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Lottie wakes each morning, facing another day in Winsome Woods. She doesn’t remember why she’s there or where she came from, but there are things to do if she’s going to last long enough to figure it out.
When the arrival stone shakes her small wooded world, she finds out she’s no longer on her own. Unfortunately, Jag’s arrival inside the failing spell confirms there’s no way out. 
The spell is breaking down, and her limited skills may lead to it faltering in a matter of days. When the last leaf drops, everything and everyone disappears.
Can Jag help her make her own magic escape or will they both fall Under Winsome Magic?

Get your free copy of this romantic fantasy novella when you sign up for L. Darby Gibbs’ newsletter. 

Or type: https://www.subscribepage.io/winsome
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  Chapter one
Promises, Promises

[image: image-placeholder]

With everything in place—quill pen, inkwell, an open book, its blank pages lying flat—Jahl Pratter took a breath and exhaled, willing his heart to slow from its excited romp against his ribcage. Determined to find out if he did indeed have his uncle’s grimoire, he had planned for privacy in his room of Lal. He knew Donya was downstairs otherwise occupied, and Rouen was probably out in the garden grumbling over the state of the yard now that the wielder boys were home for the summer, so he had a quiet moment to finally pursue filling the gaps in his education as High Master Wielder of Chussan Faire. He stood before his angled desk and dipped his quill in the inkwell sitting snug in its level hollow at the top edge of the desk. 
Jahl scribbled a few lines in the grimoire about his first experience with essence. Leaning over his desk, the book laying open between his elbows, he stared at the scrawled words. They shimmered, then sunk into the mottled paper of the handbound book Uncle Tran had prepared years earlier. Pleased, Jahl’s mouth pulled up on one side as he waited for the next action of the grimoire, one of a set of spell-filled books every strong wielder of essence kept. 
But this was an experiment, and he didn’t know what would happen next. He had only what Cinda Tollerin had told him a year earlier about grimoires to go on. The words rose back up, and Jahl held his breath. They filled the page. His few sentences had grown and become an elegant gibberish, not nonsensical but definitely not what he had written, though he could pick out phrases that matched his original. 
His reference to his first encounter with a standing stone when he was five had become a two-paragraph wonder. His experiment lasted all of five seconds. It took longer to read the embellished description, and he did not recall there being any whoosh or spizang in his original version. Almost as bad as the word “brunnel” he’d found the first time he read his uncle’s grimoire. If someone did read his grimoire, well, he’d not have to worry about them overestimating him.
So, the books he had found were his uncle’s accumulated experience with wielding the magic essence, and these blank books were his to fill. But having the words disappear and reappear was only part of the experiment. He flipped the page and began to outline what he had learned in the months of his secret training with his uncle, former High Master Wielder of Chussen Faire. Three of the first grimoire books filled by his uncle were stacked inches away, and as he wrote, he glanced at the old volumes for their reaction.
Even with his attention concentrated on the uneven stack of books before him, Jahl registered the faint vibration of footsteps coming up the stairs. Before he could check behind him, fingertips ran tingling up his spine, and he jumped, spilling his inkwell and leaving a splash of black strung across the page of his book.
A female hand reached into view as a laughing voice said, “Jahl, really, must you be so messy?” Donya righted the bottle and lifted his book out of the reach of the puddle spreading down the tilted tabletop and already within inches of the edge.
He drew a stool over and sat down. “You startled me,” he accused her and laughed while laying a hand on the stone buttons of his jerkin and pulling just enough magic essence to redirect the puddle. It was not the first time he’d come to be thankful his uncle had created the sharded buttons to be a ready source of magic. The ink flowed along the wood top, up the side of the bottle, and over the lip. His fingers tingled with the essence, but not a single glimmering sparkle escaped his fingertips. Practicing had given him control to draw just the amount of essence he needed. He stoppered the ink jar when the last of the dark fluid disappeared inside.
Jahl admired Donya’s smooth cheek as she leaned close to set his grimoire at the top of the angled table. “Now, what brings you up here?” Jahl said. “You know it makes me nervous when you come up the stairs alone.” He swiveled on the stool and tugged his wife into his arms.
The room of Lal was well-organized, and little had changed in the years since Jahl had moved in after his uncle’s untimely death. Other than putting objects away they didn’t want their boarding students handling yet, the same blue leather chair with its embedded magic shards sat in the corner, cluttered shelves covered the walls, and the stout coat tree stood by the door.
Donya laughed and lay her forearms on his shoulders. Her protruding stomach held them apart, and Jahl pretended to be unable to reach her lips with his own.
“Why won’t you come close, my love?” He fingered her long brown hair braided over one shoulder. “You are such a tease.” 
“I have news.”
“You’re pregnant!” he shouted and dropped his hand to her hip. He tried harder to kiss her, but now she was avoiding him, turning her head from side to side.
“You’re so observant,” she said, “but this time you are wrong. Now stop. That is not my news.”
“You’re not pregnant?” He drew back from her and peered down at the swollen stomach between them.
“We received a package and I opened it.”
“So now it’s a package. Doesn’t look like you opened it.”
