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As Cobi lifted his face and closed his eyes, Tansy wished she weren’t so envious. He’d paid for this skill. Most people wanted nothing to do with Cobalt, afraid of his intuition and his gifts and disgusted by his past, so he was often alone, an outcast among outcasts. Nothing in his whole life was easy because of this skill she envied, and yet she still envied it.

What must it be like, she wondered, to see the world more clearly with one’s eyes closed than most did with eyes open?

“What is it?” she asked. She wrapped her hands around his wide bicep, loving the feel of his warm, soft skin over hard muscles. But what didn’t she love about this man? Her family and friends thought she was crazy, but there it was. She was hopelessly and forever in love with Cobalt.

“Not sure,” he said. He opened his eyes and shook his head. “Storm coming, but more than that.”

“Something bad?”

He shrugged. “Isn’t it always? Seems all I do is sense the bad.”

“Still something near the fornjardino?” she asked. He put his arm around her, loosely holding her at his side as he gazed into the distance. Here at the inner edge of the great ruins, surrounded by the remains of a city of multi-story structures, they couldn’t see far, but he could sense things further than an eye could see.

“I think so,” he said. “Perhaps there’s another like me. It feels like that, some kind of shuddering in the invisible air.”

That’s what he called it, the things he sensed. Before a storm he felt winds nobody else could feel. He felt shifts in the moods of those around him, even near-premonitions of disasters about to happen. The invisible air spoke to him in a way it spoke to nobody else, and he’d always been alone because of it.

That loneliness might allow him to imagine another where there was no other, and they both knew it. His skill was impressive and special, but he didn’t trust it. Maybe that was wise, but Tansy found she trusted everything Cobi thought or did.

Just like he did for her.

He looked up at the distant trees, the part of the reef where their people didn’t go, the heart of the fornjardino, the sacred garden. The enormous konugstre stood like giant markers of the dead, and nobody from the village had ever gotten close to them. When the explosion had rocked the reef, the fault of her own people and their greed, those around the garden with its enormous trees had all died, and now the trees stood in silent sorrow, a sign of what once had been.

“I want to get closer,” he said.

“What if it’s haunted?”

He grinned. “And we’re children again, sitting at the evening campfire while Uncle Shale tries to frighten us?”

She shrugged. “If anyone can sense spirits, it would be you. Perhaps they live in your invisible air.”

“Or there’s something out there we need to know,” he said. “Do you ever wonder? If the konugstre are that huge from a distance, what must those trees look like up close?”

Every Verkamenn child threatened to run to see the trees, but Tansy didn’t know of anyone who had done it. Between here and there was a dangerous mess of ruins, the remains of a cramped, crowded, dead city that nobody ever crossed. Then add to that the myths of suffering and sorrow surrounding the trees, and it was no surprise nobody risked visiting them.

“I do wonder,” she admitted. “But nobody goes there. That must mean something.”

“It means we are a very cowardly people,” he said with a sigh. He ran his hand over his head, and his straight, dark-blond hair feathered through his fingers. Like everyone in the village, he was a laborer with strong hands, strong arms, and worn features. The sun had been warmer for the past several seasons for unknown reasons, so everyone sported darker skin and tired features.

Nobody talked about it. What could be done if the sun was baking the land? It seemed silly to discuss something terrifying that had no answer.

“We should go home,” she said. They’d been out for almost two days, picking through the nearest ruins to find treasures. Slate and Mica could fix many broken things, their minds rich with the intelligence of the designers. With old parts they created tools to make life easier, like pipes that fed water straight into a home or equipment that let the farmers plow the ground more quickly than before.

Cobi had few such skills. Even Tansy had more, and she wasn’t impressive. No, his skill was something nobody understood or appreciated, but Tansy knew it was important. Everything about Cobi was important.

He felt the same about her. She was unimpressive in every way, and yet he’d always been her friend. Recently he’d admitted he felt closer to her than a friend, and she’d had to admit she’d felt that about him for years.

He’d laughed at that, pulled her close, and said he loved how much energy she put off when she was content.

“Nobody else is so content around me,” he had said. “Your energy soothes everything terrible away.”

And he’d had some terrible roads. Death and loss, the burden of the invisible air... It had always felt unfair.

“We didn’t find much,” he said, indicating the half-filled bag in his hand. He raised his head again. “But we should try to beat the storm home. Maybe we can warn everyone.”

“It’s going to be a bad one?”

“Yes,” he said. “We should go now.”

By the time they returned to the village, wind howled around them. The elders said the wind hadn’t been so harsh years ago, that things were changing, but again, they didn’t say it often, because nobody knew what could be done. What could two hundred souls do to change a reef?

Except everyone knew the answer to that. Only a few souls had been responsible for the near destruction of this reef eighty years ago, resulting in the death of thousands. Which was another reason nobody talked about the change—they knew it might be their own fault, residual damage from the explosion that had taken both the city and garden, leaving only rubble and scorched trees. 

Even if anyone had a theory about how to slow the changes, nobody would act on it, afraid of killing off the last of the people.

“Storm coming,” Mica said as they walked to his warehouse and turned over their finds. “Right?”

“Big storm,” Cobi said. Mica smiled. 

“I guess so. You returned with only half a bag of junk.”

Tansy laughed. “You make beautiful tools from it, and yet you call it junk.”

“Right now, that’s what it is,” he said. He waved his hand toward the small warehouse, piled with odds and ends. “And most of it will stay that way. So much I can’t fix or recycle. Such a waste. I wish we could raze all this debris and find more space to farm. Farming is our future, not this.”

Mica was the smartest man in the village, which was difficult, because he was smarter than everyone in the older generations. He invented tools to make life easier, but his heart leaned toward the land. He coaxed and coaxed, trying to get the village to move to the countryside, but nobody wanted to walk through the ruined city to the possibly haunted fornjardino and beyond. Nobody wanted to brave the unknown.

