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We made it this far. Let’s go out in style.
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“Every evil deed in history has been acted out by man’s hand alone. With subtle few exceptions, our dark gods have watched on, helpless.”

—Isaiah Thorne, We Started the Fire







Prologue
: 
Starblooded



My Dearest Ariel,

By the time you read this, I will have passed from this world and begun my journey into the next. Mourn not my passing, for my years of life have served a great purpose. I hope that by reading this you will come to understand what I have given up, and why you have been born into the life you have.

You have often asked me the meaning of the sign so prominently displayed on the necklaces we share, and inquired about things I cannot pretend to understand. Though I fear this record of our bloodline’s legacy shall fall short of your expectations, I will attempt to explain.

Our heritage can be traced directly to one Baroness Alexandria Devereux of Lyon, a fortune-teller and occultist. She was circumstantially believed to have connections to Marie-Anne de La Ville and to several perpetrators of the Poison Affair, including Magdelaine de La Grange and Catherine Monvoisin herself. Based on what little survives of her writing, we can say with reasonable certainty that she was involved with the cult of Ozmahesh.

Though the records are slightly incoherent and scattered, what my grandmother pieced together is as follows:

In the midst of one of her profane rituals, the Baroness conjured a demon. Though she refers to it as an angel in her writings, I am hesitant to reuse the term here. Whichever it may be, the Baroness described it as a being woven of fire. The creature gleamed in green and gold, yet sucked all the light from around it. Whenever it moved, it left burns upon her eyes that distorted the very space it touched.

As soon as this being appeared before her, the Baroness fell to her knees in worship. And the being is reported to have said to her, “Fear not, you who are faithful, for I have come to bring divine purpose to you and your descendants.”

And then the being showed the Baroness a vision. She beheld a distant realm ruled by a demon king in tattered yellow garments. And she witnessed a great war between the king and that astral beast. And when the being of fire and the king’s armies met in battle, there came ruin to their civilization. In their final confrontation, the monstrous king dealt a fatal wound to the being of fire. Using the last of its strength, the angel or devil cast a spell of containment upon that ancient world, trapping the king and his minions there, forever. It was in the aftermath of that very battle that the fire spirit, whether drawn by the black arts or by mere happenstance, came to appear before Baroness Alexandria Devereux of Lyon.

“Open yourself to become my vessel,” the being was here reported to speak, “that one day the king may be destroyed before the beast is freed.” Already familiar with such demonic covenants, the Baroness readily opened her heart and soul to the creature.

What happened next is unclear. What we do know is this: before the night of that black mass, Alexandria Devereux’s eyes were blue. After, and until her death, they were a pale brown color. And now those pale brown eyes have followed our line all the way down to me. Though your irises are stained with the darkness of Golgotha’s blasphemous genes, know that in your blood runs the essence of that being of fire, that starborn nomad whose burden we share.

The Baroness wrote extensively on the fire creature thereafter, though the greatest portion of her writing was either lost or unintelligible. Even my grandmother was unable to translate the most bizarre of the surviving documents. However, what they all had in common was a certain magical symbol, which she claimed is the key to the forsaken realm where the demon king lies trapped. As you have no doubt deduced, that is the origin of the symbol we bear.

I have my own theories about all this. I believe the being resided within the Baroness in some form. That is why she chose the words du sang astral—starblooded—to refer to our line. This creature was something primordially cosmic, older than the earth and all the heavens. The blood in our veins is different. It is the very power of the universe, and was timeless when man invented his first gods and devils.

And I must confess that this is why I came to the cursed ground of Arbordale. Your father and I were both seeking one another, unbeknownst to us, for our individual ends. And, united in our mutual contempt, you and Mark were born.

I pray to the stars above that you will leave this town as soon as you can. Leave the curse of Golgotha and his pagan religion behind. And please, take care of Mark. He does not deserve the life he was born into, and I weep that your father deemed him the long-awaited chosen of his heretical faith. When you leave this place, please, take him with you. He is far too young to suffer the horrors that await him if he remains.

I know not to what ends the king in yellow must die. I do not believe it is for us to know. But nonetheless, our path is set. And should fate reveal that you bear the cosmic power to defeat that devil, then look well upon the sign that you have known your entire life. It is the key that will unlock the gate to that sealed-in realm, where the final battle is to occur. And if you are not the one preordained to complete this task, then to your daughter you must pass this knowledge, as well as the documents enclosed.

Should this revelation strike you and impress upon you a thirst for the whole truth, I encourage you to study French yourself and try to decipher the original documents included in this collection. Doing so will bring you closer to the ultimate reality of our blood, and with it, your own future.

Know your lineage. Know your purpose. Know the sign. And never forget: even the darkest night begets a dawn.

I will always love you, Ariel.

May the stars forever light your path,

Annalise Lyre Davids



Chapter 1
: 
Happy Endings



Spinneretta Warren wasn’t in a great mood, and not a person alive was qualified to blame her. It was now well into the dead hours of the night, and the waiting room at Sutter Auburn Faith Hospital was as lonely as a graveyard. Settled into her seat, she hugged Mark’s jacket tight around her to conceal her spider legs—and as much of her blood-drenched clothing as she could.

She was all alone with her thoughts now. Annika and Kara had already been called in to see the doctor. In the interest of avoiding questions from the staff, Arthr, Mark, and her dad had decided not to enter the hospital. What’s the point? Spinneretta thought with a creeping sense of dread. The questions are coming anyway, just as soon as the doctor lays eyes on Kara.

Luckily, Annika was good at questions. When the receptionist had asked about the girl’s injuries and the bloodstains splattering the three of them, Annika had countered with indignant screaming about a fictional car accident in Grantwood. At the mere mention of the town captured in the infamous two-week lockdown, the questions had ceased. Yet in Annika’s absence, the staff kept giving Spinneretta probing glances and asking if she was really alright. She wished she’d just stayed in the damn car with everyone else, but right now she needed the space.

Her entire body throbbed with a bone-deep pain. Whenever she ventured to move a muscle, a sharp stabbing sensation replied at the base of her spider legs. Nausea kept its claws buried in her stomach. And those were all collectively the least of her problems.

The weight of the hours beneath the Golmont Corporation pressed in from all sides. When she closed her eyes, she still saw Isabella, that cursed hybrid born of man and Leng cat. The tactile nightmare of tearing out the poor thing’s throat echoed through her nerves. The pungent stench of life-preserving chemicals still seared her nostrils, and the scent of blood clung stubbornly to her spiracles.

But beneath that horrific memory ran a darker and duller disgust. At long last, Spinneretta had learned to what end she and her siblings had been born: to carry the child of the Yellow King. When she repeated those words in her mind, denial clouded her emotions. Beyond the revulsion, it just made her feel numb, distant from everything.

