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Today

“Cobi, no,” Cam pleaded. “This isn’t what you think. Stop.”

Cobi turned from Oliver and frowned. “It’s not what I think? I think Ollie sold us out. The Lygri got to him and convinced him the Hyri are their enemies, and because he’s an otherrealmer, he wields a lot of power.”

“Ha,” Oliver said. He stood on a rock at the edge of the falls, precariously balanced. He looked behind him at the swirling water below, and Cam took a step forward. “Power? I have no power. That’s why you’re doing this. All your power went to your head. I’m nothing. I’m not a threat to anyone.”

“Oliver, don’t move. Don’t fall,” Cam ordered as Ollie bobbled on the stone where Cobi had jumped him.

“That’s why you did it,” Cobi said. “To take power you didn’t have otherwise.”

“I’m not looking for power,” Oliver yelled over the pounding of the water. Cobi stood at the edge of the river, one foot in the water, his reed panel in his hand. Cam wasn’t far from Cobi, close enough to hear the deep notes of a song running through the panel and into the morning air. “It’s not what you think. It’s not what anyone thinks. There’s someone else. How could nobody believe there’s someone else? Someone in the village did this. I would never hurt Tansy.”

Cobi took a step forward, bobbling as the current tugged at his legs. Cam shifted, pushing wind silently through his own panel. This could go badly very fast.

“I know you didn’t do it yourself,” Cobi said. “You weren’t here, so one of them helped you. That’s why I brought them here, to show them what happens when they try to hurt us, when they live out their hatred. It’s the same everywhere. Who would hurt Tansy? It had to be you, Oliver. Everyone who meets her loves her, but you were blinded by the quest for power. And you killed Mica. Nobody’s seen an animal that can drown a man, but you were there. Hatred plays a role in every reef. The reefs don’t threaten anyone. How could so many people hate them?”

“They hate the Jhago, not the reefs,” Cam said. “Cobi, listen. Yes, Ollie has a few things to explain. But let him do it. Don’t do this.”

“Tansy is dead,” Cobi said, choking on the words. “Mica is missing. And Oliver is to blame. They were my life. For years they were my only family. I know he’s your friend, Cam, but he’s not who you think. Finding out the truth of the world changed him, and I don’t think it’s a change he can come back from.”

Cam shifted his weight, one of his own feet in the water. The falls stood high above the river below, no path to the locale except through a reed panel jump, and several of the villagers stood on the banks below, wide-eyed. Cam took a deep breath and hoped this next part went well. Everyone needed to finish this event alive and safe. Regardless of what anyone had done to get here, nobody else needed to die for Mirlenti. This reef wasn’t worth the lives of his friends. And the villagers—they’d been lied to like villagers in all the hidden reefs, and they needed to start over in safety.

“I’m sorry, Ollie,” Cobi said. “She was everything to me. You took everything I valued. Everything I loved.”

Cobi’s song got louder, and Oliver cringed, knowing what was coming. Cam took three running steps forward, slipping into the water and quickly righting himself. He had to time this right. Oliver yelled in anger and fear as Cobi blew him backward, and Oliver fell down into the water below. Cam continued his forward rush, and the moment Oliver hit the water, he played the jump. The foamy river covered the flash as Cam jumped Oliver to safety, far up the river. He only hoped his friend survived hitting the water.

“No,” Cam screamed to hide what he’d done. He stood face to face with Cobi, feeling the heat of the man’s glare. “How could you do it? I didn’t think you had that in you. You say Ollie changed, but the change is you. This isn’t you. What happened to change you? It has to be more than Tansy.”

Cobi shook his head and glanced at the audience below.

“Tansy was all I had,” he said. He held out his reed panel, which was now silent. “I had Tansy, and I had this. I’d have given this up to keep Tansy. You can’t know, Cam. You can’t know what it was like.”

Cam shifted as the water slammed into his legs. He pushed wind through the panel again, this time a loud and wild tune, ancient and haunting. It was the most menacing sound the panel made, and Cobi widened his eyes and backed up a step.

“No,” Cobi said. “Cam, don’t.”

Cam growled and played a little louder. Cobi groaned and curled down on himself, almost putting himself in the water, and Cam raised the volume once again. Cobi remained curled, groaning louder, and then the man relaxed. Cam grabbed him and lifted him into his arms. When Cobi hung lifelessly in his grip, Cam shifted yet again, the current upsetting his balance. If he wasn’t careful, he and Cobi were both about to end up in the current to be swept over the falls.

He glanced down again, closing his eyes to feel the energy from the villagers. They were difficult to read since so few of them sang, but this much shock and dismay made the reef energy vibrate enough that he knew they’d been stunned by this display. Good. That was the point. This was all their fault.

Changing songs, he jumped himself and his lifeless friend off the falls and back toward the mouth of the river at the far edge of the reef.

Maybe this would fix things. Maybe this would make things worse.

But whatever happened, he needed to dry off and assess the damage, because today had done damage.

He only hoped the damage would lead to healing. If not, all this pain had been for nothing.

***
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ONE SYCLE IN THE PAST

“It’s beautiful.” Tansy closed her eyes and raised her head, a serene smile crossing her face. Cam thought the lady got prettier every day, and he felt a jolt of envy toward Cobi. Cobi, of course, felt this shift in his emotions, and he shot Cam a smile. “The energy is... I wish we had words for different energy. It’s like the prickles of water from a morning drizzle.”

