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Spider Spell

“Evinrude Tompsin! Get in here!” Magus Drulina bellowed from the other room.

The echoing shout caused Evin to shudder and lose hold on the book he was trying to slip onto the topmost shelf of his mistress’s bookshelf. It crashed against his curly brown hair, knocking his spectacles off his freckled nose and onto the carefully polished and meticulously swept floors of Magus Drulina’s library. Rubbing his nose to be certain it wasn’t bleeding, he dropped to his knees and felt about for both the book and the eyewear.

“Evinrude!” she yelled again. “Get in here now!” 

His fingers stumbled upon his spectacles which allowed him to quickly discover and snatch up the book. With this tucked under his arm, he rushed into the potion brewing room from which his mistress’s incensed cries were emanating. 

If not for the steely glare on her rounded face, Magus Drulina would look more like a grandmother than the region’s most talented and powerful magician. Silver curls framed her face from beneath a purple kerchief embroidered with magical symbols in golden thread. She wore a robe in the same color, with the sleeves rolled up, and a pair of worn but sturdy leather gloves. Before her on the workbench jars filled with multi-colored powders, leather bags tied tightly shut, and a bouquet of dried flowers awaited, suggesting to Evin that she was about to engage in her daily chore of potion making. 

He swallowed. Had he forgotten to get her an ingredient at the market the other day? He swore he’d checked off every item on her list. After all, since the weather had turned cold, the last thing he wanted to do was make that walk through the slush and snow again. If he had forgotten something, Magus Drulina would have no qualms over making him run the five miles there and the five miles back, snow and ice and chilly breeze or not. 

“You called, Mistress?” He managed to keep his voice from quavering, though it still cracked a little. He’d be glad when he finally grew out of that. 

“Can you explain that?” She jerked her finger to the corner of the ceiling nearest the workbench. 

Evin squinted at where she indicated. A faint, gauzy substance stretched from one wall to the other. Behind it, huddled in the corner like a gargoyle perched on a rooftop, sat a small, spindly-legged spider.

He cleared his throat. “It’s a spiderweb, Mistress.” 

“I know it’s a spiderweb, you ninny!” She whipped her finger to point at his face instead. 

He flinched.

“My question is, what is it doing in my workshop?” She tapped her toe. “Didn’t you do your dusting this morning?” 

Evin let out a breath. He had really hoped she wouldn’t notice. “I left it there, Mistress. I ... I didn’t want to kill the poor creature, and with it being so cold, I couldn’t very well put it outside in this weather. That would be as good as killing it, after all.” 

The Magus’s face reddened. “What have I told you about keeping this place free of vermin? If a mouse or a bug gets into a potion or spell I’m working on—”

“But spiders eat bugs, Mistress!” Evin burst out, interrupting Magus Drulina before he could think better of it. 

Her eyebrows shot up, and his mouth clamped shut.

Evin wished he could push himself into cracks like the spider he’d spared. “Please, Mistress,” he whispered. “You know how I feel about killing things. I came here because I didn’t want to see creatures die anymore.”

Her face softened. As harsh as she could be, Drulina was also kind. When she’d found out the young butcher’s son was in need of a new trade, she’d at first offered him a job sweeping up then after some time elevated him to her apprentice when he showed a knack for organization and memorization. Because of this, Evin usually took pride in how neat and tidy he kept her workshop and home, but up until recently, he’d been able to relocate any insects he found into the yard. With that not an option due to the cold, he’d prayed that just this once, Drulina would let a cobweb slide. 

“You know I appreciate your respect for even the smallest creature, Evinrude, but you also know I have my rules for a reason.” She pulled off her gloves and set them on the workbench. “It’s only a spider. It probably wouldn’t live out the winter anyway.”

“Yes, ma’am.” Evin hung his head, unable to look her, or the spider, in the eye. 

“I can’t begin my work until the spider is out of the building, so I’m going to make myself a cup of tea.” She turned away. “I’ll be in my parlor. You may fetch me when the spider is good and gone.”

“Yes, ma’am.” He tried not to mumble, to speak clearly and firmly. After all, he owed Magus Drulina so much, and she asked so little in return ... at least compared to his own father who would mock and rage when Evin couldn’t complete the distasteful tasks required of a butcher’s apprentice. 

“If it helps you feel any better, Evinrude,” the Magus paused in the doorway and glanced back over her shoulder at him, “by killing that spider, you’ll probably be saving a lot of flies.” She chuckled as if this were an excellent joke, but Evin’s stomach twisted and churned like a washcloth being wrung. 

Preparing himself for the inevitable, Evin fetched a stepstool and a broom. 

