly, he hastily put down the
glassin case his coughing made him spill more. The convulsion blocked his aural passages, and the room
suddenly became soundless.

The result surprised him. It was asif he was swimming under water. The applause continued, but
sounded oddly distant. Then hisears cleared, and the room became normal again. But in those few
seconds of deafness, his attack of nerves had vanished.

He knew immediately what had happened. He had been cut off from telepathic contact with the
people around him, just as, when he first came into the ballroom, he had detached himsdlf from the music
that sounded in his head. Thiswas the same effect: he had ceased to be a part of the audience and its
enthusaam.

But now, as he felt himsalf being drawn again into the communa emotion, he experienced a
sudden fedling of resistance. It was asif hiscritical faculties had awakened from deep, and hewas
viewing the enthusiasm around him with akind of irritable disdain.

He glanced up at the captain, and redlized that the spider had sensed his change of mood, and
was regarding him with the tiny bead-like eyesin the back of hishead. As hisown eyes met them, he
redlized that he had mistaken the captain's stillnessfor fascination when, in fact, the captain felt exactly as
he did. He was dso looking at this scene of emotiond fervor with ironic detachment and amusement.

When Niall looked up at the face of the Magician on the screen, hiswhole view had changed
completely. A few minutes earlier it had seemed noble and distinguished; now it seemed merely
complacent and self-absorbed. Thelinesthat Nidl had taken for marks of suffering looked more like
irritability and cruelty.

What exactly had happened? What strange sorcery had made him see the Magician -- it now
seemed ridiculousto think of him asthe"karvasd” -- asakind of god? Wasit the same kind of magic
that made him see every woman in the room as attractive?

He decided to try an experiment. He relaxed, opened his mind, and ddliberately alowed himself
to be drawn into the tel epathic wavel ength of those around him. There was amomentary revulsion, which
soon passed, and then once again his viewpoint changed. He was glad to be among these warm, friendly
people, and to be present at this assembly at which the great master of Shadowland condescended to
show himsdif to his people. Now it was sdlf-evident that the karvasid was agrest and benevolent being
who loved his subjects and was loved by them. Nidl'sintellectua recognition that amoment earlier he
had seen him as a charlatan now seemed absurd.

It was amazing. He quickly redlized that, now that he had discovered thetrick, he could change
hispoint of view at will, seeing the Magician either as a cold-hearted manipulator or asthe
compassi onate father of his people. Nidl had never before recognized so clearly that our perceptionsare
governed by our assumptions.

Hisview of the people around him changed too. In hisreceptive state, he saw the women as
delicioudy attractive and the men as brave and honest. When he changed his viewpoint, the women
became silly and vain, and the men posturing idiots.

He quickly realized that he preferred his detached viewpoint; it seemed pleasanter and hedlthier,
like avigorous breeze on his cheeks. That warm, intimate glow of fedling that came when he switched
viewpoints began to seem increasingly counterfeit, spurious, and somehow sugary.

At that point he was struck by a disquieting thought. Sooner or later he was going to haveto talk
to the Magician, and had no doubt that he had remarkabl e telepathic abilities, he would be able to read
Nidl'sfedingsa aglance. When hefirst cameto the spider city, Nidl had quickly learned to hide his
thoughts from the spiders -- but that was different. The spiders were accustomed to human beingswith
blank minds, and made no attempt to probe what lay behind the facade. The Magician would not be so
eadly deceived. It therefore would be more sensible of Nidl to share the enthusiasm of the others.

Accordingly he attuned himsdlf to the tel epathic current around him, and plunged into a sea of
comradely unity that waslike jJumping into a heated swimming pool.

There was plenty of timeto reflect on these strange insights. Asthe ceremony proceeded, the



well-dressed upper classes of Shadowland were succeeded by factory overseers who had achieved new
levels of productivity. Severd workers who had produced more than their quota received promotion,
and one who had actualy doubled it was even alocated ahouse on thefirst level. His delight was so
immense that the whole audience felt warmed by it and burgt into cheers, while even the Magician smiled
benevolently. A few minutes later, afemae worker who had served as the manager of awomen's shoe
factory for twenty years was also promoted to thefirst level. It evidently came asa surprise, and the
screen showed her radiant smile. All this, Niall could see, was designed to make the workersfed that in
this benevolent, democratic society, any of them could move into the upper ranks of society.

After the workers came the minersfrom the third leve. Their ill-fitting clothes reminded Nidl of
davesin the spider city. They looked undernourished, and most of their faces were as pale as corpses.
Some of them were so overawed to be in the presence of the Magician that they trembled asthey knelt
to kiss hishand, and one of them tripped, and had to be hel ped to hisfeet by amoog. This man was so
upset that tearsran down his cheeks, and he could hardly walk as he hurried off the stage. Thewhole
audience vibrated with sympathy, for it was obvious that the man's only fault wasto regard the Magician
with the awe he deserved.

Ashewatched dl this, Nial found himsdlf reverting to his critical frame of mind, and wondering
why the Magician dlowed himsdf to be treated with this absurd reverence. Nial himself had experienced
it when hefirst became master of the spider city, and had found it an embarrassing nuisance. Now most
of his subjects recognized that he genuinely didiked public displays of devotion, and some had even
learned to pass him without signs of recognition. Niall looked forward to the day when everyone did the
same.

But then again, perhaps the Magician was not redly egocentric. Perhaps al this was necessary to
prevent the inhabitants of Shadowland from becoming discontented with their boring lot, confined
perpetualy underground. Thiswas obvioudy the reason for the militarism: it encouraged discipline. Even
King Kazak had encountered this problem of boredom in Dira, in pite of the constant threet of being
overrun by the spiders.

At last the awards were over, and Niall could see that the audience was beginning to lose
concentration. Y et he could a so sense that something further was expected; even though it wastwo in
the morning, the night was not yet over.

All heads turned as another group of people came out of the other room and formed aline. They
looked nervous and worried, and Niall guessed that they were due to receive some kind of reprimand.
This seemed odd at the end of the award ceremony, but on second thought, Niall could seethat it was
logical. The virtuous had been praised and received their rewards; now it wasthe turn of the sinners.

These miscreants, ninein al, were not divided into socia groups, like their predecessorsin the
award ceremony. This, Nial guessed, was part of their punishment: to be herded together like prisoners
who had no status.

Everyone stared at them with morbid curiosity. Thefirst of these was aworker in gray cheap
clotheslike those of the daves. Nidl recognized him; the tall man with the gray mustache he had seen
walking alone as he lft the second level . Behind him was a gray-haired woman, also of the worker class.
But the man and the woman behind them were obvioudy upper class, since the man had amilitary
bearing, while the woman had alarge and shapely bosom and striking blond hair tied with a black ribbon.
At the back of theline, behind haf adozen factory workers and miners, was an overweight, big-chinned
man in aworker's uniform.

Thetal worker wasthefirgt, and the screen showed that he was perspiring with fear. Typhon
read out the chargein aflat, level voice: that this man, called Pobrek, constantly absented himsdlf from his
hostel, and preferred to avoid commund activities like games. This nonparticipation gave hisfellow
workerstheimpression that he disdained their activities.

Pobrek fell on hisknees and begged forgiveness, explaining that he had recently beenill and
depressed, and could find no woman who was willing to offer him companionship. He ended by bursting
into tears and prostrating himsdlf at the feet of the Magician, who had removed his sound-excluders and
was ligening with his eyes hooded.



Typhon looked a his master to seeif he had any comment to make, and when the Magician gave
no sign, turned to the accused and explained gravely that in ahappy community like theirs,
nonparticipation was perceived as a criticism, which introduced anote of discord. Sncethiswasafirst
offense, Pobrek would be fined three months wages, but if the offense was repeated, he would go to
prison.

The prisoner, who had been dragged upright by two moogs, immediately prostrated himself again
at the Magician's feet and kissed them, then crawled offstage on al fours. And the audience, who had
been following this drama with breathless attention, looked asrelieved asif they had also escaped
punishment.

Next came the blond woman and the man with the military bearing, who had the physique of a
wrestler. Their offense had been to spend twenty-six nights together, in contravention of the regulation
againgt cohabitation, and to devise a plan to take a three-day holiday together in aremote part of the
Y evakian Plain. (Nidl had no ideawhere thiswas.) Had they any defense to offer? Both shook their
heedsslently.

After glancing at the Magician, and again receiving no sgnd, Typhon went on to say that he had
no dternative than to order the statutory punishment: six monthsin the mines.

The woman gave acry of despair, while the man looked crushed. He knelt at the feet of the
Magician, kissed hisfoot, and begged for leniency. Thistime the Magician's face was seen to nod dightly.
The woman burst into tears of relief. Typhon stated that the couple had chosen corpora punishment, and
thiswould be duly carried out: three strokes for the man, two for the woman.

Once more the man turned hisface to the Magician, and in thetotal silence that followed, asked
in a husky voice whether he could not be alowed to take the punishment for both of them.

Once more Typhon looked at the Magician, whose face had become stern. In the silence, he
spokein histhin, clear voice: "In that case, the woman would escape punishment. But | will make one
concession. Y ou will both receive three lashes each. Silence!” Thislast was an admonition as asigh went
up from the audience.

Both prisoners|ooked shocked; the man went so pale that he seemed on the point of collapse.

A moog came forward and lowered himsdlf onto his knees, with his back toward the man, then
rased hisarmslevd with his shoulders. Nidl was puzzled; snce he was il in his detached state, he had
no idea of what was coming. But the man himself obvioudy knew, and stretched out both arms under
those of the moog. The moog then lowered hisarms, trapping the man's arms on either sde of his
barrdl-like chest. The man gasped with agony, and seemed to faint. The moog then stood up, raising the
man's body off the ground, so he hung down the heavily muscled back, hisfeet dangling like those of a
rag dall.

The other moog stepped forward, raised a cat-0-nine-tails, and brought it down so hard that the
thud made everybody wince. A red whea appeared across his back, which immediately began to bleed.
The man hung there motionless, obvioudy feding nothing. Two more blows followed, each leaving ared
mark, fromwhich tiny rivulets of blood ran like tributaries. After that, the moog raised hisarms, and the
man dropped onto the floor.

Thewoman moaned and tried to fling hersalf on her lover. Something held her back, likeawall
of glass, and Nidl knew that the Magician had interposed hiswill. Now the moog with the whip reached
out and grabbed the back of the woman's white dress. A single tug ripped it down to thewast, where it
was held in place by abelt. The upper half of her body was naked.

Curiousto know whether the audience found this as distasteful ashedid, Nidl relaxed hismind
and dlowed himsdlf to sharetheir fedings. A moment was enough; he was shocked to be engulfed by a
mixture of fear and erotic pleasure, with the pleasure predominating. A woman who stood closeto him
was staring with open mouth, her breast rising and faling like an exhausted runner's.

The moog kndlt and again raised hisarms, and the woman allowed her own armsto be trapped.
A moment later, the moog stood up, and she was dangling from his back. It was obvious that she was
till conscious asthefirst blow fel, for she gave a short, choked scream. Her skin must have been more
delicate than the man's, for there was far more blood, which stained the lower part of her back. She



writhed as the second blow struck but made no sound. When the third blow fell, she was slent,
obvioudy unconscious.

The moog alowed her body to fal onto the man's. The two moogs from the other side of the
throne came forward and dragged both bodies off the stage by the arms.

After them it was the turn of the gray-haired woman, a catering manager who was accused of
wasting tons of mest by failing to keep it refrigerated. Her reply to the charge wasinaudible, but no one
cared; her face was thin and unattractive, aswas her scrawny body, and seeing her flogged would give
no one satisfaction. Nidl knew in advance that she would be given awarning, and he proved to be
correct.

The next three cases were d so dedlt with quickly. Two miners accused of chronic lazinessand
underperformance were able to produce doctor's certificates stating that they were suffering from wesk
lungs, and they were ordered to report to the city hospita for medica tests. And amachinist from the
second level was accused of persistent insubordination, and defended himself by arguing passionately that
the foreman picked him out for undeserved harsh treatment. Typhon answered that, whether or not the
foreman was at fault, the stability of their society depended on obedience to authority, and he therefore
sentenced him to six monthsin the mines. The Magician nodded briefly to confirm this sentence.

The last man in the line was the big-chinned worker, whose rounded stomach suggested that he
belonged to the privileged group who could eat as much asthey liked. He wasidentified as Drusco, the
overseer in charge of wal condruction. The charge against him wasthat histeam had fallen behind in
their work, so that the city wall would not be completed by the New Y ear. Thisin turn meant that a
regiment of soldiers had to remain on duty to guard the gap inthewall.

Asked what he had to say for himsalf, Drusco had to clear histhroat severa times before he
could speak, and even then, hisvoice was hoarse. He said that it was not hisfault, but was that of the
overseer in charge of production on level two, who wasfailing to deliver the segments of thewall on
schedule. Typhon asked if he had asked the overseer the reason for this delay. Drusco said he had, and
that the overseer blamed the workersin the copper mines. Typhon asked whether he had addressed an
inquiry to the overseer of the copper mines, and Drusco admitted that he had not done so. Why not?
asked Typhon, and Drusco replied that he thought this was the responsibility of the factory overseer.

During this exchange the Magician's face had darkened, and it was obvious that he was having
difficulty kesping histemper.

Typhon intervened quickly to avert an explosion: "No, it isyour respongibility, snceyou arein
charge of building thewal."

Drusco nodded dumbly; on the screen, histhick lipstwisted asif he was about to burst into tears.

Typhon looked a the Magician. " Six monthsin the mines?'

The Magician shook his head angrily. "No, no. Too lenient. Six strokes of the whip and six
monthsin themines.”

Drusco went pale and looked on the point of collapse, and everyone sensed that he intended to
throw himsdlf a the feet of the Magician and beg for mercy. Typhon forestdled thisby nodding at the
moog, who knelt down with his back toward Drusco. The audience watched intently; Drusco evidently
was known to dl of them. Finally, with agesture of despair, Drusco reached out hisarms. But hefailed
to reach out far enough, so that when the moog stood up, Drusco dipped down his back and onto the
floor.

The Magician snapped: "Seven strokes," and the sheer menace in his voice made Drusco
recognize that hislife hung by athread. The next time the moog knelt down, he reached out until his chest
was pressing the moog's broad back.

Nial averted hiseyes; he preferred not to see what happened next. But it wasimpossible not to
hear the thud of the cat-0-nine-tails, and Drusco's scream of pain. After the third stroke, he stopped
screaming, and Niall guessed that he had |ost consciousness. But the blows continued, and seemed to
become softer. When Niall looked up, he saw why. Drusco's back was such amass of bleeding and torn
flesh that the sound was muffled.

By the timethiswas over, Niadl knew there was no point in trying to control hisfeding of disgust



-- if hetried, hefdt it would choke him. The flogging of Drusco had been stupid and sadistic -- and
moreover, pointless, snce the peace treaty would make the wall unnecessary. He now regretted that he
had agreed to make peace with such amonster, since, asafelow sovereign, he would be obliged to
assume amask of courtesy.

Drusco's unconscious body had been carried offstage by amoog, and now Typhon was
gpesking again.

"Before we conclude, | have an announcement to make. The karvasid has dready told you that
we have with us two envoys from the city of Korsh. He has also authorized meto tell you that we shall
soon have a peace treaty, which will permit travel and commerce between our two nations.”

The audience burst into enthusiastic applause, and a path opened up to dlow Nidl and the
captain to gpproach the stage. The applause continued until Typhon had to raise his hand for slence. He
sad: "Please welcome Captain Makandaand Colonel Nial!"

As, surrounded by beaming faces, Nidl followed the captain toward the stage, he felt hisirritation
dissolve; so much warmth was irresistible. The moment this happened, he ceased to fed hostile toward
the Magician, and saw him once again asthe benevolent ruler of afriendly people. Thiscame asardlief;
about to confront the ruler of Shadowland, he preferred to fed friendly.

Faced with the steps that led up to the stage, the spider hesitated. His eight widely spaced legs
were not intended for climbing stairs. He obvioudy would have preferred to climb straight onto the stage
but felt that thiswould befailing to show respect. Confining hisfeet to the narrow stairway, he mounted
to the stage. Nidl followed, and stood awkwardly beside him, facing the Magician, who remained
seted. At close quarters, Nial could see that his skin was gray and unhedlthy, and covered with afine
network of linesthat made it look like some kind of expensive leather.

The Magician smiled a them, then extended his hand to the captain. Thiswas clearly intended as
aninvitation to kned and kissit.

The spider hesitated. Nidl could see that this was not because he objected to making the gesture,
but smply because he was unsure about the mechanics. The spider stood at |east two feet above the
Magician, looking down on him. Bending hisfront legswould involvetilting forward a an impossible
angle, while bending dl hislegswould cause his body to vanish in the middle of them. The spider solved
the problem by bunching dl hislegs underneath him, asif about to fal adeep. His mouth findly performed
an gpproximation to akiss. The audience was silent, obvioudy overwhelmed by the extraordinary sight of
this dangerous mongter paying homageto their ruler.

TheMagician held out hishand to Nidl, sill smiling. Suddenly, Nidl's sense of involvement with
the audience disgppeared, and gave way to anger and disgust. He was, after dl, the ruler of his own city,
and to treat him merely as an envoy seemed a caculated insult. Nial turned to look at Typhon, about to
say: "Doesthe karvasid not understand that | am the ruler of the spider city?”

Typhon looked helpless and apologetic, but this eyes said quite clearly: "Go on, for heaven's
sake, doit."

Nial knew what he must do. He looked into the Magician's eyes, shook his head firmly, and said:
"No."

What happened next was so fast that he had no time to anticipate it. The Magician'ssmile
changed to an expression of dangerous fury, and atremendous blow struck Niall on the side of the head,
making him see stars. He fdlt his other cheek strike againgt the floor, and for amoment he lost
CONSCiOUSNESS.

When hisvision cleared, the captain was struggling against two moogs, who were obvioudy
immune to hiswill-force and poisonous sting. One of the spider's claws gripped amoog by the elbow,
and theforearm fdll onto the floor; no blood ran from the stump, and the moog went on fighting asif
nothing had happened. The two other moogs joined in, and within moments, the spider had been
smashed to the ground by atremendous blow on the head.

Nidl tried to raise himsdlf on al fours, but had no strength. The Magician's face was demoniaca
with rage and hatred, and for amoment Nial thought he was about to die. Instead another blow drove
the breath out of hisbody and filled him with nausea. For abewildered moment he wasin the air about



ten feet above his body, then swooped down into it and spun into blackness.

When hewoke up, he was amass of pain: hisbody, his head, hisface, his cheeks. Hislower lip
seemed aslarge as aballoon, and hefdt asif he had no skin on the left Sde of hisface. His scomach hurt
asif someone had kicked himinit, and al hisribsfet bruised. It was so agonizing when hetried to move
that he lay still again. He could hear aloud wheezing noise, then realized it was his own bregth.

Hewas aso cold. When he opened his eyes -- athough only the right would open fully -- he
redized why. Hewaslying on astonefloor inaprison cell. A dim yellow light shone through abarred
holein the door. Light also leaked through a grating behind him, and a draft indicated that there must be a
window there. Below this there was a wooden bed suspended from the wall by two chains.

Heforced himsdlf to his hands and knees and pulled himself up by the bed. Hishands
encountered something soft -- a blanket. When he climbed onto the bed, he found awooden block
intended as a pillow. He covered himsdf with the blanket, lay down facing the door, and fell into an
unessy deep.

