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        EMRY

      

      

      In the weak light of morning, a bard and a farmhand surveyed the withered orchard around them. The farmhand said nothing, slouched in gloom and silence. The bard, having a personal distaste for the former and a professional distaste for the latter, wouldn’t stand for it.

      “Look, it’s not that bad,” he tried.

      The farmhand gave him a sideways glance. “It’s half dead.”

      “It’s half alive.”

      “Granville’s farm down the road doesn’t look like this,” the farmhand muttered, folding her burly arms. Emry Karic, the bard on duty, was unsure how to respond.

      Technically, she wasn’t wrong. Emry had visited Granville’s farm last week with Cal and Aspen. The place had been glistening with greenery and ripening fruit, a veritable celebration of life returning after last year’s deadly wave.

      This orchard here was, well…surviving, at the very least.

      Not that all of it looked terrible—roughly half the trees still stood. The grass boasted a greenish-yellow tint here and there. The smell of spring apples wafted feebly under gray clouds.

      But the other half of the orchard stood blackened and barren, a stark reminder of what had happened six months ago.

      “And it’s been like this since the wave?” Emry asked the farmhand, who nodded.

      “The wave took whatever our spirit couldn’t protect,” she said. “A few trees have started growing back since, but…”

      Emry could easily imagine what had happened. A wall of white spirit energy barreling through the forest, past the barn, the shed…then through the trees, shriveling their branches and stripping away their life…

      The wave had struck almost the entire province, mangling whatever hadn’t been protected by spirits or stone walls. Emry himself had barely managed to shield his family when the disaster struck—he had watched its approach with his own eyes, his loved ones mere steps behind him.

      He gingerly reached for the closest tree, its dead, black trunk twisted like rope. Though no fire had touched its bark, his fingers came away smudged with gray soot. He grimaced; the streaks against his tawny skin made him immensely grateful he’d never see such a disaster again in his lifetime.

      “So…” The farmhand cleared her throat. “Are you gonna fix all this with your music or what?” Her eyes fell on the lute on Emry’s back.

      “Oh. Well…” Emry wiped the soot off his fingers and shrugged the instrument off his shoulder. It had been a gift from his family—a much-needed one, now that Aspen maintained a permanent residence in his old lute. The feel of it in his hands still gave him a thrill. The wood as pale as morning, the carvings of aspen leaves along its face…

      And most thrilling of all, the single gilded tuning peg—a shimmering calling card for the Auric Guild.

      “No,” he said gently. “This can’t fix it.” He nodded to the farmhouse on the hill behind them. “But they can.”

      They both turned to the three figures emerging from the stone house. The first was the owner of the farm—Owen, a short, potbellied man who strode down the hill with far more energy than the early hour warranted.

      “I must thank you again for coming,” Owen said to his companions. “I had hoped the Council would send a spirit researcher to help, but—to send a spirit? I can hardly believe it, truly, I can’t…”

      The spirit in question loped alongside Owen in their human form, making for a colorful silhouette against the gray sky. Bright purple waistcoat, green eyes glowing in the morning mist—and, as always, flowers sticking out of their pockets, buttonholes, lapels…

      “Happy to help,” Aspen said firmly. “I’ll talk to the spirit here and see what I can do.”

      They gave a brief smile to Emry, and he caught a whiff of honeysuckle and mint—no doubt due to the plants growing in the spirit’s dark curls—then Owen and Aspen bounded into the orchard, babbling in fast, hushed tones.

      The farmhand quickly followed, forgetting all about Emry and his lute, but he didn’t mind. He let them wander off and waited patiently for the last figure, who navigated the rough, hilly steps with practiced grace and a frustrated frown.

      “You’d think that after twenty such visits,” Cal said, arriving with a huff, “I’d have invested in a pair of boots for these sorts of outings.”

      Emry held out a hand and helped her down the last few steps. “Ah, but shopping for boots would require you to actually leave the Council building now and again.”

      She gave a reluctant hum and adjusted her heavy green skirts. It still struck him to see her decked in the forest-green hues of the Council, rather than the midnight blue of the Academy. Gone, too, were the Academy lace and puffs, replaced with a simple pelisse, stoic gold buttons…and a pair of muddy, pointed shoes.

      Cal sighed at the mud splatters and took Emry’s arm. After checking to make sure no one was looking, Emry snuck a kiss on her forehead, drawing a small smile from her. He supposed forehead kisses during official Council trips were frowned upon, but it was his sacred duty as a boyfriend to provide them when frustration arose.

      “So, what do we know of this farm?” he asked.

