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Knock! Knock!

“She’s back,” Tom muttered, peering out of the window to see who was on the doorstep.

Cole Dar sighed, brushing her chocolate brown hair out of her face before wiggling to the edge of the sofa where she was relaxing on with her husband, Fulcan.

The black haired elf helped her to her feet when she struggled to stand, her rounded belly making it difficult for her to rise by herself.

Since their return from Ilaeden, the youngsters that made up the Home – an orphanage that housed over twenty youths under the age of eighteen – had been informed of Cole and Fulcan’s marriage.

When they’d returned to the Home, Cole had already been five months pregnant, unable to hide her condition from anyone, but still they officially announced it not too long after their return.

As expected, Tom – Cole’s former boyfriend for all of three days – hadn’t taken the news well. He was still sore over her having chosen Fulcan over him, both he and Ashley – Cole’s twin brother – having been hoping that she would change her mind and give their relationship another shot.

Her pregnancy and marriage had put an end to that hope however, leaving Ashley to treat Fulcan with an obvious dislike, while Tom treated both Cole and Fulcan with a cold distance.

It was mostly aimed towards Fulcan in particular, but the elf ignored it, not bothered by the blond lad’s hostility in the slightest.

Cole sighed inaudibly at the ongoing strife between the three males.

The HB’s – bullies that also resided within the Home, though their numbers were gradually dwindling as more and more of them opted to remain in Ilaeden – soon also learnt of her condition.

They’d always had a problem with her, mostly thanks to their former Matron, but the hostile group continued their aggression, taking pleasure in discovering who could hurt her more.

Despite their best efforts however, they were unable to get hold of her, although they had come close on more than one occasion. Their attempts had been thwarted at each turn, by her friends and the Llaro sent back to the Home to protect her.

She took a moment to think on the seven men musingly.

The seven elves – assassins loyal to the throne and more specifically her in particular – had initially been confused by the world they had been sent to. After several weeks of learning the laws though, they adjusted quickly to their new environment and devoted their time to ensuring that the HB’s failed in their attacks towards her.

Everywhere she went, she was always accompanied by at least two of them, including Fulcan, Cole snorted softly.

Even now, three of the dark clothed men stood hidden about the room that she was relaxing in, alert for danger.

Cole was finally upright and she waddled over to where Tom stood, the blond lad stepping side just enough that she could peer out of the window.

She sighed when she saw the young woman fidgeting on the front doorstep, tension growing between her shoulders at the sight.

“Why can’t she just leave me alone?” Cole grumbled, irked by the woman’s return.

“Because she thinks you’re her long-lost daughter,” Khian reminded her absently from where he sat on the armchair to watch TV, though he had long gotten bored of it and was tossing a tennis ball into the air instead. “And she so desperately wants you to ‘remember’ her.”

Cole snorted, glancing at the tawny eyed young man briefly.

Although he didn’t behave like it in the slightest, Khian Daikyn was actually heir to the throne of Ilaeden. His mischievous personality belied any regal status he had, abhorring the expectations placed on him as much as she did.

With thick chestnut hair, gorgeous golden-brown eyes and a tall, tanned body toned from rigorous training, he had the ruggedly handsome looks to catch any girl’s eye.

He’d already gained the interest of every female of age within the Home, and even some of their friends outside of it, gaining him something of a following from the local female population.

The door to the living room opened and Cole quickly ducked behind Lyrrad, concealing herself in the same motion.

Lyrrad Remlap, on the other hand, was a contrast. With golden blond hair and sky-blue eyes, Lyrrad was the polar opposite. Even his personality was more on the sober side, taking his responsibilities more seriously than Khian appeared to.

That didn’t mean that he couldn’t relax and have fun though, Cole mused. He could be just as impish as his cousin when the mood struck him.

A poker-thin woman in her late fifties entered the room, dragging Cole back to the present. Her grey hair was pulled back into a severe bun, her hazel eyes scanning the room sharply.

“Where is Cole?” she asked, her voice cracking like old paper.

No one answered, most of the youngsters not even bothering to look in her direction as they pointedly stared at the TV in apparently rapt attention.

None of them were inclined towards helping her in any way or form, especially when it came to her, and they weren’t shy in showing it, Cole snorted.

Mrs Abbott had appeared on their doorstep two months after her return to the Home. Whoever was in charge of the admin that oversaw orphanages had apparently finally heard of Matron’s disappearance and sent a replacement.

To the displeasure of those who actually lived there, Mrs Abbott took command away from Cole and undermined her authority whenever she could.

In return, they rebelled against her at every chance they got, making her job far more difficult than it normally would be. Their animosity towards the woman was blatantly obvious, something they made no effort to hide.

Mrs Abbott snatched Khian’s ball from the air, the armchair the closest seat to the door. He glowered at her, visibly irked by her interruption to his game.

“Go find her,” she ordered.

“I can’t find her if she doesn’t want to be found,” he replied sullenly, acting every inch the surly teen he was pretending to be, and belying his true age.

“Just tell her that Ms Whisperton is here to see her,” she dismissed imperiously, the young woman from the doorstep now hovering uncertainly behind her.

His eyes flashed as his mouth tightened, but he stood nonetheless, keen on simply leaving the woman’s presence. He practically snatched his ball back from her before leaving the room, closing the door behind him with a firm click.

Mrs Abbott turned to the younger woman with a pinched smile.

“Cup of tea, Ms Whisperton?” she offered pleasantly.

“Oh, that would be lovely, Mrs Abbott,” the young woman accepted, tucking a strand of copper hair behind her ear.

Mrs Abbott glanced at Tom pointedly and the blond lad scowled. She gestured and he marched from the room, slamming the door behind him loudly.

“I was hoping to speak with you, regarding Cole’s future,” Ms Whisperton added.

She shuffled uneasily when she found herself the focus of many unfriendly stares, fidgeting nervously with the strap of her handbag.

Mrs Abbott ignored the hostility suddenly directed their way.

“Come on through to the office and we’ll discuss the details,” she accepted, nodding calmly. “I’m sure that once Cole is found, she will be open-minded about your offer.”

The older woman led the way through to the other side of the room, where the door to the office was located. It clicked shut behind them and Cole stepped out from behind Lyrrad, scowling in the direction of the office.

“She’s prob’ly gonna ask me to live with her again,” she grumbled, making her way back to the sofa. “She won’t take ‘no’ for an answer.”

She carefully lowered herself back down onto the seat cushion and Fulcan tugged her to his side firmly as his eyes narrowed in displeasure at her words.

*
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Ten minutes later, the office door reopened.

Cole was lying on the sofa, her head resting in Fulcan’s lap as she dozed restlessly, a frown puckering her brow even in her sleep.

Her unborn children were taking up a lot of room now, making it difficult for her to get comfortable or rest for long periods of time. It was exhausting and she found herself walking around in a daze most of the day, her mind unable to focus properly.

A hand landed on her shoulder, jolting her awake, and Cole controlled the instinct to lash out at whoever who had unwisely chosen to wake her.

She sighed inaudibly when she recognised the tight grip, wishing she had let her automatic reflex have its way.

“There you are, Cole,” Mrs Abbott said thinly. “Anyone would think that you’re trying to hide from me.”

Cole mentally grumbled at Fulcan for not stopping the woman from disturbing her peace, or at least concealing her so that she wasn’t seen. He sent her an apologetic thought in return, admitting that he had been dozing himself, and she sighed irritably

“Whatever gave you that idea?” she asked icily, instantly bad tempered thanks to her interrupted nap. “Could it possibly be because I don’t want you to find me?”

The older woman refused to release her and Cole awkwardly pushed herself up into a sitting position, turning her head to glower at the woman.

“Ms Whisperton has a proposition for you,” Mrs Abbott informed her calmly, ignoring Cole’s waspish tone. “Go on through to the office.”

Cole’s mouth tightened at the order, her instant reaction telling her to refuse.

