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By the beginning of Jars of Light, three of High King Nylian Lightborn’s children and one of his grandchildren have at least one child with a member of the Sylleth family, leading to . . . a mess. A massive, tangled mess that I’ve never been able to draw as a family tree without getting frustrated and throwing something, Sparrow-style. The Bacra Chronicles eases you into “the Lightborn-Sylleth disaster” by focusing solely on Rin and Daelis, but Sparrow’s Guide throws you into the protagonist’s hedolar-infested chaos and slowly backs away.

The pairings and their children are:

Elsin Sylleth and Lyliana Lightborn (Lylian)

Elena Sylleth and Lyndarian Lightborn (Sparrow, Kestrel, Raven, Wren)

Tessen Lim and Kembriana Lightborn (Alonna, Kaia)

Katrin “Rin” Sylleth and Daelis Goldtree (Shannon, Zinnia, Katina, Zoria, Daedren)

Lyliana, Lyndarian, and Kembriana are siblings. Daelis is their nephew via their half-sister, Ranalae.

Elsin is Elena’s father, Rin’s brother, and Tessen’s uncle (via Rin). 

Sparrow is Elena’s son, Elsin’s grandson, Rin’s great-nephew, Tessen’s first cousin once removed, Lyndarian’s son, Lyliana’s nephew, Kembriana’s nephew, and Daelis’s half-first cousin.

See, a mess. This is why Elsin’s grandson Sparrow casually refers to so many other characters as “my cousin” and why Lylian is both his uncle and his first cousin. It’s why Shan had the “What the sard, guys?” moment in “Little Feathers” (one of the novellas in The Settling Dust). There are twelve offspring between those four pairings, so that’s a confusion of mostly-magical elf-human double cousins: Lylian, Sparrow, Kestrel, Raven, Wren, Alonna, Kaia, Shan, Zinnia, Katina, Zoria, and Daedren.

I’ll break down the families in a different way, so you have sibling/parent-child lists. It’s incomplete since I didn’t include everyone’s offspring or spouse. That would get as out of control as the drawn-out tree.

Kyriana Lightborn and Nyrantor Starfire

(children who survived to adulthood)

1. Kyrandian

2. Nylian – see below

3. Nyra – mother of Daelon Goldtree (with Hanalis Goldtree)

4. Nyshan – father of Thalia Starfire, others (with Thallan Autumngold)

Nylian Lightborn’s children

~with Mara Nightshadow:

1. Ranalae Nightshadow – mother of Daelis Goldtree (with Daelon Goldtree)

~with Lyssandra Zephyrain:

2. Liantor “Lian”

3. Nyssandrian “Nyx”

4. Lyliana (twin) – mother of Lylian Sylleth (with Elsin Sylleth)

5. Lyndarian/Ashlyn “Lyn” (twin) – father of Sparrow, Kestrel, Raven, Wren Coldstar (with Elena Sylleth, daughter of Elsin Sylleth)

6. Kalantor “Kal”

7. Nellantor “Nell”

8. Adina Starfall – mother of Ashira, Galiada (Liada), Gylvie, Runa (with Glasha Foxfire)

9. Kembriana “Kemi” (twin)– mother of Alonna & Kaia Lim (with Tessen Sylleth Lim, nephew of Elsin Sylleth)

10. Kailandrian “Kai” (twin)

Arrin and Nell Sylleth’s children

1. Nora

2. Elsin

3. Katrin “Rin”

4. Randel

Elsin Sylleth’s children

~with Melly Sylleth

1. Elena – mother of Sparrow, Kestrel, Raven, & Wren Coldstar (with Lyndarian Lightborn (Ashlyn Coldstar))

~with Lyliana Lightborn

2. Lylian – Radiance Spellkeeper, father of Ivy, Mira, & Bea (with Cara Sylleth)

~with Melly Sylleth

3. Marnel

4. Kassia

5. Hira

Katrin “Rin” Sylleth’s children

~with Daelis Goldtree (son of Ranalae & grandson of Nylian. Also son of Daelon & grandson of Nyra)

1. Shannon “Shan” Goldtree – Eclipse Spellkeeper, father of Maritan [Renewal Spellkeeper] (with Marita Wingstorm) and husband of Merrick Vale Darkwater

~with Rohir Lim

2. Tessen Lim – father of Alonna [Sorrow Spellkeeper] and Kaia (with Kembriana Lightborn)

~with Ragan Vale Dannis

3. Alon Sylleth Dannis

~with Daelis Goldtree (again)

4. Yana (adopted)

5. Zinnia – mother of Sara and ___ (with Sagoven Vale)

6. Katina (twin)

7. Zoria (twin)

8. Daedren

Mordegan Vale’s children

~with Rosalia Dannis

1. Ragan Vale

~with Pasla Darkwater

2. Merrick Vale Darkwater (twin) (husband of Shan Goldtree)

3. Melody “Mel” Vale Darkwater(twin)

~with Berra Autumngold “The Pirate Queen of Auberline”

4. Belinda “Benny” Vale – Veil Spellkeeper, mother of Radella (with Radamar Vale), Farad, Morra, twin girls (with Iefyr Sealash, Ember Spellkeeper)

~with Kavi Stormheart

5. Thyssia Stormheart

6. Soveni Stormheart

7. Sagoven Vale

~with Belda Dagrandar

8. Daragan

9. Rhona

10. Brannan

11. Garan

12. Deni

Lyndarian Lightborn/Ashlyn Coldstar’s children

~with Faraine Dawnfire

1. Faraine Lightborn

~with Imrylla Wolfheart

2. Rydarian

3. Rylia

4. Lynessa

5. Imrian

~with Elena Sylleth

6. Sparrow Ragan Coldstar

7. Kestrel Shannon Coldstar

8. Raven Marnel Coldstar

9. Wren Radamar Coldstar
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For everyone who feels alone and trapped in the darkness. Strike a lantern, reach forward and hold my hand. Even across time and distance, if we light each other’s way we will never be alone again.
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Drip-drip. Drip-drip. Drip-drop. Drop. Drip-drop.

Did I leave the window open? Why is it so cold in here? My feet are freezing. I must have kicked the blankets off the bed.

Why is the mattress so hard? Why are the sheets so scratchy? I’ve lost my blankets before but never the undersheet.

I open my eyes to a rough ceiling above an even rougher brick wall. Misty rain drizzles beyond the gap of a slit window. Rain? The sky was clear when I closed my eyes.

This isn’t where I left myself.

Something warm-but-shivering is behind me, close but not touching. I roll onto my right side and find myself looking at a pale little face and wavy black hair. 

This definitely isn’t where I left Wren.

I shift closer to my youngest brother and slip my arm under him. He releases a weak mewl but otherwise doesn’t stir. I touch his silky hair and lightly trace the freckles on his rounded cheek. “Wren?”

No reaction.

