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      Emry Karic harbored several regrets in life, but none so immediate—nor so sweaty—as scheduling a music festival at the height of summer.

      Not that he hadn’t tried to avert the disaster that was his damp cravat. He had gently suggested autumn for the festival. Autumn was lovely; autumn had cool breezes. But autumn also already had the Sada festival. Then spring had the social season, winter had frostbite… So, summer it was.

      And the Auric Guild had decided to schedule his backstage reception under the full fury of the summer sun.

      He tried to subtly wipe his brow, desperately wishing he could escape into the cool shadows of the actual backstage looming behind him. The behemoth of temporary wood and curtains neatly divided the grand Vornik plaza in half, separating him from the festival stage, and beyond that, the festival-goers. Even now, Emry could hear the Forsgren Quartet playing their hearts out to the audience, and he longed to stand in the shadows and simply listen.

      But for now, his place was behind the stage, out in the more exclusive—and horribly sunny—half of the plaza. Mingling around high tables with his manager Damir, making small talk, and holding champagne simply for the cool glass against his fingertips.

      Because, as he had learned over his past two years with the Auric Guild, this was where the real work took place.

      “You mentioned there might be a spirit living in your vineyard,” he said to a Councilmember. Which one, he hardly remembered; he’d spoken with a dozen of them in the past hour. “Have you tried talking to it⁠—?”

      “Oh, yes, yes.” The Councilmember waved her fan, the painted paper flashing in the evening light. To Emry’s relief, the sun was finally setting on the first day of the festival—but the heat still lingered. “I tried all those welcoming statements the spirit department recommended in their quaint little pamphlet.”

      Emry held up a finger. “If I may, it was a brochure, and it actually took them a lot of effort⁠—”

      “But, tell me.” She ignored his words and leaned in with a conspiratorial smile, her fan half hiding her face. “My daughters told me all about your last tour. Do your eyes truly glow when your use your magic?”

      Emry stifled a sigh, while next to him, Damir barely concealed an eye roll. Half their work at this reception involved simply keeping their audience on task.

      “Yes, a little. But about that vineyard spirit. It’s terribly important to make the spirits in populated areas feel welcome, in case they choose to interact with⁠—”

      “Is it entirely your magic onstage? The glowing flowers and all?”

      “Not at all.” His smile strained. “Aspen and I work together. Not precisely how we did in Matlock, of course—but you’ll be able to witness it shortly, if you watch our set. Aspen’s far better at it than I am, as you’ll see⁠—”

      “And can you speak to the flowers?”

      He tilted his head. “I—no?”

      “What gossip they would have! Could you imagine?” The Councilmember spotted someone across the tables and snapped her fan shut. “Oh, there’s Miss Lorenz! Pardon me.” She nodded to Damir, then shook Emry’s hand with two silk-gloved fingers. “I so look forward to seeing you on stage, Mr. Karic.”

      “Thank you so much,” he managed weakly. “And thank you for supporting the spirits⁠—”

      But she had already floated off to fawn over another Guild member, one of several milling about the reception. Emry wasn’t alone in his work, at least. While Damir stuck to his side, famed musician Karlson chatted somewhere to his left, and Guild leader Ella Sorman held court to his right. His troupe mates, Sage and Riley, wisely stuck close to the refreshment table and the iced drinks. But all of them had one goal in mind: ensure every politician, merchant, and socialite at this reception welcomed the spirits in their midst.

      Because for the very first time, the cheering audience beyond the stage didn’t just have humans in it.

      “Yes, Spiritsong, that’s right!” Sage said, her voice overly bright as she mopped up a man who had spilled wine on himself. As she set down her own wineglass, Riley picked it up and downed it. “We’re the first troupe with a forest spirit in it, you know. We’ll be on in about ten minutes.”

      The time call roused Emry from his heat-induced haze. Ten minutes was hardly enough to finish up here, considering he needed to shed his formal coat and gloves before heading onstage. Then there was makeup to check, tuning to be done…

      “Ten minutes?” he whispered to Damir. “Is that all? I haven’t spoken with everyone here yet⁠—”

      “You don’t have to,” his manager advised. Though strands of his blonde hair stuck to his temple, he showed no sign of discomfort nor impatience in the heat, even in his customary black coat. Emry imagined that after two dozen years of managing Ella Sorman and the other musicians under her wing, he must have become accustomed to such ill-advised summer events.

      “Most of the Councilmembers here are very much in favor of spirits,” he continued evenly. “The people you’ll want to target are⁠—”

      A pair of newcomers approached, the man scowling, the woman smiling. Damir briefly snapped shut, gave a grim smile in return, then turned to face away from the strangers, his shoulder brushing against Emry’s.

      “Here’s one,” he murmured, his Envisian accent spiking in disdain. “Mr. Lewis Chamberlain and his wife, Penelope. Mr. Chamberlain manages cargo routes between Vornik and several cities in Cima. You met him at the soiree last week.”

