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One

	 

	Ore

	I’m sick of seeing the inside of these castle walls, but I’ve not been allowed to venture outside since my unfortunate return. At least the master bedchamber has been repaired from Evan’s little tantrum a while back when he believed my brother and I played with each other in our marital bed. I have yet to correct my husband on that point, because I enjoy watching him suffer when it crosses his mind. He deserves it after everything he’s put me through and continues to subject me to. Evan has stolen my life just like he did before, when I was known as the Shadows. Those memories have been slow to surface, but given my inactivity as of late, they’re rising more frequently.

	Evander, formerly a mad Dewin named Macarius, was a ruthless man in his previous life, not unlike who he still is today. I wasn’t always in human form back then. Just simply a force he kept attached to himself while murdering hundreds of his kind and forcing me to produce creatures he wanted to control and use to help him rule over all the realms. He told me daily I owed him my life, as I’d been kept prisoner in the very realms he wanted to possess, but I can’t remember why they held me. Macarius’ downfall happened when we entered the realm now known as Reynes. He was discovered by another Dewin named Dermont the Wise, who trapped the both of us here. Dermont separated me from Macarius, though I let him, and transformed me completely into a mortal so he could destroy me. I managed to survive his attack, but was stripped of my powers. It took hundreds of years and generations before I fully regenerated to my current form. Macarius planted his seed in Evander’s familial line after my so-called demise so he, too, could be brought back when the time was right.

	But Evan learned the mistakes he made before and has corrected them, imprisoning me as his wife and lover without any free will. Because of this misfortune, I have to constantly remind myself I’m a powerful being who can easily lay waste to Evan and his kingdom if I’m able to restore my full abilities. In the same breath, however, I find myself submitting to the fate he’s laid before me, as the only other person who could’ve helped me is now dead. I mourn daily for the loss of Lycus, but as time moves on the pain becomes less and less noticeable and will probably completely disappear one day. It’s been over a month since Argus slit my brother’s throat, dragging me back to this hell where I’ve been punished nightly for my indiscretions.

	Evan calls it lovemaking, but it definitely isn’t. He’s determined to get me pregnant, so I hardly leave the bedchamber. He became enraged when I bled last week, as it meant his seed hasn’t taken. I can only imagine how much longer this is going to go on before we begin raiding the other kingdoms, which is fast approaching, so he tells me. 

	I currently sit with my knees up against my chest on the bed in our room, wearing a silk nightgown. Evan is off somewhere in the castle, continuing to train our new Master of the Household and head maid because I killed the last pair we had. I slip from the bed, put on a robe, and make my way down to the library at the end of the hall.

	I look over the books, trying to find a specific one. The Regnum Parable sits on a shelf by a vase filled with fresh flowers, a horsam crystal resting at the bottom, which is what’s helping me submit so easily to my husband. There are six such crystals scattered about the castle, and I’ve found every single one of them, but the main one that controls me is the one I call a wedding ring. Evan had it—as well as the others—made from a larger crystal his former self was in possession of. Macarius buried his before dying, so he could retrieve it if he needed, which Evan did after I destroyed the one he had been using.

	I take the book and place it on top of the desk that sits in the center of the massive room. I’ve looked through this large tome many times, but because of its size and immense detail it’ll take quite a bit longer to read through the entire thing. I simply skim through most of the pages, unsure of what I’m looking for. I turn the delicate, colorful sheets, finally stopping on the one describing the Kingdom of Kitezh. That’s where Evan intends to start his crusade to obtain the royal medallions each king and queen are in possession of. He already has three: Pelheim, his home kingdom; Geron, my kingdom; and Lomance, which he somehow received from Queen Tarran, though he won’t tell me how. I would like to say it was because of her sister Zoe being returned, but he had it before that fateful day. He’ll need all nine medallions to open the gate which will lead him into the lost Kingdom of Toorkuns. Doing so will restore his powers and those of every dark creature, as well as allow him access to the other realms attached to it. I’m being made to go with him and the others when they invade, as I still have some of my abilities. Though they’re limited for the moment.

	I’m reading through the list of former monarchs who ruled Kitezh when I feel someone approach the desk, but I refuse to look up and acknowledge their presence.

	“Are you ever going to talk to me?” Caster asks.

	“Why should I?” I grumble, keeping my head down. “You made your feelings perfectly clear in the dungeons.”

	“I was angry and upset. I didn’t really mean them,” he protests.

