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The Stones of Power


Chapter One




Sent abroad to retrieve the ever-moving stone,

Together blessed and together doomed by destiny.

Through worlds and trials and dangers unknown,

A gift unforeseen, home he is and will forever be.




Morgorth

I collapsed onto the floor, panting, sweaty, sore. “I’m done. I quit. Mercy!”

Adella chuckled as she hovered over me, bent at the waist, her smile showing pity and amusement. A small black crystal swung from her neck, a safety feature, allowing her to traverse my home without any of the enchantments attacking her. She had a sweet, pale face, her bright eyes showing amusement coupled with ruthless determination. Aishe’s aunt was such a slave driver.

“Get up, mage. Come on, get on your feet.”

I groaned. “No.” I sounded like a petulant child and I didn’t care.

She grinned. “The three most important dances of your life won’t practice themselves. You want to make my nephew proud, don’t you?”

I glared, though my magick stayed locked tight. She was doing me a huge favor, and Aishe would never forgive me if I blasted his mother’s sister into the wall.

“Low blow. That was a cruel, nasty low blow.”

“Did it work?”

I grumbled and grimaced and whined as I heaved to my feet. She stepped back to give me room, slim hands on her modest hips. She was a sturdy dialen who preferred tunics and leggings to dresses. Her long hair was pulled back in a tail at the base of her neck but a few locks stuck to her face. Despite her advanced years, she was spry, with a youthful appearance, like most dialen. I envied her grace. I was certain that I was in the best shape of my life, but trying to learn three of the ritual dances for my upcoming bonding ceremony with Aishe proved that I was mistaken. My legs threatened to give out and my back ached constantly.

Maybe the dances were just too damn complicated for the likes of me.

I shook out my limbs and narrowed my eyes. “All right, let’s do this again.”

She laughed. “Maybe if you didn’t tense like you were going into battle, you’d ease into it.”

I muttered darkly under my breath and struggled to unclench.

We continued to practice in one of my smaller training rooms within Geheimnis, my fortress home. It was built into, and on top of a sharp mountain peak. Her silhouette rose like swords stabbing the sky, and I’d constructed her with my own hands and magick years ago. She was my sanctuary from the ugliness of the world. And the ugliness inside me. The massive forest of Vorgoroth surrounded us, a haven itself for the darker creatures roaming our world of Karishian. All the beasts that lived in Vorgoroth owed me their loyalty, and in return I gave them a home. That hadn’t been my intent when claiming the territory for my own but it was a happy side effect. And it tickled me pink that my home was the contested land between two massive kingdoms to the north and south. I enjoyed sticking it to those in authority.


“Left foot, Morgorth. Remember, left foot on the turn. Imagine yourself as light as a leaf on the wind.”


“I’ll tell you what you can do with your leaf.”

She chuckled and continued illustrating the steps and twists, singing softly to let me become accustomed to the beat. I did my best to follow her instructions, wishing I could cast a spell on myself that would make the practicing unnecessary. Maybe I should have spent all this time experimenting with potions. One that might give me inner rhythm and grace, for instance. But that was cheating. I couldn’t stomach cheating when it came to one of the most important days of my life.

“That’s it. Sweep your foot. Lift your arm just a bit higher. There you go. Now sweep again, kick, move your hands. Keep looking straight ahead. Aishe will be mirroring your moves so don’t get confused and try to match him.”

How had my life come to this? Taking dance lessons from a dialen. Anticipating my bonding ceremony with another who owned my heart, body, and mind?


“You got it! How does that feel? Do you feel the difference now?”



“Aye, I do.” And I did. Leaf on the wind, indeed.



While we’d gone through all three dances to give me a sense of what was expected of me, now we narrowed our focus to each one, making sure I got every move as accurate as I could. This was the Dance of Beginnings, performed as we moved down the aisle to the platform where the main ceremony would take place. And it was the easiest of the three. I was doomed.


“You’re doing great, Dark Mage. Don’t doubt yourself so much and just let your body move as it wishes to.”