      “Which soiree?” Emry muttered back, then dutifully brightened just in time to greet the couple. “Good evening⁠—”

      “Mr. Karic!” Penelope eagerly took his gloved hands in hers, her touch far warmer and more sincere than that of his last Council admirer. In truth, her round, friendly face reminded him of one of his aunts back in Senne. “I can’t tell you how much we love this festival idea. Don’t we, dearest?”

      Mr. Chamberlain gave a brusque imitation of a nod, his top hat barely moving. Penelope soldiered on.

      “A music festival for spirits,” she squealed, the long feather in her hair bouncing along with her enthusiasm. “I wish I had a spirit in my garden. Have you seen how many of them are out there in the plaza?”

      Emry dared a glance around. He hadn’t yet seen how many spirits Cal’s festival invitations had drawn in—but there was one specific spirit who was supposed to be at this reception with him.

      And he hadn’t seen hide nor hair—nor antler nor leaf—of Aspen for hours.

      “I haven’t yet had the pleasure, no.” He tried to match Penelope’s warmth. “Tell me, do they seem to be enjoying the festival? All the Guild troupes have tailored their set lists with them in mind.”

      “Oh, yes! Why, I do believe I saw a bear dancing by the stage. Can you believe it?”

      Emry could believe it—he’d seen stranger, in his time amongst spirits.

      As she continued to gush, he kept one eye on Mr. Chamberlain. There was no need to worry about dear Penelope; she was clearly delighted about the mingling of spirits with human society.

      But next to her, Mr. Chamberlain’s ample mustache twitched.

      “Is Ms. Sorman quite sure this is all safe?” his words finally escaped from under all the bristly hairs. “Are these spirits truly civilized?”

      Emry hated that word—one could argue that humans varied widely on whether they were civilized or not—but he swallowed his annoyance. Ever since the events of Matlock two years ago, he had fielded the full range of opinions on the emergence of spirits into society. Everything from the Councilmember’s misconceptions, to Penelope’s enthusiasm, to Mr. Chamberlain’s lip-curling contempt.

      Fortunately, such negative opinions were in the minority—but a small amount of contempt could easily grow into something worse, if the Guild left it unchecked.

      Hence the pageantry of the city’s first music festival for humans and spirits.

      “I assure you, the festival is taking every possible step to ensure that everyone here has a safe three days,” Emry said. “I assume you noticed Ms. Bres”—he corrected himself with a smile—“Mrs. Karic and her team of researchers at the entrance?”

      Penelope fluttered her fan. “We most certainly did. She is an absolute darling, isn’t she?”

      Inwardly, Emry scoffed. She was far more than a darling. She was his wife. A refined genius with the best laugh in the world. A rose who stooped to his dandelion. A goddess if there ever was one⁠—

      He had to keep the conversation going before he started waxing poetic about his wife’s innumerable charms.

      “Then you must have seen all the resources she and Aspen have made available to ensure the spirits are happy and well cared for,” he continued. “Soil from all five provinces, lake and spring water, cuttings from over a hundred different plants and saplings. Everything they need to refresh the grove they’re carrying with them, all on the tables at the front. If any of the spirits are even remotely dissatisfied, her research team will solve the problem immediately.”

      It was a rehearsed answer for a repeated question—but Mr. Chamberlain didn’t appear satisfied by it.

      “And where is this Aspen?” His gaze shifted about, as if expecting a wolf to leap out from behind the cocktail tables. “I certainly hear a great deal about them.”

      Yes, and it would be nice to see them in this moment, too, Emry thought—then Penelope swung back in with her bright smile.

      “Oh, Aspen! Such a dear. Is it true they’re writing a song for the troupe?”

      Emry made a note to have Aspen grow this woman a flower later on. She was doing half of his pro-spirit propaganda work for him.

      “Aspen and I are writing it,” he gently added. “A show of what spirits and humans can do together⁠—”

      But Mr. Chamberlain and his stoic top hat were simply not having it.

      “Then perhaps after writing your little song, you can work together to capture the evil lynx spirit mangling my roads in the Cima mountains.”

      Emry’s composure faltered. He had prepared for many questions; he had not prepared for news of an evil lynx spirit.

      A victorious glint sparked in Mr. Chamberlain’s eyes, and Emry silently cursed himself. He must be more careful—Ella Sorman wouldn’t so much as blink at unexpected tidings like this.

      “Have you seen the roads yourself?” he asked steadily. In the corner of his vision, Damir gave a tiny nod of approval. He had managed to avoid admitting he didn’t know about the issue. Admitting ignorance of an attacking spirit would spread around Mr. Chamberlain’s social circle faster than pollen in spring.

