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Luka

 

Dianne Hartsock


Chapter One

Luka settled cross-legged on the hearth with a murmured word of gratitude to the fire as its warmth surrounded him. Keeping a veiled eye on the woodpile, he crumbled a crust of bread and honey onto the stones. The animals had grown skittish of late, and he missed their company on his long tramps through the forest. The cabin had grown lonely without Rhys’s vibrant presence.

The thoughts of his lover sent his gaze to the small stack of books he kept close at hand to leaf through during the long empty nights. He’d rescued the young man from a brutish existence at the hands of a madman, and the stories were all that would ease his frantic, tortured mind. Rhys would sit close to Luka while Luka read the heroic tales until his head would nod, and he’d slump into Luka’s arms, a warm, living presence in his solitary life.

Luka raised his head, attentive. Winter gathered outside the latched door, wind howling through the trees, sending their limbs scratching along the roof. A shiver traveled up his spine. Something darker than the storm was coming.

The fire snapped in a shower of sparks, recalling his attention. He drew a small bundle of twigs from a pocket, cupped it in his worn, nut-brown hands, and breathed in the scent of juniper and sage. Chanting the words his mother had taught him long ago, he tossed the clump into the flames. A tendril of smoke rose, twirled in lazy circles in the air and brushed against his face.

He breathed deeply, holding in his lungs the heady smoke of the sage and grasses he’d gathered by the stream last autumn. His thoughts cleared. He saw everything! Snow whipped through the darkness between the trees, carried on the fierce wind. His beloved animals huddled in the scrub brush for safety and warmth. The village beyond the forest barred its doors, fires lit, safe inside while the storm raged.

His thoughts soared, bursting into the moonlit landscape above the clouds. Laughing aloud, his spirit flew in wonder, heart aching at the beauty of the night. But something tugged at his heart, his name shouted on the wind. He blinked at tears, bringing the fire back into focus, the cabin solid around him. Night pressed on the shuttered windows. Something was in the night…

Luka’s heart leaped. He comes! A soft cry of joy escaped him, and he rose in one fluid motion to his feet. He’d sent Rhys away to find love elsewhere than in the arms of a lonely witch, and yet he came, daring the storm.

“Come to me,” he urged the solitary figure in his mind’s eye, struggling up the path to reach him. A tremor seized him. Long years of bartering his herbs and potions to the villagers had passed while he waited with hope and dread for Rhys’s return, darkness at his heels.

He crossed the wooden floor of the cabin, logs he’d hewn and planed himself, lighting the candles with a word as he passed, filling the room with light. Luka paused at the door, hand hesitant on the latch. He had enemies beyond this safe threshold. What if Rhys had gone to them in his bitterness and returned now for revenge? Luka closed his eyes, seeing again the pain on Rhys’s youthful face, the confusion in his eyes when Luka told him to go, and closed the door on his anguished pleas.

A rap on the door sent his pulse racing. Love and doubt warred inside him, but he had to know, see the truth of it. He opened the door a crack; icy wind whistled in. A figure stood on his step, the heavy cloak clutched against the cold obscuring his features. Who was this? He swung the door wider. The energy was all wrong. But Luka would welcome him in whatever guise he wore.

He opened his hungry arms, but Rhys shook his head and looked up, candlelight spilling on his pale face, grown older. “You sent me away—brokenhearted.” Rhys’s voice was deeper than he remembered. “If I cross this threshold, I won’t leave again. Be very sure.”

Luka trembled, searching the beloved features, and mourned the sweet innocence that was missing. Snow sifted through the trees adding to the weight on Rhys’s shoulders, and Luka swallowed his doubts. “Come inside.” He tugged on Rhys’s sleeve, unable to mask his eagerness. His heart stumbled, then leaped, seeing a flash of elation in Rhys’s eyes.

Rhys stepped into the cottage in a flurry of cold air and snow, and Luka hastily closed and latched the door behind him. He turned, and his lips parted in a startled gasp. Rhys had removed his cloak, snow already melting on the warm floor. His golden hair fell loosely to his shoulders, and his body filled out the tunic and trousers he wore in a way it hadn’t five years ago. He had grown into a handsome man, the fine wool of his clothing attesting he’d done well in the village.

Suddenly conscious of his frayed sleeves and ink-stained fingers, the silver now threading his dark braid of hair, Luka glanced away. His gaze fell on the books and parchment littering every surface, candle wax spilled on the tabletops. A thick layer of dust covered the bookshelves, except for the volumes he used for reference. He chewed a lip, troubled.

