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      Darkness.

      Once it was my friend, but now it is all I have left. Without her, it is not just the room I am left standing in, it is my heart, my soul. All of it. All of me is an endless darkness, punctuated only by the searing pain.

      I should have prepared myself for this, the moment I brought her back into my world, but how could I prepare for something as magnificent and in equal measures excruciating?

      The first time she followed me in, I should have killed her. Isn’t that exactly the reason why I’d been looking for her for so long? To end her life just like her father had ended my father’s? But I’d been stupid and thrown her out. If she’d stayed out, none of this would have happened. My heart wouldn’t feel like it had been ripped from my chest cavity and pummelled.

      But then I wouldn’t have fallen so helplessly in love with her. Because that’s what I’d done. I hadn’t even noticed at first, but then I began to notice things about her. Things that intrigued me, then things that delighted me. I’d gone to slay the monster, and in doing that had realised that the monster was me all along.

      The door to her room was gone, never to be opened again. It was the only way I could keep her safe, because if I didn’t kill her, my brother would.

      I opened the only other door available to me.

      Seven pairs of glowing eyes fixed on me, each atop a set of the bared jaws of the savagaras.

      “She is gone. You have no reason to kill me now. Go back to your master and tell him.”

      He would be angry, but that wasn’t my problem. I had enough to deal with without worrying about my brother’s feelings.

      The savagaras growled, but none made an attempt to attack. They wouldn’t. Not now. Killing me would only make more work for their master. The one at the front stood up on its hind legs and growled threateningly. “We will not go back empty handed. Open the door and let us get her.”

      “You can rip my body to shreds until there is nothing left, but I will never open that door to you. You have no need to kill her. She is not her father.”

      He didn’t look happy, but then I didn’t expect him to. No one went up against my brother and survived to tell the tale. He strode up to me until his face was inches from mine. “That’s as maybe, but if we don’t go back with a body, his majesty will lay waste to your entire court.”

      While I didn’t think he’d actually try and kill me again, I was in no doubt that he’d kill all the people of my court just to get back at me.

      “Tell him I will come and see him... Tonight. I’ll come alone. I’m not being dragged there by his army.”

      The savagara seemed satisfied with my answer. He beckoned the others and the seven of them disappeared into the forest.

      Raven took that moment to land on my shoulder.

      “She’s gone and now it seems I will have to pay the price.”

      Raven hopped up onto one of the grey doors. I knew what he wanted. He wanted me to summon Ana’s door, but that would only extend the purgatory I’d found myself in.

      “Not now.” Not ever. I couldn’t do that. I wouldn’t survive it. Watching her dreams and not being able to reach out and touch her. It would be like cutting myself over and over again until there was nothing left but a river of blood.

      I stepped around the door to the clearing and sat in my usual spot. Right in front of me stood the tree where Ana usually sat. At first it was because I’d tied her to it, but once she was free of my bindings, she carried on sitting there.

      I let my head fall into my hands. What had I done to her? I’d caused her nothing but pain and she’d willingly stayed even after finding out the monster I was. I howled at the grief that was building in me. It echoed through the forest like the sound of a wild animal, which is exactly what I was. a wild and uncontrollable animal before she came along. She had tamed me and she didn’t even know it. She didn’t know what I’d done. “I should have told her the truth.” I whispered.

      Raven squawked in agreement.

      I’d almost told her once. When we were by the lake, but then I hadn’t. I’d kept my biggest secret from her because I knew it was the one thing that would have made her leave me. I’d chosen myself over her again and again and in doing so I had destroyed us both.

      “I deserve to die by my brother’s hand tonight,” I lamented. Raven flapped his wings in disgust at my words.

      “You want me to live? After everything I have done?”

      He nodded his head and I patted him lightly. “I would never do that to you, my old friend, but this pain might be the death of me. I shouldn’t see her. I should do everything in my power to not see her, but knowing the door to her dreams is only footsteps away is killing me.”

      Raven eyed me beadily then flew back to the doors.

      I stood and followed him. I knew now what I should do. Raven flew to a nearby branch as the doors flew past me at speed, turning into a blur with a roar of wind. They came to a stop and the forest around me quietened. Raven squawked again.

      “I know, my friend. This is not Ana’s door. It is her mother’s” I’d seen so many doors like this one in the past year. Ones covered in vines and unable to open. Over a year ago, they’d all looked like this thanks to me. It didn’t matter that I was not the one to perform the magic, I had been the catalyst. This had happened right after I’d told him that I had killed the man that killed our father. I shouldn’t have told him, but I had and in a fit of jealousy for not being the one to do the deed, he’d stopped all dreams and nightmares.

      Our world soon became fragile. After a few days with no dreams and nightmares to power it, I felt it start to erode. Perhaps my brother had too, because the dreams had started back up. The vines withered and died, although some remained. I didn’t know why he chose to keep some closed and I never ventured to the nightmare court to ask. It didn’t matter to me. Not until now.

      Knife marks showed on the frame where Ana had used my knife to cut herself free of the door. I ran my finger over the marks, thinking of the fear she must have felt being trapped inside. My brother’s magic was strong. Much more so than my own which was why I hadn’t been able to do anything when he conjured these vines, but I had enough magic for one. One door that I would be able to set free.  Waving my hand, I felt my brother’s magic like ropes of steel. I wrapped my fist around it and pulled until it fell into nothing between my fingers. Ana’s mother was finally free. It was the least I could do for Ana after all the pain I’d put her through.

      Ana. She will not leave my thoughts. I know she is safe. My brother will never find her, but I also know what she went back to. Her own kind of hell.