      “Not four days ago,” the merchant blustered, clearly glad of the opportunity to complain. “Saw the trickster’s work, too. Didn’t see the damn lynx myself, but I was there for the rain it summoned. Not a cloud in the sky to six inches of mud underneath my wagons, all in a blink. And the road! My best driver swears upon Hara herself that the very dirt changed direction! Led them right into nowhere and delayed my shipment by a whole three days⁠—”

      “Oh, was that your shipment?” A young man at another table perked up, pulling away from Sage and Riley’s attempts to charm him. “My manservant was trying to traverse the Cima mountains just the other day and described a driver who was terribly lost. He nearly got caught in all that mud himself.”

      Around them, more and more partygoers glanced over at their conversation in curiosity. Sage quickly cleared her throat and floated over, her pastel skirts swishing around her ankles.

      “Well, you know Cima weather,” she said with a friendly wave. “Always so terribly unpredictable, spirit or no.”

      Next to her, Riley snorted and tugged on her black coat. “And who wants to go to Cima, anyway? Not like it has anything but farms⁠—”

      Mr. Chamberlain glared at her.

      “I mean”—she shuffled slightly behind Sage—“farms are great. So great. Love those…cows.”

      Mr. Chamberlain veered deftly back into complaining, his voice growing louder, more insistent. “If we are unable to resolve this Cima spirit issue, who are we to let these spirits into our cities? Our towns? They’re overrunning our grand plaza at this very moment!”

      Now Councilmembers were peering over, frowns dotting their faces as others began to quietly gossip about the conversation. Damir subtly checked his pocket watch, but Emry didn’t need the silent signal. Spiritsong needed to clean up this mess before they went onstage—and the one troupe member who could easily put this all to rest wasn’t here.

      It was beyond time to call for them.

      Emry picked up his own drink, but instead of taking a sip, he took a slow breath and connected to his magic. On his inhale, he focused, and on his exhale, he released, expanding his energy in a silent search for Aspen.

      It slipped out of him and into the ground, seeking out the forest spirit’s magic signature. After years of practice with Aspen, it had become easier to ignore the immediate result of this sort of search: rocks, dirt, weeds. His magic disregarded all of that as background noise and crept into the backstage area first. Up the steps, across the wooden platforms…

      After feeling nothing there, he tentatively moved closer to the audience—but within seconds, the chaos there overwhelmed his senses, and he suppressed an outward grimace. The abundance of leafy decor and unfamiliar spirit signatures was far too much for someone of his middling skill. If Aspen were truly somewhere in the crowd, he had no hope of finding them⁠—

      Then a strange flash of anger briefly crossed Emry’s path. Not his own anger, but someone else’s, snaking up his magic like a vine whipping toward him. He snapped back to himself in surprise, nearly dropping his glass.

      “Karic?” Damir murmured next to him.

      “I’m fine.” His grip on his glass tightened. He had never felt anything like that before. He’d have to ask⁠—

      The scent of mint and honeysuckle wafted through the air.

      “Hello, Ms. Sorman!” Aspen called brightly as they passed her. “Oh—pardon the antlers, please. Cedar, if you could duck under the lanterns there…”

      Penelope gasped in delight. Emry spun around in relief.

      Aspen had arrived—and they weren’t alone, either. Their human form, dressed in the same gray coat and shiny Guild pin that Emry wore, was flanked by two spirits of vastly different sizes. Upon their left shoulder, a flitting pigeon could hardly keep still. At their right, a massive elk did their level best not to tangle themself up in the surrounding banners. Even from this distance, Emry could spot what set them apart from normal animals. Their little groves—the foliage that kept them alive—wrapped gaily around their talons and antlers in bright splashes of green. They had even decorated themselves for the festival with flowers, moss, and the occasional spotted mushroom.

      Though in Emry’s opinion, nothing could compare to the vibrant garden spilling out of Aspen’s lute.

      “Good evening.” Aspen led the way right up to Penelope, smiling wide. “Are you enjoying the festival so far?”

      After a knowing glance at Emry, they plucked two orchids from the lute on their back and handed one to each of the Chamberlains. Penelope immediately tucked the flower into her hair, joy radiating from her apple-red cheeks.

      “We’re enjoying it immensely! Aren’t we, dear?”

      Mr. Chamberlain cleared his throat, ready to parade about his grievances all over again. “We were actually just discussing⁠—”

      “The transportation issue in Cima,” Emry cut in smoothly. “Of course, you’ve heard all about the lynx spirit playing tricks on the roads in the Cima mountains.”

      Aspen maintained their smile perfectly. Emry hadn’t been the only one to attend the school of Ella Sorman.

      “I’m afraid that happens sometimes,” they said, a distinctly Cal-like tone taking over their voice. “Maybe the road was built too close to their grove, or something’s forced them to grow closer to the road than usual. But after this festival, I’ll be friends with half the spirits in the Cima mountains. Once we visit them, you won’t have to worry about the roads ever again.”

