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	One

	Caster

	I have Whent send riders to both the hamlet of Boghar and the city of Rhodes carrying the same message, since I’m not sure where Yeva is currently. It’ll take her about a week or so to reach Estrial, so Lycus and I take the time helping Brendan with Zoe’s sword fighting and archery lessons. Whent even joins us to assist the young queen in learning basic strategy and how to find her enemy’s weaknesses under their armor and while on horseback. During the evenings right after dinner, I spend the time scouring the books in the solar, since the castle doesn’t have a library. But I haven’t been able to locate anything that details the necessity for the mad Dewin Macarius to be the sole person to open the gate. I haven’t asked Zoe about it yet because she’s still recovering mentally from the attempt on her life, and I don’t see the point of placing another burden onto her shoulders.

	More than a week passes before Yeva finally shows up at the gate. Whent is reluctant to let her in, so Lycus and I meet her in the guard tower keep. Whent secures the door and remains with us for our protection.

	“You summon me and then treat me like a prisoner?” Yeva asks, her purple eyes pulsating with irritation as she paces the room.

	“I don’t know you,” Whent says, standing guard at the door. “And until I can trust you won’t hurt my queen, here is where you’ll stay.”

	“Why would I want to hurt a child?”

	“Jealousy… revenge… as a favor to someone,” Whent responds. “There are reasons, and it’s been tried before, but I won’t let it happen again.”

	“Will one of you please tell me why I’m here?” she asks, her voice rising as she gestures to Lycus and me.

	“I was hoping you could help us with some questions we have about dark magic,” I answer.

	“Meddlers like you are so annoying with your need to understand every damn thing. Why would you want to know anything about that ancient curse?”

	“Because of Honora,” Lycus responds. He then stands. “I know you’re aware of who she is, so what better source to get our information from than a mystic who dabbles in gray magic?”

	“What are your intentions with her?” Yeva tries to sound protective, but I catch a hint of something else in her manner.

	“Honorable ones,” Lycus replies.

	“We’re her protectors,” I add, though I probably shouldn’t.

	She cocks her head and purses her lips. “Prove it.”

	Lycus places his hand on the woman’s arm and I instantly feel the heat he’s generating, though I’m not sure how. He burns her slightly before releasing her. She tries not to flinch at the pain when I approach and heal her injury.

	“This only proves you’re both Raganas, not protectors of my queen.”

	“Who do you think turned us into these creatures?” Lycus asks, annoyed. “There’s only one person in the entire realm with this kind of power, and you know it.”

	Yeva doesn’t answer, but only continues to stare at us.

	“We met a few months ago,” I say. “Do you remember?”

	“Yes,” she replies. “It was in King Horus’ throne room. You’re the only one who didn’t want a reading or a fuck, which shocked and surprised me.”

	“I’m also the one who requested that you come here.”

	“Then ask your questions, so I can leave.”

	“Can a person be pulled through an astral projection like an object can?”

	“Why would you want to do that?” She scrunches up her face.

	“To get Honora away from her husband,” Lycus responds. “It would be easier than having to face the asshole in the flesh.”

	She glares at Lycus and I can see the wheels turning in her head, which puts me on alert of a possible issue we may have with this so-called mystic. “There is a way, but it’s not easy for all parties involved.” Yeva searches for a chair to sit on, finding one in the corner. “It’ll take both of you since one will need to project to her location for her body; the other pulls her into a dream walk to bring her soul and mind to the same location. I’m assuming either one or both of you have these abilities, as they’re common in Raganas. Also, there’s a toll that comes with such a feat.”

	“Such as?” I ask.

	“You could wind up killing her if it’s done incorrectly,” the mystic responds, which isn’t what either of us wants to hear.

	“But she’s the Shadows,” Whent says. “She can’t die like a mortal.”

	“At this moment she can; she no longer has her powers if these two are now her protectors.” Yeva points to Lycus and me. “Honora won’t get them back until the gate opens, or…”

	“Or what?” Lycus asks.

	“You find a horsam crystal to infuse with your abilities.”

	“Would the crystal survive the transport if we go about getting Honora through the astral projection and dream walking?” I ask.

	“I’m not sure. More than likely no, because it’ll strain the crystal beyond its natural construction—ripping its magical fibers into pieces.”

	“We’ll need to have more than one made then,” Lycus says, turning to me.

	“I can try to grab several crystals that are hidden around Evan’s castle, and bring them back here.”

	“I think her wedding band needs to be one of them as well,” Lycus adds.

	“Will these give her the powers she’s currently missing, or only allow us to move her through projection and dream walking?” I ask.

	Yeva plasters a crooked smile on her face. “It’ll give her some of her abilities, but there’s a way to infuse more if you don’t want to use your own powers to do it.”

	“What do you mean?”

	Yeva perks up. “There’s a book called the Dhorcha. It gives the history on dark magic, as well as several spells that can be infused into objects with the power of the Raganas.”

