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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








  
    
      Table of Contents

    

    
      
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        An Faire Lands map
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        1.
        
        Cryptic Note Number One
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        2.
        
        Aunt Stenna Visits
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        3.
        
        Trouble on the Trail
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        4.
        
        Too Many Coincidences
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        5.
        
        Unpleasant Lodgings
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        6.
        
        Trade Road to Loeban
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        7.
        
        Suspicions
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        8.
        
        A Lesson in Sand Walking
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        9.
        
        Essence Is Sticky
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        10.
        
        Junction Collapse
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        11.
        
        Not Liking This Experiment
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        12.
        
        A Nimble Escape
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        13.
        
        The Desert Bear
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        14.
        
        Distraction
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        15.
        
        Any Button in a Storm
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        16.
        
        A Wiley Fox
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        17.
        
        Button Meet Scratchy Essence
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        18.
        
        Truth from Lie
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        19.
        
        Turning Tables
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        20.
        
        Not out of the Woods Yet
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        21.
        
        Battle at the Grid
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        22.
        
        Flying Metal Plates
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        23.
        
        Epilogue
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Excerpt: Standing Stone, Book 5
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
      

    
  


  
  [image: image-placeholder]




  
  Chapter one
Cryptic Note Number One

[image: image-placeholder]

Jahl rubbed his finger on the bulb-shaped flask, the glass warm from continued contact with his hand. He’d been staring out the window of his room of Lal for some time, trying to figure out who sent the container to him and why. His eyes felt dry, and he scrubbed his fingers across his lids.  
He gave the fist-sized container a determined examination. The stiff twine tied around the neck of the sealed flask was frayed, the ends uneven from wear as if it had snapped loose from where it was hung. The box the flask came in sat to the side atop his desk. Nondescript, all the label stated was that it was to be delivered to the High Master Wielder of Chussan Faire. Though at twenty-two, he finally didn’t cringe when he heard the title, he didn’t know anyone from Loeban Faire who would send him essence-rich sand.
Flipping pages to a blank sheet in his grimoire, he wrote a description of the box, the flask, and the sand within. He didn’t know why the thing annoyed him. Taking it up in his hand, he pulled at the essence trapped in the sand and even in the glass, which must have been made using the sands of Loeban. He could feel the tingle as the essence responded to his call. 
Applying sensitive control, he drew off a thread of essence. Pink, sand dollar-white, and the palest teal essence streamed out and wrapped around his index finger. Dusty. There was no better word for it. Sand essence felt dusty to his senses. The tingle was blunted and grated between that which was him and that which was empty. His shoulders twitched as if the essence scrubbed against his nerves. He released the pull, and the thread slid back inside the glass, glinting in seaside rainbows among the sand crystals before it submerged. He set the round-bottomed flask on its side and added to his description. 
In his peripheral vision, something moved on the shelves, and he set his quill down. He twisted on his stool and stared at the bookcase, catching the fading glint of essence rising like smoke from one of the last of his uncle’s grimoires. In three strides, he was at the bookcase, grabbing up the book and flipping the pages. He lay the book on a small nearby table, leaned over it, and strove to capture the last of the words fading on the pages. Estar, sand wielders, walk, fox. He pressed his hand down on the empty page. So little to go by. 
Jahl eyed the blue leather chair his uncle had hidden his memories of twai training in. He’d mined the chair enough times to suspect there was nothing left of his early training to drain from it. The temptation to take over the two shards embedded in the chair was as difficult a battle this moment as it was the first time the idea came to him. Mom was certain any effort to take over the shard-bound actions of the chair would result in his uncle’s memories becoming tangled in his own. He’d seen what the result of such a tangling could do to a person. As was his habit, he dashed the temptation aside. 
His fists settled on his waist. Guess I’ll be doing this the old-fashioned way. He eyed the grimoire on his desk and then the door. He’d take Uncle Tran’s sneaky little grimoire with him as well as his own travel grimoire. He’d outwitted the protection his uncle had imbued the tidy handbound books with by creating his own master grimoire. Whatever he wrote in the thin travel books would automatically appear in the master tome. Even better, when his apprentice one day learned all he could from Jahl, his own notes would not disappear into thin air as the Twai wielder made his notations. Who thought of that rule, dissolving the notes of the master as the student added to his own grimoire? Not that he hadn’t included the gibberish enhancement. He didn’t want anyone else accessing his notes. 
Even Donya had found the mixed bag of wording, strangely sensible and connected to the original, still gibberish in value. She was nearly as good as he was at grasping hints from the garbled summaries the imposed rule created. He snorted remembering her annoyance at seeing her own name in the disordered version of his notes. Serves her right, trying to figure out his anniversary gift for her.
Donya. He’d yet to convince her to stay behind when he needed to leave town. But it had been some time since he had to leave for something essence-related, mysterious, and far from Chussan Faire. And there was Alriane to consider. At least, he’d identified the portion of the old grimoire that likely held information about Loeban and its unique type of Lal. He set the two thin books on his desk and strode out the door and down the stairs. Best to face Donya immediately. He had plans to make and might as well know from the start if his independent wife was coming along or not.