“Come to the fire,” he offered, taking Rhys’s cloak to hang on a peg. “There’s a stew simmering on the hearth.”

Rhys touched his shoulder, halting him. “A moment. I’ve come to warn you. Your old enemy—”

“Is coming. This I know. We’ll talk of it later. Please, come to the fire. You must be cold.”

“Luka.”

Luka swiveled sharply at the command in Rhys’s voice, a thrill rushing through him. So much courage from his once timid lover. Was this the same man he’d rescued? The young lad of seventeen years, chained and beaten in a dank cellar? Rhys wouldn’t speak of his parents back then, saying only he’d lived on the charity of others—until he’d been snared, captive to a cruel man’s dark appetites.

Rhys’s soul had cried out in anguish from his prison, finding Luka’s heart, drawing him deep into the forest to the monster’s isolated hut. Luka had eluded the dark sorcerer, freeing the lad and taking him into his home. And later, into his bed, a moth to Rhys’s bright flame, his heart opened for the first time in uncounted years to love and promise.

He tucked a hand under Rhys’s elbow. “Come to the fire, dear heart. Let me see you in the light.” He dropped his gaze again, unaccountably shy. “I’ve missed you.”

“And I…” Rhys’s voice trailed off into a sigh and he let Luka lead him across the room. Luka ignored the hurt he had no right to feel. He knew Rhys had been with others after they’d parted, had felt his moments of ecstasy and sorrow while Luka sat at his lonely hearth, unable to bring himself to severe the connection Rhys had no knowledge of and couldn’t remove anyway.

But he’d also suffered Rhys’s loneliness in the dark hours of the night, when Rhys missed him with a physical ache, a longing to see him again, hear his voice, touch his hand. Those times had torn at Luka’s vulnerable heart with sharp talons. It was Luka himself who had at last severed the tie, unable to bear the pain he’d caused.

Rhys took the low stool on the hearth and Luka knelt at his feet, wishing he could put his head in Rhys’s lap, have him loosen his braid and run fingers through his hair, soothe his troubles as he had so often in the past. Instead, he scooped the last of the stew into a wooden bowl and handed it to him along with a spoon.

“Why have you come?” he asked, watching Rhys eat as if ravenous, wishing he had more to offer. He’d make an extra loaf of bread in the morning and perhaps find some winter berries in the snow for him…

Rhys motioned with the wooden spoon to the pile of books against the hearth. “Sir, do you not recognize your white knight, come to rescue you?”

Luka snorted at the old jest between them. “Perhaps I am the ogre under the bridge?”

Rhys shook his head and finished the bowl without answering. He set it purposefully aside and turned a grave face to Luka. Disconcerted, Luka flushed hotly under the scrutiny, and he sat cross-legged on the stones. The fire crackled, and he watched the sparks shoot up the chimney. Luka thanked the flames once again for their warmth, the cold of winter kept outside the snug walls of his cabin.

He heard the moment Rhys grew impatient. The creak of the stool as he shifted, his harshly drawn breath. “Aethan has returned to the forest. Does this not concern you at all? Why do you not flee? With your subtle power you could have a place in the prince’s court itself. Why do you tarry within Aethan’s reach?” Bewildered and angry, his distress vibrated in the air, and Luka quickly shut his mind to the wave of emotion battering his defenses. He would not look into Rhys’s heart. He no longer had the right.

“I have felt his dark presence,” he admitted. “My concern is for you. I wished you far from here when he returned.”

Rhys clenched a hand. “Did you think I would abandon you to him? I was his slave, Luka! Endured his many cruelties. He would gladly see me dead. But you, my love, he will torment and torture until your mind breaks in exquisite pain—” Rhys bit off his heated words, controlling his fear. “He seeks the Well.”

“He will never find it,” Luka vowed, and felt the subtle shift in the world, bending to his will. Aethan was strong, frighteningly so, but Luka had far more to lose, something more precious than life to him.

Rhys watched him and a tender smile curled his lips. “I’m tired, Luka. Do you have a cot for me? Though I would prefer the warmth of your bed.”

Luka blinked, torn. Rhys gave him no chance to answer, leaning forward to press kisses to his cheeks, the eyelids he closed in surrender. Their lips brushed, but then Rhys pulled back, drawing a moan from him.

“No. I think not. Not tonight.” His calculating expression in the flickering firelight smote Luka’s heart. “I believe blankets here on the hearth would be best.”

