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For my big sister,
One of my best friends
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"Do not fear the rain or the Sea. These things give us life. They are the natural cycle."

Excerpt from Ivlene’s Early Childhood Primer: Limutria

Thunder rumbles in the distance, and I cling to Mommy’s hand, tucking myself in closer to her body.

“What’s wrong, little gem?” Mommy asks, looking down at me with those pretty green eyes. She says my eyes are just like hers. So are Loxy’s. “Is it the thunder? We still have time before it gets here.”

I nod, and she offers me a comforting smile. “Can we go home now?” I ask.

“Yes. I just need to make one stop first. Here, hold your sister’s hand.”

Mommy passes Loxy’s hand to me, replacing her large, warm one with Loxy’s small, cold fingers. I wish she hadn’t let go, but I stand up straighter, determined to be the good big sister she says I am.

She steps toward the edge of the wooden walkway, and I pull Loxy closer to me. The thunder rumbles again, and Loxy whimpers. I wrap an arm around her shoulders.

“It’s okay, Lox,” I say. “We’re going home soon. The thunder isn’t here yet.”

I know I’m just copying what Mommy said, and Loxy probably knows it. But it still makes her breathe just a little easier as we wait on the bobbing walkway for Mommy to return.

I follow Mommy with my eyes until she disappears into the towering pink temple, the one she says is made entirely of rose quartz. Normally, I love coming here.

Normally, we go inside, too.

She eventually comes back out, but by now it has begun to rain. She gives us an apology and a sympathetic look, tucking something into the pouch over her hip before lifting Loxy and taking my hand again.

The thunder is louder now, and lighting arcs across the smudge of mountains on the other side of the Sea. The Sea itself is unsettled, just like me.

There is something on Mommy’s face, some look I have not seen before. Like she is afraid, too, but it’s not of the storm.

Daddy isn’t home when we get there, and we leave our shoes on the tiles by the door. Mommy pulls a clean dress from the bedroom for Loxy, a dry one. I pick up the broom in the corner to sweep out the salt, and Mommy smiles at me. My belly warms, and I smile at her approval. I’m helping, even though I’m scared.

Lightning flashes again, but she ignores it. “Make sure you change, too. We don’t want to catch any spirits of Istris just because we got caught in the rain, do we?”

I shake my head and finish sweeping, then do as she says. By the time I return, Loxy is on the floor with a pile of crystals from Daddy’s mine, stacking them into towers, and Mommy is setting dishes on a tray in the kitchen. I settle in next to Loxy, helping her until Mommy comes over to us with the tray.

Thunder rumbles again, almost reflecting the emotions I can’t quite read on Mommy’s face. She sets a couple of mugs in front of us. “Okay, my little gems. Let’s have a tea time while we wait for Dad, shall we?”

Something doesn’t feel right. We have tea when the weather is particularly bad, but this feels different. It feels like something is happening, but she’s hiding it, acting like everything is normal.

And when Daddy gets home, they fight again.
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After dinner, Mommy takes the kerosene lamp off the hook on the wall and follows us into our room. The lamp is the only light, other than the occasional flashes from the storm still raging outside. The rain hits the roof so hard I almost can’t hear Mommy’s soft singing. She settles down on the floor, her back propped up against my bed, and pulls Loxy into her lap, still humming. I climb onto my bed and flip onto my stomach, hanging over the side so I can rest my chin on her shoulder.

“Mommy, what were you and Daddy fighting about?” I ask. My stomach is in knots, and I can’t look at her as I wait for an answer.

She stops her humming and lays her cheek on my head. “Oh, just grown-up stuff.”

“Like what?”

She sighs, and I’m not sure she’ll answer me. But eventually, she speaks, her words soft and hushed like the gentlest rain falling on the Sea around us. “Elodie, you’re such a smart girl. I’m sure you’ve heard the priestesses at the temple talk.”

I bite my lip. She’s right. I have heard them. Usually, they talk about Mommy. But lately? “You mean about the Burning Rain?”

