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Prologue
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Many believe that in darkness comes peace. Those are the people who believe that in darkness, peaceful slumber is to be found until the rays of light destroy that serenity. But peaceful slumber is only for those whose minds are not filled with the fears unleashed by the darkness. Voices which cry out from fear can be heard and the slumber ended, with assurances there’s nothing more in the darkness than there was in the light. A gentle touch or a warm embrace can be all it takes to soothe the fears created by the darkness.

But, what if there is no voice to be heard? What if all there is are the silent cries and the unheard whimpers in the unsettling void? What if the darkness seems unending and all a mind – or soul – knows is the black void when once it knew light? Light, though surrounded by death, is still light. A myriad of tens of thousands of years of accumulated memories soaked in blood, buried in darkness. Blood covered by darkness does not erase the blood.

There is no sense of time in a void. I know only what I was told – not quite fifteen centuries. Fifteen centuries of darkness and fifteen centuries of being left alone while my body – though not truly a body – fed from the powers of the world of magic, to exist in darkness with all the memories of the past atrocities not my own, yet consumed by them. 

Is it fair to continue to be consumed by a darkness that no longer exists? How can one tell a small child there’s nothing to be afraid of in the dark when one’s mind is filled with their own terrors of having been left alone – for fifteen centuries – in the dark? 

I am Wryn, daughter of Master Wizard Daegar, sister to Jack, mother of Arn and to Indigo the Falgorn dragon, slayer of the great Ambriast dragon Surrk, friend to many, and beloved of Elias – and I will never be able to forget I am Aminget; no matter who tries to convince me otherwise.

Fate whispers to the Warrior, 

“You cannot withstand the storm.” 

The Warrior whispers back, 

“I am the storm.”

– Unknown
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Chapter 1
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The tide moved in on what was once a beautiful, bright and sunny beach. The battle had taken the remainder of the day and the sun was slowly sinking on the western horizon. Blood now mingled with the sea, the tidal current turning the white foam to shades of red and pink before dragging it away. There were but a few bodies strewn about the sand, the moving waters causing those who were closest to the water to slightly sink. There wouldn’t be time to set pyres and there was no need. The corpses would soon be ravaged by the other creatures lurking, waiting for the beach to clear of movement in the darkening shadows.

Other than the soft sound brought by the rise and fall of the tide waters and the coming of the sea birds, the only sound to be heard was the heavy draw of breath of one man who finally dropped to a knee. In desperate need of a respite – and better supply of air not breathed through the vent holes in the visor of his helmet – his arm shook slightly as he raised his hand to lift his visor. The rush of clean, sea air sucked in through his nostrils then mouth, poured into his desperate lungs and for a moment his head went light.

“How?” came a deep voice from his left.

Though exhausted, the warrior quickly rose to his feet, his sword lifting in preparation as he spun on his heel to face the next opponent. When his booted feet planted heavily into the wet sand he was on the verge of lowering his visor when he realized the voice had come from an average size man clad only in the simplest of leather torso armor, carrying only an ornately carved bow in his hand and an empty quiver on his back.

Rather than lowering the visor, the warrior slowly lowered his sword. Still breathless from his last engagement, his deepened tones asked in exasperation, “What?” The bowman pointed with the arm of his bow, indicating to the warrior’s chest. The warrior looked down at the arrow that was still lodged deeply into the metal chest plate, directly into his heart. “How?” the bowman asked again.

The warrior’s eyes slowly lifted, followed by the rise of his chin and with it came the odd and unexpected sound of his deep laughter. Then the warrior’s eyes suddenly caught notice of something he’d somehow missed on first inspection of his would-be opponent. “How?” he asked in the same quizzical tone, pointing the tip of his sword toward the bowman. 

The large gash in the bowman’s neck became even more apparent as he looked around, trying to inspect himself. When he realized, he smirked sheepishly and his empty hand slowly lifted to the wound at his carotid artery. The wound was ghastly deep and even as the bowman spoke, the deep slice spilled more blood all down the front of the his chest. All he offered was a nonchalant shrug. “Rimppa. You?”

The warrior nodded, enlightenment stirring understanding. “Adram.” 

“Damned Ambriast,” came from behind the warrior. Taken by surprise, the first warrior’s sword raised quickly as he spun around to see yet another opposing warrior approaching from the darkened depths of the jungle behind him. As the third man stepped over a body on his approach, the eyes of the other two men went wide upon seeing this warrior was moving undaunted even though his skull was well planted with a battle ax buried halfway through the top. “Sleed.” 

The bowman dropped to crouch then rolled to his side as his laughter filled the air. The first warrior rolled his eyes and shook his head in disbelief before again sinking down to the sand, this time sitting rather than kneeling. 

“The city?” the first warrior asked.

“Sacked. On fire as we speak,” the third informed.

All three of the men turned their gaze to smoke-filled dusk sky. What little light there was from the remaining sun highlighted the smoke. The glow beneath it was presumably the city set ablaze.

“Would you mind?” The third man dropped to his knee next to the first warrior. The warrior lifted his visor and with it a quizzical eyebrow. “I’ve tried,” the third man said as he reached for the handle of the ax and tugged. “It’s too deep.” The bowman’s laughter escalated. The warrior and the third man both looked at the bowman as if he’d gone mad. The third man raised his voice to be heard over the bowman’s laughter. “Will you pass out when all your blood drains?” 

When the bowman realized the third man was speaking to him he settled his laughter. “No. It’s draining, but I’ve not yet passed out from past wounds such as this. It’s already half healed anyways. I can feel the return of blood to my brain already.” 

The warrior addressed the third man. “You’ll have to either lie down or bend over. I’m not getting up.” He then removed his helmet and drew in as deep breath a breath as he could with the arrow still lodged in his chest. He took a moment to run his fingers over the scalp of his loosed, dark hair that was matted to his forehead and down along his neck.

As he went down on all fours, the third man moved closer to allow the warrior easier reach of the ax handle. “If you can, one clean yank.” 

“Aye. On three?”

“Aye.”

There was no count, only the frustrated, agonized scream that followed the quick, hard upward jerk to the ax handle that also pulled him forward to land him face down in the sand.

“Why bother asking?” the third man asked as he spat the sand from his mouth.

Through his laughter, the warrior said, “I needed a good laugh!”

“There’s nothing funny!” Wryn screamed out as her cheek left the softness of the blanket spread out over the sand.

Elias bolted upright, dagger in hand, clinging to Arn who’d been laying on his chest during their nap. Arn’s arms flew around his father’s neck, his little, dark eyes flying open wide only seconds before the first of his cries lifted. 

“Little One?” Elias asked breathlessly. He was torn between who he should comfort first, his wife or their frightened son.

