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Cornwall, 1986

As thefirgt cold whisper of the dawn wind blew under the flat stone that covered the burrow,
Nial placed his ear againgt the crack and listened with total concentration. Whenever he did that, it was
asif atiny point of light glowed insde his head, and there was a sudden silencein which every noisewas
amplified. Now, suddenly, he could hear the faint sound of alarge insect moving acrossthe sand. The
lightness and speed of its movementstold him that thiswas asolifugid, or came spider. A moment later,
it crossed hisfield of vison -- the barrel-like, hairy body glistening in the sunlight, the immense jaws
carrying the remains of alizard. In amoment it was past, and there was no sound but thewind in the
branches of the euphorbia cactus. But it had told him what he wanted to know: that there was no
scorpion or tiger beetlein the area. The came spider isthe greediest of creatures; it will eat until its
stomach is so distended that it can hardly move. This one had looked only haf-fed. If there had been any
other sign of lifein the area, it would have abandoned its half-eaten prey to attack.

Cautioudy, he brushed aside the sand with adouble movement of his hands like a swimmer; then
he did his underfed body through the gap. The sun was just beginning to show above the horizon; the
sand was il cold from the frost of the night. His objective lay fifty yards away, a the edge of the cactus
grove: thewaru plant whose green flesh, asthick and dmost asyielding as an earlobe, formed acup to
capture the dew. For the past hour he had lain awake, histhroat burning, and conjured up the joy of
dipping hislipsinto theicy liquid. There waswater in the burrow, water gathered by the dave antsfifty
feet below the surface of the desert; but it wasred in colour, and tasted of minera salts. By comparison,
the cold dew of thewaru plant was like champagne.

Its cup, formed of two curling leaves, was haf full, and there were crystals of ice at the edges.
Nial knelt on all fours, lowered hisface into the cup and took along, deep draught. The pleasure made
his musclestingle and relax. For the desert dweller, icy water is one of the greatest of dl luxuries. He was
tempted to drink every drop; but histraining forbadeit. The shalow roots of the waru needed this water
tolive if hedrank it al, the plant would die, and one more source of water would be gone. So Nidl
stopped drinking while the cup was il haf full. But he continued to knedl there, saring into the cold
liquid asif drinking its essence, while achilly wave of delight ran from his shoulders down to hisfeet. In
the depths of hisbeing, strange racid memories stirred: memories of a golden age, when water was
plentiful, and men were not forced to live under the floor of the desert like insects.

That mood of deep quiescence saved hislife. Asheraised his eyes, he saw the balloon against
the pale eastern ky. It was about half amile away, and moving swiftly towards him. Instantly and
inginctively, he controlled the reflex of terror. The inner-cam of afew moments ago madeit eesier. At
the same moment, he realised that he was knedling in the shade of the immense organ-pipe cactus, whose
fluted trunk stretched up seventy feet above his head. Againgt the dark western landscape, with its pools
of shadow, his brown body must have been totaly invisble. Only thereflex of terror could betray him.
And thiswas difficult to control asthe balloon swept towards him, asif the creature insde had marked
him for its prey. He thought of the others, lying below in the burrow, and prayed that they were fast
adeep. Then the balloon was bearing down on him, and for thefirst timein hislife, he experienced that
enormous sense of menace transmitted by hunting spiders. It was as though a hogtile will power was
sweeping the desert like a searchlight beam, probing every area of shadow with an dmost tangibleforce,
trying to provoke areflex of terror that would rise towardsit like ascream. Nidl ddliberately averted his



eyesto the cup of thewaru, and tried to make hismind as il asthe clear water. It wasthen that he
experienced the odd sensation of being aware of the soul of the waru, the passive vegetable soul whose
only purpose was to drink, absorb sunlight, and stay dive. In that same moment, he was also aware of
the prouder soul of the giant cactuses, soaring above him like achalenge to the sky. The ground itself
seemed to become transparent so that he could sense the presence of hisfamily, his parentsand his
brother and two sigters, dl lying fast adeep, athough hisfather stirred as the beam of maevolent will
swept acrosshim.

A few seconds later, it was gone; the balloon was already a quarter of amile away acrossthe
desert, moving towards the great inland plateau on the horizon. The will-force was sweeping the desert
ahead of it, and he could fed its presence as clearly asif it were abeam of light. He sat perfectly ill,
watching the balloon dwindle into the distance and observing with interest thet it Siwerved aside to avoid a
needle-like pinnacle of rock.

When it was gone he hurried back to the burrow, moving swiftly and silently as he had been
taught since childhood. His entrance awakened his father, who legpt instantly into a crouching position,
his right hand closing on a bone dagger. As he recognised Nidl, he aso sensed there was something
wrong.

"Whet isit?"

Nial whispered: "A spider baloon.”

"Where?'

"It'sgone now."

"Didit seeyou?'

"l don't think s0."

UIf dlowed histension to escape in along breath. He climbed up to the entrance, listened for a
moment, and peered out. The sun was now above the horizon, and the sky was a cloudless blue il
tinged with white.

His elder brother, Veig, spoke out of the darkness. "What isit?"

"They'rehunting,” UIf said.

There was no need for Veig to ask what he meant. "They", used in that tone of voice, could only
mean the death spiders. And when the death spiders were hunting, it was the most serious thing that
could happen to this smd| band of human beings who spent most of their lives underground. For asfar
back as they could remember, men had been hunted: by scorpions, by tiger beetles, by striped scarabs
and sagainsects -- but most of al, by the death spiders. The beetles and the mosguitoes were natural
enemies, sometimes, they could be killed. But the spiders, who were the lords of the earth, were
unconquerable. To kill aspider wasto invite gppdling revenge. When Nidl's great-grandfather, Jomar,
had been adave of the spiders, he had seen what happened to asmall colony of humanswho killed a
spider. An army of thousands was mobilised to hunt them. A line of spiders more than ten mileslong
marched across the desert, with hundreds of balloon spiders overhead. When the human beingswere
finaly captured -- about thirty of them, including children -- they were brought back to the city of the
Death Lord, paraded before the whole populace, and then ritually injected with a nerve poison that
brought pardysis. The victimsremained fully conscious, yet were unable to move anything but their eyes
and eydlids. After that they were dowly eaten, the whole process taking a matter of days, the leader
continued to live for dmost two weeks, until hewas only an armless and leglesstrunk.

No one knew why the spiders hated men so much: not even Jomar, who had spent hiswholelife
among them until he escaped on aspider baloon. All Jomar knew was that there were thousands of
hunting spiders who spent their lives searching for human beings. Perhaps it was becauise they regarded
human flesh asthe supreme ddlicacy. Y et this explanation seemed illogicdl, since the spiders bred their
own human beings for food. Apparently they liked them fat -- so fat that they could scarcely wak. So
why should aspider prize the flesh of the underfed humans of the desart? There must be some other
reason why the spiders regarded humans with such single-minded hatred.

The otherswere now awake -- his mother, Siris, and histwo younger ssters, Runaand Mara.
UIf said little within the hearing of the girls; yet they could sense that something was wrong, and their fear



was like an unpleasant vibration, or asweet-sickly smell.

From the entrance stone, Veig beckoned hisfather. Nial aso crept to the mouth of the burrow,
and before the two heads blocked the daylight he glimpsed the white balloon, moving fast over the tops
of the organ cactus, more than amile away.

UIf said softly: "The little ones must be put to deep.”

Veig nodded and disappeared into the depths of the burrow where the ants were stabled. Ten
minutes later, he returned with agourd full of the swest, porridge-like substance that the ants secreted in
their craws. Siris scraped portions of this on wooden platters and the girls ate hungrily, unaccustomed to
such generous helpings. When Nidl accepted his platter, he smdt the heavy, flowery scent of the ortis
plant that came from the forest of the Great Delta. But he had no desire to deep; he was confident now
that he could control hisfear reaction. To satisfy hisfather, he swallowed amouthful but as soon asno
onewas looking, pushed the plate under apile of afagrass used for bedding. Five minutes later, thelittle
girlswerefast adeep again. Nidl dso felt a pleasant heaviness from the narcotic, awarm glow that
soothed the fedling of hunger; but hismind remained dert.

Siris had waited until the girls were adeep before she ate sparingly of the honeydew porridge.
Like Nidl, she wanted to remain awake. But thiswas not so that she could help defend the burrow. It
was so she could kill the children, then hersdlf, if the death spiders detected their presence.

She was swadlowing the first mouthful when the fear-probe invaded the burrow. It wasliterdly an
invasion, asif one of the enormous spiders had legpt into the midst of their underground home. For a
moment, Nial amost lost control; but hismind ingtantly grasped thet thisinvisible terror was bodiless and
impersonal. Siriswas not so lucky. Nial felt aswell as saw the fear that poured out of her like ashriek.
Ulf and Veig fdt it too -- the searching will of the death spider seemed to have some quality that
amplified their fedings and aso released involuntary bursts of fear. Nial done remained perfectly
controlled and calm. He had contracted his mind to a point, so the light seemed to glow inside his head,
and hefdt strangely detached from his surroundings and from his own personality.

The fear-probe seemed to hesitate, asif it had stopped to listen. But now al the humans had their
fear under control, and the inside of the burrow seemed full of athrobbing silence. The two girls breathed
peacefully. Asthe fear-probe faded, like a sound dying away in the distance, Nidl experienced a brief
glow of satisfaction. If the children had been awake, their terror would have announced their presencein
waves of hysteria, betraying them to the spiders as hundreds of other human children had involuntarily
betrayed their families. The juice of the ortis plant was agreat blessing, even though it had cost the lives
of hisuncle Thorg and his cousin Hrolf. Both had been overcome by the plant and eaten. Five times more
that day, the fear-probes invaded the burrow; but the minds of the human beingswere till astheir
bodies; no echo of fear betrayed their presence. Propped against the smooth wall of the burrow, awall
made of sand grains cemented by the salivaof thetiger beetle, Nidl felt asif he had been turned to stone.

Asthe day advanced, the temperature in the burrow rose steadily. Under normal circumstances,
they would have sealed the entrance with branches and stones, and the wind would have completed the
work by filling the cracks with sand. But Ulf wanted to be able to see the approach of the spider
balloons; it was easier to resist the fear-probes when they were expected. So the aperture under the flat
stone was | eft open, and the hot desert wind blew into the burrow, carrying sand that was alowed to
form acarpet on the floor. The children perspired as they dept. The adults were indifferent to the
temperature; tension kept them at ahigh leve of dertness. Twice during the day, Siris brought food --
prickly pears and the dried mest of desert rodents -- but they ate sparingly, their eyesfixed on the strip
of eectric blue sky.

At mid-afternoon, Niall was keeping watch when he saw a balloon on the horizon. Minutes | ater,
another appeared to itsleft, then athird to its right. Soon the sky was full of balloons -- he stopped
counting when he reached twenty. The sheer number made his heart contract. He hissed to the others,
and they joined him, standing back afew feet from the aperture so that al could see.

Ulf said softly: "Why arethere so many?'

Niall was puzzled that hisfather failed to see the answer. The spiders knew they were being
scanned by human eyes. It must have been infuriating for the Deeth Lords to know that down therein the



desert, their prey was watching them from some hidden shelter, and that there was no way of driving
them into the open. This armada of balloons was designed to cause terror. It might have succeeded inits
purposeif it had come from another direction, so asto approach unseen. But in the five minutes or so
that it took the balloons to pass overhead, the watchers had time to control their fear. The wind had now
risen, so the balloons passed over quickly. The fear stabbed a them for amoment, seeming to illuminate
them like asearchlight beam; then it had moved on.

From his vantage point at the side of the aperture, Niall could see that the balloons were spread
out inasymmetricad zigzag pattern. He knew ingtinctively why thiswas so. A solitary balloon had no
chance of getting an exact bearing on its prey. Its powers of observation extended downward in akind of
cone, and unless a spider's attention was focused on the precise point from which it received an echo, it
had no way of knowing exactly where that echo had come from. It might be anywhere within asquare
mile. But if two spiders received the echo smultaneoudy, each could judgeits direction, and their prey
could be located at the point at which the two echoes converged. And if more than two balloons
received the echo, its source would be even more obvious.

Strangely enough, thisingght gave Nial a curious satisfaction. It meant that he was beginning to
understand the minds of the spiders, that they no longer represented the terror of the unknown. But an
inginct warned him againgt too much self-satisfaction.

In the late afternoon, the two children stirred. Their faces were flushed from the hegt, and their
throats were dry -- the usual after-effect of the ortisjuice. Siris gave them water, and then, asa specid
treat, the succulent fruit of the opuntia cactus, with its astringent flavour. After that, they were given more
of the drugged porridge and fell adeep again. Mara, the youngest, breathed quickly and her long hair was
damp with swegt. Her mother sat with her arm extended over her in a protective gesture. Marawas
everybody's favourite, and their protectiveness had grown stronger since they had dmost lost her. Three
months ago, playing among the euphorbia bushes one evening, she had been attacked by abig yellow
scorpion. Nial, who had been gathering prickly pear, had heard Runa's screams and arrived in timeto
see the scorpion disgppearing into itslair under arock, clutching the child's body in its enormous pincers.
The sight paralysed him with shock. He had often watched with morbid fascination as a scorpion
paraysed some cresture with that overarching swing of itstail, then shredded and tore the carcase with
its chelicerae, the short, powerful claws below the mouth; after that, the wounds would be injected with a
digestive enzyme that reduced the tissuesto aliquid so the scorpion could drink them. Now hisfirst
impulsewasto rushin and try to grab his sster; but the sight of that moist sting, till poised above the
cresture's back, warned him that thiswould be suicide. He ran back to the burrow, shouting for his
father. UIf acted with the control of aman whose life has often depended on his coolness. He called to
Veg: "Quick, bring fire." It seemed an unbelievably long interva of time before Velg emerged from the
burrow with aburning torch of grass. With armsfull of the dry, straw-like esparto, they rushed and
stumbled through the cactuses to the scorpion's lair. Thiswas undernesath alarge, flat stone. The creature
was waiting for them; they could seeitsrow of eyes gleaming in the darkness, behind the huge pincers.
Thetorch had amost burned out; UIf blew on it to light the esparto, then rushed unhesitatingly at the
entranceto thelair. The scorpion gave its dry, menacing hiss, and retreated before the flames and the
smoke. UIf kicked the burning fragmentsinto the lair, then gave alegp sdeways as the scorpion rushed
out, its sting poised to strike. The giant pincers, like those of an enormous lobster, madeit clumsy
compared to the man. Veig rushed forward with more burning grass, which he hurled between the
pincers, swerving asde to avoid the top-heavy rush. It hissed with agony, tried to turn inginctively
towardsitslair, and was headed off by Ulf waving a burning torch. Nial knew what he had to do. He
plunged into thelair, paused amoment amongst the empty shells of beetles, then snatched up hissster
and ran with her into the daylight. The scorpion saw its prey escaping and made arush a him; Veig
jumped forward and hurled his spear between its pincers. Niall handed the cold, il little body to Siris,
and turned in time to see their enemy scuttling away acrossthe desert. Veig said later that his spear had
destroyed two of its eyes.

It looked asif Marawas dead. The naked, white body was cold and had the peculiar smell of
the scorpion'slair. Therewas no sign of heartbest. Y et after two days she began to bresthe again, and a



week |ater was able to drag hersdlf acrossthe floor of the burrow. It took another month for the effects
of the poison to vanish completely. A raised black welt on her shoulder wasthe only sign of her
encounter with the scorpion.

The fourth wave of spider balloons came an hour later. Hisfather touched his shoulder lightly,
and herealised he had fdlen into alight doze. Still secure in the quiescence of drowsiness, hefdt the fear
pass over him like acold wind, and noted that it made the hairs on hisarms stand on end. And when the
fear had passed, he reflected that it was stupid of the spidersto do it so often. It alowed the human
beings to become accustomed to it, and taught them how to resist it. The spiders could not be as
intelligent as he had dways thought.

Thelast time wasthe worst. It happened as dusk was turning the sky adeeper blue. Thewind
was dropping, and it seemed unlikely that the spiders would mount another reconai ssance. Overhead,
through the roof of the burrow, they heard the scrabbling noise of somelarge insect; it could bea
scorpion or atiger beetle, even acame spider dragging some heavy prey. The sound was awelcome
distraction after hours of silence, and they listened asit moved towards the entrance of the burrow.
Suddenly Veg, who was standing on watch, started. Looking past his head, they saw the balloons, now
within adozen feet of the floor of the desert, drifting towards them. At the same moment, sand cascaded
through the gperture and the huge lobster claws of the scorpion cameinto view. Thisaarmed no one;
they assumed it was passing by in its search for food. But the scorpion stopped, and more sand fell into
the burrow. The flat sone moved, and Nial realised with incredulity that the cresture was trying to force
itsway in. With the balloons almost overhead, it was the worst thing that could have happened. He could
fed thedarm of the others, amplified by fear that their fear would betray them. For amoment, it looked
as though the spiders had won.

Nial acted involuntarily, without thinking. Ulf's spear was propped againgt the wall, its heed
made of aneedle sharp jackal bone. Neither UIf nor Veig would have dared to useit, in case the burst of
aggressiveness betrayed their presence to the hunters. What Nidl did, naturally and spontaneoudy, was
to closehismind, asif drawing a shutter over histhoughts and fedings. Then he took along step towards
the entrance, pushed Veig to one sde, and struck with al hisforce between the claws that were enlarging
the entrance. Therewas ahissand ablast of asickening smell. With alightning reflex, the thing withdrew,
and they could see the nearest balloon, only about a hundred yards away, drifting towards them. Niall
good there, freezing into stillness, and continued to shield hismind from the probing beam of will-force. It
brushed over him, now so close that he had theillusion he could fed the creature's bresth, and its
physical presence. A few seconds later, it was gone. They remained there for another ten minutes or so,
al experiencing the samefear: that the spiders had detected them and would land in the desert and
surround their burrow. As the minutes dragged past, the anxiety receded. Nidl thrust his head out of the
burrow and saw the balloons far away, outlined against the red and purple sunset behind the mountains.
The scorpion had a so disappeared. The point of the spear was tinged with blood mixed with awhite
substance like pus.

UIf placed one arm round his shoulder and hugged him. "Good boy." The compliment, which Ulf
had always used to praise some childish piece of obedience, sounded absurdly inappropriate; but Nidl
understood the gratitude behind it, and felt asurge of pride.

Ten minutes later, with the suddenness of tropical nightfal, they wereimmersed in darkness asif
in black water. UIf and VVeig blocked the entrance with rocks and stones. Then Veig lit arush light that
burned insect oil and they ate ameal of dried meat and cactusfruit. Niall sat propped in his corner,
watching their shadows on thewall and filled with the contentment of fatigue. He knew that his action had
saved their lives, and that the others were aware of it too. But he aso knew that he was probably
responsible for what had happened today. Niall had also killed a death spider.

It had been dmost ten years since Nidl's family moved into the burrow. Before that, they had
lived in acave at thefoot of the greet inland plateau, some twenty milesto the south. Even with the cave



entrance blocked with stones and rock fragments, the temperature had often reached a hundred during
the day. Food was scarce, and the men had spent much time on foraging expeditions. The spider balloon
on which Jomar had escaped provided slk for makeshift parasols, which enabled them to survive the
midday hesat. In anearby dried-up watercourse there were barrel cacti, whose juice was drinkable. (That
of the organ cactus was poisonous.) Y et for the smal band of human beings -- in those days, Thorg and
hiswife Ingeld, and their son Hrolf lived with them -- life was a continuous misery of thirst, starvation and
burning hest.

Early one day, farther from home than usua, the hunters had seen abig tiger beetle disappear
into its underground burrow. By comparison with their home at the foot of the plateau, this areaseemed a
paradise. The waru plant gave promise of fresh water, while the distinctly green colour of thedfagrass
reveded that the night brought moisture in the form of fine mist. Alfagrass meant ropefor trgps; it could
also be woven into baskets and mats. Moreover, the shell of ablister beetle promised asource of ail.

The men were weary, exhausted by the heat and it may have been thisthat decided them on the
rash enterprise of attacking atiger beetle. The mandibles of the tiger beetle could sever aman'sarm or
leg; they were feared for their swiftness and for their incredible voracity -- Nial had once seen one
capture and eat twelve enormousfliesin lessthan haf an hour. But if the beetle could be driven out of its
burrow and attacked while it was struggling in the narrow entrance, they stood a chance of killing it
before it could make use of its speed.

Thefirst slep wasto collect apile of creosote bushes, hacking them out of the ground with their
flint knives. With its brittle wood and rank, tarry-smelling leaves, the creosote bush would blaze likea
torch after afew hoursdrying in the sun. They also collected piles of alfagrass, and prevented it from
blowing away by weighting it down with stones. Then they collected the largest rocks they could find and
piled them in hegps near the beetleslair. Aware of adl thisactivity, the creature watched them fromits
burrow, but made no attempt to emerge; there were too many of them. When Hrolf went too close, a
pair of claw-like mandibles were thrust out menacingly from under the stone over the entrance.

Asthe sun rose higher, it became impossible to work for more than afew minutes a atime; even
in the shade of the organ-pipe cacti their sweat dried and evaporated before they were aware of it. With
the sun directly overhead, they crouched in the shade of their parasols and sipped sparingly of the water
to prevent dehydration.

They had retreated into the cactus grove to give the beetle a sense of security. Then, inthe early
afternoon, Jomar decided it was time to attack; no desert creature expected danger at thistime of day.
He madefire, using chips of dried bark, then ignited apile of the alfagrass. The sun was so blinding that
the flames were invisible; but when the creosote bushes caught fire, the black smoke billowed into the air.
This, they knew, was the most dangerous moment; some distant patrol of spiders might see the smoke.
Swiftly, they seized the burning bushes by their roots and dragged them across the sand. With asingle
powerful movement of his spear, UIf levered aside the stone that covered the entrance; dl prepared for
the beetle's swift rush. Then, when nothing happened, Jomar thrust his creosote bush into the hole; the
rest of them did the same, and staggered away, eyes streaming and their faces damp with bitter swest.

It was perhaps half a minute before the beetle emerged, bewildered by the flames and the black
smoke. The movement of the entrance stone had made the hole higher and narrower, so the beetle had to
struggleto extricate itself. Standing above the entrance, his arms raised above his head, Thorg waited
until it was aimost clear before he dashed down the heavy rock with dl the force of hisarms. It struck the
thorax just behind the prominent eyes. Another stone, hurled by Hrolf, smashed afront leg at thejoint.
The beetle opened its great striped wingsin an attempt to fly, and Jomar darted forward and drove his
Spear into the segmented abdomen; the creature twisted in agony, and the powerful mandibles gripped
Jomar'sleg. Jomar screamed, and tried to pull himself free. Then another big rock crashed down,
destroying an eye and smashing the tough integument that covered the head. The mandibles released
Jomar, who was bleeding heavily from the thigh. Hrolf drove his own spear deep into the flesh wherethe
wing joined the body. The beetle gave a convulsive jerk that knocked Ulf and Jomar flat, and landed on
itsback severd yards away. It continued to twitch for perhaps five minutes more.

It was Veig, peering into the burrow, who noticed a movement behind the burning creosote



bushes. There's another in therel™ Ingtantly, they were dl aert, prepared for another attack. But none
came. Jomar limped into the shade of a parasol and took along drink of water. Hrolf tended the wound,
while the othersignited the remaining creosote bushes and threw them into the burrow. Then, suddenly
overcome by the heat, they lay there, panting, and watched to see what happened. Half an hour later,
when the creosote bushes had burned themsel ves to ashes, there was a movement in the entrance to the
burrow and the long antennae of a beetle emerged. The femae beetle, much smdler than her dead mate,
dragged hersdf out of the hole, followed by haf adozen larvae, each about two feet long. Describing it
later to his younger brother, Velg said that he suddenly felt sorry for the beetles -- although he knew that
if he ventured too close, even the larvae would attack him. The men watched them drag themselves over
the burning sand, moving towards agulley haf amile awvay. They behaved asif someterrible natura
disaster had struck; their only instinct was for self-preservetion.

When, later in the day, they explored the burrow, they were surprised to find it was so deep.
Jomar'stheory wasthat it had once been thelair of afamily of wolf spiders. It wasvirtualy an
underground cave, the walls cemented with amixture of sand and the beetles sdiva. Two haf dead
larvae lay in its deepest recess, overcome by the smoke; the desert wind, blowing direct on the entrance,
had driven the smoke and sparksin like apoison gas. They killed the larvae and threw the corpses
outside -- the flesh of thetiger beetle had an unpleasant flavour that made it unsuitable for food. Then
they seded the entrance and collgpsed into along deep in the cool depths of thelair, which sill stank
unpleasantly of creosote and smoke.

The next day, two hours before dawn, Ulf, Thorg and Hrolf set out to fetch the women and
seven-year-old Nidl from the cave at the foot of the inland plateau. Jomar and Veig remained in the
burrow, in case the tiger beetles made an attempt to repossess their home -- a precaution that proved to
be unnecessary. Later, they discovered that the tiger beetle has a degp antipathy to the smell of burning
creosote, and would not even cross a strip of land where there was any trace of it.

Nidl could still remember the excitement when hisfather came back. Hisfirgt intimation was
when Ingeld, Thorg's wife, began to shout, then to wail; she had seen only three men and assumed that
the other two had been killed. Then, when the men arrived and described their new home, she became
hysterical with excitement -- she had aways been awoman with poor control of her emotions-- and
wanted to set out immediately; it took agreat ded of persuasion to make her understand that none of
them would surviveif they set out in the midday heat. Even so, she remained fretful and impatient for the
rest of the day.

When they findly |eft, two hours before dawn, Nial was the most excited of dl. They chosethis
hour to travel because most of the desert predators hunted by night; as dawn approached, they made
their way back to their lairs. The temperature was around freezing point; even wrapped in a hide made of
caterpillar skins, Nial shivered uncontrollably. But ingde, there was a glowing happiness as he peered
over his mother's shoulders -- for part of the time she carried him in a pouch -- and an excitement that
made him fed asif he might float up into the air. He had only once been more than afew hundred yards
from the cave, and that was in the week the rains came. The wind had turned pleasantly cool; black
clouds came from the west, and suddenly water was gushing from the sky. He had stood in thewarm rain
and laughed and jumped up and down. His mother took him for awalk, to apoint where adried up
watercourse cracked the edge of the plateau. There he stood and watched with amazement asthe
ground heaved and split open and alarge bullfrog pushed itsway out; haf an hour later, it was happening
in adozen places a once. The creatures hopped down to the pools that were beginning to form, and
soon there was aloud, non-stop chorus of croaks asthey called for the femaesto join them. The sight of
coupling frogs struck Nidl asunbeievably funny, and he shrieked with laughter as he splashed in the
stream that had sprung up around hisfeet. Plants and flowers a so began to push their way up from the
sand, which had now turned into oozy mud. There were hundreds of tiny explosions as dried pods sent
their seedsinto the air like bullets. Within hours, the surface of the ground had been covered with an
amazing carpet of flowers-- white, green, yelow, red, blue and mauve. Niall, who had never seen any
colour but the yellow-grey of sand and rock and the fierce blue of the sky, felt asif hewasin fairyland.
When the rain stopped, bees appeared from nowhere and burrowed into the flowers. The brown pools,



looking like mushroom soup, were full of tadpoles who writhed and thrashed and devoured one another.
In other, clearer poals, tiny newts devoured fragments of green algae. After four yearsof livingina
lifdlesswilderness, Nidl was suddenly surrounded by seething, blossoming life, and the sensation filled
him with akind of intoxication.

Thisiswhy, as he bounced along on his mother's back or trotted by her side, he experienced the
samejoy. Hisfather had used theword "fertil€" about their new home, and heimagined aplacefull of
flowers and trees and tiny animals. There awakened in him a sense of boundless anticipation of marvels
to come. If hisfather, who had spent hiswhole lifein the desert, had been able to read hismind, he
would have shaken his head sadly.

At midday, when the sun became too hot, the men dug deep holesin the sand, covered them
with parasols, then poured more sand on top. A few inches below the surface, the sand was quite cool.
Lessthan amile away, there were pillars of wind-eroded sandstone which might have afforded some
shdlter; but in the searing heet, they would never have reached them. Nidl and his mother and father lay
in one of the holes, swesting and chewing a a succulent tuber to prevent dehydration. Niall dept alittle,
and dreamed of flowers and flowing water. Then once more they were on the move.

Thewind had changed direction and seemed cooler. Nial pointed in the direction from which it
was blowing and asked hisfather: "Whét lies over there?"

"Theddta" Ulf said. Hisvoice wastired and indifferent, yet something about the word made
Nidl shiver.

When they arrived, an hour before nightfall, they were dl totaly exhausted. Nidl'sfirst Sght of his
new home was of acaciatrees on the horizon, then of the immense, many-branched organ-pipe cactus.
He had never seen atree before, although hisfather had described them. Asthey came closer, he saw, to
his disappointment, that there were no flowers; neither was there the running water he had been dreaming
about. Instead, there was barren, rocky ground with athin covering of sand. The ground was covered
with grey-looking shrubs, creosote bushes and afagrass, and with exposed rocks and stones. Only the
tree-like euphorbia cactus, with its deep green leaves, provided atouch of colour. In the distance there
were more of the strange columns of distorted red rock, while on the southern horizon, behind them, he
could see theinland plateau towering like amountain range. Y et in spite of its dreariness, thiswas
undoubtedly an improvement on the endless sand dunes of their former home.

Jomar and Veig came out to meet them; the burrow was not facing the direction from which they
were gpproaching, but Jomar had sensed their arriva with that naturd, intuitive awareness that desert
dwellerstook for granted. Even if they had known the word, they would not have described their vague
awareness of one another's presence as telepathy; it was as natural to them as hearing. And it was
possessed in afar more terrifying degree by the death spiders.

Jomar was hardly able to walk; the thigh gripped by the mandibles of the tiger beetle had swelled
like agrotesque black pumpkin. Veig had dressed the wound with the crushed root of the devil plant,
which grew nearby; it had powerful curative properties. But it could not repair the severed muscle, and
Jomar would walk with alimp for therest of hislife,

That night they feasted -- at least, it seemed afeast to beings who had never lived much above
garvation level. Veig had speared alarge, squirrd-like mammal and cooked itsflesh by exposing it on
hot rocks at midday; for Nial, it was acompletely new taste. Then there were the cactusfruits, yellow
and astringent, and the juice of the barrel cactus. Clearly, in spite of its barren gppearance, this place
contained far more life than the inland plateau. 1t was aso, they al redised, far more dangerous. There
were the sand scorpions and tiger beetles, the striped scarabs with their poisonous stings, the millipedes
and the grey sand spiders, which were non-poisonous but very strong and swift, and which could truss
up ahuman being in their icky sk in lessthan aminute. Fortunately, these predators aso had their
predators. The spiders were a prey to awasp called the pepsis, or tarantulahawk, a creature not much
larger than aman's hand, which would pardyse them with its sting then use them asaliving larder to feed
itsgrubs. And most of the desert insects and smal mammals were regarded asfair game by the
enormous solifugid or camel spider, an ugly, beetle-like creature with immense jaws which could move so
fast that it looked like abdl of thistledown blowing over the desert. Strangely enough, the camel spiders



made no attempit to attack human beings, as Nial watched them, he often had afedling that they were
vaguely benevolent, as though they regarded human beings as some kind of aly or fellow-cregture. It was
just aswell; their shark-like jaws could have bitten aman in half.

For many weeks after they first moved into the burrow, Nial spent his days peering out of the
entrance at the creatures that went past. There were not many of them -- during the heat of the day, most
desert creatures retreated to their dens -- but to achild brought up in a cave with an endless view of sand
dunes, it was like a picture show. He learned to distinguish many of the creatures smply by sound, o
that he could instantly tell the movement of ascorpion or desert spider from that of atiger beetleor a
millipede. And when he heard the movements of acamel spider, he knew it was perfectly safeto venture
out; most sensible creatures kept out of itsway.

During those early days, he was|eft alone agrest dedl. The women were delighted with the
variety of their environment and wanted to explore. To the civilised eye, this area of shrub-steppe land a
the edge of the desert would have seemed a desolate wilderness; to human beings who had lived in the
true desert, it was like the Garden of Eden. Many bushes contained spiky, thick-skinned fruit that had to
be picked with caution, but which proved highly edible when the skin was hacked away. Brown,
dead-looking plants often had tuber-like roots that stored water. In some cases, thisliquid was too bitter
and unpleasant to drink but could be used for cooling the skin. Guarded by the men, Sirisand Ingeld
wandered far afidd, carrying baskets woven from afa grass, and returned with al kinds of strange
delicacies. The men became expertsin setting traps, and often caught hares, suricates and even birds.
Ingeld, who had aways been greedy, became digtinctly plump.

Nial was ordered to stay in the depths of the burrow while the family was away; but the moment
they left, he pushed aside the branches and stones that covered the entrance, and stood on the large rock
that formed astep, peering out at the strange creatures that went past. If, as occasionaly happened,
some huge ant or millipedetried to forceitsway in, he discouraged it by thrusting aspear out of the hole;
as soon as they knew it was occupied, they hurried away.

Aswith most children Nidl's sense of danger was at once exaggerated and unredigtic. To begin
with, he wasterrified of anything that moved; later, when he discovered that most desert crestures fear
the unknown and prefer to avoid trouble, he became over-confident. One morning he grew bored with
looking out from the entrance and decided to explore. He carefully closed the burrow behind him, then
wandered among the organ-pipe cacti. Because it was il early, the cup of the waru plant was till half
full of dew, and it was delicioudly coal to the throat. He found a prickly pear and tried to detach one of
itsfruits, but he had forgotten to bring aflint blade, and it was too tough for hissmal fingers. He stooped
over adevil plant and was fascinated by its grotesque, claw-like appearance. He walked over to the
euphorbiathat stood afew feet from the burrow and, after making sure that no creature was hiding inits
branches, climbed into it and found himself acomfortable perch. It was not unlike being in acage. This
vantage point was far better than the mouth of the burrow, for he could see for miles. When abig tiger
beetle came and rested in the euphorbia's shade, he almost stopped breathing. Then it struck him that this
might be one of the origind inhabitants of the burrow cometo reclaim its home, and he had to fight
againg panic. A large fly more than three inches long dighted on a drooping branch and cleaned its
forelegs, with bresth-taking speed, the tiger beetle had launched itsdlf off the ground and, athough the fly
caught the movement and started to rise, it wastoo late; it disgppeared into the beetl€'s jaws. Nial was
petrified as he watched the beetle chew the fly, with disgusting crunching noises, then swallow it. He
leaned forward to get a better view and hisfoot dipped. The beetle pushed itself up on to itsfront legs,
and peered into the tree with its prominent, button-like eyes; Nial gripped the branch, convinced he was
about to be dragged from his perch and eaten like the fly. The beetle continued to stare up for what
seemed an age, itslong federswaving gently. Then it seemed to lose interest and ambled off. Nidl had
never experienced such deep and enormous rdlief. Y et as the beetle had stared into his eyes, the
sensation he had experienced had not been fear, but a curious suspension of his senses asif dl the normal
functions of hisbody had paused in their activity. In that state of mind, it had seemed that everything had
grown very slent, and that he was communicating with the beetle exactly as he might have communicated
with another human being. Nevertheless, he ran back to the burrow as soon as he was sure the beetle



was out of hearing, and stayed there for the rest of the day.

