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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
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        1.
        
        Kosse Junction
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        2.
        
        Prestig's Grimoire
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        3.
        
        The Reticent Man
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        4.
        
        Run out of Kosse
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        5.
        
        Trouble on the Desert Road
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        6.
        
        A Shadow in the Dark
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        7.
        
        The Best Sort of Enemy
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        8.
        
        Another Warning
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        9.
        
        We're on Our Own
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        10.
        
        Wa-Suur Search
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        11.
        
        Young Uncle Tran
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        12.
        
        The Shard Returns
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        13.
        
        They Talk, You Know
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        14.
        
        They Don't Come in Red
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        15.
        
        Rogue Wa-Suurs
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        16.
        
        Theory Vs. Reality
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        17.
        
        Those You Love
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        18.
        
        Locked In
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        19.
        
        The Simplest Things
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        20.
        
        A Breach
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        21.
        
        Worthless Ambition
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        22.
        
        Memory Prods
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        23.
        
        No Burden Is Carried Alone
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        24.
        
        Epilogue
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        To My Readers
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Sample: The Dragon Question
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
      

    
  


  
  [image: image-placeholder]




  
  Chapter one
Kosse Junction

[image: image-placeholder]

The normally smooth-gaited mostot dodged awkwardly to the right, avoiding the sudden shift of the beast next to Jahl. Nothing new. He gripped the reins tighter and glanced forward at the smooth path they followed. Besides the limitless desert view that swung gently with the beast’s loping stride, the landscape ahead included Sand Walker Dwyll and Martan’s Ferry guard Kisari leading their small group on their own desert mounts. The lack of change in the horizon lulled him into laziness, and the world seemed as hazy as the distant edge of the desert. Behind lay Loeban Faire, where Sand Walkers Willik and Indiria figured out their new relationship and the returning essence secured the lifestyle of the desert inhabitants.  
Donya rode beside him, her mostot loping in tandem with his own. A menagerie of companions kept her distracted and only able to maintain broken moments of conversation with him. Behind her back, Wiley, a mature desert Wa-fox, curled in sleep, his black tufted ears twitching like oversized, stiff petals on either side of his head. 
In Donya’s lap, a more-than-wide-awake Alriane played with Nimbles. The fox kit raced and rolled upon the wide saddle, keeping just out of their daughter’s grasp. Donya had given up keeping them in one place and settled on ensuring the energetic pair didn’t fall off the saddle.
Jahl watched them with amusement. Nimbles was too agile to lose his footing, and a wide tether secured Alriane around her waist. She’d swing along the tan barrel of the mostot’s body, probably screaming with delight, if she tumbled from the beast. It was the two of them that caused the occasional change in their mount’s steady strides. Her giggles raised affection and a stifled huff from him. Best he not let Donya think he found her struggle with the two a delight to watch.
He tugged his scarf over his forehead, blocking the sun. Riding a mostot had advantages. Somehow the creatures kept the rider cool, moved at a considerable clip, and had pleasant manners, but they did nothing for the glare reflecting off the bright sand.
They were several hours into their ride back to the outpost in Kittering. He’d wanted to tease a junction from the desert and travel below the sands on the essence-filled underground rivers, but Donya convinced him keeping Alriane’s access to essence limited, however transient the opportunity, was necessary. He glanced at the vast sand surrounding them. A junction careening along would have been so much cooler and quicker. Perhaps she didn’t want to be reminded of her travels with desert wielder Talaura and the battle at High Reach. Seeing in all directions had its advantages; although, what trouble could possibly await them in this quiet land now?
He watched Alriane grab at Nimbles sneaking by her, her squeal overpowering the shush of the sand beneath the broad mostot feet. Sand Walker Indiria, before they had left the city, had warned them to be cautious with Alriane. At least, that was what he thought her cryptic words meant.
A laugh, loud enough to jangle bones, badgered his ears. Stenna Klar rode with Rouen in the rear of their mostot caravan. The Naigan wielder could announce kings to an entire realm with her penetrating voice. He called out, “Another hundred paces, please.”
Rouen said, “Yes, Master,” with very little acquiescence in his tone, but the sound of Stenna’s brash voice drifted away as they dropped further behind.
