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“It sucked having a dead person in your family, and I knew what he meant, about seeking solace in the old light. Three years from now, I knew, he’d find a different favorite star, one with older light to gaze upon. And when time caught up with that one, he’d love a farther star, and a farther one, because you can’t let the light catch up with the present. Otherwise you’d forget.”

― John Green, Turtles All the Way Down
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Issac

December 24th, 2018

Staring out the window, I almost feel like I’m back home in Seattle. The rain is coming so hard and fast that it’s falling in sheets of water. Every inch of the land is soaked, and there’s pools of water everywhere from water that can’t seep down. It’s a familiar sight, made all the more so from the flashes of lightning and that familiar distant rumble of thunder.

I could almost convince myself that it was April in Seattle, and not Christmas Eve in Hawai’i.

Almost.

It’s only been five days here. Only five days in what most people would consider a paradise, and I’m yearning to leave. To get home as soon as possible. I just want to go home, to curl up in my own bed in my own city... 

That city is all I’ve known for my entire life, really. The longest stretch away was just a few months in an apartment with Evan, nominally for college.

I’ve almost never been away from Seattle, from that house. That bedroom.

And even in those few months... it’s not like Tacoma was far. I was very close. Home was always within quick reach.

Not like here. Not like Hawai’i. An island in the middle of the Pacific, far, far away from everything I’ve ever known.

It might almost feel like home in this pouring rain, and the chill of the air-conditioned glass, but... it’s not. It’s just not. I’m out of place here, and I always will be. Just... just another white tourist visiting Hawai’i and not really belonging here. I’ll never belong here.

Something must be wrong with me, to be so unhappy here. I’m in a place that almost everyone agrees is a paradise, and I just want to leave. To go back to gloomy, rainy, Seattle.

It’s nothing against Anna’s father. Kai Kahale is an exceedingly kind man, and he’s been very hospitable. It’s been lovely to meet him, but... I just... I just...  I just want to go home. I miss home. I miss home so, so much.

It’s not perfect. It hasn’t been in two years, but it’s still something. It’s still better than this. My dad might not... he might not be there to tuck me into bed when I don’t feel well anymore, but I could still curl up in my own bed and that would be... an improvement. 

I guess I just don’t handle travel well. I’m not a see the world type. I’ve always liked the familiar and routine, even before...

I was with my dad a few times when he was working in Rileyville, Pennsylvania on his research in the summer, and I was glad he didn’t just leave for that time, but I was always so eager to go home. I hated traveling. 

Lightning flashes in the distance again, and I sigh, pressing my forehead against the glass. The chill of it seeps into my skin, and, for just a moment, it takes the edge off my near omnipresent headache.

It’s... I just have to wait a few more hours. Then Anna will get up for us to go to the airport. I just have to make it through a few more hours.

Just breathe, Issac. That’s become mantric over the last months. It’s the only thing I can do to cope. It’s just... too much to deal with to do anything else. 

Just Breathe. The pain will pass. You’ll get through this. One particularly awful hour shouldn’t dictate the rest of your life. 

As much as I tell myself that, I know damn well that trauma doesn’t work that way. And even if it did, the physical injuries from it probably won’t get much better than they are now. Ever again. And that’s the optimistic outlook. Dr. Mendoza hasn’t put it into such stark terms, but I know my quintessence reserve is permanently damaged. And it could easily get worse again.

There’s not much known about what happens when a reserve is permanently damaged like this. It happens so rarely. Being stuck alone with a Hunter as long as I was and living to see the consequences is unprecedented.

Even now, just sitting here doing nothing, my head is pounding, and my whole body aches as it begs for Quintessence that it just can’t hold on to. 

It could easily be better. Less painful. All I would have to do is pick up the staff lying next to me on the window bench. Or even just lay my hand on top of it.

The contact could connect me to it, with it acting naturally as an extension of my reserve and mitigating the effects of the Spellburn, to the point that it’s almost like it’s not damaged at all.

Almost.

I don’t want to rely on it, though. I don’t want to be dependent on it to function. That could be dangerous, and I need to be able to live without it, especially given what might be coming...

I just... need to get used to it.

It would be easier at home, at least. No surprises or hard breaks from routine to add to the stress of my failing physical health. I can deal with it better at home.

Maybe. I don’t know. I might be thinking complete nonsense. It has been more than a day since I slept. I tried to sleep earlier, but it was so much worse laying down by myself in the guest room. Trying to sleep there, I was alone with my thoughts, and all I could think about was that omnipresent ache.

I’m an insomniac at the best of times, but it’s so much worse now. Pain and misery, and an ever-growing dread for a threat I’m sure is coming, but I don’t know what exactly or when have been the only thing I could focus on, which makes said insomnia so much worse.

So here I am, sitting in the window and watching the rain. At two in the morning. Alone.

I have to adjust to this. It’s not going away any time soon, and I need to be ready, whenever Vincent’s Great Evil shows up... 

Anna would want me to wake her. She’s chided me more than once over not telling her when something is wrong, but... honestly... If I bothered her every time I was unhappy, I’d be pestering her every couple of hours. There’s no need for that. It would just make her worry unnecessarily. I’m fine, relatively speaking.

Just homesick. That’s not worth her losing sleep over. She’s already going to be cranky for getting up at four in the morning for the plane.

Keeping misery to myself is nothing new. I’ve been doing it for more than two years, for the sake of Ethan and Lexi. 

There’s a clink of glass, and I jolt sideways, hitting the glass of the window. It’s a long moment before my eyes find the cup and saucer sat down next to me on the window seat.

Slowly, I look up, my gaze focusing in on Kai Kahale, in his flannel pajama pants and white t-shirt, with his curly hair disheveled.

“Everything okay, Issac?”

It takes me an embarrassingly long moment to form words, and even when I do, I just stammer out a timid, “O-oh, y-yeah, everything is... fine,” which could not more obviously be a lie if I tried.

He sighs and shakes his head before shifting my staff closer to me so he could sit down on the bench. He doesn’t say anything for a long moment of his own, just staring out at the thunderstorm himself.

“... you and I both know that isn’t true, Issac,” he says softly, “I’m not going to pretend I understand what’s going on. I don’t, and I know it’s a magic thing so I probably can’t, really. At least not without a lot of time put to an explanation...”

It’s quiet for a long moment, the only sound being the rain hitting the glass, and a distant roll of thunder.

“...I don’t even know you, really. We met less than a week ago. But what I do know- what I see plainly is that you’re struggling, no matter how much you try to hide it from my daughter. I- I’m not going to make you tell me. I don’t need to know; I just think you ought not be alone, if whatever’s troubling you has you up at 2 am, just staring forlornly at a thunderstorm.”

“...Well, I mean, I am a college student, this could be my normal sleep schedule as far as you know?” I say, letting out a nervous laugh, “Also, time zones? It is 5 am in Seattle. I might be up by now anyway, haha,” I joke weakly, but he just stares at me intensely. I shift anxiously, twisting the fabric of my pajama pants in my hand, falling silent again. I pick up the cup of tea, turning my gaze to the hot drink. 

Anna tried to warn me that her dad might be a little overwhelming, but that hasn’t been my experience at all. He’s certainly exuberant with Anna, but he’s been so gentle and respectful to me. He keeps a polite distance and seems to be trying to not stress me out at all.

I have to assume Anna warned him to some extent, about my quirks and sensitivities. 

He’s just so gentle. And kind. 

