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CHAPTER ONE

Lan Martak screamed in silent agony. The world shifted and turned to soft white
all around. His words rattled and fell like tiny pebbles, but he didn’t hear them, he
saw them. He reached out, cut his finger on them. The dripping blood wasn’t seen as
much as it was fasted. His senses were jumbled and confused.

Sight, taste, smell, hearing, touch, all changed in a bewildering kaleidoscope.
Lan heard himself falling, tasted the impact against velvet, heard the dim outline of
someone near.

“Lan!” came the cry. “I’m frozen solid. Help meeeee!”

“Inyx!” He fought to order the universe, failed. Lan worked toward where the
woman had been and found himself wrapped in down-soft clouds of vapor. He
sought her. He didn’t find her.

For an eternity he staggered, senses altering in some unknowably random
fashion. He felt his brain turn to liquid fire, things crawl through it, other things
change within him. The occasional times he heard with his ears, saw with his eyes,
felt with his fingers, he made slow progress. But to where?

The Kinetic Sphere had opened a gateway unlike any of the natural cenotaph
roads between worlds he’d taken before. He was reminded of the maze he and his
companions had followed in Waldron’s dungeons, yet this limbo contained none of
the obvious physical dangers. If anything, the subtle danger was greater—to spend
the rest of eternity with shifting senses would drive him insane. At least, Waldron’s
dungeons contained dangers he could see and fight. And his friends, the dark-haired
Inyx and the gigantic, towering, talking spider Krek, had been there to aid him
against the would-be conqueror’s minions.

Here, he fought a lonely battle, an ever-changing one. He tasted roughness. His
eyes heard a familiar voice.

“You thought it so easy to use the Sphere?” Demoniacal laughter accompanied
the taunt. Claybore appeared in the soft fog, miraculously whole of body but still
sporting the fleshless skull. The eyeholes burned with ruby fury. The last time Lan
had seen the decapitated sorcerer had been seconds before he, Inyx, and Krek had
walked along the Road opened by the Kinetic Sphere, that wonderous device
fashioned and lost to Waldron—or so he said—by Claybore. “That buffoon Waldron
knew nothing. I used him. Now that I have regained the Sphere, nothing will prevent
my conquering the entire universe, one world at a time.”

“Claybore?” Lan called, uncertain. The spectral figure shimmering in the fog
held a pinkly pulsating globe in one hand: the Kinetic Sphere.

“Who else? I am a sorcerer supreme! Now my plans can be put into full effect.”

“You’re responsible for the grey-clad soldiers?”

“I used Waldron for that purpose. Many are his men. But they obey my
commands! They will flood all the worlds along the Cenotaph Road and conquer at
my behest. I will rule!”



“Where are we? What happened?”

“We are nowhere, in a world between worlds. The instant of transport is critical.
After making certain that Waldron was properly exiled back to his own bleak prison
world, I altered the chant at the last possible moment to give you this little excursion,
to give you a taste of what it means to cross a master sorcerer.”

Lan’s initial panic subsided. While he was far from accepting the cavalcade of
sensory changes torturously twisting around him, it no longer frightened him. His
mind calmed; he forged a plan. He acted.

Claybore’s scream ripped through Lan’s flesh, made his skin crawl, gave him
sensations of taste unknown to him before. But his fingertips brushed the pink, soft
Sphere. The globe rose up as he touched it and obeyed a gravity vastly different from
anything Lan had imagined possible. The Kinetic Sphere “fell” sideways, slowly at
first, then with increasing velocity. In the span of a heartbeat, it vanished through the
thick walls of whiteness.

“You fool!” shrieked Claybore. “You unutterable fool! I need that!” The
sorcerer turned taloned fingers toward Lan, but the brief separation from the Sphere
already worked deadly changes. The mage’s skin rippled and began to drip like water
from a melting icicle. Even as Lan watched—smelled—Claybore’s flesh washed
away, leaving behind only a hideous skeleton.

Then the bones crumbled like chalk until only the skull floated in the billows of
fog, malevolent ruby beams lancing outward to be absorbed by the cloaking white.

