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Chapter 1
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When I was a little girl, I often crept out of my bed late at night to walk along the shore of Ara. I never ventured to the beach during the day because I hated being surrounded by an endless mass of swimmers and sunbathers, but at night it was perfection. The stars and moon reflected off the water and the cool, white sand embraced my toes as I meandered along the shore. I breathed in the rhapsody of the ocean, the salty mist and churning foam thrown by endless and chaotic waves. No one knew about my midnight walks, not even my twin. We looked the same when we were young, but we never fully trusted each other with our secrets, even before the Aulors came into our lives.

I share kinships with water through my Mero grandmother and with fire because my father is the Thulan, the only Thulan in all of time and in all the universe to survive his own transcendence. However, above fire and water, I am tied to light. I can manipulate it, control it, make sunlight my own and force it to surrender to darkness. I used to prefer darkness to light because it kept my own flaws from becoming illuminated, but not anymore. Not since Oblivion awoke. Now I choose to remain bright.

I suppose I ought to start over from the beginning.

∞ ∞ ∞

I was peeling shrimp the first time the universe trembled. We only had shrimp when Dad wasn't home. He was raised Efi, and the western forest guardian Efi were obligate vegetarians so we never ate meat around him out of respect. He was touring the east coast of Melor with his band, Lyrebird, when the tremor hit, so we were eating shrimp without him.

I helped Mom in the kitchen while Sora and Azri, my twin and my aunt respectively, played a board game in the adjoining room. Azri was twenty-two, just a few months younger than Sora and me, but she was Efi-Mero so she aged slower than we did. Sora and I had a human mother, so we were more like the equivalent of eleven-year-old humans to Azri's seven. We had no idea what our aging process or ultimate lifespan would be since all half-bloods aged a little differently, and that uncertainty was sometimes daunting.

My little brother Ellis was busy scrawling nonsense physics on the dining room walls. He was twenty and about the physical maturity of a human ten year old, but his mind lived in another realm entirely. He alternated between coherent and brilliantly delirious, sometimes in the span of a single sentence.

I heard a shrill giggle and looked away from the kitchen counter. Azri twirled her wheaten curls and grinned. She chirped, “I win!”

“You cheated!” Sora protested.

“Nuh-uh!”

“You did. I saw you drop the dice instead of rolling them.”

I returned my attention to the shrimp. Beady eyes glared at me from the severed heads in the discard bowl as I stripped the bodies of their veins and exoskeletons.

“Why don't you let me finish this and go join them for the next round?” Mom asked. Safora Nightwolf-Thula was forty-seven years old and her chestnut hair was painted with silver. The crinkles at the corners of her eyes and mouth were just beginning to give her age away, but she could still pass for ten years younger. She attributed that to being married to my father. At ninety-one, Tesji Thula was still a young man, maybe in his early twenties by human standards. Age was the curse of falling in love with someone of another race. My Efi-Mero father would outlive my mother by centuries, and he was likely to outlive his half-human children, as well.

“You know I don't talk to people,” I said. Shrimp juice squirted on my neck and I paused to wipe it away.

“Azri isn't people. She's your family,” Mom protested. “You don't even have to talk to them. Just go sit by them and play the game.”

“No.”

“Zella, you can't hide from the world forever.”

“I'm going to try,” I would have liked to play the game, but every time I thought about interacting with someone outside my immediate family, my heart raced and sweat coated my skin in a disgusting sheen. I'd been shy my entire life and it didn't seem to be just a phase I'd outgrow. The subject was a continuous battle between my mom and me and I didn't want to discuss it. “Do you want me to juice the lemons?”

“Why will you talk to your grandmother but not to Azri?” Mom asked.

“I don't know. I don't want to talk about it today.”

“When, Zella? I don't want you to end up alone and regretful because you wouldn't let anyone help you.”

“I'll talk when I'm ready to talk,” I said. I picked up another handful of shrimp and dropped them on the cutting board. “I'm not gonna be lonely because I like being alone. People are awful and not worth bothering with.”

“I wish you wouldn't lie to yourself like this,” Mom dumped a bowl of shrimp shells in a pot of boiling water to prepare them for composting. My cousin Faron was a botany Emergent and insisted we compost everything we could, even when the cleaning process was inconvenient.

“I'm not...”

An earthquake rattled the cabinets open and spilled their contents onto the tile floor. Porcelain and glass danced about our bare feet. I'd felt minor earthquakes before, since the city-state of Vanora wasn't far from an offshore fault, but this was different. This felt like it was coming from everywhere at once instead of from beneath. The air itself trembled. The temblor lasted four, maybe five seconds before stopping.

“Mom!” Ellis screamed as he ran into the kitchen. He waltzed around the broken tableware until he reached our mother. He pushed his chestnut hair away from his midnight blue eyes and said, “Mom! That wasn't the ground. The whole universe just did that.”

“Honey, that was an earthquake. We've had them before,” Mom hugged Ellis and ruffled his hair. Out of her three living children, Ellis resembled her the most. Sora and I took after Dad. “Zella, slip on your shoes and grab the broom. Carefully. I've already got glass in my feet and I don't want you to get hurt.”

“I don't have glass. I have time in a jar,” Ellis held up his left hand and silently counted down his fingers. “The earthquake wasn't an earthquake. It was Oblivion yawning, but you couldn't feel that because you're not like me. The air moved for me.”

“Oh, Ellis,” Mom said with a sigh.

“I felt the air move, too,” I whispered. I didn't want Azri to hear me and think that I was just as crazy as Ellis.

“That's 'cause you're a mage,” Ellis said cheerfully. “It's an Emergent thing.”

“We're not Emergents.” I tiptoed to the pantry and pulled out the broom and dustpan.

“Not yet. We will be. We're like Dad except we don't have to die and come back because we're Thulas and not the Thulan.”

“Okay, Ellis. Enough,” Mom said. “Zel, see if you can sweep up the glass pieces separately from the ceramic. Glass goes in the bin for Arden and ceramic goes in the one for Infrastructure.”

