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Chapter 1
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Cole Dar huddled in a corner of a narrow alleyway, cradling her son Geran to her chest closely. Her body shuddered as tears leaked from the corners of her eyes, her body flaring with pain whenever she moved.

It had been three days since Keith Anders had kidnapped her from her very room in the village of Arête. Three days since he had inflicted his own desires upon her.

Yet only a mere hour had passed since he had left her there in the filthy squalor, leaving her behind like trash as he vanished with her newborn daughter in tow.

More tears flowed as her mind dwelled on the events that had transpired, events that had left their mark on her, both mental and physical.

She didn’t bother to wipe them away, knowing that more would come regardless of how much she fought them.

It took a while before her muffled sobs eased, but she finally managed to compose herself.

Or at least, the best that she could manage in her current situation.

She forced herself to stand, her legs shaking beneath her weight, and she took a moment to gather her strength, leaning back against the rough stone wall to catch her breath.

Her son whimpered in her arms and she hushed him, stroking his cheek with trembling fingers. He quietened at the sound of her voice, but still grumbled unhappily, his face scrunched up in displeasure.

She knew that he was conscious of his twin sister’s disappearance, just as much as she was of her own twin’s absence.

They both wanted their siblings there, to comfort them, but neither was currently a possibility, for two very different reasons.

Cole hesitated then pushed herself away from the wall, stumbling to the end of the alleyway as she tripped over the discarded waste tossed from the buildings on either side.

She lingered in the entrance, hovering in the shadows as she looked out onto the busy street nervously.

She was acutely aware of just how vulnerable she was right then. Her ability to fight back or defend herself was restricted, limited by her need to protect Geran, and her own weakness.

Her Llaro and Llarin were unaware of where she was or what had happened and quite honestly, she didn’t want them to know her shame over what had occurred.

The thought of them finding out, of having them knowing and even telling Fulcan, was the only reason that she hesitated in calling them to her now that she was free.

She knew that they would eventually track her down. Their ability to home in on her location was razor sharp, but in the time it took for them to find her, she would be able to recuperate and gain some semblance of control over her emotions.

She finally stepped from the alleyway into the street, only to be immediately grabbed at the shoulder by a large, meaty fist.

She wobbled as she was spun around roughly, threatening to make her fall to the ground. She managed to regain enough of her balance to focus on the rather angry man now standing in front of her, his uniform indicating that he was one of the Town Guards.

“Where the devil have yeh been, girl?” he demanded. “Yeh were meant to be home last night.”

Cole pulled herself out of his grip hurriedly, backing away from him with wide eyes, as her heart pounded furiously.

Geran started to fuss, sensing something not quite right and Cole found herself alternating between him and the man accosting her.

“S-Sir, I...I don’t know who you are,” she stammered, her shaking worsening.

“Dun’t go playin’ games wi’ me, girl,” he snapped impatiently. “Yeh know who I am...”

“There yeh are, Amber,” a gruff voice interrupted and Cole looked around desperately at the comment obviously aimed at her.

It came from a grizzled, weather-beaten sailor standing nearby, the man watching the altercation sharply with his one seeing eye, a patch over the other. He seemed to be missing an arm, his empty sleeve hanging by his side emptily, but Cole recognised him instantly, his mental pattern familiar to her.

“Kyle,” she breathed in relief.

She rushed to stand behind him and the guard looked between the pair suspiciously.

“Yeh know this wench?” he questioned the sailor. Kyle nodded shortly.

“Me sister’s girl,” he grunted, eyeing the other man suspiciously. “Why are yeh harassing her?”

His tone was challenging and the guard took a few steps back, lifting his hands in surrender.

“Sorry,” he mumbled. “Thought she were someone else.”

He strode away quickly, the back of his neck as red as his uniform, and he quickly disappeared into the hustle of the market.

Cole relaxed slightly, relieved and somewhat reassured by the presence of at least one person she knew, even if he did look different to how he normally did.

Kyle was one of the few people who didn’t outright force her to conform to her role as Queen, even seeming to enjoy helping her stray from the beaten path as it were.

Though even he still ensured that she behaved to a certain degree.

Kyle turned to her, his one hazel eye scanning her sharply as his changed face deepened with grooves in a frown, his shrewd gaze taking in the disgraceful condition of her torn dress and bedraggled hair.

“Whatcha doin’ here, Princess?” he asked lowly. “Where’s ev’ryone else? It ain’t like ‘em to leave yeh runnin’ ‘round by yerself. It ain’t safe.”

He had no problem with the idea of teaching her to be an assassin, but perish the thought that she walk around a town or city unaccompanied by guards, she exasperated.

She opened her mouth to answer, but he waved a hand before she could speak.

“Nevermind,” he interrupted. “Let’s get yeh off the street first.”

*
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She followed on autopilot as he pushed his way through the crowds, practically dragging her by the arm to keep her with him when he noticed that she wasn’t paying attention to what was going on around her.

Her mind was distant from her body, everything feeling dulled and far-away as she plodded along. She only realised that she was somehow sat in a basic room, when Kyle called her several times, the man snapping his fingers in front of her face.

He grunted when he saw life return to her eyes, and dropped onto a chair in front of the desk on the other side of the room.

He tugged a blue ribbon from around his neck and his appearance began to change immediately, fading from the guise of the retired sailor to his normal bearded self. His auburn hair was the last to change back and he ran a hand through it distractedly as he looked at her.

She placed Geran carefully onto the bed next to her before facing him, bracing herself readily.

“Whatcha doin’ here?” he repeated. “Especially wi’out any o’ the Llaro. They follow yeh around like stray dogs.” He frowned. “An’ where’s Fulcan? The lad dun’t leave yeh alone fer more than five minutes.” He frowned harder. “An’ why do yeh look so...different?”

She attempted a smile at his rush of questions, but the effect was ruined when tears flooded her eyes again and she covered her face, not wanting him to see her moment of vulnerability.

Her shoulders shuddered as words failed to come to her, no answers to give him as everything simply overwhelmed her.

Dammit, all he’d done was ask what’d happened, she sniffled.

She jumped when she felt a tap on her arm, the touch cautious, and she swallowed her tears back as best she could manage, feeling them clog her throat as she lifted her head to look at him with a watery gaze.

“Brutus has declared war on me,” she started bravely, her voice thick with emotion. “So don’t go back to Lord Rarecroft’s castle just yet. Brutus has men stationed there.” He nodded, his hazel eyes still sharp on her. “My father also forced me to be crowned and even made Fulk, King.”

“He turned a Llaro into the King o’ the Elves?” he spluttered and she gave a shaky laugh at his incredulity. “Wha’ else?”

“Well, Brutus made a deal with someone rather powerful and got a few dead people returned to life,” she answered vaguely, though as she talked, she found her upset pushed aside, replaced by her focus on bringing him up to speed. “He’s got thousands of soldiers on his side, Spidatula, Pridden, Forgotten...even one of my own El’s!”

She was still sore on the topic of Seraphus turning to the enemy’s side, but she made herself look past it, trying to think what else Kyle had missed.

“Pridden attacked last week, at the village that we’re staying at,” she continued, twisting her hands in her lap. “A lot of the women died, including Kayla.”

His expression darkened at that.

The man had courted her friend for some time, if what Kayla had said was true. She had dismissed him shortly before Cole had returned to Ilaeden for the first time since she was a child, and he’d taken the break-up poorly.

He was still fond of her though, despite her marriage to someone else, and the news of her death promised pain to those who caused it.

“Who ordered the attack?” he asked tersely.

“Brutus,” she sighed. “I challenged him about it and all he said was ‘casualties of war’.”

His jaw clenched under his beard.

