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MAGIC’S STEALING 

1 

 ONE  

Darkness flooded Toranih Covonilayno’s sleeping chamber 
as she mentally extinguished her magic crystal’s light. She 
tossed the crystal onto her dresser and hurried to her bed. The 

silk covers rustled as she slipped underneath, where she felt 

for the leather hilt of the knife under her pillow. 

The last few nights had brought strange creaking noises 

from the attic, soft footsteps and the brushing of rough wool on 
the edges of the wooden floorboard above. She listened now, 

waiting to see if the footsteps returned. 

They did not. 

Instead, wind whistled through a tiny crack in her 

bedroom windowsill. She peeked over the covers. A shadow 
passed by the heavy curtains and she clasped the smooth fabric 

between her fingers. 

Ridiculous. 

She kicked off the covers, knife in hand, and hopped out of 

bed. She waited, just in case the shadow returned. Then she 
walked to her dresser, picked up the crystal, and carefully 

raised the light again. 
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The dresser was pristine, with only an oil lamp sitting in 

the dustless corner. A small oak chest at the foot of her bed 

remained locked with steel. Heavy brocade curtains obscured 
the window. 

No sign of intruders. 

So why couldn’t she shake the feeling that someone had 

been watching her? 

 She dimmed the crystal’s light until the room was cast in 
an eerie twilight, but the only magic present was her own. The 

crystal’s faint light revealed thin, lime green ribbons of magic 

floating around her, while glowing turquoise ribbons darted in 

and out of the crystal. 

Her older sister, Siklana, had created the artifact for 
Toranih when she was little. Few could see magic without a 

crystal. Whenever a mage used their ribbons to do . . . well . . . 

anything, she couldn’t see the cause. 

And what she couldn’t see, she couldn’t fight. 

Toranih sighed. She was seventeen now, and she wasn’t 
afraid of magic. She just didn’t like it. There was a difference. 

Something tapped the glass. Toranih shrieked, fumbling 

with the crystal. She clutched it to her chest and spun toward 

the window. A cluster of ribbons danced around a small form 

on the other side. 
Well, are you coming? Daernan’s telepathic voice flitted 

through her mind, amused. 

Of all the times for him to show up unannounced— 

She dropped the crystal on her dresser, sheathed the knife, 

then flung open the curtains. “Don’t scare me like that!” 
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A small, brown, conspicuously cute owl peered at her with 

bright yellow eyes and giant black pupils. Daernan, judging by 

the white ring of feathers crowning his left eye. 
The owl shrugged and puffed out his plumage like a 

feather duster. Not my fault you’re so jumpy. 

Toranih crossed her arms. Though dim in the moonlight, 

the crystal’s twilight revealed various blue and yellow and 

pink ribbons swirling thick through Daernan’s owlish body. 
Coming? The pink ribbons carried Daernan’s thoughts to 

Toranih’s mind, and she fought the urge to swipe them away. 

Toranih knelt beside the window so that she was eye-level 

with the owl. He tilted his head and blinked. She snorted. “I’ve 

been expressly forbidden from attending the festival,” she said 
in the most high-and-mighty voice she could muster. “So, no. 

I’m not coming.” 

Not that she minded missing the event. Too much magic 

and too many people teasing her about when she and Daernan 

would make their courtship a formal engagement. 
She turned from the window, lit her oil lamp, and then 

mentally killed the crystal’s light. 

The ribbons vanished. 
Let me guess. Your father wasn’t happy that you challenged 

Lady Ikara to a duel, then respectfully threatened that she ought to let 
her fiancé fight for her, lest you knock her off her high horse onto 
her—he mentally coughed for effect—her lazy ass? 

Toranih shrugged. “She insulted you. Good excuse not to go.” 

The owl sighed, best an owl could, before tapping the 

window with his beak. Can I at least come in? 
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She obliged him with a flip of the latch. Then she plopped 

onto her bed. The owl swooped inside, changing as he went. By 

the time he landed, the owl had morphed into a young man 
with shoulder-length brown hair. A patch of white hair ran 

through his bangs above his left eye. 

Daernan stood from his crouch and shook himself like a 

dog that had just run through a pond. He looked as he usually 

did, no more dressed for the festival than any other day. Only 
a simple cotton tunic and loose-fitting breeches, along with a 

leather belt that Toranih had helped to etch and dye. That belt 

had been an experiment, to say the least. Daernan proved 

much better at drawing the various creatures than she had. An 

owl, a shaggy dog, a horse . . . his favorite changes. 
He tossed her a green velvet satchel. “I know you don’t 

like this holiday, but that’s for you.” 

She scowled, dangling the satchel by its cords. “Really?” 

If Daernan had brought her spicy cocoa flowers, like last 

year, she would swear to Shol that she’d make him pay the 
next time he tried to duel with her. 

Daernan shrugged and leaned against the dresser, 

perilously close to her oil lamp. “Don’t worry, it’s not flowers 

or ribbons, or anything silly that you wouldn’t like.” 

“I didn’t get you anything,” she said. Well, technically she 
had, but she’d planned to give him the owl-shaped ginger 

cookies she’d bought for him tomorrow, when the gift wasn’t 

linked to Aifa’s Night. 

“In that case, you could make it up to me by coming to the 

parade.” He smiled hopefully. 
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Toranih raised an eyebrow. She dug into the satchel and 

paused when her fingers touched cool metal ridges. She 

withdrew a brooch made of sterling silver. The metal had been 
crafted into a raven that held a wreath of flowers in its talons. 

