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CHAPTER 1

 


A battle was over. By the standards of the
world as we know it, it had hardly been a battle at all. By the
standards of what Trent had been taught of the wars of the world
throughout recorded history, he knew it had been a battle that
would hardly have been reported on in the time and place he'd come
from.

Trent also knew that to
Isabella and the few other villagers who were aware of what had
taken place in the temple that night, it had seemed to be a battle - and a great
one. It had been a fight between good and bad; a clash between hot
and cold; and a challenge between the heat of a flame and the cold
of ice.

The surprising force of an unknown entity
that had existed within Kat had that night been extinguished by the
power that had resided deep within Isabella. Kat appeared to have
forgotten what she'd taken part in. To everyone around her, it
seemed as though her body had been used without her knowledge or
consent for the purpose.

Isabella's memory hadn't been so kind. She
could remember every little thing with extreme clarity.

In the days that had followed, Trent had
recognized despondency on the fair and beautiful face of Isabella -
the woman he'd paired with so recently. Having been drawn together
over great distance and time, he still sometimes looked at her and
wondered if she had any idea of her level of beauty. He wondered if
she had any idea how much he longed to be close to her over the few
hours each day when they were apart. He also wondered if she knew
how much he truly loved her, even though he'd previously thought he
was a man who could not love.

Isabella had believed she'd been with child.
She and Trent had both thought that was what the golden glow that
had been visible on her belly had represented. It had been a light
that emanated warmth from it, providing a feeling of comfort and
safety.

The battle had taken that
from her. It had been her strength in fighting the cold blue that
had emanated from Kat. The warm, soothing feeling inside of
Isabella's belly had never been a child at all. Regardless, Trent
could see that she missed it as if it had been a baby growing inside of
her. He didn't know if she was aware that she did it, but now and
then he would notice her hands move to her belly. Those movements
were just as they had been when she'd believed she was with
child.

She'd said nothing more about the golden
glow after that night. There seemed no point. It hadn't been what
they'd thought it had. They had been mistaken.

Three weeks had passed since that night.
Over that time, Trent felt as if something had changed inside of
Isabella. She was still beautiful. She still smiled. She was still
friendly. She still appeared happy.

But he knew she was not.

He and everyone close to her could see that
her distinct and usual level of pleasant cheerfulness had seemed to
have simply left her. It had disappeared, almost as if a once
brilliant flame had just gone out.

 


 



CHAPTER 2

 


Lying beside her early in
the morning, Trent slowly and quietly turned his body so that he
could look at her. Always when he woke up, he felt like he had to
see her again. He knew each morning that she was right there, lying
next to him, but he had to see
her. She had a natural beauty about her. It was a
rawness that came from not being a part of a world where people
worked hard to be something they weren't. That was the world Trent
had come from. He'd happily left behind a busy society that never
stood still. It had been a society that was hectic and stressful.
It had been a society that was forever trying to have and do
more.

That world he'd walked away from -
literally. He had packed up only what he'd needed to survive a long
trek. Then he'd walked, and walked, and walked. Once he had reached
a certain point in his journey, he'd found he didn't have any great
desire to go back.

After trekking across mountains that had
separated their worlds, he'd found Isabella. After that, he hadn't
wanted to return to where he'd come from. Time had passed with him
in her village, originally in his time and then in hers. Over that
period, he had come to fully understand that contentment was far
easier to find in the villagers' simple way of life than it had
been in his previous life. He no longer felt that he had to be so
concerned with seeking more. He'd found everything he needed. He
already had everything that he desired.

As they lay together in their bed,
Isabella's long red hair flowed out in all directions from her. The
vision made Trent think of a flame, as if she were the very heart
of it. A random clump of red strands lay across her cheek. He could
see a strand or two moving up and down near her nose in the ebb and
flow of her breath.

His focus fell on the strands. He didn't
want to move from where he was. Looking at her in such a way each
morning, with her face so much at peace, he would do anything to
not disturb her quiet slumber. She hadn't been her normal self
since the night in the temple. It worried Trent, but he was
patient. He'd seen grief. He knew it was only time that might heal
Isabella.

So focused was he on the hair lying across
her cheek that he hadn't noticed her eyes opening.

 


 



CHAPTER 3

 


Isabella lay still, watching his eyes as
they remained fixed on her. She knew that even though they were
together every morning and every night, he missed her. Although she
knew it hadn't been a baby inside of her, the loss of it had still
affected her. Since that night, she hadn't longed to be passionate
with Trent. The desire had not been there, and he'd accepted that.
He had said nothing to her. He hadn't tried to pressure her in any
way. Every night and every morning he held her close, and that was
enough.

With each morning that had passed since
then, Isabella had woken with the feeling that a little more of her
usual self was returning. Another small slice of the whole was
present that hadn't been there the day before.

Although she had moved
forward with each day as if it were like any other, her thoughts
had continued to plague her. She could not pinpoint precisely what
concerned her. The way everything had played out in the temple that
night still seemed to her to have been far too easy. It had
appeared as if she'd extinguished whatever it was that had been
assaulting Kat's body and mind previously. Even though conflict was
something that she had never seen or experienced in her village,
her elimination of the cold blue had seemed just too easy. Perhaps
she was wrong. She hoped she was
wrong. She was not yet convinced that she
was.

As she continued to watch Trent's face, she
felt like she was almost completely back to her usual self. The
thoughts would continue. The fears would continue. Despite knowing
that, she could feel her heart and her body returning to their
former state. She also knew that she didn't want distance from
Trent anymore.

Trent reached his hand out slowly and
quietly, to move the few rogue strands of hair he'd been watching.
As he peacefully and carefully lifted and moved the hairs aside,
his eyes met hers. At that moment, he realized she wasn't still
asleep at all. Looking into her eyes, he saw something he hadn't
seen for weeks. His surprise was further heightened as he watched
her move closer to him and place her lips over his. He indulged in
the feeling her kiss evoked in him. His body was awake, and it was
hungry. When she pulled away briefly to look into his eyes and
moved her body over his, he felt recognition.

She'd needed time to recover from her
loss.

Now she was healed.

 



CHAPTER 4

 


In another part of the
village, Adrian awoke with the alertness of his usual self. Since
that night three weeks earlier, he'd simply decided that the event
should be very forgettable. Each morning he saw his closest friend,
Isabella, and believed she had moved on from it. In his view, if
Isabella was fine then everything in his life was fine. For Adrian, it was
that simple, or, at least, he thought it should have been that
simple.

Over the days following that night, he had
spent some time with Kat. As far as he could tell, she had no
awareness of whatever had been inside of her. She seemed to have no
memory of whatever had been done to her or by her without her
consent or knowledge.

Adrian was still uncertain as to what degree
her memory was absent. Before that evening, they had talked about
pairing together. Since that evening, it had seemed that she did
not feel the two of them pairing was a good idea after all. Adrian
had fears about who or what had made Kat seem so eager to pair
before that night. Had it been her, due to how she felt about him?
Or had it been whatever entity had been inside of her, manipulating
her like she was a puppet on a string?

In more recent days, he
hadn't spent time with Kat. They both worked in the village mill
but rarely had to talk to one another. He was confused. He didn't
know what was real with her and what was driven by someone else -
something else. In
his confusion, he'd concluded that the best solution was simply to
avoid her as much as possible.

He didn't want to think about the
seriousness of what he'd seen that night. The power that had then
come from Kat had easily caused physical pain in him, in Trent, and
in the ancient, Elder Rhys. Afterward, the physical pain seemed not
to exist, but the residual memory of how much it had hurt still
remained in his mind. He'd never before that night experienced such
pain. He equally didn't want to ever again.

Pushing those memories from his mind, as he
seemed to have to almost every morning, he rose and prepared
himself for the day ahead. He would go to breakfast. There he would
see Isabella.

After that, the day would be good.

 



CHAPTER 5

 


Trent held Isabella in his arms. Her passion
and desire had returned. He tried hard not to smile too broadly as
they lay together. He was in recovery mode after she'd shown him
just how full of desire she had been when she'd woken up.

Isabella moved her body, turning onto her
front so that she was beside him but facing him, her chest subtly
huddled against his shoulder. She looked closely at him and smiled.
Her face revealed not the side of her that was a sexual goddess,
but instead the side that made her appear shy and timid. It was the
side that resulted in her face having a slight blush to it.

Trent loved that she could
so easily and honestly demonstrate her feelings. He knew she had
attempted in recent times to look happier than she'd felt. He
preferred her as she was in the present moment, relaxed and not
trying to hide the way she felt at all. She knew when she was
feeling bashful, but she never tried to hide that underneath any
kind of strong exterior. In many ways, she was the most raw woman
he'd ever met in his life. He had come from a world where too many
women tried to be someone else. From the moment he'd met Isabella,
it had seemed as if it would not even occur to her to change
anything natural about herself. She was who she was, she was
what she was, and that
was simply okay.

Isabella saw Trent's eyes sparkling and
bright. She had missed being so close to him. She was uncertain why
she hadn't wanted to be as close to him since the night things had
changed, but she was glad to be so intimate with him again.

Trent leaned close to her and kissed her
once more. As he did so, his hand reached up, and his fingers wound
into her hair. He held it in a gentle hold to pull her even closer.
As they eased apart again, she gave him a wide grin. His heart
ached at the sight of her. Always he could look at her and just
think that she was the most breathtaking woman he had ever laid
eyes on.

"I have missed this," Isabella said. When
Trent said nothing in reply, she continued. "I am sorry, Trent…"
she began.

Her words were cut off mid-sentence,
extinguished by his lips coming down on hers. For a long while, he
kissed her with the passion she'd missed.

"Isabella, you do not need to say sorry for
anything," he finally said before kissing softly her yet again.

"But you have not had … we have not…"
Isabella started to say.

Trent watched her face as she began to get
flustered. Isabella, in turn, saw his eyebrow rise as his eyes
showed his amusement. Finally, Trent laughed softly and kissed her
forehead as he wrapped his arms around her in a tighter hold.

"The only thing I need is to know that you
are alright. Your mind is too full of thoughts, Isabella," he said.
"You need to let go of some of your concerns or talk about them.
You know you can talk to me, or Adrian, or Elder Rhys. Even your
mother or father might be good to talk to."

"I do know this," she said. "Thank you, but
I do feel better today. Shall I show you again?"

Trent laughed out loud as she moved onto her
back and pulled him to guide him over and into her. There was no
more laughter or serious conversation as he sunk deep inside her,
relishing every single second of his joining with the beautiful
woman lying beneath him.


CHAPTER 6

 


"Good morning, Adrian," Isabella greeted her
lifelong friend as she sat down beside him at the long wooden table
in the dining area. The area was vast, with row after row of the
same style of wooden table. The air was alight with a diverse range
of glorious culinary scents.

As she was confronted with the smell and
sight of the food dishes of the mealtime, Isabella realized how
famished she was after such an active morning. The thought inspired
a blush on her face. It was a blush that wasn't missed by Trent.
The look of amusement evident on his face as he looked at her told
her he knew what she'd just been thinking about. She smiled shyly
at him before turning back toward Adrian.

As she faced her friend once again, Isabella
was greeted by the smiling face she knew even better than she knew
her own. Lifelong friends, they'd grown up together and were
close.

"Good morning, Isabella," Adrian said with
his usual easy-going and happy tone. "Good morning, Trent."

Trent returned the sentiment and sat next to
Isabella, eager to enjoy whatever flavors he was about to be
subjected to. There had been many things he'd discovered and come
to love about moving backward in time to become a member of the
ancient village. The freshness and flavor of the food was one of
them.

Isabella and Adrian were chatting in their
usual light-hearted manner as Kat came into view. Trent had just
started to enjoy a simple, small but flavor-concentrated breakfast
of thick mushroom spread on fresh bread when he noticed Kat
approaching. He watched her. He knew it was a general belief that
she had no real understanding of what had happened in the temple
that night. He understood that everyone believed she had played no
real part in it. Regardless, he was wary of her.

Since the day he'd met
Kat, she had shown a different nature to the other residents in the
village. Although he could concede that the entity that had invaded
her could be fully responsible, Trent wasn't sure if that was the
truth. He wasn't sure how many of the different aspects of her
actions and words had been part of her being controlled by someone
else - something else - and what percentage came from her true
nature.

As Adrian and Isabella ate and talked, Trent
saw Kat move closer to their small group. She looked at Adrian and
Isabella tentatively. When she saw Trent looking at her, she gave
him a shy, sad smile. He nodded at her, not wishing her to see the
doubts he had. Although he'd tried to convince Isabella that she
worried too much about what had happened, and what could happen in
the future, he also had concerns. He suspected that for a long time
yet, he would continue to worry about what was real with Kat.

"May I sit here, Adrian?" Kat asked.

Adrian turned his head from Isabella as he
finally noticed her. He still wasn't sure how he felt about her. He
didn't know if she was to be trusted, or if she was honest in her
dealings with him.

Kat felt uncomfortable as Adrian faltered in
his response, leaving her standing as she was. She didn't want to
sit if she was unwelcome. She equally didn't want to walk away if
he wanted her to sit down.

Even from where Trent sat, he could see that
Kat felt unsure what to do. Although he didn't particularly like
her, he felt sorry for her as she stood waiting.

Isabella saw the extended look of
uncertainty on Adrian's face before he seemed to remember to put
his well recognized friendly smile back on.

"Of course, Kat," he said quietly but with a
friendly tone. "I welcome it."

Isabella turned away from Adrian to give him
some privacy with Kat. As she did so, she noticed the look that was
on Trent's face.

He saw her give him a look full of
questioning. He refrained from answering her unspoken question.
Instead, he took her hand in his and squeezed it, as a silent
promise that they would talk about his concerns later.

Adrian saw Isabella turn away from him and
found himself somewhat dismayed. He knew she'd turned away to allow
him to talk to Kat without it seeming like Isabella was listening.
His dismay came from knowing that by Isabella doing so, she'd taken
away his choice about whether he really wished to speak to Kat or
not.

Resigned to being polite and doing what he
should, Adrian swiveled his body slightly so he could give his full
attention to Kat.

"How are you this fine day?" he asked. For a
moment, he thought she was going to say something serious to him.
She then seemed to regard that option before she smiled and began
equally polite, unimportant conversation with him.

 



CHAPTER 7



"What had you so worried when we were
sitting down, Trent?" Isabella asked as the two of them walked away
from the dining area and toward the kitchen.

They stopped to wash, dry, and quietly put
away their dishes before he turned to her.

"I am not completely certain, Isabella," he
began. "I just still wonder…"

As he started to speak, Cook Joan called
out. Her voice boomed throughout the area, not able to be
missed.

"Oh! Isabella!" she said loudly. "If you
please, can you gather the eggs soon? I shall also be needing some
sweet basil and mushrooms. Oh, our meal this evening is going to be
a right treat, it surely is! Here, take this basket with you and do
not forget - sweet basil and mushrooms!"

The daily gathering of items for the kitchen
had become Isabella's place in the village. Around her, everyone
else appeared to have found their set place in the village, doing
work where they just knew they belonged. There they worked all day,
every day. For some it was in the mill; for some it was in the
kitchen; while others had taken on roles such as village
tailor.

Even Trent had given gardening a go, despite
having been in the village for so short a time and never having
done it in his previous life. Working there day in and day out,
he'd found that he enjoyed it. The garden was where he'd stay,
learning from the older and more knowledgeable gardeners. Slowly he
was gaining the skills needed to cultivate food for the entire
village.

In his previous life, he'd been a software
designer. He'd spent years studying and working hard with
computers. It had seemed important at the time. It was only when
he'd arrived in the ancient village that he realized that for all
the studying he'd done in the modern world, he didn't know how to
do even the most simple and vital thing in life - grow food. His
career had seemed highly important then. Now it meant absolutely
nothing. Day to day, he didn't give it a thought. In the village
garden, he'd found something infinitely more rewarding and
enjoyable.

Isabella was still searching for the one
place that she would belong. She wanted to find the one place that
she would be able to lay claim to as her own. There was one place
that would inspire her and create in her a passion to keep doing
whatever it was that she was meant to do. She just needed to
ascertain what that one place was.

Broken out of her thoughts, she smiled
fondly at the woman who'd called out to her and nodded as she
accepted the basket. "Of course, Cook Joan," she said. "I shall
return with your gifts shortly."

Trent led Isabella away from the kitchen,
his hand fondly resting on and caressing her lower back as they
stepped outside. From there, they embarked on their usual walk to
the gardens where Trent worked during the daylight hours.

"Yes? What were you saying, Trent? What do
you still wonder?" Isabella encouraged him to continue. Her
curiosity was piqued about what he had been going to say
earlier.

Three weeks on from the strange event in the
temple, Isabella did not completely know how she felt about Kat.
Because of that, whenever someone else wished to speak about her,
Isabella found herself absorbed in the wonder of their
thoughts.

Trent looked at her, not sure if he should
speak or not. He hated that she'd already worried so much. The last
thing he wanted to do was compound that concern into fear. He
equally was resolved to never lie to her.

"Kat still makes me nervous, Isabella," he
said in truth. "I do not know why exactly that is, but there is
something about her that I do not trust. I know that thing that was
inside of her is now gone, but I am just not … quite … sure."

Isabella observed him as he stopped walking
and turned to face her. Reading his face, she could see that he had
suddenly found himself overflowing with concern. She released the
basket that he reached to take from her, and watched as he placed
it on the ground. Immediately afterward, she felt him move closer
and pull her tightly against him. She gently rested her head on his
shoulder. She gladly embraced the moment to enjoy the simple feel
and smell of his body against hers. After a long pause of breathing
his scent while trying to maintain calm within herself, she pulled
back from him so she could look into his eyes.

"I know there is still a threat, Trent," she
said quietly. "I can and do feel it. It might be Kat, or it might
be someone or something else. There is no way for us to know what
will happen, if anything. I have been thinking about this on many
occasions. I do not think we can be prepared for it if something
does happen. We must try and not be ruled by fear. I do not want it
to consume us. It has consumed me enough. Please do not let it
consume you too."

Trent watched her face as she spoke. He
wouldn't talk about it anymore in that present moment. His fears
might turn out to be nothing. Kat might be a nice person with just
a few personality issues. Greed, spite, and unpleasantness weren't
things that appeared to be common among the villagers, but he
guessed that didn't mean that such things never happened. They were
human, after all. He equally supposed that just because she'd been
unknowingly consumed by an entity before, didn't necessarily mean
that she would be again.

Isabella leaned against his body and kissed
him, enticing him to turn off his previous thoughts. She wanted him
to focus on something far more enjoyable. They quietly stood in a
warm embrace, holding each other close while enjoying the
simplicity of their lips caressing. It didn't seem like a long time
at all before Isabella could feel just how much she was affecting
him. The speed and strength of him growing hard against her always
enchanted her. It was something she'd had no previous knowledge of
with sex being entirely unspoken about among the village residents.
To her, it was all new, and it was magical.

She pulled away and saw him look bashful in
the realization that she knew what she'd just done to him and how
his body had reacted. Isabella smiled at him and laughed softly
before kissing him once more. It was an incredibly soft kiss of
short duration, intended only to let him know how much she simply
loved being with him.

 



CHAPTER 8

 


Adrian listened to Kat talk about whatever
things she wished to share with him. Even though he could show in
his facial expression that he wanted to listen to her, he didn't
feel that his heart was any longer in it. He no longer looked at
her and thought she would be an acceptable substitute for the real
love of his life.

While it was true that Isabella was now
happily paired with Trent, Adrian knew that although he did need to
think about pairing with someone, Kat wasn't the right person for
him.

She never had been.

Polite in nature, he'd never been in any way
uncaring or unkind toward anyone. Although he was not sure where he
and Kat would or even could go, he would continue to treat her as a
friend. He'd never known conflict, but his instinct told him that
he needed to be careful where Kat was concerned. He suspected that
if he weren't, she might act in a way that would make things
uncomfortable - not just for him, but for a great many.

Although he generally was able to put a
smile on his face, even when he was unhappy, spending time with Kat
did challenge Adrian's ability to hide his feelings. Sometimes when
she was talking to him, he could vividly remember how things had
panned out in the temple that night. When the strange entities had
battled, Adrian had worried about both Kat and Isabella, but he
couldn't deny that his primary concern had been far more for the
latter and far less for the former.


CHAPTER 9

 


"Trent," Isabella said, immediately
capturing his attention utterly and securely with the tone of
desire attached to that one word. She watched his face as it
changed, and he looked at her intently as if waiting for her to
continue. "I would like to go and bathe. Will you come with me?"
she asked.

Trent gulped but then beamed at her. They
had just returned to their modest but perfectly formed little home
in the village after dining for their evening meal. Trent could
still taste the vibrancy of the tomato baked rice they'd enjoyed.
Since he'd arrived in the village, his taste buds had been treated
to what he thought were the most incredible meals.

Everything that was made in the village
kitchen by the cooks was created from the fresh vegetables, fruit,
and grains that the villagers grew. They ate no meat. The only
animals in the village were the chickens, which were used only for
eggs. As far as Trent could tell, the concept of eating a chicken
was not something anyone had ever considered. Before he'd
discovered the village, he'd been a big meat eater, but there
hadn't been one day since his arrival that he'd craved it. Learning
how many ways things grown in the ground could be used to create
delectable flavors was something he took great joy in at every
single mealtime he attended.

When he'd arrived, worn
and weary from the long trek he'd endured on foot, he hadn't been
healthy. Over an extended period of time, he had walked off far
more energy than he'd been able to consume. As a result, by the
time he'd arrived, he had lost a lot of his muscle tone. Since he'd
started to be able to eat once more, after discovering Isabella and
the village, his body had slowly returned to its former self. There
was no such thing as a mirror in the village but Trent sometimes
considered that his body wasn't its former self, but rather
a better version
of its former self. He felt healthier than he ever had in his life.
He believed that was due to the combination of better eating of
more wholesome food and having far less stress in his
life.

For all the people of his
world - our world
- had worked to create technology to make life 'easier', since
becoming a part of the village, Trent had come to believe that the
world had actually gone backward in the future. Where he'd come
from, people had been far more stressed in their lives in their
desperation for more. Now he knew better. The people he now lived
amongst within the peaceful confines of the tall structure walls
lived a far better life. They knew nothing of technology or
'advancement', but they certainly knew how to live, and love, and
simply enjoy.

His thoughts flowed over him quickly. He let
them until he realized Isabella was waiting for his response. It
seemed as if it had been a long time since they had bathed at the
same time in the warm pool of the village. As he looked at her
face, he could see she was alight with passion bubbling inside of
her. The thought had an instant effect on him. He blushed as he
felt his body harshly react to the silkiness and suggestion in her
voice.

"I will but give me a moment, Isabella," he
said quietly and saw her laugh in understanding.

His body's reaction to her was still
something that Isabella was in awe of. Nothing had ever been said
to her about the pairing process that wasn't considered essential
for the maintenance of the population. No such thing was ever
talked about, so when she'd paired with Trent, she'd had no
previous knowledge of lovemaking. For her, it had been a journey of
discovery but one that she still found extremely enjoyable and
exciting.

She knew Trent sometimes seemed embarrassed
by the way his body reacted when she was close to him. She regarded
it as nothing for him to worry about. She could be completely open
about it and even admit that she very much liked that he responded
to her in such a way.

After giving him a moment of peace, she
approached him and hugged him to help his body calm down. The
opposite effect happened.

Trent grinned and nudged her away from
him.

"That is not helping!" he said, teasing
her.

Isabella laughed louder, holding out her
hand to him.

"Come, Trent," she said. "I am certain that
no-one else will know how you are. Only me."

Trent shyly and reluctantly gave in and
moved alongside her as they made their way to the pool. Walking
beside her, enjoying the simplicity of holding her hand, he felt a
fullness that he'd never felt in his previous life. In the life
he'd grown up in, he'd never quite found that special something
that would truly make him feel complete and content.

He'd been with many women as a partner and
as a lover, but he'd never quite found that special someone. Always
it had seemed like he'd thought he knew what he wanted. When he'd
thought he'd found it, he still hadn't been satisfied. It had felt
like an itch that never went away, no matter how much effort he put
into scratching it. It had always seemed just out of his reach or
even unachievable. In his previous world, he could never have
imagined that he would be where he'd ended up, living a life of
such blissful peace and tranquility.

The distance he'd traveled. The people he'd
met. The experiences of simple things like wholesome food that was
pure from nature. All had helped him to finally gain a sense of
contentment, a sense of having a true home, and a sense of at last
being where he was meant to be.

The two of them did not talk as they walked
from their small home, along the path to the pool of natural
flowing warm water. During their short journey, each was content
simply being in each other's company. They needed nothing more.

As the pool area came into view, both were
pleased to see no other villagers using it at that time. The area
was lush with trees and bushes that complemented the inner surfaces
of the structure's exterior walls. Lavender colored roses climbed
in all directions over the walls with the steady year-round climate
helping the rose plants to bloom every day. The strong scent that
consistently drifted from them was heavenly.

Between the pathway and the pool, large flat
stones lay lined up beside each other. Trent didn't know if they
were natural and in the place they'd always been. They were
perfectly shaped and sized for people to lie on to dry quickly by
the sun from above and the natural heat rising from underneath.
Sometimes when Trent looked at them, he believed that nothing in
the modern world could have been so perfectly planned and designed
as those large flat stones, even though they seemed to be a gift
from nature itself.

The sound of the waterfall engulfed each of
them, with the ongoing crash of the water hitting the far left of
the pond surface. It was a therapeutic sound that Trent believed he
would never take for granted. It was just one small part of his
recently found paradise.

On reaching the edge of the pool, he removed
his shirt and they both removed their modest shoes. In all other
clothing, the two of them entered the warm water. No matter how
many times he bathed in it, Trent was still in wonder of the
village and its creators for so well harnessing nature in the ways
that they had. He and Isabella knew the secret of the heat that
kept the village warm, including the water that flowed through the
pool.

In the location of the village high up on
top of a vast mountain range, it should never have been warm, but
it consistently was. Golden veins flowed underneath the ground,
heating it. Trent and Isabella did not know what the golden
formation was. They did not know how it worked. They just knew that
it did. Because of those golden veins, the entire population of the
village continued to thrive, as it had done for hundreds - perhaps
even thousands - of years.

In the warmth of the pool, Trent instantly
lost his chain of thought as he watched Isabella dive under the
water. She was still wearing her standard shift dress that all
women wore in the village. In silence, he breathed out deeply as he
saw her surface again and stand up. The sight of her like that was
one more thing that never ceased to capture and hold his attention.
The villagers were not people to dress for vanity. They wore what
was simple and comfortable, enabling them to get through their days
without any stress or annoyances. Although the dresses that
Isabella wore day in and day out were plain, when Trent saw her
like that - rising out of the water with the shape of fabric
clinging to her - his breath caught … every single time.

He watched her as she ran both of her hands
through her hair. The movement of her hands resulted in her figure
heightening and stretching further. He would never get tired of
looking at her. Of that, he was very, very sure. It just couldn't
be possible. Ever.

As he looked at her at that moment, his eyes
traveled down her body and up again. Standing like she was, with
the fabric of her dress hugging her figure so well, Trent's eyes
returned after their second view to her belly. He hadn't noticed it
before. It must have been something that couldn't be so easily seen
when she was lying down. Peering closer, he didn't doubt that he
could see a bump. He wasn't experienced in being a parent, and he'd
never seen any friends in the early stages of pregnancy. What he
did believe he accurately knew, however, was Isabella's body.

He considered the option to not say anything
just yet. Isabella had only just gotten over feeling like she'd
lost a child. Even though that was not what the golden glow in her
belly had been, part of Trent thought it best not to suggest
anything to her in case he was wrong. Not sure, for a moment he
considered asking her about it. He willed himself to take at least
a few minutes to consider before speaking of it. He determined not
to plunge forward without thinking.

Isabella watched his face. In full honesty,
she liked that she could stand like she was, and he would look at
her in such a way. The way his eyes moved over her, from her head
down to her feet and back up again, affected her in return. His
eyes were dark. She knew he was full of desire at that moment. She
walked toward him and encouraged him to move backward until he sat
on the ledge of the pool that was naturally formed against the far
stone wall. When he sat like that, his body was submerged from the
waist down.

She straddled him, knowing he was hard for
her. She leaned down and kissed him, before moving to make him
available to her. It wasn't their first time enjoying such pleasure
in the pool. She enjoyed the look on his face as she encouraged him
to let her move her body down onto him.

Trent watched her face as
she began to move up and down. She was skilled in doing it subtly.
If anyone saw, they might not know what was happening.
Might not.

Despite her slow and subtle movements, it
didn't take long before he convulsed inside of her.

Isabella felt his body tense. She watched
peacefully as his face moved from the state of climax to a more
relaxed calm. As she continued to kiss him, she indulged in her
feelings of desire as he used his finger to touch her under the
water.

After both had enjoyed the moment through
orgasm, Trent covered up and made himself presentable again.

As Isabella continued to straddle him, she
felt his hands move over her stomach. They were silent for a long
while before Trent found the courage to speak.

"Isabella, do you think you could be with
child?" he asked. The question made him nervous. He didn't want to
bring up any memory of unhappy times. It was too late. He'd blurted
the question out. There was no choice but to face whatever reaction
it might evoke in Isabella.

He watched her face change from the previous
happiness and peace he'd seen on it to a blend of confusion and
dismay.

"Why would you ask that, Trent?" she
asked.

"I do not wish to upset you, but you are
getting bigger here," he said as he caressed her belly. "I could
see it just before. When did you last have your period?"

After he asked that question, she looked
even more confused. He hadn't even considered that she wouldn't
have heard that particular word used before.

"What is a period?" she asked.

For a moment, Trent had to think about how
to explain and ask, not using the terminology he was used to.

"Do you … do you bleed each month?" he asked
and saw her blush deeply as she nodded.

"Yes, of course," Isabella replied. "You
know that I do."

"Have you bled over the past three weeks,
while we have not been intimate?" Trent enquired.

As Isabella shook her head, Trent could see
the idea was finally starting to make sense to her.

"No! Trent, it has been much longer than
that!" Isabella exclaimed. "Oh! Do you think I am with child?"

Trent briefly laughed in relief as his
Isabella revealed her excitement at the possibility - before her
face changed.

"Oh, but we have thought this before, have
we not?" she went on to ask as her face changed. "It was not a
child at all."

"No, the golden glow that we saw on your
belly was not a child, but that does not mean that you have not
been with child all this time, Isabella," Trent said, reassuring
her. "One thing does not necessarily have to have anything to do
with the other."

Isabella moved even closer to him while
still straddling him. She wrapped her arms around him tightly.

Trent enclosed her firmly in his own and sat
quietly. He indulged in the feel of her body against his, and the
clean, pure scent of her.

"I do not want to hope too much," Isabella
said quietly, mumbling against his neck. "Can we not speak of this
to anyone until we have waited longer?" she asked, pulling away
from him slightly.

"Yes, of course," replied Trent. "I will not
say anything to anyone."

They sat like that for a long while, neither
in any hurry to move. Trent believed he was right, but he
understood her fear. He would wait with her and see if their
thoughts were correct before he would say anything to anyone about
her possibly being pregnant.

Pregnant. Period. Just two words that he
needed to try and avoid as he kept working to blend in with the
people of the ancient village. He didn't want anything from his
time - their future - to be brought into their time and place. He
was the one person who could introduce changes to their language
and knowledge if he weren't careful. The longer he was among them,
the more he was determined to not help them move forward as the
world had before it had reached his own time. They were happy
frozen in their own little world and ways. Most people he had known
in the future didn't know or experience that same level of
happiness and contentment.

Language might have seemed like a small
thing for him to always consider. Perhaps it was something that
would make no difference to how they lived as a village, even if
they did learn new ways of speaking. Regardless, from the moment
he'd stepped back in time, it had been important to Trent to learn
their way of speaking, and never let them learn his.

Peaceful in their individual thoughts,
Isabella and Trent moved out of the water and lay down on the large
flat stones. As he lay on his back, he closed his eyes against the
sun and indulged in taking slow, deep breaths. Day to day, he took
for granted how fresh the air was in the village, given its
location high on the mountain range. On the odd occasion, he forced
himself to remember the pollution, the noise, and the smell of the
large city he'd left behind. There was just no comparison between
the two situations. If he had any control over it, he would be
happy for the village to continue its ways and never move forward
in the direction of the modern world. Village life was perfection.
Life in the large modern city had never been.

"What do you think so deeply about?" he
heard the sweet voice of Isabella ask from her place beside
him.

He opened his eyes and looked at her. She
was lying on her side, not touching him but staring intently at
him. He could not help but smile at the sight.

"I was thinking that every day that I am
here with you brings me great pleasure," he replied in full
honesty.

Isabella said nothing in return. Instead,
she leaned over and kissed him deeply.

Once again, Trent felt his body stir.

"Hmm … no!" Trent said, pretending to scold
her. He was rewarded by the glorious sound of her laughing loudly.
It was a sound he couldn't get enough of. It was wonderful. It was
fulfilling. It was, quite simply, the glorious sound of
happiness.

 



CHAPTER 10

 


Later that night, Kat lay
in bed, her mind in turmoil. She felt alone and lonely. Adrian had
been polite to her and had engaged her in conversation, but she
knew - she knew -
that he hadn't been interested in talking to her. Nor had he fully
listened to what she'd wanted to say.

Why could he not see that whatever she'd
done or said during that time was out of her control? She couldn't
even remember the things he'd said she'd done. Why did he keep
punishing her for something that he knew she had no knowledge or
recollection of?

