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Prologue
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~ August looked around the room and spotted the amperquasilumiaxedryn on the coffee table. “Where’s the box you were going to get?”

Jack looked around the room for himself then realized he’d left the heavy wooden box he’d use as a housing on the kitchen table. Spotting the box, he stepped into the kitchen to grab it and just as he was returning, Wryn reached for the amperquasilumiaxedryn to lift it for her brother.

No sooner did Wryn’s fingers grasp the strange object than a high pitched sound, much like a musical triangle, reverberated through the air with a single, crystal clear ding. ~

Never underestimate the valuable and important difference you make in every life you touch. 

For the impact you make today has a powerful rippling effect on every tomorrow. 

– Leon Brown
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Chapter 1
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Something beneath her feet she didn’t realize she was standing on took Wryn off balance and her body arched backwards as she tried to reestablish her footing. The flailing of her arms and contortion endeavors not to fall only resulted in bringing her to an awkward landing on her bottom, sprawled out with the hem of her dress flying up and dropping just above her knees. Having landed on something semi-soft she wasn’t deeply dazed, so Wryn sat more upright. Just as she began to say, “Wryn fell...” she cut her words short and looked around, the distraction brought on by the fall suddenly shocked away with the realization of her surroundings. 

One quick, deep gasping inhale was all it took before her heart began racing and her breath turned shallow and shaky. Wryn took in the sights, sounds and smells immediately around her as well as in every direction she looked. Closing her eyes tightly to the carnage all around her, Wryn began screaming within her head, Wake up! Wake up! “Wake up!” she screamed aloud before she reopened her eyes. Nothing changed.

Stumbling backwards slightly, but managing to keep his footing, Jack quickly shook off his initial disorientation. When comprehension set in, his mind flew into overdrive and his survival instinct kicked in. Finding himself in no immediate threat of danger, Jack quickly scanned the area until his eyes finally landed on Wryn. She was sitting atop a body that had just been run through by the sword of the warrior poised over top of it, his fist still wrapped on the grip. 

“Wryn!” Jack shouted out over the cacophonous sounds of metal clashing with metal mixed with agonized cries, moans of pain as well as other indistinguishable shouts and grunts of effort emanating from all around. 

The leather armor-clad warrior stood looking completely stunned. Never taking his eyes from Wryn, he slowly rose away, taking a half step backwards as his hand slowly left the handle of his sword that had been keeping him balanced. After a long moment of bewildered staring at Wryn, he finally decided he was far enough away and stumbled backwards, abandoning his sword as he ran off shouting, “Witch!”

Feeling rather stunned and disoriented himself, August sat upright from the ground and looked around. In an attempt to clear away some of the disorientation from his head, he sat blinking his eyes a several times. He’d landed near a cluster of trees in an open spot between several bodies that were scattered and contorted like twigs around him. Two of the fallen warriors were merely wounded, but the rest were dead or too far gone to move. Gathering his wits about him, August looked over when he’d heard someone shouting then his eyes honed in on the pale coloring of Wryn’s dress.

Once Jack realized the situation he as in was real and not another of Wryn’s shared visions, he began struggling to make his way through the bodies  of the dead and the dying, many of which were in various states of dismemberment. To avoid falling, Jack had been keeping his eyes on his intended path and when he finally managed a firm footing, he’d barely lifted his gaze in time to see movement from the corner of his eye; another warrior was approaching Wryn. The warrior’s sword was drawn, lifted high into the air as though to swing down on her while she sat unmoving, frozen in shock and disorientation.

“No!” Jack bellowed as he drew his sword. Wryn sat looking rather stunned, still unsure of what was actually going on. Jack’s shout had drawn her attention and she turned to glance behind her then her eyes flew back to the warrior headed her way. Losing his concern on what or who he was stepping on, Jack disregarded sure footing and raced toward Wryn. Just as the warrior’s blade was about to swing down on her, Jack lunged in between them, swinging his sword upward, stopping the blade before it could hit Wryn.

The warrior recovered quickly from Jack’s block and masterfully parried, their two swords practically singing as he shifted Jack’s blade aside. Wryn managed to roll from atop the fresh corpse she’d been sitting on and shifted away, scrambling as best she could from the fight in the tangle of her skirt. The momentum of the warrior’s blade never stopped and just as Jack was about to go on the offensive, he found the need to block another blow, then another. Having cast aside his shield to use both hands on his sword, the warrior’s swings now came with such force that Jack’s wrist was wrenched with such intensity he almost dropped his sword.

The distance closed even more between Jack and the warrior. Jack took a step back then lost his footing. Before he could regain his stance, Jack doubled over and his eyes went wide with shock.

Wryn’s scream resounded as she watched the warrior’s blade enter deeply into Jack’s abdomen. The incredibly forceful shove to Jack’s chest to remove the blade sent Jack flying backwards. Wryn screamed again and the warrior took his eyes from Jack long enough to look over at Wryn. Before he knew what was happening, the warrior’s eyes went wide the moment a blinding white orb hit him in the chest, sending him flying backwards through the air.

With complete disregard to what was going on around her, Wryn scrambled and tripped over bodies to get to her brother. Jack was just beginning to curl up, clutching his abdomen when Wryn dropped to his side. His face was beginning to pale as his blood began pooling on the ground at his side. His blue eyes glassy and sparkling with tears, Jack looked up at Wryn.

Wryn arms wrapped around Jack and she desperately tried to lift his body. His weight too much for her, she cradled his head as she curled up next to her brother on the blood-soaked ground. Wryn choked back her sobs as she swept Jack’s hair from his face. “Don’t worry, Jack. I’m not going to let you go anywhere. Maera needs you. Maddy and JJ need their daddy and I need my Jack.”

Partially from shock and pain, Jack was shaking his head from side-to-side, trying to tell her what wouldn’t come out of his blood-filled mouth. He managed a cough which blood sprayed across his face and onto Wryn’s face and chest. With his throat finally cleared just enough, “No,” was all he was able to softly gurgle.

Several other warriors had already begun going from body to body – killing those who weren’t dead and recovering their own if they were deemed worth saving – and were moving in on Jack and Wryn. From her peripheral, Wryn spotted the warrior she’d hit with the energy orb slowly sit up and she did a bit of a double-take. That should have done more. I’ll put more energy into the next one. 

Not wanting to risk her brother slipping away if she lost focus, Wryn turned all her energy on reviving Jack rather than sending another energy orb to stop the oncoming warrior. Wrapping her arms around Jack as best she could, she pulled Jack’s body close to hers.

“Kill that witch!” someone shouted.

