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For all the eight-legged beauties, big and small. Without them, we'd live in a much less friendly environment.
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The Spider City
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FROM THE TIP OF THE highest pyramid, Horatch watched the world awaken. The jungle waved in the early sunlight. Movement that was ever-present in the upper canopy, the activities of myriad birds and beetles, rippled across emerald fronds and made a seascape of the treetops. The spider shifted his rearmost legs and spun in a tiny arc to allow the sun's warmth access to his carapace. He ran the tip of his foremost legs through his fangs until each bristle lay as flat and smooth as velvet. 

Horatch groomed each foot in turn, eight soft, snow white toes tipped with hooked claws that could spear the tightest of tree bark without slowing him down. When he'd finished with his tarsi, Horatch turned again, reached one rear leg up as high as it would go and scrubbed it slowly across his bulbous abdomen. Smoothing, always smoothing. The grooming effort would keep the T'rant flying along his way, would keep him fast and agile, unlike his stouter, fuzzier cousins. 

"I suspected I would locate you here." The words of his former mate vibrated through the pyramid stones. They reached him, tarsi first, and drove his long legs to a tenser, more upright posture. 

"Niatha." He tightened his chelicerae, pressing his fangs together, and swiveled to face her. His abdomen raised to the sun, and he lowered his body, dipped toward the pitted stone in a bow of respect. "I was unaware you looked for me."

"There is no one I would rather seek on a morning such as this." Niatha dipped in return, less deeply and with a lowered abdomen. The gesture still honored him. 

Once, he'd tapped at the mouth of her burrow and she had happily received him. However, the egg sac of their mating had not proven viable, and their pairing could not continue. That she acknowledged him at all now was testament to their lingering affection. One that her current mate would not find welcome.

"Has the council adjourned already?" 

"Only for a short recess." She tapped her fangs together to punctuate the statement. Her bristles carried an iridescent sheen in the early light, primarily olive, but with hints of fire at the right angle. Each of her velvet feet bore an electric orange bolt that, he knew, flashed even in the darkness of her burrow. "We will continue once the sun is fully up."

"And what will they decide, do you think?"

"They will decide what I tell them to, in the end." Niatha sagged, looking older than Horatch liked despite the fact that she would long outlive his own span. The weight of leadership wore on her. Her cluster eyes shone with less brightness these days, and her voice vibrated with little force.

"They cannot deny the future any longer. The burrows of the Great Ones are stirring. We have not watched as diligently as we should have, perhaps." 

"Our numbers are not what they were." He defended, but she raised her first and second left legs and waved away his protest. 

"It matters little. Even if we had kept watching, we would have no Hands. No candidates approach our outer walls, and none have even stumbled near to them in generations." 

"What will you tell them?" 

"That we must go forth, that if the Hands no longer seek our walls, then we must search for them in their lands. We must provide candidates before the first Great One sends forth the summons."

"A very wise decision, High One."

"Don't call me that, Horatch. Not today. I don't stand before you as your leader this morning, but as your...friend."

He shuffled his toes against the stones, lowered his abdomen a little. "My very dearest of friends, what might I do for you?"

"They will want names. Once we convene again, things will go swiftly. There's no more time for recesses and debates. They will ask me to choose scouts, to select the ones who might go forth."

"And you would send me?" His legs trembled, a mixture of fear and thrill. To leave the walls, to enter the jungles beyond the rift...no T'rant had dared as much since the Great Ones retired to their burrows.

"When I ask myself, Horatch, who is the best of us? Who is the one T'rant I would trust with this task? No other name could possibly come to my thoughts." 

Her compliment erased his trepidation. His insides warmed. "Then send me, Niatha. I am ready to serve you."

"To serve all our people, but I did not wish to volunteer you without asking."

"Again, you show me too much honor."

"Again, and again, and always, my setalia." She lifted her abdomen at the word, the thought that meant everything they couldn't be to one another and yet still were. Her tiger stripes, pale green against darker moss, wrapped that segment of her body in a soft embrace. Her spinnerets swayed far above. She was larger, faster, and far more of everything than he was. Also, she had no business calling him setalia out loud. 

"You must not speak this," he chided, but his insides burned with joy. "If Metacha heard you..."

"Metacha does not stir until the stones are fully warm." When she said her mate's name, Niatha's chelicerae snapped again. She showed the tips of her curled fangs and lowered her body. 

Still, the fat bronze T'rant who shared her burrow now dwarfed Horatch. He was slow, but not to be underestimated. Horatch had seen Metacha feed. Perhaps it was a very good thing that she sent him away to the jungles now. If Metacha knew she still considered him setalia... Horatch trembled again. 