She controlled the urge to simply blast the woman with a fireball so that she could return to resting, her head already beginning to pound. She contemplated how easy it might be to cover up murder, before sighing to herself irritably, pushing herself to her feet.

Mrs Abbott gestured and Cole trudged crossly into the office, leaving the older woman to follow and shut the door behind them firmly.

*
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“What?” Cole spluttered, staring at the woman in shock.

“Hold out your arm,” Mrs Abbott ordered.

Cole shook her head defiantly, even going so far as to place her hands into her armpits to hide them.

“Now!”

Cole jumped at the barked order, but grudgingly held out her left arm.

The sooner she did what the woman said, the sooner she could go back to sleep, she reasoned grumpily.

Mrs Abbott placed a thin chain around her wrist, clicking it shut.

It almost looked like a bracelet, but Cole paled slightly at the feel of iron tugging at her senses, weakening her and her ability to use magic.

She had somewhat of a resistance, at least compared to her friends, but she wasn’t entirely immune to it.

She shook her wrist experimentally, hiding her wince as it stung, prickling her skin unpleasantly.

“What is it?” Cole asked suspiciously. “I doubt you just fancied giving me jewellery because you like me.”

“A tracking device,” Mrs Abbott answered almost smugly. “Go more than a mile from the house and I will know. The police will be watching you the whole time.”

“And where might I find a key for this?” Cole asked dryly, studying the links for any weakness or flaw that she might be able to exploit.

“There isn’t one,” Mrs Abbott dismissed. “Now, you have been offered a permanent home and a better chance in life. You should be grateful for the opportunity. You’re lucky that Ms Whisperton is even willing to consider taking you in. You are well past the age of adoption.”

“Only because she thinks I’m her daughter,” Cole exasperated.

“You are my daughter, Cole. I left you here when you were just a baby,” Ms Whisperton said fervently, her eyes earnest. “I wasn’t ready to be a mother, but I’ve matured since then and I’m fully prepared to...”

“The girl you left here was probably re-homed years ago,” Cole frustrated. “You’re not my mother and I’m not going anywhere with you.”

“Yes, you are,” Mrs Abbott disagreed firmly. “In one week, you will be leaving with Ms Whisperton.” Cole’s eyes flashed as her jaw clenched. “I also know about your condition.”

“Condition?” Cole repeated cautiously.

“You’re pregnant,” Mrs Abbott stated.

Cole didn’t dispute the fact, folding her arms across her bump almost self-consciously.

She was way past the point of claiming she’d simply gotten fat from eating too much. Anyone with working eyes could clearly see that she was heavily pregnant.

“What of it?” she asked evenly.

“You have a choice to make before you leave,” Mrs Abbott told her unwaveringly. “You can either get rid of it, or give it up for adoption at another orphanage. You are far too young to have a child yourself and Ms Whisperton has only enough resources to care for one extra mouth, not a newborn baby as well.”

Cole’s expression darkened dangerously as Ms Whisperton looked startled by the ultimatum.

“Surely the father...” she suggested hesitantly, but Mrs Abbott shook her head.

“The father also lives here,” she explained. “He’s not able to care for the child either.” She turned back to Cole calmly. “So, which option is it going to be?”

“Neither!” Cole snapped then turned and stormed from the office, slamming the door shut behind her.

~*~
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Her friends finally went after her, having waited a full ten minutes for her to calm down before risking approaching her.

They found her in the dormitory, the Llaro having informed them where she currently was.

They hadn’t dared to speak with her, but they had followed her upstairs from the living room, retaining their duty to guard her yet giving her the distance she wanted right then.

By the time her friends entered the large room, Cole was sitting on the edge of her single bed, her wrist already raw and bleeding.

She pulled at the chain desperately, ignoring the men as they gathered around the bed, eyeing her warily. The chain refused to budge, stubbornly clinging to her wrist no matter how she twisted or pulled.

She finally gave up and fell back onto the bed, swearing under her breath as she covered her eyes with the back of her arm.

Fulcan sat beside her supine form quietly, his concern brushing against her mind. She sighed heavily, waving her hand resignedly as she looked at him.

“I can’t get it off,” she whispered. “I...I need it off, Fulk. I don’t know how it’ll affect the twins, or even if it will, but I can’t take that risk. Not when it involves iron.”

“I will try my best,” he murmured, squeezing her hand.

She turned her head to stare at the wall in silence as he worked on removing the chain, hearing him mutter oaths under his breath whenever it caught him by surprise and stung his bare fingers.

“What is it?” Ashley asked curiously.

“She said it’s a tracker,” Cole snorted, distaste lacing her voice. “She said that if I go more than a mile from the house, then she’ll find me.”

“I’m surprised that Matron never thought of that,” he admitted, rubbing the back of his neck. He held up his hands when she shot him a look. “I’m just saying...”

“Dinnertime!” Mrs Abbott bellowed from the ground floor, her voice managing to reach the top floor where they were.

Cole sagged, turning her head to look at Fulcan as he persevered with the chain, apparently not hearing Mrs Abbott call as he concentrated.

“Forget about it, Fulk,” she sighed. “It won’t come off. Let’s just go down before she decides to come up here herself.”

She went to sit up, but gave a sound of frustration when she struggled to get upright, her stomach weighing her down. She changed tactics and attempted to roll over instead, her arms and legs flailing as she tried to pull herself onto her side.

Her body seemed incapable of even that and she cursed loudly, glaring up at the flaking ceiling.

She was as helpless as a turtle on its back!

Fulcan shifted his position, moving to kneel beside her head. He carefully lifted her upper body, pausing whenever she grimaced in discomfort, until she was finally upright.

She pushed herself awkwardly up onto her feet, wobbling before steadying herself once more.

Fulcan moved to stand beside her, his hand taking hers firmly and she grimaced at the notion of going downstairs.

“So, uh...what did Ms Whisperton want?” Ashley asked lightly as he and the men accompanied her towards the door.

She just sighed.

*
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“Quiet,” Mrs Abbott trilled, standing at the head of the table. “Now, I know Cole was a little overcome by the good news, so I doubt she’s told you all yet.”

Talk quietened around the large table, as the youngsters turned to face the older woman suspiciously.

She was far too excited and Cole was far too silent, her expression stoic as she glared at the plate in front of her.

She hadn’t touched her food, ignoring Ashley and Fulcan’s attempts to make her eat, as her aura throbbed angrily around her like a storm cloud ready to burst.

“Good news my butt,” muttered one of the lads down the table, stuffing a handful of fries into his mouth. “She looks ready to pee herself with excitement.”

The younger kids giggled at his words, but they ducked their heads at Mrs Abbott’s glance.

“Now, I know you will all miss her terribly, but Cole has agreed that going to live with Ms Whisperton, is in her best interests,” the woman continued brightly. “She’ll be leaving in one week.”

The temperature of the room dropped drastically as they stared at her in shocked disbelief, obviously waiting for her to announce that it was some sort of elaborate joke. When she didn’t, their expressions turned hostile, resentment replacing the stony silence.

Cole clenched her jaw to stop her comments from escaping, her arms folded across her chest. Fulcan touched her arm lightly, his deep blue eyes searching her face, but instead of speaking, she rose from her chair with a scrape of wood on the stone floor.

She strode towards the door, the concealed Llaro readying to leave with her, but Mrs Abbott placed herself between Cole and the exit.

“Sit down and eat your dinner,” the woman ordered sternly. “Don’t be wasteful.”

Cole’s mouth tightened and flames began to dance about her fingertips, an aura of heat shimmering around her form warningly.

She fought back the surge of anger that would incinerate the woman where she stood, distantly reminding herself that she couldn’t risk going to prison for murder.

At least not so soon to the birth of her children. After their birth, all bets were off.

“Get out of my way,” she said instead, her voice dangerously soft.

Mrs Abbott unwisely chose to shake her head, planting her hands on her hips, and Cole’s eyes flashed gold as her shortened temper snapped.