Like this. The tea. He sees me sulking alone on the window seat, and rather than immediately disturbing me, he went the extra mile to put on tea first.

It reminds me of something my own father would have done.

Dad... 

Blinking away tears, I shift position to lean back against the window and shut my eyes tight. Keep it together, Issac. Kai Kahale doesn’t deserve for you to have a complete breakdown on him. It’s not his fault your dad is dead. It’s not his problem that you’re having trouble coping with everything and the grief being dragged back up by Harris.

One particularly awful hour shouldn’t dictate the rest of your life. One particularly awful hour shouldn’t dictate the rest of your life. One particularly awful hour shouldn’t dictate the rest of your life. One particularly awful hour shouldn’t dictate the rest of your life-

“Your health- it’s worse than you’re letting on, right? I can tell. Whenever you don’t have this-” he picks up the staff between us slightly before sitting it back down, “- You look like everything hurts and you’re about to pass out.”

I don’t say anything, but I don’t really have to. I don’t really think he was asking. He was just stating his observations. He’s a very observant man, but I suppose that would help him as an investigative journalist.

“And I really do understand that I couldn’t easily comprehend exactly what’s happening, since it’s a magic thing, but I can understand how stressful poor health can be. I...” He sighs. “Look, I barely know you, but I’m going to worry when you leave here this morning. I know you don’t have anyone you look out for you back in Washington.”

“... Well, there’s Gran...” I mumble, hiding my face in my hands as I feel tears coming on again.

Pull yourself together, Issac. Yes, I’m alone. My parents were killed by my father’s former best friend, leaving me as the adult. But it’s been that way for more than two years now. This isn’t new. I shouldn’t be getting upset just because Kai Kahale is reminding me of... 

“But she knows even less about the magic stuff than I do.” He presses gently.

“Mmm,” I affirm, keeping my eyes covered, “She knows about it, but she’s supposed to stay uninvolved. So are you. That’s- that’s just how the law works when it comes to non-magic family members of mages. It’d be different if either of you studied wizardry, but Gran refused that a long time ago; my father offered, so that’s... irrelevant...”

He’s silent for a long moment, and I don’t even hear him breathing before he sighs shakily.

“You’re just twenty. Barely an adult... You shouldn’t be so alone. No one your age should...” He says, barely audible, like he’s talking to himself more than me. 

“I’ve been on my own since right after my eighteenth birthday.” I turn back to the window and press my forehead against the glass again. “It’s nothing new.”

“That doesn’t make it okay.” He says, but he stops pressing, just falling into silence again.

I want to thank him, for his kindness. For the tea. But I can’t put together the words, still just pressing my forehead against the glass with the only sound being the thunder rolling outside.

Dad would know how to help me right now. He would know how to help me feel better. To get me to sleep despite the pain. He always knew how to help.

But he’s not here. He never will be again. Harris took that away, and I can never get it back. I need to move on.

“T-Thank you- for the-” I take a shaky breath, tears coming to my eyes against my will, “Th-The tea.”

I see him shift out of the corner of my eye to be slightly closer to me, and it seems clear that I have his full, undivided attention again. 

“It’s not a problem. I always find hot tea soothing on sad nights like this.”

“You remind me of my own Dad.” I say without thinking, and I don’t even realize I said it out loud until he sighs.

Oh- no, no- God, I shouldn’t have... I shouldn’t have... this isn’t his problem.

“Oh dear. I can go- If- If I’m making you feel worse-

“No! No- No-” I suck in a sharp breath, pulling my knees up to my chest. What am I doing- Calm down. Goddamn it- “You’re- you’re not-” Tears spill over despite my best efforts, and I wipe at my eyes, but it’s fruitless. “You... it’s just... you- you’re so nice, despite not really knowing me at all.”

I hug my legs and rest my head on my knees. I close my eyes and sniffle for a moment, but there’s no stopping the tears now, so I don’t even try.

“N-No one has even tried to take care of me since I was barely eighteen. I mean- Gran- Gran worries, but I only see her once a week or so, so she can’t really help; she’s in her seventies with shaky health; it’s not like she’s much able to help...”

Gran was a force of nature when I was a kid, and in my fuzziest early memories, she minded the well being of both of my parents (who, admittedly, were quite young when I was born) more than my other grandmother, who we lived with.

But that was two decades ago. A lot changes in twenty years. Her arthritis alone makes coming across town to check on them infeasible.

I’ve heard her curse selling the old house next door countless times in the last couple years. She couldn’t maintain it after Grandpa passed though; not selling wasn’t an option.

I don’t even know my neighbors that bought her old house, though. It’s a weird feeling whenever I consider it, that I spent countless hours inside there, and now strangers live there.

I think there’s a kid there. I remember seeing a kid in the backyard a couple of times.

I take a shaky breath. “And- And I mean, Ethan and Lexi are growing up and it was getting easier, but now- now there’s this whole Master thing, and my injuries, and most of the world doesn’t seem to care at all about how I’m actually doing... And I know something is coming and I’m terrified, and there’s not a single thing I can do.”

I hold tighter to my knees, and I’m dimly aware of him moving closer, though not touching me.

I just sob for a long moment, sitting there with my head on my knees and Kai watching me quietly. 

“It’s just... It’s all a lot of pressure... I’m so tired, and I’m still recovering from literally being tortured, but- I just- just feel like I haven’t even had a moment to breathe in the last two years, and it doesn’t seem like it’s getting better any time soon, and I don’t know what to do...”

I twist away from him, and curl as tightly as I can into the corner of this little window seat, wishing I could just fold in on myself and disappear.

Kai gently puts a hand on my shoulder after a moment, keeping a light touch. “Issac, I can’t promise that everything is going to be okay, and... yes, you’re right that I barely know you, but I know you’re important to Anna, and that’s more than enough for me to care about you too.”

He squeezes my shoulder slightly, and I open my eyes a crack to peer at him through my tears. He’s so nice.

“Please understand though, you aren’t alone. You do not have to carry the entire world on your shoulders and be invincible, no matter what people- what strangers tell you. You’re allowed to hurt and bottling it up is just going to make it worse.”

Hiding suffering and pain does make it worse. The feelings are there no matter how much it’s hidden and burying it can make it bubble up and explode uncontrollably, often in anger. Like... just now. Dumping all this on him like that.

It’s been something of a persistent problem in my life. I destroyed the only relationship I had before Anna with that shit.

But I don’t feel like I have any other options. I have too much to do to let on just how much everything hurts right now. Physically and emotionally. 

“Th-Thank you, Kai,” I say weakly

There’s a ripple of tessence in the air, stinging across the edges of my frayed reserve, and I shudder. I’m immediately on high alert, willing into active tessence sight, trying to find the source of the change in tessence flow.

It seems like there’s extra tessence in the system, just a trickle more, but- The crystal on the end of my staff flares up with light even though it’s not in my hand, and just a split second later, there’s a roar like thunder.

I’m falling into Kai, barely aware of the massive wave of tessence crashing over us before I black out.
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Chapter Two
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Anna

December 24th, 2018

The alarm on my phone blares, and I blindly fumble with it to shut it off, but it stops before I get my hand on it.

Huh- I groan and slowly push myself up to sitting, blinking blearily in the dark at Issac sitting on the foot of my bed. I can’t see his face, but he’s sitting with his shoulders slumped forward and my phone’s light shining on him.

“Morning,” he murmurs, and I frown.  

