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      For those who have forgotten their way. For those who have lost their community. For those who have had to make hard decisions about family.

      

      May you find these things again, whether reclaiming the old or starting anew.
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      A tiny flare in the back of her mind set Eunny Song’s eye twitching. She flinched, nearly burning herself upon the heated end of the fire iron on her workbench. The thin sheet of wood she’d been attempting—badly—to burn with a decorative design ended up with a smoldering hole instead.

      “Gods all break,” Eunny muttered, tossing the ruined piece onto the bench. She’d never been much of a woodworker in any form, much less a hand at pyrography. Either she’d have to pass the repair job on to one of the regulars who came by Song’s Scrap or see if the customer for the wood panels would accept a simpler job. The name of her shop should’ve said it all: scrap. Practical repairs that gave extra life to used objects and materials. Not art. She wasn’t running a gallery. Wasn’t running much of a repair café, either, if she were being honest with herself. Not a successful one, at any rate.

      Eunny’s eye twitched again. She bit her lip, fingers grazing the outer edge of the jittery skin. The small spasms had become a recurring theme over the last couple of weeks, or had it been a month already? Maybe even longer. They’d been so sporadic at first it was hard to remember the true start. The twitches coupled with a sense of restlessness that had been building in her chest. An intangible feeling of…certainty. Certainty without substance. All she knew was that whatever it was, it was coming, but it was still too nebulous for her to grasp.

      She pushed back from her bench. Trudged past the stacks of items in need of repair, which had steadily been growing all summer, taking up more and more of her already limited space: tools that were more rust than metal, furniture missing arms or legs, fabric that even the moths and the rats found below their standards.

      Junk. She would publicly deny it, but her repair café had descended to the depths of a glorified junk shop. Half of it wasn’t even for pending jobs but “donations.” The rest was work demanding more skill than she possessed to fulfill the owner’s request. Demands for “pretty” rather than “functional”.

      “Shit.” The curse hissed through her teeth as she tripped over a fallen handle of—something. Could’ve been a broom or a rake once. Hard to tell with its head missing. It was just a stick now, waiting to be repurposed, once the edges were re-sanded and polished so it wasn’t just a length of splinters. It had fallen from the crate of Sylveren University’s incomplete greenhouse order crammed into a corner as she dealt with it piecemeal.

      Eunny started to jam the handle back into the crate, then took it back to the workbench instead. She could seal the crack near the end quick enough, give it a kiss with her sanding block and slap some wax on it. Done and done. Not up to her old standards, but the university was sending someone for pick-up later anyway, and they were already getting a partial order back. She could chuck it in with the few refurbished tool heads she’d managed to fix and the repaired seed trays, and that was one less thing cluttering up her place and her to-do list. Although, gods, if Gransen broke his temporary banishment and came to get the university’s order—and saw how Eunny had made negligible progress on it… She could practically hear the café’s self-professed “manager’s” disapproval already.

      Dodging the array of containers scavenged to collect drips from too many worn spots in the café’s roof, Eunny made her way toward the back door. Rain in the somewhat notorious Valley of Sylveren was the normal order of things. Most days, Eunny loved it. The wind and the rain, the cloudy gray skies, the massive storm-colored lake and the verdant hills that surrounded the small town of Sylvan. It was home, far more than Graelynd, the neighboring country along the Valley’s southern border, had ever been growing up. Even the towers and stone of Sylveren University set into the mountainside, its halls little more than a memory.

      Everything fit. She belonged to the Valley. Had felt its claim when she was still just a child coming up for visits at her auntie’s tea shop. Had felt the subtle shift in her head, her heart, of being welcomed beneath its oft-gray skies. The Valley of Sylveren didn’t take to everyone. Most were merely tolerated, some outright rejected, plagued by a subtle—or not-so-subtle—feeling of unease. Of being repelled. But those the Valley found agreeable, it claimed. For so long, the knowledge that Eunny was amongst the latter had been a comfort.

      Not so much these days. These last few… years.

      Eunny shook her head, banishing the morose thoughts. The unseasonably deep, unrelenting gray was getting to her. She missed her best friend, Dae. Although Dae had only come to the Valley for a year of study at Sylveren University, Eunny had so quickly grown accustomed to having her friend in the flesh after years of long distance and letters. With Dae off doing her Adept Two research, fighting the poison devastating the northern kingdom of Rhell’s landscape, their friendship had reverted to correspondence once again.

      Eunny glanced up at the dark sky. Rain might be the norm here, but this was just excessive. It had been nearly two months since the summer solstice, and they hadn’t seen consecutive days of dry moments, let alone blue sky. The Valley felt like a haven of mud more than anything else. Song’s Scrap wasn’t the only building in town struggling, but hers was a problem that required more than a recast of some waterproofing charms or quick patches to the shingles.

      She paused on the outer stairwell that led to the loft above her aunt’s beloved tearoom, the Mighty Leaf. Grimaced at the glaring, visible sags in her repair café’s roof. Couldn’t find any humor in the irony of a repair café in a state of disrepair itself. She turned away rather than keep looking at the temporary joins where the café had been tacked on to the tearoom’s more permanent structure, proper construction that was not falling apart because it had been built with the promise of a better job later. Eunny had made it work, keeping Song’s Scrap operational with patch jobs and pique, but even sheer stubbornness only lasted so long.

      Stubbornness and apathy.