“So how did yeh end up here?” he pressed. “Yeh shud be locked up tight an’ surrounded by Llaro righ’ now.”

She tried to keep her smile in place, to hide her weakness, but it was useless.

“I went to feed the twins after training,” she started softly, her eyes fixed on her son beside her. “But when I went into the room, I...I...”

Her mouth was open, but words refused to pass her lips as a fresh wave of tears flowed unheeded down her cheeks. She gestured mutely, trying to force herself to tell him what had happened, but her body rebelled against it, refusing to utter a single sound.

Someone knocked on the door, interrupting them and Kyle rose to answer it, his body tensed readily as he stood between whoever was at the door and Cole, blocking their view of her.

“There are three men waiting fer yeh downstairs, Master Burke,” a woman warned. “Llaro by the looks o’ things. Do yeh want me to tell them yer not ‘ere?”

“Llaro?” he repeated sharply, glancing back at Cole questioningly and she cleared her throat with difficulty.

“I put an order out for them to look for you, to bring you back to the village,” she explained hoarsely. “They were meant to tell you about this war and that I need your help.”

He nodded then turned back to the woman at the door.

“Look afta me friend, Mistress Saladin,” he requested gruffly. “She’s ain’t feelin’ too good.”

“Yes, Master Burke.”

He let the older woman enter the room, but closed the door firmly and the woman bolted it behind him.

Cole heard him wait on the other side, jiggling the handle as though ensuring that the door was secure, before striding down the corridor.

Her attention turned to the other woman though, when Mistress Saladin caught sight of the baby on the bed as Geran whimpered unhappily.

“Oh, ain’t he a darlin’?” she cooed, a hand rising to her chest.

Cole picked her son up quickly, her eyes wary and her body tense as she rose from the bed, ready to bolt at a moment’s notice.

Mistress Saladin picked up on her tension easily and held up a hand to soothe her, making it obvious that she had no attention of approaching.

“Calm yerself, dearie,” she soothed. “I’m not gonna ‘urt yeh or yer babe.”

Cole didn’t answer, just watched her guardedly, but they both looked over at the door sharply when someone rapped on it firmly.

“Who is it?” Mistress Saladin asked suspiciously.

“Town Guard, Madam,” a man called, his voice slightly muffled. “We ‘ave been notified that a wanted thief is bein’ housed in this establishment. Open the door or we’ll be forced to break it down.”

“Dun’t yeh ‘ave any morals in yeh?” the woman grumbled, moving to unbolt the door slowly.

The door was thrust open, but she barred the guard’s entry into the room, her plump body refusing to let him pass as she glowered up at him.

“Now look ‘ere, there ain’t no one ‘ere but a poor girl and meself...”

“Actually, Madam, it’s the girl we’re looking fer,” the man explained, handing her a poster that Cole vaguely recognised as the one being passed around Pief.

The guard pushed his way past the stout woman, as another two moved to stand in the doorway.

“Miss Dralliw, do yeh have anythin’ to say about these claims afore we arrest yeh?” he asked, frowning at her.

“It wasn’t me,” Cole protested.

He sighed impatiently, obviously having heard the same claim many times before.

“The man who committed those thefts is trying to blame them on me,” she insisted.

“O’ course he is, Miss,” he said dryly, his tone proving that he wasn’t buying it. “That’s what they all say.”

She looked disheartened at his refusal to believe her, clutching Geran to her closely as she bit her lip, her body trembling.

The man grimaced, seeming to relent a little.

“What is the name of the man that yeh believe is pinning the thefts on yeh, Miss?” he asked patiently.

“Jackson,” she answered promptly and he paused, seeming to recognise the name. “He threatened to kill my son if I didn’t do what he said.”

“Yeh dun’t look like the sort that would steal,” he admitted grudgingly. “But I still have to take yeh into custody. If yer story checks out, then yer free to leave.”

“I can’t,” she refused anxiously, her stress rising sharply at the risk of being kept in one place. “I’m waiting for my husband.”

“I’m sure the Lady Innkeeper will be able to inform him where to find yeh, Miss,” he suggested, glancing at the older woman.

Mistress Saladin nodded, but her gaze was worried as she looked between them.

“Please, don’t do this,” Cole pleaded. “Just let me go.”

“We can’t do that, Miss,” one of the other men said firmly. “Come with us and yeh won’t get hurt.”

He took a step into the room and she squeezed her eyes shut.

Heat flared out from her chest a second later before she ignited at will as she cradled Geran to her chest, the flames not even marring his soft skin.

Normally she avoided using her abilities in front of strangers, especially humans. Even in Ilaeden, where magic was more prevalent, humans were still nervous around those who had powers, and she generally tried to respect that.

But her chances of escape were growing slimmer the longer they spent arguing about whether she would go to prison with them willingly or not.

The guards gaped at her, seeming stunned for a moment as her body merged with the fire seamlessly.

“Yer an elf,” one of the men spluttered, staring at her in disbelief.

She didn’t wait for them to attempt arresting her.

Instead, she ran for the door, making them scatter as her flames singed them in passing, warning them not to touch her.

*
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She left a wall of fire across the doorway in her wake as she hurried towards the stairs, determined to simply flee now.

A guard stepped into her path at the top of the stairs, shouting for his comrades.

She barely faltered, running at him to ram her shoulder into his chest when he made to grab her. He flew backwards down the stairs with an expression of shock before landing heavily at the bottom, groaning as his eyes fluttered shut.

Cole hurtled after him, leaping over his still form, but she landed awkwardly and hissed in pain as she fell.

Lightning shot through her arm when her elbow struck the floor hard, but she kept Geran tucked into her, protecting him as her shoulder took the brunt of the impact, her flames sizzling out.

She grunted when she moved, her body protesting at the action as she forced herself back onto her feet. Her leg threatened to give way when she put weight on her ankle, but she managed to remain standing and looked around anxiously as she remembered that Kyle was supposed to be there.

She found him walking towards her, three dark clothed Llaro following him silently, and she sagged in recognition.

“Jaridan,” she greeted in relief. “Jan. Josef.”

The trio paused when she spoke their names, looking between themselves unsurely.

“The Llaro said tha’ when they left the village, yeh were there,” Kyle said evenly.

Of course, a copycat, she cursed.

Just like had been done with Fulcan. No wonder they didn’t trust her to be who she was.

“Give me a dagger,” she ordered impatiently, holding out her free hand.

Kyle frowned.

“What?”

“A dagger,” she exasperated, fumbling awkwardly with the skirt on her left side. “I’ll show you the tattoo that I...”

“There is no need for that, My Lady,” Jaridan interrupted, holding up a hand to stop her. “We know of what you speak.”

Her tension eased as she saw their shoulders relax at the confirmation of who she was.

“My Lady, we can safely assume that the woman we saw in the village is not you,” Jan granted cautiously. “But how are you here? With no one aware of your disappearance?”

“I was...”

She was suddenly launched across the room to hit the opposite wall hard before she could say another word, startling her out of her answer.

She attempted to free herself from the invisible force that was strangling the life from her, her mouth opening and closing breathlessly, but her struggle was limited with Geran in her arms.

Her sight was fading when she was suddenly released, the pressure easing enough for her to drop weakly to the floor. She still had enough coherence to protect Geran from the landing, but her body shook as she gulped in deep breaths of oxygen, lying curled on the floor.

Boots came into sight in front of her eyes, but then Jaridan knelt, carefully lifting her upright. She coughed hoarsely, her throat burning, and she raised a hand to rub it with a wince.

“Why dun’t yeh write it down instead?” Kyle suggested, eyeing the raw marks around her throat cautiously. “Dun’t need yer hands to breathe, right?”

