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			Dedicated to the memory of actor Michael “Kang” Ansara

		

	
		
			Historian’s Note

			This story takes place in August 2269, a couple of months after the Starship Enterprise returns from a rescue mission at Camus II (“Turnabout Intruder”) and approximately six months after the destruction of Starbase 47 (Star Trek Vanguard: Storming Heaven).

		

	
		
			Whom the gods love dies young.

			—Menander, Greek dramatist (341–290 B.C.)

		

	
		
			1

			Gazing into the eyes of her infant daughter, Nimur almost forgot for a moment that calamity was stalking her. The baby girl gazed up at Nimur with innocent delight, her golden eyes opened wide to drink in a world whose every detail was new to her. Nimur stroked her hand over the downy silver fuzz that covered her newborn’s teal-colored scalp, then traced the paths of pale yellow spots that ringed the girl’s ears and met at the nape of her neck before continuing down the center of her tiny back—the same coloration and pattern shared by all Tomol.

			Kerlo, the girl’s father, placed his hands on Nimur’s shoulders. “She needs a name.”

			Nimur craned her head back to smile at her mate. “I was thinking of ‘Tahna.’”

			Her suggestion conjured a bittersweet smile from Kerlo; it had been the name of one of their dear friends who recently had been claimed by the Cleansing. “If you like, yes.” He sat down beside Nimur and tickled the ­baby’s tummy and the bottoms of her plump feet. Tahna squeaked and cooed, then flailed her tiny limbs as a broad smile lit her face. A grim cast overtook his lean, handsome face. “Have you thought about who we’ll name as—”

			“I don’t want to talk about it yet.” A glare from Nimur gave Kerlo pause.

			It took him a moment to regroup. “We can’t put it off.”

			“Why not?”

			“Because we don’t have much time left—either of us.”

			It was too painful for Nimur to face head-on. She had always known this day would come, that this was the cruel shape of her life, as it was for all Tomol. So had it been for countless generations, all but preordained, stretching back to the time of the Arrival.

			“I only just birthed her, Kerlo. I can’t give her up yet.”

			“No one says you have to. But we need to choose her Guardians.” Kerlo circled around Nimur and kneeled in front of her. He rested his hands upon her knees, a gentle and comforting gesture. “It took us so long to have a child, Nimur. Almost too long. We can’t afford to wait any more. We need to make a decision.”

			Nimur hugged her infant gently to her chest, then rocked slowly forward and back. The selfish part of her wanted to spend every waking moment reveling in her beautiful child, and in her wildest fantasies she imagined being able to watch Tahna grow up and become independent. But that was not the way of things. That was a dream born of delusion, a specter of false hope.

			She kissed the baby’s head. “What about Chimi and Tayno? They’d take care of her.”

			Kerlo was noncommittal. “I don’t know them. But if you trust them, so do I.”

			A twisting sickness churned in Nimur’s gut. Deciding to whom she and Kerlo would give up their precious child, the last proof they had ever lived, made her ill. Despite ages of tradition, it felt like a crime against nature, against her very essence, to surrender to such a demand. All she could do was salve her conscience with empty declarations of hope. “They’ll be kind to her, I think.” A foolish optimism sprang up inside her. “Should we try to have another?”

			The mere proposition made Kerlo blanch. “At our age? Nimur, we’ve both passed our seventeenth sun-turn. Conceiving new life at our age is forbidden.”

			“At our age? Kerlo, look at us! We’re better and stronger than we’ve ever been!”

			He shook his head in stern refusal. “You know the law as well as I do.”

			“The law, the law, the law! Nothing but words scratched on a rock!” She clutched his arm and squeezed it. “You and I are real! Our lives”—she nodded at Tahna—“her life, is real.”

			“So are the lives of everyone else we know.” Kerlo slowly lifted his hand and pressed his jade-colored palm to Nimur’s face. “Think of the Endless, the ones who defied the Wardens. Remember how much pain they caused? Do you want to do that to everyone we care about?”

			Nimur closed her eyes. Shutting out the world around her was easier than facing a future in which she had no place. “Can we talk about something else?”

			Kerlo stood and paced around their hut, which they had inherited from a long line of Tomol who had come and gone before them. “We need to get ready for next year’s crop rotation. And not a moment too soon, if you ask me. The north field needs a fallow season. But what I’m really worried about is irrigation. Last year was the driest I’ve ever seen, and the scribes say it was one of the driest on record. If we don’t get some decent rainfall next spring, I don’t think the tubers will make it to harvest season. We might have to pull them in the summer before—”

			His voiced faded over the last few words, then he fell silent.