She ruffled her spider legs beneath Mark’s jacket, cringing as the broken lower segments flexed. Electric pain rippled up and down her spine, and a soft, wet crunch made its way to her ears. Goddamn, she thought. How long does it take to treat broken ribs? Shouldn’t take this long, I’m sure.

In the corner of the waiting room, the mounted TV again showed aerial footage of a wild conflagration. On-screen text read: Golmont Building Erupts in Flames. The midnight news anchors were spinning speculative yarns about what connected the firestorm and the infamous lockdown of Grantwood. Rot in hell, Vant’therax, Spinneretta thought. Rot in hell, NIDUS.

A hand fell upon Spinneretta’s shoulder. She jumped, assailed by the phantasm of Kaj’s glowering visage. When she looked up, she found Mark standing over her, a cup of coffee in his other hand.

“Forgive me,” he said, “I did not intend to startle you.”

She shook her head, shivering as she regained her senses. “It’s fine.” She sucked down a deep breath, but it didn’t help her stomach.

“How are you feeling?”

“I don’t even know.” Breaking eye contact, she stared into her knees, and the purple-brown of her blood-washed jeans made her queasy as she recalled the scent of the labs.

Cringing, Mark sat down in the seat beside her and passed her the Styrofoam cup. “Here. Drink something.”

She took the cup and was at once absorbed in the heat billowing from within. Her thumbnail began to trace the edge of the black plastic lid. “Where’d you get this?”

“Super K around the way. Arthr was hungry.”

“You could’ve asked me if I wanted to go.”

He glanced toward the reception desk. “Frankly, it’s a miracle they haven’t called the police with you looking like that. A cashier on the graveyard shift would probably shoot you as soon as you walked in.”

She sighed, shifting her knees and trying to cover more of herself with the jacket. “Can’t argue with that, I guess.”

“We purchased enough food to keep everyone fed for a little while. We have plenty of gas station corn dogs if you hunger.”

“Nah,” she grumbled, sinking a little lower into her seat. The flames continued to blaze on the television screen. Hoses had begun spraying jets of water into the inferno, but the fire kept lapping at the building, sending castles of smoke into the sky. She lifted the cup to her lips and took a sip. Mocha. It tasted a little like the Styrofoam it came in.

“No news from Kara?” Mark asked.

She shook her head. Out of her peripheral vision, she saw him staring at her, his pale eyes replete with a guarded pity. “Don’t look at me like that,” she said through her teeth.

He promptly turned his gaze away. “I am sorry.”

“Don’t be. That’s the problem.”

“What do you wish me to say, then?”

“I don’t need you to say anything.”

Mark shifted where he sat. “Spinny, listen. I understand that you’re going through a lot right now. I can’t imagine how you must feel after…all this. I will not pretend to be some great and wise sage. But if you feel you need to talk about anything, I will be here. That has not changed.”

His hand came down gently on her own. As the warmth sank beneath her skin and entered her bloodstream, a thrill in her chest began to fight back the nausea.

“Are you okay?” he asked after a quiet moment. His tone was soft, comforting.

Spinneretta gave a feeble nod, eyes still fixed on the silent flames on the television. “I’ll survive.”

For a few minutes, they sat there quietly. The warmth of Mark’s hand helped blur the memories of the labs, and of her origins and purpose. She nursed her mocha, her concealed spider legs tingling and subtly twitching.

When the minute hand on the clock clicked past seven, the door behind reception banged open. Spinneretta and Mark both sat up, startled by the sudden crash of movement. Annika and Kara emerged from the hall, followed by a woman in a pristine white coat.

“Miss Bordon,” the doctor said, “I’m afraid I’m really going to have to insist.” Her tone set Spinneretta immediately on edge.

“I told you, there’s nothing to report,” Annika growled back. “It was a car crash. There’s no abuse.”

“I understand that, ma’am, but we have a legal responsibility.”

“You say that as if I care about the law.” Annika rounded the reception desk and slammed a document onto its surface. “Now, what do I owe for this?”

The doctor, however, slid between Kara and Annika and put her hands on the young girl’s shoulders. “Ma’am, if you try to take this child, then we’re going to have to bring the police into this.”

A humorless chortle rolled off Annika’s lips—one that chilled Spinneretta to the bone. “You’re threatening me with the police?”

“In my medical opinion, there is nothing accidental about that injury. State law says that if there is a clear and present danger to a child—”

Annika’s hands flew to the doctor’s collar. Then she wheeled about and shoved the woman up against the wall. A gasp spilled from Spinneretta’s lips, and she stood abruptly. All at once, the chair at reception clattered, nurses swooped in, and shouts began to ring out.

“Stay where you are!” Annika barked. The room went still as the terrified doctor stared into her face. “Abuse. Don’t make me laugh. You and I both know what this is about, and I’m not going to play your game, Doc. You can just forget what you saw in there. Forget all about what’s under the jacket. And while you’re at it, forget the rest of us, too.” She pressed her forehead against the doctor’s. “As far as you’re concerned, we’re ghosts. And if I find out you’ve made the police—or anyone else—aware of our little visit, then I will be back, and I will burn this hospital to ashes.”

The doctor’s eyes bulged. The nurses and the receptionist, still as statues, looked on in horror.

“Now, here’s what’s going to happen, Doc. You’re going to go back into your office. You’re going to think real hard about how much stress you’ve been under lately. Then, you’ll forget all about this little visit and rejoice that this hospital isn’t a smoldering pile of rubble. Are we clear on that?” When the doctor nodded feebly, Annika smiled a bright, child-like grin. “Great! You got your prescription, Kara?”

Kara pulled a slip of paper out of her pink jacket’s pocket. “Yep!”

Annika released the doctor and brushed her palms together. “Then let’s get out of here.” She looked over to where Mark and Spinneretta stood. “You two ready to go?”

Tongue frozen by the woman’s brazen threat, Spinneretta could only nod.

Annika flashed another menacing glance at reception and then marched toward the door with Kara close behind. As Spinneretta turned to follow them, she couldn’t stop herself from giving the hospital staff an apologetic look. The doors opened, and they exited into the bracing midnight air. The cream-colored walls of the waiting room were replaced by a pitch-black horizon above a dimly lit sea of asphalt. The few cars in the parking lot stood like lonely boulders in the surf, stoic survivors of the night sea.

“Remember,” Annika called out behind her, “to ashes. Peace out!” The automatic door closed behind them with a squeal, and the woman hopped down the steps at a brisk pace. “Well, I think that went pretty well, all things considered.” Humming brightly, she started toward the lightest of the cars in the distance.

“Did you seriously just threaten a doctor?” Spinneretta said, head still swimming from what she’d witnessed. “Did you really just say that you’d burn a hospital to the ground if they told anyone about Kara’s spider legs?”