Cobi raised his eyebrows at Cam in question.

“Yes,” Cam said. “It’s a good description. That’s how I feel it, too.”

“Even I feel it,” Mica said. The tall designer stretched out his hand like he thought he could feel the reef energy on his skin. And maybe he could. It seemed all of them reacted in different ways to reef energy.

“I’m still not sure what I’m doing here,” Oliver said quietly. He waved his hand in the air. “I feel nothing.”

“Oliver,” Cobi scolded gently, because Cobi did everything gently. He moved to Ollie’s side and rested his hand on the man’s shoulder. Cam felt Cobi push a little calming energy in Ollie’s direction, although the man with the dormant focus might not feel it. Did that mean it didn’t help? That no energy flowed into Ollie? So many questions they didn’t have answers for. This new world they lived in was still largely unknown, made worse because they kept walking into new, hidden reefs with even more unknowns.

“Silly man,” Tansy said, opening her eyes and pecking a kiss on Ollie’s cheek. “You’re Cam’s friend. You’re our friend. Adventures are meant to be shared with friends.”

When Tansy smiled, Oliver relaxed and smiled back. She simply had that effect on men. Women. Everyone. Very few people didn’t respond to Tansy’s joy. Kaya, the Montefalen healer, had almost the same effect.

“Well,” Cam said. “Now that we found it, we should explore. But maybe we should do it from the skipper. Experience says Falislenta are never what they seem, and they can be dangerous even if they’re beautiful.”

Tansy laughed again. “No, first we see it with our eyes. You and Cobi need to remember your eyes. You see with your senses and then with Mica’s machines, and you ignore the most important things. Just for a minute, let’s look around. It’s safe here, right?”

With that she took Cobi’s arm and pulled him to the right to walk among the trees. Ollie laughed.

“She’s not wrong. This is a new world. Our people have never seen this place before, and you all forget to see the wonder of it with your eyes. Let’s go.”

Cam, Oliver, and Mica turned in the opposite direction from where Cobi and Tansy had gone. They stood in water nearly to their knees, because their initial scans showed almost no dry land in this reef. Instead, they now stood in the shallowest area on this half of the reef. Trees and plants grew everywhere, branches heavy with huge leaves the size of a person, which Oliver shoved out of his way as he moved forward.

“Do you have a path in mind?” Mica asked. He held a small scanner and took readings from everything around them.

“Nope,” Oliver said. “This is exploration. No destination required.”

Cam grinned. This crew couldn’t be more different, and yet it worked. Trace had said that more than once, and it was true. Cam and Oliver had been raised in the trees of Tekrosen, taught to hate those who lived on the ground. Cobi, Tansy, and Mica had come from the ground, and yet they were nothing like Cam had been told about the ground-living designers.

The five of them had spent the past few sycles learning together, traveling, and honing their different skills. Now, in a surprising twist, they’d been given the honor—or maybe the chore—of scouting a hidden reef to see if it held people and if those people needed help.

Oliver turned to Mica and glanced at the scanner. “You’ll warn me of danger?”

Mica laughed. “No, we put you in front of the group so we could feed you to wild animals. Oliver, of course I’ll warn you. We want you here. When did you get so whiny?”

Oliver rolled his eyes and continued forward. He and Cam had been best friends their entire lives, and Cam understood Oliver’s unease. Since the Portmarens had come to their reef, sycles ago, life had changed. Everyone here had discovered new skills, new talents, and new purposes.

Everyone but Oliver. Except that wasn’t true. Oliver had learned new things, too, but because he had no strange skills with a focus or reef energy, he felt he didn’t measure up.

But Tansy had nailed it. He was their friend, and he was smart and encouraging, and he belonged here. Each of the five of them belonged here. If that hadn’t been true, Trace wouldn’t have sent them.

Not that Trace was always right, but the man was usually right, and Cam was certain in this case he was dead on.

“Wait,” Ollie said, freezing and tilting his head. “Hear that?”

Cam and Mica went still, and yes, Cam heard that. Something rustled to the right, something large. Mica slowly aimed the scanner in that direction, and then he let out his breath.

“An animal,” Mica said. “Not coming toward us. The scanner thinks it’s some kind of rodent.”

“Rodents can be dangerous,” Oliver said. He grinned. “However, I’d love to see it. So, I made fun of Mica for asking, but maybe we should have a destination in mind. How long should we walk out here? Shouldn’t we head back and scan for people? Isn’t that our true purpose here?”

Oliver knew the answer to that question, and he turned and started walking again. Yes, they would scan for people next, but Tansy had suggested they find an empty spot and simply observe, and Cobi had agreed, partially because she was Tansy, and partially because she was right that they needed to experience this reef not only through digital scans and focal searches, but also through their own senses and minds.

They assumed they would find people somewhere, even though a cursory scan over a small area just inside the reef wall had found none. The reef had a viable atmosphere. It appeared to be a perfect place to live. They knew once it had been settled. They had every reason to expect to find people in here somewhere.