“I’m okay,” Wryn responded, breathlessly. “I’m okay.” She quickly shifted from her stomach to take Arn from Elias. Once in his mother’s arms, Arn quickly calmed. “Shh. It’s okay, Peanut,” she soothed softly as she smoothed out some of the mussed tufts of his dark curls then began rubbing his back. 

At the reminder of his son’s nickname, Elias made a slight scowl then ran his hand over Wryn’s head before he began smoothing the silvery hairs that had come loose while she’d restlessly napped. Arn’s forehead dropped to his mother’s shoulder then rolled to press his cheek against her warm skin. He began frowning deeply at Elias who only offered a kiss to Arn’s round cheek to kiss away his large tear.

“Sleepy?” Elias asked Arn as he leaned his head slightly to the side, closing his eyes. He signed again, repeating, “Sleepy?” There was no response from Arn. “Or hungry?” Elias formed an upside down C with his hand and slid it down from under his chin, over his throat and down over his chest. He took Arn’s little hand to form the C and moved it down over Arn’s little body in the same manner. Elias repeated, his eyes wide with hope, “Hungry?” 

Rather than mimic what his father had been trying to teach him, Arn lifted his head away from Wryn long enough to gently pat the intertwining rings on the exposed part of Wryn’s inner left breast. Elias tried again with the sign for ‘hungry’, but Arn only frowned deeper and once again patted Wryn. 

“Mama,” Arn replied quietly.

In the very slightest frustration, the crook of Elias’s elbow flew to cover his face as he dropped back down onto the blanket.

“Stubborn, just like his mother,” he mumbled softly.

“He knows what he wants and knows where to get it,” Wryn retorted, smirking as she unlaced her bodice the rest of the way to free her breast. Arn knew exactly where to go and as soon as his mother’s breast was exposed he began to suckle. “Just like his father.” Slowly she rocked and began to hum a Rendlen lullaby.

Several minutes later Elias suddenly lifted his arm. “Don’t forget...”

“Too late,” Wryn reported. “He’s already back asleep. I guess he just needed the comfort to go back to drift off again.” Wryn released an exasperated sigh just as Elias reached over take the limp, sleeping body of their son from her arms.

Elias moved Arn to the deeper shade of the angled canopy he’d set up for them on the beach. Once Arn was settled, Elias rolled back to Wryn who had just tied the bow to the lacing of her bodice. Elias’s dimpled, sly grin lifted and he caught the side glance Wryn was giving him as his fingers slowly tugged at the ribbon. Before Wryn realized it, both of her breasts were freed and Elias was nuzzling, spurring Wryn’s soft moan.

“My lady, your son will hear you,” Elias playfully scolded.

“I’d... I’d...” Wryn’s words and breath caught in her throat as Elias’s mouth and tongue teased the nipple of her breast. He then smiled when he felt his mouth’s gentle coaxing helped offer release of his wife’s discomfort.

“Thank you,” Wryn said dreamily.

“I often warn our son we’ll be sharing these.” His own words prompted him to roll enough to check on Arn. The infant was still sleeping soundly and Elias was pleased he’d at least be able to spend time with Wryn without immediate interruption.

“I realize I interrupted your thoughts, my beloved.” Elias propped himself up on his elbow to look down at Wryn while his fingers lightly caressed her upper thigh.

Wryn shook her head slightly then smiled. “I was just gonna say, I’d rather him see us making love than him see two people killing each other.” For a moment Elias’s brow furrowed deeply. Once he’d had a moment to consider Wryn’s thoughts, he smiled, silently nodded in agreement, then moved his head back down to his target. Elias’s gentle teases resumed as he moved the bodice of Wryn’s dress lower and pulled her arms from the sleeves.

Having quickly recalled the last attempt to enjoy a day on the beach in one another’s arms, Wryn’s gaze quickly flew to the stone staircase behind them. Elias’s hand reached up to slowly guide her gaze back to him then kissed her deeply. When their lips parted, Wryn gasped as Elias’s hand left her breast and roamed beneath her skirt to the more delicate regions of her body.

“I’m just happy we were able to get in at least one kiss without interruption.” 

“I set up my own alarm,” Elias informed, whispering softly at her ear before setting his teeth to gently bite at the tender flesh of Wryn’s neck. “Well before anyone approaches. And the canopy will aid in keeping anyone else’s eyes from catching a single glance of my beautiful bride’s lovely breasts.” 

“You thought of everything,” Wryn said breathlessly. “Mmm. I love you.” 

Elias’s mouth left Wryn’s breast and he looked down into her eyes. “I love you as well, my beloved.” 

“Always and always?” Her voice was low and sultry.

Wryn’s hand grabbed at the hem of her skirt and began to move it higher until her thighs and pelvis were completely exposed. Elias’s eyes were always hungry for Wryn’s body and he gazed down at her longingly. It was rare she showed her hungry side – what Jack called ‘being horny’ – and relished in watching Wryn’s fingers dance over her own fair skin to further tease and entice Elias. He watched as her hand moved to pleasure herself; he knew it was to call out to him, but to also have him give her what she desired. Though reflex made him want to pounce on her most seductive invitation he lifted slightly to enjoy her enticing show.

The final signal was offered when Wryn’s hands lifted away from her body. Slowly her arms arced upward and came to rest high above her head, her head turning to expose her graceful neck. Elias needed no further prompting. He shifted himself until he was between her exposed thighs, moving her skirt well above her waist before pressing himself firmly to the cleft between her legs.

“Always and...” Elias groaned his pleasure as he pressed further, feeling the acceptance of his body as he entered the warm depths of her. Wryn’s moan lifted to his ears and reflexively her knees lifted higher to offer him deeper access. “And always.” 

Elias’s movements were purposely slow and methodical. Though Wryn had silently called to him to help him fulfill his lust, he wanted to build upon her own hunger. His tongue licked and his mouth suckled her neck while he moved within her, his movements increasing enough to spur more of her ever quiet moans.

When Wryn’s hand flew to bite down on her own wrist he knew it was her attempt to muffle her own passionate cries from waking their son. Once he felt the inner spasms of Wryn’s body as it released, Elias increased his speed then just before his own hard release he kissed Wryn deeply. His fervent kiss relaxed to tenderness before he reluctantly withdrew. 

For several long minutes he allowed himself to relish in the remaining feeling of their union. Then, as he stared down at her, he felt Wryn’s body begin to grow even more relaxed. He couldn’t help smiling down at her, pleased in knowing the release he’d given her offered what she needed to relax her enough to help her drift back to sleep.

Gentle kisses were carefully placed on her eyelids as Elias ever so carefully shifted the weight of his body away from Wryn. Taking the hem of her skirt into his fingers he gently eased it down to just above her knees so she could still enjoy some of the comfort of the fresh air and breeze while still being modest.