“I can’t imagine you’re asking me seriously,” Annika said in a sugar-sweet tone. “Last I checked, you didn’t take any injuries that would compromise your hearing.”

Spinneretta clenched her teeth, and she pulled Mark’s jacket tighter around her to fight the chill of the night. “Is there no line you won’t cross? You’d have blown Dad’s head off back there if I didn’t stop you.” The thought made her shudder as she recalled another disquieting tidbit she’d learned from the computers: Ralph Warren was not her biological father. “And now you’re threatening innocent doctors? I’m surprised you didn’t pull your gun on the poor woman.”

“I wouldn’t have pulled my gun because there were no bullets in it. Only an idiot pulls a gun without bullets.”

“That’s not the point!”

“Pragmatism’s a bitch, min spindeltjej, and if you’re intent on being one too, then you should at least consider tossing some gratitude my way. You know, for making sure your dear little sister at least gets pain meds. Not to mention getting everyone else out of Grantwood alive after you and Kara ran off after that damn spider cat.”

Spinneretta growled at her. Talking to the damned detective was pointless. With her will to fight draining, she turned her gaze to the asphalt slipping by under her feet and counted the lines of white paint they passed.

“Let us hope they heed your advice and do not call the police,” Mark said noncommittally.

But the police were low on Spinneretta’s list of worries. As they walked, she kept casting nervous glances over her shoulder, afraid they’d suddenly be surrounded by the three Vant’therax that had survived. The night, however, was quiet, save the gentle moan of the wind whipping across the treetops. Kara seemed oblivious to the tension in the air and walked with a joyous gait despite her wounds. It wrung Spinneretta’s gut to think of her sister’s injury. Had she only been stronger, she could’ve prevented Kaj from breaking Kara’s ribs like that. But the girl’s smile, even if it was a fragile thing, somehow put that part of her mind at ease. “How are you feeling?” she asked.

Kara grinned up at her, though the edges looked false. “Much better.”

“Did the doctor wrap you up?”

“Yeah! It was weird. She had to cut the tape up so my legs could move. You should’ve seen how creeped out she was by ’em!”

Spinneretta gave a hollow smile. She recalled Dad’s rambling on the way to Auburn about the Lethean jail, the information control program responsible for keeping the knowledge of the spider children sealed safely within the boundary of Grantwood. Though she’d been shocked by Kyle’s reaction to seeing her legs, it was now no wonder Annika had to resort to threats to keep their secret.

Mark had once asked her why such a miraculous genetic anomaly wasn’t more widely known. And they now knew the answer. Within the Orwellian information prison NIDUS constructed around Grantwood, had everyone just gotten used to their spideriness? Isolated from the rest of the world, unable to spread rumors or images through the internet, had the town just come to accept the Warren brood as a part of life?

“Will you quit acting so glum?” Kara said, breaking her trance. “I’m the one with the broken ribs, you know.”

“Sorry.” Spinneretta forced a giggle, for Kara’s sake. Because even if they’d made it out of those labs alive, and even if Annika’s boasts of victory over NIDUS filled her with a cautious hope, she could enjoy precisely none of it. Too many daggers sat lodged in her optimism. Her thoughts kept returning to the bloodlust that overtook her in her fight again the Vant’therax Kaj. Had it merely been the Instinct? Or did it have something to do with that voice from deep in her mind? There were just too many uncertainties to speculate on at once, and so Spinneretta just focused on keeping her feet moving as their small group neared Annika’s silver Ford sedan.

In the car, Arthr was sitting with his head between his knees in the middle of the back seat, and Dad was just sitting up front, gazing off into the mid-distance, expressionless. The sight of him sent a spear of anxiety through Spinneretta’s core. She could still see him brandishing his axe at Kara, his rage and madness overpowering all else. She’d never forget that look in his eyes.

“Alright, kids,” Annika said as she cracked the door open, “pile in.” Are you going to be okay in the back with your ribs, Kara?”

“Yeah.”

“Good. Oi, you alive in there, Arthr?”

He looked out at her, trying and failing to hide his discomfort. “Y-yeah, I’m, uhh…”

The woman scowled. “Then get out of the damn middle and make room for everyone else! You’re Kara’s car seat this trip.”

“R-right. Sorry.” He slid into the opposite door, and Cinnamon crackled as he nearly sat on her. The Leng kitten leapt up onto his legs, and he recoiled so hard the back of his head met glass.

Kara giggled at the sight as she crawled in to meet the Leng kitten. “Cinnamon!” She scooped the furry alien spider-creature into her arms and shoved herself unceremoniously onto Arthr’s lap. “Everything’s okay now, Cinny! Mommy’s here again!”

Annika chuckled dryly. “How cute. A girl and her monster. Now get in, you two.”

Spinneretta hesitated. She suddenly felt claustrophobic, like she wouldn’t be able to breathe if she got inside. But without a choice, she fell into the middle seat beside Arthr, and Mark followed her. Then the door slammed shut, trapping the four of them plus Cinnamon in the back. She closed her eyes, tried not to think about the labs or the blood or the voice. But her thoughts were unstill, her stomach roiling and her spiracles smothered by fabric. The trip back to Marlin was not going to be pleasant.

The driver door opened, and Annika dropped into the seat with an exhilarated sigh. The engine sparked to life, and she hummed along with the engine’s purr. “Kara patched up. Kids buckled in. Daddy safe and disarmed. Everything seems to be in order here.” She shifted into reverse and pulled out of the parking space. “Next stop, Monterey County. Then on to Minnesota.”

Spinneretta started upright. “Minnesota?”

“Yep. Place I settled on for your relocation is called Lake Cormorant. Looks pretty.”

“Wait,” Arthr said, “you mean we still have to move?”

Annika blinked at him in the mirror. “What’s that word I’m thinking of? It’s the opposite of no.”

“But we beat the cult!” Kara said. “We beat the Vants! Why do we still have to go?”

“Yeah,” Arthr added. “What’s the problem? What do we have to be afraid of now that the cult is…?”

Annika sighed as she took a turn out of the parking lot and put the light of the hospital behind them. “Just because NIDUS is a blazing hole in the ground, that doesn’t change anything. That whole raiding the fortress stunt we just pulled? That wasn’t a solution, that was damage control. You can thank your lucky stars we got your dad out of there without turning him into a spider hive. But thanks to somebody, three Vant’therax still got away.”

“Aye,” Mark said from beside Spinneretta. “I may have taken out their Conduit, but as long as the Vant’therax survived, we must prepare for the possibility that they will simply create another one.”

Annika nodded. “Exactly. Everything you had was an illusion. A lie. But now you have a chance to really make a life for yourselves. And so you guys are getting a second chance. Fresh start. Do over. Tabula rasa.”