			The sudden gulf of quiet was split by Tahna’s frightened wailing.

			Nimur clutched the infant closer in a futile attempt to comfort her, but the maternal gesture only made the baby’s cries louder and more shrill.

			Kerlo plucked the infant from Nimur’s hands and retreated across the room, then edged backward through the doorway to the bedroom they shared. He made no sound, but his face was marked by the same brand of horror that split the air in Tahna’s panicked shrieks.

			“What is it? What’s happening?” Nimur’s questions were acts of denial, a refusal to accept what she had long known to be inevitable. Kerlo grabbed up a walking stick of jungle reed and brandished it like a weapon. Still, Nimur refused to believe that this moment, whose arrival she had dreaded most of her life, was at last upon her.

			She turned toward a crude mirror propped up in the corner and saw the horrible truth.

			Her eyes burned with the crimson fire of the Change.

			It was the destiny of all Tomol, if they lived past their seventeenth sun-turn. None escaped the Change. It came on without warning and, within a single arc of Arethusa’s twin moons, turned all whom it afflicted into fiends of flame and suffering. No prayer, no sacrifice, no offering could spare a Tomol from its baleful touch—and now it had laid its burning hand upon Nimur.

			She fled from the hut and she ran, without direction or destination, into the sultry embrace of the jungle. Her feet followed familiar trails—around the great menhirs of the first Tomol, past the sacred Caves of the Shepherds, and over the Peak of Shadows. Thick foliage snapped as she sprinted through it, breaking each leafy embrace with a twist of her body. The erratic patter of her footfalls was lost beneath her frantic tides of breathing and heaving sobs of panic. She crested the steep-faced cliff and fell to her knees on a rocky ledge.

			Rage coursed through her. Why? Why do our lives have to end when they’ve only just begun? She hid her face in her hands as she wept. There was no path left to her now but the Cleansing, a willful descent into the ancient blue fire. She would be expected to give up her only child, her future, her hopes and dreams . . . her life. All to satisfy a law no one could overrule.

			A defiant streak inside her compelled her to deny the high priestess and her Wardens the satisfaction of condemning her to the holy flames. I could leap from here and dash myself on the rocks, she told herself. She stared down over the edge, at the angry sea tearing itself across jagged stones where the cliff’s base met the water, and she knew she could never do it.

			The sea beckoned, but Nimur knew that no matter how strongly she felt the ocean’s call, her path lay in the Well of Flames. Every instinct she possessed told her that her daughter needed her alive—but every lesson she had ever been taught told her the hour of her death was at hand.

		

	
		
			2

			Senior Chief Petty Officer Razka waved a slender, web-fingered hand at the glistening cocoon that stretched from deck to overhead in the corner. “You can’t tell me this is regulation.”

			It was a fair statement. If pressed, Lieutenant Commander Vanessa Theriault would have to concede the ship’s lead field scout had a point. The svelte, red-haired first officer of the Starfleet long-range scout vessel Sagittarius leaned at a slight angle to look past Razka at the freshly spun shell of silk. All she could muster was an awkward shrug. “It’s . . . different.”

			A low hiss signaled the lanky Saurian’s displeasure with Theriault’s assessment. “Spoken like someone who no longer shares quarters.” He had been assigned to Compartment 10 with the ship’s two newest crewmembers: an Arkenite science officer, Lieutenant Sengar Hesh, and a Kaferian helm officer, Ensign Nizsk. It was the latter who had caused the Saurian noncom such dismay. Despite his seniority as a member of the ship’s crew, in this instance Razka had the misfortune of being the lowest-ranked occupant of the berthing space, and therefore had the fewest options. He crossed his scaly arms. “What if I awaken tomorrow in a tomb of silk?”

			Theriault skewered Razka with a scowl of reproach. “Raz, you know Kaferians don’t eat flesh. Their diet consists almost entirely of fruit sugars.”

			His vertically slit eyelids blinked slowly, an affectation Theriault recognized as a sign of distrust. “So they say. But on my world, anything that spins a web should be feared.”

			“That’s not a web, it’s a cocoon. Or, to be more precise, a hibernation sac.”

			“I see no significant difference.”

			“The former is for capturing prey. Nizsk uses that for a sleeping bag.” Theriault suppressed her growing frustration with the discussion. “Look, I’m telling you: It’s harmless.”

			The scout folded his elegant hands behind his back and leaned down, close to the Martian-born human woman’s face. “Then perhaps she could move into your quarters.”

			“That’s not happening.”

			“I see no reason for you to refuse.”