The bodice was gathered back into place and just as he was about to pull the laces tighter to tie the bow, the sudden image of Wryn’s lifeless body flashed into his memory and caused his hands to quickly retract. Tried as he did to shake the image, for a few moments his mind was carried back to the time he’d been dressing Wryn for her funeral pedestal.

It had taken every ounce of internal courage he could muster to remove Wryn from the drenched dress she’d been wearing. Elias had known that once Wryn’s body was exposed he’d be forced to look at her and see the damage done to her by not only the sea, but the blow of Surrk’s powerful tail. Wryn had always been pale, but every ounce of color had been forced away from her skin by the frigid sea water. The once slightly pink, healthy glow of her body was replaced by the blue tinge and unresponsive skin of death.

Elias had tried to detach himself from the task, telling himself this was not his love, not his beloved Wryn, dead in his hands. Instead, he found himself weakened to the point of denial, taking her into his arms to cradle her, all the while begging her to open her eyes. “I won’t leave you alone in the dark. Not again. Please, please, open your eyes, Little One... my beloved Wryn. Please don’t leave me here alone without you.” No matter how much he begged and pleaded with her, he was left with Wryn’s lifeless body in his arms.

Elias’s eyes squeezed closed tightly and he shook his head violently, his fists flying to his temples. She’s still here! Dammit, you fool! Alive, breathing, only sleeping.

The morning had been quiet on the beach below the cliff of Castle Favre, offering the small family a bit of an escape from the life at the castle and all they’d been through before and just after Arn’s most unusual birth. They’d spent some time in Jack’s realm, everyone getting to know all the newest members of the family. But Elias knew he was selfish and fought his selfish desires at every turn. All he wanted was to spend time alone with his family, hold his son, hear Wryn’s laughter and feel her feet tucked beneath his legs in their own bed.

A soft cry made Elias’s eyes fly open. The slight disorientation first sent his eyes to Wryn. First he forced himself to calm from his own terror, the last of his death vision leaving his senses. When he looked, he could see she was breathing slow and steady, safe on the beach blanket, warm and dry. Arn, on the other hand, was on the verge of waking up. Elias quickly gathered him up into his strong embrace and cradled Arn just as his dark lashes fluttered then lifted from the soft honey color of his cheeks.

“Shh,” he soothed softly. Elias managed to maneuver himself to stand upright, slowly rocking his son and rubbing his back the way he knew he liked. Arn’s little fist thrust out toward Wryn and Elias caught up his tiny fingers and turned away with Arn before he could call out to Wryn. “Let us two men leave your mother to rest a bit more, shall we?” Elias relieved Arn of the thick cloth wrapping that served as a diaper. After carefully setting the cloth aside, Elias’s long legs carried both their naked bodies over the sand and to the warm waters at the shore of the Meryldon Sea.

Arn had long ago been introduced to the sea beneath the cliffs of their home. He, like his father, loved the feel of the water as it rushed up to meet them. Elias’s legs stretched out in front of them as he sat with Arn on his lap. Elias would wait until just the last second then lift Arn high above his head to avoid the strong rush of the tide slapping his son’s delicate skin too hard. Elias would take the brunt of the water – sometimes feeling himself just begin to lose balance – but with use of his own ancient, magical power kept them from being completely knocked over.

After letting Arn grow used to the water, Elias moved them back slightly then set Arn down on the soft, white sand to begin digging a small, shallow hole that was just large enough to set Arn in. Once baby was in place, Elias magically shifted some water into the hole and together he and Arn splashed in their puddle. Arn’s little arms flailed about and his hands would swing down hard, splashing the salty water up into his own face and his father’s. Splashing his father became a game and when Arn succeeded in doing so, Elias would make funny faces and noises, spurring Arn’s giggles and Elias’s deep laughter.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 2

[image: ]


Arn’s giggles stopped suddenly and his little fist thrust outward past Elias’s shoulder. “Mama!”

Elias looked over his shoulder and Wryn was sitting up watching the two of them play. “Come join us at the water, Little One.”

Wryn smiled as she stretched the sleep from her body. The sun having moved her from the shade when she sat up, she shielded her eyes. “You two are having quite the day without me.” 

“Come join us in the water,” Elias called again, holding his well-muscled arm out in invitation.

Wryn’s head bowed slightly then she shook her head as she scooted backwards until she was once again in the shade of the canopy. As he took a moment to splash Arn again, Elias’s brow dropped slightly. It was then a realization came to him. “The water is warm, Little One,” he offered gently. “We’re not out in the deep waters and the sun is shining brightly.” 

Just as Elias had been momentarily taken back to the beach at Sah’Amordae, he’d known Wryn’s mind often carried her back there. He’d never known her to purposely lie to him, other than when it came to her troubled sleep. 

Since he’d known her, Wryn had been afraid of the dark and the few times she’d woken in their bed without him there, her own fears of the dark had caused her panic. When he’d tried to comfort her, reminding her she was safe, she’d tried lying to him. Wryn would tell him it wasn’t haunted dreams that caused her to wake, she only worried about sleeping too deeply and not hearing Arn.

“I’m... I just don’t want to get my dress wet,” she lied. Once again, Wryn’s head bowed, her lips tucked between her teeth, and she ran her hands through the folds of her skirt to straighten them unnecessarily.

“You could remove it,” Elias offered.

Arn’s giggles and splash drew his attention again for a moment and in that time Wryn was already walking toward the higher shoreline, pretending to hunt for seashells. Elias’s heart sank and pounded hard in his chest.

“Maybe she needs to learn to swim?” Jack had offered the suggestion on one of their last visits. Elias got him alone for a few minutes and expressed his concern for Wryn not going near the water when they were on the beach. “I know she loved the beach and water when we’d first arrived in your realm. She’d play in the water for hours.” 

“I’ve offered,” Elias responded despondently. Jack could hear the pain in Elias’s voice. “She won’t even come near the water where it laps up onto the shore. She’ll bathe in her deep tub... and in yours with the bubbles... But she won’t go farther than just beyond the reach of where the sand is wet on the beach.” 

“She spent all that time on the ship, though. When you were all on the quest to find out what happened to magic. That makes no sense.” 

Elias slowly shook his head. “Wryn also sat in a dinghy while she and Cordana rowed to the shores near Dalacar. Cordana never made mention of Wryn giving any indication of being afraid. I’ve spoken to Alhondel about the matter. He suggested that it was perhaps the urgency of our situation that drove Wryn past the point of fear on our travels. He said desperation can oft’ times drive people to do things they don’t normally do.” 

“That and she wasn’t actually in the water,” Jack reminded.

Elias gave a quick, affirming nod of his head. “Aye, that too.” 

“Do you think maybe a pool? I was thinking of putting one in. Maybe the clear water won’t be as off-putting as the darker water of the sea. When the weather gets warmer, you guys come for a visit and we’ll go out to the country club and see how she handles that.” 

