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Author's Note
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I don't recommend reading these stories if you haven't yet read the books they correspond to. The words within these pages overflow with spoilers.

For Beth, Jeff, Tina, and Maggie, who read all of my books and still wanted more. I keep writing because of you. These stories are my thank you gift to you.
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Mirren Kelta
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Lunamar, Ganebran Year 962

Mayfly Requiem era

“Hey, Kelta, King wants to see you,” my lieutenant says with a sneer. Bastard. You're a kid. You don't belong here.

“Noted, Lieutenant Fentin,” I reply. I shut my notebook but remain seated at my desk.

Come on already. “Immediately, Commander.” Fentin swivels on his left heel and swings his burly body out my office door. Before he struts out of range, I hear a faint, Ungrateful idiot. He'll never deserve this...

I hear his thoughts, but they are not worth acknowledging. I've always heard the voices, and even my earliest memories are interlaced with the thoughts of others. I hide my talent and hide it well. I am resolute, the youngest High Commander in Ganebran military history. They don't know what I am. They must never find out. Geophorians are executed upon discovery in Ganebra, and my position puts me at a higher risk of discovery than most. Still, my talent is the reason I am so good at what I do, so I see no reason to either ignore or suppress it.

I was ten years old when my father was assassinated by the Geophorian priest Sunder. His death did nothing to extinguish the snide nickname I had been given by the Council members. Risaban's Favorite Bastard. Upon his ascension, my half-brother, Morloban, continued the family tradition of favoring little Mirren Kelta. I was only sixteen when he appointed me High Commander. 

A month before my twentieth birthday, I was ordered to kill Sunder, who had by then had spent over twenty years warring against my people. I didn't have a choice. The lives of my younger siblings, my wife, and my unborn child were at risk. My completion of the task led to the creation of a new law— unless my family line runs dry, the High Commander of the Ganebran Army will always be a Kelta. It is as much a hereditary position as the monarchy itself. My descendants are cursed to lives of brutality. My son will follow me into command. If I had known that in time to prevent it, he never would have been conceived.

I lock my notebook away and straighten my uniform before I leave the office. It is summer and the palace walls are rank with condensation over mildew and the absorbed body odors of every sweaty citizen who has passed through the halls during the past few years. Despite my frequent objections, bathing is still optional for those who appear at court.

My half-brother paces around the throne room, which is empty aside from a contingent of royal guards. Morloban is seven years older than me, a dark-haired, pale-eyed tyrant who is insistent upon ridding the kingdom off all magic users. He either doesn't know that I am one myself, or he is too attached to me to care.

“Mirren! You look well today,” Morloban says. He strides to me for an embrace and a kiss on the cheek. So tired, he looks so tired. Are the children keeping him awake?

“As do you, Morlo,” I reply. My address of him is an affront to his status, but I know he doesn't care.

The guard against the wall to my right shifts uncomfortably. Only the bastard could call him that and live. Prick.

I wink at the guard before turning my attention to Morloban. “Lieutenant Fentin told me my presence was required. How may I serve you, my liege?”

Don't let him know you know. Morloban strokes his beard, then addresses me, more formally this time. “High Commander, I have a task for you. A rogue priest was captured outside Hytal a fortnight ago. She has refused to give up her name or the location of her accomplices, so she was brought to Lunamar. She is believed to be an associate of Sunder. Interrogate her for me. Find out where her companions are hiding.”

“Would not that task be more suited to your inquisitors?” I ask.

Don't question me. “This priest has proven particularly resilient to our less-harmful techniques. We cannot resort to the more ferocious methods yet because we need her information. You will obtain that information for me, little brother. You possess a certain skill set—a certain charisma—that I believe is beneficial in situations such as these.” Morloban rested his hand on my shoulder and smiled. “Get what you need from her, then send your men out to capture her accomplices. My people hunger for a mass Geophorian execution. It has been several months since our last.”

“I am at your command, Your Majesty,” I say with a bow.

I hate when he calls me that. Morloban waves his hand toward the doorway and sighs. “Go to it, Mirren.”