When he opened his eyes again, the light outside his cell door had been turned off. By the gray
daylight from behind him, he could see that the wall was made of green stone blocks, which told him that
he was probably still in the palace. He knelt on the bed and peered upward through the grating. On itsfar
side, there was adoping ramp of stone, at the top of which was a barred window. He tucked the blanket
more closaly around him, in an attempt to conserve his body heet, and lay there passively, fedling the
throbbing of the bruises on hisleft sde, and alarger bruise on the right side of his head where he had
been struck.

Suddenly he felt the presence of his mother; she was repesting his name. In hiscompletely
quiescent state, he could hear her asclearly asif she wasin the room.

"Areyou dl right?'

He knew shewould not be deceived if he said yes. Since she was inside his head, she could fed
hisdiscomfort asif it was her own. Hesaid: "No. I'min prison.”

"But why?'

"| offended the Magician by refusing to kisshishand.”

He could sense that she wanted to ask him more questions about this, and so was glad when she
asked insteed: "Areyou hurt?'

"Bruised. And very cold.”

Therewasasdlence. Then shesad: "Yes, | canfed it. Shall we send spider balloonsto try and
rescueyou?"

Nial knew the answer to that. If the spiders threatened to invade Shadowland, the Magician
would respond by killing him.

"No. | don't think I'm in any immediate danger, so don't worry."

"But what does he want?"

Nidl said with feding: "If | knew thet I'd fed better!"

"Isthereanything | can do?'

A thought occurred to Nidl.

"Do you have afirein your room?"

He knew that his mother lived on the windiest corner of the paace, and that her maid Deberis
liked to start the day by lighting alargefire.

"Not here, but in the next room.”

"Please stand by it and get aswarm as you can. Then try to transfer some of it to me."

Nidl had noideaif thiswas possble, but aminute later he could actualy experience the glow of
thefire on her legs and body.

"Canyoufed that?'

"y et



"Wait aminute and I'll put my heavy robe on.”

Within afew moments, hewas aswarm asif he was dso sanding in front of the fire. He knew
that his mother must be uncomfortably hot, but wastoo grateful for the warmth to worry about that. At
last he was beginning to fed human again. Then the glow began to fade, and he redlized that shewas
becoming tired.

She asked: "Can thisMagician read thoughts?'

"Yes"

"Then you must be very careful.” Her voice was becoming faint, and her next words were dmost
inaudible. "1 will try and communicatethisevening.”

Then her presence faded completely.

Now fegling more cheerful, Nidl swung hisfeet off the bed and sat up -- and gave agasp of pain
as his bruises were reactivated. The discomfort was asintense astrying to lower himsdf into abath that
was too hot, and made him grit histeeth and curse under his breath. He pulled the blanket round him like
acloak, and moved to the foot of the bed, where the draft was less strong.

But at least the pain had made him concentrate, and reminded him of the ability he had
discovered through the thought mirror. He closed his eyes, concentrating hard, screwing up hisface, and
immediately felt relief. Moreover, the concentration revived the warmth his mother had communicated.
This made the bruises and scratches throb more than ever, but the warmth made up for it.

A dight sound from behind him made him turn and peer upward through the grating; abird had
hopped through the bars of the outer window. Ingtantly, he knew it was the raven, and chuckled with
delight, then glanced over his shoulder at the cell door to make sure he had not been heard.

The bird now fluttered acrossto the grating, on which it perched looking down at him. Nidl's
telepathic contact with it told him that it recognized he wasin trouble.

Helost no time transferring his consciousnessto itsbrain. It cost him more effort than usua, no
doubt because he wastired; but as soon as he found himself behind the raven's eyes, he felt much better.
Looking down at his own face, he became aware of the bruise that was turning purple and the skin
missing from hisleft cheek. Then he urged the bird to return to the window, and to fly upward.

They werein acircular inner courtyard, with barred windows al around it. The raven flapped
upward until it was hovering above the paace, and Niall could seethat it extended over awider area
than he had realized. 1t was built in the form of amedievd castle, with three pardld circular wals. He
directed the bird to perch on the topmost turret, then looked around to take his bearings.

The courtyard with the dungeonswasin the center of the palace, and it was obviousthat eveniif a
prisoner could escape through his cell window, he would still be trapped. The only door out of the
courtyard led to anarrow passage between two buildings, at the end of which there was another wall
with adoor.

The bird was perched on the guttering of the turret. A number of other birds were also perched
on theroof and in cornices; this was understandable, since the palace towered above the city; by normal
daylight, it would have afforded aview to the northern dliffs, but even in the dull light of Shadowland, the
view was spectacular. Birds, Nidl redlized, enjoy looking down from aheight. Nial himsdf didiked
heights, but looking through the bird's eyes, felt the same pleasure as the raven.

Wasthis centra tower, he wondered, the Magician's quarters? The window immediately bel ow
him was covered with a cage of black metal, and he directed the raven down to perch on one of its
crosshars, taking the precaution of making it choose the end rather than the middle, to make itsalf less
congpicuous. A few feet away from him, their backs to adoorway, two armed guards stood rigidly at
attentioninadimly lit corridor. They were so dtill that Nidl found himself wondering if they were
dummies. Then he saw, on thewall facing them, two green lights glowing like the eyes of acat -- the
mechanicd eyesthat Nial had noted in the corridors of the palace. Their purpose clearly wasto make
everyone feel under constant observation.

Nial directed the bird to fly onto the next window, and again to perch at the end of the crossbar.
Thisroom waswell lighted and, as he had expected, it was the Magician's chamber. The walswere
covered with glass cupboards containing scientific apparatus, but the room's most striking featurewas a



column of light that stretched from floor to celling, shining with a soft, blue glow that seemed amogt dive.
It reminded Nial of asmilar column in the center of the white tower, dthough thiswaslesswide. Clouds
of darkness, like rising bubbles, drifted toward the celling asif through aliquid.

At abench near the far wall, the Magician was standing, his back to the window, holding atest
tube close to his eyes and gently shaking its contents.

Overcome by anillogicd intuition of danger, Nial made the bird leaveits perch and fly down to
the top of a crenellated wall above the courtyard. There he watched an officer addressing a squad of
men, dl typica cliff dwellers, who were stlanding at ease. Nial observed immediately that they had
Reapers rather than rifles propped against their sides.

The officer, whom Niall recognized as Jelko, the commander of the Palace Guard, wastalking to
them with afierce earnestness that was reflected in their atentive faces. Unfortunately, the raven'sbrain
was poorly adapted for telepathic reception, and Nial was unable to catch more than the occasional
word. He would have given agreat dedl to know why they were al looking so serious.

A soldier in the front row asked aquestion, and thistime Nial could hear the reply quite clearly:
"Shoot back, but be careful. Thesethings are deadly.”

At that moment, alarge magpie tried to settle beside the raven, which squawked angrily at this
invasion of its space. Jelko glanced up at the birds, and suddenly gazed intently. To Nidl'shorror, the
raven became parayzed, held in a concentrated beam of will-force. Itslegs buckled; but snceit was
gtanding in the crendlation, it was prevented from falling. The magpie toppled and dropped to the ground.
Nidl ingtantly exerted his own will-force and broke the spell; the officer gazed with astonishment asthe
raven flew away.

Nial had learned an important lesson: that in the Magician's paace, not even abird was safe.

For the next quarter of an hour, he directed the raven to fly al around the rooftops of the paace.
He was curious to know why it was so big. The reason, he soon discovered, wasthat it was virtudly a
town in itsdf. The courtyards were thronged with women, aswell as men, dl obvioudy cliff dwellers.
Again, everything was unnaturaly silent. But it was clear that the men and women were dlowed to live
together, for severd large buildings were obvioudy married quarters, with washing lines strung acrossthe
courtyards.

Beyond the back of the palace, on thefar side of its outermost wall, there was agray, utilitarian
building that looked oddly out of place; built of square concrete blocks, it might have been afactory or
warehouse on the second level. From inside came the hum of machinery and the clink of bottles. Niall
directed the raven to perch on the windowsill.

Beyond the grimy glass, haf a dozen women were working on either sde of amoving belt that
carried bottles; these were being filled with awhite liquid that flowed from a pipe above the bdt. Nidl,
totally unfamiliar with factories and conveyor belts, had no ideawhat he waslooking at.

At this point he was abruptly drawn back to his body and its bruises. Someone wastrying to
probe his mind. Hisfirst thought was that it was his mother, attempting to restore contact, and he opened
his mind to become receptive -- astate smilar to listening intently for some faint sound. But after haf a
minute, the sensation went away. Then the light outside his cell door was turned on, and therewas a
sound of a bolt being withdrawn.

The man who camein was a hunchback, and even in this poor light it was obvious that he was
one of the Magician's"experiments.” One eye was normal; onewas o large that it stuck out of hisface
likeatennisbal. His nose was also grotesquely large, and twisted to one Side. He was carrying atray,
which he placed on the bed. This contained asmall piece of bread and a cup of water.

Nidl redized suddenly that hiswatch was missing. He asked: "What timeisit?'

He spoke telepathicdly, but thejailer replied in norma speech: "I can't tell you that.”

Nial asked: "Why? Don't you know?'

Theman sad olidly: "I can't tell you that."

He had some speech impediment, asif histongue wastoo big for his mouth. Without a further
word, heturned and |eft the cdll. Thelight outside went out.

Nial was hungry. In spite of the swollen lip, he ate the bread quickly and drank the water. This



had an unpleasant taste, like oil. A few minutes after drinking it, he began to fed sick, and had no doubt
that it had contained an emetic.

In the corner of the cdll there was a bucket covered with awooden lid. Nial fell on hiskneesin
front of it and vomited. It must have been a strong emetic, for the convulsions continued long after his
stomach was empty. After this he sat down with hisback againgt the wall, shivering and exhausted.

He staggered acrossthe cell, stretched out on the bed, and covered himself with the blanket. He
was gill feding weak, and drifted into a semideep.

While hewas lying there, feding completely exhausted and vulnerable, he experienced a sudden
vivid memory of Veg. It was so clear that it was asif Veig'sface waslooking a him from the
semidarkness. Nial started; in the events of the past few hours, he had forgotten al about his brother.
Now he experienced a despairing sense that he had betrayed Veig and condemned him to death.

This brought back the memory of Typhon asking him how many daysit was since Veig had been
poisoned, and when Nidl told him, replying: "Theres till plenty of time." Did Typhon know what was
going to happen?Was heinvolved in this plot to throw him into prison? And if so, how about Gerek?
Niall could have sworn that both were honest, but as he lay there thinking, he began to experience
doubts. Theresult was asinking feding that drained him of energy.

Andwhy was hein prison? Because his pride had revolted at the idea of being treated as one of
the Magician's subjects. But he was not one of his subjects. He and the Magician were fellow sovereigns,
he had every right to be treated with respect.

And then, of course, there was the odd fact that the Magician wanted his people to think that
Nial and the spider were merely envoys. What was his motive?

With his head buzzing with fatigue and his somach sill churning with nausea, Nidl found it hard
to think clearly, or to make thelogica connectionsthat might show him the solution to these problems.

Todigract hismind, hetried working out how long it had been since Veig had cut himsdlf on the
ax. It had happened on aFriday, and early on Sunday morning he had left for Shadowland. . . By
recaling the events of each day, he was able calculate that this must be Monday, and that his brother had
only eighteen days | ft.

At thisthought, his cheeks began to burn, and his heart pounded until he was afraid it would
burst. For the next ten minutes, he felt more depressed and hel pless than he had ever felt in hislife. It
began to look asif the Magician had won, and Niall would be forced to do whatever he wanted.

His problem, he could now see very clearly, wasthat he was too young and immature to possess
the mental toughness that would enable him to withstand the pressure of aman whose greatest obsession
was forcing othersto do hiswill. To develop thisinner strength required long self-discipline, of the kind
possessed by the monk Sephardus.

Thethought of Sephardus had the effect of focusing Niall's attention and halting the dideinto
discouragement. After dl, Sephardus had spent yearsaonein hiscell, learning to control the powers of
his mind. And one thing about the Magician was certain: he had never learned the discipline of
self-control. The murderous rage on hisface when Nial had defied him proved it. In that respect, he was
vulnerable,

Nial remembered the crystal sphere that was at present in the cave of thetrolls. The elder troll
had taught him how to reestablish contact. Thisinvolved creating a connection with one of thetroll family,
dividing his atention, and then alowing hismind to blend with the crysta. In order to reverse the process,
he had to achieve contact with one of thetrolls.

Nidl envisaged the femaetroll and imagined that she was there in the room. But there was no
feeling of contact. It struck him then that it was, after dl, somewhere in the middle of the day, and that
probably she was busy cooking or doing housework. It would have been pointlesstrying to contact his
own mother at that time of day.

Next he tried envisaging the grandfather, but again the effort was unsuccessful. It waslike
knocking on adoor when no one was a home.

Findly, for the sake of making one more effort, he tried envisaging the younger child, for whom
he had fet anatural sympathy based on hisfeding for hisown sisters. Thistime it worked, and he was



suddenly able to seethe child as clearly asif he wasin the room. Moreover, he knew the boy was avare
of his presence. He seemed to be playing some kind of game involving wooden blocks, so his mind was
passive and receptive.

Before the child's attention could wander, Nial did what the grandfather had taught him --
detached a part of hismind and directed it toward the crystal. At once, he experienced the eectricd,
tingling sensation. A moment later, his energies had blended with those of the crystd, and hefelt asif he
was at the center of aweb, which transmitted waves of power.

Unfortunately, thisinflux of energy aso brought agonizing pain. He had adjusted to his cuts and
bruises, but this eectrica force was like pouring sdt into hiswounds. He whistled, and groaned aoud.
Asthis happened, he once again fdt that his mind was being probed. That meant someone was listening
outsdehiscdl.

A moment later, the door opened, and the hunchback camein. He said: "What's going on?" Nidl
made no reply. The hunchback came over to the bed and peered down into Niall's face, then grunted
and went out.

It was clear to Nidl that his attempts to establish contact with the crystal must be left until he had
recovered some of his strength.

But the knowledge that he could call upon the energies of the crystal restored his optimism.
Fedling much better, he closed his eyes and relaxed, then drifted into deep.

He was awakened as the door opened again. Thistime it was not the jailer, but abrown-haired
girl, dressed in the plain blue dress of a servant, who was carrying atray. As she cameinto the cll, Nidl
saw that, although obvioudy a descendant of the cliff dwellers, with the typica receding chin, she had
circular eyes, which, asusua, gave her alook of startled innocence. Aswith Katia, the overal effect was
one of flawed prettiness.

She amiled shyly at Nidl, and asked telepathicdly: "Are you hungry?* The voicethat sounded in
Nial's chest was clear and gentle.

Nidl sat up and swung hisfeet onto the floor, leaving room to set the tray on the bed. He looked
suspicioudy at thefood -- adice of dry bread, asmall piece of cheese, haf an apple, and a cup of water.
But he was very thirsty. He raised the water to his nose and sniffediit.

Thegirl asked: "What isit?'

Nidl grimaced. "Thelast lot made me sick.”

Her reply wasto take the glass from him and sip it hersdlf, then hand it back. Niall tasted it, and
was glad to find that it had none of the aily flavor.

He asked the girl: "What isyour name?"

"Umaya And you?'

“Nidl."

She waslooking intently at the abrasions on the left side of his head. She asked: "Who did that?"

"I don't know. Somebody knocked me down."

Shereached out and touched a scratch with her fingertip; Niall winced.

Then, to Niall's disappointment, she turned and l€ft; the bolt did back into place behind her. Y et
Niall had a sense she would be back. He sipped more of the water, resisting the temptation to empty the
cup, then ate the dry bread with the apple and cheese. It left his hunger unappeased, but he felt better.

Umaya came back, thistime carrying awhite box, which she placed on the tray. It contained
bandages, jars of ointment, and awhite tube about six incheslong with abrush at itstip. Shewasaso
carrying adamp, warm cloth, with which she ddlicately cleaned the abrasion on hisleft cheek. Her
fingertips were cool, and as she leaned close to him, the blue smock smelled asiif it had just been washed
and ironed. Her hands, he noticed, were pretty and shapely.

When she had dabbed the abrasion dry with a handkerchief, she picked up the white tube and
pushed adide onitssSde; it made afaint humming sound. She placed the tip againgt Nidl'sface, and he
winced as he received the buzz of amild eectric shock. She smiled and shook her head, and as he
looked up at her open mouth, he saw, as he expected, that she had no tongue.

She reached around his head, and gently pulled it against her smock, then again applied the



brush. After theinitid sting, it tickled rather than shocked. Fedling the warmth of her bare arm againgt his
temple, he relaxed, exactly as he did with hisown female body servants, and enjoyed the contact. Asshe
changed the position of his head against her, he could fedl that the breast under the blue smock was bare.
He asked: "What isit for?"

"To hed you, and liquify the blood.”

Thislast statement left him puzzled, but he was too relaxed to ask what she meant.

A few minutes|ater, she went around to his other side, and thistime gpplied the brush to the
bruise from the blow that had knocked him down. At firgt, the vibrations made it hurt, but gradudly, this
gave way to a soothing sensation. He seemed to seetall trees swaying in the wind, and was reminded of
something that eluded him. After five minutes, he could no longer fed the bruise. Findly, she pushed his
head away from her, smiled at him, and then pressed the bruised spot with her fingertip. To Nidl's
surprise, there was not even atwinge of discomfort.

He pointed to the tube.

"What isthisforce?'

"It isvrees." She seemed to expect him to know the word.

"What isvrees?'

She seemed surprised. "Y ou do not know? It isaforce that comes from the Earth.”

Now he knew what it reminded him of: the force of the crystd that the troll had enclosed in the
walking stick. It seemed the Magician had found some way of capturing and storing Earth-force, asa
battery stores eectricity. It was hard not to admit that he was aremarkable inventor. Umaya then applied
agreen ointment to the other abrasions on hisface, which took away their sting and throbbing hest.

She replaced the ointmentsin the box and closed the lid, then asked: "Why are you in prison?”

Hewas surprised. "Don't you know?"

"No. My father isonly thejaller. They tell him nothing."

Hesaid: "l amin here because | refused to obey the karvasid.”

Shelooked horrified. " Refused to obey! But why?!

"Because he was ordering me to do something | did not want to do.”

He could tell that she was so shocked that she preferred not to pursue the matter. She picked up
thetray and hurried to the door. But as she pushed it open, she turned back toward him, and asked in a
tone of forma inquiry: "Isthere anything you want?'

"Yes. Can you tell me what happened to my companion, the spider?”

She hesitated, and he could see that, like her father, she had been ordered not to answer
guestions. But she alowed good mannersto override her doubts.

"Heiswdl."

"Uninjured?'

"Yes"

Standing there, with thetray held in front of her, she reminded him irresstibly of Jaritaand
Nephtys, and he found himself thinking that he would enjoy taking abath with her, and feding her
ddlicate hands soaping his body. Asthisthought crossed his mind, she blushed adeep red, and he
redlized that she had read histhoughts. A moment later she hurried from the room, and he heard her
setting the tray down and bolting the door. Her feet ran up aflight of stairs asif anxiousto escape.

Hewas puzzled. She had read his mind, apparently without effort. Y et theimage of being bathed
by Jaritaand Nephtys had merdly flashed through hisbrain asanidle reflection. It astonished him that she
had picked it up.

Twicethat day, Nial had felt someone trying to probe hismind. He had assumed it wasthe
hunchbacked jailer. But could it have been Umaya?