“Right,” she drawled, grimacing as her voice rasped painfully.

Jaridan helped her to her feet, holding her steady when she wobbled, before leading her slowly over to a nearby bench.

Kyle, on the other hand, marched over to where a man sat reading a letter on a table across the room, the stranger having been ignoring what they were doing and simply minding his own business.

Kyle snatched the paper from him and the man looked like he was about to object, half-rising from his bench, when he noticed that the burly red-headed man was accompanied by Llaro.

He sat, turning back to his tankard wordlessly.

Kyle returned to Cole, turning the letter to show the blank side before taking a piece of graphite from his belt. She accepted the improvised tools, before clumsily trying to write, Geran in her other arm.

She had just managed to write the letter ‘K’, when a large sword suddenly appeared from nowhere.

It slammed through her hand without warning, going all the way through to the other side of the thick table, and the men stepped back smartly with darkly muttered curses, staring at it.

Cole closed her eyes with forced calm as pain rolled through her in white-hot waves, not a sound passing her lips.

Thanks to the torture that Matron had inflicted upon her during the thirteen years that she’d been held captive, she had mastered the art of self-control when it came to pain.

That wasn’t to say that having a sword go through her hand was painless. Just that she was able to hide the fact that it hurt like hell.

Cole released her breath slowly, forcing her heart to steady itself, before she opened her eyes once more.

She rose from the bench awkwardly to place Geran carefully on the table, worried that she was going to drop him when he wobbled in her hold, before settling on the solid surface.

She turned then to the sword, taking hold of the hilt firmly.

Taking another deep, controlled breath, she slid it out with a gasp, a fresh wave of pain washing through her as blood flowed freely from the hole now punched through her hand.

She automatically curled her injured hand to her chest, before extending it out in front of her, bringing her other hand to hover over it. Both hands began to glow, but the gaping wound didn’t even begin to heal and she gritted her teeth in frustration and shame.

“I don’t have enough energy to heal it,” she mumbled, hating saying the words that confirmed her current weakened state. “I used the last of my energy on my fire.”

Without speaking, Kyle propped her hand up in the air, bracing her elbow on the table.

She looked at him questioningly, but he ignored the look as he covered both sides of her hand with a clean cloth, before winding a second one around it. He tied off the improvised bandage, before letting her put her hand down.

“Yeh migh’ want to wear a glove over the top of it, to stop it comin’ loose,” he advised.

Before he had even finished speaking, Jan offered his own gloves to Cole, making her blink up at him owlishly.

He kept his eyes lowered, but his thoughts practically yelled at her.

He wanted to prove himself worthy of her trust once more, she realised.

Her scolding, and his resulting punishment, had reminded him of what he was, and he wanted to prove his loyalty in any way possible.

She paused then accepted his gloves with a brief nod of thanks, pulling them on carefully. She winced as it made her hand throb, but they all looked up at a yell from the upper floor, accompanied by a dull thud.

“We should leave now,” Jaridan decided, turning back to Cole.

She nodded, gathering Geran back into her arms before wriggling from the bench. Jaridan went to take her arm, but she shook her head, drawing back from him.

“Not Arête,” she mumbled. He frowned.

“My Lady?”

She swallowed, shaking her head as she avoided his gaze, her brow furrowed. Kyle glanced at her, pausing before tugging the blue ribbon over his head.

“We’ll stay in town for now,” he grunted as his appearance shifted, returning to the guise of a sailor. “Yeh ‘kay fer a different inn? Or a tavern?”

She nodded mutely and he beckoned her to follow, leading the way out of the inn.

~*~
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Chapter 2
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“Okay, so yeh can’t say what happened,” Kyle mused as they pushed through the crowds. “An’ yeh can’t write down what happened...”

He shoved a man out of the way when he didn’t move and the man turned to berate him, his face red with anger.

He swiftly changed his mind when he saw that the redheaded man was surrounded by Llaro. He settled for simply moving aside instead, his head ducked as though trying to make himself as inconspicuous as possible.

“Tha’ mus’ mean it’s pretty serious,” Kyle grunted.

Cole grimaced as she limped after him, but her eyes widened when she stumbled, cursing herself for forgetting about her sprained ankle as she put too much weight on it.

Jaridan caught her arm wordlessly, preventing her from falling, and she straightened carefully, her body trembling. She took a breath to calm her heart, before continuing, the Llaro close behind.

“Issit really tha’ important?” Kyle asked, glancing back at her. “I mean, all anyone shud care ‘bout, is tha’ yer safe now, right?”

Pain flickered across her face at his question, tears quickly forming in her eyes before she wiped them away hurriedly, determined that she wouldn’t show her weakness again.

The Llaro caught the glitter in her eyes despite her attempt to hide it. They exchanged a look, but didn’t speak a word.

“I don’t want to, but I...I have to,” Cole mumbled. “If I don’t tell Fulk, he’ll find out from someone else and it’ll be so much worse. Especially after what happened when he was taken...”

“He were taken?” Kyle repeated sharply.

“He’s back now,” Cole assured him.

She was able to keep up with him better as more people began to notice the Llaro, giving the small group a wide berth.

She glanced back at the assassins, worry in her eyes.

“If I manage to tell Fulk what happened, I’ll need you nearby,” she admitted.

“You believe that he would harm you, My Lady?” Josef queried. She shook her head firmly.

“Fulk would never hurt me,” she said with absolute certainty. “But he might do something stupid that will get him killed.”

“My Lady, I would not insult you for the world, but your husband is fully capable of defending himself,” Jaridan said carefully.

“Normally I’d agree,” she allowed. “But he can’t fight an army of Forgotten by himself.”

“Anders, right?” Kyle mentioned casually and Cole frowned at him sharply. “Yeh said tha’ Brutus brought back some dead people an’ tha’ he’s got a bunch o’ Forgotten in ‘is army. Seems to me like the two wud mix.”

“What are you doing, Kyle?” Cole asked suspiciously.

He shrugged, gazing up at the sky idly.

“Yeh can’t tell us, bu’ what if we work it out fer ourselves?” he pointed out. “Yeh can’t be punished if yeh dun’t say nothin’ bu’ yes or no.”

“That might work,” she allowed cautiously.

“So...does it ‘ave anythin’ to do with ‘im?” he repeated.

She paused a moment, not answering yet. Kyle waited, watching her hesitate, but then she turned, surprising Jaridan when she lifted Geran into the elf’s arms, making him fumble uncertainly.

“My Lady, what...?”

“Just in case the yes-no thing doesn’t work,” she said worriedly. “I don’t want him to get hurt by accident.”

He nodded, his hold tightening on the infant.

She took a deep breath, turning back to Kyle as she kept pace with him, braced expectantly for another invisible attack.

“Yes,” she said tensely.

She waited a few moments for something to happen, even the Llaro eyeing their surroundings suspiciously.

When everything remained calm, she released her breath slowly and Kyle nodded shortly.

“Righ’, so we know it involves Anders,” he mused aloud. “Did Anders bring yeh here?”

She tensed again, his question much closer to the truth this time.

“Yes.”

Again, there was no pain and she relaxed a little more.

“Did he bring anyone with him, My Lady?” Jaridan asked. “Did anyone help him bring you here?”

“No,” she answered cautiously. “To both questions.”

“So it was just him?”

“Yes.”

“What about your daughter, My Lady?” Josef asked. “Did he take her?”

Her throat clogged.

“Yes,” she whispered.

Still everything was calm and she let out her breath shakily.

The yes-no theory seemed to be working so far.

“Why did he bring yeh here?” Kyle asked this time, frowning. “I mean, if he’s gonna kidnap yeh, why jus’ leave yeh here?” She looked at him pointedly and he grimaced, waving a hand. “Yeah, I know. Too detailed.”