      “We could help you with the repairs,” her Auntie Yerina had said. More than once. “Turn it into a proper shop. The town loves it.”

      And wasn’t that just the problem. The community had embraced her ramshackle café far more than Eunny could’ve ever hoped. She loved it, too, sort of. The idea of it. Of having a place where she would only have to fix things, never people, and with her own two, mundane hands. While she took paying work, she also opened the shop a few days a week for communal mending gatherings, and they had taken on a life of their own. Not that Eunny had been able to hold any open craft hours lately. She couldn’t make the space or provide accommodation that was halfway decent, and she balked at fixing the café, making it “proper.” Real. Like a place where she could belong, doing something she loved. As if she deserved either.

      Shouldering open the loft’s door, Eunny snagged a towel on the way to her desk, blotting the moisture from her dark hair. Thunder rumbled in the distance, the noise competing with the pounding rain on the roof. Eunny dropped into her chair, elbows going to the desktop as she sighed, rubbing her temples. Her gaze drifted along the scuffed wood, traveling down until it came to rest on the bottom drawer. With slow, reluctant movements, she dragged it open. Tucked away at the back was her old apothecarist toolkit. She pulled it out and hefted the familiar weight of it in her palm, fingers caressing the well-worn leather all creased and scuffed from what had once been frequent use. The material wasn’t as flexible anymore, dried out after years of being stored away, no longer regularly handled and conditioned.

      Eunny set it on the desktop, undoing the one-hand tie and unrolling it with a flick of her wrist. Muscle memory carried the motion where her conscious mind forgot. She ignored the tools that remained in the pockets of the wrap. Her variety of tweezers and any useful ingredients had long since been pressed into service at the café; she didn’t need the array of scoops or cutting implements or specimen jars. She had no need to come up and look at this relic from her past with any regularity.

      It had been so easy once, to feel the soft current of her magic coursing through her hands. Had hardly taken any thought to call light into her fingers, drawing from the tiny well at her center that was the source of her magic. Given the current downpour, with the rain so prevalent that even the air inside the loft felt vaguely damp, the circumstances were eerily familiar. It made the memory of magic itch along her palms.
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        * * *

      

      Eunny shook her head, scattering raindrops everywhere. Not that it did much good, as more rain fell in her eyes. The tents were in ruins, the scent of smoke battling against the elements as it filtered through the air. At least the rain kept the delegation’s camp from going up in flames.

      The chaos began to settle as the Sentinels quelled the last of the Eyllics’ desperate defense. The Eyllics who hadn’t died by an arrow or blade ensured their end through other means, for apparently death was preferable to capture. Eunny’s stomach tried to heave at the memory of what it had felt like trying to save one of them. Eyllic or not, enemy of the Valley—enemy of all the Empyrean Territories, for that matter—or not, Eunny was a mender first. She’d taken an oath that transcended nationality. But the empire across the sea was a master of poison, and its work was fast when needed. The oily, bitter feel of it to her magic still clung to the edges of her mind even as she reached to heal her dozenth patient. Maybe it was for the best the Eyllics weren’t her problem. Unethical as the thought was, Eunny was exhausted. She was an apothecary by trade, not a practitioner of direct mending. Patching up the various wounded Sentinels and trade delegation members had her inner sphere of magic feeling dangerously low.

      “Who’s next?” she mumbled, eyes closing in a long blink. Her brain felt heavy, sluggish.

      “I— It’s okay. I’m fine, it’s barely a scratch.”

      She looked up to see Ollas Nevin clasping a bloodied bandage around his arm. Rain had flattened his brown curls against his head, hiding a gash near his temple. She’d have missed it if the trail of red against his pale skin didn’t give it away.

      “Come on,” she said with a weary wave of her hand. When he hesitated, she glared at him. “Get over here, Nev.” An upside to having known Ollas since they were kids: Eunny didn’t need to find the energy for things like patience and professionalism.

      His head wound wasn’t bad, just prone to bleeding with all the rain. The slice across his arm was worse. Eunny didn’t have the energy to shush Ollas’s babble as she placed trembling fingers on the blood-soaked gauze pad already slapped across the wound. A dull roar began in her ears, gradually growing louder in time with her heartbeat. Ollas was the last one. She only needed to glue him back together enough to hold for just a little bit. Just long enough for her to take a nap. Then she could brew some fortifying tea, keep everyone in good shape for the trek back to… to wherever they were going. Gods, she was tired.

      Ollas was talking again, voice low, hesitant. Annoyed, Eunny shook her head. He sounded so far away, and the roar in her ears wasn’t dull at all anymore but a blare of incoherent noise.

      Something brushed against her magic. She blinked, reflexively pushing it away, but her control was slipping, ripples coursing up her arm as sparks emanated from her fingertips. The pulling sensation intensified, tangling Eunny’s threads of arcane, the pressure building until they yanked free of her. She tried to claw back control, but she was so tired. Spent. Couldn’t regain control as magic was dragged from her skin and onto Ollas. Her golden light moved of its own accord as it spilled over his arm and onto his chest, sinking into him and disappearing.

