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  To all the families wanting desperately to expand, and feeling so alone in your grieving.

You're not alone.








  
  Author's Note


Many readers lift a book and wonder why they should trust the author, regardless of genre. Non-fiction books tend to have a rougher time, given that their authors should be at least reasonably versed on the topic. Fiction tends to be slightly more forgiving, though topics such as miscarriage, infertility, and birth are often shied away from as they are controversial. 
Anca's story mirrors many aspects of my own journey to bring my two girls into the world. This said, absolutely none of this book is meant to trivialize experiences the reader may have, nor are these written words meant to minimize the pain that individuals go through while attempting to expand their family. This is simply a fictional account of what I went through; a glimpse into real pain, faith that does tremble, and the raw human emotion that I underwent. 
If Anca's story shines a light on your own experiences, please know that you aren't alone. Statistics don't often mean much, but the numbers 1 in 4, or 1 in 8, do; we don't ever realize how big of a statistic those truly are, nor do we fully understand why we may become a part of the statistics themselves.
Miscarriage, infertility, and pregnancy loss are no jokes. As I shared in a different novel, my husband and I lost six pregnancies amid having two children. Recently, I received word from two women who I hold very near to my heart that they, too, lost their pregnancies. The difference between my loss and theirs? They knew I had mourned, and so they had people they could mourn with. I didn't have that blessing.
As you read Anca's story, A Mother's Prayer, please know that my heart goes to you if you resonate with any of the happenings in these pages. If you are in the midst of this trying season, or you are waiting, please know that you're not alone. I understand, at least in part, the pain you are going through. I also know that God hears you, and He mourns with you.
If you are in a place in which you need additional help, please reach out to the National Maternal Mental Health Hotline (U.S.).
	 U.S. National Maternal Mental Health Hotline: 1-833-852-6262



God bless,
Ellie
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  Chapter one
Settling


After what felt like an eternity of pain, there seemed to finally be a breath of fresh air. 
Anca slowly turned and took in their new home. She nodded to herself. It was smaller than what her stepchildren—Drop and Shatter—were used to. Still, it was a roof over their heads in a place that wouldn’t persecute them. That was the most important part.
"Well?" Her husband, Flick, asked softly from behind her. "What do you think? I know it isn't nearly as nice as what we had in Zanther, but there's a bedchamber for us, and eventually the children can receive one as well. It was all they could do on short notice."
She looked at the man.
He was still bandaged from the beating he had received from his father, and each wound was a reminder of the hatred that Solari worshippers clung to. The nation of Zanther was hostile toward anything that spoke against their gods, especially if it involved the outlawed god HaMelech. Their regime stemmed from the worship of many false gods, and actively speaking against them brought a fate worse than death. Despite this, his eyes still shone with a light that Anca hadn’t seen since the day they were wed.
Married.
Anca's head still swam at the reminder. Their marriage hadn't been too long ago, but it still felt like it had taken an eternity while they were in Zanther. She pushed those thoughts away as Flick wrapped one arm around her waist. "I think this is just what we need," she murmured. "As you said, it isn't what you and the children were used to, but this will do for us. It's just the four of us, as of current."
Flick smiled beside her, and she leaned her head against his chest. That would change, soon enough. They wanted a child together, one to bring their family to completion.
Outside, Anca caught the sounds of Drop and Shatter laughing among other children. She looked over her shoulder, smiling a little to herself. "They've bounced back."
"I'm glad… he was horrible to them," Flick whispered. Anca looked at him and pressed closer. "I still can't believe that he was willing to starve them—"
"He was a man delusional with power and demonic forces, Flick," Anca whispered. "HaMelech willing, one day he might be saved. Until then, all we can do is forgive him for what he did to us, and pray that he sees his sins." Her husband chuckled softly, shaking his head, and Anca sighed. It was a bigger task than she wanted to admit, but she knew their God, HaMelech, could work mighty miracles. Whether that miracle was one that He would perform, though, she didn't know.
What she did know, though, was that this time was miraculous. Their family was free from Fernando Alastar’s chains—literal or otherwise. Anca looked at her husband, searching his face. He wouldn't admit the pain his father caused, would he? If it had been any other High Inquisitor who had imprisoned and abused them, the hurt would eventually fade. Coming from Flick's father, though, Anca was sure it would linger for decades at the very least.