In a single, swift move, she thrust her forearm up against Mrs Abbott’s throat, slamming the older woman backwards into the kitchen door hard.

The wood splintered loudly at the force of the impact and the youngsters cried out in alarm, some of the older ones half-rising from their seats. Lyrrad and Khian went to pull Cole away, but Ashley stopped them with a shake of his head, his eyes warning them to stay back. They paused and he stepped forward to touch her arm.

Flames lashed at his hand angrily from her skin, warning him away. It didn’t hurt him – unlike how it would seriously burn the other men – but it was a very obvious indication of her mood.

“Cole, let her go,” Ashley said cautiously.

Cole didn’t even glance in his direction, speaking to Mrs Abbott instead, the woman lifted by an inch or two from the floor by her arm.

“Since you’re so chatty this evening, why don’t you tell them the other bit of ‘good’ news?” Cole suggested icily, her eyes narrowed on the older woman. “Y’know, the choice you want me to make?”

“No,” Mrs Abbott choked out in refusal.

She pushed at Cole’s arm in an attempt to release herself, but it was useless.

A tic beat in Cole’s jaw as she steadily increased the pressure against the woman’s throat, until she wheezed raggedly, her face beginning to redden.

“Mrs Abbott, let me make this perfectly clear,” Cole said quietly, her eyes arctic. “I am not in the mood for games. I am in the mood to hurt someone. Since you are the cause of my problems, you would be the one getting hurt. I suggest that you think very carefully about your options right now.”

Mrs Abbott paled at the threat but looked past Cole to Ashley, as though hoping the blond lad would be able to convince Cole to relax her hold.

When he made no move to do so, Mrs Abbott swallowed with difficulty.

“She has a choice to make before she leaves,” she rasped hoarsely. “She can either give up her child for adoption at another home or terminate the pregnancy.”

Ashley swore, but those from Ilaeden looked confused, seemingly puzzled.

“You cannot simply terminate a birth,” Lyrrad said, frowning in confusion. “Once you are with child, you must follow it through.”

“Things are different here. Here you can get rid of a child before birth,” Ashley sighed heavily. “We have doctors who can remove...”

Mrs Abbott was suddenly ripped away from Cole, the woman soaring across the kitchen to strike the cabinets.

The impact echoed through the room, along with her cry of pain.

A cry that was cut off as she began to gasp breathlessly, clutching at her throat desperately as she fought for breath despite there being nothing to obscure her airway, her face growing redder by the second.

Her face had begun to turn an interesting shade of purple by the time one of the concealed Llaro moved abruptly.

He stepped forward, his hand going to a spot between Fulcan’s shoulder and neck, and Fulcan dropped to one knee with a grunt of pain, gritting his teeth as Mrs Abbott dropped to the floor in a heap, unconscious.

Cole held a hand out towards Fulcan anxiously, but Ashley placed a hand on her arm lightly, shaking his head.

“Llaro aren’t permitted to harm women outside of a contract,” he reminded her lowly.

She turned on him, her eyes blazing molten gold in fury. Flames danced around her, not quite enough to set the room ablaze, but still enough to keep the others back.

“So he’s not allowed to punish the woman who wants to kill our children?” she demanded, tears of anger appearing in her eyes.

He flinched as her pain resonated within him and he glanced at the Llaro.

“Technically he’s doing his job as a Llaro,” he reasoned uneasily, shrugging awkwardly. “He’s protecting our queen and her children. And he didn’t physically touch the woman.”

The assassins looked at him impassively then Jakob nodded briefly, removing his hand.

Fulcan winced, rubbing the spot as he stood, avoiding their gaze. His eyes still shone bright silver in anger though and Ashley glanced at him cautiously before turning back to his twin.

“Go upstairs before she wakes up,” he advised. “We’ll talk about this later and think of a way around...this.”

Cole didn’t move, her body stiff with tension as she glared at Mrs Abbott’s slumped form murderously, and he sighed wearily.

“Fulcan?” he tried instead.

The elf nodded mutely and strode over to take Cole’s hand firmly in his. They stood there a moment, not speaking as she let him soothe her frayed nerves, offering him comfort in return.

He tilted his head towards the door and she nodded wordlessly, her eyes pained.

They left with the Llaro in tow and the men sat back down to finish their dinner, everyone completely ignoring the unconscious woman in the corner of the room.

~*~
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ONE WEEK LATER

Cole made daily attempts to flee from the Home over the following week, to hide in the nearby forest until the heat had died down, but the police were evidently prepared to counter such attempts and were practically on-call the entire time.

She had experience with ‘roughing it’, especially since their adventures several months prior during their trip from Lord Rarecroft’s castle to Amphous, then back again, she reasoned.

She was unable to shift into an animal form to hide, her body stretched too thin on energy to manage another shape, but she knew she’d be able to manage in her human form.

She also knew that the Llaro would assist in any way they could, as would Ashley and her friends. Fulcan outright refused to leave her side at all.

Unfortunately, her lack of being able to hide effectively, meant that the police were able to find her after each escape, the bracelet giving away her position just as Mrs Abbott had stated.

They returned her each time, until Mrs Abbott locked her in a spare room to keep her from wasting their time on retrieving her.

Mrs Abbott took meals to the room personally, not willing to risk having Cole slip through her fingers. She even made sure to escort Cole to and from the bathroom once in the morning and night, not letting her leave her sight for a second.

Cole had tried to teleport out from the room, but between her energy being drained by her pregnancy and the bracelet sapping her remaining strength, she could barely move.

Even her mental communications had weakened, Ashley and Fulcan struggling to even speak with her.

The men were unable to retrieve her from the room themselves, some spell deterring them whenever they so much as went near it. They rebounded against some sort of invisible barrier whenever they tried to teleport into the room, frustrating them with each failed attempt.

The Llaro were unable to pick the lock on the door, being physically repelled whenever they came close to the room, frustrating them with each failed attempt.

Given that Matron had set certain rooms aside for torture, it made sense that Mrs Abbott would eventually find one that was still active, Cole sighed.

It was infuriating for all involved, but it set the Llaro on edge the most. They were being prevented from watching over their Ward, kept from her by nothing more than four walls and a door.

It did make their task of guarding her easier, with her being in a single room, but it was against her will and theirs, which changed the whole nature of the situation.

Seven days later, Ms Whisperton returned to the Home, as was promised. She was accompanied by two police cars, a number of officers exiting the vehicles to stand at the ready as the nervous woman approached the house, obviously expecting trouble.

Mrs Abbott retrieved Cole personally, just as she had every other time Cole had been allowed out of the confines of the room.

Cole was pale and unkempt from having been kept in the same room for four days, without being allowed to wash or change her clothes.

Mrs Abbott had held onto the belief that she would use the opportunity to escape, or that her friends would sneak some sort of tool to her in her spare clothes with which she might use to break out, Cole snorted.

The Home youngsters gathered at the windows to watch, scowling at her through the glass as Mrs Abbott handed Cole over to Ms Whisperton before closing the door firmly between them, preventing her from fleeing into the house.

Mrs Whisperton hesitated then led the silent Cole towards her car, the concealed Llaro silently keeping pace around her. She had just opened the passenger door, leaving Cole to wonder how the Llaro would follow her now, when a shout caught her attention.

“Wait!”

She turned to find Fulcan racing towards her as Mrs Abbott ordered him to return, her shrill voice carrying through the air. He ignored her, dodging the nearest officer when the man made to stop him.

He didn’t stop until he reached the car, glancing at Ms Whisperton.

“Can I at least say goodbye?” he asked quietly.

“Oh...well, I suppose that would be okay,” Ms Whisperton allowed unsurely.

Fulcan nodded to her then turned to Cole, concern flashing in his deep blue eyes as he took in her pale face, exhaustion writ into the way she stood.

He drew her into his arms, holding her close as he lowered his head to hers.