Small and not particularly gaudy, the piece would look nice 

pinned on the pouch she normally wore on long horseback 

rides. 

Daernan rubbed the back of his neck self-consciously. “I 
might have lied about the flowers. I hope you don’t mind.” 

“It’s . . .” She let out a breath and smiled. “I like it. Thanks.” 

He grinned. “I commissioned the crafter whose goods you 

keep eyeing.” 

“I do not!” Toranih had done her best not to let anyone 
catch her eyeing the metalsmith’s jewelry . . . just his weapons. 

They might think she’d gone soft. 

“Sure you don’t.” Daernan chuckled, then glanced around 

the room. “Redecorated?” 

“The room was cluttered. I cleaned it.” 
“You? Clean something?” Daernan raised an eyebrow. 

“Who are you and what have you done with Toranih?” 

She scowled. “There were too many things someone could 

hide behind.” 

His smile faltered. “You still think someone’s watching 
you?” 

“I heard noises last night. I checked the attic, but nothing 

was up there. I even used the crystal to look for magic.” She 

kicked her feet against the bed and sighed. “I know I don’t 

have enemies, but someone’s been in here.” 
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“Lady Ikara, maybe? She isn’t exactly friendly towards 

you.” 

“Oh, please. She could talk my ear off but I don’t think she 
could tell the difference between a dagger and a dirk.” 

“She doesn’t have to know the difference to stab you,” 

Daernan pointed out. 

Toranih punched his shoulder. 

“Ow! I’m just saying!” 
She snorted. He wasn’t helping. Lady Ikara wasn’t the 

kind to go snooping around the manor, and Toranih’s father, 

Lord Covonilayno, had relatively few enemies. Though he was 

officially a viscount who oversaw the day-to-day proceedings 

of Viyna, he was also tasked with guarding the kingdom’s 
armory, so most nobles chose to stay on his good side. 

Daernan sighed. “The parade is starting soon. If you really 

don’t want to be seen, we can go as owls. There’ll be dancing . . .” 

“Which we can’t enjoy since we’ll be owls.” 

“Free food . . .” 
“As owls? Do you want mice? Besides, you get free food 

anyway. Everyone likes you.” 

“They like you, too,” Daernan protested. 

“They bow and curtsy to me.” 

“Unless you challenge them to a duel.” 
“There is that.” Toranih grinned and eyed the raven 

brooch. Lady Ikara could sniff the air all she liked, but she 

wouldn’t keep calling Daernan a street mutt. Besides, he did 

have claim to noble lineage, even if his father wasn’t around to 

prove it. His mother permitted the commoners to tend to their 
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estate in return for access to a small cottage inside the city. No 

one paid attention to the fact that she had married into 

nobility. 
Seemed that was how she liked her life. 

“And we’ll get to watch all the mag—entertainment.” 

Daernan closed his mouth quickly. 

Toranih rolled her eyes. “Magical entertainment, right. 

Know what? You go. Report to me in the morning about all the 
beautiful light showers and flashy streamers, and don’t forget 

to tell me how the gracious Aifa blessed the newlyweds. If you 

get back here before sunrise, you might even beat Siklana to 

the story.” 

Her sister always did like magic. She cast enough for the 
two of them. 

Daernan groaned and tugged Toranih’s arm. “Come on—

it’s no fun if I go by myself. And everyone’s expecting us, even 

if we are owls. You should come.” He beamed, giving her his 

kingdom-class puppy-dog eyes. 
She swallowed uncomfortably. “This is a bad idea.” 

“Please? It’ll be fun. I promise.” 

Toranih sighed. Sometimes she wondered if he had 

ribbons of the persuasive nature, though she’d never caught 

him. Wasn’t likely, anyway. That kind of magic was rare. 
She rose from her bed and set the raven brooch beside her 

prized lamp. Then she raised her crystal’s light until it was just 

right for seeing magic. After she extinguished the oil lamp, she 

focused on her royal blue ribbons and stretched her arms, her 

palms open to the ceiling. Tickles rolled through her fingers, 
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then her hands, then her body. Blue ribbons swirled around 

her, merging into a thick smoke that rushed to her toes. She 

shrank. Her bones mended into the form of an owl. Her magic 
glowed bright, twisting and fading with a heartbeat of its own. 

Ready? Daernan asked, already perched on the windowsill. 

Toranih killed the crystal’s light and hopped toward the 

window with her leathery feet. 

She preferred raven form—though it wasn’t much better—
but at least now she could see. 

Daernan hooted. Let’s hurry—the show should be starting! He 

dropped off the windowsill, his wings outstretched, and 

caught the air with a quick swoop. 

Toranih cringed. What would happen if she hadn’t made 
the change properly? What if she didn’t actually fly? 

The ground teetered beneath her, perilously far from the 

ledge. She spread her wings, prayed to Shol she wouldn’t 

crash, and dropped into the night. 

*  * 

A cloaked figure knelt beside a sprawling sycamore near 

the young woman’s sleeping chamber, her eyes trained on the 

two owls. 

Finally, they were gone. She climbed the tree, bark 

catching on the tips of her leather boots, then slipped inside the 
open window. The room was dark, save for moonlight, but it 

was just enough for her to see that the young woman had 

rearranged the furniture since the night before. 
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No night table or pile of books, and her usual set of 

sparring knives didn’t hang from the wall. Probably locked in 

the chest at the foot of her bed, or buried under the mattress. 
She didn’t bother to check, though, instead stopping beside 

the dresser and stroking her fingers across the light crystal. It 

responded eagerly, and turquoise ribbons flared to life. 