	“Where would we find this book?” Lycus asks.

	“All castles should have them,” she replies. “It was created the same time the Regnum Parable was, and by the same people.”

	“Evander’s had the ability to harness powers he’s been dying to get this whole time. How come he doesn’t know it?” Lycus glances at everyone in the room.

	“Does he or did he have Dewins in his household?”

	“Yes, two,” I reply. “They’re dead now because Ore destroyed their crystal, which had been keeping them alive.”

	“Then they would’ve destroyed the book the moment they entered the castle,” Yeva responds. “There’s no way in hell they would’ve taken any chances on that falling into the wrong hands.”

	If only Henry and Aliza knew how much they saved the realm by doing such a thing, I think to myself.

	“Could this book be in the solar?” I ask Whent.

	“Zoe would be the one to know. She’s read many of the books in that room.”

	“If we’re going to use the wedding ring, we’ll have to get it while Ore and Evan are sleeping,” Lycus comments. “That way neither of them will know it’s been altered.”

	“I’ll have Vaughn set you up in a room, Yeva, then we’ll get started on this project of yours,” Whent says, pointing to me with his last comment.

	Lycus and I head straight for the solar. Whent summons Vaughn to assist Yeva before he goes and retrieves Zoe. Prior to beginning our search while we’re still alone, I voice my concerns to Lycus.

	“Something’s off with that woman.”

	“I noticed it as well,” he responds. “Her demeanor changed drastically when she began talking about the Dhorcha. She said you were the only one in the group in Vanir who didn’t want a reading or a fuck, which means Evander did.”

	“He confessed it after several of us caught him attacking Ore one day. It was also the same time he accused Ore and me of having an affair.”

	“Well, technically, you were.”

	I glare at Lycus. “The point is, knowing Evander, he’s probably promised something to this woman in exchange for her cooperation. We’ll need to determine what that is before we let her leave the castle.”

	“Ask her if she has a seer’s coin,” Lycus comments.

	“Why?”

	“All mystics have them. Fae gave one to Ore. I found it in her quiver.”

	“How many do you think each seer carries?”

	“That’s a good question. Maybe we can get Zoe, Brendan, or Whent to each ask for one.”

	I nod in agreement, then we carefully look over every book cover as methodically as possible so we don’t inadvertently miss it. Zoe and Brendan enter several minutes later, both with puzzled expressions on their faces.

	“What book is it you’re looking for?” Zoe asks, joining us on the far side of the room.

	“It’s called a Dhorcha,” Lycus responds. “It supposedly contains spells on trapping dark magic in crystals. You wouldn’t happen to know which shelf it’s on, would you?”

	“I’ve read every book in this room, but I’ve never come across one with that particular name,” she replies.

	“Great, now what?” Lycus tosses up his hands in frustration. “We can’t wander into another kingdom and demand it, and the one in Geron would’ve burned up when the castle did.”

	“Have you checked Tarran’s room?” Brendan asks, which causes all of us to stare at him. “It sounds like something she would’ve kept hidden from Zoe, for fear her little sister would use it against her.”

	“Follow me,” the young queen says. 

	We run out of the solar, wind down several hallways, up a flight of stairs, and enter a room smelling of death and decay. The massive bed is stripped of all linens, but blood spatter has been flicked over the wall above and on the headboard. Zoe hasn’t mentioned how her sister died, only that she did it. And by the looks of the room she did it viciously. 

	I don’t know whether to be proud or concerned.

	“We’ll each take a side of the room,” Lycus says. “Don’t leave anything unturned or unopened.”

	It takes us at least an hour, if not more, but we eventually locate the small, red-velvet-covered book hidden in a false bottom in Tarran’s dresser—along with other things no lady should be in possession of. A fear that she may have had these particular items used on Zoe since it’s how her demented mind worked grows inside me, so I make sure the little queen doesn’t see any of them; she doesn’t need the reminder of her past torment. We retreat to the solar where Whent and Yeva are sitting waiting for us.

	“Where did you go?” he asks.

	“Tarran had it hidden in her room,” Zoe replies.

	“Figures,” Whent grunts.

	Zoe hands the book to Yeva so she can read through it before handing it off to me. The book is rather thin, its pages a delicate yellow and brittle from age. I have to turn each one carefully, and feel all eyes on me since I’m taking my time going through every written word.

	“I found out why Evander has to be the one who opens the gate into Toorkuns, and why it can’t be any of us… or even Ore,” I say, after a long silence.

	“Why?” Zoe asks.

	“According to this book, the one who controls the gate will be the first one to be destroyed by it if Dolos the Deceptor rises from his ashes.”

	“Who?” Whent asks.

	“He’s the one who procured dark magic,” Yeva responds. “He’s said to have been the most powerful demon ever to have existed. But the amount of power it took to construct his creation drained the life from him, turning him into ash.”

	“You’re talking about the Shadows,” Lycus says.