Closing her eyes, Wryn began focusing more and more of her energy on Jack. At first the transfer of energy was a slow drain, leaving her body and entering Jack’s as she held onto him, willing him to live. Jack’s body jerked hard and when she felt the searing pain of the wound in her brother’s body making its way through her own, Wryn winced and cried out in agony. 

Jack began shaking his head and his sobs lifted as he began crying. “No Wryn.”

Wryn’s tears spilled over her face. “Can’t lose my Jack,” Wryn managed to whisper softly before blood filled her mouth.

“She’s just a girl!” another warrior shouted. “He’ll die soon enough. Leave them be and let him bleed out.!”

“No!” was shouted in rage. The warrior who’d stabbed Jack was stumbling his way forward. Just before he could reach Jack and Wryn he reached up and yanked his helmet from his head, causing his sweat-matted, long, dark hair to fall into his face as he spat, “I want him dead then I’ll have her for my bed!”

The elder warrior scoffed then began to laugh.

The younger warrior stepped forward with determination. But after he’d taken a few more steps toward Jack and Wryn, his body was brought to a sudden halt. His arms flailed about and his sword began slashing uncontrollably through the air as his feet lifted from the ground. 

Wryn’s face contorted with confusion as her own body began to grow weaker from the exchange of energy with Jack.

“Stop,” Jack pleaded quietly as he felt Wryn’s body begin to grow as cold as his once was. The heat of Jack’s body began to return and he rolled Wryn from where she was laying over top of him. “Please don’t do this to yourself,” he begged. Jack rolled Wryn to her back and his eyes went down to the large, wet blood stain spreading on the front of Wryn’s dress where the wound was still soaking through the fabric. Instinctively, he pressed his hand over the wound in hopes the pressure would slow the loss of blood.

“Nephew!” a warrior bellowed angrily. “I said no more!” The man waved his hand and the younger warrior lifted even farther from the ground, his movements causing his long hair to drift over his face as he helplessly rotated through the air.

The young warrior fought against the magic being used to keep him off his feet. “Uncle! Put me down!” he demanded in his own deep, bellowing voice as he dropped his sword to the ground. It seemed to become a battle of wills and magic as the younger warrior made a motion with his hand and he began to lower, but the elder warrior merely twisted his wrist until the palm of his hand was facing up and the younger warrior lifted back up into the air. “Uncle, this battle isn’t over yet! Not while he lives!” 

“It’s over for you as long as you fight me and don’t follow orders! I told you to stand down!” The elder warrior turned his attention back to Jack and Wryn. “I need to see them,” he said calmly, quietly.

His ears began tuning in and Jack heard a strange language being shouted all around him, but the exchange of words between those particular two men was different from the other warriors. While they were distracted with one another, Jack scanned the ground for his sword, but after feeling Wryn’s body go completely limp in his arms, Jack gave it up to hold onto his sister. 

Don’t do this again! Don’t leave me again! Jack felt the incredibly strange sensation as the deep wound and all the internal damage in his abdomen completely healed and recovered, the shock abating when the pain eased and the skin on the surface of his skin closed and knitted. His tears dripped down onto Wryn as he pressed a kiss to her temple and tenderly swept strands of her hair from her face with his bloody fingertips.

“They’re not a part of this!” the elder warrior shouted as he stepped up into the face of the younger. “We don’t kill the innocent.”

“Innocent? He drew his sword on me!” the younger bellowed back in a much deeper voice, his rage and frustration rising.

“He was defending the girl you were about to attack without cause! How mighty and brave of you!” he mocked. The younger warrior seemed to cringe and recoil slightly. “Even my brother would call you a coward for attacking an unarmed girl, Breon!”

Jack’s eyes flew wide and he looked up at the two men who were locked in their own strange exchange. Breon? Why is that familiar?

“She attacked me with magic!” Breon defended.

“Only after you stabbed that boy for defending her! Good thing you weren’t so arrogant as you usually are as to not wear your armor or you’d likely be dead from that energy blast... or wishing you were!” the elder shot back. Then his voice calmed considerably. “Once again, your arrogance allowed you to underestimate your opponent. Now, be still and perhaps I’ll let you down.”

“Araxyl, what of these two?” one of the other warriors asked as he approached from behind Jack and Wryn. 

Jack twisted slightly so he could see what was going on both behind and in front of him. From his peripheral, Jack saw the elder warrior wave his hand dismissively and the warrior who was behind him turned his attention to finish off one of the other dying. When Jack turned his attention back to the other two men, the elder warrior was wiping down his bloody blade before returning to the scabbard on his back. Purposely displaying his empty hands he approached, arms wide out to his sides, and Jack grew confused. 

When he was nearer, the elder warrior lifted his helmet from his head and set to the ground at his feet. When freed from the helmet, sweat-matted, thick black hair dropped to the middle of his back and when the bright sunlight hit his blue eyes they shone out even more than before. Those blue eyes narrowed on Jack and the amount of blood soaked fabric at his belly before dropping to the pooled blood on the ground. “How are you still alive?”

Unable to understand the strange words, Jack’s face contorted and he cocked his head slightly when he saw the curiosity showing on the approaching, now unarmed warrior’s face. Jack’s eyes moved past the one on approach and moved to the younger warrior who was now thrashing about uncontrollably while his body slowly turned through the air. This is fucked up. 

When he heard and felt Wryn’s slight gasp for air, Jack’s gaze flew back down to her. Her eyes still closed to him, Jack began gently caressing her cheek, but when he again saw movement from the corner of his eye Jack looked back over at the elder warrior. He was moving closer, but ever so slowly, stooping lower as he moved, still with his arms wide to his sides, apparently trying to appear nonthreatening.

“If you’re going to kill us, just do it already.” Jack told him quietly in a nonthreatening, sorrow-filled tone before he looked back down at Wryn. The warrior’s eyes narrowed again and his head cocked slightly. “Or leave us alone. Please, just leave us in peace and let me take care of my sister.”

“Uncle!” the younger warrior shouted, his voice higher in pitch, filled with pleading. 

Without a word, the elder warrior twisted slightly to look over his shoulder. “You will retrieve your sword then return it to its scabbard. Unless attacked, you are done for the day.” He then waved his hand then forcefully dropped his arm down to his side.

The younger warrior dropped like a stone, landing hard on the bodies beneath him with a soft thud and an, “Oof!” followed by a loud, drawn out growl.

The elder warrior then shifted even closer to Jack and Wryn and watched the tender treatment Jack was giving Wryn. The elder warrior was more than curious and sympathetic to the young man holding the girl in his arms, with little or no regard to what was going on around them. “You...” Jack’s gaze flew to him as the warriors words came slowly. “You... not... fear?”

Jack’s eyes narrowed on the warrior. “Only for my sister.” Then his gaze shot to the younger warrior behind him who was stumbling up to his feet and quickly regaining his footing.