      Ollas screamed. He went rigid beneath her touch as his muscles seized. As abruptly as the fit had begun, his body relaxed, sagged, and in her mind’s eye, Eunny felt miniscule bubbles of magic bursting beneath her fingers. His body twitched with each one, as if it stung his flesh the same way each pop seared in her head. Wisps of golden light rose from Ollas’s body, turned gray like smoke, and drifted back down until he was covered in tiny motes of ash.
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        * * *

      

      Eunny blinked away the memory. The nails of one hand had left dark crescents in her light brown palm. She forced her shaking hands flat against the desk. All was quiet now. Silent. She didn’t reach for her magic. Didn’t listen. Didn’t try. She’d grown used to the absence. She was relieved by it, for it meant magic was dead to her.

      The bell beside her desk rang, signaling the opening of the repair café’s front door. Eunny jerked from her wavering thoughts, stuffing the toolkit back into the desk drawer.

      “I’m here, I’m here!” She hurried down the loft’s steps, cursing herself for getting lost in useless memories.

      “Sorry, I don’t have the whole⁠—”

      She stopped in the middle of the café’s front room.

      Ollas Nevin, the Homegrown Hero, darling of Sylvan, the man Eunny had broken with her wayward magic, stood at her door.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Two


          

        

      

    

    
      Ollas paused outside of Song’s Scrap so he could shake the accumulated rainwater from his cloak’s hood. In his thirty years of Valley living, he’d become well-acquainted with the region’s penchant for liquid sunshine, but this was excessive even for a born-and-raised Sylvan boy. The waxed leather of his boots, imbued with magic for extra waterproofing, was starting to fail. Ollas made a mental note to swing by the Sylveren University’s student-run mercantile to pick up some more shoe wax.

      He peered through the window to survey the main room. Empty, though it was hard to tell with all the clutter. “Hello?” he called over the jingle of a bell attached to the door. “Eunny?”

      Ollas walked to the counter to wait. One of the lamps outside the front door flickered, the illumination charm worked into the glass losing its personal battle with the rain. Maybe Gransen hadn’t been exaggerating about the state of the repair café. Ollas’s roommate was something of the de facto manager to the place and had gotten himself temporarily banished for bickering with Eunny one time too many about the deteriorating conditions. So Ollas had volunteered to retrieve the repair order for the Grove, the university’s earth magic wing. That it provided him an opportunity to speak with Eunny in relative privacy was purely coincidental. A nice perk. Gransen hadn’t really been fooled, but he’d let Ollas trot off without comment.

      For a moment, Ollas let his eyes close as he took a steadying breath. Something hummed beneath his skin, a soft little buzz, so faint he had to look for it to notice most of the time. It had been growing ever since he’d come back to the Valley at the beginning of summer. It wasn’t unpleasant, but it was strange. Perhaps the feeling was commonplace for those with a strong affinity for the arcane. But for someone who barely had enough magic to be considered above a mundane, it stood out. Maybe the feeling wasn’t related to magic at all but lingering stress? He’d decided to resume his role as a horticulture professor at Sylveren University instead of pursuing more graduate work. It was a choice he didn’t regret, but timing meant he’d been rushing around for the last month, making all his final arrangements. The fall term was only a couple weeks away and promised to keep him busy with an Initiate One core class and joint-teaching an upper-level elective with his mentor.

      Finally, Ollas had stability, a chance to stay in one place instead of shuttling back and forth every few months. And it meant he’d have time to reconnect with friends here in town. With one, in particular. Make amends, if necessary. Because he wanted Eunny Song to be able to say his name and not automatically think of the worst day of her life. He wanted—needed—her forgiveness for his part in it. For the sake of a friendship gone brittle at the edges. He’d run off and hoped being away for the last six years with the Valley’s mountains between them would smooth the roughness from their interactions. The debacle at the Mighty Leaf’s summer solstice party two months ago had proved that time and distance was just wishful thinking.

      “I’m here, I’m here!” The sound of boots thumping down the stairs preceded the back door of the café opening and Eunny rushing in. “Sorry, I don’t have the whole⁠—”

      She stopped a few paces from the counter, eyes widening as she took in his drippy appearance.

      “Hi.” Ollas’s hand twitched with a feeble wave. “I’m here for the Grove’s order?”

      “Oh, right, yeah. It’s over here. Sorry for the mess.” Eunny motioned for him to follow her to a different area of the café.

      Ollas trailed after her, nerves making his hands twitch. It was strange yet comforting how Eunny didn’t acknowledge the passage of time. Whether it was mere days or upwards of six months, whenever he’d made it back to town during his Adept Two graduate studies and their paths crossed, she’d carried on as if there’d never been a break. Perhaps it shouldn’t have struck him as odd, seeing as they’d known each other since they were kids, back when she’d only visited her aunt for the summers. Absences were the norm for them. And Ollas, he was pretty sure he’d been in some kind of love with her since his tweens. A feeling that couldn’t be mutual, not with the way she froze upon seeing him—just for a moment, and then she was back to her usual breezy self. If only he could pretend at normalcy half so well.

      Eunny reached for a box of repaired items and lifted it onto the nearest tabletop. “My apologies to the Grove folks. I’ll finish the rest of the order as quick as I can.”

      “It’s no trouble. Let me help.” Ollas came forward, eyes meeting hers for the space of a breath before he flushed and looked at the box instead.

      “I got it, Nev.” Eunny elbowed him, an exasperated laugh taking the bite out of her words. “Could you grab the work order there?” She nodded with her chin toward a paper, one of many, on the end of the counter.

      Ollas scanned the offerings, careful to pull back his wet sleeve. He held up a page, bringing it over at Eunny’s nod.

      “I think I’ve marked what’s done and what’s still pending, but let me check again before you leave,” Eunny said as she started pulling out the completed items.

