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The Short and Tragic Reign of the Spider King


He came upon the ring one afternoon while
walking in an unfamiliar part of the Wood beyond the East Road. It
was suspended in midair—seemed to be floating there—and even with
the gloom of the deep forest upon it, the ring shone brilliant
enough in the fragile light to catch his eye. Thurston was a poor
and simple man; the glint of the precious-looking jewelry pulled
him forward.

Wary of some trick or surprise, he glanced
around, but there was nothing else living to be seen among the
trees. Presently he was standing before the ring, leaning in close
to examine it. The ring was suspended, not in mid-air as he had
first thought, but by a dense and obviously strong, yet nearly
invisible legion of spiderweb. The elaborate silk web was so
substantial under his close scrutiny, that he was unsure how he
hadn't noticed it at once.

Reaching out a shaking hand, Thurston paused,
suddenly unnerved by the thought of the spider which could build up
such a web as this. Indeed, as he turned his head and peered from a
different angle, the cracked light through the treetops exposed an
elaborate and substantial web, connected to multiple nearby trees
and various points on the ground. Thurston, seeing the extent of
the web fully revealed, took an involuntary step backward.

Swallowing hard, his eyes flicked back to the
golden, gem-encrusted ring. It hung there upon the web. How, he
wondered, did it manage to be in such a position? Stuck up there in
the thickest, central portion of the web, it was quite nearly at
his eye level. Hesitantly, he came forward and reached out
again.

The gleam of the golden metal and the
dazzling gems wavered slightly, as some subtle vibration
momentarily disturbed the web. Terrible images of giant spiders,
the kind that built up webs of this size and ate humans silly
enough to bumble along into them, filled Thurston's head. But that
was just nonsense, insisted the majority of his mind. There's no
such spider that could eat a man. Something normal created this
web, and that was only the wind just now. Licking his lips, he
reached out.

This time, he grabbed ahold of the ring,
swallowing it up in his fist, satisfied by its solidity. He sought
to pull it free, but the ring remained attached to the web. The
silken strands stuck all over his right hand and wrist and forearm.
He pulled harder and shook, but the webbing simply tangled further
around his arm. Thurston, with a slight whimper, took a couple of
hurried steps backwards, stumbled and tripped over an exposed
treeroot, and tumbled to the ground.

From above came the sound of leaves moving.
The wind, surely. Or some Great Thing come to finish him.

His eyes darted skyward, scanning for any
sign of some super spider scurrying down the nearest tree, coming
for him. But there was nothing. Only the sound of his panicked
breathing, his hurried heart pounding.

He scooted backwards on the seat of his
pants, grasping the ring in one hand. The ruined web stretched and
strung out all across his body. Finally, he managed to boost
himself back to his feet. He turned and fled, shaking the sticky
strands of the web away.

Thurston ran until he came to the edge of the
Wood. As the final trees gave way to a short muddy patch of open
grass beside the road, he came to a stop, gasping and spitting. He
leaned over, his free hand on the trunk of the nearest tree for
support. He brought his right hand up, opened it, expecting to see
the ring still covered in the filth of the web and the mud and muck
of the forest. But there it rested, silent and very nearly glowing
golden. A solid, perfectly round ring, capped with an enormous red
gem centered between several smaller, darker stones. Intricate
designs, like strange writing, wrapped all around the metal.

Of web or sticky residue, there was nothing
left. There was no physical sign of what had befallen him in the
woods, mere minutes ago. His heart still pounded in his chest; his
breath was only slightly back to normal. Thurston looked back into
the darkness of the trees and shivered.

Suddenly, he jumped, brushing at his right
wrist. A tiny, black spider disappeared as Thurston swept violently
across his bare skin with his left hand. The offending arachnid was
cast away somewhere into the tall grass, likely dead or injured.
Thurston, recalling his mental image of moments earlier—that
imagined spider, builder of the web, large enough to trap a man and
eat him—laughed weakly. He felt no mirth at all. Light! That tiny
little spider had given him a fright.

Tightening his grip around the gold ring in
his right hand, Thurston began stepping through the thick grass
towards the road. Within his clenched fist, the ring tingled and
tickled his skin.

 


As Thurston reached the first buildings at
the edge of the village of Coremark, he suddenly felt a vicious
pain deep in his belly. There was barely time to step off onto the
grass and empty his guts into the ditch beside the road. He
staggered back a step, catching his wind. Then he leaned forward,
studying the strange ichor which had been expelled from his system.
Thick and stringy, black and looking like something dead and
decayed. Thurston shuddered, stumbling back a step.

He spit, wiped his mouth with the back of his
hand—the hand which still clutched his golden ring. His saliva was
thick and sticky; he spit again. He stumbled back onto the road
feeling slightly better, energized for having emptied his belly's
contents. He hadn't realized he felt so lousy. He coughed, wiped
his face again.

Squeezing his fist, he considered the ring in
his hand—his precious treasure. At first, he had thought only of
the money he could get for such a rare thing; now, he was beginning
to doubt he would give it up. It's mine, he thought. It was
becoming a part of him.

Best check in at the inn with Reg, his
rational mind thought miserably, before the moody innkeeper noticed
he was missing. Thurston wasn't supposed to step out during the
day, but the inn was so rarely busy—no one was ever in need of his
hand in the stable—that he often slipped away. Today, however, in
this small thing, luck was not on his side. Immediately upon
pushing open the door to the The Whimsical Rascal, Reg was throwing
a fit.

"Damn you, halfwit!" thundered the innkeep.
His flowing red beard quivered as he sputtered with rage.
Thurston's eyes hadn't fully adjusted to the dark interior of the
common room, yet he could recall the image of Reg and his quivering
beard from a hundred times before.

Thurston stumbled farther into the common
room, feeling the strange way that his two legs worked. It felt
wrong.

"Where the hell have you been?" Reg
continued. "You're supposed to be in the stables, taking care of
guests' horses. It's the only thing I keep you around for and you
can't even do that. Light! I have half a mind to throw you
out."

Thurston stopped beside the bar, opposite the
angered Reg. The man who had taken Thurston in—him, an idiot—when
no one else would. At least, that's what everyone always said. But
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