She quickly extinguished the crystal and peered into the 

distance, waiting to see if her own sight revealed the magical 
ribbons that would signal the two’s return to investigate. 

The night remained empty. 

The only magic she saw was her own. The rest of the 

family was at the parade. 

But there was something new in the room. Ashen 
moonlight shone through the oil lamp at the edge of the 

dresser. Skewed light reflected onto a metal brooch—a brooch 

with a raven and a wreath of flowers. 

The intruder held her breath, reaching her fingers toward 

the jewel piece, then quickly withdrew. She couldn’t leave any 
trace that she’d come. That meant leaving objects where they’d 

been found. 

She left the sleeping chamber for the hallway. Bronze wall 

sconces flickered with pale, turquoise light across elaborate 

tapestries. The crystals cast shadows along the crimson throw 
rugs, each one embroidered with curling gold patterns. 

She paused, recalling the two owls flying into the night. 

Always strange to see the young woman, but stranger still 

to see Daernan alive. 

She wrapped her cloak tight around her shoulders, then 
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traveled the familiar stairs downward, downward, and 

deeper—under the manor and into the kingdom’s dwindling 

armory. 



MAGIC’S STEALING 

11 

 TWO  

The city square was close. Flickering dots of lanterns and 
crystals lined the street, causing the whole city to shimmer like 
a rainbow in the night wind. Music—sharp and crisp—rose 

from jovial strings and drums alongside the laughing chant of 

villagers. The smells of roasted meats wafted from the same 

distance. 

Daernan flapped his wings twice, ascending in the night. 
He took a sharp turn and dove into the city. Toranih shrieked, 

spinning too fast into the narrow streets. She flapped her 

wings, frantically skimming the two-story inns at the edge of 

the city. At the last moment she shot past a pair of giggling 

teenagers who had found the private alleyway perfect for 
nuzzling, then erupted over the main street in a flurry of 

feathers. Children pointed and laughed as she struggled to 

maintain a lopsided hover. 

For the love of Shol . . . 

Why had she even bothered? 
Daernan positioned himself on a branch beside the 

tavern. Orange light spilled from the giant front window. 
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Toranih took her seat beside him, flicking her wings and tail 

for balance. 

You could have warned me we were landing here, she thought 
to him. 

Daernan tilted his owlish head. If you practiced flying, you 

wouldn’t have that problem. Besides, I got us front row seats. 

At least Daernan was trying, and he was right about the 

seating arrangements. The parade hadn’t started on the actual 
square, so they could see it from the beginning. Toranih just 

preferred to enjoy the summer nights in human form with a 

sword, practicing a routine she’d memorized from Brekartn, 

the captain of Viyna’s guard. 

Instead, she was watching the city’s most notoriously 
magic-based festival. When she was a child, Aifa’s priests had 

lit the whole place with magic-revealing crystals. Ribbons 

shimmied all over the parade route, different colors from every 

type of magic. 

That night was when Toranih first realized that magic 
had a life of its own. That it danced and dove, providing 

entertainment to an enthusiastic, noisy crowd. But despite her 

schooling, she’d never been able to get a strong enough grip on 

her ribbons to do anything more than the basics, even while 

her sister and Daernan surged ahead in their studies. 
There—around the corner. It’s starting. See? Daernan nudged 

her with his wing. 

She nodded. The parade festivities were led by a young 

man with a flaming torch that glinted off his bare chest. He 

beckoned to the children following him—two young girls with 



MAGIC’S STEALING 

13 

daisy and purple aster tiaras on their heads. They giggled, 

tossing pink petals in the air. The petals fluttered like fragrant 

snow around the parade’s observers. Boys the same age flicked 
silky ribbons along the edge of the path, then darted to the 

safety of the cobblestone road when one of the elders teased 

them by grabbing their arms or shirts. Supposedly, the elders 

could snatch the boys away to match with their own children. 

Both boys were too nimble to be caught. 
“Hey, look!” A man underneath the two owls jabbed his 

companion in the ribs and pointed at Toranih and Daernan. 

“There's that lucky owl I was telling you about!” He grinned, 

revealing a rotting tooth and breath that smelled like spoiled 

rat meat. 
Toranih absolutely hated the instincts that came with 

changing. How do you stand the smell? she sent to Daernan. 

He shrugged his wings. I use the owl’s natural senses. 

Great vision . . . not so great smell. Which you would know if 
you practiced. 

She flashed her wing at his face. He hooted and shuffled, 

but quickly regained his balance. 
I’m telling you—practice. Next time you might be able to hit me 

with something other than a waster. 
Just be glad it’s not a real blade. 
The man’s companion smiled. “See the white patch? That’s 

Daernan. The other owl might be Lady Covonilayno.” He 

bowed his head politely. 

Toranih snapped her beak. She was not a lady. Well, she was, 

but she didn’t plan to sit around hosting “entertainment” 
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when she could be training. 

Entertainment—at least in the fashion of court talk—was 

boring. 
The parade continued. 

A pair of teenagers, chosen favorites from Aifa’s priests and 

priestesses, carried a wire arch above the heads of the older 

newlyweds. The metal wires were tied with yellow and green 

ribbons, and the last of the season’s flowers. After them came the 
acolytes, men and women casting gold shavings across the path 

for those carrying soft furs, which they laid in the center of the 

cobblestone street. As they made sure each fur overlapped, 

fishermen passed out salted fish. Gifts from the goddess, a thanks 

for the continued respects paid at the altar in the center of Viyna. 
Those fish looked tasty. 

