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			For Agueda “Agatha” Lopez

			sometimes you miss each other the first time around

			then one day your paths crisscross again

			some friends, like you, are woven
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			“The native language of the infamous Rasia the Barbarian, whose origins hail from the southern uncharted wilds, most notably uses two pronouns based on age: one for children, and one for adults. Below follows samples of the language. For the sake of comprehension, all pronouns have been translated to reflect one’s comparable Alohverian gender identity.”

			—Vincent Al’Cantara, “The Becoming of Pronouns: A Study of Language and Identity,” the Fjaren translation, a thesis 

		

	
		
			First Name is Rasia

			Pronounced Ra-ja

			You’ll remember it
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			Most kids took their palm sweet time with the bones. They rattled them in cupped hands, rubbed together sweaty hopes and dreams, blew on them four . . . five . . . forever times for luck, before finally tossing all that childish fat up to the air.

			Rasia snatched up that same assortment of vertebrae from dead folks she didn’t care about. She lifted her leg for balance. She wound back her arm, and she aimed for the horizon.

			Rasia pitched her bones to the wind.

			She shaded her forehead and watched as the bright sun devoured her throw. With a satisfactory nod, she brushed the crust of black charcoal off her hands and turned to the crowd’s stunned silence. Beside her, the Mythkeeper ground her teeth on the two syllables of Rasia’s First Name. “Ra—sia. You were supposed to toss them up. They’re bones, not a spear.”

			She grinned. “No one said I couldn’t, though.” 

			Years of reprimands, lectures, and strained patience weighed the Mythkeeper’s boulder of a sigh, and she reluctantly announced to the crowd, “In all of settled history, no one has outright thrown their bones before, but it does not mean it can’t be done. The Grankull accepts the odds, but”—The Mythkeeper’s scowl pierced every generation to come after—“this is the last time.”

			The Mythkeeper eyed the attendant scribe expectantly.

			“She threw her bones beyond the Tail! How am I supposed to find them?” the scribe, first-named Jilah, complained.

			“Fix your face,” the Mythkeeper reprimanded.

			Jilah mended her expression with much effort. Over the Mythkeeper’s shoulder, Rasia and Jilah’s eyes met. With a smug waggle of Rasia’s brows, Jilah cracked like overheated pottery. Desperate to save face, Jilah sprinted off in the direction Rasia had thrown her bones and disappeared from view over The Great Elder’s Tail.

			The crowd murmured in the pause, and their exasperation was punctuated by Rasia’s name. Her tah shook her head, always full of disapproval, and left the ceremony. After several vibrations, more scribes were sent after the first.

			Rasia locked hands and stretched toward the Mythkeeper. “So . . . you must have been bored till I came along?”

			Another one of those sighs. “You certainly never disappoint.”

			Triumph chimed out beyond the Tail. Jilah returned, careful to hold the bones in the same position as they landed. She then dipped the bones into a charcoal mixture and pressed them to a blank scroll for the impression to be analyzed for later, which would determine this year’s Forging teams.

			The Mythkeeper spoke the name of the next child, and Rasia moved back into the crowd toward the towering spire of Ysai, her elder sibling. To see over the crowd, many kids watched the bone-throw ceremony from atop the Elder’s tail. Ysai, meanwhile, was using the vertebrae as an armrest.

			The Great Elder, a colossal skeleton of a long-deceased dragon, spanned from one end of the Grankull to the other. The size of its head yawned so huge that the crater of its jaw formed a lake, and on the opposite end, the tail curved around the arena they used for celebrations and ceremonies.

			There were all kinds of wacky reasons why the Grankull existed under the shadow of a dead dragon, but more likely than not, someone had stumbled upon its skeleton and decided it was a good enough place to live. Though, if you were to say that to the scribes, they were more likely to stab you with their quills.

			“Really, Rasia?” Ysai asked. “You had to throw your bones halfway across the Desert? You couldn’t give Jilah a break?”

			“She’s your kulani, not mine.” She climbed atop the vertebra where Ysai rested his elbow. She knocked off his arm, and Ysai had the nerve to act affronted, as if he hadn’t been saving the seat for her anyway. “I see tah decided not to stay.”

			“She asked you not to embarrass her.”

			“Why does she think everything is always about her?”

			“Because you are obviously not taking this seriously.”

			“I am taking this seriously. The bones can place whomever they want on my team. What does it matter? I can hunt a gonda all on my own. And come on, Ysai-ji, did you see the Mythkeeper’s face when I threw those bones? It was funny.”

			He slumped over in surrender. “It was kind of funny.”

			She crowed in victory, then yelped when he shoved her off the bone plate. She landed face first into the sandhills gathered at the base of the Tail. Dust blew up into a cloud, burning her vision and sticking to her skin.

			“Now that’s funny,” Ysai said. That jerk watched her flounder a bit before reaching down to help her to her feet.

			Rasia coughed and spit sand from her mouth. She shook out her dirty shroud and reached under the caftan to adjust her undergarments. Everything was starting to itch. “Ugh. Now I have to take a bath.”

			“Good. You haven’t had one in days.”

			“Lies.”

			Suddenly, the crowd pushed back. They would’ve knocked her off her feet again if Ysai hadn’t been so quick to pull her out of the way. She couldn’t see anything peeking through shoulders or squinting through legs and quickly climbed atop the vertebrae to find out what was going on.

			The crowd had completely shifted, broken, and formed two separate sides, all to avoid touching the kid ambling toward the Mythkeeper to take his turn at the bones.

			“Oh, the runt.”

			“Don’t call him that,” Ysai said. “You don’t like it when people call you ‘Rabid Rasia.’ He’s still the Ohan’s child. He deserves respect.”

			“You earn respect.”

			Since children were required to cover their faces until they came of age, few knew what the runt looked like. The rumors were ridiculous—he obviously didn’t have a tail. He didn’t have scales or a twisted, deformed limb, either. Rasia would know since she had once snatched his shroud right off his face in the middle of the belly market. She had been sorely disappointed to discover he wasn’t the twisted, deformed creature everyone thought he was. He was just . . . sick, pitifully so.

			The only monster Rasia had found was the illness eating away at him. It clawed gaunt lines of exhaustion across the kid’s face, squeezed air from his lungs, and buckled his shoulders under its weight. But that was four years ago. In morbid fascination, she often wondered if that parasitic disease had the runt almost devoured, if now he was nothing but brittle bones and leather. He should have been culled a long time ago.