"I will go, Niatha." He dipped low and covered his fear with the gesture. "Tell the council that I volunteer."
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MILYI DASHED THROUGH the village on swift brown feet. The tents blurred around her, a stream of soft colors against the green of the surrounding jungle. Her heart beat a furious rhythm, matching her quick steps. She raced through the dirt clearing in the center of the dwellings, passed the central cooking fire, and scattered the little groups of chickens that gathered for their morning feed. 

She was late again, despite her best efforts to avoid it. Her long hair, half braided and half loose, swung against her shoulders in a dark mass. Milyi imagined what her grandmother would say if she was reprimanded again, cringed, and increased her pace. Her lungs burned by the time she skittered to a stop in the next clearing. 

Teacher’s eyes fixed on her, eyebrows raised at her unfinished hair. The other students gathered in a small circle around the taller woman, and a chorus of giggles met Milyi's arrival. 

"Late again, Milyi?" Teacher’s voice held scorn. Her palms rested on her hips, and she added a disapproving tut.

Milyi cringed again and hung her head. Don’t make it worse, don’t say anything. 

"Well," Teacher motioned her forward, "move it." 

Milyi sighed and scuttled to join the others. She'd earned no reprimand today, would not have to face her grandmother with fresh gossip on the wind. 

The class had seven students, four girls and three boys. All of them wore the traditional short blouses and flowing skirts that marked them as dancers in training. Their feet remained bare and their hair had been carefully plaited. Milyi joined their circle, smoothing her rumpled skirt and flipping her unkempt tresses back over her shoulders.

Teacher turned to the pair of waiting drums and began to tap out the rhythm they had learned. In unison, the students moved their feet, turned, and mimed the steps to the newest dance. 

Milyi focused as hard as she could on the motions. It was a simple routine, and it bored her, but she loved the hollow sound of the drums. The beat pulled at her and called her to move. Her mind drifted and her feet continued automatically to answer the sounds bellowing from under Teacher’s swift palms. 

She hadn't begun as a dancer. Initially, Grandmother had insisted she study something practical. To both their dismay, Milyi’s practical skills were not something to be admired. She'd failed miserably at cooking anything edible, had become distracted and allowed several of the village chickens to wander so far into the forest that it took days to round them up again, and had been asked never to return to weaving class after only one session. Grandmother made her do double chores that night, informed her she was a disgrace through deliberate tears, and cried out to the gods for another child like Milyi's older sister, Maya, a wonderful cook, who had married a man from a neighboring tribe and now had three children of her own. 

The very next morning, Milyi had begun dancing classes.

She came back from her thoughts just in time to stop flawlessly with the rest of the class. She danced well. The movements came easily to her, and she was always the first to memorize a new routine, but lately she fought against constant distraction. The steps seemed too simple, and they quickly bored her.

She tried to focus when they began again. This routine had a basic rhythm, one that Milyi had already mastered. Now she moved through the motions automatically, felt the music before it was played, and found herself longing to make it more intricate. The beats pulled at her, suggesting something complex and exciting, and Milyi's body yearned to go deeper into the rhythm. 

"Milyi!" Teacher's shout came from way too close. She jumped awake and found her instructor standing over her. "What are you doing?" 

Milyi balked, unsure what she'd done wrong. Fear gripped her and she forced down tears. She'd tried almost every other suitable trade. What could she possibly do if she was thrown out of dancing class? What would Grandmother say? 

"I’m sorry." She choked out the words. "I didn’t mean to get distracted." 

Teacher leaned closer."We mustn’t improvise, Milyi." 

The word "improvise" came out with well-painted distaste. Milyi only nodded, her efforts centered around not crying. She had no idea what she'd been doing, but it was obviously wrong. 

To her surprise Teacher only nodded, rose up tall again and turned away. "Class dismissed!" 

When she picked up her drum, and stalked away, the rest of the class stood stunned. Milyi could feel their eyes on her, could hear them whispering. Her tears sank into a knot in her stomach. She turned on one heel and marched from the clearing. 

She walked home far more slowly than she'd left. What if Teacher had gone straight to Grandmother? Her steps dragged and her shoulders slumped as she approached their tent. Class had let out early. There would be questions to answer if she came home so soon. 

Women’s voices drifted through the walls of their tent, and she stopped without entering. If Teacher had come straight to Milyi's grandmother, the trouble would not be small. She slipped along the side of the dwelling and around the back corner and listened to the conversation through the canvas. 

To her relief, it was not Teacher her grandmother entertained but the old woman's friend, Kaiga. Milyi sat down on the cool, packed earth. She tilted her head to the side and focused on spying. Grandma would be peevish after one of Kaiga's visits, but at least the mood wouldn't be aimed at her. 

