
Dustlight

Book 5 of The Bacra Chronicles

Courtney M. Privett

Copyright © 2023 Courtney M. Privett

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews and certain other noncommercial uses permitted by copyright law.

All rights reserved.


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Dustlight (The Bacra Chronicles, #4)

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

Other Books by Courtney M. Privett | Huron

West Bacra | Southwest Bacra

Eastern Bacra

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

11

12

13

14

15

16

17

18

19

20

21

22

23

24

25

26

27

28

29

30

31

32

33

34

35

36

37

38

39

40

41 | Zinnia

I am a sea of fog and scattered time.

I can’t remember who this book is for.

Probably you.
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Agreeing to this was a mistake. 

The walls were close. Too close. Mushrooms oozed slime beneath her fingertips and a musty heaviness clung to each ragged breath.

Yana dawdled by the little waterfall, hopefully out of sight for the growing crowd. Her mask picked at her clammy jawline, daring her to raise the blue porcelain and silver silk lining to scratch the relentless barbed itch. The colors crowded her vision. Each breath drew closer to the surface a creeping, snickering voice that told her she was trapped in a pair of collapsing fabric tunnels and she would be crushed to death if she didn’t immediately escape. 

Escape. Must escape. Throw off the mask and run. Run now!

She ignored the wretched little intrusive voice and tapped her fingers against her thigh. The mask must remain until the others revealed themselves.

“Let’s not do this again, Hani.” Yana reached for the moonstone dragon’s shoulder and gave her a quick pet. Grounding. Hael had said she needed to ground herself with something familiar or she’d fall into panic. The throwing knives on her utility belt were familiar. So was Hani. Scales and warmth, that little huff she did before each trill. Maybe if she kept petting...

No, no no no stop petting stop and run and keep running and keep going until the air moves beyond your breath and the light–

A sharp click forced Yana’s attention to her brother. Shan tilted his hooded head to the side and popped his neck again. Such an irritating noise. She sighed and dropped her chin to her chest. Shan picked up a pebble. He held it up and drew a thin blue strand from the closest mage light. He pressed the light into the pebble, rolling it and kneading it between his palms, avoiding the paralysis-clawed fourth and fifth fingers of both hands. He passed it to her. She closed her fingers around it and the crushing tunnels immediately expanded.

“Hold it. Should last long enough to see us out of here.” Shan’s usually-clear voice was muffled by his own blue mask. He shifted his weight and bounced on his toes. Twice on the left, three times on the right. He seemed as anxious as Yana was. He had earned the right to be. He’d been underground many times during the past six years, but it was that first time, so long ago when he was an adolescent and she was a young child, that saturated his unease as thoroughly as the stale air. She remembered it too, every time she closed her eyes, every time a nightmare slashed at her limbs. That crawl to freedom left them both with more scars than anyone dared count.

The pebble wasn’t helping much. Maybe it needed more time to work. Or maybe it wouldn’t work at all, beyond pushing the walls back a bit and giving her something to dig her fingernails into that wasn’t her own palm. Shan’s light magic was eccentric. Sometimes it did things he didn’t intend, especially when he drew the light from someone else’s magic. He was more adept at manipulating the shadows than the light, anyway. Shadows wouldn’t help either of them right now.

She shouldn’t have agreed to this.

She had to. For Shan. For the other three people on the dais and everyone they were about to change. Those three had regularly gone into the hives. Usually with Shan, occasionally with Radamar Vale. They knew what they were doing.

Yana didn’t. She was only there because their usual mages, Juna and Elan, were busy. To be untraceable, Shan’s teleportation spell needed an odd number of people. Yana was the fifth person, an extra body only necessary for conjuring light, and possibly for additional security. Shan was only there to facilitate arrival and escape.

The pebble wasn’t going to be enough.

She reached for his hand. He ignored it. No, not ignored. Didn’t notice. Behind the mask, his peripheral vision was as blocked as hers. She nudged his forearm and he slipped his three working fingers between hers. The other two stayed curled toward his palm. Numbers danced across Yana’s mind, a compulsive calculation that wouldn’t have made sense when they first met. Thirteen. It had been thirteen years since Shan’s ulnar nerves were severed at High King Nylian’s command. He didn’t seem to care about that anymore.

The murmurs grew louder, slowly overtaking the shush of the waterfall. The entire hive must be in the meeting chamber, Varaku and Uldru alike. If this hive was like the one where she was born, the Varaku would be at center with the Uldru huddled along the side walls.

Shan squeezed her hand as best as he was able. “Don’t throw up a shield if things get ugly. Your defensive spells aren’t as quick as mine. I’ll pop us out of here. Be alert, be ready, but don’t do anything unless something goes wrong with me. Unlikely, but not a complete impossibility.”

“Does that happen often? Things getting ugly?”

Shan nodded, then corrected himself with a quick shake of the head. “Sometimes. I know you like percentages, but I won’t give you one. An Abrian Hycinth team posing as traders already came here to talk to them. The elves abandoned this place over a decade ago, so the Varaku were willing to listen. Some hives are easy. Others, we have to take the Uldru and leave the Varaku to their own fate. Don’t worry about it.”

“Probably abandoned it because it’s at the bottom of a shit bog in the sarding north of nowhere.” Yana looked upward and imagined the glittering summer snow of the Rime Realm, far above the frozen rock. Shan had to teleport the group to the Rime Wastes before they could go underground. Two teleportations in the span of minutes... That explained the pulsating squeeze at the base of her skull. Or maybe it was from the awful air. Or the strangling walls.

Hani let out a low trill and settled onto her haunches. Hael’s midnight dragon, Atlan, was calm and silent, but the two solar dragons behind the dais columns were restless. Yana saw nothing of Summer and only the glowing bulb at the tip of Nova’s tail, but she heard them nickering at each other. So many sounds. Too many. Anxious dragons, Itrek’s rapid breaths, Shan’s racing heart, Yana’s own thumbnail scraping again and again over the worn leather of a knife sheath. 

Maybe things weren’t as easy as Shan claimed. Maybe he was only trying to keep her calm. He wasn’t particularly good at that. Tessen was so much better at soothing her, but Yana’s other older brother wasn’t here. She had to focus on Shan’s honest intent and the light-infused pebble charm clenched in her palm.

Run. Run, run, run and hide!

Shan’s arm twisted. He gasped and let go of Yana’s hand.

“What?” Yana reached for him, but he was already embracing himself and rubbing the backs of his arms. Whimpering, he spun away and doubled over. She set his hand on his lower back and waited too long for his next breath. “Shan? What’s wrong? Shan? Say something.”

