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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?
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  Chapter one
Tommlar's Back Room
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It was a hot morning, but the breeze streamed through the open doors of Tommlar’s Mercantile, ruffling Jahl Pratter’s brown hair and cooling his back where the sweat stuck his dun-colored shirt to the skin. Even with the heat, the walk into the business district of the small city had been enjoyable, though dusty with the wagons rolling by on dirty cobble roads that hadn’t seen a shower in days. The coolness in the store made him shiver. 
Jahl’s restless fingers ran down the double row of buttons that held his green vest fitted to his slim ribcage. He gave a light pulled at the essence embedded in the second stone button and made his clothing dry and comfortable against his skin. As his arm dropped to his side, he searched the store for the shop owner who had sent his youngest grandson to Jahl’s wielder school requesting he come by at his earliest opportunity. The brawny older man was working with a customer at the back. Whatever was being said by the customer was lost to the shop owner as his gaze caught Jahl’s, and a grimace pulled his nostrils wide, as though Jahl’s arrival had sent a malodorous smell through the store. 
Blood’s Bees, it’s going to be one of those visits. Jahl backed up a step. I should have guessed he wouldn’t call me here for iced cider.
Tommlar strode through his store to the front, shouldering past displays and timid customers. The man he’d been assisting squelched a complaint as Tommlar scowled over his shoulder. The customer gestured with a wave his willingness to wait.
Jahl peeped back toward the door, hoping someone else had drawn the annoyance from Tommlar. The emptiness behind him forced a resigned sigh, and he faced back around to find the broad-shouldered man towering over him. “Is this going to be a back-room discussion?” Jahl said before pulling his lips into a hopeful grin. 
“Buck up, young Wielder Pratter,” Tommlar said, looking Jahl up and down, “you’ve put on some height and weight.” He spat the words out, loud enough for even those at the far back to hear. “Surely, you don’t fear I could actually hurt you?” 
It’s been six months since we last had this dance. Jahl considered the possibility of a manhandling. Their previous chat in the back room had resulted in the first Tommlar clan child to begin wielder training. Jahl moved a step closer, his face tipped upward and whispered, “Shall I prepare myself to be dragged through the shop?”
Tommlar’s eyes twinkled a brief moment before his scowl deepened. A meaty hand grasped Jahl’s bicep. Jahl grabbed the man’s thick wrist to stabilize what he knew was going to be a rough run and found himself yanked around and propelled backward down the same narrow path Tommlar had just traversed through the store.
Jahl’s feet quickstepped to keep upright. He pried at Tommlar’s fingers without making any headway. The two men were facing each other, so Jahl thought they could converse. “Master Tommlar, is there a problem with Lonny’s recent activities at the school?”
The creases around Kohen Tommlar’s eyes deepened. Their rush through the store continued.
“Perhaps I’ve been renting too much wielder stock of late?” At least I get to remain up on my feet these days. Unlike the near rag doll I was the first time Tommlar dragged me to the infamous back room. “My students have been busy practicing the wielder trade and go through the magic essence rather fast.” Jahl shook his head for effect as well as at the memory of that first terrifying scramble through the store the day his home was just about burned to the ground. That was three years ago, he reminded himself. I’ve grown a few inches and walk a lot taller than I did in those days.
The door of the back stockroom bounced against Jahl’s shoulders. Just before the two crossed over the threshold, Jahl saw Tommlar’s son Pike straighten up from restacking some standing stones at their secondary display. The two shared a look. Pike swung a six-deep stack of heavy standing stones a foot square and on average an inch thick onto a low stack. Free of the load, he raised his hands, just as confused as Jahl.
The door jittered shut and they were alone. Tommlar released him and grinned. “You have put on some muscle. My fingers only overlapped an inch around your arm.”
Jahl made sure they were alone before he flexed his arm, giving it an appraising look. There’s more muscle than that. He snorted. Jahl gave the stones embedded in the corners of the room his quick attention and felt them all snap into shielding the room so none would overhear their discussion. “This is when you turn into the kindly proprietor. There aren’t any customers watching or listening. You can compliment me on how I have grown into a fine young man.” He took the desk chair while the storekeeper tugged his customary wrought-iron stool over. 
Tommlar chuckled then grew serious again. “You have a problem.”
Jahl ran through his list of current troubles. Donya is angry and quiet by turns. The boys at the school are more mischievous than usual. He scratched his neck as he pondered. Mom’s been using my workroom to hold meetings with the clan heads instead of her own roomy Donnel Manor. Troublesome, but not trouble, and nothing Tommlar could help him with. “Not really.” He shook his head.
“You just don’t know about it yet.”
Jahl huffed. “You know about my newest trouble? Can I check in with you regularly so I can prepare in advance?”
Tommlar ginned wryly and sat back as if he was a lucky fellow to have been given this opportunity. “I’ve no crystal ball. I’m bringing this one to you.” He placed a hand on either massive knee and leaned forward. “You have to go to Carolan Faire.”
“Why?” Jahl, all of nineteen years old, had never been to the small city north of town. He had met a few wielders and visitors who headed down the trade route speaking in their mumble-mouth way and wearing the garish colors common to those who lived there, but it’d been coming on two years since he had any run-ins with the surly wielders. He expected the citizens of Carolan Faire were generally good people and that those he’d run into were likely the ones driven out of town, their grumpy accents withstanding.
“As the wielder of the Great Shard of Fallon, you’re the only one who can.”
Jahl’s eyebrows pulled together, forming a crease between them. The only one who knew that he had access to the Great Shard was Tommlar, so how would that mean he had some duty to Carolan Faire? Only the High Master of the town was informed of the location. It had taken him a great deal of effort to find the Great Shard of Fallon and that was with hints left by Uncle Tran. “Lots of people take the trade route north. Heck, even my brother Cam’s been there a time or two. So why me?”
Tommlar said, “High Master Clepp died.”
