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1

I should get dressed.

But Abyowith stayed where she sat; cross-legged, in the oversized wooden chair that she’d found while chasing a miscreation through an alley on Abraniotok’s third tier. The chair was scratched and worn, but it was solid and free, so Abyowith hauled it across the city to her room over Captain Marfolio’s coach house and set it in front of the iron woodstove. And now she sat in it, wrapped in a thick wool blanket over her nightdress, staring at the pounding rain outside her window while the tabby that claimed the coach house as its own lay curled up before the stove, asleep and content. 

Abyowith envied it. Even with the woodstove and blanket, she still felt chilly.

In winter, ocean storms swept the great city of Abraniotok, bringing either sheets of rain that drove sideways through the streets, or deluges that pounded straight down. Sometimes, the rain lightened to a drizzle, but it never stopped, leaving the city wet and miserable. Nothing dried; not the air, not her blankets, and not her clothes. Abyowith now hung her next day’s outfit before the woodstove every evening to make it warm and damp instead of cold and damp when she put it on in the morning. It hung there now, waiting for her to slip into the clammy fabric.

Instead, Abyowith sat and stared at the rain, desperately wishing she could go home for the Festival of Magic.

The festival bridged the darkest days of winter. It began on the last ninthday of Grifed-ley—last month of the year, named for Grifed, the god of death and winter. It ended on the first ninthday of Kreth-ley, when Kreth, goddess of night and magic, took over the new year. Magicians strived to see who produced the best magical display. Magical toys and games abounded. 

Every year since she grew old enough to walk, Abyowith took part in the festival in her hometown. There, it snowed more often than not—Abyowith suspected her aunt, a powerful magician, had something to do with that, though the woman never admitted it. Abyowith had performed in the pageants as a child. As she grew older, she’d served at temple and worked the family booth, serving mulled wine to patrons. She’d even assisted her aunt in organizing the magical performances. But this year, for the first time, Abyowith was alone for the Festival of Magic, stuck in a cold damp apartment, staring out the window at the pouring rain.

A knock on the coach house door startled her out of her thoughts. 

It wasn’t Captain Marfolio—he knocked louder, usually to summon her to hunt miscreations. That meant it was Marfolio’s daughter, Tarorosh—no doubt bored with the weather and come to talk. Abyowith considered ignoring her, but Tarorosh was not the sort to stop knocking because no one answered. As if to prove it, the knock came again, louder. Abyowith rose from her chair and padded barefoot across the chilly wooden floor and down the stairs. She opened the door and found Lisyrith, her girlfriend, wrapped in a long wool coat and a waxed leather cloak.

“Oh, thank the gods,” Lisyrith said. “When you weren’t at temple I got worried.”

“Lis,” Abyowith couldn’t find words. “I wasn’t expecting—”

“Can I come in?”

“What?” Abyowith shook her head, trying to get her brains moving again. “Of course.”

Lisyrith stepped inside and threw back the hood, sending a spray of raindrops against the door behind her. She heaved a sigh of relief. “I’d rather be up to my knees in snow. This weather is awful. Are you sick?”

“What? No, I’m not sick, I was just . . . ” Her words dried up in her mouth. Abyowith stared at her feet, feeling pathetic. 

“Let’s go to the festival,” Lisyrith said. “Since we’re not at temple, we can get there before it gets too crowded.”

“I . . . I don’t—”

“Abyowith,” Lisyrith’s hand landed on her shoulder, startling her. Lisyrith put on a smile, which didn’t hide the worry in her eyes. “Abraniotok has the world’s biggest Festival of Magic. I want to go with you.”

“Oh.”

Lisyrith waited, and when nothing more came, a small frown turned down her lips. “Do you not want to go?”

“It’s not that,” Abyowith protested. I’m just homesick, she wanted to say, but the words wouldn’t come. She settled on, “I’m not dressed.”

“Then get dressed, and let’s go.” Now Lisyrith’s smile returned, and a teasing note came into her voice. “Do you want help?”

Abyowith’s face warmed, which was ridiculous. It wasn’t as if Lisyrith hadn’t seen her naked. They’d bathed together as knight-initiates, and Lisyrith once washed the blood off Abyowith when she’d been in shock from the murders she’d witnessed. But all that was before they’d started dating. Besides, bathing together and having Lisyrith in her apartment while she changed were two very different things.

Which was stupid, Abyowith knew, but even so . . . “No, I’ll dress myself.”

“I’ll wait here then,” Lisyrith said, the teasing note gone from her voice.

Abyowith’s underwear and breast-cloth were dry, at least, but her skin crawled at the touch of her damp shirt and breeches. She shuddered as she put them on, and added a sweater before pulling on her jacket, cloak and boots—all waxed against the continuous rains. She looked out the window and wished for snow, which sent another wave of homesickness over her.

Stop it, Abyowith told herself firmly. Your girlfriend wants to take you to the Festival of Magic, so stop whining and go.