“I will not lose you,” he whispered in her ear. “You are mine.”

She blinked back her tears at his words, her hands clutching his t-shirt tightly. She sniffed to hide her upset, but he wasn’t fooled, pressing his lips to the side of her head.

“Picture Kismet,” he murmured, his words low enough that only she could hear him.

A faint frown flickered across her face as she looked up at him, but he met her gaze steadily and she nodded, closing her eyes as she pictured the beautiful lake in the Elven city.

Her stomach lurched as she was suddenly jerked upwards and she opened her eyes in alarm, to find they were soaring effortlessly through the air.

Colours blurred seamlessly around them as they passed through places moving too fast to make out, just the rush of wind swirling around them. She automatically held onto Fulcan tighter, fear flaring at the lack of solid ground beneath her feet.

“Close your eyes,” he coaxed. “We’ll be there soon.”

She nodded wordlessly and closed her eyes once more, secure within his arms as she buried her face against his chest.

~*~
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They suddenly dropped sharply and Cole squeaked as they fell, her stomach plummeting just as quickly as they did.

Her eyes shot open, widening as she found them fast approaching the lake that she had only ever seen from ground level before.

She managed to take a quick breath before they plunged into the surprisingly warm water, sinking quickly. She kicked towards the surface, but the action was made difficult by her stomach, weighed down as she was, despite the water offering her some buoyancy.

She was still heavy and her imprisonment within the room had only weakened her.

She struggled to rise, panic hovering at the edge of her mind as she fast ran out of air, when arms suddenly went around her. She was dragged upwards powerfully and she gasped loudly when her head broke the surface of the water, coughing as she drew in valuable oxygen.

“Are you okay?” Fulcan asked worriedly, his mouth next to her ear as he kept them both afloat.

“Thanks to you,” she whispered, leaning her head back against his shoulder weakly. “I don’t think I should go swimming again until I give birth though. It’s hard.”

“That may be the wisest idea,” he agreed. “Though I’m sure shallow water is acceptable, should you wish to get your toes wet.”

“Just not too soon,” she mumbled, brushing her wet hair back from her face. He smiled reluctantly and kissed her forehead gently, before pulling her with him towards the shore.

She kicked feebly, making a half-hearted effort to help, but she knew that he was the one really doing all of the work. So, she simply enjoyed the aid, resting in the pleasantly warm water as she tried not to hinder his smooth movements.

He suddenly sighed softly, distracting her from the relaxing float.

“Your father is waiting for us,” he murmured and she turned her head awkwardly at his words, to spot her father – Geraint Sdlonyer, King of the Elves – standing on the shore.

“Maybe he might understand why we’re back earlier than he wanted me to be?” she suggested hopefully.

She caught his expression, his hands held behind his back as he waited for them to reach the shore. He was watching their approach – as were several others – but even from how far away they were from him, Cole could still tell that he wasn’t amused by their unplanned arrival.

“Um, actually...nevermind,” she mumbled. “We are fudged.”

They reached the shore and Fulcan helped Cole onto the bank carefully, before turning to bow to his King.

Cole didn’t bow, instead tugging her drenched shirt away from her swollen stomach as it made her condition blatantly obvious to any who saw her.

The way her clothes clung to her like a second skin, made her self-conscious, and she crossed her arms over her chest uncomfortably, all too aware of the passing elves glancing over at them curiously.

Geraint frowned at her, his sharp gaze taking in her rounded figure.

Confusion flickered in his bronze eyes and Cole shuffled at the look. She shivered though, as the water began to cool on her skin in the fresh breeze, and she rubbed her upper arms briskly, trying to put some warmth back into her.

Geraint seemed to shake himself mentally then, raising a hand to beckon them both.

“While you’re drying off, you can explain why you disobeyed my order to remain at the Home,” he told them almost grumpily before leading the way into the wooded city.
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The pale green walls were impressively smooth, as though worked that way by an artisan’s gifted hands, an imprint of the trunk’s bark displayed faintly on them. A deep green rug lay in the middle of the flawless cream floor, a basic desk and chair occupying one wall, tucked beneath a window.

A bookshelf crammed with books, stood next to a floor length curtain, the dim outline of stairs behind the jade green fabric.

A single tall cupboard stood on the other side of the curtain and Geraint strode over to it, leaving Cole and Fulcan standing just inside the doorway, dripping over his clean floor. He withdrew two large towels, before moving back across the room to hand them to the soaked couple.

They wrapped the towels around themselves snugly as Geraint waved a hand distractedly.

Three padded green armchairs rose from the floor, seamlessly merged with the bark yet somehow looking as though made from fabric and wood, and Cole marvelled at their appearance, before realising that her father was gesturing to them.

She paused then shuffled over to the nearest armchair, looking down at it unsurely.

“But...I’ll get it wet,” she protested in a mumble.

“It will dry,” Geraint dismissed. “Sit.”

She didn’t waste another second arguing, instead sinking into the surprisingly comfortable chair. She exhaled in relief, glad to have the weight taken from her sore feet.

Fulcan took the second chair next to her and Geraint sighed as he took the third. They waited expectantly for him to speak, the King resting his elbows on the arms of his chair as he steepled his fingers in front of him.

“You have only been gone for three months,” he finally said, breaking the silence. “You were not due to return for at least another three. You had better have a very good reason for disobeying.”

“It has become unsafe for Her Highness to remain in the other world, Your Majesty,” Fulcan answered evenly. “A woman has been attempting to take her away from us and there was nothing we could do to prevent it.”

“I couldn’t escape by myself either,” Cole sighed, shaking her left wrist so that the hated chain jangled mockingly. “This stupid thing won’t come off. Believe me, I’ve tried.”

Geraint looked at it thoughtfully then shook his head.

“You won’t be able to remove it yourself,” he dismissed. “Only a Weapon Charmer can and the only one we know of, was Jeff Bothwell.”

“Who is now dead,” she realised, grimacing as he mentioned the blond man that she had killed almost two years ago.

He inclined his head.

“So you returned to Ilaeden against my orders, because you were unable to avoid a single woman?” Geraint queried impatiently.

“Not just because of that,” Cole disagreed. “I’m also pregnant.”

He looked stunned by the announcement, his bronze eyes widening as his gaze flickered to her now covered stomach.

Fulcan glanced at her though and she shrugged imperceptibly

<He gave us permission, remember?> she reasoned. <We can just gloss over the time frame. It’s a step closer to getting him used to the idea.>

He tilted his head in agreement, but glanced back at the King when he spoke.

“You are with child?” Geraint repeated in disbelief. “But you’re both so young...”

“It wasn’t exactly planned,” Cole admitted ruefully, not even needing to lie about that.

“I understand why you might not wish to leave when your husband is there and they attempted to take you away,” Geraint allowed. “But could you have not simply explained to this woman that you wished to remain with the father of your child?”

“Unfortunately not,” Fulcan answered, his voice cooling as his anger returned, silver flashing in his blue gaze. “The new matron of the Home ordered Her Highness to be rid of our child before birth. The Llaro would not allow me to kill the woman and be done with it, so I brought her here, to keep them safe.”

“Then thank you for saving the life of my grandchild,” Geraint said gratefully. “Of course, it doesn’t quite compare to the fact that you were saving the life of your unborn child.”

Fulcan looked surprised by the King’s understanding, before he blanked his expression, bowing his head.

Geraint caught Cole straining to read the titles of the books on the shelf nearby, trying to remain seated so that she didn’t interrupt the conversation.

“Would you like to take a closer look, Cole?” he offered, his tone light. “I’ve found that they’re easier to read that way.”

Cole blushed, but stood and drifted over to the large bookshelf, her towel clutched around her tightly. Her fingers ran lightly over the spines of the thick books, her lips silently mouthing the titles, the men already put from her mind.

Geraint frowned as he took in her pale face and tired eyes, before glancing at Fulcan.