Vanora's recycling policies were extensive as a result of the measures Magistrate Arden Masiona enacted in the years following the self-declared emperor Seris's siege of the city and the subsequent Battle of Kirad Pass. Anything that could be reused was recycled. Glass was remelted and turned into everything from windows to drinking vessels. The broken plates would become aggregate for concrete. The older generations found Arden's conservation laws tiresome, but for the younger generations they were a normal part of daily life.

“Do you think Arden will let me be a glassmaking apprentice when I'm older?” Ellis asked. Arden and his sons, Faron and Muza, were close friends of my family. The sons were also my father's cousins through their mothers. Like everyone else, the Masionas terrified me and I hid in my room with a book in my face when any of them came to visit.

“I'm sure he will,” Mom murmured. I crouched to pick the shards away from her feet. “Ouch! Careful! Are Sora and Azri okay in there?”

I tilted my head toward the dining room. “They're fine. Oblivious as usual.” I returned my attention to the floor. “Mom, you have a big piece of glass in the side of your foot. Should I take it out?”

“Oh? I didn't feel it. Right foot?”

“Yeah. Kind of halfway between the arch and little toe.”

“Figures,” Mom leaned over to examine her foot. “I broke that ankle when I was pregnant with Ellis and it hasn't been right since. Nerve damage all down the outer edge of my foot. Can you toss the shrimp on the skillet for a couple minutes? When they start to brown you can add the lemon sauce and pull it off the heat. I'm going to call Muza and see if he can come over and heal this up. I don't want to take out the glass myself and have it bleed all over the place.”

I cooked the shrimp while Mom sat at the table with the charaven in her hand. The communication device had only come into use the year before I was born and hadn't yet spread beyond Vanora. It was a small glass disk that allowed users to telepathically communicate with each other. My parents used them all the time to talk while my father was touring with Lyrebird. I'd never used one. I didn't have anyone to talk to.

I transferred the sizzling shrimp to a bowl and set it on a trivet on the table. I brought over the rice and salad, then sat down next to my mother.

“He can't come over until after his shift. Hospital's busy tonight so I'm stuck with glass in my foot for at least another hour. He told me not to take it out before he gets here.” Mom sighed and rubbed the back of her neck. “You three have such beautiful abilities but sometimes I wish one of you had ended up a healer.”

“Muza doesn't mind,” Ellis said. He sat down and scooped an enormous portion of rice onto his plate. “He likes us.”

“You can't just eat rice,” Mom said. “Sora and Azri. Dinner. Sit down and eat.”

“I don't like shrimp,” Ellis wrinkled his nose and gritted his teeth. “They look too much like the Velador that patrol the left side of the universe.”

Azri helped herself to a plateful of shrimp. She was half-Efi but was raised with Mero eating customs since her father, my grandfather Azfadel Thula, died in the Battle of Kirad Pass before she was born. Azri looked Efi so her Mero mannerisms often shocked people outside of our family. She grinned and said, “I'll eat your shrimps, Ellis.”

I nibbled at my dinner in silence while Sora prattled away about boys and music. Our faces were identical, but we were two completely different people on the inside. I envied the ease with which she communicated with others. I could barely bring myself to speak to my own family.

The air trembled again, gentler this time and for a shorter duration.

“Damnable aftershocks,” Mom muttered.

“Swear jar!” Sora yelped.

Mom grumbled as she dug in her pocket for a loose coin. She tossed it into a half-full glass jar sitting on the buffet counter.

Ellis closed his eyes. With a serene smile on his face, he stretched his arms above his head. “We're safe for now. Oblivion went back to sleep.”

“Weirdo,” Sora said. She raked her fingers through her chin-length red hair. “Hey, can you take me for a haircut this weekend? I don't want it to get any longer or I'll start to look like her.” She motioned toward me and frowned.

I stared at my salad. I couldn't say anything to my sister, not while Azri was there. I might say something stupid and they'd make fun of me about it forever. My heart accelerated to a gallop. I hoped the temblors were over, but more than that, I hoped I'd one day find my voice.

∞ ∞ ∞

“You know what my brother-in-law is like, Saf. Abrupt and crass. I don’t think I’ll ever understand what Faron sees in him.” Muza's voice carried down the hall. I huddled on the stairs and watched as he examined my mother's foot. They sat at the dining room table. My siblings were asleep and Azri had gone home, but I was torturously alert. I couldn't sleep while someone was in my house.

“I like Vutan,” Mom said. She winced and sipped from her wine glass. “He still doesn't speak Common very well, so I have to give him some leeway on the abrupt crassness. I think he's funny.”

“He reminds me of Bralt. I can't figure out how, but he does.” Muza's back was to me. Even in lamplight his red hair glowed. Magic-channeling healer Emergents were radiant enough to light a dark room, and Muza Masiona was no exception.

“That's why you don't like him,” Mom shuddered, but then smiled and reached out a hand to stroke Muza's hair. “Faron has a type, and Vutan fits his pattern. They've been together for what, fifteen years now? Maybe longer, I can't remember. Vutan isn't going anywhere.”

Muza grunted and yanked the glass from my mother's foot. He set the shard on a towel on the table, then clamped his hands over Mom's bleeding injury. “I'm glad you didn't try to take it out yourself. It was in deep. Sorry I can't fix the nerves, but at least you don't have to feel as much of it as you would otherwise.”

“Thank you.”

“That should do it,” Muza said. He let go of my mother's foot. There was a thin white line where the glass had been embedded, and Muza's hands were covered in blood, but there was no other evidence of the injury. “I take it this happened when the air quaked?”

“I only felt the earthquake,” Mom said. “The kids said they felt the air itself move. Ellis told me it was a mage thing to feel that.”

“Listen to him. He's usually right about things even through the delirium. Smart kid. That was such a strange event tonight. Feels like either the start of something or the end. Maybe both.”

My mother held her hand toward me and beckoned. “Zella, come here. You've known Muza your entire life. Come talk to us.”

I shoved the light away and shrank into the shadows.