“Wren? Wake up?” My voice is unnecessarily loud for this tiny room. It’s a square only as long this wool-stuffed mattress. Definitely not my bedroom.

I reach into my pocket to pull out a light jar. No pocket. No pockets anywhere I can reach. Definitely not wearing my clothing.

Calm down, calm your heart, just breathe. It smells like straw and mildew. With a touch of iris. That flower is our scent, our–

“Vesper?” I startle at my own squeak and shiver in the silence. “Vesper, are you here?” He’d better be. He hasn’t been away from me since he hatched. I hope he isn’t far. Being distantly separated from your dragon for more than a couple days causes more and more pain until it becomes unbearable for both the dragonbound and the dragon. I watched that happen to my father last summer. A puzzle box trapped us in the ruins of Anthora and he could barely move by the time we solved it. Being separated from his four dragons for over a week nearly killed him. “Vesper?”

Don’t panic don’t panic don’t panic, don’t catastrophize like you always do. I don’t feel him under me so I didn’t crush him. Did Wren? I slide my arm from beneath his neck down his tiny six-year-old body. No unusual lumps, only the same pocketless gray linen I’m wearing.

Where is my little dragon? I close my eyes and focus on my heartbeat. It’s the same as his, always. No internal tug indicates there is any sort of distance between us. There is no knife suggesting he is dead. He’s here. Somewhere. Hopefully in this room and not caged alone. He’s so small—only the size of a newborn sand kitten—and he can hide just as easily as he can be caged or crushed.

“Vesper?” I embrace Wren and sit up so he’s on my lap. Maybe Vesper is as asleep as Wren.

I need to see where we are. Can I turn around and get onto my knees while holding Wren? He doesn’t weigh much, but it’s enough that the maneuver leaves me groaning.

All that’s beyond the window slit are fog and reaching arms as thin as wires.

Did the nameless things follow me from the darkness beneath Anthora? Is it because Dad accidentally set them on fire?

A hand, its wire fingers dripping black oil, reaches through the window slit. I fall to the side and huddle over Wren.

My brother is full of spikes. He bursts into slimy tentacles and talons and teeth and thousands of faintly-glowing yellow eyes. The newly-hatched hedolar who was my brother wraps around and around my neck as I scream and he screams back, “Stay out of my room, Kestrel! I know it was you!”

What?

A cold tentacle flops onto my shoulder, shakes me. “Sparrow? You need to wake up. Raven, stop yelling. Kestrel, go do something useful.”

“Making him stop isn’t useful?”

Is this another dream? The talons ooze their way down my side. The wire hands grab my feet, snipping off the toes one by one. If it’s a dream, it’s a painful one. I fell into darkness and can’t tell anymore what’s the dream and what isn’t. Surreal reality.

Surreality.

I hate it.

“Sparrow? Honey, wake up. It’s a nightmare, only a nightmare.”

<No screams!> What is this young voice, trapped in my head? Is this the one I couldn’t find? Vesper? <Open your eyes!>

I comply to find budding broadleaf trees and spring’s last snowfall plopping in heavy, wet heaps from evergreen branches. The window is not a slit, but instead a circular porthole overlooking the dense old-growth forest behind our cottage.

Someone is touching my left foot, stroking the scar on the arch over and over. Might as well be jamming the lantern glass back into my sole. Soul? Sole or soul or solar soler?

“Stop the feet,” I mumble. I’d rather focus on the person touching my shoulder and face. Soft and gentle hands, smelling of ink and old paper and sweet woodruff. Only green forest dragons and their dragonbound smell of sweet woodruff. Granite dragons smell of irises. “Don’t want Wren to be a hedolar. I like Wren. Kestrel can be the hedolar.”

“Hey!” The hand touching my scar becomes poky, zapping the nerves. I look down at my newly fourteen-year-old brother. His white-blond hair is disheveled and his forest-green eyes are slightly unfocused. “Do you have to wake us up every morning with your screaming? Gods, Sparrow. You are so obnoxious.”

“I’m the obnoxious one?” So tired. I want to go back to sleep, but sleep is where the monsters hide. And the grief.

“Yeah.” Kestrel lets go of my foot and looks toward the person behind me, who still runs her fingertips down my temple and cheek. “Mom, can’t one of you do something to make him stop? I’ll do it if someone teaches me something. Four healers between our two houses and no one will help him?”

“I can’t become dependent on anything or I won’t be able to sleep without it.” I think we’ve already explained this to him. Dad said healers of any magic-skill feel a compulsion to fix everyone around them, even when it isn’t necessary or appropriate. Kestrel, both of our parents, and our uncle are healers. If we’re including minor healing charms, then Raven and all three of Lylian’s daughters are, too.

“He needs to be allowed to work through it on his own, Kes.” Mom’s hands stop on my neck and a cooling sensation runs through me. The tension in my shoulders immediately releases. I don’t know which of them is doing that, but I appreciate it. “He sleeps with his charmed blanket and we can soothe him like this after. Don’t do anything else to him.”

“Mom, it’s been seven months. Eight?” Kestrel stands and moves away from the bed. “He’s still wearing his jacket to bed.”

<Better?>

I don’t know where Vesper is. Somewhere close. I don’t let him sleep on the bed with me anymore, not even in his basket. He gets cold easily so sometimes he scurries off to cuddle with Dad’s goat-sized pixie dragon, Athera.

“Dad has nightmares, too.” I roll onto my back and stretch both arms over my head. Kestrel is easier to see from here. He’s standing in front of my light-locked collection wardrobe, both hands buried in his wavy hair and his ear points perked. Except for his odd coloring, he’s starting to look a lot like Mom. He acts like her sometimes, too. It’s irritating.

Mom watches me with her lips pursed and brow knit. Her blue dragon eyes studying my face, she tugs at the end of a curl that has escaped from the confines of her black braid. “It’s going to take a long time for you to work through what happened to you. Don’t try to suppress it or it will come back worse later. If you feel safer when you’re wearing all of your pockets, then wear them. If Dad is the only person you’re willing to confide in, then keep talking to him.” She combs her fingers through my hair, scattering honey-brown tangles over my eyes. “That will help the nightmares become less frequent.”

“They don’t trust us enough to tell us anything,” Kestrel mumbles. He picks up something from my desk and holds it to his chest.

“Kes, trust doesn’t mean they have to tell us everything. It means they trust us not to force them to explain things before they figure them out for themselves. It means we trust them to choose if and when they are ready, and they know we’re here to comfort them after their nightmares.” She leans over to kiss my forehead. The stray curl tickles my ear when she whispers, “I love you no matter what. I’m not going to let you hide in your room all day today. Go outside.”

“I’m working today. That’s out of my room.” I nudge her aside so I can sit up. I pause to shake away the dizziness as I swing my legs over the side of the bed.