Luka inclined his head, accepting that Rhys had yet to forgive him. He dragged his own mat of twigs and sweet grasses to the fire, laying out the thick comforter of goose down he’d made that spring. Rhys murmured a goodnight and settled into bed. Intensely conscious of him, Luka added wood to the fire, then took a blanket and his troubled heart across the hearth. Rhys had returned. That was enough.


Chapter Two

Luka sat on the stone steps of the cottage and breathed his fill of the crisp morning air. The storm had passed in the night and a pale sun glittered off the snow blanketing the forest floor and weighting the pine branches. A mug of tea warmed his hands and he smiled, recalling the touch on his face that had come with it, sweeter than the honey Rhys had added.

“We need to fatten you up,” Rhys teased, but there had been concern in his eyes. Luka hadn’t taken care of himself, but the years had grown lonely, waiting for Rhys to return.

He missed his lover, though he’d been the one to send him away. Luka had wanted him to find a better life than he could offer, a solitary witch bartering his potions. And he had wanted Rhys safe from his enemies. But he may as well have cut out his own heart when Rhys had left.

Luka sipped his tea, enjoyed its comfort, then heat flushed his skin as he recalled his dream last night, the feel of Rhys in his bed. Rhys had been tender and passionate and welcoming. Luka had cried in his arms, overwhelmed with the joy of it. Had wept again on waking to find himself alone on the hearth, Rhys across the room, reading a book in the morning light spilling through a window, as far away as the years that had separated them.

A bird fluttered past, calling his attention, and Luka’s spirit flew with it, soaring into the sky. The rush of air exhilarated him, and he dropped with a smile back into his body. After hastily setting aside his tea, he pulled a crystal from a pocket and held it up to the faint winter sunlight. He marveled at the earth reflected in glass. Focusing his gaze, his essence slipped easily into the encapsulated world and flew along the pathways, flitting between trees and brush. He scampered with a family of squirrels along a branch, leaping with wild glee from limb to limb.

Hearing the waterfall, he rode with a bee to the river’s edge, and spotted Rhys perched on a boulder, naked, his ivory skin pebbled from his brief swim. Luka thrilled at the beauty and strength of his body. Rhys stretched, leaned back on his hands, and Luka’s caressing gaze traveled over the long length of his form.

He drew a puzzled breath. This was not the body he remembered, the one he’d dreamed of last night. He’d tasted every inch of Rhys’s skin, once upon a time. Drew his tongue along every plane and line and curve. The form before him was stockier, more muscular. Luka missed the lithe limbs that had twined around him, pale against his dark skin, and held him close on the small pallet before the hearth during the glorious nights they’d shared.

He laughed, the unhappy sound floating on the warm air. Maybe his memory was growing faulty. It was five years, after all, and they’d been together for far too short a time. Less than a year. Rhys was bound to have changed.

Rhys stretched again, but Luka wouldn’t allow his gaze to drop lower than his waist. He knew the length and taste of that delight as well, but there was little use in awakening a longing for the pleasures he’d pushed away with both hands.

He moved off, but Rhys looked up, and a gentle smile touched his wide mouth. He raised his hand and Luka landed in his palm. Rhys stroked his thumb over his back and pleasure rippled through Luka. “I’ll be home soon, my sweet,” Rhys said with a fond laugh.

Luka brushed Rhys’s cheek as he left, letting the breeze carry him. Reluctant to leave the sunlight, he nevertheless flew toward the dark shadow spreading in the forest. Feeling a rapid heartbeat, his spirit fell into the rabbit hiding in the brush and snow. Terrified, scattered images flashed into his mind. Danger! The trap snapped; searing pain as it smashed the bones of his foot. In agony, he looked through blurred eyes at the forest crowding in around him. The thick ferns hiding him wilted as if with blight. Dead limbs twined with the green of the towering pines.

He flinched back when a figure approached, cloaked, the leering face looking into his with a gleam in its eyes. “Always the fool, Luka.”

Luka fought the waves of pain, struggled to leave the rabbit and fly home. But his spirit beat against an invisible wall, escape barred to him. “What do you want?” he asked, his mind touching on the man bent over him.

He shuddered at the cold, calculating thought in return. “I want the Well of Hope. You know this.” Aethan drew a hard breath, then Luka felt a hand caress his face. The sorcerer’s voice changed, becoming seductive, wheedling. “We can be allies, Luka. Share the energy pulled from the Well. Join me. We can master all others.” His thumb brushed Luka’s lips, his voice thrumming with passion. “Every desire fulfilled.”