She smiled and winked at me as we took a short break. I stretched out my kinks, and she sipped water, gazing out of the large window that offered a magnificent view of my expansive forest.


She’d said Dark Mage with such affection, I didn’t know how to feel about it. I’d embraced the moniker of villain not so long ago, and I’d acted accordingly, making sure everyone knew not to fuck with me unless they wanted a messy, agonizing death. I’d felt as though I had no choice at the time since the Council of Mages, my peers, had thought me a villain since I was a child. They’d treated me like a criminal before I’d even done anything, and then I’d seen no reason not to give them exactly what they expected. So I’d scourged the land, a plague on the helpless. Killing and maiming with glee. Using the torment of my childhood and projecting it onto my victims. But that was then and this was now.


I wasn’t the monster I had been but I could never rule out the necessity of becoming him again, especially if those I cared for were ever in danger. Yet my entire identity had been flipped on its head about a month ago.

For my entire life I’d assumed, and the council had assumed, that I would become the Destroyer of Karishian. But I knew the truth now. For good or ill, I wasn’t the Destroyer. I was the Savior. The Mother’s champion against her greatest enemies.

The formoryans were ethereal entities that had existed before the Mother had come with her Light and started to Create. It was she who gave form to the ether and the chaotic energies of the cosmos. She Formed and made rules and laws and set everything into motion. To do so, she needed to lock the destructive formoryans away. They resided in their cage at the edges of her Creation, a place called Oblivion.

And somehow, someway, I was supposed to assist her in an upcoming battle?

It still didn’t seem real.

“Morgorth?”

I blinked out of my dark, chaotic thoughts.

Adella stared at me, puzzled and concerned.

I sighed. “Can we be done for the day?”

She nodded. “I want to check on Aishe, anyway. See how he’s coming along with your bond tunic. He’s not the best with a needle.”

I snorted and nodded. “Aye, go do that. He’s been a bit grumpy about it the last few days.”

She chuckled and paused beside me to touch my arm. “He’s also nervous and excited. I suggest you both take some time and leave all the planning behind. Escape and remind yourselves why you’re doing this. I can handle anything that comes up.”

I patted her hand. “That sounds like a fantastic idea. I really appreciate all your help. Even if I don’t act like it.”

“I know.” She winked again and hurried off.

Her casual, friendly touch wasn’t one I would have received a mere year ago, before Aishe. I wouldn’t have accepted it and no one would have offered it. So much had changed… for the better as far as I was concerned. With Aishe came possibilities, options, real happiness and a modicum of peace… if my foes would ever leave me alone.


I slid down the wall and sat on the floor. I took a deep breath. Aishe wasn’t the only one nervous and excited. Since mages were sterile, we didn’t have marriage or union ceremonies. We just borrowed from those of other creatures, most often the seelas, the species that we were born from. Dialen tribes had their own unique cultures and much of the bonding ceremonies were centered around song and dance. When I’d proposed to Aishe, I hadn’t realized how much learning I would need to cram into such a short amount of time. Granted, even if I had known, I would have still proposed. I wanted Aishe to know, for the world to know, what he was to me. Who he was. The importance of his existence. He was my better half, and he deserved the fear and respect and awe that such a position would inevitably bring. It wouldn’t be long now before he was not only Aishe of the Ravena Tribe, but Aishe, the Bondmate of Lord Morgorth, Dark Mage of the North.


I leaned my head back against the wall and stared at the ceiling. We’d wanted the ceremony to take place on our one-year anniversary. It still tripped me up to think I’d known Aishe for one year. Just one year. Not that long ago, I hadn’t known he even existed. So much had happened since then, lots of good and lots of bad and lots of ugly. But we were here now, stronger than ever. He’d never abandoned me and always became incensed at the very notion.

I adored him and was more than willing to go through any pain and humiliation to prove that. Even dancing and singing in front of the citizens of Happy Valley.

I let out a large groan and flopped onto my back on the floor.