Knowing there was nothing about the
situation in her control, she turned over and tried to relax. After
a long time of fitful thoughts and frustration, her body won out
over her mind. Finally, she fell into a deep sleep.

~~~~~

'Kat, do not put up with
that from him' a voice said. 'He does not know your value. He does
not see you like you should be seen. Walk away from him, Kat. There
is someone else who wants you. Someone better.'

Kat woke suddenly and sat up sharply, so
surprised that it had jolted her out of the odd night vision she'd
been having. She couldn't remember anything visual from her vision
of the night, but the voice was vivid in her memory. It had spoken
directly to her. Whose voice had that been? She was sure she'd
never heard it before. It made no sense that it could be real.

Looking around, she saw daylight start to
creep into the room. With her mind contemplating the day ahead, the
night vision was dismissed and the voice forgotten.


CHAPTER 11

 


"Oh, my dear daughter!" Crisiana exclaimed
as Isabella talked to her and told her of her thoughts. "You are
going to be a mother!"

"I am?" Isabella asked. "How do I know for
sure, Mother? I think I was mistaken before."

Isabella felt her mother's arms wrap around
her. She also felt the comfort of a broad smile against her
cheek.

"No, Isabella. I think you have been with
child all this time," Crisiana said, putting her hand on her
daughter's belly. "Look! Feel! You are showing. I believe you have
been with child much longer than you think. You might have even
conceived on the night of your pairing. Have you bled since that
first night?"

Isabella blushed, uncomfortable talking
about such intimate things even with her mother.

"I have - once," she replied. "Since I
paired with Trent, I have bled once. That was in the few days that
followed after our night of pairing."

She saw her mother smile broadly at her.

"Be happy, Isabella," Crisiana said. "Be
happy and remain relaxed. There is no reason why you would not be
with child. You and Trent will have many children, my daughter. All
will be well. We should announce this to the village…"

"No!" Isabella said sharply. She instantly
saw the surprise on her mother's face. "No, Mother. Please. I would
not like to share this yet."

Isabella saw her mother look at her kindly
before pulling her into a warm hug.

"Of course, Isabella," Crisiana said. "I
shall not say anything. You must feel right about when is the best
time for you. I can see that you are afraid, as is normal. Being
with child is something that is exciting but also frightening. It
is something new that is happening within your body. It is
something unknown but rest assured, it is natural, and it is
wonderful. It is a process that has happened since the beginning of
time. There is nothing for you to worry about. You know that your
father and I are both here if you need to ask or talk about
anything," she continued before feeling Isabella nod against her
shoulder.

As they moved apart, Isabella smiled shyly
in response to the happy smile on her mother's face.

"Does Trent know there is a possibility his
child is within you?" asked Crisiana.

"Yes, he was the one who suggested it might
be the case," Isabella replied nodding as her hands moved over her
belly. "He was the one who noticed…"

Suddenly she found herself in a hold against
her mother again. She laughed.

"I hope that if this is a child, I can prove
to be a good mother, like you," she said.

"Oh, my daughter," Crisiana replied as she
pulled away from the hug and looked into Isabella's eyes. "Your
father and I were not blessed with any other children, but even if
we had been, you still would have always been so very special to
us. You have within you a special light that I have always known is
there. You do not seem to see it, but you have greatness inside you
and about you. Others have always been drawn to you. Being your
mother has always been a joy to me. You will be a wonderful mother,
and Trent will be a wonderful father. Of that, I have no
doubt."

Isabella felt tears begin to appear in her
eyes. She laughed softly as she was instantly pulled back into her
mother's arms once more.


CHAPTER 12

 


In the dark of the night, Kat lay sleeping.
As always, the village was silent at that time. It would be hours
before even the cooks would wake from their slumber. Not having
gone through the pairing process, Kat lived in the same house as
her parents, as was normal in the village.

In a small part of her heart, she still
hoped that Adrian would once again show an interest in pairing with
her. She suspected he wouldn't. Regardless, when she'd gone to
sleep, she'd done so thinking about him.

'I know what you are thinking - that he is
the one for you,' a voice said to her in her slumber. 'You are
worth so much more than that. Do not let him treat you that way. I
will treat you better. I will treat you like the supreme woman that
you are. You deserve so much more, Kat. If you do not believe what
I say to you now, go ahead and ask him once again about pairing
with you. You will see that I am right. He will tell you that he
does not want to be with you. He does not deserve you. You are
meant for greatness. They are stifling you. They are trying to stop
you from being the powerful person you are destined to be. They are
doing that because they do not want your greatness to be revealed.
Once that is shown, they will not be seen in the great light that
they are. They see your supremacy and know that they must try and
prevent it from being noticed by others.'

In her sleep, Kat heard the long dialogue.
She heard the words. She understood what they meant. She agreed
with what had been said.

Even in her sleep, she smiled.


CHAPTER 13

 


Isabella was sleeping soundly when all of a
sudden, through the haze of her slumber, she heard a voice. It was
a man's voice - deep, mature, and rugged. She did not recognize it.
Although still asleep, she was able to turn her attention to it. If
she had true knowledge of the world Trent had come from, and the
multitudes of gadgets that had been invented in his time, she would
have likened what was happening to her to tuning into a radio
station.

She listened to the words as they were
spoken. It wasn't like it had been when she'd heard Kat's voice
speaking to her before the night of the battle. Instead, it seemed
like she was hearing words as if she were a bystander. It made her
feel like she was standing in the village and softly overhearing a
conversation two people were having a short distance away from
her.

When she heard Kat's name, her body
convulsed and shook her awake. Immediately afterward, she felt a
deep shudder of extreme dread pass through her.

Alarmed, she sat up and looked around. The
sudden wakefulness startled her. She listened carefully, almost
expecting people to be in the room with her. Seeing it was still
dark, she turned her head and looked down at Trent. With the
smallest amount of moonlight entering the room, she could see he
was lying on his front with his right arm relaxed above his head.
His left arm was under the cover while his face was turned to the
left toward her. She could make out his profile as she listened to
his very light sound of sleep. He didn't stir even though she'd sat
up abruptly. Quietly she lay back down and positioned herself so
she could just look at him.

The voice in her head had disturbed her, in
more ways than one. Regardless, she would not wake the man lying
beside her and talk to him about it. It could wait till morning.
When they were both awake, she would tell him what she'd heard and
share with him her concerns.

She closed her eyes and willed herself to go
back to sleep.

Subsequently, she forgot all about it.

 



CHAPTER 14

 


In the weeks that followed, Isabella finally
grew certain that she was indeed with child. It appeared to her
that her belly was growing at an alarming rate. She had no
knowledge of how such things generally went, so she listened
closely to her own body. There was nothing that she could identify
that seemed or felt wrong.

Trent watched her and lovingly held her
close to him whenever he could. Each night before they fell asleep,
he would move behind her back and hold her from behind as his hand
caressed the moderately sized but growing bump.

Sometimes he felt and heard her moving in
her sleep. To him, it sounded as if she were having a conversation
with someone. He never asked her about it. If she ever remembered
what had happened in her dreams, she knew she could talk to him. He
suspected she might not be remembering them when she woke each
morning. He was happy to let that be the case. That option seemed
far more attractive than her worrying about something that was
happening during her sleeping hours.

They had still not announced she was with
child. Regardless, it was Trent's belief that Isabella wasn't
keeping it hidden from anyone who looked at her.

"Do you think we should announce that we are
going to have a child?" she asked him one morning. She was
surprised when her question was met with him laughing out loud.

"You are already quite visible, Isabella,"
Trent replied. "I am not sure you have kept it a secret."

Isabella
smiled at him.

"My mother has told me we should formally
announce it because that is the way such things are done in the
village," she said. "I shall go to the temple today and talk to the
elders to see what is needed for such an announcement to
happen."

"Would you like me to come
with you?" Trent asked as she moved closer against him in their
warm bed. In response - or perhaps not in response - he saw and felt her
press her lips against his and indulge him in a deep kiss that made
him forget the conversation entirely.

 



CHAPTER 15

 


"Isabella! Trent!" they heard a voice call
out to them after they'd finally left their home and entered the
depths of the temple.

When they saw him, they were greeted by the
large smile on the face of Elder Scott. It had taken Trent a long
while to gain an understanding of the structure of people in the
village. He now understood that when people survived to a certain
age, they moved into the temple and took on the title of Elder. Of
those, the ones who had proven to be 'chosen ones' - villagers with
powers - were assigned the additional title of being an ancient.
All ancients were elders. Not all elders were ancients.

From the previous battle and earlier
indicators of her powers, it had been ascertained that Isabella
would become an ancient when she was of age. That would not be for
a great many years yet. Her powers were only beginning to emerge.
It was expected that they would increase in capability and strength
over time, slowly at first before they'd start to gain momentum. It
was always the way as ancients grew into their role in the
village.

"Elder Scott," Trent heard Isabella say out
loud beside him. He broke out of his reverie to smile and greet the
elder also.

"What brings you to the temple this fine
morning?" Elder Scott asked. "Is there someone, in particular, you
need to see?"

"Oh no," Isabella continued. "Oh, I am not
sure. I … we … have an announcement to make. I am uncertain what
needs to be done in such a situation."

Trent watched Isabella's face as she became
flustered. He smiled at her with clear amusement in his eyes. When
he turned to face the elder once more, he saw the older man's eyes
fall to Isabella's belly.

"Do you wish to declare you are with child?"
Elder Scott asked softly, continuing to smile.

"Yes," the elder heard Isabella quietly
reply. He knew she had a strong personal aura about her. He equally
knew that sometimes, such as at that moment, she was well known to
also emit a sense of shyness. It was one of the things that made
her so well-liked among their people. Strength with modesty. Power
with a blend of open friendliness.

"Of course," Elder Scott said. "Do not look
so concerned, Isabella. It is anticipated by all that the villagers
are made aware of expected children. We describe it as an informal
ceremony, however, in truth, it is simply an announcement that is
made to everyone. You will not be uncomfortable. We shall hold the
announcement at the evening meal in the dining area. All it will
involve is one of the ancients speaking for you and making the news
known to everyone. It is nothing at all to worry about."

The elder looked at Isabella and saw her
visibly relax.

"Thank you," she said quietly.

Looking at her, Elder Scott wistfully wished
he were much younger in years so that he could once more experience
the freshness of joy in meeting someone so vibrant and alive. For a
fleeting moment, his mind cast back to his Kathleena. She had been
beautiful. He could still remember how easily she'd made his blood
heated with the way that she'd smiled at him. She was no longer in
his world. She had passed, and she was well on her journey now. A
small part of him looked forward to his own passing so that he
could find her once again and venture on her journey with her. They
had thought they'd be together forever. Forever had not eventuated.
Instead, their time together had ended far too soon.

"It is no problem at all," he said as he
pushed his memories from the forefront of his mind. "You and Trent
can go now and move forward with your day as usual. I will arrange
things with the ancients. Please relax and worry not."

Trent remained silent as he and Isabella
quietly walked out of the temple. Once outside, Isabella turned to
him and nestled herself against him, encouraging him to wrap his
arms around her.

"Are you alright, Isabella?" he asked,
slightly startled at her action. Immediately he felt her nod
against his shoulder. "What is it?"

Isabella pulled away only far enough so she
could look into his eyes.

"We are having a child," she said, making
Trent laugh out loud.

"Yes, I believe we are, but I think you
might have already known that," he said softly. He brought one hand
up and stroked her cheek before pushing a stray hair aside. "Why
are you so full of emotion?"

Isabella looked incredibly young and
innocent at that moment as she blushed.

"It is only starting to feel real now,
having told someone other than my mother," she replied.

Trent pulled her close to him and pressed
her head to his chest.

"Yes, I do understand what you are saying,"
he said. "It is real. You are going to be a mother, I am going to
be a father, and we shall love our child … together."

~~~~~

As the two of them walked into the dining
area that evening, Isabella felt a new nervousness flow through
her. It was as if it were only at that moment, as she saw Elder
Rhys call everyone's attention to make the announcement, that she
really did understand and believe that she was going to have a
child. She was going to be a mother. It was no longer just a matter
of duty to help with population maintenance within the tall stone
walls around the village. It was no longer just a thought that
perhaps she and Trent would create a child together.

It was real. A tiny being was already inside
of her, growing.

Although she didn't know it, it was also
already gaining power.

 



CHAPTER 16

 


"Friends and family," Elder Rhys called out
to everyone at the evening meal. "I am very pleased and proud to
announce to you on behalf of Trent and Isabella that we will soon
have a new addition to our population. Let us all take this moment
to remember how blessed we are, and send them wishes of good hope
in the upcoming delivery of our new little one. He or she will be
loved by all, as has always been the way of our people. He or she
will contribute to our land and our way of life. He or she will be
most welcome," the ancient continued as he looked back and forth
from Trent and Isabella to the crowd assembled before them. "He or
she will be loved."

Trent was surprised by the content of the
announcement. He was even more surprised when he heard the crowd
speak. After Elder Rhys spoke his last words, they were echoed back
from a mass of voices.

"He or she will be loved."

The stark difference of the volume of the
words coming from so many people, after there had been mostly
silence as the ancient had spoken, almost stunned Trent. He looked
at Isabella and saw her turn and smile at him. The combination of
the reception of the people as a collective, and the look on her
face, resulted in him feeling his eyes water with intense
emotion.

Isabella saw tears beginning in Trent's
eyes. She laughed softly at him as she squeezed his hand
tightly.

It was only natural that at that moment,
Trent should move closer to her, slide one hand around her back,
and let his other hand rest on her belly. In response to the
movement, Isabella leaned her head on his shoulder and looked out
over the crowd in front of her.

"I give you my blessing, Trent and
Isabella," Elder Rhys said. As soon as the words were spoken, he
walked away, leaving Trent to assume the ceremony was over.

Isabella watched as most people resumed
their dining. Her mother and father, Crisiana and Tomas, came to
her and pulled her into a hug, before turning to Trent and doing
the same.

"You have my blessing," Tomas said and heard
Crisiana repeat the words.

The formality of the situation left Trent
speechless. He didn't know all of the ways of the village yet.
Ceremonies, in particular, made him wary of saying or doing
something that he shouldn't. As Isabella's parents moved away, he
experienced another set of arms wound tightly around him and
Isabella.

"I am excited for you both," the familiar
voice said, full of animation.

"Thank you, Adrian," replied Isabella as she
returned the hug. "Shall we sit?" she asked, guiding the two men to
a large dining table.

Trent's senses filled as he looked excitedly
at the food before him. Fresh bread with a creamy apple and
mushroom spread was soon in his hand and not moving fast enough
toward his mouth, as far as he was concerned. Every meal,
constructed with love from the produce of the people, was a miracle
to him. Eating it, he knew he'd never want to return to the diet of
fast food and preservatives he'd grown up on.

Adrian watched as Trent began his assault on
the food in front of him. Trent was oblivious to everything and
everyone around him for a moment before he realized Adrian was
laughing softly.

Isabella turned to Adrian.

"He loves the food, Adrian," she said to her
friend, her face full of love and happiness. "You and I must let
him enjoy it."

Trent smiled at both of them without
stopping his chewing. They could tease him all they liked. He
understood that they did not know just how special the food of the
village was. After years of living on food that sometimes had made
him think he might as well be eating cardboard or plastic, he would
never tire of the tastes that were so abundant in the magical
paradise.

"I am happy for you, Isabella. Are you
pleased?" Adrian asked. In response, he received the broad grin
that revealed Isabella's happiness.

"I am happy, Adrian," she said. "I do wish
to be a mother. I am ready. I know I am." Seeing Adrian give her a
sad smile, she took his hand in hers.

"You will be a good mother, Isabella," he
said. "Of that, I have no doubt. I am very happy for you both."

"But what can I do to make you happier?"
Isabella asked. "I wish for you to find what I have found with
Trent. It is time, do you not think?"

She saw Adrian sigh.

"I know it is, Isabella,"
he said. "I do believe that I am ready for it. I do not know who I
am to pair with. I
want to be sure, and I do not feel sure about anything to do with
Kat. I feel that I should
be sure with the right person. Do you think
so?"

Isabella nodded.

"I can only speak for myself," she said. "It
was very easy for me to want to be paired with Trent but is it
always the way? I do not know. Have you spoken to your mother and
father about it?"

"No. They have enough to keep them busy
while my sisters are still so young. I do not wish to bother them,"
Adrian said and paused before he continued. "I shall find my
happiness, Isabella. I do not think I am meant to be alone. I shall
like to be paired and become a father."

"And you will be," she reassured him. "Do
not doubt that, please."


CHAPTER 17

 


Since his heart to heart discussion with his
lifelong friend, Adrian had been considering options for pairing.
He knew he was a man who others regarded as always being open and
friendly. Although in the village there were women his age who
possibly would agree to pair with him, in his heart, he wanted to
find someone who truly wanted to be with him.

As he'd moved through the approach into
adulthood, he knew he'd always yearned strongly for one person.
That one person, he could not have. It had saddened him on many an
occasion when he had considered the fact, but he did not resent it.
He'd accepted that as the way things were, and he did honestly feel
happy for Isabella in her choice. There was nothing about Trent
that had caused Adrian any concern. It was very clear to anyone who
saw them together that the two of them were both equally happy to
have been paired together.

As thoughts flowed through
his mind, Adrian sat in the dining area. It was early in the
morning - very early for him since he was so often running late in the
mornings. He'd wanted to get there earlier to take some time to
simply look around. Perhaps if he turned his head this way and
that, his eyes would find someone who was looking at him, wishing
they could get his attention. Perhaps someone was thinking of him
and hoping they could pair with him.

Once he'd looked around, he knew it had been
a futile effort. It had been a childish thought of imagination. It
was a small village. Everyone knew each other. Sometimes he
wondered if they knew each other too well. There was never any
intrigue or mystery about anyone, except Trent, of course. He had
come from somewhere else. After his arrival, he had very quickly
secured Isabella's heart.

Adrian didn't know any details about where
Trent had come from. He'd tried to ask several times. Trent would
only say that he did not want to talk about it. He'd said that he
had a new life, and that was where he wanted his focus to be. He
didn't see the point in talking about the world he came from. It
wasn't as peaceful and enjoyable as this world was.

Even Trent's terminology confused Adrian
when he thought about it. What did Trent mean when he referred to
the village as 'this world'? He must have come from the same world.
He'd only walked into the village. How far could the 'world' he'd
come from be?

Abruptly, Adrian turned his mind from that
thinking. He respected Trent and understood his desire to keep that
aspect of his life secret. Adrian would push no more about that. He
needed to find his own place in the village. He needed to find his
own someone to pair with and start contributing to the population
of his people. That was his responsibility, as it was everyone's.
He did not know what would happen if he didn't choose someone.
Would the elders of the village choose someone for him? As he
pondered that possibility, he smiled to himself. Perhaps he didn't
need to do the work and find someone after all. Maybe if he waited
long enough, someone else would find that someone for him!

"You are here early today, Adrian," he heard
the familiar voice say.

He turned to smile at Kat. Her timing in
breaking into his thoughts about pairing right at that moment made
him briefly wonder at the coincidence of it. As always, he quickly
questioned silently what was real with Kat and what was just his
imagination. It was a passing concern that he quickly
dispelled.

"Good morning, Kat," he replied. "I woke
early today and found myself quite hungry! You must try this apple
and mint pie. I am not sure which cook came up with this creation.
I have not tasted this dish before, but I have to say that I am
enjoying it immensely!"

Adrian tried to sound enthusiastic and
friendly. When he looked at her closely and studied her face, he
saw the look she gave him. It made him feel like she could see
right into his soul. It also made him wonder if she knew he was not
being completely truthful in how he felt about her.

When Kat next spoke, it appeared that she'd
completely dismissed whatever she had been thinking about. It was
also clear that she certainly did not seem to want to talk about
food.

"Adrian, I wish to talk to you about you and
I pairing," she said bluntly.

The words made Adrian splutter the water
he'd been drinking.

"Kat! Why are you bringing this up?" he
asked. "You said you did not still wish to pair with me…"

"Yes, I did say that, but I was not feeling
quite myself. I believe I was too hasty," Kat said. "I now wish to
discuss it again. You and I both need to pair sometime soon, and we
get on well enough. There is no-one else I wish to be with."

Adrian looked into her eyes, searching for
something. It was a move that Kat saw and accurately
understood.

"It is only me, Adrian," she said. "I see
you looking at me like I have another person inside of me. I do
not. I am asking you about the possibility of our pairing."

They sat silent for a long while, studying
one another. It was exactly the kind of situation Adrian had been
trying to avoid. How could he be sure it was only Kat mentioning
such a thing? Did he want to risk becoming paired with her and then
having her as a life partner? Did he want to risk being paired with
something else?

"Please talk to me. Tell me what you are
thinking," Kat said, breaking him out of his thoughts.

Adrian found it difficult to find any words
to adequately express his concerns. Knowing she was waiting for a
response, he complied and forced an answer out to not upset
her.

"I … I am not sure, Kat. Perhaps you could
tell me why you wish to pair with me now when previously you did
not want to," he said, wondering what was driving such a change of
heart in her.

"Why do I need a reason?" she asked. "As I
have said, you need to be paired, as do I. We are comfortable
around each other. Could that not be reason enough?"

Watching his face, Kat saw his confusion.
Realizing he wasn't instantly agreeing to the pairing, her mind
thought back to her vision of the night. The voice had said that
Adrian would not pair with her. She'd asked Adrian about it because
the voice had told her to. She didn't know whose voice it was, but
she'd still felt compelled to do as it had instructed her to. Not
only that, but it looked to her like she was about to get the
answer from Adrian that the voice had said she would. He was going
to turn down her request to pair with him. He was going to prove
the mystery voice right in its prophecy.

Adrian considered the thoughts that had been
running through his head minutes earlier. He had been wondering who
he could pair with. He'd been trying to figure out who would want
to pair with him. Now someone was asking him but was that reason
enough? Did he want to consider the opportunity again with Kat?
He'd agreed to it the first time, believing the two of them could
be happy enough together. That had been before she'd told him
firmly that she did not want it to happen. Now she was again saying
that she did. What was driving her to change her mind so much?

Curious to see how far she would go in the
conversation, he decided to challenge her.

"Alright," he said and watched her face
closely as it changed before him. Very evident on her face in
response to that one word was her distinct look of surprise.

"Alright?" she stuttered as if it were the
last thing she'd expected to hear come from his mouth. "What do you
mean, 'alright'?"

"I mean, yes," he said. "If you wish to pair
with me, then let it be so. When would you like to arrange the
pairing ceremony for?"

As he continued to watch her face, he saw
her become deeply flustered. It seemed she'd wanted to confront him
and ask him to pair with her. It equally appeared that she hadn't
wanted or expected him to agree to go through the pairing process
with her.

"I … I must go," she said suddenly and stood
quickly, picking up her cutlery, cup, and plate, and simply walking
away.

Adrian watched her as she moved to the
clearing area. She looked normal but tense as she washed, dried,
and put everything away. Before she left the area entirely, he saw
her turn and look at him. He could not fathom the look on her face
in that instant. It made him wonder if it were actually Kat or if
it was the face of someone else.

 


 



CHAPTER 18

 


Kat rushed out of the
dining area. As the fresh air hit her face, she stopped and closed
her eyes. She was confused. She knew she had just asked Adrian
about pairing with her, but it felt to her like the idea hadn't
even been hers. The words seemed to have tumbled from her mouth
without her consent, but she was conscious of it. It wasn't like
the other times when Adrian and Isabella had told her of things
she'd done - things that she couldn't remember having done. She had been
fully aware she was asking Adrian about pairing. She just didn't
quite believe that the idea or the desire to do it had actually
come from her.

She shook her head, trying to shake away the
thoughts and concerns inside of her. She found herself wishing
desperately that the previous few minutes had not happened.

"Kat? Are you alright?" she heard Isabella's
voice ask. Kat categorically did not want to talk to her, but she
inhaled deeply, opened her eyes, and smiled as best she could.

"Good morning, Isabella. Good morning,
Trent," Kat said. "Yes, I was simply enjoying the fresh air. Thank
you. I … I must go to the mill now," she continued before swiftly
walking away from them.

Trent looked at her as she left.

"That was not a true smile," he said softly.
The words had been spoken mostly to himself, but Isabella
heard.

"No, it was not," she agreed.

 



CHAPTER 19

 


"Adrian, is Kat well?" Isabella asked her
friend as she sat down beside him in the dining area. "We saw her
leave. Something did not seem right."

She saw a look of concern cross Adrian's
face briefly before he seemed to remember he should always be
happy. A large grin replaced the seriousness.

"Isabella! Good morning!" he replied with a
noticeable overindulgence of enthusiasm. "Good morning, Trent!"

As Adrian said the words, he could tell by a
raised eyebrow that Trent wasn't believing his feigned high level
of happiness at that moment. It was a facial expression Adrian had
never seen before Trent had arrived in the village, but he'd gotten
used to it. Now he understood its meaning. It was Trent's funny way
of silently expressing he did not quite believe what he'd just seen
or heard.

Isabella reached out and took her friend's
hand in her own.

"Adrian, you do not need to pretend with
me," she said. "Did something just happen between you and Kat?"

She saw Adrian's face relax. He smiled sadly
at her as he took a moment to think before he spoke.

"She asked me about pairing with her," he
said quietly, feeling confused once more. "Again!"

"Is that a good thing or not a good thing?"
Isabella asked.

Adrian watched as she let go of his hand and
turned to begin eating. He saw her look back at him as she took a
bite of the large slice of apple and mint pie before her.

"I do not know," he
replied. "How can I know? I do not even know for sure that
it is Kat who was
speaking to me." He looked around so that Isabella and Trent were
both in his view. "Do either of you think there is a possibility
that whatever was inside of her before is not gone? That she still
is not truly Kat at all?"

Adrian looked at their faces and could tell
from their somber expressions that they had also questioned that
very possibility.

"You have doubts also? Both of you?" he
asked and saw his two friends nod in response.

"It is on my mind, Adrian," Trent replied.
"Of course, it is. She seemed well that night after Isabella
extinguished whatever that thing was that came out of her, but
something about her does make me nervous. I am sorry to say
it…"

"No!" exclaimed Adrian.
"Please do not apologize. I am also uncertain of what is real. It
is confusing since it was she who wanted to pair at first, and then
she said she did not. Now she has decided she does want to…"

Isabella reached out and squeezed his hand
again.

"Adrian, do not do anything you are
uncertain of," she said to him.

Adrian nodded at her, for a moment
appreciating the beauty of the friend before him. When he realized
that witnessing the happiness of Isabella and Trent was not helping
with his confusion, he rose from his seat.

"I must get to the mill," he said as he put
one hand on Isabella's shoulder. He smiled sadly at both friends
before walking away.

Isabella turned to Trent. They continued to
look toward each other, but neither focused on the other. It had
all happened weeks earlier. The cold blue entity that had been
inside of Kat had been extinguished by the warm gold of Isabella.
The blue was gone. It was dead. Why did it keep feeling like the
battle wasn't over at all?


CHAPTER 20

 


Kat moved through her day
without speaking to anyone. She worked in the mill, not far from
Adrian, but she did not speak to him. Her mind was alert and full
- too full! For
days, she had started to feel like she was muddled and didn't know
what was happening to her. She had asked Adrian about pairing, but
she wasn't sure that it was what she wanted at all. Why had she
asked him if she wasn't sure? What had driven her to do such a
thing?

At the end of the workday, she walked out of
the mill. Breathing in the warm air as she stood still and absorbed
the sunshine hitting her face, she intended to walk alone to the
evening meal. She was surprised to hear Adrian call out to her.

"Wait," his voice carried to her, making her
turn. "Kat, please, we must talk about…"

"There is nothing to talk about, Adrian,"
Kat responded, flustered. "Please forget I said anything this
morning."

"But … but this morning, you said that you
wanted…" Adrian began to say in his confusion.

"I was being silly. Please disregard what I
said," Kat replied.

Adrian found himself stunned at her change
again. He stopped walking and watched as she turned and resumed her
movements up the path to the dining area. Partway up the long path,
she stopped and turned to him again.

"Are you coming to dine?" she asked as if
their previous moment hadn't happened.

Adrian found himself immersed in confusion
but began walking again. Although they strode alongside one
another, the two journeyed to the dining area in silence.

~~~~~

"I do not understand what you wish for,
Kat," Adrian said as they sat with their meals. "If you wish to
pair with me, then let us arrange to do that. Why have you changed
your mind again? What possibly could have happened since this
morning that could make you not want to pair with me now?"

Kat felt her head become
fuzzy with not knowing … anything. She felt frustrated because
it seemed to her that even she couldn't accurately ascertain what
she wanted.

"I think that I do want to pair with you,
but I keep feeling uncertainty," Adrian heard her say quietly. In
response, he took her hand in his.

"If you wish to be paired with me, I will
agree to that … happily," he said. Her facial expression appeared
intense. He wanted to help her stop looking so worried.

"Yes?" she asked timidly, a complete
opposite to the person she'd appeared to be in the temple weeks
earlier. "You will pair with me?"

Adrian gulped but nodded
softly. He didn't know who he was supposed to pair with, but she
was there, and she wanted to be with him. Sometimes she said that was what she
wanted. In reality, he knew he could never be paired with the
person he truly always had wanted to be with. Did it really matter
who he did pair with then?

 



CHAPTER 21

 


"Kat! He does not deserve you. I keep
telling you," the voice started to say in her head while she
slept.

This time she found the strength to speak
back. "No!" she exclaimed inside the confines of her vision of the
night. "You said he did not want me, but you are wrong. I asked
him, just as you said to, and he said yes. He wants to pair with
me."

"No! That cannot be!" the phantom voice said
forcefully. "If he said yes, he is only saying it to appease you,
Kat. Can you not see that? He does not want you. He wants another
that he cannot have. You are just a replacement. You are not the
person he truly wants. Do you want that for the rest of your life?
To be with someone who does not even want to be with you? To be
someone's replacement for the person they really want to be with?
Kat! You know you are worth so much more than that. You are a woman
who needs to be recognized for your supremacy over all others."

Kat forced herself awake. She did not want
to hear any more.

The words remained clear in her head as she
sat up and took a deep breath. She didn't understand where the
voice kept coming from, but she didn't want to hear it.

She lay back down and resolved to not fall
back asleep for the rest of the night.

 



CHAPTER 22

 


At breakfast the following morning, Kat sat
with Adrian and chatted to him in as friendly a manner as she could
muster. It was difficult, with the extreme tiredness she was
experiencing due to her lack of sleep.

They talked about unimportant things that
were easy to talk about. They each avoided conversation about
pairing. It was confusing for both of them, so they were equally
happy to simply avoid the topic altogether.

That night, Kat felt dread as she prepared
for bed. She hadn't let herself go back to sleep the previous
night. Throughout the entire day, she'd felt the exhaustion that
had flowed on from that decision.

Finally, she succumbed to the extreme need
to sleep and fell into her slumber. It wasn't long before the deep
voice began working its way into her visions of the night once
more.

"Please do not pair with
him, Kat. I want you more than he does," the voice taunted her.
"You are worth so much more. You will be valued by me. You will
be loved by
me."

"You do not even know me," Kat replied in
her consciousness of slumber. "Why do you keep talking to me? Why
do you keep trying to sway me toward you and away from him? What do
you want?"

"I want you," the voice said. "You will see.
You and I are meant to be together."

"If that is so, then show yourself to me,"
Kat challenged it. "Show yourself to me in person. Stop speaking to
me like this, hiding your true self. Talk to me so I can see who
you are. You say you want to be with me and that I should not pair
with Adrian, but he talks to me every day, as a real person. That
is more than I get from you."

~~~~~

The night visions continued for many weeks
more, forcing Kat to initially dread sleep every night. With it
happening so regularly, however, she began to notice she was
finding a new level of strength. In her visions of the night, she
began taking enough control to visualize the voice away. Once she'd
mastered that, it became easier to at least return to a peaceful
slumber each night, even if she did still have to listen to the
initial unwelcome onslaught of words.

 


 



CHAPTER 23

 


Over the same few weeks, Adrian found
himself beginning to panic. Kat seemed friendly enough toward him,
but every day she looked like she was changing a little bit
more.

In physical appearance, she seemed to be
changing into someone else completely. He could see darkness under
her eyes. When he questioned her, she would simply say that she had
not slept well the night before. It was an acceptable reason, but
something felt different in the way she was acting toward him
also.

"Kat," he said to her one morning in the
dining area as he sat beside her. "When shall we see the elders
about setting a date for our pairing?"

He saw her express a look of being startled
before she mumbled a reply.

"Oh … Adrian. There is no hurry, is there?"
she asked. "It is just that I have not been feeling very well
lately. Could we talk about it later?"

Adrian nodded and said nothing more. He
wondered why he ever let himself get pulled into the same
conversation, over and over. He'd learned that Kat said one thing,
and then she said the opposite. He'd also accepted that whatever
would or would not happen between the two of them, she was the one
in full control of the outcome. He was just a passenger along for
the ride.

 



CHAPTER 24

 


As the weeks passed, the voice in Kat's head
in the evenings seemed to become progressively more intense and
increasingly louder. She tried to fight it with all of her
willpower in an attempt to keep it at a distance. She desperately
wanted to find a way to go to sleep and keep a wall up around her
mind so that it could not invade her at all. Somehow it kept
breaking through, demanding she give it her attention when it
seemed to know that she was trying not to.

After much trial and
error, she had begun to master turning the voice off after a period
of time of having to listen to it. Her strength in being able to
fight it had grown with each subsequent night that it had invaded
her. It wasn't an ideal solution. In truth, she felt desperate to
be rid of it altogether. It was a constant source of confusion. The
voice was insistent that it wanted her and that she should not pair
with Adrian. Although it persisted in its messages, the owner of
the voice did not appear before her. She didn't know who it was.
She didn't even know if she could be certain that it was
real.

 


 



CHAPTER 25

 


Deep inside of him, Adrian started to feel
even more panic. He was unsure about what was happening with Kat.
Whatever it was, it made him more and more nervous. Her reactions
to him flowed back and forth in an erratic movement. One morning
she'd be enthusiastic about talking to him. The next, she would sit
elsewhere in a very obvious attempt to completely avoid him. Then
she would return to his side, happy and chatty. Afterward, she
would be somber and morose.

In the silence of his mind, Adrian
questioned whether he might be dealing with two different
people.

