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Chapter 1
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“Mama! Geran won’t give my book back!”

“She hit me!”

Her Royal Majesty Cole Dar looked up distractedly from the papers sprawled across her desk, her chocolate brown eyes rising to the ceiling at the calls from several floors up. She paused in lifting a letter and cocked her head, a softly tapered ear peeking through her brown hair as it fell to her waist in a loose plait.

She glanced over at her Pairbond and husband Fulcan Dar, as he sat in a nearby armchair in front of the ornate fireplace. He was reading from a sheet of paper, but at her attention, his deep blue eyes rose to meet hers.

“Fulk?” she murmured absently. “Would you mind...?”

He smiled, jet black hair falling over his eyes when he nodded, before he rose to his feet gracefully.

He headed towards the winding stairs carved into the wall on the opposite side of the room, but he paused to kiss Cole’s cheek affectionately, his hand fluttering over her rounded belly as it strained against her simple woollen shirt.

Cole smiled warmly in return, touching his cheek gently, before he continued on his way, disappearing up into the upper levels of their extensive home.

*
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Merlise glared at the lad standing across the luxurious bedroom, her hands planted on her hips.

Her jet black hair was braided neatly and fell to the top of her thighs, held back from her face by a cobalt blue ribbon, the material shimmering in the light. Her amber eyes were currently narrowed on her twin brother, orbs of molten topaz locked onto him, but he appeared unaffected by her anger as he held her book almost tauntingly just out of reach.

Geran resembled their mother more than their father, whereas she favoured her father’s looks more.

He took after their father in height, standing almost as tall as Fulcan and matching his slim but toned build. His mussed brown hair glinted gold like their mother’s, but his gorgeous deep blue eyes were identical to their father.

“Give it back!” Merlise demanded, holding out her hand imperiously.

She’d been peacefully reading in her room, when he’d decided to interrupt. He had spoken to her, but she’d been immersed in the story printed on the pages and chose to point-blank ignore him.

At least until he’d stolen her book.

Geran shook his head at her order with a smug grin of his own and she gave a sound of frustration, before leaping at him without warning.

He had been expecting it though, and danced out of the way nimbly. He went to run, but she hooked her foot around his ankle, the skirts of her dress disguising what her feet were doing, and he stumbled to the floor with a grunt.

Merlise threw herself at him bodily and he ‘oofed’ as she landed on him ungracefully, the pair sprawled out on the floor as they began trading blows.

Someone cleared his throat quietly and the twins paused in their fistfight, to look up.

Their father stood in the doorway watching them, a dark eyebrow raised and his arms folded across his chest.

“Aren’t you both a little old to be fighting like children?” Fulcan admonished. “You’re seventeen, not seven.”

“Geran stole my book,” Merlise protested indignantly.

Her father strode over to pick something up from the top of her bed, holding it up to show her.

“You mean this book?” he asked mildly.

The book that Geran had stolen was now between Fulcan’s thumb and fingers, and Merlise blinked before scowling. She picked herself up from the floor and dusted down her dress with as much dignity as she could muster, before sauntering over to Fulcan.

She accepted the book from him daintily, inclining her head to him gracefully.

“Thank you, Father.”

She threw her twin one last scathing look, before stalking from the room.

Geran sighed heavily, his head dropping between his bent knees as he sat up wearily. Fulcan glanced at him questioningly, a single eyebrow raised.

“I can’t do anything right,” Geran mumbled, sounding lost.

Fulcan crouched beside his son, his forearms braced on his knees.

“How do you mean, Ger?”

“I just wanted her to come train with me,” Geran said glumly.

“And stealing her book helped...how?” Fulcan asked lightly. Geran made a face.

“She was too busy reading,” the lad muttered. “She wouldn’t answer, so I took her book. That way she had to pay attention.”

“Ah.”

Amusement flickered in Fulcan’s eyes as he nodded slowly in realisation, understanding his son’s logic, even if it hadn’t quite gotten the response that he had been hoping for.

He placed a hand on Geran’s shoulder.

“Would you like a suggestion on how to avoid further incidents such as this?” he offered. Geran perked up hopefully.

“Yes please, Father!”

“Well, from personal experience, I have learnt not to interrupt,” Fulcan suggested. “Wait until she registers that you are there, however long that may take.”

Dismay filled Geran’s eyes, his expression falling.

“Is that all?” he asked, looking disheartened.

“That is all the advice you need,” Fulcan assured him. “I’ve interrupted your mother when she’s reading. It isn’t pretty.”

