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Notes about the Lightborn, Starfire, and Sylleth Families in the Deviant Reality

I included notes on the origin reality in the earlier books of Sparrow’s Guide to Arcane Bacra, so here I’m going to attempt breaking down the deviant reality. This will be easier, considering entire branches are missing. Refer to the notes in A Variable Light for the origin reality trees.

Missing branches (compared to the earlier Sparrow’s Guide and The Bacra Chronicles):

Ranalae Nightshadow and Daelon Goldtree did not have a doppelganger Daelis Goldtree. His absence erased all of his potential descendants, including Shannon, Maritan, Zoria, Katina, Zinnia, Daedren.

Mordegan Vale’s only confirmed child is the mage Veil Spellkeeper, Benny Vale. There are no doppelgangers for Ragan, Merrick, Mel, or Sagoven.

Rin Sylleth has a Tessen and some younger children with Rohir Lim, but she didn’t have a Shan. Tessen’s older children are possible doppelgangers, but they have different names than the origin Alonna and Kaia.

Lyndarian only had one child (Rylia) prior to his (non-doppelganger) children with Elena.

Adina didn’t marry Glasha, so Runa and her sisters have no equivalent.

Ienya Ironwood married Nyshan Lightborn instead of Fyrel Sealash, so there is no Iefyr Sealash, meaning Benny Vale’s children are with someone else.

There are still Lightborn (Starfire) intersections involving the Sylleths. Siblings Lyliana, Lyndarian, and Kembriana Starfire married Elsin Sylleth, Elena Sylleth, and Tessen Lim, respectively.
Deviant and Doppelganger families:

Kyriana Lightborn and Nyrantor Starfire

1. Kyrandian

2. Nylian

(see below)

3. Nyra

~with Hanalis Goldtree

1. Daelon Goldtree

~with unknown

1. Daelis Goldtree

2. unknown

4. Nyshan – father of several (with Ienya Ironwood)

~with Ienya Ironwood

6 children (unnamed)

* Kyriana and Nyrantor had at least 11 babies who were born alive. 10 died before their first birthday, one died shortly after it. They seemed to have had a hereditary disorder that was evident at birth.  It was not seen among their grandchildren. Kyriana also had numerous miscarriages and at least one stillbirth. 
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NYLIAN STARFIRE LIGHTBORN’S children

~with Mara Nightshadow:

1. Ranalae Starfire

~with Lyssandra Zephyrain:

2. Liantor “Lian”

~with unknown

1. Mianyssa

2-? Others

3. Nyssandrian “Nyx”

~with Faralea Skyweaver

1-? unnamed

4. Lyliana “Lylie” (twin)

~with Elsin Sylleth

1. Teveril

~with Dellania

1. Sorrel

2. Betony

3. Fennel

4. Clover

5. Tansy

2-5. unnamed

6. Avi

5. Lyndarian “Lyn” (twin)

~with Imrylla Wolfheart

1. Rylia

~with Elena Sylleth (daughter of Elsin via Melly Sylleth)

1. daughter

6. Kalantor “Kal”

~with Audrina

1-8 (unnamed, some from “other sources”)

7. Nellantor “Nell”

8. Adina Starfall

~with unknown

1-?. unnamed children

9. Kembriana “Kemi” (twin)

~with Tessen Lim (maternal nephew of Elsin Sylleth)

1-2. unnamed daughters

3. daughter (twin)

4. Alacen

~with unknown

1-2. sons

10. Kailandrian “Kai” (twin)

~with unknown

1-? unnamed
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THAT WAS A LOT EASIER than I expected.

Starlight and Dark Dreams and Weavers of the Light are the results of the recovery from the traumatic brain injury and severe whiplash I had from my stopped car getting rear-ended by a distracted driver going about 50 mph.  

My concussion wasn’t properly diagnosed in the ER because my neck was the concern, so I did the wrong thing and wrote through the recovery. Even my injured brain never shuts up, so sitting in the dark doing nothing wasn’t going to do anything but further solidify my Bacra paracosm. Might as well write it down. A year later, I’m still dealing with post-concussion symptoms like word finding and memory issues, spasming scar tissue around my shoulder blade, and widespread nerve pain from the worsening of neck issues I already had. 

Don’t text and drive, my friends. Not every victim of someone else’s distraction survives to write two books, AMA (against medical advice). Given the state of my destroyed car, I was lucky to have only relatively minor injuries.
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Ganavax
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I once had a taste for spines and tales. I devoured pages and consumed authors. I...

I can’t remember what else I was on the verge of saying to myself. I lost both my focus and my appetite for reading a year-and-a-half ago, when my newly combined consciousness became uncertain as to whether I am the protagonist or the antagonist of my own story. My past-lost mirror deviant split again at the crossroad of fate and free will, creating diverging realities and alternative endings. Whether falling to a tragic conclusion or still flittering about the fourth book of his branching five book trilogy, the conflicting tales of the other two Nylian Lightborn deviants have already been written. 

Mine has not. I have been revised into a different body in a different time, and I am only at the beginning of becoming Sparrow Coldstar. First draft, seventeenth paragraph, needs editing. A lot of editing. I am an unfinished grimoire without an index, but at least I have something corporeal to work with. I’m trying to write a book that I’d like to read. I don’t think this is going to work. I don’t want to read it. I don’t want to read anything at all.

Maybe someday I’ll relearn how to love books.

Strange problem for a bookshop owner to have.

Co-owner. No one with any sense would allow a seventeen-year-old underachiever to be the sole proprietor of the only bookshop in Rosehollow. On the documents, Ragan Vale is my accomplice, but really he is my guardian. Our guardian. I chose to return to the reality that wouldn’t allow my youngest brother, Wren, to escape with the rest of our family. I couldn’t remain in the world where I was born and leave him alone in the deviant reality that had already claimed us both as Spellkeepers—apex witches with magic in our veins and lurking internal spells threatening to be written upon the grimoires of our skin. Or for me, half-unwritten. Ragan chose not to enter the waypoint so that he could stay with Wren. With us both. He knew I would come back. He knew that his choice would trap him in a world far more hostile toward Fae than the one he was born into, a world without his family, friends, or home.

Maybe it was inevitable. This reality’s Dragonlord Nylian knew Ragan well enough to bring Ragan’s dragons, Cadriel and Nocturne, through the rift before he found us sitting in front of the blank wall that should have been the storefront of Clishel’s Curiosities and Antiquities. Nylian arranged for us to take over the bookshop across the road from the vanished curiosity shop so that we can catch it in the infinitesimally small chance that it returns. Wren and I can’t go home, but maybe we can leave a message for our family or even see them again.

That isn’t going to happen, but I’m not going to take Wren’s hope away just so I can remain the sarding stubborn pessimist.

