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	“Are you getting down from there or not?” Edyli crossed her arms over her chest. The branch above her wavered, and Akymi, her little sister, peeked between the leaves.

	The girl shook her head. “No,” she said, her tiny voice not in the least bit giving.

	Edyli sighed and twisted the strands of her black hair between her fingers. She had searched for her little sister all afternoon—squeezing through the crowded bazaar and tiptoeing through a hushed temple—and only now had the child finally shouted her presence to the world. Edyli had even considered using word magic to scry for her—and chances are that would not have ended well. She cupped her hands over her mouth. “Your first rites of magic are tonight. You cannot spend all afternoon hiding in that tree.”

	“Yes I can.”

	Petulant little—

	Edyli took a deep breath. The girl would join her on the ground when she was ready. But she had wanted to perform those rites earlier. All morning she paraded around the house with her embroidered skirt, waving her sheer orange scarf and singing about how she was going to be the strongest mage of them all.

	“All right.” Edyli craned her neck to the canopy. “Why are you hiding?”

	A tiny, dark hand pointed between the leaves. Edyli followed the direction the fingers pointed to a peacock. The valiant bird strutted around a fountain, trilled and cocked its head, then focused its dark eye on Edyli as if it knew she watched.

	She rubbed her temples. “Did you try plucking its feathers again?”

	“Nooo…”

	Edyli snorted. Of course Akymi would say she had not tried plucking a feather. She was too young to understand the importance of exactness and speaking truthfully. Ruetravahn help them… even the god of language could likely not teach her. Well, as long as the girl never tried word magic—or tried to weasel out of an offering to Madia, the goddess of death—then perhaps her tongue would not give her trouble. Edyli cast a glance to the fountain, where a statue of the gracious goddess solemnly watched.

	She shivered, then walked to the twisted banyan tree her sister had climbed. Its trunk was thick and twisted like spun yarn, with sprawling branches that extended over the entire courtyard. Sunlight danced through the dark green leaves in spots like a giant peacock’s tail feathers.

	She smirked. “You know peacocks can fly, right?”

	“They…” Akymi stuck her head between the leaves, her eyes wide. “They can?”

	Edyli inclined her head and patted the trunk. “Indeed. They like these low branches, like the one you sit on now. But if you come on down—”

	The little girl shot up the side of the tree, her bare, scurrying feet knocking leaves into the warm breeze. Edyli scowled and glared at the peacock. “See what you did?”

	The fowl merely turned, shook its rump at her to spread its feathers, and wandered off in search of a mate.

	Her shoulders slouched. Akymi had climbed even higher into the tree and buried herself among the thick leaves. The girl stuck out her tongue.“It can’t get me now!”

	“The bird is not even here now,” Edyli protested. “Please come down from there. We are supposed to meet with Vera in half an hour to go to the temple.” Their vera, their mother, was busy making preparations, which was why Edyli was in charge of corralling her younger sister.

	“I don’t wanna.”

	Edyli clenched her fists. If Akymi had not been so insistent on having a peacock feather to adorn her hair, she would not be having this trouble.

	“I had to go when I was your age, and—Ruetravahn help me—you wanted to go this morning!” She eyed the tree. She was not nearly the climber her sister was—especially given that her sister had the added advantage of having ribbon magic to assist her—but she knew a thing or two.

	She kicked off her sandals, unwrapped the blue scarf from her shoulders and carefully pooled it on the decorative tiles at her feet. She hiked her orange skirt to her knees and tucked the excess fabric into her waistband. Up she went. Slow going—slow but sure. She gripped the thinner branches between her lithe fingers and pulled herself higher. It had been a while since she last climbed this tree. She reached the first row of branches, balancing with the smooth bark tickling her toes.

	The girl was only one branch above her. She gave Akymi her best “Vera’s” face, all stern and no-nonsense. “Are you sure you do not want to come down before I reach you?”

	“Uh-uh.” The stubborn girl darted up the branches with the grace of a squirrel monkey.

	Curse those ribbons! Edyli leaned against the trunk, the wind warming her midriff where she no longer wore the scarf. How did the people of Cirena deal with their mages? Here, Akymi was special. Most Cantingen-born had no magic of their own. A very few were gifted with ribbon magic, and even fewer were gifted with string magic.

	Her chest constricted. What if Akymi had the ability to weave strings?

	Those with string magic were taken to the temples on another island and kept in solitude to train under the high priestesses. Their gifts belonged to Madia, and they were not permitted to live with the others, with their family. What if Akymi had string magic, as well? What if they took her away?

	Maybe… maybe she could tell Vera that she could not find Akymi. Her vera would be disappointed, but she would hardly blame her. Akymi had scaled the courtyard walls before, only to be found at the local bazaar, watching the pale strangers from Cirena with their enchanted wares. No one would worry if Akymi did not return until the stars rose in the night.

	Edyli pursed her lips and glanced toward the statue of Madia. Her likeness was carved from obsidian—a precious, expensive statue shared among the neighbors around the courtyard. The goddess stood with her long robes and ankle-length hair frozen in the winds of the universe. Her hands were outspread with draping sleeves. Stars and swirls dotted her stone garment, each strand of her hair was carefully cut, and thin copper wires ran from hand to hand, the strings of life and death.

