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      As a bard, Emry was supposed to enjoy festivals.

      And he did, most of the time. He loved the food, fried crisp and dripping with honey. The dancing, all bouncing lines and joyful circles. And above all, he loved the music—the warm echoes of a song in a packed tavern, filling the cracks in the crowd until nothing remained but the melody and the souls listening to it.

      But his career had never hinged on such a song before, and so on this, the first night of Sada, he rushed up to the Red Rat tavern and knocked on the door. Heavy footsteps and a short, impatient huff answered from the other side.

      “Set the flowers to the left,” a stout voice said—distant, as if calling over a shoulder. “No, your other left, you—here, I’ll just do it.”

      As the footsteps stomped away from the door, Emry wiped his sweaty palms on his waistcoat and took in the facade of the Red Rat. Like the rest of the plaza, the proud stone building before him shone with festival cheer: white flower garlands, gold banners, an elegant wreath of greenery on the door. But the tavern’s exterior was nothing compared to the stage within, nor the crowds it would attract that night. Emry shifted the lute strapped to his back. He couldn’t care less about the decorations or drinks. It was the stage he needed.

      Then the voice behind the door returned, shorter and gruffer. “There. Now don’t touch it. And don’t touch that. Actually—don’t touch anything.” The door finally swung open to reveal Tilla, the owner of the Red Rat, the bags under her eyes hanging as heavy as Sada banners.

      “Tilla!” Emry smiled wide. “Happy Sada. I wanted to follow up on⁠—”

      Tilla rolled her eyes and began to close the door. “I don’t have any openings.”

      “But”—Emry dropped his smile in a panic and leaned forward—“you said last week you’d have one for me.”

      Another huff, this one more impatient than the last. “That was before André stopped by with flowers and a pouch of twenty gold.” She crossed her broad arms over her apron, where a little red rat was stitched into the corner. “What have you got?”

      “I’ve got, um…” Emry patted his pockets, knowing full well he had two coppers and some lint if he were lucky. “I’ve got…”

      “Happy Sada, Mr. Karic.”

      “Wait!”

      The door slammed shut, and Emry slouched away from it. He enjoyed most festivals, he truly did.

      Sada was no longer one of them.

      “You don’t know what you’re missing!” a voice behind him shouted, its sharp edge not directed at him, but toward an inn down the street. “He’s loads better than whatever two-bit musician you’ve got in your lineup tonight, I can promise you that!”

      “Oh no.” Emry’s heart caught in his throat, and he turned to find a young woman with straight black hair and dark eyes staring down a neighboring innkeeper. He began a stiff speed-walk toward her immediately. “Oh no, oh no.”

      “And another thing!” Stef raised a finger. Emry picked up his pace. He knew he shouldn’t have recruited her for this. What on earth was he thinking? “You wouldn’t know good music if it slapped you on the⁠—”

      “Stef!” He forced another smile her way. “It’s all right. We should go.”

      Her gaze lost none of its fervor as it swung round to him. “It’s not all right—he promised you a spot!”

      “I did no such thing!” the innkeeper said. Emry gritted his teeth. That was distinctly a lie, and all three of them knew it. But clearly, Sada wasn’t the festival of keeping promises.

      “We’ll be going now. Happy Sada!” He rushed through the words before Stef could open her mouth, and carefully steered her to the edge of the mid-city plaza, away from the line of taverns and inns. “Stef, I appreciate the help, I really do, but I’m not trying to get blacklisted here⁠—”

      “Sorry, sorry,” she grumbled, then gathered her skirts and sat on a crate of garlands. She peeked into the crate, plucked a white flower from its depths, and nestled it behind her ear. “S’not like that place was worth it, anyway. Their stage is small and their beer is awful.”

      Emry nodded along and sat on a crate opposite her. The sentiment was kind, but it didn’t matter how small the stage was. It was a stage in mid-city Tazlo, on the first night of the new year’s festival, in full view of the Guild. If he didn’t book a spot tonight, after three years of effort…

      “Emry? Stef?” 

      Emry craned his neck to find the source of the call. It was difficult at first, searching between the carriages, streamers, and gawking tourists—but before long, a man with orange curls and a deep blue Academy coat extricated himself from the crowd, breathing out apologies with every step.

      “Excuse me—pardon me, so sorry—ah, there you are!” He stumbled up and grinned at his friends. “Any luck?”

      Emry shook his head, and Stef gave an indistinct grumble.

      The man deflated. “I’m sorry.”

      Emry’s mood sank further. He was already disappointing himself today—he didn’t need to disappoint his roommate, too. “It’s fine, Marko.”

      “It’s not fine—they promised you a spot!” Marko gestured to the taverns, his round glasses slipping down his nose.

      “That’s what I said!” Stef huffed and handed him another flower from the crate. “Here. Stole this just for you.”

      “Thanks, love.” Marko kissed her on the cheek and twirled the flower stem between his fingers. Between his pensive frown and his long Academy coat, he looked every bit the thoughtful student. “And you’re sure all of mid-city is booked?”

      “All of it.” Emry counted off the disappointments on his calloused fingers. “André’s troupe bribed the Red Rat. The inn next door gave their stage to their cousin⁠—”

      “Who sounds like a dying cow,” Stef muttered.

      “Stef.”

      “No, no. She’s right.” Marko nodded across the plaza. “What about the renovated alehouse? They’re new, they need someone fresh on the stage.”

      Emry’s ire flared. “They said…” He flexed the fingers he had been counting on, then set down his hand and sighed. “I don’t want to talk about it.”

      Stef looked at Marko. “They don’t want a northerner.”

      “They don’t want a northerner!” Emry burst, launching out of his seat. “Can you believe that? As if they’ve ever been to Senne. As if they’ve ever seen any of the stages up there—!” Stef giggled, and he set his hands on his hips. “What?”

      “Your accent.” She tried and failed to swallow more giggles. “It comes out when you’re angry.”