“Tabula rasa.” Spinneretta stared at her feet. The air grew heavy around them. Arthr looked over at her, as if expecting her to oppose Annika’s ruling. But she couldn’t. Because Annika was right, and Spinneretta absolutely hated that.

She thought then of her years spent in Grantwood, nestled in the forest, insulated from notoriety. Though it was the prison NIDUS had built for them, it was still home to her—to all of them. She thought of Amanda and Chelsea, of their sleepovers and their trips to the mall, of their secrets shared and laughed over. Her heart ached. It had been bad enough to stand them up at prom and vanish in the first place, but the thought of leaving them behind forever without so much as a goodbye brought a damp haze to her eyes.

She thought of her childhood, of growing up just different enough to be self-conscious about it. She thought of all the aches and hurts and laughter and smiles, of how impatiently she’d been waiting to turn eighteen and finally be able to cast off the name Spinneretta in favor of something sensible, normal. Not like this, she wanted to scream, if only she could find her voice, not like this.

When this entire ordeal began, she’d been a not-quite ordinary girl living a not-quite ordinary life. In that moment, with the distance between herself and Grantwood gaping wider with each minute they drove, she’d have given anything to go back to the way things were, before Mark, before NIDUS, before she’d learned all she’d learned. But she knew there was no use bargaining or crying now.

As they drove on in tense silence, Spinneretta was helpless but to watch the lights of Placer County—and the remains of her life as she knew it—vanish in the rear-view mirror.
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For many days and nights, I have trudged across the plains of this strange world, sleeping in beds of red ivy and eating bulbous groundfruits that taste like nothing from Earth. At times I wonder if I am dreaming, if my body lies dying in the god-spires with Guttag standing over me. But as days wane into nights that wane back into days, I am growing increasingly convinced of my sanity.


The beating heart of Mother Raxxinoth beckons me onward, toward something. And though I know not why she spared me my end, I am eager to learn. With the twin suns rolling above me, I press on into the mists, toward the sky-scraping mountains in the distance, where I can feel my destiny awaiting me.





Chapter 2
: 
Iconoclasm



Down, through the twisting tunnels and gulfs of darkness, through the carved and secret hallways, Nemo wandered. His escape from the burning labs above had been harrowing, but he’d made it out with only watery eyes and singed skin. His destination: below, as far below as below itself went. Repton and Dwyre and Griffith’s memories guided him through the labyrinthine stone passages, toward the deepest caverns Repton the Elder had explored. He passed through halls adorned with ancient mosaics and the ruins of wondrous architecture, threading his way through the pitch-black vaults and hollow temples.

He was very far below the surface now, and the old icons engraved upon the cavern walls seemed to stare at him through the blackness. His magically dilated eyes took in light that did not exist, and he studied the details of the sacred ruins without breaking stride. Never before had he seen them so clearly.

Down, through the tunnels untouched by the sun. Down, into one of the great gravelly pits that plunged through untold corridors and depths. When he pushed his way through the narrow, jagged tunnel paved in human bones—once a mass grave for the people of this forgotten civilization—he at last saw a glow of light ahead. A vast torch-lit cavern yawned open, and he bellowed a roar that boomed and echoed in a rising swell around him.

From the countless tunnels eaten into the walls of the chamber, cautious eyes peered out. Nemo knew it was the yellow robe that they were scared of, for he wore the vestments of the enemy. It was the one trophy he’d taken from above, peeled from the corpse of the Vant’therax Rith during his escape. It was a fitting symbol for his triumphant homecoming. Nemo pulled back the hood as he marched toward the center of the cavern, where twelve braziers stood in a fiery semi-circle.

“I have returned!” he shouted, spreading his arms wide and demanding the attention of all. At the center of the braziers, he stopped and waited. A soft murmur rustled from the edges of the grotto, scraping across his skin like a horde of insects.

Finally, three old, spindly men emerged from the ramshackle huts built into the far wall. In the center was Zurt, cult-shaman, archon, grandfather. Zurt approached Nemo, flanked by the other two archons. When he drew near the border of the Websworn’s domain, demarcated by the blazing fire of the torches, the old man’s footsteps slowed. He studied Nemo, a look of horrified recognition showing in his features. “Talm?” he gasped.

Nemo gave his grandfather a wicked smile. “I have returned.”

Again Zurt gasped. This time the sound shook his ancient frame, and he looked like his old bones would collapse. “Talm. You can speak?”

“It is but one of many talents I have acquired.” He spread his arms again in a commanding gesture. “Gather the Websworn! Gather the believers! I have much to say!”

The archons exchanged a few hushed words. Zurt nodded and beckoned at the walls and the tunnels set within. There was a moment of stillness. Only the flickering tongues of fire in the braziers were daring enough to move. Then, the first of the Websworn emerged from the honeycombed passages and started cautiously toward them.

They moved like insects, skeletal bodies shuffling past one another. Thin, pale skin gleamed in the light of the torches. Discolored eyes wide, the Websworn he’d once called kin regarded him with confusion. Some began to run, dashing into the tunnels and hollering for the others hiding deeper within the tangled cave city. From the elevated hovels, two more archons emerged. Their bodies were brittle, thinner than the younger Websworn. Of the original twenty-four banished to the underrealm, only five now survived, of whom Zurt was the oldest and the most revered.

At last, when the runners returned with the rest of the population, no fewer than fifty man-things stood in loose clumps around the perimeter of the braziers. Nemo passed his eyes over the congregation. Some younger members—friends of Talm’s—looked aghast at his transformation. None drew nearer than the flames. None called to him. All stood silent, waiting.

“Brothers and sisters,” Nemo said in a coarse, gravelly tone, “hear my command.”

All were silent. The only sound was the hum of anticipation and the crackling of the fire.

Nemo cast his gaze across the crowd. Their faces were thin and pale, their bodies spindly and sick. “I have returned from the clutches of the False Ones,” he said. “I have returned to bring you the truth. I left you as Talm, a boy; I return to you as Nemo, a king.

“Above, the False Ones used their foul, heretical magics to transform me into their Helixweaver, for Griffith and Dwyre are no more. Now, I am one with their memories and spirits. I was made a vessel to their ambition⁠—and that ambition has laid the heretics to waste! NIDUS and the False Ones are no more. They have been destroyed—smashed to pieces upon their blasphemous beliefs. For over forty years, you have awaited the day Raxxinoth would reap the sins of Griffith and Dwyre.” He grinned a carcass smile. “That day has come!

“Today, the iconoclasm wrought by Repton and his ilk ends. Today, we rise anew from the ashes of exile. But today,” he said, tone growing savage, “the Websworn are no more.” The crowd began to murmur, and Nemo saw several of the cult-shamans scowling in his direction. He raised one hand and drew it into a fist. “Be silent!”

