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“You know it’ll be Pomegranate.”

	“Of course I know it’ll be Pomegranate, but who else?”

	“One of the big lads, I’ll bet. Reed, or—”

	“Shhh,” one of the Mothers nearby quieted the youngsters who speculated in too-loud whispers, and their little heads whipped around—caught!—before ducking with shame. Honeycomb stifled a laugh. She sat in the large circle around the fire, a few rows of bodies between her and Grandmother Flame, who was at the center. Honeycomb didn’t want to be closer, not like the little ones who crowded over the Mothers’ shoulders, nor like the people her own age who strained forward hoping to hear their names. Honeycomb didn’t even need to be here. What was the point, when there were wonderful people like Pomegranate, or Brushstroke, or Reed, who would bear their offerings proudly to the Moon?

	Honeycomb was not like Pomegranate, or Brushstroke, or Reed.

	That was fine, they had always told her.

	“Clan Foxfire,” Grandmother Flame said, interrupting her thoughts. She hummed a soft melody, and the congregation hummed it in echo, a quiet chorus that Honeycomb had to hurry to join. “We gather for an important duty. The Long Day is nearly here, and it’s time to send our messengers to Moon’s Rest to make our offering.”

	The fragrance of woodsmoke, clary, and mountain cedar suffused the air, making Honeycomb’s nose itch; she wanted to sneeze. She looked longingly out of one of the cavern’s gnarled, branching exits and could make out the twilight beyond. Perhaps she could sneak out—make a quiet exit—and no one would notice. Once she was outside, she wouldn’t have to smell the smoke, only clean air and the sky and the waters of the sacred spring. No one would notice if she wasn’t there. She just had to find the quietest way to leave. Honeycomb began to shift in her seat, stretching first, then moving to rock up on her heels. If she could get past the last few rows of—

	“Honeycomb.”

	The voice, heavy with something she didn’t have the context for, grabbed her attention and brought her back to the cavern. She looked around and found that the whole Clan was looking at her.

	Oh.

	Oh, no.

	“G-Grandmother?”

	“You shall go to Moon’s Rest and offer our best to the Goddess, to beg the return of longer nights.”

	Heat rose to her face as Honeycomb tried to find some way to reject the honor. “I—? There must be a mistake, Grandmother. I cannot—”

	“There is no mistaking the will of the Universe. You shall go,” Grandmother Flame said gently. “Do not be afraid. Pomegranate will go with you.”

	Honeycomb looked across the circle at Pomegranate, who had come to the gathering ready to leave. Of course she had. Pomegranate was—she was perfect. She was smart and studious. She was friendly. She was so, so beautiful—Goddess, just looking at her made Honeycomb’s throat tight. Best not to look.

	Honeycomb was not jealous. To be jealous, one would have to first be comparable. She and Pomegranate were different kinds altogether, as surely as if Pomegranate was a bird and Honeycomb was a rock. Pomegranate was made for this sort of thing, and she—Honeycomb—

	She would ruin everything.

	“The Universe has spoken,” Grandmother Flame said quietly, tossing a bit of powder on the fire and turning the flames a brilliant indigo. “Pomegranate and Honeycomb will beseech the Moon on our behalf to bring back the night and restore the balance of the world. I trust you will all send them both off with honor.”

	Around her, Honeycomb could feel people getting up, stretching, some even carefully placing warm hands on her shoulders and back to offer their support, but she couldn’t move. The Circle couldn’t be over. Someone else needed to be chosen! She couldn’t do this. She could not do this! She couldn’t—

	“Honeycomb?”

	Honeycomb looked up, and Pomegranate stood above her, holding a hand out in offering. She stared at it for too long, wondering why it was there, before her thoughts caught up with her and she took it. Pomegranate pulled her off the floor, and the noise in Honeycomb’s head subsided.

	“You weren’t prepared to leave tonight, I guess?” Pomegranate asked kindly. “We have some time before full dark. Go ahead and pack, and say your farewells—I’ve already got the offerings.”

	“All right,” Honeycomb said in a daze. “If… if there’s time…”

	Pomegranate squeezed her hand, which Honeycomb only just realized she still had hold of, and said, “I know you’re worried, but you shouldn’t be. We can beg the night back. Have a bit of faith in us.”

	Honeycomb looked at her, sure her own face showed every bit of her skepticism, and then nodded. “I’ll gather my things,” was all she said as she pulled away.

	Despite every hungry-eyed worshipper in their Clan eager to prove their mettle and devotion, although she was absolutely broken inside and couldn’t be fixed… Honeycomb was the person chosen to take the offering to Moon’s Rest. Honeycomb was supposed to treat with a Goddess.

	She hoped Grandmother Flame was right, and that the Universe truly couldn’t make mistakes.

	*

	On all sides of the vast cavern system that made up their home, Clan Foxfire gathered to see their ambassadors forward. Honeycomb could feel their eyes on her like burning as she hitched her heavy pack up higher on her shoulders and followed Pomegranate toward the northern mouth.

	“Sacred Granddaughters, you make us proud to call you ours,” Grandmother Flame said, standing just inside the cavern, body limned with the light of the fading sunset. The iron-colored coils of her hair were caught in a protective knot on top of her head, and her warm brown skin glowed where the last remnants of the lengthening day touched it. To her sides, the faces of their Clan members were smiling, or reverent, or warm—but their eyes lingered on Pomegranate, on the perfect sight she made walking in front with the offerings carefully packed in her bag and her chin held high.
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