That thought scared him deeply.

~~~~~

One evening, as he sat with Trent and
Isabella in their home and he looked at his closest friend, Adrian
was surprised by how quickly her belly was growing larger. Nobody
could have any doubt that she was with child.

He felt a new level of protectiveness flow
over him as he looked at her. They had been close friends all of
their lives. Normally he would do anything for her. With her being
in her current state, he wasn't quite sure what he could do to help
her with anything.

"How are you feeling, Isabella? Truly?" he
asked quietly, realizing how in awe of her he was. He always had
been to an extent. Visually seeing her belly growing and knowing
that a small person was inside of her pushed his admiration to a
new level.

"I am well, Adrian," Isabella replied,
happiness evident on her face. "I feel myself getting larger. Some
days when I first wake up, it feels like I've woken up much larger
than I was when I went to bed! I do not, however, feel as if
anything is wrong. I am happy."

Adrian smiled at her in response to her
words.

"I am ashamed to say that I am quite envious
of you, Isabella," he said. Not only have you found someone to pair
with, but now you are also going to become a mother. It has all
seemed so easy for you."

When Isabella looked closely at him, she saw
his eyes beginning to water. She reached out her hand to his.

"You must be patient, Adrian," she said.
"The right person that you are meant to pair with will come along.
Put it from your mind. Let it just happen as it is meant to."

Adrian remained quiet. He had no wish to
argue with her about her theory. It seemed too good to possibly be
true, but he had no desire to upset her with his view on the
subject.

"What is happening with Kat now, Adrian?" he
heard Trent ask from his place at the table beside Isabella. "Has
anything been resolved?"

"No. I feel like I live in a constant state
of uncertainty where Kat is concerned," Adrian replied. "Some days
she wants to pair. Some days she does not. In truth, I do not mind
which it is to be. I simply wish that she could be constant in her
thoughts. It is this ongoing changing of her mind that causes me
more vexation than whatever the final answer is to be."

Trent looked at him and said nothing more.
His fears about Kat being taken over by an entity again continued
to increase. He'd kept those thoughts to himself. He would do
anything to avoid upsetting Isabella as their small child grew
inside of her.

"I must return home. Thank you for making
the time to talk and listen," Adrian said before standing, hugging
each, and quietly leaving their small home.

Once they were alone again, Isabella turned
to Trent.

"I wish so much for Adrian to find someone
to pair with, Trent," she said. "He is a good man. He deserves to
be loved. He deserves to have what I have with you."

Trent felt overwhelmed in his love for her.
He stood up to guide her out of her seat and into his arms.

"Yes," he said. "I would wish everyone to
find what I have with you too."

Sensing the depth of his emotion, Isabella
leaned against him and reached up to kiss him softly. It was
intended as a simple expression of her love for him. As soon as her
lips touched his, she realized she was more than a little bit
hungry for him.

As they moved from lip caresses to deep
indulgence with their tongues tasting one another, Isabella felt
her body awaken as if it were absolutely starving. She could tell
by the positioning and movement of Trent's hands that he was
holding back and thinking far too much. It wasn't a time that she
wanted him to think. It was a moment in which she wanted him to
act.

Trent tasted her mouth and
wanted more - needed more. He always felt like he could never get enough of her.
She'd been a virgin and completely unknowing about anything sexual
before the night they had paired. Regardless, Isabella had shown
him right from that first night that she had natural sexuality
about her. Embedded within her was a sexual and sensual instinct.
She'd affected him right from their first moments together as if
she had always known how to use her body to please
someone.

Trent indulged in the feel of her lips and
the additional friction that was occurring in his body from the
feeling of her tongue caressing his. It made him moan deeply and
try to pull her even closer. As he did so, he was reminded by the
swell of her belly that another person was present. A tiny person
was living and growing inside of her womb. The thought was a
startling and sobering one. He reluctantly pulled his lips away
from hers and looked into her eyes.

"What is it?" Isabella asked him, concerned
that something was seriously worrying him. She was alarmed to
consider that perhaps something serious had happened. She hoped it
wasn't something he'd not told her about.

Trent looked at her and
pulled right away. Having come from a modern world, he felt he
should know when it stopped being safe for a pregnant woman to have
sex. It made no sense that he would
know that. He hadn't been in the medical
profession, nor had he had anything to do with any woman when she
was pregnant. The unknowing caused a slight concern in
him.

Isabella remained quiet in the belief that
she could read his emotion by what his face revealed. She hoped
there was nothing to truly be concerned about, but patiently waited
for him to speak.

Trent took her hand, quietly led her to the
bed, and prompted her to lie down beside him. There they lay, on
their sides, facing one another.

Isabella continued to wait
for him to speak. During his silence, she seized the moment to just
look at him. She saw him every day and every night, but sometimes
she forgot to really look
at him. Pushing aside the glorious way he made
her feel when he touched and kissed her, she conceded that she'd
also always loved the way he looked. She loved the waviness of his
brown hair. She loved the way that he kept his facial hair short
but visible. It was different from the many men in the village who
preferred to grow long beards. Since Trent had arrived, Isabella
had noticed other men had started to do as he did, shortening their
facial hair. She didn't think he'd intended to make any changes to
the village or the people in it, but little things had begun to
change regardless.

Since Trent had made the decision to move
from his time in the future to her time, and he'd been able to eat
well and regularly, his body had changed. He had been bony when
they'd met, due to the long journey of walking he'd been on before
he found her. His body had not been in good shape then.

As Isabella let her eyes travel over his
arms and chest, visible through the simple shirt he wore, she was
reminded of how well-formed his body was. When they stood together,
and when they lay together, they fitted each other perfectly. When
she thought about them fitting together perfectly, her mind
wandered into the realm of how it felt when he was moving inside of
her. Since Trent was, at that moment, lying quietly with no urgency
for them to talk, Isabella let herself dwell on exactly that
thought.

As she lay still, deep in her observations
and thoughts, letting her mind wander to aspects of their
lovemaking, Trent watched her face. He could tell she was thinking,
so he did not speak for a long while. He believed he would never
get tired of watching her face. It was always easy for him to see
when she was deep in thought. Sometimes her face blatantly revealed
her thoughts as they turned to the subject of pleasure. As much as
he'd wanted to be serious in his concern about harming her or the
baby while she was pregnant, he couldn't help but smile at her when
he understood where her thoughts had taken her.

Although facing one another, Trent could
tell by her face that she was somewhere else entirely. He waited
patiently, letting her indulge in whatever thoughts of pleasure she
was enjoying at that moment. The expression on her face was far too
enjoyable to watch for him to even consider saying anything and
breaking the moment.

When Isabella had long focused on the
thought of how Trent always felt inside of her, she let out a sigh.
At that moment, she suddenly became aware that he was watching her.
She quietly laughed as she felt her face begin to blush heavily.
She knew he could always read her face, but she did not mind. It
was refreshing to know he often understood what she was thinking
about, without her having to try and talk about it.

"Where were your thoughts just then,
Isabella?" Trent asked. The grin on his face was wide enough to
make her laugh even more. "Yes, I can see it all over your face.
Whatever you were thinking about, you were very much enjoying it!"
he further teased her.

Isabella moved closer to him and brought up
her hand to stroke his cheek lightly with her fingers before
leaning in and kissing him softly.

Trent lifted his hand and caught her wrist
so he could kiss her palm.

"I was thinking of you. I was remembering
how it feels when you are inside of me," she said boldly but
quietly, almost in a whisper.

Isabella instantly heard him let out a deep
breath. She saw him move so that he was no longer looking into her
eyes. She waited for him to compose himself and formulate the words
he seemed to want to say. Finally, he spoke.

"I do not know when we must stop doing
that," he said quietly, feeling remarkably shy in contrast to his
usually confident nature. He raised his eyes again and once more
looked into hers. "I do not want to hurt you or our child."

Isabella smiled at him as she ran her hand
through his thick hair.

"Trent, this is what you are worried about?"
she asked and saw him nod.

"I am apprehensive about it, yes," he said.
"I cannot bear the thought of anything happening to you. If I were
to harm you in any way…"

"I am well," Isabella replied. "I do not
know if there is any possibility of harming our child or not when
we join, but I cannot bear you pulling away from me. If we do not
join, can we not still be close?"

As she said the words and asked the
question, Trent felt her hand glide across his body as it moved
down. Feeling her touch his chest, belly, and down to his thigh
made him yearn for her touch. It equally made him desperate to
touch her.

Isabella saw his eyes change and darken
before he leaned forward and kissed her lips. Softly at first and
then with increasing pressure, his tongue made its way to meet with
hers. Wrapping their arms tightly around each other, neither
ventured toward anything more for the moment. The taste of each
other and the way their tongues danced together in perfect harmony
was not something to be rushed away from.

She moved her hand onto him through his
clothing. Both groaned at the touch. Trent loved the natural
feeling of pleasure that came from being touched by her.

Isabella loved the glorious understanding
that his hardness was the result of how he felt about being with
her. It told her clearly how much he loved her touch. At that
moment, she needed to be much closer to him.

Trent felt her begin to pull his clothing
off. The movement had such eagerness and almost desperation about
it that he laughed softly as he helped her. When he'd removed all
of his clothes, he lay naked beside her.

He saw Isabella study all of him, from his
eyes, down over his torso, and down his legs. He felt her hand move
down to his ankle and slowly move up his upper leg. All the time
that she was touching him, he watched her face. The way that she
looked at him, and the degree to which she seemed to study his
body, he adored. He wanted her to always look at him like that.

Inside of him, he felt desperate to touch
and pleasure her. He held back. On her face, he could see that it
was more important to her to let her hands enjoy their journey. She
avoided touching him directly on his erection. Instead, she moved
her hands skillfully around him so that she could explore his torso
further. Finally, her hands and her eyes returned to his eye level.
As her hands cupped his face, she placed her lips on his.

They kissed for a long time, neither wanting
to rush. Isabella eventually felt one of his hands move, and his
fingers lightly caress the tip of one of her breasts. Through the
fabric of her slip dress, she knew he'd artfully found her nipple
and was touching it lightly. It was enough to send her nerves to a
higher degree of desire.

Trent heard her moan softly. He kept his
fingers in the one place, teasing her for a long while.

Not wishing to take things slowly anymore,
Isabella sat up and removed her dress before lying back down again.
As she did, she found herself nudged so that she was lying on her
back.

Trent moved over her and straddled her outer
thighs to not put his weight onto her. Concentrating on her belly
being visibly swollen helped to sober and keep his body calm as he
focused solely on her.

Isabella felt him kiss her deeply. She
desired to feel him move into her. That was what her body seemed to
need. She forced herself to focus on his lips instead.

As his mouth moved from her lips and down to
her neck, Trent heard her moan deeply. He had reached one of her
pleasure points and chose to stay there for a very long while. The
sound of her in such pleasure was not something he could ever move
away from quickly. He felt her hands on his shoulders, trying to
move him from the spot. The discovery made him laugh softly at her.
He kissed her before moving his lips down her body, stopping to
give each of her slightly swollen breasts the attention he always
felt they deserved.

Finally, Isabella felt his kisses
approaching where she needed them to be. Opening her legs wide, her
head moved backward as she felt his tongue begin its journey of
pleasure. The feeling of him kissing her there never ceased to
amaze and fulfill her. As her belly had increased in size with the
child inside of her growing, so had the depth of her feeling of
pleasure. It wasn't long before she felt the blissful and highly
intense waves flow over her.

Trent moved over her and kissed her again,
surprised at how quickly she'd climaxed. He opened his mouth to
speak and tease her about it. Before any words escaped his mouth,
he found himself physically pushed off her and onto his back. The
movement was so forceful that he chuckled at Isabella's heightened
sensuality that seemed to have come from her pregnancy.

Without any hesitation or movement toward
kissing him on his lips, Isabella seemed to dive straight in. As
soon as Trent's back was flat on the bed, she wrapped her lips
around him.

From the first contact of her mouth on him,
Trent could think no more. She had perfected her movements with her
lips and tongue when she caressed him like that. He was happy to
lie still and focus on the feelings she evoked in him. He could
feel his orgasm building. His body was desperate for release. When
his climax hit, he couldn't even think about keeping quiet as
muscles throughout his entire body clenched and then started
pulsating. After a long while, he felt her remove her mouth,
reposition herself, and then kiss him directly on his lips, full of
passion.

Neither spoke for a long time. There was no
need for words. Trent had been concerned he could hurt her. They
both knew that. They wouldn't join again until after the birth of
their child, but they equally would not give up their sexual
pleasure.



 



CHAPTER 26

 


Trent woke to the sound of Isabella
screaming. The intensely sharp and horrifying sound cut through his
dreams and struck directly at his heart. He knelt on the bed and
looked at her, fearful that a new battle was about to begin. He was
relieved to see that in the moonlight, despite the agony that her
screams had indicated, she was smiling.

"I think it is time, Trent," Isabella said
with a look on her face that momentarily stunned him. "I can feel
the baby moving downwards inside of me."

Trent took a moment to consider the words.
They weren't words he'd ever heard anyone say, but he hadn't known
any close friends who had yet had children. Perhaps he'd always
misconceived that labor took a great many hours.

"Oh, I think it is almost here," he heard
her further say as she moaned deeply. Trent was speechless. He
would never claim to know anything about childbirth but didn't
think it usually happened so quickly. He expected she was more
likely embarking on a long night.

He watched calm appear over Isabella's face
as she pushed back the covers. Directly in Trent's sight was the
view of a baby being born. He remained still, kneeling in the same
spot, as onto the bed, a tiny person slid down and out of its
mother.

Trent couldn't move. In front of him was a
little being, moving and opening its mouth to cry.

Isabella looked at Trent
and laughed. Childbirth was unknown to her. She'd never seen it
happen or even heard anything about it. Anything that personal was
never discussed among their people. All she knew was that it
did happen, over and over
again, and it was required to keep the population of the village
steady.

The small amount of pain she'd experienced
quickly disappeared. It was replaced by a warmth spreading over her
belly.

Seeing her look down, Trent followed her
view and saw it too. His eyes moved to the golden glow that had
begun to appear. He leaned over with his hand and touched it. He
knew it was as it had been before. The glow was back. Looking at
Isabella's face, he guessed that she had come to the same startling
conclusion.

Suddenly a small cry alerted both of them
that there were more pressing matters than just a golden light
emanating from its mother's belly.

Trent, broken from his thoughts, looked
around for a cloth to wrap the child in. Gently he secured the
fabric and pulled the small infant into his arms. In the moonlight,
the tiny body looked like it had a faint golden haze around it.
Trent immediately dismissed it as not being real. He then put it
down to a trick of the light and filed what he'd seen away in his
mind to be forgotten.

"He's perfect, Isabella," he said.

When she looked closely at Trent, Isabella
saw his eyes watering as he smiled at the child.

Suddenly aware of how open and uncomfortable
Isabella must be feeling, lying on the bed in the way that she was,
Trent passed the small package to her to hold.

"You hold him. I shall bring some water to
clean you," he said.

Isabella smiled at him. Cleanliness was the
last thing on her mind. She looked down into the small face and
laughed.

"You are real," she said with a wondrous
sound in her voice. "You are here, and you are real!"

Trent took his time, cleaning Isabella and
fussing over her to make sure she was alright.

"Trent!" she laughed out loud to him, making
him smile bashfully. "Come and sit down here with our son," she
said as she reached out with one hand, inviting him to sit with
her.

Trent settled on the bed so they were both
sitting up. The baby nestled in his mother's arms and easily took
his first taste of Isabella's milk.

"What shall we call him?" Trent whispered as
they watched the small mouth drink in hunger.

Isabella opened her mouth to say something.
As she did, a faint voice inside of her head seemed to call out to
her. She heard what it said and immediately repeated it. She didn't
want to think about where the voice came from. All she knew was
that the voice and the name at that moment were right.

"Cesare," she said.

"Cesare?" Trent asked softly, curious.

"Do you object? Is there another name you
would prefer?" she asked.

Trent smiled at her and kissed her.

"No," he replied. "Cesare, he shall be."

 



CHAPTER 27

 


The new family relaxed together until the
sunshine finally broke through, replacing the moonlight in the
room.

"We shall need to find him some clothing,
Isabella. Why did we not think of that before?" Trent asked and
heard Isabella laugh softly in response.

"It is alright, Trent," she replied. "We
only need to visit the tailor. They will have clothing that is
suitable. We can stop there on the way to the morning meal. I would
also like to see my mother and father."

Trent smiled at her and happily received the
bundle back once again. He hadn't told Isabella as much, but in his
previous life, he'd never wanted to have children. They were
something that hadn't been part of his life plan - whatever plan
that had been. As he held the small infant in his arms and looked
at the beautiful woman beside him, he began to consider that
perhaps he'd always been meant to be a father. He vowed silently to
himself that he would be a good one.

They walked toward the door to introduce
their little one to the world, and the world to their little one.
Before they stepped outside, Isabella moved close to Trent and
kissed him deeply.

"I do not know if we shall have privacy for
a while, Trent. I think Cesare will sleep with us until he is
older," she said.

As the words came out of her mouth, Trent
saw an extremely seductive glow on her face, along with a look that
Trent, being from our world, would only describe as a smirk.

"Isabella," he said, laughing. "Your body
just gave birth. I do not think we will be having any of that for a
while yet!"

He saw her blush as she laughed softly in
response. The sound of her chuckle made his heart sing. She was
happy. Nothing could be more important to him than that.

"Come, Trent," Isabella said. "I shall not
tease you more. Let us go and find this little one some clothing,
and then begin our day."

Trent looked at her in surprise. Being
bedridden for days, as he had always thought any woman would be
after giving birth, simply did not seem to be any kind of thought
to her.

~~~~~

As soon as they stepped outside of their
modest home, people on their way to their work or the morning meal
threw up their arms in surprise and joy.

Isabella laughed as one person after another
stopped them on their journey to the village tailor to collect
clothing for the infant.

Finally, they reached their destination. The
tailor was enraptured.

"Oh! Isabella! Oh, how wonderful. Here now.
Give him to me to hold while you look through this pile of infant
clothing. He is a good-sized little one. Any of these will
fit."

Isabella grabbed a handful of items,
including one to put her son into immediately. While the tailor
helped her to dress him, Trent looked on in wonder that before him
was his son.

After gathering the baby and his clothing
up, they turned to leave and once again began a slow journey as
they were greeted by different people of the village.

"Daughter!" Isabella heard her mother call
out to her. When Isabella turned with Trent toward the direction
the voice had come from, they saw Crisiana running toward them.
"Isabella! Trent! The little one has arrived? Oh, let me see."

Isabella handed Cesare over and watched
tears appear on her mother's face.

Crisiana looked at Trent. She leaned in to
hug him before taking Isabella's hand in hers and squeezing it
tightly.

"We must have a celebration. It is
tradition. Have you been to the temple yet?" she asked.

Isabella shook her head.

"Not yet, Mother," she replied. "I shall go
there after we dine."

"Yes, of course," said Crisiana. "You must
look after yourself. The two of you should go now and eat in the
dining area. I shall look after this little one for you," she
continued as she gushed over the small bundle in her arms.

Trent looked at Isabella and found her
looking right back at him with one eyebrow raised. He didn't know
if she was aware that she'd picked it up from him. Whenever he saw
her do it, he laughed silently on the inside and loved her even
more.

 



CHAPTER 28

 


Inside the dining area, Isabella immediately
went to find Adrian. As he saw her approach and sit in the seat
beside him, she saw a look of surprise on his face as his eyes
moved to her belly.

"Isabella, I am sure you were bigger than
that yesterday," he said with an honest look of confusion on his
face.

The words of her good friend made Isabella
laugh.

"That is because the little one who was
living in there yesterday has now moved out," she replied and
quietly waited for him to comprehend what she was saying.

Suddenly, she saw him jump up.

"You are a mother?" Adrian
asked, full of excitement. In response, he saw Trent and Isabella
both laugh. "Oh, Isabella!" he said, pulling her close and hugging
her tightly. "Where is the little one? Is all well? Are
you well?"

As Trent and Isabella sat down and began
eating, Isabella smiled at Adrian.

"I am well, Adrian, and so is our son," she
replied.

"You have a son?" he asked with a wistful
sound to his voice.

"Yes," Isabella replied. "Cesare. Our little
Cesare has arrived and is currently being held by my mother."

"But you, Isabella?" Adrian asked. "How can
you be so well so soon after giving birth? You look like you did
nothing out of the ordinary last night at all!"

Trent had been silently asking the same
question since the birth of their son but had not voiced his
curiosity over it. Perhaps it was just the way it was with the
people of the village. Perhaps it was another cultural thing or a
by-product of no stress or unhealthy living. He'd decided that the
reason didn't matter. Isabella was fine, and they had a son. A
son!

~~~~~

After they'd finished their meal and washed,
dried, and put away their dishes, Trent and Isabella left the
dining area. Looking around outside, they saw Crisiana standing
right where she had been, chatting to people as they walked
past.

When the couple reached her, she smiled
broadly.

"He is beautiful but he does not have hair
like yours, Isabella," Crisiana said. "Nor yours, Trent. I think
this one will have a different color again," she said as she handed
the bundle to Trent. "Oh, my daughter, I am happy for you."

"Thank you, Mother," Isabella replied as she
received a hug from her mother. "I will go to the temple now and
talk to the elders."

~~~~~

As they approached the temple, Isabella
started to feel slight warmth and familiar discomfort in her belly.
She reached down, placed her hand over it, and recognized it. The
feeling made her stop walking. She remembered having seen it
briefly straight after she'd given birth. At that time, she had
pushed it from her mind and subsequently forgotten it.

Trent noticed Isabella had stopped walking.
He turned to her as he held Cesare, asleep in his arms. Looking at
her face, he saw alarm.

"What is it?" he asked, instantly
concerned.

When he saw her look down at her hands and
then move them, Trent saw the glow. As Isabella tentatively took a
step toward the temple, the glow shone brighter, just as it had
done months before.

"I may not be able to talk to the elders,
Trent. Can we go in there slowly? You may need to carry Cesare to
introduce him," she said.

Trent nodded and held out his hand to
her.

"Of course," he replied. "You need to tell
me when you feel discomfort or pain that is at a level too
uncomfortable to bear."

As they slowly walked into the temple,
Isabella monitored the feelings inside of her. When they were in
the middle chamber, she started to feel the slight level of pain
she'd felt the last time she'd experienced it. As the pain
increased, she stopped walking once more and saw Trent turn to look
at her.

"Elder Rhys is coming," Trent heard her
whisper. He was about to question how she could know that since
there was silence. Before he voiced the question, the ancient
appeared.

"Isabella. Trent," Elder Rhys said, moving
forward. When he saw the look on Isabella's face, he halted in his
steps.

Trent saw the ancient's eyes drop to her
belly automatically as if he'd already suspected what was
happening.

"You have the glow again, Isabella?" Elder
Rhys asked, horrified at the possibility. He saw Isabella nod,
confirming his fears. "What does it mean? I thought it was over. Is
there another among us? Another like Kat?"

Isabella looked lost in her inability to
give him any answers.

"I do not know, but I feel the discomfort
once more, so please keep your distance from me, Elder Rhys,"
Isabella said and saw him nod in response.

On the previous occasion when Isabella had
exhibited a golden glow in her belly - the same golden glow she'd
used to fight Kat's cold blue that night in the temple - it had
been realized that Isabella could not be close to Elder Rhys
without feeling great pain. The closer she moved toward him, the
greater the pain became. Neither knew why it happened, but both
were very aware that it did.

"Of course," Elder Rhys said, moving a step
backward. When he turned to look at Trent, he finally saw the
bundle in his arms.

"Oh! It has happened!" he said as he moved
closer to Trent and Cesare.

When he peered inside the cloth wrapped
around the child, he saw the small eyes open and look directly at
him. As he raised his hand to run a finger lightly over the baby's
cheek, small fingers grabbed and held it. Elder Rhys smiled at the
movement. Such a move from any newborn child always made him smile,
but something was different with the infant he looked at. As soon
as the small hand wrapped around his finger, he felt a warmth flow
over him, like he was suddenly engulfed in a warm breeze.

"It is good to see you, old friend," he
heard inside of his head. The words were as clear as if someone was
standing right beside him, whispering in his ear.

Trent and Isabella both saw the ancient's
face change for just an instant. For just the slightest moment, he
seemed to be startled before he appeared to then regain his
composure and move away from Trent and the baby.

"Elder Rhys? What is it?" Isabella asked
from her safe distance.

The ancient turned and looked directly at
her.

"He is a most charming youngling," the
ancient replied. "I congratulate you both. Now tell me, what name
does this young one go by?"

"Cesare," Isabella said and instantly saw
the ancient look faint. "Trent, please bring Cesare back to me so
you can help Elder Rhys."

Trent quickly crossed the distance to
transfer the baby into Isabella's arms. He then moved back to the
ancient, put out his arms to steady him, and walked him to the
nearest chair to help him sit down.

"Are you unwell, Elder Rhys?" Trent asked
but saw the ancient shake his head in reply.

"No. Thank you, Trent, but I am well," Elder
Rhys said. "I felt a little uneasy for a moment. It has now passed.
I am fine."

Elder Rhys felt confused.
He knew the voice he had heard. He recognized it but knew it could
not be. No, it could not
be.

"Who could it not be?" he suddenly heard
Isabella ask. He looked up at her in surprise.

For a moment, Elder Rhys thought he must
have spoken his thoughts out loud instead of quietly in his head.
Trent's reaction proved otherwise.

"Who could who not be?" Trent asked Isabella
and saw her look of confusion.

"Elder Rhys just said it could not be," she
said quietly, uncertain herself if she had truly heard it.

"No," she heard both Elder Rhys and Trent
respond at the same time.

"He did not say anything, Isabella," said
Trent.

The ancient looked at Isabella again.

"No, but I thought it," he said quietly.

Inside his head, he looked at her and let a
question pass through is mind. 'Can you hear me?'

"Yes," Isabella said. At that moment, both
of them knew something had changed. "Yes, I can hear your thoughts.
How can that be? That has never happened before. I have never heard
your thoughts before, Elder Rhys!"

"I do not know, Isabella. It is indeed a
mystery, as is the timing of your golden glow returning," the
ancient said and lowered his head to think.

"Shall we leave you?" Trent asked him and
saw the elderly man nod wearily.

"Yes, please," Elder Rhys said. "I must
meditate and assess, but we shall hold a celebration for the birth
of little Cesare. Yes, perhaps tomorrow during the evening
meal?"

"Yes, of course, Elder Rhys," Isabella said,
growing increasingly concerned about him.

Quietly, the young couple left the temple,
saying nothing as both focused on their own thoughts. As soon as
they were out of the temple, Isabella felt relief in her belly.
Unintentionally, she'd been clenching her abdominal muscles tightly
while inside the temple. Finally, she felt able to let them relax
and go free once again.

"Could we go back to our home now, Trent? I
feel a little tired," Isabella asked shyly and saw him grin at
her.

"Of course," he replied. "I would not expect
anything else. I take it you do remember you gave birth to a child
just a few hours ago?" he asked, teasing her.

Placing his arm around her shoulders, he
held her as they walked.

Already, Isabella found comfort in holding
little Cesare as he lay sound asleep in her arms. She'd spent no
time with infants. She'd never known the comfort that could come
from someone so tiny.

Back inside the house, Trent sat with
Isabella while she fed the baby. When Cesare seemed to have his
fill and had fallen asleep, Trent encouraged Isabella to lie down
on the bed under the covers.

"Sleep for as long as you need to sleep,
Isabella. I will be right here," he soothed her and watched as she
did as he'd suggested.

Trent looked on. Within only a minute or
two, sounds came from Isabella proved to him she was fast asleep.
As he watched her in her slumber, he found himself even further
amazed at the people of the village. Isabella had given birth to
the baby in his arms only hours earlier. Since then, she'd been
walking around the village. If anyone had said anything about that,
Trent might have assumed it was just Isabella's strength that
enabled her to do that. Nobody in the village having asked if she
shouldn't be recovering in bed, suggested to Trent that what she'd
done was simply what mothers did when they gave birth in the
magical place. They had a baby, and then they got up and got on
with their day as if childbirth were the easiest thing in the
world.

He thought back to the world he'd left
behind. Not having been a father himself, he had no practical
experience or first-hand knowledge of such things. Regardless, he
was fairly sure that, in general, women remained bed-bound for
quite a lot longer than a few hours after they'd delivered a
child.

The small bundle in his arms moved slightly,
bringing his attention back to his newborn son. His son! He
wondered if he would ever tire of thinking of those two words.

At the same time that the baby moved and
repositioned himself, Trent saw Isabella do exactly the same. He
was not surprised. He was no longer sure anything would ever
surprise him again.

 


 



CHAPTER 29

 


"Trent," he heard Isabella call out to him
softly from the bed, a long while after he'd seen her drift off in
slumber.

Hearing her voice, he turned to look at her.
He'd been deep in thought while watching his son sleep. When his
eyes focused on Isabella again, he saw her smiling at him and
holding out her arms in a silent request.

He moved slowly to the bed, taking care not
to wake the sleeping infant. For a moment, he lay the child down in
front of Isabella. Trent then moved so that he was behind her and
able to put his arm over her and hold her close.

"Have I been asleep long?" she asked and
felt Trent kiss the back of her neck.

"Quite a while, but it is to be expected,"
he said. "Your body has gone through an amazing thing. It needs
rest to recover."

Isabella turned slowly and steadily until
she was facing him. Looking into his eyes, she pulled him down to
kiss her. Indulging in the moment, they were soon reminded of the
third person in the room as Cesare cried out. Isabella turned back,
scooped him up, and helped him to calm and feed.

"This is my place, Trent," she said. "I have
been wondering where my place is in the village. This is it - with
you and Cesare."

As she watched their son suckle, Trent saw
Isabella beaming. It was the first time since he'd arrived that he
considered how nice it would have been to have one thing from his
past life - a camera.


CHAPTER 30

 


Elder Rhys was unsettled. Things he'd never
heard of happening were starting to occur with increasing
frequency. He knew that Isabella was central to much of what was
happening, but he equally believed that she wasn't the cause of it.
Although she was somehow at its core, none of what was happening
was her intention.

Of most alarm to him, was her recently
discovered ability to read his thoughts. He didn't know if she
could read all of his thoughts, or if she had to be within a short
distance. As if testing her, he sent a thought out, just in case.
'Can you hear me, Isabella?'

Hearing only silence, he laughed to himself.
It appeared Isabella had only heard his thoughts when she'd been in
the same room as he was. There had been nothing about her manner
that had suggested she'd known any of his thoughts before that
moment.

"But I do, old friend," another voice said
in his mind. "Oh, Rhys! You know me! Do you remember that time,
when we were boys, when we ate too many apples in one sitting…"

Suddenly, Elder Rhys started laughing as the
memory came to him. Then he became serious once more.

"Who are you?" he asked.

"You know," the voice replied. "You knew
when you heard my name because it is the same name I used
before."

"Cesare?" Elder Rhys asked, confused.

"Yes," came back the reply.

"But you are gone from this world," said the
ancient. "You left more than one hundred cycles ago."

"It does not feel that long to me," the
voice said. "It feels like I was with all of you just moments
ago."

Elder Rhys sat still, trying to calm his
mind and control his thoughts. He found he couldn't. When he heard
a laugh in his thoughts, he knew it very well. It made him
smile.

"I do not understand this," he thought.

"Nor I, but please listen to me, old
friend," the voice replied. "There is someone in the village of ill
intent. They are here to cause great harm to everyone. I can sense
them. At different times I can hear some of their thoughts. I think
that is why I have been brought back. I believe I am here to help
you all."

"You are … no … not possible…" Elder Rhys
said.

"Yes, Rhys!" the voice continued. "My soul
is able to communicate through the child. I am returned, but I
cannot do anything in that state of body. Instead, I need to guide
and inform you so that you can do whatever is necessary to keep the
evil away."

"You are not … the child itself?" asked
Elder Rhys.

"No. I do not know where I am," replied the
voice. "I am not always in the child's mind. I think I am flowing
in and out. The child is special. He will grow with great power,
but he will not realize that for many years. For now, he is a mere
infant. He is unaware of my using him for communicating with you. I
can reside in him, but not always be at the forefront of him. He
must grow as all children do. He will never be aware that I am
inside of him."

"And what of the time when this deed is
done, and the evil is stopped?" Elder Rhys asked. "What will become
of you?"

"I do not know," the voice replied. "It does
not matter. I am already gone, as you know. This is only a short
visit, I believe. We will not be sure until what needs to be done,
is done."

Elder Rhys sat in peace for a moment,
wondering what to do.

"He is already here, and he is communicating
with someone," the voice continued. "I do not know what his
intention is, but I do know that it is not good. I sense that he
means to deliver great harm."

"Very well, old friend," the ancient said.
"You must let me rest and think without you in my mind. It is
enough that Isabella has lately been…"

"Isabella?" asked the voice.

"Yes. She is a young woman…" Elder Rhys
began to explain.

"She is the child's mother?"

"Yes," he clarified.

"She is a chosen one, Rhys," the voice said.
"She must be protected at all costs. It is vital to the survival of
our people."

"Of course," Elder Rhys replied, beginning
to feel extremely tired.

"Yes, I can tell you are weary," said the
voice. "I shall leave you now, old friend. I will wait to hear from
you. I believe if you think as if calling out to me, I shall hear
and be able to respond. I shall not enter your thoughts unless I
feel something is very urgent that you should know."

"Thank you," Elder Rhys said.

Although there was no audible indication
that his old friend had left his mind, Elder Rhys immediately
sensed he'd been left alone. He was glad. It had been good to speak
to a close friend from his past, but it was equally confusing. In
many ways, it made no sense. In other ways, it helped in the
ancient's understanding of all that had been happening.

Weary, he began to walk to his bedroom.
There he lay down to rest his body and rest his mind. Whatever was
coming, he suspected his strength might be needed.

 



CHAPTER 31

 


"He is a joy, Isabella, is he not?" Isabella
heard her father, Tomas, ask. They were sitting in the home of
Isabella's mother and father in the evening. As Tomas held Cesare
in the crook of one arm, he watched and smiled as the infant
squeezed one tiny hand around one of his fingers. "When shall the
announcement be made?"

"Tomorrow during the evening meal, Father,"
Isabella replied.

She watched as the smile on her father's
face broadened in happiness, and he nodded.

"Very good," Tomas replied. "I am sure
everyone will wish to meet you, little one."

Trent looked at Isabella and saw her
smiling. She'd been beautiful since the day he'd met her, and even
before that day, in his dreams. Since giving birth, her beauty had
moved to another level. It had deepened, perhaps due to the added
responsibility of motherhood.

After spending so long wondering where she
should be and what she should be doing, Isabella believed she was
meant to be a mother. That was her place in the village. That was
her intended role. For so long, she'd been searching for where she
belonged. Now she knew.

As Isabella sensed Trent looking at her, she
turned her head to face him. Since the birth of Cesare, her
emotions had been different from usual. She could feel them
returning, growing stronger every day.

When she looked at him, Trent saw on her
face a look he knew too well. He shook his head slightly at her. It
was a silent reprimand, meant kindly. He knew she'd accurately
understand his silent message to not look at him like that in front
of other people - especially her parents. He saw her smile shyly at
him before turning back to her father and her son.

Something changed at that moment. One
minute, Tomas was smiling proudly and holding the baby. The next
moment, he seemed to seize up. Isabella saw it happening and
reached forward to grab Cesare before he could fall from her
father's arms.

Right before their eyes, Tomas appeared to
turn a shade of blue, with a slight haze of green present around
his mouth. He appeared to be choking and unable to breathe as if
the air had been sucked out of him. All watched as he fell to the
floor.

Trent rushed forward in the hope of exerting
the limited first aid and CPR he'd learned prior to finding the
village. He tried to do what he could remember. He couldn't
remember much. Should he lie Thomas flat? Raise his chin? Press on
the chest? Was it five compressions to two breaths? Two
compressions to five breaths? He was frustrated with himself as he
remembered that he hadn't taken enough notice during the workplace
first aid training he'd been forced to do. Regardless, he was still
determined to try.

It wasn't enough. Crisiana fell to the
ground and pulled Tomas into her arms. Trent stood and put his arms
around Isabella as she stood frozen in shock.

"Isabella?" he asked gently. He wondered if
she had the power within her that she'd been able to harness to
bring him back from death in the cave when he'd changed times.
"Isabella!" he repeated with more force.

When Isabella finally looked at him, Trent
spoke quietly to her, close to her ear.

"Isabella, do you have the power to do
something?" he asked and finally saw her face clear.

Isabella looked at her hands, uncertain if
she did have anything inside of her that could help her father.
Knowing she should at least try, she passed Cesare to Trent and
then moved forward.