Our new life isn’t entirely a terrible fate nestled into a hollow loneliness. Despite the catastrophic destruction the Kaleidoscope brought to the western Pearl Realm and the occasional scream of a temporarily-surviving abomination, there is a calm stability here that I was in desperate need of even before we were drawn into the shifting rainbow nightmare.

It’s okay. I’m okay. We’re okay.

Breathe in deeply. Slowly let it out as a hiss between your teeth. And again.

I like our bookshop cafe. I like how we are taking a stark and sterile blank page and turning it into something lovely and personal, something that might one day find its own beating heart. I wish our Fable Leaf was in the village where the rest of our family still lives instead of layered upon it. This is the same location at the same chronological time, but we are invisible to each other and Bacra’s story itself diverges further with each breath. This place ambushed us as a nightmare of overlapping realities and kaleidoscopic light . . . I’ve only remained in Rosehollow because this is where Wren wants to be.

I’m not at Fable Leaf now. I’m on a too-comfortable couch in our too-comfortable cottage, listening to the wild wind scream through the bare trees. The stand of birches isn’t ten yards from this window, but I can’t see it through the horizontal snow and the dim mid-afternoon light. I thought the biting crystalline snow was fierce when we closed Fable Leaf early after lunch, but it rushed into a white-out blizzard not long after we made it to the cottage. We were fortunate that some unwanted customers brought a teleporting warlock with them. The intruders further apologized for bothering us by not making us walk here in the storm. They’re gone now. Good. I’d prefer never to see any of them again in any form.

Ragan’s plush, tawny tail swishes as he crouches to prod the hearth fire. His cat-like right ear flicks and he sighs. “Your brother’s reading to Cadriel in the pillow nest. Looked cozy.” His vivid blue eyes dart in my direction. He usually looks more human than Fae, but the flickering shadows cause a strange reversal. “You warm enough?”

<Warm.> Beneath the heavy blanket on my lap, Vesper stretches and yawns. He reaches up and signs to Ragan «Warm.»

<Get your wing out of my face.> Caedron’s huff comes from somewhere near my hip.

“Yes.” I set the open-but-unread book on the cluttered side table. I was only holding it out of habit. Its comfortable weight balanced that of the little dragons. “It’s like a frozen sandstorm out there.”

“Yeah. It is, isn’t it?” Ragan returns the soot-tipped fire poker to its stand and sits on the couch next to me. “Been a long time since I last experienced a blizzard. That one was a mountain squall. Didn’t have a sandy salt-lick like this, blowing right in off the sea. Weird storm. You oughta catch some of its light, might never see one like this again.”

I nod toward a canning jar on the side table. The gray-white contents look like a turbulent snow globe. “I collected some while you were in the kitchen. The rest are in my pocket. I captured some directly, some through the frosted windows, some through the stained glass. I went outside for a couple minutes and gathered some directly. I’ll get more later if the light shifts or we think of something else.”

“Did you get it through those gauzy curtains?”

I try to avoid moving Caedron as I dig an empty jam jar out of my light pocket. I think I stole it from a kitchen in The Halls of Anthora. “No.”

“I’ll pull them for you. Don’t wanna disturb your comfy friends.”

«Thank you.» Caedron signs.

Ragan swallows a groan as he stands. It’s easy to see by his winces and stiff movements that this weather is doing horrible things with his generalized chronic pain disorder, but he has told me before that it’s less painful to keep moving than to sit for too long. He’s especially restless today. “You’re welcome, Caedron. You oughta wear that sweater instead of expecting Sparrow to keep you warm.”

«It itches.» Caedron looks up at him and sneezes. «He doesn’t mind.» He switches to dragonspeech so Ragan can’t hear. <You don’t, do you?>

“It’s fine.” I set my hand on his side for a moment before gently stroking the soft copper scales of his neck.

«See?»

“Huh.” Ragan returns to arranging the filmy blue curtains.

The dragon sign language is convenient. It was originally Cadriel’s project and Ragan taught a few words to Vesper during the time he was wild—the period between when he became feral because I died and when a pair of completely unhinged Spellkeepers restored our bind. We kept working on it after things settled a little here. We’re still learning and Cadriel is still inventing signs, but now I can converse with him and Nocturne, and Ragan and Wren can converse with all four dragons. Not well, because Cadriel can’t always remember his own signs so he keeps making up new ones, but any conversation is better than not understanding each other at all.

“That works,” I say once the light settles from blinding white into blinding blue-gray.

Ragan steps aside and watches as I twist a strand of light in figure-eights around my right fingers. It’s a gritty cold sludge, like plunging my hand into a bucket of slush, and it sounds little different from the wind. I let it drop in wet clumps into the jam jar. Once it’s filled to the top, I screw on the lid and set it aside.

“Is that as effortless as it looks?” Ragan reopens the curtains to let in the blizzard light, then returns to the couch.

“It doesn’t fatigue me like an excess of enchanting or disenchanting does. Maybe it’s because capturing light in vessels is my own peculiar skill.” I walk my fingers between Vesper’s wings. “It’s like having muscle memory for playing an instrument. Not effortless and it took a lot of practice, but it doesn’t require step-by-step thought anymore, either.”

“Fluency.” Ragan looks past me at the side table. “What are you pretending to read today?” I pass him the neglected book and he laughs. “You know this one is about some thieves who assassinate a king, right?”

“Are you accusing me of something?”

“I...”

“I didn’t steal anything except his trust.”

He covers his face with the book and shakes his head. “Damn it all. I’ve been around a lot of assassins... You started right out with the top kill, so I hope you’re not thinking you should work your way down from there.”

“I have no need to.” I adjust the pillows and dozing dragons so I can lay on my side with my head on Ragan’s lap. I don’t want to talk about my feral execution of High King Kyrandian Lightborn. His name and our fraternal relationship can forever remain unspoken by my lips. “I’d rather be a necromancer than an assassin, if I have to be anything perceived as negative.”

“Neither are fully negative, given the right circumstances.” Ragan shakes his fingers through my hair, scattering honey-brown strands over my eyes. “You lightbinders can do some wild shit with dark-aspect magic, but sometimes that’s what’s needed. That’s why I didn’t try to stop you when I figured out your intent. You’ve said you’re still afraid someone’s gonna catch on, but they won’t. Even if some of those conspiracy theorists find out they’re right that it was feral Nylian who killed him, they don’t know how or that there’s more than one feral Nylian. You’ve got the undeniable alibi of being feral Sparrow, so you’re fine.” He pauses for a moment. “You don’t feel guilty, do you?”