At least that’s what Cam wanted to believe. He wanted to find survivors. He wanted to find problems, fix them, and prove to the older crew that this younger group was useful.

Not that Trace, Gi, or Kaya ever suggested they weren’t useful, but Cam had set a bar for himself, and he wanted to reach it. He wanted to be just like Trace and Gi, and this was his chance to try on those mantles and see for himself.

A search touched his focus, and he laughed. Cobi could use the radio to call him, but instead the man had searched with the reeds, just a gentle touch on his focus to let him know he’d found something interesting. Cobi was resisting the tech of this world a little more than most, maybe because his best friend, Mica, was learning it all, and Cobi simply let Mica do all the tech work.

“Cobi wants us,” Cam said. Mica laughed.

“And he still doesn’t use the radio. I never pegged him as stubborn. Funny what you learn about a guy when his life flips over. Where are they?”

Cam pointed, because he still felt the other pair in the distance. Of the five of them, only Cobi and Cam could do this. Mica and Tansy felt things to a lesser degree, Mica through an active focus and some trembling in the reef energy, and Tansy through reef energy alone. Ollie felt none of it. However, he was learning to use tech, and he was smart and curious. And compassionate, although he didn’t see that for the important trait that it was.

Cam would give up half his other talents to have Ollie’s heart.

When they arrived, Cobi squatted on a wide root, rubbing something.

“We found signs of life,” Tansy said. She laughed and spread her hands in front of her. “Okay, this place is teeming with life. We found signs of people.”

“Come see this,” Cobi said, and everyone moved to stand on the roots with him. On the other side of a tree was a wooden boat, partially submerged. Ollie squatted low and ran his hand over it.

“How long would something like that last here?” Cobi asked. “Is this recent?”

“We lived in trees,” Ollie said. “So obviously we know nothing about rivers and swamps. But the planters on the roof were made of wood, and we had to rebuild them every three or four years because of water damage.”

“So no more than five years,” Tansy said. She smiled. “People were here. Now to find them. This boat isn’t on a river. They just boat around the swamp?”

“If the whole reef is this wet, they might have no choice,” Cobi said. He looked around.

Cam stood and took a deep breath. Strange, sweet smells accosted his nose, along with a couple unpleasant ones. The air was lively with the sounds of birds and maybe insects. As Tansy had said, the area was teeming with life.

Like Drekistrond, one of the falislenta reefs, this reef’s plant life vibrated with energy. The energy was slower than that of Drekistrond or his home reef, Tekrosen, but it was stronger, enough that he struggled to pull individual sensations out of the whole.

“This doesn’t seem like a wise place for a person to be alone,” Cobi said. Cam looked up, wondering at the tone in Cobi’s voice and the tremors in his focus. Fear. Something here had Cobi on the defensive.

“What is it?” Cam asked.

Cobi shook his head and looked around. “I don’t know.”

“Storm?” Tansy asked. “You’re more in tune with weather than the rest of us.”

Nobody said it, but Cobi was more in tune with everything than the rest of them. Cam didn’t mind it, because they were nearly equal, and Cobi was simply a kind, likable man. The guy wasn’t confident with his skills because he’d been called useless his whole life, but now that he could access his focal and reef energy skills, he was very useful. And powerful. And still a kind, likable man.

“I don’t know,” Cobi said. He raised his head and closed his eyes, slowly turning to the east. “Whatever it is, it’s that way.”

“Should you run a search?” Mica asked. “Or we could go back. Personally, I’m tired of wet legs. I hope the whole reef isn’t this swampy, although if it is, that might be something we can fix. Assuming it wasn’t meant to be this way. Why build a swampy reef?”

“If they live nearby, they probably build above it,” Ollie said. He and Cam had both been builders in their tree hamlet on Tekrosen. Cam thought he was right. Likely they built homes lifted above the water level. Which made him wonder if the water level was stable or variable. When they’d sent their first report, Trace said he was surprised to see so much water in a reef, but then, everything in the hidden reefs was surprising.

“Let’s go back,” Cobi said.

They returned to the skipper, a submersible ship which hovered in the ocean outside the reef, Cobi and Cam jumping them with the reed panels, because, regardless of how much he fought it, Cobalt was the leader of their team.

Maybe one day the poor guy would realize that was exactly where he belonged.
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“What do you think?” Tansy asked as they watched the drone images on the screen, hoping Mica could make sense of this place. So far they’d seen little but water. Some was like the spot they’d visited, shallow and swampy. Then one area looked like a lake. 

“I think we need to give the drone time,” Mica said, grinning at her impatience. “I can’t scan the whole reef in a few randoms. I do think it’s safe to say this reef isn’t heavily populated. And I think our singers can cover more ground than my drone scans.”

“Then we’ll get on that,” Cobi said. “Cam? Stamina? Mica, do we need to keep the skipper in place for your drone scan?”

“We can move it some,” Mica said. “You want to move the skipper so you two can scan from here?”

“Yes,” Cobi said. “Water shortens the distance we can scan, so we’ll cover more area faster if we jump the skipper a few times and search from here. In a hundred and fifty years, all these reefs should have more people, like Tekrosen did before the disaster. I suspect something is wrong here, and we need to find people to start finding answers. The big question is whether it was meant to be so wet.”