He’s already dressed, and for Seattle weather at that, with a sky-blue sweater layered over a white button up. 

Not that he’s been dressed for the weather here this whole time- I’ve been so worried he’d overheat in those long sleeve tees of his- but layering and a sweater is very much dressing for Seattle, and not here. 

I think he’s self-conscious about the scars from Anderson, which is why he’s always wearing long sleeves, but why is he already wearing a sweater? He’s gonna be miserable until we’re on the plane.

“Well, aren’t you in a hurry to go, Mr. Already Dressed.” I scoot towards him and nudge his shoulder. “You’re gonna get hot in that real quick.”

“Mm,” He shakes his head a little, and shifts to look at me. “I-I got most of your stuff packed, with the exception of your clothes for today, and your pajamas, of course.”

He stands up slowly, almost having to push himself up on his staff- which he has turned into a cane- and he’s visibly trembling.

I can see him take very deliberate deep breaths, and even standing he’s hunched slightly over and has his head ducked.

What happened? Why is he moving like he’s in pain? Or at least really upset about something.

“What’s wrong Issac? Are you... homesick?” I fish, hoping that he’ll correct me, since I don’t think that’s it. Or at least that’s not all it is.

“Y-Yeah,” he answers faintly, turning to face me properly. He’s moving very gingerly and still putting a lot of weight on the staff. “I guess I’m just not used to being so far away.”

I squint at him, trying to figure out if there’s more he isn’t saying. It’s hard to get a read on him in the darkness of my room. The brightest light sources here are his eyes and his staff.

... Both of which are glowing brighter than usual, come to think of it. The staff’s glow usually isn’t visible at all when he’s got it as a cane.

I blink quickly, trying to shake off the last vestiges of drowsiness, despite the ludicrously early hour. Something is wrong-

... Wait, something is wrong. Like, not just with Issac...  

I stand up slowly, extending my hand as I feel the quintessence moving through the air along it, and it’s rushing by, and making everything seem intense. I splay my fingers out, trying to play with it as it rushes by, and purple sparks visibly flash between my fingers. I jump backward, falling back onto my bed as I blink spots from my vision. 

What the-

I close my eyes to see the tessense, and it’s almost immediately blinding, as the amount is more than double what it’s been before now, and I have to immediately reopen my eyes as the brightness was overwhelming.

I turn my gaze to Issac, and he just lets out a shaky sigh.

“The nearest Nexus Point opened last night.” He says weakly, and I stand back up, approaching him. He looks exhausted, and miserable... “That’s... that’s why there’s so much extra tessence.”

“Opened?” I reach to take his hand, keeping my grip very light so he can pull away if he wants to, “What does that mean? Are you okay?”

Has he been awake since that happened? He really doesn’t look like he got any sleep at all.

Though I’m not sure he got much sleep this whole time. I never actually saw him sleeping at any point.

Not that I would know. He doesn’t like sleeping in the same room as me. We’ve been together like three months now, and it feels like he’s still holding me at arm’s length.

“I’m fine. I- I’m fine. You- you should probably get dressed, so- so we have some leeway on making our flight, t-time wise.”

Before I can say anything, he’s rushing out of the room and almost tripping over his own feet in the doorway in his clumsy haste.

Oh, he is so not fine.

I don’t understand why he won’t talk to me. I really want to help him, and he’s still holding me at a distance. 

I tried talking to him about it at the airport before coming here. I was worried- I still am- that he really didn’t like me the same way I did him. I had been taking the lead from the very start in our relationship, and he seemed like he was just nervously trailing behind. 

I couldn’t get it out of my head that taking him to meet my father was just too much. That it was too fast for him, even if he apparently wanted to talk to my dad about my mom. 

So... I just asked him, as much as I loathe serious conversations about relationships. Asked him if I was rushing him in our relationship. If I made him uncomfortable.

And he laughed. Not his cute genuine laugh that makes his nose crinkle and comes with a grin that lights up his whole face, but a soft and quiet laugh that came with a ducked head and shaking shoulders.

“Anna,” he says, not meeting my eyes. “Anna, you’re not doing anything wrong.” He shook his head and gingerly took my hand in his, though he still didn’t look at me, “I’m sorry, if I’m slowing us down.”

“It’s just... I don’t know, it’s like... you won’t even sleep in the same room as me. It’s so weird to stay the night at my boyfriend’s house and have to go to the guest room. Alone,” I sighs, “I feel like you don’t even like me. You only ever spend time with me in the day and we’re either at school, or you’re teaching me. I just... I don’t know. I’m probably being stupid...” I looked away, staring at some random point on the wall, and he gently squeezed my hand.

“I’m sorry. I know I’m... difficult...” He says slowly, and I looked back at him to see that intense violet gaze fixed on me. “I really- I really am sorry. I’ve only had the one relationship before, and it was... uh, not exactly a reasonable standard for most romantic relationships, so I have no idea what I’m doing here... But, I mean, for me, this... the time we spend together is more than I give anyone else. I have two local friends, and I see them maybe once a week, if that. Ever since- I- Before I met you, the last two years were just school, work, and making sure my siblings were okay. All of my free time was put into trying to complete my father’s research, with very occasional breaks for Morgan and Hannah literally dragging me out of the house. Meeting you,” he squeezed my hand tighter, blinking quickly as he was clearly on the verge of tears. “Anna, it – it changed my life. I’m sorry. I don’t mean to be distant. This- This is just difficult for me. I’m trying my best.”

I didn’t have a chance to respond to him then because our flight started boarding, and by the time we were seated and settled in, it felt awkward to bring it up again, so I didn’t.

It’s been on my mind this whole time, though. I never brought it back up because I didn’t want to spoil this little winter vacation. I almost wish I did.

Sighing, I get dressed. I’m really not ready to go back to cold, rainy Seattle. I don’t want to leave home again, but... 

Issac did admit to being homesick. I can’t blame him too much for his hurry. It’s just that we’re leaving my home to go to his.

I finish tying up my flower-patterned Doc Martens, and I hop up and head out to the living room where Issac is sitting on the wicker couch, kind of hunched over. He’s clutching his staff really tightly across his lap, but it doesn’t do much to hide his shaking hands.

My dad is hovering nearby, staring at him with an expression of utmost concern.

Dad notices me first and claps his hands together- the sound clearly startling Issac who jumps to his feet, lifting the staff defensively for a half second.

“Anna! Good Morning!” Dad says, the cheeriness in his tone seeming stilted and forced, “So, I best be getting you two to the airport, huh!”

I don’t pay Dad much mind; my attention focused on Issac who quickly relaxed again, the tension slipping away to sheer exhaustion again.

He smiles faintly at me and twists the staff in his hand nervously for a moment, before he puts it down to walk with it. 

I want to ask him if he’s okay, because he’s leaning on it very hard- even more than normal- and he just... he still seems exhausted and pained.

And why is my dad driving us? Couldn’t Issac just teleport us there?

He always clams up or deflects when I ask how he’s doing. I know he doesn’t like people to worry about him, but it’s so frustrating when he’s obviously suffering in silence. I don’t know how he expects me to not worry when it’s so obvious...

“I... guess I’m ready to go.” I look over at my dad, he nods quickly, a little over eager.

Issac stumbles pretty hard whilst trying to pull his suitcase, then curses under his breath.

Dad starts towards him to try to help, but Issac turns it to tessence, the luggage turning into purple light, and vanishing into his reserve. He winces, gasping slightly, but starts walking again, still somewhat clumsily, relying heavily on his staff-turned-cane.