When quiet again came upon the hollow, he spoke. “In NIDUS’s final battle, I met with a tragic fate. A sorcerer from a degenerate moon cult struck me with a spell—a spell that should have destroyed my very soul. But I was saved by the intervention of a being long thought to be the enemy. Touched by its thoughts, I was protected and empowered—I was chosen. And now I have seen the echoes of things long past. I understand the lies in the Scriptures and the truths they kill.

“It has long been accepted that the priest Heinokk was a traitor to the Yellow King, one who turned his back on Raxxinoth to worship the dark god conjured by Hasirith the Elder. But what is written is slander. The truth is thus: the Writhing Malefice was never the enemy of Raxxinoth—it sought only to free Raxxinoth! Heinokk went to the Yellow King not to usurp the throne of Zigmahen but to unite the realm under a single cause. But the Yellow King was a coward. He was an arrogant, jealous ruler, and he instead sealed Heinokk’s magic and slew him where he stood!”

A few angry shouts erupted from the crowd, but Nemo silenced them with a look. “Heinokk’s death began the war that doomed the spider kingdom. The Yellow King forsook his throne and wrought destruction upon the blessed children of Raxxinoth. He chose to destroy his own kingdom rather than share his glory with another. Those of you who now mouth the word heretic, know this: there is but one heretic among the old tales, and it is not Heinokk but Nayor!”

There was a frightful stirring as he spoke the name. “That’s right—the true name of the Yellow King is Nayor. I spit upon that name, for it tastes of sacrilege! And for all the honor and glory given to Nayor, did he so much as flinch when his Helixweaver’s life was forfeit? No. It was the reviled god of Heinokk who spared my life. Thus, I stand before you not merely as the Chosen of Raxxinoth, nor as the Chosen of the Writhing Malefice, but as the Chosen of both!

“By embracing the unity Nayor tore his own kingdom apart to deny, we shall rebuild that sacred realm and bring an era of glory to the World on the Web! We shall pry open the iron fist of the King and put an end to his ambitions! We shall at long last release Raxxinoth and usher in the age of the spider!

“From this day forward, we are no longer the Websworn, for that name is poisoned by the King’s betrayal. We shall be known henceforth as the Order of the Black Dawn, for black is the beast that saved me from the Yellow! Those of you who will cling to the old ways, know that you are our enemy. Those of you who reject my words as false prophecy, know that you are our enemy. Those of you who would close your eyes and ears and continue to serve the Yellow King, know that you are our enemy!”

A note of silence rang loud against the walls and ceiling of the cavern. “But those of you who would leave behind the trappings of exile… Those of you who would follow beyond the sealed and forbidden tunnels… Those of you who will embrace the destiny entrusted to us by the Writhing Malefice…” He snarled a malicious, beastly sound. “Those of you who will see the Black Dawn rise… Kneel before me!”

[image: ***]

Amanda awoke from an unsettling dream with the name Johnathan Griffith on her tongue. She’d fallen asleep at her desk again. Her bedside alarm clock read 4:52 a.m. In her bed, Chelsea was sleeping atop the covers. Amanda’s first thought was to wake her up and make her sleep in her blanket-nest on the floor, but it was a fleeting thought.

She yawned, stretching her arms over her head, and something in her back popped. She turned her attention again to the books on her desk. Her composition book, cracked open to a page full of dissociated notes, scoured her eyes with the desk lamp’s light. And sitting beside it: the Repton Scriptures, the tome she’d found in the locked chest at her grandfather’s abandoned house in Old Town.

The entire book was written in ink by hand. Most of its several hundred pages were crammed thick with dense lettering. Scattered throughout were drawings and arcane-looking diagrams. The earlier images were distinctly scientific in nature, documenting and analyzing various styles of iconography and architecture. The latter, however, were far more decadent and disturbing.

There was one page that had particularly unnerved her. In the latter half of the book, where the dense script changed hands and wrote from a mind replete with madness, there was an image of a horrible, near-humanoid creature. The thing had no hair at all, nor eyes or nostrils. Its gaping mouth bristled with long, savage fangs. A slithering tongue whipped through the air, as though it relied on an ophidian sense of taste for navigation. The creature’s body was overly lanky, skin stretched tight over bone, and four long, thick arachnid legs extended from its back. The text at the image’s foot was a single word with a provided translation: Vant’therax, Children of Raxxinoth.

She shuddered as she thought of the image. The resemblance to Spins and her siblings was uncanny, though she felt morally unwilling to compare her best friend to something so nightmarish. But what did that resemblance mean? How did it tie into everything that had happened in Grantwood?

She picked up her uncapped pen and held it between her fingers. To her sleep-drunk muscles, it felt like it weighed ten pounds. She tried to hold back a yawn, but it would not be ignored. The tip of her pen scraped the paper, but the words slipped away from her. Johnathan Griffith. Where had she heard that name before? That was the last thought in her head before she nodded off once more.

“Oh good, you made it home safe.”

Amanda started awake again, and the vague afterimages of another dream slipped through her fingers. She turned about in her chair and saw her dad standing at her door. Her heart skipped a beat. “Hey, remember that whole knocking thing?”

He scowled at her. “It’s your fault for not waking me up when you got back. I was up until one waiting for you, you know. Your mother and I were worried sick.”

She yawned and stretched. That same vertebra popped again. “Sorry it took so long.”

His expression softened. “As long as you’re safe, I don’t care.”

Amanda looked toward her bed. Chelsea had shifted at some point and now had a blanket wrapped around her shoulders. The cool light of early morning filtering through the curtains made her feel a little dizzy.

“Did you find Grandpa’s place?” Dad asked.

“Yeah, right where you said it’d be.”

“Find anything interesting?”

“Maybe.” She reached for the old, occult-looking tome and eased the cover closed, taking care not to damage any of the time-worn pages. She wobbled to her feet and held it out to her father. “Can you tell me anything about this book?”

Confused, he took the book and brought it close to his face. He adjusted his glasses. “Repton Scriptures? Afraid I’ve never heard of it.”

“Then I think we have a lot to talk about. About your dad.”

Her father turned the book over in his hands, puzzled. “You found this at Grandpa’s?” He tentatively cracked the tome open, and Amanda was once again assaulted by the scent of mildew. He blinked at the pages, apparently unable to comprehend their contents. “Want to give me a hint about what I’m looking at?”

“It’s some kind of cult manifesto.” She paused for a beat. “A spider cult manifesto.”

“Spider cult?”

“I found it in a locked trunk among some other weird stuff. It looks like Grandpa was involved in this cult somehow.”

He scoffed as he turned to another page in the earlier half of the book. “That’s ridiculous.”

“It’s not. I found old robes, weird paraphernalia… But that book was what made it obvious. Why’d he have that in a locked trunk if it wasn’t important to him?”

“Possession may be nine-tenths of the law, but just having this isn’t so…” His face twisted in revulsion; something on the current page must have disturbed him.

