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Chapter 1
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Knock! Knock!

She barely heard the knocking on the front door over the music currently making the walls vibrate, but Cole Dralliw slouched out of the living room to investigate anyway.

Since she’d been forced to return to the orphanage – otherwise known as the Home – nearly seven months ago, she’d been placed unwillingly in charge of the twenty-three other youngsters who lived there.

It made a lot of sense since she had effectively been looking after them for years anyway, she allowed.

Plus, she had been the one to accidentally kill Matron, not that anyone was particularly disappointed to see the vile woman go.

She rubbed her shoulder absently as she approached the front door.

She ensured they attended school every day, made sure they ate properly, went to bed at the proper time...basically everything that a parent was supposed to do.

She’d effectively become their unplanned mother and despite her initial reluctance to take over the role, she’d settled into it with barely a ripple in their daily routine.

Cole sighed longingly as she made her way along the passage.

She missed Ilaeden, the magical land that she had been taken to the previous year. It was there that she had met her biological father, someone that she’d been stunned to discover did actually still live.

Not only was her father still alive, but he was the King of Elves, which made her and her twin, Elven royalty!

Discovering that she even had a twin, had itself been the first of many secrets being hidden from her, she snorted, remembering the moment clearly.

She reluctantly dragged herself back to the present, focusing on the cause of her being roused from her relaxation.

She opened the front door and blinked when she came face-to-face with two uniformed policemen standing on the doorstep.

“Hi, we’re here on a noise complaint,” the younger man stated officially.

His radio crackled on his shoulder and he automatically turned it down before refocusing on her.

She sighed, turning towards the stairs leading up into the house.

“Turn the music down,” she called half-heartedly.

She knew they wouldn’t be able to hear her over the dreadful racket currently pounding above her head, but still she waited.

The music predictably didn’t lessen in the slightest and she rubbed her temple with a grimace. She smiled reluctantly though, when a dark haired young man left the kitchen, returning her smile in his deep blue eyes.

Fulcan Dar was hers, a suitor as he preferred to call it, though their courtship was anything but typical.

With jet black hair and deep blue eyes, and his body the slim but toned build of a swimmer or runner, he made her heart skip a beat each time she looked at him.

He was a highly skilled assassin, trained to defend and work for the royal family since he was a child.

All Llaro – the official name of what he was – were known to take on contracts from the general public to keep their skills sharp or to earn money, but he didn’t take on any other contracts like they did. He had been specifically assigned to her protection by her father and it was unusual to find one of them without the other being nearby.

He took the task of protecting her, very seriously. Perhaps a little too seriously for her liking at times, but he certainly was efficient, she admitted.

Seeing him now was no different to any other time she saw him and she bit her lip as she studied him contemplatively at his approach, her pulse beginning to race that little bit faster.

The music continued to beat loudly above them and her nose wrinkled in annoyance as she returned to the reason for why there were two police officers currently standing at the door.

Fulcan glanced up at the ceiling idly and the music instantly dropped to a dull throb, barely rising above normal person decibels. Cole smiled to him gratefully, before turning back to the pair on the doorstep.

“Sorry about the noise,” she apologised to them politely. “I’ll make sure they keep it down in future.”

“There is something else we needed to talk about,” the older man added gruffly. “May we come in to discuss the matter in private?”

He made to enter the house, but she braced her foot against the door, halting his advance, and he paused, seeming surprised that she was refusing his entry.

Fulcan walked up behind her, eyeing the two men suspiciously and Cole relaxed, secretly glad that he was there.

“Here is fine,” she said guardedly.

The older man sighed condescendingly as though dealing with a child and her eyes narrowed on him, her mouth tightening.

“We came to speak with Ms Agnes Solomon,” he said grudgingly. “Is she in?”

Cole’s expression didn’t change.

“She’s not here,” she said evenly.

Matron wasn’t gonna be returning anytime soon and if she did, it would be too soon, Cole muttered to herself.

“Could you let her know that we dropped by?” the man requested impatiently. “It’s regarding one of the children here. A Miss Cole Foster?”

“I know her,” she said, cautious now as she wondered what they were going to accuse her of this time. “What’s it about?”

“The matter is confidential,” the younger officer stated.

“We were given an anonymous tip that she has been selling stolen jewellery,” the older officer said, contradicting his colleague’s confidentiality claim.

Cole grimaced faintly.

She’d sold some of Matron’s items to raise funds to supply the Home with much needed resources, such as food and new clothes and shoes as old ones were grown out of.

She’d been careful though, making sure not to sell to any of the ‘professional’ stores, relying instead upon selling them online and sending Ashley to make the exchange, at his behest no less.

“What else can you expect?” the man continued blithely. “Kids come from broken families and they lash out in all sorts of ways. A lot of our younger arrests are kids who come from troubled backgrounds. Theft is a big crime they commit.”

“The jewellery wasn’t stolen,” she snapped, irritated now by his assumption that they were all criminals just because they lived in an orphanage. She realised her mistake as the men exchanged a look. “I...I mean...”

“You will have to come with us for questioning, Miss Foster,” the younger man said apologetically.

She shook her head.

In most cases she would generally agree that the police were there help and protect, and she encouraged the children to seek them out if they were ever in trouble, but in this instance they were not her allies. Matron had employed their services on more than one occasion against her and it had never been a pleasant experience.

“You don’t have an arrest warrant,” she refused steadily. “And I haven’t broken the law.”

“Are you refusing to come with us willingly?” he asked a little nervously.

Evidently he was new to the job and had only been told the horror stories about her, she scoffed.

“I will not be coming to the station with you,” she stated unyieldingly.

The older man sighed again, taking a pair of handcuffs from his belt and she bolted, dashing up the stairs.

*
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She made it to the top floor without issue and tore into the dormitory, jumping swiftly over two lads as they lay on the floor playing cards.

The men followed her in moments later and promptly fell over the pair, making the lads cry out.

More officers ran into the room, having obviously been waiting out of sight of the front door before entering the house, and the youngsters in the room stood to watch them nervously.

Cole counted the adults quickly then sighed.

“Six of you against just me?” she admonished. “That’s a bit unfair, isn’t it?”

“We don’t want any trouble,” a policewoman said cautiously, her hand outstretched as though trying to calm a wild animal. “We just need you to come down to the station to answer some questions.”

Cole snorted, folding her arms across her chest.

She didn’t believe that for a second. The questions they wanted to ask were likely regarding Matron’s whereabouts. They’d been lost since the woman’s disappearance, not having someone to direct them.

“She’s lying,” a voice said hesitantly. “They plan on locking you up until Matron comes back.”

Cole glanced at the fair haired lad who had spoken.

Charles was the human form of a lie detector. He had the ability to tell truth from lies, but it unfortunately also meant that he was unable to lie himself, the poor lad forced to always speak the truth.

Cole nodded to him briefly.

“Thank you, Charles.”

One of the officers lunged at her, having thought to sneak closer while she wasn’t looking. She dodged him easily before darting forward, weaving through the group of officers as they attempted to grab hold of her.

She reached the door, but a sturdy man stood in her way, barring her exit.

Without hesitating or even slowing, she dropped to her knees and slide between his legs, taking him by surprise.

Lyrrad followed quickly, the blond man having quickly shapeshifted into a large dog when the police weren’t looking, their attention focused on Cole. He bowled the officer over as he dashed after Cole, pushing himself through the officer’s legs and the man went down with a shout, toppling to the floor.

Lyrrad didn’t stop, simply followed Cole as she hurtled back down the stairs.

*
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She jumped the last few steps, to land beside the two young men waiting for her, standing concealed so that they weren’t seen.

Ashley and Fulcan listened absently to the men struggling to exit the dormitory, but turned their gazes to Cole as she straightened.

“I’m getting so unfit,” she groused. “I used to clear the room in far less time. It’s your fault for making me eat so much.”

“You’re gonna keep on eating until Ekaj says otherwise,” Ashley said firmly.

She scowled at her twin.

He’d taken Ekaj’s order to heart, practically force-feeding her every day until she was fed up with the sight of food. That made things a little difficult, since she was responsible for cooking all of the meals in the house.

“So, what’ve you done to annoy people recently?” he asked idly.

“Nothing,” she protested.

“For real?” he asked pointedly and she nodded.

“I’m serious. They came on a noise complaint then wanted to speak to Matron,” she exasperated. “They said they got an anonymous tip that I’ve been selling stolen jewellery.”

He frowned at that.