“Yes. That.”

“What is it?”

She falls silent again, rocking Loxy gently in her lap. Loxy’s eyes are slowly closing. It won’t be long until she’s asleep.

Without opening her eyes, Mommy says, “How about a story?” She stops rocking and strokes my hair, her cheek still resting on my head. I lean into her touch.

She continues, even though I don’t say anything. “Once, long ago, there were two sisters.”

“Like me and Loxy?” I can’t help but interrupt.

I feel her smile. “Sort of. Though, I hope you two are never quite like these sisters. These sisters lived in the heavens, together in the Celestial Temple. At first, they stayed by each other’s side constantly, balancing each other. They had tremendous power. The first sister, Ivlene, had power over the daytime and the light, the magic in creation and life.”

I smile. “We worship Ivlene at the temple. The Bright One.”

“Yes, we do.”

“Who was Ivlene’s sister?”

“Patience, little gem. Ivlene’s sister was Istris, and she had power over the night, the dark, Death and chaos and change.”

I shudder, and she pats my head.

“It sounds scary, but Istris was balance. She was the guardian of outcasts, the keeper of Singers—”

“Like you?”

“Shh,” she says, sitting up straighter suddenly, her eyes darting to the door. Her voice lowers. “Yes, like me. And Singers stronger and mightier than me.” She shakes her head. “Anyway. The sisters balanced each other, and both were needed for the created—us—to survive in this world. But over time, Ivlene grew jealous of Istris, of the way the ones forsaken by this world flocked to her, of how they adored her.”

“That doesn’t sound like what the priestesses say.”

Her mouth twitches. “Don’t tell anyone I said this, but the priestesses aren’t always right.”

My mouth falls open. My surprise chills me. I can’t believe Mommy said that. The priestesses would be so angry.

“While Istris gave the Singers their magic and power, Ivlene wanted the Singers to love her just as much as they loved Istris. But Ivlene’s people often hurt them, and Ivlene herself wanted adoration, not to be the mother Istris was. And so, in her jealousy, she cast Istris from the heavens. To come here. But once Istris was here, she didn’t have nearly as much power anymore, and Ivlene hoarded anything Istris could manage to find.”

“That’s not very nice.”

“No, it’s not, little gem. But they say Istris came to the world in a fire raining down from the sky. The Burning Rain. And so, to remind us of Ivlene’s power and our responsibility to her, the Burning Rain returns every twenty years. The next one is coming soon, the priestesses say.”

I don’t speak for a moment, trying to put together the differences in how Mommy tells the story from how the priestesses tell it. In their version, Istris was evil and was banished from the Celestial Temple to protect us. So that we could serve the true goddess, Ivlene.

Why are the stories so different?

Then, another thought comes to me. “So why was Daddy fighting with you?”

She sighs. “Daddy is just afraid.”

“Of the Burning Rain?”

She hesitates, and my stomach does another flop. “Kind of. But more…what it will do to me.”
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"It is in the days of endless rain that the divide between worlds is at its thinnest. The Burning Rains come at this time, and Istris comes along with them."

Excerpt from The Records of Bright

I can’t sleep that night, eyes wide open as I lie in bed. I can’t stop thinking about Mommy’s story and about how Daddy is afraid of what the Burning Rain will do to her.

But…what exactly does that mean? Mommy has always had Singing. We’re not supposed to talk about it, but she told me once that it came from the last Burning Rain. I didn’t know what that meant at the time, but now that she told us the story, my mind swims with questions. Does it mean the next Rain will change her? Make her more dangerous? Or put us in danger?

I shiver, even though the room isn’t cold. Mommy and Daddy can fix this. They always do.

When I wake up, the house is quiet. Loxy is sleeping without snoring on the other side of the room. No sounds come from the kitchen or living area. Even the rain is silent. It’s like everything just froze or crystallized over the night.

Then, something thuds in the distance, followed by a splash, like something falling from the sky into the Sea. I listen, not moving, waiting to see if it happens again.

