
        
            
                
            
        



Dedicated once again to my arachnophobic wife, who I once made the mistake of asking, “What if the doctor said you were genetically spider?”
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“Cults to the Primal Ones are always dangerous, no matter how small. However, these cults are categorically paranoid and rarely act in the open. Ninety-nine percent of these orders leave absolutely no mark on history. It’s that last percent we must be concerned about.”

—Isaiah Thorne, Cults, Cabals, and Politicians






Prologue
: 
Eighteen Years Ago



In Marlin, California, in a house on a cliff by the sea, the angry shriek of a telephone broke the silence of a deep Friday morning.

Good God, Kyle Rogers thought. Who could be calling at this hour? Sitting in the black leather chair in his study, feet resting on the surface of his desk, he’d almost fallen asleep while looking over the latest revision of an article from the JOA. The enthralling piece of literature in question was entitled Salticidae of the Pacific Islands. Distribution of Nine Genera, With Descriptions of Eleven New Species. The article, while mercifully short, was no less mind-numbing than any other he’d been arm-cranked into the peer review process for.

His desk clock told him it was almost one in the morning. And the phone was ringing? He had half a mind to ignore it. There wasn’t anyone on the planet he liked enough to talk to at this time of night. On the other hand, the phone was an excuse that led away from Berry et al. He pulled his legs off their desk-bound perch and answered right before the fourth ring.

“Hello?”

“Kyyyyle!” came a woman’s singing voice.

His heart sank. He’d know that voice anywhere. “Hi, May.” Good ol’ May Wolf, the Wolf of Chamberlain, The Hound of the Commons. But no, not anymore. She was May Warren, now. What an appropriate name, he thought bitterly. The wolf in the warren, ravens overhead.

As always, he’d been on the verge of forgetting May and their time at Chamberlain when out came the shining sun to burn away the fog he yearned to hide beneath.

“How’ve you beeeen?” the woman said. She sounded drunk.

“Same as always.” He didn’t bother to return the question. “What do you want?”

“Oh, don’t be so distant! Maybe I just wanted to call and catch up!”

“At one in the morning.”

She giggled, filling Kyle with a cocktail of loathing and longing. “You’re still a night owl, aren’t you? Some things never change.”

“If you only called for small talk, then I don’t have time for it. I have work to do.”

“At one in the morning.”

“Yeah. I’m busy.” This had to be God’s way of punishing him for his sloth. Passive-aggressive bastard.

“Well, I’m sure you’re not so busy that you can’t take a short break! How long has it been, anyway? Oh hey, question: are you still doing your spiderography?”

He drew a razor-thin breath through his teeth. “Yeah, I’m still in arachnology. What are you doing?” Hypothetical question; she was probably still writing poems for pamphlets or some other crap while Ralph supported her with his corporate programmer’s salary.

May, however, must have misunderstood the question. “I’m at the hospital. Ralph and I just had our little girl!”

Despite his disconnection, Kyle couldn’t stop himself from biting his tongue. Well congratu-fucking-lations, he wanted to growl. I’m so happy for you. Did you call just to mock me?

May giggled again. “But there’s this teensy little detail. She has these, like, spider legs, or something like that.”

Kyle was quiet, listening for the punchline.

“You there, Kyle?”

“I’m here, but I don’t know why. What’s the joke?”

“Joke? No joke, just a bundle of love and joy!”

Maybe she really is drunk, he thought.

“So, here’s what I want from you, Kyle. We need a clever name for her.”

Kyle sighed. What the hell is this? Spider legs? Clever name? And then the light went on, and her intent was obvious: she was trying to get a name for another of her stupid stories or something-or-others that she was writing. She’d sometimes come to him for ideas back at Chamberlain, after all. Some things never change, his mind echoed.

His stomach rolled. He hated talking to May, and helping with her projects would only encourage her to keep bothering him. Or worse yet, encourage her to continue thinking of him as a friend. But if he refused, she was going to keep hounding and badgering him until he gave in.

“So you just want a name?” he asked, his better judgment telling him to give in and hope she’d leave him alone once and for all.

“Yuh-huh, if it does ya.”

The simpler the better, he thought as he recalled the couplet her voice had summoned: Three miles in bedlam, Arachne weaves her thread. If there was a god of irony, it was laughing at him. “Name her Arachne.”

“Arachne?” came May’s response. “Explain.”

Christ, are you serious? “Old Greek legend, arrogant mortal woman challenges Athena to a weaving contest, insults her, gets turned into a spider.”

“Ohh, oh, yeah! I remember you telling me about that before.” She took a deep, contemplative breath. “I don’t like it,” she said, tone going bored. “It’s too obvious. Not pretty enough.”

“Fine, fine, let me see.” He drummed his fingernails on his desk. “You want a girl’s name?”

“Well, ideally.” She giggled. Unthinkable though it was, he thought he detected a sense of humor in her voice. But it was probably his imagination. Or the gin.

“Name her…” He let his mind drift along the web of word associations, and after a moment it hit him. Clever names about spiders? Didn’t get any more fitting than the catalyst of his childhood love of arachnids: his uncle’s pet tarantula. “Name her Spinnerette,” he said.

Another airy breath. “Explain?”

“Web-spinning spiders use things called spinnerets to produce silk. Ette–E, T, T, E–is a common ending for girls’ names: Babette, Annette, Nanette, and so on.”

“I hate all of those names. Pretty names don’t end in consonant sounds.”

His jaw clenched. So why didn’t you complain before I explained it, then? Another sigh to calm his blood. “Then tack on an extra A. Spinneretta. Problem solved.”

May hummed. “Spinneretta. Yeah, that has a nice, pretty taste to it. How do you spell that?”

“Spin. Spinner. E, T, T, A. Got it?”

“Uhh, I think so?”

“So are we done then?” Under normal circumstances, he’d feel bad for being so curt. The trip down memory lane, however, was making him want to vomit.

May laughed that infectious, bubbly laugh again, making his stomach turn bitter somersaults. “You must really want to get back to work, huh?”

“I have a lot to do.”

Yet another giggle. “Well, I’ll let ya go then. We’ll need to catch up soon, though!”

“Yeah. Soon.”

“We’ll have to visit sometime so you can meet our little girl!”

“Yeah. Definitely.” He had no intention of meeting her, sooner or later. Come to think of it, did she really just have a kid? She shouldn’t be working so soon. The nostalgic pain of worry came over him, stilling his anger toward the woman.

“Thanks again, Kyle! Bye-bye!”

“Bye. Take care of yourself.” He clicked the receiver onto its charger and sighed. Damn the luck. May always found a way to claw her way back into his mind. Why did he even bother trying to fight it?

Because I have to, his brain answered. He turned his eyes back to the eighth page of the half-reviewed JOA article but found himself unable to focus. Thanks to the ever-present shadow of May Wolf, memories of a happier time assaulted his mind.

Chamberlain. The smell of the dormitories. The night sky stretching above those hills nestled far from the rest of the world. There was no hatred then, nor had there been any omens of a future alone. Only friendship and hope—hope for himself and for the girl they called the Hound. The aggressive, the wild, the overdue. Concerts on the green, library from dusk until dawn. The taste of coffee she’d poisoned with artificial sweetener. Those draft poems he’d find taped to the edge of his desk when he got back from his night classes. They were always works in progress that never failed to read like personal messages to him.