∞ ∞ ∞

I ride through the filthy streets of Lunamar. I recall the city being cleaner in my youth, but that may be childish bias overshadowing reality. I was not allowed out of the mistress quarters until my father died, so I am not quite sure if those early memories are anything more than fanciful dreams.

Lunamar Prison overlooks the northern edge of Lake Nalune. Storm clouds hang overhead, but the inevitable downpour is only a fine mist for now. When it does rain, the city will fester and ooze with the stench of one hundred thousand inhabitants. There is no number of my wife's lavender bouquets capable of masking the foul malodor of a Lunamar summer rain.

I leave my horse with the stable boys and the guards let me through the front gate. There is no need for them to question me on my purpose. I am free to come and go as I please. I relinquish my swords to the warden, but I keep my boot knife safely hidden under my side laces. I am not supposed to enter the cell blocks armed, but I am not comfortable interrogating Geophorians without a means of defending myself beyond the madness in my mind.

The warden leads me into the women's block. I step over a scattered parade of dead rats as thin, pallid hands reach for me between the iron bars. The decaying stink of this place is nearly overwhelming and I struggle not to let my eyes water.

I am given a lit lantern before being let into the cell at the end of the hall. The door is bolted behind me. I hang the lantern on a hook by the door and allow my eyes to adjust to the change in light. The prisoner sits on her knees upon a bed of musty hay. Her hands rest upon her thighs. Despite the shamefulness of her close-cropped red hair, her posture is one of defiance and confidence instead of guilt or abjection. I have never seen a prisoner carry herself in such a way before, especially not a female.

She stands and brushes the hay off her knees. The chains on her ankles clink. She approaches me cautiously and regards me with curious gray eyes. She is quite tall for a women, about the same height as me. Not a Ganebran. Presents as a lie. “You're quite elegant for a soldier. Upper caste, very upper caste despite your uniform. Who are you?”

“I am High Commander Mirren Kelta,” I say. I step into the lantern light and she mirrors my movement to stay at eye-level with me. “Who might you be?”

Those eyes, those eyes, I know those bright green eyes. Green eyes, auburn hair, who are you really? The prisoner tilts her head and continues staring at my face. She is beautiful even through the grime, even with her vibrant hair reduced to ragged tufts and curls. I wonder if I'll soon see a glorious red wig adorning the head of one of my half-sisters or cousins. Royalty has first selection of the hair sheared from Geophorian prisoners.

“I am of little importance,” the prisoner says. You look so much like her that I almost think... “I am a simple priest with an inconsequential talent.”

“And what might that talent be?” I am unnerved by her boldness. Every other prisoner has cowered before me, never approaching anything close to eye-contact. Her gray eyes have been locked on mine since she stood.

Nothing to lose. Nothing left. All gone, all dead. “I can tell how old things are by touching them.” Can tell where they've been. More, much more.

“How old am I?” I ask. It is important that she gain my trust, and the easiest way to do that is by being personable with her.

I reach out my hand so she can touch it, but instead she lays her palm on my cheek. The warmth of her skin is a contrast to the cold clamminess of the cell.

Back, back, count back. Couldn't be, could it? She narrows her eyes and swallows. “Twenty-two years, seven months, eleven days, four hours, and fifty-six minutes. You were born nine months and twenty days after the Siege of Chikaren, Sunder's official declaration of war against Ganebra.”

“You are correct,” I say with a nod. Her eyes continue to bore into me. “How old might you be, priest?”

She shakes her head and her eyes dart toward the lantern. “You are so young for your rank. My age is inconsequential.” Don't even know anymore. Fourteen hundred? Fifteen? Can't find my time without Lani.

I grab her shoulders and force her to return her attention to me. “What do you know about Lani?”

The priest's mouth falls open and her eyes narrow. “Well, Commander, it seems we have something in common.”

“We have nothing in common, priest,” I growl.

We do. We have something in common, maybe even someone. “You're a telepath.”

“I . . . just who is it I remind you so much of, priest?”

“My niece. Ella Achara.”

My knees weaken. I lean against the wall, then slowly lower myself to the floor. The priest sits cross-legged next to me. Her lips twitch and she tries to push her hair behind her ear before she remembers that she no longer has hair. Don't cry, don't cry, don't cry. Found her. Did I finally find her?

