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Prologue

[image: ]


From the beginning of our time in history we have learned that destiny is the inevitable and predetermined events considered beyond the power or control of man. Perhaps that is why a man has never been able to see his own destiny. Destiny has always been left to the foresight and guidance of ancient dragons... until not so long ago.

Destiny cried out to my beloved Wryn and it was on one fate-filled night I was to find myself once again in the coastal city of Itsga’Ar; for the first time in my life, on a mission of peace. It was Destiny that sought Wryn’s help to stop a war that would set our world on the edge of destruction at the hand of man and breath of dragon. It was there in Itsga’Ar the leaders of the great armies gathered along the sea, their destiny to be decided by a war not yet begun.

Fear of the unknown has been a driving force for men throughout time, but showing a man his destiny is an even stronger driving force. The stubborn nature of men forcing her hand, my beloved Wryn carried Lord Braygan and his men into the vision of the future, showing them the war they sought to wage was the beginning of the end of everything. That night, under witness of all of his men, Lord Braygan swore his oath of fealty to Wryn. He vowed to end the war and swore himself to her service until his death.

While Itsga’Ar celebrated the end of an unwaged war, we flew that night – Wryn, Jack, Maera, and I – to Sah’Amordae; the dragons isle. Wryn had her plans, but I had a plan of my own to carry out with the beast that would bring me my freedom; one way or another.

Little did I know Destiny was already at play and my beloved’s plans involved the very creature who cursed me more than twenty-five thousand years prior. Adram, the ancient red Ambriast dragon, had been sharing visions of the future with Wryn and teaching her of Destiny. That’s where my beloved’s own destiny began to take on a key role.

My plan was well worked with my beast, but Wryn had other plans for me; as did Adram. While I sought to destroy Adram and free myself, Wryn distracted me long enough for Adram to take me into his mighty grasp. While trapped within I professed my undying love for Wryn and Adram could see within my heart and soul that my love for her ran deep and undying. Adram knew then I was worthy of Wryn’s love and I had truly found the mate to my soul. For her love I was deemed worthy of being set free.

Wryn’s kiss was deep and during that passionate kiss she drained my magical energy. While weakened by her draining kiss Adram separated the beast from my body, our minds finally splitting into the two separate creatures we once were. Adram’s own son, the enormous black Ambriast dragon Surrk, was about to make his reemergence upon the world, free to seek vengeance on those who once sought to destroy him.

While Surrk struggled to regain his strength, my beloved Wryn emptied herself into me all of the magic and energies from Surrk, myself and even her own. With Adram moving her to the safety of the rocks along the shore, I was left to face Surrk alone before he had a chance to fully recover. The battle began and Surrk vowed his revenge for my betrayal.

Little did I know my beloved’s visions showed her of her brother’s death and of mine. While I battled Surrk along the beach, Wryn climbed the rocks and called out to Surrk. Her distraction was to destroy one of the dragon’s eyes, making it more difficult for it to fight me, giving me a better chance to defeat it. Wryn succeeded in firing an arrow into Surrk’s right eye, blinding him long enough for me to strike the disabling blow, but Phelaar was then lodged deep within the body of the beast.

I then heard Maera call to me and she rushed to bring me a length of fine rope made from Wryn’s hair and with Maera’s aid I wrapped the rope around Surrk’s neck. I pulled with every bit of strength I had and cut through the softer scales of his upper throat. It began as a struggle at first, but in the end the head left the body and Surrk was finally dead.

When it was over, Maera stood frozen and I followed her eyes to the open sea. I watched in horror as Indigo returned to the shore from the darkened waters carrying my beloved’s limp body within his caring and gentle gasp. I learned too late that when Surrk felt my sword slicing into his chest his massive tail had caught my beloved and threw her out to the open sea. Indigo retrieved her body and laid her on the soft sand. Jack then tried to breathe life back into her unmoving body. I watched, my heart shredding to see my beloved Wryn in such a state. Her body was so horribly cold and blue from the frigid winter waters of the sea; no warmth in her at all.

I reached out to her, praying to hear her heartbeat, but it was gone. It was then Jack cut the bodice of Wryn’s gown, revealing to us the impact of Surrk’s tail was powerful enough to crush Aminget within Wryn’s body, taking away Wryn’s ability to heal herself. The armor was again destroyed and upon its destruction, so brought the end to my beloved’s life. Wryn was gone and I was never to see her beautiful smile, hold her in my arms or taste her sweet kiss again.

The loss of my beloved Wryn was a devastation more than I could bear. I felt myself go numb inside, my heart feeling as if turned to stone. I kissed her good-bye one last time before lifting her body into my arms, her brother crying after me. I carried her through the ‘Tween, staying within the cold shadow realm for a short while to hold her then took her home to Castle Favre.

Within the walls of Favre I cleaned my beloved’s body, rinsing away the harsh residue of the Itsga’Ar Sea. I cleaned and combed her hair, braiding it as she liked to wear it, letting the sweet fragrance of hartsbory flowers fill my nose and memory. I then dressed her in the finest gown, custom made for my beloved by order of King Vastor himself; the news of her passing spreading from that moment.

I took my beloved’s body to the seaside cliffs; her favorite place to sit and dream. There I placed her upon a pedestal of sturdy rock I’d created for her. In all of my years I had never known using magic to be as painful as it was for me that day. I called upon the magical power that surged through my body so I might return my beloved’s beautiful coloring to her face. I washed away the look of death to replace it with one of peaceful slumber.

In my beloved’s arms I placed her doll – a reminder for me of the child we lost – and by her side I placed Phelaar; Aminget’s former companion. Afterwards I encased Wryn within a magical shielding that would allow only light to travel through; her body remaining forever beautiful and untouched by the ravages of death.

I sat with my beloved every day and every night for almost thirteen days. I found myself falling asleep to the memory of the sound of her heartbeat. Each of those days I would find myself dreaming of her, feeling her near me, hearing the soft sounds of her sleep within my mind. I would wake, angry with myself for having left her alone for a single moment, even for sleep. Each day my beloved’s eyes remained closed to the world around us; closed to me.

Zachaemid often came to sit with me during the nights or would go off to hunt, bringing me bits of food to keep up my own strength; not that I truly needed it. On the fourteenth day I was startled by my old friends Alhondel and Sarial, both looking genuinely bereaved by Wryn’s death. It was then I learned Wryn’s family had returned and would soon wish to visit with her. I left her side then to allow others to pay their respects.