      [image: image-placeholder]Jahl watched from the open kitchen door as Donya pulled weeds from around the tomato plants. She wore her skirt tucked into her belt in front, and she crawled along the crushed stone paths between the plants and dragged her basket of weedy invaders along as needed. Her ponytail of dark brown hair hung over her shoulder.
Donya may love gardening, but Jahl didn’t come to appreciate it until after he found the dormant shards dispersed through the backyard. What a surprise it had been to wake them up to the tasks Uncle Tran had assigned them. It had led to a growing season that started early and ran long. But his favorite sharded trick by his uncle was the effect they had on the two apple trees. The summer apple provided an early harvest in the fall, while the winter apple bloomed in the cold months, providing luscious red apples just when their stored supply was reaching the bottom of the barrel. He’d yet to figure out how the blossoms were pollinated. 
Uncle Tran was a talented wielder. Perhaps there was a hidden bee nest with another shard to keep them warm. Or maybe each bee had its own tiny shard.
He leaned in the door frame and watched two-year-old Alriane play in the dirt beneath the winter apple tree. As soon as she saw him, she raised her dirty hands in the air and waved until he waved back. He pretended not to see her, and she was beside herself until he finally gave her a gleeful wave, exaggerating his surprise at realizing she was in the yard.
Alriane let out a shriek of delight, and Donya looked up, following their daughter’s gaze until she matched looks with Jahl. He cocked his head at her and danced down the steps of their back stoop. 
“Did you open the package?” she asked, sitting back in the gravel path between rows and watching him approach.
“I did.”
“What was it?” She tossed a handful of weeds into her basket. “A new tool for the school?”
“So you noted the essence.”
“Alriane did.” She smiled, and Jahl grinned back. “She wanted the box for her own.”
“Hmm. She’s a nosey, possessive child.”
“She’s two; nosy and possessive is in her nature at this age.”
He crouched down in the pathway that ran parallel to Donya’s. “I need to go on a trip.”
Her eyes narrowed. “Because of what came in the box?”
“Yes.”
“Who sent it?”
“I don’t know.”
“Then you don’t know where to go.”
“I know the direction I should go.”
She raised a brow. 
“To Loeban Faire. Somewhere in that desert, I suppose, someone awaits me.”
“Why do you think that? Maybe it’s just a gift.”
“It came with a rather cryptic note.”
Donya twirled a twig between her gloved fingers and made a face. “It said, ‘Come to Loeban Faire for fun and adventure?’”
“I wish.” He laughed. “It said I was needed in Loeban. I’m to go to Kittering, hire a guide, and rent the local transport, a beast called a mostot.”
“I’ve seen them.”
“You have?” Was there any animal Donya didn’t know about?
“Your small-town limitations are so quaint, Jahl.” She reached between the staked tomato plants and rumpled his hair. 
“I’m a smith’s daughter. If it can be fabricated from metal, my pop made it. I handled the books, remember. I had to know what the heck he was making. Mostots are desert mounts with massive flat feet and a boney ridge that protrudes out the breastbone, sort of like the horns on buck deer. The harness is secured there, threaded through a hole bored into the nerveless bone. My pop designed the hitch that has become quite popular in Loeban. Too bad Rouen’s in Martan’s Ferry. He could guide you to Kittering.”
She sighed dramatically. “I’m afraid I can’t go with you on this adventure. Alriane is far too young, and look at this garden. If I left it, the thing would be overgrown with weeds.”
“Let me activate the shard my uncle left in this part of the garden. You wouldn’t have these weeds to worry about.”
“I like gardening. It’s pleasant, soothing to the soul.”
Jahl sat down in the path. He’d wanted her to come along. He’d thought he didn’t, but the disappointment he felt was not to be ignored. He’d been looking forward to sparring with Donya and ultimately having to agree to her coming along. He ran a finger through the crushed stone, listening to the rough rattle it made. “Why can’t you both come? Think of the pleasant weeding you’d get to come home to. You’d be busy for weeks getting it back into shape.”
“I like a weed here and a weed there.” She pointed between plants at the beginnings of the green starts of unwelcome weeds. “I don’t want to work at it.” 
They both watched Alriane. She was pressing her hands to a thick root of the winter apple tree and singing a lilting tune of mixed syllables. The soft tune made him smile. He was going to miss these two while he was gone.
Jahl gazed out at their property and considered how he could talk Donya into joining him. Their yard was bordered by a rock wall, and a gate was at the distant back of the lot. Inside the rock wall were apple trees, the garden, and a horse shed. Closer to the house, a nanny goat wandered around the noisy chicken coop. Beyond the foothills where their house lay, the snowy point of Fallon Mountain rose up in the An Faire range, a backdrop to the forested foothills. 
“Jahl?” Donya’s hand tapped his knee, and she pointed toward Alriane and the winter apple tree.
He gazed over his shoulder and then leaped to his feet. A tree limb was bending down from the leafless canopy of the tree. As it reached out to Alriane, the tip of it gained tiny leaf buds and a lone white flower. “Alriane,” he said under his breath in warning.
Alriane’s soft laughter danced on the breeze as a buzzing bee stopped to crawl about the flower. The limb drew closer, the white flower crumpling in on itself, then twisting about until a small green orb formed. Below, Alriane reached with excited fingers for the growing orb. 
“Alriane, stop that immediately. You’ll hurt the tree,” he said. 
“Mine,” she crowed as her hands clutched around the ripe, red apple that dropped from the limb.
Jahl stomped over to his content daughter. It was hard for him to keep his face stern. She looked so cute trying to take a bite out of the fruit that was much larger than an ordinary apple. 
Behind him, Donya’s steps crunched. She dashed between him and Alriane, scooping her up. “That’s a big apple for such a little girl. You’re going to have to share it with Momma and Poppa.” Throwing a grin over her shoulder at Jahl, she paced to the house. “See you inside.”
Jahl glared first at Donya then down at the spot where his daughter had been sitting between two curved roots. He exhaled, easing the annoyance holding his shoulders tight, and squatted down. Laying his hands on the trunk, he concentrated on seeking out the shard buried somewhere in the tree’s base. 
He found it and burrowed around the protected stone, seeking out the essence and its embedded command. He would have to carefully realign it to the job Uncle Tran had embedded. If he pressed too deep, he’d awaken the deep enchantment and find himself swarmed by the latent power underneath the command. He’d faced powers tucked inside stones and had a proper respect for them.
He still wished he could figure out how his uncle formed these shards but had yet to piece together the secret. He’d learned to bend the commands, activate dormant shards, and reload them with essence, but creating one was still beyond him. Feeling the tug of the deep spell, he braced himself and drew back until he could just feel the apple tree struggling against the magic which held it to a seasonal growth pattern. It had always kept dormant in summer and produced apples in winter. 
Jahl soothed the tree and flicked at the essence, stimulating it to press the tree back into dormancy. How had Alriane been able to alter the shard? He looked back at the house. Or had she just manipulated the branch, without knowing she was upsetting the command buried in the shard beneath? He was going to have to watch her closely.
His household wasn’t the only one who benefited from the tree’s odd harvest schedule. Much of the apples produced were distributed among his neighbors to add to their winter stores. He didn’t like thinking what loss it would cause to their long-habituated winter planning. He coaxed the tree into the sleep that would last until just before the autumn cooldown, and the limb that had grown the apple dropped its leaves and rose back to the unadorned canopy of bare branches. Nothing else looked amiss in the backyard garden, so Jahl headed for the house.
He entered the kitchen to find Donya had already cut up the apple. Alriane sat in her highchair at the table crunching on a red and white slice. The sweet aroma was strong and made Jahl’s mouth water. He picked up a slice from the larger bowl in the center of the table and took a bite. “Donya, she can’t be altering the cycles of the trees or anything else.” The crunch of the apple in his mouth made him grin. Recalling the winter berries and the second garden which grew late pumpkins, green beans, and asparagus in addition to the early nut trees, he turned a sharp, concerned look toward their daughter.
Donya said, “She and I have already had a talk. Alriane won’t be making any further changes.”
Alriane shook her head, her cute face pulled into a melodramatic portrayal of denial, and picked up another slice from her bowl.
“I don’t see how you can convince her adventurous little heart to leave the growth patterns alone,” Jahl said. “Unless she’s asleep, we can’t leave her unwatched now.”
“She’s two years old. We have to watch her closely in any case.” Donya dried the knife she’d used to cut the apple and placed it in a high cabinet. “But she won’t do it again. She understands the consequences now.”
“You threatened to dismember her toy fox?”
“Don’t even joke about that. I told her she made you cry. She doesn’t want to make you cry again.”
Jahl sniffed and wiped his cheek. Alriane’s eyes grew wide, and she leaned forward against the edge of the table. 
“You won’t do that again, Alriane?” he said in a tight, unhappy voice.
She shook her head, all drama lifted from her face. She looked ready to cry herself at the thought of making him unhappy.
“Not to any of Momma and Poppa’s plants?”
She shook her head again.
“Okay. I’m feeling much better now.” She held out a slice to him, her head tipped.
“Thank you. You’re very generous.” He noted her bowl was now empty. What a great kid!
Alriane stood on her chair, leaned across the table, dragged the large bowl toward her, and dug her hand into the mound of slices. Jahl sighed and watched her fill her little bowl up.
Someone knocked at the front door, and he reached out his senses to the house shards which guarded their home. He turned a quick look to Donya. “Rouen’s at the door. Did you know?”
“I knew he was coming, just wasn’t sure when.” She shooed him along. “Go let them in.”
“Them?”

