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	The gray owl, Ashton, soared to my right, grumbling. His wings stretched wide as he banked, then leveled, blocking the light underneath. I yawned. It was midnight. Sky and water had merged into a seamless curve. Three quarter moons hovered over the ocean, pouring beams like milk. We’d searched for hours with no luck. I circled in crow form—gliding through the air like a fleeting apparition, scanning with my magery-enhanced eyes—but nothing stood out. The seascape shifted like a kaleidoscope, making me woozy.

	Are you sure they’re due here this evening?

	I shook off stupor. They were sighted three days ago, less than two hundred leagues off.

	Somewhere below, an illegal shipment of potions approached land. I had to find the boat, a dark spot amid the glitter.

	Ashton tutted. The Dayonian coast is long.

	That marina’s a smuggler’s favorite. It’s isolated and discreet—offers everything but a health plan. Locals have been known to actively divert law enforcement.

	I dove, catching sight of a long shadow. It was only driftwood.

	My scouts could have handled this search, but I like to work in-field. I love to fly. Bird mastery is a humanborn skill. No other beasts would associate with our shady refugee ancestors. Birds sensed an opportunity: mages mistrusted them, but humans were desperate. Fliers filled a niche, exploiting their natural talent for spying and gossip, and lived well. As I do.

	I’m no true crow—I’m a wayward beast mage who broke all rules and decorum. Beast mergery is frowned upon, but I’d made a business of it: Morlani Surveillance and Security, contract bird speaker and shifter.

	My companion kept pace. Hard to be certain what they’ll do. We’ve made a good dent in their business since the task force formed. They might get creative.

	Let’s make a wider sweep. You go north, as far as that fancy commune. I’ll scout to the border.

	Ashton breathed an irritated chirp. We could do with more recruits. Those hawks seem less than dedicated.

	They’re new. Have faith.

	Dewey has brought better information.

	Train them. They’d benefit from your years of expertise.

	He let out a startling squawk. We shall see. Safe hunt! Ashton headed northeast.

	I wheeled south, casting an oversized shadow on the waves.

	My enchanted form is grander than the average crow. Larger, with gold-tipped feathers, like the mask I’d worn as a kid at my first spring festival. The image stuck in my head, I guess. By day, I fly high, so as not to stand out. At night, my midnight color blends in.

	Certain people would prefer I take things easier. A couple have added: “at your age.” But first-life forties seems like adolescence to me. Mages can live forever with our re-emergence ceremony. Not everyone returns from burial—some sleep or wander other worlds—yet they’re alive somewhere. Maybe in a place they like better.

	Something moved farther out. I darted to intercept, pondering alternate worlds. Are these different planets? Or some sort of multi-dimensional thing? How would one know? Could I still be a bird? It wouldn’t be bad, exploring new planets or dimensions, if I could do it flying.

	I reached the spot but found nothing but waves. Maybe it had been a fish? Or a dolphin? I circled back, soaring higher. An untethered star sped past, casting a long, wavering reflection. I flew toward it—because I could—with no hope of catching up.

	Thirty years of flight and I still can’t get enough of the vastness of the sky.

	Age has taken a toll. I have slower reaction time and joints that complain with the weather. My wing tips are not as shiny. But my vision’s held, and the view still looks spectacular.

	Beauty is a distraction. I dismissed wonder to focus on task, turning a glorious evening tedious. Dipping lower, I made another sweep, analyzing restless patches of color.

	Grating cries diverted my attention. My nighthawk squad flew in. They slowed, bumping into each other, then flanked me, matching my speed. There were only four of them—not much of a squad—but it sounded good in my advertisements.

	Any sighting?

	One flew closer. Nay, lady. Not a glimpse. Nor sound. This bird was old. He spoke like an elder. The smugglers have employed a water mage pilot, I am certain. They slide boats through waves like fish. We will sweep west. Mayhap they are yet farther out.

	He seemed sensible. I don’t know why Ashton complained. The hawks hadn’t found anything, but neither had we.

	Sounds good. I’ll scan the shoreline. Safe hunt.

	And to you, Your Grace. Oh yeah, he was ancient. Few used that title.

	The hawks sped out to sea. I wheeled southeast toward shore. The tall lights of the marina bounced on the waves.

	This was the first or last port in Dayonia Province, depending on one’s perspective, and the only public harbor for leagues. It’s been a busy place since trade opened with the southlands. We’d sailed to Celian from there when the kids were little. I recall it as quaint and hospitable.

	Those family-friendly days are gone.

	I swooped in, scanning. All appeared quiet along the docks. Abnormally peaceful, which made me suspicious. No crafts rocked from brawls or exuberant sex. No one staggered along the planks or fell into the bay. I skimmed the tied boats and barges. None were lit. The guard on duty didn’t give me a glance, nodding in the station window.

	Ashton flew alongside, hooking my attention, then looped back northwest. I followed, studying the shifting lights.

	Over the years, with discipline and practice, I’ve integrated the crow body into mine. My mage sight is boosted and, in turn, allows night flight. Still, I’ll never have the sight of nocturnals. Ashton’s my best low-light scout.

	Look.

	I adjusted my sight, focusing like a telescope. A boat drifted in with the tide. The owl dropped, passed silently over it, then shot back to me.

	A man stood up.

	Bad luck, they’ve got a beast mage. He spotted you.

	By all the spiraling hells! Got a good look. Counted five people and two mageric weapons.

	Find Oakly and lead them here. I’ll keep eyes on it.

	Mind yourself, Princess, don’t stray too close without backup.

	I winced. No one in my family had sat on a throne for ages. Birds and beasts are too conscious of human heritage—it’s their way of classifying us. Also, he echoed a familiar complaint.

	You sound like Shar and Grandma Paytina. I can handle myself.

	Even so. Mind those weapons. Safe hunt!

	Ashton cruised north, where my husband waited with the other agents. I stayed with the boat, sailing stealthily on the evening breeze.