The tendrils of Aethan’s potency wound through Luka’s head, so alluring. They would be lovers and leaders, nature itself bowing to their whim. But Luka had no use for power. He wished only for his quiet life, and Rhys’s love.

“This will never be,” he murmured, and braced. Aethan’s fury crashed into him, bruising his mind. The sorcerer tore at his thoughts, seeking entrance. He pushed on his wounded foot, and Luka screamed in anguish. But then a wish touched him, bound in love, and his consciousness soared on the wind, reaching for Rhys.

“Come to me,” Rhys begged, a whisper of longing on the wind. Luka clung to the tendril of thought, let it wind around him, pull him to his beloved. But it stretched taut as if from a great distance, broke before he reached him, and he fell into his body with a cry. Rhys held his splayed form against his chest. There were tears in his eyes, and Luka swore under his breath. He never wanted to hurt him, but it seemed all he accomplished.

“I am well,” he said, pushing up into a sitting position.

Rhys clung to him a moment, then let him go, brushing a kiss against his cheek. “What happened?” he asked, his concern easing Luka’s distress.

“Aethan caught me.” Luka hurried to add at his sharp breath, “Do not worry. I told him nothing of your presence.”

“Luka,” Rhys chided. There was a note of censor in his voice. “I worried for your safety. I returned to find you here, lying so still. It took all my will to call you back. I’m thankful you found your way to me.”

Luka ignored a sharp prick of jealousy. Who had been Rhys’s teacher these past five years, that he had such power? The witch in the village hadn’t this talent. “You’ve grown strong, my heart. But please, Rhys, listen to me. Aethan is coming. He will be here before nightfall. You must go.”

Rhys’s lips tightened with his anger. “I won’t desert you.”

Luka’s heart pounded in a rush of adrenaline. “You don’t understand! Aethan means to use you against me.”

“Then you must be strong and not let him.” Rhys rose to his feet and held out his hand. “Come, my dear witch. It’s time we faced our monsters.”

Despite the circumstances, warmth flooded Luka’s chest, hope and apprehension trembling in balance. Rhys would stand with him! He had found Rhys broken and bleeding in Aethan’s cellar, his spirit a mere flicker in the darkness. But now Rhys burned, his life-force a flame of passion and resolve.

Rhys helped him stand, and power sparked between them where their hands touched. Luka gasped at the bite, clasping Rhys’s fingers tighter, keeping him at his side when he would have moved away. He swallowed his absurd pride, the answer important.

“You’ve grown strong, Rhys. Who was your teacher?” Did you find him handsome? He knew he flushed, heat in his cheeks, but held Rhys’s blue-eyed gaze. Something flickered in the pretty depths, a secret, and Luka’s heart stumbled with dismay. But then Rhys smiled, his eyes once again guileless, clear.

“Widow Ravan took me in. Said she felt the power in me.”

Luka nodded, disheartened by the false answer. “I know the witch. Wise and knowledgeable. Rhys, I’m glad you found a safe haven when you left here.”

Rhys lifted a shoulder, his gaze shifting to the side. Luka stifled a sigh. He’d known Ravan since she was a fair-haired child growing wild in the woods. Later, when her woodsman husband died of fever, she turned her capable hands to herbs and potions, learning the ways of healing. She prospered, but that didn’t account for the fineness of Rhys’s clothing nor his strength in magic.

His lover kept secrets.


Chapter Three

Luka held his hands to the fire blazing on the hearth, every candle in the room lit behind him. Aethan came to them with shadow and death. Luka would meet him with light and his fierce heart. Rhys sat at his feet and Luka had trouble not running his fingers over the tousled head bent in meditation. They’d spent the afternoon warding the windows and doorway and chimney flue. Not to keep Aethan out, but to trap him inside. If they were to battle, Luka would protect his forest brethren as best he could.

Rhys caught his breath and stirred, and Luka’s heart jumped to his throat. Not fear. He’d locked fear away. But Aethan arrived, cloaked in terror, his hatred battering at the door moments before his heavy hand struck the wooden barrier. He struck again, splintering it asunder. His dark form filled the doorway and Rhys rose to his feet, standing at Luka’s side to face him.

Aethan’s laugh chilled Luka’s heart. “Why, Luka, I’m surprised to find you home. Did you think I wouldn’t come for you?”