He sucked on his teeth as he thought, scratching at his weathered face distractedly while Cole just focused on not tripping over the cracks in the cobblestones beneath their feet.

“Why does Fulcan hate him so much?” Kyle asked suddenly and she blinked, looking at him questioningly. “Anders came from the other world with yeh. Fulcan didn’t ‘ave no reason to hate him like he does, bu’ he wud definitely do somethin’ stupid if it involves tha’ lad. Anyone wi’ eyes can see tha’.”

Cole gazed at the ground steadily as she contemplated on what to tell him, or even what she could tell them.

Her injuries did seem to be related to her explaining what’d happened the past three days, so logically, speaking about something that happened years ago, shouldn’t impact whatever was restricting her communications.

If she was careful about what she said, they might be able to piece together the events of the past few days. She didn’t want them to know, but because of whatever was stopping her from answering their questions, it made them more determined to find out.

She finally exhaled, her body stiff with tension.

“I told Fulk about something that happened in my childhood,” she said quietly.

He waited expectantly and she realised that he wanted more details, rolling her eyes.

“Keith attacked me when I was thirteen,” she told him haltingly. “He came close to...using me.”

The last part was delicately put, her gaze awkward as she rubbed her arm uncomfortably.

The men were silent at that and she waited for someone to speak, her stomach twisting into knots until she was sure that she was going to vomit.

Kyle suddenly stopped walking, turning to face her, and Cole grunted as she walked straight into him, having not expected him to stop so abruptly. She rubbed her nose with a grumble, before peering up at him when she sensed his stare.

“Did Anders finish what he started?” he asked suspiciously.

Cole paled as he hit the nail on the head as it were; her body freezing in place as blood rushed to her ears, her breath coming faster. She tried to think about anything other than what he had asked, tried to think of everything but that, but the attempt was futile.

Memories flooded her mind and she automatically flinched, squeezing her eyes shut tightly as though she could force the images out, her hands rising to cover her head, blocking out the noise in her ears.

She wanted everyone to go away and leave her alone. She wanted to hide where no one would find her, where she wouldn’t have to deal with anything.

She didn’t want to be touched or spoken to or even looked at. She wanted it all to just go away.

There was a light touch on her arm and she instinctively recoiled, curling in on herself. Only then did she realise that she was sitting on the ground, the cobbles digging into her backside, hard and cold.

There was a pause then the touch on her arm returned; cautious, hesitant.

“Lady...”

“Yes,” she whispered, not lifting her head.

Her voice was barely audible, but Kyle still heard her and he swore loudly.

She flinched.

“Your Majesty, we can take you back to Arête,” Jaridan murmured gently, his voice closer, and she assumed that he had knelt.

She shook her head.

“I can’t,” she whispered. “I can’t face Fulk. Not yet.”

Panic fluttered at the thought of telling Fulcan, of having him learn of what had happened to her.

The possibility of it causing him to hate her, filled her with dread.

“Why didn’t yeh escape?” Kyle demanded on her other side. “Dun’t gimme tha’ look, assassin. It’s a valid question...”

“It is an insensitive one,” Jaridan said coldly.

“Do you remember when we were in Kismet?” Cole asked softly, interrupting before the two could come to blows.

“Yes, Your Majesty?”

“We talked about what he could do,” she mumbled, her lips numb and her eyes still squeezed shut tightly.

“He used his abilities on you?” Jaridan clarified.

“Yes.”

“Is that why you are so weakened right now?” he asked cautiously.

She just nodded mutely.

Her body was still refusing to uncurl and she had no doubt that she was causing a scene from sitting in the middle of the road like she was.

She didn’t care though. Her emotional distress was too strong, too overpowering for her to control her body right then.

Jaridan paused a moment, moving slightly before she sensed him turn back to her.

“Your Majesty, I’m going to pick you up,” he warned before his arms went around her carefully.

She stiffened, wanting to scream at him, to tell him to not touch her. Her body shuddered with the effort it took for her to stop the automatic response, forcing herself not to lash out.

She knew he wasn’t to blame for what happened, but it didn’t matter. She didn’t want anyone to touch her.

He waited a moment for her to refuse, but she didn’t move an inch and he lifted her slowly, her knees clutched to her chest.

There was a moment where nothing seemed to move, then he was lowering her again. This time, she came into contact with something wooden and she lifted her head slowly, stiffly.

They were now inside a tavern or inn of some sort, devoid of people yet somehow cosy. The floors were clean; the tables clear of any leftover food or drink. Even the ceiling wasn’t so blackened by soot that it would clog the lungs of any who entered the building.

Kyle was approaching the bar where a man had come out to see who had arrived, obviously dealing with making some sort of arrangement.

Jaridan leant back, retreating from Cole before Jan moved forward to place Geran into her arms gingerly. She accepted her son silently, cuddling him to her breast as her eyes closed tiredly, her forehead pressed to his gently.

She felt like she could sleep for a week, drained by the overwhelming emotions that she was barely keeping in check.

She wanted to scrub herself raw, wanted to remove every molecule of Keith from her body as physically and humanly possible.

She wanted to burn the clothes she wore, to remove every trace of him.

She wanted to order every Llaro under her command, to find Keith and kill him.

Not kill. Torture, she corrected, a shiver running through her. Slow and painful.

Her eyes snapped open when she sensed someone teleport outside the building, warning her of an arrival.

The door opened and she tensed, ready to flee as she pushed herself back against the wall, holding Geran to her closely. The dark head turned, obviously looking for someone, and a cracked smile attempted to form on her dry lips.

“Jakob,” she whispered.

He turned towards her sharply then strode over to kneel before her, not doubting for a second who she was. He took her free hand in his, pressing her knuckles to his forehead with a sigh of relief.

Sam entered behind the elf, but the lad rushed over anxiously when he saw her, as Jakob raised his head to search her face, his dark eyes concerned.

“My Lady...”

“What are you doing here?” she asked softly. He nodded at the three Llaro to the side of them and her brow creased. “Why didn’t you doubt who I am?”

“Your husband sent a select few of us to look for you,” he explained without hesitation. “Although there is a rather convincing mimic in the village – physically at least – he has pointed out to us that he knows his wife better than any of us.”

He gestured at Sam with a faint smile.

“Also Sam is certain that you are you,” he added and she smiled reluctantly.

“Do yeh have any iron rooms in tha’ village o’ yers?” Kyle asked as he rejoined the group, not questioning the arrival of another Llaro. “I were jus’ thinkin’, it’s prob’ly a good idea to put Fulcan in one when yeh tell ‘im. It would keep ‘im too weak to do anythin’ stupid.”

Cole’s expression became troubled as he reminded her about telling Fulcan.

Jakob frowned at the man, before glancing at the other Llaro sharply. Jaridan tilted his chin subtly and Jakob rose to his feet, slipping away to join his companions.

“I don’t think we do,” Cole answered distantly then raised an eyebrow at Kyle. “An iron room in an Elven village?”

“Yeah, didn’t think so,” Kyle grunted. “Anyway, the Innkeeper is jus’ checkin’ wha’ rooms he’s got available.”

She nodded mutely and he returned to the counter, but she frowned faintly when she caught a faint whisper of talk in her mind, the mental overflow coming from the unspoken conversation.

.

...take her back but she won’t go...

.

...need to call him...

.

She ducked her head, not responding to the Llaro’s thoughts as they spoke amongst themselves.

Geran started to cry and Cole raised her knees to cushion him in her lap.

Brown eyes met blue, identical to his father, and her heart wrenched. She took his tiny hands in her much bigger ones and his fingers gripped her forefingers as his face scrunched up, obviously upset.