Nobody but Cobi. Unfortunately, Cobi was afraid to remove Mica from the village. Mica was useful here, more than Cobi or Tansy could ever hope to be, so Cobi encouraged him to stay put and continue to be useful.

The storm hit before they left the warehouse, and all three of them stood in the doorway and watched. Water streamed from the sky, heavier with each rain. Mica reached out his hand and rubbed his palm with his fingers.

“It’s not just rain,” he said. “There’s grit in it. Something from the explosion still lingers in the air, and it’s coming down. It could destroy what little we grow. Our ancestors were such fools. Such ridiculous fools.”

Cobi nodded. “Perhaps.”

The rain changed, suddenly hitting with another sound, and Tansy realized it was bouncing. Mica squatted down and looked more closely at the ground. Then he reached out and swept something toward himself, grabbing it and laughing.

“Look at it,” he said. “Ice. The rain has become ice.”

“Let me see,” Cobi said. Everyone had heard of ice. The designers had once made machines that could freeze water and food, allowing things to be stored for the long term, but nobody had seen ice since the explosion, when all the machines had burned. 

Mica dropped the small ball in Cobi’s hand, and Tansy reached out until a ball fell into her hand. It stung when it hit, and she pulled back and gasped.

“Yes,” Mica said. “Like stones falling from the sky. This is not a good thing.”

“Do you think it does this in the fornjardino?” Cobi asked. “I worry, Mica. Something is different. The invisible air trembles with something. The sun is too hot, and the rain is too hard. Now ice falls. Is this only over the city? The city is a blot on this reef. The invisible air here is different than that near the wall. I prefer the feel of it there.”

Mica shrugged. “I don’t know how the air flows near the roof. It’s different at the walls? Why didn’t you tell me?”

“I don’t tell most people what I feel,” Cobi said. Tansy put her hand on his arm, and he smiled at her and pulled her close. “Except for Tansy. People don’t understand.”

“Tell me,” Mica said. “I know what it’s like when people don’t understand. How about the village’s garden plot? Is it different there?”

“The garden plot is very small,” Cobi said. “I don’t feel a difference there.”

“I wish I could feel it like you do,” Mica said. Most of the men in the village could feel something around them, but nobody felt it like Cobi.

The ice pellets got larger, the sound deafening as they bounced off the rusted metal of the nearby warehouses. Tansy hoped everyone from the village managed to head indoors, because she suspected these balls of ice could cause physical harm.

Mica backed up when one bounced through the door and hit his leg.

“Wow,” he said. He gestured for all of them to back up, and he slid the rusted door closed so they could hear one another speak. “Cobi, Tansy, imagine what this is doing to the crops.”

Tansy closed her eyes. All those tender plants being pummeled by ice... It would ruin them.

“Maybe it’s time,” Mica said to Cobi. “You always tell me they need me here, but if there’s a chance the fornjardino is healthier... We aren’t keeping up, Cobi. The environment is no longer growing what we need, and even I can’t force dead land to grow things. It’s time to see if there’s a better way. If the trees are still alive, I think we might be able to farm there.”

“Who?” Cobi asked. “Tansy? Would you want to go? Since you think it’s haunted?”

She laughed and swatted his arm. “Of course I’ll go. I can use an adventure. I’m of no value as it is.”

“Tansy,” Cobi scolded, pulling her close. His warmth and his scent surrounded her, and she closed her eyes. She hoped her energy was soothing to him, because his heart was racing against her ear. He was afraid of this trek, even though it was a trek he’d always wanted to take.

“Why are you afraid?” she asked, pulling away. “Are you afraid?”

“We don’t know how far it is,” Cobi said. “Two days? Four? We’ve never gotten to the edge of the city. What if the entire thing is a myth? We’d be taking the most valuable person in the city on a journey that might lead nowhere. So I guess yes, I’m afraid. What will we find? What if there is no hope? It’s no small thing to crush a hope.”

“The konugstre are alive,” Mica said. “We know that. We see the green. Dead trees don’t have green crowns. That means something. I think it’s worth it, Cobi. Tansy, what will your family say?”

She huffed. Cobi had no family to answer to, and Mica did what he wanted with full family approval. Only she had to ask permission to do things, because her family felt she wasn’t capable of caring for herself. Her lack of skills meant, to them, that she had an equal lack of mind.

“I don’t care,” she said. “I’m twenty-three years old. I think it’s time I stop asking for their disapproval for everything I want to do. They will be upset if I ask, and they will be upset if I don’t. Let’s give the second scenario a try for once.”

Mica laughed. “Good for you, Tansy. I can’t understand why they don’t see you for who you are.”

Cobi tensed and tightened his hold on her. All three of them knew that was his fault. Nobody thought Cobi had value, so for her to hitch herself to his side since her childhood meant something must be wrong with her. Or it meant he had some odd power to lure her away. Either way, their friendship had never had the approval of anyone except for Mica.

The sound outside was lessening, and Mica opened the door. The ice had become rain again, and it was slowing.

“I can’t explain this,” Mica said quietly. “The sun seems to heat hotter than it used to. But the ice is coming from above, which would make it seem colder. I think this has to do with the clouds. Something about the clouds and the grit we get in the rain... I don’t know. I wish we had experts left.”

“No,” Cobi said. “We carry the blood of the designers. That means we have the minds of those who are gone. We can figure out anything they could figure out. They had resources we don’t, and they hadn’t lived through a disaster like we did. Don’t you dare think you’re less than they were just because a bunch of lousy circumstances plague us.”

Mica laughed. “I can’t believe you’re saying this to me. I know neither you nor Tansy believes that. I want to smack both of you five times a day and say exactly that same speech to both of you.”