“Lan Martak, I shall punish you for this! I shall make you cringe, grovel, beg
for death. Then, then the pain shall truly begin for you. I shall keep you alive for
eternity, every instant one of excruciating pain. I shall...” Claybore’s voice faded.
Thick blankets of swirling fog surrounded his skull and hid its horrible visage from
sight. Lan again existed alone in the limitlessness of limbo.

“Claybore!” he called out, hands groping for the sorcerer’s skull. Even the
promise of eternal damnation offered by the mage seemed better than wandering
alone and lonely in this infinite fog.

Fingers caressed his arm. A voice spoke. Truly spoke.

“Lan, you are with me. I never thought you’d follow....”

“Zarella?” The shock of again hearing the voice of the woman he’d so foolishly
loved sent his heart racing. She came to him from eons before—before he had been
forced to flee his home world due to the pursuit of the grey-clad soldiers, before his
half-sister had been raped and murdered, before he had walked the Cenotaph Road
and found true friends in Krek and Inyx. “Where are you? How did you survive?
Surepta killed you!”

“Yes, Surepta and his grey soldiers killed me,” came the lament. “I wander this
world now, waiting.”

“For what?”

It was as if Zarella did not hear him.

“I am like the therra, though I can never return to my body. I meet many here,
learn what happens at the Dancing Serpent. All is well there. They do not even miss
me. The gambling goes on, the drinking is never-ending, even the old sheriff



occasionally stops in to quiet the crowds, though there is little need of him now that
the town is totally under the power of the interloper soldiers.”

“Zarella, I miss you!”

“More than I’d’ve thought, dear Lan. To follow me as you’ve done shows either
true love—or stupidity.”

“There are others with me. Can you find them? I can’t tell where I am, nor can I
believe my senses.”

“That is because you still possess a body. Cut loose, a spirit or therra, there is
no resistance to the fog. I can see... forever.”

“Can you find a spider, a large spider? And a woman with dark hair?”

“Another woman?” came Zarella’s mocking voice. “Yes, I see another still in
body. And the spider.” Her voice became wistful. “A huge spider, yes. In life I feared
them. Now that I’ve lost all there is to lose, I fear nothing.”

“Can you help us? Please, Zarella.”

“What? No protestations of love? Can it be you’ve truly learned my true
nature?” Her voice carried the old tinge of sarcasm, but it was now softened by...
something. Lan Martak dared hope it was love, for him, for humanity, for the mortal
life he and his friends represented.

“That you can love no one but yourself? Zarella, I suppose I always knew that,
but you were so beautiful. The most gorgeous woman I’ve ever known.”

“Including this dark-haired woman warrior?”

“Yes.”

“You touch my vanity. My spirit is indistinguishable from thousands of others
I’ve encountered in this horrid nothing place. To hear a mortal again tell me of my
beauty is a gift beyond compare. Turn right. Walk.”

Lan felt ghostly fingers on his shoulder. Only tendrils of fog touched him. He
reached out, put his hand on top of them. The tendrils became more substantial,
warmer, almost human. He heard a very human sigh.

Then, “Here is one of your friends, Lan, my darling.”

“Krek!”

“I see you have found an acquaintance,” said the spider petulantly. “You
humans possess the most peculiar abilities. This fog completely befuddles me. I ‘see’
the Kinetic Sphere, but it is so distant and grows more so with every passing instant.
And, of course, I see the wraiths.”

“The woman. Do you see Inyx?” demanded Lan, feeling the pressure of time
working against them. He felt his senses slipping, as if the longer they stayed in this
dimension, the harder it would be to leave. To be trapped like Zarella, disembodied
and longing a return to life, didn’t appeal to him. Since her death back on their home
world, he had learned much. He wanted to live, really live.

“She... she is so distant; she blunders away. But I ‘see’ the Sphere. To the left.”
Krek loomed half again taller than a man, eight long legs coppery and gleaming in
the mist, the only substantial anchor in shifting whiteness.

“I don’t see it,” Lan said. He possessed a slight magic-sensing ability and some
facility with minor spells, but nothing more, while Krek’s “vision” spotted both the
cenotaph roadways to other worlds and the Kinetic Sphere with unerring accuracy.