Now, he had nothing. A bag of broken dreams, a tentative teaching position at Marlin Community College, peer-reviewing the Journal of Arachnology. And the letter from earlier that year.

That damned letter. It had been a job offer, an enormous research grant. A grant from Grantwood. What were the freaking odds? Where the hell else would a petty, vindictive God choose than the town Ralph and May had picked to lay their roots? Now, that letter sat unforgotten and sealed in the top drawer of his desk, an eternal memento of all Ralph had taken from him.

Trying to shake the memories away, Kyle focused on reading the starkly printed words of the article. To his dismay, he found they sounded different in his head. They were familiar words, horrible and echoing. They were the last lines of the last poem written by the Wolf before she changed—before she was stolen from him.



The wolf in the warren, ravens overhead

Three miles in bedlam, Arachne weaves her thread
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Kyle Rogers would, unknowingly, contribute two more names to the Warren family over the years. Arthr and Kara, while not quite as punchy on the pun as Spinneretta, were accepted with a good grace that was rare for the Wolf. Never failing to be impressed by his names, May thanked him each time and left him to wonder what manner of story or satire she was using them for.

It would be eighteen years before he realized the joke was on him.



Chapter 1
: 
The World on the Web



Something throbbed in the dark. Slow and lurching, each pulse buzzed through the void and into Spinneretta’s head. And as the emptiness shifted beneath her illusory center, the thing grew in volume, deep and horrible. It resonated through her in rhythmic waves, ringing from ear to ear and down her spine. The raw sensation of rusted nails splashing through her mind pulled her teeth together and ripped a groan of pain from her lungs. The entirety of her focus was absorbed by that lethargic beating. And as she stared deeper into the nothingness, something moved—a nearly shapeless claw grasping, reaching, curling in an autonomous shudder. The sheer shock of the sight pulled her own hand up toward it, mimicking the motion of some other’s volition. Her fingers clasped air, her muscles wound tight, and she screamed.

Spinneretta’s eyes shot open and she scrambled upright in a panic. Dizzied, she kept clenching and unclenching her right hand to convince herself it was just a dream. The nerves and flesh yielded to her commands, and she let out a sigh of relief.

But a chill raced from her heart to the tips of the spider legs growing from her back as she realized where she was. Stretching away from her in all directions was an expansive plain, rolling subtly like a snapshot of the open sea. The flat stones paving it, dark and light, resolved into a muted static as she gazed toward the horizon, where the featureless clouds overhead vanished into a blurred line. Crumbling pillars of dark red stone breached the barren landscape in loosely connected clumps, leaning this way and that with their jagged, capless tops angled toward the heavens.

Stricken by the memory of the previous night, she looked down at herself. The hem of her midnight blue prom dress was shredded, the two longest rips climbing to mid-thigh. Dried blood—her own and that of the yellow-coated guards from San Solano—was splashed across the garment in mottled patterns of black fire and tie-dye. Guess it wasn’t a dream, she thought as she let out a shallow chestful of air. Great. Just fantastic.

Each breath filled her sinuses with the smell of dust and ozone. Her spider legs, tucked safely inside the unfamiliar jacket wrapped around her like a blanket, were bathed in Mark’s scent. And that scent startled her fully awake. She nearly jumped as she realized she was still half-lying on him.

He was almost perfectly still, unmoving under her slight weight even after she’d shifted to her elbows to thrust herself from her nightmare. For a moment she just sat there, watching the gentle mist drift over him, its wisps curling and tracing ethereal fingers along a day’s worth of stubble on his jawline. His lips were parted in a half-grimace, his eyes settled shut and placid. His right arm, bent across his chest, seemed to shake in pain with each breath he took.

“Mark?” she whispered.

“Mm?”

The suddenness of his response surprised her. “How long have you been awake?”

“Hard to say,” he answered with a wince. “I’ve been in and out for some time.”

A shiver of embarrassment started in her stomach and blazed up to her cheeks like wildfire. She stood pendulously to her feet, her spider legs spreading to balance her ascent. “Sorry,” she said quickly. “I, uhh… I didn’t think you’d mind. I mean, you were out cold, so I thought, you know, might as well not sleep on the hard ground, right?”

A dry sound, not unlike attempted laughter. “You’ve no need to apologize.” Mark shifted into a sitting position, and one hand batted at his messy brown hair. “I had little mind to deny what comfort it gave you. Especially after last night.”

The unspecific reference to the yellow-coated kidnapping attempt and her ill-advised invasion of the urbanmythic San Solano facility sent an unwelcome montage of the previous night’s events dancing through her mind. “Does that mean you’re not mad at me anymore?”

“Mad?” He winced again, his left hand curling into a fist at an unseen tremor of pain. “I do not recall any anger. Not toward you, in any case.”

“You seemed angry enough when you showed up to save me.” Who was saving whom was still an unsettled issue, she reflected. “Are you about ready to tell me what the hell that was about last night?”

Mark sat there for a moment, craning his head back and forth as if trying to loosen the muscles in his neck. His eyes distantly took in their surroundings. “I think we have more pressing matters to discuss. Such as, what is this place you have brought us to?”

Spinneretta eyed the strange, ancient sigil etched into the top of the tallest of those bloodstone pillars, under whose shadow Mark sat. The sight of its curves and overlain angles sent a spike of dreaded recollection through her. Her spider legs curled to hover around her shoulders and hips. “I told you everything I know. And that’s just a name.” Zigmahen. The World on the Web. How she knew that name, she could not begin to speculate.

He nodded with a visible effort. “Aye. You said as much. But you must forgive me for asking again. Knowing so little as a name after opening a portal like that…”

The insinuation slid under her skin. “Look, I said I don’t know, alright? Don’t you think you’d be the first to fucking find out if I did?” The words left an aftertaste of remorse and wet sand. She studied the way the solemn monoliths protruded in their clusters, pretending to search for some hidden symmetry in them. “Sorry. I’m just…a bit overwhelmed right now, is all.”

Mark sighed. She heard him shuffle and slowly stand. “It’s alright. You needn’t speak of it.”

Spinneretta imagined his pale brown eyes upon her, and her stomach tightened. “How’s your head feeling?” she asked, desperate for a distraction.

“Better than it was. Though still raw from the exertion.”

She was quiet a moment. Her mind went to the cold fire that had purged her of her vein-splitting injury. “And your arm?”

“Trouble yourself not with my arm. You’ve something much bigger to worry about.” She turned over her shoulder to meet his gaze, and Mark flashed her a weak smile. “Your mother is going to rip you to shreds when she sees what you did to that dress.”

She frowned. “Now’s not the time to develop a sense of humor.”

He chuckled a hollow sound and swept his eyes away from her. “Apologies. I thought the mood could use some lightening.”