“Another one.” His voice was choked, his hunched body tense.

“Another what?”

“Failed Spellkeeper test.” Weeping and rocking, Shan touched his masked forehead to the damp stone wall. “We feel every failed test. Lyssandra has killed dozens of them this year. Dozens of half-elves, dozens of people like me. Just gone, dead in an instant, for no reason other than her cruel ambitions. The others feel it, too. Benny sits on the ground and cries. Veren hyperventilates until she faints or vomits.” He let his arms drop. He swallowed and tried to subdue a cough as he slowly straightened his back. Still facing the wall, he shivered. “We feel them die. I don’t know, maybe it’s better that they die than pass the test. Saves them from the agony of becoming Spellkeepers. It’s best that she still only has the two, and she can’t do much with two. Especially those two. Jei and the other one. I didn’t realize there was another until after Anthora, and then I knew I’d felt them all along. They must have been tested before Benny and me but marked later. I don’t know where she hid them.”

“Who do you think they are?” Yana asked. She wanted to say something further, something to reassure him, but how could anyone be reassured while living such horrors? No automatic whisper of You’ll be okay would ever be helpful, so all she could figure out to do was stay close to him and love him as his mind shattered further. Over and over, unrelenting.

“I don’t know, Yana. Adina doesn’t know. No one sarding knows.” Shan cleared his throat and returned his hand to Yana’s. “Sorry. Didn’t mean to snap at you. As long as Lyssandra doesn’t find herself a third–”

A single drum beat rattled the cavern.

The murmurs fell below the prickly burble of the waterfall.

“Ah. They’re starting.” Shan nudged Yana forward. “Watch them.”

Yana resisted his pull and instead took a step back, toward Hani and the waterfall. “I don’t think I can face a cavern full of Varaku. The only memories I have of hives are terrifying.”

“No, watch our friends. You haven’t seen this before. If you stand right here, you’ll be able to see the dais but not the rest of the chamber.” Shan gestured to his side. “Come here. I won’t let anything happen to you.’

Reluctantly, Yana joined him. Hani remained by the wall, her opalescent white tail swishing with obvious irritation.

Yana saw her three friends now, along with three dragons and a confused, clucking chicken that was only Underground because Shan’s spell needed a fifth creature to balance the five people.

Itrek was closest, suas lower pair of arms clasped before suas abdomen. The Varaku-turned-Hycinth wore no mask like suas other four companions, maybe because it would have been impossible to hide a Hycinth’s distinctive form. Height of an orc, two sets of arms, diamond-shaped lavender-gray features, a wide mouth full of needle-like teeth, expressive sensory tentacles instead of hair, four distinct sexes, regenerative ability—Varaku and Hycinth were like no other people Yana had seen elsewhere in the world. 

Varaku and Hycinth were the same people, really, separated only by time and circumstance. Varaku were the captives who thought themselves free, people enslaved by elven aristocrats, people who never thought themselves enslaved because of the sense of control they felt when the elves gave them enslaved people of their own. The Uldru. Yana’s people. Hycinth were those who had broken free from the hives. Hycinth meant traitor to the trapped Varaku.

Behind Itrek, Hael stood between a cobby young midnight dragon and a much smaller golden solar dragon. In her gold and blue mask and elegant blue dress, the rightful High Queen of Bacra at first appeared relaxed, confident. She wasn’t, though. Yana watched Hael’s thumb slide across her fingertips over and over as the tilt of her head followed Adina to the front of the dais.

Yana sidestepped closer to Shan so she could see Adina in profile. The Moonlight Guardian’s mask was distinctive. Every Uldru and Varaku knew it. It commanded instant respect, and a lowering of eyes. Both people were taught from early childhood that this was the mask of the Goddess above all other Goddesses and Gods. Those deities were false. They were only people—terrible people—but it was difficult to break beliefs forced upon uncountable generations. Unmasking and treating them as equals helped.

Adina raised her arms. Her loose black sleeves slid back, revealing the lines of runic spells the slight elf had inked upon her own pale skin upon her ascension. There were thousands of years of memories in those runes, but even more in the vast library of her mind.

“Good people of the Issix hive.” Adina’s voice was gentle, but not quiet. It was a practiced alto, one that commanded attention, and now all eyes were fixed upon her. Slowly, she pulled her arms in. She pushed back her hood, revealing pale hair and pointed elven ears. She let her fingertips linger on the edge of her mask for a moment before unbuckling the strap and letting it fall to the floor. Her young face was calm, far calmer than Hael’s wringing fingers.

A chorus of gasps rose from the audience as Adina’s turquoise eyes took them in. She took a deep breath, exhaled slowly, and spoke again. “You have been lied to for many, many generations by masked people who called themselves your gods. There are no secrets anymore. No secrets and no lies. My name is Adina Starfall and I am the Moonlight Guardian. I inherited this position upon the temporary death of my mother, Lyssandra Zephyrain, and with it I was passed the collective memory of countless generations of my foremothers. These memories allow me to see what my ancestors refused to—that the crimes by my people against the Uldru and Varaku are unforgivable and must be atoned for. I will spend the rest of my life working to bring equity to this world, and I will pass that charge to my descendants. 

“You were told that the world does not belong to you, but instead to those who wear these masks.” Adina looked down at her mask, then crushed it beneath her boot heel. The silver shattered to brittle fragments and glittering dust. “That was a lie. Generations of lies end now, and you will learn the truth. The world belongs to everyone, equally. That is why I now step aside so my dear friend Itrek can speak.”

The cavern was silent except for the burble of the waterfall and the uncertain shifting of the people Yana was not ready to see. She squeezed Shan’s hand, maybe a little too tightly, and reminded herself that it was all right if someone else heard her breathe.

Adina retreated to stand next to her solar dragon, Nova. Itrek stepped forward. Suas lower hands were still folded, and suas white leather coat glimmered like an opal beneath the hanging dwarfstone lights.

Itrek nodded at the silent audience. “My name is Itrek. I was born a loremaster of the Vetarex hive, but I am now a healer.”

Whispers rose, then faded. It was unheard of for a Varaku to openly change castes. Most of Itrek’s life since the destruction of Vetarex would have been thought impossible.

Diamond-shaped gray eyes glistening, Itrek glanced down at the mask dust. “Every time the Guardians visited us, they told us the world Above was nothing but fire and ash, and even if it wasn’t, we wouldn’t be worthy of seeing it. They told us we were monstrous, and that what we were was all we could ever be. 

