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        I came to cast fire upon the earth; and would that it were already kindled!
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      Zafiil is the first historical novel written within the Peltedverse, and begins in (or around) the year 175 BA. The earliest of the existing novels (Alysha’s Fall) takes place in the 450s, and the events of the Chatcaavan War don’t arrive until the late 470s.

      I have tried to make the historical touchstones as clear as possible within the text, granting an alien narrator who has no context for their importance. For readers who prefer more direct explication, I will say at the time of Zafiil’s “present day” narrative, the Eldritch have been known to the Alliance for nearly 100 years; humans had been rediscovered some three decades prior; and the Chatcaava and Alliance had signed the truce around two decades prior. Dates are necessarily inexact, since they represent a compromise between multiple worlds/calendars.

      Readers interested in further information will find it on the wiki, under the Timeline entry, at peltedverse.org.
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            CHAPTER 1

          

        

      

    

    
      Zafiil Paidiiza Qodii stood at the observation porthole, one hand braced on the bulkhead. The cool from the elliptical overhead vent ruffled the black fur of her bare shoulders; she did not notice. She had eyes only for the stars, and in particular, the one star they’d been approaching for days now.

      A contact, Neral had reported. Definitely not natural. No one had spoken in the ship’s fore, but they had shared the same breathless hope… that they had found the Others.

      Zafiil studied the more distant stars beyond their target, and became aware, slowly, of her reflection in the window. A soft smile rumpled her muzzle. The weariness belied by the dip of her twice-tipped ears did not mar her posture, her pelt a brilliant black, crimson and white that floated on the window’s surface. Her tail twitched once behind her, its second tuft like a flare of fire. The Faulfenzair spread her fingers slowly against the glass and watched the reversed reflection detach into a silver shape, a shape that gained height and definition apart from hers… because of course, Feliiza would know where she’d gone. “ShipMinder.”

      Her Faulpendai, the ShipMinder Feliiza, stepped out of the darkness of the ship’s corridor. The solemnity in her voice was as inevitable as the title Zafiil had addressed her by, rather than the more familiar name. How could they not feel their roles in this hour, when they were on the cusp of fulfilling their people’s prophecies? “The Emissary, on the eve of her triumph.”

      The shiver that ran Zafiil’s back must have been visible, but she didn’t try to hide it. Not from her mentor, who had been through so much, and chosen still to accompany them on this journey. Was this the answer at last? The explanation for all the inexplicable differences in her life? That this might be ‘her’ triumph? “No,” she said. “If it is anyone’s triumph, it is Faullaizaf’s, for seeing it in our future, and preparing for us. We fulfill his prophecies, Feliiza-ai, but we aren’t… we’re not—”

      “Special?” Feliiza snorted, joining her by the window. The older female looked out, too, eyes narrowed. “And yet, this has been your dream since the beginning.”

      Useless to deny it. Her fingers tensed, curling involuntarily against the glass, and the MindFire woke enough to warm them.

      “And if Faulza is omniscient, and has His plans, then this was His plan for you all along, wasn’t it?” Her teacher’s smile was the faintest of nose wrinkles. “It’s better to accept His plans than it is to fight them, I would say.”

      “Yes,” Zafiil said, ruefully, and straightened. “But it is not just me, Feliiza-ai. It’s you and the entire crew of the Laizafzafiir. If we have indeed found the Others, then it’s all of us who’ve done it, not just me.”

      Her mentor’s low noise was noncommittal. “And if it is the Others?”

      “Then,” Zafiil said, “we bring them home to Qufiil.”

      “To Daqan,” Feliiza said.

      Zafiil glanced sharply at the other female, blue-violet eyes bright with the captured shining of stars. “No. To Faulza. To the God. This… this is bigger than any one Faulfenzair. Even a Voice of the God. By the time we get home, Feliiza, there might be a FireBorn to bring the Others to. There would have to be. Why else have we had a prophet to announce the coming of the FireBorn, if not for this pivotal moment in our history?” The idea flushed her ears with relief; if the messiah had come, then Daqan would have found his counterpart at last, which would free her of any further unsettling visits from him. She would absolutely not miss those visits. “We will come home to the Golden Age.”

      “Maybe,” Feliiza said. “If this sighting of Neral’s is real, and not something that only looks like an artificial contact. Like the others we’ve seen, and approached only to discover they were anomalies.”

      “This one won’t be,” Zafiil said. “Not this time.”

      “Faulza’s will,” Feliiza said, philosophically, and rested a MindFire-warmed hand on Zafiil’s shoulder for a moment before turning away. “Make sure you get some rest. It’ll be hours before we’re close enough to this solar system to make any observations.”

      “I’ll try,” Zafiil said, knowing it would be useless to do so. The other female knew it as well, because she sniffed before vanishing back into the corridor. But to rest now! So close to the culmination of all her longings? When she’d been given the Laizafzafiir and the mission to join the ongoing search for the Others and the Lost Kin, she’d been sure it would happen, and immediately; how nervous she’d been, torn between her hunger to see it happen and her memories of the few ominous premonitions she’d been positioned to notice. Some part of her had been sure, despite that—perhaps because of it—she would be the one to make the prophesied discovery.

      But the years had passed, and then the decades, and she and her crew had searched in vain. They had mapped, dropped buoys, and returned to Qufiil to resupply and update the Hearth on their progress, only to resume their quest, and both her hopes and fears had dwindled. When she’d mentioned her frustrations, Feliiza reminded her that this was how all the Faulfenza’s missions had progressed since their landing on Qufiil. “The odds of us finding anything are against us, as they have been for thousands of Faulfenza before us, youngling. If nothing else, you must have patience. And take leave, once in a while. Get the grass beneath your feet.”

      To leave the Hearth, though, was to expose herself to the tumult of their worlds beneath the culture-shifting influence of the prophet Daqan, the Voice of the God. She couldn’t bear it. This was her work; Faulza had called her, since the moment she could clearly see the stars. That fulfilling that call also excused her from confronting her worries for her people’s future…

      She hadn’t watched a single one of Daqan’s Dances since she left for that first probe. No doubt he’d had new visions. Would any of them hint at the difficulties the two of them suspected lay between their people and Qiifaula, the Golden Age, when they, the Lost Kin from their birthworld, and the alien Others, would walk together into a time of glory and prosperity and peace?

      But to find them at last! Surely worth any cost!

      No, there would be no sleeping. Not well.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      They conducted their approach to this most promising solar system the way they’d conducted similar approaches many times before. Despite their palpable anticipation, the crew went about their routines, one of which was the twice-daily Dance: a morning prayer, and an evening performance from the Greater and Lesser Wisdom Scroll rotation. The evening Dances were synchronized to the calendar on Qufiil, linking them to their homeworld, and though as Emissary Zafiil was considered the ship’s most trained Dancer, every Faulfenzair Danced, and every Faulfenzair did: two new people a day, moving through the entire crew, until they came around to the head of the roster again.