Geran stared at his father.

“Who wins?” he asked in hushed tones, almost as though hoping Cole wouldn’t overhear them talking.

Fulcan grimaced vaguely.

“Your mother,” he conceded. “It can get a little painful.” Awe flickered in Geran’s eyes.

“Whoah...”

“If you still wish to train, would you accept me as your sparring partner?” Fulcan offered as he stood.

Geran’s jaw dropped as he stared up at him.

“You want to train?” he stammered. “With me?”

“Yes,” Fulcan confirmed calmly. He quirked an eyebrow. “Unless you would rather...?”

Geran shook his head hurriedly, standing quickly.

“Let’s go!”

Fulcan chuckled at his eagerness, placing a hand on his shoulder.

“Tomorrow,” he promised, a hint of amusement in his voice. Geran faltered, losing some of his enthusiasm. “I have a few things to finish up today, but I will free myself to spend tomorrow with you.”

Geran’s face lit back up at the reassurance of their training session simply being rescheduled rather than cancelled, and Fulcan squeezed his shoulder.

“For now, go train with one of your brothers,” he instructed. “Or catch up on your studies. Your tutors said that you’ve been slacking in some of your lessons.”

Geran looked guilty at that, but straightened with a nod.

“Yes, Father.”

*
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“He stole your book?” Zaleria gasped in outrage as Merlise finished telling her friends about what Geran had done.

The chestnut haired young woman was lounging casually on the chaise lounge in the centre of the room, her emerald gown tucked around her legs as her slippered feet rested on a pillow, reclining on a second cushion at the opposite end.

“Was it damaged?” she asked, immediately going straight to the most important question.

Merlise shook her head negatively, grateful for small mercies that her book had remained undamaged.

Zaleria Vandiban was around the same age as her, being the age of twenty. She was the most studious of their group, valuing books and the written form like it was a form of religion. She was often found in the library, buried in a mountain of scrolls and books, cramming in as much knowledge seeking as she physically could.

Darunia scoffed at the question, tossing her platinum hair over her shoulder as she studied her perfected reflection in the floor length mirror in the corner of the room.

She pouted at herself before pinching her cheeks to add colour to them, tugging the waist of her magenta gown more snugly to her svelte form.

“It’s just a book,” she scorned. “Pieces of paper in a leather binding. They can be remade or simply given to a peasant. They don’t mind the hand-me-downs from those who are higher-born.”

Merlise bit her tongue at the retort she almost let slip.

Darunia Luina was the eldest of their group, having already reached her thirtieth birthday.

She was horrified at even the thought of getting her hands dirty in any sort of way. She detested books and studying, but that didn’t compare to the loathing she had for any sort of physical training such as sword-fighting or self-defence.

Or anything that would result in her becoming sweaty in fact.

She preferred the ‘other’ side of learning, the more feminine subjects such as social graces and attending as many balls as she could. In her opinion, combat should be left for the men and the arts to the women.

“Lord Ciliren has made a request to hold a gala next week,” Kailu chimed.

She nudged Darunia away from the mirror to fuss with her dark hair, making the blonde woman glower at her huffily.

Kailu’s hazel eyes flickered back to Merlise in the mirror’s reflection, her sharp gaze cunning.

“He just needs your parents’ permission, Princess Merlise,” Kailu hinted heavily, picking invisible lint from her skirt. “Perhaps you could speak with them...?”

Merlise sighed inaudibly.

Kailu Benilaia was always grabbing at any straw that might improve her standing, especially with the Royal Family. Being allowed to reside within Kismet was apparently not enough for her.

Merlise simply smoothed her skirts, adopting a haughty expression, but she looked over when Alais suddenly rushed over to the window in a swish of her dress.

Alais Cerainiae was the quietest of their group. She wasn’t as into her books as Zaleria, or as focused upon her courtly duties as Darunia, or as power hungry as Kailu.

She was unusual in the sense that she kept more to herself, seeming to avail herself to a new hobby each month.

She began to waft herself fervently with an ivory hand-fan as a blush crept up her cheeks, and Darunia sauntered over to where the other woman stood, to see what had caught her attention.

“It’s Lord Traelion,” she hissed.

With a flurry of skirts, the other women hurried to the window to peek out onto the path winding through the forested city.

With black hair that fell in a soft wave to his shoulders and often obscured his dark eyes, Traelion Vakrana was the love interest of every female elf in the city. He was fifty years of age, which was still young in Elven years, yet still somehow had no Pairbond.