Toranih ruffled her feathers. If she did a quick little dip, 

she might be able to snare a bite before anyone noticed. 

Daernan dropped from the branch first, sending it jolting 

upward. Toranih cast her wings out for balance, cursing the 
Trickster, Isahna, for making scrawny branches, then tried to 

place where Daernan had disappeared. 

Surely he hadn’t had the same idea. He could practically 

perch on the shoulder of any commoner and get a treat. They 

liked him. 
Toranih, over here! 
She started. Daernan swooped around the ceremonial arch 

at the center of the parade. He twirled in mid-air, earning 

applause from the crowd. 

What in Shol’s name was he doing? 
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If they interrupted the parade, they’d draw the ire of Aifa 

on her festival day. Or the attention of Toranih’s father. If Lord 

Covonilayno recognized them, she’d hear no end of his 
famous, “proper lady-like manners” speech over dinner. 

Coming? Daernan called. He shot straight into the air, and 

even the newlyweds under the arch looked up and grinned. 

Something tugged at her chest, urging her to follow. 
Play along. 
Enjoy the ride. 
Toranih shivered, but edged toward the end of the branch. 

The call to perform dragged at her like a rock. She needed to 

follow. The tingle spread through her body, refusing to be 
denied. She could see nothing else, nothing more than the wire 

arch and the drooping flowers waiting to be revived with a 

tribute to the goddess. 

She fell from the branch, plummeting past the men she’d 

heard earlier, then soared toward the arch. She needed to fly, 
to twist and turn and dive and rise, like a wave of flood water 

crashing through a farmer’s field. The call tore at her mind, 

furious and fast, and she swirled with wing feathers brushing 

against Daernan’s feathers and the silky ribbons and the 

gallant flowers. 
The warm night lifted her to the stars . . . 

And the dance ended as abruptly as it began. 

Toranih fell away from the flowers and performers, and 

landed beside Daernan on the thatch roof of a nearby spinner’s 

cottage. Wind whistled through the eaves. 
She shivered. 
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Empty. 

Dizzy. 
Drained. 
Worse, the seer who usually came to these parades 

watched them from below in the form of a light gray wolf. Like 
Daernan, he could see magic without a crystal. The corners of 

his lips turned to a frown on his muzzle before he returned to 

the newlyweds. 

Toranih shuffled back from the roof’s edge. 

Old fables flitted to the edge of her mind, haunting 
melodies of immortals and creatures whose very power was 

that of magic’s lure, the power to call and demand, to whisper 

in a person’s ear and convince them, without fail, to do their 

bidding. 

Like ribbons of magic dancing free from their masters, 
taunting her . . . 

We should get back, she thought to Daernan. 

What? Why? He looked at her, bewildered. 

I’m not supposed to be out here. If Father hears about this . . . 
Toranih, I don’t think he’s going to mind. He’s probably going to 

be happy that you actually used magic to perform. 
Something doesn’t feel right. I felt like I was— 
Called? Daernan shuffled to the edge of the roof, his big 

owl eyes reflecting the dancing lights below. I think we were. 
Our magic’s different. 

What? she snapped. 

The owl flinched. Our magic is iridescent now, like peacock 

feathers from the Islands. I think . . . I think a god blessed us. 
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Toranih stared at him. Magic from the gods? She was not 

some puppet for them to toy with! She’d heard the old stories 

of mortals involved in immortal dealings. 
Those stories never ended well for the mortals. 

She spun away from Daernan and dropped into the balmy 

night. Moisture clung to her tawny feathers. 
Wait! Toranih— 
She tuned him out and kept flying. Morning would come 

early, and she wanted this nightmare to end sooner rather than 

later. 
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 THREE  

All through her flight, Toranih chided herself for going to 
the parade. What was she thinking? She hated magic and she 
hated illusions, and festivals were just some Isahna-cursed way 

for the gods to remind their subjects that they were in control. 

The manor loomed in sight. Toranih tipped her wings, 

diving for the window ledge. She screeched as she nearly came 

beak-first with the glass. Miserable Trickster, she thought 
glumly. She could have sworn she’d left that window open. 

She fluttered her wings to keep from falling, then silently 

willed the window to lift. 

It creaked open. 

She winced, hoping none of the servants had heard, then 
hopped through and changed. 

Nice to be human again, though she couldn’t see a thing 

without the owl’s night vision. She stood there a moment, her 

long hair tickling her shoulders, her nightgown sweeping the 

floor before she finally tiptoed back to the window and 
carefully closed it. 

Unless her father had seen her at the parade, no one would 
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know she was gone. 

She stumbled along the dresser beside her window, 

fumbling for the crystal. Her fingers touched the cool, smooth 
surface. She willed the light to shine, then froze. 

Her magic was tinted with an array of iridescent hues. 

Just like Daernan had said. 

She dropped the crystal. 

Darkness. 
Impossible. Her magic couldn’t be different. She trembled 

at the edge of her bed. Then she scrambled under the covers. 

She’d sleep, and in the morning, everything would be normal. 

The morning sun would evaporate this terrible, cursed 

nightmare like dew. 

*  * 

Golden sunlight poured through the half-open curtains, 

highlighting the wooden door and its elegant trim of gilded 

spirals—symbols for the same magic that Toranih despised. 