      The young man near Sage tipped his hat. “How capital of you. I’ll feel far better about sending my manservant out that way if you do make a visit. Won’t you, Lewis?” He turned to Mr. Chamberlain, whose mustache fumbled the words as they came out.

      “Well—that would be better, I suppose…”

      Sage and Riley nodded eagerly in support of Aspen’s plan.

      “So much better,” Sage said.

      “Loads.” Riley quietly stole the young man’s drink and downed it.

      Mr. Chamberlain’s complaints slowly suffocated under the fresh chorus of positivity, and all around them, the partygoers gradually relaxed and turned back to their own conversations. After Penelope finally made her curtsies and dragged her husband off to talk to Karlson, all of Spiritsong formed a private huddle.

      “What would I do without you?” Emry smiled at Aspen, then bowed to the elk and the bird. “Cedar, Pigeon. I’m so glad to see you’ve made it. I can’t tell you how excited Aspen was to get your letters saying you’d attend.”

      “I pinned them on my wall,” Aspen said proudly.

      Sage popped up at Emry’s shoulder, bouncing on her heels. “Out with it, Aspen. How many spirits are in the crowd? Have you checked the count with Cal yet?”

      Riley appeared at Emry’s other shoulder, a short, dark shadow in her black coat. Emry wondered if Damir ever got jealous of her stealing his somber style. “No, no, let me guess!” The drummer held up a callused hand in protest. “Three hundred. No—three hundred fifty.”

      “Close!” Pigeon answered with a thrilled chirp. “Four hundred.”

      “Four?” Emry gaped. That was nearly a third over what Cal had expected. He’d have to buy her champagne after this—and possibly several headache remedies. “Does Cal have enough⁠—?”

      “She planned for four and twenty.” The flowers in Aspen’s hair bloomed along with their joy. “I showed Cedar the tables and everything. Right, Cedar?”

      The ancient elk carefully bowed their head to join the conversation. “I did indeed⁠—”

      But Aspen was far too excited to let them have a turn.

      “I haven’t talked to all of them, but there are at least four spirits from the Vornik underground rivers here,” they babbled. “And Pigeon brought all her friends from Matlock, and they’ve already met with some new friends from Cima and northern Aviko. Do you think we can do this again next year? In case I don’t get to talk to all of the spirits here?”

      Emry sometimes wondered how Aspen got so many sentences out at once, until he recalled that spirits didn’t actually need to breathe.

      “We’ll talk to Ella about it, but I imagine the Guild has other plans for us that don’t involve creating new festivals.”

      “Oh, of course.” Aspen charged ahead, losing none of their luster. “Whatever they think is a good idea.”

      “Well, whatever their next good idea is, I’d like to be there,” Pigeon said firmly, hopping from Aspen’s shoulder to Emry’s to Sage’s. “I told Lydia I want to see at least fifteen new places before I go back to sleep. Can you imagine it?” She flapped her wings. “Fifteen new cities? Are there even that many out there?”

      Emry frowned. “Sleep?” he repeated. “Wait, I thought spirits didn’t⁠—”

      “Spiritsong,” Damir called gruffly. “It’s time.”

      As committed as they were to their Guild tasks, every bard in the group let out a collective sigh of relief upon entering the backstage shadows, and it wasn’t simply due to the cool air. Yes, the diplomacy work to foster spirit and human relations was important and all.

      But back here was where the fun began.

      “Gods, finally.” Riley tossed aside her black coat to reveal an equally black waistcoat underneath. “Emry, Aspen, I’ll grab your lutes for you. Sage⁠—?”

      “Let me check my makeup!” Sage hurried after her. “And yours, too. Last looks are very important—we’re performing for spirits here.”

      “Come on, spirits don’t even know what makeup is.”

      “Last looks can’t hurt,” Emry said diplomatically, folding up his coat and gloves. “Sage, I’m sorry. I’ve probably sweated off all the hard work you put in earlier⁠—”

      “Em?”

      His shoulders immediately relaxed. That voice was more of a relief than all the shadows the backstage had to offer.

      “Cal!” He turned, already reaching for her. “I thought you’d still be at the check-in tables with Zeke?”

      He wasn’t far off—she looked as if she had just arrived from the tables. A dirt-stained apron was still draped over her arm, her hands remained ungloved, and her hair was pulled back in simple twists to stay clear of the piles of soil. But her dress reflected her enthusiasm for the festival itself. Even in the darkness, he could see the deep green gems carefully applied from neckline to hem; a nod to both her Council status and the foliage of the festival.

      Hara take him—every time he thought she couldn’t possibly look more beautiful, she proved him wrong.

      “Zeke can manage the tables for a moment.” Cal took his hands in hers. The carved gold of her wedding band brushed against his fingers, and he took a moment to kiss her knuckles. The glittering green gems were lovely, yes—but he’d never tire of seeing that sparkling ring on her hand.

      “Is everything all right?” he asked, searching her face for any sign of stress or worry, anything that would have dragged her away from her work. But the dark hall, all wood scaffolding and thick curtains, made it hard to make out more than a strange sort of anticipation crossing her features.