“There’s no way they could’ve known,” he disagreed. “We were careful. Your name was never even mentioned.”

Voices suddenly came from the kitchen, unfamiliar voices, and the group looked over as three men stepped out into the hallway.

The trio stopped when they saw Cole, unable to see the young men next to her.

Cole stiffened when she saw the one man wearing a suit and glasses.

“Collins,” she greeted flatly. “I should’ve known they’d send you.”

“Well, my superiors believe that since I know you...” he started.

“More like you know whatever Matron told you,” she snorted, her eyes narrowed on him.

“Since I know you and your record,” he amended lightly. “They thought that I would be the one best suited to bringing you in.”

“Go crawl back under whatever rock you came out from under, and leave me the hell alone,” she told him disdainfully.

“I will be seeing you again soon, Cole,” he promised.

Her mouth tightened, when officers suddenly appeared at the top of the stairs. Her gaze flickered to them in irritation then she dashed outside, Lyrrad in close pursuit.

*
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Several hours later, she still hadn’t returned home, so her friends set out to find her.

They flew all over Margam, checking her regular haunts, until they finally found her perched on the uppermost branch of a tall tree in the nearby forest.

She was high above the ground, two police officers standing below as they squinted up at her. Lyrrad lay at the bottom of watchfully, growling whenever the men attempted to approach, his size making the pair hesitate.

The motley flock of birds landed on the branches around Cole, Fulcan landing on her fist gracefully.

She stroked his cream chest softly as she gazed out at the dying sun distantly, teasing her fingers between his feathers firmly, and his hum of pleasure rumbled through her mind.

The western horizon was edged with red and orange as the sun began to sink below the glittering stretch of sea that was normally hidden behind the smoking steelworks.

“Beautiful, isn’t it?” she murmured, lost in the beauty that most didn’t get to see.

Fulcan preened her hair affectionately and she kissed his wickedly curved beak gently. The tree suddenly started to shake and his dark blue wings flared, his clawed talons tightening on her fist as he prepared for the possibility of needing to take flight.

Cole looked down and sighed when she saw that one of the officers had attempted to climb the tree, Lyrrad just huffing at him unworriedly.

“Are you trying to kill us both?” she called down to the man, puzzled by his actions.

“We would call a fire engine up here to get you down from there, but it can’t get up here,” he called back, grunting when he almost fell from the first branch.

She just rolled her eyes.

“I guess it’s time to go home,” she sighed and Fulcan turned one black, predatory eye to her. “Can you give me some cover?”

He leapt from her fist with a quiet cry and circled the tree until the others rose to join him. Then as one, they dove at the two policeman, the adventurous man falling to the ground with a holler as the pair covered their heads, automatically ducking under the onslaught.

Cole waited a moment to be sure that her escape would go unnoticed, before leaping from her branch, her arms spread wide.

She changed shape as she flew through the air; trading hair and skin for blue-grey feathers, arms for wings and feet for talons, and she soared down gracefully to join her friends as a beautiful peregrine falcon, a form also favoured by Fulcan.

It was one that she had an increasing fondness for, having spent many an enjoyable day simply flying together with him.

The policemen waved their arms wildly in an attempt to dispel the birds, shouting nonsense as though expecting their louder voices to scare them away.

It seemed to work as the birds veered away at a cry from Cole, soaring back up into the sky. She called again, this time to Lyrrad and the dog lifted his head to look at the hovering flock.

He heaved a heavy sigh as though moving was an inconvenience, before he dragged himself grumpily to the edge of the hill. He gazed at the birds above for a moment, before leaping forward into open space and shifting into a crow, right in front of the disbelieving policemen.

He glided around them smugly then wheeled away as the friends departed quickly, their wings the only sound in the stunned silence.

*
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They soared through the open window of the dormitory to land on the wooden floorboards, changing back easily.

Nobody even glanced in their direction.

The other occupants of the Home were accustomed to such strange happenings, to the point where it was as normal as somebody walking through the front door.

“They’re going to think that they’ve gone insane,” Khian laughed, his tawny eyes amused.

Lyrrad just shrugged, running a hand through his golden blond hair absently.

“They’ll get laughed at for even suggesting that they saw a dog turn into a bird,” he said dryly, his sky-blue eyes twinkling. He scratched his jaw idly then frowned, rubbing it grumpily. “I need to shave.”

“You could try growing a beard,” Ashley suggested as he walked away with the blond man and Khian. “Some women like them...”

Cole chuckled, shaking her head as she led Fulcan over to her bed, his hand firm in hers.

Unlike most people, the children of the Home preferred to gather in the dormitory instead of the living room or kitchen. It was safer to remain in a group, especially when a HB – the gang of bullies that shared the house with them – was likely to ambush them at any given moment.

It was also the biggest room in the house, managing to fit a single bed and bedside cupboard for each of them, as well as the small en-suite bathroom they all shared. It gave them all space to follow whatever activities or hobbies that they engaged in, though to watch TV or eat, they were still forced to use the lower section of the house.

Cole sat on her bed and Fulcan joined her, winding an arm around her firmly as he leant back against the wall, relaxing now that they were safe. She curled up against him, resting her head on his shoulder, and his arm tightened around her waist, keeping her close.

“How long have we known each other, Fulk?” she asked thoughtfully. He cocked his head.

“Since we were children,” he said lightly. He chuckled when she pouted at his answer, but relented. “Since renewing our acquaintance, it will be a year in three months, just before your birthday.”

She nodded slowly, thoughts flitting about her mind and he kissed her knuckles, making her focus on his mouth intently as her thoughts switched tracks instantly.

“Cole...”

His tone was warning and she lifted her gaze to his.

“You know what happened the last time,” he admonished.

“You mean when Lyrrad caught us?” she teased impishly.

“Your father would have been most displeased if we had gone further,” he scolded and she scowled, muttering under her breath grumpily. “Is something the matter, My Lady?”

“I’m frustrated with this rule against closeness,” she confessed grouchily and he grimaced. “I know my father agreed to certain aspects of courtship, but it still feels like it’s not our choice to behave.”

“I agree.” He paused. “I know it is not much consolation given the...discomfort we feel,” he started. “But how would you like to have a picnic tomorrow? We can spend all day together, just the two of us. I could also teach you a little more self-defence if you wish...?”

He broke off when she kissed him without warning, excitement washing over her at his offer.

He had indeed been teaching her how to fight properly during their time at the Home, at least in terms of hand-to-hand combat. Not only was it educational and improving her ability to defend herself, but it allowed them both a closeness denied them.

The innocent contact satisfied their desire to touch, yet left them frustrated at the same time. More than once she’d snapped at the others in the Home after a session, taking her bad mood out on them without meaning to.

Luckily, the victims of her ire simply took it as her having lost a sparring match with Fulcan and brushed it off.

Fulcan was better at hiding his frustration than she was, but even he’d become surly once or twice after a particularly heated training session, his replies becoming curt and downright unfriendly.

“What was that for?” Fulcan asked softly when she finally drew back, apparently puzzled by the response.

“That was for you being so damn amazing,” she said warmly and he actually blushed. She winked at him. “Do you think we can shake Lyrrad if we promise to be good?”

He chuckled lowly, but they both looked up when someone cleared their throat pointedly.

Ashley was now stood at the bottom of the bed, visibly grumpy, and Cole raised an eyebrow at him questioningly.

“I got told to tell you that everyone is ready for dinner,” he muttered irritably. “I would make it myself, but they’d mutiny.”

“I don’t blame them,” she drawled. “I’ve tried your cooking.” She rose from the bed then paused. “Tell Lyrrad that Fulk and I are going on a picnic tomorrow, with some potential self-defence training.”

“Why can’t you tell him?” he asked sourly as Fulcan rose to stand beside her.

Cole smiled sweetly.

“I have to make dinner, remember?” she said brightly.

~*~
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Chapter 2
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NEXT DAY

They walked up to Brombil, the nearby woodland area, early the next morning.

Fulcan shouldered the bag of food and drink, whilst Cole carried the blanket for them to sit on.

Fulcan had refused to let her carry more than that, despite her protests that she was more than capable of carrying a bag, she exasperated.

He’d taken the opportunity to point out that she had already prepared everyone’s breakfast and lunch ahead of time, so that they wouldn’t be disturbed during the day.

Therefore, in his mind, she’d already done far more work than she needed to, meaning that she had no need to do more now.

So, she had grudgingly accepted the blanket and let him carry the heavier of the two items, before they set off.

