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For everyone who’s ever questioned
what they were taught as children,
who learned to take care of themselves
when the people they trusted failed them.




For my sister, who is one of my best friends:
We’ll always have the Sister Thing.
And my sister-in-law: one of my favorite people ever.
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ELODIE

"The world was born in fire, but forged of crystal. Sefella could not prevail over the power of Ivlene."
Excerpt from The Records of Bright

THE SKY IS ON FIRE. 
I catch my breath and rub the sleep out of my eyes, jolting up and pressing myself so close to the window that my breath fogs the glass. The sky is burnt orange and soot black, the clouds burning away as streaks of fire rain down at regular intervals. The night had been dimly lit by the storm clouds, but now, well after midnight, it glows with the fire of Sefella herself. From this side of the house, I can see people running along the plank walks, the pounding of their steps sending ripples across the surface of the sea and rocking the entire village where it floats.
The screams turn my blood to ice, my pulse pounding in my ears.
I throw a shawl across my shoulders and rush to the living room. Dad is on his feet, a look of shock painting his face. He sets the mine ledger in his chair as he bolts for the door. 
My heart lurches. Where is Loxy?
I follow on Dad’s heels, wringing my hands, and burst out into the unnaturally dry air. He takes off toward the mine offices, but I stop, frozen at the door.
Outside is chaos. Small children scream, pointing to the sky as their mothers and fathers tuck them into their arms and try to turn them away, back to their homes, to protect them from the wrath of the Bright One falling on our heads. Each rock that falls shakes the seabed, sending waves toward our little village.
What did we do to deserve this? Again? My heart races, and I push away the foggy memories I have of the last time this happened.
Of Mom…
I have my suspicions about why this is happening again, but I can’t think about them now, can’t worry about the possibility. I have to find Loxy. Make sure she’s okay.
Another boom thunders, followed by a deep splash. Stones hit the sea all around, but this one…this is much closer. A shockwave of salty water surges over the walks closest to the impact, and I yelp as the water rushes over my feet, its temperature several degrees higher than it should be this time of year. The heat prickles my skin, penetrating my numb feet, and I catch my breath, on the edge of hysteria.
I blink back tears. Unbidden, images of the last time this happened flood my vision. Mom, on fire with power no one should have.
Loxy, following her into the danger.
I shake my head, trying to clear the images. The last time Sefella visited was exactly twenty years ago, yesterday. The anniversary of Mother’s exile. And now, it’s happening all over again.
It’s our fault. It has to be. Especially after what happened before…
I could have done better. I could have found help for Loxy, before it was too late. 
Is it too late now?
What will the village think this time?
Maybe I should have forced Loxy to seek help. Maybe if I had done that, none of this would be happening.
I shake my head and turn back to the sky, fixing my eyes on the horror before us. The village rocks again where it floats. Since it’s been raining for a few weeks already, the entire village bobs and sways with each wave, each impact, at least half a foot above the sea bed. Then it yanks to a stop again, throwing me off balance, as it reaches the end of the ropes that anchor it to the ground or connect this path to the paths and houses around it. 
It is almost never this rough, even during the rainy season.
Something tingles across my body, raising the tiny hairs on my arms, and tiny lights drift down from the sky, like the sparks popping off a fire. They buzz as they touch my skin, and I jump back under the awning of the door.
I’ve seen this before.
The lights follow, drawn to me like feathers on a stormy, static-filled day. I gasp, trying to escape, but it’s no use.
Elodieee…
A voice on the still air, floating like the sparks buzzing against my skin, a whisper full of honey. I look around, but the only people I see are villagers, all people I know and none of whom sound so soft, so comforting, especially not now, threatened by the burning skies.
Loxy bolts down the walkway behind me, almost slipping into the sea. I’m so relieved to see her, I can’t even think about where she might have gone so late. “El!” she yells, voice shrill and hoarse.
I look over, my eyes still wide as the sparks land on my exposed skin. “Lox!” I reach my hands toward her, and she runs into my arms.
Loxy shakes in my embrace, and I look around for Dad, but he’s long gone by now. Would he have stayed if I asked? It is selfish of me to even think it when the mines need him more than we do.
The buzzing sparks are starting to hurt, and I grit my teeth against the pain. I look at the bare skin of my arms—they are covered in tiny round burns, the same kind I get when I stand too close to the fire in the hearth or the cookstove.
Elodie…
The voice tries to numb my thoughts like a sedative, but I shake it away, focusing on the pain of the burns.
“Loxy, do you feel that?” I ask, pushing her back from me.
I see the pain in her eyes before she nods, and I grab her and drag us both through the door into our house. But even here, behind closed doors, the sparks still burn my skin and the red specks still appear on Loxy’s arms. We sink down to the ceramic tiles inside the door. The chill of the tiles calms me, but only enough that I am no longer in a blind panic.
I clutch Loxy close to me, and we wait for the fire to cease raining from the sky. For the screaming to stop. For the day to end.
We wait.

