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BOOK I

	 

	 

	1

	Powers of moons and powers of starlight,

	watch and protect us as we sleep.

	Powers of land and powers of water,

	guarding our footsteps, running deep.

	 

	 

	Dhana taught me that song the day we met. She said you’d taught it to her. I was barely aware then. One day, Dhana’s mom played drums while we sang. That left me wide awake. I sang it out so long the elders sent me a warning. They’re old-fashioned. I still love this song, though I know it’s for children. It brings back good memories.

	Fall felt unseasonably warm, but the broad leaves on Oakly’s crumpled branches kept out the afternoon heat. I sat on a low bough, swinging my feet and enjoying the tree’s recollections. We never ran out of things to talk about. I told it about my travels, and it gave me local news.

	Our visits cheered me. That tree and I shared a bond of frustration, both of us running in place.

	“I wrote that song for Dhana. Thought it might assist her focus and give her a boost.”

	I believe it worked. Dhana is powerful. The song helped me too. Trees don’t need to beg for the elements’ attention—we live in the land and light, and wind and water come to us—but singing improved my magery.

	I patted its trunk. “Your magery, eh?”

	Yes. Brantwood says I have strong focus. I helped Dhana and her mom visit you in Quenelle.

	“You did? When?”

	Over a year ago. You were at a party with tall fires. We combined our attention and traveled through the deep root network. It scared me, but Dhana’s mom said I’d be fine—we weren’t physically there. I saw you and Zag. And Dante. Playing that goofy love song, Dhana said. Her mom wrote it. Beau was there. And Pentiere too, though I didn’t know him at the time. I recall his eyes. Dhana’s mom said the drummer didn’t get the rhythm. She helped. We joined our will with his. That was a great feat of magery, no?

	“Superb. I remember that night. At the spring feast. I thought I saw Jade in the drummer’s place. She’s marvelous.”

	We’d had the best time when Jade performed magic. She played her powers as boldly as her drums. Some nights, back at Sedgewellow House before our arrest, we’d sit on the patio and bounce our awareness tree to tree, learning secrets. She got all the Wood singing.

	You see? I have powerful focus, like a mage.

	“I’m impressed. But be careful. It’s dangerous getting what you want and maddening when you don’t. I can’t get things to work out these days. It’s like I lost my spark.”

	Brother Dalian said it’s a matter of practice—if I’m serious, I need to put in the work. Maybe you’re out of touch, since you slept so long.

	“It wasn’t long. Three weeks. And I’ve been awake for four.”

	Pentiere is worried you’re sleeping too much. He speaks with Dalian on those com things.

	“What do they say about me?”

	That you should have recovered by now. Pentiere thinks it’s getting worse. He said he feels your exhaustion. He’s not a tree friend. How can he do that?

	“I don’t know. We both do stuff like that these days.”

	Trees can sleep forever. Is he afraid you’re turning into a tree?

	I laughed, leaning my head against a branch. “He worries too much. I had an infection in my lung—they thought the knife blade might have been poisoned. That slowed me down. But I’m fine now. I can handle this trip.”

	Maybe Pentiere has stronger focus. He doesn’t want to travel south.

	“Did he say that?”

	Not exactly. The journey concerns him.

	“Because of me?”

	He wishes you’d stay home.

	I slid to the ground. “That’s unacceptable.”

	I understand it’s important to find Alamander. Emerson23 misses him. But I’m sad to lose you again. Promise you’ll say goodbye this time?

	“Of course. Dalian’s going too. Maybe we’ll leave from here. If I can get Pentiere moving. I don’t understand what’s up with that man. He’s denying part of himself—I know he’s grieving Alamander. But when I woke, he had our life in place, like we’re this happy couple.”

	Aren’t you? You love him.

	“Yeah, I do.” It was impossible to deny. I’d missed that man as soon as my eyes had opened.

	I’d been confused when I woke in the hospital. Nothing looked familiar, and my thoughts felt fuzzy, but I remembered he’d told me he’d stay. The last time my eyes had been open, I’d stared up at the pitted ceiling of the emergency vehicle, speeding toward King’s Harbor and the best hospital on the coast. Pentiere had sat with me, but he’d vanished.

	And I had another memory, maybe a dream I couldn’t shake.

	***

	I flew over a green labyrinth—the Northern Forest, as they call it in Quenelle. In the Accord they call it “unmapped.” A blur of vegetation whisked by. Jaxon and Alamander flew ahead of me, fighting inside a ball of flame. Damn, they really hated each other. What were they thinking? They could burn down the wildlands. Those two needed to get a grip. I tried to reach them, shake them out of madness, but something distracted me.

	An irritating beep.

	***

	Tubes and wires and blinking machines filled my sight. One kept beeping.

	“Rowena? She’s awake!”

	That sounded like Kate. Charlette stepped into view.

	“Hi, Aunt Rowena. Good to see you. How do you feel?”

	“Like I’m not quite real.”

	“That’s the medicine they’ve been giving you, to keep you still while you recovered. Your doctors have been decreasing the dosage.”

	She went on about medical things, but my mind drifted back to flight, looking down on the southern wildlands. I still floated. In my bed, under the sheets. Loosely tethered to this world.

	“Where’s Pentiere?”

	My sister wiped my brow, like a nurse. “Pentiere’s been here every day. He’s at work now, but I’m sure he’ll drop everything as soon as he hears you’re awake. Charlette, can you ask staff to send word to him?”

	“I will.”

	“Work? Pentiere works? Since when?”

	“Sweet one, it’s been weeks since your attack. We transferred you from the regional hospital in the sea district to the most modern facility in Dayonne.”

	“Weeks?”

	“Almost a month. Pentiere had to get a place to live. I offered him help, but he insists on paying his way. He’s head of the mage task force for the Dayonne Police Department. Got you a nice little house.”

	“I have a house?”

	Kate smiled and smoothed back my hair. The idea pleased her. She worked the controls to raise the head of the bed enough for me to see more than ceiling and equipment.

	“Let me get you some water.” She poured a glass and added a straw.

	I drank, orienting myself to the lights and colors. The room overflowed with stuff. Trinkets, flowers, cards—all manner of gifts lay on every available surface. A bottle of tenquiro with a big red bow sat in the midst.

	“Wow, Kate, you’ve outdone yourself.”

	She laughed, plumping my pillows. My sister reveled in her preferred element, fussing with no restraint. I lacked the strength to unhook myself and escape.