	A shiver ran through Edyli’s spine, and she gripped the bark tighter. Once, she had climbed onto the statue’s arm, too curious for her six-year-old self to know any better. She had stroked the face of the goddess, whose eyes were carved with the map of the world. Ever watching, ever seeing, through this life and the one after.

	Edyli lowered her eyes. As much as she wanted to, she could not lie to Vera, could not keep Akymi for herself if the priestesses determined she would stay with them. Her heart sank, and she carefully descended the branches.

	“Come on down,” she called softly. “I will shoo away the peacock and tell Vera to wait for us.” She hopped from the tree, landing softly on the ceramic tiles of the courtyard.

	“Edyli…” Akymi’s voice wobbled and broke. “My magic…”

	Edyli spun around. Her sister stared at her from the branches, her dark skin ashen.

	“I can’t feel my magic.” Akymi swayed, trying to reach for the branch above. Her fingers reached, stretching, grappling for a hold. Edyli stared, cold with horror as her sister’s eyes rolled back and she tumbled backwards.

	She fell.

	“Akymi!” Edyli shrieked and raced to catch her. Branches cracked and spat leaves as Akymi fell between them. “Akymi!”

	Leaves sprayed every direction as Akymi’s limp body broke the final layer of branches. Edyli lunged beneath her, arms outstretched. The girl’s small body crashed into hers and they collapsed. Akymi’s head snapped hard against the ceramic tile of the courtyard. Ragged gashes covered her skin, leaking crimson blood onto her bright, torn skirt.

	“Akymi—” Edyli pressed her hands to the girl’s flushed cheeks. Akymi barely breathed. Her skin felt cold. “No… Vera!” She looked toward their house, tears streaking hot against her face. “Vera, Akymi’s in trouble!”

	But her mother would not hear. She knew that.

	“No. Come back to me.” Edyli pressed her fingers against the girl’s heart. Nothing. She lowered her ear to the girl’s chest. Nothing. She shot a pleading look to the statue. “Not now, Madia. Please not yet.” She buried her head in her sister’s chest, sobs catching in her throat.

	Akymi would not even see her first rites of magic.

	Edyli pushed away from her sister and stared at her sister’s face. The tiny button nose… same as her own. The baby cheeks. Her eyes closed as if she were sleeping. But the bruises and the gashes… this was not sleep.

	Edyli gave one more glance to the rigid statue, its arms outspread as if to welcome Akymi. The copper strings of death between her fingers remained lifeless, the wind too soft for them to sing.

	Edyli clutched her sister tighter. The girl’s skin felt clammy, ice cold even in the heat. “You cannot have her yet.” She cradled the girl in her arms, braced the girl’s head against her neck, and ran. “You cannot have her.” The banyan tree’s trunk was thick. She knelt on the other side, where the statue’s obsidian eyes—watchful eyes—could not see. She lay the girl against the tree so that her head was propped as comfortably as she could make it.

	If she survived this, if anyone caught her…

	She could not think of what would happen to her. For now, she needed to focus. Her mind needed to be clear for her to use word magic. “Sella guna dratetha nor. Somaria lon. Somaria mor. Dratetha shadi,” she sang softly.

	I am balance. I seek life. I seek death. I am magic.

	She opened her mind, letting out the horror of her sister’s fall. The chant helped clear her thoughts.

	“Somaria Madia’kare si Lishivant’kare. Mimodul somaritra Karewalin. Wasandéa madil’Madia si…” Her voice faltered.

	I am the thought of Madia and Lishivant. My body is Karewalin. I follow Madia’s plan…

	To say this chant was to lie, because she was betraying those plans, denying Madia the return of the girl’s strings to her realm of the dead.

	Edyli swallowed hard. She needed to forget the chants and open her mind. Say the words to heal her sister. She steeled herself, then whispered “Be la tachan qui’mishiol clisé trorlat javame jo lluséek éeth la be.”

	Magic, restore the well-being of my sister as it was ten minutes before now.

	Exhaustion hit her as if she had slammed face-first against the stone statue. She sagged. Her mind spun blank thoughts. The world was color and no names, a watery sensation of fluidity as if nothing existed and everything did.

	She giggled, murmuring nonsense. Words… what were words?

	Darkness crept in with a sinking coldness. As the world flushed away into a dance with death…

	“Edyli?”

	Edyli smiled. She knew that voice. That voice had a name.

	Akymi.

	Edyli collapsed over backwards and her head hit the tile. The pain blossomed in a rainbow. In the distance a statue, a strange shape, dark obsidian, all frowns and open arms… It seemed to scold her.

	She laughed. “Fawasandéa madil’Madia,” she murmured, grinning in her madness as the world whirled around her. “Fawasandéa… niamadil.”

	I do not follow… your plans.

