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1: Rotting Rhizomes
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You’re not supposed to do it, of course, but it’s not unheard of for parents to try to ensure good destinies for their daughters by timing their conception carefully. Most hatchings take place under somewhat clear skies, so the gods that bear witness to the young larvae and claim them for their paths are stars. And stars are notoriously regular in their habits, for the most part; if you want a sturdy and caring daughter born under Zimma, or a strong leader under Yorlu, then it’s all a matter of timing.

But there’s always a gamble. Sometimes, the clouds are so thick that no stars can witness the hatching at all, and girls are instead born under Arnu, the blind shadow. More rarely, Kelennin, lancing the sky with flashes of light and her booming song, claims a capricious larva for herself. Such gods come by more often during some parts of the year than others, leaving an imbalance among the star children and making it a real gamble for parents attempting to have a rain season star guide their daughter.

But even when the skies are clearest, nothing is fully predictable. Tyk’s parents, the elder stargazers, her entire hive, were certain that she would be born under Pyrrah, and grow to be a beautiful beacon of joy to bring happiness to her hive through the best and the worst times. Instead, as Tyk clawed her way blindly out of her egg, the first thing she ever saw would have been the bright glare of a wandering star making its way across the clear night sky. She doesn’t remember being born, of course. But she’s heard the story enough.

Not even the best stargazers can always predict a wandering star.

Some wanderers are regular, appearing in the sky once every three or ten or thirty years; others come randomly, like Tyk’s. And whether the hive is excited and proud to raise someone with a traveller’s personality, envisioning her future as a master trader or diplomat or legendary storyteller, or whether they’re cautious and sorrowful, expecting to raise an antisocial vagrant who will die young and alone, Tyk thinks it all shakes out basically the same – nobody really raises a child of a wandering star as part of the hive. Not fully.

Nobody, in planning the structure of the hive, is concerned about where Tyk will make her burrow in the long term. Nobody is all that concerned if she isn’t all that good at digging or surveying; lessons hammered into other girls’ heads aren’t half as important for her. Oh, she might stick around to raise her truebrother, she might help build some tunnels and lay some farms, she might say she wants to stay forever – but they all expect her to pick up someday and leave.

So there might be a hint of spite, Tyk would have to admit, in her determination to be the best saltbitten burrower in the Redstone Riverbank Hive. It’s already clear that she’ll inherit her mother’s unusually large, strong claws (although they haven’t fully grown yet, much like the rest of her), perfect for scraping aside soil and pulling back large rocks. She can chew mud into mortar like no one else, knows how to sense and repair a weak tunnel better than anybody else her age, and is determined to master sweetroot tracking as well, which was why she has snuck off to learn from old Bette, the best sweetroot tracker in the hive.

Which does, unfortunately, involve being around Bette’s daughter. Ayan.

Ayan tilts her mandibles condescendingly as she comes to meet Tyk at the mouth of Bette’s burrow. “So you’ve come to waste my mother’s time as well as your own.”

Tyk keeps her mandibles indifferently slack. “If you have better things to do, feel free to leave.”

Ayan tilts hers more sharply. Aggressive. “Some of us have a hive to look after. Not that it matters to you, I suppose.”

That causes Tyk to square up. Ayan’s always known how to push her. Older than Tyk by a half-season and hatched under the gaze of Pyrrah, Ayan is a beacon of beauty and charm, gifts that Tyk has always privately thought that she doesn’t deserve. If Tyk had been born with such an attractive carapace and distinctive laugh and quick wit with words, she wouldn’t use them to be mean. The hive would be a better place if Ayan was the one destined to leave them. Then everyone could just wait until the chittering grub was gone, and they’d all be able to live peaceful lives.

Holding her weight on her hindfeet and midfeet, Tyk lifts her forefeet fully off the ground and rears up to her full height, claws raised and mandibles tilted at Ayan in a clear signal to back the damp off. Ayan shrinks right down as if afraid that Tyk is going to hit her; a massive overreaction, but before Tyk can back down, Bette appears in the mouth of the burrow. “Girls!”

Ayan scampers under her mother for safety, feigning fright, as Tyk guiltily lowers herself to the ground. Bette runs her claws and mandibles briefly over Ayan, ensuring she isn’t hurt, then looks between the two. “Is everything okay?”

“It’s fine, it’s fine,” Ayan says before Tyk can explain. “Sorry, Tyk. I didn’t mean to make you so mad.”

Tyk, suddenly very aware that she’s very obviously stronger than Ayan and with larger claws despite being younger, tries to think of a way to explain the issue to Bette without sounding petty, and comes up with nothing. “It’s fine,” she says, reluctantly. And then, like chewing broken shells, “Sorry for scaring you, Ayan.”

“It’s okay, I know you didn’t mean it,” Ayan says, her voice all pleasant, body angled so that Bette can’t see her incredibly smug expression. With Bette watching her, Tyk fights to keep her own expression neutral.

“Alright,” Bette says. “Should we get started?”

Bette is fairly old, for the mother of an adolescent girl. She walks at a measured pace as she leads the two of them down a work tunnel, her right back leg weaker than the other five. Her carapace is encrusted with gems, marks of honour denoting a lifetime of accomplishments in service to the hive, but some of them are marked with traces of dirt and mud that are several days old, which tells Tyk that Kebette’s eyes might be failing. No man would intentionally leave his truesister’s gems anything other than gleaming when grooming her, especially not one who had as much to be proud of as Kebette. The only reason that dirt would collect on a burrower like that would be if she was separated from her truebrother for several days, for some reason... or if his own health didn’t lend itself to proper grooming.

Tyk makes a mental note to ask her father and half-father how Kebette’s doing. Maybe it’s something that the men all know about.

The living spaces in the upper levels of the hive are well lit, but lower down in the farms, mines, and exploratory tunnels, the places where only women go, navigation is done mostly by touch and taste. The trio quickly lose sight of the light and plod on through the dark, first through wide, well-maintained tunnels that see a lot of traffic every day, then narrower, more ramshackle passages, until finally the soft, barely-shored-up earth of newly dug tunnels is brushing Bette’s body on both sides and nearly doing the same to the smaller children. Bette’s footsteps stop, she drops to the ground, and Tyk and Ayan, taking their cue, scramble over her and into the end of the tunnel.

“There’s sweetroot somewhere around here,” Bette says. “Can either of you tell me which way we need to angle the tunnel to find it?”

