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“Fiora, she’s beautiful,” Echo said, gazing into the tiny face of the newborn. Bright eyes opened and stared into Echo’s face, and her heart melted.

“Look at her little hands,” Kaya said from Echo’s side. She was pressed against Echo, leaning forward, gently stroking the fingers that emerged from the blanket. “And her name is just as beautiful as she is. Mirella. I love Scavare names.”

Fiora beamed at the women, and then she turned her attention to the men in the room and beamed at them as well. Trace, standing at the door like a guardian, gave a small smile. Gianni, pressed against Echo’s other side on the wide sofa, held out his large hands, and Echo placed the child into them.

“She is a miracle,” Gi said with reverent awe. “I’d lost hope, but here she is.”

“And she sings?” Fiora asked. As one all eyes in the room swung back to Trace, who gave them an amused smile, because everyone in the room knew the answer, yet they all looked to him to speak the words. Again.

“Yes,” he said with a nod. “She’s a strong fokasinger. Which all of you knew.”

Gi chuckled. “For sycles now you’ve been the teacher. I suppose you always will be.”

Trace rolled his eyes, and Echo wondered at his focus, his features, all the strain and secrets surrounding her brother. This, however, was not the time to get into any of that.

“Is it normal for non-singers to have a fokasinger?” Trey asked, the baby’s father. He sat on the arm of a soft chair, his hand on his wife’s shoulder. Two days ago Fiora had delivered the first healthy baby in Montefalo in over a year, and Gianni, the leader of the Scavare village, was nearly beside himself in joy at Echo’s side.

“Nothing about Montefalo is normal,” Trace said wryly. “But yes, it’s normal enough. I think we can expect more singing babies born here now that the atmosphere is healthier.”

“And Mirella is healthy?” Fiora asked in concern. Kaya laughed.

“Fiora,” she scolded. “The midwife said she was healthy. Thoman said she was healthy. You don’t believe them?”

“For the entire pregnancy I expected her to die,” the woman admitted. “Like most babies have for the past few years. It will take a while to expect her to survive.”

Kaya leaned farther forward to gaze past Echo at the baby asleep in Gi’s arms. “I understand, Fiora. But she truly is healthy, body and focus both. She has a very calm focus. Not that I know much about the foci of infants, but she seems content.”

“The midwife says she’s a peaceful child,” Trey said. “Not that we’d love her less if she wasn’t. She’s a blessing we never expected.”

Echo touched the child’s hand as Kaya had done, concentrating on the small, gentle vibrations of the babe’s focus. Yes, she was especially peaceful. She was a tiny celebrity on the reef, and it didn’t seem to faze her at all.

“We should go,” Trace said from the door. “With Mirella’s safe arrival, it’s time to continue to fix her world.”

“When?” Fiora asked.

“The midwife said to give you a few days,” Trace said. “We need three days to prepare. This is acceptable to you?”

“Any time,” Trey said. “We’re all ready.”

Trace nodded, and Echo cringed at the pulsing in his focus. As she’d suspected, some of his strain had to do with the next few days, when they would take the second and final step to heal this reef. Their last attempt at this procedure had ended in calamity, so it was no surprise that he was wary now, although he’d consistently lied about that wariness for four sycles.

Gianni returned the child and rose to his impressive height, every movement graceful and authoritative. The man had led the Scavare people since his fourteenth year, and while he had officially turned the bulk of the job over to others for now, he would never lose the bearing and presence of his position as a leader of men.

“Let us know if we need to delay,” Gi said, his dark eyes gazing at Trey. “We don’t wish to do anything to harm Mirella. Or Fiora. Or anyone.”

“No, we’re ready,” Trey said. “I think I’m ready to be warm again.”

Kaya hugged Fiora, who didn’t leave her chair, and then Trey, and then she gave Mirella another gentle stroke on her hand. Echo shook Trey’s hand and gave Fiora a smile. Gianni hugged everyone, his face lit with joy. Then Trace simply tipped his head, said congratulations, and slipped out the door. The other three followed him in silence through the cave and out into the evening light.

“I miss the auroras,” Kaya said quietly, gazing into the sky. “I know this is best, but they were so beautiful.”

Trace glanced up and then shook his head. Gianni simply looked around. When their atmosphere had been filled with ash, it had caught the light in grand green and purple auroras. Now that they’d stopped the internal burning in the dormant volcano and plugged the ash cone, the reef was simply dark at night. 

“It’s very strange to see without contacts,” he said. “I didn’t realize the Montefalo rock ash in the air was the cause of our distress. For years we suffered with our eyesight, and it was simply ash in our air. What a strange thing.”

Trace looked up at the ceiling of the reef, which showed strange ribbons of light as the fluid on the ceiling moved the reef from day to night. His focus was subdued, as it had been for weeks now.

“In a few days everything changes,” he said.

Kaya reached for his hand, and he let her take it. Kaya had told Echo that she and Trace weren’t romantically involved, but that wasn’t because Kaya didn’t care. The woman’s love for Echo’s brother flowed over her, and surely Trace felt it, but whatever had driven him inside himself seemed to keep him from reciprocating.

The pair walked ahead, and Echo stopped Gianni.

“Do you know what it is?” she asked. “What’s wrong with him?”

Gi sighed. “I’m not sure. He loved teaching. At least he seemed to love it. The students loved him, and the faculty was glad to have him. But he’s sinking away from us, and I can’t figure it out. I don’t know how he hides it from us. His focus gives away very little. How can the strongest singer we know, the man with the loudest focus, possibly hide anything from us? But he does.”