“What ails her?” he asked seriously. “She does not have the glow about her that most women do when they are with child.”

“Her health has been compromised,” Fulcan sighed heavily, watching his wife as she drew a book from the shelf to study it interestedly, oblivious to their attention. “The pregnancy is draining her energy far more quickly than it can be replenished since her access to food has been limited. Our child does not rest, which in turn, is restricting her sleep. Then with the bracelet sapping her remaining strength...”

He grimaced, shaking his head.

“She needs care and rest, but is unable to receive it because of the situation we found ourselves in,” he finished quietly.

Geraint nodded contemplatively.

“I shall be right back,” he said thoughtfully. “Take your time to relax and dry off while I find your father.”

Fulcan nodded and Geraint left the room, the door closing behind him firmly to leave them both alone. Fulcan stood, turning towards Cole, and she padded over to be embraced by him.

“You are safe now,” he murmured. “Perhaps you should remain in Kismet. You cannot be harmed here, and between myself and your father, you’ll never go hungry again. You’ll want for nothing.”

“What about when I go into labour?” she asked gently. “I refuse to give birth without you by my side.”

“I would have it no other way,” he whispered, touching his forehead to hers. “I would prefer that you remain here in Kismet though. Outside of the city you are at risk.”

“I’ll be fine,” she soothed. “I’ll have the El’s with me and you’ll be by my side and the guys will try their best to help. I refuse to be trapped here like my father was.”

“Then I suppose I shall have to be content with you being safe for the moment,” he conceded reluctantly.

Someone sighed, interrupting their private moment, and they turned their heads to find Geraint and Liefan now standing in the doorway.

“Father,” he greeted formally, inclining his head to Liefan without moving from Cole.

Liefan nodded in return, smiling in greeting.

“How have you been, son?” he asked amicably.

“Busy,” Fulcan replied dryly. “The HB’s have been very active and we’ve been hard pressed in keeping Her Highness safe.”

“Her Highness does seem to attract trouble without trying,” Liefan chuckled in agreement.

“It appears that the lads and the Llaro arrived at John’s castle minutes after Cole and Fulcan arrived here,” Geraint told them all. “Although I agree with Fulcan’s statement that Cole would be safer here, perhaps her lessons would be best continued there. It should lessen the amount of frustration that Cole might feel from being kept in one place for too long.”

Cole made a face.

He’d obviously overheard her comment.

He chuckled at her guilty expression, before glancing at Liefan.

“Could you also request that Ekaj give my daughter a health check immediately upon her arrival?” Geraint added.

Liefan paused, frowning faintly as he appeared to think on his response carefully. His grey gaze flitted over Cole, taking in her wan appearance critically before turning back to Geraint.

“Does something ail Her Highness, Sire?” he queried. “She does look a little pale.”

“Well...yes, but that’s not the reason for the request,” Geraint amended. “She is with child.”

Pride was evident in his voice, seemingly pleased with being able to give the news to someone, and Cole smiled reluctantly.

“Congratulations, Your Highness,” Liefan acknowledged as he inclined his head to her, his expression not changing. “Please excuse me, Your Majesty. I shall gather my belongings.”

He half-bowed then left and Geraint frowned, watching his friend’s exit in apparent confusion.

“I had expected more of a reaction than that,” he admitted disappointedly.

Cole forced a chuckle, not mentioning that Liefan had known of the pregnancy for several months already.

“I don’t think he’s realised that it’ll make him a grandfather as well,” she said instead. “I know it took him a while to adjust to Fulk and me being married. He found the concept a little difficult to wrap his head around.”

“He did?”

“Father, it took me a while for it to sink in that we’re married,” she pointed out dryly. “Even now it still feels strange to announce Fulk as my husband.” He frowned.

“Why?”

“Because he’s just Fulk to me,” she said simply and Fulcan smiled faintly.

Geraint rolled his eyes, but he glanced at the door when Liefan reappeared.

“Geraint, I’m going to be a grandfather!” Liefan declared, striding forward as he seemed to forget his formality for a moment. “We are going to be grandfathers.”

“See, I told you it would take a moment to sink in,” Cole said amusedly and Geraint smiled reluctantly.

“We must get Her Highness to Ekaj immediately!” Liefan continued urgently. “She does not appear to be in the best health, especially not for a pregnant woman and that is of concern.”

“It is,” Geraint agreed mildly. “Wasn’t that why you went to get your things?”

Liefan nodded firmly, turning to Cole and Fulcan.

“It is time to be off, Your Highness,” he declared. “There is no time to waste!”

Cole just laughed.
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Cole rubbed her eyes tiredly, the words blurring on the page in front of her. She stifled a yawn as she distractedly watched Fulcan absently run a hand through his thick hair beside her.

He leant back in his chair to stretch and her eyes zoned in on the few inches of toned stomach it revealed as his shirt rose slightly.

His deep blue gaze flickered to her, catching her staring at him, and she blushed.

Sure they were married, but that didn’t mean she’d seen his body past the initial conception of their children, she grumbled.

They’d spent the majority of their married life in the company of others, and more recently at the Home, where it was crammed with much younger children. There had been no opportunity for them to sneak away.

Liefan cleared his throat, gaining their attention before they were otherwise distracted.

“Your father has requested that I arrange for you to learn a few things whilst here at the castle, Your Highness,” he started. “Given your condition, it is his wish that I keep your physical training to a minimum and focus instead upon the mental learning.”

She eyed him guardedly.

“What sort of mental learning?” she asked warily.

“Despite your dislike of the concept, we must go through the motion of having you learn things that a highborn lady would know,” he said mildly. She scowled, making him chuckle. “We shall keep the lessons as...easy as possible, My Lady.”

“And what is included in this ‘being a lady’ plan of yours and my father’s?” she asked tetchily.

“Your courtly manners for starters,” he said lightly, his grey eyes twinkling at her grumpiness. “A few young ladies will be assigned to your welfare. They will mostly act as your companions, as I know that you prefer to deal with your personal care yourself.”

“Those ‘Ladies-in-Waiting’ that you mentioned before?” she recalled vaguely. He nodded.

“They will assist you with dressing and advise you on social situations,” he explained. “They can also show you how to be quiet and listen, yet appearing to do something else. Lord Rarecroft has provided me with a list of young ladies who might be suitable for such a role whilst here at the castle.”

“I can multi-task,” she accepted, nodding.

“Then you should excel,” he said dryly. “I will also be assigning you a dance instructor. Lord Rarecroft may know of one who is available.”

“I’m gonna learn to dance?” she asked interestedly, perking up, then eyed him suspiciously. “What’s the catch?”

“There is no catch, My Lady,” he assured her. “There will simply be certain points in time where you will be required to dance, such as at formal balls or celebrations. Knowing how to do so, would be a vital skill to have.”

“Like when I distracted that lord in Amphous,” she recalled and he nodded. “He did ask me to dance, but I had to...divert away from it.”

She made a face as she remembered her embarrassment at having to admit to herself that it was a skill that she should learn.

She’d been unsure of how to make such a...feminine request, but this would enable her to learn without losing face, she realised.

She could learn and they would think they’d won in having her attend lessons in being a Lady.

“I will also be teaching you about Elfin-Dar, the homeland of the elves,” Liefan continued. “To begin with, I’ll run through the basic hostility levels of humans surrounding our settlements and the differences between them...”

“This is sounding like an awful lot of me not seeing the guys,” she said flatly. “Or Fulk.”

He held up a hand to placate her.

“We can set time aside around your lessons for you to see your friends,” he soothed. “As for Fulcan, Lord Rarecroft has informed me that since your friend Kayla has been wed, the room you once shared with her, is now officially yours and Fulcan’s. That means you will still see him every day. Or should I say, every night.”

Her jaw dropped as she stared at him, blinking owlishly for a few moments. Even Fulcan paused in what he was reading, to look at his father with a faint frown.

Liefan’s lips twitched in amusement at their expressions and Cole finally gathered her wits enough to speak.