Aishe had wanted to have the ceremony with the Lania, his sister tribe, but after he’d been forced to kill Slydde, a dialen obsessed with possessing him, the tribe had reacted predictably. They hadn’t quite banished or exiled him, but the pain in their relationship was too fresh to offer any sort of celebration. Thankfully, Adella never hesitated to show her loyalty to her nephew. She was his only living blood relative, and that connection was precious. So she’d come with three other dialen willing to assist, and they stayed in Happy Valley, making preparations.

Despite the citizens of Happy Valley having a healthy terror of me, they never passed up a chance to celebrate. They knew whose bonding ceremony they were planning for, and yet they laughed and chatted, and treated it as any other party. Until I arrived to check on things, of course. Then they either froze like startled deer or fled or even tripped all over themselves to get me anything I needed, being annoyingly solicitous the entire time.

Heaving a sigh, I rolled to my feet and left the room, closing the door behind me. Knowing Geheimnis’s labyrinth of hallways by heart, I easily found my way to my workshop. I usually painted in there because the lighting was perfect, but this time, I used it to create my own bond tunic for Aishe. Both tunics needed to be cut from black fabric—since black was the color for binding—but the rest was up to us. Since I’d already created several articles of clothing for him, all enchanted for his protection—and I planned on continuing to expand his wardrobe—this tunic wasn’t any harder. Though I did spend more time on the ornamentation, attempting to put as much green and purple as I could to liven up the black.

Green for his eyes and purple for his deceased tribe.

I didn’t enchant this one. He’d likely wear it just this once so the effort would be wasted. And I had measures in place to prevent anyone attacking the ceremony. The large pack of wichtln and the several hordes of truls knew their placements and their jobs. Even the boygles, my house servants, would have their roles during the ceremony. They would cater the entire thing, and since they were vicious pests with their own brand of magick, I had no doubt that any disturbance would be put down ruthlessly. Boygles dyed their clothing with the blood of their kills, and I suspected they hoped for the opportunity to refresh their stock.


Happy Valley wasn’t prone to violence because of a minor stone of power, a peridot, within its borders keeping the peace and preventing detection by those who wished to harm it—for the most part—but I wasn’t taking any chances. This was too important to me. To Aishe. I’d once thought that I’d caused too much pain to deserve happiness. Even if part of me still believed that, I had my happiness, and I wasn’t going to let it go. Let him go.


A large shadow darkened the light as it passed the enormous windows. It was too large for my sentient stone gargoyles. So that could only mean…. I grinned and set down the needle and thread. I hurried out of the room and ran, my heart hammering in excitement.

I climbed the stairs two at a time, my legs protesting loudly. I shoved onto one of my tallest towers and spun in a circle, aching to see my friend. The stone gargoyles I’d created with my own magick flew around, hooting and hollering to each other, causing quite the ruckus. Their three eyes spanning the circumference of their heads were wide and frantic. They didn’t much enjoy this particular visitor. Just like a sparrow wouldn’t appreciate an eagle coming to nest near them.

Then I caught sight of him and laughed. “En! Down here!”

Enfernlo, my enormous payshtha friend, flew sinuously through the sky, puncturing the clouds, parting the mist and fog. His blue scales shimmered, though a small portion were blackened, courtesy of another male, due to over-eagerness on his part during his first mating season. His silver horns curled behind his head, and his pale blue eyes could sear a beast’s soul. His wings were double his considerable body length, and when standing on the ground, he towered over every land animal without effort. And if I wasn’t mistaken, I’d say he’d grown since I’d last seen him. Although he could shrink when the occasion called for it, it was temporary.

Black teeth gleamed as a large smile curled along his long snout.

I backed up as he approached. He shrunk a bit before landing gracefully, his wings stirring the air and almost knocking me down. I clung to the wall and waited for him to settle and fold his wings. He draped over two towers and lowered his head.

“You made it!” I hurried over and touched his snout. His scales were warm and smooth. Gargoyles still flew noisily around us, but we ignored them.

A pleased rumble sounded from his chest. “Did you doubt that I would? You are my friend, and this is important.”