	When I was young, people in the Accord used to think magic fantasy, reserved for books or digitals. Wandering magicians and hidden kingdoms were fun stories, but the real world didn’t work that way. This had been the stance of rational people. The stance of adults.

	We kids knew better.

	***

	“Dhana! I don’t care what those birds say! You stay where I can see you!”

	The crow fledgling ruffled her feathers. ‘What’s your mom’s problem? We’re having fun.’

	“She’s always like that.”

	“I mean it! You stand right there.”

	‘Her voice is annoying.’

	“I know.”

	***

	Ambient magery had reached a tipping point before I’d been born—my generation steeped in it with our amniotic fluid. We were born magic. My earliest memory is of a raven introducing herself. After that, I spoke with birds everywhere. They told me whatever I wanted to know.

	Rational people like my mother had had a bumpy time.

	Mist rose, obstructing my view. Fuck! Their water mage had hidden the boat. Smoky tendrils swept out, confusing their source. The smugglers could switch direction, make for another port or a hidden cove. Someone’s backyard. I wheeled off, muttering curses, then swooped back. The fog thickened, and I dove into the murk. Sight and sound blinked out, leaving clinging chill.

	It was not so bad. The water felt cool under my skimming wings.

	Nowadays, everyone’s a mage, even religious fanatics who refuse to acknowledge the fact. They squander their power on invocation, which kind of worries me. The rest of the country has embraced their gifts. We have dragons for transport and diplomatic relations with mythical places. It’s been a bright new age. Mostly. As usual, people screwed things up. Mageric contraband—potions, talismans, or devices—is a bigger problem than drugs.

	My beak hit something solid. I fell back, stunned.

	Water closed over my head.
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	Disembodied voices floated down.

	“What was that?”

	“Something hit the boat.”

	A hand torch flashed on but didn’t illuminate.

	Someone cursed. “Lower the fog.”

	“They’ll see us. They’re searching blind right now.”

	“We’re traveling blind,” another voice said. “How will we reach the marina?”

	“The water will guide us.”

	Water mages are a pious lot. Even their criminals.

	I surfaced, sputtering. My locket floated out in front. It was a family heirloom—I never took it off, nor hid it under enchantment. I loved the visual effect of an oversized crow wearing a necklace. Now the lump of metal threatened to sink me like a stone. I tried to lift off, pushing into the waves with my useless splayed feet, and the damn thing held me down.

	Cursing, I shifted to mage and swam.

	The fog clung, sapping my sense of direction. This wouldn’t do. I paused, treading water, pulled my com from my pocket and flipped it open. Nothing. Another one fried. Good thing I can claim them on expense reports.

	Okay, settle, Dhana. Focus. There’s no time.

	I closed my eyes and murmured an incantation:

	Aulaurni. Grant me your blessing.

	Mage rites sound like prayers, like the horrible chanting of the Code People, but Uncle D had taught me this one. He’s kind and wise and trustworthy. Also, the charm worked.

	Aumaunerie. Know my need.

	I’d never be a water initiate, but if you treat an element with respect, it honors requests. Water wouldn’t feed me information as it did for Uncle D yet would save me in a pinch. I recalled his sonorous voice, as deep as the sea, coaxing the waves to action.

	Aulamaanta. Secure me!

	Currents came to life. They swirled in, then carried me off, bouncing like rapids. I sat up, feet straight in front—better to risk them than my head. Minutes went by. My butt grew numb. Something large and dark came up fast. My toes hit rock, prompting more swearing. I flipped around, probed for handholds, and climbed.

	The fog cleared several feet above the waves. Hells. This was a Coastal outcrop—way too far south. I reached the top and pulled myself to stand, groaning as my knees protested. The marina had dwindled to a twinkle. Lost the damn boat.

	Cursing myself for stupidity, I stripped off my wet clothing.

	A swift spot appeared against the sky. It turned into a familiar raven.

	Shar circled me. There you are! I’ve been worried. Dewey saw you fly into the mist.

	“Could have used his help.”

	He’ll never venture farther than the shallows. What happened?

	“I hit the boat. Knocked me under. Had to shift and swim.”

	Why would you fly in there unassisted?

	“I didn’t want to lose track of it.”

	Yet you have. It would have been wiser to circle and wait for help.

	“It could have traveled anywhere inside that murk. I needed to get eyes on it.”

	You are fortunate the fog marred the sight of their weaponry.

	I imagined my crow form, standing like a media game avatar, and shook. My feathers appeared, dry and ready to fly.

	Where’s the boat now? I asked in common bird speech.

	No idea. I’ve been seeking you. Oakly and his agents are on their way to the marina.

	They’re not “his” agents. I’ve explained. I craned my neck but stood above a gray cloud. He’s theirs. Along for support with the bird scouts.

	Oakly didn’t usually go into the field. My government consultant contract had given us a rare chance to work together. He was an intelligence man, gathering information and assessing threats. As a mobile—a tree who’d taken mage form—he had access to the Wood network. Plus, I’d made him a bird speaker. Oakly was a great asset for the Federal Protection Agency. Though you’d not know it from his salary.

	They can’t risk alerting the smugglers. Will you help me find the boat again?

	The raven sighed. Yes.

	Thanks! I leaped. Bracing air lifted me.

	She kept pace, feathers rustling like silk. You are more difficult to track than the boys. Why are you out here hunting? You have scouts. It is not befitting a Morlani to labor.

	I’ve more free time now that it’s summer, with the kids visiting the uncles. This job pays too well to pass up—plus I enjoy it. And our family isn’t royalty anymore.

	You will always be a royal. It’s in your blood.

	Rulers without realms are commoners. Why are you here? I’m happy to see you, but I thought you were minding the boys.

	They have no need of me. They are well-attended. And reside in separate households. Gray is with your uncles, busy with studies and games. And trysts. He charms all. That one will rule the world without my help.

	Gray’s got a heady mix of powers—my Uncle Jaxon’s persuasion talent, bird speech, and tree magery. Also, he’s ambitious. It worries me. The kid could grow into a megalomaniac. I’d prefer he have your counsel. Morlani monarchs need their bird allies, no?

