
        
            
                
            
        



I dedicate this fourth volume to you, the reader holding this book. Here we go again.
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Look in the night sky and you will see

The silent face of the Heaven Tree

Shout the praises, cry the plea

And sing to the holy Heaven Tree



Light the bonfires and lay me

Beneath the roots of the Heaven Tree

Burn the moongifts, revere the Key

The sacred piece of the Heaven Tree



Pure and righteous children are we

The favored of the Heaven Tree

And on the last day we will be

One with the blooming Heaven Tree




—“Blooming Heaven Tree”, author unknown






Prologue
: 
Our Wayward Sister



The house was cute to the point of parody, like a suburban housewife’s low-ambition dream had been captured and mass produced. Two stories of Neo-Colonial home, cornflower blue with white trim, preened hedges and flower beds—currently drowning in the downpour—and a driveway perfectly sized to fit the sherry-red minivan parked back-in, its headlights and grill grinning placidly at the street.

Eva triple-checked the house number, even though the décor aggressively insisted they were in the right place. The bay windows were slicked over with cheap plastic film meant to imitate stained glass. Here and there, crosses decorated the facade. Upon the door, a wreath of thorns surrounded a portrait of the Christ.

“This is it, sister mine,” Eva cooed, though the roar of the storm swallowed her words up. Rainwater soaked her coat and pinafore through as she led the way up to the covered patio. Despite the November chill slicing off the Connecticut River and breathing through the town like a slow avalanche, she wasn’t cold. She’d stopped feeling that particular sensation ages ago.

Eva knocked on the door, pointedly avoiding eye contact with the Messiah. It was a few moments before the silence inside gave way to muffled voices and footsteps. Then the door swung ajar and released a warm golden glow from within. A short but well-dressed man appeared, his expression at once twisting in concern. A woman behind him—pretty but tawdry, the human equivalent of the house she lived in—drew her wrist to her mouth and gasped.

“Oh my Lord,” the man said, eyes wide. “What’s the matter? Are you two alright?”

Oh, how Eva hated that question, for it was a too-common one. But she could endure it. The man didn’t mean to condescend, she was sure. He was just being nice—as nice as a pair of drenched-to-the-bone eleven-year-olds appearing on your doorstep warranted, anyway.

Eva feigned a shiver as she frowned. “We’re fine, sir,” she said. “This is the Tucker residence, right?”

The man and his wife exchanged a panicked look, then waved the two of them inside. “You must get out of the rain, you’ll catch pneumonia! Heavens, come on, quickly now.”

As they ushered her and Eden inside, the two adults began immediately to fuss. The wife insisted on taking their wet coats and backpack, while the man vanished for bare seconds before returning with a pair of towels for the twins. Eva took hers and dabbed at her face and hair, if only to get through the charade as quickly as possible.

“Here.” The man nervously offered a towel to Eden. But she did not move to accept it. His attention orbited her uncomfortably, and a suggestion of horror worked its way into his shoulders as a vague sense of utter uncomprehension vibrated between them.

“Eden,” Eva said. “The nice man is offering you a towel. You shouldn’t keep him waiting.”

Eden rumbled a little, then reached out to take it. Once her long fingers were twisted into the fabric, she dropped her arm to the side and let the towel hang limply to the floor.

“Thank you, sir,” Eva said, handing her own towel back to the man. Perplexed, he took that as an excuse to abandon interacting with Eden and bustled away to stash it somewhere.

The woman swooped in, then, beckoning the twins deeper into the home. “Come, let’s get you warmed up. What are you two doing out in this terrible weather, anyway?” Her voice cracked with a tinge of paranoia. “And where are your parents?”

Eva allowed herself to be shepherded through the stark white interior. The entry hall was festooned with inspirational quotes and crucifixes, not a single splash of color unaccompanied by some solemn reminder of the original sin. The air smelled of oranges and dollar-store incense. Ahead, the living room peeked out at them, just as sparsely colored as the rest of the home.

“Everything’s fine, ma’am,” Eva said. “We…” She hesitated, shook her head, and then looked the woman dead in the eyes. “We’re just here to see Lily. We won’t take but a minute, and then we’ll be out of your hair, we promise.”

The woman’s expression warped, a sorrowful bend coming to her pert lips. “Lily?”

“This is the Tucker residence, isn’t it? Lily Tempesta does live here, doesn’t she?”

For an uncomfortable span of moments, it was quiet. And that quiet quivered with anxiety. Eva could see it then: the pinching beside her eyes, the subtle twist of weakness from the war of attrition she was losing without even realizing it.

The man’s footsteps came feather-light on the eggshell carpet as he returned from stashing away Eva’s towel. “Lily.” He blustered with a sigh and waved the two girls to sit on the cream-colored couch.

Eva did. Eden remained standing for a few agonizing seconds before Eva tugged on her sleeve, then slipped obediently beside her.

“You two are Lily’s friends?” the woman asked. Her gaze was fixed on Eva, because of course it was. People didn’t look at Eden unless they had to.

“Yes, ma’am.” Eva bit her lip, passed a conspiratorial glance over to Eden. “We haven’t seen Lily at school for a few days now. And we were getting really worried. There were some awful rumors among the girls, and, well… We just had to make sure she was okay, and we couldn’t wait for the weather to clear up.”

The Tuckers sat heavily on the couch opposite the twins. “I’m afraid Lily isn’t here right now,” the man said.

Eva’s stomach sank. Of all the luck. “Not here? What do you mean, sir? Is she…?”

Mrs. Tucker frowned. “Gone. Again. But I’m sure that’s no surprise to you.”

“Norah,” her husband said sharply.

“Gone?” Eva puzzled over the insinuation that she should’ve known about this. “But…she didn’t say anything to us.”

Mr. Tucker gave them a weak smile, and for a moment held a respectful silence. “I suppose that makes four of us.”

His wife Norah sighed, sinking back into the couch. “That girl… I just wish I understood what was going on in her head. I’ve lost track of how many times we’ve caught her trying to sneak out in the middle of the night, and it’s only gotten worse lately.”

“There, there, Norah.” He placed his hand on her leg, a sign clearly meant to stop her gossipping rather than comfort her. This seemed to be a common axis of friction in the Tucker household.

Eva feigned a shiver and forced a frown. “When did she leave?”

With a slant of resignation to him, the man laced his fingers together, elbows on his knees, gaze going nowhere. He remained quiet a moment too long, like he was weighing whether he should tell them, whether it was appropriate to unload their burden on a pair of eleven-year-olds. “Last night,” he said at last.

Oh, of all the damn luck. But Eva drizzled sugar over her vexation. “I don’t understand. Why would she run away? She only says wonderful things about the two of you at school.”

“She does?” the woman asked.

The man turned a quizzical eye on Eva’s half of the couch. “That’s unexpected… Things have been rather tense with her as of late, especially with this whole phase she’s been going through.”

Eva let her confusion steam the air. She gave Eden a long look, let it seem like something was passing unsaid between them. “And you said this isn’t the first time she’s run away?”