I stared down from the window of my beloved’s old bedchamber until the line of people had no beginning and no end. At first I couldn’t believe how many people trailed through Favre’s grounds. It seemed there were hundreds who wanted to let Wryn know how much they respected her and mourned her loss. Overwhelmed by my own grief, I took to the shadows again, seeking any sort of comfort, but found myself recalling the first night I met my beloved.

Jack came to the chamber and found himself openly sharing his anger and pain with me. It was then we both came to terms; there was nothing we could have done to save our dear Wryn. His heart settling and accepting, Jack gave me my beloved’s last written words to me; her professed love for me and her knowledge that she knew I loved her even though I had never told her. I learned then the secret she was keeping; my beloved had known all along she was going to die.

Jack offered me words, but words could never replace what was missing in my heart. After countless thousands of years of seeking Death, I found love and had a reason to live. Now that reason is gone, but for the sake her memory, as her last request, I’m to keep on living. It was at that awkward moment Jack told me he and Maera were going to wed and return to his realm. Although he didn’t need it, I gave them my blessing.

As soon as Jack left me to my thoughts I chose that time to return to Sah’Amordae to inform Adram of what I’d done with Wryn’s body. He professed to me the world would be at a true loss without Wryn and it wasn’t right that one who gave of herself so selflessly should die so young. I couldn’t have agreed with him more.

I told Adram of Jack’s intention to marry and he knew it would have pleased Wryn for Jack and Maera to have rings for their union. The old dragon took me to the recesses of the caverns on Sah’Amordae, deep within the treasure chamber and allowed me to take two rings as well as fill a large bag with coins and gems as a gift for Jack and Maera’s prosperity. He asked me what else I might like to have, for myself, but I told him what I wanted couldn’t be found within that cavern.

During the rites, I gave the rings to Alhondel to bless then afterwards gave Jack and Maera the other gift before they left for Jack’s home. Wryn’s brother is gone, seeking relief from his own grief with a new start in a new home. I always wish them both the happiness they deserve.

Daegar sits with Wryn for no less than an hour each day and Stilgrin goes to her evenings to read to her. Others come to Favre to visit my beloved from time to time. Edrik visits often, as do Berrick and Darem, but the visits are far enough apart, leaving me more time to spend alone with her.

I often sit and recall each of the moments we spent together, my beloved Wryn and I; our time together so short. I think of all the beautiful things she said and did to make me laugh and smile. I think of the way her kisses felt on my lips and the way her arms would curl around the back of my neck. I think of the way she would cry when she was happy and the way her smile lightened even my darkened soul. I dream of holding her in my arms each night, hearing the soft sounds she made while she was dreaming. My beloved Wryn is all I long for; my heart cries out, but there is no one to answer. I’ve found solace in writing to her each day and with flames I send my words to her in the heavens.

My beloved Wryn,

Spring, my love. Today is the first day of Spring and thus declared a day of celebration for your birth. Stilgrin and I journeyed to your secret place within the castle; the tower above your bedchamber. It was there Stilgrin and I saw the dragons were making a journey of their own; flying over your memorial to pay their respect on your birthday.

It’s come the day I will leave you for a time. Your father has encouraged me to travel by sea as you always dreamed of doing. It is perhaps the most difficult decision I’ve ever made, leaving you behind, my beloved. My heart aches to leave you, Wryn, but it is something I promised myself, and you, I would do. My duties in Castle Favre are done. The help is hired to free your dear companion Stilgrin for his studies, your father is as well as can be expected, and the castle is sound. The weather has grown warmer and all of the snows are now melted away; my heart still feels cold.

After I bid your family farewell I’ll leave again for the shores of Itsga’Ar. From there, I’ll go where the sea takes me.

Find peace, my love. Watch over me and smile upon me while I make my way through the world without you. One day, though, we will be together again.

Until then,

Your beloved Elias.

––––––––
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ELIAS CONTINUED DOWN the road and was approaching the northern end of Feriston when suddenly he found himself grasping his head. The sensation was so intense his eyes blurred and he found himself barely able to hold himself up in the saddle. When his vision finally cleared the sound in his head quieted to a slow thump. Elias shook his head trying to clear his mind of the sound, but the more he tried the more it made his vision blur. He dropped from Breeze, planted his feet somewhat firmly on the ground and leaned his forehead against the saddle.

Suddenly he looked up and turned to look back toward the direction from where he’d just come. It can’t be! Elias shook his head trying to clear the sound, but it wouldn’t go away. It’s in my mind! It’s all in my mind! He grabbed the saddle and threw his leg over. Racing as quickly as he could down the busy road back toward Favre Elias concentrated, focusing more on the sound. His hands shook as he held the reigns, honing in on the sound. Closing out Breeze’s deafening hoof beats he could clearly hear the sound of something he had given hope of ever hearing again.

“It is easy to go down into hell; night and day, the gates of dark Death stand wide; but to climb back again, to retrace one’s steps to the upper air – there’s the rub, the task.”   

Virgil – Aenid, bk.VI,1.126
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Taking the shortest path to his destination Elias left the road to ride straight through the woods to head to the southernmost reaches of Favre. Low lying branches were disregarded, whipping across his dark tunic, cutting through. Breeze felt the urgency in his rider and raced on without prompt. As they drew closer to the cliffs Elias looked up and above the trees there loomed a great, grey statue.

The ancient red Ambriast dragon known as Adram now stood in stone, upright on his hindquarters looking down over the grounds of the cliffs with his great wings tucked back and lengthy tail draped over the cliff facing.

As Elias approached he slowed Breeze to carefully make his way around the statue, its sheer size forcing him away from the cliff’s edge to weave his way through the trees of the woods. The sound in his head began to fade a bit; softer and steadied, but still there. Elias kept his gaze upward, his eyes locked on Adram’s face as he rode past the massive stone statue of the dragon. When he reached the far side he dismounted and stood staring in wonderment.

“Why would you come here to do this?”

Elias wasn’t sure why he expected the statue to move, but it was as unmoving as any statue should be. Elias thought he heard the drumming sound again, but knew the sound of Wryn’s heartbeat was simply all in his head. Guilt for leaving. You want to hear it so badly, that’s why you’re hearing it, he told himself.

He turned slowly to check over the pedestal one last time before leaving. Upon seeing the pedestal was empty his legs gave beneath him and he found himself falling to his knees.

Elias looked back up into Adram’s face. “What did you do with her! Where is she?” he cried out in desperation. Elias found his footing then slowly approached the pedestal. He ran his hand over the smooth stone and found the protective shield was gone along with Wryn. He closed his mind to the drumming in his head and listened over the sound of the crashing surf below the rocks.

Elias picked up on the slightest sound of shuffling and walked timorously to the far side of the pedestal. His heart raced in disbelief and he forced himself to blink hard, hoping to erase what he knew was a hallucination appearing before his eyes.