Milyi picked at a strand of grass. The brittle tufts scattered in clumps between the tents and the paths of bare dirt scrubbed clean by passing feet. They lived at the very edge of the village, where the hard pack met the soft wild of the jungle. Milyi stared into the fronds, the moist contrast that circled the village, that provided the abundance they enjoyed. She let the women’s conversation fade into the background. 

An afternoon breeze caused the branches to dance and slap against one another. The shadows made kaleidoscopic patterns on the ground. As she watched them shift, a distinct shape flashed between them—soft lines held together in an intricate, geometric design. Milyi twisted to see what cast the image and jumped to her feet with a pounding heart. 

The tiny strands glimmered directly behind her. She inched backwards, following their path with wide eyes. The base of their tent harbored a small web, its shadow made huge by the slanting sun. It hovered, taut and sparkling, a few inches above the ground, anchored by the canvas wall and a rigid strand of grass. 

Milyi held her breath. She searched the web for its maker, shuddering at the thought of how close she'd been. She'd nearly sat in the thing. If she'd leaned a little too far in that direction, if she'd let her hair swing out just enough... 

Before she could paw at her hair, however, the spider appeared. The creeping sensation faded and Milyi watched the fat-bodied little creature slide down one of the supporting strands and wriggle into the center of its net. Barely the size of a kuli nut, the harmless, yellow web-weavers were more a nuisance than a danger. Still, Milyi snatched a rock and prepared to smash it.

The sound of her own name stopped her mid-strike. The stone hung above the web's maker—a suspended sentence. Milyi cocked her head and listened more intently to the voices behind the wall.

"...hips are rounding out. It is time to think of these things."

"Milyi is young yet." Grandmother's voice held less force than usual. "She still has time before we need to worry about marriage."

"She will be a young woman before you expect." Kaiga sounded insistent, oddly excited. "What will you do, Ogria? Let her live here in shame with an old woman for a husband?"

Milyi cringed and heard Grandmother snort grumpily at Kaiga. The stupid woman. Grandmother will tell her I am too young for such things. Grandmother will set her straight.

"Old Nagu in the Southern village has a grandson Milyi’s age." Grandmother announced this with a note of conspiracy. "He will have her when she’s ready."

"You’ve arranged it already?"

"I am not so neglectful as you think." The scorn and triumph in her guardian’s voice held terrifying certainty. Grandmother had given the final word, put Kaiga in her place, and Milyi was sure that she spoke the truth. She'd been promised to a strange boy. She would have a husband. 

She put the rock down and stared at the fat spider atop its silken platform. A rebellious whisper told her not to kill it. She imagined letting it linger here, right under Grandmother’s nose. Then she would have a secret too. 

The round body moved. Tiny legs swept this way and that, and the firm abdomen bobbed and turned in place. Milyi had never watched a spider spin, but then, spiders didn’t last longer than it took to smash them. She leaned in closer, curious. 

Small appendages at the end of the body waved to and fro, placing more silk across the web’s strands. The spider bounced and spun while the many legs worked at the job of weaving. In its own way, the little creature danced. 

Feet pounded between the tents, and Milyi jumped as though she'd been caught stealing from the cooking pot. She shifted her position to block the spider and its work from view. A small figure burst around the corner of the tent in a flutter of red skirts and long, unbraided hair. 

Milyi’s friend, Rani, was two years her junior. She had yet to choose a life skill or to attend the village classes. Her days still revolved around dreaming, playing with the other children, and waiting for Milyi to return home. 

Milyi placed her hands on her hips and her voice snapped, "What are you thinking, tearing around like that?" 

Rani stopped short, and the smile washed from her round face. "Milyi?" 

Milyi couldn’t stop herself, "You’re too big to have your hair loose. You look silly." She turned sideways, crossed her arms and looked at Rani in an echo of her Teacher's scorn. Only when Rani squealed did she realize her mistake. 

"Spider! Milyi, its right by you!" The little girl lunged for the stone. She snatched it from Milyi's hand, raised it high, and aimed. 

Milyi’s leg shot out, disturbing the tall grass anchoring the web, and shaking the spider loose. It disappeared into the shadows on the ground. For a second Rani only stared. Her mouth hung open, and a dark line formed between her large eyes. Then her gaze dropped to the grass, her eyes scanned for the errant arachnid. It already skittered across the smooth dirt. Rani raised her weapon again. 

"Rani, no!" The words slipped from Milyi’s mouth.

Her friend froze. "It's forbidden to let a spider live." Rani spoke the words, but Milyi heard it in her mind, over and over. Everyone knew it, and nothing she could say would explain her hesitation. She blinked off tears as her friend raised the rock again. 

