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        May your fire burn away all the bad things. Let it shine.
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        There is more to Eflorencia than meets the eye, and more to Beatrice than the promise of a pretty crown.

      

      

      

      
        
        There has never been a clearer mission for Beatrice Wolfe: restore the land and free the prisoners. But when madness lurks beneath the ground’s surface, it will take more magic than Bea has to keep the village from being destroyed.

      

      

      

      
        
        It’s not until she begins freeing the prisoners who have been locked away to power the whole of Eflorencia that Bea realizes her destiny is doomed to fail. Learning to trust her charming guard is one hurdle, but finding a way to hear herself through the noise of all that must be done is an impossibility she has yet to master.

      

      

      

      
        
        When the family she has always adored begins to splinter apart, Bea is certain that saving Eflorencia will be the thing that shatters everyone she loves.

      

      

      

      
        
        "Spoiled Princess" is book seven in the Tales of Eflorencia. This coming-of-age story is for fantasy readers who devour first kiss butterflies only when accompanied by scandalous secrets. Enjoy the entire series, written by USA Today bestselling paranormal romance author Mary E. Twomey.
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            UNNATURAL NATURE

          

        

      

    

    
      Rousing to the sensation of being gently rocked is a feeling I didn’t realize I craved. The comfort, the peace, the utter luxury of being held like I matter is a treat I cling to. I keep my eyes closed long after my dream has left me.

      It was a good dream, though not much can be compared with the reality of last night.

      I gloried in the moonlight, dancing in the town square with the soldiers and my family until I literally passed out. I chomped into tomatoes so ripe; the juices ran down my chin and stained my already dirty dress. Then I stumbled into my house with Nic so we could fall asleep in each other’s arms.

      All of it was a welcome relief to the sheer terror of being encroached upon by an army of zombies. The undyers, as the Eflorencians call them, did not make an appearance in my dream. The colors and sounds and plotlines from my subconscious drift from my awareness as the strong arms rock me, reminding me that not all of life must be the worst.

      Some of it is the absolute best.

      I try to hold onto the shreds of happiness I have found since coming to Eflorencia.

      I found out I have a cousin. And not just any old cousin, but like, the best one a girl could ask for. Vamessa is fierce without sacrificing softness. She’s brave and doesn’t seem to mind that knowing me might be the thing that gets her killed. Vamessa always has time to be a friend, not just a soldier. Yet she commands the men with authority and clarity, as if she was born for such things. It’s a miraculous wonder to watch her step into her power and welcome such a grand destiny. She was meant to lead armies.

      I was not.

      But I did get to dance with several dozen soldiers last night. That’s nothing to sneeze at. Someone’s got to be the class clown.

      My happiness twists when my mind flits to the fun that turned sour. I got to kiss Nic. Handsome, strong, always on the move Nic, who is only soft around me. Of course, he only kissed me and flirted with me so he could bind himself to me. He wanted access to enough magic so he could seek out his deceased bestie’s daughter in the orphanage and free her from being constantly drained of her magic.

      Liberating Haron is next on our to-do list, after restoring the land to its fertile glory. Otherwise, we’re freeing her and dooming her to possible starvation.

      One redemptive step at a time.

      If only our steps forward weren’t being sabotaged at every turn.

      The scent of roses, spearmint, and freshly mown lawn tickles my nose, reminding me of Rence. The odd, often aloof, striking creator of Eflorencia also happens to be a fantastic kisser.

      And a possible date rapist.

      Never have I been kissed by two men in such a short time. I like to blame it on the severe scarring on the right side of my face, but I’m pretty sure I don’t often find romance because I’m, well, a little strange. Some people find daydreamers sweet. My daydreams often take my mind completely out of reality, which firmly puts me on the outside of proper society.

      Thank goodness for my family, who have always been a haven for the strange.

      Rence’s kiss was the thing to write whole novels and epic love stories about. Our passion filled my house with flowers and plants that have never before been seen in Eflorencia. He devoured me like he couldn’t get enough. This otherworldly powerhouse who left Eflorencia decades ago because he didn’t care about anyone or anything anymore saw… me. He truly saw me. And miracle of miracles, he didn’t immediately look away. He looked at me like he thought I was beautiful. He kissed me as if he was ravenous for something real.

      Then he drugged my tea (and Rafe’s tea) and split.