Donya slapped him on the shoulder. The envelope clutched in her hand crinkled with the impact. “It is from Cinda. She’s in Naigan Faire visiting with her family. There was a note for you from her.”
“Why put a note in a package? Seems a bit of an overly protective practice.” He grabbed for the wax-sealed paper, but she hauled it out of reach.
Donya rested her side against his chest and passed the envelope from hand to hand. “Jahl, this is important. Listen to me, please.”
Jahl dropped all pretense of silliness and gave her his attention. “Tell me about this package.” He encircled her in his arms, pressing his nose into her hair and inhaling her apple blossom scent.
Donya snuggled closer. “Well, as I said, there was a note for you from Cinda. There was also a note for me from my Aunt Stenna—”
“The one that yells?” His lips brushed her neck.
Donya crossed her arms over her chest and stepped out of his reach.
Okay, no more teasing. Serious face on, boy. “You were saying?”
“Two notes and one small package inside for Rouen. And she just talks loudly, not really yelling at all.”
“Is this one for me?” Jahl eyed the crumpled envelope in her hand. “You didn’t take very good care of it.”
“Yes, this one is for you.” She slapped it to his chest, letting it fall between them.
Jahl caught it as it tumbled and worked at smoothing the sealed paper. “So, I get a note, you get a note, but ol’ Rouen gets a package. You always did say he was Aunt Stenna’s favorite. What’s in the package?”
“I don’t know. I set it on the kitchen table for him. Read your note, and then you can get back to work. I’m going downstairs.”
“Not without me.” He rose to his feet.
Donya shook her head and pressed him back onto the stool. “I can still go up and down stairs without any help. The baby is at least three weeks to a month away from arriving.”
“And I’m going to keep it that way by helping you down the stairs.”
She looked intently at him and gave in. “If it will make you feel better, okay.”
“Actually, I just want to get a look at Ro’s package.” He hurried ahead of her waddling form to get to the stairs before she did. 
When Donya joined him, the two headed down the first three steps to the landing and turned together to continue down the remaining treads. She gripped his belt at the small of his back. Jahl grinned, knowing she felt more comfortable with his assistance, even if she refused to admit it. He gave her a kiss on the neck, and she rolled her eyes. “Must you slobber all over me?”
“I thought you liked my slobber.”
Rouen moved into view at the bottom of the stairs, arriving from the kitchen. He was in his smithy work clothes less the leather apron he was accustomed to wearing when metalworking.  Usually, he came in a simple shirt, light jerkin, and breeches, his dark brown hair hanging loose just above his shoulders. Today, his locks were tied back. He held a small, brown paper-wrapped box in his hand. 
“Hey, what do you have there, Ro?” said Jahl. “Open it up. I hear it’s from your Aunt Stenna.”
“Then you weren’t listening very well, Jahl,” said Donya. “I never said who it was from.”
“It’s from Cinda,” said Rouen. “I dropped by to tell you I have work to do at Pop’s shop, so I’ll be gone the rest of the day and won’t be back until tomorrow.” He tipped his head and grinned at them. “I don’t think you two will miss me, what with all the slobbering going on.” Rouen headed toward the back door in the kitchen, his long strides taking him out of sight.
“Hey, I want to know what’s in the box,” called Jahl, still helping Donya down the stairs. “Open it before you leave.”
“No time!” came the reply, punctuated by the rattle of the back door in its frame. 
Donya and Jahl arrived at the bottom step in time to see through the dining room window Rouen pass out of sight.
“Now that I am safely at the bottom, you can head back up and finish your work on the grimoire.” She pushed him back up a step. “I want to hear about your progress.” 
“By the stone,” he swore, “you’re trying to get rid of me.”
“I am not.”
“Yes, you are.” Jahl watched her raise her hands to her hips. Is that real frustration or feigned to get me to go back up? What are you up to, my lovely Donya? 
“I’ve work to do myself. I have baby clothes to stitch, the last of the dishes to wash now that the boys are back home for the summer, and I want to sort through my linens.”
“Shouldn’t you be resting? Aren’t pregnant women tired and in need of naps?” He stepped back down onto the hall floor. “Cam’s wife took lots of naps. How come you don’t take naps?”
“Jahl, go away, please.”
He threw up his hands and moved back up one tread. “If that will make you happy.” He dipped his head, but kept laughing eyes gazing at her. “Don’t come up the stairs again without calling me.”
“If I promise to call you, will you go away?”
Now I know you’re up to something, Donya Deln-Marson Pratter, high wielder and cagey woman that I love. “Of course, that is all I ask.”
“Then I promise.”
“Fine.” Jahl clumped up the stairs and into the room of Lal. He waited in the doorway, ruminating on what his wife could be up to besides being pregnant and stubborn. He braced his hand on the door jamb and remembered the note he held as it crunched against the frame. 
“What could Cinda want to tell me?” He broke the wax-sealed flap and slid out the folded sheet within as he headed toward his desk. Dear High Wielder Pratter, I am writing in hopes that you and Wielder Deln-Marson are well. I know you were unable to attend my Naigan water ceremony because of the wedding last year. Would it be at all possible for you to attend a second ceremony at the headwaters of the Naigan? This event is especially important, and the High Wielder Midwife Stenna Klar requests your presence. 