“Mine and Fulk’s?” she stammered. “As in...our own room? Together? Without chaperones or people yelling at us because we’re standing too close? Or looking at each other?”

Liefan laughed at her disbelief.

“Of course, Your Highness,” he said amusedly. “You are husband and wife. That means you are permitted to share sleeping quarters, without the need for a chaperone.”

She just stared at him dumbly, still not believing him.

He – and every one of their friends – had spent the past two years forcing her and Fulcan to remain out of touching distance.

Yet now he was telling her that they could touch? Without repercussion?

Liefan looked down at the papers on the desk thoughtfully, before collecting them into a neat pile.

“Anyway, this should do for the night,” he dismissed. “You may both go.”

Fulcan stood, the sense of relief emanating from him as he moved swiftly to wait beside the door impatiently.

Cole paused though, frowning at Liefan.

“What about Fulk?” she asked. “You have me learning all that stuff, but what about him? You’re his mentor. I doubt you’re gonna just let him off from his own training while you focus on mine.”

“He already knows what I will teach you,” Liefan answered dismissively. “He will be learning other things.”

“Like what?” she pressed.

“More advanced topics,” he answered, a touch of annoyance now tingeing his voice. “Now go. Before I keep you for another three hours.”

She opened her mouth to protest, but Fulcan strode forward quickly to grab her hand and dragged her towards the door hurriedly.
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They stepped out of the study, closing the door behind them firmly, before Fulcan glanced down the empty corridor to ensure that they were indeed alone.

Lit candles flickered at intervals from brackets on the walls, casting a faint glow of light amidst the otherwise dark passage.

The lack of bright lighting allowed the Llaro to merge with the shadows seamlessly, becoming darkness themselves without even needing to conceal themselves.

The seven men had found them the moment they’d arrived at the castle, homing in on her as though she were a beacon. Since then, they’d resumed their duties; some of them slipping away to gather information on what they’d missed in the past few months that they’d been gone, while the others remained her shadow.

Her friends and twin on the other hand, had dispersed, staying just long enough to greet her briefly before going about their business, Cole exasperated.

Fulcan’s gaze skipped over the dark clothed assassins spaced evenly along the walls, peering to the very end of the corridor to be certain that there were no others in the vicinity.

Once certain they were alone aside from the Llaro, he turned to wrap his arms around Cole.

His reach was admittedly rather limited now that her stomach was larger, but he still gave it a fair shot, holding her as close as he could.

“I don’t suppose you’ll tell me what he’s gonna be teaching you?” she teased.

He chuckled, shaking his head.

“Sadly no,” he refused amusedly. “It is Llaro business.”

“Oh.” She sighed dramatically in mock disappointment. “Well, I tried,” she said lightly. “Now to more important matters.”

Ignoring the fact that the Llaro were nearby, she kissed Fulcan sweetly, satisfying the urge that had been itching at her insistently for the past hour.

Fulcan groaned, his own desire a hot rush against her mind as his grip tightened on her waist. He shuffled them back until she was pressed against the wall, not separating for a second.

<Your father is gonna interrupt us at any moment,> she warned distractedly. <We might be allowed to touch now, but this is still considered public.>

<Let him try,> he muttered darkly. <I have wanted to do this since we started our lesson and if he interrupts, he won’t like my answer.>

<I wish you had been doing this,> she breathed, her toes curling in delight.

He kissed her harder, making her gasp and she drew back just enough to look up at him impishly.

<I think we should find my room,> she decided breathlessly.

<Our room,> he corrected huskily. Her belly clenched in excitement at the implications.

<Our room,> she agreed, drawing his head back down to hers.

~*~
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Chapter 5
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THREE DAYS LATER

“Remind me why I agreed to do this willingly,” Cole complained as she massaged her throbbing feet with a grimace.

Liefan had managed to contact the instructor that Lord Rarecroft had given him the name of, the man assuring Liefan that the tutor came highly recommended and she was currently ensconced within an empty room of the castle, set aside specifically for her dance lessons

She’d refused to allow the Llaro to enter the room with her, not wanting them to see her fail at something as simple as dancing. They’d been unhappy about the decision, but obeyed, instead taking up residence just outside it.

Kayla chuckled as she rested a hand on her growing stomach.

Her friend had travelled up to the castle the moment she’d been told of her arrival, James unable to travel with her right then. His job at the local market kept him busy, though he promised to attempt to make it on the next available day.

Kayla was obviously pregnant and apparently enjoying every minute of it, unable to refrain from rejoicing in her condition.

Cole, on the other hand, was not enjoying the later stages of pregnancy so much.

“I’m being yelled at by a man half my size and twice my age,” Cole continued morosely. “He says I’m not moving lightly enough.” She gestured at her firm belly incredulously. “He expects me to ‘flow lighter than air’ while feeling like I’m as heavy as a blasted elephant!”

“I hear you told your father about your pregnancy first,” Kayla commented idly.

Cole nodded.

“I mean, it’s not like I could hide it,” she drawled. Kayla laughed, nodding in agreement. “Have you and James got any names yet?”

“Not really,” Kayla admitted, wrinkling her nose. “We’ve not really thought that far ahead. How about you and Fulcan?”

“We talked about it just after we got married,” Cole admitted without thinking, her mind preoccupied. “We thought about combining the names of our parents. Make them unique, y’know?”

“You were pregnant before you got married?” Kayla spluttered, doing the math quickly in her head.

Cole grimaced, kicking herself at the slip.

“I didn’t think that Fulcan would disobey your father like that,” Kayla snickered. “I mean, he’s so...formal and law-abiding.”

“Trust me, I know,” Cole snorted. “It took a while to wear him down.”

Kayla laughed.

“How are you gonna explain how big you are?” she asked dubiously, sobering as realisation dawned. “He might be a man, but your father must be able to work out that something isn’t quite adding up with how big you are right now, compared to when he knows you got married.”

Cole grimaced, placing a hand on her stomach when it bounced, feeling her unborn children move around uncomfortably. She waited until they had settled again, before shifting her weight on the bench in discomfort.

“With great difficulty,” she admitted. “But it’s gonna be even harder to explain why I’m delivering them earlier than expected.”

“Them?” Kayla repeated quizzically, frowning faintly.

“Twins,” Cole elaborated.

“Oh, twins come early anyway,” Kayla dismissed, waving a hand unworriedly. “Besides, you only have like...five months left? That gives you plenty of time to find an excuse.”

“One month,” Cole corrected wearily. “I was four months along when we got married.” Kayla’s jaw dropped.

“You’re already eight months pregnant?” she hissed lowly “That’s gonna be exceedingly ‘early’ for them to be born.”

“I know. As far as Father is aware, I should only be about two months pregnant right now. Three tops,” Cole sighed despondently. “I’m still trying to figure out if the guys will just let me run and hide. Or if I should just...weather the storm, as the saying goes.”

“That’s not what’s bugging you though,” Kayla realised, picking up on her uncommon distance. “What’s wrong?”

“Fulk’s been acting strange,” Cole admitted, her shoulders sagging. “He was fine the day we got here, but now...? Now it’s like he can’t wait to get away from me.” She sighed heavily. “I dunno. Maybe he just doesn’t like how I look right now. I don’t exactly look very attractive like this, so I get it. I just wish he’d tell me...”

“Your Highness!” the dance tutor called imperiously, interrupting their conversation. “It is time to resume your lesson.”

“Great,” Cole muttered bad-temperedly. “I think I’ll stamp on him to relieve some of my frustration.”

Kayla just laughed again.
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Cole leant back against the rough stone of the castle wall tiredly, her eyes distant, but enjoying the refreshingly cool breeze.

She was hidden out of sight of the main thoroughfare, but it gave her an ideal position with which to see the spacious courtyard, activity bustling from all angles, the smell of straw and dirt heavy in the air.