She sighed softly, leaning forward to press her forehead to his gently as she murmured soothingly, and his whimpers quietened to tired snuffles.

She sensed someone move beside her and turned her head slightly to find Jakob kneeling there once more. His expression was veiled but she could feel the tension thrumming through him, practically making the elf vibrate.

“My Lady, I would like to call for your husband,” he said quietly, his voice betraying none of the anger that she could see in his deep brown eyes. “I understand that it is the last thing you might wish right now, but he will be able to help you.”

Panic flared at the thought of him bringing Fulcan to her, of having him find out what had happened.

She was terrified of how he might react to the knowledge that Keith had touched her and how it would change his outlook on her.

He would hate her, she anguished. And it would destroy her to have him turn from her.

She opened her mouth to deny Jakob’s request, not wanting to face the impending situation just yet.

Then she caught sight of Geran’s eyes and her expression grew torn.

Much as she feared the fallout from what happened, she yearned to see Fulcan, wanted to be held by him until she forgot that any of this had happened.

Jakob waited patiently for her answer.

He seemed to understand her indecision over having Fulcan come to them, almost seeming to hear her angst over what might happen. He didn’t push though, letting her make the choice herself.

“Okay,” she finally accepted, though her voice quivered.

Jakob nodded then his eyes glazed for a second.

Barely a moment after his eyes had cleared, Cole sensed someone teleport outside, the familiar warmth teasing at her mind, and she swallowed.

She beckoned Sam closer and the lad did, but he looked confused when she transferred Geran into his arms.

“Miss...?”

“I need to focus and I don’t want Geran to get hurt by accident,” she explained quietly.

He nodded, tightening his hold on the baby and stepping back just as the door opened.

~*~
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Fulcan entered the room and the air immediately grew stifling, the innkeeper vanishing as he sensed the tension.

Fulcan nodded to the Llaro silently.

The action was returned, but it was cautious, as though they expected him to explode at any second. Even Kyle was quiet, watching the elf shrewdly as he absently removed the ribbon from his neck.

Fulcan paused when he saw Cole, before moving to sit at her feet, still not speaking.

He glanced at the obviously expectant men, before turning his focus to her, but her eyes remained lowered as she refused to meet his gaze.

Her courage didn’t extend that far.

“Jakob said that we need to talk,” he said evenly, his voice giving nothing away.

She hesitated before nodding, chewing her lip as pain pinched between her shoulders in stress.

“She ‘as a problem wi’ the ‘talking’ part,” Kyle answered for her and Fulcan glanced at him questioningly. “She kin only answer ‘bout her recent activities wi’ a yes or a no, or she gets ‘urt.”

Fulcan inclined his head, his expression not changing.

“What do you know so far?” Cole asked, finally speaking, and his gaze snapped back to her.

“Your brother told us how Keith kidnapped you and the twins, but then ‘you’ returned, claiming that you’d escaped,” he summarised briefly.

Her eyes narrowed, her anger chasing away her fear temporarily.

“I would never leave the twins behind, not even to escape!” she flared.

She was insulted that he would believe that she would’ve left their children in the hands of their enemies.

Even if she died in the process, she would take her children from the clutches from her enemies and get them to safety. There was no way that she’d leave them just to save herself!

She saw the doubt in his eyes and stilled in realisation.

“You don’t believe that I’m me...”

“Can you blame me?” he countered, his voice and his expression unreadable. “We already have one mimic in the village. A second is not so much of a stretch.”

“That’s a fair point,” she allowed grudgingly, though it didn’t make her feel any better.

Without saying a word, she lifted her head to meet his gaze, extending her mind to touch his. He stiffened and she physically flinched as he mentally repelled her, refusing her access to his mind with much more force than he usually applied.

She tried to hide the flash of hurt that his rejection caused, but he had stilled the moment he felt her pain echo within him, a faint frown creasing his brows.

He lowered his guard cautiously, reaching out warily to probe carefully at her mind. She hesitated then threw caution to the wind, simply reaching out to embrace him mentally, merging their minds.

Heat flared between them at the action and Fulcan drew in a sharp breath at the sensation, before she felt him return the embrace wholeheartedly.

Tears came to her eyes as she felt his joy at their reunion, then she felt him physically pull her closer until she was wrapped in his arms.

<Never leave my side again,> he whispered, his voice betraying his pain. <I can’t lose you, Cole.>

She hugged him tighter and he held onto her for a long time, simply breathing her in.

<I can’t lose you either,> she choked.

He finally drew back to lift a hand to her cheek, his eyes searching hers as though he hadn’t seen her in years, and she gave him a watery smile in return.

Her hand rose to touch his, glad now that Jakob had summoned him, but Fulcan frowned, taking her hand to turn it over.

“These aren’t your gloves,” he commented. “Or mine.”

“They’re Jan’s,” she mumbled. “I tried to tell Kyle and the El’s what happened by writing it down and a sword went through my hand and a table. So Kyle bandaged it and Jan loaned me his gloves to stop the bandage coming off.”

He nodded at the explanation, his expression clearing.

“You can’t heal it?” he queried. “Is it like the burn that Jackson placed on you?” She shook her head.

“I don’t have enough energy to heal it,” she confessed, her tone muted.

His expression gentled.

“Let me see,” he coaxed.

She hesitated then wriggled from his lap until she sat on the bench once more.

She held out her right hand and he carefully slid the glove from it, cautious of dislodging the bandage. She winced as he began to unravel the cloth, but it was finally bared to the light.

He turned her hand this way and that, studying the gaping wound for a moment, before enclosing her hand between both of his. It refused to heal and his mouth tightened a fraction before his eyes took on the same emerald glow in his determination to heal her.

Cole automatically recoiled from the glow in his eyes, only just managing to subdue the urge to flee.

He felt her flinch, catching the sound of her soft whimper, her body tense.

“Am I hurting you?” he asked sharply, meeting her gaze concernedly.

“No,” she mumbled. “It’s just your eyes...the glow...”

“Yes?”

“It’s like when Keith uses his hypnotism,” she whispered fearfully.

He stiffened and she ducked her head, violent shivers running through her.

He tilted his head, gazing at her bowed head impassively.

“Does this little ‘yes and no game’ have anything to do with Anders?” he asked with forced calm, his expression unreadable.

The Llaro shifted their weight uneasily, but he ignored them.

Cole swallowed, but nodded mutely and his mouth tightened, his shoulders tensing. He resumed healing her hand silently, but kept his eyes lowered enough that she wouldn’t see the glow.

The wound finally began responding to his ministrations and a few minutes later, both sides of her hand were smooth once more. She went to draw back, but he kept hold of her hand as he lifted her head to meet his gaze, his eyes a deep blue once more.

“What happened?”

“I...I can’t tell you,” she said hesitantly and he looked displeased. “I mean physically I can’t. Something hurts me each time. I tried speaking it and I got strangled. I tried writing about what happened and I got stabbed.”

“I can ask the Llaro if you would prefer?” he offered, gesturing at the men. “If it would make it easier for you?”

The men looked uncomfortable at the suggestion, but Cole hesitated. She seriously considered the offer before shaking her head with a sigh, her shoulders sagging.

Having anyone else tell him would be taking the easy way out. Although she was scared, she didn’t consider herself so much of a coward that she would have someone else give her own husband this sort of information.

“It shouldn’t come from someone else,” she rejected, reluctance in her voice.

He nodded acceptingly, waiting patiently for her to gather her strands of courage from wherever they were currently hiding.

Her hands flexed subconsciously as she swallowed nervously, her heart beginning to pound faster. He sensed her fear and squeezed her hand encouragingly, his gaze unwavering.