Please don’t make me have to come up with a reason for you not showing up. Master Klar hurts my ears almost as much as The Mabra did. She and I will begin our journey on high summer day and hope to arrive two days later. Please meet us at the headwaters. You could return with us to Naigan and add to your studies of An Faire magic. And I wouldn’t get in any trouble with Master Klar. Don’t forget your grimoire!
Most sincerely, Twai Zoller.
Jahl sat down on his stool and reread the note. He disliked the idea of deserting Donya even for just a few days. The headwaters were more than half a day’s travel from Chussan. He could take the trade road for the early morning hours, but then he would need to turn onto the mountain trails that twisted about the foothills to get to the river’s head. It would take three days at most round trip, but that would mean no heading down the western trade route to Naigan Faire. I’ve four days before I must make a decision. In a few weeks, after the baby is born, I can join Cinda in Naigan Faire and begin my studies on Naigan-style wielding. He swung a hand before him as if clearing the thoughts from his mind. I’ll deal with the details later. He picked up the quill and thought about what he could add to make the lessons from his own time as a Twai wielder clear. I’ve holes everywhere in my training. All the more reason to get this grimoire thing figured out.
With the tabletop free of ink, Jahl slid the handbound book he had been working on lower on the table and reread the first page. Silly stuff. But if anyone should gain access, they would think he was keeping a daily diary. The real work would be hidden by the grimoire spell his uncle had set into the book when he’d made it for Jahl, who knew how many years ago. His uncle’s death had left Jahl having to search for missing knowledge. The sharded chair in the library downstairs and its twin in the corner across from him had revealed his training to him four years ago when he had inherited the house, but there was still more that had not been covered in those magically retrieved training sessions. Jahl was the High Master Wielder of Chussan Faire, and he felt embarrassed to go about asking more experienced wielders about the magic he was expected to know. Donya was in a similar fix. She, too, was trained incognito by Jahl’s uncle and reacquired her knowledge from the sharded chairs as well. Though he was certain his uncle’s effort to hide the training from them by locking their memories with a spell that only the sharded chairs could remove was based on the danger of the Wielder Wane, he wished the man had left at least a small book in the room with a detailed itinerary of lessons to study. By the shard, I would be happy with a list of wielding practices to ferret out. 
Jahl ruffled his dark hair with his fingers and sighed. Enough. He gripped his quill, giving the nib a quick perusal to check its condition. Seeing it was still nicely pointed, Jahl dipped it into the well and suspended it over the page. A splash of ink still marred the parchment, and Jahl set the quill down to remove the flaw with a minuscule draw of essence. He summed up his experience with the Twai’wa Mu, though he had never trained with it that he recollected. He knew that most children with the ability to manipulate the essence found in the An Faire mountain stone were first tested with the wooden tool and its tiny shard. He’d used it to confirm Donya was a wielder. What an ordeal that had been! Good thing he’d thought to marry her. Donya wasn’t nearly as ornery now as she was in the old days. 
He snorted and began to write. Finishing the description, he studied the three completed grimoire books stacked to the side. Tiny sparkles seeped from the ragged bound edge of the second book in the stack. Jahl leaped from his seat and danced a jig. Unmistakable proof! They are Uncle Tran’s grimoire.
He sat back on the stool, pleased with the result of his experiment. He had understood Cinda’s explanation about the grimoire. As the apprentice gained skill and noted it in his or her own grimoire, it disappeared from the master wielder’s spell book. Of course, normally the Twai child had his master there to teach each lesson. Cinda had that advantage with Master Clepp teaching her. Jahl did not have Uncle Tran there to guide his learning, and though High Master Tran had taught Jahl everything he could under the protection of a forgetting spell, which Jahl had broken with the sharded chairs, there was much the magus had not covered in the short time they had trained. Jahl was only fifteen when his uncle died, a full year from the time he could legally wield. Real experience had added to his knowledge, but none of what he had gained in the past four years had come easily.
Jahl dipped the quill and blotted it carefully. Why did I wait so long to do this? Right, I was afraid it wouldn’t work. Now the description of the Twai’wa Sot.






  
  Chapter two
Who Is This Woman?

[image: image-placeholder]

The morning light pierced Jahl’s sleep, and he opened his eyes to the joyful swing of the lace curtains in the window. They used to be heavy red brocade, but Donya had made some adjustments after the wedding. He tallied up just the ones that affected the bedroom. They slept with the windows, which were present on three of the four walls, open now and rose when the sunlight filled the room or Jahl grew too cold. There were heavy blankets on the bed, and they took turns setting the room to rights each morning. Currently, the morning sun was splashing light full in Jahl’s face and had not yet crept in reach of Donya’s. The sun winked in and out through the fluttering curtains of the window that looked out over the backyard, the same window Jahl was squinting at. Jahl swung his legs over the edge of the bed and sat up. 
“Where are you going?” Donya mumbled behind him. 
