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Lottie wakes each morning, facing another day in Winsome Woods. She doesn’t remember why she’s there or where she came from, but there are things to do if she’s going to last long enough to figure it out.
When the arrival stone shakes her small wooded world, she finds out she’s no longer on her own. Unfortunately, Jag’s arrival inside the failing spell confirms there’s no way out. 
The spell is breaking down, and her limited skills may lead to it faltering in a matter of days. When the last leaf drops, everything and everyone disappears.
Can Jag help her make her own magic escape or will they both fall Under Winsome Magic?
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  Chapter one
Standing Stone
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Jahl Pratter dropped his last coin into the rental box mounted on the pine wall and prepared to pick out a standing stone. The usual stack of flat stones by the mercantile’s door was gone, so the young magic wielder had needed to head in and search the stock at the back. The cramped space where the stones were stored made it hard for the sixteen-year-old to crouch down with his crippled leg stuck out to one side.  
Kohen Tommlar, the Warder of Stones and the shop owner, was busy with customers. Jahl peeked around a stack of stones to estimate how much longer he had to get his stone and get out before he fell under the eye of the easily aggravated Tommlar. The shop owner was still distracted.
Jahl twisted about, pressing a lean hip against one of the stacks of expensive stones he always ignored when he had to search the back of the store. He needed a cheap, well-used but still viable standing stone. He ran his fingers down the hard, flinty edges of stones that he could afford to choose from. They looked thinner, too, which he liked to think would make one easier to carry.
The third edge his fingers came in contact with sparked against Jahl’s fingertips and made them tingle. It was the strongest response he’d ever felt from a used stone. Thankful it was near the top of the stack, Jahl took a decisive breath. They were heavy, but moving two out of the way would leave him still strong enough to carry the third out front to one of the complementary booths. 
The booths were just four-foot-square spaces of dirt left of the front door, but the booths were the only opportunity Jahl had to meet clients looking for a quick spell. If he could build up a regular set of clients, he would buy a used but magic-rich stone and be able to have his clients come to his home for his services. But until then, renting a standing stone and waiting in the appointed space by the front of the store would have to do. So far, he’d only managed to earn enough each day to rent another stone the next morning.
He ran his fingers over the surface of the top stone, flakes bouncing off as his fingers moved over the chisel marks. A vague vibration trembled against his hand. Assured it was not a good standing stone, Jahl gripped it and lifted with a grunt, turned and heaved it onto a taller stack. His shoulder muscles cramped with the effort, and he marveled at its weight and lack of even a trace of magic. Tommlar must be hoping to take advantage of a poor, low-talent wielder. He pivoted on the one foot supporting his weight and grasped the second stone. At his touch, it gave off a vaporous stink, and he hurried to move it aside so he could remove his hands from the remains of what must have been dark usage. Wielders that practiced curses and poisoning magic tended to rent stones rather than use their own.
Jahl wished yet again for a job worthy enough to earn him the coin needed to buy his own standing stone. Tommlar’s gruff voice reminded him he should not dally at the back long. The shop owner would find some reason to berate him, even if it was just for daydreaming. 
Grab the good one and get out before you draw Tommlar’s attention, he told himself. He dug his fingers under the edge of his selected stone. Blood’s Bees! How was he going to pull the stone to his chest and rise up on his good leg in this cramped space? He turned yet again, grating his right shoulder and hip against a tall stack of high-end magic stones. The contact drew arcs of brilliant color and drifting dust particles like tiny stars. Jahl looked toward the owner of the mercantile at the front of the store and was happy to see he was still with a customer. Tommlar would accuse him of testing the merchandise if he caught him drawing arcs and magic debris from the expensive stones. He might even think Jahl had been passing magic into the rental he was touching. That would be a feat for a new wielder!
Jahl shifted his weight to the side and into the cloud of drifting essence. He felt the tingle against his skin as he soaked it up. With that simple gesture, the response faded, and Tommlar was still too busy to notice. Jahl adjusted his position again and rested a moment while he judged the space between stacks that might offer a better stance for him. He stuck his right leg into the space between the two standing stone columns and settled his weight on the ball of his left foot. Jahl pulled his shoulders in and yanked the stone’s far edge up, and then he yanked again and pulled it to his chest. Leaning forward and using his crippled leg as a lever, he stood up, holding his breath as he strained.
Jahl rocked with the effort to remain upright against the tug of the stone in his arms and only one strong leg to stand on. To counterbalance, he leaned back farther than he should and tapped a stack behind him. Jahl felt it shift. Tommlar was still busy, thankfully, and Jahl closed his eyes and pulled at the stack behind him until he felt it find its balance. His fingers tingled with the strain of drawing the majority of the magic into his shoulders rather than through his whole body when he stood on a stone and felt the power rise up. 
He shuffled right, limping in his practiced, graceful-yet-awkward manner out from the stacks. Every step caused him pain that ran from his twisted heel up through his stiff knee to a hip that almost creaked with the cramps running up his thigh and buttocks. Little puffs of air rushed past his lips, and he held back his moaning response to the pain. Allowing his body to lean to the side and resting his shoulder against the store wall, Jahl paused, hidden between two display racks, to wait out the discomfort. He stepped out and sighed as he peered ahead to the sun-drenched, open double doors of the mercantile.
The morning sun glaring through the door was eclipsed, and everyone in the store glanced at the entrance. Bragg Moln stood in the doorway squinting into the shadows. Jahl stood still and felt the blood rising to his cheeks in anticipation of what the man would do. It was hard to accept help at the same time he was trying to earn the respect a magic wielder needed for customers to have confidence. As much as it was a strain to carry the stone, it forced people to recognize him for what he was. But he knew Moln saw the situation differently.
The big man scanned the store before lighting his gaze on Jahl. “Young Pratter, no helpful clerk about to carry that for you? I’ll give you a hand.” A couple of customers deliberately leaned closer to the stock in front of them, suddenly intensely interested in flatware and curtain material. They snuck glimpses first at Pratter then at Tommlar, anticipating a snide remark that would entertain them. 
Jahl clutched tighter at the stone. “No, I got it. No need to trouble yourself, Master Moln.”
Tommlar faced Jahl’s direction. The young wielder’s heart raced, anticipating trouble. The shop owner squinted, but he seemed to find the moment amusing and simply watched.
