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For everyone who gets a cup instead of squishing. 
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Metamorphosis
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Saku slept beneath the mud for three days. His body rested, encased inside the Wisp city, and his mind wandered between dreams of the Truth and the memory of his failure. He slept, haunted by flashes of a battle they hadn’t won, of a girl Saku himself had lost. 

Milyi. 

For seventy-two hours, Saku heard the girl scream his name. He saw the anguish in her brown face, the twisting of gentle features when she looked at him, and he saw the hairy monster on her shoulder. He saw the spiders who’d stolen her, and Angel’s voice hissed inside the walls of his brain. 

Enemy. 

The spiders had lured Milyi across the chasm, into their world. Angel’s voice crooned inside his skull. 

The devils have her. They stole her from you, my Saku. From us.

Beneath the clay, Saku hardened to match his prison. He set his mind to vengeance, listening to his guardian Wisp’s lullaby as he dreamed. Milyi. The dancing girl with soft eyes and a stick to beat away the demons. She’d rescued him when Angel set him free. She’d caught him when the Wisp had let him fall and fall.

Now Saku would rescue her. 

In time, Saku. 

But Milyi needed him. The spiders had her, and the longer she stayed in those pyramids across the rift, the harder it would be to free her. 

Be still. 

A stab of pain drove his thoughts back toward the Truth. The Wisps needed him. The T’rants and their wretched Great Ones meant to take the world for their own. They meant to undo the past, to erase all the good work the Wisps had done in the last war. 

They meant to reclaim the human world.

The giant spiders wanted their people back, and the Truth could not allow that to happen ever again. 

Good, Saku. Hear me. 

His blood boiled, filled with Angel’s poison and her hatred. The spiders must be stopped. The people of the world must not fall into that trap again. They must be warned. Someone. Someone should warn them.

Yes. Saku. Very good. 

Her voice droned away, trailing into the steady buzz that coursed through his veins whenever he let his body rest. His skin vibrated with it, tingled, and itched until he had to flex his toes to ease away the building tension. The hard shell cracked around his feet. A chill crept inside his chrysalis. 

Saku shifted and twisted. The dry clay shattered, raining dust around his body. The small measure of freedom his toes seized only ignited a larger need to wiggle. He bent one knee, shattered the casing around his torso, and when the voice in his head made no protest, pried his arms free as well. 

His fingers brushed against the shell around his head. The solid surface, so smooth and foreign to his touch, sent a shock of panic through him. He fought in earnest, free enough to feel the prison for what it was. Saku clawed the last of the filth from his face, sucking in a deep lungful of air and enough dust to set him coughing. 

Slowly, my Saku. 

He sat and shook his head, casting more debris and dust into motion. His muscles ached, but the pain was deep, far from the surface. His skin tingled. He clenched and unclenched his fingers. All his thoughts crystallized and focused, sharpening to a fine point. 

His mission. The weight of it pressed at his back, moved him to stand and shake again. He had a job to do. A most important job to do. 

Very good. 

The wind descended first, stirring his cast-off dust outward toward the hexagonal walls. Saku closed his eyes while Angel landed. His blood swam with her Truth, and his mind envisioned her lowering into the cell. Only when the currents of air slowed, when the droning softened, did he pry his lids apart and stare into her oil black eyes. 

Saku. 

The Wisp’s head tilted. Red membrane wings buzzed above her exoskeleton. Her voice pitched lower, rode the droning of her wings, and washed over Saku in a wave of sound and direct thought. 

How is your waking?

He flinched. His mind flashed a vague memory of previous awakenings, of answers that sprouted doubts, that earned him another sleep beneath the mud, more Truth, more stinging. 

“I am at your service.” His voice warbled, but his spine went rigid. Saku backed his words with an iron resolution. “I am yours.”

You will obey.

“Yes.”

Any order?

“Yes.”

And if I ordered you to die?

Saku dropped to his knees. His angel reared back, bent her slender body in half, and pressed the red abdomen forward. The dagger sting glinted before his eyes. Six black legs flexed, bringing the Wisp’s weapon inches from Sauku’s face. 