“I wish you’d find a different job. Maybe the bookshop has–”

“I like my job.” I don’t know why she does this. She’s been more critical of my interests since we moved to Rosehollow in the autumn. I admit the necromancy wasn’t the best hobby, but she has always let me explore what intrigues me. This job intrigues me. Enough.

“I like when I don’t need to worry so much about what you’re enchanting.” Mom takes something from Kestrel’s hands. Vesper. She’s holding Vesper. He likes Mom but I’m surprised he let Kestrel pick him up.

Kestrel turns around and presses his fingertips into the edge of the desk. “He enchants everything.”

“I’m not enchanting.” I’m disenchanting. I reach for Vesper until Mom transfers him to me. The tiny brown-flecked gray dragon looks up at me with curious silver eyes. “I’ve had enough of cursed objects.”

“You’re the cursed object,” Kestrel mumbles.

I cradle Vesper in one hand so I can throw the first thing I scoop out of my pocket at my brother. A moonsnail shell. That works. He yelps as it hits the back of his head. The shell drops to the floor and shatters.

The bed creaks as Mom sits next to me. “Enough! Kestrel, out!”

“He’s the one who threw something!” Kestrel’s voice cracks into a whine.

“It’s his room. Out!” She leans over her knees and hides her face behind her hands. I can’t tell if the smile she’s hiding is amusement or an anxiety reflex. “Close the door, Kestrel Shannon.”

He recoils and side-steps into the hall. Mom only invokes the authoritative magic of our middle names when she’s pissed off. Sparrow Ragan, Kestrel Shannon, Raven Marnel, Wren Radamar. We’re named after birds and, in a way, some of the heroes who helped defeat our paternal grandmother, the fallen Moonlight Guardian Lyssandra Zephyrain. Except Marnel. He’s Mom’s younger brother, her only full-brother. He saved Dad from a man who tried to kill him after recognizing who he was. Raven was born a year after the attack. He’ll be eleven in a couple months. 

The doorknob squawks and Kestrel stomps off to wherever it is that Kestrel goes. I don’t know where his hiding spot is and I don’t care.

<Brothers are loud.> Vesper climbs up my sleeve and sits on my shoulder. <You scream louder.>

“I’m sorry.” I don’t know if I’m saying that to Vesper, to Mom, or to departed Kestrel.

Mom runs a finger down Vesper’s back. He doesn’t have spine ridges like most dragons. Those would give him away as being not-a-rock when he curls up. He clicks at her and buries his face in my hair.

“I don’t know how to help you and I don’t think you know what you need.” Mom puts her arm behind my back and scoots closer. “You have nightmares when you’re asleep and look so lost when you’re awake. As far as any of us know, the only person outside the family who you speak to is that shop owner, but that’s only a few words here and there. Sparrow, I–”

“Mom...” I’m not going to tell her the truth, not all of it. I’m not going to tell her how I have two complete sets of memories that joined into this single consciousness because of that sarding puzzle box. I’m not going to tell her that up until eight months ago I was as much Nylian Lightborn as I was Sparrow Coldstar. I don’t have any Nylian memories beyond the age we collided. Sixteen and sixteen, even ages and even memories. I was yellow in one life and blue in the other, but now I’m someone green. Someone who began as both but is no longer either. “It took a long time to recover after the first time I was trapped in the darkness, didn’t it? This wasn’t for two consecutive days like it was when the kids put me in the water tank, but instead...” I guess I haven’t told her this part yet. “Instead it was multiple times for shorter durations. I don’t know how many. Four maybe. I had to be physically restrained so I didn’t gouge out my own eyes or turn into kelp. It was bad. I had to reconstruct myself after that first time, didn’t I? It might take longer this time. I need to care for my dragon and paint the forest floor. I need you and Dad to keep hugging me and reassuring me and trying to keep me grounded. I need,” I gesture toward the window, “this place. I need this comforting place, this moss and melting snow and cold rain and blanketing green, anything and everything that is different from the desert, everything new. Thank you for giving me time. I need it.”

Vesper picks at her hair, then mine. He holds two strands together—curly black and straight light brown. <Different. No scales. Yet. Dad has scales. Not many.>

“The scales on his back were his first change. They grew over his scars.” Mom sighs and tilts her head toward mine. “I think you’re afraid of solving problems that might have unintended consequences, and you’re afraid of trusting the wrong person and they turn out to be harmful. I think that moving here is the only new thing you can handle right now.”

“Moving was a good thing. I’m cold all the time even with regulation enchantments, but I prefer mud to sand and clouds to sun.” I stare at the knots in the floorboards. There are seven that aren’t covered by furniture or the rug. I automatically recount them every time I look down, the same way I recount the ceiling beams every time I look up. One-two-three, always the same. The beams are static and the board coverage is potentially dynamic, but despite not liking the red and yellow rug, I don’t want to change anything that might alter the number of visible polished knots. Prime is better than risking an even number. “One big thing can only be followed by slow little things. Once the little things are no longer overwhelming, maybe I can consider facing another big thing. And then start the process over. Not so big next time. This was my supernova collapse and I don’t know what I’m becoming. Black hole, nebula, something smaller and dimmer. Don’t know and don’t particularly care about astronomy anymore.”

“Maybe you will again someday, but it’s fine if you don’t. If astronomy isn’t your passion anymore, we can help you discover something that is. Maybe something small to start with, a hobby you can do to help reset your mind. Try different things until something clicks. That’s how Dad found out he likes to sew little felt ornaments, how Shan discovered flower arranging, how Cara started doing theater cosmetology.”

“I paint.” I stand but keep my back to her. “A couple months ago I was told I release my pain through destruction. I’m glad I understand that about myself but I’m afraid I’m going to be the one who hurts someone rather than someone hurting me. I found something useful to do with my most negative trait. I’m focusing on that for now.”

Mom fails to restrain a tiny gasp. “What have you been doing, Sparrow? Does this have something to do with the curio shop?”

“Yes.”

She waits for me to say more. When I don’t, she lets out a little dragon-like huff. Of course she does. Like Dad, she’s slowly taking on dragon traits, including longevity. One day they will transform completely into dragons. Feral dragons. I don’t want to do the same, but it’s likely I’m going to. Being able to hear all dragons is nice, but it’s an obvious sign that something is different about me compared to most other dragonbound. A few can hear their own dragons, but it’s only the weirdest of us who can hear all of them. All of that known weird is in my own family.

Mom touches my hand until I let her hold it. “What have you been doing? Dusting?”

“Sometimes. Dusting, sweeping, polishing...” Now it’s my turn to sigh. Should I tell her? She’ll keep bothering me about it if I don’t, and then she’ll get Cara and Grandma Melly to nag me, too. “Remember how Shan said that since Anthora, I’m the second most powerful lightbinder in Bacra? I’m second only to him, and I can’t surpass him since he’s the apex. Don’t tell Zinnia I displaced her.”