Because his focus was overlaid with fear, Echo thought. Fear and fatigue. Her little brother was in trouble, and she didn’t know how to fix it. She’d never known how to fix the world so her super-strong brother could easily live in it. “It might just be the recharge.”

“I suspect so,” Gianni said. “He lies with great consistency. And if you ask him, he snaps and then sulks.”

“Yes, he’s been like that since he was a little boy. The hiding, snapping, and sulking.”

“We have a healthy child,” Gi said, laughing as he changed the subject. “A healthy new Scavare child. And Lia gives birth in another sycle.”

“There are three in Fliota,” Echo said. “And two more Scavare due in a few sycles. Once the ash washed out of the atmosphere, you turned out to be a very fertile people.”

Gi laughed. “After years of failing to raise our population, I’m happy to hear it. I’m still surprised to find so many of our people are fokasingers.”

“Yes, that was a surprise,” Echo said. When Echo and Trace had discovered the falislenta, the hidden reef, it had been on the verge of dying. Babies weren’t born. The land had gotten too cold and dark. And a strange vibration from the heated core of the mountain had hidden the fact that almost twenty percent of the population had the ability to sing the reeds.

“Did it frighten them?” Gianni asked. “When they realized they could sing?”

“They didn’t realize,” Echo said. Gianni, Kaya, and Trace had spent the past few sycles away, but Echo had been here, living in the other half of this unusual reef colony, so right now she knew the Scavare people better than their leader did. “I was the one who realized it, and I tried to let them know as gently as possible. They’ve had a lot of changes to process lately, but this one... This one didn’t seem to bother them. Some of them have very little strength, barely enough to light a fire with a reed panel. But about half of them can do more. They want to learn, but they decided to wait until we complete the recharge.”

Gi nodded. “Sounds wise. Will Trace come and teach them?”

Echo shrugged. “Why are you asking me? You and Kaya know him better than I do right now.”

“And this bothers you?” he asked.

“Yes and no. It bothers me that you know him best but don’t know him well. I’ve never known him to hide like this. Even when he was grieving our family, he was easier to read.”

“He says he’s worried about the recharge,” Gianni said. “You tell us all the time to trust the words. Even if his focus says otherwise, perhaps this really is about the recharge. But he’s taken a few trips.”

Echo stopped. “What? Where?”

“I don’t know. A few times I contacted him to see if he wanted to come for dinner, and the skipper was out of range. Each time it was gone until late the next day. When I asked about it, he said he was looking into the falislenta. Which might be true. I think he’s given them much, much more thought than the rest of us have.”

Echo nodded. “I’m glad to hear it. Yes, when Trace is mulling a problem, he can get like this. Maybe he’s not having the problems all of us fear. Maybe his mind is simply so deeply focused on the next thing that he’s missing the current things.”

She felt her own relief reflected in Gianni’s focus, and they moved faster to catch up to Trace and Kaya, who walked around the edge of the Isvatnio, the huge lake in the center of Montefalo. This reef was a volcanic cone with a lake in its center, placed here less than two hundred years ago by an unknown group called the Jhago.

Whatever the Jhago were, they were powerful. Echo couldn’t imagine the power required to move the top of a volcano into a hollow rock on the ocean floor of a distant world. She hoped they never ran into any Jhago, but if they did, she hoped they were good and not evil.

“In a few days it will be a different place,” Trace said.

“You’re worried,” Kaya said. “Because you lost Borgunvale or because there’s actually a reason to worry?”

Trace laughed, and Echo felt everyone relax. Strange how much Trace’s moods affected those around him. Gianni was a leader in title, and he was definitely a good leader. Trace had never been a leader in title, but everywhere he went, and in anything he did, he was always a leader, too. As one of the strongest eldsingers on Portomare, along with his amazing mind, he couldn’t help but take charge of things around him.

“There is no actual reason to worry,” he said. “But I will worry until it’s over. And I want to thank you, Echo.”

“For?” she asked.

“Moving the Scavare and Fliota villages to Tormandu while we recharge is likely unnecessary. I’m thankful that you’re letting it happen anyway. I feel much lighter knowing they’ll be safe.”

“It wasn’t difficult to convince them,” Echo said. She put her fingers on Trace’s face, rubbing under his eyes with her thumb. Those eyes were circled and tired. In fact, fatigue as much as worry muted the rest of the emotions in his focus. “You’re not sleeping.”

He shook his head and took her hands in his own, pulling them away from his face.

“All of you worry too much. No, I’m not sleeping. I’m fine.”

“You know what happens when eldsingers don’t sleep.”

He sighed. “Tonight I’ll let someone sing me to sleep. Will that make you feel better?”

“Yes,” she said. “It’s cold out here after dark. We should head home.”

“I’ll do it,” Gianni said, and he pulled the small reed panel from a pack at his hip. Closing his eyes, he called wind through the small instrument and played the short song to move them through the wall to the other side of the reef. Then he played the song again, jumping them two more times before dropping the wind. Echo closed her eyes before the flash of light enveloped them, and she opened them to find herself standing at her door.

“Do you want to come inside?” she asked.

“Not tonight,” Gianni said. “I think we need to sing someone to sleep and prepare for tomorrow. We’re running the checks for the next three days?”

“Yes,” Trace said. “I’m ready to see this job come to an end.”

Echo let herself into the small reef house, which, like most reef homes all across Portomare, had a couple rooms on ground level and then several belowground. Dayton sat in the living area reading, and he rose and kissed her when she closed the door behind her.

“They are well?” he asked.