He dismissed the ideaimmediately. Even the dightest contact with her madeit clear that she was
assncere and guildessas Velg. So whoever wastrying to read histhoughts, it was not Umaya

All the same, it was strange that she had read hismind so easlly.

After the food and drink, he was dready feding sufficiently recovered to try again contacting the
crystd. Thistimeit was easier. He envisaged the younger of the two children, conjuring up thered hair



and red cheeks and the gap between his teeth, and immediately became aware of him; the child was
gtting in front of thefire, playing with adragon carved out of wood.

Nidl then divided his awareness, established contact with the crystal, and immediately found
himsdf standing besideit in the cave. The grandfather troll was only afew yards away, towering four feet
above Nidl. He was polishing arose-colored crystal with a cloth, and was clearly unaware of Nidl's
presence.

The odd thing was that the troll and the cave seemed transparent, asif made of awatery fluid.
Looking down, Nial seemed to himself perfectly normal and solid. He reached out and touched thetrall;
his hand went through his hip. Nidl reached up and waved his hand in front of his eyes; the old man did
not even blink.

Thetroll stopped polishing, and placed the crystal in the hollow at the top of the pallen, whereit
ingtantly began to glow with arosy light. Niall was surprised that he could not only fed itswarmth, but
could experience arippling sense of vitdity emanating from it. Thisfelt so plessant that he moved closer
to absorb alittle of the energy.

At that moment he noticed that his own crystal globe was lying on the floor, swathed in ablack
velvet cloth. Even through the cloth he could senseits energy. As soon as he bent over it, he
automaticaly tuned in to this energy, and fet it responding.

The old man sensed that something was happening, and looked over his shoulder. Hiseyes
widened as he saw the globe disentangling itself from its cloth and then rising into the air. He reached out
to the chair to steady himself, then sat down with abump.

Niall, totally focused on the crystal, was not even aware of the shock he had produced. What
delighted him wasthat the crystal was responding to him exactly asif he was present in his physical body.

At that moment, the grandfather said something in the guttura troll language, and Niall looked at
him, and suddenly grasped the effect of what he had done. At the same time, the old man understood
what had happened. Speaking telepathically, he asked: "Where are you?'

"Here." Nidl found it hard to believe that the old man was unable to see him, since his body
seemed quite solid.

Thetroll reached out and removed the rose-colored crystal from the pallen, and its light went out
like asnuffed candle. Nidl reached up and replaced it with the crystal globe, whose dazzling white light
ingantly filled the cave with itsblinding glare, causing thetroll to shied hiseyes. Asthis hgppened, Nidl's
surroundings lost their trangparent gppearance and became visibly more solid, athough il severd
degreesless so than Nidl himsdlf. At the same moment, Nidl redlized he had become visbleto the old
mean.

Thetroll peered down at him, scratching his nose.

"Where are you now?"'

"In prison in Shadowland.”

The old man muttered: "I thought that might happen. What excuse did he use?'

" refused to kiss hishand.”

"Good." He smiled grimly. "But you'd better return to your prison. Y ou arein great danger here.”

Nidl asked in astonishment: "Why?" Nothing seemed further from the truth.

"Becauseif he knowsyou have the crystd, he will stop at nothing until he hasit. Hell torture you
until you tdl himwhereitis"

Thiswas an unnerving thought. For, as Nidl instantly redlized, if the Magician knew whereit was,
thetrollswould aso bein danger.

Thetroll seemed to understand that the warning had produced a greater effect than he intended,
for he added: "But don't be afraid. That is the worst thing you can do. So long as you hold on to your
courage, he can't harm you. Now listen. For the next week | will leave your globe on the pallen, in case
you need to useit."

"Thank you."

"Now you'd better be gone."

Nidl trandferred his attention from the light and back to hisbody, and immediately found himself



inhisown cell, lying on his back and again aware of histhrobbing bruises. It seemed a poor exchange for
the crystd cave.

Thetroll wasright, of course. If someone now probed hismind, hisincreased vitaity would
immediately give him away. The thought of the Magician'slearning about the crystal globe made his
stomach turn a somersault and his cheeks flush. Then the reflection that his journey to Shadowland had
been afailure, and that he had condemned his brother to desth, made it worse, causing an abrupt plunge
into gloom. He sat down on the bed, and fdlt his energiesleaking away, bringing a sense of tota
vulnerability. In his sudden despair, he even found himself wishing that he had kissed the Magician's hand.
What difference would it have made? Instead, absurd pride had led him into this dangerous and hopeless
gtudion. . .

Weasit, he wondered, too late to send the Magician an apology? But the very thought revolted
him. The Magician waslike an evil child, totally spoiled by power. Thethought of knedling in front of him
made Nidl fed physcaly sck.

For the next haf hour, hefdt asif he wastrying to extricate himsdf from aswamp of black mud,
and asif every attempt only caused him to plunge in degper. He sat with his head in his hands, trying hard
to find something to fed optimistic about, and failing.

When hefdt it would be difficult to sink any further, he heard afaint movement outside the door.
His stomach lurched; he suspected that someone was spying on him. Anticipating an attempt to probe his
mind, he ordered himsdlf to become passive and empty. Helay down, closing hiseyesasif trying to relax
into deep, and pulled the blanket over him. During the next few minutes, he heard further sounds,
including the clink of abucket handle. Then the bolt was drawn back, and footsteps entered the cell. He
kept hiseyes closed until the sound of hiswaste bucket handle told him that whoever it was had his back
toward him. He opened his eyes and saw a short, sandy-haired man, who gave agrunt of disgust ashe
raised thelid that covered the bucket.

Now certain thiswas only aservant, Nidl tried probing his mind, ready to withdraw ingtantly if he
reacted. But the man's mind was ablank, merely conscious of its surroundings. The handle clinked again
as he went outside with the bucket, poured it into another bucket, then came back and replaced it on the
floor.

Lying on his back, appearing to be adeep, Niall could tdll that the man was |ooking across at
him. Then the door was opened, and the footsteps went out again. But as the door closed, Nial was able
to catch the thought that crossed the man's mind, and was amazed that one of its componentswas a
sense of grievance againgt the Magician.

Asthe steps receded up the airs, Nidl reflected on this, and the more he thought, the more
incredible it seemed. This man, apparently amenia whose task was to empty buckets of human waste
product, was actualy fedling irritable and disgusted toward the master of Shadowland.

Why? Nial tried to recal hisimpression of amoment ago. The man had looked across at Nidl
on the bed, and then. . . experienced a spontaneous surge of irritation toward the Magician.

There could surely be only one explanation. He knew that Nial was one of the envoyswho had
come to propose a peace treaty with the spiders. And everyone in Shadowland was longing for such a
treaty. It would mean the end of isolation, of the boredom of living in apermanent blue twilight, of esting
amonotonous diet of fish and blue moss. And the Magician had thrown dl thisaway in one of hischildish
fitsof rage.

No wonder this emptier of buckets was disgusted. It meant the end of his hopes of aless dreary
form of existence.

Suddenly Nidl was unableto lie till. He sat up on the bed and threw off the blanket, his energies
renewed by asense of hope. Thislasted only afew moments, until he reflected that the Magician wasthe
despot of thisland, and that there was no one who would dare to chalenge his authority; nevertheess, it
was awelcome change from the despair of haf an hour before.

His stomach was again growling with hunger. He had become accustomed to hunger when he
lived with hisfamily in the desert, but his body was now used to regular medls. To take hismind off it, he
closed his eyes, and thought about their homein North Khaybad, under the branches of the euphorbia



cactus. With no greet effort he could conjure up the sound of the wind blowing through them. Little by
little, he relaxed, and ceased to care about the protesting noises from his ssomach. Then he set out to
recall the country of the ants, and how, for thefirst timein hislife, he had sat up to hisneck in running
water and listened to its rippling sound. Soon his nose itched, and he scratched it -- a sure sign he was
drifting toward deep -- and afew moments later was dozing.

The doze became akind of dream in which he was aware he was adeep. Someonewaslying
beside him, and it seemed that it was Umaya. In hishdf dream state, he could actually fed her body
pressed againgt his and her arms around him. For some reason, it seemed important not to let her know
he was awake, s0 helay there breathing quietly. She was massaging him, just as Jarita did after abath,
and her hands ran from his shoulders down to his knees. He also knew that she wanted to kiss him, and
since she thought he was adeep, there seemed to be no harm in this. Her lips brushed his own, after
which she kissed him more firmly and lingeringly.

Her hands were very cool, and there was a soothing quality about their touch. He began to
experience a sensation of lightness and acquiescence, adesireto let her do whatever she liked. And what
shewanted to do, heredlized, wasto drink his energy as dry earth drinks water. The sensation of his
energiesflowing into her was one of the sweetest he had ever experienced.

He was shocked out of this by a sudden shout. He knew who it was: the woman with the long
brown hair, whose face lacked eyes and anose. In the same moment, he knew that he was not lying in
bed beside Umaya, but beside one of the vampire-like crestures with pointed teeth. As he woke up, he
felt for amoment totally confused, asif he no longer knew who he was. Then hefound himself lying done
on the bed, with his cheek bleeding where he had scratched it on the hard pillow. But there was none of
the usua pleasure of waking from anightmare; on the contrary, he felt that the nightmare was continuing,
even though hewas now awake. It was asif he was gill entangled with some entity that was draining his
energy, and that was determined not to let go.

For amoment he experienced panic, then redlized that was amistake. It only increased the sense
of vulnerability. During the past year, he had acquired a certain degree of sdlf-discipline, and now he
caled upon it and concentrated his mind. There was amoment of struggle; then he experienced relief.

Hisface was hot, and his heart beat painfully. It seemed absurd to fed so hot when the cell was
cold. Heturned his attention inward and tried to analyze what was happening. The energy lesk was il
there, but less obvious than before -- now it was little more than akind of drip. Y et athough
imperceptible, it could ill drain him until he was exhausted.

Hetried closing the leak by concentrating hard; it only increased the hot flush, and made his heart
beat faster. What he needed, he redlized, was the kind of soothing coolness he had experienced when
Umayahad dressed his bruises. But if Umayawas o telepathic, he ought to be able to call her. Using the
technique he employed when trying to contact his mother, he envisaged her clearly, then triedto send a
sgnd.

For the next five minutes he tried to dow the beeting of his heart. Every time he began to
succeed, he experienced a spurt of anxiety, and his pulse rate increased. It began to seem that the more
effort he made, the more energy he would waste.

A sound in the corridor caused aflash of hope; when it was followed by sound of the bolt being
drawn, he knew that it was Umaya.

She crossed the floor to the bed.

"Youwerecdlingme?'

He nodded without opening his eyes, he was aready beginning to fedl better. She reached out
and touched hismoist forehead.

"You haveafever.”

"Something issteding my energy.”

She placed her hand at the junction of histhroat and chest; her palm immediately became cooler.

"Itisagraddik.”

Hefelt too tired to ask how she knew.

She said, with atouch of reproof: "But you must haveinvited it insde you."



Thistime he knew exactly what she meant. He nodded.

"I was dreaming. | thought it wasyou."

She sad: "That is dangerous. When you have invited agraddik insde you, it is hard to get rid of."

"Canyou get rid of it?"

"I don't know. Perhaps.”

Sheleft the room, drawing the bolt behind her.

Five minutes passed while helay passivdly, listening to his heartbeat and feding hisenergy
draining away like adripping tap.

When she returned, she was carrying an oblong box, which she placed on the floor at the foot of
the bed. A moment later, the cell wasfull of an odor he recognized: theiodine smdl of the lake weed.

She pulled back the blanket, then began to unbutton histunic. He knew exactly what she
intended do, and the thought made him breathe dowly and deeply with relief. He sat up to alow her to
draw the tunic down over hisfeet.

When he was naked, shetook the mat of weed from the box, and placed it over hisbody asif
spreading an eiderdown on the bed. It was cool, and made him shiver. But the sense of losing energy
stopped at once, asif someone had turned off the tap.

He heard the rustle as she removed her dress, then felt her weight press down on him. She
adjusted hersdf, with both arms bent on either sde of his chest, and lowered her right cheek against his
face; her brown hair fdl into his mouth. It took afew minutesfor the mat to become warm. As soon as
this happened, the flow of energy began, as quietly and as naturally as ablood transfusion. He breathed
indowly ashisenergies began to revive.

He had been afraid that the graddik would stedl the energy asfast asit flowed into him; but
during the energy transfer, he could see that thiswasimpossible -- as difficult asto stedl the water
someonewas drinking.

Aswith Charis, this energy exchange made his nervestingle with pleasure, so that he felt himself
being sucked down into avortex. They had ceased to be two separate beings, and had blended together,
S0 that both became part-woman and part-man. They no longer had individual histories; her past and his
had blended together, asintimately asif they had spent days describing their livesto one another. Yetin
another sense they remained apart, for she was not giving herself, but doing this asanurse, to restore him
to hedlth.

After aquarter of an hour, he felt asrefreshed asif he had just awakened from along night's
deep; he would have been perfectly happy to shoulder his knapsack and begin the journey back home.
Umaya pushed hersaf away from him, swung her legs onto the floor, and picked up her dress. He could
sense that his maeness had refreshed her exactly as her female energies had revitdized him. Asshe
dipped on her dress, which she had unbuttoned down the front, he found himsalf admiring her shapely
breasts and buttocks without atrace of erotic attraction. She was like a nurse who had just changed his
bandages.

He was struck by a sudden thought.

"Does your father know you are doing this?'

"Of course." Shegmiled a him asif she found the question naive. Her nonverba thoughts, which
he could now read, went on to indicate that this was smply a part of her job.

"And do you haveto do it very often?' The question was accompanied by atwinge of jedousy.

"Not often, but sometimes.” She must have noted the jedlousy, for she added: "I had to do it last
night, or the man would have died.”

Nial did not have to ask the identity of the man; he could read in her mind that it was Drusco, the
overseer who had been flogged for failing to meet his production target.

She amiled at him and went out; the bolt did into place.

Nidl felt curioudy disturbed, haf-troubled by some thought that refused to emergeinto the light
of full consciousness

Now that he was fedling better, the cell seemed intolerable -- cold, damp, and drafty. Wasthis
why the Magician had allowed Umayato restore his energies -- to make the place twice as unbearabl e?



But at least hismind was now feding aert again, and could return to the question of how he could
escape.

Thefirst posshbility was Umaya. Y et dthough their close physical contact had made him aware
that she found him attractive, she was undoubtedly too afraid of the Magician to help him.

It was as he was thinking about her that he realized that their minds were still in contact. Hewas
aware that she had now climbed two flights of stairs and was about to enter the guardroom, behind which
lay thetwo smdl roomsthat she shared with her father. With alittle effort, Niall was able to watch her
close the door behind her, then place the box with the |ake weed in adrawer and lock it, hanging the key
on aboard next to the door. He was a so able to see the clock on the guardroom wall, which showed
hdf past five.

Thisreminded him that it would be dusk in the spider city, and that his mother would now be
thinking about contacting him. He therefore turned on hisback, closed his eyes, and immediately became
aware of her presence. He was not surprised by the coincidence, having become accustomed to such
thingswhen hismind was dert.

Because she wasinside hismind, she could sense his condition.

"Good. You fed better."

"Y es, thejailer's daughter gave me energy.”

"I canfed her presence." Her voice suddenly became urgent. "Please be very careful.”

"Careful 7' But as he spoke, she disgppeared.

He was completely bewildered. This had never happened before. Sometimes his mother had lost
contact because the energy of communication faded. But that could not have happened, for her voice had
been strong and clear.

Hisfirg impulse wasto try to reestablish contact. But some ingtinct told him not to do this.

What had she meant by: "Be very careful"? Did she mean Umaya? Why should he be careful of
Umaya?

The more he thought of it, the more certain he became that his mother had broken off the
communication. But why should she?

He recongtructed what had happened in hismind. He had told her that Umaya had given him
energy, and she had replied that she could feel her presence. She had warned him to be careful and
broken off communication. Suddenly he understood.

If she could sense Umayals presence inside him, then she must have realized that Umaya could
read histhoughts.

And if Umaya could read his thoughts, then so could the Magician.

For, like the Spider Lord, he could read the minds of any of his subjects.

This, he now redlized, waswhy the Magician alowed her to give energy transfusionsto prisoners
like Nial and Drusco. It meant he had access to what they were thinking.

Completely unaware that she was doing so, Umayawas serving as atelepathic link with
everyonein the prison.

Nidl fet stunned at his own stupidity, and at the same time, relieved that the consequences had
not been more serious. If hismother had not grasped the danger, the Magician would have learned about
the crystal globe. For only moments before he had spoken to her, Niall had been about to turn his
thoughts to the problem of escape. And the trolls and the crystal globe would inevitably have played a
major part in those reflections.

And that would have been adisaster. When Niall had asked the trolls whether he should take the
crysta globe to Shadowland, the grandfather had replied: "No, for that would make him invincible.”

Neverthdess, there was till one possibility that troubled him. It was now obvious why his mother
had broken off communication -- because she was afraid that the Magician might have direct accessto
Nidl'smind. In which case he might, &t that very moment, be listening to their conversation. She was
afrad what Nial might reved.

Fortunately, Niall knew her fear was unfounded. The Magician had no direct accessto Nial's
thoughts. After sx months among spiders, Niadl became ingtantly aware if someonetried to probe his



mind.

But wasit possible that the Magician had aready learned about the existence of the crystal globe
through Umaya? That thought turned his heart to lead. For as they had been engaged in amutud
exchange of energies, their minds had been completely open to one another, asif they had exchanged
identities

But amoment's thought reassured him. Nial knew enough about telepathy to be aware of its
limitations. Unless athought was very close to the surface of the mind, like afish svimming on the surface
of the seg, then it was unlikely to be noticed. After dl, the depths of the sea contained millions of fishes.
While they had been exchanging energy, Nial had been given full accessto Umaya's past life. He
understood a great deal about her history, and what kind of a person shewas. Y et he did not even know
the answer to such obvious questions as whether she had ever been in love, or whether her mother was
aive. And his own thoughts had been far from the trolls and the crysta globe. It had been wholly focused
ontherdief of absorbing energy. So it was virtudly impossible that she knew anything about the globe.

Even so, the redlization of how close he had come to betraying his secret made Niall shudder. It
was obvioudy pure luck that had saved him.

Thisthought engendered a strange glow of optimism, accompanied by aflash of insght. The
optimism sprang from the sudden redlization that he had dways been lucky. Even asachild he had never
been afraid of the dangers that surrounded their desert habitat -- giant scorpions and tiger beetlesand
sagainsects -- because he had an odd sense of invulnerability. He had, it istrue, experienced despair
when hisfather had been killed and his family abducted by spiders, yet when he found himsdlf treated as
aprivileged hostage in the palace of King Kazak, and held Merlew in hisarms, he realized that hisluck
had never deserted him.

And now he knew how close he had been to betraying the trolls and the whereabouts of the
crysta globe, he once again had the feding that some providence was looking after him.

The concluson was equaly clear. All Nial had learned about human history in the white tower
had convinced him that the Magician could not win. Such people dways brought about their own
downfdl.

The question that now interested him was how that that downfall would come about, and whether
he was destined to play any partinit.

