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Chapter 1
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Bang!

There was a horrendous thud from the third floor and someone cursed as the obviously heavy object, landed on their foot.

“Watch your language,” Matron bellowed, the sheer volume of her voice making her tightly curled red hair bounce on her shoulders. “And get down here immediately.”

A teenage girl appeared at the top of the first floor stairs at Matron’s shout, shuffling as quickly as she could manage. She began limping down the stairs in visible pain, her long brown hair falling forward to hide her face, and Matron smirked, enjoying the sight immensely.

She reached the bottom of the stairs and Matron pointed her over to the wall imperiously, the rolls of fat that constituted as her arm, wobbled unpleasantly.

“Foster! Harvey!” she hollered. “Get down here now!”

The moment the last word left her mouth, there was a loud thud, followed by what sounded like a herd of elephants charging down the stairs from the third floor.

Cole sighed quietly, sagging weakly against the pale yellow wall behind her.

It was never good when Matron wanted them all together.

A pair soon appeared at the top of the first floor stairs and Cole took a moment to study them as they descended.

Ashley Foster was tall for his age, with blond hair streaked with black. The dark tips hung over a pair of blue eyes that darkened or lightened depending on his mood, even flashing silver on occasion.

Kayla Harvey was of average height, her build athletic. Her shoulder-length dark brown hair was cut into a bob, a spattering of freckles speckling her cheeks and nose. She was older than Cole and Ashley by three years, but she still seemed happy enough to let Cole take charge when the need arose.

The pair reached the bottom of the stairs and Ashley gave an elaborate bow to Matron, until Kayla elbowed him in the ribs. He made a face as he straightened but they moved over to stand beside Cole.

Matron’s squinty blue eyes narrowed on Cole.

“Get your filthy clothes away from the wall,” she snapped.

Cole straightened immediately.

“And you, Foster, can stop your smirking this instant.”

Ashley attempted to look serious, but failed miserably, apparently incapable of being serious.

Kayla rolled her eyes, elbowing him again.

“Since you all know why you’ve been called down here,” Matron started. “Let’s start with you, Foster, since you’re so eager to be the centre of attention.”

She stopped in front of him with a cruel smile and his expression sobered very quickly at her gleeful tone.

“I’ve had repeated letters and calls from school, all saying how you have pranked their classrooms,” she stated. “Some of those pranks resulted in injuring several teachers...”

“Is that it?” Ashley scoffed, rolling his eyes when he realised the topic wasn’t life-threatening. “They only got a bruise or two. They were fine by the next day.”

“I’m also missing several files from my office,” Matron added sharply.

He closed his mouth at that, becoming quiet.

He knew he was guilty of that, Cole sighed.

The files he’d stolen were needed by a few of the older kids so they could get part-time jobs, something that Matron refused to hand over.

“Any ideas where they might've gone?” Matron demanded.

Ashley didn’t answer, apparently finding his feet absolutely fascinating right then.

“That wasn’t him,” Cole interrupted, worried that he would be punished for helping out the other kids.

She fought the urge to shrink back when Matron’s hard gaze turned to her.

“It wasn’t?” Matron asked silkily.

Cole gulped, her hands clammy at the unwanted attention.

“I broke into your office,” she lied in a whisper, hoping that Matron wouldn’t see past her poker-face.

“Then you’ll have his punishment,” Matron decided.

Cole ducked her head mutely.

If it meant keeping everybody else safe, she’d take as many punishments as she had to. Ashley and Kayla had told her that they could handle it, but she still tried to protect them as much as she could.

“He will still be punished though,” Matron continued.

Cole’s head shot up.

“But, Matron...” she protested before thinking.

Matron spun to face her and Cole froze as she approached.

“Who are you to question what I decide?” Matron hissed. “Because you challenged me, he shall have twice the punishment that I had in mind for him originally. How does that please you?”

“But that’s not fair,” Cole blurted out then bit her tongue for her haste as Matron’s eyes narrowed.

“Question me once more,” Matron warned.

Cole remained silent, not daring to take her up on the challenge as she ducked her head submissively.

“Now, Foster, thanks to Cole, you will have twenty strikes instead of just the usual ten,” Matron announced.

Cole shot Ashley an apologetic look, her eyes distressed.

She’d tried to get him off the hook. Instead, she’d only managed to worsen the situation.

Ashley just winked at her forgivingly, his humour still in place, but he frowned when Matron tossed her head airily.

“Of course, there’s the ambush against Henry and Walter that you and Harvey are responsible for,” she added. “That will be a joint punishment...”

“The HB’s attacked us first,” Ashley snapped, seeming unable to hold his tongue any longer.

He ignored Kayla’s hiss of warning and glared at Matron, his jaw jutting rebelliously and his hands fisted at his sides as his notoriously short temper exploded without warning.

“You’ve already punished us a hundred times over and not just for this and never for any actual reason,” he seethed.

He pointed at Cole, who froze at the sudden attention.

“She’s suffered more than anyone here and you know why?” he demanded. “Because you only bully people smaller and weaker than you. You’re nothing but a coward!”

He stood motionless, seeming shocked at what he had said, as tension crackled through the air.

“You had better not mean any of that, Foster,” Matron warned.

He met her narrowed gaze stare-for-stare.

“I meant every word,” he said quietly.

Rising to her full height, Matron lashed out to give him an almighty crack with the back of her hand.

The blow caught him across the mouth and he yelped unwillingly as he fell to the hardwood floor. A trickle of blood oozed from his split lip and he wiped it away with the back of his hand as he lifted his head to glare at her with hatred in his eyes.

A knock suddenly sounded in the silent hall, but Matron didn’t look away from him.

“Tom, get down here and answer the door,” she called.

A scuffle sounded on the stairs as a blond lad descended to the hallway, looking between them worriedly.

“That doesn’t mean you stand there gawking, Wilhelm,” Matron snapped. “Answer the door. Now.”

Tom faltered then obediently moved towards the front door.

He paused just long enough to press something into Cole’s hand before continuing. She gave no sign that anything had happened, but Kayla looked curious as Tom opened the door.

“Hi, I’m looking for Ms. Solomon,” a man said clearly, his deep voice resounding in the hallway. “I was told this is where she lives.”

“I do,” Matron called back, frowning faintly as she glanced towards the door. “Who is asking?”

“It is I, Mayor Benson,” he answered, his voice louder. “I hope I’m not interrupting.”

Matron narrowed her eyes at Ashley as though daring him to move even an inch, before turning.

A tall, pale haired man now stood inside the hallway, his expression as straight as his immaculate suit.

“It seems that I have interrupted something,” he said lightly, his expression not changing as Tom disappeared back up the stairs.

“Dylan! Not at all,” Matron denied brightly, her mouth twisted in what passed as a smile. “You know how it is. The kids reach a certain age and they suddenly think they know better than the adults.”

“Such is the way of life,” he agreed evenly.

“I’ll be right with you,” she promised sweetly then turned back to Ashley. “Now, what were you saying, boy?”

Ashley swore up at her angrily, but he yelped again when she gave him a swift and malicious kick to the ribs. He slid backwards across the floor to hit the grandfather clock that dominated the far end of the hallway with a sickening crack.

Ashley let a hiss of pain pass his lips before attempting to stand. He didn’t get higher than his knees before realising that he couldn’t go any further, holding a hand to his side gingerly.

Matron strode over to grab his hair, making him wince as she jerked him to his feet, before she thrust him towards Cole and Kayla.

They caught him quickly, making him grunt when they accidentally pressed on his injured ribs, but he straightened with a grimace before scowling at the woman.

“Harvey, you’ll stay in the attic,” Matron decided and Kayla looked irritated by the decision. “Foster, you’ll stay with Walter and Henry.”

Cole winced.

By sending Ashley to stay with the pair, he would be subjected to twenty-four hour assault. Walter and Henry were the ringleaders of the House Bullies, HB’s for short, the gang that terrorised the Home and the youngsters within it.

“Don’t expect dinner,” Matron warned. “And tell the others the same. Now go.”

The pair shot up the stairs, Ashley clutching his side with a grimace of pain.

Cole went to follow them, but Matron caught her upper arm in a pincer-like grip and she sighed inaudibly before facing the woman apprehensively.