	“It’s not all from me. I brought that arrangement there, with the sunflowers. Most of it’s from your admirers camped across the street.”

	“Not the Inner-City Army?” My Wood sense faltered at the window, unfocused and out of practice. But energy drifted in. Warm and sweet, like caramel. Invigorating.

	“They’ve been holding vigil.”

	“Circle of hells, how long have they been there?” I tried to get up, but she held me in place. “Why would you let them do that?”

	“You needed it. Don’t you feel that power?”

	Magery hung thick in the room, heavier than the curtains. Likely a strengthening ritual.

	“It makes me uncomfortable they’d be spending their energy on me.”

	“You’re worth it. Now lie back.”

	I complied, feeling weak and frustrated. It never stopped. I’d lost control of my life again. And a critical piece. Alamander could be hurt. I needed to get up, disperse the troops, and find him. My sister beamed, oblivious to my distress, all right with her world.

	“I’m not supposed to tell you, but Pentiere took out a loan. I cosigned. He bought property in the mountains overlooking Dayonne. He wants to build you a treehouse.”

	“So, I’ll have two houses? What about Alamander? Has anyone heard from him?”

	“Not yet, but you know him, always lands on his feet—he should have been a beast mage.”

	“That’s not true. I had to rescue him recently.”

	“He’s fine. Right now, you need to concern yourself with getting your strength back.”

	Kate petted my head as if I were a cat, her hand heavy and insistent. I believe she preferred Alamander gone.

	But how could I rest with this ache? I pulled up my hospital gown, expecting to see an angry wound, but only a white scar hinted of Jaxon’s attack. My left arm felt frail but movable. Still, I hurt. Physically, down deep, and not where the knife had been. A pulling sensation made it hard to relax, like something twisted my insides.

	“How can Pentiere start a new life with two homes when he should be out looking for Alamander?”

	Kate straightened my blankets severely. “That man would not leave your side until the doctors assured him you’d live. Now he divides his time between work and here. I’m not sure when he sleeps, but it’s probably in that chair.”

	She slapped my pillows. “I like Pentiere. He’s impressed me. A little odd—okay, a lot odd—but he fiercely loves you. You remember that when he shows up.”

	“I guess he wouldn’t leave with me in a coma.”

	“He absolutely would not. Besides, where would he go? We don’t know where Alamander is. Could be anywhere.”

	“South. I think he went south.”

	Charlette returned with a good portion of the medical staff. They took pressures, scrutinized view screens, examined various parts of me, and seemed pleased. Not long after, I felt—something—a new sense. Some craving eased.

	Five minutes later, Pentiere walked in. Kate and Charlette gushed and found excuses to leave us alone. Soon after, I lay in his arms, enjoying kisses. He stretched out on the bed, and his eyes shone cool blue.

	“I sensed you awake. Broke all speed limits getting here.”

	“Who taught you to drive?”

	“Dante.”

	I laughed, running my hand over his tightly bound hair. “Look at you. All respectable.”

	“Hardly. How do you feel?”

	“Better now.” His proximity filled a void.

	He looked good in his business suit, though too serious. Grief surrounded him, mingled with relief. I couldn’t read his thoughts but reflected his mood. His presence overlapped mine.

	“That’s not all you’re feeling,” he said.

	“No?”

	He grinned. “You’re annoyed.”

	Seemed he sensed my moods too. We connected like puzzle pieces. Damn strange.

	“Well, yes. I’m weak. Shouldn’t mages be able to heal themselves?”

	“You have to be conscious. You’ll improve faster now that you’re awake. I’ve been feeding you as much of my energy as I could spare and still survive my job.”

	“Stop doing that. I’m fine. I’ll pull myself together. I want to get out of here.”

	“As soon as the doctors agree, I’ll take you home. I think you’ll like the house. It’s under the mountains.”

	“We have to find him, Pentiere.”

	He looked down and felt conflicted. Weird, because I knew he had that same ache. “I want to find him, I do, but we don’t know where to look.”

	“I had a dream, or a vision maybe. They were fighting inside that ball of fire, flying south.”

	His energy vacillated, like waves in a storm. “That’s not such a helpful dream. South is big.”

	“Maybe we can get a location. With some ritual or sprite talent? Can I sign myself out of here? I’d heal better at home, around trees.”

	He scowled. “Don’t be a difficult patient. When we get home, I’ll take you over my knee.”

	“That’s added incentive.”

	Pentiere got permission to wheel me around hospital grounds, under the decorative groves. That helped, though not enough. I needed a forest. The doctors claimed I’d made good progress, but I detected an energy leak. I didn’t mention it, afraid I’d never get released.

	We paused near a cheerful fountain, but the pleasant setting belied his mood. “I should tell you—I’ve seen your vision. In real life. Alamander and Dalian battled inside those flames.”

	“Then, it was real! We know where he went.”

	“Take things slowly, please? Let’s get you stronger, then we can figure it out. I’ve been lost with both of you gone. Like a ghost.”

	Two days after I woke, they stopped restricting visitors. I got plenty of company and more gifts. Bethany showed up, bringing cake, excited about the Earth records. Kate had copied them while I slept. Dante came in that evening and visited every night till my release, smuggling in better meals and catching me up on gossip. He lived in the guest room of my new home. That cheered me considerably.

	I heard all the Dayonne and Sharren City news, S Corp dealings, and social dramas—including some weirdness with Torkin and my sister.

	“He complains about her all the time. Seems fascinated.”

	“I noticed a hint of red when they first met. Do you think he’s attracted?”

	D shrugged. “He goes off-balance when her name comes up.”

	“I love Brant, but Kate leads him around. An elder mage would be a better match. Could maybe hold his own.”

	Dante laughed. “That would take skill.”

	Torkin came by the morning after Bethany, wearing a suit like Pentiere’s. He’d joined Alamander’s squad. “I wanted to honor my king by working in his stead.”

	“That’s lovely. You’re keeping an eye on my sister too?”

	He laughed. “That’s in all our best interests. Humans embracing power without restraint have been brought to grief.”

	Something in his manner made me think he’d seen this personally, but the man wasn’t readable. His energy blinked and crackled, like he couldn’t decide on a mood regarding my sister. He cycled through alarm and awe.

	That evening, Kate and Brant came in, bringing a familiar woman I couldn’t place. She hugged me, then drew back to look me over. Her eyes regarded me with tree depth.

