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For every little bird who has broken wings and can no longer fly. You may not be able return to what you once were, but you can become something new. Maybe you’re now a swimmer, not a flier. Maybe you’re navigating by the wrong star. Find your own heart star—your own Ganavax—and let its light guide you to transformation. 
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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. Might be some spoilers, but nearly all of this should have been covered in A Variable Light.

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 (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. 

This book is a direct continuation of Vol. 3, Starlight and Dark Dreams. They were both written while I was recovering from a concussion and other injuries sustained when my stopped car was rear-ended by someone going about 50 mph. I probably shouldn’t have been writing, but my mind is never quiet and sitting in the dark doing nothing was not going to happen. A year later, I still have post-concussion syndrome, which affects my memory and word-finding, including names. I had to keep a list of character names nearby because I could remember everything about them but their damned names. It has improved, but I’m still not right. Was I ever?
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Part 1

Silence
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Ragan sits on the bench facing mine, reading his second book of the day. The first had a green cover that matched the evergreen shrubs growing to my right, between here and the front of Fable Leaf. This cover is red. He tilts his head slightly side-to-side as he flips each page. Occasionally, he moves his lips or makes an odd expression, as if his mental recitation of dialogue is trying to escape. If he cares that I’m watching him as I mindlessly flick away the excess light from these glass crackle spheres, he isn’t showing it. I don’t think he cares. He gets as absorbed in his literary worlds as I do in my paintings.

I’m not allowed to be alone anymore. After what happened the day of Nia’s birth, that is understandable. My little dragons were initially miffed about not being included among my chaperones, but then Ragan had them try to drag me. I ended up with some interesting bruises as they failed to demonstrate that they can, in fact, move me away from whatever danger I might faint into. 

None of my fainting since that day has been due to switching. It’s pain syncope. The final stage pain Teveril warned us about struck like lightning the morning after Olwen forced so much starlight into my body that she wrote the extensive all-but-last remaining steps of the Spellkeeper completion sequence into my body simultaneously and over three years ahead of schedule. 

I slammed my head on the hearth base the first time I fell. I’m fortune that Teveril was dozing on the couch and was able to immediately fix the damage I’d caused to my face and skull. Everyone assumed that I had left the present again, but I hadn’t. Three months and I still haven’t. It’s a concern every time I come out of the syncope, though. I have yet to make it longer than three days between faints. On the bad days, it will happen six or more times.

As much as Teveril annoys the sard out of us, I’m grateful he was fine with moving in and taking over our loft. He can’t subdue the pain completely, but it’s enough that I can function, though at a frustratingly low level. He seems to sense when it’s about to flare and will stop what he’s doing as soon as possible so he can refresh his spells on me. Kalantor can give me a little more time or sedate me entirely when he notices that my hands are shaking. He is an incredibly gifted green witch, but he isn’t a healer beyond basic first aid magic. 

I have three-and-a-half more years of this. I am not going to count down. That will only make it feel longer.

It’s already too long.

I’m not allowed to carry my daughters. I can’t pick up Nia from her crib or bassinet. I can’t repeatedly have a plush bunny shoved into my face while Eira points at the new snow from a sling worn on my back or chest. She is fine to be on my lap if I’m sitting, but Nia isn’t.

I’m completely sarding useless, especially as Nia’s father. When she’s older I’ll be able to sit on the floor and play with her like I do with her sister, but for now the only way I can protect her is to let someone else do everything I should be doing.

Olwen has so much regret in her beautiful dark brown eyes, so much defeat in her soft Pearl brogue. I warned her decades ago that to be with me was to destroy her own life. She didn’t understand what that meant. At the time, I didn’t, either. Not fully. Not like now.

<More fun every year!> Vesper bounds through the snow, first toward me, then zigzagging away. <Try it, Small Friend! Sparrow?>

<Too cold, Vesper. Small Friend is staying right here.> Beneath the warm blanket that wraps around us both, Caedron rubs against my elbow. 

I don’t know how long we’ve been sitting on this bench outside Fable Leaf. Maybe an hour. Long enough to infuse light into several dozen glass crackle balls and set them hovering with the ones I made for previous years. This year, I am releasing the captured warm white glow of some of the orbs and replacing it with sunlight filtered through different sections of a multicolored stained glass panel that I set up on an easel. Not all of the orbs. Maybe a tenth of them. I want to add a touch of rainbow to the winter night sky.

“You’re gonna hurt later for doing all that now.” Ragan watches me from the facing bench. His catlike ear twitches. He shivers and turns his book to the next page. 

“Everything I do generates that risk.” I send a blue orb up to join my glass galaxy. “It is a worthwhile effort. You cannot see what I am doing because the daylight obstructs your perception. Night will render it beautiful. Eira will love it. Nia is becoming more alert, but I am not certain she will find it interesting. Babies are all so different. Kalantor was fascinated by every little thing right from birth, but Lyn took no interest in anything beyond being constantly held. The twins were slightly premature and he was particularly small and fragile, so he needed more time to acclimate to the world. His mother has never understood that about him. Or much of anything else.”

“Uh-huh.” Ragan looks upward before returning his vivid blue eyes to me. “Despite the rest, you like having these Sparrow-skills, don’t you?”

Should I be honest with him? “No. I used to. Now they are only convenient pockets and a brief distraction from the pain.”

“You’re talking about more than this physical shit, aren’t you?”

“Yes.” I think I’m done with orbs for this year. Everyone on the Rosehollow island already has a lantern pendant. I don’t know what to do now. Maybe something less magical. “I learned how to save myself by living for others, but right now I’m reliant on others to save me. Dependence is a state I have lived in before and I am having difficulty accepting it again, especially under these circumstances. I am supposed to be a caretaker, not be taken care of. I misplaced five years in the early lives of three of my children, including the births of the younger two. Considering they do not seem to have misplaced me within their own timelines, I hope to find them again later. This is so different. My daughters are right here with me. I can touch them. I can be next to them. I cannot be trusted to care for them. I cannot carry them or be left alone with them. They need their father, not an inconvenience, and I can only be the latter to them, to everyone.” I shake the snow from the gloves I took off to work on the orbs. It’s difficult to return them to my aching hands. “Olwen stays with me at night but she otherwise avoids me. She doesn’t believe me when I tell her that the torture of time has not diminished my love for her. I don’t think I could believe it, either. I also don’t think I could put up with my surreal shit for this long.”