She nodded almost to herself, straightening bravely as she saw the Llaro tense readily.

“So, you remember when you saved me from DeBoyd in the stables?” she started hesitantly.

Fulcan nodded, frowning faintly.

“Of course.”

“I showed you what Keith tried to do to me when I was a kid,” she continued carefully.

He stilled, his eyes narrowing suspiciously.

“Yes?”

“And you know how he got rather...frustrated that he was unable to consummate our marriage?” she hinted, her body as taut as a bow with nerves.

She faltered when his free hand clenched on the table warningly, a faint aura of heat beginning to rise from his skin. The Llaro eyed him warily, Sam taking a few steps back with Geran.

Fulcan didn’t move from his seat, his gaze not moving from Cole’s and her hands began to shake.

“He finally got to do so?” he asked with forced calm.

His voice was pure silk and she shivered, dropping her gaze.

“Yes,” she whispered.

He burst into a fiery inferno without warning, the furniture catching alight around them instantly and the Llaro stepped back smartly, Kyle swiftly moving Sam and Geran out of the way.

Cole silently extinguished the burning furniture with a small wave of her hand, having just enough energy to stop the tavern from burning down around them.

Fulcan glared at his hands for a few moments as she sensed him attempt to control his fury, but then he stood.

He began to pace wrathfully as white-blue flames blazed around him, the heat singeing the ceiling. His boots left scorch marks on the wooden floor, but he didn’t notice. He was too focused on his anger to even care, as he proceeded to call Keith every name he could think of, getting creative with his obscenities when he ran out of words.

A bench flew through the air as he threw it mentally; too distracted to notice the Llaro rushing to dodge it as it nearly struck them.

A table across the room started to levitate, followed by several benches. They didn’t move, simply hovered there as an ominous warning, and Kyle wisely moved Sam to hide behind the counter with Geran, keeping the pair safe.

“I’m so sorry, Fulk.”

Fulcan stopped pacing as he somehow heard Cole’s whisper over his cursing, turning to stare at her incredulously in disbelief.

She didn’t look at him, staring intently down at her hands, clenched in her lap to stop them shaking.

“Sorry?” he repeated sharply and she flinched at his tone.

He extinguished the flames surrounding his body, finally able to control his temper enough to reduce his chances of incinerating anyone by accident.

The table and benches dropped to the floor once more with loud thuds, but he ignored all that as he moved to sit opposite her, reaching over to take her hands in his.

“You have absolutely nothing to be sorry for,” he told her quietly.

“Aren’t you angry with me?” she asked uneasily. “For being taken?”

“It wasn’t your fault,” he repeated firmly, his eyes fierce on her, though he couldn’t hide the silver burning brightly in them. “He is the one deserving of punishment and believe me, he will get it.”

She swallowed, nodding wordlessly and he squeezed her hands reassuringly. She didn’t respond and his jaw clenched.

“I need to step out for a while,” he told her evenly. “I won’t be long. The Llaro will remain with you for protection.”

“Please don’t,” she whispered, her hands tightening on his. “I know what you want to do and I’m asking you not to.”

His eyes narrowed.

“I’m going,” he said unyieldingly and her expression grew pained as she sensed his resolve.

“Then I order you not to.”

The room dropped silent at her command and the Llaro looked between them both wordlessly, their eyes apprehensive.

She’d never ordered him to do anything before, not like this. The only time she’d ever exercised her ability to command the Llaro, had been when she was overriding one of Liefan’s orders.

Fulcan gazed at her silently, his face expressionless. He finally bowed his head to her with a humourless smile.

“As you wish,” he drawled, his voice dripping with formality. “I must obey my Queen’s command.”

She withdrew her hands from his slowly, the hurt visible in her eyes as her stomach wrenched painfully at the growing fissure between them.

“Make a choice then, instead of just following orders,” she said softly. “Me or Keith?”

He breathed in sharply, his eyes widening as he looked stricken at her ultimatum.

“Cole, please...”

“If you go after him, you’ll be leaving me and the twins, and that’s probably what he expects you to do,” she said shakily, her voice trembling. “There are too many Forgotten for you to fight alone. They’ll kill you and we’ll never see you again.”

“You don’t want me to kill the man who used you against your will?” he demanded as the nearest bench started to float again.

“I didn’t say that,” she protested in frustration, but the distress was obvious in her eyes. “I want him tortured slowly and excruciatingly until the end of time, until it drives him insane. I want him to feel every damn second of it until he can’t stand it anymore, only for him to realise that it’s never going to stop.”

Tears came to her eyes, but she forced them back fiercely.

“But I...I can’t bring you back if you die, Fulk,” she frustrated, wanting him to understand. “I need you more than any revenge against him.”

He didn’t answer and her mouth turned down.

“You promised me once, that I would have you for as long as I wanted you,” she whispered, reminding him of what he had pledged so long ago. “I still want you, Fulk.”

He swallowed hard as he stared at the table fixedly, his fists clenched on the surface.

She could feel the turbulent emotions lashing through him like a hurricane, could feel him going back and forth, torn by the decision he had to make.

“So what’s your choice?” she asked again quietly. “Me? Or Keith?”

His eyes flickered up to hers in the silence and he reached over to take her hands in his firmly, the bench dropping to the floor nearby.

“You,” he whispered. “Always you.”

She squeezed his hand tentatively and he returned it firmly.

She knew he was still furious, could feel his anger rolling against her in a hot wave, but for now, he was in control of it.

Cole turned her gaze to the men beside them, the group having remained silent throughout the exchange.

“Kyle, how many brothels do you have leverage over?” she asked evenly.

The men relaxed slightly, but the assassins continued to watch Fulcan attentively, the elf still far too tense for their liking.

Kyle glanced at the elf then dragged a chair forward to sit on it back to front as he rubbed his chin thoughtfully.

“I ‘ave a few in me pocket,” he allowed. “Whatcha need doin’?”

“I want men poisoned,” she said bluntly. “They don’t need to die. They just need to be unable to fight. Every man seems to visit a brothel and I’m sure the girls in them service more than one man a night.”

“Gem’s girls are good at that sorta thing,” he mused. “They owe me a favour or two. How many do yeh want put outta action?”

“As many as possible,” she said unflinchingly.

“I’ll get started on it,” he grunted. “I’ll send yeh updates when I can.”

He left and Cole glanced at Fulcan, sensing his stare.

He was watching her steadily, his face expressionless, but she could feel his temper still bubbling beneath his impassive façade. When she chose not to comment on it, he turned his gaze to Jan, Jaridan and Josef.

“See if anyone has heard or seen anything related to Merlise in the area,” he ordered.

The trio hesitated, looking between him and Cole uncertainly. When she didn’t object, they bowed their heads and left.

Fulcan fixed his attention on the table beneath his fists, his jaw flexing as he seemed to fight the urge to leave with them.

“We’ll stay in town for tonight,” he suddenly decided.

Cole opened her mouth to disagree, not keen on remaining in the general vicinity of where Keith had left her. Fulcan glared warningly and she amended the words she had been planning on saying.

“Look for somewhere for us to stay for the night,” she said instead and he looked at her sharply. “I don’t think the innkeeper will let us stay here now that we’ve proven ourselves a nuisance.”

“I’m not leaving you,” he refused instantly.

“I’ll be fine until you get back,” she assured him. “I won’t even move from this seat.”

“I’m not...”

“Jakob, go with him and find us somewhere to stay,” she interrupted, irritated now. “Make sure he doesn’t do anything stupid.”

Fulcan didn’t look much happier as she ignored his refusal, but Jakob inclined his head to her expressionlessly.

“Yes, Your Majesty,” he murmured.