“Yes. Sparrow, honey, if you’re doing something dangerous–”

I’ll tell her a little but I’m not going to use the word Clishel calls me. Cursebreaker sounds dangerous and Mom would make me explain it. “I remove magical effects from wares because I can disenchant nearly any object that wasn’t infused by Shan. It isn’t lockpicking like Zinnia does. The objects aren’t locked so this feels more like unraveling a flawed sweater. It’s a soothing sensation. I have that task and I also capture the weirdest lights that Vesper and I can think of. Those two things and watercolors are my solace interests but they consume every bit of energy I have, both mental and physical, so once I get home I am too tired to do much other than watch the moss and trees while I listen to Vesper talk about his newest bug discoveries. Even that is a sort-of hobby, isn’t it? Meditation and bug critiquing. Let those be my things, Mom. Please. I’ll figure out the long-term eventually, but for now I need to keep myself softly in the present so I don’t get sucked into the event horizon of this black hole I’m trying not to become.”

“Well, I definitely prefer these hobbies to the necromancy.” Mom stands and embraces me from behind. We’re the same height, so Vesper easily hops back and forth between our shoulders. She releases me so she can reach up and let him scurry down her arm. “Stop with the star metaphors. Comparing yourself to anything, especially to yourself before Anthora, isn’t helpful. Dragging yourself backward isn’t going to help you go forward. Go eat some breakfast so you can dust and disenchant. You need to tell me more about that later. I’m not going to let you keep doing it if it’s unsafe.”

It is. “It’s just like releasing my own enchantments.” Which are sometimes dangerous. Even low-potential lightbinders can’t help but infuse chaos into their targets. The higher the natural potential, the more disastrous that chaos becomes. “I’ll show you sometime if you come by the shop while I’m there.” Don’t come late in the afternoon, when I’m closing in on the edge of spell exhaustion. Or early in the morning, when I’m dealing with whatever Clishel questionably acquires overnight. Or at all... I don’t need her accusing me of reanimating the taxidermy. Clishel’s cat is not undead, just ugly. “It’s a little light show, but nothing else. Objects return to inert and that’s it. No more poltergeists or melting spoons.”

Vesper still on her arm, she steps toward the door. “Breakfast.”

<Spiders on toast!>
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It’s easy to get stuck in the past when I’m doing automatic tasks like cleaning this labyrinth of a shop. I lost my home, my precarious sense of self, my awkward physical form, and my family in the instant I was thrown a century forward. But I also have this present family, one that is already familiar, one that is also my own. I don’t know how to describe that feeling. I decided early on not to invalidate my grief or try to forget who else I was. I am two memory threads that have been braided into a single unbreakable fiber. The duality of my formative years has yielded some interesting conundrums, particularly when I automatically recall an event from the Nylian thread or my grammar, mannerisms, and beliefs shift to match whichever past I’m drawing from. That mostly happens when referencing different skills or customs. Those have been fascinating, especially for my father. Only the people we solved Anthora with know about the additional contents of my mind. Dad, his sister Adina Starfall and her daughter Runa, the other Nylian’s copper dragon Caedron, Vesper, and an Uldru mage named Zali. And Shan knows. No one specifically told him, he just knows. So does my cousin Kaia Lim—Zali’s wife—but she’s an empath and it’s almost impossible to hide anything from her.

I often need to remind myself that some good things have come of this. I no longer need to worry about royal decorum and I am not destined to become the ruthless fallen High King. My skills combined so I now speak seven languages fluently and several more I understand either conversationally or in written form. I know an unusual amount about astronomical mythology and mid-Fifth Age Mordovan folk music. I can capture light both in jars and within artwork. I–

“Kid, I’ve got another one for you.”

This is where knowing Pysakee is convenient. I’m not fluent in verbal Pysakee, but close enough. As for written Pysakee . . . can’t do that. At all. It’s a three-dimensional symbol-based system that has been squashed onto two-dimensional paper. Even the Pysakees themselves have trouble with it when it’s not modeled in its correct dimensions.

“Inconvenient or cursed?” I hope my accent isn’t too High Anthoran. It is when I speak Western Gnomish and a customer accused me of mocking her. No one my age should have that accent when speaking in Bacran Common, let alone in any dialect of Gnomish. I have yet to hear an Auran speak the language so I have no idea what I’m expected to sound like during the long process of eliminating any awkward accent entirely.

“You decide, cursebreaker.” Clishel appears from behind a shelf of gazing globes. Four eyes sit in a single row like those of a jumping spider, four judgmental arms sway, and her graying black hair is neatly pinned in a pair of buns behind her prominent pointed ears. She hurries toward me and, lower hands on her hips, looks up. “I keep catching you standing there, doing absolutely nothing. You’ve been daydreaming again, haven’t you?”

I would not call my existential nightmare daydreaming. “I guess.”

She swings her arms up and sighs. “I’m paying you to clean up cupboards and curses, not go on head holidays. Imagine if that doctor father of yours froze and went to Coldstar Sparkle Land during a surgery. He’d be out of a job as quickly as you’re about to be.”

“Shall I dust with a scalpel? That seems inefficient.” Do I freeze? I thought I was auto-dusting. Apparently not. Concentric circles of circling thoughts turn my feet into boulders.

“What is wrong with you, kid?” Clishel huffs and motions to my right. “That little dragon of yours is better at this than you are, but at the rate he’s been eating those moths and spiders he won’t be able to fit behind the orreries for much longer.”

<Finding crystals and beans!> Vesper’s gray head pops out from behind an unlabeled jar of eyeballs. He holds up a glass bead and drops into the pocket of his little sweater. Raven knitted it for him, saying it should grow with him for a little while, and I enchanted the pocket to be like mine. <Lots.>

I shouldn’t mutter, “Thief!” so I don’t. I don’t think Clishel will miss anything that fell behind the displays. I’d sweep them up with the rest of the debris, anyway. Clishel’s Curiosities and Antiquities was dusty to the point of being sticky when I started here two months ago. I kept wandering around, wiping away dust and disenchanting random things that had light magic attached. Lightbinders are extremely rare, especially ones who don’t hide what they are, so she hired me. Us. Vesper and I are cleaning and organizing the shop, starting at the reasonably-kempt front and working our way toward the dingy back turns of the labyrinth. I bring any interesting and moderately-benign enchanted objects I find into the appraisal room and sometimes someone comes in with a new not-so-benign menace. Clishel won’t fire me, not when I’m the only one who can do this now lucrative-for-her task.

Circle back to the point, damn it. I hold out my arm so Vesper can cautiously trot to my shoulder. “I’m sorry. At the moment, my mind is more disordered than I would prefer. I’m working on it. What do you have for me?”

“Walk-in.” Clishel shifts into Bacran Common. “Go to appraisal and only be as magical as necessary. No more firelight shows. You speak Gnomish, right? That’ll make this easier.”