	The world swam in the warm embrace of darkness.
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	Warm mist sprayed across Edyli’s bare skin. Goosebumps traveled her arms. She opened her eyes and gasped. She floated. Brown sky rippled above her. Pale threads hung from the clouds, shimmering with an iridescent hue. She craned her head to look below her. The grass rippled green and had the same, spider-web-after-a-rain hue. She reached her fingers to the grass, straining to grab anything, then found comfort in the cool, damp stems. She pinched them between her fingers and pulled herself to the earth. Her skirt wavered, then fell around her as if gravity suddenly remembered it existed. She stood and brushed her skirt smooth, wishing she had her scarf to wrap around her. Though the air was warm and smelled of moist dirt, a chill lingered.

	“Where am I?” she whispered. The grass extended forever, disappearing into the brown sky. Her shadow was long, and there were two of them, angled a distance apart. She turned, her skirt swishing around her bare feet. Her mouth parted in surprise. Two moons greeted her, huge and overarching, covering half the sky. One white and familiar, a waning gibbous—same as the moon that hovered over the Islands in the morning. The other cast a soft, fuzzy peach glow on her brown skin. There was something strange about that moon.

	A lump formed in her throat and she quickly turned away. The last thing she remembered…

	Akymi! She covered her mouth with her hands. Akymi had been dead. But she had heard her sister’s voice right before she fainted—

	A shiver rolled down her spine and she collapsed to her knees. The two moons, the strings in the sky…

	She had not fainted—she was dead.

	She choked back a sob. No, this was not right! This was not supposed to happen. She had called back Akymi because she had wished to remain with her sister and see her sister’s rites, not so that she could die in her sister’s place!

	She clamped her jaw and squeezed her eyes tight. Had she heard any instances of a mortal escaping the Goddess’s Realm? Anything at all?

	She pressed her hand to her throat, to the woven choker there and the obsidian stone. A comfort for so many, knowing that their chosen god or goddess could watch over them through the stone eye. But now she wondered…

	Had Madia seen her?

	Had Madia seen her return Akymi to life?

	She traced her thumb over the stone in the choker. That stone was tied to Ruetravahn, god of language. He would insist that spells were exact, of course. To do anything else was an insult to Karewalin, magic incarnate. But he would not likely protest her use of a spell to save her sister. She unwrapped the choker from her throat. “Hear me now, gracious Ruetravahn.” She pressed the stone to her forehead. “Ruetravahn, lorno mikaton—”

	Hear my plea—

	“Ruetravahn cannot hear you here, child,” a woman said. Her voice flowed thick, like a mixture of milk and honey. Edyli jumped to her feet, nearly tripping over the hem of her skirt.

	The woman stood graceful, ghostlike. Her skirts were layers of sheer purple chiffon. Silver bracelets dangled around her wrists and clinked on her ankles. Her black braids had been secured under a silver and black scarf. Her skin was a light brown that resembled Edyli’s own, and her eyes were violet with tiny silver sparks.

	Edyli stared, surprised, then dropped to her knees and pressed her forehead to the grass between her hands. “Your graciousness.” Which goddess, she could not be sure. But whoever she was, her ethereal quality matched the strings in the sky.

	The goddess knelt beside Edyli, her skirts pooling around her knees like a lake of violet petals. “Rise, child.” She brushed her hand under Edyli’s arm, prompting her to sit on her feet. “Did you have ribbon magic?”

	Edyli blinked. Was this goddess one of Madia’s messengers, sent to lead Akymi through the realm of the dead? She swallowed hard. “No, your graciousness.” She kept her eyes on her fingers as she twined them. “My sister does.”

	The goddess tilted her head, and her dark braids dangled like strands of beads in a doorway. “Is your sister here now?”

	Edyli licked her lips. Do not lie, she warned herself. Not to a goddess. “I used word magic to bring her back. I—inadvertently traded places with her.” She closed her eyes. There were stories of mortals who denied Madia of her plans. Stories of mortals who became little more than servants and slaves to the goddess’s whims. Those who helped her and obeyed her wishes might live on as if they had never died. Those strings hanging in the clouds… those were other lives being lived forever.

	But those who did not, those who refused her wishes, they might wander in a desolate wasteland, forever seeking, their voices destroyed, their fingers bound with invisible threads to prevent them from ever again using words against her. She might weave their strings of life in a loop so they had to live the same moment over and over. They would go on and on, their minds always on the verge of cracking, breaking, but forever aware…

	Edyli cast a furtive glance to the goddess and her gentle eyes. Maybe this one would be different.

	“I wish to return.”

	The goddess placed her hand on Edyli’s cheek. “Be careful how you phrase things, child. I have seen others whose wishes have led them to a path they now wish to run from.” Her expression softened. “Your sister… before you brought her back to the mortal realm, what was the cause of her death?”

	“She said something about her magic, and then she fell. I think—I think she hit her head on a branch, and the ground.” Tears formed in her eyes. Seeing her sister lifeless, knowing she was on the verge of her first rites— “I could not leave her like that! I had the means to help her, and I did!”

	“I understand, child.” The goddess stroked Edyli’s hair and brushed a strand behind her ear. “But you always have a choice. This is what Listhant-Nsasrar—Lishivant—gave us. And,” she paused. “And others.” She withdrew her hand, then pointed into the distance. “See them?”

	Edyli squinted. Her eyes widened as she registered a mass of ghostlike figures, men and women whose Cirenan heritage showed in their pale skin as they wandered the field.