He didn’t seem to have any intention of changing that status any time soon. He even went so far as to avoid the female population as much as he could, Merlise scoffed.

“Has he been invited?” Darunia demanded, her emerald eyes not straying from the man outside as he slowed to a stop, apparently reading something he held in his hand.

“He was,” Kailu confirmed, her expression contemplative on the man. “But of course, if the gala is refused then that invitation is irrelevant...”

“Oh, you must get your parents to allow Lord Ciliren to host the gala, Princess Merlise,” Alais insisted, glancing at Merlise. “They give you anything you want.”

Merlise felt a sting at the remark, but chose not to respond, hiding the automatic flinch behind an aloof expression.

All of her friends felt that way towards her in some way or form.

They thought that she had it easy being the daughter of the King and Queen of elves. They felt that she received whatever she asked for, when in reality – although her parents were generous and doting – they weren’t as easily swayed as her friends believed.

She knew they used her to get closer to the throne, and to her parents, hoping to improve their own standing by claiming they were friends with one of the royal children.

It was a fake friendship, but being the daughter of the King and Queen, meant that true friendships were practically nonexistent.

Instead of answering Alais’ comment, Merlise turned her attention to the man outside.

A frown had appeared on Traelion’s face and it only grew the longer he read, when he suddenly seemed to sense that he was being watched. His head rose slowly, his dark eyes scanning the area around him searchingly.

He finally pinpointed where the group of women were, his sharp gaze fixing on the window they were all watching him from.

A dark blush stained his cheeks at their focused attention and the women squealed, ducking behind the drapes in a rush. They returned moments later, this time peeking outside more cautiously.

Someone else had joined him in just those few short seconds and was now talking to him avidly. The newcomer was shorter, but just as lean, holding himself proudly.

Merlise could vaguely recognise the familiar figure, but his back was turned towards their audience. He turned slightly, putting him in profile, and Merlise frowned.

Geran knew Traelion?

The pair spoke for several minutes longer before striding away, heads close together as they spoke.

The women watched them until they left their sight, before turning back to Merlise, and she blinked at the sudden attention.

“When will you be able to speak with your parents?” Zaleria clamoured, her expression earnest. “The sooner the better. Lord Traelion simply must attend!”

The other women gave their own words of agreement and encouragement, and Merlise sighed.

~*~
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Chapter 2
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NEXT DAY

“Are you ready?”

Geran looked up from his studies at his father’s question, to find Fulcan standing in his bedroom doorway. He paused uncertainly.

“Ready, Father?” he parroted, confusion flickering across his face.

“You wished to train,” Fulcan reminded him idly. “Unless you’ve changed your mind?”

Geran’s mouth dropped open, before he rose hurriedly. He moved so quickly that he tripped over his own feet, making him stumble as his chair threatened to tip over.

He caught the back to steady it with a quiet thump on the floor, before refocusing on his father.

“You...you meant it?” he stammered. “You actually want to train? With me?”

“I said that I would clear my schedule to train with you today and I have done so,” Fulcan confirmed.

Geran blinked then pushed his chair under his desk before dashing over to the sturdy trunk at the bottom of his four-poster bed. He grabbed his sheathed sword from inside it, before closing the lid with a heavy thud.

“I’m ready,” he said enthusiastically. “Let’s go!”

*
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Cole looked up from her desk as the pair entered the room, Geran beaming widely. She raised an eyebrow questioningly, her gaze flickering between her Pairbond and son.

“Father is going to train with me, Mama,” Geran explained in obvious delight and Cole smiled at his joy.

“Be home in time for dinner, dear,” was all she said pleasantly. “And don’t forget to eat lunch.”

“Yes, Mama.”

He left in a rush, as though worried that his father might change his mind if they delayed in the slightest, leaving the door swinging open in his haste.

Fulcan brushed Cole’s hand in passing as he followed at a more sedate pace, closing the door behind him calmly.

Cole waited a few minutes then faced her daughter.

Merlise was relaxing in the chair that Fulcan had occupied before he had gone to retrieve Geran, but as Cole watched, Merlise’s expression became surly, her bad mood surfacing.

She’d been working on getting her parents to agree to Ciliren’s request to hold the social gala, when her father had spontaneously decided that it would be a good time to go looking for Geran, she muttered to herself sourly.

Now thanks to her infuriating twin, she had to put the gala request on hold until her parents were both present in the same room again. Otherwise she would have to work extra hard to convince her mother to agree.

Her mother was distracted when her father was around, which made getting permission for things easier.