      Boy, can I pick them. Though, if I’m being honest, I’m not all that discerning when it comes to falling for a man. I have so little experience with love that I get all fluttery when it finally comes my way, even if it turns out it was never love, and often not even lust.

      Nic used me.

      Rence deceived me and then ditched me.

      Now I am forever stuck with Nic, and Rence left before I could scream at him for doing something so dastardly.

      I thought letting my guard down and not becoming jaded by the cards men handed me was my strength, but now I see that even at nineteen years old, I am still the butt of the joke.

      Stupid Beatrice Vera Wolfe, who falls for men and believes them when they tell her she’s the one they want.

      It’s never been true, yet I still trusted each kiss that came my way, lapping it up with gratitude because I wanted so badly to have a romantic happily ever after.

      No, no. I’m getting all negative again. Positivity. Come on, Bea. There are good things in Eflorencia. There are super great people here. They deserve a chance to live without the constant fear of not having enough resources, or the terror that the king will want yet more from them that they cannot give.

      Or worst of all, they could be forgotten, like those in the village we happened upon. Everyone died, leaving the ghost town to the history books (most of which I am told have been lost to time).

      I didn’t know a thing about magic until I got here. I learned that I am filled to the brim with the stuff, courtesy of Rence gifting me a portion of his magic when I was a baby. It was meant to sustain Eflorencia in his absence. He didn’t count on my grandparents taking me out of the world entirely when my mother was killed and the fire that scarred my face nearly took me out as well.

      I forget why that’s a good thing.

      Oh, right. Fresh soil and plants now grow super fast out of my bare feet when I walk anywhere in Eflorencia. That’s a very good thing for the people here who are starving, living off the rations they receive from regularly handing over their magic to the king to use as he sees fit.

      Surprise, surprise, the monarch lives lavishly while the people who pay for his lifestyle languish in poverty. I’m not entirely surprised that my long-lost father uses the magic of the people to fortify his own area with plants aplenty, leaving the rest of Eflorencia to wither and rot, but I will say that I am disappointed.

      I wonder if King Barune knows that I am alive. He sent soldiers after me because renewing the land wherever I go means the people will fork over less of their magic to him in payment for rations. It means they might be able to sustain themselves. For some reason only megalomaniacs understand, healing the world is a huge problem for my birth father. It is a crime worthy of summoning a battalion to go after me without even knowing who I am.

      I hope he doesn’t know it’s the daughter he tried to have killed in the fire who is at the helm of making sure the people have the means to stand on their own without being crushed by him.

      The childish part of me that enjoys being rocked gently still as an adult hopes that if my birth father knew it was me here in Eflorencia, he would throw his arms around me and crush me close to his big dad chest. He would ruffle my perpetually tangled red hair and tell me how much he’s always wanted to know me.

      I decide to live in that non-reality a little while longer so I can enjoy this feeling of being cradled. I don’t care if that makes me juvenile. Right now, it’s making me happy, so I’ll take it. Maybe I’m resting in the arms of a giant and I am his dolly. Or perhaps I am in a hammock or on a boat, being rocked with the breeze or the ocean, as if nature itself wants to spoil me with elongated rest.

      I don’t want to open my eyes to see that it’s something sinister that soothes me in my slumber, or perhaps nothing at all. My imagination is my best and worst characteristic. It gives me a break from reality when life gets a little too real for my liking. It also isolates me from the bustle of normal life, which people tend not to appreciate. Oftentimes I look like I am listening, but in my imagination, I am being carried like a damsel in a giant’s arms.

      That would be fun.

      It’s certainly pleasant right now.

      Unless the giant is carrying me toward a giant pot, like the one in The Hobbit. Perhaps the giant is all about cooking me. If there are giants in Eflorencia, they might be ravenous too. I can’t imagine there would be food enough for their larger bodies if there isn’t enough to sustain regular-sized folk.

      My lashes flutter, taking in the underside of a man’s jaw that’s been perfectly shaved.

      “Rence?” My voice is scratchy from disuse.

      My words startle the normally unflappable creator of Eflorencia.

      Sure enough, Rence’s chin tilts downward so I can gape unblinkingly into his brown irises that have a gold ring around them. Perhaps his eyes are more golden than brown. I can never tell.

      Rence is positively bewitching, even at a glance.