Patience worn to nothing, she wheeled about. “You’re damned straight it could use some lightening! Going to prom would’ve been bad enough had those yellow-coats not shown up, and getting yelled at for trying to save you doesn’t leave a good taste in my mouth, alright? And then figuring out all that shit about the Golmont Corporation, and the running and the symbol and the portal, and the, the this!” Her spider legs leapt from under Mark’s jacket and stabbed at the wasteland around them. “I’ve never been so confused about anything in my life, so you’re goddamn right the mood could use some lightening!” She gasped for breath, and the heat in her chest began to fade as the misty air soaked the spiracles in her legs. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean…”

“No, there is no need for you to apologize. Though perhaps we should now consider returning home. To be honest, I don’t much care for the look of this place.” His gaze was fixed on the clusters of red-black spears rising from the mist-touched desert pavement.

Spinneretta nodded. As she scanned the pale gray horizon, she thought she felt something scraping against her mind, like a trace of a headache, or a creaking joint that wasn’t there. Just my imagination, she thought as she focused on the stone pillar nearest them. Its red surface was darkened to a blood-brown by the dim light filtering through the clouds. “Suppose the sigil works both ways?”

“I can only hope.”

“Then hope hard, ’cause here we go.” She peeled Mark’s jacket back from her shoulders and extended her eight appendages to their full length. She laid her hand against the cold surface of the stone pillar. Her spider legs grew tense as she called to mind the dreamborne sigil that had brought them there. Muscle memory went to work. Her legs dove toward the pillar and began to extract a shape from a series of swift cuts across the stone surface. A sharp V framing an oval, eight rays shining beyond, an upward-facing crescent, and an upside-down T splitting the sigil in quarters. With the last vertical stroke of the T, the sign was complete.

All at once, the nerves in her neck and head seized. Something struck the front of her mind. Axons blazed, and an electric shock raced through her brain. A gasp on her lips, she staggered a step back from the sigil, one hand instinctively rising to her temple as her spider legs curled around her shoulders.

But the pain lasted for but a moment. Spinneretta then found herself standing there, gazing into the symbol, wondering what had just happened. Her joints rattled, and the chitin tips of her spider legs rang. But the glyph stared back at her. No yellow light, no mist. Just silence. “What the hell?”

Rocks shuffled along the ground as Mark dragged his feet over to her. “Nothing?”

“Nothing, but…” Why? The surreality of the question struck her at once. Why was it unusual that the symbol hadn’t birthed a portal? It had been no more than a fragment of a dream until the previous night, when that phantom certainty had gripped her and compelled her to carve it into stone. Now, that certainty was draining. “Did I…draw it wrong?”

Mark leaned closer and examined the sign. “No. As sure as the moon rises, that’s it.”

“How can you be so sure?” It’s not like you’ve dreamed about this damn thing your whole life.

“Call it a very strong feeling. In any case, if your fog-gate isn’t going to work for now, then we may as well start moving.”

“Moving? Moving where?”

“I know not. But we’ve no reason to stay amid these ruins. I don’t much care for them. They remind me of gravestones.”

She shuddered a little as she eyed the enigmatic pillars stretching into the distance. “I don’t care for them either, but why leave?”

He rolled his shoulder, and a loud pop rang out. “Because it seems you cannot open the portal again, at least for now. Perhaps you are still too tired. In any case, we may find something that enlightens us elsewhere. If not about how to return home, then perhaps about what this realm is and how you have brought us here.”

Another shiver left a trail of goosebumps along her naked arms. She wasn’t sure how much she wanted to know about this place. On an impulse, she almost attempted drawing the sigil in the stone again, but the memory of the strange mindshock stopped her. “Yeah. Alright, fine. I’m probably just tired or something, like you said. Can always try again later. It got us here, after all.”

Mark crossed his arms, cringing as he touched the fresh burn scar running along his forearm. “If you have no preferences, I vote we head toward those foothills. Having a good vantage point never hurt anyone. And mayhap we’ll find some rock that’s more receptive to your touch.”

She looked into the distance he indicated. “I guess it would be a good opportunity for you to finally tell me what the hell happened last night. No distractions this time.”

A slow nod. His eyes were on the ominous peaks far in the distance, beyond the gentle rolling of the earth-waves, where the gray clouds cast even deeper shadows over the mistscape. “I think you’ve got some explaining to do yourself, Spinny.”
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From the wreck of the Warren home, through the thick groves bordering Old Grantwood, and all the way back to the warm glow of civilization at the Spruce Road turnoff, Arthr and Kara followed the trench-coated woman. It took two hours, and Arthr was reasonably sure they’d crossed their own path at least once on the way, but he wasn’t complaining. He was just glad to be alive after their encounter with the gunmen and the robed monster. The whole incident had uprooted his sense of security and well-being; he didn’t give a damn where Annika was taking them now, just so long as nobody there wanted to kill them.

By the time they slunk along the side of the Motel Santa Fe, the straps of his bags were about to saw through his shoulders, and he was ready to strangle Kara if she didn’t stop humming that damned jump rope song. They climbed up the concrete stairs, and Annika all but kicked the door to room 203 open.

“Here we are!” she announced.

Beyond the door, two custard-yellow beds peeked out from the dusty interior. Mountains of paper sat in disheveled clumps across the desk and carpet, which was an unsavory shade of motel-brown. Arthr wrinkled his nose. “We’re holing up here?”

Annika glared over her shoulder at him. “Something wrong with it?”

Maybe it was just the motel’s grungy exterior painting his expectations, but the dirty yellow lamplight seemed to bring out ancient grease stains smeared across the wallpaper. The splotchy carpet looked like a veritable morass, home to innumerable tribes of uncatalogued diseases and wild venereal parasites. “This is…”

Annika scowled. “Well, if I knew the rich little spider-boy was expecting a cushy hideout, I’d have sprung for a room at the damn Ritz. I suppose you’d like a place with an attached spa and round-the-clock butlers.”

Stung, he shook his head. “N-no, that’s not it.”

“Then get the hell inside and stop looking suspicious.”

Snapped from his brief bout of germaphobia, he shuffled through the doorway. Kara followed, without any of his reservations, still humming that melody. Annika slipped in behind her, slammed the door, and threw the deadbolt in a single smooth motion. “Get comfy,” she said, “but not too comfy.”

Arthr let both bags—his own and the one he’d packed for Spinneretta—down in the corner. Relief tingled through his shoulders. As he peeled his jacket off and released his spider legs, a nauseous feeling clawed at his stomach that had nothing to do with the dubious cleanliness of the room.

Kara, giggling madly, threw her own jacket off and hopped onto one of the beds, bouncing a couple times before coming to a rest. “Yay! What now, Annie?”

Annika took her wide-brimmed fedora off and set it on the nightstand between the beds. “Now we wait.”

“What for?”

“Your sister and Mark.”

Kara’s big blue eyes shimmered with doubt. “But, isn’t Spins at prom?”

Annika snorted. “Not unless something went very wrong. But since she didn’t show up to meet me, that’s not outside the realm of possibility. Worst-case scenario, we may need to improvise.”

Kara hummed and nodded as though she understood. “What about Mom and Dad?”

“Don’t worry. I’ll let them know what’s going on. Eventually.” Annika glanced over at Arthr. “What’s eating you?”