      “Come with me,” she said. “I’m afraid it’s urgent.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Two


          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        EMRY

      

      

      As Emry nervously followed Cal through the backstage labyrinth, he finally glimpsed the organized chaos that fueled the festival.

      Every spirit researcher in Cal’s employ scurried between crates and canvas bags stored in the halls, filling the dark space like overexcited shadows. They traded reports, fetched soil, scrambled for more paper and pencils… Each one looked harried and enthusiastic in equal measure, which came as no surprise to him. After all, the festival had been a joint venture between the Auric Guild and Cal’s research department. What better way to gather information about the spirits than to invite them all to Vornik? It could only bode well for spirit and human relations, as Cal’s presentations had deftly put it. So many spirits had come out of the literal woodwork in the last two years. The garden spirits in Matlock first. Then spirits traveling from all over the province to visit Aspen. Then even more appearing to humans in vineyards, forests, farms… After being woken up by Aspen’s call to defend against the white wave, the spirits clearly weren’t going anywhere anytime soon. It would only be neighborly to welcome them in some fashion.

      But in this case, neighborly gestures involved mulch rather than a homemade pie.

      “Mr. Whitlock?” Cal called to a man hunched over a clipboard, her busy stride maintaining its strict pace. “How are we faring on soil?”

      Zeke Whitlock brightened and hopped to scuttle alongside her. “Still well-stocked. I checked not five minutes ago.”

      Now that Zeke was working for Cal and not Devrin Gray, Emry hardly recognized the man. All that nervous energy that had once encompassed him now flowed as excitement, which in turn bubbled up in his verbal report. The speed of his words, unfortunately, did nothing for Emry’s nerves.

      “I’ve also checked the questionnaires, like you and Aspen asked,” Zeke rattled off. “We’ve interviewed about twenty spirits from the greater Vornik area. Then thirty from Matlock, fifteen from the Cima province, and over forty from the Selj countryside so far. None from Envis, but…” His smile thinned. “Perhaps we’ll get lucky.”

      That wasn’t nearly enough information to satisfy Aspen, but Emry couldn’t focus on the spirit’s follow-up questions. Cal hadn’t slowed her pace nor had she hinted what this urgent situation was. It could only be about the festival, couldn’t it?

      His mind spun through increasingly ridiculous possibilities. The spirits were unhappy. They had all hated the Forsgren Quartet’s performance and were complaining. No, no—the humans in the audience had decided they didn’t want the spirits there. They were all just like Mr. Chamberlain, yelling and starting fights. Gods, that would be awful. His parents were standing right there and smiling, and if the entire festival had suddenly gone to rot, what on earth was he going to tell them⁠—?

      Wait, hold on.

      “Mum?” He stopped in his tracks and grinned. “Dad?”

      But it wasn’t just his parents. His sister Georgie stood right next to them—and Marley, too⁠—

      “You said…” He sniffed, vision blurred, voice wobbly, heart bursting. “You said you weren’t going to make it here. You had a river route expansion⁠—”

      His family surrounded him and Aspen in seconds, a Karic tangle of curly hair, freckled arms, and grins bright enough to light the entire town square. Emry burrowed in and wiped tears off his cheeks.

      An urgent matter, indeed.

      “Surprise!” Marley laughed and squeezed the life out of him. “We tricked you!”

      His mother, Tessa, managed to kiss his forehead in the loving mayhem. “A route expansion taking precedence over your festival? Darling, please.”

      “Shiro’s beard, I’m glad the secret’s out.” Georgie lifted Aspen in a viselike hug, then did the same for Emry. “It was killing me not to mention it in my letters. Almost rowed down yesterday just to get the surprise over and done with.”

      Emry wanted to bombard them with questions. When had they gotten in? How was their trip? How long had they been planning this—? Then beyond the curtains, the noise of the crowd swelled, dragging him back to his duties. He hardly had time to spare as it was—he’d have to find his family seats before they—oh no, seats⁠—

      “But I…” He looked around wildly for Damir. “I’m so sorry, I don’t have any seats saved for you.”

      Cal came to his rescue once more, catching hold of his hand and squeezing. “I wrote to Damir weeks ago. He already secured them front row seats.”

      In a rush of relief, he cupped her face and gave her a searing kiss. She giggled against his lips and pressed right back, surrounding him in a perfume of rich earth and flowers. A goddess, indeed. He had the best wife, the best family, the best Guild⁠—

      “Did everyone know about this?” He turned to Aspen. “Did you know about this?”

      “No!” The spirit shook their head fiercely, unable to stop smiling. “No, I swear!”

      That had been wise on his family’s part. If Aspen had learned about it, they would have burst and told Emry about it ten seconds later.