“I think,” Tansy said quietly, “we need to do this. Whatever happens, you might be right. Maybe all of us need to find something new, a way to belong and prove ourselves.”

Cobi nodded, gazing out the door with his chin lifted. He closed his eyes, the posture he used when sensing things in the invisible air.

“What is it?” Mica asked. 

“I don’t know,” Cobi said. “But the air is shuddering again, something distant. I think we need to go soon. Something is happening, and we might need to do something about it sooner rather than later.”

“If our crops were just flattened, it needs to be sooner,” Mica said. “We have very little stored. The ground isn’t producing like it did.”

“We have enough stored for half a season,” Tansy said, for she helped with the canning. Mica and his friend Jasper had created a method to store food in old jars from the ruined city, and some of the villagers spent their time preserving anything the farmers grew. Cobi was a farmer, and he’d been worried for a while, just like Mica was worried now.

“Good to know,” Mica said. “So we don’t have much time to find something to help us.”

“You think the ground in the ancient garden will grow for us,” Tansy said. “But isn’t it sacred? The trees are sacred.”

“If it’s empty, and we’re starving, who cares?” Mica said. “All we know about the fornjardino is stories and myths. I think it’s time we see for ourselves.”

“Something is out there,” Cobi said. “Something makes the air shudder. It might be dangerous, so we need to be careful.”

“Got it,” Mica said. “Fast and careful. And I think we start as soon as the rain stops.”

With a nod the others agreed, and they stood in companionable silence in the open doorway and watched the rain fall.
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“You did it,” Echo said. She grinned at her brother and shook her head. She’d seen Trace pull off some fancy driving before, but the twists and turns on this path had been worse than anything she could remember. “I can’t believe you did it.”

“I think I might be sick,” Kaya admitted, leaning forward in her seat. “Let’s not do that again.”

Trace laughed. “I’m sorry, Kaya. Now that we know how to do it, it will never be like that again. I know the best path now.” He grinned like a little boy. “The one least likely to make anyone sick.”

Gi sat at Trace’s side in the pit seats, staring at the nav screen, his focus pulsing with accomplishment. Neither man had felt this good in ages.

“Finally,” the Scavare said. “A victory. It’s about time.”

“Maybe we shouldn’t celebrate yet,” Dayton warned. Echo laughed and slapped his shoulder. 

“Oh, let us bask in the moment,” she said.

“What has you worried?” Trace asked. He swiveled his chair to look at Kaya, Echo, and Dayton, who sat above and behind them in the equipment room of the skipper. “Look where this reef is located. You think this isn’t the reef we’re looking for? It almost killed us to get here. This is the right reef. And we’re safe.”

Echo felt tremors of fatigue from both Trace and Gianni, natural after the underwater slalom run they’d just pulled off, and she put her hand on Dayton’s arm, hoping he wasn’t about to say something to dampen the mood. Normally he was supportive of the crazy things she and Trace got themselves into, and he needed to be supportive now. Trace and Gi had seen too many failures in the past three sycles, and they needed this win.

“No,” Dayton said. He laughed. “No, this is impressive. You just found a hidden reef in the OPD where it’s hardest to hide a reef, because out here way too many of you are eldsingers. You traveled some of the wildest currents I’ve ever seen, half of that through narrow chasms with dark rock on either side. All of it’s impressive. A terrifying ride, but impressive. But Kaya baked today, so let’s celebrate with pastry. Once our stomachs settle.”

Trace leaned back with a smile. “I can’t argue with that. Sorry about the wildness of that ride.”

“I don’t think you are,” Kaya said. “You loved every minute of it. You were a difficult little boy, weren’t you? All that power in your focus... What was he like, Echo? And why don’t you look green? You’ve been sick with your baby for two sycles, and that crazy ride didn’t seem to faze you.”

Echo shrugged. “When Trace was first old enough to take a skipper out alone, he took me on a lot of wild rides. So yes, I get morning sickness but not skipper sickness. And yes, Trace was not the easiest child.”

Trace rolled his eyes, and Echo waited, but his focus didn’t begin to spiral. During the past year he’d come to terms with their loss, and now talk of childhood and parents didn’t hurt him like it had. It was about time.

Dayton, Echo, and Kaya headed to the kitchen to grab a celebratory snack while Trace and Gianni did initial scans on the reef they’d just located and prepared a drone. Before anyone played a note toward this reef, they would scan it well. No more surprises like they’d gotten from Montefalo and Drekistrond.

“Were we in danger?” Dayton asked. He was the weakest singer here, a fokasinger where the rest of them were eldsingers, but he was also her husband, and she knew his focus well. The question, as well as the shifting in his focus, said he’d been worried about the trip here.

“No,” Echo said. “We as a group weren’t in danger. Was Trace in danger? He would have hurt if he’d skimmed off the dark rock, and that would have stopped us short, which would have jolted us, but no, he never risked us. He wouldn’t risk us. This skipper is filled with everyone Trace loves. He’d never, ever risk us. Especially not now.”

“I agree,” Kaya said. “At no point did I feel fear or confusion from him. He knew what to do, and while it took every bit of his concentration to pull it off, he was in control the whole time. He felt good. Gi, too. Yes, it pulled more energy from Gi than was safe, but now they’ll nap, and it will balance out. The link is draining Gi, but it’s slow.”

Dayton nodded. “Okay. I got those same feelings, but I can’t read any of you well. I have to go with traditional means of communication. Trace was cockier than normal today, which said to me he felt things were under control. Don’t ever tell him I said this, but a little of his old cockiness feels like a good thing.”