“To make breakfast,” he said. “Call me when you’re ready to come down and I’ll meet you on the landing.”
“I wanted to hear about your work on the grimoire.” Donya rolled onto her back and stretched her arms over her head.
Jahl was already out of his nightshirt and had pulled on his breeches. “I’ll tell you during breakfast.” He grabbed a shirt from the dresser and stuffed his feet into quilt slippers. “Need any help getting out of bed?” He eyed the small mountain of her stomach as he finished tying the drawstring of his shirt collar into a droopy bow.
“None whatsoever. I’ll be down in a few minutes.”
“You sure? You’re getting a bit awkward these days.”
Donya froze with her hand prepared to flip the covers off. “Did you just call me awkward?” 
Her tone had bite in it, and Jahl backed up to the door before answering. “No,” he drawled. “You might want to get your ears checked though. You keep hearing things that I would never say.” A pillow flew past his head, and Jahl exited with alacrity and sped down the stairs.
In moments, he had eggs cracked and mixed in a bowl. Jahl reached for the pepper mill, then changed his mind. Pepper gives her heartburn these days. Salt? She likes salt. He tossed a dash of salt into the mix and added finely grated hard cheese before pouring the lot onto a hot cast-iron fry pan. A pot of porridge was beginning to boil. He sprinkled in some brown sugar.
From upstairs, Donya yelled, “I’m ready to come down.”
“Well, I’m not ready,” Jahl muttered, clutching two plates and sliding half an omelet on each. He called over his shoulder, “Take a moment to brush your hair and I’ll be there shortly.”
“Brush your own hair!”
That baby has got to be coming soon. She’s never been this prickly, and my Donya is no pushover. He shook his head in consternation as he set the plates on the table and hurried back to stir the porridge. It was bubbling nicely. The bowls sat on the counter within reach, and he ladled them full of porridge, then topped both with goat cheese and chopped strawberries.
“I’m coming.” He put a bowl each next to the plates on his way past the pine table and entered the hall to race up the stairs. 
Halfway up, he stalled. Donya was on the landing, her hands on her hips, barely. The swell of her stomach made it tough for her to truly mount her knuckles on her hip bones. 
“Your hair looks lovely, Donya. Did you do it that way for me?” She’d braided her brown hair in two plaited lengths and twined them around her head. Curls that had escaped the deft fingers fringed her face.
“I see you didn’t bother brushing yours for me. You have your unoriginal mop shooting off in all directions.”
Jahl smoothed his hair down, running his fingers through it to guide much of it away from his face and groom it in one action. He resumed his trot up the stairs. “Since you are always ruffling it up, I assumed my moppish look was your preferred hairstyle for me.” Wish I knew what was bothering you. Jahl stepped up beside her and put his arm around her waist. “Shall we head down?”
“Yes, I’m starving.” 
Hmm. You attack and then you move on. It isn’t like you to let go of a chance to kid with me. I can think of at least three ways you could have taken moppish. He kept their speed to a stroll. “You never told me about your letter from Aunt Stenna. What did she have to say?”
“You never told me what Cinda had to say either.”
“That’s easy to fix.”
“Tell me after I eat. I’m too hungry to concentrate.”
Jahl closed his mouth, realizing he had left it open when she interrupted him. He gave her a cursory appraisal, chewed his lip, and wondered why she was so quick to argue. Donya’s eyes were focused on the next step, peering at an angle around her stomach and lifting her skirts up to reveal her slippered feet as they descended the stairs. “Have I done something wrong, Donya?” said Jahl.
“Of course not. You’ve made a wonderful breakfast; it smells delicious from here.”  She hurried away from him at the bottom of the stairs and went straight to the table and sat down.
Jahl strode to the counter and poured a cup each of tea for them and returned to the table. Donya was already halfway through her eggs, and he raised his brow at her rush. “Slow down. You’re going to give yourself a stomachache. Alriane is not giving you much room. Give her a chance to slip out of the way.”
Donya dropped her fork and glared at Jahl, her blue eyes snapping with annoyance. “I’ve plenty of room for our daughter to grow.”
“I don’t know what I’m doing, but I am certain whatever it is, it is the wrong thing. So, go ahead and yell at me. Get it all out and maybe, just maybe we can have a nice rest of our day.” Jahl plopped into his seat and glared back at his wife and then felt awful. 
Donya’s blue eyes were filling with tears while she was giving every effort to stem the emotional rise of red to her cheeks, but she gave up with a sob. “I’m sorry. I’ve been awful to you, and you made this wonderful breakfast, and you take such good care of me. I’m so sorry, Jahl.” She clutched at his hand and held it in both of hers. “Forgive me, please. I don’t know what’s gotten into me. I feel so trapped in the house and in this body. Look at me.” She cried harder.
Who is this woman? Jahl skidded his chair around the corner of the table until his knees bumped the edge of her chair. He struggled to back the chair up one-handed as she would not release her grip on his other hand. “Now, Donya, I’m quite used to your abuse. Really, I’m not bothered by it at all.” Though I hadn’t noticed it until now.
“Abuse?” She choked on the word.
“Teasing. That’s all I meant.” His free hand ruffled through his hair as he struggled to find the right words.