Elias was agreeable to the idea, but never made mention of it to Wryn. He’d leave it to Jack to offer it as a surprise so Wryn wouldn’t have time to think of an excuse not to go. It didn’t go quite as well as planned. The entire family, including Robin and Tom, all took the day to go to the pool. Wryn, of course, smiled and laughed when Elias took Arn into the water where the baby could play and splash, but shrugged and shook her head when everyone invited her into the water to join them. The closest she’d come to entering the water was when Elias brought Arn to her at the edge of the zero entry of the pool where she sat with only her bottom and feet in the water, just deep enough that Arn could sit with the water up to his small, round belly in the water so he could splash.

Wryn had dipped her toe in then scrunched her nose as she pretended to shiver. “I don’t like the cold water.” Everyone in their family had agreed not to pressure Wryn and let her enjoy the pool in her own manner. By the end of the day, both Tom and Jack had taken notice that every time Elias dunked Arn’s head beneath the surface of the water, Wryn seemed to tense up and she’d pretend to look for something around her or she’d close her eyes so she wouldn’t see it. She’d had the same reaction when the twins were dunked. Even though all three babies laughed and splashed, Wryn took no true delight in their giggles.

That night, once they had a fire going in the ring in the rear yard, Jack and Tom pulled Elias for a walk around the pond, using “guy talk” as the given excuse to the ladies.

“When she came back to us... back to life... I think maybe we talked too much about what happened to her on Sah’Amordae,” Jack said. “Poor kid. I can’t even imagine what goes through her head.” 

“She cringed every time you put Arn’s head into the water,” Tom noted. “JJ and Maddy too.” 

Elias thought for a moment. “But no one else? None of the adults?” Jack and Tom both looked at one another as if waiting for an answer from the other. 

“Nah, man. I don’t think she had a problem with Jack or any of the others of us going under.” 

Elias began nodding as he drew in a deep gulp from the bottle of beer. For several long minutes he stood in the dark with Jack and Tom, staring at Wryn in the glow of the firelight. Elias’s hand set on his bare scalp before it ran over the back of his neck when he came to the realization. “They’re helpless. Just as she was... and still is. She won’t fight her inner turmoil and learn to swim, so Wryn is terrified for herself and for the little ones, even though we hold onto them. They go under and it reminds her of that night.” 

The men grew quiet again as they pondered. Tom was the first to speak up. “Makes sense.” 

Something else began to eat at Jack and it made his heart race and his stomach lurch. Jack’s hand rose to stop Elias from taking another sip. “Wait. Surrk’s tail hit her. Did that not...” Jack hesitated even saying the word ‘kill’. “She... she was crushed instantly.” Jack looked back and forth between Tom and Elias. “Wasn’t she?” Jack immediately thought of his own family, suffering in the pinned car before the fire could kill them. 

Upon realization, Jack’s bottle dropped to the ground as his hands flew to his face. His voice was choked. “It wasn’t instant.” Jack’s mind flew back to the beach and what he’d done in hopes of reviving Wryn. It was then he recalled, “She had water in her lungs.” 

The realization that hit Elias ripped through his heart. “She drowned,” came eerily stoic. “She drowned out there in that black, frigid water... in the dark... helpless to swim even if she knew how because her body was broken.” His jaw clenched down tight as did his eyes and both his fists. The bottle in his hand exploded.

When the gravity of what they’d determined began to truly settle in, all three men stood silent. Jack was shaking as he sank to his knees. Tom dropped to Jack’s side, the memory of having told his best friend how his family died still far too fresh. Elias stood shaking, caught somewhere between excruciating agony and rage. Tom looked up to see the man’s entire head was dark red where he was fighting with the inner turmoil. Then he caught sight of the large piece of glass sticking out of Elias’s palm where he was pressing it down with the back of his fingers curled to form his fist.

Tom managed to get Jack’s attention enough for him to calm. Silently Tom pointed to Elias, who other than the shaking of his fists was as still as stone. Even the man’s breathing was slow and steady. Having been warned by Jack of Elias’s sometimes uncontrollable rage, Tom left Jack to cautiously approach Elias, stopping several feet away from him, out of his reach. 

“Elias?” Tom called softly. When Elias didn’t move or respond, Tom tried again. “Elias?” Elias’s head slowly turned to look over at Tom. Tom’s hands were held out to his sides to show Elias his hands were empty. “Brother...” Again Tom pointed. Elias ever so slowly looked in the general direction to where Tom was pointing.

The large shard of brown glass was deeply embedded in the heel of Elias’s large hand. Just as he reached up to touch the glass, Jack quietly shouted, “Don’t!” Elias dropped his hand away and slowly turned his gaze to Jack. Jack stumbled to his feet and slowly approached Elias, still unsure of the man’s state of mind. 

“Let’s... Let’s go back to the house and I can get it out. You may need stitches.” 

Both of Elias’s fists continued to shake as he fought to control his emotions. “Take... it... out... here,” Elias managed through tightly clenched teeth. Jack knew Elias’s emotions were growing – perhaps even beyond his own control – and he knew certain when he felt the ground beneath them tremble. “I’ll not have her see more blood on my hands.” 

“Brother, this was an accident,” Tom offered in a slightly lighter tone.

A long, low, guttural growl lifted and Elias looked away from the both of them before his eyes squeezed closed tightly.

“Tom, stay here with him,” Jack said quickly, quietly as he moved past Elias.

“Where are you going?” Tom shouted in a loud whisper.

“To get the med kit from the house,” Jack called over his shoulder as he picked up his pace and began running.

“Where’s Elias?” Wryn asked frantically when Jack caught her up by her shoulders on her way around the pond.

For Wryn’s sake, Jack calmed his voice. “He’s fine, honey.” Jack pulled her around to guide her back toward the fire pit.

“No, he’s not,” Wryn insisted as she persisted in trying to pull her hand free and push past Jack. “Elias!” 

“Aye, my love?” Elias called back, the deep tones of his voice echoing through the darkness.

There was a long pause of silence and Elias could hear Wryn arguing with Jack. 

“What’s wrong? Something’s wrong!”

“Just make something up!” Tom wheezed loudly.

Elias lowered the volume of his voice. “I’ll not lie to her.”

When he didn’t answer right away, Wryn screamed out again, “Elias! Why won’t my brother let me come over there?”

The sound of Wryn’s desperation resounded over the water, catching Elias’s attention. For the sake of his wife, Elias’s demeanor almost immediately calmed. He turned his gaze to Tom. “Distract her.” 

Tom was taken a bit off guard and stood feeling somewhat dumbfounded. “What?” 

“You know she can force visions. Distract her or she will see. Please, Tom.” 

“He’s here, honey!’ Tom called in Wryn’s direction through the darkness. Elias’s eyes flew wide in question as he looked over at Tom. “Elias is just uh...” Tom’s mind raced. “He’s just... he’s just a little drunk, is all!” Tom shrugged at Elias. 

