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Do not read these tales if you have not completed the trial of The Bacra Chronicles.

These three stories are not stand-alone tales. They are meant to be read after Dustlight, Book 5 of The Bacra Chronicles. I wanted to write some of the character conclusions that were hinted at in the epilogue of Dustlight, but not explored in detail because they didn’t fit within the narratives of the point-of-view characters. 

I didn’t like how Iefyr didn’t get a proper conclusion of his own. Emberstorm is his story, after all. I always had it in the back of my mind that he deserved something more. “Ashes and Embers” is the story of what happened to him after the battle. This story is nestled within the timeline of the last couple chapters of Dustlight. So is “Little Feathers, which tells the story of something Zinnia was confused by in her epilogue.

“The Broken Stars” comes after the epilogue of Dustlight. I think of it as an epilogue to the epilogue. Not really a sequel, but I wanted to take certain aspects of her narration further.

The tea here is perfectly steeped, never bitter. Add a little sugar to your cup, even if Ragan doesn’t approve. He’ll get over it.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Ashes

and

Embers

[image: ]


***
[image: ]


By Courtney M. Privett
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I wake from a dream into a nightmare I don’t recognize. Ash snows around me, little memories that crumble when I reach for them. I try to grab onto anything that’s left, but my flailing hands rake through dust and eddies swirl into my trembling legs in mocking bursts that dissolve into nothing.

I say I’m all right, but they know I’m not. My wife is caught in a maelstrom of grief that only reaches me as a crashing wave. I can’t recall the childhoods of my son and daughters, and they remain distant from me. They see me as a stranger with a too-familiar face. I see myself the same way.

My awareness is no longer thrown between present and past, but this new present is missing the last six years and I only have scraps of the thirty-six years before that. Fleeting dreams and nightmares with no proper context. I’m an enigma to myself, little but a sentient object woven together by a naive teenager who healed what he could of the fire burning away my mind. Maybe it wasn’t enough. Maybe he should have restrained his compulsions and let what little of my brain that was left smolder until it forgot how to make my heart beat. 

I won’t fault Lylian Sylleth for his efforts. Even the most cantankerous healers are fundamentally altruistic at heart. Between the pulses of my wavering consciousness, I watched a particularly surly healer run from patient to patient in the battlefield beneath Crescent Vale with no concern about alliances or the tremendous strain his spells caused his own body. No one would have accepted help from the deposed usurper High King Lyndarian Lightborn if they knew who he was, but in the blood-drowned chaos he was able to remain anonymous until he dropped where he stood wobbling and slept for days.

We slept, too. The Spellkeepers. Once we reached safe haven, we were down. The surreal spell the seven of us wove together took so much from us that a week later the survivors are still fighting extreme fatigue and sore bodies. Lylian is deep asleep with no sign of waking. Alonna and Maritan drift in and out of consciousness. Benny and I fare slightly better and are able to interact with the world for a little longer each day. I’m up to about four hours of wakefulness now. Maybe not all at once.

Shan Goldtree is the anomaly. Chronic insomnia and a drive to fix things outweighs his sense. My dragon Auna tells me I used to know him, but I didn’t remember our history when we met again. I don’t recognize most people aside from my immediate family and the other Spellkeepers, and I have trouble recalling names and faces. Auna helps me. No one else can hear her, so she stays close to tell me who each person is and how they puzzle into my past. The people who know about my telepathic link with her likely suspect that I’ve been cheating. Maybe they’re too relieved that I’m now completely in the present to bring it up.

But completely in the present is literal. I have no past so I can’t contemplate my future. I’m following along with what I think everyone else expects.

But I’m unexpected.

And I’m so lost.

***
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“HEY, IEFYR. WE’RE GETTING Auna settled in. She’s taken a liking to Vex and one of Lyn’s dragons. The big green one. Told her he’s not gonna be around here long, but she doesn’t seem to care. A dragon tangle’s a dragon tangle, you know? Gotta be some beautiful comfort there. Might make for some weird eggs, though.”

The man kneeling in front of me is a half-Faeline with tawny hair, triangular cat-like ears, and bruises decorating his freckled face and neck. He’s scruffy, but somewhat elegant, especially with that soft northern Jade Realm drawl paired with those melancholy blue eyes. The flick of his golden-brown tail signals something I can’t remember.