      Same old Eunny. Moving on as if nothing had happened. As if she’d seen him yesterday, not back at the start of summer. Except for that moment when she’d first realized it was him at the door. That pause, the indecision. Because they could act like everything was fine, but they both remembered. Not just the summer solstice party and some nosy tourists, but the cause of said prying curiosity. The failed trade delegation that had seen Eunny held captive. The messy rescue. Eunny’s magic, its featherlight touch that he barely remembered. And then...everything that had come after.

      Ollas never wanted to become one of the people who badgered her about losing her magic, but when it came to them, that, he could try to fix.

      “I never got to⁠—”

      “Listen, about what I⁠—”

      They both stopped, stared at each other. Waited a beat, then started to speak again at the same time.

      Eunny put out her hand to stop him. “Pause. Let me say this. About the summer release at the Mighty Leaf. I owe you an apology.”

      Ollas clamped his lips together, holding back the words burning on his tongue. You don’t owe me anything. Those guys—I should’ve shut them up. My fault, not yours. It’s no one’s fucking business what happened that day.

      Eunny grimaced, a hint of pink tingeing her golden-brown skin. Eunny. Blushing. At him. “I said some⁠—”

      She was cut off. The loud groan of breaking wood split the air. The floor beneath their feet was shifting, vibrating, as the walls and roof shook. Eunny dropped the tray she was holding, stumbling back a step before Ollas caught her by the arm. He grabbed the countertop for support as horrid sounds of tearing, sliding, and crumpling filled his ears. The whole building shuddered.

      Gods all break. He’d heard of such land shakes, but those disasters didn’t occur in the Valley. On the southern coast, perhaps, but not here. He’d seen landslides during his studies in the mountains, and the Valley had some floods. But what did one do when the building threatened to tumble around you?

      Get out.

      He didn’t think beyond that simple imperative. He slung an arm around Eunny’s middle and heaved them both toward the back door. Their exit was marred by the wall buckling, displacing the furnishings below. Something long and firm struck him. A plank, maybe? A stool? Whatever it was, it had much less give than the back of his legs.

      As it knocked him down, pain lanced across his shoulder, his side, above one of his knees, then bloomed into something more as he managed to stagger upright and drag Eunny into the tiny rear courtyard. A rush of air licked their backs as the ceiling caved in, a shower of wood and pieces of cheap shingle raining to the ground.

      As abruptly as it had started, the shaking stopped. The noise continued, crashes echoing off the courtyard stones before fading.

      The corner of the loft had collapsed near the front door, twisting the roof to let in the rain. Almost neatly down the middle, Song’s Scrap had fallen into a heap. The temporary construction, weakened by the Valley’s unrelenting rain and numerous spots badly in need of repairs, had finally lost its fight to remain standing. Not a land shake at all, then; only time and rot.

      Where the café had been attached to the Mighty Leaf, the damaged wall and the stairway to the loft had pulled away, half of it now hanging askew.

      “Oh, gods all…Fuck,” Eunny said, one hand going to her mouth.

      The beaten metal sign announcing “Song’s Scrap” fell as if in slow motion, one end breaking from its hanger to wobble at a sharp angle. It swung back and forth, the metallic creaking loud in the eerie silence of the collapsed building.

      With his adrenaline already retreating beneath the fire spreading across his body, Ollas groaned. “Are you—Are you hurt?”

      “I-I don’t know. What just…?” Eunny turned to him, her eyes widening. “Oh, shit, Nev, you’re hurt!”

      Her hand twitched, as if the response was automatic even after so much time. She reached toward his wound without thinking, because that’s what menders did, right? If there was pain around, it was their imperative to ease it, no matter the personal cost.

      Ollas wouldn’t let her make that mistake again. Wouldn’t encourage it.

      “Don’t.” His hand closed over hers, nudging it away. “It’s not⁠—”

      Eunny stared at him, brown eyes wide and intent, yet she seemed to be looking through him rather than at him. Remembering a moment so similar despite the difference in time. She blinked, gaze dropping to where his hand guided her away from his leg.

      “Oh.” Eunny recoiled. Just as she had six years ago. “Oh, of course. I… Ollas, gods. I’m sorry. Old habits.”

      Ollas bit back a curse and made a half-hearted motion toward her, his fingers hesitating in the air as she flinched away. “Eunny, it’s not⁠—”

      A dark, choked laugh escaped her as she held up her palms. “Don’t worry, I lost it, remember? You’re safe from me.”

      “Eunny?” Her aunt’s voice cut through the air, a note of panic turning it shrill.

      “Back here! We need help.” Eunny helped Ollas to ease his legs straight along the ground. He chanced a look down and grimaced; a tear along one trouser leg showed pale skin marred with more red. His sleeve was wet, sodden in a way that couldn’t be blamed on the rain. And it hurt, Earthen take him, everything hurt ever more as awareness trickled in.

      Eunny’s aunt, Yerina Song-Burl, and several patrons of the Mighty Leaf rushed toward them, alarm on everyone’s faces. As they bustled around him, Eunny faded into the background, and whatever hope Ollas had had at conveying his true intentions was lost.

      Someone brushed against the sign for Song’s Scrap as they passed. The motion caught Ollas’s eye as his surroundings took on a fuzzy quality. It swayed back and forth, the hanger sagging downward. With a final snap, the sign broke free and crashed to the ground.
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      “Absolutely not,” Eunny said, ignoring the wood samples Gransen Mast tried to show her.