Balance issues aren’t new, I remind myself, watching him stumble towards the door. He’s been pretty open about those. The stumbling is probably nothing to worry about, but the fact that it seems to have hurt to put his suitcase into his reserve is new.

He stops, leaning against the doorway, and he’s breathing heavily enough that I can see it from across the room.

“Are you coming?” He says softly, not looking back at me and my dad.

Dad makes a nervous little sound, before grabbing his car keys, and I follow too, still watching Issac carefully as he clambers into the back seat of my father’s car.

Normally I’d get in the passenger seat next to my dad, but... 

I do take a moment to just... take in the environment and say goodbye to my home. It’s a warm morning, even after the rain the clearly came and went in the night, and I can just barely smell the ocean, even if it lays out of sight. I’m going to miss that.

The ocean just doesn’t feel the same in Washington. All the same danger of living near volcanoes, but none of the comforts of home.

Maybe the Washington coast will feel more like home come summertime.

But right now, my boyfriend needs me, even if he won’t admit that. 

After loading my suitcase into the trunk, I climb into the back seat next to Issac, and he smiles at me before closing his eyes and leaning against the window.

“Are you sure you’re okay, Issac?”

His arm slips off the windowsill as he breathes out hard through clenched teeth, but after a moment he looks at me, putting on a very forced smile.

“I’m fine, Anna,” he says, unconvincingly given how unsteady his voice sounds.

“Well,” I lean a little closer to him. “Is it a good or bad thing that a, uh, Nexus Point opened?” I press, as Dad starts to drive.

“Anna, sweetheart, he didn’t get much sleep. Maybe you should go easy on-”

“I’m fine!” he cuts across Dad, who just sighs and focuses back on driving. How stressed out is he to be snapping like that?

... Dad... knew he didn’t get much sleep. He knew that, with some certainty. I guessed as much for how exhausted he seems to be, but I didn’t know that for sure. Was Dad up with him? What happened?

“I-I’m sorry,” Issac continues, “but I really am fine. And as for the point... I’m not really sure. It- It was Vincent, the last Master, who sealed them in the first place. He had to have done that for a reason, by why is unclear, since I... honestly can’t fathom a reason more tessence being available in the world would be a bad thing... There’s... nevermind...”

“Was... Was it a bad thing for you, personally, Issac?” I says gently, “I mean, you seem like you’re hurt.”

He winces and looks out the window rather than at me. “It... it was admittedly... a little painful-”

Dad scoffs from the driver’s seat but doesn’t otherwise say anything. 

“But I’m fine now, really,” he mutters, pressing his forehead against the glass. “Frankly, I’m more worried about what may have caused that. Why would that happen? Why now? Why here? I can’t make sense of it... I was expecting something, but not...”

I glance at my dad who dares a quick look back at me before focusing back on the road. He had to have been up last night with Issac. Did he see what happened? That scoff... it must have been a lot worse than a little painful. 

And Issac is clearly in pain right now. Not last night. Now.

“Issac...”

“I really am fine.” He says, preempting me asking again.

I sure as shit don’t believe him, though. He’s a bad liar, no matter how much he tries. But I need to try something else.

“...Right,” I murmur, “So... you really have no idea what could have caused a nexus point to open like that?”

I’m really only 70% sure I know what a nexus point is. I’m pretty sure it’s where two leylines cross, but it’s been months since I read that basics of magic stuff, and it hasn’t come up since then. It doesn’t matter though. I’m not looking for the actual answer. I’m just trying to keep him talking, so he might accidentally say something that actually reveals his condition.

He opens his eyes, looking sidelong at me, while still leaning against the window. It’s a long moment before he actually answers me.

“All I really know is that it was Vincent and Leilani who sealed them all in the first place,” he says slowly, “Every single point on the planet. It took them years, but unless it’s buried in the letters I’ve yet to translate, there’s nothing about why they did it. Or how, for that matter. I know that they faced a Mysterious Great Evil, also known as the Darkness, that’s probably going to come back, and I have to assume they’re connected, but the way Vincent’s records were meddled with by his father... it’s hard to know anything for certain, and that’s with my father’s meticulous work to reconstruct the historical record.”

He sighs, closing his eyes again, turning his head to press his forehead against the glass.

“And as you might imagine with all that, there’s nothing about why one would open now, like three hundred years later. I- I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t worried, but there’s not anything I can do about it right now.”

“Well,” I lightly place a hand on his shoulder, ready to retract it immediately should he be uncomfortable, “if there’s nothing to be done, you should try not to dwell on it. There’s no point.”

“Man,” he chuckles, “I wish it was that easy. But you know, that’s not how emotions work at all. Especially when you have an anxiety disorder. Also, people are going to expect me to do something about it. Being the Master-”

“Doesn’t entitle people to your time or mental energy.” I cut across him. “You didn’t choose this.”

Jayden calls him like once a week to check in, and while I don’t know the specifics of what’s going on in those calls, I can always see the misery about them on Issac’s face plain as day. Whatever Jayden is asking of him is too much. And that’s just the government.

It’s nothing compared to the way he’s approached in the magic district now, being treated like some kind of celebrity who they think is their friend and that they expect to fix each and every one of their problems.

It’s bullshit, especially given the way he used to be treated by the magic community. It’s so two-faced to go from being low-key ableist and transphobic to fawning over him just because he’s ‘important’ now.

“It doesn’t matter if I chose it.” He says at barely more than a whisper, then goes quiet.

I don’t know what to say to that. He’s just too freaking noble for his own good. The silence is palpable, and I give his shoulder a gentle squeeze before dropping my hand away.

I want to take his hand, honestly, but that might be a bit much. He’s so sensitive about touch and grabbing his hand would be a pretty significant touch. I don’t want him to feel worse.

He’s generally okay with very light touches, since it’s not much actual contact, and it can be broken in an instant. Handholding is... usually fine, but can be iffy, so I don’t want to push it. And anything more than that I have to ask beforehand. Clear consent must be given.

I don’t mind; I want to respect his boundaries, and the touch thing is at least partially a sensory issue, I think. But still, it’s moments like this that I wish I could just pull him into a tight hug and reassure him that it’s going to be okay.

Instead, there’s nothing I can do for him, because he won’t let me. He won’t even admit something is wrong.

When we get to the airport, I pause for a moment after Issac gets out, and lean forward on the center console toward my Dad.

“What happened last night?” I hiss, and he sighs.

“I found him awake in the middle of the night when I got up to get some water. He’d clearly already been up for a while, just watching the storm. We talked for a bit, and...” His grip visibly tightens on the steering wheel. “He’s... really not doing well, sweetheart. And that... er, nexus point thing was definitely more than just a little painful, given that he passed out from it. He was only out for a couple minutes, but he was sobbing in pain for almost an hour afterward. I just- I just stayed with him. I couldn’t in good conscious leave him alone like that,” he breathes out hard and bites his lip, “I don’t know what to tell you, Anna. He needs help, but I...”

“Thank you, dad,” I say, keeping my voice low, “I love you.”

“I love you too, sweetheart,” he says to me as I hop out of the car after Issac.
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Chapter Three
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Issac

December 24th, 2018

Normally I hate airports, since going through security in a binder can be frustrating, and often more invasive than it is for most people already, but I was in such a daze that I can’t even remember if I got stopped for chest anomalies this time.