	I raise my eyes, scowling at him. “You said you agreed with Evan murdering my son,” I say with heated contempt. “That my mother tricked you into loving her. And you know damn well you meant every word of it.”

	He opens his mouth to respond, but doesn’t seem able to find the words.

	Tension fills the room, but it’s not coming from me. I spot Evan hovering in the doorway, spying on us, glowering. Caster follows my gaze and grows slightly pale at the sight of my husband, which surprises and worries me. I know the two of them haven’t been getting along very well lately, but neither will disclose why.

	“Enjoying my wife’s company?” Evan asks, his brow furrowing. His cheeks redden as he enters the room, then stands behind me.

	“We were just talking,” Caster replies, his body trembling ever so slightly.

	Evan’s hands graze the silk clinging to my body. “Ore, maybe it’s not such a wise idea to parade around the castle in something so revealing,” he says. “It might give others the wrong impression.” I feel this comment is aimed at Caster, who would be an odd person to make it towards.

	“It’s not revealing,” I counter.

	“Not fully, but it does accentuate all your curves and assets as it clings so tightly to them,” Evan says, his finger outlining one of my breasts.

	“Stop it,” I say, jabbing my elbow into his stomach.

	Caster’s face reddens. His eyes narrowing at Evan, who’s smirking at how uncomfortable he’s making him.

	“I’ll go check on how training is going with the new guards,” Caster says, irritated.

	“Can you close the door on your way out?” Evan asks, removing my robe and beginning to lift my nightgown. “We’re going to need some privacy.”

	Caster slams the door, which causes Evan to laugh as he drops my garment back into place.

	“Was that really necessary?” I gripe.

	“More than you know,” he says, continuing to laugh. He then pushes my long chestnut-colored hair off to the side to nuzzle my neck as his hands wander my body. “What brings you out of bed?”

	“I got bored,” I reply. “You know how much I hate being idle.”

	“Then let me occupy your time.”

	He closes the parable, shoves it aside, then lays me across the desk. He doesn’t disrobe completely, but he strips me and begins suckling my breasts as he pushes himself inside.

	“I wish you’d stop doing that,” I groan.

	“You know how much I love drinking from you,” he replies.

	“They’ll never cease producing if you don’t quit.”

	“That’s the point,” he says, amused.

	“Then perhaps that’s why I can’t get pregnant,” I counter. “My body isn’t realizing the baby is gone.” I’m sure one has absolutely nothing to do with the other, but if it’ll get him to stop drawing milk from my breasts for a moment I’ll say anything and pray he believes it.

	He thinks it over while continuing to have his way with me. “Maybe you’re right,” he says. “I’ll let my thirst for you subside until you bear me a child.” He kisses me passionately when he reaches his end. “Go put on something more suitable if you insist on roaming.”

	“Fine,” I grumble as we dress just as there’s a knock on the door.

	“What?” Evan bellows to the intruder.

	Our new Master of the Household, a squirrelly man by the name of Jakob, opens the door but doesn’t step inside. He’s roughly in his mid-sixties with short gray hair, a slight slouch in his posture, and has a quiet demeanor.

	“Sorry to interrupt, Your Majesty, but there’s a dwerg-reus at the front gate asking for entry,” Jakob says.

	“Did he give you his name?”

	“Yes, Your Grace. Fillian,” Jakob replies.

	“What could he possibly want?” Evan grumbles. “Summon Argus and allow Fillian onto the grounds. Have them both wait for us in the solar.”

	“Yes, Your Majesty,” Jakob says, bowing before closing the door.

	“Will Fillian fit in the room?” I ask since the dwarf giant stands over eight feet whereas Argus is just at seven.

	“All doorways and rooms in the castle and stronghold are ten-foot in height, so he should be fine,” Evan responds. “Get dressed and join us.”

	I return to the master bedchamber, don a simple cream-colored gown with short sleeves, and put on plain shoes. I brush my hair, leaving it down around my sides before heading to join the others. The solar is just off the winding staircase close to the door of the castle. Argus is standing over by one of the windows that overlooks the back of the property, talking quietly to Fillian, who looks very distraught. Evan enters a few seconds later and has us sit on one of the couches, except for Fillian since his weight would crush it.

	“What brings you to Latrest?” Evan asks, obviously annoyed by the intrusion.

	“It’s Fae,” Fillian answers, but then he begins to choke on his tears. “She’s dead.”

	“What!” Argus exclaims, surprised.