      [image: image-placeholder]Jahl gathered his friends in the library, assuming they may need to seek out information as they planned their journey. Rouen sat in an upholstered chair, crossed his long legs, and settled his heels on the ottoman. The large library was cluttered, and his stretching out didn’t make the space easier to move around in. His dark complexion was a counter to Donya’s fair skin and blue eyes, and he was a year younger than her. Learning when they were teenagers that she wasn’t actually his sister had not changed Rouen’s loyalty to her. 
He tugged at her ponytail and teased her. Jahl could see he was as pleased to be visiting as Donya was to have him. 
Kisari, the capital guard they had met two years earlier on arriving in Martan’s Ferry to meet the high council, booted his legs aside and took the chair in front of the desk. Her plaited hair, woven in twisting braids culminating in a snug bun at the back of her hair, looked as soldiery as the rest of her. She sat on a stool across from Donya, and Jahl leaned against the desk edge. The library was wall-to-wall bookcases with one central work surface and several chairs similar to Rouen’s. The desk for once was empty of books and maps, though Jahl didn’t think they would be using it for anything soon. Rouen was familiar with the route to Loeban, or at least to Kittering.
“We can head out when you want. Just give me a couple of days to relax.” Rouen resettled his feet on the ottoman and slid lower, his dark ponytail bunching up behind his head where it pressed against the seatback. “Coming over the pass from Martan’s, even in summer, is a long trek. If I’m going to take another one, I want a few days in between.”
“He’s lazy,” said Kisari. She hadn’t changed from her uniform. She smoothed her sleeve, straightening the stripe that ran from shoulder to wrist. Even her short sword still hung from her belt.
“She’s a slave driver,” Rouen said. “Did I mention that I didn’t invite her along? She just showed up when I galloped out the gate.”
“Nilda asked me to keep him safe,” said Kisari.
“She did not.”
“Yes, she did,” Kisari pronounced each word with emphasis. She nodded her head hard and exhaled out her nose in a noisy “so there” snort.
Jahl suspected they’d argued the whole way over the pass.
“Did Nilda tell you why Kisari was coming along?” Donya asked.
“Never mentioned it, which is why I think Kisari is playing hooky from the guard.” Rouen sat up. 
“I am not.”
“Will you both be coming with me?” Jahl said. He hoped not. Donya and Rouen often argued, but it was usually pretty entertaining. These two were acting like children.
“Yes,” Kisari said.
“No,” Rouen countered over her voice.
She folded her arms across her chest. “Just let me do my job.”
“I know how to take care of myself. I’ve been training with your guard for over a year, remember. I’ve even tossed you over a few times. I’ve lived in Chussan all my life and have traveled all over this side of the An Faire. I don’t need a guard.”
“You’re betrothed to the Warder; you don’t get to be lone Rouen Marson anymore. Get used to it.”
Donya sat forward and tugged on his ponytail. “Betrothed? Do Mom and Pop know?”
“That’s why I’m here.” He knocked her hand away and yanked his hair into two sections to force the tie back into position. Donya giggled at the result. Rouen made a face and retied it while he said, “To share the news, not have it dropped like old shoes.” He glared at Kisari. “Bloods Bees, can’t you let me tell my own family?”
“How did I know you didn’t send a letter telling them?”
“If Nilda had actually required you to travel with me, she would have told you I was coming here expressly to tell my family our plans.”
“It was a last-minute decision.”
Jahl held up a hand. “That’s great news, Ro. When are you two planning to marry?” There was something going on between these two, or maybe just with Kisari. He couldn’t tell, but she seemed on edge.
“Not too soon, are you?” asked Donya.
“Why do you ask?” Kisari faced Donya. “Don’t you think they’re a good match?”
“It’s not that,” Donya said. “I was thinking more about Alriane. We’re trying to keep her close to home until she gets some control of her affinity for essence. She’s nigh impossible to keep away from the stuff, and Martan’s Ferry is a town permeated with essence.” She shrugged. “I suppose I’m being selfish, but I want her safe.”
“Based on your story about the apple tree, I think she has plenty of control,” said Rouen. 
“She’s two years old,” said Donya.
“Two in body and thought, but she’s old when you’re talking wielding skills.”
“Tell me about it,” mumbled Jahl. He sat on the stout table. “So, it looks like you both are joining my trek to Loeban at least as far as Kittering.”
“Oh, I’m going the whole way with you, Jahl,” said Rouen. “You can count on me.”
“Me too.”
“Kisari, please stay here with my sister,” Rouen said, his voice a sweet wheedle. “You two need to get to know each other now that you’re going to be family. You can teach her how to braid her hair in intricate shapes.”
“I’ll spend time with her when we get back.”
Donya shook her head. “I can braid my hair just fine, Rouen. Yours could use some attention.”
Rouen scrubbed at the back of his neck, mussing his hair again. “So, where is she going to sleep, or do I get the couch?”
“All the boys are home for the summer,” said Donya. “Why don’t you take the dormitory in the attic? Pick any bed; they all have clean sheets and pillowcases.”
Rouen sighed. “That’ll be fine.”
“Take the one closest to the stair,” said Jahl. “Those beds are small frames, but the one by the landing should be long enough for you.”
Donya said, “I hadn’t thought of that. Jahl’s right, take the one by the head of the stairs. It’s there for if Jahl or I have to sleep in the dormitory when one of the students is sick.” 
“Watch the ceiling; it’s a bit low on the sides and in the middle.”
Rouen glared at Kisari, who was perusing the bookshelves, her back to them.
“Ro, do you want me to invite Mom, Pop, and Beon here, or do you plan to go there and break the happy news?”
“I’ll head over in the morning. Don’t want Miss Loudmouth to spring it on them before they even get in the door.”
Jahl slapped his hands down on his thighs and slid off the table. “Now that we have that settled, what say you to a visit to town? I’ve got a few supplies to pick up at Tommlar’s.”
Kisari turned, her mouth open to speak.
“Just the two of us,” Rouen said. “Sounds great!”
She turned on her heel to face the bookcase again.