“I'm harmless, Zel. Really,” Muza turned toward me and smiled. His hazel eyes sparkled. He was such a familiar fixture in my world, but I'd never been able to bring myself to speak to him. My fear was totally irrational and I recognized that. Muza was a genuinely kind person, but that didn't exempt him from my anxiety.

“Do you have to get back to the hospital?” Mom yawned and rubbed her temple.

Muza returned his attention to her. “This Dr. Masiona is off-duty for the next two days. The other one is on tonight.”

“Asaina or Kiva?” Mom asked. Two of Muza's paternal cousins were also healer Emergents, so the hospital employed three Dr. Masionas.

“Doesn't matter as long as it's not me.”

Mom held out her arm. I dragged the shadows with me as I hesitantly stepped toward her. She put her arm around my waist and I leaned against her side. She squeezed me and said, “You wouldn't know to look at him now, Zella, but Muza was nothing but a mess when he was a teenager. Twenty-three years ago, your father and I were confronting him in a Baku jail cell and now all he does is help people.”

“Why was he in jail?” I whispered. I stared at the side seams of my mother's pants. A flush rose into my face and left my neck hot and sweaty. 

“Ah, so you do have a voice!” Muza said. “It's a nasty story that I'll tell you about when you're older. To paraphrase my father, the past doesn't matter when the present is begging for attention and the future is staring you in the face.”

“Zella, let's try this,” Mom held a hand under my chin and gently nudged me to look at her. “Look at me and only at me. Let's see if you can talk to Muza while looking at me.”

“What are you learning about at school, Zel?” Muza asked gently.

My hands trembled and went cold. I stared into my mother's blue eyes. My throat was so tight that I could barely swallow. When I finally summoned a voice, my words were shaky and pinched. “Heat transfer, the Drey treaties.”

“Together or in separate classes? Those would be odd subjects to merge, wouldn't they?”

“Separate. Science and History.” Sweat trickled down my back and pooled at the waistband of my pajama pants.

“What's your favorite subject?” Muza asked.

“Science. Literature.”

“Oh, good. I love to read. It's about all I did when I was your age. Do you have a favorite book?”

Mom stroked my jaw. She tried to nudge me to turn my head, but my neck was rigid. “Good girl. Now let's try the next step. Turn toward him and pretend you're seeing my face instead of his.”

I slowly turned around. My stomach dropped. I couldn't do this. I didn't even know why, I just couldn't.

“No!” I gasped. I ran up the stairs. I drew a shadow over myself before sitting on the landing. I needed to catch my breath before I returned to my room, where I was likely to be harassed by Sora.

“It's amazing how different they are,” Muza said. I could still see him in profile. The freckles dotting his young face contrasted with the radiance of his pale skin. “Hey, Safora, I have a suggestion for later. Much later. When she comes of age, consider sending her to Rassa instead of Bethel for her Emergent training. Bethel is far more experienced, but he's also a lot more intimidating and if she doesn't get past her shyness by then he will stomp all over her. Rassa's method is gentler and Zella's going to need that. I think their personalities are a lot more compatible, too.”

I hugged my knees to my chest and rocked as the anxiety slowly ebbed. I'd met both Bethel and Rassa once when I was very young. Bethel was Muza's grandfather. His quiet confidence, continuously color-shifting complexion, and youthful appearance unnerved me. His life's work was coaxing the strongest of mages into becoming pure forms of their talents, a physical and psychological transformation called Emergence. Rassa was Bethel's slightly older brother, a quiet man I remembered more for his icy eyes than anything else. The brothers were Aulors, immortal Time Children who were born something like eight thousand years ago, back when Melor was called Malora and the many races had not yet split from human.

“Rassa's sweet, but he's not exactly sane,” Mom said.

“Neither of them are,” Muza replied. “I know you're not fond of Rassa and nearly all Emergents are trained by my grandfather, but I just don't think Bethel is a good fit for her. I certainly wasn't, which was why he sent me to Rassa. He didn't really know what he was doing since I was his first student, but he's had two more since me and he got them sorted out easily enough. I'd say you've got eighteen years or so before she hits adulthood, so there is plenty of time for her to outgrow this shyness. Still, talk to Tesji about it when he gets home.”

“He loves Rassa, but I don't think he'll be willing to send either of our daughters to him. Tesji is too loyal to Bethel,” Mom said.

“Eh, they're not competing so it's not as if anyone would be betrayed. Anyway, I need to go home and get some sleep. I've been awake for two days.” The chair scratched against the tile as Muza stood. “Just... just be patient with her. She's as stubborn as I was and patience was the only thing that ended up working for me.”

“Good night, Muza.”

“Night.”

The front door clicked and I scurried back to the bedroom I shared with Sora while my mother turned off the lights. I couldn't let her catch me eavesdropping or I'd never be able to calm myself down.
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Chapter 2
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Ten years passed and the universe remained quiet. My stunted conversation with Muza turned out to be a revelation. I could now speak to my extended family. I couldn't look them in the eye, but being able to have a short one-on-one conversation was better than where I was before. Still, I couldn't tolerate crowds and I certainly couldn't speak to anyone outside the family.

One stifling summer morning during my thirty-third year, I stared over a stack of cold pancakes at my father, who was ignoring me in favor of a mess of lyrics in a ragged notebook. He occasionally sipped his steaming tea or popped a grape in his mouth, but mostly he scrawled in a broad and uneven script and hummed to himself. His left hand was smeared with graphite, which transferred onto his nose when he rubbed it. The rest of the family was out for the morning, so it was just Dad and me in the house.

He finally noticed I was sitting with him after I finished my third pancake. He set his pencil to the side of his placemat and studied me with indigo eyes. A breeze through the open window caught his hair and made it dance about his ears like a tiny inferno. He absentmindedly scratched at his most recent piece of inked artwork, the fire flower vine running all the way from his right wrist to the pair of wings tattooed on his back. He carried a radiant aura with him even on the most dreary of days. My father was Ravaki Tesji Thula, Melor's infamous phoenix who rose from the ashes of the Battle of Kirad Pass to become a father of three mages and the leader of the eastern coast's most popular band. He reverted to his birth name after his resurrection and looked more modern bard than phoenix these days, but he was still unmistakably an Emergent.