There is a whistle of air, then another thud and splash, this time closer. The house rocks as the Sea grows restless.

I bolt upright in bed, leaning toward the window between me and Loxy. The air outside is damp, shrouded in dense fog. I can barely see a thing.

Then, the fog starts glowing orange, like the coals in the hearth. The light grows brighter and brighter, focusing into a single spot out over the Sea. The fog burns away, revealing a glowing, fiery ball that hits the Sea with such force it sounds like thunder. Waves cascade out from where it hits, rocking the house. Probably the entire village.

I hear a whimper and realize it’s my own. I turn from the window and run for Loxy’s bed. She is sitting up, rubbing her eyes, clueless to what’s going on. I don’t really know either, but this looks a lot like the stories of a Burning Rain.

I have to keep Loxy safe. We need Mommy and Daddy. Nothing can get us if we’re all together.

My heart is hammering, and I am gasping with fear. I take Loxy’s hand and pull her from bed, gently, quickly, then lead her out of our room and toward Mommy and Daddy’s room.

Mommy is gone, but Daddy is sitting up and rubbing his own eyes. “Girls? Are you all right?”

Tears prick my eyes, and I blink them away quickly. “Where’s Mommy?”

He turns quickly in bed, looking to where Mommy normally sleeps. Her spot is empty, and he leaps out of bed. He pulls the two of us into his big, strong arms, then carries us into the main room, just as another fireball hits the Sea, rocking the floor. Daddy stumbles, but he keeps his feet, holding us close, so tightly it almost hurts. His heart is beating so loudly I can hear it.

Is he afraid too? He can’t be afraid—he’s the one who fixes everything!

“Volta?” he calls, his voice loud in the quiet house.

The door to the back deck swings on its hinges as another wave hits the house, and he turns for it. Someone left the door open.

Daddy lowers us to the floor, crouching for a moment so he is level with us. He looks me directly in the eye. “Stay inside. Watch your sister.”

Then he stands and turns for the deck, leaning out and turning his head back and forth to see what’s out there.

And then he gasps and lunges outside.

I glance at Loxy, my heart still pounding. “Stay here.”

She blinks at me and shoves a thumb in her mouth. I’m not sure she understands what’s going on. But neither do I.

I creep to the open door, leaning around the frame to see whatever Daddy saw.

Then I gasp, too. The sky is on fire, glowing orange as more and more of the Burning Rain falls and the fog clears. The air around us glimmers as if something is floating on it, like salt or glitter.

And then I see Mommy.

She stands balanced on the deck’s railing, the only thing between us and the Sea that churns under us now as the Rain falls. Her face is lifted to the sky, arms stretched out wide as if inviting the Rain to her. The little specks of glitter—no, they’re more like bubbles—settle on her skin, leaving small red specks.

Doesn’t it hurt?

Daddy is reaching for her, pulling on her skirt, but Mommy ignores him. Why is she up there? Why is she ignoring him?

Suddenly, Loxy rushes out next to me, giggling and reaching her tiny, chubby arms up toward Mommy. The specks fall on her skin, too.

Mommy turns, her eyes bright with some kind of light. They dim as she turns to face Loxy. Then, she leaps down from the railing and scoops Loxy up, her face warm and happy. But the happiness fades as Daddy snaps at her, gesturing angrily.

Daddy’s gaze falls on me, and my face burns. “I told you to watch your sister.”

Then everyone is inside again. I shrink back, taking Loxy from Mommy. Daddy is still yelling, but Mommy doesn’t seem to care. She barely even seems to notice.

There is something more about her than there was last night.


three
[image: image-placeholder]


"The worlds are closer than you think, and do not be surprised to see Ivlene or even Istris walking among you."

Excerpt from The Records of Bright

We spend the rest of the night huddled on the couch together. Well, Daddy, Loxy, and I do. Mommy paces the house, eyes still bright, looking at everything around her as if it is brand new, like she’s never seen it before. Daddy follows her with his eyes, but he holds us close, not letting us up to follow her.