Tyk presses her claws into the soil, scraping it over her feelers and into her mouth. The water of the redstone river permeates the earth here, bringing its slight tang of foreign earth and, more worryingly, the damp itself, which weakens tunnel mortar and can make tunnels prone to collapse if one isn’t aware and ready to take countermeasures. And that’s not to mention the risk of tunnel flooding when the river swells. The hive won’t, Tyk thinks, be exploring much further in this direction; they’ll dig out the sweetroot that Bette has found here, and then close the tunnel.

Bette has stepped back to allow them space to work. Tyk can hear Ayan moving about, too, but she doesn’t seem to be doing as much exploration as Tyk; she seems, if Tyk had to guess, to be mostly listening to Tyk. Tyk does her best to ignore her, testing the soil, ignoring the water for now and searching instead for the distinctive sweet tang of sweetroot rhizomes that indicate the presence of the tubers nearby. The left side of the tunnel tastes of nothing but river. The right side, though... not near the floor, but up at the roof... yes, is that it? That’s it! That’s where the sweetroot grows!

There’s something wrong with the taste, though.

As soon as Tyk’s found it, Ayan speaks up. “Mother! We’ve found it! Over here; up and to the left!”

Bette returns. “Yes, exactly! Well done, girls! You’ll be the pride of the hive yet!”

Right next to Tyk and too quietly for Bette to hear, Ayan mutters, “One of us will. Maybe you’ll find somewhere else to be the pride of.” And Tyk clamps down on the urge to bite her.

Instead, Tyk says, “Bette, I think there’s something wrong with the sweetroot.”

“Something wrong? Why do you say that, Tyk?”

“It tastes... too sweet.”

Tyk can just about feel Ayan gearing up to mock her – sweetroot is sweet? You don’t say! – but Bette clicks her mandibles in assent. “Quite right, Tyk. Do you know why that might be?”

“Um. Some roots are sweeter than others, just by chance. But, um. I’ve never tasted it in their rhizomes before. Maybe it’s something else?”

“Like what?”

“Something in the water? Something the river’s carrying down from the mountains?”

“That’s a good guess, Tyk, but no. What you are tasting are the telltale early signs of rot.”

Ayan’s stance changes in the dark, suddenly all serious. “Rot?”

“Mm-hmm. The sweetroot are beginning to rot in the ground.”

“Can we do anything to stop them?”

“From rotting? Not really. We can gather and preserve as much of it as possible in the years we have left, but even if the rot never took hold, you girls have to know that the roots would run out eventually. A hive eats sweetroot far faster than it can grow. You know your history, don’t you, girls?” She scampers forward and lowers her voice conspiratorially. “The others haven’t noticed yet, I don’t think. You two and me might be the first to figure it out.”

Tyk does know her history. Hives have life cycles of their own as much as the people who live in them do. Explorers establish homes in soft, diggable soil and build hives there, digging out sweetroot and burrowing farm tunnels to grow fungus, and they might stay there for two or three centuries until the sweetroot runs out or starts to rot away, and they run out of food for the fungus farms, and then the hive’s numbers dwindle and the remainder disperse to new lands or to join other hives. And the tunnels left in their wake, aerated passages full of compostable biomatter and leftover fungus farms, are the perfect growing location for new sweetroots, springing up from the hardy remains of the rhizomes left behind and filling the earth until a few centuries later, it’s ready to support a new hive again.

“How much time do we have?” Tyk asks.

“Oh, more time than any of you need to worry about. Your children’s children’s children will be the ones to make the hard choice about whether it’s time to leave. These things are very slow, dear girls, and your excellent senses have caught the very beginnings of it. Now let’s get ourselves back home before people start to worry about us.” Bette heads back up the tunnel, back towards the living areas of the hive, and Tyk turns to follow her, but Ayan blocks her way.

“You think this is good news, don’t you?”

Tyk steps back, confused. “What?”

“I bet you think you’re going to be a big hero, go off somewhere and find a new place for the whole hive and save everyone, don’t you? I bet you wish we were going to run out of food faster, so we’d all be relying on you.”

“What is your problem?”

“I don’t have a problem. I’m not the one who dragged us out here to play in the mud.”

“Nobody asked you to come!”

“Oh, you’d like that, wouldn’t you? You’d prefer if you were the only one my mother told these things, so it could be your little secret. Everyone is going to be so relieved when you finally get a clue and leave.”

Bette is well out of hearing distance by this point. Tyk tilts her mandibles to Ayan, who probably doesn’t notice in the dark. “Get out of my way, Ayan.”

“Why? You in a hurry to go somewhere?”

Tyk bites her.

As soon as her mandibles close over Ayan’s leg, she realises her mistake. They both know that Tyk won’t permanently hurt her, but when Ayan limps out of the tunnel with Tyk’s mandible scrapes on her carapace... Ayan shrieks and drops to the ground under her, clawing at Tyk’s throat under her mandibles, getting soft flesh and probably hurting Tyk more than Tyk had hurt her but in the circumstances, it’s going to look like a defensive wound. Tyk lets go and leaps back and Ayan stands tall and though Tyk can’t see her in the dark she just knows that Ayan is doing that condescending tilt with her mandibles that she’s so, so good at.

“You’re a brute, is what you are,” Ayan says, her voice not nervous or wary at all, just smug. “Everyone’s going to be so – ”

And then the earth moves. A pulse, a shudder, a wave of force rippling through the ground around them, causing them both to lose their footing. New and confusing and scary, but not enough to actually hurt anyone.

But plenty enough to destabilise the new, waterlogged, unsupported tunnel, and bury both girls alive.
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2: Escape Route
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Tyk feels her body slow down in automatic response to the dirt pressing in on all sides. There’s no particular danger in their situation, she knows; she’s been buried before, as a training exercise, and knows perfectly well that there’s enough oxygen in the soil for them to dig their way out if they’re calm and careful. Even if they run out, they’ll simply go into emergency hibernation, and the rest of the hive will dig them out and revive them soon enough. Bette knows where they are.

The main advantage of being buried is the thin wall of soil between her and Ayan, preventing Ayan from talking to her. But that’s not to last long; Ayan’s between her and the hive. Reluctantly, Tyk digs forward, not bothering to try to shore up the walls behind her; there’s nowhere to move the excess dirt and no reason to leave the tunnel accessible. If the hive wants the tunnel, the women can dig it back out their rotting selves. Tyk and Ayan just need to get themselves out.