If the Truth required a sacrifice?

The stinger danced left and right. Saku heard the Truth rushing in his ears. He felt its burn in his blood, and he saw it reflecting back at him. His face in the sheen of Angel’s hard shell. His arms stretched wide. He lay his head back, exposing his throat and chest to the Wisp’s judgment. 

Dimly, Saku wished that dagger would strike. His heart raced, but his body held as still as a stone, waiting for death or delivery. Waiting for Angel to approve of either. 

You are truly mine, Saku. 

“I am.” What else could he be? His veins pumped her Truth as much as blood. His thoughts were less than half his own. “I am.”

Then we have work to do. 

She lifted again, hovering above the debris left by his transformation. Her body nearly filled the cell, but Saku kept close to the walls and eased around the hexagon until he found the garments he needed. He donned the black tunic, pulled on the outer robes, and belted the red with a slash of black fabric that flowed like water. 

Silk. 

The word meant nothing to him, and if once he might have asked where such clothing came from, today he swallowed that curiosity as unimportant. It only mattered that he wore the uniform of Angel’s people, the colors that marked him as both servant and disciple. 

The enemy across the rift must be stopped. Only the Wisps could protect his world from the demon spiders, and Saku would carry their message out of the city. He would show the world the Truth, and if it didn’t listen, Angel would descend upon them. Then the Wisps would sting and sting until the whole of his people could be harvested, transformed, and made to hear. 
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“What? Milyi put one hand to her ear, pretending she couldn’t hear him. 

Horatch rubbed his chelicera together, made a low hiss of irritation, and leapt to a higher step on the pyramid. The girl stood at the apex, staring as usual into the western jungle. 

“The first of Hands wishes to speak with us,” he repeated unnecessarily. She’d heard him just fine, only didn’t care to respond to Janta’s authority. Horatch settled himself against the warm stone, stretching all eight of his legs as wide as they would go, and waited for his girl to come to her senses. 

Already she’d proved herself the most capable of warriors, deadly with her sling and her fury. But despite the First of Hands’ obvious interest, Milyi continued to snarl and push at the boy. Their battles had become as fierce as the stones which flew from Milyi’s sling with deadly accuracy.

It was the other boy, Horatch believed. The lost one still haunted her. 

“What does he want?” She turned at last, sticking one arm out and crouching low enough for him to spring aboard her sleeve. 

Once he’d settled safely near her shoulder, Horatch hissed again and snapped, “How should I know? He calls us, and we are bound to answer. It’s not my position to question when we are summoned. Nor is it yours.”

Milyi snorted and stamped one foot against the steps. Staring into the jungle always put her on the foul side of a good mood. Horatch softened his words, made them a soothing purr. 

“We can only go and find out, Milyi.”

“I know that.” There was less snarl now, and when she shrugged, it only rocked him slightly. “I just wish he’d leave us alone.”

Horatch might have said a good many things in answer to that. He might have given voice to his theory that the First of Hands sought Milyi out for the same reason he often lingered beneath the High One’s burrow, hoping to catch even a glimpse of her velvety, lightning shot toes. He might have pointed out that it was the First’s duty to keep the Hands trained and busy about their tasks as well, but her feet already skipped down the pyramid’s steps.

He had no wish to argue further. 

The sun baked the stones through the long day. Waves of heat rippled from the buildings, turning the T’rant city into a dancing blur in his many eyes. Horatch clung to the fabric of Milyi’s shirt, trusting her sure feet to carry them down the incline to safety much faster than he could scurry. 

At the bottom, Horatch loosened his grip so as not to scratch the soft skin beneath the fabric. He lifted his abdomen high, flexed, and prepared to jump free before they reached the training grounds. There, where the Hands’ big feet danced back and forth across the courtyard, a T’rant was much safer keeping to the upper terraces.  