      His anger melted, and he twisted his mouth to keep from smiling. “Give me that.” Before she could react, he plucked the flower out of her hair and stuck it into his own dark curls.

      “Excuse you!” Stef slapped Emry’s arm, then tugged on Marko’s sleeve. “Marko, are you witnessing this thievery?”

      But Marko wasn’t paying attention to their petty squabble—he had twisted to look back out at the square, where two swirls of commotion had caught his eye. 

      The first was just ahead of them—a small huddle of musicians crowded around the stoop of the Red Rat, murmuring to each other and pointing. A rock settled in Emry’s gut. That was André’s troupe, down twenty gold and up one Sada opportunity.

      The second bit of commotion was what the troupe was pointing to, what everyone else in the square was gawking at. It was the entire reason Emry needed that mid-city stage.

      “Is that…?” Stef stood up, her hand still on Marko’s arm. Marko nodded.

      “Ella Sorman,” he breathed. “That’s her.”

      Emry rose to his feet to watch the woman descend from her carriage. Against the stark white Sada banners, she was a visual commotion in her own right. Her bright Avikan kaftan dragged along the cobblestones, and her brown fingers sparkled with gemstones. As she swept off toward the Lamb’s Ear Inn—her performance space for all three nights of the festival—the golden pegs of her lute flashed in the sunset.

      “How much do you think that cost?” Marko asked, almost whispering out of reverence. “All that gold?”

      “I’m sure the Auric Guild covers it,” Emry murmured. Gold was the music guild’s symbol, after all—and as the oldest and brightest of its members, Ella Sorman surely merited a great deal of it.

      As the woman of the hour disappeared into the inn, Emry swallowed. She would be one of many Guild members descending into Tazlo that night—and with their descent, every single musician in mid-city now had the chance to be noticed by them. Every bribing bard, every dying-cow lutenist.

      Everyone except for Emry Karic.

      “Come on, let’s get out of here.” Stef looped an arm around both boys’ elbows and led them away, wrinkling her nose at the laughter spilling out of the Red Rat as they passed. “We’ll figure something out.”
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        * * *

      

      They escaped to a tiny, tree-shaded overlook above the square, affording themselves an excellent view of both the crowds and the waterfall plunging the length of the city. Emry leaned against the railing and let the mist settle on his tawny, freckled skin. In mid-city’s eagerness for Sada opulence, they had swathed even this spot in festival regalia: golden banners on the balustrade, white petals on the ground, flower garlands hanging from the tree. 

      The gaiety of the space only made his situation more depressing.

      “I don’t think I have a choice,” he said as Marko leaned against the railing next to him. “I’ll have to play at the Dancing Rabbit tonight.”

      “What, all the way up-city?” Stef toyed with one of the pennants, its embroidered sheaf of wheat twisting under her touch. It was the symbol of the goddess Hara, plastered all about the city to attract luck for the new year. Emry could almost feel the emblem laughing at him. “Isn’t there anything farther down?”

      Emry tensed. “The stages are all too close to the caves. I can’t risk it.”

      Stef frowned at him. “Your family won’t be in town, not on Sada.”

      “I can’t risk it, Stef.” Just the thought of it made his heart pound in his ears, until thinking of the remote, up-city stage almost soothed him. “There’s nothing else to do. I’ll go to Bron at the Dancing Rabbit and tell him I⁠—”

      The ground jolted underneath them, cutting off his words. Stef pitched forward with a yelp, and Emry grabbed her arm to steady her.

      “You all right?” he called over the rumbling. She nodded, but he hardly registered it—for above him, the leaves in the tree were glowing white, as if they had trapped a patch of starlight. “What in Weir’s name is this?”

      “Don’t worry, it’ll be over soon!” Marko said as he helped Stef to the railing, and for a moment, the three of them froze there in wide, tense stances. Out in the street, passersby clutched at street lamps and each other for support. Streamers and garlands shivered and dropped from their perches. One such bloom dropped past Emry’s nose, down to his boots—and withered before his eyes.

      “What the—?” He turned to Marko, but before his friend could respond, everything stopped. The quake, the rumbling. Even the light in the tree winked out, as if it had never been there.

      Once he was sure everything had settled, Emry slowly released his grip on the railing and shifted it to the lute strap crossing his chest. “Have you seen that before?” he asked, his eyes drifting up to the tree. Of the flowers that remained there, a scattering of them rattled in the breeze, as browned and shriveled as the one at his feet.

      “’Course I have,” Marko said, brushing flower petals off his sleeves with a casual shrug. “Saw it once before, when I first moved here. Did you not get surges in Senne?”

      Marko wasn’t the only one unshaken by the encounter. Stef was smoothing out her skirts, and out in the street, the passersby had resumed their normal flow. Their chatter was louder than before, but still casual, more curious than afraid.

      “Surges?” Emry repeated. “That’s what that was?”

      “They’re a southern thing,” Stef said, her central accent clipping the words for emphasis. “Just harmless earthquakes, that’s all they are. They pass by every five years or so. You’ve been in Tazlo for what, four years?”

      “Three.”

      “Ah. Makes sense you haven’t seen one, then.” She picked a lingering petal out of Marko’s hair and tossed it at Emry. “Hope another one doesn’t hit while you’re performing tonight. Wouldn’t be fun trying to play through that, would it?”

      Emry grimaced and shifted the lute on his back. Fun didn’t sound quite right. Bad luck sounded more accurate, and far more in line with how his day was going.

      “Well, I’m going to head to the Dancing Rabbit.” He sighed and faced the steep road heading up-city. “You two enjoy yourselves down here, all right?”

      They both took a step toward him. 

      “Down here?” Stef snorted. “We’re coming with you.”

      “What?” He turned back with a frown. “Don’t you want to catch one of the Guild members? Ella Sorman, or Karlson, or the Quartet⁠—”

      “Sure, we could catch one of them.” Marko set an arm around Stef’s shoulders. “But I hear it’s good luck to spend the new year with a friend.”