“Relieved, only relieved.” Dropping Nylian-me’s brother into his execution released so much internal pain that despite my other circumstances, I’ve been able to spend these past six months existing in a relatively relaxed state. The calm is definitely an improvement. “Given what he was and still is turning me into, self-defense seems perfectly reasonable. It is nothing that requires remorse.” Shit. That word, remorse. I shouldn’t use it in reference to myself when I’ve called our original world’s Nylian a remorseless bringer of pain. “It isn’t going to become habitual, but I can’t guarantee I’ll remain this affable if someone forces me into the completion sequence. I have to finish it once it’s started, but that doesn’t mean I’ll let the person who initiated it be met by anything but vengeance. That vengeance will be neither swift nor merciful. It may involve a touch of necromancy.”

Ragan’s breaths are shallow as his hand slowly slides limp from my hair. “Sarding gods, kid.”

I’m good at saying the wrong things. “Sorry. I don’t intend to hurt or frighten anyone. I only know that it’s unlikely I’ll be permanently left alone.” I hold up my hands and watch the play of the light off the lavender-gray runic spell tattoos and the Kaleidoscope-gifted scars. The only way I can hide this is if I hide myself from the whole of the world. The Spellkeeper knife is gone but the second stage instructions exist in more books and minds than can be destroyed. Even if I had a list of every mention and the means to pursue, I cannot let myself stumble onto a relentlessly vindictive path. One huge step onto it was enough to ensure that I need to backtrack to my own crossroad and travel in a different direction. “People like to get just close enough to a disaster that they can observe it without being caught in it themselves. I’m sorry you got caught in it.”

“Don’t be. I’m not.” His hand returns to my head. “I knew what I was doing.”

“He was being Ragan.” Wren settles on the floor next to the couch. He reaches up and pokes the center of my forehead with two fingers. “You’re just flustrated ‘cause you didn’t wanna see Brell and Alacen ever again. Now your mind’s running around and around in random ways that don’t make sense. They’re gone again now, so you can stop running. No one bad’s gonna come bother you in a blizzard.”

I hope he’s right. I slide his hand away so I can sit up. I twirl one of his silky black curls around my fingertips and watch the hearthlight flicker in his sky-blue eyes. Even at seven, it’s obvious that he is going to grow to look a lot like our father, but with the blue eyes common to Mom’s side of the family. I have our Grandma Melly’s light brown hair, but aside from that trait, I look like my great-grandfather—Nylian’s father—Nyrantor Starfire. Same silver-gray eyes in a similar face, though mine is distinctly elf-human. I also resemble one of Dad’s younger brothers, Kalantor, strongly enough that everyone who knows this deviant world’s Kalantor initially assumes I’m his son. No one without spectacularly invasive magic believed me when I told them which doppelganger of the ten siblings is actually my father. Aside from the few relevant people I can’t hide my kinship from, no one needs to know that Wren and I are related to the Starfires, Sylleths, or Lightborns at all.

Wren yawns and stretches his arms over his head. “Of course there’s lots of things outside, but none of them wanna eat us. They just like this kinda storm.”

“What things?” Ragan’s whisper is a growl rising from the back of his throat. He clears it and tries again. “What things, Wren?”

“Dunno. I only saw their shadows.” Wren gives an exaggerated shrug. “Kinda not big, but shadows are tricky, especially hairy ones. I heard them, though. Their voices are like creaky hounds baying. Can’t you hear them?”

Ragan’s ears perk. Mine probably match, half-elven to his half-Faeline. He clears his throat again. “That’s the wind in the trees. The shadows have gotta be the trees, too. Maybe it’s mixed up with some of the lighthouse beam and the foghorn between the gales.”

“That’s all it is, Chickadee.” I don’t like that lighthouse. Nothing unnerving about it. The problem is that it’s close enough that the light revolves through my window if I forget to close the curtains. My bed is on the opposite side of the room from the window, so if I forget, I need to get up and fix it. I suppose I could move the bed to next to the window, but then there would be ten visible knots in the floorboards instead of seven. I should get another rug and cover the extras.

Or maybe I should enchant the sarding curtains to close at my command.

“Why do you both sound like you’re trying to get me not to be scared? I’m not scared. The things aren’t bad, they’re just things, kinda like how the birds are just birds and the squirrels are just squirrels.” The points of Wren’s ears twitch. First the left, then the right. “I’ve met scary things, you know that. You met them, too. I know you get scared ‘cause some of those Kaleidoscope monsters are still being hunted, but they’re in Harmonshore, not here. Here there’s only nature things and us.”

We’re just as scary. Especially when we choose to be brutal.

I hope he’s right about whatever the sard that is. I have had enough of unspeakable creatures, time travel, consciousness swapping, mind ghosts, and inter-reality chaos. I have had enough of interacting with the deviants and doppelgangers of my parents’ dead relatives, and even more enough of thinking about the formerly-surviving version of my older brother. He should have died the first time—a century ago at age thirty-two and due to my spiteful indifference. This world’s Nylian gifted Kyrandian with a long, destructive life instead of turning him into a sentient undead puppet for a couple weeks before releasing him to full death. Saving Kyrandian preserved Nylian’s heart and semi-questionable morality, but it caused the annihilation of the Fae. 

What kind of abominations does Wren think are outside?

Wren stands up and giggles. “Can we have snacks?”

“How about dinner? I put some lentils on to simmer a bit ago.” Ragan stretches one arm to the side and yawns.

“It’s mid-afternoon.” I don’t know why I bother. They’re going to fulfill their boredom hunger and have at least two dinners today.

“Did you put caramel onions in them this time? I like lots and lots of caramel onions. You know that.” Wren’s posture and expression are stern. “You’d better not have put fish in it again or Sparrow won’t eat it ‘cause it’ll make his stomach hurt bad. You know better, Ragan.”

“Caramelized, not caramel. And I’m not the one who put fish in it. I had a good talk with Caedron about his so-called ‘improvements’ to my recipes and he promised not to do it again.”

<He tried to trick me into eating turnips. Turnips!> Cat-sized copper dragon Caedron slides off the couch, fights his way out of the draping blanket, and nips at Ragan’s pant leg. He waits for Ragan to look at him before signing, «No root vegetables, you overgrown pet!»

“Oh, I’m the pet?” Ragan adjusts my position so he can stand without disturbing me more than necessary.

<I like pets.> Vesper’s quiet chitter comes from somewhere deep in the blankets. <Pets and skritches and cuddles.>

<Not that kind of pet.> Caedron gives the dragon version of a sigh. He shakes his head as he trots toward the kitchen.

Caedron is over a century old to Vesper’s year-and-a-half. He was bound to deviant Nylian until that Nylian fully became a shapeshifting dragon. My meddling cousins tried to rebind him to Nylian and instead accidentally bound him to me. I think he knows that the only reason I let him stay with us when I evicted the rest of the doppelgangers was because Vesper had bonded with him. I like Caedron but I’m so tired of reminding him not to compare me to his Nylian. I am not him and never will be. I don’t know who I’ll be, but acknowledging that I have a future at all is better than the suicidal nihilism of six months ago.