He shook his head. “Nothing,” he lied. “I’m fine.”

“That’s the palest fine I’ve ever seen. You look like a corpse.” She walked over to him and raised her silk-wrapped broken arm. “Lend me your leg a sec, will ya?”

“Huh?”

She clicked her tongue. “Cut me out of this.”

“Oh. Yeah.” He let one of his spider legs wander to the woman’s arm. He drew a straight line through the silk with its sharp tip, careful not to harm her trench coat; it must have been an expensive prop, and he didn’t want the responsibility of replacing it. When he’d cut through the silken fibers, the off-white wrapping fell free, and the switch Kara had bound her arm to dropped to the carpet.

Annika cringed and gave him a pained smile. “Thanks, kid.” She patted him on the shoulder with her other arm and walked toward the bathroom, beginning to remove her coat.

Giggling, Kara once again started to bounce on the bed. Then, as if sensing his unease, she flopped onto her stomach, spider legs perched on the edge of the mattress. “Y’okay, Arthr?”

His insides rolled. “I think it’s just hitting me now how close we were to dying back there.”

“Yeah, you’ll get used to that,” Annika said, leaning against the bathroom door. “Anyway, I’m taking a shower. Both of you stay inside. If anyone knocks at the door, check who it is. If it’s not Mark or Spinzie, don’t open it. ’Kay?”

Arthr nodded, though he immediately forgot what she said. Kara gave a hum of approval, and Annika closed the bathroom door behind her. A few moments later, the sound of running water began to drone. Kara flopped backward onto the bed, and Arthr heard the springs creak. He felt like throwing up. Outside, an encore of the evening’s rain began to patter against the window, competing with the white noise of the shower. The combined stereo effect was grotesque in Arthr’s mind. It was the sound of the roof—it was his failure, echoing.



Chapter 2
: 
Takeover



Panic. Terror. Silt had never been alone in his entire life. Even when he would lock himself in one of the underground server rooms to be away from the other Vant’therax and Marauders, the churning blue latticework behind his eyes had always been there, carrying echoes of the thoughts of his brothers, of the Conduit, of NIDUS. But now, the silence was oppressive. Dead air, the sound of blood rushing through his temples. The feeling of complete isolation was nearly too much to bear as he stormed down the halls of Sector Four toward the command center serving as the brain of the lower tunnels.

When he came to the control room, the door hissed open on its own. Without the neural network’s constant hum, the sound was alien to his ears, somehow sharper. Inside, he found two other Vant’therax awaiting him. They looked up as he entered, their wretched faces scarred by fear and confusion.

“Silt,” Kaj demanded, “what happened? Do you know anything?”

Stomping inside, Silt shook his head. “Nothing. Just a frame of a thought that came through right before the cell collapsed.” He couldn’t even bring himself to sneer; he hated Kaj, but regaining contact with somebody was a relief. “Dwyre’s dead, isn’t he?”

Kaj growled and slammed his fingers against the console he hovered over. The sleeve of his ornate yellow robe billowed as he moved. “If you have any other theories, I’d love to hear them. If he’s dead, that means his body’s somewhere. Has anyone taken care of it?”

“And just what would inspire you to ask me?”

Kaj’s fist struck the control panel, and a crack ripped through the plexiglass covering. “Well, Nal isn’t exactly speaking, is he?!”

The other robe growled his discontent, and Silt couldn’t help but feel bad for the two bastards. They must’ve been just as terrified as he was. “What do we do now? Without the Conduit—”

A roar of static cut from the wall-mounted speakers and melted into a lo-fi voice. “Gamma squad to main, do you copy? Repeat, Gamma squad to main.”

With a snarl, Kaj groped another slanted panel for the com-switch. His slender fingers found it, and a soft click muted the static. “This had better be good.”

A moment of quiet, and the voice came again. “Tau and Phi squads are present at the gate and requesting clearance to enter. What is your reply?”

“Phi?” Kaj made a face like he’d just thrown up in his mouth. His gaze dipped to Nal and then to Silt. The corners of his lips started to vibrate.

Drawing a ragged breath, Silt shook his head. “They know about Dwyre. They’re not wasting any time.”

That vomit-look came back to Kaj’s face. “Goddammit!” He punched the com-switch again. “Deny access! Tell them everything is under control!”

Another silent moment, and then the speakers came alive with a chorus of staccato pounding. Shouts echoed beneath the report of gunshots. “Negative, we are taking fire! Repeat, we are taking—”

A blast of white noise washed the man’s voice away. The line went dead. Silt looked at Kaj, who just stood there, motionless save the wrathful vibrations coursing through him. “Didn’t think they’d make their move this fast,” Kaj said. His face twisted, a half-smile growing from beneath the violent glint in his eyes. “One must admire their ambition.”

“You’re excited by this.” Silt meant it as an accusation, but his voice couldn’t carry its weight.

The smile stood steady on the half-man’s lips. “Dwyre and I had exactly one thing in common: our hatred for the Tanners.”

For a while, the only sound was of sirens bleating elsewhere in the buried tunnels of concrete and steel. The three of them stood, eyes on the sealed door to the command room. It didn’t take long for the reverberations of booted feet to rumble through the floor and into their bones. Silt forced himself to breathe calmly; his heartbeat began to slow.

The door hissed open, revealing a phalanx of yellow-coated Marauders, heavy weaponry at the ready, and two men in the center dressed in fine business suits. One was gray-haired, beset by wrinkles, eyes narrowed in a permanent scowl. The other, a head taller, sported blond hair and a face pitted with bright blisters of acne. Silt frowned. The damned Tanners. Kaj was right.

“Only three of you?” the elder Tanner asked, casting his gaze through the poorly lit room. “Where are the others?”

Nal grunted, his lips trembling as they tried to move. But the chitin growths along his jaw and mouth held him taciturn.

“Never mind, don’t answer that,” the man said. “What I want to know is what the hell happened to Dwyre. What did you insects do?”

Silt said nothing. Kaj stood there, in the center of the command room, silently grinning.

“You fuckers want to answer him?” the younger man said. “Or do we get to start putting holes in your ugly faces?”

Kaj, his eyes intense and unyielding, stared down the two members of NIDUS and their pet soldiers. “You’re trespassing, Mr. Mayor. What is the meaning of this?” His voice carried a hint of irony; they all knew what he wanted.

The elder’s nose tensed, spreading deep lines through his cheeks. “Shut your damn mouth, insect.” He slipped inside the doorway, followed by his son. The first rank of coated mercenaries was only a few steps behind as they crowded into the room. “We’re taking over this operation. Without Dwyre, someone must man the helm of NIDUS.”

Kaj slid a step closer to the man. “Awfully presumptuous of you, Mr. Mayor. Perhaps you’d like to put it to a vote among the others before you kill anyone else in your ambition.”

It was the junior who impetuously answered. “That won’t be necessary. Dad’s in charge now. Your remaining troops are under our command, and the scientists will now report directly to Dad. No more middlemen. Just results.” He smirked, as though relishing his own voice, and made a sharp motion at the men behind him. A second rank of coats filed into the room and raised their assault rifles.