“Ginger Achara. Dia. You are Dia,” I say. The priest isn't a priest at all. She is an Aulor, a Time Child, the bridge between our realm and the deities of the next. History says she died nearly a thousand years ago, upon the founding of Ganebra, but I know better. My mother taught me the truth instead of the lies.

Can't hide from telepaths and they can't hide from me. “Mirren, you look so much like your mother. More than that, you act like her. Your mannerisms are similar to hers, and she acquired her own peculiarities from being raised my brother. I can't figure out where the rest of you came from. Your last name designates you as fatherless, yet you are High Commander and you are barely more than a child. That makes me suspect you are the son of someone high-ranking. Who is your father? Do you know?”

I stare at the wall behind her and concentrate on my breathing. “Risaban.”

“Ohhh...” the sound escapes from Dia's lips as a low moan. Explains so much. Explains why she was lost, why I never found her. “Mirren, I have been looking for Ella for over twenty-three years. I never expected to be looking at her son instead of at her. Is my Ella still alive?”

“No,” I say, my chest tight. A pair of tears trickle down Dia's dusty face. “She died when I was eleven. Childbirth. She grew a little weaker with each of the ten little bastards Risaban forced her to carry and birth for him, and the eleventh killed her. My father was already dead seven months at that point. His other two mistresses ended up raising my four surviving siblings and me. My mother didn't live a long life, but it was long enough to pass her history on to me. I know who she was. I know who you are. And, I knew that Sunder was my grandmother, which is why I only killed her so my family in Ganebra would remain safe.”

“What was Ella's life like before she died?” Dia asks. Horrible. Never wanted this for her. Death would have been kinder.

I purse my lips and walk my fingers along the side of my boot. My knife is still secure in its sheath. “We were locked away on the top floor of the south wing of the palace. I guess we were in one of the underground rooms until a couple weeks after I was born, and then she convinced my father that we needed sunlight so he moved us. It was easy to manipulate him because she was his favorite mistress and I was his favorite child. Not just his favorite bastard, but his favorite child. The only thing he didn't allow us to do was leave. Mom taught me where she came from. I grew up knowing that she was the kidnapped daughter of Lily Achara and Sunder, but she told me that Lily's real name was Lani and he had adopted her because he was an Aulor and couldn't have children of his own.”

“And I'm sure she taught you that you always have to hide your talent. It's very dangerous to be a Geophorian in Ganebra.” Dia reaches for my hand and I allow her to grasp it. He looks so sad. He loved her.

“Yes, I did love her,” I say in reply to her thoughts. I smile as she fidgets. I am making her uncomfortable. “My mother was a kind woman, with great thanks to the Aulors who raised her. I mean you and your brother, of course. My talent is useful, though maddening. My son's talent is similar and I'm trying to teach him to control it before he leaves his early years behind.”

“Oh, you have a child?” Ella is gone, but maybe she has a legacy I thought she had lost.

“I have two. A boy and a girl. Two years old and four weeks.” I stand and look out the barred window into the hall. The pacing guard turns at the end of the corridor and disappears down the second wing. “When the guard returns, I'm going to call him to let me out. The result of this summon will be him in this cell and us on the outside.”

“You are going to help me escape?” Dia asks. Thank you, sweet boy. I knew you had more of your mother in your soul than your father.

“Yes.”

“Why?” Why? Why? So much risk to you. Why?

“Because we're family.” I stand on one foot so I can pull the knife from my boot. Dia darts away from me, but the cell is small and I easily catch her by the ankle. “I'm not going to hurt you. Why would I hurt you?”

“You are an Eryaucra. Eryaucras cannot be trusted,” Dia says with apprehension in her eyes. They'll follow me. Can't let them follow me to the others.

“My father was an Eryaucra, but I am not. My family line is now my own. By law, it is my own. I am the first of the Keltas.” I jam my knife into the shackle on her right ankle and twist the blade until the lock clicks and releases. I repeat the maneuver with her left ankle. Her skin is raw and bruised where the metal contacted her flesh.

Doesn't work that way. Corruption compounds and never fades. You're a descendant of Valariban no matter who your mother was. “Mirren, thank you. I think your mother would have been proud of you.”