      “There was a spirit here, to be sure,” Cal said, watching Owen and Aspen approach the forest tree line. “It clearly answered Cedar’s call to defend its home against the wave⁠—”

      “A big, white bubble, it was!” Owen boomed ahead of them, arms raised as he recounted the tale to Aspen. “A shield, fighting away the energy single-handed! You should have seen it—it was the biggest in all of Vornik, I know it.”

      Emry resisted the urge to roll his eyes. Nowadays, every farmer with a spirit on their land claimed similar feats. Their spirit had the largest shield, the strongest presence, the biggest grove… For people who had scoffed at the very notion of spirits half a year ago, they were certainly proud of their new neighbors now.

      “We could hardly believe our luck,” Owen continued, his eager words drawing in other curious farmhands. “But—well…” His arms dropped. “I’m afraid it hasn’t done a thing since. You don’t think it’s that”—he leaned in here, his stage whisper doing nothing for the volume of his voice—“that Matlock city disease, do you?”

      The farmhands looked at each other nervously. Cal let out a tired breath.  “Oh, not these rumors again.”

      She quickened her pace, tugging Emry forward—but a twinging pain shot through his knee, and he stumbled rather than followed.

      “Hara take me…” he muttered, shaking out his leg. Cal froze, her hand tightening on his arm.

      “Em?”

      “Sorry.” He gave an unconvincing laugh. “I guess my knee doesn’t like the reminders of the wave.”

      But the worry line on Cal’s brow only deepened. “Perhaps you should wait back in the carriage,” she said, assessing the distance between them and the tree line ahead. “You shouldn’t rush your recovery⁠—”

      “Cal, please.” He held up a hand. “It’s just a short walk, and I’ve had months to rest as it is. Let me at least pretend to be useful here.”

      But the pain remained stubborn, and once they reached the forest, he quickly found a tree stump to sit on. Even half a year after being possessed by Aspen to protect his family, the pain in his limbs still came and went. Give it another month or so, the doctors had said time and again. It’ll disappear soon.

      As if they knew how to treat spirit possessions.

      While Emry sat on the stump and rubbed his knee, Cal deftly wrangled Owen’s fears.

      “Sir, I can assure you, whatever drought Matlock might be experiencing is too far away to affect spirits in Vornik,” she said firmly. “Now, if you’ll allow Aspen to speak with the spirit and gauge its level of strength, I can take notes and compare it to other spirits in the area.”

      She slipped seamlessly into her usual presentation, the one she gave at every place she visited for her Council research. Like the other aides in her department, she was here to determine the state of the spirit, if one was present. The size of its grove, its estimated strength, what it had been able to protect during the wave, if anything…

      Of course, no other aide had the assistance of a forest spirit and a bard to help gather such data, but the Council hadn’t turned away their support yet.

      As Cal talked Owen out of his hand-wringing and into her research plan, Aspen caught sight of Emry and bounded over, the worry on their face an exact reflection of Cal’s.

      “You all right?” they asked, their own lute slung behind them. The once-shattered instrument had been repaired with glue and vines, and a small waterfall of honeysuckle flowed out of its cracked sound hole. But it had received a more human upgrade recently: a gilded peg, matching the one on Emry’s lute.

      “Just fine.” Emry waved away the spirit’s concern. Aspen ignored his gesture and looked to the carriage.

      “Maybe you should⁠—”

      Emry glared. “If someone tells me to wait in the carriage one more time, I’m going to give all of you up and live in a tree.” He pointed into the grove. “Is the spirit still in there?”

      Aspen gave him a look, then relented. “Yes,” they said, their shoulders slumped. “But it’s quiet. It doesn’t want to talk to me.”

      Emry sighed. “When do they ever?”

      Just like Cal’s presentation, this was a staple of every research trip: the distinctly unwelcoming energy of Vornik spirits. It didn’t matter what Aspen did—they tried asking questions, talking about their lute, inquiring as to how the spirit felt after the wave…and they would get little in response. A few terse answers, perhaps. A general sense of confusion, a vague irritation that they were awake, that someone was talking to them, of all things.

      And with every trip, Aspen came back more defeated.

      As the flowers in the spirit’s hair began to shrivel, Emry reached back and tapped his own lute. “Want me to get its attention first?”

      Aspen brightened immediately. “Yes, please.”

      They helped Emry to his feet, then backed away to let him shrug the lute off his shoulder once more.

      “Ms. Breslin,” Emry said, trying to adopt her professional tone. “Aspen believes a song might get the spirit out of its shell.”

      Owen’s eyes almost bulged out of his head.

      “A Guild musician, playing for our spirit?” he blurted out, fiddling with his hat in excitement. “Did Ella Sorman send you?”