“Dragons crave touch, just as we do.” Benny reaches forward to grasp her half-brother’s hand. This overstuffed couch is barely big enough for her to curl up with her head on my lap. I twirl my fingers through her cocoa-brown curls. She untangles them and eases herself upright. She stretches her legs as far as they’ll manage and yawns. “Do you need something, Ragan?”

“Just a hug?” Ragan’s whispered uncertainty is barely audible.

Benny moves toward him, but he puts his arms around me instead. I rest my chin on the top of his head as he slowly rocks me side to side. The scent of his hair is distantly familiar: lavender and violet, with hints of amber and tea. Maybe rum. He doesn’t seem drunk now, but he must have been earlier.

“I can’t find anything to say to anyone.” My voice is quieter than I expect.

Ragan leans back and stares at me. He raises one eyebrow. “Why’re you talking like that?”

“Like what?”

“Like that. Like you’re from the Jade. You’ve never been able to imitate it before.”

“I don’t know. It’s what feels natural. You’ve been listening to me talk all week.”

“I’ve not. A word here and there. ‘Yes’, ‘no’, ‘sard off’, and the like. This is the most alert I’ve seen you since you fainted in that sarding geode cave.” Ragan sighs and sits back on his knees. He cups his hands over his nose and mouth. “Sorry. There’s a lot I don’t understand about you right now. That’ll get better once you’re more awake and not talking like a tipsy Jade Coast fishmonger.”

“I don’t get it, either. It comes and goes. Hopefully it goes soon because I can’t listen to him speak without holding back giggles.” Benny rests her head on my shoulder. Her touch is comfortable, familiar, but much of our relationship isn’t. Auna told me that Benny and our husband Radamar took care of me while I was lost in time, but I don’t remember any of that and only fragments of the five years before.

Damn it. I haven’t had enough time awake to think through our relationship. My love is a haze, veiled and uncertain. It’s the same for her. She told me earlier that she doesn’t know who I am now, but that’s all right and we’ll figure it out together. 

But not right now. I can wait while she works through the devastation left by the deaths of her mothers and Radamar. Grief isn’t something you can imitate or fake. It needs to be honest or it reveals you a liar. There is an empty sadness where Radamar should reside, but I can’t reconstruct enough of our triangular fortress for his loss to fully cleave my unsteady heart.

“I’m wandering in a fog.” I rest my head against Benny’s and she combs her tattooed fingers through my hair. It falls over my face, silky red with a slight wave. “It’s like I’m locked in a dream. I can control my part of it, but I can’t wake.”

“That’s not you alone. That’s all of us.” Benny slips her arm behind my back and squeezes my side. “Everything is gray around the edges.”

Ragan rubs his nose and shrugs. “You two just need to sleep until it passes. Don’t worry about your kids. Merrick and I are looking after them and Lylian’s kid. We’ve been trying to convince Shannon to rest, but he’s intent on finding where Lyn’s wife was killed with everyone she protected. And the Sylleth kid’s wife. Damnable Elsin and his secrets. He should’ve told that poor kid before he... Anyway, Shannon wants to make sure there’s some closure and they all get their proper funeral. Dunno what his rush is.”

“He’s trying to distract himself from his grief.”

“Yeah. We’ve all got too much of it and none of us know how to handle it right.”

“There’s no right, Ragan.”

“Don’t I know it, little sister.” Ragan stands. He leans forward and kisses my brow, then Benny’s. “Go back to sleep, the both of you. We’ll just have to figure life out as we go along.”
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HER FINGERTIPS PRESSED into her temples, Benny stares out the window. She’s missing the little finger on her left hand, an old injury gifted by quay imps. Sometimes I know things without thinking about them. Sometimes I think too hard on things I don’t know but should, and that’s where I get especially frustrated. 

“Headache?” I approach Benny’s side. The sky beyond the window is a clear azure. A semi-tropical garden sits before a stone wall and the rolling dry meadows beyond. Birds call out and somewhere not far away, a dragon trills back.

“Hmm?” She weaves her fingers between mine and squeezes. Her skin isn’t as clammy as it was the last time we woke. “Yeah. You?”