“I strive to honor Ella Achara with my actions, not Risaban Eryaucra. What he did to her makes him unworthy of honor.” I offer Dia my hand and help her to her feet. “Stand in the corner.”

Poor Ella, poor Ella, poor Ella. Deserved so much better. Deserved freedom. Deserved a life with Ivy. I wonder if they ever . . . I wonder if he could be Ivy's. Timing is close, uncertain. Won't bother him with the question. Safer for him if he remains certain he's Risaban's.

The guard's boots scuff the filthy floor. I stare out the bars to watch his approach. “We're finished here. Let me out.”

“Yes, High Commander,” the guard says. His keys rattle and he unlocks the door.

I grab him by the wrist and yank him into the cell. I prop the door open with an empty water mug before swinging the guard into the wall.

“Commander?” The guard gasps. What's this? What's this? What is this?

I lay my hand against the side of his face and whisper, “Remove your clothing, then go to sleep on the hay mat.”

“Remove my clothing, then go to sleep on the hay mat,” the guard says with a nod. He kicks off his shoes while unbuttoning his uniform shirt. His mind is silent.

Dia taps on my shoulder. “Your ability is both receptive and expressive?” Never seen someone with both before.

“Yes. Put his clothes on. I think he's a close enough match for you in size that it won't be ridiculous,” I say. The guard hands me his shirt and hat, and I pass them to Dia. She turns away from me to strip off her prison rags.

Once the guard is naked on the mat, I remove the lantern from the wall and motion toward the door. Dia puts on the guard's hat and enters the hall before me. Between her height and her short hair, she should pass as a man. I hope no one looks too closely at her face because it is strikingly beautiful and unmistakably female.

“Now what?” she asks once I lock the guard in the cell. I drop his keys into an excrement bucket. Run? Should I run? Flee, must flee. Out of here, then flee.

I nudge her elbow and urge her forward. “Walk next to me like you belong at my side at this moment. Escort me from this building.”

“I don't know my way out.” My way, do I remember my way back? Can I find the Auric camp without a map? North, northward until I hit the northern edge of the hills, then follow that ridge westward. I can do this. Lani's sense of direction was better than mine, but I can do this.

I retrieve my weapons and we exit the prison without attracting attention. I convince the stable boy to bring a second horse when he retrieves my own. I have nothing else to offer Dia, no food or extra clothes or blankets for warmth against the steaming rain.

Once the stable boys are out of sight, Dia hugs me and kisses my cheek. “You are certainly your mother's son. I loved Ella. Everyone did. Keep that piece of soul you inherited from her alive, pass it down to your own children and grandchildren, and Ella will never die.” Or Ivy. I hope so much that you are truly Ivy's son.

I step away from her. I pull my cloak over my head and shoulders to fend off the rain. I nod to her and say, “My mother loved Ivy, but they never had the chance to consummate that love. It isn't possible for me to be the son of anyone other than Risaban. I can't change what I am. I'm sorry if that disappoints you.”

“You are not a disappointment, Mirren Kelta. You are noble and you give me hope where I had none before.” Don't betray me. Thank you. Don't follow me. Dia mounts her stolen horse and rides away into the fetid rain.

I return to the palace and change out of my wet uniform and into a dry one. I pass the wet garments to my valet for cleaning before seeking out Morloban.

My half-brother sits behind a table in his personal office. His official duties are over for the day, but I know his position consumes his mind to the extent that there is little room for anything else. I stand in the doorway. Morloban's eldest two children run behind me, brandishing toy weapons and screaming obscenities.

“Come in, Mirren,” Morloban says without looking up from his scrolls. He dips a quill in an inkwell and drags his signature across the bottom of the scroll. Morloban Retamarial Eryaucra. Too many damned letters. Why couldn't Dad have named me something easier? Oban. Eban. Aban. Of course, I named my own damned kid Talroban, so... He waves his hand toward me. “Sit.”

I slip into the chair across from Morloban. He blows on the drying ink, then blots at it with his stained fingertips and rolls up the scroll.

“That ended up being a little too easy,” I say. I lean back in the chair and rub my neck.

That's because you're one of them. Morloban looks up at me and smiles. “Tell me what I need to know.”