Amanda pressed her attack. “Didn’t you say Grandpa was never at home? That he was always gone, leaving you and Aunt Lynn alone while he went to go do God knows what? Wouldn’t cult involvement explain that?”

He eased the book closed as he thought. “Well… Circumstantially, I suppose it could. But I just can’t see him being a part of something crazy like that. And either way, it’s too early in the morning to think about that crap.” He handed the book back to her. “It’s weird, I’ll give you that. Though, it’s too bad you didn’t find anything relevant to the Norwegian Killer.”

“I did. This book.”

Perplexed, her dad gave her a probing look, like he was checking to see if her head was attached correctly.

“Look, I know you’re going to think I’m crazy, but this is all connected somehow. The Norwegian Killer, the lockdown, Grandpa, Spins, this cult… I just need time to figure out how.”

He chuckled. “Mandy, you’re paranoid. I think you read too many conspiracy books. You’re trying a little too hard to find something out of the ordinary.”

“I don’t think that at all.”

His laughter evaporated. “Don’t tell me you really think this fantasy book here is important.”

“It’s not fantasy. There are leads here. Letters and names and history, all of which should be falsifiable. There’s administrative documents, guidelines for rituals, and even a membership roster for the cult—and guess whose name is on it.” Despite herself, she let out a trembling sigh. The gravity of the entire situation was only just catching up to her. She was finally waking up to the fact that this was all real. “I don’t know how it’s all connected. I have some ideas, but I can’t support them yet. I hope you’re right and that it really is just crazy nonsense, but… I need some time to look into these leads. Time to figure it all out. This is huge, I can feel it.”

Her dad frowned. “Well, I guess I’ll just have to keep an open mind. Let me know if you find anything, okay?”

She nodded. “I will.” A thought from before surged to the forefront of her mind again. “Oh, that reminds me. Do you recognize the name Johnathan Griffith?”

A troubled look came over him. He crossed his arms, his gaze sharpening. “Yes,” he said after a long moment. “I know that name. Why?”

“I came across it in the book in a few places. Like among the names of the cult leadership. And I couldn’t shake the feeling I’d heard it somewhere before. Who is it?”

His lips twitched in disbelief, a blooming realization lurking behind his eyes. “Johnathan Griffith,” he said, “was the judge who presided over the Norwegian Killer’s trial.”



Chapter 3
: 
Summer



The planet Earth did not care for the Warren family. It did not stop to ponder their sorrow and resignation as they departed to begin their new lives under new names. It did not care for Mark, who left California the following day to continue his search for his missing cousin Lily. Nor did the Earth care about the broken community of Grantwood, which had just awakened to its first morning of freedom since the lockdown began. It did not care for the exhausted yet curious Amanda, nor did it care for the still-dreaming Chelsea. It did not care for Nemo nor the Websworn. It did not give a damn one way or another about Kyle, who was still bound in webs when the police arrived at his home and set him free, only for him to dismiss their questions, his mind haunted by what could have been.

Indifferent to the circumstances of every man and woman and spiderling, the Earth simply kept turning as it had for billions of years prior, until the spring yawned into summer.



Chapter 4
: 
Tabula Rasa



When Spinneretta stirred from her dream, it was not to the creamy orange light against her drawn curtains, but to a low staccato sound and the feeling of a weight on her chest. She cracked her eyes and was met by a black shape staring down at her from atop her thin blanket. Four reflective red eyes peered pleadingly out from Cinnamon’s silhouette. Spinneretta groaned. “Why do you hate it when I sleep?”

Cinnamon mewled, scratching lightly at the blanket with her plated legs. Spinneretta smiled despite herself. She stroked the Leng cat’s fur with one hand and closed her eyes, trying to enjoy the last moments of bed before rising. There were worse ways to wake up, she thought, and Cinnamon was much nicer than her alarm clock’s harsh screeching.

Cinnamon had grown over the last two months. Counting her tail, she was now two and a half feet long. Her spider legs were harder, longer, and now bore the first hints of the serrated ridges that would one day become razor-sharp cutting weapons. Her head had grown longer as well, and the rounded shape Kara initially mistook for a kitten’s had developed a more distinct slope. Her fox-like ears, too, had lengthened and thinned, and her four red eyes were now smaller by ratio, though still huge and endearing.

Spinneretta nuzzled Cinnamon, and the Leng cat made another of those strange almost-purring sounds. “Did Kara send you to wake me? Or are you just hungry?” The thing answered with a low rumble. A glance at her clock revealed that she had an hour left before she had to get up. She wasn’t looking forward to it. It was August twenty-sixth, the first day at their new school in Lake Cormorant.

She crawled out of bed, sweat covering her back and legs. It was already sweltering, and the air was thick with humidity. Spinneretta had a feeling she’d never get used to it. Still groggy, she started out into the hall.

The Hallström residence felt tiny. Though it had four bedrooms, the lack of a second story made it far cozier than their home in Grantwood. There was a living room but no study, no attic, no den, no dining room. The house had an old, dull carpet that defied all attempts to clean it. It covered all rooms of the home except the bathroom and the kitchen, which had linoleum floors. The gaudy yellow rose patterns adorning those false tiles were faded, but the grotesque tones and winding arabesque motifs were still distinct and somehow unnerving.

The off-white drywall of the Warren residence was a memory; the walls of the Hallström home were varnished wood paneling that glowed a warm sherry when the sun shone through the time-tinted windows. Foliage rendered the view from every window green and lush, and a darker, mustier green adorned the furniture in the living room. The couch and sibling recliners, upholstered in felt and old cigarette burns, seemed somehow anachronistic, as though they were part of a period film set. All the light bulbs were incandescents and emitted the same burned-yellow light. When Dad had finally recovered completely from his trauma-induced stupor, he’d talked animatedly of buying fluorescent lights to brighten the place up. That project had been forgotten alongside so many others.

Spinneretta walked down the hall and ducked into the kitchen. Yawning, she pried open the refrigerator. The light from inside blinded her, and she felt the first hint of a headache brewing. She squinted at the container of nettle soup on the second shelf. It was tempting, but a bit too exciting for breakfast.

She picked out a pack of ground beef from the meat drawer along with an onion and a carton of eggs. She oiled up a frying pan, diced the onion, and began to fry it over medium heat. When it had caramelized, she added the ground beef.

Cinnamon clattered excitedly at her ankles as Spinneretta stirred the onion-meat feed around and scooped half of it into the wide bowl that served as the Leng cat’s feeding trough. She slid the steaming bowl into its designated place on the floor by the refrigerator with one foot. “It’s hot,” she warned Cinnamon. “Don’t burn yourself.”