“It’s not,” Norah said. Then she stiffened beneath her husband’s gaze, withdrawing a little into herself. “But I shouldn’t spread rumors, least of all to her friends.”

“I’m so sorry. We don’t mean to pry.” Eva was quiet for a moment. “Have you called the police already?”

The man’s expression soured. “Of course we have.”

“They said they’d look for her,” Norah added, “but after so many times, you can tell we’ve become a nuisance to them.”

Eva exhaled heavily. “Oh, I do hope they find her soon. But…why would she run away? Really, I thought she was so happy here.”

Norah shook her head. “To be honest, I was hoping you two could tell us that. Heaven knows she hasn’t said anything to us.”

Eva bit her lip. “I’m sorry, ma’am. But truly, this is all news to us. She’s always so bright and cheerful at school… I know I’m asking quite a personal question, but has there been anything unusual about her behavior at home?”

Mr. Tucker chuckled sadly, the light in his eyes distant and dim. His apprehension from before was gone, and his guard was thoroughly lowered. “It’s hard to call anything about that girl unusual, considering she’s been a bit off since…” A moment of gravity punctuated the words he hesitated to say. “Since we took her in.”

“Off in what sense, sir?”

“Well… The talking to herself, for one thing.”

“Talking to herself?” That was certainly new information.

“All the time,” Norah added. “To herself, to people who aren’t there, however you want to describe it. Thankfully, that came to a rather abrupt stop about a month ago, but that’s also when this latest streak of truancy started.”

“But haven’t you noticed her talking to herself at school?” the man asked. “The teachers said it was quite disruptive.”

“No, sir. But we’re mostly in different classes. What does she—” Suddenly, Eva turned to look at Eden. “…Oh.” She grinned sheepishly at the Tuckers. “I’m terribly sorry for the trouble, but Eden would like to use your restroom. Is that alright?”

The couple exchanged a look. “Of course,” Norah said, rising to her feet. “I’ll show you where it is.” It was rather amusing seeing her speak to a girl she could barely force herself to look at. As she beckoned, Eva gave Eden a gentle push. She stood gracefully, an inarticulate rumble sounding from beneath the bandages wrapping her face, and she made to follow Norah.

As the two retreated down the hallway, Eden’s steps ethereal and far too perfect, the husband’s gaze lingered a little too long on their backs. “Is she alright?” he asked, though it was clear he knew it was sinful.

“Perfectly well, sir. She was injured in a fire when we were younger. So was I.” She raised her right hand, allowing the too-bright fluorescents to glint off the burn scars marbling her palm and wrist and forearm.

“I’m so sorry,” Mr. Tucker said, taken aback. “I hope nobody was killed.”

“By the grace of God, no,” Eva lied. Then she frowned, let her voice dip low, velvety and secretive. “I know I’ve no right to ask this, sir, but… What does Lily say? To these people who aren’t there?”

“Well…” He chewed his words for a moment, then spoke, like an answer might balm any offense he’d caused. “I usually can’t make much of it out. She’s usually a bit more careful about it. But right before these episodes stopped, I was outside her room and heard her talking. And…” He hesitated, a shadow falling over him, amplifying the moon-tensed creases around his eyes.

“Yes?” Eva pressed.

“She seemed…well, scared. Like she was panicking about something. Or someone. I’m quite sure it must’ve just been some paranoid delusion.”

“But what did she say, sir?”

He licked his lips. “She was screaming bloody murder. Things like what’s the matter, and you can’t leave me. The name Ingrid. The door was locked, so we just had to stand there and listen as her cries tapered off into sobbing, then whimpers as the night went on. Weird thing is, that last episode was by far the worst. But then it just…ended. It ended completely, and gave birth to this rebellion, or wanderlust, or whatever’s driven her to keep running away from home.”

Mr. Tucker sighed and looked down at his hands. “She’s never been open with Norah and I. We’ve barely been able to coax five words out of her at a time, so we’re in the dark about whatever’s going on in her head. I can’t help but wonder if she’s haunted by something. The trouble with fosters is you don’t know what might be attached to them. In a spiritual sense, I mean. I know there were some difficulties with her other homes, but…”

“Are you certain she was talking to herself, sir? Is it possible you overheard her on the phone with someone? Perhaps someone she’s staying with right now?”

“She’s not allowed a phone, not that I know anyone she would call anyway.” He paused. “In fact… I didn’t know she had any friends at all until now. I don’t think she mentioned the two of you even once.”

“Oh. I am saddened to hear that, sir.”

A spark of doubt played through his gaze, and his expression shifted. “That uniform. It’s not from Saint Marianita’s.”

“No, sir. Shandaken All-Girls Academy.”

Silence stretched the seconds thin. Abruptly, he cleared his throat. “Enough of this. I should not be gossiping about Lily. I’m sure she’ll turn up. Now, is there somebody we should call for you two?”

Eva curled her hand at her throat. “Oh, you’re not kicking us out, are you? Please, sir, we don’t mean to intrude or pry. We just need to find our friend.”

“I understand. But that’s in the police’s hands now.” He stood up, the motion bleeding finality and edged with newfound caution. “I promise the instant she turns up, I’ll tell her you two came by. Who should we call for you two?” he asked again.

Eva remained sitting. “Nobody.”

“Do your parents know you’re here?”

“We don’t have parents, sir.”

He stood there stock-still, blinking his confusion.

“We’re like Lily,” she clarified with an innocent smile. “She’s…kind of like our sister, in a way.”

At that, he appeared torn between compassion for their situation and the sudden, urgent need to get them out of the house. He patted his pant leg, and the jingle of car keys played through fabric. “Norah?” he called down the hallway. “Norah, can you gather our other guest, please?”

Nobody answered.

“Norah?”

Lethargic moments crept by, threaded through with a buzz of unease. Then, finally, footsteps padded carpet, alongside the scrape of something being dragged. Though she couldn’t see from where she sat on the couch, Eva knew the exact moment Eden emerged from the bend at the end of the hallway, for Mr. Tucker’s eyes widened with horror. He covered his mouth, a scream quivering voiceless in his throat.

“Welcome back, sister mine,” Eva said.

A rumble answered from behind her. Then a body crashed to the floor beside the coffee table. Norah’s head had been twisted clean around, her final expression locked in a silent cry of terror.

“Sweet Jesus!” Finally broken free of his shock, Mr. Tucker tried to scramble away from the corpse, but forgot the couch right behind him. He ended up pitching backward and tumbling over the backrest to the floor.

“Now then,” Eva said, finally rising to her feet. She reached into the pocket of her pinafore and drew out the boning knife concealed there. “Thank you ever so much for the information, Mr. Tucker. There’s just one more thing we need from you.”

Eva moved, and before the man had gotten up from his undignified spill, she was upon him. She buried the knife hilt-deep in his shoulder, and a hot gush of blood splattered her face and front. As he screamed and thrashed, Eden closed to join them. She grabbed him by the shoulders, and Eva tore the blade free to give her sister space. Eden was better at this part, after all.

“This shall suffice,” Eva said of the coffee table.

Eden rumbled, like a kitten purring, and heaved the man up from the floor one-handed. His back hit the table hard, sending candlesticks and coasters splashing in all directions among a loose smattering of crimson droplets.