      [image: image-placeholder]“This it?” Rouen tapped the glass bulb.
Jahl nodded where he stood by the desk in the room of Lal. “Have a look at this.” He pulled the note out of the box, his fingertips pressing on the fold as if some part of him didn’t want to share, and handed it to him.
Rouen opened the grubby paper, giving Jahl a questioning look. “Looks like it was used to wrap someone’s breakfast.” He held it to his nose. “Smell’s it, too. Ham, I think.”
“Good to have your nose and analytical skills applied to the task,” said Jahl. He gave Rouen a whack on the shoulder. “I knew you’d be useful.”
“Hey, it’s odd someone would send you a mystery with a note on a bit of trash. Hard to take it seriously.”
“That flask is loaded with essence. Whoever it was could have written that note on crumbling bark and still had my interest. Read it.”
Rouen perused the note, a crease forming between his brows. “A bit ominous. ‘High Master, you’re needed in Loeban. Our essence is failing, and the sand walkers are weakening. Go to Kittering and rent a mostot. Someone will meet you.’ What’s this about a sand walker?”
“Their version of a high master; I guess they’re having some issues.”
Rouen sat on the stool. “Well, that doesn’t sound good.”
“I only told Donya about being needed in Loeban.”
“I hate it when you try to protect Donya. It only leads to her coming along and getting into trouble.” He lay the note down, picked up the flask, and shook it. The sand sloshed inside as if it were more water than solid.
“Donya doesn’t want to come. She says Alriane’s too young, and she doesn’t want to leave the garden.”
“That’s not like Donya.” Rouen shook the flask again.
“Hey, knock that off. If you break it, I’ll have sand everywhere.” Jahl sat down on a chair nearby. “You’re right about Donya. It’s odd she’s giving excuses to not come along.” He gave Rouen an exasperated look. “Stop with the shaking, Ro.”
“Right, and you can’t sweep it up and weld it all together in a heartbeat?” He tipped the flask upside down, turning his own head with it. “You know most sand wielders don’t carry these around. It’s more for show. There’s essence everywhere in the desert.” He shook the flask again.
“Ro.” Jahl rose and took the flask from him. “Hey, is this engagement thing good? You and Kisari are both a bit tense.”
“I don’t know what’s wrong with her.” He scratched his chin. “I actually thought she might have a crush on me and was angry about me and Nilda, but that’s not it. She’s always biting my head off. Besides, there’s this fella whom she’s been awfully close to for months now. Though recently…” He rubbed his chin. “I don’t know what it is, but she’s a royal pain these days.”
“What about you? You usually take that stuff pretty well. Are you and Nilda okay?”
“She can never leave the city, being Warder of the Heart and all. I’m crazy about her, but I’m not a city boy.”
Jahl watched Rouen, looking for signs he was unhappy with the arrangement to marry. “You think it’s going to be a problem?”
“No.” He shook his head. “I’d give up an awful lot to keep Nilda in my life.” He gave Jahl a guilty look. “She’s given up her freedom for Martan’s Ferry, but I can walk away anytime. I don’t know how to make it better for her. I’m here because she asked me to leave. Nilda told me one of us should tell my family in person.” Rouen picked up the note and put it to his nose again. “Cinnamon ham.” He lay the note on the desk and smoothed it flat, flipped it, and smoothed the other side. He leaned in. “Hey, Jahl, did you see this?”
“What?” He stepped to Rouen’s side where the light from the window brightened the tilted sheet. Jahl nudged him aside, chuckling at how little he could make him move. Rouen was taller than him by a head and broader, but Jahl had gained enough muscle on his slim frame to not look the child next to his best friend. He took a closer look at the stained paper. 
“The folds. See the creases? It’s almost… a map. I’ve seen these lines before.” Rouen tapped the sheet. “Ah, it’s familiar, but I can’t say what it is.”
“It does look like a map. What if those were rivers?”
“Hmm. Maybe.”
“Mountain ranges?”
“Hah, it will come to me.”
“Hopefully before we need it.” 
“You should show it to Donya.”
“That’d make her want to come along.”
“Probably.”