A few dayslater, chance saved hislife. Having recovered from hisfright, he decided to go and
seeif there was water in the waru cup. It was empty -- some creature had been there before him -- so he
wandered on through the cactus grove and stood |ooking out over the desert. A few hundred yards away
there were more cacti, of another variety; these, he could see, had clusters of the astringent fruit of which
he was s0 fond. There was no obvious danger, but he had the whole day before him, so he sat in the
shadow of acactus and stared out over the steppe. Idly, he picked up aflat stone, cradled it in his
fingers, then placed hisindex finger dong its edge and threw it so it spun through the air. It landed twenty
feet away, with apuff of sand. At that moment, something happened. It was so swift that for amoment
he disbdieved his eyes. Some large creature seemed to be there, in front of him; then, in thetime it took
him to blink, it had disappeared. He stared hard, wrinkling up his nose. There was nothing there -- only
theflat, sandy ground, littered with blackish rocks. He threw another stone, and his aim was good; but
thistime, nothing happened. The air was dready trembling with the hest; he wondered if the brief
gpparition had been some kind of mirage. But the area of ground between himsdlf and the fruit-bearing
cacti now communicated an air of menace. He sat there, perfectly ill, for perhaps an hour, hischinon
his knees. Then, from the other side of the cacti, he saw amovement. It was a crablike insect, dightly
more than afoot long -- later he would recognise it as a species of darkling beetle -- with a
greenish-yellow skin resembling atoad's. It ambled on dowly, and paused under the cacti to pokeits
reptilian face into the empty shell of adung beetle. Then it kept on coming, straight towards him. Asit
approached the spot where the stone had landed, Nial held his breath. Then it happened again. With
incredible speed, somelarge, dark creature seemed to legp from out of the ground. Asit grabbed the
darkling bestle, it paused long enough for Nial to seethat it was abig, hairy spider whose segmented
body must have been more than three feet long. A moment later it was gone, and acircular trapdoor
seemed to close behind it. The beetle had gone too, and the sand looked level and undisturbed. If Nidl
had glanced away, even for aslong asit took to turn his head through ninety degrees, he would have
seen nothing. The thought of what would have happened if he had walked across that empty space made
hisskin crawl withicy shivers.

When his mother returned -- with abasket half full of some brown, smooth seeds -- hetold her
about the trapdoor spider and begged her not to tell hisfather. When hisfather grew angry, hisdaps
could leave bruises that took weeks to disappear. But UIf was not angry. He listened with grave
attention, then beckoned Nial and made him point out the place where he had seen the spider. With
Veig, Thorg and Hrolf standing by with raised spears, UIf threw severd large sonesto try to lure the
spider out of its den. But nothing happened; the creature could probably tell from the vibrationsin the
ground that the enemy was too numerous. After that, the men avoided the stretch of ground between the
cactus groves.

It was more than aweek before Nial was again left donein the burrow. Before leaving, his
father made him promise to stay insde, and not, on any account, to move the stones and branches that
covered the entrance. Nidl, who was afraid of hisfather, promised in dl sincerity. What he had not
reckoned on was his nervousness at being left alone. Only afew rays of light filtered into the darkness,
and as helay on his bed of grass, he began to imagine that the trapdoor spider was creeping towards the
burrow. A dight sound overhead convinced him that he was under observation. He lay perfectly ill,
trying to breathe silently. Findly, he crept towards the entrance, stood on the stone and peered out. His
field of vison was redtricted to afew feet, and nothing was visible; in any case, he was convinced that the
spider was waiting overhead, on the roof of the burrow. After standing there for half an hour, hislegs
began to ache, so he crept silently back to his couch and lay holding the spear that always stood at the
entrance to the burrow for instant defence.

About an hour later he heard a sound that made his heart beat violently. There was a scraping
noise from thewall behind his head. He sat up and stared at it, expecting to see it crumble and the hairy
legs of the trapdoor spider to emerge. He reached out and cautioudy felt the wall; it was hard and
smooth, having been cemented by the saliva of thetiger beetle. But could it survive an attack from the
other side? As the noise continued, he went and stood on the stone inside the entrance and prepared to



push aside the branches and run outside. But when hetried to enlarge the hole, he redlised that hisfather
had wedged atwisted piece of acaciawood so tight under the lintdl stone that it wasimpossibleto
budge. And while he was pushing at it with gritted teeth, he thought he heard adight sound from the roof
of the burrow. Hisimagination immediately conjured up a second spider, waiting there to pounce.

The scraping noises from behind the wall had ceased. He tiptoed over to it and placed hisear
againg the smooth surface. A few minutes later, the noises began again. Asfar as he could judge, they
were severd feet away. Hetried to recollect everything his grandfather had said about burrowing spiders:
for example, that when they encounter alarge stone, they are often forced to change the direction of their
tunndl. Perhaps this had happened to the creature on the other sde of thewall. Asfar ashe could tell, it
seemed to be moving pardle to thewadl, not towardsiit.

The noise continued, sometimes stopping for minutes a atime, then starting again. He began to
evolve aplan of campaign; as soon asthe wall began to crumble, he would thrust in the spear with dl his
strength, before the creature had timeto enlargethe hole. . .

Thetenson wasgiving him apeculiar sensation in his heed, afeding of pressure asif his heart
was trying to force more blood into his brain. It was not unlike the sensation produced by the narcotic
juice of the ortis plant. His heart was thumping powerfully and steadily against his ribcage. He soon
noticed that if he paid attention to thisfeding of pressure insde his head, and to the beating of his heart,
he seemed to be able to sense the precise location of the creature behind the wall. By now, he had been
listening for more than an hour, straining al his senses. Theinitia fedling of terror had disappeared --
snceit was clear that there was no immediate criss -- but the non-stop focusing of attention had
produced a heightening of the senses, afedling of being more wide-awake than he had ever beenin his
life. Itwasasif atiny point of light were glowing insde his head. The sensation was S0 interesting that he
forgot hisfear of theinvisible enemy. Ingtead of thumping againgt hisribs, his heart was now beseting
dowly and quietly. When he concentrated on its beat, he redlised that he could contral it -- makeit go
faster or dower, louder or quieter, at will. Thisrealisation brought astrange fedling of harmony, akind of
inner richness. And undernegth dl this, like some dim, shapel ess cloud of happiness, was a curious sense
of optimism about the future. Thiswas perhaps the strangest thing of dl. Nial had never consciously
thought about the future. Living in the desert, among people who never spoke more than they had to,
there wasllittle to stimulate hisimagination to daydreams. He took it for granted that he would be trained
asahunter as soon as he was old enough, and would then spend his life looking for food and praying for
successin the hunt. The hunter'slifeis centred on an obsession with luck, and therefore on a sense of
being at the mercy of chance. The sensation that Niall was now experiencing was too vague to trandate
into words, or even thoughts. Y et its essence was the certitude that hislife was not totaly a the mercy of
chance. Somehow, it was more important than that. This sense of power inside his head -- which he
could intensify by pulling aface and wrinkling up the muscles of hisforehead -- aroused a.glow of
optimism, an expectation of exciting events. He knew that for him, fate held something specid in store.

The scraping Sarted again, and he trandferred his attention to it, but thistime with curiosity rather
than fear. Half an hour before he had listened with akind of inner shrinking, asif he preferred not to
know what it was. Now the fear was till there but he was somehow up aboveit, asif it were somebody
elsgsfear. Ashelisened in thisframe of mind, he could sense that the scraping was made by some
creature whose legs and mandibles congtituted a digging instrument. And that clearly indicated a beetle,
not aspider. Then, with sudden clarity, asif hismind had reached through the intervening yards of earth,
he seemed to see abrown scarab bestle, little more than six incheslong, burrowing itsway downin
search of long-buried vegetation. His other sdf -- the lower sdf -- suddenly breathed a sigh of relief, and
the point of light went out inside his head. He was no longer two people, only one, the seven-year-old
boy cdled Nial who had been left alone for the day, and who now knew he was safe. That other Niall
had been an adult, the equal -- perhaps the superior -- of hisfather or Jomar. And the memory of his
exisience remained clear and objective, nothing in the least like adream. It was the boy who seemed in
someway unredl.

Niall continued to have nightmares about the trapdoor spider until the day he saw it destroyed.



About a, month after he had seen it capture the darkling beetle, he was sitting in the shadow of
the organ-pipe cactus, watching the spider's nest. The spear lay at hisfeet. He knew that if the spider
decided to attack him, it would be usdless to turn and run; his best chance would beto face it with the
spear. The thought terrified him; yet some deep ingtinct told him that he had to learn to face his own fear.
In the past weeks he had seen it capture insects, birds and even agecko lizard.

A big pepsiswasp, about six incheslong, buzzed lazily around his head and flew away ashe
waved hishand at it. It was an atractive creature, with ametalic blue body and great yellow wings. Niall
had avague impression that it was aflying dung beetle.

A moment later, he held his breath as the wasp buzzed dowly above the spider's trapdoor, flew
around in acircle, then dighted on the ground afew feet away. He strained his eyes, expecting to seethe
flash of movement asthe spider emerged. But nothing happened. The wasp sat there, obvioudy unaware
of itsdanger, cleaning itsfordegs. Nidl, staring unblinkingly with total concentration, caught thetiny
movement as the spider raised itstrapdoor dightly to look at the intruder. Then it closed it again. Perhaps
the spider had dined too well to be interested in awasp.

What happened next made Nial gasp with disbelief. The wasp had evidently noticed the
movement of the trapdoor. It went acrossto it, inspected it for perhaps aminute, then began trying to
lever it open with itsjaws and front legs. At any moment, Niall expected to see ablur of movement
followed by the wasp's disappearance. What actually happened so astonished him that he moved
forward severd feet to get a better view.

The wasp managed to prise open the trapdoor afew inches, at which point it became clear that
the spider was pulling on the underside to keep it shut. The contest went on for along time. At one point,
the spider won and the trapdoor closed; but the wasp patiently levered it open again.

The spider decided to fight. Quite suddenly, the trap flew open; the wasp jumped backward, and
the big, hairy body crawled out of its hole. The wasp stood its ground, only risng up on dl itslegsasif to
make up for itslack of Sze. The spider dso tilted backwardsinto a defensive attitude, raising itsforelegs
aboveits head so that it seemed to be invoking a solemn curse on the wasp. The dangerous-looking
chelicerag, or pincers, were now exposed, and, since the spider was facing towards him, Niall could see
the extended fangs. It was aterrifying sight, but the wasp was obvioudy unafraid. Moving with swift, sure
steps, it advanced on the spider asif to drive it back into its nest. The spider rose up on al itslegs so that
it towered about ayard above the wasp, and was obvioudy beyond its reach. But the wasp darted under
the overarching belly and gripped the spider's rear leg between its mandibles; then, lying onitsside, it
struck upwards with its sting between the third and fourth legs. At the second attempt, the sting
penetrated. The spider closed itslegs on its enemy and began to roll over on the ground, trying to bite the
wasp; the pepsiskept it at bay with itsown long legs. Its sting, which had dipped out when the spider
began to roll, now began to probe the spider's armour and drove into a soft spot at the base of the first
leg. Now, suddenly, the two became till, the spider till trying to get its pincers down to bite the wasp,
the pepsis bracing itslegs and driving home the sting. Then it became clear that the spider was
weakening; its movements became dower. After about a minute, the wasp withdrew its sting and
extricated itsdlf; the spider immediately resumed its previous position, belly highintheair. Therear leg,
which the wasp had been biting, seemed to be moving of its own accord. But the legs seemed to lose
their strength, and collapsed into their normal position, bent at the joints. With complete nonchalance, the
wasp waked towards the spider, climbed up on its back and once more inserted its sting between the
joints. It held this position without moving for along time, and the spider seemed to endureit. Asthe
wasp withdrew the sting, it collapsed onto its belly and lay ill.

Now the wasp gripped the spider'sfront leg between its mandibles and began dragging the hairy
body back towards the nest. It had to move backwards, bracing itslegs; with each pull, the spider
moved afew inches. Findly, the wasp positioned the body on the edge of the hole, went around to the
other side and wedged itself under it, then pushed with dl its strength; the inert spider toppled down into
itsown nest. The wasp rubbed its front legstogether asif dusting its hands, then vanished down the hole.

Nidl felt asif hewere bursting with impatience; he wanted to run and tell someone about the
battle he had just seen, but there was no oneto tell. He considered creeping across the sand to look



down the hole, but decided that this might be foolhardy; the wasp might mistake him for another spider.
S0 he sat there for more than haf an hour until the wasp emerged from the hole, its metdlic body
gleaming in the sunlight, and flew away. When he was quite sure that it was out of sght, Nidl tiptoed over
to the nest. What he saw made his skin crawl with amixture of fear and disgust. The spider waslying on
its back afew feet below him, sprawled exactly asit had falen. In the centre of its upturned belly there
was asinglewhite egg, still moist and shiny, stuck to the spider'shairs.

The sight was so menacing -- even with the spider on its back -- that Nial glanced around to
make sure that no other spider was creeping up on him. Then, as he peered down at the inert mongter,
his nervousness dowly vanished, to be replaced by akind of scientific curiosity. He was able to see that
the eight legs were attached to the centra portion of the spider's body, the cephaothorax, and that the
big round belly, thelargest part of its body, had virtualy no support. At the far end of the abdomen there
were anumber of finger-like appendages which Nial guessed to be the spinnerets, or web-extruders.
But he was most fascinated by the head, with itstwo long feders, and the evil-looking pincers, each with
afang at the end. At the moment, these fangs were folded inward, so Nial could see thetiny hole down
which the venom could flow. The pincerslooked powerful enough to crunch through aman'sarm.

The spider's eyes were on top of its head; by changing his position, he could see two of them,
lying directly above the fangs. They were black and gleaming, and he had the uncomfortable fedling that
they werewatching him.

The nest itself was atube, only just wide enough for the spider's body; just beyond the place
where the body lay it turned through an obtuse angle so that he could not seeinto its depths. Itswalls
were lined with a coating of spider silk, and he could see that the trapdoor was made of an ingenious
mixture of silk and earth, and was hinged with slk.

Now he could examine these things at leisure, they no longer seemed so terrifying. Finaly, afraid
that the wasp might return, he jumped to hisfeet. As he did so, he dis odged some earth, which fell down
on to the spider's head. The eyes seemed to flinch, and he suddenly knew with total certainty that the
creature was fill dive. The thought dmost made his heart stop. To restore his courage, he picked up a
stone and threw it down the hole; it struck one of the infolded fangs and rolled down to the base of the
pincers, where it blocked the mouth. Once again, the two eyes seemed to focus him for amoment. Ashe
walked back to the burrow, he experienced a strange, disturbing fedling that was a mixture of revulson
and pity.

Thefamily returned from their foraging expedition about an hour before nightfdl; he could tell
from their voices as they approached that they had been successful. They had come upon aswarm of
desert locudts, and their woven baskets were full of them. The insectslooked alittle like big ears of corn,
till wrapped in outer leaves, but with long legs and black eyes. Because they werein such high spirits,
they lit asmdl firein the entrance of the burrow, and thrust thelocustsin to roast, having first removed
their heads, legs and wings. When they were half cooked, they were pulled out of thefire, rolled in herbs,
then put back again. Nial found their taste unexpectedly pleasant: crunchy and rather greasy, but saved
from ingpidity by the herbs and the woodsmoke.

It was only when they had finished their medl, and were sitting around in the darkness, staring
contentedly at the ashes of the fire, that Jomar caressed Nidl's matted hair and asked:

"What have you been doing al day?"

And Nidl, who had been struggling with hisimpatience, told them what he had seen. He had
never had such an attentive audience. Although none of them would admit it, the men -- with the
exception of Jomar -- found the trapdoor spider asfrightening as Nidl did. Jomar was the only one who
had had a chance to exorcise that natura human revulsion towards spiders by observing them at close
quarters; and even Jomar found the presence of the trapdoor spider disturbing, purely asanatura
hazard. So Nidl's news was welcomed with rejoicing, and he had to recite his description of the combat
severa times -- not because they failed to take it in the first time, but because they wanted to savour it to
thefull. Moreover, hisfather said nothing about his disobedience in venturing out of the burrow aone.

The excitement made Nidl drowsy, and hefell adeep with his head in his mother'slap. Later, his
grandfather lifted him quietly and carried him to his bed, which wasin acorner next to hisown. Nial



woke up as he was being covered with the caterpillar skin; dthough it was dark, he could distinguish his
grandfather by hisdigtinctive smell.

"Why did the wasp lay its egg on the spider's belly?' he asked deepily.

"So the grub will have something to eat.”

"But won't the spider be rotten by the time the egg hatches out?'

"Of course not. It's not dead.”

Nial's eyeswidened in the dark. He had not mentioned his suspicion that the spider was ill
aive, for fear of ridicule. "How do you know it's not dead?"

"Wasps don't kill spiders. They want them dive, to feed their young. Now go to deep.”

But Nidl was now wide awake. He lay therein the dark for along time, experiencing again that
strange mixture of revulson and pity; but thistime pity was predominant.

Early the next morning, they al went to look at the paralysed tarantula. Niall was surprised to see
that the trapdoor was now shut. With the point of his spear, Jomar levered it open -- Nidl noticed that, in
spite of his confident assertion, he did it with extreme caution. Peering over his shoulder -- his mother
was holding him -- Niall was startled to see that the spider was no longer there. Then he saw that it had
been dragged into the bend of the tunnel. The wasp had evidently returned and moved it, then closed the
trapdoor -- aconsiderable feat for a creature only six inches long. The women shuddered, and Ingeld
said shewas going to be sick. But Nial observed that his brother VVeig became oddly quiet and
thoughtful.

Velg had always been fascinated by insects. Once, as a child, he had vanished from the cave one
afternoon when his mother was adeep; she had found him aquarter of amile away, sudying anest of
scarab beetles. On another occasion, the men had returned from their hunting with severd live cicadas,
each more than afoot long; and although they were half-starved, Veig had begged with tearsin hiseyes
to be allowed to keep one as a pet. (He had been overruled, and the cicada had been roasted for
supper-)

So Nidl was not surprised, two days later, to see his brother dipping off quietly in the direction
of the spider's nest. He waited until Veig was out of sight, then followed him. Nial assumed that his
brother wanted to take acloser look at the tarantula, and he was right. From the shelter of the cactus he
watched Veig lever open the trapdoor, then lie flat on his stomach to peer into the nest. A few seconds
later, Veig lowered himself cautioudy over the edge. Nidl ran quietly across the sand, approaching from
an angle from which his shadow would not betray him. VVeig was crouched two feet below him, staring
with total absorption; when Niadl betrayed his presence by adight movement, he legpt to hisfeet, aready
raising his spear. He sighed with relief when he saw it was his brother.

"Idiot! Y ou frightened me!™

"Sorry. What are you doing?'

Veig smply pointed to the spider. By leaning over the edge, Niall could see that the egg had
burst open and that alarge black grub now wriggled on the spider's upturned stomach, itstiny legstoo
feebleto alow it to move. But when Veig gently poked it with hisfinger, its powerful little mandibles
ingtantly gripped the skin of the spider'sbelly; for if it rolled off, it would die of starvation. When Veig
caressed it, the larvatwisted and tried to retaliate with itstiny, undeveloped sting. But Veig persisted; and
half an hour later, the grub accepted the light caresses as a matter of course. It was more interested in
trying to penetrate the thick, hairy skin of the belly. For two hours they watched it, until the hegt of the
sun drove them back to the burrow. By that time, it had dready gnawed aholein the skin, and Nidl felt
no inclination to see more. Asthey left, Veig carefully closed the trapdoor behind him.

"What would you do if the wasp came back while you werein there?' Niall asked.

"It won't."

"How do you know?"'

"l just know." Veig never said much, but he seemed to know things by intuition.

For the next few weeks, Veig spent at least an hour every day in the nest of the trapdoor spider.
Nial went with him only once; the Sight of the red cavity in the tarantulas belly disgusted him, and he no



longer took pleasurein the downfal of hisenemy. He found it impossible to understand how Veig could
patiently cut tiny divers of flesh from the spider and feed them to the voracious grub. Soon Veig found it
necessary to close the trapdoor, leaving it propped open an inch or so with a stone; otherwise black
desert flieswere quickly attracted by the exposed entrails. These flieswere dightly smaller than the
common house fly, being only about three inches long, but the blood-sucking proboscis and sharp
mandibles made them capable of destroying an exposed carcass within hours.

Oneday, Veig came back to the burrow with the wasp on hiswrigt. It was now amost fully
grown, and with its metallic blue body, yellow wings and long, graceful legs, looked at once beautiful and
dangerous. Yet it clearly regarded Veig with tota trug; it was astonishing to watch Veig turnit onits
back and prod it with hisforefinger, while the wasp wrapped its long legs round his hand, nibbled &t his
finger with its sharp mandibles, and occasiondly alowed thelong, black sting to dide out like adagger. It
dsoliked to cdlimb up Veig'sarm and hideitsdf in his shoulder-length hair; then, with itsfedersit would
investigate the lobe of hisear until he laughed hystericaly.

The next morning, Nidl was dlowed to accompany Veig and Ulf asthey took the wasp hunting
for thefirgt time. They walked to the acacias that Nial had seen on the horizon when they first cameto
the burrow. There they soon found what they were looking for: the webs of the grey desert spider. These
creatures were smaller than the tarantula, their bodies scarcely more than afoot long; but the legs, by
comparison, were enormous. Trussed up in the corner of one of these webs was a grasshopper, helpless
inits cocoon of slk. Veig moved around undernesth the tree until he saw the spider, concealed in afork
where a branch joined the main trunk. He threw a stone; the first one bounced off the trunk; the second
struck the spider. Inaflash, it had lowered itsdlf to the ground on athread of silk. Just as quickly, the
wasp was humming towardsit, like ahawk descending on its prey. The spider had no time to square up
to its antagonist; the wasp was underneath it, gripping its back leg and arching its body upward. They al
saw the sting penetrate, and watched the metallic body quiver dightly asit injected its nerve poison. The
spider struggled and tried to wrap itslegs round the wasp; but itsingtinct provided it with no defence. A
few minutes|later, it lay on the ground, limp as adiscarded toy. And the wasp, now it had obeyed its
ingtinct, was also uncertain what to do next; it crawled over the fleshy grey body and seemed to be
sniffing it. Veig went and knelt gently besideit, reached out very dowly and moved the wasp onto his
wrist. Then, from abag suspended from hiswaist, he took afragment of tarantulaflesh and fed it to the
wasp. After that, they chopped off the spider'slegs, to make it easier to carry, and UIf dropped it into his
own basket. It provided the wasp with meals for the next month.

Ingeld, typicaly, regarded the wasp with didike and mistrust, and screamed if it came near her.
(It proved to be afriendly creature that liked to walk up and down their bare arms.) She aso protested
that the dead spider had an unpleasant smell. There was some truth in this; spiders had their own distinct
and peculiar smell, which increased after desth. But they kept the spider-mest in the remotest depth of
the burrow, covered with athick layer of grass, so the smell scarcely penetrated to the living quarters; in
any case, human beingswho livein close proximity, with little opportunity for washing, soon become
accustomed to avariety of natural odours. Nial sensed intuitively that Ingeld's objections arose out of a
desireto get hersdlf noticed, and he was amused to observe how quickly her attitude changed when Velg
returned afew days later with abird that the wasp had attacked on the wing. It was amember of the
bustard family, about the size of alarge duck. Veig described how he had seen it perched in thetop of a
tree and directed the wasp towardsit. (The wasp seemed to respond directly to Veig's mental
commands.) Alarmed by the hum, the bird began to fly away, then pecked franticaly asthe wasp
fastened onto itsleg and drove inits sting. Veig had to walk two milesto locate them; the wasp was
gtting quietly on the back of the bird, which lay with outstretched wings asif it had crashed from aheight.
Veig gave thewasp itsreward of spider-mest, then killed the bustard with atwist of his muscular hands.

The women were in some doubt about eating a bird that had been paralysed with wasp poison,
and |eft it untouched for awnhile. It was dso thefirst bird they had seen at such close quarters, and they
were not sure how to deal with itsfeathers. Findly, hunger overcame their misgivings; and after Veig had
roasted and eaten adice of the breast without ill effect, the rest was devoured until only the feet
remained. The nerve poison -- quite harmless when taken oraly -- had tenderised the flesh, and the result



was delicious. From then on, roast bustard was included with running water and coloured flowersin
Madl'sideaof paradise.

Ever since Nidl had learned to walk, he had been trained to keep watch for spider balloons.
Before he ventured out of the cave at the foot of the plateau, he had to wet hisfinger and decide the
direction of the wind. Then he had to scan the horizon for anything that seemed to reflect the sunlight.
Until he was convinced that the sky was completely clear, he had to Say in the cave.

If he saw aballoon heading in hisdirection, hisingtructions were to bury himsdlf in the sand -- if
there wastime -- or otherwise to remain perfectly till. He was not to follow the progress of the balloon
with his eyes, but was to look down at the sand and concentrate on whatever he was looking at. The
death spiders, UIf explained, had poor eyesight, so would probably not see him. They hunted by will, not
by the sense of sight, and they could smell fear. This puzzled Nial, who could not understand how fear
could have asmell. Ulf explained that fear produced avibration which was exactly like a scream of
terror, and the spider's senses were attuned to this vibration. So if the spider balloons passed overhead, it
was necessary to make the mind as silent and as till asthe body. To give way to fear would be exactly
like jumping up and down and shouting to attract the spider's attention.

Being acheerful and confident child, Nial had no doubt thiswould be easy. All he had to do was
to empty hismind and tell himsdlf there was nothing to be afraid of. But at night this confidence
evaporated. If he lay awake listening to the silence, he often became convinced that he could hear
something creeping through the sand outside. Soon hisimagination had conjured up agiant spider, trying
to peer over the rock that blocked the doorway. Then his heart began to beat faster, and he became
aware that he was sending off signas of panic. The harder he tried to suppress them, the more persistent
they became. He felt he was caught in aviciouscircle, hisfear increasing hisfear. But eventudly, because
he was young and self-confident, he learned to counteract the fear before it could send the adrendin
flooding into his bloodstream, and to command his heart to beat more dowly.

His mother wasthe only one in the family who would talk about the spiders. Later, he
understood the reason. The menfolk were afraid that Niall's imagination might become obsessed by the
creatures and that hisfear might betray them al when the baloons came too close. His mother
recognised that fear of the unknown might produce precisely the same effect; so when they were done,
she answered his questionsfredy. But he knew instinctively that she was only telling him half the truth.
When he asked her why the spiders wanted to capture human beings, she said it was because they
wanted to endave them. When he asked her if they ate human beings, she denied it, and pointed out that
Jomar had escaped unharmed. But when he questioned Jomar about the spiders, the old man aways
pretended to be deepy or deaf. The few things Nial learned about them were picked up from fragments
of whispered conversation, overheard when he was supposed to be adeep. And these left himin no
doubt that the spiders were not only carnivorous but horribly crudl.

Fortunately, the spider balloons seemed to avoid the desert -- elther because the heat was too
greet, or because they believed that no human beings could survive in such conditions. Before they
moved from the cave to the burrow, Nidl had seen only a dozen balloons, and these were on the
horizon.

It was different on the edge of the desert; here the spiders kept up regular patrols, usualy at
dawn or dusk. They were obvioudy routine patrols, but disturbing dl the same. It was asif the spiders
knew that, sooner or later, the humans would be tempted out of the desert to these less arid regions with
their abundance of cactusfruit and small animals and locusts. One day, when aspider balloon had passed
amost directly overhead, they had serioudy discussed returning to the safety of the desert. UIf and Siris
were willing, even though Siriswas pregnant again; but Ingeld flatly declined even to consider theidea.
She said that she would rather be dead than go bacll to the cave and adiet of prickly pears. Nidl was
secretly relieved at her refusal; he aso preferred food and danger to starvation and boredom.

When hissister Runawas born, Nidl ceased to be the baby of the family. He was nearly eleven
years old and began to accompany the men on their hunting expeditions. At first he found it exhausting,
walking sometimes twenty milesin the heet of the day, his eyes constantly aert for spider balloons or for



thetelltale Ssgns of thelair of atrapdoor spider or yellow desert scorpion. The men soon redlised that his
sense of danger was keener than their own. One day, approaching agrove of thorny desert trees where
they had set bird snares, Nial experienced afedling of reluctance, asif someforceweretrying to pull him
backwards. He laid his hand on Hrolf'sarm, and his sense of danger communicated itself to the others,
who stopped and stared intently at the trees. After perhaps ten minutes, UIf saw adight movement, and
they; dl glimpsed thelong, thin leg of acricket. UIf said: "It'sonly adecta,” -- anamefor the harmless
desert cricket. But Nial's sense of danger remained persistent, and he refused to move. The men finally
decided to give the trees awide berth and struck out across the rock-strewn wilderness towards a clump
of fruit-bearing cacti.

On their way back, towards dusk, they again passed within afew hundred yards of the trees.
They were moving very quietly, and startled a desert cricket, which frightened them al by suddenly
bounding into the air and vanishing with twenty-foot |egps towards the trees. Then, suddenly, therewasa
blurred cloud and the dectawas struggling in the grip of anightmare creature that towered into the air
aboveit. It waslike avery large cricket, perhaps eight feet tall, but its grey-green legs were covered with
spikes or bristles. The strange-looking head resembled along, blank face, surmounted by two spherica
eyes, at thelower end of thisface were long, pointed jaws, not unlike the claws of ascorpion. Asthey
watched, it pressed the cricket tight againgt its bosom, lifting the cricket's hind legs clear of the ground, so
that they kicked in space. Then, with asingle dash of the armoured jaws, it ripped open the cricket's
throat. They were so horrified at the demonic apparition that they stood and stared. The creature paid no
attention to them, but chewed its way into the cricket's head, which collapsed a an unnatura angle. The
goggle eyes of the demon seemed to stare unconcernedly over the desert asit crunched itsway down its
victim's body. When it had dmost finished egting, the huntersrealised that it might still be hungry; it would
be expedient to remove themselves from itsvicinity. Badly shaken, they hurried back towardsthe
burrow.

Jomar, who had remained behind that day -- hisleg was becoming increasingly stiff -- recognised
their description of the creature, dthough he had never seen one. It was a particularly savage member of
the cricket family sometimes called asagainsect. Itsarmour madeit practicaly invulnerable, and itslong
legs meant that it could legp on a prey from adistance of ahundred yards. If the hunters had approached
any closer to the trees, one of them would undoubtedly have been eaten as voracioudy as the desert
cricket was.

After that experience, the men cameto accept that Nidl'sintuition of danger was keener than
their own; he became avauable regular member of the hunting party.

UIf and Thorg were skilled hunters; but for them, hunting was smply anecessity; when the larder
wasfull, they preferred to rest in the cool depths of the cave, lighted by aflickering oil lamp, and talking
inlow voices. Veig and Hrolf, being younger, regarded hunting as a sport and an adventure. If thisrocky
wilderness was like a paradise compared to the desert, then perhaps the lands to the north contained an
even wider variety of game. UIf warned them that the north was also the region of the death spiders. But
Jomar had told them that awide sealay between thisland and the country of the spiders. He had aso
told them about the great deltathat lay to the north-east, avast green area of forest and lush vegetation.
Other hunters had told them about the ddlta, with its flesh-esting plants; but VVeig and Hrolf had the
confidence of youth, and did not doubt that even a man-eating plant would be less dangerous than atiger
beetle or giant scorpion. One day, in the cool season, they would cross the wilderness to the great delta.
Meanwhile, the land to the north offered promise of adventure.

So one morning, immediately after sunrise, Veig, Hrolf and Nidl Ieft the burrow and marched
towards the northern horizon. They were armed with flint knives, spears and dings, and carried their food
in the sheets of spider-gilk that would later be used as parasols to protect them from the sun. Nial loved
to caress the spider silk; it was smooth and cool and seemed to ripple under hisfingerslikealiquid. He
carried the smallest of the three bundles, containing the cactus fruit and asealed gourd of water.

An hour later, they passed the distorted columns of red sandstone, worn into strange shapes by
the sand-laden wind. They sat down to rest in their shade and ate some cactus fruit. From here, they
could seethat theland dipped into a shallow bowl, strewn with large boulders. It was important to press



on quickly; in afew hours, these boulders would be too hot to touch. On the far edge of the bowl, they
could seetrees. Veig, who had the keenest eyesight, believed he could also see water.

The distance was gregter than they had thought. By midday, they were ill in the middle of the
rocky wilderness, athough the boulders had now given way to flints and shards of granite. They cleared a
space of afew sguare yards, drove spears into the rocky soil to form makeshift tent-poles, and spread
the spider silk over them. With the sun directly overhead, the shade was poor, but it was better than
nothing. The ground wastoo hard and irregular to lie down, so they sat there, clasping their knees and
staring out over the depressing wilderness towards the trees on the northern horizon, and the green
vegetation that was now clearly visble. Nidl was again daydreaming of scented flowers and running
water.

After three hours rest, they again set out towards the north. The day was il hot, but they had to
move now if they hoped to reach the trees by nightfall. Nidl'slegs had become leaden weights, and he
was suffering from homesickness; but he kept his eyesfixed on the trees, which grew steadily closer;
Veig said they were date palms, which at least promised food. Nial was passionately fond of dates, but
seldom had a chance to est them.