	“You’re shaky, but I see the spark returning. I’ve been so worried.” She laughed at my puzzled gaze. “Don’t you recognize me, sister? I’m Emerson23, but you can call me ‘Em’ now.”

	She stood as tall as Brant, with similar features, but had long chestnut hair. While Brant favored suits, she dressed in flowing color, exuding the same warmth she had in tree form.

	“Is this your new hobby, Kate, creating tree people?”

	“Wasn’t me. Brant gave our ritual out on the network. Any tree can use it if they have the focus. He’s a local hero.”

	“You think you should encourage this?”

	“This is their choice. No one’s forcing them to become mobile.”

	“It is no different from when sirens emerged from the water,” Brant insisted. “Trees have a right to live as they please.”

	I couldn’t argue that point. The Wood could order its own affairs. But I’d not been gone so long and the world had changed so much. Everyone’s lives were full. They had jobs. Pentiere and Torkin were detectives. Dante did contract work. Brant worked as staff supervisor at S Corp and was no longer unique.

	“How does it work?”

	Brant drew himself up proudly. “We draw an elemental from the land, as drawing water, and weave a body of our intentions. It is connected to our roots—our thought slips back and forth.”

	“I did good, no?” Em held out her hands, multiple bracelets tinkling. “I’m a proper mage now—like you. I have a job. Our brother Alby hired me as office manager.”

	“She makes a great first impression for visitors.” Kate moved to the window, watching the sunlight fade. “We can’t stay much longer.”

	“You just got here.”

	“It was the earliest I could get away from work. Sorry. I missed a lot of time while you slept. I don’t like driving in the dark.”

	“Thought you got over your city-driving phobia?”

	“Mostly. But Sharren City streets have been overrun by strays. I’m afraid I’ll hit something. It’s creepier at night. There’s this weird cat following me.”

	“A cat is following you?”

	“It’s Zag’s old friend,” Brant said. “The one with the ragged ear. He’s friends with Torkin now.” He winked at me.

	“I’ve seen that cat,” Em said. “He’s sweet.”

	Brant laughed and I sensed this wasn’t true.

	I played along. “Aww, Kate. The kitty needs a home. Why not let him stay with you?”

	“In my apartment?”

	“You used to like the farm cats.”

	“They lived in the barn.”

	I pushed my thought into the tree network, seeking Brant’s mind. It proved difficult, like cutting through cobwebs. My skill was rusty, and the old tree had become firmly individualized.

	You approve of Torkin spying on my sister?

	Torkin is a detective, tasked with keeping us safe. Kate works odd hours and has enemies.

	What enemies?

	Those that disapprove of her sister.

	Oh.

	I joined my will with the mobile trees on behalf of the poor homeless kitty. We focused on Kate, chipping at her protests.

	“Fine!” she said.

	The day before my release, my brothers came in with flowers and chocolate and smiles. I’d been anxious to see them. No one had offered news beyond that they were well and would visit soon. Alby hugged me hard. He sat on the edge of the bed.

	“I wanted to come sooner, but things have been hectic at S Corp. Our new com’s coming out. I’ll catch you up on the business later. You look good. I drove your ‘Luxie up, the one you bought yourself before your arrest. I thought it was your favorite. It’s at your house.”

	“Thank you. I’m looking forward to seeing my house. How’re you getting home?”

	“I’ll ride with Dalian. His driving’s improved—he’s got help now.”

	My elder tree brother moved in from behind Alby. I noted a shadow with him. A subtle shade with a strong presence.

	I grinned. “You found Jade?”

	“Yes. She was waiting for us. Impatiently.” He laughed. “She endured the process well. Dante’s sailing us down the coast to join Dhana as soon as we can make arrangements.”

	“Wish I could go.”

	“Get your strength back and you can join us.”

	The next day, a week after I’d emerged from the coma, Pentiere brought me home—our first home together, he said. He’d chosen well. The house sat in a cozy lap of the wooded foothills. I breathed in strength and good will.

	“I heard you wishing for a home in the ambulance. I hope this suits you. It’s small.”

	But all we needed—two bedrooms, a comfy parlor, and a tidy kitchen. Pentiere claimed Dante had taught him to cook and made us a decent first meal. We sat on the patio after dinner, near the fireplace. A cottage garden ran along the north side of the yard, lush even in fall.

	“It’s beautiful. I’d wondered if I’d ever have a home. I was kind of delirious, but—”

	“But?”

	“Is this what you want?”

	“I’ve always wanted a home. I have an apartment in Quenelle, which I like, but a house is more about putting down roots. And I want you safe, whole, and happy—and freely available to fulfill my wanton desires.”

	“You didn’t have to buy me a house for that.”

	So, our life as a couple unexpectedly began, and it was as normal a life as I’d had so far. We weren’t average newlyweds—we were curiously in sync—but we acted a regular pair. Whenever we went out, Pentiere introduced me as his wife. My mage power increased. But my physical strength lagged behind. I felt perpetually exhausted.
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	“How was your day?”

	I settled back in his arms. “Today’s been lucky. Edwin worked late. Sent word through Markson that he’d get dinner in town. I got to go to bed early.”

	Alamander kissed my neck and I shivered. “Fortunate day for me.”

	“Wish I could sleep forever.”

	I sensed his frown without seeing it. We were strongly connected in those dreams. “It isn’t healthy for you to shun the real world.”

	“You’re my real world.” I turned to kiss him.

	The scene changed. Shuddered and shook like an aging digital. His features blurred, though familiar blue-black hair blew across his face.

	“I didn’t mean to leave.”

	“Where are you?”

	*Music blared*

	***

	I sat up and groped for my com, tears blinding me. The sun shone cheerily in my bedroom window, dismissing my concerns. I closed the alarm program, wiped my eyes, and slid out of bed to ready myself for another appointment. After two weeks of freedom, the poking and prodding dragged on.

	It wasn’t the worst life. I slept in and had the place to myself. Still couldn’t drive, but S Corp had assigned me a luxury glider and driver. Pentiere had morphed into a doting husband, even if we weren’t married in the conventional sense, though the mage force kept him busy. He enjoyed it. Dante worked a variety of gigs, some musical, some magical, and was often gone overnight. Kate checked on me regularly by com. She had the first prototype.

	Sometimes, S Corp com team members buzzed to test features. The techno-mages were energized, keen to revolutionize communication in the Accord. My biggest excitement was physical therapy. I went twice a week.