	This pleased her. I do my best for your sons, though it feels a thankless job. Crow prefers the company of gulls and pelicans. He removed to the coast shortly after we arrived.

	I’m grateful for your help. Crow loves you, but he’s a water adept. He needs time with Uncle D. Oakly and I give our children the freedom to follow their talents.

	You give those boys too much freedom. Your Uncle Dante is a fine man, befitting his heritage, but I worry about that siren aunt. She’s taken Crow to Timoren.

	Aunt Sabine is lovely. She’s like their grandmother. Uncle D’s one of my dads.

	Mom and her friends had cooperated in raising kids. Like ancient mage nobles, which some of my family are. Everyone’s children spent time with their aunts and uncles and learned a mix of skills: magery, business, and life. This custom had started with me, their only kid until my teens. I’d never met my blood father but had never lacked for parents.

	I adjusted my course northeast. What heritage does Uncle D have?

	Shar tutted at me. Don’t change the subject. Your boys have grandmothers enough. Sabine fills Crow’s head with sea tales. He complains because he cannot be an Eldest Daughter.

	I laughed. He isn’t wrong. Why is that power only given to firstborn females?

	Land and water are female, as I explained to our Crow. He said it made no sense.

	It doesn’t. How would one tell? The marina lay ahead. I slowed and slid silently downwind. The Wood creates Grove from any gender. Why would water not do the same with its elected?

	Shar followed me, gliding like a wraith. Eldest Daughter has never been a gift for mages. This is a siren tradition. Crow is no water spirit descendant.

	He’s a land spirit descendant on his father’s side. Also an element. I scanned the thinning fog. That water mage had to be tired. Wasn’t there a mage woman who became an Eldest? Back in the old days? One of Uncle Al’s teammates?

	Calianthema, yes. She called an ashreui to assist.

	So it is possible, with help, to obtain this level?

	I do not understand why he would want to. It is a woman’s place.

	You are as old-fashioned as Grandma Paytina. I paused, pondering. This bird seemed as knowledgeable my other grandmother, the Quenelle librarian. How old are you?

	It is not polite to ask a bird their age. We live as many years as necessary. Why would Sabine take Crow to the siren city?

	To visit her family?

	I couldn’t see her scowl in the dark but knew it was there. Did you know he went?

	No, but I trust my aunt and uncle. I misspoke—you’re not like Grandma. You nag like my mother. Look there!

	The boat’s wide bow appeared, some twenty leagues from the marina.

	There it is! I dropped closer. Go tell Oakly, please!

	The raven eyed me warily. What will you be doing?

	I need to keep track of it.

	You should maintain a safe distance.

	Get Oakly. Hurry! I’ll be fine.

	Like last time? Shar veered off, croaking in disgust.

	I followed the boat, remaining out of striking range. Those bolt throwers were dangerous when they worked, though of dubious quality, like the potions they guarded.

	The one I had figured a beast mage stood and pointed. He had a damn good nose. Red powder launched through remnants of fog, searing my eyes. I lost momentum, then height. A jolt hit, and my wings flapped uncontrollably. The night lit up brilliant red, then turned black.
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	Dewey’s wide mouth spit water in my face.

	“Quit!” I sat up, noting I’d switched back to mage. This can happen when I lose consciousness. No cause for worry but inconvenient—my clothes lay back on the rock. I folded my arms over my chest and scanned my surroundings, clutching at my bearings and dignity.

	We sat underneath the marina. Footsteps creaked on the planks overhead.

	“How did I get here?” My eyes stung, and my head ached.

	Dewey regarded me with what looked like a grin. They tossed red spark at you. Nasty stuff. I saw the whole thing. Sea lions helped me get you to shore. His smile grew bigger in triumph.

	Masked tilars are goofy-looking birds, with wide mouths for skimming. They hunt the coastlines, see all that come and go, and make excellent informants. And friends.

	“Thanks. I owe you.”

	He ruffled his blue-tinted feathers. You do.

	“What happened to the smugglers?”

	The nighthawks attacked after you fell.

	“Are they okay? Those mages had contraband weapons.”

	Two were hit but will recover. They raised enough racket to attract the detectives.

	“Excellent job. I think this flock will work out. Be sure to tell Ashton.”

	Shar appeared, wings beating hard, followed by my husband on foot. There you are! You live a charmed life.

	I massaged my aching temples. “You’d never know it.”

	You yet live, despite your antics.

	Oakly arrived and crouched down, his mop of hair falling into my face. “We got them. Are you okay?”

	“Yeah.” I staggered to my feet with his help. “I could use a pain draught.”

	“And clothing. Not that I mind.”

	Sometimes I worry that neither of us had a choice. We were each other’s first and only. But, mostly, I felt lucky. Like now. I brushed back his uneven hair, cut in a silly style Crow had named the latest fashion. It suited him. My husband didn’t look a day over thirty. Element spirits age slower—sirens are the same. Oakly’s hair was still lush and sandy-colored, like the day he’d emerged as a mobile tree.

	“They got wet, and I needed dry feathers. Probably best not to stay this way.”

	“Pity.”

	My childhood oak friend had built himself a body from an elemental, as mages did for rebirth. He’d come out looking my age. But better. His teenaged form had shone like a media star. I’d fallen in love at first sight. Now he looked younger than me, with that same boyish grin. This was another concern: looking like my husband’s mother someday.

	Shar flapped her wings. The lady has need of your coat.

	“Oh. Yes.” Oakly peeled off his suit jacket. “Why did you go in alone? That was risky.”

	“Didn’t want to chance losing them again.” I wrapped his jacket around me like a robe. My husband had a thick frame, reminiscent of his tree—a broad oak that still stands near my childhood home.

	“It is agency protocol to wait for backup.”

	“I’m not an FPA agent. Let’s pick up dinner along with the pain meds once they let us loose. I’m starving.”

	“You are currently on the payroll. We can go now. They don’t need us. My glider’s parked in front. I’m not sure we’ll find much open this time of night.”