So Tyk leaves a mess behind her as she crawls her way forward to Ayan. It’s a matter of seconds; the two weren’t very far apart. And the moment they’re together again, Ayan stops her own digging to start complaining.

“This is just great! Of course you had to drag us all the way out here to – ”

“Nobody asked you to come! Would you just calm down and dig?”

Ayan growls at her, but does, pushing her own way through the loose soil ahead of Tyk. The pair don’t make it particularly far before Ayan stops, swears, and starts clawing frantically at something ahead without actually moving forward.

“Calm down!” Tyk snaps, and climbs over her to see what the problem is.

Rock. Whatever shook the land did so severely enough to destabilise the tunnel walls and mortar supports over a large area, and one of the weighty rocks that the tunnels were dug under has fallen through and blocked the tunnel.

“We’ll have to dig around,” Tyk says. “Over the top is probably best; there might be an air pocket where the boulder fell from.”

“Dig over it? Are you stupid? Do you realise how heavy it must have been to fall through like this? There aren’t many tunnels through here! That’s a lot of dirt that was holding it up! Meaning it’s got to be a lot taller than it is wide, and you want to dig up?”

“We can dig sideways if you want, but it’ll be a longer tunnel through undug earth. Even if there’s no air above, it’ll at least be looser – ”

“Yeah, if we can dig that high in the first place! Either way, it’s hard earth, and there’s only two of us, and there’s nowhere to displace the soil to! Ugh, I don’t have time for this!”

“I didn’t want to spend the night buried with you either, but it’s not like – ”

Ayan bites her. Or tries to; in the darkness and the dirt, her mandibles scrape harmlessly off Tyk’s back, and probably won’t even leave a scratch. Nevertheless, Tyk freezes in shock. Ayan had tried to bite her. Ayan never bites first. Her game is playing gentle and innocent and incensing others to fight.

“Are you okay?”

“What do you think, Tyk? I’m ready to lay!”

Tyk takes a few moments to process that. Ayan is about to lay her first egg, her truebrother. That can’t be right; she’s too young. They’re too young for that. Right?

No, they aren’t. Tyk’s own first egg grows inside her every day, and Ayan is a half-season older. If she’s ready to lay, then there’s only a half-season or so before Tyk... that doesn’t seem right. She’s not old enough for that. Is she?

Tyk pushes aside the insecurities of a too-brief childhood to worry about another time. If Ayan’s right, then they have a serious problem. While it’s very risky, baby girls can sometimes survive being hatched underground, but for boys, with their fragile shells and their delicate wings in need of immediate drying, being laid so far from the sun is a death sentence. If they don’t get to the surface, and soon, Ayan will lose her truebrother.

Which isn’t the end of the world, really. Sometimes girls lose their first egg; it’s rare, but it happens. And when they do, their body makes another. A girl can go through four or five tries at laying a truebrother before the body gives up on the task. If Ayan loses the egg, her childhood will be extended by another season or two while her body makes another. And she might fall behind her friends a bit, watch while younger members of the hive mature and move into more important duties while she waits to try again, watch them hit milestones without her and wonder if they pity her or think she’s incapable for her failure...

Tyk suspects she might be a pretty bad person, because for a moment, she wonders if maybe that fate would be such a bad thing for Ayan after all.

Then she pushes the thought aside and focuses on the task ahead. “Your mother knows where we are. There’ll be a rescue party – ”

“That tremor dropped a rock in front of us, Tyk! Can you imagine what it might have done to the hive? There’s probably a whole bunch of repair and rescue work to be done! We’re not anyone’s highest priority right now; they’ll expect us to just sit tight and wait!”

“Normally, sure, but Bette will tell the others how close you are to laying and they’ll come right away.”

Ayan doesn’t respond to that.

“You didn’t tell your mother?!”

“I was going to in the morning!”

“What, when it was time to lay?” Of course she was. That would be the most dramatic way to do things.

“She wouldn’t have wanted me down here tunnelling if she’d known. But of course you had to drag us down – ”

“Nobody asked you to come!”

“So I should’ve left you to curry favour with my mother behind my back? Typical of you. I bet you timed this excursion on purpose. You probably noticed how close I was and thought I wouldn’t be able to come.”

“You’re getting hysterical. Calm down.”

“Or what?”

“Or we’ll run out of oxygen. Will it help your truebrother at all to fall into anoxic hibernation right now? Shut up and let me think.”

“What, you’re gonna think our way around the huge rock?”

Tyk doesn’t bother responding to that. There’s no way around the rock in time; with no tunnel behind them, digging through the dense dirt would be complicated, hard work and involve limited oxygen, meaning they’d have to go far too slowly for Ayan whether they went around or over. So they need another route.

“We should tunnel to the river,” Tyk says.

“I’m sorry, what? You want to dig away from the hive?”

“Have you ever been to the Redstone River?”

“Well, no, because some of us aren’t vagrants-in-waiting whose parents just let us wander – ”

“The banks are very steep and the river is deep. Deeper than this part of the nest. And the water doesn’t move fast at this time of the year. The end of this tunnel is closer to the river than it is to the hive, or to the surface. And wet dirt is a lot easier to dig through than packed, dry dirt; we’ll move a lot faster. Normally, I’d suggest digging into another tunnel, but we don’t know how many have collapsed or how many rocks have fallen in. There’s a lot less rocks in the ground nearer the river.”

“What if the water washes us away?”

“It won’t. It moves slow this time of year. We can swim to shore.”

“I don’t know how to swim!”

“Your body does. It’ll be fine.”

“This is absolutely the worst idea you’ve ever – ”

“Do you want to save Keyan or not?”

Ayan continues to grumble, but follows her back through the loose earth of the collapsed tunnel to its end, and the pair get to work.

Digging a proper tunnel requires a lot of workers. You need one or two up the front to actually dig the dirt out of the way. You needed a few behind them to chew the dirt into mortar and plaster it on the walls. And you needed a train of haulers to carry the excess dirt back through the tunnel and out of the hive. But for a pair of kids just burrowing their way out of the ground, most of that isn’t necessary. The pair quickly fall into a rhythm, with Tyk using her stronger claws to dig through the wet sand and Ayan taking it and packing it behind them. They move slowly, resting often, and the air around them slowly turns to water. Tyk has some experience breathing in water, having swum in the river before, but for Ayan, it’s a new experience. They press forward, until suddenly, Tyk’s claws don’t encounter any more sand, and the two burst out of the ground and into the water.

