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			“My analysis of the language concludes that the isolated culture of the southern wilds identifies four sexes and have no expectations regarding gender. All men, women, and those who exist within the spectrum and outside of it are valued equally with no distinct cultural, social, or economic differences. Undoubtedly, the most important societal divide is the chasm between childhood and adulthood—often demanding a bloody exacting sacrifice to cross.”

			—Vincent Alcantara, “The Becoming of Pronouns: A Study of Language and Identity,” a thesis
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			The warship thundered gloriously underfoot. The hull parted sand dunes with a battering roar, and the sails beat drums in the wind. If all the haters and naysayers could see Rasia now, no one would dare laugh, or mock, or claim what couldn’t be done ever again. Only Rasia determined how her bones fall.

			She rounded up her motley kull of losers. She pitched her feet atop the upper-deck railing, hands on her hips, and the high noon blazing heat overhead. Azan and Neema shaded their faces, while Zephyr rolled his judgy eyes. Kai gazed at Rasia into the sun.

			“Listen up,” Rasia announced. “We’ve got three days to slay this dragon, then twelve more sailing our asses off to reach the Grankull before the deadline ends. When the hard work comes, I expect hustle from everyone on this ship. Understand?”

			“Yes, Han,” they said, with various levels of enthusiasm.

			Before they could scatter, she called out, “Zephyr, you’re on steer.”

			Rasia hopped from her make-shift podium, and her leg buckled. She didn’t right herself fast enough before Zephyr made it to the top-stair and turned those judgy eyes on her bandaged leg.

			“You’re barely standing.”

			“I’m fine,” Rasia said. The tent kid’s expression remained unchanged. “Ugh. Watch the steer while I get some rest. A quick nap and I’ll be good to go.”

			“I don’t know how to steer a warship.”

			“You’ll figure it out. Wake me when the wind changes.” Rasia slapped Zephyr on his massive shoulder and peered down the stairs.

			Unlike Zephyr, Rasia had ridden a warship before. She used to sneak on deck while Shamai-ta led kull drills. Everything had always seemed so huge when she was a budchild hiding from the crew, but apparently, a warship grew even larger when your ribs were burning coals between them. She took each stair a slow step at a time.

			Smaller windships didn’t have multiple decks to need stairs. Or a round wheeled steer. Or a dedicated Han’s quarters. In the Grankull, a Han always slept with his kull, but a scavenger one didn’t. The scavengers built the Han quarters to be luxurious and self-indulgent, but Rasia’s favorite part was undoubtedly the sight of Kai collapsed across the immense bed of silk and linen. He cracked his eyes open as Rasia leaned against the doorway.

			“There’s nothing fucking sexier than you lying on the bed of my warship,” Rasia teased.

			“Your warship, Han?”

			“Bet your shroud it is.” If the warship survived the dragon, Rasia knew the Grankull would confiscate the ship the moment it neared the clawed checkpoints. But for now, she was the Han of this kull and that was Kai’s shroud waving from the topmast.

			Rasia lowered the drop bar across the door and finally surrendered to the pain of her injuries. Her leg had grown stiff. Her ribs burned at every motion. That jump during the dragon fight, when she wounded the dragon’s ability to breathe fire, had re-fractured her previously injured rib. Again. It was amazing she hadn’t punctured a lung by now.

			Rasia limped over and dropped face-first onto the bed. She sniffed at the fresh lavender. The linen was a touch damp. “You washed the sheets?”

			“We don’t know what’s been done on this bed,” Kai grumbled.

			Knowing Timar, probably everything. Rasia wished she had the energy to do the same, but all she could manage was to loosen the cords of the leather bodice she had plucked from a scavenger’s corpse. Pretty clean and barely any blood on it at all. It was far tighter and more supportive compared to the makeshift wrap she had been wearing before, but it did hurt her back by the end of the day.

			Kai massaged a hand up the thigh of her bandaged leg, and his touch had her warm and tender as if she had spent a drum in the steamed waters of the Grankull’s public baths.

			“You don’t have to hide this,” he said.

			“They finally believe in me, but I know I’m not . . . Nico,” Rasia muttered bitterly. For all Nico’s faults, people followed her without question. “They’re only following me because I can slay this dragon, but once they realize how wounded I am, they will start doubting me. Neema and Azan, they’re both the type to panic when shit hits the hull. Then there’s Zephyr, who’s difficult no matter which way the wind is blowing.”

			Despite Zephyr’s foreign blood, Rasia found him very much a tent kid in nature, with an instinct to constantly challenge the person in charge, always testing if you deserved his respect. Rasia sort of didn’t want to lose it.

			“There’s no one right way to do a thing,” Kai advised, echoing words Rasia had spoken to him a lifetime ago in the gorge. “You’re never going to succeed doing everything ‘Nico’s way.’ You’ve got to figure out the right way for you.”

			Rasia huffed at her own words thrown back at her. He liked to do that often. Use her own words against her. Probably because the only person with any common sense was herself.

			Sometimes.

			“Rasia,” Kai said. “You need to be at your strongest against the dragon, and if that means trusting your kull so that you can get the rest that you need, you should. My shoulder might get in the way of steering, but I can keep the warship on track while you heal.”

			Logically, Rasia knew a brief nap couldn’t fix everything wrong with her. She knew the importance of pacing, but the closer they sailed toward the Dragon’s Coast, the more wired and anticipatory her body became. It sucked when the biggest obstacle in a hunt was your own injuries.

			“Okay,” Rasia relented. Before, she wouldn’t have trusted anyone else with such an important task, but somehow Kai had become as reliable as her pair of dragonsteel khopesh. She eyed his shoulder where the windship steer had punctured it during the crash. “Keep Zephyr at the steer. When we face the dragon, we need our windeka at his best too.”

			Kai nodded, and he shifted to lay on his back with his good arm settled around her waist. Rasia snuggled closer.

			“I told Nico about us.”

			Rasia laughed at that and tried to imagine the look on Nico’s self-righteous face when Kai revealed to his younger sibling that Rasia and Kai were together together. She wished she had been there to see it. “She threw a tantrum, didn’t she?”

			“Of course she did.” Kai glanced over at her, after a time. “I’ve been thinking about us, and how it’s going to work.”

			“What’s wrong with how things work now?”

			“I’ve given up all hope of you and Nico truly getting along, but you both are equally important to me. When it’s just us, it’s perfect. But the world is bigger than the two of us. Once Nico comes of age, she will become the head of my household. How can this truly work if I’m constantly stuck between the two of you? We need . . . rules.”