      His mention of the Guild leader’s name sent awed whispers through the observing farmhands. Emry masked his delight with a polite laugh.

      “No, I’m merely helping Ms. Breslin’s research,” he said. “But Aspen and I have our first meeting with the Guild later today. Perhaps Ms. Sorman will consider this performance part of my debut.”

      He tried to sound casual, but the farmhands behind Owen were far too curious for that.

      “So, you’ve met her?” one asked eagerly, the trowel in his hand all but forgotten. “What’s she like?”

      “Is she really as lovely as she looks onstage?” another said. But the tallest of them, the burly farmhand who had stood with Emry earlier, narrowed her eyes. “Wait,” she said. “Are you the one she wrote a song about⁠—?”

      Cal cleared her throat. “If you could give my associate some quiet, please.”

      The farmhands straightened and silenced themselves. Cal gave Emry a smile and stepped back, letting him and Aspen approach the central tree in the spirit’s grove.

      Standing taller than the rest, the pine tree sheltered a swath of broad ferns and the telltale sign of a spirit: delicate white rhythm blooms, nestled under the ferns’ leaves. Aspen knelt to check the flowers, taking great care not to step on them with their bare feet. Though they typically imitated Emry’s style of dress each morning—billowy shirt, waistcoat, occasionally a coat if they felt like it—they rarely went anywhere in shoes. Even after months in the company of humans, they claimed they didn’t much see the point.

      “Spirit’s fairly strong,” they murmured, then looked up and brightened. “Who built the fane?”

      The burly farmhand gave a small cough and raised her hand. “That was me.”

      The fane, a little wooden cubby on a post, stood undecorated but sturdy: a simple and welcoming place for offerings to the spirit. Aspen plucked a yellow flower from their lute and placed it in the cubby, adding some color to the coins and pinecones that already cluttered the space.

      “Hello,” they whispered, then placed their hand on the pine tree. They didn’t need to speak aloud in order to communicate with other spirits but had gotten into the habit of it for the humans’ benefit. “I do hope you like this.”

      Then it was Emry’s turn to coax the spirit into a more talkative mood. He slid a coin into the fane, gave the tree a nod, and began to play.

      Today’s human audience was warmer than others he had experienced at previous farms. Some of the other farmers had laughed at the idea of playing music to appease a spirit; others had scoffed or tried talking over him. Owen and his farmhands, however, listened in respectful silence, not murmuring or shuffling in boredom.

      In thanks for their patience, Emry rifled through his memory for a piece they would appreciate—a bright, simple working song he had learned from a farmer back home in Senne. That farmer had enjoyed Emry’s rendition of it then, and he hoped his new audience—and perhaps the pine spirit—would enjoy it now.

      To his delight, they did. They caught onto the song quickly, their fingers tapping the rhythm against their farm tools. And when Aspen joined in, their soft, ethereal voice little more than a breeze, the group even hummed along.

      After the final note faded into the morning mist, Emry gave one more hopeful nod to the tree and stepped back.

      “Thank you,” Aspen whispered, then closed their eyes, reaching back out to the pine spirit in the newly formed silence. For several minutes, Emry witnessed nothing but the birdsong and the breeze, and his mind began to wander. Aspen looked tall, standing before the tree—about as tall as him. How strange. The spirit’s first human form, while roughly modeled after Emry, had been shorter than him, a thin, energetic bundle of limbs, freckles, and flowers.

      Now they were…well, simply a taller version of that.

      Before Emry could think further on how much the growth spurt unsettled him, Aspen opened their eyes with a furrowed brow.

      “The spirit’s still recovering,” they said, their tone empty. “And it doesn’t want to talk. I’m sorry.” They gave an apologetic bow to Owen. “I don’t think it can help regrow the rest of the orchard right now.”

      “Oh. I—I see.” The excitement in Owen’s eyes faded. “Well—thank you for trying, my dear spirit.”

      As Owen turned to dismiss his farmhands, Cal jotted something in her notebook, then approached Aspen and Emry.

      “Thank you for trying, both of you.” She lowered her voice. “Is that truly all it said?”

      “Not quite.” Aspen’s face darkened. “It told me to go away and let it go back to sleep. Said it doesn’t need any help regrowing the orchard.”

      “Absolutely no manners in the forest, are there?” Cal tucked her pencil behind her ear. “I’m sorry about that, but with such a response, there’s no use trying further and wasting your energy. I’ll request a few more measurements for my report, then meet you at the carriage.” Her tone shifted into a thinly veiled command to Emry. “Do take care walking there.”

      He withheld a sigh and gave her a formal half-bow.