“Help!” the man cried, struggling ineffectually against Eden’s iron grip. “Someone, please help!”

“Shhhh,” Eva cooed as she drew the knife across her palm. “It shall be over soon, sir.” The blade kissed open the webbing of her thumb. She hissed out euphorically. “This pain the tithe, this blood the price.”

Eden effortlessly restrained Mr. Tucker, pressing his trunk firmly to the coffee table as Eva walked a circuit of the living room and drew the Points. “By the hand of Golgotha,” she recited, “high father and child of Y’rokkrem, give shape to the Points now sanctified and the Seal here undone.” Beads of blood dropped at precise intervals, timed to the words of transcendent power.

“Jesus,” Mr. Tucker gasped, his voice weaker now. “In the name of Jesus, I rebuke thee!” His struggling intensified when Eden moved her other hand to his mouth, muzzling him.

“Stoked be the Flames of Y’rokkrem, bound within the depths of Manilius.” As she completed her circle and arrived beside their sacrifice, Eva hefted the knife high. It glinted with sanitized, suburban light she was proud to despoil. The man’s eyes went impossibly wide, his voice a muffled strain beneath Eden’s hand. “Within the shadow of the Heaven Tree, under the gaze of the Weeping Man, with this sacred blade, your unclean blood is purified. In the name of Y’rokkrem, I offer your soul unto the Gate!”

Then she plunged the knife down into his throat. A steaming gush of blood answered. Grinning ecstatically, she dragged the blade downward, carving through his chest as his insides fountained out onto the coffee table and spilled like rain onto the eggshell carpet. Beneath the indifferent gaze of his Messiah, the man’s resistance gradually abated, then ceased entirely, another moongift offered up to the Feast of Harvest.

Eva sighed as she stood there, bathing in the sacrifice’s afterglow. “It is a shame we so narrowly missed Lily. It would have been so wonderful to share you with her.” It seemed their long search wasn’t quite over. So she lifted her bloodied blade and closed her eyes, teasing the dark. The Sight, as usual, was scrambled by the Key’s distorting influence on the psychosphere. Expected, but still disappointing. Languidly, she returned to the front door to retrieve the Ars Geometricorum Lunae from her backpack.

Vellum pages slipping slick between her fingers, she leafed through the tome to a familiar page, a spill of inky ribbons and crystalline calligrams describing the Gloria Consideretur—the spell to consider the glory of the Key to Manilius. As she ran her eyes from one page to the next, she felt her consciousness buckling and yielding, making space for the spell as it invaded her mind.

Glistening phantoms of light came alive, and she was blinded by the radiance behind her eyelids, an echoing universe of violet angles and curves and recursions, overwhelming in their coruscance. Too overwhelming. At this range, it was like staring into the surface of a sun that devoured the entire sky. The Key was near—so near as to render the spell useless. So she dismissed it, wincing and blinking rapidly as her eyes readapted to the boring, mass-produced interior of the home.

“Still the Sight fails me,” Eva said, “and she remains too near for the Gloria Consideretur to be of any further use. But, ’tis a good problem to have. Do not worry, Lily. As sure as the moon rises, we shall find you.” She giggled euphorically and gave her twin a loving smile. “Come, Eden. Our wayward sister is waiting.”



Chapter 1
: 
Special Delivery



Spinneretta awoke to her phone vibrating in her hand, and she immediately silenced the alarm. She took a long moment to soak in the lingering dregs of sleep, then began the careful process of disentangling herself from Mark. He didn’t stir as she slid out of his arms and off the bed. Blinking through the darkness, she scanned the room for her basket of clean clothes. She dressed quickly, straining her movements to silence, and then crept out of the room on her spider legs, her leg-tips clicking softly against the raw stone.

Once she was outside, and their tiny home’s stone walls were replaced by the towering cliffs framing the dead city of Sai-Kalka, she exhaled and returned her weight to her human legs. It was still night in the World on the Web, but on Earth it was 11:30 in the morning. The Web’s eccentric cycle of bright day, evening, dim day, and finally night was confusing as hell to adjust to, doubly so when her sleeping schedule remained fucked to hell and back.

Shivering beneath her light olive jacket, Spinneretta strolled down the cramped artery of the fossil city, her footsteps bringing the gentlest of patters to the breeze’s low moan. Above, the stars sat bright in their black sea, and the glistening strands of Zigmahen criss-crossed the night with moonlight slivers. It was a peaceful, if surreal, scene, one she’d become accustomed to over the past few weeks.

Before long, the street junctioned a small plaza. The crowded, rock-cut buildings on either side gave way to rising steps, creating something like an amphitheater thirty feet across. From one cliff wall, a stream babbled from an opening in the rock and sloshed into a hexagonal pool. The sight reminded her of the thin layer of dust that always seemed to cling to her in the Web. She needed a soak, but that would have to wait.

Leaning against the wall, Spinneretta suppressed a yawn and waited. As the minutes ticked by, she grumbled at the extra sleep she could’ve been enjoying at that moment. At some point she closed her eyes, took to practicing the swirl of mental mists and fogs that was her birthright, the Wine of Raxxinoth. As always, the psychic mists obeyed, fluent beyond fluency.

Her power had grown by leaps and bounds since the battle in the Websworn caverns, and now that the Cheshire Man was gone and the spider cult was defeated, she finally had the breathing room to appreciate that growth. Before, with some effort, Spinneretta could lash a tongue of her anti-magic ten feet ahead of her. Now, with that same expenditure of thought, she could bathe the entire valley of Sai-Kalka in an unseen fog of cloying, magic-dampening mist. Now that her soul had healed, the well of her power seemed like it went unbelievably deep.

Terrifyingly deep, in fact.

So deep she couldn’t spy the bottom.

So deep she couldn’t even try to see the bottom without losing sight of her own reflection flickering on the water’s surface. It was a strange, breathless sort of depth within her, a pool that ended in another lifetime her soul had lived. And though it frightened her, she still wanted to see how deep those waters ran. To that end, she’d been practicing pretty much any time she could slip away from Mark’s attention.

But today, it was for a different reason she’d woken up early.

A spark of something yellow glinted in the dark, sharpening Spinneretta’s focus. From an engraved sigil in the center of the plaza, a swirl of light gave birth to a column of churning fog. A mist portal.

Spinneretta headed over toward it. A couple moments later, something changed in the portal’s depths. From vaporous swirls came density. The gate disgorged something material—a person—and then the mists scattered just as suddenly as they’d appeared.

Kara hit the ground gracelessly, her shoulder taking the brunt of the landing as she bent double and retched. Her eyes shot wide in a disoriented panic, and the spider legs growing from her back scrambled to negotiate her into an upright position.

Spinneretta giggled, and her little sister’s gaze snapped right to her.

“Aw, crap, you saw that.”

“I saw that,” Spinneretta agreed. She grinned, spreading her arms and spider legs grandly to indicate the cliffs and spires towering on either side of them. “Welcome to Zigmahen, the World on the Web, timeless domain of—”

“Spins, I’ve missed you so much!”