Tansy was proud of Cobi for his thoughts. When he forgot himself, he was a good leader with a strong mind. Unfortunately, he rarely forgot himself. It seemed he shared a trait with his mentor, Trace O’Dell, the leader of the falislenta search, in that he forgot himself more easily when he was engrossed in a mystery.

“Docking doors,” Mica said. “Let’s see if this reef had docking doors. We’ve not gone all the way around it yet. The water level in relation to the docking doors will tell us a lot. Recall the drone, and we can go.”

Cobi nodded, asking Cam for stamina as he jumped the drone back into the cargo hold, and then Mica and Ollie took the pit to navigate the skipper around the reef. The initial scan had shown no docking doors, and they’d assumed someone had sealed the doors like they had on Drekistrond and Tekrosen. Now they had to find those doors. Mica and Ollie scanned as far as they could with the onboard equipment, and then Cam and Cobi jumped the skipper further along so they could scan again in a new location.

Tansy sat back and watched, happy. Her men were getting along, working together. She couldn’t feel much from them here in the skipper where so little energy existed, and most of what she felt came from Cobi, but she knew they were content. Cobi was content, and since the moment he’d been appointed the leader of this expedition, he’d known very little contentment.

“Mica, what can Tansy do?” Cobi asked. 

Mica furrowed his brows. “I’m running every scanner we have aboard. I’ll watch for a docking bay, and Tansy can keep an eye on everything else. We might look at the stone, maybe watch for anything manmade out here, anything that you think we might want to know. We’ll have the data stored, of course, but there’s no reason not to glean what we can in real time.”

Tansy grinned. Mica’s vocabulary had changed since he’d started using the Portomaren tech. His designer brain had loved the challenge of learning so many new things.

Sometimes she thought her brain might explode from all the new things, and she and Cobi were both glad to let Mica be the tech man. Oliver, too. Together that pair could do anything with machines.

Cobi and Cam could do anything with reed panels.

And Tansy wasn’t as talented as any of them, but she didn’t mind. She loved to be with them, to feel the energy from Cobi as he grew to love his life, to give them gentle nudges when they forgot to feel, love, and enjoy the world around them. Sometimes her men lived very far from their hearts.

“Got it,” Mica said two hundred randoms later. “Docking door, sealed up tight. And yes, water covers some of it. You eldsingers want to check it out with the reeds?”

Cobi played a long search while Cam backed him up and fed him more power with the stamina song. Tansy relaxed and let the notes wash over her. The panels made a breathless, eerie, ancient sound, and she hoped she never tired of hearing it. She couldn’t feel the power from the panels, but she heard it in the music.

Cobi dropped the wind a few randoms later, and he gazed at the reef in the skipper window, lit by the skipper lights. Because a viable reef was warm inside, myriad creatures lived on the outside. She didn’t know which of them were plants and which animals, because none of them looked like anything else in her world, but she loved to watch them move in the running lights.

So did Cobi. 

“I found buildings,” Cobi said. “All submerged. A few roofs are exposed, but just the tops. The buildings aren’t like Portomaren reef homes. They’re all very rectangular like Tekrosen homes.”

“So this reef wasn’t meant to be filled with water,” Mica said. He stared at the screens in front of him. “That boat can’t be eighty years old, which is when I assume someone sealed the doors, but we don’t know what. We don’t know anything. I wonder if the water came fast or slow, if people had time to evacuate. We all assumed we would find people, but now I’m not so sure.”

“Where would they go?” Cam asked. “So far most everything we’ve seen is underwater.”

“It could have hills or mountains,” Cobi said. “Montefalo has mountains. Drekistrond has high and low areas. There might be high ground. Let’s keep scanning all the way around with our equipment. Then we can better draw conclusions. It might give us an idea where to look for more people, assuming we read that boat right and some exist here. Honestly, I hope to find them. I want to prove to Trace and Gi that we can do this.”

Cam caught Tansy’s eye with a grin. He was always proud when Cobi lived into his potential.

For their entire lives Cam and Cobi had felt one another’s presence through both focal and reef energy. They didn’t know what they were feeling, didn’t even realize the feeling was one specific person, but once they’d met, that familiarity had let them become instant friends.

Tansy had to admit sometimes she was jealous of that friendship. Tansy had known Cobi forever, lived in his life and shared his experiences, but Cam knew things about Cobi she would never know.

Oliver, Cam’s best friend, had the same problem, she knew. Suddenly Cam had people in his life who could read his emotions and his energy in a way Ollie never would.

But wow, she hated to be petty about this. With all these new friends and new experiences, Cobi was thriving. How could she ever wish him anything but the best?

It took the rest of the day to get around the reef with their small hops. They did discover one area of higher ground right inside the northern reef wall, and Mica sent a drone inside to look it over. It appeared empty of people. Then to the west they discovered a lake that took nearly half the reef. Ollie suggested it had once been much smaller.

“So what flooded?” Cobi asked. “You tested it and said it’s fresh water. It’s not coming from the ocean. How can a reef flood?”