	“I found her in our tent with her throat cut. It appeared she was giving a reading, as I found her tarot cards on the table. It must have upset the person. I never imagined someone would kill over something so benign. She’s never had any trouble before with visitors.”

	I feel all eyes on me.

	“What?” I ask as they stare. “I didn’t do it. I’ve been here the whole time and as Fillian said she was giving a reading, which means she was awake. So I couldn’t have pulled her into a dream walk to kill her.”

	“Did anyone see who left the tent before you found her body?” Evan asks.

	“No. No one saw or heard anything. After I buried her, I packed up the tent and came here. I didn’t know where else to go.”

	“Argus, have Fillian place the wagon beside the armory and find him a room in the stronghold to stay,” Evan says.

	“I’d like to take a look at her things,” I comment.

	“Why?” Evan asks, exasperated by my request.

	“I’m curious to see what she has,” I reply.

	“Fine, but I want Ildi to accompany you.”

	I’ve barely seen the new head maid, as I think she’s afraid of me for some reason. She’s not a Dewin, that I know of, but the older woman hides from me as often as she can. Jakob has been the one I call if I need anything. Argus takes Fillian out front to help him move the wagon while Evan goes to fetch Ildi from her nest in the kitchen. I wait in the solar by the window until I hear her nervous feet approach. She’s a plump woman with long graying blond hair, which she keeps in a bun on the top of her head.

	“You’re in need of my assistance, Your Majesty?” she asks from the doorway, wearing a plain brown dress with an apron adorning its front. It’s obvious she’s too scared to come in.

	“Yes, Ildi, I am,” I reply. “You’re to go with me to the back of the property once Fillian has moved his wagon beside the armory and help me go through the items inside.”

	I gesture for her to follow me out the back door beside the solar and we traverse the steps down onto the soft spring grass. She keeps her distance as we walk, which bothers me tremendously.

	“Ildi, why do you avoid me?” I ask, slowing my pace so she can catch up.

	“I’ve never held a position so high in the castle before, so I’m worried I might upset you by doing something offensive,” she replies, sounding rather timid.

	“But you have no issues with the king,” I counter. “You serve him well.” I stop and look at her. “What were you told about me?”

	Her body shakes as her gaze darts around the grounds, trying to avoid my stare. “I was just advised to treat you as kindly as I would any royal,” she replies in a trembling voice.

	“Yet I sense there’s more to it. Tell me, where do you originate?”

	“I was born and raised here in Latrest,” she replies.

	“And how did the king locate you to hire?”

	“I worked in the castle previously when I was a young woman, then left to have a family of my own. My children are grown and out in the realm, living their lives while I stay at home alone since I’m a widow. When the king requested new maids for the castle I told him about my service to his grandparents, and he placed me in charge of the female servants.”

	“That explains your prominent position, but not why you avoid me.”

	She lowers her head before speaking. “The king told me about the loss you suffered recently,” she says, almost in a whisper. “I knew you were still grieving, so I didn’t want to intrude on your privacy.”

	I wonder which death Evan mentioned to her. I highly doubt it was Lycus’, so she must be referring to the child Evan stole from me. It’s a torment that will last my entire existence.

	“I’m mending daily,” I say, placing my hand on her arm. “I’d appreciate the company, since the king has been so busy with the new guards.”

	She lifts her head, smiling a bit, then we proceed to the back of the estate where Fillian has just placed the wagon. He and Argus are going towards the Vagter quarters. It was officially moved from the bowels of the castle to an outlying stronghold in the east by a tower Evan had restored to monitor for raiders and the like. Quite a few of the guards preferred living in the castle, but there isn’t enough room for all of them, so it made sense to house them under one roof. The long, three-story, stone building has always been there, but to ensure decorum is kept, all the men now live separately from the rest of the household. Argus and Caster are the only ones with apartments in the castle itself since Evan needs them close at all times.

	Ildi and I wander around to the back of the wagon where I unhook the door, let down a small ladder, and climb inside, with her following closely behind. The floor of the wagon is a mess of discarded clothing, strewn tarot cards, a hastily folded tent, and furnishings that look in need of mending.

	“Is there anything in particular you’re looking for?” Ildi asks, scouring the remnants.

	“Not that I can think of,” I reply. “But if you find anything strange, let me know.”

	“All right.”