      Emry cast a sheepish grin toward the cobblestones. He didn’t deserve them; he truly didn’t. “Thank you. But…” He took a steadying breath and toed the dried petals at his feet. The quake had ended, but his nerves hadn’t yet settled. “If you don’t mind, there’s something I’d like to do first.”
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      “Emry, are you sure there’s a fane all the way out here?”

      A playful thwack sounded behind Emry—Stef’s hand against Marko’s arm. “What, afraid the forest ghosts will get you?”

      “No.”

      Emry smiled, keeping his gaze forward into the darkening trees. “I’m sure we’re almost there, Marko.”

      As they hiked farther away from the edge of the city, Emry took a deep breath, letting the scents of pine and soil wash out the festival perfume of pies and beer. Even after years of being away, it was still strange to him—if he were back in Senne, this was where the throngs of people would be. Not in the square, not in the taverns or the inns or the streets. The musicians would be wandering amongst the trees, offering gifts to the goddess Hara and her spirits with the hope they would be returned through the earth’s bounty. Surely, at this very moment, his parents and sisters were looking at pines just like these. Perhaps they were singing the same songs he was about to perform.

      Emry swallowed hard and kept walking. Thinking of his family wasn’t going to help settle his nerves.

      “Listen”—Marko cut into his thoughts with a warble—“I know Bron said there was a fane in this area, but these things get torn down all the time. Maybe we should⁠—”

      Stef stopped. “Wait, is that it?”

      Emry had to hold back a laugh. If Stef hadn’t pointed it out, he would have walked right past it.

      It was a small spit of a fane, little more than a wooden box on a tilted stake. Moss and cobwebs camouflaged the wood into the aspen grove behind it; Emry had to squint to keep its shape in focus.

      “I’ll just be a minute,” he reassured Marko, then walked up to the fane. Long ago, someone in Tazlo must have built the little shrine in honor of the grove’s spirit. They would have traded offerings here for love, or bounty, or luck…

      Emry stooped to peer into the box, and found nothing but autumn leaves and dirt. Apparently, Tazlins had no need of spirits’ gifts anymore.

      “Anyone have any fruit?” he asked as he cleared away the leaves and cobwebs. It had been a while since he had visited a fane, but he had the sense to know this wasn’t a respectful level of upkeep. “Fruit’s the traditional offering, but spirits will take just about anything…” He turned to find Marko and Stef shaking their heads. “Fair enough.”

      He dug out a worn copper from his pocket, slotted it into the cubby, then stepped back to admire the grove. Even in the dying light, the stark white bark and yellow leaves of the aspen trees stood strong against the darkening pines. When he focused on the rustling branches and crisp breeze, he could almost forget about the Guild for a moment. About the surge, about his family, about Sada…

      “So…does the spirit appear or something?” Marko ventured. Stef rolled her eyes. “What? My family doesn’t do this sort of thing, not since the farm dried out. What does your town do?”

      Stef scoffed. “Nothing. Spirits don’t exist.” As soon as the words left her lips, she clapped a hand to her mouth and looked to Emry. “I mean, um—not for us in Thisby! But in Senne, I’m sure it’s…different…”

      But the damage was already done. The charm of the grove winked away, leaving nothing but a bent coin, a silly wooden box, and the sounds of the city wafting in from beyond the pines.

      “No,” Emry said quickly, shoving his hands in his pockets. “Stef’s right, they don’t exist.” Before either of them could make any feeble reassurances, he started back down the path and shot them a false grin. “Now, what say you to a few songs at the Dancing Rabbit? I think I owe you that much, at least.”
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        * * *

      

      Tazlo’s buildings shrank and withered on the vine as the trio plodded up the mountain. Here, the Sada decorations hung along crumbling eaves, the fabric worn by years of repeated use. For better or for worse, Emry’s wardrobe looked more at home on these streets—his faded waistcoat and frayed coat were as tired as the banners and the people he walked by. He turned to make a comment on it, and found Marko and Stef in a whispering match.

      “You tell him⁠—”

      “No, you tell him.”

      Emry frowned. “Listen, if I’ve got a stain on my shirt, please tell me now before I go on stage.”

      Marko raised his hands. “No, no stain!”

      “It’s nothing!” Stef cleared her throat. “He was just telling me about his day at work.”

      “At the library, you mean?” Emry looked to Marko, who began to fiddle with his glasses.

      “Another boring day,” he said quickly. “Just Academy students spilling brandy on the books, and all that.” He gave a weak laugh and pointed to a building up ahead. “You want to go in?”

      They had reached the Dancing Rabbit, a squat little tavern so far up-city that the air felt thinner. The tavern’s regulars called the place well-loved; Emry called it a structural hazard. Its walls bowed, its ceiling sagged. The only things keeping the place together were a few rotting beams and a prayer.

      But then its usual warm chatter wafted through the windows, and Emry relaxed. Perhaps it was a structural hazard, but the regulars weren’t wrong. It was well-loved.

      “Mr. Karic!” A bald man at the bar tossed a greasy towel over his shoulder and spread his burly arms wide in a welcoming gesture. “Finally, Sada can begin!”

      A few of the regulars around him cheered and raised their mugs in agreement as Emry approached the barkeep, feeling a similar sort of ease that the grove had briefly provided. It was always reassuring to hear Bron’s northern accent, even if years of living down south had rounded the edges. “Happy Sada, Bron.”

      “May Hara bring you luck.” Bron’s grin faltered as he offered Emry a beer. “I thought you said you were looking elsewhere tonight. Not abandoning me for mid-city after all?”

      “How could I not play for you?” Emry accepted the beer. “Sada just wouldn’t be the same.”

      It wasn’t a total lie. This dead end of a stage was…comfortable. It was where he had met Marko and Stef, where he had gotten his first—and most reliable—Tazlo gig. Playing here for three years meant that Emry knew which songs bounced off the old beams above, which jokes rattled the windows with laughter. The faces looking at him over their mugs were ones he had made smile many times before. 