			Rules. Rasia silently voiced the word in disgust. Maybe this whole relationship thing was a mistake.

			Kai swallowed, nervous, but voiced his rules anyway. “First rule: Don’t call anyone out of their names. Not Nico. Not Zephyr. Not anyone. I know you don’t like it when people call you Rabid Rasia.”

			“Ugh. Rules are the worst. Sometimes a skink is a skink, and you got to call that shit out.”

			“How about ‘don’t call anyone out of their names without justification’?” he nudged, compromising.

			“Fine,” Rasia huffed and rolled her eyes.

			“Second: Don’t attack first.”

			“What?” she twisted over, on her elbow. “Okay, I get the first one. I don’t understand the second one at all.”

			“Rasia, you are a skilled enough fighter that you never need to attack first. You do so because you can. But it’s easy to make mistakes that way. You can afford a pause.” He noted the blatant doubt on her face and tried a different approach. “Think about it this way—if you’re as good as you say you are, attacking first won’t matter.”

			She narrowed her eyes at the challenge in his tone. “I guess I see your point.”

			“And last rule—don’t diminish other people. There’s no need to dim someone else’s light. You shine bright enough on your own.”

			Rasia chewed over the rules as she stared at the wooden beams of the ceiling. She didn’t believe in changing herself for anyone, but she knew if she couldn’t find it in herself to soften her edges, Kai would end up being the one cut on them. Change didn’t have to be conformity. Change could also mean growth.

			“What if I fail?” she asked. “I’m not perfect.”

			“All I ask is that you try,” he said. Rasia tucked her head under his chin, and he idly continued his massage up her scalp. She missed her hair sometimes.

			“Fine. I promise,” she decided. She didn’t make promises lightly. You made a promise, you kept it. “But I have a rule of my own, and mine is absolute.”

			It was only fair that Rasia received something in exchange. She raised to her elbow, and her gaze pinned him to the bed with unyielding sharpness. She remembered the days when he shied away at every touch or tone of voice. Now, like the sun, he met her unflinching. “Never leave me.”

			Kai said easy like a breeze, “I promise.”
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			Kai missed Rasia’s mane of hair sometimes. It was growing back unevenly and served as a stark reminder of how he often didn’t know what he was doing. Especially now that he was wading into his first committed relationship. He had been a little nervous when he dropped the ‘rules’ word, but he didn’t see how this was going to work past the Forging without them.

			Forging flames never last, they said, but Kai wanted to be the exception.

			He tucked Rasia under the linen and then, careful to avoid putting any weight on his injury, sidled off the bed. He exited the Han’s quarters and when he stepped out further onto the deck, Neema marched past, bumping into his wounded shoulder.

			“Watch it,” she gnashed.

			Kai recoiled as the pain burned down his arm. Up until this point in his Forging, he had only interacted with Rasia, Nico, or Zephyr. He hadn’t had any meaningful interactions with Azan or Neema since they’d set sail. They were out of his comfort zone, but he promised Rasia he would take care of things while she rested.

			Kai rubbed at the faint scar on the palm of his hand. He pressed his anxiousness into that scar, then pushed himself toward Neema, daring to creep out of his well-established zones. “Neema, I understand you may not like me, but I hope we’ll be able to work together.”

			Neema slashed Kai with a scathing glance, and he visibly flinched in response. “The only reason I’m here is to slay a dragon, but I am not about to kiss your ass because you’re Rasia’s fuck toy.”

			“I’m second-in-command.”

			“Watch yourself, runt. You are nothing without Rasia. I might need to act nice to get what I want, but I’ll never forget what your tah has done. I’ll never forget that you are the reason my jih is dead.”

			Kai rubbed that faint scar on his palm, again and again. His tah had murdered several children after he had been taken by the Council when he was a baby. Few have forgotten or forgiven the incident.

			“Your days are numbered,” Neema threatened. “Someone, someday is going to put the dagger in your back that you deserve. One day it might be me.”

			Then she whipped around and stomped toward the bow of the warship. She pointed at Azan. “You. Braid my hair.”

			“What?!”

			She grabbed Azan by the bicep and dragged him over to one of the oar benches. Kai shuffled nervously and retreated. That was a stupidly bad idea. From now on, he would stay as far away from her as he could.

			He ascended to the upper deck of the warship where Zephyr had two hands clutched tightly on the wheel. Zephyr glanced over when Kai reached the top-stair.

			“What was that about?” he asked. This far up, Zephyr hadn’t heard the words Neema had said but had seen enough to know that they hadn’t been nice.

			“It’s nothing.” Kai shrugged. He didn’t really want to talk about it. “Rasia took some sleep powder, so she’ll be out most of the day. The wind won’t turn until later this evening, but she’s given me permission to act as Han in her absence. How is the warship steering?”

			“Like floating on clouds,” Zephyr reported. When sailing Rasia’s smaller windship you felt every groove and hop. On the warship, however, Kai felt neither the crunch of shrubbery nor a rock wobble the massive eight wheels. Zephyr shook his head. “Though, I have no hope if we need to make an abrupt stop.”

			“Hopefully we won’t need to,” Kai said. He leaned forward on the railing where down below, Neema was explaining to Azan how to braid her hair. A faint fog, thickened by the wind currents from the ocean, rolled over the sand dunes. Kai rolled his injured shoulder. “I talked to Rasia. Said she’d try.”

			Earlier that day, he had told Zephyr how he and Rasia were officially a couple.

			“But I don’t know,” Kai said. “Who am I to dare ask her to change?”

			Zephyr snorted. “You can ask her these things because you are in a relationship. If she cares about you, she’ll respect your boundaries. My tahs are kulani, but that doesn’t mean it has always been easy for them. Things that exist in my father’s language don’t exist in my tah’s. It’s easy to get frustrated, but they’ve promised to be patient with one another. They’ve promised never to raise their voices at one other. They’ve promised to talk through misunderstandings. It’s work, Kai. If you want it to last, it’s work.”

			“But if you’re . . .” Kai glanced at Zephyr, self-conscious. “If you’re, maybe, hypothetically, kulani, then shouldn’t it work out on its own? Not that I’m saying that Rasia . . . but . . . I . . . if she’s the one, then it’s supposed to be forever, right?”

			Zephyr studied him for several uncomfortable moments as if Kai had horseshit all over his face, and the smell of it disgusted him. “Because my father is a foreigner, no one believed my parents could be a kulani pair. Some people still don’t recognize their union. I’m not going to judge you as everyone else will, but you don’t deserve to name her your kulani if you can’t say it with conviction.”