“They told us only lies. We can be whoever we want, and there is a vast world above. It is full of danger and has a sun that will burn us for half of each cycle if we aren’t careful, but this world is also a rich place full of life and beauty and enough food for everyone.

“We may not be able to live in the sun, but we are still worthy of moonlight. We are worthy of the sky, the stars, the wind, trees, vast oceans, and rain. We are worthy of language that properly describes us, of pronouns for daylas and ralds, and of creating new words for everything we were forbidden to name, everything unique to us that we had to leave unspoken. We are worthy of time, kindness, and friendship. We are worthy of digging our own tunnels, directed not by masked false gods, but by us and us alone.

“I was born a loremaster.” Itrek’s voice took on a raspy tone, like a metallic zing mixed with the crunching of fall leaves. Suas tentacles trembled, then lay flat down suas back. “Like all Varaku here, I was born enslaved but desperately clinging to the illusion that I was free. My choices were not my own, my future was not my own, and as a dayla, even the words I used to think of myself were never my own. We weren’t always forced into a cruel mold. Always cold, always on the edge of starvation while we tortured innocent people we’d been taught were lesser. Many, many generations ago, we had a language of our own. We were kinder, both to ourselves and to those we shared the underground with, including the Uldru. We didn’t believe that despair and pain were both mandatory and preferable.

“I’m a healer now.” Itrek’s quivering tentacles raised slightly. The Hycinth’s body language revealed vulnerability within a core of honesty and strength. It was risky for Itrek to show any weakness, but Yana assumed that sua knew what sua was doing. “I live in a place called Abri. It isn’t a hive, but instead a vast cavern city where many, many people of the Underground—especially Varaku and Uldru—live without feeling the deep chasm of cold despair, and everyone can find food to eat. Abri is not a perfect place, but it is a free one, and everyone who lives there is allowed to make their own choices and create their own futures. It is not a place where we will find the culture that was forever lost when we were enslaved. However, it is a place where we can find something new that belongs only to us. From Abri, and with some caution, we are free to visit the Above. Or, we could live fully Underground, and that is a fine choice, too.

“It is your choice, Varaku of Issix. You can see what rises beyond the hives, or you can remain here in the frigid darkness. If you remain, you must know that those who called themselves gods will not be returning. And if you remain, it will be without the Uldru.”

Gasps and uncertain growls echoed off the cavern walls. Itrek shook suas head and raised a hand. “Freedom is to be shared, not hoarded.” Itrek gestured toward Hael. “See for yourself. We all know this mask, too. Like the mask of the Moonlight Guardian, the mask of the High Ruler can only be worn by the person it rightfully belongs to. The High Ruler leads all of the land Above, the world called Bacra. Bacra was ruled by Adina’s people, the Lightborn and Zephyrain elves. No more. The Underground has risen, and now you will meet the new High Queen of both Above and Below.”

Hael joined Itrek at the front of the dais. They faced each other, held their hands over their hearts, and nodded twice in an Uldru sign of mutual respect. Hael held Itrek’s lower hands while sua slipped back her hood and removed her golden mask.

Hael’s eyes were closed, her chin slightly bowed. Her skin, just as golden as her long hair, shimmered with the metallic depth unique to the Uldru. She was beautiful, and when she turned slightly, opened her silver eyes, and smiled, Yana couldn’t help but draw a sharp breath.

“No more lies, no more masters.” Hael’s voice carried the same musical Crimson Realm lilt as Itrek’s, but she produced no echo. “Uldru, you are free. Varaku, you are free. It’s frightening to know that everything is changing, but we will help you in the same way we have helped many, many other hives create their own individual futures. When Itrek and I were younger and found ourselves free, there were people both Above and Below who taught us new skills so that we could safely navigate the open tunnels of our new world while we decided our own futures. Now we will do the same for you.

“Like Itrek, I am from Vetarex. I was born enslaved. I was starved, beaten, and marked for death. I fought against my captors because I wanted to live, and with my people I found the Above. Itrek was with us, first as my prisoner, then as an uncertain equal. Now Itrek is my beloved friend. That was not a process that happened quickly, and we had to earn it from each other. It took patience. Every person I see before me right now is worthy of that same patience, that same respect. 

“Varaku of Issix, I am now giving you a choice, but it is not one that can be allowed patience. If you choose to come to Abri, stay in this chamber. If you choose to stay in Issix, leave this chamber immediately. It will be sealed until everyone who chooses to leave is safely in transition to Abri, and then it will be yours again.” Hael gestured toward the back of the chamber and nodded. A faint orange glow condensed above her outstretched hand. “Make your choice now.”

Feet shuffled against stone, but none of the noises moved out of place or grew quieter. Shan leaned forward a little to peek around the columns, then straightened his back. “Huh. They’re all staying. That’s only happened twice before on my watch. Couple times on Radamar’s. Those hives were just as starved and ragged as this one.”

“They know they’re dying. Starvation hurts. It squeezes every part of your body, inside and out, twisting your gut and yanking on your nerves. They’d rather accept the fear of the new and survive than spend another generation or two fading in agony.” Yana tilted her head to the side. There was an odd pressure building in her left ear. She stumbled in place, stepping her foot out to redistribute her weight and correct a wave of dizziness. The air crackled with static and the taste of dust.

“Oh, sard! Not again.” Shan jumped forward. “Hael, they’re–”

A crack like lightning splitting a tree shocked the cavern. Bright purple light flickered, then darkened to a deep violet.

“What–?” Yana started, but she was interrupted by Hani’s warning growl. Hani shoved her forward, crowding her into Hael’s dragons.

Yana saw the purple robes as her balance failed. Her knee struck the stone floor and she yelped. She pushed aside the pain. Shadow clouds swirled below the high ceiling. The purple robes belonged to Crown Warlocks. Cold sweat trickled down her back. The previous High King’s warlocks tried more than once to kill her family. The false king Lyndarian’s warlocks appeared intent on killing her friends now.

One warlock moved forward, floating on a raft of foaming shadows above the frightened Varaku. She held up her hands and laughed. “Usurpers, we found you. And the Eclipse Spellkeeper, trouble as you ever were. The true Guardian will be pleased to see you again, Shannon Goldtree.”

Instinctively, Yana threw out a blue light shield. Too late, her eyes landed on Shan, now maskless and mumbling an incantation. The swirling silver and purple runes on his face ignited into a blinding light.