“The kitchen needs you attention,” Matron told her icily. “Then you’ll go straight down to the cellar. I’ll decide in the morning what to do with you.”

Cole bowed her head mutely.

“The cellar?” Benson repeated, obviously curious.

“Yes,” Matron laughed coldly. “It’s Cole’s special home.”

She sauntered ahead, luckily missing the dirty look that Cole sent her way.

Benson caught the look however and her eyes widened, ducking her head before hurrying after Matron.

Hopefully he wouldn’t mention it to the woman.

~*~
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Chapter 2
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Matron cleared her throat, turning to face Cole.

“You know the routine,” she ordered dismissively, breaking the silence.

“Yes, Matron,” Cole mumbled.

Matron turned to Benson.

“You can wait in here,” she told him airily. “I won’t be long.”

Benson shrugged, lowering himself into one of the numerous hard backed chairs littered around the long dining table.

Matron swept out of the kitchen and Benson gave Cole a pleasant smile. She returned it with a suspicious look of her own, before walking over to the cupboard door wedged between two counters on the other side of the room, but she looked around sharply at a chair scraping across the stone floor.

Benson was stretching; his arms high above his head and his legs outstretched in front of him, his shirt pulled taut across his chest.

Her eyes darted from him before he could notice her attention, but a flash of life caught her eye, and she frowned, facing it sharply.

It was a gold coin hanging from a dark blue ribbon around his neck, swinging from side to side almost hypnotically, and she cocked her head, watching it, mesmerised...

.

...She was suddenly in a forest, faceless people passing around her silently. Nobody looked in her direction, but she was in the arms of someone, their face blurred above her.

.

An amulet similar to the one around Benson’s neck, hung around the neck of somebody in front of her. It swayed teasingly just out of reach, glinting playfully in the light.

.

She reached out to touch it, missing every time it came near, drifting away before returning. Her brow furrowed in concentration and she reached for it again.

.

She had nearly just managed to grab it, when the person holding her suddenly moved, carrying her away.

.

The amulet and the person wearing it, grew further away...

.

Cole shook her head in frustration as the flicker of a memory faded, when she realised that Benson was now looking at her quizzically. He followed her gaze and hurriedly slipped the medallion back into his shirt, clearing his throat.

“You like it?” he asked lightly.

“I’ve seen one of those before,” she mumbled, rubbing her head distractedly.

Benson raised an eyebrow questioningly.

“Where?”

He continued to stare at her and she concealed herself nervously at the attention.

He blinked at her sudden disappearance and she cursed mentally as she realised that she had allowed a human to see her use her natural ability of being able to turn ‘invisible’.

Maybe he would think it was a trick of the light? Or perhaps that he’d just blinked too long?

She kept her face blank as she became visible once more, pretending that nothing was amiss, but she paused when she noticed his lack of alarm.

“You don’t seem...surprised,” she tried cautiously. He shrugged calmly.

“I know others with the same ability,” he said lightly. Her eyes sharpened on him, her body straightening.

“You do?” she demanded.

She was distracted by the sound of Matron cursing loudly from her office, reminding her of what she was meant to be doing. She thought quickly, giving Benson a polite smile.

“Do you need to use the bathroom, Mayor Benson?”

“I’m fine,” he refused.

“Would you like to wait outside the kitchen so that I don’t get dust over your nice clean suit?” she tried again.

Again he shook his head and her eyes flashed in frustration.

She needed him to leave the room or she would be unable to get the provisions she needed!

“Would you prefer to sit in the living room?” she offered instead, forcing her tone to be casual. “The sofa is much more comfortable than the kitchen chairs.”

“I am comfortable here,” he declined and she swore under her breath. He chuckled, seeming amused as he watched her. “If you want me to leave, all you have to do is ask.”

Her cheeks heated.

“I don’t know what you mean,” she stammered.

“Tell me why you want me out of the way and I might even help you,” he offered. “If it’s reasonable, of course.”

“Why would you offer to help me?” she scoffed.

“I’m the only person available who can,” he said mildly. She looked at him flatly.

“That’s not an answer,” she disapproved. He just shrugged.

She watched him for a few moments, thinking on his offer.

He could be bluffing. He could even be a spy for Matron even. He did know their tyrannical overlord after all.

He didn’t give off the same dangerous vibe that Matron did though, or any vibe that she normally picked up on from anyone who worked with Matron.

And Angel had told her to expect outside help soon too, though he hadn’t given too much detail on what that was. Maybe this man was the help being sent?

“Fine,” she accepted shortly, making a snap decision. “Stand watch outside the room. Delay Matron if she comes back. Can you do that?”

He saluted her mockingly as he stood; sauntering out of the room and Cole sprang into action.

Grabbing a rucksack from the cleaning cupboard where she had stashed it earlier that day, she darted over to the refrigerator. She began pulling out items and placing them into the bag at a speed that a checkout cashier would be envious of.

She placed the bag on the counter, shutting the fridge door before clambering up onto the counter beside the bag. She opened one of the cupboards and pulled out several tins, shoving them into the bag before dropping back to the floor and grabbing a tin opener from the drawer.

She placed it into the now full bag and hurried over to the kitchen door.

She caught Benson as he fell backwards, the man having been leaning back against the door as he waited. He eyed the bulging rucksack curiously, but she slung it over her shoulder without explanation.

She hissed quietly in pain when it knocked against her back, catching her still raw wounds, but she forced herself to remain straight, refusing to be slowed.

“I’ll be right back,” she assured him, ignoring his frown.

She strode across the hall to a practically invisible door opposite the kitchen, the wood merging with the wall seamlessly. She opened the cellar door a crack and slipped through, closing it behind her carefully.

*
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Cole crept down the stairs, counting as she descended, until she reached the tenth step down. She turned to face the wall and probed it with her chilled fingers until she found the jutting brick she was searching for, before pulling the loose bricks away quickly but quietly.

She worked until there was a small hole, and placed the rucksack inside before replacing the bricks.

She hurried back up the steps and opened the door cautiously.

Benson was still stood outside the kitchen, his arms folded across his chest. He caught sight of her peeking out, and gestured her over with a beckon of his fingers.

*
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He followed her back into the warm kitchen, partially closing the door so that they would still be able to hear if Matron returned, but walked over to stand in front of Cole.

She eyed him warily, automatically tensing at his expression and how close he stood to her.

“What have you done to your back?” he asked sharply. Her expression shuttered immediately.

“Nothing.”

“You’re hurt,” he pressed. “I could help...”

“I doubt – very much – that you could help,” she snorted as she thought of the injuries she carried.

Her mouth twisted bitterly.

Nobody could help her with those more than her own body already did.

She glanced at the clock on the wall.

“Dammit!”

She hurried over to the cabinet by the cleaning cupboard and pulled out several bars of chocolate, placing them onto the counter.

“What’s with the sweets?” Benson asked curiously, watching her flurry of movement.

“I’m not gonna let everyone go hungry because I can’t keep my mouth shut,” she said quietly.

His eyes lit up with an idea.

“Give me a few,” he requested.

She frowned suspiciously, but threw him a handful before getting on with her usual tasks.

She rushed around the kitchen, wiping the sides frantically before grabbing a sweeping brush from it was leaning behind the door. She began sweeping fervently, dust rising in swarms, and Benson coughed, standing as his eyes watered.

He gestured at the door with one hand, but she didn’t notice, too busy cleaning to pay him any attention. He strode from the room as he began to sneeze uncontrollably, closing the door behind him firmly.

He leant against the wall for several minutes, letting his body recover from the onslaught of dust. The tapping of heels on wooden flooring suddenly approached, taking his attention.

“What are you doing here?” Matron demanded shrilly, her voice growing in pitch as she drew nearer, until she stood beside him.

“I didn’t want my suit to get dirty,” he rebuked.

She just scoffed derisively and stalked past him into the kitchen, trailing her noxious perfume. He finally opened his eyes and strolled into the room after her, trying not to gag.

~*~
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Chapter 3
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Benson’s jaw dropped as his eyes widened.

In just the few short moments that he’d been standing out in the hallway, the kitchen had been transformed.

The kitchen gleamed with cleanliness. The refrigerator reflected the light brightly, the cooker shining and the counter-tops spotless. The dining chairs were now tucked neatly beneath the long table, the stone floor swept.