      The evening before their formal passage over the heliopause, Zafiil sat amid her people, watching their navigator perform the Scroll of Quzen’s Cry. It had never been one of her favorites, but its poignancy struck her all the same:

      
        
        
        And the land groaned beneath its burden, and

        the people groaned beneath the weight of their hunger,

        and all suffered, and strained, and cried out to the God:

        how can love lead to pain?

        How can we choose between our children and their children

        for if the choice was between our mouths and theirs, we would feed theirs,

        but we cannot force the land to bear,

        this land given to us by a loving God,

        this land that should have been enough, and isn’t—

      

        

      
        Faulza! That we should be called to choose between our future,

        and our stewardship of Your gift!

      

        

      

      The Scroll of Quzen’s Cry was part of the cycle of the messiah Qufal’s ministry, and as the calendar incremented, it would be followed by the Dances that spoke of the famines that led to the FireBorn’s arrival among them. Until Zafiil had become a spacefarer, she’d felt little connection with that first messiah… now, she could look back at him as the source of the technology that protected her and her crew on their mission, the same technology that had enabled his successor, the second messiah, Faullaizaf, to lead the Faulfenza’s exodus from their birthworld.

      
        
        
        Faulza, aid Your children! For we know not where to turn—

        Faulza, we die, or our land dies, or our hearts die

        and we cannot find the path between these choices

        Faulza, help Your children! For You alone are our refuge.

        Rescue us, for nothing is beyond Your power

        Rescue us, for nothing is beyond Your wisdom

        Feed us, for we are Your children, and we starve.

      

        

      

      Delaiza formed the name of the God, finishing her performance, and was greeted by the approving cries of the onlookers. It had been Danced well, and Zafiil rose to tell her so, and to mingle with her people. They were so few, for their mission: all of twenty-two Faulfenza, and by now the years had made them as comfortable with one another as if they had been family. But they had been well-trained, which was how they restrained their enthusiasm and hopes, and Zafiil rejoiced again to have been blessed with such people to be her company. If they returned to Qufiil with the Others, it would truly be all their triumphs, not just hers.

      As her crew dispersed, Zafiil remained in the ship’s place-of-Dancing, sitting on the soil that had been imported from Qufiil’s surface, smelling the fragrance of it and remembering so many nights spent dreaming, preparing for this moment. It was her habit to wait, in case someone needed her; it was rare, but sometimes one of the crew lingered to speak of some personal matter, or to ask advice.

      Tonight, four stayed behind.

      “What will happen to us?” Lepan asked, crouching in front of her. “If we find them. We’ve been talking—” He glanced up at his companions. “And we don’t know how to imagine, what it will be like to be…”

      “Famous!” the female next to him exclaimed, nose wrinkling gleefully. “Just say it, Lepan. We’ll be famous. They might even mention us in scrolls.”

      “They certainly will,” Zafiil said, remembering how much trivia was recorded, even if it was rarely shared. “Have no doubts.”

      “I don’t want to be famous,” the retiring male in charge of their victuals said. His ears twitched downward. “But… I want to walk on other worlds. I want to befriend an Other. Do you think we’ll be able to?”

      “I told him we must,” said the last of their group. “If they are to walk with us into the Golden Age, hand in hand, then it must because they will be….” She gestured her frustration with words as she settled on, “explicable. Relatable.”

      “Lovable,” Lepan said. “Do you think they’ll be lovable, Emissary?”

      “Do you think Faulza made them? The way He made us?”

      “We’re special,” the second male said. “But I want to know what it would be like. To have a relationship with the Others. With one Other—I’m only one person. To befriend them.”

      “If we find them, we’ll know, finally,” the last female said. “What do you think it will be like? To know them, and to bring them home? And to be famous?”

      “I think,” Zafiil said, “it will be all that we dream.”

      That satisfied them, because they withdrew, still murmuring. Zafiil suppressed a sigh. She could have told them that fame was uncomfortable, and that they should be grateful not to have it; that there was no knowing what it would be like, to finally meet the Others. That WisdomDancers debated to this day whether Faulza had made the Others or not, and whether that implied other gods, or worse, a vacuum of godhead, where people formed absent divine manipulation. None of it mattered in the end, as she had learned herself: all that did was faith in their future, because the God had made promises through His two FireBorn, and those promises had been fulfilled, each in their time, until they had brought the Faulfenza to this moment now.

      If this was the moment, then all would happen as it should, and that was proof of a love divine. What could matter, beside that?

      Alone in the place-of-Dancing, Zafiil rose and moved through prayers, improvising them from pieces of the scrolls, and from the confidence and hope in her heart.
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      The hour they crossed the threshold, Zafiil was at the fore of the ship before its command column, overseeing their passage. The device they’d identified on the edge of the solar system was neither natural nor Faulfenzair-made; this discovery had already assured their place in history, for no ship had found evidence of the existence of Others. Even so, the God had promised they would not be alone, and that evidence was… expected. It excited their spirits, but the true fulfillment of their mission involved meeting Others, living, breathing Others. This was why the discovery of a habitable world in this solar system, identified by their long-range sensors, had filled them all with urgency. They had not yet found a habitable world that also featured evidence of aliens.

      Their focus on that planet was as inevitable as the rising of the sun. So inevitable that when the deck shivered beneath Zafiil’s feet she dismissed it as one of the planet’s frequent quakes, so intent was she on the data being coaxed from the instruments directed toward that distant world.

      But she was not on Qufiil, and her ship did not shiver. Frowning, she said, “What was that?”

      The female at the ships’ systems display said, “Some external stimulus, Emissary…”

      “The termination shock?” Zafiil asked, but then the ship quivered again, and disabused her of the hypothesis. “Are you certain it’s external?”

      “No, but all systems report nominal—”

      “A manual check, Oziil, please.”

      “At once, Emissary. I will see to it myself.”

      “Thank you.” Zafiil turned her attention back to the sensor display.

      Should she have known? Where was the burning that had attended every moment of portent in her life? But she felt nothing… nothing, until the ship skewed so abruptly she was thrown against the near bulkhead. The underdeck quiver returned, intensified into a regular bucking that made it hard to push herself upright.

      The alarms began to keen.

      “Emissary!” the male at Sensors cried. “There’s a ship... two ships—”

      “Emissary, we have fires!” exclaimed the female at Systems. She clutched at her column as the ship jerked violently and then dropped beneath them. Scrabbling upright again, she finished, “Many fires! The ship is venting atmosphere… we have lost pressure in multiple compartments—”

      Zafiil crawled to Systems and read her display, ears folding flat. Their engines were failing, and she didn’t know why, nor why it involved so much of the ship being open to space; it was almost as if they had been holed by rocks. They had a particle shield to prevent minor damage, but this was no minor damage.