Yana’s shield only reached as far as Hael before the ground dropped away beneath her.

***
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BIRDS TWEETED. WIND rustled leafy green branches.

Yana landed with a thwunk in a cluster of ferns. 

Her eyes screamed from the daytime brightness. She leaned forward to cover them. Her goggles hung off a loop on her belt, but her arms were too leaden to reach them.

Dragons. There were dragons around her. Hani, Atlan, Summer. White and black and gold, all in the ferns, twigs snapping beneath their weight.

Ahead stood Hael, dazed and squinting. She looked toward Yana, but the small motion buckled her knees and dropped her to the detritus.

Shan lay on the ground to the right, eyes closed. Yana watched him for several of her own breaths before he took one of his own.

She listened. Birds, wind, little animals scurrying. Shan, Hael, dragons, a clucking chicken. No one else. Wherever this forest was, they were alone in it.

“Where...?” Yana started, but couldn’t finish. Her tongue felt like wadded wet paper thrown against a wall.

“Safe. All at the Abri outpost station. Except the warlocks. They’re dead.” Shan’s voice was a breathy whisper. He opened his turquoise eyes and turned his scarred and tattooed face toward her. The inked runes were black instead of the usual shimmering purple and silver. His expression was nothing but dazed exhaustion. “You’re not supposed to be here. None of you. Neither am I. Where are we?”

Hael’s remaining balance failed and she collapsed onto her side. Her eyes closed, she mumbled, “They’re safe. We’re not. Them being safe is better.”

“I did a shield spell?” Yana’s world spun in a bristled spiral. Her words didn’t make sense. Were they words at all? It didn’t matter. No one else was conscious to hear.

The sky turned black and Yana pitched forward into a bed of musty leaves.
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Ash and scorched pine needles floated like snow in the still, hot air. Saevel closed the window and took a single step back. His eyes stung, irritated by the acrid smoke that drifted into the valley from the distant fires. He couldn’t see their plumes from the Moonlight Citadel, but he smelled them. Sap, sulfur, and smoldering death. Breathe in the cremated wreckage of all those lost lives.

“The peasants are rioting again,” Lyndarian muttered. He coughed, then spat into a silver-edged handkerchief. “Can’t you do something about this smoke? Can’t you do anything?”

“You’re talking to yourself again, not to me, right?” Saevel had no interest in looking at the false High King to see where his mumbling was directed.

“Her words are caught on a loop in my head. Sometimes they go away for a little while if I speak them aloud.” Lyndarian’s sigh threw him into another cough. “She invades your thoughts too, doesn’t she? Hearth witch... Hearth witches, cottage witches, tend to the fire. Cottage witches have an odd variety of skills. Maybe you have something. Maybe you can do something.”

“I’m a healer, not a . . . whatever she wishes I was. She should ask Jei if she wants something done about it.”

“All she could do is mix sleet into the ash, and then it would rain sludge.” His attempt at throat clearing came out as a growl. “Useless.”

“Take care of it yourself. You’re the green witch.” Saevel didn’t care if his tone irritated Lyndarian. He was a thief and a usurper. Saevel knew it. Everyone knew it. Most didn’t care. They only bowed to him because the truth was uncomfortable and inconvenient.

Saevel knew discomfort. He looked down at his wrists, at the opalescent runes twisting across the scarred light brown of his hands. Bitterness wasn’t a strong enough word for what he felt for Lyndarian, who carved and tattooed some of those runes himself. Saevel was covered in them, head to bare feet. They shimmered pale green in the hazy pink sunlight. 

No, he would never think of Lyndarian as High King, never call him that. Not when every ashy rainfall reminded him that there were two other people who were far more deserving of the Crown. Everyone in Bacra knew their names. High Queen Hael and High King Daelis Goldtree. Everyone also knew the true Moonlight Guardian was Adina Starfall, the daughter the false Guardian still insisted was her son.

“I’m no good with wind,” Lyndarian said with a sigh. He paced behind Saevel, his slippered feet scuffing the tile. It sounded like he was raking his hands through his dark hair, alternating one after the other. He always did that when distressed, and it always took all of Saevel’s resolve not to grab him by the wrists and command him to stop. “There are wind-callers in the family, but I’m not one of them. I’m only a healer. Not like you, but I’m decent. I lessened your pain, didn’t I?”

“Only after you caused it.” Saevel returned to the window. The Emerald Realm city of Crescent Vale sprawled below, a maze of pale stone walls and silver spires surrounded by struggling pine forests and jagged mountains on three sides and a marshy meadow on the other. To the east was the Emerald River and its wide outlet to the Azuredeep Sea. 

Crescent Vale was a swarming, restless mass of people and their debris. The previous capital Anthora was even bigger. Was. Now its Halls were a charred ruin. Most of the population had fled to avoid becoming food for the feral Lightborn dragons. The remaining few had congregated into a lawless mess. Saevel couldn’t imagine the expanse that had been Bacra’s previous capital. Before six years ago, he couldn’t imagine any city other than isolated Aerie Peak.

“I didn’t want to.” Lyndarian’s hand settled on Saevel’s left shoulder. It was an awkward contact. The half-human Spellkeeper stood a full two hands taller than the slight elf. “You know I didn’t want to.”

Saevel edged sideways. The tears in his eyes were only from the residual sting of the smoke. “But you did. I trusted you, but then you listened to her and you did. You and her and that sarding lightbinder witch who only ever laughed when I asked her name.” He spun on his bare heels, knocking Lyndarian into a side table. “Sorry,” he whispered, wincing as soon as the word left his lips. It was an honest misjudgment of distance, not an intentional assault. “She laughed at me. She giggled and she grinned as she carved runes into my skin, but she refused to tell me her name.”

Lyndarian’s forest-green eyes searched Saevel’s face. He pushed his loose hair behind his pointed ears and shrugged. “And I do not have permission to grant it to you.”

“You’re the gods-damned High King. You could tell me anything you wanted, but you choose not to. Maybe you’re so afraid of her that you can’t take a sarding breath without risking consequence.”

Lyndarian’s lips pinched. “Feeling insolent today, Saevel Yarrow?”

“Ugh.” Saevel cringed and shook his head. “Only just now, because you called me Yarrow.” It was a nonsense surname. It was only given to him because of the blanket he was wrapped in when he was left at the Eventide Temple in Aerie Peak. The linen was skillfully embroidered with sprays of yarrow. It was also soaked with blood. His blood, from the lacerations that left him with a pair of large diagonal scars, one on each cheek. He rubbed his fingertips along the broken chevron created by those scars and reminded himself that the stained and faded blanket was safe in the chest at the foot of his bed. It was one of the few possessions he had that was completely his own. “Saevel is even more of a joke, isn’t it?”