“I do. It... it’s your way out of this dimension,” said Zarella almost wistfully.
Lan didn’t have to be able to read her mind to know what the ghostly creature
thought. If Lan were stranded here, she wouldn’t walk the roads of forever alone.

“Zarella,” he started, but she cut him off. The tendrils tightened on his shoulder,
almost as if they were real, womanly, human fingers.

“You loved me and I spurned you. I can now give you a gift to repay what I
could not in life.” The touch vanished from his shoulder.

“What’re you doing, Zarella?”

“Good-bye, Lan. Think of me.”

He felt a damp breeze over his lips, then somersaulted over and over—to land
hard enough on solid earth to knock the wind from his lungs. Krek loomed over him
as he gasped, trying to regain his breath.

“We seem to have arrived safely, friend Lan Martak,” observed the spider.
“Wherever this is.”

Lan struggled to sit upright. The terrain stretched out green and inviting with
more than spring, but less than summer, in the air. No hint of the white fog remained.
They truly found another world along the Cenotaph Road, a substantial world, not
one of indeterminate dimension.

“Inyx!” he cried. “Where’s Inyx?”

“Nowhere I see. You feel we should seek her out?”

“Krek, of course I do!” Lan had made many mistakes in his choice of women,
unwisely loving Zarella, being ensorcelled by another, but his feelings for Inyx were
true. He hadn’t sorted them out to his own satisfaction. Perhaps it was love, perhaps
only duty. But above all, he was responsible for their walking the Cenotaph Road
using Claybore’s Kinetic Sphere. And, in a lesser way, he had caused Inyx to become
lost when he batted the Sphere from the sorcerer’s hand within the misty limbo he
and Krek had just left.

“Hmmm,” said the spider, rubbing two front legs together in thought, “your
choice in females is improving. I am rather taken with Inyx also.” The spider turned
around and around, then performed a curious hopping motion. “I ‘see’ only one
cenotaph on this world. It must be high atop a mountain.”

“But Inyx!” protested Lan.

“Since we do not know this world, where else are we most likely to find her?”

“You’re right. It’s the only logical place, if she’s on this world. But what if she
dropped into some other world?”

“Possible, but not likely. We went into the mist together. It is highly likely we
left it together. There are bonds between us not easily broken, even by such an
interworld journey. I have the feeling Claybore is also on this world.”

“Claybore,” said Lan, his voice hardening. “With the Kinetic Sphere, he’ll rule
the entire Cenotaph Road.”

“Perhaps he does not have the Sphere. Perhaps the potent cenotaph I ‘see’ is the
Sphere. 1 cannot tell. We must get closer. At least having mountains around me will
be a pleasant change. I find this flat country so tedious.”



“This appears to be a kindly world for one as old and infirm as myself,” said
Krek.

The trilling words came with a modicum of animation now. The spider rejoiced
in his own way of being free of his home world and his overamorous bride, Klawn-
rik’wiktorn-kyt. Lan had helped the lovelorn spider return to his web for mating, not
discovering until later that Krek’s bride was obligated to devour her mate afterward.
Krek had betrayed almost human traits in not liking this outcome and had rejoined
Lan Martak to walk the Cenotaph Road. But genetic imprinting was strong; Krek’s
“lovely Klawn” had followed, might still follow, to fulfill her and her mate’s duty.

“I’ll explore ahead. Any direction please you more than that one?” asked Lan,
pointing into the setting sun.

“I feared you would say that because of the stream of running water being so
close.” The spider shivered and moved from Lan’s side. “I even prefer the company
of those in yon noisy caravan to the stream you are so desirous of crossing. The
thought of water makes my legs tremble. The feeling of liquid running on them is
indescribably horrid. It drips and mats the fur and—"

“A caravan?” Lan shinnied up a tree to peer down into the valley at the sight
Krek had seen long before him. A long trail of wagons curled like a brown
segmented worm across the verdant green. Some were pulled by draft animals, while
others puffed and chugged along, smokestacks pouring out clouds of steam from
magically inspired engines. “People, Krek, people! And from the richness of their
dress, this is a most prosperous world.”