  
  Chapter two
Aunt Stenna Visits
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Donya turned the sheets on her side of the bed and smoothed them flat. She gave her pillow a couple of swats to fluff it up and sat on the bed. Jahl walked in just as she kicked off her slippers.  He has that look.
“Donya, I want you to see something.” He held up a piece of dingy paper.
“What?” Hmm. “Is that the note from your package?”
“Yeah. It says a little more than I told you, and I think it might, well, Ro and I think it might be a map.”
“No. I don’t want to look at it. Whatever it is, you and my brother will figure it out. I’m tired and I’m going to sleep.” She swung her feet under the covers and pulled the light blanket and sheet over her shoulders.
“You’re not serious.”
“I’m going to sleep.” She steeled herself when she felt the bed slump as he sat on the end.
“Donya, have I done something wrong?”
“Of course not. You’re perfection.”
“Now I know something’s wrong. I’m never perfection.”
“I’m tired, Jahl.”
“Are you having an affair with the iceman?”
She couldn’t keep the giggle from escaping her throat and rolled over. “You found me out. It’s been going on for years. Of course, he was much younger when we started, at least in his forties when I was six, but I just can’t get over him. We’ve been waiting for you to run off on one of your adventures, but you always hang around come summer. What is it with you? Twai wielders running all over the place needing instruction, and you’re off to Carolan or Naigan for a few days, and I’ve no privacy. School’s out, and I can’t get rid of you.”
Jahl clenched his jaw. “I’m serious.”
“You think I’m having an affair with the iceman?”
“I think you’re holding out on me. Why won’t you come with us?”
She sat up and wrapped her arms around her knees. “Ro needs some time with you. Man talk. He’s been away a long time. It’ll be bad enough that Kisari is with you. Although, I am going to try and talk her into staying here with me. He’s squeamish about marriage. This is a great opportunity for you to talk to him.”
“I don’t think he’s squeamish. I’ve talked to him, and he seems fine about getting married. I don’t know who asked whom, but he’s fine with it.”
“Maybe he is. But something is going on with him.”
“Funny, he thinks something is going on with Kisari, and I think something is going on with you. Apparently, I’m the only one without any odd behavior.”
“That’s because you’ve always been odd.” 
“Donya.”
She took a breath and let it out noisily. She normally loved how observant he was. But now and then, she liked to be ignored for a little while.
“Are you pregnant?”
She gave him her most ‘are you kidding?’ look. 
He gave her his ‘answer the question’ look. 
“No. Do you want to have another child?”
“Yes. Not right now. We’re not finished with the first one. She’s a handful.”
“That’s not going to change.” She waited. Could she divert him for a while so he wouldn’t get his observant nose into her business?
“Are you thinking you’d be ready nine months from now?” he said.
“What? No. I’d like to wait another year.” One off-track topic was as good as another. “I think at three years old, Alriane will be ready for a brother or sister. I definitely don’t want to be pregnant now while she’s actively cunning when it comes to magic.” She folded her hands in her lap and looked as innocent as she could. Jahl squinted at her, and she schooled her face into sincere concern. “I don’t feel comfortable taking her out into the world where we don’t know what she could do.” That’s an understatement. I know taking that child where there is essence aplenty is just asking for a nervous breakdown.
“This house is a minefield of shards,” Jahl said, his voice taking on his most exasperated tones. “What trouble do you think she could get into that she couldn’t cause right here?”
“Jahl, trust me in this. I think right now it’s best she and I stay here.” Just bless me with time to practice my skills with essence, keep Alriane out of mischief, take care of some things around this house long gone undone, and have some peace. “Jahl, please believe me. I’ve thought this through. I knew before you did that Rouen was coming. I may not have known about the package, but I was certain you two would concoct some adventure, and I decided then that I would stay home with Alriane.”
“Okay. I believe you.” He looked partially convinced. “I was worried because you always want to come along.”
“I want to come along this time, too. I just think it’s not best for Alriane.” Oh, and Aunt Stenna is coming by for a quick visit, I think. But I’m not going to tell you that because then you won’t leave. She patted the bed. “Are you coming to bed soon?”
“Yeah, I’m just helping Rouen situate the cot. He’s afraid he’ll scare us to death in our sleep tonight either by kicking the wall or by hitting his hard head on the ceiling, no matter which way he sleeps. So, we’re turning the bed to run the same way as the roof beam.”
“My little brother has grown this year.”
“It’s a wonder Kisari thinks he needs protection. He looks like a warrior incognito.” Jahl stood up. He held out the piece of paper. “You won’t take a look? Even a little one.”
So tempting. “No. You two will work it out. I’m positive. Go take care of Rouen and his bed.” She shooed him off, waving her hands. When he closed the door behind him, she flopped down on the bed. This would be so much easier if I were having an affair.

      [image: image-placeholder]Donya stood on the walkway just past the front stoop. Watching Jahl mount his horse and strap his silver capped staff in place, she reminded herself she was letting them go without her. “You have everything you need?”
Jahl backed his horse up and turned the mare around to face Donya again. “We’re set. You’re all that’s missing.
Kisari shook her head, pulled the reins, and trotted to the gate and onto the road. The sun was still rising over the mountains behind the Pratter house. But there was plenty of light to see the early traffic just beginning to fill the main street. The clopping of horses’ hooves and the hum of wheels on the cobbles rose with the breaking dawn.
Rouen turned his horse to face the road but stayed nearby.
Jahl leaned down and cupped his hand beneath her chin. “I’m going to miss you.”
“You’re going to miss a good hot meal.”
“Nah, Ro’s a good cook.” He looked into her eyes. “I’m going to miss you.”
Donya’s eyes stung, and she blinked to clear them. She wished she was going with them. She raised her chin. It took an hour to get them packed up and out the door. No more delays. “Off you go. I’ll miss you, too, but you have to leave first.”
“Okay. I’ll bring you back something special.” He set his horse in motion.
“That would be you. Now go. I should check on Alriane; she could wake up anytime now.”
“I’m off.” He raised his hand and waved at her, then stopped his horse and cocked his head. “I love you,” he mouthed.
She nodded. “Jahl.”
He turned his horse back around. “Yeah.”
“Make sure Ro eats enough, and don’t let him argue with Kisari too much.”
“Right.” He nodded and rolled his eyes. “That’s one of my priorities: taking care of Rouen.” 
The hair at his temples fluttered in the cool morning breeze, flying across his forehead, and she wished she could smooth it back one last time. 
“Take care of my girl and yourself.” He rode off, glancing back once again. She waved, and they disappeared in a sudden run of early traffic.
Donya hugged herself against the morning chill and then straightened her shoulders. There was a lot to take care of. She had a room to prepare, and Alriane was probably already awake and singing in her crib.