      [image: image-placeholder]The rain pattering against the windowpane pulls me from my exhausted sleep. I blink my eyes open and try to focus on the room, but it is too dark. Not even the coals in the hearth cast light into the room, their dull red glow nearly extinguished. It has to be close to dawn by now, though I don’t know how we fell asleep in such fear. And now the screams are silent, and Loxy snores softly in my arms where we lay tangled together on the floor.
The tiles beneath us—a feature of all Limutrian homes to keep salt, water, and sediment from building up throughout the seasonal changes—are too warm beneath us. That must mean the Sea is also too warm.
I rub my eyes again, reorienting myself. It’s so quiet.
Then I remember the Burning Rain, Sefella, my fear of what the village will do now.
Ivlene, preserve us.
Heavy footsteps tread down the planks of the walk outside, and the vibrations shake into the house under the entryway’s tiles. The steps rattle the wall behind my back, and I watch the crack under the door as the barely visible shadows of feet stop outside. The knob turns, and I shake Loxy awake, not daring to remove my eyes from the knob.
This is it. They are coming for us, just like Mom. They are going to cast us out of the village or, if we are very lucky, kill us.
My chest constricts, and I stumble to my feet, pulling a bleary-eyed Loxy up with me. We step back, away from the door, away from whoever is trying to enter, just as the door swings open and narrowly misses our toes. A large, dark form fills the doorway. He shakes out his oilskin and reaches up toward the lamp by the door, turning the key to illuminate the room.
“Thank the Bright One you’re safe,” Dad breathes as he hangs his oilskin over the peg on the wall. It’s the most I’ve heard him say in weeks. He turns and looks at us. Though, as has become his habit, his gaze rests more on me than Loxy.
I sigh in relief. It’s just Dad. Not a mob, not the wrath of Ivlene. My heart begins to slow again. “Yes, we’re fine. Where have you been?”
“Doing what I could to protect the mine office.”
I nod and release Loxy, watching my fingerprints appear on her arm in stark red.
“Everything fine here?” His eyes scan the dark room, trying to find anything out of place.
I look around, too. A few pots are on the ground, thrown there by the waves that rocked the house, and many of the crystals fell from the shelves, but overall, nothing of value seems to be destroyed, no food lost.
I make my way to the kitchen and dig around in one of the island’s drawers until I find a match. I strike it on the book and hold it to the wick in the kitchen’s kerosene lantern. The room is immediately twice as bright, filled with a soft orange glow.
It still isn’t enough to reach all the dark corners, but for now, it will do.
“What a mess,” Loxy says, her eyes on the shelves of Dad’s treasures from the mines. This shelf seems to be the most damaged, with almost every crystal overturned or on the floor. She kicks casually at a broken spire of white with her slippered foot.
“It could have been worse,” I say, striding toward the lantern by the hearth. “At least the house wasn’t hit.”
“A few on the other side of the village were,” Dad says. “The brigade is still busy with the fires.”
“Where will the families go?” I ask. I hold another match to the next wick, and the room brightens more.
“Their neighbors have offered to take them in. One or two will stay at the guest house. Only one of the houses had been completely destroyed when I left the office.”
I shudder at the thought. It could have been our house smoldering on the Sea, but for some reason Ivlene spared us. I lift my eyes skyward and mumble a small prayer of thanks on our behalf.
Maybe our family isn’t cursed after all.
Loxy kicks at another broken bit of rock on the floor, then reaches toward the crystal. Her fingers wrap around a bright white tower of selenite, and then it explodes into a million fragments.
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LOXY

"The Bright Ones were born sisters, twins of the same celestial blood, two faces of the sky. Ivlene was born to rule the day, the very face of the sun, while Sefella was the moon. And like these two faces, the sisters were to share in the power of the world."
Excerpt from The Records of Bright