As Cinnamon began to scarf down her breakfast, Spinneretta cracked a pair of eggs over the remainder of the concoction. Once it was finished, she scraped the dark proto-omelet onto a plate and grabbed a fork as she made her way to the simple dining table in the living room.

A short while later, the door to her parents’ room creaked open. “Who’s up this early?” her mother asked from down the hall.

“Sarah,” she answered with a mouth full of egg and greasy ground beef. I should’ve given Cinnamon the rest of this meat, she thought.

Mom wandered into the living room, turning the dusty lights on behind her as she came. “What are you doing up at this hour?”

She pointed to Cinnamon with an anterior spider leg. “Little bitch woke me up.”

“Well, that’s not very nice,” Mom answered in a sleepy daze, eyes heavy and hair in an unkempt tangle.

Cinnamon crackled, but didn’t look up from her feed.

Mom rubbed her eyes with the back of her hand and studied the amber light streaming in through the kitchen windows. “You’re seriously cooking for her now?”

“I don’t trust the meat you buy. She’ll get parasites if you feed her that crap raw.”

“I smell cooked onions.”

“We both like them. Want me to make you some?”

Mom sighed and shook her head at the feasting Leng kitten. “No thanks.”

During their last hours in Marlin, Annika had surreptitiously tried to convince Mom to let her quietly dispose of Cinnamon, out of an abundance of common sense. If Cinnamon got loose, Annika had warned, it could mean discovery. But Mom had refused. They all knew how much moving was going to crush Kara, and the last thing they needed was Cinnamon disappearing on top of it. So Cinnamon became the secret pet of the Hallström family. Ironically, the Leng kitten was a note of grounding familiarity, which was perhaps a sign of how bad things had really gotten.

Mom wandered over to the table and sat opposite Spinneretta. “You excited for school?”

“Not at all.”

A frown weighed at the corners of her mother’s mouth. “Didn’t think you would be.”

Neither of them spoke for a time. Cinnamon finished slurping down the remnants of her gourmet beast-feed and clattered a content yawn. Mom gave the creature a long glance and watched as it folded itself into a comfortable pile on the tile floor. Spinneretta suddenly wanted to do the same.

“Are you going to come right home after school?”

Spinneretta shook her head. “Library.”

“Figured. Will you at least be home for dinner this time?”

“Yeah.”

“Alright, good. Could use a bit of help cooking if you’ve got the time.”

“Mm.” Spinneretta drained her glass of water. It didn’t quite wash away the taste of the meat. “Yeah, that’s fine.”

“And, uhh…” Mom looked over her shoulder toward the hall of bedrooms, ensuring nobody was eavesdropping. “I was hoping you’d help me out with some preparations for Kara’s birthday.”

Spinneretta raised her eyebrows. “Not sure if you’ve noticed, Mom, but Kara hasn’t been in much of a celebrating mood.” And that was putting it charitably.

“I know. That’s why I need your help. I want to get her back to her old self.”

It was too early in the morning for such a dark topic. “Think we’d all like that.”

“If it’s not too much trouble, I’d like it if you could take her out someplace on Friday after school. Maybe to the movies, or the bookstore or something. Something to hopefully take her mind off everything. So your dad and I can prepare a little party.”

“Yeah, I can take her somewhere. But I don’t think your party will get the reception you hope it will.”

“I know. It won’t. But I at least have to try, right?” After a few moments, she gave Spinneretta a concerned look. “How are your legs?”

Spinneretta started. Her spider legs twitched a little now that the attention was on them. “They’re fine. Just sensitive.” She rubbed the warm, malleable chitin of one of her anterior legs. The injury to the lowest segments she’d sustained during the Golmont raid must’ve accelerated her natural growth cycle, for she’d molted only a few days after their arrival in Lake Cormorant. When the shell of her old legs had come off, however, the crushed plates hadn’t formed properly. They’d been rough, strangely warped, with irregular bumps and sharp edges. The shocking pain had been replaced by a dull throb she’d lived with for two months until last night when her body had surprised her with a second molt. This time, it erased the blemishes and returned her legs to their usual glossy luster, leaving her plating warm and soft.

Mom gave her a gentle, if tired, smile. “I don’t think you need to be so embarrassed about molting anymore, you know.”

Spinneretta shook her head but didn’t say anything. For some reason, molting was a frightfully humiliating procedure for her. Arthr wasn’t very open about it himself, but Kara was shameless when it came to peeling the old, dead plates of chitin from her legs. Spinneretta had even been less embarrassed about getting her first period than her molting cycle. It was an embarrassment she didn’t understand; how, then, could her mother?

Mom lurched slowly to her feet. “Should pro’lly get started on some breakfast for everyone else, huh? They should be waking up any time now.” When her hand found the handle of the refrigerator, she froze in thought. “Wonder if Arthr still oversleeps.” It sounded as though she’d meant it as a joke, but the humor had surrendered to the heavy atmosphere. With a sad shake of her head, she opened the refrigerator and began to rummage for ingredients.
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Half past seven, and the sun was angrily boiling the residual moisture into a rising wall of humid wrath. Spinneretta leaned against the wooden rail of the porch, messenger bag slung over one shoulder. Beneath her olive-colored jacket, she was already sweating. Though her spider legs lacked sweat glands, they were still slick with the morning’s balmy heat.

She’d taken steps to reduce the risk of heatstroke. Her hair was tied back in a ponytail to keep it from suffocating her neck. She’d started wearing skirts again after the move, and she was currently wearing a wine-red, knee-length pleated one. It still felt weird to wear something so revealing by her standards, but the trade-off was worth it. She found herself wondering what Amanda and Chelsea would say if they could see her new look.
The sounds of bickering and clattering dishware came from inside, and Spinneretta began to huff impatiently. Come on, come on, she thought at them. We don’t wanna be the only ones late on the first day. The thought must have summoned her siblings, for the screen door burst open and Kara emerged with a now-familiar lethargy. Her blonde hair, still damp, was somber and dull. The first drops of sweat already glistened on her brow, and her blue eyes shone with disdain for the morning and for life in general. Her pink jacket, with cream-yellow highlights running down the sleeves, was buttoned up tight.

“Morning,” Spinneretta said, feigning a hint of cheer.

Kara grunted and wiped at her brow with the back of her hand, not even looking up at her.

Spinneretta put on a smile. “Today’s the big day, huh? Hard to believe you’re in middle school already.”

“Who cares what school it is?”

Despite the heat, Spinneretta felt the chill of her sister’s resentment. She turned her gaze toward the forest, letting the bitter thoughts swirl. Then the screen door again rattled open, and Arthr appeared. His hair, like Kara’s, was still a little damp, and his brown jacket was half-unzipped.

“Whoo!” he shouted, pumping his fist into the heavy morning air. “You guys ready for this?”

Spinneretta gave him a dead stare. “What are you so excited about?”