“Sparrow...” He closes the book and crosses the space between the benches to sit next to me. “You don’t understand why she’s acting like this, do you?”

“Because she lost her Sparrow a long time ago and now she’s stuck with me. She’ll leave me eventually, when this is finished. I don’t want her to be miserable anymore, or at all, so I’m going to let her go. That freedom will bring her such relief.”

<You’re a sarding idiot. You always have been.> Caedron clicks his tongue several times and sighs.

“Heh.” Ragan lets Caedron nuzzle his hand. “Dunno what he’s saying to you, but whatever it is, he’s probably right.” He glances toward the front door of Fable Leaf. “You’ve got her wrong. She blames herself for the amount of pain you’re in. She blames herself for the restrictions and supervision we’ve had to put on you. She thinks you’re putting the same blame on her that she’s putting on herself and that’s why you’re being aloof.”

“But I’m not.” I watch Vesper let himself into the library. He didn’t bother to shake off the snow.

“Sarding shit gods, Sparrow. You’d think at your age and with your duties you’d have learned to communicate a little better. Are you older than I am now? Gotta be close.”

“I’m seventy-nine. Maybe. I believe I was seventy-four before I misplaced those years. Did I gain them here? Should I add these years since sixteen to those?”

“I think I’m seventy-two, so either way you’ve got a couple years on me.” Ragan sighs and shakes his fingers through his tawny-blond hair. There are a few shiny silver strands in it now. I don’t remember seeing them before. “Do me a favor and tell her that this part of your nightmare isn’t her fault.”

“It isn’t.”

“This is my point, Sparrow. Some primal part of her threw all of that silver into you. Now she sees you in this pain and it’s the silver that’s causing it. Therefore, she’s telling herself that she caused the pain.”

What is he getting at this time? “But if you use that logic, she did cause it.”

He looks down at the frozen ground and shakes his head. “Sarding... She didn’t intend to cause you pain any more than you three sarding idiot Spellkeepers intended to sunder the Realm. Do you feel guilty about that?”

“Of course I do.”

“Yeah, and that wasn’t deliberate, either. It’s all about intention and unexpected side effects, just like your weird magic. How many times have you completely sarded up what you’re trying to fix, Nylian? You understand what she’s feeling. She’s not regretting being with you. You’re just unintentionally projecting your own pain-reactive mind shit in the way you move and act, so she’s got it in her head that you’re feeling something toward her that you’re not.” He growls a little through an exhale. His triangular ears angle to the sides and flatten. “You are careening through every circle of your Light-damned elven hells at once. There’s no shame in letting people help you when you need it, and you sure as sard need it. That’s part of what any good sort of family is about. Part of a community, even. You’re a stubbornly independent thing, no matter who you are. You’ve always been uncomfortable with people serving you, even when you were a kid, always wanted to do everything on your own. You also don’t like having people in your space who you don’t feel belong there, like how you won’t let the maids into your apartment more than once a week. Some of that’s also ‘cause you expect the kids to clean up their own messes once they’re old enough to. You cook for your family, which was something that outright flabbergasted your parents back when it was just you and Rani, who you sent to a regular school, though it became a hell of a good school ‘cause you make sure all your city’s schools are. You sent Nyshan to the same school, raised him like your own, and now he’s the sarding High King. You taught your kids survival skills alongside the regular practical stuff and ended up with a bunch of adults who are just as stubbornly independent as you. You take care of what’s yours and don’t accept help with the day-to-day stuff. Do you have any idea how bizarre you are for an aristocrat, let alone royalty? All of those snobby shits expect to be constantly pampered by people whose names they never bother to learn, but you treat your staff as equals when it comes to deserving of respect.”

“I assume you have been gossiping with Kal. Does your rambling have a purpose, Ragan?” There is a prickling feeling in my feet. That could mean I need to go inside and sit by the hearth, or it could be the beginning of another flare.

“Yeah. My point is that you’re too obstinate to internally accept the help you’re freely being given by some people who love your weird self. We’ll help you for as long as you need it, and if you always need it, so be it.”

“I hate feeling lazy.”

“It’s not laziness to respect your limits. You’ve got a lot of fatigue and fluctuating capacity at the moment, and a lot of trouble communicating your needs. You’re doing good with Eira even without being able to pick her up. Be patient a little longer about Nia. You don’t need to do everything for them to be a good dad. You already are one and have been since you met your first. I’ve got no idea which one that was.”

“Eira.” Definitely tingly. It’s moving up my legs. Damn it all to the gremlin-sarding shit gods. 

“Huh. That’s a wild thing, isn’t it?”

Caedron nips Ragan’s wrist, then hops off the bench. <You’re about to go down. I’ll go find someone more relevant.>

Ragan turns toward me and braces my arm. “I’ve got you.” Still holding my arm, he moves from on the bench to crouching next to it. He puts his other arm behind my head and carefully tilts me until I’m on my side. His eyes remain as calm and soft as his voice. He releases my arm and strokes my cheek. “Not one of us is gonna let you go.”

It’s no longer in my legs. My nerves crackle and freeze solid. All of them. The tears running from my eyes are burning ice. More ice, in my nerves, in my veins. Dark star dragging me toward an event horizon, tearing me apart cell by cell. So hard to breathe. “I can’t do this anymore.”

“You’re gonna do it anyway, you contrarian fool.”

Shaking, can’t stop shaking. So cold, drowning in silver-blue fire. “No. Done.”

Why is his face so dark? Why am I falling backward in an upside-down spiral?

Doesn’t matter. Not with the void screaming my name. Which name? All of them.

The abyss can have me this time. I’m too tired to fight.
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“SARD, IT’S COLD OUT here. Couldn’t he have done this inside?” Teveril’s voice is a little too brash and far too close to my ear.

“Complaining about the weather again, you Jadeshire squirrel? This kid grew up in the sarding Auran and he tolerates the chill better than you. The body wins over the mind in this sort of thing.” Definitely Ragan.

“He isn’t tolerating the chill, he’s just got worse pains to deal with. He isn’t fainting anywhere near as often as Alacen did, but the duration is gonna be the worst sort of nightmare.”