      “Emissary, there are casualties,” Feliiza said from her station. “Many injuries.”

      The thought of abandoning ship was a frightful one, but—Faulza be praised!—they were near enough the habitable world that the escape pods could safely reach it. “Deploy our location buoy,” she said. “We will have to abandon.”

      A hiss from someone listening: fear? Pain? She could smell blood. “Go now,” she said. “Feliiza, oversee the evacuation.”

      Feliiza met her eyes, and her gaze was suddenly strange. “Make sure you don’t miss your own boat, youngling.”

      “No,” Zafiil promised. “Go.” The ship was still shivering, smaller quakes now. The siren kept up its eerie keening, like a Faulfenzair in anguish. Only her hand on the command column silenced it long enough to use the intraship. “This is Zafiil. The ship has suffered a terminal malfunction. Everyone proceed to the escape pods. We will meet again on the surface of the planet.”

      “Buoy away, Emissary!”

      “Good. Go!”

      With Feliiza managing the retreat of the personnel in the fore of the ship, Zafiil headed aft, and into chaos. The fire suppression systems had not been successful, and many of the corridors had succumbed. Would that the MindFire could protect all of a Faulfenzair’s body from heat and damage! But while a Faulfenzair could not be hurt by her own MindFire, she was not warded against external sources of fire, and Faulza’s Gift would do nothing to save the ship.

      Zafiil routed around the compartments that were burning or open to space, desperate to reach the Faulfenza trapped on the other side. She was still trying when a terrible screaming filled her ears and the overstressed metal of the Laizafzafiir cracked down its central axis. The sound went on and on, and she clutched her head, trying to press her sensitive ears flush to her skull. Maybe she screamed, too—her throat hurt, and her lips and face, as if she had. But when she raised her head, she was facing the porthole of an emergency bulkhead, and through it she could see the fore of her ship drifting, and the shoal of escape pods surrounding it. That they’d survived seemed miraculous, given the catastrophic and unexpected failure of their vessel.

      “Thank you, Faulza,” she whispered, watching them dart away, one by one.

      There was no going farther aft, however. There was nothing but vacuum on one side… and on the other? An escape pod of her own, she hoped. She tried a communications interface at the junction of one of the corridors, but the computer didn’t respond, not even to flash a light. She touched her aching ears and squinted through the smoke; the stench of the suppressant foam hurt her nostrils.

      Hadn’t Sensors said there had been ships? Had she heard that right? What a story it would be, if the Faulfenza discovered the Others out of legend when they were rescued by them…! Zafiil smiled a little, and stumbled her way down the corridor. It was hard to think; she had to find a pod of her own. Feliiza would be expecting her. She put another foot forward, staring at her toes, spread against the orange metal of the deck. Or was that fire… no, she was still moving. Or perhaps she had stopped.

      Zafiil’s shoulder struck the wall. She slid down it. Down was good; down would be below the smoke. She would crawl her way to safety. She would… lie down….

      Her eyes wouldn’t close. The flamelets Dancing before them were saying something. All praise to the God.
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      She dreamed she was floating in a lukewarm sea, a finite one with walls that constrained her, but she was too weak to wander and it felt good, very good, not to drift too far. Sometimes her eyes opened, and she saw shadows, green-tinted. But they closed again, and something in her whispered: you have been here before, and will be here again, in a now without future or past.

      Other times her eyes opened, and she saw a face, and dreaming, found it inevitable, in that strange way that dreaming makes the bizarre familiar. A face, but flat, Painted in shades of green: a face with ears like an animal’s, pointed, but eyes that looked Faulfenzair, with whites around the irises, and lids that crimped and relaxed to indicate emotion. She studied that face, impassive… and it studied her, with wonder, and rested a hand flat between them, as if on a wall. Strange hand, to be so similar to hers, but narrower. It took her several dreams of this creature to realize it had only five fingers, not six, explaining the smaller palm.

      She liked to look at its eyes, because those eyes looked back into hers, and there were dreams in them like the dreams in hers. This being was glad she existed, and she was glad it did too. But then her eyes closed again, and sometimes when they opened, there were only shadows.

      Gradually those shadows developed corners. And walls. She thought she might be floating in an aquarium, but that made no sense. She had been born of fire, not water, for all her parents’ sea-side estate….

      Of fire….

      She remembered fire. Proximate fire. The ship. The ship had been….

      She slept.

      When she woke next, she knew it for waking. She was no longer floating, but lying on her back, raised off the ground with a single band of metal curving high over her chest, flashing lights. The smells… she inhaled deeply, and they stung her nostrils. Disinfectant, she thought. She was lightheaded, and that was new too: she hadn’t felt any discomfort while drifting through her sea-washed shadowed dreams. That she’d been hearing noises during those dreams was only evident in retrospect, because she could now hear those noises more clearly: the sigh of recirculated air, various chirping noises that were almost natural, despite the frequencies that made it clear they were produced by a machine.

      The world was no longer rendered in all green hues, a fact that became obvious when an Other entered, stopped, then called over a shoulder. Was it a lifemated female because of the shape? But it wore keep-warms all over its body, so how could Zafiil be sure? Still, Zafiil guessed it to be female, and when the Other came closer, the smell made her think so, too. The female’s face was a beautiful and nonsensical pastiche of colors, honey-browns and petal-ambers and hints of copper and pink, without differentiation into Paint surfaces like on a Faulfenzair. But her eyes, her eyes were kind, and brown, and eager, and she smelled like a perfume blended from young flowers.

      Her voice was excited, and she said one word, and it was: “Greetings.”

      Startled, Zafiil said, “I greet you, in the name of the God.”

      “Greetings!” the female said again, triangular ears trembling. “Greetings!” And then, with something that looked like laughing, she babbled words Zafiil couldn’t understand, waving one hand in a meaningless gesture. Looking over her shoulder again, the Other called, and this time her call was answered by the creature from her dream. He was not, after all, green, but the gray and silver of rain, and his eyes were so bright a blue they burned.

      This male leaned over her, and his flat mouth curved upward at the corners: it struck her as a happy expression, maybe because a grinning Faulfenzair’s nose-wrinkle did the same thing to the edges of their mouth, near the eyes. He spoke slowly, and his accent was… strange, with the vowels not crisp enough. But she understood, nonetheless. “Glad you are waking. How feeling?”

      She had been trained so long for this moment, to confront the Others, to be her people’s ambassador, so she didn’t know why she allowed herself to answer, “Confused.”