I grinned and patted him. His voice seemed to echo from his chest, deep and strong. It knocked against my bones, like the pounding of a large bass drum. Though it didn’t hurt my ears, and was rather soothing.

“How is your colony?”

“Very well. The hatchlings occupy everyone’s time.”

I chuckled, the pride in his tone evident. “I can’t imagine.”

“No, you can’t,” he said, eyes glimmering in amusement. Payshthas lived in colonies; only during mating season did they all come together. At the end of the season, everyone returned to their original colonies, where the females would eventually lay their eggs, and the males might go adventuring. The entire colony took turns nurturing and training the hatchlings.

“And they let you get away?”

“The older, experienced males take over training when the hatchlings are old enough to hunt. I have not yet been asked. This was the best time for me to get away without neglecting duties.”

“I’m guessing in a few more years, that won’t be an option.”

He bobbed his head. “When will the ceremony take place?”

“At the end of the week,” I said as my stomach jumped and then dropped all the way through Geheimnis to smash into the caverns below. Creation’s Light.

Enfernlo must have sensed my sudden panic because he nudged my head with the tip of his snout. Despite his attempt at being gentle, I stumbled and grunted when I hit the wall. I glared at him, and he tried and failed to look contrite. I shoved against his snout despite knowing it was a laughable attempt. Even with all my magick, I doubted I could move him an inch if he didn’t want to be moved. He chuckled, a light rumble that vibrated through the air.

“I flew over Happy Valley on my way to you,” he said. “It shines brightly with joy and energy. They are determined to give you no reason to complain.”


I snorted and crossed my arms. “As well they shouldn’t. I gave them their marching orders, and I check on them every day whether they know it or not. Aishe and Adella, his aunt, are taking the lead there since they know what they’re doing. I’m just trying to follow their orders and not get in the way.”


“If I remember correctly, dialen bonding ceremonies usually require song and dance.”

I glared as he eyed me. “You would be correct.”

“I already planned to enjoy myself but now I have something to look forward to.”

I rolled my eyes heavenward and grunted. “I’ve been working with the truls on composing a decent vow song. I need to put the finishing touches on it soon, so I can leave myself adequate time to practice. I’m going to need it.”

Enfernlo bobbed his head again. “The truls are a good idea.”

Despite their bloodthirsty nature, truls were the best musicians and vocalists, even surpassing dialen with their haunting, melodious tunes. I’d been forced to travel to the darker, wilder eastern part of Vorgoroth to locate and strong-arm a horde to help me. They’d been grudging at first even when I explained, in detail, what I needed from them. They were mightily protective of their musical secrets, and it had taken several long days, and a few bribes, before they finally relented and helped me.

To my great relief, the vow song didn’t have to be long and could be in any language I wanted. While it was performed in front of everyone, it was meant for my chosen bondmate. He was the only one who needed to understand.

“Part of me wants to just get it over with. The other part wants to savor.”

“It will happen soon enough. And then it will be over soon enough.”

I sighed. “I know.” I leaned back against the wall. The sudden silence told me the gargoyles had settled on the towers farthest from us.

“What is on your mind?” Enfernlo asked after a lull in the conversation. “Besides the ceremony?”

I stared at him for a long moment. I was one of only a handful of mages in history to befriend a payshtha, to gain one’s loyalty. He allowed me to ride him, came to my aid when I asked. He called me Mother-blessed once. And then Hunter-blessed. He knew of my past deeds, and yet still pushed for our friendship. I didn’t suspect for a moment that he knew the extent of my actual destiny, and he’d also been one of the ones to believe in me without evidence. My blasted mentor had known the truth so his confidence in me didn’t count.

Payshthas were closest to the Mother. Her first intelligent children. The grandest beasts Karishian had to offer.