“Why?” Lyndarian asked. “It’s appropriate. It means Healer in Old Elven.”

“I know, and that’s why it’s a joke. I wasn’t called anything at all until my only strength revealed itself. I was only him or the child before that, like I was an object. The floor, the table, that thing. I don’t have a name, only a description and a flower watered with my blood. It’s not my real name, if I ever had one.”

“You do.” Lyndarian’s eyes darted toward the floor faster than Saevel could connect with them. He cleared his throat and rubbed the back of his neck. “I’m certain you do.”

“Should I ask her about it sometime? I’m sure she knows who I am. Who my mother was. Maybe even my father.”

“Never ask her about it. Please.” Lyndarian’s tone rose to pleading, almost fearful.

Saevel sighed. So much dread. Lyndarian hid it well around others, but he wasn’t so stoic when alone with Saevel. Saevel had no idea why, and he didn’t like it. “You shouldn’t have revived her. You shouldn’t have rushed her to me because your unraveling necromancy spell only held for an hour. We both should’ve let the dead stay dead, Lyn. Maybe we wouldn’t be inhaling the ashes of Bacra’s dead today if we had. I felt her kill another half-elf today, not even an hour ago. It’s like feeling my own death, every time. Do you know that? Do you care?”

Lyndarian spun away. “Your paints are on the table by the door. It’s best if I don’t see you again for a couple days.” His long hair swished behind him as he rushed out of the sitting room.

You always find an excuse to see me anyway. Saevel picked up the carved box. He tapped his fingertips on the grooves of the lily-decorated lid before opening it. Only watercolors this time, no oils or fresco pigments. Finishing the mural on the nursery wall would have to wait. So would the sketched-out canvas languishing on the easel.

Oh, well. He snapped the lid shut. Watercolor was an interesting enough medium, and far better than leftover egg tempera in various shades of dirt, which was often all he’d had access to in Aerie Peak.

He tucked the box under his arm and exited through the left door, into a different corridor than where Lyndarian had fled. The dwarfstone sconces flickered between blue and white as he passed beneath them. They never flickered for anyone else, even Jei, and he didn’t know why. It was probably a manifestation of an overactive imagination.

Two doors and a quick turn to the left, and he was at the seventh floor wing that had been his home for six years. He opened the dark wood door only far enough to squeeze inside. It would groan loudly if he opened it any further, and the silence of the apartment told him Cara and Ivy were sleeping. Neither of them were particularly forgiving when it came to an interrupted nap.

Saevel tiptoed to his bedroom and shut himself inside. His art corner sat to the right of the door, between the clutter-covered pedestal he had taken from the Eventide Temple and the hutch with the hidden cabinet where he kept his altar. He used to paint in the main room, where the lighting was better, but Cara couldn’t tolerate the smell of the turpentine. She told him to take his hobby somewhere else or she’d toss his supplies off the balcony. He didn’t have any reason not to comply with her wishes. Not after everything she’d been through because of him.

He set the box on his supply cart. A small pile of watercolor paper looked up at him from a half-open drawer. He wasn’t inspired by the new paints yet, but he was certain an epiphany would come to him by the end of the day. And then keep him up all night. Again.

He left the art corner and sat on his knees before the wood and bronze chest at the end of the bed. The yarrow blanket yanked at his mind again. Maybe there was something he’d missed.

He unlocked and opened the chest. Scents of cedar and dried lavender rushed into the warm air. The too-small clothes folded on top of his cache meant nothing. They were only padding in case the heavy chest was flipped, and a hope that anyone who might break in wouldn’t be interested in digging deeper. He set the clothes aside, then carefully lifted out the contents of the second layer.

He didn’t need to unwrap them. Each linen-swaddled item had its own place, and he could return them to those spots solely by their weights and shapes. There was the blue glass vial of green glacier water from Aerie Peak, its magical essence swirling and sparkling as he rotated it. A jar of colorful dragon scales he collected from the strays that had drifted onto his balcony like discarded feathers. A soapstone carving of Zaradia, Goddess of the Moon, her left arm missing from being thrown into a wall. Herbs, crystals, candles, a pouch of agate worry stones. He only removed one stone at a time, and kept it in his pocket after charging it under the light of a full moon. He’d broken four since arriving in Crescent Vale. Maybe he should set out a new one tonight, but he was as likely to forget about moonrise as he was to retrieve the stone after moonset.

Beneath the ephemera hid the treasures. There were the hand-written grimoires and rare spellbooks given to him by the late Moonlight Regiment Captain, Elsin Sylleth. The Captain had been tasked by her to teach the very young, very confused boy as much of his own self-learned cottage magic as he could. There were the small cases of precious metal bells the clerics of Eventide had gifted him as a token of relief when he left their care, and the little dwarfstone lantern he had used as a nightlight from younger than he could remember until he no longer feared the dark.

And there was the blanket. Saevel untied a length of twine to free it from the silvery silk that protected it. He lifted the pale green linen to his nose and inhaled. Cedar and lily, and nothing else. Not anymore. It used to smell faintly of jasmine and violet, but the scent had faded along with the vibrancy of the cloth. The orange and crimson yarrow embroidery was mostly intact, save a few frayed blossoms and a missing frond.

Saevel stood to arrange the blanket across his bed. Now he could see the sections that had once been saturated with his blood. The clerics had managed to wash out most of it, but they were wary of damaging the delicate stitching, so a slight red-brown stain remained and always would.

As he had countless times before, he ran his fingertips along the lacy scalloped edging, then ventured in a sunwise spiral toward the center. He searched for anything he might have somehow overlooked—a signature, a set of initials, something that might suggest either his real name or the name of the person who had made this blanket. He was certain the stitcher was one of his parents. So much time and care was put into the craftsmanship that it was clearly made out of love. Someone had loved him enough to wrap him in it. It stung that it was doubtful he’d ever know who.

He was so deep in his reexamination that he barely noticed his bedroom door open.

“This again? Sae, there isn’t anything new. If there ever was a name, the stitching was pulled out before either of us grew into our memory.” Cara stood next to him. She gently grasped his arm above the elbow.

“And she was probably the one who yanked it out.” Saevel sighed and bent forward, nearly touching his forehead to the blanket. He swept his arms out and gathered the fabric to his chest before standing upright.