“Give it here, boy,” Moln said. He stomped forward, and Tommlar snorted but turned away to write up a purchase. The customers returned to their purchases, no longer interested. Bragg reached for the stone. “I’ll not let your mom say I allowed you to struggle when I was here to help.”
Jahl let him take the burden from him and carry it the rest of the way to the door. Bragg had once hoped to marry Jahl’s mother. Some men might have acted like they’d never known Mahre Donnel in their youth and would not acknowledge her children from another man, but Bragg was always there, kind, willing to help no matter what it looked like to others. The big man carried the stone like it was a stack of towels. He waited for Jahl to shuffle to the porch.
“Where you want it, lad?”
“The far corner spot at the end, Master Moln.” This is how it had always been with Moln, and Jahl groaned internally. He’d tried explaining to the man that he needed to do it himself, to push himself, but Moln would always grow awkward and nervous, leaving Jahl feeling guilty for not appreciating the help. In the end, considering most people avoided even looking at him, Jahl figured help he didn’t want was much better than the suspicion and open hostility that other wielders showed him.
“I keep telling you to call me Bragg.” The older man set the stone lightly on the ground.
“And I’ll keep trying, Master Moln. It will come out someday.” Jahl stepped on the stone and smiled a thank-you at Bragg. He always felt comfortable with the man, even if he did help him more than Jahl wanted.
“See that it does.” He patted Jahl’s shoulder. “Got my shopping to do. If you’re finished when I am, I’ll drag that thing back in for you.”
“I plan to be here all day. I’ll manage later. I’m always stronger after working magic.”
“Are you now?” The man eyed him. “Let me see.” He searched his clothes until he found an object in his vest pocket. “Can you fix this?”
Jahl sighed, but he took the item from him and held it in his palm. It was a tiny teacup, covered in dirt. Jahl suspected Bragg had found it in the road on the way into town and had perhaps decided to keep it and give it to his daughter. Jahl wiped a finger at the crusted grime, sensing, more than seeing, a crack and a chip in the miniature piece. He could have turned it upside down on his pinky like a porcelain hat it was so small. “Are you sure you want me to fix this? It’s hardly worth it.”
“Hmm. What’s your price?”
“A half copper.”
Bragg jangled coins in his money pouch and pulled out a small coin. “Fix it up.”
Jahl tugged at the power in the standing stone. He felt it ease up his legs in a tingling, itchy way until it filled the spaces between what was Jahl Pratter and what was magic receptacle. The warmth drew out the constant ache in his bad leg and gave strength to his twisted hip. The image of the cup grew in his mind, dirt dripping off it like sand from a cupped hand. The shiny white of the porcelain glowed clean, the cracks sealing themselves, the chip backfilling. He imagined posies, a clump of three on opposing sides of the cup and one in the inside bottom. He eased the undercoating of white pigment about until the posies revealed themselves in fine pink bisque through a single layer of clear glaze. Jahl squeezed his hand tighter around the tiny cup and pulled at the magic until he felt that what he imagined and what lay nestled in his hand were the same. 
He opened his eyes and tipped his hand over Bragg’s. The tiny white cup and its posy pattern dropped into the man’s palm. The two wielders smiled down at it.
“Very much worth a full copper,” said Bragg placing the coin into Jahl’s hand. “And you feel stronger, too?”
Jahl stood a little straighter. “Yes. But I did say a half copper, sir.”
“And I said a full. My little Ioane is going to love this pretty thing.” He tipped his head as he peered at it. “Don’t believe I noticed those flowers on it.”
“It was awfully dirty, Master Moln.”
“Aye, must have been, young Jahl the magic wielder.” Bragg dropped the cup into his breast pocket and turned on his heel, stepped onto the porch and clumped his loud steps into the store. He waved a hand just as he entered the doorway. “Tell your mom hello.”

      [image: image-placeholder]Jahl slumped against the post of the mercantile porch. It had been a long day. He’d had two customers and had earned two more coppers for his efforts. The shop would be closing soon, and he had to return the stone. Fortunately, Tommlar never expected one to carry the stone further than the stack by the door. Not all the rentals had been taken for just the day, so Jahl felt he’d have no trouble stacking the stone. Limping with less pain than he’d had that morning, Jahl crouched down to pick it up. He assumed his usual position: balanced on the one foot, the crippled leg out front like a supporting stick with little strength for actual leverage. He grunted and rose with a deep intake of breath.
A hand clapped him tight on the shoulder, bearing weight down on him, nearly sending him back down to his awkward crouch. The hand gripped tighter and pulled him back into balance before a deep, cultured voice apologized. “Pardon me, I didn’t mean to startle you. I’m looking for a magic wielder. Are you one?”
The hand released him, and Jahl turned to face the speaker. He nodded, taking in the expensive clothes of the older man. He wore a black cape over his dark red fine linen shirt. The man’s breeches were well fitted and his belt shone with leather polish.
“You’re a young one.” He eyed Jahl with a raised brown brow. “When did you come of age for working magic?”
Jahl’s gaze drifted to the ground. There was no way to make his short time as a wielder sound impressive. He took a breath and lifted his chin. “I’ve been serving for three months. My family’s been brandishing magic for generations.”
The man held a hand to his chin. “Hmm. Let’s see what you can do.”
Jahl was familiar with this point of negotiation and had learned to avoid it. Still, he spoke softly, rubbing his hip. “I don’t do samples. What do you need?”
The man lifted his other eyebrow, but he didn’t seem annoyed. Still, the gentleman eyed the young wielder up and down, taking in his clothes, neat but well-worn, the green of his stockings more grey than the fabric had once promised. The shirt Jahl wore was oversized on his thin frame, having been a hand-me-down from his much larger half-brother Cam. Jahl resisted straightening it better on his shoulders. The collar always drifted back, gaping behind his neck.
“Can you repair a walking stick?”
“Sure.” He nodded, hoping for at least a couple of coppers to add to his purse. “Let me see it.”
The man shook his head and an apologetic smile graced his face. “I don’t have it with me. I’m staying at the widow Cawsworth’s lodging house. Come by in the morning about seven and ask for me, Pol Beauraman. I’ll give you a half gold if you can repair it to my satisfaction. Do you accept the job?”