      Then a cold realization seeped into his bones. If he didn’t break into mid-city this Sada, he could be playing at the Dancing Rabbit for years to come. Staying in up-city forever, never playing for the Guild. 

      Never making it back home.

      “You can grace us whenever you like, Mr. Karic,” Bron said, nodding to the empty corner that constituted a stage.

      Another false smile crept onto Emry’s face—it would become a permanent fixture, if this rotting festival didn’t end soon—as he dragged a stool over to the corner. Cheers and whistles peppered the room as he settled in with his lute.

      “Thank you!” He waved, winking to Marko and Stef at a table near the front. “What a welcome. I see Bron’s hogwash has already made several of you delirious. Good start to Sada, good start.”

      A smattering of laughter made the rest of the room focus on him. He tried not to look any of them directly in the eyes. 

      “Who’d like to make a request for the first song of the festival?” he called. “Pick a bad song and you’re cursed for the rest of the year. No pressure, though.”
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        * * *

      

      Emry forced himself to shed his anxiety as he played. The festival was still young, after all, bearing promises of joy and entertainment for both the singer and the audience—and so on the first night, very little expectation was thrown onto either party. Emry could joke in between songs, wander around the tables, make up a lyric based off how poorly Bron was dancing in the back of the bar. And in return, the tavern was free to sing as off-key as they liked, tapping their feet and pounding on tables. All Emry had to do was to play well, sing loud, and make sure his audience was excited to do it all over again the next evening.

      At the end of the set, he collapsed into a chair at his friends’ table while Marko shoved a beer his way.

      “Bravo, as always.” Marko pushed his shoulder and grinned. “Mid-city doesn’t know what they’re missing.”

      “Clearly, you didn’t hear this stupid thing squeaking halfway through.” Emry jerked his head toward his lute. That was another downside to three years of slogging in Tazlo—he had run out of money for repairs months ago.

      “I didn’t hear a thing,” Stef reassured him. “If I didn’t know better, I’d swear you trained at the Academy.”

      “Do I look like a student to you, Stef?” Emry took a sip of his beer. “Actually, don’t answer that.”

      Stef lifted her own mug and muttered into it. “Cal certainly thought you did.”

      Emry choked on his beer.

      “Stef!” Marko shot her a look, and Stef shot him one right back. Emry set down his mug, coughing. Whatever those looks meant, he didn’t care for them to linger.

      “Come on, what’s going on with you two?” he managed through his spluttering.

      “Nothing!” Marko blurted. “Um—do you want to come down to the square with us? We haven’t seen the place all lit up yet.”

      It was a tempting thought, once Emry regained his breath and his friends’ faces smoothed out. Marko wasn’t talking about the street lamps, or the candles, or the oil lamps dotting every Tazlin window. Emry glanced at the white flower still in Stef’s hair, now glowing blue in reaction to the tavern chatter around them. A rhythm bloom, Tazlo’s unique Sada signature.

      In daylight, it was difficult to tell the rhythm blooms apart from a simple white camellia. But in any kind of darkness, and with any kind of sound, they sparked. As the trio stepped out of the Dancing Rabbit and gazed down the mountain, they could already see the lines of pale garlands strung across the mid-city square, rippling with a gentle blue light as music tumbled out of every open door and window. Those dancing underneath absorbed the ethereal glow as they spun, their laughter and singing sending fireworks of turquoise up the strands in return. As the festival grew and the night deepened, the entire square glittered with the joy of a city seeking luck for the new year.

      But while Marko and Stef linked arms and began their stroll into the blue light, Emry remained still. This was how Tazlo celebrated Sada, sure. But not how he once did.

      “You go on ahead.” He waved them along. “I’ll meet you there.”

      As they disappeared, Emry shifted his lute on his back and veered once more down the dark forest path.
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      One chilly walk later, Emry found himself back in front of the fane. Nighttime now obscured the bright colors of the aspen grove, but had traded them for another color—the soft blue of several rhythm blooms, spared from Tazlo’s Sada harvest. They pulsed gently in the middle of the grove, murmuring in response to the insects of the night and the last of the birdsong.

      Emry picked his way into the ring of aspen trees, careful not to crush any of the rhythm blooms under his feet. He swung his lute around. Plucked a few strings to check the tuning. Looked up at the largest tree in the grove.

      And felt very stupid.

      “I—” he said aloud, then winced. His loud voice had no place here, but he felt the need to talk nonetheless. “I don’t normally do this. Up north, you see, they…” He fidgeted. “Listen, I know you’re not actually there, but—but I just really need the luck, all right? I, um…” He set his fingers into place on the strings. If he closed his eyes, he could almost pretend he was back in Senne. That his family stood behind him, waiting for him to start.

      Alone now, he said, “I hope you like this, I guess.”

      He closed his eyes and began to sing.

      
        
        When the gods begin to fight,

        Through ground, rivers, trees, and light

        Dance your way to Hara’s shield

        Follow her voice, she will not yield

        

        To Shiro, who shakes and steals our souls

        Or Weir, who turns our trees to coals

        She will not yield, she will defeat

        These gods, though this war will repeat

        

        So dance your way to Hara’s shield

        Through cold and dark, she will not yield

      

      

      Performing here was nothing like performing at the Dancing Rabbit, or anywhere else for that matter. He wasn’t sure whether it was the springy moss under his feet, the gentle buffeting of the wind, or the lack of observers, but the music simply felt easier. His voice smoother, his lute less prone to its usual creaking and buzzing. It allowed him to shed his fear of mistakes, that tightly wound tension of waiting for a faulty sound, until singing there in the grove lifted him into weightlessness. Like his body hardly existed anymore, and the words floated up to the trees of their own accord. Even his hands melted away as they flitted across the lute, leaving nothing but the feeling of his voice in his head and the hum of the strings at his fingers.
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      When he finished the song and opened his eyes, he felt unsteady, as if his legs had forgotten how to walk. He shook his head in an attempt to ground himself.