			Why was it so hard to outright say it? He had almost told Nico back at the Graveyard, but even then, the word got caught in his throat at the last vibration.

			After a thoughtful silence, Zephyr continued, “Your tahs are kulani. Was their relationship perfect?”

			“No,” Kai said. “It . . . was complicated. From what I understand, they separated after I was born, and they made several compromises when they got back together. One of the rules tah established was that I wasn’t allowed in any room with Kenji Ilhani in it.”

			“That’s . . . fucked up. Did you tell Nico about Kenji-shi?”

			Kai’s hands tightened on the railing. There had been a perfect moment to bring it up with her in the Graveyard, but Nico was finally starting to trust him to make his own decisions. He hadn’t wanted to ruin that.

			“Kai,” Zephyr said, exasperated. He wiped a hand down his face, and then decided on something. His expression blanked into an impassive shroud. “When I joined my father’s caravan last year, he had warned me away from same-sided relationships. But I didn’t listen. I pursued a flame that had caught my interest, and when discovered, his family stoned him to death. It was . . . the worst thing I have ever witnessed in my entire life.”

			Kai could hardly breathe through his horror. The worst Grankull offenders had their faces burned off alive and their corpses tossed to the carrions, but at least they were dead before the latter. “Are you okay?”

			“I’m . . .” Zephyr paused, “. . . better. The whole point I’m getting at is that I could have sworn his father was the nicest person I’ve ever met, but it was his father who threw the first stone. After it happened, I began to question everything. I began to wonder if my father had warned me away not just because he feared what would happen, but also because he believed in the prejudices too. Up until that point, I never considered there might be a part of me my father didn’t want. When I asked him, he told me that he knew my sexuality could be a possibility with where I had grown up as if . . .” Zephyr looked Kai up and down with such intensity, a flush heated Kai’s face. “As if it isn’t something that’s a part of me. As if it’s an option. But I’d be all-sided no matter where I’m born. The only difference is that in the Grankull, most are allowed to be who they are, or they are allowed the journey to figure it out.” He shook his head. “I idolized my father, and it took the worst day of my life to realize he wasn’t perfect. He came for me. He protected and defended me . . . but he might never understand me. It took a long time to reconcile with that.”

			“Your tah—father,” Kai said, enunciating the foreign word carefully. “Might never understand, but he came for you. At least he cares.”

			“Exactly. What hope do you have when they don’t?”

			Kai blinked blankly. That hurt. More than all of Nico’s entreaties and arguments. More than the Lake of Yestermorrow and the false illusions. It smelled too much like truth.

			“I don’t mean to hurt you,” Zephyr said, “but for people like you and me who are born into hate that is so . . . unjustified, we’ve got to keep our faces clean. You need to be more honest with yourself regarding Kenji-shi.” 

			During the conversation, Zephyr had loosened his grip around the wheel, and remembering himself, clutched it tighter.

			Kai wiped at his face and mumbled, “You’re going to break it, if you’re not careful.”

			“I am not going to be the reason that we all crash,” he said, determined. He licked sweat from his lips and glanced at Kai with furrowed brows. “Has Rasia told you the plan?”

			He tried keeping a straight face.

			“We are a day out from the Dragon’s Coast, and she has no plan? She hasn’t said anything?” If you listened closely, you could hear the undercurrent of panic in Zephyr’s voice even though looking at him, you’d never guess he was anything but calm and collected.

			“I think she’s waiting until we get there to figure it all out,” Kai said. Even if things didn’t work out, Nico always had a plan. But Rasia . . . well . . .

			“If we die, you owe me.”

			Kai nodded. “That’s fair.”
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			Everyone talked of rain, but it had been the same overcast high noon for the past few days, nothing but parched air and an endless sweep of clouds that passed them by.

			Nico and the other Forging kids had stopped for a break at the base of the mountain range a couple of days out from the Yestermorrow Lake. Nico walked away from camp, both to scout the area and avoid Suri’s ever-present scrutiny. The sand shifted under the soles of her gonda leather sandals as she sat on her haunches and spread the Grankull map across her thighs. Nico drank from her water gourd and spat with intention over the map.

			The magic-infused droplets landed at disparate places in every direction, coalescing in five distinct globs of spit. She marked the places with charcoal circles. A sudden wind blew, and her last circle ripped the papyrus along the dampened fault lines. The Grankull-issued map, given to every kull at the beginning of the Forging, split into two rough damp pieces.

			“You need a new map.”

			Kelin stood over her shoulder. His eyes scanned the ripped markings, and his initial amusement fell to an expression of concern. “What are you doing?”

			Nico sighed. Well, she couldn’t hide her intentions forever. “These circles indicate all the other Forging kids that I sense out in the Desert.”

			“. . . so?”

			“We have four gonda, Kelin. That’s enough for twenty, and there’s twelve of us.”

			Kelin looked at her, in disbelief for a moment, before throwing up his hands. “We’ve only got fifteen days before the end of the Forging and look at those circles! The windships left from every direction of the Grankull. We can’t possibly save them all.”

			“I know that. But shouldn’t we at least save as many as we can?”

			“They could be scavengers! There’s a price on your head, if you don’t remember. It’s a risk, and even if they are Forging kids, some of them could be from the Tents. I can assure you I’m not the only faction that was hired to take you out.”

			“I changed your mind. I can change theirs too.”

			The brass of Kelin’s feather earring glinted in the sun as he turned his head to look out at the sand dunes. He had a habit of always carrying himself sharp and lean, like a jackal on alert. “This is the moment I was going to assassinate you. Right here. On our way back with the gonda. Away from everyone. You and me, alone.”

			“You’re a terrible assassin.”

			“I am a great assassin. It’s not my fault I was given an impossible task. I was expected to kill you and kill a gonda. I’d like to see any other Tent assassin take down a fucking gonda. I’ve eaten one, sure. I’ve seen one dead, sure. But I never would have guessed the sort of crazy it took to take one down. And then there are the giant fucking scorpions, and the giant fucking spiders, and the giant fucking dragons. I once laughed at the kullers and their Forging. Thought it easy, compared to Tent life.” He clicked his tongue. “I’ll never laugh again.”

			“Well, we’ve got our gonda. What now?” she asked.

			“Now?” Kelin said as he crumpled into a pile of arms and legs beside her. “Now, I’m a terrible assassin.”

			She smiled and swept her high ponytail of dark brown hair to her other shoulder to see his face.