As she’d predicted, the river is moving slowly, but movement is still movement. As the pair swim for the surface and then for the bank, they have no idea how far downstream they’ve been dragged. The hive isn’t visible over the rise of the steep bank. Tyk climbs high enough to avoid being splashed by the water and shakes herself as dry as she can.

“Great, so we’re out of the ground. Where are we?” Ayan shakes herself dry, wetting Tyk again.

“Does it matter?” Tyk moves far enough away to shake herself again without splashing Ayan. “Look, the sun’s starting to come up. Keyan’s going to be fine.”

“What?! Listen, laying on a random riverbank like some dispossessed vagrant might be fine for a wanderer like you, but my truebrother has a home! He’s going to be born at our hive! Which you dragged us away from, so you’d better get us – ”

Tyk ignores her and concentrates on making her way further up the riverbank. It’s steep, the sand is unstable, and she’s tired. She doesn’t recognise the topography of this part of the bank, which worries her for a moment – have they been swept much further downriver than she’d thought? Where are they? – but the looseness of the sand tells her that it has probably just been disturbed by that tremor.

The Redstone River Hive has never, so far as Tyk knows, had an earthquake. It isn’t something that happens here. She knows that hives very far away, hives so far that she’ll never see them and knows of them only from the wingsong, experience the shaking of the earth regularly and have to be built with that in mind. But it’s never happened here.

What does this mean?

Her thoughts are interrupted by a sound more useful and interesting than Ayan’s whining. Wingsong. Not the long call of a message, but a single man in flight, close by. More than that, she recognises the particular pitch and pattern of this hum – it’s her older brother.

“Kedahm!” she calls.

“Tyk?” He appears over the steep curve of the bank and drops down to land on her horns. Like all men, Kedahm is small – about one sixth the size of Tyk, or one eighth the size of a fully grown woman. His shell is thin and light, his claws and legs small and suited for delicate work, not the hard digging or walking long distances that women are suited to. His whole body shape is different, more straight, so that as he perches on her horns his claws are oriented down like his feet and he can comfortably grip her with those as well; he can bend up, the same as a woman can bend down, but where Tyk’s comfortable resting posture puts the front part of her body vertical with claws out front, his comfortable resting posture has his front half as horizontal as his back half. The elaborate rainbow colouring of his large wings advertises the last three generations of his genetic lineage, marking him as Tyk’s brother – or, more accurately, as Ketyk’s brother once Ketyk is born, since girls don’t have wing colours to compare.

He looks her over, wings buzzing in concern. “You’re okay! Thank the stars. Where’s – ?”

Tyk indicates Ayan, some way down the bank, with one claw. “She’s about to lay.”

“Now?!”

“Yeah.”

“I’ll tell the hive.” He takes flight once more.

The sun continues to rise, and as its rays reach the climbing girls, Tyk relaxes. She stops climbing to let Ayan catch up, tuning out her complaints. There; they have sunlight. The hive is alerted to the situation. Everything is fine. It was a long night of hard work, but now she can take advantage of one privilege that Ayan, about to lay, doesn’t have.

Tyk takes a nap.
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3: A Simple Walk
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The hum of dozens of wings wakes Tyk. It takes her a moment to remember why she’s outside and why the sky is full of men. Right; the tremor. Ayan.

Most of the men flock, of course, to Ayan, fussing over the new layer and assuring her that her mother and her friends are on their way, but three peel off to land on Tyk. With Kedahm are Kesan and Kepol, her father and half-father.

“Your mother’s on her way,” Kesan says, checking over his daughter carefully. “Are you alright?”

“I’m fine, I’m fine.” She brushes him away. “It was just a little cave-in. What happened? Why didn’t the stars predict something as big as an earthquake?”

The men shift uneasily. “It wasn’t an earthquake,” Kepol says. “We still didn’t predict it, but...”

“It’s worse that we didn’t predict it,” Kesan says. “But then, some wanderers...”

“Wanderers? What?”

“A star fell out of the sky,” Kesan says.

“A star fell out of the sky?!”

“It happens sometimes. Rarely. But they don’t usually hit with this kind of impact. We sent some scouts out to look, and it’s...”

“Odd,” Kedahm says.

“Odd?”

“Metal. And... things that the scouts don’t recognise. The old records say that this happens very, very rarely, and can leave a pit dug into the earth, sometimes with a stone in it. They say nothing about this. Everyone’s very confused.”

“The hive?”

“Some parts of it collapsed. Parts of the tower have fallen as well. Nothing that can’t be fixed. Nobody was killed. Some hurt, but they’ll heal.”

“We were about to organise a rescue party for you two, once the critical channels had been cleared,” Kesan says. “But it looks like you saved us the trouble. Well done.”

“We were on a time limit.” Tyk indicates Ayan, preparing to lay. “Will the women make it in time?”

“Here they are now,” Kesan says, as the first women come into sight at the top of the riverbank. He doesn’t take flight or turn around to notice this; presumably the men were communicating their movements with the high-pitched wing chatter that Tyk, and the other women, can’t hear. Tyk’s mother and sister make their way over to her; the rest head for Ayan.

“Tyk!” San nuzzles mandibles with her daughter briefly. “You’re okay?”

“I’m fine.”

“Good,” Dahm says. “I wasn’t worried, for the record. I know you can take care of yourself. Don’t freak our parents out like that again, huh?”

“You’re just jealous that you don’t get to go on cool adventures like me.”

“Brat.” Dahm taps one claw against Tyk’s affectionately and heads for Ayan, Kedahm settling on her horns. Kepol departs, too, heading for his truesister, while Tyk’s mother and father stay with her.

“Your throat,” Kesan says.

Oh, right. Ayan had bitten her under there, hadn’t she? It isn’t deep enough to do more than ache a bit. “It’s fine.”

“Hmm.”

“She started it!”

“Hmm,” San says. Tyk is sharply aware of how obvious it is that the wound in question could only exist if Tyk was on top of Ayan, or Ayan on top of Tyk. And Tyk is too big and strong to be easily taken down by Ayan. When the pair see her first bite on Ayan’s carapace, it’s only going to be more obvious who attacked first, and who was in a defensive position.

“Tyk,” San continues. “Laying a truebrother is a normal part of growing up. In half a season or so, you’ll be doing this, too. There’s no need to be jealous of – ”

“I’m not jealous of Ayan!” She glances over at Ayan. Some men are on her back, humming to the egg inside her, like Kesan and Kepol do for Tyk sometimes. Boys need to hear the humming of wings while they’re developing to learn how to distinguish different wing sounds properly, so they can learn to sing properly. Soon, Ayan will lay the egg, and it will dry out in the sun, and then Keyan will chew his way out and climb onto her horns and spread his wings out to dry them, and the Redstone River Hive will have one more member in its community.

