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After making a vow to her dearest friend on his deathbed, a brave young woman strikes out on her own to prove she can play the sport of the gods as well as any man…
While biding his time until the throne is finally his, an evil prince plots the death of his father and twin brother…
Rescued by a mysterious cloaked traveler, a young boy is drawn into a treacherous journey to a fabled castle where his mercenary half-brother plots treason…
Forced into battle by his birthright and fueled by revenge, a grief-stricken warrior must win the favor of the immortals by playing their deadly game…
The only thing standing between each warrior and glory is a battle between each other—and their own demons.


Connect with Ainsley Online:


[image: image-placeholder][image: image-placeholder][image: image-placeholder]
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Dear Reader,


As a hockey fan, I often find myself mentioning the elusive “hockey gods” while watching a game. As in: “The hockey gods had a hand in that short-handed goal” and “Man, the hockey gods sure weren’t smiling on such and such team tonight.” Players pray to them and commentators thank them for trades, goals, etc.
Like many of you, I spent the summer glued to my TV watching Game of Thrones. And then it hit me upside the head—like most of my ideas do—wouldn't it be great to have a story with all of the same enchanting elements, but about hockey?
So, I sat down in my writing cave and mixed together elements from my favorite fantasy/action/adventure stories, weaved in some betrayal and sex, threw in a dash of violence with a twist of magic, revolved it all around my favorite sport, and Hockey Gods was born.
I hope you enjoy Nataliya and Calder's adventure as they set out to win the coveted Cup and become the greatest, most revered heroes of all time—the Hockey Gods.


Immortally Yours,
Ainsley Drake






  
  
To D,
my own brave warrior

With love,
A
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Chapter 1


The puck skittered across the patchy ice. Nataliya pivoted and cut across the frozen pond on skates that were held together by birch bark tar, a few frayed pieces of twine, and faith. The skates were old and worn, but they were hers. Aunt Hilde hadn’t been pleased that her only niece would spend what little money she had leftover from working in the mines to purchase such a frivolity, but, much to her Aunt’s irritation, Nataliya of Lochlyn had a way of tuning out what she didn’t want to hear. 
Even though she was female, the fairer of the two sexes, as she was tediously reminded of on a daily basis, Nataliya had as much speed on the ice as any man who allowed her to share the pond with them. And her fierce determination exceedingly surpassed theirs time and time again.
Today, it was just her and Daen on Lochlyn Pond, but Nataliya had as much to prove to him as ever. It was a rare time when they had the pond to themselves as Daen’s younger brother, Jovi, was fettered by his studies. Jovi always seemed to tag along and Daen resented his brother’s incessant questions, but Nat didn’t mind. Although he was younger than she and Daen by nearly a decade, Jovi had a sharp mind and even sharper wit.
The surrounding snow-capped mountains of the South Country made for a panoramic backdrop to the little pond, but Nataliya didn’t notice the scenery. She swung out her stick—borrowed from Daen because she couldn’t afford one of her own—and swiped the puck away before he could intercept it. With a few pushes of her strong legs, she skated the puck out of her opponent’s zone and into open ice.
Where there normally was a blade attached to the top of the stick, today it was capped off. The weapon wasn’t necessary in a game among friends.
Even with his custom-made stick—which he had fondly named Gloria—Daen was no match for Nat’s speed and talent. When it came time to play against her, Daen kept his ridicule to a minimum because he was well aware that her skill greatly surpassed even his.
The sport of the gods wasn’t about who had the most money and the most expensive equipment. It was about who spent the most time on the ice honing their craft. And Nat spent more time on the ice than anyone else in their village.
With the goal in her sights, she lined up the shot, pulled her stick back, and shot the puck full force into the net. The rickety old net quivered in its moorings.
After a celebratory dance involving fist-pumps into the air and shouts of victory, Nataliya skated over to the bench where Daen was apparently sulking. She came to a stop, upended her canteen and took a healthy gulp of mountain spring water, and poured the rest over her face to wash away the sweat.
She had been so preoccupied with her celebration that she hadn’t noticed Daen’s slow, hobbled skate to the bench. When she finally looked over at him, Daen sat hunched over, shoulders slumped, a look of defeat settled heavily over his body language.
After a dozen of her one and twenty summers spent with Daen as her best friend, Nataliya knew his moods well. He never handled defeat well, especially when it was a girl who had beaten him. Today was no exception.
