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    This one goes out to the real ones. If you found this book or this series and made it to the end, I appreciate that. By the time I was writing this, I was burntout and running on fumes. I hope you like this because, at this point, I wasn't.
And to Autumn. Her grandfather, her husband, her children and her parents wish she left more than her body and their memories of her.
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Chapter 1: Playing Catch on a Train
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Jade had rarely been so comfortable yet uncomfortable. The bed she was lying in, though relatively small and not for moving around, was quite plush and squishy. After a long day, it was something you could rest your weary self, especially with the weight on their stomach. However, it was because that weight on their stomach weighed equally on their bladder that they felt compelled to get up and go to the bathroom.

One might assume that this was the normal experience of needing to pee the second you get comfortable in your bed, but a glance at Jade would give away her substantial stomach and why she might be uncomfortable. Yes, pregnancy comes with a lot of joy and pain, and one thing that was neither so high to be a joy but not so low to be a pain was the utter annoyance at the increasing need to pee. Jade made a vow to herself not to get pregnant again, which would probably be easy with her husband away in Drakht.

Though the gateway to beyond death was far more inviting than it should’ve been to Jade, who thought of it passingly as they got up from bed. They were so over this pregnancy, and wished only to get it over with, one way or another. Being cut open was frightening to one who never had surgery before, though natural childbirth had a struggling appeal. With the size they were reaching, and the relatively small frame, though tall for an elf, it seemed like they’d be shitting a boulder, if even that comparison worked.

A trip to her ensuite was a comfortable relief, but Jade’s leg shook at just the passing of urine as she thought on the possibility of genuine childbirth. Then the ensuite shook, and Jade braced herself and her belly. As soon as she finished up, she got up and rushed through washing her hands so she could get a beat on what was happening. After all, the train wasn’t supposed to stop this soon.

But as soon as Jade got out of their room, the train started moving again. Jade was just going to chalk it up to some mechanical error, but for how brief it was, that didn’t set them right. It was a bit of a scene for a pregnant person in a nightgown to be running around the train though, so they took the time to dress, taking time to put on some pants and shirt at least. It would be a sight to see a pregnant person in such clothes, but to Jade, it was the only way to dress; most dresses were hardly their style.

So, Jade walked down to the nightly corridors to look for someone, anyone. She spotted the conductor easily enough, and elderly man who seemed older than the train. And if you wonder how old the train is, it still used steam in an age with such advanced technology as the diesel engine was being talked about in the magazines, which of course drew Jade’s interest. She wondered if this man would see what other ways they’d power trains.

“Excuse me, sir,” Jade greeted, a touch more polite than they usually were. “Why did the train stop?”

“I’m afraid you’re mistaken,” he replied, an uneasy lie falling out of his lips with such clumsy use that you’d believe him better if he said Santa Claus was real. “We didn’t stop. We’re right on schedule to Rosedeen.”

Considering how brief the interruption was, Jade didn’t doubt that “But what was that? It felt like that train jolted.”

“There wasn’t any jolt,” the conductor insisted unconvincingly. “There were no mechanical interruptions; please return to your cabin.”

If Jade was a newborn, she might’ve believed that, but she was confident calling bullshit. However, she was also confident in saying that trusting a man who couldn’t lie himself out of a dinner with his in-laws meant that something bigger than just a little jolt was going on, as I’m sure you do too. So, perhaps it comes as less of a shock that Jade held her index finger to the conductor with her thumb raised but I would still think it a shock.

“Listen,” Jade casually said, tired and so sick of the bull, “I’m sure you have kids, grandkids at home. Maybe you don’t, but there’s somebody who’d miss you if you died. Whoever’s making you lie, I don’t know if they’d kill you, but if you don’t give me the truth, I’ll do it right now. How does that sound?”

The conductor was at was confused and shocked, looking between Jade’s eyes and their finger gun. They weren’t surprised that he’d doubt the threat, but at this moment, so long in Jade’s journey, they were willing to experiment. Magic had a complicated relationship with Hesperia, but Jade’s relationship with it wasn’t complicated; they were an amateur wizarde who had never done a spell like this before but was very willing to pretend like they would try.

“I-I’m sorry, ma’am,” the conductor stuttered. “There was no mechanical interruption; please return to your room.”

Jade sighed, “Fine. I’ll go back at... whatever this hour is and hope it was nothing.”