I don’t want to think about that. It’s better to think about new details for Fable Leaf and what we’re going to plant in the garden in the spring. Herbs and berries, definitely. Caedron won’t let us plant any root vegetables, even potatoes. He is as irrationally afraid of root vegetables as Ragan is of turtles. I don’t know–

Something heavy slams into the kitchen door.

Wren shrieks and I jolt upright.

<Don’t squish!> Vesper squeaks twice as he scrambles out of the blanket and into my shirt.

“They said they wouldn’t ask to come in,” Wren whimpers. I see him from here, clinging to Ragan’s arm so tightly that his knuckles turn white.

Ragan pats the back of his hand and winces. “Ease that grip. It’s just Cadriel wanting inside.”

“Cadriel is in my room. Nocturne has different noises. And she’s really huge. She can fit in the barn but she can’t fit in here unless she gets smaller.” Wren stares at the door for a moment before his wide-eyed gaze slowly shifts to me. “It’s okay, Sparrow. They won’t fit through the door, either. It’s okay, anyway. They’re nice. Nicer than the other ones.”

I don’t want to know.

“Someone forgot to close the outer door. Might want to do that before the wind rips it off.” I return my head to the couch and set a pillow over my face to dampen the too-bright light. I might have been the one who forgot to close the door. I should be able to get away with blaming it on Alacen. He won’t be back to contest it.

A series of rhythmic knocks rattles the wood.

I sigh twice as I clutch Vesper to my chest and shamble away from the couch. “If that’s Alacen again, leave him outside. I don’t care what he forgot this time.” I’m going to kill that telepathic asshole if he refuses to respect me enough to leave me alone. I tolerated his intrusion this morning but I told him I don’t want to interact with him again unless I initiate it or if it’s an emergency. And by that, I mean a hedolar attack, another eldritch rift, a knife-goose migration, one of the other Spellkeepers about to drop dead and take the rest of us down because we all feel the death pain, something like that. A cataclysmic event.

Our home reality had one of those four years before I was born. A series of them, really. My paternal grandmother, Lyssandra Zephyrain, blew up most of Bacra’s east coast by commanding a legion of zealous warlocks to self-detonate within the population centers. Ragan was one of the leaders of the resistance that ended her reign. The four people who ultimately killed her were my father, two of his sisters, and my cousin Lylian.

I miss Dad and Lylian. Mom, my other brothers, the no-longer-newborn sister who shares my birthday...

I miss everyone.

Don’t think about it or you’ll fall apart again.

Ragan, Wren, the four dragons, and I are all that’s left. Everyone else is in a different world, layered on top of us but unable to interact. Wren feels them, feels their directions. Sometimes he says he can see them in wisps or hear them in a draft. Not here, though. Not in this house. They live on the other side of Rosehollow, in the same place we lived . . . before. We don’t go there. I don’t think they have been here. This is our fragile sanctuary removed from the living ghosts of everyone else we love.

More knocks and a trilling whine.

“Hello? Help?” A muffled voice follows the fourth series of knocks. “Please? We got caught in the snow and the barn dragon growled at us and there are things out here.”

Doesn’t sound like either Alacen or the even more unwelcome Brell. Whomever it is has the distinctive lilting Pearl Realm brogue.

Wren clutches Ragan’s arm. “But what if you’re a rift monster? What if you wanna eat us or turn us into other things? I like books but I don’t wanna have one for a head. I don’t want my brother to get caterpillars again.”

I don’t want caterpillars again, either.

Another trill and huff follow a quartet of stomps. Those are Nocturne noises. She turned an abandoned barn into her home, so what is she doing over here in the storm?

“What? No. Damn it all. What’s the little boy’s name? Do you remember?” Sounds like a girl. Young, but not a child.

“Um... Some sort of bird. Sparrow?” There is a second person out there. Also a girl, different accent. Jade, maybe. 

“No, he’s the older one. The Spellkeeper with the pretty eyes.” She lets out a startled shriek.

“That dragon’s gonna eat us.” Jade accent, definitely.

<Sarding fools.> Caedron trots to the door and sniffs at the crack. <Not monsters, just people. Two of them. Nocturne is mumbling something about chasing trespassers out of her barn.>

“People in a blizzard?” I sit at the kitchen table and stare at the door. I don’t care who or what is out there. I nod at Ragan. “Caedron says it’s just people. Might want to let them in. Or ignore them. I don’t care.”

<Apathetic moment, Nylian?> Caedron leaves the door and hops onto the chair next to mine.

Maybe. It usually is if I don’t wince when he calls me Nylian. “Wren, you said yourself that there isn’t anything bad out there. Someone open the damned door.”

<You could do it yourself...>

Ragan steps forward and turns the handle, letting in a burst of wind and snow. He tilts his head and his left ear twitches. “What’re you girls doing out there?”

Two heavily-bundled, snow-caked, shivering people step inside. Before they can shut the door, Nocturne’s black and deep blue head pops in to shove the people forward. She yips and shakes the snow off her crests, splattering it on the floor and walls. She reaches forward and signs, «Sarding rude invaders tried to pet my rabbits,» before yanking the inner door closed and slamming the outer one.

Ragan sighs. “She’s pissed ‘cause you bothered her pets. Why in all the hells were you in her barn?”

“But they were so cute...” The shorter of the two takes off her hat, revealing human features and tangled dark brown hair. She glances at me, unintentionally connecting with my eyes. Her irises are the same shade as her hair. Pretty color. It reminds me of the unusual smoked tea that Ragan sometimes serves. “Sorry. We’re stuck. I needed to go get her at the carriage station and I was late and someone stole her stuff and we had report it, which took forever, so we got stuck in,” she gestures toward the window, “this. We weren’t going to make it all the way home with that wind so we went in the barn. We don’t want to bother you, but we also don’t want to be icicles or get eaten, so we were wondering if we could stay here for a little bit, just until it lets up.”

“Huh. Yeah.” Ragan takes the girls’ coats and hats and opens the door to knock off as much snow as the frozen fabric will allow. He hangs them on the hooks next to ours and shrugs. “You’re the lighthouse keeper’s kid, right?”

She nods and blows on her red hands. “Olwen. I’m Olwen Astoril. This is my friend, Betony. We were students at the University until...” Her shudder echoes auburn-haired Betony’s. Also human, with large blue eyes that seem fixed on Ragan’s swishing tail. “Until it was destroyed. We’re all grateful to you for helping end it, by the way. I hope people have told you that. You deserve the thanks.” Olwen glances at me as she spins the four beaded bracelets on her right wrist. My bracelets. She’s the girl who keeps coming into Fable Leaf and buying the bracelets and bookmarks I make. And she always orders the smoky tea. “You, too. Sparrow.”

“I helped, too!” Wren peeks out from behind Ragan. “I did.”