Tension vibrated from Rhys, and Luka willed him calm, peace. They mustn’t let on—Aethan stepped across the threshold and the wards sealed silently closed behind him, trapping them inside with the monster. Rhys flinched, and Aethan turned his attention on him. He was a handsome man with dark hair and eyes as black and deep as Luka’s own, but a cruel smile curled his full lips.

“Here you are, Rhys, fled back to him.” His voice dripped disdain. “But tell me, my sweet lover, does your tender flesh miss the bite of my hand? Are the nights long and dark without my mouth on your skin?”

Rhys whimpered, a lost child, and Luka stepped between them.

“Leave him be, Aethan. This concerns only us.”

Aethan arched a brow. “Indeed?” He lifted a hand and Rhys swiftly pressed against Luka’s back, grabbing his arms to hold him in place. Alarmed, Luka looked over his shoulder, but Rhys’s eyes were hooded, for the first time his thoughts concealed from him. Aethan’s laughter shivered down his spine.

“My dear Luka, you should see your face! So shocked.” Aethan stepped up to him and touched Luka’s hot cheek with a fingernail. “But you have always worn your emotions on your sleeve, honest and true, expecting others to do likewise. How easy it must have been for Rhys to deceive you, playing at love, when all the while it was my bed he longed for.”

Rhys muttered something at that, but Luka forced his thoughts away from him, all his senses focused on Aethan. It would come soon…

Aethan flexed his shoulders, his cloak falling back to reveal a fine woolen shirt and britches of the same cloth Rhys wore. Luka couldn’t hold back a sound of dismay, and Aethan’s gaze turned triumphant. “Yes, Luka, Rhys came from your arms to mine. And when he explained he wanted his revenge on you… Well, how could I resist?”

Aethan scraped his nail down Luka’s cheek, and he winced as it burned like fire, with Rhys’s body against his back adding heat to the already stifling room. Sweat trickled into Luka’s eyes, but he ignored the sting as Aethan’s hand covered his heart. He braced.

“Tell me, my dear fool, where have you hidden the Well of Hope?”

He didn’t give Luka time to answer. Power slammed into Luka’s chest, pouring from the fingertips pressed over his heart. His chest seized, pain boiling through him, liquid fire in his veins. He bit his tongue on a scream and tasted blood. Rhys folded his arms around him, and for an instant his pulse leaped. But he merely held Luka upright.

The agony lessened and Luka straightened his slumped body, drawing in a lungful of air, and cried out at pain sharp as a knife in his chest. He blinked Aethan into focus through his tears. “Hope, Aethan?” he asked. His voice sounded ragged to his own ears. “What need have you for such a thing?”

Aethan looked at him with contempt. “I have no use for it, simpleton. I will withhold it from others. What wouldn’t people do for just a taste of hope in a world bereft? I could control kings with a single sip of its possibility. For a people without hope, I would be a god, merciful or cruel, depending on my whim. I want the Well, Luka.” His voice rose to a shout that shook the walls. “Give it up to me!”

Luka screamed as the shriek pierced his ears, and he felt the trickle of blood on his neck, eardrums burst. Pain spiked through his head and he could hardly understand Rhys’s urgent words, “Come, sweet wizard, give us the Well and be free. You have no hope, alone as you are.”

Luka trembled. Was he alone? He had to gamble all…

“Please.” He wasn’t sure what he begged for. Peace, of course. And courage. He pushed the pain away, needing to concentrate. Aethan mustn’t get the Well. The nails of Aethan’s hand over his heart rent his tunic, and he choked back a cry of anguish as they pierced his flesh.

Aethan crowded close, trapping Luka between him and Rhys. Heat stifled Luka, the air thick with candle smoke and the scent of the grave from the sorcerer’s body, rot and decay and endings. Luka leaned back into Rhys, solid and too hot, and breathed in the clean tang of his sweat and the spices of Luka’s soap he’d used that morning. Aethan put his free hand on Luka’s head, and Luka shuddered as nails scraped his scalp.

“Please” he said for the second time, louder. Aethan’s mocking laughter rang in the room.

“Who are you calling to, Luka? There is no one here but us. Now, my dear witch, show me where you’ve hidden the Well.”

Nails bit into Luka’s head, the other hand digging for his heart. Agony lanced through Luka, and he would have fallen to his knees if Rhys hadn’t kept hold of his arms. Aethan put his lips close to Luka’s ear and murmured words Luka couldn’t hear, but that wound in his skull, asking questions Luka suddenly wanted to answer, needed to answer. What could be the harm in giving the sorcerer what he sought? He would do no harm with it. And the Well of Hope was a gift to mankind and shouldn’t be hidden.