Theterrain was now changing; the rocks underfoot were smaler, ssidom larger than afist, and
inclined to roll underneath them; plodding weerily with hiseyes on the trees, Nial suddenly fdlt hisfeet
diding from under him and landed on his back, taking the skin off both elbows. He wanted to rest for a
few minutes, but Velg indsted that they had to keep moving. Nial dragged himsdlf to hisfeet and kept his
eyes on the ground, partly to avoid another accident, partly to conced histears of fatigue. A few
moments later, he caught Hrolf and Velg exchanging atroubled glance, and redlised both were wishing
they had left him at home. It had the effect of making him clench histeeth and force himsdlf to make an
effort to control hismisery. For abrief moment, the misery became more acute, so that hefdt likeflinging
himself on the ground and giving way to tears. Then, as he concentrated, the point of light glowed inside
his head. Quite suddenly, the fatigue vanished -- or rather, it was till therein hislimbs, but he fdt quite
detached fromiit, asif observing it from above. He was controlling hisfatigue instead of being controlled
by it. It was such an exhilarating sensation that he gave achuckle of satisfaction; Veig looked a himin
agtonishment and was amazed.when Nidl smiled back cheerfully.

They strode on, over the hot rocks that shimmered in the heat; through the distorted air, the green
countryside ahead |ooked doubly welcoming. Now Nial observed another changein theterrain. The
stones beneath their feet were smaller, varying in size from a hen's egg to amere pebble, and at fairly
regular intervals there were funnel-shaped craters, each about twenty feet deep. Asthey approached a
particularly large crater, they stopped to look down into it. If they had been lesstired, they might have
scrambled down the sides, merely to satisfy thelr curiogity; but in this heet, it would have been a pointless
waste of energy. Asit was, Niall kicked a stone down and watched it bounce to the bottom. Then he
noticed a green plant, not unlike the waru, growing afew feet down the side; in its centre was a pherical,
pale green fruit smilar to the cactusfruit. Nial sat down, and cautioudy did down towardsit. The bal,
about the Size of an gpple, was hard and unyidlding to the touch; afirm twist pulled it loose, and he
tossed it up to Hrolf. The movement did odged the stones he was sitting on and he felt himself dipping.
Helay flat on his back and tried to dig in his hedls; thisworked for amoment, but the stones were too
loose and cascaded away from under hisfeet. His momentum made it more difficult to use his hands or
feet asbrakes. Findly, hafway down, he cameto ahdt, and cautioudy sat up, aware that any sudden
movement would cause him to sart dipping again.

Then, very dowly, heturned over onto his hands and knees and began trying to scramble up
agan.

A shout from Veig made him look round, and his heart contracted with terror. The stonesin the
bottom of the funnel were moving, heaving asif pushed asde by agiant mole. First, long fed ers emerged,
reflecting the sun asif they were made of blue metal. The top of the head was ablue dome covered with
downy hairs, on either sde were large, metallic blue hemispheres, not unlike the eyes of the sagainsect;
yet to Niall it ssemed there were asecond pair of eyes at the base of the feders, narrow and predatory,
and surrounded by yellow armour. The rest of the face was aso yellow, but with bands of blue, with a



protruding, sickle-shaped jaw which madeit look not unlike a baboon. The head wasfollowed by a
mobile neck, then by powerful-looking forelegs. The armoured yellow and black body might have been
that of acoloured armadiillo.

It was unmistakably looking at Nial, and hetried frantically to scramble up the dope. He gained
afew feet, then began to dide again. He looked round, expecting to see the armour-plated monster
advancing on him; but it was only Stting there, its strange, monkey face turned blankly towards him.

Something struck his hand; it was the end of the rope woven from dfagrass that they dways
carried on hunting expeditions. Thankfully, Niall grabbed it with both hands. Heaving on the other end,
Veig and Hrolf began to pull him up the dope.

Suddenly, ablow on the head, and another in the small of the back, drove the breath from his
lungs. For ahorrified moment he thought the monkey-faced creature had seized him; but when he looked
down, he saw it was Sitting in the centre of the pit, its face turned away from him. Then, as he watched, it
seemed to bury its head in the loose stones and jerk it violently backwards. With astonishing accuracy,
the shower of stones struck the side of the pit just above him and rolled down on him; one struck hiseye,
and hefdt blood running down his cheek. Another shower of stones struck his body, making him gasp
with pain. At that moment, Veig gave ajerk on the rope; his bruised hands released it, and he began to
dide, feet-first, down the side of the pit. Now, at last, the creature turned and began to move towards
him, with adowness that suggested it was quite sure of itsprey. Again Veg threw the rope, but it was
too short and landed several feet above Nidl's hands.

Now Veig, recognising that the creature's jaws were close to his brother's feet, began to
scramble down the dope, hurling stones as he went. One of them struck the creature on the head, and it
paused to survey its atacker. There was something very frightening in the robot-like impassivity of thet
brightly coloured face. Veig tried to bring himsdlf to a hdt, did on the stones, and threw himsdf onto his
back to dow down hisfall. He managed to dig in his hedls, and lay with curved back and bent knees,
suddenly aware of hisfally in venturing into the pit. Niall had used thisdiverson to climb afew feet up
towards the end of the rope. Sowly, Veig turned over on to hisbely and tried to claw hisway back up
the dope. Immediately, awell-aimed shower of stones struck him on the head and shoulders, knocking
himfla.

Nial could see Hralf lying on his somach, leaning over the edge of the crater, trying to give Nidl
afew extrainches of rope. He dipped and managed to retrieve himself and scramble back, sending
another shower of stones down on Nidl. One of them struck the creature's head, and stopped it briefly.

Nial shouted: "Never mind therope. Throw stones." Hrolf began to bombard the cresture with
rocks, but most of them bounced off its armoured back.

Veg saw what was hagppening. "Usethe ding!" Hrolf wasthe best ding-shot in the family. For a
moment, he vanished from against the skyline; when he resppeared, he was carrying the ding. He whirled
it round his head, and Nidl felt the stone whizz past him. Hrolf's aim was excellent, but the creature had
again buried its head in the stones, so the missile bounced off its back again. A moment later, another
shower of stones struck Veig as hetried to climb and made him dip down.

Asthe creature moved towards Veig, another stone from Hrolf struck the blue hemisphere on the
sde of its head. There was a crunching sound, and the dome seemed to disintegrate into blood. Both
Veig and Nidl shouted with joy. The creature stopped, and for the first time showed signs of indecision.
A second stone missed and bounced off its armour; the third missed dtogether. Hrolf was becoming
over-excited.

"Ligten, Hrolf," Veig caled. His voice was a strained croak. Hrolf loosed another stone, and it
bounced off the armour. "Stop! Listento me." In spite of itstension, Veg'svoicewas cadm and
controlled. "Take your time. Seeif you can get its other eye." He himself hurled a stone at the cresture,
which had the effect of making it sart towards him again. Hrolf took histime, swinging the ding severd
times before he released the stone. It was a good shot; it landed square at the point where one of the
antennae joined the head and knocked it sdeways. A second stone struck the centre of the face. The
creature stopped, its head turning from side to Sde asif trying to seeits attacker, then turned and buried
its head in the stones. Niall thought it was going to throw another shower of stones, then redlised, with



immenserdief, that it was burying itsdf. Therewas afind twitch of itsback legs, and the striped mongter
had vanished from their Sght.

Both Nial and Veig were too bruised and bresthless to move for severa minutes. They sat there,
gtaring at the spot where the creature had vanished, expecting to seeit looking out at them. When it
became clear that it had given up thefight, both renewed their effortsto climb the Sides of the pit. Now
they could move more dowly and deliberately they were able to progressafew inchesat atime. Niall
soon reached the end of the rope, and Hrolf heaved him up to safety. Then Nial and Hrolf did the same
for Veig. Then dl three sat at the edge of the crater, looking down at the spot where the creature had
disappeared. Nial and Veig were bruised from head to foot, and their hands, feet and knees were raw;
but this seemed unimportant compared to safety.

Veig touched Hrolf on the shoulder.

"Thanks"

Hrolf shrugged with embarrassment. "We'd better get moving.”

They knew he wasright. Thiswilderness was no place to spend the night. They collected their
bundles and their weapons, and limped on over the stones, towards the green landscape that held
promise of rest and water.

An hour later the trees were close, and they came upon thefirst vegetation: creosote bushes, dfa
grass and waru plants. Then, suddenly, there was real grass under their feet: coarse and wiry, but
amazingly soft to their bruised flesh. Now they could see that the trees were bigger than any they had
ever seen before, stretching up twice as high as the giant cactus. There was sand underfoot, but it was
not the fine, powdery sand of the desert; it was coarser, and pleasant to walk on. And from this sand
grew plants and bushes in unimaginable abundance: flowering cactus with bright rose-coloured flowers,
fleshy green plantslike warus, but with big yelow flowers, sorb apple, Rose of Jericho, bright green
euphorbias and dozens of othersthat Nial had never seen or imagined. Lizards darted from under their
feet, and enormous bees hummed among the flowers. There was even the sound of birdsong. Nial found
it dl so overwhelming that he forgot hisfatigue and bruises. It suddenly seemed to him that it would have
been worth aweek's travel in the wildernessto see a place o beautiful and full of living things.

Asthey approached the trees, Nial could seethat they grew dong the sides of ashalow stream
that meandered dong in itsrocky bed. They threw down their bundles and wegpons and plunged in
without hesitation, dropping onto their hands and knees and drinking greedily. For Nial, the sensation
was ecstasy. Even in the middle, the stream was scarcely knee deep, so that when Nidl sat down, it
hardly came up to hiswaist. As he stared down into it, the continual movement of the water produced an
amogt hypnotic sensation. His mind relaxed and blended into the rippling flow, and some deep ingtinct
told him that water and green plants were apart of hisbirthright.

As he sat there, splashing water over hisface and chest, his eye caught amovement on the bank.
He stared with incredulity at the huge, blood-red creature that scuttled across the sand and vanished into
aflowering bush.

"What'sthat?' he gagped. Instantly, dl three were ill, suddenly aware of their vulnerability as
they sat there without weapons. Then another of the creatures ran out into the open on its spidery legs,
and Velg gasped with relief:

"It'sonly an ant.”

"Do they attack human beings?"

"l don't think s0." Veig was obvioudy unsure.

Reluctantly, they |eft the water and returned to their wegpons. On the opposite bank, ants
emerged periodicdly and vanished into the vegetation. Sometimes they halted, for no obvious reason,
then went off in another direction. Most were about two feet long. They had the same blank faces asthe
sagamongter and the crater insect, and the claw-like mandibles |ooked formidable; yet therewas
something about those triangular heads, with their flat-looking eyes and the bent antennae which
resembled an upturned moustache, that made them seem quite unmenacing.

Veg looked at the sky; the sun was near the horizon. "Wed better move." He heaved himsdlf to
hisfeet. The heat had dready dried hiswet loincloth. "Wait here.”



They watched him splash through the stream and out onto the far bank. A red ant paused inits
scurrying, headlong motion, surveyed him for amoment, then hurried on. Encouraged by its lack of
interest, he advanced afew feet and stood direct in the path of an oncoming ant. It merely changed
direction and scuttled around him. When this had happened half a dozen times more, and it was clear that
the ants had no interest in human beings, Nidl and Hrolf picked up their bundles and crossed the stream.
Once again, an ant stopped to survey them, studied them for amoment, then went on itsway. After that,
the other antsignored them. It was asif the first had sent some kind of message, classfying them as
harmless

Nevertheless, they advanced cautioudy. This vegetation could conced thelair of a scorpion or
tiger beetle -- even asagainsect. But athough they saw many beetles, gphids and bugs, and even a
seven-foot millipede, there was no sign of carnivorousinsects. Haf amile farther on, they came upon a
spot that promised shelter for the night. At thefoot of a huge rock, there was ahollow in the sand. They
prodded into its depths with their spearsto make sure it was not aready occupied, then settled down to
enlarging it with their hands and flint knives. In less than an hour, it had been transformed into asmall den,
its entrance conceal ed by bushes hacked and torn out of the sand. Here, at last, they could fed relatively
secure.

The sun was on the horizon; the landscape to the east was dready dark. Veig had one more task
to perform before they retired for the night: to try and establish contact with hisfamily. Back inthe
burrow, Siriswould be wondering if her sonswere safe. Asthe sun sank bel ow the horizon, she would
be stting done, emptying her mind, hoping for amessage. Ve g therefore found himself acomfortable
spot at thefoot of therock, where he could stare in the direction of their home. Then he dso relaxed and
emptied hismind. He should have done this haf an hour ago, to alow histhoughts and fedingsto
become quiescent; but they had been preparing their refuge for the night.

Daylight became dusk; dusk turned swiftly into darkness. Quite suddenly, they were surrounded
by ablacknessthat was like the blacknessin the depth of the burrow, without even agleam of light; it
was asif they had been blinded. But in thisvelvet blackness, Veig suddenly became aware that his
mother waslistening, asif she were Sitting afew feet away. Then, from the depths of hisown inner
slence, he conveyed to her a picture of the place they werein, and of the den in which they intended to
gpend the night. The pictures had to be conveyed quickly, for communicating like this was exhausting,
requiring a.concentration that was difficult to maintain. He also showed her a picture of the rocky
wilderness they had crossed, and then of the stream and the scurrying red ants. Their communion lasted,
indl, perhaps ten seconds; then, before he could say goodbye, it faded. He could have renewed it with a
further effort, but it would have been pointless. Now she knew they were safe and could deep without
anxiety. Veig made hisway round the rock, fedling its surface with his hands, groped hisway past the
barrier of spiky twigs, and ssumbled into the shdlter, pulling the bush by itsrootsinto the narrow gap.
Therewas no need to ask him if he had established contact; his silence told them the answer.

They were hungry, but too tired to eat. Within minutes, al were fast adeep. Outsde, the moon
rose, and nocturna creatures came out to seek their prey.

Niall awvoketo the sound of birdsong and the chirping of insects. He yawned and stretched, then
gasped with pain. Hisbody felt siff and bruised al over, and when hetried to Sit up, asharp painin his
elbow forced him to lie down again. But the pleasure of being in these new and strange surroundings
meade the discomfort seem trifling.

Veig proved to bein the same state. The skin of his back was a mass of bruises where the crater
insect had bombarded him with rocks, and he had alump on the back of his head like asmall egg. Hrolf
had escaped cuts and bruises, but admitted that it was difficult to bend hisknees. They decided there
would be no point in trying to return home today; in their present state, they might diein the wilderness.

Nidl started to push aside the barrier, then shrank back. Drifting across the morning sky, about
fifty feet above the ground, was aspider balloon. A trail of gossamer floated in the breeze behind it. He



had never seen one so close. Veig and Hrolf were sitting with their backs to him, and had not noticed his
sudden movement. He closed his mind and watched the balloon asit drifted out of hisline of vison. If he
had aerted the other two, they might have experienced a momentary panic which could have betrayed
them to the spider. Asit was, Nial was somehow aware that thiswas aroutine patrol, and that the spider
ingde the balloon was degpy and inattentive.

Five minutes |ater, he poked his head out of the den and scanned the sky. The balloon was now
agpeck in the distance, and there were no othersin sight. He waited until it wasinvisible, thentold Veig
and Hrolf what he had seen. They were shaken, and he knew he had been right not to aert them.

Veigsad: "Ascloseasthat?' Hewas afraid the spiders might know of their presence.

"Just above those trees.”

Veg'sbreath exploded inasigh of relief. "Wewere lucky. . ."

But in hismood of relaxed optimism, Nial knew that it was more than luck.

An hour later, when they were convinced there were no more baloons, they made their way
back to the stream. Once again, they soaked themsalvesin the cool water, lying full length and splashing
one another. To Nidl, it seemed incredible that Nature could be so wasteful of such a precious
commodity. In the desert, afew drops of water could mean the difference between life and desth; so
could asingle cactusfruit or asand rodent. This superabundance was intoxicating, but aso somehow
daming.

They followed the stream for more than amile. It came down from distant hills; on the other side
of those hills, according to Jomar, lay the great delta, where there was even more abundance and even
more danger. And somewhere on the far sde of the delta, on the other side of the sea, lay the city of the
death spiders. He wanted to ask Veig and Hrolf about the spiders, but he knew they would be reluctant
to talk about them; they were hunters, and believed that to speak of what one feared most wasto invite
bad luck.

Here, in thismulticoloured paradise, they al experienced a continuous sensation of delight mixed
with fear. Everything that moved darmed them, for they were too inexperienced to know what might be
dangerous. There were giant dragon-flies, aslarge as aman, whose gauzy, net-veined wingsformed a
roof over the body when they were at rest, and which turned into vast, buzzing apparitions when they
suddenly took to the air. (Niall did not even suspect that these glittering creatures were fully-grown
versons of the crater insect that had almogt killed them.) There were bright green fungus flies that ssemed
to take apleasure in buzzing past their ears so that the high-pitched noise made their headsring. Asthey
passed close to some immense trees, they saw webs of the grey spiders stretching like enormous nets; in
one of these, abig living creature about the Sze of aman, was till struggling, so encased in spider silk
that it wasimpossibleto guessitsidentity. They kept well clear of the trees. Huge butterflies flapped lazily
past them, their great wings creating a pleasant draught. Nidl found one of these wingslying on the
ground and was amazed at its lightness and strength; he discovered he could lie on it on the surface of the
stream, and float along asif on aboat.

They were now ravenoudy hungry; they had left their food behind in the shelter. The problem
was that they were unaware which of these various fruits was edible. Nidl took atentative bite at a
purplefruit like an oversized grape, and spat it out immediately; it had astirange, bitter flavour, and the
taste stayed in his mouth for the next ten minutes. An experiment with ayellow, fleshy fruit was equaly
unsuccessful; it tasted like rotten mest. A bright red globular fruit had a pungent, oily flavour.

Then, marching across the sand ahead of them, they saw anumber of big black ants, about twice
the size of the red ants, each carrying alarge, light green fruit. Cautioudy, in case the antswere
aggressive, they followed thetrail backwards until they arrived at agrove covered with atangle of green
plants, anong which were the green fruits, in various stages of ripeness. Many kinds of insect were
dready there, feeding on theripefruit, and the air wasfull of a pleasantly sweet smell. Nial found alarge
fruit concealed by atangle of leaves and vines, dashed it open with hisflint knife, and scooped out a
handful of the ripeflesh. It was delicioudy cool and swest, although the yellow seeds were too hard to
edt. It was Nidl'sfirg taste of ameon, and he went on scraping and egting until only the skin and the
seeds remained.



Their hunger appeased, they sat and watched the black ants collecting fruit. The antswould dice
through the vine with their big, dangerous-looking mandibles, then pick up the meon in their two fordegs
and march away on the remaining four. They seemed to ignore completely any other living creature that
crossed their paths. One of them marched up to alarge, overripe melon on which abutterfly was aready
feeding, snipped through the vine, and proceeded to pick up the melon in its forelegs with the butterfly
dill eating. The butterfly, apparently indifferent to the ant, went on esting until the fruit suddenly vanished,
then flew away past their heads, itswings creeting currents of air.

They found dl this activity endlesdy fascinating. They were accustomed to the desert, where
there wasllittle to engage the atention, and to sitting passively for hoursin the depths of the burrow. This
new world of endless variety was like some marvelous picture show; whenever the atention became
fatigued, some new wonder excited it again.

Veg and Hrolf engaged in a discussion about whether ants were vegetarians, Hrolf was
convinced that they were, while Veig argued that the serrated mandibles|ooked asif intended for tearing
flesh. Thisargument was settled when Niall caught amovement in the distance and saw ablack ant
dragging the corpse of agrasshopper more than twiceits own size. The ant was forced to walk
backwards, yet it unerringly followed thetrail of the other ants without once looking round to check its
direction. Nial solved this problem when he observed tiny sticky blobs on the trail, and noticed one of
the ants dropping asimilar blob from the end of itsbody; it was clearly laying atrail which the other ants
followed by smell.

Out of curiosity, they followed the ant that was dragging the grasshopper dong thetrail. At a
certain point, two more ants gpproached and seemed to offer to help. The human beings watched with
interest, expecting to see an ingructive example of ant efficiency. In fact, the three ants seemed to have
no fixed plan. One of the antstried to push its way under the grasshopper, with the intention of carrying
it; another grabbed it by the wing with its mandibles, while the original ant once again proceeded to drag
it backwards. This pulled the grasshopper sdeways, so it did off the back of the carrier, whilethe
membrane of the wing wastorn by the force of the pull so that the third ant was left holding aflaky
fragment. Then dl three proceeded to push, heave and shove without coordinating their efforts, the result
being rather less efficient than when asingle ant had been pulling done. The humansfound this confusion
uproarioudy funny, and shrieked with laughter.

They soon located the ants nest, alarge hole in the ground close to the roots of an acaciatree.
Big soldier ants stood on guard there, and gently touched every ant that went in with their antennae,
presumably to check itsidentity. They settled down &t adistance, behind aspiky acacia, and watched the
endlesstraffic. They were unaware that the shelter was unnecessary -- that the soldier ants were blind,
and the workers had poor eyesight. The ants were guided by an acute sense of smell, and were perfectly
aware of the warm-blooded animals watching them from behind the spiny bush. But since food was
abundant, and the creatures seemed to intend no harm, they had no reason to attack.

Hrolf eventualy began to find the spectacle boring, and Nidl found that the warmth of the sun
made him deepy, even though they were in the shade of the acacia. But Veig, who had theingtincts of a
born naturalist, watched everything with total absorption. It was Veig who recognised that the tree above
them and the flowering bushes around were dl an integra part of the ants nest. In the branches of the
tree and in the roots of the busheslived large green aphids, looking like fat grapes, which ate leaves and
sap. Periodically, an ant would approach an aphid and stroke the bulbous abdomen with its antennag;
then alarge globule of aclear, sticky substance would emerge from the gphid's anal cavity and be
swallowed greedily by the ant, which might then make a second demand by stroking the aphid's ssomach.
Vegtried it himsef, gently stroking the scomach of an gphid that lay in the roots of abush; at firdt, there
was no response -- histouch was maladroit -- but eventually he achieved precisdly the right quivering
motion of the fingertips and the globule of sticky dew was extruded. Veig tasted it cautioudy, frowned,
then smacked hislips and tasted it again. Nial and Hrolf werefinaly persuaded to try the experiment and
were agreeably surprised; it was swest, syrupy, and in spite of a curious vegetable flavour, oddly
satisfying to the somach. As desert dwellers, they found nothing repdlent in the notion of egting the
product of agreen fly's digestive system. They had often eaten far |ess gppetising things.



Hrolf said thoughtfully: "Pity we couldn't take some of these bugs back home."

"Weve got them dready. I've seen them." Therewas no living creature within amile of the
burrow with whose habits Veig was not familiar.

Soon after, they witnessed another curious encounter. A big highwayman beetle, with its broad
armoured back, blundered past them in the direction of the entrance to the nest. They expected to seeit
promptly attacked or driven away by the soldier ants. In fact, it approached a passing worker ant and
advanced itsface towardsit asif inviting akiss, a the same time tapping the ant with its short feders. The
ant stood 4till, and asmall, glistening droplet passed from its mouth into the mouth of the beetle. A
moment later, the ant seemed to recognise that it had been stopped on false pretences and furioudy
attacked the beetle. Two more passing ants came and joined in. The beetle seemed quite undarmed; it
amply turned on itsback, raising itsfeet in the air asif dead. Two antstried to bite itsarmoured belly
with their mandibles, and another did its best to damage the indrawn head. After five minutes, they gave
up and waked on. The beetle immediately struggled onto itslegs, gpproached another worker ant, and
repeated the procedure.

They understood what had happened when aworker ant emerging from the burrow approached
areturning worker and stroked it with its antennae, at the same time raising its mouth. The workers had
apparently been collecting nectar from flowers, which they seemed to store in the upper part of their
bodies. If another ant wanted to et, it gpproached the gatherer, indicated its need with its antennae and
received adrop of regurgitated nectar. Hrolf and Niall had the utmost difficulty dissuading Veig from
trying it; if the worker decided to attack, it would be usdessfor Veig to roll on hisback and raise hislegs
intheair. Veig finaly alowed himsdf to be persuaded, but nothing would draw him away from the ants
nest. Their activities fascinated him, and he wanted to understand precisely how the ant society operated.
Finaly, Hrolf and Nial went off in disgust to look for food and to cool themsalvesin the stream. Thiswas
Nidl'sideaof total happiness: to Sit in the degpest place he could find, where the water flowed over his
shoulders, and just relax and study the light reflected on the rippling surface. It not only soothed his
bruised legs and his scratched hands; it so brought a strange sense of inner-contral.

An hour before dark, two spider balloons drifted past dightly above the level of the treetops. By
thistime, dl three of them were settled in their shelter under the rock, the entrance sealed with adouble
barrier of thorny bushes. They watched the balloons through small gapsin the branches, and Veig and
Hrolf agreed that this must be aroutine patrol; the movement of the balloons communicated no brooding
sense of watchfulness.

Asthey lay in the dark, wrapped in their blankets of spider silk, on thick mattresses of pleasantly
scented foxtail grass -- which, unlike the esparto of the desert, wasyielding and springy -- Veig tried to
argue them into staying there for another week. Hrolf might have been persuaded, but Niall was
homesick; he was missing his mother and sster. Besides, his sixth sensetold him that his brother was
hatching some dangerous plan.

He proved correct. Asthey bathed in the stream the next morning, Veig reveded what he had in
mind, and even Hralf -- who was usudly willing to follow Veig'slead -- wasincredulous.

"They'deat you divel"

"Only if I was stupid enough to let them."”

Veig's scheme was to try to obtain some of the ant larvae -- the unhatched babies -- and rear
them in the burrow as he had reared the pepsiswasp. To kidnap the larvae, he waswilling to risk
venturing into the ants nest. The secret of admittance, he believed, wasto change his smell. Watching the
ants throughout the previous day, he had at first concluded that they recognised one another by their
sense of touch. The soldier antsfelt the workers before admitting them into the nest -- which aso argued
that the soldiers were blind. But he had then observed beetles and millipedes approaching the nest
entrance, and the soldier ants had driven them off while they were still some distance away. They had
aso driven off some large brown ants, which obvioudy came from another nest. Even worker ants had
unhesitatingly shown signs of mistrust of these strangers. This suggested that ants distinguished friends
from strangers through their sense of smell, and also seemed to explain why certain creatures -- like the



highwayman beetle -- could persuade ants to disgorge food from their crops. They had somehow
succeeded in counterfeiting the ant smell.

Nial asked: "And how do you intend to make yousdlf smell like an ant?"

"That stuff they useto mark their trail -- it'sakind of oil."

"But if it doesn't work, they'll kill you. Y ou saw how three of them attacked that beetle.

Veig, who was aman of few words, said stubbornly: "I'm going to try, anyway."

Hrolf and Nidl waited at adistance, while Veig concealed himsdf behind abush a the sde of the
ant trail. When apassing ant exuded its drop of oily substance, Veig darted forward, snatched it up and
rubbed it on hisskin. In haf an hour, hisbody was covered with amixture of oil, sand and dust; he even
rubbed it into hishair. A black ant gpproached dong thetrail, and Velg waked unhesitatingly towardsit.
Nidl had to admire his brother's courage; although the ant was smaller than aman, it looked formidable
with itslong, spidery legs and powerful mandibles. The ant did not even pause; it smply walked round
the human being that blocked its path, and continued without change of pace.

That seemed agood sign. Veig now waked back aong the trail towardsthe nest. Nidl ran
ahead and concealed himsdlf behind a bush. Severa ants passed his brother, and paid him no attention.
Nidl watched breathlesdy, trying to control the pounding of his heart. Veig was till saverd hundred
yards away, approaching very dowly. Suddenly, it struck Nidl that he would be better employed trying
to stop his heart beating so painfully; it was, after dl, something he had learned to do asachild. So he
forgot about Velg and turned his attention to hisfear, ordering it to stop. For amoment it ignored him;
then it began to submit to his control. He tried harder; the point of light glowed inside his head. When he
looked up again, Veig was only fifty yards away, and his shiny, mud-coated skin made him look absurd;
Nidl could sense hisfear and his determination. Like Nial, Veig was kegping histension under control. A
worker ant came out of the nest and advanced towards him. Nial could senseits confuson asVeig
approached, the smdll wasfamiliar, yet it was not the right smell. But then, this creature was obvioudly
not hogtile, since he dso had the smdll of an ant. . . It was not until the ant and VVeig had passed each
other that Nid| redlised he had been reading the ant's mind. It was a sensation like actudly being the ant,
asif he had momentarily taken possession of its body. And while he had been inside the ant's body, he
had a so become aware of dl the other antsin the net. It was a bewildering fedling, asif hismind had
shattered into thousands of fragments, yet each fragment remained a coherent part of thewhole.

Then Veig was approaching the soldier ants, and they had no shadow of doubt that the cresture
ambling towards them was a stranger who had to be challenged. This thought passed between hdf a
dozen of them, asclearly asif they had spoken aoud, but only two of them responded by making an
aggressve movement in Velg'sdirection. Veg recognised it for what it was, and turned and walked
away. Nidl's concentration faded, and so did hisinsght into the minds of the ants.

Nidl was struck by an interesting thought. If he had wanted to, he could have interfered with the
pattern of communication between the ants. For example, while he wasinside the ant's body, he could
have suggested that it should stand still instead of walking past Veig. If he had done so, the ant would not
have redlised it was acting upon his suggestion; it would have assumed it was obeying itsown impulse. . .
Was this how the spiders controlled their human daves?

Veigjoined him behind the bush.

"It'sno good. It must be the wrong stuff.”

"Of courseit is. That'sthe stuff they usefor laying trails, not for recognising one another.”

Veiglooked a him with surprise. "How do you know?"

Nial could not havetold him; he just knew.

The sun was now directly overhead, and the ants had retreated to the coolness of their nest. Veig
went and washed himsdlf in the stream, and for the next hour or so they enjoyed the luxury of soaking
themsdvesin the running water, then lying in the shade of date padmsto dry. Hrolf climbed one of the
palms -- covering hisarms and legs with scratches from the spiny trunk -- and tossed down abunch of
dates; they were less than ripe but were still good to edt.

Then Velg went back to studying hisants, and Nial and Hrolf explored the territory near the
stream. There was a tense moment when a big stag beetle rushed out at them from itslair under a bush;



but when they fled, it quickly gave up the pursuit. Most of the insects here seemed to be fruit-eaters, and
food was abundant. There were many varieties of fruit, few of which they recognised. On thewhole, it
seemed safe to eat any fruit that the insects found edible, athough the most tempting, alarge purple globe
with green and yellow streaks, proved to be oily and bitter. Others, like the round, hard fruit that had
lured Nidl into the pit of the crater beetle, were sweet and dightly astringent, and seemed to be a
favourite of the ants.

One small tree or bush, not unlike abarrel cactus, grew on the edge of the rocky wilderness. It
had long, dry leavesthat trailed on the ground -- their purpose was probably to collect water -- and they
were astough as alfagrass. Nial tore off three narrow strips and plaited them together into arope.
Rope-making was a craft he had learned as a child, and he did it so skilfully that his handiwork was
indistinguishable from his mother's. This new material was S0 easy to use that he went on tearing off strips
of leaf and lengthening the rope until it was more than eight times his own length.

Hrolf, meanwhile, was Sitting at the top of apit made by a crater beetle and wastrying to lureit
into the open by throwing stones. Thefirst stone, rolled cautioudy down the dope, had made the beetle
peer out of itslair; but when another stone bounced off its head, it had buried itsdf in the ground and
refused to emerge again.

Idly, for want of anything better to do, Nial began throwing stones down the crater, trying to hit
the dight bulge that indicated the presence of theinsect. Then it struck him that they could lureit into the
open if he offered himself asbait. With the ropetied round hiswaig, it should not be too dangerous. First
of dl, they tested the rope: Hrolf held one end and Nidl pulled with dl hismight; if anything, it was
stronger than their grassrope. Nial sat on the edge of the crater and began to edge hisway down,
making sure that he caused a cascade of stones. Before he was a quarter of the way down, the creature
had poked its head out of the stones. Niall did another two feet -- Hrolf was paying out the rope behind
him -- then sat till again. Theinsect heaved itsalf out of its Sones and sat therelooking a him. Therewas
something horrifying about that menacing, blank face, and Nidl began to experience misgivings--
supposeit could bound up the dope quicker than he could scramble to safety?

Hefdt the rope go dack round hiswaist, and knew that Hrolf was getting ready to use hisding;
the other end of the rope wastied round Hrolf'swaist. Then the stone whizzed over his head, so close
that it stirred hishair. Hrolf's aim was good; it struck the insect square in the centre of itsface, and it
flinched and jumped backwards, landing awkwardly on its short legs. The massive armoured body was
not made for swift movement, and it rolled sideways. Another stone struck it on the side of the face,
causing visible damage. When athird stone struck it between the fedlers, the insect made a sudden
decision to retreat; within seconds, abulge in the stones was the only indication of its presence; then this
also vanished. Hrolf grasped the rope and pulled Nial back to safety. They hugged one another and
laughed noislly.

A few hundred yards away they found another crater. Once again, theinsect was lured out by
the shower of stones; once again, it waited with menacing impassveness as Nidl did down towardsit. It
was thisimpassivity that added spice to the game. The nightmare cresture seemed to be surethat its
victim could not escape. They could dmost fed its amazement and outrage when it found itsalf under
attack. This one was so infuriated when Hrolf's first sone smashed one of itsfedersthat it tried to charge
up the dope towards Niall. For amoment he wasin the grip of animal terror, but it changed to relief as
the cumbersome insect logt its foothold and did on the stones. Four well-aimed dingshotswere dl that
were needed to make it retreat hastily, and it made no attempit to retaliate by hurling sonesat Nidl. This,
apparently, was areflex caused by the victim's attempt to escape.

When they found athird crater, shalower than the others, Niall was confident enough to remain
upright as he advanced towards the beetle; he smply crouched down as Hrolf bombarded it with stones.
He hurled afew stones himsdf, but they bounced harmlesdy off the armour; once again, it was Hrolf's
dingshotsthat madeit turn tail.

Nial was becoming bored with hisrole as bait; he wanted to try using Hrolf'sding. Hrolf was
perfectly willing, but he was too big and heavy to serve asbait; Nidl could never have pulled hisweight
back up the sdes. Then Niall had afreshidea. Hrolf stood afew feet away from the edge of the pit, his



feet braced apart, and Niall stood as far away as the rope would alow. Then he ran towards the edge of
the pit at an angle, ran down the depression, and back up again, like aweight on the end of apendulum,
while Hrolf leaned backwards, taking hisweight. The shower of stones brought the crater beetle
scrambling out of its shelter. Asit looked round in bewilderment, wondering what had become of its
prey, Nidl had time to loose off severa dingshots. Compared to Hrolf, hisaim was poor, and only one
of them struck the cresture on its head. But that was enough to make it decide to bury itsalf in the stones.