	So many of them.

	“Their magic was stolen, same as your sister’s magic,” the goddess explained. “Without their magic, they died.”

	Edyli stared at her, unable to comprehend. “They… they all just died? All at once?”

	The goddess inclined her head. “In some cases, their bodies could not handle the shock. In others, they were in an unfortunate situation that ended in their demise, just as it was with your sister.” Her eyes darkened. “You truly want to return?”

	“Yes.” Edyli watched the wandering horde of mages. How many of them knew where they were? Most were sure to know the tales of Madia, even if they preferred not to acknowledge her. They called her “Madiya,” and rarely looked beyond their high god, preferring instead a personal god or goddess from their vast pantheon. These here must not have pledged their allegiance to one of the other gods.

	The goddess grasped Edyli’s face between her hands and pressed her forehead to hers. “If you stay now, Madia will likely forgive you. She has more to worry about than a child’s foolish dreams. But if you choose to leave, you will not go unscathed. You will not be able to return, and I cannot prevent the consequence of your actions.”

	A thrill of terror locked around Edyli’s throat. She nodded quickly. “What can I do?”

	The goddess released her grasp on the girl’s face and stood. She gestured to the two moons. Their light glinted off her bare arm. “The threads of our universe are thin between those moons. If you travel the path of their light, you may yet awaken in the mortal realm.” She pointed toward the passage of the mages. “If you go that way, you will find the webs Madia weaves. You will awaken in your own consciousness with a vague memory of your death and the freedom to return to your life as happy as you please—perhaps with a few hiccups once Madia has dealt with the crisis at hand. Your sister will be there as a puppet is present in a play.”

	“But she will not be real,” Edyli whispered.

	The goddess lowered her hands to her side and the skin around her eyes softened. “Are any of us more real than the other? We came from Madia and her loneliness. Our bodies were created from the strings of Karewalin, her magic brought to life by Lishivant. Does it matter at what level we exist?”

	Edyli shifted on her feet, her skirt tickling her thighs. “What else do I have?”

	A smile flickered at the edge of the goddess’s lips. “Then run, child. Run with the freedom we were granted so long ago. Not all curses must be terrible. Sican naketonia quisé. Run before Madia finds you.”

	May the immortals grant you long-lasting health.

	The goddess stepped aside and Edyli ran. The grass tickled her feet. Mud spattered her legs and weighed the hem of her skirt. She did not dare look back. She did not care if there were consequences. She would return to her sister. She would see her sister’s rites of magic.

	A breeze took flight around her, swirling in eddies that tickled her cheeks and fluttered her hair. The moons grew large, larger, and then a half-moon expanded behind the others. Edyli staggered to a halt, confused. Three moons? But why had there even been two? She glanced over her shoulder. The goddess was gone. She still had time to turn back.

	Edyli balled her hands into fists.

	She had brought her sister back to the mortal realm. She had seen this realm, but she was not ready to spend her life here. Once she was among the living again, she could seek options to protect herself from Madia’s wrath.

	One foot after another, she raced into the sky. Her feet found invisible stairs. The moons overtook the sky, so large and wide that her vision burned from their light. Running and running, hours that were mere minutes… She gasped for breath, her heart pounding in her ears. The wind was colder here, but damp sweat formed on her skin. The ground pitched far below. She stretched out her fingers, reaching for the moon, reaching for her old life—

	Mist raced in, swooping, diving, thundering like a herd of horses. All light fell away, a cloak upon the land of the dead. The moons vanished behind the shadow of mist. Her momentum faltered and she fell, tumbling head over heels toward the fast-approaching ground with its glistening grass, sharp grass, so spiny and not thread-like at all—

	The mist roiled and the blackness coalesced into a hand. Violet light spilled from the cracks, illuminating the rivulets of a giant woman’s palm. Edyli crashed into that palm. She grunted as the wind flashed from her lungs. Fingers closed around her, firm. The hand lifted her body as if she was no more than a doll. She struggled but could not break free.

	Another hand formed. Edyli blinked, heart pulsing in her throat. The giant fingers picked her up by the shoulders and turned her toward the black mist, which rolled into rivers and poured away. Purple light streamed out like sunlight through thunderheads. A huge nose formed, then lips and eyes, and in the eyes were stars and galaxies, and reflections of webs and a map Edyli knew from her half of the world. Those eyes were black as night with silver specks, then violet and lavender, all colors, all hues, all walks of life and words and thought.

	Edyli collapsed under the weight of their gaze and sat bracing herself in the giant hand. The goddess strode forward. The mist parted. The goddess was a figure as tall as the sky. Her black hair flowed in the warm wind, so long that it tangled with the grass. Her purple robes swished around her ankles, fringed with silver trimming and embroidered with silver stars. Her sleeves draped to her waist, and Edyli had a momentary fear that the gracious goddess would drop her down one of those sleeves and she would be lost, lost forever trying to climb out, and never would see either the mortal realm or the web of the afterlife.

	“Edyli Llambaro Inlleku.” The goddess spoke with the voice of the wind and the crack of thunder. “You traded your life, and now you deny me?”