      But as he steadied and looked around, everything was just as it was before. No spirit appearing, no manifestation of luck. Just a man, standing in a forest, playing for a tree. Emry gave a small, humorless laugh at himself and turned back toward the path.

      “Where are you going?” a voice asked. “I liked it.”

      Emry nearly sprang out of his skin.

      “Who’s there?” He whipped around. No one stood on the path. No one in the grove, either, save for him.

      “Me. I’m here,” the voice said again, bright and friendly.

      Still no one around.

      “That’s rather unspecific.” Emry’s grip on his lute tightened. “Where are you, and what are you doing here?”

      “What sort of question is that? I live here.”

      Slowly, he turned to the aspen tree. “This is a trick, right?” He leaned to look behind the trunk. “Whoever you are, you better show yourself⁠—”

      The gentle buzz of the insects around him abruptly went silent.

      Then the ground jerked out from underneath his feet, sending him down into the moss. As he scrambled to his feet, the ground continued to shake, and he stumbled over to the tree for support. He dared one more peek around it. No one there.

      As the quake intensified, the leaves of the tree and the surrounding grove began to glow white, like before. Emry squinted as the glow grew—being so surrounded by trees, the light was much stronger here than it had been at the mid-city terrace.

      “Oh no…” There was the voice again. Through the rumbling, it sounded…rather young.

      “It’ll be okay!” Emry shouted, trying to glance up at the branches—perhaps there was a child who had climbed too high?—but the bright light forced him to close his eyes. “These surges are normal, apparently!”

      A splintering crack jarred his ears, and the bark under his hands began to shift. Opening one eye against the glow, Emry watched as the smooth white bark of the aspen tree wrinkled and warped below his fingers. As it twisted, the surface blackened as if it were burning.

      “No, it’s not fine!” the voice shouted in a panic. “I’m not going to be able to hold on much longer. Can I borrow you?”

      Emry staggered back from the trunk. “What do you mean, borrow me?” All around him, the brilliant light sent flashes of pain through his eyelids. “Listen, I can catch you if that’s what you need!”

      “Yes! Sort of!”

      “What kind of answer is that⁠—”

      “Get ready!”

      The trees all burst into a blinding glow. Emry yelled and in an instinctive flinch, threw his lute up in front of his face. As he raised his arms, something slammed into the lute, shoving the instrument into his chest and throwing him back onto the ground.

      Then it all stopped. The quaking, the glow, the voice. The insects slowly resumed their evening song around him. Gasping for breath, Emry cracked his eyes open, expecting to see someone sitting on him.

      But no one was there—just the lute.

      “What is this?” the voice from the quake panted. As it spoke, the strings of the lute vibrated, and Emry realized the voice was floating up from the rose of the lute. “This isn’t your body! This is…how did I get in here?”

      “Shiro’s hairy foot, what in the—?” Emry pushed the lute off of him and scrambled backward. “Are you inside my…and you were inside that…” He pointed at the tree, then stared at the instrument. This was a spirit. An actual, living spirit who—who…

      His hand settled on his own chest, taut with the aftershock of fear. “I’m sorry, did you just try to possess me?”

      “I didn’t have a choice!” the spirit argued. “Look around you! That quake was about to push me out of my grove. I needed to attach to something new, or else—or else I’d die!” 

      Emry didn’t have to look far to see what the spirit was talking about. In front of him, the once-pristine aspen tree was now bent and wrinkled, its surface entirely black. Shriveled leaves floated down from the dead branches, slowly burying the few rhythm blooms that had survived.

      Emry swallowed and looked back at the instrument. “So you’re…what, you’re in my lute now?” 

      “Is that what this stupid thing is called?” the spirit asked. “Then yes. I’m not sure how, but I suppose I’m in it. Temporarily.” They gave a frustrated sigh. “Now. If you don’t mind, I’d like to take a look around. Could you walk around my tree with this thing, please?”

      “What? No!” Emry scrambled to his feet, his heart in his throat. His most valuable possession, his only tool to secure any sort of future, was rotting talking— “Get out of my lute!”

      “I can’t,” the spirit said, quieter this time. Their hard little breaths made the strings shiver. “It took all my energy to detach myself from my tree. Maybe in a few weeks, I could attach to another one⁠—”

      “A few weeks?” Emry grabbed at his hair. “Are you kidding me?” 

      “I don’t know what kidding is. Is that like joking?”

      “Yes!”

      “Ah. Then no, I’m not kidding you.”

      Emry froze, his thoughts twisting into knots faster than he could unravel them. “But—so—if you’re here…if you’re real, then…”

      He thought back to the coin he had left at the fane. No, not just that fane—all the fanes he had ever visited, all the groves he had ever sung at. Were those spirits real, too? Did they ever listen to his songs? 

      Did they ever pay attention to his pleas for luck?

      “Excuse me!” the spirit pestered, interrupting his silent questions. “Can you show me around my grove now, please?” 

      Emry glared at the lute. He could never quite manage the same sharpness in his gaze that Stef bore so easily, but he did his best now. “You don’t actually bestow luck, do you?” he snapped.

      The spirit paused. “How on earth would I do that?”

      A wave of anger, unexpected and unbridled, washed over him, and he stalked a circle around the lute, hands sunk into his curls.

      “All the songs and the offerings. All the festivals and the stories and the ceremonies and the…” He gestured to the air. “They don’t matter, do they? You don’t give luck. You don’t watch out for us on Hara’s behalf. You just sit in a tree all day, don’t you?” He stopped walking. “Can spirits do anything for humans?”

      “Well, I”—the spirit spluttered—“I don’t know how to give you luck, but—look, here!” A single rhythm bloom grew by the neck of the lute. “There you go, that’s something. Now can you show me around?”

      Emry stared at the single, insulting flower—then he strode over to the fane. “That’s it. I’m taking back that coin I gave you.” 

      “But—but it’s not my fault I’m not lucky!” the spirit whined as he reached for the cubby. “And the coin is shiny. I like it. Please, leave it there? Please?”