From the row of niches set above the action, the spiders could observe their partners, offer encouragement, and avoid being trod upon.  Horatch felt the stamping of Milyi’s steps, each a little jar against his body. He heard the voices ahead, the hands at their practice, like a wind through his setae.  But long before they reached the training square, he heard a far less desirable sound. 

The voice of Metacha shouted his name to the wind, “Horatch.” 

“Stop, Milyi.” He flexed and readied to spring free if the girl continued, but her pace stuttered, and they heaved to a sudden halt. Whispering so that only Milyi’s ears might hear, he announced, “It’s the great buffoon.” 

His girl groaned in a way that made affection swirl through his body. Metacha, neither one of them wished to answer. 

“Horatch.” Metacha’s fat orange body appeared on the ground beside Milyi. He’d leapt from a nearby pyramid step, no doubt, but Horatch couldn’t help imagining the girl’s foot lashing out, squishing all his troubles with one quick downward jerk. 

“What is it?” 

“Your tone is offensive,” Metacha hissed. The huge abdomen lowered, and Metacha’s front half raised into the air, exposing stumpy chelicera above a pair of gleaming black fangs. 

Milyi shifted her weight from one foot to the other. It was a casual gesture, one that could be written off to the Hands’ natural restlessness, but it lowered Metacha quickly enough that Horatch knew she’d done it on purpose. At this rate, they’d both be expelled from the city for insubordination. 

Horatch released her shirt and sprang to the ground, facing his rival at a distance that would keep him clear of the fangs should the giant idiot decide to strike. “Go ahead, Milyi,” he said. “See what Janta wants. I’ll be along shortly.”

She hesitated only for a breath, either reluctant to leave him alone with the High One’s new mate, or in order to delay her own meeting. Either way, she stamped off through the dust, and he was left to face the beast who’d taken his place in Niatha’s burrow. 

“You needed something?” This time he kept his tone appropriate, lowering his chelicera and tasting nothing but regret and jealousy. 

“There’s been a Wisp sighting in the south,” Metacha said. “Closer than the last.”

“They’re plotting.” The topic of their enemy distracted him from his own issues with the other T’rant. He bobbed his abdomen thoughtfully and tried to imagine what the Wisps were up to in the southern jungles. Certainly, nothing good. 

“The High One has agreed to let me send scouts across the chasm,” Metacha said. “The spies will get as close as possible to the Wisps and, should they survive, report back to me on their findings.”

Dread coiled in Horatch’s thorax. Before Metacha spoke again, Horatch guessed what the bastard would say. There was too much glee in his proclamation. Far too much satisfaction. 

“I can spare no more than one team,” Metacha’s chelicera chewed the words as if they were a juicy meal. “So you and Milyi will go.”

Horatch tightened his grip upon the earth. He pressed his fangs together while Metacha lifted higher, waving from one side to the other. Gloating. He would send them into a den of Wisps, send them alone. Of course he would. 

Metacha meant to kill them. 

The High One’s new mate wanted her setalia out of the way. He wanted Horatch dead, and he would sacrifice a Hand candidate to do it. 

White fury boiled in his thorax. He longed to lift and spread, to match the great orange monster with an attack pose of his own. Horatch wanted to see the massive hairy body of his rival torn into small pieces, but his duty lay as always with the good of his people. 

He lowered further, lowered and ground his fangs against the grit. “Yes, Metacha.” 

They would go. They would go, and they would triumph, and when they returned Metacha would know only shame and defeat. His Milyi was more than any other Hand, and this would not be their first encounter with the red death from the sky. 

“Yes.” He hissed and groveled all at once. “We will go.” 
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Pyramid of Hands
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Milyi raced into the training grounds barefoot and with her hair free from the braid all trainees wore. The courtyard where they practiced for battle had been packed flat and hard as stone. Stepped walls surrounded it, set at eye level with a ring of niches for the T’rants that watched them train. 

A row of clay dummies hung from poles at the far end, mostly chipped and many smashed by Milyi’s own sling stones. The stores inside the Hands’ pyramid were dwindling, and they’d all need to learn to make more soon. In particular if she kept practicing here. 