	My arm had improved but the other pain didn’t. Alamander’s absence hurt me physically, like a gaping wound. That bonding ritual had worked, it seemed, in some contorted fashion—far from the blissful experience promised.

	“Rowena?”

	My head snapped out of a memory. Sun shining like a halo around his face. “Yes?”

	“We’re done for today.” My physical therapist smiled. “I’m pleased with how your strength’s improved. But your husband expressed concern. He said you’re tired all the time?”

	Damn man. Couldn’t hide a thing from him. “Not all the time. I’m moving slow, is all.”

	My link to Pentiere felt different from what I’d had with Alamander. More grounded. There was none of the drama or high-stakes romance, but a man that went to work each day and kept my bed lit at night. I felt him when apart, like pleasant, summer heat.

	Day by day, the intensity of our bond increased. It kept me off-balance. Surely there was a limit to closeness, a threshold that brought personal annihilation? He and I orbited each other like doomed stars.

	“Alright then”—the therapist nodded cheerily— “I’ll see you next week.”

	“Do you think I’m strong enough to drive? I’d like to visit family in Sharren.”

	“I’ll speak with your doctor, but I’d prefer you wait a bit longer.”

	I fretted in the plushy S Corp glider. My lovely home in the foothills had come to remind me of my days trapped in the pass. A pretty cage. Boring. And no nearer to him. On sleepless nights, listening to Pentiere moan in his dreams, I tried not to panic.

	Jade told me I worried too much. She laughed on her prototype com, wearing Dalian’s face. I should appreciate the highs, without thought for falls, like a heroic or witless mountain climber. She was right, of course—low points would arrive whether I worried or not—might as well enjoy the better days. And I had a lot to appreciate with Pentiere.

	He fit my body like a second skin. We were stronger when close. Feelings blended and abilities bled. Sometimes, I heard words on the wind. He thought he heard trees whispering.

	That evening, we made the first practical use of our combined power on a good old-fashioned calling in of possibilities, seeking a firm clue to Alamander’s whereabouts. D sat with us. We joined hands, and the air filled with mist.

	Twenty minutes later, my com vibrated. Arthen from techno-magery appeared excited.

	“We might have solved the range problem. Birds placed amplifiers along the southern Coastals without breaking anything this time. Could you try one of your friends in Quenelle?”

	“Thanks.” I disconnected too quickly to be polite and hit Beau’s icon. 

	His eager image popped up on the second buzz. “You solved the range problem?”

	“Evidently. This is a test.”

	“Awesome!”

	“We have a local network already. Our coms from Quenelle work. And production has started on the ‘S com’—that’s Kate’s idea for the name. She and other staff have prototypes.”

	“I will kiss your sister next I see her. Could you send me her com code?”

	Zag appeared, looking both relieved and annoyed. “You’re talking business? What’s going on? The last message we got from Brantwood said they’d left you in the northern Wood. That was like six months ago.”

	“Five months”—Beau reclaimed the digital space— “it had gotten annoying, you dropping out of my life.”

	There’d been nights I’d tried willing myself into his dreams, the way we used to in the jungle. Seemed the skill had a range limit, like the coms. It was a relief to see them both. If I thought about it, I’d cry.

	I made light. “Sorry, brother. I owe you.”

	He shrugged, as emotionally repressed as I. “You can give me information. The birds Dhana sent haven’t returned, but the trees remember something. Did you have a quake up there?”

	Zag moved into the com image again. “Did you save Jade?”

	“Yes. And the quake was my fault.”

	B grinned at me. “You took care of things.”

	“Saved my prince. Then lost him again. There’s a lot to tell you.”

	“As long as Jade’s okay,” Z said. “How are you?”

	Pentiere leaned in. “She’s great if you don’t count getting stabbed by Jaxon.”

	I glared and moved away. “That wasn’t a good way to tell them.”

	“There’s a good way to tell them that?”

	Beau took back the com. “Where is Jaxon?”

	“No idea. Alamander turned into a fury god and chased him off. We’ve not heard from either of them. And I’d know if Jaxon was around—he’s Grove now.”

	“What? Why?”

	“Dalian’s gift.”

	“That’s pretty ingenious, actually. But why would he stab you? I didn’t think you tree siblings could hurt each other.”

	“Not on purpose or without consequences. He tried to kill Alamander. I jumped in the way.”

	His eyes narrowed. “What the hells? You had a spare man.” Beau paused at my fierce expression. “Alamander’s a good guy, okay, but I’d rather have you alive. I’m sure he’d agree.”

	I let it go. “Before I woke in the hospital, I had this dream—Alamander and Jaxon fighting inside a fireball. Flying south. Has anything odd happened down there?”

	“Yes! There’s big news!” Zag jumped back into view. “A storm went through the westlands, about a month ago. They called it an inland hurricane, but the birds brought in weird reports. They said it wasn’t rain. It was fire. A couple of grays insisted mages were fighting inside. I never believe the grays—they’re impish things—but, holy hells, that’s your dream.”

	“Where did they go?”

	Beau moved in front. “That’s the bigger news. Whatever it was, this storm or fireball, it punched a hole in the Alendende. You can see it from as far away as the bell tower.”

	“Okay, B, we’ll get packed and I’ll call you when we leave.”

	Life in our cozy cottage under the mountains always had an expiration date. Maybe we’d get to live there again, but I’d had the same hope about Sedgewellow House. The house still stood. I could live in it if I liked, but I’d gone in a different direction. Settling down might be another fantasy—maybe I had too much of the wind in me.

	“Hold up.” Pentiere took my com. “We almost lost Ro, and she’s not recovered.”

	“I’m fine.”

	“You tire easily. I don’t like taking you away from your doctors.”

	“It’s not like we’ll be living in the jungle. We’ll sail down the coast to Celian and make our way to Quenelle. They’ve got better health care than the Accord—the entire west side of the hub is a medical complex. And it’s free.”

	“That trip takes months. We’ll go south when you’re at full strength.” He moved off. “In the meantime, Beau, could you investigate? Gather word from the wind?”

	“Sure. And I can hike down there. Can’t take Z with me, though. Dhana needs him.”

	I pulled the com from Pentiere’s hand. “Dhana needs you too. Zag is away a lot.”

	“Ig’s here. And Maggie. She likes the kid. Taught her the library system.”

	I thought this kind, though I wasn’t sure their friendship pleased me. I liked Maggie, but Dhana could use a better role model than the librarian. “Just . . . wait for us, okay? I don’t want you wandering through the Lawn by yourself.”