“This one was stumbling his way to through the trees,” another warrior said as he approached. “Nothing in his robes and he’s unarmed.”

When the elder warrior’s gaze left him, Jack followed the turning of his head and saw that August was being held with his arm wrenched behind his back, being forced to walk or have a dagger go through his carotid.

“Jack, is she okay? Ouch!” August cried out when the tip of the dagger pushed slightly, but not enough to pierce the skin.

“She’s healing,” Jack said just loud enough for August’s ears. “Please?” Jack begged Wryn. Jack leaned over top of Wryn, pressing his forehead to hers. “Just heal.”

“Heal?” the elder warrior asked as he turned his gaze back to Jack. 

Jack looked up at him and lifted the blood-soaked fabric around the slice in his tunic. “He...” Jack thrust his hand out to point to the younger warrior who was still approaching. “stabbed me.” Jack indicated to himself. “My sister...” Then Jack began talking as if only to hear himself say what he needed to hear. “She took my wound and made it hers. She’s trying to heal. I don’t know how long it takes for a wound this bad.”

“W-Wound?” the elder warrior asked.

“Wound,” Jack repeated. He set his hand on Wryn’s bloody abdomen. “She’s healing now. But it’s so slow. She’s lost so much blood.”

“Jack?” August called hesitantly. When the blade didn’t get pushed into him again, he felt it safe enough to continue. Keeping his voice calm and just loud enough to carry over the sounds of the dying battle, August asked Jack, “What do you know about Iome?”

The elder warrior looked over at August.

Feeling slightly confused August would ask such an odd question at that time, Jack shook his head in disbelief.

“I’m not asking just to ask. What do you know?”

“Ancient and gone. That’s all I know. I know one man who lives. Wryn’s husband, Elias.”

“I thought so too. So, y-you’re not gonna believe this.” August carefully looked over his shoulder at the man who was holding his arm. Jack looked over at August, but for only a moment. “They’re speaking Iomenos.”

The elder warrior saw Jack’s eyes narrow and having again heard a word he knew, the elder warrior’s gaze locked onto August. “Iomenos. Iome.” The elder warrior pointed to himself then pointed to Jack, Wryn, and then to August.

“I think maybe he wants to know where we’re from?” August suggested.

Jack’s mind flew as he thought of the lands surrounding Favre. “Sai-... Saitha,” Jack finally said. The warrior’s eyes flew back around to Jack. “We’re from Saitha. August, what the hell is going on? Iomenos is a dead language. I only know one man who speaks it.”

“Elias?” Wryn whispered feather soft. Jack’s gaze flew back to Wryn and his heart began racing again. Her eyes weren’t open yet, but her breathing was becoming steadier and deeper. He took her hand from the air where it waited as she blindly reached out. “Elias?”

Jack lifted Wryn slightly until her head lolled more to rest on his chest. “What honey?”

“Elias?” she repeated a bit louder as she tried to lift her arm again. “H-Hold me, my beloved. I’m so cold.”

The younger warrior’s head lifted and he looked over at Wryn. His long legs carried him quickly next to the elder warrior and he crouched down low. “Why does she reach for me?”

The elder’s words came through his soft breath as he spoke as if to convince himself of what he was seeing. “She’s injured. The loss of blood that should be his takes her mind. You stabbed him, but she now bears his wound and is the one bleeding.”

“That’s impossible.” The younger began to sound agitated. “And she still tries to reach for me. He’s holding her down.”

“She loses so much blood her mind is not her own. But she is healing.”

The younger warrior’s agitation slowly calmed and after a few more moments he seemed just as amazed as the elder. “How is that possible?”

The elder warrior turned his gaze momentarily to the younger. “I only know of one reason, but... it’s... it’s too rare. I feel I can’t believe my own eyes. We can’t kill her... shouldn’t kill her. It’s truly remarkable she’s not dead from the deep wound and....” He paused and a wide smile lifted when saw the look in the younger’s eyes. “She’s beautiful. No?”

The younger warrior scoffed at first, but the elder warrior looked again and saw him fighting a smile. The elder knew then the younger was just as captivated as he was. 

When he noticed he was being observed, the younger warrior stiffened his stance and tightened his jaw. He saw the girl reach toward him again. 

“Elias?”
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Jack’s voice turned even more tender as his heart broke for Wryn. “Honey, that’s not Elias.”

Wryn nodded and the need for water made her voice come raspy. “His voice. That’s Elias.” Wryn’s arms lifted weakly, reaching out again to the younger warrior as she begged, “Please, my love?”

The elder warrior’s eyes narrowed when he heard Wryn speak. The younger warrior had almost the same expression of disbelief on his face.

Jack’s eyes filled with tears that spilled down onto Wryn’s face. “The loss of blood is making you see and hear what you want, baby girl. It’s not him.” Jack kissed her brow and tightened his arms around her. “This is taking so long.”

“Where’s my baby?” Wryn suddenly began desperately looking around then she caught the younger warrior’s eyes. “Where’s our son, Elias? Where’s Arn?”

Both warriors’ eyes flew wide, their attention hard on Wryn when they suddenly heard her clearly in their language and speaking a name they knew. 

A sudden calm washed over Wryn and her eyes went up to Jack’s. She lifted her blood-covered hand toward his face, but when she saw the blood – not wanting to get any on her brother – Wryn drew her hand away to again reach out to the younger warrior. “Elias? Please?” No longer able to control her pain and anguish, Wryn curled into her brother’s arms and her body shook with her sobs. “Why won’t he hold me? Where’s my baby?”

Jack’s eyes flew to the younger warrior and he began taking a closer look, trying to see past the long, matted hair and thick growth of beard. It isn’t possible. Feeling completely disoriented and confused, Jack looked around the battlefield then back to the warrior. But then, this shouldn’t be possible. Jack’s gaze narrowed on the young man for several long moments as he studied him. Sorta looks like him. Jack turned his gaze back down to Wryn. Younger maybe. But with all that hair on his head and face. “I don’t know, honey.”

When her sobs began to subside, Wryn looked back at the two men staring at Jack and her. Tearing her eyes from the younger man, Wryn’s gaze focused on the elder warrior. “We’re no threat to you. We’re lost,” she said weakly, barely audible. She reached to limply drag her hand over her mouth, wiping away the residual blood from her lips and corner of her mouth. For a moment she struggled to sit up, but the pain that shot through her abdomen made her drop back into Jack’s arms. Wryn winced and fought away the urge to cry then her eyes went to the younger warrior. “Did I hurt you? Is that why you won’t hold me?”