It was one of those balmy days in August, where the day was warm and sunny with birds chirping in the trees. The grass was a luscious green, the trees standing tall with full boughs of leaves, though the odd deadened ones were nestled amongst the long blades of grass below.

They travelled up the winding path of the wooded hill in a comfortable silence, simply enjoying the beautiful day and the company of one another.

*
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They finally reached the top, the exact same area that they had ditched the policemen the day before.

Fulcan searched the vicinity sharply for any sign of either police or other intruders, before determining it to be safe, and Cole set the blanket out on the soft grass, patting it down so that it was mostly flat.

Fulcan set the bag down next to it then they fell onto the blanket, rolling onto their backs to gaze up at the cloudless blue sky above.

“I think we need to work on our stamina,” Cole chuckled. “That hike got me a little out of breath.”

He nodded with the hint of a smile teasing his lips as he watched her roll onto her stomach and begin to absently tear up the long grass in front of her, her expression thoughtful.

A row of grassy banks edged the path not far from where they sat, hiding them from view if anyone walked past. Trees lined their other side, deep shadows beneath them even in the bright sunlight.

A stream bubbled past quietly, making its way down the hill to join up with a reservoir, the water of the stream cool and crystal clear.

Houses were crammed into the valley below the hill they rested on. They reached from the bottom of the hill and stretched back until they bordered the boundary line of the steelworks, cutting the village off from the thin sliver of glittering water behind the miles long factory.

“Ash has prob’ly sent Lyrrad to watch us like a hawk,” Cole commented offhandedly. “I’ve noticed that whenever we say we’re gonna train, he sends Lyrrad and even Khian to watch us in secret. It’s like he doesn’t trust us to behave or something.”

“Perhaps,” he allowed. “But for now, there is no one else around. We are actually alone.”

“Alone?” she spluttered, gaping at him. “I didn’t think the guys knew the meaning of the word.”

He laughed quietly, but looked amused when her stomach growled hungrily.

“Time for food I think,” he suggested mildly.

“Ugh, you’re as bad as Ash,” she groaned. “If you carry on like this, I’m gonna get fat and you’ll decide that you don’t want me anymore.”

“No, I won’t,” he disagreed seriously. “I love you.”

Her expression gentled at his unwavering devotion then she reached over to tug him closer, her hand holding the back of his neck.

“You still haven’t found out how I feel about you,” she teased. “It’s been nearly six months since you asked last.”

“I shall have to rectify that,” he said lightly, smirking faintly. “For now though, you must eat.”

She pouted when he refused to be distracted, but obediently accepted the sandwich that he offered.

They proceeded to spend the next few hours just eating, drinking and making each other laugh, the sun shining down on them. Whenever he thought she wasn’t looking, Fulcan would watch as she smiled or laughed, her gold-flecked brown eyes sparkling happily.

She caught him watching her once, and gave an unsure smile at his expression. He simply shook his head with a smile of his own, changing the subject to something that he knew she was passionate about and distracting her from his attention.

*
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It had just hit noon, when Cole suddenly threw herself at Fulcan, making him fall flat on his back. He made to speak, to question her sudden attack, but she pressed a finger to his mouth, her eyes alert.

<HB’s,> she whispered and he nodded, listening sharply to the sound of approaching voices.

“He said they were up here,” a man growled gruffly and Cole tensed as she recognised Henry’s voice.

“We can’t spend all effing day searching a bloody forest,” a second voice barked and she grimaced at Walter’s harsh tone.

“They could’ve left already,” a third voice suggested. Walter snorted.

“We’re only doing this to get you over your ridiculous infatuation, Nat,” he scorned. “We’ll keep her pet busy, you do your thing and you’ll be back to normal in no time.”

“Yeah, but...”

As Nathaniel began to protest, Cole thrust herself up to attack them angrily, furious at the suggestion that he even touch her.

Fulcan caught her around the waist quickly, pulling her back down before the trio could catch so much as a glimpse of her behind the feeble barrier of grassy ridges. He covered her body with his to stop her moving, using his weight to keep her firmly pinned to the blanket.

He smiled reluctantly at her blush, but they both tensed when the men continued.

“Delicate?” Henry scoffed. “She’s survived thirteen years of us torturing her. She’s the opposite of delicate.”

Behind the bank, Fulcan stiffened at the man’s words and made to confront the trio, but Cole shook her head silently. She mentally pleaded with him not to give away their positions, especially since he had just prevented her from doing the exact same thing.

His mouth tightened, but he relented, bowing his head.

She relaxed in relief, but hissed lowly in pain when something sharp dug into her back. She fidgeted, trying to dislodge the culprit, and Fulcan tensed.

<Don’t move, My Lady,> he warned.

<I’ve got a stone digging into my back,> she complained, wincing as the pain moved to stab into her kidney. <It hurts.>

Their attention was retaken by the HB’s on the other side of the grassy bank, when one of them sighed loudly.

“We’ll search the library first,” Walter decided. “If she’s not there, we’ll check the...”

His voice faded as the trio left, walking further away until it was silent once more.

Cole let out the breath she had been holding, her eyes closing in relief. The stone made itself known again and she gave a sound of frustration, wriggling and arching her back as she reached beneath herself to find the source.

Fulcan groaned as though in pain and she looked up at him questioningly.

“My Lady...” He paused, his voice strained as discomfort crossed his face. “Please do not do that,” he requested tensely.

Cole frowned faintly.

The HB’s were no longer there, so he couldn’t be making the request based on them remaining hidden.

Unless it wasn’t the worry of them being seen that was bothering him...

Fulcan grimaced as the thought flickered in her mind, confirming her theory. Her cheeks heated as her belly fluttered, suddenly realising how she was pressed against him, her hand trapped beneath her back to protect her from the stone.

“You don’t like me wriggling against you?” she teased breathlessly.

His jaw clenched, neither denying nor confirming the suggestion and she lifted herself slightly, bringing her even closer. She paused a moment before moving the final inch to press her lips to his.

He attempted to remain in control, but he groaned when she nipped his bottom lip gently. He kissed her back slowly, before forcing himself to withdraw, his eyes closed.

His body trembled subtly and she could ‘feel’ the conflict warring within him, their shared bond allowing her to feel what he felt. She could practically hear the mental struggle going on in his mind and she pressed the palm of her hand to his cheek gently.

His eyes opened to focus on her, remaining motionless as her fingertips trailed down his face until she reached the corner of his mouth.

She paused then to ask him a silent question and he froze, his eyes widening fractionally.

“My Lady, I – we – can’t...” he faltered.

“Please, Fulk?” she murmured. “For me?”

“You need to be sure,” he whispered, his eyes searching hers intently.

“I’ve never been more sure of anything in my life,” she said quietly, her eyes not leaving his, though her heart pounded hard at what she was about to confess. “I want to show how much I...I love you.”

It was the first time she had said the words to him, to anyone in fact, and he shuddered as he lost the fight to refuse her. His delight at her admission blazed in his eyes, but still he hesitated, worry flickering across his face.

“I don’t want to hurt you,” he said softly.

“I know you won’t,” she reassured him with a smile then tugged at his shirt pointedly.

He swallowed but straightened in front of her to remove his baggy t-shirt. He dropped it to the side and she took the rare opportunity to study him.

The elf was strangely shy about her seeing him in anything less than a full set of clothes, but now he knelt before her mutely, his arms held to his sides tensely.

She bit her lip in appreciation, enjoying the sight.

Where he was Elven, his chest was smooth and hairless, his skin a beautiful smooth tan as though he had spent years exercising in the sun. His torso was surprisingly more muscled than it appeared, accentuated by the warm sun. His hips were slim, narrowing into his jeans where she could see the defined ‘v’ leading down.

Her gaze was admiring as she ran slightly shaking fingers over his well-built torso, fascinated by the way her fingertips slipped into the little dips. Her heart raced with excitement and her nerves fled, replaced by a desperation that made her impatient to continue.

His eyes flickered as her thoughts tumbled chaotically through their mind, but he waited for her to make the first move, his body immobile as he gave her every chance to change her mind.

She smiled at his patience then reached up to drag his head down to hers.

*
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They lay in each others’ arms contentedly several hours later, the sun warming their bare skin.

Fulcan stroked Cole’s side absently as she lay beside him sleepily, his own outstretched body relaxed.

She ached, but pleasantly so, she hummed happily.

She stretched lithely before curling into him and his hold tightened on her possessively. He brushed his lips over her forehead before gazing up at the clear sky, his eyes distant in thought.