	“Okay. But I want to help.”

	“You will. There’s no other wind mage to gather news.”

	“You got it. Take care of yourself, please? Don’t play the hero again.”

	“I like being a hero. Better than the damsel in distress.”

	Pentiere walked away with the com, leaving me frustrated. They were discussing me. Treating me like a child. But I couldn’t accuse him without sounding like one. So, I simmered. Acted like I didn’t care. I’m good at that.

	As soon as my doctor agreed, I jumped in my ‘Luxie and put more distance between us. Our bond groaned with every league. With good reason. Running from my husband wasn’t helpful for our relationship. We should talk. When I worked out what to say.

	Things weren’t different in Sharren City—family and friends were busy—but I had more to do. I went to the Brantwood, hung out with the park elders, and attended board meetings. That last part wasn’t fun. But the park elders made me feel better. Accepted. Afternoons were spent with Oakly, nodding under its sprawling branches. Some days I got so sleepy, I crashed on Dalian’s couch. He’d cook dinner and call Pentiere to tell him I was sleeping over.

	The elder mage made a perfect big brother, wise and kind—I understood why Alby loved him. But it wasn’t Dalian alone making up the guest bed and insisting I not drive. He fed me Jade’s trademark grilled cheese and pickle sandwiches.

	Wherever I went, Pentiere came with me. Not in body. More like background noise. I sensed crises at his job, though not what they were about, and had to resist the urge to run to his side. I knew when he got angry or distressed or excited. When he moved farther away, and when he neared home.

	One night, he greeted me at the door. “I felt your approach from farther out this time. Fifteen minutes. You think this bond will keep growing?”

	I dropped my purse and key fob on the side table. “No idea. It was a mage tradition. What did your people say about it?”

	He looked surprised. “We didn’t talk about such things. Joining lives was personal, not the spectacle you have today, with top hats and gowns. I know as much as you do.”

	“Another good reason to find Alamander. He better know more than words to an old ritual.”

	Two more weeks went by. They seemed twice the length of normal weeks, though Oakly didn’t believe that possible. Each night when Pentiere came home, I wanted to complain. How dare he make this decision for me? But weariness won out. I curled up in his arms, because they felt better than being mad, and fell asleep before I could form an argument. My dreams were all fire and storm and rumbling in the roots.
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	“I didn’t mean to leave. Separation hurts. I fear I shall wither.”

	“You don’t get to say that!” Pentiere appeared, sharing my dream. “Again you let the fury destroy us! Now you’re dragging Ro down too, bleeding her light. You don’t get to say you didn’t mean it.”

	I stood dumbfounded at his anger. He’d kept it buried deep. Now it welled in me. Alamander winced, though his features weren’t clear. I felt his pain too. I wanted it to stop. Wished us back in the Wood in that crumbled house, professing love and splendor.

	His voice sounded defeated. “Neither of you should be felled by my folly. You have each other. Live your lives in joy.”

	“You don’t get to give up on us,” I said.

	***

	On my last visit with Oakly, four weeks since I’d been discharged, I didn’t spend the night at Dalian’s. I decided to go home and argue with my husband. When I woke that morning, before the sun had risen—my face streaming tears—he was already gone, giving me no chance to question his motives for pinning us in place.

	Both my husbands were exasperating. Alamander had again disappeared before I could ask his location. I moaned to Oakly, who sympathized, though the tree couldn’t do anything, and worked myself up for a good fight. But traffic was thick and exhausting. I bypassed the Old Wood Highway entrance and drove into the city instead, heading to the Brantwood to avoid rush hour.

	Besides my normal pain and fatigue, I felt queasy. Maybe coming down with something? My luck. The hostess suggested mint tea. I sat at my regular table, though the tree stood mute—Brant spent more time in his mobile life.

	The quiet didn’t bother me. Allowed me time to think, plot out my strategy with Pentiere. I imagined myself on old Earth, where trees never interrupted, sipping tea under silent branches.

	Engrossed in fantasies and imaginary debates, and scrolling through my com, I didn’t notice his approach. He towered over me, casting a long shadow.

	“Rowena, it’s good to see you.”

	Alarm flew out at the sound of his voice, sending shudders through the roots and atmosphere. Brantwood focused in for a moment, then faded out again.

	“Edwin.” I slid my chair back. “What are you doing here?”

	“I live in Sharren City now. Our Lord has granted me a mission. To free our nation from the demon curse of magery.”

	There were few other patrons on the patio—too early for the dinner crowd. Where had the waitstaff gone? I took deep breaths, clenching my hands to stop shaking. This was wrong. I wouldn’t let him see my fear. He’d enjoy it.

	I took another breath, centered myself, and willed my voice to sound light.

	“Wow. That’s ambitious. Last I saw you, the goals were a bigger apartment and a younger mistress.”

	His eyes flashed with familiar anger. I flinched, hating that he still had power over me. Circle of hells, I was supposed to be this mighty tree sister.

	Edwin regained his composure, drawing rage back like a pet, and pulled up a chair. “I’ll forgive that. I understand you’re not yourself. Don’t you worry, I’m here for you, my wife.”

	He reached for my hand. I pushed farther out from the table, fighting nausea. Something in him twitched. Like a demon struggling to maintain form.

	My voice came out in a whisper. “Leave me alone.”

	Edwin reddened. “I know we had problems in the past. I take some responsibility.”

	He paused for a response, but I couldn’t hear my thoughts over the roar in my head—blind prey instinct to leap and run. Tethers pulled at my insides, and I knew the directions to go. West, to Pentiere. Then south. Edwin kept speaking, droning like the preacher at my parents’ church. Though Elder Morrow seemed a gentle country fellow, largely benign. My ex was a killer.

	“I had struggles with alcohol, but Our Father remade me and granted me new purpose.”

	A frantic silence followed. I watched gliders crawl past—Emerson Avenue was crowded that time of day—but didn’t see anyone I knew. A laughing couple strolled by the railing, and I wanted to cry out.

	No. Deep breaths. You’re stronger.

	My mind flipped through actions. I could leave, but Edwin might follow. Did I want him to catch me in the parking garage? Maybe I should call someone. I pondered the icons in my com. Pentiere and Dante were in Dayonne. Torkin was close, but on duty. Beau and Zag’s names appeared first, and I missed them most of all. They’d assist with whatever the plan.