Men trained fiercely in the courts, grooms and stablehands leading horses to and from the stables, taking them to their pasture.

Knights returning from their travels, clanked past in their amour, castle guards patrolling the walls above.

Servants rushed busily through their chores, never seeming to stop moving for a second.

Cole sighed wearily, her gaze unfocused on the dirt ground beneath her boots.

The lessons with Liefan and the dance tutor were floating about her thoughts, making her wince at the memory of her failures.

The increasing distance between her and Fulcan was foremost on her mind though, dominating her attention. It was what had distracted her from her lessons, at least enough that she wasn’t completely focused on the tasks at hand.

She sensed someone’s approach and looked up sharply, ready to send them away.

She relaxed though, when she recognised the intruder of her moment of peace, relieved that she wasn’t going to be forced to be civil to another of the castle noblemen who seemed determined to introduce themselves to her.

“Is everything alright, My Lady?” Jakob asked anxiously, his deep brown eyes concerned on her. “Do you wish for me to find your husband? I think I saw him...”

“Jakob.”

He stopped speaking, his eyes questioning and she looked at him thoughtfully for a moment, contemplating whether she could trust him with the task she had in mind.

Worry niggled at the back of her mind, of whether she was even doing the right thing by requesting such a thing of him. Of any of the Llaro.

“I would like for you to do a delicate job for me,” she finally said, making the snap decision before she lost her nerve.

He looked puzzled.

“My Lady?”

“One of your jobs is spying, isn’t it?” she queried. “And gathering information?” He nodded in confirmation.

“Yes, My Lady.”

“I want you to investigate the other El’s for me,” she said bluntly. He blinked at that, startled by her request.

“Investigate them, My Lady?” he repeated a little unsurely.

“I need you to find anything that seems out of the ordinary,” she elaborated, her tone even.

His dark hair flopped forward as he bowed his head to her, though his eyes showed his uneasiness at her order.

She couldn’t blame him for his hesitation. The Llaro were closer than blood relatives. They were brothers-in-arms. Comrades.

By having her ask him to investigate them, it implied that she didn’t trust them.

If that wasn’t the case, then it would be a matter of ‘no harm, no foul’. However, if the opposite were to be found true, then someone he considered a brother, would be known as a traitor.

“I shall do as you ask, My Lady,” he murmured.

“I hope I’m wrong,” she said softly. “It might just be my hormones making me doubt. But I need to be sure.”

“Yes, My Lady. I understand.”

He walked away and she felt another presence step up to her. She glanced over her shoulder tensely, but smiled at Fulcan warmly, the elf now standing behind her.

He was once again dressed in his Llaro uniform, the sight causing her pulse to race, just as it always did whenever she saw him.

He was the most comfortable being clothed as he was; close to his weapons and confident in his ability to protect her adequately.

He’d once told her that the loss of his clothes and equipment left him feeling as though he was unable to keep her safe properly, as much a part of him as an arm or leg.

“You missed hearing me getting yelled at by another teacher,” Cole said lightly. “So, it’s not just your father that I frustrate.” He simply nodded and her brow creased. “Fulk, have I done something wrong?”

“Something wrong?” he repeated quizzically, frowning. “Why would you think that you’ve done something wrong, My Lady?”

“You’ve been avoiding me,” she told him bluntly. “I’ve figured it out though. You’ve stopped fancying me, but you don’t know how to tell me.” He blinked and she sighed sadly.

This was something she’d wanted to be wrong about.

He took her hand, linking their fingers before lifting her hand to kiss the knuckles gently.

“I still love you,” he promised softly.

“Are you sure?” she asked disbelievingly. “Because these past few days you certainly haven’t been acting like it.”

“I swear, My Lady, my feelings for you have not changed,” he stated, his gaze unwavering.

She bit her lip, eyeing him unsurely.

He sounded sincere, but recently her brain had been scattered, her hormones going wild. She was happy one minute, then ready to blast a hole in a brick wall the next, followed by bursting into tears for wanting to hurt a wall!

Her memory was faulty at best, forgetting even the simplest things at times. She knew that it was because of the pregnancy that she felt this way, knew it was what women called ‘baby brain’.

That didn’t explain his sudden interest in spending very little time with her however. She’d barely seen him at all since their arrival at the castle and strangely, the sheer amount of lessons weren’t to blame.

He returned to their bed each night – both of them fully enjoying what they’d been unable to engage in at the Home – but during the day, he was near non-existent.

“I guess,” she finally said, though her tone was dubious. “I mean, I know my body isn’t very nice to look at right now...”

“You are beyond beautiful, My Lady,” he interrupted. “You don’t understand how it makes a man feel to look upon the woman he loves, carrying his child within her body. You are the most gorgeous woman in the world.”

Though it did little to ease her currently low self-esteem, she turned to mush at his words.

“Flatterer,” she mumbled.

“I speak only the truth, My Lady,” he said firmly. She exhaled slowly, the tension easing from her stiff shoulders. “What did you need Jakob for?”

She blinked at the sudden change of subject, looking up at him in confusion.

“What?”

“Jakob,” he repeated. “You asked him to do something for you?”

She could understand his curiosity over what task she had requested of Jakob, but what caught her attention, was the tinge of possessiveness in his voice, the flicker of something in his eyes.

She frowned.

“Are you...jealous, Fulk?”

He didn’t deny it, avoiding her gaze guiltily and her jaw dropped, her mind going blank in astonishment as she stared at him.

She was dumbfounded that he would think that she was interested in anyone but him.

She knew that he had trouble dealing with her being near those of noble birth, but that was a matter of status. Jakob was a Llaro, the same rank as him.

“Fulk, why...?”

She held a hand to her forehead as she struggled to comprehend his mindset.

“Why do you doubt my loyalty?” she managed to ask. “I have doubted you only once...”

He actually flinched at the mention of the incident, ducking his head.

“Something that I still regret to this day,” he admitted. Her hand rose to his cheek.

“I forgave you for that, Fulk,” she reminded him gently.

He nodded mutely and hurt panged in her heart as he didn’t seem to register her words.

He was too fixated on his jealousy to focus on what she was saying.

She sighed, her hands dropping as she took a step back from him.

“I think we need some time apart,” she told him quietly.

His head shot up as those words managed to pierce his haze of uncertainty, his eyes intent on her as his body tensed.

“Apart?” he repeated sharply.

She nodded unhappily, her eyes showing her upset.

“You need some time to think about what’s important to you,” she murmured. “I do believe that you still love me, but if you’re willing to think that I’m interested in Jakob – or anyone else for that matter – then it’s clear that there are some issues you need to work on.”

“My Lady...” he whispered, distress in his eyes as he reached out to touch her, understanding the seriousness of her words. “Cole, please...”

She shook her head mutely and his hand fell from her arm as she waddled over to the stables on the opposite side of the courtyard, her head bowed.

She disappeared inside the wooden building and he waited a few moments before turning to punch the wall beside him in frustration. He cursed himself under his breath, his fists clenched as he braced a forearm against the rough stone, hanging his head.

“Punching a wall hurts you more than it,” a voice commented mildly.

He stiffened, taking a moment to compose himself before turning to face Liefan and Ashley. He was expressionless, but his father studied him closely before sighing, instantly picking out his distress despite his impassive expression.

“What happened?” Liefan asked wearily.

“We...Her Highness and I...”

Fulcan grimaced, his jaw flexing as he wondered how to explain the situation.

“She has requested that we spend time apart,” he finally said awkwardly, his words clipped.

“What did you do?” Ashley demanded hotly. A frown flickered across his face, his eyes distant. “She’s sad and angry. But mostly...”

“Disappointed,” Fulcan finished softly, feeling those very same, intense emotions filtering through him from her. “In me.”

“What did you do?” Liefan asked cautiously. “Her Highness may be impulsive, but to request time apart, when she has done nothing but fight daily for the past two years, for you to be together...”

“I will make amends,” Fulcan assured him. “Somehow.”