This wasn’t the first time I was acutely aware of our Creator’s differing aspects. She was the nurturing mother and the blood-soaked reaper. The one to create Life and the one to deal out Death. She reveled in violence as well as cuddly things. She supposedly loved all of us but would never coddle or show mercy. She expected us to be tough as well as compassionate. The beauty of the payshthas and the variety of life on Karishian spoke to her joy in life, in the flourishing of her creations. And yet… what happened to me as a child. What happened to Aishe. The wars and famines that had swept through history, and the sinister creatures that lived in caves and deep in the oceans. And there was also the revenai, the demons of Underworld. She created beauty and horrors with equal glee.

“Morgorth?”

“You’re going to say, ‘I told you so.’”

He grunted and it sounded rather indignant. “I am not so petty as to say such a thing. What are you referring to?”

“We had a conversation a while back. A pretty in-depth conversation about my… destiny. Fate. Choices. The Mother. It was after I time traveled and met Aishe as a lad. Remember?”

“I remember all our conversations.”


I ran a hand over my hair, mussing it up from its usual slicked-back look. “I know now. I know everything now. Well, maybe not everything but I have the resources to figure things out.”



“What do you know? What is this everything that you know?”



I lifted my head and met his large, penetrating eye. “My destiny. My true destiny. I’m not the Destroyer, En. I’m….”


Enfernlo leaned forward, stretching out his neck. “Yes?”

I squeezed my eyes shut. “The Savior. The Mother’s champion against the f-formoryans.”

Saying it out loud soured my stomach and curdled my guts. It was too much. Too monumental for a puny mage like me. How in the underworld was I supposed to contribute to such a battle? What did they expect me to do? Damn them all for putting such a burden on my shoulders. Damn them for making me believe a lie my entire life and then expecting me to simply embrace the truth and realign my brain with the snap of a finger. My entire identity had been shredded to bits, and they expected me to shrug it off.

Curse the Mother. Curse my mentor. Curse it all.

When silence met my words, I squinted at Enfernlo.

He stared at me with wide eyes dancing with joy.

I blew out a breath. “Aye, that seems to be the majority reaction.”

“And why is it not yours?” Enfernlo asked. His body twitched and swayed as if dancing to unheard music. Then he let out a sharp trumpet call that made me cringe. My gargoyles scattered again in agitation.

“Would you stop that?”

“This is a cause for celebration!”

“Hardly.”

Enfernlo eyed me. “You wish to be the Destroyer?”

“I wish not to be lied to. I wish to have a normal life. I wish not to be a puppet and weapon for the Mother to point and aim as she pleases. I wish to trust those who are no longer trustworthy.”

I bit back the rest of my words. If I lost control now, I wouldn’t be able to stop. I needed to keep it all contained. Control was key. For a mage, control was always key, no matter what we were doing. Unleashing my bitter rage wouldn’t do anyone any good. And not so close to what should be the happiest day of my life.

Enfernlo let out a low purr and pressed his snout against me. I leaned into him a moment.


I am sorry you feel this way, he said in my mind. Payshthas had a lot of enviable abilities, and telepathy was only one of them. You have a right to what you feel. Don’t let anyone tell you different. But know that those who care for you are relieved and heartened by knowledge that your future is bright with possibilities and not dark with death and misery.


I heaved a giant sigh. “I don’t know about you, but the idea of fighting against the formoryans doesn’t sound bright to me. That fate sounds just as filled with death and misery.”

Trust the Mother.

“That ship has sailed.”

Enfernlo pulled back, and I knew he was about to argue with me when the tower door burst open and Aishe came barreling through.

“Enfernlo! I thought that was you! Thank you for coming.” Aishe launched himself at Enfernlo and wrapped his arms as far as he could around En’s snout, hugging him.

Enfernlo chuckled and allowed the affection. Adella stayed by the doorway, staring in awe.

I swallowed hard and tried to realign my emotions. Aishe knew how I felt and the closer we came to the ceremony, the more I hesitated to talk about it. There was no way I could suppress any of this. But I didn’t think there was anything wrong with pushing it aside to focus on better things. For the time being, at least.

“Enfernlo, this is Aishe’s aunt, Adella. Adella, this is my good friend, Enfernlo.”