	Yeva nods. “She took everything from him just to be born, though I don’t think it was intentional.”

	“Why would he create such a monster if he knew it was going to kill him?” Brendan asks.

	“He didn’t know it was going to lead to his death,” Yeva says, infuriated by the question. “Dolos created the Shadows to be his companion, his lover, and his queen. They were to rule all realms together.”

	“The gate is a trap, then. One to lure a foe under false pretenses with the promise of unlimited power and control,” Whent comments.

	“But for that trap to be sprung you’d have to know in which realm Dolos’ ashes are being kept, and how to raise him from the dead,” Yeva says. “And that’s not written in any book that I’m aware of.”

	“The one who controls the gate is the same one who opens it,” Lycus states.

	“That’s how this reads.” I shake the book.

	“Does it say anything about whether this person has to be alone when they do it?” It takes me a brief second to realize what Zoe is really asking.

	“It doesn’t say,” I reply. “But Ore would be too powerful for the gate to kill her.”

	At least I hope so… for all our sakes.

	“Hopefully Evan doesn’t have her when the time comes,” Brendan says. “There’s still no telling what might actually happen if they pass through together.”

	“The boy’s right.” Yeva crosses her legs. “Honora being the Shadows doesn’t guarantee her anything, except the immense power that has been waiting for her to reclaim for hundreds of years.”

	Lycus and I glance at each other because we know what else will happen if Evander has Honora by his side at that moment… she’ll be lost to us forever.

	“What about the spells?” Lycus inquires, interrupting my train of thought.

	“I’m still looking through those, but there’s one thing they all require.”

	“And what’s that?” Whent asks.

	“Fresh blood from a depraved person. And a lot of it, if we’re going to infuse several crystals with these abilities.”

	“Do we know anyone like that who’s close by?” Brendan asks.

	“Yes, we do,” Zoe replies, her tone one of sorrow. “And she now works in the kitchen.”

	“The whore Evander brought with him the last time he and Caster were here,” Whent states.

	“But she’s just a child,” I utter. “There has to be someone else we can use.”

	“How depraved are we talking?” Lycus asks. “I mean, there’s all types of evil, so which one is it looking for?”

	“The book doesn’t say.”

	“I’ve heard the other guards talking about the talents she possesses and the lengths she’s willing to go to please anyone. She’s definitely the girl for this,” Whent says.

	“Sounds like your guards could fit the description also,” I retort.

	“Possibly, but I need them, whereas we don’t need her.”

	“But she’s only a year older than Zoe.” I continue my protest.

	“You can’t start having a moral compass now, Caster,” Zoe says, taking a verbal jab at me. “Evander and you are the reason she’s here in the first place. As well as the other one, though she’s gone now.”

	“I told you this wasn’t going to be easy, old man.” Lycus slaps me on the back.

	“I know, but that doesn’t mean I have to like it,” I grumble.

	“What else is needed?” Yeva asks.

	“Some herbs that can be found in any kitchen, a piece of a dark or gray magic creature, heat, and a stone bowl.”

	“What sort of piece from a dark creature?” Lycus queries.

	“Hair, wings, nails, anything like that. But it has to be from something born from the Shadows’ loins, not transformed by her.”

	“The leimakides,” Zoe says. “She birthed them. They can be a little tricky to catch, but it’s not too difficult if you know how to lure them.”

	“How late is it?” Yeva asks.

	“It’s early evening,” Vaughn replies from the doorway.

	We were so caught up in the book that none of us heard him come in.

	“Dinner is just about ready,” he says, then departs.

	“Whent, have one of the men capture a meadow nymph and bring it back to my sister’s room. I don’t want us doing this in any other part of the castle. We’ll gather the rest of the materials after dinner,” Zoe orders.

	“Yes, Your Majesty.” He bows before exiting.

	I bring the book with us to the dining room so I can show Vaughn the ingredients we’ll need from the kitchen. He takes it with him and says he’ll return shortly. I eat what I can, as I’m uneasy about doing this and everything it’s going to take. Who knows if it’ll even work, but Ore needs to be protected when Lycus and I aren’t with her. And so far this is the only option we’ve been able to come up with. Part of me is hoping Lycus will volunteer to slit the young girl’s throat, but if I’m to perform my tasks as a protector I’ll have to be the one to do it.

	“I wonder how many people are aware of Dolos the Deceptor,” Lycus comments.

	“Well if a mystic knows, then the Dewins have to—which means Evan does as well,” I reply.

	“Evan’s a Dewin?” Yeva asks, a worried expression creasing her soft, delicate face.

	“He’s the Dewin,” Lycus responds. “He’s Macarius.”

	The woman spits out her drink, showering the white tablecloth with wine. “You’ve got to be kidding me!”

	“Did he forget to mention that while he was fucking you?” I inquire, smirking.

	“Are you sure?” She ignores my comment, her hand trembling as she goes to set her glass down.