What right did he have to hide it?

The words trembled on his tongue, wanting to spill out. Aethan’s voice confused him. Luka drew a ragged breath, the hot air burning his lungs. Focus. He needed to find his center. Breathe in. The pain receded to a corner of his mind. Breathe out. Aethan’s crooning became a whisper on the edge of thought, ignored.

Blood pounded through Luka’s veins. Be calm. His heart slowed. Breathe in. The air tasted of smoke and candle wax and the sweat from his upper lip. He cried out as his heart clenched, Aethan’s fingers gouging his chest. But he shoved that off. Breathe out. Are you here?

Thoughts brushed against his, one after another. The fox on the ridge. Birds on the wing. Deer raised their heads from the snowy fields. Wind pushed against the cottage with the buzz of insects. The earth breathed, waiting. He had only to wish…

No. Time itself would warp to his bidding; he need only ask. Draw on the life force thrumming in the ground and vibrating through the air, washing through him in powerful waves. But he had no right to it. No right to use a life not his own. His mother had drummed that into him along with herb lore, among other things. Better he should die…

“No,” he said aloud and felt Rhys flinch against him, his surprise a sharp note in the air. Aethan’s hatred was a bitterness on his tongue.

“But you will, my dear,” Aethan promised. “I have your heart.”

Luka screamed as agony once again tore through his chest, dropping him into darkness.


Chapter Four

Luka startled awake and winced at the pain pounding in his head.

“Easy, dear one,” someone murmured, and Luka was drawn back against a warm chest. Arms cradled him, muscular, secure, and he kept his eyes closed, breathed in Rhys’s familiar scent and sweet aura. He must be dreaming. This was how he remembered Rhys, strong and vibrant, his love open and beautiful, wrapping around them both.

“Where are we?” he asked. Sometimes his dreams held a kernel of truth.

Rhys’s soft laughter was tinged with sorrow. “You have come to me again, my sweet witch, when I called. Though better if I had wished for you to stay away.”

“Do you hate me so much?” Luka whispered, his heart torn in two.

The familiar arms convulsed around him, pulling him closer. “No. You are my heart, dearest master.”

Luka opened his eyes and drowned in the blue depths peering down at him, so full of love and pain his chest tightened.

“As you are mine,” he confessed, and curled an arm around Rhys’s neck and pulled him lower until their lips met. Rhys kissed him, tentatively at first, achingly tender; then harder, until Luka surrendered with a groan, sliding his tongue between Rhys’s parted lips into heat and home.

“Are you real?” he asked after a delirious moment. His dreams had often started this way, only to leave him broken and alone on waking.

Rhys murmured an incoherent word and slipped his hands under Luka’s tunic. Luka no longer cared. He’d die if Rhys stopped touching him. Rhys pushed against him and Luka eased onto his back on the hard floor, Rhys beside him. They kissed, Rhys’s hunger matching his own, his hands tracing the scars on Luka’s chest he’d gotten over the years. Luka jumped when nimble fingers found a nipple and he greedily swallowed Rhys’s chuckle of delight.

His chest swelled with emotion. He’d missed this. Missed Rhys’s playfulness and passion. They twined together, needing to be closer, desperate touches and kisses. Luka slid a hand between them and undid the knot on his pants. Rhys frantically did the same, his cock slipping out. Luka grabbed his ass with his free hand and yanked him closer, then gripped their cocks together, Rhys’s pale and his darker. If he had oil…

But he didn’t and pumped their members, drinking in Rhys’s moans against his lips, the joy on his face. This was everything. This moment, when Rhys yielded to him, surrendered to the pleasure Luka gave them both. He watched Rhys’s expressive face, his own pleasure rippling through him, mounting with each stroke of his hand, every uncontrolled moan and panted sigh from Rhys.

Rhys’s breath hitched, and sudden, glorious color flooded his skin. His body shuddered against Luka, and he tilted his head back in a silent cry as he swept across the edge into ecstasy. Luka’s heart burst open, his love gushing out in elation and agony. He clutched Rhys to him as he trembled, hot tears wetting his face. He thought he’d never hold Rhys like this again, never bring pleasure to this sweet man who was life to him.

Rhys’s ragged breathing slowed, and Luka loosened his hold, ignoring his own need. But it seemed Rhys would have none of that. Making a low growl sound in his throat, he brushed Luka’s hand aside and gripped his cock, still hard, slick with Rhys’s spunk, and pulled, drawing moan after moan from Luka until his pleasure spilled into Rhys’s hand.