“They’re beautiful,” she said. “So happy, so filled with hopes for the future. Their future is so bright now, so alive.”

Dayton stepped back. “Do you want a child, Echo? You know I’d say yes.”

She wrapped her arms around her new husband’s neck and held tight. “Thank you. But no, not yet. I mean, if it happens I’ll rejoice, but if we can wait... Trace is causing trouble. Trace is always causing trouble. Gianni says he’s been taking trips and not explaining himself, and his focus is... I don’t know.”

“It’s tired,” Dayton said. He wasn’t an eldsinger like Trace and Echo, but he was a talented fokasinger, and he had spent enough time with his brother-in-law to understand his focus better than many. “So are Gi and Kaya. Some of that is simply the fatigue of education. The term is over, and they worked hard, all of them.”

She leaned back to look into his face. “Yes. I hadn’t thought of that, but you’re right that Gi and Kaya are a little ragged, too.”

“And Trace is determined to find answers,” Dayton said. “I discovered he’s been speaking with recharge experts all over the area for the past sycle. He’s worried about the recharge. And he’s looking for the falislenta. He asked for my help.”

Echo stepped back again. “What? Why didn’t you tell me?”

“He asked me not to share. I told him I couldn’t make that promise, but I tried. If I felt what he was doing was harmful, or if it would benefit you to know, I’d have told you. I wasn’t trying to hide from you, just treat him fairly.”

“It’s okay,” she said, and it was. “I’m not upset. It’s good to know he’s not alone in this. But why did he come to you?”

“I’ve lived my entire life in the dead zone,” Dayton said. “I know the stories and the lore. He’s not having much luck finding any of the hidden reefs, so he’s looking in unusual directions.”

“Lore,” she said. “He’s looking at myths and folktales, then?”

“And collecting huge amounts of geological data. I suspect he’s found one. It wasn’t long after he spoke with me that all of you started to complain he’d gotten strange.”

She smiled. “I told Gi that when he mulls a problem it overshadows everything in his focus. I think you’re right that he’s found answers, or he’s near to finding answers. So, once the recharge is complete, if he has a location, it will be time to go. You still...?”

“Anywhere you go, I go,” he said, gently kissing her cheek and then her lips. His mouth spoke the words, and his focus verified them. She’d have stayed here for him if he’d asked, but he didn’t want that. No, he wanted to join their adventure, and she loved him all the more for it.
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“The Fliota and Scavare are happily settled,” Katie’s voice said over the radio. “And oh, my, that baby is the cutest thing I’ve ever seen. Those Scavare with their dark hair and eyes... They’re all lovely.”

Trace laughed at the Tormandu charter head. Kaya sat at Trace’s side in the navigational pit of the Sea Warbler, feeling the joy of his laughter as it rang through his focus. Kaya understood Katie was an unusual charter head, and she’d run the Tormandu reef for four years. Most charter heads were men, and nearly all of them could sing, often powerful eldsingers. Katie was a female non-singer, and according to Trace she was the wisest charter head he’d ever known.

She was also cheerful and upbeat, and Trace’s focus always settled when he interacted with her.

“Then wish us luck,” he said. “Let me know if anything happens down there. The next few hundred randoms will be strange, but nothing should fall, and you shouldn’t feel anything. You’ll hear it, and you’ll see it, but if you experience dramatic changes in pressure or temperature, I want to know.”

“Will do,” she said cheerily. He’d told her these same things a dozen times, and Kaya was thankful that she simply listened with patience and didn’t call him on his manic behavior.

He closed the radio and rose from his seat, reaching out his hand for her. Today they would fix the sygotic sun in the reef, something Trace and Echo had done dozens of times. Reefs were cold, dark, hollow rocks on the ocean floor, the result of some ancient cataclysm. At some point someone had realized an injection of the right chemicals in the roof of a reef could light and heat it, allowing flora and fauna to survive within them. On a world with little land and vast oceans, this had changed everything, and reef colonies had been born.

Eventually sygotic fluid leaked away, and periodically new fluid had to be injected. Trace and Echo had spent much of their adult lives doing just that. They could do it in their sleep, Echo had said. But then a job had gone bad. A fissure had opened in a reef during a recharge, and the reef had crumbled. Trace had managed to evacuate the people, but his family, helping with the recharge, had been lost, everyone but his sister Echo.

Now Kaya assumed instead of being able to recharge a reef in his sleep, his sleep was haunted with recharge failure.

He led her to the wide living area of the skipper and stood at the window looking at the outside of the reef, which looked like an enormous rock sitting on the ocean floor, his hand gripping hers.

“If we destroy your world in the next two days, I want to apologize now,” Trace said quietly. It was early, and they were the only two awake on the sub. She felt the gentle vibrations from the foci of the singers asleep around her, a great contrast to the pulsing, fearful focus of the man at her side.

“This isn’t about you,” she said, touching his face. He closed his eyes and pressed his cheek against her palm. Trace could withdraw, but with her he tended to relax, and she loved knowing she could reach him.

Possibly she loved everything about him.

“Maybe not,” he said.

“No, it isn’t about you,” she said firmly. “Our reef is dying, so we have no choices. And we have eight eldsingers on this job. If the reef doesn’t survive the recharge, all eight of us share the blame, and yet... Why spread blame at all? We’re trying something we don’t understand because we have no choice. Nothing here is being done recklessly. You’ve done everything a person can possibly do to make this safe. Have some faith in your skills, Trace, in your wisdom and your mind.”