A half gold! Jahl gulped before he could catch himself. “Yes, sir. I can indeed, Honorable Beauraman.”
“Tradesman, not one of the gentry,” he corrected him. “I’ll see you then.” The man pivoted on his heel and walked across the porch and down the street. 
Jahl grinned, thrilled with the chance to earn high coin for his skill. Then his smile faded. How would he get the standing stone to his client? And he would have to pay another day’s rental as well. He countered his concern with the opportunity: it was worth doing a strong spell. The weight of the stone in his arms drew him back from his concerns. He shuffled to the doorway. He called into the darkened space, “Master Tommlar, I’ll be renting this stone another day.”
“Put your coin in the box,” the owner ground past a clenched jaw and continued to go about closing up the shop.
Jahl knew if he set the stone on the counter, Tommlar would grumble and threaten to toss the thing in the back for his troubles. And likely, he’d do it, too. But Jahl would have to rest before heading home if he carried the stone to the back of the store and juggled it while digging in his pocket for a coin to drop in the box. Jahl ground his teeth. “I’ll leave payment on your counter, and I’ll bring the stone back tomorrow afternoon.” Tommlar’s last customer passed Jahl, knocking him stiffly in the shoulder though there had been plenty of room to pass, and headed out the door. Jahl grew red in the face as he struggled to keep his balance. He forced himself to shrug off the ire and deal with Tommlar.
The shop owner closed his money box with a bang and bustled around the counter to face Jahl. Before he could begin his harangue, Jahl gripped the stone with one arm, pressing a sharp edge with an elbow, and reached into his pocket. By the time Tommlar faced him, Jahl had the copper coin out. It slipped from his nervous fingers as he reached out, dropping from his hand. The merchant had to hurry to catch it before it hit the floor. Jahl eyes grew big, but he nodded his thank-you, turned with as much speed as he could out the doorway and limped off the porch. Tommlar banged the store’s door shut, making the young wielder’s shoulders jerk into a hunch. He straightened his back, telling himself he’d won the battle and would make it at least a block before he would need to rest.
He made his stiff way back, keeping his eyes on the ground ahead of him to watch for stones, patches of deep gravel and unexpected dips that might trip him up. The excuse of watching the walkway ahead of him gave him confidence that no one would expect eye contact with him. Occasionally, he would watch to see if anyone might give him a friendly look. Often it was the girls his age he peered at, hope flaring and falling depending on the shift of their lips toward what he was certain was a grimace or a grin. Most of the time, he didn’t give them time to decide.
Why would any girl look at a scrawny, jolting boy? His brother’s recent comment about the muscles of his arms replayed in his mind. After three months of hefting standing stones, he’d gained a bit of definition on his forearms and shoulders. I should have pulled up my sleeves. Cam always catches the girls’ eyes when he has his shirtsleeves up. He shook his head. It would be silly for him to stop now, put down his stone and expose his forearms. Tomorrow when he headed out, they’d be out for display.
His gaze rose from the ground. There was sure to be a girl. Now and then, a particularly bright set of blue eyes or the swish of a colorful skirt would hold his gaze longer, and he would speculate, even daydream a moment that this girl could be one who would look past his crippled leg. Maybe she was here right now. He looked up, wondering if there could be a girl about who would have gawked at his muscles. A quick glance brought his gaze to set of flashing brown eyes. The girl was with two others who smirked at his hopeful look, but she turned her face to look directly at him, and he came to a stop unable to pull his intended brief peek from her gaze.
Though the sound did not carry to him, her lips formed what he was certain was “Hi.” Before she could raise her full lips into a smile, her friends grabbed her and pulled her forward passing him, their unfriendly giggles filling the air so much that he could not tell if she joined in or disagreed.
Jahl pulled his shoulders up about his chin, feeling the fatigue in his muscles and despondency clinging to his heart. Even if a girl would really see him, her friends and her family would drag her away. With so few wielders left in town, one would think more families would encourage a connection, but then there was his disfiguring limp and his thinness. He returned to his tired pace for home, watching the ground before him and refusing to look at any more faces.
 The walkway was crowded, and he had to careen out of the way of those unwilling to share the portion of the path he needed to take his lurching steps. One of the immigrant wielders, no doubt hoping to fill the empty niche left by the loss of so many wielder families in Chussan Faire, managed to knock him off his feet. 
Jahl nearly lost his grip on the stone when he twisted around to land on his left side after the wielder from Carolan Faire, his mouth in a snide twist, shouldered him off the gravel walkway. Even with the flash of the bright-yellow vest common to travelers from the city up the trade road, Jahl had only had a moment to prepare for the impact, being so engrossed in maintaining his awkward gait and ignoring those around him. 
He had to rest for several minutes after the effort it took to get back up. The embarrassment hadn’t helped him pass the time waiting for the cramps to settle after seeing several bystanders just watch, not even a look of sympathy on their faces. Had they been sympathetic, Jahl still would have avoided their sliding appraisal of the situation. Those passing by in wagons as well as the strolling and striding citizens were potential customers. It was more important for them to see him as determined rather than looking for compassion.
It was long dark before Jahl came upon the rundown manor his family lived in. Even with the multistoried house in sight, he had to rest, sitting on a large boulder and clutching the stone in his cramping arms. The manor had been the Donnel residence for generations and contained numerous untidy rooms. Since his mother was the only surviving member of the Donnels, the poverty-stricken Pratter clan benefited from moving into it when Mahre Donnel married the widowed Jom Pratter.
The place was in disrepair, too big for Mom to keep neat with her limited funds for wielding, and the Pratters were not a wielder family to make magical improvements nor did they have wealth to keep up what wore down. Jahl could not make repairs without a strong standing stone, and Cam, a talented woodworker and farmer, took after the rest of the Pratters, unable to wield magic. Mom’s clan stone had long since been drained of even a spark of magic essence. The house was all that was left of her inheritance since the Wielder Wane epidemic that had reduced the town’s wielder families to just a few individuals, so she hadn’t money to spare to purchase a new standing stone. Life with the Pratters had left her lean, short-tempered and brusque.