“Now,” Mayor Tanner said. “Get your hands up.”

Silt obeyed without complaint, lifting his arms slowly. Nal growled and followed his lead. Without a Conduit, it would only take one stray shot to end what remained of their tenuous lives. But Kaj gave them each a chilling look of disgust before slinking one further step toward the Tanners. Several guns cocked in reply.

“Stay where you are,” said the young Tanner. “Or we’ll blow you back to the Yellow King.”

At that, Kaj began to cackle. “What do you know of the Yellow King? You invoke His name as though it’s one of your university buzzwords, like it’ll land you a follow-up interview with Daddy’s secretary.”

“You can’t talk to me like that anymore,” the kid said, a shit-eating grin dividing his topographically intriguing face from ear to ear. “We’re the leaders of NIDUS now, and—”

In the blink of an eye, Kaj rushed forward and grabbed him by the throat. He lifted him into the air with one hand, replacing his words of pretentious self-elation with a strained choke for air.

The mayor reeled back a step. “Michael!”

Silt lowered his arms in a panic. They were already coated in gasoline, and this could be the spark that destroyed everything. “Kaj. Wait. This isn’t—”

A wet snarl ripped from Kaj’s throat. “What’re you going to do, Mr. Mayor? Going to command your pets to shoot? Tear your son to shreds in the crossfire? Though I’d love the irony, it would be perhaps too poetic for the likes of you. I have no need for this drama, so let’s just lay our cards on the table. You think you can claim the throne of NIDUS so easily? We are NIDUS!” Kaj’s arm tensed. A loud crack accompanied the young man’s neck snapping in Kaj’s grip.

“Michael!”

There then came a furious, hungry howl as Kaj reached for the young man’s throat with his other hand. It was a violent, graceful motion almost too quick to see. The sound of flesh ripping quivered through Silt’s stomach. Blood streaked through the air, irregular fountains splattering against the floor and Kaj’s yellow robe. The younger Tanner, sans throat, struck the ground and seized, his entire front drenched in black and red.

His father’s anguished scream came and then vanished beneath the deafening roar of half a dozen machine guns opening fire. Silt drew back a step, arms crossed over his face, but nothing touched him. It was Kaj they wanted. Tracers strobed, turning the metal walls and floor into mirrors of fire. Kaj’s robe fluttered, tore, and ran with blood. But he did not fall, did not cry out in pain, did not even flinch. For what seemed an eternity those shots rang, a continuous strain of thunder. And then, one by one, the guns fell quiet, exhausted of their ammunition.

There Kaj still stood, arms just as he’d left them, his fingers clutching torn flesh. His yellow robe was streaked with ribbons of blood and fresh tatters. Then Kaj began to move, at first so slowly it could have merely been his robe fluttering in the air conditioner’s breeze. He made his way over to the mayor, who cowered as he approached. The Marauders, magazines empty, tried to retreat toward the door, only to find it too crowded to move.

When Kaj stopped before the mayor, the loss and horror in the man’s face multiplied. A high-pitched whine of fear crawled from the back of his throat. He sank to his knees, hands clasped before his face. “P-please, don’t kill me. I, I didn’t… I meant no disrespect. We—”

Kaj smirked. “On the ground, or you’ll meet the same fate as the boy.”

Shaking, Tanner prostrated himself before Kaj, his face flush to the floor. “Have mercy. You are my master. I, I pledge fealty to you and you alone. Forgive me for my arrogance. Please.”

Kaj’s grin grew yet wider, a near-orgasmic ecstasy overtaking his features. “See, isn’t this much better? The lowly humans pledging allegiance to the blessed Vant’therax. This is far more fitting. But…” His smile mutated into a scowl. “No. It is not good enough.” He lifted one foot, and in a flash he slammed it into the back of Tanner’s head. A wet, muted crunch, and it was over. So ended the Tanner legacy.

Silt grimaced, his fists winding tight. The Marauders’ horrified expressions were almost worse than the visceral cramping in his stomach as Kaj ground chips of bone and brain matter into the floor with his heel.

Breathing heavily, Kaj raised his face to the stunned gunmen. The nearest of them recoiled, shrieks and shouts of panic bouncing between them. “Your coup ends here,” Kaj breathed. “You belong to us now. New bodies, to replace the ones you stole from us topside. Any objections?”

Not a soul raised a voice to contradict him. They just stared, bug-eyed and slack-jawed.

With a low, contemptuous rumble of laughter, Kaj turned back to Silt and Nal. His arms and shoulders, covered in blood and torn tissue, glistened with the fresh sheen of chitin growing from damaged flesh. Both arms hung at his sides, stuck in rigid shapes as though he were loath to touch the wounds as they chitinized. “That is one problem settled. There remains the matter of the Conduit.”

Nal gave Kaj a sidelong look.

“Settled?” Silt asked. “What would you propose we do from here? Simply kill anyone who enters?”

Kaj flicked his wrist, and loose droplets of blood rained upon the floor. “No need to await the intruders. It occurred to me just now that there may be a silver bullet with which we can kill many birds at once.” Their eyes met, and Kaj’s irises betrayed a quiet fatigue—a fatigue owing perhaps to the volume of blood he’d lost in the assault. “Silt, go find the rest of the Vant’therax. Gather back here and await our return. Nal, I want you to take a few of our new acquisitions on a little journey. It’s high time we paid the Websworn a visit.”
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Spinneretta and Mark walked on across the barren wasteland, white mists lapping at their ankles all the while. The rolling hillocks at the base of the mountains grew nearer as the hours passed. The towering peaks seemed to stretch taller as the cloud cover gradually thinned above them. It was surreal, dream-like; she was only just coming to terms with the fact that the insane events of the last twenty-four hours had actually happened.

As they walked, Mark at last relented and agreed to tell Spinneretta about what had happened the previous night. “I asked you before why it was that nobody knew about you and your siblings’ existence,” he said. “Why perfectly formed human-spider hybrids could have been so unknown.”

“Right,” Spinneretta said. “And the answer is the Golmont Corporation, right?” Last night, she’d told him about her discovery of the Lethean jail project, which her own father had played a part in. In short, it was a censorship program that prevented certain information from entering or leaving Grantwood. The revelation was horrible enough on its own without the sense of betrayal. She’d long hoped to work for Golmont one day, like her father. Perhaps more bitterly, she’d discovered the truth too late to change anything.

“Indeed, this Golmont company plays a role, but they have merely provided one mechanism for your family’s obscurity. It stretches much farther. Annika and I discovered a secret organization involving politicians, scientists, CEOs… They call themselves NIDUS. The story of Raxxinoth and the Yellow King… As I feared, it is their bible. And in the pursuit of their King’s favor, they operate in the shadows of Grantwood and beyond. I cannot yet explain how, but they are responsible for you and your siblings’ births.”

The amorphous fear of the rumored spider cult came back to Spinneretta in a wave of incredulity. Craving distraction, one of her lower spider legs unfurled and scraped at the mist-concealed rocks by her ankles. “Last night, before you fell asleep, you said you caused this, that the yellow-coats found us because you wanted them to.”