“My Gnomish is offensive.” I grin at her as I set my dusting rag on a sagging and slightly damp half-empty shelf.

“You’re a polyglot lightbinder. I don’t care.”

“I’m a light-releaser now.”

“I don’t care what you call yourself, kid. Wake up and do your job.”

I walk past her and take a right into a section that contains nothing but antlers and preserved plants. A left takes me past a collection of lighthouse models made from every conceivable material. Another right into the forest of taxidermy, through the crystals and fossils, and into the entry room.

Forasnac watches my approach but looks away when I get close enough that he might have to acknowledge me. He’s a young dwarf, maybe the same relative age as me, and was hired not long before I was. He gets to sit up front being amicable to everyone except me, and I get to dust and decurse. I prefer my job to his. Everyone here already knows that I talk either too much or not at all. Either way, I’m considered rude. I don’t care.

I also don’t care about Forasnac twisting his blond hair around his fingers while his brown eyes study a delicate mechanical moth trapped in a shadowbox.

I open the door behind Forasnac and my eyes are stabbed by the too-bright sunlight streaming into the appraisal room. I rub the bridge of my nose and squint until the spots in my vision fade.

“What are you supposed to be?”

Wonderful question to be greeted by. Western Gnomish. I hear a lot of interesting commentary from people who don’t expect me to be multilingual.

<Pretty?> Vesper rustles through my hair and sits on the other shoulder.

I don’t know if he’s referring to the bespectacled young gnome woman or the sapphire ring she’s spinning around and around her finger. Or maybe he was answering her non-question. The woman blows her flopping brown hair away from her violet eyes and politely smiles. “Hello.” Her greeting is in Bacran Common. “Do you know where the person who is going to help me is? I have not much time.” Her voice is a lot sweeter when in halting Common than in Gnomish.

“That would be me. Sit.” I gesture toward an antique table that until recently cursed its user to committed overwork.

“But you are a chi– You are so young.” She climbs onto the chair and sets her hand on the table, palm facing upward. She watches my fingers as I wiggle them. Little finger to thumb, thumb to little finger, over and over like lapping waves.

“My age is not an indicator of my ability.” I’ve switched into Gnomish. It’s easier to converse with her in her own primary language than expect her to struggle through mine. “My employer said there is something I need to disenchant. By the attention you are focusing on your hand, I am guessing it is either the hand or your ring. Few lightbinders are capable of enchanting sentient organisms, so most likely the ring.”

“Why are you speaking like that?”

“My atrocious accent? I learned from Diamond Realm exiles.” I bite my lip and shrug. If death is a form of exile, I am being truthful. My parents required all of their children to be multilingual for diplomatic purposes. Each of our tutors spoke a different language and we were forced to learn via immersion. Alternatively, I learned because languages, both dead and alive, were one of my major interests between ages six and ten. Both of my parents are multilingual and some of Mom’s librarian coworkers in Olali Springs were native speakers of languages other than Bacran Common. They loved when we conversed about original-language literature.

<Pretty?> Vesper descends onto the desk. One halting step at a time, he approaches the woman’s cupped hand. <Can I have it?>

The young woman or the ring? No point in asking him when he’ll only answer two-choice questions with yes or no.

The woman’s eyes widen. “What is that thing?”

<Thing?> Vesper swivels his neck to look behind him. <I don’t see a thing.>

I scoop up Vesper and tuck him into my pocket. I admire his curiosity, since I seem to have misplaced mine, but he too-often gets in the way while I’m doing this. “Vesper is mine, and I will excuse your rudeness because I admit that we are unusual. If the problem is the ring, then let me see it.” I take a silk-lined tray out of a right hip pocket and set it between us. “Place it here.”

<What thing, Sparrow? Where’s the thing?>

“I can’t.” The ring clicks as she relaxes her hand onto the desk.

“Can’t? Won’t?”

“I can’t give it to you. It won’t come off.” The woman exhales forcefully as she twists her messy ponytail into an even messier bun. “I inherited it from my mother, who inherited it from her mother. I put it on and can’t get it off, so I guess that’s why I never saw either of them without it on until they were dead. It makes me feel, I don’t know, wrong. It’s so beautiful but I just want it gone.”

“May I touch your hand? I need to touch it to feel what’s wrong with it. My guess is a modified lightbinder shackle. Once those go on they don’t come off unless the original lightbinder tells them to. Cut off that body part and it reappears on a different limb. Normally if that lightbinder is dead you’re stuck with it, but I’m not a normal lightbinder. There are only two of us who can break shackles, so try not to put on another one.”

“Yeah.” She reaches forward. Her hand is only half the size of mine.

I gently pinch the ring and a stream of firelight tickles my mind like a playful, abstract memory. “I was wrong, mostly. Generational curse. Were your foremothers anxious women? Did they slowly lose their minds?”

The woman cringes. “Yeah. Mom said she felt like shadows were following her, but then that turned into her seeing these shadow people wherever she went. My grandmother was paranoid. Added extra locks to everything, insulated walls, and always spoke in a whisper because she thought pixies were listening. I heard rumors that her aunt thought her children were haunted. Possessed by tethered ghosts. That ended badly.”

Makes sense. “This is a subtle curse, but an effective one because no one recognizes the ring as anything other than an heirloom that is perhaps a little too small to slide over a perpetually swollen knuckle. It causes a sense of dread that builds over time until it becomes paranoid madness. That descent is always attributed to something else and the next victim inherits the ring. Now you have it, and you’re fortunate I can...” I draw the firelight out of the ring and shake it into the sunlight. It disperses with crackling embers and vanishes. I slide the ring off her finger and toss it into the tray. “You’re fortunate you recognized there was a problem. How did you find me?”

“Thank you,” the woman murmurs. She slouches against the back of the chair, a blissful smile on her face. “Dread. You were right about that. I felt it release. Gods... I had no idea it was the cause of their... Thank you!” Her softening eyes land on the ring. “Destroy that thing for me, will you? I don’t want to touch it again, see it again.”

Vesper’s head pops out of my pocket. <Mine?> He leaps off my shoulder and lands on the table next to the tray. He tilts his head and stares at the intricate silver and sapphire ring. <So pretty!>

“It’s inert now, completely harmless.” I nudge Vesper backward as I scratch under his chin. Crystal hoarding is becoming a problem. I think I’ll take the gem out and give the rest to the silversmith. “I’ll take care of it. You didn’t answer my question yet. How did you find me?”

“Oh.” She gestures toward the storefront. “Your friend brought me.”

“Friend?”

“Yeah. I met him at a bookshop over in Begonia Town. He complimented the ring and I told him I thought it was cursed never to come off. He said he knew someone who could take care of that. When he said he’d bring me here, I didn’t expect it would be on that damnable dragon. Thirty minute hop over the fjords, and I hated every second of it.” She shakes her head and laughs. “I don’t care that it’s most of a day, I’m taking a carriage back. I will say he was right about you. His Western Gnomish is impeccable, too. Maybe he can help you get rid of that pretentious accent.”