Jahl peered ahead again, looking for any sign of the promised oasis that was proof the Kosse Junction had returned to its proper place midway on the desert trade route. A thrill churned about his heart at the mere possibility that Estar of Kosse would allow him to examine Prestig’s grimoire. Dwyll had warned him it was more likely his mother wouldn’t, as there was no reason to give him access anymore. The troubles Loeban Desert had been suffering were over.
The desert sands gave no hint of the nearness of their planned stop for the night. He considered his options. If he was in Kosse Junction and the grimoire there as well, he could dive into the essence and find a way in without Estar of Kosse’s permission. He ground his teeth. It was more likely he would accept her refusal, his unwelcome integrity forcing him to back off.
The remnant of Master Wielder Prestig haunting High Reach had hinted at Jahl’s ability. Jahl’s control of the essence released by the wall of metal on High Reach Mountain proved he could meet his uncle’s believed potential, but it was the creation of shards that his mind kept returning to. Prestig had been easy to chat with, though a little out of touch with what had become of the desert he had created. Jahl hoped the high wielder’s grimoire would carry the information he desired.
Jahl fingered a button on his vest. One of Uncle Tran’s doppelgangers had slipped and told Jahl the shard buried in Fallon Mountain held a piece of Jahl. He planned to dig the shard out of the bedrock he rammed it into years ago. He ticked off the steps he believed would get him the knowledge he sought. First, he wanted to examine Prestig’s grimoire. Second, dig up the shard that had kept the Wane at bay in his leg. The easiest part of his plan, he would save for last: interview the remnants of Tran left in the shards buried in the enchanted blue leather chairs which came with the house he inherited. One or all held the secret of imbuing.
Donya gave Alriane a travel bar to munch. She tossed Jahl a small desert-grown orange. The soft fruit’s dry rind encased a few ounces of a tangy fluid. He had to be careful peeling the outer rind from the inner membrane if he hoped to get its juices down his throat instead of on his hands. He threw each small bit of orange rind over the head of his mount. The mostot raised its wide mouth and closed the enormous nostrils that sat above it, then nipped the skins out of the air. Its flat teeth ground the last vestiges of liquid out. It slurped and lapped with a long curling tongue the tiny drops clinging to its lips.
Alriane sent bits of her bar in arcs over the head of Donya’s mostot, but the beast ignored them. Nimbles on the third toss raced along the thick neck of the beast and hung from the boney chest plate among the drifting ribbons tied there and caught the bits of ground nuts and fruit. The game was on. Alriane kept the small fox occupied for the better part of fifteen minutes until Donya demanded she eat what remained of her bar.
Jahl couldn’t see Donya’s face, the scarf shielding her skin from the bright sun, but he knew the sound of her voice when she stifled amusement caused by something Alriane shouldn’t be doing.
Sand Walker Indiria said they needed to run fast or teach Alriane to walk if they had any hope of controlling her essence wielding. He supposed that meant being more alert to their daughter’s manipulation or teaching a toddler patience. Alriane was just over two years old. It was probably too early to hope for control. He flicked a spell across the space separating their beasts. The knot Alriane held between her fingers, which she had nearly unraveled, snugged. Her head bobbed up, the scarf sliding back. 
He expected a contrite expression on her cherubic face. An impish grin greeted him before Nimbles distracted her, hurling himself into her lap. She buried her tiny fingers into his belly fur. The Wa-fox lay boneless, enjoying her attention, his head hanging out of sight and his black-accented tail drooping and curling by turns.
Pastel twinkles billowed around Alriane’s fingers. Jahl glanced at Donya. She seemed unaware of the transfer of essence between their daughter and the kit. Donya had wanted to keep Alriane from easy access to essence and required Jahl to carry all their essence-filled tools. Had she forgotten the Wa-fox carried its own store of Lal, a condensed, powerful amount? She had two of the nimble critters lounging on her mostot. A junction in the sands of the Lal desert was not much greater a source than a Wa-fox. He decided not to point out that Donya had overlooked the desert beasts in her plans for protecting Alriane.
“Jahl,” Donya said. “Look.” She pointed ahead. A low greenish bump traced the horizon in line with the trade road.
“Kosse Oasis?” Jahl prodded his mount forward. “Dwyll, is that Kosse up ahead?”
“A few more hours,” Dwyll called over his shoulder.
Jahl let his mount slow and drew even with Donya again.
He could see her slight smile under the drooping scarf. 
“You’re still hoping Estar will let you see Prestig’s grimoire,” she said.
Jahl grinned at her. “Of course.”
“Why is it so important for you to imbue a shard?”
“Few wielders can do it. And there might come of time when knowing how is important.”
“As important as it was for Tran?”
Jahl hoped that was never the case. The Wane’s attack on Jahl galvanized Tran’s efforts to gain the knowledge when Jahl was an infant. Without the imbued shard Tran buried in Jahl’s hip over twenty years ago, Jahl would have died. He watched Alriane rub Nimbles’ belly. 
He hoped he never experienced an event of that sort driving him to produce a near-impossible wield. Access to Prestig’s grimoire and Tran’s knowledge held more than imbuing shards. Knowing just that one wield would open tremendous knowledge. Prestig created a repeating slough of essence to fill a desert. Tran fortified his home, saved his nephew, and fashioned a charging stone. It was a skill worthy of a high wielder.
It was dangerous knowledge, too, as he’d seen with the shifter shard. He’d pursue the goal cautiously.
After an hour, Donya and Rouen switched places along the trail. 
Rouen shifted in his seat. “I’ll stay a couple of days before leaving for Martan’s Ferry.”
“Will Kisari and Dwyll wait for you?” Jahl asked.