	“Very sure,” Zoe states, cautiously eyeing the woman.

	“Then he knows about his wife.” Yeva works on getting herself under control as she wipes her mouth.

	“Why do you think they’re together?” Lycus asks, narrowing his eyes at her. 

	“I just never really thought about it. It’s none of my business what draws two people together.”

	“And what draws him to you?” I ask.

	“He’s not drawn to me,” she says, her voice cracking ever so slightly. “I was just a stop for his hedonism that day, like all the others.”

	“And the day after,” I add.

	“Look, it’s no secret mystics do more than tarot readings, all right?” she remarks, her temper rising. “Who the hell cares what I do, with whomever I do it? If his wife has a problem with his fornications outside of their marriage then she’s the one who needs to deal with it, not me. I’m free to do whatever I want, regardless of your opinions about me.”

	She goes back to eating, ignoring our hostile looks. Vaughn returns with everything we need, including the stone bowl. When we’re ready, I hand the items to Lycus and instruct the others to head up to Tarran’s room while I project myself into Latrest Castle.

	“You won’t be able to get the ring until she’s asleep,” Lycus says, concerned.

	“I know, but I can at least get the rest of the crystals as long as no one is in those rooms.”

	“Just be careful.” Lycus places a hand on my shoulder.

	I wait until I’m alone in the dining room before closing my eyes and focusing myself into the bedchamber that was supposed to be the nursery for the infant Honora first carried, the baby Evan smothered. The room is thankfully empty, and is now covered in dust and cobwebs from lack of need. I had stashed a crystal in a vase on the fireplace mantel, but before I move the object I check around the room one more time to make sure I’m alone and the door is closed. I tuck the crystal into my pocket, slip through the door after opening it ever so slightly, then proceed to the library.

	The door is wide open, but there’s no one in sight. I carefully make my way over to the desk, open the bottom drawer, and remove the crystal I hid there. I next move to the solar downstairs, then the dining room. And finally the kitchen, where I work on avoiding Ildi and the others as best I can. Fortunately the crystal in this room is out in the open so I don’t need to move anything out of place. Lycus told me Honora isn’t wearing the one around her neck any longer, but I have no way of knowing where Evan has hidden it, so it’ll just have to stay where it is for now.

	I decide to go searching for Ore. When I first look around I can’t find her, until I’m standing outside her bedchamber. I hear her, and Evan, very loudly. I have to control myself, as I want nothing more than to rip open the door, storm my way over to their bed, and kill the fucking bastard. Lycus said we’d feel it when she was experiencing a strong sensation of pleasure, but I don’t feel anything; she must not be too aroused by her husband at this moment.

	I pull myself back to the dining room, as I can’t stomach listening to them any longer. Then I head up to Tarran’s room where everyone has gathered, handing Yeva the five crystals I collected, which she places into the stone bowl.

	“How long will we have to wait for them to fall asleep?” Brendan asks.

	“Not too much longer,” I growl. “He should almost be done with her, hopefully.”

	“That had to have been hard to hear.” Lycus slaps me on the back.

	“You have no idea.” I sit as I’ll need to go back to Latrest in a matter of minutes. 

	The young girl who was mentioned earlier is tied to a chair with a gag in her mouth, her body shaking. Her face is covered in dirt and sweat, and her eyes dart nervously about the room, settling on me—a hint of recognition igniting them. I look away to avoid the pained expression she’s giving me.

	“Try to go back now,” Yeva says.

	I work on preparing myself for what I’m going to encounter before I close my eyes and project myself right into their bedchamber. Evan is still fucking her while she hollers, her pathetic delight from earlier having now turned to pain. I grit my teeth as I try to ignore what I’m hearing; my eyes are closed because I don’t want to see it. Evan let’s out a loud grunt, then the room becomes very quiet. I open my eyes and notice he’s already sound asleep, snoring beside my soulmate. Ore cries silently, rolling onto her side, putting her back to him.

	I approach the bed, kneel beside her, and take her hand.

	“Caster?” she whispers.

	“Yes, my dearest,” I answer, not knowing if she can hear me. When she doesn’t respond, I lean forward and kiss her ever so gently.

	“I miss you.”

	I push the hair out of her face and wait for her to fall asleep, which she does eventually, but probably only because I’m with her. The heavy dark circles under her eyes tell me she’s not sleeping well, and it distresses me to see it. I try to focus on the task at hand, carefully slipping the ring off her finger before pulling myself back to the others. I then set the ring into the bowl on top of the other crystals.

	“Now to add the wings from the nymph,” Yeva instructs as she wanders over to a guard standing off to the side who’s carrying a small cage. A tiny person is secured behind its narrow wooden bars.

	The thing cries as she tries to step out of Yeva’s reach, but has nowhere to go. The mystic forcefully plucks its wings and adds them to the mix before going over to the girl.

	“The blood and heat need to be applied right away.”