The pair left, Fulcan’s anger palpable and Cole winced as the door slammed shut behind him.

She sagged on the bench, drained by everything going on. She braced her elbows on the table and covered her face with her hands, exhaustion setting in.

Sam shuffled forward, creeping out from behind the bar with Geran to stand beside her.

“Are yeh okay, Miss?” he asked hesitantly.

She blinked, turning her head at his question to look at him owlishly.

She had completely forgotten that he was even there.

“Sam,” she sighed then blinked again, making a face. “I’m fine.”

“Yeh dun’t look fine, Miss,” he disagreed dubiously, shifting Geran’s weight in his arms when the baby wriggled.

She made a face at his blatant honesty.

“I told you no mumbling,” she admonished and he grumbled. “And I’ve been hurt, Sam. I won’t be ‘fine’ for a little while.”

The lad scowled.

“Who hurt yeh, Miss?” he demanded fiercely. “I’ll get him to apologise to yeh!”

She huffed a reluctant laugh, dropping her head before lifting it again to look at him.

“You will, huh?” she said dryly.

“Nobody is allowed to disrespect yeh, Miss,” he said with a stern frown. “Did yeh tell Sir what happened?”

“Most of it,” she allowed. “Some of it I can’t tell him.”

Sam’s frown deepened in confusion, but they both jumped when Fulcan spoke.

“You didn’t tell me everything?” he asked tightly, a silent Jakob at his side.

Cole dropped her gaze, avoiding his.

“Did you find anywhere safe enough for us to stay the night?” she asked instead of answering, her voice quiet.

His jaw clenched at her deliberate evasion, but he nodded shortly.

“Just inside the town walls,” he confirmed, his voice tightly controlled. “We’ve secured a room for the night.”

She nodded mutely, but looked up when Jaridan re-entered the room.

“Did anyone see anything?” she asked anxiously, half-hoping, half-dreading his answer.

“A few people saw Anders with your daughter at the Bothwell mansion,” Jaridan answered swiftly, his gaze flickering between her and Fulcan sharply, picking up on the tension easily. “Jan and Josef are following up on some of their leads as we speak. We may not be able to retrieve her, but we should know something within the hour.”

Cole nodded again, biting her lip apprehensively. She was worried about her daughter, but Fulcan’s piercing stare was practically burning a hole through her and she twisted her hands uneasily.

She didn’t need to read his mind to know that he wanted to continue with what he’d overheard her say to Sam.

She swallowed nervously.

<Fulk...>

<What didn’t you tell me?> he interrupted.

<You know I can’t answer that,> she rebuked, but she still winced at his flash of anger.

<A different question,> he said impatiently. <One that you can answer.>

She eyed him warily, tensing in trepidation.

<What question?>

<Why didn’t you try to tell me everything that you possibly can?> he asked edgily. <Even if we had to go through dozens of yes-no questions, we could have found a way for you to tell me.>

She didn’t answer, the tension making her back stiff and the nerves pinched between her shoulders again painfully.

<Tell me, Cole.>

There was a hint of a command in his voice then and her eyes flared with anger. She rose from the bench abruptly to glare at him; her fists clenched at her sides, her body trembling uncontrollably.

“I didn’t try to tell you because I’m ashamed, okay?” she snapped, automatically lashing out in her pain. “I couldn’t...”

She stopped, barely able to string her words together as she looked at him.

Her emotions swirled wildly beneath the surface, her eyes showing her inner turmoil. Her thoughts flew about her mind erratically, not settling on just one but seeming to be trying to focus on them all at once.

“I couldn’t call for help. I couldn’t shift. I couldn’t burn or...or even run,” she finally cried, tears coming to her eyes. “I couldn’t do anything! I couldn’t even protect the twins! I’m ashamed that a creep like him got the better of me. I know him. I know how he works. I know what he’s capable of. I know all of this, but I was still useless. I had no control over my own goddamm body! I couldn’t stop him...”

She broke off as she turned her back to him, covering her face with her hands as her distress got the better of her, hot tears rolling down her cheeks as her shoulders shook violently.

Fulcan didn’t speak, didn’t even touch her mind with his. Instead, she heard him move behind her.

A moment later, his gloved hand touched her shoulder gently. She flinched, automatically recoiling.

She didn’t look at him.

She couldn’t. She was too scared of seeing his disgust...of her.

“Please forgive me,” he murmured quietly. “I didn’t think of my words or how you feel right now. I let my anger get the better of me.”

She sagged, lifting a hand to wipe her face with a trembling hand, but she still didn’t dare to look at him.

He paused, seeming to consider his words before letting his gloved hand slide down her arm to stop at her elbow.

“May I...? I mean, would you be averse to me holding your hand right now?” he asked cautiously.

She looked at him then, startled by his question, her cheeks still wet.

He met her shimmering gaze steadily and she hesitated before nodding mutely. His hand glided down to take her hand, his hold tightening when she didn’t flinch from him. Then with only a gentle tug, he led her from the inn; Jakob, Jaridan and Sam following wordlessly as Jaridan took over the holding of Geran.

~*~
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Cole gazed out of the window distantly, watching the darkening street below as Geran cried behind her, but she heard him as though from far away.

She knew she should see to him, but her body was unresponsive, not obeying her command to move.

Her eyes flickered when she heard Fulcan’s voice, her husband murmuring to their son soothingly.

Geran’s cries quietened and Cole hugged herself tightly, feeling even worse for being unable to tend to her own child.

She was too absorbed in her own pain, her own grief. Her son should be foremost in her mind, but instead she was distracted by her own distress.

Her body shook as painful memories flooded her mind, despite her best attempts to keep them out. Her eyes squeezed shut tightly, but it did nothing to rid her of them and she buried her face in her hands, a hot tear trailing down her cheek.

Fingers brushed her bare arm and she lifted her head to look at Fulcan, her eyes glittering brightly. He didn’t speak, just drew her into his embrace wordlessly, sensing her need for comfort.

Her tenuous grasp on her emotions snapped at his silent support, his mere presence offering reassurance that he wasn’t just going to abandon her. His arms tightened around her and she clung to him like a lifeline, sobbing hard until she had spent her tears, her body exhausted from the venting.

Still he didn’t ease his hold on her, keeping her close.

“I’m so sorry, Fulk,” she whispered against his chest.

“You have nothing to be sorry for,” he murmured. “You forgave me for being taken, didn’t you?”

“That wasn’t your fault,” she mumbled. “You were unconscious.”

“You were hypnotised and kept weak,” he said gently. “You were unable to fight back, just as much as I was.”

She shook her head, disagreeing with him on that.

The shame that she felt at being unable to fight back against someone that she should’ve been able to defend herself against, left her on edge and ready to lash out.

She squeaked in surprise when he suddenly lifted her, carrying her bridal style. Her arms went around his neck worriedly, looking from the floor up to his face in confusion as he began to walk.

“Fulk? What...?”

“Shh,” he soothed, placing her down on the bed gently. “I’m going to heal you. I doubt that he left you unscathed.”

She flinched, shying away from him.

“But you’ll see me naked,” she mumbled uneasily, her arms going about herself protectively.

He caught her when she made to move away and she automatically stiffened in fear. He held up a hand to calm her and she hesitated, hating herself even more for reacting that way towards the man she loved.

“Cole, come here,” he coaxed. “Please.”

She faltered, but he patiently remained where he sat, his gaze steady on her. She hesitated, but finally slipped back onto the bed tensely.

He slowly drew her closer, taking his time, until she was sitting huddled in the centre. He shifted his own position, leaning closer to place a gentle kiss on her forehead.

“I’ll make you feel better,” he whispered.

*
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Cole woke to darkness, tensing readily as she sought to figure out what had woken her.