	Oakly took my hand, and we walked up the beach, then across the quiet boardwalk to the street exit.

	Shar flew between us. Did you know your son went to Timoren?

	My husband cocked his head. “No. Which one?”

	Crow, of course.

	“Sounds like fun. Is that a problem?”

	He wants to be an Eldest Daughter.

	Oakly laughed. “Splendid. Crow might do it.”

	“See you later, Shar.” I slid into the passenger seat of his glider, happy to escape.

	It was three hours from the coast to our home in the foothills. After this busy night, I wouldn’t mind the stillness. Or the company.

	“Thank you for sticking up for Crow. Shar is a good old bird but narrow-minded.”

	“I’m proud of our sons.” He started the motor and pulled out.

	There’d been other romantic opportunities. Mages are traditionally polyamorous, so the subject comes up. No one had equaled Oakly.

	Physically, this had been by design. He’d patterned himself on my fantasies. But mentally and emotionally—at heart—my husband was the best. Smart. Affectionate. Good-natured. Strong and steady as the tree that had given birth to him. Gentle. Laid-back. Though he leaned too much into that quality.

	“I’ll never understand mage emphasis on clothing. Particularly in warm weather. This is not something trees do. It seems dishonest, hiding your true self.”

	“Trees have bark.”

	“Bark is like skin, no?” Oakly turned into the provincial highway entrance.

	“Mages prefer to cover up. Unless you have a body you’re particularly proud of.”

	“You have a body to be proud of. Healthy. Soft. Moist in the proper places.”

	I grinned. “Eyes on the road.”

	What other lover could equal him? They’d have to be impressive: a classic hero emerging from mist. And they’d have to want us both, of course.

	“Some newly emerged mobiles have refused to dress,” Oakly said.

	“I heard. That’s going to cause problems.”

	“It already has. Sharren City authorities are not pleased. Prudish, no? Come winter, those mobiles will relent. Cannot mages fashion bodies they like better? With re-emergence?”

	“It’s not that easy. Not everyone finds their way back to this world. It took Aunt Ro years. Some come back wrong.”

	Oakly nodded. “Like your mom. I would not wish to lose you.”

	“Then find me food before I starve to death.”

	He took the first exit that advertised amenities. We stopped at an all-night pharmacy for headache meds but found nothing open for a late-night meal. I stayed in the glider despite his insistence I looked great wearing only his jacket. Oakly bought snacks—chips, cookies, and soda—nothing with an ounce of nutrition. I leaned back, satisfied, watching the road whip past.

	Shar was right about my life being charmed. My family is rich, magical, and well-connected. Childhood had been dangerous, yet fun. I’d spent my teens in Quenelle, land of mages, living on my uncles’ estate and learning to fly with Grandpa Ig. Grandma Maggie had educated me at the Quenelle library, which might have the greatest collection of knowledge ever. As an adult, I run a successful business, which keeps my mother off my back. She’s able to brag about me—impress donors and constituents and shame my brother.

	Best of all, my childhood sweetheart had morphed into a wonderful husband.

	I beamed at him. “At least we’ll have a proper meal tomorrow.”

	“Will we?”

	Though this man could try my patience.

	“You didn’t forget? It’s our anniversary.”

	“Oh. No, I didn’t forget.” He paused. “It did slip my mind momentarily. I told Dan I’d work his shift tomorrow night.”

	“What?” I sat up straighter. “Why?”

	“He needed me to.”

	“He needed you? Specifically?”

	Oakly shrugged, slowing the glider to follow curves. “He needed the time off, so I agreed.”

	“You needed the time off!” This was just like him.

	The road straightened, and he sped up. “We can go out this weekend.”

	“Our reservations are for tomorrow.”

	“I’m sorry. I didn’t know. Can you change them?”

	“Yes. But that’s not the point. How did you not know? You never listen.”

	“I do. It’s just with everything going on with the task force—”

	“This happens all the time! Way before. You agree to whatever extra work they pile on you. Never stick up for yourself. The same thing happened with the Dayonne mage force. You should have gotten the directorship for the tree mage division. You’re a fucking tree! They gave it to an elder instead, which, you know, happens a lot. The Accord is becoming more like Quenelle—elders run everything.”

	Elders, when referring to mages rather than churchmen, meant those who’d been reborn, once or multiple times. They command respect. And perks.

	“It is fair. Elders bring wisdom and greater power which serve our country.”

	“Not every elder is good for the country. Look what happened with Kumalin. He opened a portal to a hell world and killed thousands. Advanced age can loosen the mind.”

	Qualities other than appearance give elders away, like archaic speech or superior skills. The extremely ancient, like Kumalin, blend with their affinity. This can lead to physical changes, not to mention mental shifts. He’d fused with the wind—the old mage had looked like a ghost, people said, yet he’d made quite an impact.

	“Also, us first-lifers contribute. You certainly do. But you step aside.”

	“I like my job at the bureau better.”

	“People take advantage of you there too. Like Dan.”

	“That’s not true. I could have said no.”

	“When do you ever say no? Except to me? You can’t even manage it with the boys.”

	“Now we’re getting off-topic. Em says couples must argue constructively. She and Brant consider one issue at a time.” Oakly focused on the road as we passed over bumps.

	“It’s the same problem: you don’t take a firm stance with anyone. You play games with the kids when they’re supposed to be doing homework or chores.”

	“I like playing games with them. It’s an interest we share. They get their work done.”

	“Only because I insist. You leave most of the household decisions to me. You don’t care enough to have an opinion.”

	“I care about our family, not so much about the day-to-day details. Those don’t matter.”

	“They do matter—it’s part of running a home.”

	“I’m happy to be with you and our boys. No matter what the house looks like.”

	He flashed his youthful grin, which was now not so endearing. The man never took our arguments seriously. Someone had told him, early in our relationship, that lovers’ quarrels were normal, so he took them as a sign we were a solid couple. I stared out the window, fuming. We spent the rest of the drive in silence, save for the crunching of cookies and chips.