"Mother, please let me get closer to Father
for a moment," she said, gently but firmly trying to nudge her
mother away. "Mother, please."

Crisiana heard the words and let her
daughter move forward. She watched as Isabella placed her hands
onto her father's chest.

Isabella knew she had done
exactly that when Trent's life had faded in the cave on the day
that he'd been transferred from his time to hers. Even though it
had worked, and he'd been saved, she didn't know
specifically what she'd
done to make it happen. She equally didn't know how to summon the
power again.

She held her hands over her father's chest,
silently calling for the power of healing to come to her. Slowly
she saw a small golden light appear. It gave all in the room some
hope before, as quickly as it had started to brighten, it dimmed
once more. Isabella tried again and again but without success.
After a long while, she heard her mother speak.

"Isabella," Crisiana said as she moved to
her daughter and put her arms around her. "It is good of you to
try, but he is gone. Let him rest in peace. We must go to the
temple and summon one of the ancients."

Trent looked at Crisiana, his surprise
rising to yet another level. He could see she was upset, but once
more, the level of commitment to just get on with what needed to be
done astounded him.

"I will go and find Elder Rhys," he said and
began to walk out with the baby cradled in his arms. At the door,
he looked back and saw Isabella and her mother holding each other
tightly.

One life arrives, and almost immediately
afterward, another ends, he thought to himself.

What were the chances of that happening?

 



CHAPTER 32

 


"Elder Rhys," Trent called out as he entered
the inner sanctum of the temple. Whenever he'd entered the large
structure with Isabella, she'd always seemed to have an instinct
about where the elders were, without any need to look around or
call out. Not having the same foresight, Trent realized how
naturally she'd always led them to where they needed to be in the
expansive building.

He walked further until he found himself in
the meditation room. In there, he saw the ancient, Elder Rhys, on
the floor, deep in meditation. Not wanting to interrupt, Trent
stood quietly. It seemed like a situation that demanded urgency,
and yet, with Isabella's father having passed already, somehow
there didn't seem so much urgency after all.

"Trent," the ancient said before he opened
his eyes and focused on the man and child before him. "Something
has happened."

Trent nodded and moved forward quietly.

"Yes. Isabella's father has passed," Trent
informed the elderly man. He saw no surprise whatsoever on his
face. "Crisiana asked me to come and find someone here to bring
back to their home."

He saw Elder Rhys stand up and move forward
toward him.

"I can come with you now," the ancient
replied. "Let us go."

Trent was so surprised again that he
ventured to find the courage to ask a direct question.

"Elder Rhys, why do you not even seem
surprised that Tomas has died?" he asked. "Even Crisiana did not
seem as surprised as I would have expected."

The ancient stopped walking and turned to
face Trent directly.

"Trent, things are different here," Elder
Rhys said. "Life begins, and life ends. We must all do our part
while we are here. When someone leaves us, we must farewell them
and bid them a safe journey."

"A journey … to where?" asked Trent,
intrigued.

Elder Rhys smiled at him as he resumed
walking again.

"You will see," was all the response he
provided. "Come."

"It was not an accident, old friend. Nor was
it natural," the voice of his old friend Cesare said in his head.
"Be careful! The person who did this is in the village. He hides in
plain sight."

Trent looked at the ancient with concern
when they had stopped walking.

"Elder Rhys, are you alright?" Trent asked.
"You look … scared. What has happened to make you look so
worried?"

He watched as the ancient appeared to try to
brush off whatever thought had passed over his mind. Instead of
words, the response Trent received was a soft smile.

"All is well, Trent," Elder Rhys said.
"Come. We must go now and see that Isabella and Crisiana are
well."

~~~~~

"Elder Rhys!" Isabella called out as the two
men entered the doorway.

She moved as if she were thoughtlessly going
to hug him. As she did, she was reminded sharply of how her body
reacted when she was in close vicinity to him. As soon as she felt
the golden glow and discomfort in her belly, she retreated. As she
moved backward, she almost doubled over from the pain that had
begun to grow when she'd stepped too close.

"Yes, stay back from me, Isabella. It is
best for the moment," Elder Rhys said as he moved to sit beside
Tomas's body.

Crisiana watched as the ancient looked down
the length of her husband, head to toe, and then back again. After
a visual inspection, she saw Elder Rhys raise his eyes to rest upon
her face.

"Are you at peace, Crisiana?" he asked her
and saw her nod while her eyes began to fill with tears. "Do you
feel that our dear Tomas lived a good and fulfilling life?"

Trent watched the conversation with a
feeling of disbelief. That people could so easily accept death was
something he knew could be the most difficult thing for him to
understand in the new world he'd fallen into.

After Elder Rhys saw Crisiana nod once more,
he placed a hand upon her shoulder.

"He was a very good man. We shall prepare
him for his farewell tonight," he said and saw Crisiana nod
silently again. "I shall return to the temple now and speak with
all of the elders. Tonight we shall say farewell to Tomas."

Isabella watched the ancient stand. She
hadn't before experienced the departure of someone so close to her.
She had attended farewell ceremonies before, but only of people who
were fellow villagers and not family.

"Trent, may I ask you to help me also?"
Elder Rhys asked, looking closely at Trent. "You have not before
attended a farewell ceremony. I wish to talk to you about what will
happen tonight."

"Yes, of course," Trent replied as he passed
the infant back to Isabella.

The two men walked out of the small home.
Once outside, Trent saw Elder Rhys turn to him, expressing concern
on his face.

"Trent, I feel there is more to this than a
natural death," the ancient said. "We must not talk within close
distance of anyone else, but I wish you to come into the temple
with me so that we can be sure no-one can overhear."

The ancient saw a look of alarm cross
Trent's face but said no more. The two of them walked silently
through the village and entered the large temple structure. They
passed through the rooms until they reached the small bedroom that
Trent had first used when he'd arrived. Once inside, with the door
securely closed, Elder Rhys expressed what was on his mind.

"I do not think the death of Isabella's
father was a natural one," he said. "Did you notice the green tinge
to the skin around his lips? That is an indication that he has died
before his time, Trent."

"What do you mean, Elder Rhys?" Trent asked.
"What does the coloring indicate?"

The ancient looked morbid as he sat down on
the small bed in the room. Trent knew that Elder Rhys was already
600 years old. He found himself wondering how that related to the
lifespan of ancients who passed through the village. Was Elder Rhys
young at 600 years old? Was he nearing the expected age for an
ancient to leave their world? He was pulled out of his reverie as
the ancient's voice spoke once more.

"I fear Tomas was poisoned," Elder Rhys said
in almost a whisper. "It is not something that is common here, as
you may guess. People here live in peace. Our world is not like the
one you have come from. There is no need for greed as everyone
lives as they wish to live. They eat what they wish to eat.
Everyone is equal here. There is no need to harm each other."

"But?" Trent asked, foreseeing there could
be more to the situation than what was being presented to him.

"I have seen this kind of death before. It
must be at least 300 years ago, mind you. There has been nothing
like this for a very long time. I am very dismayed and shocked by
this."

"Are you certain about this, Elder Rhys?"
asked Trent. "Could you be mistaken?"

The ancient shook his head slowly. He didn't
try to hide his feelings of sadness and extreme weariness that he
suspected showed on his face.

"I do not believe that I am," he replied. "A
natural death does not produce such coloring on the face."

Trent absorbed the words and thought briefly
of the world he'd left behind. It had been a world in which
technology had been designed for exactly such a situation. Even
though not a scientist, he did know that with technology, it was
easier to determine what had happened to someone to result in their
death. He quickly dismissed the thought. For all the advancements
of modern technology, Trent still didn't believe that it had ever
really brought populations of people any great sense of contentment
and fulfillment. The more people had owned, the more still they had
wanted. It was a world he was glad to have left behind.

"What can we do?" he asked.

"The death must be treated as a natural
death. If it is not, I fear we could cause panic among the village.
We must keep quiet about this, but I shall consult with the other
ancients as we prepare for the farewell," the ancient said and
paused in silence for a moment. "Tonight, Trent, we will follow the
normal farewell proceedings as we have always done here. I do not
know how you say farewell to the dead in your world, but here, we
will hold a celebration of his life. One of the elders will speak,
and then I shall begin the procedure to say farewell to Tomas.
After that, the village members will join together in their
thoughts and help to send him on his next journey."

Trent looked at the elderly man. He had no
idea what journey he might be referring to but assumed it must be
similar to how one of the many religions in his world said goodbye
to the dead. He wouldn't ask about it. Instead, he would wait and
see what happened. Briefly, he remembered back to when he had
arrived in the village. At that moment, he had been in a different
time, having arrived at least 300 years in the future. Even having
passed through the time as he had, he still found it difficult to
believe that such things could happen.

Regardless of his
curiosity and inability to understand the how, they
had happened. He
remembered that when he'd arrived, seeing the village in ruin, one
of his first thoughts had been wondering where the people had gone.
Not living people, but bodies. If an entire race had been
wiped out, why had there not been any skeletons visible among the
ruins?

Once more, he dismissed his thoughts of
curiosity. No good could come from such questioning. He believed
that what he knew about the future, he had to always keep to
himself. If he questioned too much about how things were done in
the village's present time, he expected questions would flow back
to him about the time and world he'd left behind. He didn't want
that. The people of the village lived in harmony. Their systems and
way of living worked. The death of Isabella's father was one thing,
but it was quite another to consider that it was the first
unnatural death in more than 300 years.

"You are thinking of your world," the
ancient's voice said out loud, startling Trent from his
thoughts.

"Yes, I was for a moment," Trent replied.
"But that is gone now. Please tell me what I can do to help
Isabella and Crisiana, or help you."

Elder Rhys nodded in acknowledgment.

"Come now," he said. "I shall gather up some
other elders, who will take responsibility for removing Tomas from
his home and bringing him here. They will cleanse him and prepare
him for his upcoming journey. If you wish to help bring him here,
you are welcome to. If you feel it more important to stay with
Isabella and Crisiana, please do so. They will both appreciate you
being there to lean on, I am sure."

The two men left the small room. Trent was
introduced to five elders he'd not previously met, who returned
with them to the home of Crisiana and Tomas.

On entering the small home, Trent saw
Crisiana and Isabella holding each other, with little Cesare
receiving equal attention from both women. The two women looked up
as the door opened. Trent immediately moved forward to provide
further comfort to them.

Isabella watched as Elder Rhys provided
instruction to the elders. She noticed that he stayed well back,
close to the door. When she caught his eye, he nodded. They each
understood that they must not be in very close vicinity. They both
silently acknowledged that it had something to do with the golden
glow that was beginning to emerge in Isabella's belly once more.
Isabella didn't know why it was beginning again, nor did it make
any sense that when it was present, she couldn't be in close
vicinity to Elder Rhys. How the two things were connected, neither
knew.

Through his communication with the soul of
an old friend he'd always trusted and believed in, Elder Rhys at
least understood one thing. He knew there was a danger in the
village. He also suspected that the golden glow was preparing
Isabella to fight another battle.
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In the evening, after the time of dining,
the village assembled in the vast open area in front of the temple.
The introduction to Cesare was postponed. It was more important
that Tomas was sent on his journey via the farewell ceremony. Many
villagers had already met Cesare that morning. His introduction to
the village in its entirety could wait.

When Trent and Isabella had gone through the
pairing process, it had been the first time Trent had seen any
large assembly of the villagers. The number of people had surprised
him then. Although the village within the great walls on top of the
mountain was substantial in physical size, day to day, it seemed to
Trent that few people lived in it. Until that moment, he had
thought he'd seen everyone in one place on the night of pairing. He
now realized he certainly hadn't.

As he looked around him, he could see
substantially more people than there had been at his pairing to
Isabella. He held Isabella's hand tightly with one hand while
Cesare securely remained sleeping and settled in the crook of
Trent's other arm. Looking down at the small bundle he was holding,
Trent already felt like he'd been a father for an immense amount of
time. It was hard to believe that just one day earlier, the little
person lying in his arms hadn't been out in the world, but rather,
nestling soundly inside his mother's belly.

Trent saw Isabella look at
him as she squeezed his hand tightly. On the other side of her was
Crisiana, whose hand was also being squeezed by Isabella. Trent
looked at both women, once more amazed at how calm they were.
Looking around the crowd, it continued to surprise him just how
calm everyone was.

~~~~~

"Friends!" Elder Scott called out to the
crowd as he stood upon the raised stone platform in front of the
temple. "This night, we say farewell to a much-loved friend and
father - Tomas. He was well known to you all as a fair, honest, and
generous man. His love was known in all its fullness by Crisiana,
who paired with Tomas a great many years ago. Together they gave
life to their beautiful daughter, Isabella.

"Although this time of life saddens us, it
is also a time to celebrate a great life lived by a great man," the
elder continued. "Would the deliverers please bring Tomas to us so
we may say our final farewell?"

Trent watched as six men carried Isabella's
father and placed him on the stone platform in front of the elder.
The body was wrapped in green cloth, bound tightly in a way that
reminded Trent of the Egyptian mummies he remembered seeing at a
museum in his previous life. The difference was that Tomas's face
had been left clear for everyone to easily see.

Looking around, Trent was
curious to find out what they were going to do with the body. He'd
not wanted to ask, but he was very aware that there didn't seem to
be any kind of cemetery within the walls of the village. He'd also
not seen one outside the expansive walls before he had fallen
through the holographic portal to the village when he'd first
arrived. As far as he knew, no-one from inside the walls ever
ventured outside of them. He didn't even know if anyone knew
they could go
outside.

Feeling Isabella squeeze his hand, Trent's
attention was once more brought back to the present. He refocused
on what was happening around him.

"Elder Rhys, please step forward and prepare
Tomas for his ongoing journey," Elder Scott said before the two men
swapped places.

"Tomas," Elder Rhys said as he knelt over
the body. His eyes were focused on the body, but his voice carried
enough for everyone to hear his words. "You have lived a great
life. This has been confirmed by Crisiana, your paired partner for
all of these years. It is now time for you to leave us and continue
on the next stage of your journey. We thank you for your commitment
to working and living among us, and for the joy you have brought to
us over all of these years that you have been with us. Do not be
afraid. A new journey awaits you. Go now, our friend. It is
time."

Elder Rhys stood up and redirected his words
to the villagers amassed before him.

"It is now time," Elder Rhys called out.
"Please ensure that each of you is holding hands with at least one
person. The bond must be strong. There can be no broken link."

Trent turned to see people behind him, for
as far as he could see, doing what they'd been instructed to do. He
looked down at Cesare, wondering how he could link with anyone. The
answer to his silent question came as Elder Scott approached.

"Trent, the link between you and your child
is already complete. I shall take one of his hands in mine, and
provide the link between you and the next person."

Isabella watched as the elder took one tiny
hand in his, and then reached behind with his other hand. The
person behind instantly reached forward to join hands.

"Is everyone linked in the chain?" Elder
Rhys asked. Everyone listened to see if anyone was not. No-one
spoke. "Very well. It is time. Please, everyone, bow your heads and
give thought to the gratitude."

Trent was curious but did as he was bid.
There was silence as the villagers carried out the instruction.
After a few minutes, the voice of Elder Rhys could be heard once
more.

"It has begun," he called out. "Please
ensure you continue to hold hands, and maintain the silence, but
raise your eyes and watch as we see and encourage Tomas to begin
his journey beyond."

Trent looked up. He was shocked to see a
golden glow begin to emanate from the body of Isabella's father. He
blinked to see if it were real. Such a glow was not new to him, but
it was the first appearance of it he had seen in such a situation.
He intently watched as it became brighter and spread its light
further. It was incredibly bright but different from the light of
the sun. Trent found he could look right at it. He didn't sense it
would do any damage to his eyes, as looking at the sun might.

His awe continued as the golden glow moved
upwards, and Tomas's body began moving. As it lifted off the
platform, it appeared to hover without anything holding it. If he
were in any other place at that moment, Trent would have believed
he was watching a professional magician or illusionist at play, but
there was none of that.

The body hovered for a short time with the
golden glow surrounding it. A comforting feeling of warmth spread
from it.

All of a sudden, Trent realized that there
was only a glow. There was no longer a body within it. The glow was
alone, and it was hovering. He watched as it moved. Slowly but
steadily, it moved away from the platform and began a slow circle
of the entire assembly of villagers. It circled everyone, then
Trent saw it move from the opposite side it had traveled down
first. When it looked as if it would move forward to return to the
platform, Trent instead saw it move toward him. For a few moments,
it hovered in front of Crisiana, then Isabella. It then moved in
front of Trent and right up to Cesare. The infant watched the glow
with a smile on his small face.

The glow continued to hover for a few more
moments, close to the child. It then moved backward and returned to
its previous place on the platform, hovering but remaining still
once more.

"You have leave of us, Tomas. Go forth on
your new journey. You have our blessing," Elder Rhys continued.

All of a sudden, the golden glow became
brighter and then reduced in size. Moments later, it was gone.

Trent looked at the platform, not believing
his eyes. The glow was gone. The body of Tomas was gone. Where both
had been, now there was simply nothing.

Isabella squeezed his hand. Still surprised,
he turned to look at her. He could tell by her facial expression
that nothing was out of the ordinary for her. She had seen the
event of farewell before. She didn't appear surprised by it at
all.

Trent wanted to ask questions. He didn't
understand. Even with all that he'd seen and done, and the level of
power he'd experienced flowing through him from the golden stone,
he was still stunned by what he'd just seen. It was as if just when
he'd accepted one thing as being different in the village compared
to the life he had come from, another level of surprise was
delivered to him.

He remained quiet and didn't ask any
questions. Instead, he held Isabella's hand tightly and watched
everyone for cues so he could anticipate what happened next on such
a night.

Slowly the villagers began to disperse and
return to their homes for the evening. Trent watched their faces
and could hardly compare their reactions - or lack of them - to any
funeral he'd ever attended. How did they accept death so easily
without emotion?

He turned toward Isabella and saw her move
forward and into his hold as she took Cesare into her arms. Beyond
Isabella, Trent could see Crisiana. She was not crying. She seemed
void of emotion as she turned and her eyes met Trent's.

"You are sad, Trent," she said. "I thank you
for that. Tomas regarded you very highly. He was very glad of you
being Isabella's choice for pairing. It was a great day today, with
Tomas being able to meet Cesare. That is something that I shall
treasure for the rest of my life, however long that will be."

Trent watched as she turned from them and
began to walk away, seeming to head toward her home.

"What will she do now?" he asked Isabella
quietly. He only saw confusion on her face.

"What will she do?" Isabella asked. "What do
you mean?"

Trent looked at her, reminding himself that
he shouldn't keep thinking about the past life he'd lived, and the
ways of the world that he knew before.

"She is alone now," he said and saw Isabella
smile sadly at him.

"My mother is not alone. She has me, she has
you, and she has Cesare. She has all of these people," she replied,
using her hand to signify the many villagers still nearby.

"But she will live alone," said Trent. "Will
she be alright living alone?"

"It is the way of our
people," Isabella said. "It is the order of things - the
right order of things.
When she is of the age deemed suitable by the ancients, my mother
will be declared an elder and will move into the temple. There she
will be surrounded by people of similar age to her and older. She
will not be alone, Trent. I do thank you for worrying about her,
but she is an incredibly strong woman. She will be
well."

Trent looked at her closely, trying
desperately to turn his thoughts off. He knew he shouldn't be so
concerned about things that the villagers didn't seem to worry
about. As he closed off his thoughtful mind, he leaned in and
kissed her gently on the forehead.

"Of course," he said. "Come. Let us go
home."


CHAPTER 34

 


Crisiana walked away from the farewell with
a pit of emptiness inside of her. She had reassured Trent that all
was well, and she would be fine. Although she knew there was no
need for sadness, given the great life that Tomas had led, she did
feel his death deeply. It was not the way of their people to
grieve, but she did feel like one half of her had been removed.

She walked into her home. It had been the
home that she'd shared with Tomas as they'd brought Isabella into
the world and then raised her. The three of them had been happy
together. Tomas had wished for more children, but they had not been
blessed with any after Isabella had been born. They had not
questioned that. If they had been meant to have more children, more
children would have come.

Having closed the door behind her, she
looked at the small table with the chairs around it. She focused on
the spot where she'd seen Tomas fall to the ground before her eyes.
It was the place where she'd held him as the life had flowed from
him. As she looked at that spot, she didn't want to be in the room.
She assumed that in the morning, it would hurt less. In the present
moment, it hurt greatly.

She walked into their bedroom and settled
herself under the bed covers. It would be the first night in a long
life that she had not had the comfort of Tomas's body beside
her.

Her tears began to flow.

 



CHAPTER 35

 


When Crisiana woke the
following morning, she naturally reached out to touch Tomas. It
took a few minutes for her to remember that he was not there, and
he would never again be there. She knew she would soon have to get up and start
her day as was expected of her every day. For the present moment,
she let herself feel and weep. She would not rush that. She would
smile when she left their home - only her home now - but for a brief
moment, she just wanted to indulge. She wanted to be honest in
admitting that already she missed him and would continue to miss
him for the rest of her life.

~~~~~

"Crisiana," a man's voice said as she made
her way to the dining area several days later.

She'd cried well into each night since Tomas
had departed, and again for a long time on waking each morning. The
intense level of loneliness she'd never felt before. Even when her
mother and father had each passed, she'd not felt as she did over
Tomas's passing.

As she turned toward the voice, she saw
Antonio coming toward her. Having grown up together, they were the
same age and had attended lessons and activities together as
children. As with so many villagers, she still saw him around the
village from time to time. He was always polite when he passed her.
She wouldn't say the two of them were good friends, but certainly
friendly acquaintances.

"Antonio," she said, giving him a warm,
friendly smile. "How are you?"

Antonio took in the sight of the woman
before him. He, too, regarded her as an old friend, although
underneath, he had other thoughts. Those thoughts, however, he
wouldn't reveal at the present moment. He wasn't sure he'd even
reveal them any time soon, but in the future, he would decide if
she was suited to his needs. If she were, he would make it clear to
her what usefulness she could play in his plans.

Crisiana saw him return a smile, although a
sad one.

"I am well," he said. "Are you well? I am so
sorry about the loss of Tomas. I know he will have a safe journey
ahead of him."

"Thank you," Crisiana said, holding back
tears that threatened. "I do feel his absence already, but I
understand that it is not a bad thing to be called to the
journey."

The two of them walked further in silence
until they reached the dining area.

"Will you dine with me, Antonio? I do not
wish to sit alone," she asked him and saw him smile at her.

To her, it was a smile of friendship.

To anyone else who might have seen - anyone
else who might have been a bit more observant - they might have
seen a completely different type of smile altogether.
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As Trent and Isabella entered the dining
area, Isabella saw her mother washing the dishes she had used,
preparing to leave. Beside her was a man that Isabella did not
recognize. It surprised Isabella but did not stop her from stepping
forward.

"Mother," she said softly and immediately
saw Crisiana turn and face her.

Isabella saw the unknown man look briefly at
her before quietly walking away without saying a word. Although it
surprised Isabella somewhat, given how friendly people generally
were in the village, her attention immediately moved to her mother
instead.

"Isabella, are you well?" Crisiana asked and
watched as Isabella passed Cesare to Trent.

"Yes, I am well, Mother," Isabella replied
as she extended her arms around Crisiana. "Are you?"

Crisiana smiled sadly at her daughter.

"I shall be well," she said. "I did miss
your father greatly last night, but I shall adjust to that. It
makes me happy to see you so happy. And you, Trent," she continued,
shifting her gaze to him. "I know you love my daughter deeply. I am
thankful that she is able to experience such love."

The three of them were silent for a moment
before Cesare cried out and broke the serious moment. Isabella saw
her mother's face change as she smiled and reached toward Trent,
eager to relieve him of the bundle in his arms.

"Oh, such a lovely little one," Crisiana
said. "I would like to spend more time with him, Isabella, if it
would not disrupt your routine."

Trent watched the woman currently holding
his son in her arms. He could not deny that however old Isabella's
mother was, she was still an outstandingly beautiful woman. As he
considered that, he felt sadness about each person in the village
only being paired once in their lifetime. Who knew how much longer
Crisiana would live. It seemed incredibly sad that she would do so
alone and without any partner to love and be loved by. As that
thought passed through him, he suddenly felt a tear come to his
eye. It was not unnoticed.

"Trent, please do not be sad," Crisiana said
to him as she softly bounced Cesare in her arms. "To know the love
that I shared with Tomas is a wonderful thing. I shall miss him for
a long time - perhaps every day and every moment for the rest of my
life. I am blessed to have been loved by him and to have shared
that time with him. Through him, I have gained my beautiful
daughter, who now shares such love with you. You are a good man to
be able to feel and share your sadness. I will be well, and I have
this little one to focus on now!"

Isabella began to cry even though she tried
to stifle her sobs. She felt loved and secure as Trent wrapped his
arms around her and held her tightly. When she felt his lips touch
her forehead, she closed her eyes to indulge in the comfort that
came from being in his arms.

"If the two of you are going to eat, I can
watch this little one while you do so if you wish?" Crisiana asked,
breaking Trent and Isabella out of their hold on one another.

It wasn't an offer that needed to be
accepted, but Isabella and Trent could both see Cesare as a way for
Crisiana to start to heal from the death of Tomas.

"That would be wonderful, Mother," Isabella
said. "We will not be long. Where shall I find you after we
dine?"

"I do not feel like rushing today," Crisiana
replied. "I shall go for a walk down through the gardens. Will you
come and find me there?"

Isabella nodded and watched as her mother
left the area with the small bundle in her arms. Even as the
distance between them widened, Isabella watched and could tell by
the movement of her mother's head that she was deep in conversation
with Cesare. The sight made Isabella smile.

"I think your mother might wish to spend
much time with him," Trent said quietly.

Isabella turned toward him and saw the smile
on his face.

"Yes, and I think it will be good for her to
do so," she said and wrapped her arms around his body once more
before pulling away again. "I am sure you will wish to eat,"
Isabella teased him.

Trent laughed but could not deny it. He very
happily followed her to sit down and begin their meal.

 



CHAPTER 37

 


For each of the nine mornings that followed,
Crisiana noticed Antonio situated in the same location each day.
She found his company to be a comfort, but as the days passed, she
started to wonder if he had another reason for being so attentive
to her.

She'd decided she wouldn't ask him. Not yet.
She would wait until more time had passed. She knew he had long ago
paired. That made her wary about what he could want from her. She
did not want to cause any discomfort between the two of them if she
was wrong. He knew she'd just lost Tomas. Any good friend would not
do anything that could be perceived as an attempt to replace
someone's recently departed partner.

~~~~~

"Crisiana, may I sit with you this evening?"
Antonio asked as he approached her at a table in the dining area
one evening.

Crisiana nodded and smiled at him, but
Antonio found himself wondering what she was thinking. She seemed
to be friendly, but he thought that underneath her smile, there
could have been the slightest amount of distrust emerging. Although
it was subtle, he was sure it was there. Anybody else might not
have seen it. He wasn't just anybody else.

"Yes, of course, Antonio," Crisiana replied.
"Please do sit down and join me. How was your work today?"

Each of them continued the charade of small
talk during the evening meal. When Crisiana moved to leave, Antonio
finished his meal at the same time and followed close behind her as
she washed, dried, and put away her dishes.

"Would you like me to walk you to your
home?" he asked and was pleased to see her smile at him while
nodding.

~~~~~

Crisiana was nervous about her old friend.
There was something different about him. They'd never been very
close, but there was an odd vibe emanating from him that she could
not ignore. She had thought it was perhaps a desire on his part for
them to be more than the slight friends they'd always been. Her
heart beating faster than normal highlighted her feeling of general
unease. It was something she didn't want to ignore.

"Well," she said, turning to him as they
reached the door to her home. "Thank you, Antonio. Goodnight."

She was startled when he leaned closer and
kissed her on the cheek. As she pulled back from him, she saw him
attempt to smile shyly. His mouth looked shy. His eyes did not.

"Crisiana, you are a beautiful woman," he
said. "You should not be alone. Let me help you to remember how
beautiful you are."

Crisiana stood before him with her eyes
lowered as she considered the words being said to her. When she
finally found her incredible depth of internal courage, she raised
her eyes so that she could look at him directly before she
spoke.

"I thank you for trying to make me feel
better, Antonio. I am not alone," she said. "I have many people
around me very often. They are all that I need," she said as she
placed her hand on his arm. "I was paired with Tomas for a very
long time. He and I shared something wonderful and raised our
daughter together. I do feel like I have been taking your time away
from Ariana. If losing Tomas has helped me to consider anything, it
is that we must enjoy who we are paired with while we can. I value
your friendship. You have been a great strength to me these past
days since we said farewell to Tomas, but please spend less time
with me and more time with Ariana."

Antonio looked deeply at her. He believed
she was essential to his plan. He needed to make sure she was in
the right place at the right time for his plan to come to
fruition.

He was not happy with her response, but he
was fast-thinking enough to do what he could to not let that show.
Instead, he bowed and then smiled once more at her.

"I will not pressure you to do anything you
do not wish to do," he said. "I only want to be your friend, as we
always have been. You know that I am here for you … always."

Crisiana watched as he removed himself and
started to walk away. She continued to watch him until he was not
in view anymore. Her thoughts were erratic. Her manner was
bothered. Something was not as it seemed where he was concerned.
That deeply troubled her.
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Isabella and Trent both watched Crisiana
from a distance. Sometimes when they saw her, she had a look about
her that said all was not well. Whenever they asked her about it,
she was adamant that she was fine. She was still a little sad at
Tomas's passing, but that was only to be expected.

The young couple made it a new priority to
invite her to spend evenings with them. Sometimes she accepted and
seemed to gain great joy from spending time with the two of them
and Cesare. Other evenings she seemed to want to be on her own.

They worried about her but knew they could
do nothing. Both of them put her look of stress down to her grief.
They didn't want to push too hard. They could only wait and see if
she would talk to them in time if there was something that she felt
she needed to talk about.

Crisiana welcomed the invitations to visit
her daughter in the evenings. On some nights, she could not bear it
and just needed to be alone. On other nights she was desperate to
have an excuse about why she could not see Antonio. She had hoped
he wouldn't approach her as often after her words to him. In
reality, his efforts to spend time with her actually seemed to have
increased. It made no sense to Crisiana.

Even though he never mentioned Ariana in
their conversations, Crisiana believed he was happily paired.
Regardless of its population, everyone knew when a couple paired,
and Crisiana clearly remembered the pairing of her friend to Ariana
many years earlier. She also remembered the announcements of each
of their children's births. Why was he pursuing her and trying to
spend so much time with her? What was his intention?

None of it made any sense. The only
explanation that might have made sense was that he was indeed
concerned for her as a friend. That explanation might have been
easily accepted if it were centered around anyone else. Something
about Antonio made that explanation not accurate. There was
something more going on with him, and Crisiana sensed it the more
they spent time together. She couldn't think what it could be, but
her intuition had always been right, and she'd never had any reason
to disregard it easily. It wasn't the 'if' that confused her. No.
It was the 'why'.

~~~~~

One evening when they had gone out for a
walk together after their evening meal, Crisiana found Antonio
seemed particularly pushy. Increasingly, it seemed like he was no
longer trying to be a friend to her, but instead was beginning to
try and control her. It appeared he wanted to be able to make her
do things that she didn't particularly want to do. He pushed and
pushed, until one evening she snapped.

"No, Antonio, I do not feel the same way as
you do!" Crisiana exclaimed. "Please do not ask again. My answer
will not change. I think of you like an old friend and nothing
more."

"I know that we are meant to be together,"
Antonio said, his voice pleading.

Crisiana physically moved into a stronger
position so she could easily walk away from him when she had said
what she was about to say.

"I do not know why you are pursuing me. I do
not trust what you say when you say it is because I am beautiful. I
do not trust your intentions, Antonio," Crisiana replied. "I will
say this one final time. You and I shall not become anything more
than friends. You are paired with someone else. Why do you act as
if you are not? We are not to become paired. I shall not share my
body with you if that is what you wish me to," she said and stopped
a moment to watch his facial expression. "Do not worry, however.
Your pursuit is not something I have spoken of to anyone else. Nor
shall I. Please, let us forget all of this and move forward as the
acquaintances we have always been. Whatever you wish for, Antonio,
you must find with someone else. I am not open to your plans or
your desires."

Antonio stared at the woman before him. He
had miscalculated her as being suitable for his plans. She was not
flexible or easily manipulated. No, he needed someone much more
malleable for his needs.

For a moment, he considered doing to her as
he had done to Tomas. He decided against it. As far as he was
aware, no-one knew Tomas's death had been intentional. It would be
asking for suspicion if Crisiana died just as suddenly.

He looked at her and nodded.

"I understand," he said simply, and then
walked away. He was finished working her over. He did not need
her.

For now.
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The question about Tomas's death was not
discussed any further, but it had remained on Trent's mind. He
hadn't told Isabella of the fears of the ancient, Elder Rhys. It
was still difficult to believe that Tomas had been poisoned. It was
horrible enough that Isabella had lost her father so suddenly.
Trent had no desire to bring up something so horrific to her. Even
though he spoke of it to no-one, now and then the thought appeared
at the very forefront of his mind.

Elder Rhys had said nothing more about it
but did that mean that nothing was being done to find out what had
happened? Surely not. Trent didn't want to believe that even in
such a peaceful village, someone being killed could be something
they would just turn their back on and not deal with in some way.
Perhaps to the general population who didn't live such long lives,
the idea of someone being killed did not even exist in their minds.
But Elder Rhys admitted he had seen it happen once before. What had
they done in that situation? Had they sought out the murderer and
done anything to ensure justice was served for the action?

He resolved to go to the temple the
following morning and talk to Elder Rhys about it. In Trent's time
and world, it would have been called a murder. He suspected there
was no such word in the current time and place. Silently he
wondered about the progression from people living as they did in
the village, to living as they did in the world he'd left behind.
The villagers were peaceful and content. They exhibited no desire
for more. They showed no symptoms of greed or malice. How had the
world arrived at the place he'd left behind, with thousands of
murders every single day across the globe? Somewhere, somehow,
between the century he was in and the one he'd left behind,
something had gone very, very wrong.

Before he'd changed and moved from his real
time to that of Isabella, Trent had seen the state of the village.
All he'd seen then was rubble everywhere. There had been no living
person except for Isabella, who wasn't really in his time at all.
The village had been in ruins and appeared to have not been seen or
heard of for centuries. It had become a forgotten city. Elder Rhys
had told Trent that was due to the greed of someone who had visited
the village when it was healthy and alive. That person had gone
away and then returned, bringing more people to try and take the
golden stones that resided in and under the land. No-one had won in
that. One group's greed had killed both groups. All had perished,
along with the village itself, never to be heard of again.

Trent had been told by
Elder Rhys that the destruction had occurred in their current
future, but he didn't know when. It was sometime between the time
he stood in now, and the time that he'd left behind. But when? He'd
been told he would have the power to stop it from happening a
second time. How could he know that if he didn't know when or how
it happened? What could be his role in preventing it from happening
again? He had no powers like Isabella did. Even her powers seemed limited.