“Brutal.” It is. The burning pain begins at the base of my skull and travels in clawed rays up the back of my head and down my spine. “I don’t know where we are. Do you?”

“I don’t even remember getting out of bed.”

“Jadeshire. Ducal Manor,” a gruffly soft-spoken voice says from somewhere behind us.

Benny lets go of my hand to turn away from the window, then resumes her grip once I match her stance. “Why?”

Because our home is gone. I don’t know why, but I feel it.

The man on the couch is a dark-haired, blue-eyed half-orc. He bears a slight resemblance to Benny but a much stronger one to Ragan. What is his... Merrick. This is Merrick Vale Darkwater. Benny and Ragan’s brother. The three of them have the same human father but different mothers. The Vales are a legion of siblings and half-siblings, but Benny, Ragan, and Merrick are the ones who knew the previous me best. Merrick least of the three, but even he knows me far better than I do.

Merrick shrugs and shakes his head. “Shan declared it the new Capital.”

“Shan...” Benny scoffs. “He’s still... He’s sarding reckless. Jadeshire doesn’t have the economy or infrastructure to support that.”

“It was either here, Harmonshore, Aurandaria, or Crystaldark. Everything else of size is gone. None of us want to live in the desert or tundra, so Aurandaria and Crystaldark are out. Harmonshore is bigger, but Jadeshire is home. After everything that’s... We needed to come home.”

“So Shan decided on Jadeshire?” Benny lets out a clipped laugh.

“Not alone,” Merrick’s neutral expression rises to a smirk.

“Ah, I see. You had something to do with it.”

“Some. And Hael and Adina. Some Ragan, Juna, the Goldtree kids. Mostly, though...”

“You.” 

“Shan voted for Aurandaria.”

“Sarding contrarian. No one votes for Aurandaria.” Benny’s laugh is no longer restrained and she lets go of my hand to wipe tears from her eyes. “I’m glad he found someone to temper him.”

Merrick’s raised eyebrow further heightens his resemblance to his older brother. “Yana? Even laid up in the infirmary, she calls him out on his shit every chance she gets.”

“You asshole...” Benny mutters. “He loves you so much, Mer. We talked quite a bit when we were stuck together in the north, and all he wanted was to rescue the kids and to reunite with you. You’ve been flighty with other boys, but don’t be like that with him. He’s brilliant, but an absolutely chaotic force and so, so fragile. If he falls apart he’ll take all of Bacra with him. He just lost his parents, Zoria, and Tessen. He was helpless to save Maritan and Alonna from being put through the same torture he was. Maybe he could withstand the further heartbreak of you leaving him, but we need to give him as much stability and sense of safety as possible, and none of us will survive without the sense of morality he absorbs from the people who love him. We’re his conscience, all of us, and shadow Shan is terrifying. We need to help him stay in the light.”

I’m so, so lost. I have no idea what most of this is about. I need Auna to translate for me. I think I’ll stand here quietly and pretend I know what’s going on.

“Tessen isn’t dead,” Merrick mumbles.

Benny shakes her fingers through her tangled hair. “He is, though. I know none of us want to admit it, but everything Tessen used to be is gone. He’s not much different from–”

“Don’t.” Merrick’s bright eyes dart toward me. “Damn it, Benny. We don’t know what anyone will be once the dust truly settles. We’re all different now, and a lot of what we were before will never come back.”

“Some of us are more lost than others.” Her shoulders fall. She turns completely away from me and sniffles. “Some of us need to accept that.”

I’m not obtuse and I can’t pretend she’s not talking about me.

I walk away from her and sit on the edge of the rumpled bed, my back to both her and Merrick. I can’t hide from what I came to realize not long after Lylian recreated me in Crescent Vale. “I don’t think this is going to work. That’s what we need to admit. To ourselves and each other.”

“Shit. Merrick, I love you and I know you’re worried about me, but you need to leave for now.” Benny sits cross-legged on the bed behind me. I feel a small amount of hesitation before she embraces me and sets her head on the back of my shoulder.

“I understand.” Merrick’s voice is gentle. He wasn’t so quiet on the battlefield, but neither were the rest of us. “Let one of us know when you’re ready for the kids to come back. Farad and Radella are about as tired as you are, but Morra...” He lets his voice trail off as he leaves the room.