			The runt dragged his feet through the crowd, eyes aimed at the ground as he walked. Children weren’t allowed to be bare faced outside of the home, they weren’t allowed jewelry, and they weren’t allowed color in their clothes or anything of distinction. And yet, everyone could identify the runt. His caftan was three sizes too big for him. It was dirty, and the color of it was worn and faded to grey. His shroud was wrapped around his face double its natural length and knotted over one shoulder, as if to deter curious hands from “accidentally” pulling it off. And his eyes, something he could not cover or hide, were gold. They were sharp and bright and ever-shifting, like many of the Ohan’s bloodline. Gold eyes typically signified magic and power, but on the runt, they were cruel irony and bad luck.

			“I bet everyone’s wishing he’s not placed on their team. Hasn’t he already failed a year?” Rasia asked.

			Those who failed the Forging must try again next year, costing them shame for every year it took to come of age.

			“At least he survived,” Ysai said. “Many do not.”

			As the runt stepped up to the Mythkeeper, a group of kids sitting above Rasia placed bets to see how high the runt could throw his bones. The crowd leaned forward in anticipation when the Mythkeeper placed the lacquered bones into the runt’s skeletal hands. Even though the entire Grankull knew that the runt had failed to inherit the Ohan’s magic, they all waited with bated breath as if he were about to do some great magic trick. It was ridiculous. What did they expect him to do but to throw his bones like everyone else?

			The runt flipped his hand over and the bones landed with a plod.

			No toss. No throw. Nothing.

			It was anti-climactic and sort of awesome, and Rasia wished she had thought of it first. With a flick of the wrist, the runt had thrown everyone’s expectations back in their faces. Amid everyone else’s disbelieving silence, Rasia broke out in gleeful laughter.

			“Kailjnn,” the Mythkeeper said gently, “do you want to try again?”

			The crowd joined in on Rasia’s laughter, but they transformed the tone into something cruel and mocking. She broke it off, uncomfortable, as the kids above her cackled. One said, “He’s so dumb, he didn’t even know what to do.”

			Instead of a second attempt, the runt walked away. Like before, the crowd parted. Some still laughed, and others placed bets on whether he would survive the Forging this year or if this would be the one that would kill him.

			“Well, that was stupid,” Rasia said. She slapped her hands on the vertebra and vaulted off the seat. “I’m out. Besides, I should probably take that bath sooner rather than later, no thanks to you.”

			“You’re welcome,” Ysai said with a chuckle before his expression morphed into a warning. “Wait, Rasia—watch out!”

			She turned in time to see the runt, eyes on his feet, dragging them straight toward her. She could have moved out of his way like everyone else, but instead, she stood her ground. He walked straight into her, then he flinched back from the shock of the collision.

			“Watch where you’re going, runt,” she demanded.

			“What’s your problem?”

			Nicolai came through the crowd charging at Rasia. Of course. Nico to the rescue. She was the runt’s younger jih and the uncontested Ohan-heir to lead the Grankull when she came of age. Most wouldn’t pick a fight with her; but Rasia budged for no one.

			“He bumped into me.”

			“Rasia . . .” Ysai placed a hand on her shoulder. “Just apologize.”

			“Apologize?! He’s the one who was not looking where he was going.”

			“You were standing there on purpose,” Nico argued. Unlike her older sibling, Nico’s eyes were a conventional brown, but while the runt did not possess magic, she did. Rasia could feel the moisture gathering in the air and sliding across her skin. “You are despicable. First you laugh at him, and now you embarrass him in front of everyone.”

			“Trust me.” She scoffed. “He doesn’t need me to embarrass him.”

			“Says the person who snatched off his shroud!”

			“That was four years ago!”

			Rasia hadn’t noticed when the crowd went silent. She hadn’t noticed anything was amiss until she swatted at Ysai’s hand yanking on her shoulder. When she noticed that everyone’s eyes were on them, she paused, and Nico stiffened at the sight of the Mythkeeper’s impatient glare.

			“This isn’t over,” Nico swore before leaving to take her turn at the bones.

			“Boneless,” Rasia cursed, stomping away from the proceedings. Ysai followed, and she whirled on her jih the moment they were away from the crowd. “What was that? Apologize?! I didn’t do nothing and you know it.”

			“What will tah say if she heard you got into a fight again?” he argued.

			“I’m going to have a face soon, and it won’t matter what she says. I’m not singing Nico’s name when she has the whole Grankull to do it for her. Why don’t you go back and wait for Ji-lah.”

			“I’m here for you. To support you.”

			“You never cared before.”

			“Raj, you can’t be angry at me forever. Let me help you prepare for the Forging. We can take out the windship. It’ll be like old times.”

			“Old times are over. You made that quite clear a year ago.”

			“That’s not fair, Rasia. Life isn’t some grand adventure. It isn’t songs and legends and glory. Eventually, we all grow up. I’m an adult now. I can’t live your fantasies anymore.”

			It strained Rasia’s neck to look at him, his height further extending the distance that had grown between them over the years.

			They used to be best friends.

			“I don’t need you. I don’t need anyone. I’m going to beat tah’s Forging record and reach a time no one will be able to match. They’ll sing name-songs of me. They’ll recite my story. They’ll know my face. I’ll show you glory and honor and triumph. Keep your dull existence, jih. I’ll live my fantasies. You and tah and this capsized Grankull all think you can control my fate. Only I determine how my bones fall.”
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			Nicolai walked the bowels of the Great Elder, where livelihoods pumped through the back-alley veins, rooftops, and side streets of mud-brick buildings. Vegetation flourished and thrived in the shadows. Incense breathed around every corner, and the water pumps gurgled when it rained. Sometimes, on a clear night, Nico could hear the marrow sing.

			Most professions were defined by their location in the Grankull. The hunting kulls lived in the Claws because of their easy access to the shipyards. Merchants and artisans lived near the belly market. The sentries lived in the stacked buildings that poked through the ribcage, giving them easy access to scouting positions on the Spine. The farmers lived in the shoulders of the Wings, where ancestors long ago had stretched leather across the wingspan to collect rainwater for carefully tended fields and groves.

			Nico trekked uphill, hiking the vertebrae steps to reach the warehouse at the Neck. She entered, noticed, as the white speck in a crowd of color and skin. Because of Ava-ta’s death and Kenji-ta’s profession in the hunting kulls, Nico was one of a few children granted permission to carry a family seal. She often found herself the lone white in rooms dominated by adults.