	The two of us carefully sift through the piles, creating a larger one in the center with everything we discard. Towards the corner by the carriage I find two tarot cards with streaks of dried blood on them. The first is an image of a red devil with torn wings and broken horns. He holds a chain connecting a naked man and woman together in bondage. The other is of a knight dressed all in black, carrying a thick lance. He’s on horseback, the animal’s torn flesh hanging from its weathered bones.

	“Bad omens,” Ildi says behind me, peering over my shoulder.

	“You know about tarot reading?”

	“A little,” she replies. “I met a seer once a few years ago and paid to have her perform her tricks for me. I found it fun and entertaining.”

	“Who was this woman?”

	“A young thing by the name of Yeva,” Ildi replies.

	“Where did you see her?”

	“She lives in the hamlet of Boghar between the Kingdoms of Vanir and Drouviel. I’d stopped in there while I was traveling from Vanir back to Pelheim, after having wed my daughter off to one of the noblemen who serves in the king’s court.” 

	I make a mental note as Ildi moves back to her corner of the wagon. I slip the two cards into my bodice before continuing to rifle through what’s left. Buried under some blankets is a cracked horsam crystal. I don’t remember ever seeing Fae carry one, so I wonder if she took this off the bodies of the Dewins we killed in Geron. If so, I wonder how this one broke since only dark magic has that capability; Fae practiced gray magic, which isn’t as strong. Could it be that the person who slayed her is the one who also damaged the crystal? But who or what, since I’m the only dark creature in the realm with powers—that we know of.

	I bury the crystal in the pile and tell Ildi there’s nothing more to search for, so I close up the wagon. She makes her way back to the castle while I wander over to the flourishing garden that takes up space next to the cathedral. I’ve never really taken the time to sit and revel in the vibrant colors and fragrances of the spring bouquets, and since I’ve been trapped in the castle for far too long, I might as well take advantage of the opportunity. I wander down the path before settling on a wide bench to inhale the fresh air. A slight breeze is filled with floral perfume, and the air feels warm against my cool skin. I close my eyes and find myself relaxing to the sounds of birds chirping, much like I did when I lived in the cottage down by the village of Nysa not that long ago.

	“I want to talk to you,” Caster says, disturbing my peace.

	“Go away,” I reply, opening my eyes, finding him loitering a few feet away.

	“Not until we fix this,” he demands.

	“Don’t you have Vagter to train?” I snap.

	“They’re currently eating.” He heads towards me and kneels down, which is something he’s never done for as long as I’ve known him—which has been my entire life. “Please, Ore, I’m sorry for what I said. I can’t stand you being upset with me. It’s breaking my heart.” The anguish on his face disturbs me, as does his tone.

	“Then you should’ve thought about that before you opened your foul mouth,” I retort.

	“I lost your mother. I don’t want to lose you too,” he says, leaning his head against my knees and sobbing.

	“Stop acting like this,” I say, shoving him away. “This isn’t you.”

	“I’m a broken man, Honora. This is what one looks like when his world is gone. Please, tell me what I need to do to get it back.”

	I feel moved by his words, and troubled by them. I know my mother meant the world to him, but somehow I don’t think he’s speaking of her in his manner. It feels more like it’s aimed at me. That I’m the world he’s lost, though I can’t figure out why he would feel that way. He reaches for my hands, but I pull them away.

	“You hurt me,” I say. “I trusted and loved you, but your words burned me to the core. I don’t think I can ever forgive you.”

	Caster’s face falls as he slowly stands. “I’m sorry for your pain, Honora,” he says as the tears continue. “I was selfish in saying those things and wish I could take them back. Knowing I can never mend your heart; I’ll leave you in peace.”

	He hurries down the path and out of view, leaving me disturbed by how emotional he was during the whole conversation—brief though it was. I’ve never seen him act like that before. He might have responded in this fashion when my mother died, but I wasn’t around to see the aftermath. Part of me wants to forgive him. That he only said those things down in the dungeons out of spite. But I just can’t bring myself to do that. Not yet anyway. 

	I wait a few minutes to gather myself before returning to the castle, where I head upstairs to the library to review the parable about Kitezh. I also want to see if the book Aliza had given me is somewhere in here. The last time I saw it was in my saddlebag when we were heading to the traveler’s camp all those many months ago. I find the small book tucked between two heavy volumes of poetry, take it over to the desk, and sit so I can read through it again. I’ve already studied the dark creatures it details, but there’s more information in here I hadn’t gone through. One is a page about dark creature creation. I’m curious as to how the Dewins recorded the procreation of those they despised and sought to make extinct.

