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CONTENT NOTE


Hello, lovely readers! 






First, while the Eternal Library series has so far been described as cozy, this book is a bit darker than previous ones. The Flame That Sings includes themes of surviving a religious doomsday cult, childhood emotional abuse and neglect, parental death, gaslighting and codependency within a friendship, bigotry against an ethnoreligious minority, and allusions to past genocide. 






I’ve done my best, as a trauma survivor myself, to handle these elements with care, as this is a book about healing; however, if you feel particularly sensitive to any of those topics, please do what’s best for you when it comes to how and when you read this book.






Second, most of the characters in this book use e/em/eir pronouns. This can take a little getting used to if you haven’t often encountered neopronouns, so if it feels clunky, please give it some time to settle in. If you would like a guide on how to use and pronounce e/em pronouns, check out this page on my website:






https://numinousspiritpress.com/pronouns






Sexual content level: This book contains mild sexual innuendo, general discussions of sexuality and kink, and some brief euphemistic description of fooling around.






Happy and safe reading,


Cedar McCloud








PRONUNCIATION


Most of the indigenous Casporan characters and deities in these books have either Irish or Welsh names (depending on what part of the country they are from), which can be tricky for English readers from other countries. I am an American and have done my best to understand how these names are pronounced and present them to you here, if in a somewhat simplified way. Please forgive me if they are not quite right, or if I’ve chosen a pronunciation (sometimes my research reveals multiple options) that is not the one you’re used to. A few other names are included here that are from other languages as well. Hope it helps!






Aeronwy: AIR-on-wee


Caoimhe: KEE-vah or KWEE-vah


Cináed: KEEN-ahj or KEEN-ahd


Daryn: DAH-ryn


Eirlys: EYER-lis 


Inyene: in-YEN-ay


Isylwyn: ISL-oo-in


Laoise: LEE-shah


Mairead: MAHR-aid or MARE-aid


Opaline: OH-pah-lyne


Siobhan: SHIH-von








THE STORY SO FAR


A refresher on the major events of the first two books, if you’d like one:






The Thread That Binds (Book 1)


Though at first they are competing for the same position, Tabby (30, e/em) and Amane (25, she/her) are both accepted as Illumination apprentices at the Eternal Library. Their mentors are, respectively, Aeronwy (62, e/em) and June Stargrove (65, e/em), an older married couple with opposite personalities. Meanwhile, Tabby’s queerplatonic partner Rhiannon (27, e/em) is taken under the wing of Head Archivist Mairead Moonsea (62, e/em), who has unpleasant history with the Stargroves. 






Illumination is more than the physical art of creating and binding a book by hand. Over time, Aeronwy assists Tabby with unraveling childhood trauma from growing up with one abusive and one neglectful parent—parents who are still putting Tabby in between them as a shield for their ongoing conflict. June similarly assists Amane with perfectionism and overwork. Mairead does the opposite with Rhiannon, using emotional manipulation to convince em to steal an important book, The Founding, from the Stargroves’ care in the Bindery.






When The Founding is revealed to be the powerful lost Charter Book of the Library, right on the eve of Mairead and the Stargroves competing to be the next Head Librarian, Rhiannon reveals the deceit and switches sides. Feeling betrayed, Tabby sinks into a coma-like dream state, from which the Stargroves rescue em with understanding and etheric cord cutting. Tabby and Amane, now a romantic item, repay their mentors’ kindness by assisting them in the Head Librarian Trials, ensuring that Aeronwy wins over authoritarian and manipulative Mairead. 






Mairead is then fired from the Library for abusing eir coworkers. We learn that Aeronwy and Rhiannon are distant cousins. After a one year time skip, it’s revealed that Rhiannon and Tabby are engaged, and Amane is enjoying life with them. Aeronwy is working on restoring the Charter Book.






The Tale That Twines (Book 2)


Set forty years before The Thread That Binds, the prequel arc begins with June Starstitch’s (24, e/em) acceptance as an Illumination apprentice to then-Head Librarian Opaline Sweetfrond (78, e/em). After a trip to the infirmary for magical sensory overwhelm, June is reunited with eir childhood best friend, Siobhan (24, e/em), who is a nun and priestex of Caoimhe, the deity of love, loss, and beauty. Siobhan then introduces June to eir other friends: beautiful and taciturn Aeronwy (22, e/em), fashion designer and nerd Inyene (24, he/him), and intelligent but difficult Mairead (22, e/em).






While working with Opal, June recovers a repressed childhood memory: e was once obsessed with Opal’s Planet of Honey book series and its TV show adaptation. June has many holes in eir memory due to the trauma of surviving the great 3968 earthquake that hit Caspora City, which killed eir Ren, Hazel, and prompted eir family’s move back to their original country of Fenia. Due to the nature of Illumination, June must recover and confront these lost memories, which e does through thread magic and reading etheric cords.






June’s exploration brings em closer to eir friends, as each one assists in the memory retrieval—except for Mairead, who due to ongoing issues, is partially cast out of the group. Unfortunately, uncovering the final memory of the earthquake itself sends June plummeting into the darkness of depression and PTSD. An interlude of two years passes, during which we see June slowly recovering through journal entries addressed as letters to eir dead Ren, Hazel.






After the interlude, June attempts to magically Bind eir Illuminated book about etheric cords, but is unable to do so. Confronting the past is not enough—e must learn to live in the present. June takes a break from work, during which e finds joy among eir friends and Planet of Honey fandom. E also realizes that e’s developed romantic feelings for Aeronwy,  which are reciprocated, leading to a new relationship. After building this foundation of support and letting Hazel’s spirit go, June is finally able to Bind the book and is accepted as full-fledged Illuminator.






The story ends just before Aeronwy’s interview for an Illumination apprenticeship with Rose, which is where The Flame That Sings picks up.




PART ONE: VERSE


[image: Candle]


AUTUMN 3981






(immediately following


The Tale That Twines)




CHAPTER ONE


The moment I step foot into the Head Librarian’s office, my betrayal is complete. I am in the heart of the enemy fortress, and before me sit three formidable foes. According to my upbringing, those who work for the Eternal Library do nothing less than taxidermy living stories into blasphemous, unchanging, immortal shells from which there is no escape. They are naught but tools of a fascist regime which will burn in the rivers of fire and choke on the clouds of ash that will one day descend from the holy peak of Mount Cináed on high in retribution for their crimes.


I am here for a job interview, in hopes of joining them. 


My Flame smolders uneasily. This would be the worst of all places to have a meltdown and fill the room with smoke—open flame is not allowed in the Library, for obvious reasons. Well, I am not an open flame so long as I don’t allow any to escape my body. I am merely, as Mairead has said, the equivalent of a human lighter. 


This is a sacrilegious way to describe a Flamekeeper, spouse to the Star-Crowned deity of fire and creator of Caspora, who gifted these magical Flames to the exalted leaders of my ancient ancestors. I have already committed worse spiritual crimes, so I will allow it.


“Mx. Aeronwy Silverdream,” says Head Librarian Opaline Sweetfrond, “welcome, welcome. It’s a delight to see you once again.”


“And you,” I reply, inclining my head. 


Sitting at attention behind the enormous redwood desk, Opaline projects an air of friendly authority I find intimidating. Dark eyes, warm brown skin lined with decades of wisdom, shiny gray shag haircut and matching full beard; horn-rimmed glasses and a three-piece tweed suit no doubt tailored to eir measurements. Everything a Head Librarian should be.


The Illuminator sitting to Opaline’s left says, “Hello, again. I don’t know if you remember me, but we met at June’s initiation gala last—was it last week? Or the week before?”


Fiona Blackswan is thin and mousy, dressed in wrinkled, ink-stained clothes. Eir gaze is soft and jittery, refusing to make direct contact, for which I am grateful. 


“It was two weeks ago,” says the Illuminator sitting on Opaline’s right.


Catrina Rosefall does make direct eye contact. I meet eir gaze, sharp and green as glass, for as long as I can stand. E lounges assuredly in the otherwise stiff chair, draped in a rainbow patchwork dress and laden with costume jewelry. Bangles on both wrists chime whenever e moves. 


“Was it really? Well, time certainly goes by quicker and quicker as I age,” Fiona says, then squints at me and says, “How old are you, Mx. Silverdream?”


“I will be twenty-five this fall,” I explain. Now they will scrutinize my height, my ‘mature’ face, and in particular the large gray streak which parts my hair on the left side.


Predictably, Fiona (who I would guess is in eir mid-thirties) says, “Goodness! Really?”


I nod. I expected this.


Opaline chuckles. At Fiona’s surprise? At me? At the unaccountable way time wears on the human body? I find it difficult to detect intent in laughter, but by all accounts, Opaline Sweetfrond is a kind and compassionate person. Certainly I’ve heard nothing but good things from June, who spent the last three years as Opaline’s apprentice.


Juniper Starstitch is another Illuminator currently employed by the Eternal Library. E was fully initiated into the craft this summer, prompting Opaline’s retirement from the Bindery. June is currently waiting outside the office, having declined to take part in the interview process because e’s my close friend…and romantic partner.


“Please, sit! Make yourself comfortable,” Opaline says, gesturing to a trio of chairs set before the desk. 


I consider my options. Shall I sit directly in the center, facing Opaline, the lead interviewer? Shall I sit on the side closest to Rose, whose mentorship is the prize at the end of this long process? The chair closer to Fiona looks more comfortable. It has better cushions. Will they analyze every move I make?


That is what I would do, were I behind the desk. An image of myself, decades older and seated in the Head Librarian’s seat, fills my mind’s eye, a ridiculous vision. I laugh internally, grateful that my emotions rarely show on my face.


The middle chair is the safest option. I keep my posture in check: back straight, head up, eyes forward (unfocused, to protect myself from their gazes), feet planted firmly on the floor. Pressure from the boned corset and stiff, knee-high boots soothes my anxiety. 


The Head Librarian’s office is perfectly round, doused in sunbeams from skylights  on high. An enormous redwood desk dominates the space, behind which the curved wall is custom fit with beautiful matching bookshelves. 


I’ve dusted it many times on housekeeping rounds. It’s full of books on the history of the Library, of Caspora itself, on politics, spirit communication, and anything else a Head Librarian might need.


Grounded by the thought of the books, I manage to untie my tongue. “Thank you for considering me for such an incredible opportunity,” I say, folding my hands in my lap and ignoring the urge to twirl my hair or fiddle with my rings. “To advance this far in the Illumination apprenticeship application process at the Eternal Library itself is a great honor.”