      Without even thinking, I summoned her door. The urge was too great not to.

      “One time only,” I murmured to Raven as I rested my hand on the door handle. I had to know that she was okay.  I had to see her if only to slave the pain that was ripping my soul in two.

      I turned and let myself into the one place I promised myself I‘d never violate.

      She was crying. Even in her dreams, she felt the pain I felt. I’d seen it on her as I forced her to go and now I was witnessing what I’d done in all its heart-wrenching glory.

      “I’m sorry,” I whispered. She couldn’t hear me. I’d done enough to hurt her without doing that to her too. Showing myself to her in the way I showed myself to Gladys would only keep the wounds fresh. This exquisite pain was for me and me alone.

      Not that it stopped her looking. Through choked tears she called out to me. I watched as she searched the darkness around her. I knew she was looking for me.

      And then I was there. At least a dream version of me. Nothing more than a vision and yet it was disconcerting seeing my own image.  No one, in all the years I’d been doing my job, had ever dreamed about me before. Not before now.

      Dream me climbed up onto her bed. I watched as she fell into her arms and sobbed. Dream me held her tight and stroked her hair. Would I have done that to soothe her? Probably.  My heart ached watching the pair of them. My Ana and a figment of her imagination. that looked exactly how I looked.

      I should have left and yet I couldn’t. I wanted to see where this would play out. Would the part of her that believed I was there with her, bring her comfort? I hoped so. Then I could go on living out my own monstrous life, or what was left of it. I turned away from them.

      “I knew you wouldn’t leave me.”

      My heart leapt at the sound of her voice and I turned back around, but it wasn’t me she was speaking to. How could I be so stupid to think it was?

      “I’d never leave you,” my other responded. “Never, for I love you with everything that I am.”

      It was like a bolt to my chest, hearing the words she wanted to hear. I hadn’t chosen to leave her. I done it for her safety.

      That wasn’t what she wanted to hear though. She wanted the words my dream self was saying.

      She let out a gentle sigh as she reached over and kissed me...him...it.

      I froze as their embrace became more urgent. My other pulled her nightdress over her head exposing the curve of her breasts and her flat belly.  I swallowed and sucked in a breath as I watched my other move between her unscarred legs. Unscarred because this was a dream. In reality I knew the soft skin of her legs and the scars they held thanks to the wolvery like I knew my own hand.

      She reached down between them and unzipped his pants, freeing his erection. My own cock twitched and I sucked in a low breath. I shouldn’t be watching this. This was the intimate workings of her mind, but surely it didn’t matter if it was me she was dreaming about? A mess of emotions swirled around in my head. The guilt of watching this...of enjoying watching this was immense and yet I couldn’t look away. He slid into her effortlessly. I watched her eyes close and she let out a soft moan as their bodies moved together. My cock strained at my pants causing me pain. It was a welcome change from the emotional agony, but it was an urgent pain. An itch I needed to scratch. Despite hating myself for doing it, I gave in and pulled my cock out and did something I’d never done in my whole life. I stroked myself, keeping to the same rhythm that Ana and my other were moving to. I closed my eyes and imagined it was really me between her legs, me causing the small moans to escape her lips. How could I have ever thought her noises were anything other than pleasure? My own pleasure began to build and I opened my eyes to watch as she went over the edge. I’d never seen it happen to her from this angle before. I’d never seen the curve of her back as she arched upwards, though the look of bliss on her face I knew well. I’d memorized it and held it in my heart.

      She gripped the bed sheets as she came, ruffling them around her tightly squeezed fists. I felt my own orgasm creep up on me, throbbing painfully. My balls tightened as she let out a final moan followed quickly after by a silent moan of my own.  Sticky cum dripped over my fist onto the floor and Ana’s breathing quietened to nothing as the dream began to evaporate around me. With no time to clean myself up, I ran through the door, my cock still in my hand before I was taken away into the darkness, only to come face to face with my brother, the Nightmare King.

      My brother let his gaze fall to my cock. He smirked as I hurriedly inserted it back into my pants and zipped up.

      “Jerking off over dreams. Isn’t that a little beneath you, brother?”

      “What do you want?” I snarled. If he knew whose dream I’d been in, there would be nothing I could do to stop him finding her. I was relieved when Ana’s door moved past the red door.

      Nightmare eyed my curiously. Despite our differences, he was my twin and he knew I was hiding something. I could feel him trying to invade my mind. I let the image of Ana drop into darkness. There was no way I was going to let him know she was all I thought about.

      “My savagaras tell me that you let the human go. Now why would you want to do something like that? I knew you were fucking her, but I wonder if you’ve developed feelings for the daughter of that scum?”

      I hated him with everything that I was, but to show it would be to give me away. “Not at all. She means nothing to me. I let her go because I was tired of playing with her, that’s all. It became boring.”

      “Boring you say? You should have killed her.”

      “Killing her would be a kindness. She lives in her own special hell. I thought it would be much more fun to let her suffer out there rather than do the merciful thing and kill her.”

      My words amused my brother. The sick bastard only understood words of torture and pain and his own pleasure. He stroked the back of his neck and turned. For a brief second, I thought that might be it, but I wasn’t that lucky.

      “So,” he said quietly. “You won’t mind if I go looking for her then. I’d like to have my own fun with her.” He turned and winked at me before disappearing into the darkness.

      The game was on, and if my brother was involved, there would be no winners. Ana was once again in danger because of me and this time, there was nothing I could do to stop it.

      Find out what happens next in Nightmare King
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