I jump back as the shards of selenite strike my bare flesh. It stings, but nothing manages to pierce my skin, at least not as far as I can tell. I blink, my heart pounding, and back away from the crystals, stunned. 
What was that?
My ears ring, a sound like chimes I hadn’t noticed before touching the crystal. The room distorts and dances before my eyes. The ringing grows louder and louder, and I clap my hands over my ears in an effort to subdue it, gasping as it digs into me and forces the air from my lungs.
But it does nothing to quiet the ringing.
The ringing vibrates my skull, shaking my thoughts until they are mush. I squeeze my eyes closed tightly and clench my teeth as the ringing turns painful. I sink to the ground, slamming my knees against the hard plank floor, but I barely feel it over the pain in my head.
Loxy…a voice whispers.
Hands grab my arms, and the ringing begins to fade.
“Loxy! Lox!” I begin to hear again. “Are you okay?”
I open my eyes to the concerned face of El. Dad stands several paces away, and the expression on his face can only be described as horror.
My stomach sinks.
I blink away the last of the pain and rise to my feet. My arms sting, but I’m not sure if it’s from the shattered crystal or the sparks from the Burning Rain. I glance down at my arms where the sparks fell. Tiny red dots pepper my skin like spices on a roast. 
Where did they come from? The sparks? They weren’t red, like the embers of a fire would glow. The sparks were all the colors of the rainbow shining against white light, like tiny bubbles.
Bubbles that burn?
El steps back next to Dad, her eyes almost as wide as his. “What was that?” she says softly.
“Loxy?” Dad says, his voice trembling. I look up into his watery eyes, his image blurring as my own fill with tears.
I study my hands. Nothing seems different. “I don’t know.”
Dad raises a hand toward me, his eyes wide, and opens his mouth to speak. But no sound comes out.
He looks so broken.
Slowly, he sinks to his knees, his face blank.
I turn to El. “What’s going on? What’s wrong?”
El glances outside, turning the ring on her finger around and around. Mom’s ring. The silver one with the aquamarine stone. Her face is pale, and she doesn’t speak, her large seafoam eyes full of pity. 
And fear.
“El? Dad? Please! Say something,” I plead.
Dad stares at the floor, still in shock, and El forces a wan smile, still twisting the ring. “It’s just that…for a moment, you looked exactly like Mom.”
My heart flips. Like Mom? Why would Dad…
Then it dawns on me, like the sun when it breaks over the distant horizon and reflects across the water outside the window.
Not just Mom. Mom. The mom they drove out twenty years ago.
Mom with her magic out of control.
The Burning Rain brings change. I don’t know where the words come from, but the truth burns as much as the fire that fell from the sky.
Tears fill my eyes again, fear squeezing around me like a vise. I look back at my hands, still no different save for the few burns from the sparks. But now they shake, trembling uncontrollably. Panic grips me in earnest.
They are going to kill me, just like they tried to kill Mom.
I turn on my heel and run from the house, ignoring El’s cries for me to wait. I sprint down the walk, toward my safe space, toward the apiary’s bushes and office and Audrey, my Audrey, tears streaming down my face, heart flying like a bird across the surface of the sea. El doesn’t follow, or, if she does, she doesn’t try very hard to catch me.
The night is close around me, the darkness stretching out in every direction, all the way from the mountains to the faint glow of Aeglora in the distance. The water is inky black, so dark that I fear slipping off the walkway, even though the water would only come to my knee. But even my fear of falling isn’t greater than my fear of whatever is happening to me.
And so I keep running, tears blurring my eyes, heart pounding until my chest aches.
I slide around the turn toward the apiary, barely registering the shouts of villagers as I shove past people, hardly smelling the smoke that drifts across the waves. Clouds have moved back in, lightening the predawn sky, and rain begins to fall, first speckling and then drenching my dress.
I stumble to a stop on the walk outside the apiary square and bend over, taking a moment to catch my breath before slipping into the office. I push the door closed behind me, softly, and lean back against it, heart still pounding and breath shallow.
“Loxy?” Audrey says, causing my heart to flop again in my chest. She stands by the desk, sweeping up bits of broken glass. Her dark hair glows in the lamplight.
I raise a shaking hand. “N-no. Stay there. Please.”
“Loxy, what are you doing here?” She brushes off her hands over the pile of glass shards and steps toward me.
My heart stutters forward in a panic. What if the crystals come again? What if I hurt her?
What is happening?
“Please, Audrey, something’s wrong. Stay there!”
She isn’t listening.
“Calm down, Bumble. Deep breath. What’s going on?”
The nickname is a bit of familiarity, of comfort in a world that is careening out of control. It is a tonic, and I find my breath burns less in my lungs and my heart slams into my sternum with less force.
I take a breath. “There’s something wrong with me.”
An unbidden memory of salt crystals sprouting from a door frame springs to mind, and I wince, recalling the way they had sliced Dad’s arm. The look of fear on his face. I was so young at the time, barely a toddler. How did I even remember that?
Audrey takes another step toward me, and the panic is back. I gasp and sidestep away from her.
“Then let me help,” she says, her voice calm, a balm on my torn soul.
I think of crystals, of the explosion at the house, the cut on Dad’s arm years ago. Magic I’ve always had, though I’ve kept it hidden, but this is so much worse. This is dangerous.
My magic could really hurt her. For the first time in my life, it is the magic, and not the villagers—not the priestesses—that scares me.
“Please, Audrey. Stay there. I don’t want to hurt you!”
But Audrey is already in front of me, taking me by the shoulders. She strokes my shoulder with her thumb. “You won’t hurt me. See? I’m fine. Now, what’s going on?”
I let out a strangled cry as I push her hands away, then hear a grind of earth as crystals sprout from the door where I had been standing. She pulls one hand to her chest, her face pale, but she is not injured, at least not that I can see.
My gaze moves to her eyes, expecting fear, hurt…but I see neither. Not even surprise. Her eyes are as kind and calm as ever. Did she know? What other explanation is there for her serenity?
“How long?” I say. “How long have you known?”
She takes a step toward me, running her finger gently along my jaw. My skin tingles where she touches it, leaving a warmth that spreads through my body. My heart begins to slow, and I look to her with desperate eyes, seeking the comfort she always brings me.
No one else has this effect on me. No one ever has. Even she didn’t have that effect on me until I got to know her. Until we were so close I couldn’t imagine life without her. That’s what it’s like to need feelings, to need emotional attachment and bonding and trust before finding out I’m attracted to someone.
Audrey gestures toward the chair at the desk. “Please, Loxy. Will you sit down now?”
I do as she asks but keep my eyes fixed on a jar of honey next to the apiary ledger. Drops of water and more glass litter the book and the desktop. I interrupted her from cleaning up the mess left by the Burning Rain only to bring her a different kind of mess.
Audrey slides another chair across the floor with a scrape and settles in next to me. “Now. Start from the beginning. Tell me everything.”
So I do. I tell her about the salt. About how it Sings to me, how it always has. How Elodie has been afraid, how I have been afraid. How we’ve hidden it.
I pull a small pouch of salt from my pocket. I dump cubes of pink halite into my palm and feel the buzz of salt magic at the contact. It’s familiar and safe, at least here. As long as no one knows.
I let the Song of the crystals soothe me as I play with the structures, collapsing the crystals and reforming them, pulling the salt out of the impurities, then mixing them back together. Demonstrating for Audrey.
But she already knows.
And then I tell her. I tell her how the magic has grown. What happened during the Rainfall.
Am I a monster?
Eventually, Audrey places her hand over the salt, lowering it and looking at me with such warmth that I have to turn away, hide my tears.
“Everything is going to be okay, Bumble,” she says again. She hesitates, and I look back in time to see her brow furrow. “But maybe we should think about backup plans.”
“Backup plans?” I say numbly.
“Do you think Elodie will keep this silent?”
I open my mouth, but nothing comes out. I don’t know the answer. El is always too concerned with the temple, with the will of the priestesses. She’s been trying to have me “cleansed” for years, though I’ve refused.
I’m not like her. The temple has never accepted me, and honestly…I’m not sure I really accept them, either.
And now? What will Elodie do?
What if she’s at the temple even now?
Audrey rises to her feet, pulling books down from the shelf over the desk. “We could leave. We’ve talked about it before. Just you and me.” She tosses a smile over her shoulder, and I can’t help returning it. “A fresh start, where no one knows you. Where there’s no black cloud over your family and no Elodie to tell you how to live your life.”
I lean forward. “There’s the capital, Aeglora, where we would merely be faces in a crowd. Or Salitas, by the coast. We could live on the beach and just enjoy the sunsets every day. Or even Ryth Hollows, where I might have a chance at actually becoming a healer.”
Audrey smiles again. “That’s the spirit! So, a backup plan. If something happens, we leave. You and me.”
Me and Audrey. It sounds almost too good to be true. Could Mom be out there somewhere, too? I may never know.
At least, not if I stay here.
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ELODIE

"In the beginning days, the balance was true. Ivlene ruled the happy occasions of life, the births and marriages, and Sefella held the brokenhearted and carried the dead to the Underworld."
Excerpt from The Records of Bright