Before she could finish the histrionic little welcome she’d practiced, Kara collided with her, her arms and spider legs wrapping her in an impossibly tight hug. The force of impact almost knocked her over, but she held her footing as she returned the hug.

Spinneretta couldn’t stifle a laugh. “Hey, what’s this about?”

Kara tucked her face into Spinneretta’s chest. “What do you mean? You’ve been gone and it sucks!”

“Kara, we’ve only been gone for a week.”

“Wrong! You’ve been gone for nine days, and that’s the longest you’ve ever been gone before.”

Spinneretta was about to dispute that, but now that she thought about it, it checked out. Up to now, she’d only ever been away for overnights or overweekends at Chelsea’s or Amanda’s. Still, Kara wasn’t usually so clingy. At least, she hadn’t been before the whirlwind of their battle with the Golmont Corporation and NIDUS and the Websworn. Sure, the gauntlet of experiences had brought the two of them closer together, but Spinneretta thought Kara would be using the family’s return to Grantwood to spend time with her friends. She hadn’t thought her absence would even be on her sister’s radar. Then again…

As Spinneretta enveloped her sister with arm and spider leg alike, an unspoken shadow seemed to spread through the vignettes of warm memories and lazy days at home. Vignettes of calisoga spiders and web forts and books, of Cinnamon and owl hunting and birthday parties with just the five of them.

Then again…does Kara even have any friends?

It wasn’t the first time the thought had crossed her mind. But with her absence from Grantwood weighing on her sister, it was a little harder to ignore now. Not that Spinneretta could do much at the moment besides wonder and worry—two things she’d become exceedingly skilled at since their lives took a nosedive into absurdity.

After an overlong, overtight hug, Kara finally let go. She looked around, eyes widening with childlike wonder at their surroundings. “So, this is cool,” she said of the megalithic mountains cradling their little canyon city.

“Cool,” Spinneretta scoffed. It was so like Kara, she thought, to diminish something so utterly, impossibly fantastic as an extinct alien fossil city built on a literal star-spanning web of planetary strands to the monosyllabic descriptor cool.

“I thought the Web would be, like, different? And why’s it so dark?”

“It’s still night. We’ve got a couple hours before the bright star gets above the mountains.”

Kara hummed, scanning the gigantic cliffs with her gaze. Somewhere, the high shriek of a fungal glider cut the deep morning’s stillness.

“So, the things,” Spinneretta said.

“Oh! Right!” Kara heaved her backpack off her slender frame and plopped it down in front of her. She sank down on all twelve as she unzipped it. “Let’s see… We’ve goooooooot…” She pulled out a bundle of garments. “For you,” she said as she handed over a winter coat and scarf.

Spinneretta accepted the items. The coat was steel blue and much heavier than her old winter coat, which hadn’t survived their move to or from Lake Cormorant. It wasn’t particularly pretty or stylish, which made it perfect for her. The scarf, meanwhile, was a simple one, gradating from teal on one end to a cool seafoam on the other. “Thanks, these are perfect.”

“Aaaaand, for Mark,” Kara said, pulling a second bundle from the bag. His coat was a larger version of the same style, but in a deeper indigo color. His scarf was dark, probably black, though it was hard to be sure in the low lighting. “I hope he likes it, I didn’t know what colors he’d like.”

“I’m sure he’ll love them. I seriously doubt he’s capable of having an opinion on color.”

“Where is he, by the way?”

“Asleep in the house,” she said, using an anterior leg to point the way she’d come. “If you can call it a house.”

“Wow. You guys sleep late now.”

Spinneretta rolled her eyes. “You try sleeping in a world where night only lasts four hours and comes sandwiched between two different levels of brightness. Messes your schedule up bad.”

“Cool. What about the Vants? You said they were here, too, right?”

“They’re preoccupied.” Which was to say, she’d sent Dirge and Faul on a bogus mission to map out the World on the Web, if only to keep them from breathing down her neck. As for Silt, he was acting as bodyguard, but was currently back on Earth with clear instructions to keep his distance unless she called to him. She wasn’t in the mood to discuss her enemies-turned-overly-tedious-servants, so she cleared her throat and changed the topic by force. “Anyway, what do we owe you for the winter wear?”

“Oh, it’s no big deal. Mom said you can worry about it when you’re back home.”

“Way to keep me in suspense. Is she still mad?”

“Mad isn’t quite the right word,” Kara said, digging the toe of her shoe into a loose tile in the plaza’s mosaic flooring. “She’s…a bit disconnected.”

Spinneretta sighed. “I was afraid of that.”

“I mean, you did kinda dump a lot on her.”

“Yeah, well, how do you think I feel about it? She just has to listen to improbabilities, not live them.”

Kara giggled, though the edges seemed a little falser than usual. “I think she’s just having trouble processing it all on top of everything else. Y’know, Kyle’s, and Lake Cormorant. And us running away.”

“It’s true. The poor woman can’t catch a break.” Spinneretta slipped her olive jacket off and replaced it with her brand-new winter coat. She immediately sank into its fluffy lining, and the chill of Sai-Kalka’s morning receded. She felt a hell of a lot better already.

“So?” Kara asked.

“Feels good. You picked a nice one.”

“No, not that.” A mischievous glint lighted Kara’s pupils, visible even in the dim. “You said when I came to visit, you’d show me some of the new tricks you’re working on with your magic.”

Spinneretta started. “What, now?”

“You promised!”

“I didn’t promise I’d do it now.” She turned her gaze over her shoulder, in case Mark had noticed her absence and come looking for her. Last thing she needed was him worrying about her pushing herself too hard and fast when she was perfectly capable of that worry herself.

“Yuh-huh! Your exact words were, first time you come to visit the webby web with us, I’ll show you all the cooly cool stuff I’ve learned.”

“I guarantee those were not my exact words. But…I guess I could try.” As much as she wanted to reschedule, the fact was she couldn’t bring herself to disappoint Kara after that display of clinginess. “Fine. Come this way.”

With Kara radiating excitement, Spinneretta led her off the city’s main passage, skirting the edge of the plaza. She stopped in a small alleyway formed by a cuboid hovel’s back wall and the sheer run of the cliff face. “Okay, so, I’m gonna need you to relax. Don’t panic, even if it seems like you should. This still might be a little rough…”

She set her gaze on the end of the little alley, a sharp-angled notch of stone six feet high. Spinneretta then closed her eyes and called upon the power of the Wine. It awakened, spinning and swirling around her in tight coils of mist that only she could perceive. It had grown so much stronger since she’d recovered her soul memory, but refining it was an ongoing process.

Her hair shuddered in the breeze the Wine generated. She held an image of her sigil—the True Name of the Yellow King—in her mind. Behind it, she sought a pair, and found it wandering the boundless plains beyond Sai-Kalka’s far end. She could feel it there, moving, prowling in the twilight. She held that position in her mind, and with those two overlain psychoforms blazing behind her eyelids, she thrust an arm forward and sent a column of psychic mist spilling into the alley.