“Still can’t bring yourself to say Lyssandra’s name?” Cara asked.

“She doesn’t deserve for her name to pass my lips.”

“She’s the Moonlight Guardian.”

“Was. Not anymore. She only pretends to be now. Vicious, miserable monster. Everyone knows it, but they’re all so damned scared of losing what they think they have that they refuse to admit the truth.”

Cara clicked her teeth together. “You can’t live your life so full of bitterness that it destroys you. Look at me, Sae.”

Saevel turned toward her. The young human woman’s brown hair was in disarray—tangled and frizzy on one side and plastered flat against her cheek on the other. Her golden-brown eyes looked slightly upward, searching his face with unease.

She reached up to pull one of Saevel’s black curls over his eyes. She held it above his lips for a moment, then let it spring back into place. “I miss when you were happy.”

“That was a long time ago. I’m not sure if it was ever real.”

Cara ran the back of her hand along the scar on his left cheek, from the bridge of his nose to beneath his ear. “It was real. The way you laughed and smiled whenever you snuck across the road to play with us behind the orphanage . . . that was real.” She let her hand drop to her thigh. “You’re right. She doesn’t deserve for you to speak her name. Not after what she did to you.”

A long creak drew Saevel’s ears forward. “Is Ivy still asleep?”

“She was when I woke up.”

“Mama? Dada?” a tiny voice called from the corridor. Small padding feet followed.

“I guess not.” Cara stepped to the door just in time for the toddler to peek into Saevel’s room.

“Dada?” Ivy wobbled forward, uncertain on her still-sleepy little legs.

Saevel set the blanket on the end of his bed so he could scoop up his daughter. He kissed her black curls and sat with her in the rocking chair next to the empty hearth. “Did you have a good nap?”

“All nice,” Ivy said, looking up at him with green eyes that mirrored his own. At eighteen months old, it was already obvious she would grow to look far more like him than like Cara.

Saevel watched the sunlight glitter off Ivy’s hair as he rocked her. Her eyes half-closed, she yawned and stretched out one chubby arm. It was possible she would fall back asleep, so he’d continue to rock her until she decided.

He wished his love for her wasn’t laced with hesitation. Ivy only existed because Lyssandra forced her creation. When they were sixteen, Lyssandra told Saevel and Cara that completed Spellkeepers needed to have a child of their own blood to keep them grounded. If they didn’t, their magic would shatter their minds and they would destroy anything they came into contact with. That’s when they learned that Cara was only brought to Crescent Vale with Saevel so she could keep him calmer and become the mother of his children.

Reluctantly, and under great threat, the two orphans became parents at age seventeen. The nameless lightbinder completed Saevel’s Spellkeeper sequence two days later.

Movement drew Saevel’s gaze from Ivy to Cara. She picked up the blanket and smiled at him, her lips tight. She turned toward the bed and carefully folded the blanket. She knew how much it meant to him, and she treated it gently on the rare occasions when she handled it.

Cara lightly cleared her throat, then said, “I was thinking about going down to the evening market later, if the wind shifts. Is there anything you need? Or want?”

“To go with you.” Saevel glanced down at Ivy. She giggled and tugged at his shirt collar. Her eyes were bright and alert. His own alertness was fading.

“I know you want to, but the guards won’t let you out. Maybe soon. They let Jei out whenever she wants.”

“I’m much more problematic than Jei.” Saevel yawned. His skin prickled and his vision faded around the edges.

“Yeah. You are. I’ve always liked that about you.” Cara winked at him as she nestled the blanket back into the chest. She returned the other objects in reverse order of how he took them out. She’d watched him do it enough times to memorize the pattern herself.

Cara picked up a spellbook with a gray binding. Something with a silver edge dropped onto the rug. She set the book aside and held a small, flat object up to the light. “What’s this?”

He held out a hand. “Let me see.”

She dropped it onto his palm. He slid his thumb over the diagonal green and lavender bands crossing the blue field of a shield-shaped pendant. He circled to the center of the design, where a five-petaled flower was inlaid upon a golden star. He flipped it over. The tiny letters LTS were engraved on the back.

“Saevel?”

He closed his fingers around it. “Captain Sylleth gave it to me the last time he was in Aerie Peak. I don’t know what it is, or why he insisted I take it. He said not to show it to anyone I didn’t fully trust. I thought I lost it. Must have tucked it into the flaps of that cover and forgotten where I put it.”

“It’s pretty. It doesn’t have a chain, though. I’ll get you one tonight.” She tossed him an empty leather pouch from the bundle he kept with the ephemera. “Then you can wear it. Stick it in your pocket with your worry stone for now so you don’t lose it again. You’re so forgetful.”

“I don’t think I can chance wearing it. I don’t know what it means.”

Cara shrugged. “It means he cared about you. We both know he did. He seemed to be a decent person, even though Lyssandra calls him a traitor. Maybe especially because of that. Anyway, you can wear it under your shirt and no one but you will ever see it. Let it sit over your heart and bring back memories of his kindness.” All contents now safely returned to the chest, Cara locked it with her own key. She ran her fingers across the protection sigil painted on the lid as she stood.

With one hand, Saevel slipped the pendant into the pouch, and the pouch into his pocket. “You’re right. Maybe I should wear it. I can use the fingers on one hand to count the people who have ever cared about me beyond my magic, and he was one of them.”

Cara leaned over him to kiss his brow. “I’m one of them, too. I always will be, unconditionally. Love you.”

“Love you, too.”

Ivy reached for Cara. “Mama? Hungy? Eat now? Milk?”

Cara lifted the toddler from Saevel’s lap. “Yes, we’ll have a snack. Daddy looks sleepy again. Let’s let him take a nap.”

Saevel closed his eyes. There was no use fighting sleep. It always took him anyway.
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There was nothing in this world or any other that could make Tessen comfortable with flying. Not practice and experience, not Serida’s patient encouragement, not too many nights convincing himself to initiate the moonlight link that forced him to see through her dragon eyes. Not watching his wife dive off her own dragon’s back. Certainly not watching her glide from cloud to wave, the webbing of her wingsuit rippling as her dragon swooped into a downward spin beside her. Lenna always caught Kemi before she hit the water, but their perfect success record did nothing to alleviate Tessen’s apprehension.