Jahl knew the head of the Clepp wielder clan only by name and reputation. Loen Clepp was Carolan Faire’s top wielder. Jahl held the same title for Chussan Faire, but considering he was named to the position when there were only five actual native wielders to choose from, he knew it didn’t say much for his skill. The loss of High Master Clepp’s experience was a blow. Jahl’s own mother was clan leader for the Donnels, and that put him in contact with many of the clan heads in the four-city area. Still, he had little use for the trader road that ran through three of the four small cities this side of the An Faire Mountains. Why Clepp’s death was a problem for Jahl was a mystery. 
“I’m sorry to hear that. Is there a funeral I need to attend or can I just send my condolences? And why doesn’t the clan head respond to this?”
“Because you are the wielder of the Great Shard of Fallon.”
“But nobody knows that, right?” And he’d feel a whole lot better if Tommlar would stop bringing it up. That level of essence available to just one person if it became known would give him nothing but grief. He’d been up to Fallon Mountain to raise the Great Shard only for loading his charging stone so he could transfer essence to his staff and other essence bearing tools. As far as he knew, that was all Uncle Tran had used it for.
“Clepp was the wielder of the Carolan Faire Great Shard.”
“Blood’s Bees,” Jahl murmured under his breath. “Should you be telling me this?” 
“You’re the only one we can tell.” Tommlar leaned back and folded his muscular arms across his chest. Loading and unloading stock had kept the older man strong for all his fifty-eight years. 
His near-famous snarling character had not faded in Jahl’s memory. “We?” Jahl asked and crossed his arms.
“Stod Cassem is the Warder of Stones for Carolan Faire. He’s the only one who knows who Master Clepp named heir to the Great Shard.”
Jahl shook his head and sighed heavily. “I’m certain you are not supposed to be telling me this.” No one knows the other duties of a stone warder or that there even is a Great Shard. Jahl scrutinized Tommlar, the stone warder for their area. Why would Tommlar tell me who has access to it?
Tommlar scratched an ear. “You’re the only one we can tell.”
“Yeah, you already said that. But why?”
The merchant stood up and paced twice through the aisle, between the ordered crates and storage racks of the back room before answering. A grimy window behind him glared with sun and put the man’s face in shadow. He stopped before Jahl, making him have to look up at a tight angle. “Someone is using Master Clepp’s shard.”
Jahl considered what he could mean. “His Great Shard?” he asked.
Tommlar nodded. 
“Why isn’t this a problem left to his heir to deal with?”
“You have to go find out who it is.” Tommlar sat back down. “You see, the heir is twelve years old and can’t be the one who’s using it.” 
“How do you know?”
“The kid is just twai, a wielder in training, and though talented, not anywhere near the level needed to be ready to take on his position nor uses the Great Shard. Tommlar wouldn’t have told his twai anyway.” Tommlar’s disappointed look was enough to prod Jahl’s memory. No wielder could legally take up wielding until he was sixteen. Master Clepp’s heir was twelve. Jahl shook his head. At least Clepp had named an heir. Unlike Jahl’s grandfather, once the high wielder of Chussan Faire who had not, leaving it to Tommlar to choose Jahl’s uncle Tran. 
Normally the heir would not know about the Great Shard until he or she was a mature wielder with years of experience. Jahl was fifteen when High Master Tran Donnel died. Still inexperienced, he had learned about the Great Shard of Fallon by way of Master Tommlar when he became the only practicing wielder in Chussan Faire. Uncle Tran had suspected he might die unexpectedly and had prepared by telling Tommlar he had named Jahl Pratter his heir.
Even so, Jahl had had to search his hidden memories for clues in the chair his uncle had imbued with essence and a shard designed to recall Jahl’s memories to him when he sat in it. Before that, he’d needed Master Tommlar to tell him about the Great Shard and to give him permission to access it. If Master Clepp died, it was left to Stod Cassem, warder of the wielding stones of the Sinister Sisters’ mountains, to inform the new heir of his inheritance and help him locate it. Jahl knew from his own experience this was not an easy task. Tran had at least left Jahl clues. What if this boy had no clues? It wouldn’t matter if Cassem told him of the Great Shard’s existence, the location would remain a mystery. 
Jahl shook his head, still questioning the need for him to go to Carolan. “Did Master Clepp leave any information for the boy?”
Tommlar grimaced and squinted at Jahl. He seemed to debate a moment and then shook his head. “The death was unexpected. You need to go to Carolan and see Cassem. He’ll explain everything to you and then you’ll need to take charge of Clepp’s young apprentice.”
“Bring him back to the school?”
“Ultimately, yes. But for now you need to ensure the kid’s safety, find out who is using the shard and stop him or her.”
Jahl rested his chin on a balled fist and challenged Tommlar. “Do I look like a bodyguard, a magistrate or a soldier?” He leaned back and held out empty hands. “I’m a schoolmaster.”
“You’re the High Master Wielder of Chussan Faire.”
Exasperated, Jahl said, “And why is that? Why isn’t my mother high master wielder? She’s clan leader, why not high master?”
Tommlar’s expression grew oddly sympathetic. His eyebrows jumped a moment as though he were about to explain something, but he shrugged instead. “Remember, she had stopped practicing the craft due to the Wielder Wane along with all the other wielders in town. Two years ago, she was only a mite more versed in the craft than you. But you have more—“ he slowed a moment ”—potential than any other wielder in the four-city area.”
Jahl eyed the merchant. Sure, I can run massive amounts of essence through my body without being overwhelmed, but I haven’t found that to be anything that makes me better than any other wielder my age. He had more control than most, but anyone could learn that given the time and his mother’s harping at him. It must be worse than Tommlar was saying.  “I’ve more troubles than you’ve told me.”
Tommlar slapped his hands hard on his thighs and stood up. “You’ll want to take a friend or two with you. Bring that young Deln wielder you have helping at the school and someone else you can trust. Of course, you won’t be able to tell them exactly why you’re going, but you’ll think of something.”
“Master Tommlar, what else is going on?”