But as she walked back, she didn’t fucking believe it for one second. She’d gone through too much for her instincts to be at ease. Call it a gut feeling, and with Jade’s gut so gravid, she wasn’t going to take any chances. As soon as she reached her room, she started getting her things together, what minimal luggage she carried. The second she saw the hells breaking loose, she was going to run like Karak himself was on her tail; she would know better than most alive how dangerous his like was.

But until then, they dressed down and hoped to get some sleep. However, even at such a late hour as five in the morning, they couldn’t find much rest. It wasn’t as though sleeping while pregnant was an easy thing for them, but with their instincts screaming that something was wrong, they weren’t gonna find sleep even if their belly was empty. Jade wondered if they’d ever feel at ease again, especially after everything.

So, the past two hours passed agonizingly as Jade waited for some socially acceptable time to be awake, and when they finally did, she shook off her anxieties and went for a quick shower, the only kind you can have on a train. At least the water was warm; that was a relief on her muscles. Properly cleaned and dressed, Jade went down to the dining cart to get some breakfast, something the baby was definitely demanding.

The dining cart was fairly empty when Jade arrived, having perhaps caught it early. She wished she could catch it earlier, when she was really experiencing some unfair midnight cravings, but it closes for the night. With the summer sun having risen, Jade could imagine the passengers would arrive in good time to catch the morning rays. However, even with her being as slow as she was, she managed to get there before anyone else, save for the waitstaff.

The waitress came to their table with impatient ease. “Good morning,” she greeted with a clearly practiced smile. “What shall you have for breakfast?”

With a menu given, Jade had a look at her options. “I’ll have the full Hesperian breakfast.”

The waitress fiddled with her notepad, pursing her red-painted lips. “Um, wouldn’t you prefer a lighter option?” she asked. “After all, you don’t want to regret all the baby pounds, do you?”

She recovered, putting on that practiced smile again, but it was too awkward this time for Jade to give it any grace. “Listen, I got woken up today at 5 in the morning and haven’t been able to get much of any sleep,” they retorted, nearing anger. “Just get me the full Hesperian breakfast and maybe the baby will forget the lack of midnight snacks.”

The waitress, with her nerves on her sleeves, nodded and went back to the kitchen. Jade had never treated the waitstaff like that, even after all she’d been through. The thing was that in her hometown, she knew the waitstaff, gotten to know them better, and she’d actually worked on the waitstaff of some diner during her travels. Would she have tolerated this from the practically maternal figures who hosted her childhood café? No, because she would never herself treat a customer like that, challenging their order, and she never did.

Such angst was wasteful, as soon enough, someone else arrived at the dining coach. He didn’t look familiar, but Jade hadn’t kept track of everyone who boarded the train. He looked innocuous enough, wearing some plain suit and being a clean-shaven man with neat dark hair. However, something about him put them ill at ease, though they weren’t at ease at any time this morning. Perhaps they were just imagining things.

Though it was uncomfortable when he sat down in front of her. “Howdy,” he greeted with a smile. “Call me Tad.”

Jade pursed their lips guardedly. “You can call me Jack,” they told him, even though they didn’t feel like Jack at the moment.

“Very well,” he remarked. “I suppose you just like to be called that.”

Jade felt appreciated by that. Very few had ever taken that name as seriously as the one she was born with, and those that did were rather queer folk, if you understand my meaning. Perhaps he was among them, perhaps he wasn’t and was merely an ally. Frankly, either was very appreciable company on this long journey, no matter how long he was be part of it. Many had been with Jade on the trail, and if he was just to be one of them, so be it.

The waitress returned from the back, spotting Tad with widening eyes. “Oh, hello, sir,” she greeted with her smile again. “Here’s your breakfast.”

She then plopped Jade’s plate at his side of the table. “Um, I didn’t order this,” he replied.

“Well, it seems your wife did for you,” the waitress retorted. “Perhaps you’d like to order for your wife.”

Tad narrowed his eyes with incredulity but was quick to relent. “Very well, she’ll have a soft-boiled egg with buttered toast,” he told her.

“Perfect,” she said as she wrote the order down. “I’ll be right on that.”

After an uncomfortable silence between Jade and Tad, the waitress returned with “their” order. She gave her farewells as more passengers began entering the coach, leaving the unlikely diners with the wrong plates. Naturally, the solution was simple, as at a glance, the pair knew well to trade plates, and they did so the second the waitress was out of sight. A hearty plate of eggs, bacon, pancakes, toast and hashbrowns for Jade, and a delicate soft-boiled egg and toast for Tad. A victory for both as they dug in.