Fed up, Elias grabbed the piece of glass and yanked it from his palm then handed it to Tom. 

“Any other pieces in there?” Tom asked quietly.

Elias answered in the same quiet tone. “I don’t think so.” The blood that had been held back by the glass was now more freely flowing. Moving to look past all the trees and brush that had been camouflaging them, Tom saw Wryn struggling against Jack to get past him. “She’ll teleport if Jack keeps holding her down,” Elias warned.

Before Elias knew what was happening, Tom shouted over the pond, “We got into... a... race... and he... he tripped!” Proud of himself for his quick thinking he quietly muttered, “Yeah,” then shouted to add, “He’s drunk and he tripped! Elias fell down!” 

Elias’s head dropped back and his uninjured hand flew over his eyes. “Unbelievable.” 

“I swear to you it’s not bad, but there’s a little blood,” Jack told Wryn. “Just stay here and let me get it cleaned up. Please let me deal with it? Okay?” With only her weak nod as assurance she’d stay put, Jack left Wryn to continue his run into the house. 

“Is... is he okay? Are you okay, Elias?” Wryn called out in a bit of a calmer voice. “The ground shook. Tell-tale Elias when you’re mad.” 

“He got a little mad at himself for his stupidity, is all!” Elias’s turned quickly to Tom. Unaware of what Wryn had already learned from Jack, Tom continued in hopes of calming Wryn. “Uh... yeah. Yeah, he’s okay. He just cut his hand...”

“No!” Elias shouted quietly as he dropped his hand from his face. “I swore I’d not lie to her.” 

“I’m goin’ with it, man.” Tom shrugged at Elias. Tom’s mind raced again. “He cut his hand on a... stick when he fell and it’s pretty nasty. He doesn’t want you to see it, cuz he knows how much blood bothers you. So... So you stay there, okay Wryn? Jack’s gonna take care of it. Just let him get the med kit and he’ll fix your hubby toot-sweet, okay?” 

It was quiet for several long moments. “You’re sure he’s okay?” Wryn’s voice sounded quieter and slightly less stressed as it echoed through the trees and over the pond.

Tom smiled over at Elias. “Only a little twist of circumstances. Not quite a lie.” 

Elias could hear the sadness from Wryn’s voice, but could feel her heartbeat begin to slow and it seemed to further calm him. “I’m all right, Little One. And you know it takes far more than two of these puny beers to get me drunk. I wasn’t paying attention to what I was doing. I just don’t wish to let you see this blood.” He looked down to see the thick pool of dark red forming in his palm. Elias tried to keep his voice as steady as possible. “How is Arn?”

“Um...” Wryn turned to look over her shoulder and Robin had Arn in her lap, lifting his small hand to wave at his mother. Wryn returned the gesture and forced a nervous smile at her son. “He’s okay. We’re just a little concerned.” Jack ran back past Wryn with the med kit in hand. “Jack, I can just...” 

Jack slid to a stop over the wet grass then spun on his heel. “No, Elias doesn’t want you to see this, so, no. It’s not that bad, you don’t need to go through that.” Jack smiled reassuringly then placed a small kiss on her forehead. “Okay?” Wryn finally relented and though she still looked a bit worried, she nodded. “Why don’t you go on back over to the fire and play with the littles and I’ll fix up the big man’s hand. Okay?” Jack breathed an internal sigh of relief when Wryn silently conceded before turning around to head back to the fire.

Jack looked down at Elias’s hand and saw that the piece of glass had been removed. “What the fuck, man?” 

“Don’t look at me, brother.” Then Tom realized he was holding the shard. Quickly he pointed to Elias.

Jack shook his head in disbelief. “Shouldn’t remove objects. It might leave pieces behind,” he chastised, not looking directly at Elias, but aiming the words regardless. “You’re also losing blood. Sit down.” Elias dropped down onto his haunches and held his hand over for Jack to examine. 

“I’ve had worse.” 

“Yeah, yeah, tough guy. You also had a dragon inside you and a curse’s help keeping you alive. Are you susceptible to infections now?” 

Having recalled Jack’s explanation of the word when Wryn had been sick, Elias asked, “The... tiny creatures?” 

“Yeah. They can make you really sick, even from the smallest scratch if you don’t clean a wound and disinfect it.” Jack tilted Elias’s hand to pour water over it, to rinse away as much blood as he could to see. “Tom, you got that little LED flashlight?” Tom reached to the pocket of his jeans to produce the small light then flicked it on so Jack could see.

Elias’s brow furrowed with his curiosity. “What is that?” 

“What, this?” Tom momentarily moved the light to shine it up to Elias’s face. Elias recoiled and quickly shielded his eyes with his good hand. “It’s a flashlight. Sorta like the light bulbs in the house and the headlights on the cars.” 

Elias reached out for the small device, but Tom pulled it from his reach so Jack could keep working. “Are there more of these?” 

Tom’s grin spread across his face. “Sure man. And they make them bigger and brighter than this.” 

“Hold this,” Jack told Tom as he held out another small piece of glass after having retrieved it from Elias’s hand. “Man, there’s three more pieces in here.” Jack dug around a bit with the tweezers, but not once did Elias twitch or indicate any sort of pain. Jack managed to pull the smaller shards from Elias’s hand. “We should probably take you to the emergency room to let them make sure I got it all. And I think you need stitches. They won’t need blood work so, it’d be safe.” 

Elias looked up from his hand to Jack. “That place where you took Wryn when she was sick?” 

“Exactly.”

“No.” Before Jack could stop him, Elias was back on his feet turning to head back toward the house.

“Man, you’re dripping blood,” Jack reminded quietly in hopes of not alerting Wryn. “At least let me clean it up and wrap it.” Elias relented and followed Jack the long way around the house to the front door and into the kitchen. “This is gonna hurt like a mother,” Jack warned as he removed the cap from the bottle of alcohol.

Elias’s face contorted with the use of more of Jack’s strange manner of speech. Jack pulled Elias’s hand over the sink then backed away from him slightly before praying he’d not get punched once the alcohol hit the open wound. Slowly, hesitantly Jack tipped the bottle of clear liquid until it poured over the deep cut in Elias’s hand. Both Tom and Jack were utterly surprised when there was absolutely no reaction from Elias; not a single sound. Tom and Jack examined the bottle closer as Elias inspected his hand. 

Chaper 3

“Will this kill the small creatures?” 

Jack was still perplexed with Elias’s non-reaction to the stinging liquid and lifted the bottle to check if the date was still good. Still good. “Uh... yeah?” Elias gently eased the bottle from Jack’s grip and slowly poured more of the alcohol over the wound, even going as far as to spread the cut open to ensure the liquid went deeper.