Mark let out a low sigh and turned his gaze skyward to the deep gray strata of clouds and fog. “When we discovered NIDUS and learned of their ambitions, we also learned that they were desperate. Annika’s investigation had put them on alert, and they were looking for any opportunity to take you and your siblings. So I created that opportunity myself. I wished to bring them out of hiding on my own terms so I could destroy their leader before he caused any more damage.”

She gasped. “Wait a minute, you’re telling me that the bet was…”

“I made the bet with you to create that window of opportunity. Had you won, I’d have just found another way to achieve the same effect. That night was important; with your parents in Eugene, it would leave you all vulnerable. NIDUS would be able to take you all at once without anyone knowing.”

As her mind processed his words, a violent heat began to grow from the pit of her solar plexus. “You used me as fucking bait?!”

He cringed. “I would not call it that, but…in simplest terms, yes.”

“I can’t believe this! This whole time you were just…” Another gasp tried to choke her. “Wait, what about Arthr and Kara? If, if they were alone, that means the yellow-coats might’ve—”

“Worry not about them. Annika was to get you all to safety before anything bad could happen. I trust that she protected your siblings well.”

She bit her lip. “So that’s why you wanted me to go back to the park when those guys showed up. She was waiting for me there, wasn’t she?”

“Aye.”

Her thoughts reeled. She let her eyes drift over the fine stones underfoot, tracing the contours of the hard earth beneath. “Why didn’t you just tell me? If you hadn’t kept it all a secret, I wouldn’t have gone after you. I really thought you were in trouble, you know.” A familiar sense of helplessness overcame her.

Mark frowned. “I could not. There was the risk that you or your parents may have been infested with the Nothem.”

“Nothem?”

“Mind parasites. We first learned of their existence while Annika was investigating. They are specially evolved spiders that facilitate a psychic network. I later learned from plumbing their leader’s thoughts that they are the primary control mechanism within NIDUS. In any case, I could not take the chance that your family was infested. Keeping you in the dark was the only way to guarantee we had the element of surprise.”

As if human-spider hybrids weren’t crazy enough, now there were psychic brain-implant spider parasites running around, too? It was too outrageous to be a lie, too unnerving to be anything other than the whole truth. “Did you learn anything else from plumbing his mind?” Her tongue almost tripped over the unfamiliar use of the word.

“Aye. More than I could explain without a great deal of time.”

“I think we’ve got plenty.” The peaks were still a great distance away. Wherever they were going, they weren’t getting there anytime soon. “Did you learn anything about…why?”

“Why?”

“Why they made us. Why this NIDUS organization wanted human-spider hybrids so damn bad.” The ever-present specter of her origins hung over her head like Death, daring her to take a step closer to the truth.

Mark’s lips thinned, and he averted his gaze once more to the distant mountains. “I’m afraid not.”

It figures, she thought. Who are you kidding, Spins? Answers aren’t going to come that easily.

Abruptly, Mark turned around and stopped in front of her, half-hunched over, bringing his eyes level with her own. “Tell me, Spinny.”

His sudden proximity startled her a step back. Her extra appendages automatically shifted to maintain her balance. “H-huh? What?”

“Are you feeling alright?”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean, do you feel like your brain is in one piece?”

She blinked at him. “Of course. Why wouldn’t it be?”

Mark’s face drew closer to hers. His pale eyes studied her, and she felt her cheeks beginning to warm. “Because,” he said at last, “that was magic you used with that portal.”

The word sat there in the air, waiting for her to acknowledge it. “Magic?”

“I may not know what you did, but I do know it was magic. Now, are you sure you’re feeling alright?”

“Y-yeah, I feel fine,” she said, trying to wrap her head around his words. Sure, opening the portal had been incredible, but the realization had only just begun to sink in. Magic?

Mark’s eyes settled closed in thought. “Something very strange is going on, then.”

“What do you mean?”

“I’ve heard of certain individuals naturally learning to use magic before. But that was minor magic, the kind that does no more damage to the brain than a shot of whiskey. But you opened a rift between worlds. Anybody born without an innate gift for magic would have died from the mental strain before the first hint of a portal had formed. Even I collapsed after moving the two of us five feet.”

She stared at him, mind spinning and trying to weave a logical pattern from those strands of thought. “Maybe I just have a natural talent for magic, then?” The idea was absurd. It had to have been some fluke. She had never even considered the possibility of magic until Mark had arrived, and the only evidence suggesting she had such a gift was an isolated incident.

“It is difficult to deny that possibility,” Mark said, startling her with how serious he sounded. After a moment, he righted himself and turned back toward the imposing peaks in the distance. “Well, the answers won’t come looking for us. Let us get going.”



Chapter 3
: 
Stranger Still



Mark and Spinneretta walked on. The innumerable stones littering the wasteland began to thin as the hills rose, allowing the hard earth beneath to peek up at them. From under the vanishing desert pavement, organic gray stalks started to appear, pushing their way skyward like stray weeds through cracked concrete. The largest of those stalks grew to a few feet in height. Some ended in fat bulb-like structures, while others appeared to have already bloomed into knuckled branch-stalks spreading radially like a flower’s petals, with thick webs of white fibers hanging between. They almost looked like skeletal hands grasping for the sky.

“Are these trees?” Spinneretta said as they passed by one of the low stalk-bushes. The webbing stretched between their branch-fingers resembled cotton candy spun from mold, or… She gulped. Silk?

Mark bent in close to one of the specimens and examined the thin strands running between its stalks. “I’ve never seen anything like this at all.” He looked across the crest of the hill, where more of the strange fungal bushes grew from the exposed earth in haphazard clumps. “This is quite the world you’ve brought us to.”

Revulsion of the thing gnawed at her stomach. She shook her head, feeling uneasy, and began to walk toward a small formation of stones lying a short distance away. “I think I need to sit down.”

When she reached the stones, she hopped atop the largest and sat, allowing her feet to dangle over the edge. She tried not to look at the sick white things peppering the landscape.

Mark followed and sat at the base of another large rock. “Are you feeling alright?”

She stared into the mist- and cloud-shrouded horizon. The irregular broken pillars on the plain had faded from view. “I don’t like this place.”

“You are such a strange girl. After opening a portal to another world, it is only when you discover some odd plants that you begin to act disturbed?”

“That’s the problem. I keep feeling like I’m going to wake up, like it’s just a weird dream. I should be terrified right now, but for some reason this place just seems so…familiar. This shouldn’t be something I can take in stride. Maybe I’m just too used to things being all screwed up.” She curled a spider leg and gazed at the gleam of the pale sky reflecting off her chitin. Whatever star illuminated their trek had grown darker since they’d entered the hills. Night would be upon them soon, assuming such a thing existed in this barren realm. They didn’t have time to wander forever.

Spinneretta slid down from her perch and turned to face the boulder. She placed her hand against its surface, feeling the dusty age of the object. “Think it’s about time to try this quote-unquote magic again.”

Her spider legs unfurled. Her teeth clenched as her legs dove toward the boulder’s surface and the muscle memory was initialized. Like the mechanical arms of some infernal machine, her legs carved the mist-sign into the rock. The last vertical line sent a gnashing pain through her brain, as well as her leg. Her thoughts went blank for a moment as she recoiled from the rock face, her hand drawn toward the splitting pain in her head.