Benny waits some time before shifting her hand to my heart. She sniffs several times and lets out a whimpering sigh. “Always the sarding pessimist, aren’t you? Damned revenant.”

“Realist.” My voice is hoarse, a throaty whisper. “You look at me like I’m a stranger, when you look at me at all. I understand why, and it’s okay. I’m not the person you married. That man died the moment the ritual blade cut his face. You spent six years caring for an echo and now a ghost has renewed your hope only to shatter it. I’m sorry, Benny. I’m sorry you lost both men you loved. I can’t replace them. I’m not a person. I’m a spellbook with scorched pages and no soul. That’s all I will ever be and we need to accept that.”

“Iefyr, no...”

“Lylian didn’t heal me. He tried to weave a tapestry out of some stray parts he found strewn about a wasteland. All he managed to craft was–”

“The Ember Spellkeeper. I know. I–”

I can’t do this. “On that battlefield, I didn’t know if the side I was fighting on was the right one. I just went with it because our son was there and the dragon voice in my head told me what to do. I don’t know if Auna’s voice is real or another false echo.”

“She’s real.” Benny squeezes me tighter. “So are you. You’re so different that I barely recognize you, but you aren’t a stranger and you aren’t soulless. I’ve felt the warmth of your soul from within, and so have the other Spellkeepers. Just as you felt us. You’ve been following Auna’s cues and faking your way through conversations, but that doesn’t mean you aren’t real.”

“I didn’t say I’m not real. I’m quite real.” I don’t know how to say this. The red runes covering my hands shimmer, offering me the words I don’t want to admit. “It makes some sense for the final Spellkeeper to be what the Moonlight Guardians always hoped for. I’m purely a walking spellbook. I’m an enchanted object, not a person.” I take in a deep breath and let it out slowly. It stings my throat and my eyes threaten to tear. “I’ve fulfilled my only purpose and I’ve been a burden on you and the children for too long. I think I’ll find somewhere to go. I don’t know where. Maybe I’ll pick a direction and keep walking until there’s nowhere left to walk, then stay there and out of the way. Don’t worry, I’m not suicidal. I know what it feels like when a Spellkeeper dies and I don’t want any of you to feel that intractable pain because of me.”

“Gods damn it all, Iefyr Sealash!”

“Seal-ash, the Seal of Ash. I should’ve been the Ash Spellkeeper instead of the Ember.” This pain in my head is only getting worse. I might need to lie down so the nausea doesn’t overtake me. “Embers imply warmth and a latent potential, rebirth of a dying flame. Ash is what’s left behind when the last hope dies in the cold. Ash Spellkeeper . . . I should’ve had that name, not Veren.”

“Idiot.” Benny raps my forehead, maybe a little too hard. “Self-deprecating idiot. You’re the gods-damned reborn flame. You’re the warm potential that rose from Veren’s death. You’re as ridiculous as you’ve always been and you’re so sarding stubborn. Why won’t you let anyone help you?”

I hang my head and let my tears drip onto her arm. I’m tired. So tired. I close my eyes and my chin dips toward my chest. “I don’t deserve to be helped.”

“Yes, you do.” Benny pushes me to the side until my head rests on a pillow. She lays behind me and resumes her tight embrace. “We’re exhausted and caught in a riptide of grief and confusion. We’ll either drown or thrash our way to shore. I’m not letting you go, Iefyr. Don’t let me go, either. I don’t know how to do this. Please, don’t let me go.”
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I open my eyes to less fuzz and slightly more clarity. My back is cold. I reach behind me and find the bed empty. I’m not surprised. Benny nearly always wakes before me. Radamar is the one who sleeps late, usually cuddled up against me so I can’t move without disturbing him.

Was. Couldn’t. I can’t bring him into the present tense anymore. He died honorably and heroically, saving people. So many people. Jei’s magic would have detonated, instantly freezing everyone and everything in the eastern half of Bacra if Radamar Vale and Kemi Lim hadn’t killed her. Hadn’t died with her.

Tears bead on my eyelashes and rain upon my cheeks. My memories are more accessible now, albeit incomplete. I can’t remember the past six years or the details of many people beyond my immediate family, but the five calm years we spent living at Haven Cove are there, residing on broken, charred islands connected by gossamer bridges. I’m not completely devoid of a past, after all. I need to string the islands together like a child’s shell bead necklace and wear them until they become part of me again.