Cole stood waiting in the centre of the room, her hands held behind her back as Matron scrutinised the room. Her piggy eyes probed the immaculate kitchen flaws, seeming disappointed to find none.

“Your cleaning seems to have improved somewhat,” Matron sniffed after a few minutes, unable to find something to complain about. “Not by much, but enough that I’ll amend your punishment.”

She saw the flicker of hope in Cole’s eyes, and smirked.

“You’re still getting punished, but I feel generous enough to feed you first,” she mocked.

Cole’s shoulders sagged as Matron lurched over to the cupboards, taking out a small plate. She placed a crust of hard bread and a portion of sweaty cheese that was beginning to smell, onto the dish.

She suddenly stopped, putting the plate down to push items around inside the cupboard before withdrawing her hand and stalking over to push her face into Cole’s.

“Where are they?” she hissed, spittle flying through the gaps in her yellow teeth.

Cole gulped.

“W-Where’s what, Matron?” she stammered.

“Don’t give me ‘what’, you thieving street urchin,” Matron spat. “My chocolate. Where is it?”

“Stop treating the poor girl that way,” Benson interrupted, admiring his fingernails calmly. “She didn’t take your chocolate. I did.”

He gestured at the wrappers he had left on the table and Cole mentally facepalmed t having overlooked one simple thing in her mad dash to clean the kitchen.

Wrappers that she had completely forgotten about, she groaned.

Matron stomped over to thrust the small plate into Cole’s hands.

Cole wolfed down her pitiful supper, trying not to gag on the clammy cheese as she dragged out her meal for as long as she could. When she had eventually finished, she cleaned her plate at the sink slowly.

She knew what was coming and she was delaying it as much as physically possible.

She returned the now-clean plate to its cupboard and faced Matron apprehensively. The woman staggered from the room and Cole heaved a sigh before trailing after her reluctantly.

*
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Fifteen minutes of silence later, the sound of Matron’s heels clicked their way back along the hallway.

She sailed into the kitchen with her head high, obviously pleased with herself. She threw herself into a chair with a groan of protest from the unfortunate piece of furniture, her rolls of fat oozing over the edge of the seat.

Cole slipped into the room like a shadow, her footsteps just as soundless as she moved to return the cleaning tools to the cupboard quietly. She barely spared the pair a glance as she worked, pretending they weren’t there.

Benson yawned, but he glanced at her when she closed the cupboard door with a quiet click, avoiding looking at either of the pair sat at the table.

He frowned when he saw the streaks of red on the back of her top, but she held herself proudly, not murmuring a single word or whimper.

Matron rose to her feet once more, her leg fat wobbling as she tottered out of the room.

Cole followed mutely, but she glanced at Benson as she passed.

He blinked rapidly as she appeared to flicker before him. He squinted but she remained solid and he put the illusion down to tiredness, muttering to himself about getting rest the next time he travelled.

She gave a little satisfied smile and left him waiting on his chair, listening as Matron clicked her way to the stairs.

He suddenly caught the faint slither of material, coming from behind the ugly maroon overcoat hanging beside the huge stone fireplace at the end of the room, and he eyed it suspiciously.

He could hear Matron’s foot tapping impatiently out in the hallway, but reached out and pulled the coat aside, squinting into the gloom. He just about managed to pick out a faint outline of someone huddling in the darkest corner and leant a touch closer, frowning.

Cole was shuddering violently; her eyes closed, her teeth gritted and her jaw clenched as though biting back cries of pain.

He crouched in concern, holding out a reassuring hand, but she recoiled, her eyes widening as she tried to push herself back from him.

As she moved, the left side of her top drooped and he saw a luminous mark on her collarbone, practically glowing in the gloom. His eyes fixed on it as he felt the strange urge to touch it and reached forward, ignoring her attempt to merge with the wall.

The moment his finger touched the mark, a bolt of pure energy shot through his hand and into his body and he yelped involuntarily as he was blasted off his feet, landing a few feet away.

He sat up groggily and shook his head carefully as lances of ice pierced his skull. He shook it with a wince then stood shakily and stumbled back to the overcoat, small bolts of lightning jumping between his fingers.

This time he kept his distance from her and she smiled reluctantly.

They froze when they heard Matron move in the hallway, threatening to come into the kitchen, but then she changed direction and went into the office.

Cole leant back against the wall carefully with a pained grimace and Benson paused before speaking.

“There’s something important that I have to tell you before she comes back,” he said quickly. “Something that you should have been told a long time ago.”

She eyed him suspiciously, but paused when he leant closer, his words low. He drew back and she stared at him uncertainly, when Matron’s footsteps were suddenly right outside the kitchen door.

Cole moved forward swiftly and gave Benson a hard shove, pushing him back from the coat. He grumbled as he rose to his feet, dusting down his trousers before sitting on the nearest chair.

He was just in time, as Matron flounced back into the room.

Benson blinked when he saw her change of clothes. She now wore a tight miniskirt and a barely-there blue top that clung to her like a second skin.

All-in-all, it was not a pleasant sight.

“Decided to make yourself comfortable I see,” he commented dryly.

She ignored him, dropping onto a chair uncaringly, though the wooden legs cracked loudly under her weight.

“So, why the surprise visit, Dylan?” she asked instead. “I thought you decided to stay out of this?”

He pulled a dusty bottle from within his coat with a smirk, holding it out to show her. Matron took it with a frown, turning it over in her chubby hands to read the label, but then her pale eyes widened.

“This is father’s bottle,” she hissed, her words low as though worried that the man himself would hear them. “How did you get it? He said he was going to be buried with this old thing.”

“I have my ways,” he dismissed.

She leant forward eagerly in anticipation of gossip and he grimaced as the action exposed far more wrinkled, sagging bosom than he would have liked.

“Change back,” he told her. “I mean this in the kindest, brotherly way. You are six hundred years of age. You should not be dressing in this manner.”

She made a sound of disgust when she realised he wasn’t going to share any information, and rose to her feet.

“Ugh, fine,” she grumbled, striding to the centre of the room.

Cole peeked out from the coat to watch.

She’d always wondered why there was a circle drawn in chalk on the kitchen floor, the mark stubbornly refusing to be removed no matter how many times – or how hard – she scrubbed the stone floor.

Her curiosity was sated somewhat when Matron stepped into the circle.

Light flared up to the ceiling as Matron muttered under her breath and the light grew brighter until it was nearly a solid wall that obscured her from sight.

Benson leant back in his chair, stretching his legs out in front of him.

“Are you still there?” he asked in a murmur.

There wasn’t answer, but he felt the hairs on the back of his neck stand up as Cole moved closer.

He swung his gaze around the room, letting it drift over the opening of the coat to find her watching him, her eyes glowing gold in the dark. He concentrated, focusing on projecting his thoughts and a moment later, she heard his voice in her mind.

<You might have already guessed this, but I’m not really Mayor Benson,> he said idly, watching Matron sharply. He still caught Cole nodding her head from the corner of his eye though. <My name is Sir Lyrrad Remlap. I’m a friend, and have been one to Ashley for many years. I know that you won’t believe me and truth be told, you have no reason to.> She inclined her head mutely. <But I will explain things to you tonight. Be in the cellar and come alone. I will be able to answer so many more questions.>

<Like Cinderella, only without the handsome prince at the end of the night,> she sighed.

He mentally chuckled, her comment seeming to amuse him more than she thought it warranted.

Matron staggered out of the circle, clutching her stomach with one hand as she lowered herself back into her chair. Benson rose to his feet and strode over to take the woman’s place within the circle.

Again the lights rose to the ceiling and Cole dared a look at Matron. She stared.

Matron had been transformed. She was now a Supermodel!

Where she had once been made of rolls of fat, she was now slender with long, graceful legs that fit perfectly into the miniskirt and high heels. Red tightly curled hair was now ebony black and long, cascading silkily over her shoulders. Her once ruddy complexion was now flawless porcelain.

Her eyes gave her away though. They held a cruel streak in their icy blue depths, something even the change of her appearance couldn’t hide.

Benson exited the circle as he clutched his own stomach, sinking into his chair with a groan and Cole took a moment to study the now handsome man.

His raven-black hair fell to his shoulders in a gentle wave, his grey eyes glinting like diamonds.

As he sat, Cole withdrew back into the confines of the overcoat silently, enough that she could still hear what was being said, but keeping her hidden.

