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

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

Or type: https://www.subscribepage.io/winsome
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Chapter One


Varm crouched at the desert edge among the twisted stalks of the last desperate growth before the sand dunes and stone outcroppings became the predominant landscape.  
His sun-bleached scales camouflaged him behind the leafless stems as he watched the man finish his repairs on the harness for his ox. 
The wagon sat squarely in the sandy wallows worn by the years of seasonal traffic through the desert. He tipped his head, focusing his good eye on the view.
He hated the man. His smell was tantalizingly familiar, and Varm blinked away the memories it triggered.
Snorting, he cleansed his snout of the scent and inhaled, focusing on the ox. That was a meal that would keep him from starving for a week.

Milla plodded along, placing her feet carefully between the grasping twigs of the straggly bushes that claimed the flatlands bordering the desert. Her hunt had taken much longer than planned. She switched the heavy bag of blackberries to her other hand. At least, she wasn’t coming back with nothing to excuse the delay. Her parents would both be worried, though only Mom would voice it.
However, she’d be pleased about the berries.
The silence of the parched plains still gave her the creeps. Sometimes she heard a scratch in the dirt, but mostly it was her own steps in the sandy loam that filled the suffocating dry air.
The sun beat down on the top of her head, and she tugged at the woven hood that provided shade for her sunburned cheeks.
Milla shrugged. Her late return gave Mom something to grumble about. None of them wanted to admit their journey had taken longer and been harder than expected. Now they had a desert to cross. She grinned. The blackberries would make a useful distraction. 
Swiping at the bead of sweat trailing down her forehead, she hoped Da had fixed the harness. They didn’t need more delays. Warnings about the desert scavengers had sounded like stories worth ignoring right until they saw what lay ahead. If there was an encampment in the rolling dunes of the desert, it wouldn’t surprise her if they plundered travelers of their supplies. 
It was late in the season for traversing the desert, but they’d taken the advice suggesting the more popular crossing and planned to meet up with several other wagons. Larger numbers increased their safety. 
That’s why Mom had worried about Da having to repair the harness. It put them further behind the group they were trying to catch up to. Da was showing the strain, too. Their water barrels were marching down to the line he’d marked for the minimum they’d need to make the crossing.
She switched hands again. Carrying the bag wasn’t much of a strain, but any movement broke the monotony and proved she wasn’t a complete failure. Her efforts to catch game in the dry plains leading up to the desert hadn’t been successful. Their supplies might not be enough to get them across the desert in the weeks ahead. She’d hoped to add to them.
She eased the straps of her daypack on her shoulder. It was lighter than when she had started out.
Her earlier tracks from the road barely showed in the soft dirt, but she followed them. Nothing else promised her family’s wagon lay beyond the screen of brush and tumbleweeds.
She paused, her head cocked. Dray should have noted her approach by now. He probably didn’t want to leave the shade beneath the wagon. Maybe he was too parched to bark. She didn’t blame him. The sand baked through her thick boot soles. She doubted he was going to trot alongside the wagon much longer.
One hand holding the straggly stalks back, she eased herself through the tall brush bordering the desert road. Her gaze swung right to left, the bag of blackberries dropping to the ground, a soft thump quieter than the sudden thudding of her heart. 
Shocked observation ticked over the details while her stomach contents rose bitterly to her throat.
The wagon lay on its side, undercarriage facing her. As if someone had stood on the wagon and thrown items out for a lark, the road was littered with clothes, pots, and broken dishware.
A mahogany stain marked nearly everything within the radius of the wagon. Flies buzzed in the last of the drying globs of flesh and blood. 
The cow or the ox?
“Mom! Da!” She stumbled forward, a high-pitched whine rising inside her ears.
Though the sand was gouged with the ox’s effort to escape, it must not have gone more than a wagon-length before he or some other force had pulled the wagon over. The straps were cut cleanly where they’d been secured to the wagon tongue.
Milla stood weaving on useless legs. A tin cup glinted half-buried in the sand at her feet. Mom’s favorite scarf, torn and trampled, slumped beside a crushed bucket.
She picked up a glove, one of Da’s. Blood caked the palm. She imagined it pressed to a wound. Was he keeping his own life in or Mom’s?
She wobbled, and two features came into sharp relief. Massive prints marred the wind woven sand on either side of the road and crossed the debris field of their possessions. Atop the clawed wallows, footprints battered the imprints. 
Dragon first, then scavengers.
Who would expect a dragon in these lands? 