“Portomaren reefs all have pump and circulation systems,” Mica said. “They run on the heat of the planet, so they have components deep in the ground below the reef with controls and monitors near the docking doors. Tekrosen and Drekistrond have pump systems connected to the yoshvatn sun. And don’t ask me how that works, because I haven’t figured it out. But the cycling of the yoshvatn fluid that makes day and night on the reef also exerts a force on the water. Trace says it’s like the tides on the surface that shift the ocean water. But I’ve never seen that, and I’m not sure knowing it helps.”

“Here something must have gone wrong,” Ollie said. “Can we figure out what? Seems to me if this reef needs help, it’s going to revolve around their water problem.”

“Unless this happened so long ago it’s part of their lives now,” Mica said. “But yes, I can run more scans. That will require drones, and it might take me some time to find it.  On Drekistrond and Tekrosen both, the pump isn’t near the doors like on Portomaren reefs. Nobody knows why they are where they are, and it appears random, so it could be anywhere in here.  This is a good-sized reef.”

“Scan here first,” Ollie said, gesturing toward the reef. “The high spot, remember?”

Mica laughed and prepared a drone that Cam and Cobi jumped into the reef with their reed panels. Since the docking doors were closed, the only way any person or item could enter the reef was by using the reed panels, meaning this was another reef only accessible to reed singers.

They waited until the drone began to send images, and all of them froze in wonder when it did.

Yes, she was making assumptions, but she would have bet wonder was what made them all freeze.

“What is it?” Ollie finally asked. “I mean, I know what it is. Water is falling, but how? How did water get up there to fall? Is it filling the reef as we watch it? Will it fill completely?”

Mica hit a few buttons and looked at a small screen to his right.

“It’s called a waterfall. I’m not sure how it works in a reef, but it’s exactly what it sounds like. A river or creek will constantly seek lower ground, so this water is seeking lower ground. Since this is a reef with some kind of pump system, I can’t tell you exactly what sends it up there. The area is very rocky. I’m not sure anyone could get up there to see without a reed panel. And no, it’s not filling the reef. Or I don’t think it is. I think it’s been there a long time.”

They continued to stare, and Tansy moved closer to the screen, touching the image.

“What do you think it sounds like?” she asked. “Can we see it in person? I’ve never heard of this.”

“I saw a very small version on Drekistrond,” Oliver said. “A creek on a hill had some rocks blocking the stream, and water spilled over like this. But it was small. This is... This is huge. Or is it? It’s hard to tell on a screen.”

“We need to see it,” Tansy said. She tilted her head, feeling something from the reef. She shouldn’t be able to feel reef energy from here, so maybe she was simply reacting to the beauty and newness of the image in front of them.

“I agree,” Cobi said. “I don’t think this is normal for a reef, so we need to understand it. If water is an issue in this reef, surely this has something to do with it, even if it’s not filling the reef.”

It didn’t take long to gather supplies for another quick trip into the reef. Cobi and Cam both ran general scans of the area with their reeds, and Mica did the same with the drone, and they didn’t find danger. Of course, one of the problems with falislenta was that everything was unknown, so danger didn’t stand out on a scan.

The thrill of danger was one of her favorite parts of the new places. She didn’t want to run into real danger, and she knew the eldsingers who’d discovered the first three hidden reefs had found huge, terrifying dangers, but the thought of adventure and danger and new experiences always hit her with a sharp tang of excitement.

Cobi laughed at her.

“I can feel how excited you are. I hope you’re disappointed, and this place is boring and safe.”

“I want it safe,” she said. She swept her hand toward the image on the screen. “How can that possibly be boring? We’ve never experienced anything like it. It’s beautiful.”

“From here,” Oliver said. “Sometimes new things are less beautiful and more terrifying up close.”

He shuddered, and she knew he was reliving the moments in their home reef when he’d been falling from the very tall, very beautiful Tekrosen trees to the ground below. Trace, the eldsinger, had kept Ollie alive, but both men had been hurt, and Ollie’s moments of falling had left him with more fear than he would ever admit.

Cam played a stamina song to increase Cobi’s energy, and Cobi played the jump song to take them into the reef. He settled them at the bottom of the falls, several steps from the water. Tansy looked up at the huge falls, many times the size of a man, amazed by the way the water shined in the yoshvatn light, the spray lit like the shining crystals of the Montefalo mountains.

“Oh,” she said. “It’s lovely.”

Mica stood at her side, and he lifted his scanner, but she pushed his arm down.

“No,” she said. “First your senses. All of them.”

To punctuate that, she stuck out her tongue, because from here spray misted over them, and it smelled sweet and alive, so she had to taste it.

It was water, of course, but it included something more. Not sweet, exactly, but close to sweet. She licked water off her lips and hoped it wasn’t poison. It tasted crisp and alive, two words that didn’t describe taste but were the best she could come up with.

Then something in his demeanor changed, and he turned toward her.

“Tansy,” Cobi said. He tilted his head. “What do you feel? You’re vibrating differently than normal.”

She closed her eyes and realized he was right. She felt the energy of the reefs differently than many people, and the vibrations around her were subtle and unusual. Deep in her senses she felt or heard something she couldn’t explain. Had it just started, or had she felt it all along? She couldn’t be sure.

“I don’t know,” she said. She frowned, because this part frustrated her. None of them had words for all the new sensations in their lives. “I feel something, though.”

“From the water?” Oliver asked. He stretched out his hand and rubbed the spray into his palm. “Even I feel something here, but I have no idea what it is. A tug?”