Damnable spell exhaustion. I hope anyone I was rude to understands and forgives me.

I sit up and stretch my arms as the tears continue to cascade. I reach for a memory of Benny and Radamar.

It shimmers and my hand passes through it. 

I am not part of my own past and can only watch it from afar.

I need to release these memories. Let them flutter around me like a kaleidoscope of butterflies. Let them become a performance I attended in an internal theater.

What do I have left, then? A few weeks of existence, all of it terrible-to-horrific. I can’t sculpt who I am out of shared agony and a murder inferno. Those are my first tangible memories. The extreme, unimaginable pain the other six Spellkeepers felt when Veren died and I suddenly became one of them. Watching someone I loved kill Jei through Jei’s own mind and body. More pain, extreme but not like the pinnacle of my initiation. I still feel the reverberation of her death as a frozen knife twisting deep in my bones. Maybe I always will.

It’s all fire, charred death, darkness, blood rain, and barbed tentacles strangling an immense screaming dragon while a tree holds him still. Embroidery. That part will never make sense. I understand infusing craftwork with spells, but to use it in war... My young ex-crystalline friend certainly has a unique mind. I hope I’m able to speak with him once he wakes. I hope he wakes.

I remember waking occasionally, and in different places. I vaguely recall the underground city of Aes and my younger daughter Morra wanting nothing to do with me. She was only two when my mind was shattered and set on fire and she doesn’t remember what I was like before. 

I remember waking into a different place. Jadeshire. I’m in Jadeshire. 

The scents of redwoods and brittle parched grasslands drift through the open windows. I’ve been here before, many times. Not in this room, but I’ve definitely been in the manor. Jadeshire is familiar. Not home, but a base I returned to between missions. I was an . . . assassin. Oh. I suppose if I wasn’t, I wouldn’t have met my wife or best friend.

Is Ragan still my best friend? I doubt it. How could I be his friend after so long and so much trouble?

Leave it alone, damn it! Let it flutter with the rest or it’ll hurt more. Don’t try to be who you were. Discover who you are.

Fire witch.

I don’t want to burn. I need to do something else. Herbs, those seem nice. Maybe I should start there, see if I still like them. I’ll have to relearn everything that’s missing, though. A different pursuit might be less frustrating. Something completely new instead of yearning for knowledge mostly lost.

“Iefyr.” 

Benny’s voice is hoarse. I don’t think I can look at her. 

I stare at my wrist instead. Red scarification patterns swirl around the black silhouette of a crow. I had that crow before the shimmering red runes, before a dark ancient magic replaced the blood in my veins. The crow was supposed to be symbolic of me and remind me of who I was when I was caught in the veil between life and death. It’s not working. It’s not grounding me like it should. No focus, no pull toward either the dark or the light. It’s just a symbol now, just a tattoo bestowed upon me by an ancestor who deemed me honorable and worthy of carrying the name of my father’s clan.

“Iefyr?”

Sealash. Sea-lash, Seal-ash. We are seals riding the lashing waves. The clan crest is on my upper left arm. I think. I hope the Spellkeeper symbols didn’t destroy it. 

I haven’t looked. I’ve kept my body a shrouded mystery. I don’t want to see what the inexplicable transference of magic did to me. I’m not like the others. They were first marked by the most repulsive of sadists and, aside from the children, they were completed by lightbinder witches. The process was lengthy and brutal, and they came to anticipate the pain. I don’t know what force caused my own mutilation. I’ve never believed in gods, but maybe I should start because my life has become something incomprehensible. Something deeply overwhelming screaming within a vast, empty chasm.

Benny kneels on the bed behind me. She wraps her arms around me and kisses the back of my neck. “You get lost in your own mind when you’re alone, don’t you? I’m sorry. I should have woken you or at least sent someone in to sit and watch over you.”

“It’s okay.” My voice cracks.

“No. It isn’t.” Benny gently rocks me. “It isn’t okay. Radella and Farad told me some of what it was like for you before and during the battle, before our minds were connected. You are not all right. Lylian saved your life, but now you’re bearing the consequences of that. It’s going to take a long time for you to settle into this.”