			“It was the perfect plan,” he said mournfully. “Except you were nothing I expected you to be. It’s not some act. You . . . care,” he glanced down at Nico’s torn map, “about everyone, even at your own expense. But I’m tired, and I want to go home. Do you know what it’s like to deal with the fretting of twenty-six tahs? It’s endless.”

			“That’s why I’ve planned to go off on my own. I can’t ask you or anyone else to further risk your Forging for me. I’ll find as many as I can and meet back up with you at the northern oasis. Without the gonda to weigh me down, I should be able to move a lot faster and cover more ground.”

			“You can’t steer a windship by yourself.”

			“With magic, I can. I’ll figure it out.” Nico noted the conflict on Kelin’s face. “You’re going to worry about me?”

			He scoffed, but when she nudged his shoulder, he broke into a begrudging smirk. He quirked an eyebrow. “Are you going to tell your little embers about your plan?”

			“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” Nico said, pretending she wasn’t aware of all the kids tripping over themselves to cater to her every whim.

			“Poor Ohan, charring bones wherever you go.” He touched her shoulder and hissed, wagging his finger as if the touch had burned. She laughed at his dramatics and swatted at his hand.

			“Oh, you shut it,” she teased. She sincerely valued their relationship and the surprising ease of it. “We’ll remain friends, right? Even after the Forging and everything changes?”

			“What else would I have to brag about?” he asked, with that sharp cutting laughter he clutched tight around himself like a protective cloak. Then, for a moment, his shoulders dipped and that tension ready-to-reach-for-a-dagger-at-any-moment gusted out of him. He looked so young suddenly. Kelin said to himself, surprised, “I don’t think I’ve had a friend before.”

			It was said that forging flames never last, but forging friendships are forever.
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			Nico did her rounds of the camp, checking in with everyone as they rested. She was concerned for some of them. All, except Suri and Kelin, have been traumatized by their experiences with the scavengers. Some bounced back the closer they came to the Grankull, some pretended it never happened, and others, like Loryn, preferred to sleep all day.

			One person was missing. Nico had to reach out with her magic to find him. She climbed one of the windships and then scaled further up the mast. Faris sat folded into the small circular space of the scout’s nest.

			Not wanting to intrude if she wasn’t welcome, she simply asked, “Are you okay?”

			Faris glanced at her, then scooted to make room. Nico joined him. She stretched her legs out of the rim and her toes pointed toward the stars, but Faris kept his legs pleated underneath him like a baby bird, his arms wrapped tight around his knees. Together, they overlooked the camp.

			All but this windship were overturned, which hadn’t been needed with their meager numbers. The other ships created makeshift camps out of the wingsails and comfortably sheltered everyone down below. Under the translucent sails, the campfires danced like fireflies. Too many ships. Too much gonda. They had enough to share.

			“Do you want to talk about it?” Nico asked. Faris didn’t respond immediately, which was alright. Nico was learning how to accept silence when it was given to her. But he did respond eventually, when the clouds grew heavy in the sky and shrouded the gibbous moon.

			“I was supposed to protect them.”

			“You did all that you could,” she said, to both herself and to Faris.

			“I watched so many of them die,” he said. “From the heat or lack of water. Many didn’t make it out of that windship hatch alive. I still have the stink of their bodies clogged in my nose. So many cried for their tahs in the end. I don’t . . . after this, I don’t think I’ll ever step on a windship again.”

			Faris had lost a lot of that strength and confidence from when Nico first met him at the oasis, but from what she had heard, he was the one who kept the others going. She pressed a gentle hand on his arm, and after further consideration, pulled him into a hug.

			“You got them this far. You made it,” she told him, and he shook in her arms. “Let me carry the rest. It’s okay. I’ve got it from here.” He compressed further and sobbed, hiding his face in the darkness.

			It wasn’t fair what these kids had to go through, all because of politics, all because someone on the Council had a vendetta against her. Nico promised that she would find out who placed the hit on her head and somehow, give these kids justice.

			“Sometimes I wanted to give up,” Faris said, his voice a tiny broken thing, “but I couldn’t because they were all depending on me. How do you do this? How do you lead so effortlessly?”

			“Trust me, I don’t,” she said. Her thoughts lingered on the first half of her Forging and how she spent most of it chasing after her jih. “It’s all mistakes and lessons learned. I didn’t get here easily, either.”

			“How is this supposed to work?” he asked. “We didn’t hunt these gonda. It was your kull that lured the gonda into the Graveyard, trapping them all. It was your kull that ultimately killed one. Even if we make it home, the Council might not approve our faces.”

			“No. I refuse to allow the Council to deny your face because of their machinations. We play their scheming game, and we beat them at it.”

			“I could tell my granta the truth,” Faris said. His granta was the Claws Councilor of the Council.

			“Would he grant you your face, knowing?”

			“No,” he admitted. “He’d be angry and upset since I didn’t kill a gonda myself. I’ll never be an adult in his eyes. I don’t . . . this doesn’t feel earned.”

			“Slaying a gonda doesn’t make you an adult,” Nico said, bitingly. “Nor does slaying a dragon. It must be more than that. You have faced Death, Faris, and survived. You deserve your face. You deserve a name that recognizes the strength and resilience of your bones, and I won’t stop fighting until that is true.”

			“I . . . thank you,” he said. He unfolded, stretching his limbs like the falcon in the stories he was named for. They perched together atop the nest and watched the dark horizon.

			A drop of water landed on Nico’s cheek. She startled, surprised.

			“Is this you?” Faris asked as the drops grew in weight and frequency.

			Nico could move water, shift it from one place to another, but she couldn’t create it out of thin air. Her powers were as limited as what the Desert provided.

			“No, it’s not me,” she said, delighted. “It’s the first rain of the season.”

			A shout rolled through the camp. Sleepers jolted awake and, one by one, people poured out from under the wing-sails. Kids who were haggard and feeling defeated by the scavengers came alive under the warm shower of rain. In the Grankull, no matter what time, no matter what you were doing, when that first rain fell—you danced.

			Nico and Faris climbed down from the scout’s nest to join the drenched crowd. They spun, twirled, and swiveled their hips. Someone overturned pots and added rhythm to the symphony of notes that played every time a raindrop struck the ground.

			In the sea of merriment, Nico spied Suri watching her dance. The reed-thin young female stood still amid the revelers, and Nico’s eyes wandered over the soaked clothes that clung to Suri’s body. No. Nico deflected her eyes and reminded herself that they were not friends anymore. That relationship ended because of Suri’s prejudices against the Tents. To this day, Suri still hasn’t apologized to Kelin for it.