	The second moon had set before we reached home, but the third sat overhead. It was still technically night, allowing time for a drink. I stomped inside, threw on clothes, poured a tenquiro with lime, then took it out to the patio, slamming the door.

	That doesn’t sound good. Ashton sat perched on the fence with Shar and Dewey. Fighting?

	I plopped in a chair. “Yes.”

	Sweet garden scents combined with mellow moonlight, making it hard for me to stay upset. I should be used to this behavior by now.

	“My husband doesn’t understand there’s a problem. Thinks we’ll make up.”

	Ashton peered at me. Don’t you always?

	Oakly is a good provider, Shar said. You should not be cross with him.

	“I provide for myself, thank you. He forgot our anniversary. Again. Last year, he took the boys camping with Alby and Dalian. Now he volunteered to pick up an extra shift.”

	Those two are Grove—tree brothers. They no doubt attended to the boys’ woodcraft.

	Shar always made excuses for him. She considered Oakly a “proper Morlani consort,” whatever the hell that means.

	Dewey landed on the ground to scoop up crickets. He crunched. What’s an anniversary?

	“It commemorates the day we got married.”

	A human custom, Shar told him. From a religion she doesn’t follow.

	“So? We had a beautiful ceremony. Mom brought in decorators. We held it on the beach by my Uncle D’s place,” I told Dewy. “He officiated as town elder.”

	That was not legal. Dante is not an ordained preacher of the Code.

	“It didn’t matter. Oakly and I pledged ourselves to each other. It was romantic.”

	Ashton shook his feathers. Why didn’t you do a bonding ceremony like mages do?

	Shar tsked at him. That ritual was never common. It’s dangerous. Brings untold misery.

	“Not always. Uncles Z and B seem happy. Though Aunt Ro and her husbands had a hard time. Kind of put me off of it.”

	As it should. Those men were always too ruled by their passions. Your aunt is the same.

	I thought those three inspiring, the way their love had conquered odds, plus all the good they’d done. More people found them intimidating—that bonding rite had joined their powers along with their lives.

	Dewey gobbled more crickets. He lighted beside me on the chair, chewing. Can’t Oakly tell them he forgot he can’t work?

	“He’d never do that. My husband is a reliable employee. Everyone’s fucking best friend!”

	Language! Shar puffed her feathers.

	I scowled back, but didn’t bother arguing—I never won.

	She continued, satisfied. Oakly is well-thought-of. And devoted to the Wood.

	“Technically, he is the Wood. One could say he’s self-serving.”

	Your husband is a fine man. A great father to those boys. Whenever I see him at home, they are playing games or baking treats—when did you last cook?

	“I cook. He’s a wonderful dad but more of a buddy than the family patriarch.”

	He’s joined to a Morlani woman. You are a matriarchy.

	“I’d prefer help with the laundry.”

	Stop looking for problems. All possibilities rolled your way. You have a strong family and a husband who would do anything you ask.

	“I’m happy with my life and adore Oakly. He never lost his joy in the world. I envy him that. Trees can be serene, though sometimes childlike. He’s brilliant at his job. At home, he becomes one of the boys. As you say, he does whatever I ask. Like they do. But I have to ask.”

	Ashton rotated his head to Shar. I can see her point.

	Oakly is a good soul, the raven insisted, with a will to create fun rather than misery.

	“Yes. I’ve felt guilty losing my temper at him. But not today. Now I feel hurt.”

	Dewey slid closer. I would be cross if my mate forgot my birthday.

	“Especially when you live your life to protect them. Shield them from reality.”

	The raven fixed me in a solemn stare. That is not your responsibility. You take on too much. Even as a child.

	“I was a Morlani child. We’re born into obligation. According to you and Grandma.”

	She looked down, flexing her spindly feet. Our stories were meant to inspire pride in your name. Each family member adds to its value.

	I sipped my drink. “As a kid, I thought myself privileged. Even before I knew I was a princess. Ardonna was all wonder and opportunity.” I took a longer gulp. “Oakly still lives in that world. I do everything I can to make sure of it.”

	Shar landed on the table. Her eyes glinted like amethyst in the moonset. You shoulder many burdens. ’Tis a Morlani curse—all look to you. But do not neglect your own needs. Allow your consort to grow into his role. He never will if you keep shielding him. Relinquish control.

	“I don’t control him.”

	He still bears the name you gave him as a child.

	Oakly is a cool name, Ashton said.

	“It has sentimental value. Oakly is the bright spot of my life. Like my sun. He helps center me. I feel pulled in so many directions. My mother’s reelection. Morlani duty and protocols, which Grandma Paytina lives on. Grandma Maggie expects me to take over the library someday, since my father never bothered coming back. Plus, these women hate each other, so I am berated by two for pleasing one.”

	I downed my drink and slammed the glass on the table. “Then there’s my brother.”

	Dewey cocked his head. What’s wrong with Dante? I thought he was Grove. All-powerful.

	Shar ruffled her feathers. They are not all-powerful—they possess the skills of trees but are self-propelled.

	Seems like a lot of power to me. That aunt of Dhana’s destroyed a castle.

	“Just half of one,” I corrected. “Aunt Ro saved people. D wants to cause trouble.”

	He is concerned with Wood rights, Shar said. The Accord has dragged their feet on this.

	“I know. But his rallies make my mother look bad. I am expected to talk sense into him.”

	If I were you, Ashton said, I’d fly away.

	I laughed. “I’ve thought of it. The only time I’m purely happy is when I’m flying.”

	Oakly emerged from the house, all smiles. “Are you still mad?” He sat next to me.

	Ashton hopped to the arm of his chair. I wouldn’t ask her that.

	No, Dewey agreed. You’ll make her madder.

	“I’m sorry,” Oakly said.

	He meant it, but I knew he didn’t understand. “For what?”

	“Making you angry.”

	“Do you have any idea why?”

	“I will miss our anniversary.” He paused. “Again.”

	You see, Shar said, he understands. And is sorry.

	Oakly brightened. “I can take you to breakfast tomorrow instead of dinner.”

	“How? Aren’t you working a double shift?”