Cole propped herself up on an elbow to look down at the magnificent form stretched out beside her and he raised an eyebrow questioningly, his gaze turning to her.

“I want to look at you,” she said shyly.

He smiled reluctantly and made himself comfortable, a hand moving to rest beneath his head as he allowed her the time she wanted to look at him.

Her focus went to his body and he returned the favour, stroking along her spine slowly.

She didn’t notice his attention as her eyes worked their way down from his chest to his abs, lingering on each contour of his toned form. She lifted a hand and followed the same route with her fingertips, but he caught her hand when she made to go lower than his stomach.

She giggled and his eyes gleamed at the delicate pink on her cheeks, before he lifted her hand to kiss the vulnerable palm of her hand softly. Her blush deepened at the intimate touch but then she looked back at something that had caught her eye.

Just inside his inner thigh was a small black tattoo, a simple dagger etched into the firm skin.

“You have a tattoo?” she asked in surprise, looking up in time to see him grimace.

“It is the mark of the Llaro,” he answered with surprisingly obvious reluctance. “We receive it once we pass our initial training.”

“It’s an odd place to put it,” she confessed.

“It’s a place that would not be seen by the general public,” he explained. “Even if we were to visit a brothel to...sate our urges, it would be easy enough to hide, especially in the dim lighting favoured by such places.”

“Hmm.” She tilted her head at him thoughtfully. “Now I’m curious about how many times you’ve been to a brothel,” she admitted. His cheeks coloured and she giggled again. “That many, huh?”

“I may have gone on occasion,” he allowed cautiously, evidently uncomfortable about the subject. “Not so much as you might think and certainly not since we met.”

“I didn’t think you were the sort of man to be courting someone and still visit a brothel,” she said trustingly. “I do like the tattoo though. Do you think I could get a similar one?”

He blinked.

“You wish for a tattoo?” he enquired bemusedly. She wrinkled her nose.

“Well, not the same one,” she mused. “Maybe some vines and flowers?” Her brow creased. “Or maybe something not so...girly?”

“If that is your wish, then I shall make it happen,” he promised, nodding. “Though I feel I should point out that you are absolutely beautiful just as you are.” She blushed again.

“Flatterer,” she mumbled.

“I speak only the truth, My Lady,” he murmured huskily.

She kissed him instead of speaking, coaxing a response from him, when he suddenly rolled so that he hovered over her. His expression was gently admonishing as he drew his knuckles across her warm cheek slowly, brushing her hair back from her face.

“You are sore, so no teasing,” he chided. “Much as you might wish to continue, you would feel the effects later and I’d hate to be the cause of your pain.”

Her eyes misted at his consideration.

He’d taken her with incredible tenderness, nothing but gentle in his lovemaking, consistent in making sure that she enjoyed the experience as much as he did.

Even now he was concerned about hurting her. She knew that not many men would ask or even care, the thought not even crossing the mind of most.

“Are you okay?” he asked warily, bringing her out of her thoughts, and she blinked, her eyes clearing to find him watching her with worry. “Did I say something wrong?”

“The complete opposite,” she breathed. “You really are too good for me, Fulk.”

“I believe we agreed to disagree on that matter,” he reminded her lightly and she rolled her eyes.

A thought suddenly popped into her head, ruining the good mood, and she groaned, her head dropping back as she covered her face with her hands.

“Oh no,” she mumbled, her voice muffled. “We are so dead. We’re probably not even gonna be lucky enough to be sleeping when they kill us.” He frowned.

“My Lady?”

She moved a hand from her face to gesture distractedly.

“Ash, my father, your father... Everyone when they find out about this,” she declared.

Understanding flickered in his eyes, but he chuckled and she glowered at him.

“I’m serious, Fulk,” she said crossly. “They might actually kill us.”

“You will be safe from harm,” he assured her calmly. “Me, on the other hand, maybe not so much. I’m thinking a flogging at least...”

“Fulk!” she cried, anguish crossing her face. “Don’t even joke about that!”

“I apologise,” he soothed, kissing the tip of her nose. “I was simply attempting to lighten the mood.”

“But it’s true,” she whispered, the horror sinking in. “If my father finds out...”

<Cole?>

She jerked upright at Lyrrad’s interruption and she mouthed ‘sorry’ to Fulcan as she almost headbutted him by accident.

He sat up in front of her, kissing her forehead in forgiveness before resting back on his heels, his head tilted as he listened to the mental conversation idly.

<What’s up, Lyrrad?> Cole asked cautiously. <Where are you?>

<Ash just sent me to find you,> the blond man said cheerfully, not seeming to notice anything amiss. <Tell Fulcan...wait, he’s probably already listening. Just have everything packed up by the time I get there.>

She frowned.

<Why?>

<We’re hungry and apparently nobody else in the house can cook,> he grumbled. <Why nobody else can bother to learn such a valuable life skill, I don’t know.>

<I ask myself that every day,> she said dryly. <We’ll see you when you get here.>

<I won’t be long,> he grunted then went silent.

Cole sighed disappointedly, glancing at Fulcan when he stood, his expression irritated.

“I guess this means it’s the end of our day together,” he muttered sourly, reaching for his discarded clothes.

“Back to work,” she agreed despondently. “The one day in nine months that we finally get together – alone – and it’s interrupted by me needing to cook.”

He finished doing up his jeans and crouched in front of her, lifting her chin to meet his gaze.

“We will arrange another date,” he promised, brushing his lips over hers tenderly. “Whether it is here or in Ilaeden.” She nodded dolefully, sighing. “Now, we must dress quickly. I can sense Lyrrad’s approach.”

*
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They managed it in record time and sat on the blanket to wait, the remains of their picnic packed away.

Cole rested in Fulcan’s lap comfortably, leaning back against his chest as he held her to him lovingly. She shifted her weight and he tensed behind her, his arms tightening.

“You had best stop that,” he murmured warningly.

She twisted to look up at him questioningly and he gave an impatient growl when she pressed against him unintentionally.

“Lyrrad will find us in a very inexcusable situation if you do not desist in pressing your body against mine so wonderfully,” he whispered huskily. “Getting dressed quickly would not have mattered if we did not care about being caught.”

“It’s not too late,” she suggested wickedly. His eyes gleamed and he nipped the side of her neck.

“Behave,” he scolded good-naturedly. She giggled.

“Okay, okay,” she chuckled, turning back around to relax against him once more. “I have a question for you.”

“Go on.”

“What are Elven weddings like?” she asked curiously.

He blinked at the unexpected topic.

“I mean, I know how humans get married, but I’m guessing that Elven ones are different,” she mused. “Father Amos said that my marriage to Keith would be difficult because our laws are different.”

He paused then grew thoughtful as he remembered that she hadn’t been raised within their traditions, her knowledge of their race even less.

The little knowledge that she did have, had come from him. It made sense that she’d want to know more.

Considering that she would be expected to produce an heir at some point in the future, she would need to know about what to expect when it came to the legal side of the process.

He tilted his head.

“Well, when elves decide to join together in matrimony, it is called a Bonding,” he started. “The pair are then called a Pairbond, as separations are not common. The ceremony itself is called a Bonding Ceremony. During this process, a very complex and unique design appears on the back of your left hand and winds its way up and around the arm as you speak your vows, before it stops at your shoulder...”

His hand trailed up the inside of her forearm as he spoke, his gaze focused there thoughtfully as his fingers traced an invisible pattern that only he seemed to see.

She blushed, not saying a word as she imagined one day saying the words with him, of having a natural tattoo marking her as his, right where his hand was at that very moment.

“If only,” he breathed and she realised that he had caught her passing thought. “To have you as mine forever...”

The longing in his voice was evident and she lifted her head to see the wistfulness in his eyes as he focused on her arm pensively.

“You wouldn’t ask my father’s permission for us to join?” she asked hesitantly.

His eyes dropped to hers instantly.

“In a heartbeat,” he stated unflinchingly. “If you wish it, I will approach him the moment we return to Ilaeden.”

She paused to contemplate the offer then grimaced.

“He’d say no, wouldn’t he?” she realised unhappily.

“It is highly likely,” he agreed. “But I do not accept refusals when it comes to something I desire, My Lady, and you are something I desire with all my being.” Her eyes twinkled.

“Would you kidnap me and elope?” she teased.

“If that is what it took for you to be mine,” he confirmed seriously and she tilted her head, considering the possibility.

“You’d get into a lot of trouble, wouldn’t you?” she realised.