Echo agreed. Trace had taken enough hits recently that he wasn’t himself, and the situation with Gi made that worse. However, sometimes he acted cocky to hide fears and vulnerability. His focus was always the loudest in everyone’s head because of his strength, but he’d also mastered the ability to hide the vulnerable feelings within the chaos of other feelings. She had no idea how he did that, since she’d never met another eldsinger who could conceal anything.

She hoped today’s victory felt like a victory to him.

“Initial scans show normal rock on the wall,” Trace said when they returned to the nav and research room. “Should we look for a docking bay?”

“We should,” Echo said. “But look where we are. We won’t find a viable docking bay out here. This reef is alone, just like the others.”

Trace nodded. “I agree. So do you want to start with an outer scan or move straight to the drone?”

“Drone,” Kaya and Echo said together. Kaya grinned.

“I’m impatient. What will it look like in there? Will it have people? Is it dark? Cold? Does it have dragons like Drekistrond or a volcano like our reef?”

Echo grinned at the younger woman’s enthusiasm. “I think Kaya’s in a hurry for answers.”

“Yes,” Kaya said, giggling. “For three sycles we’ve slammed into wall after wall, both with the guys and this reef. I am dying for some answers.”

“Let me run a quick search,” Trace said, “and then I’ll place the drone.”

Everyone watched in silence, eating pastry, while Trace placed his reed panel in his lap and began the search song. As the most powerful eldsinger in the area, possibly on the entire planet, he used very little energy to push wind through the small instrument. His songs were always crisp and precise, the tones deep because he liked to weave his reed panels from wide reeds. He must not have found any problems, because the notes quickly switched to the more complex jumping song as he sent the drone through the rock to the other side.

“Yoshvatn sun,” Trace said as the drone sent data back to their sub. “That means this is definitely a falislenta. Temps a little higher than expected. Something in the air. Grit? A little like the ash we found in Montefalo.”

“Trace,” Kaya interrupted. “Look up.”

Trace had been reading the data at his side, and he looked up at the screen, which showed the first images from inside.

“Oh,” he said quietly, leaning back in the pit seat.

All of them stared in awe at the scene the drone sent back. They seemed to be looking at a never-ending urban area smashed to bits. Debris covered the ground: broken buildings, roads so piled with parts they were barely recognizable as roads, no signs of plants or animals. Clearly the reef had had people to build all this, but this first glimpse showed no sign that anything was alive in there.

“What are we seeing?” Kaya asked. “What is that mess?”

“It was a city,” Dayton said. Kaya had been raised in Montefalo, a reef with no technology, residing in a boat in a frozen lake surrounded by mountains. Since Trace had rescued her people, she’d seen few cities, and nothing this size. Echo had seen cities this size, but never like this. “Whatever happened destroyed it completely.”

“We know the falislenta have enemies,” Kaya said. “Eighty years ago something happened, right? Is this the work of an enemy? What could do this to a whole city?”

Trace shook his head. “The grit or ash says explosions. So yes, it could be an enemy. Nothing happened recently, though. I don’t think we’ll find an enemy lurking in there waiting for us.”

“Will we find anyone in there?” Gianni asked. He still had the seat beside Trace, as he’d played stamina to give Trace extra power for the slalom run to get here. 

“Good question,” Trace said. “The air isn’t clean, but it’s breathable. Might be cleaner down lower. Let me see.”

He directed the drone lower, which clarified the images of the debris. The city seemed to go on forever, no signs of life anywhere. They saw nothing green, nothing alive.

“I’m going to jump it further into the mess,” Trace said. “Gi, give me a little stamina. I want to find the edge of this city. I hope it has an edge.”

“Cities can take a whole reef?” Kaya asked.

“They can,” Echo said. “But this reef is isolated. They didn’t have anyone nearby to bring them food, so they had to farm. They must have fields out there somewhere.”

A reef was a hollow rock on the ocean floor, terraformed with an injection of chemicals in the roof for light and heat. Normally a light layer of organic material was added to the floor to start things growing, but this reef, like the other two hidden reefs they’d discovered, had been made differently. An unknown race known as the Jhago had placed entire sections of other worlds here, scooping up dirt, animals, and plants from other realms and placing them here intact.

Nobody knew why. Nobody knew who the Jhago were. The mysteries surrounding the reefs were myriad, and seeking answers for those mysteries had saved Trace’s life when grief had stolen his will to go on.

Unfortunately, Echo hated mysteries, and all the questions surrounding the reefs made her want to scream.

“If it’s all dead, will we go inside?” Kaya asked.

“If we find no sign of people, there’s no reason to go in there,” Dayton said. 

“True,” Trace said with a sigh. “But if people live in there, I think it’s safe to say they need help.”

That was their self-imposed mission, to find the hidden reefs and offer help. 

“How will we know for sure if nobody’s there?” Kaya asked. “It’s so sad. Even when it wasn’t ruined, it looks sad. Why has nothing grown? Things grow everywhere.”

“Another good question,” Trace said. He then began a slow search song, which would let him determine a new place to set the drone. Unfortunately, half a random later the panel squawked, and Trace dropped the wind and cursed, placing his hand to his forehead. Pain lanced through his focus, and Kaya leaped from her seat and ran down the pit step to squat at his side.

“I’m okay,” he mumbled, slurring the words. “I’m not unconscious, at least.”

“That doesn’t mean you’re okay,” Kaya muttered. She looked up at Echo.

“What did he hit? This looks like dark rock or Montefalo rock.”

Echo moved to the equipment tables and hit a couple buttons, but the drone was still too far from where Trace’s focus had been to show them anything.

“Trace, did you stay low?” she asked.

“No,” he said. “I raised up to scan high. Must have been a mountain, but I didn’t feel it coming. Or maybe a tall building? We need to know, because something in there repels a singing search, and we need to know what it is.”