      [image: image-placeholder]There was still time to take care of a few things around the house. She liked things to be organized, so she started at the top of the house in the dormitory. During the school year, she and Jahl often ran a deep clean through the room to keep the under twelve-year-old boy debris down to a minimum. They always found various sticky items adhered to the frames of the beds, mounds of dirt behind headboards and below window sills, not to mention the odd missing sock or hat shoved between the mattresses and the support slats. 
Her heart quickened as she took to the attic. She might as well straighten the bed Ro slept in as he would probably use it again when they returned. She stood at the top of the stairs and looked into the long, low-ceilinged room. She had missed having Rouen helping at the school this year, and now that he was going to marry Nilda, she would see him even less. He’d been in the house perhaps twelve hours, yet he’d found time to give the dormitory a once over and leave a pile of boy-related sluff sitting in the center of the swept wide-plank floor. Donya descended the stairs to get the dustpan and brush and returned to sweep up the grime Rouen had gathered. It was just like him to give the room a once over before departing. 
She snuffed out the rising emotion. Even if Rouen had given the room a once over, she still had to pull bedsheets, roll mattresses, and set the room for the summer break. Before she was half done, she could hear Alriane calling from their bedroom.
Keeping track of Alriane and finishing the room helped pass the time before her aunt arrived. There was no telling when the elder high master from Naigan Faire would show up, but when she did, Donya was certain her time would not be her own until her whirlwind of an aunt had left for Martan’s Ferry.
Standing in the parlor, Donya looked out the front window again. She’d lost count of how many times she’d checked for Aunt Stenna’s arrival. A cart with two gray horses pulled out from the afternoon traffic and made its way to the driveway.
Aunt Stenna was here, finally. She raced to the door and yanked it open in time to see the small wagon come to a stop. She gripped her skirt and rushed down the stoop.
A stout gray-haired woman, Aunt Stenna looped the reins around the seat back and grabbed for Donya’s extended hand. “Have Jahl drive my cart around the back; I’ll not move it another inch.” Her feet touched ground, and she encased Donya in a hug, her height putting Donya’s face against her shoulder. “How are you, girl?” she said, loud enough to be greeting the entire neighborhood. Aunt Stenna never did have a low volume. “You look worried.” She released her hold and passed Donya, patting her on the arm.
“I’m fine, Aunty.” She looked in the back of the wagon, and seeing two carpetbags, she grabbed the handles and lugged them over the side. “Are you hungry, tired? I’ve made up the spare room for you.” For all her aunt’s statement regarding not wanting to drive her wagon a step forward, Aunt Stenna was striding to the house and up the three short steps with all the vigor of a young woman. Donya hurried to catch up to her. 
Donya kicked the door shut behind her and took a step forward just as Aunt Stenna turned to take one of the bags.
“Where’s Jahl?” Her voice bounced about the hall. 
“He left this morning on a trip to Loeban.” She let Aunt Stenna take the bag. “Ro’s with him and a friend from Martan’s Ferry.” She paced after Aunt Stenna striding to the kitchen. “Did you need to see him? I’m sorry you missed him.”
Stenna shouted, “Set the bag down. We’ll take them up later.” She dropped the bag she carried by the closed door of the workroom. “So Jahl’s not here. Did he know I was coming?”
“Not exactly.” Donya placed the second bag by the first.
“Donya, if not exactly, to what extent does Jahl know I’m here.” 
Her attentive eyes made Donya wince. “Not at all. I thought it was best.”
“You did? Hmm.” She turned around once, looking at various parts of the kitchen and dining area. “Where’s Alriane? I’d like to see her.”
“She’s napping, but she should be up any time now.” With Auntie’s voice booming through the house, it’s amazing there isn’t a resounding call for retrieval right now. 
“Well, go get her. She can finish her nap later if she needs to. I’ve only so much time for this visit.”
Donya took a breath and settled herself for the inevitable. “When should we be ready to leave?”
Aunt Stenna took a seat at the table and cocked her head. “Must we go somewhere? I’m a bit tired of traveling, dear.”
“Aren’t we going to the headwaters?”
Her wiry gray eyebrows creased. “I do believe we are talking at cross purposes, Donya dear.”
Taking the seat across from Aunt Stenna, she folded her hands on the table. “Your note said you were coming to re-examine Alriane before you headed over the pass. I assumed we would take her to the headwaters for another immersion.”
Aunt Stenna pursed her lips and said, “Go get your daughter.” Arms folded, she sat straight-backed and seemed to wait on Donya to fulfill her demand.
Donya stood and waited a moment, but Aunt Stenna just sat there, her expression uncompromising. “Alright. I’ll be back with her in a moment.” Donya took hold of one of the carpet bags and headed for the stairs. She’d take the other one up later. Halfway up the stairway, she could hear Alriane singing. She left the bag in the spare room just past the turn at the top of the stairs. They’d set up one end of their long bedroom as a nursery, and as she entered, she could see Alriane standing up in her crib and rocking her toy fox in her arms. 
“Guess who’s here to see you, baby dearest, your Aunty Stenna.”
