
The Book

of Elements

––––––––

Written By

––––––––

Cynthia Woods


Table of Contents

Title Page

The Book of Elements (Bloodlines of Power, #2)

CHAPTER 1

CHAPTER 2

CHAPTER 3

CHAPTER 4

CHAPTER 5

CHAPTER 6

CHAPTER 7

CHAPTER 8

CHAPTER 9

CHAPTER 10

CHAPTER 11

CHAPTER 12

CHAPTER 13

CHAPTER 14

CHAPTER 15

CHAPTER 16

CHAPTER 17

CHAPTER 18

CHAPTER 19

CHAPTER 20

CHAPTER 21

CHAPTER 22

CHAPTER 23

CHAPTER 24

CHAPTER 25

CHAPTER 26

CHAPTER 27

CHAPTER 28

CHAPTER 29

CHAPTER 30

CHAPTER 31

CHAPTER 32

CHAPTER 33

CHAPTER 34

CHAPTER 35

CHAPTER 36

CHAPTER 37

Sign up for Cynthia Woods's Mailing List


The Book of Elements is a work of fiction.  Characters, names, places, and events are the products of the author's imagination or are used fictitiously.  Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, places, or events is entirely coincidental.



Copyright © 2011-2026 Cynthia Woods. 

All rights reserved.

ISBN 978-0-9837798-1-0

Printed in the United States of America



This book is dedicated to my husband, Tim.  Whatever the need, no matter the opinion of others, regardless of the place or time, when I reach out, he is always there for me!



A special thank you to my sister, Crystal, for her honest opinions and commentary during the production process.





Other Books by Cynthia Woods:  

Bloodlines of Power Series:
A Touch of Destiny 
The Book of Elements 
Wrath of the Sea Queen 
Plague of Heritage 

Blood Cycles - The Drinking Age 
Lycan Unto A Gypsy
Eyes of the Wolf 
Winds of Truth
Conspiracy Washed Up 
Covert Design
Destiny Interrupted
Fear Fringe
Finding Patience
Impulsive
Lethal Exposure
Police Involvement 
Can't Forget the Mistletoe
Rogue Hearts
Royal Revolution


	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER 1
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Lightning flashed across the sky, illuminating the room through the sheer curtains.  Caeli witnessed the brilliant display through sad, brown eyes as she sat in an oversized recliner, sipping a cup of hot cocoa while the storm raged outside.  The rain, pouring down like darts being hurled at the earth, mirrored her tears, harsh and unending.  The nearly constant rumble of thunder echoed through her pounding head, and periodic claps shook the house, reminding her how large and empty it seemed now.  The storm accurately reflected the chaos of her emotional state.  But the wind...the wind, more than anything else, stirred her fear!

The wind was the one vivid detail Caeli remembered about the storm a few days ago.  It was a storm, not unlike this one, which had been their nemesis the night Vin died.  As the early evening frenzy continued outside, Caeli allowed herself to be drawn into her scattered memories of the event that completely devastated her.

She and Vin, her husband of ten years, had been excitedly looking forward to celebrating their anniversary by spending a romantic evening watching the comet pass overhead, a perfect reminder of their first date.  Back then, he had taken her to see a meteor shower.  It had been the beginning of a spectacular show and a phenomenal relationship!  They had married young and never once regretted it.  For ten years, they'd been blissfully happy together!

The comet's passing was supposed to be quite a sight, an event they wouldn't likely have the chance to see again in their lifetime.  Reports said the best time to view the comet would be when it first crossed the horizon Monday evening.  They'd arrived several hours early to make sure nobody else snatched their preferred location, which was only large enough for perhaps two cars, if they were squeezed very close together.  He parked their car so no one else could intrude on their privacy as they settled into the perfect viewing spot.

"I remember the last time you brought me here to see a show like this.  It was incredible," Caeli remarked as she recalled the meteor shower that had been the backdrop for their first kiss.  It seemed like only yesterday.

"I remember it, too.  This time, we won't have any childish interruptions, and I'll have you all to myself.  I still pinch myself to remind me this is real; that I could be so lucky to have you in my life.  I love you more every day we're together!  Happy anniversary, Honey!"  Vin smiled and kissed her.

"I already love you more than anyone can love another person!  Happy anniversary, Vin!"

They intended to spend the late afternoon and evening out there.  Caeli packed a picnic basket full of sandwiches and other snacks, and he handled icing down drinks in the cooler.  They brought a blanket in case the night became chilly.  The final items in their adventure pack were binoculars and a camera so they could see as much detail of the comet as possible and have some great photos to document the event.  

Unfortunately, rain clouds rolled in about an hour after they arrived.  A light drizzle was already falling.  Although it was still three hours before they'd be able to see the comet, neither Vin nor Caeli were overly concerned.  They were happy spending the time together, snuggled warm and dry inside their car.

While they waited, the wind began to pick up, carrying bits of litter and shrub debris across their field of view and swirling the raindrops as they fell.  They watched in fascination as the wind seemed to change its focus.  Caeli, somewhat daunted, noticed their car beginning to sway lightly.  Vin noticed the change, too, with greater concern.  The gusts were getting stronger as if channeled through an unseen tunnel.  The car began to shake violently as the wind continued to increase in fury.

The strength of the unexpected storm, now in full force around them, was a fierceness of nature they'd never before witnessed firsthand.  The storm came up quite rapidly, out of nowhere.  It seemed to settle right on top of them and was now tormenting the couple.  It was ruining what they hoped would be a lovely evening under the stars.

Finally, deciding the comet watching was beyond all hope, they gave up on their evening and would simply have to try again another night.  After all, the comet would be visible in the night sky for a full week.  Tonight, the weather was becoming too worrisome to risk staying any longer.  Disappointed, but cautious of what else might develop in the turbulent winds, Vin started the car and turned toward the comforts of home.  In his mind, he was already thinking he could still salvage the evening.  Perhaps he could turn their ruined picnic into a romantic dinner at home instead.

Caeli's tension rose as the winds continued to build.  Her nervousness became apparent as the rain hammered down harder.  Large drops splattered against the windshield quicker than the wiper blades could clear them.  Vin drove slowly along the unpaved road to compensate for the poor visibility.  He could tell Caeli was a little bit scared, so he reached out to hold her hand reassuringly.  She smiled over at him.  He could always read her mood at a glance, and he knew how to make her feel better with nothing more than a simple, comforting touch.