      Unwrinkled, unblemished, and unbothered, the corner of Rence’s angular lips quirks upward. “You’re awake. I thought you might sleep the day away like your friend here.” His shoe nudges Nic, who is unconscious on the floor of…

      This isn’t my home in the forgotten village in Eflorencia where we’ve been living. There are rows and rows of flowers all around us, perfectly aligned and color coordinated. Natural, but not.

      My head cranes to the left, away from the body I don’t want to be this close to anymore. Given the option of the man who kissed me and then drugged me or a Beatrice-eating giant, I think I prefer the giant.

      We’re outdoors, only this is no place I’ve ever seen in either world. There isn’t a sun overhead, yet the sky is lit as bright as if it were ten o’clock in the morning. The sky is a brilliant bluish purple, as if we’ve been plunked down in the middle of a surrealist painting. Rence is sitting in the grass beside a pool that almost looks like it was made of glass, for how still the surface is. There’s a glistening quality to the water that doesn’t look normal.

      This field is the pinnacle of the perfection of nature, but slightly off, which makes the whole thing feel unnatural and a little unnerving.

      “Are you happy to see me, little lotus?” Rence asks in his melodic cadence.

      I don’t know how to answer that, nor how he would take it if I told him to put me down and go away. My stomach twists when I realize that I have no idea where Rence has taken us.

      Nic still has not moved.

      The last time I saw Rence, I fell for him quickly, so quick that I didn’t realize he was drugging my drink before he laid me in my bed.
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      There are so many things I need to address, but none of them would be satisfied with a dishonest man answering the questions that keep tumbling around in my mind. I gape up at Rence, stunned. I am still taking in the very real fact that I am too far away for Rafe to find me.

      My best friend, my big brother, my father figure can always find me, no matter where I roam in my head or in real life. It’s his promise to me.

      But I’m not sure it holds water when we’re dealing with gods who are prone to abducting people and taking them… I’m still not sure where I am.

      “You kissed me,” I state without finesse. The facts are rattling around without bothering to file into any sort of comprehendible communication. If I was a real heroine in a fantasy novel, I would punch Rence in the face and draw my sword, decapitating the fiend after a rousing speech about what a horrible thing it is to deceive a woman the way he did. I would put his head on a silver platter to show future men what happens when they don’t bother with sensible concepts like consent or conversation.

      Though, maybe the whole beheading and showboating thing would make me the villain rather than the heroine. I can never tell with fantasy novels.

      Rence nods, sitting me up in his arms so I am perched sideways on his lap. “I did. It was the first time I let myself get swept away by a mortal like that.”

      When he lifts his hand to trace my cheekbone on the scarred side of my face, I wince away. I gather my anger because it is clearly getting lost in translation. “You kissed me and then you drugged my drink.” I bat his hand away and stand, clumsily moving out of his arms and off his lap. I tower over Rence like this, and I like the power that fills me at finally being the tall one. I don’t get many of those opportunities, being that I am only an inch over five feet tall. “You drugged Rafe and me, and then you left us to wonder why you would do something so horrible.” I motion around the strange paradise. “Then you show up long after we needed help fending off the zombie apocalypse, and you once again decide to do what you want. You took me here, away from my family, without clearing it with me first.”

      Rence’s confused expression as he puts together the puzzle that I am angry and not swept off my feet by his presence would be comical if I wasn’t so upset with him. “I suppose those things are true, but I wouldn’t put it like that.”

      “How would you put it?”

      “Well, you got the kissing part right. Everything else is a little right and a little off. It’s okay. You’re mortal. That’s bound to happen.”

      Rence clearly has no idea how to interact with people because he stands and reaches out to touch my hand. His perplexion when I bat away his offer of contact tells me we are operating under two very different sets of expectations.

      Steam would be billowing out through my ears if I was a cartoon character. My fists ball at my sides. I am indignant that he thinks he can metaphorically pat me on the head with his patronizing words, then slip in the dig that I am an idiot, or else I would understand that him doing all those awful things is somehow for my benefit. “I don’t want to hear how you’re in the right and I’m too stupid to understand how awesome you are. You tricked me, Rence. You kissed me, drugged me, then ditched me. Don’t you get how horrible that is? Maybe you don’t fall for mortals all that often, but I fall for the wrong guy every single time. There isn’t a thing that you’ve done beyond the kiss that tells me you’re the right guy.” I hold up my hand to stave off any rebuttal coming my way. “If the next thing out of your mouth is some sort of justification, you can save it.”