The mist slashed forward, a dense storm of swipes and sweeps that instantaneously carved a sign into the stone wall: a sharp masonic V that framed an oval, rays shining, crescent-crowned, all quartered by an inverted T.

Kara gasped in amazement. “Whoa! You don’t even have to carve it with your legs anymore!”

But Spinneretta tuned her out. Slashing the seal into stone at ten paces was nothing compared to what came next. Her mind strained toward the memories of power running like unseen rivers beneath her waking awareness of the Wine—rivers feeding her well, carving vast caverns she’d only begun to explore.

Caverns she feared to explore.

Caverns that led to places she didn’t want to consider existed, places not meant for her now that she was no longer Nayor.

Snapping to focus, she sent the errant thoughts away. This trick dwelt near enough to her shallows. It barely teased her limits anymore.

From the shadows flashing in her mental mirror, she constructed the webwork spell linking the two sigils. And just as Kara had done only a few minutes ago, she ripped a hole in the fabric of the universe. But this was no mere tunnel worried gently through the veil. This was an explosion, twinned to another five miles east.

A rush of fog seethed from the alleyway, washing the visibility away with billowing strands and wreaths. A growl emanated from within, underscored by a chittering crackle. Something moved within the white. Kara gasped, her spider legs drawing defensively around her. And as the mists unraveled, the creature appeared.

It was as large as a wolf, covered in thick black fur with a lengthsome tail lashing the air behind it. Its body was sleek, riding on eight long, bladed spider legs. Huge, lynx-like ears crowned its skull, and four red eyes gleamed like smoldering coals in the dark. A forest of fangs appeared, glinting in the monster’s maw as it reeled from the summoning. At the Leng cat’s throat was a simple collar tagged with a crude etching of the King’s sigil, the second point in the mist bridge she’d conjured.

As the beast snarled, disoriented and cornered, it lowered itself, tail whipping back and forth. And though Spinneretta’s mind was flooded with memories of fleeing the pack of Leng cats during her and Mark’s first visit to the Web, she reached for strength, for calm. She reached out a hand, slowly.

At once, the beast stilled. She could see it in its huge, expressive eyes. A familiar awe. It recognized her—not only the her it had met, but the Nayor in her, the one who had uplifted the quolls and sculpted them into the proud beasts of Raxxinoth. At once, the fear melted away to reverence. The creature pressed its trunk to the ground, a sign of submission and respect.

“Holy hell,” Kara breathed behind her.

“Language, Kara.”

“Holy shit! You can just summon Leng cats now?!”

Spinneretta shook her head, and pain rang from her jaw to the back of her eyes. “I just bridged the sigil on the wall with its collar. It’s a little more complex and delicate than the portal you can use, but the idea’s the same.” She tried not to let on how it felt like she’d just snorted drain cleaner.

Kara took a tentative step toward the creature, and the Leng cat bristled with apprehension. Spinneretta closed her eyes, dipping her mind toward the feeling of familiar symbiotic intellect pulsing in front of her. “Don’t be afraid,” she said, and her thoughts echoed that feeling to the Leng cat. “We’re just saying hi.”

In response, the creature relaxed. Its tail ceased its whipping.

“Want to pet it?” Spinneretta asked.

Kara yipped in excitement. “Yes!” She approached, her steps still cautious. The Leng cat remained placid as she began to gently pet its thick fur. A familiar crackle of a purr started, deep and low. “She’s beautiful,” Kara said.

“This one’s a he. I named him Sage. I think he might be Cinnamon’s father.”

“What? Really?”

“Well, maybe. Leng cats have this weird reverse harem thing going on, a bit like hyenas. So it’s probably fifty-fifty between him and Coriander.”

“That’s awesome! Next time I’ll bring Cinnamon and we can see if she remembers him!”

“Yeeeeah, that might not be a great idea.” Spinneretta rubbed her eyes. “We’ve done a good job keeping the wild out of Cinnamon so far. I feel like we don’t want her learning whatever he can teach.”

Kara grumbled. “I guess that’s fair.” She was clearly still distracted by Sage’s luxuriant fur. “I can’t wait ’til Cinny’s this big. Like a giant cuddly pillow.”

Spinneretta breathed out a shaky laugh. “Anyway. I’d better send him back now. I’ll bet he was on a morning hunt that we interrupted, and Mark’s probably gonna be waking up soon.”

Somehow, Kara immediately caught on. “Mark doesn’t know you can do this?”

“Mm.” She waved her back from Sage. “Not just yet. He’s a touch overprotective when it comes to me using these powers.”

“Ahh.”

Closing her eyes, Spinneretta repeated her conjuring. She focused on Sage’s collar, and this time she twinned the sigil to one of the dozen others pocking the red-ivy plains to the east. She picked the one closest to where she’d sensed him wandering and hoped this hadn’t been too disruptive to the Leng cat. “Thanks for coming, Sage,” she said as the signs began glowing in overlain layers in her mind. “I promise next time I’ll have a treat for you.”

With a rumble that the Nayor in her translated as an agreement, she punched the portals into existence. A rush of fog enveloped the beast and transposed it eastward, leaving the alley empty but for the tongues of portal fog whipping over the ground.

“That was so cool,” Kara said, still entranced. “You’re awesome, Spins!”

“Thanks.” She tried to make it sound casual, though she was still biting back against the intense pain splitting through her skull. Magical exertion hurt just a little more than Mark had led her to believe. “I’ve been working on it for a bit. Aaaand I think I should sit down now.”

As she led the way back toward the rising seats ringing the plaza, the distant tip-tapping of footsteps reached her ears. A rush of relief washed through her. “Oh, whew.” She changed course, stepping back toward the valley city’s main road. “Good timing.”

From further down the shadowed run of the cleft, Mark appeared. His brown hair was tousled and unbrushed, his jawline shaded with stubble. Though he wore only a short-sleeved shirt, he didn’t seem bothered by the cold. His left leg dragged as he walked, his cane conspicuously absent. It was such a pitiful look for a twenty-year-old.

Spinneretta grinned and waved at him with a pair of spider legs. His eyes lit up when he saw her and Kara, and he smiled a greeting.

“Well met, Kara,” Mark said when he reached them.

“Hiya.”

He nodded at the bundle of clothes in Spinneretta’s arms. “I see you’ve brought the garments we requested.”

“Yep, I’ve brought the garments.”

“I thank you. It was rather colder in Vermont than I’d anticipated.”

“Yeah.” Spinneretta handed Mark’s coat and scarf over. “I didn’t know it snowed as early as November.”

Kara gasped. “Whoa, it’s snowing? Right now? That’s so cool.”

“Is it? It snows in Grantwood.”

“Well, yeah, but it’s not snowing right now.” She crossed her arms, pulled a pout out of nowhere. “It’s no fair, I wanna go see the snow, too!”

Spinneretta ruffled Kara’s blonde hair. “Maybe after we find Lily we can take a vacation someplace colder, then.” It was a mildly unwelcome thought, given the friction at home over this whole endeavor. “Anyway, really sorry about calling you here on such short notice. Give Mom our thanks and remind her we’ll be home before she can even miss us.”