“What’s the matter?”

As her mind recovered from the shock, the pain in her foreleg took center stage. She jammed the chitin tip between her molars and bit down to ease the hurt. “It’s the same as before. It’s like it’s getting repulsed by something, and it’s just hitting me right in the damn brain for it.”

“Hmm?” Mark stood and walked over to her. “Move aside. Allow me to see.”

She did as requested, her heart still pounding. At least her leg-tip felt a bit better. Mark bent over and brought his face to within an inch of the sigil. His eyes closed, and he laid a hand upon the design. For a few moments, the only movement was the breeze gently rustling his hair. “I feel something,” he said. “It is subtle, weak. But there is indeed something there. Deep beyond. Like a coin at the bottom of the sea.”

The analogy struck her at once as odd. “Huh? But, what is it? Magic?”

His chin dipped in a slight nod. “Aye. But it is not normal magic. It is older, primordial. I’ve never seen anything quite like this.”

“See? You can see it?”

“In a word.” His eyes fluttered. “It is a lattice, or a mandala. It spreads through the air and the ground, everywhere. Its material is…” He opened his eyes and studied the engraving once more. “It seems to be made of the same energy as the Flames of Y’rokkrem.”

“The Flames? What are…?”

As though lost in thought, he raised one arm toward her. A sphere of blue-green fire sparked between his fingers. It was an orb of suspended plasma, stark shadows beneath a flowing exterior. The flames grew along his arm and blazed, a kaleidoscope of roiling spectrums and dimensions. She hadn’t had time to appreciate their haunting beauty when Mark saved her, and now her curiosity was growing with each slow lick and sputter of their tendrils.

“What are they?” she asked.

He looked at her through the pulsing perversion of light. “The Flames of Y’rokkrem is the spell that confirmed my place as the Chosen. Even among those who are magically attuned, invoking the Flames is an impossibility. Before me, the Vigil thought the Flames were but a legend whispered of in the Liber Vaporum.”

She took a step closer, forgetting all about her mental shock the minute before. “What would happen if I put my hand in them right now?”

“Nothing. Unless I wanted something to happen.”

She looked up at him, trying to gauge his expression. Her morbid curiosity got the best of her. She reached out her hand and slowly brought it close to the edge of that bright-yet-dark fire. A moment of hesitation, and then she pushed the tips of her fingers into its shimmering mass. She’d expected it to burn her, or maybe repel her hand away. Instead, an abnormal chill sank into her skin. Goosebumps raced along her wrist and arm. “What the hell?”

“I’m not a very good mystic,” Mark said, “so I don’t know how to explain it. I can make the Flames do almost anything I wish, within certain physical limits. I can force them to approach the temperature of true fire to burn a wound closed, or I can deflect kinetic forces. They give nearly absolute control of all within their field. Critically, it’s one of the few ways magic can be used to destroy a soul.”

“Destroy a…?”

“One of the most sought-after abilities by the deranged cult-fathers of the Vigil. There is no weapon more psychologically powerful than that which can eternally remove a victim from the cycle of death and rebirth.”

Death and rebirth. The way he talked about it made it sound like reincarnation was a proven fact the rest of the world was not yet privy to. She made a note to ask him more about souls later. Right now, she was too distracted by the cold fire roiling through her fingers, chilling them, prickling them with thousands of frosty needles. She couldn’t pull herself to look away until the Flames vanished again, with just as little fanfare as when they’d appeared.

“Let’s say I really do have an innate gift for magic,” she said. “Could you teach me to use that?”

He chuckled darkly. “Even if you do have a gift, which is seeming more and more likely as I reflect on our surroundings, the odds I could teach this are vanishingly small. Occultists have spent their entire lives studying and attempting to invoke the Flames. None succeeded. Most either died or went mad from diving too deep into arcane esoterica. That is not to say I could not teach you other forms of magic, however. Though, I’d prefer to wait until I’m feeling a little better before seeing exactly how much potential you have.”

“Fine by me.” A shiver tickled up her back. She tucked in deeper into Mark’s cobalt-gray jacket, hoping Mark himself wasn’t too uncomfortable with the growing chill. It was almost too dark to see now, and the fungal bushes nearby were little more than blurred suggestions. The light of the Flames of Y’rokkrem still seemed to flicker on the edge of her peripheral vision. “I could really go for something to eat right about now.” A tall glass of water would be pretty great, too.

“Perhaps those strange tree-things are edible.”

She shook her head, mouth dry and filled with an awful taste. “No way. My guess is poison. Let’s keep moving. There’s gotta be something alive and worth eating in this place.”
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After washing her body of mud, sweat, and blood, Annika dried herself off on the too-small motel towel, which took longer than she was used to thanks to her broken arm. She changed into a pair of old jeans and a plain blue blouse, gave her hair a preliminary scrub to dry it, and then emerged from the steamy bathroom.

The dry, cool air of the main room was bracing, and she breathed an exaggerated sigh. Through the dark curtain of her wet hair, she saw Arthr had curled up into a fetal position between the beds. She clicked her tongue and was about to demand he man the hell up, but then thought better of it. Kid’s not used to stuff like this, she reminded herself. No need to push him. Instead, she turned her attention to where Kara sat upon the nearer of the beds. “Kara, sweetie,” she said with a smile. “Wanna do me a huge favor?”

Kara’s face lit up. “Sure!”

She lifted her right arm a bit, cringing at the deep pain in her bone. “Wanna splint this for me again?”

“Of course!”

Annika dropped down onto the bed while Kara moved to retrieve the wooden switch that still rested on the floor. She returned with it a moment later and aligned it against Annika’s forearm with the care of a physician. Annika helped hold it in place with her good hand while the spider-girl began forming a ball of thick, syrupy resin in her mouth. After a few moments, Kara brought four of her spider legs to her tongue and started pulling the thick goo into individual strands. Her legs moved in a hypnotic rhythm, stretching the strands until the resulting fiber was no thicker than a human hair. She then set about wrapping the off-white silk around Annika’s arm. Within a minute and a half, the tight web envelope around Annika’s arm had been rebuilt.

“Hrow’z rhat?” Kara asked, words muffled from the gob of unspent resin.

Annika flexed her fingers, drawing them into a loose fist. The tight binding made the movement harder than usual but blunted the pain significantly. “That’s great,” she said with a smile.

“Rh’kay.” Kara swept one of her legs and severed the leftover strands of silk. She hopped to her feet and walked over to the small wastebasket in the corner of the room, where she spat out the remaining amber-colored precursor.

Annika moved her right arm, once again impressed at how much better the flexible web-cast made it feel. “You’re the best, Kara.”

Kara giggled and fidgeted. Meanwhile, Arthr lethargically sat up and leaned against one of the bedframes, looking like a sea-sick sailor. The juxtaposition struck her at once. They were both still children, yet Kara was shockingly calm and collected through this whole thing. “You feeling alright?” Annika asked Arthr.

He shook his head a little and glanced around the room. “How long are they going to take?”