      That made the Other male bark as his companion looked from one to the other with interest. He said, “Yes. Pause, please.” He took a device from… somewhere she couldn’t see. Was that part of the purpose of the keep-warms? For pockets? But why wasn’t a belt or a bag easier? She watched, mystified, as he held up a single finger—what did that mean? And then fitted his ear with the device. Another exchange between him and the female, and then he spoke, waited, and said, “I try this. I apologize, alet. I don’t master your language yet. The computer doesn’t but it fails faster!” Another flash of an expression, so swift and yet so bright she couldn’t help but think of it as a grin despite its weird flatness. “Would you feel pleasing to sit?” He glanced at the female, said something to her, received a reply. “You must sit. Wait—” His hands vanished from view, and the metal curve over her chest retracted. “At this time? Try?”

      Hesitant, Zafiil pressed a hand against the bed and pushed. Her body felt buoyant, as if she was on one of her solar system’s smaller moons: heavy enough that she wasn’t going to float off the ground when she walked, but far lighter than she was used to. That was the source of her dizziness, she thought, and touched her hand to her browbone. Her skin felt tender all over, under her fur. “What happened?” Her ears rolled flat. “My ship? My people? Did you recover them?”

      The two consulted one another in their language. Then the male responded. “We search for survivors. I…” He hesitated, and this smile was asymmetrical, and again it struck her how strange it was that the expression felt familiar. Was she reading the body language correctly? “I… am mistaking verb tenses, alet. I am sorry. We learn your language from your devices. Teach me please? When I am mistaking.”

      “When you’re mistaken,” she corrected, wide-eyed. Now that she was upright she could frame her words with the incredulity of the proper hand gestures. “I can’t believe that you… guessed? At so much of our language from the ship. Is that right? You consulted my ship’s computers?”

      His smile dwindled. “When we are arriving, images are playing. Instructions?”

      Images playing, instructions… she drew in a breath and gestured assent. It hadn’t occurred to her that the recordings that triggered during emergencies would be illuminating to strangers, but they were captioned in case the audio broke, or were inaudible against sirens; they were broadly pantomimed, and the actions described exaggerated as they were explained, so that even frightened Faulfenza could follow them if their panic made them forget their training. That these Others had been able to use those recordings to make sense of anything else in the computers… had even known how to access them… it struck her as awe-inspiring. She had never seriously questioned that Faulza had intended them to befriend the Others, but if she had, then this evidence of how quickly they had found common ground, and could communicate, should surely be proof.

      “Do you want standing?” the male said. “Did I ask correct? Please teach me if I am mistaking. Standing… Velea would like if you are standing. You have… it has…” He frowned, laughed and waved his hands. “I missing verbs, and your language is making all verbs. I speak about now forever! But all other words! I want to know them! But I do not yet!”

      Zafiil wrinkled her nose, and dipped her face to hide it; she didn’t want him to think she was laughing at his difficulties, particularly not when he was doing so well. He had to speak slowly, but he was intelligible and the breadth of the vocabulary the Others had managed to learn was astonishing. And it was comically endearing, how the single speaking method he’d learned—from the imperatives of emergency videos—made everything he said sound like a pronouncement of profound urgency and certitude.  “So, say ‘tomorrow’ and ‘yesterday’ during the sentence, and I’ll know when you meant.”

      “Yesterday—yesterdays? Many yesterdays?—you are unconscious. Ten yesterdays.”

      “Almost a week!” Zafiil exclaimed, horrified. “I’ve been injured for nearly a week? But my ship!”

      “We look, but we don’t finding people in space.”

      “The pods were programmed to head for the nearest place with atmosphere,” she said. “They should be here, on the planet.”

      The two glanced at one another. The male said, “We are not breathing on planet, alet. We are breathing on a station.” His smile’s asymmetry made her wonder if he regretted something, and if so, what? “We do not search there. Today. The planet. Now that we knowing…” He trailed off, tipped his head in a decisive gesture that meant absolutely nothing to her. “We searching there tomorrow.”

      “I need to be there,” she said. “With the searchers. I need to help. Those are my people—”

      The female held up her hands.

      “Velea says no at this time,” he said. “She says you don’t know you are tireder, more tired. You think you aren’t tireder.” He tilted his head. “Are tired?”

      She opened her mouth to protest, stopped.

      “Velea says trying stand. Standing.”

      Zafiil twisted on the bed and reached for the deck. From there it should have been an easy glide onto her feet, but she wobbled, and grabbed for something to keep from falling: the male’s arm. How quickly he’d moved to put it under her questing hand! She held herself there, and found herself as exhausted as promised. But why? She didn’t feel injured.

      “The bath causes tiredness,” the male said. He waved a hand again, and this time she judged it was pantomime, but when she looked back there was nothing to see but the wall. “We put you in a bath. But in the bath, you heal…” He made a face. “You heal you. With your body. I need words. Your language exists beautiful. Yet I mistaking!”

      “You are making mistakes,” Zafiil corrected absently before moving on to the more pertinent point. “In this bath, I healed myself… with my body?” That made no sense at all, and it was apparent to him because he frowned.

      “Ah! You run, you are tired?” When she gestured assent with her free hand, he continued. “In bath, you run. To heal. You are tired.”

      “Oh!” She considered that. “How long will I be tired?”

      He glanced at the female, whose shoulders twitched upward. Then she held up a hand, with five fingers spread. Five! Zafiil glanced at the male’s hand, still steadying her elbow. Also five fingers.

      “Velea say five days. Four. Six. Maybe.”

      “Not exact,” she murmured.

      “Not exact,” he repeated eagerly. Calming himself, “You walk now, then lie down.”

      “I can’t sleep! My people are out there.…” She thought of Feliiza, and all her crew, alone and in need of aid. And on a planet, where she wasn’t. Who would serve as their Emissary to aliens, if they were trapped on a foreign planet and likely to make contact with Others without her? “I need to find them!”

      “We help,” the male said firmly. “You help, also. But rest now. Walk, rest, now.”

      “But…”

      “And!” He held up that finger again. “You help with language.”

      That gave her pause and she looked at him, trying to read his expression. She thought something about the intent focus of his eyes suggested… determination? Aggression? Firmness of purpose? Was she guessing that because she could see the rigidity with which he held his jaw muscles, and the small muscles around his eyes? Or was it his smell? His arrival had added it to the flower-scent of the female, and she hadn’t isolated it until this moment. Now she could taste it, and it was warm, and smoldered against the roof of her mouth. “You,” he said. “Help with language. We talk better. We talk better when we seek your people.”

      “But… how?” she asked.

      “You see. Now, walk.”