And in a half-season or so, Ketyk will be born the same way. And Tyk won’t be a little girl any more. She’ll be an adolescent, and people will start watching Ketyk grow, waiting, just waiting, until he’s old enough where it’s reasonable for the pair to leave the hive, like Tyk’s star says they will.

Tyk isn’t jealous of Ayan. Not for this, anyway. She hadn’t even known that Ayan was about to lay when they’d fought. But there’s no easy way to explain that to her parents.

“I’m going for a walk,” she says. “Please give Keyan my blessings.” And she takes off down the bank.

Tyk doesn’t have anywhere to go, really. She’d rather just lie down and go back to sleep. But she doesn’t want to be here, and her parents have always been pretty lax with her when it comes to her wanderings. It wasn’t like that for Dahm, she knows; Dahm, if her stories are to be believed, wasn’t allowed out of visual range of the hive until Kedahm was born, and then her range was limited by Kedahm’s ability to fly back to the nest in an emergency, until he was fully grown and their parents couldn’t tell them what to do any more. Most children have similar rules. But Tyk has been allowed to go where she pleases from a young age, encouraged to learn to explore, to swim, to forage, to treat minor wounds and find her own way home. Skills that someone would need, if they were going to leave home.

She expects them to call her back this time. A new member of her hive is being born. The hive itself is in disrepair after the earthquake, and it’s her responsibility as much as anyone else’s to help rebuild it. She doesn’t have time to go wandering off, she has duties to her home.

They don’t stop her.

Sometimes, Tyk wonders if the stars are misread, and maybe it’s not being marked by a wandering star that gives people like her the desire to head off to other places. Maybe it’s the hives themselves that drive them away.

Most of the hive are presumably still back at, well, the hive, working to repair it, but there are still some women trickling in to tend to Ayan. Tyk climbs to the top of the riverbank and notes their direction of approach; that’s the direction the hive is in. She marks her position with a small cairn of pebbles and sets off, following the river away from the hive. Now, so long as she keeps the river in sight, she can’t get lost.

The sun continues to rise to her right, the warm rays drying her off and leaving her crusted in red powdery dust from the river. She takes a moment to brush off all the dust she can reach. The leafy groundcover brushes more off her belly and sides as she walks, and when she comes across sporadic patches of tall stands of river bamboo, she knocks herself against them to shake the dirt on top of her carapace loose. It’s as she’s doing that that she notices a light in the sky.

A wanderer? Another one? Now?

It’s not impossible. The stars are usually obscured by the glare of the sun during the day, but sometimes wandering stars burn bright enough to be visible regardless. And unexpected wanderers can come in clusters; if one graced the sky last night, one could grace it again in the morning. But one fell last night... is this one...

It is! It’s falling!

Tyk knows that the star that fell last night was some distance away and in a completely different direction, but this is absolutely another falling star. She’d thought it was off on the horizon, but it’s close, and close to the ground. She just hadn’t seen it until now; had it been hiding somehow? No, that’s impossible. It had been hidden by the brightness of the sun, surely. The men must have seen it, with their keener eyes. The hive must know about it.

Unless they’re all distracted with repairs, and with the hatching on the riverbank. But they’ll have someone watching the sky, right? The callers up in the communication tower, sharing the wingsong with faraway hives... right?

How many more of these are there? Will they all hit the ground as hard as the first? There might not be a hive left by the end of the day!

Tyk hesitates, torn between walking toward the star and away from it. She should go and report it to the hive, but surely it will hit the ground before she gets back and they’ll know about it then, if they don’t already. Still, going back would be the sensible thing to do; once it hits, she doesn’t want people wasting time looking for her. Again. But once she goes back, she’ll be put to work repairing the hive. She won’t get a chance to come all the way out here again any time soon.

She won’t get a chance to actually see the star.

She speeds up, heading towards the star. Is it dangerous to be this close, up on the surface? The impact would just affect the ground under her, right? So long as she’s not actually hit by the star, she just needs to keep her footing.

The star is falling slowly, and it’s closer than the horizon, much closer. Then... it disappears.

It’s just gone.

No, not gone! It’s still visible, it’s just... not bright, somehow. That shouldn’t surprise her; some of the brightest wanderers do that, streak across the sky for awhile and then vanish. But it’s close enough that she can see it without the brilliant starlight. It glows a little still, shiny against the sun, dragging something huge and white behind it as it falls. Then it glows again, briefly, and... stops. The earth below Tyk jolts a little. Not much; not nearly as violently as the last time. She’ll be surprised if anyone at the hive even feels it.

Tyk forgets her weariness, forgets her anger, forgets caution. She makes her way towards the star as fast as she can.

Like Kedahm had said, it is odd. It’s certainly no stone. For one thing, it’s bigger than Tyk; a lot bigger. Bigger than her family’s chamber in the hive.

It’s an egg.

It’s unmistakably an egg. Not a boy egg, with its thin, yielding, practically transparent shell, but a girl egg, round and hard and shining in the sun. It has debris stuck to it; large, shiny things on the bottom, like nodules of metal but perfectly even and shiny. A huge sheet of something white and yielding trailing from the top, like a sheet of construction silk. The egg itself is yellow-white, or at least the parts of it visible under the black soot are. Tyk supposes that a star must produce a lot of soot as it burns.

It’s been some time since the star egg dropped from the sky; long enough for Tyk to make it all the way here. It hasn’t hatched yet, and Tyk isn’t surprised. Boys are born quickly, chewing through their eggs as soon as they’re dry, but the tough shell of a full egg takes a lot longer to dry out and to get through, which is why girls are born under the stars. Tyk probably has until nighttime to report this, to alert the hive so they can all come out here and... do something about it. Somehow.

What is there to even do about this?

Tyk turns for home, but immediately turns back at a sound from the egg. A crack? It’s cracking already? Oh, that can’t be good. It’s too early. That’s bad, right?

But the egg has no concern for what Tyk thinks is good timing. It does, indeed, crack open; on one side, a neat, perfectly symmetrical hole appears.

And a baby god crawls out.
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4: A Star Is Born
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She’s the ugliest thing that Tyk has ever seen.

