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5. The Life of the Party

A knock brought me out of my sleep. I peered through the peephole to 
see the Lighthouse apprentice against the dawn sky. I unbolted the door 
and swung it open. “Hello, Daxion,” I said uneasily.

“Hello,  Zarena,” came his  sober reply. “It’s  good you’re using the 
peephole.”

I nodded. “Come in. Do you want some breakfast?”
“No, thanks. I already ate.” He stepped inside and stood stiffly by the 

door.
“You might as well sit down,” I said. “I have to get ready.”
“Okay.” He took a seat at the desk.
I went back to my room and changed from my nightshirt into my 

swimsuit with shaking hands. I pulled my silk tunic over it.  Would my 
friend accept my apology, or had I irretrievably alienated him? I splashed 
my face and ran a comb through my hair.

Daxion stood as I walked into the main hall. “Daxion—”
“Zarena—”
“I’m sorry,” I ventured.
“Me, too,” he sighed.
“I should be grateful you care about me. Will you please forgive me 

for being so rude?”
He shook his head. “I should be asking  you to forgive  me. I’ve been 

way too pushy. But I’ll back off. I showed up today because I like to keep 
my word.”

A feeling of sweet relief washed over me. “I’m so glad you came,” I 
breathed.  “Just  because I  don’t  want  to train  two hours a day doesn’t 
mean I don’t want to see you. Besides Alara, you’re my best friend.”

His ruddy face lit up. “Really?”
“Really.”
We stood across from each other, Daxion looking as awkward as I 

felt. Finally he spoke. “Well, are you ready, then?”
“I guess  so.  Oh, the cookies!  Kimi would be upset if  I  forgot.”  I 

hurried into the kitchen.
“I would be upset if you forgot,” he said. “Put them in my pack.” He 

swung it off his back.
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I set the bundle and some napkins next to a hollow metal sphere with 
holes. “Is that your fire-ball? I’ve only seen them on fire.”

“Yeah. Kevlon’s bringing the baskets on his barbecue rig.”
I raised my eyebrows. “We’ll be eating well.”
He watched me as I dug sprouts from the garden and fed the kitten. 

“Would you be offended if I said you look nice?” he asked.
I smiled. “Not at all.” I wondered where Alara was. But now that 

Daxion and I had reconciled, I didn’t mind walking with him alone.
The weather was clear and mild, perfect for a party. As we started 

toward the village, three soldiers fell into step with us. I remembered how 
yesterday’s guards had stood at attention during the meeting. “You don’t 
need to come along. My friend can keep me safe on the journey, and once 
I get there, I’ll be with lots of people.”

“I have orders to protect you,” the officer insisted.
Daxion smiled. “Take Fourth-Day off. I’ll watch out for Zarena.”
The officer crossed his arms. “You’re alone and unarmed.”
Daxion set down his pack. “If I can take the three of you, will you let  

me take over her security?”
The younger guardsman suppressed a snicker.
The officer scoffed, “Go ahead, make a fool of yourself.”
“It’s not fair, Captain,” said the second soldier. “We’ve got weapons 

and body armor.”
“He can  see  that.  Keep  your  trigger  safeties  on  and  unload  your 

chambers,” ordered the captain. He turned to Daxion. “Zarena will  say 
‘Go.’ When one of us lines up a clear shot on you, we’ve won.”

Daxion agreed.
Each militiaman took his gun off his back, ejected a cartridge, and 

shouldered it. They stepped a few yards apart.
At  my  signal,  the  Lighthouse  apprentice  sprang  behind  the  older 

guard and twisted his arm, wrenching the rifle from his hands. Daxion 
shoved him at the officer and hurled the firearm at the younger soldier, 
knocking his gun loose.

The captain sidestepped his flying companion. I gasped as he swung 
his  rifle  around.  Trigger  safeties  or  not,  I  dove  behind  a  boulder, 
muttering  to  myself.  Why  did  men’s  sports  always  have  to  be  so 
dangerous?

My  friend  wore  a  calm  smile  as  he  kicked  the  weapon  from the 
officer’s  grip.  The  older  guardsman  jumped  onto  Daxion’s  back  and 
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grabbed him in a choke hold. Daxion used the move he’d wanted to teach 
me, throwing his assailant into the younger man, who had just gotten up. 
They sprawled on the ground.