“What have I missed in Ilaeden?” Matron clamoured. “It’s been decades.”

“We do not have time for gossip,” Benson dismissed impatiently.

“We have enough time for the wine though,” Matron decided, standing to retrieve a couple of glasses from the cupboard.

Benson rolled his eyes, but uncorked the bottle as she placed them onto the table. He poured a generous amount of ruby liquid into both glasses then his glass to her in a silent toast.

She emptied her glass in one gulp, not bothering to savour the taste and set it back on the table with a sharp tap. She ambled over to gaze out of the kitchen window, watching the rain hammer down onto the glass as she gazed out into the dark night pensively.

Benson brought her empty wineglass closer to pour more wine, filling it halfway.

With a quick glance at her turned back, her opened a ring on his finger and shook it over the glass. White powder dropped to the bottom, fizzing with bubbles, and he swilled the wine to disguise the powder.

“So, what warrants your visit today, big brother?” Matron asked in a drawl, suddenly breaking the silence.

She returned to sit at the table and he handed her the refilled glass with a simple quirk of an eyebrow.

“I was curious on what you planned for Dralliw,” he said idly, twirling his own glass between his fingers. “You’ve had her for thirteen years and done absolutely nothing with her...”

He stopped speaking when Matron held up a hand to stop him in mid-sentence and she moved across the kitchen in an almost serpentine glide.

Behind the overcoat, Cole reversed until she felt the wall behind her. She tried to conceal herself, but a pressure on her mind stopped her, leaving her visible and vulnerable.

~*~
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Chapter 4
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The coat was suddenly thrust aside and Cole automatically flinched as bright light pierced the gloom that she had been hiding in. Her prayers to not be seen, weren’t answered as Matron’s talon-like grip plucked her from her hiding place.

Matron crowed her success, but Benson just watched impassively as Cole hung in her grasp dazedly for a few seconds. Then her common sense kicked in and she began to struggle until Matron shook her impatiently.

Something fell to the floor and Cole tensed, knowing and dreading what had dropped from her pockets.

“Whoops,” she gulped, feigning innocence at the sight of the stolen chocolate now on the floor. “Where did they come from?”

Her shaky smile dissolved when she saw the expression on Matron’s face, shivers travelling down her spine.

Matron threw her furiously and Cole twisted in midair. She landed cat-like in front of Benson’s polished shoes, before leaping to her feet and dashing towards the door.

All she wanted to do was leave. She just had to evade Matron long enough to slip out of the room. Then Matron wouldn’t be able to find her until she’d cooled down.

A wall of fire suddenly flared up in front of her and she skidded to a stop, almost falling onto her backside. She stared at the barrier hopelessly.

Now what?

A thought crossed her mind and she hesitated for a moment, gnawing on her lip.

It would enable her to escape, but it would create more problems later on...

Glancing back at Matron’s gleeful expression, she made a split-second decision and called for Ashley mentally.

A figure immediately appeared as Ashley physically teleported himself to her side from the third floor, brushing his blond hair out of his face automatically. Matron launched a crackling spell at the pair with a shriek of rage, the dark red orb sending out tendrils to grow in strength.

Cole held up a hand silently.

Whilst the Home prevented the inhabitants from using magic against one another – Matron being the only exception to the rule – they were still able to divert most imminent danger.

There was nothing stopping the Home occupants from returning the magic sent their way. They just couldn’t use their own to cause the damage.

Physical danger on the other hand, however, they had to defend against physically. That meant that from a young age, the children of the Home were forced to learn self-defence to protect themselves from the HB’s.

Nobody knew what caused the prevention of the use of magical attacks, just that it was generally accepted as fact and that it couldn’t be removed.

Matron’s spell reached Cole and Ashley, faltering unsurely in midair for a few moments, before swerving around and shooting back towards Matron.

The woman dodged out of the way and the orb struck her ugly overcoat, setting it aflame. Matron rushed to put it out with a scream of rage and Cole glanced at Ashley, wondering what was taking him so long.

He was studying the wall of flame thoughtfully, his hands fluttering across the surface lightly. He suddenly pushed his hands into the fire and Matron cried out, as the flames retreated before rushing back to cover his hands.

Matron clutched a hand to her head with a grimace of pain, but still managed to toss another spell at them.

This time, Cole physically ‘caught’ it, barely touching the toxic ball of energy, before launching it back at the woman swiftly. Matron staggered out of the way, but she wasn’t quite fast enough and the spell struck her in the chest, making her crumple to the floor.

Cole turned as Ashley brought down the barrier, vaguely noticing that Benson had vanished at some point.

“Looks like you need to practice,” she teased. “That took you nearly five whole minutes to get down.”

Ashley grinned then his eyes widened in surprise when two pairs of hands reached through the door to fasten around his mouth and wrists. Cole took a step forward, but then the owners of the hands stepped into the room and she reversed with a scowl.

“Step back,” one of the men ordered.

She did, looking irritated.

Walter was the current second-in-command of the HB’s. At twenty-three years of age, he should’ve moved out of the Home years ago, but Matron had kept him around.

Likely because he could keep the other HB’s under control, Cole muttered sourly. To some degree at least.

“Someone wants to talk to you, Cole,” Walter grunted as the second man pushed Ashley back into the kitchen, the lad stumbling at the force.

Henry was Walter’s right-hand man, the twenty-five year old less fancy with his words than Walter, but leaning more towards the brawn. Just like all of the other HB’s though, he took great pleasure in causing hurt to others.

Ashley swore at the pair, but they just laughed. Walter cuffed him across the head roughly, making it snap forward painfully.

“Tsk-tsk, you shouldn’t be using that sort of language,” Walter mocked sneeringly. “I’m surprised Matron hasn’t beaten it out of you.”

“Be gentle with him, Walter,” a cool voice chided as a third figure entered the room. “We don’t want to hurt him too much. Yet.”

Cole recoiled when she heard the voice and retreated quickly until she felt the folds of the dropped overcoat against her feet. She looked back to see if there was anywhere else she could move to, when she sensed somebody stepping close to her.

A hand landed on her shoulder and she froze, closing her eyes instantly.

The hand lifted from her shoulder, but she knew better than to expect him to have moved away. She automatically flinched when his hand returned, this time to her chin, turning her head.

“Look at me, Cole,” he murmured.

She shook her head, squeezing her eyes shut tighter until she saw spots dance on the insides of her eyelids. The hand tightened on her chin painfully at her refusal and she tried to pull away, but the hand held her in place.

“Open your eyes or I’ll get Walter to prise them open for you and he will enjoy it,” he warned.

She stiffened at the threat.

Walter would obey any order given by this lad, and he would enjoy causing her suffering.

She gritted her teeth and reluctantly opened her eyes.

A pair of emerald green eyes were gazing down at her, barely an inch from hers and the lad released her with a pleasant smile.

“That’s better,” he approved, smiling. “Now we can see each other.”

“I don’t want to see you,” she mumbled.

Keith Anders was younger than Walter and Henry, having just passed his nineteenth birthday. With black hair and emerald green eyes, he was handsome enough to be an actor if he had the sensibility for it.

Instead, he’d chosen to remain as the leader of the HB’s, coming second only to Matron. Though even that was a little sketchy.

“Did you say something?” he asked mildly, apparently having not heard what she had said.

She shook her head mutely, withdrawing into herself, and he glowered at the flickering bulb above them.

“Walter, pick Matron up,” he instructed calmly, not fazed by Matron’s change of appearance.

Walter nodded and Keith dragged Cole over to the table with him, forcing her to sit on an empty chair before pulling another one forward.

It screeched on the floor and the men winced at the sound, but Keith ignored them as he sat on the chair back-to-front, facing Cole unblinkingly.

She fidgeted uneasily under his intent stare, twisting her hands nervously as she looked everywhere but at him. She caught sight of Henry knocking Ashley’s head against the wall in response to the lad’s struggle to remove the man’s arm from his throat, and winced.

“Henry, stop being a bully for five minutes,” Keith sighed dramatically. “You’re distressing Cole.”

Cole dropped her gaze as Henry stared at her with open hostility.

“Sorry, Boss,” Henry rumbled, his words mumbled. “He was trying to escape.”

“What have I told you about making excuses, Henry?” Keith rebuked.