What began as light laughter from the younger warrior suddenly became almost uncontrollable. The elder warrior looked over at him, giving him a hard stare of deep disapproval and when the younger warrior finally saw the look, his laughter ceased almost immediately. “Your magic is puny,” he spat with contempt.

Before anyone knew what was happening, a small white orb shot out from Wryn’s hand toward the younger’s head. Because he was crouched as low as he was, he was sent rolling backwards. The elder warrior watched, his eyes going a bit wide. When the younger sat up looking rather dumbfounded, the elder was the one who started laughing.

Surprisingly, his voice turned tender. “How do you know our tongue, girl?”

Wryn forced her gaze from the younger warrior back to the warrior crouched before her. “I-I know all languages.”

“She’s a witch! Kill her uncle!” the younger shouted angrily. He continuously swept his long hair out of his face while he struggled to regain his senses after having been stunned.

“Forgive my nephew’s impudence.” He looked over his shoulder at the young man who was struggling to get to and stay on his feet. “He’s never met an enchanter so he doesn’t know the difference from a witch... not that he’s ever met a witch.” He turned back around to face Wryn. “But you’re far more than an enchanter, aren’t you?”

“What’s he saying Wryn?”

After coughing to rid her throat of the remaining blood, Jack wiped Wryn’s face clear as best he could then she told Jack what was being said. She tried again to sit upright, but found her body didn’t seem to want to cooperate. “How long does it take you to fully heal?” Jack asked with deep concern in his voice. “I’ve never really been around... when...”

Wryn managed a weak smile for her brother. “It takes a little while when I’m low on juice. I lost a lot of blood, so I’m tired... but I’m getting stronger,” she said, trying to sound reassuring.

Jack’s hand shifted to the hard lump beneath the fabric, just between Wryn’s breasts. “Why don’t you use...”

Wryn gently pressed his hand away from the pendant hidden by her bodice. “That’s for later,” Wryn said quickly to cut him off. “Not something for now.” Wryn indicated with her eyes to the two men who were watching them. “I hope you can forgive us for being rude,” Wryn said as she turned her attention to the warrior in front of her. “We’re...” Wryn thought quickly. “traveling. We got lost.” She indicated to Jack. “This is my brother, Turner.” Jack looked slightly confused. Wryn stressed with her eyes and Jack didn’t say a word to contradict her. “And that’s our friend, Athonius.” Wryn indicated with her head over to August and he managed an awkward, nervous wave.

The warrior pressed his fingertips to his chest. “Araxyl.” He twisted at the waist, looking back at the younger warrior who’d finally managed to get to his feet, but seemed quite disoriented. “My nephew, Breon. You have somehow found yourselves lost within a battle to retain the lands of Peria.”

“I know that name. Is that... You think that’s...” Jack indicated with his eyes only toward Breon.

Wryn nodded slightly and began to cry again. “Before he became Elias. His birth name. The name he hates. His name is Breon. This other man is his uncle, Araxyl.” Wryn bowed her head and wrapped her arms tightly around Jack again. It was then she saw August, still being held back by a dagger to his neck. Wryn looked over at Araxyl. “Would it be okay to let Athonius out of threat? He’s not going to hurt anyone.”

Araxyl turned to look over at the red-haired man being held by one of his warriors. “Man or sorcerer?”

“Both,” Wryn replied softly. Araxyl’s blue eyes shot back to Wryn and were filled with curiosity. “He’s harmless. He’s an apprentice with very little power.”

“Yours?”

Wryn shook her head and her cheek jerked a bit before she smiled. “No. His master died not long ago. My father is trying to help him find a new master to train him.”

Jack was suddenly overwhelmed with frustration. “You’re seriously laying there having a polite conversation? These men were just killing other men... in a battle that literally just ended when one of them swung a sword at you then stabbed me! This isn’t Sunday brunch, Wryn!” By the time Jack finished, his voice had grown louder and risen higher in pitch. 

Eyes widening with each passing word from her brother, Wryn stared at him for a moment. “Would it be better for me to be rude?”

Not quite certain if Wryn’s question was serious or not, Jack’s head dropped forward in exasperation. After taking a deep breath to calm himself, he decided to reiterate. “Not to intrude on your conversation, Sis...”

Wryn bowed her head slightly, but spoke purposely loudly enough for August to hear her. “I was just telling him about Athonius... that he’s an apprentice with very little power, so he’s no threat.”

Araxyl rose upright to his full height and looked over at the man holding August. “Release him, but be vigilant.”

The dagger was moved and the warrior took a step back from August as Wryn explained to August that he shouldn’t do anything that might appear threatening. 

“You don’t have to worry about little ol’ me. I’m just going to plop my butt down right over here and have a nervous breakdown.” August side-stepped a corpse and when he’d cleared it he slowly made his way through the other bodies toward Wryn and Jack then had a seat on the ground next to Jack. “Never thought I’d say this, but if I get outta this alive, I’m gonna need therapy. 

Araxyl stood looking down over Wryn and Jack. “And you, enchanter?”

“Me, what?”

Jack chuckled. “You what, what?”

“He said, ‘And you enchanter?’ ”

“Since you both seem to be making nice, he’s probably asking your name.”

“Oh!” Wryn looked back up at Araxyl. “I’m Aminget.”

“What?” Jack asked sternly, barely above a whisper.

“You figured it out, haven’t you?” Wryn looked into her brother’s eyes. “We’re in the past. That aper-... amper-... oh, gosh dangit, the stupid long worded time-amabob thing! It must have started up or something when I touched it.”

It was then that Jack’s mind began to piece things together until they almost made sense. He also realized he hadn’t seen the device since he’d seen Wryn reaching for it. “Where is the thingamabob?”

“I managed to get it into my bag when you were fighting Breon.” 

Again Jack’s eyes flew over to the younger warrior who’d finally managed to rid himself of the disorientation so he could walk without stumbling. “I can’t believe that’s Elias.”

“It’s not,” Wryn reminded. “Not ours anyways. Yet. He doesn’t know us yet. He doesn’t know me. That’s Breon.”

Having heard his name again, Breon marched up to his uncle, his fists formed at his sides. “I want the witch!” he demanded. Wryn’s gaze flew to him.

Araxyl threw the back of his hand up against his nephew’s chest and it was as though Breon was trying to walk through a wall. “And what would you do with her?” He looked down at Wryn who was finally, slowly sitting upright. “She’s not only an enchanter, she’s a divine enchanter. Not only can she heal herself, but she’s able to heal others. No doubt she’s capable of doing far more than that, too. Her powers are far more than yours. Lazy. It’s what happens when you only focus on one thing. You lose your other skills and your power wanes. She’s already taken you off your feet... twice.”

Breon’s face was turning red behind his thick beard. “I claim her as my prize!” he shouted vehemently as he thumbed his chest.