      Now that Emry could hear the voice more clearly, it was indeed young. More than a few years younger than him—though perhaps not as childlike as what he had pictured during the surge. A twinge of guilt surfaced, and he dropped his hand, his fingers brushing the edge of the fane. “Fine.” Arms folded, he walked back into the grove. “You wanted to look at your tree or something?”

      “Yes, please.”

      Emry picked up the lute, noting that it felt a bit heavier now, and circled around the dead tree while he wracked his brain for a solution to this new problem. Never mind mid-city versus up-city now—how in Shiro’s name was he supposed to perform at all with a talking lute?

      His gaze wandered to the surrounding trees. If this spirit was real, surely there were others. “So, this place…”

      “Hold on.” The spirit shushed him. “Oh, this is terrible—just look at the bark! This took so long to grow, too. It was the best tree in my grove.”

      “This forest, does it have any⁠—”

      “I don’t think I can save it at all. How could something like this happen?”

      Emry rushed through his words. “Are there any other spirits nearby?”

      The spirit huffed. “There’s one north of here. We talk through the roots sometimes. Though honestly, it’s mostly me talking, they don’t really answer. But I know they’re there, I can feel it⁠—”

      Emry glanced up the path. “Would they know how to get you out of my lute?”

      “Um…maybe?”

      “All right. Are you done inspecting your grove?”

      The spirit fell silent, as if it were giving the place one last, longing look. “I…suppose. But I will be back here soon.”

      Emry slung the lute onto his back and made for the path. “Agreed.”
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      The road farther up the mountain veered closer to the city before twisting away, giving Emry a moment to peek at what the Tazlins had thought of the latest quake. Any music up-city had stopped, leaving only the frenzied chatter of people taking to the streets to recount the event. Though he couldn’t make out any specific stories, a few of them pointed to the forest and the blackened trees that now peppered his walk. One of the gossiper’s gazes landed on him as they pointed.

      “Hey! You all right?” they called. Emry stiffened.

      “Fine, just fine!” He waved and hurried away until the path tucked him into the woods once more.

      “Are we not going to talk to the other humans?” the spirit asked. Emry rubbed the growing ache in his forehead.

      “We? No, we are not going to talk to the other humans right now.”

      They continued walking in silence, until Emry heard little muffled efforts coming from inside the lute, and the instrument shifted on his back. “Hey, don’t break anything in there. This thing is barely useable as it is⁠—”

      “Sorry,” the spirit grumbled. “I’m trying to get comfortable in this stupid not-tree of yours.”

      “Not-tree?”

      “It feels like a tree, but it isn’t. I don’t like it.”

      “You’re free to hop out any time.”

      “I told you, I can’t⁠—”

      Emry sighed. “Yes, I’m aware.” 

      “Why are you angry with me?” the spirit said. “It’s not like I wanted to be in this lute.”

      “I didn’t want it, either. All I wanted was a bit of luck,” Emry snapped. “But clearly that was a mistake.”

      The instrument went quiet. “I’m sorry. I’d give you some luck if I knew how.”

      The young spirit did sound truly remorseful, and another pang of guilt softened Emry’s tone as they walked. “As long as we’re talking”—he hopped over a branch in the path—“why did that surge burn your tree? I thought these things were harmless.”

      “Surge?”

      He waved at the canopy. “The quake and the glow and all.”

      “Oh, that.” The spirit hesitated. “I’m not sure. Normally they’re…the word you used. Harmless.”

      “But you said it was going to kill you.”

      “I don’t know how to explain it to a human.”

      Emry rolled his eyes as he dipped under a low pine bough. “Try me.”

      “The surge is…” Another pause, as if the spirit was looking around for answers. “It’s like it’s made up of the same stuff I am. And my tree was trying to take it in, but it was too much, and it was shoving me out, and it was rude!” The spirit let out a breath and gathered themself. “So I had to jump to something else to survive. And now I’m in here.”

      “And you can’t just”—Emry waved a hand—“float around or something until it’s over?”

      He could have sworn the lute bristled.

      “Sure. I’ll try floating, and you try not breathing!”

      Emry held up his hands. “Sorry, I get it.”

      He hoped that would be the end of it, but the farther they walked, the more the spirit chattered, even as his eyes drooped and his feet ached.

      “That tree was my favorite, you know,” they said. “It even stored my rock collection. But if this other spirit knows how to get me back in sooner, I suppose I can jump into the tree to the south. Won’t have quite the same view. Gets a lot of sapsuckers. Not as many flowers on that side, either, so I’ll have to grow some⁠—”

      Emry grimaced as rocks poked through his threadbare shoes. “Please tell me we’re almost there.”

      “Oh, wait—walk back a bit. You passed it.”

      “Hara take me.”

      Emry turned as he was bid and shuffled back until he spotted a dying glimmer—a single rhythm bloom, half-wilted in a tree’s shadow. The only sound that drew out its light was the breeze that whispered through the grove.

      The spirit didn’t say anything for a while.

      “So do I have to leave another coin or something to get them to answer our questions?” Emry craned his neck to search around the grove. “Play another song? Wish for more bad luck? Should I find another lute to⁠—”

      “They’re not here,” the spirit said.

      “But you told me to walk here.”

      “I mean they’re not here. They’re gone.” 

      “Oh.” Emry’s embarrassment intermingled with panic. “Well, maybe I’m not close enough for you to sense them. How about now?” He hopped off the path and walked in circles. “Anything?”

      “No.”

      “How about over here?”

      “No, I can’t feel them.” The spirit’s voice quaked. “I don’t think they made it through the surge.”

      “But…” Emry touched the nearest tree, running his fingers against the dry, twisted bark. As he pulled his hand away, black soot streaked his fingertips. “I see.”

      The lute sank lower on Emry’s back, and his stomach began to churn. He had only just discovered that spirits were alive.

      And now he knew that spirits could die.

      “I’m sorry you lost your friend,” he mumbled.