I grab someone’s wrist and squeeze. “Nightmares are preferable to some of the places I’ve been.”

A frozen hand touches my brow. “Hey, can we get you in to warm up? Don’t sit up too quickly.”

“How long this time?” Ragan’s possible attempt at dark humor only emerges as worry.

Fine, I’ll play. “Thirty-seven years.” I open my eyes to watch his entire body tense. Teveril isn’t any less disturbed. “I didn’t go anywhere. Would you prefer I had?”

“Never.”

“So, having met both of me, you prefer me this way?” 

Ragan shudders and his ears flatten. “No. I mean... This was easier on all of us, you included, when we all assumed there were two separate people who happened to share the same formative memories and occasionally traded bodies.”

I slide my fingers up from his wrist so I can hold his hand. Weren’t we wearing gloves before? One of mine is on the ground next to Teveril’s foot. “Instead, I’m one person watching the people I love make the same stupid mistakes I already knew they would make. I try to discourage the behavior, so it’s their fault, not Fate’s design. I have my own problems to cultivate. This happens to be one of them. Or many of them. Far more than necessary. Maybe we should solve some of those. Or say sard it all to Brezva’s unspeakable horrors and toss the balled-up list into a pit for the eldritch lava dragons to incinerate.”

Teveril flinches. “Um. Are there lava dragons?”

“They were magma dragons, now they have surfaced so they are lava dragons. They prefer the shadows beneath the islands. Have you not seen them? All it requires is a journey to the eroding edge of the abyss.”

“What the sard? You shouldn’t be getting anywhere near the abyss.”

I sit up and stare vaguely in the direction of one of the more interesting overlooks. “Why do you assume it is this particular abyss? There are many. This one is more heavily populated than most, but it is also where they have surfaced to breed. Try not to fret so much, Teveril. Like a deepwater, their wings are vestigial. They will remain below unless somehow their magma rises to meet the land.”

“Like a volcano?” Ragan’s face blanches around his freckled, cold-reddened cheeks. His tail swishes behind him, stirring eddies in this morning’s dusting of crystalline snow.

“That would work.”

“Damn it, Nylian.”

“Oh. Try not to invoke the Dragonlord’s name in the open, dear Ragan. There are locals milling about.” I pat his head as I uncoil one of Teveril’s silk black curls. With a flick, I allow it to spring back into place. “Teveril, you greatly remind me of several people whose absence continues to haunt me. I have sketchbooks full of them in the cottage. I memorize their faces and physical auras just like I memorize yours.”

Teveril sighs and pulls me to my feet. “You disturb everyone when you speak like this. Do you know that?”

“I greatly disturb everyone, regardless.” I pick up my blanket and knock as much snow off it as possible. “It’s part of turning all sarding silver. You were voluntarily confined during this phase. I cannot do the same. I have already reached twice the six weeks you spent like this and I have years left to go.”

“Yeah. Come on, let’s put you in the library for a while. You okay with that?”

“Yes. I believe I accomplished what I intended and the remainder of the balls will remain as they were.” Hmm, maybe I have a new idea. “What if I illuminate a panel beneath the ice sculptures so they light up? I have never done such a thing but I believe it would be quite a beautiful effect.” I nod toward the stained glass on the easel. “I can make them multi-colored.”

Ragan covers the glass and collapses the easel. “Not today.”

Teveril puts his arm around my shoulders. “Don’t enchant anything else today or you’ll go down again. I’d take you home now but–”

“I am not a child who must be scheduled at someone else’s whim.” I walk away from him, toward Fable Leaf. “I apologize. It is frustrating to require as much supervision as Eira. I should be all right for a while. I’m going inside. Use caution on the floor. Vesper ran inside covered in snow. I’ll clean it up.”

“I already did.”

“Then I’ll try to find some other useful task. If there are none, I suppose I will be completely useless by returning to my watercolors.”

Behind me, Teveril sighs. “I’m not the person you should be saying art is useless to. Don’t you go saying it about your own artwork, either. Turn around and look at me.”

“Wait a moment.” I reach the door, knock off my boots, and let all three of us inside. Once I remove my coat, I return my attention to Teveril. “What?”

“Ragan, you need to go back to the cafe before Alacen sets something on fire.” 

“Why the sard are you letting him cook?” Ragan cranes his neck to look past Teveril “You better have misspoke and meant Kalantor. I don’t recall pyromancy being one of his habits. Alacen isn’t allowed in my sarding kitchen.”

Teveril shakes his head and sighs. “He’s serving and he keeps knocking over candles. None of them are supposed to be lit, but still, if one of the customers lights one to make their table all pretty, something’s gonna be ash.”

“Sarding clumsy git. Can’t wait for him to get out of here.” Ragan grumbles to himself as he heads toward the cafe.

“He’s trading with Betony in the morning,” Teveril calls after him. He shrugs and his pointed ear twitches. “I wanted him gone today. I wanna spend holidays with my daughter, not my idiot cousin.” His giggle conflicts with a shudder. “Not you. You’re fine. And Alacen is enough my son that I’d rather them both be here.”

“I’m not your cousin.” I let my gaze wander. Only two library patrons, nothing to reshelve. Boring. Maybe the herbs in the window boxes need pruning. No. I already did that.

“You are when you’re here. Anyway...” He holds both of my shoulders so I’m facing him. “Art is creation outshining destruction. It’s how we’re bringing light to this figurative darkness. What do you have, three art aliases at this age? Four, and they’re all well-known names who no one suspects are the same person, let alone suspects they are you. Galten Sunwhisper is for your landscapes and impressionism. Rinveral Pinehaven is your sculptor. Helanas Flamefeather does all your animals and people and still life shit. Telair Mistfall is your way of saying sard it, I’m gonna take the worst of my mind and create something beautiful out of it. It’s sarding morbid and disturbingly surreal, but absolutely beautiful and it shows other people with depression that they’re not alone. No, five aliases. That I know of. Sparrow Coldstar isn’t widely known yet, but his microcosm watercolors will be soon enough because back before all this, someone whose name starts with a K bought a few out of Fable Leaf and gave them to Liantor to do something with. He put them in a museum. I don’t know which ‘cause I was elsewhere.” Teveril exhales slowly and releases my shoulders. “Every time you’re here you return to the same calm, uniquely-Sparrow style art. Different subjects, favoring the minute, and the play of light is different compared to your others. It’s a little melancholy, but sweet and hopeful. You bring people comfort in a broken world. Not one piece of your artwork is useless, even the ones no other person will ever see.” He pushes back his sleeve. He holds up his arm and rotates it, revealing the dense collection of runic tattoos that are further shaded to look like embroidered stitchwork. “There are tears infused into this cursed ink. You will have good reason for doing this to me, but I’m grateful that you’re the one who takes it on. Creation rebelling against destruction, right? Disturbingly, beautifully surreal. I’ll fight you all the way through, but hindsight has given me a new perspective. Foresight will give you yours.”