	Edwin appraised me with his watery-blue eyes.

	I crossed my arms and made myself speak candidly. “I’m happy for you, that you’ve stopped drinking. Alcohol surely killed my father. But we have nothing left to say to each other.”

	His skin took on a deeper blush. “Anger still holds your heart, I see. It grieves me. You should ask Our Father for the blessing of forgiveness. I’ll pray with you if you like.”

	Kate and Bethany appeared at the railing. They climbed over, Kate panting.

	“Rowena, there you are, sorry we’re late.” Bethany took a seat by my side.

	My sister moved a chair between Edwin and me and didn’t bother with pleasantries. “What are you doing here?”

	“Rowena asked the same question. I’m in the city on Our Lord’s behalf.”

	“No. What are you doing here—talking to my sister? You go on and eat somewhere else.”

	The corner of his mouth twitched, a subtle movement I’d learned to monitor. He hadn’t changed. I read his impatience and self-righteous conceit. And he still drank.

	“Katelynn, I might ask why you’re here. Markson has long been waiting for your return.”

	“And he’ll keep waiting.”

	Bethany waved down a waitress, who offered Edwin a table. He chose one not far from mine and made a show of ordering something non-alcoholic.

	“I need to get out of here.”

	Kate squeezed my hand. “Finish your tea, sweet one. He’s not driving us off.”

	I still felt his eyes on me. I sipped my tea, but it had gone cold.

	“Why do we need to sit here?”

	“You need to show him he no longer has power over you. And we’re waiting for someone.”

	Our eyes met, along with our wills. Kate’s seemed formidable. Good thing she loved me. I brushed off her influence and slouched in my seat.

	Sometime later, Alby and Brant walked through the patio entrance. Brant came to us, but Alby went straight to Edwin.

	“Can I get you a ride somewhere?”

	Edwin stood. He was a tall man, something he liked to accentuate, but Alby’s time in the Wood had bulked him up. Edwin’s energy fluttered, recalculating his approach.

	“Alby, glad to see you well. I’ve no quarrel with you. I hope you’ll assist me in the redemption of your sisters. They’ve debased themselves.”

	My brother’s rage flamed. “I’d look to my own redemption if I were you.”

	Edwin flinched. Subtly. Internally. The kind of defeat I’d have paid for later. “I follow the Lord’s commands in all things. Women living on their own, abandoning their vows, is an affront. They will not escape retribution.”

	He paused, remembering his audience and the role he wanted to play. His energy twisted like a snake. “Still, I have no wish to see this. I would forgive my wife even now”—he gave me a piercing look, like he could touch me—“if only she would come to me in penitence.”

	I laughed.

	Might have been a bit of hysteria—terror defeated by outrage, leaving bravado. The idea of crawling back! I’d be more likely to send a branch crashing through his chest.

	Fury stirred. It wouldn’t be hard to move Brantwood. The tree was unoccupied by consciousness. I focused on the beech and sent my thought out.

	Slide right—

	“Rowena!” Bethany dug her nails into my arm, breaking my concentration. Red mist dissipated, leaving me blinking in mellowing sunshine.

	Her voice came over the tree network. You want to kill a man in front of afternoon traffic?

	He deserves it.

	She looked past me to Kate. “We need to leave. Now.”

	Brant lifted Edwin with one stocky arm. “Stay away from my sister. It will not end well for you.” He tossed him over the railing, sending him into the gutter face first.

	“With the rest of the trash,” Kate said.

	Frantic movement began at the white rover parked across the street. A man got out and ran through traffic. The driver opened the back door. He looked familiar. Hadn’t he worked for Beau’s dad? Edwin stood on his own, suffering only a bruised ego. He stared at me, red energy writhing, then let himself be escorted off.

	I wanted to leave, keep driving to the coast, but Kate insisted I come to her apartment. Bethany drove us in her sports glider—a pretty thing, silver and quick, like the boats in Quenelle. She made me laugh with her story of working navigation magery in afternoon traffic.

	“After Brant called, we wanted to get here fast. It’s a bold spell. You set up the possibilities of nothing in your way and act on it. Kate had her eyes covered the whole time.”

	“I can imagine.”

	Fortunately for Kate, the S Corp Techno-Magery lab was near the inn, two blocks down one of the bordering streets running into Emerson Avenue. She’d arranged that. S Corp paid serious rent for her team to have working dinners on the patio, with Brantwood reading over her shoulder. Lucky for me too—I’d never been happier to see her.

	“What if someone else worked the same rite in the opposite direction? Were you working the possibilities, Kate?”

	“Isn’t that kind of like praying if you do it every day? I prefer to create my fortune. But in this case, there wasn’t time. We had to do it Beth’s way.” She paused, looking guilty. “I should have told you Edwin opened a downtown church. You’d have been better prepared.”

	“How would I do that?”

	“However you do. You control the trees.”

	“I don’t.”

	“They’d fight on your behalf.” Bethany rounded a corner and slipped into a new stream of traffic. “If a competing navigation spell had been in play, things would be arranged so we’d divert from each other. Any decent ritual contains warding. There’d be changes in position or timing. The strongest would get the straighter road.”

	“And that would be us.” Kate smiled.

	Bethany leaned out to kiss me before she drove off. She smelled faintly of lavender. “It’ll be fine,” she said, “we’re more powerful than that backwater Code peddler.”

	No doubt. Bethany was an impressive mage. She could beat Edwin by herself. And would enjoy it.

	We found Charlette waiting in Kate’s apartment, the ragged eared cat in her lap. He’d lived well since my sister took him in, though the poor thing was shouldering a good share of her nurturing impulse. She’d given him some fussy name too, which didn’t fit. “Fluffy” or “Baby” or something.

	Charlette stood up, the cat irritably landing on the floor. “Is everything alright?”

	I maintained fight-or-flight mode, pacing, but Kate countered with mother mode, insisting I sit. She pulled my feet up and stuffed a pillow behind my back. The cat jumped on me, purring.

	My sister laughed. “Brant made short work of Edwin.”

	“That was pretty awesome,” I said, petting the cat. He’d had a bath and smelled like coconut. His collar was fashioned like a checkered bow tie.

	“I’m sorry Uncle Edwin’s bothering you, Aunt Rowena.”

	Charlette hugged me, then froze. She pulled back, clutching both my arms and scanning. The cat bounded away. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Kate stiffen.