Kemi was completely at ease in the sky. That was to be expected for a member of Bacra’s most highborn of dragonbound families, a family that trained its children to fly beginning in infancy. Despite her desire to distance herself from her royal origins, she was still the youngest daughter of Nylian Lightborn and Lyssandra Zephyrain—Bacra’s previous High Ruler and the fallen Moonlight Guardian. They bound her to Lenna when she was a toddler, and she didn’t know a life without dragons.

Tessen was only dragonbound because his brother was an impulsive fool.

Lenna accelerated into another climb, carrying Kemi high above the great armada of the sea elves. The fleet bobbed in the gentle waves of the Azuredeep Sea, stretching from shore to northern shoal and beyond the eastern horizon. Smaller boats wove between the larger ones, facilitating trades and exchanging visitors. A gathering this large had not happened in centuries, not since High Queen Nyriella Lightborn’s legion of balefire dragons burned the masts of every ship they sighted upon the open ocean.

The sea elves rebuilt from that terrible loss, but they remained reluctant to gather in large numbers. It was only when the Autumngold cousins, Berra and Thallan, summoned their kin that the more elusive of their people emerged from the hidden harbors of their saltwater world. The sea elves were explorers, traders, and mercenaries. Some were even pirates, but don’t let Captain Berra Autumngold catch you using that word around her. «I’m a privateer, not a pirate,» she’d sign with a curse. If you happened to be out at sea, she wouldn’t think more than twice about tossing you overboard for the reefwalkers and young hedolar to snack upon.

Tessen smiled to himself as he and Serida swooped low over the mainmast of Berra’s ship, Brezva’s Grace. He didn’t think the tales the sailors told of her were true. It was more likely that her fiercely loyal leadership and devotion to her crew had turned her into a legend among her own people. Tessen had known Berra for over a decade. She was not a cruel person. She laughed at the antics of the squirrels she fed behind her warmly lavish house, openly cheated in card games if the stakes were low, and far too often sneaked extra sweets into the waiting palms of Tessen’s daughters.

Berra was also increasingly restless. She had been for the six years since her only child was kidnapped for the second time. Benny and her family returned home irreparably harmed, and Berra was determined to bring everyone responsible to justice. She canceled her comfortable retirement in Haven Cove, reclaimed her ship, and set about gathering her people. It took longer than expected, but prudent plans always did.

Tessen had no idea what those plans were. He was usually a welcome ally, but not on this matter.

Still, the sea elves were delighted when Berra invited Tessen and Kemi to fly over and show off the skills of their dragons. Children clapped and squealed from the decks of family ships. Even grizzled old mercenaries smiled and waved as Kemi and Lenna performed aerial acrobatics.

The children cheered for Kemi now as she stood up and balanced herself between Lenna’s silver wings. Tessen couldn’t watch. He leaned low over Serida’s golden neck and embraced her. Eyes closed, of course. He’d be sick if he looked straight down. Or to the side. Or anywhere.

You’re all right. Serida’s voice was music in his mind. The adolescent solar dragon was a constant soothing presence in a way no person could be. Lenna will always catch Kemi, and I will never let you fall. If you want to try a dive sometime, I’ll–

“Oh sarding hells, no!” Tessen gritted his teeth. “Never.”

Why do you wear the wingsuit, then?

“Because I’m terrified.”

You don’t need to be. We’re safe.

Broad wings shining in the afternoon sunlight, Serida tilted to circle around Brezva’s Grace. Berra waved to him from the deck, then pointed westward. Her sign was clear. It was time for the Lims and their dragons to stop entertaining the children and go home. The sea captains needed to work without distraction.

Breathing heavily, Tessen looked up. The dried seaspray on his flying goggles invited a terrible glare, but he didn’t dare remove them to wipe down the lenses. He might drop them and have to fly with no correction for his nearsightedness. Or, even worse, he could take another roving moth to the eye.

There they were, already in a dive. Lenna’s lithe form was a silver spear, wings folded so close to her body they were nearly invisible. Next to her fell the smaller form of Kemi, her red wingsuit membranes fluttering.

Serida turned toward them, but Tessen looked away. This would be the time they missed. Had to be. Their success streak would end at some point. They were too confident. They’d fail. They’d–

Your heart is frantic. Trust them, Tessen. Serida’s wings straightened into a glide.

“I do trust them. It’s gravity–”

Gravity is just as reliable as they are. Serida yipped and arced to the right. Lenna caught her. You can open your eyes.

Tessen sat fully upright and blinked. They were low over the water, so low the dragons could dip their toes in the waves. Serida and Lenna flew side-by-side, the smaller solar dragon easily keeping up with the larger silver.

Kemi grinned at Tessen. She adjusted her goggles and signed, «Time to go?»

«They’ve had enough of our nonsense for today,» Tessen replied. Even when distressed, his signs came easily, much easier than in the early days. He was fluent enough that he worked with Berra and Ragan to teach the basics of the sea elf sign dialect to Adina’s reconstructed Starlight Regiment so the riders could communicate while in flight. «We take up too much space out here.»

«We’re fine. She invited us.»

«You know me. My anxiety tells me that under no circumstances am I to take up space. No matter where I am, I feel like I’m intruding.» 

«Well, tell your lying anxiety to sard off for me, will you?» Kemi smirked and patted Lenna’s shoulder. «Let’s get home, then. Shan should be back by now. He and Maritan are having dinner with us. They’re supposed to be cooking . . . something.»

«I don’t want to deal with Shan today.»

«Does anyone?»

She flew ahead before Tessen could figure out how to reply.

You’re fretting again. Enough. We’ll be home in just a couple minutes. Serida trailed Lenna, using the larger dragon’s draft to avoid flapping more than necessary.

The bluffs and wave-battered outcroppings that protected Haven Cove came into view. From the sea, the coastal cliffs appeared continuous. It wasn’t until they flew past the inner reef that the hidden bay and the town of Haven Cove became visible.

Tessen kept his eyes on the line joining the forest and mountains. If he focused on the young town’s rounded structures, his mind spiraled into an even deeper worry cycle than he felt with Kemi’s dives. There were so many people now, and if he paid too much attention, their collective emotions crashed into him and dragged him to the bottom of the sea.

The dragons turned south before reaching the shores of the inner bay. There was no city here, only a sheltered forest shading well-stomped paths. The trees parted and they landed before a house. It was an odd house, half stone and half wood. The wooden sections had been added, then added onto again in the eleven years since the Lims claimed it, transforming a small, stuffy cottage into a home with enough space to raise their two daughters.

Kemi hopped off Lenna and approached Serida’s side to guide Tessen down. He had long ago become used to the prosthetic right leg, but sometimes damp days like this gave him trouble finding his footing. His hip was still bruised from the last slip.