The captain faced Daxion again with raised fists. Daxion deflected a 
punch to the head. He feinted right and struck at his foe’s chin with his 
left.  The  officer  ducked  and  returned  a  roundhouse  kick  to  his 
midsection.  Daxion jumped back,  caught  the captain’s  leg,  and flipped 
him  onto  his  back.  Behind  him,  the  older  guard  picked  up  his  gun. 
Without looking, Daxion kicked backwards, slamming the rifle into his 
face. The soldier fell.

My friend somersaulted toward the younger guardsman and jumped 
up in front of him. As each blocked the other’s blows, Daxion danced 
behind the soldier to shield himself from the officer’s gun. He placed his 
foot behind his opponent’s and shoved, tripping him. Then he dropped 
the captain with an acrobatic kick. He stood in their midst, knees flexed, 
waiting to see who would get up first.

“All right, kid, you win.” The captain rolled over and sat up. “How 
did you learn to fight like that?”

“He’s Jaanor’s apprentice, sir,” moaned the younger soldier, rubbing 
his elbow. “I met him at last year’s Games. His name is Daxion.”

The officer spat out some dirt. “Why didn’t you tell me? As I recall, 
you were laughing.”

“I guess I misjudged our odds, sir.”
Daxion  handed  the  guardsman  his  rifle.  “I  thought  you  looked 

familiar. It’s Regor, right?”
Regor  nodded.  “Good  to  see  you  again,  Daxion.  This  is  Captain 

Krovan, and Sazak.”
I crept out from behind my rock as Daxion shook the officer’s hand. 

“You almost won, Captain. Sazak came within a second of drawing a bead 
on me.”

Sazak grinned despite a busted lip.
“Well, go on to your party,” grunted the captain, dusting a footprint 

off his chest plate. “I won’t worry about Zarena.”
I offered Sazak a napkin. “Happy Fourth-Day. Sorry about your lip.”
“It’s all right,” he croaked, blotting red fluid. “At least today’s detail 

wasn’t boring.”
Daxion hoisted his pack. “When your watch is over, come join us at 

Zanctiah.” The men waved, and we resumed our journey.
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“That was incredible, Daxion,” I said, hurrying to keep up with his 
long stride.

“See what a little training can do?”
“You’ve been training three years non-stop.”
He chuckled. “You should see Jaanor.”
After  we had walked a few minutes,  he pointed at a winged form 

against the purple-streaked clouds. “That looks like Alara’s eagle.”
The raptor alighted a few feet away. Alara was wearing a short tunic 

of shimmering gray silk. “Hi, guys,” she called. She glanced between our 
faces and smiled. “Hop on. I’ll give you a ride.”

“Thanks, Alara,” I said.
The Pyran gestured for me to climb on behind Alara, but she shook 

her head. “Daxion, sit in the middle. The weight balance will be better for 
Stella.”

“If you insist.” He straddled the creature’s back. “It’s not every day I 
get squeezed between two pretty girls.”

Alara refrained from her usual catty comment. As we took off, she 
explained her delay. “We had a pre-party party last night at Briza’s, and we 
were up late. You like my new tunic?” The skirt fluttered around her legs.

“Definitely,”  I  shouted over the wind.  “Hey,  you missed Daxion’s 
martial arts demonstration. He took on three armed guards and won!”

She craned her slender neck. “Have you been making trouble?”
“Well, no,” he said. “I just wanted them to know Zarena would be 

safe without them.”
Alara laughed. “Next time I need a bodyguard, I’ll know who to call.”
Daxion’s head moved back a little. I wished I could see his face.
We flew to the clearing on the ridge. The stone temple was pink from 

the rising sun, and the grass glistened with dew. A wisp of smoke rose 
from a black metal  barrel on wheels.  Stella landed, and the russet dog 
orbited  our  ankles.  “The  curse  of  the  barbecue  chef,”  muttered  the 
welder, luring his pet back with a scrap. “I’m always the first guy at the 
party, because the meat takes so long to cook.”

Daxion bumped his  knuckles  against  his  friend’s.  “You can’t  rush 
perfection, Kev.”