Before she could bring it down for the kill, Milyi snatched it from her fingers. They stared at one another until Rani’s face crumpled. Her nose scrunched and water pooled in her brown eyes. 

"Rani, I’m sorry." 

Even as Milyi spoke the little girl’s face shifted toward defiance. Rani's foot darted out and down, and the distinct squishing sound of spidery death answered. Rani glowered for only a moment, then she stuck out her tongue, turned, and bolted back down the path. 

She'd tell someone. Milyi's heart tightened at the thought. Rani's mouth ran to its own purpose. She'd tell, and then the village leaders would come to speak with Ogria. She kicked at the dust, watched the particles collect on the empty web. 

No one to dance there now. No secrets for Milyi who had let a spider live, who daydreamed during dance class. Who would be given to a boy she'd never even imagined.

Milyi flicked her toes against the cool dust and watched the filth smother the sparkling of tiny silken strands. They blinked out one by one as she shuffled the dirt into a cloud. The web faded, and Milyi kept kicking until it had vanished back into the filth as if the spider had never lived. 

As if it had never danced in a girl's shadow.
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HORATCH LIFTED HIS front legs and used both pedipalps, the closest thing he had to arms, to tap out his thanks on the swine's bristly flank. The pig grunted, dodged a low-hanging vine, and trotted on. If he knew the T'rant hitched a lift, he didn't signal, but he'd made no effort to dislodge his passenger either and Horatch was grateful for it. 

Walking had begun to wear on him only three days out. Since then, his joints tightened every day, and the urge to twist and wiggle free had begun that very morning. No denying it any longer. He had a molt coming, an interruption to his quest that would not be ignored, that would leave him defenseless for a time and most certainly delay his hopes of a rapid return to the city. 

He'd need shelter soon, a burrow, and he'd left the rift behind too long ago to consider turning back. 

The pig rocked from side to side, lurched forward and hopped over an obstacle on the jungle floor. Horatch slipped a quarter leg span to the right and had to scrape his claws against the sparse bristles to keep from falling. Already his strength waned, his abdomen burned, and he could feel the cool air through the crack forming in his exoskeleton. 

No time left to search for Hands. No time to find the humans with a molt already starting. 

He flexed all eight legs, dug his claws again, and earned a startled squeal from his host. The animal veered to one side, trotted closer to the stout tree trunks, and gave Horatch the opportunity he needed. In one spring, he left the swine's company. Moist air rippled across his bristles as his body arced from fleshy pig to thick, deeply rutted bark.

The leap took more effort than he should have spent, but he landed well, clung to the vertical surface, and held perfectly still, a splotch of white and black against the lichen-encrusted tree. The bark would suffice for burrow weaving. It had deep ruts that could be fashioned into shelter. He only needed the strength to do it, and to climb high enough first to be out of the reach of the jungle's ground-dwelling predators.

Niatha's burrow had shimmered at the edges. Her silk lined the stone walls, and she'd flavored it with all the grace and skill that had earned her position as High One. Horatch remembered as he climbed. He placed each foot in turn, crawled one rigid step after another higher along the tree, and imagined the time when he had won the prize of all prizes. 

The greatness that was Niatha still fueled his heart, and now he allowed it to drive his steps, inch by inch, toward safety. He reached the lower canopy where the branches pressed into flat fans and offered slash-like glimpses of the wider jungle. The bark thinned already. Any greater height and he would lose the foundation on which he meant to build. His body turned to parallel the ground and he shuffled in a circuit around the tree, searching, testing each rut for depth and strength. 

The top of his carapace already threatened to open. Each movement he made required gentle premeditation. The tree disappointed him. His molting burrow needed to be deep and wide enough to accommodate his overturned body. There had to be room to twitch free of his too-small skeleton, and even with the addition of a silken canopy, the bark did not offer much hope. 

A little lower, then. 

Horatch descended one velvet toe at a time. He spiraled down and searched for the right space to weave. Back in the temple city, Horatch had a permanent burrow, his personal sluice along a pyramid's stone face. He'd molted there in safety his entire life, had never once in more than forty seasons ventured from the city's stout outer walls.

A flash of thought shook him, a weak moment where he imagined dying here, beyond the rift, in the jungles of the Hands. Niatha would never know how he ended. The council would announce his mission failed, and his burrow would be cleaned of canopy and mat, the silk collected and consumed, and all traces of his work eliminated. 

His life would have meant little, a failed mating, an empty egg sac, and a mission from which he never returned. But at least there had been a mission. Most T'rants lived all their years inside the walls, mated, died, and had their burrows cleaned to make way for whatever spiderlings the previous generation had managed to produce.
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