      “Just look at them. This is a real opportunity here!” Gransen said, his tone between wheedling and exasperated.

      He’d first appeared at Song’s Scrap three years ago, freshly graduated from his Initiate levels and drawn in by a small tool repair demonstration being put on by a local woodworker. He was a Graelynd expatriate like Eunny, but that was where their similarities ended. He was short, stocky, with a mop of mouse-brown hair and a perpetual goofy smile. After that first repair workshop, Gransen had kept coming back, often without anything in need of repair himself. He’d just stayed. Considered himself her unofficial assistant. Self-proclaimed manager of Song’s Scrap.

      And he was taking the collapse of the café hard. Most days, Eunny appreciated his enthusiasm, but the day after the self-destruction of her home and business? No. She needed a break from his endless buzzing of ways to rebuild the shop. She hadn’t even managed to get any useful information on Ollas’s condition despite Gransen being his roommate, aside from a blithe, “Who do you think booted me out of the room and refused my budding skills as a nursemaid? Olly’s fine.”

      A voice hailed her from the café’s door—what was left of it. She turned to see one of her best friends, Zhenya Lee. The studious inkmaker waded through the rubble, a heap of burlap sacks from the tearoom in her arms.

      “Where should I start?” Zhenya asked.

      “Cabinets by the stack cutter? You’ll know better than me if anything can be saved.” Eunny waved toward the ancient cutting blade she’d managed to cram into a corner of the rear wall. The tool itself could probably have survived a dozen cave-ins, but the crate shelves Eunny had stacked together for holding excess bookbinding supplies, not so much. Bits of cord and ribbon in a variety of colors were nothing but tangled snarls amidst smashed glue pots and folding tools. Paper of both decorative and utilitarian sorts hadn’t been cleaned up from the floor so much as swept, or shoved, into piles.

      Zhenya wilted a bit at the sight but rallied with a brave smile. “I’ll see what I can do.”

      “I’ll be right there.” Eunny turned to Gransen, who was sliding what looked disturbingly like fabric swatches into his bag. “Granse, what are you⁠—”

      “You’re busy, and I have reading to catch up on. I’ll just look through all these and bring you a short list later.”

      “Why do you need— Are those for curtains? We don’t even have windows⁠—”

      “Don’t worry, I’ll handle it. Bye!” The miscreant’s last word was drawn out behind him as he beat a hasty retreat from the shop.

      Scrubbing a hand across her face, Eunny sighed and trudged over to where Zhenya picked through one of the piles. Most of it ended up in the burlap sack she’d designated for the rubbish pit. Though they were both of Hanyeok descent, instead of having dark bay-black hair Zhenya’s was pearl white —a mark of her being from Deiju Island, a small island off Hanyeok’s coast—and had acquired a few colorful stray threads from the bedraggled ribbons she’d rescued.

      “Thanks, but you really don’t have to do this.” Eunny dragged one of the repair café’s few surviving stools over and plopped down. “Might be a better use of everyone’s time if I just threw everything away.”

      The Valley was showing a bit of kindness, turning the rain back to merely gray skies. But not even late summer in the Valley was the kind of weather to dry out a month’s worth of rain in a single day. It did make for a more comfortable time as she logged the damages, though. A marginal amount of comfort. Really, all the log did was make it irrefutable that Song’s Scrap had been a roof for junk. The scattered supplies kept for repairs might’ve proved useful once, but exposed to the elements and smashed to bits, they became trash just the same as the broken pieces they’d been meant to fix.

      “We can salvage some.” Zhenya patted another sack next to her, the gathered objects sitting atop it so small that Eunny hadn’t even noticed them.

      Why bother, Eunny almost said. Maybe this was a sign. She loved the town, but she’d put off turning Song’s Scrap into a real building for so long. It had been something to deal with when she was ready. Once it felt deserved. Maybe the destruction was its own kind of answer.

      Once they’d filled the first garbage-bound sack, Eunny lugged it to join the wreckage of the back door. As she went to grab a new sack, she noticed Zhenya had brought her satchel and left it on the front counter. “Were you working before this?”

      “No. Not really,” Zhenya said, her tone less than convincing. “I was just, er, getting a second opinion on my new anti-fade ink samples for the greenhouse.”

      Definitely working, then. Eunny had known the little white-haired inkmaker for years; some things never changed. Research and study were as much Zhenya’s passions as they were her actual job, assisting the head of the botany department, Professor Rai. But a second opinion, that likely meant⁠—

      “Does that mean you’ve seen Ollas?” Eunny asked, wincing at how hesitant she sounded.

      Eunny had known Zhenya since they were children, but with Zhenya being a few years younger, they hadn’t grown from acquaintances to good friends until Eunny had moved to Sylvan six years back. And, though Zhenya was a Graelynder, too, after her Initiate levels at Sylveren University, the Valley had become her new home. Since she seemed to live between the library and the university’s greenhouse complex, a friendship with Ollas had been practically inevitable.

      Useful, too, with Eunny’s guilt gnawing away at her. “How is he? Gransen wasn’t much help when I asked.”

      “Just came from seeing him. He talked the menders into letting him go home already.” Zhenya shook her head, a smile playing across her lips as she set some bloated paper scraps on her “save” pile. Her expression went solemn. “He’s okay, but it’ll be a slow process. He’s worried with the term starting so soon.”