Fulcan shifted uncomfortably beside her and she relaxed, recognising his warmth.

She curled into him, placing her cheek on his chest, but she jumped when his arm went around her, tugging her even closer. Her head lifted to find him already watching her.

“Have you been awake this whole time?” she asked softly. He shrugged unworriedly, but she looked upset. “You need sleep too.”

“It is my duty to guard you,” he said evenly.

“You know as well as I do, that the El’s are right outside this room doing just that,” she rebuked. He smiled, but it didn’t reach his eyes and she sighed softly.

The cloth of his shirt rubbed against her cheek as she moved, placing her head on his chest again. She listened to the steady rhythmic beat of his heart, the sound oddly soothing and she found herself reaching down to take his hand.

He hadn’t put his gloves back on since healing her and she studied it almost curiously, turning it over in hers.

“My Lady, what are you doing?”

“Jumping on the bed,” she joked distractedly, before her attention returned to his hand.

Calluses roughened his palm from training, scars marring his skin from where he hadn’t bothered healing them.

She knew just how dangerous his hands were, easily able to break a man’s neck or deal a powerful blow to an enemy. They were deadly tools in his arsenal, tools that he’d used all his life to take the lives of others.

But she also knew how gentle he could be; his touch soft on her skin, careful whenever he held their children...

She’d flinched from him earlier, but it had been an automatic response, the recent incident causing her to act on reflex, making her lash out at everyone in her vulnerable state.

He was an assassin, but still he was the furthest thing possible from what Keith was. Keith sought to hurt her, to the point where she hadn’t wanted her own husband to see or touch her.

But Fulcan was her husband. He was safety. No matter what his role was, no matter how angry he was, she knew that he would never hurt her or their children. She trusted him implicitly with her life and theirs.

What Keith had done...his actions were nothing to do with Fulcan. Fulcan would never hurt her.

He bent his fingers, lacing them with hers intimately, and she looked up to find his eyes glowing silver as he gazed down at her, warmth washing over her from him as he caught her thoughts.

His eyes dimmed for a few seconds then brightened again and he sat up, throwing back the bedcovers.

“Where are you going?” Cole asked anxiously.

“The Llaro have spotted someone creeping around,” he answered softly. “I’m going to check it out.”

“Oh...okay.” He stood, striding over to the door. “Fulk, wait.” She sat up and he walked back to her when she beckoned. “Don’t be long. Please?”

He reached over to brush her hair behind her ear tenderly, pretending not to notice how she tensed.

“I’ll try not to be,” he promised.

She nodded then leant forward to kiss him tentatively on the lips.

He stiffened a second later, drawing back from her sharply. She tried to hide her hurt at his rejection, her eyes lowered to hide her pain as he left the room.

The door closed behind him quietly and she searched for Jakob’s mind quickly.

<Yes, My Lady?> the elf answered questioningly, sounding as alert as he had all day.

<Can you keep an eye on Fulk?> she requested anxiously. <He said you saw something and if he sees...>

<I understand, My Lady,> he interrupted. <Should there be any risk, we shall keep him away from Anders.>

<Thank you,> she whispered, laying back down slowly.

~*~
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Chapter 5
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NEXT DAY

Cole woke to find herself faced with bright sunshine, the warm golden pools splashed across her pillow. She squinted at the unexpected light, half-lifting a hand to cover her eyes.

Geran gurgled next to her on the bed and she lifted her hand slightly to look at him. Her son was kicking his feet grumpily beneath his blanket and she smiled faintly as he shared her dislike of the early morning wakeup.

She suddenly jerked upright, looking around the room sharply.

Aside from her and Geran, the room was empty and she slid out from beneath the covers quickly, careful not to tip her son over as she stood.

<Fulk?> she called uncertainly.

There was no answer and she bit her lip anxiously.

She definitely recalled Fulcan returning to the bed, his investigation of the suspicious activity taking only a few short minutes. She’d gone back to sleep wrapped in his arms, which made his absence even more noticeable.

Worry played on her mind as she instantly thought on how angry he had been the day before. Alarm flashed in her mind as she anguished over whether he had disobeyed her order to not go after Keith.

She reassured herself that the other Llaro would not allow him to disobey in such a manner, calming her nerves somewhat. His absence was still suspicious though and she was torn between going to find him or waiting where she was for him to return.

Geran began to grumble and she sighed softly.

“That father of yours,” she murmured to the boy, leaning over to pick him up. “He’s gonna be the death of me, I swear it.”

Geran paused in his grumbling to blink up at her and she chuckled, rubbing noses with him.

“Okay, let’s get you fed, hmm?”

*
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Cole descended the stairs cautiously, holding Geran securely as she listened alertly for any noise.

The building appeared to be devoid of everything audible, upping her tension.

She was faintly reassured when she found Jakob standing beside the fireplace in the common room, apparently pondering the meaning of life as he gazed into the ashes.

He looked up when she approached, seeming unsurprised to see her awake.

“My Lady,” he greeted, bowing his head to her, his hands clasped firmly behind his back. “Are you feeling better today?”

She tilted her head slightly as she came to a stop beside him.

“A little,” she allowed. “Fulk healed me as much as he could. It helped a bit.”

And it had.

Fulcan had been exceptionally considerate of her unease at having him see her unclothed for the first time since her kidnapping, healing her with extreme compassion.

He’d surprised her with his control over his anger, though she’d felt it flare brighter with each new injury he found on her body.

“Where is everyone else?” she asked, looking around as though expecting to see the other Llaro lurking in the corners of the room.

Truth be told, she’d gotten so accustomed to having them around, that to not have them there now, was unnerving.

“Your husband has stepped out momentarily, My Lady,” Jakob answered blandly. “The other Llaro went with him to ensure his safety. I remained here for yours.”

“And Sam?” she pressed sharply, noticing the absence of the boy.

“He knew where to go,” he dismissed.

“Where did they go?” she demanded. “I told Fulk not to...”

“He’s not going after Anders, My Lady,” he said firmly, interrupting before she could get worked up.

She paused, eyeing him suspiciously.

“He’s not?”

“He is aiding in finding your daughter, My Lady. He decided that it would be a better focus than his...anger towards Anders,” he said evenly. “The Llaro will disable him should he decide to disobey your orders and deviate towards hunting down Anders.”

Worry flickered in her eyes at the thought of Fulcan being injured by the other Llaro.

It was preferable to having him killed by Keith and the Forgotten though.

She sighed in resignation.

“Fine,” she allowed reluctantly. “Now, I need to get some money and then we...”

“Money, My Lady?”

“To buy breakfast,” she said simply. “I’m very hungry right now and it’s making me grumpy. I haven’t eaten since the village and with Geran taking what little energy I do have left...”

“I have money, My Lady,” he interrupted, holding up a hand to stop her.

She hesitated, hating that she was relying on him for covering the cost of a meal when she knew that she was perfectly capable of going out to find money herself to use.

She disliked having him use his hard earned pay on her.

“I will order breakfast, My Lady,” he told her firmly.

“Um...thank you,” she accepted reluctantly. “Now, today’s plan...”

“My Lady, your husband requests that you remain here until his return,” he interrupted again.

This time she was irritated.

“Is he letting me do anything while he’s not here?” she asked acidly.

“He desires to keep you safe, My Lady, and that is something that we all agree upon,” he rebuked. “As this incident was caused not by you exiting a building, but by entering one, it stands to reason that if you do not pass through any doors, then you cannot incur harm.”

She glowered at him, but he ignored the look as a brown haired woman stepped from the backroom.

He gave Cole one last glance, as though to make sure that she wasn’t planning on sneaking out the window, before heading over to the counter.
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