I hazily remember talking to Anna in the car, with her asking about the... the points. I was half asleep once things went quiet, and then... we... were at the airport. I... I think Anna asked to hold my hand as we walked in, and I... I’m not sure what happened next. It’s...  I was ... I think I was seated by the window on the plane, and the blank fuzziness of it all would lead me to think I fell asleep, but I don’t feel like I got any sleep.

Christ. I haven’t dissociated like that since high school. I really was doing better, and now... 

My back is pressed against the front door as I try to get my bearings, and I know I need to go upstairs, get my binder off- I’ve been wearing it too long- and get some rest so I’m not a complete wreck for Christmas tomorrow.

But... I don’t trust myself to move right now. My head is spinning and my stomach lurches at the thought of moving. The dizziness is so bad that I’m genuinely nauseous. 

This is bad. Really bad. I barely feel like my staff is helping right now. My gaze flicks down to the staff in my hand, still turned into a cane.

... If I feel this awful while I’m holding it... would I even still be alive if I wasn’t? I certainly wouldn’t be standing.

I don’t think I’ve put it down even once since I woke from fainting at the barrage of tessence from the point opening.

Oh god, the Nexus Point. Vincent is the one who sealed them all. He wouldn’t have done that without a reason. I’m terrified of the possibilities of this. The... The Master and Nature Mages weren’t supposed to return until they were needed, and I’m worried that this- whatever this is- is why we were needed.

I’m not ready. I keep having to placate Jay. They have a million little tasks their superiors want from me, and I haven’t been able to do anything. I think they- and more accurately the Governor- is tiring of me deferring their complaints to Dr. Mendoza. 

And being near a point opening like that nearly killed me. It’s like it exploded- no, no. It was as if a dam broke, and three centuries of quintessence rushed out like a draining reservoir. I was always taught that tessence was made in the points as it released, but that there was fairly compelling evidence to the contrary. 

And I almost died.

I knew how this worked on a small scale.

Spellburn is something that just has to be waited out for the most part; treatment options are limited.

There’s Quinnavin, which boosts a person’s source’s quintessence generation and redirects part of it into self-healing on the reserve, which speeds up recovery, but that still only does so much. And there’s Quinmettadril, which forces the contents of a person’s reserve to shore up the edges of it as a stabilization in the short term.

I’m on Quinnavin still- though in the process of weaning off it- and I know I was given Quinmettadril back in D.C., but that doesn’t really matter.

Real recovery just takes time, and in that time, you’re supposed to avoid adding quintessence to your reserve as much as possible outside of your source generation, because it can irritate the damaged parts of your reserve and make it worse.

With that... I suppose it makes some cruel amount of sense that a massive wave of quintessence suddenly rushing over me would make it much worse. This basically is an unprecedented long-term case of severe Spellburn.

That much hitting me at once... I don’t even want to think about the state of my reserve right now. It has to be really bad. Probably bad enough that if I went to the hospital, I’d be given Quinmettadril.

Even the thought of it being that bad again makes me nauseous. But I need to know.

I close my eyes, focusing that second sight on myself, and my stomach flips at just how dim it is, with little flickers from my generation.

My throat feels tight, and I can’t get a breath in the wake of seeing that, and the ever-present dizziness is worse for it.

I-I can’t just ignore this. I know I can’t. This could kill me if I try to pretend it isn’t happening.

“Issac! You’re home!”

I’m snapped out of my thoughts by my sister’s voice, and I blearily turn my gaze to her standing in the living room doorway, a big grin on her face.

“Lex? I thought you and Ethan were at Gran’s?” My voice sounds strained and weak, and I honestly don’t have the energy to do anything about that.

Her brow furrows, and her smile twists immediately into a frown. “Issac?” She steps closer to me, brushing one of her long braids over her shoulder. “We came back this morning because we knew you’d be getting back today. Is everything alright?”

I can’t pretend- That would be wildly irresponsible. But... But... I mean... it’s Christmas. If I tell her what happened- how- how I feel right now... It would ruin Christmas for her and Ethan.

All they would be able to do is worry about me. I can’t- I can’t do that- I won’t do that-

I’ll just... go to the hospital after Christmas. It’s fine. I’ll be fine. I can make it... A day. A day won’t kill me.

Hopefully.

“Just tired,” my voice is almost a whisper, and her frown deepens, “I- I never really managed to adjust to Hawaiian time, so my sleep schedule is a- a wreck right now. I basically didn’t sleep at all last night, so I just... need to crash. Get out of my binder and such...”

I’m not even lying, really. I’m beyond exhausted. I’m half-ready to collapse right here in the mudroom.

“Issac, you’re shaking...” Lexi gently takes my free hand and tugs me away from the door, “If you really didn’t sleep at all, you need to go to bed now... and that’s like a six-hour flight you were on... you really do need to take your binder off... you’ve probably been wearing it more than eight, knowing you...”

She’s right. I put it on about an hour before I woke Anna, and with all the time in the airports and on the plane and... it’s probably been nine or ten hours.

I don’t fight her at all as she gently tugs me up the stairs, instead putting all my focus on keeping my balance and staying upright.

“Are you sure that you’re okay?” Lexi stops outside my bedroom door and kicks off the ground a little to look me in the eyes- not that I’m much taller than her anymore; she’ll probably end up taller than me, at this rate. She puts a hand on each of my shoulders. “You look like shit, Issac.”

Her bright green eyes look wet, and she’s biting her lip as she stares at me. I wonder if my eyes look as hollow as I feel, given how intently she’s staring into them.

“Lexi, I really am just tired.” I put a hand on her shoulder and push her back to the ground. “And my schedule is screwed up. I’ll probably be... iffy for a few days while I get back into the swing of things. Don’t worry about it.”

My schedule has felt wrong for months though, basically since we got back from D.C.. I got back some sense of normalcy, getting back to classes, but it was never quite normal again, with Jay checking in fairly often, and the weekly visits to Dr. Mendoza...

Yeah, no... It’s been hard to get my bearings for a while.  

Her frown is replaced quickly by a slight smile, and she nods. “Alright. I guess you do always seem worse when off schedule. Just, sleep well, alright?” Her smile widens a little, and she leans forward on the balls of her feet. “And I’ll keep Ethan out of trouble until you get up, alright?” She gives me an exaggerated wink before skipping off while laughing at her own joke.

... I’m genuinely shocked that she believed me. If it was Ethan, I wouldn’t have been left off half that easy.

I go into my room, carefully stripping off my clothes and changing into just a white long-sleeved t-shirt and flannel pajama pants. That’s quite difficult to do without letting go of the staff, but I manage by switching it between hands many times. Even exhausted as I am, I avoid looking in the mirror doors of my closet as always when I’m not wearing a binder.

The last thing I need right now is a spike in dysphoria. I stumble towards my bed, practically falling onto it.

God, this sucks. 

I turn over on my side, away from the mirror, and hug my staff close. I think I’m stuck with the binders too. I’m not stable enough to go into surgery unless it’s an emergency, so even if I could carve out the time for top surgery, it’s not currently an option.

Dealing with dysphoria is better than risking dying on the operating table. Especially now, in as dire straights as I seem to be.

Can I make it through tomorrow like this? I- I don’t want to... 

I can’t see Dr. Mendoza right now, but... maybe his apprentice.

If I could convince Leila to come here, that would be better than nothing. I just... can’t go to the hospital now. I know I wouldn’t be allowed to leave in my current condition.