			The day’s heat drenched sweat through all the assorted styles of linen and silk waiting to be serviced in the winding lines. Clothes ranged from patterned to dyed, from stitched to woven, from twisted to clasped. Feathers, leather, and dragonglass hung off earlobes and decorated wrists, ankles, and bare stomachs. A few wore little but the beautiful shades of their own skin. Nico longed to shed the white and join the tones of amber and rust, the copper and bronze, the gold and the dust. She longed for the right to display jewels on her wrists, to wrap rainbows about her shoulders, and join the sea of color.

			Nico chose the longest waiting line, but it was no time at all before she arrived at the counter and greeted her elder cousin’s bored face. Despite his demeanor, he was sharply dressed, wearing an off-the-shoulder top that left one pec uncovered to display the tattooed art around his nip-piercing. Typically, he worked in windship construction, but he also part-timed in the warehouse calculating rations. He was one of the rare few with two jobs.

			Nico reached into the concealed pocket of her caftan for the family seal to affirm her identity. Ashe had already begun running the numbers through the abacus, skipping over the formalities.

			“How was the bone throw?” her cousin asked as the abacus clacked between his fingers. In comparison, the other two warehouse attendants counted their numbers out loud, their abacuses click-clacking in slower rhythms.

			Nico’s bone toss had been uneventful, but she couldn’t say the same for Rasia’s mad throw across the arena. “I’m surprised you haven’t heard yet. Rasia gave Jilah-shi quite the sprint.”

			“Ugh, jih complains about her enough already,” Nico’s cousin, and Jilah’s twin, grumbled. He finished his equations, then disappeared into the warehouse to return with a bundle of food and a list of its contents. Nico looked at the small bundle with dismay.

			No matter your status, whether you were a hunter or a tanner, as long as you contributed to the Grankull, every person earned food rations depending on the hunt and harvest each season. When the Grankull flourished, everyone flourished. But when it struggled, everyone grew thin. The Ohan’s family was no exception. Nico received the same rations as the poorest child in the Hindlegs.

			Food had been scarce ever since the dragon, Aurum, began ravaging their hunting grounds, but this past year had been especially tough since Kai had failed last year’s Forging. He wasn’t an adult, but he was no longer a child, either. Because of this in-between status, he had no rations to his name. When you were given a set amount for a certain number of mouths, many families had no choice but to force out those who couldn’t contribute. Failing a Forging was as much a death sentence as being swallowed by a gonda, but Nico refused to abandon her jih.

			Her cousin added a bag of petrified bone chips onto the counter. Although everyone received the same rations, the bone salary differed. Among the hunting kulls, one’s salary depended on the amount of their haul. It paid extremely well during good seasons, but during bad . . .

			“Join us for dinner,” her cousin suggested. “You should eat well before the Forging.”

			“I can’t. Tah’s kull is pulling in today.”

			Her cousin nodded, understanding.

			Nico carefully stored the rations and currency into her inner caftan pocket. She escaped to the cooler night air, where the warehouse lines had grown to snake outside the door and down the steps.

			She knew the rations weren’t enough; she needed more food to supplement dinner, but acquiring more wouldn’t be an easy task. Food was strictly controlled by the Grankull, and one’s salary was expected to be spent on everyday items and services. Food, unfortunately, wasn’t openly available for sale.

			Kibari Oshield, Rasia’s tah, for whatever reason, always had extra food. Unfortunately, she was shrewd and particular about when and whom she sold it to. There had been rumors that she planned to hoard her supply during the Forging.

			A person could also get food from the illegal market, an underground scam selling anything and everything at exorbitant prices out of the shipyard. She didn’t know where the food came from, but she suspected the source was a mixture of people selling excess rations, stolen rations, and food smuggled in by tent gangs and scavengers.

			For Nico, there was only one certain option, but it wasn’t necessarily the safest. Still, she had business to attend there anyways.

			She traversed the body of the Great Elder all the way to the Tents, a literal slum of tents bordering the Hindlegs, home to those the Grankull had banished from its protective shadow. Some who’d been banished had retreated to the sands to become scavengers, but a long time ago, one outcast had refused to take their chances in the Desert and pitched their tent right at the feet of the Grankull. The community had grown larger and larger over the generations, much to the Grankull’s chagrin.

			The sentries at the checkpoint allowed Nico to cross the border unbothered, although she would have to show her family seal and recite the full names of triarchs three generations back to be allowed back in. Through the Great Elder’s feet, Nico viewed the massive expanse of tents.

			Children weren’t supposed to carry weapons, but she would be a fool to walk the Tents without one. She retrieved the sword strapped underneath her caftan and displayed it more prominently about her waist. She tightened her shroud.

			In the Tents, even the adults wore shrouds. Some hid their faces, so ashamed of their dishonor and fall from grace, while others used the coverings to their advantage for more unsavory purposes. For Nico, her shroud allowed her to blend in with all those the Grankull had defecated out.

			Barefoot children kicked up mud as they raced through teetering shelters of patchwork linen and leather. A roar of laughter, then shouting erupted from a gambling circle gathered around a bonfire. A flock of tent whores, distinguished by their feathered veils, entreated customers. The smell of grubworm mash overpowered all else, even that of unwashed bodies and haphazard latrines. The smell often hit you in the throat, and it had taken Nico a long while to learn how not to gag on it.

			“She’s nothing but a burden.”

			Nico chose a shortcut through a cluster of lean-tos and found three shadowed figures around the corner. The impending new moon, marking the start of tomorrow’s Forging, cloaked them all in darkness. One of the figures shoved another, smaller one forward.

			A child.

			The child was tall enough to have blossomed, but you could never be certain of age or sex due to the shrouds and formless white caftans. Nico should mind her business, but she tightened her grip around the hilt of her sword.

			“There are no refunds,” the third figure sneered. Nico frowned at that accent. It didn’t belong in the Tents, nor the Grankull. Most likely a scavenger skulking about. Scavengers took their chances eking out a living in the Desert, stealing and raiding kull ships to survive, but sometimes you could find them blending in among the cesspool like everyone else.

			“My child has no skills. She’s terrible at everything. There is no way she is going to survive the Forging. I’d rather get something out of her while I can,” the child’s parent said with the accent of one who had never left the Grankull but for their Forging.

			The scavenger clawed into the quivering child’s shroud and flayed the linen right off their face.

			Nico unsheathed her sword.