“You were right. I was the right person for the job. Her name is Chronicle. The others are hiding in a camp on the northern edge of the Auric Hills.”

“How did you find out?”

I slide my tongue across the smooth backs of my teeth and swallow my uncertainty. “Trust. My method of interrogation isn't interrogation at all. I establish a rapport with the accused. Once she thinks I am on her side, her mind slips into a more comfortable state and she easily gives me information without even recognizing that she's doing it. So much more pleasant than torture, don't you agree?”

Morloban laughs and scratches at his beard. “You are such a sneaky mouse, little brother. Where is the prisoner now?”

“Oh, so you're assuming I helped her escape?” I ask with a smirk.

“You always do. Trust indeed, Mirren. You are brilliant.” Brilliant, loyal Geophorian bastard. You're exactly what I need in my life and my kingdom. Never change, brother, never change.

“I left the guard locked up naked in her cell. She fled northward on horse, wearing the naked guard's clothes. I'll send a couple of my riders after her shortly.”

“What's her talent?” Morloban asks. He raises a bushy eyebrow and his pale eyes flash.

“Totally minor and useless. She senses the ages of objects when she touches them.” I shrug and pluck an acorn from the bowl of odds and ends one of the children had left on the table. I spin the acorn between my fingers before rolling it across the desk to Morloban.

Catch it or you'll look like an ass. Morloban reaches for the acorn, but it skips between his fingers and drops to the floor. Damn it, clumsy twit. “No use having your riders catch a chill in the rain. Your cavalry will run her down again in the Auric Hills. Good work, Mirren. My family is expecting me for dinner soon, so go home to yours. I still haven't met your daughter. Why don't you bring your wife and kids by tomorrow? My own wife could use the conversation.” Maybe she'll stop yammering at me if she has Norla to talk to again. Hasn't seen her since the baby came.

“Certainly,” I say. I rise and nod toward him. “I apologize. Time slips away when you're sleep-deprived. Have a good evening, Morlo.”

“Same to you. Go to it, Mirren”
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Lunamar, Ganebran Year 1994

Mayfly Requiem Era

Hey, little lirit bird, sitting in a tree. 

Branch breaks down, nest falls on me.

Where are your babies, so tiny and weak?

They grew feathers and flew over the creek.

Lucienus sang the verse twice while twirling on the balls of his bare feet. He lifted his arms above his head to throw light upon the wall opposite the window. The light broke into a prismatic array of flying birds and falling leaves.

“Wait, Luce. No fireflies with the curtains open,” I said. I stood from the rocking chair and snapped the curtains shut. The roar of the downpour outside was reduced to a soothing hiss.

Lucienus skipped toward me, then sat at my feet and embraced my shins. “When can I be me, Mommy? I don't even get to go outside anymore.”

“Soon, my sweet little Firefly, soon. We're going to take you to a place where you can learn to play with the light and no one will hurt you because of it.” My tears fell upon the rug, as numerous as the raindrops splashing on the eaves. I tried to rub away the new ones as they formed, but there were too many.

Lucienus looked up at me and smiled. A trio of tears dropped upon his cheek. “Why would anyone wanna hurt me?”

I returned to the rocking chair. Lucienus climbed onto my lap and laid his fair head on my shoulder. He was slight for a five-year-old, but his weight was on the edge of burdensome upon my thighs. I kissed his hair and said, “You are very loved and very special. Your specialness means some people are afraid of you. People sometimes want to hurt what they fear. Daddy and I are going to take you somewhere safe, somewhere where there are more special people like you and no one will be afraid of you.”

“Light isn't scary.” Lucienus tugged on the graying ends of my once-flaxen hair. “Light makes the scary things go away at night.”

“I know, but magic is forbidden in our country.” I didn't try to shield my tears from him. He didn't know yet. How was I supposed to tell him that we weren't going with him to Moonhaven? We were making an impossible choice. If we kept Lucienus in Lunamar, his talent would eventually be discovered and he would be executed. If we sent our only child to be trained by the Geophorians, he would be raised by strangers and become a person we didn't recognize. Either way, we were losing the longed-for child who had taken us over twenty years of heartbreak to conceive, but exile was much preferable to death. We were willing to do anything to keep our son alive and safe, even if it meant erasing him from our life.