The falling fireballs continue through the night, too. There are whistles and explosions, waves that rock the house over and over again, and screams. So many screams from all over. A few times, Daddy looks to the door, then back at Mommy, as if deciding whether he should go help.

And then, as the dawn is breaking, the village falls silent. No more waves. No more Rain. No more screaming. I must have been asleep, because the sudden silence wakes me like an alarm.

Mommy suddenly stops her pacing and turns to us. To Daddy. “I should go to the temple. See if they need my help. Make sure…make sure no one is hurt.”

He nods once, solemnly, his lips pressed together. “Be careful. And don’t… Volta, don’t take any risks, all right?”

She looks back at him, already halfway to the door, and smiles a soft, warm smile that instantly makes me feel safe and happy. “No risks. I’ll be home as soon as I can.” She doubles back to the couch where we cower and leans in to kiss Daddy. He flinches, but only a little.

Why did he flinch? Worry that something is very wrong between them clenches in my belly.

And then she is gone, out the door with a swish of her oilskin cloak.

We sit together in silence for several long minutes after she leaves, the clock ticking away on the wall. It is so quiet.

Finally, Daddy sets us aside on the couch. “Who’s hungry?”

I smile at him and raise my hand, and Loxy bounces, clapping. Daddy makes his way to the kitchen and starts on breakfast.

Maybe everything is okay again.
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Daddy is starting to pace when Mommy finally comes home. I’m sitting on the floor with Loxy, helping her with her colors, when the door opens. Mommy slips off her shoes and hangs up her oilskin, looking more ragged and dimmer than this morning.

Daddy stops pacing. “Thank the Bright One. How is the village?”

She sighs. “One house caught fire. The family is staying at the temple until the next trader can bring lumber. But, somehow, no injuries.”

“And you?” His voice is higher than normal, tight and pinched.

She smiles, though it is tired and worn at the edges. “I’m wonderful, love.” She lays a hand on his cheek. “Have you been by the mine office yet?”

He crosses his arms, but his expression is still soft. “No, I wanted to stay with the girls.”

“Bless you. Well, you can go now. I’ll take over here.”

He nods, then grabs his own oilskin and hurries out the door. Mommy’s smile fades a little, and she comes toward us, seating herself gently on the edge of the couch and leaning forward so she can see what we’re doing.

“What’s going on here? How are you girls doing?” she says.

“Mommy!” Loxy jumps up, wobbling a little on her chubby legs. She reaches her arms out, and Mommy scoops her up, holding her close.

I rise to my feet, leaving the crystal blocks on the floor with our dolls and all the objects I was using to teach Loxy colors. “Daddy made us breakfast and lunch. It was okay, but yours is better.”

She laughs at that. “At least you got food.”

I nod and gesture at the blocks. “We were building and practicing shapes and colors.”

“Sounds like a productive day!”

I hesitate and tuck my hands behind my back, wringing my hands where she can’t see them. “Is everything okay?”

Her soft smile fades, and she turns her gaze from Loxy to me. “Of course, El. Why wouldn’t it be?”

I bite my lip. That is the question. Why wouldn’t everything be okay? Mommy and Daddy are here. We are all safe after the Rain last night.

But the sight of Mom standing on the railing as those bubbles landed on her skin, covering her in little red dots…I can’t get it out of my mind.

Mommy slides down from the couch and holds her free arm out. I scuttle close, nestling into her side as she wraps us both up in her arms. My heartbeat starts to slow as my panic calms from her touch.

She lays her cheek on my head, like she does so often. “We’re going to be fine, little gem. Whatever happens.”

Whatever happens? My stomach flops with renewed fear.

“You and Loxy and Dad have each other. And I’m here. We’re a family. But…”

I don’t speak, waiting for her to continue. When she doesn’t, I say, “But what?”

It takes her another few moments before she speaks again. She releases her grip on us and turns to face me, reaching for my hands. “If something does happen to me, promise me you’ll stick with your sister. Take care of each other.”

My heart flutters like bees’ wings. “Why would something happen to you?”