“Yes,” she said. She laughed. “A tug. That water has some kind of energy that pulls.”

Cam raised his head, his hair damp with tiny water droplets that glittered in the light. All of them wore the water drops on their skin like tiny lights of a million colors.

“Pulls,” he said. “That’s not the word I would use, but maybe it’s the right word.”

“Can I run a scan now?” Mica asked. Tansy laughed.

“Yes, run your scan. You’re going to explode with impatience, aren’t you? Your senses can teach you so much, Mica. What if you find yourself without a machine? For years you lived without machines.”

“And now I don’t have to do that anymore,” he said. “It’s like I was blind, and now my eyes see light. Why would I want to be blind again?”

While Mica scanned, Cobi walked toward the water, his brown hair darkening with the spray. The water roared, a sound she’d never heard before, white and foamy as it fell, swirling with power when it hit. Then it moved on, a wild river that became gentler as it flowed downstream.

“This is high ground,” Cobi said as Tansy moved to his side. Ollie and Cam followed. Cobi pointed to the top of the water. “High ground against the wall. The water isn’t ocean water, right? This isn’t a hole in the reef. The rock behind or below it must have a pump inside, but Mica’s drone scan didn’t pick it up.”

“You want to search behind it,” Cam said. “Go ahead. Slowly, though. We know foreign rock can pose problems.”

“Is there room up there to stand?” Ollie asked, tilting his head to see the top of the waterfall. “I see trees, don’t I? We need to back up to see this better.”

Cobi nodded and began a search song, and then he switched songs, and in a flash of light they stood ten syclas from the water. From here it was clear the falls didn’t come straight from the rock where it fell. Trees stood in such a way that she thought there might be a river up there, the ridge wider and longer than it had appeared from up close. The water started somewhere past their sight and traveled a riverbed before falling off the rocky cliff to the ground.

Mica turned to them with a smile and gestured them to come closer, holding out the scanner.

“What did you find?” Ollie asked. He laughed. “I know the answer to that from the look on your face. You found a mystery.”

“I did,” Mica said. “I can’t read through the rock. The rest of the rock I’ve scanned is known to us, but the cliff against this wall is unknown. Dense.”

“I feel something here,” Tansy said, shifting her weight and stretching her arm in front of her. She’d not felt it when they arrived, but after Cobi’s search and jump, something unusual fed into her mind.

She couldn’t explain it, but she got the sensation that something was muttering, whispers and unknown words not audible with ears but only as shifts in the energy.

“Not something good,” Cobi said, turning to Cam. “You feel it?”

Cam shook his head, and Cobi wrapped his arms around her. She felt cold and dizzy. What was happening?

“Take us home,” Ollie said, one hand on Cobi’s back. “Cam, get us home.”

Cam nodded and called the wind. He looked at Cobi.

“I can’t do it alone,” he said. Tansy didn’t feel afraid, but she saw fear in her men’s eyes.

“I’m okay,” she said. “Just dizzy. And cold.”

“She’s slowing down,” Cobi said. “Everything about her is slowing down. Ollie?”

Cobi pulled away from Tansy, who clutched at him, needing his warmth. Then Ollie was there, holding her, warm on his own. He wasn’t Cobi, but he was warm, and she pressed against his chest while Cam and Cobi played to get them home.

When the flash died in their eyes, they were in the living area of their skipper, TreeTops, and Cobi dropped his panel and pulled her out of Ollie’s arms.

“Mica,” Cobi said, voice frantic. “What’s wrong with her?”

“Whatever it is, it’s going back to normal already,” Mica said, looking at the scanner in his hands. “The waterfall, maybe the rock, is something different. She reacts to it. It’s from another place, I’d say. We should get her warm and dry. I think she’ll be okay.”

Cobi picked her up—unnecessary, she thought, but he was going to overreact if he thought she was in trouble—and carried her to her bedroom, standing her on the floor beside the bed.

“I’m okay,” she said, taking his damp face in her hands. “I already feel better. I’ll shower and put on dry clothes, and I’ll be fine.”

Cobi took a deep breath. “Something could have happened to you. And I’m supposed to keep everyone safe.”

“You did keep everyone safe. I don’t think it’s the water. The water felt like water feels everywhere. But maybe the stone was different. Mica and Ollie will figure it out.”

“You didn’t feel anything the first time we went to the reef?”

“Just a new reef energy. A little bolder than home, nothing dangerous about it. It made me feel energized and happy.”

“And the waterfall?”

“It felt amazing at first. The power in that water... Not energy power from the reef, not singing power like you feel, but the physical power of that kind of water falling... It was amazing. Wasn’t it amazing? Then after the jump I heard something. Or felt something. A whisper?”

“After the jump,” he said. He closed his eyes and wrapped his arms around her. “The jump hurt you?”

“No,” she said. “Why would it? I think the vibrations near the water are fast. It... Something hit my senses. A sound? When I’m better I want to go back and see if I can explain it better.”

“No. You’re not going back to that place. Not if it hurts you.”

She smiled at her lovely man, and she took his face again and kissed his nose. 

“Yes, I will. Because I matter here, Cobi. I can feel things. I might have answers. You can’t set me aside because you worry. You got me home, and I’m fine. You can get me home again if there’s trouble.”