“Ganebra is stupid.” Lucienus yanked on my hair a little too hard and I winced.

“Don't pull hair, Luce.” I untangled Lucienus's fingers from my braid and kissed his palm. “Don't ever say that again, either. We are members of Ganebra's ruling class. That makes us very vulnerable to harm if we say bad things about our country.”

“What does vul-ner-able mean?”

“It means that because of who we are, it is easy for people to take our words and use them to hurt us.”

The front door opened and closed. A whoosh and a pair of thumps reached up the stairs as my husband collapsed his umbrella and kicked off his sodden shoes. The stairs creaked and groaned as he climbed them in stocking feet. He stood in the doorway to Lucienus's bedroom. Atien's suit was rumpled from the humidity and his silver-blond hair was unruly and plastered to his fair skin instead of neatly combed. He ran his fingers through it to shake out the mist, then smiled wearily at me.

“Miserable day on all accounts,” Atien said. Lucienus tossed a ray of light at him. It covered his left shoulder in a soft luminescence and highlighted the silver in his pale gray irises. The wrinkles gathered at the corners of his eyes and he laughed. “Little Firefly, you bring so much brightness to my life.”

“Hi, Daddy,” Lucienus said. He held up his hand and sprayed dragonfly-shaped light bursts onto the ceiling. “Like my bugs?”

“They're beautiful, Luce. Delora, we need to talk.”

I left Lucienus playing with building blocks on his bedroom rug and joined Atien in the hallway. Atien backed me into the wall, then ran a knuckle along my jawline before kissing me. He was a slight man, not much taller than me, and I always liked that I didn't have to stand on my toes to kiss him. He was fifty-two and I was only three years younger. We had discussed having five or six children early in our marriage, but infertility defeated our hopes and we resigned ourselves to a childless life together. Our unexpected, luminous little boy was born a week shy of our twenty-second anniversary.

“I don't want to lose him,” I whispered.

Atien nuzzled my ear and kissed my temple. “I know. I tried. My last resort failed. I tried to coax Faraban into lifting the death penalty for Geophorians, but there is only so much I can do without admitting that I'm the father of one and destroying our son's life. I told him a poll of my constituents revealed that exile is the favored option to execution, and he glared at me so fiercely I thought he was going to unsheathe his dagger and murder me right in the middle of the Council meeting. I'm sorry. I failed and I'm sorry.”

“I didn't think he would listen. He hasn't listened to anyone since Liatha died,” I said. I could hear Lucienus singing to himself in his bedroom, so I kept my voice low to prevent him from hearing. “You know that Faraban has been completely unreasonable for years, really since Rhysaban died and threw Reniban onto the throne. Faraban should never have been king, but Rhysa never bothered to produce an heir so Reni got stuck with it. Reni wasn't horrible as far as that family goes, but his son is despicable. Fara has only gotten worse since poor Liatha died bringing his stillborn little boy into the world. Three years now, and he's still belligerent and still drinking himself to sleep every night. Only thirty-seven, but he's on a course to drink himself to death before he hits forty-seven.”

“How do you know that?” Atien asked, his eyes narrowed.

I shrugged and tossed my braid over my shoulder so it rested against my spine. “Elanor. She doesn't talk to him anymore, wants nothing to do with him. How awful must Faraban be when his own mother refuses to speak with him, or even attend events if he's present? Especially considering their status. It's almost unthinkable.”

“Elanor confided in you about this?”

“Yes, of course. She's my sister and I think I'm the only one she has left to talk to. Now she's hoping Faraban dies childless like his uncle did. She wishes this upon her own son, her only living child. Can you imagine?”

Atien propped his elbow on the wall and stared at me. “You haven't confided in her about anything, have you? Please tell me you haven't told her about our Firefly.”

“Of course not.” I pursed my lips and rubbed the side of my nose. “I trust her even less than I trust her son. She still thinks I faked my pregnancy and Lucienus was birthed by one of your mistresses to be raised as mine.”

“I don't have any mistresses,” Atien said, his eyebrow raised. Thunder shook the house and his lips broke into a smile.