I run my fingers through my tangled hair as Loxy disappears around a corner. I had tried to follow her, but she’s so fast. My eyes are wide, heart pounding as I let her go. What if she betrays our secrets? Is this what will finally bring the eyes of the priestesses back to our family, deciding we are dangerous, kicking me out of the temple? 
What if she hurts someone?
I squeeze my eyes closed. I don’t know if I’m more worried about her or our family…or my place at the temple. We could lose everything.
She couldn’t control just any crystal before now; she had no link to a crystal that wasn’t salt. And I know for a fact that the crystals Dad had lined up on that shelf were very much Not Salt. In truth, she’s always had a bit too much interest in those crystals, as if she secretly wanted this all along.
My stomach aches. Halosinging, while still a horrible blight, was at least benign. But Crystallosinging? I’m not so sure. Especially since that’s how everything had started with Mom. If anyone finds out…
Should we leave and start over elsewhere? Would she even be safe somewhere else?
I know where she’s going now, though. She’s made no secret of her love of the apiary. And she talks about Audrey nonstop, the only person she’s ever seemed to really care about here. Her only friend. More than a friend. I’ve never had a bond like that. I’ve never really wanted one: no husband or wife, no life partners. All I’ve wanted is the temple and maybe a few friends.
Will I lose even that now?
Before, when it was only salt Loxy could control, there was hope the priestesses could help. But I have a horrible feeling in the pit of my stomach. I’ve heard how they speak of Crystallosinging and other advanced forms of Singing, like the Atmosinging Mom bore. If they find out… And if they learn we’ve been hiding it all these years…
It will all be over.
I wait a moment for my breathing to slow as tears prick my eyes. I am no warrior. I haven’t been in condition for a while, and my lungs burn just from sprinting one block.
As I wait for the pressure in my lungs to ease, I watch the rain fall on the sea, creating infinite ripples on the waves. It’s normal rain, just water. I push myself up straight and take my first step toward the apiary as footsteps leap onto the walkway where I stand. The walk lurches under my feet, and I stumble.
I turn to yell at whoever carelessly jumped onto the walk when the runner’s voice cuts through the rain.
“Elodie!”
Maisy—Priestess Maisy, just newly initiated from my own class—is running toward me from the direction of the temple. My heart lurches forward, stomach sick, even as I raise a hand in greeting. Surely they can’t have found out so quickly!
She slides to a stop next to me, un-winded. Maybe it’s just me who’s out of shape. Maybe I should be running the walkways so I don’t come so close to death every time I have to move faster than a walk.
“Elodie, you’re wanted at the temple,” she says. “All priestesses and apprentices are required at this time of crisis.”
I throw a glance over my shoulder toward the apiary, still yearning to follow Loxy, to protect her. But instead I turn to follow Maisy. The priestesses will not wait long for me, and there will be punishment if I’m too slow. Audrey will have to be enough for my sister. For now.
The rain increases as we walk, and by the time we make it to the steps into the sea, my dress is drenched. I know the delicate fabric is filled with wrinkles and smells from yesterday. I will surely be reprimanded. Priestesses are not to look rumpled, not to look as if they’d slept on the floor. Which I had.
I touch the dry turquoise paint across my nose and feel the cracks, feel the soft edges where it’s smudged. It should be a line across my face, just below my eyes, exactly one finger’s width. It should be clean and fresh, like me. I should have fixed the markings, added the dark eye paint of mourning, but there wasn’t time.
Bright One help me.
I want to be away from the temple like I never have before. Somewhere deep in my bones, I can feel Loxy’s need for comfort, for help. As her sister—and a priestess—that’s supposed to be my role.
Instead, I am stuck here, placating the priestesses with my obedience. And getting nothing but an anxiety so strong that I feel as if it is crushing me under its weight.
But aren’t I here to make a difference? I know I can. I can feel the presence of the Bright One every time I set foot through that glowing pink arch.
Elodie…
The rain increases in intensity, and thunder rumbles. I jump, my heart beating out a hasty staccato.
I have to get to the temple. Now.
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LOXY

"Magic grew in this world, magic with elements from both sisters, magic of light and power and darkness, magic to control the wilds that existed at the beginning."
Excerpt from The Records of Bright