“You people never stop talking, do you?” I back up two steps and lean against the counter.

“Runs in the family. Dunno what Ragan’s excuse is.”

“You know his story. The people here accept him so he’s comfortable being his extrovert self. Alacen is similar in that he feels safe enough to be himself. He’s a socially-inept fool, but he inherited that from me so I will refrain from criticizing him further.”

“I’m supposed to send him over to Marji’s for more milk. Maybe some eggs and butter. Whatever it is her pets are growing today. That probably means I’ll end up serving. Where did your dragons go off to?” Teveril turns a quick circle, then nods toward the hearth. “Lazy little things are asleep. Shit. I need to wait until someone comes back.”

“I can’t be alone for even thirty seconds, can I?” I tap on the edge of the counter. I hate this. So much. I’m grateful that I have people who choose to do this for me, but they all talk too much and stay far too close, even when they are working on their own books and projects.

“Unless you’re using the lavatory, no.” Teveril must see my expression. Whatever it is. “Hey, it won’t be forever.”

“Tev, it’s three and a half years, and perceived-forever has a different meaning for me than it does for anyone else.” I can’t escape knowing that this is reality. This constant pain and its rise into tortuously excruciating are so inconceivable to my other mind and body that I can no longer pretend this is imaginary. Rosehollow and the people in it are real. They have always been real.

Olwen is real. Eira and Nia are real. I am real.

I take several pillows out of my pocket, including a folding floor pillow that Teveril made, and set them so I can sit with my back against the counter. They won’t let me use the stool because I’ll definitely hurt myself if I have a lightning pain burst and fall. The warning aura ones like I had outside are much more common and easier to get me into a safe position. Once I’m reasonably comfortable, I retrieve a floor desk and my relevant art supplies. Paints, brushes, water. 

“Pockets are so convenient.” Teveril takes over a nearby reading couch and arranges his own materials. I’d be pissed at him for using charcoal in a library, but being able to clean with a flick of the hand is as convenient as the pockets. “Are you gonna show me what you’re working on? I’ll show you mine.” He lifts his paper and flips it, revealing a forest creature drawn in shades of brown charcoal. The being’s soft face looks up at something yet to be added. “I saw more of them this morning. I think they follow Alacen around. Maybe not the same ones, considering the distance they keep. He denied seeing the ones I saw.”

“They soothe him, especially when they let him see them. It’s when that inner guilt storm slams into him like a cyclone. Maybe they’re keeping him calm in general, but they seem to sense when he needs them most.” I’m nearly finished with this. I don’t know what else it needs. I don’t want to overcomplicate it. “Your rendering is beautiful. They give me some trouble, some error in proportion. I haven’t been able to identify the problem.”

“You’re trying to make them too realistic. Stylize them.”

“Sometimes I do. I like to sketch realistically the first time, and then experiment with media and style. That’s what I have done here. Watercolors are touchy.”

“Yeah. One of my lifelong banes, really. Oils are my favorite but we’re all out here, unless you’re hiding some.”

“I may be. I have no idea what lurks in these pockets. I need help organizing them, but none of you can sit still long enough to do more than empty out a pocket. You get tired or bored and leave your shit everywhere or shove it in crates and pretend you’ve cleaned up.” I sweep a bit of purple horizontally near the bottom of the paper. “I enjoy the challenge. All forms of visual art are slightly more difficult when I’m here, solely because the muscle memory isn’t the same and the hands are a different shape and size.”

“Elf to half-human? You didn’t get the more Sylleth build like Alacen and me, but you’ve still got the obviously half-human body. Funny how your elf is the tall one. I can look Nylian right in the eye. Nellantor, too, if he stops staring at the floor for a second. The two of you are unnerving to most average-and-smaller humans. Sparrow, though... Average enough height, but you’re sarding intimidating.”

“You’re worse, by far.” I hold up one arm and wiggle my fingers, causing the intersecting scars to undulate. “I have survived some shit. I prefer to be a librarian and painter.”

Teveril does something looping with his charcoal. New sketch or a need-to-move doodle? The one of the forest being sits on the cushion next to him. “Do you prefer being Nylian or Sparrow?”

My stillness is unintentional. “I am both. I do not understand the question.”

“Huh? Timelines, bodies, lives, whatever... Do you prefer living as Nylian in the Nylian timeline or as Sparrow in the Sparrow timeline?”

“That is not a question I am willing to answer.” Because my answer is the former. It was once the latter, but I can’t connect with these short interludes into a life that no longer feels like it’s my own. I can’t justify wanting to be here when I am going to spend years living with this pain.

Teveril closes his eyes and holds his hand to his mouth. “Yeah. I think I’d prefer it, too.”

“My paracosm has transformed from a dissociated daydream into a nightmare reality. I don’t know what to do with this life anymore. It belongs to someone I used to be, not the person I have become. I have no wish to discuss this further, Teveril. I cannot change this aspect of my life, so it is best not to dwell on it. The dual complexity of my homesickness heightens a pain that you cannot relieve. I would allow you to if it were possible.” There was little left to do on this painting when I took it from my pocket. I need to leave it alone and let it dry. 

What now? There is nothing I want to do, so I’ll watch the movement of Teveril’s hand on his paper. The shimmer of his green-white runes is mesmerizing. The negative space of the unmarked skin between and within the symbols often dominates the spellwork. It’s a beautiful effect. Alacen’s golden shimmer is different. It reminds me of the sun glinting off the gilding on the sandstone statues of Aurandaria. The Sylleths have recent Auran ancestry, so that seems appropriate.