Their entertainment had made them hot; they went back to the stream to cool off. The game with
the crater insects had served its purpose and exorcised the fear of their first encounter. They were feding
"lucky" again. Asthey sat in the stream, Niall raised the ideathat had been in the back of hismind for the
past two days. persuading the family to move from the desert to thisland of abundant food and water.
Hrolf's eyes brightened with enthusiasm, but it |asted only amoment.

"The strong one (Jomar) would never agreeto come. Heis afraid of the spiders.”

"But the spider patrols come only twice aday.”

"But where we live now, they come only twice amonth. And in the desert, they never come at
al." He added, after apause: "Where my mother's people come from, they come about once aweek."

It had never struck Nidl that Ingeld origindly came from somewhere else; he had assumed she
had aways been amember of thefamily.

"Where was that?'

"In the place of ruins, three days march to the south.”

"What isaruin?'

"It'sa. .." Hrolf looked puzzled; he had no wordsto explain what he meant. "It's a place where
men used to live in the days before the spiders.”

"The days before the spiders?’ For Nial, thiswas an equally startling concept.

"The legend says there was once atime when men ruled the earth, and thousands of them lived
together intheruins.”

"Thousands?' That ideastruck Nidl as absurd; he found it quite impossible to imagine more than
afew dozen human beings. "But how could thousandslivein burrows or caves?' Hewastrying to
envisage acity made of underground holes. If the ground was honeycombed with holes, surdly it would
collgpse?

"Not burrows or caves. Y ou've seen atermite's nest?' Niall had, indeed, seen a strange, brown
cone on one of their hunting expeditions. "Men used to livein placeslike that, above the ground.”

"And were they not afraid of the death spiders?’

"The strong one says there was atime when the spiders were as smal as my fist, and they were
afrad of men."

Thiswas such arevolutionary concept that it took Nial some momentsto absorbit. It filled him
with atingling excitement that was tinged with atouch of fear. Men who chdlenged the spidersdied a
horrible death. Niall was too imaginative to be courageous. Y et this amazing thought -- that men might
once have been masters of the earth -- brought a sensation that was as ddlightful as running water.
Suddenly, there were a hundred questions that he wanted to ask.

He was digtracted by a movement further downstream, and for amoment his heart skipped with
aarm. Then he recognised his brother Veig, sanding in the middle of the stream and beckoning to them.
They waded ashore, collected their rope and spears, and hurried to join him.

Velgwasin adtate of suppressed excitement.

"Where have you been? I've looked everywhere." Nial started to tell him about the crater insect,
but Velg interrupted him. "They'refighting." He pointed in the direction of the ants nest.

"Amongs themsaves?'

"No, stupid. Thered ants are fighting the black ants. Come and see.”

It was an amazing sight. Hundreds of dead ants lay on the ground under the grest tree, red ones
aswell asblack. And there seemed to be red ants asfar asthe eye could see; they were pouring out of
the undergrowth in aregular column. And athough they were considerably smdler than the black ants,
they were far more formidable as fighters, swifter and more compact. When ared ant faced ablack ant,



it hurled itsdlf towardsit with concentrated determination, trying to bite the front leg. The legs of the black
ant were longer and more spidery than those of the red ant, and if the red ant succeeded in avoiding the
mandibles of its adversary, it seized theleg inits grip and then braced itslegs and wrestled. The black ant
could only attempt to bite its armoured back. In many cases, a second red ant -- they seemed to greatly
outnumber the black -- would grab arear leg too. Within moments, the damaged legs would be hanging
uselessly or lying severed on the ground. With two of its six legs destroyed, the ant was helpless. Thered
ant would attack it from the side and try to turn it on its back, then would attack the "throat" -- the point
where the head joined the thorax. While the ant was kicking helplesdy, the second aggressor would
attack the point where the thorax joined the rear section, the petiole and gaster. What impressed Nidl
was that the whole operation looked so oddly deliberate and planned: the red ants even seemed to bite
and tug in unison. Sometimes -- but not often -- the black ant could outmanoeuvre them. If it could keep
itsfront legs out of the clutches of the attacker, then the red ant would disappear under its belly, and the
black ant could attack itsrear legs, or the "waist" between thorax and petiole. Even so, another red ant
could then attack the undefended legs.

They watched the battle with intense excitement. The ants completely ignored them, even when
they blundered against their legs. Thiswas obvioudy agrim war to the death; the red antswere
determined to force their way into the rival nest.

"But what are they fighting about?' Nial asked. It ssemed incredible that two lots of antswho
lived scarcely amile apart, and who had co-existed in peace -- Nial had seen both black and red ants
foraging sde by sidefor meons-- should suddenly engage in mutua daughter.

At firg it gppeared that the red ants were bound to be winners. But after half an hour or so, this
was by no means so self-evident. It was true that there were far more red ants swarming around the nest;
but asfast asthe black antswere killed or disabled, more of them poured out of the hole in the ground.
Their tactic, it seemed, was not to try to engage large numbers of the enemy but Ssmply to make sure that
the red ants were unable to invade their nest. To Nidl, it seemed an incredible example of courage and
atruism. When adozen or so black ants poured out of the nest, each one must have known that it would
be dead within minutes; yet there was no sign of hesitation or fear. If there were enough black ants
underground, it looked asif they would eventudly drive off the enemy by sheer courage and persistence.

Then astrange thing happened. From the direction of the nest of the red ants, a column of black
ants came marching. Nial assumed that they were workers who had been out foraging and were now
returning to defend their nest. He was baffled when these newcomers advanced on the entrance to the
nest and suddenly began to attack the guards. The defenders themselves were obvioudly just as
confused. To judge by their smell, the newcomers were their own kind, friends who could be alowed
into the nest. Y et the friends were trying to kill them. They fought back unwillingly, asif convinced that it
wasdl amistake.

This confusion gave the red ants the chance they needed. While the guards were struggling with
the newcomers, the red ants pushed past them and into the entrance. A new wave of defenders poured
out, to be met by the bewildering spectacle of the guards fighting to the desth with their own kind.

Veig suddenly chuckled; this was so unexpected that they both stared at him in surprise. Veig
dapped histhigh.

"Now | understand. Jomar knows all about ants. Thered ants are davers. They capture the
larvee of the black ants and turn them into daves. They'retrying to get into the nest to edl more larvae.”

Now they understood what was happening. The black newcomers were daves, and had been
summoned to attack their own kind, which they did with blind obedience. At some point in the battle, it
had dawned on the red ants that they could use their own daves as shock troops. Thisreveaed adegree
of intelligence. Y et they were not intelligent enough to see that dl thisfighting was unnecessary. The
daves could probably have walked unchalenged into the nest of the black ants and kidnapped all the
larvae they wanted. . .

The black ant defence had now broken, and red ants were pouring into the nest. In the dark
corridorsinsde there would be daughter and confusion. Nial suddenly felt saddened. He had hoped the
black antswould win. He turned awvay and waded upstream towards the date palms, he was beginning to



fed hungry again.
Fifty yards upstream, he stopped and stared. A column of black ants was pouring out of the

bushes -- apparently retreating from the conflict. When he looked more closely he understood the
reason. They were marching three abreast and the antsin the centre column were carrying the larvae in
their front legs. They were evacuating the nursery area.

He glanced downstream. Only afew strides away, the red ants were overwhelming the black
defenders. It seemed astonishing that none of them should notice the column fleeing from the scene of
battle.

Gently parting the bushes, he saw that the ants had opened up arear entrance. The underground
burrow must have been enbrmous -- an ant city with a population of hundreds of thousands. One of the
black soldier ants scented him and made amenacing motion towards him; Nial hastily retreated into the
water. Clearly, the ants were taking no risks where the precious larvae were concerned.

But where were they taking them to? Some other stronghold? Or did they intend to excavate
another nest in some remote Spot?

By now, thelast of the retreating column had left the nest. Nial caught Veig's atention and
beckoned to him. Veig and Hrolf had been so absorbed in the battle that they had not noticed the antsin
retreat; now they splashed upstream to observe this new development. A mass of soldiers had formed a
tight defence formation around the exit from the nest. Asthey watched, thefirst of the red invaders
appeared at the exit and was ingtantly attacked. But, just as Niall had expected, red ants who were
pouring into the entrance, fifty yards away, suddenly changed direction and surged towards the exit; the
signd to change tactics must have been ingantaneous. Some of them surrounded the phaanx of black
soldier ants and attacked them; others hurried on thetrail of the retreating column. Niall ran dong the far
bank of the stream to see whether the column would sense the pursuit and increase its pace. What
happened astonished him. The column of ants turned towards the stream; without hesitation, the leaders
waded into the water. Only the ants carrying the larvae held back. Since the ants were lessthan afoot
high, they were soon submerged; the leaders were swept away by the current. But they continued to
pour into the stream, struggling over the backs of their drowning comrades. In less than aminute, there
was asolid bridge of ant bodies across the stream, wide enough to resist the increased force of therising
water. Then, asif at asignd, the larvae-carrying ants poured across the bridge. The soldiers massed on
the bank to resist the ondaught of the pursuers.

Keeping their distance, the three of them walked parald to the escaping ants. These were
moving fast, but not asfast as they were cagpable of moving. It was an orderly retrest. Few soldiers now
guarded the column; most of them had remained behind on the far bank of the stream to hold back the
pursuers. The last of the larvae-carriers had crossed the bridge. It looked asif they were now safe; the
mass of black soldier ants defending the bridge was dense enough to hold back the attackersfor the rest
of the day.

But the red ants had other plans. Their pursuing column aso swerved towards the water. It was
now shallower, since the bodies of the black ants formed adam afew yards upstream. Another bridge of
corpses was created; within minutes, the red ants were closing in on the retreating column. As soon as
they approached the rearguard, the black ants who were defending the bridge suddenly hastened in
pursuit; again, it was asif someone had blown abugle to give them new orders. The three human beings
now realised with darm that they were caught between the two armies, with red ants sweeping towards
them. But asfar asthe ants were concerned, they might have been invisible. For amoment, they werein
the middle of the sea of red ants, armour-plated bodies blundering againgt their legs. They lost no timein
withdrawing to asafe distance.

Now there was chaos. Larvae-carrying ants were attacked, sometimes by asmany assix a a
time, and forced to lay down their burden to defend themsdlves. Ingtantly, ared ant would seize the
larvae and retreat with it back towards the stream. Here they encountered some of the black soldiers,
and there was afurther struggle, which sometimes ended in the black ants recovering the larvae.

Niall looked at Veg, and knew what he was thinking.

Many of the larvae lay abandoned while the ants struggled. They were white grubs, each about



threeincheslong.

Their eyesmet. Here, in thismoment of crisis, Velg was asking hisbrother'sadvice: shdl | risk it?
And from Nial'sface, he knew the answer wasyes.

Veig darted forward among the struggling ants; within seconds he had gathered up haf adozen
of thelarvae. Nidl was carrying hiswoven shoulder bag, which contained dates and afew other fruit.
These he emptied out onto the ground as Veig returned with the larvae.

Veigsad: "Let'sgo."

But afew yards away, ablack ant was being attacked by severa red ants and had abandoned
the larvae to defend itsdlf. One of the red ants instantly snatched up the grub and darted towards them. It
was too much for Velg, who leaned over and snatched the grub with asingle movement.

Then, for thefirgt time, the ant seemed to notice their presence. Without hesitation it rushed at
Vegsleg; Veg twisted aside as the powerful mandibles were about to close on his caf. He kicked out,
and the ant waslifted into the air and landed 9ix feet away in the midst of the fighting.

"Run!" Veigydled.

There would have been no point in running back towards the stream; the whole area that lay
between was a battleground. For the time being at least, safety lay in the wilderness.

Asthey ran towardsit, Nial looked back. What he saw confirmed hisfears. A column of red
ants had pedled off from the main body and was moving towards them. He tapped Veig on thearm and
pointed. Veig cursed with dismay.

"Shall | get rid of the grubs?’ Niall asked.

The stubborn look crossed Velg'sface. "No. They can't catch us.”

It wastrue that the ants were not moving fast. But they were unmistakably marching towardsthe
human beings, and there was something frighteningly purposeful in their maotion.

They emerged from the bushes &t the edge of the wilderness. The ants were for amoment out of
sght. Veig pointed to abig rock twenty yardsto their left and they ran towardsit. A few moments later,
the column of ants emerged from the undergrowth. Without hesitation, they turned towards the rock.
They werefollowing the smdll of the ant larvae.

Hrolf said: "I don't want to run far over those stones. Why don't we try and get back to the
dream?"

But even asthey began to run back towards the bushes, more red ants appeared; dozens of them
were advancing in aline from the undergrowth. Suddenly, Niall began to experience panic. There were
antsin front of them and antsto their right. If they were not careful, they would find themselves
surrounded. They turned and ran back towards the wilderness. Soon the hard, round stones were
underfoot. With the bag containing the larvae bouncing up and down againgt his back, the coil of rope
round his shoulders and his spear in hisright hand, Nidl found it difficult to keep hisbaance on the
dippery stones, which moved under hisfeet; he dmost fell on hisknees and used the spear to recover his
balance. The ants seemed to experience no difficulty negotiating the stones.

Hrolf, who was about ten yardsin front of him, suddenly swerved. He had dmost run into the pit
of acrater insect. They had to run around its edge, and the change of direction cost them precious
seconds; the nearest ants were within fifty yards.

Veig noticed Nidl's distress and snatched the bag from his shoulders. "1"1l take that.” He flung it
over hisown back and ran on.

A few yardsfarther on, they encountered another crater. Nial and Hrolf swerved to theleft; Velg
turned right. The foremost ants changed direction and followed Veig. One of them was not fast enough,
and ran over the edge of the crater. Nidl glanced back, and saw, to hisrdlief, that al the ants were now
pursuing Veig. He dso noticed that the ant in the crater was having difficulties struggling back to the top.

Suddenly asif someone had whispered in hisear, Nidl saw the answer. Theinsght seemed to
give him new strength and he ran after Veig with relaxed, easy strides. It was not difficult to catch up.
Veigwas ddiberatdy pacing himsdlf, holding the bag againgt his sde to prevent it from bouncing up and
down. But he was beginning to look worried.

"Veig, sop amoment!” Nidl called.



"Why?" Without breaking his stride, Veig jogged on.

"I know how to get rid of them."

"How?' Thistime Veig stopped.

"I'll show you," Nidl said. "Give methe bag." He uncoiled the rope from his shouldersand tied
the end round hiswaist. He handed the other end to Hrolf. "1"m going to try to lead them into one of the
insect craters.” The ants were dangeroudy close; the humansran on with Veigin thelead.

A hundred yards farther on they saw a crater to their left. Nial swerved towardsit. At thetop he
paused for amoment, then crouched down and did over the edge. He halted about ten feet down the
side. Stones bounced down to the bottom; the ground heaved, and the hideous face of a crater insect
emerged.

A moment later, thefirst ant appeared at the top of the crater. Without pausing, it ran on, down
towards Nidl. But itsfeet dipped on the stones; asit tried to dow down, itslegswent into an undignified
collapse, and it shot past him. Another ant followed it; this one ran straight towards Nidl and he had to
jump aside to prevent it from cannoning into hislegs. Then adozen ants rushed over therim of the crater
and descended towards him. All of them encountered the same problem; their forward motion made it
difficult to brake, and they skidded past him in ashower of stones. Other ants cannoned into them,
driving them downhill.

Hrolf and Velg were standing at the top of the crater, at right angles to the direction from which
they had approached; both were holding on to the rope, which was now taut. One of the antsbit into
Nidl'sleg asit went past, and drew blood; it made Nial aware that it would be dangerousto stay there
any longer. He began to scramble cautioudy across the dope, making for the opposite rim of the crater.
Many of the antsfollowed him but, without the advantage of ataut rope, found it impossible to keep their
footing. A few moments later, Nial was safe on the edge of the crater, pulled to hisfeet by Veig and
Hrolf. Behind him, the pit was full of struggling ants. More were pouring over the edge of the pit on the
opposite Sde and joining the heaving mass bel ow.

In the bottom of the pit, the crater insect was demondtrating its formidable strength. It towered
above the ants with its armoured bulk. As soon as an ant came within range, it descended on it with its
full weight, pinning it down with its powerful forelegs. A single bite of the gpe-like jaws severed the head,
or hit through the waist between the thorax and petiole. The creature was obvioudy undismayed by the
sheer mass of struggling bodiesthat had descended into itstrap; it killed with the efficiency of amachine,
and soon the bottom of its pit was dippery with blood. The antstried to defend themsdves with their
gings, but it was no use; even when adying ant succeeded in driving its sting into the cresture'sthroat, it
merdly severed the sting with itsjaws.

Thelast of their pursuers had plunged into the crater; there must have been more than ahundred
ants swarming over one another in the pit. Their sheer number made escape practically impossible. Any
attempit to scale the sdes of the pit was obstructed by the mass of struggling bodies. A few ants
succeeded in dragging themsalves out of the mass and reached the rim of the crater; the humans pushed
them back with their spears, sending them rolling down to the bottom.

Now Nial understood the disadvantage of the ant communication system. The accessto one
another's minds which had made them such terrifying pursuers now became ahandicap, causing each of
them to share the generd sense of confusion and defest.

They watched for perhaps haf an hour, until the piles of ant corpses made it difficult for the crater
insect to move about. The ants themselves were becoming duggish, asif they no longer had the strength
to struggle. Findly, asthe sun began to approach the western horizon, the human beings turned their
backs on the daughter pit and made their way back towards the stream. They walked dowly, for therun
across the sones had made their limbs stiff. Nidl felt astrange heavinessinside hishead, asif dl his
emotions had become exhausted. Even when he saw the spider balloonsfloating low over the trees
ahead of them, he felt no darm and watched them asiif they were passing clouds.

They made awide detour and encountered the stream at a spot about two miles below the nest
of the black ants. What terrified them at this point was the possibility that the red ants might scent their
burden of larvae; they knew that none of them would have the strength to flee back into the wilderness.



But they encountered no ants: only afew beetles and millipedes and one big, grey spider, which
contemplated them hungrily from its web between two trees but made no attempt to follow them. Findly,
asdark wasfdling, they reached their shelter under the rock. Severd large flies had discovered their
store of melons, but they drove these out by using branches as fly swatters. Then they pulled the bushes
across the entrance, wrapped themsalvesin their blankets of spider silk, and sank into adeep of
exhaudtion.

The following day they set out before dawn. When the sun rose, they were dready inthe
wilderness. And when, an hour before nightfal, they saw in the distance the great columns of twisted red
rock, Nial experienced the pleasure of homecoming with an intensity that brought him closeto tears. It
fet asif they had been away from the burrow for months rather than days.

Within days, the larvae had turned into baby ants, tiny, grey, helpless creatures with endlessy
open mouths. Veig spent his days collecting food for them. He searched for miles around for ripe fruit
that could be mashed into asweet pulp, and spent whole mornings milking aphids for their sweet juice,
which he collected inasmall gourd. Nidl found the ants ddightful and entertaining; they had never had
pets before -- the pepsis wasp was too formidable and independent to be regarded as a pet -- and he
found them asamusing ashissster, and far more lively and mischievous. Veig made them anest of the
softest grass he could find, and there they crawled over one another, nipped one another's legs with their
mandibles, and tried to bite Nial's finger when he poked them. Their soft shells soon hardened, and it
amused Nidl to flick them with hisfingernail and make ametdlic clinking sound. He loved to relax until
he had tuned in to their smple, ingtinctive minds. Then it was exactly asif he had aso become ababy ant;
infact, it was rather like becoming ababy again. He seemed to be part of some enormous, pleasant,
furry, buzzing confusion, a glowing warmth and security that seemed to extend to the whole universe. If
he went outside after lying there beside the ants, he continued to experience the same sense of total
security. It seemed to him that the cacti and the shrubs were aware of his presence -- not sharply and
conscioudy, but warmly and dimly, asif from the depths of a pleasant degp. And when ahuge,
sharp-nosed fly tried to dight on hisarm to try and drink some of hisblood, hefelt noirritation or disgust,
but atolerant understanding of its need; he flicked it away gently, without resentment.

Within afew weeks, the ants were enormous, and were investigating every corner of the burrow.
Veig had to spend an increasing amount of time searching for food; their appetites seemed to be
prodigious.

Onemorning, very early, Nidl was aroused from deep by acurious scratching noise. It was
coming from the depths of the burrow where the ants were kept. He groped hisway down the doping
tunnel that led to the lower level and felt cautioudy over the bed of dry grassthat formed their nest; it was
empty. Moving around dowly in the dark, he bumped into a pile of earth. The scratching noise seemed to
be coming from the darkness beyond it. The mystery could only be solved with the aid of alight and so
as not to disturb the others, he took the tinder box down into the tunnel and ignited a pile of wood
shavings. Treading cautioudly -- in case he set fire to the bed of grass -- he made hisway into the ants
chamber. It was empty. But behind the pile of earth at the far end, therewasaholein thewall. He held
thelight ingdeit and saw that it doped downward. Inits depths, he could see the reflection from the hard
carapace of an ant. A moment later, one of the ants came back up the tunnd, itsforelegs clutching aload
of earth. Thisit deposited neatly on the pile on thefloor. A few minutes later, a second ant emerged, also
carying earth.

The mystery was solved many hourslater, by which timethe pile of sandy earth had dmost
reached the celling. The forelegs of the ants were covered with mud, and the earth was damp. They were
digging down to the watershelf underneath the desert. An hour later, they were no longer muddy, and
when Thorg held the oil lamp down the ant tunnd, they could seeitsflame reflected in water about thirty
feet below the surface. And when Velg delicatdly scratched an ant's thorax with hisfingers, it placed its
mouth againgt his and obediently regurgitated amouthful of water. The water was a brown colour, and
tasted of minerd sdlts, but it was cool and refreshing. Velg soon trained the antsto regurgitate into a
gourd; after that, they had a permanent source of water in the burrow. It seemed an unimaginable luxury.



Quite suddenly, the ants were adults. They began to wander out of the burrow and forage for
their own food. Sometimes they returned carrying fruit or sweet berries, sometimes the stickiness around
their mouths revealed that they had been milking gphids of their "honeydew". Their ingtinct for food
semed to be extraordinary. When they |€eft the burrow in the morning, they would set off into the desert
with acertain air of purposefulness, asif they knew precisaly where they were going. Sometimes, Nidl or
Veig followed them, but usualy gave up after afew miles; the ants moved fast and seemed indefatigable.
They were dso totaly unsdlfish. Returning hours later, often at nightfal, they would ingtantly regurgitate
food on command. It became clear that the upper part of the body was basically a storage tank in which
food was held in reserve. When the ant became hungry, it smply digested alittle of its own reserve,
alowing it to pass down into its ssomach. In the meantime, anyone could gain accessto the larder by
amply tickling itsthorax lightly and presenting the mouth, or asmal gourd, toitsface. Nidl'ssster Runa
-- who was about ayear old at the time -- developed a passionate fondness for the sticky honeydew
nectar, and for the light pink flesh of afruit not unlike the melon. She soon learned to persuade the antsto
regurgitate, and within afew weeks was transformed from atiny, skinny child with amslike twigletsinto
achubby little girl whose face was as round as the full moon.

Suddenly, life was more comfortable than they had ever known it. Under natural conditions, the
life of most animasisa continuous search for food, and this had dways applied to this smal band of
human creatures. It was nothing for them to walk twenty milesfor the sake of acactusfruit or afew
prickly pears. Ever snce hewas ababy, Nial had become accustomed to a permanent fegling of hunger.
Now, with the ants and the pepsis wasp to do their foraging and hunting, they had amaost forgotten what
hunger was like. From force of habit, they still spent part of each day in the search for food; but it no
longer made any differenceif they found nothing. In thewall of the burrow, Ulf had excavated a deep
holeto serve asalarder and lined it with stones. Inits cool depths, fruit could be kept for weeksat a
time. And even when it became rotten, it was not wasted. Jomar recalled that if rotten fruit isleft to soak
inwater, it ferments and produces a peculiarly sickly smell, and that after many weeks, the cloudy liquid
would turn into adrink that was both sharp and thirst-quenching and would induce a pleasant sensation
of light-headedness. When the men drank thisliquid asthey sat around in the burrow after dark, the tiny
flame of the ail lamp casting huge shadows on the walls, they suddenly became talkative and reminisced
about their hunting expeditions. In the past, such talk had been rare, for they came home exhausted and
were usualy too hungry to waste energy in conversation. Now they were neither tired nor hungry, and
often talked until the oil lamp had burned itsdf dry. The ants, who seemed to respond to the mood of
their masters, would come and lie a their feet, occupying most of the floor space, while the pepsiswasp
dozed initsown fur-lined nest high on thewadll.

And now, for thefirst time, Niall heard stories about earlier generations: about Ivar the Strong,
who had fortified the ancient city of Korsh and resisted dl the attempts of the spidersto drive him into the
desert; about Skapta the Cunning, who had carried the war into the land of the spiders and had burnt
their capital city; about Vaken the Wise, who had lived twice as long as other men, and trained grey
desert spidersto act as spiesin theland of the death spiders. Little by little, Nial began to understand
why the spiders hated and feared human beings, and why they went to such lengthsto destroy and
endave them. It had been along and brutal war between the spiders and humankind, and the spiders had
only won it because they had learned to understand the thoughts of human beings. This had come about,
according to the legend recounted by Jomar, because a prince named Hallat had falenin lovewith a
beautiful girl caled Turool; but Turool had preferred to marry apoor chieftain named Basat. Hallat
became amost insane with jeal ousy; he dreamed of Turool day and night and made plansto kidnap her
from the camp of Basat. Turool'sfaithful dog Oykel was hunting rats outside the camp and recognised
Hallat by his pungent smdll; he roused the camp and Hallat was driven away. Hallat was so enraged that
he swore revenge and made hisway to the city of the spiders. There he alowed himself to be captured
by the guards and demanded to see the Lord of the Spiders, a hundred-eyed monster tarantula called
Cheb. Taken into the presence of the great tarantula, Hallat offered to betray hisaly King Rogor asa
sgn of hisgood faith, and King Roger's city was betrayed to the spiders, who ate two thousand human



beings at agreat feast. After that, Hallat promised Cheb that he would teach him how to read the
thoughts of human beingsif he would destroy Basat and capture Turool. Cheb agreed, but he demanded
payment in advance, and Hallat spent ayear teaching him al the secrets of the human soul. Until the
Gresat Betraya -- asit became known in human legend -- the spiders had been unable to understand the
complexities of the human mind, for the souls of men were far more intricate and strange than those of the
gpiders. Bt little by little, Cheb came to understand the secrets of the human soul. It issaid that he had
prisoners brought in front of him and made them stand there for hours while he read their minds, until he
knew every detall of tharr lives. Then he made them tell their life stories until he grasped the meaning of dll
the things he had failed to understand. After this, Cheb ate them, for he felt that he could only truly
understand them when he had absorbed every atom of their bodiesinto his own.

When he understood the mysteries of the human soul, Cheb kept his promise. Thousands of
spiders descended on the camp of Basat by night, and the attack was so sudden that al but afew were
captured adive. Basat and Turool were brought in front of Hallat, who made Basat knedl down and struck
off hishead with hisown hand. But his crudlty lost him the prize for which he had sacrificed hisown kind;
Turool became insane with grief and sacrificed her own life by attacking one of her guards with aknife;
the spider injected her with its venom, and she died instantly.

Therewas till one great enigmathat Cheb had been unable to solve: the mystery of the White
Tower. Thistower had been built by men of abygone age and stood in the centre of the city of the death
Spiders (for this city had once been inhabited by men). The tower had no doors or windows and was
made of asmooth substance that seemed impenetrable. The daves of the bombardier beetles had once
been ordered to blast their way into it with explosives, but the tower had remained not only undamaged
but untouched. Now Cheb offered to make Hallat the king of &l the men on earth if hewould help him to
penetrate the mystery of the White Tower. Hallat was tempted, for he longed for power. He had many
old and wise men tortured in his attempt to learn the secret of the tower. And at last, an old woman --
thewife of atribd chieftain -- offered to tell him the secret if he would spare her husband'slife. Shetold
him that, according to an ancient family tradition, the secret of the tower wasa"mind lock™. The mind of
aman must interact with the atomic lattice of the walls, which would then yield as easily asif they were
made of smoke. The key to the interaction was amagic rod, with which the man must touch thewall. The
old chief possessed such arod asa symbol of hiskingship. Halat took it from him by force and went to
the tower the next day at dawn -- for, according to tradition, the first rays of the sun would fal upon a
hidden door in the wdll of the tower. But when he tried to approach the tower with the magic rod, some
force threw him to the ground. He tried a second time, and the same thing happened. Thethird time, he
stretched out both his arms to the tower and shouted: "I command you to open!™ But when hetried to
touch it with the magic rod, there was aflash like lightning and Hallat was burned into a piece of black
charcoa. Cheb, when he heard what had happened, had al the prisoners murdered, including the old
chief and hiswife. And the mystery of the White Tower remained unsolved.

The story made Nidl shudder, and that night he woke from a nightmare in which he heard anoise
outside the burrow and went out to confront avast tarantula, tall as an organ-pipe cactus, with adouble
row of glittering yellow eyes and mandibles big enough to tear up atree. Y et as soon ashewasfully
awake, the fear vanished. Ever since hewasachild, Nial had been terrified of the idea of the spiders,
rather as he might have been terrified of ghogtsif he had ever heard of such things. But the knowledge
that the spiderswere not invincible, that Ivar the Strong and Skapta the Cunning had won spectacular
victories againg them, endowed them with aredlity that was more complex and therefore less frightening.
Hewasintrigued, for example, by the notion that Hallat had to teach the Spider Lord to understand the
minds of human beings. Nidl had never had to be taught to understand the minds of UIf or Jomar, or
even of the ants. There were moments when he knew what they were thinking or feding just asif hewas
ingdether heads. So if the spidersfound it dificult to understand human beings, that suggested that their
mindsweretotaly different, asif they spoke another mental language. And -- thiswaswhat filled him
with amixture of excitement and terror -- if understanding the minds of men had made the spidersthe
masters of the human race, then would not the reverse dso be possible? If men could understand the
minds of spiders, could they not one day conquer the spiders?



The next day he set about trying to find the answer. Half amile away therewas agrove of huge
pistaciatrees, the home of grey desert spiders. When Nidl arrived there not long after sunrise he saw that
the lower branches of the trees were festooned with tiny webs; above them hung awhite egg-sac, from
which the babies had recently emerged. The larger web of the mother spider was scarcely visible among
the higher branches.

AsNiall took up his position in the shadow of adesert shrub, he was aware that the female
spider had noticed his approach and was watching him carefully, hoping that he would walk under the
tree and give her achance to drop on his back. He sat there and tried to calm hismind into a state of
relaxation, but it was difficult; the knowledge that he was being observed caused apersstent alarm bell to
ring in his subconscious mind.

Then alarge bluebottle buzzed past, pursued by arobber fly. The robber fly, alarge, yelow
creature not unlike awasp, attacked its prey on the wing, pouncing like ahawk; but itsfirst attack had
evidently been afailure. The panic-stricken bluebottle swerved upward to avoid the tiny webs spun by
the newly-hatched spiders and blundered straight into the web of the mother; the robber fly, too late to
change direction, aso flew into the sticky silk. A moment later, the grey mother spider, hardly ableto
believe her luck at this double catch, scuttled swiftly down the web to trussthe prey with threads of slk.
Then she became aware that the nearest of the two victims was the dangerous robber fly, with hislong,
pointed snout that could inject a powerful nerve poison. She paused, clinging to the vibrating web asthe
two insects struggled to tear themselves free by sheer force. The bluebottle almost succeeded, but asfive
of itssix legsfreed themselves from the sticky fibres, it kedled sideways and itswing was caught.

Watching dl thiswith total absorption, Niall experienced the sense of deep relaxation that had
escaped him afew minutes earlier. He concentrated; the spark glowed inside his head, and suddenly he
was picking up the vibrations of terror from the bluebottle and the anger of the robber fly. The robber fly
was afar more courageous cresture than the bluebottle, and itsreaction to its Situation was a
determination to make someone pay dearly for thisindignity. Aware of the watchful gaze of the mother
Spider, it was saying, in effect: Come near meand I'll pierce ahole right through you. . . And the mother,
accustomed to inspire panic, was disconcerted by this blast of defiance.

Nial could sense her uncertainty; but when hetried to place his mind behind her eyes, he found it
puzzling. It was dmost asif there was nothing there. Hetried again -- thistime so persgtently that the
spider might have sensed his presence if she had not been so totally occupied by her more immediate
problem.

Now he became aware that, in the branches of the next pistaciatree, another female spider was
watching the conflict with interest. Nidl tried to place himself on her wavelength, to see the world through
her eyes. Again, there was the same puzzling sense of emptiness. At this point, the furious struggles of the
robber fly distracted his attention, and his concentration broke. It was severa minutes before he felt able
to renew the menta effort. And thistime, his clumsy attempt to place himsdlf behind the eyes of the
watching spider made her suddenly aware of what was happening. He felt her attention sweep around in
aprobing beam, trying to detect the intruder. Unable to see Nidl -- who was concedled by the shrub --
her watchfulness gave way to darm. And then, for thefirgt time, Nial began to understand why he found
it S0 hard to pick up the mental vibration of the spider. Its mind was amost as passive as avegetable. It
seemed to exist in atwilight world of pure watchfulness. By comparison, the bluebottle and the robber fly
seemed whirlpools of noisy, aggressive energy. And because her mind was so passive, the spider was
aso aware of theturbulent life energies of her victims.

Suddenly, he understood. The spider spent itswholelife in the corner of aweb, waiting for
passing insects. For her, the vibrations of the web were amost aform of speech; each onewaslikea
word. She had nothing to do but wait passively, studying the thousands of vibrations that surrounded her
-. theliving vibrations of thetree, the vibrations of insectstunnelling in the roots, the impersona vibration
of thewind in the leaves, the strange, throbbing vibration of the sunlight beating down through the
atmosphere like agreat engine. The spider had been aware of his presence long before he came within
sight of thetrees, for the vibrations of a human being are asloud as the hum of abee.