	“I was, but have to arrange for time off. Em just buzzed. Brant needs me.”

	“Brant needs you?” I gaped, then sat back with a heavy sigh. “Breakfast would be great.”
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	“There is no need to make a fuss.”

	Brant frowned from his easy chair. Em had insisted he sit with his feet up. We guests took every other available seat in their Sharren City apartment—Aunt Ro, Uncle Al, and Uncle Pentiere looked cozy on the couch. Oakly and I squeezed together into another chair.

	“You’ve scared Em.” Aunt Ro’s eyes glowed green, the mark of Grove, the Wood’s emissary. “She said you’ve woken her screaming the last three nights.”

	“She should not have buzzed everyone before dawn.”

	He’d been the first mobile in the world, working a ritual with Aunt Ro’s sister, Kate. That woman had creeped me out since I was little. Birds had described how she and Dr. Madrone had brought back the tree brother Dalian. It had made me sick. They’d nearly killed my Uncle Jaxon using his body as a conduit. The next rite Kate created had disturbed things even more: she’d fashioned herself a boyfriend, drawing the spirit of the tree she’d named Brantwood into an elemental. That old beech had stood outside the patio of the inn with the same name for generations. Until the portal took it.

	Brant, as he’d named himself, looked more plant than mage, with beech-bark-colored skin and straw-like hair, but had been pleased with his new mobility. He’d shared the ceremony on the tree network, and a new race of people had been born.

	“No problem,” Oakly said. “Dhana and I weren’t sleeping. We were having an argument.”

	I scowled at my husband’s oversharing.

	“It’s just nightmares.” Brant waved one gray-brown hand.

	“What about?” Aunt Ro scanned him, frowning.

	“I am not sure.” He scratched his head. “It was a place I do not recall.”

	“It sounded like a hell world.” Em brushed her hand along his brow, her bracelets jingling. “With smoke and fire.”

	Brant frowned. “It could have been.”

	Em had arrived next—they’d been best friends as trees. Her mobile form appeared similar, but she’d favored a female shape, with long auburn hair and flashy fashion. Then came Oakly, in the body of a teenaged media star, shaking my world.

	Any tree with strong enough will can fashion themselves a mage form. As of now, a generation later, many had. They don’t all look the same. Modern mobiles favor their tree roots—they emerge tall, broad, and strong, with less commitment to gender. “Like living gods,” it’s been said. They’d make formidable opponents, if it came to it, though most were as good-natured as their predecessors.

	Until recently, when my brother organized them.

	Uncle Al shifted forward, eyes as green as my aunt’s. She’d made him Grove after he’d hosted her rebirth. “Do you think this could involve your lost tree?”

	This made sense. Uncle Al might be the wisest person I knew. After Shar. Once, he’d been a mage king. He’d lost his realm to trees, yet was now one of them.

	Alamander Rey was a wind mage and vice chancellor to my mother. Thanks to Aunt Ro, he’d also achieved the pinnacle of land magery. Tree siblings have easy access to the Wood’s collective knowledge, plus its full allegiance. They can read and influence people like trees do, possessing the same ability to enchant. The man had an intimidating collection of powers, but he’d always been kindly “Uncle Al” to me.

	“I would have thought it dead by now,” Brant told him. “It’s been five years since Kumalin opened that hell gate. No uprooted tree could survive so long.”

	Em looked back at them. “Do you truly think these are more than dreams?”

	“Dreams are always suspect,” said Aunt Ro.

	Uncle Pentiere regarded Brant thoughtfully. “I sense imbalance.”

	In my teens, I’d thought this uncle scary. He wasn’t Grove yet had power enough: a sprite with wind and tree magery. Uncle Pentiere had re-emerged inside a creature from another world. It had left him ageless and luminous, with silver hair and eyes of colored light. His appearance unsettled me, but I came to know him as the gentlest of the trio.

	Attractive, near glowing when in proximity, my aunt and uncles dominated any room. Brighter and bolder than most, wittier and wiser, the three were a pantheon come to life. The Accord’s own royalty.

	“Three nights’ lost sleep is not healthy whatever the cause,” Uncle Al said.

	“It has been difficult,” Em agreed. “That’s why I asked for Grove’s help.”

	“Dalian and Alby are on their way,” Aunt Ro told her. “We’ll figure it out.”

	I’d no doubt. One tree sibling was powerful. A group would be damn near unstoppable.

	According to my Grandma Maggie, who knows more than most, this was the first time so many Grove had lived in the same place. She suspected trees of plotting again. The Wood had been trying to take back the northlands for centuries. Shar told me the deep is a manifestation of chaos, fashioned of its groping intention. It has no interest in active knowing, only dominion—unbroken forest from mountains to sea.

	And it holds a special grudge against my people.

	Dalian had led its war at the end of the Mage Era, lured by the Woodspell to do its bidding. Uncle Al had had to cast him into the center fire. The Wood tried the same ploy in the Dragon Age, having no rational sense. My ancestor and her dragonknights beat the trees back so badly they’d slept for a thousand years.

	Once dragons were gone, the Wood woke. Aunt Ro and her brother were taken together. Alby became its new captain, but my aunt had brought him to his senses. Next up was Dalian again. Kate summoned him back at the deep’s request. My mother and the city trees—Brantwood, in particular—had thwarted that plan.

	Now we have mobiles. Self-propelled trees with no need of mages to prod their awareness. And a new Grove member to assist them: my brother, Dalian’s son.

	Aunt Ro gave me a bright smile, dispelling my broody thoughts. “Not much of an anniversary celebration.”

	I grinned—she’d remembered. She was my favorite aunt for a reason. Aunt Ro is like my second mom, easier to get along with than my first.

	***

	“It’s Ro’s turn to choose a location.”

	“It’s fine. She can take my turn.”

	“No.” My mother insisted. “What kind of adult will she be if she doesn’t learn to share?”

	Aunt Ro glanced back at me. “Your mom’s got a point.”

	“I guess. But birds said there’s a fair today at River’s Landing. They’ve got face painting.” That was important at age nine.