      Tessa raised her voice over the Karic family babble. “We couldn’t wait to see you. Cal told us your…magic”—the word still being a strange one to apply to her son—“has greatly improved with all your practice.” She touched his cheek. “And how healthy you look, my dear, without all that concert possession nonsense.”

      That much was true. Emry hadn’t been possessed in years now, which was an objective improvement upon his health—but the motherly doting still made him blush.

      “It’s all Aspen, really,” he demurred. “Best teacher I’ve ever had. Wouldn’t be able to grow a single leaf on stage without their magic lessons, would I?”

      He looked around for Aspen, but the spirit had dragged his father, Edward, over to the wing to peek through the curtains.

      “I’ve talked to dozens of the spirits so far,” they rambled, bouncing on their heels as they pointed at the crowd. “See, that’s Pigeon over there, and Cedar. They’re some of my best friends. Oh! And there’s Tabby, from Halagrad. I just met her today…”

      Emry joined them at the curtains to get his first peek at the audience—and nearly floated at the sight of the happy, buzzing festival.

      Most days, the city of Vornik gave off an air of rigidity. Straight roads, towering columns, symmetrical brick facades—from the Council building to the Academy campus, it all smacked of order and formality. If Emry was being honest, he vastly preferred the tiered chaos of Tazlo and the winding canals of Senne.

      But even he had to admit that the spirit festival had pleasantly softened Vornik’s edges. The central plaza dripped with comforting shades of green. Emerald banners swaying on lampposts, sage ribbons fluttering from balconies, garlands wrapping around merchant and food stalls… Taken together, it would have provided enough verdant variety to rival a forest.

      But Aspen had refused to stop the decorations there. Literal greenery crawled into every nook and cranny the plaza had to offer. Ivy blurred austere brick while climbing pothos broke the imposing lines of the columns. And every line and leaf seemed to lead back to the centerpiece of the whole affair, the part that Emry had the biggest hand in: the stage.

      The wide wooden platform nearly sagged under the display of foliage that audiences had come to expect from a Spiritsong performance. Emry and Aspen together had made sure that lights and plants wound up and around the structure until one could hardly tell where the wooden boards ended and nature began. Just as the trio had hoped, as the sun set, the stage lights drew more and more attention, until the crowd naturally formed around it like moths to a lantern—humans and spirits alike, well over a thousand in total.

      And the best part was having his family there to see it all.

      “Incredible,” his father said, his voice soft in wonder. “So very impressive. Tessa, do you see⁠—?”

      “I see it.” She beamed and twined her fingers with Edward’s. In an echo of her motion, Cal reached out once more for Emry’s hand, her wedding ring clinking against his own band. He lifted her hand and kissed it.

      “Very proud of you,” he murmured. “You’ve outdone yourself.”

      “I simply brought the spirits here.” She leaned against his shoulder. “I believe it’s time to show them what you can do.”

      Aspen took his other hand, flowers blooming eagerly in their hair. Emry took a slow, steadying breath, then squeezed both their hands in return. Behind him, Damir quietly approached from the shadows.

      “Karic family,” he said in a low, professional tone. “If you could please follow me to the front row.”

      Emry drew back from the curtain and nudged Aspen. “We should go get Sage and Riley. Make sure they’re not still arguing over⁠—”

      Another flash of anger sent him rocking back on his heels, and he grabbed the nearest column to keep himself upright.

      “Em?” Cal said, but he couldn’t respond at first. He was still trying to sort out the strange feeling.

      The anger had struck again—a wave of that same emotion his magic had brushed up against before. Only this time, the anger was closer, flecked with other things. Fear, jealousy, ash, the sharpness of teeth…

      He tried to grasp more of it, to understand it—but it was gone as quick as it had come, leaving nothing but confusion and Aspen’s nervous, almost-painful grip on his fingers.

      “What is it?” Cal’s worried gaze darted between them both. “What happened?”

      Emry could only look to Aspen for help—but they didn’t say a word. Their eyes methodically roved across the audience once, twice… Then they dropped Emry’s hand and shook their head.

      “I don’t know what it was,” they said quietly. “Cal, please stay back here with Damir. Keep all the researchers backstage as well. Just to be safe.”

      Cal stiffened. “What are you talking about⁠—?”

      “Emry?” Sage and Riley melted out of the shadows, instruments in hand. “It’s time to go on.”

      Emry checked the front row. His family was now in full view there, alongside Ella Sorman, Karlson, Councilmembers… They were safe and within arm’s reach. And Cal would be safe, too, backstage with Damir. Whatever that was—if it had truly been anything—he and Aspen could handle it. Though he desperately hoped no sort of handling was needed. Not tonight.

      He steeled himself, took his lute from Sage, and nodded. “It’s time.”
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      Over the past two years, Aspen had learned to love the stage as much as Emry.