If everyone back home—not home, no, but back where I am from—knew, they’d be horrified. Shame wars with the spite that has kept me going all these years.


Opaline smiles and leans forward. “There’s no need to be so formal at this point in the application process. We’re here to get a glimpse of you as a person, now that we’ve verified your technical credentials.”


“Admittedly,” says Rose, “we’ve already heard a lot about you from June.”


“We’ve only heard good things,” Opaline reassures me.


Does that help my standing, or hinder it? Do these ‘good things’ improve my chances, or will they want to avoid accusations of nepotism? Surely they care about fairness and true merit?


Then again, I once believed the Fellowship cared about such things. Would I accept an appointment based on connections rather than credentials? I have worked at the Library, albeit in housekeeping, for long enough to know the worth of social currency.


Rose, whose eyes have not left my face, says, “It would actually bother you if we hired you because of June, wouldn’t it?”


My nerve endings tingle. “Shouldn’t it?” I reply.


“Aeronwy,” Rose continues, “Can I call you Aeronwy? Don’t worry about the nepotism. First of all, personal connection is crucial to this partnership. Second of all, like Opal said, you wouldn’t be at this stage if you weren’t qualified for the job. The way you’re sitting there like a statue, I suspect you’re terrified—”


“Be a fool not to be,” Fiona mutters.


“—which is normal enough. Don’t forget, we’ve been in your position before,” says Rose. “Let’s cut to the chase, relax, dispose of the usual question list.”


My Flame pops and snaps. Those are the questions I prepared for. 


“Hold on now,” says Opaline in a warning tone.


Rose holds up a hand. “This is my first time choosing an apprentice. I respect you and your centuries of experience, Opal, but I tried to do things ‘properly’ for the other three interviews. Now I’m going to do it my own way.”


Fiona sighs and tosses eir clipboard onto the desk, papers fluttering. “Guess I won’t be needing this.”


Opaline gestures in defeat and Rose lowers eir hand. Rose and I stare at one another. An intimate gesture in my book, but I’m transfixed.


“Aeronwy, would you mind if I took a deeper look at your aura?” e asks.


“I don’t mind,” I reply, having expected this, at least.


Rose’s eyes unfocus, pupils dilating. A filmy soap bubble coats the room, stronger around the three Illuminators. 


I blink against the psychic intrusion and the bubble pops. Rose’s gaze snaps back, and the corner of eir mouth lifts. I rub my eyes, unable to hold back.


“Did you See something?” Rose asks. When I nod, e goes on: “People who are psychically sensitive usually sense it when I read them, but they don’t often, what, catch an echo? You’re primarily clairvoyant, correct? I remember your test results were visually oriented.”


“Correct,” I reply. 


Rose says, “Your aura is peculiar.”


I knew it was possible that my Flame, kept secret from all but my closest friends, might be visible to a famous Seer like Catrina Rosefall, but I’d hoped otherwise. What else could it be? I am my Flame, and my Flame is me—more than me. My heart thrums and my breathing constricts. I swallow against the smoke building in my throat.


“Is that so?” I ask. 


Rose’s gaze is hard, but e shrugs and says, “It’s not surprising. Illuminators—and people who wish to be Illuminators—tend to be peculiar people. No offense to my dear coworkers.”


“None taken,” says Opaline.


“You always mean offense,” says Fiona, “but I expect it by now.”


Silence falls. I suspect I’m supposed to ask what exactly is peculiar about my aura. When I don’t, Rose tilts eir head to one side, smile widening into a catlike grin. Music flickers up from my Flame, lyrics circling my thoughts like a carousel.


Rose ducks behind the desk and comes up with a large, heavy cardboard box, one I recognize. It’s my art and craft portfolio, which I turned in at the beginning of the application process. 


“Your art is steeped in Casporan traditions, you’ve great attention to detail, and incredible precision for someone so early in their craft journey,” Rose says, holding up my handmade books for examination. “In that way you’re different from June.”


I clear my throat. “June’s craft is loose and innovative in ways mine could never be,” I say. 


Opaline says, “We need a mixture of work styles in the Bindery. Rose is more like June, an intuitive risk-taker. Fiona is flexible and well-rounded. I am more like you, in that I prefer structure and specificity. Given that I am the one leaving, it makes sense to maintain that balance.”


I never have known what to do with compliments, in this case the favorable comparison to an incredible artist like Opaline. My Flame cracks and pops like a pan flicked with cold water.


Rose pulls out the burned book and the music in my head skips like a record. I agonized over what to put in my portfolio for weeks, only to throw that particular specimen in at the last moment. I am not impulsive. I am the opposite of impulsive. Yet, from time to time, I am unable to suppress a strong instinct.


The slim volume smells of charred paper. The edges are black and irregular. The interior pages have been burned through, the holes ringed by lyrics to the traditional hymns I was taught growing up. I made the entire book in one feverish night, coming to my senses as the sun rose to find the object as if by magic in my hands.


Magic certainly was involved. I burned the book with my own breath.


“Traditional, detailed, controlled, et cetera,” Rose says, flipping through the book, “and then, there’s this. Care to explain?”


I shift in my seat. I want to play with my hair, but spinning my rings will be less noticeable. I drop my eyes to the gold and semiprecious stones I wear as much for the shine and sparkle as for their magical properties. Obsidian, hematite, smoky quartz. Dark stones that protect and ground. Stones that shield me when I cannot do so myself.


“I apologize if the burned pages have caused any offense,” I say. “I understand that there is a fine line when it comes to art and that book burning of any kind is a sensitive topic.”


Fiona and Opaline nod thoughtfully, but Rose blows a derisive raspberry in response.


“Don’t apologize,” e says. “I think this is brilliant. I can’t say why it’s brilliant, but I can feel it. What does it mean to you, Aeronwy Silverdream?”


It’s been seven years since I took a new name; ‘Aeronwy’ is perfect, but ‘Silverdream’ is awkward yet. What choice do I have? I had to leave my old identity behind so that they would never find me—and so that others could never figure out from whence I came.


That’s what the book is about. It is about me. It is about identity. It is a personal language of fire and song. It tells part of my story.


I say, carefully, “That is difficult to explain. If I had words to describe what that book means to me, I would not have needed to make it.”


Rose barks a laugh and says, “Fair enough!”


“An artist to the core, drawn to the craft by necessity,” adds Opaline. “Most of us in this tradition are. After all, Illumination is more than physical craft. You must have the drive to dig deep, deep within the soul to perform this work.”


“I am prepared to do so,” I say. 


I cannot tell them that I have already had years of intense spiritual training, or that I carry the memories of my devoted ancestors, that at sixteen I was made to lead (or at least appear to lead) an entire spiritual community. I will have to hope they take me at my word.


Rose’s eyes narrow, though e’s still smiling. “Is that so? You’ve seen what June went through these last three years. Would you trust me to lead you through the same dark valley? Even though we’ve met just briefly, on various occasions?”


I pick apart the words, the tone, the facial expressions. Rose knows something of my secret, I’m sure of it. Did e choose the word ‘valley’ on purpose, having discovered the name of my birthplace? These questions are becoming more and more difficult. I can’t decide what Rose wants to hear; I don’t know what I’m supposed to say.


And yet.


Six and a half years ago, when we first ran into one another in the Duskspinner Reading Room…


That was when I wanted to become an Illuminator, enemy of the truly ardent Cináedite. Because of Rose I glimpsed that forbidden world and discovered, not for the first time, that I had been lied to.


“Yes,” I say. “I would trust your guidance.”


“I can tell you mean that,” Rose says, amused. 


“I value honesty,” I reply. 


“How admirable,” says Rose. E sets aside the burned book and hops up onto the desk, crossing one leg over the other. Opaline sighs, but Rose ignores em. “I appreciate honesty as well. Instead dancing around the matter, I’ll just ask: are you, by any chance, a Cináedite Flamekeeper?”


There it is, right in the open. I’d hoped to keep this secret until after securing the apprenticeship. After all, what if I am not a human lighter? What if I am, truly, an open and dangerous flame, one which cannot be allowed to work in the heart of the Library? 


Rose locks eyes with me again. I study eir expression and read expectation there: this is a test.


“Yes,” I hear myself say, “I am. Though I am estranged from my Hearth and in self-imposed exile.”


Rose’s face glows, a literal golden nimbus circling eir head in my clairvoyant vision. I think I may have passed the test. I think I may have outed myself to the most dangerous people possible.


“There it is,” says Rose. “Thank you, Aeronwy, for trusting me. Clear your calendar for the upcoming equinox—that’s when the mentor-apprentice Binding ceremonies are done.”


The rest of us respond all at once.


“Pardon?”


“Catrina, wait, I think there’s a lot more to be said—”


“Sorry, what now?” 


Colorful, psychic phrases float around the bookshelf; the books, too, have something to say, though I do not have the presence of mind to read them.


Rose sighs dramatically and starts to reply, but Opaline raises both hands in a shushing gesture. The room quiets instantly. The books grumble in spots of color and flickers of written words, but they, like the Illuminators, fall silent.


“While you do have the final say,” Opaline says to Rose, “this is still a group decision. Most Illuminators stay in the profession for life, and transfers to other Binderies are rare. As the Head Librarian it is my duty to ensure that the right people end up in the right places. I care for the two of you, and for June, and what your working relationships are like. Therefore, I would like more information before the decision is made.”


“I agree,” adds Fiona.


My hands and feet grow cold as my Flame shrinks in on itself.


Rose nods, but the gold nimbus remains stubbornly in place. “All right, then. Ask your questions, whatever you need.”


Opaline smiles, eyebrows raised, hands folded loosely on the desk. I detect no tightness around the mouth or nose, only a glimmer in eir eyes as they flicker around my face and figure, reappraising. An expression of kindness?


“A Flamekeeper,” e says, and the word is not a question. “Yes, I could sense an interesting bend in spiritual space and time around you, but I could not pinpoint its origin. I will say the answer is unexpected. There have been precious few Cináedite Illuminators in the Library’s nearly thousand year history, given that the craft was limited only to Scriptivist nuns until the Revolution in 3772.”


I find it surprising that there have been Cináedite Illuminators at all. I assumed, arrogantly, that I might be the first. I suppose it doesn’t matter. Even if I become the first Flamekeeper Illuminator, I can’t reveal that to the public without endangering my new life.