      “Yes, Ms. Breslin,” he said—but caught her hand as she passed and gave it a discreet squeeze. With a half smile, Cal followed Owen back into the rows of apple trees.

      “If I may ask a few more questions about the size of the orchard…”

      Once she disappeared, Emry shifted the lute strap crossing his chest.

      “I wouldn’t worry about this spirit, Aspen,” he said, trying to keep his tone optimistic. “We’ll find a friendly one soon. And you’ll meet plenty of new friends at the Guild meeting today, won’t you?”

      Aspen gave a halfhearted nod, and Emry started toward the carriage, already thinking about how to prepare for the Guild event. He’d have to wash and change, of course. He didn’t mind the smell of apples, but he certainly did mind the stink of mud⁠—

      But Aspen turned the opposite way, and the morning breeze whipped into a sharp chill.

      “Aspen?” Emry called, wrapping his coat tighter around himself. The spirit stood at the tree again, their determined gaze looking not at the boughs but beyond them. Far above, the gray clouds darkened, and the ferns at their feet shifted and swayed. Emry stepped forward.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Helping the spirit with the orchard,” Aspen said, placing their hand on the tree. Another breeze kicked up, and Emry looked over his shoulder—the closest dead trees stood many paces away.

      “You can’t. It’s too far, even for you.”

      “But if I channel my magic through the rain…”

      Aspen’s hand flickered, betraying the illusion of their form as they poured their energy into the tree. Emry swallowed at the sight of it.

      “Look, you don’t owe this spirit anything,” he said. “You don’t have to do this.”

      They ignored Emry and leaned forward, their whole body now guttering. Rain sprinkled from the thin clouds above, and behind Emry, a series of rippling cracks sliced through the dead apple trees. Bark shifted against bark; twigs snapped and curled. His eyes widened.

      “How are you⁠—?”

      Aspen faded and pitched backward. Emry leapt for their arm.

      “Aspen!”

      As soon as he touched their ghostly form, everything went black.

      The nothingness sent him into a panic. His mind scrambled for purchase, trying to orient himself to anything he could feel or hear. He was no longer standing, that was for certain. He was on his knees, with soft pine needles cradling his palms. No, that wasn’t right—he was holding on to the tree, its rough bark scratching his fingertips. Or perhaps he was doing both, thinking with two minds, smelling soil and leaves, fear and blood⁠—

      I’m sorry! Aspen’s voice rang in his ears, both too loud and too high, as their presence darted around inside him. I’m sorry, I was so focused, I didn’t mean to⁠—

      Get out! Emry’s breaths came in fast and shallow. This couldn’t be happening, not again—Aspen, please!

      He spoke the last word aloud, and his voice pierced the grove around him, flitting around the trees like a strange, echoing bird. The sensation did nothing to help Emry ground himself.

      I know, I know! Aspen said, their voice rattling Emry’s ribcage. On three. Push me out on three.

      Emry dug his fingers into the soil. Okay.

      One…two…

      It was like flexing a muscle Emry had forgotten—happily forgotten—he had. He used his energy to shove Aspen out of his body, out of his mind, while the spirit worked to yank themself out in turn. A flash of pain, a pull of energy—then all at once, everything returned. On his hands and knees, Emry gasped down at the grass, and Aspen collapsed next to their lute.

      “What in Shiro’s name—?” one of the farmhands shouted from far behind them. Emry looked up.

      All across the orchard, the dead trees were now crowned in vibrant, dripping green. Black bark sloughed off to reveal healed bark underneath, like scabs revealing fresh skin. And on every branch, ripe apples gleamed, covered in fresh raindrops.

      Emry looked at Aspen. Aspen looked at Emry.

      “Was that you?” Emry breathed. Aspen shook their head.

      “I, um…” Their form wavered. “I think that was us.”

      “Aspen? Emry?” Cal called, her voice urgent as it bounced between the trees. A different sort of fear latched onto Emry’s throat, and he staggered to his unsteady, aching feet. Oh gods, she’d be so upset. He couldn’t do that to her, couldn’t make her worry all over again⁠—

      “We’re fine!” he called back, helping Aspen up. This time, no darkness sprang from his touch—just the too-soft feeling of the spirit’s wispy form underneath his fingers. In turn, Aspen grabbed Emry’s arm.

      “Are you all right?” Their green eyes nervously searched his face. “I’m so sorry, I just felt the energy and pulled without thinking⁠—”

      Emry shushed them. “I’m fine.”

      “But—”

      “Aspen, was that you?” Cal came into sight, her muddy shoes splashing in newly formed puddles—but she hardly seemed to care. The bright grin on her face could have dried the rain soaking into her skirt. “That was incredible!”