      Rence opens his mouth and then shuts it. His expression wavers from apologetic to livid to haughty. His shoulders roll back to show how above this fight he is. “I see you’ve made your conclusions without the need for anything resembling the truth. Good for you, being predictable.” He pinches the bridge of his nose. “This is why I don’t bother with you mortals. This is why I left. I thought you would be different. You’re interesting. You truly see things as they are, not the worst version of everything.” He flicks his wrist to dismiss me. “Typical. I should have guessed. You claim you fall for the wrong guy? I don’t bother falling at all for exactly this reason. You understand nothing of me and my ways, yet you think you know everything.” He folds his arms over his chest, ignoring Nic, who rouses in the grass a few feet away. “Go ahead. Demand something of me now. Tell me how much you need more trees, more water, more riches, more, more, more! I didn’t think I could be surprised by your kind anymore, but you sure fooled me. I thought you were different.”

      I rear back, indignant that he thinks he can lecture me when he is the one clearly in the wrong. “Did you hear me ask you for anything? Are you that bitter and arrogant? You think you can do no wrong because we’re all beneath you, so you don’t care who you hurt.” I pound my fist to my chest. “You hurt me, Rence. Whatever you think you should be able to do after you kiss a woman, it does not involve drugging her and the person she loves most in all the worlds. And you don’t even have the decency to apologize? You’re somehow upset with me because I’m calling you out on your horrific behavior?” I shake my head, not bothering to hold back my disappointment. “Typical asshat who has no idea what accountability is. You think you can do whatever you like without having to earn that doe-eyed look I had for you when we first met? Wrong.”

      Rence forfeits his cool to exasperation. “I didn’t do anything wrong.”

      My arms fling out wildly to punctuate my point. “You literally stole me from my family and brought me here without my consent. How do you not see that we are having this argument here because once again, you didn’t consider me a person worth talking to, worth asking, worth a voice. You took, then have the gall to stand there and accuse me of asking for a favor I never asked for.” I point a finger at him and shout, “You’re the entitled brat, not me.”

      Rence’s nostrils flare, his posture drawing itself up.

      Nic finally wakes and manages to scramble to his feet, stumbling to the side while he assembles his bearings on the fly. “Where are we?”

      I don’t bother addressing Nic; I am too livid with Rence. “When you got all squirrely after serving Rafe and me the tea you made, I thought you were just a perfectionist. I assumed you wanted to dump out the tea and give us fresh cups because you cared so much about giving me the very best. I thought you were being romantic, but no. You were having second thoughts about knocking us out so you could do who knows what while we were sleeping.”

      “I am a perfectionist!” Rence yells, matching my volume.

      The sound startles us both, so we stop for several beats, staring at each other like two professional wrestlers readying for round two, should the buzzer be foolish enough to ding us back into the ring.

      Rence’s mouth firms, his eyes conveying hurt that’s been mingled with disappointment, as if I am the one who has acted shamefully. The slight breeze kicks up the fragrance of the flowers, which is far more potent than a normal field of tulips.

      My fist moves in front of my mouth to stifle my cough.

      When Rence speaks again, his voice is quieter. “I am a perfectionist,” he repeats, composed and cautious, “but I am not a man who would ever take more than a woman was happy to offer. I did not forget that better part of myself with you. I forgot nearly everything else, including the best way to brew tea that might help you and Rafe. You were fragile, mortal, your magic harder to touch. I didn’t want you to be so disconnected with the magic I placed in you. I also wanted to rebuild anything that was broken in the both of you, but that sort of thing can be painful. I wanted you both asleep during the repairs so you wouldn’t be in agony. That’s all. But I realized I brewed the healing potion too strong. I worried it was going to set in before I could numb you both, unless I acted quickly, which apparently made me some sort of pathetic criminal in your mind.”

      Rence’s explanation is simple and succinct, making perfect sense. It deflates the fear that I once again fell for a selfish guy.

      Well, Rence isn’t exactly unselfish, so I’m pretty sure I’m still correct on that point.

      Nic scratches his matted hair, his face pulled in confusion. He harbors the grumpiness of being awoken from a deep sleep before his body was ready. “You didn’t think to tell her what you were doing first?”

      Rence shrugs, for the first time appearing slightly chagrinned at the oversight. “I didn’t think either of them would wake before I returned. I left to see what damage had been done to the waters in my absence. I was coming right back, which I did.” Rence grimaces as he straightens his sleeves. “Well, not right back. I seem to have forgotten you people keep to the sun’s schedule. It’s been a long time since I’ve had to take anyone else into consideration.”