“It can’t be easy to join an institution which has historically oppressed your people, even if things are, as far as I know, generally friendly now between the Library and Cináedites. How do you feel about that?” Fiona says, a wry smile pulling at the corner of eir mouth. Opaline nods in agreement.


“It has been…simultaneously difficult and the easiest thing I have ever done,” I reply. “When I broke with my religious upbringing I discovered how many lies I had been told about books and the Library. Since then I have been highly motivated to explore the truth myself,” I say. “All of it, historical and modern oppression included. The power of Story is what matters to me, and this seems to be—well, this seems to be a place where it can be found, in concentration. Story is at the heart of Cináedism, too. I would find the overlap, the central ground, if I could.”


This satisfies Opaline and Fiona, if their nodding heads are any indication. Rose’s expression says little other than that e’s listening intently.


Opaline hesitates before saying, “I understand this is a sensitive question, but for the safety of everyone involved, I would like to know what you meant about being in ‘self-imposed exile.’”


The story of my childhood and adolescence fills my throat. The seconds tick by as I struggle to come up with an acceptable response. 


“I was raised in a cult,” I say. “I couldn’t stay. However, to leave, being what I am…”


I cannot deny that the Fellowship fits both dictionary and popular understanding, of a cult. I cannot deny that it is the easiest way to explain in brief what I went through. Still, the word weighs on my tongue.


When I don’t finish my sentence, Opal says, “Leaving such situations is never easy, to my understanding. Your desire for secrecy makes sense, and you have my sympathy. I won’t pry anymore.”


A relieved glissando tumbles from my Flame, though I am the only one who can hear it. I hope.


“Great Author, that certainly explains it. I didn’t know there were Cináedite cults, but I suppose they exist for every religion out there, somewhere,” says Fiona. E glances at Rose. “One more thing. How did you know?”


Rose shrugs. “As I said earlier, Aeronwy has a peculiar aura. It’s hard to look at, like staring into a welding torch. It’s beyond blue. I noticed it when we first met—what, seven years ago?”


“Six years,” I provide, “and six moons.”


“I was intrigued,” Rose continues. “I’ve seen Flamekeeper auras before, and recognized it right away, it’s so distinctive. I have to say that I wondered, if you were a Flamekeeper, what you were doing working as a housekeeper at the Library. As far as I understand, tending a Hearth is usually a full time job—though I’ve known a few for whom it wasn’t.”


“True,” Opaline says. “My acquaintance Sloan Dawndancer is a Flamekeeper, and the current Caspora City Fire Marshal. The scope of that job certainly lies outside ordinary Temple duties.”


The Fellowship shunned Flamekeepers who did not ‘devote their entire heart, body, and soul to worship and telling of tales.’ Even now, my instinct is to discount Flamekeepers who have careers outside the Hearth. I’ve exiled myself for leaving the position—why are they allowed a pass? 


This unsettling intrusion of old beliefs steals away my words. If I am asked another question now, I will not be able to respond verbally. 


Opaline says, “Forgive us if this has been painful to discuss. We’re as curious a bunch as we are odd. We find it difficult to leave any mystery unexplored.” 


“You do know me,” Rose says, laying fondness on thick.


Opaline ignores em and smiles brightly. “I think you’ll fit in well. Congratulations, Mx. Silverdream. We’d like to offer you the job.”




CHAPTER TWO


I find June seated on a bench outside the office, hunched over a book. Mairead, who also came to wish me luck before the interview, is nowhere to be seen. That’s no mystery; Mairead is the busiest person I know and had other engagements to attend, I’m sure.


At least I won’t have to tiptoe around their dislike of one another.


June doesn’t look up when I approach. Copper hair frames eir square, freckled face in large, soft waves. As usual e’s dressed in patched jeans and a t-shirt, sneakers scuffed and scribbled on with permanent marker. The sight is as comforting and familiar as coming home after a long day.


I place a hand on eir head and the bouncing leg halts. June glances up at me, quickly shifting from surprise to anticipation. Cartoon character expressions, clear and exaggerated so that I always know what e’s feeling.


“Aery! Are you done already? How did it go? What did they say?” e asks, eyes lighting up.


I answer June’s questions one at a time, as I always strive to. “Yes, we’ve finished. I suppose I have to say it went well. They said…Rose said…e wants me to be eir apprentice.”


“What? Really?” June exclaims, pushing eir glasses into place with a finger. “I didn’t get my acceptance letter for weeks after, although to be fair, I had flown back to Fenia, and they had to send a letter halfway across the globe.”


“I think waiting for a letter is normal,” I reply. “Opaline and Fiona were taken aback. Rose does not seem to care much about doing things the usual way.”


June laughs, easing my frazzled nerves. “That makes total sense. You know, I was pretty sure e’d pick you, but—oh!” An expansive grin crinkles both eyes nearly shut. “But e actually did! That means you get to be an Illuminator, too! We get to work together in the Bindery!”


Throwing both arms around my waist, June laughs joyously. I return the embrace, resting my chin on the top of eir head and breathing in the gentle, green tea scent of eir shampoo.


Is this not a dream? The emotional tide threatens to drown my Flame, though the latter burns higher and hotter than ever before.


June pulls away, removing eir glasses to dab at eir eyes. “Sorry,” e says, though I see no reason for em to apologize. Would that I could let a few tears fall on happy occasions.


After June checks with the other Illuminators—expressing eir approval of their decision—we take the train back to my house. June insists on hearing every detail of the interview on the way, and I oblige. It is a matter-of-fact telling, the emotional story building in the background. Eventually that wave will crash, but thankfully not while we are on public transit.


The house is three stories tall with a cedar roof, the edge of each shingle embroidered with moss. Ivy blankets its walls and those of the small restaurant out in front. Between them, the vegetable garden is still going strong, every plant heavy with autumn produce. 


Produce that my housemate, and owner of the restaurant out front, uses in her fresh Talucian cuisine. Given the pace of restaurant life, Cosima is rarely home. Most of the time the only occupants are me and her Talucian setter, Benedetta, who greets us at the door. I give the elderly dog all the attention she needs while June takes off eir shoes. It’s taken June some time to overcome eir childhood fear of dogs.


“I’m starving,” June says, heading straight for the kitchen. “Should we make something? It’s a little early for dinner, but I don’t care, do you?”


There are abundant leftovers from Cosima’s restaurant, but June can’t stomach most of them. I’d much rather make something fresh, myself. When foods have sat in the icebox overnight, or even longer, the texture and flavor changes, which I thoroughly dislike.


I follow June into the kitchen and nudge em away from the cabinets. “I’ll make something. You can sit.”


“Aery.” June’s tone is a gentle warning. “You don’t have to do everything just because we’re at your house. I want to help.”


“And I want to make food for you, as a gesture of affection,” I counter. “Don’t worry, I remember all of your restrictions and general dislikes. No wheat, dairy, garlic, onions, cruciferous vegetables, peppers, olives, raw tomatoes, or mushrooms.”


June smiles, a blush coloring eir cheeks. “How romantic of you.”


“Is cooking a meal for someone considered romantic?” I ask. “I’ve cooked for you and all of our friends many times before, and for family, as well. Don’t most people?”


Taking a seat at the breakfast bar, June says, “It’s…maybe it’s more that you memorized my dietary restrictions?”


“Again, I don’t see why I you wouldn’t do that for friends and family,” I counter, and then add, nervously, “I’m not trying to argue, only to understand where the line is.”


While June considers that, I pluck my ingredients from the icebox—the refrigerator, I should say. This modern appliance is little like the cold storage cabinet I used growing up, which relied quite literally on blocks of ice cut from the alpine glacier. I choose fresh cod, red potatoes, lemon, salt, pepper, and olive oil from the market; herbs, zucchini and corn from the garden that need using up. 


For all that it helps supply the restaurant, our small plot produces nowhere near as much food as the Fellowship’s several farm acres. Everyone worked the harvest this time of year, and then to pickle and preserve for the coming winter. We refused to buy food from Bibliophiles or doomed Cináedites, so our survival depended on it.


I haven’t feared real starvation for years, thanks to modern grocery stores. Nor have I marveled at the ease of light switches. The electric stove is far easier to use than the wood stove I learned on as a child, though the former leaves something to be desired when it comes to flavor. 


The gap between my two lives only widens with time.


“I guess it’s about intent,” June replies thoughtfully. “Cooking for people can be platonic or romantic, depending on which one you want it to be.”


“Hm.”


“Yes, hmm...” June echoes my doubt. “It’s tricky, isn’t it?”


Even more so in this case, where friendship preceded romance. I pined after June for three years before e, by some miracle, came to feel the same way. This is only the second time I’ve experienced the heady emotional brew of romantic attraction, and the first time it’s been reciprocated.


Turning my back to em, afraid of my own pounding heart, I say, “Would you like to have a romantic dinner tonight?”


“Yes, please! Just the two of us. Maybe you can bring some candles down from your room, even, for some nice lighting,” June enthuses.


I say, turning contrary once again, “Where I grew up, all our dinners were candlelit.”


“Oh, that’s right. You said before that not all the houses in your community had electricity. Yours didn’t?”


“It did not. Only Hearthtender House did, and it was a special case.”


Leadership needed a connection to the modern Bibliophile world, to keep an eye on our enemies, to deal with the corrupt government, to watch for signs of the end times. It was an unfortunate necessity, we were told, all for Cináed’s work and never for personal ease or play. 


Then I moved in and discovered otherwise.


“Wow,” June says, after a pause.


“No further questions?” I ask.


“Just about a million,” June replies. “I was trying to figure out what to ask first. Modern life is so intertwined with electricity, not having it would literally change how you go about the most basic daily tasks. Cooking and cleaning especially.”


“Indeed, it is an entirely different sort of life.”


I quarter the potatoes and place them in the steamer basket. The remaining chopped vegetables go to a hot, oiled cast iron skillet. So much instinctual knowledge of fire and its moods became useless once I moved to the city. I very nearly had to learn to cook all over again on this newfangled thing.


 “I see. Would you tell me more about it? If it’s not too much to ask?” June asks.


E’s watching me, chin in hands. The look in eir big, hopeful blue eyes mirror Benny’s brown ones; the dog watches from the floor, begging for scraps. My back prickles from the attention and I turn back to the stove.


“I suppose,” I say, stirring the vegetables.


“You don’t have to if you don’t want to. I know it’s hard for you to talk about your past,” June says, “but…”


“But what?”