The wind abruptly changed direction once again.  She reflexively grabbed his arm as the car was suddenly shoved sideways.  It took every bit of his determination against the relentless pounding of the wind to keep them from careening off the edge of the road and into the woods beyond!  The gusts propelled the car forward at greater speeds than he could safely maintain.  Just when he thought the car was steady, another gust would slam into it from the side!  It was as if the wind was determined to force the car off the road!

Vin fought valiantly with every nuance of skill he could muster.  Perhaps, if he could get them off this open road, then they wouldn't be so exposed to the capricious will of the wind.  He could find shelter when they reached town, if only he could get the car away from these windy woods.  Fate, it seemed, had other plans.  After fifteen minutes of constantly battling the thrashing of the wind, Vin managed to get the car off the muddy forest trails and onto the main road, but the airflow wasn't any better there, and he was tiring from the exertion of fighting to keep the car on the road.  Vin wasn't winning this battle!  He looked over at Caeli with an abrupt calmness in his manner.  With acceptance in his bright, blue eyes, he told her to make sure her seatbelt was pulled tight and to brace for a crash.

"I love you," she replied, embracing his calmness.

The wind finally overcame Vin's strength and pushed the car off the road.  With the small amount of control he still maintained, he tried to guide the car as safely as he could and prayed they'd survive the inevitable impact.  Tree limbs slapped against the glass on all sides, making scratching sounds like fingernails running down a chalkboard.  The rough terrain harshly bounced the vehicle and its occupants.

Caeli was jostled with such force as the car sped down the bumpy slope that her head hit the side window, knocking her unconscious.  When she came to, the car no longer moved.  The wind had died down, the rain fell lightly, and an ominous silence encompassed the surrounding area.  As her senses began to focus, she was soon able to hear faint sounds through the densely packed trees.

"Vin?  Are you ok?"  She mumbled.  She listened carefully for several minutes.  The rain pattered softly against the metal of the car and crickets chirped outside.  Caeli looked over to see if he was hurt and was startled to discover his seat empty.

"Vin?!"

At the same time, she heard a different sound through the trees ahead.  Was it voices?  Maybe Vin had gone for help.  The door on his side of the car was closed; the windshield appeared to be intact; and there wasn't any blood in his seat or on the steering wheel.  Granted, everything she saw was a little fuzzy, but the scene inside the car didn't look too bad.

Caeli decided he must've gone in search of assistance, and the voices would be Vin talking to someone, trying to get that aid.  As dizzy as she felt, she thought it would be best if she waited for them to reach the car and give her a hand rather than trying to go to them.  She closed her brown eyes to rest while she waited, no longer scared.  The worst was over, and they were both alive!  She knew Vin would never leave her.

She woke again, this time with a start, not knowing how long she'd been out.  What startled her?  Why did panic suddenly flicker through her mind?  She glanced around and immediately felt a throbbing in her head as she turned; a painful reminder of what happened.

By now, the rain was little more than a drizzle, but continued dripping from overhanging branches and plopping into the puddles that had overtaken much of the surrounding grass.  Caeli wondered when Vin would return and if help would reach her soon.  What was taking so long?  Then she realized the voices she heard previously were now very faint.  They sounded as if they had moved away.

She tried to undo the latch on her seatbelt, but it was jammed.  She tried to peer through the mud-splattered windshield, but could barely glimpse anything more than shadowy outlines.  Her heart beat a little faster as she considered that she might be trapped in the car.  Maybe the rescuers found Vin injured or unconscious.  Perhaps he wasn't able to tell them she was still out there!  Struggling to free herself from the car, she leaned over and pressed firmly and desperately on the horn.

The blaring response caused her head to throb even more, but she pressed the horn again and yet again.  She persisted for several minutes, hoping someone would be close enough to hear.  At last, exhaustion overcame her efforts.  Caeli lay back against her seat to gather her remaining strength for another attempt and to calm the sense of dread rapidly welling inside, but the uneasiness wouldn't subside.  Calmness eluded her.  She found enough reserve energy for one more attempt before being utterly spent.  A few more moments passed before she rallied herself to try once more to get out of the seatbelt that held her prisoner.  The effort cost her several broken fingernails and a jagged slice across her palm, courtesy of the broken edge of the plastic casing.  Bright, red blood dripped from her palm and splattered onto her seat.

Caeli, at last, gave up the useless attempt to escape the seatbelt in that manner.  She took a moment to look around the car, and then stretched her arm over to the driver’s seat.  From there, she was able to retrieve Vin’s utility knife from where it was wedged halfway into the crevice created by the joint of the back and bottom pieces of the seat.  She eventually extricated herself by sawing through the tough material of the seatbelt.

Next, she tried to open the door on her side of the car.  She pulled on the door latch and pushed against the door with her shoulder.  She shoved against it two or three times before her shoulder protested any further abuse.  The door, which hadn't even budged, must've been wedged against an unseen tree trunk amidst all of the greenery-laden branches surrounding the car.

She climbed unsteadily across to the driver’s side and managed to open that door, and then crawled out onto the wet and muddy ground.  Her legs wobbled, and she slipped to land face down in a large mud puddle as a reward for her effort.  After pulling herself to her feet with the assistance of a nearby tree branch and the open car door, she stumbled toward the woods in front of the car, the direction from which she thought the voices were coming.

As she drew near, the wind rose again, although, it wasn't nearly as strong as when it had caused them to crash.  The gusts whipped her long, brown hair across her eyes.  Branches of the evergreen trees scraped her face and hands, the only exposed parts of her pale skin, but she pushed forward through the maze of trees.  The voices were definitely closer now!

A mist began to form on the ground.  It thickened and swirled as it worked its way between the lower branches of the surrounding trees.  The frenzy of the wind kicked up another notch.  Sappy pine needles and wet leaves began to stick to Caeli's clothes and hair, making a tangled mess.  Her vision was obscured each time the wind caught the jumbled mass and blew it straight into her face.  The clinging mud soon began to tug at her feet as if to prevent her from moving any further forward.

With a sudden, urgent need to see what was happening in the clearing ahead of her, Caeli steeled her determination, let the rain help wash the leaves and mud spatter from her face, steadied her steps, and practically threw herself forward.  Against the wind, heedless of the scraping and stinging of the pine needles, despite the thickening fog and clinging mud, she made it clumsily into the clearing.