“I prefer this breakfast anyways,” Tad remarked. “I don’t like heavy breakfasts; they just make me sluggish. Though they could at least butter the toast themselves. What’s this country coming to?” He chuckled as he buttered them himself.

“You got that right,” Jade giggled, matching his energy. “Honestly, I typically don’t indulge in big breakfasts, but I’m too pregnant and too tired to give a damn. Just fucked me up, pancakes, bacon and eggs. I could do without this though.” She held up the hashbrown like some foreign object.

“I’ll take that,” Tad offered. “My mom used to make these.” So, Jade escorted the potato-y cakes to their dining companion’s plate, which he took a good bite of. “Hm, my mom’s were better. These are just crispy the whole way through, and my mom’s were soft on the inside.”

“Nothing like mother’s cooking, huh?” Jade remarked. “Honestly, the only reason I’m not going for biscuits and gravy is because it’s not on the menu.”

“Oh, a damn shame that.”

And so, the pleasant conversation continued. It was rather odd for Jade, as she wasn’t really one for this. In her hometown, she was the recluse, the landlord who tried to stay apart from as many people as she could. There were exceptions, but they dwindled, and those she would consider friends were those who’d consider her an acquaintance. She never went up to a stranger and just talked to them, so conversing with him so easily was unexpected. Not unwelcome though.

“So, where’s a pregnant woman going on her lonesome?” Tad asked, finishing up his breakfast.

Jade swallowed a mouthful of pancakes before replying, “East to Hollis.” They considered that safe information because they were going there, even if it wasn’t their final destination.

“Hollis, eh?” Tad remarked. “Isn’t that close to Garland?”

Jade furrowed her brow, suspicious. “How do you know about Garland?” she asked, knowing damn well that her hometown wasn’t particularly notable place, not even slightly.

“Well, I happen to be heading there,” Tad explained, not one shift in his demeanor. “I’m looking for someone that matches your description for the most part. She isn’t pregnant, but she is your height, your hair color, your skin color, eye color. Hells, she’s even an elf.”

Jade damn well knew she was the mouse caught by the cat, and what does a cat do with its prey once it’s caught? It plays. Oh, it likes to play. Garland was full of pests and full of cats that liked to play with them until one bite ended it in victory for the little hunter. And how would Tad play with his prey? Jade couldn’t imagine it would be in any way, shape or form pleasant, but it would make him happy.

“W-what’s her name?” Jade asked in an unexpected stutter, those happening so rarely until lately.

“Yours, Jade Booker, yours,” Tad replied, taking out a gilded badge from his pocket. “Thaddeus Teter, Hesperian Order Committee. You’re under arrest.”

Jade took not a second to bolt out of her chair and make a break for her cabin. If being confronted by a HOC agent wasn’t enough, it was Thaddeus Teter. That name was one that the god called the Dusk-Maiden warned her of, and when the mistress of secrets shares one with you, you remember it like a knife to the gut. With her warning ringing in Jade’s ears, she ran to her cabin and grabbed her luggage.

When they exited their room however, Thaddeus was right in front of the doorway. He offered no chance to escape, so the only way out was the window behind Jade. Their eyes darted back to it, whether Jade’s or Thaddeus’s, for both knew that the elfin fugitive could be so desperate. With their pregnancy, it was probably a bad idea, worse than if they weren’t. However, that didn’t stop either.

Before Thaddeus could act, Jade shoved her suitcase in his face and smashed the window open with a donkey kick, but before she could climb out, he grabbed her hand. She struggled, using her foot’s purchase on the window to drag her back, trying to ignore the wriggling her baby was doing in her belly. She punched him, but he just grabbed her other hand, and there wasn’t much do to but be pulled.

Save one thing, and that was the desperate gambit Jade went for, hooking her other foot on the windowpane. Stretched, she quickly regrated her tactic but decided to make the most of it and pulled herself towards the windows as much as Thaddeus pulled her to the door. With desperate angling and pulling, Jade managed to slip her legs through the pane, stopping just short of her belly.

Thaddeus, clearly knowing that he was losing this desperate tug of war, reached for her, his hands seeking better purchase. However, without that hand on Jade’s wrist, she punched him again, her fist connecting with the HOC agent’s shoulder. That made
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