			Suri disappeared behind the thickening sheets of rain. But the joy was too infectious to be weighed down by broken friendships. The First Rain always came gentle and warm; not yet one of those ferocious downpours that caused flash flooding deeper into the season. In the stories, the First Rain represented new hopes and new beginnings and the cleansing of the dust from the past.

			Nico unabashedly cupped Faris’ face. Tears trailed the lines of laughter around his mouth. “We can’t save everyone,” she said. “Doesn’t mean we shouldn’t try.”

			Then Nico held her breath and jumped the raindrops, leaving the camp behind. She climbed each droplet like stairs and sailed the fertile clouds across the sky. She surfed the First Rain to cover vast distances and landed at one of her map’s charcoal circles.

			She stepped across the crunch of saltpans. She dipped her head underneath the wing-sail of a broken windship and two children scrambled up at her appearance. She offered her hand.

			“I am Nicolai, and I am here to help.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER THREE
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			Kai tasted salt on the wind. The familiar ochre cliff formations of the Desert had given way to the dark stratified blue of basalt and volcanic rock. The Dragon’s Gate, a tunnel created by an Ohan long ago who wanted an accessible pathway through the cliffs to the coast, yawned open in the distance. But distance was always funny in the Desert, and what seemed close might be days away.

			“Don’t give up now! We’re almost there!” Rasia yelled on high from the steer. Kai and Zephyr rowed the left oar. Azan and Neema rowed the right. They spurred the wheels forward as Rasia tacked them around a merciless wind.

			“You said that a hundred times ago!” Azan complained. Azan’s arms trembled, and he was the child of a blacksmith. Kai only had one arm to contribute to the effort, while Zephyr’s face grew steadily red at the exertion.

			Rasia pounded her hand on the wheeled steer and took up song to keep them on beat. She had an off-tune singing voice, but one that never wavered:

			Oi-yo!

			We sail the storms of the golden sea

			Row, friends, row 

			The wheels roll a’thunder 

			For Death is out hunting my kull and me

			Zephyr picked up the words, then Azan and Neema. Kai had never heard the shanty before, so it took a few passages to understand the pattern. He had never raised his voice in song before. He had never added his timbre to a chorus. A thrill of exhilaration zapped through him as he sang at the top of his lungs, a voice among many. This must be what it felt like to be part of a kull.

			We roar the waves of the golden sea 

			Row, friends, row

			The ground is asunder

			For Death is out hunting my kull and me

			They entered under the shadow of the Dragon’s Gate and darkness swallowed them. The tunnel formed a wind funnel. It made the ship difficult to maneuver, and Kai was forced to use both hands and apply all his strength to make sure they didn’t veer into the rocky walls. The pain in his shoulder returned with the strain of the grueling and punishing pace.

			It was slow going and every grain hard fought. They rowed through the darkness, closer and closer toward the growing light. Even though Rasia was rough in the way she led her kull, it didn’t make her any less good at it than Nico. While Nico’s kindness encouraged everyone to give their best, Rasia’s sheer prowess demanded everyone to match her greatness. Their arms burned and hot air lashed their faces, but Rasia kept them going. The wind howled, but they howled louder. Their song echoed off the rocks, adding more voices, as if they weren’t five rowing this massive warship, but a hikull of chanting hunters.

			Oi-yo!

			We sing the might of the golden sea

			Row, friends, row

			Farewell to all I know

			For Death has caught my kull and me

			OI-YO!

			They burst into the light. What Kai thought to be drums beating in his imagination had been the sound of rolling waves and the ocean crashing in the distance. Dark water scraped at a snaking sliver of black sand. The sky flashed with distant lightning, for thunder to boom and shake the world vibrations later. For a moment, Kai wished that Nico-ji was here to see this. The Desert often restricted her power’s potential, but in this place where she could wield oceans and storms, he had no doubt she could take down a dragon single-handedly.

			Various dragons swooped and swept through the sky. An emerald dragon dove into the ocean and impaled a fish the size of a warship on their talons. Then, as the dragon lifted into the air, the waves burst apart for an enormous sharp-toothed whale the likes Kai had only seen in the sketches of the library. The dragon barely got away with their catch. The whale fell, causing visible waves that exploded throughout the coast.

			“Whoa,” Neema said. Azan’s jaw dropped. Even Zephyr, the only one other than Rasia to have ever seen an ocean, had his eyes wide.

			So stunned and overwhelmed, Kai had forgotten about the oars. It was a good thing the wind had turned and they no longer needed to row. Rasia adjusted the sail, and the large warship sailed over rocks unimpeded. The rocky coast stretched five vibrations to the ocean.

			A dragon of lapis lazuli swept towards them. Neema scrambled for her spear but barely got it in hand before the dragon flew past. The resulting draft of air pulled at their sail, and the entire warship tilted toward the steep cliffs that bordered the beach, which had been smoothed by thousands of years of storm winds. The dragon disappeared into one of the many dens clawed out of the cliff face.

			“What was that?” Rasia asked Neema, unimpressed.

			Neema tightened her hands around her spear and defended, “That dragon was coming straight at us. What if they ate us?”

			Rasia laughed. “We’re not even a snack to a dragon. They’re not bothered by us.”

			“But what about Aurum? They attack kulls all the time.”

			“That’s because Aurum is a kulo. Most dragons don’t leave these hunting grounds,” Rasia said. Neema huffed as she sat back down at the oar bench but continued to hold the spear in her lap.

			Rasia wheeled the warship toward a cove, and as they approached, she ordered a stop. Everyone glanced at each other in panic, and they scrambled to figure out how to stop this thing. The warship halted slow and dragging, and they almost crashed into the cliff. Kai had no idea how they were going to maneuver this hulking warship against the dragon when they could barely get it to stop with their meager kull of five.

			He looked to see if Rasia had any of the same concerns on her face, but she gave him that mad grin, that same one she gave him when he stepped out of the oasis reeds. It had been a wild ride ever since. He grinned in turn, maybe with one as moon-mad as hers.

			She cheered, “Let’s slay a dragon!”
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			Rasia figured everyone would collapse the moment they disembarked, but they found a second wind to draw them toward the ocean. She remembered the first time she had seen the roaring black waves, felt the thunder of it rolling through her chest while she stood beside her tah and jih at the end of the world. Judging by her sense of time, it was high noon, but the clouds were so dark they cast perpetual night over the coast. The kull stared at the waters in awe, too scared to cross the shifting boundary clawing and raging at the shore.