The man waved a calloused and unworried hand in the air. “Oh, life’s full of troubles and celebrations. You’ll learn of them in plenty of time.” He headed for the door. “Prepare yourself. It’s time to go.”
Jahl stood firmly by the desk chair. “No. Tell me the rest now.”
Tommlar smirked, snapped the door open with the bump of a fist and grabbed Jahl’s arm before he could pull back. “Off we go. And drop that shield.”
Should have locked the door down. With a modest flip of a hand, Jahl returned the stones of the room to their resting state and prepared to resist Tommlar, but he knew it was a waste of time. Were his brother Cam about to be dragged the length of the store, Tommlar wouldn’t have moved him a fraction, but Jahl skidded through the doorway before he could grab at the jamb. He pried for a moment at the store owner’s grip, grinned and reached for the buttons on his vest, then thought better of it and chose to at least walk alongside him. Tommlar relaxed his grip on Jahl’s arm though he still propelled him forward as he headed to the storefront.
He kept his voice low, just for Jahl to hear as their pace slowed. “Don’t come here without your staff. You can’t appear to accept these dressing downs from me anymore. Gripping the staff would show you are merely holding your temper rather than submitting.”
Jahl’s hand reached to one of the buttons on his vest. Maybe I should rattle him with some essence. Tommlar caught his elbow and shook it, stopping Jahl’s motion. “Chin up, lad. Walk proud beside me and act like you gave as good as you got.”
Jahl turned a jaundiced eye to Tommlar and jerked his arm out of his grip. Who’s going to believe I gave you a tough time? The two moved together to stride to the right and avoid customers hurrying to the left.
Tommlar gave Jahl his sudden attention but didn’t reassert his hold. “I hope I’ve made my position perfectly clear, Pratter.” They sped along the wider aisle on the right side of the store. “I don’t care if you are High Master Wielder Pratter of the Boys School of Wielding in Chussan Faire.” He ground the title through near-spitting lips. They twisted along a narrow aisle, Jahl jammed up against Tommlar’s chest for a moment as though the two were challenging each other. But they separated as they pushed through and proceeded side by side through the store. “You’re nothing but a snot-nosed kid with a knack for repairs. You haven’t the gifts of Master Donnel nor the brains of his seventh toe.” Tommlar spun a rack out of their way and took hold of Jahl at the elbow.
“Seems he gave me enough to deal with troublesome shopkeepers. Next time you need a bit of remodeling, make an appointment.”
Tommlar’s visage darkened, and Jahl raised an eyebrow to test if he had struck a real nerve. The fingers on his elbow twitched, and Jahl took it for escaped laughter. “My need for repairs was not limited to the back room, as you well know,” grumbled Tommlar.
As they came up on the front of the store, Jahl recalled that when Tran’s older brother died of the Wane, it was unexpected. It had taken Uncle Tran four years to find the Great Shard of Fallon. He shook his head. How was he going to find out who was using the Sinister Sisters’ Shard when he didn’t know where on the three linked mountains it might be hidden? The boy Clepp named heir likely didn’t know.
“Good day, Pratter.” Tommlar shoved him onto the bright porch. 
The sunlight made Jahl squint, and he stood blinking, rubbing his hip roughly with consternation. He jerked his arm away, reminding himself there was no discomfort there to relieve. He’d been trying to break the habit for months, ever since Donya had been kind enough to point it out. Yet all it took was a challenge, and his hand dropped to his hip as if his troubles lay embedded in the joint.
“I don’t want to see you in this store again until you rectify the situation,” the store owner said before he stomped back inside. 
The heat of the thick air brought instant beads of sweat to Jahl’s temples. He lifted his hair off his collar with a lazy hand.
Pike Tommlar joined him on the porch. The two stood together watching the people cross from store to store and nodding at the wagon and cart traffic on the cobbled road.
“I thought you and my pop buried the hatchet years ago.”
Jahl shrugged. “He digs it up every few months.”
“Huh.” Pike shook his head in sympathy.
Jahl turned to face Pike. Tommlar’s son was older than Jahl by at least ten years, married and had a couple kids, but the two had grown to be friends over the last two years. He was as tall as his father, but not quite as broad in the chest. He stood rubbing the lobe of one ear.
“Ever been to Carolan Faire?” asked Jahl.
“Yup, lots. You going there?”
Jahl nodded. “Have you met Stod Cassem, the standing stone merchant there?”
Pike’s hand dropped from his ear. He studied Jahl’s face. “You giving up on working with my pop? Cassem is meaner than a bardak on fire. Best keep your business here in Chussan. Pop will get over whatever bee’s in his blood before you have to go traveling as far as Carolan Faire.”
“So Cassem’s sweeter than your pop?” Jahl joked.
“He makes Pop look like old lady Keal.” 
Jahl regarded Pike to make sure he wasn’t joking, but the man’s face was as serious as his voice. 
“If you decide to stay out of Pop’s store, we have another on the north side my mom and sister run.”
Jahl watched a garish wagon pull past. The colors gave away its origin: Carolan Faire. “I’m picking up a student for the school. Cassem’s supposed to tell me where the boy is. I’m guessing he hasn’t any family to bring him here.”
“Pop tell you that?”
“He passed the message on, between the other issues he hammered me with. I’m lucky I remember that bit of the discussion.” Jahl rubbed his hip again before sliding his hands under his vest and into the pockets of his breeches. “Actually, it’s the only bit I plan on giving any attention for now. I imagine the rest will play itself out with time.” He patted Pike’s arm. “I’ll be seeing you. Perhaps I’ll check out that north side store on my way to Carolan.”
Pike nodded and headed into the shop. “Take care, Master Pratter.”
Jahl enjoyed the quick pace he set for home, still able to marvel over the ease of striding along on straight legs and well-formed feet. A light breeze rustled the leaves of the shade trees. He walked with his head up, greeting passersby and occasionally earning the quick smile of a young woman caught glancing his way. Just three years ago, he’d been limping along these same crushed-stone sidewalks, his head down avoiding sympathetic looks as much he did the grimaces that proved that no young girl would have the slightest interest in the crippled wielder, a near outcast in his own town.