	“Lycus, take the bowl. I’ll handle the girl,” I say, my voice trembling with anxiety.

	“Are you sure?” he asks.

	“You’re the only one here who can produce heat, so, yes, I’m sure.”

	Yeva hands him the bowl, which he tilts forward slightly after placing it at the base of the poor girl’s throat. Tears well in her eyes, and she tries to scream when the realization of what’s about to happen to her sinks in. I remove the dagger from my boot, hold the shiny blade against her pale skin, and quickly cut her open before I change my mind. The minute her blood hits the items Lycus generates heat, even though the bowl is still filling. When the contents are completely submerged, Lycus steps back as flames leap up from the crystals and the ring, turning them a dark red, almost black. A rancid smell fills the air as the blood is absorbed. After several tense minutes, the fire dies out and the crystals return to their naturally clear state.

	“How do we know it worked?” Zoe asks.

	Lycus removes a crystal from the bowl and hands it to her. “Try it.”

	She slips it around her neck, Evander having left them on their chains from when the weaponsmith made them. She wanders over to her sister’s bed, picks up a damaged pillow, and tries to apply heat to it. A dark-reddish smoke begins to develop inside the crystal, filling it entirely just as the pillow in Zoe’s hands begins to smolder then burn. She drops it before she hurts herself and Whent stomps out the flames.

	“Get this back to her immediately.” Lycus hands me the ring.

	I return to Ore’s bedchamber where she’s still sound asleep, slip the ring back onto her finger, and kiss her on the forehead.

	“We’ll see you soon,” I whisper, then vanish.

	We give a crystal to Brendan, and Whent says he’ll take care of the body, so the rest of us can turn in for the night. When Lycus and I return to the suite he places a pendant around his neck while I do the same. Then he stashes the remaining one into his bag. After I clean my weapon I collapse onto my bed, exhausted from the ordeal, and immediately fall asleep.

	 

	I can tell something is off before I even open my eyes. I remove my dagger, which I stashed under my pillow before going to sleep, holding it firmly in my hand as I slowly make my way out into the seating area. The room is pitch black, yet I can feel a presence somewhere in front of me. I hold my breath, listening carefully to see if I notice any odd noises. I pick up the sound of someone breathing softly, followed by a quiet laugh. As I slowly make my way across the room my foot hits the side of a chair, which causes me to involuntarily cry out.

	A force lifts me off the floor and sends me hurtling across the room, smashing into a mirror which shatters, embedding glass into my back. I hear Lycus fumbling around in his room. He’s holding a lantern when his door opens, illuminating the figure of a thief still bent down over Lycus’ bag.

	“Hey!” he yells, but Yeva vanishes with a pendant dangling from her neck.

	“Damn it,” I grumble, getting to my feet, the glass fragments on the floor cutting me. “I thought you locked the door?”

	“I did,” Lycus grouses, then glances over at me. “Are you going to be all right?”

	“I’m fine,” I retort as I begin pulling slivers from my skin so my wounds can heal. “Get Whent. He needs to be alerted so he can stop her at the gate.”

	Lycus bolts down the hallway, as I’m too injured to move rapidly. It takes several minutes for every piece of glass to be extracted from my body and my wounds to mend. I stumble into the hallway just as Vaughn and Brendan come racing toward me, one carrying a lantern while the other holds a longsword.

	“We need to stop Yeva before she leaves the grounds. Lycus is alerting Whent now.”

	“She was in your room?” Vaughn asks, a little frightened.

	“Yes.”

	“Did she take anything?” Brendan queries.

	“The last horsam crystal we had. God only knows what she’s going to do with it.”

	“Would she give it to Evander?” Vaughn asks, concerned.

	“I wouldn’t put it past her.”

	“Her room’s this way,” the Master of the Household says, so Brendan and I follow him down to the main floor and over to the far south wing, then up a flight of stairs. 

	We reach the room at the same time as Lycus and Whent. But when we open the door the room is empty.

	“Her horse is still in the stables,” Whent pants. “She couldn’t have gone far. I have the portcullis down and the guards are out looking for her.”

	“They’re not going to find her,” I say. “Yeva simply vanished before our eyes, so she could be anywhere by now. The Dhorcha had a page listing all the powers that would be caged in the crystals once the dark magic was applied to them.”

	“Where’s the book?” Lycus asks.

	“Yeva took it,” Vaughn answers. “I hadn’t realized she’d slipped it away from me until I was helping Whent clean up Tarran’s room.”

	“Now what do we do?” Brendan asks.

	“You and Zoe never take these off.” I tug at my chain. “They’ll protect you no matter what. Lycus and I will go looking for Yeva.”

	“We never got to ask her about the seer’s coin,” Lycus comments.

	“Shit,” I grumble. “We can’t worry about that now.”

	“How are you going to find her?” Brendan asks.

	“I’m not sure,” I respond.