“No, you’re right,” she moaned. “I’ve been taking out my frustration on you. I need to go on a trip, get away. You know what I mean, Jahl? I need a break.”
“Donya, we can’t go on a trip. This is not the right time. You’re pregnant and due anytime. I’m not saying I know how it all works, but travel seems like the last thing you need right now.”
Tears coursed down her face. Releasing his hand and picking up her fork, she stabbed at her eggs and sniffled as she ate. 
Jahl dragged his chair back to the head of the table and took up his own fork. He ate and watched Donya eat and cry, and he felt horrible. Maybe I could take her into town. Just a drive to visit any shop that captures her attention. It’s not a trip, but it would get her out of the house. He frowned, realizing she’d been to town almost every day this week. Maybe we could visit the manor house. He angled a glance at Donya and watched her wipe her face of the tears that continued to trickle from her eyes.
He chewed his eggs, oblivious to their lukewarm temperature. Donya started on her porridge, and he followed her example mechanically. After a few minutes, she lay her spoon down and said, “Tell me about Cinda’s letter. What did she have to say?”
Jahl folded his hands in his lap. “She is going to the headwaters of the Naigan for another ceremony. She wants me to meet her there a couple days after high summer.”
“Did she say she wanted me there as well?”
Jahl thought back on the note. Cinda did mention them both at the start of the letter, but after that, it seemed to be directed at Jahl. But now that he thought about it, Donya could easily have been included. She was just as interested in increasing her knowledge of different types of wielding, and she missed the previous water ceremony for the same reason Jahl did: they were getting married. He had to admit Cinda and Donya had a closer relationship than he and the Twai wielder did.
“Jahl, did she want me there as well?” she repeated.
“I think it was optional.”
“Optional?”
“Do you want to see the note?”
“So, you are certain she was only inviting you?”
“Considering it was Cinda, in all likelihood she was inviting you as well.” Jahl sighed inwardly and clamped his teeth together in preparation for what was about to happen. If he kept his mouth shut long enough, he might have time to think before he said something that would kick Donya into determined argumentation.
Cheered, Donya sat up. “Jahl, that’s perfect. It’s just what I need. The headwaters are just half a day’s drive, and we could be back after a couple of days. I get away, but it’s not a difficult journey.” 
Jahl’s intention to think before he spoke fled. He watched her face brighten with the thought of the trip, and he hated the words waiting to trip out his mouth, but he said them anyway. “You can’t go. It’s not safe to travel far from home when you’re so close to delivery.”
“I’m weeks away, at least three, and it could be longer. First babies are often late.”
Who says? “Who says?”
“Your mother. I saw her yesterday. She said three weeks or longer.” 
“When did you visit my mother?”
“Yesterday, while you worked on the grimoire.”
“You went to the manor house without me, and you didn’t even tell me you were going?”
“I’m a grown woman. I can handle a wagon and have for many years without you supervising.”
“That’s not what I mean and you know it!” Jahl trembled with delayed concern. “I didn’t know where you were, and if you were in trouble, I wouldn’t have known where to look.” He rose from his seat and began to pace. “What if you were hurt and went into labor?”
Donya rose with him and strode alongside him as she explained, “It was just a quick run to the manor house. It’s not that far, and there are people along the road all day. I’m climbing up and down stairs, and I go outside and get vegetables from the garden. I’ve spent the last week cleaning out the attic dormitory. I’m not fragile. I can take a drive up the road and all the way to the headwaters of the Naigan, too.”
“You’re not going to the ceremony.”
“You’re not going without me.”
“Then I won’t go.”
“We must go. Cinda is expecting us.”
A rap on the back door interrupted his reply. Rouen waved through the window at them, and Jahl flicked a hand at him to come in. He knew it meant the end of the discussion with Donya, and he tried not to feel too delighted with the idea of getting to walk away from it before it got out of control.
Rouen opened the door and stepped in. “When are we departing for the headwaters? Cinda wants me there.”
Jahl’s shoulders slumped. “How did you know about it?”
The smith grinned. “There was a package, Jahl, on the table, yesterday. Remember?”
Jahl raised his eyebrows. “That’s right, she sent you a package. What was in it?”
“Nothing.” Rouen sniffed the air. “Any breakfast left over?”
Donya stepped forward. “Nothing? She sent you nothing in a box.”
Jahl sighed inwardly. Bait taken.
“Nothing important. Just a little gift. What is important is that I go to the headwaters.” He sniffed the air again. “And that I get some breakfast. Is there any left over?” He strode to the stove and examined the still bubbling porridge pot and the empty fry pan. “Porridge, yum.” Rouen searched the shelves for a bowl and, after finding one, filled it to the rim with the porridge, goat cheese, and the remaining chopped strawberries.
Donya had stood quietly, looking from Rouen to Jahl as her brother babbled on. Jahl watched her from the corner of his eye. She settled her shoulders and stepped toward the table. Jahl creased his brow and pondered what she was preparing herself for.
“Jahl, this is perfect. With the three of us, you have to admit, I’ll be just fine.”