“Rich, perhaps, but soon to be deceased if aid is not immediately rendered
them.”

“What? I don’t see anything.”

“They are under attack,” clacked Krek, his mandibles snapping together. “I see
my first good meal in more weeks than I can remember.” The bulky spider lumbered
down the hill in full charge. Lan hesitated only a second before descending from the
tree and following.

By the time they reached the bottom of the hill, Lan saw the caravan guards
battling valiantly against dog-sized grasshopper creatures. But the droves of insects
washed over them like an ocean’s tide covering a beach. The bugs peered forth at
their prey through compound eyes the size of Lan’s fist. He knew the size exactly
when he punched out to blind one intent on slashing off the arm of a woman in the
nearest wagon.

“Are you all right?” he called to the woman. She turned a blanched face to him
and silently nodded. Then he had no further time to worry about her safety. His own
life hung in the balance.

Lan swung his sword and killed several of the grasshopper-things with each
stroke, but sheer numbers soon tired him out. They swarmed, using their mandibles
to nip tiny pieces from his sword blade, and he had to stay light on his feet to avoid
their serrated legs. Every time he planted his feet to get a good swing with his sword,
one buzzed past his guard and lashed out leg against leg.

Lan’s boot tops soon flapped like so much ribbon about his ankles. The boots
filled with blood oozing down his legs from half a hundred cuts. But he fought on,



harder than ever before. The tide turned against the humans. Lan Martak saw the
penalty for slacking his effort.

Judging by the partially devoured corpses on the ground, the insects had a taste
for human flesh.

Lan was thrown to the ground by a tremendous explosion as one of the engine-
powered wagons blew apart. One of the grasshoppers had crawled down the stack,
causing pressure to mount. The Maxwell’s demon inside had not ceased his selection
of hot molecules; the steam continued to generate inside until the metal boiler walls
suddenly gave way. Hot gas blasted across Lan’s back, boiling hundreds of the
insects.

It hardly made a dent in the voracious tide.

Krek proved the most effective fighter. He gobbled and gorged and fought with
the ferocity of a hundred men. Somehow, this communicated to the grasshopper-
things. Perhaps the spider was a potent natural enemy on this world, or they might
have been intelligent enough to realize their potential meal dined off them. However
it was, the grasshoppers began retreating with oversized froglike hind legs propelling
them in immense ten-foot jumps.

“Come back, you dastards!”
have not finished dining on you!”

Lan panted harshly as he leaned on his gore-encrusted sword. His legs wobbled
under him, and his shoulders felt as if millions of heated needles were being thrust
into his flesh. If the battle had continued another minute, he might have succumbed.

“Good fight, Krek. Looks like we turned the tide.”

He saw the caravan master coming toward them. “We might be able to hire on
as extra protection. At the very least, we can get a ride into the nearest town.”

“Then we go to the cenotaph on the mountain?” asked the spider, finishing off
the last tidbit of grasshopper.

“That, yes,” said Lan. “We’ve got Inyx to find.” Lan quietly added, “And
Claybore to stop.” They couldn’t allow the sorcerer to conquer a world as lovely as
this one. Together, they’d triumph against the mage.

Together, the three of them: Lan, Krek, and Inyx.

He turned to greet the wagon master.

cried Krek around a mouthful of grasshopper. “I

“Are you certain your bandages aren’t too tight?” asked Oliana n’Hes. She bent
over in the creaking, rolling wagon to check Lan’s fresh bindings.

“I'm fine, thanks,” he protested, but the caravan master’s wife’s attentions
weren’t totally unwanted. Since he had saved her during the battle against the locusts,
both she and her husband Huw had been solicitous of his health. Overly solicitous,
Inyx might say.

Inyx.

The name burned bright in Lan’s mind. Mentally he pictured the woman. Dark-
haired, not beautiful but far from plain, she possessed a mental quickness and a
physical prowess that were rare. She’d lost a husband and taken to walking the
Cenotaph Road long before Lan Martak had discovered that route. Inyx battled and
won, never compromising. She was her own woman, outspoken and direct.



Love? Lan didn’t know if he loved her or not, but he felt more for her than
simple comradeship.