There on the ground, with her legs pulled up to her chest sat Wryn. Her pale eyes were wide and wild as she stared and blinked. When he approached she pulled on her knees as if trying to pull herself into the smallest possible ball. Elias heard her whimper and saw her eyes squeeze closed.

Elias squeezed his eyes closed to shake his head clear. He knew what he was seeing was impossible, but his heart began to tell him otherwise.

Even though he disbelieved his own eyes he still felt the need to call to her. “Wryn?” He’d startled her, her eyes popping open wide as she whimpered again. Elias reached out to wipe the tears rolling down her cheeks, but she cried out and shrank away.

“Wryn, it’s me, Elias.” She whimpered again and tucked her hand between her stomach and her knees. Elias looked down at his sword on the ground and saw the trace of blood on its shimmering surface.

“Are you hurt?” he asked, panicked. He lowered himself to the ground until he was crouched on all fours, approaching her cautiously, not wanting to have her shrink away again. Elias found himself frightened beyond his own belief. His only thought was reaching out to her, but each time he tried she drew away from him.

Elias moved his tongue over his parched lips while he searched his confused mind. He wanted desperately for Wryn to give him some sort of sign he wasn’t dreaming. Ever so slowly he reached out and dragged the blade away from where it laid next to her on the ground. Lifting it up he turned it over. There were no signs of blood on the tip, only along a small portion of the edge.

His mind raced. Talk to her. Let her know she’s all right and safe. Let her know you still care and love her. He looked down at the blade again. Blood. You know she hates blood. Do something about it!

“The blood. Where is it, Wryn?” She tilted her head and he realized for some reason she didn’t understand him. Elias pointed to the blood on the blade. “Where’s the blood, Wryn?” Again she tilted her head, but at the same time saw her arm twitch.

Slowly he extended his arm, reaching out his hand to her and held it there for her to take. He sat there wanting to touch her, but knowing if he did he risked frightening her more than she already was. Ever so slowly she lifted her left hand away from her stomach. Reaching out her hand, she uncurling her fingers, turning her hand over to reveal the deep slice in the palm.

At first he touched only her fingers. She’s so cold. Slowly Elias let his fingers slide up to the palm and to the cut. Wryn whimpered loudly and began to withdraw her hand, but Elias moved lightning fast to grab her wrist to keep her from moving. She fought him, but he held her arm as firmly as he could without hurting her. While Wryn sat violently shaking her head from side-to-side, pulling on her arm as she whimpered, Elias turned her palm up and gently examined the cut.

“It’s not so bad.” He smiled at her, hoping she’d calm. “Nothing you can’t fix.” Wryn slowly settled and sat staring at him with her wild, vacant eyes. “See, it’s already healing.” When he turned her hand to show her Wryn jerked her hand quickly from his grasp, shrinking away from him again as she tucked her hand back to her stomach.

“Am I dreaming?” he asked her as he moved closer. Again Wryn shifted against the rocks. “What’s wrong, Wryn? Why do you shrink away from me so? Why do I frighten you?”

Elias recalled the last time Wryn had seen him after being away from him for so long. She wasn’t accustomed to seeing him with his hair, the moustache and full beard and once again his face and head were both covered. “Is it my hair?” he asked, hoping, tugging on it a bit. “You know I’ll shave it off for you.” Wryn’s brow dropped as she darted her eyes, looking around her like a cornered animal trying to figure out how to get away.

“I heard your heartbeat, Wryn. It’s what brought me back. I-I’m sorry... I’m sorry I ever left you.” Elias tried again to go nearer to her, but each time he moved she recoiled away from him, whimpering.

He sat back on his haunches and stared up at Adram’s face, angered by the situation.

“So, I’m to have her back and her not know me? She’s to be frightened of me, is that it? Is this my punishment for leaving her alone!” he screamed up at Adram. Elias’s dark eyes spilled his tears of agony over his face as he stared up at the statue.

Elias was startled when he felt Wryn’s cold fingers touch his face, gently wiping the teardrops with her fingertips. She withdrew her hand quickly and he watched as her fingers went to her mouth, tasting the salty droplets. Reaching out slowly he found she didn’t shrink away when he touched her face.

Cold. By all that is sacred, you’re so cold, Little One. He ran his fingers in front of her mouth, feeling the rush of the icy air leaving her body as she panted.

And the breath of the soulless shall be as the breath of Death. The ancient text came rushing forth into his head, the words Alhondel had him recall to offer him proof of it, that on the night he met Wryn she did indeed have a soul. “But you have a soul, Wryn. Alhondel told me... and showed me...” Elias’s eyes flickered about as he thought.

Suddenly and painfully he realized. “Iome blak, Breon! Ancient idiot, she’s died!” He shouted up to the sky, grasping his head. “Her soul left her body when she died! By all that is sacred, Adram you brought her back to life and didn’t call for her soul!” Elias felt crushed as the thought pounded into his mind and heart. He pounded his fists at the ground, cursing creation and magic.

When finally he calmed enough he began pacing, anger gone, and grief stricken once again. He had Wryn’s body, but not her soul. Even her heart was pounding in her chest. Her body was alive, but she was soulless. She’d walk the world forever cold and forever undying. Wryn would forever be cursed to roam in confusion, with no thoughts or memories and no way of gaining thoughts or memories. It was a fate worse than any sort of tortured death and Elias was at an excruciating loss for what to do for her.

The warm breeze blew up over the cliff’s edge and Elias closed his eyes. Wryn longed for spring and the warmth, now her body is cold. Even her breath comes as ice. The warm breeze blew across his face again and Elias felt the spark of a distant memory. He closed his eyes and concentrated, wondering why the thought of Wryn’s cold breath stirred such a memory.

Of course! It was so minute, I almost didn’t realize!

Elias spun on his heel and dropped down in front of Wryn. She shrank away, but Elias took her by her shoulders and tried to pull her to her feet. “Is this possible? Did you know?” Her legs gave beneath her and he sank to the ground with her as she whimpered in his arms.

“You’re ot afraid of me, you’re afraid of everything! Your memories are gone with your soul.” He lifted her face from his chest, grasping her thick hair into his hands, tilting her head back until he could see her eyes. “Did you know, Wryn? Why didn’t you tell me? Were you still there enough when I last kissed you on Sah’Amordae?”