Almost immediately, she tripped over an unseen tree root that rose up unexpectedly from the soggy ground.  She stumbled and lost her footing.  The right side of her head, already injured from the impact with the car window, struck sharply against a fist-sized rock as she landed on the ground.  Her vision blurred even more.  Bile rose in her throat, and unpleasant waves of nausea swam in her stomach.

As Caeli lay on the ground, stubbornly resisting the black wave of unconsciousness that once again threatened to claim her, she saw movement in the mist before her.  It looked like Vin.  The tall, dark-haired figure wore blue jeans and a blue polo shirt.  It had to be Vin!  Was he really there?  Had she caught up with him?  Between her blurred vision and the swirling winds, it was difficult to tell.  She called out, but the renewed roaring of the wind swallowed the tiny sound of her voice.  The haze parted briefly, and she thought she saw Vin moving near her.  He seemed to be protecting her from something his body blocked from her line of sight.

"Naturally," Caeli said to herself with relief.

Vin was always there when she needed him and ever protective of her!  Now that she could see him more clearly, she felt less afraid and permitted the weariness to pull her down.  In the next instant, the wind stirred wildly, thunder rumbled, the fog rippled, and Vin disappeared!  Darkness overwhelmed Caeli just when she heard sirens approaching from the distance.

******
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A LOUD CLAP OF THUNDER from the current storm recalled Caeli to the present where another type of darkness filled her home.  The most recent lightning strike hit a nearby transformer, knocking out the electricity and pulling her out of the painful memory.  Her head continued to pound.  It hadn't quit since Salma dropped her off from the hospital earlier.  It was all Caeli could do, at the time, to convince Salma to let her stay alone.  She knew Salma was concerned for her, but she didn't have the energy to entertain company just now.

Caeli's heart ached as she reached through the darkness into the drawer of the table beside her chair to find a box of matches.  From it, she was able to light the octagonal oil lamp that sat on the tabletop awaiting exactly such a need.  She carried the light up the stairs to her bedroom, which encompassed nearly the entire left half of the second floor.  She continued into the adjacent bathroom that could only be accessed from its door within her room.  That door stood ajar a few feet to the right of the bedroom entrance.  After finding a bottle of aspirin in the medicine cabinet and swallowing down two of the bitter pills with a sip of water, she moved into to the bedroom.  She placed the oil lamp on the bedside table, turned the wick down until the flame was doused, and climbed dejectedly beneath the gray-blue covers that matched her mood.

Alone in her king-size bed, Caeli faced a fitful night ahead.  She knew it would be full of unending tears and nightmarish images from her memory of what she saw in the woods when the only man she'd ever loved had been ripped from her life!  The loss was nearly unbearable, and Caeli desperately missed her husband!

"Good night, Vin," she said aloud as the tears began to flow again.
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CHAPTER 2
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Vin strained against the buffeting winds in what he knew would be a losing battle.  He prayed this would end well.  As he struggled, he distinctly heard the wind raging and saw lightning strikes flaring down into the woods from the tumultuous sky overhead.  He couldn't remember the last time a storm this bad had passed through the area.

He looked over at Caeli in the passenger's seat.  Vin could see her nervousness in her soft brown eyes, though she tried bravely to conceal it.  He could read her every mood and emotion in her lovely, trusting face.  

Just then, the car hit an especially large hole in the ground and rebounded out of it was such force that it threw her into the side window and knocked her unconscious.  He maintained his grip on the steering wheel with one hand and used the other to help steady his wife in her seat while the car continued to careen down the hillside, further and further into the darkening woods.

Suddenly, the passenger’s side of the car slammed into a huge pine tree, bringing the vehicle to a bone-jarring stop.  Vin lost his grip on Caeli and the steering wheel as he was pitched to his right, slamming his broad shoulder against the side of Caeli's seat.  He tried to avoid being thrown into her, but the effort was wasted.  They were both quickly slung forward from the force of the impact and concurrent, abrupt deceleration of the car.  The seatbelts holding them back were all that prevented them from being thrown through the windshield.

Vin sat still for a minute to let the dizziness pass and determine if he had any serious injuries.  He noted a jagged gash in his left forearm and a bruise beginning to swell across his chest where the seatbelt had restrained him.  Otherwise, he seemed none too worse for the harrowing ride.  Caeli, on the other hand, hadn't been as lucky.  She was unconscious, so he couldn't tell how badly she might be hurt.  He reached over to help her, but his seatbelt held him back.  He unbuckled the restraint and tried again.  As he reached across, a bright flash of lightning that struck the ground two hundred yards through the trees ahead distracted him.  He heard the brittle crack of branches breaking as a large tree fell.  The wind stirred again, stronger and centered on the same area where he saw the lightning strike.

On the third attempt to aid his injured wife, Vin succeeded in confirming a knot on her head from the impact with the window.  He tried to unfasten her seatbelt but found it jammed.  He reached into his pocket to retrieve his utility knife only to discover that the bottom of his pocket had ripped and the knife had fallen out.

Another lightning strike, this one a scant few feet in front of the car, increased the urgency of his need to free Caeli and get her to the nearest shelter he could find.  He was sure, by now, this was worse than a mere thunderstorm!  If he could look directly up at the sky above the car, he assumed he'd see the clouds circling.  Though such weather was rare in this region, it certainly wasn't impossible.  He figured it was just his luck to be caught directly beneath it. 

Vin opened the driver’s door and stepped hesitantly out onto the soggy ground.  The wind immediately rallied around him while the lightning directly overhead seemed frantic.  He slammed the door shut so the rain wouldn't blow inside.  He struggled against the strong wind to work his way around to the opposite side of the car, forgetting that her door was blocked by the tree into which they'd slammed.  He couldn't reach Caeli from that side.

He made his way around the front of the car, returning to the driver’s side to re-enter and try using his cell phone to call for help, but the wind severely hampered his movements before he reached the door.  Each step he took forward incited the wind to push him further away, beyond the front of the car.  It briefly crossed his mind that he might get a firsthand view of what the center of a forming tornado looked like.

His already waning strength began to fail as he fought to regain the safety of the car, another losing battle.  The wind finally succeeded in propelling him backward, lifting him from his feet as it carried him further from the car and Caeli.  Despite his best efforts, Vin was carried a good distance into the heart of the woods.  He tried unsuccessfully to grab hold of passing tree limbs, but they eluded his grasp.  He soon found himself in the middle of a clearing where a huge tree, which must once have stood over sixty feet tall, now lay smoldering on its side across the center of the glade.  This had to be the tree he heard fall a few minutes earlier.