      Aspen stiffened. “I, um⁠—”

      “They just wanted to help the spirit out a little,” Emry cut in with forced lightness. “And they used the rain to channel their magic. Did you see that?”

      He turned his smile on Aspen, who kept their eyes narrowed.

      “I did see that.” Cal laughed in delight and took off her bonnet, rainwater spilling off its brim. “Though I would appreciate some warning in the future. The trees weren’t exactly adequate shelter for a flash storm.”

      Emry offered his arm to her, trying not to betray the sudden pain in his motions. With this fresh possession, his old aches were devolving into sharper lances of pain. “Why don’t we head home and get some tea, then? Aspen should rest before Owen can ask them more questions.”

      True to expectation, Owen was already hurrying forward, both beaming and utterly drenched from the rain. Behind him, the farmhands still stared in amazement at the trees.

      “Oh, thank the gods!” Owen said, hailing Aspen with his soaked hat. “That was you? And it only took but a moment! How extraordinary. I’ll need to tell the others about this⁠—”

      “I’m afraid I must accompany Aspen home to recover,” Cal interjected, slipping out of Emry’s hold to keep the farmer at bay. “But, of course, I’ll cover this in my report to the Council and communicate to the other farms…”

      As she spoke, Aspen tugged pointedly on Emry’s sleeve. Emry didn’t look; he already knew the spirit was glaring at him.

      “There’s no need to distress her,” he mumbled to them, wiping smudges of dirt off his cuffs. “It’s not like it’ll happen again.” He stepped forward and visibly winced at the pain throbbing in his knees. Aspen scrambled for their lute, pushing aside some vines to make space in the soil within.

      “I’ll grow you some moonflowers for the pain, then you should go to bed after tea,” they whispered imperially, taking on Cal’s tone. “Then nothing but sleep for you for the rest of the day. No, two days, at the very least⁠—”

      “Mr. Karic?” Cal turned back to them. “We should be on our way so you can prepare for your Guild meeting.”

      She gave Owen one last curtsy and hurried off to the carriage, leaving Emry and Aspen looking at each other in poorly restrained fear.

      “How much time do we have until the Guild meeting?” Aspen asked weakly. Emry checked his pocket watch, and his throat went dry.

      “About four hours.”
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      After the miracle at Owen’s farm, Cal didn’t stop talking or taking notes throughout the carriage ride.

      “I wish I had known you were going to do that, Aspen,” she said, addressing the lute next to Emry. Aspen had retreated into the instrument to rest—though Emry could see pain-relieving moonflower buds slowly sprouting amidst the honeysuckle.

      “Perhaps I could’ve timed the rainstorm or checked the amount of rainfall,” Cal continued, tapping the end of her pencil against her chin. “Can you effectively summon rain on a sunny day? Or does it need to be cloudy?”

      Aspen’s response echoed through the lute. “It has to be cloudy, I think,” they said. “I’m sorry. Maybe if I were stronger, I could⁠—”

      “What on earth are you apologizing for?” Cal instinctively reached out, as if to take the spirit’s hand. “You were incredible. No one could have asked for more. Now, if we could try that on a few other afflicted farms…”

      Emry stiffened, and Aspen’s lute shifted on the seat. “Um, well, you see⁠—”

      “No, no.” Cal waved the thought away. “You need to recover first, of course. After all, you both have a very important meeting with Ella Sorman today.”

      She smiled proudly at Emry, then ducked her head and continued writing, her words dissolving into soft mutterings about Council reports and rain magic. Emry gave a weak smile back and clasped his hands together to keep them from shaking.

      He hadn’t actually seen Ella since moving from Senne to Vornik. He had seen his manager Damir several times, who stopped by now and then to make sure he was settling in. But apart from that, there had been no word from the Guild—no mention of debuts or concerts or forming a troupe. And certainly no hint about the mysterious Guild origins Ella had mentioned months ago.

      Not that the trio didn’t have speculations on Ella’s plans, of course.

      “Maybe she’s looking to refresh the Guild’s style,” Cal had mused last week. “So many of her musicians are older and settled in their ways. Perhaps she’s looking for something new.”

      A flattering thought, one that Emry hoped was true—but there was another explanation that kept floating in the back of his mind.

      “Hear me out.” He had leaned forward. “What if the stories were real and she was a⁠—”

      “A spy?” Cal had finished for him. “Love, I wouldn’t put any stock in gossip from the war. Let’s just wait and see what she has to say.”

      But the meeting today wasn’t just a friendly chat with Ella—it was a grand affair bringing together every major Guild performer in the city. It was where he would discuss his debut, the very beginning of his future as a Guild musician…

      And now he could barely walk.