At the sametime, Niall understood how the death spiders could control other creatures by the



will done. Merely to look a something isto send out abeam of will. Nial could recall many timeswhen
he thought he was done but had an uncomfortable fedling that he was being watched -- and turned round
to find that someone was looking a him. Thiswaswhy the grey spider felt uncomfortable when he tried
to probe her mind -- hiswill had reached out to touch her like a hand.

Spider consciousness was dmost pure perception. The spider isthe only living creature that
goendsitslifelying in wait, hoping that victimswill walk into itstrap. All other crestures have to go out
and seek their food. So spiders have devel oped the ability to turn perception into abeam of pure will. As
afly buzzed through the air, the watching spider tried to will it into itsweb. . .

Then why were these grey desert spidersrelatively harmless? Hisintuition told him the answer.
Because they were quite unawar e that they used will-power to lure fliesinto the web. When they willed
afly to change direction and blunder into the trap, they believed it was an accident. The death-spiders
had become masters of the earth when they learned that the will-force can be used as a weapon.

What happened next was an object lesson in the power of the unconscious will. The spider
returned to the corner of its web and moved round to the other side, so that the robber fly was no longer
between itself and the bluebottle. Asthe spider advanced onto the web, the bluebottle hurled itsdf into a
frenzy of activity, so that it dmogt toreitsdf free: but in its panic, its other wing became glued to the web.
Now, asthe spider came closer, its eyesfixed onits prey, the fly suddenly collgpsed into momentary
exhaustion. Swiftly, the spider threw a strand of slk acrossits body, then another, binding it to the web.
A few minutes later, the fly was little more than a cocoon. And, asit struggled in the web, the robber fly
experienced an increasing conviction that it was aso doomed -- a conviction that was dmost entirely due
to the gentle but demoralising pressure of the spider'swill. In fact, the robber fly was ill dangerous; it
had enough freedom of movement to defend itself from amost any angle; one thrust of that poisonous
snout would have paralysed the spider in the centre of its own web. Y et when the spider had finished
trussing the bluebottle, and moved towards the robber fly with asinister air of ddiberation, the fly merdly
watched its approach and, after one more desperate attempt to tear itself free, allowed itself to be
trussed into abundle. For amoment, Niall's mind entered the stream of its consciousness, and he was
gppalled by its exhaustion and defeat. As he withdrew hismind, it was like waking from anightmare.

Hewaked homein deep thought, shaken by his experience yet also fascinated by it. Thisinsght
into the power of the will was areveation. Because the world around him seemed full of terror and
danger, hismind remained aert for any suggestion of ahostile will. And as he passed within twenty yards
of thelair of ayellow scorpion, he became aware of its gaze as it watched him from the darkness. It was
tired after hunting al night, and therefore disinclined to make adaylight foray. Nial sensed itsindecision
and ddliberately reinforced it by sending out a suggestion that he was armed and dangerous. The
scorpion decided that it was not, after al, worth the effort and the risk to attack him.

When he entered the relative coolness of the burrow, he flung himsalf down on his grass couch
feding utterly drained. But the tiredness was in his head, not his body. It was his attempt to use an
unaccustomed will-muscle that had exhausted him so much.

Niall wasfifteen when Siris gave birth to another daughter. The child was premature, and for the
first two weeksit was uncertain whether shewould live. They cdled her Mara, meaning "small dark one'’,
because her tiny shrivelled face had a curious brown pigmentation. It was undoubtedly the sweet
ant-food that saved her life. And as soon as she was out of danger, she began to cry -- apiercing,
wavering little cry that irritated everyone but her mother. When she was not hungry, she was suffering
from colic or heat rash or arunny nose. For thefirst Ssx months of her life she cried for severa hours
every night. Ingeld, who had never been fond of children, became very bad tempered and began urging
Thorg and Hrolf to ook for another home. In fact, they found aroomy lair about amile away, not far
from the twisted red rocks, and the men soon drove out the dung beetles that lived there. But Ingeld
spent only one night in her new home, decided shefelt nervous, and -- to Nidl's disgust -- moved back
again thefollowing day.



Mara's hedlth began to improve when she was six months old; but it was clear that she had a
nervous disposition. Any sudden movement made her jump and burst into tears. Loud noises sent her
into paroxysms of sobbing. She screamed with fear every time an ant came near her. One early morning,
when Thorg and Ingeld thought they were alonein the burrow, Nidl overheard them talking about Mara.
What would happen when she was older and knew about spiders? " Shelll be the death of al of udl”
Ingeld said dramatically. Nidl felt amixture of anger and contempt, yet he knew she wasright. Maras
terror could betray them dl. Y et what could be done? They could hardly murder the child.

It was Jomar who suggested a solution: the juice of the ortis plant. When he had been achild, a
dozen brave hunters had ventured into the great delta and returned with gourds full of the juice. The plant
was carnivorous and lured its prey with amarveloudy sweet smell -- asmell so heavenly that it made
men dream. When aflying insect settled on the blossom of the ortis plant, it exuded asingledrop of a
clear liquid. The insect would drink this greedily and then become drowsy. Like tender fingers, the
tendrils of the plant would ddlicately propd it into the mouth of the grest, bell-like flower, like a beautiful
girl popping adedicious morsd of food into her mouth, and the petals would closeround it and digest it.

And how did the hunters avoid thisfate? By deliberately choosing small ortis plants that were too
wesk to kill afull-grown man. One of the hunterswould lightly touch the blossom with hisfinger, causng
the juice to be exuded into atiny cup. If the smdll of the plant overcame him, others would rush forward
and drag him clear. The problem, gpparently, was that the perfume was so intoxicating that some men
made no effort to fight it; they alowed themsalves to be overcome and woke up later wearing a strange,
dreamy smile. One man had alowed himsdlf to collgpseinto asmall plant, and adozen of the bell-like
suckers had instantly fastened on hisface, hisarms and legs. Asthe otherstried to drag him clear, the
tendrilsressted, trying to pull him back; they had to be hacked off with flint knives, and meanwhile,
clouds of the sweet perfume had stunned two more of the men. When they pulled the suckers off hisface
and arms, drops of blood lay on the bright red blotches like dew; the tremendous suction of the plant had
drawn it through his skin. The man remained unconscious for two days, and when he woke up, moved
like adeepwaker. He returned with the others, but had become duggish, lazy and shifty; after he had
been caught on severad occasionstrying to stedl the ortis juice he was executed by order of the elders.

As Jomar spoke, UIf waslooking thoughtfully at Mara, who was feeding at her mother's breast.
Heturned to Thorg. "Would you come with me?"

"Of course.”

"Very wdl. We st out a the time of the full moon."

Nidl sad: "Can | come?

UIf placed hishand on his head. "No, boy. Someone hasto stay and look after the women."

So, ten days later, UIf and Thorg, Veig and Hrolf, set out for the delta. By that time, they had
another reason for wanting the juice of the ortis plant: Ingeld was having bouts of morning sickness that
convinced her she was pregnant.

It was awell-equipped expedition. The men wore clothes of millipede skin to protect them from
the heat, with hoods to draw over their heads. They had strong sandals, with multiple soles, and also
carried lightwelght shoulder bags of woven grass which could be suspended from ayoke. There was no
need for agreat dedl of food or water, Since these would be available a ong the way; they carried only a
quantity of mesat dried in the sun and gourds of water. They were armed with spears, dings and knives
and also carried ropes.

They left a dusk on the night of the full moon and travelled north to the stony wilderness. Four
armed men ran little risk of attack from scorpions, tiger beetles or other night predators. Niall wanted to
accompany them to the edge of the wilderness, but hisfather refused; returning home aone, afifteen
year-old boy would be an easy prey.

Sirisand Ingeld were nervous. The men had often spent days away from home on hunting
expeditions, but the women knew thiswas different. Hunters were accustomed to the ways of giant
insects and had a sixth sensefor avoiding them. But the deltawas full of unknown perils. Even Jomar had
never been there, although he had flown over it in aspider balloon.

The next day, a dusk, Siris sat done in the depths of the burrow whilethey al remained slent.



Mara had been well fed two hours before, and now she dept quietly. After half an hour or so, they heard
Siris breathe very deeply and knew that she had established contact. Nidl lit the oil lamp as she rgjoined
them. "They are safe," she said. "Hrolf has been attacked by amosquito, but they killed it beforeit could
drink hisblood." The men were carrying medicind rootsin case of maariaor other fevers.

Ingeld asked: "Is Thorg well ?'

"Hetwigted hisankle, but it isnot serious.”

Ingeld could have made contact with Thorg if she had been willing to make the effort. But she
was impatient and found it difficult to relax and clear her mind. Shewas dso lazy, and preferred to leave
it to Siris, who was too conscientious to avoid anything that was expected of her.

On thefollowing day, the women went out looking for fresh cactusfruit; Niall accompanied them
to guard them, carrying the pepsiswasp. It was now old, and had lost much of its skill. Somehow, the
wasp seemed to know that its master, Velg, was far away, and that it was expected to guard the family
from trapdoor spiders and other predators. AsNidl relaxed and alowed his mind to blend with the mind
of theinsect, he experienced a stronger sense of kinship and affection than he had ever known before.
When they were returning, exhausted by the heat, Nidl saw a distant speck in the sky -- not a spider
balloon but alarge bird. Ashe stared at it, he realised that it was flying direct towards them; hetried to
project hismind into the mind of the bird, urging it not to change direction. Thewasp, sensing his
excitement, aso became aert. Suddenly the bird was only afew hundred yards away, flying at the height
of atdl tree, and Nial ordered the wasp to attack. It soared up from hiswrig, rising straight into the air
with a speed and power they had not witnessed for along time. Like amissileit flashed past the bustard,
sraight up for another hundred feet or so; then, changing direction, it dived. The bird wastotaly
unprepared; it obvioudy felt it had nothing to fear from wasps. It fluttered with distress at the impact, and
Niall experienced its agony asthe sting drove home. A few seconds later, it lay on the ground afew
hundred yards away. When Nidl arrived, the wasp was Sitting quietly on the crooked wing, and the
bird's eye was dready covered with the film of death. It was enormous, and that night the burrow was full
of the smell of roasted bird flesh. Even Ingeld was good tempered and cheerful.

That evening was the end of the time of contentment. The next day, astrong, gritty wind blew
from the direction of the ddtadirectly into the entrance of the burrow; when Nial ventured out, it made
his eyesrun, and the sand grated between histeeth. Mara cried most of the day until even Nial felt like
suffocating her. That evening, there was no contact with Ulf or Velg, dthough Siris sat for over an hour.
Jomar told them not to worry; hunters often had other thingsto do at nightfall. But it wasthe same again
the following day. By thistime, Ingeld had become so anxious that she so sat cross legged on the floor
at dusk and tried to empty her mind; but Nidl could tell by her breathing that she had no success.

The next day they were dl tense and worried. At nightfall, Srisand Ingeld again sat afew feet
gpart, their heads bowed, while Jomar and Niall lay on their mattresses and tried not to movein case the
rustling sound distracted the women. They heard the change in Siris's breathing as she made contact, and
Nial gghed with rdief. Then, dmost immediately, Sirisgave apiercing cry and they heard her fal. When
Nial reached her, she waslying on her back and her face fdlt cold. Ingeld was aready moaning
something about desth, and Jomar told her sharply to be silent. Nidl propped up his mother, while Jomar
forced water between her lips, she gasped and began to cough. When she spoke, her first words were:
They are dead. Thorg and Hrolf are dead.” Ingeld began to scream and wail; the children woke up and
began to cry. And Siris also sobbed quietly. She could only tell them that the two men had been killed by
the ortis plant, and that UIf and Veig had managed to escape with their lives.

Then Ingeld began to scream with rage. "Why did it have to be mine? Why not yours?*

They let her scream on until she grew tired and began to sob. She cried most of the night. Nidl
felt ashamed to be so happy that hisfather and brother were dive.

When Ulf and Veg returned ten days later, both were exhausted. Ulf's right breast and shoulder
were covered with circular marks that looked like burns, Veig had become very thin, and there was an
expression in hiseyesthat Nidl found deeply disturbing: thelook of aman who is haunted by something
he cannot forget. Both collapsed on their beds and dept deeply for most of aday and anight.



Thejuicethat had cost Thorg and Hrolf their liveswas contained in asmdl gourd that held little
morethan apint; it was seded tightly with leaves and leather thongs. When, afew hours after UIf'sreturn,
Maraset up her incessant wail, Siris carefully unbound the thongs, levered off the top of the gourd and
gave the child atiny quantity of the clear, syrupy liquid in awooden spoon. Within lessthan aminute,
Marawas adegp; she was sill deeping sixteen hours later, when UIf woke up.

At thefirgt opportunity, Nial sniffed the ortisjuice. It had a pleasant, siweetish smell not unlike
honey, with atouch of a certain mauve flower he had seen in the country of the ants; but after Jomar's
Story about the plant, he found it disappointing.

For days after their return, UIf and Veig seemed listless and depressed. Veig later admitted to
Nial that during the last thirty-sx hours of the return journey, both had been staggering like drunken men,
and that neither had expected to reach home dive. In the rocky wilderness, Veig had collapsed three
times, and for awhile after the last occasion, UIf had carried him on his shoulders. Fortunately, they had
encountered no predators; if any creature had attacked, they would have been helpless. They were too
exhausted even to scan the skiesfor spider balloons.

Ingeld had now recovered from thefirst shock and had become bitter and surly. They put up
with her angry jibes because they fdlt sorry for her. But one day when she had been drinking the
fermented fruit juice, she went too far, and accused Ulf and Veig of being cowards who had alowed her
men to die. UIf gripped her arm s0 hard that she screamed with pain.

"Never say that again or | will strike you to the ground, even if you are my brother'swife.”

She collapsed on the floor and began to sob. "I am too young to beawidow. Am | to livefor the
rest of my dayswithout a man's embrace?"

UIf saw thejudticein her clam. Shewas il under forty, and many men would find her beautiful.
He said thoughtfully: "There are no men here for you. But you could return to your own people.”

She looked up with agleam of hope. She loved any kind of change. "How could | reach them?"

"We could take you there."

She placed her hands on her sscomach. "I shall soon be too big to trave.”

UIf consdered this. "All right. We leave on the next night of the full moon.”

Siris protested that this was too soon -- they were still exhausted after their return from the delta.
But Nidl caught the hard, stubborn look on Ingeld's face and knew she was determined to have her own
way. For her, the thought of any delay wasintolerable, although she knew that Siriswasright; it would be
safer to leaveit for another month. 1t made no differenceto her if UIf and Veig died on the way back; by
that time she would be safe with her own family.

Asthetime of the full moon approached, it became obviousthat Veig would not befit enough to
travel; hewas gill too weak to go outside, and he suffered from arecurrent fever. Jomar's limp made it
impossiblefor him to wak more than afew miles. Siristried to persuade Ingeld to wait another month;
Ingeld, averting her eyesto conced her truefedings, replied that if heleft it that long, shewould be
unable to walk such adistance. Findly, Siris shrugged her shoulders and gave up the argument; they
would al be glad to see the last of Ingeld.

Nial caught hisfather looking a him speculatively and knew what he was thinking.

"Couldn't | goinsteed of Vag?'

"Do you think you could walk that far?*

"I canwak asfar asVeig."

"But thisisafive-day journey, perhaps more.” Ulf drew him amap in the sand. Ingeld's people
lived near the shores of a sdlt lake called Thellam, about two days journey south of the great plateau.
The most difficult part of the journey was across the desert that lay at the foot of the plateau, for there
were few landmarks. On the far side of the desert there was a country of bare rock and wadis,
descending to the st lake. There was vegetation there, and some water; but there were also poi sonous
centipedes.

Nial pointed to the plateau. " Could we not avoid the desert by climbing up onto the plateau 7"

"Thereis nothing there but bare rock, and theair isthin.”

"But bare rock is better than sand dunesthat change every day.”



UIf only said: "Perhgps™”

By thetime of the full moon, Ulf had recovered his strength. Veig sill had hollow cheeks, and his
eyeslooked tired. Siriswas unhappy at theideaof Nial travelling so far, but she knew therewas no
dternative. It would be dangerous for UIf to attempt the return journey alone; there were many predators
who would attack alone traveller but think twice about attacking two men.

At least they were wel| provisioned. On the day before they set out, Veig went hunting with the
pepsis wasp, and caught alarge desert rodent. Siris stuffed thiswith herbs and seeds, and roasted it
whole. She dso baked them thin wafers of bread from aflour made of wild maize. For many days before
the journey, the women collected clear water from the waru plant; they had aso learned to place gourds
under the long, twisted leaves of the welwitschia, to catch the dew the plant intended for its own roots.
The brackish water that the ants collected from the depths of the burrow was not suitable for long
journeys, for it was full of minerasthat |eft abitter taste in the mouth and made the throat dry.

They set out an hour before dusk, each carrying two baskets suspended from shoulder-yokes.
The day was il hot, athough the wind had dropped. When darknessfell, they rested for an hour in the
sand, and Nidl fell adeep -- having been kept awake most of the previous night by excitement. As soon
asthe moon rose, they went on. The night was cold but the exercise kept them warm. Ingeld -- who,
having got her own way, now felt dightly ashamed of hersdlf -- plodded on silently, making no complaint
about the pace. The desert was beautiful in the moonlight, and they could see the plateau clearly ahead of
them; but it was agreat dedl farther than it looked. When the moon st, they were till ableto travel by
thelight of the stars, their eyes having become accustomed to the dark. They reached the foot of the
plateau an hour before dawn. Asthe sun rose, they entered the cave in which Niall had spent the first
seven years of hislife. They ate alight meal of maize bread and cooked locust, then dept through the heat
of the day.

Nidl was delighted to see his old home again; but it seemed smaller and somehow different. He
had aso forgotten how hot and stuffy it could become in the midday heet if the wind was blowing the
wrong way. So in spite of hisnostalgia, he was not sorry to leave it behind.

They set out while the sun was il hot, because UIf had decided to take Nidl's advice and climb
up onto the plateau. Above the cave, it towered up hundreds of feet in the air; to find a point where they
could ascend, they had to walk for ten miles or so.

They reached the dried river bed an hour before dusk. Hot and tired, they decided to rest before
attempting the steep climb. When the moon rose, they began to ascend the river bed, which became
increasingly steep. Then the track became agoat path that zigzagged up the hill; it was too steep to climb
except on al fours. Soon it became o precipitous that it made Niall dizzy to look down; where rocks
bulged out, forcing them to presstight against them as they edged round, they were aware of the sheer
drop below. Ingeld's rather large breasts were here a disadvantage, and in one place she refused to go
forward until UIf had tied arope round her waist. Before they reached the top of the plateau, sometime
after midnight, she was stumbling and staggering, obvioudy wishing that she had decided to stay at home.

The view here wasimpressive. Behind them stretched the desert, silvery and peaceful . Before
them the plateau doped to the south-east, rocky and covered with shrubs and mats of thorn. It looked
unwelcoming, but the white rock was beautiful in the moonlight. They were tempted to rest, but the
ground was so uncomfortable that it was Smpler to go on. And after ssumbling along for haf an hour over
the uneven, barren ground, they rejoined the bed of the stream, which was made of white shingleand
was pleasant to the feet. Suddenly, UIf gave acry of satisfaction and pointed. A hundred yards ahead of
them the moon was reflected off something that looked like asilver mirror. It wasasmal pool of water,
little more than ayard wide, in ahollow in the shingle. They dropped down with rdlief and removed their
burdens. The water was whitein colour, like watered milk, and had a sweet flavour. They had been
rationing water since they set out; now it was unimaginably delightful to be able to drink as much asthey
liked. They ate some cactusfruit and refilled their gourds; then, rluctantly -- sincether limbswere
aching -- set out again. The going was unexpectedly smooth, and even when the moon set they were able
to march on over the compact pebbles.

At dawn Ingeld wanted to rest, but UIf refused to alow it. In afew hours, the sun would be



directly overhead, and in the meantime they had to look for shelter.

In fact, before the sun was high, they saw athicket of trees on the southern horizon and cut
acrosstowardsit. They looked like overgrown bushes, about six feet high, and the lower branches
formed aconcave arch. They were able to stretch sheets of spider silk over them to form a sunshade,
and to use another sheet, pinned to the ground with heavy stones, asawindbrake. It felt aimost like being
inacave, and they dept deeply and heavily until the sun waslow in the Sky. Then, after alight medl, they
moved on again.

Thetrack now lay acrossalavafield covered with large boulders; after afew miles, this became
unexpectedly smooth, like hard-packed sand. Ingeld was beginning to complain that her feet were sore;
Ulf and Nial glanced a each other, anticipating that her period of good behaviour was finished and that
the difficulties of the journey would now be augmented by her complaints. Fortunately, they came upon
another pool of water, larger and deeper than thefirgt; after they had drunk their fill and refilled their
gourds, Ingeld asked them to look the other way, then stripped off her clothes and plunged in. Standing
there, up to her waist, she looked so happy that Nial decided to join her. The water was still warm from
the heat of the day, and refreshing to the limbs. When they set out again, hefelt asif he had just
awakened from a pleasant deep.

By dawn, the ground was doping upward again, and since the plateau was basin-shaped, they
assumed they were nearing its southern edge. An hour later, they were standing on this edge, looking at
the reflection of sunlight on distant water -- the salt lake called Thellam. Ingeld was excited; shefdt that
another day's march would bring her to her own people; UIf pointed out that the helght made distance
deceptive and that they probably had at least another fifty miles ahead of them.

Since there was no sign of shelter at the top of the plateau, there was nothing for it but to look for
away down, and seek acamping place on the plain below. Niall went to the edge and looked over. The
drop made him fed dizzy; it must have been athousand feet. Moreover, the cliff curved back undernesth
him; it had been sand-blasted into a hollow by the desert winds. If the edge had crumbled, nothing would
break hisfdl straight down to the rocks bel ow.

It was aquestion of turning either left or right -- to the west or east. And since the westward
direction would eventualy lead them back to the place a which they had ascended, they decided to go
eadt. They dso choseto return haf amileinland, Snce theterrain at the edge of the plateau was rocky
and split with rifts; inland the going was smoother. But it was aso hotter, the sun reflected back from the
white lavaunderfoot. Glancing at hisfather out of the corner of hiseye, Nial realised with concern that he
was very tired. He was not yet recovered from the journey to the delta. He glanced at Ingeld, plodding
sullenly dong with amartyred expression, and experienced aflash of hatred.

An hour later, he saw ahuge shape againgt the western horizon; it might have been ahill, but it
wastooirregular.

"That must bethe citadd of thewarriors," UIf said. He was so obvioudly tired that Nial decided
againgt asking for more information, but as they drew nearer he was amazed by the sheer Size of the
citadd; it must have been five hundred feet high. He had never seen anything so magnificent and majestic.
Now he could seethat it had been built on top of anatura hill of rock in such away that it seemed a
continuation of the hill. It was made of gregat stone blocks, each about sx feet long and three feet high.
Againgt the skyline were the remains of rectangular towers, some of them half ruined. These were
supported beow by immense buttresses. The closer they came, the more obvious was the devastation.
Therewere grest rectangular columns, more than ten feet wide, which had once supported aroof; now
only two of these weretheir origina height; the others were shattered Ssumps.

At thefoot of the hill they paused to rest and to drink some water. But the heat was now so
gredt, in spite of the wind from the south, that they were in danger of sunstroke. Unwillingly, they dragged
themselvesto their feet and began to look for the easiest way to ascend.

Halfway round the northern face, they found it; astairway, scarcely afoot wide, cut into the
rock. It seemed to go on forever. But since there was obvioudy no dternative, they began plodding
upward, their suspended baskets dragging on the tair. Its seps were irregular, Some narrow, some
deep, some badly crumbled or eroded. UIf went first; Nidl followed, with Ingeld in the rear (thisbeing



from motives of modesty -- her spider-slk dress came only halfway down her thighs). Nidl clambered
on wearily, keeping his eyesfixed on the next step; when hefinaly paused to look round, he was
surprised to see that they were now high above the plain and that the walls of the citadel were only afew
feet above them. A few minutes |ater they staggered in through an arched doorway into the outer
courtyard.

Nidl found it all so astonishing that he forgot hisweariness. If someone had described such a
place to him, he would have assumed they were exaggerating. The courtyard was full of rubble and
gigantic tumbled blocks from the walls; yet even so it looked vast and empty. Archesdl around led into
great hals. Part of the main building had been cut out of the rock itself, and the red and yellow rock gave
it the gppearance of acastle out of afairy tde. The summit of the citadd till towered morethan a
hundred feet above them.

The immediate necessity was shade, somewhereto rest. They crossed the courtyard and went in
through one of the arched doorways. They found themsalvesin ahal soimmensethat the far wallsand
the ceiling werelogt in the shadows. It was startlingly cool, being on the side of the building that was
protected from the morning sun. Here they spread out their blankets, flung themselves down and lay
panting, listening to the endless thunder of the wind. Within minutes, Nial wasfast adeep.

He had astrange dream; the Spider Lord, Cheb, was |ooking down on him from someimmense
height and mocking him. As he began to struggle back to consciousness, he redised that he was cold.
Outside, the sunlight was blinding on the white courtyard; next to him, hisfather and Ingeld were both fast
adeep. He sat up, pulled some of his blanket out from underneath him and wrapped it round to form a
deeping bag. In one of the baskets, he had another lightweight blanket made of caterpillar skin but he
was too deepy to get it out. The memory of his dream disturbed him; the Spider Lord had been sitting on
the topmost tower of the citaddl, looking down at him. But with hisfather beside him, he felt safe; afew
minutes later he was adeep.

He woke with the fedling that someone had touched his shoulder. Somewhere above him, afly
was buzzing. The blanket had dipped off his shoulder, and it was cold; he reached up to cover it and had
difficulty raising hisarm; it was asif hisblanket had become tucked underneath him, restricting his
freedom of movement. At the sametime, the buzzing took on anote of frenzied darm, the sound of afly
caught in aweb. He raised his head and |ooked across the hall; something seemed to scurry into the
darkness, and he thought he could see a hundred gleaming points. Suddenly, he was fully awake, trying
to St up. Then he saw what was preventing him. Bands of spider web had been stretched over him and
somehow fastened to the floor. The web waslying al over him, like asoft blanket. He looked &t his
father and Ingeld; they were a so covered with aloose-meshed web of spider silk that was still damp and
sticky with the spider secretion. And now he saw that the gleaming points were the eyes of dozens of
gpiders, watching from the shadows.

His cry woke up the other two. As soon asthey tried to Sit up, they found themselvestangled in
the sticky blankets that covered them. Before they tried to move, the web had been stretched over likea
loosdly flung sheet; as soon asthey sat up, their bodies came into contact with the sticky silk, which clung
to them, and asthey tried to pull it free their hands and arms became entangled.

The spiders had now moved forward out of the shadow asif to get acloser view. To hisrélief,
Nial saw that they werefairly smal -- with bodies about six incheslong and aleg-span of about eighteen
inches. He could dso tell at aglance that they were related to the grey desert spider, and that they were
NON-POi SONOUS.

It was now that Nidl realised how fortunate he had been to wake and cover himself with the
blanket. The spider net covered his blanket, and came into contact only with his shoulder, right hand and
left foot. He was able to reach out with hisleft hand and pull hisyoke, with its attached baskets, towards
him. He found hisflint knife and sawed away the web at hiswrist; then freed his shoulder and | eft foot.
He dipped out of the blanket and stood up, and the spiders retreated into the shadows. He picked up a
large fragment of stone and flung it among them; he heard them scuttling away.

"Liedill' hetold Ingeld. She had given way to panic and was making unpleasant gasping noises
as shetore at the web; he could see from her eyes that she believed this was the end. He sawed at the



ends of the web where it was stuck to the floor, and afew minuteslater she was able to stagger to her
feet, dthough shewas till covered with the sticky slk.

"Go outsde," Niall said. She needed no encouragement; trailing loose ends of web she rushed
into the sunlight. Then Niall freed hisfather. Ashedid this, the spiders began to advance again, and he
threw more stones at them. Once more they retreated. It was now clear that they werein no immediate
danger; the spiders would not dare to attack now their prey was awake.

Outsde, the sunlight was blinding; it was mid-afternoon. Nial helped them to ped off the web by
hanging onto it asthey pulled in the opposite direction; it left behind sticky filaments and lines of shiny
gtickiness on their skin. It took nearly an hour for UIf and Ingeld to disentangle themsdlves from the
fragments.

Their bagswere il ingde: when they went in to fetch them, they again found themsalves
watched from the darkness by hundreds of tiny eyes. The ends of the web still attached to the floor
seemed quite solid and immovable, asif the spider-glue had hardened into akind of resin. The spiders
had exuded their light filaments, then thrown them over the degping human beings so that they settled as
lightly as flakes of snow. It was the touch of one of them that had awakened Nidl. If he had not been
covered by his blanket, he would have been entangled astightly asthe others. And by now, the three of
them would probably have been wrapped from head to foot in cocoons of spider slk.

At least the danger had removed the last vestiges of tiredness; they dl felt capable of walking a
hundred milesto escape this frightening place. Y et there would be no point in leaving until they were sure
of their direction. Leaving their shoulder bags in the shade, they set out to look for avantage point over
the southern plain. They found what they were looking for in an adjoining courtyard -- aflight of stone
steps that went up the side of the outer wall. Thiswas one of the few places where it was undamaged.
More than ahundred regular steps brought them out on top of the wall, which was about six feet wide
with astone sentry box at the junction with the wall of the next courtyard. Nial went into the box and
looked out of itswindow; hefelt safer there than standing on top of thewall in the strong wind.

In the distance, he could see the gleam of the waters of the st |ake. Below, there was a sheer
drop of fifteen hundred feet to the plains. Herethewall of the cliff wasless precipitous, but it was still far
too steep to climb down.

UIf had reached the same conclusion. He said gloomily: "No way down for miles.

Nial stood staring out over the plain. "But what did they do if they wanted to go over there?’

Ingeld sad irritably: "Waked."

"But whichway?| can't believe they went across to the other side of the plateau.”

UIf was struck by this observation. "No, you must be right. There must be some other way
down."

They began walking along the top of the wall. At twenty-yard intervals, there was another "sentry
box", usualy perched on an obtuse angle between two courtyards. Waking aong the walls made them
aware of the Sze of the place. It wasfar bigger than it seemed from below.

Nidl asked: "Do you think giants built this place?'

UIf shook his head. "No. Those stairs were made for men the same size asyou and me.”

Nidl found theideastaggering. So men like himsalf had built thisvast citadd. But surdly it must
have taken many lifetimes? That depended, of course, on how many there were. . . For thefirst time, it
dawned on Nidl that perhaps there had been atime when men werelords of the earth. Before this
moment, he had entertained it as an idea but never actudly grasped it asareal possbility. Now the
thought of thousands of men carving stone blocks, building these tremendous walls, brought a strange
sense of exhilaration that was as ddightful as cold water poured over his head.

It was at the next guard house that Nidl saw what they werelooking for: steps cut into the side of
the cliff. They were only visible from directly above. At this point, the cliff was no longer a sheer rock
face. The sand-laden wind had cut into it, carving away softer materia so that the rock was a series of
irregular columns and hummocks. Trees and bushes grew out of crevices. Thiswas more like the point at
which they had climbed up to the plateau. And immediately below them they could see stepsleading
down, and vanishing from sight around a great hump-backed rock which had been carved into wrinkles



until it looked likethe skin of aliving creature.

They found more steps and descended into the courtyard. But there seemed to be no archway in
the outer wall. They walked through into the next courtyard, then the next. There were no doors. And
that, UIf pointed out, made good sense; what was the point of building an immense fortified castle and
then putting hundreds of doorsin itswalls through which enemies could gain entrance?

That till left the problem of how the inhabitants had gained accessto the top of the Stairway.
Niall climbed back to the top of the wall -- being the youngest and most active -- and looked down
directly on theflight of steps. Now he noticed something he had not seen when inspecting them from the
sde. They apparently started twenty yards down the cliff. But if they stopped there, how could people
who had climbed dl the way up from the plain reach the citaddl?

He went to the other side of thewall and looked down into the courtyard. Immediately below
wasadim circular mark on the ground, about six feet in diameter. He called down to UIf: "What's that?*

"Whet?'

"Theresacircle on the ground right below where I'm standing.”

"l can't seeit.”

"Y ou're standing right on it now."

He hurried back down the stairway. Back in the courtyard, the circle had become invisible; but
sance he knew hisfather was sanding ingdeit, he went on dl fours, examining the ground closdy. With
hisflint knife, he began to scrape where the dust seemed soft. There was a crack between two stones.
Now Ulf, Nial and Ingeld dl used their knives, and in five minutes had uncovered the circle of sone.
Further examination revealed ametd ring. Nidl had never seen any kind of metdl in hislife, and thought it
must be somerare kind of stone. The ring was about six inchesin diameter, wide enough for al three of
them to be ableto grip it smultaneoudy. They braced their feet and heaved; nothing happened. They
tried again, and thistime the great stone trapdoor seemed to move very dightly. They tried for five
minutes until they were panting, and had succeeded in raising the lid about two inches.

Now, in spite of their didike of theinner rooms, they decided to look into the hall acrossthe
courtyard. Thiswas smaller than the onein which they had dept, and wasfull of strange objects made of
wood. Never having seen achair or table, none of them guessed that they were in an officers mess
room. Much of the furniture was worm eaten, and a chair broke when Nidl tried to pick it up. Fragments
of carpet on the floor were bleached with the sunlight, athough in remote corners, where the sun had
been unable to reach, there were il coloured patterns, badly faded, but oddly rich and exciting.

And protruding from ahesp of rubblein acorner there was awooden beam, ten feet long and
four incheswide. UIf held it by one end, and pressed hisfoot on it; the wood was unyielding. Nidl took
the other end and they carried it into the courtyard.

They placed it through the meta ring, and Niall and Ingeld took one end while Ulf took the other.
They braced their knees and gave atremendous heave; the stone lid came out of the ground, and a
six-inch gap appeared. The weight wastoo great, and they had to let it fal. Nial went back into the
room, and found another piece of wood. And next time they raised the stonelid, he used hisfoot to
manoeuvre the wood into the gap. Then, using the other beam as alever, they forced open the trapdoor
and succeeded in pushing it to one Side. A blast of wind blew up into their faces. Below, they could see
stairs descending into darkness.