He gazed out the window at the surface of the reef below them. A multitude of creatures lived out here on the ocean side, feeding off the warmth of the living reef. Deep reef colonies housed people and animals on the inside and then thousands of creatures on the outside, as well. They fascinated her, since for most of her life she had no idea her world was housed in a hollow stone on an unknown world.

“Faith,” he said quietly. “Kaya, your people have stories about your origins. Don’t they?”

“Our origins?”

“Not how you got here to Portomare, but how you came into existence at all. We don’t have those stories. Lately I’ve wondered. We think this powerful people called the Jhago put your volcano in a reef on our world. That kind of power... I can’t fathom that. I’m not even sure I believe that. To think something so immense lives in our realm somewhere makes me think there’s something else out there. Maybe something out there is responsible for our very existence.”

“We lost many things over the years,” Kaya admitted. “I don’t know much of our history or stories. Does it bother you to think something’s out there? You think something called us into existence?”

“Why not?” he said. “And no, it doesn’t bother me. I’m the strongest person on this world. And yet I fail. Things are too big for me. Most of the past year feels like luck, and I’m not sure I trust so much luck. We found your reef a few sycles before you froze to death. Your reef happened to have two powerful eldsingers living on it who had no idea what they were. I think it comforts me to think there’s something bigger, and maybe that bigger thing will help us find others like you. Maybe we have a hope of saving lives and not just...”

She sighed. “Trace. Borgunvale wasn’t your fault. Every time you start to believe that, you lose the belief. I hope, when we successfully save our reef, you will find peace again. I hate that you have so little peace in this world.”

He nodded. “So do I. Maybe as we find more hidden reefs, we’ll find more answers. Answers about the Jhago, and my ancestor, and maybe answers about the world as a whole, answers about everything.”

She laughed. “Not many people ask questions about everything. I’m glad you do. I’m glad you’re you, Trace O’Dell, even though you’re not so glad. I can be glad enough for both of us.”

She knew her words hit their mark, because his focus radiated joy and at least a superficial layer of peace. He cared for her. She didn’t doubt that. But until he better came to terms with himself, she didn’t think he would love her. Or if he did, he wouldn’t let himself love her well.

She could wait. She’d spent her life waiting for something, no idea what it was. Her world had been dying. She’d never fit with her people because of the eldsinger skills she didn’t know she had. Then Trace had come, and all her waiting had come to fruition. She loved her life.

So she would continue to wait in the hope things would continue to get better.

Soon the rest of the skipper roused, and the chaos of a sun recharge began. Kaya’s job was to monitor the focal health of the singers. Trace and Gianni were powerful, the most powerful men on the job, so they would push too hard. Then the rest, while eldsingers, couldn’t begin to do what Trace and Gi could do, so they would push too hard trying to keep up. Kaya was tasked with running focal scans on all of them and stopping the group before anyone damaged himself. Or herself.

“Are you nervous?” Gi asked as he sat at her side in the equipment room. Two older eldsingers would take the navigational pit, which took one side of this room, while Trace and Echo would leave the skipper in their dive suits and place the anchors on the surface of the reef. Those inside would then jump fluid packets at regular intervals directly into the rock, using the anchors to guide them to the right locations.

The anchors would be installed by the end of the day if things went well, and tomorrow Trace would help the rest with the packets. Likely he would do the work of two regular eldsingers, and they could finish in three or four days.

“I’m not nervous about my part,” she said. Gi looked at the doorway, where they could see Echo and Trace in the living area. Dayton was helping to fasten Echo into her dive suit. Trace was already buckled into his, ready to take on the ocean.

“Is he okay?” Gi asked. “Is she? Can they do this?”

“What do you think?” she asked, knowing he could read their focal variations as well as she did.

“I feel what you do, I’m sure, but you talked to them this morning. What do they say?”

Their foci said both were feeling some mixture of excitement and fear. Gi knew this. He might feel it more strongly than she did, as he was a stronger singer, second only to Trace.

“He’s remembering,” she said. “He apologized. He said if we destroy the reef today, he’s sorry.”

Gi shook his head. “I can’t wait to finish this. If he does this successfully, maybe he’ll be able to let it go. She doesn’t feel much better.”

“No. She never blamed herself for the Borgunvale disaster like he did, but she lost her family there, lost her home reef just like he did. It will be good for both of them to see this succeed.”

“And if this fails...”

“Let’s not even consider that,” she said. Echo had said this should be an easy recharge, except the Jhago that had put the Montefalo mountain here in the reef had used a different sun fluid than the fluid in the Tormandu half of the reef. Today they would be mixing fluids. Preliminary tests said it would work without problem, but lab tests weren’t the same as real-life events. So yes, something could go wrong today.

Chavarre, one of the eldsingers manning the pit, an old friend of Trace and Echo’s parents, held out two small devices, and Gi rose and took them.

“Earpieces,” he said. “So we can all stay in communication today.”

She fitted the little piece into her ear, and suddenly Trace’s voice was in her head.

“Are we ready?” he asked. Slowly all the singers involved in the recharge checked in.

“Um,” Gi said at her side. Chavarre turned to them and laughed.

“Just talk. It will pick up what you say and transmit it.”

Gi nodded. “Gianni here. Kaya and I are ready.”

Kaya giggled. “I should test this myself, I guess. I’m ready.”

Trace was still in the doorway, and he looked at her with a grin, although his image was slightly distorted through the heavy window of his diving suit.

“Good,” Trace said. “Echo and I are heading out. Kaya, as soon as the first one of us begins to warp, you stop us. We don’t have to rush. Gi, pace yourself. Wisdom over power today. Any questions?”