			“I’m the XO. That’s all the reason I need.” She poked her index finger against Razka’s narrow but rock-hard chest and nudged him backward, out of her personal space, with firm but gentle pressure. “You’ve never been squeamish before. Do insectoids creep you out that much?”

			He motioned for Theriault to step inside ahead of him. “Go wake her up.”

			“Excuse me?”

			He gestured at the massive cocoon suspended in the corner. “If you wish to discover the root of my objection to sharing my quarters with the ensign . . . I invite you to rouse her.”

			It was an odd challenge, one that sparked Theriault’s curiosity. Her admittedly limited knowledge of Kaferians told her there should be nothing to fear, but a more primitive node of her psyche kicked into gear upon hearing Razka’s suggestion. It sounded like a trap, and that got her blood pumping and her adrenaline flowing. Regardless, it would be unbecoming a first officer to shrink from the dare of a noncommissioned officer. She edged past Razka. “All right, then.”

			The Saurian followed her inside, but he lingered at least a few paces behind the trim young woman. Every quality of hesitation, every reservation telegraphed by his body language, implied that he knew something she didn’t about what was to come. She eyed him with suspicion, then stepped up to the cocoon and listened for any sign of activity from within. This was Nizsk’s scheduled rest cycle. As Theriault suspected, all was quiet inside the silken shell.

			She took a breath and made two gingerly taps on part of the cocoon that had dried to form a chitinous and slightly tacky patch. Within seconds there came a scratching sound from inside the cocoon, and then a fracture split the tall, cigar-shaped sac from base to tip. Two thick grayish green claws poked through the split at chest level and pried the cocoon open.

			As the sac was cleaved in twain by Nizsk’s emergence, a torrent of pungent, gelatinous goop spilled out of the cocoon. Razka backpedaled ahead of the nose-wrinkling slime, but all Theriault could do was watch it submerge her booted feet up to her ankles as it spread across the deck. The Kaferian helm officer and navigator stepped out of her hibernation sac glistening with the fluid, which dripped and oozed off her, adding to the mess underfoot.

			Mandibles slowly flexing, Nizsk turned to face Theriault. The Kaferian’s native language, which to human ears was an impossibly fast series of clicks with barely any variance in pitch, was instantly parsed by the universal translator Nizsk wore around her neck. The device rendered her words in a pleasant, rich feminine voice. “Yes, sir?”

			Theriault lifted one foot from the sea of goop. It pulled free with a disgusting squelch of broken suction. “Ensign, what is this that just poured out of your sleep sac?”

			“Regenerative jelly, Commander. It repairs damage to my exoskeleton, keeps the plates and connective ligaments supple, and purges bacteria and contaminants from my spiracles.”

			The first officer eased her foot back down with a soft squish. “And does this happen every time you retire for a sleep cycle?”

			“Yes, sir. It’s an involuntary function of my exocrine system.”

			“I see.” A slow nod was followed by a reluctant turn to face Razka. “My apologies, Chief. There was nothing about this in her personnel file.”

			Razka lurked just outside the open doorway, whose slightly raised lip for the sliding door’s guide track was all that held back the leading edge of the slime flood. “Apologies do not interest me, Commander. I should not have to trudge through these secretions to reach my bunk—even if they are the product of an officer’s glands.”

			“Fair enough.”

			Nizsk’s translator conveyed a tone of deep regret. “Forgive me, both of you. I did not realize I had imposed such an inconvenience. I have never been asked to share quarters before.”

			Theriault combed her fingers through her hair while she considered the situation. “The bad news is, this is a really small ship. We have nowhere else to put you.”

			Razka hissed. “You could give her your—”

			“Hush.” The first officer turned back toward Nizsk. “We can’t put you in the cargo bay, since we sometimes have to depressurize it. Besides, we need all the storage space we can get on this boat.” She looked back at Razka. “Any other complaints I need to be aware of?”

			He shook his head. “No. Just this.”

			“Fine.” She slogged out of the muck-filled compartment. “I’ll have the master chief put a vacuum-powered drain in the deck by her cocoon.”

			As she passed the lead scout, he asked, “And what of that repugnant smell?”

			“Beg some incense off Taryl, or learn to use a mop.” She slapped the tall reptilian’s shoulder as she stepped past him into the corridor. “I can’t solve all your problems, Chief.”

			• • •

			The silicon bearing had a mass of only a few dozen grams within the artificial gravity field inside the Sagittarius, but to the part of Lieutenant Sengar Hesh’s mind that levitated the bearing by forcing subtle changes to its wrinkling of space-time, it felt like a ponderous weight.