“Tansy, I don’t know what would happen to me if you were hurt or...” he shrugged, unable to say the words. Yes, Cobi would struggle if something happened to her. But she had to live. He loved her, and when he stopped being afraid for her, he would realize how important it was that she play a role here.

“I have four beautiful men to watch out for me,” she said. “And I feel things, Cobi. I can help look out for all of you, too. I have to be part of this. My family never wanted me to participate, but you and Mica let me join all your adventures. Please don’t take that away from me.”

He nodded, closing his eyes. “I won’t. I’m sorry. You know I don’t want to be the leader.”

“I know. But you are.”

“Cam is comfortable in his skin. He’s powerful. He could lead.”

“He could. But he knows it’s you. Let me get warm, and then we can see if Mica’s scans hold some secrets.”

Cobi sighed and left her alone, and she smiled after him. Nobody was as lucky in this whole big world as she was, because nobody else had Cobalt of Tekrosen to love her.
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“Is she okay?” Ollie asked. Cobi couldn’t read Oliver’s emotions or energy like he could those of a singer, but he could sure read the frustration in his voice and posture.

“She’ll be fine,” Mica said. “Like I told you.”

Oliver glared at Mica, and Cobi wished the pair got along better. They didn’t dislike one another, but the bond between Cam and Cobi made both Mica and Oliver jealous, and they took that out on one another.

“She’s fine,” Cobi said. “Thanks for the help, Oliver.”

“Help? What did I do?”

“You got me moving,” Cobi said. “I don’t always think right around Tansy.”

Cam laughed. “That’s quite the understatement. But she’s Tansy. All of us dream about finding one of our own.” He raised his eyebrows at the other two men. “I mean, don’t we?”

Oliver laughed. “I do. I would never make moves on Tansy, Cobi. You know that. But yes, any guy would love to have a lady like her in his life. Do you know what happened? You all have to tell me what you feel.”

Cobi closed his eyes at the bitterness. He respected Oliver. He liked the man for his wit, his mind, and his heart. Ollie had a deep heart, more than he would ever realize. But he kept bitterness close, convinced his lack of singing or energy skills made him inferior on the team.

Oh, Cobi recognized this. For years he’d had what seemed to be a useless skill, and he’d been shunned by his whole village. Now it was Ollie’s turn to feel useless, even though it wasn’t true.

“She wants to go back,” Cobi said. “She’s right. I want to make her stay here, but that would kill her. Her family did the same thing to her. They thought she was weak. Mica, what do we know?”

“We know the rock isn’t from around here. The rest of my scans showed things we recognize. Some of it is similar to Tekrosen, some Drekistrond. I don’t know where the falislenta came from, but they share a lot of chemicals and rocks. They share some with Portomare, too. But whatever makes up the cliffside is unusual.”

“We’re here to find people,” Cobi said. “The falls are a curiosity, and we can study them if we want, because Trace will want to understand them, but maybe we should go back to a search for people.”

Mica laughed. “Probably right on all counts. Trace will hate that we got to see the falls before he did. The man does love new things.”

Trace led this group in their search for seven hidden reefs, all put here by an unknown otherrealm group known as the Jhago. A mysterious, unknown, otherrealm group that might have hidden the reefs for good reasons, or they might have hidden them for evil purposes.

The number of questions those simple words posed was astronomical, and Cobi tried not to think about it. What mattered was that all three reefs discovered so far had been in trouble, and he and his friends felt the need to rescue the rest if they were in trouble, too.

“I have an idea about finding people,” Oliver said. “But...” He shrugged.

Cobi sighed. Ollie needed to get a little confidence. Cobi had to grin at the thought. Hadn’t Mica said the same thing to him no less than ten thousand times in his life? Now he understood Mica’s frustration with him, and he realized his friend had an extraordinary amount of patience. He needed to find a similar well of patience inside himself to coax Oliver more fully into this group.

Cobi loved that he’d found a place where he belonged. He wanted Ollie to feel the same.

“Ollie,” Mica said firmly. “Tell us. It won’t be a dumb idea. I can’t remember you ever having a dumb idea. You’re talking about scans. No strange skills necessary, just a brain in your head. And you have a pretty nice brain in your head.”

Ollie looked startled, and then he gave Cobi a sheepish grin. “Okay. What we’re seeing here isn’t just a swamp. Look at the readings. This is a river, so it’s a little deeper. We saw a boat, and a boat is easier to move in a river, so I suspect we’re going to find people along the rivers, not in the centers of the swamplands.”

Cam grinned. Cam and Oliver had been best friends their whole lives, and Cam loved it when Ollie forgot his anger and participated.

Cobi was actually envious of how Cam could broadcast such good feelings. He wished he could be as upbeat, and he wondered if Cam would get tired of him for being more reserved.

Relationships were hard. Everything was easier when he only had Mica and Tansy in his life. Not as satisfying, but easier.

Cobi ran a couple scans with the reed panel and, just as Ollie had predicted, he found a village along the river, less than half a day’s walk from the falls. He felt about twenty souls moving in and around a small area, and he thought he felt about twelve buildings, although the reef wasn’t easy to search through. The energy and the huge leaves on all the trees distorted things. In time he thought he could figure out what he felt and what it meant, but right now things felt garbled.