The red stone walls reflected light onto the chestnut dresser, 
which, like everything in the room, was buffed, polished, and 

shined by one of her family’s many servants. 

Toranih groaned and pushed herself out of bed. Her whole 

body felt like the one time she’d been dragged through the 

estate by her horse, Starlight, when her foot got caught in the 
stirrup. Falling prey to magic’s lure and having her magic 

toyed with by the gods would probably cause such a malady, 

but she had no desire to see if her magic was still iridescent. 
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Besides, the whole performance had been a terrible dream, 

right? 

She glanced toward the window, where the city guard had 
already finished training. Her father allowed her to train in the 

morning with the new inductees, mostly because Brekartn 

could use her help, but anything beyond the basics, she had to 

learn in private. 

She sighed. 
The sun wasn’t terribly high, so her family was probably at 

breakfast. 

She pulled a blue satin dress from the chestnut drawers, 

laid that on her bed, then searched for breeches. She’d have to 

change clothes after she left, since her father was not fond of 
“ladies wearing clothing unbefitting of their station,” but no 

matter. She wouldn’t stay in the dress for long. She tugged the 

mound of fabric over her head and then fiddled with the 

strings under her arms until she had a loose knot, easy to 

unravel. 
Afterward, she headed into the dark hall beside her room. 

Turquoise light crystals dimly lit tapestries of kings, portraits, 

and paintings. She quietly traveled downstairs, the satchel 

with her smuggled outfit and the cookies for Daernan tossed 

over her shoulder. 
Her family already sat in the dining room trading stories. 

Lord Covonilayno, a heavyset man with graying hair and a 

thick brown beard, raised his eyebrows when she entered. 

“You’re here earlier than usual.” 

He was dressed in a dark green jacket with gilded buttons 
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and golden embroidery, with an undershirt covered in loose 

white frills. He must’ve been planning to head into the city 

later, which meant Toranih couldn’t change into comfortable 
clothes. 

She shrugged, feigning nonchalance. “I missed the practice 

this morning.” She plopped into a huge oak chair and snagged 

a cinnamon scone from a wicker basket. 

“Practice was postponed due to the parade last night, but 
just as well.” Her father handed one of the servants his empty 

plate and rested back in his chair. “Understanding self-defense 

is important, but you are taking these studies a bit far. There 

are more important subjects for a young lady to—” 

“Siklana is much more adept at those studies,” Toranih 
interrupted. Her scone crumbled and she swept the crumbs into a 

napkin before he could get onto her about that, too. “Let’s be 

honest. When inheritance time comes around, she’ll inherit the 

estate. She’ll master magic at the academy, and she’ll be the one to 

win the hearts of the city and lead them in her wise, older age.” 
Siklana ducked her head behind her brown bangs and her 

dark brown eyes shone through. She was smaller in stature 

than her younger sister, especially since she lacked the muscle 

that came from Toranih’s years of swordplay. “What if I marry 

into a different house?” 
Toranih turned sharply. Her sister . . . marry? Of course 

she would, she had always been interested in the attention of 

suitors, but Toranih hadn’t thought she would try to climb the 

social ladder through marriage. 

If she married into a higher class, she would leave the 
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Covonilayno estate. 

“I’d be the heir,” Toranih whispered, stunned. 

Her father nodded. “The rights would fall to you. As is 
custom.” 

Toranih glared at her sister. “How long have you been 

planning this?” 

“I’ve been thinking about it for a year,” Siklana admitted 

mischievously. “I’ve already passed the academy’s first year 
exams, and I’m well into my second year. Our inheritance is 

decent, but there are a few worthy suitors who could help me 

further my education once I finish in Cirena City. With a 

decent suitor’s allowance, I could travel to the Islands and 

learn word magic. I’ll make sure that’s part of the contract.” 
Toranih swallowed hard. While having at least some degree 

of ribbon magic was common, word magic was practiced by 

very few. Anyone could learn it, so long as they knew how to 

pronounce the spell. 

But say just one syllable wrong, and any number of 
horrors awaited the practitioner. Setting oneself on fire, 

opening a portal in the middle of a crowded city and killing 

anyone in its path, trying to heal someone and killing them 

instead . . . and a particularly powerful spell could bind a 

target to do the mage’s will. 
Toranih shivered. Unlike ribbon magic, word magic was 

invisible. No crystal could reveal words the way it could reveal 

ribbons. 

“And those are very nice plans,” Toranih’s mother said, 

interrupting the silence. She dabbed the corner of her mouth to 
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remove a streak of raspberry jelly, then smiled pleasantly. 

“Toranih, have you considered what benefits being Lady of the 

Armory would give you? A regular payment to your personal 

coffers, immediate access to any weapon you’re interested in 

training with, and command over Viyna’s city guard.” 

“I hadn’t thought about it,” Toranih said uneasily. 

If Siklana left and her parents didn’t appoint some other 

heir, that would leave Toranih in charge of Viyna, not just the 

armory. She’d be stuck in the courthouse, entertaining ladies 

like Ikara and warding off lower class suitors who hoped to 

marry into a higher title and greater fortune—not that the 

Covonilayno name was particularly fortunate. 

She slumped in her chair. Of course the gracious Aifa 

would set her sight on Siklana and find her a suitor. Of course 

Aifa would decide Siklana should fall in love with someone of 

higher estate. Of course Siklana would want that title instead of 

the Shol-given title of Covonilayno, leaving her sister, Toranih, 

to take the reins of the exact job she didn’t want: leadership. 