Abyowith’s room was a long walk from Abraniotok’s great market square, and the pounding rain made it longer. It was a deluge day at least, so the rain only drove down on them instead of blowing in their faces and blinding them. And, despite the sopping wet, Lisyrith reached out and caught Abyowith’s hand, interlacing their fingers. Lisyrith pulled her forward, her long legs eating up the distance. Abyowith grimaced at Lisyrith’s enthusiasm, but increased her own pace. Hand-in-hand, they went down the steps from the second level and through the streets. The rain had deterred no one from visiting the festival, it seemed, and the closer they came, the greater the numbers of people around them. Everyone laughed and chatted, despite the pounding rain. A half-hour after they started, Lisyrith pointed ahead, her voice filling with excitement. “There. You see?”

Abyowith peered through the driving rain and spotted a golden glow. “I think so.”

The light grew brighter, reflecting off the raindrops. They drew closer and saw a line of shining gold runes inscribed on the cobbles where the thoroughfare opened into the market square. Everyone stepped over it instead of on it, and almost everyone paused on the other side, causing the crowd behind them to bunch together. Abyowith wondered at it until she and Lisyrith reached the golden runes and stepped over them.

And emerged dry into the bright, people-filled square.

The shock of it yanked Abyowith out of her funk. Not a drop of water was left on her body. She looked up and saw the magic shield covering the festival. No rain penetrated it, and it shone with a light as bright as a summer afternoon. Even the temperature was perfect: cool enough that her winter cloak and coat were comfortable, but not so cool as her hands felt cold. It wasn’t until a young woman wearing a student mage’s grey robe said, “Please step forward,” that Abyowith realized they’d stopped. Lisyrith grinned and tugged on Abyowith’s hand, pulling them into a realm of wonders.

Six small stages and one large surrounded the square, and on each, magicians displayed their skill. To their left, a woman created giant bubbles of swirling colours that morphed and danced. On their right, a man played with tubs of mud. At his command, the contents rose and walked, taking the shapes of audience members, or leaped out and doused him head to foot, only to jump away, leaving him unsullied. The other performers were out of Abyowith’s sight, but flashes of light and sound and ghostly shapes filled the air near the other stages. Displays set up around the square showed how Abraniotok embraced magic. Food stalls all over the square were doing a brisk business, their smells reminding Abyowith that she’d not eaten since the night before. And straight ahead, glowing bright in every colour of the rainbow and echoing with a cacophony of sounds, was the maze of merchant booths. 

Lisyrith bought them both baked pastries filled with fish and root vegetables, steaming hot and wrapped in paper. The two women blew on them and took small bites as they walked. With each bite, Abyowith’s mood lifted further, and by the time they reached the displays, her homesickness had retreated to a mild melancholy.

They walked together between lines of paintings showing the city’s magical history. The closest showed men and women in formal robes, and a young magician standing beside them explained that these were the many masters that came from Abraniotok. The next set of paintings showed magicians saving the city from avalanches, and the fishing fleet from storms, and using magic to bring up water the year the wells dried. A third set showed the Knights of the Exculpatory Order in battle against various miscreations, including one hilarious picture of knights battling snelgrum—a steel-eating mould that corroded metal in moments.

“Is that Kir Yamillo?” Lisyrith asked, pointing at a knight, pictured in only striped drawers, lighting a suit of armour on fire.

“It happened fifty years ago,” a student magician standing beside the paintings said, “so I don’t think so.”

“Looks like something he’d wear.” Lisyrith snickered. She looked past the painting and her eyes grew wide. “Holy gods.”

Abyowith followed her gaze. A dark wood statue of a woman stood in the centre of a roped-off square with a knight in full armour at each corner. Her carved robes appear to swirl around her legs, and in one upraised arm she held a large black sceptre tipped with a dark red stone and intricately carved runes running its length. Abyowith spotted the symbols for calling lightning, fire, wind, and ice, and others for defence against the same things.

“It’s the Sceptre of Elbenitath,” Lisyrith said in an awed whisper. “It’s the knight’s greatest treasure. Captured two hundred years ago from the forces of Slokalonitok, and wielded only three times since then because it’s so powerful. I can’t believe they’re displaying it.”

“Lisyrith!” called the knight standing closest to them. “Is that Abyowith with you?”

“Yes, Kir Roselith,” Lisyrith said.

Knight-Captain Roselith, who taught magic to knight-initiates, pushed up her visor and smiled at them. “Enjoying the festival?”

“So far, yes. Are you on guard duty?”

“Every year.” Roselith grinned. “In case you were worried that our job wasn’t glamourous enough. Abyowith, how is being a Stalker treating you?”

“Well, thank you,” Abyowith said.

“I assume Lisyrith treats you well, too?” Roselith laughed as Lisyrith ducked her head and looked away. “Have fun, the pair of you. Lisyrith, I’ll see you on Firstday.”

“Yes, Kir.” 

Lisyrith tugged Abyowith’s hand, leading her away. A wave of guilt hit Abyowith then, as she realized that, between the rain and her mood, she’d not spoken ten words to Lisyrith since they’d arrived. She looked for something to say, but before she could find it, Lisyrith led her into the merchant maze and all Abyowith’s senses overloaded.