She shrugs a shoulder. “I’m not saying it will. But just in case. Know that I will always love you. You’re my sun, moon, and stars.”

“You’re mine, too,” I say automatically. But my thoughts are still on her words, and fear is curled up in my stomach.

What is going to happen to Mommy?
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"Ivlene rules all, guides all, creates all. Do not be deceived. Istris brings only Death."

Excerpt from The Records of Bright

The next day is almost sunny, so Mommy takes us to the apiary gardens. This is where the bees live, and the beekeeper, Mommy’s friend. Her daughter, Audrey, is about my age, and she excitedly welcomes us inside to the dormant hives and evergreen shrubs waiting for the rainy season to end before blooming. The ground is wet, but Audrey doesn’t seem to mind as she sets out a blanket near one of the hives, at the edge of the garden. The Sea sloshes at the edge of the garden square, on the other side of the small bulwark containing the soil and plants, but it doesn’t splash over. Even the wind is calm today, barely a breeze that ruffles my hair the way Daddy does.

Mommy and her friend bring chairs out into the garden, setting them up next to each other where they can see us playing. They are holding pretty purple teacups and doing nothing but talking.

So boring.

Audrey, on the other hand, has set out an entire picnic of snacks for the three of us. Even Loxy gets into it, pointing to the different desserts and teas she wants.

Audrey pulls out a bag filled with ribbon scraps, some of them matching the dress she’s wearing, and we start weaving ribbon crowns. I absently eat one of the cookies, something sweet and gooey and covered in sea salt, but keep my eyes on the ribbons.

Until Loxy reaches for one of the cookies, too, and suddenly the salt squares on top crystallize into tiny spires of salt, jutting up to the sky like the mountains in the distance. She giggles, clapping her hands, but I freeze. I can’t stop staring at the salt spires.

Did she do that?

I finally tear my eyes away and look back at Mommy and Audrey’s mom, but neither of them seem to notice what Loxy did.

I turn back to the cookies. Mommy isn’t looking, but Audrey is. I glance at Loxy, who is still giggling and clapping, and I slam my hand down on the cookie, crushing the salt. I don’t know how she did that—if it’s magic like Mommy’s or something else—but something tells me to hide it.

I look back up at Audrey, and she drops her eyes back to the ribbons, weaving and pretending like nothing just happened.

And that’s how it stays for the rest of our visit.
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That evening, after dinner, I pace our bedroom and tidy up, even though nothing really needs tidying. I can’t get Loxy’s maybe-Singing out of my head. What if she’s in as much trouble as Mommy might be? Should I tell someone? What if Audrey tells someone?

Will they take my sister away?

My heart is hammering like the wings of Audrey’s bees. Even cleaning imaginary dirt in our bedroom isn’t helping.

And then I stop pacing as Mommy’s singing—her actual singing voice, not her magic—filters through the curtain door. I should tell Mommy. Before Daddy comes back from the mine. Right?

Before I can lose my nerve, I make my way to the curtain, pulling it aside and finding her sitting on the couch with Loxy. She has her arms wrapped around my sister, singing an old nursery song.

And in her hand, she’s holding one of the selenite columns from the mantle. The selenite shifts quickly between shapes, mimicking the words of the song. Loxy laughs and burbles, enjoying every minute of the entertainment.

I thought Mommy could only control salt. Now crystals?

“Mommy?” I say, stepping into the room.

The selenite quickly shifts back to its usual tower shape, and she sets it down on the table in front of her before turning toward me. “Elodie? What’s the matter, little gem?”

My eyes dart to the selenite and then back to her. “What were you doing?”

Her cheeks flush red. “Nothing, baby. Just playing with Loxy.” The words are normal, but her voice trembles.

I tilt my head, giving her a more critical look. I already know about her Singing. Is she afraid of what I saw?

I push forward with my original reason for coming out here. “I need to talk to you.”

She presses her lips together and pats the cushion next to her. “Well, okay. Let’s talk.”