      Beneath their watchful eyes, she moved from the bedside to the bulkhead and back, and by the time she'd made the return her legs were shaking. The male Other had said that using the… bath? Was that the green-tinted ocean she’d dreamed through? Had been a form of exertion. What serious exertion it must have been to reduce her to this! She felt weaker than she had recovering from fulljaw! Collapsing back onto the bed, she fought frustration. Lingering here while her people wandered, lost and alone… how could she bear it?

      The female Other patted her forearm before leaving her. But it was the male whose eyes seemed to sympathize with her frustrations. He offered her a slate that had been resting on a nearby table. “You help?”

      “Of course.”

      He tapped it on. “Words. Speak words.”

      Before she could ask for clarification, he left, and… maybe she was glad, because the mystery of it was distracting. And then, the pleasure of it, because the slate showed her an object, and spoke a word—their language?—and then waited, so she spoke hers back, and learned she could write the word under it. When it had asked her two hands of words, it connected them in a simple sentence—as usual, in the imperative and certain now tense—and spoke to her, and she spoke back.

      Long past when she felt she should be sleeping, she talked to the slate, and wrote on it. Ball. Ocean. Ship. Water. Fingers. When it showed her motions, she whispered those words to it, too, like prayers. Walk. Jump. Dance.
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      The days that followed blurred, because she slept without warning, and woke at odd hours—this she learned because the lighting in her room dimmed or strengthened, and when it was strong it was more likely that she would receive a visitor. Always, it was the female Other, or the male, and she learned them intimately in ways she could never have predicted before meeting any Other: by their smell; by the complex timbres of their voices, rising and falling in response to their emotions; by the idiosyncratic body language that had so little in common that she couldn’t tell if they even had a gestural language. She knew them by their eyes, and the regularity of their visits, and by how they grew more or less animate in response to stimuli. She learned them without language, and because of that, she was forced to focus on what they were, rather than what they wanted her to know.

      The female was a physician, and her appearances were punctual; she came for a set amount of time, checking Zafiil’s health and overseeing her slow walks around the room, and never overstayed. Her hands were gentle, her voice low and soft, but there was a brisk competence to the way she studied her devices that reassured Zafiil. She always spoke, but in her own tongue, interspersed with a few words she’d learned in Faulfenzair: ‘greetings’ and ‘feel good today’ or ‘feel bad today’ and ‘rest’. She was calming, and Zafiil couldn’t help relaxing in her presence.

      But the male brought with him an energy that energized her, an enthusiasm that frothed into his voice, his gestures, his eyes, like foam off tidal waves. He brought a larger slate with him and they worked on language together, and their sessions lasted for as long as either of them could make them stretch before she collapsed, or the female Other arrived to chase him away.

      The language portions of the Emissary training Zafiil had received had never been convincing. The Faulfenza could explain their own language, because at one time it was evident that they’d spoken more than one, or at least, that the language had been different in the past. But those days had receded into history, prior to recordings, and very little writing had been saved from Quzen without recopying, and recopying had obliterated evidence of how it had been spoken or written previously. From what little they could tell, the famines on Quzen, and their decision to band together to leave the planet, had united them, linguistically… and by their settlement on Qufiil, their one language had been their one language for so long they could no longer guess at what their prior language, or languages, might have been like. Their speculations had filled the slim coursework on communicating with Others, but in the end they had trusted that the God would find a way to bridge the gap between their minds and those of the Others.

      None of that coursework had prepared Zafiil for the exhilaration of confronting that gap and building a bridge over it, particularly with the Others’ tools. “We made this things,” the male Other told her, more grammatically, “because we speak many languages, so we need tools to learn faster.” Collaborating with him made it easier to collaborate with him, made collaborating with him faster, and it was a breathless wonder: to watch the veils between them begin to dissolve, allowing her an ever-deeper insight into his thoughts.

      “How can we know?” she asked him. “That you understand the words correctly? Words… they can mean so many things.”

      “I know,” he said. “It’s wonderful! Yes?”

      “It is!” She wove her hands to make her wonder clear. “Tell me what this one is.”

      Those sessions with him, that made time stretch and waver, that blurred into unconsciousness because she inevitably wanted him to stay until she was drooping against the raised back of the bed… they fed her. And she associated that hunger’s satiation with him: with the coppery, bright sizzle of his smell against the roof of her mouth, and the darting exhilaration of his voice as he discovered something important, and the closeness of him, and his warmth. Unlike the female, he never touched her on purpose, but when they bent over the slate the space between them vibrated, narrowed, made his proximity more powerful. The female Other brought her tranquility. But the male brought her possibilities, and she longed more for the expansion than the contraction. And she was grateful, because without him she would have been too achingly aware of each day’s passage, and caviled against the enforced inactivity. She needed to find her people. What good was it to finally embrace the Others, if she did it alone?
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      The female Other’s estimation had been optimistic. It was not five or six days before she felt herself, but closer to twice that. At her request, the male Other accompanied her to the compartment where she’d floated in the ‘bath’. She’d expected a basin but it was more properly a vertical tank, sized for individuals larger than her to float unimpeded, with clear walls stretching nearly to the ceiling and strange displays in front of it: she had been exposed to enough ‘Universal’, the Other tongue, to recognize that these letters did not belong to it.

      Confronting its reality, she couldn’t imagine how it worked: what had she been breathing? What had been happening to her body while she was in it? What medium had they used to fill the tank? Not water, surely, because how would water have helped? According to the Others, she’d been immersed for ten days… and she remembered none of it.

      But she did remember him. “You came to look at me.”

      His hesitations differed in character when they were born of unease, rather than his struggle with Faulfenzair. This was definitely discomfort. “Yes.” He shifted beside her, in a way that would have been normal in one of her people, but in one of his was further discomfort; their strange, straight legs made stillness more natural. “This is alien technology, and I’m the linguist. I’m the one who can read the displays.”

      “This was made by someone you consider an Other to you?” she asked.

      “Yes.” He touched the tank. “But I came to look at you. Because… I needed to look at you.”

      “You feel it too?” she asked. “That the God meant us to meet.” When he turned his face to hers, she said, “We never guessed at what part the God would play in the lives of Others. We don’t know how you know Him.”

      “That word,” he murmured. “Faulza. Thousands of times, we saw it in your ship’s materials.”

      “The God,” she said. “It is His will we do, when we search for you. And… we have found you, as He promised.”

      “Why?”

      She twitched her hand in confusion. “Why… did we look?”

      “Why did He tell you to seek us?”

      That intent look now was not interest, but something else. Fear seemed too strong, but it was kin to fear. It muted the smell of him, made her breathing want to quicken. “Because,” she said, “it is only through the Others that we might go to the Golden Age. We were promised so: prosperity, peace, greater understanding, deeper union with the God. We will find it when we find you, and our sundered kin who left us when we fled our birthworld, Quzen.”