“I saw you sneak out last night,” Dad said. He closed his notebook and slipped the pencil into the torn binding.

“Am I in trouble?” I asked. I studied the uneven edge of the nearest pancake.

“No. If you were Sora or Ellis you would be, but I trust you not to cavort with some adolescent boy or deface public property.” Dad raked his hands through his hair, then pulled a lock forward to examine the golden end. No matter how short he cut his otherwise flame-red hair, the tips remained auric. “Where do you go?”

I shrugged. I interwove a spoon and fork with a toothpick and balanced them on the edge of my glass. “I walk, just walk. Beach is quiet at night.”

“I get it, really. I did something similar when I was a kid. Still, I'd feel more comfortable if you weren't walking by yourself in the middle of the night, so ask me to come with you next time.”

“I like being alone,” I said.

“No you don't.” Dad finished his tea and sighed. “I too thought I was comfortable with being constantly alone when I was your age. I convinced myself that I didn't care and was better off without other people. My grandfather was the same way, so I guess misanthropy may run in our family. Anyway, it took me until I was an adult to realize that I'd never been happy with my solitude. By then my social skills were so non-existent that I had trouble relating to other people. I still do. I was lucky, though. I found patient friends who are able to overlook my eccentricity.”

“You found Mom,” I murmured.

“Yes,” he said. He moved from across the table into the seat next to me and let his fingers rest against my forearm. “Mom, Faron, Bralt. Oh, Bralt, I wish you could have met him. I've never seen anyone transform the way he did. He would have done amazing things if he'd lived longer.”

“What's it like to have friends?” I asked after taking a sip of my orange juice.

“Why don't you let yourself find out sometime?” Dad replied. “I don't want you to spend your life alone, Zellybug. It would be wonderful to see you find someone who can make you smile, just one person.”

“I don't like people. I don't need any friends. My family is enough.”

“You need to stop lying to yourself.” Dad ran his fingers through my hair before lifting my chin so I was forced to look at him. “You're an introvert by nature and that's fine, but your anxiety has rendered you miserable and it's shattering my heart. Please let me know how I can help you.”

I drew the shadows around myself and slouched in the chair. He still held my face so I couldn't fully retreat. I choked back tears and said, “I don't know what could help.”

Dad embraced me and kissed my hair. “Don't be afraid to tell me if you figure it out. I hate to do this to you, but we're hosting a little party tonight since Bethel is visiting. I know you want to hide in your room, but I won't let you. You can stay in the corner, but you will be present. It would be nice if you talked to one person at a time, but I won't push that as long as you don't try to run off and hide.”

“I can't do that,” I protested.

“Zella, we're Thulas. Trial by fire is all we know.”

∞ ∞ ∞

“Zel, you're embarrassing me.” Sora pushed her red hair behind her ears and narrowed her cornflower blue eyes. Her painted lips pinched into a pout. “Get out of here and pretend to be a person.”

“I'm reading.” I set my book on my knees and stared out the window of my little reading nook. The stained glass sandcastle that was the city of Vanora stared back at me. Central Vanora was mostly destroyed in a siege thirty-four years earlier, but it had since been rebuilt. “Dad said I could hang out in a corner as long as I stayed downstairs.”

“My boyfriend is in the kitchen and he says–” Sora started.

“I don't even know who your boyfriend is right now. You cycle through them like you're trying to match the speed of the tidal turbines. Just leave me alone. If anyone wants to talk to me, they can come find me here.”

“You're pathetic,” Sora spat.

“I know.” I chewed my fingernails and stared out the window. “I'm an antisocial malcontent who is destined to become a spinster hag, living out in the woods and talking to squirrels.”

“I hate you.”

“Likewise.”

Sora slammed my book shut on my fingers and walked away. She was normally too busy enjoying her adolescence to bother with me, but when we did speak it was almost always a fight. I'd watched other sets of identical twins before, and none of them were as different from or as antagonistic toward each other as Sora and me. I envied the other pairs. I wanted to be close to my sister, but Sora was unforgiving of my shyness. I just wished she wouldn't be so bawdy.

I pretended to immerse myself in my book while people continued to file into my house. They were invading my sanctuary and it left me on edge. I couldn't process the words in front of me, so I kept reading the same paragraph over and over without retaining any of it. The murmuring was overwhelming. I could see into the main room from my nook, so I balanced my book on my knees and studied the people one group at a time.

My parents stood in the kitchen together. My mother was fifty-seven and starting to look her age. Her once-chestnut hair was mostly silver and her face was lightly lined. Despite her petite stature, she still carried herself like the warrior she was in her youth. She was becoming uncomfortable with how old she was compared to my father, but Dad didn't seem to mind their ever-growing difference in physical maturity. 

My father was still a young man, a gregarious Efi-Mero elemental Emergent whose music could drive anyone into a comic frenzy one moment only to reduce them to tears the next. His sitar sat on the kitchen table. I hoped he wouldn't play it tonight. As much as I loved my father, the music he created made me intensely uncomfortable. He invoked emotions in my heart that I didn't want to feel. I could tolerate his singing better than his instrument playing. His voice was a lilting, Efili-accented tenor that had soothed me to sleep since I was born.

My brother flitted around the kitchen with a half-eaten apple in one hand and a celery stalk in the other. Ellis greatly resembled our mother, but he was closing in on our father's height and I suspected he would be taller than him before long. He was more lucid as an adolescent than he was as a child, but he still went through cycles of bizarre behavior and often made strange comments.

My grandmother, the midwife Nira Thula, arranged bowls on the buffet counter. My father took after her, but I'd heard he had inherited his father's eyes. My grandfather died before I was born so I never knew him. My grandmother said she didn't know she was pregnant until after Azfadel died, so my aunt Azri didn't know him, either. I didn't see Azri from my position in the nook. She was probably outside, listening to my sister complain about me.