Ten minutes later, they were climbing down cautioudy. For a space of twenty feet or so, the
tunnel became so black that they had to move very dowly, testing each step with their feet. Then there
wasaglimmer of light, and around the next bend, the entrance admitted a blinding beam of sunlight. Then
they were standing in the narrow doorway and experiencing vertigo at the sheer drop below them and the
distant horizon.

Looked at from above, the steps seemed to descend dmost vertically, like aladder. Ingeld sat
down, pressing tight againgt the wdll of the tunndl.

"I"m sorry. | can't go down there. | can't sand heights.”

UIf looked at her in astonishment. ™Y ou climbed up the other sde.”

"But that was going up. Besides, it was nearly dark.”



UIf grinned sarcadticdlly. "All right. Well wait until it'sdark.”

Shebeganto cry. "I'm sorry, but | just can't doit.”

UIf shrugged. "Do you want to spend the night Sitting there?”

"But there must be a better way down."

"Therés nothing wrong with this™"

The sullen stubborn look cameinto her eyes. "1'm not going down that way."

It was the worgt possible thing to say to UIf; he had often fet infuriated with Thorg for giving way
to hiswife's determination to have her own way. Now he stared back at Ingeld with astony, set
expression.

"Y ou can do what you like. We're going down to spend the night at the bottom."

Ingeld was not accustomed to being thwarted.

"And what am | supposed to do?"

"Y ou can go and spend the night in the fortress.”

"What about the spiderd”

"What are you more afraid of -- spiders or heights?' He began descending, his face towards the
geps. "Comeon, Nidl."

Unwillingly -- for dthough hefdt as hisfather did about Ingeld, he till felt sorry for her -- Nidl
began to descend the stairway. It was, in fact, less dangerous than it looked, for athough each step was
only afew inches deep, hand-holds had been cut in the rock beside them. A hundred yards farther down,
where the steps turned at an angle behind the hump-backed rock, the dope suddenly became less steep.
Here, out of sight of Ingeld, UIf beckoned him to sit down. They stayed there for aquarter of an hour,
and ate aprickly pear and some maize bread. After that, UIf left his baggage and went back up the cliff.
A few minutes|ater, he regppeared with Ingeld. Her face was stained with tearsand her lipsweresetina
sullen pout; but the mulish expression had disappeared.

There must have been over three thousand steps. They followed atwisting curve, sometimes
descending into clefts, sometimes exposed on the face of the cliff, and at one point passing through a
valley with massive and rectangular carved rocks, sculptured with basrdliefs of strange animals. Some of
the creatures |ooked alittle like desert rodents; but they were as big asinsects. They stood and
contemplated these things with afeding of awe. Nidl pointed to a particularly fierce looking cresture that
seemed to be surrounded by hunters. "What isthat?'

“I'mnot sure. . "

Ingeld said contemptuoudy: "It'satiger.”

"Did such thingsredly live on earth?"

"Of course."

Ulf sad: "The spiderskilled off dl thelarger animals”

"Thenwhy did they dlow man to survive?

"Because man cannot protect himself. He has no claws, no tusks, no sharp teeth.”

"But he haswegpons.”

UIf said grimly: "But wegpons can be taken away. Y ou cannot take away atiger's claws without
killingit first."

They tramped on. For the last few hundred feet the descent became more difficult, for the cliff
was broken and eroded. At its base it had been hollowed out by the wind; they had to throw down their
baggage and jump the last ten feet, landing in soft sand. Looking back up, they saw that the stairway was
now invigble. Its builders had taken care not to make it obvious to enemies.

By travelling over the plateau, they had avoided the worst of the desert. The countryside ahead
was not unlike the region around the burrow, but with more vegetation. Compared to the plateau, the
atmosphere here was hot and oppressive. In spite of the menace of the spiders, which now lay behind
them, Nial fet asharp pang of regret at leaving the ruined citadd. For him, it represented something he
had never before encountered: romance and mystery.

The sun was near the western horizon. Thelong descent of the stairs had made them al tired. UIf
decided to rest until the moon rose. The hollowsworn in the base of the cliff argued that there should also



be caves. They walked due west for dmost amile but found nothing deeper than afew feet. However
they encountered another group of the low trees or bushes under which they had dept on the plateau.
They selected the lowest one, spread blankets over it to form a sunshade, then lay down to rest. Ingeld
lay severd yards away; she had till not forgiven UIf for making her climb down the stairway.

When the edge of the sun neared the horizon, UIf took himsalf off into the middle of the bushes,
and sat crosslegged, his back against the twisted root of atree. It wastime he tried to make contact with
Siris. Since they were roughly in the same longitude, they should observe the sunset at the sametime.
Their agreement was to attempt contact as the sun touched the horizon. This moment seemed to facilitate
contact between minds.

Nial moved his position dightly so he could watch hisfather. UIf wastired, and instead of
relaxing, might easily fall adeep. Therefore heintended to keep UIf in Sght, and to make some smadl
movement to arouse his attention if he seemed to be dozing.

Suddenly, he stiffened with horror. In the twisted root behind his father, something was moving.
As he watched, the long, sinuous body of agrey centipede crawled into the open. It was about three feet
long, and the many-jointed antennae were vibrating curioudy; it had sensed intrudersin itsterritory. But it
had not yet noticed Ulf, who was Sitting till asa stone. Nial had seen very few centipedes, and the
movement of their tiny legs fascinated and repelled him. Unlike the millipede, the centipede is poisonous,
this one was of the soil-burrowing type. And when, in the course of its cautious survey of itsterritory, it
became aware of the man, its head reared upward into a position of aertness, revealing poison clawslike
those of aspider.

While UIf remained till, he wasin no danger. But if he became aware of the centipede, and
moved suddenly, he would ingtantly be bitten.

Nial aso redised that Ingeld waslying in a position from which she could see UIf. Her eyeswere
closed; but if she opened them and saw the centipede, she would scream.

Nial suppressed the panic surging in hisveins and made hismind calm. At that moment, Ulf's
deeper breathing indicated that he had made contact. The centipede was still poised, its poison claws
within afew inches of Ulf's bare back. But as UIf remained immobile, thisfighting posture gradualy
relaxed. Very cautioudy, Nial looked around for his spear; it was propped againgt the trunk of thetree a
few feet away. Moving very dowly, in case he disturbed Ingeld, he reached out towardsit. It was dightly
too far for hisreach; he had to edge forward. His hand closed round its shaft; silently, heraised it into the
throwing position. But UIf's breathing told him that he was dtill in contact. Everything was silent. Then
Ingeld stirred, and the bone bracelets on her wristsrattled. Instantly, the centipede was again in the
griking position. When silence ensued, it again relaxed. A full minute went by. Suddenly, UIf sighed
deeply and stirred. Without hesitation, Nidl hurled the spear. It struck the ground afew inches from the
centipede, but its momentum drove it on so that its point ploughed through the ground and under the
centipede's belly. Startled, UIf looked round. The spear had carried the centipede several feet away. A
moment later, Nial was standing over it with hisfather's spear, stabbing the writhing body again and
again. Ingeld woke up, saw what was happening, and screamed piercingly. Two minutes earlier, the
scream would have cogt UIf hislife. Now it only galvanised him into action; he seized the other spear and
helped Niall dispatch the thrashing predator, whose erect fangs were now harmless since the head was
half-severed from the body.

When the creature lay till, Ulf placed his hand briefly on Nidl's head. " Good work, son." He
seldom addressed Nidl as"son”, and Niall blushed with plessure.

Ingeld was till frantic. "Oh, let's get away from here! It'shorrible. . ."

UIf shrugged. "It should be safe enough now." He prodded with his spear deep into the roots of
thetree.

"| can't bear it herel" Her voice was tense with hysteria.

UIf Sghed. "Therésno point in moving until the moon rises. We can't see where we're going.”

"Then I'm going over therel” And she moved out into the open, fifty yards away, and sat there
defiantly. Nidl wanted to tell her that she wasin more danger from scorpions and centipedesin the open
than under the bushes, but decided it was not worth the effort. The thought that they would soon be



seeing thelagt of her filled him with relief.

An hour later, the moon rose and they began the march south. A few mileson, they came upon a
well-worn road that seemed to run from the plateau in the direction of the salt lake. They followed thisfor
the remainder of the night. Often they were darmed by movements from the desert on either side of them
-- serabbling noises, scuttling sounds, and on one occasion amenacing hiss -- but they saw nothing; few
desert creatureswould risk attacking a group of three.

When the moon s, they rested for an hour. Ingeld flung hersdf down on the ground and gave a
deep sgh. UIf lay on hisback, using aflat sone asapillow. Nidl preferred to St with hisback againgt a
boulder; the sounds from the desert had made him nervous. He began to doze, but arustling sound woke
him; he listened intently, but there was no further noise. He dlowed himsdlf to rdax, while concentrating
at the sametime. Because of hisfatigue, it worked more easily than usua, and he suddenly experienced
that deep inner quiet asif he had walked into some vast empty hall. Ingeld stirred, and as his atention
switched to her, he became aware of her thoughts: of her fegling of weariness and her resentment at the
efforts she was being forced to make. He saw that she felt no gratitude towards himself or hisfather for
bringing her thisfar: only afeding of angry contempt. She was, he now redlised, deeply resentful about
the deaths of Thorg and Hrolf, and blamed them on Ulf and Veig. Still nursing her sense of injury, shefell
adeep. UIf was aready adeep; when Nidl turned his attention to hisfather, he was aware of a sensation
likeagrey, pulsating mass, full of imagesand dreams.

When he used this new sense of inwardness to scan the desert, heimmediately became aware of
hundreds of living creatures. beetles, spiders, ants, solifugids, centipedes, rodents, al thinking about food.
It was a strange sensation, like becoming the desert. Some of the creatures -- the grey spiders, for
example -- were aware that his mind was scanning them; others were completely oblivious.

Something was disturbing him, like anagging worry at the back of hismind. His mind came back
to the here-and-now and he redlised it was aready daylight. Then he started as something brushed his
leg. Hewas sitting in the midst of small, moving bodies, dark, hairy creatureslike caterpillarsthat had
emerged from the underbrush afew feet from the road. Hisfirst thought was that they were poisonous
centipedes; acloser ook reveded that they had the typical hump-backed locomoation of acaterpillar.
Their length varied between six inches and afoot. Ingeld was lying on her back, her mouth open, her arm
flung above her head, and one of the caterpillars was crawling over her dress. Niall bestirred himsdf to
shake her awake. At that moment, the caterpillar rose up on her chest, like a striking snake, and made a
plunge forward. Ingeld woke up and began to choke. To his horror, Nial realised that the creature was
in her mouth, about Sx inches of itslength hanging over her chin; as he watched, the Six inches diminished
to three. Ingeld was thrashing and struggling helplesdy. Nidl rushed forward, grabbed at the creature's
furry body and pulled violently. It came out, struggling and writhing, and hefdt its sharp mandibles bite
hiswrist. Ingeld began to be sick. As he hurled the creature to the ground, Niall became aware of others
crawling up hislegs and saw that hisfather's body was dso covered. AsNidl yelled, Ulf wokewith a
sart and jumped to hisfeet. One of the hairy creaturestried to enter his mouth; he clenched histeeth,
biting its head off, and hurled the rest to the ground.

Ignoring their baggage, they ran, beating off caterpillarsthat tried to climb their legs. Fifty yards
away, they hdted, the caterpillars had made no attempt to follow. Ingeld was gasping convulsively, and
UIf, hisface distorted by disgust, spat repeatedly to clear hismouth. The air wasfilled with asickening
andl likerotting vegetation.

Nidl sad: "What arethey?"

"Boreworms. One of the vilest cresturesin the desert. Ugh!™ He spat again.

Ingeld, sobbing like afrightened child, said: "It tried to get into my mouth."”

UIf nodded. "And if it had succeeded, you'd be dead by now. They feed off intestines.”

Thiswastoo much for her; she collgpsed on the ground, sobbing hysterically. UIf made no
attempt to comfort her; he knew that it was the quickest way of exorcising her disgust.

A few minutes | ater, the bore worms had gone, vanishing into the bushes on the other side of the
road. They went back to collect their weapons and baggage but al the food was ruined. It had not been
eaten, but the maize bread, meat and cactus fruit was covered with adimy excretion that had abitter,



sckening smdl. Reluctantly, they emptied their baskets onto the road. At least it lightened their burden.
Then, their baskets now containing only the water gourds, they tramped on. But asthe sun rose, the dimy
substance that covered the baskets like thetrail of adug began to decay, producing a pungent, rotting
gtench. Findly, they decided to abandon the baskets. The smell was now so nauseating that they did this
without regret.

Half an hour later, Nidl heard asound that made his heart lift with joy: the gurgle of running
water. They parted the bushes at the side of the road and found a small stream. The clear water flowed
over smooth white pebbles. They plunged in, dropping on al foursto drink. Then Nidl sat downinthe
water and washed himsdlf dl over. When they |eft the stream half an hour later, they no longer smdlt of
decay.

A few milesfarther on, their route took them through boul der-strewn dopes of white scree; the
road had been carved out of the limestone. Now they could see clearly the shimmering expanse of the
sdt lake. The sight of the water produced in Nidl an dmost choking fegling of breathless excitement. The
road descended into avalley between walls of rock; high up on one of these were anumber of immense
carvings. men wearing strange head-dresses, with rectangular beards and long garments.

"Who arethey?' Niall asked.

UIf said: "No one knows."

Ingeld sad: "1 know. They are my ancestors." She glanced at them contemptuoudly.

At that moment, there came a sound that made Nid|'s heart stand still with astonishment. It was a
human shout. At the next bend of the road, half a mile ahead, men were coming towards them and
waving.

"Y ou see -- my people are coming to meet me," Ingeld said proudly.

Nidl sad increduloudy: "How did they know you were coming?'

Sheamiled disdainfully. "They know many thingsthat are beyond your understanding.”

UIf glanced a her mockingly, but said nothing.

A few minutes |ater, they could see the men clearly. There were about a dozen and the one who
walked in front wastall and wore some kind of white garment. He raised his hand in salute and, when
they werewithin hailing distance, cdled: "We cometo theland of Dira."

His voice echoed beween the dliffs. Thisin itsalf astonished Nial. Since childhood, he had been
taught never to shout, except in cases of absolute necessity: surviva depended upon being unheard and
unseen. But thistall man behaved asif he didn't careif he derted al the predatorsfor miles around.

A moment later, he and UIf had locked forearmsin aclasp of friendship.

"My nameisHamna," the young man said, "the son of Kazak. These are my kinsmen. We have
been sent to greet you and bid you welcome.”

Nidl asked: "How did you know we were coming?”'

"My mother Sefnareceived a message from her Sster to say that you had arrived in our land.”

UIf smiled at Ingeld with atrace of stire. "So it's not beyond our understanding after al. Siris
said shewas going to try to contact her sster.”

Ingeld ignored him as she stepped forward and embraced Hamna, "1 am your cousin Ingeld.”
With aglance at UIf she added: "I am glad to be back among my own people.”

Hamnasad formaly: ™Y ou are welcome."

Ulf said drily: "We are dso glad sheis back among her own people.”

Fortunately, the ambiguity of this comment seemed to belost on the newcomers.

Introductions followed; Nial was fascinated and impressed by everyone he met. They al seemed
so much bigger and stronger than the maes of his own family; it was obvious they were better fed.
Instead of garments of caterpillar skin or spider sk, they wore awoven cloth; but what astonished Nial
was that their clothes were of different colours; he had never heard of dye. The stout sandals on their feet
wered| of the same design.

Hamna and his companions had set out at dawn, so therewas still along way to go. But now he
was among other men, Nidl'sfatigue had vanished in eager expectancy and he wasindifferent to the hest.

The youngest of Hamna's companions was a youth named Massig, who was apparently about



Nidl'sage; but hewas at least Sx inchestaller and had abroad, powerful chest. His hair fascinated Nidl,
for it seemed strangdly tidy, dl its strands running paralld; it was held around the forehead by awhite
band of cloth. Massig seemed an amiable, good natured youth, and he asked Niall al kinds of questions
about the journey. It was sometime before Niall realised, to his astonishment, that Massig envied him for
having travelled so far from home. Nial aso observed that Massg cast admiring glances towards Ingeld;
it had never struck Niall that anyone might regard her as attractive. Ingeld herself was so intoxicated at
being surrounded by strong malesthat her eyes sparkled and her cheeks glowed; Niall had never seen
her look so happy. The only thing that troubled him was that his father was limping badly, and was
obvioudy tired; thisjourney had drained his resources.

Niall asked Massig about the great carvings on the cliff-walls but Massig knew little about them.
"They were made by men of aremote age -- so long ago that no one knows when it was. In the face of
the cliff, there are dso tombs where ancient men are buried.”

"Have you been there?'

"No. They say they are haunted.”

"Haunted?' Massg explained about the spirits of the dead, and Nial shuddered; no onein his
family had ever mentioned ghosts.

The welcoming party were carrying food and drink, and they ate as they walked in the midday
heet. The drink was water flavoured with afruit Nidl had never tasted; it was, in fact, lemon. The sharp
flavour made it marvelloudy refreshing. The dried meat was of the same kind they had been forced to
throw away, but more abundant and of a better flavour. There were dso cactus fruit, persmmons and
oranges -- the latter again anew sensation for Niall.

The scenery became less barren; pam trees and flowering bushes reminded Nidl of the country
of the ants. The lake shimmered ahead and astream ran paralldl to the road. Nial suddenly experienced
keen regret that his mother and sisters were not here to see dl this: it would have made it somehow more
redl if they had shared his sense of wonder.

Then, to Nidl's surprise, they turned away from the lake and took a path that led into the desert
again. The road began to ascend; the landscape became barren. He asked Massig: "Why do you not live
near the water?"

"Because of the spiders. They expect men to live near water, so we livein the desert. There was
atime when our people lived close to the water, but the spiders found us and took away many captives.”

It saddened Nidl to think that even here, in thisland of plenty, no one could afford to forget the
piders.

His eyes scanned the distance; he was looking for any sign of the habitationsthat Veig had
described. But there was nothing -- only the rocks and the sand stretching towards the distant plateau.
He began to wonder how much further he had to walk.

The question was answered immediately. Hamna cameto ahat in the midst of a patch of
rock-covered sand that looked indistinguishable from the rest of the landscape. He picked up a heavy
stone and, dropping on to one knee, gave severd hard bangs on the ground. There was a hollow sound.
A few moments later, anirregular patch of desert rose upward and a man's head emerged. Hamna turned
and beckoned the gueststo follow him. Nial found himsdlf looking down at aflight of narrow steps only
afew feet wide. He a'so noticed with interest that the sand and rocks on the upper surface of the
trapdoor were stuck fast, and did not dide off even when it was turned upside down.

Hamnawent first. The steps led into darkness, so they had to fed their way with their hands. A
narrow corridor, not unlike that which led to the lower depths of their own burrow, doped downward at
such asteep angle that it was necessary to press both hands againgt the walls. These seemed to be made
of gone. Intheair, Nial noticed the distinctive smdl of burning beetle oil, dthough he could see nothing
in the pitch darkness.

They cameto ahdt, and three loud raps sounded. After a silence, there was the sound of
something heavy being moved. Then thefirst gleam of light came from aheed, reveding that they werein
alow-cellinged chamber, about ten feet square. The light was admitted past great dabs of sone, which
were being moved aside, and acooler air blew in their faces. Two large stone dabs were being carried



bodily apart, each by four men; beyond them, dozens of lighted lampsilluminated abroad chamber. Nidl
gasped. It was an enormous room, at least fifty feet long, and the lights, set in dcovesin thewalls, made
it dmost as bright as daylight. But this, apparently, was only akind of corridor. Hamnaled them forward,
and more dabs of stone were moved aside. There was yet another lighted room, whaose ceiling was
higher than the previous one and whose walls were supported by stone buttresses. And thiswas dso
apparently a corridor, for beyond it he could see alarge chamber whose stone doors had aready been
moved aside. Asthey approached, he saw that it wasfilled with acrowd of people, including women and
children. They parted to make way for Hamna, and down the aide between them, Niall could seeabig
stone chair, gpproached by severa steps. Init sat atal heavily built man, hisgrey hair hed in placeby a
gold-coloured band; the white garment he wore came within afew inches of hisfeet. The old man stood
up, smiling, and held out his hand to UIf; they clasped forearms.

"Wecometo Dira. My name is Kazak." He had a strong, broad face, somewhat too flabby, and
thelook of aman who expects ungquestioning obedience.

Nidl waslessinterested in the old man than in thetall, graceful girl who stood by his chair. Her
face bore afamily resemblance to Ingeld, but the features were more clean cut. Her red-gold hair was
held in place by acirclet of shiny meta. When he noticed that she was also looking at him with curiosity,
he quickly looked away.

UIf introduced himsdlf, then Nidl and Ingeld. The old king, Nial observed, looked at Ingeld with
keen interest, taking in the short, spider-silk garment that revealed the curves of her body. Ingeld's dress
was far shorter than the tunics worn by the other women, including the beautiful girl beside the throne.

Kazak was saying: "Thisis my daughter Merlew, who runs my household." When Nidl clasped
forearmswith Merlew, he was thrilled by the softness of her skin, and by the delicious scent that came
from her, quite unlike hisown rank smdll of swesat. When she smiled a him, showing even whiteteeth, his
heart seemed to collgpse with an emotion that was like fear, but far more agreeable. But with the
sdf-control that came naturdly to him, he gave no Sgn of hisfedings.

Nial found himsdlf being kissed and hugged by alarge-breasted woman with very white
shouldersand afirm chin. This, he gathered, was Sefna, his mother's sster. She wasruffling hishair.

"Poor boy, you must be tired. Come and est, then you can rest.”

She made a perfunctory obeisance to Kazak, bringing her right knee close to the floor, then,
taking Nial by the hand, led him away. Massg waved cheerfully to him and cdled: "I'll seeyou later.”

Another doping corridor led to what were evidently the living quarters. Nial expected alarge
room; instead, he found awide chamber with other corridors leading off it. What impressed Nidl wasthe
graightness of the walls and the neet right-angles of the doorways. It dl struck him as unimaginably
sophigticated and marvellous.

Sefnahalted in front of adoor in aside corridor; two steps led down into alarge, square room
with rushes on the floor. There were seats, made of diced logs of wood, and alow table that consisted of
one great round of wood, three feet in diameter. Through alow door inthe wall, adark-haired girl
looked into the room. Sefnasaid: "Dona, come and meet your cousin Nidl." The girl camein and shyly
accepted his handclasp; she had large brown eyes and an olive complexion. Niall judged her ageto be
about twelve.

In spite of Nidl's protests that he was not hungry, Sefna began to prepare food. Suddenly, Nidl
wasvery tired -- so tired that he could scarcely keep his eyes open,; this, after dl, was normdly thetime
of the afternoon when the travellers had dept. And hislast deep had been in the great fortress on the
plateau. He relaxed on the couch of leaves and rushes and tried to answer Dona's questions. Periodicaly,
other children looked into the room from the corridor, but Dona shooed them away imperioudy. It
dawned on Niall that he was an object of generd curiosity, and that Dona was the centre of some envy
because he was her guest. In the pleasure of proprietorship, Donasoon lost her shyness, and Nidl found
himsdlf treating her asif she were an older verson of hissster Runa, teasing her and tdling Sories; she
was S0 enthraled by his account of the country of the ants that he had to repeat the whole thing twice.

When the food arrived he found he was hungry after dl -- perhaps because it was hot -- an
unusud luxury. Ashe ate, he did his best to answer Sefnals questions, but sheer fatigue made hiseydids



droop. He was relieved when hisfather arrived, accompanied by Kazak, and he ceased to be the centre
of attention. He dozed through much of the conversation that followed. Findly, he and hisfather were
shown into asmaller chamber with grass couches that were covered with woven cloth; it was luxurioudy
soft, and he soon fell into adreamless deep.

When he woke up, he found Dona sitting by his bed, patiently waiting for him to open hiseyes.
Shetold him that in an hour'stime, Kazak was giving afeast in honour of his guests. In the meantime, she
would show him where to wash and then take him on atour of the "paace” (which itsinhabitants referred
to as"the shelter).

He was impressed to learn that there was another level benegath this one. They had dug down to
the water table, thirty feet below, and excavated a series of basements. In these there were the communal
wells, and roomsin which the men and women could perform their ablutions. There were also astonishing
sanitary arrangements, and an army of dung beetles disposed of the human waste.

The people of Dirahad aso domesticated ants and grey spiders. The antswere of the
gphid-tending variety; they had cut galleries deep into the wallsin which they had built their nests; in these
nests they tended the greenfly larvae until they were large enough to be taken into the outer world; there,
in the greenery by the shores of the lake, they were farmed like cattle, and milked of their honeydew
severd times aday; the honeydew was one of the most important food sourcesin the "paace’. The
spiderswere kept for their silk, which was treated by some process that removed its stickiness and then
woven into cloth. There were workshops in which the women wove cloth from cotton and spider silk,
and workshops in which stonemasons worked on large chunks of stones, transported from many miles
away onrollers, and lined new galleries and corridors. This underground city wasin a perpetud ferment
of activity, like an ants nest. But this was not Smply because such activity was necessary to keep
everyone fed and clothed. It was because, as Nidl knew only too well, one of the chief problems of life
underground was boredom. Only asmall percentage of the human beingsin Dirawent outside more than
once amonth, and even then, it was only for an hour at atime. The spiders knew there were human
beings somewhere in the area of the sdlt lake; many years ago, they had captured hundreds of themina
great raid. (Nidl's grandfather Jomar had been among the captives.) But in those days, the humans had
lived in caves near aruined city, adozen miles away on the shores of the lake. After theraid, the
survivors had scattered into the desert; many had died. Then Kazak had reorganised them and, with the
ad of fire, had driven acolony of leaf-cutter ants out of their underground city on the edge of the desert.
Thiscity becamethe "shelter”. In twenty years, Kazak's people had turned it into a palace and an
impregnable fortress. The purpose of the massive dabs of stone that covered the walls was not smply to
prevent the earth from collapaing; it wasto prevent insects from tunnelling into the palace.

Nidl learned more of the history of Kazak's people at the feast that took place that night. They
ate a low tables made of dices of tree-trunk. The floor was covered with rugs made of animal pelts,
some of them congsting of dozens of skins of small rodents sewn together with artistry and skill. UIf sat
beside Kazak, with Niall on his other side, and since Kazak's voice was deep and impressive, Niall could
hear every word. Kazak described how they had discovered toolsin the great fortress on the plateau --
metd axe-heads and saws, hammers and pincers -- and how paintings on the walls of tombs had taught
them to use these. The dabs of stone had to be moved by night, because of spider patrols; even the
"shepherds’ who looked after the ants had to take them out an hour before dawn and bring them back
after dark.

At firgt, the grestest problem for the inhabitants of the underground city had been lighting.
Although there was an abundance of the green " copper beetle’, from which oil could be obtained, there
were not enough of them to provide ail for the whole community. Then one of the men who had explored
on the far sde of the lake told of ablack, tarry substance that bubbled to the surface in aremote inlet,
and whose smdll resembled that of burning beetle oil. Kazak despatched two men to fetch samples. And
he discovered -- as he expected -- that this black, sticky oil burned with a smoky flame. And if the flame
was kept small enough, there was no smoke. From then on, the black oil was mixed with the ail of the
copper beetle, and the underground city had its own street lighting system. Teams of men took it inturns
to bring the oil from the other side of the lake -- asix-day journey -- while women and teenage girls had



the job of replenishing the oil lamps and trimming the wicksto avoid smoking.

Nidl listened to al this as he ate hisway through course after course. He had never seen such an
abundance of food, and much of it was completely new to him. Jomar had told him about fish, but he had
never tasted any; now he ate three different varieties, caught in theriver that ran into the sdt lake. There
was also agreat deal of meat, most of it heavily sated. (Kazak spoke with pride of their food store,
which -- he clamed -- was so0 large that they could sustain asix-month siege.) Nidl was particularly
delighted with atiny mouse, hardly bigger than thetip of hisfinger, which was skinned and roasted with
some kind of seed; he ate awhole bowlful to himsdf. The drink was either honeydew diluted with water
or fermented fruit juice. Thisjuice wasfar more intoxicating than the kind he had tasted at home, and he
observed with dy amusement that Ingeld drank far too much of it, and became increasingly takative. She
also made no secret of her interest in Hamna, and in Hamnas younger brother Corvig, stroking Corvig's
shoulder-length yellow hair and squeezing Hamna's biceps. Halfway through the medl, the attractive girl
who was serving the guests tripped on the rug, and emptied abowl of an oily salad over Ingeld's head.
She apologised profusaly; but Nial, who had seen exactly what happened, was aware that it was no
accident; he caught the girl's eye and smiled, and she smiled back demurely. Ingeld, trying to conceal her
fury, had to retreat to the dwelling that had been assigned to her to wipe the oil out of her hair. But she
was back haf an hour later, her hair tied back with aribbon, and was soon as talkative and
demongiretive asever.

Kazak was an impressive figure of aman, in spite of his double chin and fleshy nose. But he
obvioudy enjoyed exercising his authority, sngpping orders a the serving maids and generdly treeting his
subjects as though they were unruly children. Everyone showed him the greatest respect, and agreed with
everything he said. After histhird cup of wine, Kazak became boastful, and told storiesthat illustrated his
wisdom and foresight. There could be no doubt that these stories were basically true; but Nidl il felt
that it was unnecessary for such agrest chieftain to proclaim his own virtues.

At the end of the feast Kazak stood and proposed atoast to the guests. Everyone stood up and
drank to them. Then Kazak dapped Ulf on the shoulder and suggested that he should bring hisfamily and
come and live with the people of Dira. Nial wasthrilled and delighted at the ides; the thought of living
permanently in this magnificent palace struck him astoo good to betrue. Y et he knew hisfather well
enough to redise that he was atogether less enthusiastic; he could tell this by the way Ulf nodded dowly,
keeping his eyes averted. He resolved to use al his powers of persuasion to try to change Ulf's mind.

After the toast, Kazak asked his daughter Merlew to sing. Nidl found the idea puzzling and
rather embarrassing. His mother used to sing him to deep asachild, and she sill sang lullabiesto his
sgers. But the notion of singing as a public entertainment struck him as atogether incongruous.

His doubts vanished when Merlew opened her mouth. Her voice was sweet and pure. The song
she sang was about a girl whose fisherman lover was drowned in the lake, and there was something
about its smplicity that made Niall want to cry. When the song was over, everyone applauded by
banging their clenched fists on the tables; Nidl applauded loudest of al. Now he knew beyond al doubt:
he was not smply in love with Merlew; he regarded her as a goddess, someone who deserved to be
worshipped. Everything about her intoxicated him, from her dender figure to her copper-gold hair and
her brilliant smile. Merdly to look at her made him fed asif he were dissolving insde. It would have been
ecstasy to diefor her.

Merlew sang two more songs. one alament of aqueen for awarior killed in battle, and onea
light-hearted ballad about agirl who fell inlove with abig, shiny fish. Again, Nial laughed and gpplauded
louder than anyone el se, and then was suddenly stricken with embarrassment when she looked across at
him and smiled. He sat there with his heart pounding againgt hisribs, aware that hisface wasred, and
hoping that Ingeld had not noticed. The thought that Merlew had not only noticed him, but aso smiled at
him, filled him with burgting happiness.

After Merlew sat down, Hamna stood up and recited a stirring ballad about a king marching to
war againgt overwheming odds. It was Nial's first experience of poetry, and again he felt moved to the
point of tears. He d so felt relieved that Hamna was Merlew's brother; he was so handsome, and recited
s0 impressively that Niall was sure no woman could resst him. When Hamnasat down, Ingeld took his



hand and kissed it, and Hamna looked embarrassed.

After this, there were many more songs and many more poems. For Niall, it wasamagica
experience; each song and each ballad seemed to carry him away into another land, so that when it was
over, hefet asif he had been on along journey. Thetales of heroic deeds made him fed proud to bea
human being; at the sametime, he felt sad that his own life had been so devoid of heroism. He resolved
that, a the first opportunity, he would do something to prove his own courage. He kept glancing
cautioudy sideways, hoping that Merlew would smile at him again; but it was obviousthat she had
forgotten he was there. On the other hand, he frequently glanced across to the opposite table and found
Donawatching him. Her obvious admiration flattered him; but he accepted it as his due, as he accepted
the admiration of hissister Runa. If he had been told that Donas fedings about him were exactly the
same as his own about Merlew, he would have been embarrassed but indifferent.

A point came when aboy came and whispered something in Kazak's ear. The chieftain stood up,
raised hisarm for sllence -- aquite unnecessary gesture, since there was instant silence when herose --
and announced that it wastime for the herdsmen to take out the ants to the lakeside. Half a dozen young
men stood and went out, halting at the door to bow to Kazak. This seemed to be taken asa signd that
the feast was at an end. Merlew also went out, terminating Nidl'sinterest in the proceedings. Kazak
beckoned to Ingeld to come and take her place, patting the seat beside him, and she did so obediently.
Other people began to drift out, all making abow to Kazak asthey |eft the hdl; he wastoo absorbed in
Ingeld to notice them.

Nial asked Hamna "How can you tell what timeit iswhen you live underground?*

"We have clocks."

"What isaclock?'

"A bucket of water, with asmall holein the bottom. It takes exactly haf aday for the bucket to
empty.”

Now, suddenly, Niall understood the purpose of the bucket in Donas house, suspended from the
caling and dripping incessantly into another; he marveled at the ingenuity of Kazak's people and again
longed to be one of them.

Hamnasad: "Areyou tired?"

"No, wide awvake."

"Would you like to go out with the herdsmen?"

"Vey much."

"l will haveto ask the king for permission. No oneis allowed out without apass.” He went and
bowed before Kazak, who looked annoyed to be interrupted, nodded his head and gestured impatiently.
Hamna came back |ooking pleased with himsdf.

"L et'sgo before he changeshismind.”

They |eft by an exit at the far end of the palace; Hamna had to assure the sentry that they had
Kazak's permission to leave, and he handed them both a small wooden tally. Hamna placed theseina
leathern wallet he carried at hiswast. "If welose these, we shan't be dlowed in again.”

Nial was puzzled. "Why are they so strict?

"Safety. Only theking isalowed in and out without formal permission. Y ou see, with SO many of
usin the shelter, it would be a disaster if someone went out without permission and was seen by a spider
patrol. We have to be gtrict.”

"But why doesthat apply to you?'

"Why not?'

"You'retheking'sson."

Hamna shrugged. "We are dl the king's sons.”