Tom winced sympathetically as he sucked air in through his teeth, almost afraid to ask. “So, that doesn’t sting at all?” 

Elias was still closely examining the cut, turning his hand this way and that. “Where are the creatures?” 

Jack smiled. “You can’t see them with your eyes.”

“Ah, so like the ‘Tween.”

Jack and Tom both laughed lightly. “No, brother. They’re not in the shadows like the wynygls.” 

Elias seemed slightly indignant. “I have excellent vision, Jack. Perhaps I’ll show you how I see in the dark. Then you can tell me what I can’t see.” 

“And I’ll show you sometime under the microscope. They’re too small to see. If you can see them, I’d be truly amazed and highly apologetic. Until then...” Jack grabbed up Elias’s hand and turned it to place a dressing bandage over the cleaned cut then wrapped a bandage around Elias’s hand to hold it. “Gotta keep it covered. Keeps dirt and other things out.” 

“This much I do know.” Jack set Elias’s hand free and Elias began to examine the bandaging job done to his hand. He shrugged slightly then turned to Jack. “I could have used you in battle. You’d likely have died quickly, but until that time your skill would have been somewhat useful.” 

The slight jab at his expense sent Jack’s eyes to the ceiling and Tom snickered.

The slight sound of a meekly clearing throat sent all the men’s gazes to the screen door. It was still closed, but Wryn was standing just outside. “Am I allowed in yet?” she asked timidly. Elias held up his bandaged hand to show Wryn he’d been tended and was none the worse for wear. Wryn took his hand, slipping it around into the light to get a better look. “I can’t believe that with that thing you can do with your eyes that you couldn’t see your way around the pond.” Wryn lifted Elias’s hand to inspect Jack’s work again.

Jack bowed deeply, playfully. “Does my handy work meet with your approval, my lady? Maybe you’re not the only healer in this family.” The smirk he wore when he stood upright did nothing to help with the situation and Elias gave him a stern look. Jack awkwardly cleared his throat then turned to begin repacking the med kit.

With lips pressed and eyes rolling in exasperation, Wryn dropped Elias’s hand and marched toward the screen door. Before she could exit, Elias caught up her hand and gently drew her to him. Slowly he stroked her cheek and after a moment she turned to press her forehead to his chest. For less than a minute they stood there as Elias stroked her hair then Wryn bolted out the door, the screen slamming behind her.

“Wryn!” Elias shouted almost angrily.

Jack spun around. “What the hell?”

Both Jack and Tom approached Elias just as he yanked the wrapping from his hand. They stood staring down into his palm where the wound had just finished closing and there were no signs of a scar. The only remnants of there having even been a wound was of what blood had oozed beneath the dressing.

“Damn. Little Sister has gotten quick,” Tom remarked, sounding genuinely impressed.

Elias shifted around Tom, dropping the bloodied bandages into the waste bin on his way out. He spotted Wryn in the glow of the firelight, sitting off to the side a bit, her arms wrapped to hug herself, leaving Robin and Maera entertaining all three of the children. Deciding on a softer approach to open discussion of why Wryn didn’t let his hand heal on its own, Elias stopped to take a few deep breaths, the way Jack had told him, before approaching the ladies.

Even though the ladies weren’t in a deep discussion, as per courtesy and what Elias was accustomed to doing, he stopped just at the glow of the fire, cleared his throat to draw attention, and waited until he was invited closer. Wryn was the only one of the three who didn’t lift their gaze to meet Elias’s and invite him over.

“Jack fix your hand up?” Robin asked, smiling brightly.

“Aye.” Elias lifted his hand and when Robin didn’t see any bandages and saw that Elias’s eyes were locked on Wryn, she nudged Maera.

Maera rose from her seat with Arn in her arms. Elias quickly wiped his hand free of any blood onto the rear pocket of his jeans then took his son from Maera. Both ladies then made a silent departure with the twins.

“Dada.” Arn smiled up at his father then thrust his fisted hand out toward his mother. “Mama.” Elias walked quietly over the dew covered grass and took the empty seat on the log next to Wryn. Arn made a soft whimper while he tapped at Elias’s chest. Without a word, Wryn reached out and took her son from her husband then tugged her shirt and bra up to expose her breast for her son to suckle.

Elias’s eyes flew to the hem of Wryn’s shirt and the large, fresh spot of blood left behind from where she’d pressed the wound after it transferred from his hand to hers. Guilt drooped his eyes until they were closed. 

“Little One, wh-...” 

“Why wouldn’t you just let me help?” she interjected, her voice soft and meek.

“You’ve been through enough,” was replied in a gentle voice. It was the only explanation he had to offer.

When Wryn felt Arn begin to droop in her arms she hastily turned him to her other breast before he could completely fall asleep. A slight smile lifted to Elias’s face as he reached out to smooth down the thick toss of curls on his son’s head.

Wryn’s voice again came softly. “I don’t know what normal is. Is there such a thing?” 

Elias released a breathy chuckle. “I’ve never understood what normal means, my beloved. What sort of normal would you like?” 

Wryn turned her head slightly to look over her shoulder toward the sounds of family whose voices she could hear coming from inside the house. Their laughter escalated and Wryn’s heart sank just a bit. But it took less than a moment for her to realize there was nothing about her life she would change, even for what Jack considered ‘normal’. She had her beloved Elias and the small, tender bundle within her arms. There was nothing she’d change.

With Wryn’s long silence Elias focused on her heartbeat. The sudden change in the rhythm he felt made him wonder what could have caused it. The lift of her small smile when she looked up at him put his own heart at ease.

“Should we join them inside?” she offered as she shifted her head to rest against Elias’s shoulder.

Moving enough to wrap his arms around his wife and son, Elias answered quietly, “Perhaps. At this moment I want to hold my family in my arms.” 

After several long minutes of blissful silence, Wryn asked, “Did it hurt when you fell?” 

Elias lifted his hand and looked down into the clean surface. He shrugged lightly. “It hurt more to keep it hidden from you.” 

Wryn smiled at the sentiment. “I fall a lot.”

“Our son will likely fall a lot.”

Wryn looked up at him with a slight scowl on her face. “You mean, with me as his mother?” 

Elias replied quickly, “No, that’s not at all what I meant. I mean, he’ll soon be walking and though I never spent much time around small ones such as this, I know they fall and skin their knees and bump their heads on things.” 

“Yeah.” Wryn’s head dropped until her lips were set on Arn’s head.

“There may be blood, Little One.”

“I know,” she replied softly from the muffle of Arn’s hair.

“He will need a steady hand and a calming voice. Not only from his father.” 

She was quiet for several long moments before telling him, “I know.”

“Do you two want dinner?” Tom called from the rear door.