      The only thing better than listening to the music they loved was sharing it with others—and walking from behind the brush of the curtain, emerging from shadow into light, felt like basking in the sun after a rainstorm. The promise of music washed the air clean, leaving nothing but joy between them and the crowd beyond the stage. Joy, brightness, and the vibrations of their clapping that Aspen could feel all the way up through the cobblestones.

      Most days, they absorbed as much of the audience’s excitement as they could and reflected it right back. Most days, they squeezed hands with Sage, Riley, and Emry—then paraded out with them shoulder-to-shoulder, their flower-filled lute on their back and their concert lute in their hands.

      But today, something lurked beyond the excited faces and the echoes of the last troupe’s chords. Something in the crowd stalked.

      And Aspen couldn’t figure out what it was.

      There was simply so much of everything in the plaza. So many plants, so many humans, so many spirits. This was nothing like acclimating to an unfamiliar forest or a crowded street. Forests had their own hum, their own rhythm that Aspen could fall into easily. Even the humans’ roads and towns had a tune of their own that they had long since learned to follow.

      But here, every little thing teemed with life and called for the spirit’s attention. The silent growth of all the plants, yes, and certainly the humans cheering. But their new spirit friends called out, too, adding a unique cacophony of their own. Brays, cheeps, bellows, whistles. While Aspen adored the sounds, the chaos of it all smothered their hunt for that brief threat of anger.

      After a moment, they released their search, defeated. Whatever it was, it wasn’t showing its face any longer.

      If Emry had concerns—if he was trying to search for the one blot in the crowd, too—he didn’t show it. He gripped his lute purposefully, shoulders back, spine tall. As he walked forward, he gave a delighted laugh at the sight of his family in the front row.

      Aspen took a breath, then held onto that laugh and grounded themself to it, winding it in their flower-filled lute like any other beloved seedling. As long as Emry was with them, everything would be fine.

      “Evening!” Emry called, his projected voice immediately quieting the applause. “Have you been enjoying the festival so far?”

      Shouts to the affirmative rang back. Somewhere, a cow mooed. Emry pointed in its general direction.

      “I’m going to take that as a yes.”

      As the crowd settled back down, Aspen quietly reached out to the flowers near Emry. Prodding them with magic, preparing them to bloom…but it wasn’t time to release their glow yet.

      “We are truly thrilled to have such a turnout tonight,” Emry continued. “We didn't know what to expect when setting up our very first spirit festival, and I daresay none of you knew what to expect, either. But we're absolutely ecstatic to see you all, particularly those of you who have traveled across provinces to be here.”

      “What's a province?” one spirit called out.

      The humans in the crowd all chuckled. Emry laughed with them and fell back next to Aspen.

      “My dear Sage has requested we start with Dawn's Reel. So, without further ado…” Emry looked at Aspen and grinned. “Here’s Spiritsong.”

      For past concerts, the troupe often planned to make the audience wait for the magic they expected from Emry and Aspen. To hold for some chord or important pause, to keep the crowd holding their breath in anticipation of the show within a show.

      This time, they had agreed not to hold Aspen back.

      At the very first chord, the flowers around them burst to life, glowing in ripples that wreathed the stage in celebratory light. For Aspen, performing such a trick was as simple as extending a finger. It was as if the buds were just as excited to honor the music; they bloomed immediately and cast their joyful, shifting rainbow of light over the crowd’s faces.

      For Emry, such a display took more time. Without the benefit of Aspen possessing him, his magic had to stretch to slip into the channels the spirit had prepared, gradually lighting the flowers in a slow, steady rhythm. But by the end of the first song, the light was there all the same, both in the petals and setting off a glow in his eyes from the exertion. His light, his magic, and his music surrounded them, all gaining strength as the chords grew. It was everything Aspen loved, and even with an empty audience, their heart would have been full to bursting.

      But their audience wasn’t empty, not even remotely so. Their audience now had spirits—and they, too, loved the music.

      Their fascination and joy echoed back through the flowers in a way that the humans’ excitement never could. It traveled through roots and vines, all the way up to the lute strings under Aspen’s fingers. Aspen had never absorbed this sort of energy—earthy, strong, familiar—at such strength before. For their part, they couldn’t get enough.

      They tried to give back that happiness as much as they could. They sang, showing off the words they had learned from Emry. They danced, showing off the steps they had learned from Sage. And their troupe mates twined their talents with every beat. Riley’s drums, endlessly energetic, kept Aspen in perfect time; Sage’s voice reached lofty notes that Aspen could only aspire to.

      And Emry—Emry swayed the crowd like sunflowers tilting toward the sun.

      Everything he did on stage looked effortless. His playing, his singing, his movement between troupe and audience. In one moment, he was spinning Aspen around, almost laughing through his song—then in another, he was serenading the crowd, entrancing them with his mere presence.

      Aspen didn’t know if Emry could sense the spirits’ excitement like they did. The vibrations, the scent of a joyous spring. But that didn’t matter—the bard had more than enough joy of his own, particularly when he sang to his family in the front row. On his knees, beaming, hand outstretched to briefly grab Marley’s in sheer delight. Between just the spirits and the Karics, an entire forest could have grown on their enthusiasm alone.