Tyk was right to be concerned that the early hatching might indicate problems. The larval star that stumbles out is similar to a person in some ways and different in others; she’s much darker in colour than a normal baby, but her flesh looks about the right texture, soft and puffy and waiting for a carapace to grow in properly. She’s enormous, as one would expect of a god, her head a good three times higher off the ground than Tyk’s own. She moves clumsily, uncertainly, with egg silk still clinging to much of her body, individually wrapping her limbs in a way that it doesn’t on normal babies. And then she steps out onto the ground, and Tyk realises, in dull horror, that the entire back half of her body is missing.

She doesn’t have a tail. She doesn’t have six legs. She totters forward on two legs (or claws, possibly? They might be malformed claws; she’s completely missing her claws) with just the front half of her body balanced on top. She lacks not only claws, but horns; the top part of her head is free of the egg silk and Tyk can see that the forehead is bare over her single pair of tiny, high-set eyes. The top half of her head seems able to swivel freely; she moves it about to look around without having to move her mandibles, which are set lower and wreathed in egg silk still. They’re long for a newborn, about proportional to Tyk’s own mandibles (which makes them much larger in practice, since the larva is huge – or at least, the front half of her is three time the size of Tyk’s front half, making her a little bit larger than Tyk on the whole but not all that much, considering how much of her body is missing), and seem to have a wide range of movement. Like Tyk’s own mandibles, they have a joint where they meet the... jaw?... and one a bit further than halfway down, and a final joint right near the end. Unlike Tyk’s mandibles, they each end in a bunch of prehensile bristles. The godling moves about, somehow alive, despite its horrifying injuries.

Tyk wonders, for a moment, whether the exhaustion and stress of the night’s digging has gotten to her. Or perhaps she ate something toxic in the sand that she hasn’t noticed. She must be hallucinating. Or maybe she passed out on the riverbank, and is dreaming.

Then the larva stumbles, and she rushes forward to help.

It seems that the larva hadn’t noticed her until that moment, because she leaps back with a little yelp, retreating towards the egg. Tyk drops her head down, flattening her mandibles to the ground, crooning comfortingly. The larva, staring, freezes. She splays the tendrils at the end of her own mandibles and raises them high, exposing her underside in what Tyk thinks might be a gesture of vulnerability, and steps forward. Asking for help? Maybe. That would be expected behaviour from a newborn.

Tyk mimics the gesture, stretching up high and lifting her own wide open mandibles; the larva squeaks again and leaps back, retreating back into her egg.

Well, that’s not the right signal to give then. Apparently. Tyk has never seen a newborn climb back into her egg, but then, babies are usually born under the observation and care of their parents. It’s probably very frightening to be born alone, except for some being that can’t possibly be your mother. Does the baby know that she’s a god? Why is she here? Perhaps her mother laid the egg too close to the earth and it fell down. Perhaps her mother knew that she was badly deformed in the egg, and abandoned her here. Tyk feels a sudden wave of rage at the injustice. Surely not. Surely a mother wouldn’t do that. Even if the baby was destined to die shortly after hatching, the hive would be there for her until she did.

Maybe this is normal for gods. Maybe they lay their eggs upon the earth and the gods climb back to the skies at some point. Tyk searches her memory for any mention, any at all, in any history, of this happening before, and comes up clean.

Well, the stars in the sky are close to eternal, aren’t they? Most of them predate the first days of people observing them. Maybe gods have babies very, very rarely. Maybe the histories don’t go back far enough to record the last time.

Or maybe this poor, malformed larva was indeed abandoned, or fell by accident. Maybe the fall itself injured her, breaking her back half off somehow.

Either way, she needs help.

Tyk can’t go for help. The hive is too far away; the godling could easily die before anyone gets back. Someone will come out here eventually, looking for her or investigating the fallen star or both, but until then, things are up to Tyk.

Tyk doesn’t know anything about looking after babies.

The godling comes back out of the hole in her shell. It’s a very large shell, Tyk notes; much, much larger than the larva coming out of it. Tyk drops flat to the ground again, a posture that seemed to reassure the larva last time.

The larva approaches her. Slowly, cautiously. She seems stable enough on just her two legs, and doesn’t look to be actively dying, although Tyk isn’t sure what that would look like. She stops a few body lengths away from Tyk and lies on the ground, mandibles flat to the earth, imitating Tyk’s posture.

Tyk, very slowly, lifts the front half of her body back up. The larva does the same thing, raising her mandibles again, and this time Tyk doesn’t imitate the gesture; it scared the larva last time. Instead, she creeps forward, step by very slow step. Once she’s covered about half the distance between them, the larva moves back a little, and Tyk stops. She holds still as the larva covers the remaining distance in a few steps and slowly reaches one of her mandibles out to touch Tyk’s.

Tyk holds still while the larva runs the end of her mandible up along Tyk’s mandible and over her head, her horns. Her pulpy, carapace-free baby flesh feels strange, soft, yielding, but there’s some sort of rigid structure inside that gives her body more strength than the larvae that Tyk is used to. Tyk moves her head to look at her better, and the larva leaps back out of reach, startled, so Tyk focuses on remaining perfectly still when the larva approaches again.

She inspects Tyk’s head and back with her mandibles, which is pretty standard larva behaviour in Tyk’s experience. When she reaches for Tyk’s belly, Tyk pushes her away, and she respects this – a polite baby. Tyk waits until she’s done, and then rears up on her back legs to inspect the larva.

Tyk is too worried about hurting her soft flesh to touch her very much, but most of her body is still covered in egg silk. Tyk nips at it, trying to cut it off, but it’s surprisingly tough, and as soon as she starts, the larva pushes her away.

“No, it’s got to come off,” Tyk says, and gets back to work. “You can’t just walk around in – ” but she’s pushed away again, and this time the larva retreats several steps.

Tyk gives up. The silk will come off eventually, and it’s not worth scaring a baby over, even an enormous baby star. The larva does at least seem more fascinated by Tyk than frightened now, which is an improvement; without a mother, somebody’s going to have to teach the poor thing, and fascination is a better basis for that than fear.

Not Tyk, of course. One of the adults will adopt the godling. But presumably she will be equally fascinated by them.

The larva taps the end of one mandible against her chest, and speaks for the first time. “Smon.”

Smon? Is that her name? In Tyk’s experience, girls are named by their parents, but maybe stars are born knowing their names. Maybe their names are sung to them in the egg, like how men teach boys the wingsong. Evidence for the theory that god eggs are supposed to be dropped and abandoned on the ground.