I’m not as afraid of a fifteen-year-old trying to hospitalize me. But she’s still a skilled life mage, in an advanced education program... like Evan was. Is.

Maybe she can help, at least a little. Anything to get me through Christmas day for my family.

I force myself back up to sitting, and I catch my own gaze in the mirror, and blink several times at my reflection.

Lexi wasn’t kidding; I do look like shit. I’m even paler than usual, with almost no color in my face, unless the heavy purplish shadows under my eyes count, and my eyes just seem... duller. 

... I wonder if the damage to my reserve has started fading the purple from my eyes some. It’s been a long time since my eyes were that soft baby blue color. They were completely purple by the time I was ten, from the growing strength of my source and size of my reserve.

It’s entirely possible though, that it being so catastrophically worn down is making the quintessence fade from my irises. It would explain why they seem duller from across the room like this, if they’re returning to that light blue.

It’s unprecedented though, for quintessence to leave the eye once settled there. It’s supposed to be like... looking into someone’s soul, and if it’s going out of my eyes...

No. I’m not- I’m not dying. I’m going to be fine.

I grab my desk chair, and carefully move it around to the other side of my bed without standing up, so it’s in front of my digital piano.

Slowly, I move from the bed to my chair, wanting to stand for as short of a time as possible. I lean my cane against my leg so it’s still in contact with me.

If I stay in the bed, I’m going to fall asleep before Leila gets here, but... I really don’t want to get on my computer... so I’ll sit at my Piano instead.

...It’s been a while since I’ve played it.

Before I met Anna, actually. A lot has been happening since then... I... haven’t... had time. It is just a hobby.

Though I do sometimes wonder if I’d have been a musician in another life. Music has always been super important to me. I started learning guitar when I was eleven and piano years before that, but it was as a teenager that I really threw myself into both of them, along with the violin in the school orchestra. Even before I played any instruments, music was a life saver from my auditory issues.

It was... a distraction, from my misery at the time, and one of the few things that actually brought me joy. Music got me through the worst four years of my life before now. I genuinely don’t know where I would be without this piano and the blue acoustic guitar sitting next to it.

Fuck, not having time or energy for my literally life saving hobbies probably hasn’t helped with how awful I’ve felt. I need to be able to engage with things that bring me joy, or I’m going to fall apart again. I can’t go back to the place I was in in high school. 

I rest my fingers on the keys for a moment, before shaking myself with a sigh. Not right now. I need to call Leila.

I extend my hand, and my phone flies into it from my nightstand from the other side of my bed. I hate phone calls, but I grit my teeth and open Leila’s contact to dial her. She picks up ridiculously fast, for Christmas Eve.

“Hey Issac! Did you have a good trip? Are you calling to confirm your appointment on the 27th? We are still expecting you in at 3 sharp, especially since you missed two appointments that you would have had, had you not gone on a trip. Or are you needing to reschedule? It’d be best for you to come in as soon as possible, but if it needs to be a day later or something that’s probably fine. Or on the 26th would be great. I’ve been worried. I mean, I know you’re fine, but your condition is a little precarious, so just have had you on my mind. I know that must seem a little overbearing, but-”

God, Leila doesn’t know how to stop talking once she starts. I have no idea how to get a word in. In normal conversation, that’s fine. I like when I don’t have to lead a conversation, but right now... 

“-but really, if you ever need anything, but it’s too small to bother Dr. Mendoza with, just call me! I’m more than happy to help.”

“Yeah,” I say quickly in her brief pause. “I know, that’s- that’s why I’m calling. I’m sorry to bother you on Christmas Eve but-” I take a deep breath, before exhaling hard. “I-I’m not feeling well, and while I would really rather not go in to see Dr. Mendoza on Christmas Eve...”

“You think a checkup is wise?” She finishes, considerably softer than before, “I’ll be there in a jiffy, alright? Take it easy, though, if you aren’t feeling well... You sound awful tired...” She pauses, “See ya in a minute.”

“Mm.” I hang up, and sigh, leaning back in my chair, laying the staff across my lap. It will be okay. It will be okay. I-I’m fine. Calling Leila here is just... a precaution. 

I look blearily back at my piano, and after a moment I roll the chair a little closer to it so my feet can reach the pedals. I really wouldn’t have got through high school without this piano and my guitar. When I desperately needed to get out of my own head, I played. It really did help.

I need to engage in my hobbies, with the things I enjoy, or I’m going to lose any will to keep going. Life without joy is life that’s hard to keep living.

And music brings me joy.

I glance at the 1989 poster thumbtacked to the wall where it’s been since I was sixteen. Well, it’s Christmas. Maybe one of the Christmas songs she wrote when she was seventeen. 

Let’s see if I can still play from memory.

I softly start playing, and a few seconds later, I hear my door open behind me, and close again, as footsteps approach and sit down on my bed. I glance sidelong at my brother, a wrapped Christmas gift in his hand. 

“Christmas Must Be Something More? Really?” He smiles faintly at me, “You’re such a dork, Issac. Lex said you were going to sleep, but...” he pauses, biting his lip as he stares at me, “It doesn’t seem like you are?” He sits the present down, “From Gran, you know...”

“Pajamas,” I whisper, having stopped playing. It’s a tradition in my mother’s family; to always give pajamas on Christmas Eve, and Gran started doing it for us after Mom died. Ethan is actually in his already, which tells me he has no intention of leaving the house today, “I’m going to, soon, but Dr. Mendoza’s apprentice was worried, since I technically missed two appointments for having gone to Hawai’i. She’s stopping by, and then I’m going to sleep.” I exhale hard, closing my eyes. “God knows I need it...”

Ethan is quiet for a moment, “... Does she have reason to worry?”

I hesitate. Ethan hasn’t met Leila yet. Neither him nor Lexi have. They don’t know that it’s... fairly believable that she could just choose to come here herself, because she’s really that dedicated and that much of a worrier.

She didn’t choose to come here herself, but it’s entirely plausible that she could have. How can I get that across without him calling me on the lie here? I don’t- I don’t want him to know I called her.

“I... I don’t know,” I settle on, softly.

I’m never a good liar, but even at my best, I could never get an outright lie past Ethan. I have to have some amount of truth with this. And that that is the truth. I don’t know. I feel horrible, but genuinely some amount of that might be the fact that I haven’t slept well in a week, maybe longer, and didn’t sleep at all last night.

“She’s... like that,” I continue, still not lying, technically. It’s not actually a connected statement. He doesn’t need to know that, though. “She’s very dedicated to her job, but I’ve certainly felt better. I-I’m not sure how much of it is just being sleep deprived though...”

“Is...” he draws the word out, leaning towards me slightly, “there anything I can do to help?”

I idly press a key on the piano, quiet for a long moment before answering, “No, no. I really think I just need to sleep. For like, a year,” I laugh faintly, “But- But thank you, Ethan.”

“Nothing? Not even like, filling your water bottle or something?” He reaches behind him and grabs my half empty bottle from where it’s been all week on the nightstand. “Have you taken your meds today?”

Oh god, I have no idea. I had planned to take them before getting on the plane, but... I stored away my carry on in my reserve. Did I get my meds out at some point? I- I don’t... I don’t remember... 

Ethan leans slightly closer to me, his brow furrowed, and he frowns. “Issac,” He says, his voice low and worried. “Issac, you can’t just not take your meds.”

How did he... Ethan’s ability to tell what’s on my mind is uncanny sometimes. I know he’s not reading my mind; he just...  can somehow guess based on my face and body language.