I spend all day with Audrey, and her affection and calm attitude, her unconditional acceptance of me—all of me—soothe me back to serenity. But finally, the afternoon is waning, and she practically pushes me to the door. 
“You have to face them sometime,” she says gently, brushing my cheek with a kiss.
I give her a shaky smile, panic already building in my chest, and step outside. I drag my feet all the way home, stretching the walk out as long as I can.
How are they going to react to this morning? And what did El do? I don’t think she would have given me away to the priestesses, not really, but the flutter in my heart betrays a sliver of doubt.
The house is silent as I approach. Maybe no one is here. Taking a deep breath, hand on the door’s handle, I finally push into the living room and strip out of my wet outer garments. I find a place to hang them around Elodie’s oilskins, then turn to face the room.
“Lox!” El cries, her cheeks rosy pink and a drunken grin splitting her face. Her turquoise stripe is smudged so that the edges blur onto her golden skin. In some places, it’s completely wiped away, even worse than it had been this morning.
I wave, my eyes roving the open hearth. No Dad. That explains the bottle of honey wine on the bricks, cork popped and bottle nearly empty. Did she drink all that herself?
“Are you okay?” I ask, eyeing the bottle again.
El waves her hand absently, wine nearly sloshing out of her glass.
I nod slowly. She is shrugging off her bad day in a bottle of wine, but the bottle—and the broken look in her eye—tell me all I need to know. Maybe she told them, maybe she didn’t, but either way, we are still the black sheep of Limutria. Maybe even more so now.
I settle into a chair by the hearth and pull out my sketchbook and pencil box. I ink part of a copy I had been working on of the anatomy of a heart. Duplicating the diagrams from my textbook helps me remember them. For a few blessed moments, the room is quiet save for the ticking of the clock on the wall.
But my heart is pounding. I am trying to keep myself calm with these normal things, my little drawings and studies, even though I can’t focus on them. I don’t want to ask. I don’t want to know.
I need to know.
And yet, I’m too afraid. My entire future is in Elodie’s hands, as it has been all day. Ignoring the facts don’t make them any less true.
I hunch down, closer to the drawing, keeping my eye on my sister. Is she drinking because she feels guilty? Could she possibly have kept quiet?
Those priestesses mean everything to her. She craves their acceptance more than anything else. And I’m the one thing that could stand in her way. She never really understood what it was like for me, how I’ve never been accepted by them, by Ivlene.
How it feels to be a true outcast.
“Our future is ruined, you know,” El suddenly says, breaking the silence and jolting me out of my spiraling thoughts. “There’s nothing left for us after this. They are priestesses. They say we’re cursed. And their words are truth straight from Ivlene herself.”
My pen pauses, hovering over the page, afraid to hear more, but also desperate to know the truth. To know what she said. I’ve never seen her like this, so distraught and drunk. El has always been the stable one. The dependable one. I’ve never seen this side of her, and my heart thrums in apprehension, as if my body knows what she’s about to say.
“Or maybe the curse is already at hand,” she says, oblivious to my racing heart, my mounting anxiety. She turns her glazed eyes on me. “Maybe it has something to do with you after all.”
There it is. My heart sinks, and I break out in a cold sweat. “You should sober up before Dad gets home!”
She waves me away and takes a long drink from her glass. “Just go to your room, Lox. You don’t know anything. It would be better if you weren’t here, anyway.”
The comment is like a cold knife into my heart, but I shove the tears down. She acts like I haven’t carried guilt and anxiety over being discovered for my whole life. As if I didn’t wish I were anywhere but here. As if I didn’t have enough to worry about right now without her drunken, loose lips.
She only has to worry about her reputation. But my very survival is at stake. Witches don’t last long in Nasmarya, and they haven’t for over a millennium. I’ve done my part to protect us. I’ve kept quiet. I’ve allowed her to dictate my future for me. I’m giving up my dreams, all to make sure no one finds out.
Because of her.
Don’t I deserve better from her?
I storm into our room, wishing I could slam a door behind me, but the curtain only swings down to cover the opening, its gentle motion too soft for the storm raging within my heart. 
A storm that matches the one growing outside.
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ELODIE

"The balance remained for a time, but Ivlene grew hungry for the power her sister had."
Excerpt from The Records of Bright