The wind unceremoniously dumped him in the middle of the clearing, where he was, at last, able to plant his feet firmly on the ground.  The air still swirled around him, grabbing leaves and debris and tossing them in angry eddies.  Perhaps he'd hit his head after all, because he thought he heard voices, faint and indiscernible, coming from within those gusts.

He tried to take a few steps in the direction from which he had come, but the wind wouldn't permit it.  After the first step, he felt resistance.  Vin tried a different direction with the same results.  Odd, he thought, that a tornado would form around him and continue to encircle him, containing him in such a manner.  His anger at being unable to help his wife grew within him!  All he wanted to do was make sure Caeli was all right and get her some place safe where they could wait out the storm.  Yet, there was nothing for him to rage against except the storm itself; nothing he could do other than stand where he was and wait for an opportunity to escape his predicament.  In the meantime, he hoped the wind would do as good a job of keeping the encroaching lightning strikes at bay as it was doing holding him prisoner.

The murmur of voices stilled around him.  A mist separated itself from the swirling wind, and one voice became clear.

"Brother, do not fight us," a commanding, though kind, voice spoke.

"Who are you?"  Vin asked incredulously of the disembodied voice in the mist.

"What is this?  Why are you keeping me from Caeli?  Please, let me go to her!"  From those few words, he quickly surmised a change in his situation.

"Yours is a complicated situation which requires a lengthy explanation.  You do not have time for that now.  You must let her go!"

"Let her go?  Leave Caeli?  Am I going to die?"  He rapidly processed the possibilities.

"Who dies is not for us to decide."

"You mean Caeli's dying?  No!  I won’t let that happen!  I can’t let allow it to happen!  Let me go to her.  I can save her!  She isn’t hurt too bad.  I can get her to a hospital.  Why won’t you let me return to her?!"  His anger pressed beyond reason, spurting out questions and assumptions without waiting to hear responses; jumping to the conclusion that the being whose voice he heard was responsible for preventing him from helping Caeli.  Now, Vin had someone on which to vent his anger, though he doubted it would have much effect.  As a sense of desperation overwhelmed him, the winds kicked up their fury once more.

"You must let her go!  It's the only way to help her.  Stand down, Brother.  Do not fight us!"

"This is ridiculous!"  Vin yelled at the air.

"I'll fight you to my last breath!  I won't leave her hurt and alone!  She needs my help, and I'll see she gets it," he insisted.

With that, he renewed his effort to fight his way through the strong winds, wanting to run back to the wrecked vehicle and save his wife.  Just as he turned around, he saw Caeli emerge into the clearing, stumble, and fall.  Somehow, she'd freed herself and found her way to him.  In that instant, his heart soared with pride and love.  Caeli was a determined and resourceful woman, but he could also see that she was hurt.

Vin lunged once more and finally managed to break through the surrounding aerial barrier and reach Caeli's side.  She was barely conscious and fading fast.  It looked like she may have banged her head for a second time when she fell.  He felt certain, now, that someone or something was determined to separate them today, either by taking him away or allowing her to perish.  He wasn’t sure which scenario would prevail.  He was, however, more determined than ever to prevent both!  He felt the winds gathering at his back as he hovered protectively above her semi-conscious body.

"This is unfortunate, but events have been set in motion.  It must be so!"

The howling of the wind neared its apex.  Vin knew the time was at hand.  Death was afoot in the forest.  Yet, something more roamed within the trees.  Another force tugged at him and Caeli.  This one chose not to converse or bring further awareness of its presence.  It tried to conceal itself.  This undefinable force seemed to oppose the voice that had already spoken to Vin, for its pull led in an entirely different and unpleasant direction.

For reasons known only to these entities, Vin realized they had intentionally attempted to separate him from Caeli before this final parting took place.  The very fact that they'd managed to reach each other somehow forced these beings to change their plans.  In his mind, he knew either he or Caeli was about to die, though he refused to accept it.  Vin stood defiantly over her, trying to face the direction from which he believed the voice had come.

"No!  You won't have her, nor will I go with you!  You'll have to go through me to get her.  Trust me!  I'll make sure it costs you dearly if you touch her!  We've done nothing to deserve this!  Caeli certainly doesn't deserve to be treated like this!  I don’t know who you are or how I'll manage it, but I will prevent this from happening!"  Vin’s assertion left no room for compromise, and his determination made it abundantly clear he was prepared to enforce his words by whatever means he could devise.  The winds around him seemed to sigh in resignation.

"So be it!"

The absolute finality of that statement startled Vin.  He experienced a momentary flicker of panic, wondering if he'd just angered Death and what consequences might result.  His alarm was fleeting.  Death was nothing to him if it meant defending Caeli’s life.  Without further discussion, the air around him thickened, and the breath was slowly squeezed from his lungs.  He understood the decision had been made, and he would have to leave her.  Just before he lost consciousness, Vin felt hands take a hold of him and, feeling as if he was being ripped apart, Vin was yanked away from Caeli!  Before his mind completely shut down, he realized something was wrong.  He felt a sinister anger in the air and a greater force holding it at bay.

He desperately hoped his sacrifice had given Caeli a chance at life.  He felt abundantly blessed for the time they'd spent together.  Even at this moment, he was still amazed they'd been able to share so much of their lives with each other.  To find such a perfectly matched mate was the best gift he had ever been given, and his appreciation of that present had grown every day.  His love for Caeli was boundless, and he had no regrets giving up his life so she could live.

"Goodbye, Caeli!"  Darkness engulfed him and discarded whatever his next thought might have been.
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CHAPTER 3
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Captain Erickson drove his jeep slowly along the highway, careful to avoid the storm debris littering the road.  This had been the worst storm to hit this region in as long as anyone could remember.  The weathermen were reporting the odd way the winds had ripped through town and gathered in the forest.  Several witnesses later saw the tornado that had formed and remained stationary in the middle of the trees for an unusually long time.  They reported the behavior as strange, and Ben had to agree.  He never knew a tornado could stay in one place so long.  It was most definitely a peculiar occurrence!