Niall was dozing when Umaya brought his supper. This consisted of acup of water and adice
of bread -- dthough he was pleased to see that the bread was buttered. As she turned to leave, she
reached into the pocket of her smock and placed something wrapped in cloth on his plate. It proved to
beasmdl but plump fish, till dightly warm. It was oily and sdlty, like the fish a Typhon's house, but Nidl
was S0 hungry that it tasted better than any fish he had ever eaten. He had ddliberately not spoken to
Umaya, hewas afraid that she might divine that he was shielding histhoughts from her. It was unlikely,
but since he now felt so closeto her, it was arisk he dared not take.

After egting, helay down, still hungry, and set out to induce astate of calm. What he wanted to
achieve wasthe point of deep relaxation that he had experienced in the cave of the chameleon men. He
began by conjuring up the taste of the earthy water and the sense of peace that followed, then emptied
his mind, and focused on achieving a deeper and deeper state of tranquillity. After afew minutes, dl
tensions dissolved away, and he entered the timel ess state of tota relaxation. His mind was now attuned
to the processes of nature: to the dow drift of clouds, to rain faling on leaves, to roots that absorbed the
energies of the Earth. His heart was beating so quietly that it seemed to have stopped, and he had a
strange sense that his body did not belong to him.

It was at this point that he realized that his cell wasfull of presences. They seemed oddly familiar,
and a firgt he thought they were nature spirits. Then he remembered where he had encountered them: by
the sde of the lake, on thefirst day he came to Shadowland. These were the wraiths and ghosts that
gave Shadowland itsname.



Because he had passed the point of deep relaxation, he was able to look at them directly. Most
of them were little more than shadows, and Nidl could sense that they wereliving in a state that was akin
to adream, in which redlity dissolved and fluctuated. They were here, in the dungeons of the Magician's
palace, because they wanted to cling to something that was solid and familiar. He observed awoman
dressed inabdl gown, asif on her way to one of the Magician'sreceptions, and atal man in military
uniform. Both were so transparent that he had to blur hisfocusto see them.

Then he noticed the black figure standing near the door, dmost invisible againg the dark
background, and recognized one of the troglas.

Remembering the difficulty of communicating, he addressed it in the direct-meaning language of
the chamel eon men: "'Can you speek to me?"

Asbefore, the answer was like the echo of adistant voice.

Nidl sad: "I cannot understand you."

Thetroglatook astep toward him. If he had not been certain that it meant no harm, it would
have made his heart beat faster. It walked in a crouching position on legs that seemed too short for its
body. The nostrils were wide and dightly flattened, and in its black face the teeth, which were pointed,
looked unnaturdly white. But the eyes, which were yellow and very large, were obvioudy intdlligent.

When it spoke, itsvoice still sounded blurry and out of focus, but the meaning was clear. It was
saying that itskind had lived here for centuries before the coming of human beings.

Nial asked: "How did you die?"

Thereply surprised him: "We were killed by your people.”

Nidl was puzzled. Thetroll had told him that the troglas had died from poison gasin avolcanic
eruption.

"But why?'

"For meet. They made clothes of our skins."

Nial recalled the black leasther garmentsthat he had seen in the karvasd's museum. In aless
relaxed state he would have felt nausested.

"When did this happen?’

The reply waslike a shrug, which he interpreted to mean: "The dead have no sense of time."

"But before this city was built?'

Therewas along pause, and Nidl wondered if the trogla had understood him. When it finally
came, the answer puzzled him more than ever.

"In thetime of the karvasid Sathanas."

Nial was beginning to tire, and was |osing the ability to maintain the state of deep relaxation. The
other ghosts had aready become invisible, and seconds | ater, the trogla also vanished.

Helay down on the bed and closed his eyes. One thing seemed obvious: he needed deep.
Without deep he remained vulnerable. Even asthisthought cameinto his head, he yawned until hisjaw
cracked.

He pulled the blanket over his shoulders, and as he did so, the dightly musty smell reminded him
of the earthy taste of the water in the cave of the chameleon men. Thisin turn reminded him of the words
spoken by their leeder just before their parting: "If you wish to return to us, remember thistaste.” His
tiredness vanished immediately. Heimagined himself saring into the water, with itstiny fragments of
moss, and conjured up its smell and taste. Ingtantly, without trangtion, he found himself back in the cave,
stting where he had sat before, and with avessdl of the earthy-tasting water beside him. The otherswere
aso around him, exactly as before.

Was he dreaming? It hardly seemed to matter. What was important wasthat he felt hewas
surrounded by friends, and that they were obvioudly conscious of his presence.

Asbefore, his deepiness had vanished completely. Thiswas because his mind wasin contact
with their minds, and they were wide awake. And, as before, their minds communicated with him asif
they were one person.

They repeated what they had said before: " Show us how you fal adeep.”

So Nidl closed hiseyes, imagined that he was switching off the light, and alowed himsdlf to float



into quiescence. But thistime he was aware that he was no longer drifting into deep; there was astrong
sense of being ddiberately and carefully guided. Moreover, it was clear that the state he was being
guided toward was only one of dozens of possible states.

Within moments, he was descending into confusion, in which voices, images, and thoughts floated
around asif they werefish swimming in apond -- fish that existed quite independently of hismind. Then
he became aware that he was adeep and dreaming. Y et his surroundings looked oddly redl. He was
standing in the street, outside Typhon's house, and the guard who looked like one of Skorbo's ns
was standing at the top of the stepsin front of the gate. He was staring woodenly ahead, athough at one
point he wrinkled his nose and expelled his breath, obvioudy suffering from boredom.

Niall was not afraid of being noticed, for he wasinvisible even to himsdf. He could fed hisown
body, and even the materia of histunic againg his skin, but when he looked down there was nothing
there.

Hetried clearing histhroat, to seeif he could be heard, but the guard continued to stare into
gpace with the same dull expression.

Suddenly possessed of an absurd suspicion, Nial mounted the steps and reached out to touch
him. Hisfingerswent straight through the man'sarm.

Nial touched ametd bar of the gate. Although hisfingerswereinvisble, he could fed them
passing through it, asif the gate was made of gossamerlike threads. Now convinced that his body was on
adifferent wavelength from his surroundings, Nial walked through the closed gate.

As he passed the fountain, the spray fell on his cheek, but he felt nothing whatsoever.

Thefront door was closed. He stopped automatically to knock, and again had the gossamer
fedling as hisknuckles failed to connect. He took a step forward and walked through the door.

There seemed to be no one at home. He crossed the dining room and turned left toward the
kitchen. The moog was standing outside the kitchen door, hisarms by hisside. Unlike the guard, hedid
not look bored, but his eyes smply stared at the opposite wall. His chest was not even rising and falling.

To see whether it could be done, Nial waked through the wall instead of the door, and found
himself in alarge, well-gppointed kitchen with cupboards of shiny, dark wood, and amarble floor. The
clock onthe wall showed half past eight. Katiawas sitting at the table, drinking coffee, while the older
woman with the body of atwenty-year-old stood at the sink washing clothes by hand. They were
speaking telepathically, and Nial observed that, in this dream-body state, he was dmost painfully
sengtive to thought waves,; it wasrather like being naked intherain. AsNidl entered, Katiawas saying:
"...find themsdlvesin trouble.” Thewoman at the nk replied: "I'm not saying | agree with them. Buit |
can understand why they think there are too many rules and regulations. ™

Unlike Katia, whose voice was that of aworking girl, the woman's voi ce was unexpectedly
cultured.

Katiasaid: "What do they expect? They're soldiers.”

The woman replied: "Y es, but were not.”

"What's that supposed to mean?"

"Why doesn't he dlow marriage? Y ou're dl right. Y ou've got two lovers. | haven't even got one.
Men and women need someone to share their bed. | want a husband!"

Katialooked around nervoudy and said " Sshh!"

Thewoman sad: "Why? There's nobody here.”

There was the sound of adoor closing with acrash. Katiasaid: "That must be him. And hesina
bad mood. He aways dams the door when he'sin abad mood.”

The older woman turned back to the snk and began diligently wringing out clothes.

Katiawent to the door, walking straight through Niall. Asthis happened, he noticed that he
experienced amomentary fedling of pleasure. Thisintrigued him. It showed that, although bodilessand
goparently insubstantiad, he could still experience the human life-fidd.

Hefollowed Katiainto the dining room. She had been right. Typhon looked irritable and
disgruntled. He threw his cloak onto achair, then flung himsalf down in the other. Without asking him,
Katiasat down at hisfeet and began unlacing his boots. When she had pulled them off, and began



massaging hisfeet, he said: "Never mind that. Get me adrink.” He spokein verba language.

She went back to the kitchen. Niall followed her as she went to a cupboard and removed a
wide-necked carafe of golden wine, which she placed on atray with two glasses. As she stood at the
table, Nial stepped up behind her, then took an additional step so he blended with her body.

It was a curious sensation. For amoment, hefelt like adrop of rain that hasfallen on adry sheet
on awashing line and remains on the surface for amoment before being absorbed. As soon asthis
happened, there was afeding of warmth, and a pleasantly erotic sensation, and then Nial actually
became Ktia, her sensations and fedlings replacing his own.

As she picked up the tray and went out of the kitchen, Niall followed her and watched her place
it on thetablein front of Typhon, who poured himsdlf afull glass of wine, then drank most of it in adeep
draft. Again, Nidl was able to sense hisfedings: tiredness, impatience, anger. Katiastood silently, waiting
for further orders. Nidl was tempted to step inside her again, but resisted the urge; if he could fed her
presence, she might be ableto fed his.

She asked: "Would you like something to eat?

Typhon sad irritably: "No. I'll wait for Gerek."

Shewent out, and Niall followed her back to the kitchen. He had decided to wait for Gerek,
hoping to learn why Typhon wasin abad mood.

The older woman was till standing at the sink, dthough she was now guitting fish on the draining
board, while Katiawas preparing food at the table. Niall stood behind the woman at the sink, then
stepped forward into her body.

Heimmediately experienced the same pleasantly sensuous warmth aswith Katia, but far
stronger. Suddenly he understood why she had said she needed a husband: her body was tingling with
erotic energy. Moreover, she ingtantly became aware of Nidl -- not, like the moog, as an alien presence,
but as amale energy that she absorbed eagerly.

Mildly simulated, and feding alittle guilty at thisintrusion into her body, he hagtily withdrew. Y et
inthat brief contact, he had caught aglimpse of something that intrigued him: afeding of intense hodtility
toward the Magician. He therefore overruled hisfedling of guilt, and stepped once moreinsde her.

He experienced at once the same sense of complete identification that he had experienced earlier
in the day with Umaya, giving him total accessto her memory. But in the case of Umaya, he had been
aware that she had the same access to his own thoughts and fedlings, whereas this woman did not.

Her name was Quinella, and she wasfifty-four yearsold. Like al the other women in thiscity,
shetook daily doses of amedicine that delayed the onset of age. But the medicine only affected the
body; the head, and to alesser extent, the neck, aged normaly.

One sde effect of thismedicine wasthat it simulated physica desire, so that Quindlawasas
sensudly aive as an adolescent. And since, like many women of her age, she had no lover, the frustration
often became intolerable. When this happened, on average once aweek, she went to the kalinda tree
and embraced it, dlowing it to drain away her erotic energies.

Now, suddenly, Niall understood why a group of women had been embracing the tree when they
had passed it in Gerek's carriage. But why had Gerek told him the women were hoping to conceive, asif
implying that it was just asupergtition?

Nial aso understood why Quindlawas angry with the Magician. When she had heard about the
plan to make peace with the spider -- news that had spread dmost instantaneoudy, since everyone was
telepathic -- she had been stunned with incredulity and ddlight; like every other inhabitant of the city, she
had fdlt that it Sgnaled anew era. So the newsthat Nial and the captain had been imprisoned aroused
furious resentment, and the end of her hopes of finding a husband.

The sound of voices from the other room indicated that Gerek had come home. Katia placed the
food on the tray with another carafe of wine, and went out.

Gerek was Sitting opposite Typhon, and was aready draining aglass of wine. Nidl could sense
that, like Typhon, he was weary and impatient. When Katiatried to knedl to unlace his boots, he waved
her avay.

Asthe door closed behind her, Typhon said bitterly: "He saysit'sal my fault, of course.” The



strength of hisfedling was so grest that it made Nial wince.

"But why you?'

"Because he says | announced the peace treaty without consulting him." Typhon drained hisglass
and stared morosely at the floor.

Gerek said: "But you always make public announcements.”

"That'swhat | told him. He claimsit was a calculated piece of treachery.”

But Nial suddenly knew the Magician had been correct. Typhon had made the announcement
with theaim of forcing hishand.

Gerek said: "That's absurd.”

"Of courseit's absurd. And now he's just making the sSituation worse. He doesn't know how to
cope with disagreement. He's too pig-headed.”

Gerek looked around nervoudy, then went to the front door and peered out. As he came back
to hischair hesaid: "l wouldn't like to see you land in one of hisdungeons.” He sat down again. "Tell me
what's happened.”

Typhon made an obvious effort to calm himsdif.

"After you left thismorning, Baltiger and VVasco cameto see me. They wanted meto talk to the
karvasid. | told them there€'d be no point -- once he's decided on something, he never changes his mind.
So then they asked meif they could go and see him -- the whole Citizens Committee.”

Gerek sat up. "My God!"

"Yes, quite. How can | explain that he won't see anybody because he hates people? They think
hel's wise and kind, and that's because I've told them so until I'm blue in the face. So how can | suddenly
tell them the truth?"

Gerek said: "But after last night they must redlize that he's got a short fuse.”

"Yes, yes, they redizethat al right. But Baltiger's the mayor, Vasco's the chairman of the
Citizens Committee. They think they've got theright to expresstheir opinions.”

Gerek clutched hisforehead in aparody of despair. "So what did you tell them?'

"| said I'd pass on their viewsto the karvasid. So they finally rode with me asfar asthe kainda
tree, then went to ameeting at the Town Hall. | promised I'd go there later and tell them hisdecision.”

"And what were you supposed to tell our master?"

"Oh, what you'd expect. That everybody in Shadowland wants a peace treaty, and perhapsit's
not too late."

"And whet did he say?'

Typhon smiled grimly. "He dmost foamed at the mouth. Sent for Jelko and ordered himto arm
the guards with Regpers.”

"What!" Gerek was horrified.

"Oh, they're not thered thing. They fireakind of laser beam. They could give you abad burn,
but that's about all."

"Thank God for that!"

Typhon shrugged. "'If we had the redl thing, he would have invaded Korsh along time ago.”

Taking to Gerek obvioudy had made Typhon fee more relaxed, and he began helping himself to
food.

Gerek asked: "And what did you tell Bdtiger and whatshisname when you went to the Town
Hdl?'

"l haven't been yet."

"Y ou haven't?'

"What'sthe point?1'd only haveto tell more lies-- tell them the peace treaty will be signed next
week or next month. Let himtell hisown lies. He's better at it than | am.”

Nial was not deceived by thistone of injured innocence. Typhon was saying that he was sick of
the Magician. Like Quindlaand the guard who emptied the dop bucket, he felt that it wastime the
despot was rdlieved of his power. Merdly expressing hisirritation aloud to Gerek increased itsforce.
This, Nidl redized, was the problem with acity in which everyone was telepathic -- public opinion could



changein amoment.

AsKatiapushed inthetrolley, Nial decided he had heard enough. It wastimeto find out what
was happening & the Town Hall.

He walked through the door and down the steps, into the street. The city center was haf amile
away, and he had no desireto walk -- to begin with, waking without abody was an oddly unsatisfactory
experience -- snce he wasweightless, it made him fed like aghost.

He decided to try raising hisarmsto seeif he could fly. At first nothing seemed to happen; then,
quite abruptly, he found himsdlf in the market square.

Suddenly, Nidl understood the meaning of the phrase"as quick asthought.”

The market was crowded, as he had expected; yet there was none of the gaiety and bustle he
had noticed on his previous visit. Now therewas afeding of tenson; it was asif everyone waswaiting
for something to happen.

Walking through the market gave him one of the strangest sensations Nid| had ever experienced.
It was unnecessary to push hisway through the crowd, since he was able to walk straight through
people. But as he stepped in and out of someone's body, he felt adight frisson, atingle like an almost
imperceptible eectric current.

He was interested to note that there was a quite clear and distinct difference between men and
women. Female energy created a sense of warmth and attraction -- sometimes so strong that he
occasiondly turned to ook at the woman he had just walked through. He absorbed this energy like food,
and observed that it produced an effect akin to sweetness. Mae energy, on the other hand, seemed
somehow "dry" and nonabsorbent, sometimes even with atouch of bitterness, like the smell of wood
smoke.

He also observed that every individud had adifferent "flavor," which was the essence of each
personality. This difference would have been impossible to put into words, but was like a series of
differing tastes or smdlls, each one defying description. Nidl redlized suddenly how much we misswhen
we know people only from the outside.

Sometimes the contact was minimal, as when his shoulder passed through someone e <g's. But if
his body corresponded for amoment with another body, he received the full "flavor” of the persondlity.
And if he spent more than afew secondsin someone's body -- which happened if they were waking in
the same direction -- he became aware of what they were thinking and feding, and something of their
history.

Without exception, everyone was thinking the same treasonabl e thoughts about the karvasid.

Under different circumstances he would have enjoyed spending hours wandering in and out of so
many individuas -- particularly snce thisinvolved acontinua shock of surpriseto redize that other
people were asredl as hewas. But for the moment, he shared their feverish curiogity to know what was
happening in the Town Hall, and what conclusionsthe Citizens Committee had reached.

He recognized the man standing at the top of the Town Hall steps as Vasco. He was staring
anxioudy into the distance and tugging his mustache. The mayoress was standing beside him, her round
blue eyes making her look permanently astonished. She was saying: " Shall we send amessenger to his
house?'

"I've dready doneit. The doorkeeper says he's not home yet.”

"I wonder what can be keeping him?"

Nial guessed they were spesking about Typhon, but to confirm it, he walked behind her and
stepped into her body. The sensation was pleasantly erotic, both for her and for him. She had been
suffering from aheadache, but his masculine energy immediately caused it to disgppear. He dso knew
that her name was Seleng, that she was thirty-nine years old, and that she and Vasco were lovers. This,
of course, was perfectly norma in Shadowland society. What was not permissible was that they spent far
more time together than the law alowed; both would be sentenced to the mines or flogging if they were
found out. This, Nial redized, was why they were so anxious for a peace treaty with the spiders; they
intended to saize the first opportunity to leave Shadowland and marry.

Nidl's accessto her memory aso gave him instant knowledge of the history, geography, and



socid organization of Shadowland. There was far too much to absorb at once -- he would have had to
spend amorning inside her to grasp it. At least he now understood the many dissatisfactions that seethed
beneath the surface of thisisolated society.

Even so, her memory provided no answer to the question that puzzled him most: why the
Magician refused to permit marriage.

Since he knew that they were wasting their time waiting for Typhon, Nial placed into her head
the thought that they should go insde. Unaware that it was not her own idea, she touched Vasco'sarm
and said: "Let'sgo insde. He's sure to come soon.” They climbed amarble staircase to the council
chamber used by the Citizens Committee.

The place was crowded, and dozens of heads turned as they opened the door; Niall could sense
their disappointment that Typhon was not with them. Selenaand Vasco took their places on the platform,
where Bdtiger and a dozen other men and women were seated around atable covered with agreen
baize cloth. Selena sat down beside the mayor and whispered in his ear. He nodded, then stood up,
clearing histhroat.

"A messenger has been sent to the prefect's house, but heis not at home.”

He sat down, and the members of the Committee began talking to one another in low voices.
Therewas agenerd air of uncertainty and indecision. Without Typhon's advice, no one knew what to do
next. Yet dl had afeding that some change was at hand.