<And me!> Vesper climbs onto my right shoulder and squeaks. <Lots!>

“Your gremlin is kinda cute.” Betony rubs her nose as she stares at Vesper. “I saw it trying to help at the shop the last time I was here. How long did it take you to train it? We had an infestation of them in the cellar a couple years ago and all they did was make a mess and try to bite us. My dad eventually got them out. He wouldn’t say how, only that he didn’t kill them.”

Vesper hisses and growls. His tail whips side to side. <Put her outside.>

Olwen nudges Betony. “He isn’t a gremlin.” She clears her throat but keeps her voice just above a whisper. “He’s a little baby dragon who likes to wear cute sweaters. He’s really sweet and he gives people change when they buy things.”

Vesper settles back onto my shoulder. <That one can stay.>

Wren tilts his head and giggles. “Vesper gets cold a lot so he wears clothes. He doesn’t like it when people call him a gremlin.”

Betony cringes. “Sorry.”

Olwen turns her attention to Ragan. “So can we stay here for a little bit? Sorry, I forgot your name. I only remember Sparrow’s.”

Wren drags a stool to the counter and peeks into the simmering pot of lentils. “I’m Wren and he’s Ragan. He’s our friend since we were babies and we had to stay here when everyone left so he stayed here to help take care of me and Sparrow and the dragons. The baby is Vesper and the copper one is Caedron and he’s really old. The white one that’s kinda big like a mountain hound is Cadriel and he might get lost in the snow sometimes. The huge black one is Nocturne and I don’t think she’s ever eaten anyone. If she did it was a long time ago and she doesn’t do it anymore. She doesn’t eat her rabbits, either. They’re her friends. Don’t touch her music boxes. She has lots of them now, like eight or maybe fifteen.”

“Nocturne’s a retired battle dragon, so if she did happen to eat someone there was good reason for it.” Ragan hides his smirk as he shrugs. “Yeah, you can stay. Someone’s gonna be worried about you at home, though.”

“Eh.” Olwen glances toward the window. “I don’t see Mom for days sometimes. She has her space and I have mine. We get on better that way. Dad didn’t survive the monsters because he failed to be a hero. He was hardly around anyway, so him being gone doesn’t feel much different. No one is going to miss me today.”

“Oh.” The tea kettle whistles. Ragan pours the water into a daisy-motif teapot and retrieves two more cups from the cabinet. “We were about to have a bite to eat, so have a seat, both of you.” He stirs the lentil pot and holds up the spoon. “Hmm, not done yet. I don’t know what variety these lentils are, but they are stubborn little bastards.” He sighs at bouncing Wren. “Kid, you’ve gotta sit down before you hurt yourself.”

Ragan sets bread, butter, and jam on the table.

<Bread! Butter!> Vesper squeaks excitedly. He runs down my arm and sits on the table.

<Nope. Not watching you eat that.> Caedron dashes into the main room and out of sight.

I can’t do this, either. The bread is fine, but I’ve already had an excess of unexpected visitors today. My head is too heavy on one side and too light on the other. I stroke Vesper’s back as he helps himself to a glob of butter. “I need to go to my room for a while. Vesper, you’re busy so you can stay out here. Someone come get me when it’s actually dinner time.”

«Migraine?» Ragan signs.

«Overwhelm, too,» I sign back. I don’t know a lot of the sea elf dialect of sign language yet, and dragon sign language is one-way due to anatomical differences. Plus, I have decreased movement in my left hand because of the scars left by the sarding worm-arm that killed me. Ragan taught me some basics, though. It makes it easier for us to communicate across the bookshop, but more importantly it gives me a subtle way to excuse myself when the world begins to crush me.

«Okay.»

I slip away from the kitchen and shut myself in my room. Caedron is already sitting on my bed with an open book laid out in front of him. He reads nearly as many languages as Ragan, the ex-operative codebreaking polyglot. Caedron often acted as a translator for Nylian, who himself is a polyglot. Sometimes I wonder if Nylian was the advisor to Caedron and not the other way around. Huh. Just how much influence did this tiny not-a-pet dragon have in either reality? Given how lazy he’s been in the short time I’ve known him, possibly not much.

Caedron looks up at me as I stand with my back against the closed door. <Do you want me to leave?>

“You’re fine. I’d rather you go read on the window seat, though.”

He hops off the bed and goes to the comfortable bench. I set his book next to him before closing the curtains partway to keep the white blizzard light from bothering either of us. Caedron punches the pillows into place, adjusts the book, unfurls a blanket, and settles to continue his reading.

I return to the bed and lay down beneath the blankets. One-two-three-four-five-six-seven. This room has as many ceiling beams as visible knots in the floorboards. I like the symmetry of that. I like this bed, too. It’s bigger than any of my old ones. Either Dragonlord Nylian or one of his children sent it to me with the other things we were missing. We were short a bed after I decided I didn’t want the one from the other cottage. Not that having a third bed matters since Wren almost always ends up crawling into mine. I’m perpetually bruised from his wild sleeping. I don’t want him to be scared, so I tolerate it.

Shadows cross the uncovered half of the window. Large shadows, rounded and hairy. My imagination is absorbing Wren’s. Damnable migraine aura. It’s for the best if I ignore the muffled voices from the kitchen and go to sleep.
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I wake to a wailing late evening wind and Wren sobbing into the crook of my arm. I adjust my position a little and slowly stroke his quaking back.

“I’m . . . sorry . . . I . . . woke you.” His voice is hoarse and pinched.

“I needed to be woken.” I fully embrace him and kiss his head. His tears sneak through the weave of my sweater and wet my shirt. “Do you want to talk about it?”

He pauses for long enough that I assume he doesn’t. After a minute or two of receding quakes, he takes a deep breath. “I wanna go home. I wanna be with everyone.”

“Me, too.” Can I hold in my own breakdown? At least until I can be alone again.

“It’s my fault and you should’ve stay–”

“Hey, we’ve talked about this. It isn’t your fault and I have no regrets. I miss them all the time but I will never regret coming back to be with you.” It might be slightly my fault, though. I’m the one who nicked him with the knife, binding him to this reality. It was an accident as I disarmed Lyliana and threw the cursed blade into the fire, but because of it I’m not the only one who survived the Spellkeeper test that day.

“And I’ll never regret staying.” Ragan stands in the doorway, picking at a splintered spot in the frame. His plush tail swishes behind him. “Missing them doesn’t mean we didn’t do what in our hearts was the right thing. If you belong here, then so do we.”

Wren wipes his nose on his sleeve. “But we all belong together. Mom and Dad only crossed the waypoint ‘cause Raven ran through and Sparrow was already there with Kestrel. They didn’t think I’d get stuck because I wasn’t marked and they didn’t wanna leave me here and Mom was holding my hand real tight and then I was gone. I don’t wanna be here with us all alone. I wanna be with them. I wanna go back in time and go through the Kaleidoscope path with Sparrow, but that was so, so, so dangerous and I was too little and everything was getting worse and worse and worse with all the monsters.”