Ben had been patrolling nearby when he heard the call.  Dispatch relayed that someone reported seeing a car off the road in the forestry.  Since he was only a few miles away, the captain responded.  As he approached the location, his police siren sounded overly loud on the desolate street.  It was made worse by the addition of the siren from his new partner's patrol car following a short distance behind.  Officer Caldwell, who'd been at the station finishing his paperwork, heard Ben respond over the radio.  Learning his mentor was going to answer the dispatch, the officer decided to join Ben.  He caught up with his boss ten minutes later.

"What else did they say?"  Ben asked the young man as they talked briefly at the gas station before heading out to the crash site.

"Not much.  Just that there were ruts in the muddy ground and a car barely visible in the trees at the bottom of the hill.  The witness didn't have any further details and, because his wife was in labor, didn't have time to stop and offer assistance," Officer Caldwell replied.

"All right.  Let's go have a look for ourselves then," Ben said.

They didn't have to travel much further before Captain Erickson pulled over to the side of the road.  Sure enough, there were telltale signs of a crash.  He saw skid marks on the road, muddy ruts in the hillside, and broken tree limbs that defined a hole poked into the tree line.  Ben’s gaze followed the tire tracks down the hill and spotted the car nearly hidden by the surrounding woods.

"I'm going down to see if I can help.  Call for an ambulance and wait here.  It won't take long for the reporters to show up, so go ahead and cordon off this area for me, please," Ben instructed before carefully making his way down the slope.

He approached the driver's side of the car and looked inside.  The vehicle was empty, though he did notice a fresh blood stain on the passenger's front seat.  Ben looked intensely into the surrounding woods.  At least one person made it out of the car and was, presumably, wandering around in the trees, possibly injured.  Though the water made it difficult to distinguish details on the ground, his experience allowed him to locate footprints bearing away from the vehicle and continuing further into the trees ahead.  He followed the tracks as quickly as he could, eventually reaching a clearing where a large tree had toppled.

A moment after stepping into the opening, the captain saw the young lady lying on her side on the ground.  He rushed over and checked for a pulse!  She was alive and breathing, but unconscious.  He observed a cut on the side of her head and another on her palm.  No other injuries were immediately apparent.

"Ma’am?  Can you hear me?"

Ben shook her lightly in an attempt to wake her.  She didn't respond.  He turned her carefully over so she was lying on her back.  When he moved a few tangled strands of long, brown hair out of her face, he was startled to recognize the woman.  Her name was on the tip of his tongue, yet he couldn't recall it.  He couldn’t immediately place where he knew her from, but he was certain they'd met!  He almost never forgot a face, yet he couldn't linger on her name just then.  It would come to him later.  Right now, the lady needed his help.

"Well, no matter your name.  You just hang on, Lass!  I’m here with you now, and help is on the way.  Everything is going to be fine," Ben reassured her as he spoke.

If she could hear him at all, he wanted her to know she wasn't alone.  He sat beside her for ten minutes, waiting for the paramedics to arrive.  He pointed out the cut on the right side of her head as they performed a preliminary exam.  While they continued to tend the woman, Ben got up and walked around the clearing.  From the lady to the felled tree, he saw footprints leading further into the clearing.  Presumably, the lady had gone no further than where she fell, so these must belong to another person.

He searched the entire clearing and surrounding trees, but he couldn't locate anyone else.  He sent the other officers and rescue workers out on a more thorough search and then followed the stretcher to the top of the hill.  He waited as it was loaded into the ambulance.

"I’m going to ride along with her and see if I can learn anything more about what happened.  Have one of the officers bring my jeep to the hospital whenever you can.  I’ll wait there.  Call my cell phone if you find anything," Ben instructed the junior officer.

Captain Erickson climbed into the back of the ambulance and sat quietly, rubbing his chin, as he looked at the injured lady.  He definitely knew her!  Where had he seen her before?  He was still no closer to an answer when they arrived at the emergency room entrance.

A doctor met them at the doors, and the lady was wheeled down the hall on a gurney.  They moved her into one of the large exam rooms and closed the door.  He waited in a chair on the opposite side of the hall.  Twenty minutes later, the doctor emerged, and the nurses left the room.  One of the ladies strolled over to the phone at the admittance desk and immediately placed a call.

"How is she?"  Ben asked.

"I think Mrs. Harding will be all right.  Of course, we won’t know for certain until she wakes.  However, I don't see anything too serious; a bump on the head, a small cut on her head beside a nasty bruise, and a lacerated palm.  We have her on IV fluids, and she’s resting comfortably.  All we can do now is wait for her to come around," the doctor described her condition.

"Harding?  Do you know the lady then?"  Ben asked.

"Yes!  She’s a good friend of one of our doctors.  I’ve seen her in here quite often.  She’s a sweet lady; polite and always wearing a smile.  It’s a shame to see her hurt like this."

"You addressed her as Mrs. Harding.  Do you happen to know her husband?"  Ben assumed he must've been the other person in the car.

"No, I’ve never met him.  However, I asked Molly to call Dr. Yamanu to let her know Mrs. Harding was here.  Salma should be able to tell you more about the couple."

"Thank you!  Would it be all right if I wait with Mrs. Harding until the other doctor arrives?"  Ben didn't want the unfortunate lady to wake up, find herself in the hospital, and wonder how she got there.

"Sure, just don’t disturb her.  She needs to come out of this on her own."

He sat down once again to wait, this time in a more comfortable chair near the lady’s bed.  She seemed to be sleeping peacefully.  While he waited another fifteen minutes, Ben continued to try to place the woman in his memory.  Harding?  That name was familiar, too.

The door to the room opened slowly, and a dark-haired woman, wearing black slacks and a red blouse beneath a long, white lab coat displaying her medical ID, hurried inside.  The badge identified her to Ben as Dr. Salma Yamanu.  Before saying anything to him, the doctor checked on her friend.  When she was satisfied everything was in order, Dr. Yamanu finally turned her attention to Ben, who'd been waiting patiently.

"Hello.  I’m Dr. Yamanu."  She extended her hand.

"Captain Ben Erickson," he replied, standing to shake her hand and taking a moment to appreciate the lovely woman in front of him.

"They told me you were the one who found her; that she was unconscious and hasn’t stirred at all.  Is that right?"

"Yes."

"What happened?"  Dr. Yamanu wanted to know the cause of her friend’s injuries.

Ben described Mrs. Harding’s condition when he found her as well as his presumptions from the crash site as Dr. Yamanu listened carefully.  It wasn’t until he mentioned a second person, still missing, that she showed additional concern.