“Sorry, Boss,” Henry repeated dutifully.

Keith turned back to Cole.

“You’re very quiet tonight, My Dear.” She just ducked her head. “You know how I feel about you, Cole?” he started, his tone hopeful. “I was thinking of a proposal to Matron. What do you think?”

“I think she might be a bit too old for you, but if you insist then I suggest a big wedding,” Ashley mocked angrily. “Lots of flowers and food...but you might have difficulty finding a dress that fits her...”

Henry increased the pressure on Ashley’s throat, cutting him off as Keith rolled his eyes exaggeratedly.

“Not for me and Matron,” he exasperated. “Me and Cole. A marriage proposal.”

Cole stared at him in shock as Ashley fought against Henry’s burly arm fiercely, and she thought quickly, trying to think of a way out of this increasingly terrifying situation.

“Before we talk about any sort of...proposal, can you let Ash sit first?” she asked distractedly.

Keith eyed Ashley narrowly.

“He can sit, but only if he promises not to trying anything,” he granted graciously.

He raised an eyebrow at Ashley, who waited a moment before nodding shortly. Keith glanced at Henry and the man removed his arm, letting Ashley drop to the floor.

Ashley picked himself up stiffly, straightening his clothes before throwing himself into the empty chair beside Cole.

“Now, where were we?” Keith mused. “Oh yes, marriage...”

Ashley launched himself at Keith furiously, aiming to swing a fist at the older lad.

Henry caught him quickly and pinned Ashley’s arms to his side, holding him forcibly to the chair and Keith turned to Walter to see how the man was coming along in his task of waking Matron.

Walter was tapping her cheeks almost hesitantly, seeming nervous about being too rough with her and Keith sighed theatrically before striding over to push Matron from her chair.

She landed on the floor with a dull thud, the woman groaning at the impact, and Walter hurried to lift her back onto the chair gingerly.

“Wake her up,” Keith ordered then returned to his seat. “Now, where were we?”

Cole studied him closely, noticing the slight change in his demeanour before speaking.

“You were saying that you’d leave us alone,” she lied smoothly, not even a blink to betray her deceit.

Keith rubbed his forehead with a frown.

“I was?” he repeated in confusion. “I was certain that I had a brilliant plan...”

“You were telling them about your marriage to this ungrateful wretch,” Henry reminded him, unfazed by his sudden forgetfulness.

Keith was well known for his random bouts of amnesia and it had saved her backside on more than one occasion. It had taken a few encounters, but she’d finally learnt the warning signs that indicated the switch in his mindset.

“I’ll get you for that,” Cole muttered darkly, glowering at him. Henry just smirked.

“Thank you, Henry,” Keith thanked pleasantly then his eyes took on an eerie glow. “Don’t insult my future wife though. It makes me rather unhappy.”

Henry paled, dropping his gaze.

“Boss, Matron is awake,” Walter interrupted and Keith scowled at the disruption.

“Walter, can’t you see that I’m trying to... Oh, hey, Matron,” he greeted, flashing a dimpled smile at the groggy woman.

“What happened?” Matron asked woozily, holding a hand to her head.

Whatever Benson had put into her wine, would’ve probably kept her snoring for a lot longer if she hadn’t been interfered with by Keith and his cronies, Cole muttered irritably.

“I can’t answer that, but I’m sure Cole could,” Keith answered brightly, redirecting her sour mood.

Matron glared at her unfocusedly and Cole sunk down in her chair, her heart dropping.

This night was not going well at all.

Benson chose that moment to step forward then, seemingly from thin air – the man having been mysteriously absent during the commotion – and Cole smiled reluctantly.

Despite her original suspicion of him, she was relieved to see a semi-friendly face.

Keith caught the look and his eyes narrowed suspiciously at the man.

“Who are you?” he demanded. “How are you involved with my girl?”

Benson looked down at him haughtily and Keith visibly drew back a step.

Cole snorted back her laughter at his obvious uneasiness, but he caught the faint sound and glared at her. She quickly bowed her head, but Matron spoke before he could say anything.

“He’s with me,” Matron grunted as Benson plucked Keith out of his chair before sitting on it calmly.

“As to your question, boy, you would not stand a chance if I wanted her,” he drawled. “She would already be mine.”

Keith instantly rounded on Cole at that statement, seeming to want to take out his anger on someone as his emerald eyes sparked.

“Is that true?” he snarled.

She didn’t answer, her head bowed and he grasped her arm in an iron-tight grip, making her wince in pain.

“Tell me!”

“He’s too old,” she muttered, grimacing at his hold. “Besides, even if it was true, do you really think I’d tell you?”

He twisted her arm behind her back, thrusting it up sharply and she gritted her teeth.

Beside her, Henry fought to control Ashley as the lad struggled to retaliate to the pain being caused to her, his eyes blazing.

“You know what I’ll do to you if you’re lying to me,” Keith said silkily.

“Yeah,” she whispered.

He lifted her head, turning it to face him, his eyes glowing fiercely. She trembled and he let her head drop, Walter and Henry snickering at her timidity.

“Let her go,” Benson ordered coldly.

Cole winced as Keith gave a final upwards thrust to her arm in defiance before releasing her. Then, as though she was no more important than the chair she sat on, he turned to Matron.

“I have an offer for you, Matron...”

He stepped closer to talk more in-depth with the woman, leaving Henry standing as Cole and Ashley’s guard as Cole rubbed her sore arm silently.

~*~
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Chapter 5
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<Are you okay?> Ashley asked concernedly, glancing at Cole as he spoke to her telepathically.

<I’ll be fine,> she sighed wearily, her arm now just throbbing.

She glanced at Benson, frowning faintly as her thoughts bouncing about her head.

What he’d told her about Ashley, what he’d told her about herself...did that make him a friend or foe?

<Okay, so what is going on between you two?> Ashley asked suspiciously and she blinked.

<Between us?> she repeated quizzically.

<Something is going on between you,> he said bluntly, nodding at Benson.

She paused, wondering what she could tell him and he lifted an eyebrow questioningly.

<Who is Lyrrad Remlap?> she asked guardedly, choosing one of the easier questions for him to answer.

His expression grew wary and her curiosity grew, but so did her disappointment as she realised that everything else that Benson had told her, must also be true.

<Who told you about him?> he asked cautiously, his voice strained.

<Benson,> she answered quietly. <He said to meet him tonight, that he’d be able to answer more questions.> She hesitated then. <He...uh...he also said that you’re my twin?>

<He had no right to tell you,> Ashley frustrated, ignoring her shock. <Well, I guess we’d better not disappoint him tonight.>

<You can’t come,> she protested. <He said to come alone.>

<I’m coming too,> he said stubbornly. <I have a few words I need to say to him too.>

Their heads whipped up when they heard Cole’s name mentioned, Matron and Keith just finishing up their negotiations.

“Agreed,” Keith accepted happily, nodding. “You can have her until her birthday in a couple of days. Then she’s mine.” He turned to Cole then with a broad smile. “I have great news, My Dear. As soon as you turn eighteen, we’re gonna be engaged.”

Cole paled at the announcement, her mind going blank with fear at what he suggested and what it entailed.

Ashley leapt at the older lad, but Henry kept him forcefully pinned to the chair, though even he struggled slightly.

“E-Engaged?” Cole stammered then shook her head furiously as though it would make a difference. “I’m not marrying you and you can’t make me!”

“See, that’s where you’re wrong,” he corrected pleasantly. “Matron is your legal guardian and she can make these decisions for you. Just think of it as an arranged marriage.”

She stared at him in horror, unable to find the words.

“I’m not marrying you,” she finally repeated, though her voice was a little shaky as she realised the truth behind his words.

Matron was indeed her legal guardian until she came of age, taking the place of absent parents who would ordinarily be responsible for these sorts of decisions. If Matron made the arrangement – legally – then she would be powerless to refuse.

“Oh, you will marry Keith,” Matron promised coolly, smirking as a cold gleam lit her eyes. “And you’ll be under my control for as long as I want.”

Cole felt a shiver run down her spine, her stomach clenching unpleasantly.

Matron turned to finalise the finer details with Keith and Cole exhaled slowly, looking at Ashley with a gloomy expression.