Sitting in an office all day, handing out orders when she 

wanted to be the one acting. 

She dropped her scone on her plate and scooted her chair 

from the table. “I’m going to meet Daernan at the square.” She 

hurried from the room, eyes downcast lest someone try to 

convince her to stay. 

*  * 
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After a forty-five minute walk, Toranih passed through the 

city gates and scanned the crowd for Daernan. The 

marketplace brimmed with travelers from Ashan, the eastern 
port. Merchants hawked bolts of cotton and silk, fresh boiled 

eggs, and decorative floral arrangements tied with intricate 

bows. A priestess stood beside the entrance of a shrine to Aifa. 

The nearby street was prime real estate for merchants with 

suitable gifts of flowers, or love letters, or tarts. 
The shrine was still decorated from last night’s festivities, 

though the late flowers had been replaced with freshly cut stalks, 

and the tarnished braziers refilled with sickly sweet incense. 

Toranih shook her head. Siklana wanted to leave this 

behind for some other city, some other nobility, some other 
people. It just wasn’t right. 

Something warm and wet licked her hand. She yelped and 

yanked her hand back, then glared at the shaggy brown dog 

sitting beside her. He grinned, the tell-tale patch around his left 

eye betraying the culprit. 
“Daernan,” she hissed. “Now’s not the time.” 

The dog pouted. 

“I want to speak to you, not to a hound.” She crossed her 

arms and scowled at a passing traveler with a wagon too large 

for these crowds. 
The dog shifted, blurring before her as if she were 

underwater, then turned into Daernan. He sighed. “You’re so 

picky.” 

She glared at him and dug the owl cookies from her 

satchel. She tossed him the package. “A gift. Anyway, my 
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family’s coming, so I can’t switch outfits.” 

Daernan smirked as he unraveled the twine around the 

crinkly brown paper. “Why are you complaining? It looks nice 
on you.” 

Heat rose to Toranih’s cheeks despite her chest clenching 

tight. She didn’t care how the dress looked, only that she had 

places to go, adventures to join. She wanted to see the world 

and come home later—not be stuck inside some stupid manor 
for the rest of her life. 

“Thanks!” Daernan grinned, holding up one of the cookies. 

He took a bite from the cookie-owl’s head and offered her the 

body. “Want a bite?” 

She eyed the decapitated cookie and shook her head. “No 
thanks.” 

He shrugged. “Your loss.” 

She held her breath, trying to decide how best to talk about 

Siklana’s marriage plans, and followed Daernan further into 

the marketplace. “Siklana’s thinking about marrying into a 
different estate.” 

“So?” Daernan quirked an eyebrow. 

Her jaw dropped. “So? If she leaves, that puts me in charge. 

I want to be the guard, not the one bossing everybody around. 

I’ll never get to fully appreciate the art of swordsmanship or 
travel—” 

“Actually, it puts you in a pretty good spot. Your father is 

still fairly young, and he doesn’t have many enemies. He’s 

probably not going to retire anytime soon, which leaves you 

room to travel. When you do become the lady of the estate, you 
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can appoint others to do your accounting, others to negotiate at 

parties, and since you’ll have the armory, you can pretty much 

demand the best duelists to teach you the finer points of using 
the weapons you guard. You might not be traveling the 

country on a whim, but that doesn’t mean you can’t visit. 

Think of all the lords who want their estates to have the finest 

swords.” 

Toranih stopped suddenly, earning a set of curses from the 
people walking behind her. “I hadn’t thought about it like 

that.” Somehow she suspected that was exactly what her 

mother was trying to say. 

Daernan shrugged and popped the last bite of the cookie 

into his mouth. “Trust me, you’ll be fine, regardless of what 
Siklana decides.” 

Toranih raised an eyebrow. “What have you heard?” 

“Nothing!” 

Toranih crossed her arms over her chest, and Daernan 

raised his hands in defeat. 
“All right, all right. Fine. There’s a suitor from Sastae and 

another from Cirena City.” 

“From . . . the suitor is from the castle?” She gawked at him. 

“A nephew, not the prince,” Daernan clarified. “Both are 

mages from the academy Siklana attends. The nephew is a 
well-respected man with ties to academics in the Cantingen 

Islands. Rumor has it that he might know a few lines of word 

magic.” 

 “I see.” Toranih twisted her lips. Given Siklana’s general 

love for everything magical, it made sense why she would 
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consider leaving. But Toranih wasn’t ready to forgive her sister 

if she got stuck as head of the house. 

“Anyway,” Daernan continued, “do you mind if we stop 
by the seer’s place? I know you don’t like magic, but I won’t 

take long. Promise. I want to see if he knows what happened to 

our ribbons last night.” 

Toranih stiffened. With all the hubbub over her sister, 

she’d forgotten that the seer had seen them at the parade, and 
that her ribbons now consisted of strange hues in the crystal’s 

light. 

“I’d rather not.” 

Daernan lowered his voice. “Toranih, please listen to me. 

Our magic looks different now, which means it’s a different 
kind of magic. We have no idea what we might accidently be 

able to do.” 

Toranih frowned. “Your mother couldn’t tell you?” His 

mother had attended the academy in Memnar, where she met 

his now-absent father. She didn’t often practice magic, but she 
was a good source of information in regards to the basics. 

Daernan chewed at his lip and avoided Toranih’s gaze. “I 

didn’t ask.” 

Toranih blinked. “What? Why not?” 

“I didn’t want to burden her. She’s been possessive enough 
of me as it is.” 