I only know one person who fits that description. “Ragan? Is his name Ragan?”

“I don’t think he told me his name.”

I slide Vesper back from the ring again. I don’t want the young woman to know about our pockets. I hold my other hand over my head. “Tall blond half-Fae? Big black dragon and a little white and pink one?”

“That’s right! Your friend is a kind man. I don’t know about his young friend, though.”

“Young friend?” There are a variety of people who could be called Ragan’s young friend, but very few who are in our trust circle. Her definition of young could cover any age up to about hers, so that isn’t helpful.

“Yeah. I didn’t catch her name, either.” The gnome’s brown eyes widen. “Did you say ‘Ragan’? Like Captain Ragan Vale?”

“Yes.” I pull the drawstring of the silk tray lining, transforming it into a pouch for the ring. I tuck it into my pocket. The pouch is small enough that its disappearance won’t cause confusion.

“You know Captain Ragan Vale?”

“Now you do, too. Don’t call him ‘Captain’. He retired twenty years ago.” The chair squawks as I stand. I scoop up Vesper and cradle him in one arm as I move toward the door. She doesn’t need to tell me where he is. Ragan is an easy person to find, and not solely because of what he looks like. “Talk to Forasnac on the way out and don’t stick your finger in any more heirlooms without curse-checking them first.”

The woman blanches. “My family has a lot of heirlooms.”

“I don’t travel.”

“Does the other lightbinder? The one who can decurse?”

“Heh. No. And she’s a lockbreaker, not a cursebreaker” I can’t imagine my cousin Zinnia traveling anywhere aside from the three places she allows her brothers to teleport her to. She and her husband—one of Ragan’s younger brothers—stay in their village to build houses and raise their kids. She became a war hero at age thirteen, so everyone knows who she is, but her older siblings, Shan and Yana, make sure the younger Goldtrees are allowed to live quietly. She visits us sometimes, so maybe she is the young friend this woman mentioned. Or maybe not. There was no mention of the mountain pine dragon who Zinnia is bound to. “If it’s suspicious but can’t be put in a box and brought here, then burn it, melt it, or otherwise demolish it. If that doesn’t work, box it and chain it and sink it to the bottom of a sea trench. I’m glad I could help you today. I will destroy your unwanted object shortly.”

I ignore sneering Forasnac and invoke the jangling bells on the doorknob.

<Rude again.> Vesper’s little clawed fingers tap on my hand as we cross the cobblestone road. <Can I have the pretty crystal now? The thing doesn’t follow us?>

“No. It isn’t following us.” I slip the pouch to Vesper, who puts it in his own pocket. I hope he doesn’t figure out that he’s the one being called “thing.” I don’t think he’s ugly, but he does look like what you’d expect a dragon to if you stripped them of all of their defining features and made them as plain as possible. He’s gray with some brown mottling and iridescent flecks. His claws and horns are the same dull silvery-white as the quartz veins that run through any rock you might pick up from a gravel path. Granite dragons grow slowly, so my little dragon will remain small far longer than an infant of another breed would. I don’t mind that part. I like being able to effortlessly carry him around. He gets cold easily and likes the warmth.

Neither of us wanted to be bound. I absolutely did not want to be dragonbound and he wanted to be unimprinted and wild. Now we’re stuck together for life and I might end up turning into a granite in the same way my parents are turning into forest dragons. Half of Dad’s family was slowly transforming into some variety of dragon, and one of Mom’s cousins metamorphosed completely and is now a feral solar dragon living in the wilds of the Lodestone Realm. If Vesper outlives me, he will become as feral as any other dragon who loses their dragonbound. If I transform to be like him, I’ll become the feral one.

I don’t want that. Neither did the doomed Nylian of the path I will never take. I was bound to my first dragon on the day I was born, and four more while still a toddler. I was already becoming a golden when my memory found its way into this perfectly-acceptable body, which for a brief few hours was free of all binds. Being accustomed to the inevitability of transformation does not mean I wanted it. Still doesn’t. I don’t want it.

I need to stay out of my own thoughts. All intentionally reminiscing does is confuse my singular present with my conflicting pasts. Stay in the present. The past nine months are all that matter.

Sort of. I’m going to hold onto the memories of the people I currently love, especially the long memories of people I’ve known my entire life.

Like Ragan.

The sign over the corner bookshop door was recently painted. If it was since I moved here, then I didn’t notice. I don’t think I’ve bothered to look up before, only straight forward at the neat and clean displays in the storefront windows. They bother me. Too tidy. I prefer the dust and the dim passive light of the curio shop. I will always choose the vanilla-dust scent of old books over the crisp fresh ink of the new prints.

The bells on the door clang with tinny dissonance.

<Ugly noise.> Vesper squeaks and his half-extended wing hits my neck. <Ouch!>

The clouds are coming back. I pluck a transient sunbeam. Splitting it into three gives me the triad of a major chord. I infuse the bells with the softening light. Opening the door again causes a pleasant twinkle. Not quite in tune. Twisting the strands a little to the right fixes the problem. Another few swings of the door confirm that. I hope no one who hears the bells minds seeing the letter V as green for a couple hours. Most of my enchantments have unintentional side effects. Minor ones like this aren’t worth fretting about.

“What are you doing to my door, witch-boy?” The grumbling shopkeeper drums his fingertips on his desk. “I told you last time to leave it alone.”

“Can’t.” I turn away from the door but avoid making eye contact with the man. I don’t know why Mom suggested I work for him. He doesn’t like me. Clishel doesn’t, either, but at least she finds me useful enough to pay a wage.

“Hah!” A laugh comes from near the wall behind me. “It’s not worth it to fight with him, my friend. He’s a tenacious little thing.”

I know the slight growl of that soft Jade Realm drawl.

<Tail Friend!> 

Vesper’s chirp startles me away from the bells and I back into the chest of someone quite a bit taller than me. Twelve inches taller, unless I’ve grown since his last visit. Doubtful. I suspect this is as tall as I’m going to get.

“Tenacity has kept both of us alive. It’s a strength when found in the good-hearted, Sparrow, even when others would fault us for it.” Ragan wraps his arms around me and kisses the top of my head. “You skipped away from work to come over here, didn’t you?”

I look up to make sure the shopkeeper has returned to his inventory sheet. “It’s all right. Clishel knows that once I use up my variable energy I’m done for the day. She has no way of knowing how much I have left so...”

“So you cheat.”

“Not often. I like my job well enough. I guess. Vesper likes my job might be more accurate.”

“Did you fix Edie’s ring?”