Drop and Shatter came thundering in, their clothes coated in dust and grass stains from running with the others. Anca crouched to receive them, holding the two close as she stroked down their black hair. Her stepdaughter, Drop, who was six, beamed at her. After so many months of being ill, before Anca had met their father, it was hard to imagine this same child had been on death's doorstep. Now, her wide eyes were the vision of life. Shatter, smaller than his older sister as he was only five, clung to Anca with one hand. He sucked on his thumb, a habit that Anca knew they'd need to break eventually, before he looked at Flick. "Papa?"
"Come here," Flick chuckled.
He lifted the boy as Anca took Drop's hand, and the small family slowly explored their home.
The floors were still dirt. With fall in full swing, there wasn’t enough time to add a cellar or wood planking. Sturdy pine planks made the walls, and the rafters smelled strongly of freshly cut oak. Rolandus, one of Flick’s friends, had given them polished box bed, their most precious furniture. The wood shone golden in the light of the gas lamp, a silent reminder of the blessing of the gift.
It was small, but it was home.
A little tap on the ajar door prompted Anca to turn to see that Rolandus was there. His dreadlocked hair had been tied back from his face, and his eyes shone with kindness. Beside him was Marin, the redheaded healer who Anca owed her salvation in HaMelech to. Her friend had her arm linked with Rolandus in a fondness, though guarded, as she held a basket. "Are you free for a moment?"
"Of course, anything for family," Anca said. She passed Drop to Flick, who had begun to play with Shatter on the packed earth floor, and crossed to them. There, she gave Marin a tight hug. "This is perfect, thank you."
"We'll be sure to pass your thanks on to the carpenter who helped," Marin said, squeezing her. "We wanted to make sure that you had food for the evening. I made some bread, and Rolandus brought some cider. Olare would have come with us to check in, but he was called into a meeting."
"How's his arm?" Anca murmured.
Marin's brother, Olare, had lost his arm while escaping Zanther with them. The injuries their group had sustained were limited to him—Rolandus and Flick had managed to remain unscathed in any of the fights. Olare himself was fortunate enough to be fit for a prosthetic, but that didn't mean that his spirits were still high.
"He'll be alright once he comes to terms with it," Rolandus said quietly. "I think his biggest disappointment is losing the use of his longsword." He smiled slightly at Marin, who had looked down. Anca's heart ached for her friend. There were a lot of changes that came from their escape, especially in knowing that their wounds would take time to heal.
She took Marin's hand and held it. "Would you like to eat with us? I don't have too terribly much, but we can check the orchards for some apples… and I'm sure the community garden has some produce we can use."
"I would like to, yes," Marin said. She followed Anca inside and placed the basket down. Then, she looked at Rolandus. "Did you want to stay with Flick and the children?"
The man looked up from where he was, already holding Shatter in his arms. He gave a sheepish grin. "I think so."
Anca laughed, kissed Flick lightly as she threw her shawl over her shoulders, and followed Marin out.
Her husband seemed at peace with the children, and that brought her joy. Still, there was the desire to have more while they had all they needed. Anca didn’t like clinging to those thoughts, but she found herself dwelling on the idea of carrying her own child.  Flick was already an excellent father; would she be a good mother? Drop and Shatter seemed easy enough to tend to, especially being four and three.
Marin cleared her throat, pulling Anca from her thoughts. "So… how long do you think it'll be before Flick decides to lead a patrol into Zanther?"
A shiver flooded through Anca, and she swallowed. "I'm not ready for him to go back, regardless of his purpose. His father tried to kill him; if he's found out, they won't merely torture him." Still, she knew that Flick’s mission in Zanther could save thousands of lives that would otherwise be executed. Her heart clenched, and she looked down, sucking in a breath. Thousands of Kingsmen, like her friend Catherine, or her friend’s young daughter, Annabel, were burned at the stake for heresy.
Anger burned in Anca for a brief moment before she exhaled.
Justice was for HaMelech to deliver, not her. For all she knew, those who had killed the Kingsmen would be saved; only HaMelech could answer that question.
"Anca?"
Marin put her hand on Anca's arm, and she glanced at her friend. Then, she whispered, "I don't want him to return, Marin. I don't want to lose my husband again, not after only getting him back recently."