Nobody in the Sea Warbler had questions, and the pair of singers in the other skipper, the Night Moonfish, said nothing, so Trace and Echo moved through the skipper out of sight. Kaya knew they would enter the drip room, the largest supply room in the back of the vessel, and jump from there. She felt them leave, their foci disappearing from her range, and she felt strangely bereft when they were gone.

She’d expected to feel excited. Not everyone got to see a reef recharge. And this one was unusual. But she hated for their group to be split up, and she hated more that Trace would spend this day battling fears from the past. Yes, this might turn out to be a breakthrough, but it wouldn’t come easily.

But really, how often did good things come easily?

***
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“IT’S BEAUTIFUL,” KAYA SAID from her seat at Trace’s side. He basked in the joy radiating from her focus. Gi sat on his other side, perched on a rock somewhere on a mountain in Montefalo. They’d finished the recharge a hundred randoms ago. Echo had retired to nap with her husband, but Gi and Kaya, while exhausted from the four days of work, had to see how their world looked under the sygotic sun. Trace had jumped them here thinking the views from this vantage point might impress. They did.

“I can’t believe it,” Gi said, grinning. From here the lake below sparkled in the bright light, still mostly ice. Then the mountain shimmered in the light, some mineral in the stone catching the sygotic light and glimmering. It was, Trace thought, one of the most beautiful things he’d ever seen.

“We need to get your people back before the lake melts and their boats float away,” Trace said. He leaned lightly against Kaya’s side and yawned.

“After you sleep,” Kaya said. “You didn’t have to bring us here. You’re not damaged, but your focus is slow with exhaustion.”

“Just like yours and Gi’s,” he said. “You know I had to see this almost as much as you did. We did it.”

Gi’s focus shifted in a way Trace recognized. These two people loved him. He’d always been difficult, too strong, too smart, sometimes arrogant and usually uncomfortable with people. And yet somehow he’d found two powerful, smart people who saw through all the flaws and loved him.

He wished he felt worthy of that.

“Oh,” Gi said, likely aware of some of his feelings. “Trace O’Dell, I truly thought a successful sun recharge would raise your spirits.”

“It’s just exhaustion,” he said quickly. “And a little gratitude that feels big and unreasonable. I do feel better. A weight has come off.”

“But you spent three days shaking,” Kaya said. Trace didn’t know how much anyone was aware of his state during the recharge, but he suspected they’d felt him clearly. Yes, he’d struggled with fear the entire time. Panic had hit hard when he’d been outside. Then inside he’d felt better, but he hadn’t been able to relax, even overnight, for any of it.

“I did,” he said. “But I survived it. So did the reef.”

“We should head out,” Gi said. “As soon as we nap, we can get our people home and start our next mission. You have a location?”

Trace stood. “I do. I hope I do. We’ll stay until the sun settles. It takes three days before the normal day/night cycle starts. Days are going to be a little longer now than they were before. It seems sygotic fluid has a longer sycle, and there isn’t enough yoshvatn fluid left to temper it.”

Trace jumped them back to the skipper, Gi playing stamina. When they got inside Gi headed straight to his room to nap. The other singers were either on the Night Moonfish or, in Echo and Dayton’s case, back home on the reef, so the skipper was quiet, both audibly and focally. Trace sat on the sofa, not sure he was ready to sleep.

“Stay,” Kaya said, disappearing into the back of the ship. She returned with a sketchpad. “Put some of that emotion on paper. Then you’ll sleep.”

He laughed and began to scratch out Montefalo, the unique reef with a ring of mountains surrounding a frozen lake. Only now they were shining mountains, and the lake would ripple in the gentle breeze. As he drew, he felt himself relax, and he felt so much gratitude and love toward Kaya he wasn’t sure how to handle it. She understood him better than anyone.

“There you go,” she said, pressed against his side. “Better than any song. Nothing calms you like drawing. I don’t have something like that, something that fills me up that way.”

“People do,” he said. “I think you react to people the way I do to drawing.”

“I never did before. I was different at home, and people brought nothing but stress.”

“I believe you. I saw that. But now you’re not like that at all.”

She laughed. “No, I’m not. When I was a singer who didn’t know it, nothing was right. Now everything is right.”

Not everything, Trace thought. He needed to get closer to this woman, but every time he decided that, memories of the final moments of his family pushed in, and he lost his nerve. And in a few days they would search out another missing reef. That could lead to wonderful things, like Montefalo had led him to Kaya and Gianni. But the discovery had also included some hard moments, fears and injuries. 

He wished it could go easily. They wanted to help. But they were powerful, and these reefs might need all that power. Unfortunately, that meant they might face powerful problems.

At least this time he had friends at his side, people who loved him even if he didn’t quite deserve them.
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Echo took a deep breath and sat at the table where Trace was nursing a mug of javalar and a biscuit, something Kaya had made yesterday. She felt his fatigue and knew he hadn’t slept. The recharge had gone well, but it had taken a lot out of Trace. Physically he was drained because he’d worked harder than anyone, especially when the older singers had gotten tired.

Emotionally, she thought, this event might have exhausted him nearly as much as losing Borgunvale sycles ago. She’d felt ripples of fatigue from him long before they’d finished, and now, after what should have been a relaxing night of sleep, she still felt them.

This was not the time to say what she had to say, but there was no time left to say it.

“Just tell me,” Trace growled. “You have bad news of some kind and you’re debating telling me. Is it the reef? You didn’t have to jump out here. You could have delivered this news by radio.”