“Edie? The gnome? Yes. Insidious curse on that thing. She and her future grave robbers are fortunate I dispersed it.” I take a step forward and spin around to face him.

Ragan Vale is the only half-Faeline I’ve ever met. Only one most people have ever met. Everyone has heard of him, though. He was Captain of my Aunt Adina’s Starlight Regiment during Lyssandra’s War. During the Battle of Crescent Vale, he helped bring down the monstrous dragon that my equally monstrous grandmother unleashed. He lost his wife Veren during that battle and his adoptive son, my cousin Tessen Lim, turned into a feral dragon immediately after the last of the blood rain fell from the ash clouds.

Now Ragan owns a teahouse-library in the northern Jade Realm. The librarian part is what led to me being named after him. Using Tessen’s brother, Shan Goldtree, as an extremely-long-distance teleporting courier, he regularly traded books with Mom, who he still calls his bookfriend. One of those books brought my parents together and they ended up naming me Sparrow Ragan Sylleth. Kestrel and I changed our last name to our father’s last year because Coldstar attracts a lot less attention than Sylleth. Our parents didn’t think enough about that until our younger brothers were born. Now Kestrel and I aren’t being questioned by anyone who hears our name and asks if we’re related to Captain Elsin Sylleth. Yes, he’s our grandfather, but he died ten years before I was born and four years before Lylian’s daughter Ivy was born, so he never met any of his grandchildren. 

Ragan studies me with vibrant blue eyes. His catlike ears twitch as he runs a hand through his shaggy tawny-gold hair, which matches the plush fur of his slowly-swishing tail. His freckled nose scrunches. Lips pursed and hands folded, he shakes his head. “You can’t keep your mind still, can you?”

<Tail Friend!>

I stroke the soft scales of Vesper’s neck. “You know I can’t. I was just thinking about how I can’t imagine you as anything other than a middle-aged tea-serving librarian.”

“I’m not–” His eyes narrow and he sighs. “All right, so maybe I am almost middle-aged. Barely. Sard if I know how I’m aging. I’ve yet to get a Faeline to give me an honest answer about lifespans. The half-human part likely brings down my potential numbers, but... Sarding gods, Sparrow... Do you have to call me ‘old’ every time I come to see you?”

“I’ve never used the word ‘old’.” I almost grin at him, but my expressions are as sluggish as my emotions. “You are, though.”

He bites his lip but a mischievous smile breaks free. “Nice to hear a little of your humor has found its way back.”

“I’m observing. I didn’t intend to be funny.” I don’t know if I did or didn’t. I used to make comments like this intentionally and with deadpan delivery, but now it’s mindless honesty and occasionally annoyed sarcasm.

<Hi, Tail Friend!> Vesper is getting awfully restless on my shoulder. He was fascinated by Ragan the first time they met and ended up caught in his tail fur. Mom had to trim a section of it to free the curious dragonling. The shorter patch is still obvious.

“Vesper is happy to see you.” I let the dragon climb onto my arm and then transfer him into Ragan’s hands. It can be inconvenient having to translate for the dragons. Maybe I’ll get used to it. Dad can hear all of them, too, but he doesn’t bother with restating anything. Being physically-changed causes its own problems and he doesn’t want more than a tiny group of people to know he and Mom understand more than their own dragons. Most dragonbound can’t even do that. None of the dragonbound Vales can.

“I’m happy to see you, too, Vesper. I love your sweater. Raven must’ve made it and I’m betting it’s got some pockets.” Ragan scratches under Vesper’s chin and along his side. “My own dragons grew so quickly, especially Nocturne. She never fit in my pocket and I didn’t get to hold her long at all before she got too big. Cadriel is just a little thing, but he went from mouse to Silver Mountain hound so quickly. Enjoy this time, you two. It’s a gift most of us other dragonbound aren’t allowed.”

“We’re trying to. Some melancholy mixed in with–”

“Some?” Ragan scoffs. “I already talked with your father, you know?”

“He understands me. Enough.”

“So do I, a little at least.” He cocks his head toward the seating area near the crackling hearth. “I’m tired of looking down at you. Let’s sit.” He chooses the couch. Instead of sitting in the nearest armchair, I sit with him so I can rest my head on his shoulder. He puts his arm behind my back and lightly squeezes my arm. “I understand what it feels like when the floor gives way beneath you and you fall down and down with no idea what’s at the bottom, or if there’s a bottom at all, and all you see are the reaching shadows in the lightning. A lot of us have seen that rift. Different chasm, same fall. Sometimes you can flip it upside-down and fly upward instead of falling downward. If the chasm had no bottom, then the flight will be limitless. If it had a bottom, then when you hit something it’ll be the ceiling, not the floor. If you’ve already hit the floor then don’t dig deeper. You’ve got claws, kid. Carve yourself a sarding staircase and climb.”

I close my eyes and let the warmth of the fire caress my face. I’ll pretend the flame is within the firebox of a comforting hearth instead of this structure of straight, symmetric lines and painted brick. “If I’m in a chasm, then I’m neither falling nor flying. I’m sitting on a ledge with nothing but a jar of starlight and an ineffable existential crisis. I’m really happy you’re here, Ragan. Which warlock brought you? Hopefully Daedren.”

“Neither. I flew.”

“Why?” I almost startle. North Juniper to Rosehollow is quite a distance, maybe two weeks by dragon.

He stretches his free arm and then returns it for Vesper to further investigate. “Benny and Iefyr are visiting Tidegarden so I flew up with them and the twins. As much as I like the Sealash clan, it feels awkward staying there for more than a couple days. It’s only a day to get here, and coming here was in my plan anyway.”

“Why?”

“Rosehollow has the best braised venison in the Pearl Realm. Anywhere in Western Bacra, for that matter.” Ragan laughs and tilts his head to mine. “I decided a long time ago that my family is the one I choose. I keep around most of my Vale family, but I’ve also got all these other people who’ve decided to share pieces of their hearts with me and me with them. The Sylleths will always be family, especially the weird outliers like you people.”

“We are completely unremarkable, the most average of all average families.” I open my eyes, see the ugly fireplace, and immediately close them again. Orange light dances through my eyelids.

“You’re weird. All of you.”

“Thank you.”

“You’re quite welcome.” Ragan sits upright and picks a tangle from the ends of my hair. It’s likely Vesper intentionally put it there. “Anyway, I took the opportunity to fly in for a visit. The gnome girl looked like she needed help and I just happened to know who might be able to help her. You need to be careful with your new hobby. Some cursed objects can hurt you even without you touching them.”

“I know. I sense the auras.” I put Vesper back on my shoulder. I immediately turn away from the fireplace as I stand. A variety of customers peruse the neatly categorized shelves. This place looks more like a sterile infirmary than a proper village bookshop. “I’d love to visit your library sometime. Maybe I can go see the one Zinnia and Sagoven built in Ashgrove, too. I don’t want to be a librarian, I don’t think, but I want to visit places that were built with such love that they have grown their own beating hearts. There’s a bookstore like that in Aurandaria. Worn spines, the smell of aged paper, tomes piled where the shelves ran out of space, a cat to keep away the mice. I found it on a trip to the museum. Only once. I went to that museum three more times but couldn’t find the shop again.”