			No one should ever have their shroud taken without their consent. She remembered the time Rasia had yanked off jih’s shroud in the middle of the market. Everyone had laughed and stared and mistaken the hollow angles of his sickness for those of a monster. She remembered the way he’d trembled and covered his face with his hands—in embarrassment, in shame, in fear. The female child covered her face in much the same way, violated.

			Nico stepped forward to interrupt the clandestine meeting. “Scavenger, the Heron won’t appreciate you doing business in their territory.”

			Even the Tents, for all its lawlessness, had rules.

			The scavenger snatched a snaking blade from his belt, then paused to laugh at Nico’s bright white caftan, an exact match for that of the child adjacent. The color glowed among the sepia tones like two eerie moons.

			“You’re not one of the Flock. Why don’t you stay out of other folks’ business?”

			The scavenger spun his sword flippantly. Nico timed the spin of his blade, and with a quick maneuver, slapped the back of his hand with the flat end of her sword and knocked the scavenger’s weapon to the ground. She evaded a hidden dagger and cut across the scavenger’s thigh. He tripped over her planted ankle and fell.

			She pinned him at sword point, and the white dragonsteel dripped red with the scavenger’s blood. She warned, “I will allow you the chance to leave if— . . . oomph.”

			She stumbled forward, almost stepping atop the scavenger as she was knocked off-balance. She adjusted her stance and froze when she found the child shoving at her back.

			“What are you doing? I’m saving you.”

			“No.” The child sobbed under a crop of blond curls. “If I . . . If I do this, my family has enough to eat.”

			“There are other ways.” Nico thought of her family’s rations in her cloak. She could offer the meager amount she had, but what would her family eat? “You’re giving up before you even try. You can survive the Forging.”

			“And if I don’t? At least this way I’m worth something.”

			“You know,” the scavenger said, having slithered back onto his feet, “that sword you have is worth far more than that boneless little child, Ohan.” The scavenger slid his tongue over the title with venom.

			“I am not Ohan yet,” she said. Not until she completed the bloodrites. Nico glanced at the terrified child once more. The child’s parent watched the exchange anxiously behind their donned shroud.

			Nico faced the smug scavenger. “Throw the money over, and I’ll give you the sword.”

			“How do I know you’re not counting bones?”

			“Because I keep my word,” she snapped. Even so, she wasn’t fool enough to give her sword over first. The scavenger reached into his pockets for a clatter of bone chips. When he threw them over, they landed spilling out at Nico’s feet. The child’s parent lunged forward and pecked the chips from the dirt.

			As promised, she held out her sword. She watched with thinly veiled disgust as the scavenger curled a callous hand around the carved dragon-hilt. The scavenger smiled, his missing teeth an infinite darkness in the night, and then he melted into the shadows.

			“Thank you,” the parent said, still on their knees from clawing the money from the ground. “Thank you so much, Ohan.”

			The child wouldn’t look at her.

			Nico forced her feet a step forward at a time, all too aware of the weight missing at her hip. She had promised herself that she wouldn’t sell the sword unless circumstances became dire, and here she was, giving it away so some kid could live free another day. Her heart pained her, tightening in her chest and thudding louder with every beat.

			She felt both relieved and tired when she finally reached her destination, the largest dwelling in all the Tents. The tent flaps were pinned open, which was usually an indicator that guests were welcome, but you’d be foolish to believe you could walk in uninvited. She spun the bell of gold windchimes. The chimes danced, and the reflected stars glittered across the shimmering, translucent fabric of the entrance.

			The dogs barked.

			Zephyr peeked out from behind the curtain leading into the main body of the tent. The bare-faced male smiled at the sight of her, and the hint of his dimples sparked warm embers in her stomach. The reaction was ridiculous. He was still the same kid Nico had known all her life.

			Yet something seemed to have changed during Zephyr’s year-long expedition with his father. She hadn’t had the time to see him since he’d returned, and she regretted stumbling upon him without the proper chance to truly catch up. The slopes of his bare face flamed in the shadowed starlight, and she felt as if she were on the edge of some great height, her stomach churning with nerves at a bottom she couldn’t see.

			“Hey,” Zephyr said softly, knowing who she was without introduction despite the shroud.

			“Hey,” Nico said in turn, dumbly, and then apologetically explained, “I’m here for Zara-shi.”

			“Right, right.” He stumbled over his feet to step aside, and, for a brief moment, his hand brushed her arm. The touch ignited sparks and fogged their surroundings with magic. The sudden humidity made it harder to breathe.

			As children-not-yet-adults, they had not earned their place in the Grankull. They hadn’t earned their names, the right to their face, the right to color, or the right to touch. When one donned the shroud, all that mattered was counting down the years to their Forging.

			But this was the Tents, and no one around them cared. Nico wrapped Zephyr into the hug she should have delivered the moment she’d heard he was back home. She couldn’t get her hands all the way around him, considering how broad he had grown, as he returned the embrace.

			“I’m sorry. I should have come to see you sooner.”

			“We’re all busy getting ready for the Forging. Go talk to tah. I’ll walk you to the border when you’re done.”

			She nodded, and they broke apart. The air had become so thick with water, the coils of Zephyr’s hair had begun to frizz, and she felt embarrassed by her lack of control. Maybe she missed him more than she was willing to admit.

			He led her deeper into his family’s tent, where his dogs greeted her, and his family sat eating a veritable feast for dinner. The food was as colorful as the patterns and fabrics that adorned the serving room. Zephyr’s father placed a hand on her chest in greeting.

			Zara lifted from her seat at the table. She was one of the few in all the Tents who refused to wear a shroud both inside and outside her home. When Zara’s parents had discovered her affair with the foreigner, Zara’s tah ousted her from the family and carved a hot knife through Zara’s face, forever scarring the word “whore” upon her cheek. Out of respect, Nico promised herself to never flinch away from it.

			Zara had a reputation for taking care of people in need, and an even greater reputation for killing anyone who dared to cross her, her kulani, or her children. Out here in the Tents, Zara had become a Han in her own right. Her kulani, the one everyone had said would leave her on the first gust of wind, had become one of the most important sources of wealth and food for the Grankull as the merchant of an international trading company. The richest family in the entire Grankull lived in its poorest part.

			All the wealth in the world couldn’t buy you a face, but Zara made do with her scarred one.

			“I hadn’t meant to intrude,” Nico said, regretting the fact that she had interrupted their dinner. Zara had paused in her meal nevertheless and motioned Nico to follow.