Gi had been playing stamina, so Trace had hit with extra strength behind him, but either Trace had been going slow or Gi had stopped playing just as Trace hit, because the damage wasn’t as bad as it could have been.

Now Gi called wind into his panel again.

“Gianni,” Kaya scolded. “Don’t you dare.”

“We need to know what’s in there,” Gi said. “I was with him. I know where he hit. I’ll stop before I get there.”

Gi played a search and then switched to a jump song, moving the drone. He used a little more strength than was wise, his focus straining against the power he pulled. Echo could have helped with a stamina song, but she didn’t want him to hit something with extra power at his back.

“There,” Gi said when he let the wind go. “What do we have?”

Again everyone was silent. Trace looked up at the screen and grinned.

“You’re kidding me,” he said. “I ran into a tree? How did a tree... That has to be the tallest tree on the planet.”

“Wait,” Kaya said, looking at the treetop as the drone rose to avoid hitting it. Gi had taken control of the drone, and he raised it higher and had it send video from below. “Wait, how big a tree are we talking?”

“Hold the drone in one place,” Echo said from her spot at the equipment. “I want to get a little more data.”

The image stopped, the drone hovering above the leaves of a tree. Echo laughed.

“Okay, it’s really a tree, and it’s really, really huge. Gi, see if you can go down through the branches. It won’t be easy. The sensors don’t sense anything strange from the wood. It’s not especially dense, so it’s not repelling foci for a physical reason.”

“We’re talking about a tree, a living tree, that can repel a focal search,” Trace said. He shook his head, and Kaya held his face still as she tended the injury. Echo couldn’t see it clearly from here, but she realized from watching the girl work that Trace was bleeding. “We’ve wondered if things on these reefs might be useful in a war. Wood that repels focal searches... Imagine a whole city made with this wood.”

“That may be what we just saw,” Dayton said. “Echo, do we have the grit in the air here? Because if the grit is burned wood, would that repel Trace? Was it the tree or the grit that hurt him?”

“I felt no resistance from the air,” Gi said. “When I played stamina, it felt like he hit something solid. I gave him strength to extend his reach, but he was moving slowly. That’s why he took as little damage as he did.”

“I was careful,” Trace said. He leaned his head against the pit seat. “It doesn’t look like it right now, but I was.”

“I believe you, Trace,” Echo said. “If you’d hit it full force, you’d be in a heap of trouble right now.”

Gi moved the drone down toward the branches, and a deck of sorts came into view. Two boys stood on the deck, far enough below that details were unclear. Echo began to reset the lens to focus closer, but one boy looked up and swung his hand, and the drone lurched to the left and then stopped sending data.

“What happened?” Kaya asked. She turned to look up at Dayton and Echo, still on the level above the pit. “What happened to it?”

“I think the boy did that,” Trace said. “Maybe we have singers down there, living at the top of the most enormous tree imaginable.”

“Singers who don’t want us spying on them,” Echo said.

“If we have people, we should go see them,” Trace said.

“They live in the limbs of a tree we can’t safely search through,” Echo said. “We can’t safely jump into that tree.”

“They must have a way up,” Trace said. “We’ll climb. We vowed to make sure each reef was safe. This reef has strange temperatures and a huge, dead, city. We need to know what happened in there. We need to know if it happened eighty years ago and if something bad is still happening.”

Trace swiveled to Echo and grinned. He had blood over one eye and down his cheek, and the mischief in his face made her shudder.

Yes, this was better than the fear and shame he’d carried for the past few sycles while he and Gi had tried and failed to break the link between them, but Trace trying to solve mysteries was what had started them down this path in the first place.

“It clearly has people,” Trace said. “That means we need to get in there and find out if they need help.”

“They have the ability to shoot down our drone,” Echo said. “They did it through a huge tree, something so enormous I can’t wrap my head around it. Trace O’Dell, you have no business looking so joyful over this while blood is running down your face.”

Trace shook his head and dimmed his smile, but the vibrations in his focus didn’t waver.

His curiosity was piqued, and he was going to find answers.

She’d assured Dayton he wouldn’t risk them, but he didn’t always think clearly when a new mystery appeared.

“We’ll go,” she said. “You know we will. But you have to promise to use caution. Promise, or you finish this on your own.”

Trace looked around, and everyone looked back at him. Echo knew he could read from every focus here that she was serious. Worrying about Trace was exhausting, and all of them were tired of it. Being the strongest, smartest eldsinger was a blessing, but sometimes he let it become a curse.

“I was going slow,” he said, spreading his hands. “I didn’t do this on purpose. I promise, Echo, no more reckless running off on my own. You know that. You have to trust me.”

“I don’t have to trust you, little brother,” she said quietly. “You have to earn it.”
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“What did you do?” Oliver asked quietly. Cam shook his head.

“I don’t know. I’m not sure I did it.”

Oliver turned to Cam with a grin. “Of course you did it. You feel the air, and that was in the air, and now it’s not. You did something.”

“I was startled,” Cam said. Had he just destroyed something without meaning to do it? That thought disturbed him. He didn’t want to be violent and dangerous. He also didn’t want to get caught, and stunts like this were the best way to make that happen. What if they hadn’t been alone on the platform? “I just felt a wash of fear and... I don’t know.”

Oliver turned back to the rail of the balcony, looking up through the leaves. This balcony wasn’t well tended, and much of the sky was hidden behind leaves and small branches.

“What was it?” Oliver asked. “It wasn’t an animal, was it? Do you think it was a machine? Are the designers alive down there making machines? They already killed the reef once. Why would they ever make machines again after that?”

Cam sat down against the rail, and Oliver joined him. They were here because Cam had felt something disturbing from this spot this morning, something he couldn’t explain. Fear, maybe, a burst of emotion or energy so loud in his head it had wakened him, and he had to know what it was.