	Edyli shook her head fast, her eyes wide. “I am going to see my sister.”

	“If you desire time with your sister, you should live your life-that-might-have-been here.”

	Edyli crawled so that she could bow to Madia as she had to the goddess before her… even if this time she knelt in the goddess’s hand, not on solid ground. “Your graciousness, I do not want to live a lie. I want to be with my real sister.”

	The goddess narrowed her eyes. “You insinuate that my tapestry is a lie? You are born of my mind. Do you not consider that the mortal realm is but a different yarn, and no less real?”

	Edyli paused. She had come this far. What did she have to lose? “If this is the case, then why do you prefer that I stay here instead of there? Why can I not live my life with my sister from the same yarn?”

	The goddess blinked, taken aback. She strolled forward again, shrinking until she finally dropped her mortal on the ground before her. Now she was still taller, but her height was only a little above that of the average human. Edyli winced but did not speak.

	“Rise, mortal.”

	Edyli stood, then raised her chin defiantly. “Please, your graciousness. Let me return.”

	The goddess—so, so tall—placed her hand on Edyli’s chest, through her chest, and scowled. “Do not come back.”

	Edyli stared in horror as the goddess yanked her hand free from Edyli’s chest, her thumb and forefinger held together as if she had plucked a feather from a peacock’s tail. A fine string, the finest thread, wavered between her fingers like a hair.

	Edyli couldn’t breathe. She gasped for air. Something was missing. Something essential—

	The wind picked up. The mist receded. Faster, faster, thinning and vanishing, sucked between the moons. The wind tugged at her. Squelching, sucking, yanking her from her feet and flinging her at the sky. The light grew brighter, more and more brilliant, and then her whole body felt like it was being ripped into a million shreds, and all she knew was the whiteness of a burning star.
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	Bright light burned Edyli’s eyes. Hard rock beneath her—

	Air! She gasped for breath, any breath, and stretched her fingers to the sky, flailing, trying to grab what she could not touch. Someone shrieked and there was movement in the corner of her eye. Edyli rolled to her side, crashing through a thick of branches. Wood splintered around her. She collapsed on the stone floor, writhing. Her heart thudded in her chest, irregular, harsh. She blinked tears from her eyes. Then finally—

	Precious, sweet air. The fragrance of rosewood and jasmine. She inhaled a deep breath. In. Out. Chest heaving, cold sweat pooling on the back of her neck. The air chilled her bare skin. Something stretched taut inside her. She pressed her hand to her collarbone, then paused.

	She no longer wore her choli, but a thin silk wrap that covered her chest and waist. She reached her fingers to the back of her ears and found her hair prickly and short. She turned to face her bed.

	Not a bed—a pyre. The stone altar from which she had tumbled, with dry tinder scattered around the floor and beneath her. Bronze sconces hung suspended from the ceiling, wisps of oily smoke rising from the incense. A large round hole opened above her, an escape for the smoke of a funeral pyre.

	Her pyre.

	She gasped, half-laughing, hysterical. She had almost burned, and then would she have still returned to the mortal realm?

	But she was alive!

	A bronze-skinned woman in long, silver and black robes of a Madian priestess held her hands palms-forward, as if to ward Edyli away. She narrowed her thin eyebrows into angry arches. “Be la kagiméan vegornis duhan so ma moctra drat la be.”

	Make the monster before me speak only truth.

	Monster? Edyli blinked. “I am no—” Her voice froze and she choked on her words. Her tongue stuck in her mouth. She stared at the smooth tiles beneath her fingers. She was not a monster, was she?

	“Speak your name,” the priestess commanded.

	“Edyli Llambaro Inlleku,” she whispered, stunned. She was not being forced to speak, but the words she said… she could not lie, even if she desired to. The woman had used word magic, and as Edyli was only an acolyte in the ways of the practice, she did not have the strength to resist the woman’s focus. She bowed her head. “I am returned from the realm of Madia.”

	The priestess took a hesitant step back and called to a man standing behind her. He wore a black sarong and a loose, dark purple shirt that opened at the front, revealing his lean torso. “Bring me a vial of tethvios,” the priestess ordered. The acolyte bowed at the waist, his hands clasped before his head, then hurried under the archway.

	“Where is my vera? Where is my sister?” Edyli tried to catch the priestess’s eyes, but the woman refused her gaze. Edyli’s chest tightened, forcing an aching pain to surge, and she flinched.

	“What hurts you?” the priestess asked.

	“My chest. Something is missing.”

	The priestess dipped her head as if that confirmed what she suspected. “You were dead,” she said flatly.

	Her acolyte returned with a bamboo bowl and a glass vial. He sat the bowl on a preparation table behind him, uncorked the vial, and poured the thick liquid.

	The priestess passed the bowl to Edyli. “Drink.”

	Edyli stared at the liquid, apprehensive as the man cleared branches from the altar. The potion was pearly white, but thick, like yogurt. “What is this?”

	“An anesthetic,” the priestess explained. “I must perform a test which will not be comfortable.”

	The acolyte placed a cloth pad overtop the hard stone.