Exuberant, verdant-haired Faron Masiona and droll, autumnal Vutan Gira were a perfect balance for each other, two botany Emergents with opposing abilities. They approached my parents in greeting. They were both members of my father's band, Lyrebird. Their fourth member, a blue-skinned Toli woman named Chromwyn, was busy picking and eating fruit from the plum tree outside the kitchen window.

I assumed the rest of the Masionas were nearby, but I could only hear them and not see them. Muza's voice reached me as a muffled purr while his much-older cousins, Asaina and Kiva, were boisterous and occasionally shrill. All three were healer Emergents with medical degrees, so they worked as doctors at Vanora's hospital. 

Theron Masiona paced across my line of sight with something resembling a diaphanous mouse sitting on his shoulder. He was the father of Asaina and Kiva, and the older half-brother of Arden, who was Muza and Faron's father. Theron was a half-Mero illusionist Emergent who lived in Kivri, the city on the inland side of the Vanoran Bay. The mouse shifted into a bird. It launched from his shoulder and flapped around the room, leaving an iridescent trail behind it. Theron turned toward me and smiled. His eyes shifted from green to violet and the bird flew over my head. It burst into fireworks, then fizzled into nothing.

“Hi, Sora,” Theron said with a wave.

“Zella,” I mumbled, averting my eyes.

“Sorry, Zella. I haven't seen either of you in a while, so forgive me for that?”

I shrugged and drummed my trembling fingers on the cover of my book. “I guess.”

He approached me slowly, as if afraid I would run away. I was cornered, so even though I wanted to run, I had nowhere to go aside from escaping out the window. Theron pushed his shoulder-length red hair behind his ears and said, “Intermediate Glass Blowing, Third Edition, by A. M. Brier Masiona. That's one of my brother's textbooks. Planning on apprenticing to him?”

“No.”

“Why not?” Theron asked. “From what I've heard, you're plenty smart enough to. He could use an apprentice like you.”

“Dunno,” I said. I leaned to the side so I could look past him at my dancing brother.

“Do you like chemistry?”

I shrugged and rubbed my nose. “Like physics more. Haven't thought about it much. Supposed to do Emergent training before figuring out what to do with the rest of my life.”

“Light mage,” Theron said while examining my bookshelf.

“Shadow.”

“No, light. You can reduce light or increase it, but it's light manipulation either way.”

“Don't give that secret away. Shadow only,” I mumbled. My palms were sweating and I wished he would leave.

“I see,” Theron nodded toward the party. “Seen my brother or father anywhere? Arden wouldn't hear me if I called for him and Dad blends in with everything so he'll probably jump out of the wall and bop me on the head.”

“No,” I replied and shrugged. I massaged my temples. Theron was already exhausting me and I knew he wouldn't go away until his brother or father showed up. I decided I might as well continue talking to him so I asked, “How long has Arden been deaf?”

“Oh, small talk? Good for you! Well, he’s been deaf on the left since birth and then he started losing the rest of his hearing about two hundred years ago. He lost whatever hearing he had left around the time of Kirad Pass. He hides it well, doesn't he? Hasn't stopped him from being a damned good Magistrate, and I never thought I'd see him do anything like that.” Theron talked too much, but there was a soothing quality to his voice that convinced me to ignore the loquaciousness.

“Two hundred years? How old are you two?” I asked. Neither Theron nor Arden looked middle-aged yet, so I couldn't imagine them being much past two hundred, maybe two hundred and fifty.

Theron rubbed the back of his neck and glanced at the ceiling. “Well, I'm five hundred and fifty-two. Arden's twenty years younger. We age funny, even for being Bethel's kids. I mean, I had two full sisters who aged like Mero, but I inherited something else, I guess. Drove them crazy.”

“Curse of half-bloods,” I said. “Mix and match and end up with kids who don't know how they're going to age or how long they'll live.”

“Yeah, you get it.”

“I'm half-human. I'm at the opposite end of longevity from you.”

Theron shook his head and smiled. “We just do what we can with what we were given. Sometimes it's great and sometimes it's shit, but it's all we have. My girls are aging faster than me. I'll probably outlive them and that hurts. Same thing's happening with my brother and his sons.”

A pair of pale hands appeared at Theron's shoulders, then yanked him into a rough embrace. Magistrate Arden Masiona spun Theron around to face him.

“Sorry I'm late,” Arden said. He brushed white dust from the side seam of his pants and then winked at me with large, hazel eyes. “I was in the glass shop and then all of a sudden the sun was going down and I had to wake up Dad.”

“I don't know how you have time to work in your lab, write textbooks, and run Vanora,” Theron said. “I don't even have time to get out of bed some days.”

Arden's shoulder twitched. “I don't sleep.”

“Apparently not.”

Arden ran his fingers through his shaggy black hair. I noticed a few strands of silver at his temples. He wasn't so ageless, after all. “Hello, Zella Thula,” he said.

“Hi, Arden,” I mumbled.

“You know I can't read your lips if you don't move them.”

I grimaced and said, “Hi, Arden.”

“Better.” He nudged Theron and motioned toward the dining room. “Come on. She's had enough of your nonsense, so let's go find some food and leave her alone. Want anything, Zel?”

I shook my head. I was already beyond my overwhelmed limit for the week.

Theron and Arden walked away and I saw Bethel for the first time. His skin and hair shifted from white to blue to yellow as he walked through the colors of my house. His bright green shirt was the only reason he stood out from his surroundings. Dad said he was something like eight thousand years old, but he looked like a thirty year old human if I got close enough to see beyond his camouflage.

I was left alone for quite some time, but the noise still bothered me. I waited until my entire body was trembling and sweat was trickling down my neck before I left my nook and walked toward the front door.

“Where are you going, Zellybug?” Dad asked. He grabbed my elbow to slow me down.

“I need a walk. Too much, too many people, too much noise,” I panted.

“Okay. Do you want me to go with you?”

I shook my head. “No. Need to be alone.”