Jahl shouldered the unlatched door open and stood in the entryway of the shadowed room. Mom worked in the kitchen at the back of the main room washing potatoes while his father whittled at a stick. The windows allowed filtered light in past slatted wood awnings. Jahl judged Pop’s whittling was just to make a mess as the pile of shavings on the floor and the lack of shape in the stick offered no purpose to the effort, a sure sign that there were troubles with the crops. What good was it to have a magic-welding son when that same son could not use the magic to help his own family? One more reason for Jahl to feel the Pratters would do better without him. He clutched the stone tighter. If he could succeed with magic even a little, at least they would not feel the need to wish for something better and yet have to give up that hope in the same breath. 
He felt his father’s glance on him, and the sound of the sharp edge on wood ceased. Jahl knew not to look his way. Pop was protective and distant by turns as though he could not figure out what would be best for his crippled son. Jahl avoided eye contact, preferring to give his father an excuse to ignore him. After a moment, the rasp of the knife resumed. Jahl often wondered if his father compared his two sons to each other. Pop was some five years older than Mom and had lost his first wife to a carriage accident not long after Cam had been born. The two had married when his son was three years old and not long after learned Mom was pregnant. Whether Pop did compare them or not, Jahl measured the vitality obvious in his brother’s strong body against his own. 
Cam snored in his chair in the corner by the stone fireplace. At twenty-one, he carried their best hopes of faring well in the future, not Jahl. Cam’s snores stumbled as he shifted position, exposing a tear in his sweat-stained shirt that revealed a lengthy welt along his broad back. Jahl considered a moment going to him and using the stone to heal the welt away. The half gold coin came to mind, and he swallowed guilt past a tight throat. He needed to make sure he had enough essence for the job he’d agreed to. 
He soothed his conscience reminding himself that Cam wouldn’t have let him heal it anyway. Even though Uncle Tran had tried time and again to convince those who wielded that using magic did not cause the Wane, everyone still believed it an invitation to reigniting the plague. No, Cam would never endanger Jahl. According to their father, Cam was soft-hearted like his deceased mother. Unlike my mom who seems to have an essenceless stone for a heart most of the time. Guilt rose in his chest, making him peer in the distance at his mother in the kitchen. His eyes flicked back to Cam sleeping and the red welt. He shook his head in weariness and glowered.
Jahl leaned on the doorjamb gathering strength to carry the stone to his room. Mom squinted at what he clutched tight to his chest and glared, but she said nothing. Jahl straightened up and trudged with one foot and dragged the other toward the left where a hall led to the first story of the bedroom wing. No one spoke. No one rose to help him with his burden. The health of the magic-wielding of the day was long gone, and his body ached with the struggle of bringing the standing stone home. 
Along with the effort it had taken, he had the added ache in knowing that he would have to carry it just as far to get the stone to the widow Cawsworth’s and then further to return it to the mercantile. But he had a plan. Jahl would return in stages, stopping at strategic spots and hawk small spells and repairs while he rested. With any luck, he might earn a few coins on top of the half gold. The image of Cam’s back reminded him that he could not take on more than the smallest of jobs. Healing someone drew more essence than simple repairs.
He dropped the stone on his bed. Jahl intended to sleep with it. He’d find it much easier to pick it up from the height of his mattress in the morning than lugging it up from the floor. He touched the stone, closed his eyes and imagined his room clear of dust and musty smells. The cobwebs disintegrated with a thought, his bedding became fresh and clean, and Jahl succumbed to the temptation of giving one shirt and pair of stockings a sharpening up. At least tomorrow, nothing would hang on him advertising he was wearing oversized, borrowed clothing. 
The cramps eased up in his shoulders and a bit of the ache left his leg. Too bad he could not have set the stone down to stand on it. The magic would have left him feeling that much better. But picking it up would have taken much of the healing away in the exertion, and he would be feeling about the same as he did now. It would be a waste of essence anyway. But if he could… for a moment, he considered standing on his bed upon the stone and snorted. One fall and he’d be using all the stone’s magic for a healing. Better to be safe.
Dinner and then straight to bed, he thought. He would have to rise before the sun if he had any hope of getting to the widow’s boardinghouse on time.
He shuffled from his room, down the hall and to the back of the main living space where his mother still scrubbed at the potatoes.
She spoke, looking down at her work. “Your dinner is under the cloth on the counter, cold, but it will still spare your hunger.”
Jahl went to the counter and uncovered his meal. She’d arranged on the plate a chunk of stringy lamb, a roll, some boiled potatoes and half a peach starting to turn. It was a generous meal. He took a fork from the canister on the counter and ate standing. After the second mouthful, he said, “Master Moln was in the mercantile today. He said to say hello to you.”
She made no verbal response, but Jahl saw that she paused in her scrubbing of the early potatoes. It was only a temporary hesitation and then she was back to work. Jahl ate the rest of his meal in silence, listening to the water in the bowl dance with her effort, the thud of a spud dropping to the bottom and the plunge of the next into the bowl. In the front portion of the spacious room, Cam snored and his father worked at his stick. When he finished his meal, Jahl scraped the dish and set it and the fork by where she worked. He mumbled a good night to his father, returned to his room and settled in for an achy night and an early rising. His heart fluttered with the thought of a gold coin. Even that excitement was not enough to keep him awake. He slept so deeply no dream disturbed him.
In the gray light of early morning, Jahl rolled over to crush his face into the down pillow beneath his head. His kneecap jarred into the rental stone he’d left on the bed. He grabbed his leg, and the pain brought him sharply awake to the initial moments of dawn. He rubbed at the bump forming. Today was to be a half-gold day he reminded himself, more than reason enough to rise and get ready.
In the shadows, he groped for the clothing he’d set out the night before on the stool at a low wobbly table. He’d chosen a dark-blue shirt over chocolate-brown breeches and matching stockings. The shirt was one of the nicest he owned. Cam had experienced a growth spurt before he could wear it out properly. A wide-rimmed white bowl and matching chipped pitcher glinted on the tabletop, and he dipped his fingers in to test for water. His mother must have brought it into his room late after he’d fallen asleep. Mom had no doubt guessed the reason for dragging a rental stone home. The kindness was a rare event, and it was all she had room for, but Jahl appreciated the proof that she thought it possible for him to make a living as a magic wielder. Cam would manage anywhere, but Jahl had always been viewed as a likely candidate for permanent dependence upon his parents. 