      As he tried and failed to control his breathing, the carriage bore them out of the bumpy country roads and into Vornik proper, where heavy stone gates and buildings marked a city mostly spared from the wave. Upon first moving in, Emry had assumed Vornik would feel smaller once he got used to it—that he’d gradually explore the place, and all the nooks and crannies would shrink out of familiarity. But the city had only expanded further with time; the carriage trundled past fountains he didn’t recognize, pillared buildings he couldn’t quite place. It wasn’t until the Academy campus gates rolled past that he could recognize they were nearing home.

      Soon after passing the Academy, the carriage turned down a neat row of pale townhouses. Despite being made of stone, each one had a delicate air about them—swirling iron fences, artfully arranged shrubbery, haughty rose bushes lining their walkways. Emry was still convinced that he and Aspen needed nothing half so fancy to live in, but he had little say in the matter—the Guild had already secured him one such townhouse upon his arrival. The carriage slowed down at his appointed home, which boasted a dazzling array of white, pink, and yellow roses. Unlike their neighbors, these roses spilled eagerly over the fences, blooming with cheer even through frost and heat wave.

      The Guild couldn’t take credit for that detail, of course. Aspen tended to those roses every morning.

      “Oh, are we here already?” Cal looked up from her notebook, blinking owlishly. “Do you need any help with⁠—?”

      “No, I’ve got them.” Emry grabbed Aspen’s lute; he needed to have a private word with the spirit, and quickly. “Best of luck with the report, my dear⁠—”

      He reached for the door, but Cal closed the window curtains and tugged him back, her eyes sparkling with pride. “Promise you’ll tell me all about Ella and the debut tour she has planned for you?” she murmured.

      It was an easy promise for him to make—but in the privacy of the carriage, he couldn’t help but tease her a little.

      “A tour, you say?” He let slip a grin. “So eager to get me back out of the city, are you?”

      She bit back a giggle. “Ah, you’ve found me out.”

      He pretended to pull away, his free hand on his heart. “And here I thought you loved me⁠—”

      She cut him off with a kiss, warm and insistent, and Emry sank into it with a sigh. Gods, if kisses could heal, he’d be dancing his way to the Guild event in no time.

      “I promise to tell you all about it,” he mumbled against her lips, kissed her once more, then descended to the sidewalk with a string of pain-induced curses tucked under his tongue.

      “Moonflowers aren’t going to cut it this time, Aspen,” he said through gritted teeth, trying to hide his limp on his way to the front door.

      “Oh, dear.” The flowers in Aspen’s lute rustled. “What about your cane?”

      “Not enough, either.”

      “Can you tell them you’re sick?”

      Emry became nauseous at the very idea. “Sick? For the most important meeting of my life⁠—?”

      “Wait!” Cal opened the carriage door. “I forgot my shawl from the last time I visited. Can I go get it?”

      Emry stopped midstep and swallowed another curse. He couldn’t let Cal see him like this—she’d panic, too. “I could go get it for you?”

      But Cal had already shifted to the edge of the seat. “Aspen, do you have the energy to chaperone me to the door?”

      Emry looked around at the empty sidewalk. “But there’s no one around⁠—”

      “I can do it.” Aspen appeared in their wispy human shape, then hopped up to the carriage and held out a gallant hand. “Ms. Breslin.”

      Cal gratefully took it. “Thank you, Aspen.”

      Emry tried not to roll his eyes at the ritual. Back home in Senne, no one cared if a single young lady made a brief visit to a bachelor’s house to grab a shawl. Even at the Academy, most people had been willing to look the other way on certain…extracurricular activities, so long as scholarly knowledge was being acquired and degrees were being achieved.

      But here in the upper echelons of Vornik, where Cal was no longer a student and he was no longer a tavern rat, people cared far too much. As Cal passed Emry, she nodded subtly to the townhouse next door, where a wrinkled old lady was peeking out through the curtains with a deep furrow in her brow.

      “Don’t mind her,” Emry muttered and opened the front door. “I’m sure she’s just jealous of the roses or something.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Cal stood in the sparse parlor, her hands on her hips. “I could’ve sworn I left it in here…”

      Emry tried to lean casually against the console table in the foyer. The attempt made his spine scream. “It’s not there?”

      “No.” After checking the last few moving crates still cluttering the corner, Cal ducked to look around a sofa. Emry stole a glance over at Aspen, who had their lute balanced on the narrow console. A new, unfamiliar flower within the lute bloomed at a leisurely pace, its orange petals creeping out from behind the other plants.

      “This should work,” Aspen whispered.

      “What is it?”

      “I don’t know.”