She tossed her head and skidded to a stop, raking a cloud of dust into the air and leaving a thin trench behind her. Then, hands on hips, she looked around for the First of Hands. 

He appeared in front of her, stepping from the dust cloud and wiping the back of one palm across his face. Milyi’s chin lifted. Her eyes spat fire. Janta was tall, broad, and beautiful. He was strong, brave, and the very thought of him infuriated her. 

She crossed her arms over her chest and glared up at him. 

“Where is Horatch?”

“Metacha,” Milyi groused. “The fat—”

“High One’s mate,” Janta corrected, using a tone that made her bristle. “If he summoned your T’rant then his absence is of no concern.”

Milyi growled. As usual, Janta only raised one eyebrow and frowned at her. His own T’rant rode near the back of his neck, but the fuzzy body remained still and silent. 

“We need to talk,” Janta said. 

Milyi snorted. 

The boy ignored her, sparking an ember of rage in her belly. He waved one big hand through the dust and turned toward the pyramid that had been designated as their own by the High One’s predecessors. “Come with me.”

Milyi stomped after him. They crossed to the pyramid opening, and Janta ducked beneath the lintel even though he cleared the space by at least three fingers’ span. Showing off and making Milyi want to spit. When he vanished into the dark doorway, she stuck out her tongue in a child’s gesture that made her immediately think of little Rani. 

So far behind her. 

Shaking off the memory, Milyi followed the First of Hands into the pyramid. It had become more of a home than that village in her past, the village that had meant to kill her. There, her grandmother likely still wept for the child she’d meant to wed off to a stranger. A child the spiders had stolen away. 

“We’ve had another calling,” Janta began immediately. 

Milyi’s irritation vanished. Her heart raced to attention, and her hands made tense fists. 

“Who?” She hadn’t meant to whisper it. 

“Naori,” Janta said. His lips set into a grim line. “That makes three so far.” 

Milyi knew he worried for their lost trainees, for the Hands that had left the safety of the village to seek their Great Ones. None had returned, yet she also knew Janta longed to be next. He burned to be the first again, to come home triumphant atop his Great One. 

She knew this because she felt it, too. 

“How long,” she mumbled, “since the first left?”

“Too long.” Janta sniffed, stood taller. “I’m going soon, Milyi. I can feel it.”

“We can all feel it.” She wanted to snarl and stamp, but the pit of her stomach had turned to stone. An invisible wall rose around them, and inside it there could be nothing but whispers and shivering. 

“I’m going next.” Janta ignored her. “And when I leave, I want you to take over the training.”

“Me?” Milyi dared raise her voice. “Why me?”

“It’s no secret you’re the best of us,” he said. His eyes, usually squinted in a permanent frown, widened as if his own words surprised him. He cleared his throat, adding, “The best fighter.” 

That he admitted it took her argument away. Always, Janta scowled and corrected. She’d never have guessed he believed her capable. Now he wanted her to take over when he left, and Milyi could only think, suddenly, that he would likely not return. 

The jungle would have him. It would take Janta just as it had stolen Saku away. 

“No,” she said. 

“Do you have to be so stubborn?”

“Do you have to be so bossy?” 

They stared at one another. The inside of the pyramid seemed cool as a fresh stream compared to the courtyard. The long entry room lay in shadows. The table and chairs where the Hands shared their meals were stubby shapes in the darkness. Alcoves leading to their bunks and washrooms, became open maws waiting to swallow them up one by one. Fed to the Great Ones or the Wisps, what did it matter?

“I need you,” Janta said. “Please, Milyi.”

She took a step backwards. Never had the First of Hands spoken to her in such a weak manner. Never had Janta even hinted at friendship between them. To do so now, moments before one or both of them were called to their Great One’s burrow, was madness. 

She shook her head, couldn’t find a word to answer with. 

“Who else could do it then?” he growled, turning back into Janta, First of Hands, obnoxious, bossy, and overflowing with his own importance. 
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