Jahl poured the water into the bowl and washed up. He pressed his wet brown hair back from his forehead and shrugged into his shirt. The chilled drips off his hair sent shivers down his back. Taking up the breeches, he sat on the wobbly stool and leaned down to insert each leg. Jahl always started with the crippled leg first, stretching out his arms with the waist tie loose so he would not have to bend his knee. He gathered the length of the woolen cloth about his twisted ankle and calf and then bent the other leg to slip it in next. A leap up on the one strong leg and he was soon covered. Socks tucked above the calf tie of his breeches and his dull but serviceable brown boots, the best of his footwear, finished him off. He judged the sole of the right boot would need his father’s best effort as unskilled cobbler soon if he couldn’t afford to repair it himself with some magic. Returning a spent stone meant an additional week’s rental fee and no standing stone to use unless he could pay for a new rental that day. No wielder in the financial state he was in wasted magic even if it was a benefit; the cost wasn’t worth it. But after today, perhaps he could afford some additional tailoring to his wardrobe and the most needed improvements on the manor house.
But that was for considering later. Today he must hurry with dawn already on the rise and an arduous trip ahead of him. The dawn was just breaking as his headed out in the moist air. Even with the coolness, it wasn’t long before he was overly warm. But Jahl was pleased with his progress. Nearing the last half mile of his trek, he began to lose energy and grow concerned that maybe he should have left earlier. The main trade road into the town center seemed to have lengthened as he drew closer to his destination. He was still two blocks from the crossroad which would take him to the widow Cawsworth’s rooming house. Jahl paused a moment to gauge his endurance. 
Two hands grabbed his shoulders and dragged him back a step before whipping him around to face his assailant. Jahl tried to draw away and stared up at the delighted sneer of a Carolan Faire citizen. The bright burnt orange of his tunic under the yellow vest glared as strongly as the eyes beneath the man’s dark brows. 
“Look what ah caught,” he said with a thickness that seemed as though the fellow was talking with a mouth full of pebbles, “a baby wielder.”







  
  Chapter two
Jahl Pratter, Magic Wielder
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Behind Jahl came an amused snort followed by the same thick-mouthed accent. “Be gentle wit’ him, Skut. No need t’make him cry.” 
Jahl felt a tightening in his throat and feared a moment that he would indeed cry. The thought made him clamp his jaws tight and clutch the stone against his chest, a corner digging into his armpit. “Let me go,” he ground through his teeth.
“Oh, he’s a fierce one, Skut. Be careful he don’t nip ya.”
The brawny man examined him, twisting Jahl back and forth as he looked him over. Jahl felt himself stumble over his awkward footing, and the man pretended surprise. He released one shoulder and clutched the material covering Jahl’s twisted knee. His grip swung the leg back and forth. “Aw, poor thing. It’s broken.” 
“I’m not broken,” said Jahl who tried to keep his lower leg from swinging, but his muscles could not fight against the strength of his oversized assailant.
The Carolanian released his breeches “Seems a bit scrawny.” He tapped the stone in the center with a knuckle. “What’s this?” He pretended to peer uncertainly. “I do believe he’s got a standin’ stone.”
“Let me see. Ah didn’t know they let the little on’s play with magic. Do you think he knows what he has?” The second man came around from behind him and into view. He was shorter than his rude companion but still taller than Jahl. They were both grown men, and the young wielder squinted at them in frustration. 
“He’s not said.” The man leaned down, his face a few inches from Jahl’s. The Carolanian searched his face and his grin grew wider. The pebble-filled speech deepened. “A brave tyke he is to not e’en give out a whimper.”
The traffic was picking up on the thoroughfare beside them. They were drawing attention, but so far none of the local farmers and delivery drivers had made comment. 
Embarrassed and angry, Jahl felt his blood rise and color his face. He wanted to wipe the man’s smirk off with a blast of essence, and he could feel the tingle penetrating his arms and seeping into his chest. Knowing he could not afford to waste magic even on these bullies, he considered dropping the stone as the likelihood of it falling square on the man’s feet was high with them standing so close together. Jahl’s own feet twitched above the gravel pathway with the man’s grip holding him up, so he supposed they would be safe. He shook his head and gripped it tighter, knowing that dropping the stone could damage it and ruin his opportunity to earn the half gold. He stuffed the trickling essence back into the stone.
The leering face grinned bigger. “He says he don’t know any magics, right, little broken boy?”
Jahl glanced over his shoulder wishing he had made it the last half mile before the two men had happened along. “I know magic.” He bit his teeth tight together, stopping his next words from exiting his mouth. Want to feel some?
The rasping call of, “Hee,” brought a wagon to a halt close to the soft curb. “Leave off the boy,” called a rough voice.
Jahl shoved at the man but was not released as the larger man looked to see who was speaking. He cocked his head as he assessed the intruder. “Who are you?”
Jahl already knew the answer, recognizing the deep tones of Bragg Moln. He didn’t know if he was happy the man had come along or displeased that he was yet again going to be treated to Moln’s protection. Would he never get his chance to prove he was grown up enough to take care of himself? ‘Cause I was doing so well here, he thought with bitterness. He should have zapped the idiot as soon as he was grabbed. Jahl angled a glare at him and considered sending him a tight shock anyway. But then Master Moln spoke again.
“I wouldn’t be much of a friend of the family if I let some thickster bullies shake him about like a rag in a pup’s mouth.” He’d recognized right away they were from Carolan. Their accent causing Chussan Faire citizens to call them thicksters: Thickster Mullen, Thickster Cragger rather than the appellations master, trader or honorable.
This was going even worse than he expected.
The man named Skut barked a laugh, and Jahl closed his eyes and shook his head.
“You showed great restraint, young wielder Pratter,” said Moln. “I’d have blasted him naked as a plucked chicken. Maybe you still should.”
Skut examined Jahl for intent, and Jahl returned the scrutiny with half-lidded eyes that he thought would give the man reason to consider him capable of retaliatory magic. He released the boy with a jerk. 
Moln leaned forward on his wagon seat. “Don’t underestimate a Chussan Faire wielder. There may be few of us, but that doesn’t mean we’ll put up with being mauled.”
The pair stepped closer together, sizing up the combination of Moln and Jahl. The wielder-turned-carpenter had set one foot down hard on the toe board as though stomping on a standing stone, and the two men tried to stand taller in order to take a look over the lip of the toe board. 