He kissed my forehead and opened the door. “I know that look on you. Go ahead, but don't stay out too long. I'm proud of you for talking to Theron. He said you had a real conversation with him.”

“Let me go!” I gasped. I tore away from him and jogged to the sidewalk. 

I sprinted the short distance to the beach. I slowed to a walk when I reached the sand and kicked my shoes off. A half moon hung low in the night sky. The air was heavy, but the slight breeze drifting in from the ocean made it tolerable. The tide was high, so there was only a narrow strip of cool sand left for me to sink my feet into. A lightning storm sparked upon the eastern horizon. Heat lightning was frequent in the summer, but the storms only rarely came onshore.

I walked a short distance up the beach before my calf cramped. I picked a spot in the shade of the towering bank grass to sit. Vanora was bright at my back, but I wanted nothing to do with the city. I rubbed my aching calf and let the roar of Ara ease my racing heart. I buried my feet under the sand in front of me and inhaled the briny wind as a sand crab scuttled across my shadow.

“Wait!” a voice called from down the shore. I hugged my knees to my chest and drew the shadows around me. If I convinced myself I was safe in my shadow cloak, maybe I would be.

Bethel Masiona stopped a short distance in front of me. He turned around to face the direction he came from. Arden jogged into sight and halted before his father. He put a hand on Bethel's upper arm.

“Where are you going?” Arden asked. He released Bethel's arm and stared at his face.

“Just walking. Why didn't you tell me about Sefa?” Bethel asked.

Arden startled, then squinted at the reeds. I kept the shadows steady and hoped he wouldn't notice me. “Who told you about Sefa?”

“He did himself, about six months ago. I guess Aerlya told him about you at some point during his childhood, so he's known a lot longer than I have.”

“Why didn't he tell me?” Arden asked. He shook his fingers through his hair and sighed. “I guess he didn't want me to know.”

“Aerlya told him to leave you alone,” Bethel said.

“Of course she did. She's dead, you know? Seris kept her in Zatlana and tortured her for years before she escaped and ended up here. She didn't come to me. She came to give Tesji a warning and then died at his feet.”

“I'm sorry.”

Arden shrugged and looked away from his father. “I hadn't seen her since Atalor, but that didn't make her death any less heartrending. I messed up with Sefa. I didn't want to abandon my son, but I hadn't yet integrated my mind and soul. I was dangerous to him in those horrible years after my daughter died.”

Arden tried to turn away, but Bethel held up a hand and nudged his chin, coaxing him to continue the conversation. “I won't dredge up those memories for you. I told him he should come here with me and talk to you and his little brothers, but he doesn't seem ready for that yet.”

“Or he just doesn't want to,” Arden said. “If he wants nothing to do with us, that's his choice.”

“Sefa's stubborn. He gets that from you.”

“And I get it from you.”

Bethel closed his eyes as Arden leaned in to whisper something in his ear. My neck itched, but I didn't dare to move. I couldn't reveal myself to them.

The universe let loose a violent temblor. The sand shifted and I struggled to retain my hold on the shadows. Bethel and Arden dropped to their knees. Bethel kept his eyes closed while Arden braced himself and stared placidly at him. Bethel's coloring shifted until he matched Arden's black hair and pale complexion. The sand shook itself off my bare feet. The lights of Vanora flickered and dogs barked in the distance.

A third man dashed across the beach from the north. His hair was auburn and he wore a long cloak that could have been either dark green or black, I couldn't tell in the moonlight. The bright blue of his eyes stood out even in the relative darkness. He knelt behind Bethel, embraced him, and whispered, “Breathe.”

The quake continued for another minute or so before tapering down into a quiver, and then into nothing. A faint smile crossed Bethel's lips as he opened his eyes and stared at unruffled Arden. His coloring darkened to blend with the wet sand.

“Hello, Lani,” Arden said with a smile. “You're looking well and I see you're free of your chains. Good. I know you've been waiting eons for that. Now, you must excuse me. I need to make sure the earthquake didn't damage my city. Dad, please come be my ears for the complainers.”

The Masionas rose and left my sight. Lani shifted from his knees to a seated position. He picked up a handful of sand and let it fall between his fingers.

He startled and looked over at me. I shrank deeper into my shadows.

“Can you see me?” he asked. His voice was both melodic and rhythmic.

“Yes,” I replied.

Lani shuddered as he raked his fingers through the tangled ends of his hair. “Half-human light mage... you shouldn't be able to see me. Go home, child.”

“Why?”

“It's not your time yet.” He stood, walked into the surf, and evaporated into the crashing waves. I was left alone on the beach. Were any of the events of the past few minutes real? Had I nodded off and dreamed my way through an earthquake? For a long time, I assumed that I did.
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My fortieth birthday arrived with the inevitability of Emergent training. I was a young adult now, but my social anxiety had yet to wane. I was agitated about leaving my safe haven of Vanora for the western wilderness beyond the Athual Mountains.

Sora nurtured enough excitement for both of us. She was eager to begin learning how to refine her light talent. Our magical abilities were the same, but we were sunlight and shadow to each other. She was outgoing and friendly, while I continued to avoid people as much as possible. Every day we drifted a little farther apart, and by the time we reached forty we were strangers to each other. It was easier that way. I'd rather not know her than fight with her and be continuously reminded about how defective I was.

Our last full day in Vanora was our birthday, the summer solstice. It was our official introduction to adulthood, but I avoided Sora's party in favor of a quiet evening with my books and my violin. I didn't like parties, and I certainly didn't like any party where attention might be placed upon me.

I woke from the longest day of the year into a slightly shorter one. I was uncomfortable with the excessive daylight of summer and was grateful for the beginning of the slow creep toward winter. My mother sat at the foot of my bed. She brushed her silver hair with a boar bristle brush, then twisted it into a loose bun. She was one of those fortunate women who became prettier with age, and at sixty-four she was beautiful.

Mom smiled when she noticed me watching her and said, “Good morning, my sweet girl. I guess it's time for you to leave me for Bethel. I imagine you'll look quite different the next time we see each other.”