“Dwyll plans to stay with his parents.” Rouen gazed forward at the two riders, setting the pace ahead of them. “I suspect Kisari will remain in Kosse awhile.”
“I suppose she no longer has to keep you out of trouble.”
The sun was dropping, the air finally cooling. Jahl slid back his scarf. A breeze had picked up, and the bright ribbons laced through the boney chest ridges on their mostots danced.
“Lucky me. I’ll have some quiet time.” He grinned at Jahl. “I’m looking forward to it. Then there’s the wedding to plan.” His grin fell. “I imagine marrying the Keeper of the Heart is no minor celebration.”
“One day. You’ll survive.”
“Nilda hinted it might be longer than a day.”
“Are you talking about the marriage or the ceremony?”
“Ceremony,” Rouen said, his voice sullen. “The marriage is going to last forever, and I’m fine with that.”
“I’m sorry.”
Rouen’s voice took on a false cheer. “Hey, what’s a week’s worth of rituals and other formalities. I get to marry Nilda.”
“That’s the spirit.”
Desperation leaked into Rouen’s tone. “You’ll come, won’t you?”
“Of course.” Jahl slapped Rouen’s shoulder. “You were there for me. I owe you.”
“Your wedding was one day.” 
Jahl laughed. “But there was Donya, and then Master Moln, the sisters, Greshim, the Ladies of the Lake...Talaura.”
Rouen sat up, his head taking on a perky jaunt. His brown hair, tied with a leather thong at the nape of his neck, swirled in the light wind. “You’re right. You should stand in for me after all I’ve done for you. I’ll show up when I have to say the vows. You do everything else.”
“Ro, I don’t think I’m as good a friend as you are.”
“It can’t be worse than fighting a sandstorm bear, can it?” His brown eyes looked hopeful and laced with humor.
Jahl chuckled, seeing Rouen wasn’t as unhappy as he pretended. “I imagine it’s much worse.”
“Yeah. You’re still coming, right?”
“Yup.”
“Kosse looks like an actual place.”
Jahl raised his gaze to the road ahead. The green line was a tree line. He found it hard to believe trees had sprouted out of the desert in just a few days, but Dwyll claimed they would arrive at a fully realized oasis.
“I will not have to knock you away from grasping shards, am I? You know how much it hurts me to bash you in the head.”
“Rough on those knuckles, huh?”
“So, I am going to have to know you about?”
“Dwyll doesn’t think Sand Walker Estar will allow me to see the grimoire. Your knuckles are probably safe.”
“But if she does?”
“We make some contingency plans and avoid you bashing me, if we can.”
“Does Donya know what you’re planning?”
“Not in so many words.”
Donya snickered too close by for Jahl to believe she hadn’t heard Rouen’s question.
“Looks like we have time for you to explain, Jahl,” she said in a cherry voice as she rode up beside him.
Rouen grinned.
“Go back to Naigan’s high wielder, traitor,” Jahl growled. He’d be lucky if his ears weren’t still ringing when they reached Kosse Junction.
Rouen waved and turned back, joining his aunt Stenna. 
Donya tipped her head. “What are you planning, Jahl?”
He raised his eyebrows and leaned toward Donya’s mount. “Alriane, leave off Nimbles’ essence.”
Donya jerked forward and looked over Alriane’s shoulder. “Little miss, stop that at once.”
“Alrie pet,” Alriane said, leaning over the telltale displacement of Wa-fox essence.
“We’ve already had this discussion, little one,” Donya said. “You are not to play with the essence unless Poppa or Momma are with you.”
Brown eyes Jahl was certain held a secret magic of their own gazed back and forth from Donya to Jahl. “Momma, Poppa here.”
Jahl grinned, then whistled as if he hadn’t heard the exchange. He focused his attention forward. “I hope we get to Kosse Junction soon.”
Donya slapped his arm. “Aren’t you going to say something to her?”
“What’s wrong? You doing okay, Alriane?”
Alriane nodded, her head bobbing repeatedly, her assurance she was fine.
“Good.”
“Jahl, she’s using Wa-fox essence.”
“To do what?” He examined the saddle, the mostot, the jumper Alriane was wearing, and the tether wrapped around her little waist. “She’s not wielded anything.”
Donya glared at him. “You just told her to leave his essence alone.”
“Yes. And she stopped.” He addressed Alriane. “Did you do anything with Nimbles’ essence, Alrie?”
“No.” Her headshaking was as definite as her earlier nod. “Alrie, pet.”
Jahl looked to Donya. “It could just be that when she pets Nimbles, he releases essence to curl around her fingers. We probably shouldn’t be so quick to reprimand.”
“Sand Walker Indiria said not to let her use essence.”
“I’ve been thinking about that. I’m interpreting it differently. She was just telling us what we already know. Alriane is going to have access to essence, and our job is to keep her from rushing too fast into wielding. Not stop her from wielding, just teach her control.”
“She’s two, Jahl. How much control can we expect?”
Jahl reviewed what his daughter had been doing over the last few weeks. “Alriane is not that far from being three, but going by what you told me, I think we can expect some control. She transferred essence of one type to a vessel of another type. She provided you with essence from Nimbles to refill your staff so you could battle Talaura, and she seemed to be aware, according to your account, of my wielding when she wasn’t even close to being able to observe me.”
Donya’s hands pressed her cheeks. “I’m afraid for her, Jahl. How can we protect her?”
“We’ve done well so far.” He reached across and took her hand. 
She squeezed his fingers. “Every time I turn around, she’s wielding essence. I wasn’t like that when I was two, and you weren’t that way either.”
Jahl shrugged. “I don’t know how I was, and your parents did not give you any opportunity to wield until you demanded I teach you, but Alriane is not like us. She’s probably moving at the pace she needs to, and we need to keep up.”
“Indiria said we’d have to run faster.”
“Or teach her to walk.”
“Maybe both?”
Jahl looked at Alriane, who seemed to sense his scrutiny. She gazed up at him and smiled. “Both,” he said. That smile was too innocent, and Jahl had been precocious about essence when he was a toddler, but he would not tell Donya that. Mom had dealt with much larger repercussions that could come from him wielding than were likely to face them raising Alriane. No one was trying to kill her if she wielded.