“I know. None of this is easy, but we’re gonna keep helping each other through it.” Ragan sits on the edge of the bed and sets his hand on Wren’s side. He sniffles back his own tears and stares toward Caedron, who is curled up asleep on the window seat. Ragan lost everything, too. His family, friends, home. He is an anomaly in a world where Kyrandian annihilated the Fae a century ago, so he may be the only half-Fae in Bacra. He no longer has the widespread respect of the people for being a war hero as the ex-Captain of my Aunt Adina’s Starlight Regiment. Thanks to his part in closing the rifts and the word of the doppelganger Starfires, however, he is regarded as a local hero, which is the only reason he has been accepted in Rosehollow and the western Pearl Realm.

Some of that respect might also be because everyone is a little afraid of me. Even first-stage Spellkeepers like me are among the most dangerous people in the world if they choose to be. With a single notable exception, I have chosen not to be.

Wren is the Wayfinder Spellkeeper. Tested, but unmarked and kept a secret by the few people who know, but still he will eventually become Bacra’s apex green witch. This version of Bacra, anyway. There can only be one Spellkeeper for each magic type, and that variable combination can’t add to more than seven. Our home reality already has a lightbinder and a green witch—our cousin Shan Goldtree and his son, Maritan. That may be why this reality claimed us. Asshole deviant reality destroyed our lives and we’ll never be able to rebuild them.

Entire branches of our family trees are missing, including the directly Nylian-descended Goldtrees and all but one of Ragan’s half-siblings. Without those doppelgangers and their influence on the world, we don’t even have copies of the absent pieces. And the rest, the doppelgangers who are here, might look the same and have similar personalities or even experience certain major life events, but they are their own unique people and are more like twins than duplicates. We have no shared past and we aren’t going to keep them around so we can pretend they are replacements for people who are completely irreplaceable.

Don’t cry. Not right now. Breathe slowly and deliberately. I can do this. I can be this. Whatever this is. Maybe.

Wren squeezes me as tight as he can, then releases and scoots toward Ragan. “Sparrow, I can hear how hungry you are. Go eat.” He slides the cuff of his sweater over his hand so he can wipe his eyes. “Those girls are still here. Dunno when they’re leaving. Soon?”

Still looking away from us, Ragan shrugs. “Not gonna kick them out until it’s safe enough. They can borrow your bed for the night, Wren. You hardly use it, anyway.”

“Okay, I guess, but they aren’t allowed to touch my pillows or stuffies.” Wren slips off the bed and takes a couple steps toward the door. “Gonna go put them in my pockets and see what Cadriel’s doing.”

“You go ahead and do that.”

Ragan stands and I follow him past the girls, who are both quietly reading near the hearth. I sit at the kitchen table in the same chair I always do.

Vesper is curled up in the bread basket, contently asleep on top of the last remaining slice. I hope his nap now doesn’t mean he’s restless all night.

“Here you go.” Ragan sets bowls of lentil stew and plates of roasted herbed sweet potatoes at both my spot and his. He pours steaming cups of a citrusy-minty tea and stirs a spoonful of honey into each. “I wanna clear out that mudroom the old owners filled with junk, and then we can find someone to build on an attached greenhouse in the spring. Would rather have that first instead of a separate one we have to walk out to on days like this. We can do that later.”

I look toward the indoor herb planters attached to the iced kitchen windows. Wren’s magic is responsible for their continued growth despite the chill of the windows. Most of the apartments in The Halls of Anthora have lush solariums leading out to garden balconies. They are among the few things I miss about living there. The swimming pool was also wonderful, but I’m not going to suggest building one of those. Maybe something else, though... “We should give it a seating area with a little fish pond.”

Ragan stares at me for a moment. “I said greenhouse, not Anthoran botanical garden. I suppose you could try designing something fancy like you were used to, something that’ll confirm to the locals that we’ve completely lost our minds. Sketch it out when we get a lull at the shop. Keep it smaller than the cottage itself. And don’t turn it into an aviary. Don’t need any damnable birds eating my seeds.” He laughs and stirs figure-eights through his bowl. “I’m only saying maybe ‘cause I honestly love the Anthoran solariums and I’ve got a list of things I wanna grow besides a cellar full of Caedron’s dreaded root vegetables. It’ll be nice to have some fresh produce for the cafe, regardless of the design. Haven’t been able to satisfy this craving for cherry tomatoes.”

If our situation is permanent, we might as well settle into it and make ourselves comfortable. None of us are going to say that aloud, of course. “I’ll see what I can come up with.”

I can let myself find a little calm hope for the future, right? Maybe I can even allow a fragment of happiness without feeling guilty about it. Tiny glimmers might eventually add together into something slightly sweet within the bitter, something that helps me stop hating who and what I am. I wish I hadn’t needed to lose nearly everyone and everything to find some healing within the chronic depression that tried to kill me.

“You go ahead and do that, Sparrow. Anything that brings a little light to you like I just saw now is worth doing.” Ragan tastes his lentils and shrugs. “Could use a pinch more of that smoked salt. Maybe more smoke than salt. Gives me some ideas for Wintertide.”

“I found some colorful crackle glass balls. I can fill them with whatever light and not have to bother with altering fire colors.” The lentils are fine but the sweet potatoes are better. “I’ll toss them up when I hang Wren’s garlands.”

Ragan looks toward Vesper and smiles. “He keeps checking my window to make sure the ornament he gave me is still hanging there. The one with all the little books in it.”

“He got it from a reading challenge at Mom’s library.”

“Yeah.”

We both shudder as the shifting wind scrapes a branch across the window.

“I moved my stuff, okay? You can sleep in there now if you want.” Wren’s voice bounces in from the other room. “I heard you whispering about my brother earlier. He’s kinda really weird and kinda rude sometimes, but he isn’t a bad person. He’s just shy and sad and gets really bad headaches. He’s seventeen, so if you are too, maybe you can be his friends. Are you seventeen?”

Damn it, Wren.

“We’re both eighteen,” the girl with the Jade accent replies. “Her birthday was a couple days ago.”

“Oh. That’s too old.” Wren clicks his tongue twice. “Be nice to him, though, okay? I don’t want anyone to ever be mean to him or hurt him again. I’ll be so, so, so mad if you do.”

“We won’t.”

“Good. Mean bad people hurt him to make him a Spellkeeper, you know? They hurt him a lot and he still hurts in lots of ways. Some bad, bad kids hurt him a couple years ago, too, and he almost died. He doesn’t want any more adventures except the fake ones he reads in books.”