“What's going to happen to me?” I sat upright and stretched my arms over my head. The morning sun glanced off the glass leaves hanging in my window and sprayed rainbows around the room.

Mom rested her hand on my thigh and shook her head. “I don't know. I'm not an Emergent or even a mage, so your father would be the better person to ask.”

“Didn't he tell you about his training?”

“Not much. He'll talk until he's hoarse about anything else, but not about his Emergence. All he ever told me was that it was like waking up and realizing that everything before that point had been a dream. Faron said it was more like reality punched him in the face. I don't know, maybe it's different for everyone.”

“Why aren't you coming with us?” I asked. “I'm sure Arden wouldn't have minded you taking time off from work.”

Mom closed her bright eyes and smiled. “My administrative assistant quit last week and we have an infrastructure development meeting coming up. Now I'm stuck doing double the work. Curse of being City Manager, I suppose.”

“But you'll be here by yourself for at least a month,” I protested.

“I'll only be alone in the house. I can always go harass Nira or any of the Masionas.” Mom reached into her pocket and pulled out a small, blue glass disk with silver feathered edging. She dangled its chain in front of me like a pendulum. “Arden made charavens for all three of you so you can call to me any time you like. Just hold me in your mind and think toward me while it's touching your skin. I always wear mine and it keeps me from missing your father so much when he's gone. This one is calibrated specifically to you and you can speak with anyone in the family who is wearing one. Sora has a green one and Ellis's is orange, so no one will get them mixed up.”

I leaned forward and Mom slipped the chain over my head. I untangled my hair from it before letting the pendant fall onto my nightgown. I didn't want it touching my skin. “I wish I knew how long I'll be away.”

“You need to let go of this desire for certainty in everything,” Mom said. She pulled me into an embrace and kissed my temple. “The world is an uncertain place and all you can do is adapt and keep going. You'll do wonderfully. I'm certain of it.”

We left Vanora after breakfast. Dad rode ahead of Sora, Ellis, and me. His horse Kanthia was not a horse at all, but instead an Aurada, a wind spirit in animal form. She was able to coax the real horses to run with the wind, so our journey would be shortened significantly.

I rode with my most valuable possession on my back. The violin was a gift from my father on my twentieth birthday. I played well, but never in public, or even in front of anyone other than my immediate family. Dad told me the instrument was priceless, a work of art built by the same master luthier who had crafted several of his own instruments. Neither Sora nor Ellis were interested in playing music beyond an amateur level despite their natural talent, so it ended up being one of the few things I was able to bond with my father over that was for me alone.

The Alune Plains took a week to cross. We skirted the southern edge of Abyssal Lake, a massive and fathomless body of water that my father said was the result of an asteroid strike instigated by one of his Thulan predecessors. Since he was a phoenix, he'd lived many lives before this one and remembered fragments of each of them.

We stayed at roadside hostels and lonely campsites until we reached the crossroads city of Argenor. To the west rose the jagged Athual range, the continental divide that split Melor from north to south nearly through the center. My father and siblings spent the evening in a tavern while I stayed in our room at the inn with a pot of tea and a book. I was uncomfortable having only a few books with me for what could be a long stay in Yolane, but my father assured me that Bethel was also a voracious reader and there wouldn't be a shortage of things to read.

We crossed the Caraman River the following morning and entered the narrow Tayin Pass. There were only two easy ways to cross the Athuals. The southern Feyun pass connected the ruins of the city of Atalor in the east with the bustling Drey city of Salda in the west. The northern Tayin Pass connected Argenor with the expanse of prairie running between the Yolane and Lumeinar forests.

We rode in near silence through the mountains and across the grasslands. The silence was unusual for my father and sister and I wondered if they were as uncomfortable with this transition as I was. Ellis sang to himself and chattered at his horse. He'd be returning to Vanora with Dad so he had nothing to worry about. We turned northward before reaching the Brandeis Plains and entered the redwood forest of Yolane.

Yolane was like stepping into a distant past. Massive trees studded the landscape and the permanent cool damp ignored the raging summer that baked the nearby plains. Mist clung to moss, and animals scurried from branch to branch and bush to bush. It was a green world coated in the thick perfumes of organic decay and living sequoias, and I thought it was wonderful.

We crossed through a few small clearings before the great redwoods transitioned into a small orchard. We passed a crumbling outbuilding near a cluster of peach trees and cautiously approached the archery range that sat beyond the orchard. 

A young Toli woman shot arrow after arrow at a target. She lowered her bow when she saw us. She scrunched her blue-green nose and nodded at my father. “Are you Tesji Thula?”

Dad dismounted and approached her with a smile. “Yes. Have we met?”

“No,” she said, shaking her head. “I saw you play in Falor a couple years ago. Magnificent show. Hey, do you think you could introduce me to Faron sometime?”

“You're not really his type,” Dad said. “Vutan would be jealous if anyone propositioned his Faron. Is Bethel around or did he jump off somewhere?”

“Ah, I'd still like to meet him someday. He's brilliant,” the Toli woman said. She nodded toward a massive tree at the edge of the clearing. “Bethel's in the kitchen. I've heard you used to be one of his students so I assume you know your way around.”

“That I do,” Dad said.

My siblings and I dismounted and followed him toward a wide, towering sequoia. He led us around the trunk until we came to a series of windows and a door.

“He lives in a tree?” Sora asked.

Ellis laughed. “I thought everyone knew that.”

“I knew that,” I whispered.

“See? Everyone knows that,” Ellis said.

My father knocked on the door but didn't wait for an answer before entering the tree. Sora paused for a moment, then followed him.

“There are cats here,” Ellis muttered, then shrugged and went inside.

I dawdled by the door. The familiar knots twisted in my stomach and I regretted having eaten breakfast.

“I had hoped you'd let them complete my little test instead of bringing them straight here.” Bethel's low, sandy voice drifted through the open windows. “No matter, I've seen their skills before. Ellis is a little younger than I'd like, but he's close enough that I'll take him on anyway.”

“Really?” Ellis chirped. “I didn't even bring my labyrinth.”