Sparrow’s mother is a Sylleth, but he looks nothing like her. None of her children do. Nylian looks entirely like his mother and the only physical trait shared with his alpine elf father is the oddly tall and broader-shouldered build passed down by a secret human ancestor, a young lightbinder who was born generations into an Arcanist inheritance experiment in what is now the Seal Coast Conservatory. She lived without a name, without being considered a person, without a future beyond the complex walls. She became defiant, anyway, a foremother of generations of Dragonlords and High Rulers, and an eldritch Kaleidoscope warden protecting everyone else from the same Arcanists who imprisoned her. I briefly knew my great-something-grandmother, who in death called herself Birdie. I don’t know if Sparrow looks like she did in life, or if she created an appearance and name to cultivate my empathy. It doesn’t matter much. My research revealed her as real. Her free-born granddaughter passed as elven, married into the Starfire family, and we are the result. On this island alone, her known descendants are Teveril, Betony, Kalantor, Alacen, Eira, Nia, and me. In the greater world, Birdie is likely the foremother of thousands.

Huh. I wonder how many currently living people are my fault.

If I’m of Auran descent today, I’m going to paint the desert. If I remember correctly, I didn’t mind living there and only insisted we leave because the rest of my family was miserable. I loved desert nights: magnificent sunsets seguing into the clearest of night skies, owls softly hooting, insects singing, cactus gliders chittering. Those little creatures remain my favorite animals. The older Nellantor mentioned having a pair when he was stuck with us in the quarantine. He was worried they were being neglected by whichever niefling was caring for them.

I’m going to keep this painting impressionistic. I don’t want to spend days on it like I did with the much more realistic one drying at my side. I want this one to center a cactus glider. They look a little like flying squirrels, but they are their own species, with large ears, large eyes, a long plush tail, and fur-covered gliding membranes that nearly disappear into their soft bodies when they scurry around. Their biofluorescent fur is various shades of cream, tan, and tawny light brown, or whatever variation is best for blending with the local desert sand. As pets, they are quite friendly and curious. Nellantor carries them around in his pockets in the same way many of us have carried our hatchlings.

Now I want to borrow Nellantor’s cactus gliders. I can’t keep them because small children might mishandle and accidentally hurt them.

I’m stuck on a sarding floating island so there isn’t any point in thinking about cuddling with my not-currently-teenage son’s pets. I’ll paint one of the creatures, instead. Flowering cacti in the background, gentle wind ripples in the dunes, a moonless night sky with the nebula-like band of our visible galaxy. I don’t need to complicate it. The overlapping transparent layers of the paint give plenty of texture.

My back hurts, a normal sort of spasm caused by sitting in one position for too long. How long have Teveril and I been silently absorbed in the meditative movements of our artwork while oblivious to the few people coming and going from Fable Leaf?

I sign the bottom corner of my new painting and set it next to the now dry first one. “Teveril, I believe several hours may have escaped us.”

“We found our rhythms. It’s nice when that happens, isn’t it?” He looks over at me, head tilted and one eye squinted. Various colors are smudged on his cheeks. At some point he switched from charcoal to pastels. He makes those crayons himself but I don’t know what he puts in them or uses as a fixative. He signs his paper and grins. “Show me what you did.”

I carefully hold up the not-quite-dry cactus glider desert scene.

“Cactus glider? That’s unexpected.” Teveril yawns and stretches his shoulders and neck. “Nell has some of those. They live for fifteen or twenty years, decent lifespans for a small pet. They had a litter the year before I met you. Twins. Those babies were so tiny. They could have snuggled up together in a hollowed-out walnut and still had space to add one more. They were about half the size of their parents last I saw them. They got themselves stuck in Nell’s hair so often that he gave up and cut it. It’s been short as long as I remember him, but not quite like that.”

“His mother absolutely hates it but I think it suits him, other than it calling attention to someone who prefers to hide.”

“Cut yours the next time you hop backward. You’re thinking about it anyway, aren’t you?”

“I have done it before and preferred it, but my mother was so horrified that she would not allow me within view of anyone who wasn’t family or staff until it again reached my shoulders.” I set the desert painting aside. “All of you know things I do not, and it quite often feels as if everyone is teasing me. I do not believe it to be deliberate, aside from some things you reference when you’re being a pissy undersized ogre, but given the amount of time I am forced to spend with each of you assholes, it has become tediously predictable.”

“Predictable?” Teveril’s smirk is either intentional or simply a smile altered by the scar running from the corner of his mouth to beneath his ear. “Did you do that on purpose?” He shakes his head and turns his paper to face me.

He turned me into a pastel nightmare.

It’s only a nightmare because it’s in pastels. And because it’s an extremely well done stylized depiction of me sitting here on the floor painting. “I’m a sarding still life.”

“Nah. I just couldn’t think of anything else to draw. You were so focused.” Teveril turns the paper just enough that he can see it. “You make a good model.”

“Thank you for not making me silver.”

“It isn’t always so obvious, except in your eyes. You’re like that labradorite stone you love, like you get a color flash at certain angles.”

“My aura is visible and I glow like a cactus glider, Tev.” There is something off about this. “My shadow has wings. Why would you do that?”

“Hm. So it does.” Teveril sets the paper aside. “Now I need to see the other one.”

I reveal the larger of my two paintings.

“Unholy shit balls, that’s good. Wow.” Teveril sits on his knees next to me so he can see it closer. “Are you giving it to her for a late birthday present?”

“I intend to. I had to start over three times.”

The mostly-realistic portrait shows wistfully-smiling Olwen holding Nia, whose toothless grin is directed toward giggling Eira. The subtle green background is reminiscent of abstract pines.

Teveril touches my leg. “It’s beautiful. You’re a lot better at holding faces in your head than I am. I couldn’t have done that in any medium without looking right at them like I just did with you. I’m good with my own internal characters but not with real people.”

“I don’t know the difference.” What do I do with this painting now? I must have some salvaged frames in one of these pockets. The people I was trapped with in the ruins of the other Anthora shoved enough random shit into my pockets to fill a palace of their own. Most of my pockets ended up either destroyed or on the other side of the Kaleidoscope, but the ones that made it here from the other world have certainly made our isolated lives more comfortable. “Did I ever show you any of my sketchbooks? I do not consider that question to be problematic when it comes to my predicament.”