My gaze  traveled  across  the  cemetery.  I  excused  myself  from the 
laughter  and went  to plant sprigs of  rosemary on Gavron’s and Ileia’s 
graves. As I finished my prayer, someone touched my shoulder. It was 
Lygor, leading Max. I rubbed my face against the lion’s fur. The trainer 
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and I exchanged sad smiles.
More people were arriving. Alara’s nest-mates jumped off an eagle, 

laughing and chattering. Kimi and the swordfish trainer walked from the 
lake. Perian’s cart was full of Terrans. Gavron’s earth-ball team ran into 
the  midst  of  everyone,  singing  their  Fight  Song.  His  ZDF  comrades 
marched up in loose formation. Tables were piled with fish, fruit, bread, 
and meat. Fields were marked with colored sand. Musicians set up on a  
rock outcrop.

Lygor stood on a table and got everyone’s attention with a loud roar 
from  Max.  “Greetings,  friends  of  Gavron.  We’ve  gathered  today  to 
celebrate his life. You’d never know it from listening to him, but he was a 
fine craftsman, sportsman, friend, and hero. Here’s the letter he left us.” 
The stocky Terran produced a folded paper, broke the wax seal, and read.

Dear  friends,  if  you’re  reading  this,  I’ve  probably  been  smashed  by  a  giant  
scorpion. But I’ve had a great life. Here are my wishes for yours. Wildcats, have the  
best season ever. Play well, play hard, play fair, and please beat the Panthers!

This was met with laughter, whistles, and groans.
Lygor continued reading. In the letter, Gavron thanked many people, 

including Jaanor and Daxion for their help repairing the Lighthouse, Alara 
for her wit, and Ileia for her cooking. He ended with those closest to him.

Perian, it  was only after I put  on the Armor of  Zan that I understood your  
incredible talent with stone, and with young minds. May you and Lidak build many  
fine things together. Lygor, whether we were eating steak or wallowing through a swamp  
with rifles and backpacks, you’ve been a true friend.

The Terran’s voice cracked a little, and he paused before he read on.
Now, summon your lion-tamer courage, go up to that little Aquan, and ask her  

out!
Lygor’s gaze darted to Kimi. Her jaw dropped, and everyone laughed. 

Blushing, Lygor continued.
And finally, Zarena. Remember me as part of your own history, and don’t be sad.  

I wish you all the love and joy the world has to offer.
Alara embraced me, and Daxion patted my arm. Then Lygor read the 

last line.
My friends, you’ve been a precious blessing from Zan. But enough sappy stuff. Go  

have your party! —Gavron.
A  cheer  broke  out,  and  everyone  mingled  before  breaking  into 

groups. People I didn’t even know offered me words of consolation, and 
Alara’s nest-mates put a wreath of flowers in my hair. Daxion asked if I 
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was all right, and asked again. Then he tied an orange scarf around his 
head and dashed off to the fire-ball court.

After the crowd cleared, Alara turned to me. “Do you really want me 
to go after Daxion?”

I nodded.
“But don’t you see? The party and the letter? Gavron set it up so you 

would get over him and find someone new. Even he wants you to get a 
life.”

“Maybe someday I’ll be ready to love again,” I smiled, “but I’ll never 
be the right girl for Daxion.”

“Well,  here goes, then,” she grinned, tying her feathery hair with a 
ribbon.  She  ambled  over  to  Kevlon’s  barbecue  grill.  When  he  turned 
around to flip the briskets, she grabbed a pair of leather gloves off the 
trailer. Then she headed for the fire-ball court.

Surrounded by Pyrans, Daxion was taking the fire-ball apart. He filled 
the tank with fluid and clamped the halves back together. Pulling a lighter 
from his pocket,  he adjusted a valve and lit  the ball.  “Let’s  play!” He 
tossed it toward Vakor. Flames billowed from the holes as it spun.

Alara jumped between them and grabbed the ball  with the elbow-
length gloves. She threw it back to Daxion. “Whose team am I on?”

His eyes widened as he caught the ball. “Alara? You want to play?”
“Well, duh,” she replied. “I mean, yes! I’d love to, thanks.”
“Great!” He shifted the burning sphere from one hand to the other. 

“We’ve never had a girl play before. You know the rules?”
“No more than three steps with the ball, out of bounds is a throw-in, 

first team to fifteen points wins.”
“Good enough. You can be on my team, the Hotspots. We’re playing 

against  the Infernos,  over there with the red scarves.  Guys,  you know 
Alara, the mail girl?” His teammates nodded, and he lobbed the ball to the 
opposing captain. “Vakor, you’re going to need another player.”