“I’m nobody’s prize!” Wryn shouted back at him with just as much fury.

Jack’s face contorted and he set a gentle hand on Wryn’s arm. “Wryn, that doesn’t mean...”

Wryn threw her brother an angry look and jerked away from his touch. “He gets what I mean!”

Araxyl’s eyes went wide with surprise at Wryn’s fiery spirit and began laughing heartily as his hand continued to hold Breon back. “She seems to be recovering her strength and has fire in her, nephew. Even if she weren’t an enchanter, I think she’d be too much for you.” Breon growled loudly and his jaw clamped down hard as he stared at Wryn. Araxyl turned his gaze to Wryn again and his brow lifted. “I don’t suppose you’d bed him, just to shut him up?”

Jack was on his feet, helping Wryn up to hers. When she was fully upright she marched up to Araxyl then turned her eyes to Breon, speaking to him directly. “He smells bad. No woman would want to lay with that.”

Even without having understood the other side of the conversation of what Wryn was responding to, Jack looked nonplussed. “Are you serious?”

Araxyl began laughing harder as Breon began pushing more against the hand holding him back. His jaw was tensed and his nostrils flared. “That wasn’t a ‘no’, enchanter. You shouldn’t tease him. He’s heated from battle and it makes a man’s lust boil.”

Wryn grinned smugly. “Oh, I’m not teasing.” She turned her eyes back to Breon. “Take a bath!”

Breon’s arm managed to thrust angrily past Araxyl, but before he could get to Wryn, his feet lifted from the ground and he flew several feet away. “And my magic isn’t puny! But yours still is.”

Breon landed on more bodies, but this time he was back on his feet and his long, determined strides carried him faster than before. He was almost within reach of Wryn when his feet left the ground again. Jack pulled Wryn down with him, ducking as the momentum of Breon’s run continued when he was in the air, carrying the large young man flying over their heads. Wryn reached out, made a tugging motion and Breon stopped moving. Suddenly he began moving backwards toward them.

“Uncle!” Breon shouted out in rage.

Araxyl stood with hands on hips, almost doubled over laughing. “Not me this time!” He walked over to his nephew and turned Breon so he could see Wryn. “You’ve angered an extremely powerful, divine enchanter, boy.”

“Elias sure was a hothead,” Jack muttered quietly.

Wryn kept her voice low and her back turned to the two warriors. “Breon wasn’t always the hothead. He found things that made him angry and kept him that way because anger was the only thing that would drive him as a warrior. He believed if he became a strong enough warrior it would make his father proud of him and maybe love him.” 

August moved up to her side and Wryn looked over to tell him, “Your magic is probably more powerful than his right now. He gave it up for too long when he decided to focus on becoming a warrior, so he didn’t get stronger until later. Don’t laugh at him,” Wryn warned quickly as August began to chuckle. “He’s weak in magic maybe, but he’s still a warrior. Right now he’s pissed because I’ve humiliated him. If he even thinks you’re laughing at him, he’d kill you rather than look at you.”

August quickly stifled his laughter, scratched his head then sunk back down to sit. “That’s the man you’re married to?” he asked quietly, his voice filled with surprise.

“Not for a really, really long time.”

“Uncle!” Breon shouted angrily again. Araxyl’s response was to give Breon a light push that sent him flat spinning in circles. 

Reminded of the time not so long ago that Wryn had lifted Tom helplessly from the floor, Jack smiled and fought his laughter. 

“I can’t counter this one, nephew. She’s too strong,” Araxyl humbly admitted. “I’m afraid you’ll need to plead with your captor.” Araxyl walked away, leaving Breon slowly spinning in the air. Araxyl grinned and gave a slight incline of his head as he passed by Wryn, Jack, and August. “Your prize, Aminget.”

Jack pulled on Wryn’s elbow, turning her attention from Araxyl until she was around to face him. “All things considered, admittedly, this is pretty funny.” He looked over and Breon was presumably cursing as he struggled to gain any control he could in his spinning. Feeling a bit sorry for him, Wryn made a slight wave of her hand and though she kept him levitated for their own safety, he stopped spinning. “We need to figure out how to get the hell out of here.”

Wryn bowed her head and pressed her forehead to Jack’s chest as she spoke dejectedly. “Pick a direction, Jack. We can go anywhere you like. I just don’t know how to use the time-amabob to go back to when we belong.” She turned her sad eyes down to August who was staring off in Araxyl’s direction. “I don’t think he’s going to be much help either and my father has the book back at Elberle.”

As the true gravity of their situation began to settle in, Jack slowly sank to the ground.

Wryn stood looking around them. Even though they were surrounded by hundreds of bodies, they weren’t quite in the middle of where the main battle had taken place. The only refuge was off in the trees and even there didn’t offer much hope of shelter. When her gaze came back around to Breon, he’d stopped cursing, but he was still struggling in an attempt to counter the spell that kept him aloft. Wryn’s hand slipped from Jack’s and she carefully made her way closer to Breon.

Though this wasn’t yet her Elias, Wryn’s heart ached for him and her voice filled with tenderness and sincerity. “If you’ll calm down and swear you won’t attack us, I’ll let you down.”

“I am calm, witch!” he bellowed.

Tenderness was tossed aside. Wryn pressed her lips hard together then shook her head. “Nope.” 

As she turned to walk away, the tone in Breon’s voice changed. He seemed to almost plead. “I’m calm... Aminget.”

Slowly Wryn turned around to face him and lifted her chin higher. “Sweep your hair over your forehead so I can see your whole face.” Breon’s face contorted with confusion and his jaw tensed. “Tensing your jaw... nope.” Again she turned her back to him, crossing her arms over her chest to wait him out.

After several long minutes of silence, he asked, “Is this what you want?”

Wryn slowly shifted around to see he’d lifted his thick, black waves from his face and swept the matted strands away from his forehead as best he could. Wryn leaned in a bit closer. For a moment, Wryn stared into the familiar dark eyes and longed to reach out to touch his face and kiss him. After blinking a few times she shook the thoughts out of her head. “You’re getting there. Calm down a bit more.” Breon growled. Wryn scoffed. “That’s not helping convince me you’re calm.” 

Purposely being obstinate, Breon began growling even louder and started cursing between his long, loud, guttural noises.

Just as she was about to walk away, to give him more time, something suddenly occurred to Wryn. She wasn’t sure how it would translate when it hit his ears in Iomenos tongue, but she was willing to try. Moving just out of his reach, Wryn said softly, “I don’t think I’ve evah seen anyone maddah than the devil at a baptism,” in her best southern drawl before she slowly turned her back to him again. Wryn closed her eyes, crossed her fingers on both hands and crossed her wrists over her chest.