			Suspended by the force of his admittedly limited telekinesis, the metallic sphere rotated slowly. The Arkenite science officer sat cross-legged against the forward bulkhead of the Archer-class scout ship’s cargo bay and smiled at the distortion of his reflection on the metallic sphere’s brilliant surface. The image of his three-lobed head bent around its curved exterior, rendering his likeness in the stretched perspective of a funhouse mirror.

			Telekinesis was an uncommon talent among Hesh’s people, but even among the tiny fraction of Arkenites with psionic abilities, his own gift was considered minor, at best. He had never succeeded in manipulating anything with a mass greater than a hundred grams. Some of his classmates at Starfleet Academy had dismissed his special knack as naught but a “parlor trick.” To him, however, it was a source of comfort, a way to focus and relax his mind all at once. Whenever he felt his mental acuity deteriorating, his nerves fraying, or his mood souring, he tried to make time to get away and recover his mental and emotional balance by training his mind on a singular feat of simple levitation.

			A sharp gasp—the opening of a pressure hatch—­interrupted the soft thrumming of the ship’s engines and broke Hesh’s concentration. His silicon bearing dropped to the deck with a dull clang and rolled away from him, toward the shaft of light beneath the now-open ladderway to the main deck. As he uncrossed his legs and stood to pursue the escaping ball bearing, someone’s shadow eclipsed much of the light spilling down from the main deck. At first it was not clear who it might be, since all the personnel aboard the Sagittarius wore the same kind of olive-green coverall as their standard uniform. Each jumpsuit boasted a number of utility pockets on its torso and legs and bore the ship’s insignia patch—a bow-and-arrow graphic—on the right shoulder. No rank insignia adorned the uniforms. Their only unique details were their respective crewmember’s surname (or equivalent) stitched on a rectangular patch above the left breast.

			Hesh caught up to the rolling silicon bearing and scooped it up. He turned and recognized the person on the ladder as engineer’s mate Petty Officer Second Class Karen Cahow. The fair-haired, tomboyish young human woman flashed a warm smile at him as she bounded off the ladder. “Hey, Hesh. Whatcha doin’ down here?”

			“Just thinking.” He pocketed the bearing with a casual pass of his hand over a pocket on the leg of his coverall. “I find the cargo bay more conducive to meditation than my quarters.”

			“Tell me about it.” Cahow strolled past Hesh and opened a shipping container that was secured to both the deck and the port bulkhead. “I gave up trying to read in my bunk between shifts. Every time I turn around, the doc’s spritzing everything in her war against germs, or Taryl’s humming some song she’s got stuck in her head.”

			Hesh nodded in sympathy. “I suspect that would test one’s patience.”

			“The worst part is, Taryl couldn’t carry a tune if you put a handle on it. I mean, that girl is tone-deaf. My worst nightmare would be hearing her try to sing a shower duet with Threx.” Cahow reached deep inside the reinforced polymer crate and rooted around with casual abandon. The resulting clamor pained Hesh’s pointed ears, which were even longer and more sensitive than those of a Vulcan. Cahow emerged from the crate with a high-tech widget clutched in one fist and closed the bin with her free hand. “So, when I need to get away, I usually tuck in over there”—she gestured aft with the widget—“by the plasma conduit. Warmest spot on the deck. Plus it lets me see anyone coming down the ladder before they see me.”

			“Most clever.”

			“So. Whatcha been thinkin’ about?”

			“Pardon me?”

			She narrowed her eyes and kinked one brow into a suspicious arch. “You’ve been down here for a while. Hide much longer and Theriault’s gonna send out a search party for you.”

			He recoiled in offense. “I am not hiding. And let me remind you that you’re speaking to an officer.” A deep breath restored a measure of his composure. “But even if our ranks were the same, my private ruminations are just that—private.”

			Cahow raised her hands against his rebuke. “Whoa, sorry if I crossed a line, sir. It’s just that, well, this is a ­really small boat. We don’t usually pay much attention to things like rank.”

			Suddenly self-conscious, Hesh looked away from Cahow and adjusted his anlac’ven, a lightweight headset with two slender protrusions that flanked his face and tapered inward toward his prominently jutting chin. The device helped Arkenites retain their balance in non-aquatic environments; most of their civilization on Arken II existed on ocean platforms, and the Arkenite inner ear had evolved to feel at home riding the rise and fall of waves in the open sea.

			The young petty officer reached out and placed a hand on Hesh’s shoulder. “If I’m prying again, I apologize, but . . . are you okay?”