“Well,” June says, drawing out the word. The leather bar seat squeaks as e shifts. “You’re an Illumination apprentice now. You’ll have to talk about it in detail with Rose sooner rather than later, that’s pretty much a given. Since it’s so difficult, maybe you could practice telling me, first?”


I push the vegetables to the side of the pan and add the cod, skin-down, in the middle. It sizzles and the hot oil catches my hands, but it doesn’t burn. Did I really tell Rose and the other Illuminators that I’m a Flamekeeper? They accepted it, but do they understand what it means? I frown and wipe the oil off on a towel. 


“Practice?” I ask, turning around and leaning my back on the stove.


I have, technically, had ‘practice’ telling the story. Mairead knows, and so do a select number of…authorities.


June shrugs, eyes downcast. “Yeah, and, it’s just, I want to know more about you, you know? I love when you tell us the folktales you learned growing up—hey, you could even combine the two, tell me about your past like it’s an old story, if that would help?”


I can’t resist June’s curiosity any more than I can resist Benny’s wagging tail. I toss the dog the vegetable scraps which are safe for her to eat and lean on the breakfast bar. I stare at June’s hands until e reaches over to take mine. 


June’s are soft and square, with ink under bitten fingernails. My hands are long-fingered and narrow—piano hands, Siobhan calls them—the nude manicure I had done for the interview not yet chipped. A world’s difference from those old days spent caring for farm animals, chopping wood, foraging in the forest…


Even this small gesture feels intimate. I suddenly want to abandon dinner and discover more of what our hands can do outside of the studio.


“You already know me,” I say eventually.


June fiddles with one of my rings. “Your history is a part of you, too.”


“I wish it wasn’t. Will I truly be required to face it in the apprenticeship? The most difficult parts, I assume, the sort that left scars?”


“Yes. You saw some of what I went through,” June replies. E sighs and squeezes my hands. “It’s worth it, I promise.”


There is a marked difference between the June of today and the June of just last year, who despite all attempts to hide it, was struggling traumatic stress and depression. Repressed memories of eir Ren’s death in the 3968 earthquake were recovered during the apprenticeship process, though I don’t know why that was important to making a book. The exact mechanics of Illumination are, after all, a secret.


When I say nothing, June says, “I’ll be here for you just like you were there for me.”


Propping emself up on both elbows, June leans across the bar and kisses me. My Flame flickers and grows tall, fed by the warmth in eir lips.


Reluctantly, I pull away to attend to dinner on the stove. I ought to be hungry. Ordinarily I find food soothing after an intense day, but the emotional stone in my throat blocks the way. I swallow it down. Not now, not now.


We eat in silence, June scarfing eir plate down in minutes while I pick methodically through. Herbed potatoes first (the most satiating), then the glazed cod (the best tasting part, typically saved for last except for cases like these), and then the vegetables (the finishing palate cleanser, as fish is pungent). Each bite calculated for the most satisfactory experience, and to keep certain flavors from lingering afterward. 


I am halfway through my cod when June jumps down from the bar stool and dashes into the other room.


“I almost forgot! I have something for you!”


“What?”


June returns with something hidden behind eir back, smiling mischievously.


“Ah,” I say, trying not to wrinkle my nose, “a gift.”


“You’ll like it! I think,” June says.


A small black velvet box appears next to my plate. I glance between it and my unfinished dinner, uncertain which to address first. In the Fellowship there were strict rules about how to conduct oneself during meals, when and how to give gifts, how to receive them…rules about everything, in truth. 


Learning modern etiquette has not been easy. Sometimes one is expected to break the rules, or follow an alternate script, for maximum social grace. I find it endlessly annoying.


“Do you want me to open it now?” I ask, because June at least does not mind clarifying questions.


“Oh! You can finish eating first if you want,” June says, adjusting eir glasses sheepishly. “Sorry, the impulse took over my body. As it often does.”


“As it often does,” I repeat gently. “I will not make you wait. What is this for, exactly?”


June slides eir arms around my waist from behind, face pressed into my shoulder. “For getting the apprenticeship,” e says, voice vibrating against my skin.


I wipe my hands on a napkin and pick up the box, running my fingers over the soft velvet. The emotional rock in my throat protests and I once again swallow it. 


“You clearly bought this ahead of time. Or did you know something I don’t, hm?” I ask.


June shrugs against my back. “It could have been a ‘Sorry you didn’t get the apprenticeship, I still think you’re wonderful’ gift. I didn’t plan it, I just happened to see this while I was out at a craft festival with Val and I knew I had to get it for you and your trinket collection.”


On opening the lid, I understand why. Inside is one of the most beautiful pieces of jewelry I’ve ever seen: a deep red stone enveloped by organic, dripping gold. The pendant is about the size of my thumb, and warm. Beneath the hard surface, it feels alive.


Cináed’s body felt like that. I haven’t seen my god-spouse, the living volcano, in my dreams in years and yet the memory is as fresh as this morning’s produce. My Flame droops with longing, which I push away, into the ball of emotions.


June shifts, hands on my shoulders, head tilted to peer around at the pendant. “Do you like it? It’s a garnet.”


“It’s beautiful,” I say, touching it lightly. My Flame rises to the stone’s little song. I’ve never had such a reaction to jewelry or even a raw crystal, at least not since…since my first year as a Flamekeeper. Everything felt different that year.


“The stone and the gold was all sustainably mined,” June says, in the voice e reserves for sharing fun facts, “and blessed, too. The artist sold it to me emself, e was a Flamekeeper—”


I snatch my hand away from the box as if it might snap shut and sever my fingers.


“What?”


June’s tension is palpable. Worry pulls eir eyebrows up and together, hands raised in a gesture which is either supposed to calm emself or me, I can’t tell.


“That’s—I didn’t say anything—well I did say I was buying it for a Flamekeeper, it sort of slipped out, but I didn’t tell em anything about who you are.” June speaks so quickly that words blur together. “I didn’t think you’d…I didn’t think it would be…a bad thing?”


I take a deep breath and release it. My heart pounds but my Flame does not produce the thick white smoke that indicates I’m truly disturbed. 


“It’s not,” I say calmly. “I was only surprised.”


We were not allowed to wear jewelry in the Fellowship. Only the Flamekeeper and Hearthtender were so decorated, and I’d been so eager to inherit those ceremonial pieces, before I knew the weight they would bestow on my brow.


They won’t find me because of this. They can’t find me because of this. I have been too careful and it has been too long. The Fellowship of the Ardent does not even exist anymore. Nor does owning a blessed object mean that I must return to worship of the one who blessed it…


June relaxes, but eyes me suspiciously. “Are you sure?”


The garnet and gold glitter in my hand. There is a business card tucked into the box lid, and I pull it free. The thin metal is embossed in both Casporan and Braille:






Mgx. Bran Cinderheart, Flamekeeper


The Forge, The Third, Maplewood Traditional Hearth


Fine Jewelry and Ornamentation






Following that is a phone number and studio address.


“Ooh, it’s in Braille, too, that makes sense,” June says. “The artist was blind—there was an assistant watching and a guide dog under the table. I guess e has some remaining vision, since e looked at the pendant with a magnifying glass.”


“This must have cost a tidy sum,” I say, “if it was made by the modern successor of Gwir the Forge.”


No wonder this gemstone and gold resonate such clear, gentle power—one which frightens me as much as it draws me in. Here in my hand is a true treasure, crafted by hands guided by four thousands years’ knowledge and tradition.


June blushes and kicks the paneled breakfast bar. “It was a little expensive, but I did just get a raise. Don’t worry about that,” e says. “Who is Gwir the Forge?”


I extricate the pendant and its chain from the box. It catches the late afternoon sun with a flash. 


“I’ve told you about the original Six Flamekeepers, haven’t I?” I ask.


“I’m sure you have,” June replies, smile apologetic, “but I didn’t retain the details.”


“Yes, I know, that space in your brain has already been filled with behind-the-scenes television trivia.” It’s a joke, but June nods in agreement even as e laughs.


I open my mouth and recite:






“The first, Tangwystl, the gift of light


To keep the darkness at bay,


The second, Seisyll, the gift of hearth


To bring sustenance and warmth,


The third, Gwir, the gift of the forge


To temper steel for enemy and field,


The fourth, Ynyr, the gift of healing


To close the wounds of the dying,


The fifth, Arianell, the gift of eruption


To create anew through destruction,


And the sixth, Morien, the gift of ashes


For those whose time had passed on.”






June’s answering hum suggests e’s remembered, now. Tapping the business card, e says, “So, this artist is descended from one of the original Six Flamekeepers, like you are?”


“I couldn’t say if e’s a blood descendant of Gwir, but e has Gwir’s Flame and that is much the same, so yes,” I explain. “All other Flames branch off from the Six, who split their gift in order to spread it as the population grew. Only the Six came directly from Cináed. They are the oldest and most powerful, with the highest responsibility to the community.”


June gives me a look, eyebrows raised, eyes darting to the side and then back, lips pursed. My Flame crackles like a campfire full of pine sap. Over the years I’ve learned to puzzle whole expressions together from details. What about your responsibility to the community, then? That’s what that face is asking.


Rather than address the matter, I hand em the necklace.


“Would you help me put it on?”


The pendant settles in the hollow of my throat as June fiddles with the clasp. I startle violently at the prickle of eir fingers on the back of my neck.


“I’m sorry,” I say, “I…”


“It’s a sensitive spot,” June says.


“No,” I sigh. “Yes, but, that’s not the issue. At times, I find very light touch painful.”


“Ah,” says June. “I’ve heard you say that before. I’ll be more careful. Firmer touch is better? Or none at all?”


I nod. “Either of those is better. Don’t misunderstand, I want you to touch me—”


June plants eir hands on my shoulders and squeezes. Face pressed against the side of my neck, e says quietly, “I know. I remember that part.”


The mention of our recent intimate encounters sends a pleasant shiver down my spine. My Flame pulses and swells, and this surge of love and lust pushes my heart over the edge. The stone of emotion I’ve been swallowing down all afternoon breaks, its contents swirling through my body. Fear tangles with desire, self-loathing with deep gratitude.


I spin around and sweep June off eir feet, into my lap, relishing the way this makes em yelp and then giggle. Benedetta barks nervously at our sudden movement, but I don’t care. I wrap my arms around June and indulge in the kisses I long assumed would never come to be. The edge of the breakfast bar digs into my back as June presses eir weight onto me, and for the moment, I feel fully real. This feels real.