“I don’t think I’m patient enough for that.”

Benny snorts and pats my shoulder. “You? You’re patient to a fault.”

“That was someone else.” I lean back against her. 

“Maybe.” She combs her fingers through my hair. “I’m glad to hear you speaking like yourself again. That Jade accent was all wrong. Get up. Ragan found us some decent clothes so we don’t have to wear these ridiculous pajamas anymore. This place has plumbing even my discerning mother would have been envious of, so we’re going to take advantage of it. The shower looks magnificent. If we survive it, we’re going to leave this suite and go walk around. Move.”

“I...” I stand, hesitantly. Benny scoots to the edge of the bed and traps me before I can change my mind and sit back down. “I don’t want to see myself.”

“You were never bothered by what my body looks like.” Benny sighs and hangs her head. “Oh. You don’t remember what I’ve looked like since my completion, do you? I admit it’s . . . unnerving . . . to be what we are, but you need to accept every facet of yourself, even the darker and uglier aspects, or you’re going to spend the rest of your life in pain.” With light fingertips, she traces what I suspect are the runes on my face. There are tears in her eyes, but also something else. Something longing.

She knows my pain is far deeper than the marks on my skin and the fire in my veins. She also seems to be touch-hungry in her grief. I’m not ready to take that touch further than what I’ve already willingly given her.

I take two steps back, out of her reach. “Benny, if you’re luring me to the shower because you want–”

“This isn’t about sex. We need to get to know each other again, and I’m not going to rush you.” She closes her sea green eyes and looses a weary giggle. “This is about getting you past your fear of yourself so you stop asking Shan’s cousin to perform cleansing spells on you. I understand this part of what you’re going through, if little else. I couldn’t look at myself while I was going through the second stage, and I was afraid of accidentally seeing a mirror after Shan completed me. He noticed how I was feeling and told me I couldn’t avoid it any longer. He stayed with me as I looked. Didn’t say anything or look at me, just stayed so I wasn’t alone. After a while, I got used to it. You will, too. What we are is something strange, but it’s what we’re stuck with. I don’t want you to be self-conscious or self-loathing or anything else negative involving ‘self’. I don’t want you to dwell on the pain of what happened to you or why. Or feel guilty that we chose to share that pain with you.”

“What if I prefer the cleansing spells to the shower?”

“We can’t take Arteo with us when we go to North Juniper.”

What? “North Juniper?”

“Yeah. It’s too dangerous for the six of us to be together so we’re leaving. I have family there and neither of us has anywhere else familiar to go. I’m not letting Merrick change my mind on it. He’s been trying to.”

“Why?” I’m not objecting, only confused.

“Ragan’s taking Alonna and Kaia there. He was born in North Juniper, it’s a place he knows well, and that’s where he returned the last time his heart was shattered. You stayed with him then, and you saved his life. This is different and he has Tessen’s girls to look after, but he wants to be close to family. He wants to help you. Even when you were... He loves you in this intense, unconditional way that goes far beyond friendship. I can’t find a word to describe it, and I’m not sure there is one. Anyway, I want to be close to him, too. I want our kids to grow up with the Lim kids. I wish Maritan could be nearby, but with Maritan comes Shan, and that wouldn’t be any different from the danger of us all staying here.”

“Is Lylian staying here?”

Benny holds a hand to her mouth to hide an unexpected smirk. “Oh, sard no! It’s clear that with Lylian comes Lyndarian, and Adina wants her brother as far away from her as possible. He’s not what any of us expected, but– Oh! Shan found Cara!”

It takes a moment to recall who Cara is. I don’t think it’s anything to do with my archipelago brain, just general unfamiliarity. “Lylian’s wife? Found what’s left of her? Why do you sound happy about that?”

“She’s alive. No one else is—Lyndarian’s wife, Jei’s husband, Lyn and Adina’s half-siblings—but Cara survived. Lylian’s protection spells on her or something like that. She was with him when I took Ivy over earlier, but I handed her off to Lyn so I don’t think he’s fully awake. And just as strange, Shan lured a dragon here from the Moonstone Realm. Beautiful male balefire. Lylian apparently has a fetal bond with him. Auna is probably still harassing him.”