Tyk repeats the name. “Smon.”

Smon wobbles her head, which presumably means something.

Tyk taps a claw against her own chest. “Tyk.”

Smon aims a mandible at Tyk. “Tyk.”

The pronunciation isn’t great. Smon elongates the hum in the middle and can’t seem to replicate the closing click properly. But it’s an obvious attempt at pronouncing Tyk’s name, so Tyk flicks a mandible in assent, thinks a second, and replicates Smon’s head wobble signal instead.

And then Smon does something very strange.

She replicates Tyk’s mandible flick. But not using her whole mandible. Instead, she raises both mandibles to her mouth, as if eating something, extends one of the protrusions at the end of each mandibles, holds them in position as if they were tiny mandibles, and imitates Tyk’s flick of assent with one of the protrusions.

This baffles Tyk. Why not do the gesture properly, with the whole mandible? Smon’s mandibles are further below her mouth than Tyk’s; does she think that mouth position is an important part of the gesture? Or does she lack the range of motion in her mandibles, perhaps? Unlikely; it looks like her mandibles have a bigger range of motion than Tyk’s own. Maybe it’s a size thing; maybe she thinks her mandibles are too big. They are bigger than Tyk’s, but only because she’s bigger than the front half of Tyk’s body; proportionally, there’s not much difference. Of course, that’s only true if you compare Smon to the front half of Tyk – Maybe Smon is comparing their whole bodies, unaware that the back half of hers is missing. Although the missing half doesn’t seem to be causing her much difficulty – maybe this is just what stars look like. Half a person.

Tyk repeats the gesture of assent, slowly. Smon imitates it again, once again using just a tiny protrusion at the end of the mandible instead of the whole thing. Tyk gives up trying to understand.

Smon fiddles with something stuck to the silk on her mandible for a bit (is a stone stuck to her? No; it’s something complicated, something Tyk has never seen before) and drops to the ground. She scrabbles out in the dirt until she collects a small pile of pebbles. She clears an area of ground, and places one pebble on it, points at it, and says a name. She puts two pebbles nearby, and says another name. A pile of three pebbles, and a third name. What are...?

Ah, not names. Numbers. The gods use names for numbers? Maybe. The way Smon speaks is a bit strange, a sound halfway between real speech and wingsong. She speaks with a lot of long humming sounds, longer than Tyk can make, but there are some proper pops and clicks scattered in there, too. Sounds that can approximate names, but it would be very hard for Smon to pronounce actual words, Tyk thinks.

Do the gods have a language made entirely of names? A language of names that they know from birth, as Smon knew her own name? That’s...

Smon is waiting for her response. Tyk taps the singular stone with a claw. “One.” The pair of two stones. “Two.” The pile of three. “Three.” To clarify that she understands what’s happening, she makes a pile of four and five, and gives those numbers, too. Smon gives those piles names, which Tyk doesn’t even try to memorise; there’s something about the way Smon hums, the way she starts sounds very suddenly but trails off at the end, the way she varies sounds based on characteristics other than straight pitch while speaking in an almost monotone, that Tyk finds difficult to follow.

They count numbers up to a full eight, then Tyk tries something else. “Two,” she says, making the appropriate pile. Then another pile, “Three.” She pools them together. “Two plus three is five.”

Smon gets very excited about this. She separates the stones and makes Tyk do a couple more simple equations, then does the opposite, with simple subtraction calculations. She lays out stones in simple grids to get the words for multiplication and division. Despite Smon not being able to pronounce the relevant words, Tyk can’t help but be impressed by her mathematical prowess, to understand the concepts so soon after birth. She’s getting the impression that stars are born with much wisdom.

Smon makes more piles; nine, ten, eleven stones. She asks for their words, and Tyk provides them. Smon, for some reason, gets incredibly excited about this; she hops up and down on her two legs and clicks the ends of her mandibles together. Then she dashes off to gather more stones. Tyk, not sure what to make of this, just waits for things to make sense.

After a minute or so, Smon has accrued a large pile of small stones, as well as a few larger stones. She lines the small stones up in piles, one to seven, but for eight, puts one of the larger stones. Nine is a large stone and a small stone; ten is a large stone and two small stones.

“Yes, good, you understand how numbers work,” Tyk says, while Smon, nattering in her incomprehensible language of names, makes piles for eleven, twelve and thirteen.

Then she clears the debris from more of the ground, and makes a second line of piles. One, two, three. This time, she goes all the way up to nine piles of small stones, and ten is a larger stone. Eleven is a larger and a smaller, twelve a larger and two smaller, and finally thirteen, a large stone and three small stones.

She points to the first line, the series that correctly identifies numbers as sets of eight, and points to Tyk. She points to Tyk’s legs and claws specifically, then to the stones again, then to Tyk. Then she points to the second line and to herself, and splays out the protrusions at the ends of her mandibles (five on each mandible, Tyk notices,) and points again to the second row.

“I have absolutely no idea what you’re trying to tell me,” Tyk says, while Smon, practically tripping over her own feet in her excitement, dashes back into her egg. Tyk settles down to wait for her to emerge again.

And that’s when Tyk hears her father’s wings behind her.

“Tyk?”

“Kesan.” Tyk waits for him to land on her horns, but instead he hovers in the air uncertainly.

“Are you alright?”

“I’m fine. Look at – ”

“I see it. That’s what fell from the sky?”

“Yes.”

“Is that an egg?”

“Yes!”

“How did you find – ?” And then he does land, or more like, he’s startled out of the sky. He seems to forget to fly, and Tyk has to dash forward to catch him on her horns.

Smon is peeking out of the hole in the egg.

“Oh, my stars,” Kesan says weakly.

“Well,” Tyk says. “One of them, anyway.”
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5: The Echo Stone
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Smon steps back out of the egg. Kesan immediately hovers, clearly wanting to retreat but refusing to leave his daughter alone. Smon stops, stares at him a moment, repeats that mandibles-up gesture of hers, and retreats slowly back into the egg, watching Kesan settle back onto Tyk’s horns.

“I have to report this,” Kesan says. “Precious, you should go back to the hive. Or retreat to the river, at least.”

“I’m not a child,” Tyk grumbles, childishly.

“You are, but that’s not the issue. Gods are unpredictable. So are newborn larvae. She might hurt you.”

“She hasn’t tried so far. You’re not seriously suggesting we leave a newborn alone in the middle of nowhere until the rest of the hive get here. She could die.”