Bragg Moln stood, his already broad shoulders looking twice as menacing as they had when he was seated. Even if he were just a carpenter, few would want to tangle with the man. The two men scuttled onto the road and crossed to the other side, glancing back only once to be sure Moln had remained in his wagon.
Moln twitched the reins and his mules stepped forward a few feet, bringing Jahl and the carpenter in line. In the wagon bed was propped and tied a sturdy six-drawer dresser. Moln nodded at it and said, “I have a delivery to make and you seemed to be heading into town. Hope they didn’t slow you down too much.”
“Just a bit, sir. Just a bit.”
“I wouldn’t have stepped in, Jahl, but those blokes would have needed a strong sting from you, and I’d rather you didn’t have to use your magic that way.”
“I thank you for giving them a reason to consider me capable of giving them a bite.”
“Oh, I saw your expression, Jahl. You were planning more than a bite,” he said with a chuckle. “Best you not let your frustration get the best of you. Using the essence for revenge doesn’t just taint the stone.” The man stared down the street a moment then looked back at Jahl. “Sorry, I’m not heading into town. I promised I’d have this to the Jardans early and have a pickup to make even further out of town. But I’m sure you’ll manage.”
“I’ll be fine, especially now that I’ve had a rest,” Jahl said, smiling.
Moln twitched at his reins and the heavy draft mules drew back into the lean morning traffic. He waved at Jahl and rattled away, the dresser in back wiggling against its rag-wrapped ropes.
Jahl watched him go, pleased at the way Moln had handled Jahl being bullied. Maybe he does understand it’s time to let me grow up. Jahl straightened his shoulders with a shrug and lurched down the sidewalk.
A rest stop later, Jahl could see around the trunk of a tree the widow Cawsworth’s three-story boardinghouse. He’d earned only a single copper on the way, but the trip back to the mercantile might garner more when he had a better sense of what magic was left in the stone after he mended Tradesman Beauraman’s walking stick. 
The Cawsworth house was an elegant establishment that catered to wealthy clientele. The stable alone could hold twenty horses and room for a carriage or two. Most boarders were upper-class families traveling a distance, and Jahl realized there was an opportunity for more work if he could wrangle a way to be in view of the other temporary residents. This was a front-door enterprise, and he intended to call upon the gentleman just as any requested tradesman would. He had time to rest another minute before he approached the house, so Jahl leaned against the tree until he felt fresh enough for the final trudge.
The steps up to the door were the usual trial, but he took them slowly, arriving at the double doors only slightly out of breath. Jahl shifted the stone so he could reach for the bell chain and gave it a hearty tug. Even with his forceful effort, it rang dully. Jahl closed his eyes and gripped the chain, applying just enough pressure to feel the tug on the pulley buried in the doorframe. He drew a bit of magic from the stone until the image of the obstructing brace which had moved out of place appeared in his mind. Ah. He gave it a nudge and saw the misplaced board lose contact with the mechanism. 
A smile formed on his face. Cam would be pleased. His older brother once told him if an opportunity for a small good deed arrived, take it. It provided greater dividends than a grand gesture meant to earn appreciation, because a quiet kindness could be overlooked but never forgotten once noted.
He opened his eyes to find the houseman staring at him. Knowing a bow was unnecessary and would topple him over anyway, Jahl nodded his greeting. “Tradesman Beauraman is expecting me. I am Jahl Pratter, magic wielder of Chussan Faire.”
“Please wait here,” the houseman said. The mature and finely uniformed man pressed the door shut. Jahl took a breath and turned to take in the landscape when the door opened again, dragging back his attention. “If I should be pulled away from my duties a few moments, please feel you have good reason to pull the bell again.”
Jahl nodded and then realized the opportunity the man was giving him. “Thank you. I will be patient, but should it be necessary, I will pull the bell again.”
The standing stone tugged at his shoulder joints, but there was nothing to lean the weight on, and even if there had been, Jahl would have feared being seen as weak in such a pose, however true the opinion would have been. He waited until the cramps appeared to be breeding cramps. He could wield magic and take the strain off or pull the chain. Jahl shunted the stone and freed up his hand again. He managed one resounding ring before the door sprang open wide, and he darted his arm back to support the stone. The houseman stood to the side, giving Jahl a view of the long, wide hall that ran clear to the back of the house. A tall, stately woman of middle age strode from a room to the right. She said, “Wasely, who repaired the bell? It hasn’t sounded like that in months.”
“Ma’am, this is Jahl Pratter, magic wielder, here to see Tradesman Beauraman.” He then turned to Jahl. “Please pardon my delay in returning to you.”
The widow Cawsworth marched stolidly toward them. She directed a hard look at Jahl. “Did you repair the doorbell?”
Jahl knew a bow was in order, and he would have to manage one. He shoved his weak leg forward for balance and bent the stronger left leg in the best semblance of a respectful bow he could manage. “Indeed, I did. I could not ignore the need.”
Her prominent square chin rose as though directly connected to her lifted brow. “Do you intend to charge me for the unrequested repair?”
“No,” he yelped. “That would be presumptuous. I came here at Tradesman Beauraman’s request.” He slowed his words and deepened his voice. “Please consider the repair a sample of my workmanship. Perhaps another day you will have need of a wielder and will consider my services.”
A deep voice from behind the door said, “I thought you didn’t give samples.” Beauraman stepped into view, a faint grin on his lips. 
Jahl hesitated and asked himself what Cam would say in such a situation. His brother would find some way to compliment the woman without insulting the man, but Jahl did not have much practice and had about reached his limit of polite repartee. He settled on pointing out the difference between the two conditions. “Never upon request.”
Beauraman snorted and asked Jahl to join him in his rooms. The man pivoted on his heel and marched away. Jahl held back a sigh. Staying in his customer’s good graces had been advantageous, but entering his rooms would mean no one would see the repair of the cane which would be a better demonstration of his skill than the bell. Wasely gestured for Jahl to follow him and the young wielder stumbled forward into the front hall. 
The widow watched him make his graceful, lurching way along the house’s central hall. “Tradesman Beauraman, I am considering hiring this young wielder for his services. I would like to see this repair if you don’t mind. Perhaps you could use the front parlor?”