Another garish wagon rolled by, and Jahl stepped toward the edge of the walkway to watch it pass. Knowing he would be heading to Carolan had made him more aware of the traders and visitors from the city at the northern end of the trade route. When he turned to continue on his way, he ran straight into a young woman and found his face within inches of her startled eyes. 
“Hello.” He grinned and her eyes twinkled as she giggled and backed away to a more proper distance. “Please forgive me for not watching where I was going.” Jahl studied her a long moment. “Are you quite okay? You look fine.”
Her hand fluttered to the square-cut neckline of her dress and she giggled again. “Oh, yes. I’m quite fine.”
Jahl’s grin grew. “Allow me to get you back on your way.” He held his arm out for her to grasp, and she placed a pale hand to his inside elbow.
“Thank you.” She tossed her head, making her bright blonde hair flip over her shoulder and catch Jahl’s eye. 
Her hair made him think of spun gold. He turned them about so that they faced toward town. Together they walked a few steps. “There, you do seem unhurt. It was a pleasure to have bumped into you this morning, Miss?”
“Jenimare, Jenimare Sauwed.” She tossed her hair again and blinked blue eyes at him.
“Miss Jenimare Sauwed, please forgive me my lapse in attention. I still would have forgotten where to put my feet as soon as I saw you, but I would not have been so ungentlemanly as to walk into you.”
She giggled and then tried to straighten her countenance enough to fit the serious tone of her response. “Yes, you should be quite embarrassed to be knocking innocent young ladies about on the sidewalk. Do be more attentive next time, High Master Pratter.”
He felt his face warm when she said his name. “Consider this schoolmaster masterfully reprimanded and properly educated now on inappropriate walkway etiquette. But should I need further instruction, how would I find you, Miss Jenimare Sauwed?”
“I walk this way every morning,” she said, avoiding giving him her address, but ensuring he could find her if he wished.
Jahl’s eyes widened and he tipped his chin with interest. “Do you?” He gave the section of the main road a cursory gaze, noting landmarks. “Perhaps we will see each other again, whether I need instruction or not. But for now—“ he lay his hand over his heart ”—I must continue home and teach my students. Have a lovely morning, Miss Sauwed.” She gave a gracious nod, and he pulled his arm from her fingers and turned to resume his walk.
“Good day to you, too, Master Pratter.” Jahl heard her laughter ring along with her words as the distance between them grew.  He glanced back a moment to tip an imaginary hat at her.
Now, why couldn’t Donya be that friendly? The thought drew all his cheer away. He strode along the walk, his step not as full of bounce, though just as quick as it was before his brief meeting with Miss Sauwed. Maybe what he needed to be was just a bit nicer to Donya. There had to be something he could do to get back in her good graces. He puzzled over the few opportunities he’d found to be of use to her.
Soon his house was in sight, and he jogged up the steps to the front door. Though he didn’t stop to admire, he noticed the nicely clipped bushes along the stone walk and grabbed a blossom or two to bring to his nose. The pale yellow flowers were bright against the green leaves, balanced against the beige of the wood siding and the dark green shutters of the two-story house. The door opened without a sound on its smooth hinges. The house was quiet. The boys hadn’t come back yet from the town school. It was possible Donya had gone home to the Marsons’ rather than wait around with little to do after the busy morning of getting the boys off to school. Jahl stepped from the hall entry into the parlor on his right and headed for the workroom to check for new work. The back drawing room was larger than the front room and had been turned into a wielder’s workroom by his uncle Tran long before Jahl was born. Jahl had found the cabinets filling the walls, the desk at the back wall and the large worktable just as useful and had not renovated the space. 
The table was free of recent work, cleared earlier in the day. The counters were neat and clean as well. The only signs of recent activity were the accounts book and a few papers left on the counter. Jahl scrutinized the papers, recognizing them as paid receipts. He set down the blossoms and shuffled through the sheets, noting that at least a couple of customers had been by to pick up finished items and leave payment.
Jahl checked the receipts against the accounts book and noticed Donya had not entered them yet. He stepped to the doorway to the kitchen to make sure she wasn’t sitting at the table reading or preparing some new complaint against him. The room was empty and he returned to the workroom. He rubbed his hip as he considered the opportunity. Entering the completed sales would be helpful to Donya, who normally handled the bookkeeping.
He inked and blotted the pen before leaning over the ledger to make the entries. Donya’s handwriting was all round and smooth in comparison to his chicken scratch, but his penmanship was just as readable in his opinion. He set the pen in its holder and stepped back, pleased with his work. 
The tap of a boot heel clicked on the wood floor. Donya’s annoyed tones flooded the room. “What are you doing?”
“I entered the receipts.”
Donya Deln’s hair was braided to one side and she tugged at it, giving away her annoyance. As usual, her dress was simple and slit at both knees, showing her high boots and modest leggings for practical purposes. She hiked the woods behind his property and worked in the garden with the boys as often as Jahl and her brother Rouen did. Donya stomped into the room and up to the counter. She flicked the flowers aside and ran a finger down the ledger pages. “I can barely read this.”
Jahl leaned in, one hand pressed tightly over the buttons of his vest. He ran his finger across his crooked penmanship and drew lightly on the essence embedded in the smooth stones stitched into place by way of a wire loop on the back of the tin mounts. As his hand moved over the page, the letters smoothed out, reforming them into neat script. “Is that better?”
“Well, you have your dandy wielder vest on with it essence-packed buttons. You don’t need me at all, do you? Just swipe a finger, and it’s all right and tight.”
So she didn’t have to prepare a complaint; all I had to do was try to be nice. “What would make you think I don’t need you? I couldn’t manage this school without you.”
“Oh, you could if you had more control over those boys. But they walk all over you.”
“They do not walk all over me.” Jahl’s mouth dropped open as he groped for words. “I can’t write in the ledger and now I can’t even keep my students in line. What is wrong with you?”