“I know that, my love,” I said. I kissed him and rubbed my nose against his. “I don't think there is any hope left for Faraban to change his mind. We are going to take the railcar to Bregor tomorrow and then we are going to lose our little boy.”

Atien slumped against me. I wrapped my arms around him and we sobbed into each other's shoulders. We were losing our Lucienus and there wasn't anything we could do about it. We couldn't keep him in Lunamar any longer. His magical talent was too bright and too beautiful, and the priests of Lusifal would need to teach him to extinguish it if there was any hope of him returning home. Even if he did eventually return to Ganebra, he would be forced to live his life as a darkened lie.

“It's a cruel joke of nature for us to be deprived of children for so long only to be given a Geophorian,” Atien said, his voice reedy. “I love him so much and my heart is breaking a little more with every beat. I want us to go to Lusifal with him, but we shouldn't, we can't. However hopeless it may be, we need to stay behind and continue trying to break into Faraban's mental fortress. Changing his mind is the only hope we have for our little Firefly and every other child like him. They don't deserve abandonment and death because they were born different.”

“We are giving our baby to strangers,” I whimpered. The words were abrasive in the tightness of my throat. “I keep thinking Why can't we? Why can't we keep him? But, then I watch him and he has no control. He hasn't been outside in two years. He deserves better than this. We can afford to give him almost anything, but what he needs is more precious than any affection or any material thing. We can't give him either freedom or a future by ourselves.”

“We're exiling him. Abandoning him.” Atien squeezed me and his tears fell hot on my neck.

I stroked his hair and rocked him side to side. “No, my love, we're not. We are liberating him. We are opening the jar and letting the Firefly escape into the night. We'll see him again, and in the meantime we'll work on Faraban. Subtle, though. We can't give ourselves away.”

“And tomorrow, we leave Lucienus in Bregor and walk away,” Atien said mournfully.

“Don't get rid of me, Daddy,” Lucienus's tiny voice cried from the doorway. He looked up at us with tears in his eyes and a quiver upon his pouted lips.

“Oh no, no, no.” I knelt and embraced my trembling son. “We're not getting rid of you. We're taking you to a place where you can be taught how to use your light. It's school, sweet Firefly. Remember how we talked about you going away for school?”

“You're sending me away!” Lucienus broke free of my arms and ran down the stairs.

“He has to go. Keep reminding yourself that he has to go because he's not safe here,” Atien said before descending the stairs.

I rushed after him. The back door slammed. Atien broke into a jog. Our backyard overlooked Lake Nalune and it wasn't safe for Lucienus to be outside alone, especially during a thunderstorm. 

I nearly knocked over our butler on my way through the dining room.

“Excuse me, Lady Narsimor,” he said with a bow. “Councilor Narsimor and your son have gone outside. I have a message from Queen Mother Elanor. She has requested dinner with my lady tomorrow night.”

“Tell her secretary that I will not be available tomorrow,” I said. I ducked past him and continued toward the door. “Tell her we are escorting Lucienus to his new preparatory school in Lusifal. I'll be available next week.”

“Certainly, my lady.”

I saw Lucienus's glow as soon as I opened the door. I grabbed a coat from the peg and ran through the saturated grass and the torrential rain. Atien was in front of me, sitting on the ground with Lucienus on his lap and mud on the soles of his socks. Thunder shook the air and lightning struck the lake. My son's luminescence intensified and he transitioned from bright to blinding.

“No fireflies, baby, no fireflies,” I said. I tossed the coat over him to hide his light.

“I don't wanna go!” Lucienus screamed.

My tears mingled with the rain as I sat on the soggy ground to embrace both my son and my husband. I rocked them together while the sky crackled and roared.

“I love you, we love you,” I said. My voice was nothing but a strident croak. “I love you so much, my sweet Lucienus. This is how we're going to keep you safe. You'll understand someday, I promise. I'm so sorry you have to leave us, but you'll understand. Someday you'll understand.”
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Lunamar, Ganebran year 2004

pre-The Abyssal Night

I'm sorry, sweet boy, my Rassa, I'm sorry. You're here because I was selfish. You suffer because I couldn't find a way to say no. I wanted you. I've always wanted you, and my longing for motherhood drowned my judgment and destroyed more than one life. My decision turned my kind brother into an impulsive wretch, then pushed him so hard that his soul fractured when he landed in the abyss. You took his place as my counterpart. You, my dear, my golden child who should not exist. You weren't supposed to be an Aulor, but I forced Lani to the edge and now immortality has sewn itself to the soul of my only living child, the crown prince of forsaken Ganebra.