      “Me too.”

      They stood at the tree for a moment, Emry biting his lip. The folktales never said anything regarding spirit funerals. He supposed he would need to make something up.

      Not that he wasn’t used to making up melodies, but this was a little different.

      “Did the spirit have a name?” he ventured.

      “A name?”

      “Sure. Might help to say their name and say something nice about them. That’s what humans do, at least.”

      The lute shifted. “That sounds nice. To…Oak, I guess. You were a quiet spirit.” They paused. “Was that good?”

      “Very good.” A thought surfaced as Emry picked his way back to the path. “Speaking of names—do you have one? I didn’t ask before.”

      “I’m Aspen. What’s your name?”

      “Emry Karic.”

      “Hello, Emry. I think I’m supposed to say it’s nice to meet you, but…” They trailed off, and Emry found his gaze dragged back to the dead tree. He got the sense that Aspen was looking at it, too.

      “I don’t understand,” Aspen said. “I don’t understand any of this. How could this happen to my grove? To theirs?”

      “Whatever it was, you survived it,” Emry tried to reassure them. “We’ll get you back to your tree very soon, and you’ll be just fine.”

      “But what about after that? What if it happens again?” The lute shifted again, as if Aspen were pacing back and forth. “I have to know what it was. How to protect my home. That was my strongest tree, you see. If another one of those surges comes along and I can’t detach in time…”

      Emry set his jaw as he glanced up at the moon, latticed by branches. “Let’s get back to town first,” he said. “Neither of us is going to get any answers standing here.”
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      Emry’s thoughts swam in circles as he hurried back to the city. Marko and Stef would come looking for him if he didn’t show his face in the square soon. If he sprinted home, hid the lute under his bed, buried it under every article of clothing he owned…but then how would he even pay rent this month? He could go into debt on an even cheaper lute—impossible—and squeak his way through a few more performances up-city. Mid-city was far out of the question at this point…

      “So, the other humans in town,” Aspen said as soon as the city lights blinked through the trees, “do they all have lutes?”

      “No, they don’t, and hush. I can’t have them hearing you.”

      “Why?”

      “Because—because…” Emry dropped his shoulders. There was no kind way to say this. “You’re not supposed to exist, Aspen. Not just you. Spirits. Any spirit. You’re not supposed to actually live in trees, or—or talk out of my only rotting source of income⁠—”

      “What do you mean, not exist?” The lute’s strings vibrated angrily. “Addie’s stories always talked about spirits. And you mentioned the stories yourself!”

      “Wait, who’s Addie?”

      But the spirit kept going. “I thought humans knew I was there. You knew earlier that I was there! You gave me a coin and a song.”

      Emry’s cheeks flushed. “I was being polite, in a sense. I didn’t actually know you were there.”

      “Oh.” Aspen paused. “Well…well, I did like the song. What was its name?”

      Emry slipped into an alleyway, toeing the line of the up-city lantern light as people passed. “‘Hara’s Shield.’ An old song from up north.”

      “That’s lovely. No one’s ever sung for me before, you know.” The spirit’s voice brightened. “Once I get back to my grove, will you do it again?”

      Emry found himself regretting his plan to shove the lute under his bed. “Sure, of course. But in order to get back to your tree, you’re going to have to be quiet around the other humans, all right?”

      “Fine.”

      Emry glanced around, hand gripping the strap of his lute tightly. Though the music had resumed, groups of Tazlins still huddled together on the road, no longer reflecting back the joy of the festival in their voices or faces. He made a note of each huddle that dotted his path home, anyone who might notice that his lute now had a voice of its own. If he took a shortcut over the bridge and sprinted through a few side streets, he could get back to his crumbling little flat in⁠—

      “Emry!” someone called from downhill. Emry swore under his breath. Marko was puffing his way up the street toward him.

      “Marko!” His voice went up an octave, and he cleared his throat. “You feel that surge⁠—?”

      “Where have you been?” Marko’s chest heaved as they met in the street. “I’ve been looking all over for you!”

      “Was, ah, just on my way to look for you,” Emry said. “Wanted to see if you were⁠—”

      “Tilla wants you to play at the Red Rat.”
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      Emry stopped breathing. 

      “When?”

      “Tonight. Now.” Marko gestured downhill. “That idiot André got spooked by the surge, says it’s bad luck to play after it, or something like that. Stranded the rest of his troupe just before they were about to go back on. If you don’t get down there fast, Tilla’s going to lose her whole crowd.” When Emry gaped like a fish, Marko beamed and shook his shoulder. “Come on, this is what you were hoping for, right? The Red Rat! First night of Sada! Guild members everywhere!”

      Emry tried to match his smile. “Yes—yes, absolutely! Thank you for finding me. I’ll head over now. Meet you down there?”

      “Wouldn’t miss it! I just need to find Stef.”

      Emry set off at a terrified jog, barely having the wherewithal to avoid the spilled puddles of beer and wine trickling down the cobblestones. “Hara hates me. That’s it, that’s all there is to it.” 

      “What’s going on?” Aspen’s voice perked up behind him.

      “I need to perform tonight. With the lute.” Emry wiped sweat off his brow. “Can this thing still even play?”

      He staggered to a halt in a shadowed alleyway, tuned the strings with shaky fingers, and plucked out the first few chords of “Hara’s Shield.” The lute still worked, at least—but something sounded different. He leaned closer to the instrument and tried the chords again, but the general clamor of the city cloaked the nuance he was straining to hear.

      “Tickles a bit,” Aspen muttered. This did nothing to help Emry’s heart rate.

      “Aspen, if I’m going to perform, you have to stay quiet.”

      “All right.”

      “I mean completely silent⁠—”

      “Fine! I said all right!” 

      If Emry’s thoughts had been treading water earlier, they were drowning now. What if the possession made the lute sound worse? What if Aspen tried to sing along? Or sneezed? Did spirits sneeze?