      Emry stared. “What do you mean you don’t know?”

      “I’m trying something new! It’s a”—Aspen gestured wildly—“I’m adding my energy to it so that I can give you some!”

      “You are a brilliant and wonderful spirit, my friend.” They both stared at the bloom for a moment. “Can it…grow any faster?”

      “I’m trying!” Aspen leaned over the lute and focused hard—but they were still transparent from their earlier efforts in the orchard, and the flower continued to grow one petal at a time.

      “Well, I’ll need to check the drawing room.” Cal turned to face them, and they both straightened. Cal stared quizzically at Aspen, then Emry. “Are you sure you’re all right?”

      Emry opened his mouth, words fighting in his throat. He should tell her, he should just tell her and risk her fear and distress and⁠—

      “We’re fine,” he said, the phrase flowing instinctually. “Just, uh, checking the mail, aren’t we, Aspen?”

      “Yes! We’re, um…” Aspen scrambled for a pile of letters on the table. “Reading all these!” They picked up the stack, several inches thick and dotted with various ribbons and seals.

      Cal raised her eyebrows as she passed by. “That’s an impressive number of letters today.”

      Aspen shifted to hide the growing flower, then rifled through the mail. Cal wasn’t wrong—it was a particularly large stack today. Some were for Emry, of course, from Marko, Stef, his parents… But most of them were for Aspen. As the only forest spirit who currently walked and talked in public, people all over the province were eager to ask them questions or beg them for advice or favors. Could Aspen really talk to spirits and make flowers grow? Could they grow poison ivy, perhaps? And could they do it in their ex-so-and-so’s garden while they were at it?

      At first, Emry had tried to toss the letters for the drivel they were—but Aspen insisted on reading every single one, just in case a spirit ever wrote to them.

      “I don’t get it,” they said, ripping open a letter and waving around a paper that was covered front to back in cramped writing. “The farms I understand, but why does everyone else want me to visit their gardens and patios and talk to spirits for them? It’s not like the spirits want to talk to me, anyway.” They rubbed their face and tossed the letter back on the console. “Hara take me.”

      Fresh, stabbing pain wrapped around Emry’s legs, and as he leaned more heavily on the table, Cal’s footsteps grew louder in the empty hallway. Hara take him, indeed—he was on the verge of collapse. “Please, Aspen…”

      “Right, right. Let me just…” The spirit turned back to the lute, closed their eyes, and stuck their fingers into the soil around the flower. The bloom’s growth stuttered—then exploded, its petals growing to twice their former size and vibrance.

      “Found the shawl!” Cal called from around the corner. Aspen ripped the petals from the stem and shoved them into Emry’s hand.

      “Here, eat it now⁠—”

      “Gods, thank you.” Emry stuffed the petals into his mouth and choked. “Shiro’s hairy foot, Aspen, this tastes awful.”

      “Well, sorry I’m not a flower chef⁠—”

      “Any decent mail today?” Cal approached them, wrapping her shawl around her shoulders.

      Emry pulled himself together and gulped down the petals. For a brief moment, a strange shiver went through him, and a thick whiff of soil and sunlight passed his nose⁠—

      Then all was normal again, the taste gone from his tongue like it was never there. He steadied himself and sorted through the stack of mail.

      “We did get something from…” He plucked a letter at random and surveyed the familiar handwriting: heavy and straight, blotted in its rush.

      He couldn’t help but stare at it. In the past, this particular type of letter would have made his heart stop and his throat close. Echoes of this old instinct rose up, curling around his windpipe…

      He firmly pushed the echoes aside and held up the letter.

      “From Georgie,” he finished. Aspen gasped.

      “Can I read it?” they begged. Emry handed them the envelope, which they promptly ripped open and began to read aloud.

      
        
        Dearest Brother, Wonder of the Auric Guild scene⁠—

      

      

      Emry rolled his eyes. “Oh, gods.”

      
        
        By the time you get this, you’ll probably have already met with Ella Sorman, so there’s no point in me wishing you luck. I can only hope that you’re setting your first concert here in Senne, or else Nana will write you out of her will.

      

      

      Aspen turned the letter sideways to squint at the tiny writing in the margin.

      
        
        Marley wants me to write that I’m kidding. I hate it when she reads over my shoulder.

      

      

      Aspen turned the letter back around and resumed.

      
        
        Once you tell us all about Ella, we’ll need a more thorough report about how Cal’s doing. Well, I don’t need one. Mum does. She wants to know if there’s a ring on her finger yet or not.

      

      

      Cal froze. Emry yanked the letter from Aspen’s hands.