His expression didn’t change.

“Yes,” he confirmed unwaveringly. “With your father and the Llaro.”

“Then we’re not doing it,” she refused immediately, her eyes worried. “We’ll continue in secret if we have to. At least until I’m crowned. Then nobody can say a damn thing about it.”

A smile flickered on his lips reluctantly at her decision and she tapped a hand on his leg lightly.

“Now tell me about this ceremony,” she pressed. “What words do you have to say? Or what do you have to do?”

*
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Lyrrad finally reached them, apparently having taken the scenic route to them as he took longer to arrive than anticipated.

Cole smiled to him though as he trotted up to them, once more in canine form.

She’d asked him once why he’d opted for that form to accompany her, curious as to why he had chosen a non-human shape.

He’d given her a simple reason, replying that it was the least suspicious to humans yet left him still capable of protecting her when needed. It also made it a lot easier for him to follow her places without people thinking that they were dating.

Lyrrad flopped down at their feet, stretching out in front of them with a grunt of pleasure and Cole turned back to Fulcan, continuing their discussion.

“What about if an elf and a human wanted to get married?” she asked, frowning faintly. “Would it be a wedding or a Bonding? Would they still get the tattoo?”

Fulcan looked thoughtful for a few moments, his chin resting on her shoulder lightly. She kissed his cheek impulsively and his eyes gentled on her as his arms tightened around her.

“Humans and elves rarely enter long-term entanglements,” he answered. “But when they do, it depends on the ceremony. The ‘tattoo’ will appear on both if they have an Elven Bonding Ceremony. It’s created through the magic in our vows.” He shrugged dismissively then. “You have already experienced a human marriage.”

She wrinkled her nose in distaste at the reminder of her brief marriage to Keith, then she looked down at her hands with a frown.

“It must hurt to see someone you love grow old and die, while you stay young,” she said softly. “Especially any children they might have. Do the children inherit long life?”

<They don’t,> Lyrrad answered this time and she glanced at him questioningly. <As Kered explained it, longevity can only be passed down through full elves. Half-Elves are also infertile, so they physically cannot reproduce.>

“So, if I marry a human, I would have a human wedding and my husband and kids would die before me?” she summarised. He huffed in confirmation. “And my children would be unable to have children of their own?”

Fulcan nodded and she wrinkled her nose.

The entire concept was repellent, if only because of the pain that would come from losing her entire family at the drop of a hat. Humans had a high mortality rate after all.

“I think I’ll pass on marrying a human,” she decided.

<Wise idea,> Lyrrad said dryly. <Your father would be less happy with you marrying a human, than he is with Fulcan’s courtship of you.>

“My father has no say in who I partner with,” she sniffed.

<Keep thinking that if you want to pretend that he doesn’t,> he chuckled.

She scowled.

“Since I’ll be forced to marry an elf,” she started sarcastically, hearing his laugh in her mind. “All I have to do is find some gorgeous Elven bachelor who wouldn’t mind having me for a wife. Uh...I mean Pairbond.” She glanced back at Fulcan archly. “Do you know where I might find one of those, Fulk?”

“I’m sure I could find one lying about, My Lady,” he allowed, though his eyes smiled at her tease. “You are a highly sought after maiden whom many would desire as their Pairbond.”

<Time for dinner,> Lyrrad announced, reminding them why he was there.

Cole groaned.

“One of these days I’m gonna teach someone else to cook,” she muttered darkly as Fulcan stood, helping her up.

<But that would spoil our fun of interrupting you and Fulcan at the most interesting of times,> Lyrrad said casually. He tilted his head at her curiously. <Your glow is more solid than usual.>

She mentally cursed the betraying glow that she couldn’t actually see, yet everyone else apparently could.

It was really gonna get her in trouble one of these days.

“We discussed our feelings,” she answered blandly. “I love Fulk.”

<We all knew that already,> he grunted. <Don’t tell me you’ve only just realised that?>

“Unlike the rest of you it seems, I needed more time to be sure,” she harrumphed, glowering at him. “Some of us like to be certain about these things instead of just declaring it at the drop of a hat.”

<Let’s just go,> he sighed, shaking his head.

Fulcan shouldered the bag and Cole lifted the blanket to shake it off, dead bits of grass and the odd burr clinging to the underneath like Velcro. She shook it vigorously, managing to get most of it off except for a few more stubborn pieces, and started to fold it.

<Stop right there.>

She paused at Lyrrad’s sharp tone and looked around the blanket, to find him staring unblinkingly at the cloth in her hands. She frowned; following his gaze then stifled a groan, her cheeks crimson.

Fulcan grimaced, obviously having also forgotten about that particular, rather important, detail.

“I, uh...cut myself,” she tried weakly.

<You lied,> Lyrrad said flatly.

“I didn’t lie,” Cole mumbled evasively as she rolled the blanket into a ball. “I just didn’t tell you everything.”

<Same thing and you know it,> he growled. <When the King finds out...>

“Are you going to be the one to tell him?” Fulcan demanded, his body tense.

Lyrrad shook his furry head.

<No, that’s your responsibility and one that I’ll take no part in,> he refused firmly.

Fulcan nodded shortly and the trio set off down the hill in silence, Lyrrad obviously irked by their behaviour.

Halfway down, Fulcan took Cole’s hand almost hesitantly, glancing sideways at her.

<Do you regret what we’ve done?> he asked cautiously. <Now that an example of how everyone will react to this has presented itself?>

<You think I’d regret doing something so meaningful?> she spluttered. <I love you, Fulk, and I’m glad that I got to show you.>

His eyes heated at her words and he lifted her hand to kiss her fingers gently.

<As am I, My Lady.>

~*~
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Chapter 3
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ONE MONTH LATER

Cole was woken in the early hours of the morning, by the sudden, unexpected urge to vomit.

Sweat beaded her brow, her stomach rolling uneasily, and she staggered to the bathroom as quickly as she could, still groggy with sleep. She mumbled a curse as she tripped over the odd errant shoe or bag along the way, stumbling before regaining her balance.

She made it just in time, reaching the toilet just as her stomach decided to empty itself of all she had eaten the night before.

She finally sank back on the floor weakly, her eyes glittering and her hands shaking from the exertion. She sensed she was being watched and lifted her gaze to find a copper skinned young man standing in the doorway silently.

“Did I wake you?” she whispered.

James shook his head and moved to crouch beside her, his dark eyes concerned.

“I was getting up anyway,” he dismissed. “Are you okay?”

She made a face at his silly question and he chuckled quietly as he helped her stand shakily. She leant over the sink to wash her mouth out and he rubbed her back sympathetically.

“This is what you get for taste-testing a new cook’s food,” he rebuked, shaking his head. “I’m surprised you’re not hospitalised.”

She grimaced as he brought up her recent mission to teach someone else in the house to cook, wanting more time alone with Fulcan but being unable to get it until someone else was available to prepare meals.

The day before, she’d attempted to teach Khian. The day before that had been Lyrrad. Before that had been Tom.

None of them had shown much promise in the kitchen, although Lyrrad’s had at least been edible.

“I can’t keep doing all the cooking,” she mumbled around her toothbrush. “What if I’m really ill one day?”

“Like today?” he said dryly and she rolled her eyes at him. “What did you have him cook?”

“Chicken,” she answered reluctantly, rinsing her mouth out again. “It wasn’t black at least.”

“Chicken is great for food poisoning,” he pointed out. “Did you check if it was still pink inside?”

She gave him a withering look at the obvious question and went to stalk from the room, but her unsteady legs gave way and she cursed as she stumbled.

He caught her swiftly, rolling his eyes.

“You’ve just thrown up,” he admonished. “Let your body recover a little bit first at least.”

“Just help me get back to bed,” she grumbled. “I only need a few minutes then I’ll be fine. I’m a pro at this, remember? I’ve been through all sorts of poisonings before.”

He sighed but relented, throwing one of her arms over his shoulder for support as he half-carried her back to her bed.

Fulcan entered the room noiselessly when they were halfway across the room, making the elf frown at them. He followed them over to Cole’s bed and James made her get under the covers, before turning to the elf.

“She’ll want to get up, but make sure she stays in bed,” he ordered. Fulcan nodded, the pair ignoring Cole’s protests behind them.

“What happened?” he asked quietly.

“She was sick,” James answered. “She had Khian cook yesterday.”

“It stands to reason,” Fulcan allowed. “Personally, I thought the fish that Tom cooked was a little off. Fish aren’t meant to smell like that.”