V asco coughed and stood up.

"l have aproposal to make. | suggest that | and afew more senior members of the Committee
should go to Typhon's house and wait until hereturns." He looked around hesitantly. "Perhapsit would
be better if everyone else went home. Will anyone second that?"

Therewasaslence. Everyone knew that if they al went home, the moment of rebellion would be
over, and tomorrow would once again be like yesterday and the day before.

Nidl redized it wastimefor himto act.

As Sdenasad hestantly: "'l wonder. . ." everyone looked at her. She was not a self-assertive
person, and the thoughts that now came into her head frightened her. But since she was accustomed to
speaking in public, Nidl's suggestion that she should stand up made her rise automaticaly to her feet.
And suddenly, to her own surprise, she knew precisely what she wanted to say.

"Isthereredly anyonein this room who wantsto go home?" Shelooked around &t their faces,
and the answer was obvious. "'l certainly don't." There was amurmur of approva. Encouraged by their
support, her voice grew stronger. "There are certain matters that this Committee would like to put to the
prefect, and that we would like the prefect to put to the karvasid on our behaf. To begin with, we would
liketo tell him that every citizen of Shadowland wishesto offer full support for the idea of apeace treety
with Korsh. Isthere anyone here who disagrees?’ Therewas silence. "In that case, and since the prefect
isnot here to take our message, | suggest that we take it oursalves. Are you willing to follow me?

From any other audience there would have been aroar of approval, but Shadowlanders had
been disciplined to observe restraint. Nevertheless, the spontaneity with which the audience roseto its
feet made their answer clear. Vasco had caught Selends eye. He looked stunned. He had never seen her
likethis. In effect, he was asking her: Do you know what you're doing? And in effect, she was replying: It
makes no difference -- it'stoo late to change our minds.

Nial aso knew what Vasco was thinking: that to march on the palace was futile because it could
achieve no result. The Magician held dl the cards and they held none.

Y et like Sdena, Nidl knew that it had to be done; it was time to show the Magician that al his
subjects disagreed with him. After dl, he could not have them dl flogged or sent to the mines. This
rebellion was not arationa conviction, merdly an inginct.

As she descended from the platform, the audience opened up a passage to alow Selenaand the
Committee access to the door. Then everyone followed her down the stairs and out into the street.

Nial was fascinated by what now happened. Unlike the spiders, Shadowlanders had no
collective awareness; their telepathic abilities were restricted to individual communication. Y et asthe
audience from the Town Hall overflowed into the marketplace, every one of the waiting crowd aready



knew what had happened, and was ready to accept Selena and the unwilling Vasco astheir leaders. Nidl
estimated the total number at five hundred, of which haf were women. Many men were dressed in their
military uniforms, although none were carrying wegpons.

Asthey reached the end of the bridge, it became clear that the road to the palace was blocked
by soldiers carrying Reapers. Behind them, up the hill that led up to the kalindatree, were perhapsa
hundred more, spaced at regular intervals.

Without hesitation, Selenaled the way acrossthe bridge. The soldiers, Nial observed, were
looking nervous as the crowd drew closer.

Asthey reached the center of the bridge, Niall noticed the kalindatree. Theair around it was
illuminated by a shimmering light that flowed in waves, and reminded him of the sun trying to bresk
through on amisty morning. Its brancheslooked asif it wasilluminated by pale blue flames. For reasons
he could not understand, the sight filled Nial with astrange sense of vitdity and happiness.

In front of the soldiers, Jelko, the guard commander, was staring impassively at the advancing
crowd, his Regper pointing at the ground. On either side of him stood the two seven-foot giantswho had
directed traffic at the Magician's reception. Jelko was a big man with square shouldersand a
commanding presence. Since hisface conveyed no hint of what he was thinking, Nidl chose the smplest
way to find out. He stood behind Jelko, then took a step forward into his body.

The"flavor" of masculine energy was overwhelming, and this, he recognized, was because Jako
was so concentrated on the crisis at hand. The crowd, athough peaceable, stretched beyond the other
end of the bridge, and athough they were unarmed, they had an air of quiet determination that was as
intimidating as open rebdllion. Although Nial's knowledge of the spiders should have prepared him for it,
he was once again astonished at the extent to which a crowd could behave like asingle individuad.

It came as a pleasant surprise to discover that Jelko felt no hostility toward these marchers, and
that this was due to the fact that he and Selenawere lovers. Now, as she strode toward him, the captain
of the Guard was fedling she was |ooking particularly attractive. Nial had to agree that, with her
bow-shaped mouth and bright eyes and hao of blond hair, the mayoress looked like aromantic heroine.

She hdted ten feet in front of Jelko, and the crowd behind her cameto ahdt asif someone had
shouted an order.

Jelko asked diffly: "Whét is hgppening?*

Sdenasad: "The Citizens Committee would like to see the karvasd.”

"Have you spoken to the prefect about it?*

"No. Wethink heisin the palace."

Jelko shook hishead. "Heleft hours ago.”

Shelooked himin the eyes.

"Inthat case, perhaps you could take the message?’

"What isit?"

"That the Citizens Committee, with the full support of our fellow citizens, wishes to recommend
that the idea of a peace treaty should be actively explored.”

The mayor added: "And that an ambassador should be sent to Korsh as soon as possible.”

Although hisface showed no sign of it, Jelko was uncertain how to proceed. Hisinclination was
to order the crowd to disperse, but since it was led by the mayor and mayoress, he wondered whether it
waswithin hisauthority. Nial did hisbest to reinforce his doubts by suggesting that Jelko should smply
obey orders. But it was Selenawho added the final touch of persuasion by saying: "The Citizen's
Committee will takefull repongbility.”

Jeko said: "Very well, | will take the message." He turned to one of the red-haired giants.
"Captain Zadin, I'm leaving you in charge. If anyone triesto advance beyond this point, order the guards
tofire." And having once more asserted his authority, he turned and strode up the hill.

Nidl, still seeing the world through Jelko's eyes, found his reactions surprising. Jelko was aware
that what he was doing amounted to an act of insubordination that might cost him aflogging and
demotion. He knew that he should have ordered the crowd to disperse, and advised the Citizens
Committee to go and find Typhon.



Why had he not done so? Because, Nidl redlized, like everyone e'sein Shadowland, Jeko was
hoping to see the downfdl of the karvasd, or at least some erosion of hisauthority. Thisact of defiance
was his own attempt to bring it closer.

Y et twenty-four hours earlier, such an idea could not even have entered his head.

It was, Nidl redlized, he himsdlf who wasresponsible for dl this. Hisact of saying noto the
Magician had made the citizens of Shadowland realize something they had so far not even dared to think:
that life would be easier without thistyrant they had dways regarded astheir benefactor. What they redly
wanted was change.

Nial could seethat, in asense, thiswas unfair. In hisown irritable and saf-centered way, the
Magician did havetheinterests of his subjects at heart. He spent agreat ded of histime thinking of ways
of keeping them occupied and amused. Compared to the davesin the spider city, his subjects were very
well treated. He was not wantonly crudl and sadistic -- merely an obsessive egotist who lacked
self-control. Power had turned him into amonster. Nial was not sure whether, under smilar
circumstances, he would not be the same.

Jelko was approaching the kalinda tree. From behind his eyesit looked normal. But as soon as
Nial stepped out of Jeko's body, it turned into the surging mass of pale blue flame he had seen from the
bridge. Once again, he wasfilled with happiness and vitdity.

Thislasted for only aslong asit took him to redize that someinvisible force was pulling him
toward the tree. He grabbed at a bush at the edge of the path, but his hand went through it. In that
moment he felt as hel pless as when he was being swept aong the underground river. As hefound himslf
rushing toward the tree, he flung both handsin front of hisfaceto protect it.

There was no impact, and what happened next was too fast to understand. He seemed to be
sucked into thetree, asif into the center of awhirlwind, and hurled upward like alesf. After that he was
catapulted out of the top of the treein ashower of energy like sparkling beads of light, and swept toward
the palace. The pae brown road flashed underneath him, and he glimpsed Jelko walking uphill. After that
he was flying toward the top of the centra tower, in aroaring vortex of energy that made his head spin.

Suddenly the energy turned blue, and he was|ooking out through awall of glass, and staring into
afacethat filled him with dread.

He was standing insde the glass cylinder that stretched from floor to celling, and waves of
darknessrose around him like bubblesin aliquid. The glass, about an inch thick, was as clear aswater.

Theface that stared into his own was not, as he had feared in hisfirst wave of panic, the
Magician, but an enormous crouching creature with yellow eyes and blue-black lips, which were drawn
back inasnarl. That it could see him was apparent, for it was obvioudy as startled ashe was. It had no
nose -- only two holes -- and thejaw wasflat and shalow like abeast's. The yellow canine teeth looked
like curved needles.

Then he knew he had seen it before -- not in actudity, but in the mental picture conveyed to him
by thetrall. This, he redlized, wasthe boca, the demonic entity endaved by the will of the Magician. And
this room he recognized as the Magician's [aboratory, which he had glimpsed through the eyes of the
raven. To hisrdief, therewasno sign of the Magician.

The face of the bocaresembled askull covered in athin layer of dark flesh; its scrawny body
must have been eight feet tall, so that even inits crouching position it looked down on Nidl. The huge
hands had black, swollen knuckles and clawsinstead of nails. Over the hips and belly the taut skin was
amogt concave. Asit dared a him, the yellow eyes, with their black pupils, wereintelligent, but their
expression made Nial fed glad there was a sheet of glass between them. He felt like amouse being
watched by ahungry cat.

He pressed his hands against the glass, to reassure himsdlf it was solid; it felt quite firm and
unyielding. In hisstate of invishility, this seemed odd, Sncein the past hour it had begun to seem natura
to be able to walk through obstacles. Then the answer came to him. This tube had been built to contain



living energy, vibrations that had passed straight through the walls of thisroom. It therefore had to be of
some specid substance that wasimpermeableto living energy.

Next he tried the method that had worked for him so far -- envisaging himsdlf elsawhere. Closing
his eyes, heimagined himsdf back in Typhon's house. But when he opened them again, he was dtill inside
the tube. Hetried envisaging himsdf back in hiscell. That dso failed to work. With risng gpprehension,
hetried conjuring up the smdll of the earthy water and imagining himsdlf in the cave of the chameleon
men. But even ashedid it, hewas aware that hisinner tension made it impossible to achieve the
necessary state of relaxation. There was adistinct fedling of resstance.

Further experiments were cut short as the door opened and the Magician camein. Nial braced
himself, expecting to be discovered immediately, but as the Magician glanced at the boca, then around
the room, he evidently noticed nothing unusual. He turned to the bench, where there was a polished
wooden box, and opened the lid. He took something from it, then sat down at the bench and became
absorbed in an object that was concealed by his body.

The boca, meanwhile, had withdrawn to the farthest corner of the room, whereit sat crouched
beside ablack wooden armchair; with its hands between its raised knees, it looked like some giant stick
insect. Since the Magician had comein, itsair of menace had disappeared, although it continued to eye
Nidl warily. Nial, who had been terrified that its fixed gaze would warn the Magician of his presence,
permitted himself to relax. Even so, he continued to fed anirrationa fear that the loud beeting of his heart
would give him away.

At any minute, he caculated, the commander of the guard should be arriving. The haf-mile walk
uphill should take about ten minutes. After five of these had passed, he began to ook around the room,
looking for ways of escape in the event of getting out of the tube. Meanwhile, in total silence, the blue
energy bubbled and surged like boiling water, making his skin tingle and producing a burning senstion.
Itssmell reminded Nidl of seaair on astormy day. He had no doubt of its nature, for he had detected its
presencein Quinella, Selena, and every other woman with whom he had recently been in contact. It was
pure erotic energy, and in thisundiluted form it produced in him afeding of eation mixed with mild
nausea.

This explained why women pressed themsdves againgt the kalindatree; it dleviated the
discomfort. And that, he suddenly redized, must be the reason the Magician refused to alow marriage
among his subjects. Frustration increased the feverish sexua energy that pervaded the air of the city likea
fine moisture. In effect, the kaindatree acted as a demoisturizer that absorbed it and transferred it to the
laboratory.

Nial was startled by atap on the door. The Magician grunted with irritation and went to answer
it. Ashe did so, Nid|I's attention was caught by something on the bench that reflected the light. It wasa
crystal sphere, about the same size as the one he had found in the cave of the cliff dwellers. Thiswasthe
object that had absorbed the Magician's attention.

Nidl heard the guard at the doorway say: "'Commander Jelko to seeyou, Sr. He saysit's urgent.”

The Magician sngpped: "What do you want?"

Jako, hisvoice trembling with nervousness, said: "Excellency, the Citizens Committee is asking
to seeyou.”

"What!" The voice was ashriek of incredulity. "How dare they? Tl them | don't see anyone!™

"Therésagreat crowd behind them, sr. They're blocking the whole bridge.”

With two strides the Magician crossed to the window. When he spoke again his voice was
ominous. "What do they want?"

"Toseeyou. . ."

"I know that, idiot. What about?"

"| think it's the peace treaty, Sir. . ."

Therewas aslence, then the reply camein acold, hard voice. "Tdl your men to open fireon
them.”

"Kill them dl?" Jelko sounded stunned. He was s0 shocked that he forget to say "sir."

"I don't care how many you kill. The fools have got to be taught alesson.”



Nial was il sufficiently in tune with Jelko to know what he was thinking: that Selenawould be
thefirst to die. He dso knew exactly how Jelko would react: in his present state of mind, he would prefer
to kill thekarvasd.

Jelko's voice sounded oddly calm as he said: "Wouldn't it be better if | ordered them to
disperse?’

It wasthen that Nial knew that Jelko was preparing to fire. This questioning of his master's
orders was cdculated to draw an angry refusal.

But the Magician must have sensed thistoo. He turned to the bocaand said something ina
language Nidl did not understand. With a speed that made Nial wince, it sprang across the room like
some monstrous grasshopper and gripped Jako's throat. There was a snapping noise asit broke his
spine. Findly, it twisted Jelko's head around so it faced the other way. Then it dropped the body on the
floor and turned toward its master.

The room exploded with aradiance that made Nidl shut his eyes. When he opened them again,
the Magician was holding out the globe, and the boca was backing away, its huge hands over its eyes; it
returned to crouch in the corner, looking oddly like a beaten dog.

Nial had no time to wonder what had happened, for the Magician was staring a him, and hewas
suddenly aware that the blinding glare had made him visible. His body was shining asif it had become
luminous

The Magician came dowly across the room, holding out the radiant globe. Nial tried to move,
but found he was pardyzed.

"You again." He nodded hishead dowly. "I might have known you'd be behind this."

Nidl felt likeafly trapped in abottle, and braced himsdf for whatever might happen next.

What happened was that the Magician held out the globe, whose glare was painful to the eyes.
Since Nidl was paralyzed, he could not close his eydids. The globe seemed to be changing, asif it had
turned into aspinning planet. Then it seemed to be turning itself ingde out at abewildering speed. Findly,
it expanded until it filled the room.

At that point it ceased to be aglobe, and became the face of the Magician, which also seemed to
fill the room. It wasimmense, like the face of some giant statue, and the huge eyes were saring into
Nidl's, so that tiny red veinswere clearly visble.

Nidl redlized he wasinsde the globe, looking out & the Magician, who was holding it between
the pams of his hands. The gigantic face was smiling a him.

"It waskind of you to come to see me. It saved me the trouble of coming to see you."

He placed the globe on the bench, then bent over it, so hisface once again filled the room.

"Don't look so anxious. We are going to be friendsand dlies. Aren't we?'

Nial nodded. It happened without his volition. And he knew suddenly that he was trapped: not
merely hisbody, but hisbrain and hiswhole being.

Oddly enough, he no longer felt afraid of the Magician. The giant face seemed to exude
trustworthiness and kindness. A smdl part of Nidl's brain was astonished at thistransformation. But the
rest of him -- including his consciousness -- felt fixed and rigid, asif transformed into stone. This part of
him had become the Magician's puppet, with no willpower of its own. To be so completely controlled
would have been aterrifying sensation, if there had been enough of him left to fed terror.

The Magician said: "Who taught you to make the spirit walk?"

"Smeon.”

"Whois Smeon?'

"A doctor from the city of the bombardier beetles.”

TheMagician was now probing hismind.

"Who taught you how to find your way to Shadowland?"

"Thetrolls"

For amoment, the tiny free portion of Niall's consciousness was afraid he was going to be forced
to betray thetrolls. But since he was so rigidly confined in the grip of the Magician'swill, he was unable
to fed thefear that might have betrayed him.



While their minds werein contact, Nial was aso conscious of the Magician's thoughts and
fedings, the most dominant of them being satisfaction: asense of good fortune that Nidl had falleninto his
hands so easly, and that his mind was so pliable. Like the easygoing Typhon, Nial would make agood
servant.

Nidl himself felt no alarm at the prospect. He felt he was completely under the domination of a
being whose intentions toward him were benevolent, and who would probably become afriend.
Resistance would have seemed fally.

The Magician said: "Another question. Areyou redly the chosen of the goddess?'

"Yes." The word was unnecessary, since the purpose of the question wasto get Niall to bring the
answer to consciousness, where the Magician could inspect it. He nodded dowly.

"Amazng!"

What he saw clearly interested him deeply, and he would have liked to pursueit further. But at
the moment he had other thingsto attend to. The chief of these wastherevolt of his subjects. And since
he was now in agood humor, hewould deal with it strictly but justly. He was, after al, the benevolent
father of his people. Nevertheless, they had no right to question his judgment, and must be made to
understand that.

Hesad to Nidl, dmogt affectionately: ™Y ou will have to remain herewhile attend to the matter.”

Heraised the globe, and it once morefilled the room with light. Then Niall found himsalf back
insgdethe glasstube. The Magician dipped the globe into his pocket, and |eft the room.

A rivulet of blood was running across the floor from Jelko's neck. Moments later, the two guards
camein, and looked down at Jelko's body with undisguised revulsion. The guards, obvioudy fighting the
urge to vomit, grabbed the corpse by the ankles and wrists and dragged it outside. Since they had paid
no attention to the boca, Nidl deduced that they could not seeit.

Alone again, Nial fdt curioudy placid and contented. All desire to escape had vanished. He and
the Magician were reconciled, and there was nothing more to worry about. Veig would be cured, the
peace treaty would be signed, and he would return to govern the spider city with the help and advice of
hisfriend the Magician. It had dl turned out well after dl.

Five minutes went past. The clock on the wall showed twenty minutes past nine. It was a pity he
was confined in the glass cylinder -- he would have liked to look out of the window and see what was
happening.

Theboca, dill crouched inits corner, was gazing at him intently. Why wasit watching him so
carefully when he had no intention of trying to escape? Niall stared into the yellow eyes, and was again
gruck by their intelligence.

Without any conscious decision, Nidl tried probing its mind, and was surprised to redize that it
was fedling pity for him. That seemed absurd. What was there about his Situation to arouse pity?

Then, asif suddenly remembering something he had forgotten, he understood. The Magician had
dlayed dl hisfears and anxieties and made him fed free.

Why, in that case, was he till aprisoner?

It wasthen that Niall redized he had been in a state akin to hypnosis, and had wasted seven
minutes, during which he ought to have been thinking about how to escape.

Therewas still one method that he had not tried.

He closed hiseyes, and envisaged the younger of thetroll children. Therewas dtill adight feding
of resstance, but it vanished when he increased his attention. Then there was the unmistakable sense of
contact with aliving person, and he became aware that the child was adegp in his cot.