"You’re right.  Vin was almost certainly with her!  Those two are virtually inseparable on a normal day.  It would be especially true today, their anniversary.  I have a bad feeling about this!  He wouldn't have left her alone if he had any choice.  Either he wasn’t with her, which I doubt, or he's hurt much worse than Caeli.  I hope they find him soon.  They are looking for him, aren't they?  Will they call you if there is any news?"  Salma was very anxious on behalf of the couple.  

"As soon as I know anything, I’ll make sure to get word to you.  I can tell these two mean a lot to you," Ben smiled at the doctor.

"Yes, they do.  Thank you, Captain!"

A soft knock on the door interrupted their conversation.  Ben saw Officer Caldwell’s face through the small window.  Before leaving, he pulled out one of his business cards and handed it to Dr. Yamanu.

"I’d best get back to the search.  Doc, will you call me when she wakes?  I'd like to know she’s all right."

"Sure.  Please, find her husband!  She's lost everyone who ever got close to her.  Vin and I are all she has left, and she lives for him!  If she loses him, well, I can’t imagine how bad she'll feel.  When you have any news, please ask the operator to page me."  Salma smiled and returned her attention to Caeli as Ben left the room.  

Caeli was beginning to stir as the door closed behind Captain Erickson.  Salma suspected she and Caeli were going to have an unpleasant conversation once she learned that Vin was missing.
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Vin woke, surprised that he thought of his death as waking.  He immediately sensed he wasn't alone.  He felt the presence of several others nearby, wherever he was.  He could tell he was lying down on what appeared to be a flat, solid surface of unknown composition.  That's when it occurred to him that his senses seemed to be functioning properly.

He tentatively attempted to stand.  He could physically see, but he couldn't discern anything in the immediate vicinity; just a soft whiteness surrounding him in every direction.  It blocked his view of what lay beyond as if a dozen searchlights were pointed straight at him.  Yet, the light didn't hurt his eyes.  He felt a bit awkward, exposed like a pet rabbit in a cage being stared at by its owners.

"Fear not, Brother.  All is well!"  The voice was reassuring and authoritative.  It left no room to doubt the words.

"Where am I?"  Vin asked calmly.

"You have crossed the barrier."  This was a different voice, gentler and with a touch more compassion in its tone.

"I don’t understand.  Is this heaven, the afterlife?"

"This is the other side of the barrier.  The life you knew is on one side, and this side is all else.  You have crossed the barrier.  Most who come home are reintegrated into the larger scheme.  Their individual identities are combined with the whole, at peace until called again.  Only a few cross, under special circumstances, and retain their uniqueness.  They're not at peace with the One.  This is your condition," the gentler voice explained.

Vin considered the idea.  If he was correctly assimilating the facts, then this barrier was akin to the passing between life and death, and yet it was more than that, too.  Unfortunately, understanding what more it might be was currently beyond his grasp.  He could comprehend that he was dead, that he'd crossed the barrier.  Since he couldn't remember walking or moving of his own volition, he surmised he must've been pulled across by his unseen hosts.  He'd definitely lost consciousness during the crossing.  The fact that his physical body hadn't died, at least, not that he could recall, on the living side of the barrier could be the special circumstances that allowed him to retain his sense of self on the spirit side.  Even still, his main concern wasn't for himself at all.  He wanted to know if Caeli was all right.

"She'll be fine.  It would be best if you could set aside your thoughts of her for the time being."

"That's asking a great deal of me, and I doubt I'll be able to oblige you," Vin said.

He was greatly relieved to know Caeli had survived, but his heart ached to see her.  The severity of the loss he felt increased with each passing moment.  The mere thought that he would never see her again nearly overwhelmed him!  Vin reflexively grabbed his chest and fell to one knee in pain as if someone had ripped out a piece of his heart, perhaps even his soul.

"Easy, Brother!  Emotions are powerful!  They can do great things, but they can also cause great harm.  You must put such strong feelings out of your mind until you learn how to cope with their effects."

Vin felt a comforting energy swirl around him.  It took a few minutes, but he was finally able to regain his composure and consider what he was being told.  The implications were staggering!  What was more, he understood there was yet more to be sorted out.  He'd need more time and a lot more information before he could see the bigger picture.  Time, he expected, would be in abundance here.  He wondered idly how long he had already been on this side.

"Time flows forward, but its measurement matters not."  The strong voice stated.

"You hear my thoughts?  Of course you do, you’re an angel, right?"  Vin posed the question as soon as the realization came to him.

"Naturally, you have talents beyond those of mortal men."

"Angel is a common name we're given.  It is sufficient.  Our talents, as you name them, are derived from an elemental knowledge of both realms, but we have no need to compare it against those on the other side," replied the comforting voice, obviously trying to offer a foundation on which to build his further understanding.

Vin’s mind immediately latched onto the mention of both realms.  If they brought him here, then perhaps they could send him back.  Maybe he was just having some sort of out of body experience.  Many stories of angels portrayed them as helpers to those in need.  Vin was already beginning to consider that possibility when the voice of authority interrupted.

"Yes.  We are able to cross the barrier when necessary, but don't ask us to return you.  We will not!"  His assertion left absolutely no possibility for dispute or negotiation.

Vin had listened carefully, and now he had questions which he decided to ask.  How else would he be able to learn about his new existence and those to whom he spoke?

"You answered a question I hadn't even fully formed much less voiced.  Either you can read my thoughts or you can foresee the future.  Care to tell me which?  Or perhaps you can do both."  Vin waited, hoping he hadn't gone too far or presumed too much with his question.

He was uncharacteristically calm and unquestionably intrigued with the conversation.  Yet, something still nagged at the back of his mind, causing a disturbing undercurrent of concern.  That concern was growing slowly stronger as Vin continued to come to terms with his situation.

"Any story you've heard about the unknown is interpreted by the individual.  The truth derived from such a tale is also, thereby, unique to the individual.  However, the answer to your question is no.  We can't foresee your future.  We merely followed your linear thoughts to the next point and proactively removed the burden of inquiry from you," the kind voice explained.

"Now, it's important for you to set aside such distraction.  That breeze surrounding you right now is not of our making.  You must calm down and allow it to dissipate," the stern voice continued.

"What?  I’m creating the wind?"  Not only was Vin astonished to notice the breeze, but he was also astounded to think he could be creating it without even knowing he could do so.