Ah, never actually dropped the argument. “Rouen has delivered babies?” He squinted at her brother now seated and chewing contentedly. 
Rouen swallowed and tipped his head. “Actually, I’ve delivered lots of babies: baby lambs, baby goats, baby chickens.”
“Baby babies?” Jahl said. “Little human babies. Can you deliver my baby?”
Rouen scratched his head and gave Donya a questioning glance, his mouth in a comical grimace.
“I don’t think so,” said Jahl, answering his own question with sarcastic emphasis. 
“For a moment there, buddy, I thought you were seriously asking me to deliver my sister’s baby.” Rouen spooned another mouthful of porridge in.
Donya hit Jahl in the arm. “I did not say he was going to deliver the baby. I just mean” she huffed, “that the two of you would keep me safe. Though there is nothing to cause any problems between here and the Naigan.”
“You’re not going! That’s final, Donya.”
“But you’re going with me,” said Rouen, “right, Jahl.”
“Stay out of this argument, Ro,” yelled Jahl.
“Don’t yell at Rouen. We all have to go.”
“I only have two choices here, Donya: yell at Rouen or yell at you. I’m going to yell the same thing either way because you are not going!”
Donya stiffened, her arms straight at her sides, her hands in fists. 
Jahl watched her face redden, and Rouen got up from the table with his bowl and spoon and scuttled outside. Jahl waited for the situation to get a whole lot worse because he knew Donya wasn’t done, and he was determined that she was not going anywhere outside Chussan until their baby was born. He folded his arms across his chest and glowered at his wife. First, a tear ran down her plump cheek. Then, her breathing grew rapid and her chin quivered. Jahl tightened his glower. More tears ran and a sob slipped past her lips. Jahl blinked but held his expression, glowering for all he was worth.
Donya stomped a foot twice and fled down the hall. A door slammed and Jahl dropped into his chair.
Rouen reentered the kitchen, letting the door bounce in the jam. “Library, right?”
“Yeah, since she hit about the seventh-month mark, she slams that door. Too much effort to go upstairs and slam our bedroom door. Plus, it made the students giggle.”
Rouen waited, nodding by his chair a moment before he sat down at the table. “She’s gotten really good at crying. I remember when she would have trouble trembling her lips like that without laughing.” He circled his face with one hand while he chewed and swallowed. “Did you see how red her face was, the tears, the quivering chin? And that catch in the throat; that was outstanding.”
Jahl gaped at Rouen. “You think she was pretending?”
“You don’t?”
“Rouen, was she pretending?”
“Well, going by all I know about Donya, these many, many years being her brother, Jahl, that was a world class act.” He rubbed his chin, his face a picture of being impressed. “Her best performance yet.”
Jahl glowered at the remains of his porridge. Maybe I should keep a grimoire on my wife.
“We have to go to the headwaters, Jahl. Aunt Stenna wants me there, and Cinda sent me a gift. It would be rude if we didn’t show up.”
“You’re not helping.”
“I wasn’t trying to help, but I think Donya would say I was helping.” Rouen scraped the bowl with his spoon and licked the last bit of porridge off it. “Besides, if my Aunt Stenna wants me to do something, I do it.”
“You like her that much?”
“That and I like my eardrums a lot. Also, she has something special planned for me. I don’t want to miss it.”
“She knows Donya’s pregnant, doesn’t she?”
“Don’t know how she could have missed out on knowing. Turns out Donya, my mother, and I all sent her announcements. I think even my dad may have included a note in a shipment to Naigan by way of one of his suppliers. The first grandbaby in the family, you know.”
“And yet, someone is expecting Donya, at eight months pregnant, to travel to the headwaters of the Naigan for a simple water ceremony. And Donya thinks she is, too.”
“I don’t believe the word simple has ever applied to you and my sister.”
Jahl groaned. “You didn’t happen to see Donya’s note from Aunt Stenna, did you?”
“Nope, but I bet I know someone who is going to be searching for it in the wee hours of the night.”
“If I was supposed to find it, I would have stumbled over it getting out of bed. Your sister is not subtle.”
“Yeah, you’ll never find it.” Rouen took up his bowl and went to the kitchen counter. “You know, I have a feeling my Aunt Stenna left you out of the equation. Yeah, I bet she didn’t even consider that you might fight attending the ceremony.”

      [image: image-placeholder]The wagon rolled along at a gentle pace, the horses’ heads bobbing pleasantly as though they both relished the early morning stroll on the southern trade route. Jahl hunched on the seat, the reins gripped in his hands, his elbows balanced on his knees. Rouen sat beside him.
“Did she say anything to you before we left?” said Rouen.
“No.” Jahl refused to give any thought to Rouen’s question. It would just make him angry all over again, and he had been enjoying, if enjoying was the right word, the last couple of hours free of frustration. Whereas before he’d had his feet planted flat as though he were prepared to leap from the wagon, he had finally relaxed enough to brace one on the footboard riser and imagine that he and Rouen were heading out on a quiet trip to the headwaters. Chances were Cinda and Rouen’s aunt Stenna were waiting for them to arrive.
“Do you think she’ll talk to you later?”
“Eventually.”