      For a brief moment, there was nothing like it. For a brief moment, they understood why Emry had once left home for this.

      Then the music evaporated for the last time, as it always did. Aspen gravitated back to their troupe mates, dizzy and overjoyed and untethered, while Emry turned to the audience with an exhausted parting smile, his eyes rapidly dimming back to their normal dark brown.

      “Thank you so much!” he called to the crowd. “You've been a wonderful audience! Don’t forget to come back tomorrow for Karlson, the one and only Ella Sorman, and…”

      As he spoke, Aspen gathered their magic back into themself, gently nestling it inside the lute on their back to regrow within the soil. Their hands flickered weakly around their concert lute, but that came as no surprise—the performance had taken much of their strength. It didn’t matter. They would rest and recover within a matter of hours. Emry’s store of magic would need a little longer, of course, but⁠—

      A spike of energy jolted their attention back to the audience.

      Aspen quietly set down their concert lute and moved closer to Sage, their translucent fingers balling into fists. The magic was a sharp, angry thrum now, prowling underneath the pulse of the crowd. And it didn’t shy away this time. It grew—closer and faster and angrier than before, welling and welling⁠—

      Until a shadow, claws out and teeth bared, leapt out of the crowd and onto the stage, barreling right toward Aspen.
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      Aspen dove to escape the incoming blur, their palms slamming into the wooden stage. They flinched, not at any pain or the roughness of the planks, but at the clumsiness of their human form. These limbs weren’t right, weren’t enough in this moment. They closed their eyes and tugged on their energy, shaping their form into something bigger. Claws, thick fur, long teeth, four paws to stand on⁠—

      Then opened their wolf eyes to regard the attacker.

      Even without such vision, they would have recognized the anger seeping from the spirit. It was the same anger that had haunted them before the set, watching from the chaos of the crowd. Now out in the open, the spirit had taken the form of a lynx, his body entangled in the vines and thorns that sustained him. Every sharp tooth, every claw bared shone sharply in the footlights.

      And his gaze bore right into Aspen.
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      Good, they thought. The lynx didn’t seem to care about anyone else—not on stage and not in the audience. As long as Aspen worked to lead him away, the humans had nothing to fear.

      But they didn’t know that. Shrieks rose from the front row. Behind Aspen, Emry pushed Sage and Riley toward the curtains.

      “Get off the stage!”

      “But Aspen⁠—”

      “We’ve got it handled!” That wasn’t Emry, but Georgie, clambering up onto the boards. While others in the front row scrambled away from the commotion, she already had her boot knife in hand; behind her, Marley scrabbled eagerly to follow.

      Aspen’s focus faltered, hackles lowering. “Georgie!”

      “Hara take me.” Emry shoved his lute into Georgie’s hands. “Hold this for me. Marley, get down!”

      As Damir tugged on Sage and Riley and the Karic parents struggled to pull Marley off the stage, Emry grabbed an overhanging vine, twisted one end around his wrist, and snapped the other end on the floor like a whip. The lynx flinched and snarled, his attention broken for a split-second; that was all Aspen needed. They poured their magic into the surrounding plants, bidding them to grow thick and fast toward the lynx. Around their limbs, weaving in with the vines already wrapped around him⁠—

      With a yowl, the lynx’s thorns shot up like knives, slicing the new growth to ribbons.

      You, he called to Aspen, a silent wave of rage that only spirits could hear. You did this!

      Did what? they tried to ask, but the question was useless. The lynx leapt, and they tumbled back together in a cloud of leaves, fur, and claws.

      The fur and claws didn’t last long. To evade the lynx’s massive paws, Aspen shifted from one form to another. Wolf to bird to mouse back to wolf, ducking and dodging and blocking. They couldn’t strike back, not here, not in front of the audience.

      But their magic, so drained after the concert, began to sputter. The soil in their lute went dry and scattered across the boards, and inside the sound hole, the flowers shriveled. Spirits didn’t need to breathe, but Aspen felt a gasp welling up in them all the same. A deep, urgent need for rest and sunlight⁠—

      Georgie’s knife whiffed past Aspen and embedded itself in the thorns above the lynx’s back. The spirit whipped around in surprise, and through his exhausted, flickering form, Aspen saw their way out—Emry, poised by Georgie, his hand outstretched.

      “To me!” he shouted. “Just for a second!”

      Aspen shoved the lynx away and bounded over to Emry, first as wolf, them stumbling to their feet as a human, hand reaching out⁠—

      Their fingers met, and Aspen could breathe once more, taking refuge in Emry’s consciousness for the briefest of moments. Emry only had a drop of energy left in him—but fear and protectiveness churned the little magic that remained.

      Let me help, he insisted—and Aspen was in no position to refuse.
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