      [image: image-placeholder]The entrance to Kosse Junction gaped ahead of them, dark, cool and wide enough to ride two mostots side by side into it. Date palms surrounded the entry along with succulent ground cover. A vibrant green edge cut into the sand dunes that surrounded the wayside.
Jahl gaped as he released his mostot to join the other mounts in the corral.
Two handlers led Kisari’s and Dwyll’s mounts away and would return for the rest. How big was this junction that it could have a separate entrance to a stable out of view? Going by the size of the mound, probably huge.
Kisari and Dwyll were already inside. Jahl gripped his staff and desert pack. Donya wore her pack and carried Alriane ahead of him, the two Wa-foxes darting around her feet. He hoped Estar and Artur welcomed them to their wayside. It provided travelers with rooms, but did it accept small animals? Dwyll hadn’t said.
Entering the lobby, the most likely word he could use to describe it, provided instant comfort. The air he inhaled soothed his dry nostrils. His skin, feeling like stretched leather, eased. He supposed that after he’d cooled down from his brief wait outside in the evening heat, he might appreciate his layered desert garb.
Donya gazed over her shoulder at him, a pleased smile on her face.
Pale green walls, covered with a mossy growth from floor to ceiling, brightened the airy room. The ceiling had the same furry surface. A pale lichen coated the floor and showed no damage from their booted feet. Familiar sandstone seats, though with bright red cushions on them, furnished the wide space. A sandstone base supported an expansive, whorled wood counter, shiny with polish.
There was no one to greet them, and he leaned against the counter, giving Donya an uncertain gaze.
“Well, they’ve made improvements!” bellowed Stenna Klar as she stomped into the lobby.
Jahl jerked at her loudness. Better than ringing a bell for service.
Donya whirled around. “Auntie, you’ll wake the neighbors in Kittering.”
Stenna waved a nonchalant hand. “Nobody’s sleeping at this hour.”
Jahl eyed his daughter, loose-limbed in Donya’s arms and definitely sleeping. He’d lost track of the foxes. They avoided Stenna. Sensitive ears, he imagined.
Rouen carted three rucksacks and two supply bags through the entrance. He let them fall to the floor in solid, sequential thumps.
A tall, slender woman with silvered brown hair braided over her shoulder and hanging to her waist entered from a doorway at the back of the reception area. She stared at Jahl for a long moment. “No,” she said. After that pronouncement, her mouth shut, her lips tightening. 
Jahl raised his eyebrows. Rouen snorted. If this was Estar, Dwyll must have informed her of his desire to examine the grimoire. He had his answer.
The woman turned her attention to Donya, Stenna and Rouen. “I’m Estar of Kosse, welcome.” She clapped her hands and two young boys raced in and grabbed the stack of bags at Rouen’s feet. One reached for Jahl’s desert bag, but he shook his head, and the boy saluted him. The two raced away, dragging what they couldn’t carry. The lichen floor showed no evidence behind them of the abuse. “I have rooms for you all. Come.” Estar turned, and they hurried to catch up to her. Stenna was surprisingly silent.
The hall they entered sprouted three corridors. She guided them at a brisk pace down the left arm. Near the stables, Jahl imagined. 
They passed a few doors before Estar stopped. “Wielder Marson, I hope you find this room to your liking. If there is anything you need, please let me know.” She opened the door and waved him in. Two of the sacks sat in the center of a plush rug. Rouen stepped in and before he could say a word of thanks, she’d closed the door. 
“Come along.” They were off again. Two doors further, and she stopped. “Naigan Master, these are your rooms. You’ll find tea served and a bath readied.”
Stenna stood at the door, Estar waiting for her to enter. “My usual room, the well-insulated one, in case I talk in my sleep.”
“In case you talk at all,” Estar said. Stenna walked in, her chin up, and gave Jahl and Donya a wink. The door closed with a firm snap.
Estar turned, gazing at Donya and Jahl. Her voice softened. “Your quarters have two rooms and a parlor for visitors. I included a cuddle cot for the Wa-foxes. There is easy access for them to the outside when they have the need.” They followed her down the corridor until she stopped before a set of double doors and stepped aside.
Donya entered first and turned slowly, gazing about the room in increasing wonder. “Jahl, come inside.”
Estar’s strict features smiled, and she gestured Jahl forward. 
It was amazing how her narrow face, so stern, could remodel into kindness in an instant. Jahl stared before walking past her. “You should rest before the evening meal,” she said, gazing at Alriane. “When she awakens, you’ll need to be ready.”
“Ready?” Donya asked.
“She is a sandstorm, is she not?”
Donya sighed. “You can tell just by looking at her?”
“Dwyll filled me in.” She reached for the door handles. “Rest well,” she said, closing the doors with a soft snick.
The room’s floor and ceiling surfaces were the same as the lobby, dark green leaves above, pale lichen below. Adding variety to the decor, tiny pastel flowers covered the walls, a subdued pink predominant. The faint fragrance they produced soothed the tension out of Jahl’s shoulders. He set his rucksack on a low sandstone table, rolled his shoulders, and tossed his staff onto the couch. The furnishings echoed the colors on the wall with variations on which pale tone took precedence. Though there were no windows, globes mounted or grown on the walls—he suspected the latter—illuminated the spaces.
“I’m going to put Alriane down. Maybe she’ll rest long enough for us to take a nap.”