	There’s only a brief paragraph about it, which doesn’t surprise me. It says that one way a dark creature can be created is if it receives the powers of the bestowing one, like what the Shadows did to Macarius, and what I was trying to do to Lycus before he succumbed to his injuries. The other way is how all creatures know how to do best: breed. I decide to place the two tarot cards into this section of the book before putting it back, then spend the next several hours reviewing the page on Kitezh and the lake monster that calls the kingdom home.

	Jakob lights the lamps for me as the sun begins to set, advising me dinner will be served shortly. I close the book and head down to the dining room, where Evan and Argus are already seated.

	“Where’s Fillian?” I ask, taking my place alongside my husband.

	“He’s eating with the guards,” Argus responds.

	“What about Caster?” I ask out of politeness.

	“He’s requested his meal be brought to his apartment,” Jakob answers as the servants bring in the food.

	“Apparently you did a number on him today,” Evan says, filling his plate, a smug look on his face. “I’ve never seen him look so beaten before.”

	“I can’t help it if he feels that way,” I remark. “He hurt me gravely, so I repaid the favor in kind.”

	“He still grieves the loss of your mother,” Evan says.

	“As I do that of my son,” I retort.

	“Not Lycus?” Evan asks, sneering.

	I glower at him, knowing full well what he’s attempting to do. But I won’t give him the satisfaction. I do still grieve the loss of my brother, my lover, and my soul mate. I ache for him daily. Especially when I’m subjected to Evan’s lust. I know I need to move on from the loss of Lycus, but in order to do that I feel like the void he’s left behind should be filled first. Evan will never tolerate me taking on a lover. I’m hoping I can find an alternate way to mend my wounds.

	“Ore, why don’t you go check on Caster when you’re finished?” Evan suggests, pulling me out of my thoughts. “Perhaps it’s time you forgave him as you have me.”

	“I’ve never forgiven you,” I grouse. “Or Argus,” I add, staring at him.

	“Nevertheless, do as you’re told, Ore.”

	I grumble as I push my chair back, since I no longer have an appetite and head below to the former Vagter bedchambers, which are one floor above the dungeons. Caster’s apartment is the last one at the end of the hall and the smallest of the rooms down on this level. The air here is colder than the rest of the castle, causing me to shiver slightly as I knock on his door. When he doesn’t answer, I knock again.

	“What?” he hollers, the door flying open, his face falling when he sees me. “Why are you here?”

	“Evan wanted me to check on you,” I reply, smelling ale on his breath.

	“Right, sure he did,” Caster says with disgust, then steps away from the door, leaving it open.

	I move into the small apartment, closing the door behind me while Caster sits at a table at the far end of the room, eating. The space is unkempt, which is an odd thing for the man I’ve known my entire life. He’s always kept his surroundings impeccable. Piles of dirty clothes litter the floor in both the front room and bedchamber. Bloody rags are tossed over the lone couch, some of them looking freshly stained.

	“What are these?” I ask, pointing to them.

	“None of your damn business,” he gripes. “Let me be miserable in peace.”

	“No, we need to talk,” I say, staying in the center of the room. I notice he’s holding his right arm awkwardly as he eats. I spot a bit of blood seeping onto his cuff, then thickening. “You’re bleeding.” I grab one of the rags and am about to tend to him, when he pushes me away.

	“Never mind that,” he snaps. “Go away, and leave an old man to his misery.”

	“God, you’re stubborn,” I say, kneeling beside him, seizing his arm.

	When I roll up the sleeve I notice slash marks up and down his forearm, several of them heavily scarred over. I gaze up at him, but he averts his eyes as they well with tears.

	“How did this happen?” I ask, applying pressure to his oozing wound.

	“I was injured during training,” he responds.

	“Don’t lie to me,” I counter. “I know you all wear leathers and chainmail while battling. Tell me the truth about these marks.”

	He places his hand on top of mine. “It’s my atonement,” he says. “For the wrong I’ve caused you.”

	“Why would you do this to yourself? Are you hurting that badly?”

	“I’m devastated, Ore,” he says. “I’ve lost you, and I don’t know how to deal with it.”

	“You haven’t lost me,” I say, tending to his wound. “I’m right here.”