A wrinkle appears between her eyebrows as I join her and Loxy, a worry that hadn’t been there when it was just the two of them.

I plop down on the cushion and stick my hands under my thighs, swinging my feet. Even though I made up my mind to tell her, it’s still hard to form the words.

“What is it?” Mommy asks again, the crease in her forehead deepening.

“It’s Loxy,” I say.

Loxy looks at me, her eyes glittering as I say her name. How much does she understand?

“What about her?” Mommy says, glancing at my sister before looking at me again.

“I… Well, today when we were visiting Audrey, she did something.” I bite my lip.

“And what’s that?”

Instead of answering, I walk over to one of the shorter tables and pick up a cube of halite. It’s pink even in the dim evening light. I bring it back to the couch and hand it to my sister.

Loxy takes it gleefully, and just as I’d hoped, she starts playing with it. Like Mommy with the selenite, Loxy morphs the salt cube into different, simple shapes. Then, she separates it so that the salt is pure white, then morphs it back to pink.

Mommy gasps. “Halosinging?”

I nod, biting my lip again. “Are we in trouble?”

Mommy blinks and looks back at me, then pulls me close, rocking us both. “No, no, baby. We’re fine. It’s okay.”

I must have started crying, because she leaves a kiss on the top of my head, then pulls back and wipes a tear from my face.

“It’s going to be fine, Elodie,” she says again. “We just have to teach Loxy to keep it safe in the house.”

“But she’s just a baby!”

“She’ll learn. Like I did. Like I do.”

I nod solemnly, looking at the floor, thinking. Then I flick my eyes back up to her. “What about the selenite?”

“You saw that?”

I nod again.

She sighs. “Yes, I have new magic. The other crystals now, not just Halosinging. And…other things.” She looks away.

“Other things?”

But just then, Daddy opens the door and steps in, filling the quiet house with his booming voice as he launches into conversation about his day. I know he doesn’t like to hear about Singing, so I bite the rest of my words back. The time for talking is over.
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"Give us water, for the Sea is high. Give us shelter, for the rains are falling. Give us hope, for we are hopeless."

Excerpt from Istris’s Prayer of the Lost

Thunder shakes the house, and I startle awake. Loxy starts crying, and I blink the sleep out of my eyes and hurry over to her. I wrap her in my arms as the rain pelts the window between our beds, and then I hear the yelling from the other room.

“How could you hide this from me?” Daddy’s voice booms. “From all of us?”

Thunder rumbles again, loud and deep. Mommy’s voice is too soft to make out the words, but it isn’t soft because she’s calm. It’s that scary soft angry voice we hardly ever hear.

“They’re going to come for us!” Daddy says.

I shudder. “They” can only mean the rest of the village. Or the priestesses. Maybe even High Priestess Cydia herself.

I thought we were safe now. Mommy said it would be okay.

Lightning flashes, followed immediately by more thunder. The storm must be directly overhead. With every raindrop against the window, every peal of thunder, every flash of lightning, my heart flutters. There is something wrong with this storm. There’s something in the air, something I don’t understand.

Loxy trembles against me, but I stand up, keeping my arms wrapped tightly around her as she whimpers. I lead us toward the doorway, stopping just before the curtain, where I can hear better.

Mommy’s voice is still soft, but now I can hear her words. “You worry too much—”

“And you don’t worry enough!” Daddy cuts her off. “I know this storm isn’t natural. I know it’s you. Do you really think Cydia won’t figure it out? Do you really think they’ll let you stay here?” His voice breaks on the last word. I know there are tears in his eyes. He only ever cries when they fight like this.

I press my lips into a line and hold Loxy closer. She is quiet now, no longer trembling, but her tears soak the front of my nightgown. I stroke her hair and lower my head to hers, locking her against me.

I’m the big sister. I will always take care of her.

The fighting goes on like this for what seems like forever. I don’t even know how long we’re standing there. Then Mommy’s footsteps start coming toward our room, and I hurry Loxy and me back to her bed, climbing under the covers with her. The storm seems to have gotten quieter, the thunder softer and the rain a trickle rather than a downpour.