It’s beyond me; I can barely tell what I’m feeling half the time, let alone what others are feeling. 

“I know, Ethan. I know- I just- This morning was a bit of a blur. I don’t really remember if...” I put my hand up to tell him to wait. Clutching my cane tightly in one hand, I clench my jaw and pull my carry on from my reserve, holding my breath to attempt to hide the jolt of pain as I do, but I still go very stiff despite my best effort.

I can feel his eyes trained on me as I unzip the small suitcase and dig for the blue plastic pill organizer and... ah, shit the escitalopram, Quinnavin, pain killer, and a few vitamins are still there in the little compartment for today. I didn’t take them.

Ethan sighs quietly, and my bed creaks as he stands up. “Hold up a second,” he says, brushing his hand on the back of my chair, but not actually touching me, “I’ll get you fresh water, okay? Just stay where you are.”

I don’t watch him leave, but I listen to his quick footsteps and the door open and close as he goes.

I wish he wouldn’t worry. It’s my job to take care of them. From the moment I rushed home from Mom’s death it was that way, and that was cemented the next day when dad never woke up in the hospital.

I had maybe a day or two reprieve with Gran watching them, but I had to swallow my own pain and take care of them. I was the adult. I am the adult. I’m supposed to take care of them, not the other way around.

Not like this. I-I have to get my shit together, so they stop trying to fret over me like they both have today.

I hear a knock downstairs, and the door opening, then incomprehensible sounds of Ethan and Leila’s voices.

A few moments later, Leila comes in, looking over her shoulder with a faint smile and my water bottle in her hand, “Your brother seems nice,” She says, then giggles slightly before looking at me. Her face is slightly flushed, and she’s smiling while twisting my bottle in her hand. “Oh, and he,” her smile slips as she straightens out her shoulders and looks seriously at me, “he also said you forgot to take your medication this morning? It’s really important that you always-”

“I’m well aware, Leila,” I cut her off, holding a hand out for the bottle, “I’ve had daily meds since I was sixteen. Not new to it. Just... I’m just exhausted.”

She delicately places the bottle in my hand and sits down on my bed right next to the chair, “He also seemed to be under the impression that I came here unprompted. I didn’t correct him but...”

“Sorry...” I say, popping all the pills in my mouth at once and swallowing with a large gulp of water. Augh, I hate the feeling of swallowing pills. It never gets any less unpleasant.

“Sorry,” I repeat. “They- I didn’t want them to spend Christmas fretting over me, which I’m positive they would do if they knew I called you.”

“It’s okay. I completely understand. My parents are back in Louisiana, and my sister is down in Hollywood, so I don’t have much to worry about over the Holidays, but I understand that health problems can be particularly stressful in times like these,” she smiles slightly, “I’m sure that’s why you didn’t want to see Dr. Mendoza today, too.”

“Guilty.”

I stare at the floor. If I had gone to the hospital, I’m sure I would have been admitted, and I really, really don’t want to be in the hospital on Christmas day.

She holds a hand out to me and I reluctantly take it. The touch is very warm, and feels almost hot with my discomfort, but diagnostic spells work best when in contact, and she’s a beginner. It takes intensely practiced Tessence Sight to be able to see a reserve without diagnostic spells in any detail, so with Leila, this is my only option, “It’s... probably bad... I mean... it was... visibly dimmer to tessence... sight...”

“Mm,” She squeezes my hand tighter, closing her eyes, “You’re clammy. That’s not a good sign. Let me see though...” 

I can feel the diagnostic spell, like warm pins and needles starting at my hand and washing over my whole body, and she audibly gasps, her gray-blue eyes shooting back open and locking on me. 

She lets goes of my hand, taking very controlled deep breaths as she pulls her ashy brown hair out of its ponytail to run her fingers through it.

“Bad... Bad is an Understatement, Master Riley.”

She’s nervous now. Over the past couple months, I’ve noticed that when she gets nervous around patients, she gets more formal. I think it’s some attempt to keep control of a situation. Master Riley. She never calls me by the title, unless she’s nervous.

“What happened?” She asks faintly, “This... I mean... you’re ten times worse than before you left. I- I don’t think you’d be discharged from the hospital if you were there. It’s- you’re practically as bad as you were that first day you came to Dr. Mendoza’s office at the hospital, in from D.C. Square one, Master Riley.”

“It’s- It’s- there was-” I lean into my hands, letting out a frustrated groan. “It was right before we left- just last night- I was fine most of the time we- we were there... I...”

Leila sighs and lightly brushes her fingertips on my shoulder, snapping my attention to her, “It’s okay; Issac. You don’t have to explain if you’re finding it hard to speak. I know it can be difficult for you if you’re under duress.”

She pulls her hand back and takes a deep breath, followed by several more as she ties her hair back up into a high ponytail, and takes a moment to detangle it with her fingers.

“I really need to be frank with you, though. Before you left for Hawaii, you were... stable, certainly, but your recovery had stagnated. You were okay, almost healthy even, so long as you had your staff in hand, but you were not getting any better. Dr. Mendoza was weaning you off the Quinnavin because it wasn’t helping much anymore, and it’s not supposed to be a long-term drug; it hasn’t been tested for more than four months and is usually only used for about two, and what there is known about long-term use isn’t kind to the body... But, your natural recovery had nearly stopped. All signs pointed to your reserve being permanently damaged, and... now...” She stares off at the wall, her eyes out of focus.

“... Now? Now, I don’t know. I don’t know how well you’re going to recover again, given the state you were in before. And if this damage happened all at once...  it’s nothing short of a miracle that you survived.”

Her words are heavy in the air, and I exhale, and immediately suck back in a sharp breath, which quickly turns into sobbing as I curl forward in on myself.

None of that was new information, exactly.

I’d even talked to Dr. Mendoza about the change in my prescription of Quinnavin, so I knew that the effectiveness of it was fading. That the only treatment other than time for Spellburn we have wasn’t working well anymore. I knew that my recovery was petering out, and to some degree I’d be living with this for the rest of my life. He’d even focused more on the physical therapy to cope with the symptoms, rather than trying to heal the damage...

But for it to all be said so starkly... If I was a normal mage- if I wasn’t the Master, I would be dead. I would have been dead back in September from all of this the first time.

I try to breathe deeply, to stop crying so hysterically, but it’s to mixed success, and Leila lightly places her hand on the back of mine.

“It’s okay to be hurting, Issac,” She leans in close. “Most people would be devastated in your situation. You went through hell, honestly, and considering that, you’re doing remarkably well. Your tenacity is incredible, but there’s nothing wrong with letting yourself feel your pain.”

“I can’t afford to be devastated.” I say, finally bringing the sobs to a stop, but I’m still crying.

“... Look, if anyone tries to give you trouble- Just because you were born the Master doesn’t mean anyone is entitled to your time.” She shakes her head. “We went three hundred years without a Master- the world can wait for you to recover. If they have a problem with it, just point them to Dr. Mendoza.”

“Forget the world!” I snap, wiping at my eyes. “I was already doing that; I’m more worried about Ethan and Lexi. They need me.”

She’s quiet for a long moment, looking between me and the closed door.

“...Yeah, probably, but they need you to be alive. Not letting yourself relax and just feel your pain will just make recovery harder because you’ll feel worse for burying it. I don’t really know them- though Ethan seems nice- but I can’t imagine them begrudging you your right to feel pain. I’m sure they want you to recover.”