“If you’re going to take every loss as badly as this one, then you’re in for a long winter,” she said with a chuckle.
Slowly, Daen looked up at her and met her gaze. Instead of the usual playful expression he wore, his face was stark white, his lips agape and trembling.
Nataliya tossed her canteen away and crouched down at his feet. When she clasped her hands over his, she found them to be fevered and clammy despite the near-freezing temperature outside.
“Daen?” Fear laced the word and she cursed herself for showing weakness. Especially in front of her closest and most trusted friend.
He swallowed and squeezed his eyes shut. His whole body was trembling now and when he opened his eyes again, the fear she saw there nearly knocked her on her backside.
“It’s the filch,” he said, his voice scratchy and hoarse.
The filch came to its name because it “stole” the victim’s body and soon after their life. The horrendous disease wracked quickly through the body, disabling it until the patient was too weak to protest death when it came for them. It wasn’t contagious and it didn’t spread rapidly from one person to the next like the plague. It was a discriminating disease that chose its victims completely at random. It aimlessly plucked someone out of the crowd, sucked the life from them, and then slithered away into the darkness like a coward.
To even say the word out loud was tempting the fates.
Nataliya shook her head. “No, it can’t be. There hasn’t been a case of the filch in Lochlyn in three winters.” Surely that was enough time to eradicate the deadly disease altogether. What cause would it have to strike again now?
Daen didn’t argue. He just sat there looking at her with wide, frightened eyes. Nat knew the threat was serious because Daen never passed up an opportunity to argue with her. Even if he knew she was right.
“Let’s get you home,” Nat suggested brightly despite the cold fear gripping the length of her spine.
Just then, Jovi ran toward the pond, his boots sliding on the ice. Jovi, short for Jovial, was probably coming to find out what he’d missed while he’d been sequestered by his lessons or to fill them in on the village’s latest gossip. The youngster was worse than an old woman.
“Daen!” Jovi shouted with excitement, slipping and nearly falling on his backside. “Mother wishes you to come home. A letter arrived for you! The man who delivered it—” Jovi stopped short when he saw the harsh look on Nat’s face. He looked down at his older brother with confusion, wondering why he was huddled on the bench. Sweat beaded Daen’s ghostly pale skin. Jovi had never seen fear in his brother’s eyes before and the sight of it made his stomach lurch.
“Jovi, go get the healer,” Nat ordered.
Jovi just stood there, looking from Nat to Daen, fear paralyzing his scrawny legs.
“Go!” Nat cried. “Hurry!”
Jovi blinked, the scene in front of him finally registering in his brain. Then he turned on his heel and ran toward the village as fast as his little legs would take him.
Nat changed out of her skates and back into her boots and did the same for Daen. He was starting to shake so hard that his knees knocked together. Nat moved quickly and shoved the skates into her pack. She put her arm around Daen’s waist and helped him to his feet. With his arm around her shoulders, they slowly made their way to his family’s manor at the edge of the village.
She could feel the heat from Daen’s body seeping through her cloak. Was this how it began? she wondered. The filch started a fire within the body and then… No. She wouldn’t allow herself to think such nonsense. “’Twas not the filch. Daen was just feverish with exhaustion from their game. The combination of the cold and his sweat had…
“What if I have the filch, Natty?” Daen asked with a shaky voice that didn’t sound like his. “What will we do?”
The filch. Damn that ugly word. She wished he’d stop saying it.
His grip around her shoulders weakened and she held tight to his waist for fear of him slipping onto the ground.
“We’ll fight it,” she grunted. “Just like we fight everything else.” The outlaws that preyed on their village...the bitter cold...the plague…
As they slowly approached the manor, Daen’s strength lessened even more and their progress was now an awkward shuffle-step, shuffle-step.
Without waiting for help, which would waste even more precious time, Nat swung the front door open and helped Daen over the threshold.
House Blandeaur was bustling with activity. Daen’s family had servants whereas Nat’s did not because Daen’s father, Rohav, held a position of authority as baron of Lochlyn. Serving maids scurried about, cleaning and polishing and Nat pushed past them and led Daen into the great hall.
Daen’s mother, Kaisa, swept into the room looking every bit like the proud wife of a baron. When she saw her son half hanging onto Nataliya, she rushed toward them, and the look of formality faded into worry.
“He’s ill,” Nat informed her.