I could go out there and try to shoo him away, but I’ll stay here and eat my dinner. I’d rather Wren explain my behavior in his own sweet words than let our latest uninvited guests continue to think that I’m naturally an aloof and snobby asshole. I don’t think I’ll ever be able to trust anyone enough to make friends, but I don’t want to completely shove people away, either.

“You tried to pet Nocturne’s rabbits, didn’t you? You shouldn’t do that unless she says it’s okay.” Good, Wren is changing subjects. “She lets me pet them sometimes. My favorite is the white one with the black around her eyes. Nocturne calls her Blllurrrittt, but I don’t know what that means. I just call her Fuzzy.”

Ragan touches the back of my hand. “You okay?”

I shrug. Did he expect me to be upset about Wren’s miniature biographical lecture? “Better than trying to find the words myself. I don’t mind his honest innocence. I hope that lasts a while longer.”

“Yeah. Dunno how he’s managed to hold onto it through this, but it’s a relief that he has. Hope is a powerful thing, especially for a kid.”

I don’t think I should comment on that. I look away and stare at a flaw in the peachy-orange wall plaster. I need to restrain the urge to pick at the loose paint around the tiny crack. There is a layer of light greige beneath the orange. Maybe we can repaint the walls in the summer. Not that color. Green with white trim might be nice.

“Eep!” An odd noise from Wren startles me into bumping the table. Vesper twitches but remains asleep.

“What’s wrong?” one of the girls asks.

“I can feel your direction. Why?” He backs up several steps so he can see me. “Sparrow? I touched her hand and she feels like . . . I dunno. Kin- kinship compass.”

Are we blood-related to one of the girls? Fantastic... I stretch my neck side to side as I join Wren in the main room. Both girls watch my approach with obvious confusion. “Wren, maybe someone is wandering nearby in a different layer. Probably Teveril.”

“No.” Wren points toward the north. “He’s that way. Why would he be here?” He puts his hands on his hips and looks up at me. “I know what Teveril feels like, Sparrow. He feels just like Lylian but different. She feels kinda like Lylian, too.”

“Who?”

Wren points at Betony. “Her.”

“I...” Betony’s face pales. “Teveril? He’s here? Where?”

Wren points north again. “I said he’s that way. Don’t you pay attention? He’s over there but he lives in a Fae layer now so we can’t see him.”

“I have no idea what’s going on here...” Olwen’s knit-brow stare alternates between Wren and Betony.

I don’t have Wren’s kinship compass, but I did inherit the ability to feel the subtle vibrations of reasonably-close blood relations. It’s usually a green witch ability, so I don’t know why I have it. Maybe it’s a quirk from being a child of the only known fully-elven diagnostician healer in Bacran history.

I touch the back of Betony’s hand. Magnetic fuzz. Damn it all. “You feel like our cousins. Lylian’s daughters. Why? Who are you?”

Betony’s cheeks flush. “I . . . I don’t know.”

“I think you know who you are.”

Olwen sighs. “If they don’t know, just tell them.” She watches as Wren touches her arm.

“This one doesn’t have a direction. She isn’t related to us. Not even a little at all.” He shakes his head and glances back toward Betony. “You are. Why?”

Ragan stands behind me, his arms crossed. “What trouble have you girls brought us?”

<What’s going on out here?> Yawning, Caedron trots out from my bedroom. He looks at Betony, looks at me, and huffs. <You aren’t going to like this.>

“Caedron?” Betony grits her teeth and sinks into the chair like she’s trying to disappear between the cushions. “Why are you here?”

“Do you know her?” I ask. Absentmindedly, I hold out my arm so Caedron can jump up and perch on my forearm.

<Betony Sylleth. She’s Teveril’s daughter. Sorry, I didn’t see her face earlier. Not getting stepped on and avoiding Vesper’s bread were bigger concerns.> Caedron’s eyes narrow. <She isn’t magic-skilled and she isn’t as human as she looks. Both of her parents are half-elves.>

This must be Unwanted Relative Day. “I assume you’re here looking for your father. He’s alive and he’s fine, but you aren’t going to find him. Go ask Alacen about him because I’m not interested in explaining it.”

I’m also not interested in telling anyone who isn’t Ragan about how I threw Teveril into the same Fae reality where I left High King Kyrandian to immediately be torn apart. Teveril committed no crime against the Fae so they’re apparently allowing him to live among them. I’m fine with that. The asshole experimented on both Alacen and me in a failed attempt to save us from our own minds and magic, but he doesn’t deserve to die for it. Plus, the death of the Radiance Spellkeeper would be felt by the entire Spellkeeper circle and the echoing pain of that would never fully fade. We already felt him die once and I definitely don’t want to feel it again. Damnable self-resurrecting revenant.

Ragan’s tail flicks the air in irritation as he scratches at the base of his ear. “You know, if you’d just said you were here looking for your dad, we would’ve understood. I’m not gonna make you leave until it’s safe, but I think you’ve just earned yourself a grudge.”

Betony shrinks further into the upholstery. “I’m sorry.”

I don’t particularly care. “This is more irritating than grudge-worthy. I’m not willing to deal with any more deviant cousin shit today. I hope this sarding storm is over by morning.” I nod toward Olwen. “Did you know about this?”

Olwen cringes and nods. “I know who she is. You didn’t already know you were cousins? Why?”

Another thing I’m not willing to explain. “Doesn’t matter. Like I said, go bother Alacen if you want answers about anything.”

“I don’t understand. How are we related?” Betony pushes up her sleeves and rubs the backs of her arms. “Who are your parents? Kalantor and who? I didn’t think he’d risk having half-elf kids, not with how eager my grandmother was to test her magic-skilled nieflings. No wonder he kept you a secret. Or tried to.”

Okay, so maybe she truly doesn’t know what’s happening here.

I sit next to Olwen on the couch and hang my head in my hands. This is absolutely absurd. “Kal isn’t our father.”

“Oh!” Olwen jolts. “He isn’t? He was here with you during the quarantine so I assumed he was. Your hair color is different but you look a lot like him.”

“Yeah. I know.”

Wren throws his hands up and shakes his head. “Everyone always gets everything wrong. I’m gonna go to bed so I don’t have to listen to even more nonsense.” Wren grabs my arm and tugs until I stand from the couch. “Come on, Sparrow. Get Vesper and let’s go to bed. I promise to try not to kick you so hard tonight.”

Sounds better than anything else I could possibly do right now.

Sighing repeatedly, Wren disappears into the hall.

“Who are your parents?” Betony’s question is nearly lost to the crackling fire. “Who are you?”

“Otherworldly anomalies.” I’m not in the mood to explain further.

“Where’s my father?”

“At the moment, safely where he belongs. Sorry about my reaction. I thought you did this intentionally, but I guess not. Alacen bothered me this morning so I was already annoyed.”

“Yeah, he does that. I was raised with him, you know?”