The cursing stopped almost immediately, as did the growling, but Wryn waited before responding in any fashion. After several very long moments she slowly turned around to face him again, tilted her head slightly and batted her eyelashes a few times. Breon was quietly staring and Wryn somehow knew he was trying to process what he’d just heard. His dark eyes began drinking her in as they swept slowly up and down before landing on her face. His tongue slowly came out of his mouth and pressed between his dry lips. Wryn, not realizing she was doing it, mimicked his actions.

“What the fuck did you just do?” 

Wryn snapped out of her dreamy daze and looked over at her brother. “Got him to calm down.”

“Are you seducing him?” Jack asked quietly in an accusatory tone.

“Of course not.” After a moment of thought Wryn turned to Jack. The look on her face alone had him explain the words seduce without her needing to ask. The explanation brought red rising up to Wryn’s face as her lips tucked between her teeth and turning slightly to escape Jack’s look, it put her back into Breon’s direct line of sight. Feeling slightly embarrassed, she merely repeated, “Of course not.”

“You blush when you lie and you also do that thing with your lips.” Jack had just gently grabbed Wryn’s elbow to pull her around when he heard a deep growl rise from Breon.

“Get your hands off of her,” Breon said in a deeply threatening tone.

Jack looked up at Breon then to Wryn. “No clue what he said, but that’s classic pissed, deep growly Elias voice.” Jack released his grip on Wryn and held his hands up defensively. “If he was on the ground, it’d probably be shaking right now.”

Wryn’s tone softened and she looked back up at Breon. “Move your hair again... please.”
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“Seriously, Sis?”

Wryn set her finger to her lips, silently asking Jack not to talk. She returned her gaze to Breon. “Please?”

After a moment of hesitance, Breon reached up to sweep his hair from his face. Wryn smiled as she took Jack’s hand and as she began to walk with her brother, Breon was oriented so he could set down on his feet and was slowly lowered to the ground.

“Are you purposely going deep south?” Jack asked quietly.

“It isn’t any of your business why I thought it might work... so don’t ask. But, yes.”

Jack looked over his shoulder and though Breon had been freed long enough to have moved at least twenty feet in any direction, he hadn’t stepped from the spot where he landed. Jack merely shook his head, took a firmer grip on Wryn’s hand and they walked to join August. “That’s just fucked up, Wryn.”

“Aminget,” she reminded quietly. Wryn pulled Jack closer and had August lean in so they could talk quietly. “I think it’s best they don’t know our real names. Since you call me Wryn so much, if they ask, we’ll tell them it’s a pet name. Same as when I call you Jack and they overhear.” Wryn looked around and spotted Araxyl far off in the distance near the trees and watched the troops regrouping with him and some other men.

Jack’s eyes scanned over the portion of the battlefield he could see. Other than the men in the trees, there was no movement. “This battle is over,” he said quietly. “What will they do now?”

“I don’t know.” Wryn drew her attention away from the trees. “And to be honest, I don’t know what’ll happen if we decide to just walk off, either.”

“How’d we get here?” August suddenly asked. “I mean... we were in Jack’s house then all of a sudden, poof, we’re here, spread out all over, at the end of a battle and your ancient hubby is involved?”

Movement turned Jack’s gaze past Wryn. Breon was ever so slowly approaching and Jack’s curiosity heightened. “Wryn, when we were talking before, you said Elias had some missing memories?”

“Yeah?”

“You said, if you could, you’d go back and find out what happened to cause those missing memories.”

“Yeah?” Wryn glanced over her shoulder to see what Jack was looking at.

“You said it was shortly after he left home?”

“Yes, Jack. Is there something you’re leading to?”

“Breon’s looking pretty young. How old was he when he left home?”

“Not sure. Just... young.”

“See anyone else ordering Breon around?” Jack looked over at the large group of men gathered in the trees. He spotted Araxyl mounting a horse, grabbing up the tether of another and he began moving toward them. Araxyl stopped near Breon and dropped the tether into his hand then pointed toward the trio. “They’re going to head this way. We need to figure out our plan of action.”

“How about no action.” August looked over at the two men approaching on horseback. “Araxyl seems a bit civilized. Maybe we should wait to see what he’s going to say?”

“Wryn, just hold onto your bag and that thingamabob. It might be our only way of getting home.” 

Before Wryn could respond, Jack rose to his feet. Araxyl and Breon were within earshot when they reined in their horses. Araxyl reached behind him and pulled around Jack’s sword. “You might need this.” He turned the sword so the handle was out to Jack. Wryn quickly interpreted for Jack and after taking a few steps forward, Jack carefully slid the blade from Araxyl’s hand then Araxyl reached out with Jack’s dagger.

As Jack took the dagger he inclined his head. “Thank you.”

“My nephew...” Araxyl suddenly turned to look at Breon who seemed to be so far caught up in thought he was leaning to the point he risked falling from his horse. Araxyl reached over and slapped Breon’s shoulder with the back of his hand, snapping him out of his daze. Breon straightened himself in his saddle and turned his head slightly to hide his embarrassment. “We ride to the coastal village of Renschal,” Araxyl informed. “Would you travel with us?”

For a few moments, Wryn’s eyes darted around then she looked over at Jack. “He’s asking if we want to travel with them? They’re going to the coast and to a town called Renschal.”

“Now that city I’ve heard of!” August blurted out.

Jack turned Wryn to him. “I don’t like the idea of traveling with an army. Armies attract trouble even when they’re not looking for it. Especially with hothead.” Jack’s eyes darted toward Breon. “And I don’t know if I can keep you safe if any of those soldiers get any ideas about you.”

Wryn turned her attention to Araxyl and spoke sincerely. “Thank you for the invitation, but we’re not comfortable with the idea of traveling with an army. It draws unwanted attention and trouble.”

Araxyl smiled down at them. “We won’t be traveling with the army,” he informed as he indicated behind them. Wryn looked past and saw the troops were already forming and moving on their own way. “We were here to help them secure their lands again from this...” He indicated to the bodies. “invading force. I told my nephew I’ve had enough of battle for now. We’re going to the sea before winter hard sets in, for respite. Those troops travel back to their city of Peria, only a few miles to the east.”

“They’re not Iome?” Wryn turned to Jack for a moment then back to Araxyl.

“No. Breon and I and three others from Iome joined with the Perians a few days ago. I know one of the Perian commanders. I only agreed to this battle because Breon pushed for it.” He looked over at Breon who was again staring at Wryn. “He tries to build a name for himself.”

Wryn interpreted the information to August and Jack then Jack let out a bit of a loud scoff. Just as Jack was about to speak, Wryn set her hand against his chest, turning to put her back to Araxyl and Breon.