Vakor snorted. “Yeah, right. A girl is going to break your eight-game 
losing streak. Who’s tipping off for you punks?”

Daxion stepped into the ring across from an opponent. Vakor threw 
the ball  into the air,  and they both jumped for it.  The fiery orb spun 
toward Alara  and another player.  She sprang forward and snatched it,  
heaving it to Daxion. He passed it to a teammate as they sprinted for the 
basket. Vakor leaped in front to block the shot, and the ball slammed into 
the ground. Alara scooped it up and pitched it at the basket. It bounced 
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off the backboard. Daxion got the rebound and stuffed it into the metal 
net. “One to nothing, Hotspots!” he yelled.

Vakor muttered as he threw the ball back into play. His teammate ran 
three steps and searched for someone to receive a pass. He bobbled the 
ball while his outnumbered team tried to break free of the defense. Finally 
he hurled the flaming object into the air. Alara out-jumped another player 
and slapped the ball onto the grass. Daxion dove, rolling as he caught it.  
He shuttled it to a teammate, who passed to Alara, who fired it back as he 
leaped  toward  the  basket.  “Two  to  nothing,  Hotspots!”  panted  the 
teammate, dunking the ball. “Dax, your girlfriend is fast.”

Daxion started to object, but another player interrupted. “Wasn’t she 
on the winning air-ball team at the last Games?”

Alara nodded. “Yep. The Raptors.”
Vakor cupped his hands around his mouth. “Kevlon! Drop that fork 

and get over here. We need you to even up the teams.”
The welder closed the grill. “I guess I can help you losers for a few 

minutes.” He tossed his  apron onto the table.  Then he spotted Alara. 
“What in blazes are you doing with my gloves?”

“Playing  fire-ball,  Kevlon.  You  don’t  mind,  do  you?”  she  asked 
sweetly.

Shrugging, he tied a red scarf around his head. “I guess it can’t hurt 
’em.”

“Watch out for the girl,” warned a teammate.  “She’s  from the air  
village, but she’s on fire.”

“You don’t  have  to  tell  me  she’s  trouble,”  Kevlon groaned.  “You 
heard about the waterwheel, right?” He trotted onto the court as Vakor 
threw the ball into play.

Alara’s nest-mates had gathered and were cheering the loudest of all  
the fans. Satisfied that Alara had gotten Daxion’s attention, I went for a 
swim. On the way to the lake I passed Lygor and Kimi, reclining in the 
grass beside the lion.

By the time I pulled my tunic over my swimsuit again, the Infernos 
were ahead 14-13. Alara continued to make a stir. With no previous fire-
ball  experience,  she  wasn’t  attempting  to  shoot,  but  her  acrobatic 
physique and air-ball skills made her adept at intercepting and passing. I 
watched  her  pitch  the  flaming  ball  past  Kevlon  to  a  teammate,  who 
lobbed it in a graceful arc toward the metal net.

As the Hotspot player announced the tied score, the crowd went wild. 
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The welder’s dog added his howl. During a time-out to refuel the ball, a  
grumbling Kevlon dashed back to the grill and turned the meat.

The  game  point  was  hotly  contested.  Vakor’s  team  passed  with 
blazing  speed,  but  the  Hotspots  applied  a  full-court  press.  Tempers 
simmered, and both teams resorted to jostling.

Action  at  mid-court  was  furious.  Finally  Vakor  managed to  break 
through and fire off a shot. As the crowd held its breath, the ball bounced 
off the rim. Daxion rebounded. He glanced down the field and heaved the 
ball at Alara, who had fallen in the scuffle. The ball hit the back of her  
thigh. She scrambled after it.

“Shoot!”  shouted  Daxion.  He  sprinted  ahead  of  the  players 
thundering toward her. “I’ll rebound!”

Alara chucked the ball at the goal. She blinked in astonishment as it 
rolled around the rim and dropped through the net. The Hotspots hooted 
with joy. Shrieking spectators swarmed the field.

“Awesome!” yelled Daxion. Then he saw the flames rising up Alara’s 
tunic. He threw her on the ground. The crowd backed away as he rolled 
her over. He yanked off his shirt to smother the last of the fire.

Easing her onto her back, he knelt beside her and pulled his soot-
smudged shirt on again. “I’m so sorry! Are you all right?”