“You do know you forced yourself into a corner?”
“Ro, I don’t want to talk about this.”
“She’ll come around,” Rouen muttered and shifted in the seat until he had his back to Jahl and was facing the passing trees as they plodded along. They were both silent a while. Rouen faced front and spared a hopeful glance at Jahl. “Do women say stuff and not really mean it?”
Jahl gave Rouen a confused look then stared at the reins in his hands. Best I just wait for him to spill what’s bothering him. He wasn’t happy to see Donya and me fighting this morning, but he was already looking downcast when I let him in the door. Jahl’s thoughts lurched. He slept at the school last night. Where did he go that early in the morning?
Rouen patted his hands on his knees and said, “They just need time sometimes to get used to ideas. Wouldn’t you say that’s true?”
“I suppose,” said Jahl. “Everybody is like that. We are told an idea we don’t like, don’t want to hear, so we refuse to accept it. Sometimes we need to walk away for a while.”
“But people walk back, too.” Rouen slapped his hand on his leg. “We get used to the idea, even if we thought at first it was wrong. After we think about it a bit, we realize it’s okay.”
“You and Missy have an argument, Ro?”
“No! I’m talking about Donya.”
“If anybody is working on accepting, it’s not Donya. It’s me.” Jahl looked over his shoulder at Donya relaxing on heavily stuffed sacks of cotton batting. She seemed asleep and barely rocked at all by the rolling wagon. “I’m sitting here worrying about my wife and baby. She’s sleeping like all’s right with the world. I don’t think she is adjusting to any unpleasant ideas.”
“Master Donnel checked her over before we left and said the trip was okay.”
“That is what Donya said. I never got to actually ask my mom what she thought.”
“You think she wasn’t giving you the full story.”
Jahl glanced back over his shoulder. “She’d never put the baby in danger.” He mulled this thought over. “I’m sure she was stating the truth.”
“So, why were you so determined to make her stay home?”
“Because she wasn’t herself. She’s…” Jahl shook his head. “I don’t know. She’s keeping something from me. And you think all that crying and temper was an act. What is it she’s not telling me, Ro? I know there is something.”
“Maybe this being the first baby, she’s afraid, too. It can’t be easy. She makes it look easy, but it can’t be.”
“Then why force me to take her on this trip?”
Rouen tipped his head and thought a moment. “Maybe she’ll explain it to you now.”
Jahl considered his words. He agreed and handed him the reins. In a moment, he was climbing over the seat back and arranging himself on the bit of padding Donya wasn’t taking up. He curled around her and put his lips close to her ear. “Donya, you awake?”
She cuddled closer and rested her head on his shoulder, one arm draping up across his chest. Then she snorted and her breathing settled into a slow even pattern.
Rouen chuckled on the seat and bobbed his head to the beat of the horses’ plod on the hard-packed dirt. 
Jahl settled in for a nap, his hand resting on her hip, the wagon’s gentle pitch back and forth rocking him to sleep. He woke to Rouen’s call and a shrill voice that made his eyelids snap open.






  
  Chapter three
Return to the Waters
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Jahl was trapped with his arm underneath Donya, her cheek resting on his chest. She was roused as well by the voice calling out her brother’s name, and she pressed Jahl further into the padding as she attempted to get up on her knees before the wagon came to a stop. She lost her balance and landed flat on top of Jahl, who grabbed for her to brace her so that she did not land hard. They were deep in the mockernut hickory forest at the bottom of the cleft between Round Mountain and South Peak. Over Donya’s shoulder, Jahl could see the south side of Fallon Mountain where his own source of power remained hidden deep in its bedrock. 
The shrill voice sounded again. “Rouen Marson, do not tell me you left your sister behind.”
“Aunt Stenna, I did not leave her behind,” he announced. “She’s in the back resting like a queen.”
“I’m right here.” Donya struggled to rise for a second time now that the wagon had slowed.
“And I am right here,” Jahl growled as Donya pressed all her weight on his chest in her attempt to stand up. “Will you be mounting me like a statue on a pedestal next?”
“Don’t be silly,” she said. It was late afternoon, and the sun shone in patches on the ground. The wagon came to a stop and Donya climbed off Jahl. “Help me down. It’s my Aunt Stenna.”
Rouen leaped to the ground and reached up for Donya before Jahl could haul himself up. 
A tall, large-boned woman hugged Donya quickly before pressing her away so she could examine her with a critical eye. Her sharp-featured face perused her niece. “Look at you, fit to burst,” she said louder than necessary and high-pitched. “It’s a wonder you got here without having her on the way.”
“My concern exactly,” muttered Jahl under his breath as he climbed over the side of the wagon bed. When he landed on the hard packed dirt of the trail, the old but clearly not worn woman spun to face him. “You must be High Master Pratter. Not all that imposing and not so much the brawny equivalent of Rouen, but you’ll do. Wielding is not a physically demanding job, but I imagine it works you enough.”
Jahl raised an eyebrow and swept his gaze from Rouen to Donya. Both enjoyed the woman’s appraisal of him. “Did you need a tree chopped down, perhaps a boulder moved?” he said and raised his arm to show a bicep. “I think I can combine my muscles with my magic enough to meet your needs.”