      “Actually, I think we’ll read the rest later, thank you.” He shoved the letter into his waistcoat pocket. “So sorry, Cal⁠—”

      “No, it’s fine.” She tried to sound light, but she was suddenly looking everywhere except for Emry. “I’d hardly expect anything less from Georgie.” She smiled at Aspen. “What else did you get today?”

      As she helped them look through the mail, Emry stood there, Georgie’s letter heavy in his pocket, distracting him from his pain.

      He would tell his family before proposing to Cal, of course. He wouldn’t do anything so large without telling them first—not now, at least. He simply hadn’t planned out when he was going to do it, was all. She was busy with the Council; he was about to be busy with the Guild…

      “You really need to add some furniture to this space,” Cal said to Aspen, peering thoughtfully at the blank wall above the console table. “A little cubby to sort your mail, I think.”

      Aspen frowned. “Like a fane?”

      “Like a fane, yes.” She took in the rest of the foyer, its walls still bare. “Then a mirror there, and a painting there…” She set her hands on her hips. “A painting of Senne, I think.”

      This dragged Emry out of his thoughts, and he tilted his head. “Senne?”

      “Of course,” Cal said brightly. “You don’t have any reminders of home in here yet, and Marley showed me so many art galleries when I was there. Perhaps we could take a trip up there and…” She cut off her own words and smoothed her skirts. “I’m sorry. You can decide what to put on the walls, of course. It’s your home, after all.”

      But Cal, who was rarely wrong on any count, was wrong on this one. It wasn’t his home—not until it was hers as well.

      “A painting of Senne would be lovely,” he echoed softly. She met his gaze, and for a moment, he couldn’t tell whether it was the flower or her that was driving his aches away.

      “Well, I’m afraid I have to turn in these reports today.” She cleared her throat and held up her notebook. “And I still require a report from you on your meeting with Ella today.” She started for the door, then lingered. “I’m very proud of you both.”

      Warmth filled Emry’s chest. “Thank you, Cal.”

      She left in a rush of skirts and shawls, the lingering scent of apples sweeping into an invisible spiral behind her. Emry closed the door, limped to a chair, then pulled out Georgie’s letter in quiet determination. Council and Guild work be hanged—there was going to be a ring on her finger before the year was out, and that was that.
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        CAL

      

      

      Cal strode to work, clutching her silk-lined bonnet against the wind and trying very hard not to think about Georgie’s letter—specifically, the parts of it that had given life to a flurry of butterflies in her stomach.

      She was thrilled the Karics had asked after her, of course. When she had first met his family, part of her feared they would learn of her past breakup with Emry and harbor a familial sort of resentment. It was only fair, she reasoned, to hate the woman who had once broken Emry’s heart and left him in Tazlo.

      But after the events of Dawnstone, they had been more than kind to her. While Emry convalesced, they had let her stay with them, showed her around Senne, made her feel like part of the family…

      But that, in its entirety, was the problem. She didn’t want to feel like a member of the family. She wanted to be a member of the family, with such a force that made the butterflies in her stomach flap into an embarrassing whirlwind.

      She sighed at herself and picked up her pace, trying to ignore the feeling. There was nothing she could do about it. Though every city had slightly different rules of courtship, her hometown of Etris was very clear on the matter: if one of the pair hailed from outside of Etris, the outsider must be the one to initiate the courting. To prove their grace and worth through social seasons, and promenades, and gifts, and dances—oh, she couldn’t wait for the dances⁠—

      She let slip a giggle, then immediately cleared her throat. There was no room for excitement or impatience here, particularly not for two people so visible as a Guild member and Council worker. There were rules and processes to follow, and she would have to wait for Emry to follow them.

      Up ahead, an older woman in multiple shawls trundled up the marble steps of the Council building. Cal straightened her posture and adjusted her bonnet. Enough thinking about a certain curly-haired bard.

      She had a supervisor to impress.

      “Ms. Novak!” she called, hurrying up the steps. “If I could have a moment of your time?”

      Ms. Novak continued at her brisk pace, her round nose and wrinkled cheeks reddened against the wind. “Only a moment, Ms. Breslin,” she huffed. Cal continued her pace undeterred. If her supervisor ever offered her more than a moment, she would have questioned the woman’s health.

      “I have this week’s research ready,” she said. “I covered the three groves reported on the western border of the city. Borchev Farm, the Chester garden, and the Hazelwood orchard. I’m very pleased to report that at Hazelwood, Aspen revitalized nearly a hectare of apple trees this morning.”

      She held out her notebook to punctuate the claim. To her delight, Ms. Novak paused and raised a gray eyebrow in surprise. “The spirit did this?”

      “Aspen did it after communicating with
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