			He nodded. “I am. For the most part, at any rate.” He considered how much was appropriate to confide to a subordinate, especially one with whom he had served for only a few weeks. “I think the best description for what I am feeling is ‘homesick.’”

			“We all get that way from time to time. When I first enlisted, I missed home like crazy.”

			Her frankness inspired him to share a bit more. “For an Arkenite, the separation is even more painful. It is not merely the absence of familiar people and places that pains me—it is being without my sia lenthar.” He saw her brow furrow in confusion, so he elaborated. “My bond-group. The sia lenthar is the fundamental social unit of Arkenite culture.”

			“Like a tribe?”

			“In a sense, but larger and more diverse. A sia lenthar earns esteem through diversity. The earliest ones were very homogenous; they tended to comprise many individuals of the same profession, such as hunters, agrarians, or artisans. But as different groups merged, or as members of some groups married into others, the knowledge and experience of the various packs became dispersed throughout the world. Today, the larger or more unusual the membership of a sia lenthar, the greater the pride its members feel. Mine, the Taldan sia lenthar, counts many of the most esteemed artists, scientists, and philosophers among its numbers.”

			“Sounds like a cool way to organize a society.”

			“It has its benefits.” Courtesy mandated he reciprocate her interest. “If I might inquire, what world do you call home?”

			She grinned. “Nowhere and everywhere. I’m a child of the stars—born and raised on starships. Except for boot camp, I even did most of my Starfleet basic training on starships.”

			“So you have no native culture?”

			Cahow looked up and around. “This is it, sir. Space is my home, and Starfleet’s my tribe.” A mischievous smile played across her face. “Mind if I dole out a bit of advice?”

			“If you must.”

			“If your idea of a great sia lenthar is something big, diverse, and full of uniquely talented individuals, you could do a lot worse than Starfleet—and the Sagittarius.” She slapped his back as she stepped around him and headed for the ladder. “There’s an old Earth saying: ‘Home is where the heart is.’” She set her free hand on the ladder and paused. “Think of this ship as home, and us as your kin, and you’ll never be homesick.” Counsel dispensed, she tucked the widget into a leg pocket on her coverall and started climbing.

			Hesh had never considered the possibility that aliens might be accepted as members of a sia lenthar, despite the similarities between the Federation’s ethos and that of the Arkenites. Would his native sia lenthar accept one composed of off-worlders? Could he?

			Watching Cahow ascend, he realized she had given him something new to think about.

			• • •

			“Helm, assume standard orbit.” Captain Clark Terrell leaned forward in the command chair and cupped his left hand over his right fist. The image of the jade-green ringed planet on the main viewscreen grew slowly larger as the Sagittarius cruised toward it. At the helm, Ensign Nizsk gradually slowed the ship from full impulse to semi-geosynchronous orbital velocity. Terrell swiveled his chair right, toward the new Arkenite science officer, whose three-lobed head was limned with blue light from the sensor hood. “Sensor readings, Lieutenant?”

			Hesh answered without lifting his eyes from the azure glow. “Nereus Two is a Class-M world. Equatorial diameter, eleven thousand nine hundred seventy-five point twelve kilometers. Axial tilt, nineteen point four one degrees. Gravity is approximately point nine one g. The surface is eighty-seven percent water, a freshwater ocean with a median depth of less than two kilometers. The majority of its landmass consists of a tropical archipelago of volcanic islands.”

			Theriault sidled up to Hesh and peeked over his shoulder at the sensor readout. “Are you picking up any signs of artificial power generation? Or broadcast signals?”

			“Negative, Commander.” Hesh moved over to give the first officer a clearer look at the hooded display. “Our instruments detect abundant life readings, but no sign of technology.”

			“Abundant life is right,” Terrell said. “I’ve never seen a planet so green.”

			Lieutenant Commander Sorak, the one-hundred-twenty-year-old Vulcan third-in-command, who months earlier had switched his billet from lead scout to senior tactical officer, rotated his chair toward Terrell. “The planet’s chromatic uniformity appears to be the result of robust aquatic vegetation, Captain.”

			“You don’t say.”

			The exchange of dry sarcasm for dry detail drew a smile from Theriault. “If you like seaweed salad, you’ve come to the right place.”

			“I’m not so sure we have.” Terrell was confounded by the sensor readings. “Didn’t the long-range probes indicate high-level energy signatures on this planet?”

			Theriault moved to an auxiliary console and keyed commands into the library computer. Seconds later, the display above her head scrolled with information. “Yes, sir. But those readings were taken from a significant distance. There might have been interference or a subspatial lensing effect that triggered a false positive.”