“You think you can manage this place without me.” Her voice rose and Donya stomped back toward the front parlor. “Go ahead. I’ll leave you to it.”
She strode out of the workroom and her heels clicked hard on the wood floor. Jahl expected to hear the front door slam, but it was the library door across the central hall that jittered in its jamb instead. “What is wrong with that girl?”
A voice behind him answered. “You really don’t know?”
Jahl turned to find Rouen Marson leaning in the kitchen doorway. “She’s been flipping from angry back to all sweet consideration for weeks,” Jahl said. “I can’t figure the girl out.”
“I see that.”
“She’s your sister. Can’t you make heads or tails of her?”
Rouen leaned on the door jamb. “Oh, I didn’t say I didn’t know her problem; I said you didn’t.”
“Well, tell me then.” Today everybody has a notion of my problems and no intention to share how to fix them. Jahl flipped the ledger closed and slammed his hand down on the cover.
The young smith sauntered into the room and when he reached the worktable, he leaned down, bending his long body over it and resting his elbows on the table. “I know the rules of being a brother. Telling my sister’s secrets, even if she is adopted, is a severe breaking of the rules.”
“What are you talking about?” Jahl stepped toward the table, swiping his hand over the surface to gather some crumbs left by one of the boys who had been practicing there earlier in the day. He pushed them into his cupped hand and walked around the table to dump it into a waste tin near the kitchen doorway. He rolled his shoulders in preparation for facing his best friend. Jahl returned to the table and dug at a dent, new since the school had started up. It would be an easy fix with the tiniest of draws of essence from a standing stone, his staff or one of his stone buttons. He cocked his head. It might make a good practice repair for his students. Jahl searched the room for other damage worth using as a lesson for the rowdy boys. The windows could use a good cleaning. He brought his attention back to Rouen, who stood tapping his foot and gave him a half-hearted grin.
Rouen pushed himself away from the table. “I know, since all you have is Cam for a sibling, that you have no experience with sisters. Let me tell you, they’re a whole different animal. They expect a brother to keep their secrets. Brothers expect you to blurt them out at inopportune moments and embarrass the bees out of them. Sisters, no, you do not do that to sisters.”
“Is that so? ‘Cause I’ve seen lots of brothers blurt out stuff that sisters wished they wouldn’t.”
“And because they ignored the rules, their sisters made their lives miserable. Donya used to be tough to live with when she was waiting to be allowed to learn how to wield. And then she got lots better when you proved she could control essence and helped her remember her training from Master Tran. But lately… Forget that. My point is I learned not to make her life miserable. And mine has been a lot happier. You just need to learn how to talk to girls.”
“I talked to a girl today, and I did not have any problem chatting with her. We understood each other just fine.” Jahl leaned his hands on the table. “I bumped into the girl, and she was all forgiveness. I do Donya a favor and what happens, I get yelled at about my handwriting, threatened to be left to my own devices running this school and am told I can’t keep the boys under control.”
“You talked to a girl.” Rouen gave Jahl an incredulous look.
“Don’t say that like it’s such a surprise. I talk to lots of girls. I talk to Donya every day.”
“You don’t talk to her like she’s a girl.”
“What?” 
Rouen leaned a lean hip against the table. “Tell me about this girl you ran into. What did you say to her and what did she say to you?” 
Before Jahl could answer, Rouen backed away from the table and acted out the scene himself. He stepped forward and then mimed bouncing back as though he’d run into a wall. “Oh, my,” he said in a high-pitched voice that made Jahl grimace and shake his head. Rouen jumped forward and spun about, taking Jahl’s side of the meeting. He mumbled, “‘Scuse me, Miss,” and scurried around the table as though escaping further interaction.
“That is not how it went.” Jahl moved into the wide space between the counter and the table. He turned abruptly, stopped and looked down with a smile. “Hello,” he said with a deep voice. He sauntered forward and then pivoted on his foot until he faced the other way. He bent his knees and peered up, his eyes wide and a small smile on his face and paused, glancing at Rouen to make sure he understood who he was being before jumping back the other way. He deepened his voice more. “Are you alright? You look quite fine.” 
He switched position again. “Oh, I’m very fine, Master Pratter.”
Ro interrupted. “You said, ‘You look quite fine?’ You’re ridiculous.”
“Did you hear what she said?” Jahl repeated it, “‘I’m very fine.’ We were flirting.”
“Who was this girl?” 
“Jenimare Sauwed.”
Donya’s laughter sounded around the corner of the drawing room entry. Both young men sighed and watched her enter the room. “Jenimare Sauwed. You bumped into her?” she said.
“Yes, I did. On the sidewalk.”
Donya set her hand on the table, the fingers tapping her skepticism. “You were walking on the sidewalk and bumped into her. Where were you on this sidewalk?”
“I was on the side I walk on heading home. Where else would I be?” Jahl stared at her as if the scene was apparent.
“And what side was she on?”
“The same side.”
“So you were walking on your side and walked into her walking on your side?”
“It wasn’t quite like that. I had turned to look at a wagon rolling by and stopped to face the road. When I turned back, she was standing… there.” Donya’s shaking head and Ro’s smile disconcerted him, but he refused to fall for her efforts to make him feel silly. That girl was gracious. And friendly. And she flirted with me.
“Jahl, she planned that. She was on your side of the sidewalk.”
Jahl stood a moment silent, his eyebrows creased. “So what? That says something. Maybe she had to step out of someone’s way. Or maybe she wanted to talk to me. She wanted to flirt with me. She wasn’t looking for every reason to make me feel stupid.”
Ro headed for the door back to the kitchen.
“Where are you going?” Jahl shouted.
“This is when the brother and the friend leave while the leaving is possible. You two work this out.” Rouen continued to the back door and was out before Jahl or Donya could give a response. 
Jahl gazed back at Donya.
She wiped her hands as though dusting them off. “Well, now that we’ve cleared that up. Let’s see if we can straighten you out about running a boarding school filled with six twelve-year-old boys and a few day schoolers.”