He pushed his face against Rhys’s shoulder and fought the sobs rising in his throat, overcome, and only gradually became aware of Rhys’s hand caressing his head, the murmured words of love in his ear.

Luka sniffed, drew a deep breath. “Are you real?” he whispered once again, terrified of the answer.

Rhys stilled, pulled away, and Luka scrambled to his knees facing him, reaching for his hands to keep him there. They stared at each other in the early morning sunlight finding its way through the windows, Luka’s hungry gaze raking the face before him. It was kinder than the one he’d sat opposite from yesterday. Thinner. More beautiful than words.

“I don’t understand,” he said, utterly bewildered. Was this some dark machination of his enemy? A shapeshifter to torment him? No. The other had been. His heart knew this man.

Rhys’s face softened, and he picked up Luka’s hands, kissing each scarred knuckle. “It was not me in your home these last few days. Believe me, if it had been, you’d have no doubts left.”

Luka felt the heat rise in his face. He must look a fool, knowing the love he couldn’t hide shown in his eyes, curled his lips in an awkward smile. Rhys stood abruptly, pulling Luka up with him. “Come, we can at least be comfortable.”

They crossed the flagstones to a pallet against the wall of the circular room of what must be part of the tower, the stone walls thick and tightly sealed. Windows high in the walls let in daylight and Luka heard the wind outside, the screech of a bird of prey in the distance. But the room was warm despite its bareness and the quilts soft as they sat on the pallet, backs to the wall.

“We’re above the kitchens,” Rhys explained, guessing his thoughts as they shared a scrap of linen to clean themselves, exchanging a grin. “The quilts came from one of the servants. Aethan wouldn’t want to see me in such comfort.”

Luka reached over and twined his fingers with Rhys’s, placing their clasped hands on his thigh. He needed to dispel the bitterness that didn’t belong in Rhys’s voice. “Tell me,” he urged. “Who was it that came to my house and betrayed me?”

Rhys’s breath was a desperate sigh in the bright room, and he wouldn’t meet Luka’s gaze, though his hand in Luka’s tightened. “It was my cousin, Lorin. We were born two days apart, though our upbringing was—disparate.”

Luka felt the tension in him and squeezed his hand. “What is it? Let me help you, my heart.”

Rhys’s voice sounded strained as he spoke with great reluctance, “We share the same father.”

A coldness settled around Luka’s heart. “Aethan.”

“Yes.”

They sat in silence. Luka watched the play of sunlight across the walls, hurting for Rhys. He would spare Rhys further revelations if he could, though perhaps the telling would be cathartic for him. His next words filled Luka with sorrow.

“He raped my mother, his wife’s sister, and she fled to Moss Hollow before he found out about me. He would have destroyed us, had he known.” Rhys breathed deeply and continued, unknowingly wounding Luka with each word, “I don’t know how he found out about me. Mother had died in the winter of my twelfth year, and I did small chores, ran errands, whatever I could in the village to survive and stay out from under the Watchman’s eye. Aethan came the day I turned seventeen, knew me, and took me to that cabin in the forest.”

His voice had grown dull, empty of emotion, and Luka gathered him in his arms, kissing his face until he stopped shaking.

“Did you think I would judge you for what he did?” he whispered against Rhys’s golden hair. Rhys drew a ragged breath as if to speak but Luka silenced him with a kiss on his mouth. “I know the horrors you endured, chained in that dark cellar. That it was at the hands of you own father… Dear heart, it tears at my soul. But there is no blame here for you to bear.”

“I didn’t tell you who he was,” Rhys said, in tears, though hope danced on the face he turned to Luka.

Luka smiled slightly. “I don’t remember asking.” For just an instant the fury he fought to contain for the monster who’d hurt Rhys spilled out. “I would gladly watch him die for what he did to you, both back then and now.”

“Luka, no.” Rhys shifted on the quilts and took Luka’s face in his hands, stared into his eyes. “Put that thought from your mind. You are all that is beautiful and good in the world. I won’t see that tainted by any ugliness. Especially on his behalf.”

Luka blinked in surprise at his vehemence then rested their foreheads together, breathing in Rhys’s scent as he sought his center. What peace he could find filled him, and he raised his face for a kiss, but the rattle of the door sent Rhys springing to his feet. Luka rose more slowly as the door opened inwards.