Not in the mood. “Because your grandmother was the second most evil person I’ve ever met and your father is a sarding pushover fool who can’t be trusted to think for himself. They’re both responsible for what I have become so I’m not interested in helping you find him. Figure it out yourself.”

I retrieve the bread basket and leave Ragan behind to deal with the two confused girls. I can’t make out what he’s scoffing and mumbling. Probably paraphrasing the reason for my salted bitterness. The last thing I hear before I close the door is a comment ending in, “...safe enough Faeline rift.” 

I shouldn’t have taken such a late nap. Even with both Vesper and Caedron cuddled up against me and Wren’s restless legs calmer than usual, it takes far too long before the fatigue sets in and guides me toward sleep. As I try to ignore the spiders of the hypnogogic hallucinations, a repeated whisper settles above me. “Be patient. You can’t make the same mistakes they did. Be patient, be kind, and you’ll be fine.”

Damnable nonsense intrusive thoughts. Just let me sleep.
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Yesterday was only a prelude to the real blizzard. There is no visibility beyond the frozen windows. Gray light with the tactile texture of windblown sandy slush fills a dozen jars on the main room windowsills. Maybe it’s excessive, but I can’t think of anything else quiet to do while everyone is asleep. Reading isn’t appealing, especially since I am frequently startled by a pine branch scraping the side of the house. As far as I know, it’s still attached to the tree. Occasionally Cadriel makes a jolt-worthy sound as he continues to sleep in front of the hearth. I have no idea why the white and pink pixie dragon isn’t sleeping in Ragan’s room. He probably picked another fight over who got to sleep on the bed and lost.

The creaking floorboards announce a tiptoed arrival. I don’t need to turn around to see who it is. “Hi, Olwen.”

“How did you know it was me?” She sits in the nearest armchair and gathers her hair into a messy braid.

“Reflection.” I nod toward the window and drop another handful of semi-corporeal slush into my thirteenth standard canning jar. I twist on the lid and add it to the rest.

“How did you do that?” Olwen’s curious voice accompanies wide dark eyes.

“Lightbinder shit. Collecting light like this is my own personal ability, a skill unique to me. I have a cousin who can temporarily store light internally so she can infuse something with it later in the day. I can’t do that.”

“Cousin in your original reality?”

“Yeah. Did Ragan tell you about that? About where we came from?”

“Yes. It’s bizarre. And sad. I’m sorry that happened to you. It would be completely, absurdly unbelievable if not for everything else that’s happened in the past year.”

“I don’t want to talk about it.” I hold up the first jar I collected this morning and rotate it. The firelight plays off the sparkling, spinning grains of light. “I’m sorry about how I acted last night. I have trouble regulating my emotions when I’m stressed. I’m working on it but the migraines make it worse.”

“Do you have them frequently?” Olwen stares at one of the jars.

“You can pick that up and look at it if you like. I don’t know what I’m going to do with these yet. Probably store a few with the rest of my rare lights. I need to rebuild my collection, but much of what I had is irreplaceable.” I set down the jar and rub my eyes. “And yes. I get them a couple times a week. The migraines. The lights are far more frequent. Sometimes the lights trigger the migraines, though. Especially ones that flash or move around. Some of the festival decorations do that and I don’t like them.”

“The floating ones in your bookshop are pretty. Did you make them?”

“Yes. Thank you.” I’m so awkward. Be mindful or you’ll slip into a long, long monologue about light. How do I converse with someone who isn’t used to me? How do I converse with her? “How long have you lived at the lighthouse?” Hah! Damn it all. I’m still talking about sarding light. Inescapable.

“Always. I was born in that house. My mother’s family has kept that lighthouse for I don’t know how many generations. Part of our quarrel is because I don’t want to inherit it. I’d rather do something else.”

“What?”

Is her face flushed or is that a trick of the light? “Astronomy. I wasn’t even a year into the Harmonshore program before . . . before everything.”

“I wanted to study astronomy. I lost interest after some things happened and I ended up quitting secondary school. I had already finished the minimum coursework, anyway. Most of it. Almost. I’m fine with owning the shop and reading about whatever tugs at my curiosity.” Great. Ask a question, listen, end up storytelling about my own experience. That’s how conversations tend to go in my family but I’ve learned that a lot of people find it rude. Dad told me we reciprocate like that because it’s our way of showing we understand and are empathizing with the other person. Ragan does it too. He may be the most prolific reciprocal storyteller out of all of us. “Do you have a favorite star?” Yay, more weird questions.

“Borella!” Olwen grins. “Did you see it go nova? That was amazing. Too bad it didn’t last long.”

Oh... gods damn it all.

I reach into my sweater pocket and pull out a wide-mouth jar. A colorful starburst floats within a newborn nebula. I didn’t have this on me when I came through the Kaleidoscope, but one of Dad’s pockets accessed a star collection. I moved everything I could over to my linked pockets while he was still here. Unfortunately, anything not on this side was lost.

I pass the jar to Olwen. “Borella. My last jar of her on this side. She would instantly blind everyone within a hundred yards if released so that’s an indestructible jar with a spell-locked lid.”

Her hand jumps to her mouth. “How did you...?”

“Same way I catch everything else. I might still have one somewhere from just before it went nova, too. The light felt strange, like a pulsing dam about to burst.”

Olwen holds up the jar and rotates it. “This is absolutely incredible! So beautiful. I don’t understand how or why you had it in your pocket, though.”

“Dimensional warping and lightbinder secrets.” I can’t completely hold back this laugh. “I’m the Nova Spellkeeper, aren’t I? Doesn’t matter that I lost interest, I can still bottle the stars. Not during a blizzard, though.”

She covers her mouth again. Her cheeks are definitely flushed now. “Oh my gods.”

“What?” I look behind her, where Ragan walks from the hall into the kitchen with Vesper on his shoulder and a silent laugh shaking his shoulders. I shrug and return my attention to Olwen. “Second favorite star?”

“Ganavax.” Her voice is still muffled by her hands.

This is strange and a little eerie. “The heart of the Hummingbird constellation. Really?”

She nods.

I don’t understand this. Dad’s nickname for me is Hummingbird, but he’s the only one who calls me that so she couldn’t have known to tease me about it.

I take a hinge-top bottle out of my pocket and examine the red giant. “Ganavax.” I exchange it for the Borella jar, which I set on the side table on top of the book I keep pretending to read. “You can have this one.”

She tries to hand it back to me. “I can’t take your light. What if you need it?”

“Ganavax is easy to collect. I have lots of them. Keep it.”

Ragan’s returns to the main room and his laugh breaks free. “He gives everyone light. Never know when you’ll need it so it’s good to keep one or two on you.”

“I don’t want anyone to get lost in the darkness. It’s . . . unpleasant, even for non-lightbinders.” I find a vial of moonlight and transfer it into Olwen’s other hand. “Full moon reflected by the sea on a calm night. It’s
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