“Okay.” She held onto her pout for a moment longer, and then let it melt away as she hopped at Spinneretta and crushed her in a tight spider-hug again. “Be safe, and bring me back lots of presents!”

“Of course, of course.”

Reluctantly, Kara broke from the hug. “I guess I’ll be going then. Bye Spins. Bye Mark.”

“Farewell,” Mark said with a smile.

With that, Kara walked over to the sigil she’d emerged from in the plaza’s center. Then she dropped to all twelve, her spider legs splaying around her. After a moment of focus, a gust of mist plumed from a portal and swallowed her. Just like that, she was gone, a few seconds from appearing back home in Grantwood.

Immediately, Spinneretta moved on Mark, wrapping her arms around his neck and pulling herself up to kiss him on the lips. He returned the kiss, gentle and tender and just a little hungry. “Good morning,” she said when she broke away. “I hope I didn’t wake you when I slipped out.”

“You did not. I did not realize your visit with Kara would be so short. I imagine she’d have liked to spend a little more time exploring the Web her first time.”

A knot of guilt formed in her gut as she again considered how lonely the girl must’ve felt. “There’ll be plenty of other times. Right now, we’ve got a missing girl to find.”

“Indeed we do.”

“Shall we head out?”

“Nearly. Before we depart, I was hoping for a chance to wash myself. It has been a few days since I’ve been able to shower properly.” He gestured to his hair as he spoke. Though it was attractively messy and unbrushed, it was hardly the horror show he seemed to think it was.

Spinneretta grinned up at him. “What a coincidence. I was thinking of bathing, too.”

Embarrassment shone in his pale brown eyes, even as a hint of desire traced the bow of his lips. “That is a coincidence.”

She couldn’t help but giggle at him. It was so cute how shy he could be. “Today’s the day we finally meet Lily, isn’t it? We should look at least a little presentable, right?” As if she needed the excuse. As if he’d buy it anyway.

With that same shy smile, Mark leaned in and kissed her again. A trace of the Instinct licked its way up her back, shivering to the extremes of her spider legs as she embraced him. His arms wound around her waist, pulling her close to him. Despite the padding imposed by her brand-new winter coat, his body heat thrilled her, intoxicated her.

“Shall we, my princess?” he said when they broke.

“We shall.” With that, the two headed toward the pool within Sai-kalka’s central plaza to wash away the dust they’d accumulated in Montpelier and refresh themselves for their search’s end.



Chapter 2
: 
Élan Vital, Redux



On a cool evening at the end of October, when Grantwood bloomed rusty red with autumn, Mark had told Spinneretta he was leaving. He had to continue his search for his cousin Lily, and he was going to do it alone. Spinneretta felt it in her stomach like a betrayal. It was unthinkable, being left behind in the hastily repaired ruins of her life prior to…well, everything. Since defeating the Cheshire Man and reclaiming her birthright, she’d been happy, not least of all because she had Mark.

It was hard not to take it a little personally that he’d at first refused her accompaniment. But Spinneretta had always been stubborn. So she’d pressed and prodded, and at last gained a potential foothold to concession. All she had to do was convince her parents to let her go.

She wasted no time. As the autumn leaves danced to the wind chimes’ ballad, she charged back in through the front door. Amanda, still sitting at the kitchen counter, rose in a panic when she saw Spinneretta’s haste, but she deflected her concerns with a curt “Living room, five minutes.” Then she’d flown up the stairs at a run, slammed her knuckles on the door to her room, and waited a few uncomfortably long seconds before Chelsea opened the door, her cheeks flaring red. Spinneretta repeated the demand, made eye contact with her brother Arthr to make sure he heard, then hurried off to find Kara and her parents.

Kara was in the attic of all places, stacking some of the lighter footlockers to make a cozy little cave with their old cat bed inside, where Cinnamon was happily curling up and crackling her usual staccato song. Mom and Dad, meanwhile, were bickering in the master bedroom as they fussed over the broken door to the bathroom. Repeating her demand a final time, she hurried back down and awaited her audience as she tried to untangle what the hell she was about to say.

Thing is, she knew what she had to say. The complexity was in figuring out how to say it without sounding like an absolute lunatic. There was a good chance everyone besides Mark was about to think she’d actually gone insane.

“Sorry to call you all here so suddenly,” she said once everyone had gathered and shoved into the living room’s couch and chairs.

“Is something wrong?” Arthr asked. The shadow of fear tracing his expression made Spinneretta feel guilty for her abrupt invitation after all they’d endured together.

“Not in the way you’re afraid it is,” she said. Then, with a steadying breath, she began. “Here and there, I’ve talked to everyone about the things I learned since this whole mess of an ordeal began. About NIDUS, the Websworn, the Black Dawn… But one thing I haven’t talked too much about, especially to you, Mom and Dad, is the Yellow King.”

Amanda’s expression sharpened in concern. “The Yellow King,” she repeated. “The child and avatar of Raxxinoth. Sovereign of the spider cult. Without him, none of this mess would’ve happened in the first place.”

Spinneretta blinked at her, and a grin tugged at her mouth. “Right, figures you’d already be on top of this stuff. Since you read the Repton Scriptures and all.” Somehow, Amanda already having an in-road into this conversation made it easier. She’d seen first-hand the evidence of this tale’s veracity. “Anyway, let me start at the beginning, so everyone’s on the same page.

“Kara, Arthr, and I are not the first of the spider children. That distinction belongs to a boy named Nayor who was born some thousands of years ago into an indigenous tribe, somewhere north of the Arctic circle. To make a long story short, due to his half-spider form, Nayor was resented by his people. Fearing for his life, he used portal magic to escape the trials and discriminations of the Earth, and travelled to another world. The World on the Web. A world you might’ve heard me mention from time to time.”

“Zigmahen,” Chelsea said, fear creeping through her and rattling her frame. “This is the place you and Arthr went, right? Where Cinnamon came from?”

“Yeah!” Kara cut in excitedly, and Cinnamon clattered in agreement. “And it’s where those mist portals we can make go!”

Her parents exchanged a perplexed look. It wasn’t doubt that passed between them, for they had the Leng kitten to prove it was true. It was more like a sense of exclusion, a quiet resentment that even Amanda and Chelsea were more involved in the Warren brood’s bizarre reality than they themselves were.

“Correct,” Spinneretta said. “Zigmahen, the World on the Web, was the lair of Raxxinoth, the mother of all spiders—and the true mother of the boy this entire story revolves around. While she lived, if a Primal One truly lives at all, she wandered the black dark of space, devouring entire planets and spinning the resulting mass into her web—a literal web, anchored between wells of ultragravity, capable of ensnaring the stars themselves.”

Dad scoffed. “That seems like it would defy at least one law of physics.”

“You’d think,” she conceded. “But it’s true. Somehow, it’s real. And Mark, Arthr, and I have all walked there. Breathed its sour air. Eaten some of its fauna, even.” The burned-butter taste of land-dolphin came unbidden to her tongue, and she almost retched. “Anyway, this spider-boy from this northern tribe, he fled to the World on the Web using the magic his birth granted him. And there, he became known as the Yellow King.