Saving flies. His mouth wrinkled. The truth was, he didn’t feel quite the same way about killing flies—or most insects for that matter—as he did about spiders. Flies seemed so artless, so clumsy, as they ran into windows or circled haphazardly around piles of trash. They were short-lived and didn’t do much with the time they had. While he wouldn’t go out of his way to kill a fly, if he happened to slap one that landed upon him, he rarely felt more than a momentary regret.

Spiders, however, they crafted and considered. They constructed homes of gossamer threads and watched over them day and night. They had an artfulness to them, something he couldn’t ascribe to a fly or a mosquito—though he might attribute it to bees and ants which he also preferred to let be. 

It’s just a spider, Evin, you ninny, he chided himself as he leaned the stepladder against the wall and started to climb. It wouldn’t last the winter, and it can’t stay here. You know the rules. You can’t risk disobeying Magus Drulina.
[image: image]

A couple of unwilling steps later, he found himself level with the spider’s web. Jaw clenched, he swiped with the broom, knocking down the web. The spider cringed into its corner. For a moment, Evin hoped it would drop to the ground and skitter away. If he couldn’t find it, he couldn’t kill it. Even Magus Drulina would have to accept that, right?

Instead, however, the creature shrank down, pulling in its spindly legs so its body formed a tight ball on top of ... what was that?

Evin pushed his spectacles up the bridge of his nose, and his throat tightened. It was an egg sack. The spider was a she, not an it, and she was a mother. 

Pulse spiking, he jumped off the ladder and staggered back a step. A single spider, maybe he could bring himself to do the terrible deed, but a family of spiders? The mother spider stayed firm on her egg sack in spite of the ruckus he’d made destroying her home. She wouldn’t run because her children were there. How could he murder a mother who only wanted to protect her young?

His gaze darted around the room before falling upon a set of empty jars, waiting for the Magus to fill them with potions and powdered spells. He snatched one up, climbed back to the spider, and scooped both her and her eggs into the jar. 

The spider huddled at the bottom of the jar, still clinging to her eggs, as he rushed from the room, down the hall, and past the library. He slowed to tiptoe by the door to the Magus’s parlor. Once past it, though, he sprinted the rest of the way up the twisting stairs to the second story of the cottage, where his room was. In the hallway outside his room stood the ladder to the little attic space that the Magus used to store items that she rarely needed but couldn’t bear to part with. 

Upon reaching his room, he hesitated. Part of Magus Drulina’s requirements of him as her apprentice was for him to keep his tiny living space—a bed, a desk, a cupboard for his few belongings—neat and tidy. There was no telling when she might barge in for a surprise inspection. It wouldn’t do for her to find him sheltering spiders. 

Evin would have to stash them in the attic. He couldn’t remember the last time Magus Drulina had gone up there, and there were plenty of places a spider could hide even if she did. After all, he only had to keep them there until spring. Once the snow melted and the sun shone again, the spiders could be gently relocated outside to feast on the flies that often buzzed around the compost pile in Magus Drulina’s herb garden. 

He scurried up the ladder into the narrow, low space. Stooping so as not to hit his head on the rafters, he squeezed between a wooden chest bound with heavy bronze hasps and a full-length mirror covered with shimmering dust to the extent that his reflection looked like a mere shadow when he passed. He gave a low whistle. For all her neatness, Magus Drulina didn’t bother much with this particular space. A strange, prickling feeling settled on his skin, as if the whole room were made of wool on a dry winter’s day, filled with jolts of energy just waiting to be released to shock him. 

Shaking off any unease, he tipped the spider out of the jar onto a bookshelf filled with unlabeled leather tomes. She rolled before regaining her feet and turning to look at him. He tapped the jar lightly until her sticky egg sack likewise tumbled out beside her. 

“There you go,” he said. “I hope you’ll be happy here. All of you.”

The spider waved her two front legs at him. A warmth crept through Evin’s chest. He knew he shouldn’t get attached. Even if he’d saved the spider in the short term, Magus Drulina was right, they didn’t live long, and they didn’t make very good pets. Still, he liked the little spider with her fierce devotion to her eggs and her elegant little legs. 

“I think I’ll call you Kari,” he whispered. “Do you like that?”

The spider waved her two front legs before climbing up the side of the shelf, attaching a line, and swinging down to the shelf below. 

“Looks like you have work to do, and so do I.” Evin climbed out of the attic, working on what to tell his mistress that wouldn’t be quite a lie but also wouldn’t make her suspect that the spider was still alive and in the house. By the time he reached her parlor door, he had it. 

He tapped lightly on the door. 

“Come in,” she called. 

He entered and hung his head, focusing on the scarlet carpets of the homey space. Drulina’s orange silk slippers sat just at the
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