It took her an hour to forage for items free from the stain of the attack. Even then, she couldn’t recall what she had deemed important enough to put in her daypack.
The side boards of the wagon were gouged. Hacked at to reveal hidden compartments on the exterior, which it didn’t have.
From the concealed cubby behind their bed’s headboard, she took Da’s wallet, a small bag of coins, and granddad’s glasses. 
She put the glasses back. 
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Numbness still isolated her emotions, and for that, she was thankful. 
With the wagon halfway between their destination and the poverty-stricken town they had abandoned for their hopeful future, she chose to cross the desert and complete their plan to start fresh. Da and Mom would have wanted her to go on or go back, not sit in the turned up and bloody sand waiting to die. 
Dragon attack. It was the only explanation. The ox had not been led off. Its bloody tracks ended abruptly, the ground around its last prints smoothed as if by wind. The rips in the canvas held sharp edges. She’d know more if it weren’t for the scavengers.
She could fathom no explanation for Dray’s disappearance. He might as well have been lifted bodily from the ground, and probably was. 
If Dad had finished his repairs to the harness, there was no evidence. It had been taken along with the tools he’d been using.
She carried her canteen, a small supply pack, folded canvas she’d cut from the torn canopy they used to shield them during their day camps, and the sack of blackberries. Bits and bobs had slumped to the bottom of her pack, and she couldn’t recall even half of the items she picked up off the ground. A spoon, a tin cup, and a handful of beans among them, perhaps. The wallet.
She snorted. There was the land grant that promised her a destination if she survived the crossing and avoided the scavengers. 
Maybe she should wait. Da was a fighter. He might have…. 
There had been blood everywhere.
Nothing. She had nothing to hope for, nothing to feel. 
She stood in the impression of a road with the devastation of their temporary camp at her back, the afternoon sun beating down on her.
Her throat hurt with misery, but she could afford to lose nothing. Not tears, not life. She swallowed down her grief.
Never choose to fail.
Oh, Da.
Here, she could be seen from every direction, but her dun-colored wrap and bedraggled blonde hair blended in with the light sand. Dunes and rock outcroppings in the desert ahead offered mediocre protection from the glaring sun and the heat baked into the sand. Follow the route or cross as the crow flies. Either way, nightfall would steal the heat and waste her effort if she couldn’t find game or water. 
Her desert robes offered scant insulation from the cold and the heat. She tugged the hood lower, creating a tunnel view that blocked her peripheral vision, similar to the numbness that kept her feet moving forward and her mind at a standstill. 
She picked a point ahead to walk to.
The first hours passed quietly, the soft grating of sand the only sound besides her footsteps.
Evening came suddenly, ten minutes between full sun and gray twilight. The temperature dropped nearly as fast, and she snuggled up to a pitted outcropping that radiated its heat into the cooling air. She could build a fire, but what did she need a beacon for? She had nothing to cook. A handful of berries every hour had kept her going, the canteen still full and her tongue dry as cracked leather.
Encased in the canvas, she stared at the darkness as red flashes of the wagon, its wheels in the air and the broken possessions strewn about, played on the backdrop of her lumpy nest.
She woke suffocating, her body drenched in sweat, and fought to escape the twisted canvas. The sun glared at her, her eyes wincing and squinting at the brightness. The berry bag lay half crushed beneath her elbow, and she lunged off it. Her stomach growled, and her tongue felt glued to the roof of her mouth.
After scraping the crushed berries from the walls of the sack, she crammed them into her mouth and sucked the juice from her fingers. The tiny bubbles of sweetness felt cool on her tongue. She closed her eyes and savored the taste. Fingers stained red and frightening, she gathered her supplies, refolded the canvas, and tied it beneath her daypack. The half-full berry bag swung from her belt. 
Hood pulled over her forehead, she set off down the rutted road. 
Twice she wiped tears from her face. Crying would not help. 
Never choose to fail.
The day ran monotonously on, and she finished the berries by late afternoon. 
She beat back the tears, no moisture to waste on sentiment. But grief hung heavy in her throat, squeezing her heart for space.
The desert wavered in the heat. It turned the distance into drooping watercolors, an endless wasteland of a bleached-out world.
She trudged on. 
Stopping, she deliberated if it was time she swallowed a single gulp of water. Thirst convinced her a couple hours had passed, and she pulled back her hood scarf and groped for her canteen. In the midst of swallowing, she gasped and swung the canteen down.
A dragon! The dragon? It crouched on a rocky promontory and watched her with pale sandy eyes. 
Neither moved. 