	Aunt Ro smiled at my mom. “Come on. You know you want your face painted.”

	Mom sighed and took the exit north toward the river.

	***

	Back when Mom was herself, she, Aunt Ro, and I took regular drives out from Sharren City. We’d pick a direction and go, singing along with blaring music. It made a welcome change from my grandmother’s stern home. I’d been angry with my mother then but had loved our day trips. Aunt Ro looked the same today as she had then. Re-emergence is common, yet it still feels odd to look older than people who raised me.

	My mom re-emerged thirty years ago but has the means to mitigate time’s effects. Grandma Maggie landed with the starships yet currently appears in her fifties. My southern uncles have remained consistent, thank all the gods and mothers. That will change. Too soon. It scares me, the idea of losing any of those three. As a kid, they made me feel safe. To be honest, they still do. Years drop off in their presence.

	The doorbell buzzed, and the rest of the Grove arrived: my stepfather Dalian, Aunt Ro’s brother Alby, and my brother Dante. Oakly jumped up to greet them: these were family on his tree side. Dante is both my brother and in-law in some mystical Wood fashion.

	Dalian noted me and came in for a hug. We’d not seen each other since the new year. My detective senses churned automatically. Stepdad had been working out. His trendy clothes were tailored to accentuate a tighter form, and his hair had been carefully arranged. The scent of aftershave seemed heavy.

	“Your mother and I have missed you. We are overdue for a visit.”

	“I know,” I said, to be polite. Mom buzzed me on the com regularly, and that was contact enough. Plus, birds had brought me embarrassing rumors about him.

	Alby greeted me next. I didn’t know him well—hadn’t grown up around him, like my brother had—but he seemed a decent guy. He’d spent time with my sons, assisting in their woodcraft instruction. That was kind. Of course, he’d been dating Grandma Maggie. He’d want to be on her family’s good side.

	Dante didn’t approach. He went to Brant first, then stood between him and Aunt Ro.

	D and I weren’t as close these days. We saw each other less, what with my working with law enforcement and his terrorist leanings. I hated that our first conversation would involve our mother’s complaints. Perhaps I’d put it off for another time, give her some excuse. She couldn’t afford to get too mad at me—I was needed for campaign events.

	“I want to try to enter Brant’s dreams,” Aunt Ro explained to the group. “Get him into a deep sleep and pull his consciousness into ours. Maybe we can view what he sees.”

	Technically, all Grove were equal, but Aunt Ro seemed naturally in charge, by unspoken agreement. Could be because tree sisters are rare. Or because she’s the most talented sibling.

	“That could work.” Dalian stretched, flexing his broad arms. “Worth a try.”

	Brant laughed. “I do not know if I will fall asleep with all of you standing around.”

	“We should link up,” Alby said. “Join focus to lull him.”

	“Or we could give him space,” Uncle Pentiere suggested.

	The elders dispersed, leaving Em to lead Brant into their bedroom.

	Dante finally acknowledged my presence and hugged me. “Happy anniversary.” He sat on the sofa, next to my chair.

	“Thank you. My husband forgot again.”

	“Aww. Go easy on the guy. He does his best. Why did you want to speak?”

	“What do you mean?”

	“Mom said I needed to talk to you.”

	“Bloody hells, that woman!”
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	Oakly joined us, sitting next to Dante. “Are you speaking of your mother?”

	“How can you tell?”

	“You always call her ‘that woman.’”

	“She’s scheming again.” I looked at my brother. “She wanted me to talk to you. You’re embarrassing her, leading mobiles and tree friends around the neighborhood protesting.”

	“Too bad.”

	My little brother had been a sweet kid. Lacked direction though meant well. I’d adored him—admired his carefree nature, so different from mine. Maybe I’d enabled his irresponsibility, as Mom had complained, but D had ‘good heart,’ as my elder uncles would say. I’d trusted him to do the right thing. Everything changed when he’d walked into the deep.

	“I told her: ‘Ratify the Wood Rights bill, like you pledged.’”

	“She’ll use it as a campaign promise,” Dante grumbled. “Blame the other side for stalling and stoke fear it won’t pass without her.”

	“Definitely.” I sat back, glowering.

	Many don’t return from the trial of the Grove, but D had been a talented tree mage, so I’d been hopeful. Two years had passed with no sign.

	“You will be careful, right? These new mobiles you’ve recruited are scary.”

	Every week, my husband and I had driven to my mother’s home in Wood’s Edge. Those weren’t pleasant visits, with her in denial and my stepfather absent. We dealt with her moans while we pleaded with trees and sent birds to search. The day Dante appeared on the patio I’d bawled into his wild man hair. Mom had made light of his disappearance, yet joined me.

	D scowled. “I didn’t think to hear such talk from you.”

	“It’s not like that. I care about you. They could do real damage should it come to it.”

	“Yes. They could.” Dante seemed pleased.

	He’d emerged from the Wood a different man, no longer my baby brother. Aloof, with a fervent inflection. Uncles Al and Pentiere said he recalled his father Dalian in his early days as Grove. That’s not comforting, but they’d assured me D was more sensible. I hope they’re right.

	“Violence is never a good thing,” I reminded him.

	Our family told me to be patient. Dante needed time. Space. The chance to grieve. Heartbreak had sent him into the deep—his lover, Telen, had been sucked into the hell world along with Brant’s tree. The Wood filled a void. It comforts. And lures the vulnerable. After three years, nothing’s changed. D seems more tree than mage these days, echoing their concerns.

	My brother never really came back, only the trees’ minion.

	“Brant’s asleep.” Aunt Ro poked her head out from his room.

	The elders joined her at his bedside. I stood near the door, out of the way, lacking any woodcraft beyond the basic tree-friend variety. My aunt’s husbands flanked her, feeding in strength. Dalian and Alby hovered close. Oakly stood with Em, but Dante stayed with me.

	“Shouldn’t you join?”

	“I think they have enough power. If not, they’ll let me know.”