“Yes, but there was only one that you left open so I could flip through it when I wanted to. You light-locked the rest. It was mostly casual portraits of our family and dragons. There were some of other people, like Bromdir and the medical staff who had cared for you and Lyn.” Teveril turns around so he’s sitting next to me with his back against the counter. His hand lightly settles on my wrist. He’s reinforcing his spell on me. I don’t mind. “I liked looking at the people I never got to meet. Your parents and grandmother, Lyssandra’s parents. There are also these sketches of your children at various ages and some of their spouses, and it was fun to figure out who inherited what features. You liked sketching my father for some reason. Do you know him yet?”

“No. I imagine I will choose him as a subject because he has an interesting face. Or hides his interesting face behind the challenge of human facial hair.”

“Heh. Yeah. You know you sketched Ragan in that book, right?”

“Yes. The choice of subject was intentional.” I finish organizing my art supplies and put them away in the proper pocket. “Rani was the only younger member of our family who had met Fae, but they were two Crowfae, a Salafae, a Bearfae, and a Sibyl, who confounded the hells out of her. Few living people knowing what a Faeline looked like was advantageous when it came to sketching Ragan.”

Teveril takes a frame out of my pocket, shakes his head, and exchanges it for another. “You drew those other Fae, too. I knew exactly who Ragan was when I met him. Strangest feeling. None of us could deny your story after that. You’re such a funny thing. When someone calls you ‘prophetic’, you don’t react. Sometimes you switch over to casually sharing a conspiracy theory. Total non-answer and you leave them questioning their own sanity instead of yours. Rani and Lian both said you’ve always done that.”

“It is possible that kobolds have taken control of The Halls of Anthora and have replaced the late High King Kyrandian with a wax automaton of Nyshan. The real Nyshan is currently a fisherman in the Sandstone Realm.”

“What the sard is a kobold?”

I have no sarding idea. “Are you unaware of our closest allies? They have aided in our fight against the cyclopean turnip farmers for centuries. Oh, and squirrels are not real, so I would appreciate it if you would refrain from convincing your children that they are.”

“Your intentional theories don’t work as well as your spontaneous ones. You’re no prophet, you’re just a droll, time traveling asshole.” Teveril evaporates the remaining water from my paintings and eases them into the frames. “Hang the cactus glider in Eira’s room.” Before I can snatch it from his hand, he puts the pastel version of me into its own frame. “This one is going to Olwen.”

***
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OLWEN RUNS HER FINGERS along the edge of the frame as she rotates it first counterclockwise, then clockwise. She keeps it face-down, hovering it just above her thighs as if unsure that she ever wants to turn it over. She has yet to look at it, or away from the scatter of crackle lights that I tossed above the path to the cottage. Most of them are visible from the armchair she has arranged next to the frosted window. I won’t move the footrest I sit upon any closer than the side of the chair. I’m afraid she’ll pull away if I touch her.

After several rotations, she closes her eyes and lowers the frame to her lap. “My birthday was days ago and you already gave me a gift. You gave me an inkle loom enchanted so the warp thread never runs out. That thread can never be changed, either, though. The weft can be anything, but not the warp. Orange, purple, teal. Side effects, inevitable. It’s all right. Useful device and you remembered that I wanted one. That was years ago, though. Did you remember or did someone tell you?”

I remember that Ragan told me. “I remember many things, but not as many as I forget. Unfortunately, it is not I who determines which details will be written onto which lists. There are likely some witch lists, as well. I forget where I misplaced them.” I rake my fingers through my cold-tangled hair several times, one hand after the other. “You look so disappointed. Have I done something to upset you?”

“Disappointed? No.” Her exhales are slightly shaky as she leans to the side to hold my hand. “I’m relieved when you return to me and only a normal amount of time has passed. It’s so hard not knowing which sleep or faint or blink will open your eyes from the life you live without me. This is where you wake to the worst of your pain and the people who had a part in causing it.”

“Olwen, no. You didn’t–”

“Sparrow, your attempts at reassurance are only gentle lies. I know what I did to you. I don’t know why you act like it doesn’t matter.”

My fingers ache but I squeeze her hand anyway. “It doesn’t. You are the relief from the pain within my chaos, not the cause of it. We are manifestations of starlight. Forces of nature do not intentionally harm but there is always going to be something fragile caught in their whirlwind paths. Turn it over, Olwen. I want you to see what I painted for you.”

Tears gather along her eyelashes but do not fall. “I painted you with knives, needles, and time. Alacen told me you would forget the sessions and we would tell you that I forgot. He told you the same about me, that I would forget what I did even if you wouldn’t. It was a psychological trick, like every other sarding thing he does. Plays with our heads, plays with our hearts, sards up everything because he’s a Brezva-damned idiot who can’t keep track of his own intentions and lies. He’s a lot like you. Gets overwhelmed and ends up sarding up what he’s doing. Admits when he’s wrong, but won’t let anyone help him fix it. You don’t lie like he does, though. Not about anything like this. Oh my Light-sarded gods, Sparrow. I can’t believe he did this to us.”

“Lied about the memory suppression?”

“It’s far more than that.” She lets go of my hand and rubs the back of her sleeve across her eyes. When she opens them, they reveal themselves as bloodshot. “I can’t explain it yet and I shouldn’t have said that last bit. Sparrow, I don’t know how you live like this, like any of this. Maybe you had to stop caring as a way to survive.”

“I do care.” I need people to stop assuming how I feel and reminding me of what my life is going to continue to be like for the next several years. They often do it with eye-averted silence instead of words, as if having a normal—at least normal for me—conversation would be inviting in some curse that promises the onset of a disability of their own. I’m not going to tell her the things I have confided in Ragan and Teveril. “I make use of the times I am able to make my own choices and try not to be bitter about the rest. I don’t suppress my frustration, but instead confine it to appropriate venues. It takes conscious effort not to be destructive, self or otherwise.”

“How do you do that?”