“I’ll get everyone ready for the school run,” James sighed, waving a hand distractedly. “You just make sure she rests.”

He left the room and Fulcan sat next to Cole, shivers running through her now clammy body. He tucked the covers around her, placing a hand on her arm lightly when she made to sit up.

“Sleep,” he soothed.

“I have to sort out breakfast for everyone,” she mumbled, her cheeks flushed. “Then I have to go to college...”

“James is sorting out the kids and your brother can inform the college that you are unable to attend today,” he said firmly, not even blinking when Ashley spoke behind him.

“You’re late, Cole. You’re usually up by now,” her twin reproached then frowned. “Wait, why isn’t she going to college?”

“She’s ill,” Fulcan informed him absently. Ashley frowned.

“Ill?” he repeated sharply. “Cole doesn’t get ill.”

“She does when she’s been taste-testing food from those of dubious cooking skill,” Fulcan said dryly.

Ashley made a face, conceding the point.

“I’m fine,” Cole exasperated. “I’m not going to die from a little food poisoning. I’ve just gotta drink a lot of fluid. By the time I get to class, I’ll be back to normal.”

*
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They finally agreed to let her go to college, albeit with a great deal of reluctance.

She was soon back though, slinking into the kitchen grumpily. She dropped her bag just inside the doorway, before joining James, Khian, Lyrrad and Fulcan at the huge dining table.

The men seemed to have been in the middle of some discussion, but they stopped when she entered the room. They waited patiently for her to explain why she was home so early and she finally gave a sound of disgust, kicking the table leg moodily.

“They sent me home,” she muttered in explanation. James opened his mouth to speak and she glared at him. “Don’t you dare say ‘I told you so’. I will hurt you.”

“I wasn’t going to,” he protested. “I was actually gonna ask if you were hungry.” She shook her head reluctantly.

“It was the smell of food that made me sick,” she muttered. “Chicken ironically.” She glowered at Lyrrad and Khian. “I blame both of you and Tom.”

The pair looked sheepish at the accusation, fidgeting in their seats and she sighed impatiently, rising to her feet with a grumpy expression.

“I’m gonna try sleep off this headache,” she grumbled sourly. “Wake me when it’s nearly home time.”

She waved a hand distractedly before heading out of the kitchen.

~*~
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FOUR DAYS LATER

Cole spent the following three days being violently ill, to the point that she was unable to keep any food or drink down. She wasn’t particularly worried, simply going about her day as best she could, albeit with frequent bathroom trips, but the men were obviously concerned.

So, on the fourth day of her sickness, James headed into the secondary school that they had attended not so many years ago. He managed to find and speak with Mr James, before returning with the man in tow.

Cole was playing chess with Khian in the dormitory when they arrived, her brow creased in concentration as Fulcan and Lyrrad watched the game interestedly. She looked up in surprise though, when James and their former tutor strode through the door, but the other men gave a collective sigh of relief at his presence.

“Sir? What are you doing here?” Cole spluttered bemusedly, pushing herself upright as the man entered the room.

He strode over calmly, glancing briefly down at the chessboard.

“Your Knight can take Khian’s Queen,” he said idly. She grinned, moving her piece on the board and Khian scowled. “I’m here because James told me that you’ve been unusually ill these past few days. More than normal at least.”

She nodded distractedly as Khian took her Rook, then snagged his Bishop that had taken her piece.

“I’m fine,” she dismissed absently. “I just can’t seem to stop...”

She broke off abruptly, her face pale, before she tore into the bathroom, her hand over her mouth. She returned a few minutes later, wiping her eyes with a shaking hand.

“The guys are just overreacting,” she continued, rolling her eyes exasperatedly. “It’s like they’ve never been around someone with food poisoning before.”

He frowned then glanced at the other men.

“Everyone out,” he ordered.

“Don’t go cheating and taking my pieces,” Khian warned, pointing at Cole.

“I don’t need to cheat,” she said sweetly. “I’m already winning.”

He glowered at her, but headed towards the door with the others, glancing back at her suspiciously every so often as though to make sure that she wasn’t cheating.

“Lyrrad, stay here,” Mr James requested distractedly.

Lyrrad paused, the other men stopping with him at the door.

“Sir?” the blond man queried.

Mr James motioned for the rest to leave and they did so reluctantly, obviously wanting to stay and find out what was wrong.

The door closed and he became Professor Luap, seeming to change right before Cole’s very eyes. His appearance didn’t change but it was like a subtle shift, confidence oozing from his very pores as magic crackled like static around him.

He nodded at the door sharply and curses sounded behind it.

“No eavesdropping, lads,” he said sternly. “Go downstairs or I will send you all very far away and it won’t be of your own volition.”

There was a muted scuffle behind the closed door before it was followed by footsteps heading down the stairs. He nodded slightly then turned back to Cole.

“Lay back on the bed,” he instructed. “Lyrrad, what symptoms has she been presenting?”

As he questioned the blond man, Cole slowly moved to lie on her bed, gazing up at the ceiling nervously.

It was odd to view the man she’d known as her school teacher for so many years, as a powerful user of magic, much less one who was able to do basic medicine.

He was a man of many surprises though and he’d likely picked up a few things from Ekaj, she reasoned. She doubted that he would do anything that’d risk her health.

He concluded his questioning of Lyrrad and turned to face Cole thoughtfully, tapping a finger against his chin absently.

“What do you think is wrong with her, Professor?” Lyrrad asked worriedly. “Ash said that she’s normally better by now. At least, based on the things that Solomon put her through.”

Professor Luap ignored him as he held an open hand above Cole’s supine form by a few inches. He drew it slowly through the air along her body, his eyes glazed.

Intense pain suddenly shot through her and Cole curled into a tight ball with a short cry, shuddering as white-hot waves of agony rolled through her.

Fulcan suddenly appeared beside the bed, his body tense.

“What are you doing to her?” he demanded, his fists clenched at his sides.

Lyrrad hurried to waylay the elf before he attacked the other man, standing between them.

Luap frowned, not reacting to Fulcan’s anger. Instead, he waved a hand dismissively and the elf disappeared once more.

The pain lifted and Cole sobbed into her pillow, hugging her knees to her chest as violent tremors wracked her body. Lyrrad crouched beside her, rubbing her arm soothingly as he looked up at Luap in puzzlement.

“What happened?” he asked in confusion, his brows drawn together.

“That shouldn’t have hurt her,” Luap mused aloud, frowning in thought. “Unless...” He tapped a finger against his mouth then stilled, his eyes narrowing. “Lay back again please, Cole.”

“No,” she refused, her voice muffled by her pillow. “That hurt. A lot.”

Her body still twitched and his expression gentled.

“I’m sorry for causing you pain, Cole,” he apologised. “I did not expect the procedure to harm you, but I have an idea what might ail you. I may be wrong, but I won’t know for certain unless you allow me to check. I promise, this will not hurt you in the slightest.”

She peeked at him unsurely from the corner of her eyes, assessing how genuine his words were.

She finally nodded stiffly and reluctantly rolled onto her back once more. His hand returned to hover above her, this time focusing above her recently upset stomach.

Gentle warmth filled it, oddly soothing, but she remained tense, expecting the pain to return. It didn’t and she slowly relaxed, though her fingers continued to grip the blanket tightly.

The man was silent as he frowned in concentration, but he suddenly blinked, his eyes becoming alert once more. His mouth tightened fractionally before the warmth left her body and Cole looked up at his expressionless face warily as she pushed herself upright.

“Sir?”

He looked at her seriously, his piercing gaze seeming to see straight through her, and she fidgeted uneasily.

She didn’t know what she had done wrong, but evidently he did.

“When did it happen?” he asked shortly.

She frowned then her eyes widened before she dropped her gaze guiltily. She didn’t pretend to not know what he was talking about, her eyes lowered as she grimaced.

“A few weeks ago,” she mumbled. Lyrrad tensed, immediately knowing what they were referring to.

Luap, on the other hand, didn’t answer.

“Sir, is everything okay? Did we do something wrong?” Cole asked timidly. “I mean...physically.”

Luap chuckled reluctantly at her question.

“Quite the opposite actually,” he said dryly. “I would say that everything was done correctly. You’re going to be a mother.”

Her jaw dropped as Lyrrad stared at the other man in disbelief.

“M-Mother?” Cole squeaked. “B-But I can’t be...elves aren’t very fertile...”

“You’ll need to see Ekaj,” Luap decided as though she hadn’t spoken.