“He is such a child,” Merlise complained, finally speaking up.

Cole sighed as though they had had the conversation many times before, as she tidied the papers on her desk absently.

“Who is, dear?” she asked patiently.

“Geran of course,” Merlise exasperated as though it were obvious.

“You consider him to be a child because he enjoys spending time with your father?” Cole admonished.

Merlise’s nose wrinkled.

“Well...no, it’s not that,” she hedged grudgingly, before rolling her eyes. “But he behaves as though training with Father is the highlight of his life.”

Cole gave her a look.

“Merlise...”

“You cannot deny that he is still a child, Mama,” Merlise pressed.

Cole sighed again, stopping what she was doing to look at her daughter patiently.

“Are you suggesting that you are a child also, Lise?”

“Of course not!” Merlise denied immediately, looking affronted.

“Well, I feel the need to remind you that you are twins,” Cole said idly. “You are both the same age.”

“Are you sure, Mama?” Merlise asked dubiously. “Geran could have been switched at birth, or...”

“You are my children, Lise,” Cole interrupted. “All of you are.”

“What about Michael and Leo?” Merlise challenged.

“Now you’re just being petty,” Cole scolded, frowning at her.

“I know. I’m sorry, Mama,” Merlise apologised at the rebuke.

Cole inclined her head, not replying as she waited expectantly. She didn’t have to wait long.

“Geran just doesn’t seem to realise that he is a young man now,” Merlise continued. “He shouldn’t be behaving like a child still.”

“You don’t think that he should enjoy being young?” Cole queried.

“No. Yes. I mean...” Merlise looked frustrated. “I just meant that I am a young lady...”

“So you say,” Cole murmured. Merlise frowned at her mother’s neutral tone.

“Do you think I am still a child, Mama?”

“Well, there are times...”

“Mama! Mama!”

Cole was interrupted from speaking further, by several lads calling for her. The door burst open shortly after, a group spilling into the room, and Merlise followed her gaze reluctantly, annoyed by her mother’s refusal to acknowledge her maturity.

She recognised her twin brothers – Trystan and Tyrion – first.

Even at the age of fifteen, they were already handsome lads. Chestnut hair, deep blue eyes identical to their father, tanned skin and toned bodies...

They were identical in every way. In their looks, their personality, their voices and – unfortunately for their parents – their fondness for mischief.

The third lad was dark, his skin the colour of cocoa, his hair black and his eyes hazel.

Michael was the son of two of her mother’s closest friends. Sadly, his mother had died before he was even a month old.

Her own mother had theoretically adopted him though, since he visited Kismet often. His father – James – was still in mourning, despite it having been nearly eighteen years since his wife Kayla’s death.

Her gaze shifted to the fourth member of their group.

He could’ve been Trystan and Tyrion’s twin, his looks so similar to theirs.

Dark brown hair, deep brown eyes, his gaze confident and direct. He stood tall and confident, his body toned from daily training.

Leonos – better known as Leo – was her adopted brother. He was a year older than her and Geran, having been found just after his first birthday and in the worst possible place: a slaver’s brothel.

Despite not being of blood, he had been raised alongside Cole’s biological children and they in turn, regarded him as their brother.

“Mama, where is Father?” Trystan demanded. “He promised to show us a new hunting technique...”

Cole studied the four lads silently, her expression unreadable, until even the usually unflappable Leo fidgeted.

“He shall show you tomorrow,” she finally told them.

“But we want to see it today,” Tyrion whined. He ducked his head at Cole’s glance.

“Your father is training today,” she said evenly. “So, he will show you the technique tomorrow.”

Leo perked up interestedly.

“May we join His Majesty?” he asked hopefully.

Cole gazed at him thoughtfully, before inclining her head and his eyes lit up excitedly.

“But...” Cole started, making the lads pause on their way back towards the door. “You must wait your turn.”

“He’s our father,” Trystan argued. “We should be allowed to train with him first.”

“He is also Geran’s father,” she said firmly.

“Oh...”

“Will His Majesty permit us joining them, Your Majesty?” Michael asked hesitantly.

“Only if you don’t tease Geran,” Cole granted.

“Us? Tease Geran?” Tyrion asked in mock horror. “I’m offended that you would think that of us, Mama.”

Cole looked unimpressed by his acting skills and Leo grimaced at her disapproving expression.

“We apologise for teasing Geran, Mama,” he murmured. He glanced at the lads beside him before looking back at her. “I do at least.”

Michael nodded in agreement, giving his own apology.