Annika walked over to the desk where she’d folded her trench coat before her shower. “Beats me. Shouldn’t make us wait too long. Just relax while you can. Kick your feet up. Don’t worry about ifs and whens. I’ll take care of everything.” Her hand crept into the coat’s pocket and drew out her phone. A swipe brought the screen to life. It was just after midnight. “You two might want to get some sleep. We’re moving as soon as Mark and Spinzie get here.”

Arthr shook his head. “I won’t be able to sleep. Not after this.”

On the bed, Kara crossed her spider legs over her torso. “And I’m not tired yet!”

Annika gave the girl a weak smile. “Whenever you get tired, you can take whichever bed you want. I’ll take the other.”

Arthr raised his sea-sick eyebrows. “What about me?”

“You can sleep on the floor.”

“How is that fair?”

“I’m joking. You can shove in next to your sister.”

“No way!” Kara said. “I called it!”

For a brief moment, the boy looked like he was about to cry. Then he shrugged his shoulders and sighed in acquiescence. “Whatever. You need it more than I do.”

“How kind of you,” Annika said. Satisfied the matter was settled, she turned her folded coat over and found her holster. She pulled her revolver free and held it up to the light to inspect it. She then sat down on the bed beside Kara and began to buff out a blemish that caught her eye on the barrel.

“That’s, uhh… That’s a pretty cool gun,” Arthr said from the floor.

She shifted to face him and showed him a proud grin. “Ruger SP-101, three-fifty-seven magnum, double-action. May not be the biggest or the baddest, but this old girl’s never let me down. You know anything about guns, kid?”

He scratched his head as he readjusted to sit atop the opposite bed. “Uhh, yeah, a bit.”

“I was being facetious. I’m sure you don’t know anything about guns.”

He started as though he’d been slapped. “N-no, I mean, like, I’m not an expert or anything, but I do know a little.” His expression suggested a little was a gross overstatement.

“A little, huh?” I’ll play your little hyperbole game. She pulled the drawer of the nightstand open and withdrew a small, unmarked box. “Well then, think you can tell me what these are?” She opened the lid with her thumb and showed Arthr several neat rows of golden, flat-nosed bullet casings.

“Uhh, yeah. Those would be…uhh, three-fifty-seven magnum…bullets.”

“To your credit, you’re a good listener. Just a tidbit for ya: just because it flies out of a magnum doesn’t make it a magnum. These are thirty-eight specials. Hundred twenty-five grain jacketed hollow point.” She gathered a handful, opened the cylinder, and began reloading the bullets one by one. The familiar motion felt utterly alien in her left hand. She’d need to practice reloading under pressure. “Now, you have any idea why someone might want to use a hollow-point cartridge instead of a full metal jacket?”

Arthr’s gaze was locked to her fingers. He shook his head, cheeks beginning to glow red.

She snapped the Ruger’s cylinder closed. “Full metal jacket rounds often over-penetrate. Instead of piercing, hollow points flatten and stop so all the kinetic force goes into your target. That way, you don’t have to worry about what’s behind them. Two birds with one javelin.”

He nodded, expression comatose.

She paused as an odd thought crossed her mind. “Wonder if FMJs would’ve cut through that thing’s plating.” She ran her thumb over the grooved cylinder of the revolver, thinking. Then she thrust the weapon back into her holster, laid the folded coat across the bed, and got to her feet. “There. Next time you say you know a little about guns, you won’t be lying.”

Abashed, Arthr just nodded.

“Annie,” Kara said, “when are you going to tell us what’s going on?”

She stretched her arms over her head. “If my explanation on the way over wasn’t enough, I’ll tell you whatever you want to know tomorrow. I’m too tired to get into that now.” Already the witching hour, and no sign of Mark and Spinzie, she thought. First Spinzie doesn’t show up at the park, and now this. Something’s wrong, and if they don’t show up soon, I’ve got a feeling we’re all going to be between a rock and the deep blue sea.
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Mark and Spinneretta kept walking over hills and through troughs infested with more of those strangely skeletal bush-things. And as night fell, casting an all-encompassing blackness over the mountains above and wastelands below, stranger still the landscape grew. Like fireflies igniting their bioluminescence, the strands of webbing strung between the ash-colored stalks began to glow, nodules of light hanging in self-contained galaxies. There was a haunting beauty to them, but no time to appreciate it. Unable to continue on without proper light, they stopped at the crest of a hill and attempted to get some rest.

The night was short. Spinneretta slept fitfully, never more than a hair’s breadth from waking. The shallow rest was infested with violent images and a cold, sludgy sense of impending doom. When the thin veil of sleep at last ruptured, she found the hills shrouded once more in a twilit haze. Whatever passed for a sun in the Web was rising, though it felt far too soon.

Eyes aching from the lack of sleep, she sat up from her Mark-pillow, now aware of the pains ravaging the muscles in her legs and back. Whatever rest she’d gained hadn’t healed the soles of her feet, which were raw from hours of walking. With a sigh, she kicked off her sneakers and flopped backward. Her four lowest appendages sprang out to catch her fall, absorbing her momentum and cradling her in a reclined sprawl.

And there she sat for a long while.

The great mountains were very near now. Like everything else, they were lifeless and barren. Though their peaks were still shrouded in the impenetrable cloud barrier, Spinneretta could make out convex faces and bulging veins in the stone. A great fissure, like a bolt of black lightning crawling through the sky, split the range. Peering at the shape, she found it widened where it met the ground, only three rolling hills on from where they were. The deep gradient within the crevice even made it look big enough to pass through. But where could it lead? More hills? More fungus bushes?

The thought deepened her sense of helplessness. Where were they going? What were they looking for? As hard as it was, she was gradually coming to believe she would never see her family or friends again. If the only way home was the sigil, and all it would now yield was a shock to her brain…

Suddenly far colder than the mist alone could account for, Spinneretta stared up into the sky. Dark gray. No texture at all. Just a flat uniformity that dulled the senses and replaced them with sparks of hallucination, half-dreams, and delusions of prophecy.

But there was something else.

Something was there, high above, beyond the clouds. Something intangible. And now that she’d noticed it, she was unable to push it away. It was like a distant echo of the sigil’s retaliation, but also like the strange psychic throbbing that had haunted her in the old corridors below San Solano. That sensation was concentrated, as though to a single point, but so faint as to be hardly noticeable. It felt impossibly distant, and yet she was certain she felt it, scraping, scratching.

Like a coin at the bottom of the sea.

God, I’m just tired. That’s all. Her eyes drifted shut. No comfort awaited her behind her eyelids. Only a growing certainty that they would never return home.

But a rustling brought her wide awake. She threw her gaze behind her, to the other side of the hill’s crest.

A sleek shape moved ponderously on four stubby limbs, skin gleaming in the dull of twilight. The thing was six feet long and ended in a tapering, eyeless bulb that flowered into a set of five articulated flesh-petals, each covered in hooked teeth. It looked like a horrible amalgamation of dolphin and mole and onion. Evolution favored the grotesque, and if this thing wasn’t a carnivore then it had adapted to scare its way to the top of its food chain.

But Spinneretta didn’t care. The land-dolphin was covered in meat, and the
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