The curtain lifts to the side, and Mommy pokes her head in. Her face is wreathed by her hair, wild and alight with the lamplight from the other room so it looks like she’s glowing. Her skin even looks like it’s glowing. Maybe it’s not the light behind her after all.

I quickly squeeze my eyes closed, hoping she thinks we’re asleep, but she comes into the room anyway and settles on the floor next to Loxy’s bed. Next to us. She reaches a hand out and strokes the hair away from both of our faces, and the tension of squeezing my eyes closed smooths.

I open them. She knows I’m awake. “Mommy?”

“Shh,” she says softly. “It’s okay, little gems. Everything will be okay.”

But she is still glowing with that light, and now I know for sure it’s coming from her. Our room was dark until she came in. Now it’s dim like the first rays of dawn.

I don’t say anything else and close my eyes again. Loxy snuggles against me, snoring as she falls into a deeper sleep. Eventually, Mommy stands and leaves the room, and I finally sleep again.
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The next morning, the house is quiet when I wake with Loxy. Too quiet. Like it’s empty. Even the rain outside seems to have stopped, the sky a cloudy gray like it’s just waiting for the right moment to open up again and drench us all.

I slide out of the bed, holding Loxy’s hand while she follows me. We make our way to the living room, and I assume Mommy and Daddy are still asleep. But instead, Mommy stands at the door.

Something isn’t right.

Her skin flashes with light, kind of like the glow from last night, and her hair drifts around her face like she’s standing in the wind.

Except we’re inside the house.

Then she turns to glance over her shoulder at us. Light flickers in her eyes like the sparks from a fire, and she smiles as her eyes flash between normal and alight.

She turns and walks out the door.

My heart pounds so hard I can barely breathe. My hand grips Loxy’s tighter, and I pull her along, following Mommy. Where is she going?

Mommy is already halfway down the plank walk to the center of the village, and I start to run to keep up. Loxy stumbles behind me, and I slow enough so she doesn’t fall, but I can’t take my eyes off of Mommy. My stomach is in knots, and I want to throw up.

Something is really, truly wrong.

Something bad is going to happen. I just know it.

The wind starts to pick up, and then rain drips from the heavy clouds. Mommy is a beacon of light ahead of us.

And the village is starting to notice. One by one, villagers are stepping out of the doors of their houses, their heads craned to see Mommy down the walkway. The light around her body is growing, turning into what looks like flickers of white flame.

I hurry us forward, not stopping for any of the villagers calling out to us.

We are passing the temple now, and the priestesses are gathering outside, standing in the knee-deep water surrounding the building. Their faces are a mix of fear and anger.

And then High Priestess Cydia herself steps out, standing at the top of the stairs. She holds a moon-shaped blade in her hand, its bright silver metal shining in the rain.

Lightning flashes, quickly followed by thunder. It’s not strong yet, but I feel it growing, like last night.

The priestesses vanish inside one by one, only to reappear with their own weapons. Dread coils tighter in my stomach.

Mommy is in trouble. Maybe all four of us are. How could they let us stay here after this? Daddy always told us Singing was dangerous, that Singing wouldn’t be allowed in Limutria.

I glance back at Loxy. What about her? What will they do to my sister? She’s so young, so small. We both are. But don’t we deserve a chance?

I hurry after Mommy, dodging the flurried run of the priestesses past us, trying to shield Loxy as much as I can. This isn’t going to end well, but maybe we can stop it.

We turn the corner toward the apiary garden, and my stomach drops. Mommy is now shining more brightly than ever, tiny whirlwinds spiraling away from her body, lightning flashing constantly, thunder booming ominously.

And suddenly, strong arms grab me, pull me back into the shelter of an awning, under the protection of one of the buildings around the garden. Keeping me away from Mommy. From the priestesses.

Mommy is like a torch now, flames of purple and pink and white licking at the air around her. Crystals sprout from her open palm like seedlings, the tiny tornadoes joining them to rush past and around us, surrounding us. Her eyes are two bright orbs of silver.