“Well, The Broken Star isn’t a vanishing shop.” Ragan stretches his arms over his head, then to the side. He yawns twice and twists a little to look at me. “You know, you’re welcome to visit. Maybe you can stay awhile and help me with the teahouse or work in Benny’s gardens. Lyn said you’re not going to school right now.”

I don’t want to talk about that, or how much I’ve disappointed Mom by quitting. Dad is more sympathetic. “I’ll need to think about that offer. Oh, and the gnome woman said you came here with someone. Who did you bring?”

He stands and motions toward a red-haired human teenager who stands unmoving some distance away. She stares into a shelf marked Modern History. That red and silver sign alone is enough to distract me into a cringe. The most recently constructed cornerstones of modern history turn my father into a monster he is not and never has been.

Ragan exhales and his voice quiets further. “Her name is Brell Amalris. She’s my ward. She and her mom used to come into the Star to borrow books. When her mom died, the fool of a magistrate decided since Brell was fourteen and hadn’t any known relatives, she was old enough to be on her own. She was kicked out of her little apartment by a landlord who didn’t wanna rent to a child. Didn’t have anywhere to sleep but outside in the winter cold, didn’t inherit anything but her mother’s debts. I paid those off and took her in like I’ve done with a couple lost kids before her. That was two months ago, right after I visited last. I told her she can stay with me as long as she needs.”

“A couple lost kids? Ragan, you’ve become a surrogate dad to half of Bacra’s lost kids and you’ll claim the rest if they make themselves known.” I glance at the girl. Brell? Odd name. Mine is odder. “You have never brought one of them to us. Does she know?”

“No. She met Lylian already and maybe he’s the reason she’s haunting that history shelf. Poor kid can’t hide who he is, and that makes him damned scary until you take the time to know him.”

I almost laugh at that. “Kid? Lylian is forty.”

“Doesn’t act like it, does he? Doesn’t look it, either. Likely never will, not with the way he self-heals. Intentionally or not, I think he’s keeping Cara young with him, and I think she’s noticing. Melly’s not aging like a human, either. I’m guessing he loves her too much to let her. Closest to a mom he’s ever had.” Ragan sighs and scratches at the base of his flattening ear. “Lylian’s sarding with all of us, isn’t he? I suspect he can’t control that and it’s just part of being close with him. Let’s gather Brell and take this morose incredulity of yours back to your place. I know you’ve got up some sort of sound dampening ward, but we’re a suspicious pair so that’s smart.”

“We’re suspicious of them or they’re suspicious of us?” 

<Yes.>

I tap on the whisper bead strung on my bracelet and hold it up for him to see. “Muffles sound both in and out when I activate it. I haven’t enchanted the others to do anything yet. I want to make one a location tracker but I haven’t figured out how it can be located only when appropriate, like if I’m lost or unconscious. It’s too invasive if my parents always know where I am. They don’t want that, either.”

Vesper’s ears rise. <Beans!>

Ragan sets a hand on my shoulder. “Don’t give up on that tracking concept. Would’ve been helpful before, but only if it worked as intended and that’s a hard thing to do. You’re clever. I’m sure you’ll figure something out.”

“My mind needs to wake up first.”

“It will.” He leads me to Brell, who continues staring at the shelf. “Brell, you awake?”

She startles out of a daze but doesn’t turn to look at us. “Yes.”

“Brell, this is Sparrow. Elena and Ashlyn’s eldest.”

I’m never sure what to think when people ask if I’m the eldest. I’m Mom’s eldest, but not Dad’s. I had three half-sisters and a half-brother who were murdered by Dad’s mother four years before I was born. I had another half-brother, the second eldest of my siblings, who only lived for two days. So, I’m Dad’s sixth child and Mom’s first. If the people who know us well need to describe us, then I’m always “the eldest Coldstar kid” or “Ashlyn and Elena’s eldest.” Some of Dad’s old coworkers in Hazelwood knew from Shan that he’d lost his previous wife and older kids in the war, but that reveal was only so they understood his odd behavior when he started working at the infirmary. Shan also told them Dad was staying with the Sylleths because he knew them from the Regiment, and that greatly-abbreviated truth kept anyone from knowing that he’s Lylian’s uncle.

“Are you okay? What is that thing? A gremlin?” Brell’s voice is a chirp with the distinctive Jade drawl. “Hey? You’re just staring off.”

<The thing followed us?> Vesper’s tail smacks my cheek as he turns around to scan the shop. <Gremlin? Where?>

I shake my head and let my eyes refocus. “Sorry. I have a problem with scripting my repetitive thoughts while the world goes fuzzy.” Damn it, what is her name? “Your name is–”

<Brell Amalris.>

“–Brell Amalris, right?” Thank you, Vesper. He knows I’m terrible with names. And faces. And social conventions. He sometimes helps me with the names, and this time he was so quick that I didn’t need to hesitate. “You’ll need to write it down for me later so I can see how it’s spelled.”

“Okay...” She taps her fingers on the cover of a book that may be a semi-fictional biography of Ragan’s younger half-sister, Benny Vale, the mage Veil Spellkeeper. “So you’re Sparrow Ragan Coldstar? The lightbinder Ragan told me about? You’re not what I expected.”

“You didn’t expect a mousy little half-elf whose mind hasn’t remembered how to function since last summer?”

“I... I don’t know. I just met your parents and you don’t look like either of them. Your brother doesn’t either, but you don’t even look like your brother.”

“Which brother? I have three.”

“I don’t remember his name.” Brell stops tapping and slides her fingertips in swooping figure-eights around the book cover. “Thirteen or fourteen.”

“Kestrel. So you don’t wonder like everyone else, the four of us are full-siblings and not adopted. We just collected various hereditary traits from relatives who were no longer using them. Mom doesn’t like it when I call it ancestral grave robbery.”

<Help!> Vesper slips off my shoulder. He catches himself on the back of my sweater but his hand claws snag instead of support. <Help! Stuck! Help!>

Again? It was a scarf last time. “Ragan, can you untangle him from himself?”

His tail flailing and little legs kicking, Vesper squeals as he finds only air with his feet. <Help!>

“Ragan?” I bend forward so Vesper’s feet connect with my back. All that does is tangle his foot claws as thoroughly as his hand claws. I reach back to support his hind end. “Ragan?” I look over at him. He’s several yards away, oblivious as he tries to choose between two books. He’ll end up buying both of them. He always does. “Shit! He’s out of my radius.”

“Radius?” Brell takes several steps back.

“Wait! Don’t go
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