“I’ve been running this school for six months. But suddenly you say I don’t know what I’m doing.”
“Oh, I wouldn’t say it’s all that sudden.”
Jahl squinted his eyes and his arms crossed over his chest, the tendons of his wrists gaining prominence with the frustration he was feeling.
Donya walked her fingers along the tabletop and twisted side to side on her toes.  “You are so easy to fool.”
“Really?”
She stepped up to him until he wondered if she intended to emulate Miss Sauwed. His eyebrows rose. Donya was staring at his throat, and he waited to see if she was going to look up. Like Jenimare, she also had blue eyes. Raising her hand, she touched one finger to his taut wrist. The moment stretched and Jahl realized he had yet to take a breath.
Donya jerked away, stopping with her back to him. “Oh, it’s not even worth it.”
Jahl was taking short quick breaths. He took a step and reached out to touch her shoulder. She trod out of reach then faced him.
“You have to be firm with the boys. Set the tone so they know you decide what happens at this school. Have a plan, stop playing things by ear. Organize your lessons rather than letting them have a vote on what they want to do next. You always end up saying no and then telling them what they are going to do and then they’re all angry. Then you modify your out-of-the-blue plan, and they get what they wanted in the first place. They know you’re a great wielder who can teach them a lot, but they don’t respect you.” She wrung her hands. “Don’t be mean, but come prepared and trust you know what they need to learn. You weren’t all wishy-washy with me when you started my training. You didn’t put up with my anger. You were firm.”
“So I’m wishy-washy.” 
Donya didn’t deny it. “You have all this potential. You’re going to be one of the greatest wielders ever. You are a good teacher. And you could be a great headmaster. You just need to learn how.”
“Oh, don’t try to soften it now,” Jahl ground out, half sulky, half humorous.
“Jahl, you’re not bad. You just want to be too nice.  Don’t give in to their whining.”
Jahl thought back on his visit with Tommlar. The shopkeeper had said Jahl needed to push back and not submit to his manhandling. Am I letting people control me? When we were being attacked by Bragg Moln, I fought him. I beat him. Since then he supposed he had been more compliant, as if there were no more troubles to worry about, and there hadn’t been. “So since you are going to make a better schoolmaster out of me, does that mean you’re staying?”
“Would you have let me go?” She studied him from across the table. Her eyes were uncertain, as though his answer was more important that he understood, and she feared he would say what she didn’t want to hear.
Jahl wished he knew the exact response she wanted. “I wouldn’t have forced you to stay if you didn’t want to. But I would have hated for you to not be part of the school.”
“Would you have missed me?”
Jahl fell back on humor. “Well, not all your criticism and yelling at me all the time. But you’re good in the kitchen, good with keeping the boys under control, good with the books and occasionally fun to be around.”
She smirked. “You’re such a sweet-talker. No wonder Jenimare couldn’t keep her hands off you.”
“She never touched me.”
“She just ogled you.”
“She does have pretty blue eyes.” Donya’s blue eyes flashed, and Jahl grinned at her until she smiled back. “But not nearly as nice as yours.”
Ro strode into the room. “Now, that’s talking to her like she’s a girl. I knew you had it in you.”
“Mind your own business, Ro,” Donya ordered. 
Jahl seconded the motion. “Can’t you see she’s not a girl at all? She’s my schoolmaster teacher. I’m buttering her up.” Jahl turned to face Rouen. “Which reminds me I need to butter you up.”
Rouen eyed his sister for a hint, but she shrugged her shoulders. “Give it a shot,” Rouen said. “I’m an easygoing fellow.”
“I need you to go with me to Carolan Faire.”
“I could go tomorrow. Beon’s taking up more of the load these days. I can afford to be out of the shop tomorrow.”
Jahl leaned against the counter and crossed his ankles. “I need you for a week, maybe two.”
“What are you doing in Carolan?” Rouen asked. “I can’t think of anything you would need a week or two to do there that has anything to do with what you do here.” Rouen brightened up. “Hey, is this kind of like a vacation? We could see the sights, get to know some people. Talk to some girls.”
Donya’s mouth jerked open as though she were about to object, but she stopped, turning away instead to move a pot of greenery.
Jahl started to speak and then closed his mouth. Now would that work for getting Rouen to go with me? Say it’s just a little vacation? He shook his head. Probably not.  “I need to pick up a student.”
Donya laughed, turning back to face them with a happy grin on her face. “And that will take a week or two?”
Jahl rubbed his hip and wondered how he was going to avoid having to explain himself. “The boy may not have any guardians. I don’t even have any information on him other than I’m to bring him here.”
“Then how will we find him?” said Rouen.
“I’m to see a merchant. He’ll provide me with the boy’s name and anything else I need.”
“We have bills to pay,” said Donya. “If the boy has no family, who’s providing the funding for his education?”
“I told you I don’t know,” said Jahl, his voice rising in volume. Why does this have to be so hard? “Can you go with me, Ro? It may be quick and easy. I don’t know, but I don’t want you unaware that there might be a delay.”
Donya stepped closer to Jahl, not letting him keep her out of the conversation. “Who said you have to pick this boy up, and why isn’t he being brought to us?”
Jahl shook his head, realizing he had to tell them more than he had first intended. “Listen, you two, the situation is not an easy one. There is more to this, but I can’t tell you the rest. Ro, I need you at my side because things could get difficult.”
“Why didn’t you say so? I’ll go. I’ll get everything worked out with Pop and Beon. They won’t be happy, but they can manage without me a while, don’t you think so, Donya?”
Both young men expected disagreement and feigned surprise that she was not happy. One hand was splayed on a hip while the other gripped the table. Rouen closed his eyes, too familiar with his sister when she was about to boil over. Nobody moved or spoke.
She took a deep breath and Rouen cringed, which made Jahl even more nervous. “I’m the other wielder here. You’d think I would be the better choice to take along if you think there could be trouble.”