There is nothing left of Mommy in those eyes.

I stumble back, stepping on one of the crystals. It snaps under my bare foot, and I pull my leg back with a hiss. Loxy reaches toward the broken crystal, touching one stubby finger to the jagged edge of salt. It regrows, reforms, repairs itself back into the salt crystal formation.

I look up at her with wide eyes. I had hoped it wasn’t true. That what I showed Mommy wasn’t real. Was just a dream.

But I can’t deny it now. Loxy has Singing.

I glance up at Daddy, but his eyes are fixed outside, past the edge of the awning where the priestesses fight with Mommy. They’re backing her toward the edge of the garden wall, and now I know what is happening.

They’re trying to force her out of the village.

Three priestesses with their elegant robes and pretty makeup stand between us and Mommy, holding their moon-shaped blades in front of them like they always do when protecting the village. Mommy hurls wind and fire and crystal in their direction. They knock back every attack, and Mommy is pushed farther toward the edge of the village.

Mommy roars, and High Priestess Cydia steps forward, her voice clear and ringing with power stronger than just a human’s voice. “Volta, we will not allow you to live here as you are. But if you let us help you, cleanse you of the magic that infests your spirit—”

Mommy lets out another great roar, and the Sea begins to build behind her, like during the worst of storms. She hurls another fireball at the priestesses, and the sky crackles with lightning.

High Priestess Cydia deflects the fire with one flick of her weapon. Only a single piece of her hair falls in front of her eyes, the rest of her completely composed and perfect. “Volta Shayde, you are hereby banished from Limutria.”

Mommy runs at the priestesses, but suddenly, it’s as if a wall surrounds the village, one no one can see. Mommy throws herself against it for what seems like an eternity, trying to get back inside. Back to us, I’m sure of it. Every time her body hits that wall, I flinch. Daddy crouches down next to us, and I bury my face in his shoulder, not wanting to see any more.

Eventually the noise dies down, and I turn just in time to see Mommy running out into the Sea, the storm chasing her into the distance.

Silence falls. She’s gone.
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"May the rain guard you from the fire."

Excerpt from a Limutrian traveler’s prayer

The house is quiet again when we return. Daddy’s face is like a statue, unmoving, unfeeling. He holds our hands, one of us on either side of him, as we step through the door.

It feels so empty without her. Without her laugh, her smile, her quiet talks with us.

I only make it to the edge of the tiles before I dissolve into sobs.

That breaks Daddy. He kneels to scoop us both up and carries us to the couch, holding us close as we cry together.

Limutria broke our family. I can only hope that somehow Mommy comes home, that we find her again. She’d never leave us, not if she had any say in it.

But what is wrong with her? Why was she like that, full of magic? She didn’t look like herself at all. Is she even still there, or did something else take over?

We stay on the couch together until the light fades with evening, and Loxy’s stomach grumbles. Daddy sits up suddenly, setting us on the couch without a word, and goes to the kitchen. He puts together simple sandwiches, just slices of bread with honey and nut butter, and brings them over to us.

It’s nothing like what Mommy would have made, and I almost start crying again.

I look up at Daddy. His face is almost stoic again, but I can see the strain of keeping his face calm, the way his wrinkles deepen with the effort. If I break down again now, so will he. And then Loxy will also lose it.

Mommy’s not here, but someone needs to keep us together. Someone needs to protect what is left of our family. Protect Loxy.

I look back at the sandwich, so simple, so little. Daddy never was much of a cook, not like Mommy.

I pick up the sandwich, looking at what is left of my family. I’m the big sister. I’ll take care of us. Nothing bad will ever happen to any of us again.

Not if I can help it.
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Twenty years have passed since the events of Salt in the Wind, and things have changed between Elodie and Loxy. Find out what happens with the sisters in their exciting, subtly sapphic fantasy novel, coming in 2024!

Preorder now or subscribe to Jenna Pine’s newsletter so you don’t miss the release!
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