Beauraman turned in time to see Jahl continue to lurch forward. He pondered the shape of Jahl’s right leg, then he said, “Of course, Mrs. Cawsworth. Wasely, if you could show Wielder Pratter to the parlor, I will retrieve my walking stick and join him there.”
Inside Jahl’s chest, he felt a tingle of excitement. The widow would get to see him wield. She nodded to the houseman who waited for her to enter the room ahead of them. She turned about, exiting the hall with the erect posture of a stern matron, her mature middle-aged figure well-gusseted in a muted gray gown. A pale-blue shawl draped her shoulders.
The houseman nodded and directed Jahl to the room the widow had earlier exited. Widow Cawsworth had seated herself on one of a pair of upholstered floral chairs with delicately curved legs. Jahl decided to take only a few steps into the bright well-furnished room and then lowered himself until he could set the standing stone down. Letting go of the weight made him feel light enough to rise completely off the floor. He stepped onto the stone and waited on Tradesman Beauraman’s return. The stone’s essence stirred his senses. 
The well-dressed man entered, a long, finely carved wooden box under his arm. He opened it on a console table against the wall. For a moment, the gentleman peered down at it then turned to glance at Jahl. “I think you need to work on it over here, Wielder Pratter,” Beauraman said.
Jahl hesitated, rubbing his stiff hip, then stepped off his stone and approached the slender table. Beauraman moved out of the way, and Jahl looked down at the velvet-lined case and its cradled cane. His heart fell. The cane was a beautiful piece, black walnut with an engraved silver handle and a shiny silver tip on the other end. Between was a shambles of breaks and splinters. There appeared to be intricate carvings, and it took several moments for Jahl to make out the pattern and ascertain if it repeated or was original from start to finish. This would be the hardest repair he had ever done. He wasn’t even sure he had the potential for the kind of craft it demanded, never mind the actual experience with such high-level workmanship. He peered closer, hoping the damage was not as severe as he believed. Sinister Sisters, it looks worse. But there was no way to rescind his agreement to repair it. Why hadn’t the man stated the degree of damage the piece had suffered, never mind the quality of the item? And why did he ask such a young wielder? Surely he knew an inexperienced wielder could damage an item beyond the repair of a master wielder to counter. And Jahl had come with a rented standing stone!
Jahl’s heart thumped in fear of how to escape the failure that either refusing or trying would create.
“Shouldn’t you be standing on your stone?” asked Beauraman.
Jahl nodded slowly. “I always examine the piece first.” He looked at the used standing stone he’d brought with him and regretted every pull of magic he had made with it, even the two small jobs he had taken on his way to the lodge. Would it even have enough left to diagnose the damage? Don’t be ridiculous; it’s a strong stone, even if used.
Wasely still stood in the room. “Might I bring it to you, Wielder Pratter?”
Jahl looked to the houseman, his kindly eyes offering him courage. “It is quite heavy, Wasely.”
“I will handle it with care, sir.” Wasely crouched and squeezed his fingers under the edges. With a grunt of effort, he stood with it, his eyes enlarged with an appreciation for Jahl’s ability to cart it into the house. Even so, he carried it with far greater ease than Jahl could have. Jahl moved back so Wasely could set it down where he had been standing. 
When it was in place, Jahl stepped on it and placed his hands just above the shattered stick. He closed his eyes and pulled power up from the stone. The tingle enveloped his lower legs first and like a snake twisted upward, the power surging in waves, becoming denser, pressing deep into his muscles and bones. It rose further, seeping so intensely into his tissue, he could no longer tell the difference between himself and the magic he continued to draw in. It was time to focus on the object he was to repair.
In his mind, Jahl saw the deep-blue velvet cushioning the cane and tried to recall the details of its design. The handle was easiest as it suffered no damage. From that clear impression, he followed the black walnut wood to the first break. The pieces, all jagged shapes and sizes, glowed in the image he held in his mind as he rolled the cane before his mind’s eye checking for missing bits, ill-fitting edges. The cane hummed against his palms. Jahl gasped, realizing that the cane must contain a shard of enhanced Fallon stone and with the realization came a rush of power from the cane. It supplemented the standing stone, and Jahl wielded the unexpected addition of magic with close attention, fitting bit by bit into place, following the intricate curve of a master cut, matching the design flawlessly. His hands moved down the shaft closer to the embedded shard. The cane practically demanded repair, the shard offering itself to Jahl’s inexperienced but talented skill. But it was an interminable effort, and Jahl felt faint, yet the power that ran through him supported him, supplanting any need for rest or sustenance. 
An essence-induced memory shattered his hold on the image for an instant, and Jahl pulled back against the shard’s insistence and turned the memory aside for fear examining it would halt his repair to the cane, and he would not have the strength to resume. Even though it had occupied his mind only a moment, Jahl recalled the fleeting image of his mother, young, pregnant and struggling to save Jahl, her unborn son, during the epidemic that took nearly all her family. Whose memory is this? The essence pulled at him, and the cane twisted beneath his fingers. Thrusting the memory out of his vision had seemed an insult to his mom’s sacrifice, but he had to finish the work, not just for his client but because the shard would not release him until it was done.
The cane’s image built up in his mind again, his hands vibrating and sending the jarring tremor up through his shoulders and down his body to the standing stone. The two energies wrapped around and through him as he continued to reconstruct the cane. Finally, he felt the shard’s power draining back through his body and down into the cane. He released his hold on the standing stone’s essence and pulled his hands away from the box. He fell to the floor, appreciating the cushioning of the carpet.
Jahl awoke propped against a wall, his legs stretched out in front of him. He opened his eyes and concluded he was still in the parlor. Someone’s hand lay flat against his chest, ensuring he stayed upright. By his ear, he heard a body shift in a chair.
“Wielder Pratter, you have awakened,” said the houseman. Jahl looked to the side to find Wasely on a straight-backed chair beside him. “We feared putting you in a seat or on the couch, concerned that you might fall off with your jerking about. You’ve been still for about twenty minutes. Are you feeling well enough to stand and take a seat now?”
“How long have I been unconscious?” Jahl pulled one knee up to prepare for standing.
Wasely was quick to assist him. “About an hour, sir.” He gripped Jahl’s extended hand and helped him rise. The houseman released the grip immediately and turned away, acting as if Jahl hadn’t needed any help at all.