The woman patted his face and turned her attention back to Donya. She brandished a pointing finger. “We shouldn’t delay the ceremonies. Cinda and I have prepared everything and were just waiting for you and Rouen.”
Jahl noted both siblings avoided looking at him. Why wasn’t he included in the delay? The trickling of water underpinned the natural noises of the forest. Rustlings and bird whistles made a soft backdrop. The faint scent of citrus hung in the air, and the leaves of the hickories shushed with a light breeze.
“Come, we’ll start with Cinda and Rouen first,” Stenna declared.
With the mention of Cinda, all three friends looked about for her. She was standing by the horses and holding the harnesses as if it were necessary to keep the team from wandering away. Jahl could see she had grown taller and was thinner as if she had just come out of a growth spurt. She looked more the young woman of thirteen rather than the girl of twelve he remembered. Cinda patted one horse and nuzzled it before walking over to join them at the wagon. 
“I’m glad you could all make it,” she said. Though more mature in her outward appearance, Cinda still projected focused merriment in her hazel eyes. She wore Carolan-style woods wear, her bodice a brilliant cerulean blue and her split skirt a rusty red. Matching rust-colored breeches peaked from between the break in the skirt on down to her brown ankle-high boots. “Master Klar said you were expecting a baby, but I had no idea how far along you were, Master Deln-Marson.”  
Jahl tipped his head and discerned the flow of water off to his right. Cinda’s boots were damp about the edges. Bits of mud clung to the thick leather tread. Stenna’s looked the same. Jahl imagined their preparations had involved their being close to the headwaters. “What does the ceremony involve?” asked Jahl as he placed his arms around his wife. “I don’t want Donya put in any danger.”
Stenna waved an unconcerned hand and said loudly, “Oh, no. She will be quite comfortable in the water.” Her right eye ticked in a slow rhythm.
“In the water?” Jahl hugged Donya closer. “I don’t think it is a good idea for Donya to enter the water. The stones below will be slippery.”
“She won’t be standing.”
Even Donya startled under his arm. “Perhaps you should explain,” she said.
Jahl peered at Donya. “Is this why you wanted to come? Is there something you have to do?”
Donya appeared about to answer, but her aunt interrupted with a tone that snapped her into movement.
“Come, come,” Stenna hollered and gestured Rouen and Cinda forward. “You too, Donya. You need to participate in this part to be ready for your return to the waters of Nai-Gan.”
Return to the waters? Jahl had been to the headwaters with his brother years earlier when the two had been hunting. The water seeped from the ground, trickling downhill. As more fluid gathered, small streams formed around grey stones. The rivulets amassed into the shallow Lesser Naigan River until it became a cascade winding down the hills to form the much larger Naigan River, the Teardrop Lake, and then the Naigan Lake, all the way to the Western An Ocean. He could see they were below the seep and would be coming up to the Lesser Naigan before it became the torrent coming off the hills. The party followed behind Stenna, and Jahl gave his staff a moment’s thought and then chose to leave it in the wagon bed before he dashed to catch up with Donya.  
“I’d like an explanation. You wanted to be here and your aunt expected you. Don’t you think I should be told what is going on?”
Donya’s gaze flitted to his face and away as she struggled to answer him. “Aunt Stenna said that it was important for Alriane’s safety that I come here before the birth. I trust Aunt Stenna to know what is best, but I didn’t know how I could explain my faith in her to you. You were so determined to keep me home.”
“I would have listened, Donya. You didn’t even try to explain.”
“I was afraid if I told you and you fought against my going, then I would not be able to convince you to take me.” Donya stopped and grasped Jahl’s hand. “If she hadn’t said it was for the baby’s safety, I wouldn’t have tried so hard to come along.”
“Did she tell you not to tell me?” Jahl glared at the tall woman striding along ahead of them. Even though she was instructing Rouen in loud tones, he could not make out what she was saying. Jahl caught the word “ampule,” and if he hadn’t been focused on Donya, he would have tried to overhear the instructions.
“No. Please don’t blame my aunt. I think she assumed you would agree.”
“But you didn’t give me a chance. If you’d said it was for the baby’s safety, I would have listened.”
Tears welled in her eyes. “But you still might have tried to stop me.”
Jahl steeled himself. He could tell emotions were getting the best of her, and maybe that was why she had kept the secret, but he still deserved to know her real reasons for coming along. “I did, but look. You’re here.”
“Donya!” Stenna yelled. “Hurry up, dear. Can’t that husband of yours help you along at a quicker pace?”
“I’m coming,” Donya called back. “Jahl, I didn’t understand it all, but it has to do with you being immersed in essence for most of your life. The shard had an impact, and Aunt Stenna said we must balance the exposure to Alriane.”
Jahl shook his head back and forth in confusion. “Alriane hasn’t been exposed to any essence. I followed my mother’s instructions. Not once did I try to see our daughter’s progress. And you were equally careful.”
“My aunt is well-versed in Lal lore. I am partially Naigan; that makes me a mixture of water and stone
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