      I don’t know what to say, so I don’t bother trying to speak. Stunned into silence is the only reaction I can muster. At first, I was all turned around, trying to grasp for any explanation that might exonerate the man I was so taken with, but it began to fall flat under the weight of the evidence. Then I landed on anger that was too hot to touch. It came with a queasiness when worry that my body had been accessed without my knowledge or permission formed a lump in my throat I could not swallow.

      Plus, there was that whole zombie battle that sort of took over, so there wasn’t much time to really sort through anything on the therapist’s couch.

      Having Rence lay out his biggest crime, which turned out to be one of thoughtlessness and not lasciviousness, is a twist I did not consider.

      Rence’s expression turns to one of genuine hurt, as if I should know to trust the intentions of the man with whom I am just now getting acquainted. “You truly thought I knocked you out to have my way with you? And what, I knocked Rafe out too so he wouldn’t interfere? You do realize I am prone to be more distant and hands off with everyone and everything, rather than inserting myself where I am unwelcome. I normally prefer no company at all. I would not stoop to subterfuge for mere companionship.”

      I hold up my hand to stop his line of thinking from turning me into a puddle of contrition before I’ve had time to process the whole lot. “I need a solid minute to catch up. If I need to apologize for jumping to a very logical conclusion, I will. But I need that minute. Can you give me that?” My gaze cuts to Nic. “Both of you?”

      Nic sorts out his body language, choosing to stand at attention. He postures as if I have given a directive as his commander.

      Not exactly what I was going for, but at least he’s quiet.

      Nic keeps his face scrubbed of all reaction as best he can. “Since Rence is unused to our world, I’ll let him know when that minute is up.”

      It could be construed as a jab, but I don’t think that’s what Nic is doing. At least, I hope he is trying to be helpful instead of snotty. I can’t always tell with him.

      Rence studies the two of us with a mix of curiosity and skepticism, but to his credit, he does not speak. Rence grants me the entire minute to sort through everything that shouldn’t make sense, yet finally does.

      “You wanted to fix me?” The question tastes gross in my mouth.

      Rence nods slowly, guessing that speaking in response is most unwelcome.

      He is not wrong.

      Of course, here I am in this paradise of flowers and natural beauty, yet I can’t truly enjoy it because I am currently being crushed by insecurity.

      I gnaw on my lower lip. “You think I’m broken or that I was made wrong.” It’s not a question but a statement of fact. I don’t like people thinking I’m an idiot or too hyper or whatever the latest insult is that can be slapped on me to dismiss me entirely.

      Rence does not respond other than to open his mouth and then slam it shut.

      That’s probably for the best.

      “I don’t want you to know me.” It’s not my worst declaration, but it certainly is incomplete. I’m guessing it’s also offensive, because Rence jerks as I’ve slapped him with my words, so I try again. “I don’t want you to know the bad parts of me. The broken parts, or the parts that aren’t so pretty. I don’t like that you took one look at me and saw all the things I’ve tried so hard to get past, make peace with, or hide from view.”

      Rence softens. His shoulders lower as he lifts his leg to take a step toward me, but then cements it back to the grass, thinking better of it. He nods as if to invite me to continue.

      “I don’t like that you gave me something that affected my body without even discussing it with me. That sucks. You treated me like a child, hiding medicine inside applesauce. You can’t share romantic moments with a person you don’t view as an equal.”

      At this, Rence finds his words, slow but sure. “But we’re not equals.”

      It’s hurtful but true. It also presents a problem that is now laid bare before us.

      Even Nic doesn’t want to look the issue in the eye. He turns his chin skyward toward the purple-blue hue, I’m guessing with the hope that if he can’t see us, we can’t see him.

      I swallow hard, keeping myself decently calm before I speak so I don’t say something I will regret. Though, it’s possible pretty much any direction I choose to take us will be regrettable in the morning. I meet Rence’s eyes with steel I wish I didn’t have in me. I want to be silly and spontaneous, without the burden of contemplating anything beyond my next meal.

      But this is the work of adulting, and I’ve put it off long enough.

      “Then we shouldn’t be kissing, if that’s how you feel.”