“We can hope.” Jahl grinned, hefted his bag, taking Donya’s from her, and strode to their room. He wondered how he would dim them for sleeping. Maybe it followed the daylight hours. If not, he’d apply his own version of adjustment to them. He pressed his hand to the succulent wall and sent a questing tendril of essence at a globe. It dimmed and brightened.
Donya joined him. “She has the cutest crib. Pliable vines provide slats and rails.” She sighed. “It’s a shame it won’t keep her in if she awakens. There’s essence everywhere.”
“There’s essence everywhere at home, too.” He set their bags on the bench at the end of the bed.
She turned down the covers. “But not in the bed, the walls, the floors, the furniture.”
“Are you sure? We’ve shards everywhere.”
Her shoulders slumped. “We don’t stand a chance, do we?”
Jahl drew her to his chest and lifted her chin. “Master Wielder Donya Deln-Marson Pratter, we soaked her in Lake Naigan for days, suffused her in the Heart of Lal, surrounded her with the sands of Loeban and made a Wa-fox her companion. She’s too smart for us. We should just start calling her High Wielder Alrie and get used to it.”
Donya chuckled and pressed her face to his shoulder. “When you list them off like that, I must be mad to think I can fence her away from essence.”
“Madness. Yes, we’ve put her to bed in a junction held together by a river of Lal essence.” He tugged her hands from around his waist. “We need rest. It will look so much worse later, so let’s gather our strength.”
She let him swing her around and walk her backwards to the bed. “You’re terrible at making a person feel better,” she said. 
“Then why are you smiling?”
“Madness, I told you.”
“I like my woman with a dash of madness. Keeps her unpredictable.”
They crawled on the bed together, and Jahl pulled her close to his side. She curled under his arm. “Sleep, Donya. We’ll sprint faster after some rest.”
Certain he had slept, Jahl opened his eyes with sudden wakefulness. A Wa-fox stood on his chest. He glanced to the right at Donya, stretched out on her side of the bed. The globes still lit the room softly, and a fox still stood on his chest, his pointed face, in particular his black snout, so close to Jahl the whiskers it bore tickled his chin.
“Wiley?” he whispered.
The fox’s toes curled, grasping his shirt. “Estar said you had easy access to the outside if you need it.” Wiley’s cupped and tufted ears tipped toward Jahl, forming a crease between the intent black eyes. “Is there something I can help you with?”
Wiley leaped off Jahl’s chest and landed on the floor. 
Leaning on his elbow, he watched the fox trot to the door. He stopped, looked over his shoulder, flipped his bushy, black-tipped tail and left the room. Jahl mulled over if he should see if the fox was waiting for him in the main room. Wiley was back before he could decide. The fox leaped into the air and landed on his black paws with a stamp. Then he raced out the doorway.
Jahl glanced at Donya. She hadn’t stirred. Wiley was her fox if he was anybody’s. For what did the critter need Jahl?
Wiley returned, lowered his head even with his shoulders and stared. His tail flicked behind him. Jahl raised a finger, sat up, and located his boots. The fox watched him tug on them on and didn’t exit the room again until Jahl was a pace from the doorway. By the time Jahl was in the center of the parlor, Wiley waited by the double doors.
Jahl ran his fingers through his hair, pushing his bangs back and smoothing any disorder left from his nap. He adjusted the loose desert shirt so that the collar hung correctly and headed for the door. 
Wiley stared up at him. 
“Where are you taking me?”
The old fox growled softly, and Jahl looked to Alriane’s open doorway. Assured she was still napping, he pressed the latch on the door and opened it, allowing Wiley to exit first.
He considered if he was perhaps still asleep and touched the verdant wall. It felt real enough: cool to the touch, pliant and alive. Tendrils of desert essence snaked off his fingers when he withdrew his hand.
Wiley trotted along. He seemed confident Jahl would keep up. The hall turned at the end and stairs led down. Wiley leaped two steps at a time and waited at the bottom for Jahl. It was dark, but the fox glowed softly turquoise in the gloom below.
With a few steps still to go, Jahl assumed it was a large room by the feel of the air flow, but he saw nothing of its contents. He laid his hand on the wall and sought the essence that could activate the globe lights. The illumination increased evenly.
A library. Comfortable chairs, a few small tables, and numerous shelves. The decor matched the rest of the way station. 
Wiley crossed the room and stopped before a bare wall. The petite fox stared back over his shoulder. Jahl gazed at the sandstone, noting no plant growth covered it. Wiley’s black nose twitching, he sat down facing the blank wall. 
The room looked well used, the space probably a common area for guests. He didn’t have an explanation for the bare wall. Standing beside the fox, he gazed at it. “Wiley, why are we here?”
Other than an ear twitch, Wiley made no reply.
Jahl crouched down and patted the fox’s shoulder. “What are we looking at?”
A hole formed in front of them and grew until it was a height and width Jahl could crawl through. Wiley dashed inside. After a look over his shoulder to confirm they were alone, Jahl crawled in after him. They were still inside the junction, but this room lacked light. Surprising. Jahl expected the light from the library to spill through. 
He reached behind him, finding the hole healed, and rose slowly. The room gained luminosity and revealed a second reading room, this one much smaller. A lone bookcase covered one entire wall and a single, well-stuffed chair sat in the center of the room. Wiley curled up in a corner, his coarse tail wrapped around his body, the black tip behind his ear.
There was a barrel table by the chair and a hand-bound tome on the round top. When the cover flipped open on its own, Jahl stepped back. 
Wiley closed his eyes, his body visibly relaxing.