			She led Nico to her office. Every time Nico stepped inside, she remembered the nervousness and guilt that had plagued her the first time she broke down and came to Zara for help. She had irrationally feared her judgment, and feared the knowledge that she couldn’t take care of her family would elicit disappointment. She had long ago lost that shame, but she remained vigilant, careful of the consequences if the Grankull ever caught her in possession of illegal food portions.

			Nico folded down onto the handwoven carpet, plush and forgiving to the knees. A brass scale leaned crooked on the low-sitting desk. She counted out her bone chips, glanced at the scale, continued counting, and then, with a defeated twitch, reached out and balanced the scales.

			“Not today,” Zara said as she exited a storage room and handed over a bundled pack of dried fruit and vegetables. “It’s on me. You kids have a big day ahead of you. You need all your strength.”

			Nico’s throat swelled. Others would go begging to Rasia’s tah, rack up debts at the market, or sell a family heirloom at the shipyard, but she had always had the favor of Zara’s kindness. It reminded her of everything at stake.

			“Thank you. You have always been kind to me. Your family has always felt like an extension of mine, and there is something you ought to know. I have come to you tonight for another reason. Yesterday, the Council of Representatives voted to purge the Tents.”

			Zara lowered to the floor. She closed her eyes, and her head tilted toward the laughter and unaware voices in the other room. “How long do we have?”

			“The vote was a tie. I only learned of it this morning from tajih.”

			Zara visibly inhaled. It had been years, since Nico’s grantah, that the Grankull had ordered a purging of the Tents. The Grankull saw the Tents as a parasite, but for all its admitted roughness, there were good people here. There were children who had never done a thing wrong but be born on the wrong side of the Tail.

			“When I pass my Forging, I’ll succeed the bloodrites and automatically join the Council. I’ll be that tiebreaker vote and make sure the purge never happens. I just thought . . . you ought to know . . .”

			Ought to know how close they had come to losing it all.

			Zara gave an empty laugh. She poured herself a drink of Alohverian rice wine and offered a cup to Nico. Nico politely declined.

			“It won’t matter,” Zara said. “More seasons of little food, and the votes will be against us eventually. The Tents need to prepare.”

			“Prepare for what? War?” she asked. “There are people in the Grankull that I care about, too. I become Ohan after the Forging. Give me a chance to save everyone.”

			“You cannot save everyone, ohani. Maybe someone will finally slay that dragon. Maybe there will be more food. But there will never be enough for everyone. The Grankull survives by tossing overboard anyone who refuses to row to its beat in order to stay afloat. The Tents are not a part of the Grankull. You are, ultimately, not my Ohan.”

			“You know the histories as well as I do,” she argued. “The Tents had forewarning when my grantah approved the last purge. Tent Hans began slaughtering each other, making deals with the Grankull for protection that were reneged on in the end. The only people who survived were the ones who fled. To have any sort of chance, you would have to establish a truce between all the Tent Hans. Is that even possible?”

			Zara sneered at the thought. “Maybe. It’s possible. If we had enough time. If you bought us enough time.”

			“I gave you this information so that you’re prepared if anything happens. But the Tents have never won a fight against the Grankull. Why not flee? Why does it have to be a fight?”

			Zara’s gaze went sharp to almost a deadly point. It was no wonder she had earned the title of “Scorpion” within the Tents. “My kulani’s land is his own, but this territory is mine. How dare the Grankull determine that our lives are worthless, that our children’s lives are worthless? The people here have no one on their kull but me. I can’t abandon them. I can’t forsake them.”

			Nico thought about that curly-haired child she’d met moments ago in the shrouded darkness. She understood the impulse to fight for people who couldn’t defend themselves.

			“I won’t forsake you, either,” she promised, determined.

			Zara huffed and smiled to herself. “It’s at times like these you remind me of Avalai Ohan. Back then, during our Forging together, Avalai’s biggest concern was her tah’s disappointment. We grew up in a time when the kull was prosperous. She never knew struggle or hardship until the day your jih was born. On that day, she was the strongest I had ever seen her.”

			That’s not how the Grankull told the story. They said Ava-ta’s refusal to cull her sickly newborn had been her weakest moment, whispered that she hadn’t been strong enough to do what needed to be done. In turn, they questioned her leadership and her ability to lead the Grankull. Death-touched children, like Kai, often brought misfortune. It was both a mercy and a responsibility of the Grankull to give them back to Death. Zephyr, the result of Zara’s unapproved pregnancy, was also considered Death-touched—a child not meant to be alive.

			“I have no doubt that same strength is in you,” Zara said.

			Nico feared disappointing her; she had never felt very strong. She didn’t feel strong every time Rae, her younger jih, complained of hunger. She felt helpless watching the entire Grankull laugh at Kai like the butt end of a joke. She was tired of children sacrificing themselves for their family. She was tired of watching people starve.

			“All I want to do is save everyone.”

			“Everyone can’t be saved.”

			“Then we build a bigger boat!” she snapped, frustrated. “We dig better irrigation systems. We re-allot the land. We make smarter choices. We put in the work. But we sacrifice no one. We abandon no one. I fight for every life no matter who they are or where they are born. That, Zara-shi, is the Ohan I want to be.”

			“No,” Nico immediately corrected herself, “that is the Ohan I will be.”
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			At its heart, the Forging was a hunt, and Rasia had spent her entire life preparing for it. Already, her last birthday felt like a forever ago. All are born at fifteen years till, and every year counted down to the Forging.

			She ran her hand along the smooth carapace that formed the hull of her windship. She remembered the time when she, Shamai-ta, and Ysai-ji had stripped the behemoth scorpion of its exoskeleton. They had beaten and shaped the carapace for days into the perfect shape for the hull. They had braided rope, measured the dimensions, and chopped the best date palm for the mast. The sail had been stitched from the wings of a dragon her tah had once slain.

			Rasia looked back at the Grankull, with its neighborhoods choked by ribs bent around the city. From inside the gut, cramped homes obstructed the view like bars blocking sunlight. Even the fields that generations had toiled fertile were denied to the general populace. A child couldn’t brush their hands along the fuzzy tails of grown millet or play hide-and-seek in the flax stalks without getting fined half a year of rations (Kiba-ta was not amused). She could barely breathe between the restricted zones, the narrow alleys, and brick walls she couldn’t sail over or knock down. For all the Great Elder’s immensity, there was no space to run.