Alriane ceased her singing and raised her arms, one hand gripping the fox. Donya picked her up. “Does Nimbles need to rest some more or should he come down with us?” Alriane gazed at her fox a moment then hugged it tight to her. “Good choice. Nimbles looks wide awake to me, too.” 
Alriane screamed in delight at seeing Aunt Stenna come around the table. She leaned away from Donya, dropping Nimbles when she reached out.
“How’s my little wielder doing?” Aunt Stenna lifted Alriane into her arms and straightened her sleeping shift. “You’ve grown so much since I saw you last winter.” 
She danced Alriane around the kitchen, and Donya watched and shook her head. 
“Has she performed any essence manipulation recently?” Aunt Stenna said.
“We’re on constant watch, but she sneaks past us all the time.”
Aunt Stenna stopped her dancing, but she kept her grip on Alriane’s hand, swinging it back and forth on the beat. “Why are you stopping her? She needs practice.”
“But you said to keep her away from essence.”
“I said that when she was an infant.” She kissed Alriane’s cheek and nibbled her ear. “Did your momma hide essence away from you?” She gazed at Donya. “Maybe that’s the problem, Donya. Let her experiment. There’s very little damage she can do.” She squinted her eyes at Donya and gave Alriane a suspicious look. “Has she done some dangerous wielding?”
“She did change the seasonal control of our winter apple tree. She lights the stove frequently, and she’s locked herself in the workroom twice.”
“Was Jahl able to reset the tree?”
“Yes.”
“Was it difficult?”
“No, not really.”
“Does she touch the stove, burn herself?”
“She always warns us that it’s hot.”
Aunt Stenna made a face. “Did she unlock the workroom door?”
“When she got hungry.”
“Donya, she can handle essence. The whole point of immersion was to ensure she could handle essence in large quantities. Let her experiment. All children must press their envelopes. She just has a larger envelope to push at.” She kissed Alriane on the head and recommenced their dancing. 
“Then why are you here, Aunt Stenna?”
“You make it sound like I come here to cause trouble. I’m passing through, dear, on my way to Martan’s Ferry. Didn’t you read my letter? I thought I’d visit today and tomorrow and then be on my way.” She gave Donya an examining look. “Did you send Jahl away because I was coming?”
“Not quite. I would have liked to go with him, Ro, and Kisari, but I didn’t think it was good for Alriane to travel that distance, especially into Loeban Desert.” She paused a moment. “And you were coming to see her.”
“Women travel with children all the time, into the wilds, into the city, on vacation, and to work. Go, follow Jahl on his trip. Take your child and don’t cosset her.”
“I think Jahl may have more than just a little trip going on. I think there is something happening in Loeban.”
“You let Jahl and my favorite nephew and someone named Kisari go off on what might be a dangerous journey without you?” Stenna danced around the table, Alriane giggling, and took a seat.
“But I would have had to take Alriane.”
“You have in-laws.”
Donya shut her mouth. Of course, both his parents and her own would have been happy to take Alriane, but she would not have been happy leaving her. “I can’t just leave for who knows how long without my daughter.”
“Then take her with you.” She bounced Alriane on her knees, making her giggle.
“She’s only two, Aunty. She takes naps twice a day, needs to be fed regularly and kept clean.”
“What is this journey Jahl is on?”
Donya picked up Alriane’s toy off the floor and set it on the table. “I don’t know much about it. I wouldn’t let him tell me anything.”
Aunt Stenna raised her brow.
“I didn’t want to be tempted.”
“What did you let Jahl tell you?”
Donya sat down and danced the fuzzy toy on the table. “He received a package that contained a glass flask full of sand and essence. There was a request that he come to Loeban Faire.”
“Who sent it and why?”
“I don’t know. He doesn’t either.”
“Did he want you to go with him?”
Donya sat still, determined to act like an adult. This is like being a little kid again.
Stenna shook her head. “He did want you to go with him. Would Jahl have you come along if he thought it was dangerous? Rouen is with him, and what about this Kisari? What do you know about her?”
“She’s a trained member of the high guard in Martan’s Ferry.”
“Kisari. Kisari Ridalian, the warder’s little sister. Is that the person that is with Jahl?”
Donya nodded.
“Jahl, considered to be potentially one of the finest wielders in Chussan; my nephew, intelligent, strong, loyal; and a trained Martan’s Ferry guard, sister to the Warder of the Heart of Lal. You couldn’t be safer if I plunged you in the Nai-Gan with all the ladies of the lake surrounding you.” Aunt Stenna took a deep breath and exhaled noisily. “We’ll get what you need tomorrow and send you on your way. It shouldn’t take too long to catch up to them if you travel sensibly from sunrise to sundown.”
Donya fingered Nimbles’ fluffy tail. How could she be so certain that the best thing for her to do was head off for Loeban with Alriane, not your ordinary two-year-old child, not even your ordinary two-year-old wielder child? What about her own opportunity to practice her craft, make changes to the house, and enjoy the quiet of their garden? And there would be clients coming by about work.
“Donya, stop looking for excuses. Go after Jahl.”
“He’s going to wonder why I didn’t join him at the start.”
“You do have some explaining to do.” She tussled Alriane’s hair. “Shouldn’t you be feeding this child? I know I’m hungry.”
Alriane nodded and pointed at her toy on the table. “Mine.”