			Hesh shot a nervous look at Theriault and turned ­toward the captain. “Sir, I reviewed the scans that led us here. I saw no evidence of interference or subspatial lensing. With all respect to Lieutenant Commander Theriault, I am certain those initial readings were accurate.”

			Terrell wanted to believe Hesh. “All right, Lieutenant. If the earlier readings were correct, where are those power signatures and subspace communication signals now?”

			The young Arkenite frowned. “I don’t know, sir.” He turned his solid-green eyes toward the main viewscreen, now dominated by the emerald-hued world’s northern hemisphere. “But I have enough confidence in the original scans to recommend that we set down to conduct a planetary survey.”

			Theriault turned and stepped toward Terrell. “Sir, we need to watch our step if we land on the surface. Sensors confirm there’s a small humanoid population on the largest island.”

			That sparked Terrell’s curiosity. “Are they intelligent?”

			“No idea,” Theriault said. “But judging from the lack of industrial pollution or radio signals, I think we ought to consider the Prime Directive to be in full effect.”

			It was sound advice. “Agreed. Sorak, where can we set down safely?”

			The Vulcan reviewed a scan of the planet’s primary island chain. “There is an uninhabited isle located approximately fifteen kilometers west of the main island. It is far enough away that if we approach it from the west, we can land without risk of being seen.”

			Theriault seemed satisfied with that recommendation. “That works. Then we can use one of the new amphibious rovers to make an underwater approach to the main island.”

			“Be careful, Number One. Even a seemingly primitive culture can be dangerous—especially when you’re a stranger on their turf.”

			She acknowledged his warning with a pointed finger. “Will do.”

			He trained his cautionary stare on Hesh. “As for you, Lieutenant: Resist the urge to study every last speck of life you find. Our chief objective is to confirm or falsify the power readings our probes detected. Don’t make contact with the natives if you can avoid it.”

			“Understood, sir.”

			Terrell opened a channel to the engineering deck with a jab of one dark-brown thumb on a red button built into his command chair’s armrest. “Bridge to engineering.”

			The chief engineer’s voice replied through the overhead speaker. “Go ahead, bridge.”

			“Master Chief, be advised we’re making planetfall in five minutes.”

			“Go for it. We’re tight as a drum.”

			“Glad to hear it. How long to rig Vixen for amphibious ops?”

			“Thirty minutes by the book. Ten if you need a miracle.”

			“Save the miracles for a rainy day, Master Chief. Thirty’s fine.”

			“Roger that.”

			“Bridge out.” Terrell closed the channel. “Mister Sorak, relay the landing coordinates to the helm. Ensign Nizsk, take us in, slow and easy.” Brimming with hopeful anticipation, Terrell leaned forward until he was literally on the edge of his seat. “Let’s see what’s down there.”
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			“Please, Ysan, there must be a way. I’m not asking for much, just another turn of the red moon.”

			Nimur watched Ysan’s face, desperate for any sign of mercy. The high priestess, who was only a few red-moon-turns younger than she, shook her head. “The Shepherds’ warning has always been clear. As soon as the Change comes, the Cleansing must follow within three days.”

			“But I feel the same! I haven’t changed.”

			“You will.” Ysan was sad. There was pity in her eyes. Like all Tomol, she had seen this too many times before. “Ignoring the Change is dangerous—for you as well as the rest of us.”

			Filled with a toxic storm of rage and fear, Nimur paced. “I’ve read the glyphs, too. The Shepherds said the Cleansing had to follow within nine days.”

			Ysan shifted beneath the weight of her vestments, an ancient cloak of brilliant feathers woven with bark-thread. It was a majestic-looking garment, a riot of color that commanded attention. Pulo, a former high priestess Nimur had known, had once confided that the cloak was extremely uncomfortable; its woven mesh was rough and scratched the skin, and in the sultry heat of Suba’s lush jungle and the blaze of its sun-splashed beaches, it was oppressively warm. The priestess frowned. “The law has been amended over time to suit our needs.”

			“Whose needs?”

			“The people’s.” Ysan reached out and clasped Nimur’s hand. “All our lives depend on this shared responsibility. We owe it to one another.”

			The argument, which for so long Nimur had accepted as gospel, rang hollow now. She pulled her hand free of Ysan’s. “All I want is a few days. I can resist the Change that long.”

			“Maybe you can. Maybe you can’t. If I grant you this time, and you’ve guessed wrong, there’s no telling how many would pay the price in blood and stone. I can’t take that chance.”