“Dear heavens!” Kaisa began shouting orders to the servants and then took Daen’s other side and helped Nat lead him abovestairs to his bedchamber. Kaisa pushed open a door at the end of the passageway and helped maneuver him inside.
This was the first time Nat had seen the inside of Daen’s personal chamber and it felt improper, an invasion of his private space. But he was much too weak to make the climb abovestairs alone and his mother couldn’t carry the burden alone.
Nat clamped down on her curiosity to look about and helped Daen to his bed. 
Behind them, Jovi burst through the door and breathlessly informed them that the healer was on his way.
“Our gear,” Daen croaked in the direction of his little brother. “Go back to the pond and get our sticks. And the puck.” Because of the rare material they were crafted from, pucks were hard to come by and they couldn’t risk leaving the valuable items behind for scavengers.
Jovi nodded and was gone again.
Kaisa flittered about, wringing her hands, waiting for the healer’s arrival. She fretted over Daen and inquired about his symptoms, but he remained close-lipped. Nataliya knew he wouldn’t frighten his mother by telling her what he feared was the cause of his illness.
“Mother, please,” Daen begged in a sickly and unfamiliar voice.
“I’ll go fetch your father.”
Daen wanted to tell her it wasn’t necessary, but it would give her something to do, so he let her go.
At the door, Kaisa looked at Nat and Nat gave her a reassuring nod. “I’ll stay with him.”
When they were alone, Daen flopped back onto the bed with a heavy sigh. Nat helped him climb under the quilt and then stood awkwardly looking at her hands. She had never seen Daen ill before. In all the years they had known each other since they were children, Daen had been a healthy vibrant young boy, much like Jovi, who had grown into a strong and determined young man.
He’d been as strong and healthy as she and they had spent their youth playing the sport of the gods on Lochlyn Pond, climbing trees, and running wild through the witch hazel fields. She had never felt uncomfortable around him in her life and now she didn’t know what to say or what to do with her hands.
To keep herself busy, Nat went to the pitcher in the corner and poured him a cup of water. Already, weakness wracked his body and he needed her help to drink. She tipped the cup toward him and waited while he swallowed a few sips of water.
This couldn’t be happening. A few moments ago, he’d rammed into her in an attempt to gain possession of the puck and now he was almost too weak to drink.
A few minutes later, Kaisa bristled into the room and hurried to take her place at Daen’s side. “The healer is on his way and your father will be here shortly,” she announced, satisfied that everything was being handled as swiftly and efficiently as possible.
Nat backed away and stood off to the side. She didn’t know about such things as potions and tonics that healers used. She didn’t know how best to help Daen. She worked in the silver mines at Crags Mountain and skated on Lochlyn Pond in her free time. The ways of medicine were as unfamiliar to her as the etiquette of a highborn lady.
Nat used the lull as an opportunity to look around the room. It was ten times bigger than the windowless room she slept in and was filled with ornately carved furniture. The furs on the bed were luxurious compared to the threadbare quilt Nat huddled beneath at night to keep warm. A desk sat in the corner and she could imagine Daen sitting there with a quill in hand, writing by candlelight, preparing for the day he inherited his father’s position as baron.
But the future was suddenly so uncertain. And uncertainty left Nat feeling even more out of sorts.
“A letter came for me?” Daen asked his mother, breaking the awkward silence.
Kaisa pressed a wet cloth to his forehead and he leaned back against the pillow as if he was suddenly too tired to hold himself up.
“Hush now, my son,” his mother clucked. “You need rest.”
“What did it say?” he asked, struggling to sit up. “The letter?”
“It is from the gods,” Rohav said from the doorway. Daen’s father strode into the room and it suddenly felt too small for all four of them.
As if on cue, Jovi brought the letter into the room and waved it in front of Daen’s face. “The man who brought it had—”
A stern look from his mother sent Jovi to cower in the corner of the room next to Nat.
Upon seeing they had a visitor, Rohav shot Nat a chilly glare. “What is that Nataliya woman doing here?” he demanded of his wife. He was more concerned with Nat’s unexpected presence in his home than with his son’s unexpected illness.
Nat stood tall and pushed her shoulders back. She wouldn’t let him intimidate her. Even if he was a man of power in their village.
“She brought Daen safely home to us,” Kaisa explained, giving her husband and Nat equally warm smiles.
The healer arrived and the letter was forgotten on the bedside table. Everyone was shooed from the room and Nat waited outside where there was more room to pace. Although it was large, the inside of the manor was much too confining.