	The cut is deep and won’t stop bleeding, so I place my hands on his arm to heal him. I used this ability on Lycus when I nearly castrated him for fucking his mother. A heat builds and the bleeding stops as the wound closes, along with the remaining scars, which disappear. I go to remove my hands, but I suddenly don’t want to. A burning sensation grows in the pit of my stomach as the air in the small room becomes almost suffocating. I look up into Caster’s sorrowful eyes and wipe away his tears. He takes my hand, kissing my palm. I sense him wanting more from me, but he’s afraid.

	“I should go,” I say, standing—uncertain what I’m feeling from him, and myself.

	“No, don’t.” Caster gets up to block my exit. “Stay for a little bit.”

	“I don’t know if that’s a wise idea.”

	“Why?” he asks sweetly, taking my hands in his.

	I look down at the floor to avoid his eyes. “I’m not my mother,” I say, feeling shy and vulnerable.

	He lifts my chin. “And I don’t expect you to be,” he replies.

	A tingling sensation floods my body as his touch on my face lingers. He leans in and kisses me gently. I find myself returning the gesture. His mouth envelops mine as my head and my heart try to figure out what I’m doing. He pulls me closer and I feel yearning from him. He moves his mouth to my neck and nuzzles it as a soft moan escapes my lips. One I haven’t uttered since Lycus last caressed me.

	“I need you, Ore,” Caster whispers. “I burn for your touch.”

	“We can’t,” I say, my heart beating rapidly. “Evan will murder us.”

	“It’s a death I’ll happily take if it affords me one night with you,” he says, then kisses me passionately.

	“He’s going to come looking for me if I don’t return soon.”

	“Then let him find our bodies wrapped together in my bed,” Caster says as he begins to move me in that direction.

	“You know we can’t,” I sigh, the back of my legs hitting the bedframe.

	“Please, Ore, let me be with you.” He kisses me hard and begins tugging at my dress.

	“Not tonight,” I say, pressing a finger against his lips to stop him. “I need to go back to the dining room before Evan begins searching for me.”

	I move away from Caster, but he holds my hand, keeping me close. “When?” he asks, desperation in his eyes.

	“Soon.”

	I take my time returning to the others as I need to get myself cooled down and collected, though it’s proving difficult. I wonder how long Caster has felt this way about me… and I about him. I’m not sure why this is happening since he helped raise me, yet I’m finding myself becoming attracted to him. It has to be out of desperation for missing Lycus, but I could be wrong. I find myself anxiously wanting to follow through with my promise to Caster, and as soon as possible, as I feel myself beginning to crave him like I did my brother.

	I shake my head to clear it just as I reach the dining room. When I enter, Evan is the only one still sitting at the table. He doesn’t look pleased.

	“That took longer than I was expecting,” he says, clearly enraged.

	“There was a lot we needed to discuss,” I reply.

	“Is that all you did? Talk?”

	I push his chair back away from the table, disrobe, and offer myself to him. He shoves the plates out of the way, many clattering to the floor and breaking, then pushes me down onto the table. His lips cling to mine as he finds his way inside. I moan loudly at his touch and feel alive for the first time in a long while. He hesitates with my breasts, but I tell him it’s all right. The heightened arousal spurs me on, and I never noticed how his latching truly affects me. Mainly because I didn’t want to accept the reality of it. I don’t want it to end, and do everything to prolong our time together.

	“I should send you down to Caster’s room more often,” he says, panting.

	“Shut up,” I sigh.

	The tension and animosity I’d been feeling for the past month come to a head in one spectacular ending for us both. Evan places his sweaty head on my chest as I try to regain my breath.

	“I love you,” he says, kissing my stomach.

	“And I love you,” I find myself admitting, though not wholly.

	His hands wander my body, but before we get started again I suggest we retreat to our bedchamber for more privacy. We gather our clothes and hurry up the stairs, and we don’t come out until morning.


Two

	 

	Caster

	I want to continue to torment myself. Brutalize my body. But with Ore’s touch I can’t draw myself to do it. I know Evan sent her down here on purpose. Probably to see what might happen if we were left alone together. If I would become weak around my love, or she with me. My heart screamed in ecstasy when she returned the kiss I gave her, and with the promise she made. Now we need to find time to actually fulfill it, which I pray is soon. 

	Evander will never permit her to come to my apartment unaccompanied again because he knows it’ll be too risky. And I’ll never have an opportunity to see her apart from Evan or Argus, so I might as well admit I’m just kidding myself that we could actually pull off this affair. And that’s even if I assume her feelings for me are sincere. I want them to be, more than anything, though that’s too much to hope for in my poor pitiful life.