Even as Wryn fought to pull away Elias forced her closer, taking her into his strong embrace, pressing his lips against hers. The kiss was soft at first then he felt the rushing heat rising through him, becoming more and more intense the longer he held her. Wryn tried to pull away, but Elias grabbed her jaw between his thumb and forefinger, forcing her mouth to part as he kissed her deeply. He felt her heartbeat begin to race in time with his. Her body grew warmer and he felt her hands stop pushing him away as she began gripping his arms.

Slowly the kiss grew more passionate as Wryn began to respond. Elias heard her sob and her body began to tremble. Just as Elias was about to break the kiss Wryn pulled him back to her, wrapping and locking her arms tightly around the back of his neck. The light was brilliant, but their closed eyes shielded them as the soul made its journey back to its rightful place.

After a few moments Elias felt Wryn’s embrace loosen and her arms begin to release him. Her body went limp in his arms and her head lolled back. As her head fell back she gasped long and deep. When she exhaled the cold air rushed forth in the form of a white cloud as she coughed away the breath of Death from her body. Wryn blinked wildly, staring up at Adram for a moment before her head lolled to the side, turning her gaze to Elias.

“Elias?” she whispered hoarsely. He nodded, lifting her head to support it, pulling her more securely into his arms. Elias drew Wryn onto his lap so he could feel her warming body pressed against his. His tears flowed freely as did hers and Wryn buried her face against Elias’s shoulder while they sat holding one another, crying in relief and joy to be back in one another’s arms.

The world around them disappeared as the sound of the surf and their sobs filled the air. When their sobs faded Wryn shifted herself slightly so she could stare into his dark eyes. She sobbed softly as she ran her hand along his face. “You grew another beard.”

He nodded, laughing through his tears. “I’ll shave when I’m thoroughly convinced I’m not dreaming.”

“If you’re dreaming then so am I and if we are I don’t wanna ever wake up.” Wryn ran her hand over his face again and again and Elias lifted his hand to her face to mimic her movements. “I don’t know where I was, all I know is I felt you. All I could feel all around me was your love and your warmth.”

“You were in me, Wryn.” Elias took her hand and pressed it under his hand against his chest. “I didn’t know it, but you were in here and I kept your soul safe and warm. I never thought it possible, but you’ve been with me all this time.”

It seemed as though Elias and Wryn couldn’t touch one another enough to believe they were back together. But then all of a sudden Elias broke their embrace and held Wryn at arm’s length. He stared into her eyes then gently ran his hand over her cheek. “I love you, Wryn.”

For a moment Wryn smiled and laughed then started to cry. “I love you too, Elias.” He pulled her back into his arms. “I’ve always known it. You didn’t have to say it for me to know it.”

“I’m going to say it just so you’ll hear it. And I’m going to say it more than once a day. I love you, Wryn.” 

“And I love you too, Elias.” She smiled as he kissed the tears that continued falling. “We belong together. We’re two halves of one heart... the lover and the beloved.” He nodded and started kissing her face as his own tears fell. “Are those more tears of joy?”

“Aye,” he replied breathily. “I suppose they are.”

––––––––
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“ADRAM.” ELIAS SHIFTED Wryn so they could look up at the dragon. “He did this. Somehow he brought you back.” He ran his hands along Wryn’s chest and felt the newly mended bones on both sides of her ribcage. “He repaired Aminget... mended your body and brought you back to me. With the tiniest bit of hope left in your body you left your soul in my care. You held on long enough to give it to me. When I kissed you it left your body and came into me. I thought it only in my mind, but you did it Wryn. You gave me your soul to protect and keep for you.”

“It knew where to go. It belongs with you.” Wryn choked back her sobs. “Just like my heart.” 

“And mine both belong to you, my love.”

With Elias’s help Wryn rose to her feet, leaning against him while her legs grew accustomed to carrying her weight again. He walked her to where Adram stood overlooking the two of them. She leaned against Adram’s leg, hugging him one final time.

Wryn closed her eyes as she stretched her arms along the massive leg. “He used his great power to bring me back. I can still feel him, but he’s fading fast.” Elias approached and laid his hand next to hers on the warm stone. “He says it was the least he could do for all we suffered and all we did to bring his family home. He’s sorry it took him so long to come, but says it was the most perfect day, this first day of spring, for me to be reborn.”

Wryn pulled her hands from the statue, sobbing deeply as she turned into Elias’s chest. “My dear friend Adram is gone,” she cried. Elias held her tightly in his embrace. “But he said for us to be happy with our new chance together.”

“He’ll be here with you, though. Throughout time,” Elias offered in hopes of comforting her.

“But he’s turned to stone.”

“Adram was ancient, Wryn,” Elias said in a soft, gentle tone. “He was almost a million years old and he could barely move. I was surprised to see he’d flown this far from his home. He lived his life as he should and now he’s found peace.” Elias looked down and saw the continued sadness in Wryn’s eyes. “His body turned to stone as it’s the Ambriast way, but his soul has flown to the heavens. If an Ambriast does not die in battle, they choose how they wish to pass on when their time comes. Some dive into the sea... others will throw themselves into the fiery depths of Sah’Amordae... and some will choose to turn to stone.” Elias looked up at Adram and smiled. “I’m glad he chose the last.”

Feeling suddenly overwhelmed with joy once again, Elias swept Wryn up into his arms. He held her tightly and kissed her time and again. “You came back to me, Wryn!” he cried out as he spun circles with her, kissing her warm cheeks.

“Why are you calling me Wryn?”

Elias stopped his dance and looked down into her face to see her brow furrowed and the slight pout of her lip. “That is your name, is it not?”

“No.” Her lower lip was still sticking out and she cast her eyes down. His brow furrowed and for a moment Elias felt his heart might stop when he thought she’d somehow slipped away again. “Am I no longer your Little One?”

He laughed nervously and breathed a heavy sigh of relief, grinning broadly as he lifted her chin to tilt her head back. “You’ll always be my Little One.”

“Always... and... always?” she asked playfully, yet seriously between kisses. 

“Always and always.”
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Elias carried Wryn back to her pedestal and set her down on top of it. “This wasn’t here before. What’s this?” she asked, running her hands over the smoothed stones.

“I made it for you.” He gathered her slippers from the ground along with Phelaar and Dolly. “She’s missed you almost as much as I have,” he said, handing her the doll.

Wryn hugged Dolly to her chest while Elias reached to pick her up again. “Oh, please let me walk. It’s been so long since I’ve felt warm ground under my feet.”

“All right.” He grinned, relenting. “We’ll walk slowly.”

Grabbing up Breeze’s reins he guided the horse behind them, tucking his arm under Wryn’s shoulder as they walked to the rear garden at Castle Favre. By the time they arrived Wryn’s legs were working well enough on their own she didn’t have to lean against Elias to keep her balance, but she kept her arm around him nonetheless.