  
  Chapter two
Prestig's Grimoire
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The room, with the added light, lost some of its mystery. It could be another reading space, though perhaps for Sand Walker Estar’s private use. Jahl waited a minute, expecting the text on the table to do further gymnastics. Wiley curled tighter, and the book made no further movements. 
He flipped the cover closed and his eyebrows rose. This was the book he’d seen in Uncle Tran’s grimoire when he tapped into its disappearing essence. Prestig’s grimoire. He sat in the chair and pulled the book into his lap. With care, he examined the cracked leather cover, the pages equally brittle. Laying his finger on the spine of the book, he fingered a hollow where his uncle had pressed an imbued shard. He’d expected the tome to be pristine, unmarred by time. The vision hadn’t revealed so much age. 
There had been the secondary vision, clearly from Prestig’s viewpoint. He supposed the grimoire would have been new when Prestig had it, or at least in better condition.
Now that he had access to the wielder’s work, he hesitated. Estar said, “No.” He’d assumed she was refusing to let him see the grimoire. What else could she have meant? Jahl glanced at Wiley. The fox had been a regular visitor to Prestig’s remnant self in the High Reach cliff. Was he fulfilling a request made by Prestig?
His conscience vexed him. Could he go against Estar’s decision because Wiley brought him to the room that housed the grimoire? Maybe Wiley felt a need to be near his old friend in some form, but if that was the case, he didn’t need Jahl for chaperone.
Jahl opened the book to the middle pages. It took him a minute to make out the individual letters of the highly styled script. Gibberish. Prestig wasn’t his mentor; Jahl didn’t have rights to study his grimoire. It would provide bits and pieces of entries made, a nonsensical rebuff to any unwelcome viewer. He didn’t have a single shard or standing stone on him to force the grimoire to reveal more. He’d left them in his room.
Wiley snuffled. Jahl gazed at the fox, now staring at him.
“You’re not helping.” Jahl stared at the open book. With a last glance at the fox, he flattened a hand on the right-hand page. 
He fell, his knees jarring him, and he put out his hands, stopping his plummet toward the plush rug. His fingers dug into the thick pile. There was no rug in the little reading room. A fire crackled in a grate to his right. No fire either.
“I have chairs,” a good-humored voice informed him.
Jahl stood and brushed at his knees as he took a surreptitious look around. He was not in Kosse Junction. A cozy study surrounded him. There were chairs as promised, and he sat in the nearest one. Prestig, a few decades younger than he’d last seen him, sat in another close by. His long hair hung straight, parted down the middle, but it was more black than white. The older Prestig he’d met in the mountain west of Loeban had pure white hair.
“Master Wielder,” Prestig said. “I wasn’t sure Wiley could get you to come by. He’s a quick one or you are.”
“You can credit the fox.” Jahl crossed his ankles and leaned back in the cushioned chair. “I can’t walk away from a good coaxing.”
“All the remnants share a connection, you know?”
An interesting question. Prestig in High Reach communicated with this Prestig, or how would this one have known him? Wait, there was no shard in the grimoire. He’d have felt it. How was it that there was a version of Prestig here? “I don’t understand. How are you even in your book of wields? There’s no imbued shard.”
“One leaves a bit of oneself after so many years of jotting down life, wouldn’t you agree?”
“But you leave an actual piece of the self in an imbued shard, right? Just words are in a grimoire.”
“True. The way Tran created shards, that is the case. But I had a unique process.” He nodded at a wall of texts. “I practiced for some time before I created the essence-capturing wall at High Reach. There is no shard there.”
“Just an entire wall.”
“A wall of Wa-metal, not stone.”
Jahl gripped the chair arms as he worked to fathom through the possibilities Prestig hinted. “Why did you want me here?”
“Someone to talk to. Wiley has been a fine companion, but he’s far from High Reach now and may never return. I enjoyed your visit and thought to enjoy another when I am less focused.”
Jahl recalled Prestig’s demanding presence during Jahl’s attempt to rebuild the wall. Focused hardly covered the wielder’s tenacity. This version of him offered time to think. Maybe offered time to learn? “Did you know Uncle Tran?”
“You speak of him in the past tense.”
“He passed away over eight years ago. He left me his home and all it contained.”
“As I recall, you were important to him. A dangerous curse killed many wielders and tortured you.”
“The Wielder Wane.” Jahl rubbed at his hip. The disease wracked him for sixteen years; it wasn’t likely he’d forget it.
Prestig squinted at the gesture. 
Jahl shrugged, aware the habit hadn’t abated in the years he’d broken the twisting destruction of the curse.
Prestig smoothed his straight hair behind his ears, though it hadn’t fallen forward. His own habitual gesture? “Tran wanted a means to block the Wane or destroy it through essence. He thought I knew how to make an imbued shard.”
“You didn’t?”
“Not the way your uncle hoped.” He shook his head. “Tran Donnel needed a tool he could use on you.”
“So you couldn’t help him.”
“I didn’t say that.”
Jahl leaned forward, his elbows on his knees. “Can you explain to me what he learned from you?”
“Can you afford to lose a part of yourself, High Wielder Pratter? And how much can you afford to lose?”
He rubbed his forehead. This conversation could give him a headache. Mom had said after he’d used the shard to stave off the disease from further destroying Jahl’s body, Tran had suffered a Wane attack that made him like a child. But Tran had recovered. Jahl’s memories of his uncle before his death confirmed he had full control of his faculties. “My uncle seemed unimpaired. He made a quantity of imbued shards.”
Prestig steepled his hands and pressed his thumbs under his chin. “A talented man, that great uncle of yours. My recipe called for a chunk of the self.” The Loeban wielder stared at the fire in the grate. It flickered on the walls. “In using stone filled with essence, he may have reduced that ingredient to a negligible amount. I had volumes of sand and a cliff wall, but the Lal required accumulation to be useful. Perhaps it is you who should inform me.” 
The firelight glinted in Prestig’s eyes, and Jahl wondered if the old wielder was joking or being literal. “So you severed a part of yourself and inserted it into the High Reach gathering wall?”
“I took a piece of my Wa’Suur, the self if you don’t mind the generality of the word. Think of it as a core element of what contains ‘you.’”
“The shards on my vest have remnants, versions of my uncle in them. Is that also Wa’Suur?”
Prestig nodded against his bracing thumbs. He interlaced his fingers and settled his hands on his lap. “Tran uses the ingredient but to a lesser degree.”