He glanced at the door as James entered the room, carrying a large thermos flask, and Cole gathered that Luap had summoned the man.

“What will we tell everyone when they ask?” Lyrrad asked, also ignoring Cole’s mounting panic. “The kids know that she’s been sick and if Ash gets suspicious about why she’s still unwell after your visit...”

“Food poisoning,” James suggested. “She’s been attempting to teach you, Khian and Tom how to cook after all. The excuse has worked so far.”

“You poor girl,” Luap sympathised, glancing at Cole. “Tom was not the best in cooking at school.”

“He hasn’t improved,” she sighed faintly. “Only Lyrrad has shown any promise.”

Lyrrad looked vaguely pleased at that, despite the severity of the situation.

“What’s the prognosis, Professor?” Khian interrupted cheerfully “Is she going to live?”

Cole startled at the question, to find the tawny eyed man standing in the doorway, a displeased Fulcan standing behind him. His eyes flickered silver with anger and Cole touched her mind to his gently, reassuring him that she was fine.

“Food poisoning,” Lyrrad answered easily. “Between our feeble attempts at cooking, she’s been reduced to having a tender stomach.”

Luap suddenly handed Cole the thermos flask, having been staring at it solidly for a few moments and she looked at it questioningly.

“This potion will stop your monthly flow, but it will also stop the vomiting until the sickness passes,” he explained clearly, making sure that Khian and Fulcan were able to hear him. “Khian, go downstairs with Cole and Fulcan. There are a few things I need to speak with Lyrrad and James about.”

The men nodded and Cole moved to join Fulcan and Khian at the door, before they made their way down to the ground floor.
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Khian’s footsteps were loud on the stairs in the silence and he willingly left the couple at the living room. He shut the door behind him firmly as though sensing the tension and wanting to stay well away from the storm that was to come.

Cole and Fulcan continued to the kitchen without a word, but the moment they stepped through the door, Fulcan took the flask from Cole and placed it on the counter nearby before pulling her close, his eyes intent on her.

“Are you okay?” he asked seriously. “I felt your pain...”

She winced at the fresh memory.

“He didn’t mean to hurt me,” she soothed.

“He forced me from the room,” he said flatly, obviously not impressed by the man’s actions.

Cole grimaced.

She could understand his anger at that. He’d come to investigate, to protect her if need be.

Instead, Luap had sent him away by force without an explanation, or offering reassurance that he wasn’t intentionally hurting her.

She could see it from Luap’s perspective too though. He’d been attempting to discover the cause of her illness and trying to calm an angry assassin would’ve simply wasted time.

“What is really wrong?” Fulcan asked quietly but firmly. “I know you don’t have food poisoning.”

She turned her head to avoid his gaze, twisting her hands anxiously and he frowned, turning her head to face him again.

“Is it serious?” he pressed.

“Serious?” she repeated as she thought of the secret she now carried within her own body. “Yeah, you could say it’s serious...”

He continued to gaze at her and she bit her lip.

How was she meant to tell him? Was she meant to ease him into it or just come right out and say it?

She doubted that he would accept the evasion of an answer. A genuine one at least.

She finally swallowed, gathering the few strands of courage not currently hiding in a distant corner of her mind, and took a deep breath.

“I, uh....”

She shuffled uneasily, her heart pounding in fear at what she was about to tell him.

“I’m...pregnant,” she mumbled.

Her body was as taut as a drawn bow as she watched him warily, her eyes showing her worry.

He stilled the moment she finished speaking, the elf not moving or even seeming to breathe, frozen in an expressionless pose.

Obviously it was a shock being told that he was gonna be a father, she accepted nervously.

But his lack of a response was simply adding to her worry, increasing her anxiety. She wasn’t exactly sure how she felt about the news herself and she needed someone to ground her right then, to talk it through with.

“You are...with child?” he finally said, his voice betraying his stunned state. “My child?”

She nodded hesitantly, but instead of anger or panic, delight openly spread across his face.

She squeaked when he spun her around with an unexpected whoop of laughter, before placing her feet back on the floor.

She swayed at the sudden stop, but found herself suitably distracted when he kissed her hard. She clung to him for dear life, risking falling over at the still spinning room if she dared to loosen her grip.

He drew back with a visible grin as he gazed down at her dazed expression, his eyes bright with excitement as he held onto her tightly.

“You have just made me the happiest man alive,” he declared.

“You won’t be alive for much longer if you say it any louder,” she warned, smiling reluctantly at his obvious elation. “Khian is in the other room and Ash will be home soon. We just have to make sure that James doesn’t tell anyone...”

“I won’t,” a voice said quietly and they looked over to find James now standing in the kitchen doorway.

He paused then entered the room, his dark eyes guarded, and Cole faltered as she sensed his disappointment.

“You’re angry with us,” she realised. He nodded and she ducked her head, but he walked over to lift her chin.

“Only because you’re my little sister and I didn’t want you to grow up so fast,” he said softly.

He turned to Fulcan then, his expression serious.

“You shouldn’t have done this. Neither of you are ready,” he scolded. “As for you, Cole, you should know better. They teach us about protection in school.” She blushed.

“Elves aren’t very fertile,” she mumbled. “I didn’t think it was something we needed to worry about.”

He rolled his eyes.

“This outcome was not planned, or expected, but I will not pretend that her carrying my child does not please me,” Fulcan said evenly, even as his inner happiness bubbled through their bond into Cole.

James nodded calmly.

“I know you’ll do right by her, whatever that might be,” he continued. “I know you’ll care for – and protect – her to the best of your ability. And the child when it’s born.”

Fulcan looked surprised at the lad’s faith in him, but shook the offered hand firmly.

Cole beamed at two of her favourite men then hugged them impulsively and the pair exchanged a good-natured look over her head.

~*~
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Chapter 4
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ONE MONTH LATER

A good number of the Home youngsters lounged in the living room, watching some documentary on TV that several of them needed to watch for homework.

It wasn’t the most interesting topic and a few of them had already dozed off, whilst others simply ignored the TV and chatted instead. One or two still watched determinedly, but even they were starting to flag.

Cole was curled up in Fulcan’s lap on the sofa, her head resting on his chest as his arms held her close.

Her temples pounded insistently with a migraine and she winced whenever somebody spoke too loudly, even her ears hurting from the noise. The talking seemed never-ending and she covered her face with a quiet whimper, actual tears coming to her eyes from the pain.

Fulcan’s hand rose to her shoulder, resting there warmly.

<Go for a walk with Lyrrad,> he suggested softly. <Get some fresh air. It will help.>

<What about you?” she asked hesitantly. He kissed her forehead gently.

<I’ll start dinner,> he murmured.

<But...>

<I will let you finish it,> he allowed. <But you need rest and I’m not going to let you do all the work yourself.>

She smiled reluctantly, kissing his cheek chastely.

<You’re the best,> she whispered.

*
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Two birds shot through the open dormitory window an hour later, landing with a skitter of talons on the wooden floorboards.

Ashley and Fulcan looked up from their conversation at their arrival, watching as the pair began to change back.

Cole finished first and dashed immediately to the bathroom, slamming the door shut loudly.

“Cole?” Ashley called cautiously. “You okay?”

He winced when he heard a muffled thud from behind the door, Cole obviously hitting something as she muttered darkly.

He turned to Lyrrad instead, the blond man lowering himself to sit on the edge of the nearest bed as he rubbed his leg with a pained grimace.

“What happened?” Ashley demanded.

The man remained mute and Ashley threw his hands up in disgust, obviously frustrated with the lack of answers.

Fulcan knelt beside Lyrrad, holding a healing hand to the man’s leg.

“She asked you not to tell us, didn’t she?” he guessed quietly and Lyrrad nodded wordlessly.

Cole exited the bathroom then, walking over to join the men calmly, but she paused when she found the trio staring at her.

Ashley touched her cheek lightly and she winced as it throbbed, the recent bruise reaching down to the bone.

“Who hit you?” he demanded. “And why do you smell of alcohol? Have you started drinking?”

She frowned at his questions then sniffed her t-shirt. Her nose wrinkled in distaste and she hurried over to her bedside cupboard.

She gave a hiss of success, pulling out a clean t-shirt to exchange it with the one she wore, completely ignoring the men as they hastily averted their gazes.

She arranged it to sit on her comfortably before throwing the used one in the wash basket on her way back to them.

“You know I don’t like alcohol, Ash,” she admonished. He rolled his eyes.