"No, not creating it.  The wind is a natural force to which you have a strong, elemental connection.  It is stirred by your emotions.  You need to focus on understanding this and accepting the new environment around you.  The quicker you can accomplish this, the smoother your transition will be.  If it will help put you at ease, then as a matter of linear time, it has been three living hours since you departed the other plane."

"Thank you!  I'm trying to comprehend everything you’re telling me, which is considerable.  That simple measurement does, indeed, help.  I need a frame of reference I can relate to, even though it may ultimately become irrelevant.  The life I left behind is still very near to me, and I can't readily detach myself from it.  I didn't wish to leave it!"  

Vin began to wonder at the thought of speaking so directly with angels.  It somehow seemed a bit surreal, yet here he was doing exactly that.  How does one lowly human properly address this sort of superior being?  He'd always had faith in God as a higher power in a hierarchy of existence beyond the frail, mortal lives of men.  He believed earthbound spirits simply didn't possess the faculties to truly comprehend the entire realm of that higher existence, but they would occasionally be granted brief glimpses into the mystery.

He never pretended to know the purpose of sending spirits to an earthbound existence until such time as they were called back to the higher plane.  Only God could know, and only He could comprehend it all.  Now, miraculously, Vin found himself faced with confirmation of what had been previously taken on faith.  If he wasn’t careful, the enormity of that realization might easily overwhelm him.

Once again, the stern voice, with a kindness of its own, replied to his thoughts.

"Your mind wanders rapidly across complicated subjects, seeking a resolution to each.  That's a good trait but a complicated task.  You'll need to learn much, very quickly.  The understanding you seek is here for you to discover, but you must have guidance.  And for the record, Brother Eyvindr, you may address a being such as me as Michael, for that is my name."

Vin stood stunned!  Then he smiled stupidly as another enigma became suddenly clear to him.  Michael, supposed leader of the Archangels and defender of righteousness, wasn't a myth.  He was here, speaking to him as if they were equals, and Vin was profoundly honored.  He knew now that the commanding voice had been Michael’s, and it was well suited to the radiant figure of the warrior angel that appeared to stand across from him.

"Welcome, Brother!  It's good to have you home again."  

Vin felt a subsequent stir in the air around him.  When it ceased, he could tell only he and Michael remained.  The others left or were at least no longer close enough for Vin to notice.  Certainly, angels had more important duties than babysitting the recently dead.

Michael appeared before him as a tall man, perhaps six and half feet in height, with a well-muscled frame perfectly accentuated by the contours of his form fitting, shiny armor.  The plates appeared to be made of a silver metal that looked thin and lightweight, almost fluid, but it gave the impression of unyielding strength.  Michael was poised and confident, as commanding a presence as Vin had ever witnessed.  Yet, his stoic manner held no trace of arrogance.

Michael’s sandy blonde hair, held away from his face by a thin silver band of the same alloy as the armor, reached just below his shoulders and framed a face with a prominent bone structure.  From the edges of his high-set brow, down the chiseled jaw lines, to the squared protrusion of his chin, his face was the epitome of classic elegance such as is often attributed to the ruggedly handsome icons in Greek mythology.  The only significant difference was Michael's lighter skin and hair tones.  

Yet, his piercing eyes distinguished Michael as more than just a man.  The pale green irises contained a fire within that Vin knew could instantly tear him asunder.  Those eyes momentarily revealed a deep compassion.  Vin caught a glimpse through those windows into the depths of an immortal soul, a soul that had been fighting an on-going battle for love of all that's good and right.

Vin was humbled and awed by the leader of Heaven’s army who had, so far, treated him with only kindness and friendship.  Offhandedly, he considered that if he felt such a vast awe toward Michael, who represented only a portion of the full glory of God, then how could anyone ever hope to stand in the Lord’s presence and not be utterly enthralled?  Regardless, he was letting his mind wander again, and Michael was waiting for some sort of response to his warm greeting.

"Thank you, Michael," was all he could muster.

Vin was deeply touched by the sincerity of the simple greeting, and perhaps he could be content with nothing more had the circumstances of his arrival not been so traumatic.  As such, he realized something important was missing.  He felt as if a more complicated destiny hovered over the next horizon.

According to his hosts, his death hadn't been typical.  He couldn't remember the details and, therefore, couldn't be certain.  Nevertheless, now that he could physically see Michael, he could tell by the angel's manner that he had more to say.  Vin wanted to hear whatever it was.

"Not to be rude, but what now?  Naturally, I have many questions, and you must have a reason for bringing me here and taking the time to talk to me.  What is it you need to tell me?"  Vin asked, surprised at his own temerity.

"There is much you need to know!  I'll show you some of it now, if you are ready to see."

"I'm ready."

"Watch..."  Michael gestured with his right hand, passing it a few inches in front of Vin’s eyes.  
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"Anything yet?"  Captain Erickson asked as he returned to the crash site.

"The car is registered to Eyvindr and Caeli Harding," Caldwell began.

"Yes.  One of the doctors at the hospital confirmed her identity."

"Will she be all right?"

"I believe so.  She didn't appear to have any serious injuries.  What else have you found?"

"Well, we found enough evidence to conclude that Mrs. Harding was the passenger.  There's a smear of blood on the window that coincides with the cut on the side of her head.  We also found her purse beneath the passenger's seat."

"Compelling, but not conclusive," Ben commented as he rubbed his chin and approached the driver's side of the car."

"There's more.  Strands of long, brown hair were found snagged in the passenger's headrest, and a few broken fingernails near the seatbelt anchor.  She had a cut on her hand as well, didn't she?"

"Yes."  Ben sat down in the driver's seat and looked around.

"I thumbed through a few photos I found in her purse, and noted that her husband's dark hair barely reaches the middle of his neck.  I realize it's not fully conclusive, but I'm confident she was the passenger.  When forensics gets the results of the blood test from that smear, I expect it will give us the confirmation we need," Caldwell concluded.

"I agree, but for other reasons," Ben grinned as he exited the vehicle, knowing Caldwell would be curious to hear what additional proof he'd discovered.

"All right, what'd I miss?"  Caldwell chuckled and lightly shook his head.

"Well, for starters, the headrest on the driver's side is higher than the passenger's side, and the driver's seat is pushed further back.  I can sit comfortably in that position, but Mrs. Harding is a good deal shorter than I am.  Whoever was driving was approximately the same height as me," Ben explained.

"I should've seen that."