It was aclear, starry night, and dawn was showing in the eastern sky. A cool breeze blew from
thelake. Niall was surprised how glad hewasto feel thewind on hisface again.

Aheed of them, aherdsman waswaking, haf adozen antsfollowing at his hedslike dogs.
Hamnafél in step beside him and they began to talk about the gphids, which were exceptionally
abundant thisyear. Niall was glad to beleft to his own thoughts; he was dreaming about Merlew, and



about the songs and stories he had been listening to. They filled him with an amost painful excitement. As
the sky gradually grew paer, and the grey light was reflected in the waters of thelake, hetried to imagine
what the world would be like without the menace of the spiders-- aworld in which men could live
openly above ground and travel anywhere they liked. When the herdsman had turned off down a path
into the bushes by the stream, Niall asked Hamna

"What do you think would happen if the spiders found out about your shelter?”

"Life would become very dangerous. But we'd put up agood fight.”

"But could you win?'

"| think we might. Y ou see, weve tried to make the shelter impregnable. There are only two
entrances, and they're so narrow they could each be defended by one man. So they'd have to besiege us
and hopeto starve usinto surrender. But we've got stocks of food to last for six months -- perhaps
more. I'm told the spiders don't like the hest, and this place becomes afurnace in the summer. So | think
wed stand agood chance.”

"So you're not afraid of the spiders?’

"Oh no. We're not afraid of them." His voice sounded so confident that Nial believed him.

They had reached the shore of the lake. On the far Sde, directly opposite, there were low hills
rising to mountains as high as the plateau. At this point, the lake was about ten mileswide; Nial found its
slver-grey expanse disturbingly beautiful. But as usud, his eyes scanned the eastern sky for spider
balloons; he had come to associate beauty with danger. The sky was clear, aready turning blue.

Hamnasaid: "Aha" and quickly stripped off histunic. In three steps, he was swimming in the
lake. A moment later, he returned to the shore holding alargefish.

"These swim down theriver, but they can't livein the sdt water. The birds usualy est them,
unlesswe can get therefirg.”

Hamnamade acairn of stones and hid the fish undernesth it. Then he ran back towardsthe
water.

"Comeon."

"l can't swim.”

"Y esyou can. Anybody can sviminthiswater.”

And, to Niall's astonishment, this proved to be true. When he advanced into the lake up to his
chest, hefdt himsdlf being lifted off the bottom. A moment later, he was propelling himsdf forward with
his shoulders out of the water. Hamnataught him how to move hisarms and legsin rhythm, and he was
soon gliding through the water. It had an unpleasant taste, like the water in the depths of the burrow, but
stronger. He bumped into something and cried out in darm. Hamna swam aongside him, reached down
and found ancother fish. During the next haf hour, they found half a dozen.

Then they waded ashore, wrapped dl the fishesin a piece of cloth Hamnacarried in hiswallet
and walked aong the sandy beach to the point where the river flowed into the lake. By that time, the
water had dried on them, and Nidl found that it left an unpleasant stickiness behind. But this was soon
washed away in theriver. After that, they lay down on the sand in the shade of apam tree and dozed in
thewarmair.

Nial wastill full of questions. "Why did you say that you are dl the king's sons?"

"Becausein our city, we dl have equa rights. Besides, the king has many children.”

"How many?'

"Perhaps. . . oh, fifty."

"But how many wives does he have?'

Hamnathought carefully. "About a hundred and eighty.”

Nidl was bewildered. "And where do they dl live?!

"With their husbands, mostly."

"But you said the king was their husband. . ."

Hamnasad patiently, asif explaining to achild: "They have husbands, of course. But they are
also theking's property -- just aswe dl are. He can choose anyone he likes."

Thisideaastounded Nidl. "But don't the husbands object?"



"Of course not. If they wanted to, they could leave us and go and live el sawhere. But they prefer
today."

Nial thought about this. "And if we cameto live with you, would my mother also becomethe
kingswife?'

"l suppose 0. If heliked her."

Niadl's heart sank. He suddenly knew, beyond al shadow of doubt, that his father would never
agreeto live here. He asked the question that had been troubling him since they arrived.

"Doesthe princess Merlew have a husband?'

"Not yet. She's only seventeen. Besides, she'stoo busy. Since her mother died, she's been
mistress of the roya household.”

That, at any rate, was ardlief.

Hamna sat up, yawning. "Wed better get back. The spiders should be over soon.”

"Dothey come every day?'

"Ohno -- particularly at thistime of the year. Thisisthe season for sandstorms.”

Back in the shelter, it seemed very dark. In the corridors, only afew lampswerelit -- Nial
learned that thiswasthe usud state of affairs. Y esterday, the king had ordered al the lampsto belit in
honour of the guests; now things were back to normal.

In Sefnas dwelling, Donawas sewing by thelight of asingle lamp. Sefna, apparently, was a
work in the weaving sheds. Everyone above the age of twelve had to work for afew hours every day.
When Dona saw Nidl, she brightened and asked him if hefdt like playing agame.

"What isagame?'

Shetook out a pot containing anumber of coloured stones and demonstrated various games of
skill -- resting the stones on the pam of the hand, tossing them into the air and trying to catch them dl on
the back of the hand, then introducing many additional complications. After thisthey played guessng
games, each trying to outguess the other about the number of stones they kept conceded in the hand.
Then Donaglanced at the water clock and asked: "Would you like to go and play with the othersin the
big hdl?'

Nial wasfeding deepy. "I think I'd like to rest. What do you do?"

"The children play games after the tenth hour -- hide and seek, blind man's buff, wrestling. . ."

"Wouldn't | betoo old?'

"Oh no. Merlew often joinsin, and she's seventeen.”

"All right." He managed to sound so casud that he surprised himsdlf.

Therewerethirty or forty childrenin the big hdl, their ages ranging from about ten to fifteen. To
Niall's disgppointment, the princess was not among them. A mischievous-looking lad called Eirek seemed
to bein charge, and since he looked only about eleven, Nial found this puzzling, until Donaexplained that
they chose adifferent play-group leader every week. It was an attempt to develop leadership quaities.
When they were introduced, Eirek clasped Niall's forearm and asked: "How old are you?'

"Sxteen."

"You're not very big for sixteen. Klesthereisbigger than you and he's only fourteen.”

"Wherel live, we aren't aswell fed asyou.”

Eirek sighed. "Here there's nothing much to do except est.”

The observation made Nidl thoughtful.

Eirek clapped hishands. "All right, well start with the flute game. Dona, you play theflute. The
rest of you sit down." They sat in rows on the floor, Donaafew yards away with her back turned. Nidll,
gtting at the end of the front row, was handed a smooth wooden stick about six incheslong.

"We passthetdly from hand to hand whilethe fluteis playing,” Eirek explained. "When theflute
stops, whoever isholding it hasto kissthe person next in line. And he's out of the game." Nidl was sitting
next to ablue-eyed little girl of ten, who gave him ademure sSdeways glance.

AsDona started to play, Eirek caled: "Stop. Merlew, areyou going to join in?* Nial's heart
skipped; the princess had entered from behind. She was wearing a single garment made of spotted fur
which left her aams and her long legs bare.



"I'm sorry I'm late,” she said.

Eirek accepted her apology with anod. "All right. Sit there on the front row.” Nidl took care not
to look at her as she sat beside him. He could fed the warmth radiating from her body against hisbare
am.

Dona started to play again, and Nial wasimpressed by her kill; she played a merry dance tune
that repeated itsalf over and over again. Everyone passed the taly at top speed. Periodicaly, Dona
stopped; then there was much laughter as the person holding the tally had to kiss the next person aong.
Gaps | eft in their ranks by the children who dropped out of the game meant that boys often had to kiss
boys, and this occasioned shouts of mirth and some embarrassed blushes. Nidl laughed asloudly asthe
rest. After afew minutes, there were only adozen left in the game, and Eirek ordered themto form a
circle. Now thetaly passed round at great speed, and Dona deliberately made her solos longer, to
increase the tension. Every time it reached Merlew, Nial willed the music to stop. And after afew
minutes, it happened; she wasjust about to put the tally into his hand when the flute ceased. Nial smiled
broadly in an attempt to disguise the beating of his heart; Merlew leaned sideways, quite coolly took hold
of Nidl'shead in her hands, and planted afirm kiss on hislips; everyone laughed approvingly. For a
moment, her eyes met his, they seemed calm and mocking. Then she stood up and joined the others. The
next time round, Nidl found himsdlf holding the tally when the music stopped. Thesmall girl held up her
faceto him, and her lipsheld hisfor amoment longer than necessary. There were mocking "Oohs', and
as Nidl retreated from the game, the girl blushed rosily.

For Nidl, the remainder of the morning passed far too quickly. It dawned on him, with delighted
astonishment, that he was an object of curiosty, particularly to the female sex, and that the boyswere
disposed to admire rather than resent him. When the girls were told to choose partners for athree-legged
race, four tried to seize Nidl smultaneoudy; the winner was arather heavily-built, dark-haired girl called
Nyris, and the two of them won the race, just ahead of Merlew and her partner. After this, the younger
children sat down to rest, and Eirek announced that the last game of the morning would be awrestling
contest for everyone over the age of thirteen. Nial was surprised but far from displeased to learn that the
girlswere expected to take part. Soft mattresses stuffed with grass were laid on the floor. The girlswere
again dlowed to choose, and Nial found himsalf partnered with Nyris.

Each bout commenced with the two adversaries facing one another, arms raised with forearm
resting against forearm and fingersinterlocked. At agiven signa, they braced their feet and began to
push, each trying to drive the other backwards. When they dipped and lost contact, they interlocked
armsand legs, each trying to wrestle the other to the ground. Then, on the ground, they struggled until
one was able to St astride the other and press the hands back against the mattress. There were points
given by judges -- the younger children -- for each stage.

Nyris, being heavier than Nidl, easly won the first stage of the contest. But when it cameto
wrestling, her weight was no match for his sinewy strength, and he was soon sitting astride her, pressing
the backs of her hands against the floor. As he stood up, he observed to hisrelief that Merlew had
beaten her opponent, a broad-shouldered but clumsy youth whom she immohilised by pinning him to the
ground with her full weight. It was clear that she was agreat dea stronger than she looked.

Nial's next two opponents were male, and both were bigger and heavier than hewas. But, like
Nyris, they lacked agility, and Nial had no difficulty in beating them both.

Now, as he had hoped, he found that he and Merlew were the two finaists. Both were panting,
and before they started, Eirek alowed them to recover their breath. Then they faced each other and
locked forearms. Her hair, damp with swest, was clinging to her forehead, and Nial found her
enchanting.

Eirek gave the sgnd to start. Quite suddenly, Merlew braced herself and pushed with all her
might; Nial reded backward and everyone gpplauded. She was on him immediately, trying to fling him to
the ground before he had a chance to recover. But Niall was not to be caught out a second time; their
armsinterlocked, their legs intertwined, and each tried to upset the other's balance. Her face was pressed
agang his, and she was breathing heavily in his ear; the sensation was so pleasant that he stopped trying
to unbaance her and smply alowed himsdlf to enjoy the consciousness of fedling her inhisarms. She



tried to upset his equilibrium by relaxing, but he only took advantage of it to press her further backwards.

At that moment he realised there were two more spectators. Kazak had emerged from his
dwelling, which opened onto the hall, and Ingeld was standing beside him. For amoment, Nidl
wondered if the king would be angry to see his daughter clasped in the arms of his guest, and relaxed his
grip; with afierce twist of her body, Merlew threw him to the ground and landed on top of him. They
struggled, panting, for severa minutes, until she forced one of his hands back against the floor. Now he
tried the trick that she had used against him a moment ago; he suddenly dlowed himself to rdax, asif
surrendering. Automeatically, she relaxed too. With aviolent twist of his hips, hethrew her sdeways,
twisted her arm to the ground and lay across her. She hissed: "Cheat!" But hisweight pinned her to the
ground. Cautioudy, he moved sideways, so their bodies were pardld and, holding down her head with
his own, hetried to force back her wrists. Her bresth was warm against his ear. They seemed to be
locked in aposition in which neither had the advantage, and athough he could have subdued her by brute
srength, hefdt thiswould be atriumph of force rather than skill.

At that moment, he felt her lipsagaing hisear, asif she were about to whisper; then they parted,
and her teeth gently bit into the lobe of his ear. The sensation was a once erotic and disturbing, and he
became 4till. Before he was aware of what was happening, she had twisted from under him and
wrenched her hands free. A moment later, she was gripping hiswrists and forcing them back.

He chuckled: "Chesat."

She whispered: "That makestwo of us."

Stll laughing, he allowed her to push the backs of his hands against the mattress. To underline her
triumph, she struggled on top of him and sat astride his hips. The spectators burst into loud cheers.
Ingeld, he noticed, wore amocking smile.

Kazak came forward and patted his daughter lightly on the head. Merlew sprang lightly to her
feet without giving Nial asecond glance. Kazak turned to Ingeld. ™Y ou see why | made her mistress of
the household?"

Ingeld'ssmilewasinscrutable. " Sheisindeed aremarkable young lady."

Ingeld gave Nidl agentlekick in theribswith her bare foot. "Come on, boy, get up.” The "boy"
was at once patronising and affectionate.

Later, as Nial and Donawalked back towards her home, she said: "Y ou shouldn't have let her
best you."

"l couldnt helpit.”

"l saw what she did. She bit your ear." She reached up and touched the lobe of hisear. "Did it
hurt?'

He said modestly: "No, not much.”

Donasaid with conviction: "She'sadreadful chegt."

Her tone made Niall fed guilty. "Perhaps| am too."

"No, you're not!" Shetook hold of hisarm, and laid her cheek on his shoulder.

That evening, as he and UIf were on the point of going to bed, UIf said: "We'releaving
tomorrow."

"Tomorrow!" Nial could not keep the dismay out of hisvoice.

"Don't you want to go home?"

"Yes, of course." Hisvoicelacked conviction. "But couldn't we stay for just afew days more?"

UIf laid hishand on Nial's head. "Do you think you'd be ready to go then?"

Nidl sad doubtfully: "Yes"

UIf stared at him with furrowed brows, then shook his head. "Would you liketo live here?"

"Yes, of course." He could not keep the eagerness out of hisvoice. "If wedl lived here.”

UIf shook hishead. "That'simpossible.”

"But why, father? Don't you like it here?"

"Ohyes | likeit here. But | don't think I could live here.”

"Why not?'

"It'stoo complicated to explain." He climbed onto the mattress and pulled the blanket round his



shoulders. "But if you want to stay here, | could go back alone.”

He said with dismay: "Oh no, you couldn't do that."

"Why not? | know the way back. Hamnawants to come with me to the far sde of the plateau.
I'd be dmost home by then.”

"And leave me here?'

"We could fetch you later. Sefnasays sheld like you to stay.”

It was very tempting -- to stay in the same house as Dona, who was like an adoring young sister,
and be able to see Merlew every day. . .

"What about the king?"

"It was Kazak who suggested it."

"And what do you think?"

"I want you to make up your own mind."

A few minutes|ater, Ulf'sregular breathing revedled that he was adeep. But al Nidl'sdesrefor
deep had vanished. From the next room, thetiny light of asingle lamp percolated past the curtain that
hung in the doorway, making a moving shadow on the ceiling. From outside, in the corridor, he could
hear voices, the comforting sound of human beings going about their business-- it was dtill two hoursto
midnight, and the palace of Kazak never fell slent until the early hours of the morning. (Absence of
daylight meant that it was easy to lose the habit of degping at night.)

The temptation to stay here was enormous. His presence was not needed in the burrow. Since
Velg had domesticated the ants and the pepsis wasp, hunting had become a sport rather than a necessity.
Therewasfood in plenty within five miles of the burrow. And he could -- as UIf said -- go home any time
he wanted. Why not stay here for afew weeks, afew months, longer. . . ?

Nial badly wanted to convince himsdlf. But the thought of deserting hisfamily touched his
conscience, and made him question his own motives. The chief motive, he waswell aware, was Merlew.
He thought of the cool touch of her lips, of her small white teeth biting hisear, of her dim legslocked
around hisown, and afeding of enormousjoy made his heart expand. He dlowed himsdf to daydream
of becoming Merlew's hushand, perhaps of taking Kazak's place as king. And it was then that he
suddenly began to experience the cold finger of doubt. He remembered Eirek's comment: "There's
nothing much to do here except edt. . ." and tried to imagine what it would be like to be cooped
underground for year after year. At home, at least, he was free to come and go as he wished. There was
awhole world to be explored, aworld full of marvelslike the country of the ants and the great fortress on
the plateau. Here, they spent their lives hiding from the spiders.

Now he saw the problem with greet clarity. If helived here, life would be pleasant and safe. But
it would also be predictable. A child could be born here, grow up here, die here, without once
experiencing the excitement of discovery. Why did Donaquestion him endlesdy about hislifein the
burrow and his journey to the country of the ants? Because for her, it represented aworld that was at
once dangerous and full of fascinating possbilities. For the children of this underground city, lifewasa
matter of repetition, of habit.

And this, he suddenly redlised, was the heart of the problem. Habit. Habit was agtifling, warm
blanket that threatened you with suffocation and lulled the mind into a state of perpetua nagging
dissatisfaction. Habit meant the inability to escape from yoursdlf, to change and develop. . .

Hewas distracted by the sound of laughter from outside; two children were chasng dong the
corridor. It brought back the memory of the gamesin the great hal, and the thought of Merlew. All his
certainty vanished. How could he ever become bored when he could see Merlew every day?

He had been lying awake for more than an hour and till felt no desire to deep. He began thinking
of Kazak. Why had the king asked hisfather if he could stay? Could it have been Merlew who suggested
it?1f only he could talk it over with someoneingtead of lying there with his head full of unanswered
questions. . . Perhaps Sefnawas still avake?

Very dowly, so ashot to awaken hisfather, he dipped from under the cover and tiptoed to the
door. But the room next door was empty. He tiptoed acrossit, and listened againgt the curtain of the
room where Sefnaand Dona dept; the sound of steady breathing told him they were so adeep. He



went to the main door and peered out into the corridor. Hamnas younger brother, Corvig, was strolling
by, hisarm around agirl.

"Hello, Nidl. What are you doing?’ he said.

"Nothing. | couldn't deep.”

"Seep! It'stoo early to deep. We're going to Nyriss house to play agame of brads. Why don't
you comedong?'

He said apologeticaly: "I don't think 1'd better. We may leave in the morning and | ought to get a
good night's deep." He was disappointed that Corvig had a companion; he would have liked to ask his
advice.

Corvig tucked hisarm through Nidl's. "Wel, walk dong with us anyway."

Thegirl, who had large, attractive eyes, asked him: "Why do you have to leave so soon?"

"My father wants to get back. | wish | could persuade him to stay afew dayslonger." Heturned
to Corvig. "Couldn't you ask your father to talk to him?"

They had emerged into the main thoroughfare, the one that led to the greet hall.

"He'sover there," Corvig said. "Why don't you ask him yourself?"

Theking waswalking alone, looking at aroll of parchment which he held within afew inches of
his nose. Passers-by acknowledged him respectfully, but he paid them no attention. Corvig approached
him, bowed hishead, and said: "Father. . ." Kazak glanced up irritably, then saw Nial and smiled.

"Excuseme, S, but Nial wantsto ask you something,” Corvig said.

"Yes, yes, hesvery welcome.” Hetook Nidl'sarm. "What isit, my boy?'

"It's about leaving tomorrow, gr. . "

Kazak frowned. "Tomorrow? As soon asthat! Why can't you stay longer?!

That'swhat | wanted to talk to you about. Couldn't you ask my father?"

Kazak shrugged irritably. "I've asked him aready. He says he's worried about hisfamily. But
that's no reason why you shouldn't stay."

"I'dliketogr.”

"Y ou would? Good!" A guard approached them and saluted the king. Kazak said: "L ook, I'm
busy at the moment, but why don't you go and talk to Merlew. Y ou'll probably find her done.”

"Thank you, Sr!"

The king's dwelling was two storeys high, the main door approached by a short flight of steps.
The guard who was standing in the doorway stood asideto alow Nial to enter. Hefound himsdf ina
wide entrance hall supported by pillars of stone; the walls were covered with dyed curtainsin royal
green. A dozen lamps made it dmost as bright as day.

There seemed to be no one about. He crossed to a curtained doorway and peeped in. The large,
comfortable room had rushes on the floor and wooden carved furniture; it was aso lit by many lamps.
But there was no onethere.

To theright of the entrance hall was aflight of stairs. Standing at the bottom of these, Niall
thought he could hear voices. He hesitated -- it seemed wrong to walk around someone's house like this
-- then remembered that he had the king's permission. His bare feet made no sound on the stone steps.
Hefound himsdlf in alow, well-lit corridor, with severd curtained doorwaysto theright and left. From
behind one of these came the sound of women's voices. Niall approached it hesitantly, and was about to
cdl: "Isanybody there?' when he heard the sound of awoman's laugh. He recognised it immediatdy; it
was Ingeld's voice. Again, he was tempted to retrest. But as he turned away, he heard the sound of his
own name. As he hesitated, Ingeld went on: "It wasn't hisfault. | blame hisfather and brother.”

Merlew's voice asked: "How did it happen?’

"I don't know. They wouldn't tell me. That's what makes me suspicious. You'd think they'd tell a
woman how her husband and son met their deaths.”

"Perhaps they didn't want to upset you."

"Upset me!" Ingeld's voice was incredulous. Do you think they'd care! I'll tell you something.
They dmost left meto diein that fortress on the top of the plateau.”

"Oh no! What happened?’



"l can't stand heights, and when | looked down al those steps, | felt dizzy. So they just turned
their backs on me and walked off."

"That's disgraceful! And what did you do?"

"l just had to close my eyes and follow them. They were dready out of sight and | couldn't bear
the thought of al those horrible spiders.”

Merlew sounded genuindy angry. "They shouldn't treet awoman likethat.”

Ingeld snorted. "They don't know how to treat awoman! They're savages.”

Therewas abrooding slence, and Nial fdlt it was time to withdraw. He was dready ashamed a
having overheard so much. But as he turned away, he heard Ingeld say:

"Y ou seemto like the boy."

"What makesyou say that?'

"Theway you were wrestling with him thismorning. . ."

Merlew'svoice sad coldly: "I don't know what you mean. Wrestling is one of our customs.”

"Theking thought you found him atractive.”

"Attractive! That skinny boy! Y ou must bejoking!"

"Theothersdl ssemtolikehim."

"Of course they do. Because he's a stranger. But the novelty will soon wear off."

His cheeks burning, Niall tiptoed avay. There was a strange, leaden feding insde his chest, the
same feding he had experienced when he heard that Thorg and Hrolf were dead. He wastingling with
humiliation. As he passed the soldier at the door, he felt that hisface must be reveding everything he felt.
But the man merely nodded in afriendly manner. He made hisway back down the main thoroughfare,
deliberately walking in the shadows in case someone spoke to him. Insde hisbrain, Merlew's voice
repeeted again and again: "Attractivel That skinny boy! Y ou must bejoking!" It wastrue. He could seeit
now. To aking's daughter, he was bound to look underfed and undersized. And he had imagined that she
found him attractive. The thought made him writhe with embarrassment.

Y et when he thought back on this morning, he could have no doubt that she had been flirting with
him. Why had she bitten his ear? Why had she given him that secret smile as he said goodbye to her?
Had she merdly been playing with him? His misery turned to adull rage and he decided that he hated her.
That, at least, was better than the emotional turmoil that made him fed like bursting into tears.

As he entered the degping chamber, Ulf's voice said: "Where have you been?’

"I couldn't deep, s0 | went outside.”

He settled himself down on the grass couch and pulled the blanket up to his chin. After asilence,
hesad:

"I've been thinking about tomorrow. I'll comewith you."

UIf grunted. "Y ou'd better get some deep. | want to set out early.”

But Nial knew hisfather well enough to detect the note of gladnessin hisvoice.

They |€ft the city an hour before dawn, at the same time as the antherds. Hamnaand Corvig, who
had obtained specia permission from the king, accompanied them. Kazak himsdf walked with them as
far as the entrance and embraced them both, kissing them on the forehead and both cheeks. To Nidl's
relief, the king expressed no curiosity about why he had changed his mind. The streets of the
underground city were deserted at this hour, and Nidl had to swallow back afedling of intense regret as
he looked oniit for thelast time.

"Remember," Kazak said, "you have my permission to return here with your family." He added
reflectively: "I haven't seen Sirissince shewasalittlegirl.”

UIf bowed respectfully. "I'll discussit with her, sre.” But Nidl knew that he had no such intention.

"Dothat," said Kazak, and hurried back insgde again; it was evident that he found the dawn wind
too cold.

The eastern sky showed a streak of grey, but the sky overhead was still black. Ahead, the salt
lake reflected the stars. It looked so beautiful that for amoment, Nidl forgot his bitterness about Merlew.
Then he recalled her comment about "that skinny boy", and rel gpsed into sombre brooding. And for the



next haf hour or s, he daydreamed pleasantly of various Situations in which he made her pay for the
insult. She had been captured by the death spiders, and carried off to their city. Nial was her only hope. .

UIf said: "We've decided to avoid the plateau. Kazak saysit would be quicker to crossthe
mountainsto the north-west."

Hamnasaid: "I cannot advise you, because I've never been that far. But | am told that the land on
the other Sde of the mountainsis easy to cross. There has been much rainfal in the past ten years.”

Now they had reached the shores of the lake and were travelling due west. They were more
heavily laden than when they had |eft the burrow aweek earlier -- Kazak was generous with food
supplies-- but their loads fdt lighter because they had been provided with panniers, held on the back
with straps around the shoulders and waist.

Asthe sky lightened, Nidl glanced back over his shoulder, and saw the spider balloons reflecting
the risng sun. There were two of them, high up and moving in adirection that would carry them over the
st lake. He warned the others and they took cover in the undergrowth, under the twisted branches of a
thorn tree. It was unlikely that the spiders would have seen them in any case; the light was till poor, and
the balloons were at least two hundred feet up. Hamna and Corvig, he observed, did not seemto bein
the least troubled or anxious. They produced fruit, bread and meat from their packs and sat eating as
cheerfully asif onapicnic excurson.

When the balloons had vanished over the horizon and they were again marching along the shore
of thelake, Nial said: "Y ou don't seem worried by the spiders.”

Hamna shrugged. "Weve learned to live with them.”

"But. . ." Nidl caught awarning glance from hisfather and relgpsed into silence.

With the dawn, the wind rose and changed direction until it was blowing from the west. Asthe
morning advanced, it became stronger, and acquired adry, hot taste until it seemed like the bresth of a
furnace. Finaly, it turned into a half-gale, carrying dust and grains of sharp sand that made their eyes
smart. Hamnaand Corvig looked increasingly depressed asther excursion turned into atest of
endurance. They wrapped their mantles round their heads so that only asmall dit remained, and plodded
on obgtinatdly. After haf an hour of this, UIf advised them to turn back. At first they refused, feding it
was amatter of honour to accompany the travellers on the first day of their journey. UIf pointed out that
the purpose of companionship was conversation, and that in weather like this, conversation was dmost
impossible. Hamna alowed himsdf to be convinced; they embraced, exchanged promisesto meet again
soon, and separated. Hamnaand Corvig turned their backs on the wind with evident relief.

Now UlIf found himsdlf wondering whether it was wise to choose the route over the mountains. It
was longer than the route over the plateau, dthough less arduous. But in this cutting wind, which dried
their mouths and chapped their faces, the advantage was neutralised. Leaning into the wind, peering out
through the ngpping ditsin their headcloths, they plodded forward &t arate of about five milesan hour.
Niall looked longingly at the choppy waters of the salt 1ake; but he knew that bathing would be
impractical. With no river to wash off the salt water, the aftermath would be even more discomfort.

By the time the sun stood directly overhead, both were exhausted. They decided to take
advantage of thefirst clump of trees or bushesto hat for the midday meal. But for the next two miles,
there was no sign of even asingletree. Half an hour later, they redised they were at the western end of
the lake, heading out into the desert, towards a country of broken foothills and dry wadis.

At thispoint, Nial saw an object like alarge rock afew hundred yardsto their right. He tapped
hisfather on the shoulder and pointed. Ulf nodded, and they hurried towards it. Another fifty yards made
it clear that thiswas no rock, but the remains of abuilding. Mogt of it was buried in the sand; al that
remained were the broken profiles of walls againgt the sky.

On the western side of the building, the blown sand formed aramp. They scrambled up it to the
lowest point in the ruined wall and found themsalves |ooking down into asand-filled courtyard. On thefar
sde, aflight of badly eroded stepsled up the side of abroken tower. They werelooking at asmaller --
and more decrepit -- version of the fortress on the plateau. But it was a shelter from the wind. Asthey
landed on the soft sand inside the walls, they experienced immense rdief to bein ahaven of illness,



They were so tired that for the next half hour they sat in the shade, backs againgt thewall,
luxuriating in the pleasure of no longer having to movether limbs. The wind seemed to be howling with
frustration asit tried to reach them. As he sat there, his eyes closed, Nidl fdt his heartbeat dow down to
normal, and waves of relaxation carried him into arealm of freedom from al anxiety.

UIf touched hisarm, and he realised he must have falen adeep. Helooked up at the sky to check
the position of the sun, and was surprised to see only dark clouds. The wind had risen to a shriek, and
athough they were dtill sheltered from it, the sand on the far side of the courtyard was being blown into
clouds. The sky became darker; then, suddenly, they were in complete blackness, surrounded by flying
grains of sand. The wind was now so powerful that Nidl was afraid it would tear down thewall that gave
them shdlter.

From their panniersthey unpacked the covers of spider silk and wrapped themsdlvesinside
them. The wind now seemed to be blowing from al directions at once, asif determined to reach them,
and sand blew over the broken wall behind them like water surging over aharbour breakwater. Nial
thought of Hamna and Corvig, and hoped they had reached the shelter before the storm began. It
seemed to him providentid that they had discovered thisruined fort a exactly theright time. If necessary,
they could remain heredl night.

Gradudly, thewind died down. The sky cleared, and the returning light was like day breaking.
Then, quite abruptly, the wind died away atogether, and sunlight beat down on them. The sun was il
high above them -- it must have been about two hoursinto the afternoon. They were both covered in
sand up to their necks. On the opposite side of the courtyard, it had piled up againgt the wdl in aramp.
Nidl rose unsteadily to hisfeet, hislegs painfully stiff, and stretched. He tried to peer over the wal behind
him but it was afew inches too high. With hisfeet sinking into the soft sand, he walked acrossthe
courtyard and scrambled up the sand to the top of thewall.

What he saw made him gasp. A broken city lay below him. Itsruined buildingswere all &t least
twenty feet lower than the wall he was standing on, and they had now been uncovered by the gale.
Facing him was abuilding with tall columns -- not square columns like those in the fortress on the plateau,
but dim cylindrical columns, some of them dtill supporting fragments of lintelsand walls. And in the midst
of the empty space in the centre of these columns, there was an object that glittered dazzlingly inthe
sunlight. Nial shouted: " Father, come and look."

A moment later, UIf joined him. "Ahyes, | should have known," he said. "Thisisthe city that was
ruled by Kazak's father Beyrak."

"Y ou mean they lived above ground?’

"Until the spiders drove them out.”

"And wasthis place built by Beyrak?'

"No. It's been herefor aslong as anyone can remember. They say it was built by some ancient
people cdled the Latina."

"And what do you think that is?* Nidl pointed to the glittering object.

UIf shrugged. "1 don't know. Whatever it is, it's made of metd."

It took them ten minutesto find away down to the sand below, scrambling over the uneven
walls. From outside, they could see that the fortress was a square building of carved blocks, the walls
partly covered by cement. There weretdl, narrow windows, and the door that faced the city was also
tall and narrow, with strange unknown symbols carved into the wall above; this door was completely
blocked with fallen masonry and sand. Leading from this doorway towards the ruined city was adouble
row of columns, mogt of them merely stumps, while broken fragments of column lay on theroad. The
tops of some were carved with imitation leaves and vines.

Most of the houses were little more than broken walls, dthough afew had the remains of upper
storeys, they were built of amixture of baked mud and brick. The rooms seemed very tiny, some no
more than afew feet square.

While Ulf explored the ruined houses, Nial wandered in the building with the columns, which lay
at the end of the causeway. Underfoot were dabs of stone set in some kind of cement. Between the
columns were anumber of immense rectangular boxes, carved out of stone. When Nial concentrated,



and then dlowed himsdlf to relax, he received a strong impression that these boxes were somehow
associated with the dead.

The causeway ended with aflight of steps, each onetwelve feet wide, leading up to the remains
of agateway. Of the temple to which this gateway had once afforded admittance, there was nothing but a
grest circle of columns, each one standing on asix-foot cube of granite and most surmounted by lintels.
Niall was astonished to see that the pavement underfoot was made of small squares of coloured stone,
forming pictures of birds and animals. And in the centre of this mosaic pavement stood the glittering
object that had so intrigued him. As he gpproached it, he was amazed to realise that he could see hisown
reflection in the curved metd surface. But it was frighteningly distorted, and changed as he came closer.
Thething looked alittle like a huge beetle supported on metal legs, with glass eyes around the front of its
head. But it was obviousto Niall that these straight legs, braced apart at an angle, would be uselessfor
waking.

Nidl tried to grasp something of its purpose by relaxing his mind and attempting to absorb
impressions; but such faint impressions as he received were o confusing that they meant nothing; it was
liketrying to read the unknown symbols above the door of the fort. Whoever had made this glittering
mongter, with its mirror-like surface, was quite unlike the men he knew. Y et there was something
man-like about this structure; only a human being could have made it. But for what purpose? Could this
meta insect have been made to carry men across the desert on its segmented legs?

In the curved side, just below and behind the "eyes’, there was a structure that was unmistakably
adoor. Nidl knew thisfrom an ingtinct derived from racial memory, without ever having seen ared door.
He touched it; the metd was hot from the sun, yet not so hot as he might have expected. On one side of
this door therewas a curved metal handle. Niall grasped it, pushed it, pulled it, twisted it, even banged it
with the hed of hishand. This, he knew indtinctively, was the key to entering this bizarre insect. But the
door behind did not even vibrate. Then, as he grabbed the handle impatiently, something yielded to his
fingers, and he staggered asthe door did open. He jumped back in alarm; the door had behaved exactly
asif aninvisble man had pulled it open. But there was no Sgn of anyoneinsde. Cautioudy, Nidl peered
through the doorway, then climbed in. It was only then that he redlised that the "eyes' of thisinsect were
made of some transparent substance, like white sand when it was fused by ahot fire, and that they
admitted the daylight.