	“I think before we do anything else, we need to get another copy of the book. That way we know what we’ll be going up against, as well as the powers we now possess,” Lycus states.

	“There might be one place we can go to get it, but I think it requires a personal visit, not a projection.”

	“Where are we going?”

	“Vanir. There’s someone in the castle in Rhodes who can help us.”

	Lycus nods. “Let’s get going. I don’t want to delay any longer.”

	We return to our rooms to change and pack, then collect our horses from the stables. Vaughn makes sure we have plenty of provisions before we leave. I tell Brendan to give our love to Zoe, but to let her sleep since it’s the middle of the night and she still needs her rest. As we ride across the bridge and away from the castle I work out in my head exactly what I’m going to say to Patrick. He’s going to be mad when he learns what Lycus and I have done, but there wasn’t any other choice. I just hope I can convince him of that.

	 


Two

	 

	Ore

	“This book is useless!” Evan hollers from his seat at the desk as he skims through the Regnum Parable, while I sit by the fireplace reading a small book of prose. “What was the point of having this created if it’s not going to tell me everything I need to know about all the kingdoms?”

	“That book is centuries old, my dear. Things have changed between then and now, and unless someone physically adds to it nothing new is going to appear in there. It can’t accommodate for everything.”

	He grumbles as Jakob enters, carrying a letter.

	“This just arrived for you by royal messenger, Your Majesty,” he says, handing the folded parchment to my husband.

	“It’s from Kitezh.” Evan shows me the seal in the wax before breaking it. “It appears someone is looking out for me after all.” He chuckles to himself while I roll my eyes. “We’ve been invited to a birth celebration by King Fedor. He’s turning fifty. He’s requested that we join him as he celebrates with his kingdom and select dignitaries, including King Jorma and King Oddmond of Axis. He says he doubts King Jorma will make an appearance, so we’ll more than likely have to put up with Lord Idris again.”

	“When is it set to begin?” I ask, getting up to stand behind him.

	“In one week, but we’re welcome to arrive early if we so choose,” Evan says, overly excited by the news. “Jakob, make arrangements for us to leave first thing in the morning.”

	“Yes, Your Majesty,” the old man replies before departing.

	Evan leans back in his chair so he can put his arms around my waist. “This is quite fortuitous. Just think: if we can obtain the medallions for Axis and Kitezh at the same time, then there are only two we’ll need to bargain and hunt for. Bringing us closer to our final goal.”

	“Your final goal, remember? What does it matter to me, since you’re going to enslave me for all time when this is done?”

	He pulls me onto his lap. “I thought the future queen of the realm would be enjoying this impending achievement,” he says, nuzzling my neck. “It’s one step closer to you getting your powers back.”

	“And a step toward your demise,” I utter with contempt.

	“That’s only if those two oafs you bestowed your powers upon can get to me before the gate opens,” he says as his lips brush against mine. “And that’s never going to happen now that I have Fillian and Argus working on capturing them for me.” He moves to unbutton the back of my dress, then slides it down, exposing my breasts. “I’m very much looking forward to having you all to myself, forever and ever.”

	His mouth devours one breast, suckling so hard the pain is intense but pleasurable. His hand wanders between my legs, caressing me after he lets my dress fall to the floor. I moan from the touch and the thrill he’s providing. His fingers slip inside and I surprisingly find myself losing all self-control. The tops of my thighs become wet so Evan shoves everything off the desk, lays me across it, and penetrates me. I can’t help but holler his name as everything intensifies. He doesn’t stop when he culminates, but instead pushes harder until I can’t feel my legs anymore because of how powerful the vibrations are between them.

	“Oh God!” I scream as everything hits its mark.

	Evan rests his head on my chest when he’s done, and we both breathe heavily. “That’s it, sweetheart,” he whispers. “We’re back to where we belong.”

	He stands, kisses me, and redresses while I continue to lie there unable to move. It takes a few minutes for me to regain enough feeling where I can stand and don my dress.

	“How long do you think we’ll be away?” I ask.

	“For as long as it takes.”

	“And what if neither of the kings will bestow their medallions upon you?”

	“Then I’ll need to come up with alternative ways to get them. Go tell Ildi our plans so she can pack food for the journey.”

	I go down to the kitchen where the head maid is busy with several other servants, getting dinner prepared.

	“Jakob already told me,” she says, rushing past. “I’ll make sure you have everything you need by the morning.”

	I thank her, then head back upstairs, but I don’t return to the library. Instead I go to my bedchamber and begin packing, as I know Evan will want to get an early start. As I select specific garments, I pray Lycus visits me tonight so I can warn him about Argus and Fillian. I already told him about Evan wanting his and Caster’s heads, but now he’ll know who to be on the lookout for. I hate not having my abilities, but it’s the price I had to pay to make sure both my loves lived. I wonder how they’re getting along, since they’ve hated each other from their first meeting in this very castle. Hopefully that’s all been repaired, because I’m counting on them for everything now. 