Leila stands up, adjusting her white coat. “Listen, Master Riley, if you don’t rest, and take care of yourself and not make yourself suffer needlessly to hide your pain- then- then I’m going to have to stick by you like glue to make sure you don’t make your condition worse.”

“Leila,” I sigh, leaning forward onto the Piano. “I-I’m going to rest. I- the only reason I’m not asleep right now is because I called you.”

“I’m glad you called me. Really, this isn’t- it’s not something that should have been put off for a checkup. So, keep the staff in hand as much as much as possible, it helps you heal. And rest. A lot. Uh, I’m going to talk to Dr. Mendoza about upping your Quinnavin prescription again, given this... severe setback, and rest. Now. And do as little as possible. I’m even going to see if Dr. Mendoza would be willing to make your upcoming appointment a house call, because you need to rest. Use the wheelchair again, maybe? You have to be extremely unsteady on your feet...”

I am not going to use the chair again. Even putting aside how frustrating it was to get around my own house in it- this building is not made for wheelchairs, with stairs and tight corners, and I just- ugh. Even putting that aside, I would never hear the end of the worry from Ethan and Lexi for doing that. The cane and minimizing how much moving around I have to do at all will have to be good enough.

“... You’re not in immediate danger however; weak as you are, you’re stable. So, as long as you don’t overstrain yourself, and you rest- a lot, please- as long as you take it easy, you should be fine.”

“I know. I know I need to rest,” I sniffle and sit back up straight, spinning my chair to face her, “I will. Thank you, for coming though. I just... I was terrified that if I went to sleep...”

“... That you wouldn’t wake up?” She finishes, “It’s okay. It’s okay to be scared too. This is scary. No one has ever been hurt so badly, and so prolonged from Spellburn. I mean- Dr. Mendoza was weaning you off Quinnavin because it’s... not meant for long-term use, and he didn’t want to make you into a guinea pig, but, I mean, you are going to need it again; since it’s the only thing we know that can help with recovery from severe spellburn like this...”

“... It happened because a Nexus Point near me there opened.” I say, my gaze sliding down to the floor, fixed on the quintessence flowing along below us. “There was a barrage of tessence, and...”

“And it tore at your already frayed reserve. Oh dear goodness. Well...” She looks down at the floor, probably thinking the same thing I am.

I live directly on a Leyline. If that happened again... but the Mage’s Hospital is on the same Leyline. And it’s bad near leylines too, based on Hawai’i, so it’s not like anywhere in Seattle would really be safe. Or anywhere, since leylines are a grid over the whole planet.

“... Well, there’s nothing we can do about that.” Leila rocks back on her heels before taking a few steps backward. “There’s... there’s nothing to be done right now. Just try to rest. I- I think I’ll go now, so you can. So- so, you can sleep. Merry Christmas, Master Riley.”

“Merry Christmas,” I whisper in response, watching her go. It’s quiet after the click of the door behind her, and I exhale hard. 

It’s... it’s okay. I’m- I’m stable. Not good, but... stable at least. I’ll be okay to sleep.

I roll the chair as close to the edge of my bed as I can, sliding over onto it and hugging my cane close to my chest as I scoot back against the wall. Breathe in, breathe out. It’s okay.

I move gingerly to lie down, curling up around my cane again and fumbling to throw one of my blankets around me.

I’m so tired... With fears of dying in my sleep assuaged, the blackness of unconsciousness quickly swallows me.

... 

I jerk upright, something cold and hard-edged slams into my forehead with the force of me sitting up, and I scramble sideways, falling out of my bed before jumping to my feet with the cane that hit me in the face shifted back to a staff as I look wildly around my room for threats.

My heart is still loud and fast in my ears as I sink slowly to sit on the floor, and my throat feels tight and it’s like I’m about to throw up.

I’m alone. I’m just in my dark bedroom, lit only by my alarm clock, what moonlight makes it through my windows, and the faint glow of the crystalline tip of my staff, which I hug close to my chest. 

I’m okay. I’m okay. It’s okay. 

Whimpering, I rock backward, half under my digital piano, with by head on the pedals. The nausea is starting to fade a bit, but it’s still very present and unpleasant. I’m sure it from standing as quickly as I did, and this- this-

I’m alone. No one else is here. Deep breaths. In and out. In and out.

This panic isn’t helping the nausea.

God, what even woke me up so suddenly... I don’t... I don’t even know, but my heart is still racing from whatever it is, and it’s hard to catch my breath. 

The fuck is wrong with me? I’m just in my room. It’s not like Anderson is going to jump out of my closet to kill me.

Even still, that thought causes me to jerk upright, just barely not hitting my head on the Piano, and I stare at the mirrored door, my reflection looking haunted as it stares back at me.

God, what am I, a little kid, scared of my closet... Not daring to stand with how nauseous I am, I basically crawl over to the closet, sliding it open, just to make sure it’s just my clothes in there.

And it is. Of course, it is. I lean against the dresser next to my closet, the blue paint colored purple by the dim light of my staff. I knew it would be empty. What’s wrong with me... 

I slide backward into the closet, staring out at my room. It’s not changed much since I was a teenager. Basically, aside from my college textbooks sitting on the desk... it looks exactly the same. Like... any second my door could open with my dad coming to check on me. Having heard me moving around, because he never seemed to sleep well at night either.

Tears come unbidden, and I hug my knees as a sob tears from my throat. Two years later, and his absence seems increasingly palpable every goddamn day. Every morning I wake up hoping it was all a bad dream. Hoping it was that summer morning before I left home for the first time, and I’m going to go downstairs and find him in the kitchen with his morning coffee where I can just hug him really tight, and chose to never leave after all.

I want that more than anything in the universe. I wish more than anything that he’d walk in that door right now. That he’d pull me into a tight hug and make it all better.

The squeak of my bedroom door opening snaps me out of my thoughts, and I creep back forward out of the closet, peering out towards the door, tense and ready to jerk back into the closet in an instant.

The hall light is faintly shining in my open door, and my eyes slowly trail up from the brown slipper to... Dad?

It’s hazy, and even the light from the hall doesn’t seem to really be there, not casting any light in my room; just on the image of my father standing there. It’s a slightly fuzzy image, like I’m viewing it through a faint mist, but... it’s him, staring at my bed with a furrowed brow.

I glance at my mirrored closet door, which is still reflecting my dark and empty bedroom, before I quickly look back at my dad.

“You worry too much dear.” My mother’s voice sounds distant, like it’s from another lifetime, and I scoot a little closer to the door, holding my breath as I watch my dad, as he takes a step further into the room, his gaze still fixed on my bed. 

“I know, but I can’t help it. I wish he would stay here...”

“Dear,” My mother steps into view, putting a hand on his shoulder. “It’s not like Tacoma is far. He’s growing up; it’s time for him to spread his wings. Be his own person. It won’t be long before he and Evan get married the way they’re going. He’s almost an adult.”

Dad sighs, closing his eyes, and ducking his head. “He’s not a bird, Mary. He’s a teenager. A teenager who very recently was suicidal. Forgive me for worrying too much, but...”

“Love, Stevie, honey, that was last year. He’ll be fine.” She loops her arms around him, kissing the back of his neck, and I let out a tiny little sob, just watching this. Watching them.

What’s happening? How is this- How are they here? I- I cover my mouth with my hands whining into them as I curl forward and sobs tear through me.
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