			Rasia tore off her shroud. She stripped off the stupid ankle-biting, neck-itching white linen caftan. She hopped into a pair of pants, buckled her sword-belt around her waist, but fuck a shirt. Her undergarment wrap was tight enough. She loosened the ropes and unfurled the sail. The dragon-wing stretched taut, the wheels creaked, and the windship rolled free.

			Sparse shrubbery and hard dirt gave way to shifting sand dunes that tossed and turned with grubworms crawling underneath. The sky swelled open. The speed-draft combed through Rasia’s hair and encouraged her faster toward the horizon. One day, Rasia promised herself, she’d catch that too.

			But for now, she’d been tracking a kull of gran-scorpions. She followed the dawnward wind toward the ocean, then turned headward, navigating by the stars. She found her quarry in a wadi valley. From atop the scout’s nest of her windship, she watched the scorpions ferret out the grubworms that lived underground.

			The behemoth scorpions, much larger than their smaller counterparts, always traveled in groups. They were nocturnal animals, and their black red-gleaming shells camouflaged easily in the moonless night. The lucky few that lived to their prime could grow to a size rivaling the largest sand dunes. The kulls liked to hunt the gran-scorpions for their hard carapaces, which were used to make everything from ship hulls to armor to soup bowls. Rasia had killed her fair share of them, but tonight, she hunted what hunted them.

			“Here’s the plan. We need enough alive to act as bait for tomorrow . . .” She trailed off, turning to the ghostly whispers of wind beside her. She remembered abruptly she had declined Ysai’s help. Whatever. She didn’t need him. She didn’t need anyone to debate strategies with. She didn’t need the stories they told each other to pass the time during long stakeouts. She didn’t need his stupid teasing or campfire laughter, nor did she need that one smile shared after escaping danger by the knot of their shroud. She didn’t need him at all.

			Why did he have to go and become an adult?

			Rasia promised herself that no matter what, no matter how much her coming-of-age tried to forge her into someone she was not, she would come out the other side nothing but herself.

			A vibration jolted her limbs. It always began with five vibrations, each stronger and more ground-shattering than the last. Rasia grinned.

			Finally.

			Tentacles burst forth from the ground. 

			The colossal limbs lacked the suckers that decorated storied sea krakens, but were instead, patterned with smooth gradient scales. They struck like eight springing cobras. Each limb snatched up its prey and coiled around the scorpions with such power that the carapaces splintered and cracked apart.

			These octopedal titans of the Desert were called gonda, the very creature a team of five youths had to hunt and kill for their Forging.

			Eight tentacles turned into sixteen.

			Fuck, there were two.

			If the gonda ate all the scorpions now, they wouldn’t be where Rasia needed them for the Forging tomorrow. She slid down the mast, pulled up the weighted anchor, and the wind propelled the ship toward the valley. To avoid an incoming rock spire, she leaned her weight onto the outrigger, so low her hair swept sand.

			She wrapped a foot around the length of rope holding the steer in place as she nocked an arrow and drew back her bow. She guided the ship with her foot, hung almost sideways as she aimed. The muscles of her arms burned. Wind whipped through her hair and lashed her face with a sweet sting. How could Ysai ever forsake this feeling for boring bones and dead jobs? This adrenaline rush, pounding thud-thud in her ears, was the best song in the world.

			The arrow hit true, right at one tentacle’s center.

			Eight tentacles retreated underground. Rasia yanked at more ropes to turn the sail, catching the wind, and she rode the speed up and out of the valley.

			The other gonda gave chase.

			Rasia popped open the compartment containing her store of weapons. She lifted a spear over her shoulder and balanced atop the forward-moving deck.

			She pitched the spear straight at the lurching tentacle. It grazed the scales, causing it to draw back, but a second tentacle swept incoming.

			She yanked at the rope she had tied to her ankle. The windship lurched to the side and narrowly missed the tentacle sweeping overhead. The nearby rock spire exploded, leveled. The ship slanted off-balance.

			Rasia grabbed her two faithful khopesh blades, dragonsteel white, and cut through the ankle-rope. She charged across the deck, leaped off the railing, and flew into the air. The curved blades caught the tenacle flesh, and she dangled while the windship crashed beneath her.

			The eyeless gonda lifted itself, full-bodied, out of the sand in anger. She wrapped her legs around the flailing limb, and the tentacle she clung to curled, lowering.

			The gonda opened its rending-sharp beak, the chitin the dirt-yellow color of petrified bone. This was the moment that most pissed their pants, but time it just right, and . . .

			Rasia hurled her dagger at the siphon, the gland that produced the poisonous gas used to cover a gonda’s retreat. The siphon burst, splattering liquid venom. The green toxin leaked around the wound, audibly hissing, to corrode the sensitive under-flesh. It burned a hungry void down to the gonda’s three hearts.

			A roar, like rolling thunderclaps, boomed in the sky.

			Shit.

			Rasia abandoned her dagger, rushed down the tentacle, and landed at a sprint. She was almost at her overturned windship when a massive dragon crashed through the clouds and swooped toward the gonda with such speed that Rasia was physically launched off her feet from the current. Upside down, she watched as the gold dragon clawed talons into the dying gonda. She covered her head as sand rained down, pouring a waterfall as the dragon lifted the gonda into the air and flew off with her kill.

			Rude.

			That dragon was a pain in everyone’s hull. They stole hard-won hunts off windships, ruined grubworm traps, interrupted supply lines, and snacked on prized camels. The kulls had named them “Aurum.”

			They might not rival the massive size of their ancestors like the Great Elder, but Aurum was still a dragon and as large as the greatest warships of the Grankull’s armada. Only the most experienced and skilled kulls dared to hunt Aurum. Even Shamai-ta, for all his feats, had only killed two dragons in his lifetime.

			One day when Rasia becomes Han of her own hunting kull, she would take that dragon down.

			She heaved her windship upright and scanned the valley. The second gonda had left four scorpions alive, which meant it would be back tomorrow for the first day of her Forging. 

			It was enough.

			Rasia glided her hand along the hull of her battered and bruised windship and patted it with fondness. Tomorrow, she was determined to break Shamai-ta’s Forging record.

			“Tah, I’ll make you proud of me.”
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			Nico’s home was the largest and oldest residential dwelling in the Grankull, located in the Elder’s Heart, tucked behind the gardens of the temple. From vibrations away, she could spot the wind-catcher tower crowning the roof. Old paint licked at the faded cracks and chipped mosaics webbed through the outside adobe walls.