“The reef is fine. Everything down there feels exactly normal,” she said. “We’ll give it a few days, wait for the first full day, and then we’re done. Montefalo will be healthy again and ready for this new stage in its life. It worked, Trace. We just successfully merged two kinds of sun fluids to fix a dying reef. We should be proud of that.”

He glared at her. “That isn’t what you came to say.”

“No. It’s not. I came to say another reef needs us. Docking bay repairs. It might be bad, and they need help. I think we should do it before we go on your search.”

Trace ran his hand down his face. “I knew you’d do this.”

“What am I doing? We just proved we can do anything. What happened to us could have destroyed us, but it didn’t. Instead, other reefs want our help. The disaster on Borgunvale is sliding into the background, and now we can work again.”

“You want me to give up this crazy dream of finding hidden reefs. You think...” He furrowed his brow. “That I’m using it as an excuse to hide? That I’ll spend resources we don’t have on a fool’s errand? That I made all this up to hide from the world?”

She hadn’t expected the anger, but that had to do with the lack of sleep and the emotional mess he’d rolled in this week. Working the recharge had taken more out of him than she’d expected. Probably more than he’d expected.

“I’m not thinking any of those things. You’re tired, Trace. We did a good thing here, but you need to rest and regroup before we take on something as huge as a search for hidden reefs. Let’s take an easy job and get you back into a pattern of sleeping. Let some of this tension subside.”

“It’s never going to be a good time,” he said. “I know you don’t believe I can find these reefs. I know you’re not on board, not really. Are the others hiding their doubts, too? Do Gi and Kaya want to stay here and fix reefs? They just got their reef back. Maybe they want to stay and enjoy that. I mean, it has to be one of the most beautiful places I’ve ever seen. I’d understand them wanting to move home now.”

“They never said any of that to me,” Echo said. “But Katie could use Dayton’s help now that the two reefs will be working together. And Kaya could keep moving forward with her training if we waited a few sycles to search. She’ll make an amazing singing physician.”

Trace ran his hand over his eyes, and again she felt fatigue ripple through his focus. Kaya had monitored them well, and he had no warping, no damage from their exertion, but the fatigue was another story. When Trace got like this, he didn’t always think wisely.

“I thought we agreed,” he said, his voice small. “You lied to me.”

“I didn’t lie. I want to help the falislenta. I saw Montefalo, Trace. I’ve been part of this from the beginning. If we hadn’t come to help them, they wouldn’t have lasted more than another year or two. They needed our help. And I understand that other falislenta out there might need our help. But not when you’re like this. You need to find a little peace before you take on a reef in trouble. Do you know where to look?”

He nodded once. “I spent the past few sycles doing research. I think I found one.”

She had hoped he hadn’t found any yet, that she could stall him by suggesting he spend the next sycle or two doing research. But he was well ahead of her, as always, and she wasn’t going to change his mind.

“Okay,” she said. “Since you found the reef, we’ll be ready to go. But I do want to wait until they get their first normal day.”

He nodded. “Of course. We’d never leave before a job was finished.”

Fluid took time to settle into its cycle, and they would stay here until it did. She thought it might take longer than normal because on the Montefalo side of the reef the sygotic fluid had to merge with the yoshvatn fluid, but it wouldn’t take long enough. She had to come up with some other way to stall her brother.

When she’d jumped aboard, only Trace had been awake. Soon Kaya rose, smiling when she entered the kitchen, her normal sunny self. Echo knew her best chance of slowing down Trace was through Kaya, although she hated to do that. She didn’t want this to seem like the group was ganging up on him. She simply knew he was more worn out than he realized, and she hoped to see him healthy again before they tackled something as huge as damaged reefs.

“You didn’t sleep,” Kaya said, sitting across the table from Trace. “I meant to come back and put you out when you woke up, but I fell asleep and slept hard.”

“Then you needed the sleep,” he said. “I’m fine. I don’t know why I didn’t sleep.”

She nodded and turned to Echo. “It’s still working? Everything is okay down there? What happens during these first days?” 

“Normally the fluid stays on the inside for a couple days, and then it moves up to the top for another day, and after that it settles into its normal day-night cycle. Dayton did the calculations, and their days will be about a hundred randoms longer than normal.” 

“It sounds like everything is happening just as we expected,” Trace said. 

“Then why didn’t you sleep?” Kaya asked. She put her hand on Trace’s, patting and then caressing it before pulling away, her cheeks pink. Echo suspected it embarrassed Kaya to know everyone around her could feel her emotions toward Trace. Eventually she’d get used to the lack of privacy. All eldsingers seemed to.

“I don’t know,” he said.

Echo sighed. “Trace, you do know. This was more emotional than you expected. You need to rest and let the dust settle on this project before we take on something new.”

Trace growled and rose to leave, heading back toward the bedrooms. Kaya watched him go.

“Why is he so upset?” she asked.

“Because he’s tired. Because in the past few days he let all the demons loose. He spent the days remembering the Borgunvale disaster, and he’s worn out. Then I made it worse by suggesting we wait to look for falislenta.”

“Wait how long?” Kaya asked. “I thought we planned it already. We’re going to start the search once the days settle here, right?”

Echo shrugged. “Can you run a diagnostic on him? I feel like it’s dangerous, that he’s not ready. Not if he’s not sleeping. Eldsingers fall apart pretty fast when they stop sleeping.”

“I can get him to sleep,” Kaya said. And she could. She was skilled at the songs that calmed and put a person to sleep. “Is that really the only problem?”