Adella’s steps were stilted as she approached cautiously. Aishe moved away and urged his aunt closer. Enfernlo remained still as Aishe took Adella’s hand and placed it on his nose. She caught her breath as Enfernlo purred lightly.

“Blessings to the Mother,” Adella said softly.

Aishe moved to my side and slipped his arm around my waist. I took a deep breath of his scent and fought the urge to nuzzle his neck. My Aishe was graceful, leanly muscled, and much too pretty. He had a pale, regal face, and snow-white hair that reached past his shoulders. His eyes were a bright, cheerful green. He was an expert warrior, proficient with bow and sword, and a talented healer. He’d breathed life into my withered heart, and I was certain the Mother had a hand in bringing us together. It was, perhaps, the only thing I wasn’t angry with her about.

“Adella mentioned something about taking some time for us,” Aishe said, lips brushing my ear.

I shivered. “Let’s take the rest of the day. I’ll need most of the week to practice the, uh, the vow song. And those cursed dances.”

Aishe smiled and kissed my cheek. “You’ll be wonderful. Just think of the dances as gestures for a spell. And you have the raw basics to sing. You just need a bit more polish.”

“I don’t believe you for a second.”

He laughed and squeezed me.

Maybe he had a good idea about how to handle the dances. “I apologize ahead of time for embarrassing you with those dances.”

He cupped my face and turned me to look at him. He winged an eyebrow, amused. “You won’t. When it matters, you show up, Morgorth.”

I wanted to. I wanted to show up for him. For us.

“Would you like to fly?” Enfernlo asked.

We turned as Adella flushed, her eyes sparkling. Clearly flustered, she glanced at us before turning back to Enfernlo.

“Go ahead,” Aishe said. “It’s an experience not worth missing. Trust me. Just hang on tight.”

“Nowhere are you safer than on En’s back,” I said.

Thus motivated, Adella lost all hesitation and climbed onto Enfernlo. He sent me a look and a whispered thought of us finishing our discussion later. I nodded. Then he was gone, diving off the towers and plummeting toward the ground. Adella let out a screaming laugh as they climbed back up and disappeared.

The gargoyles returned to their original perches, grumbling with indignation and unease. The ones to settle on the tower Aishe and I stood upon gave me rather accusatory glares, as if incensed that I would allow them to be so traumatized.

“You’ll live,” I told them.

The sound of stones grinding indicated they highly doubted it, and they turned their backs on me. I swallowed a chuckle. They had limited intelligence and told awful jokes but considering I’d forged and carved them myself, they never failed to fill me with pride, even as they ignored me.

I turned to Aishe. “Well, we have the rest of the day and night to occupy ourselves without ceremony plans. What do you want to do?”

Aishe nipped my earlobe and whispered into my ear, “Tag, you’re it.” Then he smacked my ass—hard—and raced inside with giddy laughter.

I huffed out a laugh and shook my head. I hurried after him, determined to make him pay for the injuries he caused me. Exactly what he wanted.


Chapter Two




Aishe

I was ravenous and becoming more so the closer we got to the day of our bonding. I didn’t want to be long apart from Morgorth. I wanted to stare at him, to touch him, kiss him. At the end of the week, he would be my bondmate. It was a cosmic promise. Vows taken before the Mother and the Hunter. It was sacred, and not many mates would have been able to make such a commitment. I’d never considered it until Morgorth had proposed. Then I couldn’t think of continuing our lives without that promise binding us together.

He was my mage and I was his dialen, and the ceremony would solidify it to the world.

I raced through Geheimnis, breathless and eager. Not even Grendela’s scowl when I almost tripped over her could fracture my happiness. I caught glimpses of a few other boygles as I played a hide-and-seek version of tag through our home. Boygles were ugly, squat, and vicious beasts that dyed their clothes with the blood of their kill. They only followed the most powerful and deadly, and Morgorth had been forced to destroy half their tribe to win their loyalty. In addition to cleaning and maintaining Geheimnis, they added another layer of protection—as if that were needed. Our home was nigh impenetrable and anyone who did manage to get inside wouldn’t hang onto their sanity for long. Morgorth was cruel and devious with his enchantments.