But most of the day had passed before he could come out here, and he found no sign of anything wrong except a strange creature that he had destroyed without any idea what he’d done.

Had that thing hurt or killed someone? Had he felt these machines all along? But why would designers send machines up here to hurt or kill people one at a time?

“It’s okay,” Oliver said gently. His best friend couldn’t feel the air like Cam did, but he’d known Cam for his entire life, and he usually understood what Cam was feeling.

“It doesn’t feel okay. What if I do that again? What if someone finds out what I am?”

Oliver said nothing. Two other people came through the leafy gate to stand on the balcony, and Oliver pulled Cam to his feet.

“Let’s go bother your sister and have dinner.”

They left the balcony and walked the boards through Bower II and into Craft, the largest tree in the hamlet. Here Cam’s sister Orchid worked one of the eateries in the lower levels, and they walked boards and stairs down to the small café. They’d arrived before the rush, so the room was mostly empty.

“Boys,” Orchid said with a nod. Then she tilted her head. “Cam, what did you do?”

“Nothing,” he said. “Gee, Orchid. I just finished my shift in Craft.”

She shrugged. “Okay. Sorry. You look guilty.”

Oliver laughed. “Sisters are weird. And since I have two, I should know.”

Oliver’s family was wealthy, which was why they’d been allowed to have three children. And yet they’d always been humble, choosing to live in Bower III, where Cam’s family lived, and not in Bower I, the tree most people dreamed of.

Cam’s family had done well, too, but they’d chosen Bower III to hide, because they had a secret that the smart, wealthy, snobbish people of Bower I would never accept. They carried Verkamenn blood, and Cam had been born with powerful Verkamenn skills, skills he had to keep secret if he didn’t want to be banished to the Fringe.

Orchid fed them, unable to talk to them as the dinner rush began. When they finished, Oliver suggested they go home.

“You hate to go home,” Cam said.

“I think I’ve had enough excitement for one day,” Oliver said. “I want to think about what we saw. Cam, it was a machine. I had no idea what a machine might look like. And I told myself if there were still designers making machines, they were far away, down on the ground where they couldn’t hurt us. This one flew like a bird. The only reason to make a machine that could reach up here is to hurt us.”

Oliver dragged Cam back through Craft to Bower III, settling them in Oliver’s room. Cam shared rooms with his sister, but Oliver had recently moved to a gate near his family. When either Oliver or Cam needed privacy, this was where they found it. Both of them rested on the bed, their backs against the living wall of the room, the smooth bark of one of the larger branches. Fifteen rooms were built along this branch, which was taller than anyone living on this floor.

“Machines,” Oliver said. “We should tell someone.”

“What do we say? We saw a machine, and I tore it out of the air with my mind because I have Verkamenn blood?”

Oliver shook his head. “No. I guess not. What do you think the elders would do if they knew? I mean, we can’t go to the ground and talk to the designers. This means there are people down there, Cam. We have stories, but... What does it look like? I want to see hills and creeks. I think a creek sounds pretty. Or animals. What do you think animals look like? We see birds and eekorna, but stories say other things live down there. Big things.”

Oliver had always longed for the ground. Here in Bower III, the rooms were small and tight, and his friend had always chafed against rules and space and anything that could chafe a person. Oliver was a restless soul.

Cam could feel that. He felt vibrations in the air, and Oliver vibrated a little more wildly than many. Cam suspected Oliver had a little Verkamenn blood in his veins, too, because most people didn’t affect him this much, but Oliver had no awareness of the air himself, so that might be wrong. Cam had nobody to ask about his skills, nobody to compare or question or learn from. His father had felt the air, but nothing like Cam did, and his dad had been more interested in hiding his skill than helping Cam understand.

The thought made him sigh. He missed his parents. Two years wasn’t that long, but sometimes it felt like they hadn’t been here at all.

“So we’re going to pretend we didn’t see it,” Oliver said.

“Yes,” Cam said. 

“Don’t you hate that? Always pretending?”

“Yes,” Cam said. “You have an alternative?”

Oliver ducked his head. “No. I wish we could get out of these trees. I want to see everything. I hate these stupid trees.”

This outburst was unusual, and Cam turned and gave Oliver a look. “What happened? This is more than that machine.”

“Kali’s tests came back,” he said quietly. Kali was Oliver’s youngest sister, just finishing her education. Then Lili was his other sister, a year ahead of Oliver and two years out of school. “She didn’t do well, Cam. That’s it for her. She can’t work anywhere but Grange III. She has a plus one permission, and she wanted more than one child. Lili said she cried for two days, because she doesn’t want to farm. Grange III isn’t close, so she might need to move to Bower IV, but nobody lives in IV by choice.”

Cam closed his eyes, imagining precious Kali as a farm girl. The girl was petite and had a heart for beauty. She loved to sing, decorate the family rooms, and make beauty. Working in Grange III meant long hours under the over-hot sun or long hours in the storing kitchens. It meant very little spare time and few life perks.

“How did she do so badly?” Cam asked. “Kali is as smart as anyone.”

“Yes, but she doesn’t test well. She got scared, didn’t know a few answers, and then lost her concentration. Mother has worried about her concentration all along. Kali doesn’t see the world like most of us do. She needs the ground, Cam. She’ll die in Grange III. I worry she won’t survive it. She might take a short walk.”

Cam cringed at the term used to describe a person who could no longer handle life in the trees, how they took a short one-step walk off one of the many balconies and fell to their end, finally meeting the ground below.

“She’s that upset?”

Oliver shrugged. “Lili can exaggerate, but she seemed upset to me.”