A familiar face peered around the door then Lorin strolled into the room, the arrogance he’d kept hidden now on display in his walk, the sneer on his face. Rhys’s stance changed as well. He held himself ramrod straight, chin raised, as if daring Lorin to do his worse. There was no love lost between these two, longtime enemies. Luka’s heart ached for them, both victims of a cruel, selfish man.

Lorin stopped a short distance inside the room, his cool gaze looking them over, and his eyes narrowed. “Aethan wants to see you. Both of you,” he amended when Luka hesitated. He followed on Rhys’s heels, but when they passed Lorin, he grabbed hold of Luka’s braid, pulling him to a stop. He jerked his head back and Luka swallowed a grunt of pain.

Lorin’s lusting gaze raked his face, took in his disheveled tunic. He bent close, his breath brushing Luka’s cheek. “I should have fucked you when I had the chance, Witch. I still might, and make my dear brother watch,” he murmured, and licked along Luka’s jawline.

“Let me go.”

Luka didn’t push, kept his voice even, but uncertainty touched Lorin’s face and he released his braid. “Come with me,” he said shakily, and stalked from the room.

Rhys stared at Luka a moment, then suddenly bowed to him. “My lord and dearest master,” he said with pride and love in his eyes. Luka frowned to be so addressed, but Rhys gave him no time to object, linking his arm with Luka’s, and they followed Lorin along the winding staircase downward.

The door at the bottom of the tower opened onto a large room, the flagstone echoing under their feet as they crossed the vast space. The stronghold was newly built, stone walls and oak beams, richly appointed with tapestry and bright rugs. But the servants laying the long table kept their eyes downcast, shoulders hunched as they approached.

Luka grieved, wounded by the thought of the blood mixed with the mortar in the walls. Whispers reached him, faint cries of pain and grief.

“Peace,” he murmured on a wave of compassion. If he had his herbs, sage, and sweetgrasses, he could possibly free them. Perhaps…

He closed his eyes, opening himself to the aura of the room. Waves of anguish struck him, days of misery, hunger, the whip. The cries of a child for the loss of a father, an older brother…

“Hush,” he whispered brokenly. “You don’t have to stay—”

A heavy blow against his back staggered him and he fell and cried out as his knees struck the stone floor, sending pain splintering through him.

“None of that,” Lorin hissed. Rhys put an arm across his shoulders to help him stand, but Lorin shoved him aside with a snarl. “No. On his knees is where he belongs.” He drew a glittering knife from his belt, held it ready. “Try anything, Witch, and I’ll slit Rhys’s throat.” He looked at Rhys, his malice plain. “Gladly.”

Luka raised a hand as Rhys took a step toward him. “Let it be,” he begged. He could see Lorin’s jealousy as a flame around him, fierce, dangerous. It would take little to push him into violence. Rhys’s life was in danger every moment they remained in the castle.

“Yes, brother, do stop. In fact, get on your knees as well. The proper position to great our lord.”

Rhys’s lips thinned as he contained his fury, and he purposely moved closer to Luka, kneeling beside him. A wild gleam entered Lorin’s eyes, but he remained silent, glancing across the room at the sound of boots on the stone floor. Three soldiers in dark livery entered, followed by Aethan, and Luka shivered in the cold, tainted air that proceeded him, affected, but an accurate warning of the deadly nature of the man.

The guards moved to one side and Aethan swept up to them, a false smile on his full mouth, his dark eyes calculating.

“What’s this?” he asked with a simper and stopped before Rhys. “Is this any way to greet your father?” He looked up and exchanged a lewd glance with Lorin. “Maybe it is.” He crowded closer, the buttons of his pants a hairsbreadth from Rhys’s mouth. He licked his lips, face flushing, hand going to the back of Rhys’s head.

A growl rose in Luka’s throat as he gathered himself, anger a hot knot in his chest. Aethan flicked him a dismissive glance, but then the dark eyes widened, and he took a hasty step back before he recovered himself, standing stiffly, eyes flashing.

“As you wish, Witch,” he snarled. “I won’t touch your whore.” His tone turned menacing. “On your feet, both of you.”

Luka made to comply, but Rhys lurched up with a shout of hatred and torment and shoved against Aethan, sending him staggering backward. Lorin’s sharp cry rang in the room, as did the hiss of a blade leaving scabbard. No! Luka sprang in a burst of energy that radiated outward to crash against the walls. Light flashed, blinding. He threw an arm around Rhys and raced with him to the doorway.
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