“Probably because you’re taking exams for the academy in 

a few months.” 

Which meant that he’d be leaving, too. Toranih pursed her 

lips, not liking the thought. 
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He shook his head. “I don’t think so. She’s never had a 

problem with me learning magic or traveling. How many 

weeks did I live at your estate for private schooling without 
visiting? It’s not that.” 

Toranih crossed her arms. “Then what?” 

“She won’t tell me. But the seer might be able to tell us 

what happened without worrying her. We should talk with 

him.” Daernan gave her those Isahna-cursed puppy-dog eyes, 
and Toranih reluctantly followed him to the seer’s dwelling 

near the center of Viyna. 
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 FOUR  

The seer’s cottage was small, only one story compared to the 
surrounding two- and three-story buildings. Bundles of dried 
herbs were strung along the wooden rafters that overhung the 

front porch. Thick canvas had been stretched over the window. 

Glass was too expensive, since the seer didn’t have the prestige 

of academy mages or Cirenan priests. Runes were painted 

across the canvas, so it likely had some magical property or 
another, and silver magic swirls were inlaid into the frame of 

the door. 

Daernan knocked. A young girl with a loose braid over her 

shoulder opened the door. “Yes?” she asked in a lilting voice. 

Daernan smiled. “Is the seer here?” 
Toranih clenched her jaw. The seer was the last person she 

wanted to see. 

“Come in,” the girl said, “but my master is troubled.” She 

held a finger to her lips and led them in. 

They exchanged glances. Troubled? Troubled by what? 
Toranih didn’t really want to know. 

The inner-cottage was a mess of ropes that dangled from 



STEP H AN IE FLIN T 

30 

the ceiling, pottery and glass on crooked shelves along the 

walls, flasks of colored water, baskets, jewelry, and bolts of 

priceless dyed ribbons. A middle-aged man sat hunched on the 
floor in the midst of the clutter. His fingers played deftly over 

the loose strings that crisscrossed a ceramic, water-filled bowl. 

Behind him, an odd lump of glass caught Toranih’s eye. 

Multi-colored strands rose to the clear surface, glowing and 

fading like ghosts. Mesmerized, she approached. She reached 
her fingers toward the glass, itching to hold it. The artifact was 

something special, important. She extended her fingers to the 

warm glass— 

“Stop!” 

A thick arm wrapped around her and yanked her away. 
The swirling strands vanished. Toranih gasped, breathless. 

She didn’t remember crossing the room. 

The seer turned her to face him. “Are you all right?” 

“Yeah,” she whispered, numb. 

He searched her face, then nodded appreciatively. His chin 
and cheeks were covered in brown scruff, unshaven from days 

of preparation for the festival. 

He tossed a bolt of cotton across the glass. “Better not to 

look into the shodo’charl,” he murmured. 

She blinked. “The what?” 
“It is an old relic. Name means ‘passage stone’ in ancient 

Cantingen. Shouldn’t be touched.” 

“It’s a stone?” 

Didn’t look like stone. More like a crystal, maybe. A really 

evil crystal. The seer had even spilled his bowl in his haste to 
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stop her. The strings now lay in a damp tangle, submerged in a 

shallow pool of water. 

His apprentice brought a towel to clean the mess. She bit 
her lip and glanced between Toranih and her master. The seer 

stepped back from Toranih. He tilted his head, thoughtful. 

After he did the same to Daernan, he raised his chin in 

acknowledgment. “You were the owls.” 

Toranih blushed, but Daernan nodded. “That’s what I 
came to ask about. You saw us there, and our magic’s been 

different since.” 

“Yes, curious indeed. And not likely for good reasons.” 

The seer selected a new bowl from the shelves and poured into 

it a thick, milky liquid. Across the tiny, wooden grooves 
carved along the rim went numerous fresh strings, and then he 

sat the bowl on the floor and sat with it. 

Daernan leaned over him. “What kind of magic is that?” 

“Merely sight.” The seer sighed. “I can’t manipulate 

strings, if that’s what you’re wondering.” 
Daernan’s shoulders slumped. “Ah. So . . . what do you 

usually scry?” 

“Across the land.” The seer smiled. 

Toranih followed their gaze into the white liquid, though 

she kept her distance. She’d already been caught in magic’s 
lure once today, and she didn’t want to know what might’ve 

happened if the seer hadn’t been there to stop her. 

“Where’s that?” Daernan asked, pointing to the liquid. 

The seer looked up, his mouth parted in surprise. “You can 

see that?” 
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Daernan nodded. 

“Given that your father brought us the shodo’charl, I 

suppose I shouldn’t be surprised.” The seer took a deep breath. 
“Aliea, come here please.” 

“My father?” Daernan asked, his eyes wide. 

The apprentice hurried to the seer’s side. “Bring me a scroll 

and ribbons,” the seer instructed her. “Yellow for Aifa. I need 

you to deliver a message.” 
She half-bowed and rushed through a stream of cloth 

ribbons leading to the back room. 

The seer turned his attention to Daernan and nodded. “He 

came several years ago, before he disappeared.” 

Daernan fidgeted, shifting on his feet. “If the stone is 
important, why not take it to the priests?” 

“Your father didn’t say, but the gracious Aifa confirmed 

what he told me. I wasn’t to tell anyone. Not unless she gifted 

you with part of her magic.” 

Toranih’s jaw dropped. “She . . . what? Why would she do 
that?” 

“So someone did bless us?” Daernan asked. 