“I say we check it out,” Cam said. “Mica and Ollie. You think, Cobi?”

Mica and Ollie frowned, because they knew what Cam was doing. Everyone wanted these two to come to an understanding and make peace. A shared mission might start that process. Or they would argue and get nowhere.

No. Both loved tech and problems to solve. Cam was right, and the pair should go meet the people. Cobi wanted to stay here with Tansy, and while it made sense to send Cam, an eldsinger, with them, Mica and Ollie both needed to see they were perfectly capable without eldsingers watching their every move.

Of course, he and Cam would watch them from here. This was an unknown reef. He wanted them to thrive, but he couldn’t be foolish to make that happen.

“Yes,” Cobi said. “We’ll put you down a good way from the people so they won’t see the jump flash. That way you can get a feel for the area before you say hello. And if you sense danger, abort and radio for a jump home.”

“Why are you sending Mica and me?” Ollie asked.

“Well, we know who the charming members of this team are,” Cobi said, although everyone in the room knew the real reason, including Ollie.

“Tansy’s charming,” Cam said. Cobi laughed.

“Tansy’s a little too charming,” he said. “If she meets men, all of them will want to keep her. I think we stick with Mica and Oliver for now. You two are good with that?”

They agreed, and Cobi jumped the drone near the village so they could scout a little before anyone approached. The drone hovered behind plants with wide leaves, so not much was unobscured, but what they saw was clearly a building. It seemed to be built above the water, and two boats were secured in front of it.

“I can’t see much without giving ourselves away,” Mica said. “The drone is loud, and these leaves obscure everything. This isn’t that far from the wall, so I’m surprised you and Cam didn’t sense the people in your searches. I wonder if the strange reef energy is behind that. Tansy said the reef energy was...”

He hesitated, and Tansy herself filled in the blank, now standing in the back of the room.

“Effervescent,” she said. Cobi gestured her closer, and she plopped into his lap, warm from her shower.

“Yes,” Cam said, laughing. “Good word. The reef energy is effervescent.”

“We’re sending Mica and Oliver in to see things,” Cobi said to Tansy. She kissed his nose, one stray curl falling forward and tickling his cheek. 

“Good idea,” she said. “And I heard you say men would keep me. Still, sometimes I want to go greet people.”

“Next time,” Cobi said. “Once I get over what happened to you today.”

She grinned at him and pulled out of his lap to sit in a chair nearby. Mica sat a little below them in the open pit, while Cobi and Tansy sat in the equipment room, a few steps behind and above, which housed chairs and all the sensor equipment on the vessel. Then the remainder of the ship was living areas, supply areas, and a small infirmary filled with equipment Mica and Tansy found useful. Cobi hadn’t learned much about the medical equipment.

“Do we need to see people before we head down there?” Oliver asked with enthusiasm. It was about time. 

“I feel like we should scan it again with the reeds,” Cam said, glancing toward Cobi. Like everyone else, Cam was hoping to bring Cobi out of his shell, and leadership was the way to make that happen. Cobi didn’t want to lead. He had no idea why they’d put him in charge and less of an idea why Trace and Dayton had agreed to it. It meant Cam refused to make a decision without Cobi’s okay. 

The man was infuriating, because shifts in his focus said he knew he was driving Cobi crazy. 

“I’ll do that,” Cobi said. “Cam, some gentle stamina.”

“Gentle stamina,” Cam said, rolling his eyes. “Only someone with your precision would say that. I’ll try to make it gentle.”

Cam silently began the tune, and Cobi set his own reed panel in his lap. Closing his eyes, he mentally mapped the notes, and wind pushed through the correct holes on the instrument. The search let him send his focus into the reef, where he could feel plants, animals, even gentle pressure from buildings. Now that he’d seen the drone images, he had a better idea what he was feeling. The people were more spread out than before, but the boats would make that easy. And the leaves might obscure some of them, too.

“You’re sure we don’t need an eldsinger?” Oliver asked, eyeing the image on the screen.

“If you want, you can take Cam,” Cobi said. “But we’ll keep an eye from up here, and I think you can do it.”

Ollie rolled his eyes. “Because you think Mica and I are children who need your gentle manipulations. We’re fine.”

Cam laughed. “Prove it. Go find some people.”

When Trace had suggested this venture with him in charge, Cobi had said in no uncertain terms that he didn’t plan to greet new people. His hands were sweating just thinking about Mica and Ollie doing it. People weren’t easy.

Tansy leaned forward and took his hand. She didn’t sense shifts in his focus like a singer did, but she seemed to know his moods. He wondered what that felt like for her.

Within randoms the pair was ready to go, and Cam gave Cobi stamina as he played the jump to put them back in the reef, far enough from people that nobody would see the jump flash. That also gave them the choice to observe or to interact.

“They’ll be fine,” Cam said when they dropped the wind.

“I know,” Cobi said. Cam rolled his eyes.

“Lying to me when I can feel the lies...” he said. Cobi shrugged.

“I want it to be the truth. I feel like it’s all on my shoulders.”

Cam leaned forward in his chair and rested a hand on Cobi’s leg. Cobi felt the man
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