“Jack, they’re going to the coast for rest. I think I have an idea how we might get home.”

Wryn turned around to Araxyl. “My geography isn’t very good. On what coast is Renschal?”

As the words were spoken, Araxyl turned his gaze to his nephew. “At least you’re humble enough to admit your own ignorance.” Then he looked back to the trio. “Renschal is on the coast of the Itsga’Ar Sea.”

It was a word Jack was well familiar and his head lifted. “Did he just say...”

As she nodded, Wryn’s smile spread across her face. “If we get to the coast of the Itsga’Ar, I know I can get us to Sah’Amordae.”

“You’re thinking of the old dragon?”

“Mm-hm.”

“He’s here in this time... and he twisted the timeline when Daegar took you to my realm.”

“And even if the island is hidden...” Wryn thought for a moment then shook her head slightly. “I don’t know why I’m even trying, I can’t math. Even if it’s hidden, it’s still there.” Wryn looked up at Araxyl then back to Jack. “Well?”

“It’s either that or we spend an undeterminable amount of time trying to figure out the thingamabob.” Jack’s eyes went to Araxyl and Breon then back to Wryn. “What do you think, Athonius?”

August’s eyes went a bit wide with surprise. “You’re asking me?” he asked in a slightly high pitched voice. He cleared his throat and lowered the pitch of his voice to normal. “I mean... You’re asking me?”

Jack’s body shook slightly with his reserved chuckle. “Yeah, man. You’re part of this too. It’s not like we’ve done this before. There’s probably risks involved. It’s your life too, not just ours. If you’ve got arguments for or against, let’s here ‘em.”

“I’ve only ever heard of Sah’Amordae. It’s the dragons isle, right?” Wryn quickly nodded to confirm. August bowed his head for a moment as he considered. “I’ve never seen an actual dragon... if it means a way for us to get back to when we belong... Hell, I’m in.” He looked over his shoulder for a second. “And if it means spending more time with ol’ dreamy eyes over there, I’m all for it.”

“Elias isn’t gay, man.” 

August’s face turned red and the color went up to his ears as he spoke quietly from the corner of his mouth. “I’m talkin’ about the uncle.” Wryn started giggling and Jack’s palm flew to his face as he laughed airily and shook his head. 

“So, we go to Renschal?” Brother and friend nodded. Wryn turned to Araxyl and saw Breon from the corner of her eye. His brow was raised in what appeared to be hopeful anticipation. “We’ll travel to Renschal with you. Thank you.” The fought smile on Breon’s that kept pulsing his cheeks when the news had been delivered made it obvious enough for Wryn to know he was happy. “Lead the way.”

“Are you recovered enough from your healing endeavors, Aminget? Your power is great, but your body?” Araxyl asked with a slight note of concern to his voice.

“Thank you for your concern, but I’ll be okay.” Before Jack could ask, Wryn quickly told him of Araxyl’s concern.

August grinned broadly and turned his bright smile up to Araxyl. “Well, isn’t he just a sweetie pie for askin’?”

The two mounted men pulled on the reins and began guiding their horses through the field strewn with bodies. Wryn found the need to lift the hem of her dress enough to keep from getting it snagged while she walked, but the most challenging part was trying to walk while not looking at any of the dead. After seeing her stumble while not watching where she was going, Jack grabbed up her hand and helped guide her along the way, choosing a path of least resistance directly behind the two riders.

Shifting his horse closer to his uncle’s, Breon reached out to swing his arm, lightly slapping his on his shoulder with the back of his hand. When Araxyl threw him an annoyed look, Breon made a motion with his head and Araxyl reacted by laughing. The same motion was repeated two more times – a back slap to the uncle’s shoulder – and both times, Araxyl started laughing.

“Wonder what that’s all about?” Jack asked quietly. “He keeps hitting his uncle and the uncle just laughs each time.”

When they cleared the field of dead, Araxyl and Breon turned the horses to wait for the trio. “Aminget?” Wryn looked up from her efforts to straighten the bottom of her dress and caught Araxyl’s eyes. “My nephew would like to know if you’d prefer to ride?” Breon threw an annoyed look at his uncle and growled, prompting Araxyl to let out a light laugh. “With him,” he finally added.

Wryn knew in her heart this young warrior would eventually become her beloved Elias, but even with the memories she had from Elias, at the moment she didn’t have any knowledge of Breon. The young warrior staring down at her from his mount had his jaw set, but it wasn’t tense. Wryn had long ago come to know the look and it wasn’t out of anger or frustration; he was fighting a smile.

She turned her gaze back to Araxyl to address the man who’d actually been the one to speak to her. “Please tell your nephew I don’t ride with strange men.” From her peripheral, Wryn saw Breon’s nostrils flare and knew it wasn’t the answer he’d hoped for. “But...” She turned to look directly at Breon and his face softened slightly. “If your nephew would like to give up his mount, I won’t refuse to ride... alone.” 

The response seemed to antagonize Breon further when Araxyl began laughing. Before Breon could say anything, Araxyl threw up his hand. “Aminget, my nephew’s mount won’t accept another rider. That’s why he’s inquired if you’d like to ride with him.”

Her gaze began on Araxyl. “One...” Wryn turned to look directly at Breon again. “Your nephew didn’t ask me. Two... I’ve ridden and am more than familiar with some hard-headed, well muscled Iome stallions.”

“Seriously Aminget?” Jack asked in a deeply sarcastic tone.

Wryn grinned over at her brother then dropped her smile before she turned her attention back to Araxyl and Breon.

A slow, sly grin lifted on Breon’s face in a most arrogant way before it became a fully, wide grin, and had it not been for the thick growth of facial hair, his deep dimples would have shown. Slowly he stood up in the stirrups, swung his leg from the back of the horse, and dismounted. “If you can mount him, you can ride him,” Breon offered in a deep tone as he held out the reins.

Araxyl’s voice was hard edged with warning. “Breon.” His nephew grinned at him. “Aminget, the beast is still a bit green... newly broken.”

The large, chestnut-colored horse nickered and shifted its foot as Wryn took a step toward Breon’s outstretched hand. “Does he have a name?” Wryn asked softly, forcing herself to purposely sound a bit intimidated.

“Eizen.”

Demon. Wryn was familiar with the word from having seen it in many Iome religious passages.

Araxyl shifted in his saddle and maneuvered his horse aside a bit while indicating to Jack and August they should move back.

“Sis, I don’t know if this is a good idea,” Jack said nervously as he gently grabbed Wryn’s elbow. She set a reassuring hand on his before continuing, stepping out of his reach.