	He took my hand, activating a private network, as his skill allowed. Do you think Mom’s still in there? Or did Uncle Jaxon’s spirit push her out?

	What? Why would you think such a thing?

	Everyone that knew her before she re-emerged says she’s not the same person. She’s like Uncle Jaxon now, with her political maneuvering. You told me birds don’t trust her anymore, like they didn’t trust Uncle J.

	Mom and her brother had both been born with attraction affinities. Uncle J’s was persuasion. He could charm pretty much anyone into agreeing with him. It had served him well as a businessman, and even better as a congressperson, and had instilled a cocky assurance which I now see in my son Gray. Most people had expected Jaxon Carr to be chancellor, but my mother and her friends had ended that career path. She’d not known he was her brother at the time, yet it wouldn’t have made a difference, she’d said.

	From what the birds told me, she’d made the right choice. The man would have brought catastrophe for anyone not mageborn. Her actions now would make him proud.

	Dante sighed, reflecting my mood. I never knew her before.

	Mom was compassionate, though bossy and stubborn. That’s not changed. We both laughed. Honest and fair. And fun. She had all the qualities her brother lacked. Until she became him.

	Before that, she’d been an empath mage, matching people’s energy to put them at ease. I do this now. People like me better when I activate this skill. They tell me secrets and comply with my requests. It’s another useful business asset—I charge extra for legwork.

	Dad told me stories of how she was when they met. He misses her.

	Birds brought gossip about your dad.

	He nodded. Trees told me. He’s been ‘trysting,’ as his people called it. We’ve fought about it, but, honestly, I can’t entirely blame him. Mom’s not the woman he’d expected.

	When he was her host, they had this adorable romance going on in one body. As a teenager, it nauseated me. She’d been herself then, far as I could tell.

	You think she’s still there?

	Aunt Ro opened her eyes. “That’s definitely a hell world.”

	The others stretched and reoriented themselves. Brant stirred but didn’t wake.

	“It looked brutal,” said Oakly. “Do you believe it’s real?”

	“I’ve never been to one,” Alby said, “yet it’s as I imagine a hell to be. Smells awful. Though the scenes aren’t clear.”

	“Those are memories,” Dalian told him. “Flowing back from his tree, perhaps? It’s interesting. Recollections drift from tree to tree—even to the far continent, I hear—but I’d not imagined them coming from another world.”

	“Is there a way to visit the beech in real time, do you think?” Aunt Ro asked.

	Uncle Al frowned. “Perhaps, if we go into the roots?”

	“Let’s try,” said Alby.

	They joined hands, and their attention ran off again.

	There’s no reason to suppose Uncle J pushed our mother out. According to Grandma Paytina, it was a loving gesture. Mom had a hole where her power had been. Her brother sent his energy to fill it when he died.

	Grandma’s delusional about Uncle J. She feels guilty.

	Mom’s not evil like Uncle Jaxon was.

	He wasn’t evil. Just twisted. And firmly dedicated to his cause. You have to admire that.

	No, I don’t. My brother worried me. He wanted to oppress humanborns.

	As opposed to killing them. I understand him better since I met his father. Grandpa Sebastian is horrible—signed his own kids into a blood bond. This includes us, as descendants, by the way. Thank goodness his master is dead.

	Why do you call him ‘Grandpa?’ He doesn’t deserve that title.

	Dante grinned. He hated being called that. Didn’t like being reminded of his age.

	I giggled. I’ll remember should I ever meet him.

	Oakly left the silent group and joined our network.

	What’s funny? I could use a laugh right now.

	It’s our dysfunctional family. I guess ‘evil’ isn’t the right word for Uncle Jaxon. ‘Troubled’ might be closer. He was nice to me. Bought me this silly doll meant for babies. But the birds told me stories about that group he and his dad were mixed up with, the Legion. There’re the reason Mom lost her power. And Uncle Jaxon almost killed Aunt Ro. Twice.

	This conversation is as depressing as Brant’s dream. Oakly’s eyes sparkled spring green.

	What do you think, brother? Dante said. Is my mother’s spirit still in there or did Uncle Jaxon evaporate her?

	The park elders told me your mother endures. They say her true nature will return when prompted.

	There you go. I kissed my husband. Thank you.

	How would we prompt it? my brother asked.

	The elders didn’t say. Oakly glanced at the others, still lost in the roots. “I should get back.”

	“Do you need me?” D said.

	“No, we’re fine. You two rarely visit.” He winked at me and faded back into the Grove.

	Most issues aren’t black or white, I guess. People do shit things yet mean well. Our mom wasn’t so innocent either. She never talked about my father. Birds told me his name.

	What was in that folder I found at Kumalin’s?

	What folder?

	When we went through his information system in Ballorin, I saw a folder with Calam’s name. Don’t know if it was your dad—that ancient had files on a lot of people. Maggie downloaded it with the rest of the data.

	I gaped. No one told me this.

	Maybe it wasn’t the same guy.

	Or maybe it’s more of the deceit our family excels at.

	Thought you didn’t care about Calam. You’ve always said our uncles were your dads.

	They are. I couldn’t ask for better. But I’d still like to know about him. Mom—and Grandma Maggie, it seems—acts like he’s some state secret.

	Grandma Paytina did the same thing to Mom. Kept her entire bloodline secret. She was a shit mother.

	I laughed. I dare you to say that to Grandma Paytina’s face.

	D hesitated—our maternal grandmother was the formidable present queen of Sharren and acted like it, though the title held no political power anymore.

	Maybe I will. It wasn’t right. If she’d known, Mom could have protected herself.

	I might be just as deceitful, sending birds to spy on Uncle J. At first, I did it on my own, to get to know him, like I did with everyone who interested me. He seemed to enjoy my attention. It was like a game we played. But in the end my spying ruined him.

	That wasn’t your fault. You were a kid doing what adults asked. Your childhood overflowed with conflict and schemes.

	What do you know about my childhood?

	He shrugged. Trees remember things. The uncles feel guilty.

	Your tree sense can be insidious, bro. Our uncles have no reason to feel bad. My
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