He turned towards the stables, but paused when a dark haired man approached, the man’s stride purposeful. He was very obviously coming from the direction of the building and Fulcan recognised his older brother Kered Nevar as he drew closer.

“Cole has left the castle,” Kered announced, his tone almost weary.

“Left?” Liefan repeated sharply.

“She put a blanket on Raven, mounted up then teleported straight out,” Kered reported briefly. “She didn’t say where she was going. Just that she was going to give Fulcan the space he needed.”

“She’s eight months pregnant,” Ashley frustrated. “She can’t just disappear like that! Why didn’t you stop her? Or at least go with her as protection?”

Kered rolled his eyes.

“Once she’s calmed down, she will return,” he said evenly. “Women can be unpredictable when they are with child, but their reasoning does return.”

“What if she doesn’t?” Ashley asked anxiously. “What if...?”

“We all know the ‘what ifs’ that could happen,” Kered interrupted reprovingly. “I would suggest sending the Llaro after her, as a precaution. Just not Fulcan. She’ll sense him the moment he gets near. She does not have such a close link to the other Llaro.”

“So they can bring her back?” Ashley pressed.

“Bring her back?” Kered scoffed. “Do you not know your twin?”

Ashley looked sheepish, running a hand through his dark blond hair distractedly as he mentally admitted the folly in believing that Cole would allow them to return her to the castle against her will.

“The Llaro will be able to track her movements at least,” Kered continued. “But unless she runs into trouble, they are not allowed to forcibly transport her against her wishes. Correct?”

Liefan and Fulcan both nodded in confirmation.

“While His Grace finds the nearest Llaro...” Liefan suggested, glancing at Ashley.

The lad dashed away and Liefan turned back to Fulcan sternly.

“You should tell me what has caused this unexpected flight of our princess, Fulcan.”

His youngest son sighed.

~*~
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Chapter 6
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THREE DAYS LATER

Cole entered the gates of Amberglas at a steady pace, her hood pulled up to shadow her face, her mist-grey cloak draping down over Raven’s flanks. She rode slowly through the bustling crowds of farmers pulling carts, shoppers moving from stall to stall.

Merchants hawked their wares, calling out to entice buyers, the sound coming from all sides.

The smell of freshly baked bread and pastry drifted through the air, somehow managing to get past the myriad of scents already assaulting her nose.

The heavy musk of farm animals, the earthy scent of fresh vegetables, even the distinct smell of perfumes coming from one particular stall surrounded by women.

Cole paused to let a mule pulling a full cart of produce rattle past, the farmer leading it with a tired expression.

The hairs on the back of her neck prickled, alerting her to the presence of someone teleporting nearby. She looked around sharply from beneath her hood, making the action seem casual as she tensed subtly, ready to flee.

Nothing seemed out of place, nobody even sparing her a glance, though she did earn herself a few scowls from people being forced to walk around her.

She waited, her senses on high alert as she searched for what had caught her attention.

A slight movement caught her eye, the culprit finally moving and her gaze shot to it instantly. A familiar blond elf lurked in the entrance of an alley, his hazel eyes unwavering as he watched her.

She knew that the Llaro would’ve been sent after her the moment she’d left the castle, if not by Fulcan then by Ashley or Liefan.

Fulcan had told her once, that they were able to track her to a certain degree, almost like a heat seeking missile homing in on its target – once he knew what one of those were. While she was moving, it was more difficult for them to track her, but the moment she was still, they were able to pinpoint her location.

So she had been roaming cautiously, hoping that moving slowly would avoid attracting their attention for as long as possible.

She knew they would eventually catch up to her – that was a big part of their job after all – but she’d been trying to delay it for as long as she could.

If Seraphus was here, that meant it wouldn’t be long before the rest of the Llaro arrived, including Fulcan, she mused

That would make her giving him the space he required, problematic. He needed time to sort through his distrust of her, but they were making it difficult for him to achieve that. Especially if they were determined to return her to the castle.

Though if they tried, she would hurt them, she muttered mulishly.

She didn’t want to, but if they pushed, she would push back.

<Don’t tell them!> she told him sharply.

<I have already told them, Your Highness,> Seraphus apologised. <We were told to report your location immediately.>

<Say you were wrong,> she insisted. <Say that it was someone who looked like me.>

<They would not believe me, Your Highness.>

<Tell them,> she ordered irritably, irked by his evasion of doing what she asked.

Why did Seraphus always like to question her orders? First there was the time when soldiers attempted raiding the castle during Kayla’s wedding, then there were several times at the Home...

He bowed his head, obeying her command as his eyes glazed briefly.

<I have told them, Your Highness,> he said quietly.

She nodded shortly then clucked her tongue, encouraging Raven to move.

She glanced back to check that Seraphus wasn’t following, but he remained where he stood in the alley, simply watching her leave.

She left him behind, riding until she came within sight of a familiar shop. She slid down from Raven’s back carefully before turning to stroke the mare’s soft nose, as her gaze slid sideways to scan the busy street subtly from beneath her hood.

She spotted Zanir already across the street, the elf sat almost casually on the top of a cart as he toyed with what appeared to be an apple.

The jolly faced owner in front of the cart was apparently pretending the elf wasn’t there, but he was noticeably pale. His gaze darted nervously back to the dark clothed Llaro every so often, whilst still trying to hawk his wares, but people gave the stall a wide berth once they noticed the assassin perched nearby.

Her mouth tightened in irritation.

They were really good at their job, she grumbled sourly.

She turned back to Raven, pretending to fuss with the blanket thrown over the horse’s back, making sure that the feathers from her folded wings were hidden.

“Go behind the building,” she whispered. “I’ll meet you there.”

The mare’s ears flicked in response, snorting as she tossed her head, and Cole patted the side of her strong neck, before leaving her outside as she entered the building.

*
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It took a minute or so for her eyes to adjust to the dim light, but it was long enough for the short owner to notice her, his coarse brown robe brushing the stone floor with his movement as he approached her.

The rat-like man stopped in front of her with a slightly forced smile, his hands clasped in front of her.

Evidently he remembered her, Cole sighed.

“Yer Ladyship,” he greeted stiffly.

She held up her hands to show she meant no harm, but he continued to eye her suspiciously.

“I swear, I’m not here to cause trouble,” she said softly and he paused, seeming to pick up on her sincerity.

“Then it is a pleasure to have a returning customer, Milady,” he finally said graciously.

She bit her lip, glancing back over her shoulder as she wondered how long the Llaro would wait before coming in after her.

Though the longer she remained inside, the greater the chance of her ending up with all of them taking up residence outside the building.

The shop owner frowned at her obvious worry.

“Yeh appear troubled, Milady,” he remarked. “What appears to be the problem?”

“I’m being followed,” she admitted openly.

“Where is yer husband?” he asked sharply. “He shud be ‘ere to protect yeh.”

“He is...away,” she said evasively. “I was hoping that you might have a rear exit that I would be able to leave through, to hopefully lose them.”

“Of course,” he agreed.

He turned, gesturing to the back of the store, a door vaguely seen past the stacks of shields and polearms leaning in their racks.

She was dubious about being able to fit between the tightly pressed tables containing weapons of various. Her stomach was somewhat of a concern in regards to squeezing through them without having something fall on her, if she was even able to get her stomach past them.

“It leads back out to the wash-garden,” he explained. “Yeh will be able to slip through the alleys there safely.”

Somebody teleported directly outside the shop and Cole’s head snapped around to the front door, frowning as she focused on identifying who it was.

Her eyes widened then she bolted, just as Ashley stepped through the front door.

“Cole!”

He dashed after her, but found himself waylaid by the small owner.

The short man was apparently oblivious to her twin’s urgency as he ‘inconveniently’ stepped in Ashley’s path, no matter which way he turned, under the pretence of trying to get out of the way and he was forced to watch in frustration as Cole disappeared out through the back door, unable to pass the other man.
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