	“Oh wow, Aunt Rowena, I missed this in the hospital.” My niece broke into a wide grin.

	“What?”

	“Charlette—” Kate moved between us to plump my pillow again, trying but failing to look casual. She’d plastered on that fake Maldhonian matron smile.

	Charlette ignored her. “You’re pregnant!”

	The world stopped. It was me spinning. “How . . . would you know that?”

	Kate pulled me into her arms. “It’s one of her gifts. She wasn’t blessed with tact. Wait a few months and she’ll tell you if it’s a girl or a boy.”

	“Kate—” I pushed away, fighting to catch my breath, “I can’t be pregnant.”

	“Aunt Rowena, a baby is a blessing. Especially now that Our Father’s poured his spirit out on the world. It’s a wonderful time to have a child.”

	Oh. My niece was that type of Codey. I’d expected high-collared fire and damnation, like her father, but she was one of those awakened sorts. I could live with that. From a distance.

	“How accurate are your predictions?”

	She beamed. “Never been wrong.”

	Kate brushed back my hair. “Have you had your time of month since you’ve been home?”

	“I—” My mind flipped back frantically. With all the other things going on, I hadn’t paid attention. “No.”

	“Well then.” She hugged me hard. “It will be alright this time, sweet one, you’ll see.”

	She always knew what to say to set me off. I dissolved into tears. “You don't know that. Edwin’s here! He’s looking at me like . . . he used to. And now he’s got minions!”

	“And you’ve got armies in the north and south. All the forests. What in the hells do you have to worry about?”

	“I don’t want a war.” The last thing I wanted was a battle with that slimy man. Like wading in a sewer system. The walls closed in, the old revulsion rising. “I need to get out of here.”

	She held on, rocking me like I was the baby. “Don’t give him any more power over you. You are far, far above him now.” She kissed the top of my head. “Go home to your husband. Tell him about Edwin. And tell him you’re pregnant.”

	“You think I wouldn't tell him?”

	“I think you will when you’re ready. You always do things in your time. But he has a right to know now.”

	I sat up, wiping my face. “Why are you such a big Pentiere fan?”

	“He’s everything Edwin’s not. The way he looked while you were unconscious, it was like he felt physical pain. I enjoy seeing you happy with a man who loves you that much.”

	I preferred they get along. Best not ruin her romantic fantasy by explaining how the bond worked. “I am happy with him. Mostly. But if I’m pregnant, my first responsibility is to my baby. Right, Charlette?”

	“Yes, but I agree with Mom. Pentiere is a godly man. He’ll protect you.”

	That confused me. When describing Pentiere, “godly” didn’t leap to mind. I shook my head. “His idea of protection would be to decide for me. He’d want me here and act noble and self-sacrificing over it. There’d be huge drama. I don't need that. I need to get away from Edwin.”

	Kate scowled. “Keeping secrets will backfire. You might find he’d understand. Pentiere’s perceptive. We’ve had some good talks.”

	“I heard. He likes you too. I can travel without his leave.”

	My sister gave me that exasperated look I sometimes see in my sleep. “You can let your defenses down with this one.”

	“I do. Regularly. All of my defenses. I’ve ached in places you don’t want to imagine.”

	She rolled her eyes. “I’m serious. Why do you always make jokes?”

	“You know. It’s what I do.”

	“One of these days you’ll need to stop and face life.”

	“One of these days. I’ll make it right with Pentiere, okay? I promise. But what about my baby's other possible father? Seems like it’s more important than ever to find him.”

	Kate paused, and I sensed annoyance. “There’s a better chance of the child being Pentiere’s. You’ve lived together for weeks.”

	“We use protection.”

	“That can fail.”

	“We’ll see. What is your problem with Alamander anyway? I thought you liked him.”

	“I do—”

	“But?”

	My sister frowned, appearing to search for words.

	“There's something dark in him.” Charlette had no problem finding words.

	“Well, lately he’s been a ball of fury but, in general—”

	Kate found her words. “In general, there’s something that gives him an advantage.”

	“What do you mean?”

	“For example, this unquestioning devotion both you and Pentiere have for him. It’s not rational. The sedgewellows said he sold himself to a demon.”

	“The sedgewellows are demons.”

	“I’ve nothing personal against Alamander. He saved your life, helped me learn magery, and he’s done good things for the city. But I worry about you. And about Pentiere.”

	“You know Pentiere’s part sprite, right? You still like him.”

	“Sprites are simply a different life-form. Why do you hate sprites?”

	“I don't hate sprites, obviously. Just saying that if any life-form could be classified as demon, according to Code mythology—”

	“There’s nothing wrong with demons. It’s just a word used to name the unknown. That’s not my point—”

	Circle of hells, mother and daughter were both annoying. I needed to leave. “If there's nothing wrong with demons, why would it be wrong if Alamander sold himself to one?”

	Charlette stood up. “It was an unholy alliance with a being seeking entrance to this world. I’m sorry, Aunt Rowena, I don't think Alamander’s an evil man. I like him—he’s charming. But something in him is sinister.” She headed into the kitchen.

	I looked at Kate. “You agree with that?”

	“Not with the way she interprets it, but he has a fearsome side. Beth saw it when she dated him, although she enjoyed that part. She said he could be rough when—”

	“Fast forward.”

	“You know him better than we do. What do you think?”

	I wished she hadn't asked that question. “There is something, like this steep drop in his mind, but he didn’t hide it from me. I wasn’t able to take the plunge.”

	“Maybe you shouldn’t. What about his physical transformation? I told Pentiere I don't think that's normal even in the mage world.”

	“Alamander would never hurt me. He’s out there now because he loves me.”

	Charlette came back with a glass of foamy juice she insisted I drink. “He’s out there now because he can't control that thing inside him. He needs to evoke the name of Providence.”

	I sipped my thick juicy drink, which didn’t taste bad, and recalled my last memory of him—a smoky serpent coiling into a ball of flame. Kate was probably right about that not being normal. Fury had claimed him. But he was still Alamander. My insides burned for him.

	“We’ll deal with it. I won’t turn my back on my husband.”

	My sister flashed me an exasperated look, but Charlette said, “I’ll pray for you all.”

	“Do you want me to drive you home?” Kate asked, after my tears had dried and she’d made me eat soup.

	“I’m not an invalid. Take me to my glider, please.”

	She dropped me at my ‘Luxie in the parking garage across from the Brantwood and nagged me one more time. “Tell Pentiere tonight.”