I finish off the wine as Dad walks through the door. He passes me without a word, without a glance. He just dumps his oilskin at the door for me to clean up later, waves a hand at me, and disappears into his room. 
Then it’s just me and the priestesses’ words and the suspicions of the villagers. Already, they give me a wide berth at the temple and on the village’s walks. No one wants to be near the family associated with the last known Singer, especially after a Burning Rain, the very judgement of the Bright One, Ivlene. It’s like they’re just waiting for evidence that proves them right, that our family is a blemish, is dangerous.
I’ve given everything to this place. I know what will happen, how they’ll treat us all once they know. I see the shattering selenite again in my memory and shudder.
They always leave everything to me. Ever since Mom…
I glance at our room where Loxy is probably moping. Where Mom’s portrait hangs to mock us. Anger bubbles up in my gut, and I suddenly can’t stand to be in this house anymore.
I drape an oilskin over my shoulders and step out the kitchen door onto the narrow porch. It’s separated from the walkways, making it mostly private to anyone outside the household. On a clear night, I can just barely make out Aeglora’s lights far in the distance, or at least the skyglow from them, but tonight rain falls too steadily to see beyond the next house.
One day I will see the capital, study with the priestesses there. If we have to relocate, maybe that day will come earlier than I’d thought.
I walk to the railing and rest my arms across the top, letting the rain running off the roof fall on my head. It cools my flushed face, probably smearing my paint even more, but I’m beyond caring. No one but Dad and Loxy will see me tonight, and the cool air and water on my face clear my head. The smell of smoke still hangs in the air, though the fires are all out.
I haven’t felt this heavy since Mom left. I close my eyes, seeing again that fateful day.
Strong arms pulling me back, holding me away from Mom.
Mom like a torch, flames of purple and pink and white licking at the air from her body. Crystals sprouting from her open palm like seedlings. Whirling tornadoes spinning around her, rushing past us on either side. Her eyes bright orbs of silver.
There was nothing of Mom in that stare.
My heart pounds. The glow in Mom’s eyes was so much like Loxy’s. I had no idea what was coming then. What if it happens again, with my sister?
What if the village finds out?
I desperately wish not to remember what happened next, but my mind plays the memory anyway.
Loxy reached out toward the crystal I had broken, touching one stubby finger to the jagged edge of salt. It regrew, reformed, repaired itself back into the shape it used to be.
I looked up at her with wide eyes. I glanced at Dad, but his gaze was fixed outside, at the battle that raged as the temple tried to force Mom out of the village.
Three priestesses with elegant robes and intricate makeup stood between us and Mom. They held their moon-shaped blades in front of them, like they always did when they were protecting Limutria, while Mom hurled fire and wind and crystal in their direction. They knocked away every attack, and Mom backed toward the edge of the village, toward the edge of the plank walks and floating buildings.
Mom let out another roar, and the High Priestess stepped forward. When she spoke, her voice was clear, ringing with power beyond her own. The first time I’d ever heard the Bright One speak through a priestess. “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—”
Mom let out another great roar, and the sea began to build behind her, like during the worst storms of the rainy season. She hurled another fireball at the High Priestess, and the sky crackled with lightning.
The Priestess deflected the fire with one flick of her weapon as a lock of her hair fell in front of her eyes. “Volta Shayde, you are hereby banished from Limutria.”
Mom tried to run at the priestesses, but suddenly it was as if a wall surrounded the village. Mom threw herself against it for what seemed like ages, trying to force her way back into the village. Every time she hit the wall, I flinched. After a few minutes, I buried my face in Dad’s shoulder.
The noise eventually died down, and I turned just in time to see Mom running out into the sea, the storm chasing her into the distance. Then she was gone, and all was quiet.
And we were left to clean up the mess, pick up the pieces of what she had destroyed.
I feel the familiar flutter of my heart when I think about Mom’s magic, that twinge of anger mixed with fear. If it happened to her, who’s to say it won’t happen to Loxy, too? We still don’t know what changed Mom. Only Ivlene knows if Loxy is also in danger.
Maybe if she hadn’t abandoned us, hadn’t stayed away all these years, she’d be able to help. We would know.
The cool air and the rain dripping down my face do more to drive the alcohol out of my blood than a tall glass of tonic water would. I knew that remedy already; Illume had taught it to me last year during my first lessons. It tends to be in high demand in Limutria, especially during the rainy season.
The door opens behind me with a creak, then closes with a soft click. Small footsteps pad up next to me, but I do not turn. Loxy appears at my elbow and mirrors my stance at the rail, and I glance at her before turning my eyes back to the rain. I can’t help but see Mom in every line of her face, the same proud contours, the same bright, sparkling eyes.
And now the magic, stronger than ever.
For several long moments, neither of us speaks. We simply watch the rain fall.
“Eventually Dad’s going to notice you drank a bottle of his wine,” she starts.
I roll my eyes. “Please. He doesn’t notice anything these days.”
She sighs, but doesn’t answer. She knows I’m right. I can feel something in her posture that tells me she has more to say, but we don’t speak another word for several long moments.
“Do you think Mom’s out there somewhere?” she finally says, as if reading my earlier thoughts.
I want to say no. I want to pretend she’s dead so we can all move on. Death would be easier than not knowing, than the guilt of having let the priestesses send her out into the wilderness.
The bitterness of knowing she never came back.
“Somewhere,” I finally say instead. It’s almost the truth. She falls silent again, and I look sideways at her, moving my head only marginally so that my chin still rests on my crossed arms. “Do you remember her?”
Loxy’s face falls, and her gaze drops to the rippling surface of the sea. “A little. Every day I forget more and more. You and Dad never talk about her anymore. And I only remember bits and pieces. Truthfully…” She hesitates. “Truthfully, I’m so jealous of you sometimes.” She straightens and begins toying with the alexandrite around her neck.
I blink in surprise, then take a step back from the rail and turn to face her. “Why is that?”
“You actually knew her.”
“So did you.”
“Yes, when I was a kid. But in a year? Five years? I’ll barely even remember her face. I’ll only know that portrait.”
I turn back to the rain rippling the sea to hide my wince. I hate that portrait as much as Loxy clings to it. For her, it is a thread to the mother she misses. To me? Just a constant reminder that my mother is gone, she didn’t come back, and all her responsibilities for the family fell on me. “I doubt that.”
“Why?”
I sigh. Much as I hate that portrait…Loxy needs her yet. “I won’t let you forget.”
We fall into silence again. Loxy drops herself down on one of the padded lounge chairs under the roof, and I return my arms to the railing. My thoughts drift, like the ripples on the sea below. They spiral from Mom back to Loxy, back to all my worries.
“Are we in trouble?” Loxy suddenly says a few minutes later, breaking the white noise of the storm. When I glance at her, her face is expressionless, but I can hear the tension in her voice.
She’s scared.
Her question ricochets in my aching skull. Are we in trouble?
Probably. “Of course not.”
“Then why were you drinking?”
“It was a stressful day.” And a terrifying one. Even thinking of what the priestesses would do if they knew about Loxy makes me sick to my stomach.
“That’s no reason to drink. Do you want to know what I think?”
Not really. “What’s that?”
“You’re too worried what your friends think of you. And the priestesses.” She swings her legs over the side of the chair, leaning toward me with her elbows on her knees. “Actually, the entire village.”
And she’s not worried enough.
“You can say that,” I snap. What does she really know of what I’ve done for us all these years? How I’ve protected us?
“Why?”
“You don’t care what anyone thinks.” The words are out before I realize how they sound. Maybe the alcohol hasn’t evaporated like I’d thought. I hadn’t meant to say it, but it’s the truth. She gallivants around the village like she hasn’t a care in the world, like nothing can touch her.
And leaves me to pick up after her.
She looks hurt, and my stomach drops.
“Of course I care,” she says softly. “I care what you think. I care what Dad thinks.”
I glance at her, guilt settling in my stomach, even though what I said was true. “But you don’t care what the village thinks.”
“I do. But you care too much.”
“Maybe I care too much so I can protect you.” I turn away from the rain again, to face her. The rain increases behind me, like water pouring from a bucket, the cold water splashing at my ankles from the sea over the edge of the porch.
“Why do I need protecting?” Her voice is rising like the sea around us.
The words are out before I can stop them. “Because if they ever think you’re anything not…normal…they’ll run you out just like they did to Mom.”
“Not normal?”
“They already think you’re odd. They don’t need to find out you’re corrupted, too. They might have forgiven the salt, but this?” I spin from my place at the railing, heart pounding. My fear for her is too close, too real, now that she’s given voice to it. “Why can’t you let me talk to Priestess Cydia? We could help you, I know we could! And if you were cleansed, healed, then maybe…maybe I could get you that apprenticeship with the healers.”
“And what, exactly, would this help entail?” She drops the loose thread on her skirt that she’d been twisting between her fingers. “You just said it yourself. They won’t be so forgiving of me anymore. And if you let them know their suspicions are right? There’s no hope of an apprenticeship here. You know that.”
“I…I don’t know. But there are so many stories, Lox, stories of people cleansed of their Singing. I’m sure we could find you the help you need.”
“I don’t need help! I haven’t needed your help in years; why can’t you see that?” She jumps to her feet and plants her hands on her hips. “Why can’t you just admit that I have a gift? That if people would see Singing for what it really is, beyond the danger, that we could all be so much better off? If they weren’t afraid of me? Maybe then Dad wouldn’t be afraid of me, either.”
My anger is building like a storm cloud. Is she really that naïve? “Because it’s not a gift, Loxy. You’re deluded if you think so! Singing is nothing but a curse, and Singers are nothing but a danger to everyone around them!”
“Have you ever seen me hurt anyone?”
I hesitate. “Well, no. But you had weak Singing. Practically useless.”
“Like me?”
“I never said that.”
“You think it.”
“Don’t you tell me what I think!” I am facing her fully now, my hands on my hips, mirroring her stance.
“Why? Because you don’t like that I can read you so easily? You’re so selfish, El. You never think of anyone but yourself.”
“You know that’s not true!” I can feel my face flushing with anger now far more than alcohol. The rain continues its tumultuous downpour behind me. “Everything I do is for you. And you would have everyone know you’re a…” I almost say freak but bite my tongue at the last minute. The anger in her eye, the salt in the air around her…I can’t say it. “Not normal, just so you can feel special!”
She blinks in the roaring rain, silent. The rain is suddenly deafening, and my pulse is far too fast. I bite my tongue, wishing I could take back that last comment. Slowly, she approaches me.
“Do you remember that time in the dry season? When you explained away my magic slip to your friends? Do you remember what you called me later, when no one else could hear?”
I don’t answer. In truth, I don’t remember whatever event she’s talking about. But it must have made an impression on her.
“Do you think I’m a freak?”
For a moment I can’t answer. Do I? Did I really say that to her? It had been on the tip of my tongue only a moment ago. I can’t argue the truth.
A toddler who can create and destroy towers of salt? A child who can purify and supersaturate drinking water? A young adult who can whip mounds of salt into a frenzied storm when she’s angry?
It’s far from normal.
“I wouldn’t put it that way,” I finally say.
“But you do.” The air around her sparks with those white crystals again, the ones that appear whenever we fight. Proving my feelings. Proving that whatever control she thinks she has is a delusion.
She could never fit in as a healer’s apprentice. Not here. Maybe not anywhere. It’s not safe.
I know she would be great at it, if it was safe. If she didn’t have the Singing. Maybe even with the Singing. She could probably help people.
But I can’t say that to her, or she will just want to start an apprenticeship more. And I can’t bear to break her heart every day. I won’t always be able to protect her if she starts working at the temple. 
I give her a broken smile, try to make the truth sound like a joke, try to hide my fear for her. Of her. “You’re my little sister; of course you’re a freak.”
It was the wrong answer. I knew that, knew it before I said it, but I couldn’t seem to stop the words from tumbling out anyway.
The salt spins around her, and I glance toward the small bit of walkway we can see from the porch. Blessedly, it’s empty.
“One of these days,” Loxy says, her eyes narrowed to slits, “I’m going to leave, and we will prove you wrong. All of you.” She turns and stalks back into the house.
I stand alone, facing Aeglora, for a while longer as the rain falls harder around me. My anger is dissipating as I realize the rift I’ve once again opened between us. All that’s left now is guilt. How do I always say the exact wrong thing to her?