			Why was there no reasoning with her? When did the world become so inflexible? Or its laws so absolute? Nimur forced herself to stop pacing and drew a calming breath. “Ysan, there must be some other way. The Shepherds left us so many glyphs that we’ve never translated. I’m sure there’s a solution there, a secret locked in the stone, if only we—”

			“You think we’ve never looked for it?” Ysan glared at Nimur as if she were an insolent child. “Countless lives have been spent trying to unravel the Shepherds’ riddles, Nimur. If there is a cure for the Change trapped in the stone, more generations than we can count have gone to their Cleansings without finding it. The hard truth is that there is no way to slow the Change—it’s only gotten faster over time. And there is no cure.” She stood from her cushioned pallet to face Nimur. “You need to stop chasing fantasies, Nimur. It’s time to make yourself ready.”

			Nimur’s anger burned a bit hotter. “You mean it’s time I surrendered.”

			Ysan shrugged one shoulder. “If you can. To be honest, I’ve always been afraid of what would happen when this day came. You’ve always been a rebel, ever since we were young.”

			“And you were always the dutiful child.” Nimur turned her back on Ysan and looked out the open doorway of her hut. “How would you see me meet my end?”

			“With a measure of dignity, perhaps.” The priestess stood beside her in the doorway. “Have you and Kerlo chosen your daughter’s Guardians yet?”

			She shook her head. “We can’t decide.” A tear shed half in anger rolled down her cheek, and she palmed it away. “Or maybe I just don’t want to.”

			“Who are you considering? It’s a sacred charge, Nimur, not one to be—”

			“I’m aware of that.” She was insulted that Ysan thought it necessary to remind her of how vital it was for her and Kerlo to name Tahna’s Guardians. Because most Tomol went to their Cleansings after only seventeen sun-turns, while their offspring were still quite young or, in some cases, newly born, it was necessary to choose a pair of younger Tomol, typically around the age of ten to eleven sun-turns, to assume parental responsibilities for one’s children until they became old enough to tend to their own basic needs. Inevitably, when the Guardians were old enough, they produced offspring of their own—at which point, their adopted charges often assumed the mantles of obligation as Guardians for some older Tomol’s orphans.

			“If I have to choose someone to take care of Tahna,” Nimur said after reining in her temper, “I guess I might ask Chimi and Tayno.”

			“They would be good choices, I think. How does Kerlo feel about them?”

			“He likes them.” It was a white lie; Kerlo had met the youths only in passing. He knew next to nothing about them, but he had no reason to dislike them. He was willing to consent to them as Guardians for Tahna based on nothing more than Nimur’s suggestion. With the approval of the priestess, the matter was all but settled. “How soon can we perform the Bonding?”

			“If Chimi and Tayno are willing, we can do it tomorrow.”

			A sad nod. “Yes, all right.” Nimur felt as if she were pantomiming her acquiescence, playing a part whose lines she knew all too well despite not believing a single word she said.

			Ysan laid a hand on Nimur’s shoulder and ushered her out of her hut. “Good. Now, go home and talk this over with Kerlo, then get some sleep. Tomorrow, I’ll come with you both to talk to Chimi and Tayno and secure their pledge.” The priestess held Nimur and gently turned her around to face her. “This is the right thing, Nimur. The best thing. I promise.”

			In the distance, barely visible through the endless green of the jungle, Nimur saw the glow of the Well of Flames, an azure inferno that never dimmed, never ceased, and waited to devour all Tomol who lived, or who would ever draw breath. Seeing its blue truth, she knew in her heart how much a priestess’s promises were worth. She slipped free of Ysan’s hand again.

			“Thank you, Holy Sister. Good night.”

			• • •

			By the time Nimur returned to her own hut, her fury had swelled into a rising tide. Her head was hot, as if with a fever, but she didn’t feel light-headed or ill: She was energized.

			She entered to find Kerlo sitting cross-legged on the floor in front of the baby’s cradle. His spear was a bridge across his knees; he rested one hand on its shaft. On his belt he wore his sling and lizard-skin pouch of sharpened stones. Strapped to his left ankle was his onyx hunting knife. His torso was clothed in layers of old leather, a collage of weathered pieces passed down for generations as the garb of a hunter. His armor and weapons were humble compared to those of the Wardens, but they were well cared for and had been tested and proved many times over.

			He watched Nimur enter and tightened his grip on the spear until his knuckles blanched. “Did Ysan approve of Chimi and Tayno?”

			“She did.” She stared at his bone-white hold on the spear, then looked him in the eye. “Is something wrong?” He didn’t answer, so she asked another question. “What are you afraid of?”