"Oh, Anca." The redhead pulled Anca into an embrace, and Anca closed her eyes. She sniffled, doing her best to keep from crying, as Marin whispered, "HaMelech will protect him. He always has, with each patrol that goes out. His ways are so much higher than our own."
"I know… I know…" Anca pulled away and wiped her eyes, then looked at the sky. "It'll be alright. I… I want there to be a future for our family. For Drop, and Shatter, and any children we have together."
Her friend smiled knowingly at her before the two began to walk again. They were silent as they entered the community garden to collect a cabbage and carrots, and then wandered to the butcher. A small package of pork wasn't too expensive, but Anca felt guilty spending some of their meager funds to pay for it. She could cook some tonight, salt the rest, and keep it for bacon. It wouldn't go to waste, and they'd be able to use it again. Then, the two made their way towards the small home that Flick and the children remained in.
Before they reached it, Anca looked at Marin. "You wanted to know what the future might hold for Flick and I. What about you and Rolandus? Are you going to go through with your engagement, now that we're here?"
A little hum answered her, and Marin shook her head. Anca frowned as the redhead murmured, "HaMelech has a new season for us both. We made a promise to obey HaMelech before we agreed to wed, and we have yet to be released from our calls to enter marriage. Our engagement is still there, but it will not come to fruition for a time."
"Isn't that hard, the wait?"
"It is… but that will make the time so much sweeter," Marin said. She smiled at Anca and nudged her. "You and Flick have a season you will be waiting for, I have no doubt. I can see how you'd like to be a mother to a child you've carried."
Anca looked down, and she smiled. "I'm excited for that season. I love Drop and Shatter, they are everything… but a little sibling for them would be wonderful. I know Flick would like to have another one, too."
The two bumped each other with a small laugh, and Marin beamed. "I'll be here for you the entire time. Praying, listening, and doing whatever I can. You're my sister."
Her soft words made Anca smile, though she knew it didn't reach her eyes. She did have a blood sister, Adriata, but after renouncing the supposed god Solaris in front of her, Anca doubted that the word ‘sister’ was accurate. Marin seemed to sense this as she gently embraced her, and Anca pressed her face into the other woman's neck. Marin sighed and squeezed her. "There's no point in obsessing over the past," she whispered. "HaMelech will move as He will, and bring paths together as needed. He will make all things good."
"I know."
They returned to the humble cottage to find that Flick and Rolandus had exhausted themselves with Drop and Shatter. While still awake, the two men were lying on the dirt floor while the children played with their hair. When Anca and Marin entered, the little ones looked up and ran to them. Anca caught them both and held them, closing her eyes as she savored their hugs. Shatter nuzzled in while Drop, ever as sweet, kissed her cheek.
This was home.
The remainder of the evening was spent cooking some of the pork and vegetables, and laying the remainder of the pork with salt to preserve it. Flick did what he could to shuffle furniture around their humble home; a rickety table and four spindly chairs had been put in the middle of the room. Anca smiled back at him, receiving a grin in return, and then returned to her tasks. Eventually, they laid Drop and Shatter in the bedbox and closed the door. Marin and Rolandus left well before bedtime, leaving the two to sink onto an understuffed sofa together. Anca leaned against her husband, and he ran a hand through her hair as he sighed and closed his eyes.
"We made it," Anca whispered. "We have so little, outside of our health, but it's there."
Flick chuckled quietly. "From what I've heard from others, that's more than enough."
Anca nodded against him, turned to rest against his side, and closed her own eyes. "We'll make it a home. We've got the children, and we have each other; we will be alright."
Again, Flick nodded, and they rested quietly. Eventually, Anca pulled away to fetch the knitting she'd been working on. Flick began to clean his wooden staff, and the two glanced at one another with a little smile before going back to their tasks.
Morning came quickly, and Anca found herself between Flick and Drop, both of whom were snoring.
They would need to get a second box bed before long.
Anca slipped from the bed to wash her face and get ready for the day. Her apron went on easily and she made porridge, pausing to finish the pork from the night before. As her family slept, she slipped outside beneath the apple tree beside their home and knelt to pray.
It felt better to be outside for this prayer, even if there was a Temple not far from their home. It reminded Anca of first encountering and accepting HaMelech, surrounded by His creation.