The amethyst pendant he’d given me so long ago, as a way to traverse his home safely, bounced against my chest as I ran. Since he’d modified the enchantments to recognize me, I didn’t need it anymore. I kept it for sentimental reasons—it was the first gift he’d ever given me, and it was his way of welcoming me into his sanctuary and his heart. And what a fragile, precious thing was his heart.

During my vow song, I would promise to always hold it close to mine and guard it from anyone trying to harm it. His heart was mine to protect.

I shoved into the room of mirrors, each one of a different size and distortion, causing disorientation to the unprotected. I slipped between the free-standing glass, grinning. Since mirrors could act as gateways for immaterial beings from Underworld, anyone unlucky enough to be caught inside would first go insane and then become some toxic revenai’s lunch. Morgorth had a wicked sense of humor.

Only because he’d modified all his enchantments to recognize me, did I find my way through and locate the other door to exit. I shut it behind me and paused to consider my next move. I felt him coming by the buzz in the air and chose left, still jogging. I entered another room, the armory, and was assaulted by the four stone guard dogs that called the room home. They knocked me down and I laughed as they slobbered over my face with their rough, weirdly wet tongues. How Morgorth managed to create intricate sentient beings was beyond me. He’d explained the process several times but I didn’t need to know more than he was simply a genius.

I kissed and stroked the dogs before pushing to my feet and running out of the room. That cost me some time but how could I ignore them? They were desperate for attention and affection, stone brains or not.

I sprinted into the sunken garden room and charged down the narrow pathway beside it. The thin, intricately carved columns to my left granted a fine view of the small trees, flowers, and herbs that grew in the humid environment. The colors were vivid and serene, a little slice of natural life hidden in a world of cold stone. A rather apt metaphor for Morgorth, actually. I’d discovered the garden on my own upon first coming to live there, and Morgorth had later explained that he grew his own herbs for the boygles in the kitchens and for his potions. Sweets scents delighted my nose as I reached for the door to exit.

Invisible force shoved me into the wall opposite the columns, and I burst out laughing. Morgorth had apparently grown impatient. I loved it when he was impatient to claim me. The force rolled me until my chest pressed against the stone. I braced my palms on the cold stone and spread my legs, waiting, anticipating. I didn’t fear that boygles would come upon us. They knew when to be scarce.

Morgorth strode into view, his normally brown eyes glowing like molten amber. Even his pale skin took on a faint shimmer, indicating his magick was at the surface.

He stalked right up to me, into me, and nipped my earlobe.

I chuckled, panting, and pushed my ass into his groin.

He pushed back and set his hands on my hips. “Ready for your punishment, dialen?”

I moaned. “I’m yours, dark mage.”

“Damn right you are.”

The force didn’t let up, keeping me pinned against the wall. A thrill went through me. Not long ago, I would have been afraid to let him use his magick on me. He’d used magick to take away my choices and then a dream demon had come along to finish the job—by torturing me, wearing Morgorth’s face.

We’d overcome that challenge together. Just like we would continue to do for the rest of our lives. Now I found his magick sexy again, his power intoxicating, especially when he used it on me when we made love.

Morgorth yanked up my tunic before tugging down my leggings, exposing my ass to his gaze. He grabbed me and ground himself against my flesh. I whimpered and tried to push back but he had my hips caged in his hands. My fingers curled, digging into the stone that warmed under my touch.

“Morgorth.”

“Yes, mate?”

“Take me. Please, take me.”

He chuckled before spinning me around, his magick still pressing me to the stone. I couldn’t move my hands or any of my limbs. All I could do was watch as he knelt in front of me, a wicked smile curving his lips. He took hold of my erection and squeezed before languidly stroking it. My breath caught and I tried to move my hips but I was frozen. I groaned in frustration and glared at him.

He kept his eyes on me as he licked the head of my cock, still stroking, still squeezing. I gritted my teeth and swallowed a whimper. It delighted me that his confidence in sex, in giving me pleasure and seeking his own, had grown since we’d met. He’d been so unsure, shy, awkward during our first time. But now, a year later, well… practice makes perfect. He knew just how to work me to get my body singing.