"Also, if you get close enough, you can smell two distinct fragrances in the car.  The one strongest in the passenger's seat is definitely a woman's scent.  I'm fairly certain, but not positive, that the cologne clinging to the driver's seat, though mild, is a masculine scent."

"Did you notice anything else, oh great and wise boss?"  Caldwell laughed openly now.  He never tired of hearing the way Ben collected details many others, even seasoned detectives, might easily have overlooked.

"Look at the keyring.  The keys are still in the ignition."

Caldwell glanced inside to see a silver ring with two keys on it and a small oval nameplate with the word 'VIN' engraved on it.  "That's definitely not a woman's keyring!  Vin must be the husband's nickname.  You never cease to amaze me, Ben.  One day I hope to have half the skill you have."

"I'm sure you will, Lad.  I want to have another look at that clearing.  Care to join me?"

Ben started walking to the glade where he'd found Caeli, and Caldwell followed.  He must've walked every inch of the clearing at least three times.  He stood on the spot where Caeli had fallen and looked at the surroundings, scanning the ground more closely as he turned in a slow circle.  Then, he moved to the top of a small hill and looked back toward that spot.  He carefully inspected the distance between the two locations.

"It's odd.  He was definitely here with her!  I can see the muddy footprints next to the place where she fell as well as leading up to and away from that small hill.  Yet, I can't see any sign of him leaving the clearing."  

What Ben did see was upsetting.  Trees ringing the clearing were bent and twisted.  Limbs were broken in all directions.  The sight of one particularly large branch impaled in the larger trunk of a nearby tree provided proof of the strength of the wind that had blown through this area.

"If he didn't leave, then where could he be?"  Caldwell asked the obvious question, temporarily halting the gears that had still been chugging away in Ben's mind.

"That's an excellent question.  If he didn't leave through the woods, then the only other explanation that makes sense is departure through the air."

Ben studied the circle of bent grass surrounding the hill while he waited for Caldwell to process his suggestion.  Finally, Ben heard Caldwell gasp.

"Really?  You think the twister carried him off?"

"That's my best guess.  The evidence seems to support that conclusion.  I suspect the weathermen will be reporting some extravagant wind speeds from this storm."

"I'll agree with that."

"However, there are a few holes in my theory," Ben admitted.

"Hmm...  Give me a minute.  Oh!  Of course!  Why would he be carried off and not her?  If a tornado could carry him off, assuming they were together, then why would she be left behind?"

"Now you're on the right track.  Keep following that line of thought and see if you can figure out the most likely landing place for someone lifted through the air from this spot."

He and Caldwell remained at the site after the others left.  It was already dark outside and darker amidst the trees.  Search and rescue workers would return the next morning to continue the search for Mr. Harding.  In the meantime, Ben helped his younger partner fill out several of the required forms for their report.  While they sat in Ben's jeep, a passing, dark green SUV slowed and pulled up next to them.  Ben stepped out to greet the driver as the man got out of the SUV.

"Officer, is everything all right?  I saw the flashing lights, and I know this stretch of road has a dangerous history of drive-offs."

"True.  I'd actually forgotten where we were, and that's exactly what happened.  I'm Captain Erickson, and you are?"  Ben extended his hand in greeting.

"Kent Saylor.  Is there anything I can do to help?"  He offered as he shook hands with the police officer.

"Thank you, but we've got it under control for tonight.  However, if you're free in the morning, we're going to need volunteers for a search party."

"A search party?  Who's missing?"  Kent wondered.

"We're not entirely certain yet.  The search may not even be necessary, but if you're available, show up here in the morning around nine.  If we do start a search, we'll need all the help we can get," Ben shared just enough to explain the situation without giving away too many important and unconfirmed details.

"I'd love to help out!  I'll try to be here.  If you don't need anything tonight, then I'll be on my way and let you get back to your work.  Until tomorrow, Captain."

"Thank you, Mr. Saylor."

A little while later, Ben was ready to call it a night at the accident site and head home to freshen up before returning to the hospital.  His cell phone rang as he climbed into his jeep.

"Captain Erickson?"

"Yes."

"This is Dr. Yamanu.  Caeli's awake."
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Vin suddenly found himself standing alone on a cracked sand flat, looking across the way at a group of combatants.  From this distance, he couldn't discern their nationalities, but their movements suggested the group on the right, nearest a large rock formation, were the defenders against the larger band of attackers on the left.

He also spotted two figures who accompanied the attackers, but who weren't the same.  They didn't participate in the hand to hand fighting and kept themselves apart from the main battle.  They sent sizzling bolts of what looked like lightning flying toward the defenders, cutting them down in great numbers.  If they continued at the current rate, it would be an unequivocal slaughter.  

The scene flickered like an old television set with bad reception, then cleared again.  The massacre was over and the invaders were searching among the rocks.  Vin thought perhaps it might actually be a series of caves that were no longer defended.  Before long, one of them shouted a guttural triumph as he emerged from a shadow-darkened grotto.  He motioned to one of the two lightning wielders, who quickly followed the warrior into the cave.  A few minutes later, the man emerged carrying a square object the size of a shirt box.

"Within the wrapping is the Book of Elements, written ages past by two brothers who discovered a vital truth!  The knowledge is powerful and, therefore, dangerous.  It should never have been put to ink!  It was their doom, for there are always those, both good and evil, who crave such power."  Michael spoke as he materialized in the sand beside Vin.

The fine grains were beginning to eddy around the soles of Vin's shoes.  He continued to watch, appalled by the butchery he witnessed.

"It's amazing that mere books can be at the root of so much atrocity."

The scene called to Vin's memory the book that had caused Caeli so much harm and took the life of her grandmother when they were first dating.  However, he also referred to the countless times in history when books were the cause of terrible fighting and civil unrest.

"Who were they?"  Vin wanted to know.

"They were descendants and relatives of the two brothers, the book’s authors.  Their offspring are its sworn guardians.  Only someone of those two bloodlines may physically touch the tome without harm."  Michael gave a succinct explanation and, still staring at the scene across the distance, said flatly, "Be wary of your emotions, Eyvindr!  Behold the dust at your feet."

Vin looked down and saw the whirling mists of sand.  He remembered a similar wind from when he first woke, confused and unsettled.  He made a deliberate attempt to calm the anger ignited by the carnage he'd observed.  As he succeeded in settling his emotions, the dust resettled.  He glanced over at Michael who nodded his silent approval.

Michael raised his hand in front of Vin's eyes again, and this time the tableau seemed to melt and reform
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