“I wish she fit inside.” All of this distraction has released some of the tension in my shoulders. I need to stop dithering and face this. “Benny, we need to do this now before I overthink it and panic.”

She gives a sharp nod. “Shower. Go.”

I follow her past the lavatory and into the bathroom. The wall tiles are the turquoise of the ocean on a calm, sunny day, and the floor is an abstract mosaic in shades of gray. I like the unexpected contrast.

Benny steps in front of me and puts her hands on my shoulders. She’s tall for a human-elf, maybe a hand shorter than me. She unbuttons my nightshirt. It slides down my arms and pools at my heels.

“Gods, you’re skinny,” she whispers. She clears her throat and meets my eyes. “It’s not as bad as you might think it is. The red is a nice complement to the brown of your skin. The runes on your face aren’t so different from the patterns the orcan trackers and warriors wear.” She pulls my head down so she can kiss me. “You’ll be okay. We’ll be okay.”

“I trust you, but maybe not on that.” I’m not going to look. I know I’m too thin, but I was already at the edge of underweight when I met Lylian. I noticed that when I was trapped in Crescent Vale with the kids. I haven’t felt up to eating much since then so now it’s worse and it hurts to sit on a hard surface or lay on my side for too long. I’m slight for a half-orc, but I haven’t been like this since...

Since something. Something with Ragan rescuing me from myself. Apparently I’m a recovering poppy addict. I need to keep that in mind if I find myself in a position where it’s relevant.

Benny nuzzles my nose, my cheek, my earlobe. “Never define your life by one bad day, bad month, bad moment. You don’t need to define yourself at all. I love you.”

“You love someone else.”

“No. I love you. As you were, as you are, as you’ll become. That’s not just an empty vow I made to you eleven years ago. It’s our truth. I love you.”

I don’t know what to say to her. If I return the phrase, will she assume it insincere or a reflex? If I say nothing, she’ll be hurt. The fragmented slips of time give me no closure, only open doors I can’t pass through. 

“Iefyr.” She doesn’t wait for me to form a response. She walks away from me and turns on the shower to warm the water. “Iefyr, you don’t need to reply. Not yet. I don’t know what this is like for you. No one does. You’re trying to reforge relationships. You can’t force it, though.”

“I’m not. At first I desperately grabbed for every memory I could find, but those turned to ash in my hands. Now I’m trying to let them come and go as they please. That’s the only way I’ve found to make them permanent, but they still aren’t tangible. Not like the memories since... I don’t know what to call it. I can’t say he healed me.”

“The word doesn’t matter.”

Yes it does. I need to figure out a word or it will haunt me all day. “Anyway, I’m trying not to fixate on dragging the past into the present. It’s not easy to... the water is steaming.”

“Ohh, this plumbing system is sarding fantastic!” Benny adjusts the temperature. I don’t think she realizes I’m the one controlling it. She kicks the rest of her clothing across the tile, toward a shelf with neatly rolled towels and just as neatly folded clothing. Patterned blue runes and line images are densely inscribed upon her soft curves from her head to her toes, but there are only a few arced lines on the sides of her freckled face. The colors shift and shimmer independently of her movement. Her richly brown curls elongate into hip-length waves as she lets the water flow over head. An opalescent blue glow reflects in the droplets she sprays when shakes warm water from her fingertips. She’s fascinating, and beautiful in a mystical way I didn’t expect. “It’s nice. Come here.”

“I...” I am enchanted by her but dreadfully unsure of myself. I’ve seen my hands enough to know the red iridescence of my own personal spellbook. We can access any of over a thousand spells on each of our bodies, but I have been too fatigued to explore them and I won’t look at them. I am one thousand, three hundred, and seventy-nine spells, and no one thought to include an index.

“Iefyr, come here.” Benny’s voice is soft, mesmerizing.

I add the rest of my clothes to Benny’s pile and join her in the artificial rain. It doesn’t take long before the warmth soothes the multitude of healing bruises and aches I’ve been ignoring. This is much better than the faint tingle of an undereducated cottage witch’s cleansing spell.

Benny flicks water away from her eyes. Her gaze travels over my body and she draws a sharp breath. “Sarding hells, you’re beautiful.”