They can’t get me now. I got away. The old version of me burned away, this new one rising from the ashes. They couldn’t imagine me in this place, in this role, if they tried.


“I got the apprenticeship,” I say as we eventually draw apart. “I will have the chance to become an Illuminator. You’ll be there, and we’ll be together.”


“You’re just now realizing that?” June asks.


“Yes? It’s called delayed processing,” I reply indignantly. “I learned about it in therapy.”


June kisses my forehead and pats the side of my face. “You’re silly, Aery, but that’s why I love you.”




CHAPTER THREE


We meet Valerian at Cosima’s restaurant the next morning for breakfast. I have met him twice already, but both meetings were overshadowed by the occasion. The first was the gala honoring June’s completed apprenticeship. The second was a memorial service and interment of ashes for his late spouse, June’s other parent, one Hazel Starstitch. He cried both times, as did June, and I was careful not to intrude on their shared tears. 


I suspect emotional sensitivity is just as genetic as the copper hair and freckles they share. He arrives a few minutes late, a faraway look in his eye. June waves to get his attention; he lopes over to us, a smile spreading beneath his thick mustache. 


He’s dressed in jeans and threadbare green flannel. One side of his thick horn-rimmed glasses has tape on it, and his hair has grown frizzy from the drizzle outside. Today’s meal should be a casual one, but I will not be caught off guard if it turns out to be a test, or Mountain forbid, an interrogation. I will be ready.


I am not ready.


Valerian plops down in the booth beside June and gives em a side-armed hug. “Morning, Junie! And good morning, Aeronwy, I’m stoked you were able to join us. Did you both have a good day yesterday?”


June returns the hug enthusiastically and plants eir chin on Valerian’s shoulder. I never had casual moments of affection like that with my Ren—Maeve was ever hot and cold, clinging to me uncomfortably or ignoring me entirely. I shove the memories into my Flame where they burn merrily. I want to be present in this moment, not the past.


“We had a great day!” June says. “You were okay all by yourself?”


“I was plenty okay—more than okay. I needed space to decompress after being around so many people the past two weeks,” Valerian replies. He pats June on the head with a large, lanky hand.


His Fenian accent lends his words a sing-song quality. June was born and raised in Caspora and speaks with a native city accent, but on occasion I’ve caught a hint of that tonal lilt in eir words, as well. 


They turn to look at me simultaneously.


“I hope I’m not intruding on your decompression time,” I say.


“Oh no, not at all!” Valerian wobbles his head back and forth. “Much as I like my me-time, I’m only here a little while longer. I’d be a fool not to take the opportunity to get to know Junie’s partner a bit more.”


Ah, yes, the interrogation begins.


“Val’s a clairsalient empath,” June says, tapping the side of eir nose. “Psychically smelling people’s emotions gets tiring after a while.”


I will never get used to June calling eir parents by their first names, instead of addressing them as Ren, Renna, or Renny. Supposedly it is about removing strict systems of hierarchy, but without that hierarchy, what even makes a parent-child relationship? I couldn’t say.


“Don’t worry, I won’t poke my nose where it doesn’t belong,” Val says with a wink. 


The server arrives to take our orders, apologizing for the wait. Every table is full, the chatter of patrons and clink of dishes constant. Outside the sky is cold silver, but inside the orange leather booths, terracotta floor, and wood-paneled walls are cozy.


“Hi, Aeronwy. The usual for you?” Sindri, the server, asks.


I nod and hand her my menu, which I had not bothered to open. “Yes, thank you.” 


“I was late, so I didn’t get to look at the menu yet,” Valerian says. He nods his head in my direction. “Sounds like you’re here a lot. What would you recommend?”


The first test question is an unexpected one. “That depends,” I reply. “Do you prefer sweet or savory?”


“Hm, savory, I think,” says Valerian.


The more difficult choice, especially if he shares dislikes with June, who can’t palate many of the vegetables in Talucian cuisine. Mushrooms, peppers, tomatoes, and olives, I have come to find, have polarizing tastes and textures.


Steepling my fingers, I inquire, “Something rich, or something fresh?”


Valerian pats his stomach. “Lighter and fresher is better.”


Yes, of course; if he’s clairsalient, his normal sense of smell is likely heightened as well. He may find strong flavors overwhelming. Crisp, simple, and aromatic will be the better option.


“Vegetarian? Vegan?”


“Vegetarian,” he replies.


Good. I believe I have won the game. “Then I recommend the smoked heirloom tomato and burrata bruschetta, if dairy is acceptable.” 


Valerian flashes the server a bright grin. “Sounds good to me! What do you think?”


Sindri writes this down on her notepad, the corner of her mouth pulled upward. “You asked the right person already,” she says. “Aeronwy has been a regular for a lot longer than I’ve worked here. You even help Cosima test new recipes, don’t you?”


“Sometimes,” I admit.


June orders a plain omelet and fruit tart with a cup of tea. Turning back to me, e says, “How did you end up living with Cosima, anyway? I don’t think you’ve ever told me.”


I don’t suppose I would have, given the circumstances. I open my mouth to decline, then pause. June made it clear that learning about my past is important to em. Valerian wishes to know more about me as well. This story is bracketed by darker memories, but on its own….


My Flame flickers delicately. Words rise not from the recesses of my mind, but from the hot, colorless core in my lungs. Image and song, memory and sensation. So often have I swallowed against this reaction that it’s become a reflex. For to speak the truth in the Fellowship of the Ardent was to invite not only ridicule, not only ostracization, but danger.


I am no longer in the Fellowship. I cough to clear my throat of smoke.


“Then I will tell you,” I say, “in my own way.”




MORWEN GREENGROVE ESCAPES THE UNDERWORLD


In the time before time before time, before your time or mine, and yet, it might have happened yesterday…


Morwen Greengrove the Ashes escaped from the Underworld and came to reside in the Land of Life. The tale of the escape itself is not suited for present company, and so shall be left for another day. Additionally, in later tales Morwen Greengrove became known instead as Aeronwy Silverdream, so if you have heard stories of such a person, know they are one and the same—more or less.


This tale begins with a train. There are many paths out of the Underworld, but it was rails of steel that Morwen chose for eir departure. For the evil spirits chasing em down were afraid of so much metal and speed, repulsed from it as the fey are from cold iron. 


The ticket price was steep: coins of precious metal to feed the metal beast, and the curly black hair from Morwen’s head, the curls dissipating into the shadow beneath the Mountain as they fell. This had of course the added bonus of keeping the enemy from recognizing their quarry.


The journey took Morwen through the very bones of the Earth. Black tunnels cut through the heart of mountains suspended the passengers in the Between for minutes, even hours at a time. The Between is the nothingness that lies between the realms. Perhaps you have caught a glimpse of it in the transition between dreaming and waking, a state in which anything and nothing is possible at all. 


That after all is what Morwen was doing: waking up.


When Morwen finally disembarked, it was into the Between. For train stations, like empty buildings, hospitals, the edge of the woods, and the eve of adulthood (Morwen’s eighteenth birthday having only just arrived), are decidedly liminal spaces. The final stretch of the journey was upon the mechanical stairs which carried passengers ever up and onward, all the way from the depths to the Overworld above. 


There were far more Overworlders here than at the station beneath the Mountain, and Morwen repeatedly tripped over the gap that yawned between their cultures. Underworlders were slow and cautious, reserved and patient; the Overworlders were so eager to return to Life that they raced up the already moving contraptions with their own two feet. 


“Excuse us, excuse us, excuse us,” they said to Morwen, who had not known that still passengers should stand to the right, leaving the path wide open for these hurriers on the left. Morwen stepped aside, watching them flow by like salmon leaping upstream. Their colorful and strange clothes flashed by in the low light of the Between—and then they were gone.


Morwen emerged from the station and was swept away by the swift river of people which ran just outside its doors. There was no end to them, the current of the city carrying its millions of souls from one shore to another. The streets wound together in close, runic patterns, hemmed on all sides by structures of glass and steel and lights. 


Morwen gazed up at their impossible heights. It was one thing to feel small and insignificant in the shadow of the star-crowned Mountain, which even these towers could not aspire to. It was another to stand in the canyon of skyscrapers and expect, if you shouted, for anyone atop them to hear you.


The grainy pictures and brief encyclopedia entries Morwen had studied in the Underworld schoolhouse, under the watchful eye of the Fellows, in no way prepared em for this. Nor did they explain that when e emerged from the Between, e would be a ghost. That was what Underworlders were, were they not? People flowed around and through em without notice, except perhaps a shiver, except perhaps an unsettled stare.


Morwen could do nothing more than find a corner in which to sit and cry. Could this terrible decision not be undone? No, the price had been paid, the sacrifice made. There was no going back—but e did not know now how to move forward.


There were those in the Overworld whose senses allowed them to see and speak to ghosts. Often they had spent time in the Underworld themselves, whether by birth or visitation, and returned changed. Morwen did not know this until the first one stopped before em and asked:






“Are you all right, young friend in distress?


Why are there tears that fall from your eyes?


You’re dressed mighty strange, I should say,


Can I offer assistance to you in some way?”






Morwen said nothing, shocked that e could understand what the Overworlder was saying. The eyes watching em were kind, and that was puzzling. It was well known in the Underworld that Overworlders were cold and selfish, and if they offered help to others, it was only for their own gain.


(In truth that description fit the Underworlders much better, but if one has been told all their life that the image in the mirror is the right way around, one is bound to see reality in reverse.)


When Morwen didn’t respond, the Overworlder moved on, merging back into the river of city life. Morwen resumed crying, sure that a precious opportunity had slipped away from em. The Flame in eir chest trembled and shrank from the deluge.


And yet after another minute’s passing, a second Overworlder stopped and said:






“Hello there, whatever is the matter?


You look as though your heart might shatter


Sitting there all curled into a ball,


Is it possible I could be of some help at all?”






What a question! A million answers rose from the smoke of Morwen’s Flame and crowded eir throat, so thick that none could escape. Morwen shook eir head. No, no, there was no way to help with it, all that had been done and dreamed and left behind. All that remained with em still.


Again the Overworlder stepped away, and again Morwen was left alone. Morwen the Ashes, who had married the Mountain and danced with its god even on the darkest of Underworld nights. The Flame within em, which was em, glowed with the promise of connection—but that, too, Morwen turned away from, feeling unworthy of Cináed’s love after all that had been done. When there was still so much to do, still.