	I can still smell her sweet fragrance in my room and on my skin. I swell with anticipation, and it becomes worse when the memory of her in that silk nightgown comes flooding back. The way her ample breasts peeked through the sheer material was more than I could bear. I close my bedchamber door, strip below the waist, and relieve the pent-up need she left me with. It’s not the first time I’ve had to handle myself in such a way, nor will it be the last when she’s not in my bed. I’m afraid there may be more instances of this the longer she teases and torments me from afar. I’ll need to hide my lust from Evan, even though he already knows it exists. If I display it after today he’ll suspect us, and all will be lost before it can even begin.

	Before turning in I dress and return my dishes to the kitchen, then lock my apartment door in case Evan should decide to wander into my home and murder me in my sleep. Though a simple lock wouldn’t stop him. Or Argus, if he was sent to deal with me. As I rest my head on the pillow I try not to think about Elizabeth and David, especially the disappointment they’d both have for me lusting after their child, who is now eighteen. I can’t seem to help it. I find myself in the same predicament I did when Elizabeth and I were younger, right before David came along and stole her from me—or so he thought. But Evan isn’t as gullible as David was. He’s ruthless, cruel, and vindictive. He’d make Ore suffer the most if we should succumb to our weakness. My death won’t be easy, but he’d put her through the worst of it. My normal instinct is to flee with her, like I did when she was in her mother’s womb, but somehow that doesn’t feel right this time. Or even possible.

	Unlike Gregor, Evan won’t be so easily tricked or deluded. He’d be relentless in his pursuit of us, like he was when Lycus had her. That bastard’s death was too easy for my taste, but it brought Honora home and broke her out of his trance. I wish Argus had brought the so-called king’s body back with him so we could poke at it and burn it just to make sure he was dead. But at least he had the sense to snatch the medallions Lycus had on him, now giving Evan three complete sets. Which he keeps predominantly displayed in a small case on the mantel above the fireplace in the library.

	As I try to sleep, my mind wanders back to Ore and her lips and the way they felt against mine. I find myself becoming more aroused with each passing second my mind remains on her image, so I have to hide it from my thoughts to get a little bit of sleep before daylight comes.

	 

	I decide to eat breakfast with the guards, so we can get an early start on training this morning. And so I can avoid being around Evan and Ore. Argus and I divide the newcomers as we do every morning, and work on their sword handling and attack strategies before we conduct a mock battle towards the end of the day. Fillian is given an option as to which group he’d like to join, so of course he selects Argus’. The Vagter who’ve been serving the castle for many years are either placed on watch, pulled from their watch and sent to their quarters, ordered to wander about town like normal, or tasked with weapons maintenance, such as blade sharpening. The rest of the guards are either along the border walls or in the strongholds we keep in the northern and southern regions of the kingdom. We can’t maintain all thirty thousand in one place, so only three thousand call Latrest home. 

	I’m glad they were finally moved into the stronghold and out of the castle. The rooms weren’t meant to sustain that many men, and it became hard to keep track who was living where, as many liked to move between the two structures. I could never figure out why they were divided in such a way to begin with, but that was well before I ever moved into the castle. Evan joins us an hour into our practice to give his opinion on things, though they are worth very little to me; I’ve actually fought in combat, whereas he hasn’t. We’re about to take our first break when Jakob comes down from the castle, escorting a young man covered in dirt and sweat. He limps as he walks and looks on the verge of collapsing.

	“My king, you have an urgent message from the village of Nysa,” Jakob says by way of introducing the young man beside him.

	“Your Majesty,” the man begins, bowing as he wheezes. “I journeyed as fast as I could. We need assistance as our quaint village has been thrown into turmoil by raiders we’ve never seen before. Men and women of ill wear and temperament have begun to plague our homes and businesses with their filth. They’re causing havoc where there was once peace. I implore your help in saving Nysa from these wretched masses.”

	“Do you know where they come from?” Evan asks.

	“We believe they’re from Geron, Your Majesty,” the young man replies. “We’ve never had issues with that kingdom before. But from what we’ve come to learn they no longer have a ruler and have been left to their own devices.”

	“Shit,” Evan mutters. “We can’t let those foul people onto our precious land. Argus, prepare a thousand of your men to accompany me to Nysa. I’ll also need you and Fillian by my side.” He turns his foul gaze to me. “Caster, you’re to continue training the new guards until our return.” Then he steps up close, so only I can hear him. “And behave yourself around my wife.”