They had both been told that her powers
would grow as she grew older. She was expected to become an
ancient, but what did those things really mean? She had exhibited
the power to bring him back to life moments after he'd changed
times and his heart had stopped beating. In contrast, she hadn't
been able to do anything when her father had died in front of them.
To what extent were powers if they didn't work reliably, every time
they were needed?

"Trent!" he heard Isabella's voice call out
to him. They were lying in bed. He'd thought she was sleeping while
he'd been allowing such thoughts flow through his mind. When he
turned to her, he saw her looking at him sleepily.

"Stop thinking!" she said and saw him smile
at her acute perception.

"Sorry," he replied as he cuddled into her
and laughed softly. "I did not mean to wake you with my noisy
thoughts."

He heard a soft chuckle escape her lips and
felt her smile as she kissed him lightly.

"I can tell you are deep in thought when
your body tenses so much," Isabella said. "Please relax and stop
thinking!"

Trent kissed her forehead
and relaxed against her. At that moment, questions would not be
answered. They may never
be answered if he were completely honest with
himself. They could wait. Remaining in the present was far more
important. He was paired with the most beautiful, caring, and
loving woman he'd ever met. He was a new father to a young son. He
had finally found a type of good hard work that he enjoyed and was
gaining a huge amount of knowledge in - knowledge that would serve
as something vital to life.

No, he didn't need answers to all of his
questions.

He had all that he needed.

And that was enough.
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Although he looked calm on the outside,
Antonio was infuriated as he made his way to his home after his
discussion with Crisiana. It wasn't a major setback, but it was
annoying all the same. He had something he had to do. Crisiana
being so difficult was upsetting to him, but he wouldn't show
it.

As he entered his home, he saw Ariana - the
woman he'd paired with 30 years earlier. She had been all that he
had desired. He had no reason not to be content with her and the
offspring they had together produced. If she were hurt in any
crossfire from what he was working toward, he would be devastated
about that.

Now he had to put his second plan into
place. He had been positioning Kat for a long while through his
newly acquired ability to enter her night visions. She was young.
She would be very pliable. His nightly efforts toward her had
continued, even during the time he'd been focusing so heavily on
Crisiana. He knew he'd already gotten to Kat in a small way. At
different times he'd walked past her and read thoughts in her head
that were about him. Not him, as in his physical self, of course,
but his voice and his words. She heard them during the night and
kept thinking about them during the daylight hours that
followed.

His uncertainty with Kat was whether she
would be able to look past his age. He only had to get her to like
him just enough. She had inside of her what he needed. She could be
the most magnificent being to control if only he could fully win
her over.

"Are you well, Antonio?" he heard Ariana ask
from across the room.

He smiled at her and moved forward to put
his arms around her and hold her tightly. Since the birth of their
last child two years earlier, he knew she hadn't considered their
joining as important. Regardless, as he looked at her, he couldn't
help but kiss her fully on the lips. To his surprise, she reacted
instantly and positively. Her body melded against his as her arms
wrapped around him, and she kissed him back with great passion.
Antonio pulled away and looked into her eyes. What he saw heated
him.

"Yes, please," she said almost so quietly
that Antonio was uncertain if he'd heard correctly. "It has been
too long."

Antonio kissed her again, his hunger
evident. He had been completely obsessed by something greater than
him that had seemed to have taken over his thoughts lately. As
Ariana took his hand in hers and led him to their bed, he pushed
all thoughts of his plan from his mind.
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Kat was eager to get to the morning meal to
see Adrian. When she thought of him, sometimes she felt eager to
pair with him. Other times she didn't like the idea of pairing with
him at all. Sometimes it felt good to be around him. Other times it
didn't.

The voice inside of her head didn't help. It
felt like whatever it was, was making her think that pairing with
Adrian wasn't a good idea. She knew she'd have to pair eventually.
Whatever it was that was talking to her had so far not revealed
itself. She didn't even know if it was real. Perhaps it was just
something not working right in her thoughts.

She walked faster as she considered Adrian.
There was no reason to take any notice of the voice that had been
appearing in her visions of the night. It meant nothing. It wasn't
even real.

~~~~~

"Good morning Adrian," she said as she sat
down beside him at the dining table.

Adrian turned to look at her. For a brief
moment, panic set in as he pondered yet again what was happening
with her. He didn't know where the two of them were going or not
going. As quickly as he thought that, however, he pushed the
thought away and replaced it with a smile.

"Kat, how are you this fine day?" he
asked.

The two of them talked happily, despite both
being uncertain of the situation they were in, or what should be
happening between them.

When they'd finished their meals, they stood
up and moved to wash, dry, and put away their items together. Just
before they were to walk out, Kat heard a voice approaching.

"No, all is well, Crisiana," the voice said.
"I appreciate your friendship. I am sorry if I offended in any
way."

Adrian saw Kat's face go pale as she slowly
lifted her head and looked forward. Following her line of sight,
Adrian saw Isabella's mother entering the dining area. Looking back
at Kat, he could see her eyes were focused on the man beside
Crisiana.

"Kat, are you alright?" he asked but found
her too focused to hear him.

Kat had heard the voice and felt a familiar
feeling come over her. As the older couple before them moved in
their direction, Kat saw the woman make eye contact with
Adrian.

"Adrian, good morning to you," Crisiana
said.

As she did so, Kat looked at the man next to
her. He turned and looked at her, as if seeing directly into her
soul, right through her eyes.

"Good morning, Kat," he said.

At the sound of the words, Kat felt faint.
She had no doubt it was the voice she'd heard in her night visions
so many times in recent weeks.

Crisiana and Antonio walked past the young
pair. As they did so, Adrian saw Kat's eyes follow them. When he
turned to look, he only saw the backs of the older couple moving to
prepare to dine. Adrian was curious about what had caught Kat's
attention so much.

"Kat, what is it?" he asked her, concern
growing inside of him. "You have gone very pale."

Kat forced her attention back to Adrian. She
felt intense confusion inside of her but knew she had to act normal
if things were to progress with him. She was confused about whether
she wanted them to progress, but she still could not upset him and
prevent him from wanting to pair with her.

~~~~~

That night in bed, Kat was nervous. She
wanted to hear what the voice had to say. She wanted to be sure
that it was the man she'd seen in the dining area earlier that day.
There was little doubt in her mind that the man she'd heard was in
fact who had been speaking to her in the hours of sleep for so
long. Despite her certainty, she wanted confirmation that her
thoughts were correct.

She willed herself into slumber, and through
the night realized she was indeed being spoken to.

"You looked beautiful this morning, Kat,"
the voice said. "Do you now know who I am?"

In her night vision, Kat affirmed. "Yes, I
saw you. I recognized your voice as you walked into the dining area
this morning."

"I wish to see you, Kat. Alone. Soon," the
voice continued.

Even in her sleep state, Kat could feel her
heart start to beat faster.

"Yes. I wish for that also," she said in her
head. "I want to speak to you, face to face, but with nobody else
nearby."

The voice in her vision of the night
continued to talk with the same smooth and melodic tone.

"Good. I am glad," it said. "Tomorrow
evening, I shall come to you as I am now. You will meet me then,
when I give you directions."

"Yes," Kat confirmed, knowing that her
concerns were real regarding the irregular night visions. Something
greater was happening inside of her and to her. She didn't
understand what it was or what it could be, but she knew that it
was indeed real.
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Within her peaceful slumber, Isabella heard
the conversation. She visualized standing very still. She was
afraid that if she moved, she might make some kind of sound. She
didn't want to alert Kat and the man she was speaking to that a
third person was present and hearing every word they were
saying.

She heard the invitation, and she heard the
acceptance. She wasn't alarmed and didn't wake herself up, but she
did find the determination even within her vision of the night, to
keep the knowledge at the forefront of her mind. She hadn't given
more thought to the conversation she'd heard previously. That had
left her conscious mind soon after it had happened. Now that it had
happened again, she remembered.

In her vision of the night, Isabella
imagined herself waiting until no more words were heard. Then, in
her imagery, she simply walked away.

~~~~~

When Isabella woke the next morning, the
voices and words echoed in her mind. She knew Kat was one of those
who had been speaking, and it was the Kat they all knew. In the
build-up to the previous battle, Isabella had thought that the Kat
who was interacting with them was an older version of herself.
She'd sounded similar but not quite the same. This time, however,
it seemed to definitely be Kat of the present time.

Isabella lay still and awake, thinking. When
she felt Trent's arm fall across her as he slowly awoke, she turned
her head to look at him and watched as his eyes opened and focused
on her. The smile he gave her immediately switched on her desire.
She started to turn her body to face him. As she leaned over to
kiss him, another small voice broke their silence, almost as if
knowing what Isabella's intentions might have been.

Trent laughed.

"That is a sign that you are still to let
your body rest, Isabella," he said with a blend of fondness and
teasing in his voice.

Isabella laughed softly with him as she
watched Trent leave the bed, stand, and approach their newborn
child. Lying still, she saw him pick Cesare up and hold him close
in his arms. Instantly the crying eased off as Trent smiled at the
small bundle he was carrying back to the bed. After Isabella sat
up, Trent passed Cesare to her and allowed her to hold and
feed.

"Adrian has not met him yet," Trent said
softly, trying not to disrupt Cesare's bonding time with Isabella.
"Do you think we should introduce them finally?"

Mention of her friend inspired further
recollection of Isabella's night vision, and Kat's part in it.

Trent saw a look of concern cross Isabella's
face.

"What is it?" he asked and saw her slowly
turn to face him.

"Kat," Isabella began to
say. "She has been … that is, I believe she has been … conversing
with someone through her visions of the night."

"How would you know that?" Trent asked.

"I am not sure how or why it has happened,
but two times now, I have heard their conversation in my night
visions," Isabella replied.

Trent cringed inwardly. There had been times
when he'd thought something had been happening in Isabella's sleep.
He'd chosen not to ask her about it in the hope that she would
forget and remain relaxed.

"You are part of the conversation also?" he
asked, once again wondering if the surprises would ever stop.

"No," Isabella said as she shook her head.
"It was more like I was listening to it from a distance. I do not
think they knew I was there."

"Who is the person she is talking to?" Trent
asked.

Isabella looked thoughtful as she tried to
remember if she'd heard the voice before, but she could not place
it.

"I do not know. His voice is unfamiliar to
me, but they mentioned meeting tonight, alone," she replied as she
felt Cesare fall away from her breast.

When she looked down, she saw he'd fallen
asleep again. She smiled in wonder at the tiny being that had been
born from her body. For a moment, she was preoccupied with the
small hand that she let rest around one of her fingers. She
indulged in the simplicity of the moment, treasuring it. Inwardly,
she wondered if she and Trent would be blessed to have another
child together. When she thought about that, she felt a familiar
level of desire flow through her. She turned her head to look at
the man beside her.

Trent had been watching her facial
expressions as she had been looking down at Cesare. As always, he
was enraptured. Silently he wondered if she would ever stop getting
more beautiful. When she turned to him with the look on her face
that she had at that moment, he was speechless. He saw her lean her
head back against the wall behind them while keeping her eyes on
his. As he saw and felt her raise one of her hands and touch his
cheek with it, he closed his eyes and indulged in the incredible
feeling that came from her touch.

Isabella watched as he turned slightly and
kissed the palm of her hand. When his eyes opened, she saw tears
beginning in them.

"Why are you sad, Trent?" she asked him
gently with hardly any more than a whisper.

Trent smiled at her and leaned over to kiss
her on her lips and forehead before easing back to the same
position once more.

"Not sad," he said. "I love you so much, and
I am very happy to be here with you. Everything about you is
incredible."

Isabella smiled at him, pleased with his
words. The desire was intense inside of her but she dismissed it.
She knew that Trent would not wish for her to rush to intimacy with
her body so soon after Cesare's birth. Although she felt like fire
was running through her veins in desire, she was happy to wait as
long as Trent thought it necessary to.
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When Trent and Isabella entered the dining
room that morning, they both noticed that Kat was already seated
and talking to Adrian. As Isabella looked at Trent, he could see
the concern on her face. He took her hand in his and held it
tightly as they made their way to the table Adrian and Kat were
sitting at.

"No, Kat. I do not understand," Isabella
heard her lifelong friend saying as she approached. "You are
confusing me. You say you wish to pair with me. Then you say you do
not. I do not understand at all."

As Isabella and Trent sat down beside him,
Adrian finally became aware that they were close by. Feeling
frustrated at his conversation with Kat having taken another turn,
he turned away from her and turned instead toward Isabella. In the
background, many voices could be heard chattering with a happy tone
to them. The unhappiness of Adrian in the seconds before was a
stark contrast.

"Good morning, Isabella. Good morning,
Trent," he said with a smile that both knew did not reflect how he
was truly feeling.

As both of them returned the greeting,
Isabella saw Kat rise and leave the table without saying anything
to them.

"What has happened, Adrian?" Isabella asked
and watched as her friend slowly released the smile façade and let
his face relax.

"I do not know," Adrian said. "Kat tells me
she wants us to pair, then she says she does not, and then she says
she does. I do not know what is happening. Why does she keep
changing her mind? It is the same thing, over and over. Either she
wants to pair with me, or she does not. Which is how she truly
feels, and which is pretend?"

Isabella reached out and put her hand on his
shoulder. As she did, Adrian noticed the bundle that Trent held in
his arms.

"Is that…?" Adrian started to ask, making
Isabella laugh softly. "At last, I get to meet little Cesare?"

Isabella felt a little sad that she hadn't
proactively introduced her friend to her son earlier. As she
watched him move around her to sit beside Trent, she knew Adrian
did not mind.

"Oh my, you are so tiny!" he exclaimed as he
reached into the cloth encasing the infant and lightly touched
Cesare's cheek. "Oh, Isabella!"

Trent watched Adrian's face and laughed
softly. He'd never been truly certain how well Adrian had accepted
him being paired with Isabella. In front of him, he could only see
true joy. Adrian showed no anger or resentment.

"He has different colored hair, Isabella,"
Adrian said as he lightly touched the light waves on Cesare's head.
"It is almost … golden."

Adrian lifted his head and looked past Trent
to smile at Isabella. She returned his smile briefly before turning
to her food, suddenly feeling the depth of how ravenous she was.
Seeing her start to eat, Adrian turned his focus back to Trent and
the bundle in his arms.

"I do not know what I am to do as far as Kat
is concerned, Trent," Adrian said. "She leaves me so confused."

Trent looked at the younger man before him
and could almost feel the uncertainty emanating off him.

"What exactly has happened this morning that
has upset you so much?" he asked.

Adrian was silent for a long while before he
replied.

"Last time we spoke about pairing, she
wanted it to happen. It was she who wished for me to agree to it,"
Adrian said. "This morning she has told me she is now uncertain
again, so we must not rush and make any plans. I do not understand
why she does not just say we are not going to pair ever. Would that
not be a much easier thing to accept, than this saying yes and then
saying no?"

Trent nodded.

"Perhaps, but Adrian, you
may say that you do not wish to pair with her
ever," he said and waited for Adrian to reply. No
reply came. "How much do you truly wish to pair with
Kat?"

Adrian looked directly into Trent's eyes.
Trent knew how Adrian felt about Isabella, and Adrian knew that
Trent knew how he felt. There was no need for any disguise of the
fact.

"Trent," he said quietly, hoping Isabella
would not hear. "I think you will understand that I do not see it
likely that I will pair with someone I truly … care about. All I
can hope for is someone easy enough to get along with to start a
family with."

"I can take Cesare now," both men heard
Isabella say, breaking into their low-toned conversation. "Pass him
to me, Trent, so that you can eat."

Adrian smiled at Trent and then stood up to
move around the other side of Isabella, seeing his opportunity to
finally speak to her. Before he had hardly moved, he knew Trent
would already be devouring the food that he seemed to always eat
with great relish and enthusiasm.

"He is wonderful, Isabella," Adrian said. "I
am so happy for you. You are truly blessed, are you not, with Trent
and now Cesare?"

Isabella looked into the normally happy face
of her good friend. She was startled to see his eyes threatening
with tears.

"Oh, Adrian. I do so wish it were all easier
for you," she said. "You are such a good man and a great friend. I
know there must be someone who you are meant to pair with…"
Isabella started to say, without considering which words she wanted
to follow.

"You do not think Kat is the one, do you?"
asked Adrian.

"Only you can know that," Isabella replied.
"Nobody else."

Adrian remained silent as he looked at her
face.

Isabella could see him studying her - her
eyes, her face shape, and even her lips. She didn't mind him
looking at her in such a way. There was nothing behind it except a
long friendship. Even if there had been, she knew him well enough
to know that he fully understood her love for Trent.

"I must go to the mill and begin my work for
the day," Adrian said, standing up suddenly. He placed one hand on
Isabella's shoulder and looked down at her. "I am happy that you
are so happy, Isabella. I do believe that I will find the same
happiness. I just wish it did not take so long for me to find
it."

Looking over at Trent, the two men nodded at
each other peacefully before Adrian turned and began his journey
out of the dining area.

Isabella turned and watched Trent
demolishing his meal. The sight made her smile.

When he looked up at her, he saw once more
his eyebrow-raise-move on her face. He smiled sheepishly at her,
amused by her ever-changing facial expressions.

"The food here, I shall never tire of," he
said before returning to his meal enjoyment once again. The flavors
of zucchini and garlic bread filled his mouth as he moaned in
appreciation, making Isabella smile.

They sat in silence as Isabella shifted her
focus back to the infant in her arms. Cesare was looking up at her
as if seriously considering what she was thinking. It shouldn't
have, but just for a moment, the intensity of his stare alarmed
her. He looked like he was actively listening to the words that
were being said around him. Isabella smiled at him, expecting that
wouldn't be possible for a newborn infant.

"Adrian is not happy," Trent said, breaking
Isabella out of her thoughts. "Perhaps he shall like to visit us in
our home this evening. What do you think?"

Isabella's face broke out into a wide
grin.

"I think that is a very nice idea," she
said.

 



CHAPTER 44

 


Adrian endured the day of work in the mill.
He was aware that Kat was in the same structure as he was, just as
she was every day. They had not directly crossed paths, but that
was normal.

Less normal was his focus on her. She had
been on his mind all day. He was trying to decide if he should
simply say no to her about the possibility of them pairing. If he
did that, where would that leave him? He had to pair with someone
sometime. If only the person he had always wished to pair with…

As soon as that thought entered his head, he
dismissed it. It was a pointless thing to invest time into
considering. Isabella was the one person Adrian had always wanted
to pair with. Isabella was also now happily paired with Trent.
Adrian would not even attempt to deny that. The two of them
obviously shared something deep and meaningful. They shared what
Adrian wished to share with someone.

He was ready to give to someone what he saw
Isabella and Trent giving each other. They leaned on one another.
They made each other smile and laugh. Everything about how they
looked at one another said how they felt toward each other.

Yes, he knew he was ready
for pairing with someone who he could share a similar life with. He
just had to find a way to find out who that someone
was.

 



CHAPTER 45

 


Kat finished her evening meal hurriedly. She
was excited about the evening to come.

She hadn't given Adrian another thought
since their conversation that morning. Since then, only one man had
occupied her mind. She didn't even know his name. He wasn't someone
she'd ever interacted with in the village to date.

Now that she'd seen him, she found herself
thinking about him more and more. His voice. His words. Everything
about him intrigued her. From the little she had seen of him that
morning, she knew he was much older than her. She didn't care about
that. What he looked like, she hadn't given another thought to.

She was drawn to him. That was all that she
knew for sure and all that she cared about. Something new was
happening in her life - something new and exciting. It was
something so new and exhilarating that she wanted to keep it to
herself and not share it with anyone else.

Throughout the entire day, she was
distracted by a slow-growing obsession inside her head. There was
only one thing she wanted to do.

She could not wait to go back to the home
she shared with her parents, go to sleep, and hear his words once
more.

 



CHAPTER 46

 


Adrian sat in the small home of Trent and
Isabella. There was an occasional emotional pain he felt when in
their presence. It wasn't something that had grown out of spite or
resentment. It was seeing them as happy as they were that caused
his emotions to sometimes change. The happiness of his closest
friend and the man she'd paired with seemed to accentuate the lack
of happiness and level of loneliness Adrian sometimes felt.

Despite the minor
uneasiness, he enjoyed his evening with them. He felt like he was
pulled in towards their infant son. There was something about
Cesare that seemed different. Adrian hadn't been around enough
infants to know if he was identifying something real or just
imagining it. There was no denying that when Cesare looked at
Adrian, it seemed like he was really seeing him. It wasn't the way
a child looked at an adult, but rather, the way an
adult looked at an
adult.

"Thank you, Trent. Thank you, Isabella. I
shall leave you now and return to my home. I will see you in the
morning perhaps," Adrian said, standing up in sudden eagerness to
be away from the infant.

As he walked from their home to his own, his
mind returned to Cesare. He was only an infant. Despite his age, he
did seem much older in his way of looking at everyone. There was an
aura about him that made Adrian think the infant already had an
understanding of the village and the people in it.

Adrian shook the thoughts from his head,
knowing they made no sense and were just silly and unimportant.


CHAPTER 47

 


"Kat," she heard the voice call out to her
once she fell into her sleep that evening. "Come to me. I am
waiting for you behind the temple. Come to me now."

Kat heard the voice in her head as it had
been previously, in her night vision. Listening to it, she found
she had the power to act on it and wake herself almost immediately.
Quietly, she left the safety of the home she shared with her
mother, father, and two young brothers.

Walking toward the temple, she had a moment
of doubt. She couldn't help but wonder if everything was just a
part of her visions of the night with no reality to them at all. As
she walked around and along the long side of the large stone temple
structure, she felt her chest become heavy. She stopped still,
clutched her hand to her chest, closed her eyes, and breathed
deeply.

After a moment, she began to walk again. As
she rounded the corner at the rear of the building, she saw the
silhouette of the man behind the voice. He started to move toward
her but then seemed to reassess that action. Instead of
approaching, he seemed to stop still.

"Kat," the same voice said to her. "I have
been waiting to be able to see you like this, in person."

As he spoke, Kat noticed that he hadn't
completely stopped at all. He was very slowly walking toward her.
One step at a time, he gradually advanced.

Kat said nothing. Her heart felt extremely
heavy in her chest. When he reached her and stood directly in front
of her, she looked around. Nobody was nearby. She didn't consider
she could be in danger or physically hurt, because such things
never happened in the village. Because they didn't happen, the
residents did not give such things a thought. They did not know
fear, so never felt it in any circumstance.

"May I hold your hands?" the voice
asked.

Kat nodded slowly, still too overwhelmed to
speak. She watched as he stepped right up to her and slowly raised
his hands upwards. As he did so, she naturally moved hers also. She
was entranced as he took her hands into his.

Antonio relished the trust he had already
gained in the young woman. He held her hands firmly and looked into
her face. If he'd been anybody else, he might have found her
attractive and a beauty, but he wasn't anybody else. He had a
purpose, and she was going to help him make it follow through to
fruition. He just needed to hold her attention. He just needed to
get her to believe in him. Not forever. Not even for a long while.
No, what he needed was for her to want to get closer to him, and
stay close to him, just long enough.

"You are very beautiful," Antonio said, all
the while monitoring her face to assess her naïveté and her level
of ability to be manipulated.

He leaned down and kissed her hands - first
one then the other. He sensed the tenseness emanating from her but
did not let go of her hands. Instead, he stood up straight and
looked into her eyes again.

"May I kiss your lips?" he asked.

Kat was startled but slowly nodded her head.
She'd never been kissed, but she'd seen her parents do it sometimes
when she'd been much younger.

Antonio leaned in and placed his lips on
hers. He hadn't kissed young lips since he'd paired with Ariana.
Although currently doing it for a purpose, he found that he liked
it. Because he liked it, he indulged in it. For a moment, he almost
forgot who he was kissing and why. When he felt her tense up, he
pulled away. In doing so - in seeing her face - he understood that
it was probable she'd never been kissed before. He knew he had to
be careful. He didn't want to scare her. He needed her.

Kat watched as the man before her took a
step back from her. He maintained his hold on her hands and looked
into her eyes, but from a slight distance.

"I do not know your name," she said all of a
sudden.

Her shyness showed greatly to Antonio. He
resolved to be kind to her and smiled at her.

"I am Antonio," he said before kissing both
of her hands once more, still watching her facial expressions.

"Antonio," Kat said dreamily as if she'd
never heard the name before.

For a moment, Antonio thought she might be
so easily led that she might not ask any more questions. He was
wrong.

"What do you want from me, Antonio?" Kat
asked. "Why have you chosen me to visit in the visions of the
night? Why are you here with me now?"

Antonio studied her face. He felt a pang of
annoyance flow over him but pushed it down into his soul. He was
determined to not affect her as he'd affected Crisiana.

"I am sorry, Kat," he said, willing himself
to appear timid at that moment. "I have been watching you for some
time. I am not sure why, but you did catch my eye, and I have been
thinking about you very much. I noticed and thought of you long
before I contacted you. I never thought there might be a chance you
would want to meet me."

"But how have you been contacting me in my
visions of the night?" Kat went on to ask.

"I do not know," Antonio replied. "You were
just there. I have taken it as a sign that I am meant to know you.
I am meant to be close to you. Do you think that? Do you think that
we are meant to know one another, and be close?"

He watched her face still and saw her
expression soften before his eyes. Her demeanor changing gave him
cause to rejoice inwardly. Yes, she was malleable. She was in her
prime stage of life to be coaxed into anything with enough
flattery.

Kat nodded. The words that came from him
made perfect sense to her. She believed that he must be the reason
she'd been so uncertain about Adrian. Adrian wasn't the man she was
supposed to pair with - Antonio was! As her heart began beating
faster, she became bold. Moving closer to him, she leaned her chest
against his and reached up to place her lips on his. The move
surprised both of them.

They kissed for a long time. Although
Antonio would rather have not been, he found himself aroused by the
feel of her lips on his, and her enthusiasm to keep exploring the
magic of it. He didn't give any thought to Ariana. She could not be
a casualty in his plan. He would make sure of it. He knew that with
Kat, he had to be very careful and extremely aware of how she was
feeling. He could not let himself enter a situation where she might
reveal what was possibly going to happen between them. He equally
could not let himself get carried away in emotion over her.

He pulled away from her and smiled.

"Oh, Kat. Your lips feel like they were made
for mine," he started to say and immediately saw her blush. "I must
not stay, and you must get home. Your mother and father will wonder
where you are if they have discovered you are not in your bed. Go
now," he said and kissed her lips quickly one more time.

"Can I see you again?" she asked.

Antonio smiled broadly, this time with true
pleasure, although not for the reasons she might have
suspected.

"I would like that very much," he said.
"What if we meet here each evening? Shortly after the sun leaves
the sky, and dark is upon us?"

He saw her nod and pull away from him.

"Till tomorrow evening then," Kat said.
"Goodnight, Antonio."

As he watched her walk away from him, he
remained where he was. He waited a suitable length of time to
ensure he would not be seen anywhere near her as she made her way
home.

Overall, he was pleased with the
interaction. It had been short but very sweet. He smiled as he
considered how much easier things were going to be with Kat. It had
been an error to think Crisiana would be suited to the cause. She
was too mature. She had a mind of her own. Kat, in contrast, was
the perfect age for Antonio's needs.

He smiled further as he finally calculated
enough time had passed for Kat to be safely at her family home.
Walking out from behind the temple, Antonio thought about his
earlier time with Ariana. It had been a surprise but an extremely
welcome one.

Thinking about it again, he began to walk
faster. He'd just touched young lips and rediscovered youthful
enthusiasm. That meant nothing. What his lifetime with his
beautiful Ariana had provided was far more important and far more
fulfilling.

 



CHAPTER 48

 


Isabella and Trent lay in bed, holding one
another.

"Are you worried about her?" Trent
asked.

Isabella remained silent for a long time
before she answered.

"A little," she said. "Part of me thinks it
might have been a good idea to find them and hear what they would
be talking about. A different part of me thinks it best to let them
meet and plan whatever they shall plan so that we can see where
things will lead."

Trent considered her words.

"It could be simply a matter of him finding
her attractive," he said, even though he had never seen anything
attractive or even likable about Kat.

"Perhaps," Isabella replied with doubt in
her voice. "If she is being pursued by someone else, that could
explain why she has been putting off pairing with Adrian. If that
is the situation, should Adrian not know that someone else is
trying to lure her into pairing?"

Trent said no more, not sure what was the
best advice to give. Isabella's friendship with Adrian was solid
and had been formed over a long period of time. He had to have
faith that she would know exactly what the right thing to do was
with regard to her close friend.

Instead of responding, Isabella felt him
move further down under the covers and gently coax her to do the
same. As his arms nestled around her, she leaned in to kiss him.
The subject of Adrian, Kat, and the mysterious man Kat was meeting
could wait for another day.

 



CHAPTER 49

 


The next evening Kat met Antonio again. She
had been thinking about him all day long although she hadn't seen
him even at the morning dining.

Her thoughts had wandered back to Adrian now
and then throughout the day, but she didn't maintain focus on him
for long. Neither had approached the other that morning, and she
didn't miss dining with him. She was very aware that Adrian might
be entirely forgettable, given the right circumstance occurring in
her own life.

As she approached Antonio that second night,
she instantly moved right up to him and kissed him. She took him by
surprise as he was not aware of her forwardness. Once her lips were
on his, he indulged in enjoying it. The previous evening, after he
had seen her, he'd returned home, glad that Ariana was once again
eager to be intimate with him. He had greatly welcomed that after
his lips had been on Kat's.

As he stood with the young woman in his arms
again, it was a surprise to him as he was very aware of the age
difference between them. She was of an age where she should be
considering pairing, but as yet, she had not. He knew with great
confidence that he'd had some influence over her in that
regard.

She also hadn't yet asked him if he was
paired with anyone. It did not seem to have occurred to her that he
might be. She did not seem to consider at all that at his age, it
was extremely likely that he was. He expected that the question
might arise.

As he kissed her deeply, he felt her arms
wrap around his neck. Her body against his was alluring to him, but
he was determined to maintain focus. He wouldn't let emotions
overpower his plans for her.

Once again, they kissed and briefly talked
before he encouraged her to return to her home. They continued this
pattern for some weeks. Each evening resulted in them being a
little bit closer than they had been the night before.

Their conversations in Kat's visions of the
night had completely stopped, leaving Isabella unknowing of what
was happening, if anything.

~~~~~

"Oh, Kat, we mustn't," Antonio said to her
one evening as she held him close to her.

He desperately wanted her to submit to him.
He equally knew it was important that he played the role of the
caring man who would not harm her. He'd already spent enough time
with her to know how to manipulate her. He'd already learned how to
make her think something was her idea when in fact he'd led her to
that decision.

"I wish to be closer to you, Antonio," Kat
murmured against his lips.

She knew she should not have been seeing him
as she was, but she was drawn to him. He was everything she would
want in someone to pair with. He excited her. He thought and told
her that she was beautiful, and he saw her value. That was
something she'd never been sure of with Adrian.

She wasn't knowledgeable
about physical love, but she understood that her body was desiring
of something. When
she pressed her body hard against his, she felt his body change. It
felt nice to realize it was because of her.

She was learning things about her own body
also. On each of the previous few nights, she'd felt Antonio's
hands grow increasingly intimate and forward in their caresses. She
liked it. When she'd felt him touch her breast through her slip
dress, she'd experienced a jolt like no other. Even that didn't
compare to the way she'd felt when his hand had moved lower. He'd
touched her there several times. She wanted him to keep touching
her like that.

As they kissed and touched, Antonio found
she was even more eager than usual. He found it difficult to
maintain his distance and not rush. He didn't want to put things
off forever. Moving forward was essential with his plan. It was
only fear of making her afraid that kept him moving things along
slowly.

After he felt her shudder against his finger
in pleasure, he took her hand and placed it over himself through
his clothing. It was the first time he'd been so bold. He needed
it, but he was also nervous that he might be moving things too
quickly. As if she were naturally made for such actions, he felt
her begin to move her hand over him.

Kat watched his face. When she saw how it
was making him feel, she rubbed harder. As he groaned softly, she
understood she was making him feel similar to how he'd just made
her feel.

"How can I…?" she started to ask.

Antonio tentatively lowered his pants enough
to let her hand encase him. She instantly started moving her hand
directly over him, surprising him with her enthusiasm. Not wanting
to wait any longer, he edged her back against the wall of the
temple. As he kissed her deeply, he moved forward until his
erection touched her lightly, right at her entry.

Kat felt him pressing against her. Having no
understanding of physical pleasure, she also had no understanding
of any physical pain or discomfort that could come from a woman's
first time. The result was that she was relaxed as he slowly pushed
inside her.

The feeling of being filled up entranced
her. She had never felt anything like it as she focused fully on
the feelings in her body.

Antonio looked at her face and was surprised
even further. He felt like he might never finish being surprised by
her. Pushing into her fully, he remained still to allow her to
acclimatize to him before he slowly moved out and then in again.
The sounds coming from her told him he certainly was not hurting
her.

In fact, quite the contrary.

~~~~~

As their nightly rituals continued, they
remained a secret. Antonio and Kat never spoke to one another on
the odd day when they were both in the dining area at the same
time.

Each night was magical, particularly to Kat.
She had forgotten things were not quite as they were meant to be,
with her being so enamored and distracted in emotion.

Seeing just how wrapped up she was in their
physical connection, Antonio thought he might never have to concern
himself with admitting his home truth to her.

Once again, he was wrong.

~~~~~

"I do not understand, Antonio. We have …
joined. You must pair with me. If you do not, what will happen to
me?" she asked him one night.

Antonio fought to hold back his natural
reaction to speak badly to her. Instead, he did as he always did
with her and moved his mind into that of a kind-hearted person. He
knew how to appear as a person who actually cared. Regardless, he
took his time to watch her face as he spoke.

"Kat, I cannot pair with you. You must see
that. I am much older than you," he started to say, hoping he could
dissuade her of her hopes before he had to mention he was already
paired. "You must pair with someone younger than me."

"I had someone younger than you, who I
could have paired with," Kat replied, desperation evident in her
voice. "I could have paired with Adrian. You told me I must let him
go. Did you not tell me that because you wished to pair with
me?"

As he watched her becoming distressed, he
pulled her to him and held her head against his chest. He only had
to pretend for a short while longer, to ensure that his plan had
worked…

… his plan to impregnate
her, with a being of supreme superiority.

 



CHAPTER 50

 


Kat lay in her bed, wide awake even though
it was late into the night. The man who had encouraged her to
believe she was beautiful had no intention of pairing with her. She
had been fooled. She had given her body to him, and despite that
being something that no-one had ever talked about, deep down she
knew she shouldn't have. It was something she should never have
shared with anyone other than the person she would pair with. Could
she pair with anyone else now?