Elias looked up and Wryn turned in his arms. “Aye! In a moment.” The door closed and Elias looked down at his sleeping son then met his wife’s eyes. Elias formed an upside down C with his hand and moved it down his throat and over his body. “Hungry, Little One?” 

Wryn could only manage a smirk. “With the way your son eats, yes.” Elias carefully shifted Arn’s limp little body from Wryn’s arms. When Wryn reached to adjust her clothing she looked down at her shirt. “Hey!” she lightly exclaimed. “I coulda sworn...” 

There was not hiding the deepened dimples in his cheeks when his broad grin rose and were spotted just as he turned to walk toward the house. “You’re not the only one who can heal things, my beloved.” 

Wryn looked down at the clean surface of her shirt where there had once been a large blood stain. Because she’d taken so long examining her shirt she had to pick up her pace to catch up. “Then why don’t you fix my dresses?” 

“I find joy in buying my beautiful bride nice things that help keep a smile on her beautiful face.” 

“Aw,” Robin remarked as she held the screen door open for Elias. “Tom, you need to take notes.” 

Tom spun on his heel and scowled at Elias. “Man, you’re gonna make the rest of us guys really look like villains if you keep playing the romance hero card like that.” 

Elias’s hand landed heavily on Tom’s shoulder. “It is my one true goal in life to cause you grief, Thomas Kensington.” 

Jack let out a hearty laugh, as did Maera and Robin. “Your sense of humor is greatly improved!” Jack remarked.

“When one has peace in his life, one can find time for humor and laughter.” Elias handed Arn over to his uncle Jack then reached to take Wryn into his arms. He bent deep at the knee, low enough for Wryn to loop her arms around the back of his neck then lifted her feet from the floor. Elias’s kiss was filled with passion and Wryn returned it in kind. When their lips parted, Wryn’s eyes remained closed as she relished in the sensation left behind. “And more time to make love to your sister.” Elias’s eyebrows then bobbed up and down in the forbidden fashion.

Jack groaned and spun away from the two of them. “C’mon, Arn. Uncle Jack needs a stiff drink.”

Elias spun up to his feet, then lifted Arn from his small splash puddle. Arn enjoyed the small tosses to the air, his father never truly letting him out of his hands. After a few playful tosses, Elias began carefully sweeping away what sand he could from the soft skin of his son’s body. “Your mother will likely give you a bath when we return to the indoors. Enjoy being covered in dirt and sand for a while.” 

After wrapping the infant’s bottom in a clean, heavy cloth Elias retrieved his own trousers and boots from their blanket. With Arn back in his arms Elias placed a hearty kiss on the sand and salt covered round cheek and was rewarded with a hearty pat to the rings on his chest followed by Arn’s fist flying out on his extended arm. Elias’s head immediately dropped forward in a bit of frustration.

“Mama!” Arn called out.

“Does he ever not want to eat?” Elias asked as he approached Wryn where she was perched on one of the lower fallen boulders below the cliff.

“He’s growing and he’s healthy.” Wryn slipped her bodice down again then took Arn. “Jack said that’s the important part. He’s eating until he’s full.” Wryn looked down at her small breasts, curious why they didn’t grow quite as large as Robin had led her to believe. “Good thing we didn’t have twins. I don’t have much to offer.” 

“Your breasts are ample... and far more than beautiful for the two men in your life. Your body provides enough food to feed our son. That’s all that’s truly important.”

Before she realized it, Elias lifted Arn then turned him to her other breast so he wouldn’t leave Wryn feeling awkwardly lopsided. An appreciative smile formed on her lips, but was mashed away when her lips were met by her husband’s. 

When Arn’s mouth gaped at Wryn’s breast Elias reached to take him back, but Wryn held onto their son. She lifted him high to her shoulder, bounced him for a moment then began lightly patting his back until a small burp lifted a satisfied smile to his face, deepening his own dimples momentarily before he settled into sleep.

Elias’s voice came softly as he stroked their son’s head. “My mother told me my brother and I would do the same thing.” 

Taken a bit by surprise, Wryn looked up at him. Other than knowing their son was named for Elias’s brother and he’d died protecting Elias and their mother, he’d never really spoken about him. “I’m sorry you lost him when he was so young.” 

Elias almost shrugged it off, but instead he bowed his head. “I barely knew him. By the time I was truly able to appreciate him, he was gone.” 

Wryn’s head came to rest against Elias’s shoulder. “If it hurts you to talk about it...” 

“Not true pain as it once was, Little One. It was so long ago.” 

“He was still your brother.”

“Aye.”

“I’ve never lost anyone close...” Wryn stopped suddenly then rested her hand over her stomach. “Except...” 

Elias lifted her chin and placed a tender kiss on her lips. “I know, my beloved.”

Wanting to change the subject before she dropped into deeper depression, Wryn started rambling, “I never had any siblings. But now I have Jack... and Tom... and Maera and Robin... and Stilgrin.” 

Elias forced himself back to a bit of cheer. He’d felt their loss, but not in the way Wryn had. He knew she’d appreciate a smile big enough to show his dimples, so he lifted his face with his broad grin. “Aye, I know, Little One.” He was truly happy Wryn had the family she’d always desired.

“Do you have other brothers and sisters?”

“Only Arn. Though I consider Sarial and Alhondel brothers... Jack and Tom as well.” 

“Stilgrin looks up to you like a big brother. He’s the oldest in his family, so he likes having someone he can look up to.” Wryn eyed Elias for a moment. “Both figuratively and literally.” 

“I’ve come to see Stilgrin as a part of our family as well. Other than those close to us, you’ve not yet met Verit or Eldrin, but I’m sure you remember Nateon. Not quite brothers, but more like cousins.” Elias hopped up to the top of the boulder above Wryn and Wryn was glad when Elias couldn’t see the scowl of disapproval on her face with the mention of Nateon. “My father had a brother, Araxyl.” 

“So that makes him your uncle, right? Like Braygan is to Tannen?” 

“Aye, correct. And my mother...”

“Solon? Right?”

“Aye. My mother had three sisters, but they lived a great distance away in my mother’s homelands. I never met them.” 

“And your grandparents?”

“All died before I knew them.”

“Aw,” Wryn offered, her brow furrowing slightly. “Have you ever thought about seeing if there’s anyone out there from your family tree? From your uncle, maybe?” 

Elias dropped down and crouched next to Wryn to place a soft kiss on the top of her head then leaned to place one on Arn’s. The baby stirred for a moment then settled back down on Wryn’s shoulder. “No. I wouldn’t really know where to begin. For one, if my uncle had any children, I’d be greatly surprised.” Elias helped Wryn move down from the boulder and held her steadily until her slippers were back on her feet. 

“Why’s that? Was he wounded in battle? Jack told me some men can’t have kids and during the wars, some men were wounded and it made it so they couldn’t have kids.” 

“No. He wasn’t wounded.”

“So is... was he a votary like Alhondel?”