“Same way any other Spellkeeper does, even a timeless one who has yet to learn what he is.” I walk my fingers down the back of her arm, raising goosebumps on both of us. “We require roots to keep us solidly in the ground instead of blowing away to slam into whatever gets in our way. The others say anchors instead of roots, but anchors do not branch. We branch above into our disparate ancestries and below into our descendance. That first layer of roots does in fact anchor us, but root branches make us even stronger, though not everything needs to branch to hold us together. I happen to be one of those weird trees that inexplicably grows on a rocky cliff and throws out branches and roots in unexpected directions. Upward, downward, twisted, whatever keeps me from falling, whatever continues to withstand the erosion of time.” I run two spread fingertips up her arm, bringing them together before they reach her elbow. “Eira and Nia are new roots growing into the unforgiving cliff face. They will keep me from falling if the stone shears.” I bring the rest of my fingers together, then spread them apart as they climb toward her shoulder. “A multi-stem tree is a single root system with more than one trunk. I can’t think of a way to analogize the shared skyward ancestral branches, but that part is irrelevant enough. Kalantor is my anchor root as much as Eira and Nia are, but it is our daughters whose vascular system is directly branched from the second trunk, from Sparrow. Kal is closer to the Nylian split, but he is still strongly connected to this one, and his children and grandchildren give me a stronger and stronger grip on the cliff.”

Olwen tries not to laugh, but there is a wince in her expression. “I worry about your tree analogies, given your thematic psychosis history.”

“Now that I’ve tried to explain this abstract picture I have in my head, so do I. Anyway, my children are not anchors dragging along the bottom of the sea, they are part of a living system that I choose to strengthen because I know how absurd and fragile I am.” I ease the frame from her hand and flip it over to reveal my painting of her and our daughters. “I will not explain our inosculation because you are already disturbingly familiar with it. These two roots were created by both of us, but they were grown by you. You balance me as a whole, not solely this part of me. Thank you for catching me when the erosion tried to pull me over. Thank you for sharing your strength while I learned how to survive my fall. You saved a lot of people from who I could have been. I love you, my Olwen. Now and always.”

Why is she silent?

“Olwen, it’s all right if you don’t like it.”

Another long silence. I shouldn’t have given this to her. Why did I? I set my arm on the armrest so I can bury my face in my bent elbow. I’m terrible at gifts. I once gave my parents a jar containing an enchanted miniature cottage. It was inhabited by an undead scorpion. My father had to reassure me several times that it was solely the scorpion that was the problem.

There is nothing undead about this watercolor, except perhaps in the body of the revenant painter. I have grown to hate the concept of revenants. Destructive folklore that discourages people from trying to restart a heart that has stopped for long enough for a dragonbind to permanently break. Even the damnable dragons are superstitious about it. Most of them are horrified upon learning of my restrung binds.

Olwen’s gently combs her fingers through my hair. “Is this really how you see me?”

I keep my head down. “Yes. This is a single glimpse of memory, captured as a frosty winter sunrise in my mind instead of in a jar. Our children discover their own distinct giggles, and that morning Nia found hers by watching her silly sister.”

Her hand settles on the back of my head. “You left yourself out.”

“I do not exist within the visual field of my own memory. I don’t know how that morning’s light and the hearth shadows cast by the three of you would have played upon my face.” I don’t know if I would belong in such an image at all. Or if I exist. “This is not a memory of myself, it is of you. You seem not to like it. I apologize for that. I somehow made something even less appropriate than the inkle loom cursed to weave solely with Kalantor’s favorite color combination. Orange, purple, teal, the same since he was a toddler. He cannot seem to explain why.”

“Easy. Colors of his favorite coral when seen under the full moon. Look at me.” She sets the painting aside and uses both hands to tug on me until I’m sitting upright. She pushes my hair away from my face and kisses me for much longer than I expect. She sets a second, light kiss next to my ear and whispers, “I love you and I’m so sorry that I made you feel like I don’t. I love you now and always, for the rest of my life.” She backs away, but only far enough to return to my lips. “Your painting is amazing. You belong with us and that’s why I wish you were in it with us.”

A light clearing of the throat announces Teveril’s appearance from the kitchen. He holds three steaming cups of something apple and mint scented. The creamy drink is garnished with what appears to be a carrot stick. When we drink them, they will be held at whatever Teveril has decided is the perfect temperature.

He sets two cups on the side table and keeps the third for himself. He sits cross-legged on the hearth rug and smiles. “Most of us don’t like to do self-portraits. It’s awkward in a sarding gods, do I really look that awful? kind of way. They’re mirrored from how everyone else sees us, too. Our mental images of ourselves always are.” He takes his pastel project out of his pocket and shows it to her. “That’s okay. I drew him for you. Drew him painting you, so you should hang this one next to his.”

<Draw us next!> Vesper looks up from his bed by the hearth and yawns. He’s asleep more than he’s awake lately. Growth spurt, or are the babies keeping him from getting good rest? <We’re prettier.>

“Cactus glider.” I sip my drink. Interesting concoction. Teveril’s drinks tend to be too rich for me, but children love them to the point of stomachache. This one has a pleasant balance and the carrot stick is useful to keep it from separating. “This is good, Tev.”

Vesper huffs. <I am not a cactus glider.>

“Cactus glider?” Olwen raises an eyebrow.

I show her the second watercolor. “I painted this while he drew me. I was unaware that he was creating that pastel abomination.”

“You just hate pastels.” Teveril reaches over to scratch Vesper behind the ear. “You’re too cute for a cactus glider, Vesper.”

“Did your children ever take command of your pastel supply?”

“Nah, I keep them hidden after hearing what yours did. Rani told me about Nyshan and the oil paints, too.”

“This is why my medium of choice is watercolor.” My ear perks at a hint of a squeaking baby. “Nia is waking.”

Teveril sets his cup in front of Vesper, who eagerly laps at it. “I’ll get her, Olwen. You two oughta go to bed once she settles back down. I’ll walk her around a bit if she needs it.”

He is barely out of sight before Olwen roughly grabs my shoulders. “Down! Now!” She looks toward the hall. “Teveril!”

Why is there so much worry in her eyes? I run the back of my hand down her face. “Olwen, I’m fine.”

“No.” She gets out of the chair and drags me off the footstool. Once I’m on the ground, she pushes me onto my back. “Stay down and stay awake.”

“Why? I don’t feel anything beyond the usual.”

Vesper sits on my chest and flicks his tongue against my cheek. <Don’t move.>

Gently bouncing increasingly fussy Nia, Teveril returns to the main room. “Yeah, yeah, I see it, too.”