“Not necessarily wielder trouble; it just may be difficult.”
“Enough to turn a day’s visit, maybe two, into weeks? Really, Jahl?” She tugged at her braid. “‘Not necessarily’ is not the same as no wielder trouble.”
Why does she have to pick up on the slightest slip? “Donya, it’s not that I don’t think you’d be useful…” 
Rouen started shaking his head and scratching the back of his neck. He gave Jahl a disappointed look. 
Jahl continued but with less confidence. “I need you here to keep the school going. Ro can’t do that.”
“Can you wait just two days?” she asked.
“Why?” both Jahl and Rouen demanded.
“Can you?”
Rouen gave Jahl a pointed look. “We’ll need a day to make arrangements, and I’ll need to put in a long day tomorrow to get some projects I’ve been working on done. I’ve been coming here most afternoons to help with the school, so I do a lot of late work to make up for it.”
“I didn’t know you were working so hard,” said Jahl. He turned his back on Donya and put his focus entirely Rouen.
Donya slipped between them. “Oh no, you don’t. Don’t change the subject. This is about me coming along. Get to the answer. Can you wait two days?” Her penetrating gazed landed first on Jahl then on her brother.
Jahl closed his eyes. He’s going to crumble. And then I’m going to crumble.
Rouen shrugged his shoulders. “I can’t leave sooner than two days, Jahl. Not for something that could go two weeks.” 
“Good.” Donya slapped a hand on the table and then pulled each man by the arm so she could slip hers through each of theirs. “We scheduled a break so we could reassess how the school is running. Remember, Jahl? And your mom said the wielder clan leaders would need a central space to meet, and she wanted to use the school. We decided to schedule the break for us to do our evaluations while they were meeting so it didn’t disrupt the school schedule.”
Jahl remembered now his conversation with Mom, the headmaster of the girls’ wielder school. Why was she so adamant that his school be the site of the meeting? His mother still hadn’t explained. He looked down at Donya. She has some qualities in common with my mom, and not necessarily the best ones either.
Donya caught his look. “Why are you scowling at me?”
“There’s no reason for you to come,” Jahl said. “Enjoy a little break. Visit friends, help your mom with some stuff around the house.”
Donya’s face became stormy and Jahl slumped. “Master Pratter, we’re supposed to meet about the school,” her tone sarcastic. “If all three of us are together, we can discuss the school curriculum, finances and discipline, and make good use of the break we set up for that purpose. And if you have any trouble in Carolan Faire, Rouen and I will be there to help out.”
“No, this is not how it should be.” Jahl scrubbed his face with his hands. How do I keep Donya out of danger? Someone has access to the most powerful force a wielder can have. I don’t want her there.
“You need me,” she said.
Taking up reading minds are you, Donya? Who am I kidding? She always figures me out. Jahl turned to his friend. “Ro, talk to her.”
“I’m the part-time worker here. She’s your partner.” Rouen frowned at his sister. She had a triumphant look on her face, and he shook his head at her. 
Donya rolled her eyes before she relaxed her expression and presented a more composed face to Jahl, though he could see her eyes sparkling with certainty that he would have to agree to her going. 
Rouen continued, “You need to talk this out with Donya. Best I can tell this is a school-related situation. I’d like to take a visit to Carolan non-work related without my sister in tow, but I can’t tell her what she can do or can’t anymore, as much as I would like to. She is an adult.” He held out his hands before them as though to prove he had no control over his sister. “And she never listened to me before anyway.”
Youthful voices in the front yard brought silence to the room. Rouen raised a finger. “I’ll take care of the boys. I had plans to have them working in the storage shed this afternoon. It’s time they learned to keep their supplies organized and what that all entails.” Rouen headed to the front door, passing both Jahl and his sister as he went to catch the boys before they entered the house. 
Donya caught Jahl’s eye. He clenched his jaw as she said, “Anyone could tell you that you should bring me along.”
Jahl opened his mouth to disagree and then remembered Tommlar suggesting he bring the “Deln wielder you have helping at the school.” He shook his head, wishing he hadn’t remembered. “I should bring Cam along.”
“Are you crazy? Cam’s not going anywhere with you.”
“He would if I asked. Cam’s always good for a…” Jahl’s voice petered out at the sight of the disappointed look on Donya’s face. “What now? I shouldn’t ask my brother to go with me?”
“You’re not even thinking straight. Is it that bad to consider bringing me?”
“Why are you so certain Cam wouldn’t come with me if I asked?” Jahl couldn’t think of a single time his brother had refused to be where Jahl needed him.
“Cam’s married with a baby on the way. He’s not leaving Livia to go off to Carolan to pick up some kid when you have me and Rouen to accompany you.”
“It’d only be a few days, a couple weeks at most.”
Donya stared at him. She shook her head and mumbled. “How can he not know something so obvious?” She tapped her finger on his chest. “Listen, the baby is due anytime, tomorrow, next week, the week after, but it’s coming soon. He’s not leaving.”
“She can have a baby without him there.”
“You’re so dense. He doesn’t want to be away. The child is his baby, too.” She closed her eyes a moment and tapped his chest with her knuckles.  She opened her eyes and gave him one last thump before pacing before him. “Okay, remember when Cam arrived here and the sun wasn’t even up? You were still in bed. Tell me again, how he behaved.” She stopped to lean on the counter.
Jahl thought back on that morning. Cam pounded on his front door until Jahl stumbled down the stairs to answer. He could hear Cam yelling for Jahl to let him in. And when he had opened the door, his brother stood there still in his nightshirt, one shoe in his hand the other on the wrong foot. “I’m going to have a baby,” he yelled. The memory wasn’t hard to recall. It had taken an hour to get him to sit in a chair for more than a few seconds. 
“Starting to come back to you, is it? Is that crazy man going to leave his wife to have a baby without him?”
Jahl floundered. Maybe Cam would. “He might.”
“He won’t!” She stamped away then returned. “But I will. I beginning to wonder why I will, but I will go with you.”