			“I’m just following Ysan’s advice.”

			“She advised you to hunt small game inside our hut?” He refused to take the bait—not a smile or a laugh, not even a sour look. Just his stone-faced vigilance. She tried to step around him. He swung his spear into her path with alarming speed. She stepped back, irritated. “What’s the matter with you? All I want to do is nurse her. She must be hungry by now.”

			His spear was unwavering. “Keora nursed her already.”

			“Keora?” Primal urges quickened Nimur’s pulse. “Why was she nursing my baby?”

			“It’s for Tahna’s protection. You know that, Nimur. You nursed Jenica’s baby boy when she Changed, remember?” There was a pleading note in Kerlo’s voice. Nimur sensed he was afraid he would have to fight her, as if she were nothing more than some mindless, wild animal that had blundered into their home. He shooed her with the spear. “Don’t try to touch her.”

			It was madness. Yesterday he had loved her. They had seen the universe in each other’s eyes and made a perfect child together. Now he treated her like a sworn enemy. “Kerlo, what are you doing? I’m still me. Can’t you tell I’m the same person I was yesterday?”

			He shook his head. “Your eyes are burning. It’s only a matter of time now.”

			More nervous energy welled up inside her, adding to an excruciating sensation of pressure for which she had no means of release. Impelled into motion by her own anxiety, she stalked back and forth in front of Kerlo while wringing her hands. “This makes no sense! Can’t you see that? Why would we turn into monsters just when we reach the peak of our abilities? No other creature in nature does that. Do they? Name one. I can’t think of any. Not on land, or in the air, or in the sea. So why would we be any different?”

			Kerlo parroted the sacred words of the Shepherds. “We are in this world but not of it.”

			“How do we know that? Because someone told us so? Did any of us every try to find out the truth for ourselves? Did any of us ever think to ask?”

			She lunged toward Tahna, hoping to slip past Kerlo, but he swung the spear and blocked her path again. She backed off as he sprang to his feet.

			No matter where she moved, he kept the spearhead pointed at her throat. “Don’t try that again. The part of me that still loves you doesn’t want to hurt you.”

			“No, you just want me to throw myself into the fire.”

			“The Cleansing awaits us all.”

			“Maybe I want more.” He recoiled as she said that, so she pressed on. “What if the Change isn’t something to be feared? What if we were lied to, Kerlo? What if this is all some stupid mistake? Why not let someone finish the Change, just to be sure?”

			His stare narrowed, and he kept his spear on-target. “Many have tried, Nimur. We’ve all been to the Valley of the Endless. There are only three ways that we end: blood, fire, or stone.”

			“Those could be statues. Crude works of art left to melt in the rain. You’ve never seen anyone die by stone. None of us have. No one for a hundred generations, if ever.”

			“Something to be thankful for.”

			“No, something that should make us ask why we believe whatever we’re told.” She untied the knot at the shoulder of her dress and showed a bit of her chest to Kerlo. His attention snared, she affected her most alluring tone of voice and inched closer to him. “Look past the Change, Kerlo. It’s still me. The one you loved. The one who loves you. All I want—”

			She snared the shaft of the spear and tried to wrest it from his grasp. He lunged forward and twisted the weapon, lifting the back end of the shaft. It hit Nimur in the side of her face, and her vision doubled for a few seconds. She let go of the spear and fell to the ground, wailing and pressing her hands to the bloody wound. By the time she opened her eyes, Kerlo had scooped up Tahna and fled the hut. He vanished into the arms of the night as she turned to follow the sound of his footsteps.

			Nimur let out a primal howl of pain and wrath as she staggered to her feet. Her whole life was being ripped from her—her future and her past, her family and friends. All her choices were being made for her now. Even so simple a privilege as mothering her infant was to be denied, all because some eldritch power had awakened inside her, some energy without a name. For this, she was expected to step over the edge of oblivion and cast herself into the flames.

			She tore the decorations from the walls of her hut and flung them outside, into the darkness. Screaming and crying, she ripped apart her other dresses, all of Kerlo’s clothing, the bedsheets—anything made of fabric. What she couldn’t shred with her hands she cut apart with stone cooking knives. The bowls and jewelry she crushed under­foot. For minutes that felt like forever she was a whirlwind of destruction, laying waste to all she had ever made or owned.

			When her indignation was spent, and its borrowed strength abandoned her, she crumpled to the dirt floor inside the hut, surrounded by the broken pieces of her life, and wept like a child.

			There was nothing left for her now but the fire.
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