			Then Kai stepped forward, daring, and he watched the water sweep his sandaled toes. Rasia smirked at the sight of him, hair and shirt whipping in the fierce winds, his clothes hugging the lean strength of his body. Then he threw off his shirt, pulled down his pants, and discarded his loincloth. Rasia had seen him naked for the first time under the harsh high noon sun, and so many times since then, but never like this—tattooed by lightning and cloaked in wind.

			 He looked over his shoulder and a flash illuminated his face. He raised his brow as if to ask, ‘What’s taking you so long?’

			Kai raced into the sea.

			“Wait,” Neema cried out. “Is that safe?”

			“Nope,” Rasia said as she yanked off her clothes and then raced after Kai. Her bare feet ran over seashells and pebbles. The salt wind cut at her lips.

			“Nico would never let us do this,” Azan said, awed.

			Rasia leapt after Kai and caught herself on his back. They splashed into the water. Briefly, she flashed back to the Yestermorrow Lake, to the pull and strength of current and tide. But this time, when she lifted out of the surge, she found Kai drenched and grinning. She caught him in her arms, and they kissed till a wave swept them aside.

			The others were more hesitant in following. It was Azan who finally cursed, threw caution and his clothes to the wind, and went streaking into the water. Azan swam out past them to deeper depths.

			“Careful!” Rasia yelled after him. “Don’t go too far or the waves will pull you out to sea!”

			The warning had been pointless as Azan was immediately thrown off his feet by a powerful wave, which turned dark and seductive by the time it reached Rasia and Kai. Neema stretched a toe into the water. Zephyr gave one distrustful look and plopped down on the shore.

			Without warning, Kai splashed Rasia in the face. She laughed at the audacity, and then quickly chased after him. She almost touched him, but at the last vibration, spun and tagged Neema wading through the waves. Neema tagged Azan climbing his way above water. Azan poked Zephyr on the shoulder.

			“I’m not playing,” Zephyr said. “We don’t know what’s in these waters. This ocean . . . it’s not normal.”

			“Oh, come on!” Rasia yelled. Soon, everyone took up the cry, taunting Zephyr into the ocean. His shoulders crumbled bit by bit, until he finally gave in and dived after Azan. Everyone cheered.

			The tag returned to Rasia (it does get kind of boring being too fast to get caught), and then she very blatantly went after Kai since he started this game in the first place. She tackled him along the shore, and they wrestled to find the upper hand in the shallows. She lost her breath when Kai wrapped her legs around his waist, playfully, but Rasia shuddered when his hips rolled. It felt like forever since they’d been intimate. The need for it curled in her belly. Their hips crashed, and he was a slick wave away from slipping inside of her.

			Kai froze, looking down at her, hot and brimming with anticipation. Even out here in this gloom, his eyes cut through the darkness like a beacon, calling to consume her like a moth to flame. He dug his fingers into the sand and shook his head, dislodging cold droplets onto her skin. Right. They had agreed on abstinence until the Naming Ceremony, but Rasia didn’t think getting a little handsy would hurt any.

			“Here, let me,” she said, reaching between them.

			Neema screamed—no, wait—that high-pitched shriek had come from Azan. “Something touched my leg!”

			Azan raced past them. Neema looked to be running because Azan was running. Zephyr hadn’t gone too far out and backed up cautiously to shore.

			Kai’s eyes flashed. “Something is out there. Something big.”

			Kai and Rasia scrambled to their feet and ran out of the water as the ocean crackled and lit with blue lightning. Amid the blinding luminescence, Rasia spotted the shadow of a slithering snake in the waves before the waters again went dark.

			The ocean continued to roar.
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			Through the citrine tinted view of the eyeglass, Rasia spotted a dragon launching from one of the cliff dens. Soundless lightning reflected bright off the dragon’s gold scales before they disappeared into the dense miasma of clouds. Odd. Most injured dragons clung to their dens to recover. Rasia hadn’t thought Aurum would be out hunting so soon.

			Perhaps Aurum wasn’t as injured as Rasia thought? Perhaps Aurum have already recovered their fire-breath from when she shot a bone-spear through their throat at the Graveyard? Regardless of the speculation, this provided an invaluable opportunity.

			Rasia descended from the top of the cove where they had made their camp and waded through ankle-deep water to reach the entrance. The cove was a kull camp and had been used for generations in preparation for a dragon hunt. Inside, the sand ended, and the rock flooring climbed to high enough elevations that parts of the cove remained dry no matter the tide.

			“Aurum just left to hunt,” Rasia announced to the kull huddled around the campfire. They had dressed in their spare clothes and hung the wet ones to dry across a line.

			“What does that mean for us?” Zephyr asked.

			“It means that this might be the only chance we have to scout out the den and determine if it’s better to trap them there or somewhere else. If Aurum returns with a sizeable meal, they could dig themselves in for several days and we’ll lose the opportunity. Start erecting those bone shields on the windship and finish off-loading the supplies. We need that warship moving as light as possible. Kai, you’re with me.”

			Before they could yammer her with questions, she spun back toward the beach. She grabbed her climbing equipment from the windship while she waited for Kai to follow. Before, Kai had been dressed in the shirt and pants she had gifted him, but with those now wet, he wore the clothes he had stripped from the scavenger Han, Timar. They didn’t fit him well, but he couldn’t exactly go hunting for dragons in his worn linen caftan.

			Rasia and Kai set off at a brisk pace along the beach. Seaweed decorated the dragon bones washed along the shore. Flocks of seagulls roosted atop the bones and giant crabs peeked out from underneath to watch Kai and Rasia as they trekked the black ocean sand.

			Rasia glanced over at Kai as they walked together, quiet. A sapphire dragon flew overhead, but Kai hardly flinched. She wondered at his thoughts.

			“Are you scared?” she asked him.

			Kai combed back his hair and eyed their destination—those towering imposing cliffs that punctured storm clouds. A pair of amethyst thunder dragons weaved through the lightning. So far, Rasia had only spotted four or five distinctive dragons on this side of the coast, but hundreds ranged farther headward, some of them probably of breeds no one had ever seen before. She wondered if one day Kai would be willing to help her discover them.