“And how long did the repair take?” Jahl brushed at his clothes, his hands shaking with both the weakness and the seizures from the strong wield as much as the realization that he had completed such a difficult task. His trembling hands gripped the worn material of his breeches as he struggled to keep his voice from breaking. “I am rarely aware of the passage of time when I am working.” He looked down to hide the lie he had just told. He had never been so involved in his wielding nor passed out during a repair before.
“It was at least two hours, Wielder Pratter.”
 Startled, he looked up, his eyes growing big. “And how was the repair?” Jahl said. “Did Tradesman Beauraman say?”
Wasely’s voice took on an excited tone. “It was amazing to see you work. The pieces just — just came together like they were alive and were greeting old friends.” The houseman grinned and Jahl blushed at the praise.
“Then Tradesman Beauraman was pleased?”
“Indeed, sir.” Wasely pulled an envelope from his jacket inside pocket. “I believe he took the box and the walking stick to his room. Tradesman Beauraman wasn’t sure when he would return from a meeting he had to attend, so he left this with me to give to you once you had awakened. He assured Mrs. Cawsworth that you would be well and did not need a physician.”
“You were right to take his advice and leave me to recover on my own.” A wave of nausea made Jahl wobble on his feet. 
Wasely stepped forward catching Jahl’s elbow and held him steady.  “Do take a seat. I have been told to supply you with a meal before you leave.” Wasely guided Jahl to a chair and set the envelope on the side table within reach. “I will return shortly.”
“There’s no need.” Jahl calculated his time: he had arrived just before seven, used at least two hours to complete the repair and another hour unconscious. It must be after ten, and it would take at least two hours to return to the mercantile. And that was if he didn’t take any work along the way, not that he felt he had the energy to do any further wielding. At least, the cramps that had wracked his shoulders and legs prior to the wielding were a memory.
“I must follow my orders. You can choose to not eat what I bring, but I will bring you something. Please rest a bit longer.”
Wasely left, and Jahl pondered the events of the morning. So he had repaired the cane, or walking stick as they persisted in calling the lovely thing. One could just as easily call it a wielding stick, for surely it belonged to a master wielder to be embedded with a Fallon shard. And the memory it pulled from his past. Not a memory he experienced but of someone who had visited his mother before he was born. Jahl knew he had been born during the Wielder Wane epidemic, and that it had almost cost him his life, but he had not known the extent of his mother’s efforts to keep her unborn child. There had been distress on his mother’s face in the memory the contact had given him. The cane must have at one time belonged to a Chussan Faire wielder who had been part of the effort to save her and her unborn child from the sickness that took so many.
He shook his head to clear the wielding fog from his thoughts. The power his mother had funneled to keep him alive must have cost her everything. Only three members of the Donnel clan had survived: Mom, Jahl and his great-uncle Tran Donnel. And Uncle Tran had died over a year ago. Jahl ran his hand along his right thigh, rubbing at the tingling muscle. With all that his mother had done, it had still not been enough to protect him from the crippling disease. Tran had suffered as well, left near childlike, just able to cook for himself, keep his home relatively clean and perform minor wieldings to pay for food and clothing. Jahl had been like the cane being repaired by his mother, while Tran, a famously skilled wielder, was the cane smashed practically beyond repair, though he did remember in more recent years his uncle much recovered. 
A step near the parlor door interrupted his thoughts. Wasely entered with a tray which he set on the table, placing the unopened envelope next to the plate of plain fare that smelled heavenly to Jahl.
His mouth watered, and he held himself steady, wanting to appear well in control of his desire to tear into the food. He hadn’t yet the courage to open the note Beauraman had left for him.
“Mrs. Cawsworth also provided something for you.” Wasely set a half-silver coin atop the sealed note. “For the bell repair. She hopes to make use of your services soon. I believe she has some china recently damaged. She had not been aware there was a wielder of your skill in the town.”
Jahl calculated his resources. It would cost him a half silver to rent just for one day a used high-wield standing stone. Would he need that much power? He wasn’t sure. Renting such a stone could end up a waste if he didn’t need access to that much magic essence. But he was certain her china did not have a Fallon shard hidden in it to assist him. However, if he came with a used stone like the one he brought today, would he have enough to repair her china? He didn’t even know how much power remained in the stone he had rented.
His worried musings were interrupted by Wasely. “Please eat, Wielder Pratter. You still look quite pale.”
Jahl reached for a honeyed roll and watched his hand shake as he picked it up. It tasted unlike anything he’d had in his life. Once his father had brought home a basket of bread he’d received in payment for a half-day’s work on a neighboring farm. That had been the best bread Jahl had eaten until today. The roll dissolved in his mouth with a fine texture and lightly sweet taste. A small, glistening half breast of some small fowl was easy to pull each bite from with a twist of his fork. Strawberries and pink melon lay in brilliant slices of color. For a few minutes, Jahl forgot Wasely was standing nearby. The last sliver of sweet strawberry went into his mouth just as he looked up to see the houseman smiling nervously down at him.
Jahl sat back. “Pardon me, Wasely. I hadn’t realized I was so hungry.” 
The man shifted anxiously on his feet. 
“Is there something wrong?” Jahl asked.
“No, sir. I was wondering if you could do a minor repair. You were badly overdrawn with the work for Tradesman Beauraman, so perhaps it is too soon, but it is a trifling thing, and it could be awhile before you return here again.”
Jahl’s heart skipped a bit, and he paused in disappointment. “You don’t think I’ll be asked to do any work for the Widow Cawsworth?”
The servant’s face was puzzled. “Isn’t it customary for the client to come to you?”
“Yes,” he nodded. Jahl took a confident breath. “As long as the item can be carried.”
“I rarely leave here,” said Wasely. “When I am free, I care for my wife who is bedridden. I dislike leaving her for long. I check on her throughout the day.”
Jahl nodded his understanding. “I think I could do a small repair. Can you bring the item to me?”
“Yes, sir, and I’ll bring your stone to you as well. I’ll be back shortly.”
Jahl leaned back and rested his head on the chairback. His body tingled with the work he had done. Though he wasn’t trembling anymore, he could still feel twitches in his hands and feet. Relaxing even further into the chair, he stretched out his legs in front of him. Surprise caused Jahl to sit up, and he stared down at his weak leg. He applied pressure to his twisted ankle and marveled at the minimal discomfort he felt.  There
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