“Well, if you don’t know why you should go then what makes you think I do?” 
“You won’t even listen!”
“You have too much of a temper to make it a good idea for you to come along. I’ll spend all my time arguing with you and not getting done what needs doing.”
Donya clenched her hands and narrowed her eyes. “You both rile me up and then shout about me losing my temper.” She exhaled, visibly relaxed her shoulders and raised her chin.
Jahl took a step back.
“I can manage my temper just fine. I’ll just remind myself I am in the company of …” She paused and rolled her eyes. “I’ll remind myself I’m a year older than you and Ro. I’m a professional. You need me, and I won’t let my annoyance with either of you impede me from helping you.”
Jahl counted to ten under his breath. I give up. Who in his right mind would make trouble with Donya? Besides me. “Well, you should have said that before. Okay, you can come along. But stay where Rouen and I can keep an eye on you.” He strode out of the room, leaving her no chance to respond. Maybe, if we get up early enough, we could leave before she gets here.

      [image: image-placeholder]Ro lounged in the back of the wagon on the straw-stuffed sacking they’d laid down so the wielder boy could sleep on the long road back. One arm shielded his eyes from the bright morning. Jahl and Donya sat on the bench seat, its stiff springs smoothing out the ride on the cobbled trade road. Their carpetbags were in the upper corner of the slatted bed, jiggling softly with the light rumble. Jahl’s staff lay pinned under them. It was early morning and Jahl stifled a yawn.
“Lovely sunrise, isn’t it?” Donya said.
Jahl hunched his shoulders and stared ahead, wiggling the reins he held as though driving the easygoing two-horse team required concentration. You shouldn’t be here admiring the sunrise or anything else.
“Ro, what do you think of the sunrise?” She peeked over her shoulder and leaned back to view her brother.
Rouen continued to doze. 
“Hey, I asked you a question. Jahl can ignore me if he wants, but a brother doesn’t get that luxury.”
“Lovely, lovely sunrise,” he mumbled and rolled over onto his side. He folded his arms in front of his chest and wedged them into place so they wouldn’t get jiggled apart. His dark red tunic was pulled up about his waist and she shook her head.
“If either of you took the time to look around you’d notice that, in fact, it is impossible to see a sunrise, first because it is long past sunrise, and second, we’re surrounded by a small forest, and the sky is only viewable directly overhead.” Donya crossed her arms and sat against the backrest. “I hope this trip isn’t going to be entirely filled with you two pretending I don’t exist.”
Jahl peered at her with a baleful eye. “If we said it was, would you let me take you back?”
She put out her hand palm up and rolled her fingers inward then let them flatten out again, one at a time. As the last one extended, a ball of flame floated an inch above it. Then she put out her other hand and repeated the gesture. A second ball formed. The two blazed, tongues of flame licking the air as they rolled.
Jahl sat up, alert. He glanced down, noting Donya had the toes of one booted foot on the standing stone they had thought would travel best where they could have easy access, and she was drawing essence from it to create the flame. Pushing it out of reach of her foot would make no difference now that she had the thing formed. He gave up the notion of interfering with her manipulation of air and gazed up the road. A wagon had passed them going the other way just a moment before, but no other travelers could be seen on the road ahead. “Put those out. Wielders don’t use their abilities that way, definitely not out in public for no good reason.”
Donya slapped the balls together, and Jahl let out a sigh of relief which immediately ceased when he realized that instead of putting them out she had combined them into a one-foot-in-diameter flame. Jahl scanned the hill rising ahead, seeing another wagon coming into view at the crest. The horses were just visible. Donya enlarged the ball between her hands until it was about three feet.
She faced Jahl and said, “You were worried there would be trouble. I am just showing you how useful I would be. I’ve been practicing.”
“Put that out,” he yelped. Another moment and the individuals on the distant wagon would be able to recognize what she was doing. “I had no idea you would be the trouble. I wanted to keep you away from trouble.” He frowned. “I never said I expected trouble.”
She snapped her fingers and it disappeared. “I can do more. Do you want to see?”
“No!” he snapped.
Her giggle sprang into the air and Jahl struggled to maintain a grimace. He rolled his eyes. “Look, I know you’re a talented wielder, I even know you would be helpful, but I’d be unhappy if you were hurt.”
“Why do you think I could be hurt going to pick up a boy?”
Jahl sighed and resigned himself to explain more of the purpose of the trip. “The boy was an apprentice wielder for Master Clepp, the High Master of Carolan Faire. I’m taking the boy back to Chussan. But it might not be easy.” Jahl kept his tone level. He knew he wasn’t the best liar, but he could not let them know about the Great Shard. “I don’t know what further information the ward—the stone merchant will be giving me, but it sounded a bit suspicious.”
The wagon he’d seen earlier was coming alongside them, and Jahl and Donya both nodded in greeting. The older gentleman driving and his knitting wife, her body moving with the jiggle of the cart like a sailor long at sea, said a cheery good morning, which Donya returned in a chipper voice.
From the back, Rouen said, “So what am I good for?”
“Nothing, but we love you anyway,” quipped Donya. 
Rouen rolled onto his knees and gripped the back of the seat.  “You know I could walk home from here.”
“I asked you to come along because I trust you,” said Jahl. “I am about to wander into a town I’ve never been to. You’ve been there and you won’t steer me wrong.”
“Anyone could tell you how to get to the business district of Carolan.” Rouen smirked. “Besides, this road, as in Chussan, goes down the center of town.”
“See, you’re already helping.”
“Oh, wait until he tells you to go left,” teased Donya. “Then you’ll be impressed with his usefulness.”
Rouen scowled. “One thing’s for certain, you need me if for nothing more than to keep Donya from wearing out your ears.”
“You could have helped me argue for her to stay home. So don’t go grumbling about it now.”
Rouen looked first to Jahl and then to Donya and shook his head. He lay back down on the padding in the wagon and curled up again to rest.
“But that is the beauty of our relationship,” teased Donya. “We bother each other intensely
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