“Then you can tell me how he did so.”
Prestig exhaled noisily.
Jahl felt the uncertainty in the action. Perhaps even refusal. “High Master Prestig, what did you tell my uncle?”
Prestig left his chair and strolled to the bookcase. He ran his fingers along the spines of several ledgers before plucking one from the shelf. After blowing dust, Jahl imagined nonexistent, from the text, he handed it to Jahl. 
Jahl breathed in deeply. “There’s no smell,” he said. Prestig’s study lacked dust, and the parchment gave no impression of age.
“Ah. A simple thing to forget.” Prestig closed his eyes.
Jahl smelled burnt wood, a taint of dust, and the acidic fragrance of ink.
Prestig snapped his fingers. “Sound. That’s missing, too, isn’t it?” He went to a wall where a window flashed into appearance, a bookshelf vanishing. He pulled the sash up. A breeze wandered in, and birds twittered. Pine scent added to the flavor of the air. Turning from the window, Prestig grinned at Jahl. The fire in the grate crackled.
Jahl gazed down at the ledger in his hand then eyed the wielder as he returned to his chair. He’d be sure not to ask for anything to drink. There was something strange about the idea of drinking tea Prestig created from thought and added sensory qualities to.
Jahl set the bound pages on his lap and flipped the aged leather cover. The title page held an ornate P and nothing else. He turned the page and another before turning a quarter of the bound pages over. “Sand Walker, this is gibberish.”
Prestig’s intent gaze leaked humor. 
Jahl snapped the book closed and set it on the table by his chair.
“Giving up so easily?”
“I can’t read it. It’s protected by a gibberish charm, or some version of it.”
“Really?” Prestig reached for the ledger and opened it. “Looks perfectly readable to me.”
“You wrote it.” Annoyed, he stared at Prestig. “You’re playing with me.”
Prestig held the book out. “Try again. You are in my version of a Wa’Suur.” 
Jahl kept his arms crossed over his chest.
Prestig set it on the table between them and steepled his hands again. “Read it.”
Jahl gazed at the pages Prestig had left it open to. Gibberish again. What did he mean by ‘You are in my Wa’Suur’? Could he manipulate things because he was within a piece of Prestig? Something was familiar about this. But it wasn’t a memory from when he had visited his uncle’s remnants in the buttons of his vest. Something earlier, some memory he’d forgotten. He rubbed his hip. Whatever it was, it had to do with Uncle Tran.
Jahl rested his hand on the pages. I want to see. They remained unchanged, and he exhaled his annoyance, forcing himself to think and relax. There was a tool his uncle used to train student wielders: the Twai’wa Glin glasses that taught the young wielder to trust his inner vision, not what he saw with his eyes. 
Jahl closed his eyes and pressed his hand on the page. He called for a vision as he might when wielding an object. This time, he would wield a translation. He tugged at the words written beneath his hand and demanded they form in his mind.
I am who I am, wherever I am. I am Wa’Suur. 
Familiar words, but they held the legacy of gibberish. I am Wa’Suur. Jahl tipped his head. He was inside Prestig’s Wa’Suur, or at least a portion of it. Or was it inside him? Whichever, did that give him power over this remnant of the long dead master’s remaining knowledge? He turned a page and wielded another translation. It could also mean that each remnant was aware of what the other pieces learned. That made sense.
This time I am weakened; my memories become foggy. There is no scar, no actual gouge in my skin, but something is missing. The edge of loneliness digs into my mind. I need to be with people.
The words weren’t the only thing that came at his demand. Loneliness pressed at his throat. He opened his eyes. Wiley had joined them and lay curled by the warm grate. Prestig wandered the room, his footsteps silent. The birds had dropped in volume, the pine scent eased to mostly fragrant parchment, and the odor of aged ink hung in the air.
“When did you stop feeling lonely?” Jahl asked.
Prestig paused by a low table with an assortment of illustrations spread upon it. “After the Wa metal at High Reach synced. So much of me went into that wall. All of me, I believe.” Prestig sounded unhappy with the possibility he had died the day he completed the wall feeding Loeban Desert essence. He dusted his hands as though brushing away his discomfort. “Once finished, it worked just as it should. I watched essence flow in and flow out for centuries. I wasn’t lonely.” He turned and faced Jahl. “I think there was nothing left to feel lonely. Are you willing to lose that much?”
“I don’t believe that’s how it worked for my uncle.”
“Right. He found a different way.”
“Did being around people help the loneliness? You said, here, that you needed to be with people.”
Prestig strode to his seat and eased himself into it. “Yes. I recall that helped. It replenished me as time wore on. It was a slow healing of Wa’Suur.” He rose and wandered the room again. He looked out the window. “Fortunately, I did fully heal. I suppose I needed all of myself for the plans I designed to improve Loeban Desert.”
Jahl watched him. Was that why it took years for Uncle Tran to recover from the Wane? Were there similar damaging properties to severing Wa’Suur and the devastation of the Wane?
“How did you sever this piece off?”
Prestig shook his head. “I’m not willing to endanger you, not after all Tran Donnel did to save you. It would be the same as if I were to have helped Talaura take down my wall. A waste of a life; I’ll not do that to you.” The study disappeared, an amorphous gray enclosure taking its place. “I wanted company.”
Jahl blinked, and when his eyes opened, he sat in the small reading room. Wiley stood by his foot and peered up at him, his head cocked, oversized ears tipped toward him. “I hope he said goodbye to you before he tossed you out.” He rubbed his hip. “Well, he didn’t actually toss me. Uncle Tran did, more than once.”
The light in the room dimmed with little encouragement, and Jahl crawled out the hole Wiley created.
The walk back to his room took only a few minutes. Except for his soft tread in the hallway, no other sound filled the junction. The doors closed with a faint snick.
He’d only just slid under the covers when Donya said, “What time is it? Where did you go?”
Jahl pulled her into his arms and cuddled her close. “I was summoned and then sent packing.”
“Estar?” she mumbled.
“Prestig.”
“Hmm?”
In the dim light of the wall globes, he could see that her eyes were closed. “You sound sleepy. Do you want me to tell my story now or later?”
She pressed her cheek into his shoulder. “Later.”
When he ran his fingers across her neck, shifting a lock of hair to the side, she didn’t stir. “I’ll just lie here and think awhile.” He prodded the pillow into better support and stared at the ceiling, his fingers trailing up and down her arm across his chest.