<I swear, at this rate I’m just gonna marry Tom,> she exasperated with forced humour. <Then I can’t be married to anyone else.>

<Uh, you’re not serious about that, are you?> Ashley asked cautiously. <Because I mean, you know he really likes you...>

<I dunno,> she sighed, running a hand through her hair distractedly. <He’s a great guy, and I know he likes me, but I dunno. He feels more like a brother.> She made a face. <I guess settling for second best isn’t the worst thing I could do.>

<Cole, there are guys out there who are perfect for you,> he encouraged.

She just snorted.

He always had such hopeful optimism in weird things.

Instead of arguing the matter, she turned her head to look at Henry, her eyes glowing slightly.

Although the Home prevented them from using their powers against one another offensively, it did allow the occupants to ‘develop’ extra abilities, though nobody knew the finer details of how that occurred. It took a lot of energy from a person to gain these new powers and left them severely ill for a period of time. That was why a lot of the inhabitants rarely developed more than one extra power.

She, on the other hand, had made a point to develop several abilities that were of use.

Using the times that Matron had made her ill from her punishments, she’d used her recovery period to disguise what she was doing, making sure to coincide the illnesses. Using this method, she’d amassed a vast amount of abilities with no one the wiser.

The power she was currently employing, was a mild hypnotism ability. It was nowhere near as strong as Keith’s mastery of the skill – the green eyed lad’s power natural rather than a learned one – but it was enough to take control of a person for a short period of time.

Henry let go of Ashley and walked towards her, still gazing unblinkingly into her eyes. He stopped within arm’s reach and she waved a glowing hand across his face swiftly.

He dropped to the floor, sleeping, and Cole glanced over at the conversing group quickly.

No one looked their way except for Benson, the man standing a short distance from Matron, Keith and Walter.

<Sir Lyrrad or Benson or whatever your name is,> Cole started as she and Ashley stood. <Unless you’re planning on siding with them, you should leave now.>

<What are you going to do?> Benson asked cautiously.

Cole ignored him, but Ashley’s head whipped around to glare at the blond man. They seemed to argue mentally for a few minutes before Ashley returned his attention to the situation on hand.

The small group suddenly noticed Henry’s prone form and grew quiet, turning to face Cole and Ashley.

Ashley took her hand and she tightened her grip on his as she felt him draw energy from her. He raised his hand towards the group and Cole felt him access her ability to put a person to sleep. He combined it with his own natural ability to create fire, enhancing the strength.

It was one of the few magical defences they had against Matron and the HB’s. Putting people to sleep wasn’t harmful.

Flames flared into life around his hand, the hottest part hovering just above his palm as tendrils weaved around his fingers caressingly. He juggled it between his fingers thoughtfully, his eyes not leaving the group in front of them.

“What do you think you’re doing?” Matron demanded.

Ashley didn’t answer, but suddenly thrust his arm forward sharply, launching the fireball he held.

The fireball struck Walter, the man going down heavily and knocking a chair over in the process.

Keith stepped over the other man’s unmoving body, but followed his descent as a second fireball struck him. Matron started to form a spell in her hand, when a third fireball struck her square in the face, giving Cole a great deal of satisfaction.

The woman dropped to the stone floor and Ashley lowered his hand slowly, gazing around the kitchen suspiciously.

“He took my advice,” Cole remarked aloud, noticing Benson’s absence. “I told him to leave if he wasn’t gonna help them.”

Ashley rolled his eyes, leaning down to pick up the long-forgotten bars of chocolate.

“Let’s get outta here before they wake up,” he grumbled. “We don’t have enough energy to put them permanently out of business.”

*
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They made their way to the third floor of the Home, to reach the dormitory.

All twenty-one children slept there; girls lining one side of the long room, boys on the other. Each child had a bed and a basic bedside cupboard where they kept their personal belongings, the few things they could call their own.

Matron and the HB’s dominated the first and second floor of the Home, cutting off any exit that the children might’ve attempted. Their positioning also unfortunately meant that their ‘guards’ were able to ambush the kids whenever they needed to reach the ground floor.

As Ashley opened the door, its hinges creaked in protest, alerting everyone in the room of their presence.

He slipped into the room, Cole shutting the door behind them, before they headed towards the large fireplace at the other end of the room.

The fireplace was linked directly to the one in the kitchen, allowing the children a slim chance of escape if the need arose. Luckily, it hadn’t been needed that often, though they did keep in practice with weekly tests.

Some of the kids had hit their growth spurt early and grew at an alarming rate, cutting off their access to the escape route. Then they were forced to rely upon the more direct route to the ground floor: the stairs, and in effect, meant they had to brush up on their self-defence.

Ashley sat in front of the fireplace first, Cole following his lead as they enabled their ‘night vision’.

This was a power that they had all developed, to allow them to be able to see in the dark. It made their eyes glow in a variety of colours, a sign that it was active.

Various creaks and shuffles sounded around the room as youngsters joined them at the fireplace, their own eyes glittering with colour. They clutched pillows and blankets with them, making themselves comfortable.

Cole cocked her head at a familiar set of approaching footsteps and shuffled over slightly to allow Tom to sit beside her. The blond lad held a small black box in his hands, but he placed it on the wooden floorboards in front of him before leaning back.

“Did we get anything?” Cole asked softly.

Tom nodded, shooting her a strange look. She ignored it.

She knew that he’d heard the conversation that she’d had with Benson – thanks to the little black box – and she had little desire to discuss it with him.

She took the second part of the device from her pocket instead and handed it to him, as Ashley leant forward to look at the box on the floor interestedly.

“Is that a listening device?” he asked, frowning faintly. “What do you need one of those for?”

“So that I don’t need to repeat everything that goes on,” Cole said dryly.

She took the chocolate from him and handed it to James, a copper skinned, dark haired older teenager. He proceeded to share it fairly amongst the children, causing a gleeful murmur to run through them.

Ashley looked offended.

“You could’ve told me or Kayl,” he reproached. “We could’ve recorded stuff too.”

She rolled her eyes, but looked down when a redheaded girl crept up next to her.

“Hey, Lil,” Cole greeted. “How are you?”

“School was boring today,” Lily groused, looking mournful and Cole chuckled.

“You’re only in Year Two, Lil. It does get more interesting,” she promised amusedly.

As Cole spoke with the girl, Tom fiddled with the dials, pushing buttons and tweaking wires until a green light flicked on.

He pushed a button and Matron’s voice bellowed out from the speaker. The children cried out in protest, covering their ears and he shot them all an apologetic look, turning the volume down until it no longer blasted out.

As she heard herself talk to Benson, Cole felt herself go hot then cold all over. Just as she heard him say “...I have something to tell you...” she dived forward to hit the fast forward button.

The children called out in dismay at the disruption, but she ignored them, waiting a few seconds before pressing the play button once more. Ashley shot her a questioning look, but Tom watched her silently.

Cole gazed at the floor distantly as Matron’s voice returned to filling the room, static interrupting every so often.

When the tape finished, nobody spoke, the dripping of water from the bathroom faucet interrupting the silence, and Cole coughed.

“Well...who wants to speak first?” she offered lightly.

A few unsure chuckles broke out, the tension easing and muttered conversation formed in their own huddled groups as Lily ambled over to sit with James.

Cole sighed wearily, her shoulders slumping as her eyes grew distant in thought.

“Why’d you skip the recording?” Ashley asked lowly, leaning closer to speak to her. She grimaced.

“I’ve only just found out that we’re twins,” she protested defensively, her voice just as quiet. “I sure as hell don’t know how I feel about it yet, let alone have these guys asking me how I feel about it.”

He inclined his head in mute acknowledgement as Tom edged closer, joining their private conversation.

“What are you gonna do about tonight?” he asked quietly.

“Ash has already decided that he’s coming along for the ride,” she drawled. “Kayla will wanna come too...”

“Of course I’m coming with you,” Kayla said indignantly as she strode over to them. “We might wanna leave now though, before Matron and the others wake up.”

Cole and Ashley nodded, rising to their feet and the hazel eyed girl marched over to the door. Ashley followed her casually, but Cole stopped when Tom touched her arm lightly, looking at him questioningly.

“You wanna come too?” she queried. He shook his head ruefully.

“Someone has to look after this lot while you’re gone,” he said lightly. He paused then pressed something into her hand.

“If you ever need one of us, press the side and say our name,” he instructed. “We’ll get teleported to you, Kayla-style.”