	What kind of test did they plan—

	Her eyes widened. The emptiness within her and the warning the goddess had given—the moment Madia removed a string and told her not to return—

	She pressed her fingers to her chest. Death magic. That was the magic Madia took.

	Edyli could not die.

	She shook her head fiercely. “No. No—please do not make me drink that.” Her eyes watered. “I know I do not have death magic.”

	The priestess merely pushed the bowl into her hands. “Drink.”

	No! She could reconcile that she had returned to the land of the living, but not at the cost of never dying. She flung the bowl aside and darted through the open archway. Her feet slapped the cool tile and the rough mortar holding the tiles in place. She raced down the curved corridor with all its intricate lattice work that detailed the tales of Madia. Memories shot rapid-fire through Edyli’s brain, memories of the goddess and the ghosts who wandered her realm. She could not return. Could never return—

	Something lashed whip-quick around her ankles and yanked her feet together. She screamed as she tumbled, barely bracing her fall. She struggled to untangle the cord around her feet, but the acolyte descended and caught her hands in his. He held her wrists firm and their eyes met.

	“Please return willingly.” His dark brown eyes held a sorrowful understanding. “If you cooperate, I will try to make this as painless as possible. If you cooperate, it will not be so traumatic.”

	She blinked. “What if I cannot die?”

	“Priestess Jahillva is skilled with her tongue. She can heal you with word magic before you pass on a second time, or heal you so that you are no longer in pain.”

	Edyli squeezed her eyes shut. “I just want to see my sister and her first rites of magic.”

	“You will. But we need to know if you are fa nor.”

	Unbalanced.

	The acolyte helped her stand and then braced her against him, his silky shirt warm against her waist. She closed her eyes, following his steady movements, dreading what was to come.

	Once at the pyre room, he lifted her to the pallet that covered the altar. The priestess scowled as she handed Edyli a bowl with fresh contents. “Drink,” she said, her voice curt.

	Edyli swallowed hard, raised the bowl to her chin, then drank. The liquid tasted of coconut and milk and death. A flowery fragrance broke through the smell and she gagged. The warm liquid dribbled on her chin. She hurried to brush it away, but the room wavered. She blinked, trying to sit straight. Her skin tingled and her ears thrummed. Cold—she felt cold and giggly, but nothing gave her a reason to laugh.

	The acolyte helped her lay on the pallet. She tried brushing her fingers on the cloth, but only felt pressure. She could sense her limbs, knew they were there, but no sensation came. 

	“Try not to bite yourself if you speak,” he warned. “You will not feel much.”

	Much? She felt nothing at all. All of her senses screamed that this was wrong, that she should not be here, that she should feel something. She tried to swallow but her tongue stuck and she tried again and again…

	The acolyte pressed his hand lightly on her throat. “Calm yourself, please.” He tilted his head sympathetically.

	She averted her eyes to the opening in the ceiling. She did not want his pity. The clouds in the evening sky glowed orange and gray, hinting at a coming rain.

	 “I have the spell ready.” Priestess Jahillva rolled a parchment between her fingers and set it aside. She caught Edyli’s gaze and sniffed. “I will activate it once we know your curse.”

	Edyli stiffened. This woman… she did not like her at all. She tried to protest that she knew her curse, but her numb tongue flubbed her words.

	The priestess passed the acolyte a jewel-encrusted box crafted from rosewood. He unlatched the clasp and removed a slender knife from the silk inside. Edyli tried to push herself from the pallet, but he placed a single hand on her collar bone and she fell in place, her limbs useless from the tethvios potion.

	“I am sorry, but we need to know,” the acolyte said. He swiped the knife’s curved edge along her throat. She squeaked. She felt the pressure and the separation rather than the cut itself, and the warm liquid dribbled over her throat.

	And air… She gasped. Numb, mind reeling—the room spun. The clouds blurred. She reached her fingers to her throat, her hands useless against the warm liquid—blood, her blood— and her heart beat-beat-beated faster and harder, and if she had her death magic then the world should go black, or white, and she should wake again in the land of dream webs and brown sky—

	The world did not fade.

	She saw the blur of the acolyte looking into her eyes. Someone spoke. The words… she did not understand the words over the crying of her own heart. But then she felt a tightness at her throat. Her heart calmed, regular again. She became distinctly aware of the warm mist spraying into the temple through the roof. And then she could feel again. The rough dampness of the cloth that the acolyte dabbed along her throat, cleaning her. The grain of the cloth fabric beneath her. Air washing across her face.

	Human. She felt human again.

	The priestess scowled. “Fa nor,” she announced. “By way of death magic.”

	The acolyte helped Edyli sit. She turned toward the priest and rubbed her throat uncomfortably. The smoothness of a scar remained there, a reminder of who—what—she was. Unbalanced. Fa nor. Lacking in one of three key elements, life magic, or death magic, or a body to speak from.

	“Get her fresh clothing,” the priestess ordered. The acolyte bowed and took the bloodied rags with him. The priestess eyed Edyli. “You returned from the realm of the dead. Why? How?”

	“I wanted to see my sister again. I… raced to the moons.”