      At Rence’s flabbergast, Nic groans. Nic runs his hand down his face and lowers his chin to glare at me. “For the record, I don’t want to be part of this conversation. But you two are so bad at this that it is causing me physical pain to listen to you meander through so clumsily.” He turns to the superior being and levels with him in a way I’m not sure Rence appreciates. “Listen, equal doesn’t mean you’re not better than Bea in lots of ways. It means that there are some things you know she is better at, and you like that about her. Things like common courtesy and respect. I think we all can agree you suck at those. She’s also better at taking care of the world you created. You’re terrible at follow-through and accountability.” Nic catches himself in his flagrant disrespect and swears under his breath. “This can’t be news to you. If it is, then add ‘self-reflection’ to the list of things you’re bad at.”

      I cover my mouth to stifle a goofy grin at Rence being put in his place, but Nic catches my glee and glares at me. “And you don’t know the first thing about Eflorencia. Of course you need him to be better at magic and ecosystems and that sort of thing.” Nic slices the flat of his hand through the air with finality. “But you’re equals in that you’re both terrible at relationships and grasping reality. Congrats.”

      I raise my hands in surrender. “No arguments here.” If Nic and Rence had known the harder to deal with parts of me before either of them had kissed me, I’m sure we wouldn’t be in this pickle to begin with. I lower my arms and decide to go for the guts of the truth. “Rence, I know you’re cooler than everyone on the planet. That’s not what I mean by equal. I… I have things about me that aren’t going away, and even if they could, I’m not sure I would want them to. They’re part of me. So, any sort of tonic or remedy you give me has to be with my consent. I like who I am. Don’t take me away from myself and call it a favor.” I make sure nothing is in the way of the heart of my message, because I don’t want to have to say it all over again. “And whoever I kiss should like me for those things too, instead of trying to change me into someone I was never meant to be.”

      I can feel myself telling them I have ADHD, and that I have a squirrel named Ginger who is my imaginary best friend (though I’m not sure they know what ADHD or the spectrum is here). I can hear the words about to come out of me, explaining what maladaptive daydreaming is, and how it makes me not exactly the best leader, nor the best girlfriend. Even so, I wouldn’t change those things about me if I had the choice, which I do not. I don’t want Rence to mess with my mind in ways I haven’t okayed.

      Rence tilts his head to the side. “You like not being able to access my magic? I thought that was one of the things that upset you. And being drained so easily means you have to lean on your pronus more often, which you said you don’t prefer.”

      I blink at him. “That’s what your tonic was trying to do?”

      Rence nods. “It’s what it did.” He clears his throat. “I also muted your animal. I figured it would be too much all at once for you to start shifting on top of everything else that’s new to you.”

      I can feel the color draining from my face. Part of me knows I might have an animal inside me. My grandparents are shifters. My aunt and uncles are shifters. My mother was a shifter. I know I probably am one too, but that’s not something I can deal with right now.

      Maybe not ever.

      I don’t realize my hands are flapping until Nic’s gaze zones in on my angst. “You muted her animal?” he inquires. “I suppose that’s a decent thing to do for her. But again, something you should have told her you were doing first.” Nic holds up his hands in surrender before Rence’s indignation aims itself his way. “You gave her better access to your magic? That’s good. But again, maybe worth a two-minute explanation before you acted.”

      My nose scrunches as I trace over the events that occurred in our time apart. “Then why couldn’t I dig ditches with my mind to bury the undyers when they came for us? I tried but nothing happened until Nic helped me. And after using all that magic, I still ended up passing out at the afterparty. I still needed to sleep next to Nic to recharge myself.”

      Rence rears back. “What? Since when are undyers in Eflorencia? I got rid of them ages ago. Well before you were born.”

      Nic crosses his arms over his chest. “Since Bea started waking up the land, a lot of things have changed—some for the better and some not so much.”

      Rence runs his hand along the angular slope of his chin. “I can see that. How did you survive the undyers? I didn’t think to dig out a ditch around the town, though I will first thing when I take you both back there. I suppose I should also see about fireproofing the buildings too, in case…” Then he stops himself. “Not to mention giving you all proper tools to keep the land going. Some of those hoes and shovels I saw everyone using looked one heavy harvest away from breaking.”

      The discrepancy is bugging me. “Why couldn’t I access your magic more directly if you gave me that tea to help with that? If that’s what you did, then why didn’t it work?”

      It’s Rence’s turn to need a minute to gather himself. He touches his head, reeling from
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