Antonio hadn't given a reason why he would
not pair with her, and she hadn't asked. If he didn't consider her
valuable enough to pair with, it didn't matter why.

She turned onto her side
and brought her knees up toward her chest. What would she do now?
Her mind turned to Adrian. The two of them had moved back and forth
in their talks about pairing. During their last conversation,
Adrian had suggested they move forward and pair. That seemed to be
his current position on the subject - they should become paired with one
another.

Despite her back and forth statements to
him, she wasn't against the idea. She had wanted to pair with him
long ago but had since been presented with the idea to reject him.
It was the voice in her night visions that had encouraged her in
that - Antonio's voice.

Suddenly she felt a coolness pass through
her body and settle over her belly. As she lifted the covers, she
looked down. What she saw alarmed her.

Over her belly, she could see the color
blue.

And it was glowing.


CHAPTER 51

 


In the morning, Kat went to the morning
dining as usual. The blue glow she had thought she'd seen the night
before was not visible on her belly before she'd left her home. She
imagined it was a trick of her eyes, perhaps due to the tiredness
she had been feeling. Subsequently, she pushed it out of her
mind.

Because she had no recollection of the
battle in the temple earlier, she also did not remember that she'd
experienced a blue glow in her belly previously. What she thought
she'd seen the night before seemed new and unfamiliar.

As she entered the dining area, Kat's eyes
immediately fell to Adrian. She was confused as she looked at him.
Being ahead of her, he didn't know she was there as she stood
contemplating her options with him. She could also see Isabella and
Trent sitting next to Adrian. The sight of them made Kat's pleasant
thoughts quickly turn sour.

"Yes, she is the cause of everything that
has gone wrong in your life," she heard Antonio's voice say in her
head. She turned around, expecting to see him. He wasn't in
sight.

It was the first time she'd heard his voice
during regular daylight hours, but it did not alarm her. Although
she didn't want it to be true, his voice was still like a warm
comfort to her. He hadn't said anything that she did not already
regard as truth. Isabella was the person who had made it difficult
for Adrian to want to pair with Kat when she'd first approached the
idea with him. Although it seemed a very long time ago, if Isabella
hadn't held Adrian so tightly back then, he would have moved
forward and paired with Kat and they would now be living a happy
life together. They might even be mother and father to an infant,
just as Isabella and Trent were.

Yes. She agreed with the voice. It was all
Isabella's doing that Kat was not yet paired, and she shouldn't be
allowed to get away with that.

Her mind returned to Adrian. What was she to
do there? She had already shared her body with another. She was
unaware of the connection between that pleasure and the creation of
new life. It did not occur to her that she might be carrying a
child inside of her.

She moved forward. She needed to pair. She
would not turn away from Adrian anymore.

~~~~~

"Good morning Adrian," she said as she
smiled sweetly and sat next to him. "Good morning Isabella and
Trent," she threw in for good measure to the two people on the
other side of Adrian.

Everyone returned the greeting, but for that
moment, Kat maintained her eyes on Adrian only.

Trent held Cesare in his arms but now and
then raised his eyes to watch Kat's facial expressions as she
coaxed Adrian into pleasant conversation. At one point, he saw
Kat's eyes move briefly and meet his own. In them, Trent saw a look
that alarmed him a great deal. It was a look he'd seen before,
building up to and on that night. He said nothing and lowered his
eyes, looking at the small bundle in his arms once more, but he had
no doubt. The entity they'd thought Isabella had extinguished that
night was not gone at all. It was back. It was lodged deep inside
of Kat once again.

Trent then had another thought.

Perhaps it had simply never left.

 



CHAPTER 52

 


"The seed has been sown, old friend," Elder
Rhys heard in his head. They were the first words he'd heard from
Cesare in a long while - so long that he'd begun to suspect he'd
only dreamed that the soul of his long-passed friend was back. "The
power has begun to grow. It is within a young woman. She is not yet
paired. He has seduced her. She is carrying a child that will have
the soul of another - the soul of something evil."

Elder Rhys had been meditating when the
voice entered his head. On hearing the words, he groaned
inwardly.

"She has a child inside of her? That cannot
be if she has not yet paired," the ancient said in his mind. "It is
not the way of our people…"

"Listen to me, Rhys!" the voice said. "He
has seduced her and played on her vulnerabilities. He has worked
her and was easily able to entice her to share her body with him in
joining."

"Do you know who it is? The young woman, or
the man?" the ancient asked through his thoughts. There was silence
for a moment before the voice spoke again.

"I do not," the voice replied. "I sense what
is happening, but I do not know the people. I cannot make a
judgment on who is involved. You must search for her, Rhys. You
must find her and restrain her before the powers she will have,
grow and intensify."

"Powers?" Elder Rhys asked.

"Yes. I sense the frustration in him,"
replied the voice. "He may have tried this before but failed. His
previous plan did not work for him. He has delivered the strength
this time in his seed, in the hope of making it more solid than the
power had been last time. He has determination. That, I can feel
greatly."

Elder Rhys sat for a short time longer and
then moved to rise from his meditative position.

"Very well, old friend. I shall
investigate," he said. "I believe I know the first place to start.
Can you sense anything more that I need to know?"

"No, I can only feel that the strength is
growing already. Hers will not be a regular child," the voice
continued. "You must be careful. Even as it resides and grows
within her, it will have considerable strength. Tread with
care!"

The conversation in the ancient's head
closed down as he left the room of meditation. For the most part,
the village had always been at peace. Its long history was one of
serenity and tranquility. The recent occurrences of things out of
the ordinary happening was unsettling to him.

He had no idea how he could identify who the
man or the woman were that the old soul of Cesare spoke of, but of
course, there was one obvious person to begin with. He would not go
directly to her. Instead, he would go to Isabella. She had been the
target of Kat's aggression last time, that night in the temple. It
was very possible she was going to be the target once more.

 



CHAPTER 53

 


Crisiana approached the part of the dining
area where the villagers each washed, dried, and put away their
items after dining. As she stood there, she heard her daughter's
voice behind her.

"Mother," Isabella said, feeling like she
had seen far too little of her mother since her father had passed.
She saw Crisiana turn and face her. "Mother, how are you?"

As Crisiana turned, she saw Isabella
standing close to her with the small bundle in her arms. Instantly,
Crisiana smiled at her daughter and held out her arms to take
Cesare into them.

"Oh, my daughter, how fast he is growing!"
she exclaimed. "And his hair! I have never seen hair so golden. Oh,
he is so lovely!"

Isabella laughed at her mother. Her joy came
from seeing her mother finally starting to look honestly happy. It
helped to put any fears to rest.

"You look like you are at peace, Mother,"
she said quietly as she watched Crisiana's face.

Crisiana looked at her daughter, smiled, and
nodded.

"I am at peace, Isabella," she replied. "It
was difficult at the start, adjusting to not having my Tomas beside
me each night. Each day that I wake, I feel a little bit more like
my usual self."

The words made Isabella think back to the
weeks following the battle. She had thought she'd been with child.
It had turned out that the golden glow wasn't a child at all. She
had grieved for it all the same. She could only imagine how much
more difficult it must be for anyone to lose their lifelong
partner, knowing they would never see them again.

Her reverie was broken by the sound of her
mother speaking again.

"Enjoy every moment you
have with Trent," Crisiana said. "I did not consider how quickly
Tomas could be taken from us. I cannot change that now, but you can
make sure that you appreciate and love Trent as much as you can
while he is here with us. Do not take the love you share for
granted, Isabella. Never
take him for granted."

Isabella nodded but said nothing. The
conversation reminded her of the times she'd spent with her father.
She could feel tears threatening in her eyes.

Crisiana saw the glistening in her
daughter's eyes and smiled sadly at her as she raised one hand and
cupped Isabella's cheek.

"You have sought your place in this village
for a very long time, Isabella. I think that now you have found it.
You are meant to be the mother to this little one, and, if it is
meant to be, you and Trent will go on and have more children. Enjoy
the time with this little one. He is a gift indeed," she said as
she gently touched Cesare's golden hair. "I sense great things to
come from him, and I look forward to seeing him grow more each and
every day. I sadly hand him back to you now as I must away to go to
begin my work."

Isabella received Cesare back into her arms.
She watched as her mother smiled, leaned in, kissed her on the
cheek, and walked away.

Trent's voice appeared behind Isabella. "She
looks happy. It is good to see," he said as he wrapped his arms
around her from behind.

Isabella leaned back against him, enjoying
the strength she always felt when she was close to him.

"Yes, but I shall keep watching her," she
replied. "I do worry about her."

Trent moved around her until he was standing
in front of her with Cesare nudged between their chests. Leaning in
to kiss her softly, he then pulled back and looked down to see his
son looking at him and smiling. He could say no more. The look on
his infant's face made him laugh softly before he turned and guided
Isabella to sit down so they could dine and move forward with their
day.
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"The time is fast approaching, old friend,"
the old soul of Cesare whispered through the thoughts of Elder
Rhys. The ancient immediately stopped the activity he was doing and
closed his eyes to listen carefully to what was being said. "I can
sense his eagerness, but also his fear. He is afraid. He is afraid
that he still might not have the strength to succeed in what he
wishes to accomplish."

Elder Rhys visualized himself shaking his
head.

"I still do not understand
what it is that he does want to accomplish," he said. "What can he stand to gain by
causing sorrow and destruction in our village?"

"Power, Rhys!" the voice exclaimed. "He
craves power. He wants to rule and dictate…"

"You know that our village does not work
like that," the ancient said in his mind. "It never has. There are
no ruling powers here."

"I know you believe that, and that is how we
have always perceived the village to be, but think, Rhys. Think!
Who ultimately oversees everything in the village? Who utilizes the
power of the golden stone to send our passed on their journey? Who
welcomes the newborns into the village on their day of birth?"

"The ancients…" Elder Rhys replied.

"Yes!" said the voice. "He needs to remove
the ancients, to take ultimate power of the village and its
population."

"You think he wants to kill us all?"

"No, old friend," the voice continued. "He
does not need to do that. Most of the ancients - even yourself -
will pass and leave this world naturally in time. No, it is not the
present ancients he wishes to eliminate…"

Elder Rhys groaned inwardly. He knew the
target. All of a sudden, everything made sense.

"Isabella…"

The voice of Cesare's old soul toned down
and became peaceful as it spoke.

"Yes," it said. "She is his greatest
adversary even though she does not feel or know it. She is a chosen
one. You already know that it must be within her destiny to become
an ancient. She is young. She has a great many years to live, and
many years to grow her powers. Yes, Rhys, he knows what she is, and
he wants her gone. Before that, he wants to hurt her. He wants to
take everything from her."

"You think he was the one who poisoned
Tomas…" Elder Rhys considered.

"Yes, I believe that may well be the case,"
the voice said. "I believe he moved toward hurting Isabella more by
trying to hurt her mother also."

"Crisiana? How so?" Elder Rhys asked. "I
have not heard anything about this."

"It is unimportant now," the voice replied.
"What we must focus on is stopping him."

The ancient remained quiet in his thoughts
as he concentrated on what was being said to him.

"The greatest problem is
that we don't know who he is," he said. "How can we find someone who is hiding in
plain sight as a regular villager?"

"The mother," replied the voice. "She may
not know what his intentions are, or even that he has intentions,
but she might be able to indicate to you someone who has interacted
with her since the death of her husband. There may be someone who
has paid her particular attention."

"I will go to her, but how do we fight
against him even if we identify him?" Elder Rhys asked. "Isabella
is a mother now. We cannot put her in danger."

"You must, but she shall not fight alone. I
will help," the old voice said, making Elder Rhys chuckle lightly
even though the situation was far from amusing.

"I do not think the body you reside in will
be of any benefit, Cesare," he said.

"No, I shall have to channel my power
through that of another."

"Me?" the ancient asked, for a moment
excited at the prospect.

Now it was Elder Rhys who heard the chuckle
of another.

"Now old friend, your body is well past its
time of being able to fight," the voice said. "No, there is one in
the village who is stronger in body, mind and strategic ability
than anyone else. He is the father of the child I am currently
residing in."

"Trent? How…?"

"I shall have to prepare," replied the
voice. "We need to work together to see if I can channel through
him. Can you make that happen, Rhys?"

"Yes, of course," the ancient said. "Now,
please, go quiet and rest, old friend. I must go and speak with
Crisiana and Trent. I shall call out to you when I have news."
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"Elder Rhys," Crisiana greeted the ancient
after he'd knocked on the door to her small home that evening.
"Please come in. Is all well?"

Elder Rhys entered the home and followed
Crisiana's guidance to sit at the small table.

"All is well, but I must question you about
a slightly disturbing matter," he said and immediately saw concern
on her face as she joined him at the table.

"Of course," Crisiana replied. "What is
it?"

"I believe that someone in the village is
not as they appear, and they might be working toward hurting us,"
the ancient said.

Crisiana watched his face as he spoke. She
had known him for as long as she could remember anything of her
life. He was someone she regarded with the highest respect. She'd
never had any reason to doubt his words.

"Do you know who this person is?" she asked,
her voice quiet and calm.

"I do not. However," the
ancient started to say before he paused to gather his words. "I
believe you may
know him, Crisiana."

Elder Rhys saw surprise pass across her
usually peaceful face.

"Me?" she asked. "Why would you think
this?"

"It is not an easy thing to talk about…"

He watched as Crisiana reached out, placed
her hand over his, and smiled sadly at him.

"Speak, Elder Rhys," she said. "Whatever you
need to say, I am prepared for."

"This man I believe wishes
ultimately to hurt Isabella," Elder Rhys said. "We …
I … think there may be a
chance that he is going to try and hurt her by hurting
you."

Elder Rhys watched Crisiana's face and saw
her thoughtful before he then saw her face change slightly and take
on the appearance of knowledge.

"Do you know who I mean?" he asked. "Your
face shows me that you may have just thought about someone…"

Crisiana stood abruptly and walked to the
other side of the room for a few minutes before she turned back to
him.

"After Tomas passed, someone from my
childhood did start to pay me more attention. I thought it was
because he wanted to work toward pairing with me. Then, when I
remembered that he is already paired, I thought that perhaps he
wished to utilize my body…" she started to say as she felt her face
begin to blush. "Do you think he was trying to get close to me in
order to somehow hurt my daughter?"

"It is possible, but I cannot be certain,"
Elder Rhys replied. "There are many unknowns. Can you tell me who
this person was, Crisiana? He may not be any threat at all. It may
be that he did indeed seek you out for personal reasons."

The two of them were quiet as they regarded
each other. Elder Rhys, having lived such a long life, could see
that she was pondering something.

"What is it?" he prompted her. "You are
worried about something."

"Yes," she said, casting her eyes downward.
"When he first approached me after Tomas passed and left us to go
forth on his next journey, I felt charmed by this man. He provided
me with companionship when I was feeling alone and lonely, but the
more I was around him, the more I felt something was not quite
right. It seemed as though he wanted something else from me and
shouldn't be trusted. It was then that I told him there was nothing
he would get from me. He has not shown me the same interest
since."

Elder Rhys looked closely at her. He almost
did not want to ask her anything more about the man she was
referring to. It felt too personal to ask for the man's name and
identity, but he knew he had to.

"Who is it, Crisiana?" he
asked. "Who is the
man that you refer to?"

Crisiana took a deep breath and looked into
his eyes. She was resolved that she would need to reveal the
identity of her friend even though she'd rather have kept quiet
about her dealings with him.

"Antonio."

The ancient was surprised. He did not in any
way anticipate hearing the name that was presented to him.

"Antonio?" he questioned, making sure he'd
heard correctly. After he saw Crisiana nod, he spoke again. "But he
is paired with Ariana!"

Crisiana nodded again, lowering her eyes
once more.

"Oh, dear," Elder Rhys said. "Let us hope he
is not the person I seek. I do not wish for her to be hurt in any
way, nor their children," he said before observing a tear appear on
Crisiana's cheek. "Worry not, Crisiana. Whatever happened between
the two of you shall remain unknown to others of the village. I
have no reason to mention you know him so well, or that he pursued
you, for whatever reason that he did. I am happy that you had the
strength to tell him he was making you uncomfortable. You are
looking happier now, and that is good to see. I shall leave you
now. Thank you for your honesty. I know it is not easy to talk
about such things, and you may not have wished to disclose his name
to me."

"Do you think Isabella is in danger from
him, Elder Rhys?" Crisiana asked.

"I do not know for sure," he replied. "It is
only a suspicion that I must investigate further. I hope I am
wrong."

The ancient stood up and quietly excused
himself before leaving the home of Isabella's mother, determined to
gather assistance from the man Isabella had paired with.

 



CHAPTER 56

 


Antonio sat in his home that evening,
enjoying hearing about Ariana's day. There was never anything
overly exciting that she had to tell him, given how peaceful the
village was every day. Regardless, he loved listening to her all
the same. He always had. Since the two of them had re-established
their nightly intimacy, his enthusiasm for her had increased even
more. Even the attention he'd been giving to Kat hadn't diminished
any feeling he had for the woman he'd been paired with for so
long.

When Ariana had finished telling him about
her day, he saw a familiar glint appear in her eyes. It was
invigorating that she seemed to have found a new level of energy in
their nightly passion. The pleasure was exciting enough. Ariana
exuding a new level of confidence drove Antonio on even more in his
excitement to be with her.

As he watched her body language, he remained
still. During their long life together, he had always left the
initiation of their joining to her. Out of the great respect he had
for her, he had no desire to push himself on her. It was no
reflection of his desire for her at that moment. He hid it well,
but deep inside, he was enraptured as he watched her move toward
him with her focus clear on her face.

He knew he should have been maintaining
focus on other things - more important things. He couldn't help but
be distracted by her. It was something he felt he could never get
enough of.
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A knock on the door of the home of Trent and
Isabella resulted in Isabella's awareness heightening. At the same
time, the slight discomfort she felt in her belly told her who was
there.

"It is Elder Rhys," Isabella said as she
watched Trent walk toward the door.

Open opening it, Trent looked back at her,
still surprised by her perception that seemed not only heightened
but also extremely accurate.

"Trent, I wish to speak to you in the
temple, if you are able to come with me," Elder Rhys said when the
door had opened.

The ancient greeted and nodded at Isabella,
but remained where he was without attempting to enter the home. He
fully knew the degree of pain that Isabella could experience when
in close vicinity to him. He still didn't understand why it
happened, but he accepted and respected the odd occurrence.

"Yes, of course, Elder Rhys," Trent said,
surprised but always willing to comply. He turned and moved close
to Isabella to kiss her softly. "I shall return shortly."

The two men walked to the temple in silence.
After making their way through to the rear of the temple, they
finally sat inside a room that could be made private with the door
closed.

"What is it?" Trent asked when his curiosity
intensified. Although no words had been spoken, he was very aware
of the level of seriousness on the face of the ancient before
him.

"I fear that Isabella is
in great danger," Elder Rhys said, his face grave. "There is
someone among us who is … might be
… working toward another strike, but this time a
much stronger one."

Trent absorbed and analyzed the words he'd
heard.

"You think that the last attack was directly
against Isabella?" he asked. "It was not just a case of her
defending the village? The entity inside of Kat wanted specifically
to hurt Isabella?"

"I do think that may be a possible
situation, yes," the ancient replied, nodding. "I do not know for
certain, but things keep happening that are centered around her. I
believe that the person in question knows that Isabella is a chosen
one. He knows that she will become an ancient, and in the time from
now until then, she will develop powers far greater than she has
even started to grow yet."

"Do you think this person had something to
do with the death of Isabella's father?" Trent asked tentatively
and saw the elderly man in front of him nod.

"I do," said Elder Rhys. "I think it is his
wish to make Isabella suffer before he comes back for another
strike at her. Perhaps it is his hope that she will not be as
strong if she is in pain from seeing those she loves suffer or
leave us. If he is the man I suspect he is, I believe he has since
attempted to hurt her through her mother also."

"Crisiana?" Trent asked, the tone of his
voice revealing his surprise. "What has happened? I did not
know…"

"No, no, worry not. It eventuated into
nothing, I believe," Elder Rhys said. "I understand it was an
attempt but Crisiana is too strong-willed to have given in to what
he wanted from her. With regard to that, Trent, it is a very
personal thing for Crisiana. I have assured her I would speak to
no-one about it. I beg that you do not ask her about it or speak
about it, even to Isabella."

Trent considered what was being said and
nodded. His mind then moved on to a different thought.

"Do you think someone like that might have
moved to another, younger mind? One that could more easily be
manipulated?" he asked.

Elder Rhys looked at him intently. "Yes! Do
you know of such a person?"

Trent sat down on the small bed in the room.
"Yes, and so do you," he said. "Kat. Isabella has heard
conversations between Kat and a man. She does not hear them often,
but she did say that she had overheard the man coaxing Kat to meet
him late at night, alone."

"He must need her for his plan, whatever
that is ultimately," Elder Rhys replied. "There must be something
special about Kat that attracts him…"

"Yes, in the same way that there is
something special about Isabella," agreed Trent. "They are like
complete opposites. I suppose it would only be natural for them to
be absolute adversaries."

Trent sat in silence, thinking about
Isabella and his young son. Even the idea of someone being intent
on hurting either of them infuriated him.

"What can we do?" he
asked. "How do we stop this … thing
… without having the same strength that they
have?"

"What are your fighting skills like, Trent?"
the ancient asked and saw Trent's look of surprise.

"Fighting? Using my fists?" Trent asked,
assuming he must be wrong in his interpretation of the ancient's
question. He was surprised to see Elder Rhys nod. "I … I come from
a world where fighting is fairly normal and regular. I am not a
fighter, but I could hold my own against an equal or lesser
opponent. Would this person not have powers though? I cannot fight
against that."

Elder Rhys sat on the bed and faced
Trent.

"There is something I must tell you, Trent.
Your son, Cesare, is also special. He is not just a child, as you
might expect," Elder Rhys said and waited a moment for his words to
sink in before he continued. "Inside of young Cesare is an older
soul."

Trent shook his head to show how confused he
was by what the ancient had just said. "I do not understand."

"It is difficult to understand," Elder
Rhys replied. "I did not believe it at first. It took some
convincing when I first started to hear the familiar voice calling
out to me. Now I have no doubts."

"Who is this older person who invades my
son?" Trent asked. "You say you know him?"

"I knew him," Elder Rhys said. "He and I
grew up together, but he left us long ago. When he passed, we sent
him on his journey just as we did for Tomas recently. I had never
heard of anyone coming back from their journey before, but I do
believe it is him."

Trent could hardly comprehend what he was
hearing.

"How do you speak to him?"
he asked. "How do you know
he is in Cesare?"

"He communicates with me through my mind,"
the ancient replied. "He says he is in your son, but cannot control
him. It seems like he is able to use him as a means of
communication more than anything."

There was silence for a long while as both
men considered the situation.

"Let me assume that what
you say is true and real," said Trent. "Why is your old friend in my son? Why
is he using him to communicate with you?"

"Because he knows of the threat to the
village," said Elder Rhys. "Cesare - my old friend, that is - yes,
he has the same name - has said that he can feel the darkness of
this man. He can feel how much this man intends to hurt us
all."

"But why through my son?" Trent asked.
"Could he not have contacted you directly, or entered you?"

"Trent, your son is also the son of
Isabella," the ancient said. "She has only recently started to feel
her powers beginning. As she matures, she will develop powers of
incredible strength. Her power is already growing at a faster rate
than I've ever seen in someone so young before. It is not too much
to expect that any children born of her will also have powers of
their own."

"You think that is something that is passed
from parent to child?" Trent asked. "If that were true, where did
Isabella get them from? Crisiana and Tomas did not have any powers,
did they?"

The ancient looked lost in trying to find
and provide an answer to the question. As the query remained
unresolved, Trent continued to speak further.

"Alright," he said. "An
older man by the same name resides in my son and communicates his
concerns to you. What does he suggest we do about this
thing that is trying to
cause destruction to Isabella's life?"

"Cesare believes he may be able to provide
you with powers, to fight this man and end his desire for
conflict."

Trent took a moment to consider that before
he replied.

"You do not mean … kill him?!" he asked,
horrified.

"Oh, no, not at all," the
ancient replied. "Killing is not our way, but we would have to
do something. If
he is intent on bringing destruction to the village and all who
reside here, something must be done. We must at least confront him
and fight if we need to."

Trent stood up and walked around the room,
trying to get his thoughts straight. He then turned and looked at
the ancient once more.

"Where do we start?" he asked. "Do we even
know who this person is?"

"I have an idea who it might be, but I have
not yet investigated to find out if my suspicions are accurate,"
Elder Rhys replied. "I shall soon begin assessing that. For now, we
must ascertain if Cesare's idea of sharing his power with you will
work."

"And how do we do that?"

"This is all new, Trent. I am uncertain, but
perhaps it would help to try. I can contact Cesare, I believe," the
ancient said.

Trent watched as Elder Rhys closed his eyes
and was silent.

"Yes," he finally heard him say,
simultaneously appearing oblivious to Trent altogether.

After another long period of silence, Trent
saw the ancient open his eyes and look directly at him.

"Hold out your hand, Trent," he said and saw
Trent follow the instruction. "Palm up. Now focus on your palm.
Will it to give you power."

The ancient saw Trent look at him with a
doubtful expression on his face, but he continued to do as he was
instructed.

For the long period of time that followed,
Trent tried and failed to create the feeling of power he was being
told he could. When he'd almost given up and was ready to leave the
temple and return to his home, he took a deep breath and thought
about his son. As he considered how he would feel if Cesare were
put in danger and something happened to him, Trent felt a warmth
flow over his palm. When he opened his eyes, he saw a golden flame
hovering over it. He looked at it in amazement. It was creating
warmth, but it wasn't burning him. It wasn't touching his skin, but
he could feel that it was a power that belonged to him.

As he looked at it, he began to wonder what
he was going to be able to do with it. He then heard Elder Rhys
speak again.

"You have mastered it, Trent."

"I have this, Elder Rhys, but I am not sure
how I came to make it appear," Trent replied. "I am uncertain if I
can summon it whenever I wish it to. I do not think I would say
that I have mastered it yet."

"It is enough for today," Elder Rhys said,
nodding. "Will it away."

Trent looked at the ancient with disbelief
in his eyes but again did as was asked. After several attempts to
change his thoughts, imagining extinguishing the flame worked. He
felt his hand cool once again.

"I must learn more if I am to use this in
any way in a fight," Trent said and saw the ancient nod.

"Yes. For now, we know that you can summon
it with Cesare's help," Elder Rhys said. "Trent, I feel that there
is danger in Isabella having sensed the conversations of other
people recently. We cannot be sure that the ability does not go
both ways. Therefore I think it best that she not know you might be
able to utilize this power." When Elder Rhys saw Trent open his
mouth as if to protest, he continued. "I do understand you would
not wish to keep anything from her, but in this instance, it could
mean the difference between us taking down this person of ill
intent, and not. If he has no idea that you can seize such power,
he will not be expecting anything from you. This could be our
advantage."

Trent didn't like the idea of keeping things
from Isabella. On the other hand, as the ancient had said, doing so
could mean the difference between Trent being able to help protect
the people of the village or not.

He looked at the ancient and nodded.

"Of course," he said. "I will say nothing,
Elder Rhys."
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As he walked back to the home he shared with
Isabella and Cesare, Trent thought about what had just happened. He
had no powers of his own. About that, he was certain. What he'd
just witnessed had been under the control of an ancient soul that
was living inside of his infant son. The enormity of all of that
made Trent cringe. The more that was happening, the more he would
have to keep to himself and not share with the woman that he loved.
Despite it being for the best cause - to keep Isabella and Cesare
safe - it felt wrong.

When he entered their home, he was saved
from having to explain or lie. He smiled as he saw Isabella had
laid down with Cesare on the bed and fallen asleep. Standing next
to the bed for a long while, Trent took in the beauty of Isabella
in her peaceful slumber.

As he turned to look at Cesare, he
considered with sadness that he may never look at him the same way
again. He could not shake the knowledge that someone else's soul
was within him. It posed questions to Trent. As Cesare grew, would
he be his own person? Or would he be guided and led by someone much
older and wiser? If he were led by an old soul, would he ever
really have a true childhood?

Trent shook the questions from his mind.
There were no answers to be found in the immediate moment. He would
have to take each day as it came and let time roll out whatever was
meant to happen.

After one last glance at the bed, Trent
leaned down and picked Cesare up. Slowly and quietly, he moved to
the small bed set aside for the infant and lay him down in it.
Cesare was sound asleep, even though only minutes earlier, the old
soul within him had been actively working to help Trent. The
thought gave Trent hope that perhaps the soul wasn't interacting
with that of the young child after all. Perhaps his son was
completely oblivious to the fact that someone else was inside of
him and using him as a communication antenna.

Trent moved to the bed and lay down behind
Isabella. It would be a long time before he would sleep, his mind
was so active. Simply lying beside her was enough to, at least,
calm and comfort him.
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The following morning, Trent woke to find
Isabella awake and sitting up beside him as Cesare pressed against
her chest, feeding. Before moving, Trent took a moment to absorb
the sight before him. Isabella was sitting with her head resting
back against the wall and her eyes closed.

Trent was glad to see her so at peace. After
his talk with Elder Rhys the night before, everything he'd been
told had weighed on his mind well into the night. The battle
Isabella had been part of with Kat months earlier had seemed like
such a huge event to all who saw it. Trent conceded at the same
time that it seemed tiny compared to wars around the world. It was
difficult to maintain a balance between being too worried and not
being worried enough. The main thing he wanted to focus on was
keeping Isabella and their son safe. Nothing else mattered as much
as that did.

After a few moments of enjoying the view
before him, Trent saw Isabella's eyes open, and her head turn
slightly as she looked directly at him. When she saw he was awake,
she smiled at him so broadly that Trent felt like he could never
feel so much love or desire as he did for her at that moment. He
continued to be in awe that he hadn't stopped feeling that way
about her since they'd first met. He'd always been someone to
attract women. He'd also always been someone who became relatively
bored with them after a few months or even weeks. That he kept
experiencing such strong emotions when he just looked at Isabella
was a constant source of intrigue to him. He had to concede that
he'd not just fallen in love with her, but he'd fallen hard. It was
a love that was real, and it was deep. It was also something that
he'd never before known he'd be able to have in his life.

As Isabella looked at Trent's face, watching
his intense thoughtfulness, she felt Cesare's lips fall away from
her. When she looked down, she saw he'd fallen asleep again. She
grinned at the sight, gently stood up with him in her arms, and put
him back into his own bed.

Trent watched her move away and then return.
As she lay down on the bed again, she pulled the covers over her
and huddled close to him. He pulled her closer still and held her
tight, determined not to let the developments of the previous
evening invade or even enter the closeness he enjoyed with her. He
hoped she wouldn't ask about his talk with Elder Rhys. As if
knowing that he would tell her anything she did need to know, she
didn't ask.

"I think it is time, Trent," Isabella
whispered in an attempt to leave no doubt what she was referring
to. She smiled even greater at him before she spoke again. "I am
certain my body is fully recovered now."

Trent understood what she was referring to.
He moaned softly at her words before he kissed her fully and let
her guide him on top of her.

 


 


 



CHAPTER 60

 


On their way to their morning dining,
Isabella heard her name called out by her mother, Crisiana. Trent
seized the moment to move forward into the dining area to find
Adrian. He wanted to discretely ask how things were with Kat, and
what was happening with them. He couldn't know for sure if Kat had
anything to do with the man who supposedly was intent on hurting
the people of the village. He equally felt quite certain that she
probably did.

The uneasy feelings Trent continued to have
about Kat always worried him. He'd met plenty of dislikeable people
in his lifetime. Through one experience or another, he'd learned it
was always wise to trust his gut feeling when it came to such
dislikes. More than once, he'd turned his back on his instinct,
then paid the price for that.

"Adrian," he said to the younger man as he
sat down beside him.

"Good morning, Trent. How are you this fine
day?" Adrian asked, sounding as cheerful as he usually did, no
matter how he truly felt inside.

"I am well," Trent replied. "How are you?
Are there any developments with you and Kat yet? Any news of a
possible pairing?"

He watched as Adrian's face changed and
became more serious.

"No, I do not think that will happen,"
Adrian replied. "We have not talked in a long while. She seems very
distracted these days, so I do not try to spend time with her. I am
resigned to the possibility that I must look further for someone to
pair with. I do not think Kat has any interest in me at all, even
though at times she has said she has. To be very honest with you,
Trent, I think she has been pretending with me. For what reason, I
do not know. If she had ever been certain about the two of us
pairing, we would be paired by now."

Trent watched Adrian's face and nodded.
Looking around the dining area and noting that once again, Kat was
nowhere to be seen, he wondered what Kat had been doing in the
mornings. He hadn't seen her for several days.

"Be certain, Adrian," Trent said. "Ask her
plainly so there cannot be any possibility of misinterpretation.
You have a right to know where you stand with her, and you are
right. You must not wait forever. It is your duty to assist in the
maintenance of the population."

Adrian laughed softly and then spoke with a
trace of affection.

"Trent, you sound more and more like a
native of my village, each and every day."

The two men laughed together and spoke no
more of Kat as Isabella approached. Holding Cesare in her arms, she
eagerly greeted her lifelong friend before beginning her meal.

 



CHAPTER 61

 


Adrian left the morning meal feeling fresh
and energized. He was ready to move forward into the next stage of
his life. Every time he watched Trent and Isabella together, he
knew he was ready for the same thing. He would ask Kat one more
time out of courtesy. If she said no, he would be proactive in
getting to know better the other young women of pairing age in the
village. The thought excited him and made him hope that Kat was no
longer interested.

As he began his journey down the path from
the dining area to his work at the mill, he heard Kat's voice call
out to him from behind.

"Adrian! Please! Wait!" she called out.

Although with a heavy heart, Adrian stopped
and turned to face her. It was easy for him to put on a smile, even
when he didn't particularly feel like smiling. As she approached
him, he noticed the degree to which she was smiling. It was
concerning.

"I am glad to see you," she said when she
reached him. "I was late to dine this morning, but I wish to speak
to you. Could we please go somewhere quiet for a short time before
we go to the mill?"

Adrian looked at her, slightly confused by
her forwardness and the strong sense of determination that was
emanating from her. He experienced a deep feeling of dread coming
on. As always, he covered it up with his usual friendly smile.

"Of course, Kat," he said. "Shall we walk
down by the pool and talk there?" he asked and saw her nod.

They walked in silence until they found
privacy. Sitting on the large flat stones near the warm water pool,
he turned to her and waited for her to speak. In the background, he
could hear the rumble of the small waterfall. It was a sound that
helped to calm his nervousness about whatever Kat was going to say
to him.

"Adrian, I asked you a long time ago if you
would consider pairing with me," she said and saw him nod. "Since
then, I have changed my mind several times, and I am sorry for any
confusion I have caused you. I do believe that we must make a firm
decision. Do you?"

Adrian nodded again but remained silent,
prompting her to say whatever it was that she felt she needed to
say.

"I want us to pair. You and me. Soon," Kat
said.

In her mind, she was sure she had made an
error in sharing her body with Antonio. That error had to be
covered up and forgotten. Soon.

She waited in expectation of seeing Adrian
look relieved and happy. She grew concerned when his face revealed
neither feeling.

"You do not want to?" she asked him, a mild
panic beginning to grow inside of her belly.

"Kat, we have had this conversation many
times now," Adrian said. "I do not know what is real with you and
what is not. Why do you wish to pair with me? Please tell me what
your reasons are this time."

Adrian could see that Kat was surprised by
his question. He could also see a level of calculation and perhaps
dishonesty forming on her face.

"I … I esteem you greatly," Kat said. "You
have remained kind to me when I have not been kind to you. I
believe that we could be happy paired with one another."

Adrian pondered his options. He'd considered
them before and felt frustrated that he had to think about them
again. A few minutes earlier, he'd been excited at the prospect of
proactively seeking out someone new to approach. If he agreed to
Kat's proposal, he would not be able to meet anyone else. On the
other hand, if he did not agree to it, and no other woman wanted
him…

"Yes, Kat, but let us do this quickly," he
blurted out. "I do not wish for either of us to change our minds.
We shall go to the elders and talk to them now and ask them to
speak to our parents. As soon as possible, we shall have the
ceremony. After that, there will be no more mind changing."

He had expected her to panic at the thought
of things moving so quickly. Instead, he saw her smile with what
looked like relief.

To Kat, in her situation, the idea suited
her perfectly. She needed to pair with Adrian as soon as possible.
Doing so would wipe all memory of Antonio from her mind and heart.
She had no awareness that she might also need to pair quickly with
Adrian so that it would never be revealed she may be carrying
Antonio's child.

"Oh!" she said all of a sudden, jumping up.
"Oh, Adrian! We shall be so happy, paired together!"

As Adrian watched her, he was surprised. He
could not remember having ever seen her so happy. When she held out
her hands to him, he stood and let her wrap her arms around him to
hold him tightly. As he pulled away, his gaze lowered. Out of the
corner of his eye, he caught the slightest glimpse of a blue glow
that was emanating but slowly fading over Kat's belly.

He knew that glow. He'd seen it before, on
the night of the battle in the temple. As quickly as he saw it, it
seemed to fade out and was no longer there. Thinking quickly, he
decided to say nothing. Whatever it was, Kat appeared oblivious to
it. He filed it away as something to talk to Trent and Isabella
about, and perhaps the ancient in the temple, but no-one else. It
might have been a trick of the light. If it weren't, it was
something far too big to talk to anyone else about.

The two of them walked to the temple and
spoke to Elder Scott about their plans. In turn, he assured them he
would speak to their families to gain the necessary blessings and
then let Kat and Adrian know the decision about their possible
pairing.

After their temple visit, Adrian and Kat
wandered down to the mill to get on with their work as if it were
just another regular day. Nothing more was said about their moving
forward with pairing. Nothing was said at all.

In the depth of his mind, Adrian couldn't
help but wonder if he had made the right decision.

 



CHAPTER 62

 


"You saw it?" Isabella and Trent both asked
when Adrian told them that evening about the blue glow. The three
of them were in the home of Trent and Isabella at the request by
Adrian for them to speak privately.

"I could be mistaken, but I did think at the
time that I saw that same blue glow over her belly," Adrian said.
What he'd seen earlier that day had been on his mind ever since. As
he shared the news with Isabella and Trent, he didn't miss or
mistake the looks of concern on their faces.

Trent stood up, his mind active. Elder Rhys
had predicted something was coming that would try and cause
destruction. Isabella's golden glow had made them all further
believe that theory. Adrian saying he'd seen the blue glow return
on Kat was one more level of confirmation.

"The timing is similar," Trent finally said
and heard Adrian ask what he meant. "Isabella has had her golden
glow back for some time now. When this last happened, the two
coincided in time also."

Adrian looked at his close friend.

"Why did you not share this with me?" he
asked her but only saw surprise on Isabella's face.

"Adrian, I did not think anything of it. It
is there sometimes, but not often. It is not harming me in any way.
It is a source of strength," she said as she placed her hand on his
arm to reassure him. "It is nothing to fear or worry about."

"Very well, but what shall I do?" Adrian
asked. "I told Kat today that I will pair with her. I am uncertain
what is the best action with regard to this … situation. I am not
even sure who - or what - I could be pairing with!"

"Only you can know what is best there,"
Trent said, feeling quite sorry for the young man in his
circumstance. "If someone is controlling her again, it might be
best if you move ahead as if everything is normal. If Kat - or
whatever is inside of her - suspects that you have doubts because
you saw her blue glow, we do not know what will happen."

Isabella was surprised at Trent's words.

"Trent, we cannot expect Adrian to pair with
someone just to keep the peace," she said. "He has the right to
pair with someone for love, as we all have."

"No, Isabella, I believe Trent may be
right," Adrian said quietly. "If something is beginning again in
Kat, it would be best if I do all that I can to keep her distracted
and happy. That will give you time to ascertain what is happening,
and what threat there is to the village, if any."

The three of them sat in silence for a long
while before turning the conversation to anything but the possible
imminent threat to the village.

 



CHAPTER 63

 


Antonio lay in the bed he shared with
Ariana. He hadn't seen Kat for a long while, knowing from his
feelings and connection to her that she was already carrying his
child. She had withdrawn herself very quietly - far more so than
he'd expected she would. It made his plans all the easier, not
having to pretend or deal with her anymore.

The seed was sown. She would bring life to
his child, and that child would have extreme power. The level of
power would certainly be enough to bring down the golden child of
Isabella. Antonio's child would be a fair match for Cesare. The
last effort to fight against Isabella had failed, but next time -
through his own child - he would be infinitely stronger. Finally,
the great Isabella would perish. Once she was gone, he would be one
step closer to taking full control of the village and the power
that ran beneath it.

That night, he visited
Kat's dreams but did not speak. He just watched her. He could
almost see her thoughts. From the experience, he knew that she was
pursuing that boy again. She wanted to pair, but there appeared to
be more to it than that. She had an instinct that she
needed to pair. He did
not sense that she understood she had a child growing in her belly,
but she did sense that she had to quickly move on from her time
with him.

He smiled to himself. This time he would not
discourage Kat from pairing with another. He had only needed to
distract her from that for the time it took to seduce and
impregnate her. He didn't even think she was aware that she had a
certain power inside of her - a power that made it easy for him to
control and connect with her through thought. As far as he was
aware, he wasn't even sure she had any understanding of how much he
had controlled her before.

Yes, the timing of her pairing with someone
was perfect. It would prevent any questions being asked about whose
child she was carrying. As far as she and anyone else was
concerned, it would be the offspring of whoever she paired with.
Perfect.

All Antonio had to do was sit and wait for
his child to be born. Until then, he could move on with life as if
everything were normal. And because everything was lined up
perfectly for him to be able to do that, there was no chance anyone
would ever suspect him of anything.

 



CHAPTER 64

 


"Adrian and Kat," Elder Scott loudly said to
the gathered crowd in front of the temple on the evening of the
pairing. "You have chosen to pair, and it has been assessed by the
ancients that your pairing will be good and sound. Is there anyone
here who does not approve of it? If so, please speak now."

Everyone looked around except Kat. In her
chest, she could feel her heart beating quickly. A small part of
her wanted to hear Antonio call out and claim her. A greater part
of her knew he would not. She'd served her purpose with him. He
would not want anything more from her. It saddened her, but as she
turned to look at Adrian, she was glad that she had him. She could
forget her time with Antonio. Tonight she would join with Adrian.
After that, Antonio would matter no more.

"Adrian and Kat, as there is no-one to
object to your pairing, please step toward me," the elder said,
looking at them while speaking loud enough for everyone to hear.
"You are both honorable and good. You have asked to be paired, and
your pairing request is granted. You shall now take your place
among our people, and do your duty to help our society continue to
survive, through procreation and the delivery of children. Is this
a responsibility that you accept as part of your pairing?"

Both young people nodded and said in unison,
"Yes."

"Then it is so," Elder Scott said. "Please
retire to the pairing chamber for this night."

Adrian felt faint. He was uncertain of so
many things. In all that had happened, he hadn't even considered
the part of joining. As he thought about it, he was nervous. He
knew nothing of how children were made. He knew nothing of
procreation. As he looked at Kat, he hoped she had some knowledge
and that she did not mind that he had none.