	“Yes, Your Majesty,” I reply, and he takes a step back.

	“Jakob, get this man some food and wine. And make sure he rests. We leave in a few hours,” Evan orders.

	Jakob takes the messenger back to the castle to be tended to while Argus and Fillian gather the men and supplies they’ll need. I continue with the training. Shortly after lunch, Evan pulls me aside as the caravan assembles in front of the stronghold.

	“We should only be gone a few days, so I’m forced to place you in charge of my kingdom,” he says with disdain.

	“Why not have Argus or Fillian stay if you loathe me so much?” I ask, irritated with his tone. “Or have me go in your place. It isn’t necessary for a king to travel when he has men to do that for him.”

	“My father taught me that a ruler should always be present when his people are in need of his protection. Argus and Fillian are both coming because having two dwerg-reuses with me will have more of an influence on these parasites than only one,” he retorts. “Remember what I said. I will punish you and Honora if you should follow any urges you may have towards my wife.”

	“I’ve shown restraint so far,” I say. “I shouldn’t give you any cause not to trust me.”

	“Are you sure?” he asks, beaming. “From how my wife acted after returning from your apartment during dinner last night, I believe otherwise. She made quite an impression on our dining table.”

	I want to punch the arrogant look off his face, but plaster on a smile to hide my wrath and jealousy.

	“Then it was all your own doing, Evan. Ore and I simply talked.”

	“Make sure that’s all you do,” he says, then steps back. “Mount up!”

	As they ride out, I return to the back of the property and continue working with my men until evening sets in and a light rain begins to fall. I eat in their company and make it back to my apartment just as the heavens open. Lightning rips across the sky and thunder shakes the ground. I lie on my bed and listen to the storm rage outside as a battle ensues in my head. If there was ever an opportunity to be with Ore, it’s now. But would she want me? She said as much last night, but what if it was purely wishful thinking on my part? It’s obvious our brief encounter had some kind of impact on her, if Evan felt the need to tell me about their escapades after our meeting. He sounded jealous by it, yet satisfied because the results were in his favor. I know she won’t come down to me, if she’s inclined to have me, because that’s not her way. 

	I decide to chance it and step out into the hallway, but I’m not going to take a noticeable path up to her bedchamber. There’s a hidden hallway through the door across from my apartment, leading to a back staircase and up into another corridor that’ll take me to the lavatory of Job’s old bedchamber, which is now a nursery that’ll probably never see a child. Once I’m in the room I quietly open the door, looking down the hallway along the second floor, making sure it’s empty before darting over to Honora’s room. The storm lashes at her windows as I enter, securing the door behind me. I hope not to scare her as I make my way across the room, since she doesn’t know I’m coming to visit.

	She looks peaceful as she slumbers under a thin blanket, her hair pushed off to the side. I sit gently on the edge of the bed, not knowing if I should wake her or let her sleep. I caress her exposed arm, which causes her to stir and her eyes to open.

	“Caster,” she says, smiling. “I was hoping you’d come.”

	“You don’t mind that I’m here?”

	“Of course not,” she says, reaching up and stroking my cheek.

	I take her hand and kiss the palm, then move to her lips. I lie on top of her as our breathing quickens and our mouths hunger. I push the blanket off then roll onto my back with her on top of me. I want her to direct how our encounter should go, as well as the speed it should take. She bends down and kisses me hard, then places my hands on her breasts. A warmth like no other spreads across my body and I begin undressing. She pulls off her nightgown and I gawk at her beauty. My hands follow the delicate curves of her torso and hips, caressing every inch I see. She leans forward, envelops my mouth, then eases herself down onto me. The connection is instantaneous and my body responds like it’s never done before. She begins to ride me like no one ever has and I relish every second of it. Gasps escape her lips with each bead of sweat that develops. She pulls me up towards her and presents her breast to me. I take it without question and am happily surprised with the added benefit coming from her.

	I moan as the room swelters and the sheets become soaked. She lets out a subtle cry of joy as I feel her achieve her peak and she feels me reach mine. She then bends down so her hair blocks our faces from the outside world and kisses me before falling to the side. I pull her against me, holding her tight. I’ve been aching for this moment, but never expected it to be more than I could’ve imagined. Now that I’ve gotten a taste it’ll be hard not to desire more. I roll onto her and stroke her face.

	“I love you, Honora,” I whisper.

	“And I love you, Caster,” she replies.

	I sit up
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