The memory of the love, heat, and light which had brought em back from the dead warmed Morwen’s sad, wet body enough that when the third Overworlder stopped, the conversation went differently. This one said, simply:






“I can tell that you’re new to this fair country


Would you break bread with me, if you’re hungry?”






That was a question that Morwen could answer with a simple nod. And so Morwen got to eir feet, dusted off eir cloak, and followed the kind stranger down the street.


The Overworld was surprisingly beautiful. Beyond the towers of glass were houses of all shapes and colors, their pastel walls bright against the gloomy winter sky. Everywhere pockets of greenery spilled onto the pavement, and if you looked at them from just the right angle, you might not know you were in the capital city at all but right at home in the woods. 


Even the glass towers had overflowing, verdant balconies and greenhouses. Some outdoor walls had been covered with huge, magnificent works of art—hummingbirds and fireweed flowers, familiar snow-covered mountain peaks, enormous colorful stacks of books, people of all ethnicities reading or writing or spinning thread. The Overworlders took pride in their culture and ensured it was on display for all to see.


Eventually the kind stranger stopped at a building which was all covered in ivy. The inside was filled with tables and chairs to seat two dozen, and outside a few were already waiting to be served. This was a café, a type of establishment e’d been forbidden from patronizing back in the Underworld. 


Yet on a rare occasion, Morwen’s Ren had secreted the two of them away to the next town over in order to visit such places. From them they’d purchased forbidden books and music and food with money stolen from the Fellowship’s own coffers. The experience had been ever thrilling, planting a seed of longing within Morwen’s heart that filled em with guilt and shame whenever the elders lectured about the evils of such things. 


And yet.


And yet…


And yet here e was, taking a seat in the corner, waiting while the kind stranger served strange food and drink to the Overworlders. Morwen had always found comfort in the sensation of taste: spicy, sour, bitter tastes, even. The room filled with enticing, alien scents, both sweet and savory, with a rich undercurrent like sweet burnt earth.  


When the kind stranger brought two cups to Morwen’s table, along with a plate of warm, flaky, golden pastries, Morwen stared at the hot beverages with a mixture of awe and trepidation. Coffee was a magical substance, the roasted and ground beans transported thousands of miles from faraway lands which were hot and mountainous and full of wonder. 


The stranger sat down across from Morwen. A badge now pinned to their apron read: Cosima, she/her. The former a name, certainly, the latter a set of neo-pronouns that Morwen only knew about from books. The Overworld was filled with what the indigenous Fellowship termed foreigners, though, as Morwen would discover through great pain and embarrassment, most came from families who had immigrated to Caspora decades if not centuries in the past. They were as Casporan as Morwen was, whatever the Fellowship claimed.


Cosima was what Morwen thought of as foreign-looking at the time, with lighter, golden brown skin, dark hair, a sloped nose, and more prominent eyelids. The pastries she brought to the table were made with foreign ingredients like wheat and cow’s milk and chocolate. She pushed the plate towards Morwen, along with the steaming cup of coffee.


She said:






“I’m going to level with you, kid,


Did you run away from home?


In the past I was a social worker


I’ve an eye for runaways and trouble


And a soft spot for wayward souls


Too soft for social work, admittedly


That’s why I opened a restaurant, instead!”






Cosima chuckled and Morwen decided that e liked her, despite not understanding the joke about stressful careers. 


Morwen said:






“It’s true, I ran and ran and ran


now I don’t know what to do.”






Cosima gestured to the food and drink between them on the table and said:






“Break your fast with me, to begin with


Eat and drink what’s laid before you


To celebrate and cement your arrival


Eat and drink what’s laid before you


And you will begin to become one of us


Rather than stay a ghost in Between.”






They did as Cosima said, each taking a cup of coffee and half a golden pastry. Morwen’s first sip zipped down the back of eir tongue and straight to eir heart. It was as rich as the volcanic loam which fed the valley farms, as hot as the magma which filled the heart of the Mountain, as bitter as leaving home.


The pastry was light and layered, buttery and crisp, the chocolate filling inside a bittersweet shock. The brew and the baked good filled Morwen with peace. The Overworld patrons became intelligible, and gravity wrung the ghostliness from eir limbs.


Cosima smiled as she noted the effects of the magic and said, over the rim of her own cup:






“My nest is empty now, my children flown


Away to new towns and new faces aplenty


The space in my home feels so empty at night


Come stay with me and I’ll help you adjust


Do all the paperwork and fight if I must


So you can build a new life here in this city


Away from old wounds and old hearts so empty.”






Morwen finished the coffee, Flame dancing and singing, hope rising even as suspicion dragged it back down. In the Underworld you could not get something for nothing—there was always a price. It did not occur to em that things might be different here, that some people might give gifts out of the goodness of their hearts and nothing more.


So Morwen said:






“You’ve taken me in, you’ve offered me much


But what can I do to repay you?


I’ve very few skills, and even less money


But I’d rather my debts don’t accrue.”






Cosima was wise and must have understood that this was not an insult to her gift. Like a trellis for a climbing vine, the sense of giving back would allow the young Flamekeeper to blossom and grow fruit without risk of falling to the ground and returning to the Underworld.


She said:






“My life is a busy one, here in this place


Between the restaurant, family, and friends


Take care of my dog and take care of the garden


Help both to thrive, and thus, feel rewarded.”






Caring for animals and plants were two things that Morwen knew well. These were tasks that e’d thought would be forever left behind when e arrived in the technology-driven land of the Overworld, but for all their modern amenities, there still were soft and growing things around. 


So Morwen moved in with Cosima, into the attic room left dusty by a long-flown adult child. One window offered a view of the Seafoam Sound, the other of the Mountain. Morwen might have eaten the food and imbibed the drink of the Overworld, but here e was, ever caught Between the place where e was and the place were e’d been before.


The only way forward was through. With the seed of eir new life sowed, Morwen could nurture it through knowledge and discovery. In other words, with university schooling and a job at the most forbidden place of all: the Eternal Library, where e would find once and for all what was true and what was not.


Which of course, is a story for another time.




CHAPTER FOUR


Once I finish, June and Valerian pepper me with questions. I have the answers, but I’ve exhausted my ability to speak. One sentence answers quickly become one word, and then none at all, only the shake or nod of a head.


Valerian notices first, and pats June’s arm. “Junebug, I think we’ve worn Aeronwy out. Time for a conversation change?”


June leans back, smiling guiltily. “Sorry.”


I shake my head. I enjoy June’s enthusiasm and excitability, even when I can’t rise to meet it. Valerian taps the side of his nose. Has he sniffed out how I’m feeling? What does mental exhaustion smell like? 


“Sounds like you’ve had a fascinating life,” Valerian says. “I’m sad I won’t be around to hear more. You’re a good storyteller. I see why Junie likes you so much.”


“Thank you,” I manage quietly.


Does this mean I’ve won his approval? Parsing the difference between the genuine and the passive aggressive is difficult, and thus I am always on guard. All I can do is trust June’s prior descriptions of him as kind and honest.


The two of them chat as we eat. I sip my espresso and enjoy the same trio of Talucian pastries Cosima brought me all those years ago. Flaky sfogliatelle filled with cinnamon, candied orange, and ricotta cheese; a chocolate cream horn; and a butter-and-honey filled zeppole. The bitter brew sets off the rich, sweet pastries perfectly.


As we’re finishing, Valerian flashes me a grin that’s a one-to-one match for June’s smile—evidence of shared blood and upbringing.


My Ren and I were, as everyone loved to remark me, practically identical, save in age. I’ve tried my best to erase eir image in the mirror with makeup and hair products, but what if e still lurks in my smile…or my frown? Such things are not so easily changed.


Valerian says, “I’m so glad Junie has you, and your other friends, too. I was worried about the lack of support when e moved back here. We hadn’t been apart since, well, we hadn’t ever been so far apart, especially since the earthquake. I knew from our letters that e had people like you taking care of em, but I admit wasn’t fully convinced until I was able to meet you all in person. Or in Siobhan’s case, to be reunited in person.”


“You have my word that the support will only continue,” I say. 


He chuckles. “I don’t doubt you! Especially after the way you sang at Hazel’s memorial last week. On one hand, it’s astonishing that your—Grandren?”


“Great-Grandren,” I supply.


“That your Great-Grandren was the one who cremated Hazel all those years ago,” Valerian continues, his eyes growing glassy. “On the other, it just goes to show how deeply connected we all are, no matter the time or distance. Gives you hope, doesn’t it?”


His words echo in my mind as we shuffle out of the restaurant, only to loiter on the street, the conversation continued. I have never understood why people spend another twenty or thirty minutes chatting after announcing their departure, but I don’t complain. I’ve gotten used to it.


Eventually, Valerian heads off toward Fernhill Station. June lingers restlessly. Few days remain before Valerian flies back to Fenia, and it may be a year or more until they see one another again. I don’t tend to miss people when they’re gone, though I think fondly of them. For others, I’ve learned, such time and distance is painful.


“I’m so happy you took my suggestion, earlier.”


I pull myself from my thoughts. “What?”


“Telling stories from your past like it’s one of your folktales? I just kind of said that yesterday and forgot. I didn’t expect you to take it seriously,” June says. 


I shrug. “It seems it provides me with distance enough to get through the telling. I apologize if it was boring or confusing.”


“Not at all! You’re really good at it, like Val said.”


“Ha ha,” I reply, with as much sarcasm as possible. I struggle every day with speaking. How could I possibly excel at oral storytelling? It was always my biggest weakness as Gigi Neirin’s successor.


“I mean it! You know I have trouble paying attention to long conversations—I was totally engrossed the entire time you were talking,” June insists. 


“All I did was dress a memory in pretty words. That’s not the same as storytelling. Do you know how many times Great-Entie Guinevere made me repeat the stories I inherited from Gigi, word-for-word, until I could get the cadence exactly right?”


June tilts eir head to the side, lips pursed. “I don’t think repeating something word-for-word is necessary for a good verbal story. Shouldn’t it be more…intuitive? Improvisational?”


How often did I wish I could rewrite certain stories to better fit the moment? Bring the past into the present, add personal flair to the telling? How much easier would Temple services have been if I hadn’t been focused on getting the exact inflection of every word ‘right’ and instead allowed my own voice to dictate emphasis and rhythm?


I am not unaware of how this clashes with the Fellowship’s claims that oral storytelling is alive, while books are dead. One time, I followed the desire to change the words, change the story, excited to honor the values I’d been taught. I rub the phantom sting from my cheek and push the recollection back into the abyss where it belongs.