      [image: image-placeholder]Donya shifted Alriane on her hip and wiped a bit of potato from her chin before trying to get her to take another bite. “We’re going to Tommlar’s after you eat, Alriane.” 
Alriane squirmed back and shook her head. She was still a bit groggy and pushed Donya’s hand aside. 
Aunt Stenna grumbled as she walked into the kitchen. Donya gave her a glance. Aunty was usually in a good mood, and she wondered at her sour face. “What’s wrong, Aunt Stenna?”
“I’ve put together a list of what you’re going to need. I’m ready to go.” 
“Was the bed comfortable? Did you sleep well?” She set the dishes in the tub and wished she could clean them up now, but it looked like it was best to get on their way.
Aunt Stenna gave her a grumpy look. “Slept fine. Are you ready to go?” Her voice boomed even with her dour expression.
“Sure.” She nodded and patted Alriane’s back. She was curled against her, thumb in mouth, eyes half-closed, not in the least affected by her great aunt’s loud voice. Donya’s staff was by the back door, and she took it in hand before exiting. They would be taking Aunt Stenna’s cart rather than the Pratter wagon. 
Aunt Stenna stomped down the steps behind her and overtook her before she reached the cart. The two gray horses that pulled it shook their heads in greeting, the harnesses jangling in the morning coolness. Alriane sat up, sucking her thumb vigorously. Donya pulled her hand from her mouth. “Do you need a nap?”
Alriane hid her hand behind her back and blinked her eyes. Donya smiled. Alriane would not be interested in taking a nap, not with horses to watch. Aunt Stenna climbed in and glared down at her. “Come, child, we’ve purchases to make, and the market closes up as soon as the customers dwindle.”
“We’re going to Tommlar’s, Aunty. There isn’t anything I need that I can’t find there.”
“We’re going to the flea market.” She snapped the reins just as Donya sat down. “I’ve no interest in adding to the Tommlar coffers. We’ll find what we need elsewhere.”
“You’re still blaming Master Tommlar, aren’t you?”
“And who else should I blame? You were nearly permanently lost to us. Not just your wielding, but your memories. He sent you to Carolan Faire knowing the danger you would be put in. I’ll not forgive that man, ever.”
“What about this person who sent the flask of sand. Perhaps he or she, too, are sending me into danger, and Alriane, Jahl, Rouen, and Kisari also. Shall we blame him or her?”
“I don’t shop in Loeban. Besides, you are going prepared. That is a great deal different than being told to go to Carolan and pick up an abandoned Twai wielder when in fact there was a malevolent intention behind the death of High Master Clepp.” She gave the reins another jiggle as the cart pulled into traffic.
Donya leaned back. Master Clepp faked his death. But there was no point in bringing that up. There had been a deal of malevolent action on the trip, she had to admit. The street market would have to do. She didn’t believe she really needed anything. Traveling was an activity she was well versed in, and she had plenty of gear for it. What could be on Aunt Stenna’s list that she didn’t already have?
“Aunt Stenna, what is it you think I need for this trip?”
“A desert kit, of course.”
“I’ve got a full kit as it is.”
“Not for the desert.”
It can’t be much different. “Other than having to rent a mostot and perhaps hire a guide, what else would be called for?”
“I’m so glad I stopped by. Where would you be if I hadn’t? Staying home when you should be with Jahl, or worse, caught in the desert without the proper gear.”
Donya snorted and looked at the passing stores. Aunt Stenna was a determined woman with her own way of looking at things. It wasn’t until they passed Tommlar’s that Aunt Stenna seemed to relax. With her calmer, it might be fun to walk through the flea market. 
“Once you leave Kittering, you’ll be happy you made the purchases I’ve listed. You’ll understand the difference then.”
The rhythmic rumble of the cart had put Alriane to sleep, so she shifted her so her head rested against her chest comfortably and didn’t bob. “Aunty, why are you going to Martan’s Ferry?”
“It’s the yearly dustup.”
“Dustup?”
“The high masters meet and discuss current affairs, odd wieldings, build alliances, and such. Jahl should have received an invite.”
“He probably did, but he always ignores it. Mahre usually goes in his place. Besides, he had something more intriguing to check out, the flask of sand from Loeban.”
“He’s a smart one. I always get voted to go. If Nai-Gan wants to be heard, I’m the one to send.”
Donya giggled. There was more truth in that assessment than overstatement. Aunt Stenna would no doubt be heard. They pulled into a parking stall, and the three of them headed for the entrance gate. A coin passed between the gatekeeper and Aunt Stenna, and they entered. 
Numerous booths stretched out in rows, like temporary avenues glutted with pedestrians. Most of the sellers were quiet, with plenty of people lined up to search their wares, but a few called out to individuals in loud happy sales jargon. Alriane was instantly alert and staring at the milling crowds and the vibrant colors of the stocked booths.
“Come, the Loeban booth is in the next row.” Aunt Stenna strode deftly around the clusters of people blocking their way. The next row had an entirely different feel. The colors were muted, the voices soft. Even the customers moved languidly from booth to booth. Money exchanged hands in soft clinks and nods.
“There.” Aunt Stenna pointed. “Our first purchase.” 
Donya followed her and glanced at the items on the table and on the shelves behind. Two women in dusty beige blouses and loose trousers tucked into flat-soled, pale boots watched with sharp brown eyes. 
“I want three blankets, three scarves, and a toddler wrap for her.” Stenna’s head tipped at Donya.
The women jumped into action, sifting through their stacked stock, and returned, placing the items on the table. They flung each one to drape over the displayed stock, each of muted sandy colors of pink, green, and blue.
Aunt Stenna ran her hand over the three blankets selected, one at a time. Two she nodded at; the last she tossed to the short woman on the right who returned it to her stock. After a moment, another was selected and snapped dramatically out over the table. Aunt Stenna nodded and gestured for Donya to touch it.
She reached out and gripped the thick material. It had a loft to it that gave way a bit beneath the pressure of her fingers. The weave was tight if it was a weave. She pulled it up and examined it. The material reminded her of felt. Hmm. “How is this better than my own travel blankets?”
The two women lowered their brows.
“It will keep out the sand and is very breathable, two qualities important in the desert.”
“Why three?”
“It is unlikely Jahl thought to purchase any.”
Donya had to agree with that. Perhaps he planned to rent a kit each for them in Kittering.
The blankets selected, Aunt Stenna followed the same routine with the scarves though she did not ask Donya to examine them. The third item was an odd piece with various ties of the same cloth at the edges placed asymmetrically. Aunt Stenna took Alriane from her, making her stand, and told the child to stay put. Alriane wrapped her arms around Aunt Stenna’s leg and sucked her thumb. Donya glanced around, wondering what worried Alriane, but she saw nothing. Perhaps it was the silent crowds.
“And hold Momma’s staff.” She yanked it from Donya’s grip. Alriane reached with a quick hand to take the staff. She held it straight up and down. 
Donya rolled her eyes, certain that Alriane was using essence to control the staff. 
“Now turn about. We need to see if this is a good fit.”
Donya turned her back on Aunt Stenna but kept her head pitched so she could see Alriane, who seemed much more comfortable gripping the staff in one hand and her great aunt’s leg with the other. A trickle of essence shimmered over the tiny fingers. No one else seemed to be giving the little wielder a second glance, so she said nothing. 
Aunt Stenna tied the item in question across her shoulders and secured it. She tried to pay attention and watch Alriane at the same time, but if this was something needed in Loeban, she’d have to go over the instructions on how to wear it a few times or rely on her own manipulation of the fabric to make do.
“There,” said Aunt Stenna. “Now let’s try it out.” She handed the staff back to Donya and lifted Alriane. Donya felt weight pull at the material on her back. It was well distributed, and Alriane’s arm slid around her shoulder, her little face pressed to Donya’s neck. “How does that feel? This is just one of the ways it can be worn.”
Donya already had a carrier but not one that fitted quite this way nor that was as well designed. The muted stripes on the material, a variety of the common color tones in all the wares on the booth’s tabletop, were subtle and attractive, the material soft and spongy like the blankets. She nodded her approval.
“Shall we take it off?” asked Aunt Stenna.
“No. I like it. Alriane, what do you think?”
“Mine.” She cuddled close, her arm loosely wrapped around Donya’s neck.
Aunt Stenna haggled over the price before leaving it to Donya to pay. “Come, we have a few more things to get.” Their stroll down the dirt thoroughfare resulted in a desert pop tent, a pair of boots, a tan poncho, and a sack of rations. The last led to a low-voiced dispute between Donya and Aunt Stenna. 
She knew how to pack food supplies for a trip. Surely being in a desert wouldn’t change her appetite.
“You won’t want to carry fresh items. They’ll be heavy and affected by the heat of the desert. These are easy to prepare and require no heat and little fluid.” Donya paid for the bag of rations rather than continue the argument, garnering stares as Aunt Stenna maintained her loud support for the purchase.
They were just exiting the row when a man going against the standard of quiet sales, yelled out, “You cannot leave before you have seen the sands of Lal! Come hold them in your hands, feel the
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