~~~~~

The two young people
entered the pairing chamber and looked around. Kat could see on
Adrian's face the nervousness that he felt. She felt confident in
what was to come, but she also realized that she could not
show that she was
confident in it. She would have to guide him while making him think
that she also knew nothing.

Adrian stood where he was, experiencing a
level of fear inside of him that he'd never felt before. Despite
having already gone through the pairing process and secured their
futures together, he still questioned his decision to pair with
her. He wasn't sure they were even good friends.

As his mind wandered, he slowly became aware
of her moving closer to him. He felt nervous, not only about
whatever was to come, but also just about her. She'd changed her
mind so many times, he was wary about her reason for having finally
agreed to the pairing.

"Relax, Adrian. We shall find our way
together," Kat said as she moved up to him and put her arms around
him. When she felt his arms enclose her in return, she subtly moved
her body against his. Instantly, she felt the reaction in his body
she'd hoped for. With her head resting on his shoulder, he didn't
see her smile. Nor did he see the kind of smile she exhibited at
that moment.

Although the joining itself was something
Kat had already experienced, she hadn't yet been naked with a man.
Her times with Antonio had always occurred with the two of them
still dressed, and their attire only moved aside as required. As
she stood before Adrian, she found the courage to lift her shift
dress off and stand still, naked before him.

Adrian felt he should look away, but he
couldn't. His body reacted harshly, but he was unaware or caring
about that. He followed her lead and undressed before the two of
them moved together to hold one another again. Kat initiated their
first deep kiss. For Adrian, it was his first kiss, but he quickly
caught on. Kat was surprised when his shyness was replaced by a
natural instinct of need. He kissed her with passion as he walked
her back to the bed.

Lying back, Kat let the same smile grace her
face as she moved and nudged him until he was inside of her. Almost
instantly, she heard him reach that same place she'd heard Antonio
reach many times before. Her smile changed but remained hidden. It
was done. She had no need to think about Antonio anymore.

As they climbed under the bed covers, Adrian
once again saw the blue glow briefly appear over Kat's belly and
then fade away. He still said nothing, pretending he hadn't seen it
at all. He could feel the coldness that had come from the color
over her belly. It was a coldness that made him feel even more
nervous about what he'd just committed himself to by pairing with
the woman lying in his arms.

He lay awake well into the night, his mind
full of conflicting thoughts. He had paired with Kat. After the
desire expressed by her that she wished to pair with him, and all
the times that she'd changed her mind and said that she didn't want
to, now it was done. They were lying in bed together, and they were
sealed together for life. Adrian tried to determine what emotion
would describe how he felt about that. All he found was
conflict.

The two of them had joined. It was the first
time he'd known of such feelings in his body. He hadn't experienced
any logical feelings that had made him want to join with her. His
body had acted like he presumed it was supposed to, in order to
create a child. It wasn't unpleasant, but he did wonder if it could
be better with someone that he'd very much wanted to join with. He
had no knowledge of what it should have entailed, but somehow the
few minutes that they were joined together didn't quite seem
enough. Perhaps that was all that it took to make a child. One
joining of just a few minutes. Was that truly all it took? To
create life? He'd never thought about how it happened. It felt like
such a small act for such a big result. He supposed that would be
it, over with now. Kat would be with child, and they would not join
again until another time when she wished to be with child
again.

For all the longing Adrian had experienced
in wanting to find something wonderful with the right person, all
he felt on his night of pairing was that it all seemed like a bit
of a letdown. There was nothing that could be done about that. The
decision had been made. The deed was done. He was paired with
Kat.

Now he would have to live with that for the
rest of his life.

 



CHAPTER 65

 


When she woke the next morning, Kat felt
initially disoriented. Very slowly, clarity forced its way through
her sleepy daze as she remembered that she was now paired with
Adrian. Forevermore, whenever she woke in the mornings, he would be
there right beside her. Was she glad about that? She didn't know
the answer to that question. Her thoughts and feelings had been
drifting from one extreme to the other over many weeks. In the
depths of her heart, she knew something was wrong that was making
her experience such extreme emotions. It no longer mattered. They
were joined and would be only paired with one another.

Turning over, she saw him lying next to her,
still asleep. It was the first time she'd seen him like that. He
seemed at peace. She watched him for a long while, still trying to
determine her feelings. For her, ultimately, it was a pairing of
convenience. She had always liked him well enough but he didn't
excite her as Antonio had.

Whatever she'd shared with Antonio was now
over. Now she had a new man to focus on. As she continued to watch
Adrian sleep, she kept looking closely at him. She considered that
even though he wasn't Antonio, he was still a man. It hadn't felt
bad when they'd joined the night before. There had been nothing
about it that had left her not ever wanting to join with him
again.

Focusing on him, her thoughts fell fully
into the realm of pleasure. By the time his eyes opened, she was
heavily aroused at the thought of getting to know his body better.
They had joined the night before, but she wanted more.

When Adrian woke and saw her, he also felt
conflict in his thoughts. They were now paired, for that day and
every day in their future. When she moved closer to him, he didn't
try and stop her. Instead, he held his arms open and let her move
so that her chest was touching his. Under the covers, he could see
her naked body in full. His body jumped to attention at the sight.
The night before had seemed rushed. His instinct had told him that.
He was eager to try again, taking more time to explore.

When Kat kissed him, she was driven on in
her excitement as she felt Adrian's lips engulf hers. The night
before, he'd mostly responded to her. As he grew more assertive,
she liked it.

Through her time with Antonio, she knew
where she liked to be touched. She longed to take Adrian's hand and
guide him but feared that if she did, he'd wonder how she knew how
those spots felt like that to her. She held back, instead letting
him lead and explore.

Adrian moved his hands and lips over Kat's
body, taking his time. If he was going to be with her for the rest
of his life, he was going to get to know her much better than he
already did. His fingers moved over her skin, touching almost every
spot on her.

Nothing felt wrong. Nothing felt bad. Adrian
enjoyed the feeling of her skin under his fingertips. He loved the
way the tiny hairs on her arms rose to meet him in tiny little
bumps as his fingers glided over the softness of her skin. He loved
the feeling of the curve of her hips. He loved the way her nipples
became hard and her breathing changed as he lightly touched them.
Down he kept going. Her legs were toned and smooth. Between them,
he vowed he was never going to rush. It was an area of unexplored
territory. He'd sunk deep into there the night before, but he
wanted to learn it all and gain the knowledge to affect her
completely.

Kat lay still for a long time. She had
expected that since she'd previously joined with Antonio, she would
be the more confident one out of her and Adrian in their joining.
As she focused on his touch, she realized she'd been wrong. Adrian
was a nice person, a caring person, and someone who everyone liked.
As the two of them lay in bed together, he showed another side of
him. It was a side that was strong, forward, and determined to
learn, to give, and to please. When she felt his fingers explore
where Antonio had done so, Kat told Adrian how good it felt,
driving him to keep touching her that way.

Under his hands, Adrian could hear and see
the effect his touch was having on her. Her body was moving subtly,
reaching up to meet his touch sometimes. At other times, it ground
down onto the bed. Around watching how her body was responding,
Adrian also watched her face. Her lips remained parted as her
breathing continued to become louder and deeper.

As he kept touching her and pushing her
forward to where she wanted to go, Kat reached out and took him in
her hands. She stroked him idly and slowly as she felt her body
moving into the final stage of preparation for climax.

Despite her hand moving over him, Adrian
didn't stop his efforts. He soon saw and felt her body convulse. It
might have seemed to him that she was in extreme pain. Having had
his first orgasm the night before, he believed that was what she
was experiencing. Her hand felt good on him, but he wanted to see
her through in her pleasure before he focused on that.

Kat felt all of her muscles twitch. It
wasn't her first orgasm, but it felt far more intense than what
she'd experienced with Antonio. It also felt more intimate, like it
meant something. When her body relaxed, she concentrated on Adrian.
She would encourage him to move into her again. For the moment, she
kissed him while stroking him firmly but slowly.

Adrian let the feelings flow over him. He
liked the way she was touching him. When she lay back and guided
him onto her, he happily slid inside of her to once again
experience the feeling of magic that came from that. It took longer
than it had their first time. He was glad. The knowledge of it
taking longer the second time made him wonder if it got longer
every time. What a thought that was.

Kat moved with him once he started to move
more intensely. The feelings were unexpected but glorious. Suddenly
the decision to pair with him seemed like the best decision she'd
ever made if every night was going to be the same.

Hearing him moan heavily, as she felt his
body tense, she knew he was there. When he seemed to recover, he
lifted his head and looked intently at her.

"Can we do this often?" she asked.

Adrian grinned.

"I hope so."

 



CHAPTER 66

 


After two months had passed since her
pairing with Adrian, it was visibly clear to anyone who saw her
that Kat was with child. She'd managed to hide the blue glow from
everyone. Now and then, she would feel the coolness spread over her
belly. In those moments, she would cover herself with her hands in
an attempt to hide it. She assumed, as Isabella had a long time
earlier, that the glow was a baby. She had no reason to presume
otherwise.

From a distance, Antonio continued to
monitor her through her visions of the night. He always kept
himself on the outside of the visions, like he was looking in
through a sheet of one-way glass. He liked watching her, but he had
no desire for her to see him. Silently he was monitoring the health
of his child. He was pleased that Kat was taking such good care of
herself.

At times when he felt the blue glow appear
in her, the coolness flowed over him too. It was like an old
comfort to him. Refreshing and calming, he hadn't felt anything
like it before, but he liked it. He knew he had nothing to worry
about. Even though Kat didn't understand the importance of the seed
that had been planted within her, she wouldn't put his child in
danger.

 



CHAPTER 67

 


One night when Antonio was observing Kat, he
was alarmed to sense that he wasn't the only observer in her vision
of the night. It hadn't occurred to him that anyone else in the
ancient village would have the ability to enter someone else's
night visions. It disturbed him to realize he wasn't a lone
spectator, after all.

At the discovery, he felt strong uneasiness
flow over him. That uneasiness quickly escalated to a feeling of
fear. Although he was lying in bed with Ariana asleep at his side,
the desire to get out of bed and go to Kat pulled at him. He
desperately tried to ignore it, telling himself he must be
imagining things.

After a long while of his feelings slowly
intensifying, he knew he couldn't ignore them any longer. Silently,
he removed himself from the warmth of the bed he shared with Ariana
and prepared to leave. Something was wrong. Even though he believed
Kat must still be asleep, Antonio couldn't shake the feeling that
he had to act. He could not let his child be put in danger.

When he left his home, he didn't know where
he was to go. He stood still and closed his eyes to try and focus
on what Kat was seeing at the time. Although he'd expected she must
still be asleep, he quickly realized that she'd woken in the time
since he'd left his bed. He wasn't in her vision of the night at
all. He was, instead, connected with her in her wakefulness.

As if in his own visual reality, what he
could see made him think he was seeing through her eyes. He didn't
recognize the surroundings she was seeing but knew it was not her
home, nor the home of anyone else in the village. The structure she
was in was too large to be a simple home of the village. The
ceiling and the walls were grand and far too large. The sheer size
of what he could see left him certain of where she might be. He'd
never set foot in the village temple. Throughout all of his life,
whenever he'd looked at it, something about it had made him feel
uneasy. Even though he'd never seen the interior of the structure,
he was sure of his belief that it was where Kat was in that
instant.

Also, through his sight, he could see other
people. Not only did that make Antonio deeply unhappy, but it also
made him fearful. He had no doubt they had some kind of plan for
Kat. The possibility made him increase his speed to get to her. In
truth, he didn't care so much about whatever might ever happen to
Kat, but the child inside of her belly had to be saved at any
cost.

A vision entered his mind again. In it, he
could identify who was in the temple. He wasn't at all surprised by
the faces he saw. In contrast, he was greatly surprised by the
level of anger he felt when he noticed one of them was his silent
adversary, Isabella.


CHAPTER 68

 


Kat had been awakened by a calling. At
first, she thought it must be Antonio. As she focused more, she
realized she was unfamiliar with whatever it was that was calling
her. Waking up, she wasn't even sure what it had said to her. Her
mind was foggy. She couldn't focus, but she knew she was needed to
do something for someone.

Confused, she sat up in the bed, her
movement waking Adrian.

"Kat, are you alright?" he asked, sitting
upright and placing one hand on her arm. "What is it?"

Looking at him, she briefly wondered what
she was doing with him. She liked him well enough, but did she like
him enough to lie beside him every night of her entire future? They
were beginning to work well together. She liked sleeping with him
and beside him, but for the rest of their lives? It was only a
brief thought before she soon was immersed once more in the imagery
of the calling.

Adrian watched her face. He had to
acknowledge to himself that she didn't appear to be fully with him.
Her face looked like it was in a dream state rather than a state of
wakefulness. When he looked down, he saw the blue glow had not only
returned but seemed to have done so with increased strength. The
intense cold emanating off it was almost unbearable as it reached
him.

Even in her dreamlike state, Kat could see
Adrian's movements. Following his line of sight, her eyes fell to
her belly. What she saw made her smile. She took his hand in hers
and placed both over the area. The degree of coldness coming off it
caused Adrian to shiver and want to pull his hand away. When he
looked at Kat, he kept his hand still. It was obvious to him that
she was gaining some kind of reassurance from it.

"Our child, Adrian," Kat said with a
blissful smile on her face.

Adrian smiled back but silently wondered
whose mind was controlling her thoughts and words at that moment.
Was it truly Kat, or was it an entity he'd seen before?

He had to think. The glow wasn't
disappearing as quickly as it had when he'd noticed it on earlier
occasions. It continued to be visible, slowly but persistently
growing brighter. It also continued to exhibit the level of
strength that Adrian hadn't seen before. Even during the battle
that had happened between Kat and Isabella previously, the blue
glow he'd seen had looked weak compared to what he saw spreading
over Kat's belly.

"Bring her to the temple," a voice suddenly
said inside of his head. Adrian was startled, not having
experienced such a thing before. "Adrian, the entity inside of Kat
is growing in power. Bring her to the temple, and we shall remove
it as we did last time."

Adrian looked at Kat in wonder that she did
not also hear the voice, but he could tell by her facial expression
that she'd heard nothing. Although he didn't recognize the voice,
something in his instincts told him to trust it and believe what it
said.

"Kat, we must go," he said as he studied her
face to see her ability to understand him. It seemed useless.
Whatever held her attention also held her captive.

Without further explanation, he rushed her
to ready herself before she would ask questions.

Kat asked nothing, also feeling a pull to
leave. Power was surging through her. It was a feeling she liked
very much. Quietly she walked with Adrian while enjoying the
coolness she felt as she moved her hands over her belly.

As soon as the two of them were inside the
temple, they were met by Elder Rhys and Elder Scott.

"Come, Adrian. We believe we must
eliminate…"

Kat finally heard and seemed to understand
what was happening. Straight away, she started to object.

"No!" she called out to them. "You will not
take my baby from me!"

Although she was screaming the words, she
made no attempt to remove herself from the situation. The conflict
between the words she said, and her lack of any kind of action,
made Adrian further believe she must be in some kind of trance.

With no further verbal objection from Kat,
they walked deeper into the temple. There, Trent and Isabella were
waiting. Elder Rhys stood back with Cesare in his arms, keeping a
safe distance from Isabella. They still did not know why she felt
pain when in close vicinity to him while the golden glow was
present in her. The reason was irrelevant. Pain was pain. It had to
be avoided.

 



CHAPTER 69

 


Antonio considered again where the group
must be. He'd avoided the village temple all his life because of
the feelings it produced in him. He'd always felt like he didn't
belong there. He wasn't welcome, but it was more than that. There
was something about the large structure that produced a sliver of
fear in him.

As he moved in the direction of the
building, he felt his fear intensifying. He was angry at Kat for
doing whatever she was doing, but he was far more fearful about the
child growing in her belly. No matter how he felt, he had to do
whatever it would take to protect his unborn child.

In his rare moments of clarity, Antonio
didn't know how or why things had happened that he didn't
understand. He seemed to experience only moments of confusion
before something would take his consciousness over. When that
happened, he lost himself.

For a moment, he stopped still, placed his
hands on either side of his head, and closed his eyes. He wanted to
scream but dared not. Something wasn't right. That was as far as
his thinking got before the real Antonio was pushed aside in his
mind once more and the entity took hold again.

His child might be in danger. He feared the
worst. He believed they suspected Kat's child was his and that it
was the spawn of great power. They would try and rid her of the
child, he was sure. He could not let that happen. He started to
run.


CHAPTER 70

 


Isabella watched Adrian
lead Kat into the room. The blue glow was now extremely bright and
visible not only over her belly but all over her torso. Isabella
saw Kat place her hands over it in a protective movement. For a
moment, watching the hands lie over the cold blue, Isabella felt
sorry for Kat. She knew that movement well. She understood the need
to protect a small life beginning . She
also understood that the glow over Kat's belly had absolutely
nothing to do with a child being inside of her.

Trent stood a distance away. As yet, he
hadn't told Isabella he'd been learning how to harness the power of
the old soul inside their son. He understood the reasoning behind
that decision. If Isabella knew nothing, no-one could gather the
knowledge from her mind. He was equally glad of the decision
because he didn't want her to rely on him if there was any chance
that he wouldn't be able to assist when the time came. In his mind,
if she thought he would fight with her, she would be more
vulnerable if it turned out that he couldn't.

Instead of making anyone in the room aware
of his recent training, Trent stood off to the side. Although ready
to watch and see if he could, in any way, provide her with
assistance when the time was right, he remained still, quietly
showing support for her to battle the entity alone once more.

Kat moved closer to Isabella. As she did, a
confused smile appeared on her face. She was looking at Isabella's
belly.

"You have a child also, Isabella?" she asked
as if the two of them were firm friends exchanging
pleasantries.

Isabella looked down and let her hands rest
over the warm glow she could feel. In some ways, she envied Kat for
not knowing that the glows weren't children. She didn't try and
correct Kat's statement. She could see that the woman Adrian had
recently paired with was not herself at that moment. She wasn't
thinking straight. It presented a strong instance of déjà vu with
the situations being so similar. Isabella found strength in knowing
this time they were prepared and knew what had to be done.

Everyone braced for the powers to activate
in a war among themselves. When Kat's didn't, Isabella took a step
closer. She felt that she needed to act as if she intended to
attack. Whatever it was that was residing in Kat, Isabella wanted
it to think she was becoming aggressive. That was the only way she
considered she might be able to encourage it to come out.

 


 



CHAPTER 71

 


Antonio ran into the
temple structure. He was unfamiliar with it but he could sense
where Kat was - or, at least, where his child was. He walked quietly in the
hope of hearing voices, but he didn't need them to know which
direction to take. The feeling of guidance that came to him was
strong. He assumed it was his child providing him with it, so put
faith in it.

As he came to the doorway of the room that
he knew they were all in, he stopped and closed his eyes for a
moment. An attempt was made by him to reach Kat through thought, to
control her. The attempt failed. He tried several times to push
into her mind. It was a pointless exercise. Whatever she was doing,
her mind was closed off to him.

Unable to connect with her, he started to
panic. Why could he not connect with her?

He positioned himself so that he could look
into the room without being seen. From his viewpoint, he could see
Kat and Isabella facing one another. Off to the side were two
elderly men, plus the men Kat and Isabella had each paired with.
The numbers were acceptable to Antonio. Kat and him against
Isabella. Two against one. He disregarded the other people in the
room. They weren't fighters. They were there as spectators only.
They served no role whatsoever at that moment. He was finally going
to be able to put an end to Isabella. The thought made him feel
stronger. It wasn't part of his original plan, but he grinned as he
considered that he might soon see his adversary silenced for
good.


CHAPTER 72

 


Isabella took her time
trying to assess where Kat's mind was at. She looked aware, but at
the same time, it seemed like she didn't quite understand that
something was out of the ordinary. She didn't quite seem to have
made the connection that everything was out of the
ordinary at that moment. Just as she'd fluctuated and changed her
mind again and again about pairing with Adrian in earlier months,
Kat now looked like she was fluctuating in her knowledge of what
was happening. There were moments when she seemed to be fully
present and confused. Those times were of short duration before her
eyes would cloud over and she looked gone again.

As Isabella looked into Kat's eyes, she
wondered what the younger woman could have been thinking. In her
own belly, Isabella could sense extreme heat as her power seemed to
understand that the cold it needed to extinguish was close by.

She moved another step closer to Kat and
started to bring her hands up in the hope that if she could summon
the golden light, the blue light would escape from Kat also.

Trent watched as a dim light appeared over
the palms of Isabella's hands. She was subtle, not making any real
move toward Kat, but Trent could see it beginning. As that
happened, he tried to psych himself up to play a similar role if
the situation later demanded it.

Kat saw Isabella moving closer but didn't
assume any defensive position. She could see the movement but
couldn't perceive any danger or threat from it. Her hands rested
over her belly. The coldness was once again a reassuring comfort to
her. Her baby was safe. No-one was going to harm it.

When she saw Isabella's hands come up to
chest level, Kat was entranced by the golden light emanating from
them. She stared at it, captured by its brilliance. It didn't occur
to her to move out of the way in case Isabella meant to cause her
harm. The light was just too beautiful.

 


 



CHAPTER 73

 


From the safety of just outside the doorway
to the room, Antonio watched what was happening for as long as he
could. He could see Isabella getting dangerously close to Kat. The
sight made Antonio begin to fret for the life of his child.

He continued to try and connect with Kat
through her thinking but it seemed like she'd built a wall around
her mind. It felt like a barrier had been erected that was
impenetrable to him. The discovery intensified the anger he felt
growing within him. He was angry at Kat, and he was angry at all of
the other people in the room. That they thought they had any right
to interfere with his plans was infuriating.

For a long while, he felt like he was frozen
in time. He watched all that was happening. It wouldn't have seemed
much to people of the time Trent was from. To all in the room, it
felt like a war.

When Antonio saw the golden light igniting
in Isabella's hands, he resolved to intervene. No matter what
happened to him, he had to try and save the child. He couldn't just
stand still and let them destroy the power flowing through it. It
hadn't even taken a breath of life yet. There were many years that
it would need to grow and develop. There was no way he could risk
its life being cut short before it had even begun.

Antonio took a deep breath, studied the
placement of Kat and Isabella in the room, and took a step towards
the fight he knew he had to contribute to.

 



CHAPTER 74

 


"He is coming, old friend. Ready yourself
and ensure all are safe," Elder Rhys heard inside his head. He
looked down at the infant in his arms. For a moment, he expected
the infant to look like the voice speaking, but of course, the tiny
Cesare that Elder Rhys held was not the same Cesare that was
speaking.

The ancient moved further away to provide a
greater distance between himself and the two women.

"He is coming," he said out loud, causing
all except Isabella to turn and look at him.

Kat realized she wasn't party to a
conversation the others in the room had already had without her.
Even as she looked at Adrian, she saw no surprise on his face. To
her, it indicated his deceit. He couldn't be trusted, she thought
to herself. She shouldn't have paired with him.

As if sensing her exact moment of doubt and
weakness in her mind, Antonio appeared. At first, Kat thought she
must be seeing things. As she refocused on the others in the room,
she could tell that they could see him as well.

Antonio pushed ahead quickly, moving towards
Kat. He shoved Isabella back before positioning himself between the
two of them.

"You will not kill her baby, Isabella," he
said and saw the surprise on her face.

There was no doubt in Isabella's mind that
his voice was the same as she'd heard as an onlooker in the visions
of the night. She composed herself and pulled herself to full
height as she faced him straight on.

Even though she was a woman, younger, and
not quite as tall as he was, being so close to her, Antonio felt
intimidated. He didn't like it but he could certainly acknowledge
that although day to day she looked innocent and nice, she exuded
an extremely commanding presence. She was a natural fighter. He
considered that perhaps even she didn't quite know the extent of
that yet.

They stood, looking at one another for some
time before Isabella considered his words and responded.

"I am not trying to kill her baby," she
said. "Why would you think that I would?"

"You think you are meant to rule but you are
not," Antonio continued, his speech starting to sound like it
belonged to someone else.

Before their eyes, they saw Antonio lift his
hands. Above them, a blue light formed. It surprised everyone in
the room. At the same time, the blue glow that had resided on Kat's
belly started to move.

Trent watched, stunned, as he saw the blue
glow slowly move up her body from her belly, over her chest, and
then up and past her neck. Once it had moved completely out of
Kat's body, it began to hover in front of her face just as it had
previously. In addition to Kat's blue light, it was easy to see
that Antonio had control of further cold blue with his hands.

"Two of them!" Trent whispered, loud enough
for all around him to hear.

"They must both be extinguished," Elder Rhys
heard in his mind. The sound of the voice that whispered it to him
reflected the fear that the older soul felt.

Kat moved her hands up, making it seem like
she was catching the blue glow hovering in front of her face. She
held it captive in her hands. The movement scared Trent, but he
maintained outer calm as he began to focus on his hands. He almost
felt like he was pulled into a trance as he watched Kat begin to
move the blue light from one hand to the other, over and over. It
was similar to watching a child pass a ball back and forth from one
hand to the other.

A safe distance away, Elder Scott and Adrian
stood off to the side. Adrian watched again with horror the
unbearable view of his close lifelong friend facing the woman he'd
recently paired with. He had a lifelong love for Isabella. He had a
lifetime commitment to Kat. They were having a child. They might go
on to have many more. It was an excruciating situation to be
in.

All he could hope for was some kind of
resolution to end the conflict once and for all. He didn't know if
he would ever be truly happy being paired to Kat, but he equally
didn't want anything bad to happen to her. They were only beginning
their journey together. They needed time to truly bond. Their life
of being paired together couldn't end so soon. It couldn't.

 


 



CHAPTER 75

 


Antonio calculated moves in his head. He and
Kat were the only two in the room with power, and they were up
against Isabella. Although she had friends in the room, none of
them had the ability to help her. It would be so easy to extinguish
her at that very moment, as long as he could get Kat to work with
him.

Subconsciously, he tried to communicate with
Kat again. He hoped that her seeing him step up to defend her might
have convinced her to drop whatever barrier she'd put up.

He was wrong. Nothing had changed. He was
unable to communicate with her silently. If he wanted her to follow
his lead, he would have to speak out loud, for all to hear.

"We can finish this now,
Kat," he said. "You know that Isabella wants to kill your baby.
That is why they have all conspired together to bring you here
tonight. She knows it is a threat to her and she needs it to die.
Don't let her hurt your child. Don't let her kill your child. I am here and I can
fight with you. We can completely rid this village of her. Once
we've done that, we shall all be at peace."