      “The university will give him some grace, won’t they?”

      “He’s co-teaching a new elective with Professor Rai, doing most of the greenhouse work. He thinks he’ll need to— Well, I probably shouldn’t… He’s just worrying.” Zhenya flushed, ducking her head.

      “Sorry, I didn’t mean to pry,” Eunny mumbled. Remorse churned in her gut. Bad enough that Ollas had gotten hurt in her damned café, trying to keep her safe. But now it might screw up his own work? Gods all break. Eunny Song, wrecking lives and livelihoods. Maybe that was a tad melodramatic, but co-teaching sounded like a big opportunity for a relatively young, low-magic-base professor like Ollas.

      She glanced toward the back door, biting her lip as she recalled the way she’d reached out, unthinking. And how he’d stopped her. She remembered what had happened the last time she’d tried to heal him.

      “Can’t the students help out?” Eunny asked.

      “Yes, but they’re only in the greenhouses during lab hours, or they’ll have their other classes to work on. Ollas does a lot of prep and extra work outside of the usual times. He’s thorough. It’s why he’s such a good fit for the elective.”

      Zhenya started to muse aloud over the potential replacements if Ollas resigned, but Eunny’s attention was split. There had to be some way she could make this right without trying to heal him again. It was an understatement to say she didn’t know much about growing things. She struggled to grow weeds. Back when she did her apothecary work, she’d been unashamed to only use acquired ingredients rather than try to raise a backyard medicinal garden. But it sounded like Ollas just needed an able body.

      He might already see her as the Healer Who Hurts, but she wouldn’t have Derailer of Careers added to her list of titles.

      If it meant helping Ollas keep his job, she’d tote him around on her back to water every plant in the greenhouse by hand.
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        * * *

      

      The sky was starting to darken as Eunny approached the Grove, domain of the earth mages at Sylveren University. She’d been back on campus several times since the trade delegation had gone awry. The rescue. The day her magic failed. But she’d never been in the great tree, only around the greenhouses. It felt a little strange, but not uncomfortable. No flares of hostility, no surges of anger bubbling beneath her skin like she got when she was around the House of Syvrine and its healing ward.

      Toward the Grove, she felt only curiosity. Maybe a bit of awe. The large maple tree soared as tall as the elementalists’ towers on Sylveren University’s campus, its fiery leaves imparting an autumnal feel year-round. Tiny motes of golden light twinkled throughout the foliage, lazily drifting skyward, a few sparkles bouncing off the windows as they made their journey up.

      Buildings had been constructed in harmony with the massive tree, some within and others winding throughout the sturdy trunk and its lower branches. At the base of the trunk was the entrance to the Heartwood, the locus of all Grove activity. Eunny bypassed the bustle of the common room and clambered up the staircase to the residential branch of the Grove before she lost her nerve. It would be fine.

      Finding the apartment Ollas and Gransen shared wasn’t hard, despite Eunny never having seen it before. Gransen had no shame or sense of oversharing the whereabouts of the apartment he shared with the professor. She’d heard enough “Don’t be such a prude, Eunny,” and “He’s not my advisor, Eunny,” and “We’re both Adept levels, Eunny,” to no longer have a second thought about said living arrangements.

      She paused outside the door, eyeing the brass nameplate marking it as O. Nevin and G. Mast. This might be another mistake. There was an obvious discomfort that existed between her and Ollas, even if it mostly lived beneath the surface of their long, casual friendship. Her being here, half-baked proposition in mind, had a good chance of making everything even more fraught.

      But he was talking about dropping out of this special class. A collab with Professor Rai, which was a rare opportunity for younger faculty like Ollas, according to Zhenya. Her friend could get intense and hyperbolic about her work, but the only plant nerd Eunny knew to rival Zhen was Ollas. Which was probably why they were friends. And this was all Eunny’s fault.

      She had a plan, and if it was too uncomfortable for him, he could always say no.

      Eunny rapped on the door.

      “Hang on.” Shuffling steps preceded the door opening. “Sorry, takes me—” Ollas broke off as his eyes snapped to her and went wide with recognition. Wariness.

      Eunny froze mid-greeting, her brain stuttering to a halt. Ollas stood shirtless in the doorway, leaning on a cane. His torso and one arm were covered in enough bandages to almost replace a shirt. Almost. Fair skin dusted with freckles peeked out around the medical wraps. A hint of abs. Definition of shoulder and chest when he tensed at the sight of her, as if gathering to flee.

      “Hell-o. Oh. Hi.” Eunny realized she was staring, gaze roving over Ollas like he was a piece of meat despite being clad in bandages. He wasn’t what one would call bulky, but she’d known he was fit from his ranger work with the Sentinels and being a garden gnome for the university. Still, this was… unexpected.

      Ollas flushed.

      Get a grip, Eun, what is wrong with you? No ogling your friend who is bruised and bloodied and slow to heal because of you. Eunny forced her mouth closed, lips pressed together in a tight smile. She renewed her small wave. “Sorry to make you get up.” She gestured toward his crutch. “Got a moment?”

      “Sure, of course,” Ollas said faintly. Everything about him looked faint, come to think of it, and Eunny’s guilty conscience couldn’t decide if she hoped it was due to his recent blood loss or not. Otherwise, he was dismayed at her mere presence, which wasn’t encouraging.