Inyx would scoff at Oliana’s attentions. If she’d been here.

“It’s been almost a week. I’ve healed enough to be able to walk.” Lan glanced
outside the wagon bed and saw Krek lumbering along at an easy gait. The horses that
hadn’t been killed by the grasshoppers had been injured; they couldn’t pull the
wagons fast enough to make Krek do more than amble along. And the Maxwell’s
demon-powered wagons had fared even worse. Not a one of the mechanicals
survived. Lan remembered the shrieks of joy as Huw had released the magically
trapped demons into the world. They rocketed upward until vanishing in a low-
hanging cloud layer.

It had rained continuously for the next three days.

“Without medicines or the proper spells, infection might set in.”

“It hasn’t yet,” Lan gently pointed out.

“Don’t go bothering the lad, Oliana,” came Huw n’Hes’s voice from the front of
the wagon. “He needs sleep as much as anything else.”

“I've gotten enough sleep this past week, thank you,” replied Lan in
exasperation. Being the conquering hero and the saviour of the wagon caravan had its
drawbacks. “Do you mind if I join you, Huw?”

“Come ahead, lad.”

Lan moved forward, acutely aware of Oliana’s hot hand on his arm and hotter
eyes, and sat beside Huw. The caravan master drove a rig now rather than riding
ahead, because of the heavy toll taken by the insects. Not many humans had
survived.

“Beautiful country,” said Lan, his eyes drinking in the fresh green glory of the
wooded landscape. “Reminds me of home.”

“You walk the Cenotaph Road?” It came as a question, but Lan sensed more of
a statement in it.

“I do. My friend Krek and I became separated from a companion. We’re
looking for her. Is there any chance she might be in the city ahead, Melitarsus, I think
you called it?” The name rolled off his tongue like a honey lozenge, rich and exotic.
He felt his heart beat faster. Lan had wanted excitement, new worlds, and he now got
1t.

“Possible. It’s the center for trade in this part of the continent. Oliana and I, we
bring up barley and oats and gurna corn from the southlands. Melitarsus is a
governmental seat, and its people can’t be bothered with doing useful chores like
growing food.”

“You sound bitter about that.”

“I make a good living out of supplying them what they don’t have, but the
taxes! A tax to get in, a tax to sell, a tax to leave. They’ve taxed everything but the
taxes themselves.”

“That’s the function of any government. That’s how they provide services, like
these roads.”

“These are toll roads. Privately owned. The Suzerain of Melitarsus uses the
taxes for—”



“Now, Huw,” came Oliana’s sharp voice. “You mustn’t discuss politics like
that. Lan doesn’t want to hear your opinions.”

Lan did, but saw that nothing more was to be gained from pursuing the issue.
Huw’s conversation turned to his home in Lummin, overlooking Strange Point and
the easternmost jut of the Sea of Wistry. The tone the man used told Lan that he
preferred that part of the world to overcrowded, metropolitan Melitarsus.

Lan Martak’s excitement mounted even more when he first sighted the gold-
tipped spires rising at the corners of the walled city-state. Reflections from silver-
capped sentries on the walls and the dark stream of wagons, both horse-drawn and
magical, entering the gate opening at one side thrilled him. Above the ramparts
circled long-winged aircraft, gliding on thermals, soaring, cruising, dipping
downward to the earth. One of the flyers came so close to them that Lan caught a
good look of his youthful face. The wind whipped sandy hair back from a wind-
reddened face and tugged at a long white scarf around his neck. Then the flyer
swooped, caught an updraft, and returned to his vigil above the city’s walls.

Civilization again.

He’d been out on the road eating dust and drinking the odors of the animals too
long. After all he’d been through, he longed for nothing less than a long, hot soak in a
tub of scented water.

“Friend Lan Martak,” came Krek’s querulous voice. “Is this the place you want
to be? Surely, you can choose better.”

“Quiet, Krek. Melitarsus looks like my kind of place.”

The spider only clacked his mandibles together in a deprecating fashion that
Lan had learned to ignore. He was too happy at returning to civilization.



CHAPTER TWO

“I’ll pay the entry fees for you and your friend,” offered Huw. “And if you want
to journey back to Lummin with Oliana and me, we’d consider it a rare privilege.”