“For thousands of years, he reigned over a civilization, over subjects of his own sculpting that were part spider and part man. Eventually, however, the King was besieged from within and without, and his kingdom fell to ruin. In the end, nothing remained of his subjects or his legacy. As for the Yellow King himself…he was murdered. By a being of smoke and hatred.”

At that, Dad’s eyes drew narrow, lips pulling apart in a look of abject disbelief. “Smoke… You don’t mean…?”

“Wait,” Amanda said. “Where did you read that? Last I saw in the Repton Scriptures, the King was still alive. And the Black Dawn all seemed to believe that.” She shuddered, likely remembering the horrors she’d endured among their ranks in the dust-swept town of Manix.

“No, the King is dead,” Arthr cut in. “When we got to the throne room and found Nemo there, the King was already…”

“Shit,” Amanda breathed. “So Nemo got him after all, then?”

“What are you all talking about?” Mom asked. “Who’s Nemo?” She looked to Dad for support, but found his gaze glassy, mired in family legends he’d all but forgotten.

Spinneretta put her hands up to quiet everyone. “Nemo didn’t kill the Yellow King. It was the third of the Fatewoven. The smoke. The deceiver. The one Hasirith the Elder and Heinokk worshiped.”

“Ozmahesh,” Mark clarified. “A being Ralph may know better by the epithet the Weeping Man.”

Dad’s expression settled into grave understanding. “The Weeping Man…? The one from…from Grandpa’s old stories?”

“The very same,” Mark said. “He who is said to have haunted Charles Edward Warren and given rise to the Lunar Vigil.”

Dad looked askance at him. “I thought you said the Weeping Man was only a legend.”

“I did. And I was wrong. Forgive me.”

“Weeping Man?” Mom said. “Ralph, what do you know about all this?”

Spinneretta cleared her throat. “Everyone, please. I think we’re getting a bit off track, and things are getting really complicated and confusing. Just let me finish, please?” The others settled down, and she exhaled deeply to calm her nerves. “When Ozmahesh…when the Weeping Man murdered the Yellow King, two things happened. The first is that the spider cult, which was growing in Grantwood at the time, acquired the King’s severed hand, the genetic origin used in NIDUS’s projects.”

She felt that needed no further explanation. Amanda was well-versed in the contents of The NIDUS Report, and that meant Chelsea probably was by osmosis. And her family, of course, had been shaken to the bone by the Report’s release. Swallowing this would be the easy part. That left the rest of it.

Spinneretta took a deep breath. “And the second thing is that Nayor swore revenge against Ozmahesh with his dying breath. He swore he’d claw his way back from death and put an end to the demon’s designs. And that’s exactly what he did.”

Nobody spoke. Questions vibrated by the dozen on the tips of their tongues, and something electric was in the air. So she just spat it out.

“I am the Yellow King. I’m the reincarnation of the first human-spider hybrid, the Chosen of Raxxinoth.”

Silence. Shock and surprise ruled the room. Kara’s eyes were wide, as were Amanda’s. Chelsea and Arthr wore matching looks of perplexed stupefaction.

Mom’s frustration all but boiled over. “What the hell are you talking about, Spins? Are you telling me this whole Yellow King thing is some kinda Buddhist shit now?”

“Look, I know this is a hell of a lot to drop like this. But…I finally made sense of it all during the showdown with Nemo. I…I started remembering. Not everything, and not all at once. Some things I recall vividly from his life. Nayor’s life. But other things are just vague blurs colored by some prevailing emotion. It’s like a data file that’s been overwritten in random regions, if that makes sense. And the power I have…the portal, the anti-magic…that’s all his. Which is to say, mine.”

She let her gaze fall to the floor, feeling the weight of her family and friends’ attention pressing in on her from all sides.

“Holy hell,” Kara said. In her lap, Cinnamon trilled an agreement.

Mom rubbed her temples. “Language, Kara.” That was all she could manage under the circumstances.

“Hold on,” Arthr said. “We three are the King’s children aren’t we? I mean, genetically. So doesn’t that basically make you your own daughter?”

“No comment.”

“You really expect us to believe all this?” Dad asked. But his expression said his incredulity was just a half-measure. “After everything else, we’re supposed to believe that you’re the reincarnation of some…”

“It’s true,” Mark said from where he sat. “Whatever confirmation from me may be worth.”

The room was again quiet, save the scattered sound of incredulous chuckles.

“I know what at least one of you is thinking,” Spinneretta said, meeting Mark’s gaze. “Why bring this up now? And the answer is a little complicated.” She turned then to Dad. “Remember when Mark first arrived, and he told us he was looking for his cousin Lily?”

Slowly, he nodded. “I do.”

“Well, she’s still missing. And she has something really important with her.”

“The Key to Manilius,” Mark said.

A moon-touched darkness ringed Dad’s eyes. “So the Key is real, too.”

Mark nodded and stood up, bearing part of his weight on the cane in his left hand. “Aye, it is. And what you may not realize, not having been raised by the cult, is that the Key to Manilius is a shard of Y’rokkrem itself. It is a literal piece of a Primal One. And Lily has it. I remain thankful beyond expression for all the hospitality you have offered me during my stay. But I cannot waste any more time here in Grantwood. While we have solved one problem by defeating Ozmahesh and ending the spider cult, the Key to Manilius is too dangerous to leave unattended.”

“And that’s why I want to go with him,” Spinneretta said. “Between being able to smell blood with the Instinct, and all the power I’ve inherited from the King’s soul, I feel I can help find Lily. And after everything Mark’s done to help us, and knowing how dangerous the influence of the Primal Ones can be…” She trailed off, studying her parents’ expressions. She tried to make her words heavy with meaning and stakes and danger. But even as she spoke them, she felt guilty for the half-truth of her motives.

Yes, she wanted to find Lily. Yes, she wanted to help Mark, and reap the benefits of all the alone-time that came with. And yes, she wanted to make sure the Key to Manilius did no harm. But there was another reason she wanted so desperately to go along.

Getting their normal, ordinary life in Grantwood back had been all Spinneretta wanted since this whole thing began. But now that it was in her hands, she was ashamed to admit she found herself bored. Discounting the fact her soul belonged to a millennial spider-sovereign, the time they’d spent battling the Vant’therax and the Golmont Corporation and the Black Dawn had changed the tone of her entire life. At the time, she’d hated all the excitement. Really, she still did. And yet she found herself hungering for something more than her old normal.

Dad rose from his chair, rumbling in thought. His eyes narrowed behind his glasses. “The Key to Manilius… I don’t know exactly what it can do, but if even half of Grandpa’s stories were even halfway true… I’ve got the heebie-jeebies just thinking about it. That’s to say nothing of the Weeping Man. But… I don’t know, Spins. Even after living all this, it still sounds so insane.”

For a moment, it seemed like he would refuse, that his desperate desire for normalcy still outweighed all he’d seen and heard and suffered. Then he took a deep breath and shook his head. “But…maybe it only seems insane because you and Mark are living through this on a different level than I am. And I suppose after all that’s happened, I owe some thanks of my own. Do what you have to do, Spins. You have all my support and more.”