Thefact that he was adegp made no difference to his effectiveness as a psychic link, for the boy
was merely asteppingstone. Using him as hisfocus, Nidl divided his attention, and reached out to the
globe. Then hewasin thetroll cave looking at the crystal sphere on top of the pallen. Asif it sensed his
presence, the green spark glowed in its center, then the globe began to radiate light. The troll, who was
standing at the back of the cave, turned hishead in surprise.

Contact with the crystal wasingtantaneous; it was like meeting someone he knew intimately. The
globe responded to his mental vibration, and his mind flowed into the spider web of awareness asiif



causng its strandsto light up. The sense of relief was enormous. not only of escaping from hisglass
prison, but of escaping from his everyday consciousness and entering the world of objective redity.

Thetroll, communicating in direct-meaning language, said: "Back again? What is happening
now?"'

"The Magician is about to order hissoldiersto fire on the crowd.”

Thetroll said dryly: "That soundsin character.”

"What can | do about it?'

"Does he have hiscrystd with him?”

"y es"

"Then use your own to neutrdizeit. That should distract him."

"How?"

"AKit."

Nidl reached up and took the crystal from the palen; it produced amild shock asits energies
mingled with his own. He sat on the edge of the step below the chair, and alowed his mind to blend with
the globe. This, as usual, produced such a deep sense of relaxation and absorption that he had to warn
himsdlf to remain dert. As soon as he focused on the question of neutraizing one globe with another, the
answer became self-evident; it was merely amatter of bringing the two within one another's vibrationa
radius, and dlowing energy to flow from the stronger to the weaker.

He asked: "Areyou sure the karvasd's globe isless powerful than mine?!

"Quitesure

"But how can | bring them close together?!

Thetroll pointed to Nidl'scrystd. "Takeit with you." Seeing Nial's expression of puzzlement, he
sad: "Look."

He reached up and placed his own globe in the top of the pallen, where it immediately began to
emit arosy light. Hesad: "Watch."

He placed both his hands on ether sde of the pallen, about two feet below the globe, then dowly
moved them upward. As his hands covered the globe, the rosy light seemed to spill over them asif it
were some kind of liquid. Thetroll moved his hands farther apart, then dowly raised them. Thelight
dayed ingde his hands, while the globe itsalf became dull, like agadight that has been extinguished. The
troll held out his handsto Niall. Between them, glowing like ared planet, the sphere of crimson light was
suspended.

"Crysta has an energy body, just as you have. Now do what | have just done." He carefully held
his hands above the palen, then lowered them on either side of the globe. When he removed them, it was
glowing once more.

Thetroll removed the globe and placed it initsblack cloth on the floor. Niadl took his own globe
and placed it on the pallen, where it continued to glow. He tried to imitate the troll's movements precisdly,
placing both hands on the palen and cautioudy diding them up. When they reached either side of the
globe, he could fed the glow againgt hisskin, asif he were touching aliving thing. Hispadmswere a least
two inches from the surface. When he raised his hands further -- asfar above his head as he could reach
-- the light continued to glow between them, while the globe itsalf ceased to shine. Nial chuckled aoud
at the sensation, which was rather like holding some soft, furry animdl. It made hisarms glow dl theway
to the shoulders.

Ashe closed hiseyes, thetroll said: "Good luck."

When he opened them again, he was a hundred yards below the kainda tree, and saw that he
wasjust intime. The Magician was dready past it, striding toward the bridge. Nidl found it easy to read
his thoughts, for they were dominated by pleasurable anticipation at the punishment he intended to inflict
on these stupid children who had dared to question his authority.

For amoment Nial's heart sank when he found there was no sign of the energy globe, although
his palms still tingled from the contact. But as soon as he focused on the space between his hands; it
glowed and reformed. Intuitively, he knew that this was some kind of projection of the globein thetroll's
cave, dthough in another senseit would have been equally trueto say that the globe existed everywhere



that its web extended.

Nial concentrated on it, and drew some of its energy into himself. Then he closed hiseyes,
envisaged being on the bridge, and instantly found himself there.

The mayor and mayoress were standing where he had left them more than haf an hour earlier,
when Jelko had set out to walk to the palace.

The crowd wastotdly slent asthey watched the Magician waking toward them. All recognized
the underlying air of menace, and wished they were elsewhere.

He halted, and stared at them, then asked, with dangerous civility:

"Who wanted to see me?"

There was no sound, and everyone avoided his eyes. Although the Magician looked cam,
everyonefdt they would be inviting instant violence by answering.

The Magician looked at Sdlena. "Y ou?"'

Shewas obvioudy too frightened to speak. Nidl felt ingtinctively that the Magician would sdect
her asthefirg victim, and that he had to do something before that happened. He touched the globe with
his hand, absorbed some of its power, then directed it against the Magician like throwing astone. It was
intended to shock and cause adiversion.

What happened was ingantaneous. The Magician turned, and lashed out with the rage of an
angry snake. Nidl's physicd body would have been carbonized by the bolt of energy, but his dream
body only experienced anumbing shock before the force was absorbed by the crystal. Even this
deflected blow was enough to stun him so that his senses seemed to fly apart.

When hisvison cleared, he saw that the Magician was lying on the ground, and that the two
red-haired guards were bending over him. What looked like the top of the Magician's head had fallen off
and was lying nearby; for amoment Niall assumed he was dead, and was puzzled at the lack of blood.
But when he took astep forward, walking straight through the nearest guard, he saw that the Magician's
eyes were open, athough the face was as pallid as a corpse. What lay on the ground afew feet away
was not the top of hishead, but akind of hat shaped like ahuman cranium. The Magician's skull was, in
fact, of normal size and shape, and covered with stubbly gray hair; what had fallen on the ground was a
domelike false cranium.

The spectators were looking bewildered. They had seen the Magician twist around, then collapse
asif shot. Nial could sense that, like him, they hoped he was dead. He aso knew that when they redlized
hewas il dive, they would dmost certainly panic, knowing from experience that he would blame them.
With five hundred people packed shoulder to shoulder, anything might happen.

Nial acted swiftly. Striding across to the mayoress, he entered her brain and suggested that she
should take charge. Selena brushed past the Reapers of the guards, and said in aclear voice: "The
karvasdisill. Carry himto the pdace.”

The two giants who had been bending ineffectualy over the fallen man now raised him between
them by placing their ams under his. He hung loose for amoment, hisfeet off the ground like arag doll's,
until two more guardstook hisfeet and two more raised the middle of hisbody. The six men began
carrying him, headfirst, up the hill. Nial waked beside them for amoment, long enough to ascertain that
the Magician was il dive, dthough obvioudy dazed and stunned.

Mg or Batiger had now taken theinitiative, telling the crowd telepathicaly: "Please disperseto
your homes." Nidl fdt relieved when they began to drift away -- he was il afraid the Magician would
recover enough to order the soldiersto openfire.

The blow and the shock had left him fegling oddly disconnected, but since he was weightless, he
could stand without dizziness. He till had no ideawhat had happened and why the Magician had
collapsed.

He removed the globe from the pocket of histunic, noting that his fingertips felt tender, asif
burned. Until hishand touched it, it felt asinsubstantial asaball of cotton wool, but as soon ashe held it
between his pams, it became solid and pleasantly cool, soothing the burned fingers. As soon ashe
focused on it, the disorientation vanished, to be succeeded by aglow of energy. The painin hisfingertips
immediately disappeared.



As he entered the world of the crystd, he became aware of the damage. The lattice had been
ripped apart by aforce too powerful for its strands to absorb. It reminded Nidl of the web of adomestic
gpider through which some child has thrown a stone.

And now suddenly he understood exactly what had happened to the Magician. Like Nial, he
knew how to draw energy from the crystal, and to launch this energy like athunderbolt. Nial shuddered
as he thought of what would have happened if he had not been carrying the crystal globe; the force would
have destroyed him like adry leaf in abonfire.

But since hishand was resting on his own crystd, the force had been instantly absorbed, asif by
alightning conductor. It had then gone on to drain the energy from the Magician's globe. Asthe conduit
through which this tremendous force had passed, the Magician had also been drained of energy and
knocked unconscious.

Asaways, Nidl fet soothed and refreshed by his contact with the crystal. When hismind came
back to the present, he was done, and the bridge was empty. The Magician and the soldiers who were
carrying him had disappeared uphill; only two soldiers had been left on guard at the bridge.

Niall started to walk toward the palace. But as he approached the kalindatree, and began to fed
itsforce sucking him toward it, the absurdity of again being trapped in the glass cylinder made him smile.
He closed his eyes and imagined the inner courtyard of the palace. When he opened them, he was there.

It was strangely empty and sillent. The great brass-studded door that led into the Magician's
tower stood open, and for amoment, Nial wondered if he had already been carried inside. Then,
through the arched tunnel that led to the outer courts and the drawbridge, he saw the Magician
approaching. He was walking dowly, but was unsupported by the two red-haired guards on either side.
His hood was turned back, and he was again wesaring the fal se cranium, which transformed his head into
agigantic dome.

Hisface looked older than when Nial had last seen it, and the skin had taken on ayellow tinge.
Hisdow steps madeit clear that he was weak and tired. Then, just as Nial was beginning to fed sorry
for him, he stumbled on a projecting paving stone and turned furioudy on the guards. " Get that repaired
immediately.” Clearly, histemper was as short asever.

The guards were ordered to wait outside, and Nidl followed the Magician as he mounted the
garsaone. The progresson up fiveflights of spird staircase was dow, and Nidl kept hisdistance. The
last thing he wanted was to have his presence detected; he reasoned that the boca would only attack him
on the Magician's orders, and therefore that while the Magician did not know he was there, he was sife.

Surprisingly, the Magician seemed to gain strength as he climbed, and by the time they reached
the fifth floor, was waking amost normally. His persond guards were il in the corridor, and one of
thetn hastened to open the door. The Magician hurried past him, limping with exhaustion, and dumped
into the armchair. For amoment the skin of his jaw became dack, and he looked like aman closeto
death. Then, astlie guard was about to shut the door, he said brusgquely: "Wait. Go down and send
Captain Zadintome.”

A few minutes ater, the red-haired giant was stooping to enter the door, obvioudy wondering
whether he had caused offense. The Magician asked: "Do you know the names of those people who
were at the front of the mob?"

Standing rigidly to atention, the captain said: "They were members of the Citizens Committee,
ar.

"l want you to arrest them. Bring them all back here and take them to the cells”

With asinking feding, Nidl redized that his hopes of peace and reconciliation had been
unredigtic. The Magician was asfull of mdice asever.

As soon as the guard had gone, the Magician closed his eyes and leaned his head against the
backrest; the sallow skin waswrinkled and flabby, and the eyelids |ooked as if they were made of
decaying rubber. For along time, as the slence lengthened, he stared into space.

Nial now noticed for thefirgt time two nearly trangparent troglas who were hovering in the
vicinity of the black cabinet. Their motion seemed oddly purposdless, like the fluttering of mothsround a
candle flame. The boca, which was gtill crouched by the armchair in the window corner, was watching



them intently. It was obvious that the Magician was unable to see them.

After perhaps aquarter of an hour, he opened his eyes, forced himsdf painfully to hisfeet with
his hands on the chair arms, and hobbled to the black cabinet. He opened a bench drawer, took out a
key, and unlocked the door. Itsinside seemed to be covered in hoarfrost. The two troglas fluttered
closer, asif trying to force their way ingde.

From the top shdlf, the Magician removed aflask hadf-full of some blueliquid, and undipped a
metd catch that held itslid in place. A blue vapor rose from it, and the troglas pressed closer. Asthey
did so, they became more visible, and their hands and feet could be seen. The ozone smell of theliquid
filled theroom: the smdl of thelife-fluid.

The Magician poured afew dropsinto a beaker, raised it to hislips, and took asip. The effect
was startling. Within seconds, his cheeks had lost their yellowish tinge and the wrinkles vanished asthe
skin of hisface seemed to tighten on the bones. Moments later, spots of color appeared on his cheeks
and his eyes became dmost feverishly bright. Suddenly he was twenty years younger.

He drained the beaker, and returned the flask to the cabinet with the firmness of avigorous and
hedthy man.

In asudden insght, Nial understood the purpose of thislaboratory and of the glass cylinder. The
Magician's driving purpose was to learn the secret sought by philosophers since Corndlius Agrippa: the
ixir of life. Even the troglas|ooked more dive after inhaing its vapors.

After locking the cabinet, the Magician, his movements now firm and decisive, took from his
pocket the crystal globe and raised it within afew inches of hiseyes. Ashe hdd it by thefingertips of his
left hand, it began to glow, but no longer with the samefierce light as before. Although it illuminated the
room, it was no longer with the blinding radiance that had driven the boca to retrest.

Nial looked nervoudy down at thisown body. To hisrdlief it remained invisble. The globe
obvioudy had lost most of its strength.

The Magician crossed to the glass cylinder and held the globe closeto it. His expression made it
plain that he was baffled by Nidl's disgppearance, and again histhoughts were as clear asif spoken
aloud. He asked the boca: "Is there someone e se in thisroom?"

Nial's heart seemed to stop. Without raising its eyes, thebocasaid: "Yes."

"Who?'

The bocasaid: "Thedead." Itsvoice had an unred, rustling qudity, asif made by dry leaves
rather than vocal cords.

"Where?'

The boca pointed at the troglas, which were ill hovering around the cabinet.

The Magician held out the globe and made an obvious effort of will that caused it to shinewith
something like itsformer brightness, but the light seemed to drive the troglas before it like astrong
breeze, s0 they ceased to be in the place where he was looking. Almost immediately, the globe became
dull again.

TheMagician held it between his pams, afew inchesfrom hisface, and his expresson showed
he had grasped the extent of the disaster. Suddenly looking tired, he went went back to the chair. He
said to the boca: "Y ou must make me another.”

The bocamade no reply, and its face remained expressionless.

The Magician sad: "Do you hear me?'

"Yes" It spoke with its eyes on the ground, but from where he was standing, Niall could seethey
werefull of hatred.

The Magician's eyes came to rest on adark patch on the floor: the place where Jelko's blood
had spilled. He sent out a powerful telepathic signal that was the equivaent of an angry shout, and a
guard immediately appeared in the doorway. The Magician pointed to the ground.

"Clean thisup before it gans”

The man saluted, and appeared moments later with the mop and bucket. Nial watched with a
touch of amusement as he scrubbed franticaly at the brown patch which, under afilm of water, became
darker than ever. Finally, he went out and returned with a scrubbing brush, which aso made no



difference.

The Magician said wearily: "Go away, you fool. Didn't you know blood has to be washed away
whileitiswet?"

Hardly ableto believe his good fortune, the guard picked up the mop and bucket.

The Magician said: "When the prisoners arrive, | want the mayor and mayoress brought here.”

The man saluted and hurried out.

Asthe Magician sat in his chair, hismind was again easy to read, and Nial could see that hewas
again brooding on the problem of Nidl's disappearance. He blamed the protesting mob for interrupting at
the crucial moment. Thoughts of revenge and cruelty seemed to fill the room with asense of violence that
waslikethe smell of adaughterhouse.

Thisglimpseinto sadism was anew experience for Nidl. When he had first come to the spider
city he had believed that the spiderstook pleasure in crudty; now he knew that it was only aform of the
satisfaction predators take in disabling their prey. But in this Magician he could sense a murderous
scknessthat went beyond anything he had ever encountered. The Magician had fed on power until it had
turned him into amonger.

Thismonomaniac had indulged hiswhims until he had cometo believe that hiswill was alaw of
nature. To Nidl's astonished perceptions, he seemed to have logt al contact with redlity and gone insane.

Something caused the Magician to sart and look toward the window. A moment later, Niall dso
heard the popping sounds that the Magician's acute hearing had detected first. Never having heard
gunfire, Nidl was at first baffled by the series of bangs that sounded like bursting baloons.

By the time he reached the window, the Magician was aready there. From this point on the
central tower, it was possible to look downhill to the bridge, which was partly obscured by the kalinda
tree. From there, they could see the crowd that was pouring onto the bridge, and soldiers who were
fiing ther riflesinto theair.

The telepathic shout of rage was so loud that Nidl winced. Asboth guards rushed into the room,
the Magician pointed out of the window with a hand that shook. "What'sthat?' They clearly had no idea
what he meant, and one of them hurried to the window. What he saw obvioudy bewildered him, and he
shook his head dumbly. The other guard succeeded in looking past him by standing on tiptoe.

"Wdl?'

The guard sammered: "I don't know, gr.”

Nial knew beyond al doubt that if the Magician's globe had been operating at full strength, both
soldiers would have been struck dead.

Hisvoice shook as he said: "Send for Captain Zadin."

When the men were gone, the Magician sat in hischair and gazed straight in front of him. Hisface
left no doubt of what he was thinking: that his powers were fading and he was suddenly in actud physica
danger. Nial was surprised that he was not feding triumphant about his enemy’s undoing. He even found
room for regret that he had been its cause. Nevertheless, his chief emotion was intense curiosity. What
did such aman do when he knew his power was gone, and that he might end in one of hisown
dungeons?

Nial was aso interested to note that the troglas no longer seemed to be wandering aimlessly.
They were watching the Magician, asif waiting for something to happen.

There were sounds in the corridor, and aknock on the door. The Magician shouted angrily:
"Comein."

The red-haired captain was |ooking apologetic, yet there was something about his manner that
Nial found hard to place.

"I'm sorry Sir -- I've only just come back.”

The Magician snapped impatiently: "But what's happening?' He gestured at the window. "What's
dl this?'

Zadin said: "Wetried to arrest them, Sir, but they resisted. Then asoldier got shot. . ."

"One of oursor theirs?'

"Theirs. Thenit dl flared up, and turned into ariot.”



"How many men did you take?'

"Twenty, Sr."

"And didn't they open fire?'

Zadin was|ooking strangely embarrassed, and avoided the Magician's eye.

"Wdl?'

Zadin sad: "They joined them, Sr."

Nial knew what was odd about the captain's manner. In spite of his deference and servility, he
was enjoying being the bearer of bad news.

Nial expected the Magician to explode with his usua uncontrolled rage, and was surprised when
he asked in acam voice: "What do they want?'

Sensing danger, the captain redoubled his deference.

"To rescue the two envoys from Korsh."

The Magician went to the window. The sound of firing was closer. Nidl was puzzled by hiscam.
"And how many do you think are loyd?"

"l don't know, sir."

The Magician said ironicdly, " So perhapsjust you and me?”

Suspecting atrgp Zadin said: "I don't know, Sir.”

"No? Then I'm going to give you a chance to prove your loydty. That boy from Korsh. | want
you to go down to the dungeons and kill him."

Nial knew thiswasintended to test Zadin'sloyalty, and that he should have the senseto sdute
and withdraw.

But the captain failed to recognize his danger, and said with shocked sincerity: "Isthat agood
ides, Sir? These people are coming to rescue him, and. . ."

"And when they arrive, they'll find him dead, won't they?"

Zadinsad: "Yes, gr, if that'swhat you want."

The Magician shouted: "What | want isloyaty!"

Nial knew what was about to happen, and braced himsdlf. The globein the Magician's hand
shonewith abrilliant light. But the bolt of energy that struck the captain was not strong enough to destroy
him outright. Instead, his mouth opened wide with pain, and his clothes burst into flame. His scream made
the Magician wince and cover hisears.