“It’s all about the storyteller’s charisma,” June continues.


I scoff. “A trait I am sorely lacking in.”


“Mm,” says June, “I don’t know. You’re a little intimidating and spooky, but you’re not at all boring. You have charisma, in your own way.”


I plant a hand firmly on eir head. “You are a biased source.”


“Yeah,” e admits, nuzzling against my shoulder. “True.”


What in blazes am I supposed to do with this kind of affection? I grumble wordlessly, and June wraps both arms around my chest. My Flame warms and sings the chorus of a love song I used to imagine us dancing to:






But they don’t shine like you do,


No, they don’t shine like you,


My lighthouse on the rocky shore,


Guiding me home forevermore.






June pulls away and reaches into eir pocket. The little reporter’s notebook is worn with use, though e doesn’t write in it as much these days. Sometimes in the past I would have to entertain myself while June wrote conversations down word-for-word. Now the habit is not so intrusive. 


“Here, Val wanted me to give you his address,” June says, ripping a sheet from the notebook and handing it to me. “He said he’d love to exchange letters with everyone, including you.”


I stare at the little piece of paper. “Why?”


June leans in to say, in a stage whisper, “I think he noticed none of you have parents around and wants to be everyone’s Ren. It doesn’t matter that we’re all adults. He’s always been like that.”


“Hm,” is all I can say to that. “I see.”


I tuck the paper into my wallet, certain I will never use it. I am, for all intents and purposes, an orphan, and have been for years. What would I even write to someone with parental intentions? 


Many things. So, so many things that have sat in the back of my mind, festering for want of the right audience. The true question is: what in the world would he write back?




CHAPTER FIVE


Instead of joining my friends for harvest dinner or watching the salmon run, I spend the Autumn Equinox at the Library with Rose. For the occasion, I’ve worn a white blouse with a bow collar and voluminous sleeves, with a pinstriped vest and slacks.


“You’re looking sharp,” Rose says, eying me from head to toe. 


“This is a formal ceremony, is it not?” I reply. 


Rose shrugs. “More or less.”


I’m not the only one dressed up. Rose is wearing a custom-fitted velvet, pastel pantsuit. Inyene would absolutely worship it, so I fear I must ask Rose who designed it before the day is over.


Rose glances at eir watch. “Old Mossy will be here any second. E’s never been late a day in eir life, I don’t think—”


Two figures round the corner, preceded by the echo of footsteps. The first is Head Archivist Patrick Bogsleeper-Moss, who I have never been introduced to but have seen at Library faculty and staff meetings. Patrick is somewhere around sixty, face undeniably handsome and posture impeccable. Twin salt-and-pepper braids fall across eir broad chest all the way past eir waist.


The second person is Mairead. Small and graceful, large hooded eyes watching from behind a pair of little round glasses. Today e’s wearing a blue-gray wrap dress over trousers, black hair pulled into a tight, low librarian’s bun. 


I stare and e grins like a cat. Images flash through my mind’s eye in quick succession: a ritual to consecrate new books, a ceremony for retiring Librarians, a ritual blessing of shelves, all performed by Patrick while Mairead watches in the background. The words ‘Library Ritual Committee’ paint themselves on the back of my eyelids.


Rose and Patrick converse as the latter unlocks the door to the Grand Ritual Hall.


“—is the newest member of the Ritual Committee, and so I’ve been bringing em along to do observations. You don’t mind, do you, Catrina? The Illuminator ceremonies are so rare, after all, it’ll be years before there’s another chance to witness one firsthand.”


“Doesn’t bother me,” Rose says, but eir eyes dart between Mairead and me. “Your auras are doing a…thing. Do you know each other?”


“We’re excellent friends,” Mairead chirps.


“Yes,” I echo, “we’ve known one another for a long time.”


Rose’s hesitation is so brief, I nearly miss it. Then e nods and gestures for us to follow.


The Grand Ritual Hall lives up to its name: three stories high and circular, the floor raw mountain bedrock. Two-hundred-twenty-two antique auditorium seats ring the ritual stage—as someone whose job it was to clean and polish them, I am intimately familiar. The stage floor is engraved with magic circles. We never used circle casting in the Fellowship, and so their meaning and purpose are a mystery to me.


I use mental imagery to ask Mairead: Why didn’t you tell me you’d be here?


A shrug. Mairead’s self-satisfied mood curls around us as we walk further inside; the ambient psychic energy opens wide the channel that runs between myself and my oldest, most complicated friend, so that our feelings meld and overlap.


I replace my discomfort with gratitude before Mairead takes note. The surprise makes me uncomfortable, not Mairead emself, but e’s sensitive and might confuse the two.


Patrick emerges from a side closet, carrying an old wooden crate. From it e pulls unfamiliar ritual elements—goblets, ink bottles, a silver bell, a gilded box—and places them on a small table at center stage. The sound he makes should echo in a hall this size, but is instead is curiously muffled.


“So, you’re to be Catrina’s new apprentice?” Patrick says, glancing at me. “Your name is Aeronwy Silverdream, correct?”


“Yes,” I say. Mairead’s anticipation wiggles like a cat waiting to pounce. I bat it away and it playfully returns. 


“Unusual surname for a Cináedite. Did one of your parents marry in? Modern branch perhaps?” Patrick muses. 


“Sorry?” I reply.


Patrick gestures at my face. “You’ve got the golden eyes and curly hair. Everyone knows those are Cináedite traits.”


I’ve never heard such a thing. My Flame flickers and sparks. I want to prove em wrong; amber eyes and curly hair were prevalent in the Fellowship, but certainly that was due to most of us being blood family? Doubtless the wider Cináedite community varies in appearance, just as Scriptivists do, but I don’t know how to prove this to Patrick. I’m not part of that community, after all.


Rose appears, weighed down by an enormous book box. It thuds onto the ritual table, dust flying from its engraved lid. 


“You shouldn’t stereotype people, Paddy,” Rose says, patting eir own teased, curly bob. “I’ve got curls, and I’m not a Cináedite.”


“You’ve got a perm,” Patrick sniffs. 


“I don’t,” says Rose, eyes narrowing.


Patrick shrugs. “I maintain that it is not stereotyping when Cináedism is an ethnoreligion, which in my mind equates to shared phenotypic traits, as with any other ethnicity. Besides, I’m not wrong, am I?”


“You don’t want me to answer that question.”


Before Patrick can argue, Mairead, now seated in the front row, says, “Will the fact that Aeronwy is a Cináedite affect the ritual in any way?”


“Good question!” Patrick says. “These days, it supposedly has no affect outside of which gods or ancestors come to witness the ritual. The oathtaker does not have to worship the Founders, as previously required, but the oath is still made in their name.”


“The oath is to the Library,” Rose says, “and in Illumination, to the mentor or student, not the Founders.”


“Their names are still in the Charter Oath, which you well know, as another member of the Ritual Committee,” Patrick replies in clipped tones.


Rose speaks evenly, eyes ablaze. “Yes, which is why I also know those names could be removed without breaking the magic. They’re superfluous, and always have been.”


Mairead’s displeasure drives an icicle into my chest. I take three deep breaths to stoke my Flame—to melt away the cold and soothe us both.


Patrick ignores Rose and peers over the rim of eir glasses at Mairead. “There are historical records of what happens when these oaths are broken, and how, but that, my dear, is something we can discuss in detail another time. For now, so long as a Librarian or Illuminator has taken the Charter Oath—the one ritual which has not changed in nearly a thousand years—the Founders are satisfied.”


Rose pulls the enormous book from its box and set it on a pedestal. Embossed in gold on its burgundy leather cover is the Eternal Library’s seven-pointed star seal. Its thick spine boasts thickly raised cords, and at a glance, the interior looks made from animal skin parchment, rather than paper. 


This book is only a copy. It is alive, as all Illuminated books are, but it does not carry the spiritual weight I’d expect from the Library’s original founding document.


“The Charter Oath has changed. Before the Charter Book was lost, nearly every Head Librarian added their flourish or removed a few others. Even since that copy disappeared, and we lost the ability to change it, it’s been translated—it’s not like we ask new hires to learn to recite an entire paragraph of Middle Casporan, in order to secure their jobs,” Rose snorts. 


“If the translation is true, then that does not matter,” Patrick says. 


A deep frown creases Patrick’s brow. Good. I may not know the Head Archivist personally, but I know where e stands in Library politics and legislation. You cannot vote against a well-deserved pay raise for the cleaning staff, reasoning that ‘Stratification between natural intellectual classes must be maintained’ and expect me to like you.


Rose rolls eir eyes, then winks at me, whatever that means.


“All right, all right, let us get down to business,” Patrick says. “Mx. Silverdream, if you would join us in the circle, please? Mx. Moonsea, please pay close attention and take as many notes as you can. After we’ve finished, I’ll let you inspect the ritual materials.”


Mairead sits up straight, pen already poised over a notebook. Determination radiates from em in rings of orange light, an espresso shot for energy and resolve. I give Mairead a half-smile in thanks.


Rose takes the seat beside Mairead, propping both feet up on the desk, ankles crossed. Mairead shoots em an annoyed glance, but Rose pays em no mind. 


Patrick takes center stage. 


“Take your time,” Patrick says. “This is not an oath to be made lightly.”


“I’m ready,” I say, more out of spite than truth.


The Charter Oath ceremony begins with cleansing silver bells. In the Fellowship we used burning herbs, but as always, fire is not allowed in the Library. My Flame stands straight and still, humming harmonies to the bells’ oddly tuned notes. Heat grows in the hollow of my throat, where the garnet pendant June gave me warms in kind. 


Patrick walks the circle’s circumference, silver dress trailing like smoke. With each step, the circle inscribed beneath our feet glows brighter. The sunlight streaming through the one high, arched window in the room dims.


Words reveal themselves in the floor. Some are familiar but others strange, a much older form of Casporan. It reminds me of my Flamekeeper tattoo; perhaps I was wrong to think that we never used magic circles in the Fellowship, given the one inked across my back.


The tattooist was a Cináedite from outside of our community—one of the Doomed, we’d have said. The only reason e’d been allowed in was so that the legacy of the Flame of Ashes would not be lost, the Fellowship disbanded.


In the end, it was not enough to keep us together.


In a high, clear voice, Patrick intones, “We stand here today before the Law of the Library, in the land of the Learned, so that we may bring a new soul into circulation among the Sacred Stacks. I, Head Archivist Patrick Alannah Bogsleeper-Moss, invoke my power as Ritual Keeper so that I may swear in my charge in the name of the Library and those stories within its walls. 