Kesan shifts uneasily on her horns. “Well, just... be careful. Don’t get too close.” He takes off into the sky, heading for an altitude that will allow his wingsong to carry to other scouts.

As soon as she figures he’s out of sight, Tyk heads straight for the egg. It’s so much bigger, compared to Smon’s body size, than a person’s egg, and she keeps going back to it. Is something else in there?

Smon, to Tyk’s surprise, steps aside and lets her right in, and Tyk immediately wishes she hadn’t. The inside of the egg is full of strange growths and protrusions in materials as unfamiliar as the shell, an egg grown like a geode. Tyk supposes that she should stop being surprised by things. Why would a god-egg be the same as a normal one? She’s already been told that strange stones sometimes fall from the stars; perhaps they have all sorts of rocks out there beyond her capacity to imagine, perhaps their eggs and bodies are made of special things that resist being on fire. They’d have to be. Why shouldn’t gods be born from geodes, even if the crystals in those geodes are dull and pale and round-edged, metallic in some places and silky in others?

But this is a background observation. Because the thing that immediately grabs Tyk’s attention is that stars are apparently born like sandgrubs; multiple larvae per egg. Smon has two twins, still in the shell, still in their birth silks and stuck by more silk to soft protrusions within the shell. Both have the same defects as Smon, missing the back half of their bodies.

Both are very clearly dead.

They had had big, round bubbles of crystal over their heads, both with the tops smashed in. A third such bubble, also broken, sits next to them on the protrusion that Smon probably cut herself free from. Now that she knows what to look for, Tyk sees that a piece of bright white egg silk stuck to Smon’s head has something red-brown seeping through it, as red-brown as the blood dashed across the interior of the egg behind her twins’ clearly caved-in heads. A large, clearly very heavy beam is the obvious culprit, lying loose on the bottom of the egg with blood on it. Tyk has seen support strut collapses before. She’s never seen an egg that grows support struts inside it, but it’s obvious what has happened here; a strut came loose and did what falling struts do while the egg fell from the sky, and the larvae were killed before they had a chance to even start hatching.

“I’m sorry, Smon,” Tyk says. She gently touches each of the bodies with her mandibles; Smon watches her closely, but doesn’t stop her until she starts trying to cut the corpses free, at which point Smon gently pushes her away. Tyk can’t imagine what it’s like to lose a twin; twins are very rare among her kind. Half-twins are somewhat common, but that’s not the same thing. Is it like losing a normal sister? Is Smon feeling what Tyk would feel if Dahm were to die? Or is it like losing a truebrother? Tyk feels a thrill of irrational panic at that, even though Ketyk isn’t born yet.

Smon looks at the bodies, her mood unreadable to Tyk, and doesn’t disturb them. She watches them a moment, then gives herself a little shake and breaks something pale and oddly shaped off the inside of the egg. She affixes it to the side of her head, like a carapace gem, except that she’s far too young to earn such a thing and even if she were old enough, it would be foolish to place one so that it partly covers one’s eye as Smon has done. Then she looks at Tyk.

And speaks in Tyk’s voice.

“One,” Smon says.

A thrill of fear runs through Tyk as she wonders, briefly, if her father was right, because who knows what the gods can do, apparently they can steal her voice, how –

And she leaps back, and squeaks in fear, and immediately calms down because she still has her voice, obviously it wasn’t stolen, that’s ridiculous; what is she, a larva herself? Smon is mimicking her, like the echoflies in the far West that mimic wingsong and make things hard for the long-range messengers out there.

Smon gathers a clawful of small objects from a silk pouch in the egg, and places one on the floor. “One,” she says, in Tyk’s voice. Another object; “two.” She places eleven objects, one set and three, and says “eleven,” again in Tyk’s voice. Then she adds more, one set and seven; fifteen objects, more than they’ve counted yet. She says, in Tyk’s voice, “fifteen.” The mimicry is choppy; Tyk has never said that word to her, and she’s had to repeat parts of other numbers to make it. But it’s correct.

Seeing that Smon was waiting for a response, Tyk gives an affirmative mandible gesture, which Smon repeats excitedly in her strange fashion, pressing her mandibles to her mouth and using just one little protrusion. Tyk is more interested in the magic rock than in teaching a larva to count. She’s noticed that Smon isn’t repeating her words; the rock that she’s put on her face is. Children’s stories about the gods are full of odd things, magic among them – they are gods, after all – and the idea that the gods have rocks with magical properties is fascinating.

A magic stone that can echo voices. Even in the stories, Tyk has never heard of such a thing.

Smon, excited, heads for the hole in the egg, and waits there for Tyk. Clearly, she doesn’t want Tyk in the egg without her. Tyk follows her out, and Smon dashes away, stops, looks around, and snatches up a rock and a stick of bamboo, torn from the ground. She dashes back. Points at Tyk. “Tyk,” she says, as best she can. Points at herself. “Smon.” Points at the bamboo. Waits.

“Bamboo?” Tyk guesses.

This makes Smon even more excited. “Bamboo?” the echo stone asks, which is a little jarring to hear; now that Tyk knows the task, she’ll have to be careful about using a more neutral tone for the words. Smon gathers her words for stone, and grass, and dirt, and water, and puts them in the echo stone.

This is good, but there are things that a newborn needs more than language. Tyk takes a quick look around for predators that might be big enough to threaten such a large larva (nothing, obviously; nothing taller than the grass lives anywhere within sight) and goes looking for something edible.

A few minutes later, Tyk returns with an armload of river grass. Smon is right where she left her, pulling apart a piece of bamboo and inspecting the fragments closely. Tyk doesn’t think a larva would be able to digest bamboo, and she doesn’t have any sweetroot or anything with her, so river grass will have to do. She drops the pile in front of Smon, and steps back.

“Grass,” Smon says, with the echo stone.

“Yes, grass. Also, food.” Tyk eats some to demonstrate, then lifts some towards Smon’s mouth. Smon takes it and lifts it to her own lips, miming eating.

“No, don’t just mimic me, eat it.” Tyk eats some more. Smon does not. What’s the problem? Newly hatched larvae are usually ravenous; it’s a chore to stop them from eating anything dangerous. One refusing to eat food is new. Is this because of Smon’s injuries, missing the back half of her body? She might be missing a stomach. Very bad news, if true.

Smon gets up and goes back into the egg for just a moment, returning with something small and shiny. Only when she starts peeling the crackly, shiny shell off to reveal something brown and soft and
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