Delicate, delightful perfumes floated in the air. Music filled their ears; snatches of familiar, comforting songs and joyful, spirit-lifting melodies wove through gentle, relaxing chants with a rhythm that stole their tension away. Standing near one booth set their skin tingling. Near another, their muscles relaxed, and beside a third their hair stood on end. One booth offered mirrors that showed the back of your head on a command. Another boasted tea to soothe the mind, body, and spirit. A dozen displayed floating, flying, or swimming toys. One sold nine-inch-tall homunculi that dusted and swept on command. Another had delicate glass messenger birds they claimed were stronger than any steel. Booths with magical knives, designed to carve the toughest meat, stood beside displays of miniature fountains whose water danced when music played, spraying and swirling in the constant stream of sound.

Lisyrith stopped and pointed. “Finder rings!”

Abyowith followed her finger to a booth where paired rings sat in neat rows. They were gold and silver, pewter and copper, each with an arrow on their top. The woman behind the counter glanced at their interlaced fingers and smiled. 

“Come here, my lovelies, and try my rings,” she said, extending a pair of silver rings. “Wear them and you will never lose each other. No matter how large the crowd or great the distance. Just put it on your finger, hold it to your lips and say the name of your beloved. The arrow on the ring will point to them.”

Beloved? From somewhere deep in Abyowith’s mind came the thought that, though they had been seeing each other for months, now, neither had uttered the phrase, “I love you.”

Lisyrith picked up the rings and pressed one into Abyowith’s hand, then slipped the other ring on her finger, a shy smile forming on her lips. She raised the ring to her mouth and whispered, “Ab—”

Abyowith’s bemused, overstimulated brain kicked into full panic mode. “STOP!” 

Her shout echoed through the booths, freezing Lisyrith in place. People around them looked, saw the rings and the women staring at each other and turned away, deciding that whatever relationship drama was occurring was not their concern. Abyowith didn’t care. If Lis says my name and I say hers and it works for her and doesn’t work for me she’ll think—

Lisyrith’s expression went from confused to crestfallen. Abyowith’s heart twisted. Lisyrith took in a shaky breath and began saying, “I’m sorry, I didn’t—”

“It isn’t you, Lis, it’s—” Abyowith stopped, realizing that what she almost said was not at all what she meant. Abyowith handed the ring back to the woman in the booth, who took it with open hands and mouthed, “I’m sorry.” Abyowith turned on her heel. “I need to get out of here.”

Her thoughts whirled as she headed for the nearest exit. Lisyrith had almost declared Abyowith her beloved. Abyowith liked Lisyrith—really liked her—but she’d never called anyone “beloved.” Worse, trying to use the magic rings would have been a complete disaster, no matter what she felt. She kept going, hoping Lisyrith was following her, but not daring to turn and see the expression on Lisyrith’s face.

Abyowith broke free of the maze and found herself before the big stage. It was forty feet across, with twenty-foot curtains forming the sides and back, and a skirt curtain running the length of its front. Only a small crowd stood before it this early in the day, but they applauded and cheered as two women spun in the air above the stage, their loose-legged trousers and wide-sleeved shirts creating flowing lines of fabric that dazzled the eye. Abyowith stumbled forward, her legs moving of their own accord.

“Abyowith?” Lisyrith’s voice, filled with worry underlaid with fear, broke into Abyowith’s thoughts. “Are you all right?”

Abyowith’s breath escaped with a sigh. She followed me. “I am. I just . . . ”

What if Lisyrith likes me more than I like Lisyrith?

What if Lisyrith isn’t my beloved?

What if she is?

What do I say if she says it first?

Lisyrith’s feet shuffled on the cobbles. “I didn’t mean to make you—”

“Stop, please,” Abyowith said. “Lis, let me—”

“The Fellinith sisters!” a young woman in a grey magician’s robe called as she stepped out from the side curtains. Her words brought another round of applause. The women bowed once more, landed, and left the stage. “One more performance, and then we break for an hour. From the great, magical city Pugondihok, I present one who makes you see what is not there, hear what makes no sound, and believe what is impossible. The master illusionist, Krondikarro!”

“We’ll watch him,” Abyowith declared, still not able to look at Lisyrith’s face. “We’ll watch him so I can get my thoughts together. And after he finishes, we’ll talk. I promise.”

A tall man with long, dark, wavy hair worn loose and a light brown, clean-shaven face strode forward. His red robes sparkled, his black breeches absorbed light like a void, and his black boots shone with polish. 

“The world holds many sorts of magic,” he said, his voice booming over the audience. He raised his wand, and it glowed gold. Eight more people in magicians’ robes appeared beside him, making the crowd gasp.

“Some work with the elements,” Krondikarro continued, and four magicians stepped forward. “With earth, air, fire, and water.”

As Krondikarro named each one, a magician moved. The first raised a pillar of stone, the second spun winds that twisted and danced columns of leaves around it. The third waved their hand and the leaves burst into flame, and the fourth lifted their arms high and a fountain of water leapt from the pillar, dousing the flames, but never touching the ground. 

The crowd applauded and Abyowith stole a glance at Lisyrith. The other woman stared at the stage, and looked like her heart was breaking. Abyowith cursed herself, desperate to find the words to fix it.

“Other magicians fly,” Krondikarro
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