			“I feel nothing at all,” Kai finally said, drawing Rasia away from her musings. “I feel as if I should feel something. Maybe I’m not allowing myself to. I don’t know. For so long, the dragon has felt the end of a long journey, but beyond it is darkness. That darkness, the after—seems unknowable. Earning my face and names, trying out for the kulls—it’s still not real. Not yet. It’s still the illusion from the Yestermorrow Lake. This is the moment it all becomes true. This is the moment that frees me. And I feel nothing at all.” He glanced at Rasia, knowingly. “You’re excited.”

			Rasia was always excited right before a hunt. She turned her face into the wind. “In moments like these, you know who you are. I’ve always strived to be everything that I can be. I am each new experience, each new piece of knowledge,” Rasia looked at Kai considering, “and each new relationship. If it all ends here, at least I’ll go out with the all of me.”

			“And if we win?”

			“If we win,” she smirked, “then there’s always the next hunt.”

			Rasia offered her hand, and her heart jumped stupidly when Kai took it and tied their fingers together, a promise.

			She walked hand-in-hand with the person who made her heart do backflips, while stamping their footprints into the end of the world. It couldn’t have been more . . . romantic? Rasia laughed at herself. Whatever. The dangerous ocean, the fierce storm, the dragons, the impending sense of Death hunting after them, and best of all, Kai walking at her side—to Rasia, it was perfection.

			Aurum’s den was a hollow hole in the cliff face, most likely built before Aurum ever popped out of an egg. Many of the dens were larger than their occupants, evidence of how dragons have become smaller with every subsequent generation.

			Rasia and Kai tied ropes to each other. Rasia started first. She hammered hooks into the black basalt and used them as leverage to climb up the smooth rock face. She took care not to near any of the other dens and aimed straight for the one half-way up the cliff.

			Sweat beaded her forehead. Pain trembled through her thigh. Her foot slipped, and Kai reached up to steady her with a hand on her leg. Rocks crumbled down into the unrelenting ocean below.

			“Are you okay?!” Kai yelled over the buffeting winds. He flinched as he withdrew his bad arm from her leg. He had been primarily using his good arm to climb.

			Rasia bit down on the agony and focused on finding the next handhold. I am Rasia. I am invincible. Nothing is going to stop me. She repeated the mantra in her head. If she said it enough times, maybe her body would believe it. A fall from this height and she’d be dead. All of it over. The only thing to do was to keep going, so that was what Rasia did.

			She heaved herself up into the den’s mouth with a gasp of relief. After several breaths, she reached down and helped Kai the rest of the way up. He certainly was not as light as he used to be. Probably all the scorpion jerky he was swallowing down recently.

			She retrieved the driftwood from her back and used a strike of flint to illuminate the cave and all the bountiful bones decorating the home. 

			A pool of silver shifted, and then a head popped up from a flutter of wings.

			Rasia froze at the sight of the baby dragon.

			“Shit.”
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			A spark jolted through Kai’s veins when he met the eyes of the infant dragon, then it fizzled out just as quickly when Rasia’s fluting whistles caught the dragon’s attention. They bounded over and slipped on their wings before straightening and craning their neck toward Rasia in curiosity.

			“Hey beautiful,” she said. She boldly allowed the dragon to sniff her hand. Once she had gained their trust, she caressed the silver translucent scales. Then she bounced back. She laughed as she twisted, and the baby dragon chased her around the cave. They tripped and rolled over, and Rasia knelt and rubbed at their soft underbelly.

			“This is why the Desert is starving,” Rasia said, “because of this little one. I should have known, but I didn’t think . . . Aurum currently presents as male, which is why none of the hunting kulls have suspected. But I should have known. Dragons don’t act weird for no reason.”

			Dragons are bimale—the fourth sex. Even though Aurum currently presented as male, dragons are male and female, often transitioning between both in their lifetimes. Usually, they weren’t male so soon after a hatching, and if there was one fact about dragons the temple library always emphasized is that the hatching of a baby dragon endangered the local food population. They required almost five times their body weight in food in order to survive. Because of the resources required to raise one, many didn’t live past infancy, or they grew up to be smaller than their predecessors.

			“Dragons tend to give birth to their corresponding color. This little one must have been adopted. That explains a lot.” Rasia rubbed the baby dragon all playful and gentle, but her voice held none of it. “You do understand what this means, right?”

			Her words sent a cold shiver down Kai’s spine. The understanding settled heavy in his gut. “But they’re a baby.”

			The baby dragon chirped out of Rasia’s lap, then ran behind a stalagmite out of view and returned playfully rolling a ball across the floor. Kai’s stomach churned when he realized it wasn’t a ball at all, but a human skull.

			He took a moment to look around. His throat tightened at the sight of broken windships parts and at the human bones mixed with the animal ones. Rasia picked up the skull and used it to coax the dragon back into her lap. She petted over the silver scales.

			“Their existence is starving the Grankull, the Graveyard, and the entirety of the Desert. For whatever reason, the coast is not providing the dragons with enough food. That, or their population has grown unsustainable. Historically, when dragons have threatened our hunting grounds, our hunting kulls have restored the balance. The environment we live in is too fragile and delicate for compassion. Besides,” Rasia gave a strained grimace. “We’re from the Grankull. We cull babies all the time—those not yet born and those who can’t survive.”

			Kai squeezed his eyes closed. He knew that all too well. Still, he argued. “We could let them go. Perhaps just killing Aurum will restore the balance enough in our direction.”

			“Maybe. Maybe not. And who’s to say they will survive without a parent? A quick death is better than a long hungry one. Sometimes, compassion is crueler.”

			Kai knew that all too well, also. He knew first-hand the scars of a life born out of compassion. He should have been culled the moment he exited Ava-ta’s womb. No one thought he would survive past infancy. No one thought he would survive his first Forging. Even Kai, many times, didn’t think he’d survive.

			“I’m still here,” he said. Maybe he was barely scraping by most days, but he was still here. And that mattered. “Back home, I’m the monster. I’m the villain in everyone’s stories. My existence is an inconvenience to everyone around me. But it was you who taught me that ultimately, I determine my own fate. I write my own story.” Kai crouched down, as careful with his motions as he was with his words because he knew that the moment Rasia made up her mind, the harder it was to budge it. He had no doubt she could plunge a knife into the dragon’s underbelly without hesitation or guilt. “This doesn’t have to be the end of theirs.”

			Rasia argued, “Maybe we leave, and they live, and they survive—then that’s a problem for someone else on a different day, but it’s still a problem. Sometimes, this is what it looks like to save the world. It’s not always pretty.”

			Kai squeezed his hand over hers. “Tomorrow might be a necessity but today, right now, is a choice. We don’t have to.”