	The priestess arched an eyebrow. “Moons? You remember being there?” Edyli nodded. She opened her mouth to speak, but the priestess shook her head. “I do not wish to know. I hope to find out someday for myself.” She crossed her arms over her chest, her scarf drifting across the floor. “Still, I suppose your family will be happy that you have returned to them.”

	Her family… She would see her sister!

	The acolyte returned with a clean red skirt and choli and the priestess left the room. He bowed his head and produced the clothing before Edyli. “Take these. You should find something else to wear before you go to your sister’s rites, if you do not wish to be stared at. They mark you as fa nor, a warning of anyone who is unbalanced. You should hurry. The evening draws near, and your sister’s rites will begin within the hour.”

	Edyli nodded. She would not have expected her family to miss the first rites. They would have already said the Anati’Kesllahme, the Farewell of the Living, as soon as they knew she was gone. She touched her fingers to her short hair and imagined the tiny kedesi dolls made from the hair of those who had passed into Madia’s realm. Had they already made kedesime for her?

	“Edyli…”

	She looked up as the acolyte spoke. He offered her a tiny glass vial on a beaded string.

	“You should keep this with you at all times. Keep it hidden. If something should happen and you receive a wound which would kill you, this might give you time to get help before you go mad.”

	A chill wracked her body, but she took the vial. “I drank more than this earlier, and I still felt like I was going mad.”

	“This is far more concentrated,” he acknowledged. “But do not drink it unless you would otherwise die. You will barely be able to run without falling.” He tapped the glass, then paused. He gestured to her neck. “May I?” 

	She automatically reached to pull back her hair, then realized again that it was gone. At least my neck will be cooler, she thought glumly.

	The acolyte strung the necklace over her head, then stepped back, satisfied. He bowed at the waist and clasped his hands before him. “Sican naketonia quisé.”

	The goddess who helped her had also told her that. She bit her lip. “Do you know of a goddess who would say the same thing? Cirenan in origin, I think, but capable of traveling Madia’s realm?”

	His smile widened and the skin around his eyes crinkled. “Perhaps. But there are many goddesses within the Cirenan pantheon.”

	“She wore her hair in braids, in a scarf. Wore a short-sleeved tunic, and silver bangles.”

	He chuckled. “Do you think I know every goddess in the Cirenan pantheon?”

	“Well, no.” She ducked her head, heat flowing to her cheeks. The emptiness in her chest ached, but the ache had faded to a dull thrum.

	The acolyte motioned to her clothes. “You should get dressed if you want to see your sister’s rites.”

	Her heart jumped. She grabbed the skirt and stepped into it, then hurriedly shrugged her choli over her shoulders.

	“Oh, and Edyli?”

	She looked up sharply. He stood under the archway.

	“If you are curious, you might check the scrolls for ‘Meshon.’ She is a goddess who commonly frequents the mortal world.” The evening light twinkled in his eyes before he stepped outside the room and went on his way.

	Edyli blinked. Was she imagining things, or did he know more than he told her?

	Either way, he was gone now, so she tugged the funeral garb from under her clothes and cast it aside. She doubted she would need it. But she was going to be late unless she ran. She sprinted down the hall, stumbling every few steps, determined to find the place of her sister’s rites.
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	Firelight twisted and danced through the gold-granite columns of Megi’Sam, the Temple of Rites. The flickering light set the carved statues of Cantingen deities to dancing with their shadows. Her feet stung from the run across dusty streets, but the smooth stone underfoot soothed her bare toes. Ahead, soft chanting echoed through the dimly lit hall.

	“Lisandréav mu tor shadi’megi. Lisandréav mu tor nocho Akymi Nesida Inlleku chono.”

	We call all to witness the rites of magic. We call all to witness Akymi Nesida Inlleku.

	Edyli smiled. They had not yet begun the rites, and they would continue their call until they did. She gathered her skirt in her hands and slid to a halt just before the sanctuary became visible. She darted from column to column and knelt beside a miniature statue of Ruetravahn. She smiled at the statue, then looked toward the wooden dais.

	Three priestesses stood on the platform. One wore pale blue robes and a black scarf with silver ribbons. She was a priestess of Lishivant, the god of creation and ribbon magic. This was one of the few rites in the Islands where Lishivant was recognized, as the god had long ago retired into the Immortal Realm.

	The second priestess wore a dark purple robe, her silver scarf draped over her head like a veil. Loose threads fringed her skirt. She spoke for Madia. Edyli shuddered. Would the priestess know she was here?

	The final priestess wore bright ribbons of every color, and a mask of feathers that were shaped into that of a bird’s head. Even her hands were tangled with thread. This priestess would not speak during the entire performance. All of her words were tied to the movements of her hands and her feet, each movement representing a rune of Cantingen word magic. Her dance would speak for her. She was Karewalin, or could be, if the being of magic chose to inhabit her body. They were, after all, born from the strings of Karewalin, and it was she who answered when a word mage called on her.

	The priestesses of Lishivant and Madia stepped forward. “We welcome every mortal here,” they chanted. “May the gods and goddesses grant you good health. Today is a day of learning. Today is a day of revelation. Today is a day of magic and future. We welcome Akymi Nesida Inlleku before us.”