"HaMelech, my king," she whispered. The wind rustled the leaves above her, and she smiled slightly to herself.
His presence was everywhere.
Anca sighed and shifted to get comfortable again. "Father, thank you for our home, the garden that we will tend to, and the children that we are raising. Thank you for the harvest that the town has received and the apples we will soon pick. You are a good father and a provider. Steady my hands as I work today, and help me to support Flick as his bride. Our life is finally becoming some semblance of normal, and…" she paused, her voice catching. Was she scared of this? She really shouldn't be scared; she knew she was safe with Flick, especially after everything that had happened. Perhaps she was nervous about disappointing him? No, she shouldn't be worried about that, either. She knew that his approval, while nice, didn't at all compare to HaMelech's approval. Anca frowned to herself and sighed. "I don't know what to do," she finally murmured. "I think I'm afraid of doing everything wrong. I don't want to disappoint him, I don't want to fail the children… HaMelech, I'm so afraid that I have stepped into something I'm wholly unprepared for."
The wind rustled the leaves again, kicking a few stray pieces that had decided to fall early into Anca's face. She kept her eyes closed even during the intrusion before she hung her head. "You will guide me, You will keep me safe… Please, take these feelings and hold them. Help me to face them and remind me of Your truth as we move into this new life. Amen."
She stood, brushed her hands off, and looked at the sky. It was a busy day to begin, and there were things that had yet to even be thought about since they escaped from Zanther.
When Anca returned to the home, she carefully woke the children to get them dressed and tidy the floor. A pot of water was on the fire for Flick's bath, and she smiled to herself as she heard him roll over in their bed with a groan. This was perhaps the best sleep they'd had in a while, too.
Soon enough, the day had begun, and they were all awake. Anca sent Drop and Shatter from the house to play as soon as she heard the giggles of children outside their door. With the kids gone, she began to scrub the porridge pot out, elbow deep in lye. Halfway through the endeavor, Flick gave her a kiss. "I need to go help Rolandus this morning with training the young ones."
"Are you training them to go to Zanther?" Anca asked, looking up at him. Was he going to leave sooner than she had assumed? She wasn't entirely sure when he'd leave, but the idea of having him return to Zanther so soon frightened her.
Flick paused, his eyebrows knit together, before they relaxed. "Soon enough," he murmured. "These pupils are currently too young to make the trek, not without their parents. I will be aiding him in two months' time, though, in preparing a patrol. Olare also asked me to consider serving in Bleak Hollow for a term." He turned away to pull his boots on, and Anca began to wring the kitchen towel in her hands. "It'll be alright, Anca. HaMelech will prepare us."
"I don't want to lose you again, not after only recently returning to your side," Anca murmured. The fear gnawed at her again, making her swallow. "Flick, I don't want you to return to Zanther if you can avoid it. Bleak Hollow… while it isn't ideal, I'd rather face chittering demons a thousand times over than to risk you encountering that man…"
"Anca, I'll be okay," Flick soothed. He finished dressing and kissed the top of her head. "It'll be alright, I swear. HaMelech is in control, is he not?"
The smaller blonde looked up at him, searching his dark eyes, before she sighed and nodded. "You're right, and I know that this fear isn't of Him. I was praying earlier this morning and… the worries are there. I need Him to take them—"
"Then let's give them to Him, Anca," Flick interrupted softly. He gathered her hands into his own, the comfort making Anca sigh and bow her head, and then he murmured, "HaMelech, we're afraid. You didn't make us to be creatures of fear, and so we give them to You. Our worries about the future, the 'what-ifs', the maybes, are for You to take. Help us to keep them at your feet." He paused for a moment, squeezed Anca's hands, and murmured, "I pray protection over this household, Lord. Spread Your wings over our children so they may experience Your world in safety. Continue to guide Anca as she raises them in the home." One of his hands released Anca's, and she shifted, finding that he had placed it on her belly. "Grant us peace as we wait to welcome another child to this family. Guard Anca as we make these choices, keep her safe and help her thrive as we move towards the life you've called us towards." Anca placed her hand on his own as Flick ran a thumb back and forth under hers. It was a gentle gesture, and Anca knew that, with even that prayer, Flick was hoping to father a child with her
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