I keep my eyes level with the tiles across the room. If I need to tilt my head down, I’m going to close my eyes. “I’m not. My entire body was mutilated in the span of seconds by supernatural forces I can’t understand. I don’t want to see it.”

“Okay.” Benny embraces me and sways. The feeling of her bare skin against mine is unexpected and I’m not sure whether to recoil or relax into it. Or neither. My muscles tense and my jaw threatens to clench. She lets go of me and turns away. “I’m sorry. You’re overwhelmed and I’m pushing you in directions you’re not ready to go. You’re not wobbly or dizzy, are you?”

“No.”

“I should go. I’m making you uncomfortable.”

“Don’t go. You aren’t making me uncomfortable. In fact, I’d rather you be here. I’m fine with the shower. Much better than a spell.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yes.” I’m not hesitant. I want her here. I want to be close to her. I don’t know in what capacity yet. I don’t know if she’ll be able to tolerate a lifetime with someone whose mind and body are shattered. I don’t know if anyone will. “Pass me that washcloth. I’ll wash your back.”

Benny sniffles. Did she get water in her nose or is she crying? “Okay.”

I rub the cloth in slow, gentle circles over her back and shoulders. The tattooing on her lower back is especially beautiful: a blue jellyfish interlaced with runic waves. It doesn’t look rushed with uneven pressure like some of her spells or slightly shaky like others. In fact, it looks like someone spent a great deal of time shading it and making it look three-dimensional. I wonder who inked it. I run my fingertips over the tentacles.

“Nylian did that one,” Benny says, as if knowing my thoughts.

“It’s beautiful.”

She turns around and points her upper chest. The flying midnight dragon is so nestled into the runes that I don’t notice it at first, but once I do, it’s all I see. “Looks like Vex, doesn’t it? She hadn’t even hatched yet, so it’s eerie. Nylian could be a lot of shitty things, but he was an incredible artist. Radamar showed me the jellyfish with a mirror. I wish I could see it better.”

She takes the washcloth from me. “Turn around.”

A particularly tender area under my shoulder blade elicits a wince.

Benny circles away from the spot. “You’re still so bruised there. Did Itrek tell you that you broke a rib?”

“Yes. Sua had more emergent patients to attend, and I wasn’t going to bother another healer with it. Don’t worry about it.” I’d ignored the rib until she touched it. Now it throbbed and groaned with each breath. “The mess on me must look like a child’s scribbles compared with what Nylian gave you.”

“You’re going to be surprised when you look at yourself.” Benny turns me around and offers a tight-lipped smile. “We need to finish washing up and go find our kids. You haven’t seen them in days.”

“They might prefer that.”

She playfully smacks my chest. “Knock it off. Farad keeps asking for you. Radella is worried.”

“And Morra?” I don’t want to be in here anymore. It’s too much like drowning.

“Give her time. Give everyone time, especially yourself.” Shivering, Benny turns off the water. “Dry off. You’ve slept enough.”
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I don’t know what this dessert is. The chocolate is easy to identify, but there is a strong fruit scent I’m not familiar with. The chopped nuts sprinkled on the deep red icing are a mystery, as is the little round fruit set on top. I cut into the cake with my fork. A rich scarlet custard fills the center. I hold the round fruit on my fork.

Farad’s head is on my shoulder, so I whisper into his unruly red hair, “What is this thing?”

Farad sits upright and stares at me, blue eyes narrowed and one eyebrow raised. “Are you serious?”

“Yes.”

“Seriously?”

“Seriously.” I gather a bite of cake on my fork and stick it in my mouth. Fruity chocolate, more sweet than bitter. The custard is silky on my tongue but the nuts leave my inner cheeks feeling dry. “I still don’t know.”

Farad sighs and shakes his head. “Cherry. It’s an Anthoran Cherry Cake. Adina made it. Lyn’s slice is probably poisoned or full of fish heads or something.”

Across the table, Lyndarian Lightborn holds a hand to his mouth and laughs. His haunted, downcast eyes betray his false mirth. He shrugs and takes a bite of the cake. In his soft-spoken but harsh High Anthoran accent, he says, “If it’s poisoned, it’s poisoned. Whether I’m leaving this world or only Jadeshire, it’s a lovely last meal.”

I wouldn’t be surprised if he’s
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