Spinneretta swelled with relief. “Thanks, Dad. That means a lot to me.” She looked next to her mother. “Mom? What do you say? Is it alright if I go with him?”

Mom blinked slowly, so slowly she could have fallen asleep in the gap. When her eyes opened again, there was hurt there. “I think at this point, it makes no damn difference what I say, does it?”

Spinneretta’s heart sank. “Mom?”

She laughed, a sharp and humorless cut of pure cynicism that dominated the room. “Come on, Spins. Why are you bothering to ask me? What makes you think I can even understand the question?”

Amanda and Chelsea cringed, and awkward static vibrated through them as they tried not to look at Mom. Kara and Arthr had no such social obligation. They stared at her as she stood up and at once changed the room’s weather system.

“For the last six months,” Mom said, “I’ve felt like I’ve been clinging to you guys for dear life. Like the whole world’s been conspiring to rip you all away from me. First came Kara getting grabbed by that guy in the park. Then prom night, and those mercenaries who wrecked the house. Then you going to another world. Then running to Kyle’s. Then the Golmont Corporation and NIDUS chasing us with that bounty. It’s telling that when we moved to Lake Cormorant, when we left absolutely everything behind…that was the best I’ve felt in a long time. And I felt horrible. I felt horrible, and that was before you and Kara took off without a word, Spins.”

Tears stood in her mother’s eyes, and Spinneretta was crushed with guilt. She opened her mouth to say something, but no words came.

“When we found you in that shithole desert town…with Arthr in the hospital…I somehow convinced myself that it was okay. That despite all the other shit that ripped through our family like a tornado, everything was finally okay. Because that was supposed to be the end. But it wasn’t the end. It will never be the end. And I guess it’s my fault for hurting so bad over that, isn’t it?”

“Mom, I’m sorry,” Spinneretta said. “I…I didn’t realize—”

“No, of course you didn’t realize. Because it’s clear that your problems are so much grander than what your poor mother feels. And I know that’s not your fault. I just wish things didn’t have to be like this.” Bleeding pain and affront and loss, Mom stomped off toward the hallway threading between the kitchen and study. “Do what you want, Spins. Really, just do whatever the hell it is you think you have to do. You’re eighteen now, so I can’t legally stop you in any case. I can’t wait to hear about all the unbelievable shit you get into next.”

And then she was gone. The room rang like a bell in her absence.

Dad heaved a sigh. “I should probably go talk to her.” Nobody disagreed, and so he went.

With that, they were six: the spider siblings, Amanda and Chelsea, and Mark. And Spinneretta felt guilty about how much more comfortable that made her. “Well,” she said to fill the awkward silence, “I think that technically counts as getting their blessing? So I guess I get to come?”

Mark nodded, though his eyes held no joy. “You get to come. It will be more important than ever to ensure our trip is a quick one. Forgive me, Spinny. I did not realize broaching the subject would result in such emotional strain.”

“Where are you going?” Kara asked. Her voice was smaller and sadder than before, though her eyes still sparkled with remnants of awe.

Spinneretta looked to Mark, and he answered for her. “A town called Balsam. In Vermont.”

“So,” Amanda said, “I guess the sleepover’s off, then?”

“There is no need for that,” Mark said as he stood and began limping toward the study, in the vague direction Mom had left. “I was planning on leaving tomorrow morning. But, if Spinneretta will be joining me, then perhaps more preparation is called for. I do realize how long you three have been separated. If you would like to take a day or two before we depart, that is fine with me.”

Spinneretta nodded. “Y-yeah. Not a bad idea. Might give me some time to smooth things over with Mom, too.”

“That would be ideal.”

“Yeah, that was an intense reaction,” Arthr muttered.

“I mean, I get it,” Spinneretta said. “This whole thing has been really unfair to her and Dad.”

Chelsea nodded. “I can only imagine. I mean, even Mandy and I joined a goddamn cult for you, Spins.”

“Yeah,” Arthr added. “All of us took part in some aspect of this. But Mom and Dad have just been hearing crazy stories from the get-go.”

Spinneretta sighed. “I’m gonna have to do something nice to make up for this when we get back. Maybe I could…I dunno, take Mom and Dad to the Web or something. Let them see it with their own eyes.”

“Oh! I wanna go, too!” Kara said.

“Trust me, you do not,” Arthr replied.

“If it’s possible to go,” Amanda cut in, “I wouldn’t say no to checking it out sometime.”

Kara yipped with excitement. “It’s settled then! We’ll have a picnic! A picnic in the Web! With our King-sister!”

“Oh God, please don’t call me that.”

She pouted, then comforted herself by scratching Cinnamon behind her ears. “Princess, then.”

Spinneretta blushed at Mark’s pet name for her. Luckily, nobody seemed to notice. “Yeah, you know, I think a picnic might be a good idea.” She didn’t know if it really was, all told. Given Mom’s reaction, just the suggestion risked alienating her even further by hammering home just how real all these insane-sounding stories were. On the other hand, a part of her thrilled at the idea. A homecoming to her kingdom—one for which she would not be alone. If Nayor were alive…

She silenced that thought, tried to drive that ghosting of elation from her heart before it could grow fangs. Nayor was dead. She was Spinneretta, and she’d always been Spinneretta. It was imperative that she not forget that. It made no difference whose soul she had, or who she’d been before she was born. It was dangerous to attach meaning to this juxtaposition. It risked raising other, less desirable fragments of Nayor’s life from the grave, a possibility which chilled her to the bone and startled her awake with growls half-formed in her throat.

Yet she still felt a surge of comfort and love from that still-not-entirely-familiar half of her as she sat there among her friends and siblings and Fatewoven boyfriend. Spinneretta was surrounded by people eager to be a part of her life, no matter how strange or unnatural or spidery it was. It filled her heart to bursting, and she swore never to take this warmth for granted.



Chapter 3
: 
Balsam



The mist swirled and spun around Spinneretta as the portal split through the universal fluid, sublimating dark matter into coils of vapor. The sense of gravity intensified, then inverted, and at last the bubble collapsed, dumping her and Mark into a narrow alley somewhere on the west side of Balsam, Vermont.

A dry chill cut the twining mists, and a flutter of snow danced through the surrounding shadows. Mark landed in a disoriented heap on all fours, a dry retch cramping his whole body. Spinneretta, however, landed gracefully on her feet, barely needing to fan her spider legs for balance anymore. She’d become very good at not eating shit out of her mist portals as of late.

“Are you okay?” Spinneretta asked.

“Perfectly well,” he answered, though the tinge of nausea detracted from his apparent wellness. With a breath that caught on the way down, he eased himself back to his feet. “As always, I thank you for the ride. Now then, I believe the Tucker family lives on the north end of town.”

“Right.” She patted down her coat, still unfamiliar and weighty compared to her olive jacket. When she found the bundle of papers they’d printed at the library, she dug through and extricated the map of Balsam. It was an ugly thing, all smudgy black lines and nigh-illegible text, more a spiderweb than a town. She squinted over it, trying to orient herself toward the sticky note she’d left yesterday. “It looks
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