	My memories drift to Caster and how he visited me last night before I slept. He had to have caught Evan fucking me. It’s something my husband insists we do practically every night. It had to have made him very uncomfortable to witness and hear, as it did me.

	As I busy myself sorting through the wardrobe and dresser I notice my wedding band seems heavier today. I’m probably just overtired from fulfilling Evan’s every last desire; if I get proper rest the feeling should go away. I step into the lavatory, when my image in the mirror above the vanity stops me. The cut on my lip is gone, but I could’ve sworn it was there yesterday. I shake my head and begin collecting only a few bottles of scented oils I’ve come to love. As I turn around I wind up dropping one on the stone floor, shattering it.

	“Shit.” I set the remaining bottles aside to clean up the mess.

	I carefully pick up the shards of glass before I use a towel to mop up the oil. An unexpected pain in my palm startles me so I look down to find a piece of glass sticking out of my flesh. I thought I’d collected all the shards, but I guess I missed one. As I remove it my wedding band instantly fills with a dark red, almost black smoke as the wound begins to heal. Once it’s closed the ring turns back to normal. I’m greatly startled by the event. My inclination is to tell Evan what just occurred, but then he’ll ask questions I don’t have the answers to and perhaps steal the ring from me to use for himself.

	I return to the bedchamber, finish packing, then go down to the dining room where Ildi, Jakob, and a few servants are setting out an extra place at the table, which has me worried. I take my normal seat just as Evan and Caster’s replacement, an older man by the name of Lange, enter. He’s a tall, robust, and cantankerous individual I’ve hated since the moment I met him, which was shortly after marrying Evander. Lange had been waiting for the chance to rise in the ranks of the royal guards, so with Caster’s death he was immediately appointed to the position my love previously held. He now trains the Vagter when Argus is absent like he is right now. The man has been a pain in my ass ever since.

	“I’m looking forward to the journey,” Lange says, pulling out a chair to sit. “How many men do you plan on taking?”

	“Only a dozen or so,” Evan replies, pouring the wine after taking his seat. “Just enough to protect us. We’ll also need to dig out the old banners in the armory and have a few of the men carry them to announce our arrival when we reach Kitezh.”

	“How come we’ve never used them before?” I ask.

	He clears his throat before replying. “There was never a need until now. We should also wear our pendants again. Especially when we’re traversing the kingdom.”

	“How long a journey will it be?”

	“About four days,” Lange replies.

	“Which should give us a few extra days to ourselves before the celebration begins.” Evan winks at me. “I’m looking forward to seeing what Kitezh has to offer.”

	“I’m sure you are.” Disdain is heavy in my tone, which causes Evan to furrow his brow.

	“Don’t worry, dear. I have no intention of leaving your side during our stay.” The sincerity in his voice is very underwhelming.

	“Then how do you intend on acquiring the medallions you so desperately need? I’m sure you’ll have to make some kind of bargain with Fedor and Oddmond. I highly doubt you want me around for that.”

	“True; I wouldn’t want you with me, as I’m willing to do and give up anything to gain them. You’ll simply be a hinderance during those occasions, so while I’m busy with the kings you’ll be escorted by Lange,” Evan says, smirking.

	“I’ll make sure she’s out of the way, Your Majesty.” Lange sneers at me.

	I feel my temper rise as his dark gray eyes bore into me. Heat builds and the ring on my finger grows heavy. I quickly place my hand in my lap before Evan notices. It’s at this same moment a small flame flickers to life on Lange’s uniform coat, just under the lapel. It slowly grows until becoming large enough for the others to notice. Lange tosses his jacket onto the floor while Jakob rushes to dump water on it. Evan turns to glare at me, but I ignore his stare and go back to eating.

	“What the hell was that?” Lange asks, stunned at almost being burned.

	“It would appear an errant ash fell from one of the candles in the chandelier,” Jakob replies, pointing above our heads. “It can happen from time to time. I’ll make sure you have a new coat before you leave tomorrow.”

	Lange goes back to eating while Evan continues to watch me very closely. After several minutes he turns his attention back to the new Vagter leader, and the two continue their conversation while I tune them out and wonder what else I can do now that I have some of my powers back. I know it’s due to the ring, but I’m not sure how that’s possible or why it’s even happened.

	As the two continue talking I excuse myself, as I want to turn in early due to the long days of traveling we have ahead of us. Evan says he’ll be up shortly, kisses me, then sends me on my way. I check my bags to make sure I have everything I want, undress, and get under the covers. I want to attempt a dream walk, but if I’m asleep when Evan returns he could notice the oddity about my ring, even though I don’t completely understand it myself. As I drift off, I feel myself being pulled into a dream walk by Lycus. When I open my eyes I’m pleasantly surprised to see Caster as well. Lycus lies on my left while Caster positions himself on my right. I pull up the blankets a little tighter under my chin as I’m currently naked and not sure how I feel yet about both of them seeing me this way at the same time.