Wryn hugged her horse before Elias handed the reins over to the groundskeeper. “Wryn, this is Brasis, the new groundskeeper,” he introduced. “Brasis, this is...”

“L-L-aa,Wr-Wr-Wryn,” the young man stammered, stupefied. “H-h-how?”

“A gift from an old friend,” explained Elias. Elias was well aware that Brasis knew Wryn was supposed to be dead and was, as everyone would be; in shock. Elias laughed slightly and patted the young man’s back as he walked by handing Brasis the reins he’d dropped. “As always, please take special care of that horse.” They walked past a still very dumbfounded Brasis and stepped through the archway into the gardens.

“Oh, it’s so beautiful!” Wryn cried. She dropped to her knees into the flowers and lowered her nose to smell everything. She smiled up at Elias who was already ascending the steps.

“Wait here for just a moment.” It was possibly the most difficult thing to say to her.

Elias ran as fast as he could inside the castle and quickly found Daegar and Stilgrin, promising them the best surprise they could ever dream of waiting in the garden. They were already both very surprised to see he’d returned.

Elias left Stilgrin to walk with Daegar while he ran as fast as he could back out to the garden. He breathed a heavy sigh of relief when he saw Wryn wasn’t in his imagination, that she was truly there. He stood at the top of the steps staring down at her, taking in her beauty and thanking all the powers that be for bringing her back to him. 

“Wryn?” Stilgrin managed to say before he fainted. Elias caught him before he could hit the stones of the steps and laid him down gently. Wryn rose up slowly and turned around. Daegar stood staring in disbelief as his eyes trailed over the face and body of his daughter.

A very wobbly-legged Daegar leaned against Elias for support as they descended the stairs. Wryn met them at the bottom step where she wrapped her arms around her father’s shaking body. When Daegar was finally able to allow himself to unwrap his arms from Wryn, he placed kisses all about her face then pulled her back into his arms, still disbelieving. “How is this possible?”

“A gift from our friend Adram. See, he’s just there.” Wryn pointed so Daegar could see the head and long neck of the mighty dragon as it looked down over his cliffs. “Ancient magic, Father. Even older than Elias.” Wryn wrapped her arms tighter as Daegar slowly wrapped his arms around her again. His body shook as he began to sob tears of joy.

After she held her father for a while, Wryn pulled away and dropped back down into the flowers. She looked around, her eyes hopeful. “Where’s Maera?” She glanced around again. “And Jack? Where’s my big brother?”

Elias caught Daegar’s look and informed him, “I haven’t told her yet.”Elias could see the panic building in Wryn’s eyes. “What haven’t you told me?” He could also hear the panic and desperation in her voice. “What haven’t you told me?”

“Nothing bad, Little One,” he said quickly, descending the stairs to take her back into his arms. “They’re just not here.”

“Where’ve the gone? Feriston? Somewhere else? I’d like to see them both.” “Calm down, Wryn,” Elias urged. “You need some rest.”

“Rest?” Wryn sounded somewhat annoyed. “I’ve been resting for a very long time now, Elias. You’re keeping something from me. Now where’s my brother?”

“He’s gone home,” Daegar informed gently. “He’s gone back home.” 

“Home,” Wryn repeated, whispering. “Jack has gone home?”

“Aye. He and Maera were wed a bit over three months ago,” Elias told her. 

Although she was happy to hear Jack and Maera were married, she suddenly felt sad and a bit lost that he’d gone. Her hands fell from Elias’s arms and she found herself sinking to the steps. 

“He asked her to return with him home so he could become a healer.”

“A doctor,” she whispered, correcting, her voice filled with sorrow. “He’s going to be a doctor.”

“Wryn!” Stilgrin cried when his eyes opened and he saw her sitting in front of him, startling her and causing her to jump. “I knew I was having a bad dream!” He scooted across the steps and threw himself into her waiting arms.

“No, Stilgrin. It wasn’t a dream. I really was gone... dead,” Wryn finally said. She smiled and wiped away his tears.

“I don’t care, so long as you’re back!”

“Yes,” she whispered at his ear while they embraced. “My heart is so happy to be back, too.”

Elias sank down by her side on the steps. “Would you like to go see Jack?” She looked at him and the bright smile on her face was more than an answer. Elias took her hand and they stepped away from the rear door of the castle.

“Must you leave so soon?” Daegar asked, sounding a bit worried. “She’s only just... just... been...”

Wryn took Daegar into her arms again, hoping to comfort him. “Oh Father, I’ll be back. I just want to see Jack. I need to let Maera and him know I’m alive again.” Her warm smile worked its wonders on Daegar and calmed his nerves.

“All right, you do what you must do. Give them both my warmest regards.” 

“Won’t you come too?”

“No, no,” Daegar said quickly. Stilgrin’s hopeful look disappeared quickly. “I’ve neglected Stilgrin’s studies for so long. We’ll see them both another time. You go and enjoy your visit with your brother, but please come home to me this night.”

Wryn laughed and smiled as she kissed her father’s cheeks again. “We will.”

Daegar turned to Elias. “Do you remember where you’re going?” Elias scowled. “Oh, yes. I’ve forgotten how much older and wiser you are than I.” Both men laughed and stepped away as Elias recited the incantation to open the portal. The wood of the door swirled and the black void of the portal appeared.

“Give me a moment before you step through,” Elias told Wryn. She nodded and watched him disappear. After a few moments she saw Elias’s arm reach through. She took his hand and stepped through the void that would carry her into Jack’s realm.

“By all that’s sacred,” Maera muttered. Elias steadied her as she started to sway. He sat her down in the nearest chair while she stared at Wryn in disbelief. “I thought ya dead. We all thought ya dead.”

“Don’t overexcite yourself, Maera,” Elias told her as he crouched down beside her.

Wryn moved closer and saw Maera’s stomach was swollen and her confused eyes turned up to Elias. Elias reached out to Wryn and guided her hand over Maera’s stomach. Wryn’s eyes went wide when she felt the hardness beneath her hand. “A bit over five months, now,” Maera told Elias before her eyes turned to Wryn.

Wryn looked from Maera back to Elias and he saw the questions. “Maera and Jack are having a baby,” Elias explained softly. He waited to see the expression on Wryn’s face before letting go of her hand. She smiled and ran her hand over Maera’s rounded stomach again. Maera gave Wryn a moment on her swollen middle then gently moved Wryn’s hand from her stomach as she leaned forward to hug her tightly. Both ladies started to cry as Elias stood by watching.

Wryn wiped her tears and looked around the large living room, pulling away from Maera’s embrace. “Where’s my Jack?”