      Eunny walked into the front room. It served triple duty as an entryway, small kitchen, and dining area, with a short hallway off to the side. A lounge along one wall had been converted into a bed, presumably to save Ollas a few more steps as he recovered. The sight caused a fresh wave of guilt to squirm around her insides, but it also imparted a shot of resolve.

      Ollas lowered himself onto the edge of the bed, dragging his green Sentinels’ cloak on for more cover as Eunny grabbed a chair. “Were you looking for Gransen? He went down⁠—”

      “No, I’ll deal with the gremlin later,” Eunny muttered, and sat, fighting the urge to jiggle her leg. “Ollas. I’m really sorry about what happened. The shop’s been a mess for— If I hadn’t just been standing around like a fucking knob, you wouldn’t have⁠—”

      “Eunny, it isn’t your fault.”

      “It is!” Eunny plowed on before he could protest again. “I heard about the special course you have this term, and that you’re worried about it.”

      “Who—” Ollas started to ask, then grimaced. “Zhenya.”

      “She can’t help herself. You know how she is about classes, you can’t stop her.” Eunny scoffed, but there was a lightheartedness to the sound. A smile cracked Ollas’s lips in response. “Since it’s my fault your position with the— Shush, it is! Listen, you can’t lose it because of my café crashing down on you. So, I’m offering to help.”

      “Help?” Ollas said.

      “With whatever you needed two arms and legs for,” Eunny said.

      “I can’t ask— I appreciate it, truly, I do. But I couldn’t ask you to do that,” Ollas mumbled. “I’ll have the students to assist with the heavy lifting.”

      “I’m offering. Insisting, adamantly. And if it was as simple as having them carry your stuff around during class, you wouldn’t have worried about this to Zhenya.” She gave him a mock stern look. “I’m not pretending to know anything about plants, but I’m guessing you work a lot more than just during class hours.”

      Ollas remained quiet, his gaze dropping to the edges of the blanket covering his bed.

      Eunny sighed. “Can you tell me a bit more about the class? Graduate work?”

      “A mix of Initiate Fours and Adept levels,” Ollas said. “The Restorers are funding a grant so we can try to improve the main plants used in bioremediation efforts. Study cycles of growth and how adjustments at various stages can affect the plants. We’re hoping to improve the seed stock being used in Rhell’s new containment wards.”

      “Seeing as one of my best friends in the whole world is up there fighting the good fight, I’m on board with this plan,” Eunny said.

      Six years had passed since the unofficial war with Eylle had been declared over, yet the poison corrupting Rhell, the Valley’s northern neighbor, remained strong as ever. Anything that helped keep Dae safe had Eunny’s fervent approval. Though Dae and her lover, Ezzyn Sor’vahl, had seen recent successes in containing the poison, a true cure still remained out of reach.

      “You’re more on the growing end?” she asked.

      He nodded. “Professor Rai’s side will handle end-use with the plants and spell applications.”

      He explained how the plants being used for restoration efforts were finicky. The elective aimed to hybridize fast-growing plants with slower types that boasted robust ice and heat resistance. The school had received seeds from several Radiant Isles strains, along with more amendments to try, all to design and grow a new cultivar. In one academic term.

      “I take it that’s not much time for something like this?” Eunny said.

      Ollas huffed, pinching the bridge of his nose. “It’s— It’s practically impossible. There are so many variables to record. We’ll use probes, but they’re not the same as being able to dig your fingers into the soil and observe and document from touch. We’ll be making minute adjustments at every step of the process.” His shifted to cradle the side of his face, a frown marring his brow. “One term isn’t enough time. The successive planting, monitor the watering, make adjustments to the soil. There’s so much trialing⁠—”

      “Sounds like the class really needs you, then. And”—she waved a hand at his injuries—“you need an extra set of hands, and a leg, no magic necessary. I can be that for you.”

      “Eunny, I can’t ask⁠—”

      “I’m offering. At this point, I’m basically telling you. I’m doing this.”

      “The café⁠—”

      “Isn’t going to be open for a while. I need some time, not just to clean up but to figure out what I’m going to do with it.”

      “Gransen can help me,” Ollas said.

      “Gransen has his own classes. I’m here. I’m unemployed at the moment, and I’m of able body. Let me help you out.”

      When it looked like Ollas would protest again, Eunny winced. A quiet sigh escaped as she shook her head, eyes meeting his for a moment before she looked down at her hands. Made loose fists before slowly releasing, palms up, fingers intertwining. Softly, she said, “Term starts soon. You’d only be ready for it if you could take healing magic.”

      “Eunny…” Ollas fidgeted. “It’s not all on you. I was there⁠—”

      She looked at him again, the corners of her mouth lifting in a sad smile. “I’m the reason you can’t anymore. We both know it.”

      Her magic going rogue, breaking away from her, twisting into something volatile and uncontrollable as it misfired straight into Ollas—she’d been warned of the risks in pushing beyond one’s limits, same as every other mender, but she’d never experienced the consequences firsthand. A dangerous combination of ignorance and arrogance in her mid-twenties had left her convinced that reaching the dregs of her inner well would merely leave her exhausted, sapped of magic until she had a chance to rest. Maybe she’d feel like shit from overextending, sure, but she’d thought her magic would just run out, not go into freefall. Not go against the very core of what her magical affinity was. Not harm instead of heal.