      How much of that he understood, she didn’t know; he’d demonstrated the action of the device he wore in his ear, which whispered translations from the computer faster and more accurately than he could piece together on his own, sometimes. But she was sure that he had missed something, listening to her speech, because his fear did not ease. “What is it?” she asked, because she had learned she could ask him anything, that he welcomed her questions, that he needed them.

      “This world,” he said, choosing the words slowly. “Is complicated. You will learn.” Looking toward the tank. “You will have to learn.” He touched her on the back, just briefly, but it felt like fire. “Let us go back. Soon, we will go to the planet, and our ability to talk will be needed.”

      “How soon?” she asked.

      “Two days, maybe,” he said. “When Emmer gets back.” He smiled, but his eyes were not dancing. “He is my Emissary, you would say. When he returns, we will all go seek your people on the planet.”

      “The planet,” she murmured.

      Again that hesitation, so slight she knew it wasn’t language. “We call it Akana Ris. Come, alet.”

      She followed him back to her bed, and there resumed work with him on the language, but his heart, she thought, was not in it, and he left sooner than usual. Holding the slate on her thighs, Zafiil paged through their work. When was the Golden Age supposed to begin? She had never thought of it as having a specific start and finish. She’d assumed that it would simply… be… the way day was, on Quafiirla, in Qodii. An undifferentiated brightness that lasted for hours, without demarcation by planetary eclipses and twilight shadows cast by a sister body.

      But if there was a time before Qiifaula, and a time after, then there had to be a transition. Had meeting the Others triggered it, and was she in it now? Or would it begin after she’d brought them to the attention of her people, on the doubled worlds?

      And if there was a transition…

      …surely that transition would be a time of mounting joy and wonder, as they moved from a people before the fulfillment of the Promise, into those embracing it? It would be a time of joy and wonder, wouldn’t it? And this worry she felt, for her missing crew… it would fade and be replaced by the bliss of His presence? She would be reunited with them on this planet, this Akana Ris, and then they would turn their faces into the light, and rejoice.

      She fanned her ears down, and closed her eyes, breathing the alien air, the ever-so-slightly thinner air. Then she composed herself and resumed working on her language lessons, mouthing the Universal words to herself after teaching the computer her own.
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      The Other Emissary was another male… older than her language-learning companion, if the sag of skin near the eyes and mouth was something shared between their peoples. Like the first Others she’d met, he wore blue and black shelter-wraps and protects-feet, and though it was hard to read this body language that seemed composed of pauses rather than movement, she thought he was both more serious than his companions, and more polished. He entered her room accompanied by the healer and the linguist, and dipped his upper body to her before straightening and holding out a hand. The linguist set a slate in it, but the Other Emissary did not look at it as he said, in passably accented Faulfenzair: “I greet you, and wish you peace.”

      She clasped her hands together and dipped in respect, one leg set outward, the other bent. “I thank you, and greet you. I am Zafiil Paidiiza Qodii, of the Faulfenza, and my mission was to seek the Others of legend.”

      Throughout her speech, the Other Emissary met her eyes, but when she finished he dropped his gaze to the slate. Her male Other, the language-learner, murmured something, and the Emissary tipped his head. She had seen this gesture enough to guess it was one of their few shared body language words, but not enough to be confident of its meaning. The elder continued in careful, accented Faulfenzair. “Zafiil Paidiiza Qodii. I am Emmer InTheMirror, and here is Velea Rastur, healer, and here is Tristan LifeRiver, linguist. They have comforted you?”

      “They have. I thank you. But…” She trailed off. How had she never realized the precariousness of her situation? She was alone, without transport or crew. “My ship?”

      The male now spoke in his own language, and the slate, a few moments later, produced a spoken translation, the way it did when she and—Tristan? What an impossible name—were using it for training. “Your ship is broken. We brought the pieces to the station, but there are not many.”

      The translation did not produce the hesitations she heard in the Other’s original speech, the ones that suggested his reluctance to divulge the severity of her ship’s injuries. If it was in pieces significant enough to inspire that level of caution, then… how would she and her people return to Qufiil? They would have to beg transportation, and while Zafiil didn’t doubt the Others of Faulza’s Promise would supply it, still… she hadn’t thought of what it would feel like. To be reduced to the position of asking, because her ship had failed so dramatically.

      “We are not poor ship builders,” she told them. “I don’t know what inspired the Laizafzafiir to break apart, but it was not usual.”

      The Other Emissary said, “We are seeking the—” An alien word there. “—who are responsible, and will report to you when we find them.”

      The translation was so inconsistent that she wasn’t sure she understood what he meant, or that he’d said what he intended. She twisted her hands around one another to indicate her confusion, but he had continued.

      “Tristan tells me that your escape pods went to the planet?”

      “Yes. I must meet them there,” she said, trying to convey her resolve past the language barrier.

      “We can search for your people and bring them here to you…”

      “I must meet them there,” she said again. “How will you speak to them, without me?” She glanced at her Other apologetically. “No matter how much work you have done on the language in the nearly two weeks I have been here, it won’t be enough. They have been alone too long; they will be concerned, maybe even frightened. I should be there.”

      “She’s right,” Tristan said in the alien tongue, and they’d used that second word with one another often enough that she recognized it. She did not understand Emmer’s murmured reply, though her ears easily caught the words. How good it would be to have her own ear device to whisper translations! Maybe if she asked, they would provide one?

      “All right,” Emmer said. “I will allow it, but only if you follow our directions. There are dangers on Akana Ris.”

      “All the more reason I must go with you,” Zafiil pointed out, her anxiety for her crew increasing. “If the world is dangerous, and my people are there….”

      Emmer’s sigh was very much like a Faulfenzair one. “I will prepare the shuttle. We depart in three hours.”

      “I thank you—” She hesitated, because the sound in Emmer’s name gave her difficulties enough in words that didn’t matter. In a name? She did her best, and appended the suffix that Tristan had told her indicated amity. Which naturally also contained a sound her mouth had trouble with. “Ebber-aled.”

      The slate, she saw, only translated when its surface was untouched; the Other Emissary could prevent it from functioning by moving his thumb subtly onto it, as he did now when he spoke to his companions. Despite his precautions, she could pick out several words: pronouns, referring to her presumably, and the words ‘ready’ and ‘don’t.’ Straining for meaning made her focus intently on Emmer’s face, and she thought he was preventing his emotions from surfacing on it… something that surely required training. Why was he trying to hide his emotions? Was he concerned about what she might encounter on the planet? He must know that someone trained to the exploration of space would be cognizant of its dangers. His worry on her behalf was touching but unnecessary, and if she could have reassured him she would have tried. But she didn’t have the words yet, and in that moment, she renewed her resolve to master their tongue.