Hewasinasmall "room" in which there was space for very little but the lesther-covered sedts.
Everything dsein thisroom struck him asmagica yet totaly confusing. Therewas nothing in his
experience with which he could compare the control panel, with its gauges and dids, or the steering
columnsin front of one of the seats. All that he knew was that this metal insect had been crested with a
precison and ddicacy that staggered hisimagination. Having no concepts that would enable him to
interpret hisimpressions Nidl found himself overwhelmed by afedling of awe which convinced him that
thisincomprehensible device had been created for purposes of religious worship.

He sat down cautiously on the sunwarmed seat, and delicately prodded the control panel with his
finger. Nothing yielded; it defied his curiogty like ablank wall. But underneath the panel therewasan
open compartment containing anumber of objects, which he examined one by one. When he pressed the
handle of an oilcan, the oil squirted out into hisface and made him jump; he tasted it with histongue,
found it unpleasant, and wiped his face with his hand. Wrenches, screwdrivers and box spannersdl failed
to yield up their secrets. He had never felt so completely bewildered and baffled. One short, cylindrica
piece of metd, about haf aninch in diameter and afoot long, intrigued him because of itsweight; it was
heavier than solid granite. He decided instantly that, no matter what happened, this was now hisown
property; neither father nor brother -- not even King Kazak himsdlf -- could persuade him to part with it.
He smacked it into the palm of his other hand and reflected with satisfaction that it would kill an ant at
one blow, and stun the most heavily-armoured beetle. With thisin his hand, he would not be afraid even
of acrater insect.

He examined it more closely. The ends were made up of concentric circles, and closeto one
end, on the curved surface, there was afindy etched circle about haf aninch in diameter. He put the
cylinder between histeeth and tried biting it. To his astonishment it proceeded to ongate itsdlf, stretching



itself out of hismouth like atelescopic cigar. The other end struck a button on the control pand; instantly,
there was a strange high pitched hum and the seat began to vibrate beneath him. With one single bound,
he was out of the doorway and on solid ground, looking with horror at the machine that was now
throbbing with life.

Hisfather heard the noise and came running towards him. Nidl redlised that he had |eft hisnewly
found weapon behind; hisfear of the noise was overruled by his determination not to loseit, and he
reached in and grabbed the telescopic rod, which was now about five feet long.

Ulf said: "What happened?"

"I don't know." A green light flashed on the control panel, then the humming noise stopped.

They walked around the device, tried to rock it, waked underneath it, and finally decided that it
was not worth any further effort. When UIf asked to see the telescopic rod, Nidl handed it to him with
reluctance. UIf examined it carefully, swished it through the air, and then, to Nidl'srelief, handed it back.

AsNial took it from him, grasping it by the broad end, there was a click and the rod contracted,
and once more became a short, heavy cylinder.

Studying it closely, Nial realised that the secret lay in thefindy etched circle on the curved
surface. When he pressed this, the metal yielded dightly, and the cylinder expanded into arod with a
pointed tip. Ashe held it in his hand, balancing it gently and trying to fathom its purpose, he observed a
curioustingling sensation in hisfingers. If he held both ends of the rod, stretching out hisarmsto their full
extent, it became stronger.

He pressed the circle again; there was a click, and the rod contracted again into acylinder. The
mechanism baffled him; he spent five minutes, making it expand and contract, and findly decided it was
beyond his comprehension. Y et the tingling sensation he experienced when it was fully extended was
somehow oddly familiar.

Time was passing; it was now the middle of the afternoon, and they had to think of moving. Back
at thefort, they scrambled up the doping ramp of sand, and UIf jumped down into the courtyard and
handed up their panniers. It was while Nial was reaching down for the second pannier that thefirst one
unbaanced and rolled down the dope. Nidl made no attempt to stop it; its closed flap would prevent the
contents from escaping. But as he helped Ulf back up on to the wall, he seemed to detect some
movement at the foot of the dope. He stared hard and decided that the pannier must have did under its
own weight. Sowly, he made hisway down the ramp, staring intently at the pannier; once moreit
seemed to him that he detected some dight movement. Cautioudy, Nial reached out and grabbed the
gtrap. As hetook the pannier's weight, the sand undernesth seemed to crumble. Then, to Nial's
incredulous horror, a hairy, segmented foreleg broke through the surface. Another onefollowed. A
moment later he was looking into the eyes of abig spider, asit tried to scramble from the sand that
entombed it. His reaction wasimmediate and ingtinctive; he raised the telescopic rod and droveit with all
hisforceinto the hairy, strangely expressionlessface. The spider hissed with pain, and Nial recoiled as
he experienced the dmost physica force of itswill, striking out a him like a poisoned sting. He knew
with totd certainty that if the spider pulled itself clear of the sand, it would be upon him with asingle
bound, holding him pinioned with itsfordegs as it sank itsfangsinto hisflesh. He pulled the rod free, and
struck again and again -- into the mouth, the eyes, the soft body behind the head. The will-power of the
creature seemed to hold him at bay like an arm; his own will, nerved by terror, ressted it. Then,
suddenly, its resistance ceased; he was aware that its awareness was dissolving into death.

Hisfather was standing above them, looking down in horror. Then, when he saw that the spider
was motionless, he circled round it and stood beside Niall.

The spider's body was halfway out of the sand, and they could see that it was bigger than the
grey spidersthey had encountered in the fortress on the plateau. This one was about the size of the
trapdoor spider on which the pepsis wasp had laid its egg. The double-segmented fangs, with achannel
for poison, showed that it belonged to the tarantula species. But while the tarantulas hairy body was
brown, sometimes with patches of yellow, this spider was jet black. Instead of the double row of eyesin
the front of the head, this had asingle row that seemed to extend in a continuous band around the head.

The same thought struck them both together. Thiswas not some primitive desert spider that lived



in the empty rooms of the fort; it was a death spider.

Then Niall remembered the two spider balloons that had drifted overhead before the wind
changed direction. He used histelescopic rod as alever to force the black body out of the sand.
Underneeth it, he could seethe silk of the balloon.

UIf looked nervoudy over his shoulder.

"The other one must be somewhere round here. Wed better go.”

"What about the spider? If the other onefindsit, they'll know it's been killed." Suddenly, he
remembered the story of the execution of the rebel humans who had killed a desth spider -- the dow,
cruel torment lasting many days -- and shivered.

"Yes WEll bury it."

It took only afew minutesto cover the spider with sand, and to keep thisin place with a number
of flat stones. Asthey walked away, Niall looked back; from ten yards distance nothing betrayed the
Spot.

Niall walked to the edge of the lake and washed his telescopic spear in the st water, cleaning
off the blood and the white, gluey substance with ahandful of grass. After that, he made it contract and
stowed it in the bottom of the pannier. They hurried on towards the distant mountains, suddenly
oppressed by asense of danger, asif unknown eyes were scanning the landscape in search of them.

Kazak's advice proved sound. On the far side of the mountains, rainfal had transformed a
wildernessinto aland of moderate abundance. The landscape was not unlike that in the vicinity of the
burrow. So athough the detour cost them an extra day'strave, it was neverthelessfar less arduous than
the journey across the plateau. It was more than ten years since UIf had been in thisregion, and he
remembered it asarocky desert. Now some climatic fresk was transforming it into a habitable area. This
also meant there was more danger from tiger beetles, scorpions and other night predators. So in spite of
the hest, they travelled by day and spent the night in improvised shelters.

On the morning of the third day, Nial woke up in ashelter built of rocks and thorn bushes and
smdt an odour that was strange to him. It was not unlike the smell of caterpillar hidewhen settodry in
the sun. The wind was blowing from the north-west. When he asked hisfather about it, UIf shrugged and
sad: "It'sthesmell of theddta" It wasthe odour of decaying vegetation, mixed with a sweseter, dightly
nauseeting smell. Nial observed that UIf seemed depressed until the wind changed.

On the morning of the fourth day, UIf met with an accident that could have been serious. While
they were sheltering under atreein the heat of the day, they both noticed amovement in some bushes
about fifty yardsaway. A largetailless rodent was standing on its hind legs, trying to reach some edible
berries. Because Ulf and Niall wereresting, it had not noticed their presence. UIf seized his spear and
moved carefully out of itsrange of vision, then began to move cautioudy towardsit, taking advantage of
the shelter of creosote bushes. Nial quietly took his telescopic spear from the pannier and pressed the
button to make it expand. At that moment, he heard a shout of pain, and the rodent took fright and
vanished.

UIf was on one knee, and his right foot and the lower part of the leg seemed to bein ahole. For
amoment, Niall assumed he had smply stumbled into acrack in the dry ground. Then Ulf dragged the
foot out, and Nial saw that adark, hairy cresture, not unlike acaterpillar, was clinging on to it. Without
hesitation, he rushed forward and drove the end of the spear through the creature's body. Even that failed
to makeit let go. A convulsive contraction of its body almost dragged Ulfsleg back into the hole. Then
UIf wasfree, dthough he was no longer wearing his sandal, and the blood ran from hisankle.

Nial drove his spear down the hole until the creature stopped moving. "What wasit?'

Ulf was gtting down, examining hisfoot. "A lion beetlelarva. They're like trgpdoor spiders --
they hideinahale. . ."

It took an hour to dress the cuts -- anumber of deep paralld scratches, obvioudy made by sharp
teeth or mandibles. UIf was carrying an ointment made of the root of the devil plant, and he smeared this
on strips of cloth and bandaged the ankle and foot. It seemed a pity to make such use of thecloth -- a
present from Sefnafor Siri -- but it was anecessity. With spare sanddl's, presented to him by Hamna, on
hisfeet, he limped forward vigoroudy for the rest of the day.



By evening, they were in country they recognised, about twenty miles from the burrow. Again
they dept in an improvised shdter of rocks and bushes. But in the morning, UIf'sfoot was badly swollen
and beginning to turn blue. Nial took his pannier and marched awkwardly with one on ether shoulder,
while UIf used a crutch made of abranch of atree. Both were aware that it was now amatter of urgent
necessity to reach the burrow before nightfal; by the following day, Ulf'sfoot would probably betoo
poisoned to walk. So they staggered on, covering less than ten miles during the heat of the day. Then
they paused in the shadow of arock, and ate and drank; UIf dept alittle. The foot was now so swollen
that he could not rest hisweight on it; the crutch had to take the full weight of hisright Sde asthey moved
forward adozen yards a atime, hating for frequent rests. Then, as the sun dipped towards the horizon,
UIf seemed to call reserves of strength from somewhere and began to swing forward at a steady pace.
The great red rocks became visible on their right, then the cactus grove. They were now so exhausted
that they would have been an easy prey for any scorpion, tiger beetle or trapdoor spider. Nidl clutched
his tel escopic spear, using it as a staff, and staggered unevenly as the panniers swung on his back.

Suddenly Veig and Siris were running towards them across the sand, with Runatrotting behind.
Nial wasrelieved of his packsand felt at once absurdly light, asif about to float off the ground. Siris put
her arm round her husband's waist and supported him acrossthe last fifty yardsto the burrow. Ashe
stood waiting for them to goin first, Nial looked out across the desert at the distant plateau and felt a
kind of incredulity at the thought that he had been so far awvay from home. Even the thought of Merlew
seemed dightly unredl.

There was only one cause for sadnessin therelief of homecoming. Jomar was too feeble even to
rise from hisbed to meet them. In thelight of the oil lamps-- they lit dl Sx asacdebration -- it was
obviousthat he was dying. In the two weeks since they had seen him, his face had become very thin, and
his eyes were sunken. Siristold them that he had only just recovered from afever. But thered fever was
weariness, a sense that he had seen al there was to see, and that life held no more interest for him. Now
Thorg and Hrolf and Ingeld were gone, and he was unable to walk more than afew yards beyond the
entrance to the burrow, Jomar had lost hisdelight in being dive. He listened with gpparent interest to the
description of Kazak's underground city, but when he asked "Are there still rats among the ruins?” it was
obviousthat he had not takeniit in.

Nial could understand his gpathy. After Kazak's paace, life a home seemed unbearably dull.
Although he had been in Dirafor only two days, it had taught him the meaning of living in acommunity, of
consorting with others of his own age and exchanging ideas and fedings. In retrospect heidedlised it;
everything about Diranow seemed charming and exciting. He envied Ingeld for being ableto live there
for therest of her days. He often thought fondly about Dona, and was saddened by the thought that he
had left without saying goodbye -- she had been adeep at the time. Only the recollection of Merlew
made himwince.

The burrow seemed strangely empty without Thorg and Hrolf and Ingeld, and the redlisation that
Jomar was dying brought an oppressive feding of loss, a sense that something was coming to an end.
They had moved the old man into an inner chamber of the burrow, so that he could deep undisturbed.
Every morning, they helped him out into the daylight; there he sat until the sun became too hot, dozing
and ligtening to the hum of flies. Sometimes, if there was no wind, they moved him into the shade of the
euphorbia; Nial sat on guard, his spear close a hand in case of attack by some predator. He noticed that
when the old man asked to be taken back insde, his hands were as cold asif they had only just emerged
into the daylight.

During these find weeks, Mara played an important part in keeping the old man's mind dert. She
was now exactly ayear old and had changed greetly. Thejuice of the ortis plant had transformed her
from anervous, fretful baby into alively child who wasinterested in everything. She spent agreet dedl of
time Stting on her grandfather's knee and asking questions; if he failed to answer she drummed on his
chest and said: "Tell me, tell me." Jomar told her stories about his childhood, and legends of the great
hunters of the past. And Nial sat in the corner, hands clasped round his knees, and tried to memorise
everything the old man said. He had dways loved stories; but since thetrip to Dira, he had aconsuming
desire to know about the past.



One day, when Mara had fallen adeep on Jomar's knee, Niall asked him about the ruined city.
Jomar had been born afew milesaway, in the foothills, and had played there during his childhood. Birds
and rodents lived there, and Jomar had often set traps for them.

Nial asked him about the building with the tall columns, Jomar said it had once been atempleto
the gods. But when Niall asked about the strange boxes carved out of solid stone, Jomar confessed that
he had never seen them. And his description made it clear that the city had then been covered in sand to
adepth of about ten feet. This explained why he had never seen the stone boxes, or the shining metallic
mongter in the midst of thetemple.

Nial asked: "How old were you when the spiders carried you off to their city?"

The old man was slent; Nial assumed he was unwilling to speak of it. But after along pause,
Jomar said: "It must have been -- when | was eighteen summers. Eighteen or thereabouts. . . It wasa
black day for the men of Dira."

"What happened?’

"They came on usin the dawn. There must have been hundreds of them. | knew they were there
as soon as | woke up."

"How?"

"I couldn't movein my bed. | tried to Sit up, but it was asif | had abig rock on my chest. Then |
tried to move my arms. They'd gone deed, asif I'd been lying on them.”

"But what had happened?’

"They'd pinned us down. Wewere dl the same.”

"But how?'

"With will-power.”

Nidl fdt therootsof hishair girring. He was thinking of Kazak's city. "What happened then?"

"Nothing until they found us"

"Found you?' Nidl was bewildered. "Didn't they know where you were?!

"Not exactly. They knew we werein there somewhere.”

"Buit if they pinned you down, surely they must have known where you were?"

"No. They kept us pinned down until they found us."

"What happened then?'

Jomar moved Marafrom hisknee, and carefully laid her on the bed; it was asif he did not want
to bein contact with her while he remembered.

"They killed dl those who ressted. They killed my father, and our chief Hallat."

"Did they try to attack the spiders?’

"Not physicaly. But they tried to fight back with their wills. The spidersdidn't like that. Hallat
was agtrong-willed man."

Jomar described how the spiders had kept them prisonersin the caves al through that day. The
spiders didiked the hegt; they preferred to travel by night. During the course of the day, the spiders ate
the men they had killed. Unlike human jaws, the chelicerae of the death spiders move sideways. Jomar
could not bear to watch as his father was eaten by four spiders; he turned his eyes away. But he could
dill hear the sound of tearing flesh.

With time to spare, the spiders preferred to soften their prey by injections of venom, and eat
when it was afew days old. But there was no time now; they wanted to return to the spider city. That
evening, asthe sun set, they began the long journey back. Some of them took advantage of the changein
the direction of thewind to travel by balloon; these carried the children with them. But adult humanswere
too heavy for the balloons; they had to march. It was along journey of many weeks, for they had to
make agreat detour round the intervening sea. And the spiders werein no hurry; they were determined
to bring back al their captivesdive.

But why, Nial wanted to know, were the spiders so keen to preserve their prisoners? He was
anxiousto discover some lessterrifying agpect of the spiders, something that would enable him to fed
lessafraid. But Jomar's answer brought him no comfort.

"They wanted them for breeding -- especially the women.” Jomar's breathing was hoarse; the



effort of talking had exhausted him. "The men weren't so important. One man could father alot of
children. But they never had enough women."

Marabegan making whimpering noisesin her deep. Nidl redised immediately that it was his
fault; hisfear and loathing had communicated itself to her. Jomar reached out and laid his hand on her
forehead; she Sghed and became quiet. Jomar said sadly: "No, never enough women."

"How did you escape, grandfather?"

The old man amiled. It took him severd moments to summon the energy to speek. "In aballoon.
Wetook balloons” Nidl waited. Jomar said findly: "The other two worked for the bombardier beetles.
It wastheir idea. They wereintelligent -- not like the men in the spider city. The spiderskilled al the
clever ones. They wanted usfat and stupid. But the beetles didn't care. All they wanted was explosions. .

"Explosons?’

"They liked big bangs -- the bigger the better. That's why they wanted human beings --
explosives experts. These two decided to escape -- Jebil and Theag. They found out how to make agas
tofill the balloons-- hydrogen it was caled. They asked meto help. That wasthe day | found out the
gpiders meant to kill me. So | had nothing to lose. | showed them where the women made the balloons. .

"Women madethem?’

"Y es. Under the supervision of the spiders. They had a storehouse with hundreds of balloons.
Wejust walked in and hel ped oursalves. The guards didn't try to stop us. They thought we'd been
ordered to fetch the balloons. Why should they think otherwise?. . . No human being had ever tried to
escapethat way. They smply let uswak out.” He laughed, but even hislaugh reveded his exhaustion.
Five minuteswent past, and Niall assumed the old man was adegp. Then Jomar began to speak again.
"The other two died. One of them came down in the sea, the other in the ddlta. Their balloons must have
been faulty. But mine carried meto the mountains near the lake. | landed fifty milesfrom where I'd been
captured.”

"Did they come looking for you?"

The old man laughed drily. "They've been looking for me ever snce.”

Mara began to whimper again. Jomar said: "Hush'", and again laid his hand on her head. A few
minutes later, hisown regular breathing reveded he was adeep.

Two dayslater, Jomar died. Runacamein early, whilethey were dl adeep, and said:
"Grandfather won't talk." And suddenly, they al knew he was deed; it was the kind of instantaneous
certainty they al took for granted. Jomar was lying face down on the floor, his hands spread out about
hishead, asif he had falen from agreat height. But when they turned him over hisface was peaceful. It
was clear that hislast moments had not been haunted by fear of the spiders.

UIf, Veig and Nidl spent dl that day digging his grave, at the foot of the euphorbia; they dug
deep to try to preserve the body from insects. But when Nidll looked at the grave afew days later, it was
full of the characteristic holes of the scarab beetle. In the desert, food was seldom alowed to waste.

On the evening of Jomar's death, Siristried to make contact with her sister in Dira. She used the
inner room -- the room where Jomar had died -- and the rest of them sat in the next room in total silence,
listening to her breathing and waiting for that change of rhythm that would indicate success. They sat there
for perhaps haf an hour; then she Sghed and rgjoined them. During the medl that followed, she was
obvioudy worried.

"What isthe point of fretting?' UIf said findly. "In Kazak's city, only the antherds know whenitis
sundown. Therest of them lose al sense of time.”

Srisnodded, but said nothing.

Shetried again at dawn the next day, hoping to awaken Sefnafrom her deep. Again, therewas
no result. Listening to her bresthing, Niall understood what she must be feding. Thefirst stage of an
attempted contact wasto clearly picture the other person, and to send out thought-waves. It was easiest
if both communi cators made the attempt at the same time. But thiswas not essentid; if thetwo shared a
certain basic sympathy, then the sender could attract the attention of the other person, who would



suddenly experience anagging feding of anxiety. Then, as contact was established, both partieswould
experience a strong sense of the other's presence, exactly asin anormal conversation.

If the sender failed to make contact, then agrey and unresponding space developed, with its own
peculiar variety of slence -- asilence often broken by the echoes of other voices. Thisusualy indicated
that the contactee was preoccupied, perhapsinvolved in some activity. Y et even after the sender had
abandoned the attempt to make contact, the other person might suddenly become aware that the attempt
had been made. This often happened between the two sisters, and on such occasions each would remain
receptive for aslong as possible in case the other "caled back”.

Thisiswhy Siriswasworried. Staring into that grey, empty space, with itshint of other voices,
she had had aforeboding that something was wrong. And as the days passed without contact, the
foreboding became a certainty.

Nial himsdf was oppressed by a presentiment of evil. Neither he nor UIf had spoken about the
killing of the death spider, but it had never been far from their thoughts. They remembered Jomar's story
of theritual execution of the small band of desert dwellerswho had killed a death spider. And they dso
remembered that, on the day of the sandstorm, two spider balloons had passed overhead. From the
moment Niall had looked into the eyes of the death spider until the moment he watched the life drain out
of itsjointed limbs, only a short time had e gpsed -- perhaps half a minute. But that was time enough for
the dying animal to send out its message of darm to its companion.

Kazak believed his city to beimpregnable. Nidl knew thiswaswishful thinking. He had
experienced the power of the spider'swill asit tried to pardyse him into immobility. Jomar's story of his
own capture told how that power could be used.

A week after the desth of Jomar, Nidl's foreboding was confirmed. That was the morning when,
drinking the dew out of the waru plant, he became aware of the spider balloon bearing down on him.
And in the hours that followed, as the armadas of balloons drifted overhead and the fear-probes invaded
the burrow, he tried not to alow himsdlf to reflect that he was responsible for this misfortune. Insteed, he
comforted himsdlf with the thought that, Snce the spiders were mounting thislarge-scae search, they
could have no clear ideawheretheir quarry was hiding.

Then, as he wasfdling adeep that night, a sudden thought shocked him into wakefulness. If
Ingeld had been captured by the spiders, she could tell them precisely whereto look. . .

UIf had been struck by the same thought. The next day, asthey were egting, he said: "We must
leave this place and return to our old home at the foot of the plateau.”

Siris, whose eyes were dull with lack of deep, said: "When?!

"Tonight at dusk. It would be stupid to delay. They will keep coming back until they find us.”

Niall looked down at hisfather'sfoot, which was sill swollen. "Do you think you can walk that
fa?'

"Thereisno dternative.”

"We need the leaves of the gereth plant,” Veig said.

The gereth bush grew on the edge of the desert; its leaves had powerful medicina properties;
mixed into a poultice, they could reduce most swellings within hours.

Nidl said: "I saw onewhen we came back from Dira."

"Where?'

"Not far -- perhaps two hours away."

"l will comewithyou."

UIf shook his head. "We shdl need you here, Veig. Thereis much to be doneif weintend to
leavetonight. Nidl isold enough to go done."

So Nial set out as soon as he had finished eating. He carried awoven basket for the leaves, a
small gourd of water, and his metd spear. This, fully extended, served as agtaff. The sensation of its
weight in hisright hand gave him afeding of confidence. With this, he could defend himsdlf against most
predators.

Therewere dtill at least five hours before midday. If he encountered no problems, he should be
home before then.



Nial maintained congtant vigilance throughout the ten-mile walk, surveying the ground for the
convex hump that indicated the lair of the trapdoor spider, and the sky for spider balloons. He also made
awide detour around large rocks, knowing that scorpions liked to make their homes undernesth them.
Periodicaly he concentrated his mind, checking for subconscious warnings of danger. When he wasfully
dert, asixth sense would warn him of most dangersin advance. But he encountered nothing more
menacing than abig came spider, which came close enough to see whether he was arodent or alizard,
decided he was neither, and went on itsway. Nial had never understood why solifugids were
uninterested in human beings.

A mile beyond the clump of trees where they had once encountered the sagainsect, Nial found
the gereth bush he had noticed earlier. It stood about four feet high, and its broad, shiny leaves had smadll
red shoots at the upper end, shoots that would turn into pointed flowers. To Nidl's surprise, the whole
bush was now covered in asilken web, fastened round it like atent. Peering insde, through the
close-woven mesh, he saw dozens of baby spiders, each no more than an inch in diameter. When he
touched the web gently with the point of his spear, the mother spider came out of concealment to see
what was happening. She was light brown in colour and had abig, fat body and very long forelegs,
covered with small bristles that |ooked like thorns. She was about afoot in diameter, and had tiny black
eyestha seemed to look at Nidl with akind of intelligence.

Nidl had never encountered the tent spider before, and had no idea whether they were
poisonous. In order to get at the leaves, he would have to cut the web with hisknife. A mother spider
defending her young might well decide to attack.

They contemplated each other for severa minutes;, then the tent spider lost interest and retreated
behind one of the broad leaves. Nidl sat down where he could see the tip of the forelegs protruding and
emptied hismind. It took him only afew secondsto clear hismind of thought and induce the sense of
timel essness that was so important to thistype of contact. When this happened, he felt for amoment asif
he was |ooking down on the spider from agreat height. Then, suddenly, he had become the spider.

This surprised him. When he had attempted to attune his mind to that of the grey desert spiders,
he had been aware of them as separate identities. It was asif they had some kind of ingtinctive defence
againg his probing. The tent spider seemed to lack such defence. It was asif she recognised no
difference between hismind and her own. His consciousness blended naturdly with hers. With the grey
Spiders, there was no blending; they were like oil and water. And with the death spider, there had been
active regjection, an attempt to penetrate his mind.

He found thisfascinating. It meant that hisrelation to the tent spider was like the relation of the
desth spider to himsdf.

There was awhining sound as adew fly plunged past his head and into the web. It was attracted
by the scent of the red flowers and failed to see the thin, clear strands of web. Instantly, the tent spider
wasin motion, and Nial became aware that she was hungry. Thelast few insects that had blundered into
her web had escaped, being too large and powerful. But the dew fly, shiny and black, was no more than
three inches long, and its feet were entangled in the sticky droplets. In two bounds, the tent spider had
approached the fly from the other side of the web and struck with her fangs. The venom was a quick
acting nerve poison, and within seconds the fly had begun to struggle in dow motion. With her long
forelegs, the tent spider reached through her web and hauled him inside. By thistime, she had totaly
forgotten the intruder watching her; Nidl wastoo big for her to takein. Her mandibles crunched into the
soft underbelly of the dew fly, which was il dive but unableto react.

For Nial, it was a disgusting sensation -- to be inside the spider's mind as she wolfed down the
living flesh. It made him fed sick. Y et he continued to be fascinated by the clarity of the sensations. He
was aware of the spider's visud field, which extended dl the way round her head, and of her satisfaction
as shefilled her somach with thefirst meal in aday. He had to look at his own armsto convince himslf
that they were not long legs covered with spiky bristles. He even felt a protective warmth for the baby
spiders which clambered around among the leaves and looked for a hole in the web through which they
could investigate the blinding sunlit world outside.

He was a so aware of acertain ingtinctive conflict that was taking place insde the spider. She



was hungry, and while she was protecting her young, she was unable to hunt for food. (Nidl was aware
that this primitive spider hunted her prey, lying in wait for passing insects rather than usng aweb to trap
them.) She was dso amother, and knew her children were hungry; she ought to offer them the remains of
her feast. But her own hunger overruled the desire to feed her children. She had no real choice; shewas
wholly ruled by ingtinct.

Nial ddiberately controlled her will, to make her stop eating. Then he made her drop theremains
of the dew fly down to her children, who instantly swarmed over it, biting one another in their anxiety to
get at the flesh. And, as hefdt the mother's unappeased hunger, Nial felt apang of regret for the joke he
had played on her.

It was the strangest -- and in some way's the most exciting -- sensation he had ever known: to be
in control of thewill of another cresture. He felt astrong affection for this spider who had, in asense,
become a part of himsdlf. At the same time he recognised that this was akin to the emotion he had
experienced towards Merlew -- this desire to mingle his mind with hers and take possession of her will.
This, he redlised, waswhy he had found it so exciting when she had kissed him, and when she had
nibbled his ear: it had seemed to be an admission that she was willing to subjugate her will to his. That
waswhy he was s0 shocked and angry to hear himsalf described as"that skinny boy". Hefdlt that she
had set out to cheat him, merely for the pleasure of fedling that hiswill was subjugated to hers. . .

His emotions were troubling the tent spider, which had never experienced jedlousy, and found it a
bewildering and frightening sensation. In spite of her venom and her predilection for eating living
creatures, she was fundamentally innocent and vulnerable. Thiswas perhaps the strangest redlisation of
al. Hewas experiencing a sensation like love for acreature that lived by eating live insects.

Niall carefully parted the strands of the web at the top of the bush and began to gather the leaves.
The smallest and thickest made the best medicina poultices. He was so preoccupied with the sensations
of the spider, wondering what was happening to her web, that he failed to notice the shadow that floated
past afew feet away. His attention was attracted by the next one, which was like the shadow of asmall,
swiftly moving cloud. But the sky was cloudless and therewas only alight breeze. That waswhy the
spider balloons were drifting past so dowly, and so close to the ground.

Ason the previous day, histotal absorption alowed him to suppress the fear-reaction before it
began. The baloonswere so low that it seemed inevitable that he would be seen within moments, and he
accepted thiswith the calm of aman who seesthereis no escape. He was standing in the open, with no
conced ment. He made no movement, looking down on the bush, and alowing his consciousnessto
merge with that of the spider. They were aware of his presence; of that he was certain. They were avare
of thelife-field of every living thing on the ground bel ow them. Five minutes passed, and heraised his
eyes. Thelast of the balloons was dready floating avay from him; he could see clearly the outline of the
gpider in the semi-transparent bag undernesth, itslegsfolded into aknot.

Now the danger was past, he had to make an effort to prevent adelayed reaction of fear and
relief. He sat down on the ground and stared after them. In the distance, to the north-west, he could see
the pinnacles of red rock on the horizon. Directly south of these lay the burrow. The spiderswere drifting
directly towardsit. And Nidl had no possible doubt that thiswas their objective.

He was flooded with anguish, a sense of being totally overwhelmed by events. He was, after dl,
little more than a child; hiswhole life had been spent under the protection of hisfamily. Now, quite
suddenly, it seemed that his world had been shattered. The first reaction was areverson to childhood, a
sense of helplessnessthat threatened to drown him in terror and salf-pity. Then something of his
new-found manhood reasserted itsdlf. At the sametime, heredised it might gill be possibleto warn his
family. Crossing hislegs and bowing his head, he sent out an urgent thought message to his mother. He
continued to do thisfor several minutes, until his concentration wavered and he felt mentally exhausted.
Hetried again, trying to force hismind to be cam, but his sense of urgency made thisimpossible. He was
totally unableto relax into the receptive state of timelessnessin which he could establish contact.

It was along time before he was able to fight off the feding of weakness induced by dejection.
But the increasng heat made him aware that it would be pointlessto St there any longer. Once he began
to walk back in the direction of the burrow, he felt better. He al so experienced a certain grim pridein the



fact that he wasindifferent to the heat. He noted the weariness of his body, the sweat that ran down his
sdes, with asense of detachment, asif experiencing someone € s&'s discomfort.

When he came within sight of the organ-pipe cacti, he felt aglow of hope; everything looked
norma enough. But while till ahundred yards from the burrow, he knew something waswrong. The
large stone and the thorny bush that normally concedl ed the entrance had been dragged aside; the bush
lay ten feet away. Now, suddenly, his misery became so acute that it seemed to burst his chest; it was as
sharp as physica pain. He shouted as he ran the last few yards, and his own voice shocked himinto a
sense of redlity.

The body of aman lay upward acrossthe threshold. He could tdll it was aman because the
naked breast was exposed. For amoment he experienced relief, for the black, swollen face wasthat of a
stranger. Then he recognised the bracelet on the upper arm and knew he was looking at the body of his
father. The combination of spider poison and heat had aready started the process of decay.

Three oil lampswere il burning. On their last day in the burrow, they had evidently decided that
they could afford the extravagance. Baskets containing food and water had been nestly arranged against
thewall, and therall of cloth Nial had brought back from Dirawastied in abundle. There was no sign of
astruggle. The spears stood in their usua place near the door, and abowl of ant porridge lay, half eaten,
on Runas bed. If it had not been for the decaying corpse across the threshold, Niall could have believed
that the family had gone outside for amoment.

Hetook an oil lamp and searched the rest of the burrow. There was no one there; even the ants
had gone.

He had ceased to fedl any emotion. The weight of redity seemed to crush hisfedings. Eventhe
corpse of hisfather seemed too real to arouse aresponse,

He sat on his bed, staring blankly into space, trying to adjust to this new and empty redlity. Then
hiseyesfdl on the bowl of porridge, reminding him that Runaand Marawere probably ill dive. This
dtirred him out of his apathy. He went outside and examined the ground. It was dry and hard, but to his
trained eye, the few marks on its dusty surface left no doubt of the direction the spiders had taken. They
were headed north-west, towards the sea.

Back in the burrow, he nerved himself to move the corpse, pulling it by its clothing onto his
father's bed. The face was now so bloated that it looked like a monstrous statue, the teeth showing
yellow between the black lips. Nidl kept his eyes averted from it. He covered Ulf's body with the cloth
from Dira-- out of adesire not to look at it rather than any fegling of respect. Then he packed food from
the basketsinto one of the panniers. He also packed his tel escopic spear.

At this point he had no definite plan of action -- only a desire to escape his sense of inner
desolation by forcing himsdf to move. If hisfather's body had not been there, filling theair with an
increasingly nausesting stench of decay, he might have stayed in the burrow indefinitely.

As hel€ft, he dragged the stone across the doorway, then spent half an hour sedling it with
smaller rocks. The sun was now directly overhead, but he was indifferent to the heat. Hisintention wasto
make sure that the burrow should remain impenetrable to insects. The place that had been their home for
the past ten years was now Ulf's tomb. He wanted his father to deep undisturbed until his children could
return and give him awarrior'sburid.
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