			She nodded to the sentry guard and entered through the front archway of the veranda. The glass windchimes twinkled above pottery of succulents and sage. Vines wove through the pergola. The night air swayed, deepening the smell of lavender growing on the outside shelves. The deck had recently been swept of dust and dirt, and she straightened the tower of woven sitting mats as she passed.

			The veranda was the area of a dwelling where a household welcomed and entertained visitors. The space acted as a transition between the inside and the outside worlds, as typically, children donned their shrouds before stepping outside.

			Nico opened the front door and slipped her sandals into the cubby holes of the small shroud room. One of the alley cats, who constantly wandered in and out the house, blinked bright eyes at her from one of the cubbies. She unraveled her shroud and hung it on the wall hooks, then stepped up through the paneled archway into the serving room.

			The sound of racing footsteps, and then the sight of Kai running out the hallway after their younger jih greeted her. They didn’t have the money to pay for a caretaker, but since Kai couldn’t get a job, he’d elected to take care of their youngest sibling instead.

			When Rae ran by, Nico scooped up the naked rascal and knocked the budchild chidingly on the forehead. Kai collapsed against the serving table and clutched Rae’s thin night robe as he sucked in air.

			“What took you so long?” Kai wheezed.

			“I visited Zara-shi, then got caught up talking to Zephyr on the way back,” she answered.

			Kai pulled at Rae’s foot, then dragged Rae into his lap and shoved on their clothes. Nico brought the rations into the kitchen—goat’s milk, raisins, lentils, onions, salt, emmer grain, a brick of farmed canine meat, the green-yellow fruit and vegetables Zara had given her, and a glossy heron egg.

			Nico prepared the brick stove. Kai joined her while Rae occupied their time with clay toys. Together, Nico and Kai boiled the water, cut the vegetables, and kneaded dough for the flatbread.

			When it was the three of them like this, Nico felt as if they could do anything. They’d survived two years without Ava-ta. Certainly, they would survive whatever the Forging threw their way.

			The front door burst open, sucking out the heated kitchen air.

			“TAH!”

			Nico leaned her head into the serving room as Rae tossed their toy windship in a flail of limbs. The eleven year-till budchild scrambled to their feet and rushed the figure coming through the door.

			“Grubworm!” Tah exclaimed. He caught Rae in the air and spun them into a hug.

			The sudden stiffness of Kai’s shoulders tempered her excitement at seeing Kenji-ta for the first time in a season. She felt both nervous and joyful, anxious and relieved. These conflicting emotions twisted her insides.

			Beside her, Kai scrutinized Rae and their tah with owlish eyes. She nudged Kai insistently, and only then did he remember himself. He grabbed one of the dirty kitchen cloths, tossed it over his face as a makeshift shroud, and slunk back to his room.

			She covered Kai’s retreat while Rae and tah laughed. Kenji-ta was inarguably handsome, and many claimed his attractive features were the reason he had captured the Ohan’s attention. But Nico knew Ava-ta chose him for more than an accessory. Kenji-ta had a charisma that was magnetic, with a personality that welcomed everyone and anyone to join his fire.

			Kenji-ta walked over and planted a kiss on Nico’s forehead. Instantly, she felt warmed by his presence. “Smells good,” he said.

			“It should be finished soon.”

			“Can’t wait. I’ll go change.” Tah carried Rae on his shoulders and walked toward the backrooms.

			Nico finished dinner, and then delivered Kai his plate. When Ava-ta had been alive, Kai had eaten meals alone in his bedroom. It had been a tentative compromise their parents had formed that remained in place during the rare times Kenji-ta was home.

			Nico used to cherish family dinners, but now she couldn’t help but sit down and notice everything that was missing. Kenji-ta sat on his knees with a similar melancholy. Rae remained the only thing keeping dinner from falling into the abysmal hole of silence Ava-ta’s death had torn into their lives.

			“Did you see the dragon?” Rae asked, breaking table manners and climbing into Kenji-ta’s lap as they ate. Ava-ta would never have allowed it. Ava-ta had liked rules and etiquette and only ever broke them for either Kai or her kulani. They both had that in common.

			“Indeed, I saw it. Swept right overhead during the middle of a hunt. Once the Forging is over, a few of the kulls are getting together to hunt this dragon down.”

			She frowned, growing increasingly upset as tah detailed plans to hunt the dragon starving out the Grankull. Nico feared the day he didn’t make it home, the day when the hole in her chest would grow bigger.

			“Caterpillar, what’s wrong?” Tah asked.

			“Nothing,” she said. “I just missed you is all.”

			“I missed the both of you too,” Tah said. He tickled Rae’s side.

			Was it awful of Nico to admit she didn’t know if that was the truth anymore?

			Ever since Ava-ta died, Kenji-ta had been gone longer and more frequently on hunts. And sure, he had an important responsibility to feed the Grankull, but she couldn’t help the feeling that he missed his kulani more than her children. After Ava-ta’s death, he began sleeping with her namesake about his neck, and Nico always worried that he didn’t care if it choked him.

			She shook her head and tried to toss out all her doubts. She was determined to enjoy having Kenji-ta back in her life. She never actually got along with Ava-ta, who had demanded perfection. Kenji-ta, on the other hand, had taught her how to play the wrong notes on instruments and how to sing off-key. He had knitted her disfigured dolls and carved misshapen windships. Back then, Nico had never questioned his adoration for her.

			“How is the kull?” she asked, knowing her tah always enjoyed sharing stories and anecdotes of his hunting kull.

			Immediately, tah charged into conversation. They talked and smiled and conversed warmly, with Rae’s exuberance thankfully mending all the stilted parts. It almost convinced her this family could heal someday.

			“I’m sorry my kull didn’t get back in time for the bone ceremony. I wish I could have been there to support you.”

			“I understand. Your job is important, especially with food so scarce.”

			Rae giggled and shouted, “Everyone threw their bones so high!”

			“And you will throw your own bones someday,” tah said as he jostled Rae on his knee.

			“They were this high,” Rae said, displaying how high as they got to their tiptoes and stretched their hand in the air. “Cept Kai. He dropped them and everyone laughed.”

			Tah froze. A chill drained down Nico’s spine. With all the preparation for the Forging, she had forgotten to have the talk with Rae. Tah was sometimes gone for too long. They got used to saying anything and everything. Rae often forgot. Even Nico forgot.

			This family had never been perfect.