      The Other Emissary bent his torso toward her as he had when he’d begun their conversation, and then he left, taking the healer with him. Tristan watched them go, and since he liked her questions, she said, “Why is the planet dangerous? Does it have violent weather? Or difficult terrain? Is the air too heavy or light?”

      He turned to her and smiled that not-quite-a-smile. His moods reminded her of her schoolmate Iiden’s, always moving—or no, that wasn’t quite right. It was as if his happiness was always flowing over a shadow that never lifted. She liked his happiness better than these gradations of somberness. “The people there are without law.”

      “How can there be people without law?” she asked, perplexed. “Law is what keeps people together.”

      “Yes. Just as you say.”

      “But,” she began, but couldn’t articulate the obvious problems with this paradox. Where there were people, there was law: that was unavoidable. Observing the commandments of the God, and the customs of their society… that was how people behaved, unless they were too young to understand what was expected of them. Perhaps he spoke of the kind of mischief perpetrated by children before they settled down? But how could that be dangerous, particularly with enough adults to oversee them and protect them from the consequences of their ignorance?

      Were all the Others she’d met so far youths? But the males had the signs Zafiil associated with an Entwined, mature male’s bodies, and the healer was certainly an Entwined female.

      What didn’t she know that her inability to ask the right questions was hiding from her?

      “Promise,” Tristan said, drawing her attention back to his face, and now the levity was gone so completely it left his face naked, and she froze under those eyes. “Promise you do what Emmer says. This is serious, alet. This is complicated.”

      “I… of course,” she stammered. “Why wouldn’t I listen to someone of more experience? I have to learn.”

      “Yes,” he said. “You do.”
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      That look stayed with her in the hours that followed, and not all the wonder of traveling in an Other ship, or looking out its enormous portholes at the receding station among the asteroid belt, could dismiss it. Emmer InTheMirror was concerned for her, the way she would have been concerned for an Other who’d fallen into her care, and whose safety had been entrusted to her. But Tristan… Tristan looked at her like someone whose personal fate moved him, and his intensity stirred quivers of uncertainty, quivers that traveled her body when she glanced at him. His thoughts remained opaque to her—not so her own growing desire to understand them, for reasons that also felt personal.

      Why had Faulza created the Others? What had He intended them to be to His first and most beloved children? Why had none of them wondered what it would be like, to be on the other side of that relationship? Did the Others feel a reciprocal need that could only be fulfilled by the Faulfenza? Why did these questions discomfit her, as well as flush her ears with a hope that afflicted her with self-consciousness?

      But she was an Emissary, and this was the duty she’d trained to, and she spent the ride to the planet observing everything. The way the three Others interacted, and the wash of their mostly nonsensical verbal communication, and their completely opaque body communication. The exquisite engineering of their small vessel, and its attention to comforts like the soft padding on the deck. The station from which they departed, and its location… the planet and its brilliant hues, bronze rims of beach lining the verdant foliage of the continents, so much greener than the blue-tinted flora of Qufiil. She watched, and listened, and practiced trying to isolate the different words in the Otherspeech, and wondered how soon she would be reunited with her crew, and where on the world they had landed.

      “It is beautiful,” she said.

      “Yes,” the healer agreed. By now, Zafiil was sure those stretched-lipped expressions were smiles. “Beautiful.” She said something to Tristan, who canted his head.

      “She asks if your world is like this one.”

      Explaining the doubled worlds would have been technically possible, given the vocabulary she and Tristan had been developing, but it felt wrong to speak of it and not know if the healer had understood her. So she said, “It is beautiful, too. But… I think all worlds are, that can support life.”

      The healer said something that sounded regretful, and Zafiil glanced at Tristan, who looked away. After a moment, the healer’s ears grew pinker and she murmured something: an apology, perhaps? But the linguist would not speak, and so she wondered.

      They ate not long before reaching orbit, and the healer assured her, through Tristan, that the foods had been judged safe for her. She found their tastes intriguing; many had the not-a-taste that made slick-water so expensive, an absence that made it possible for her to better appreciate their textures. While they finished their meal, Emmer returned to the fore of the craft to communicate with someone: another male, by the voice, maybe, and then a female.

      “Our companions,” Tristan told her. “We work with them, but they stay on the planet. To watch over it.”

      A peculiar thing. Watch for what? She had never thought to ask the Others their jobs.

      “They say,” Tristan continued, “that they have seen no signs of escape pods. But that does not mean there are no escape pods. Our companions don’t go far from places with people. That is a good thing.” He paused to listen to Emmer’s conversation with these new Others. “Emmer says we will have to stay on the planet a while. Doing the search will take time.”

      “I didn’t expect otherwise,” Zafiil assured him. “But I wish my people had landed somewhere closer to a settlement. Then they could have received aid, medical care….”

      “It is better that they didn’t. Land near a settlement,” Tristan said. “This is a place without law. You remember?”

      “I do, but every settlement has law,” Zafiil said. “Otherwise, it couldn’t exist.”

      He closed his eyes, looking very much like he was calming himself. When he opened them again, he said, his voice even, “This is a place without law. Remember. You promised.”

      “I promised. I’ll remember.”

      He bobbed his head again. “We will land soon. There will be a place for us to stay, and we will search from there until we find out what happened to all of your people.”

      “Thank you,” she said.

      “Velea says…” A more genuine smile now. Almost mischievous? “That this world has lighter gravity than our station. You should be prepared.”

      Lighter than the station! Which was already light enough to make her head ache. Nothing about these Others suggested they had evolved on worlds of such lesser density: Zafiil was average height for one of the Faulfenza, but these Others were shorter, and hadn’t their science suggested that lighter worlds would produce taller, thinner people? “You were born here?” she asked.

      “I…” A long pause. Was he looking for words? “We are all born different places. Emmer is not the same species as Velea, or the other members of our crew. And there are many other species.”

      The news that they were not the same kind of Other startled her, because they both had small triangular ears and flat faces and strangely jointed bodies. “Tell me,” she said. “About these kinds of Others, and their worlds.”

      “A long telling,” he said, but he seemed glad. “I begin with Emmer’s species…”

      He spoke, and she did her best to listen; succeeded, even, until their vessel dipped into the atmosphere. Clouds whipped past the large portholes, drawing her eyes. The sight reminded her of her first shuttle ride, and she twitched her ears open to keep from signaling her conflicting emotions. How she wanted to exult at her circumstances! To be flying in the company of Others to one of their worlds! Had the Laizafzafiir been in orbit, and all her people safe aboard, she would have been overcome at the sight. This ambivalence hurt.

      “There,” Tristan said suddenly. “Look through the forward windows, alet.”