“But he needs to open the letter,” Jovi chattered on despite the graveness of the situation. At first, he had tried to keep up with her restless stride and then he abandoned the fruitless act of pacing for a seat on the steps.
“I don’t care if the letter was from the gods themselves,” Nat stopped pacing long enough to say. “There are more important things at work here.”
She couldn’t just allow sickness to slither its way into her village and affect one of her own. She wanted to take up her sword and fight it. But how did you fight something that wasn’t tangible?
“It was from the gods,” Jovi protested. “I just know it. The man who delivered it—”
The rest of Jovi’s sentence was cut short when Daen’s mother came outside. Kaisa looked like she’d been crying and Nat knew what she was going to say before she even said the words.

      [image: image-placeholder]Calder of Ambrose, the small farming village at the southernmost border of the North States, lifted the last rock onto the wall and positioned it in place. Every muscle in his body ached, the ones in his arms and back especially, but the fatigue was worth it.
When he stepped back to admire his work, his eyes traveled the chest-high wall that encircled the entire west pasture. Inside the confines of the sturdy wall, sheep would graze for generations, protected from the horrors of the night, their wool and meat providing warmth and nutrition to him and his family. He prided himself on knowing that no matter the hardships his village bore, he could be counted on to provide as head of the household.
Calder had been fortunate to have several honorable men in his life to help guide him into adulthood and influence the man he was today. His stepfather, Declan, taught him the way of the land and to respect the things in which he depended upon. Calder’s Great Uncle Ansley had taught him how to defend himself in battle and to appreciate the precious few wonderful things that came along in his difficult existence.
Apart from his mother and Ansley—the only kin he had left after the famine—Calder looked forward to having a family of his own someday. He’d already planned to wed Adelaide next spring after the harvest when his coffer was full and hope abounded throughout the village. The day couldn’t come fast enough.
Adelaide was an enchanting young woman with hair the color of sunshine and eyes as blue as the evening sky. She would bear Calder many children and they would have a happy life together. By day, Calder would work in the fields and at night he would watch his beautiful wife fall asleep, satisfied, in his arms. They would lie together beneath soft furs on a warm bed made of sheep’s wool and explore each other’s bodies until the first streaks of sunlight touched the morning sky. Her body would be warm and willing beneath his and she would kiss him deeply as he filled her waiting womb with his seed. There, a child—a son—would grow and he’d have her eyes and gentle soul and Calder’s determination and physical strength.
Calder could see the visions of his future now. Adelaide’s belly would grow, stretching her pale skin taut. Her breasts would fill with milk, preparing to feed and nourish their son. He could almost feel the weight of them in his hands. A soft glow would settle over her petite features and in the evenings, they’d sit by the fire and joke about her changing body and share their hopes and dreams for their unborn babe.
Calder loved Adelaide with all his heart and knew they would find happiness together despite the hardships of the village. If he’d learned one thing from Grandmother Magdalena’s stories, it was that love always prevailed and could conquer the most hopeless of situations.
His grandmother was a great visionary who seemed to know of things before they even happened. When she had succumbed to the filch five springs ago, the village suffered a great loss as had he.
Magdalena used to settle young Calder on her lap and tell him exciting tales about dragons and heroic lords and beautiful ladies.
Once upon a time, there was a brave little boy who grew up to be a fierce and honorable warrior. He was loved by all and he played the sport of the gods like he had been born with skates on his feet and a stick in his hand. The gods were so pleased by his skill that one day they invited him to Castle Greene at the base of magnificent Mt. August.
To be invited to the great mountain was the highest honor of all. But first, the warrior had to embark on an arduous odyssey in order to reach the castle…
Calder’s mother, Dmitrieva, often complained, “Magdalena filled your head with too many stories of nonsense.”
But the stories weren’t nonsense to him. They were the things that kept him going when he feared he could no longer endure the difficult life that Ambrose had to offer.
Calder thought Grandmother Magdalena was the most fascinating woman in all the land and knew she would have adored Adelaide if she’d lived long enough to meet her. He looked to the sky and wondered if Magdalena had found her place in the heavens to her liking.
The day he had asked for Adelaide’s hand in marriage was a day much like today. Thin clouds had streaked across the gray sky and Adelaide’s smile had lit up the entire pasture like it was summer. She had laughed and wept with joy and he thought he had never heard such a glorious sound.