“He’s at school,” Maera informed, wiping her own tears. “Hand me that thing there,” she said to Elias.

He reached out and handed her a phone and she pressed two buttons. Wryn stood up next to Elias, his arm draped over her shoulders while her hands covered her mouth. She was almost too excited to contain herself.

“I’m fine,” were the first words out of Maera’s mouth. “I know it’s the middle of the day... I promise ya, I’m fine... But... But... But... I need ya t’ come home... Just as soon as ya can... No, I swear t’ ya I’m fine... Jackson Filmore Turner if ya don’t shut up for one moment and listen t’ me I’ll be sure t’ give ya more than hell when ya come home!... Yes, I’m sure I’m fine. Just come home... Yes, I still love ya.”

Maera hung up the phone and her laughter was soon joined by Wryn’s. Elias stood staring around the room then took notice Maera was going to stand up. Even though she didn’t need the help she accepted Elias’s hand to get out of her chair, blushing slightly as she always did whenever he touched her. Maera hugged Wryn again and again both of them started crying.

When they finally settled down Maera took Wryn’s hands into hers. “Would ya care t’ see our new home?”

Wryn nodded enthusiastically and with Elias in tow Maera took Wryn on a tour of the large, country home Jack bought for them and their expected child. The upstairs of the large, two story housed five bedrooms, one of which was already being decorated and waiting for the new arrival. There was a library, a large family room, dining room, kitchen and an office in the downstairs.

Outside was a huge yard already full of outdoor toys, a large pond and very large meadow behind the house. The house sat in the middle of more than nineteen hundred acres of trees, allowing Jack and Maera the privacy they desired, especially since Maera was still learning all of the things about the new realm she’d entered to be with Jack.

Wryn walked into the nursery and picked up one of the small stuffed toys. She hugged it to her, rubbed its soft fur then placed it back into the crib. Maera moved next to her and started scooting things around on the changing table.

“Jack said the obste... obste... oh, the baby doctor can tell us if we’re havin’ a boy or a girl, but I say it’s not right knowin’ ahead of time,” Maera said, laughing as they headed down the stairs. “This one here,” she began as she poked her finger into Elias in the chest, “is always teasin’ me, tellin’ me he can tell me if we’re havin’ a boy or a girl. But I’ll have none of it,” she warned sternly then let her smile turn warm.

“May I touch it again?” Wryn asked timidly, reaching around Maera from behind. Maera took her hand and guided it over her stomach. “That’s a baby in there,” she said softly. She looked up at Elias grinning broadly. “Jack’s gonna be a daddy.” Wryn took Elias’s hand and set it down under hers on Maera’s stomach. “There’s a tiny little baby in there.”

“Aye, I know,” he whispered softly. “You’ll be an aunt soon.”

“I will?” Wryn ran to the nearest mirror and began inspecting herself. 

“What ever are you doing, Little One?”

“Looking for the extra legs and antennae.” 

“What?”

“Oh, Wryn!” Maera exclaimed. “Not that kind of ant...”

Wryn’s broad grin spread over her face. “I know. I was teasing. I know what an aunt is. Just like I know several things I want to teach Little Maera or Little Jack.” Both Elias and Maera stared at her looking rather nervous. “So he or she won’t have to be afraid of the dark,” she explained. “Not everyone has an Elias to keep them safe from wyngyls and whatnots.” The sweet smile she wore let them both breathe a sigh of relief.

Elias took Wryn into his arms and swatted her bottom. “Just how much did you learn from all of those tomes and parchments?”

Wryn shrugged. “You tell me. You’ve got it all now.” Wryn buried her face against Elias’s chest and inhaled him deeply. She was still trying to regain all of her senses and she wanted Elias to be the most dominant thing in her mind.

“Her eyes are quite pale, Elias. I’ve not seen them their normal coloring in so long. Jack said the only time her eyes are so pale is when she’s got little t’ no magic.”

“I truly doubt Wryn is ever completely without magic, Maera.” He winked at Wryn. “Although, I do know things now I didn’t know before. I was able to understand Indigo.” He ran his fingers through his thick, black waves and shrugged his shoulders. “But I was only keeping Wryn’s memories for her. They were locked within her soul.” Elias smiled and kissed Wryn’s warm cheek. “Although the power she gave me on Sah’Amordae still courses through my body, I truly doubt I was endowed with her gifts after her soul returned to her. Wryn has all of her memories back. She may not have enough power to use them for magic, but she has all her memories.”

“Not all of them. You’ve got one of them in your pouch.” Wryn crossed her arms over her chest, tilting her head. “Unless you lost it.”

Elias looked down at his side then reached inside his pouch. He lifted out the small auburn leaf for her to see. “I would never lose such a precious memory, dear lady.”

Wryn turned when she heard the sound of a car racing up the long driveway. 

Maera glanced at the clock. “He’s been speedin’ again. He never believes me when I tell him I’m fine.”

Wryn laughed and stepped behind the kitchen doorway hoping to carry the surprise even further and Elias quelled his urge to laugh. Maera heard Jack struggling with the keys at the door and she opened it to find Tom. Maera looked past Tom to see Jack running up the front steps.

“Oh God, baby are you sure you’re all right?” Jack asked frantically as he swept Maera past Elias. He sat her down in her chair and pulled her into his arms, laying his head down on her swollen abdomen. “Baby’s fine?” She nodded and tried to speak, but with no luck. “You’re fine?” She nodded again and attempted to get a word in, but again to no avail. “Everything’s all good here... Not that I’ll never come when you call, but why the hell did you want me to come home if everything’s fine?”

“Are ya blind as well as deaf, Jack Turner?” Maera giggled slightly. “Don’t ya see we have visitors?” She bobbed her head forward indicating for Jack to turn around.

“Damn.” Jack breathed a heavy sigh of relief as he shook Elias’s hand. “Great to see you again, Elias, but... Damn, woman, you had me scared to death!” he said turning back to Maera. She scowled and crossed her arms over her chest. Jack suddenly realized. “You said visitors... more than one?” Maera nodded her head. Jack turned around expecting to see Daegar and possibly Stilgrin.

“Hi,” Wryn said softly as she waved, wiggling her fingers.

Jack stepped back and if Tom hadn’t been there to catch him he’d have fallen over Maera’s legs. Feeling the blood drain from his head, Jack sank to the floor. He stared up at Wryn as she slowly lowered herself to her knees in front of him. She wrapped her arms around him and pulled him to her, gently at first then tighter. After a quiet moment she felt Jack’s arms begin to rise to return her embrace. His face buried at her neck and she heard him sob.