      She did, and gasped. She had seen many spectacular vistas: as a double planet, Qufiil created unimaginable spectacles as tidal stresses worked on each world’s facing half. But this! A cliff, scumbled in verdure and streaked in mineral-bright reds, formed a hemisphere around a tongue of land that extended from its center, and all around them a misty drop: not toward a sea, but into forests. More such spires rose in the distance, but none as high or as dramatically as this cliff with its central spit of land. And it was on that extended spit that the Other city rested, a collection of buildings and parks that grew closer as Emmer guided their craft toward one of the tallest towers. It was not a large city, but that hardly mattered: it was in a dazzling location, and it was filled with the aliens of Faulza’s Promise, and regardless of her fears she was here.

      That lasted long enough for her to look down through the window and see just how deep the gullies descended. Had any of the pods been lost there? What was the likelihood of them landing without crashing off one of these stone pillars?

      Emmer was speaking again, perhaps to someone charged with directing incoming traffic. She ignored the noise, concentrating instead on the pounding of her heart.

      They landed, and Tristan said, “Welcome, alet, to Prime.”
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      The ship had set down on a landing pad at the top of a building, and exiting it, Zafiil grabbed for the hatch to keep from swaying. She felt half her weight, and it disoriented her, so much that the wet spiciness of the air didn’t register until a few breaths later. And then she dragged it in, grateful for the humidity. After that, she could take a few steps, enough to get her feet on the ground beneath Velea’s vigilant gaze.

      Tristan was already at the rail, and waving to her in obvious pantomime, so she carefully joined him. Every footfall felt sacred and tenuous, and the colors around her blazed in radiant contrasts: greens both warm and blue, the silver rail reflecting the golden light, the purple of her shadow on the ground. Every sound made her aware of the thin ribbing inside her ears, and the cool, moist air that played over the skin exposed around her nostrils was divine, like incense.

      Joining the Other at the rail, she looked on the Other city, at the roofs extending away from their building on either side of the glowing argent river, to the point of the precipice where the river fell off it, and the building that straddled it there rose in sun-glossed towers that drew her breath from her. She thought she was falling, and grabbed for the rail.

      “It’s so beautiful!”

      Tristan sounded satisfied. “It is.”

      “When can we go into it?”

      “Your people are not here,” he reminded her. “This is where we will sleep, when we are not searching elsewhere.”

      “But…” How could she come here and not go out into it? See what an Other city was like? It looked as big as Liiza, and as busy: had this been where the Others had landed when they’d first reached this planet? “I would like to explore.”

      “It’s better from up here,” Tristan said. Another of those hesitations. “Safe.”

      What did he fear? That she might fall in the river, or off the edge of the cliff? Or get lost? She guessed that was reasonable: for now, Tristan was the only person who understood her language, and he did so poorly. If she lost her way, how could she communicate what kind of help she needed to the residents? She renewed her decision to learn the Other tongue, as quickly as possible. “Does that building really straddle the river?”

      She didn’t think he understood the question, but ‘building’ and ‘river’ was clear enough, or at least, it must have been, because he dipped his head in that jerky motion and said, “Yes.”

      “Surely I could see it?”

      He flicked his ears back. “We should find your people first.”

      She could not argue with that. The desire to see her crew and share these wonders with them was so powerful it made her chest ache.

      “Come,” he said. “A room. The others talk… we can work.” He tapped the device pinned to his ear. “It will help.”

      “Yes.” But she looked over her shoulder as she followed him, and the reflection of the light off the river blinded her.
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      The gravity made Zafiil feel like she needed to learn to walk again. She misjudged her edges, thanks to her buoyancy; every foot she planted felt like it was landing too soon, and she tried to grip the smooth floor with her outstretched toes to compensate. The air flowed easily into her mouth, but didn’t nourish her; when she tentatively mentioned this to the Others, their healer assured her, in broken words, that the effects wouldn’t be deleterious so long as she didn’t remain on the planet long. Zafiil asked how long was long, and was told a month, or what she hoped they realized was a month because her discussions with Tristan regarding demarcations of time had not prospered. It amazed her that two people, both aware of planetary sciences, might still have trouble establishing commonalities in their chosen divisions of time. It was a little like struggling through some of the oldest of Scrolls, before starflight, when they’d had no way to compare day-lengths and year-lengths. She was speaking from the experience of someone whose people took for granted that some would be experiencing the multiple brightnesses and shadows of a facing doubled world, while others would have only the context of the external faces. What experience Tristan was speaking from, she couldn’t know.

      Much as she wished otherwise, she could not participate in the search planning in any meaningful way. The Others she’d met were joined by two more with the same flat faces and conical ears, though the shorter one had proper legs; these were the last of Emmer’s companions, and Zafiil wondered again what this Other Emissary did, to need so small a crew. They looked competent, or at least, she read their body language and the speed and tone of their words so. She could only hope they would be successful, and quickly.

      The room she was assigned was generous in size, with northern-facing windows that could be opened on the forested slopes rising toward the horizon. She was on one of the topmost floors, which resulted in a spectacular view, and had the room lacked furniture, she wasn’t sure she would have cared, so long as she could look out. She never thought of herself as missing Qufiil, though most of her adulthood had been spent in the closed environments of space. But she felt she could not draw enough of this new world into her lungs, into her eyes. That her dizziness was not the result of the lighter gravity, but of a desperate hunger to be here.

      But they had furnished the room, with a bed, several chairs that were only slightly uncomfortable, and a desk that was a little low for her, but that she didn’t plan to use anyway. It was easier to fit onto the bed, where she could tuck her legs into any configuration that felt comfortable in the moment. Tristan must have noticed her restlessness at the table in the central room, because whenever they returned to the building, he did language work with a chair pulled up to her bedside, and the door open to whomever might want their attention, or to help. Sometimes one of the others joined them, but it was mostly the two of them.

      They did not remain often in the building, though. They began their overflights the following day, Zafiil going with Emmer and Tristan on shorter flights around the city, and the healer and one of the new Others were taking longer flights beyond it. The second new Other stayed in their building, and Zafiil often saw her poring over images that looked like they’d been generated by satellites. Each day, Tristan reported on the progress made by all of the team’s members, usually with Emmer standing at his shoulder. No crashes reported by other locations, or by people in the wilderness. No unusual vehicles seen on the satellite images. Nothing from the short trips she took with Emmer, nor the longer flights.

      “Do not despair,” Tristan told her. “There is an entire planet to search.”

      “I’m not,” she said. “The God would not allow them to die. Not here, not like this. I am only impatient.”

      She did not allow herself to think of Feliiza’s mate, who had died for a purpose obviously inspired. Such direct intrusions into the lives of the Faulfenza were rare, the stuff of Scrolls. For her crew to be lost
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