Lan heard the sincerity in the man’s voice, but he saw more than friendship in
Oliana’s eyes. Such an arrangement could mean only trouble to him. The feeling of
obligation wore off quickly, especially if Huw caught sight of Oliana’s real interest in
Lan.

“You’re too kind to a stranger, Huw, but we must press on. We’ve got to find
our companion.”

“She must be very... special,” said Oliana. She blinked slowly, her long dark
lashes hiding her eyes in a sleepy-sexy manner. The careful circuit her tongue made
around her ruby lips convinced Lan that he and Krek must be on their way soon—
Very soon.

“She is. I owe her much.”

“Friend Lan Martak,” called Krek. “Come look. They sell the bugs openly. Oh,
this is such a fine place. I am glad I insisted we come.” The giant spider had
discovered a booth near the gateway leading into Melitarsus selling roasted insects.
None was smaller than Lan’s forearm, and many dwarfed even the giant grasshopper
creatures they’d fought on the road. The spider bounced from one side to the other
and, had he the capacity, would have drooled over the selection.

“I’d best take care of Krek,” said Lan hurriedly. He shook Huw’s hand and
nodded to Oliana, not trusting the woman to any other platonic gesture.

“That you’d better. He’s gathering quite a crowd.”

Lan saw the caravan master spoke the truth. The owner of the concession stand
cowered back against the stone wall of the city, his tiny charcoal burner untended. A
large worm roasting over the coals no longer turned and began to burn.

“Here, allow me,” said Lan, elbowing his way through the noisy crowd to aid
the concessionaire. He began turning the worm to ensure an even cooking.

“He... he’s with you?” asked the man, not taking his eyes off Krek.

“Yes. How much for the worm turning?” Lan indicated the one already spitted.

“Take it. Free. Just... move along. Please!”

“Free?” piped up Krek in a childlike voice. “My, my, this is a hospitable place.
Thank you, friend.” A dual clicking of his mandibles caused the worm to vanish. Lan
replaced the skewer and slipped the booth owner a small gold piece. The
denomination and mintage were of another world, but the metal retained its value
across worlds.

As Lan and Krek worked their way from the booth, the spider commented, “I
should have charged him for my services. His business has trebled since all saw the
high quality of his new patron.”
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Lan Martak glanced over his shoulder and saw it was true. People thronged to
the vendor begging for his wares. Lan shuddered at the thought of all the grubs being
toasted and sold. He preferred his food less crunchy.

“Let’s find a stable and arrange for a horse. That mountain is far enough away
so that I don’t want to walk to it.”

“You need new boots, too, friend Lan Martak,” observed the spider. “Those are
doomed to an early demise.”

The tattered fragments of leather remaining in Lan’s boots convinced him that,
while haste was necessary to find Inyx, he had to refit himself before any serious
travelling. A horse, food, new clothes—boots!—and a sharpening of his sword and
knife headed the list of items required. And he hadn’t forgotten his vow to take a
long, hot soak to ease the muscle strain he still suffered. In the past few weeks he had
been through a lifetime of danger. His body required some attention now or it would
fail him at a critical time in the future. Lan knew with innate certainty that finding
Inyx would be a difficult task.

And combatting Claybore presented an even more difficult duty.

He tensed as he thought of the sorcerer, that eyeless skull, and even felt the tides
of magic rippling around him in the city. Lan shook off the feeling of... compulsion.
Few knew he had entered Melitarsus, and even fewer cared who he was. What
magics he sensed were those already existing and weren’t directed against him
personally.

“This is a nice place. Streets swept, sanitation advanced, even a few of those
things. I suspect Huw will purchase several to replace those he lost.” Lan pointed to a
chuffing, clanking, smoking wagon powered by steam. A Maxwell’s demon sat
trapped in the boiler, selecting hot molecules and keeping them while discarding the
colder ones. “Those were becoming common on my world before I walked the Road.
At least a dozen of them around town.” When Krek only sniffed in disdain, he
dropped the subject. He didn’t bother telling the spider how he’d stolen one of the
vehicles, promising the demon its freedom in exchange for a little distance between
him and the law.