As if she were a vision conjured up from Calder’s rampant imagination, Adelaide came up the knoll and walked toward him, the frozen grass crunching beneath her feet, tall weeds brushing against her long skirts. A few wisps of her hair had escaped her braid and danced around her face like golden fairies. She always wore a ribbon in her hair and today it was pink, the same color as her lips.
Calder brushed the mortar from his hands and stood, watching her, mesmerized by her. As she came closer, he could see her lips were spread in a smile and her cheeks rosy and plump. The light in her eyes warmed his heart and eased the pain in his overworked body. Still smiling at him, she lifted her hand to shield the sun from her eyes and finally came to a stop in front of him.
“You’ve finished!” she said brightly, turning her head to admire the wall.
He took the bucket of water from her and set it onto the ground, sending water sloshing over the rim. He would drink later. Right now, he wanted to drink from her lips until she blushed modestly and feigned protest.
The spade dropped from his grip and he cupped her by the waist and spun her around in circles. When she was breathless from laughter, he set her down again, caressed her cheek with his work-roughened hand, and pressed his lips to hers. She tasted like hope, promise, and a dash of magic and he counted the days until she would become his wife.
When she was breathless for the second time, he pulled back just enough to rest his weary forehead against hers. “Yes, I’m finished,” he whispered.
Adelaide, the pure maiden that she was, blushed to the roots of her hair. “Calder, you mustn’t make a scene out here in the pasture.”
“Why not?” he asked, blood thundering to his loins. “There’s no one around to see us.” He glanced this way and that and saw nothing but the puffy white outlines of grazing sheep. “Except for the herd, of course.”
She cupped his cheek with her palm, her soft hand scraped by his day-old stubble. “You work so hard Calder, my love.”
“For us. Soon we will be married and we will be able to kiss freely in the pasture and wherever else we want to.”
She blushed again and looked down at the hem of her skirts. “Only when it is appropriate, of course.”
He tilted her chin up, forcing her to look him in the eye. What he saw in her sky-blue eyes was timidness and more love than he could ever hope to return. “Once we are married, there will never be a time when it’s not appropriate to kiss you.”
Her eyes darted back down and he tapped her chin. “When we are married, we will make love every night.” He traced the pad of his thumb under her eye and down her delicate jawbone. “I will kiss you wherever I want and where ever I want,” he said, trailing his fingers down the curve of her breasts and down to her hip. He squeezed the flesh there and could feel the warmth of her body beneath the heavy fabric of her dress. Above the bodice, the tops of her breasts rose and fell with each breath. The creamy skin there just begged to be touched and kissed and caressed. He longed to dart his tongue out between her cleavage and taste her innocence.
Soon, he reminded himself. Very, very soon.
Adelaide swallowed and licked her lips. “I think I shall enjoy being married to you very much,” she replied, her voice barely a whisper.
The gods had been smiling upon Calder when they sent Adelaide into his life. And now it was his turn to smile back. “I’m pleased to hear it.”
Releasing her hands, he bent down and splashed water onto his face, washing away a day’s worth of sweat and grime. Cupping his hand, he dipped it into the water and drank the cool, refreshing liquid.
“Your mother has sent me to fetch you.” At Calder’s quizzical look, Adelaide explained further. “A letter came for you today.”
Calder straightened and took her hands in his. “A letter?”
The delivery of a letter was unusual. It wasn’t often the villages communicated with each other and it was even rarer for him to receive correspondence. Everyone he needed to correspond with was right here in Ambrose.
“A man dressed in a royal uniform brought it. He wore jewels on his fingers and rode in a carriage pulled by twin white horses.” Her voice took on a faraway quality and her eyes sparkled with wonder.
Calder didn’t share in her excitement. He gnashed his teeth together. Without realizing it, he tightened his grip on Adelaide’s slender wrists.
Twin white horses.
That could only mean one thing.

      [image: image-placeholder]Aeruvius, son of Serick, pounded his cock into the wench’s greedy pussy. Her name was Jessa or Jesna or—ah, who the hell cared? Her name mattered not and neither did she. All Aeruvius knew was that he liked watching her ample breasts jiggle as he fucked her and she didn’t complain about taking a man of his generous length and girth. Wherever he chose to put it.
“Oh, my lord!” she panted, her bouncing tits keeping in time with his steady rhythm.
“Shut up,” he barked and spun her around until she was face down on her stomach so that he wouldn’t have to look at her face. The way she contorted it—whether it was for his sake or hers, he wasn’t sure—almost made his shaft go soft. Almost. His anatomy had never let him down before and it wouldn’t now, even if she continued twisting her face this way and that like a bloody fish.