Kemi waited until he was firmly on the ground before she embraced him. “I still think one day you’ll decide you like flying. I’m going to keep making you go up until that happens.”

“I’d rather keep the ground beneath my feet.” Tessen’s heart raced. Always the same. Most of the Uldru and orc dragonbound were now completely at ease in the air, but human Tessen couldn’t convince himself not to panic.

“You’ll make an awfully strange Regiment Captain if you can’t get over this fear of falling, my dear.” Kemi reached up a gloved hand and tapped the tip of his nose.

“If your sister promotes me to Captain, I’ll quit.”

“Nah. You’ll accept it, then grumble to me about it for the next forty years.”

“No. She would never make me Captain, anyway. I can’t leave you behind and still stay focused. I’d get weird, and no one wants me around when I’m weird.” Tessen dropped his goggles on a mossy stone table by the door. He unfastened the front of his wingsuit and retrieved a spectacle case from an inner pocket. “Ragan is a fantastic Captain. Juna will be brilliant as his successor, and Griz is next in the hierarchy. Everyone knows that, just as they know I’m not the least bit suited for my rank. I don’t deserve it. I’m not even competent enough to lead my own squadron. What exactly am I commander of? Squirrels and flowers?”

“The truth. Must you take every word so seriously?” Kemi took off her goggles and set them next to Tessen’s. She grinned at him, her dragonlike blue eyes flashing silver, as she shook her fingers through the tangles of her short black hair. Her face was wind-flushed, aside from a pale arc bordering the scar that ran above her jawline from under her left ear nearly to the corner of her mouth. “Your rank gives you permission to be empathically intrusive within the entire Regiment. Adina trusts you, and she knows you’ll be a good leader when you need to be. Your uncle was. Ragan is now.”

“I’m not Elsin or Ragan.”

“Yes, but you take after them.”

“Not in any useful ways. I wish you’d stop teasing me about my so-obvious shortcomings.” Tessen held up a hand. He felt someone near. Someone confused. “Iefyr’s here again.”

Kemi glanced toward the door. “Inside?”

Tessen focused on the emotional signature. He ignored the beckoning flames and settled on the hazy familiarity of overgrown herbs. “Garden. He’s helping himself to your oregano.”

Mind if Lenna and I go find a snack? Serida asked with a trill and a flick of her forked tongue.

“Go ahead. Enjoy.” Tessen waved her off.

Kemi grasped his hand. She nodded toward the garden. “Is Iefyr...?”

“I’m not sure when his mind is. I suppose we ought to find out.”

“Is he alone?”

Tessen ran his perception along the perimeter of his home, as if visually scanning a well-known room. Only one presence. Only an old friend and his smoldering labyrinth of embers. “Just Iefyr.”

“Do you want me to take him home?”

“We can both go. We need to relieve Mom of the girls, anyway.”

Kemi sighed and swung Tessen’s hand. She was trying to hide a hint of disappointment from him, but even dampened it scratched at the back of his neck. “I was hoping to have a couple more hours with just the two of us, but we need to take care of Iefyr. Hopefully he hasn’t been away long enough for Radamar to start fretting.”

“Does Radamar ever stop fretting?”

“Only on the outside.” A brief laugh escaped Kemi’s smirk. “All right, maybe that’s not true. He’s a lot like you. Relentless unease, the both of you.”

“Oh, I know. He’s as aware of it as I am.” Tessen looked down at the frayed rug. He liked Radamar Vale, but they couldn’t spend much time together without feeding off each other’s agitated insecurities. “Let’s get Iefyr home.”

Tessen and Kemi slipped out of their wingsuits and dropped them on a chair. They walked through the back door of the house and into view of the garden.

A red-haired man sat among the herbs. He stared at a flowering lavender as he yanked the leaves off a handful of oregano stems. He crushed them between his fingertips and sprinkled them over a patch of thyme.

He didn’t look up, even as Kemi approached him and said his name.

“Iefyr?” Kemi sat cross-legged on the ground in front of him. She touched his knee, then slowly reached up to run her knuckle down his angular jaw. “Iefyr? When are you, sweetie?”

His blue eyes gleaming, Iefyr looked up at Tessen. He tilted his head but said nothing.

Tessen closed his eyes and breathed deeply. Herbs, salt, rich earth, cedar. Iefyr’s mind wasn’t confused anymore. He was happy. Slightly irritated, but happy.

“He’s somewhen else.” Tessen knelt next to Iefyr and set a hand on his slender shoulder. “Not sure when, but he’s content enough.” He shifted his touch to the back of Iefyr’s neck. He was thin, much thinner than any half-orc should be, even a slight half-elven one. This weight loss was recent, and troubling.

Kemi pursed her lips. “We need to take him home. Someone must be worried by now.”

“Give him a minute.”

Kemi lightly tapped her fingertips on Iefyr’s knee. She let the warm breeze gently rock her, an intentional mirror of Iefyr’s own movements.

“What?” Iefyr shook his head, clearing his eyes from glassy to focused. The contented cinders at the edges of his emotions retreated into confusion. He looked down at the stripped oregano in his hands, then at Tessen. “You hit me with a fish at your wedding. Did that just happen? You don’t look any older.”

“I’m older. We all are.” Tessen pried the stems from Iefyr’s grip.

“How much older?”

“Older.” Eleven years, this time. Tessen didn’t want to give him the truth. Iefyr became distressed every time he relearned he’d spent the past six years caught in a meandering series of memory loops. It confused him when he noticed that neither Tessen or Kemi looked older than they did when they married. Being physically changed by the dragonbind slowed their rate of aging to the pace of a Faelands snail. They were thirty but appeared ten years younger. The community was starting to wonder about it. Give it another ten years, and they’d be wondering even more.

Iefyr’s eyes darted toward the oregano plant. “May I have some of that?”

“You may have any herbs you like,” Kemi said gently. She stood and brushed several torn leaves off her leg. “Pick what you want and then we’ll take you home.”

Iefyr produced a small pair of snips from his pocket. With a touch more delicate than most would expect from thick fingers, he clipped a handful of stems, then turned to the right and chose a selection of lavender and bergamot. He combined all three herbs in the same hand. He narrowed his eyes and stared at the silver magic-binding bracelet on his right wrist. “Where is home? I don’t know where I am. You’re both here, so it can’t be a bad place.”

“It isn’t.” Tessen rocked forward and kissed Iefyr’s cheek. He
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