“I see fewer of the vendors selling succulent morsels,” complained Krek. “I fear
I might vanish unless I dine more frequently.” Since he’d met the spider, Lan had
noted a fullness developing around Krek’s middle. He believed it came from
overeating, but he said nothing. What thoughts went on inside that alien brain he had
never figured out. Krek was a friend; Lan left it at that.

“There’s a modest enough caravansary that will be adequate for my needs. I'm
sure they can cater some bugs for you.” Lan went into the inn, fascinated by the size
of the place. While it didn’t expand much on the ground, it rose to a dizzying height
of four stories. Ordinary buildings weren’t constructed like that on his home world.
Only important edifices, like government buildings, or emperors’ palaces, rose above
the second story.

“Good day, gentle one,” greeted the man behind a highly polished wooden bar.
He leaned forward slightly, putting his weight on the bar. “Travelling from a
distance?”

“Quite a distance.”

“To?”
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“I beg your pardon?” Lan’s suspicions flared. What did it matter to this oily
clerk where he travelled?

“I require it for the register.” He pointed to a small book open in front of him.
“The Suzerain requires it.” He gave an eloquent shrug that indicated he was but a
poor simple servant obeying the capricious whims of a bureaucrat. Lan made him out
to be another bureaucrat revelling in paperwork.

“I don’t know the name of the place.”

“But you do know which direction you’re travelling?”

“Toward the mountain,” cut in Krek. “The big one. The one that is of a decent
size on this otherwise flat world.”

“The big one?” the clerk asked, puzzled. Then he brightened. “Mount
Tartanius? You are pilgrims making the journey, then!”

“Yes,” said Lan, not caring what journey the man referred to. All he wanted was
a hot tub and time to rest in a soft bed.

“Affix your chop here,” the clerk said, indicating a small portion of the page yet
unfilled with his fussy writing. Lan obeyed, then hesitated. The clerk smiled and said,
“That’s all right. I’ll enter the notation for your friend.”

“He, uh, doesn’t need a room,” said Lan. “In the stables will be fine.”

“A room,” said the clerk firmly. “We wouldn’t want to disturb the horses,
would we?”

“No, we would not,” agreed Krek.

The clerk beamed. Lan sighed. Being back in civilization had some
compensations, but it also had drawbacks. He’d have to pay for two rooms to keep
the spider from frightening the animals.

Lan Martak had just finished his second long bath of the day and felt almost
human again when a hard knock came at his door.

“Who is it?” he called.

“Envoy from the Suzerain of Melitarsus,” came the surprising answer.

“One minute,” he said, getting into his trousers. He didn’t bother with the
ragged tunic or his ripped boots. If the envoy from the Suzerain of Melitarsus didn’t
like the way he dressed, that was just too bad. He had no reason to be rousted out like
this. He hadn’t even been in town long enough to violate any laws.

“Good day, gentle one,” said the envoy, bowing in a courtly fashion.

“What do you want?”

“The Suzerain herself desires an audience with you.”

“You mean she wants me to show up for an audience.” The difference wasn’t
subtle. The envoy ordered him to the palace, or wherever the Suzerain kept her court.

“Not at all. Suzerain Nashira wishes to speak with you and your companion. At
your convenience.”

“You mean if I don’t accompany you, I won’t be forced along?” The shocked
expression on the man’s face told Lan much. This was a request, not an order. “Why
does the ruler of Melitarsus want to see me?”

The envoy cleared his throat and nervously averted his eyes. Lan knew then
what the answer would be.
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“The, uh, spider. It... he... his like has never before been seen in Melitarsus.
Smaller varieties, of course, abound, but none so large. The Suzerain wishes to
observe him more closely.”

“He’s not a zoo beast,” snapped Lan. Then, softening his tone, he said, “Krek’s
an intelligent being.”

“Such is the appeal for Her Highness. She has heard reports of the encounter
with the grub merchant.”

“Any time I want, we can see the Suzerain Nashira?” asked Lan suspiciously.

“Not just any time, but certainly at your convenience, and if Her Highness is not
caught by the press of official duties. She is a very busy woman.”