	Things were bad enough with that medieval man—this would send him into a swirling, over-protective fever. He’d have me sitting in my room doing needlepoint waiting for the men to come back from the campaign. I mumbled some vague assurance to Kate, then took my time driving home, until I knew he’d be asleep.
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	Hey Z, it’s Ro. D and I are on our way to Sharren City to help Dalian pack. We’re trading Jade’s rover for Kate’s, cause the black one’s bigger, then taking the new highway down to the coast. So, here we are. Driving. Call us when . . . *BEEP*

	I flipped my com closed. “How did that sound?”

	“Guilty.” Dante sighed, looking miserable.

	I scowled. He’d become the voice of my conscience lately. “You’re not helping with your guilt complex.” I turned onto Belverty Street, heading out of town, slowing for tourists and tapping the wheel impatiently.

	“Here, you hold the com and talk when he calls back.”

	He lay it in his lap. “I can’t help feeling bad. We’re family. Jade’s our sister. We should have told them sooner.”

	“There’s been a lot happening.”

	Possibilities had finally aligned for my desired trip south. Pentiere received a leave of absence from the mage force, with good wishes. Commissioner Broden respected Alamander and approved of us assisting him. We were free to go. But Pentiere lingered over reorganizing his department. It had been six weeks since I’d left the hospital and I couldn’t wait any longer. Chaos had twisted the urgency up a notch.

	D and I packed our things, and most of Pentiere’s, and got the house in respectable shape, then decided to help Dalian. Leaving with my backpack would put things in motion, plus make it easier to keep a secret from my husband.

	We’d managed to avoid deep conversation, each of us caught in our own issues, but it took work to hide my concerns. Panic lurked, threatening to engulf me whenever my guard dropped. I doubled my warding efforts. Even then, I’d catch Pentiere staring. He knew something was wrong. I needed a break from him, but our bond had protested before I’d even left town.

	D continued to fret. “Z will be upset we waited so long to explain.”

	I pushed through discomfort and annoyance, following the sign for the Old Wood Highway. “We couldn’t avoid upsetting him, no matter when we told him. You know he’s weird about re-emergence. And he loves Jade.”

	The ramp came up, and I reminded myself to be cheerful—this was progress. But leaving didn’t make me happy either. I loved our Dayonian home. 

	“That’s not a good excuse,” Dante said. “He deserves the truth.”

	“I’ve not had time! There’s been too much to stress over. I’m freakin’ pregnant!”

	The highway began its climb, and I focused on the first set of curves. I never felt completely at ease on the steep Coastal crossing, though my tiny ‘Luxie did well on winding roads. At least I drove better than my sister.

	“You haven’t told them that either. Or Pentiere. And, okay, I can understand waiting to tell him, though as a rule, I disagree with deception in relationships. But B and Z are our brothers.”

	“I just . . . can’t yet.”

	The Old Wood Highway wound leisurely along the mountainside. A modern extension of an ancient road, the pass through the peaks offered uplifting views. I sorely needed them. Dayonne lay below, draped in fall colors. Dramatic. I understood why Pentiere preferred it to Sharren City.

	Life had been good there. We were both reluctant to let it go—he’d not quit the force and I’d had S Corp buy our home as an investment. I paid off his loan for our land too, enjoying the thought of living there. It might be fantasy, but practical—easier than managing mortgage payments long distance. Kate received keys to the house, so she and Brant could have getaways and the property would get checked. I tried not to imagine them in my bed.

	An hour passed, then another, and Zag didn’t call back. Fine—I dreaded that conversation. We’d left early to avoid rush hour, and I didn’t have to worry about setting wards with D, so I’d expected a pleasant drive, but Dante wouldn’t stop fussing.

	“You’ll keep your promise and see a doctor in Sharren City? Or I will tell Pentiere. I’ll go with you if you like.”

	“Yes. I’ll find one downtown.”

	“Denial won’t make it go away.”

	“I don’t want it to go away. But I’m scared.” As I said it aloud, I realized it was true.

	Voicing this brought the panic closer. Terror hung on my shoulders, digging claws in. Another innocent life depended on me, and I was so flawed.

	D’s energies softened. “Any woman would feel the same, I imagine. But you’ve got our odd makeshift family. We love you and will care for your little one too. How about you show me the homesite? Good spot for a break.”

	I wiped my eyes on my sleeve. “Great idea. I have to pee again.”

	A new road had opened opposite the summit overlook. It led into thick Wood, with a grove of elders at center. Ancient sedgewellows, the oldest I’d met in the Accord. Older than the park elders. I imagined all other sedgewellows originating from them, saplings running down slopes on either side. They faltered near the coast, land losing to wind and water, but there were no barriers east.

	I’d felt honored the day we hiked our property for the first time. Pentiere knew me well enough to know I’d love the place, but he’d detected more than he’d realized. The place loved me. Being home for the tree sister filled the land with excitement. It took the responsibility seriously. Perimeter trees formed a watchful border, like my own Reserve. The elders volunteered to hold our treehouse, insisting their boughs would make light of it.

	I parked the glider at the overlook and ducked into the public toilet, then Dante and I hiked up.

	If we’d planned on staying longer, I’d have driven. The trees had fashioned an entrance road into one gentle curve. A much easier trip home than Queen Jade had, though she probably flew. It was a pleasant walk to the top. Sedgewellows remain green year-round, but the lesser trees shimmered red and gold. Leaves carpeted the ground, crunching.

	Dante smiled. “There’s fantastic energy here—a good merger of water and land.”

	“I could feel settled.”

	“But?”

	“But I’ve signed myself into an unholy alliance with demon lovers, and I’ll be tormented until the three of us are together again.”

	He laughed. “Pentiere’s not a demon. He’s a good guy. You probably don’t want to hear this, but I think of him as I think of you—an innocent caught in passion. You share the same obsession.”

	“Alamander.”

	“Kate doesn’t trust him.”

	“What do you think?”

	The elders called as we reached the top of the slope. Their voices tolled like bells.

	“Peace to you, elders.” D inclined his head as a proper tree friend, extending the honor due.

	Peace.

	“Elders. Good to see you.” I patted them. Family didn’t bow—that was improper.

	Sister. We’ve missed.

	They weren’t chatty, like city trees, but I basked in their affection. Acceptance is the Wood’s best quality. It grants a humbling divinity I do my best to deserve. We sat inside their circle, and I felt safe.
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