“Is it really you?” he asked, disbelieving. “I thought I’d never see you again.”

“How many times do I have to say it before you believe me? I can’t leave my Jack...” Wryn’s pale blue eyes locked onto the dark eyes of her beloved. “Or my Elias.”
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“So, we have an ancient dragon to thank for bringing you back to us, huh?”

“Yes, Jack.” Wryn hugged her brother again and kissed his cheek. “And for giving me my family.” 

“He saw... what... about a million years ago the events that took place just last year?”

“Yeah. Strange how things sort of snowball up.”

“Oh, don’t even mention snowballs.” Jack shuddered, laughing. “I’ve been looking forward to spring ever since summer ended at Favre.” Jack turned to Wryn and pulled her into his arms. He looked over at Maera where she was sitting in the swing under the large weeping willow. Elias was yet again teasing her as always, telling her he could do just as her doctor and tell her the sex of her baby. She had her hands over her ears trying to block out his words.

“He’s definitely a changed man.”

“In more ways than you know, Jack.”

“I still find it difficult to believe that... Although, he’s visited Maera and me every few weeks to check on us. He’s been taking Maera home to see her family, too.” Wryn smiled, knowing Jack had come to know the kinder, gentler side of Elias she’d wanted him to see all along. “I still have a hard time with the whole dragon thing, though. I mean, c’mon, the guy is big and all, but... he had a dragon inside of him?”

Wryn laughed and tugged at Jack’s arm so they could continue their walk around the large pond. “Jack, haven’t you learned by now that sometimes you just have to accept things as they’re given to you?”

“You’re starting to sound like Alhondel.”

“Really? I’ll take that as a compliment.” Wryn smiled as she started spinning around in circles in front of him until she lost her balance and dropped to the ground.

“You know, I learned a lot about that man while staying there in the Jaston Forest. He was a runnin’ buddy of our dear friend Elias over there.”

“Jack, I know that already.” Wryn held up her hand and Jack hoisted her back to her feet.

“Really?” Jack stopped walking for a moment and shrugged. “Yeah, I guess you would.” While they walked Jack recalled the first time he’d met Wryn and the afternoon they spent in the playground. He stopped again and looked at her. “How’re the dreams, kiddo?”

“Better. Not as intense. I don’t have them as often when I’m with Elias. Sorta like when Zeke used to stay in my room with me. When I wasn’t alone I wasn’t afraid to go to sleep. They don’t seem quite as scary anymore, either. I guess maybe I’m just getting used to them.” Wryn looked up at the bright blue sky and smiled as the birds flew over. Out of nowhere she asked, “Jack, do you know if you’re having a boy or girl?”

“Nope. Maera doesn’t want to know and she told her doctor not to tell me either.”

Wryn bit down on her lower lip and threw Jack a side glance. “I saw that, Wryn.” Grabbing up her hand Jack ran with a giggling Wryn to the far side of the pond. He glanced over and Elias had given up tormenting Maera and Jack was surprised to see he was actually rubbing her back and shoulders.

“Okay, spill.” 

“Spill what?”

“Don’t give me that. You know, don’t you?” 

Wryn giggled. “Know what?”

“C’mon. Tell me, please. Am I having a boy or girl?”

Wryn shrugged and took off running through the meadow at the far side of the pond. Her bare feet dug into the warm grass and she laughed as Jack chased after her, her skirts flying up on the breeze. She tripped, but rolled and sprang back to her feet then took off running again.

“You’ve seen the future, now tell me.” Jack laughed as he tackled her to the ground then quickly pulled her long skirt back down over her knees.

Wryn forced her breath to calm and she looked into Jack’s eyes, her expression turning serious. “Do you really want to know?”

Jack didn’t have to think twice. “Yes.”

Wryn stood up and wiped the grass from her gown. “I truly do not wish to start my old tradition of ruining my new dresses!” Wryn saw Jack’s desperate expression. “Well,” Wryn rolled her eyes playfully, making Jack tickle her again. “Okay! Okay! I’ll tell you!” She caught her breath then caught his eyes. “Your nursery may not be big enough.”

Jack blanched and Wryn caught his arm before he could sway. “Huh?” 

“One of each, Jack.”

“One... of... each?” Wryn nodded and helped Jack sit down on the grass. Wryn reclined on the grass and Jack was soon beside her. “Wowwee,” Jack muttered breathily. “Twins?”

“Mm-hmm.” Lacing her fingers behind her head Wryn turned and smiled at him.

“You’re not like... yanking my chain or anything, are you?” 

“Nope. Of course, I could be wrong.”

“After everything I’ve witnessed in the past year, I doubt you’re wrong.”

Jack leaned up on his elbow and looked down at Wryn’s face. He kissed her lightly on her lips then turned his gaze across the pond to Maera. Wryn felt strange about the kiss, brotherly as it may have been, and her fingers lifted to her lips. After several long moments of silence Jack looked down at Wryn again.

“Wryn, can you alter time to travel backwards when stepping through a portal from the other realm?”

Wryn rolled onto her side and stared into her brother’s face. “Why? What do you have in mind?” Jack shrugged and looked away. Wryn caught his chin and turned him back to look at her. “Jack?”

“I dunno. I thought maybe I could... we could... maybe go back and stop my family’s accident.”

After what seemed an eternity to Jack, Wryn finally said solemnly, “I couldn’t do that, Jack.” She let out a heavy sigh and thought before she spoke. “Jack, with enough magical energy I could go back in time, but it takes a lot to alter someone else’s destiny. And playing with someone else’s destiny always manages to change someone else’s and so on. Adram explained to me that changing destiny is like a ripple on a pond. Sure, it starts off small...” Wryn tossed a stone into the water. “But then things get bigger and broader the farther along you go. People’s lives are just so completely intertwined that way. Playing with the past is never a good thing.”

Wryn took his hand into hers and kissed the inside of his wrist. “I know.” Jack forced a smile. “It was just a thought...” Jack’s voice trailed off and Wryn saw the sadness in his eyes before his head bowed.

“I know you miss your parents and Janice, but have you ever considered what would have happened in your life had the events that led you to Valleybrook never happened?”

Jack stared into the paleness of her eyes. “I have, on occasion. I know I’d probably never have met you.” 

“And you would probably still be with Tina, not Maera...” Wryn paused for a moment as she turned and looked across the pond at Elias. “And I might never have never known my life.”

Jack saw the look of love in Wryn’s eyes and understood exactly what she was saying. His eyes held the same sort of love for his new wife. “I suppose then, it’s best not to fuck with the way things have turned out, huh?”