“You stupid? It’s the first day of school. First day of meeting new people. First day of girls! It’s been forever since I’ve had a chance to make a first impression, and I’m not fuckin’ it up this time.”

She rolled her eyes. “Great. Good luck. Everyone ready? Let’s go.”

With that, they started down the dirt road leading into the woods and toward the lake, upon whose shores the greatest portion of town was built. The house vanished behind them as they entered the scattered shade of the Jack pines and aspen. In a way, it was surreal. It was as though they’d been dropped into some alternate universe where everything was just a little different. In ten million permutations of the multiverse, could there have been a world where they really were the Hallströms?

As they walked down the dusty road, which was still damp from the recent rains, Spinneretta hadn’t even a single happy thought. But though her spirits were at the nadir of her perpetual mood swings, she knew she had to stay bright and cheerful. She had to show Kara the world wasn’t really so dark. With a forced smile, she turned to her sister. “Do you feel like you’re growing up fast now?”

Kara looked up at her with a blank expression.

Spinneretta groaned mentally but kept her smile on life support. “Middle school’s a lot more serious than elementary. You have to start studying, and the tests actually matter now. So you’ll need to take some time off from your moping every now and again.”

Kara’s dead gaze seemed to fray. “Tests?”

“Real tests. Not just spelling tests. No more ignoring homework if you want to get a good career one day.”

Kara ruffled her spider legs beneath her jacket and looked back at the damp ground. “What’s the point? We have no future anyway.”

Disarmed by the blunt despair in her words, Spinneretta closed her mouth and abandoned the idea of attempting to cheer Kara up for now. She clearly still needed time to adjust. Likewise, Spinneretta tried to ignore the truth laughing through that despair. We have no future. It was a thought she’d wrestled with for weeks, and the battle was far from over. But she was fighting on, scrabbling for strength, willing herself not to unravel.

The silence overtook them, and they walked on through the woods.
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The town of Lake Cormorant was not far from Cloquet, in the very shadow of Duluth, nestled within the untamed northern forests of Minnesota. The thick woods surrounding the town were not unlike the forests of Grantwood. Though the species of trees were different, there was still a familiar sense of solitude and seclusion.

Spinneretta and Arthr’s destination this morning was Badwalsh High School, which stood on a rolling hillock just above the center of town, where semi-rustic businesses and homes hugged the shoreline of the eponymous lake. The two main buildings of the campus, intended for lower- and upperclassmen respectively, were each two stories high and filled with a dozen classrooms, half of which had been in disuse for just as many years. The cafetorium, the gymnasium, and the administrative offices made up the remaining buildings, which were relatively modern compared to the other wooden structures.

As Spinneretta was now a senior, she’d been assigned a homeroom class in the furthest building. Messenger bag growing heavy on her shoulder, she found Hall B: Room 112 halfway down the sweet-smelling corridor. She entered, uncertainly, and found half the seats already full. Ignoring the probing glances that came her way, she found a chair at an empty two-person table. The students around her muttered as she sat, but she ignored it. Folding her arms upon the desk, she laid her head down and closed her eyes.

Her ambition of catching a few moments of sleep before the teacher arrived was cut short when she heard another chair scraping across the floor behind her. There came the sound of footsteps, and then someone sat down in the neighboring seat. “Hi!” came a too-cheerful voice.

Oh, God, you’re kidding me. Spinneretta grimaced, opened her eyes, and looked up. It was a tanned girl with straight black hair and enormous blue eyes.

“Haven’t seen you around before,” the girl said with a smile. “Are you new in town?”

Spinneretta groaned as she sat back up. “Something like that.”

“It’s been a long time since we’ve had anyone new transfer in. I hope you don’t mind me saying you stand out like a sore thumb.”

“And I hope you don’t mind me saying you’re blunt and insensitive.”

The girl laughed. “Oh, I don’t mean in a bad way. It’s just that everyone knows everyone else here. I’m Jessica, by the way.”

Spinneretta laid her head back down on the desk. The surface was cool—cooler than the humid air, at least. “Sarah,” she replied.

Jessica hummed. “So, when did you move here?”

“Couple months ago.” Why the hell are you talking to me? She glanced over her shoulder. Though more untardy students were still steadily filing in, a third of the tables were totally unoccupied. Go sit at one of those, why don’t you?

“Where did you move from?” Jessica asked.

“Elsewhere.”

“Hmm, never been there.” She laughed at her own joke. “Okay, say something, I’m good at this.”

“Huh?”

“Say something. I need to listen to your vowels.”

Spinneretta propped her head up on her elbow as she looked at the excitable girl beside her. “You want to listen to my vowels?”

Jessica scrunched her face contemplatively. “Not good enough. Say, the cat caught a rat on a cot in the garage.”

“What the hell’s the matter with you?”

The girl giggled. “Humor me.”

Spinneretta sighed and repeated the phrase. She flattened her tone as much as possible, hoping a bored monotone might get the girl to leave her alone.

But Jessica, satisfied, scrunched her face again and hummed. “A-ha-ha. Hm, hmm. You’re from… Let’s see. Canada?”

“No.”

“Seattle?”

“No.”

“Oregon?”

“No.”

“Am I close?”

“You’re in the right country, at least.”

She laughed again. “Well, maybe I’m not as good as I thought. When Jacob transferred here back in middle school, it only took three guesses to solve the riddle. It was Mississippi.”

“That’s a great story.” Spinneretta reached for her bag. If this girl wasn’t taking the hint, maybe burying her nose in a book would do the trick. She thrust her hand into the folds of the bag and extracted a heavy paperback volume: Isaiah Thorne’s On Magick. It was the latest in a series of occult books she’d borrowed from the library. She cracked it open to her bookmark and started reading. But to her dismay, Jessica appeared to be studying the back cover with interest. If the town was half as small as it seemed, the whole school would think her a witch by lunchtime. Whatever. Not like I care what these people think of me.

On Magick was a curious volume, written half in fluorescently bombastic language and half in the driest academic monotone she’d ever seen. The half concerned with mythology and the asserted reality of otherworldly forces was absorbing and enlightening. The other half, filled with tedious diagrams and mechanical equations impenetrable to her current understanding of physics, gave her some confidence that this Thorne was more than a New Age seer looking for a quick buck.

A few minutes later, a middle-aged blonde woman in a white button-down shirt and floor-length blue skirt entered. The clock struck eight, and a shrill alarm cried through the hallway. When it went silent, leaving a painful ring behind where inane chatter once ruled, the woman smiled and addressed the class.

“Good morning, everyone. For those of you who don’t know me, my name is Catherine Gamble, and I’ll be your homeroom teacher this year. For most of you, that will be again.” She snickered, though few of the students seemed to share her excitement. “Since I’m quite certain nobody wants to hear my autobiography a second or third time, shall we just get started?”

The silence of
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