Kat heard the words as her head cleared
slightly. She felt conflict inside of her mind. What Antonio was
saying made sense to a degree. Isabella had never seemed interested
in being friends with Kat, and of course she would be jealous of
Kat having paired with Adrian. Even though Isabella was paired and
happy with Trent, she'd liked Adrian following her around and
idolizing her. She must have hated that he'd paired with Kat.

On the other hand, Kat
considered that Isabella was a mother herself, and a loving one as
far as Kat had seen. It was difficult to imagine that she would
harm Kat's child. It was difficult to think she would harm
any child.

Kat looked from Isabella to Adrian and then
let her eyes rest on Antonio. She could see clearly that he had
seduced her and made her believe things that were not real. As the
haze in her thoughts cleared, she knew she didn't want to bring
pain to anyone in the room with her.

As quickly as she'd had that thought, her
mind switched and something else took over. With great speed, she
brought her hands up. The blue glow exploded into a force of power
that could be seen by all.

Trent, Isabella and Adrian realized
belatedly that the force behind the blue was stronger than last
time, and not only by a small amount. It was large and it was
brilliant. It looked like an incredible ball of blue flame, glowing
brightly, hovering, and ready to be used however its manipulator
chose to use it.

Simultaneously, the same thing happened in
Antonio's hands. The bystanders could only watch from their safe
distances. The levels of power emanating from Antonio and Kat were
intimidating. Even having known that Kat had been used by a man,
they had not anticipated he'd also have such power within him.
Fighting one entity had been bad enough. How would they deal with
two?

Everyone watched on in horror at the sudden
realization that two sources of power were now being aimed directly
at Isabella, compared to the one that she had growing in her hands.
Her golden flame was gaining momentum in its growth. Trent hoped it
would reach at least the size of one of the blue flames before
either of them was released and used for an attack.

At that moment, Trent
concentrated his thought to his hands, willing the powers -
any powers - to come to
life for him to use. He looked at Elder Rhys with pleading eyes,
silently asking him to speak to the old soul inside his son, and
request more help.

Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Kat and
Antonio both prepare to release their blue lights. Both had grown
in size to resemble large balls of blue flame. Both appeared set up
to fly directly toward Isabella.

Without any more time to wait, Trent did
what came naturally to him at that moment. Everyone was surprised
when he bolted to the center of the room. Isabella's flame seemed
to scream from her hands with great force, heading directly for
Kat. At the same time, Trent saw Antonio's start to do the same,
heading directly for Isabella.

Trent didn't even need to think or
concentrate. Just as the blue flame left Antonio's hand, aligned
perfectly to assault Isabella, Trent felt a huge sense of power
flow through him. Without it needing time to build in his hands, he
instantly let a large ball of golden flame fly. It caught Antonio
off guard and took him down to the ground. Trent immediately
disregarded any reliance on 'powers' and moved to Antonio. One
thing he could rely on was his knowledge of regular human strength
to subdue and restrain the man who had just attempted to attack
Isabella.

"You won't win, Isabella," they heard
Antonio call out in one voice. It was the same voice that Kat had
always heard in her visions of the night, and in person when she'd
spent time with him. It was also the voice Isabella had heard when
she'd found herself in the same night visions as a bystander
listening to the conversation between a man and a woman.

If any of them had known
Antonio from much earlier on, they would have recognized it wasn't
the true voice of Antonio at all. Not the real Antonio.

Trent looked up in time to see Isabella's
golden flame attack and engulf the blue flame that had flown at her
from Kat. When the two flames came together, the room filled with a
blinding light. Nothing could be seen.

For a long while, all that could be heard
was a high pitched scream. It reached into the minds of all in the
room, as if the sound of death itself. Something was happening
between the two of them but it was external to the people in the
room.

A long time later, the room returned to
normal. Neither the blue flame nor the golden flame could be seen.
The piercing screech had ended. Nothing more could be heard. Both
were gone.

In that instant, Kat fell to the floor as if
having fainted. Both she and Antonio were down. For a brief moment,
Trent wondered why each of them only seemed to get one flame attack
to use in their fight. Perhaps he'd seen too many movies in his
previous life. In his head, he could imagine each of them having
the ability to summon forth more of their attack strengths. It
seemed unable to be done. It was a one-shot attempt for whatever
the entity was that had a preference for Kat, and it was assumed it
was the same for Antonio.

No-one rushed to approach Kat. All hoped
that whatever had just happened, she was rid of what had been
leading her and controlling her, as had been the case on the
previous occasion. It didn't occur to anyone to wonder where the
blue flame from Antonio had gone. It seemed as if it had simply
disappeared when Trent had fired his own unexpected shot of
power.

Trent again looked down at the man
underneath him. He had been struggling and yelling but now seemed
subdued and confused. Everyone then heard a different voice come
from the man.

"What…?" he asked, shaking his head as if
clearing it. "What is happening? Why are you on top of me?"

The voice reflected anger and confusion but
what surprised everyone was that it wasn't the same voice they'd
heard from him … ever.

Trent was uncertain what to do. Was the man
he was restraining really confused, like Kat had been last time
they had gone through this? Or was he pretending?

He couldn't take the risk of letting the man
get up immediately so continued to restrain him and ignore his
words. He wouldn't make the decision alone about what to do with
Antonio. He would wait until everyone in the room caught their
breath and expressed their thoughts on the matter.

Adrian reluctantly moved forward and toward
Kat. He saw her look at him as if he were an enemy of hers. It was
as if to her it seemed like he cared nothing for her and only
wanted to attack her. At that moment, he deeply regretted having
given in and paired with her. He knew deep in his heart that they
would never be truly happy together. Pushing the thoughts aside, he
knew that he had to focus on something positive. Whatever had been
inside of her seemed to be gone again. That was the right thing to
maintain his thoughts on. That was far safer than thinking about
his long life ahead with her as his paired partner, and all that
would bring.

As he approached her, he reached down to
where she was huddled on the floor with a look of extreme confusion
on her face.

"Adrian? I do not know why I am here. Is
this like before? Did it happen again?" she asked, sounding more
and more confused and desperate with each question that came from
her.

Adrian was relieved to see the look of
contempt she'd appeared to give him minutes earlier, had been
replaced. He reached out, took both of her hands in his, and guided
her to stand. He had an awful feeling of dread inside of him. It
was a dread that was confirmed when she let her hands move over her
belly and asked her next question.

"Am I with child?"

She asked the question so loudly that every
person in the room looked at her.

Isabella heard Trent moan
heavily in the realization that Kat had not been herself, not just
for the present day, but for the preceding months. Everyone was speechless in
contemplation that in her own absence, she'd paired with Adrian and
was carrying his child.

Isabella looked at her closest friend. For
the first time in their lives together, she had no idea what was
the right thing to do. Would he want her to comfort him and help
him through what was no doubt going to be an extremely
uncomfortable time, explaining things to Kat? Would he want to be
left alone with Kat to talk things through? Would he simply just
want to be alone?

The only person who didn't seem horrified by
Kat's surprise at her own state was Antonio. Trent looked down at
him once more, sensing the man's impatience to move.

"Who are you people?" he asked. "I do not
know what is going on here, but I wish to go home to my wife and
children. My Ariana is large with child. She is due to give birth
any day now and will need me."

To most people in the room, the significance
of his statement meant nothing. They hadn't known Antonio before so
his words meant nothing.

To Elder Rhys, they said a
great deal because Ariana had
been with child … and had given birth to that
child two years earlier.

~~~~~

As everyone focused on themselves and each
other, the entity escaped its own demise by once again taking on
the appearance of diminishing. While all eyes were on the warriors
in the room, it slipped unnoticed into one in the room - someone
who now would be a new puppet. One that no-one would ever
suspect.

 


 



CHAPTER 76

 


One by one the participants and the
spectators in the evening's events pulled together and let their
minds begin to rest. Whatever it was that had now happened not once
but twice, it was previously unheard of to any of them. There was
no way of knowing if it was going to keep repeating. There was no
way to know if there was any way to keep Kat and Antonio
permanently free of whatever it was that had been controlling them,
but if it happened again, at least they knew what to expect.

Trent pulled Isabella into his arms and held
her tightly before they welcomed their infant, Cesare, into their
hold.

"It isn't over, Rhys, but I can feel myself
fading," the ancient heard in his head at the moment he handed the
child to his parents. "It has been good to be able to speak to you
again. I do not know where I am. I do not know what is happening. I
feel like the distance between us is growing, like…"

Elder Rhys stopped still. On the outside, he
looked calm to those around him. On the inside of his head, he
called out as loudly as he could in an effort to find his old
friend again. All he found was silence. That friend had passed over
and left the village a long time ago. Having heard his voice again
had reignited old feelings. Since he'd become an ancient, Elder
Rhys had accepted that he was regarded differently from the general
population. Some, such as Isabella and Trent, accepted him as the
man he was. Others were afraid of him. It wasn't general knowledge
who the ancients of the village were but he had never hidden that
he was one of them. Someone had to be the voice for the ancients
and he'd been chosen for that role a great many years earlier.

As he pondered his friend
having left again, suddenly he felt weary. He was more than 600
years old. He'd lived a good life. He'd lived a great life. Now he was tired. He
looked around the young people who were in the temple with him. He
didn't know what had been happening or why. He didn't know what the
ultimate cure was for whatever had started invading the people of
the village. First, it had only seemed like Kat was affected. Now
it seemed like Antonio had been as well. For all he knew, hundreds
of people in the village might have something else inside of them.
That thought made him wearier still.

"Elder Rhys, are you alright?" he heard
Isabella ask. As she moved closer, he felt relieved. The golden
light of her belly had gone. It had served its purpose and
eliminated the blue light of Kat. Isabella could once again be in
close vicinity of the ancient without feeling pain because of
it.

"I am well, Isabella, but I am tired," he
replied quietly. "I shall leave you all now."

"Shall I walk you?" Trent asked.

The ancient almost said no, but when he
looked at the young family he reconsidered.

"Yes," he said. "I would appreciate that,
Trent. Thank you."

Trent let Cesare settle in Isabella's arms
and immediately began walking with Elder Rhys. Where the ancients
resided, Trent had no idea, but he would follow the older man
wherever he needed to go. It was the least he could do, given how
much support Elder Rhys had given him since his arrival in the
village from his previous life in his previous world.

 


 



CHAPTER 77

 


Kat stood with Adrian. She
was deeply confused. In her mind, she could see images like
snippets of things that she must have dreamt about. It
felt like she had dreamed
of such things. When she placed her hand on her belly, she could
not deny that it couldn't have been just a dream.

As she looked at Adrian, she felt a variety
of emotions flow through her. Long ago, she'd wanted to pair with
him but they had never discussed it further.

"Whose child am I carrying, Adrian?" she
asked quietly. She saw the expression on his face. She saw him rub
his eyes. She had asked the question but she already knew the
answer. "You and I?" she asked and saw him nod while looking sad
and regretful. "We are paired?"

"Oh, Kat. I hardly know where to start…"

"Perhaps at the beginning. Do we have a
home? Together?" she asked and saw him nod again. "Then please,
take me there. I feel tired, but I wish for us to talk. I do not
remember us pairing. I do not remember … this," she said, pointing
at her belly. "You must be patient with me. Please."

Adrian looked at her. She was timid and
almost shy of him. He remembered her being like that before the
very first conversation they'd had about pairing. He was horrified
to think that she could have been under the influence of something
else for that entire time.

"Of course, Kat," he said, smiling. "Come
with me now. Let us go to our home and I will answer any questions
you have. Do not worry. We can take things slowly. We can start
over…"

"But I am already with child…" Kat said.

Adrian smiled at her. "Yes," he said,
wondering how things would be moving forward if she couldn't
remember the two of them joining. "All will be well. Do not worry.
I will take care of you."

He helped her to move. He expected things
would be interesting in times to come, but he had paired with her.
He would work with her to move forward and accept the place they
were at. He would be patient and he would be gentle. He would do
his best to support and care for her and their child. The grounding
was there. They just had to start building on it.

 


 



CHAPTER 78

 


Antonio desired to leave the temple as soon
as he was freed from Trent's hold. He felt muddled as if he was
supposed to have remembered something but suddenly couldn't. He
began to walk toward the door but then stopped. His head was so
cloudy. Something seemed seriously wrong.

"You are confused, Antonio," he heard a
voice say. When he turned around, he saw one of the older men who
had been in the room. "Do not be. I can help you remember," the
older man said again as he stepped right up to Antonio and placed
his hand on his shoulder.

As soon as the hand touched him, Antonio
felt power surge through him. He closed his eyes and focused on the
feel of it. A brilliant cold flowed through the hand, through his
shoulder and then through his entire body. It was like a
comfort.

Slowly his mind became clearer and his
memory returned. He wasn't back at the time when Ariana was due to
have their last child, as he'd thought a few minutes earlier. No,
much had happened since then. He had power inside of him and it
fuelled him greatly.

He stood taller and once again became the
person he'd been for the past two years. He then opened his eyes
and looked at the elder in front of him.

"Thank you," he said as he placed his hand
over that of the older man.

Elder Scott removed his hand but nodded at
Antonio. "Do you understand?" he asked. If anyone else had heard
the question, it wouldn't have made any sense. There was no context
to it. There was no indication of what the subject was that was
being asked about.

Antonio understood completely. He nodded. "I
understand."

Neither said anything more. Antonio turned
and left. It was time to return home to his beloved Ariana.

 


 


 



CHAPTER 79

 


Isabella watched Trent and Elder Rhys walk
off into the further depths of the temple. She watched Adrian talk
to Kat before gently leading her out toward the main entryway. Even
Elder Scott had left, seemingly to soothe Antonio.

In the large temple room, she was alone, but
she did not feel any great desire to leave in a hurry. Looking down
at Cesare, she saw he'd fallen asleep. She couldn't help but smile.
She closed her eyes and stood still for a moment. The temple had
always been a special place for her. It had called to her for a
long time before she'd finally set foot in it. Now it was a place
where she felt she truly belonged.

It wasn't time for her to be there full time
yet, but when the time came, she would be welcomed by the large
structure and the people in it. Of that, she had no doubt. It was
meant to be. It always had been.

After a few minutes, she
felt Cesare move, nudging her out of her thoughts. Finally, she
began to walk out. She had much to think about. Elder Rhys had been
telling her over an extended period that she was gifted and she had
powers that would grow strong throughout her lifetime. What were
they, and where were they? How was she to develop them when she didn't even
know what they were?

She had questions. If she was to become an
ancient and have the so-called powers that Elder Rhys had indicated
to her she would, she would need to get answers.

As she entered their small home and put
Cesare down into his bed, she determined that she had to be more
proactive. The following day, she would go to Elder Rhys and ask
him to start training her. Whatever it was that she was meant to
learn, she needed to at least start being taught.

Suddenly feeling exhausted, she removed her
slip dress and crawled under the covers of the bed. Trent would
wake her when he returned. For now, she just needed a little
sleep…

~~~~~

Trent escorted Elder Rhys to a small doorway
where the ancient thanked him and dismissed him. Trent nodded,
smiled, and walked away, eager to return to Isabella and their
son.

As Elder Rhys made his way into the small
bedroom, he felt the tiredness fall to another level. He had lived
long enough. It was time for him to pass and go on his own journey.
He readied himself and then lay on his bed. In his head, he willed
a quiet passing to come.

He was ready.

~~~~~

Trent entered the small home. On seeing
Isabella asleep, he quietly undressed and moved under the covers
with her. He didn't know what toll the golden glow had taken on her
when she had to use it as she had, but he expected she must be
exhausted from the psychological aspect of it, even if not from the
physical. He lay his head down and let himself drift off to
sleep.

 


 



CHAPTER 80

 


"You think you eliminated me, Isabella?" the
voice taunted her in her vision of the night. "Ha! You silly little
fool. It is not over. It is only … just … beginning."

Isabella woke and sat upright in alarm. For
a moment, she had to wonder if she'd imagined it. She knew better.
When she saw or heard things in her visions of the night, they were
an indication of something she needed to pay heed to.

The voice had mocked her as if wanting to
ridicule her or challenge her. That was new. Previously, it hadn't
given any indication of its presence or its intention. Isabella was
intrigued by its boldness, making such an announcement.

In the same instant that Isabella woke and
sat up, Elder Rhys did the same. Moments earlier, he'd been ready
to leave the world and pass to the next. The voice he'd just heard
reminded him that he couldn't leave yet. He still had too much to
do. He had a young apprentice who needed to be trained. She needed
to be guided. She needed to build her strength.

The voice they'd both
heard was not one either had heard before. It had given no
indication of when it would strike, but it had admitted it had full
intention of doing so. That gave the two who heard it a new
determination. There was now no doubt. It was coming, somehow,
sometime. When it did, they would be ready to fight.
Really fight.

 



EPILOGUE

 


Two years had passed since the final battle
had happened. Still, whenever Trent thought about it, he conceded
that once more, in the world he'd come from, it wouldn't have been
regarded as any kind of battle at all.

For some time after the last battle, and the
voice she and Elder Rhys had both heard, Isabella had waited for
another strike to come. As yet, it hadn't. Perhaps the voice they'd
heard hadn't been real. Perhaps it had simply been meant to taunt
them, to create a panic that would keep them under stress and
paranoia.

The effect on Isabella and Elder Rhys,
however, had been significant. Immediately after that night, they
had begun training. In the depths of the privacy of the vast
temple, Isabella's knowledge was expanded. Her abilities to call
forth the strength to summon her powers when she needed them were
growing. Two years in, there was still a long way to go, but Elder
Rhys had found a new purpose to remain in the land of the living.
He wasn't yet ready to lie down in surrender to permanent slumber.
Isabella would be the next ancient, and he was going to make sure
she knew everything she had to for that role. She thought she had
limited powers. He knew she was wrong. She was going to become the
most powerful ancient he had ever or heard of.

~~~~~

As Trent and Isabella sat in the dining area
with Cesare beside them, they looked at him with pride. Almost
three years old, he still confounded them with the brilliance of
his golden hair, but other than that, he appeared to be a normal
child. He seemed just like any other in the village.

Next to Cesare was his closest play friend.
Being the daughter of Isabella's closest friend, Esmeralda was also
a child who stood out. Her hair was so black that, to some, it
seemed to have a blue tinge to it. She was a year younger than
Cesare, but the closeness of their parents had resulted in the two
children who looked like complete opposites, being brought together
as friends.

Although nothing more had
happened with entities since that night, Isabella could sense her
power growing by the month, or it could have been the little life
growing inside of her. Cesare would have a brother or a sister in
the coming months, and he seemed happy with the fact.
Everyone seemed happy …
particularly someone who kept an eye on the group from
afar.

Elder Scott watched with a silent glee deep
within him. He was unaware of the happiness and excitement that was
embedded in him because it wasn't him driving it at all. Whatever
it was that was inside of him, sat patiently and waited for Cesare
and Esmeralda to grow.

They would pair. He would
make sure of it. So far, his efforts to eliminate the youngest
chosen one had failed. He needed time to watch and see if
Isabella would be
the youngest chosen one. Yes, she would need to go. She would need
to be destroyed, but the entity would not lose sight of the
possibility that there was yet another chosen one to be discovered
- Cesare. It would be many years before anyone would assess or see
anything that indicated that he would be. If he were, eventually it
may mean that he and his mother would both need to be removed from
the population.

It would take time but a
plan was well underway. If the power of Cesare were not used to
fight the power Esmeralda had inherited from her biological father,
but rather join with her, the combined result would be
spectacular.

Yes, the entity gleefully
regarded. Not one fighting
the other. No. One merging with the other, to produce an
offspring more powerful than even he had ever heard
about.

Although excited at the prospect, he would
be patient. They thought they'd eliminated him when they'd seen the
blue flame disappear. Even with his having delivered his one
warning to Isabella afterward, they didn't know he was inside the
elder they considered their friend.

Watching.

Waiting.

It would be a long wait till the young ones
were of age to pair.

But the wait would be well worth it.

 


 


 


The End

 



THE GOLDEN UNITY

(GOLDEN DESIRES SERIES - BOOK #3)

 


Cesare is the golden child of the village.
His brilliant yellow hair is unlike the color of anyone else's.
He's a cheerful child who, in the eyes of some can do no wrong.

 


Esmeralda is the product
of two biological parents who have something buried deep within
them. Something that makes them easy to manipulate by the being
that has not given up on wanting to destroy the ancient village.
The young lass with the blue-black hair is looked upon as an
alternative child. She captures attention and intrigues the
villagers. When they look at her, sometimes they feel like they're
looking at a puzzle that confuses them and they cannot solve. It's
impossible to determine why but there's just something
different about
Esmeralda.

 


Despite them being opposites in nature and
appearance, the two have grown up together as best friends, just as
their parents did before them. The goodness of Cesare showers a
level of kindness and friendship on Esmeralda that she cannot turn
away from. Esmeralda's uniqueness has always held Cesare's
attention. Between them, they have found a balance that holds them
together as friends.

 


But what will happen as they move into their
time as young adults? They are unknowing as yet that they are meant
to be paired, while at the same time they are meant to be
adversaries.

 


What does the puppet master have planned now?
And how will these two gifted youth react to someone trying to
manipulate them against their will?

 


A third strike from the puppet master. Will
it win in its plan of attack this time?
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HOONIGAN

 


Tristan Clarkson has woken up, over and over,
bound to a chair, and unable to see. He has no idea where he is, or
why he is in the situation he's woken to. His memory is vague,
protecting him from recent events that will eventually haunt him
for the rest of his life. He wants to remember, but at the same
time, his mind acts as though he really, really doesn't. Initially,
he's confused. With each waking, his memory clears that little bit
more, as do his senses. He soon becomes aware that the very person
who has abducted him, is in the room with him, determined to make
Tristan pay for something he cannot even remember.

 


Meanwhile, in a hospital nearby a patient has
been taken. With the help of Special Agents Ashley Power and Tim
Moore, an investigation begins into where the man has been taken,
and who would have reason to remove him. With the patient having
already been weak from time in a coma, time is of the essence in
finding him alive.

 


Hoonigan is a blend of crime and suspense,
intermingled with the strength of friendship, and the awakening of
one father's realization of just how much his son really means to
him.

 



 


RESOLUTION OF HAPPINESS

 


Fiona Thompson - better known as Flo to
everyone who knew her - took a plunge and stepped out of her
comfort zone and into the world of online dating. With persistence,
she found her prince. He ticked all the boxes. He was handsome. He
was financially secure. He loved her. He married her.

 


She was warned by friends and family that
there was something off about him. She didn't listen.

 


Then she woke up cold, inside the darkness of
a wooden box.

 


Join Special Agents Ashley Power and Tim
Moore as they investigate the disappearance of Flo, going on a
surprising journey that nobody in Flo's world could possibly
anticipate.

 


 



 


HOME BY THE SEA

 


A decade ago, homeless people began
disappearing from four neighboring towns. Day to day, the commuters
making their way to and from work never took notice of the less
fortunate they passed. They didn't notice as the number of homeless
reduced. They didn't even notice when entire groups of homeless
people vanished.

 


A young woman, eager to find out where her
grandfather disappeared to, began trying to find him. When four
police departments dismissed her, telling her that her grandfather
would no doubt turn up when he wanted to, she was too young to
realize she should pursue the matter further.

 


Now, ten years on, she's stepped up and
pushed harder for something to be done to find not only her
grandfather but also the countless other people who seemed to have
disappeared around the same time.

 


Called in to investigate the disappearances,
Special Agents Ashley Power and Tim Moore find themselves searching
for - and finding - so much more than they thought they would.

 


 



ALESSANDRA

 


After receiving news from her parents of a
possible betrothal, Alessandra, an 18 year old with an ingrained
belief that no-one would ever wish to marry her, finds herself in a
love so great that at times she cannot breathe.

Married to someone as inexperienced as
herself, she

finds herself on a sexual journey of learning
and exploration.

 


The combination of their mutual inexperience
contributes to Alessandra discovering a degree of emotional and
physical love that she has

never before realized could exist.

 


That love will be tested by someone from her
past with

sinister intentions. Jealous of the physical
love Alessandra shares with her husband,

he is set on doing whatever it takes

to have the woman he desires,

no matter the cost.

 


 



CHRISTIAN

(FREEDOM OF FLIGHT SERIES - BOOK #1)

 


Twenty four year old Christian Shaw has a
good life. He's had a rocky ride with being charged for a crime he
didn't commit, but he's come out on the other side, older and
wiser. He has good friends who've stood by him. He has a family who
loves him. However, there's something about Christian that he's
never understood. There's something about him that sets him apart.
It has made him not want to get close to anyone.

 


Now someone's appeared unexpectedly. To his
surprise, she's just like him. Even more importantly, she has the
knowledge to help him understand more about the strange existence
he lives. But is she as nice as she appears, or could she have a
darker reason for seeking him out and devoting time to him?

 


Providing an insight into one man's strange
journey of coming to grips with who he really is, 'Christian' tells
a story of courage, friendship, and crime solving intrigue.

 



BRANDON

(FREEDOM OF FLIGHT SERIES - BOOK #2)

 


For fifteen years, Brandon McStevens has held
himself away from everyone he knew prior to the day he turned
fourteen. That day changed his life forever. Something happened to
him that he can't explain to anyone. He feels ashamed and
embarrassed. The only way he's ever been able to move past that and
live has been to find somewhere else to reside.

 


Since leaving his family
home, he has continued to live in a small cave. Nestled high above
a small coastal community, he has come to spend most of his time
enjoying the ocean … oh, and up in the sky. He doesn't know how it
happened. He doesn't know why
it happened. All he knows is that despite
understanding how much hurt he must have caused when he left home
all those years ago, he now lives the only

existence he can imagine.

 


He's never met anyone like
him. He's never seen anyone like him. Until that day when that woman and her dog
saw him change, no-one had ever seen or heard of him doing that. To
this day he regrets having shown himself like he did. But time
passed and it has all

been forgotten … or has it?

 


Certain he's the only one like himself, he's
surprised when two people come looking for him … and have much to
tell him. Finally, the time will come when he no longer has to feel
like a freak of nature … or so alone.


AMETHYST OF YOUTH

(FORBIDDEN CONFLICTS SERIES - BOOK #1)

 


The youngest member of the Stonewarden
family, Charlotte (Charlie), is 18 years old. As with everyone in
her family when they reach that age, she's been told that when she
turns 19, she'll be recruited into the family business. She has her
warning that she has one year to do anything else she wishes to do
- travel, study, work. Whatever she wants to do, she has 365 days
to do it. On her next birthday, her life will effectively

stop being her own.

 


But Charlie wants nothing to do with the
business. The youngest of six, with five older brothers, she wants
a different life. Maybe if the family business was something normal
like a retail shop or a business centered around trade, she'd feel
differently. There are people who say that her family's long term
history of robbing from the rich and providing to the poor is a
good thing. To her, all she can see is that they are thieves. Plain
and simple.

 


Her view is further secured when she and her
older brother, Max, are caught up in a shooting at a local
supermarket. Seeing Max lying in blood, and later lying unmoving in
hospital in a coma, pushes Charlie

further in her resolve to find a way to not
take part in

the activities of her father and
brothers.

 


At the shootout, she is saved by a checkout
operator, Ash. While building their friendship Charlie will learn
things about her family that she didn't particularly wish to know.
She will hear more and more that she can't share with Ash and the
more she learns,

the wider the gap will become.

 


In years she's young, but having lost her
mother when she was only nine years old, Charlie has an older soul.
The possibilities she'll be presented with during her one final
year of her own will push her in her considerations of how she
really wants her life to be. She wants one thing. Her strict
ex-military father wants another. The dynamics of her new
friendship will

pull her in a third direction.

 


How will she choose what's right for her? And
what would she have to do to break free from the chains that she
can see her father wants to place around her

for the rest of her life?

 


REVIEWERS SAY:

"This was a good clean romance with plenty
of action to further the story along … will make you ponder about
life's situations, their actions and reactions, and how the
decisions of past generations can affect the current ones. You'll
be glad you read it!"

 


"… loved this book! It took me by
surprise--great from start to finish! I don't normally read crime
family dramas, but I love NA/coming-of-age novels. Charlie is on
the cusp of being inducted into her family's Robin Hood-esque biz,
but she doesn't want that. She isn't sure what, exactly, she does
want...just not THAT. Her connection with Ash furthers that
disconnect, and they stumble through the beginnings of young love
together. Of course, secrets and family craziness threaten their
romance at every turn. …It's an awesome start to the Forbidden
Conflicts series!"

 


"A wonderful read. A timeless push and pull
between our own wants and our family's wants. Will she follow the
path her family wants or will she follow her own path? Read the
book to find out."


RUBY OF LAW

(FORBIDDEN CONFLICTS SERIES - BOOK #2)

 


For generations, the Leadbetters have lived
off crime. For as long as any of them know, fathers and mothers
have taught sons and daughters how to succeed in the criminal
world, primarily through theft.

 


Phillip Leadbetter is 29 and has devoted his
whole life so far to doing what his father and mother have told him
to do. The sacrifice for doing that is that he still lives at home
and he hasn't yet met anyone who he believes could accept the man
that he is, because of his family.

 


One night a potential tragedy brings him into
the path of Daisy, an up and coming professional in the legal
sector. Seeing him as her knight in shining armor, she can't stop
thinking about the rugged guy who saved her. She's also very
pleased when fate forces their paths to cross again.

 


Getting to know one another, both leave out
major details about who they are. She doesn't want him to know
she's a lawyer. He doesn't want to tell her about his family and
their long history of criminal activity.

 


How then will things turn when they meet up
in a courthouse, each learning at that moment who the other really
is? How will they deal with the fact that she is on one side of the
law, and he is very

definitely on the other?

 



DIAMOND OF WAR

(FORBIDDEN CONFLICTS SERIES - BOOK #3)

 


James Stonewarden is a playboy. He has been
since the moment he first started to notice girls. He loves them
all, and they all love him. Why would he want to get

himself into a relationship?

 


Sasha Leadbetter's a hot-headed young woman,
known to the law for her quick temper and harsh ways. She isn't one
to mess with - especially with the way she keeps a blade in her
pocket. To her, it's her security. It's something that makes her
feel safe and comfortable. She's had it for so long that it's
nothing for her to pull it out and hold it to someone's throat
without

any conscious thought.

 


Unaware of who each other are, or how their
families are distantly interconnected through crime, the chance of
James Stonewarden meeting Sasha Leadbetter is slim. But it
happens.

 


A playboy and a young woman who has the
mentality to kill without thinking. What kind of recipe could that
result in? And what will happen when James identifies a car at
Sasha's family home, that matches the description his sister
Charlie gave after the supermarket

shooting months earlier?

 


 



PAINFUL DELIVERANCE

(PAINFUL DELIVERANCE SERIES - BOOK #1)

 


She just wasn't made for inflicting
pain.

 


She knows it's nothing abnormal. She knows
others enjoy it. But with every new level of pain he directs her to
deliver to him, Alexis feels another piece of her soul die. He has
wealth and he has power, and she knows he won't easily let her
go.

 


But she has to leave. Escape. Move on.
Forget. She has reached her limit of what she can do. The plans are
in place to get away. She just has to hope that wherever she goes -
whoever she meets - she won't find herself in exactly the same
situation again.

 


Reviewers say:

"Something captivated me right off the
bat…plot was intriguing and the pacing spot on, while the
transitions between past (flashbacks) and present were easy to
follow….I would recommend this to readers looking for a captivating
plot, dynamic characters…great erotic passages."

 


"First, let me start off saying that this is
a book that is unlike any other that I have ever read. Plainly
stated, it is believable and raw in a way that is captivating …
Will I read the next one? YES!!!… I would say that you would really
have to read this to understand... to get how believable it
is."

 


"From the opening few pages, this book draws
you into the story…I found the book hard to put down. The author
does a great job interlacing the flashbacks with the present to
form a tight story line."


DARKNESS OF HEART

(PAINFUL DELIVERANCE SERIES - BOOK #2)

 


She thought he'd stopped looking. He
hadn't.

 


She got away from him to start a new life.
She moved on. But in his mind, he still loves her and needs her. He
still believes that she loves him. That she is meant to be his.
That he is meant to be hers.

 


He will not give up
searching for her. He will not give up fighting for her. He will pursue her
and stop at nothing to get her back. But it will come at a cost … a
sacrifice much greater than he will see coming. A sacrifice that
will finally wake him up and bring him back to stark
reality.

 


Reviewers say:

"… author did a great job of making brief
references from the first book. Lincoln, Lexi and Alexis are back,
though perhaps the most complex character is Diana … the author is
a great storyteller and writes with an easy to read style …
certainly writes a more interesting and readable story than many
best-selling authors. It's very easy for me to recommend this book
with 5 of 5 stars."

 


"This story continued the journey of Alexis,
Anthony and Lincoln while giving us a new perspective into the
repercussions of Lincoln and Alexis's relationship: from the POV of
Lincoln's wife Diana! I loved her addition to the story … kept the
tension of the story just right, balancing the calm new life Alexis
has been building and keeping the reader engaged."

 


"It is a book of courage, the courage to
leave everything you know behind, the courage to change, the
courage to face your fears, and the courage to face the
unknown."


FRIENDSHIP OF DESIRE

(PAINFUL DELIVERANCE SERIES - BOOK #3)

 


Tom and Samantha. Feisty friends from
childhood who feel like they know each other inside out until the
day comes when one of them suggests they go to a BDSM club
together, and become formal play partners. Pushing the limits of
what each of them can individually stand in their lifelong
friendship, they attract and repel like magnets, until the time
comes when they must choose how they will relate to one another -
and what kind of relationship they will go on to have in the
future.

 


While on this journey of discovery, the two
of them meet and make a new friend - Alexis. A young woman with a
hidden and secretive past, and a mystery surrounding the
relationship she has - or has had - with a renowned business
entrepreneur who begins to integrate himself into Samantha's life,
unknown to any of them whether he has done it for him, or for her …
or for Alexis, being the mysterious link from his past.

 


Reviewers say:

"While this book is billed as the third in a
series, I would classify it more as a spin-off … I enjoyed this
book. Samantha and Tom's relationship was sweet. Their exploration
and experimentation, and how it stressed the boundaries of their
(frustratingly) platonic friendship was fun to read about. Fans of
Ms. Pratley's first books in the Painful Deliverance series will
surely enjoy this more intimate peek into Samantha and Tom's
relationship."

 



 


 


ABOUT THE AUTHOR

 


Ann M Pratley has a great passion for writing
and words, and enjoys writing fiction where the characters take on
a life of their own through the writing process.

 


~~~~~

 


Sign up for
my monthly
newsletter to receive news of
sales, freebies, new releases and the opportunity to read advance
copies of soon-to-be-released books!

 


~~~~~

 


If you would like to make
contact with me, please visit my Goodreads Author Page:

 


 


Thank you,

Ann M Pratley
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