“No. Not a votary.” Elias’s gaze lifted suddenly to Wryn. “Why would you think Alhondel cannot have children?” 

“Isn’t he like a priest?”

Elias’s eyebrow cocked. “Priest?”

“I know you know the word. Father Cline... Jeff is a priest. He’s not allowed to have children.” 

Elias’s face screwed with incomprehension. “Not allowed?” 

“Best if you ask Jack about that one, cuz I really don’t know or understand it. But I thought it was the same for Alhondel, since he’s a votary.” 

“No. Alhondel isn’t like Jeff. Alhondel is a teacher of faith, but he doesn’t stand in front of a crowd of people to deliver his messages. He is what Jack would refer to as a holy man, but he’s more a seeker of knowledge and a teacher of that knowledge. He can have children, but I believe he’s currently happy.” 

Just as Wryn’s foot lifted to take the first step up the stairway she spun on her heel, her face scrunched in a fashion Elias had come to know as deep disapproval. “Hey, what’s that supposed t’ mean?” her tone sounding somewhat accusatory.

Elias bent to kiss the tip of her nose then turned a quick eye to the blanket and canopy still on the sand. In less time than it took for his eyes to focus on them, the two vanished then he turned his attention back to Wryn. “It means nothing, Little One,” he offered reassuringly. “It only means he’s currently happy with his life. If one day he decides he wants children, he may have children.” 

“Ah, I see.” Wryn began her ascent up the cliff stairway. “So, this Uncle Araxyl? He just doesn’t... I mean, didn’t, want kids?” When Elias grew quiet Wryn turned on the step above him. Suddenly she beamed a bright smile when she realized they were eye-to-eye with one another. Elias looked slightly uncomfortable, his upper teeth dragging over his lower lip. Wryn gave him a moment then cocked her head. 
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Chapter 4
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Carefully choosing his words, being as direct yet as vague as possible, Elias settled on, “It’s impossible to have children if you don’t lay with women.” Elias waited while Wryn processed the information, watching her eyes move about while she thought. 

“Oh.” 

Elias breathed a sigh of relief was all the explanation needed to satisfy Wryn.

Just as she turned to continue, Wryn suddenly stopped again and turned back around to face Elias, pressing her hand against his chest to keep him from running into her.

“Oh! I get it! He’s celibate... or was celibate.” She smiled brightly, proud of herself for having puzzled it out on her own.

It was Elias’s face that scrunched. “I don’t know that word.” 

“It means he doesn’t... or didn’t have sex.” Wryn explained quickly before turning to continue their climb.

The continued need to correct herself with present and past tense of situations made Elias chuckle. “No, he had sex,” he announced then muttered quietly, “Almost too much.” 

After several more steps into the ascent, once again Elias found his climb abruptly interrupted by Wryn’s sudden, unannounced stop and turn when she believed she’d made another revelation. “Oh! So, he’s gay... was gay?” 

“Another word I’m unfamiliar with, Little One. Do we plan to spend the rest of the day on this stairway?” 

“It means he doesn’t have sex with women, but he likes to have sex with m-...”

Elias’s hand flew to gently cover Wryn’s mouth. Without moving, her eyes darted down to his hand. Gently Elias eased his hand away. “I know much has changed during my long years of slumber, my beloved, but I’m certain that even now, ladies don’t speak of such things.” 

Wryn’s brow furrowed for a moment. “Why not? We had an orderly at Valleybrook who’s gay. I met his boyfriend once...” Again the hand was gently placed over Wryn’s mouth. “But it’s just us,” came through muffled by fingers. Elias lowered his hand again. “I mean, what’s wrong with talking about it, even if I’m a lady?” 

“For the same reason Edrik was struck dumb by your explanation of powdered yafaya penises. It wasn’t the news of its purposes, but that you... innocent, sweet and tender Lady Wryn... delivered the news to him. Some things ladies just don’t discuss, especially with or in the presence of men. Where I came from, women had to be warriors or holy women to have a voice.” 

Wryn’s head slowly cocked until her cheek came to rest on the top of Arn’s head. “Do you still think I’m tender and sweet?” she asked coyly, fluttering her eyelashes at Elias.

Elias cleared his throat and looked his wife straight in the eyes. “You are always tender and sweet.” His trademark lascivious grin lifted his dimpled cheeks, bringing a grin to Wryn’s face as well.

Again Wryn fluttered her long lashes. “But not innocent?” 

Elias thought carefully through his response before opening his mouth. “This, my lovely bride, is what Sarial refers to as a double-edged swo-...

Before Elias could continue, Arn stirred in Wryn’s arms, his head lifting lazily. Bless your timing, my dear son.

Wryn frowned slightly and let go a heavy sigh. Just as Arn lifted his small hand from around her neck Wryn grabbed his fingers to kiss them. “Oh, buddy, I know you’re not hungry again already.” Wryn looked down into his sleepy face. “You’re gonna have to wait a little while, Peanut. Mommy’s not ready to serve dinner just yet.” 

To Elias’s relief, the young family was able to resume their ascent of the stairway and made their way over the winding stone path along the cliff. When Wryn came to a stop, Elias gave her the time she wanted while she placed her hand on the massive foot of the enormous stone dragon now adorning the grounds of Castle Favre. 

Adram sat ever vigilant, but never moving. His enormous head still bowed over the area where Elias had set Wryn’s once lifeless body upon a protected pedestal after her death; her pale blue eyes now shimmering with the gold that once filled his eyes. Whenever they were near, or even when Elias would look toward the statue from their chamber window, he would offer thanks to the ancient creature for returning his beloved Wryn to him.

Not wanting to truly intrude, Elias whispered, “Do you still feel anything?” 

Arn’s warm little hand came to set atop his mother’s and she smiled over at him before snuggling the softness of his warm cheek. “Sometimes I feel like I do,” she replied in the same, reverent tone. “Deep, deep down inside.” When she turned to Elias, a tear was sliding its way over her cheek. Before Elias could reach to gently brush it away, Arn’s little hand rested on his mother’s cheek. 

Wryn placed a gentle kiss on Arn’s lips. Do you feel him, my little one? Do you feel Adram? He’s a part of you too. In response, Arn’s other hand pressed in on the other side of Wryn’s face.

“Let us to bath then to sup, my beloved,” Elias said as he turned toward the woods path.

“You want to take a bath?” Wryn’s voice was filled with surprise and slight mockery.

Elias’s laughter echoed through the darkening woods. “Only because my hands get to roam your luscious, wet body slick with soap.” 

Once the three were cleaned of salt and sand, Wryn dressed Arn then the three set out for the lower portion of the castle to seek out the rest of their family. They found Dreena already busy in the kitchen finishing the preparations for the evening meal, with Brasis at the large table sharpening knives.

Wryn pouted slightly
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