Wryn smiled warmly as she ran her hand over Jack’s cheek. “It’s probably for the best.”

Jack rolled backwards, lunged forward and kicked up onto his feet then extended his hand down to Wryn to help pull her up.

“So, what are you and Elias going to do now?” he asked, raising a quizzical brow. “Is he going to make an honest woman out of you?”

“Oh, I always try to tell the truth. Elias says I can’t lie worth a damn anyways.” 

“That’s not...”

Wryn laughed and grabbed up Jack’s hand into hers. “I know what it means. But I really don’t know what we’ll do. Do you remember our flight to Sah’Amordae?”

Jack laughed half-heartedly. “Of course. How can I forget?”

“The ship we saw...” Wryn stopped Jack and turned him to her. “I’ve always wondered what’s across the seas and other places. Elias said he’d take me.”

“So, you’re going to go back?” Jack tried not to sound disheartened that Wryn was leaving. He knew she needed to do whatever it was that would make her happy. Jack knew in his heart she was truly happy with Elias and had no worries the man would take care of her for all of her days.

Wryn nodded. “I have to. It’s where I belong.” She glanced over at Elias and Maera. Elias was gathering up the blanket, staring up at the clouds moving in. Wryn lifted her eyes to the sky and saw the sun disappearing behind some clouds then looked back at Jack. “Elias can’t live here, Jack. And I don’t think I can either. Neither of us is prepared for this world. In all the years I spent here, I still don’t know anything about it. Back home life is a bit... well, it’s harsher, but it’s a simpler way. I still have so much to learn and Elias can help me.”

Jack nodded and pulled Wryn into his arms. “I understand, honey. Maera is doing her best to work her way into this world. Tom has been a big help in that department. She misses home, but she says she’s happy wherever I am.”

“But I want you to finish school and become a doctor. It’s what you’re meant to be,” she stressed. 

“Oh, that I definitely intend to do,” Jack said as they started walking again.

They headed back around the pond toward the house and Jack draped his arm over Wryn’s shoulder. “Will you still get visions?”

“Adram used to force them into my mind, but I can feel I can do it on my own now. It’s probably another thing left behind from Adram when he brought me back.”

“And the headaches from the information overload you gave yourself?”

“They’re not as intense, but when I feel them coming on I know what to do. Adram told me all I needed to do was find something to focus on and it would help.”

Jack turned Wryn in his arms and stared down at her face as the peeking sunshine glimmered off of her eyes. “You look different somehow,” he said softly. “Your eyes... they’re pale, but something is different.”

“Elias hasn’t noticed,” Wryn whispered softly. She glanced across the pond and watched as Elias and Maera moved to the large porch at the rear of the house. “It’s Adram,” she continued in her soft tone. “Jack, Adram left me with a great deal of power. It’s like none I’ve felt before and it’s different than the power I absorbed on my own. He gave it to me when he brought me back, just before he turned to stone.”

Jack glanced at the house to make sure Elias or Maera wasn’t watching. He moved closer to Wryn’s face until they were merely inches apart. “There’s so much more dancing in your eyes than before. Now there’s gold mixed in with the silver sparkles. The paleness surrounds them, but if you look closely enough, you can see the sparkles of gold lights.”

“I’ve been feeling a bit strange since I came back,” Wryn confessed. She moved away from Jack a bit, catching up his hand in hers again so they could continue their walk back to the house.

“Strange?”

“Like knowing about your babies. Even the first time I touched Maera I knew. And there are so many other things I’ve seen. It’s probably just this new power. I’m probably just getting adjusted to it.” 

“Do you think it’s a magical power or his ancient knowledge?”

“I’m not sure. But if I concentrate hard enough I can recall things that didn’t happen to me... or Elias.” 

“Do you see the future every time you touch someone?”

“No. It doesn’t seem to work like that... but I really don’t know. I do know when I touched Maera I wondered if there was a baby girl or a baby boy inside of her. Then I knew. It was more of a feeling than a vision of the future.”

“How about all of those other things in your head that used to give you the headaches. Are they still there?” Wryn nodded. “And the headaches? You said Adram suggested focusing on something to drive them down. Does that help?”

Wryn waved at Elias when he saw them approaching. “I have something quite wonderful to focus on and it keeps the pain down. Adram told me over time I won’t even feel anymore pain from it.”

The sky opened up and the rain began to fall just as Jack and Wryn reached the house. Jack chased Wryn up onto the porch and she stumbled into Elias’s waiting arms. “A bit of a chill in the air. Are you cold?”

“Not when I’m with you.” Wryn smiled and Elias kissed her lightly on her lips before pulling her tighter in his arms.

“Wryn?” She turned around and saw Tom sitting in one of the wicker porch chairs. He rose and walked to her, unassisted by crutches or braces. “I never got a chance to say thank you.” Wryn wrapped her arms around him and held him tightly. “My parents... the doctors... they were all astounded.”

Wryn smiled. “It made my heart happy to help you. I’d do it again.”

Jack stepped up next to Tom. “Not necessary. He’s completely healed. No signs.” Tom wrapped his arm over Jack’s shoulder.

Elias stepped up next to Wryn and watched as Jack pulled a long gold chain carrying the tiny weight of the Saint George medal on it out from beneath his shirt. “So, who gets this now?”

Elias lifted the small coin up and stared down at the engraving. He recalled the story behind it and glanced at Wryn.

“This is the story you were telling in Bethsma?” She gave him a quick nod. “For bravery, correct?” Again she nodded. “I think you’d better hold onto this one, Jack.” Elias smiled as Maera joined their small group. “If you’re having two babes at once you’re going to need it.”

After Maera got over the shock of the news, the five settled into a discussion about the new situation of having twins and what work needed to be done in the nursery. Even though she had her back turned to everyone, Elias saw Wryn run her hand over her flat stomach. When she turned around he could see the lingering sadness in her eyes, knowing she thought of the child they lost. He lifted her hand to his lips, kissing her fingers and inner wrist. She smiled at him, the sorrow forced away for the time, and returned to a happier mood for the sake of her brother and Maera.

After an early dinner the evening settled in and the rain came to a stop. With a simple glance at one another Wryn stood and took Elias’s hand. It was time to say their good-byes to Jack, Maera and Tom.

Wryn hugged Tom then wrapped her arms around Maera and rubbed her hand over Maera’s stomach. She rested her ear for a moment over Maera’s stomach and smiled. “Don’t kick your momma too much in there, babies,” she instructed, causing Maera to laugh.

Wryn lifted her head away from Maera’s stomach and saw Jack looking rather pained. He wasn’t sure what compelled him to say it, but he found the words coming out
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