“I don’t know why you’re apologising,” Merlise muttered under her breath scornfully. “He doesn’t deserve respect.”

There was silence in the room at her words and a warning roll of thunder rumbled outside, Cole’s eyes narrowing fractionally on her daughter.

“Boys, you will find your father in the training courts,” she told them curtly.

The lads knew a dismissal when they heard one, and fled, the door slamming shut behind them.

Cole’s expression was pokerfaced, but Merlise caught sight of her mother’s fingers beginning to tap the top of the desk absently.

“Why do you treat Geran as you do?” Cole asked quietly. “He does nothing except love you. He...”

“He is weak,” Merlise blurted out, unable to hold her tongue any longer as she rose to her feet to look at her mother in frustration. “He doesn’t defend himself and everyone will think that I am the same! And because he continues to behave like a child, people will think that I am still a child also!”

“Have you considered the possibility that the reason he does not retaliate, is because he is already mature enough to understand that turning immediately to conflict is a pointless venture?” Cole countered.

“He is weak,” Merlise said stubbornly. “That is why he doesn’t speak up. You and Father do nothing but encourage him to just be himself, when you should be telling him to prove to everyone that he is strong. Just like I do!”

“Not all twins are alike, Merlise,” Cole rebuked. “Tryst and Tyr are identical, yes, but you cannot expect Geran to be the same as you.”

“Why not?” Merlise demanded. “We are twins!”

Cole laughed quietly, confusing her and Merlise frowned.

“What is so funny, Mama?”

“You remind me so much of Ash,” Cole mused softly, studying her with a strange look in her eyes.

Merlise’s frown deepened and Cole seemed to pull herself back to the present.

“I used to be like Geran at your age, if not worse,” she chuckled. “That meant that I was bullied a lot. I didn’t fight back for the longest time.”

“So you were weak,” Merlise stated bluntly, her opinion of her mother dropping further as she imagined her being the same as Geran.

Being Queen was likely the only reason that she was no longer treated to cruel words or snubbing by others, she scoffed.

Cole tilted her head.

“I suppose so,” she conceded. “At your age, I was surrounded by Llaro just to protect me from...well, from everything.”

“You still do,” Merlise muttered, pointedly reminding her of the personal guards that Cole had constantly following her about whenever she so much as left their home.

The presence of Llaro within the protected city was a strange sight, but nobody in the city had spoken out against them.

“So you must still be weak,” Merlise realised. “If you are stronger now than you were, but you still require them, then you can’t have grown stronger. If you had, then you wouldn’t need them. You and Father push Lottie and I to train with our brothers, so that we know how to fight and protect ourselves. So why didn’t you take those lessons?”

“Merlise...”

“Admit it, Mama,” Merlise continued obliviously, interrupting her mother’s rebuke. “You are with child, so naturally you would need protection, but you can’t be strong if you need the assassins to protect you instead of the city guards.”

Cole sighed wearily, sinking into the chair behind her desk. She passed a hand over her eyes as tiredness crossed her face.

“You are weak, Mama...” Merlise insisted.

“That is enough, Merlise!”

The sharp command sent a chill through her and Merlise instantly dropped silent. She turned apprehensively to find her father now standing in the open doorway.

His face was expressionless, but a tic beat furiously in his clenched jaw, his deep blue eyes now liquid silver.

“Father...”

Fulcan shook his head sharply to cut off her protest, his eyes narrowing. He strode further into the room, slamming the door shut behind him with a barely controlled bang, and she instinctively flinched at the sound.

“No.”

She dropped silent again at his icy interruption, ducking her head.

He waited a few minutes, seeming to force his temper under control before speaking again.

“How dare you speak to your mother like this?” he demanded frostily. “How you can even dare to speak so disrespectfully in the first place, is beyond me. Not to mention that you have the gall to speak to your mother with such utter disregard...”

“Fulk, please calm down,” Cole soothed, her soft voice interrupting his tirade.

“No,” he refused harshly. “Her conduct towards others has been drastically declining, especially towards you, as both her mother and our Queen.”

His attention returned to their daughter, his expression warning.

“Curb your behaviour or there will be consequences, Merlise,” he cautioned.

“C-Consequences?” Merlise stammered. “L-Like what?”

“Like banishment from Kismet until such a time that you learn the correct deference,” he answered tersely.

Merlise gaped at him in horror.

She couldn’t leave Kismet! It was all she’d ever known.

She had made brief ventures out of the city with her grandfathers, but at the thought of being forcibly refused entry to the city, a wave of panic crashed through her.