She sat up with a dizzy smile. There was a collective murmur of relief.  
Then she noticed her burnt tunic. With a sheepish look, she slipped off 
the gloves and pulled the back closed.

“I told you she was on fire,” said Vakor’s teammate.
Alara grinned. “Who knew some scruffy Pyran ball player would be a 

prophet?” The onlookers laughed.
Vakor sneered. “Dax, that was a really extreme way to get your hands 

on a girl.”
“And to show off your chest,” teased another player.
His face flushed, Daxion helped Alara stand.
Smiling,  she slid  an arm around his  neck.  “Thank you,  Dax.”  She 

kissed his cheek. Daxion turned an even brighter red.
“Wow!  It  worked!”  exclaimed Vakor.  He pulled  out  a  lighter  and 

chased one of Alara’s nest-mates, who squealed and ran away.
Briza elbowed through the laughing spectators. She pulled a sewing 

kit from her pocket and stitched up Alara’s tunic. “It’s not perfect, but at 
least your underwear won’t show. You’re lucky it didn’t catch fire.”

Alara  nodded.  “Thank  you,  Briza.  I’m  sorry  I  messed  up  your 
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beautiful work.”
The seamstress snipped a thread. “Don’t worry about it. I’ll add a new 

panel when we get home, and it’ll be good as new.”
Alara handed the gloves to their owner. “Thanks, Kevlon.”
He gave her a wry smile. “Next time you borrow them, you have to 

play on my team.” He returned to his grill, dog at his heels.
Daxion  glanced at  Alara’s  thigh.  “Um,  I  don’t  mean to  stare,  but 

you’ve got a burn.”
“Ooh, yeah. I’m going to wade into the lake.” Her giggling nest-mates 

escorted her toward the water.
He watched her walk away. Then he saw me standing there. “Oh, hi, 

Zarena. You enjoying the party?”
“Am I ever! That last play was priceless.”
“I know. I can’t believe Alara played with us. That was so great. She’s 

a natural.”
“She’s amazing,” I agreed.
“I halfway expected her to backhand me for throwing her down, but 

instead she… wow.”  He glanced around and leaned closer.  “I  have a 
question to ask you. Because next to Kevlon, you’re my best friend.”

I smiled. “Sure.”
“Well, I have other friends, but I can’t ask them about serious stuff. 

Except Jaanor. He’s really great at martial arts, at lifesaving, at everything. 
When I started my apprenticeship, he kept the old blind keeper there an 
extra year just so we could soak up more wisdom. Hey, come to think of 
it, you should interview that guy. He’s got a million stories.”

“Okay, Daxion.”
“But that’s not what I wanted to ask.” The Pyran shifted from one 

foot to the other. “I didn’t think Alara would ever notice me, because 
she’s pretty, and she’s fun, and she could have anyone. Do you think… I 
mean, you know her. Do you think she would go out with me?”

I tried not to grin too widely. “I imagine she would.”
He looked up. The mail carrier and her friends were returning from 

the lake. “How can I get her away from the other girls?”
“You could ask her to dance,” I suggested.
“Okay. Well, here goes, then.”
He approached the  Aerans.  After  a  few words,  Daxion and Alara 

walked toward the wide rock in front of the musicians. Facing each other, 
they started to sway to the beat of the xylophones and steel drums. Alara 
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added some theatrical hand motions. Daxion began to jump around. Soon 
they were dancing a pantomime of a dragon trying to impress a skeptical 
eagle. A crowd gathered, laughing. Several more couples ventured onto 
the floor.

I wandered over to the earth-ball field and watched Lygor’s team with 
Kimi. She told me she’d long been attracted to the apprentice lion trainer, 
but she’d had no idea he liked her. In spite of her embarrassment, she was 
glad Gavron had given Lygor a nudge.

The Panthers defeated the Wildcats, but the losers’ spirits were high 
as they left the field. “Wait till the Games,” Lygor warned the opposing 
captain. “We’re going to win it for Gavron!” His teammates whistled.

In the middle of the afternoon a dragon arrived. Daxion waved to the 
riders. “Regor and Sazak! Just in time for lunch.” He chatted with the two 
soldiers as he helped Kevlon serve up the barbecue. Alara, Lygor, Kimi, 
Lidak, Briza, and I sat down with them, and we all shared a platter of beef 
ribs. We finished with a few cookies Daxion had kept in his pack.