      [image: image-placeholder]The room is oddly quiet the next morning when I wake. A watery light filters through the window, not quite sunny but not a rainstorm either. I can just barely see the sky from my bed, partially cut off by the drenched brown of the roof. The clouds are a bruised gray-green color, promising more rain, but for now, the storms are still.
I don’t move from the bed. I can feel the words of the villagers burning in my ears already, and I can’t face the priestesses with their gossiping. The older ones, the full priestesses, aren’t so bad, but the younger ones, my peers, the apprentices…their tongues wag at even the suggestion of a good story, anything to jar them out of their boring lives.
I can’t go. Not today. Not until this prophecy business all blows over. Not until I know Loxy will be safe, in control of her new self.
My stomach twists into knots, and I roll over to face the wall. Not even a dry day in the middle of the rainy season will make me move now.
“El?” comes a voice over my shoulder. A shadow falls across the dim daylight.
A dry day won’t move me, but that voice might.
I roll back over to see Loxy standing over me. “Yeah?”
“I know you didn’t mean it. What you said yesterday.”
Butterflies flit in my stomach, and I swallow back my relief. I sit up and pull her down onto the bed with me, wrapping her close to me in an embrace. I tuck her head under my chin, hiding my tears threatening to spill over. Her words are a balm to my heart. But she doesn’t need to see that weakness in my eyes.
“I didn’t mean it,” I say. “You are wonderful and special. And so like Mom.”
She pulls back, and I have to fight myself not to shrink away and hide my face. “You really think so?”
I swipe at my eyes. “Yes. You look like her. You have her magic touch.” I smile. “She was a Halosinger at the start, you know.”
She smiles back at me, and the tension in my chest loosens just a mite. “Yes. I know.” Her smile fades. “If she had been here, she could have taught me so much. What happened to her?”
“I have no idea. There was a Burning Rain.” The room fades from around me, the scene replaying itself in my mind.
Mommy! I see my arms reaching for Mom. I see Dad pulling me away.
“Then people started getting sick. And her magic…it grew and grew, and then it exploded.”
Swirling wind. Flashing light. Shattering crystals.
Elodie…
I shake my head quickly, ignoring my name. It was only memory. “They thought she brought it down on us. That the Bright One was punishing her. They made her leave.”
Her back, disappearing across the sea in the cloud of a storm, was the last I saw of her.
We fall into silence. My mind is on that last day, the last time I saw Mom, but there’s no way Loxy will remember that, so I don’t know where her mind goes.
“I meant what I said, you know. I can’t stay here forever. Maybe I will even find Mom.” Loxy’s voice rings in the silence.
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LOXY

"Ivlene fought to take control of all the world, the light and the dark, and cast Sefella out of the sky. Sefella fell to the world in a fiery rain, a Burning Rain, and this Rain returns to remind us of Sefella’s fall from greatness."
Excerpt from The Records of Bright