Her shocked gaze turned to Cole, her mother not disputing Fulcan’s statement.

“Mama...?”

“It’s simple enough,” Cole allowed, tilting her head. “It just means that you’ll have to abstain from being mean to Geran. It is a simple enough task.”

Fulcan’s eyes sharpened on his wife and Pairbond.

“Including you,” he added brusquely.

“Fulk...”

“No. You have done nothing to deserve this sort of treatment, especially not from our daughter,” he said fiercely. “I will not allow her to...”

A polite rap on the door suddenly interrupted his tersely spoken words and Cole glanced at it briefly.

“Enter,” she called distractedly.

The door opened and an attractive brown haired man looked into the room cautiously. He looked between the trio, raising an eyebrow at the obvious tension, and Cole’s gaze turned to him questioningly.

“Yes, Father?” she queried. “Did you want something?”

“I was just wondering if I should warn the city to stay inside because of the brewing storm,” Geraint Sdlonyer said lightly.

Cole rolled her eyes at his words.

Seconds later, the gloom outside dispersed and was replaced by bright sunshine as it shone through the windows and open door.

Geraint glanced at Merlise.

“She misbehaved?” he guessed lightly.

“Bad habits that she needs to grow out of,” Fulcan told him curtly, his displeasure evident. “Quickly.”

Geraint tilted his head thoughtfully.

“I can think of a few that you, Cole and Ashley needed to grow out of when you were children,” he commented.

Fulcan met his gaze coolly, his expression not shifting in the slightest.

“We were less than half of Merlise’s age when we had those habits,” he pointed out brusquely. “Merlise claims to be a mature young lady now. She is not behaving as such.”

Geraint nodded neutrally, opting not to go down that route.

“Kered contacted me earlier,” he informed them instead, changing the subject pointedly. “He, Khian and Lyrrad will be visiting next week.”

Merlise’s eyes lit up at the mention of her parents’ closest friends, excitement coiling in her belly at the prospect of having them come to visit.

Then she bit her lip.

She had spoken out of turn with her mother and given how poorly her father had received her ill-spoken words, he wouldn’t be forgiving her any time soon.

Hopefully he would at least allow her to hear some of King Khian’s stories. Or gain some training tips from Sir Lyrrad. Or spend time with Uncle Kered.

Fulcan glanced at her expressionlessly and shook his head, catching her thoughts easily.

“No,” he refused, hearing her unspoken plea. “You will remain in your room when they visit. You do not deserve a reward for how badly you’ve behaved.”

Merlise’s bottom lip quivered, but she bit it to hide the motion as her eyes filled with tears of frustration.

How could he be so unfair, when all she’d done was point out her mother’s flaws? It wasn’t her fault that he couldn’t accept the honest truth!

“I hate you, Father!” she burst out distraughtly.

Without waiting for a reply, she turned and ran up the stairs leading to the family’s private quarters, holding her skirt up just enough to stop herself from tripping over it in her haste.

She could have sworn that she saw pain in her father’s eyes at her outburst, Cole sighing unhappily as Merlise ran past.

Geraint looked between them in confusion.

“What did I miss?”

*
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“Lise, are you okay?”

Merlise scrubbed a hand over her swollen eyes, swallowing back her tears at Geran’s hesitant question.

The bedroom was dark, not even a lit candle interrupting the shadows, the heavy curtain drawn across the window. It was nearly midnight, everyone having gone to bed a long time ago, though their parents had only recently retired for the night.

Geran, on the other hand, had crept to Merlise’s room, sensing her upset.

“Lise...?”

“Go away, Ger,” she mumbled.

“You’re crying!”

He crept closer and she felt the bed dip on one side, his concern for her fluttering against the edges of her mind.

Sometimes being a twin could be annoying. Their connection meant that she was able to feel his inner emotions, just as he could feel hers.

She hated it. She’d spent years working on detaching herself from it, so that she wouldn’t feel it and more importantly, so that he couldn’t sense hers.

She forced the feeling away, determined to not let him see that vulnerability.

She wanted to sulk and feel sorry for herself, just as she had for the past few hours since she’d absconded to her room.

“What’s wrong?” Geran asked concernedly, persevering. “What happened?”

“Nothing,” she denied stubbornly. “I’m fine.”

His hand brushed the back of her head gently and despite her attempts to remain aloof and detached, she was secretly glad that he was there. She held out against the natural urge to seek comfort from him for a few minutes longer, before grudgingly relenting.