	A little girl rose from the bench nearest to the dais. Edyli’s heart leapt to her throat. Finally… finally the moment she had fought for. She sank beside the column and wrapped her arms around the statue to steady herself.

	Akymi’s hair had been braided with ribbons and tucked around her ears like a wreath. Her orange scarf was pinned at the crown of her braids. Golden beads embroidered the scarf with white blossoms and peacock feathers. Her choli shone with an iridescent blue and green sheen, and her skirt reflected the firelight in blue glass beads.

	“You look beautiful,” Edyli whispered, though she knew the girl would not hear.

	Akymi hesitated before taking the first step onto the raised platform. The priestesses waited, patient. Then the girl turned around, looking into the audience. She wrung her hands in her skirt. Her wide eyes scanned the crowd.

	Edyli held her breath. What was she waiting for?

	Akymi turned her gaze to the empty seat beside their vera, and Edyli finally understood. She was waiting for her. The girl took one last look at the priestesses, then sprinted across the benches, hopping from one to the other and navigating the throng of temple-goers. A hushed gasp rose from the crowd. Their vera stood quickly. “Akymi! Akymi—”

	Edyli swept from the columns and intercepted the girl before she could run past. She wrapped her arms around her little sister. The girl squeaked, whacked her tiny fist hard across Edyli’s cheek, then stared at her, stunned.

	“Edyli?” she whispered.

	Edyli winced and nodded. Not the worst injury she had today. “I am here, little sister.” She forced a smile and her cheek throbbed.

	Akymi stared at her, her brown eyes wide. “But… but… Vera said…”

	Edyli wrapped her in a tight hug. “I am back. Now come. We have your rites to attend to.” She tucked Akymi’s hand in hers, offered the child a broad smile, and returned down the aisle, her head held high.

	The crowd whispered, pointing. She did her best to ignore them. She had not had time to change out of the red skirt and choli. As such, every single one of them knew she was fa nor. The scar on her neck confirmed just that.

	Still, she smiled. Once she reached the dais, she looked each priestess in the eye, then bowed, her hands pressed together before her. “Please forgive my intrusion.”

	She knelt beside Akymi. “Go on,” she whispered. “Be brave. There are no peacocks here… none but you.” She tickled the girl and poked her under the arm. Akymi giggled. Edyli smiled, then took her seat.

	Her vera stared at her, mouth aghast. “How are you alive?” She caught sight of the scar on Edyli’s throat, squirmed, and scooted away.

	Edyli’s chest tightened at the sight of her vera’s discomfort. “I will explain later,” Edyli whispered. She did not want to take anything more from her sister’s rites.

	Akymi hurried up the steps, beaming. The priestess continued their chants, and then the priestess of Karewalin danced, undulating like ribbons in a wind. Her feathers dipped and spun, her ribbons twirled, and a light filled the stage. Small at first, no bigger than Akymi’s fist, then larger and larger until it encompassed the entire temple.

	The priestess spun to a halt.

	The entire room dimmed, a faint purple cast flowing to everyone in the audience. Ribbons, free-floating, the color of jade, swam through the air around Akymi. They dove, playful. The girl gasped and reached to touch one. The ribbon darted up and touched her fingers. Akymi giggled and hopped from toe to toe.

	A tiny pang resounded through Edyli’s chest, and she pressed her fingers to her collarbone. The ache, the loss of her death magic remained. But this… She did not dare close her eyes. Her little sister ran around the dais, chasing the jade ribbons as they teased the priestesses.

	“Her physical prowess may be renowned,” Lishivant’s priestess called. “Her ribbons may help her in many an endeavor.”

	Edyli smiled. Climbing trees was one of them.

	The feathered priestess danced once more, and the light faded. Akymi pouted as the ribbons disappeared. Edyli held her breath. If Akymi could manipulate string magic, then their reunion would be short-lived. Her fingers tingled and she fought the urge to fidget in the darkness.

	Faint strings shimmered into life, weaving and winding within those upon the dais. Akymi stared up at the priestesses, confused. “Akymi Nesida Inlleku has no affinity for string magic,” the priestess of Madia called. “Her training shall remain here, on the main islands.” Edyli let out her breath and finally relaxed. Akymi would remain here. Here, where they could be together.

	Edyli paused. In the darkness, that growing darkness, the strings of life and death shimmered among everyone present. Two strings each, pale and purple-white.

	One for life, and one for death.

	Two strings each, except for Edyli, who had only one.

	She closed her eyes, cleared her thoughts, and then focused on Akymi. Her little sister was alive with all of her magic, and that was all that mattered.
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Not ready to leave the world of “Stone and String?”

	 

	Visit Cirena in Magic’s Stealing, the first book of The Wishing Blade series.
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	For centuries, ribbons of magic have provided the kingdom of Cirena with light, healing, and protection. Then, in a span of minutes, those ribbons fly from their masters, stolen, save for the magic of a few chosen mages. One of these mages is Toranih, a young noblewoman who would rather have a sword in her hand than use her powers to heal or throw fireballs. As a result, her magic skills are lacking. But with former mages dying from magic withdrawal, and the looming threat of an army of shadows who are impervious to mortal weapons, she must either embrace the responsibilities of a mage or watch her home perish.
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