      A costly mistake. A mistake that had broken her trust in magic, in herself and whatever ability she’d thought she had. But what did trust or confidence matter in the grand scheme of things? Those were just intangible pieces of emotion that could be shoved into a little box and tossed to the back of her mind. Broken faith was nothing compared to a broken body. Damaging Ollas’s ability to absorb healing magic, that was substantial and real and entirely her fault. It was unforgivable. So, to be the cause of him losing something else…

      Eunny would not be the reason again. Not if she could do anything to prevent it.

      She straightened, eyebrows lifting as she tried to lighten the mood. “It’s just for a few weeks, right?” She pointed to his bandages. “I can smell the salve from here. Better than nothing, but you won’t be ready by the time term starts.”

      “It’ll be so boring for you,” Ollas said, a pleading look in his eyes. “I keep long hours at the start of class, especially one like this.”

      “Perfect. I was a champ at all-nighters. Who needs sleep?”

      “It’s all repetition, and it’s dirty work,” he tried again. “We’re going to be starting tons of seeds, and most will probably fail, and then we’ll have to restart.”

      “Busy work. Sign me up.”

      Ollas appeared torn between skepticism and something like hope.

      “Great,” Eunny said. “Meet tomorrow for my crash course in all things gardening?”

      “At least let me get you listed as a consultant,” Ollas said. “We have some room with the grant.”

      She was shaking her head before he finished. “Thanks, but I don’t want a real commitment with the school. I’m supposed to be helping you out, not job-hunting.”

      “But the café⁠—”

      “Don’t worry about it.” She got up, flashing a quick smile. “I’ll see if the housing department has something for me. It’ll be easier if you’re not having to send for me down in town.”

      Ollas reached for his cane. “I can ask at the desk.”

      Eunny waved him back down. “I’ll use your name. Don’t fret.”

      “If you’re sure,” he said dubiously.

      He might be dubious, but Eunny heard the note of relief in his voice. When she grinned at him, a shy smile spread across his face in return. A real smile, not an I’m humoring you grimace.

      After agreeing to meet another day so they could have a mini-orientation, Eunny left. It was too late for any of the administration offices to be open, but first thing tomorrow, she’d get her name on a list at housing. She wasn’t thrilled at the idea of living at the school again, but a real bed sure beat Auntie Yerina’s floor.

      It was silly, but Eunny fought the urge to skip as she descended the stairs. Sure, guilt was still a leaden mass on her soul, but this felt like progress. A baby step in the right direction. Redistributing her mountain of atonement with a toothpick, perhaps, but now, she was armed for the process.

      Eunny made her way toward the main road, passing by the greenhouse at the farthest edge of the Grove’s complex. An overgrown patch of nondescript plants spread alongside the rear corner of the building, their long, strappy, grass-like leaves sprawling across the narrow path.

      She walked by, brushing the leaves with her leg⁠—

      “Whoa!” The touch set off a flurry of twitches in her eye, making Eunny stumble sideways. In the gloom of the off-hours lighting, she missed how the stones of the path were slightly elevated above the overgrown plot. Off-balance, she tripped and fell to her knees amidst the grassy clumps.

      “Gods all fucking… break.” She gasped as the minute spasms in her eye immediately stilled, replaced by the oddly familiar sense of restlessness that had plagued her all summer. The pulling sensation revived, emanating from her center. From the little sphere next to her heart, the inner well where her magic used to dwell.

      Except, not used to.

      “Oh, shit,” she moaned. “No, no, no.”

      Eunny could declare magic was dead to her—and mean it—but saying it was so and making it so, well… With great, grudging reluctance, she’d have to admit those weren’t the same thing. Six years ago, magic had betrayed her. In the face of it, Eunny had willfully left the idea of her magic behind, excised all trace of it from her mental being as best she could. But conflating disuse and death, that was just her own wishful thinking.

      The grass-like leaves clung to her hands. When she tried to shake free, something pulled at her. The horrible sensation of her magic being dragged from beneath her skin, just like the day she’d lost control. That same feeling of slipping, careening toward a crash. And that brief moment of icy clarity right before impact, knowing she couldn’t stop.

      Eunny ripped her hand back and staggered onto the path. A trail of golden sparks rippled in her wake and fell to the mounds of grass. The sparks didn’t wink out so much as sink into the leaves, absorbed like water into blotting paper.

      “What— What the…?” Eunny stared at her hands, then the plants, head whipping back and forth. Her eye was calm, the imperceptible feelings of restlessness, of being called to, gone quiet. Eunny didn’t dare look inward at the hole that was supposed to be the only remnant of her magic.

      Panic rose in her throat as the realization of what had happened struck. She looked around. No witnesses. Her gaze landed on the clumps of grass sitting there all benign and giving the impression of just being bland foliage. Eunny hurried away, not stopping until she reached the campus’s main courtyard. Only then did she pause and glance back in the direction of the greenhouse complex. The distance and the darkness didn’t matter—the image of the grassy clumps sitting there, as if they were no more than bland foliage, immediately came to Eunny’s mind.

      “Never again.” She spat on the ground. “You’re not getting shit from me.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Four


          

        

      

    

    
      “I’m confused,” Gransen said. “Shouldn’t your new valet be doing this part?”

      “Don’t call her that,” Ollas muttered, glancing up and down the hall, but Eunny was nowhere in sight.

      Which was to be expected, seeing as they hadn’t planned on meeting to familiarize her with the greenhouse complex until later in the afternoon. No reason to expect to find her in the university administration building.
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