“Would it help if I talked to her?” Cam asked. Kali had had a crush on him for a long time. Cam didn’t feel that way toward her, didn’t know if he could ever feel that way toward her, but he also knew he had tested high enough that he could rescue her. If Kali married Cam, she would get his perks. They could live in any bower tree, and they could have up to three children. Cam had tested high enough potential that Kali could likely stay home with the children and not be forced into any position she didn’t want.

“No,” Oliver said quietly. “Cam, it’s not fair to her. Or to you. She likes you, and if you... You’re thinking of giving up everything for her.”

“To keep her alive?” Cam asked. “Yes.”

“No. Marrying her out of sympathy isn’t right. She wants to be loved. She’s a romantic, and you know it. Being in a marriage with someone who doesn’t love her isn’t any better than what she’s facing now.”

Cam wasn’t sure about this, but he didn’t push. “Just know I’d do it. If she needs me, I’m here.”

Oliver rolled his eyes. “You make me crazy. My sister will be fine. Cam, we just saw proof that we’re not alone on the reef. Maybe someone down there can help us. We’re trapped. I tested well, and so did you, but even we have limits.”

“Everyone has limits,” Cam said. “I’m pretty nobody in any time or place has lived without limits.”

“If we were on the ground, you might be able to use your skills.”

“You mean pushing things out of the air and destroying them?” Cam asked. He was still ashamed of himself for that.

“Can you do it all the time?” Oliver asked. “I mean... Can you move something just by using the air somehow?”

“I have no idea. I never tried.”

“So...” Oliver shrugged. “Try it.”

This made sense. If he had a skill like this, it made sense to know how to use it. Then maybe he wouldn’t accidentally hurt or break anything with it. But he honestly had no idea what he’d done.

Closing his eyes, he concentrated on the air around him. The air had to play a role. He felt a little air vibrating around Oliver. He felt some coming off the trees, the normal vibrations of Bower III. He felt Jonas Query, the old man down the hall who was also able to feel the air, although he’d never admitted it. Beyond that he felt nothing. Nothing else was affecting the air here in this room.

Opening his eyes, he looked at Oliver’s belongings. Like most rooms, it was sparse. A bed, a chair, and a trunk for everything else. Kali had made a weaving of leaves and twigs that nearly covered the gate, so the room was more private than some.

One of the leaves had fallen from her weaving, and he looked at the leaf and imagined it rising and floating. Nothing happened. He imagined it caught in a storm, whipping around the room. Again, nothing happened.

“Your hand,” Oliver said. “When you destroyed the machine, you moved your hand.”

“How?” Cam asked. Oliver made a small chopping motion, one Cam didn’t remember using, but he tried again, concentrating on the leaf in motion while making the gesture.

The leaf leaped into the air and then fluttered to the ground.

“Whoa,” Oliver said, laughing. “Look what you did. I can’t believe what you just did. Cam, this is amazing.”

Cam rolled his eyes. “I moved a leaf. Not that amazing.”

“Yeah, you used the air to do it. That’s amazing. Can you move something bigger?”

After a hundred randoms of tests, Cam had a headache and was heading back to his room to sleep it off. However, he’d learned that he could move very small stationary objects, nothing heavier than a sock. When Oliver had dropped a book off the bed, Cam had managed to shift it to the left. He hadn’t attempted anything bigger, but he had the feeling he could move something bigger than a book when the air was all the way around it, falling like the book had been. Or moving through the air like the machine had been.

The machine that might have come to hurt them. He wished he cared more about the idea of danger on the reef, but he had stopped caring about things a while ago.

Except at this very moment, that was no longer true. What he’d done was useless, but for the first time in a long time he felt accomplished, that today something had changed, and it wouldn’t change back.

He only hoped this was a change for the better.
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Two days. Cobi looked at the trees ahead, which seemed as far as they had when they’d started. In two days they’d not gotten far, having to slow to climb debris, which filled the streets and piled in the old buildings. Buildings several stories high were now all at a single level, so the volume of debris was daunting.

They needed to move faster, but that was impossible. As they continued, the shudders in the invisible air continued, clearer now, but he still didn’t know what he felt. Animals? Could the trees themselves change the air? Had people survived? And if so, how had they lived together on the reef with no knowledge of one another for eighty years?

“I can’t believe they lived like this,” Tansy said, gesturing at the decaying city around them. “Nothing beautiful. Nothing alive. They put all their time into making tools to simplify life, and yet what is life without beauty and birds and plants? I feel like our ancestors deserved what they got.”

Eighty years ago an explosion had detonated in the city, resulting in more fires and explosions until everything was burning. Smoke and grit had filled the air, and very few had survived. Cobi’s ancestors, along with Mica and Tansy’s, had lived near a cluster of caves, and only by burrowing under for fifteen years had they survived. Since then their families had scraped together a living at the edge of the ruin, not far from the wall.

Cobi suspected Tansy wouldn’t have survived if she’d been one of those in the caves. She might not have survived living in the city. She dyed her fabrics brighter than anyone else, followed birds into the ruins, and planted little plants in any patch of dirt she found. The deadness of caves and cities would have killed her.

“Not all of them,” Mica said. “I don’t know if death by burning and suffocation was deserved by anyone.”

“No,” she said quietly. “They had families. Children. Hopes and dreams, I suppose. But they missed the best parts of life here.”

“I think they probably did,” Mica agreed. “Cobi? Anything here we need to know?”

“No,” he said. “I feel the shudders more clearly with every step, but I don’t know what it means. It doesn’t feel dangerous. I’ve never felt this particular shudder is dangerous.”

“Wait,” Mica said. “We’re on the path of a particular sensation? I didn’t know some were so specific.”

He shrugged, not sure how to explain. “Storms have a feel about them. Winds, too. So does each man in the village. The animals that get close feel a certain way, too. What I feel from the fornjardino—what I’ve always felt from the fornjardino—is more complex, shifts with more variation, but is also familiar. I think I’ve felt this same thing for years. I wonder if the trees don’t have their own energy. They’re vital to the reef, aren’t they? And they’re huge, visible from every point in the reef. I wouldn’t be surprised if I feel them.”