With his manhood still rigid and gloriously erect, Aeruvius grabbed hold of her shapely hips and plunged back into her welcoming cunt until he was balls deep.
“My lord!” she cried out when he stroked that extra sensitive spot inside her with his cock.
The damned woman made enough noise to wake the dead. And no matter how many times he told her to keep her mouth shut so that he could concentrate, she always disobeyed.
Disobedience, in his mind, was a crime punishable by death.
He reached up and pushed her head down into the bedding and she settled there with a muffled “oomph.” With one hand holding her face down and the other anchoring her hip, he thrust in, pulled out, and pushed back in again until his seed shot into her. She muffled another cry and he smashed her head down until her body went limp from lack of air.
Aeruvius pulled from her dripping cunt and she slumped lifelessly onto the bed. He pulled on his trousers and flung the door to his bedchamber open. As always, Bern stood outside, waiting to do his master’s bidding.
“Get her out of here,” Aeruvius growled and stalked over to the washbasin to wipe himself clean. The wench was a satisfying enough fuck, but he didn’t want her scent clinging to his skin the rest of the day.
Each and every night, he had a different wench in his bed. Although some begged for a second appearance, he didn’t prefer it. He liked to keep things exciting and new, and it wouldn’t do him any favors for one of them to get too attached to him. No good would come of it.
And when Aeruvius didn’t have a wench in his bed and wasn’t solely concentrated on achieving his own pleasure, he thought about his plans to be king. And what a pleasure that was! If all went according to plan, his father would soon be dead, his brother Kegan would be slain by his own hand, and Lady Blythe would be his to do whatever he wished with.
Not only was Kegan next in line to the throne, but he was also betrothed to Lady Blythe, the fairest maiden in all the land. She wore her long hair in plaits braided down to her waist and Aeruvius could have sworn her beauty flourished each and every day. He could almost feel his fist tangled in her honey-colored hair. He could almost hear her cry out his name as she pleaded for mercy. And he would silence those lush red lips of hers by giving her a mouthful of his cock and she would choke around him as he came down her throat.
She might have been betrothed to his brother, but that did not mean she wouldn’t share Aeruvius’ bed someday.
Aeruvius could not let his only brother steal everything out from under him just because he was born a measly three minutes before him. Kegan would inherit the kingdom when their father died and Aeruvius would be left with nothing. Nay, he tossed the cloth back into the water. Not if he had anything to do with it.
Bern cleared his throat and Aeruvius spun around to find the bed empty and his servant looking to him for direction.
“Will you be requiring anything else this evening?” Bern asked, careful not to make eye contact with the prince.
Aeruvius scratched at his sac and turned to use the chamber pot. As soon as he started to relieve himself, a trail of fire burned its way down his cock. “It burns when I piss,” he complained with a wince.
“You must have contracted an illness from one of the wenches,” Bern remarked. “I will send for the healer.”
Aeruvius’ head snapped up and he scowled. “Nay.” He didn’t want that old witchy woman anywhere near his cock. “Have the wench beheaded.”
“But, sir, it’s impossible to know whom you contracted it from.”
“Just do it,” he snarled.
Kill them all, a voice in the back of his mind uttered.
Kill every last one of them.
Bern rushed out to complete the impossible task and Aeruvius was left alone again.
Movement outside the window caught his eye and he looked down at the courtyard. “Speak of the devil,” he murmured.
Lady Blythe herself was strolling through the grounds accompanied by her two handmaidens. He could see the swell of her breasts over the top of the bodice of her dress from here. And his brother, Kegan, was nowhere to be seen. That was incredibly foolish of him, Aeruvius thought to himself. Leaving his precious betrothed unescorted where she was left to parade past the castle tempting everyone within its walls was just asking for trouble.
Suddenly his day was infused with new meaning. He finished dressing and made his way down to the courtyard. The castle grounds were bustling with activity. The new herd of palfreys was being brought in from the auction yard and the king’s guard was immersed in their daily training activities. The sharp sound of metal clinked in the air, and all was as it should be. The sound of swordplay summoned images of blood and death, Aeruvius’ two most favorite things.