She looked down at the small plastic cube and nodded.

“Look after them,” she told him sternly, gesturing at the other children.

He nodded then suddenly hugged her and she stared at him in puzzlement, her body stiff.

He had never hugged her before. Everyone knew she hated being touched.

“...Tom?”

“A sort of delayed question,” he explained uncomfortably, stepping back to rub the back of his neck unsurely. “About you and me. I just...don’t know how to ask. Properly, I mean.”

She opened and closed her mouth a few times before finding her voice.

“You mean, you’re asking me...?”

“Yeah,” he confirmed, looking embarrassed. “You and me.”

“Uh, oh, okay...” she accepted faintly.

She blinked when Ashley tugged on her arm impatiently, but let him drag her over to the door.

Her brain finally caught up with what had just happened, and she frowned, noticing Ashley’s smirk.

“You knew he was going to ask me,” she accused. He grinned.

“It took him long enough,” he chuckled. “It’s a guy thing. You wouldn’t understand.”

~*~
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Chapter 6
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They slipped through the cellar door quietly, into the cold gloom of the stone staircase.

The door closed and they were plunged into darkness, shivering from the arctic air. Thankfully, they were still able to see and they made their way down the steps carefully, the stone slippery with moisture.

They paused when they heard the door open loudly at the top of the stairs, the sound echoing down the narrow tunnel.

“None of them should’ve woken up yet,” Ashley hissed.

Cole nodded in agreement and the trio moved without further. Their footsteps were loud on the stone, but they weren’t focused on that.

If Matron had woken up earlier than planned, it wouldn’t matter how quiet they were. Speed was of the essence.

Their footsteps became muffled when they reached the dirt packed floor, faced with a set of tunnels heading into different directions; three to the left, two bearing right, and two heading straight on.

Ashley and Kayla turned to Cole immediately and she studied the tunnels thoughtfully, before dashing down the closest tunnel on her right. Ashley and Kayla kept close on her heels as they tore through the winding tunnels that went on for miles below the Home.

Left, right, right, left, straight ahead...

They finally turned a final corner, to come out into an enormous cavern, lit by a mysterious light source.

Only a bed occupied the wide open space, the circular area surrounded by tunnels and the trio walked over to collapse onto the bed with gasps for breath. Their legs burned from the run, their chests heaving, their hearts pounding hard. They no longer felt the chill in the air, warmed up by their mad dash.

They finally caught their breath, pushing themselves upright to gaze around the empty area, before Kayla turned her attention to Cole, nudging her with a shoulder.

“So, what did Tom want to talk to you about?” she asked impishly, waggling her eyebrows meaningfully. “I saw him hug you.”

“He finally asked her out,” Ashley chuckled before Cole could speak.

“Finally,” Kayla squealed. “What did you say?”

“Um...”

“She said yes,” Ashley interrupted again and Kayla hugged a startled Cole.

“I mean, I didn’t exactly say yes...” she hedged in a mumble.

Squeaking bats suddenly filled the roof of the cave and the trio looked up sharply, automatically tensing.

“It’s Benson,” Cole murmured, tilting her head.

Thanks to her time down in the cellar, she’d gained an almost supernatural sense about the place. It told her what tunnels led where, helping her map out the maze beneath ground.

It also warned her about what creatures loitered where, preventing her from stumbling onto something that was likely to attack and eat her.

Most of the time.

“He got here shortly after we did,” she explained quietly. “There’s a stranger hiding in a tunnel behind us though. I assume it’s whoever followed us down here.”

Kayla went to stand, but Cole caught her arm.

“Be careful,” she warned.

“I’m always careful,” Kayla sniffed then raised an eyebrow. “Besides, you and Ash have things to talk about.” She looked at Ashley pointedly and he grimaced, picking at the blanket mutely.

Kayla crept into the darkness and Cole turned to Ashley uneasily.

She’d known him her whole life. Quite literally, if what Benson had said was true. She might not remember anything or anyone from before the Home, but that didn’t mean that they couldn’t have been borne by the same woman.

Knowing him as a Home ‘brother’ was different to finding out that they were actually related by blood though. Sure, she considered Kayla as a sister, the rest of the children her ‘siblings’, but this was different. It shifted her perspective of their relationship and made her see him – and his actions – from a new point of view.

If he’d known of their link, why hadn’t he told her? How many times had he defended her because they were twins, rather than simply looking out for each other? How long had he even known about their connection?

“So...this Lyrrad guy said you’ve known him for years,” she finally said awkwardly, not entirely certain how she should proceed.

Ashley nodded shortly.

“Ever since we were kids,” he confirmed. “We’ve been best friends since forever.”

She nodded absently and he eyed her cautiously, obviously expecting more questions.

She had them. She just didn’t know which one to ask first, she admitted.

She heard Kayla returning and turned her head to find Kayla dragging another girl towards them by the upper arm.

“So, why didn’t you tell me that we’re twins?” Cole asked quietly, glancing at Ashley. “Instead of having me find out from a complete stranger?”

Ashley looked at Kayla hopefully, obviously looking for assistance of some kind. She just watched him impassively, letting him answer the awkward question by himself.

“He was told to tell you,” a voice rumbled from the dark. “Last year in fact.”

The unknown girl squeaked in fright, but the trio simply looked at Benson as he strode forward into the light.

“Nice bruise, Ash,” he commented mildly. “I thought you were meant to be staying undercover? Pretty sure what I saw, was the opposite.”

“Why did you tell her?” Ashley demanded angrily, flushing so that the dark bruise on his cheek showed up clearly. “I was getting around to it. She didn’t need to know just yet.”

Benson just gave him a look.

“What should we do with this girl?” Kayla asked idly, speaking up as she shook the girl she held onto. “She’s an initiate for the HB’s. Earning her stripes as it were, by following us down here.”

Ashley and Cole shrugged, not quite sure themselves what to do with her.

They didn’t exactly make it a habit to keep prisoners. Unlike the HB’s, Cole scoffed.

“Just gag and blindfold her,” Benson dismissed. “We’ll figure out what to do with her on the other side.” Kayla shrugged unworriedly.

“Sounds good to me.”

Using a piece of string and a pillowcase, she effectively bound and hooded the girl in a few short minutes, before turning to the group readily.

Benson nodded briefly before turning to one of the tunnels, until Cole stopped him with a light touch on his arm.

“Where are you going?” she asked in puzzlement. “There’s nothing down there, except something that’ll try to eat you.”

“Are you sure?” he asked doubtfully, eyeing her sceptically.

“Cole spends more time down here than in the actual house,” Kayla assured him. “These tunnels are imprinted on the inside of her head.”

“Where do you want to go?” Cole queried. “If I knew where you were trying to get to, I could guide you there safely.”

“We’re going to the Den,” Ashley answered irritably. She frowned.

“The Den?” she parroted. “Why?”

“I’ll tell you when we get there,” he said evasively. Her eyes narrowed on him suspiciously.

Evidently he had yet more secrets, she exasperated.

“Which way was it again?” he asked hurriedly before she could demand answers.

“I think it was that way,” Kayla hazarded, gesturing vaguely at a cluster of tunnels. Cole looked amused.

“Almost,” she said lightly. “Try over there.”

She pointed at a tunnel in the completely opposite direction and Kayla hurried over to it as though that was where she had meant the entire time, dragging the HB initiate with her.

Cole chuckled, shaking her head amusedly, but she looked to Benson he walked past.

“Stick close to one of us,” she advised. “There are a lotta things down here that won’t mind having you for dinner.”

He hesitated then nodded, placing a hand on Ashley’s shoulder.
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Cole led the small group through a mind-boggling number of twists and turns; passing through tunnels that ranged from pitch black, to others that glowed by the light of luminous fungi on the walls.

Some tunnels hosted deep, bottomless pits, chasms ripped into the earth. In others, they passed cave-ins, boulders piled atop each other recklessly. They even passed the occasional skeleton, bones too degraded to tell what they had once been.

It felt like hours, but in reality only about thirty minutes had passed by the time they stopped.

An incredibly smooth stone wall towered in front of them, glowing a dim, unearthly green that highlighted the tunnel around them.

Cole cocked her head, listening hard before nodding, reassured that it was safe to open the entrance. She took several measured steps along the wall, counting under her breath before stopping again.