“Eizen, huh?” Wryn said softly, turning her gaze to address the horse. The horse nickered again and bobbed his head. “Big, strong, handsome guy.” Eizen stomped his foot and lowered his head deeply before raising it up high. “You’re right. They tell me I’m pretty light. My Breeze thinks so. I bet you’re fast like him too.” Wryn momentarily looked past Eizen to Breon. Though his physique wasn’t quite as large as Elias’s yet, Breon was already at full height and well-built enough to outweigh Jack by at least fifty pounds of muscle. “Much lighter.” The horse’s head moved up and down slightly. Breon held tightly to the reins, but turned with a furrowed brow to his horse. 

“Shoes not fitting right? Probably be a while before you’re near a farrier. It would make my heart happy to help with any pains.” 

“How did you...” Breon turned his narrow-eyed, hard gaze to Araxyl. “Did you...”

Araxyl shrugged deeply as he started to laugh. “You’ve been with me the entire time.”

Wryn moved about Eizen with less caution and when she was directly in front of him he lowered his nose and nuzzled her outreached hand. Eizen inhaled deeply and Wryn ran her hand up his muzzle. With her other hand, she reached out to wait for the reins from Breon. Eizen let out a loud snort and yanked his head hard enough he jerked the reins from the light grip of Breon’s fingers. Just as Breon was reaching for the harness, Eizen dropped to his front knees then lowered his rear until he was low to the ground almost on his side.

Wryn ran her hand over the long, black mane and began stepping up to Eizen’s side until Breon stepped into her path. Jaw set and tensed with nostrils flaring, he glowered down at her. Wryn was familiar with that look too and recognized the onset of anger. Rather than insist on mounting the horse as agreed upon, she crouched to pick up the dropped reins, handed them over to Breon and turned to rejoin Jack and August.

Jack crossed his arms over his chest. “Thought you were riding?” he asked quietly as they stood waiting.

Her back turned to Breon and Araxyl, Wryn whispered quietly. “Not if it’s going to make him mad.”

“Stubborn beast!” Breon shouted.

Wryn, Jack, and August quickly turned to see Breon struggling to gain control over Eizen. The horse was back on his feet and each time Breon tried to set his foot in the stirrup, Eizen circled away, hopped, or shifted. At one point, the horse reared up enough and spun away to yank the reins from Breon’s hand again.

“I told you he was too spirited for the field,” Araxyl said loudly, annoyed.

Eizen stomped his foot and turned his head again, even as Breon approached him with a gentle hand outreached.

Araxyl called out to Breon. “We’re wasting what little light is left of the day. Coragyps are already circling. I’d like to be clear of this area before night creatures pick up on the scent and come looking for food.” Breon gave his uncle an annoyed look then turned it to the trio. “Walk him for a while if need be. Let him calm.”

Begrudgingly, Breon ceased his efforts in mounting the horse and gave it lead enough with the tether for the horse to follow behind. Araxyl chuckled as he looked down at the trio. “You may have ruined that horse for him, Aminget.”

“I’ll talk to him later,” she offered.

“I’m afraid my nephew is too stubborn to listen to reason with any girl... even an enchanter such as yourself.”

“I was talking about Eizen.” Wryn looked over her shoulder at Breon who seemed to be in the middle of an intense conversation with his horse or he was cursing incredibly quiet. “Eizen believes your nephew is too proud to give up his mount, even after he’d set the terms. So, Breon walks.”

Araxyl laughed so hard he almost fell from his mount. “And what does my Abria have to say?”

Wryn sidled closer to the blonde horse, being mindful of the heavy footfalls. “Hello, beautiful.” Wryn was quiet for a few moments and the horse purred then nickered. “Oh, I’m sure you’ll feel better when you’re brushed. My Breeze loves to be brushed. Abria you are truly quite the beautiful lady.”

“Your horse is a girl?” August asked, sounding somewhat astounded. “She’s mighty big.” August went so far as to stop long enough to bend to look beneath the horse to double-check the gender.

Wryn repeated August’s question for Araxyl and Wryn did the same in kind for August. “Abria is of good size, like Eizen. She’s not quite as stubborn as Eizen, but she has her moments. And, aye, she’s a beautiful mare. My nephew and I need large breeds of horses to bear our weight.” Araxyl gave Abria a hardy pat to her neck. “Abria is perfect for me.”
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“Abria believes you to be the stubborn one.” Abria’s head moved up and down as if to confirm the statement. Wryn walked closer to the blonde mare and kept pace with her as she moved even more gracefully when they stepped out over the open grassland. “Abria appreciates a gentler hand and she’ll respond better to that, even when she’s skittish in battle. She’d also like some apples when they’re available and would also like... what’s that?” Wryn moved closer to the horse’s mouth. “I’m sorry. I’m not supposed to repeat the last part.”

Araxyl grinned down at Wryn. “Aminget, after the long day I’ve had, your humor is appreciated.”

“Am I being funny?” Wryn asked in a serious tone. She turned to her brother. “Was that funny?”

Jack offered a shrug. “I suppose anything can be funny in this tiny bit of fucked-up hellish nightmare.”

Wryn looped her arm through Jack’s and hugged his arm sympathetically.

“Most all horses like apples, Aminget,” Breon said from behind.

“Abria requested green apples. They’re her favorite.”

Araxyl reined back on Abria and brought her to a stop. Jack, Wryn, and August all stopped and spun around. “How do you know Abria prefers green apples?”

“The same way I know Eizen has trouble with his shoes the last farrier made him. They told me.”

Breon looked up at his uncle and as he moved past him he said quietly, “Are you certain now she’s not a witch?”

“What’d he say? I heard that same word again.” Wryn turned to Jack and repeated quietly what Breon commented to his uncle.

“My sweet sister has a special empathy with animals... of all kinds. Even Iome ones.”

Wryn nudged Jack hard with her elbow even as she let out a giggle. Jack threw his arm around her shoulders and continued on their trek.

They walked until the sun began to set and the orange and red hues of the sky were barely enough to see by.

“Uncle, I hear water,” Breon reported as he looked off into the distance. 

“The boy can hear from a mile away... when he wants.” Araxyl told the group. “Which way?”

Breon turned their direction and less than a hundred yards away they came to the bend of a wide stream. They led the horses to the edge and before Wryn could step closer, Breon set his arm out in front of her. “It’s dark. Let me make certain the edge is safe and it’s shallow enough.”

Wryn took a few steps back. “Thank you for looking out for my safety,” she offered sweetly, sincerely.

“I don’t care what happens to you. I don’t want the horses stepping off to follow you and breaking an ankle.”

Wryn took the insult to heart and buried her face at Jack’s chest, swallowing hard the urge to cry.

Jack felt Wryn’s arms wrap around
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