Echo leaned back in her chair. For all her smiles and laughter, Kaya was more complex than most people realized, and she was insightful, especially when it came to her people. Echo and Trace were now her people.

“I’m afraid,” Echo admitted. “This recharge wasn’t difficult, but he was tense and upset the whole time. Looking for falislenta... We’re walking into another huge unknown situation, one that might be very difficult. I want him ready.”

She nodded. “So is this fear for him or fear for you?”

“Both,” Echo admitted. “I hoped he hadn’t found one yet, that we could spend the research time here. I’ve missed him. While you three were gone, I missed all of you. But he seems to know where to find one.”

“I wonder how he did that,” Kaya said. “Gi said he disappeared a few times, that he’s been hiding things for a while.”

“Another reason to wait,” Echo said. “We need to become a team again.”

Kaya nodded. “Maybe I’ll talk to him later. When Gi wakes up we’re going to move people home. The Fliota need to get back to their boats before the lake melts completely.”

Echo grinned. “I hadn’t thought of that. And thank you.”

Kaya nodded and patted Echo’s hand. “I don’t know if it’s right to try to slow him down or not, but I’ll help you keep an eye on him. You know I will.”

***
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GI LAUGHED AS HIS PEOPLE STARED at their reef in wonder, bright and warm, their homes surrounded by shimmering mountains. Fidelio, who was taking Gianni’s place as leader while Gi traveled with the eldsingers to rescue other hidden reefs, simply grinned.

“Gi, your thoughts?” Fidelio asked. “When will you return?”

“I don’t know. I trust you and Papa Olsen and Katie to work through all of it. I might be gone a long time.”

Fidelio put his hand on Gi’s shoulder. “That I know. I’m not sure I expect you back at all. Maybe to visit, but not much more. This village, though—Gianni, it will always be your village. You come back, and it’s yours.”

“That’s generous, but you know I trust you with it. And if you put sycles and sycles of life into this village, I would never dream of taking it from you.”

Fidelio smiled. “Well, you’re always welcome, and your advice and friendship are always welcome. You were our leader during a most difficult time, and you were young, and you made us proud.”

Gi pulled Fidelio in for a hug. Since Gi had stepped down, he and his childhood friend had truly become friends again, something that had waned while Gi was in charge. He would miss him.

When they left Montefalo, Trace jumped them to the Tormandu side of the reef, landing them in two jumps to stand in front of Echo and Dayton’s house.

“So, what now?” Trace asked. Gianni was surprised by the question, because he thought the plan was set. When the sun settled, they would start on their journey to find more falislenta. Trace turned to Gi in surprise. “You didn’t know. About the plot to change everything.”

“Trace,” Echo said gently. “It’s not that. You don’t feel how tired your focus is. I’m worried. I’m not saying we shouldn’t look for the falislenta. I’m asking you to take a little time before you do.”

Gi turned to Echo with his eyebrows raised. “You think we should delay?”

“Another reef that needs our help. Docking bay issues. Trace and I are very good at docking bays. Trace isn’t sleeping. His focus is strange, and we all know it. Maybe we could do this job, relearn how to be a team, and give him a chance to relax before we jump into another dangerous situation.”

Gi looked at Echo, assessing her focus, and then he turned his attention to Trace. Echo was truly afraid, and Trace was angry. Then he turned to Kaya, who seemed torn. Gi understood Trace’s anger, because this plan had been set for weeks, and it seemed unfair to question it now.

“You don’t agree,” Kaya said sweetly to Gi. “You think Trace feels normal?”

“I think nothing makes Trace happier than looking into a mystery,” Gi said. “Yes, his focus has been strange, but that was the recharge. In a few days he’ll be himself again.”

Trace ran his hand over his head. “It’s disturbing how you all talk about me like I’m not here. Or, it seems, you talk about me behind my back, too. My focus is fine.”

“It’s not,” Gi said. “It hasn’t been for a while. But that makes sense. I think we should keep to our schedule. Dayton?”

Dayton held out his hands. “I know better than to get in the middle of a sibling dispute.”

“That’s not fair,” Echo said. “This isn’t about siblings. It’s about all of us starting a trip that could be difficult, and I want us to start at our best.”

“Or you don’t want us to start at all,” Trace said. Gi paid special attention to his focus, and Echo was right that it was tired. His focus hadn’t felt quite right for a long time, but Gi didn’t think it would help to put off this trip. He suspected planning for this trip had gotten him through the recharge.

“Trace needs this,” Gi said. “Yes, his focus isn’t right, but I think this will help. We know he thrives on knowledge and adventure.”

Trace rolled his eyes. “We’re talking about me like I’m not here again.”

“I’m sorry,” Gi said. “I didn’t know we were thinking about a change.”

“Can I run a diagnostic?” Kaya asked. “I want to make sure this isn’t something else. Your focus went through a lot this past year. Let’s just make sure it’s healthy.”

“You ran one not long ago,” Trace said. “You know I’m fine. You’re afraid, too. You let Echo convince you I’m not fine, but that’s not true. Echo, if you don’t want to come, you don’t have to. You and Dayton have a life here, and I don’t want you to feel like you have to do something you don’t want to do. None of you have to come. Kaya, you could keep taking courses. You could become a medical singer. I’m not trying to force anyone to do anything.”

Gi felt the rising distress and panic in Trace’s focus, and he wanted to settle this situation, but he wasn’t sure how. They needed to go now, soon, and they needed to go together. It was that simple. Echo was getting cold feet, maybe because the distress in Trace’s focus during the recharge had upset her, but her suggestion that they delay wasn’t going to make things better.