After the meal I strolled through the festivities. Alara and her nest-
mates organized an air-ball game, Kimi played melodies on the lute, and 
Briza dominated the archery range, shooting a quiver of arrows in a star  
pattern around the bulls-eye. Daxion and his  new ZDF friends gave a 
martial arts demonstration, this time without bloodshed. Even I took part 
in the last activity,  Capture the Banner. From the jail,  I watched Kimi 
dash across the boundary with the enemy banner while Lygor and Lidak 
intercepted her attackers.

At twilight Vakor treated us to fireworks. Bursts of red and yellow 
sparks intersected graceful arcs of white and blue. After the last rocket 
fizzled, I thanked Lygor for setting up the party, and he thanked me for 
coming.

I  helped  Alara  fold  the  air-ball  net.  She  had  an  orange  scarf  tied 
around her disheveled hair.  Then Kimi came running up.  “Would you 
mind riding  Saber  back  to Aquah?”  she  asked,  breathless.  “Lygor  has 
offered to take me home on his lion.”

“Of course not,” I smiled. “I’m so happy for you and Lygor. And 
you’ll like Max. He’s a really comfortable ride.”

“Thanks. I’ll see you later. Bye, Alara.” The petite Aquan crossed the 
moonlit field, where Lygor was waiting beside the giant cat. He lifted her 
onto the animal and climbed on. They disappeared into the forest.

“Aww.  Young  love  is  so  cute,”  remarked  Alara.  “Did  you  meet 
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anyone interesting, Zarena? You know, of the male variety?”
“No,” I sighed. Though everyone had been friendly, it  was natural  

that none of the men wanted to get involved with a lunatic. “Gavron was 
sweet to release me. But I’m not ready anyway.”

She whistled for Stella. “Your dream guy will show up when you least 
expect it. Thanks for helping me find mine.” She twisted the end of the 
scarf with her finger.

“You’re welcome. I’m glad it  worked out.” I gestured at  the eagle 
landing beside us. “Have a nice ride home.”

“Wait a minute. You’re going to leave me alone with him?” she asked 
in mock horror, jerking her thumb at Daxion as he walked up behind her.

“I’m going to give you all kinds of trouble,” he grinned, putting his 
hands on her shoulders.

She laughed. “I’m driving. If you annoy me, I’ll have Stella dump you 
in the ocean.”

“Well, thanks for bringing me here,” I said. “The fire-ball game was 
great, and your dance was hilarious. You two were the life of the party!”

Daxion gave me a knowing nod. “Wait till you see Alara on a lava 
board. Briza’s making her a pyrolon tunic and leggings. And speaking of 
tunics, I like the fashion trend you started.” He glanced at Alara’s skirt.

“It was completely accidental,” I confessed. “How’s your leg, Alara?”
“Oh, it’s fine. Just a little pink spot.”
“So, Zarena, when should I come by for your next lesson?” asked the 

Pyran, draping his arms around my friend.
“How  about  a  week  from  Fourth-Day?”  I  suggested.  “Once  a 

fortnight ought to keep me limber.”
He nodded. “That sounds like a plan.”
“Alara should come, too,” I added. “She’d be good at that stuff.”
“Yeah,” said Daxion. “If I remember right, she was second best in 

our newcomer combat class.”
“Second best?” Alara reached behind her and flipped Daxion over her 

head. I jumped out of the way as he landed on his back.
“That was cold!” He seized her hand and pulled her down on top of  

him.
“See you two later,” I called, walking toward the lake. They were too 

busy wrestling in the grass to reply.
At  the  trainer’s  signal,  the  swordfish  leapt  over  the  dam into  the 

stilling pool. We rode down the shimmering river, between dark trees and 
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then  reeds,  to  the  bay.  Kimi’s  fish  took  me  to  the  beach  below  the 
Library, and I stroked her head goodbye. Then I climbed the staircase, 
saluted the soldiers, and went inside.

I fumbled in the dark, lit a candle, and hung the wilted flower wreath 
on my bedpost. Then I undressed for bed. Silver bounced onto my legs as 
I slipped between the sheets. I caressed her chin.

I was delighted for my friends who’d found love at the party. As for 
me, even with Gavron’s posthumous support, I wasn’t ready. I needed to 
catch up on my work.

Still, I couldn’t help but feel a bit left out. I blew out the flame.
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