“Hark, Founding spirits! Isylwyn Moonscryer, the Paper Sovereign; Daryn Sunseeker, the Ink-Stained Acolyte; and Eirlys Starsower, the Spinner of Stories, I invite you as witnesses into this space where your own two feet once stood, where your own two eyes once read, where your own hand once guided the pen which guides us today.”


The Founders manifest in my psychic vision as violet, rose, and iridescent white fractals, a match to the crystal statues in the main lobby. Pressure in my inner ear suggests we have ascended quickly to a great height. The cavernous, empty room feels all at once full.


A broad smile sweeps across Patrick’s face. The Head Archivist raises both arms to the sky and eir sleeves fall back, revealing extensive, intricate tattoos. I cannot read the small text from where I stand, but Mairead knows they are passages from The Narrative, the Authorist scripture books written by Isylwyn Moonscryer emself.


The Founder fractals glitter in the vaulted ceiling. For all the time that I have spent in this place, I have never personally encountered these human-spirits-turned-demigods. For the first full year I worked in housekeeping, I’d been sure that they would swoop down on me during the night shift like monsters of legend, devouring my non-Scriptivist soul for daring to step foot in their most holy of houses.


But they did not, and they do not do so now. The rose-colored one twinkles in laughter.


Patrick positions emself behind the lectern and gestures for me to approach.


“Humble knowledge seeker who would join us among the Sacred Stacks,” e says, voice ringing, “what is your true name, and where is it you have come from?”


I choke on my response. For I have had more than one name, and who is to say which one is truest? The answers war in my throat until Mairead gives me a psychic slap on the back, and the blockage clears.


“My name is Aeronwy Arwyn Silverdream, from Verdant Valley, Caspora,” I reply, and for some reason add, “on the south flank of the Mountain.”


For some reason. As if I don’t know. My Flame gives a little snap before resuming its tall, blistering burn. It knows as well as I what comes next. I have fortified my defenses, but will they hold?


“Welcome to the Eternal Library, Aeronwy Arwyn Silverdream, from Verdant Valley, Caspora, on the south flank of the Mountain,” Patrick repeats, the last part mocking. “We the Library will be honored to have you. I now invite any gods or spirits to whom Mx. Silverdream is devoted to join and witness eir oath.”


I hold my breath. My Flame dances, no matter my attempts to dampen its singing. I fear the searing heat will glow through my flesh and clothing as it fills me with longing, with anticipation—


—with dread, and with guilt. 


The magic circle takes on a magmatic glow. The heartbeat of the Earth itself pulses beneath my feet in request, slow and endlessly patient. I want to drop to my knees and press my hands, my face, to the floor, to beg for forgiveness and grant that request. Yes, please be here for this. Yes, please be here with me.


I do not, because I cannot. I keep the door between myself and Cináed, Heart of Caspora, Sculptor of humanity, whose dance shakes the Earth, firmly closed. To send em away completely might look strange, so I allow for the spirit of the Mountain, my estranged spouse of nine years, to remain outside.


A sparkle catches my eye; the Founders dart about the ceiling, thinking cinders know what. Yet they do not throw the older god from their doorstep—if they even possess the power to do so. 


Mairead insists Isylwyn does, as the Universal Author’s avatar. I refocus my thoughts on the ritual, to avoid an argument.


Patrick stares at the magma glow, but does not comment. Instead e opens the Charter Book replica to its center spread; an empty red circle ringed by text, the oath itself.


I roll up my sleeve and place my writing hand upon it. When Cináed accepted me as a Flamekeeper, e burned an imprint of eir hand into my back, right in the center of my tattoo. That this ritual echoes that one….Daryn Sunseeker may have been a Founder and a Cináedite, but the Library is and has always been the Scriptivist institution.


Has it not?


Patrick’s steady gaze burns like a spotlight, but I keep my eyes on the page. 


“Do you swear,” Patrick says, “by the Sun, Moon, Stars, and any deities in your worship, to uphold the Charter and its values, and become a Librarian of the Eternal Library?”


“I do swear.”


My voice comes out in a whisper. The words on the page ripple and shimmer; a copy lifts from the page, sentences grasping my arm with gigantic, bookish fingers. There they settle onto my skin, glowing like white coals before fading, sinking in to a deeper level. 


There is no pain, but there is a song. The words are old, like the writing on the floor. Like the words in the book. Did someone once, long ago, write music for the Charter Oath? The melody comes not from the book, nor from the Founder fractals at the ceiling. It comes from my own Flame, my heart swirling with unnameable emotions.


The world around me goes soft at the edges. The ritual wraps up with more words from Patrick, though I barely hear em. The glow in the floor returns to white. I am here and I am nowhere and I am somewhere else…somewhere away from all of this.


Rose appears at my side, gripping my arm tightly.


“Do you want to stop for a minute?” e asks. “You look like you might faint.”


I shake my head and wave em off. I don’t want to wait. I want this to be over so that I can return home, go up to my attic, and nest myself between familiar bedcovers. 


“Well, if you’re sure,” Rose says.


Mairead sends me a sparkling cushion of psychic energy, so I might stand tall for a while longer. 


You didn’t come so far to back down now. An image of me working long and hard into the night in the university’s book arts department. The sensation of a tight, full-body hug.


I give em a grateful nod. Mairead is right; I’ve sacrificed for my dreams before, and I can do so again.


The second ritual binds Rose and I together in an oath to fulfill our roles as mentor and apprentice. Mgx. Catrina Rosefall, Senior Illuminator, is a glittering geode, the crystalline facets of eir soul lit by a fiery rage that never goes out. Cináed would like this. Would like em. It’s too bad that…Cináed has already gone….


Afterward, Patrick invites Mairead onto the stage to examine the materials, as promised. Mairead gives my shoulder a squeeze, but I don’t respond—I need to sit down. Right now. 


Rose follows me closely, hands raised to catch me if I collapse. That would be funny, given e’s a third my size. I slump into a front row chair, and e climbs to the second row, peering down at me for once. Watching. Waiting?


I finally close my eyes. The Founders are gone, yellow, green, and blue afterimages lingering on the back of my eyelids. My Flame hums the Charter Oath song over and over like a lullaby, and I drift off…


…when I wake, Mairead and Patrick are gone. The light from the high window has shifted, and my watch confirms an hour gone. Rose is reading a slim book with an abstract cover. Poetry chapbook, by the title. E’s got both feet propped up on the chair in front of em, shoes and socks off. 


Rose shuts the book. “Welcome back. Feeling better after your nap?”


My limbs tingle, and I stretch to relieve the slight ache in my lower back. The magic of the room has dissipated, leaving an empty cavern once more. No more Founders. No more waiting gods.


“You could have woken me. I don’t want to be a bother,” I say.


“Uh huh, I got that,” Rose says, pushing eir glasses up. “Do you push yourself like this all the time? We could have taken a break in between rituals, you know.”


“It’s fine,” I grumble. 


“Is it? What happened out there?”


If we’re to be working together so closely, I ought to explain. “I was overwhelmed. There was too much visual noise, too much physical and psychic sensation. At times this leads to meltdowns, but at others, as with today, I withdraw. If given a place to lean on, I may then fall asleep in order to escape.”


Rose nods and says, “The accommodations section of your application said you’re autistic. So is June and so is Fiona, so I’m not unfamiliar with sensory overload. I’m not autistic, but my Second Sight is a huge sensory difference, so I understand the way the world isn’t always suited to your needs.”


I rub my eyes. I’m still tired. “Mhm.”


“That means I’ll know if you’re not taking care of yourself,” Rose adds pointedly. “Let’s not do this again if we can help it—and not because you’re a bother, but because you will feel better if we don’t.”


I’m in no mood to argue, so I nod.


“One more thing, if I may,” says Rose. “Feel free to—”


“You may,” I interrupt.


“Thanks,” Rose says, smile twitching. “You kept Cináed at arm’s length when your deities were called. I was ready for this place to fill with the majesty and song of the Mountain. Or something like that. But there was a distance. I could feel it.”


Ah, this. “We don’t speak. We haven’t ever since I left the Fellowship. The cult.”


Rose leans on the back of my chair. “Why?”


“I did something unforgivable. I’m not worthy any longer.”


“If that’s not something we end up tackling in the spiritual guidance side of this apprenticeship, then I will drink an entire bottle of ink and eat a ream of paper,” Rose replies. 


“Color me excited,” I mutter. “I will certainly look forward to that.”




CHAPTER SIX


The sun shines through the tall, latticed windows of Silksong Hall in one last hurrah before rainy season comes. Dust motes glimmer in the golden bars of afternoon light. The wine colored carpet and teal walls, velvet curtains and soft lights give the Library’s Romance section the feel of a private boudoir. The walls outside are trellised with roses; potted hibiscus and amaryllis add scarlet flourishes to the shelves.


I’ve not spent much time here before, for obvious reasons. 


Mairead wanders over as I pull a book from the shelf and scan the jacket copy. E peers over my shoulder, nosy as always about what I’ve chosen to read.


“I thought you didn’t like romance novels,” Mairead says. “Friends to lovers, huh? That figures.”


“It’s research,” I say, adding the book to my stack.


Mairead’s gray eyes widen. “Research! You’re so weird about these things. You don’t need to do research to figure out how romance works, it just comes naturally. Do whatever your intuition tells you to.”


“The nonfiction section on the subject would disagree with you, for one,” I say lightly. “For two, you’re alloromantic, and I’m not. Our experiences differ.”


“Our tastes, too,” Mairead says.


The books clasped in eir hands all have dark, moody covers, with titles like Hard Contact, Dressed to Kill, and Chosen for Pleasure. I’ve wandered into dark romance before, when searching for bondage and power play erotica, but too often it reminds me of living in the Fellowship. Perhaps others with relational trauma enjoy it for the same reason I enjoy being tied up—Mairead has said as much. It’s all about feeling in control. 


Or giving it up, in my case.


“Will you have time to read all eight of those before the lending period ends?” I ask.


“Come on,” Mairead says with a playful head tilt. “There’s two things I’ll always make time for: reading and you. I took the whole day off so we can celebrate your apprenticeship win together! I couldn’t find a substitute dance teacher, but that’s okay, the kids will live without it for one week.”


“I’m flattered,” I reply, giving a little bow. “To be placed beside the high art of reading in importance is a great honor.”
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