“Trace,” Gi said. He shook his head. He didn’t need to reason with Trace. This wasn’t about Trace, not really. “Echo, it’s not fair to try to change our plans. Yes, Trace had a rough couple days. Nobody will deny that. But it’s done. It’s time to move on to the next things. It’s not fair to try to take this away from him.”

Trace huffed. “You all sound like I’m fragile. I’m not fragile. If you don’t want to do this, fine.”

Gi cringed, knowing this was about to explode in their faces. Trace was exhausted, and he didn’t do well exhausted. His sister didn’t do much better. He’d been told that fatigue hit eldsingers hard, and they didn’t handle it well. He was seeing that truth played out here.

Before anyone could stop him, Trace pulled out his panel and jumped away, leaving them in a flash. When the flash died, Echo sighed.

“I messed that up, didn’t I?”

“He’s an adult, love,” Dayton said. “We promised to help him. He thought this was a journey all of us agreed on.”

Echo leaned against the door of her house. “And I got scared. He was so brave the past couple days, but he was also so scared. I hate for him to feel that way. I remember Borgunvale, first his pain after the coma, and then the darkness. You can’t imagine the darkness. He lived in this cocoon of darkness and self-hatred for days and days, and I didn’t think I would ever get him back.”

“Did you think he would agree to delay?” Dayton asked. “Echo, you know him better than that.”

She ran her fingers over damp eyes. “I don’t know what I expected.”

Gi looked at Kaya, also teary.

“I didn’t mean to do that,” Kaya asked. “I didn’t want him hurt, that’s all.”

“There’s more than one way to be hurt,” Gi said. “It’s clear he’s not himself, or he wouldn’t have jumped out of here like a child. But we all could have handled that better.”

“Now we get to apologize,” Echo said. “And we’ll join him. Right? I never meant I planned not to join him.”

“Let’s finish packing,” Dayton said. “We’ll get things settled here and start this trip like we planned.”

Everyone thought that sounded like a good idea. Unfortunately, when Kaya and Gianni jumped to the docking bay, landing in the Sea Warbler, it didn’t take long to realize Trace was gone. He’d taken his clothes. He had left them, probably to look for the reef alone.

Which, Gi thought, meant Echo’s fears weren’t far off. The guy wasn’t thinking clearly, or he never would have undertaken such a trip on his own. 
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Trace knew this wasn’t a good idea. He knew it before he’d finished playing the first jump to take the skipper out of the docking bay. He’d known it days ago, when he’d feared Echo would do this exact thing and had purchased a small, older skipper just in case.

But he’d made the purchase anyway, and now he sat in the small vessel and jumped into the dark ocean, heading more deeply into the dead zone. He would be wise to turn back, apologize, and wait. Gi would join him, he knew. Kaya could be convinced. Unfortunately, she’d easily been convinced by Echo that he was in danger, and that hurt. He hated that all of them considered him unstable, a constant conversational topic when he wasn’t around. Echo thought he was a little boy, and she’d convinced the rest of them to see him in the same light.

Of course, by pitching a fit and jumping away alone, he was pleading her case more than his own.

He had held together through the recharge, but his fear and distress had been impossible to hide. So their reaction to him wasn’t just Echo. He’d done it to himself. He’d been tied in knots for days, and it would take a few more for that to settle. He should have given them the time to see that happen.

But then, they should have given him time, too, not threatened to delay the trip for sycles when he needed a few days at best.

He fiddled with the navmap and punched in the coordinates. He’d worked hard to find this reef, assuming he arrived and found a reef. Maybe this was another dead end. He’d run into plenty of those in the past few sycles. He’d spoken to two more Jonaquin, both of whom had heard of falislenta, so he assumed that part was true. Falislenta existed. Nobody knew how many there might be, but late in his life Jake O’Dell, the original Portomaren eldsinger, had helped an otherrealm group known as the Jhago settle several reefs on Portomare, hidden reefs known as falislenta.

After that, everything was hearsay, and he’d been reduced to seeking out legends and folktales, because there seemed to be no actual data about strange reefs. Instead, he’d found two stories about a ring of reefs and dragons.

Dragons. He’d been considering leading his friends into the dead zone because of a story of a reef hidden in a ring and guarded by dragons. No wonder Echo thought he wasn’t ready for this trip. He sounded crazy.

But they’d seen strange eels at Montefalo that could possibly be described as dragons, so maybe the otherrealm creatures lived in the sea around more than one reef.

The only science he had for this excursion was a blip on a geological surveillance map. A hundred and fifty years ago, a few small tremors had been felt on this site. Out in the dead zone data wasn’t kept well, so there was reason to doubt, but the OPD nearest the area had been considering a new byway, and they’d taken a few years of data to check the safety of the passage. They’d recorded tremors, and they’d decided to shift their plans. Those tremors might indicate the creation of a reef. Surely if someone jumped a whole reef’s worth of dirt and rock into a hollow rock on the ocean floor, it would cause a stir.

“Oh,” he said out loud. “It doesn’t sound like much when I think about it. But I’m sure this is it. I’m sure I found one. But I’m out here doing this alone. Not smart.”

He decided to stick to the course and visit the reef. He would determine if this might be an option and then head back, apologize, and retrieve anyone who wanted to search out falislenta with him.

The dead zone was the least populated part of Portomare, so it made sense that someone wanting to hide reefs might put them here. Few reefs had been developed out here, partially because of the canyons between them, some so deep that nobody had seen the bottom. In fact, he’d just crossed one of the scariest sections of ocean in the world. It took four jumps to get across, and if he’d
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