“See what?” I try to turn my head, but both Vesper and Olwen hold it firm.

“You’re going pale and your pupils are uneven. You looked like this before. Teveril! Keep him from fainting. Keep him here.” Olwen breaths are strident as she keeps her eyes fixed on mine. “Give me Nia and help him. I can’t. I need to let go. I can’t help him and I need to feed her before she screams. Tev, help him.”

<You can do it. Awake!>

“Yeah.” Teveril kneels next to me. He passes Nia to Olwen and takes over bracing of my head. He bends forward and kisses my brow. “Midwinter for mystery.”

“What does that mean?” My hand is free but I keep it on Vesper. Heavy breaths beneath deceptively soft and pliable scales. I love when he cuddles with me, especially when I’m also holding Eira. It reminds me of holding my twins when they were babies. How old are they now? Eighteen or twenty-three or seventy-two? Or dead. I lost one. I watched her die, a grotesque death she didn’t deserve. Did she become the worm-arm that turned her inside-out, or did she birth a monstrous child? Did the baby worm-arm rush into a rift instead of attacking? Maybe my abomination of a daughter-grandchild is alive in another world. If she is my daughter, does she remember who she was? Is she homesick for what she lost? “Vesper, he’s being cryptic. What does he mean?”

Teveril stares past me. Shivers run in waves down his arms. “It means you won’t be here in a minute, at least not for you. Wren said Nyx knew what the beings are but those memories are gone. Alacen said the forest speaks to him. I don’t know if that meant to himself, to Nyx, or to Wren.” His head subtly turns, as if he’s watching some invisible person pace. “To all three? Seriously? Why? Sparrow, why can’t you hear Alacen?”

Everyone is looking past me, toward the kitchen. I can’t see. What is there? Forest beings? No reflections reveal anything unexpected. “Tev?”

“No, no, no, no! He needs to stay here. Go away! Leave him alone. Leave all of us alone!” Is that Olwen’s voice? Is that her hand digging into my chest? She sounds so far away.

I reach for the voice but find only Vesper. “Olwen? I need you.”

<It’s okay.> 

“Alacen, what the sard is happening right now?” Why is Teveril speaking aloud?

This doesn’t make sense. Do I? “I shield him unless necessary.”

Teveril gently turns my head. “Olwen, Nia, me, and Vesper are in this room. Eira and Caedron are asleep in another. Who else is in the house, Sparrow?”

“Yes, Sparrow is in this house.” I listen for additional noises. Nothing but a little howling wind outside. “Did the gremlins break my wards?”

“No, but something’s broken. Aura. This is a weird sarding aura. Not a migraine, maybe it’s a–” He startles. “Get out of the sarding way, Alacen! Stop trying to fix it. Leave them alone. I told you to leave them alone!”

“Why are you acting as if he is here? Did he do something to me?”

“He is here, and he didn’t do shit to you. It isn’t his fault, he’s just getting in the sarding way and pissing me off. Ali, I told you to stop. You can’t fix it.”

<Stay awake!> Vesper nips my fingers.

I see them. Soft brown fur surrounding gentle faces. Three of them, so calm, so large they nearly fill the remainder of the room.

“What do you mean by I’m following it, not fixing it?” Teveril bares his teeth but keeps his expression soft. “There is nothing to fix, or to change. I know you wanna know, but you don’t need to. It doesn’t matter.” He lets go of me and touches something next to him, something made of invisible air. “No. Leave it alone. You said it yourself, it already happened and can’t be changed. Sarding leave it alone! How the sard could that have been your fault?”

The room is dark and furry, I reach up and touch a velvet face. So soft. “Olwen, where are you? I can touch them now. Have you ever touched one?”

“Don’t you sarding chase this!”

<No! Stay awake! Don’t go!>

Dark brown eyes in a velvet face. Beautiful. I could lose myself in those eyes. I want to. I will.
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The tiny person snuggled against me smells of roses. Dragon scent, midnight. Midnights are one of the few breeds where male and female dragonbound take on different scents. A midnight-bound boy would smell of violets, a girl smells of roses.

This isn’t Eira.

Did I find the beginning of my missing years?

I don’t need to open my eyes to know that the head I’m kissing is as white-blond as mine. I have returned to my other baby. Is he asleep? I need to whisper. “I love you, Kendrian. I missed you.”

The toddler sits up and rubs his turquoise eyes. “Huh? Not go nowhere, Dada. Dream?”

Of course I didn’t go anywhere. Not to him. “I went on a dream adventure. I am home now.”

“Oh.” Kendrian nods his head several times. “I dream, too.”

“What did you dream about?”

“Dunno. I forget. Bread?”

Kendrian is as fond of baked goods as Vesper is. He was fascinated about the magic of rising bread when I asked Nyx to show him. It will be a couple years before Kendrian is allowed to try kneading the dough himself, and then maybe Nyx will find a tiny bit of patience to teach his sibling about pastries and pies. I encouraged the baking interest my second son developed when he was about seven, perplexing his mother who, despite her time in the wild with the Moonlight Regiment, had never learned how to do more than basic campfire cooking. Upon her arrival in Aerie Peak, she was shocked to find that I go to the open-air markets to buy my own groceries, I cook most of my own meals, and I clean up when I’m done. Well, my enchantments clean up for me, but I still did the work to create an entire supply of self-cleaning kitchenware where no item has a negative side effect like cleaning while the person is using it or turning food bitter or cheese-flavored. That took several years and hundreds of failed attempts where I had to revert an object to inert and trade it for a different one. I then switched out most of my enchanted kitchenware for the regular variety because I wanted to teach the children to clean up after themselves. Some are better at it than others. And some objects, like the graters and the juicer, can continue to clean their own damned selves.

I tap on the tip of Kendrian’s nose. “Bread? Does that mean you’re hungry?”

He pats his belly. “Hungry.”

The other side of the bed is empty. “Where did Mommy go?”

“Dunno. Away? Pick me up?”

Damnable wings make it hard to get out of bed. It’s easier to walk with the weight of the toddler counterbalancing them, though.

<You’ve been wandering off in time again, haven’t you, you ridiculous prophet?> Caedron trots next to me as I carry Kendrian into the living room. <Don’t know where you think you
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