“When would she like us to be there?”

“This evening?” the man suggested. “For a semi-formal dinner?”

“It’d have to be less formal than that. My clothes are a bit the worse for wear
and tear.”

“The Suzerain understands. Clothing suitable for the occasion will be sent. The
third hour after sunset?”

“Fine,” said Lan, puzzled. As he shut the door, he said to himself, “This is a
more civilized city than I thought. Not only do I get a free meal, I get some clothes—
and all for parading Krek around. Not bad, not bad at all!”

The tunic fit perfectly, but the gold threads cut into his flesh and the diamond
bits woven into the fabric sent cold shivers throughout his body. Still and all, Lan
Martak felt well taken care of. The envoy had chosen the clothing for him, and, while
it didn’t suit him as to taste, Lan had allowed the man to foist it off on him. This was
the Suzerain’s party.

Krek bounced from one side to the other in a nervous motion that soon got on
Lan’s nerves.

“Calm down, will you? They’re not going to eat us for supper. The Suzerain
herself invited us. She wants to meet you.”

“Meet me? Me, a poor spider from the depths of the Egrii Mountains? On this
world, there are not even any Egrii Mountains.”

“You said you were a Webmaster. Doesn’t that make you some sort of
nobility?”

“Nobility?” shrilled the spider. “Far from it. I ran from my lovely Klawn after
our mating. I forfeited my claim to any nobility with that cowardly act. I should have
allowed her to devour me, to cocoon me for our hatchlings’ first meal. What right
have I to meet with nobility? My offspring may starve because of my failings.”

Lan sighed and ignored the piteous whinings. He stared in frank admiration at
the room in which they waited. The walls were frescoed by an artist of great talent.
Every character seemed alive, eyes burning with emotion, their motion merely
checked, the scenes intellectually involving and thrilling to study. On the floor lay a
rug of a strong, fine weave that crushed delicately as Lan paced over it. As he
walked, a tiny fragrance of pines rose to tease his nostrils. Gentle music reached his
ears, music caused by his light steps on the rug; the combinations of feel, scent, and
hearing beguiled him with the ingenuity. The furniture was on the sparse side and
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appeared too fragile for any significant weight; Lan decided against sitting in the
antiques. The carved wood door had been polished to a luster approaching a mirror’s,
and the door lever might have been wrought from the finest of gold leaf. Lan couldn’t
wait to see the rest of the Suzerain’s palace.

“This way, gentle ones,” came the almost-whispered words of the chamberlain.
He bowed as Lan and Krek passed him.

Lan hesitated as he passed. His arm had bumped into the chamberlain’s. Cold
metal instead of flesh ran under the lush velvet tunic. Seeing his reaction, the
chamberlain smiled and said, “I am a mechanical. The human servants are reserved
for more... personal duties.”

“Totally mechanical?” asked Lan, frowning. The man—the mechanical—
reached up and caught a corner of his face. He stripped back enough of the false flesh
to reveal metallic bone.

“Totally mechanical,” confirmed the chamberlain. “While it limits many things,
it does relieve humans of tedious duties.”

“I can imagine,” said Lan, glancing back at the chamberlain. A slight clanking
sound was the only indication that the servant wasn’t completely human.

“By the Great Web,” muttered Krek. “To spin a web here! It would be an act of
daring and skill second to none.”

The hall’s vastness awed Lan. A four-story hotel had seemed extravagant use of
time and material; it would fit into the chamber with space to spare on all sides. The
vaulted ceiling of the hall vanished into the distance. He fancied tiny clouds formed
their own weather patterns in the immense distance where the groined arch met.
Pillars of alabaster supported the roof, and an opalescent material formed the floor.
The entire audience chamber told of immense power and wealth—and, thought Lan,
a rare quantity among rulers, great taste.

The pair clicked and walked along the floor to the far end of the chamber. At
the raised throne sat a small child of indeterminate sex, hardly more than six or seven
years of age. Lan’s eyebrows rose at the idea of so young an urchin ruling Melitarsus.

“He’s my son, gentle one,” came a lilting voice from Lan’s right. He turned and
again felt awe rising. The woman swirled past in a diaphanous gown