Villagers scurried away from him as he strode purposefully toward Lady Blythe. They, too, avoided eye contact and didn’t dare murmur about him under their breath. When the handmaidens saw him approaching, their jaws dropped and eyes widened in horror. Lady Blythe managed to conceal her ill feelings toward him, but he could still see how her body tensed and her jaw clenched. He wondered how her body would tense when he shoved his cock into her mouth and how her chin would drop and her jaw slack to accommodate his vigorous thrusts.
He would find out soon enough.
Aeruvius could easily see through the faux smile Lady Blythe had plastered onto her pretty powdered face. The fact that she didn’t like him was no secret.
No matter. He didn’t need her to like him. Just to spread her virgin thighs for him.
Soon, he kept reminding himself. Very soon.
When his brother Kegan was…disposed of… Aeruvius would claim what was rightfully his. And that included a seat on the throne of the North and the beautiful Lady Blythe by his side during waking hours and on her knees in front of him during the night.
She would do well to accustom herself with him now because once he put his plan into action, the two of them would be spending a lot more time together. All alone without the superficial protection of her handmaidens.
“Lord Aeruvius, how lovely of you to join us,” Lady Blythe greeted tightly after allowing herself a few seconds in which to compose herself. “My ladies and I were just admiring the fawnberry blossoms.” She failed to camouflage the tightness in her voice, but she smiled sweetly in hopes of masking her discomfort at his nearness.
“Leave us,” he barked at the handmaidens and they curtsied and scurried away in haste. He tucked her hand into the crook of his arm and smiled when she tensed. Oh yes. This woman was going to be an absolute joy to conquer.
“’Tis much too cold for such a fine lady to be wandering outside,” he told her, leading her away from the prying eyes of the castle. “You belong under the furs in your bedchamber.” He raked his eyes over her body and could feel her shiver. “Or next to the fire with the flames warming your pale skin.” He ran his finger down the side of her breast and watched her breath intake sharply.
He wanted to boast to her about his wicked plans to be king just to see the look on her face, but no one could know of what was to come. Especially her.
“I am flattered by your concern for my well-being,” she said, sounding slightly out of breath.
She was anything but and they both knew it.
When her eyes darted to the left and right, Aeruvius knew she was looking for her precious Kegan to rescue her from his ghastly brother.
Kegan wouldn’t come for her. The walk outside would cause him to become too winded. Kegan probably wouldn’t even be able to get his cock hard enough to fuck her on their wedding bed, Aeruvius thought bitterly.
Nay, his brother knew not what to do with a woman such as this. Kegan was much too weak to dominate her in their bedchamber, much less produce an heir.
Three minutes, he thought bitterly to himself. Just three minutes later and everything would be different. Their roles would be reversed and Lady Blythe would be betrothed to him.
But fate had not been kind to Aeruvius and he was left to ponder Kegan’s murder while his brother’s betrothed cowered next to him like she might die of fear.
“Kegan is foolish to let you walk in the courtyard alone,” he voiced her thoughts for her. “There are many predators lurking around the castle.”
Her pasted smile wavered. “That would seem the case, m’lord,” she answered boldly.
His fingers dug into her flesh and she bit back a gasp for fear of angering him even further. He would have backhanded her if they were alone, but there were too many people around and he didn’t want to leave a mark on her for anyone to see.
Instead, the smile he gave her held warning enough. “We should do this more often,” he commented. “The wedding is naught but a fortnight away and I feel I hardly know the woman who is to become my brother’s wife.”
“Yes, m’lord,” she answered through clenched teeth.
He traced circles over her knuckles and felt her shiver once more. Despite the frigid temperature, he knew her shivers weren’t caused by the weather. If it had been summer, she still would have been wracked with them in his presence.
He liked that she was afraid. Fear made a woman more enjoyable to fuck. If she went to his bedchamber willingly it wouldn’t be nearly as pleasurable. When he finally had Lady Blythe pinned beneath him, she would shiver in fear and he would revel in every moment of it.
“Have you kept your virginity intact for my brother?” he inquired.
Her cheeks bloomed bright pink as if someone had pinched them. There were a great many areas on her alluring body he’d like to pinch, but the cheeks on her face weren’t forefront on his mind.
“No matter,” he reassured her before she could scramble for a rebuttal. “You will see to your duty as promised.”
When he was confident he’d worked her into a substantial frenzy, Aeruvius left Lady Blythe trembling in the courtyard. He glared at her handmaidens as they rushed past him to take their place protectively by her side.
He went back inside the castle to change for his sparring match with the captain of the guard. What better way to blow off a little steam than to play the game of the gods?
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