In the same moment, Nidl directed the energy of his own globe at the Magician'shand. The
Magician's globe went out like alight that has been extinguished. He gaped in astonishment at the crystal
in Nidl's hand, which now filled the room with light, and looked with astonishment into Nidl's eyes. Then
there was ablur of movement, and the boca was holding the Magician by the throat. For amoment the
creature looked like a giant grasshopper that has seized some smaler insect. Then Nial watched at close
quarterswhat had happened to Jelko. The huge left hand gripped the throat, while the right covered the
lower half of the face completely, and twisted the Magician's head around to face the other way. For a
moment there was no sound; then the neck snapped. The boca's teeth were bared in asmile that made it
look demonic.

Niall preferred not to stay and watch what was going to happen next. He stepped over the
captain's body, with its smoldering clothes, and through the door, walking straight through both guards,
who were listening with their ears pressed againgt it. Then he remembered that he could be wherever he
liked by using the power of thought, and envisaged his cell.

When Umaya unlocked the door, Nial was sitting on the edge of the bed. He was shivering
because, in his absence from his body, the blanket had dipped onto the floor. When he had heard the
footsteps on the stairs, he had been trying to restore histemperature by concentration.

Sdlenaand Vasco were thefirst to enter hiscell, followed by Mgor Batiger. Behind them the
stairway was crowded with faces he now recognized as members of the Citizens Committee.

Behind Umaya stood her father, wearing his cusomary sullen expression. His thoughts were so
obviousthat it was asif he was saying aoud: "When the karvasid finds out, youre al going to pay for



this"

Niall was charmed as Sdenathrew her arms around him and kissed him with warm lips.

Vasco waswringing his hand over her shoulder, saying: "My God, you're frozen!”

Bdtiger, shaking the other hand, asked: "Areyou al right?'

"Y es, thank you. Just cold.”

"There was arumor you were dead.”

Vasco sad: "Come and get warm, and have something to eet."

Nidl sad: "First | must find my companion, the spider.”

"Ah, yes, Captain Makanda." Vasco turned to Umaya. "Please take usto Captain Makanda."

She glanced nervoudly at her father, who looked asif he was about to have apoplexy. "Doesthe
karvasd know?'

Nidl said: "Thekarvasd isdead."

These words were heard by the peoplein the corridor, and repeated to those on the stairs. "The
karvasd isdead!"

Then, to thejailer's obvious fury, the crowd was cheering.

Umaya asked her father: "Is the karvasid dead?!

He gazed into space for amoment, then hisface drained of blood.

His daughter asked: "Ishe?’

Thejailer's shocked expression gave the answer.

Nial had been right. There had been adirect telepathic link between the Magician and his
turnkey.

AsNidl followed Umayadown the long corridor, Batiger ordered the others not to follow; it
was too low and narrow for a crowd. The captain's cell was at its farthest end, and as Umayawas
unlocking it, it proved to be so small and dark that Niall could see nothing through the window in the
door.

The captain was waiting for them, his back pressed tightly againgt the ceiling and his legs bent
double so hisbelly touched the floor. He had dready sensed the excitement that filled the air.

Nial experienced arush of warmth as he saw hisold traveling companion, and regretted that it
was physically impossible to embrace a spider. But he knew the captain sensed what he felt, and that he
was smultaneoudy pleased and embarrassed. Spiders were shocked by displays of affection.

Asthey emerged into the courtyard, a cheer went up from the waiting crowd -- probably the
loudest cheer that had ever been heard in Shadowland -- and birds flew up in darm from the rooftops.
Nial looked up a the Magician's window, through which alight was shining, and wasfilled with pleasure
at the thought that the citizens could now make as much noise asthey liked.

With the captain and Nidl on either side of them, the mayor and mayoress led the way down the
hill and back across the bridge. Nial could see that the spider, obvioudy glad to be able to stretch his
legs again, was bemused by the cheersthat greeted him, feeling that he had done nothing to deserve
them.

Nial asked Bdtiger: "Has anyone seen Typhon?'

The mayor shook his head. "1 imagine he might be afraid to show hisface."

"But why? He hated the karvasd as much as anyone.”

"Areyou sure?' Batiger obvioudy had assumed that the prefect would be shocked by the
downfal of hismadter.

"Absolutely certain. Hetold me so himsdf.”

"In that case, we must send someone to his house and invite him to the banquet.” He turned to
Sdlenaand explained earnestly what Nidl had just said, but the noise was so deafening that she obvioudy
found it hard to understand.

Asthey approached the Town Hall, Niall was startled as colored rockets hissed into the air; he
had not seen fireworks since the disaster over which Doggins had presided. These rockets did not
explode with abang -- that would have been too much to expect in thiscity -- but their reds, greens,
blues, and ydlowsfilled the sky, and seemed avisible expresson of thejoy fdlt by everyonein



Shadowland.

Asthey were entering the banqueting hall, Nidl was struck by athought that turned his heart to
lead: what would happen to his brother Veig now that the Magician was dead? Would Typhon know the
secret that would reprieve Veig from his sentence of death? For the next five minutes Nial was
preoccupied with trying to work out how many days ago Veig had cut himsdf on the sharp blade. But
when he calculated that there were still eighteen days to run, he decided he could afford to relax and
sharethergoicing.

The banqueting hall was, in fact, smply alarge restaurant that would hold about a hundred
people. Nidl felt guilty about the crowds who cheered and waved outside the windows until Selena said:
"They don't mind. They are dl too happy to be freeto care about not joining us." She raised her glass, full
of asparkling golden wine, and said: "L et usdrink to our freedom.”

Half an hour later, they had begun the first course when another burst of cheering broke out, and
Typhon camein, followed by Gerek. Nial was surprised; he had expected Typhon to be received with a
certain coolness. But it seemed that news of Nial's remarks had already spread throughout the crowd,
and the prefect and his assistant were greeted as heroes.

Niall and the mayoress were requested to move apart, and two more chairs were placed
between them.

Typhon, who was next to Nidl, said: "Well, it ssemsthat your coming Sarted arevolution.”

Niall shook hishead. "Don't give methe credit. Y ou started it by announcing the peace treety.”

Typhon said modestly: "I only did what | wastold.”

Nidl smiled. "What you were not told."

Typhon only chuckled, and raised the glass that the waiter had just filled.

Gerek leaned forward and said to Nidl: "By theway, you l€ft thisin your room."

It was the thought mirror, and Nial lost no time hanging it round his neck. Drinking wineon an
empty stomach had aready made him light-headed, and he was glad to have the means of controlling it.

It was Typhon who raised the question of Veig, by saying in Nidl'sear: "By the way, you don't
have to worry about your brother anymore. Now that the karvasid's dead, helll begin to recover.”

"Aresure of that?' Thiswasdl that Nial needed to share the euphoria of the guests around him.

"Quite sure. Y our brother was being attacked by graddiks. Do you know what a graddik is?"

"Y es. I've been attacked by one too."

"Then you'll know they don't like being endaved. At the first opportunity, they'll desert. By the
time you return home, your brother will be quitewdl."

Nidl laughed aoud in sheer reief; only the fact that their chairs were too close together
prevented him from embracing Typhon. Heraised hisglass.

"l shall recommend that they appoint you ruler of Shadowland.”

Typhon shook his head. "1 suspect the Citizens Committee has someone elsein mind.”

Nial was sartled, dmost dismayed, as he grasped Typhon's meaning.

"Not me. They can't choose me. That's absurd.”

"Why? | think it'san admirableidea. Y ou are dready the most popular man in Shadowland, and
youretheruler of the spider city. You'd merely add Shadowland to your domains, and our people would
automaticaly become citizens of your country. No need for ambassadors or a peace treaty or anything
else. Doesn't that make sense?”’

Nidl said: "I'm not sure. Please let me think about it firs." He was wondering how the spiders
would fed about theinflux of five thousand more human beings. "If you don't mind, please don't say
anything about thisfor the moment.”

Typhon said courteoudy: "Of course.”

"Where did you hear this?'

"I've been talking it over with the messenger who brought me here. He tels me that everyoneis
saying the samething. If you don't want it mentioned now, you'd better say so immediately. If I'm not
mistaken, Baltiger's going to propose it before the evening's over.”

Nidl turned urgently toward hisneighbor, but the mayor was aready rising to hisfeet, and



rapping the table for silence.

"Ladies, gentlemen, | wish to propose atoast to our honored guests, Colond Niall and Captain
Makanda. The captain istaking hismea in another room, but | am sure heiswith usin spirit. So shal we
al stand and drink to Colonel Nidl?!

Asthe guests stood up and raised their glasses, Niall had afedling he had been outmaneuvered.

Epilogue

In spite of a headache and lack of deep, Nial was awake before dawn. He had stayed at
Typhon's house, and the captain -- as on the previous occasion -- had dept on the rug in the same room.

Nial used the thought mirror to dispd the tiredness that was the result of only three hours of
deep. Then he sat up in bed, closed his eyes, and went into deep relaxation. He became immediately
aware of hismother's presence, and redlized that she must have been trying to establish contact at the
very moment he had.

She asked: "Where are you?"

"l am back at Typhon's house."

"Ah, | knew you werefree."

"How?"

"Y our brother began to recover at ten o'clock last night, and insisted on degping in hisown bed.”

Nial was astonished. "As quickly asthat?| caculate that the Magician died at about that time.”

So Typhon was right: the graddiks had lost no time in deserting.

Nial made no attempt to describe what had happened in detall; it would have used up dl his
mental energy and tired his mother. But he told her that he had accepted the position of the master of
Shadowland. He aso asked her to contact Asmak, the director of the aerid survey, and arrange for three
spider baloonsto land at the top meadow of the Vae of Thanksgiving the following afternoon, to pick up
Typhon, the captain, and himsalf. He felt that it was amatter of urgency, aswell as courtesy, to introduce
Typhon, now the deputy ruler of Shadowland, to the Spider Lord and his council.

The newsthat Veig was dready on the road to recovery had filled Nial with joy and relief, and
he was anxious to begin the new day, Shadowland'sfirst day of freedom. But Typhon and Gerek were
not a breskfast -- they sent an gpology with Katiaand said they would appear later. Nial was
sympathetic; without the aid of the thought mirror, he also would have preferred to spend the morning in
bed.

Soon after half past nine, Niall and the captain set out for the palace, where Nidl had arranged to
meet the Citizens Committee at midday. There were many things Nial wanted to find out before he met
them, and he intended to address his questions to Kvaran, the brother of the red-haired Zadin, who was
now in the hospitd suffering from burns.

Kvaran, alieutenant of the palace guard, was waiting for him at the drawbridge, and greeted
Nial and the captain with amilitary salute. His cheeks were drawn, and in response to Niall's question he
told him that his brother was now degping under sedation, after a healing ointment had been gpplied to
his burns by the palace doctor. He would be permanently scarred, but was expected to make afull
recovery. Nial wasintrigued to learn that Zadin had been trying to crawl down the stairswhen Kvaran
had found him. The fact that he was still conscious reveded just how much the Magician's crysta globe
had been depleted by his attempt to destroy Niall.

On Nial's orders, the central tower had been locked after the Magician's body had been
removed. As Kvaran unlocked the heavy door, Niall observed that helooked nervous. Nial guessed the
reason, but asked nevertheless: "'Is something troubling you?'

"Yes, ar." Kvaran obvioudy was glad of the opportunity to voice hisfears. "The guards saw the
animal that killed the karvasid. It was so horrible that one of them has gone mad.”



Niall was puzzled; it seemed unlikely that the guards had been able to see the boca.

"What did it look like?"

"A grest crimson mongter with no eyes.”

Suddenly Nidl understood. "Was the body badly torn?"

"Asif by awild beest."

The bocaobvioudy had been covered in blood, but sinceit wasinvisible, had seemed to have no
eyes.

Nidl said: "If you would rather wait here, | will go up done.”

Kvaran looked relieved. "Thank you, sir. I'm not afraid of any human foe, but this thing sounds
like ademon from the pit."

Kvaran'sfearswere groundless, as Nial had known they would be. There was no sign of the
boca. Nial had no doubt that, after centuries of bondage to a master who was sick with the lust of
power, it had lost no timein returning to its home in the silver mines of the north.

But the room was as horrible as Nial had expected, and made him fed sick. Although the body
had been removed, dried blood covered the walls and ceiling, and the place smelled like a butcher's shop
on ahot day.

Strangely, there was no blood on the glass cylinder, in which the blue gas till bubbled with black
clouds. Likethe crystal sphere, thisglass, it seemed, could cleanse itself.

Thiswas no longer true of the Magician's globe, which lay undernesth the bench; it was brown
with dried blood, and when Nial picked it up, the bottom was wet. Nial washed the blood off his hands
under the laboratory tap, then cleaned the globe with awet towe.

Thisiswhat Nial had meant to ask Kvaran about; he had awakened in the night and wondered if
it would still be there. For athough the globe felt dead to histouch and was probably drained beyond
hope of recovery, Nidl knew that the information it stored was dmost certainly indestructible.

He |eft the laboratory, glad to escape its stench, and found the guardroom at the end of the
corridor; this contained atable and two chairs, and alarge sink. The room wastoo small for the spider to
enter, and he stayed outside in the corridor.

Niall drew the curtain, sat at the table, and cupped the globe in his hands. Then he emptied his
mind and tried to tune in to the crystal. The result was a stinging shock that made him drop the globe, so
it rolled acrossthe floor. Clearly, it had been booby-trapped in case some unauthorized person should
attempt to useit. If itsforce had not been so weak, Nidl probably would have been stunned or knocked
unconscious. He placed it on the table, stared into it, and tried to gauge its wavelength. Because he was
now accustomed to his own globe, he knew how it should respond. And findly, by alowing himself to be
guided by intuition, he began to fed hisway into itsworld.

Thefirst impression was unfavorable. His own globe waslike auniverse, with immense gdleries
that sretched in al directions, and it somehow conveyed an impression of light, asif it was housed under
agiant glassdome. The Magician's globe was more like entering adark building full of badly lit corridors
and airlessrooms. It was not only claustrophobic, but somehow frightening and stifling. The spherewas
permeated by the persondlity of the Magician, and that personaity wasterrifying in its capacity for
vindictiveness.

But al thiswas forgotten as Nial grasped the truth about the Magician and Shadowland. What
he now learned left him fedling utterly bewildered. The man whose baeful presencefilled the globe was
not Sathanas, the soldier who had led his small band of warriorsinto Shadowland, but hislined
descendant, Sethanas the Fourteenth. The first Sathanas was the origind builder of this palace, who had
lived until his ninety-seventh year and fathered eleven sons and seven daughters.

This, Nidl now redlized, waswhy theinterior of the palace was built in so many different syles. It
aso explained why the palace was 0 vadt, avirtud citadel, with as many rooms bel owground as above
it. Here each later Magician lived his solitary existence, and guarded his closest secret: that he was not
the Sathanas who had founded Shadowland, but one of his descendants.

But what was the purpose of this strange charade? It had started, Niall learned, by chance, and
continued because it happened to suit the obsessive characters of each ruler of Shadowland.



When the first Sathanas died, his death was kept secret, because he had believed that the spiders
would invade Shadowland if they knew he was dead. So his son, adso called Sathanas, who was then
aged forty, had taken his place. This second Magician had been aremarkable intellectua, undoubtedly a
man of genius, who had devoted hislifeto the study of science and magic. It was he who had lured the
warriors of Cheb the Mighty into the Vdley of the Dead, and then drowned most of them in the Great
Storm. It was this Sathanas who had created the globe that Nial was now holding, and endaved the
bocathat had killed his thirteenth descendarnt.

His son, Sathanas the Third, had lacked hisfather'sintellect, but had possessed anatural talent
for agriculture. It was under him that the Vae of Thanksgiving became the center of rich farmlandsthat
could support ten thousand people. From hisfather he learned the secret of controlling the weether, and
the spider balloonsthat were occasionally blown over the Gray Mountains were invariably destroyed
before they saw thefertile valeyswith their orchards and wheat and vines.

Sathanas the Fourth was something of an adventurer, who had met the monk Sephardus, and
was reputed to have vidited the spider city in the guise of adave. The globe reveded that he had
specul ated about the possibility of making peace with the spiders, but concluded that it would be too
dangerous.

At this point, Nid|'s fatigue was beginning to undermine his concentration, and when he looked
up a thewadl clock, heredized that he was dready late for his appointment with the Citizens
Committee, and hastened to wrap the globe in a soft leather duster, which he stowed in his pocket.

He need not have hurried. The Citizens Committee had been comfortably ingtalled in the
Committee Room in the palace, where alarge meal had been prepared on Typhon'singructions. Most of
them were so tired after the revels of the previous night that some were dozing in armchairs when Nial
arrived. But the presence of their new ruler revived them, and lunch wasfollowed by alively discusson
that lasted until four in the afternoon.

Therewas an interesting diverson from their main business. The captain, as usua, had been
placed in aseparate room. Niadl had just started to eat a mushroom tart when a maidservant whispered
that the captain wanted to speak to him. Niall went next door and found aroom with severd large
birdcages containing live birds, which had been provided for the spider's lunch. One contained a bustard,
another several magpies, starlings, and other birds, and athird larks and sparrows. Nidl felt sorry for the
birds, but knew they would be paralyzed before the spider ate them.

When the spider indicated the second cage, Nial peered into it and recognized the raven, looking
cowed and terrified, crouching on the floor. As soon as Niall opened the cage it recognized him, and
perched on his outstretched fingers, the sharp claws causing him to wince. Nial raised hisarm and let it
walk onto his shoulder. Thereit remained throughout the med, by which time it had gained the
confidence to walk down onto the table, and it wandered around inspecting the plates of the guests and
egting leftovers. Sdenahad no difficulty coaxing it onto her shoulder, where it gently took the lobe of her
ear inits beak and tweaked it.

Everyonefound the bird fascinating -- Nial learned later that al petswereforbiddenin
Shadowland -- and when it climbed back onto Nial's shoulder, it seemed perceptibly heavier.

After lunch, the discussion centered on the problem that most deeply preoccupied them: what
freedom meant to them, and how it might best be used. It soon became clear that most of them would
have liked to move to the spider city immediatdly. Nidl did not confide to them his misgivings about how
the spiders might react to the arriva of thousands or so human guests, but after granting generd
permission to travel to the surface, went on to suggest that they should wait at least until the spring.

Seaing their disgppointment, he relented, and invited the Citizens Committeeto vist Korsh at
some time during the next month. Thiswas welcomed with delight, and Nial became clearly aware of
something he had so far only half registered: that when a group of Shadowlanders came together, their
telepathic abilities continualy changed their mood. Although tel epathic contact was person-to-person and
not collective, aswith the spiders, their fedlings and emotions were transmitted by a process of induction;
s0 when they became downcast -- aswhen Niall told them they would have to wait till spring -- the room
was filled with dgection, whereas as soon as he suggested that the visit should take place next month, the



atmosphere sparkled with elation.

This, Nidl redized, presaged an evolutionary change. Within afew generations, everyonein
Shadowland would experience collective consciousness.

Typhon arrived at four o'clock, and the whole assembly stood up to salute him. Nidl was not
sorry to leave, for the Citizens Committee had plunged into an ideologica argument about whether, now
that the Magician was dead, all the old laws should be rescinded and citizens alowed to do asthey liked,
or whether the old laws should be I eft in force for the time being. Most of the women took the latter
position, while Mgor Batiger and most of the men werein favor of tota freedom. Asthe head of his
own Town Council in the spider city, Nidl had heard it dl before, and knew that if they decided to
abolish dl the laws, they would probably have to reinstate most of them in Sx months. But he knew it
would be pointlessto interfere; they had to learn for themselves,

In the courtyard, the raven flew off his shoulder and soared up to the roof. Nial could sense that
it had had enough of behaving like atame bird.