  
  Chapter three
The Reticent Man
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Donya stirred against the sleep carrying her away from her worries. Why was Jahl acting different? He’d been his usual attentive self, full of humor and affection. She could feel the gently thump of his heart stir the bed. The soft vibration of the mattress stayed familiar, but there was something different about the Jahl who rode off with Rouen and this one lying beside her. She couldn’t put her finger on it. Days of watching him had not revealed the change. Sand Walker Indiria had shared a similar observation. Of course, it had been cryptic. That woman should tell fortunes by the fire, leaving anyone worried about her fate. 
Jahl’s path will take him beyond himself. You must stay close if you hope to guide him back.
Definitely a warning, but as usual, unfathomable. 
They were traveling the trade route back to Kittering and then home. One path ahead, he could hardly get lost or she lose him.
She worried at the warning, but sleep kept her bobbing in and out of focus. Giving up, she let her need for rest wash over her.

      [image: image-placeholder]Jahl jerked, his shoulder tapping Donya’s. She rolled away and blinked the sleep from her eyes. The pale glow of the wall sconces illuminated Jahl beside her in soft outlines. 
She watched him, sitting up, ready to wake him. Jahl shuddered, and in the dim light, she could make out a grimace on his face. Should she waken him? He was probably dreaming of something unpleasant. Again. 
If she woke him, they could talk about the dream. 
Right. He’d just deny it or say he didn’t remember. Jahl was always so open. This new reticent man made her uncomfortable. They’d been away from each other longer than his usual jaunts took him. This time he had traveled the Loeban desert for weeks while she searched for him. She would have found him if Talaura hadn’t taken her north and then trapped her. 
But she had caught up with him, eventually. He’d come off of High Reach full of confidence and vigor. That was hardly worth worrying about. 
Still, something was different about him. He was almost secretive. She squinted at him. Sometimes it seemed he didn’t even know he was evading her questions. Could this Prestig, this sand walker extraordinaire, have changed him, or worse, become part of him?
Jahl shivered, his breath coming in quick gasps. She pressed a hand to his chest, and his breathing smoothed out. 
She whispered, “Jahl, what are you dreaming?”
Slurred words tumbled from his lips. “I could make it over.”
“What? Make what over?”
Jahl clutched her hand and flung it from his chest. His gesture was so strong and quick, she didn’t move back fast enough. The back of his hand slapped her collarbone, and it smarted.
He’d grown quiet again, his arms wrapped about himself. Mumbling and shivering, Jahl plucked at his shirtfront.
Buttons, had he said buttons?
His fingers searched his desert shirt. 
Good luck finding buttons there, love.
She gripped his hands, but he pulled them from her and continued his search.
At the site of the fourth button, his fingers fumbled as if no button, even in his dreams, existed.
He was dreaming of a time in Loeban. Rouen had returned the missing button, and Jahl had reattached it.
She ducked beneath the swing of his arm and watched for more aggressive actions. 
A groan rumbled, sounding as if buried beneath volumes of stone, and his chest expanded with a deep breath.
Enough, she was waking him up. Before she could lean in and grasp his shoulder, Jahl slumped down as if nothing animated his limbs anymore. His breathing eased, and his jaw relaxed, lips parting.
She watched him for several minutes, but he slept peacefully. Lying down beside him, she stared at the pale outline of his slowly rising and falling chest. 
When her fingers sought his hand, his own curled around hers. He mumbled her name in a tender tone. She closed her eyes, her sensitive fingertips trailing over his. Soothed, she let herself rest.
When she woke again, he was still sleeping. Her kiss on his cheek drew no response. 
He looked so peaceful. Had she dreamed those worrisome moments in the night? Even as she crawled out of bed, she watched him, his relaxed expression failing to ease her concerns. He slept on. She searched the semi-dark room for her boots, knocking against the side table in her clumsy effort to be quiet, and still he remained asleep.
She tugged on a boot, not really paying attention, and stared down at him for another moment. A strong pull brought her heel to the sole of the second boot with a thump. At the door, she gave him one last look. She’d let him sleep until she knew when they should join Dwyll’s family for dinner, which couldn’t be more than an hour away.
Her hand clung to the door frame, her cheek on the pale wood. “What are you hiding, Jahl?”
His slumbering face told her nothing.






  
  Chapter four
Run out of Kosse
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Jahl woke up with a start, claustrophobia and terror gripping his chest. He was alone in the bed, and he listened for Donya as he freed himself from the sheet tangling around his feet. Vague voices still thrummed in his ears, interfering with any sounds made in their chambers. 
What was it he was dreaming? A dark place he couldn’t exit. Or had he been the one creating the confining space? It had been tight, a tingling had pressed against his skin, holding him in place. He sat on the edge of the bed and rubbed his forehead. He remembered voices, but he couldn’t recall who had spoken to him. There had been other voices making demands. 
Digging back into the sensation of the dream, he returned to his initial impression: walls cramping him and keeping him from something. What was he reaching for? Not reaching, hiding. Had he been hiding something? 
Ridiculous. He shook his head. It was just a bad dream.
“You’re up.” Donya stood in the doorway. 
Nodding and smiling, he drew comfort from her presence. She was in casual desert wear. “Should we ready for dinner soon?” he asked. He tugged at his shirt; he should change into something less wrinkled.
“Our meal arrived a few minutes ago.”
Then he’d just stick with what he was wearing. He tugged his shirt straight on his shoulders. “I thought we were going to eat with everyone else, if not the Sand Walkers then at
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