She faced the wall and placed her hands on the oddly warm stone, its source of heat unknown but welcome in the cold tunnels. A small pebble jutted from the otherwise flawless wall and she pressed it firmly.

The pebble withdrew into a niche, as a low rumbling began to shake the cavern walls, dirt and tiny pieces of rock raining down on the group. A narrow horizontal opening revealed itself slowly, a partition of wall rising upwards from the ground in juddering motions.

Cole’s head jerked up as a loud screeching reached her ears.

What appeared to be a large shadow, approached the group from one of the tunnels, accompanied by the rapid flapping of wings. Dozens of glinting red eyes held a bloodthirsty gleam, blinking intermittently within the indefinable mass and Cole cursed.

“Hurry up,” she ordered, her attention focused on the newcomer as it hovered worryingly close to Ashley. “Ash...”

“I’ve got it. You’ve got uninvited guests on your side too,” he warned, turning to face the cloud.

Cole spun to face her own assailant as Kayla pushed the bound girl to the floor, rolling her into the room beyond before crawling in after her.

Benson knelt by the opening, ready to follow, when an immense heat seared his side. He peered over the arm he had instinctively lifted to protect himself, to find that Ashley had produced an enormous wall of fire, far bigger than what Matron had created in the kitchen.

It blazed all the way up to the unseen ceiling, separating them from the enemy and offering a barrier of protection, and Benson glanced behind himself at a grunt of pain.

His eyes widened.

Cole was picking herself up from the ground, but she threw herself back into the battle, squaring off against a horde of monstrous spiders.

Their legs were length of a fully grown man, their fangs the size and length of both his arms together. Their many glossy eyes reflected the firelight from the other side of the tunnel, unblinking and staring at the group hungrily.

“Damn Spidatula,” Cole muttered irritably as she fought them back.

Benson made to help, but after disabling another creature with a glowing hand, Cole marched over and placed a foot on his back.

He was forced to duck quickly as she shoved him through the opening, before turning in time to see another creature coming up behind her. She raised a hand, but she was too slow as it lunged at her.

A fireball struck it straight in the maw, sending it keeling onto its back and it went down with an angry hiss, its legs waving in the air as it struggled to get to its feet.

Cole looked over her shoulder to nod at Ashley gratefully, her...twin responsible for the attack. He nodded briefly in return before ducking through the opening in the wall.

Cole crouched beside the opening, looking around for any threat they might have missed.

The wall of fire dropped to smoulder as embers and the screeching shadow approached, more Spidatula emerging from the darkness...

A hand reached through the opening and – ignoring her gasp of pain – grabbed the back of her ripped top. She was yanked through and the wall closed barely an inch from her dirty black trainers.
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She collapsed back against Ashley and breathed a sigh of relief, craning her head back to look up at him.

“That was close,” she exhaled. “Thanks.”

He grinned and she stood, dusting herself down as he rose to his feet behind her.

“Wow,” he breathed in awe. “The last time we were here, it was full of brambles and dead branches.”

They were standing on a field of lush green grass, a stream bubbling past them nearby where fish could be seen lazing in clear water. A towering waterfall crashed into a large lake and a few generous fruit trees grew beside the water’s edge, branches dipping into the rippling surface.

The whole clearing was illuminated by the same unnatural glow as the smooth wall. It enabled everything to be seen in perfect clarity, but also gave a surreal effect to their surroundings.

Cole shrugged modestly.

“I’ve spent a lotta time down here,” she reasoned uncomfortably, rubbing the back of her neck.

“You’ve added a waterfall for god’s sake,” Kayla exasperated, gesturing around them.

Cole looked sheepish.

“I thought it’d look pretty,” she mumbled, shrugging awkwardly.

Kayla chuckled, but Ashley spun on Benson then, his eyes flashing silver as his infamous temper flared.

“Why did you tell Cole about us?” he demanded. “It’s not your place to...”

“Your father told me to tell her,” Benson interrupted evenly, his arms folded across his chest. “He said you were meant to tell her everything last year.”

He glanced at Cole briefly before refocusing on Ashley.

“Given her surprise, it shows you hadn’t,” he said pointedly, making Ashley flush again.

“We have a father?” Cole asked, looking between them unsurely.

“Every time we tried to take you from here, Matron would find out,” Ashley grunted, disgruntled. “Somehow she knew exactly when I was supposed to bring you down here and would always make sure to keep you elsewhere. Remember when she had you locked up in the police station for the night?”

Her jaw dropped.

“She had me arrested so that I couldn’t meet our father?” she spluttered, staring at him in disbelief.

“She doesn’t want you to find out how important you are,” Kayla piped up brightly, simply smiling blandly when Ashley glowered at her.

“I’m important?” Cole repeated in confusion.

Kayla looked at Ashley pointedly and the lad shuffled, looking away evasively. He didn’t answer and Cole frowned at him suspiciously.

He was starting to have far more secrets than a vicar in a confession box, she muttered.

“I brought gifts for you both,” Benson announced, nudging a bag on the ground with his foot.

Cole blinked.

Where had that come from?

“Gifts?” Kayla asked interestedly, not questioning the appearance of something that he couldn’t possibly have hidden on his person. “What sort of gifts?”

Ashley ignored her, muttering under his breath as he seemed to intone something. His and Kayla’s bodies suddenly shimmered for a few moments, before the haze dissipated.

The pair were now dressed in plain, light brown tunics and trousers. Tanned leather boots reached to just below their knees, a knife and a leather pouch adorning the belts around the waists.

Benson smiled faintly.

“Come and get your toys,” he teased. “You’re going to need them on the other side.”

Ashley walked over and a wide grin appeared on his face.

He drew out a longbow, along with a quiver of feathered arrows and his face lit up. The string wasn’t in place yet, but his hands attached it automatically before he slung the quiver across his chest in a practiced move.

Kayla withdrew a sword, the blade decorated with intricate etchings of winged felines, the metal gleaming in the light. She clipped the sheath to her belt first before sliding the blade into it with a brief hiss of steel.

“Ash, could you and Kayla take the stranger through?” Benson requested. “I’ll bring your sister.”

Ashley nodded irritably, but then he and Kayla took one arm each of the nameless girl.

Working together, they lifted her easily, leaving her feet dangling a few inches above the ground. They carried her into the lake, the water sloshing about their ankles and lapping at the toes of the girl’s shoes.

They didn’t go too far in, before turning towards the waterfall. When they got close enough to feel the spray from the cascading water, they turned and walked back onto the dry land.

They disappeared behind the waterfall and Cole frowned.

Since when was there a ‘behind’ of the waterfall?

She blinked when Benson cleared his throat, getting her attention.

“I think we should also change our clothes,” he said mildly.

He muttered under his breath and she felt her body tingle in response as the magic worked on her clothes. Soon, their outfits were similar to Kayla and Ashley’s, though Benson now wore a broadsword on his hip.

Cole glanced at him and made a face, making him quirk an eyebrow.

“Yes?”

“No offence, but you still look like the Benson that Matron knows,” she confessed. “I mean, you said your name is Lyrrad, but...”

He looked down at himself then gave a short bark of laughter, giving her a rueful smile.

“You’re absolutely right,” he chuckled. “Going back like this will get me killed.”

He tugged the blue ribbon from his neck and his features began changing almost instantly.

His icy blue eyes deepened to a blue resembling that of the sky on a cloudless summer day. His black hair brightened to a golden blond as it grew longer, until it brushed his shoulders, faint stubble appearing along his jaw. His height shrunk by an inch or so, but he was still tall, his body obviously muscled beneath his simple garb.

Cole gaped at the attractive young man now before her, her jaw dropping.

“You’re hot!” she said before thinking.

Her face reddened when she realised what she had said, and her hands rose to cover her burning cheeks.

He just grinned, his eyes twinkling impishly.

“I shall take that as a compliment, Milady,” he teased lightly. Her colour deepened.

“What do I call you?” she asked in an embarrassed mumble. “Benson or Sir Lyrrad?”

“Lyrrad is fine,” he reassured her, still obviously amused. “Now, where we’re going is...different to here. They don’t have technology that you would be used to, for example. Magic is fairly widespread, though humans can be a little nervous around it.”

“Okay, that sounds reasonable,” she accepted, nodding practically.

“I was also asked to give you something,” he added.
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