			“That’s . . . that’s not what happened,” she tried to save even as tah placed Rae off his lap. “It was an accident. It was hot. Kai’s hands were sweaty. The bones slipped.” 

			Tah stood to his feet, then stormed toward the back of the house.

			“TAH! NO!” she yelled after him, knocking her knees as she got up from the table. Her plate of half-eaten food spilled to the floor. She rushed through the rooms of the house and made it just in time to see Kai look up from a scroll loaned from the temple.

			“You dare disgrace ‘lani in front of the entire Grankull?” Tah grabbed Kai by the shroud, and then he threw him across the room like Rasia had thrown her bones.

			With a crack, Kai crumpled against the wall and huddled where he landed.

			“Tah, stop. Stop.” Nico scrambled forward as tah grabbed Kai by the front of his robe, hefted him up with one arm, and slammed him back into the wall so hard she flinched at the dull thud. Kai gasped in the spot where he was pinned. She dipped under the arm and shoved ineffectually at tah’s chest. Before, when Ava-ta had been alive, she thought it was wrong how tah had ignored Kai’s existence, but she would trade anything for this violent one.

			“Let him go,” she demanded, staring tah down, unable to escape the memory of Kenji-ta’s wild eyes that drunken night he had almost beaten Kai to death. He was sober this time, but the anger had not diminished.

			“Go to your room, Nico-po,” Tah ordered.

			“No.”

			The air became heavy, weighed down with moisture. In the corner of Nico’s eye, Rae cowered at the door with fright frozen on their face. Tah stared at her, searching, as it grew increasingly difficult to breathe.

			Suddenly, brokenly, Tah said, “You look like kulani,” and the pent-up energy drained from his limbs.

			No. She didn’t. Nico had stared at her reflection enough times to know that Kenji-ta wasn’t truly seeing her. She had never looked like either of her parents. Her family had always said she had a cousin’s nose, the curve of her grantah’s eyes, and the moles of a distant ancestor.

			Tah’s grip slackened, and Kai slid to the floor. With a steady push, she encouraged Kenji-ta to back away. Both tah and jih were shaking, and Nico felt caught, squeezed between two tectonic plates.

			“He is a burden on this family,” Tah said after stuffing all that rage and anger back into his bones. More cracks were showing every day. Nico feared the day he finally erupted. “If he does not pass this year’s Forging, I want him out of this house, and I swear, I will strike his name from the registry. I will not tolerate the disgrace of my kulani or her memory any longer. He has been nothing but blood and Death since his birth.”

			Kenji-ta left, leaving her to shudder in his absence. Rae immediately slammed into her with tears. She rocked her youngest sibling in her arms, horrified by the idea of tah striking Kai’s name from the household registry. It meant Kai would be banished from the family, and without support, he would no longer be a citizen of the Grankull. Kai would be forced out into the Tents. He wouldn’t survive out there.

			Kai shifted behind her, and she reminded herself to focus. This was not the time to break down. There were still things to do. Nico helped Kai to his feet and walked him over to his desolate bed. Kai’s room was barely more than a closet, and his bed a woven mat set upon a storage shelf that once held wicker baskets. She picked up the fallen scroll and placed it atop a higher shelf with the others.

			Kai automatically took Rae into his lap. He began to hum the same song Kenji-ta used to sing when Nico woke from a nightmare as a child. Ava-ta would mumble and turn over in bed, complain of how Kenji-ta spoiled and coddled her, of how Nico needed to learn how to face her fears. But Kenji-ta would snuggle her close and teach her that anything could be overcome with a song.

			Tah didn’t sing anymore.

			It was that thought that broke her, that had her shoulders folding inward and sobs bursting from her chest. She slapped at her tears in frustration as she grieved for a parent that wasn’t even dead. She shouldn’t be crying over a person who threw jih into walls and ignored him for most of his existence. He was a horrible, horrible person, and Nico missed him so much.

			“I’m sorry,” she cried. “I’m so sorry.”

			She fought to pull herself together. She wasn’t the one who had been physically hurt. She unwrapped the shroud from Kai’s head and winced at the sight of blood.

			She focused her magic. She could shift any liquid, but water was always easiest, and blood was the hardest. She flicked the blood into Kai’s makeshift kitchen shroud and wiped the wound clean.

			“He’s not wrong,” Kai said in a whisper she almost didn’t catch.

			“What?”

			“I am a burden. He is right to hate me. I am the reason our food is stretched thin. I am the reason you go to the Tents. I am the reason she’s dead.”

			“Enough, Kai.”

			She slumped down and leaned her shoulder against his back. She couldn’t look at him with how angry his words made her. “It’s going to be fine. I am going to find you tomorrow, we are going to hunt a gonda, and we are going to survive the Forging together.”

			He shrugged, and Nico hated his indifference. He didn’t use to be like this. Yes, he was a cynic and a pessimist at the best of times, but last year, he had been hopeful. This year, he hadn’t even bothered to throw his bones.

			“Kai, we are going to survive, then I’ll apply for triarch. If I’m head of the house, he can’t throw you out.”

			“You know the Council doesn’t like either of us. If he disputes your application, he’ll win.”

			“I’ll fight it,” she promised. “I swear, when I become the Ohan, no one will ever hurt you again.”

			Kai tapped his fingers against Rae’s back. She knew that tic; he was trying to figure out how to say something she didn’t want to hear. Then, after all that thought, he said one word: “No.”

			“No what?”

			“I don’t want you wasting your Forging on me. You’re important. The Grankull needs you. The Tents need you. You need to pass the Forging, and I’ll only weigh you down. Let me go.”

			He sounded so much like that child back in the Tents who had given up. She turned to his front where Rae had fallen asleep curled in his lap, and he refused to look at her. She gripped him by the back of his neck and forced him to face her. She glared at the gold of his eyes that had raged with storms all his years.

			Sometimes, Nico envied jih in that way, the way he carried their parents in his face. He had Ava-ta’s eyes, and no matter the fact Kenji-ta had disowned Kai when he was a babe, neither could escape the physical similarities of their cheekbones or the stubborn set of their jaw. The tragedy was that she didn’t think tah had ever seen Kai’s face except for the day he was born.

			“Kai, we either survive the Forging together or not at all. I am not giving up on you, so don’t you dare give up on me. Promise.”

			“Nico, I don’t—”

			“Promise me, Kai.”

			His jaw clenched shut. His shoulders drooped. He mumbled. Defeated. “I promise.”
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