She needed to voice her upset to someone.

“Father has refused me to see their friends when they visit,” she mumbled into her pillow. “He said that I have behaved poorly.”

He sighed softly.

“Maybe you should apologise,” he suggested. “Then perhaps he will let you see them.”

Her anger flared at his assumption that it was her fault that she was being punished and her back stiffened, her mental walls surging up between them once more.

“It’s all because of you,” she snapped bad-temperedly, frustration creeping into her voice. “Why must you be so weak? You have to be stronger, Ger!”

“If you say so, Lise.”

His calmness irritated her for some reason and she turned her head to frown at him in the gloom, just about able to see his outline.

“Why don’t you fight back when people say things against you?” she demanded. “I could insult you until I’m blue in the face, but you wouldn’t care. You wouldn’t say anything back. Why?”

“They’re only words,” he answered simply as she saw his shoulders shrug. “You place too much concern in what other people think of you.”

“I do not!” she denied indignantly. “I don’t care what people think of me!”

He made a disbelieving sound and she bristled, burying her face in her pillow once more.

“Go away, Ger. I don’t need you. We don’t need you,” she scorned. “We only want strong people in our family.”

A sharp pang came from him at her deliberately barbed words and she felt a measure of smugness.

So much for it being just words, she mocked silently.

His hand dropped from her head as she felt him rise from the bed.

“Bye, Lise.”

She grunted a response and listened to him leave, the door closing behind him quietly.

~*~
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Chapter 3
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NEXT DAY

Bright sunshine streamed onto her face, the curtain now open and Merlise groaned. She turned onto her stomach grumpily, burying her face in her soft pillow as she burrowed into her blankets.

The distant noise of the city came from outside, people going about their business.

Without even needing to look out of her window, she knew that the servants would be dashing though the city to complete their chores, whilst the nobles would be simply enjoying the day or visiting the market further in the city.

The sunlight flickered as a whisper of air sounded in the room, before quiet reigned once more.

“You weren’t very nice,” a girl said clearly, her disapproval evident.

Merlise scowled, not lifting her head as she recognised the voice.

“Go way, Lottie,” she mumbled, her words muffled by her pillow.

Laetitia – her sixteen year old sister – sighed dramatically.

“I’ve been away for three weeks already,” she rebuked. “You could at least welcome me back instead of telling me to leave.”

“It’s been ever so peaceful since you were gone,” Merlise scoffed.

“I doubt that very much,” Laetitia drawled. “As I said, you weren’t very nice. To Geran or Mama especially.”

“Aye, well you have always given Mama more respect than she deserves,” Merlise snorted scathingly.

She meant it too. Lottie had always shown their mother the utmost deference, to the point of practically worshipping the ground she walked on, in a manner similar to the Llaro. She’d never deviated from the faith she held in their mother, but she’d never explained why she felt that way.

By their mother’s own words, Cole was the same as Geran when she was their age. She’d even claimed that she required the Llaro to protect her instead of the normal city guard.

She was weak, but nobody had the courage to tell her to her face!

Something heavy suddenly impacted with the back of her head and Merlise yelped, jerking upright. She rubbed the spot gingerly as she glared at her younger sister.

Long silver hair shimmered down Laetitia’s back like a river of stars, her slender figure wrapped in a simple gown. Her alabaster skin was marble smooth, her smoke-grey eyes deceivingly innocent.

Behind her perpetually calm expression, lay an iron-clad will combined with an inflexible tenacity, obviously inheriting it from their mother.

Their mother might not be strong, but she was certainly determined, Merlise conceded grudgingly. Cole was notorious for her unmoveable stubbornness once she set her mind to something.

“What was that for?” Merlise demanded.

Laetitia gazed at her serenely, her hands folded in her lap demurely as she sat on the heavy chest containing Merlise’s most precious books. Even her ankles were crossed in a ladylike manner, looking as though butter wouldn’t melt in her mouth.

“I would not be surprised if Father does send you away,” Laetitia said calmly, running a hand down her skirt idly, smoothing a crease in the pale blue fabric. “You would deserve it.”

“Lottie...?”

She glanced at the doorway at a quizzical call of her name, but then delight spread across her face.

“Papa!”

She rushed over to hug Fulcan tightly, their father having appeared in the doorway. He returned the embrace gently after a brief hesitation and she beamed up at him.

“Not that I am disappointed to see you, Lottie, but why are you home so early?” he queried. “Your trip was scheduled to last for another month. Did something happen?”