			Rasia sucked in a sharp breath and snatched her hand from the dragon’s belly. “Fine. The Desert will decide.” She stood up, then motioned toward the dragon. “Okay, pee on him.”

			“What?”

			“It’s much easier for you to whip it out. Hurry up, pee on him.” Then her lips cracked into a smile, and Kai rolled his eyes. “Fine. You don’t have to pee on the dragon, but you’ve got to pee on something. Dragons are territorial. Claiming Aurum’s territory is a surefire way to get that dragon coming after us in a fury. And you’re the windeka. The plan hinges on Aurum coming after you.”

			“Right. I’m the bait.”

			“It was your idea.”

			Kai turned away from Rasia and the baby dragon. He didn’t know why he was so embarrassed about this after everything he and Rasia had done together. He chose a dirty corner that smelled dank of refuse. He pulled his dick from his pants. His eye twitched as the warm stream splattered the rocks.

			The baby dragon hissed at him, quickening Kai’s task. He was more than relieved to tuck himself back in and re-adjust his clothes. No one could ever deny he didn’t contribute to this hunt. When Kai joined Rasia at the mouth of the den, she climbed down first.

			Realizing that they were leaving, the dragon whined after them, much the same way Rae had cried when Kai left for his Forging. Kai glanced at Rasia, already a distance down the rock. He hoped climbing down was much easier than climbing up.

			Out of Rasia’s view, he sucked in a breath and released the magic he held tightly to his chest. He sent a gust of wind dancing through the den, and the dragon chased after the stray leaves and dust, attention diverted as easily as a budchild’s.

			Kai and Rasia reached the ground and hiked back to their camp along the beach. The stench of droppings, entrails, and thick animal musk clung sticky to their skin.

			“Thank you,” Kai said.

			“I’m convinced they’re going to die, either now or later. We also could have used the hide. You need a good pair of pants since Timar’s are too loose on you,” Rasia shrugged. “But it was just as much about you as the dragon.”

			“You think I’m wrong?”

			“I like dragons. They’re not pure instinct like most animals. They get angry, and grow fond, and seek vengeance. They’re intelligent. That’s what makes them such worthwhile hunts. That baby dragon will remember you. They will mourn their parent. Perhaps they will be grateful you spared their life. Or they will hate you. Or they will suffer. Whatever happens, that’s on you. That’s your weight now.”

			“I’ll carry it,” Kai said decisively.

			She nodded. “If I didn’t think you couldn’t, I’d have never let you choose.”

			Going into this hunt, Kai had considered himself forged by either his success or failure to slay Aurum—that the dragon would somehow remake him. He had hoped to finally prove himself greater than the runt of the Grankull. As Rasia had said—moments like these show you who you are. But perhaps a different moment would define him.

			Maybe his hunt was always a different dragon.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER FOUR
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			Nico viewed the curved spine of the Great Elder through her eyeglass. Palm groves ringed the yawning Lakejaw, one of the largest bodies of water in the entire Desert. The wingspan stretched across fields, and the tail curved a knobby mountain range in the distance. They should reach the Grankull by tomorrow.

			“Nico, we’ve got a problem.”

			She sighed. She had almost made it back home without hearing those words. She tied the eyeglass to her belt and turned toward Suri’s approach. They had already made camp for the night, the watch rotations were assigned, no one had called out any warnings, nor did she sense any predators nearby. Nico had no idea what trouble to expect.

			“What’s wrong?” she asked.

			“It’s best if you come,” Suri said.

			Their four windships formed a ring barrier around the dried and salted gonda at the center. Many of those she had rescued from various parts of the Desert were severely dehydrated and heat sick, and Nico had used her magic to get them home as quickly as possible. She greeted the kids on watch and followed Suri inside a windship hatch. A clay oil lamp burned atop one of the shelves and highlighted the red rimmed around Loryn’s eyes. Faris, head crooked against the side-ceiling, turned as Nico bent her way inside.

			“What’s going on?” Nico asked.

			Suri shut the hatch door.

			“She’s seeded.”

			Shocked, Nico stared at Loryn. It was Rasia all over again. But Loryn, whose jih hadn’t survived his Forging, wouldn’t have risked hers in such a careless manner. Something else was going on here.

			“Was it the scavengers?” she asked softly.

			Loryn began to cry.

			Nico had been of the understanding the scavengers hadn’t touched the oasis kids. Faris crouched down and rubbed circles along Loryn’s back. He soothed, “It’s okay. Nico will help.”

			Loryn glanced furtively at Faris before whispering against her scarred knees. “It happened at the oasis. When they were rounding us up. I was with Tarick, but he had fought back, and they killed him. I was all alone and they—they—I thought I was going to die.”

			“You don’t have to say more,” Nico said. 

			Suri, Faris, and Nico looked at each other, fully understanding how much of a mess this was. Whether Loryn consented or not, the Forging allowed none of the participants the protections usually afforded to children. Judged as an adult, the Grankull would punish Loryn for a choice she never made.

			They needed to get rid of it.

			Nico, Suri, and Faris regrouped outside of the windship for privacy. She leaned her head toward Suri. “Can it be done?”

			“I don’t know,” Suri whispered. “I’ve only apprenticed with the healers, and they keep the recipe for gonom on a need-to-know basis. I’d be guessing at it. We have plenty of gonda venom, but we could end up with another Rasia situation on our hands if we’re not careful.”

			“Rasia?” Faris whispered.

			“Forget it,” Nico stressed to him. The fewer people who knew about Rasia and Kai the better. Faris immediately nodded.

			“Even then,” Suri continued, “whatever gonom substitute I could mix might not be effective. If this happened at the oasis, then she’s what? About two blinks seeded? Even with gonom, the amount needed to poison a more developed seed might poison her as well. Especially without the resistance most adults develop after taking gonom for years.”

			Nico rubbed at her face and looked at Faris. “Did you know? Why didn’t she say something sooner?”

			Faris’ shoulders hunched to his ears. “It was only a suspicion at first. At the oasis, she was the last one chained into the hatch, and I thought it took so long because they had a hard time finding her. I didn’t know—I—I noticed her bleeding, but I thought—I thought it was her deathsblood. It was only after . . . Loryn stopped acting like herself. I knew something was wrong. She started getting sick, and it was all the signs we were taught in school, but I still wasn’t sure. I tried to talk to her about it, but she denied everything. She finally told me this morning. Now that we’re almost to the Grankull, she doesn’t have a choice but to face it. She almost drowned your jih at the beginning of the Forging and feared
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