“Kayl never used to like it either but now look at her,” he exasperated. “She can almost drink Kyle under the table.”

“Are you accusing me of going behind your back to drink?” she spluttered, staring at him.

She shook her head in disbelief then tilted it thoughtfully.

“Maybe I should sneak behind your back...” she mused aloud.

Ashley started to choke when she eyed Fulcan thoughtfully, the elf the obvious subject for her veiled statement.

“You’re not going to ‘play’ with Fulcan,” he said sternly.

“Why not?” she protested indignantly.

“Because of lots of reasons.”

“Name three,” she challenged, her hands on her hips. He groaned. “Go on.”

“Fine,” he snapped. “One, you are only eighteen...”

“Nearly nineteen, which is still past the legal age,” she pointed out evenly. “Next.”

“Two, Father would kill you both if he found out that you’d bedded Fulcan,” he continued and she looked irked by the valid reminder. “He’s repeatedly told you that Fulcan cannot be anything more than a temporary distraction. You even have a contract stating that.”

“You’re coming close to having me hurt you,” she warned.

“I’m just pointing out the facts,” he retorted stubbornly. “It doesn’t stop them being true, just because you don’t like hearing them.” Her eyes narrowed. “And thirdly, I can’t have my own sister bedding a man that I see every single day. It would just be really awkward knowing that you and he...”

He gestured then shuddered and she laughed reluctantly.

“Then thank god it’s my choice and not yours,” she said mildly. “If it was left down to you, I wouldn’t bed anybody until I’m at least a few hundred years old.”

He denied her words fiercely, but she sauntered over to the door with a cheery whistle, remembering that Fulcan had already prepared the evening meal ready for her to cook.

*
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Cole had just placed a dripping saucepan onto the draining board, when the hair on the back of her neck stood up, warning her of danger.

She stiffened, turning slowly to find Nathaniel – a blond haired, blue eyed lad of nineteen – lounging in the doorway.

He’d once been one of their little ragtag group, being as much against the HB’s as she was. Only one day, Keith had gotten to him and ‘persuaded’ the lad to join the HB’s instead, waxing all of the benefits to joining them.

He’d changed sides so quickly, that she had suspected Keith had employed his skills in recruiting him, but she’d never been able to prove it.

He was surprisingly by himself now though and her eyes narrowed on him suspiciously.

HB’s never went anywhere alone, which meant that the others must be at least nearby.

She reached behind her cautiously, feeling for the handle of the pan she had just put down.

“Get out of here, Nate,” she ordered lowly.

He swaggered into the room instead and she grimaced, holding a hand over her mouth as the fumes wafted over to her, making her stomach heave at the unpleasant smell.

He’d evidently drunk a lot more since she’d seen him during her walk with Lyrrad, becoming even more intoxicated.

“I’ve been looking for you, Cole,” he slurred. “I think we should...”

The rest of his sentence was broken off as Lyrrad suddenly appeared, punching the lad. Nathaniel fell to the floor and glared up at the man, his gaze unable to focus properly.

Ashley, James and Fulcan appeared in the doorway behind them, cutting off any escape he might have planned.

She doubted Nathaniel would be able to plan the next few seconds of his life though, she scoffed. He was struggling to even get his eyes to stay focused on the men.

Ashley sneezed, rubbing his nose as he made a face.

“Cole, why does it smell like a bar in here?” he asked in a mumble.

“I’m going to get everyone drunk,” she declared, smiling blandly. He just rolled his eyes and she gestured at Nathaniel. “Can you throw him out please? He’s drunk and doesn’t need to be in here.”

“With pleasure,” Lyrrad accepted instantly, but Ashley stopped him when he made to grab the lad.

“You smelt like him when you came back earlier,” her twin said suspiciously.

James’ eyes narrowed and Cole rushed to put up her mental blocks before he had the chance to read her mind.

She was too late, displeasure entering his dark eyes.

“He attacked you,” he said evenly. “Lyrrad beat him off. That’s why you were both hurt when you got back earlier.”

She scowled at the copper skinned man.

“I’ve told you to stay out of my head, James,” she muttered. “You’re meant to ask first.”

“Is that true?” Ashley demanded. “He attacked you? Why didn’t you tell us?”

She didn’t answer, too focused on Fulcan.

The elf’s normally deep blue eyes now blazed silver, his expression lethal on the lad by their feet. She gestured and Ashley followed her gaze, his mouth tightening when he saw the fury in Fulcan’s eyes.

“I don’t need more trouble from the police,” she said pointedly.

Ashley sighed impatiently.

“Lyrrad, get him,” he grunted.

Cole looked at her twin sharply as Lyrrad grabbed Nathaniel by the scruff of his shirt.

“Don’t kill him,” she ordered. Ashley looked incredulous.

“But...”

“We don’t need the police around again,” she said evenly. “I’ve already had to deal with them three times this week and murder is a little hard for me to cover up. I’ve only just managed to sort through the mess regarding the jewellery.” She waved them away. “Now take him. He’s giving me a headache. Just be back in time for dinner.”

Ashley nodded then left with Lyrrad and James.

Fulcan looked torn between joining them and staying, but he finally decided to remain with Cole, walking over to embrace her.

~*~
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Chapter 5
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NEXT DAY

A light breeze drifted past and Cole’s nose wrinkled, mumbling grumpily when a wisp of hair tickled her nose.

She tried to swat it away, but her arms refused to move, remaining pinned to her sides. She pouted, turning her head to rub her nose against her shoulder instead.

The irritating strand of hair disappeared and she relaxed.

A low crack of wood sounded near her feet and she frowned faintly, sleep tugging on her seductively as she floated in the dreamlike haze.

Water crashed against rocks just above her head and her eyes fluttered open sleepily.

They widened.

She’d gone to sleep in her bed, just like any other night. Yet somehow she was now outside and upside down.

Her ankles were bound together securely, the rope thrown over a branch further up, before being tied around the brittle trunk. Her wrists were pulled tightly behind her back, her fingers numb from the restriction of blood flow to her hands.

She tried to wriggle them, trying to force feeling back into them, but her awkward positioning limited the effectiveness.

She tilted her head back to find the source of the waves and gulped at the immense drop below her, her jaw dropping.

“Good morning, Widow Anders,” a man greeted, interrupting her internal panic for a moment.

She turned her head sharply to find the source, the action making her spin on the rope before coming to a stop. She blinked a couple of times to clear her dizzy sight, but finally she was able to recognise Brutus Bothwell, the blond man standing nearby.

She squinted at him, the reverse gravity disorientating her.

“Brutus? How did I get here?” she asked in confusion. “I went to sleep in my bed last night...”

She trailed off when she caught the flash of teleporting people nearby, a small crowd appearing before them.

Brutus leant casually against the tree she was tied to, toying with a dagger idly as he watched Cole’s friends idly.

“Stay where yeh are,” he ordered, lifting a hand to stop them from getting any closer.

He even went so far as to rest the blade of his dagger near the rope holding her and the men froze.

Cole used the distraction to attempt shapeshifting, mentally running through the possibilities that would enable her to free herself.

Excruciating pain suddenly flared through her body, coming from the ropes binding her. She curled into a ball as best she could, cursing darkly as her eyes watered.

It ebbed away slowly and she sagged weakly, making the rope creak above her.

She swore at Brutus, knowing the man was responsible for the agony in some way, even if he hadn’t moved an inch towards her. She tried to teleport away this time, but the pain struck her again and she shuddered, the urge to vomit rising sharply.

Brutus waved the dagger at her sternly.

“I advise yeh not to try a third time, Widow Anders,” he suggested.

“My name...is not Anders,” she wheezed. “Keith...is dead.”

“That doesn’t mean yer name reverted to what it was,” he chuckled, smirking at her. “Yeh get to bear the name Anders until yeh strap yerself to another hapless man.”

Her jaw clenched.

“What the hell have you tied me with?” she demanded instead of arguing about her name.

“Oh, that is a fascinating little piece of equipment called Vexortilous Rope,” he answered lightly. “Defensive against magic – as yeh’ve just discovered – strong enough to hold a full grown man, yet so easily cut...”

As though to prove his point, he waved the dagger near the rope, taunting her. The rope tightened as she swung on it and the blade sliced through the rough cords cleanly as though it was nothing more than mere string.

Cole gasped breathlessly as she suddenly plummeted, the wind whistling past her ears with an icy touch.

The razor sharp rocks below got closer, far too quickly for her liking and she braced herself for impact, dreading it but knowing it was coming.
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