“Given the circumstances, I’m not sure it’s a blessing.” The 

seer turned to Toranih and gestured to the scrying bowl. “Can 

you see?” 
Toranih shook her head quickly. “I don’t have the sight.” 

The seer raised an eyebrow in disapproval. “Have you 

tried since last night?” 

“I’m not trained.” 
“Does not matter. Take a look.” 
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Toranih wrung her fingers nervously. 
“Just try it,” Daernan said quietly. “It may be important.” 
Wretched Trickster, she thought sourly. The gods just loved 

playing their games. 
“Fine.” She inched toward the seer and peered over his 

shoulder. The water was milk-murky, no vision to behold. 
“Try manipulating the strings,” the seer instructed. 
“I don’t know how.” 
Daernan crossed his arms and glared at her. “You’re being 

a baby. You’d happily challenge a champion duelist, but try 
something magical, and you’re absolutely helpless.” 

“Excuse me?” she snapped. She hated magic, hated 
illusions, and hated that magic was a rift between them. It 
wasn’t fair. Daernan could see magic naturally, more or less. A 
semi-failed spell had left him with permanent sight. For him, 
the ribbons were a natural part of life. 

But not for her. She had to use that stupid crystal just so 
she could see them. 

The seer’s apprentice returned with a scroll and quill, and 
the seer excused himself. 

Daernan crouched beside Toranih. “I’m sorry for calling 
you a baby. But really, what are you so afraid of?” 

Toranih ignored him and stared at the opaque liquid. She 
would not prove him right, even if he had been a jerk. She 
twisted her lips, clearing her mind like Siklana taught her— 

How could her sister be so selfish to leave? She had 
everything right here. 

Toranih slammed her fists on the wooden floorboard. 

“This is stupid. We shouldn’t have gone to the parade.” 
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Daernan groaned. “For the love of Shol! Would you just try 

already?” 

“I did.” 
“No, you got distracted. Try again.” 

“I don’t want to try again.” She clenched her jaw, and 

then her hands. “All I want is to be a swordsman. I wish I 

could get away from here.” 

“Lady Covonilayno! Never!” The seer spun, his scroll 
raised in his hand like a flail. “You don’t make wishes. 

Ever.” He thrust the scroll at his apprentice, who cringed 

and hurried outside the cottage. The seer narrowed his dark 

eyes. “You especially don’t make wishes when you have 

new magic, untested and unclaimed. What if you had string 
magic, or something forbidden? You might set events you 

cannot control, as I’m afraid he’s going to do.” He pointed to 

the bowl. 

Toranih hunched her shoulders. More magic. More stupid 

magic— 
The milky liquid shifted in the bowl. She shrieked and 

jumped to the wall. The white pool was replaced with a 

mountain. A tawny ledge of rock extended over the grassy 

field below, and a shadowy figure struck a sword over an 

anvil. Fire blazed in the pit beside him. Translucent yellow 
ribbons streamed from the blacksmith to the flames, calling 

them to life around the sword. 

A fire mage. 

She turned to the seer, mouth agape. “Who is that? What's 

he doing?” 
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The seer leaned against the table and rubbed his forehead. 

“The mage’s name is Cafrash. I should guess he knew your 

father.” He waved his hand to Daernan. 
Daernan placed his hand on Toranih’s shoulder and 

glanced uneasily toward the cloth-covered stone behind them. 

Suddenly the water shone white, blasting outward in cold 

flames. White fire licked the walls. Toranih threw her hand 

over her eyes and Daernan shrieked in pain. The seer groaned. 
Magical vapors rose from his body, twisting as they fled 

through the wall and vanished. He collapsed to his hands and 

knees, then crashed to the floor altogether. More colorful 

ribbons lifted from the enchanted bowls and ropes. Shouts of 

dismay rose from the streets. 
Squinting, Daernan ran to the door. “Everybody’s magic is 

leaving them.” 

Toranih gaped at him, and then at the walls. She could 

actually see faint ribbons in the distance, rising from their 

masters. The ribbons streamed into the sky, a dazzling array of 
colors, then fled east, away from the city in a glaring river. 

She looked at the bowl again and blinked her eyes to clear 

the spots. She had to know what was going on. The liquid had 

gone milky-white, but if she could see what was happening . . . 

She ran her fingers along the strings at the top of the water. 
One here, one there. The tips of her fingers tingled as lavender 

wisps flooded the bowl. The image swirled, faint. The 

mountain forge reappeared. The man held his sword fixed 

between both hands, raised to the sky. His feet were spread 

strong under his shoulders. Ribbons streamed to his sword 
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from across the kingdom. The sword glowed bright and 

brighter, and as the screams outside died into a disjointed 

murmur, the sword faded and the image darkened. 
The water was clear now, devoid of life. 

Everyone’s magic had fled into the stranger’s sword. 

Toranih withdrew her fingers. 

“You still have magic,” Daernan whispered. 

Toranih looked up from the bowl and stared at him. 
Bright, iridescent ribbons raced around his body. 

“So do you.” Toranih trembled, too shaky to stand. 

“You can see my magic?” 

She nodded. “I saw everyone’s magic disappear.” 

“Must be something Aifa gave you.” Daernan swallowed 
hard and knelt beside the fallen seer. He pressed his forefinger 

to the man’s throat, then let out a slow breath. 

“How is he?” Toranih asked. 

“Dead.” Daernan wiped his hand nervously across his 

breeches. “The loss of his magic must have killed him.” 
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