Morgorth sucked the tip of my cock and pegged my slit with the tip of his tongue. My eyes tried to roll up into the back of my head but I wanted to watch him. I wanted to see him. He squeezed and rolled my balls with his other hand as he slowly slipped the rest of my cock into his mouth. He swallowed when my cock hit the back of his throat, the sensation of his muscles against my sensitive tip almost too much.

“Morgorth!”

He removed his mouth and continued to stroke my cock and knead my balls. Our eyes met. “You’re delicious, Aishe. I could eat you alive. And damn, you look sexy like this.”

I shuddered, panted, his words burning me to the core. He rarely spoke like this, so when he did… it was hard to keep from coming listening to his voice alone.

“Morgorth, please—Oh, Hunter’s Bow!”

Morgorth took me into his mouth again and bobbed his head, holding the base of my cock and sucking for all he was worth.

“Inside me! Please inside me.” I was proud that I’d managed to form coherent words since half my brain was mush and the rest of me was focused on breathing. Pleasure danced through my body, wave after wave of need and desire.

“You want me to come in your tight ass?” he asked, voice rough and dark. “You want me to claim you?”

“Yes. Fuck yes!”

He let me go and I gasped at the sudden lack of touch. He rolled me once more, pressing my chest against the wall again. My legs quivered, and I was glad he used his magick, since it was the only thing keep me up.

He murmured a word, and I knew it as one he used for conjuring. My cock hardened further when I felt the lube dribble onto my ass. He took his time spreading it around and fingering me, readying me. Once again, I tried to push into him but he kept me immobile with hands and magick. He encircled my shaft with one slick hand and stroked as he used two fingers to stretch me. I didn’t bother keeping silent. I wanted him to know what he did to me felt so damn good. I wanted to encourage him to feel free to use me like this again and again.

He nipped along my shoulders, driving me crazy. Then little sparks of sheer pleasure ignited inside me, leaving me a gasping, trembling mess of need. He’d used his magick on me like that before, once even igniting all my senses, and I’d come hard enough to pass out. He was taking his time now, torturing me, keeping me on the edge as he worked my body.

“M-Morgorth, please. Claim me. Claim me!”

His warm breath against my neck sent a shiver down my spine. The rustle of clothing preceded the removal of his fingers. I wasn’t bereft long before he slipped his cock inside me. I groaned and pressed into the wall, hoping my legs would hold me up. No matter how many times we did this, it never failed to make my head spin or my legs to go weak.

Morgorth wrapped his arms around my waist and paused a moment despite my begging him to move. Then he was thrusting into me, jabbing that special spot inside that had me teetering on the edge in seconds. I held back, wanting it to last. He dominated me with sure strokes, claiming me the way I wanted, needed. He grunted and groaned as his grip tightened, as his magick continued to hold me immobile. He used me as I wanted him to, and even as his breath hitched, and he came inside me, he grabbed my cock and stroked, using sparks of magick, until I found my completion.

Only then did he let go of the force spell and let the magick return to his core. We both groaned and slid to our knees. He pulled out of me, and I felt wonderfully sticky and spent. He let me lean back, and cradled me against his chest. I gazed up at his face, knowing my smile was stupid happy. He considered me warmly, for once his face free of worry lines.

Morgorth kissed my sweaty forehead. “Now what would you like to do?”

I laughed. “Clean up together and then take a stroll.”

“That’s sounds perfect.”

The hot springs were deep under Geheimnis and her mountains. Deeper than even the smithy forge where burly boygles hammered out axes and swords and spears, as if determined to supply an army for a years’ long war.

“It keeps them busy and out of my hair.” Morgorth shrugged when I mentioned it.

“They’ve been doing that since I’ve come to live here. And probably since you built Geheimnis. Where in Hunter’s name do they store them all?”

Morgorth chuckled. “These caverns are endless and go deep underground. There’s room.”
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