      His mind was still bouncing between catastrophizing and asking the difficult questions when his feet hit the stoop of the Red Rat for the second time that day. Standing stiffly in the doorway, Tilla grabbed his shoulder as soon as he was within reach.

      “Finally! Where were you, the middle of the woods?” She shoved him into the tavern. “Get in there before my customers all leave to see that Sorman woman.”

      “Yeah, no pressure,” Emry mumbled and pushed his way toward the stage. 

      The Red Rat tavern could have fit three Dancing Rabbits into its main room alone. Its long tables stretched underneath polished balconies, while soaring rafters above caught and swirled its patrons’ laughter and drunk conversation. When mixed with music from its prized stage, nothing could compare to the experience—and if Emry was being honest, André’s bribe of twenty gold was a little low to secure a place like this for Sada.

      But he had to tear his eyes away from the beams above if he was going to actually navigate to the stage. Partygoers had dragged the tables about and piled themselves on top of them, passing mugs up to friends perched on the balcony railings. So many card games had been spread out on the floor that Emry lost at least five people money as he knocked over several decks on his way through. 

      “Took him long enough,” a woman grumbled when he finally reached the stage. The stage—Weir’s eyes, when had he last performed on a good one? One with working footlights, or boards that didn’t look like they were going to break halfway through the set⁠—

      The annoyed woman cleared her throat. “You need to tune up?” she asked, her fingers tapping on her folded arms. Emry immediately recalled her face from watching André’s troupe perform a week prior. 

      “No, already tuned.” He stuck out his hand. “Shayna, right? I’ve heard you before. You have a beautiful voice.”

      “Peter said the same of you.” She took his hand briefly and nodded to the fiddler behind her, who waved. “They said they heard you perform a few weeks back. For all our sakes, they better be right about you.”

      “Better be…” the drummer next to Peter murmured in agreement, unable to rip her eyes from someone in the crowd. Emry followed her gaze outward. A blond, sharp-jawed man close to the stage was leaning away from everyone else despite the packed house. As the man glanced back at the exit, a circular gold pin glinted on his vest, bright against his somber black waistcoat.

      “Hara drag me to dust,” Emry breathed and turned back to Shayna. “Is he from the Quartet or something?”

      A predatory grin flashed across her face. “No. That’s Damir Nedrov, Ella Sorman’s manager.”

      Emry’s heart pounded in his ears. “Are you sure?”

      “Oh, it’s him.” The drummer leaned in as she spoke, eyes flitting back to the crowd every other second. “I went to Ella’s performance earlier and saw him there with her. What do you think he’s doing out of Ella’s shadow?”

      “Recruiting,” Shayna said firmly. “He’s got to be. They always look in Tazlo first, you know.”

      Emry swallowed. Yes, he knew that very well.

      “That’s how they found Karlson,” Peter said, their enthusiasm grating on Emry’s tightening nerves. “And June! And that other singer, what’s his name⁠—”

      As Peter and the drummer tossed Guild names back and forth, Shayna turned to Emry. “We were talking about what songs to play before you arrived. The plan is ‘Hara’s Shield,’ ‘Cave River Folly,’ and ‘Spirit’s Grove.’”

      Emry’s hands went cold at the title of the second song—his mother’s favorite. He couldn’t do it, not tonight. “I don’t know ‘Cave River Folly,’” he lied and grabbed at the first song that came to mind. “Could we do ‘Vornik Reel’ instead?”

      “Oh, I like that one.” Peter nodded eagerly. Shayna gave a conceding nod.

      “Fine,” she said. “‘Hara’s Shield,’ ‘Vornik Reel,’ ‘Spirit’s Grove.’ You’ll take the harmony, and you’ll get half of André’s share at the end of the set.” Her eyes glittered. “And you’d better not make a mistake in front of Damir.”

      Emry glanced back at the Auric Guild representative, who was quietly judging a drunk man behind him. He nodded, even as his palms began to sweat. “You got it.”

      As they all clambered up on stage, Emry waited to ascend last.

      “What is all this?” Aspen whispered, their voice floating up at his shoulder. Emry jumped at the sound.

      “I told you, I’m performing.” He turned to the wall to hide his lips moving.

      “Performing? You mean making music again? For all these people?”

      “Yes, so you have to be quiet⁠—”

      The lute shifted. “If I’m going to keep quiet all the time, I want…I want reassurances!”

      Emry watched the drummer nervously—he only had a second before he needed to follow her. “What reassurances?”

      Aspen faltered. “I—I don’t know, I just thought it was a good word to use.”

      Emry couldn’t hang back on the steps any longer. “Fine, any reassurance you want, after this performance.”

      Whoops and whistles trailed his footsteps as he jogged up the stairs. He gave a humble nod to his borrowed audience and took what had once been André’s seat. Far in the back, he could make out Marko’s shoulders clearing a path for him and Stef in the crowd.

      On stage, Shayna set to work recapturing their audience’s attention. “Evening, everyone! Nothing like a good surge to shake up Sada, am I right?”

      Shouts and the drunken pounding of feet floated up to the rafters. Up at the front, Damir rolled his eyes. He glanced at Emry, the newcomer onstage, then let his gaze slide off him.

      Emry adjusted his hold on his lute—on his possessed, talking lute—and looked to Shayna for her cue.

      By all accounts, “Hara’s Shield” was a safe choice for a nervous troupe and an eager audience. Familiar, a little outdated, but bright and upbeat enough to ease the audience back into the performance. More importantly, it was quite a basic piece for a lutenist, and it let Emry ground himself while his hands rolled along with ease.

      Andre’s troupe wasn’t bad by any means—though flat at times, Shayna knew how to parade about the stage to keep the tavern engaged. Peter made up for their shrill tones with their jaunty energy, and the drummer—Mila, if his memory served him right—bounced along with her beat. Emry found it easy to melt into the atmosphere they built and give it right back to the tavern, where the old balconies carried their sound to the very back of the crowd. 

      Emry almost didn’t care that Damir still slouched against a column in
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distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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