“I want to find her.” 
The words are out of my mouth before I can stop them. I’ve been thinking about this as long as I can remember, feeling the hollow left by the loss of Mom.
Wondering why she never came home.
El turns a pitying gaze at me. It burns through my skin, ignites my bones. I can feel the static tingle of magic buzzing through my body, awakened by my heightened emotion. White fuzzes the edges of my vision.
I shove it down. “I mean it. I want to find Mom. I want…I need to know if she’s okay. If she’s even still alive. And if not…El, I can’t stay here. There’s no future for me here.” My voice drops to almost a whisper. “You should know that by now.”
“Lox, we can’t just leave. I can’t leave.” A muscle twitches in her jaw.
Of course. The temple. Even with all the sand-filled things they’ve said about us, enough to make her hide and cower in our room, even with the new danger my new power brings, she still doesn’t see how horrible they are, how much better she can do. We could do so much, be so much, somewhere else. The capital. The cities by the coast.
Anywhere but here. This place is a poison.
Loxy…
A voice fills my ears, one I thought I’d heard before. I shake my head, trying to dislodge it, to focus on El’s response.
She is still talking. “Maybe we can go look for her when we’re older. Take Dad. Have a great adventure together.” She laughs, that same high, nervous laugh as her public one. “But I need to finish my training. I’m only a few lessons away from taking my exams and making herbalist and priestess.”
Wait. She wants me to keep waiting. As if I haven’t been waiting for her since I finished my formal schooling.
My heart pounds, but there’s no stopping now. I already laid it all out, bared my soul to her. “You could finish your training somewhere else. You could teach me what I need. We could find Mom, settle somewhere new. Someplace the world will accept us. Accept…me.”
“We’ll talk about it in a few years, I promise.” El squeezes my shoulders, her words closing the conversation.
Anger flashes through my body, momentarily blinding me. “Why? Why not now? This place is killing us. It already broke our family once, and if we stay, who’s to say it won’t happen again? We could take Dad and Audrey. You could resume your apprenticeship in Aeglora. You’ve always wanted to see the temple there, anyway. We could start over.”
“This is our home, Lox. The people need us.”
“Need you, you mean. They’ve never needed me. I don’t even think they really want me here.”
“End of discussion, Loxy. Give it a few more years.”
I bite my tongue, knowing she’ll never bring it back up unless I do. My chest is tight, my words stoppered until I feel a bursting pressure. I want to fight, to argue, to cry.
But it won’t mean a thing.
I stand, part of me longing to curl back into bed with my sister for comfort but another part of me wishing to be so far away from her that her words stop buzzing in my head.
I should have known better.
I stride to the wardrobe while El collapses back into the mattress. She may be content to laze around, to hide, but I don’t want to stay here. I quickly exchange my nightgown for a simple pale-violet dress and drape the alexandrite necklace—Mom’s necklace—over my head. Then I escape the room full of weighted expectations.
Dad sits at the hearth. He glances up as I enter, then quickly looks away.
My heart lurches. El must have been telling the truth, that I am like Mom. Why else can’t Dad even stand to look at me anymore?
I can’t be in this house right now.
I shove my feet in my boots and flee into the muted daylight.
Most of the village seems to be taking full advantage of the break in the rain, milling about along the walkways. The sea ripples beneath the planks as the people walk, and I think I pass one of the priestesses heading back the way I came, though I duck my head, hoping to avoid her attention. Instead, I focus on the beauty in this small respite in the weather. If the sun had been peeking through the clouds, it would be reflecting rainbows on the walls of the houses.
But there is no sun, and even though the rain isn’t falling, the air is chilled.
I pass by the fishing pier where several fishers stand with their lines in the water. I pass by the turn to the temple. I pass the grocer and the mine office and the tailor.
I head straight for the apiary. I need Audrey.
Halfway there, the rain returns, along with a biting wind. The walkway bucks with the waves, and I slip a few times, hunching against the constant gale. Somehow, I manage to keep my footing. I duck my head against the driving rain, but it still finds its way past the oilskin and drips down my neck, freezing me. I can barely even hear the engines of the water purifiers down the block, something we wouldn’t need if they’d just accept my Singing.
Finally, the edge of the apiary comes into sight. Much like the garden squares where soil covers the stones and creates the growing fields, the apiary is covered in grass and, in the dry season, flowers. The hives stand staggered in the middle of the square, tightly wrapped in oilskin, but not so tight that the honey bees are trapped without airflow. The pastel paint of the hives almost glows in the dim light of morning, hues of pink, yellow, lavender, and blue replacing the color of flowers.
Audrey is already in the square, checking the hive farthest from the small apiary office. I direct my steps toward her, squaring my shoulders against the wind. My stomach is warm and happy at the mere sight of her, a harsh contrast to how cold the rest of me has become in the rain.
As I approach, I wave. “Good morning!” I call over the storm.
She smiles and lifts her hand in return. A smile just for me. She holds a jar of sugar water in her other hand, and the hand she waves with holds the dropper. The honey stores must be low if she feels the need to feed the bees. And the rainy season has barely begun.
“Help me with the checks!” she yells over the gale.
I nod and approach, peeling back the protective covering to peer into the hive. The honey stores look full, at least ninety of the one hundred pounds we started with still present. Maybe the sugar water is just a precaution. We check the hives for the health of the queens, for any sign of damage or disease, and that they are staying as dry as possible. Once we finish the checks, we hurry into the office.
Audrey places the jar of water and dropper on the shelf above the desk and begins to peel off her oilskin. A puddle forms under her feet. “I think most of the hives will make it, but I’m worried about the queen in number three.” She hangs her oilskin on the rack by the door, and her dress beneath it is spotted with dampness where the rain dripped through. My heart stutters at the sight of the few places her dress has grown so damp it clings to her form, and I flush, turning away quickly.
The window has already been replaced, fresh and clean, letting the light into the small office. The rain is diminishing again, unstable as it often is during the rainy season.
I remove my own oilskin and bag and hang them next to hers. She pulls her ledger down from the shelf and sits at the desk, still dripping water onto the floor. Then we begin the tedious task of notes, leaving comments on the condition of each hive and writing care notes for the next week. We will check on the ill queen more often to make sure she survives, but if she doesn’t, the hive may fail. It’s only one out of twenty, but it will mean beginning a new hive when the rains end.
When we finish the ledgers, Audrey snaps the book closed and spins in her chair to face me, playing with the charcoal pencil in front of her. She pecks me on the cheek
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