They now moved to Typhon's office, which was on the top story of the palace, and Niall was
interested to see that there was an elevator -- the only one he had ever been in, except for the onein the
white tower. Why, he wondered, had the Magician never ingtalled onein his own tower? Then he saw
the answer. The Magician's laboratory had been built in the early years of Shadowland, long before
Typhon'swing of the palace, and had remained undtered.

Theview from Typhon's office was even finer than from the laboratory, for it had two windows,
one of which looked due north. Thisreminded Niadl to tell Typhon that they would be departing from the
Ve of Thanksgiving the following afternoon, and should therefore leave early. The moment they |eft the
council chamber, Niall had asked about the dynasty of karvasids. Typhon explained that his own family
had been in their service since the firgt Sathanas. During hisfind years, thet first karvasid had become
increasingly paranoid, and refused direct contact with everyone except his prefect; Typhon's ancestor
had even had to taste his master's food and drink. From that time on, the prefects were the only persons
allowed direct contact with the karvasids. In effect, the karvasids became monks -- at least, in dl but one
respect: they kept a harem of concubinesin a closed wing of the paace.

The ninth karvasid, the one who had created the galery of freaks and the superbrain called Rufio,
had learned the techniques of mind-control through vibrations, and from then on, there had been no
problem in convincing the inhabitants of Shadowland that their ruler wasimmortal and infalible.

Nial and Typhon had many thingsto discuss before they prepared to leave for Korsh. Everyone
in Shadowland, from the mine workersto the aristocrats of Freydig, would be demanding change. For
example, the workers on the second level were dready suggesting that Drusco, the overseer who had
been sentenced to flogging -- and who had been rel eased, together with dl the other prisonersinthe
dungeons -- should be appointed their leader and representative, and made amember of Nidl's privy
council; this, and dozens of other such matters would have to be handled by Gerek until Typhon'sreturn.

So the day passed -- not in celebration, as with most inhabitants of Shadowland, but in
discussion about organizationd details. This continued in the evening when Gerek returned from his day
at the second level. He described how the workers had found it dmost impossible to believe that the
karvasid was dead, and were therefore more subdued in their response than the inhabitants of the city.
But by the time Gerek had |eft at six o'clock, the news had sunk in, and the workers had been preparing
for along night of celebration.

During supper, Gerek raised an interesting question: the future agriculture of Shadowland. The
agricultural workers had developed aremarkably efficient system for keeping their fellows supplied with
vegetables and fruit. These workers were much envied by everyone in Shadowland for their accessto the
open air, and there was much competition to join them.

The envy was based on a misconception, for the truth was that for eight months of every year
they lived arduous and difficult livesin an enclave close to the northern exit from Shadowland, and had to
walk to the surface every day and down again in the evening, carrying their produce on their backsin
baskets. The remaining four months of the year they spent among the factory hands on the second leve,
working at menid jobs.



That afternoon, Gerek had been speaking to their representative, who wanted to transfer their
underground enclave to the VVae of Thanksgiving, and suggested building aroad that would run dl the
way from the Vaeto the city. This could be done during the winter months, when there was no work
aboveground. Gerek was acute enough to see that thiswould take far more than asingle winter, and a
greater force than two hundred laborers, and wanted to ask Niall about the possibility of transporting
davesfrom the spider city. Typhon agreed that this was one of the matters he would look into during his
trip there.

Thissuggested to Nidl an interesting possibility. The spider city would soon be needing more
agriculturd land -- for Nidl foresaw a steady increase in the human population now that the daves had
ceased to be the main staple of the spiders diet. Shadowland had more agricultural land than it needed,
excdlent for cattle grazing aswell asfor crops. Here was achance of an important trade link between the
two cities.

All thiswas s0 absorbing that Niall forgot to contact his mother at dusk. He had been meaning to
suggest delaying their departure by twenty-four hours, to give Typhon more time for final arrangements.
But as he climbed into bed at one o'clock in the morning, it struck him that it would be better to leave
things asthey stood. At the end of twenty-four hours, therewould certainly be more reasons for delaying
until thefollowing day, and then the day after that. . .

At dawn Nial spoketo hismother. Veig, apparently, was making remarkable progress, and it
had taken Simeon's authority to persuade him not to go out for awalk. And the spider balloonswould be
leaving for the Gray Mountains soon after dawn. There was a northwest wind, but even with tacking, it
should take them about five hoursto reach the Vale of Thanksgiving. The homeward journey should take
an hour lessthan that.

Two hourslater, Nial and Typhon climbed into a cart pulled by two gelbs. Asthey were about
to start, Nial was startled to see Umaya gpproaching. She had walked all the way from the palaceto
present Niall with abag of cinnamon cakes she had baked for hisjourney. AsNidl kissed her, he
redlized that she was probably closer to him than any woman except his mother. He felt sad as he looked
back to see her waving from the Street corner.

Typhon said: "Why don't you invite her to Korsh?"

"Yes | think | will."

But asthey drove toward the north gate, he thought about all the complications that would ensue
with other women in his household, and decided to delay hisdecison until hisnext visit to Shadowland. It
seemed ironic that the ruler of two grest cities should be afraid of antagonizing hiswomenfolk.

Thedrive out of the city filled him with the excitement he dways felt when sarting out on a
journey, and he could sense that Typhon felt the same, and that even the captain was looking forward to
his return to the spider city. It must seem strange, Nidl reflected, for aman of fifty to beleaving hisnative
land for the first timein hislife, aware that, now that his master was deed, life would never be the same.

Oncethe cart was out of the city, traveling through the featurel ess landscape of northern
Shadowland, Niall asked Typhon the question that had been in his mind for two days.

"Did you hate the karvasd?'

Typhon consdered thisfor sometime.

"Not redly. It would not have been sensible. | had to work for him and do hisbidding, and knew
| had to make the best of it. In fact, there were timeswhen | was amost fond of him, particularly in the
early days. | suppose | waswhat you might cdl hisonly friend. And everybody needs friends.”

"Weren't you afraid of him?"

"No. When you've worked for somebody for thirty years, you get to know him pretty well. |
often had to oppose things he wanted to do, and he accepted that. Besides, when he first became
karvasid, he was a completely different person. Y ou see, he worshipped hisfather, who was aman of
iron salf-control, and tried to be like him -- Sethanas the Thirteenth lived like amonk and practiced
asceticism, breath-control, and sdf-flagdlation.”

That brought back to Nial aquestion that had puzzled him.



"Breath-control ? Isthat why the karvasids didn't seem to be breathing?’

"All the karvasds had anatura gift for it. Sathanasthe Thirteenth could hold his bregth for a
quarter of an hour. But my karvasid couldn't manageit for more than five minutes. | think he exhausted
himsdlf trying to live up to hisfather. And toward the end, he smply gave up, and histemper got worse
and worse. There were times recently when he became insufferable.”

Nial thought of the cool, murderous fury the Magician had displayed at the end of hisreception,
and was suddenly overwhelmed by the certainty that his death had been anecessity.

"How wasit possibleto like aman as crud and sdlfish asthat?'

Typhon said serioudy: "Y ou've got to understand the problems he faced. Asyou must have
redized, peoplejust don't like living underground. They build up alonging to escape, and they blame their
ruler for stopping them. But it wasn't hisfault. If it hadn't been for the spiders, hewould have let them
travel asmuch asthey liked."

"But why didn't he think of gpproaching the spiders about atreaty?"

"Hedid. Our spieswere dways dipping into Korsh disguised as daves. That's how he learned
that you'd become the ruler. That made him very thoughtful, and | could see his mind brooding on what
could be done. He brought down Skorbo's balloon so he could learn more about the spiders. He wanted
to seeif their minds could be atered by vibrations. And of course, he thought he'd succeeded. Then
Skorbo began to change as the effects wore off, and the karvasid knew heéld haveto die. That was when
he decided to try to bring you here."

It came as no surprise, but Nial wasinterested to hear Typhon confirming it. “So he planned it?"

"Yes. Hetold the assassins to leave that ax in the garden. He knew somebody wouldn't be able
to ress fedling the edge with histhumb.”

"But what if it had been meingtead of my brother?”

"Inthat case, your brother would have come to Shadowland to try and save you, and that would
have been just as effective -- perhgps more.”

"So you knew | was coming dl dong?'

"He wastracking your progresswith his crystal and with trained birds. Mind, there was one point
where he thought he'd lost you -- when you almost got swallowed by ametexia. . ." -- Nial looked
puzzled --". . . amass of dime. He told me you managed to escape on your own before he could make
it dissolve. But he thought he was going to betoo late.”

This, Nidl redized, was why he had occasionally had a sense of being watched, particularly on
open moorland.

"So hismain goa wasto replace me asthe ruler of the spider city?”

"That was his ultimate god. Meantime, he thought he could control you until you became akind
of glove puppet.”

Nidl did not liketo tell him how close the Magician had cometoit.

Typhon said: "But there were other things he wanted. Since women stopped giving birth, there
was afedling of growing revolt, and he knew it could only get worse. He ether had to find more women
to bear children, or grant everyone more freedom. He knew that everyone needed new goals, new
purposes, new distractions. At first he thought those fantasy machines were the answer. But they made
things worse. They made people dream about distant places.”

Thinking of hisown travels, Nidl said: "I think many of them are going to be disappointed when
they finally seethe distant places.”

"He knew that. But meanwhile he had to think of more distractions. He even created an arson
squad to go to remote parts of the city and tart fires. He started rumors of hidden enemies. He urged the
workersto greater and greater effortsto complete the city walls, and made the army drill day and night.
That'swhy he became so foul-tempered at the end -- he'd become completely obsessed. | think he
would even have welcomed an attack by the spiders.”

The captain, who had been following dl this as he loped gently dongside, asked: "Did he never
think of attacking firg?'

Typhon nodded. "In effect, that'swhat he did." And athough he did not add: "And look whereit



got him," Nidl knew that was what he meant.

It made him deeply thoughtful. As Typhon was speaking, Nidl had been reflecting that the
karvasids were one of the most remarkable dynasties in human history. And they had encountered the
same problem as most other great rulersin history: how to keep their people contented. The Strange fate
that had made the women infertile had spelled the end of the dynasty.

But at least the globe Nial was carrying in his pocket guaranteed their placein the history books.

Meanwhile, they were passing the lake with the grilweed, which made Nidl aware that it had
been three hours since breakfast and that he was hungry. He opened the bag of cinnamon cakes, and
found them excellent -- so excellent that he was struck by an excuse to bring Umayato Korsh: giving her
ajob in the palace kitchen.

During the remainder of the journey to the northern exit, he and Typhon ate their way through a
dozen cakes, and agreed she deserved awider field for the exercise of her talents.

The point had come where they had to leave the cart. They dismounted on level ground, so the
gelbs could find their way back to the city, and a Typhon's command, they turned and trotted off. Then
began the long climb uphill, to the cave guarded by the headless moog.

Thisreminded Nial of something else he had intended to ask Typhon: whether moogs could be
transported to Korsh to perform heavy labor, such as the rebuilding of the harbor. But there was, it
seemed, aproblem. The moogs digestive system was amost nonexistent, so they could not eat normal
food. They lived on the Magician's blue dixir, and unless Nidl could learn to reproduce the strange
machine that madeit, and find akdindatreeto collect it, they would quickly lose their energy and decay
like any corpse.

During the long climb to the top meadow, Nidl studied the path carefully, calculating where it
might be turned into aroad suitable for wheeled vehicles. He decided this could not be done without
blagting, or possibly the use of Reapers, and that he would have to bring Doggins on his next trip to
Shadowland, to give him professiona advice. According to Typhon, the Reapersin the Shadowland
arsend werevirtudly usdess, being low on ther radioactive fud; one dternative might be to persuade the
measter of the bombardier beetlesto grant permission to use those hewas holding in the city armory.

When they arrived at the top meadow shortly before one o'clock, Niall was glad to seethat it
was asunny day, with avigorous north wind that drove the high white clouds like sailboats on a choppy
sea Thevaeitsaf waswarm, being sheltered from the wind, and Nial flung himsalf down on the thick
grass and gave himsalf up to the pleasure of feding sunlight on hisface.

The spider balloons came into sight half an hour later. The captain, who was standing on the top
of the south peak, guided them in telepathically. Thefirst landed within a dozen feet of where Nidl was
standing, and he was amused to note that the nauseating smell of the porifids actualy brought aflash of
nostagia

These balloons were twice the norma size-- it was Nidl himself who had suggested that they
should be constructed to carry passengers. The mass of legs and fur that disentangled itsaf from the
undercarriage was Grel, son of Asmak, and again Niall wished that it was physicaly possible to embrace
aspider.

It seemed that Asmak had given in to his son's pleasto be alowed to go and meet Nial, since
the other two pilots were skilled veterans of the agrid survey who could rescue him in the event of
trouble. But they had not expected the strength of the north wind, and had ddmost cometo grief over the
Vdley of the Dead.

A quarter of an hour later they were airborne again, Nial sharing the double compartment with
Grel, whose soft, glossy fur somehow aroused an amused and protective feding. The compartment
below the balloon was made of aflexible, transparent materia, exuded by the black rupaworm of the
Ddta, and smelled oily and oddly like ageranium.

The balloon carrying Typhon was ahundred feet avay, so they were able to wave to one
another asthe Vde of Thanksgiving dropped away below them. Niall's baloon rocked heavily asit was
caught by the full force of the wind, then steadied asiit entered a current as swift and eddyless as adeep
river. At aheight of about two thousand feet the wind ceased to be audible, and only the clouds they



passed betrayed that they were moving.

It was at this point that Niadl stared intently at abird flying powerfully dongside the balloon, and
dartled Grd by exclaiming aloud. It was the raven. Curious about how it felt to be exposed to the gale,
Nidl transferred his consciousnessto the bird, which, since it was moving severa times fagter than it had
ever travded initslife, was not even aware of Nidl'sintruson insdeits head.

Instantly, Nial was plunged into one of the most remarkable experiences of hislife. His
consciousness had divided into two: haf in the soundproof and insulated world of the undercarriage, half
in theroaring chaos outside.

He had, in effect, become two persons. In an exhilarating surge of freedom, he understood
suddenly how every human being spends alifetime trapped in anarrow room behind his eyes, becoming
30 accustomed to the prison that heis not even aware of his captivity.

And this, heredized, wastheroot of the human dilemma. Every one of usis so accustomed to
seeing the world from asingle point of view that it isalmost impossible to believe that other peopleare as
real asweare.

That aso explained the Magician's ruthlessness. He was a double prisoner: inside his palace, and
ingde his head. With no oneto love, no close confidants, he had been sentenced to alifetimein solitary
confinement.

One single moment of Nidl's double consciousness -- ingde his own head and insde the raven's
-- would have given him back hisfreedom and changed hislife. Asit was, he continued to believe hewas
doneinauniverse of illusonsuntil the moment he died.

In that same dazzling bird's-eye view, Nial could aso see the answer to another question that
hed puzzled him: why the Magician was so crud. His prison had convinced him that the whole world was
his enemy, and that safety lay in power. He believed that only cruelty and ruthlessness could ensure his
urvivd.

But the karvasd was merdly suffering from amore intense form of the negativity that afflicted the
human race. Why had the spidersfdt it necessary to endave human beings? Because they recognized this
element of cruelty and impatience as ahuman characteristic. Man felt they were necessary if hewasto
urvive.

The chameleon men knew better. Closeto theliving soul of nature, they knew that every rock,
every treeroot, every vein of quartz, embodiestheforce of life. And thisforce could afford to be
benevolent, for it wasinfinitely powerful.

But unless Niall'sfellow men could grasp that secret, they were doomed to remain trapped in this
attitude that had brought the human race so much misery.

Could man ever redize that he wasthe chief cause of his own misery and misfortune, that amere
habit of negative-seeing, and alack of the courage to dare to abandon it, had trapped him in adestiny of
conflict and saf-mistrust? Could he ever grasp, as Nidl could now grasp so clearly, that an enormous
optimismwasjustified?

It seemed strange to be flying through space at sixty miles an hour, and to know that he had just
seen the answer to the most basic problem of human existence.

It had been half an hour since they had flown over the Valey of the Dead, and Niadl had caught
sight of the tower of Sephardus. Now they were approaching the domain of the chameleon men. Soon
they would be back in the spider city, where Nidl would escort Typhon into the presence of the Death
Lord and the ruling council, and explain that this human was thefirst of thousands of new subjects of the
Spider empire.

The spiders, of course, would accept Typhon, for they trusted Niall, knowing him to be the
representative of the goddess. But to make sure their trust was not misplaced, Nidl had to find some way
of making hisfellow men understand the secret he had just grasped. And at the moment he could not
even imagine how to begin.

The answer came afew minutes|ater, when he caught hisfirst glimpse of the spider city onthe
horizon, and the dark blue line of the October seabeyond it. Nidl waved to attract Typhon's attention,
but Typhon was looking down at the landscape below. Then Nidl sent atelepathic sgnal, and when



Typhon looked across at him, pointed and said:
"Korsh."
Typhon waved back. "Wonderful!" His pleasure was communicated as clearly as a handshake.
It wasthen that Niadl recaled that there are more direct ways of conveying insghts than through
words, and redlized that communicating the secret might be less difficult than he had thought.

Eight hours later, in the early hours of the morning, Nial avoke from avivid dream about the
Magician.

He was back in the laboratory in Shadowland. It no longer smelled of blood because thewalls
and ceiling had been washed, and were still wet. The room wasfull of ghosts, including troglas and
four-legged graddiks. The Magician was not among them, but when he suddenly spoke, hisvoicewas
clearly recognizable. It said: "Help me.”

"Whereareyou?"

"I don't know. The bocatook away my life body, and now | amlost.”

Theword "logt" filled Nial with awholly unexpected sense of compassion. It conjured up
emptinessand londliness.

"What can | do?’

"Ask Typhon to perform the ceremony to lay metorest.”

"Does he know whét to do?'

"Yes. Hedid it for my father.”

Nidl said: "I promisel will give him your message.”

"Tdl him twenty-one days. It must be within twenty-one days, or | shdl die the second death.”

Then Nial woke up. The room wasfull of moonlight, for it was the night before the full Moon.
Outside, the city was so silent that he could hear the loud ticking of the new town clock on the other side
of the square.

Ever snce the events of two days ago, Nial had thought about the death of the Magician, and his
own part init, with a certain satisfaction. That was quite smply because he thought of him asamonster
who deserved to be punished for hisruthlessness.

But now, suddenly, he could see that being in a state of eternal forgetfulness was not punishment,
snce the Magician would have no ideawhy he was being punished.

No longer deepy, Niadl lay on his back and thought about the dream. Wasit redly apleafor
help? Or wasit inspired by al their talk about the karvasid just before Nidl had said good night and
cometo bed?

Twenty-onedays. . . What if Typhon did not want to return within twenty-one days? He certainly
seemed to be enjoying himself.

Then Niall noticed that the Magician's crysta globe was now lying on the carpet. When he had
climbed into bed, it had been on the circular table by the open window. Y et there was not even the
faintest breeze.

At that point, Nial decided that a promise, even one made to aghost in adream, should be
honored, and resolved to tell Typhon about his dream over breskfast.

Heimmediately experienced a curious sense of peace, and sank into a dreamless deep.
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