“We got back an hour ago,” she dismissed, waving a hand. “Grandpa Liefan went to wake up Grampa Geraint with a bucket of water.”

There was an outraged shout from within the city and she cocked her pale head innocently towards the window.

“I think he’s awake now,” she sang.

Fulcan’s eyes glimmered with amusement and Laetitia smiled sweetly before kissing his cheek.

“I’ll see you at breakfast, Papa.”

“Don’t forget to greet your mother,” he reminded her absently. “She’s missed you.”

“I will,” she promised as she left.

Merlise waited for her father to leave too, but instead he stepped further into the room.

Evidently he wanted to speak with her alone.

She didn’t look at him, still angry that he refused to allow her to see her mother’s friends.

He sighed softly, picking up on her hostility easily.

“I apologise for my anger towards you yesterday,” he said quietly. “I will not apologise for my words however. You treated your mother poorly and you know better. You were not raised to behave so insolently.”

She just nodded mutely, stubbornly refusing to speak.

Admittedly, he was right. She could have minded her words better. She had let her mouth run away with her temper before her brain had a chance to catch up.

Not that she would ever tell him that.

“You cannot judge somebody as either strong or weak like you do,” Fulcan told her evenly. “It is not as simple as that.”

“It is that simple,” she argued. “Either you can defend yourself – like you and Grandpa Liefan – or you can’t, like Mama and Geran. That means you are strong and they are weak.”

Her reasoning was flawless. It was very much either one way or the other. How could he not understand that?

He studied her with an unreadable expression, but a tic in his jaw betrayed the anger she saw flickering with silver flecks in his blue eyes, and she cautioned herself to watch her tone around him.

He was her father after all, and if she were honest with herself, he scared her.

“Tell me, what do you consider to be ‘strong’?” he asked. “Being physically capable perhaps?”

“Yes,” she confirmed instantly. “You must be able to correct someone if they offer insult.”

“So you would start a war with another nation, simply because their Queen does not like your hair?” he asked idly. “You would cause hostilities with King Khian because his daughter does not like your dress?”

“Yes...no...I...” She looked frustrated. “A dress or hairstyle is irrelevant...”

“You did mention being insulted,” a voice pointed out cheerfully. “And you would take offence to someone not liking what you wear or how you wear it.”

An elf stepped up beside Fulcan, brushing chestnut hair from his grey eyes and Merlise smiled happily at the arrival of the man.

“Grandpa Liefan!”

She slipped out from under her blankets and ran over to embrace him, making him laugh.

He hugged her back affectionately before releasing her and she stepped back to frown at him questioningly, returning to his comment.

“I would not be so offended as to start a war over it, Grandpa,” she disagreed primly. “I understand that not everyone will like what I wear.”

“Perhaps, but I do agree with your father on the matter of judging one’s strength,” he said easily. “You are misguided in your beliefs. Strength is not always about retaliating or being able to defend yourself from physical attacks.”

She frowned harder and he tilted his head almost musingly.

“For example, would you consider the survivor of torture as strong or weak?” he offered.

“Well...I guess I would consider them strong,” she allowed, considering his words. “They might struggle with the memories and the nightmares...but they survived it.”

“So by your own admission, that person would be strong?” he clarified.

“Yes,” she confirmed with certainty, nodding firmly.

“Do you consider yourself strong?” he asked, seemingly diverting from his previous question.

“Yes,” she confirmed again, lifting her chin that bit higher. “Stronger than Geran, definitely.”

Fulcan opened his mouth to correct her at the jab towards her brother, but Liefan held up a hand to stop him, his grey eyes fixed on his granddaughter unwaveringly.

“Answer this question for me then, if you can,” Grandpa Liefan requested mildly. “How well do you think you would fare, if you were faced by more than ten adult men in a fight, by yourself? Or exposed to one small dose of MoonRose?”

Merlise paled at the mention of MoonRose, the only compound lethal enough to kill an elf.

One drop was enough to cause excruciating agony, but luckily it was exceedingly expensive. Enough so at least, that the general population were unable to get their hands on even a vial of the terrifying poison.

She faltered.

“I’ve been trained,” she still attempted.

“Then what about being whipped?” Liefan pressed lightly. “Beaten? Starved? Do you think you would fall at those hurdles?”

“I don’t...I don’t know,” she mumbled, uncomfortable with the things he was suggesting.

Her parents had left her wanting for nothing and she would admit that she certainly didn’t have it as difficult as those of lesser means.

She’d never had to deal with being hungry or thirsty, never had to suffer hardship in any way.
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