I'm watching you play with your building blocks and your picture books, my aurulent son, my dulcet child. Three years old, and there is already sorrow in your movement and despair in your psyche. Your voice is that of a caged bird—strangled and guarded. Your thoughts tickle my own, but you don't know how to vocalize them. You don't need to. I understand you. I understand your loneliness and frustration. I understand your fear. I feel every frantic beat of your heart when your father yells at you, when he twists your name into an insult and tells you that you aren't worthy of your noble birth.

Your memory is short, my sweet boy, and he wasn't always like this. He loved you. He loved me, but not as much as he loved you. For three years, Faraban loved us enough to stay sober, a state he hadn't experienced in twenty years. I helped him find sobriety the month before you were born. He briefly became an affectionate, considerate person, and I let myself fall in love with him, but he lost himself again five months ago. Now the autumn rain asphyxiates us all beneath a damp blanket of frigid regret. He was never as resilient as he wished to be, but still, I didn't expect him to fall back into the drink and the fury. I've lost the haunted man I loved, but I'll keep trying to find him in the shadows so I can draw him back into the light. We are trapped here by our status, sweet Rassa, and our only recourse is your father's ephemeral salvation.

It has been five months since the kindly, paternal Faraban we knew too briefly faded into the darkness. I know what triggered him, and I don't know how to coax him back. I've tried and keep trying, but he only becomes angrier. He releases his anger upon you, my treasure, my little Rassa, and you hemorrhage your fear of him into my consciousness. Your father adored you until recently, so it is no wonder you are terrified and confused. I am, too. I'm trying to keep you safe, but we're running out of time. His anger escalates with every bottle he drains, and I'm afraid your real father is only a wilted ghost whispering behind the tapestries. The phantom silently screams for redemption while the monster skulks about the corners in search of blood.

I know what summoned that monster. It was me. I'm so sorry, Rassa. I'm sorry you'll never know the man your father wanted to be, tried to be, needed to be. It was my fault. I didn't listen to the midwife who told me to stay in bed. I felt fine and thought I knew my body better than she did. I've been in possession of it for twenty-five hundred years, after all. I'm foolish. I'd already had two miscarriages after you were born, and I didn't expect to have a third, especially after making it past the first few months. Almost, almost made it to viability, but my water broke and your little sister was born three months early. I bled too much and was taken to surgery while she struggled to breathe. Faraban held her. He sang to her and kissed her face as she died in his arms. He named her Lenora, then drank himself to sleep. I woke up alone and empty. The doctors didn't allow me to see my daughter, but I later found a photograph that Faraban kept hidden in his office bureau along with pictures of his little brother who drowned and the stillborn son and wife he lost to an aortic rupture ten years before he married me. Lenora looked like you, Rassa, and your father loved her as much as he loved you, even though he only had her for an instant.

I can't forgive myself for not listening, and I can't forgive Faraban for choosing to grieve with a bottle of brandy instead of with me. I can't forgive him for shoving you away and replacing affection with verbal battering. He vanquished his own light, and he had more of it than he ever realized. His soul is gone, if not completely dead then well-hidden. He doesn't care that my love for him has transitioned into remorseful loathing. He doesn't care that the mirror now reflects him as a monster instead of a man. He doesn't care that he's hurting you, the beautiful child who inspired him to mend his decrepit life. His repairs failed after only three years, his soul fell into shambles, and I'm afraid that his abuse will soon extend beyond words.

Rassa, I'm not sure if I can protect you from him, but I'm going to try. I'm going to ignore my regret and my abjection, and assure that you feel nothing from me but love. Play with your toys, learn all you can, and grow into the gentle, peaceful man I know you are capable of becoming. I'll guide you, but your resilience must provide your foundation. You were cursed with the talents of a Destroyer, but I don't care about that and neither should you. Your talent is part of you
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