“I have no idea what that means,” Bethel said. “Okay, you've probably heard what comes next. I hereby strip you of your identities. You are no longer Sora and Ellis. You have no names here. I suppose I'll call you by your abilities for the moment. Shadow and Delirium. I have one other student right now. I call her Fog. Her ability should be obvious by that.”

“Wait,” Sora said. “Where's Zella?”

“You brought Zella?” Bethel asked with grit in his tone. “I told you not to bring her here. Take her home, Ravaki.”

“Tesji. Call me Tesji, Bethel. Ravaki is a ghost. You are going to tear apart her heart if you don't take her on,” my father said.

“Her powers are just as strong as mine,” Sora protested.

“She will not be my student. Ever. You brought me three little Thulas but I'll only accept two. Take Zella back to Vanora and find some other purpose for her life.”

I ran from the door. I crossed the archery range behind the Toli woman and dodged the fruit-laden branches of the orchard. I collapsed to my knees beneath a pear tree and leaned forward to sob into the moss.

I was useless. I never had a plan beyond Emergent training because I knew emerging would transform my outlook, but now that was stripped away from me. Bethel didn't want to teach me anything, so I wasn't worth anything at all as a mage. I knew life in Yolane wasn't going to be easy, but I never expected it to reject me so decisively. What was I supposed to do now? Go back to Vanora and beg Arden for a menial job in the record room at the Keep? I couldn't tolerate any more social interaction than that. What was I supposed to do when I couldn't talk to anyone without panicking? I couldn't go back to the start when I was supposed to be starting over somewhere new.

I curled onto my side and cried into my hands. Why was Ellis acceptable for Bethel even though he was underage? Why was Sora worthy but I wasn't? My future was nothing but bleak.

“Zellybug?” Dad's melodic voice said from above me. He knelt at my back and stroked my hair. “I'm sorry. He wants us to leave immediately.”

“You knew this would happen,” I whimpered. “Why did you bring me here if you knew he didn't want me?”

“I hoped he had changed his mind,” Dad said after kissing my head.

“I don't understand. My entire life everyone's expected me to go through Emergent training. It was a fact and not even a question. Now I'm being tossed aside and my future is uncertain. What am I supposed to do now?” I rolled onto my back and glared at him. “You knew. Why am I so unworthy? Why won't he even come tell me himself why I'm too disgraceful to be one of his precious Emergents?”

“I don't know for sure. He wouldn't explain it to me when I asked him. Something about you unnerves him. That conversation was seven years ago, so I hoped whatever bothered him about you had fallen away with the past. I can't imagine how much this hurts you, and I'm sorry I didn't warn you before we traveled all this way. Come on. Let's raid his garden and get out of here. We can reach Argenor by tomorrow afternoon if Kanthia cooperates.”

“How am I supposed to go back to Vanora now?” I asked. “I can't go home. I'll just dishonor the family. Everyone knows where I was going and I'm going home just the same as I always was. It's humiliating and I'm not even there yet.”

My father ran a knuckle along my jawline. “I'm not taking you back to Vanora, Zellybug. We're going to Rye Lake.”

“I don't even know what that is. Or where that is,” I protested. I shoved his hand away from my face. “Just take me home so I can fade into my shadows and never come out.”

“I'm not giving up on you as easily as you want to give up on yourself. Your talent is extraordinary and we'll find a way to reveal it. Rye Lake is a village north of Argenor. I don't want to break your heart again, so we'll just wait until we get there to figure out the why.” Dad bounced to his feet, then hoisted me up in a single, smooth motion. “Come on. Grab as many stone fruits as you can while I go after the carrots. Then we'll ride out. It will be all right. Don't give up on yourself. We'll get you figured out.”
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The prairie flounced her wheaten stalks and laughed in my face. The mountains mocked me with snarling teeth. The twinkling lights lining the bridges of Argenor were a nagging irritation. I extinguished them with a swipe of my hand and left the city feeling out the darkness of a power outage.

We rode north from Argenor, through the Alata Highlands. I had nothing to say to my father. He knew this would happen but he told me nothing. He never warned me it was a possibility. Dad was never an empathetic person, but he still should have known better. He held me to the fire and watched me blister and burn. I wasn't sure if I could trust him now that he had scarred my soul.

A temperate mixed forest sprouted from the hills as we rode farther north. After several hours on the woodland road, a lake sprang into view. Behind the lake rose the snow-capped and pine-dusted Athuals. I held my breath at the sight. This place was just beautiful enough to break my seething self-hatred.

“This is Rye Lake,” Dad said. It was the first time I'd heard his voice in two days. “The village is also called Rye Lake, but we won't be going into it today. We're stopping right at the southern edge.”

“Do you want me to live here or something?” I asked. Tears welled in my eyes. “You don't want me to come home, do you?”

Dad stared at the towering mountains. “If you want to live here, you can. That's up to you. It's quiet here and I think you'll like it. I certainly wouldn't mind you coming home, though. Stop acting like I'm ashamed of you. I'm not, not one little bit. I was the first Emergent in my family since my great-grandmother, Liaki Niodor-Thula, and it was a surprise to me when all three of you turned out to be mages. My father and grandmother had no magical talents at all. My grandfather had some apothecary magic, but he was no Emergent.”

“Come on, Dad,” I said. The beauty of Rye Lake could no longer dampen my irritation. “I have magic. A lot of it, more than Sora from what I've seen. What's wrong with me?”

Dad closed his eyes and rubbed his brow. “Trust, Zella. Becoming an Emergent requires a lot of trust in yourself, and you can't even find the confidence to use your own voice. It also requires trust in the teacher. You told me yourself that Bethel frightens you. You can't emerge unless you are willing to let go of your inhibitions. A suppressed mage is a weak mage.”

“I'm not weak.”

“You have a very, very big weakness that masks any strength you have. Let's go. The sun sets early here and I don't know these woods well enough to navigate in the dark.”

“I could keep them lit,” I offered.

“No,” he said, biting into the word like it was a crisp apple. “Just
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