She’d never seen one on the ground. They avoided settlements, or so the old-timers said. She could see he was full grown, sharp-edged, the color of the desert. They were famous for blending in. Had he not chosen to crouch with the sky outlining his shape, she would have walked right by him. She studied him, looking for features that she could watch for as she tracked through the desert.
She snorted through a dry throat. So what if she spotted him before he pounced? She had nothing to battle him with, nothing to keep him from making a snack of her. What held him back? Did he expect her to walk up and present herself as his next morsel?
Belly too full of her parent’s bones?
She shook a fist.
The beast rose, and her heart thudded. Turning, he stalked off, soon lost in the waving desert heat.
Maybe he preferred a challenge.
Da would have challenged him. He’d fought dragons in his younger days. She still remembered the stories which had thrilled her by firelight in a snug cabin. Dragons were malicious and cunning. She was no match for a dragon who chose the inhospitable desert for his territory.
She shook her head. What was she doing just standing there? Her hood down, the canteen uncapped, just waiting for the dragon to sneak up behind and swallow her in one crushing bite.
Capping the canteen, she scanned the glaring horizon. Nothing gave away the danger that lurked. She pulled up the hood, arranging it for maximum protection, and shuffled on. When the sun was directly overhead, she would look for shade and wait for the cooler afternoon. 
Cooler. Huh. She tamped down the ragged laugh in her throat. Everything was relative.
The next time she calculated she’d earned a gulp of water, she searched first for the dragon. Then for sign of any settlement. There were more than dragons to avoid crossing the desert alone. The humans were more dangerous than the few predators who lived in the hot landscape. She’d nothing to fear from hawks, foxes, and snakes. Her father hadn’t considered dragons when they had discussed keeping a safe periphery. 
Maybe he should have. 
It wouldn’t have stopped the scavengers or the merchant traders. They had left nothing of worth behind. Going forward was the only choice, and the promise of landed prosperity had drawn them west. 
Now it drew only her west. Who cared about prosperity? She’d settle for survival. Water. A meal of something other than jerky dried almost to dust in the heat.
She tripped on a rock and reminded herself to pick up her feet.
“Take a gulp of water, girl.” Her words sounded as scratchy as they felt. Her hand already gripped the canteen. How long since she uncapped it? She took a drink, deliberately set the cap, and hung the canteen from her belt.
Hood up. Forward.
Never choose to fail. This time, she heard her Da’s voice in the thick air. “Never choose to fail, Milla.”
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A roar exploded through the air, and she scuttled further under the tipped boulder, tugging her dusty robes in with her. She bit her lip and rested her head on her folded arms. Her rock-framed view showed only the barren tan and faded orange landscape. She and the dragon were a match in shades, but then anyone planning on crossing the desert wore proper clothing. Mom had gone in for dark tones, but she and Da had chosen the bleached desert colors. Mom was the shadow to their stone.
Milla was the last of their family, hidden by stone, heart made of stone. Dray was gone. Eaten by a dragon or scavenged by the dangerous desert inhabitants of the encampments. No one lived in the desert without choosing to be thieves. So she had heard. Those who crossed did so in groups.
Her family should have left sooner. They should have sold the cow. The beast only slowed them down, and what had it gotten them? 
She was alone crossing the desert. That had been the benefit of a cow tugging its lead as the wagon rolled in the dense sand.
The dragon must be sluggish with all those bones in its belly. 
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Chapter Two


The winds were picking up, sand flying, abrading anything soft. The girl would be a smudge in the sand in the next day or two. Varm watched her struggle against the whipping air, her exposed hand holding the hood across her face.  
Her feet dragged, leaving ruts that filled in quickly behind.
She must think smoothing her tracks would keep the ravagers from trailing her. Silly girl. They hadn’t found her because they weren’t looking. Yet. 
He swung his head, eyeing the flat distance. Didn’t matter that she left no trail. She hugged the vague road like it offered some benefit. This late in the season, there would be no more convoys heading west. But the ravagers might follow it to gather the bits dropped in the dust to reduce the depressing weight carried by foolish travelers. 
He slunk closer and pressed to the ground when she looked his way. 
What could she see in the bleached land that would never end for her? Was she blinking at his sharp lump, trying to decide if that outcropping had been there before? By now she should dream of nothing but heat, a parched throat, burning eyes, and him.
She hadn’t eaten in three days. Even from this distance, he could hear the slosh of a mouthful or two left in her canteen. The next time she folded herself into the shadows of a hard stone spitting up from the dunes, she’d never crawl out again.
Unless
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