	“How is this possible?” I ask, stunned.

	Caster removes a pendant from around his neck and I immediately recognize the horsam crystal attached to it. Dark red, almost black, smoke swirls inside.

	“What does this mean?”

	“We found a way to give you your powers back,” Lycus responds.

	“And add to ours,” Caster says, as if finishing Lycus’ thought.

	“You did this to my ring, didn’t you?”

	“Yes, love,” Lycus says. “But you need to be very careful about using it because, as you can see, the smoke generated when the powers are active is very noticeable inside the crystal.”

	“Where are you now?”

	“We’re between Vanir and Lomance,” Caster replies.

	“Be careful,” I say, fear gripping me. “Argus and Fillian are looking for you. Evan’s tasked them with murdering you both.”

	“We’ll make sure to properly protect ourselves,” Lycus says.

	“When can I be with you?”

	My brother places a hand on my cheek as Caster rests his head against mine. “Not for a while. There’s something Caster and I need to take care of first.”

	“Like what?”

	“Nothing you need to concern yourself over,” Caster replies.

	“Stop keeping things from me,” I snap. “I didn’t make you my protector so you could keep lying to me.”

	Caster grumbles as he rolls his eyes. “We’re after a seer, if you really want to know. She stole something from us and we need to get it back.”

	“What seer?”

	“The one who visited while we were in Rhodes,” he replies.

	“Yeva? The woman Evan fucked behind my back?”

	“The same,” Lycus responds. “She helped us create these beauties, then stole our last one for herself before vanishing from sight.”

	“Where did you get the crystals?”

	“From here.” Caster gestures around the bedchamber. “I took the ones Evan had made from his horsam crystal. The only ones left in the castle now are your ring and the pendant he took off you when you returned from Vanir.”

	“I don’t know where he hid that one,” I comment. “I could help you search for her. It’s better than being here with a lunatic.”

	“We thought about that,” Lycus says. “But we need you to stay with Evan for the moment.”

	“This is ridiculous,” I practically shout. “Before, you two would do anything to get me away from him, and now you want me to stay? What the hell for?”

	“You need to trust us, Ore,” Caster says, wrapping an arm around me, pulling me against him, which forces Lycus to move closer. Caster begins nuzzling my neck while Lycus’ fingers caress my arm and his lips brush against mine. “We’d never let any harm come to you.”

	I close my eyes as I feel Lycus pulling the blankets away, exposing me. A hand wanders down my legs, then between them, but I don’t know which one it belongs to. When I open my eyes, I notice Lycus fondling me to the point where my thighs become wet while Caster suckles on one of my breasts. Sensations I never knew existed fill me and I sigh heavily. Caster’s hand joins my brother’s as Lycus takes to my other breast. I squeal at their touch and long for when we can truly be together.

	“We love you,” Lycus says as his lips find mine.

	A pinnacle so fierce overtakes me and I cry out loud, waking myself up. I’m panting as Evan bursts through the door, a puzzled expression on his face. He cautiously steps over to my side of the bed, then he smiles devilishly when he notices the sheets underneath me since the blankets are down by my feet.

	“Got started without me, I see,” he says, his fingers stroking my sweat-soaked abdomen.

	I’m in such a euphoric state I can’t seem to answer him. Evan disrobes and easily slips inside me. I’m still so sensitive from when Lycus and Caster were here that every movement and touch from Evan only adds to my culmination. The world spins and I feel like it’s never going to stop.

	 

	Evan is in an extremely good mood the following morning. I don’t think I’ve seen him this happy in a while. I wish I could say the same for myself. Although I did enjoy my night with my husband, it was what happened before that really made me feel something I never knew possible… utter ecstasy. I still quiver whenever I recall the two of them with me in bed and I have to hide the smile on my face as it tries desperately to creep up.

	“All ready?” Evan asks as we stand outside the stronghold, preparing to leave for Kitezh.

	“Yes.”

	He pulls me close, then searches under my dress for any hidden weapons, of which there aren’t any. “Good girl,” he says before kissing me.

	What my husband doesn’t know is the hunting knife I normally keep secured to my thigh is hidden in my bag. He can search for it all he wants, but he’s never going to find it. Not unless he’s into women’s toiletries and other unmentionable items. I never go anywhere unarmed… ever.

	“Mount up!” Lange hollers to the twenty guards who are to accompany us, along with four bannermen, each tasked with carrying a long, heavy pole with the Pelheim flag flying high.

	After Evan and I are situated in our saddles, we exit via the back gate and begin heading west, then north so we can avoid the amarok. It takes us two days just to reach the northern border of the kingdom, then another day and a half until we get to Lake Dermont. I’m surprised Evan hasn’t once mentioned the incident in the dining room with Lange. Hopefully Jakob’s reasoning settled whatever questions may have

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
cover.jpeg
ANN BAKSHIS






images/image.png
U