Mica gazed into the distance. “They don’t look closer. I figured three or four days. The reef might be much larger than I imagined. I wish our ancestors had thought to bring some books into the caves. I realized they were focused on survival, but a little information would have been nice.”

They all stared at the trees.

“They scare me,” Tansy admitted. “You both think they’re vital, that they improve our reef somehow, but they’ve always scared me. I hope what you feel isn’t evil, Cobi.”

He pulled her close, because she was trembling. He had never felt danger from this shudder, but that didn’t mean danger didn’t exist. He’d felt another shudder ahead, had felt it every now and again his whole life, and it did feel dangerous. It came and went so fast he was never certain it was real, and he’d never mentioned it to anyone.

“We’re two days out,” Mica said. “I have no plan to go back until we have some answers. If nothing else, the supplies in the village will go farther with us gone.”

“Except we can’t find food,” Tansy said. She again gestured around them. “I’ve dug in every tiny patch of dirt today. Tonight we finish the travel rations, and then we starve. Nothing grows here.”

Cobi thought about this, closing his eyes to sense the world around him. Besides the specific shudders of storms and men and maybe trees, the whole reef gave off the faintest shudder. As he thought about Tansy’s words, that shudder shifted.

“Tell me what we’re looking for,” he said, taking her hand. “What food do you hope to find?”

“Mushrooms,” she said. “At home bell mushrooms grow from every dank ruin corner. They should grow out here, too.”

As she talked, he concentrated on her, and the shift in the air grew stronger in one direction. He led her that way, walking two streets and one narrow alley from their path and then stopping. Tansy laughed and clapped her hands at the row of mushrooms growing from the broken foundation of an old building.

“I’m not sure bell mushrooms are worth clapping about,” Mica said, sticking out his tongue. While nutritious, the fungus was bitter and tough. Cooking it half of forever helped, but they wouldn’t be taking the time to do that.

“There are enough here to get us through another two days,” she said, dropping to her knees and popping the little mushrooms out of the ground and into a bag. “In two days we might find something better.”

Mica grinned at Cobi, because that simple sentence summed up Tansy’s outlook on life. Do what you had to do, because one day it might get better. Cobi had never had such enthusiasm or hope. He didn’t remember the last time he’d let himself dream of anything.

Glancing at the trees, he realized that wasn’t true. He’d dreamed of seeing the trees. And that dream might come true. He hoped it wasn’t a dangerous, ridiculous dream.

“How did you do that?” Mica asked. “You’ve never done that before, have you?”

He shrugged. “The closer we get to the fornjardino, the more I feel from the invisible air. When she spoke of the mushrooms, something shifted in my perception.”

“Because she’s tied to the reef, too,” Mica said. “I’ve thought that my whole life, that something in both of you speaks to the reef. If anything will save this reef, it will be the two of you.”

“Mica,” Tansy said, rising and standing inches from Mica’s face. She looked angry for him. “You say that like you don’t do anything. Everything you do increases our chances of survival. What have I ever done?”

Mica shook his head. “No, Tansy. I don’t mean the people. The reef. The reef is in trouble. The reef is dying, I think. The sun is too hot, the rain too hard, the dirt tired and worthless. I can’t save the people if the reef dies. That will be you and Cobi. I don’t know how, but the fact that mushrooms and storms and winds speak to you, birds and trees... I’m here on this trek with you because I believe and have always believed that the life of the reef is right here in the hands of the most humble, quiet, unassuming pair of people in our midst.

“It makes me happy to know you, to help you, and I admit I look forward to the day everyone else sees what I’ve always seen. I want them to choke on it a little bit.”

Tansy laughed at that, and Cobi smiled, but he didn’t think Mica could be right. How could someone with his background, his family, his curses, ever save the reef?

And if Mica was right and it was dying, what would it mean when Cobi failed to save it? Because really, friendship might let Mica believe he could do this, but reality said if the fate of the reef was in his hands, they were all in big trouble.

***
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THE AIR SHUDDERED DRAMATICALLY, and Cobi stood up straight and looked around. He’d never felt anything like it. In the past few days he’d felt more than one new sensation. First, right before they’d arrived in the garden, he’d felt a painful jarring in the air. He’d felt this before, always a quick burst that dissipated as quickly as it happened. It had occurred more frequently in the past two years, and then in the past three sycles, that frequency had risen again.

Then he felt the familiar shudder above. He hoped that meant people like him lived up there. Of course, so what if they did? He saw no way a person could get down, and they’d looked. For over a day he and the others had devoted themselves to looking for ways to get into the trees.

As far as they could tell, no way into the trees existed.

Now the air vibrated wildly down here, not far from their camp.

“What is it?” Tansy said. She was boiling roots over their small fire, and they’d been arguing about looking around versus going home and trying to convince the village to relocate here. “Cobi, what is it?”

“I feel something,” Cobi said. Peeling roots to flavor their soup, Mica stopped and lifted his head.

“Actually, so do I,” Mica said. “Which means it must be something big. Dangerous?”

“No idea,” Cobi said. “It just appeared from nowhere. It’s got more energy than most things. The air is shuddering worse than I’ve ever felt. Maybe not dangerous, but unknown? Yes.”

Mica stood, and Cobi told Tansy to stay put while he walked toward the fluctuation. Tansy didn’t stay put, of course, but he continued to walk in front of her. She couldn’t run well, not always able to get enough air into her lungs, so he had to make sure he could protect her if they walked toward danger.

“Hello?” a voice called. “Is anyone there? We won’t hurt you. We just
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